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KELTOR




Prelude

In a high cold place on the Unraveller’s world, the wind was a constant sighing susurrus, for there was nothing to break its flow. The sinking sun momentarily illuminated a jutting finger of stone as if to admonish approaching clouds, saturated with darkness. The rocky outcrop was the last place the sun touched before it slipped over the edge of the world, and darkness closed over the sky like an eyelid over a bright eye. Night came like a dream.

None of the multitude of creatures that inhabited this world witnessed the dialogue of stone and cloud. Nevertheless it was noted. Hidden in the eye of the screaming vortex that was the Void, the watcher’s vision had diminished, yet it recognised in this small detail another sign that the Song was dying on this world.

Keltor had been created by the Song, and had been breached by the Chaos spirit, the opposite in all possible ways of the harmony represented by the Song. A portal linking this other world to Keltor had been constructed to allow the passage of one not made by the Song, who might unravel that which bound the long-lost Firstmade of the Song. Legend told that when the Firstmade flew free, the Song would be renewed on Keltor, and Chaos would be vanquished.

But the watcher understood that freeing the Firstmade would not destroy Chaos. It would simply restore the balance between Chaos and harmony. Variations of the two forces were naturally in flux on all worlds and the energy created by this striving was part of what fuelled the forces of life.

Seeking relief from the weight of its self-imposed burdens, the watcher had delved into the Unraveller’s world, curious to learn how the presence of the Song had affected the harmonising forces of this world. It had uncovered traces of it even in the most ancient tomes and myths of the Unraveller’s race, which meant that it had come there long before the making of the portal, perhaps even when the Firstmade had flown to many worlds in the dawn of its days.

True fear, or whatever the watcher experienced that approximated fear, came when it discovered that Chaos had also entered this world, joining the darker of the forces that warred here – race hatred, cruelty, violence – strengthening them dangerously. And it was a bitter thing that, although the Song might have come to this world in ancient times, Chaos could only have come by Lanalor’s portal, constructed to undo the evil Lanalor had wrought by enabling the Chaos spirit to breach the Void on Keltor in the first place. Lanalor had given his soul into the keeping of the Chaos spirit for the power to fashion the portal. If the Unraveller failed to free the Unykorn, Lanalor’s soul would be finally forfeit to the Chaos spirit, but much more than his soul he risked, knowing there was no other way to free the Firstmade, and praying that he had been wise and sly enough to outwit the secret designs of the Chaos spirit.

Reason said that what happened to the Unraveller’s world had nothing to do with the smaller, watery world of Keltor, but the astonishing web of connections it had uncovered between the two worlds revealed them to be irrevocably linked. The watcher had come to understand that in order to save either world, the Song must be saved upon both worlds.

Yet what could be done to preserve the Song on this world that did not know of its existence? A world where an insidious form of Chaos had entered by the dreams of its inhabitants, and the precious Song – perhaps the only thing that had stayed the invading darkness – was fading without their ever knowing its name. Without their recognising that a war was being fought, they were losing it; they were sleepers falling into death. How to waken them?

The watcher contemplated the Void, lapping like a great, grey sea between the made worlds. It contained all that had been and was and all that could come to be. Answers might be found there by one disciplined enough to negotiate the unmade stuff of Chaos, but it would be dangerous to spend too much time segueing in the Void while it was so disturbed. Recent events on both worlds had caused possibilities to fuse and reshape violently and, weakened by its part in those events, the watcher hesitated to chance itself to the maelstrom.

It sighed, knowing that it did not know enough, nor could it ever hope to know enough to plot the end of all courses.

‘I am not a god,’ the watcher murmured, and was obscurely comforted by the statement of its own limitations. Its long exile had taught it that life had a purpose which no single being could hope to understand, let alone control. Perhaps it was the will of life that Chaos would win both Keltor and the Unraveller’s world. Nevertheless, the watcher must fight to save them. There was comfort, too, in the decision to strive for harmony while admitting the possibility of failure; peace in accepting the presence in all things of Chaos. That was balance.

The Void began to shudder in anticipation and the watcher dared delay no longer in turning its eyes to Keltor. Events set in motion there by its long-secret manipulations were beginning to uncoil, and it must witness the shape they took, for everything was in flux now and there was no knowing how matters would settle.

It gathered itself and segued into the Void …


1


There came a day when the Unykorn heard Shenavyre

singing a summons from beneath the waves.

The Firstmade dove into the great water,

drawn by love and longing,

but the voice was false.

A lie wrought up from the Void. An echo

shaped to bait a deadly trap:

A sphere formed from the unmade matter of Chaos.

The Firstmade following the darksong.

Too innocent, too quick, too powerful to fear,

it entered that darkest place.



LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Ember strummed the a’luwtha and the sound that rose from the strings was a long, questing note; a musical inquiry answered only by the laughter of a Vespian shipdaughter somewhere on the deck above.

Swallowing fear, Ember strummed again, her fingers remembering what her mind did not. A second note merged with the first, and with the wind thrumming against the ship’s hull, a yearning sound that caused the man lying unconscious on the hard bunk behind her to stir.

A third stroke, and the seeking note was abruptly truncated by the slap of a wave against the hull.

Ember resisted the urge to give up and lay the instrument aside along with its terrifying potential to unlock her memory; to abandon her lost past, and simply be what she had become in this world, a Sheannite visionweaver. After all, she was dying and there must be some dispensations in that. Yet she had sworn to let herself remember who she was if she could only be free of the sinister web of intrigues on Ramidan island. She had not promised anyone in particular, but against all odds, even miraculously, she had escaped from Ramidan with time enough to reach Darkfall and be healed. Who knew what would happen if she failed to honour her promise?

She shivered and turned her mind to the other reason she wanted her memory restored.

During her escape from Ramidan the mental curtain separating her from her past had opened a chink, and she had discovered that a young blonde woman whom she had seen fall from a cliff in a vision, was her sister, her fraternal twin. She had seen them walking together on a night-dark beach. Glynn had gone into the water for a swim and Ember had gone in after her when she had got into difficulties. She had no other memory of her life before the crossing.

The warrior woman, Feyt, had promised Ember to locate Glynn if she was on Keltor, but they had both known that it would be easier if she could offer more detailed information about her sister.

Ember again addressed herself to the a’luwtha. Beautifully crafted, it had been given to her by the soulweaver Alene. A two-edged gift, for Ember was certain that music would restore her memory, and though she wanted and needed to remember who she was, she was also terrified of remembering. Ember did not believe that she had lost her memory merely as a consequence of the crossing between worlds. Something else had happened either before or during the crossing, and her mind had fled from it.

Whatever that had been, the memory of it was waiting for her along with all the rest.

Yet I must keep my word, Ember charged herself sternly. I must remember who I am for Glynn’s sake, if not for my own, and for the sake of a promise made. I must accept the past. I will call it to me.

A fourth complex stroke executed so faultlessly as to announce indisputably that she was a musician, and at last, the high, tense, difficult note clawed open the thin membrane separating her from her past; yielded her up to herself.

She was sitting in a restaurant gazing through a glassless window at a sea as smoothly silver-pale as the underbelly of the fish the men brought in each afternoon, still flapping and gasping their lives out. The sea was the Aegean and the Greek fishermen brought their catches ashore from their caiques in woven baskets sodden with briny water.

Opposite Ember, Glynn sat studying the menu. She was tall, with amber eyes and hair so pale as to be sunlight caught in a gush of water. The jaw was too strong, the brow too high, the nose too straight, for her to be classically beautiful, but the fall of hair and the strong clean line of forehead and cheek, the long column of the neck flaring to wide delicate shoulders and slight breasts, made her seem to have been cast of some graceful liquid. Everything about her flowed.

Glynn. Called by their father Glynna-love. Ember’s twin sister. People could hardly be brought to believe they were related, they had so little in common physically or in any other way.

‘See our eyes?’ Glynn would finally say, pointing to her slender, red-haired sister and, yes, the person would have to admit their eyes were the same pale-yellow shade. Sisters maybe, it would then be conceded, but twins?

Nevertheless they had been born out of the same pregnancy, the same womb; Ember moments before Glynn, whom no one had expected. It had been a mystery to their parents how the doctors could have failed to detect the presence of a second foetus.

‘You were a precious secret,’ their father had told Glynn once, though their mother had said, perhaps too often, that they had been at a loss to know what to do with this entirely unexpected and unplanned child. Their mother had always disliked surprises because they disrupted her careful plans and projections. Once she had said crossly to Ember that her sister made a habit of doing anything but what was expected of her and that it would doubtless bring her to grief.

The memory-Glynn’s head lifted abruptly as if she had heard the thought, and Ember, who was both memory and rememberer, glanced away smoothly. Glynn’s eyes remained on her, but Ember bore the scrutiny without acknowledging it. She was well used to being stared at.

Beautiful, people had called her from the moment she could understand they were speaking of her. They had murmured it to their friends or to her parents and often, as she grew older, they would say it to her face, never feeling they were rude, never seeing that such personal evaluations were intrusive and unwanted. They felt themselves to be applauding her, praising her for her cleverness. But she had accomplished nothing in being beautiful so why should she be awarded honour for it? If an award must be given for an innate quality, then why not an award for good health?

Ember thought of her beauty as a tawdry consolation prize given to one who missed out on the real prize. Sorry, we can’t give you health, but we do have this beauty you can have instead. The only catch is that it won’t last long, but then again, neither will you.

None of these thoughts showed on her face, for Ember had grown accustomed to projecting the sort of stillness that allowed no intrusion. She was able, simply by her immobility and the distance in her eyes, to prevent people from speaking to her, from asking questions or offering comments; from prying into her head and forcing her to engage with them.

Glynn shifted on her chair and Ember sensed that a reminder was about to be voiced. She forestalled it by opening her purse and bringing out a small phial. Unscrewing it, she tapped a yellow pill into her palm and dry-swallowed, all the while staring out to the sea.

She was relieved when Glynn made no comment. They both knew it was the last time they would be able to go overseas. The tumour in Ember’s brain was now so advanced as to require close proximity to doctors familiar with her case. They had not wanted her to make this trip because the yellow pills were new and experimental and there might be side effects.

‘What does it matter about side effects?’ she had asked bleakly.

Hallucinations, dizziness, headaches, nausea, the doctors chorused. And if the pills failed, there would be little time to find another solution. Perhaps only two or three weeks.

But Ember wanted to go and Glynn had made the arrangements, never even asking, ‘Why there? Why the Greek islands?’ The truth was, Ember herself did not know. She had dreamed compellingly of walking on a warm beach and had wakened with the name of a Greek island in her mind.

From the moment the plane lifted off at Tullamarine, Glynn had not referred to sickness or hospitals. She knew that Ember preferred her illness never to be mentioned; might even prefer, Glynn sometimes felt, to live without words at all.

That evening in the restaurant had been in the nature of a farewell to the island, for it had been the last night of their stay. The next morning they were returning to real life.

Real life. Glynn’s phrase.

Ember let the words slip through her mind, and strummed the a’luwtha again, this time giving herself to her knowledgeable fingers. They, it seemed, had forgotten nothing of their considerable ability.

Her memory unravelled itself, unwinding the face of a man with big white teeth and slightly bulging blue eyes. Harrison Bonn.

‘Brilliant. Superb.’ He flashed a too-white smile and said confidingly that Ember was so beautiful her music would double its value if she ever took to playing it herself, instead of merely composing it. ‘Think about it. That’s where the real money is.’ He drummed nicotine-stained fingers eagerly on his plump knee.

Ember refused to deal with him again.

‘We need him,’ Glynn insisted. ‘You have to go through these people and we’re going to need money.’

‘Then you deal with him,’ Ember had said.

So Glynn had. She managed Harrison Bonn, just as she had managed the tax department and the housekeeper and the taxi company and the doctors and even Ember, so far as she could be managed. She told the agent that Ember did not wish to perform; that she was a recluse who had no desire to meet with the artists who would perform her compositions or be involved in any publicity.

‘I am to be her buffer from now on. You will speak to me and then I will tell her what you have said. That’s how she wants it to be.’ Glynn told her later that Harrison Bonn had winked and said admiringly that it was a good gimmick.

Neither of them had any knowledge of the rapacious music industry, but luck had got them into it and had seen that they were treated fairly. It began when a woman heard Ember playing in a hotel room and left a message for them at the reception desk. Glynn had written a polite note explaining that the music the woman liked had been composed and performed by her sister. Months later a call came from the woman, who had got their names from the hotel register. She wished, she said, to pass on an offer to pay for original compositions in that same dark, serious vein.

The offer was from Hard Goth, which was the sort of band that wore pink leather codpieces with jewelled studs and broke their guitars after a performance. But Ember did not care what happened to the music once she had made it. Let it be sold to whomever would buy it, she told Glynn, since they needed the money. Just so long as she was not bothered.

They had gone to see the music agent with the letter of offer sent by the management of Hard Goth and a deal was struck. Ember wrote whatever she wanted and Glynn gathered it up and sent it off to Hard Goth via Harrison Bonn. Before long, money started trickling into their account. Gradually the trickle increased to a steady flow and finally to a very healthy gush as Hard Goth rose up the charts both in Australia and the UK. But Glynn and Ember continued to live modestly, aside from the trips, saving most of what was made against future need.

Glynn had been excited when the first songs based on Ember’s scores reached the popular media and later the music shops, but Ember had been genuinely uninterested. The creation of music was all she cared about. She did not listen to the taped copies of final arrangements before signing the releases, as Harrison Bonn advised, because she did not mind how they altered her scores. Glynn would have dealt with that too except she was tone deaf, an affliction which the sisters never discussed except obliquely. This reticence had its roots in their childhood.

Like many twins, they had been close as young children, even speaking their own language for a time, but there were some irrevocable differences between them, one being Glynn’s inability to hear music. This made her unable to comprehend Ember’s love of it. As they grew older music created a more obvious distance between them. Ember’s studies consumed her time and Glynn concentrated on her physical activities. Because Ember had always been delicate, this drew them further apart.

Ember’s illness completed her estrangement, not just from Glynn, but from the world.

She had always loved music and had meant to devote her life to it. Then she had become ill. There had been mysterious pains, blackouts and moments of blindness, migraine and dizzy spells. Finally she had become blind in one eye, and after a barrage of complicated tests, the verdict had been delivered.

‘There is a large tumour in the frontal lobe above and behind the eyes.’

Her parents had asked if it could be removed.

‘Inoperable. Worse, before death will come complete blindness. No cure, no hope.’

Her mother and father held her tightly as the doctors explained that she had a year or two, maybe more. Maybe less.

The world convulsed in a consuming spasm of terror that shaped itself into a smooth black mountain which must henceforth dominate and utterly shadow the landscape of Ember’s existence. That unassailable mountain was knowledge of her death and there was nowhere to hide from it. A madness of fear tormented Ember. It was as though the mountain was falling towards her and must crush her. Incredibly, it was physical pain that saved her. As the doctors continued their tests, trying to find something to inhibit the ferocious growth of the tumour, there was a great deal of pain. This devoured so much energy that Ember had nothing left to feed her fears. In the exhausted moments when she was free enough of pain to think, Ember devised a strategy to keep her sanity.

I fear the mountain that is my death because I fear losing what I love, she reasoned. Therefore I will love nothing and no one. She would not hide from the fact that she was dying or pretend it did not exist. She would not care about the search for a cure. She would undergo whatever treatment was suggested passively, and inwardly embrace her death. She would build herself a hut in its shadow and worship the mountain.

When the doctors used experimental drugs to stabilise the tumour, her parents urged Ember to play her songs and find solace in music, to nurture the hope that a final cure would be effected. She had set aside her instruments and asked if they would sell them. They had refused, convinced that she would change her mind after a time, but she had not weakened in her resolve. She did not touch her music books or hum any songs or listen to the radio. She left the room whenever there was music playing. Music was her greatest love. If she could cease to care for that, then she would have conquered her fear of death.

But she had not reckoned on her dreams, for when she slept, all the music she had ever heard or written rose up out of her subconscious to haunt her. She tried to fight it, listening for a time to bad music, but even in the most trite or crude songs, she could find beauty that would touch her. It was as if all music had some common seed against which she had no defence: something in her blood and marrow resonated. Still she resisted the temptations of music, believing that she could starve her need for it out of herself. Night after night she tossed and turned, lost in dreams of music from which she would wake trembling and drenched in her own sweat.

The mountain loomed, and madness capered at its feet waiting for her to give in.

One night she got up and took out her guitar. She played all night until her fingers bled and her body was blue with cold. Knowing she had nothing left to fight with, she strove to burn it out of her. She opened herself wide and filled herself up with music, hoping it would consume itself and leave her free at last. Instead, the music swelled to encompass her fear of death and her determination to accept it, and there was no room in her for anything else.

She had let them lead her to bed then, blood oozing from her ruined fingertips. She lay unmoving for three days in a sleep so deep it was almost a coma. She dreamed she was on the mountain, singing; she dreamed she was singing the mountain into existence. When she wakened, it was to a grey numbness in which she no longer felt afraid of dying. She saw her parents and her sister as though they were strangers. She felt nothing for them or for anything else.

‘I am fine. Leave me be,’ she told them softly and with such remoteness that they had no alternative but to obey.

She began to compose endless songs to her death. Nothing could reach her through them. Not fear, nor love, nor hope.

She had succeeded so well that neither Glynn’s grief over the suicide of her beloved martial-arts instructor, nor the death of their parents in a car accident, disrupted Ember’s calm inviolability. The estate left by their parents freed them from the immediate need to worry about money and enabled Glynn to care for Ember rather than finding work.

Ember existed, she made music, she waited to die.

Ember strummed the a’luwtha with fingers that had gone numb, struggling to reconcile the two halves of herself; past and present.

She was Ember who had been born of the dark sea and rescued by a fabulous manbeast who had communicated with her telepathically. She had listened, fascinated, to the stories of the young myrmidon, Tareed. She had laughed with the urchin boy, Anyi, who would one day rule Keltor. She had escaped from Ramidan and was travelling to Darkfall where she had been promised healing. But she was also Ember-the-dark and Ember-the-numb, who had lived with the mountain; who had given up life and was waiting to die.

The two warred, fought to exert themselves, and failing, reconciled uneasily.

The old Ember was powerful, for the mountain flowed through her as music, and the memory of the pain she had endured was a huge dark chimera around her. She did not believe that the white cloaks on Darkfall could cure her any more than the doctors on her own world had been able to do. They had arrested the tumour, but they were no match for death. Ember existed in sanity only because she had accepted that. She did not want to hear about hope and the healers of this other world. She belonged to death.

But the newborn Ember had not given up, and would not let go of hope. She had been terrified when the soulweaver told her that she was dying, but she had been offered healing on the island of Darkfall.

‘They will be able to help you on the misty isle,’ Alene soulweaver had promised.

Do you dare to believe that? the old bleak Ember demanded. Think of what waits if you are wrong. There will be a despair so great as to extinguish hope, and in its aftermath, the gate to fear and madness will open again. This time we will not be able to close it. Can you imagine how it would be to face death screaming, leaking vomit and tears?

The new Ember trembled, having only recently absorbed the memory of the terror her older self had suffered. Even as memory, the pain had been unbearable. The new Ember had suffered some pain and would perhaps suffer more before the journey to Darkfall ended, but nowhere near what dark Ember had endured.

The new Ember did not think she could face it, let alone the fear that madness would obliterate her, so she clung to the knowledge that she had been promised healing on Darkfall.

We will go there, then, the old Ember responded grimly. But we must go without hope. We must accept that death will find us wherever we go. We must be ready to be eaten by it. We must have no reason to regret the passing of life. If there is pain, we must take it up as a shield. If we must die, we will die without terror. We will go into the dark gently.

And so, the new Ember permitted herself to be submerged in the hopeless serenity of the older stronger Ember. Hope froze into a flat grey peace. She strummed a skilful run of notes from the a’luwtha that were beautiful but without brightness, and only then did she allow herself to go on remembering the night she had crossed to Keltor.

She was sitting in the Greek cafe opposite Glynn. It was dusk and their meal almost done when an old man came through the kitchen doors carrying a guitar and a stool. He set himself up near the batwing doors and, without any fanfare, began to play.

Ember let her fingers pick out the music he had played, and remembered uneasily how the notes had run through her veins like ice, or like fire, opposing the numbness she had made of herself; opposing the grey despair of the music shaping itself in her thoughts. She played a discordant note, but in her memory, the old man’s music continued, seeming to contain some deeper truth than her acceptance of death. It negated her acceptance by encompassing and elaborating death into a theme, threading through it a thin, dangerously bright skein of hope in despite of hopelessness.

The old man began to sing to the music in a sweet rough voice. He sang in English of a horse drowned while searching for its beloved mistress and Ember concentrated on the words, trying not to hear the music. But even the words dealt with hope, for they told how the drowned horse had called for its mistress in ghostly longing, never knowing she had perished, too. Its yearning was so profound that it reached beyond its own death and beyond all ends, daring to hope, daring to call. The song was about death and loss, but there was, hidden in the words, something deeper and higher which resonated to the bright thread in the music.

Ember remembered the chorus unwillingly.



When night falls

and the dark song calls,

will you hear?

Will you tread the moon paths?

Will you sing the lost soul home?



Fool, Ember told herself coldly. Fool to hope. No one will hear, or come. No one will sing you home. Death is too final. Death eats hope.

She had wanted, then, to turn away from the relentless beauty of the music but it would not let her go. The old man’s face glistened with sweat as he bent over his guitar, and the muted crash of the waves seemed to roar softly within the music.

‘Are you all right?’ the memory-Glynn had asked, leaning over the table towards her.

‘That song. I’ve heard it somewhere …’ Ember murmured, and Ember remembering, realised it was true.

But where?

Tea came, and Ember drank like an automaton as Glynn paid the bill. When they left, the old man was still playing. Ember followed Glynn down onto the beach as if in a stupor. The moon had risen and Glynn stopped to stare out over the gilded waves. Ember saw nothing except the old man’s fingers, swooping and caressing the strings of the guitar. She felt as if his song had peeled her skin off – to reveal what?

‘Look,’ Glynn cried, pointing. ‘The first star. Make a wish.’

Ember had been unable to respond. Her head had begun to throb painfully. She had delayed taking the pill and this was her punishment. She tried to welcome the pain as an old ally, but it did not kill the music running through her mind. The old man’s song swallowed her pain and made it beautiful.

Leave me alone! her soul shrieked to the music.

Sitting with her fingers clawed over the a’luwtha, Ember trembled violently at that remembered desperation. She had believed herself beyond fear, but she had been wrong. The old man’s music had proven that an illusion. Was it this realisation that had caused her amnesia? Was that what had allowed new Ember to be born and to weaken her still further? As Ember strummed the a’luwtha, her memory continued to unspool. She had stood watching distractedly as Glynn stripped off her outer clothes and entered the moonlit water. She swam away from the shore with her usual effortless grace, and turned to float on her back even as night coalesced into a cloud which reached out a dark hand to clasp the moon.

In the fallen dark, Ember heard the song the old man had played in the restaurant. Then the moon slid free of its cloudy fist and she saw that Glynn was struggling. Puzzled, Ember had taken a step towards the edge of the sea and then another, squinting against the moon. Was Glynn in trouble or simply splashing? It was hard to see properly because of the shifting cloud. Being blind in one eye made it difficult to judge distance.

Glynn vanished beneath the waves.

Ember gasped, and something long buried in her cried out that this was her twin that was being swallowed by the sea. She who believed feeling had died in her, discovered she could be made to feel; made to fear!

She looked around for help, her head throbbing as if it were being squeezed in a vice, but the steep, stony beach was empty; the caiques tethered along the shore, dark and lifeless. The restaurant was more than a kilometre back along the beach. Without being conscious of making a decision, or even of moving, Ember found herself up to her knees, chilly sea water seeping through her clothes to her warm skin. Floating forward she had begun a slow, careful crawl, keeping her good eye trained on the place she had last seen Glynn’s struggling form.

Her dress wrapped around her legs and she kicked sluggishly to free them. Strength was running out of her like sand from a bottle but, galvanised by the image of Glynn sliding under the skin of the sea, Ember ignored the warning voice telling her to turn back, straining her eye for the slightest movement. The silvered moon-path was still.

‘Glynn!’ she cried, but it came out merely as an exhausted croak. ‘Glynna!’

To which there was no response.

The two Embers merged seamlessly in this joint memory of swimming and of growing swiftly weaker, of finally floating numbly, without any knowledge of who she was. The memories overlapped just as, somehow, two worlds had momentarily overlapped, allowing a strange crossing. Under the cover of the shifting clouds, one yellow moon split into the green and blue Keltan moons and, without knowing, Ember had swam between worlds and lost herself.

Neither of the two sets of memories contained the moment of forgetting. She had missed it. Doggedly Ember returned to the memory of the moment before the crossing, determined to pinpoint the forgetting. She must allow herself to be absorbed by the memories in order to experience them more minutely. So she became the memory-Ember sinking beneath the surface, ready to die; relieved to give herself up to the seductive undertow. She sensed her own willingness with horrified fascination. Blood beat in her ears and her lungs screamed for air, for she had waited so that she would be too late for second thoughts when she breathed the sea into her.

Suddenly she heard a horse whinny.

The sound spiralled into neighing bubbling screams that froze her blood in her veins. Instinctively, she struggled for the surface to escape the dreadful tormented sound, but now the screams of dying horses seemed to fill the water, as if there was not one but a thousand horses, screaming and drowning all around her; all of the horses in the world. She was drowning in their terror.

The a’luwtha gave a discordant shriek, then was silent.
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So did the Firstmade pass from the light

So did the light pass from the Songborn …


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

Revel strode into the cabin. ‘It would be best if you do not play now, visionweaver,’ she said brusquely, gesturing to the a’luwtha on Ember’s lap. ‘We are in an area where other ships may pass nearby. Better that they do not call to the citadel with a tale of such music coming from the Stormsong, since we carry no registered passenger. By now, your disappearance will have been discovered.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Ember said, rising to rest the a’luwtha on the floor against the wall. Her mind was still reeling from the shrilling terror of the horses.

Revel shrugged. ‘I did not hear it said that you were a maker of songs.’

Ember did not know what to say to that. She had not played any music on Keltor. For most of the time she had not even known that she could play. ‘I was ill,’ she managed to say.

There was a flash of pity in the other woman’s eyes which told Ember that Revel had heard the rumour that she was dying. There were deep lines between her brown eyes and Ember guessed that the shipmistress was worried about what would happen if it should be learned that her ship carried from the citadel the vision-weaver who had saved the life of the Keltan ruler. There had been no public bar on her departure, but all knew Tarsin was infatuated with Ember, and had demanded that she remain by his side while he sought a cure for her illness.

Revel would be far more concerned if she learned that the unconscious man who had been brought aboard with Ember was the very man accused of engineering the poisoning attempt, Ember thought soberly.

‘How many days before we reach Myrmidor?’ she now asked, aware that she had been silent for a long time. She did not ask how long before they reached Darkfall because, although this was her ultimate destination, she knew that the misty isle lay within a bay formed by the pincer ends of the far larger Myrmidor island, and was inaccessible by sea. To reach Darkfall, one must go to Myrmidor.

‘That is not a question I can answer at this time,’ the Vespian woman said coolly. ‘It will depend upon whether I am sent by the direct route to Myrmidor from Vespi, or via the Sheanna isles.’

‘I thought, as Myrmidor was closer …’ Ember stammered, unable to control the tremor in her voice. Her lessons with the soulweaver had taught her that the tidal Sheanna islands were the most remote land mass on Keltor. It would take at least two weeks to reach them and, for Ember, that might mean unthinkable pain and perhaps death if the growth of the tumour was fast enough. The doctors had said that once the pills stopped working, she might have as little as two weeks left, and she had certainly been on Keltor more than two weeks. Somehow Alene’s treatments had not only withdrawn the pain, they had arrested the growth of the tumour, but Alene was not aboard and Ember’s instincts told her that she did not have much time.

Something in Ember’s expression caused the other woman to soften slightly. ‘I expect that we will go straight to Myrmidor. Sheanna has little trade in this season. I will go to my father as soon as we dock and when I have made my report and received my orders. If we are to go direct to Myrmidor, the journey will be only a matter of a few days.’

Bleyd groaned loudly and they both looked over at him. Curled in a foetal huddle facing the wall, the Fomhikan was completely covered by a quilt that one of the shipmen had thrown over him. Bleyd rolled over with a muffled groan and Ember could not help a hiss of horror at the sight of his face. But at least the filth and the bruising and swelling around his nose and split lips made him unrecognisable as the handsome brother and protector of the heir to the Keltan throne.

‘No doubt your companion would prefer to be left in peace, Lady, but those wounds need cleaning,’ Revel said evenly. She strode across to an ornate section of the smooth panelling that lined the cabin and slid open a section, taking out a wad of cloth and several jars from a recess. ‘They are not officially approved Iridomi medicaments, but they will serve.’

Ember nodded. Her studies with Alene had taught her that traditionally, Iridom island had the sole licence from the Holder to produce the medications dispensed by white cloaks on all of the islands. But these days Iridom olfactors were rumoured to be more interested in producing cosmetic unguents and pleasure drugs than medicines, and what little they did produce was scarce and expensive, and tended to find its way to the islands that its chieftain favoured politically, rather than to all septs equally. It was no surprise that Vespi had devised its own bootleg medications and Ember supposed the other islands did the same. A wise ruler would never have permitted such vital things to be produced by a monopoly, but Tarsin was anything but wise.

‘Use green salve when the wounds are clean,’ Revel instructed. ‘Where the wounds are not clean, and you cannot get them clean, tip on this yellow powder.’ She was setting the pots down on a table, and Ember chided herself to pay attention. ‘The red salve is for very deep cuts. It is a binding agent. You push the edges together and hold it until it seals. But only seal wounds that are clean. When he wakes, put this white powder in a mug of water and give it to him. It will dull the pain.’

‘Where will I get water?’ Ember asked.

Revel indicated another section of the panelling behind which was a reservoir with a small ornate tube capped at the end, and waved at a brazier where the water could be heated. Handing Ember a metal bowl she said, ‘Put some of the white powder in the warmed water to clean the wounds. I will send someone down with food in a while. For the time being, you should stay below deck.’

Ember nodded obediently, and Revel eyed the opaque veil that hid her face with faint exasperation. Then one of the shipfolk called her and she left.

Ember refused to let herself become introspective again. Filling the bowl with water, she set it over the brazier. Fortunately she had seen the myrmidons operate the larger brazier in the soulweaver’s apartment in the cliff palace, so she knew what to do. Leaning down to open the tiny flue at the base of it, she was hampered by the cloying draperies she wore. With an exclamation of irritation, she wrenched off her veil and replaced it with the half-mask Alene had fashioned in case she was forced to remove her veil. The soulweaver had bidden Ember keep her blind eye covered at all times because, ironically, the unusual silvery shadowing of the pupil caused by her tumour was identical to the silverblindness of soulweavers, who were only ever blind in both eyes. To be marked this way in one eye would reveal her as a stranger; a visitor from another world. Strangers were not uncommon on Keltor, but to be marked a stranger in these times would be very dangerous since many regarded them as disguised demons from the Void. Only the soulweavers of Darkfall and their followers believed that strangers were people drawn accidentally to Keltor through a portal created to summon, from another world, a legendary hero called the Unraveller.

Bleyd was breathing loudly through his mouth and Ember guessed that his nose was broken, but it was hard to tell with the nostrils so swollen and clogged with blood. She had a brief recollection of the first time she had seen the dashing Fomhikan sweep into Alene’s rooms. He had been wearing an elegant green cape and matching boots the same shade as his laughing eyes. He had looked at her, unveiled at Alene’s request, though not unmasked, and had ceased to smile, thereby unveiling something of his own. Ember had seen that look of dawning devotion too many times before to be mistaken about its meaning. Of course he had not understood her avoidance of him, and she could not possibly have explained what she had not understood herself, then.

But that elegant courtier was not this beaten and wounded man. Now, Bleyd was no more than a person in need and to answer his need did not require that she feel anything for him as a man other than compassion. So Ember reasoned, ignoring dark Ember’s hollow observation that compassion was merely another sign of her new and dangerous vulnerability.

Ember forced herself to concentrate on the Fomhikan’s injuries. Aside from his right eye, which was a mere red slit in a great red bulge, there was the possible broken nose and numerous cuts and grazes on his face. Pulling the quilt down, she undid the ties along the front of his clothes, baring his upper torso. Neck and shoulders were unmarked and the bones felt straight and regular, but one arm wrapped loosely in rags emanated a sickly odour. Ember had noticed the smell as she helped him up the steep stairs in the cliff cells. She did not think it was broken, nevertheless it was with trepidation that she began to unwind the ragged bandage. After several layers she could go no further because the material was glued to the flesh by dried pus and blood. Retching a little, she cut away what she could, using a small knife from the wall recess before turning her attention to the leggings, which were also stuck in places to his skin. On one knee, the bandage was so stiff with congealed blood that she dreaded to see what was under it. No wonder Bleyd had leaned so heavily on her. No wonder he had fainted! She felt slightly faint herself.

Using two towels to protect her hands, she carried the bowl of heated water to the bed, and scooped some of the white powder into it. Using the wadding she saturated the bandages that would not shift, and then left them to loosen as she washed his face.

The water gave off a pungent steam that reminded her of the smell of wet eucalypts. It must have stung because Bleyd groaned and tried to turn away. Ember held him with little effort. She was not strong, but he was terribly weak and, after a slight struggle, he lapsed into a deeper stillness.

Before long the water was a dirty reddish-black. She tipped it out and refilled it to heat. Bleyd’s face was now as clean as she could get it. She thought his nose might not be broken after all, though it looked as if someone had slit one of the nostrils with a knife. His eye was another matter.

She looked at the array of bottles Revel had given her. Red for deep cuts, white powder for pain, yellow powder for wounds that would not come clean and what was the other? Green salve for clean wounds.

She dared not put any of them on the eye wound. Steeling herself, she lifted the eyelid and peered under it. The white was completely bloodshot and the pupil was turned deeply back into its socket and was awash in yellowish mucus. She could not see if there was a cut on the eye so she settled for dribbling warm water gingerly into the socket until the pus was cleaned away. She would have to ask Revel what to use. She left the split lip, too, because she had no idea which of the powders and salves were poisonous, if any. But she put green salve on his nose and ear, sprinkled yellow powder into a cut where she could see grit imbedded in the flesh and pressed a deep gash on his cheek together after dusting it with the red powder.

She moved down his body methodically. From the pattern of the bruising he had been punched repeatedly and hit with something like a truncheon. He moaned, though she hardly touched him, and she wondered if he had cracked or broken ribs as well.

Bathing the bandages on his arm again, she was finally able to lift them. Her stomach turned, for underneath were savage burn blisters which had broken open and were obviously infected. She bathed the area and then slathered it with green salve, trying not to imagine how the burns had been inflicted. He had been cut several times on the other forearm and she debated the red powder but decided on yellow in case there was dirt inside.

His groin and genitals were savagely bruised but the skin was not broken. She had never seen a completely naked man other than in paintings, but Bleyd’s injuries prevented her feeling embarrassment. His knee, once she had managed to remove the sodden bandages from it, looked as if it had been smashed with a hammer. It, too, stank of infection.

Bleyd twisted away from her hands again as she bathed it and then covered the clean wounds with green salve.

When she had done all she could, Ember tried to turn him, but she was simply not strong enough. She realised that she had never done so much for another human being in all her life. Sinking down on the edge of the bed, she found that she was trembling and nauseated. She drew a blanket up high over Bleyd to hide his face which, now clean, might be recognised, wondering what kind of person would be capable of torturing another person to this extent. It was cruelty to the point of insanity. Was it possible that Tarsin had ordered this?

Thinking of the Keltan ruler made Ember wonder how he would take her disappearance. He would connect it to Bleyd’s escape from the citadel palace, of course, given they had vanished at the same time and from the same place. But as Ember and Bleyd would be seen as enemies, people would be likely to imagine that she had been kidnapped to prevent her visioning further. Feyt had suggested this. But no one would think to look for them at sea, since ruffians employed by the Shadowman were to lay a trail indicating that Bleyd had fled inland. Anyi’s continuing presence on Ramidan would be regarded as evidence that his brother had not left Ramidan, too, since all knew how protective Bleyd was of the young mermod.

Tarsin would have no idea what had happened. He would not have known that the green legionnaires assigned to escort Ember to the cells had been given secret orders to kill both Ember and Bleyd, and make it look like a murder–suicide, and if he had questioned the legionnaires, they would have been able to tell him nothing of what happened.

Ember hardly knew what to make of her escape. The strange manbeast who called himself Ronaall had intervened because, for some unfathomable reason, it was important to him that she live.

‘I swore an oath and you are part of it,’ he had once whispered inside her mind.

She could not imagine what his oath might be, except that it must concern the saving and protection of strangers, but his intervention had allowed her to rescue Bleyd. She no longer tried to tell herself that the manbeast was some sort of hallucination. How could she, when this was the third time she had communicated with him, and the second time he had saved her life?

Whatever he is, he was as real as I am, Ember thought. Then she shivered, remembering the first time he had rescued her, and the way his golden cat’s eyes gleamed as he said softly, ‘We are both of us dreams, Lady.’

A dizziness assailed her, and she sat up hurriedly, fearful that she would fall into another visioning swoon. The trouble was that, unlike proper soulweavers, she had no control over her seguing. It could happen at any moment, without warning. She saw much that she did not understand at all, as well as important things like Glynn falling from the cliff.

I know who I am now, but I still know too little, Ember thought.

Her mind returned to the citadel palace and the events that might be unfolding there. With luck, Tarsin’s legionnaires had found the false trail and were scouring the wild part of the island for the poisoner and his prisoner. But perhaps Tarsin was, even now, dispatching a message to Vespi to detain the Stormsong and all aboard, for his emissary, Asa, had seen Ember helping Bleyd from the cells. And he had more to report than that.

Ember shivered, remembering how Asa had torn away both her veil and mask and had gaped in genuine amazement, seeing the single silverblind eye that marked her a stranger. If he told Coralyn, who was his true mistress, she would guess at once that Ember was trying to reach Darkfall and was likely to travel with Bleyd. She would contact her own green legionnaires stationed in all ports on the way to Myrmidor, with instructions to find them both and kill them.

But maybe Feyt had managed to keep her promise to silence Asa. Ember did not doubt that the myrmidon was equal to the grisly task of disposing of the emissary, given that what Asa had to reveal would put the soulweaver in danger, too. Feyt would do anything to protect Alene. But what she would do and what she could do might be two different things.

Ember stiffened at the sound of footsteps outside the cabin, but it was only Revel with a tray of food. She said sourly, ‘This is not shipmistress work but I do not want my people poking around down here for their own sakes.’ She gave Bleyd such a pointed look that Ember’s heart sank. The shipmistress had recognised him after all.

Setting down the tray, Revel crossed to the bed and drew back the blanket. ‘You cleaned him up well.’

‘Only on one side, for I could not turn him,’ Ember admitted.

Revel tried to haul the Fomhikan over but he moaned loudly. ‘Perhaps something is broken inside. Come. We will turn him between us.’ They rolled Bleyd slowly onto his stomach and Ember peeled back the shirt. Revel shook her head in disgust at the mess of fibre and flesh beneath. ‘He has been whipped with his shirt on. The wounds will almost certainly be infected.’ She watched Ember refill the bowl of water and set it to heat before asking, ‘Why do you hide your face behind masks and veils?’

‘I do not wish the scars of my illness to be seen,’ Ember answered with careful truth. By now she was well able to affect the slightly stilted and formal manner of speech used by upper-class Keltans and, thanks to Alene, she had enough general knowledge of the islands and their various customs not to give herself away as a stranger. Revel was loyal to Darkfall, but Feyt had warned Ember to trust her secret to no one save the myrmidon leader, Duran, whom she was supposed to find at the myrmidon training academy on Myrmidor.

‘You saved Tarsin’s life,’ the Vespian shipmistress said now, and there was no praise in her tone. She bore no love for the Holder and Ember did not blame her. It was impossible to understand the soulweavers’ stubbornness in upholding his rulership of Keltor. It was true that Tarsin had periods of clarity, but he was clearly unstable mentally and emotionally. Worse, he had come to loathe the very soulweavers who had elected him; in particular Alene, whom rumour said he had once loved.

‘Wiser if you had stayed silent,’ the shipmistress muttered, predictably, when Ember made no response.

‘Perhaps, but would you be able to watch a man drink poison and say nothing?’ Ember asked coolly.

Revel scowled. ‘This man tries to poison Tarsin and you save Tarsin. Now you save the would-be poisoner.’

‘Bleyd did not try to poison anyone. Coralyn and Asa did it and made him their scapegoat,’ Ember said.

‘The Iridomi bitch-chieftain would poison babes to have her way, but this does not alter the fact that you and the Fomhikan make an odd pair. In my experience, things that do not match cause sparks, and sparks start fires which can burn up a lot of things …’

‘All we want is to get to Myrmidor.’

Revel only said, ‘When we dock on Vespi, it will be best if you are not seen.’

‘I agree,’ Ember said, becoming annoyed at Revel’s stubborn brusqueness. Did the woman imagine she wanted to see the sights?

Revel smiled humourlessly. ‘Don’t waste your chilly tone on me, Lady. The great water is the coldest thing in the world and I am handfasted to it.’

Ember refused to be cowed. Quite possibly her life, and certainly Bleyd’s, depended on Revel keeping her bargain with the soulweaver. ‘You agreed to take us to Myrmidor but now it sounds as if you want to change your mind.’ This was provocative because it was a matter of pride to Vespians that their word was their bond, aside from the binding legal nature of journey-bonds.

‘I agreed to carry you there,’ Revel snapped. ‘The Fomhikan was not in any bargain or binding. I did not know who he was when you brought him on my ship, and it would break no bond if I hand him over to the honorary contingent of green legionnaires stationed on Vespi. You can be sure they will be happy to have him.’

‘But you would betray me in exposing him, and that would break your bond with Alene,’ Ember said quietly, careful not to sound triumphant. Revel was trapped between her loyalty to Darkfall and her anger at being saddled with an unexpected and dangerous additional passenger.

The Vespian woman gave her a shuttered look. ‘Just remember, if you are seen while we are in port, it will be out of my hands.’

Ember finished cleaning Bleyd’s lacerated back as best she could, then she dusted it with yellow powder and left the suppurating wounds uncovered. She had forgotten to ask Revel which salve to use on the eye, but the swelling had subsided slightly, so perhaps bathing it had been enough.

When she was done, she washed her hands and examined the tray of food without appetite. There was soup, a kind of breadcake and a mug of some sort of juice. She had not eaten since the previous evening and knew she had better do so now. She lifted the bowl in unsteady hands and slurped the lukewarm soup from the rim, by now accustomed to the fact that Keltans used no utensils other than knives. Eating some of the breadcake, she found it very hard but surprisingly good. The drink tasted a bit like cold lemon tea, and she had just finished the mug when Bleyd rolled onto his side. The quilt propped around him slithered to the floor. Rising to restore it, Ember noticed that the wound on his back was weeping copiously. She got some more water and bathed it again, humming the old Greek man’s song as she worked, and wondering what it was that seemed so familiar to her. Perhaps it was based on some other well-known song …

‘So must Shenavyre have sung to the Firstmade,’ Bleyd rasped. She looked up and found the jade-green eyes open and alert. ‘The last thing I remember is being in a citadel cell. You appeared like a pale ghost to tell me you had come to rescue me. It would seem you succeeded. We are aboard a ship?’

‘The Stormsong,’ Ember said removing the bowl of soiled water. ‘Feyt arranged with the shipmistress to transport us to Myrmidor.’

‘A balladeer would starve on the material you offer for a story,’ Bleyd said.

‘I don’t speak to pad the stories of balladeers,’ Ember answered, filling a mug with water. She brought it to the Fomhikan, thinking it a pity he had not remained unconscious all the way to Myrmidor. Bleyd drank thirstily and handed back the empty mug, working his painful way onto his elbows.

‘How long have I been unconscious?’

‘Not quite a full day.’ Ember busied herself restoring the medications neatly to their compartments.

‘Lady, what have I done to offend you?’ Bleyd asked suddenly.

Ember was all at once sick of all the secrets and pretences she had been forced into since coming to Keltor. ‘I am not offended,’ she said bluntly. ‘I just don’t like the way you pay me compliments and stare at me.’

‘These signs of my high regard displease you?’

His courteousness in the face of her rudeness gained Ember’s grudging respect but, at the same time, she was irritated by the knowledge that his so-called high regard had been inspired by nothing more profound than her appearance. ‘I don’t want your regard, high or otherwise. I don’t know why you regard me in any way at all when we scarcely know one another.’

‘Surely it is reasonable for a man to admire the woman who saved him from torture and certain death, even if he does not know what cirul she prefers.’

Ember resisted the urge to say that he had regarded her in the same mindlessly besotted way since the first time he had looked at her. ‘I merely played a small part in Feyt’s plan,’ she said, resuming her bland tone. ‘In fact, I am in the midst of being rescued myself.’

Bleyd sighed. ‘You say we do not know one another yet you act as if I wear the face of your worst enemy. You have done so since the first moment we met in the soulweaver’s apartment.’

‘I have only one enemy and that is time,’ Ember said.

The Fomhikan paled. ‘Forgive me, Visionweaver. I had forgotten your illness. Are you in pain?’

‘Alene drained my pain before this journey began. I do not know when it will return but I do not wish to speak of it to you.’

There was an awkward silence and Ember hoped that now the Fomhikan would be silent, but at length he asked, ‘Are we bound direct for Myrmidor?’

‘No. We have to stop on Vespi, but the shipmistress says it is likely that we will then journey direct to Myrmidor. She says we need to stay hidden aboard until we leave Vespi.’

‘I doubt I would be fit to go ashore,’ Bleyd said, sounding suddenly exhausted. Whether it was her rebuke, or his pain, it seemed to her he spoke more simply now. ‘If you want the truth, I am surprised we got away from Ramidan at all. It is a miracle that Tarsin did not sound the Edict bell to stop any ships from departing before they could be searched.’

‘I suppose he would have, except that Feyt had the Shadowman arrange a false trail to make it seem you had fled towards one of the casting settlements on the other side of Ramidan. That was supposed to stop anyone realising you were in the citadel. That was where you were to be taken. I was supposed to slip away aboard the Stormsong in all the fuss, and you were to be spirited into a hiding place in the town, but when things went wrong there was no alternative but to put you aboard with me.’

‘What of Anyi?’ Bleyd asked softly, closing his eyes.

‘He was with Feyt in the citadel palace when I came to your cell. There was a hall but they left it early. They were going to go to the soulweaver’s hut to avoid being implicated in your escape or my disappearance.’

‘My poor Anyi.’

Something in his tone irritated Ember. ‘You need not pity Anyi. He is young but he is brave and strong-willed, too. He swore to Alene that he would never forgive her if any harm came to you.’

Bleyd shook his head in wonderment. ‘I have always found it hard to see him as the future Holder of Keltor. Perhaps I have been so busy protecting him and thinking of him as my awkward little brother that I have been blind to the strengths in his character.’

Ember was startled that he gave such weight to her opinions but then remembered he believed her to be a visionweaver with soulweaving tendencies. He was staring at her again, but less in admiration now than simple bemusement, ‘It is passing strange that, even masked, you are like Shenavyre. If I speak the plain truth, I must tell you that some of my stares were for that reason alone.’

‘Many Sheannites have red hair and are slightly built as I am.’

‘True but you must know that you also look uncannily like her. Alene is wise to send you away from Ramidan. Tareed believes that your appearance is a sign that the time of the Unraveller’s coming is nigh. I wonder if it is true?’

‘I am sure my looking like Shenavyre is only a coincidence,’ Ember murmured. Given that she was a stranger on Keltor, she doubted that her appearance was some sort of mystic sign. Probably it was just one of the many puzzling correlations between her world and this one. The Firstmade closely resembled the legendary unicorn out of the myths of her world. There, a unicorn was generally accepted to be an imaginary beast, while the Keltan Unykorn was seen as real, despite the fact that it was supposed to have been the first made of the Song of creation that had brought Keltor, and the worlds around it, into being. The Unykorn had not been seen since it had been entrapped in a bubble of Chaos after the death of Shenavyre. Many Keltans believed that a legendary hero called the Unraveller would come to free the Firstmade. It was such a fantastic story, all the more so because this hero was supposed to come from her world. In the face of this, the firm belief of the younger myrmidon, Tareed, that Ember’s appearance was a sign of the impending arrival of the otherworld hero, was not so far-fetched.

Bleyd suddenly groaned and clutched at his head. ‘That bastard … I would like to face him in fair battle some day. By Dar, I would give him some scars to remember me by.’

‘Who?’ Ember asked blankly.

‘Coralyn’s son, the foul but fair Kalide,’ Bleyd spat out the name. ‘Torture is an Iridomi specialty, and Kalide prides himself on being a master of it, or so he boasted to me as he demonstrated his prowess. I can’t bear to think of Anyi at his mercy.’

‘Anyi has Feyt and Tareed to protect him. And Alene.’

‘If you will forgive me for saying it, they may well need protection from Coralyn themselves if it becomes known that they helped me escape.’ He shook his head in frustration then closed his eyes at the pain it must have given him. ‘If only I could have remained on Ramidan. At least there I could protect Anyi. On Myrmidor I will be nothing but a political embarrassment. It will certainly cause a further breach between Tarsin and the soulweavers when it becomes public knowledge that they give sanctuary to his poisoner. It may even be said that the poisoning plot originated on Darkfall.’

Ember decided not to tell him that Alene had already set this rumour in motion. ‘I think the idea is that no one should know where you have gone,’ she said mildly.

Bleyd made no response and Ember thought he had fallen asleep. Then he said softly, ‘Perhaps we can begin again, Vision-weaver. I am grateful to you for your help, whatever the reason for your giving it. I fear I am too weak to be your protector on this journey, but I would offer what companionship I may to you, if you will permit it.’

He looked so downcast that Ember did not have the heart to reject him outright. ‘I am not good at light conversation,’ she murmured.

Bleyd smiled faintly. ‘I think I have guessed that. But I vow that I will never let a single compliment pass my lips, since they are so offensive to you. I promise to speak only of matters so weighty that I shall bore you to distraction.’

Ember made no response, and when she next glanced over at the Fomhikan he really had gone to sleep. Only then did she lie down herself, and she was tired enough to sleep at once.

When she woke, it was from a nightmare of the fear and the pain endured by dark Ember, before she had come to accept death. Trembling, Ember swore to relearn indifference and acceptance in case she did not make it to Darkfall in time.

Music would help her, as it had done before.

She strummed the a’luwtha very softly, having muted the strings as she had seen Alene do, so the music would not be heard beyond the cabin. She closed her eyes then, and played of death and dying. She summoned the greyness to her like a tide of mist, dampening and sucking the colour from the memories she had recently absorbed. But unbidden a clear picture came into her mind of Glynn, falling backwards off an unknown cliff. The vision evoked the old man’s haunting song and, in turn, the song called up the ghastly screams of horses she had heard the day she came to Keltor.

Ember ceased to play, her heart hammering. She was sweating too, and there was a vile taste at the back of her throat.

She had convinced herself, before seeing Glynn drowning, that she felt nothing more for her than for anyone else, but the gut-wrenching terror she experienced exposed her hard-won indifference as an illusion. She understood now that, all along, Glynn had been standing between her and the true detachment she sought. But no more. Glynn must be found and brought to safety, then would Ember find a way to push her from heart and mind.

Ember strummed the a’luwtha, and played a strong golden note which fluttered at the heart like moths around a flame. She played a seeking note, a striving chord, a song of searching and calling.

Glynna …
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segue …

The watcher reflected upon fear of fear. Many of the inhabitants of the Unraveller’s world preferred not to feel, rather than to endure fear. It was a subtle form of cowardice which the Chaos spirit had found easy to exploit, and the quest for indifference was now dangerously common among the people of that world. Most who sought it, obtained what they desired. Those who wished not to feel, ceased to feel. It was their numbness that was killing the Song, for those who could not feel, were deaf to it, and the Song, which could only sustain itself by striking an echo, faded a little each time it went unheard.

To strengthen the Song on the Unraveller’s world, it would be necessary to teach its inhabitants the courage to feel again, so that they could hear it. Yet that was all but impossible, since courage itself was a feeling.

The face of one of the children from the Unraveller’s world came into the watcher’s thoughts. It had entered the girl’s mind upon a whim, and had found a heart and mind that were brutal and casually callous. Resisting its instinct to withdraw, the watcher had delved deeper, in an attempt to learn what had damaged and stunted such a young mind. Unlike the adults of that world who had sought indifference, the girl only reflected the indifference of the world around her. She had no particular fear of feelings because she did not know what it was to feel. Her parents might have taught her, but like many other children of her world, she had little respect for them. Her world preached that respect for one’s elders was stupidity; innocence, ignorance and gullibility. Television and movies and books and all the creative offerings of her clever race had instilled the shallowest idea of what it was to feel. They promoted all manner of vacuous entertainments to simulate certain narrow, prefabricated feelings, and they urged the girl to sate her own immediate desires at all costs. She had been schooled to deride courage and to admire sly cowardice parading as reason or common sense.

But she was not afraid and so she could be made to feel. By chance, the watcher had witnessed exactly this as the girl looked into the eyes of an old and dying horse. It had felt the unfurling of her soul as she had experienced sorrow and guilt over her mistreatment of the beast. Then had come compassion. Incredibly, the watcher had heard the Song in her, as radiant with joyous purity as it had been when it sang the Firstmade into existence.

The watcher was haunted by the awareness that what it had heard had not been an echo of the Song, but its birth. On worlds made by the Song, everything was born echoing its making, therefore, although the Song could be extinguished by Chaos, it could not be born because it was part of their making.

The watcher had returned more than once to the girl and the dying horse within the Void, sensing that the incident held an important part of the answer to the saving of the Unraveller’s world. For if the Song could be born in one child, it might be possible for the same thing to happen in others. But it would take something as immense and mysterious as whatever the girl had seen in the eyes of the dying horse to reach them all, the young and the willing and the half lost.

Beauty. Wonder. Compassion. Again and again the watcher came to these three elements. Wherever it encountered compassion, it found the ability to feel and so the potential to hear the Song. Indifference produced a void where Chaos lurked, radiating malevolence. Courage was connected to compassion as cowardice was connected to fear. One needed courage to be compassionate, as well as to feel. And compassion was an outward urge. It was a response to pain and sorrow. It was a sorrowing at Chaos. The cowardice that sought indifference as an escape from fear was a maggot-like inward burrowing, a hidden corruption that would not allow the Song to be heard.

The young red-haired woman who had crossed to Keltor was a coward, but though she had long ago closed herself to life, she resonated with the Song, partly because of her love for her sister, which she had only hidden from herself under a grey blanket of indifference and self-pity. What she felt for her sister was the Song, and it was the Song from which her mind had fled. Ironically though, the amnesia had wiped away the force behind the young woman’s indifference – her knowledge of her death – and so she had experienced fear and hope, love and friendship, happiness and anger. And the Song had grown triumphantly stronger in her.

Now, music had restored her memory and again she made indifference her goal, but the Song had been strengthened enough to war openly in her with the Chaos spirit. That which she called dark Ember was the Chaos spirit, and that which she thought of as her newborn self, was the voice of the Song in her.

In one thing, the girl was right. Her love for her sister gave the Song strength. But from it, she drew a wrong conclusion. She believed that if she could be assured her sister was safe, she would be able to suppress that love and attain true indifference. But love was perhaps the strongest weapon against indifference.

It was a pity that love could not be used as a force to waken the Unraveller’s race. Unfortunately it could not be used on a great enough scale. There was no symbol or display that would evoke love in an entire race. By its very nature, love was a potent but limited force. One man might love one woman or a mother her several children, a child its parent, a brother his sister, even a person his country, but groups of people did not love other groups of people. Indeed there was ample evidence that groups were far more open to the Chaos spirit than individuals.

No. What was needed to waken the Unraveller’s people could not be a symbol of love.

The watcher segued.
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The thing that must be remembered is that the Song originally rose out of Chaos … [They] should not be thought of as two separate things. It is my belief that where one occurs, the other will rise in a natural and necessary dichotomy. In the darkest moment of Chaos, the Song will rise as a flicker of hope or a memory of beauty. And in the midst of delight, Chaos comes as a whisper of doubt and mortality. You cannot think of one without the other, but each has its own domain. This is balance. My brother called himself Damned because he brought Chaos into the domain of the Song, but he also brought the Song into the domain of Chaos when he taught us how to soulweave in the Void and so it can also be said that he was the agent of balance …

THE ALYDA SCROLLS


‘What will you tell the Draaka?’

Glynn dragged her eyes from Ramidan island to look at the man standing beside her on the deck. She was struck anew by his elusive resemblance to her dead martial-arts instructor on her own world. Wind, too, had been only a little taller than she, and had worn his blue-black hair cropped close to the skull. Solen even had the same oriental tilt to his eyes, though his were blue and had a tendency to purple under stress. But there were differences. Wind, though physically strong, had been slender of build, equally narrow in the hip and shoulder, his hands long-fingered and finely boned. Solen’s shoulders were very broad, his arms and legs muscular, and his hands wide and calloused, the fingertips spatulate.

Glynn had thought Solen a wastrel and a fool when they had first met. During the period she had dwelt with him on Acantha, she had lost count of the times he had staggered drunk into the subterranean apartment they had been forced to share. Knowing him as she did now, it was hard to credit that she had believed this rather obvious performance. But she had still been reeling at finding herself transported to another world, and Solen had been very determined to be misjudged. His ability to act was no doubt one of the reasons he had been recruited by the mysterious Shadowman.

Solen had confessed his relief at being able to throw off the shambling, doltish persona that he had taken such care in constructing, although this had been brought about by exile from his home sept, and meant the end of his usefulness there to the Shadowman. He had told her softly at some point in the night just passed, ‘Perhaps in the end, one finally becomes what one pretends to be, if the pretence is deep and lasts long enough.’

On Fomhika he had immediately thrown himself into a punishing training programme and the flab he had deliberately accumulated was gone. Now, his toned body matched the ascetic lines of his face and Glynn saw clearly the man she had sometimes puzzlingly glimpsed through the dissolute facade. The hawkish expression in his eyes was a true marker of his inner strength. The desire for perfection and determination to succeed in his goals were traits he shared with Wind. But, he differed at the deepest level from the Chinese man, because Solen’s desires were things that could be attained, though they might demand incredible effort. The Acanthan’s soul was an arrow which knew its target. But Wind had said of himself and Glynn that their souls sought a purpose and meaning beyond the mundane. They sought a target that might not exist.

‘What happens when the arrow that flies finds no target?’ Wind had asked her the night before he had drowned himself.

It falls, Glynn thought with a pang of remembered grief. It falls.

She wondered sadly if Wind’s suicide would ever really make sense to her. Because in the end, Wind’s answer to his endless yearning was not hers. There was some stubborn bit of Glynn, maybe even a sort of stupidity in her, which simply would not allow her to relinquish hope. She knew it from her martial-arts bouts. It was what had allowed her to sometimes win against better, stronger opponents. Stupidly or blindly or pointlessly, she would go on because she didn’t know how to give up.

Wind had focused his entire self in his longing for the unnamable, so that mundane life had little savour for him. But she had always been capable of finding pleasure in such small things – making a bed with fresh white sheets, stroking a cat on a wall, washing dishes, running or swimming, caring for Ember, doing the grocery shopping, smiling at an old woman watering her roses. She had felt herself to be flawed and trivial alongside the shimmering purity of Wind’s yearning, but perhaps this aspect of her character was the very thing that held her to life, even despite the gaping emptiness she had once felt.

Solen tilted his head quizzically at her, and his resemblance to Wind vanished. Wind had loved her but his eyes had never so intimately offered their feelings to her. There had been a secret core to him that she had never been allowed to penetrate.

‘Glynn?’ Solen prompted, reminding her of his question about the Draaka.

‘I’m sorry. My mind is all over the place,’ she said. ‘I wonder why we haven’t been allowed to land.’ She turned back again to contemplate the city that was the island’s only settlement. The call from the citadel commanding the Waterdancer to anchor off shore until further notice had come just after dawn. It was now nearing dusk but still there had been no permission to land, no explanation for the delay.

To Glynn’s relief, the young shipmaster had decided against rousing the drugged and slumbering passengers until he had permission to dock. He said bluntly that he did not want the Draaka under his feet demanding answers and wanting to use the ship’s callstones, but soon enough the potions taken by the travellers would begin to wear off of their own accord.

‘Are you sure the delay doesn’t have anything to do with the Draaka being aboard?’ Glynn asked worriedly. The Draaka and a delegation from her cult had been invited to the citadel palace to present themselves to Tarsin, but it was not he who had sent the invitation. That had come from his mother, the Iridomi chieftain Coralyn. This and the fact that the Draaka openly opposed the mode of Choosing which had brought Tarsin to the throne, might easily be seen as reason enough for an unfriendly welcome by the Keltan Holder.

But Solen shook his head. ‘If you look about, you will see that there are other ships anchored offshore as we are. There must be a general directive from the cliff palace. The only person other than Tarsin who could prevent ships landing here would be Fulig himself and Colwyn would have said if there was a Vespian black ban on Ramidan.’

Glynn thought it likely the delay in permission to land was the Keltan ruler’s doing. His mental problems were at least part of the reason for all the political strife on Keltor. He had been Chosen by Darkfall in a traditional appointment, but he had become mentally unbalanced in recent times, splitting Keltor into two main camps: those who thought he should be replaced – which included the Draaka and her followers – and those who felt that Darkfall had some particular reason for Choosing as they had done.

But many of Darkfall’s supporters were unhappy about having a deranged king. Someone had even recently tried to poison him, failing only because of the intervention of a visionweaver with soulweaving tendencies. ‘Maybe the delay has something to do with the poisoning attempt,’ Glynn mused.

‘They have to have someone to blame for it,’ Solen said, his eyes narrowed. ‘Unless they have released Bleyd of Fomhika and are seeking the true poisoner.’

‘You don’t think he is guilty?’ Glynn probed.

‘Bleyd is not reputed to be a subtle man, but he would never take such a lunatic and dangerous course as trying to remove Tarsin from the Holder’s throne by killing him. Nor would he so stupidly incriminate himself if he had done. Besides which the man is known to be strongly loyal to Darkfall.’

Glynn couldn’t help but think that a man could still be loyal to the soulweavers and decide to assassinate a ruler who was mentally unbalanced. He might even tell himself that he was doing Darkfall a favour. Personally, Glynn thought the soulweavers’ stance ridiculous. Insanity was as much an illness as cancer, and if a king had an illness that stopped him fulfilling his offices, he ought to be replaced. Surely it could not be so hard. The Holder’s successor had been named at the time of his coronation, so it was just a matter of officially removing the right to rule from Tarsin and passing it on to the mermod. But that was a simple solution, and nothing was simple on Keltor. Glynn had known that ten minutes after her arrival.

She said nothing of her thoughts, though, for Solen, like many of those who cleaved to Darkfall, believed that Tarsin must rule Keltor until the soulweavers decreed otherwise, or until he abdicated of his own free will. Dismissing from her mind the complex mysticism of Keltan politics, Glynn resumed her examination of the citadel palace. Built along a jagged cliff edge above the town, it was accessible only by a long broad flight of steps leading up to wide gates from the city spread out about it. Whether it was the effect of the red light from the sinking Keltan sun, Kalinda, or the stone from which it was built, the walls of the palace were red hued. In the dusklight, the colour had deepened to a bloody crimson, and it was hard not to think of it as an omen.

Glynn suddenly realised that she had been naive to believe that getting to Ramidan would solve her problems. She had intended to leave the draakan delegation as soon as the ship tied up on Ramidan, and to seek an audience with the soulweaver Alene. But the soulweaver dwelt within the palace and, seeing it, she understood that there would be no casual entry to the fortified and forbiddingly elevated complex; especially not for a lone and unknown woman who could not make the necessary explanations. There would be guards and official routes and protocol, and to negotiate them without calling attention to herself would take time and connections, neither of which Glynn possessed.

There was only one swift, sure route into the citadel palace.

‘I need to go below and collect my bags. Will you come with me?’ Solen broke into her reverie.

‘I will stay here. I have been alone before and I will be alone again,’ Glynn answered.

‘What do you mean?’ he asked, hearing the finality in her tone.

She met his eyes squarely. ‘I mean that for the time being I need to stay with the draakan delegation.’

‘But Bayard and the She-feinna are dead, so you cannot be held hostage by your mind link to them. In all courtesy to this Bayard, you must make some explanation of her death to the Draaka, but neither she nor her followers will dare use force against you here. You can speak with them and then leave the ship with me. We will …’

‘Solen, I cant go with you,’ Glynn cut him off. ‘I have to get into the cliff palace as soon as possible, and the Draaka has an official invitation.’

‘The Draaka will move against you as soon as she learns that she no longer has any hold over you,’ he protested. ‘She will fear that you mean to accuse her of drugging and holding you prisoner on Acantha.’

‘I won’t be accusing her of anything. I’ll be meek and obedient and ask to go on serving her. I’ll pretend to have been damaged by what happened to Bayard and the She-feinna. The Draaka knows I was mentally linked to them, and so it’s reasonable that I would be affected by their deaths. I’ll tell her I’m scared of being alone and that Bayard said she’d look after me and protect me. I’ll say I’ve had nightmares and beg her to let me stay on.’

‘It might work, but Glynna, I thought that after all that happened …’ He glanced down at the tiny He-feinna cradled in Glynn’s arms and instinctively she gathered it closer to her chest. Images of the long, stormy night floated through her mind: the elderly draakira, Bayard, stumbling and falling into the churning waves; Solen carrying her below deck, racked with pains from the She-feinna’s labour and the shock of Bayard’s death; Solen trying to resuscitate one after another of the stillborn younglings.

The windwalker’s eyes widened, as if he had seen the same rush of images. ‘I hoped you would want to come with me,’ he said at last, his eyes violet.

‘I do, but I can’t,’ Glynn said.

‘You do not trust me.’ Solen’s voice was brusque.

‘I do trust you. How could I not, now?’

As if it sensed the reference to its birth, the feinna youngling stirred in her arms and a rich molasses smell filled the air. The birth link forged between them seemed to be feeding her sensory information directly, as if the feinna’s nerve impulses were being redirected through her on their way to its brain. But she had no idea what the scents it exuded from time to time meant.

‘You need not remain with the Draaka to get into the palace, Glynna,’ Solen said urgently. ‘I will help you.’

‘You offer help but you don’t know anything about me, except that I lied about being Fomhikan, and that I am in the employ of your enemy.’ Glynn spoke harshly, addressing her own yearning for the Acanthan as much as responding to the man himself.

‘The lies you told were only to protect dangerous truths. As were my lies to you. My last day on Acantha, I told Jurass you were a mere chance-met who meant nothing to me. I sneered publicly at you to cover a truth I dared not speak, for fear it would put you in danger. When I saw you standing at the hall as golden and shining as the flame of a candle …’

‘No!’ Glynn said sharply, flinging up a hand.

‘Must all things between us be left unsaid, Glynna-vyre?’ He reached out a wide brown hand and laid it warmly on her bare shoulder, his thumb against her collarbone.

Glynn could not speak for the longing to go into his arms. In desperation she summoned up a mental picture of Ember. There was no future with Solen, no matter how strongly they felt for one another, because she had to get back to her own world. She stepped away from his touch resolutely.

His hand fell to his side. ‘You understand that I ask nothing but to be permitted to help you.’

Glynn shook her head in exasperation. ‘Oh Solen, you are an exile from Acantha and you work for the Shadowman who is wanted by legionnaires all over Keltor for the things his followers do. Followers like you, who also have prices on their heads.’

‘The Shadowman’s resources are enormous. He could find your sister far more quickly than you, even if she is within the palace.’ Glynn was shocked to hear him mention Ember, but of course she had spoken of her sister to the myrmidons on Fomhika, and they would have reported her words to Solen. Naturally he would assume that this was her reason for wanting to get into the palace.

‘The Shadowman is …’

‘I do not criticise what your leader does or why,’ Glynn said firmly. ‘It is nothing to me, just as the Draaka’s machinations are nothing to me. But I can’t afford to be involved with someone who is sought after by the legionnaires.’

‘You are afraid,’ Solen said with a flash of his old bleakness.

‘I could not be frightened of you.’ Glynn flushed to find herself referring openly to the bond that had grown up between them during the feinna birthing. More had been born that night than a youngling.

Solen’s mouth softened, though his eyes grew sad. ‘Yet again does the cause I believe in sever me from that which I care about most deeply.’ Glynn reached out instinctively to touch his cheek and something like electricity ran between them in a jolting current. The Acanthan’s eyes darkened and she sensed his intention to kiss her.

‘Please. I … I can’t!’ she cried, starting back. Solen’s eyes widened and she saw how much she had revealed in those few words.

‘Very well,’ Solen said evenly. ‘I will accept this decision because I have made such decisions myself, despite the pain they caused me and those I cared for. But know this, Glynna, I will not wait forever. If you do not come to me, I will come to you, wherever you are. Even into the cliff palace, if I must.’

The possessiveness in his voice thrilled her and Glynn refused to allow herself to think beyond the sweetness of that for the moment. They were too close and he might come to sense what she did not say. To distract him, she asked, ‘How would I find you?’

‘I think we would find one another mapless and without directions, no matter if the whole world were between us,’ he said tenderly, then he straightened and became more businesslike. ‘You must find your way to the market in Gia Square. A small lane runs off the Square, called Street of the Face-shapers. There you will find a bakery that sells bread and sweet cakes amidst many mask shops. The bakery is below the establishment of Clover, the finest mask-maker on Ramidan. You might buy some bread, and during the transaction, contrive to remark to another customer that things are not always called by their true names.’

Glynn gave him a startled look. ‘I have heard that phrase before.’

‘It is used by followers of the Shadowman to identify themselves to one another,’ Solen said. Glynn remembered then that the Fomhikan, Donard, had said it to her in Solen’s fell on Acantha.

‘Donard,’ Solen murmured. ‘He would have been trying to find out if you were one of us.’ Then he looked shocked, realising as she did that he had answered her unvoiced thought.

Glynn shook her head slightly, forbidding him to begin talking about what the feinna link had done to them. She could not cope with that now. ‘I thought him mad asking me to pass on a message about casting for silfiwhen you obviously had no interest in such things,’ she said with pointed calmness.

Solen mastered his own expression. ‘There is much you do not yet know about me, Glynn. But the most important things that lie between us need no words.’ I adore you, he thought, but did not say; a testing that was also a caress. Glynn shivered inwardly with pleasure. The feinna stirred and again a sweet, rich smell filled the air. Solen straightened up and glanced around. ‘I should go below. I do not wish to be seen by the Draaka or her people.’

‘Does it really matter if they report to Jurass that you didn’t drown? He can’t do anything to you unless you go back to Acantha.’ The proxy miner, Lev, had told her that chieftains’ laws and sentences were effective only upon their own islands.

‘A man who is supposedly dead might be of considerable use to the Shadowman.’

‘Won’t the Vespians …’

He shook his head. ‘There is no reason anyone should think to ask them about me and Vespians do not gossip. Other than making myself known to you, I have been very discreet since my “death”.’ He grinned, then quickly sobered. ‘But it was also out of concern for you that I said I had better not be seen. I do not imagine a friendship with me would help you with the Draaka.’ He hesitated. ‘Glynna, are you sure about this course?’

She nodded. ‘But, Solen, I mean it when I say the Draaka’s purposes are not mine. I am not an enemy to you or to Darkfall.’

‘Remember Duran’s words to you? “Who is not an ally to Darkfall is its enemy”. You will have to take sides in the end. You can not divorce yourself from what is happening, for it concerns all Keltor.’

But this is not my world! Glynn thought.

Solen rocked on his heels. ‘Wh … what?’

Glynn was shaken to think her silent cry had somehow reached him. ‘My purposes are my own and no concern to anyone on Keltor but me,’ she said tightly.

‘I know you believe that, but nothing happens in perfect isolation. Everything is connected to everything else. Whether you know it or not, your search for your sister is connected to my work for the Shadowman, and to the soulweavers’ desire to free the entrapped Firstmade. And think on this: if it is anonymity you desire, the Draaka will be much scrutinised once we are on Ramidan, both by those who hate her and all she stands for, and by her secret devotees.’

‘The Draaka will be watched, not her followers,’ Glynn countered. ‘I will hide in her shadow. And being with her will give me protection.’

‘Protection it may afford, but who will protect you from the Draaka?’ Solen ran his hand over his dark head. ‘I see that you will not be swayed. Therefore, Glynna-vyre, do what you must do in the palace and come to me soon. Bring your sister. Until then, take care of yourself and of the youngling.’ Reaching out, he cupped the feinna’s tiny skull tenderly in his palm. The little creature chirupped sleepily at his touch and the smell of clove and sandalwood filled the air as Solen turned away.

Watching him go, Glynn wondered if he was right in saying they would be able to find one another without map or directions. But what was the use of such a bond when succeeding in her quest to see the soulweaver would mean returning to her own world? This had been her main reason for withholding the truth about herself from Solen. The more intimacies, verbal and physical, they exchanged, the more painful their final parting.

A delicate lemon scent arose from the feinna. Bayard had never mentioned scents, and Glynn wondered if feinna younglings used scents as human babies gurgled before they could use words; perhaps the scents faded when the feinna was mature enough to communicate using the vivid visual and sensory flashes combined with telepathically conveyed words. The youngling was, after all, bare hours old. The ache in Glynn’s chest at the knowledge that she would not see Solen again eased fractionally as she stroked the tiny animal’s silky head.

The most remarkable result of the link between her and the little creature was that in addition to other things, it gave her access to what could only be genetically coded information. By this means, she understood that although she could not be physically separated from the youngling by a very great distance without both of them suffering, the distance constraint would gradually ease, allowing them to be further and further apart, until the youngling matured.

The same source gave her to understand, in some detail, how her bond with the He differed from the mutilating mating link that its mother had forged with Bayard. Glynn had not been mutilated because of what the She had learned from its painful bonding with Bayard. When it changed Glynn to enable her to birth link with its youngling, it had done so only by enhancing certain important latent tendencies that it had sensed in her the first time they encountered one another. There were side effects but they were entirely benevolent. Her sight and hearing had improved, as had her sense of smell. But more important to Glynn than any enhancement of physical or mental abilities had been the discovery that the link with the feinna filled the terrible emptiness which had lain at the core of her being for as long as she could recall.

One of the scrolls in Bayard’s collection claimed that the Song of Making had been fading when it created humans, and so there had been an emptiness left in them, a gap which must be filled. Glynn was not Songborn, but if the purpose of life was to find a way to fill that emptiness and attain completeness, then she had come very close. It seemed to her that the arrow of her spirit had found its place in this world; found it in the link with the He-feinna, and in what she felt for the Acanthan windwalker, Solen. For he was part of it. That much was clear and this would not change even if they never saw one another again.

This last thought, though a kind of grief, brought peace to her heart. She would never see either Solen or the feinna again after she returned to her own world, but they would be inside her mind and heart forever. Perhaps that would be enough to hold the emptiness at bay.

I have changed in ways I have not begun to fathom, Glynn thought.

She seemed to see Solen leaning over the edge of the ship to drop the bodies of the She-feinna and its dead younglings into the sea. His eyes had been sombre above the flapping ends of his surcoat. They could have carried the little creatures to land to bury, but Bayard had died in the sea and no matter how perverse the relationship between the pair, it was fitting that the She should follow Bayard into the waves, and that its babes should follow their mother.

Glynn was saddened by the memory. But at the same time, the new part of herself – what she thought of as the feinna part – made her understand that sadness was only appropriate as an initial response to death. Ultimately, death was a natural part of life, even violent death. And there had been release in the She-feinna’s death, from the horrifyingly unnatural link with Bayard. It must have felt to the She as deeply wrong as a human waking from an operation to find their lower half had been transformed into that of an ape.

Feinna mated only once in their lives, and at that moment all the younglings they would ever bear were both fertilised and their development arrested until the She-feinna chose to bring them to term. Rather like a kangaroo female which could hold a fertilised egg in stasis until there was enough food to nourish the joey. Bayard had not known from her researches why the feinna had elected to bring its last litter to term knowing its unnatural human ‘mate’ could not perform the all important birthing link, but Glynn’s new feinna senses told her that there was an urgent instinctive imperative for a She-feinna to fulfill its fertilised potential before dying and that feinna somehow sensed when they were going to die.

Glynn’s mind returned to that incredible moment of bonding. Only after it had been done had the She allowed its soul-spar to follow Bayard’s into death. Glynn and Solen had been left surrounded by blood and feinna bodies. They had cleaned away the blood and wrapped the surviving youngling in a blanket, working in silent accord and overwhelmed wonder. Solen had spoken to Colwyn, who had not until that moment known of Bayard’s death, and then he had returned to carry the dead, and Glynn the living, onto the deck where they had quietly dropped the feinna corpses to the waves.

They had stood side by side for the remainder of the night, saying little. Only when day dawned did they surmount the wonder of the night, to talk of it. And in talking, they had encountered all of the gaping holes where things were left unsaid.

‘Where is Bayard?’

Glynn’s heart gave a great dull thud of fright, but she calmed her expression before turning to face the Draaka Prime.

‘Well?’ demanded the most senior of the draakira. ‘She is not in her bed.’

‘I … There was a storm last night, Prime Wykka … Bayard was washed overboard,’ she stammered.

The Prime’s eyes narrowed. ‘What are you saying, girl?’

‘She … The storming …’

‘Are saying that Bayard is dead?’

Glynn imagined that a flash of dismay crossed the woman’s haughty features, but that was impossible, for although both women had been equally senior in the Draaka’s hierarchy, there had been distinct ideological differences between them which made them rivals if not outright enemies. The face of the Prime was as cold as ever when she demanded to know what Bayard had been doing on deck in the middle of the night. ‘Did she not consume a sleep draught?’

Glynn reminded herself that she had to seem mentally affected by Bayard’s death, and she made her words hesitant. ‘The She-feinna’s labour began, and woke her. She came on deck. She was not wearing an anchor rope …’

‘She dies and the animal lives? I thought both of them were supposed to die if one died.’

‘The She-feinna did die. This is one of its babies. We … I managed to save one.’

‘And what of you? You were also linked to the animal and to Bayard, were you not? How is it that you did not die?’

‘The link was not as strong …’

‘You seem to understand a good deal about these links,’ the Prime said.

‘Bayard talked a lot about them. I think she was really talking to herself more than me, but I heard …’ Glynn added ingenuously. She made herself look anxious.

‘You must feel pleased, since their deaths free you to escape the delegation,’ the Prime said with a cold smile.

‘But … I do not want to escape,’ Glynn cried. ‘I have never been to Ramidan. I do not want to be alone there!’

Fleetingly, the Prime looked genuinely baffled. ‘I thought you wished to be free to find your sister?’

Glynn thought fast. ‘I did but … maybe the vision that showed her to me was a lie, as Bayard said. Let me speak to the Draaka!’ She let her voice stagger up into a jagged peak of panic, deciding that the Prime would not want an hysterical scene.

‘Silence,’ the older woman snapped. Several of the shipfolk were now gazing at them curiously. ‘I do not know why you would desire to remain with those who held you prisoner and drugged you, but if you plan to invoke Dar against us you will surely regret it.’

Glynn again babbled loudly that she only wanted to serve. The Prime stepped back and the momentary fierceness left her face and body. ‘Very well. You will accompany us to the palace at least, then we will see what the Draaka wishes to do with you.’ This sounded sinister, but Glynn cared for nothing except to ensure that she entered the palace. Once inside she would slip away at the first opportunity and seek out the soulweaver Alene.

The ship swung around sharply enough that Glynn and the Prime staggered and there was a sudden increase in the activity of the crew around the navigation platform which could only mean that the ship had been given permission to dock.

‘Gather your own and Bayard’s belongings and come back on deck,’ the Prime instructed absently, her attention now on the shipmaster who was mounting his platform.

Glynn bobbed her head meekly and went down the steps to the cramped cabin that she had shared with Bayard and the She-feinna, praying that the Draaka would not veto the Prime’s agreement that she could come to the palace, once they all got to shore. Setting the little He gently on the bed, she packed Bayard’s few personal effects into a cloth bag, thinking how meagre they were to mark the life of a human being, but Glynn supposed monks in her own world had scant material possessions, and yet would count themselves rich. Certainly Bayard had been largely contented with her life at the haven.

Collecting the scattered scrolls that the draakira had been studying before sleeping, Glynn remembered that she had wanted to search through them for references to Lanalor’s portal, in the hope of learning how she could use it to return to her own world. But there had been no opportunity for reading. She shrugged. If she could just get to Alene soulweaver, there would be no need for any research.

Glynn staggered again as the ship turned sharply to come up against the pier, but the sleeping feinna did not stir, not even when she scooped it up awkwardly in her free arm, bundled it under her cloak and made her way up onto the deck.
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Lanalor told Shenavyre that the Unykorn had perished,
 And at last, her eyes saw him, but they were filled with horror.
 Shenavyre cried: ‘Then is all beauty and brightness dead.’ 
She drew a knife from her belt and drove it into her heart.


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

The draakan entourage was barely assembled on the long stone jetty when a flurry of green-sandalled men and women clad in white tunics and loose trousers, converged on them. Bowing obsequiously, a servitor with lavish green trim on the hem of his tunic introduced himself as a senior servitor of the house of the great Iridomi chieftain, Coralyn, and her illustrious son, Kalide. He had brought servitors to collect the baggage and to escort the Draaka and her delegation to a carriage that awaited them at the end of the pier. The Prime nodded and the hovering servitors swooped on bags and woven trunks and bore them away. Glynn gladly relinquished the bags, but the feinna lay within her bundled cloak and she pretended not to notice when a servitor reached for it. She was uneasily aware that the Prime noted her reluctance but she could not allow the feinna to be taken from her.

The Draaka was in no condition to notice anything. Wrapped up in the same thick red hooded cloak she had worn when leaving Acantha, her face hidden behind an opaque veil, she was led from her cabin across the deck and down the gangplank by one of the few male senior draakira; a cold obese man called Mingus. Obviously the Draaka was still deeply in the thrall of whatever drugs she had taken to endure the crossing from Fomhika but, other than pasty complexions and red-veined eyes, the other draakira appeared and behaved as they usually did. They must have taken less of the sleep drug than their mistress, though still they looked wretchedly ill. Glynn thought, not for the first time, that the Keltan cure for seasickness was surely worse than that which it sought to alleviate.

It was little surprise that the draakira used sleep drugs. They were in the habit of using drugs not just to endure sea journeys or keep their shanghaied servitor-slaves docile, but also to enhance their sensibilities during the numerous rites conducted within the haven. Haven life revolved around drugs and Bayard had been one of the few senior draakira to openly deplore the habit of casual drug-taking; not for moral reasons, but because it got in the way of clear rational research, and because the drug that kept slave-servitors docile eventually disabled them. Bayard had taken drugs only when the Draaka had wanted to use her as a conduit to the Chaos spirit. Perhaps it was because she so seldom took drugs that she had been so very susceptible as a channeller.

Of all the draakan entourage aboard the ship, Prime Wykka seemed least afflicted by whatever potions she had taken to endure the crossing. Perhaps she had taken even less than the others, in order to watch over her mistress. But it might be that she had eschewed drugs altogether. Noting the Prime’s upright posture and dark glare, Glynn thought that this was not a woman who would willingly relinquish control of her senses.

The Prime turned unexpectedly and looked directly into Glynn’s eyes. There was no possibility that the woman could read her thoughts, but Glynn wondered how long the Prime had been awake before coming up on deck. What if she had seen Glynn with Solen? It was definitely possible, though she would not have recognised him given his physical changes and the fact that he had been wrapped in a hooded cloak. Glynn decided that she had better be prepared for questions. She would say one of the other passengers had been drunk and had followed her about talking gibberish. She knew from minescrape gossip that those who could not afford sleep drugs used cirul to dull their sensibilities during island crossings.

The Prime turned away to speak with Mingus and a thin, spinsterish-looking draakira called Leta. The senior Iridomi servitors gestured that they should make their way to a large ornate carriage standing by the road at the end of the pier. Even at such a distance, it was possible to see that the harnessing of the llama-like beasts drawing the carriage was encrusted with flashing stones.

Glynn followed the others, but almost at once she found herself caught up in the midst of some sort of argument. She had to push her way clear of a circle of angry-looking men and gesticulating women, hampered both by the feinna and her own fear of attracting attention. She had fallen behind the draakan delegation and it was the perfect moment, if she had wanted, to slip away. She reminded herself sternly that remaining with the draakan delegation was her best hope of getting home to Ember quickly and hurried to catch up to the rear draakira. She was belatedly struck with how bright everything seemed. Probably it was just the contrast with the grey monotones of shipboard life, but she felt almost dazed as she wove her way through the press of Vespians loading and unloading cargo, disembarking passengers and men and women of all septs trying to buy or at least take possession of cargo. Clearly the port facilities were being strained by the docking of so many ships at once.

She saw a squatting man beating one of the flat Keltan drums with a small double-headed hammer, in time to the melodic chants of a dark-haired girl wearing flowers in her hair and dancing. The man winked at Glynn lasciviously and made a comical face of woe when his pretty companion gave him a sharp clout on the ear. A flurry of small urchins darted through the crowd of watchers shrieking with laughter and Glynn’s heart rose at the sound of it. Some of the intensity of the night lifted and she reflected that some kinds of joy were so profound that they were as heavy to carry as sorrow.

Glynn began to walk, but not too quickly. She wanted to observe the reaction of locals to the unmistakable red sun emblem of the Draaka cult worn by the delegates. Fortunately, none of the clothes that she had been given were stamped in such a way. At first she had the impression that no one was reacting to the insignia but, as she studied the curiously immobile face of one man, his anger and disgust suddenly flowed into her mind.

Shock at the alien flow of emotions made her gasp aloud, but the sound was absorbed by the general racket. She lost sight of the man almost at once, but she turned her gaze swiftly to a nearby woman chattering to a plump man, wanting to see if the same thing happened. To her dismay, the woman immediately whirled on her. Glynn had the wit not to turn her face away guiltily, but only to shift her gaze fractionally, and the woman stared at her in momentary puzzlement. Glynn realised that she was shaking from shock because, not only did she seem to be able to read people’s emotions, they could feel the touch of her mind! She staggered slightly and only then discovered that whatever she had done with her mind had taken a physical toll. But she could not resist trying it once more.

This time, she chose someone walking in the same direction; a woman carrying a laden basket of tiny linen-wrapped packages. She felt nothing initially, then again she had the sensation of her mind opening and the other woman’s emotions flooded her senses. Behind a vacuous smile, the young woman was bitter and angry and also very worried about something. Glynn tried fruitlessly to learn the source of the woman’s feelings, but her new ability seemed to only allow her to idenfity emotions. This time, when her control dissolved, she felt completely drained, and realised that she had better not try any more experiments until she was able to rest afterwards.

Forcing herself to walk on, she wondered at the veneer of gaiety in the port covering darker emotions. That made her think of something Solen had said of Ramidan. ‘This is an island where mask-making and mask-wearing have reached a level of popularity that rivals even Iridom. Masks are sometimes worn over masks, and where a true face can be made to seem untrue …’

Glynn wondered if Solen had also developed the ability to receive emotions. Certainly he had all but read her mind, but that seemed more like telepathy than what she was experiencing, and was probably confined to the three of them: the feinna, Solen and herself.

The Prime and most of the draakira had reached the end of the pier, only to find the way blocked by a wall of people trying to come onto it. As usual in such situations, no one was willing to give way and tempers were fraying. Glynn approached the draakan entourage, who were complaining loudly to the Prime. Ordinarily she would have thought them a feeble lot not to simply shove their way through, but as it was she was glad of the rest. She really felt almost sick with exhaustion and despite her wonder at what she had done, she was a little uneasy at the numbness it had left in her head.

Despite fatigue, her mind recorded the details of her surroundings, as it had been trained to do. She noted a man with a scarred forehead harnessed like a beast to a trolley of vegetables; a woman slapped a plump knee and nodded to a passing trio of men; a musician sang in a reedy voice about the hidden fires of Iridom, accompanying himself on a rough-looking harp that reminded her of what she had heard about the great harps used by higher balladeers and some songmakers.

Wind had advised his students to study their weaknesses as much as their strengths because weaknesses were secret thieves, and Glynn had done so. Some people had minds that developed a kind of clarity when they were exhausted or in pain, which actually enabled them to think with greater precision than usual, but her mind became vague when she was tired or in pain. To compensate for this weakness, Wind had taught her how to make mental records even when she was injured during competition bouts; lists which could be kept intact in her mind until they could be examined when she was less distracted.

Glynn made no attempt to draw any conclusions from what she was seeing. She watched an old man propped against a big boulder crook a gnarled finger at one of the urchins, who nodded without glancing at him. One woman handed another a bag that clinked. A woman standing casually by the roadside, yawning widely, had eyes both watchful and frightened, which roved ceaselessly and hungrily over the faces in the crowd.

‘Always be alert to the periphery,’ Wind had taught her. ‘Not everything that is important will be at the centre of events. See what might be used against you or your opponent. See what help lies at the edge of things.’ Glynn wrenched her mind back to the present just in time to avoid being skittled by a man balancing a huge bale of oily-smelling fur on his head.

When at last the draakira began to shuffle forward, Glynn followed and was relieved to find that the fleeting stop had restored her slightly, which meant that using her mind as she had done would not permanently drain her. If only the numb part of her mind would also ease.

The carriage awaiting them appeared only to offer two sets of seats facing one another, the majority of its bulk being decorative, and Glynn wondered with a sinking heart if the rest of them were going to have to walk up to the citadel. But then the driver, resplendent in green and white livery, laid down his reins and leapt down to open a set of doors which had not been evident in the rear section, revealing a row of bench seats all facing forward like seats in the back of a minivan.

Glynn was jostled by someone passing, and she found herself pushed close to one of the animals tethered to the vehicle. She was startled when the wedge-shaped head swivelled to her and she stepped back hastily in case the beast had scented the feinna. The last thing she wanted was to attract anyone’s attention. She need not have worried, for all of the draakira were gazing at the open doors at the rear of the carriage where a man emerged with languid grace. He yawned widely and blinked at the brightness of Kalinda and Glynn thought that he was one of the handsomest men she had ever seen. His pale blond hair hung past his shoulders in long, perfectly even, oiled ringlets, and he was very tall and lean, with eyes of a vivid peacock blue, surrounded by kohl markings that accentuated their colour; his clothes were exquisitely cut and predominantly green.

He glanced at her and Glynn’s feinna senses reacted with such violent aversion that she actually found herself baring her teeth. Fortunately his gaze had slipped away from her almost at once and the draakira were too fascinated by him to notice Glynn struggling with the seething turmoil of her feinna senses, triggered by something in the handsome stranger beyond the scope of her human senses. He approached the veiled Draaka, smoothing pale shining ringlets back from his face in a gesture as elegant as it was deliberate, before assaying a graceful, though not particularly deep, bow. It was then that she noticed one of his arms was in a sling.

‘I am Kalide, heir to the Iridomi chieftainship and brother to the Holder of Keltor, Tarsin the Effulgent,’ he said in a smooth though unexpectedly high-pitched voice.

The Prime made a responsive bow. ‘Sire, I am Prime Wykka, leader of the draakira in the Acanthan haven. The Draaka, our mistress, is unfit for socialising at this time. Therefore I greet you in her stead and request that we be conveyed immediately to the palace where she may rest in comfort and recover from the journey.’

‘Then you must allow me to greet you with …’

‘Sire, I would be glad to forgo all formalities until my mistress is in a fit state to accept them,’ the Prime interrupted him so bluntly that Glynn wondered if she intended to give offence.

The man shrugged, though anger flashed in his blue eyes. ‘As you wish. If you and your mistress and one other will seat yourselves in the forward section of the carriage, the rest of your delegation will find there is room for them in the rear.’

As the draakira began to shuffle towards the rear door, Glynn was tempted to try to use her new ability on the Iridomi man, but the mere thought of trying to read his emotions made her feinna senses recoil as violently as if she had contemplated dipping her hand into acid. Her reactions were so exaggerated that Glynn wondered if the new duality of her sensibilities was distorting her perceptions.

Mingus, Leta and the Prime assisted their mistress into the front section of the carriage, as Kalide peremptorily bade the waiting servitors hasten to the palace with the luggage. He added pleasantly that the last to arrive would be routinely whipped. As Glynn moved to the door of the carriage in her turn, she overbalanced slightly and her hood slipped from her head. Groping to replace it, she was waved to sit facing the wall separating the front of the carriage, where the Draaka sat, from the rear. Through a small window in the fore of the carriage, she could see the backs of the Prime and the Iridomi. She stiffened to hear the latter remark that the Draaka must be more liberal than rumoured, if the cult would employ a myrmidon.

Her mouth went dry for he could only be referring to her. He had seen her hair when the hood slid off her head, and under the lightness of his tone, there was something brutish.

‘I assure you there is no myrmidon in the service of the Draaka,’ Wykka said in a bored voice, then she swooped forward to reposition the Draaka more securely. By the time this was done to her satisfaction, the carriage had begun to move and the matter was dropped.

But Glynn could not relax. During the crossing, she had actually forgotten her dangerous resemblance to the amazon women who protected the soulweavers. She must alter her appearance as soon as she possibly could. To begin with, she had not really understood why she was so often taken for a myrmidon. Admittedly many myrmidons were tall and blonde because the sect had been set up by women of the Myrmidori sept, where both men and women seemed to be dominated by these physical characteristics. But women from any sept were eligible to join if they were prepared to set aside their allegiance to their birth sept and spend some years celibate, so not all myrmidons were tall and blonde.

It was only after she finally met some real myrmidons on Fomhika, that Glynn had understood that her resemblance to the warrior women lay deeper than her athleticism and hair colour. The metal-capped javelins that myrmidons wielded as their weapon of choice demanded a certain combination of grace and strength, and Glynn moved with the same athletic grace because of her martial-arts training. The myrmidon women had been uniformly courageous and outspoken, and had emanated integrity, and Glynn, too, had a firm code of honour. Meeting the amazon women had made her realise that she could very easily have been one of them. Indeed, in other circumstances, she would have been proud to be taken for a myrmidon, but on Ramidan that resemblance could be the death of her. Especially in the company she was keeping. It would be too noticeable if she dyed her hair, but she could cut it short and behave more timidly. She could slouch to minimise her height and wear the loosest of the clothes given her to conceal her muscles. Bayard would have wondered at the changes, but none of the other draakira had paid her enough attention to notice. If they did, she would simply admit the truth: she did not want to be mistaken for a myrmidon.

The carriage began to judder in a way that reminded Glynn of a taxi ride she had once taken in Paris, and she wondered if they were now travelling over cobblestones. They were going steeply uphill in any case and, leaning forward and straining her neck, Glynn caught a glimpse of the citadel looming ahead.

She overheard the Prime ask Kalide why permission to dock had been so long delayed.

‘The Fomhikan who tried to poison my illustrious brother escaped from the palace cells in the early hours of the morning with the help of a gang of the Shadowman’s ruffians,’ he answered. ‘There was a search of the pier in progress most of today, hence your delay in landing, but the area is now secure.’

‘He was caught then?’ the Prime asked.

Glynn wondered at the Iridomi’s frequent references to the Holder as his brother. A Holder was deemed to belong to all Keltans rather than to his family or sept. In practice he might favour his old sept and maintain close contact with his family, but in public a Holder at least behaved and spoke as if he had no sept. Yet here was Kalide claiming Tarsin every other sentence.

The Prime asked why the Fomhikan had not been executed immediately upon his being judged guilty and there was a slight, but Glynn thought significant, hesitation before Kalide answered that a judgement had not been pronounced. ‘Of course there is no doubt that he is guilty,’ he added smoothly. ‘He was seen delivering the poisoned canters of cirul to my brother’s apartment and one of them contained a rare golden brew produced from fruit that grows only on vines in the yards of the chieftain of Fomhika: the poisoner’s own father!’

‘An advocate would argue that the canters might easily have been altered without the knowledge of the Fomhikan who delivered it.’

‘My brother’s life servitors declare that to be impossible for the canter corks were waxed and stamped by Poverin’s own seal.’

There was a pause before the Prime said thoughtfully, ‘Our party was upon Fomhika and guested by Poverin when news of the poisoning came. I had the impression that he was genuinely shocked.’

‘I have no doubt he was shocked. After all, a plan had gone badly astray.’

‘You claim the Fomhikan chieftain plotted assassination?’

‘It is not my place to pass judgements. Or pre-empt them. Yet look at the other evidence. The Nightwhisper arrived in port the day before Bleyd delivered the cirul, having travelled direct from Fomhika.’

‘A veritable avalanche of evidence,’ the Prime said dryly. ‘One must wonder why a judgement took more than a moment to deliberate.’

Kalide scowled. ‘Judgement was delayed because the prisoner was still being interrogated. My brother, reasonably enough, wished to know the name of his accomplices. And he would have known if the visionweaver who was about to reveal the truth had not been captured and stolen away by Bleyd of Fomhika.’

Wykka said something Glynn did not hear.

‘An attempt to murder the Holder is no small matter,’ Kalide responded stiffly.

‘Perhaps not,’ the Prime conceded. ‘What did the Fomhikan say to the charges?’

‘He claimed to be innocent, of course,’ Kalide sneered. ‘He said a message had been delivered to the palace, demanding that he come in person to collect a parcel. He thought it odd that his father had not made mention of the gift, he said. He also claimed there was no note with the canters suggesting that the contents be mixed.’

‘And Poverin?’

‘He avows the seal was not his.’

The Prime shrugged. ‘I am surprised that this Bleyd did not point out that the evidence against him was so stupidly damning that it could only have been manufactured.’

‘I have not found Fomhikans to be especially subtle as a rule,’ Kalide said evenly, but Glynn’s feinna senses again detected anger. ‘In any case, no great attempt at concealment would have been necessary if the poisoning had been successful, for in that case the poisoner’s own brother would have been declared Holder and it would have fallen to him to direct the investigation into the death of his predecessor. How easy for justice to be swept aside under such circumstances.’

‘Is it said openly that the mermod was involved in the assassination attempt?’ the Prime asked.

‘Let us say that he is known to be devoted to his brother. It would not be difficult for the mermod to convince himself of the poisoner’s innocence, in this case.’

‘You said that the Fomhikan was helped to escape from the citadel cells by the Shadowman?’ Mingus spoke for the first time. ‘Can you not force a confession from whomever gave you this information?’

Kalide had turned enough that Glynn saw his scowl. ‘Who would want to free the Fomhikan just before a soulweaver was to be named his accomplice, other than one who had pledged his life and shadowy legion of spies to the witches of the misty isle!’ he snapped.

‘So, it is only a speculation that the Shadowman was involved in the escape,’ the Prime concluded.

‘You say a soulweaver was to be named his accomplice?’ Mingus asked.

Kalide nodded smugly. ‘The visionweaver who saved Tarsin experienced another vision in which she saw that the poisoner’s accomplice was a woman who bore blue forehead sigals such as some hags of the misty isle affect. My brother sent the visionweaver to the cells in the hope that proximity to the Fomhikan poisoner would enable her to identify the woman, but as I have said, she was kidnapped before she could do so.’

Glynn was dismayed to hear this because there was only one soulweaver on Ramidan. Was it possible the woman she had come to see was caught up in some sort of murder plot?

‘Any advocate would point out that the sigals might have been false,’ Wykka murmured.

Kalide looked annoyed. ‘The visionweaver who saw the woman was not as others with mere visionweaving tendencies,’ he said loftily. ‘Despite her youth, she was dying and this gave her greater power over the Void. Ironically, she came to Ramidan in search of healing but the soulweaver could do nothing to help her, nor could the court white cloak.’

Glynn thought how easy it would be to give the ‘visionweaver’ advance knowledge of the poisoning plot, so that she could ‘save’ Tarsin and ingratiate herself, only later to use the credit she had won to harm the soulweavers. But why would a dying woman lend herself to such a plot?

‘Does Tarsin denounce Alene publicly?’ the Prime asked.

‘It is common knowledge on Ramidan that the soulweaver to the Holder has for some time been out of favour with my brother,’ Kalide said. ‘He wisely refuses to heed her whispers and hints and he has consistently spurned the interference of Darkfall. No doubt this is at the back of their plotting. They did not like his having slipped out of their grip.’

Glynn took from this that the soulweaver had not been arrested. Then all thought was obliterated by a putrid gaseous stench that flowed richly into the carriage and set them all to gagging and retching. Kalide explained in strangled tones that there was a dispute about garbage in progress in the citadel. Normally he would have used a closed carriage, but Shadowman agents had smashed the glass in the windows of all but a few carriages. He shouted a command to the driver who urged the beasts into a lumbering trot. There was no possibility of talking or hearing over the deafening thunder of metal wheels going at such a speed over the cobbles. Indeed, it required all of Glynn’s concentration to cushion the feinna from the worst of the jolting, though her senses reported that the little animal was not even mildly discomforted by the shaking.

Not so the other passengers. There were audible groans of relief as the carriage drew up to the bottom of the wide stone staircase which ascended to the barred gates of the palace. Legionnaires emerged from the watch hut alongside the steps, and after a nod at Kalide, they began to search the draakira individually and with impersonal efficiency. Glynn noted that the legionnaire approaching her was very young. Nervous about the feinna in her balled cloak, she tried clumsily to send emotions to make him reluctant to touch her. To her dismay, the legionnaire stopped dead and seemed as confused as if he had taken a blow on the head.

She was relieved to see the glaze fade almost at once from his eyes. But he fixed her with a look of disdain and proceeded to pat down her back and around her neck and shoulders briefly, making no attempt to feel beneath her coat. Nor did he order her to set the cloak aside. She would have felt elated at the success of her ploy except that the young legionnaire’s initial expression of slight distaste was growing more and more exaggerated.

‘Did you check her legs?’ an older legionnaire asked, having approached unnoticed by either of them.

Glynn’s heart began to pound, but the young legionnaire merely knelt and felt about her ankles as his superior turned to observe the respectful search of the statue-like Draaka under the watchful glare of the Prime. Suddenly the feinna began to emit a peculiar musk which sent the young man reeling back with a look of disgust. Glynn kept her expression absolutely bland, and her eyes downcast, though her heart was pounding and she had the insane desire to laugh.

‘What is it?’ an older legionnaire asked brusquely as the young man straightened and wiped his hands ostentatiously on his tunic. ‘Did you find something?’

‘Nothing,’ the young legionnaire said scathingly.

There was too much feeling in the word, but other than giving them both a searching glance, the older man bade the younger to get on with it and waved Glynn to join the others who had been searched. She obeyed and stumbled with fatigue. When they were at last given permission to enter the palace, Glynn gritted her teeth as she climbed the steep steps in the wake of the complaining draakira. Reaching the top at last, she wondered if Lanalor had deliberately designed the entrance in such a way as to ensure that no one coming to the outer gates would be in a fit state to attack.

The two gates opened smoothly and Kalide led them through a stone archway into an enormous hall filled with people hurrying purposefully to and fro. Natural light fell through fabulous stained-glass skylights onto the mosaic floor, and Glynn was reminded of a very old, ornate European railway station.

Three men in long tunics came forward with stern expressions, but they carried chits and scriber’s twigs rather than weapons and they bowed to Kalide far more respectfully than the legionnaires below the stairs had done. He responded in what appeared to be his habitual high-handed manner. ‘I claim these people as my mother’s guests. Their leader has suffered much in her crossing to Ramidan, and must recover herself. Your formalities can be taken care of later, in the privacy of the Iridomi enclave where she and her party are to guest. For now we will need a sedan chair.’

‘Very well, Sire,’ said the more powerfully built of the three after the slightest hesitation. ‘These people are your responsibility, until they are properly registered.’ He lifted a hand and a servitor hurried forward. ‘Summon a sedan chair. At once.’

Four well-muscled men soon appeared bearing a sedan chair for two and the Prime helped her mistress into the seat. At a sign from Kalide, she climbed in beside her mistress. He went ahead then, and the sedan chair bearers followed in his wake, leaving the draakira to trail along behind in an uncertain pale-faced straggle. Glynn prayed they did not have much further to go and wondered wearily whether practice would render the use of her unusual abilities less taxing; she had yet to discover whether it was only a matter of training unfamiliar mental muscles, or whether she was trying to bend her mind’s elbow impossibly backwards.

‘As I told the officials, you will be staying in the Iridomi wing of the palace.’ Kalide’s voice floated back to her as they passed out of the room into a passage. He was now walking alongside the sedan chair. Glynn set herself to memorise their route, but they had turned twice and she had forgotten whether the first turn had been left or right and she wondered with a sick feeling if she had actually done herself some irrevocable damage. Perhaps, like the body, there were things the mind simply could not do without harming itself.

‘… that every sept has a wing within the palace where the highborn and important sept officials stay when they are posted or invited to the palace,’ Kalide droned on like a tour guide. ‘That area of the palace they traditionally inhabit is regarded as sept land, and sept law operates without interference there. Officially you are merely passing over palace land on the way to Iridomi land and you will not be permitted to go about the palace freely until all of the formalities have been observed.’

As they came out of a passage into a courtyard criss-crossed with paths, she noticed that the red dusk glow was fading into violet evening. The paved path Kalide had chosen led them to a lavishly carved, round-topped entranceway wrought in pale gleaming stone, where, somewhat to Glynn’s dismay, two green-clad legionnaires stepped smartly forward and touched their swords to their foreheads. She realised that she had been a fool not to expect that there would be guards and forbidden places within the palace when she had so blithely planned to slip away and see the soulweaver – always assuming the soulweaver was available, given the rumour that she was implicated in the assassination attempt against Tarsin. It was beginning to look as if, even within the palace, it might be difficult to consult the woman.

Kalide accepted the salute of his sept legionnaires with a languid wave of his hand and they entered another circular entrance hall. Two more legionnaires bowed low and presented their swords before allowing them to proceed. As they entered Glynn heard the gasps of several of the other draakira before she entered and her own breath caught in her throat at the sight of green legionnaires stationed shoulder to shoulder around the entire hall, all armed and stiffly at attention. There must have been two hundred of them.

‘My mother’s honour guard. Welcome to Iridom,’ Kalide said with an amused malice that told Glynn this display was no accident.

[image: image]
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Life ran from Shenavyre swift and red,

and all Lanalor’s mighty skills could not stem the flow.

Then did he remember the Unykorn’s healing horn.

He ran to the edge of the Great Water and sought to unbind the

Unykorn,

but to no avail, for nothing made of the Song

could unmake that which was yet unmade.

Only then did Lanalor understand the use that had been made of him.


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

It was some moments before any of them noticed the woman approaching them across the highly polished green and gold mosaic floor. This, as much as anything, revealed the mental state of the delegation, for she was strikingly clad in a dazzling green sheath and a long, heavy-looking train whispered along the polished floor behind her. Rather than affecting the huge headdresses that the Iridomi women and some men wore over shaven heads, this woman wore a smaller helmet, revealing sections of her scalp painted in an intricate green pattern reminiscent of Celtic crosswork, which carried onto the edges of her face and eyes, giving way at last to shimmering green make-up. There was a long plait of dark hair either attached to the helmet or drawn through an opening, which fell over her shoulder and brushed the floor when she made a low obeisance to Kalide.

‘Sire.’ Her voice was submissive and pleasantly husky.

‘The guest apartment is prepared for my mother’s guests?’ Kalide demanded.

‘I have seen to it personally,’ the woman answered gracefully. ‘Shall I conduct these honoured guests there? Your mother bids me say that she desires a word with you and would have you hasten to her.’

A nasty look crossed the handsome features. ‘And would you presume to hasten me, Aluade?’

‘Sire …’ the woman stammered, her cheeks paling. ‘Sire, I am nothing but the mouthpiece of your esteemed mother in this.’

‘Be careful you do not exceed your duties, Aluade,’ Kalide said. ‘It is not your place to greet my mother’s guests. However you may precede us in case all is not in readiness, so that I need not summon you for punishment.’

The woman bowed again, her forehead almost touching the floor. ‘I am sorry if I have displeased you, Sire,’ she whispered.

‘Proceed,’ Kalide instructed the bearers, ignoring her. Glynn followed with the rest, disliking the Iridomi man more at every moment. The woman was probably not a servitor, because Kalide treated servants as if they were beneath his notice. Given the woman’s lavish appearance, she was probably serving in some sort of honorary capacity, like ladies in waiting served the English queens, which obviously made her important enough to be a target for Kalide’s bullying.

Trailing the others in Kalide’s wake, Glynn discovered that again her weariness was fading.

They entered a windowless passage with a continuous frieze running along the lower section of both walls. Above, hung at close intervals, were literally hundreds of visioncloths lit by strategically placed candles in sconces. As with almost all other visioncloths Glynn had seen, these were both exquisite and unfinished to greater or lesser degrees. The Sheannites who produced the weavings worked while entranced, and it was rare for a vision to last long enough for a work to be completed. Lev had told her that some people believed the unfinished aspect of visioncloths mirrored the bit of humans left incomplete when the Song of Making faded during their creation. He had claimed that true collectors of the art eschewed all but a few famous complete examples, believing that their importance lay in the fact that, as one wondered about the unfinished visioncloth, so one grew to encompass one’s own incompleteness.

Glynn realised that the gaps in the weavings had long since ceased to strike her as flaws or absences. Those gaps demanded something of you, just as Lev had said. They had passed perhaps fifteen visioncloths, before her sluggish mind woke to the fact that none featured the ubiquitous Unykorn, nor his companion, Shenavyre, who so eerily reminded Glynn of Ember. The visioncloths within the hall were all of natural scenes – waterfalls and fiery lakes; a purple desert that glowed under the blue and green Keltan moons; the fantastical natural ice sculptures of the perilous Turin Straits; a hillside covered in rare blue sether; a ship on the rising indigo waves of a storming; a waterfall that looked as if it were on fire.

Of course, given that this was the Iridomi part of the palace, it would have been odd if there had been visioncloths promoting Darkfall’s view of the Firstmade. Even so, it said a great deal about the extent and complexity of Coralyn’s loathing of the soulweavers, that she would go to what must have been a considerable effort to amass such a huge collection that avoided any depiction of the animal. Before this, Glynn had seen no weavings that did not feature the Firstmade of the Song and, more often than not, Shenavyre as well. No doubt it was due to the famous loyalty of the Sheanna isles to Darkfall that they produced images of those two as monotonously and faithfully as mediaeval painters in her world had produced the madonna and her child.

The passage turned and ended in a beautifully carved double door which was flanked by two more Iridomi legionnaires.

‘This will be your accommodation while you are on Ramidan,’ Kalide said, making an expansive gesture as the heavy doors were thrown wide. Clearly he was awaiting a reaction, but the Prime and the other draakira were entirely preoccupied with aiding their mistress from the sedan chair. Whatever drug the Draaka had taken enabled her to sit and move and walk, but perhaps it was beginning to wear off, for she was now slumping against the Prime, her knees buckling.

The draakira led their mistress up the short, wide flight of steps to what seemed a common feature of upper-class Keltan architecture on all septs: a wide, deep entrance chamber from which ran several doors. This one featured an exquisite, flower-shaped pool with a bud-like fountain rising from its centre, entwined with fiery red lily-like blossoms. The roof directly above the fountain rose into a small, high dome of darkish glass. If it was coloured as Glynn suspected, the foyer would be gloriously illuminated when Kalinda was directly overhead.

‘I bid your delegation welcome on my mother’s behalf,’ Kalide said pleasantly. ‘I think that your mistress will find these rooms equal to anything Acantha could offer.’

‘That is for her to say,’ the Prime said. ‘Her accommodation?’

‘Through any of these doors. Through that door are humbler adjoining apartments for those who serve her,’ Kalide explained. ‘I will leave you now, but do remind your mistress when she is recovered that you are within the Iridomi section of the palace, and must therefore obey Iridomi laws until such time as you are permitted the freedom of the palace.’

The Prime scowled. ‘Do you mean to say that we are imprisoned here in this apartment until these delayed formalities are completed?’

A faint smiled lifted the Iridomi’s lips. ‘The details that the gate officials will want are only part of the formalities, and indeed they are the least of them. Until you are presented to Tarsin, you are not permitted to move about outside the Iridomi apartment assigned to you and, as I said, you are subject to Iridomi law. Aluade will instruct you upon this so that you do not transgress.’

The Iridomi woman stepped forward eagerly, but the Prime regarded her so coldly that she faltered. ‘Unless bathing and sleeping breach Iridomi laws, we need no instruction this night.’

Kalide shrugged. ‘As you will.’ He made an imperious signal to Aluade, who hurried across the foyer to draw open long curtains. A giant window was revealed, offering a panoramic view of palace grounds and the citadel, now shadowy in the fading dusk. The horizon, outlined in crimson, was all that remained of Kalinda, and Glynn had a sudden vivid memory of the manner in which Fomhikans sang their response to the splendour of Kalinda’s passing.

‘I will leave you now to enjoy my mother’s generous hospitality,’ Kalide said rather smugly, for even the Prime gazed out the window in awe. He moved to the door and then hesitated rather theatrically before turning back to speak again. ‘It was anticipated that your mistress might prefer to be attended by her own people but, if she desires servitors, Aluade can arrange them as well. This night, perhaps, you will enjoy your own company.’

‘I will apprise my mistress of your efforts when she is recovered,’ the Prime said, turning from the window to face him, her expression once more bland.

Kalide nodded and flicked a curious look at the still veiled and cloaked Draaka swaying between Mingus and the Prime, before departing.

The legionnaires pulled the doors firmly closed and Aluade approached the Prime. ‘Once you have bathed and refreshed yourselves Lady,’ she told the Prime, ‘a welcoming feast has been laid out for you in the south garden which is within the Iridomi quarter. The chieftain will not attend you at this time, but …’

The Prime snorted rudely. ‘Have food brought to these apartments and laid out for us in some communal area. We will need no feast where there is so scant a welcome. Bring bread and honey and fruits and vegetables cooked lightly and without rich sauces. Bring neither cirul nor any let milk. Fresh water that has been boiled and chilled will suffice. Once that is done, you need not return before tomorrow morning. I assume our baggage will be brought once it arrives?’

Aluade nodded. ‘As you wish, Lady,’ she stammered, bright spots of red in her cheeks. ‘But if you will permit me …’

‘I permit nothing at this time. And you will address me as Prime,’ the Prime added.

Aluade bowed again and withdrew.

‘Thank the Chaos spirit we are here, though I fear matters are not as we were led to expect,’ the Prime muttered. She turned to the assembled draakira and said, ‘Our mistress will wish to respond to this passive hostility. Two of you will stand guard on this side of these doors at all times. No one is to enter without being searched and politely but thoroughly questioned,’ she added pointedly. ‘Tow, you and Sulia will take first watch. Make sure you are in place before that creature returns or any other servitor. At first light, Raslek and Nevia will relieve you. You will use the rooms through there.’ She pointed to the door at the side of the entrance, which had been indicated by Kalide. ‘Go there now. Eat when food comes. Bathe and sleep so that you will be ready to serve your mistress when she requires you. Assemble here when I ring the summoning bell for the morning rite.’

The draakira filed out through the door and Glynn made to follow them, but the Prime rapped out her name. She turned with a sinking heart, but kept her head low when she spoke. ‘Yes, Prime?’

‘It appears your presence might be of some use after all, since you appear to have been less affected than others by the crossing. Find a bathing chamber in these rooms and fill the bath. Make the water hot and close the door so that the steam will build up.’

Glynn was dumbfounded but the Prime had already turned away to speak to Mingus. Shifting the feinna gently to one arm, she hesitated, unable to believe that she was really supposed to set off and explore the apartment just like that. But when the Prime did not turn back, she took a deep breath and entered the nearest passage. A lit lantern hung on a hook a little way along it and Glynn took it, for the way ahead looked dark.

Having no better method, she began her search by opening every door that she came upon. Initially, she found nothing but what seemed to be dozens of audience chambers of varying sizes and atmospheres. Some were grand and formal while others were small and intimate, but all were lavishly appointed. She could get no sense of the size or configuration of the apartment, because many of the rooms joined other rooms and most of the connecting halls and passages were somewhat curved, but it was clearly enormous. The bestowal of such an apartment on the delegation was at odds with the guards at the door and Kalide’s manner. But as she passed through room after room, Glynn began to realise that there was something almost overwhelming in the mass of rich tapestries, thick woven rugs, embroidered silk cushions, carved furniture and the ornaments and statues scattered about. It was as if the scale of wealth was intended as a velvety reminder to the Draaka that the power behind such a magnificent gesture could as easily crush as compliment.

Yet what need had the chieftain of Iridom to offer a veiled threat to a woman she had never met, and one she presumably wanted as an ally? It was common knowledge that Coralyn loathed Darkfall and wanted the soulweavers disbanded just as the Draaka desired an end to the spiritual dominance of the soulweavers over Keltor. The purposes of the two women were at least seemingly in accord, which explained why Coralyn had invited the Draaka to Ramidan.

On the other hand, perhaps it was not so simple, for the Draaka would have gone on working against the soulweavers without any approach from Coralyn. Maybe the chieftain wanted to introduce the Draaka to the citadel and her son, in an attempt to increase the cult’s sphere of influence, and hence the harm it could do to Darkfall. Or perhaps the Chaos spirit really had influenced the Iridomi chieftain to issue the invitation. Even so, none of these possibilities explained this aggressive display of hospitality. Or, Glynn thought glumly, maybe it is just me who feels threatened by all of this.

She had passed through three luxurious bedrooms before finally discovering an enormous bathing chamber. The bath was actually big enough to qualify as a small swimming pool, and was at the centre and base of a series of shallow steps, wide as the terraces of a rice paddy. Glynn put the still-sleeping feinna-He down against the wall just inside the door in her bundled cloak, and lifted the lantern glass to light the candles standing on spiked pedestals either side of the door. Mirrors set into the wall behind the pedestals magnified the light and filled the room with a flickering honey glow. The bath, tiled in glimmering gold tesserae, was the sort of bath that Cleopatra might have used.

Glynn noticed that the room was several degrees warmer than the rest of the apartment, which meant that there was probably some sort of furnace in the walls to heat water. Glynn walked around the pool until she found a flapped wall recess which hid the capped metal tubes that served as taps on Keltor. She completely uncapped the hot one, and partially uncapped the cold before searching vainly for a plug. But after a moment it was clear that the pool was filling.

Glynn wanted to sit as she waited for the huge bath to fill, but she was afraid she would fall asleep. Instead, she walked around the room noting that the steps were formed from slabs of a bluish marble-like stone, the uprights polished to a high gloss and tiled in gold and green tesserae. The bottom level was wide enough to allow for towel racks hung with thick, soft-looking towels and a number of long tubular glass vases filled with the same fiery blooms that had been in the foyer fountain. The flowers so exactly matched the colours of the Draaka cult emblem that again Glynn wondered if what might be taken as mere flattery was a reminder that whoever had provided the flowers had the ability to gather detailed intelligence.

On the next level there were a number of exquisitely embroidered jade couches with carved legs and small matching tables and ottomans; Glynn remembered reading that Winston Churchill had eccentrically held war-cabinet meetings while bathing. Given the seating, maybe this was how things were done on Ramidan. She yawned and again resisted the urge to sit.

Glancing up, she noticed a ceiling ornament suspended above the bath: an exquisitely shaped cluster of glass icicles. It looked as if it had been created by the same person who made the foyer dome. As she stood still, looking up, a tendril of her hair blew forward, and immediately she was alert. Scanning her surrounds, she noticed with excitement that the wall farthest from the door was a great curtain of pale-green silk which undulated slightly at one end. Remembering the curtain in the foyer, she hurried across to it. The fabric was very heavy and there seemed no way of drawing it aside so she lifted the hem and slipped underneath.

It was so dark that at first she could see nothing, but she could feel glass and, groping about, she discovered two hinged sections in the enormous window through which flowed the peculiar, pungent smell of the Keltan sea. She breathed deeply, and thought irresistibly of Solen. All at once she had a vivid mental image of him striding along a dark lane. She tried to focus the image but it was gone as suddenly as it had come, and Glynn wondered incredulously if she really had seen Solen for a moment. She groped for the link between them and was dismayed to find that it lay within the numbed part of her mind.

She was still gazing out into the darkness when, little by little, she discovered that she could see, despite the dense blackness of the so far moonless night. The feinna link was again enhancing her vision. There was no draining of energy in this use of her senses she noticed, perhaps because this sensory enhancement was like an extension of her normal responses, needing only the faintest will on her part. Trying to tap into people’s emotions, on the other hand, demanded an immense effort of will. Maybe that was why it was so exhausting.

Now she could see well enough to note that the bathing-room window did not overlook an internal courtyard or garden as she had half expected, but opened directly above the citadel. That meant the Iridomi enclave, or at any rate this part of the guest apartment, lay at the outer rim of the palace at a point where the steepness precluded the need for a high protective wall. Lacking the street lights, neon signs and car headlights of her own world, the citadel was a maze of inky runnels that bled at the edges into absolute blackness. Her feinna-enhanced vision allowed her to see, but there was little to be seen. There were some lights, but they showed only as dim smears – like glow-worms in the middle of the bush at night; you could see them but they illuminated nothing. The cities of her world must once have been this dark, she thought – especially the ancient ones like Rome and Prague and St Petersburg which had existed long before the invention of gaslight or electricity. Walking through them in the past, Glynn remembered how she had tried mentally to filter out the trappings of the modern world, in an attempt to imagine herself into the past, but she had never thought of how dark the ancient world must have been until now. It gave new meaning to the title the Dark Ages.

And is your world not suffering its own Dark Age, even now?

Glynn’s reverie was broken by the voice in her mind. Not Wind’s nor her father’s voice, but that of a man accustomed to authority. And familiar in the way that a voice heard once or twice might be familiar. Perhaps it was the voice of a teacher or radio announcer that had lodged in her subconscious, stirred to life by changes wrought in her by the feinna bond. Or by fatigue. In any case, the voice had spoken the truth she thought sombrely. If one saw darkness as symbolic of ignorance and evil and violence, then indeed, her world was dark and growing ever darker. Even impossibly removed from that world, she experienced the same old dreary surge of guilty despair and helplessness at the thought of the problems faced by her own world. Because how could her world be healed? There were so many complicated conflicts and problems so entwined in the way her world operated. Conversely, there were dozens of cults and spiritual orders and ecological movements searching for solutions on all levels, and individually there were a lot of good people trying to make things better, but somehow things kept getting worse.

If it wasn’t for Ember, Glynn thought, I wouldn’t want to go back. The only people who had loved her on her own world were dead – her father and Wind. There had been no real love between her mother and herself, she thought sadly. She had never really admitted that before. That she could do so now with only a little of the old hurt said, more than anything else, how far she had come since arriving on Keltor. She would go back because of Ember, but she would not pretend to herself that Ember loved her. Glynn had once heard her father remark on it to her mother after Ember’s tumour had been stabilised, saying that just as people suffering from leprosy lost the ability to feel sensation, Ember’s sickness had made her unable to love.

Glynn looked at her reflection in the dark glass and noted that she was pale, her eyes too large and dark. She looked through her reflection to the city below and acknowledged to herself that, despite its troubles, Keltor seemed young and full of promise in comparison with her own world. Ecologically it was pristine. Humans lived very lightly on it, maybe because there was so little space for them to inhabit; in addition, most of the planet was liquid and filled with inimical life forms, which might have given the humans here a humility that the people of her own world lacked. Or maybe it was simply that they hadn’t had time enough to begin destroying their world, Glynn thought with a sudden stab of cynicism. After all, she had seen cruelty and indifference and hatred and pain and violence since coming here; all of the things that made humans in her world what they were, in fact. That some Keltans could levitate, or sing to plants or weave while in trances or dream true, didn’t ultimately make them better people.

Maybe it’s just us humans, Glynn thought, her mood darkening still further. Maybe humans were a flawed form. Corrupt flesh around a black hole of nothingness that just sucked everything into itself and gave nothing back.

She was startled to feel a tear trickle down her cheek and realised that she had let her tiredness spiral into depression. She forced herself to concentrate on the city again. From what she could see, the citadel was designed like a labyrinth and, as such, it reminded her far more of an old European city than a modern city with its gridded streets and shining skyscrapers.

She smiled suddenly, realising the absurdity of staring into the stygian night of an alien world, thinking about European architecture. Her mind was wandering stupidly, but it was better than letting herself become maudlin. She noticed a dim circle of light bobbing along the street directly below; someone out walking with a lantern. It was still relatively early in the evening, but she wondered how safe it was to walk along a dark street in Ramidan. She had heard more than one story about people vanishing here. She had nearly found herself shanghaied during an evening walk on Fomhika, which was far less sinister in reputation than Ramidan.

Islands of condensation had begun to form on the glass and were fast becoming continents. She was kneeling to check the water level in the bath when the Prime’s voice came eerily through the white mists that now veiled the room, Glynn hurried over to the door where the Draaka stood with the Prime, and stifled a gasp. Bare faced and wrapped in a red bathing robe, the Draaka looked old and ill and her mouth hung slack and wet with spittle. She looked as hollow eyed and vacant as one of the drugged servitors in the haven. It was hard to believe that this was the same woman who had demanded to have Solen turned over to her, so that she could correct him.

‘I should be careful of my expression, girl. Now leave us,’ the Prime snapped.

Glynn hesitated, knowing this might be the last chance she had to speak privately to the Prime. ‘Uh … Prime, I heard what that Iridomi man said about me being a myrmidon. I don’t want people to stare at me like he did …’

‘You had best mind your manners,’ the Prime said icily. ‘Sire or Lord is the correct form for the Iridomi noble who escorted us here.’

‘He thought I was myrmidon,’ Glynn repeated, allowing a whine to creep into her voice.

Irritation flitted across the Prime’s features. ‘Kalide is not the first to think you a myrmidon.’

‘But I am not a myrmidon,’ Glynn said, trying to sound stupidly stubborn rather than contentious. ‘I want to cut off my hair.’

‘You will do no such thing,’ the Prime snapped. ‘This is no time to discuss such matters, and the Draaka might well find your … controversial … appearance useful. A fact that you may wish to consider if you truly desire to remain with the delegation. Now go. You will find a sleeping cell with the draakira in the servitors’ part of this place. Make use of it while you have the chance, for the Draaka will wish to speak with you about Bayard’s death when she wakens.’

She turned away dismissively, and Glynn scooped up the feinna before slipping from the room.

The air was cold on her damp skin after the moist heat of the bathing room, and the ends of her hair brushed wetly against her cheeks when she stopped to fold the cloak more securely around the feinna. The feinna stirred slightly, and began to exude a sweet, light scent that reminded her of the trees in Wind’s tiny garden. She wondered if the scents might not be responses to her own emotions, rather than to physical stimuli experienced by the little animal. Certainly feinna were far more sensitive to emotions than humans, and the effect of their bond had been stronger on her in that area than in any other. She was trying to remember when and where she had first noticed the scents and what she had been feeling at the time, with the intriguing idea that one might be able to map emotions as scents, when she realised that she was approaching the foyer.

She stopped on an impulse of caution and peeked out. The two draakira assigned to guard the apartment were now standing by the door, their expressions alert. This could only mean that they had been given a stimulant, and her time in the haven had taught her that the stimulant most favoured by the draakira rendered its users aggressive and quick to violence.

Glynn decided that she had better go on behaving as if she were a dull but competent servitor. She doubted any but senior draakira knew that she had been drawn into the mind link between Bayard and the She-feinna, or would even be aware yet of Bayard’s death. Nevertheless it was hard to step out into the entrance because she was horribly aware that she was carrying the sleeping feinna. The heads of the draakira snapped around, and their eyes followed her progress coldly as Glynn passed by them, fighting the urge to hurry. But nothing was said and in seconds she was closing a door gratefully behind her.

She was now in a short, narrow corridor lit by a lantern at either end. It led to a bare, circular room filled with doors to passages running in all directions like spokes radiating out from a wheel. Only three of the passages were lit, which meant that the draakira had taken up residence in them. So she went down the smallest of the darkened halls and opened the first door warily. Her enhanced senses told her the room was empty and it was the same with all of the others she passed, but she did not stop until she reached the last room. This would be her room, she decided, and used the lantern to light the one suspended from a chain by the wash stand. She went to the bed farthest from the door and put the feinna on a pillow on the floor between it and the wall before slipping her feet from her sandals. Too tired to undress, she lay down and pulled a blanket over her. She wanted to think of all that she had learned since leaving the ship, and decide what to do next, but her need for sleep was too great.

She fell into sleep as into a deep black pit.

Glynn was in the smaller upstairs studio in the old buttery that Wind had transformed into his dojo, The Flying Arrow. The martial-arts instructor was stripped to the waist and facing the big upstairs studio mirror as he and Glynn performed the intricate chain of kata movements.

‘Good,’ Wind approved when they had completed a phrase. ‘How is your sister?’ The question was strangely disorientating, but Glynn did not allow it to distract her from the slow glide of a heel pivot, leg held out at a sharp right angle to her body. Wind often asked questions to test the intensity of her ability to focus.

‘She is dying,’ she said presently, careful to control her breathing. He always insisted upon her answering direct questions directly. Another kind of test. One could hide exhaustion or bad breathing techniques, but not while speaking.

‘Dying is living,’ Wind said, turning again and placing his foot carefully down heel then toe.

Glynn waited the requisite beat, then moved her own leg. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘But Ember can’t think about life when she knows she is dying.’

‘We are, all of us, dying, and know it,’ Wind said. ‘What is done on the way to death is what defines the essence of a person. You were off balance then, Glynna. The point of moving slowly is for you to learn balance even in motion. To be in balance yet fluid is the utmost in readiness.’

Glynn shifted into the next movement, concentrating on maintaining her centre of balance. ‘Sometimes it’s hard to think of the kata as a lethal series of martial-arts movements. It is so beautiful. I even feel beautiful when I am doing it.’

‘To be in harmony is beautiful.’ He repositioned her hand a centimetre higher on her chest as she slowed and sank into a crouch and sweat trickled between her shoulder blades and into the sweat-sodden waistband of her pants. The kata was tremendously demanding mentally as well as physically. Holding the mind and body in concert while conversing required even more discipline. She had expected Wind to demand silence in the early days of her training, but he had spoken of many subjects while they trained, and had asked complex questions which he expected her to answer thoughtfully. He said she must learn to carry a node of stillness and calm within herself at all times as she lived an ordinary life. To be attuned to the flow of things must become as natural to her as breathing.

Now, he said, ‘Violence is ugly because it is disharmony, and one can only truly defeat it with beauty. That is why the defence movements of the kata are beautiful. They flow, one to the other, and are shaped to transform a violent attack into movements that defuse their power by bringing them into harmony with other things.’

The final movement was executed in silence and, as Glynn came to a stop, she found herself looking into Wind’s eyes. They were very close and she thought he might kiss her, as he sometimes did at this point, but he only tapped her cheek lightly. ‘Search for harmony within yourself, Glynn. Find connection with the flow of events and people around you while maintaining your own stillness and balance in a sense of purpose. Only then will the answers you need come to you.’

Somewhere a bell tolled, and it came to Glynn suddenly why the conversation felt so strange. Wind had died before Ember’s illness had been diagnosed.

‘This is just a dream,’ Glynn muttered to herself, amazed that a dream could feel so real.

‘Are dreams ever just anything, Glynna?’ Wind asked, smiling at her. ‘Perhaps this conversation is merely a possibility that did not come to pass.’

‘You’re not real,’ Glynn said more firmly. ‘You’re in my dream.’

‘Perhaps you are my dream,’ Wind responded with a hint of the playfulness that he had sometimes shown in the early days of their relationship. He sighed. ‘You must wake now, but remember what I have told you. Try to understand the flow of events and lives around you. You cannot make decisions based on predictions of a future you do not know. Nor on memories either. Practise the kata often. Harmonise your body and mind with the flow of the moment and do only what is required by each moment. That and nothing more.’

He vanished and Glynn was left staring into her own face in the mirror.

She heard the sound of muffled laughter and realised that the room behind her had become smaller and windowless, and now possessed an earth floor and a low wooden ceiling. She turned slowly to find three men seated around a wooden table. One, a thickset giant with shaggy red hair and beautiful blue eyes, said in disgust, ‘Of course we have been blamed.’

‘We will always be the perfect scapegoats.’ Glynn was astonished because the masculine voice was coming from her own mouth!

She was inside someone else’s body!

‘I still do not understand what happened to Asa and to those legionnaires of Coralyn’s.’ The words came from Glynn, or from the man she was inhabiting, and this time, she had the feeling that she knew his voice. ‘Drugs do not make a man stand entranced as the legionnaires who brought her to the cells were said to be doing. Tell me about this mysterious visionweaver.’

‘Dolcy?’

The red-haired man appointed his swarthy companion, who nodded and said in a surprisingly melodic voice, ‘What I heard was that Alene was trying to put the visionweaver aboard the Stormsong when Asa turned up and ordered her to the palace. The visionweaver went with the rest of them and in the midst of an audience with Tarsin, she visioned the poison in his cirul and stopped him drinking it. I heard she was beautiful under them veils she wears, but terrible pox scarred as well.’

‘Tarsin permitted a veil?’

‘She wore a half-mask over the scars for the audience.’

‘Is she truly dying?’

‘Feyt said so, and Alene ought to know. They came back to the citadel to bring her to a ship. The soulweaver wanted her to go to the white-cloak academy on Myrmidor, but I heard it said she wanted only to return to Sheanna to die.’

‘Why not send Tareed or Feyt into the citadel with the woman?’

The man shrugged. ‘Maybe Alene had some vision that made her seize the excuse to come in.’

‘It would be ironic if she saw the poisoning attempt and came in to deal with it, never realising that the visionweaver would speak in her place.’ The words coming from Glynn’s mouth had a pensive tone and again her skin prickled with the certainty that she knew the speaker.

‘After the visionweaver stopped him drinking the poison, Tarsin refused to let her go. He swore that he would cure her, and offered rewards. That is how things stood when Feyt came to ask us to help save Bleyd. There was no mention of the visionweaver. Feyt asked if we could lay a trail to make it seem that Bleyd had escaped into the wilderness. We were to hide him within the citadel until his innocence could be proven. There was no time to send word to the Shadowman, but it was the first time ever that a soulweaver agreed to let the myrmidons ask us for help. All was arranged, then suddenly, the cell alarms are ringing throughout the citadel. Next thing, we hear that Bleyd is gone from the cells and the visionweaver as well! And neither of them are in the citadel.’

‘So Feyt deceived you?’

The dark man said dubiously, ‘The myrmidon has never played us false before. I think something went wrong and that is why she sent this latest chit asking us to begin a rumour that Bleyd is in the citadel.’

‘Which we have done, despite our doubts,’ the red-haired man added.

‘You did the right thing,’ the unknown man said. ‘I think we can rest assured that if Bleyd’s disappearance was not Feyt’s doing, she would by now have asked for our help in finding or rescuing him. Therefore he is safe even if something did go amiss with his escape, and I can guess where he is from all you have said. But I need to speak with Feyt as soon as possible. Send a message to the palace.’

‘Where do you think the Fomhikan is hiding?’ asked Dolcy.

‘If we are being asked to set up rumours that Bleyd is in the citadel, we can rule that out. Of course he would not be in the palace. And since the original trail was supposed to lead legionnaires into the wilderness, he cannot be there. Which leaves only one other possbility.’

The bearded man’s eyes widened in comprehension. ‘Bleyd would never agree to leave the boy,’ he said.

‘As he had been in the cells at the mercy of Kalide for some time, I doubt he was in a fit state to refuse or agree to anything.’

‘We can ask a few questions,’ Dolcy said.

‘And you can lay a new rumour to ground. Spend coin on it to make it run. Bleyd of Fomhika is to be sighted again in the citadel.’

‘Why, if you think he is gone from Ramidan?’

‘Because if he has escaped on a ship, the last thing he needs is for the Iridomi on any island between here and Myrmidor alerted to seek him out. That has to be why Feyt asked you to set that second rumour in motion.’

All at once, Glynn knew whose body she occupied. Solen!

The shock of the discovery made the dream dissolve.
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segue …

The watcher segued again in the Unraveller’s world, seeking those in whom the Song could be detected; seeking a common thread that might be used to build a strategy.

It came upon a balding man, studying a music score and humming it out to himself, a clarinet on his lap. The Song flickered intermittently in the man like a candle near to burning out, and in the music he hummed, though faintly. The watcher allowed himself to merge completely with the man.

‘There is some music I keep hearing,’ the man murmured.

‘Jeez, I hope so,’ the lead singer’s voice was sarcastic.

‘No. I mean inside the other stuff. It’s interesting. See in this first section? Something’s subtly opposing the main harmony …’ his voice trailed off because he could see the derisive expression on the rock singer’s face. No doubt he was thinking that a hired instrument for a sessional recording had nothing to say to him and ought to know it.

‘Can we get on with this? I want to get this track down before Christmas,’ he said.

The bald man noted that the singer looked exhausted – but that was his image so there was no way to discern if, under it, he was also really exhausted. The fact that he always looked that way argued against it being real fatigue. An appearance of world-weariness fitted the dragging sorrow built into the music. Dirge might be a better word for it, or occasional music for the end of the world. Maybe it was even timely, like they said on the covers, because a lot of people were saying the end of the world was coming with the comet.

Of course, he thought wryly, most of the prophets drank meths and carried their life in two plastic supermarket bags, but what the hell. He almost blew it off, but something in that striving thread he sensed as much as saw in the score would not be ignored. ‘Gabriel, can’t you hear that brighter theme coming in just for a second? We could try to enhance it. It’s getting lost. I could …’

‘What I would like to hear is less mouth and more bloody music, given that’s what you’re all being paid for,’ the singer snapped. ‘Now let’s take it from the top just the way we’ve been doing it and forget about brightness. We’re being paid for dark music because that’s what people want …’

Is it, or is it a case of beggars can’t be choosers? the clarinet player wondered, lifting the mouthpiece to his lips and wetting the reed in readiness for his ten-second burst.

A moment later the delicate thread in the arrangement was lost in the thumping rhythm that had made Hard Goth a chart stopper. Funeral music, Ruth called it. Despite all of their differences, he was inclined to agree. But it was not the music that the composer had created. He had looked at the name on the copyright line, wondering about the composer. E. Flanders – Elspeth? Erik? Ewan? He’d never heard of the person, though he knew Hard Goth’s music. Better to say, couldn’t get away from it, because it blared from every radio or car CD, every venue and club, and the young people who listened to it wore black, affected exhaustion, and were skinny to the point of emaciation, calling it heroin chic. To think they had started out wearing pink codpieces.

Well, what was it to him, anyway? He was an agency fill-in lucky enough to be used occasionally by such a big-name band. Ironically, he had been getting more sessional work lately – maybe enough to quit teaching and play full-time. But Ruth wouldn’t hear of it. Too risky. She was right of course, but how it ached him that she didn’t understand what music meant to him. Although maybe that was his fault too, for failing to make her understand, for giving up in the face of her lack of interest.

His mind drifted back to the music, and he wondered if the songwriter had put that wistful thread of hope in on purpose. It was so subtle, you could imagine it got there all by itself.

The watcher withdrew, fascinated that the man had recognised the thread of the Song of songs in the original music score, and the way the Song brightened in him when he had been engaged in trying to hear it more clearly. Was it because the auras of the other musicians were streaked with Chaos that they heard nothing? But in the end, both the song-threaded clarinet player and the Chaos-tainted lead singer of the band were atypical. The vast majority of people on this world lay between the two extremes. They might hear the Song, if it were loud enough, or Chaos, if there was nothing else. What they needed was something that would strengthen the Song, but unfortunately the only thing that could do that was the Song itself, or reflections of it – echoes in the minds of those who heard it.

It segued …
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My brother knew people and he understood power; that is why he gave

Darkfall into my hands. Because I did not want it …


THE ALYDA SCROLLS

Ember was dreaming of a red-haired youth whose face was vaguely familiar. He was sitting on a pile of wood in a small shed with several other teenagers, all male. There was a furtive air among them, evidenced by the hunched commas of their bodies.

‘I say we do it,’ the biggest in the group said, a thick-mouthed youth with inflamed pink eyelids and hair so fair that the scalp showed through the strands: an albino. ‘We’ll never get a chance like this again. Knowing the drop time and place is like … it’s like the chance of a lifetime.’

‘If we get caught I’ll be sent to a reformatory this time,’ objected a boy with glasses. He was several years younger than the red-haired youth, but his eyes looked old and strangely tired.

‘I’m on a good-behaviour bond, too,’ the albino sneered.

‘I’m more worried about being caught by Scorpion than by the police,’ the red-haired youth murmured.

‘Of course he won’t bring the police into it.’ This from a good-looking teenager, older than the rest, but not by much. He had lustrous black hair, and eyes the dark blue of certain dense sapphires and very deep parts of the ocean. ‘But he’ll never suspect a bunch of kids of trying to rip off a drop.’

‘Even kids with records?’ This was the boy with glasses.

‘What about this guy who is supposed to pick the stuff up?’ The red-haired youth spoke again and his name floated into Ember’s mind: Sean.

The dark-haired young man gave them all a slow, delighted smile. ‘What about him? He’ll tell his boss it wasn’t where Scorpion said it would be. Then Scorpion will ask his bag man who’ll say he dropped it as planned. Each one of them will think the other one is lying and they’ll fight it out between themselves.’

‘Someone will be killed, Billy,’ the boy with glasses suggested.

The dark-haired youth gave him a look of contempt. ‘Listen kiddo, there will be that much stuff sold at a concert this size that the drop will be thousands and thousands of dollars in one Bat place at one Bat time. Think how much we’ll make instead of a bunch of crims who probably did a lot worse in their life than steal money. We’re only evening up the odds. Think of us as the finger of God on the great scales of justice.’

‘Don’t say that, Billy. It makes me scared for you,’ the other boy said with fearful adoration.

‘Cool it, Holy. You stick with me and you’ll go all the way.’

‘I don’t know,’ said one of the others. ‘It seems wrong to do this after what happened to the Shadow. I mean, that wasn’t drugs but …’

‘He was an idiot to sniff glue,’ Billy snapped contemptuously.

Sean stood up abruptly. ‘I have to go.’

‘Are you in then, Birdman?’ Billy rose too, blocking the way out, a playful antagonism in his voice. They were the same height and stood eye to eye, but the dark-haired boy had a wiry, tensile strength centred around sensitive eyes and mouth and unexpectedly masculine hands with big knuckles and long fingers. The dark-haired Billy was frankly beautiful, with a lithe almost balletic grace that was at once both muscular and feminine.

‘I guess I’m just wondering who will even the odds on us,’ Sean said gravely.

The other youth gave a weirdly gleeful grin, as if the red-haired boy had made a particularly brilliant joke. He stepped nimbly aside from the door and waved at it with a flourish. ‘Time to decide which side you’re on, Birdman.’

‘You’ll be the first to know,’ Sean said and he opened the shed door and went out, closing it behind him. Inside the hut, the other boys heard him begin to whistle softly as he walked away.

The shock of realising that he was whistling the song the old man had played on the Greek island woke Ember.

Blinking up at the play of lantern light on the wood-panelled roof of the cabin, she thought about the red-haired youth. He had lived a few streets away from the home where they had lived with their parents, and she had occasionally seen him on the bus or in the street. Of course dreams could be peopled by strange combinations of the known, the barely known and even the unknown. Once she dreamed she had fallen in love with the old black and white movie star, Alan Ladd. But she had the queer certainty that she had not been dreaming this time. Partly it was because he looked a few years older than she remembered him being, and partly because of how real it had felt. Yet if she had been having a vision of something that had really happened or would happen on her world, why a gang of young delinquents contemplating a crime? Was it because she had known the red-haired Sean that she was seeing him? Or because he had been whistling the song that she had heard before being drawn to Keltor? And what did that mean? Was it possible that someone else was about to be swept to Keltor? Perhaps the boy was actually the long-awaited Unraveller. Tareed had been so sure that Ember’s resemblance to Shenavyre was a sign that the time of the Unraveller was approaching. But what an irony to be counting on a hero and wind up with a boy.

Ember shook her head slightly, and told herself it made no difference to her whether the long-awaited Unraveller would finally come to Keltor. All that mattered right now was getting to Darkfall in time to be healed, and before her second eye lost its sight. Because that could not be reversed, even if they did manage to heal the tumour.

The ship listed deeply to one side, and she was glad to be distracted from her sombre thoughts by the need to reposition pillows around the unconscious Bleyd to stop him rolling onto his back. He was oblivious to the storming that was tossing them about and carrying them slightly but inexorably off course, his condition having grown steadily worse despite her efforts. She noted with foreboding that his skin was as pale and clammy as old dough, and his sleep a panting and restless delirium. She was moistening Bleyd’s chaffed lips when the shipmistress came down the wooden steps into the room. ‘He has woken?’ she asked.

Ember shook her head. Revel examined the wounds and grunted at the suppurating slash marks on Bleyd’s back. ‘I was afraid of this. Well, there is nothing more you can do for him aboard the ship. He will have to be seen by a white cloak on Vespi.’

‘But you said we were not to leave the ship.’

‘We have no choice,’ Revel said heavily. ‘I can not let him die and the white cloaks will not come to the ship. You must decide if you will go on without him or wait until he recovers. It might be some time.’

Ember turned aside. She did not want any delay in her own journey but Bleyd, too, had a death sentence hanging over him and finding another ship to carry him to Darkfall once he had recovered might be impossible. Ember found that she could not ruthlessly pursue her own needs at Bleyd’s expense, despite the angry urgings of dark Ember. ‘I will wait for him,’ she decided.

‘Very well,’ Revel said briskly. ‘We will not be able to fight free of this storming until the early hours of morning, but we should reach Vespi some time tomorrow. You had best both leave the ship when we dock. The Fomhikan must be taken to the Redleaf healing centre.’

Ember felt a flutter of panic at the open-endedness of the shipmistress’s plan, but quelled it firmly. ‘How will we leave the ship with Bleyd in this state?’

‘I will think on it,’ Revel said.

Once she had gone, Ember went about heating water to wash the Fomhikan’s wounds again, her mind drifting back to the gang of boys from her dream. Alene had told her that everything that was and had been and would be, lay in the unformed matter of the Void which lapped between all worlds. If she accepted that, then her dream could have come from the Void. On Keltor she had certainly experienced the visions that here were called soulweavings, and which showed events that were past, present or yet to come. Initially she had associated the visions with her tumour, but Alene had told her that she was not the first stranger to develop soulweaving abilities on Keltor. She was curious about these other strangers, although the grim Ember with her unbearable memory of pain and terror, had reminded her that curiosity was a weakness.

She glanced longingly at the a’luwtha, now packed safely in its padded cloth bag, but this was not the moment for music. She began to bathe Bleyd’s wounds again, thinking of a writer whose name she could not recall, who had suggested that the way to interpret the wild imagery of dreams was to ignore it and focus on the prime emotion of the dream.

What did I feel in dreaming of those boys? she asked herself. I, who do not want to feel anything.

Sorrow, weariness, the answer came immediately. These emotions had centred on the red-haired youth, Sean, whom the gang leader had named Birdman. Ember hadn’t liked Billy, for all his dark and lustrous beauty. Perhaps because of his beauty, she admitted to herself. But something in the gangling Sean had moved her and she struggled to find a word for it.

Dignity?

She shivered and her skin rose into goose bumps, for it seemed to her suddenly that what she had seen was no less than a turning point in the young man’s life; a moment of choice when his decision would affect all the moments that came after in his life, and perhaps even all the moments in the lives of the rest of the gang, and who knew how many other people. For a moment, Ember felt herself to be trembling on the brink of understanding something utterly vital, then she heard a movement and a hoarse groan and the sense of revelation blurred as Ember looked up to find Bleyd had awakened. His cheeks were a hectic blotchy red and his lips dry and bloodless, but his eyes were clear. ‘I am thirsty,’ he rasped. She hastened to give him water, but he could not swallow more than a few drops before sinking back into the sweat-stained pillows.

‘I am ill,’ he whispered.

‘The wounds on your back are infected. But shipmistress Revel says you will be able to get treatment from the white cloaks on Vespi.’

‘Must … not leave the ship. What if there are Iridomi watchers …’ Bleyd muttered, pushing a sweat-damp strand of hair from his forehead.

‘I don’t think anyone even knows that we have left Ramidan yet. Revel said legionnaires are searching the citadel for us.’

‘I do not … think we should be leaving … the ship. Especially not on Vespi which … must remain neutral.’ He caught at Ember’s hand and although her instinct was to pull away, she let her fingers lie in his weak, hot grasp. ‘My dreams are full of fears, Visionweaver; for you and me and for Alene and the myrmidons, but most of all for my brother.’ His voice was full of anguish and Ember did not know what to say. His fears were perfectly reasonable given Tarsin’s insanity and Coralyn’s ruthless ambition.

Pulling her hand gently free, she took up a stone beaker of water and gave it to him in sips. ‘The whip was fouled,’ Bleyd murmured, after a time.

‘Pardon?’ Ember asked, thinking that he had drifted into delirium again.

‘The whip Kalide used on me … strands smelled like rotted meat.’

Ember had a brief horrifying image of the dank and shadowy cliff cells, Kalide laying on the whip, smiling, and his eyes glittering with the madness she had seen in him fleetingly the night of the escape from Ramidan.

‘There is a storming?’ Bleyd asked when the ship gave a lurch hard enough to rouse him from his pain-filled stupor again.

Ember nodded. ‘Revel says it will go on most of the night. But apparently now it is pushing us roughly where we want to go, so we will arrive on Vespi tomorrow some time.’

He groaned. ‘Even if we can get off the ship without being seen, the white cloaks will talk once they know who I am. Word will travel quickly to the ears of Coralyn’s spies, and thence to Ramidan. Tarsin will command Fulig to capture me and send me back to the citadel. If it is known that you are with me, then you will be forced to return as well.’

‘Wouldn’t the white cloaks keep silent out of loyalty to Darkfall?’ Ember asked, remembering that the main white-cloak academy was on Myrmidor.

‘What strange things you sometimes ask,’ Bleyd said. ‘A white cloak’s loyalty is to their healing oath and nothing else.’

Ember decided to change the subject. ‘Maybe you could pretend that you came to Vespi on business for your father, and were beaten up in a drunken brawl and left for dead.’

‘A white cloak would ask why I did not come for treatment sooner and they would ask why I had been whipped and by whom.’

‘Unknown ruffians whipped you. Maybe you angered them when they were trying to rob you. And you did not come to the healers sooner because you were too embarrassed. Or better still, you couldn’t. The ruffians left you for dead and it took you a while to reach help. That would explain why your wounds are in such an awful state. As I must come with you, it might as well be me who found you. I’ll pretend to be your sister.’

For a moment the misery in his features cleared and he looked amused. ‘What of the legionnaires? Ordinarily they would be summoned so that I could describe my attackers.’

Ember thought for a moment. ‘We will say that you don’t want to call the legionnaires because you don’t want to delay our return to our home sept. We can even claim to have a passage booked on a ship already.’

‘Booked to go where?’

‘It doesn’t matter. Or wait, Iridom!’

Bleyd smiled wanly. ‘It will be better if we say that my attackers were known to me, and that I prefer to deal with them in my own way. I might have recognised one of my attackers as the son of a friend. And what of you? A veiled sister travelling with her badly injured brother is dangerously similar to a badly injured Fomhikan travelling with a veiled visionweaver. It would be better if you could dispense with the veil and paint your face heavily enough to hide your resemblance to Shenavyre.’ He broke into a coughing fit and Ember stared at him helplessly, unable to tell him that concealing her silverblinded eye was far more important than hiding her resemblance to Shenavyre. He went on before she could speak. ‘I keep wondering what Coralyn is up to. Kalide made no secret of the fact that the plan was for me to die, and then Anyi, to clear the way for Kalide to take the Holder’s throne. But Coralyn must know that Fulig would never, under any circumstances, accept her son even as a proxy Holder without Darkfall’s endorsement.’

Ember said firmly, ‘I’m sure Alene will find proof of your innocence and you’ll soon be able to return to the citadel and thwart whatever plans that pair have devised.’

‘I wish it would be so, but in order to prove me innocent, Alene and the myrmidons would have to produce the real poisoner,’ Bleyd rejoined bleakly. ‘Since no one will dare to accuse Coralyn of filicide, Anyi is on his own. Our father believes that Coralyn would not dare to hurt the boy, but I think she would dare anything to feed her lust for power. Did she not invite the foul Draaka cult into the palace, though all know that Tarsin regards the woman’s chits as treasonous?’

‘Why hasn’t Tarsin done anything about the cult?’ Ember wondered.

‘At first, I suppose it seemed to him, as to all of us, that this Draaka was no more than another leader in the long turgid history of the cult. But none has risen so high, nor gained so much public support for the cult. And look at her supporters. In the past it was the ignorant and superstitious who were drawn to the cult, but this Draaka has modified the violent aspects of the cult, to introduce a scholarly discourse that intrigues intelligent people and involves them. They are on the verge of treason and blasphemy over their cirul, and are not even aware of it. She has capitalised brilliantly on the disquiet over Tarsin’s state of mind and, in doing so, she has fanned the flames of discontent with Darkfall. It is no wonder that Coralyn admires her. But why has she brought the woman to the citadel, and why would the Draaka come when she must know that Tarsin could have her imprisoned?’ He moved restlessly. ‘I am so hot. My brain is afire.’

Ember gave him more water. ‘If you are right and Coralyn wants to kill Anyi and put Kalide on the Holder’s throne, what does she propose to do about Tarsin?’

‘Let us say that I do not think the attempt to poison Tarsin was aimed only at framing me. Were I the Holder I would be wary of every step at my back and every drop of food and water I lifted to my mouth, and I would send Coralyn and Kalide away from Ramidan at once. But Tarsin is too unstable to see the danger of treachery within his family.’

‘Maybe not,’ Ember murmured, remembering how the Holder had sneered openly at his mother’s plots and ambitions.

‘If only Anyi were safe, I truly would not care what was happening in the citadel,’ Bleyd admitted wearily. ‘Right now I wish with all my heart that he had never been Chosen.’

‘Yet he was Chosen and he is no puppet. In fact, he was desperate to have you out of harm’s way, and I bet he is glad that you have got away from Ramidan.’

Bleyd gave a ghost of a smile. ‘I remember when Anyi was Chosen there was great consternation. Many, even amongst our own sept, muttered that it was a mistake since no one of a chieftain’s bloodline had ever before been named mermod. Of course my brother, Gedron, immediately began speaking against it.’

‘Your brother does not cleave to Darkfall?’ Ember asked.

Bleyd gave a snorting laugh. ‘Gedron believes it is his destiny to be revered rather than revere. I think the Choosing of clumsy, oft-overlooked Anyi as mermod outraged his pride. It would not surprise me if, under his talk of fitness, Gedron secretly felt himself to be the right choice.’

‘Anyi said your father thought you should have been Chosen.’

Bleyd frowned. ‘My little brother has a gift for learning things he was not intended to hear. It will serve him well if ever he becomes a Holder but it saddens me to learn that he knows of Poverin’s doubts, for they were told to me in secret.’

‘Perhaps Anyi did not eavesdrop. He told me that one had to look at people’s faces and hear what they did not say rather than listen to their words, if one wanted to know the truth of their thoughts,’ Ember said.

‘You cheer me, Visionweaver, by showing me depths in my little brother that I and my father had failed to notice. It is hard for me to stop seeing him as an ungainly lad with no sense of the demands on the position of Poverin’s son. And he has shown little regard for the role of mermod.’

‘His refusal to be constrained by the role might mean he will become a Holder of great original insight, with the courage to do what should be done, rather than what is seen to be fitting.’

Bleyd stared at her with wry admiration. ‘It seems to me that women have all along seen Anyi most truly. It was soulweavers that made him mermod and my mother and my sister, Rilka, who alone of his family applauded the choice. Your words remind me that my mother, too, said childish traits can lead to greatness in their proper setting. My mother is very wise. She supplies what my father lacks in the rule of Fomhika; integrity and courage to give his wit substance. With Maeve by his side, Poverin has not been a bad chieftain. It is said that my mother went to the Darkfall landing when he asked her to handfast. She never said what was told to her, but they wed upon her return.’

‘She must have asked if she should handfast with your father,’ Ember said, fascinated by the idea of asking an oracle whether one should marry. It was like something out of a fairytale.

But Bleyd said, ‘My mother was ever deep and I doubt her question would have been so simple. And even if it were, the answer would not be simple coming from the misty isle. There is a saying that Darkfall’s answers contain twenty questions far more difficult than the question you brought to them, and that the answers you make to those questions are the answers you seek.’ Another violent lurch of the ship drew a groan of pain from Bleyd. ‘They say the storming cycle grows worse because we approach the coming of the Unraveller,’ he muttered.

His words reminded Ember again of Tareed’s speculations. ‘Do you think the Unykorn is chained somewhere under the great water?’

‘The Legendsong speaks of Shenavyre’s voice luring the Firstmade under the waves. But perhaps it was lured through the waves to the Void. So thought the tutor who schooled me and my brothers. Certainly Lanalor’s portal is said to pass from the Unraveller’s world, through the Void to our great water.’

‘Water …’ Ember echoed.

‘It is said that the unfixed nature of water emulates the movement of the Void. It was long ago predicted that stormings would mirror the disturbance that the coming of the Unraveller would cause in the Void. Some scholars believe that no world will be unaffected by that crossing, and maybe it is true. Vespians call the particular part of the sea that touches on the Void the Sea of Dreams. They claim that there are three islands within it which can be located by no map for they have no fixed position; floating islands with no roots of stone to hold them to the core of Keltor.’

Ember hardly heard him. ‘If the Unraveller does come, how will he know how to find the Unykorn?’

‘A question oft-asked,’ Bleyd said. ‘It may be that those of the misty isle know and say naught. Or maybe they do not speak of what is unknown even to them. Yet again maybe the Unraveller will need no instruction to do what he was born to do.’

‘Then he would not need the soulweavers to watch out for him,’ Ember murmured.

‘True. But Alyda wrote that although the soulweavers’ duties and the Unraveller’s needs may not match, each will play their part in the freeing of the Firstmade.’ He smiled fondly. ‘Alyda is the heroine of my little sister. Rilka claims outrageously that Alyda was greater than her famous brother because she was not morally flawed. Rilka would have made a fine soulweaver for she combines what is sternest in my mother’s character with my father’s sense of humour and a compassion that is all her own.’

‘Anyi told me once that his sister would have made the best Holder of you all.’

‘It seems to me the best are seldom chosen for the roles they would fit and maybe that is because the truest fitness is learned. And Rilka has her flaws, too. She is very romantic and can not always separate truth from fancy. She insists she was once saved from drowning by a Vesper.’

Ember had to fight to betray nothing of her sudden turmoil. ‘What … what did she say happened?’ she managed to ask, not daring to ask outright what a Vesper was.

‘Simply that she had swum too far out into Mountain Lake and could not get back. Then a Vesper came and rescued her. She is no liar, so I would say she swam far enough to exhaust and terrify herself into delirium, which gave her strength enough to propel herself back to shore.’

‘How did she describe the Vesper?’ Ember asked carefully.

‘She claimed that it was part man and part black-pelted beast. She did not see its face, but the arm around her neck was furred and its claws dug into her. But it spoke as a man and commanded her to be still in a voice she calls strange though she could not say how it differed from other voices.’

‘No one believed her?’

‘Of course not. The Vesper is a mythical animal. But Rilka was very young when it happened.’

Ember was silent a moment, then she changed the subject. ‘What do you think your father did when he heard you had vanished?’

Bleyd sighed. ‘He would delay as long as possible in doing anything, then he will send an official demand that I be found. He will word it carefully so as not to suggest whether he wants me found to clear my name or to be judged and executed. He will not want to send anyone to watch over Anyi because it would be as good as an accusation that the Holder is not capable of his duty of caring for his successor. I was only able to be with Anyi because he was so young when he was Chosen and Alene wove that I should. In those days, her visions were cherished and by the time she fell out with Tarsin, people had become so used to my presence that no one questioned it. But to offer another protector now would be an act weighted with political significance. If only my father had not written that wretched chit to Darkfall suggesting Tarsin be retired, he would not need to be so circumspect now! He should have known that Tarsin would come to hear of it!’

Ember saw that he was becoming agitated. ‘How many brothers and sisters do you have?’ As she had hoped, the question calmed him. ‘I am the eldest, and then comes Gedron. He should have been next in line for the chieftain’s seat, but my father has left him from the named line of succession. It is not common knowledge and it will not become so for my father did not wish to publicly humiliate him.’

‘Why did he disinherit him?’ Ember asked curiously.

‘It was my mother’s suggestion,’ Bleyd said. ‘She told my father in front of Gedron, that there was a desire for power in him which would lead him all too easily to tyranny. She said that he was incapable of understanding that to lead is to serve. I do not think she should have said this before him as she did, whatever his faults, for he had truly idolised her. Heartbreak as much as anger drove him to join the Draaka cult, for little else he could do would be so offensive to her. I think my father allowed the cult there when Gedron asked it, out of pity that he had been so hurt. He has always seen the cult as a cathartic rallying point for the disaffected, and he has never regarded it with my mother’s horror or fear. Even now, he does not seem aware of how much power it wields these days …’ His voice trailed off and his eyes were distant, his thoughts momentarily elsewhere.

Hearing how Bleyd’s mother had so coldly denounced her son’s character, Ember thought of her own mother and her coldness towards Glynn. Ember had never understood it, but neither had she questioned it.

Bleyd continued. ‘My brother Donard is now next in line for the chieftain’s seat.’ He smiled wearily. ‘Donard will not relish the notion that he will be chieftain for he has a wandering soul. If anything happened to him, Torrid would have to rule. He is a fine and dedicated songmaker who will be positively horrified that my activities have brought him closer to the chieftain’s seat. Rilka is last in line of succession, because of course Anyi is officially no longer Fomhikan.’

‘It must have been hard for you to leave your sept when you were supposed to become the next chieftain,’ Ember murmured.

Bleyd looked at her. ‘It felt hard at the time. But it gave me a freedom that I had not been permitted within the formalities that a chieftains heir has to preserve on his home sept. And I fancy that it has given me a humbler view of myself than many chieftains have, for on Ramidan I was only my brother’s keeper and small in the scheme of things. When she announced it, I thought Alene’s vision meant that I would remain with Anyi until he was to become Holder. But given what has happened I must have misunderstood.’

‘Unless this is the time for Anyi to become Holder,’ Ember murmured. Then she shook her head. ‘Alene would have foreseen it if that was to come, I guess.’

But Bleyd shook his head. ‘Not necessarily. Soulweavers do not tell all that they see because their own predictions have an adjusting effect on what they have seen. The future is like a flickering candle flame. It shifts constantly. Maybe telling us that Anyi was to become Holder would have brought about some disaster …’ He gave Ember a puzzled look. ‘Why am I always telling you what you must know as well as I?’ He sighed and lay back against his pillows. The animation faded from his expression, and although his eyes followed her movements as she pressed a wet cloth to his temples, she noticed that his pupils had dilated and his breathing had become shallow and laboured. ‘Will you sing for me?’ he muttered, and repeated his question when she did not answer.

Out of pity, Ember sang a Welsh lullaby that she had learned from a nurse who had cared for her while she was ill at one point. Bleyd’s lips curved slightly and his eyelids fluttered closed.

The sea became calm as dawn was breaking, and the ship began to move smoothly and purposefully through the water, propelled by Revel’s wavespeaking. Ember opened a porthole to freshen the stale air of the cabin and felt the fresh chilly bite of it on her bare skin with pleasure. Craning her neck, she was able to watch Kalinda rise, splendidly red and transforming the sky into a sheet of gold patterned with purple and indigo feathers of cloud that were the aftermath of the storming. It had doubled back on itself in the late hours of the night, bringing them unexpectedly to their original course. Revel told her the good news when she had brought breakfast. Then she nodded at Bleyd. ‘How is he?’

‘He was awake and lucid for a while but he spent most of the night raving and I could not stop him rolling around and disturbing the wounds.’

‘He is not far from help. I have given some thought to what might be done when we dock …’ Ember interrupted to outline the story she had thought up for Bleyd to tell the white cloaks. ‘That will do nicely to explain his state,’ she approved. ‘But the immediate problem is to get you from the ship without being seen. To this end, I have used the ship callstone to invite aboard a seerat. He will be waiting with a closed carriage and a cluster of attendants to board when we dock. He will bring his attendants and perform a telling. When it is done, you and the Fomhikan will leave the ship as two of his party. He will take you to the white-cloak shelter, and later I will come there to speak with you. I will represent myself as a senior shipman checking on passengers who have signed up for a coming journey.’

‘Won’t it be noticed if two more people leave with the … the seerat?’ Ember asked, having no idea what a seerat was. Her expression must have made this obvious, for Revel explained.

‘The seerat is a set of bone disks marked with various obscure images, each with a given meaning. The disks are thrown from a salver and then read according to their random formations. The practice began initially on Iridom, and was quickly adopted by other septs. Like most faddish things, people lost interest in it after a time, except on Iridom and here upon Vespi, perhaps because we are by nature superstitious. Seerat is also the name of those who use the disks. They are always men.’ She gave Ember a swift sardonic smile. ‘Some say the seerat is no more than a man who envies the soulweaving tendencies of women, which few men display, but the seerat is actually nothing to do with predicting the future. Seerats claim their minds are focused by the disks so that they can absorb and vocalise the secret motivations and flaws within our own minds, which work against our conscious desires.’

The seerat sounded like a combination of tarot cards and psychoanalysis. ‘Won’t people find it odd that you have invited a seerat aboard the ship the moment you dock?’ Ember asked.

‘The manifest will show that I am to go out again very soon, and many shipmasters do not set out on a crossing before having a seerat tell them that they actually want to arrive safely, and these tellings usually occur aboard the ship to allow as little as possible to intervene which might alter the telling. I do not ordinarily summon seerats, but it will be assumed that the storming shook me. The other advantage is that if a telling is bad it is customary for shipmasters to apply to delay a journey, or even to arrange for another to master the crossing. Therefore I will be able to use it as an excuse to delay my departure from Vespi if it is becomes necessary,’ she said.

‘I thought nothing was allowed to delay or alter the course of a crossing,’ Ember said.

The Vespian shrugged. ‘Not once a journey begins, except under very specific circumstances. But officially, ships are between crossings when they reach Vespi for it is the beginning and the end of all journeys. Therefore changes can be made to a course here. But the main purpose of the sham is to provide cover for you and the Fomhikan to leave the ship. I doubt we will be watched by any but casual spies who are unlikely to notice that the seerat leaves with two more attendants than those that came aboard.’

‘Not even if one is veiled and the other injured?’

‘The veil will not be unusual in that company,’ the shipmistress answered cryptically. ‘As to the Fomhikan, the seerat will have a carriage and he can be carried upright to it by the attendants. Given the level of pain he is like to endure, we will have to drug him to prevent him crying out. I will give you something.’ She went to the panel cupboard and withdrew a small phial of purplish powder. ‘This is what most people use to endure crossings.’

‘What about the seerat and his attendants?’ Ember asked, watching the shipmistress mix a small measure of the dust with water.

‘The seerat is my friend and he will concoct a tale for his attendants. In any case, they will do as he commands because seerats are supposed to be able to invoke the blackwind against anyone who offends them …’ She gave the gamine grin that Ember remembered from the first time she had seen the Vespian on Ramidan, teasing Feyt. Then she held out the mixture. ‘You will have to dribble it into his mouth and rub his throat to make sure it goes where it is supposed to go.’

Watching their approach to the crescent-shaped island of Vespi through the cabin porthole, Ember was surprised to see a high, jagged range of mountains blanketed in dark green, running along the curve of the island like a spine. From the map cloths she had studied under Alene’s tutelage, she had imagined Vespi as rather arid, but it was clearly not so. The sept town which took its name from the island, like all other capitals, stretched narrowly along the flat sandy inner curve of the island, sprouting numerous sturdy piers at which hundreds of ships were tied up. Clearly the port area of the seafaring sept was the town. When the Stormsong came about and she could see no more, Ember blocked the door with a chair and washed her face and brushed her hair before plaiting it and binding it around her head. She resumed her veil as soon as she could feel that they were tying up but left her face bare. Revel had disagreed with Bleyd’s idea that she should paint her face, pointing out that on Vespi such paint was used more often by performers and extreme individuals who wanted to attract attention, and would seem odd worn in conjunction with a privacy veil.

Ember heard the grate of wood on wood, then there were heavy footsteps and an unfamiliar booming voice. She composed herself in a chair at the bedside to await the seerat and his attendants. She had dressed Bleyd in a long tunic that the shipmistress had given her, for there had been no question of putting trousers of any kind or a shirt on him. As it was, the tunic would stick to the moist wounds, but at least white cloaks would be removing it. Bleyd had cried out when she began to dress him but, at some point, he had seemed to fall into a deeper state of unconsciousness, and now he lay as one dead. Ember did not know if it was the drugged water she had fed to him or his own pain that had caused his comatose state, but a sour sick smell now rose from his fevered body and, for the first time, she found herself wondering if he would survive.

The door swung open and Revel entered, followed by a huge, bald man in a shimmering tunic and an astonishing, fluttering, chattering crowd of middle-aged women dressed in trailing skirts and shawls and beads. At least three of the women were fully veiled like Ember, and several more wore half-veils that covered their noses and mouths, but left their eyes bare. They were all either very plump or very thin and they appeared oblivious to the fact that the cabin they had entered was occupied. Their attention was entirely focused on the only man in their midst, who turned to Revel with a great swish of his cloak. ‘So, at last you seek my help. What is it that you require of me?’

[image: image]
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Returning to the dying Shenavyre, Lanalor confessed his evil, but

Shenavyre smiled on him and rejoiced. ‘For,’ she said, ‘the Unykorn lives

and, while it exists, it may come again.’


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

The seerat had a loud, deep voice but the look he gave the Vespian was light and almost flirtatiously malicious. ‘What is it that prompts you to come to me for a telling after all this time?’

‘I would prefer to explain my need alone,’ Revel said gravely. ‘Will you enter my chamber for the telling, Seerat?’

‘Of course nothing need be kept secret from my pretty darlings but it shall be as you wish.’ The seerat made a grandiose gesture to his attendants with an enormous hand. ‘Prepare the restorative, my pets, and disport yourselves as you will in my absence.’

The women gibbered and giggled and simpered at him as he swept out. Then they set about opening lavishly embroidered drawstring bags and removing pieces of what looked for all the world to Ember like the parts of a machine. Once assembled, though, it was revealed to be a sort of elaborate Russian samovar. Bags and phials were produced and arranged about it, containing greenish leaves, a maroon powder, yellowish sand and an almost fluorescent lilac-hued syrup. These were pressed or dribbled into reservoirs in the brazier before the wick under it was lit. The women then clustered about it chattering and giving shrieks of laughter as the room slowly filled with a purplish fug, and a smell that was surprisingly like freshly-brewed coffee arose from a green liquid which dripped from a gleaming nozzle into a small gilt jug. The women busied themselves setting out thin cups without handles and plates of tiny sweets and biscuits. When the jug was full, they added a few drops of the dark-green liquid to water or warmed let milk, all the while chattering and singing absurd little snatches of song.

The attendants ignored her and Bleyd so completely that Ember decided that the women must have been ordered to do so, but then, to confound her, one of them approached her with a platter of sweet-smelling cubes, powdered like Turkish delight, and a cut-glass goblet of cirul. Accepting the goblet, Ember puzzled about the women’s apparent lack of curiosity, until it struck her that they also did not speak of politics or philosophy or recent events on Keltor. Their conversation revolved almost entirely around family, friends and neighbours. If you discounted their attire and extravagant gestures and mannerisms, they could almost have been any group of middle-aged women on her world meeting for coffee. Ember understood then that she had been moving so exclusively among the great and infamous of Keltor that she had forgotten that there must also be thousands of ordinary people who would never see Tarsin, let alone meet him, and might know their chieftain only by his laws and taxes, and by rumours filtering from the citadel palace.

She wondered, then, what the women were to the seerat. Employees or devotees or something more intimate? It was impossible to tell and Ember decided she was not interested enough to wonder about it. She was beginning to feel thin and stretched sitting in their midst, stiff with tension while she waited to see what would happen next. Her mind seethed with questions she had not thought to ask Revel, such as where she was to go while Bleyd was being treated at the white-cloak centre. Perhaps she would have to wait there the whole time, pretending to be a worried sister.

All at once, the inner door of the chamber opened and the seerat reappeared, mopping his brow with a silk square. His attendants converged on him, patting his arms and stroking his hands. ‘A difficult reading, my pets,’ he boomed. ‘This Revel has a dark mind under that innocent face. I had to dig very deep. The restorative!’ This latter was all but a shout.

The women hastened to prepare a large cup of the greenish brew, undiluted by hot water, as the seerat sank into a chair that groaned under his weight. He drank the cup straight down, though it must have been boiling, and then two more after it, before turning to Revel. The shipmistress stood slouching in the doorway with a look so bland that Ember could only guess she was trying not to laugh. One of the women brought her a cup of the restorative and she drank it with a grimace of disgust.

This done, the seerat clapped his hands. ‘Now my pets, listen carefully for we are to take part in a scandal.’ The women looked enthralled rather than alarmed, but Ember’s heart began to pound unpleasantly. ‘The man lying over there is ill and must be taken to the white-cloak shelter, but he and his sister can not be seen leaving the Stormsong and so we will take them with us when we leave.’

‘It is a love affair?’ one of the women asked avidly.

The seerat gave her a bright glance of approbation. Then he said, ‘Now, quick quick. You must donate some of your pretties as disguises.’

The women began divesting themselves enthusiastically of their shawls and various hanging draperies and transferring them to Ember.

‘The brother must also be disguised,’ the seerat commanded. ‘He and his sister will travel with me in the chair instead of you, Ulrika.’

A plump, grey-haired matron with pink-rouged lips pouted. ‘It is such a long way to walk back, Master.’

‘I have seen that it would serve you well to walk this journey,’ he answered in a sudden sepulchral voice that made all of the women fall silent. Ulrika blanched. ‘Come now,’ the seerat continued impatiently, and the women fell to draping Bleyd as best they could with him unconscious and lying down. ‘Enough,’ the seerat announced. ‘He will do, as long as there is no one specifically watching out for him.’ Now there was something in his tone that made Ember certain that Revel had told him the truth about Bleyd. She also had the sudden odd thought that this was something that the seerat and his women had done before.

Revel went to the doorway and shouted for her first mate, the shipson, Mysel, who had helped carry Bleyd aboard the ship on Ramidan. ‘We’ll get him on deck and then your attendants must manage him,’ she told the seerat.

‘It would not be the first time one of my pretties drank a little too much restorative and had to be carried away from a telling. But you will have to get him to the end of the ramp between you, my loves, then Soonkar will take over.’

Ember followed the crowd of attendants up on deck, staying close and trying to emulate their fluttering mannerisms. There were at least seven ships tied up on the pier that Revel had chosen, and the amount of activity on the ships either side suggested that most of them had arrived that day, given that their cargoes were in the process of being unloaded. No one seemed to be particularly interested in her, though it was impossible to be sure in the sea of faces.

To Ember’s horror, the seerat strode to the side of the ship and bellowed a name. Everyone within hearing distance turned to gape at him and at the thickset little man sitting in the drivers seat of a carriage draped luridly with purple and mustard-yellow stripes, who jumped down and made his way to the end of the gangplank connecting the ship to the shore.

‘Master?’

Ember realised then that the seerat’s carriage driver was not just short as she had thought, but an actual dwarf. Or whatever the Keltan term was for such a man. He was thick in the legs and possessed the broad shoulders and muscular arms of a much taller man. He was also quite possibly the handsomest man Ember had ever seen. He had dark, lustrous curls, a straight patrician nose, beautiful blue-grey eyes fringed with long sooty lashes and perfectly sculpted sensual lips. If he had been normal height, he could have been a model. But as it was, the extreme combination of beauty and deformity was too shocking to be anything but pitiable.

‘Soonkar, one of my beauties has restored herself to unconsciousness,’ the seerat announced, striding down the plank to the pier. ‘She will journey back in the carriage with me.’ He spoke with all the exaggerated pronunciation of an actor reciting lines, and quite a number of people had drawn nearer to watch as he began to declaim about the fates and portents and the blackwind and his own great gifts. Behind him, Ember and the attendants descended en masse to the pier and passed behind him with Bleyd propped up awkwardly in their midst.

Ember was close enough to see that the dwarf’s face showed no emotion as he took Bleyd’s full weight with apparent ease and carried him to the carriage, surrounded by the attendants who fluttered and gawped and shouted instructions and admonitions, all the while managing very efficiently to shield Bleyd from curious onlookers. Fortunately he did not wake or begin raving, although Ember now had no doubt that the women would be prepared for this, and burst into song or begin to laugh to cover it.

‘One of you had best come with us in case she needs care,’ the seerat said, when Bleyd was safely installed inside the carriage. With seeming carelessness, he nodded to Ember, who climbed gratefully into the carriage. It was hung with gorgeous skeins of maroon and indigo silk matching the thickly upholstered seats and cushions scattered liberally about. It was beautiful but Ember almost gagged at the reek of a dozen exotic and incompatible odours that puffed up from the cushions whenever she moved, and she wondered if it was evidence of the different tastes of the women who attended the seerat, or some sort of peculiar air sweetener.

As Soonkar helped his master in, the vehicle creaked and swayed alarmingly under the weight of him, and Ember was all but crushed as he settled himself beside her. He could not sit on the other seat because the carriage driver had laid Bleyd full length upon it.

The seerat leaned out to bid Revel farewell. ‘A journey to my favourite gemeller might go some way towards paying for such an unexpected and strenuous telling, my friend,’ he said loudly.

‘You’ll get what you deserve from me,’ Revel said.

‘I fancy a foamstone toe ornament,’ the seerat said as he let the curtain fall closed. The carriage interior became a womb-like reddish dimness and the seerat reached up and rapped smartly on the side of the carriage. It set off with a jerk and Soonkar could be heard shouting and cursing at people to make way for the master seerat of Vespi. But gradually their speed increased and the noise of the crowds receded. Ember was relieved because she had half imagined that the carriage would crawl along at a snail’s pace so that the attendants could keep up. If this was Revel’s idea of secrecy she dreaded to think what public might mean. They could not have drawn more attention if they had gone along the pier announcing Bleyd as the much-sought poisoner of Tarsin!

‘Sometimes things of value are best hidden in loud and garish places,’ the seerat said laconically and Ember stared at him, for he had surely read her mind. ‘Even veiled a face and gestures speak to the eyes and perceptions of a seerat,’ he explained lightly. ‘Yet you are harder to read than many.’ His gaze was penetratingly intelligent and the silence between them lengthened until the seerat smiled. ‘And you do not take the bait of conversation. That makes you a more difficult subject. I would judge you a soulweaver by this silence. Is that what you are?’

‘No,’ Ember said.

‘What, then?’

‘What did Revel tell you?’ she countered.

He beamed at her. ‘You evade like an agent of the Shadowman. Revel told me that you travel with the Fomhikan to care for him, yet your body language tells me that you are neither lover nor sister to him, despite what my friend tried to imply. Indeed, Revel focused her concern so much upon your companion and so little on you, that it made me wonder the more about you. You are not Fomhikan, I think.’

Ember thought that this seerat was as dangerous a man as she had met on Keltor, and the first who might simply guess she was a stranger if he had time enough to study her. ‘Revel said that you and she were students together?’

The seerat’s smile became dry. ‘Now you remind me of my halfman, Soonkar, who also thinks questions are answers. But I will answer your question. We were students together, yes, and our friendship was strong enough to survive even our diverging lives and interests. Strong enough for one of us to occasionally ask a great favour of another without supplying much in the way of information. Yet I suspect that this matter goes beyond personal loyalties.’

‘Revel told you who he is,’ Ember guessed.

‘Let us say only that he is Fomhikan and speak no more of the matter. Sometimes the air carries voices far and a certain name may be heard even from a passing carriage. His is a very dangerous name at this time. And perhaps yours as well. I thought I had guessed who you were, but now I am not so sure. Your appearance fits, but your accent is quite unplaceable. You must have worked very hard to alter the auditory markers so that your home sept would not be perceived even by a seerat.’

Ember made no response. The seerat said mildly, ‘You need not be afraid of my curiosity. Revel did not tell me who you were. Perhaps she does not know. She asked me to see you safe to the white-cloak shelter, and I will do this in good faith. And rest assured that I did not see anyone show especial interest in you – and I would have, I assure you, even among so many faces.’

‘I believe you,’ Ember said.

The seerat studied her thoughtfully. ‘I should like to throw the disks for you, child, and that is not a thing I often desire, for at some level all lives are the same and no one knows that more wearily than a seerat. But I have a feeling that your telling might be very interesting indeed. What may I call you?’

‘My name is … Gola,’ she answered, taking a name at random from the many that had come to Alene at the palace for healing.

The carriage drew to a halt. ‘Well, she-who-calls-herself-Gola, we have reached the primary healing shelter of the white cloaks on Vespi,’ the seerat said softly. ‘Redleaf it is called. Go now.’

Ember hesitated, looking over at Bleyd.

‘Soonkar will carry the Fomhikan to the entrance.’

‘Goodbye and thank you,’ Ember said as she scrambled from the shadowy, over-scented carriage into the glaring light of day. She found herself standing on a straight, narrow road running between two rows of squarish stuccoed villas ensconced behind high walls, with a path running along one side only. The dwellings and walls were of bluish green stone, but the one beside the carriage was almost obscured by a red-leafed creeper rather like a glory vine. It grew right over the round archway entrance, through which was visible a pleasant courtyard with a small fountain at the centre.

The dwarf shouldered the curtain aside and lifted Bleyd out, shifting him into a fireman’s hold. He carried his burden without apparent effort, though Ember noticed that one of the dwarf’s legs twisted badly inward. It was this that gave him the rocking gait she had noticed on the pier. She wondered suddenly when the seerat had given him instructions to stop at the healing centre and to carry Bleyd inside, since they had exchanged only a few words, and none concerning passengers or white cloaks. She could only suppose that they had some sort of signals that would allow them to speak frankly when others were about. Given the seerat’s line of work, it would be useful. Or perhaps they had discussed it before they came to the ship.

Once through the archway, she saw that the buildings behind the wall bordered the cobbled area on three sides. The entrance to the centre lay opposite the gate and directly behind the fountain where a wide set of steps led to an equally wide single door flanked by thick white columns shrouded in vivid creeper. As they passed the fountain, beaked butterflies rose up in a shimmering blue cloud.

Soonkar was carefully lowering Bleyd to the top step when, without warning, the unconscious Fomhikan spasmed violently and slipped from his grasp. As Ember dived forward to stop his head cracking on the step, a flailing hand tore the veil from her face and she found herself staring into the astounded blue eyes of the dwarf. Bleyd had fallen limp after his spasm and lay cradled awkwardly between them. For a long moment there was nothing but the hum and buzz of flyts and the sound of their ragged breathing.

‘You!’ Soonkar whispered. Then he seemed to stare more closely at her and, if possible, he looked even more amazed. ‘But you are silverblinded in one eye …’

Ember felt strangely calm, although she had long feared the moment in which the silvery caste over her blinded eye would be discovered.

Ember laid Bleyd’s head gently to rest on the step then, without haste, replaced her veil. ‘Some say that a stranger coming here, looking as I do, heralds the coming of the Unraveller. Maybe it is true,’ she said quietly. ‘On Darkfall, they will tell me what it means if I can get there safely. I … I would be grateful if you would not speak of what you have seen.’

The dwarf nodded, but before he could manage to formulate any words, the door to the healing shelter opened and a thin, harried-looking young man in white, priest-like robes emerged. He stopped dead when he saw them. ‘What is here?’

The carriage driver rose swiftly and bowed with unexpected grace. ‘Forgive the intrusion, Master White Cloak, but my own master was passing by in his carriage when he saw this good lady struggling to bring her companion into the white-cloak centre, and sent me to aid her. I will leave them in your good hands.’ He bowed to Ember, and departed without a backward glance. Ember heard the sound of the carriage wheels on the cobbles and prayed that Soonkar was loyal enough to Darkfall to wait a few days before gossiping of what he had seen. If he did not, and happened to tell his story to the wrong people, both she and Bleyd were likely to be arrested for, seeing his injuries, it would be obvious that she could not be his prisoner.

The young white cloak was pressing the heel of a slender hand to the Fomhikan’s chalk-white forehead, his brow furrowed in concentration. At length, he turned a grave face to Ember. ‘This man is very ill. Wait with him and I will summon help.’ He hurried away inside and Ember looked down at Bleyd, thinking how it would please Coralyn and Kalide if the Fomhikan perished without clearing his name.

Bleyd moaned as if he heard her thoughts, and Ember took his hand, ignoring the admonitions of the darker Ember to avoid pity. ‘Bleyd, we are at the Redleaf centre on Vespi now. The white cloaks will help you.’

To her surprise, his eyes fluttered open. ‘Shenavyre is come again and again she is blind to one who loves her …’ he muttered.

He was delirious, but his words woke in Ember the realisation that his ravings could very well be their undoing. ‘Bleyd. Listen to me for Anyi’s sake. You must not speak of him or me or anything that has happened to you. I am your sister, and you were beaten up. I am Gola,’ she said and his eyes fluttered open and seemed for a moment to be lucid. ‘I am your sister Gola, and you were attacked here on Vespi where you came to do our father’s business,’ she said urgently. ‘The beating has made you forget everything else, but remember that.’

‘Gola …’ Bleyd whispered and fell still again. Ember sat back on her heels, feeling helpless. Seconds later, the young healer returned with three other white cloaks of similar age, carrying a stretcher. They were accompanied by a much older man with a severe, ascetic face. Just as the younger white cloak had done, he bent and pressed a hand to Bleyd’s forehead.

‘I know what you want …’ Bleyd moaned.

The white cloak straightened up with a grunt. ‘You were right, Lamba. Get this man into the treatment chamber immediately. There is no time to lose. His prime chakra is almost completely black.’ The younger white cloaks eased Bleyd onto the stretcher gently, but he gave a thin scream of pain before lapsing again into unconsciousness. Ember followed the group of white cloaks as they bore him through the front door and along a hall open on one side to a green courtyard. Ember was reminded by the silence and visual serenity of a monastery she had once visited at Glynn’s insistence.

She, however, felt anything but serene as they entered a round, high-domed room with a single, raised block at the centre. Bleyd was laid upon the block and the older white cloak commanded that his clothes be removed. ‘Use water if there is any resistance,’ he said, then he gave Ember a stern look. ‘White cloaks are not versed in raising the dead. If you had waited much longer, you would have had a corpse on your hands.’

‘I … My brother was attacked and left for dead. I did not find him until this morning and it has taken me this long to get him here.’

‘He was attacked? Is this a gambling matter?’ the white cloak demanded.

‘No … I don’t think so,’ Ember said. ‘My brother is a man of strong beliefs and passions and he does not always declare them wisely.’

‘Politics then?’ The white cloak said with a hint of distaste. ‘And who is to say I will not heal him and then find he is murdered as he walks out my door?’

Ember was not sure it was a question. ‘We are supposed to leave for Fomhika very soon. The passage was arranged some time ago. We came here to further our father’s business interests.’ She had a thought and added quickly, ‘My brother dreamed that he was attacked and killed when first we arrived here, and we laughed at it. But now that this has happened, I might go and consult the soulweavers at the Darkfall landing …’

‘There are too many dreams that lead to Darkfall,’ the white cloak said coolly, confirming Ember’s impression that the white cloaks were not for Darkfall even if they were not actively against it. ‘Why do you wear a veil?’ he asked.

She answered softly that she feared being recognised by whomever had attacked her brother.

‘Master,’ one of the healers called, and to Ember’s relief, the older white cloak abandoned her to tend his now naked patient. He made a gesture and the healers turned Bleyd. Even from where she stood, his wounds were an horrendous stew of yellow mucous streaked with blood and red-raw flesh with a livid purplish look. If the physical was but a manifestation of the spirit, then Bleyd was dangerously ill indeed.

‘By the Horn! He must have offended someone, for he has been whipped and whoever did it wanted him to die painfully.’ He waved at the younger white cloak. ‘Go. Bring cooled boiled water and bindings and prepare a poultice of rotworms and a double measure of belsirop. Make haste for we have very little time. I will do what I can.’ The white cloak lay two huge hands gently on the back of the Fomhikan’s head and kept them there for over twenty minutes, then shifted to the Fomhikan’s shoulders. Sweat glistened on his face and, drawn involuntarily closer, Ember realised suddenly how bad Bleyd smelled. She had grown accustomed to his odour on the ship. The white cloak seemed oblivious to the stench, however, and he made no attempt to wash the wounds or treat them physically. Ember knew that he was treating Bleyd’s etheric body. On Keltor, unlike on her own world, the physical healing of a body was regarded as a secondary and lesser skill. Most wounds and illnesses were dealt with long before they advanced enough to manifest on the physical level. People would come to Alene feeling nauseous or unexpectedly weary, or even depressed, and Alene would treat them. Ironically, this meant that the Keltans had somewhat primitive methods of physical healing because it was so seldom needed.

The young healer who had found them on the step returned wheeling a trolley piled with various bottles and cloths and instruments and a bowl of something that looked like blancmange, though it smelled putrid. Like the others, he ignored Ember. ‘Master?’ He touched the white cloak gently on his shoulder.

The older healer grunted, and when he looked up, Ember saw that he was grey with exhaustion. ‘I have dealt with the chakra, but the poultice must be applied immediately to strip away the bad flesh. If the infection deepens it will afflict the chakra again and his energies are too weak to save him.’

‘But master the … the belsirop will have no time to take effect if we apply the rotworms at once,’ the younger man protested.

‘Better a painful poultice than death,’ the healer snapped. ‘Give the sirop to him, but we can’t wait for it to take effect. Each second now is precious.’

Ember watched as the younger healer dribbled the contents of a small phial down a tube into Bleyd’s mouth. Then he took the bowl and began to tip the grey mass in it onto his back. Only then did Ember realise the grey shivering pulp was writhing.

A moment later, shockingly in that quiet cool place, Bleyd began to scream. The two healers held him down as he struggled and shrieked and Ember staggered back as the world drained of colour and slipped away.

Ember was in the Void, a screaming wind howling on all sides, driving golden globes of light and glistening purple bubbles of darkness before it. She felt she must surely be torn apart if she could not escape the sound and punishing assault of the maelstrom.

She was suddenly enveloped in a chilly mist so thick that it was difficult to breath. She was in a lane that seemed deserted until she saw a shape moving stealthily along it, pressing itself to the wall and glancing behind every few minutes. A boy, she thought as he dragged open a gate with some effort, ghosted across a small moonlit yard and clambered up a wall. Ember willed herself to the other side of the wall and found herself looking into the pale, determined face of the young mermod, Anyi. He looked older than she remembered and he seemed to know exactly where he was going. Even so Ember held her breath when two green-clad legionnaires went marching by the very wall in whose shadow Anyi stood. A few moments later the same thing happened again and Ember found herself wondering if Anyi was actually in the Iridomi part of the citadel palace. The thought of it dried her mouth. But surely he would not be such a fool!

Anyi made his way along the wall to another door and, glancing around, he then pressed his mouth to the door and called in an urgent whisper, ‘Rill! Rilka, are you here?’

‘Yes … who is it?’ another voice responded at once. A girl.

‘It’s me, Anyi.’

‘Anyi! They said you were dead!’

‘Wait,’ Anyi hissed and he set to work on the lock with a knife. After a few seconds there was a loud twanging sound that made him freeze for a moment, then the door burst open and a delicate-looking blonde girl with dirt-streaked cheeks and ragged finery hurled herself out and into Anyi’s arms, kissing and hugging him.

‘Rill!’ Anyi protested, half in horror and half in apprehension. ‘We have to be quiet. There are legionnaires everywhere and if they catch me I’ll be …’

‘Anyi!’ The girl drew back, blood draining from her cheeks. ‘What are you doing here? They will kill you if they find you!’

‘I know. We have to get moving. The Shadowman is with me. He has a ship waiting for us. Wait until you see which one.’

‘You would leave Ramidan?’

‘Now that Tarsin has left, there is no reason for me not to go.’

‘I hope you know what you are doing,’ the girl said.

‘So do I,’ Anyi said, and opened the door. ‘Let us go …’

Ember found herself back in the Void, bewildered. The girl’s name had been oddly familiar, though her face was not. But what was Anyi doing in the palace when he and Feyt were supposed to be at the soulweaver’s hut; and what did he mean by saying that he was with the Shadowman. And where had Tarsin gone, if he was not upon Ramidan?

Another globe of light burst over Ember and now she was in the bright daylight watching Tareed carry a bucket of water across the clearing in front of the soulweaver’s hut. The soulweaver Alene stepped from the door and ran silverblind eyes around the clearing in that way she had which always made it seem that she was not blind at all. Her expression was troubled, but she only shook her head and went back inside the hut without speaking.

Was this a true weaving Ember wondered? It was easy to couple it with the other brief vision and imagine that Alene was looking for the arrival of Feyt and Anyi, and wondering why they had not come. But if the other dream had been true, and both were dreams of the present, then where was the senior myrmidon? Ember told herself that it would be a mistake to try to fit her visions together as if they were parts of a jigsaw puzzle. At the very least, one had taken place at night, while the other had happened in broad daylight.

Willing herself inside the hut she found Alene at her workbench chopping herbs for the herbal infusions she dispensed to supplicants. Her lips were moving but Ember could not make out the words. Then it came to her that the soulweaver was singing. With a pang, she thought of the a’luwtha and wondered for the first time why the soulweaver had given it to her. She had not known that Ember was a musician, unless she had seen it in her weaving dreams.

Alene looked up pensively, almost as if she had heard the question, and Ember’s surprise shunted her back into the Void. She tumbled wildly until she thought of Tareed’s comment that soulweavers used music to control their segueing. Ember did not have an instrument with her in the Void, nor was she a true soulweaver, yet she had her voice and so she began to hum. She became aware that the Void was a maelstrom of random sounds clashing and clanging together and her own weak hum only added to the cacophony.

I need to oppose the formlessness, she thought, not add to it.

Forcing herself to concentrate despite the horrible rolling and buffeting of her movement through the Void, she thought about the song that Alene had been creating the last time she had played the a’luwtha on Ramidan. The tune had begun by seeming a disharmony, but, gradually, it had moved in a cycle gathering notes and assuming a loose harmony which incorporated the previous disharmonies. Ember could not recall the words but that didn’t matter. It was the musical approach that counted for she felt certain the song contained the key to controlling her movements. She sang the tune, as she remembered it, at first hesitantly and, gradually, with more confidence. Over and over she sang the tune and each time she moved to the final phrase, which gathered the random notes into harmony, her movement in the Void slowed. Gradually the wild winds ceased to pummel and drag at her, but whenever she faltered, the speed and erratic violence of her movements would increase.

Then she had an idea. Soulweavers segued with purpose. Perhaps now that she had mastered some means of controlling her movement, she could do the same thing.

Show me Glynn, she thought, still humming.

A golden glow loomed and then absorbed her.

Ember found herself in a large, dark hall. On closer inspection, it looked like some sort of library, for there were rows of shelves piled with scrolls. There was a table and a young blonde-haired woman poring over several scrolls by candlelight. It was unmistakably Glynn, even from the back, because she had stuffed her hair unceremoniously down the back of her clothing to get it out of her way, a habit their mother had deplored. She wore, Ember noted, a loose, dark-grey dress over a paler grey fitted dress with long sleeves, and over that, a thick, rough-woven scarf of blue and some sort of flat hide boots. Ember willed herself closer, heart beating fast, as Glynn lifted the scroll and angled it so that the light fell more squarely onto the script.

Glynn turned, looking up and past her, and Ember realised that she was not alone, but, try as she might, she could not see her companion. Perhaps it was her fault for specifying that she wanted to see Glynn. ‘Let me see who is with Glynn,’ she said aloud, firmly.

Nothing happened except that Glynn turned back to the scroll, her brow furrowed. Her lips were moving and Ember willed herself to hear.

‘… why it says Soulsaver and Unraveller. And whose soul is supposed to be saved anyway …’

‘I have never thought of it from this angle,’ a man’s voice remarked, a voice Ember thought that she had heard before.

‘The Unykorn’s, I suppose,’ Glynn answered her own question absently.

‘But as you said, why phrase it in that way?’ the man asked. ‘The Legendsong says that the Unraveller will come and save the Unykorn so surely that would include its soul. Why make it a separate statement?’

Glynn rose from the table and began walking along the shelves, taking out scrolls randomly, unrolling them and running her eyes over them with a casual air which did not deceive Ember for a second. Glynn was looking for something.

The man developed his theme and his pedantry struck a familiar chord. ‘Most scholars say that the words of the Legendsong cannot be read too literally. After all, the Legendsong is as much a poem as anything else and with poetry one often has to focus on the spirit of words, rather than seeking exact meanings. It was not Lanalor’s choice to weave his thoughts into poetry. That was his sister and others of the soulweaving sisterhood, so the writer is many minded. I would give much to see Lanalor’s original scribings.’

‘You could ask the soulweavers,’ Glynn said.

‘Very amusing,’ the man said dryly. ‘The trouble is that there is a price for any request made and it is almost always something one does not wish to give. Or no answer at all. It has always fascinated me that the soulweavers might foresee all who will come and their questions and even the consequences of the answers they might give. Hence the fact that they do not always give an answer. My old tutor said that they search through possibilities until they find the wisest response. Sometimes, it is to send a response so difficult to understand that one suspects it is not meant to be understood. That was Lanalor’s method of rule, also.’

‘You almost sound as if you know Lanalor,’ Glynn said with an easy smile.

‘How should I not know him when I have spent half of my life trying to gain access to any scribings by Lanalor, or about him?’ the man asked.

The vision Glynn had taken out a scroll and was studying it with the same casual air as before, but Ember could see that she was excited by what she was reading. Had she found what she was seeking?

‘Listen … Lanalor first brought beasts from beyond the Void in an effort to find a way to penetrate the bubble of Chaos that imprisoned the Firstmade …’ She looked up. ‘What do you suppose that means?’

‘I have read a chit the Draaka put out which says the line really said that Lanalor brought beasts from within the Void, meaning demons.’ This was said with a challenging note.

Glynn only grinned at him. ‘You do not believe Lanalor caused demons to come from the Void, nor do the soulweavers, so what do you suppose the beasts could have been?’

‘I do not know,’ the man said. ‘Vespers maybe …’

Ember was reminded of the manbeast and wondered if it would be possible to will herself to him. He seemed to have all the answers, but the memory of his deadly seriousness when he spoke of danger, his and hers, if they should meet again, stopped her. The intensity of her thoughts about the manbeast had broken her connection to the dream vision of Glynn and, once again, she was in the Void, tumbling over and over.

She collected her wits and began humming the notes that would allow her to control her movement, but before she could decide what to do, a dark-streaked bubble consumed her.

Abruptly, she was in a lavish room with Coralyn and her handsome, repellent son, Kalide. Coralyn was startlingly bald as she strode back and forward emanating rage like a caged panther. Oddly, the baldness made her no less sensually beautiful, clad as she was in strips of shining blue silk that revealed much of her well-kept flesh, but it made her seem more reptilian than human.

Ember willed herself to hear what was being said.

‘There is no sign of the Fomhikan fool or the visionweaver! Where are they? How did they get out of the cells and vanish so effectively?’ Kalide ranted.

‘I want to know that almost as much as I want them found,’ his mother responded with a glitter of fury.

‘I will garrotte the legionnaires you sent to kill the pair of them.’

‘I have sent the legionnaires who failed us back to Iridom with a sealed message that will see them tortured and interrogated, for it is obvious they were bribed.’

‘We should have killed that visionweaver. You said it was all under control!’ Kalide almost screamed.

The Iridomi chieftain whirled on him with blazing blue eyes. ‘Have a care, Kalide.’

This must have been a familiar threat because it did not faze the Iridomi. ‘Perhaps it is you who should have a care, Mother. My brother might have spies listening.’

The chieftain made a dismissive gesture. ‘Tell me again your impressions of this Draaka.’

Kalide shrugged sulkily. ‘I told you. She was heavily veiled and cloaked and still under the influence of sleep drugs when I saw her. But I have spy ears in place in all of the hall rooms in the apartment in readiness for when she does awaken.’ Coralyn nodded her approval. ‘The other draakira were affected by the journey, too, so they have said little of any import so far. Maybe they know nothing of importance in any case. The exception is the senior draakira who is the Prime of the Acanthan haven. She was … provocative, but perhaps it is only her manner. Certainly she does not love the soulweavers. She and the other draakira criticise and sneer at them openly amongst themselves for of course the lack of servitors makes them feel they cannot be overheard.’

‘To have assigned no servitors to the apartment was clever, though I suppose they will soon enough want them,’ Coralyn said. ‘You said that they brought only one servitor with them? That is a curious thing.’

‘From what I can tell, she is some sort of Fomhikan animal trainer who cares for a beast they have brought with them. But she looks like a myrmidon except for her unbound hair.’

‘Perhaps the Draaka intends to make use of her appearance to penetrate the ranks of Darkfall supporters here.’

‘To what end?’

‘I do not know, but have the servitor followed if she is sent from the apartment. Have these draakira anything to say of me and my invitation? Is their mistress honoured?’

‘Her people believe you desire an alliance with their mistress, but they do not say what she thinks of this. Which suggests she keeps her thoughts to herself.’

‘I am pleased to hear it. Only a fool confides in underlings. What else?’

‘They speak of some sort of ritual which they would conduct here, for which they need many supporters, but they are wary and furtive and talk in cryptics. They want a haven here, that much is clear.’

‘I expected no less. Have the listeners transcribe exactly what they heard on the spy ears. Use drugs to ensure the rememberings are accurate.’

‘That will damage them somewhat,’ Kalide said.

Coralyn shrugged. ‘Do it. What else?’

‘At least two of the draakira spoke of the Chaos spirit and not this Void guardian they bleat about in chits.’

‘This pleases me. The Chaos spirit may be myth, but at least it is a myth with teeth, and bloody ones at that. It is wise of the Draaka to have watered down her preaching to the public though. Of course she cannot truly believe the mumbo jumbo that her followers mouth …’

‘It is clear from the spy ears that they believe it.’

Coralyn ignored this. ‘I wonder what she wants, ultimately.’

‘Power …’

‘She has that, but no doubt she would like more,’ Coralyn murmured. ‘I doubt that she comes merely to establish a haven here, given that she has the numbers here to set anything in motion from anarchy to a coup.’

‘The information I have does not suggest that she has much interest in material things or sensual pleasures …’

‘Merely to have power can be the greatest sensual pleasure,’ Coralyn said softly. ‘So far, one might imagine that having power is what she wants for she has shown no desire to use it or to control anything more than the minds of the cult followers. But if that were truly so, she would not have accepted my invitation. Have no doubt that she is here for some specific and important reason and I will know what it is. Make sure that you have the listeners report her words and doings from the moment she wakens. When you meet her, remind her that it would be wise to send out some chit which clarifies the fact that she is not opposed to Tarsin.’

‘How can she do that? The chits she had already circulated clearly imply that he should not rule Keltor.’

‘The Draaka has shown that she has a gift for reshaping truth. She will manage it, I think. I had hoped she would be able to make her explanations to Tarsin in person but unfortunately the disappearance of the visionweaver has made him even more unreasonable than usual. He refuses to allow the draakan delegation to present itself, which means they will be confined to the Iridomi guest apartment for the time being. He should have been so enraged by Bleyd’s escape that he would accuse Poverin of involvement. The Vespians could then have been forced to carry a Holder’s armada to Fomhika to bring Poverin to justice …’

Kalide said eagerly, ‘If Poverin and his eldest son were executed for treason, Gedron would inherit chieftainship.’

‘Gedron will not serve us unless his Draaka commands it and you have forgotten Poverin’s woman. Maeve would disavow knowledge of the poisoning attempt and be believed by the other chieftains, and then she would assume control herself.’

‘What if she were so stricken and shamed by the behaviour of her husband and sons that she took her own life …’

The two were silent for a while, both smiling slightly. ‘A nice scenario and it would have simplified my own plans, but it is not to be,’ Coralyn said at last. ‘Fortunately, once Kerd weds Unys, we will have the upper hand in any dispute.’

‘What use is there in having Kerd a willing puppet when it is his father who rules the shipfolk?’

‘Do not concern yourself about Fulig. My plans encompass him,’ Coralyn said, her voice silky and imperious.

Kalide shrugged. ‘Well, what shall I tell the Draaka? They will wonder why you do not come to welcome them.’

‘Tell them the truth – that court politics do not permit it. But say I am keen for the Draaka to establish a presence here to fill the vacuum left by the decline of the soulweavers’ influence, and ensure the Draaka that we will meet in good time and to our mutual advantage. Take maps and lists of the properties we own and say that I wish to make a gift of land for a haven. Throughout all of this, listen well and see if you can learn more of her secret designs.’

‘I will learn of her desires,’ Kalide promised, eyes glowing with sudden lust. ‘I have heard that she is comely enough.’

His mother gave him a hard look. ‘Be careful, Kalide. You have said yourself that there is no evidence this Draaka is interested in sensual things. It is even possible that she does not like men …’

‘Then I will teach her to …’

‘Silence,’ snapped Coralyn. ‘Listen to me. If you offend the woman, there will be no chance of using her. Show her respect. Awe even. Flatter her and even flirt subtly, but nothing more than that. If she conceives a desire for you, it will be better for her to remain hungry than to be satisfied. It will make her more eager to be of use to us.’

Kalide caught his mother’s hand and kissed it. ‘You are right! See why I worship you, Mother?’

Coralyn gave her son a dazzling smile. ‘Go now, and see if the Draaka has awakened. Take her rich salves and comforting smudge sticks from our own stores. Take her a phial of diamoth, too, to settle her mind and stomach. And send Unys to me.’

‘What of Asa?’

Coralyn frowned thoughtfully. ‘Very well. You may try your methods to restore his memory, but be careful. His inability to remember what happened in the cells when the Fomhikan escaped is irritating but not deliberate, and he is useful to me.’

Kalide bowed and went out of his mother’s apartment. Coralyn was still a moment, as if sunk in thought, but suddenly she turned and seemed to glare straight into Ember’s eyes.

Ember reeled back from the vision and fell into another …
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In the moment of his greatest despair did Lanalor know

that within their incompleteness,

the Lastmade held the essence of the Chaos spirit and the Song,

and so were unlike any other, created or unmade.

Humankind alone can choose how to complete themselves.

So it was that in this uttermost emptiness, the great betrayer

became the first of the Lastmade to know the Chaos spirit within.


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

A young uniformed policeman was walking along a shabby street lined by shops with broken windows or grey metal grilles daubed with fading graffiti. Grass grew up through cracks in the pavement and there was rubbish in the gutter beside an overflowing rubbish bin. A group of young boys and girls were smoking on the corner. They looked vaguely apprehensive beneath their studied indifference, but the policeman did not seem to see them as he passed.

He had walked another block when a white van slowed and pulled to the kerb. The driver, a heavy-set blonde woman with a short crew cut, idled the car along to match his pace. ‘Want a lift, handsome?’ she called through the window.

The policeman started and then smiled in weary recognition. ‘How are the good works going, Faye?’ he asked as if he had said the same words many times before.

The woman reminded Ember very slightly of the myrmidon, Feyt, and so it was intriguing to hear that her name was so close: Faye. The woman pulled up a little ahead of the policeman and stopped the engine as she climbed out. ‘Things are pretty much as usual my end of things. Three glue-sniffers this morning that took the muffins and ran when I asked their names.’ The woman had an unusually rich voice with a timbre that made it sound as if she was always on the verge of laughing, and there were crinkles at the edges of her eyes that said she smiled more than scowled. ‘At least they were up and running, not like that poor kid we found last week. They’ve shifted him to Dead Waits and they don’t think he’s going to wake up. Poor little bastard doesn’t even have a name.’

‘Probably didn’t have much of a one before he went under. Don’t you ever get tired of trying to make a difference?’ the policeman asked.

The woman shrugged. ‘I don’t expect anything back from the people I try to help so how can I be disappointed? I just want to do some giving rather than taking is all. Most of our volunteers are the same. We’re not world-savers or warriors. We’re just people putting something back. But maybe it’s different when it’s your job. What’s up, Johnny?’

The policeman made an effort to smile, but it was obviously an effort. ‘Nothing a good cup of coffee wouldn’t ease,’ he said.

‘Done.’ The woman opened the side of the van with practised ease and rummaged among baskets before withdrawing an industrial-sized thermos and two chipped mugs with Disney characters on the sides. She poured coffee and then sugared both cups. ‘No milk left, I’m afraid.’

The policeman shrugged and sipped the coffee. Ember noted how his shoulders sloped as if he carried something heavy.

‘Are you OK?’ Faye asked directly.

‘You know what? I’m not, but maybe neither is anyone else.’ He took another mouthful of the coffee. ‘Last week I lied in court to protect my partner, and I helped send a kid to jail for something he might not have done.’

‘A kid?’ the woman asked without weight.

‘A delinquent with a sheet as long as your arm. And maybe he did it. That’s the crazy thing. He might be guilty but we didn’t have the evidence. The worst of it is that I understand why my partner trumped up the evidence. The kid was a real toughie with a mouth like a sewer, and so often we catch someone only to see them walk away because we can’t produce the right kind of evidence or some prosecutor comes up with a technicality that makes our evidence inadmissible. What we do is fight a losing battle and it feels like it. But …’

‘You don’t join the other side to defeat it …’ Faye finished the sentence for him gently. He sighed and said nothing. ‘Is there any way to undo it?’

‘Not without undoing my partner and probably sending myself and him to jail in the process. It seems easier to quit, in the end. Sort of evens the odds because I’d lose my job if I confessed anyway. You could say I’m self-administering justice.’ He shook his head. ‘Maybe I’m ready to walk away. You know, last night I got a call and I find this poor guy drunk and ranting because, for some reason he doesn’t understand, his nice little wife left home and became a prostitute. I went and saw the woman and she looked like a nice housewife dressed up in a prostitute’s clothes. Pupils like pinpricks.’

‘Maybe that’s why. A lot of nice little housewives hide their addiction until they can’t hide it any more.’

‘She was on something, but I didn’t get the feeling that she was anything but stone cold sober. She told me in this flat empty voice that there was no point in staying with her husband and children in a world like this. And you know the worst thing? I didn’t know what she was talking about, but I understood! And that kid last week … when they took him out of the court room, he looked back at me and I thought I would see hate in his eyes, but I saw what was in that woman’s eyes and what I see in my own eyes. Hopelessness. Acceptance.’

‘Johnny, you’re too rough on yourself …’

‘Ah, Faye, don’t make excuses for me. You always had more guts than I did, even when those gang kids picked on us back at school. You were the one who talked us or belted us out of trouble. You wouldn’t lie then and you wouldn’t have lied for your partner now. I ought to quit because I’m as guilty as the criminals I’m sent to catch.’

‘You do a lot of good, Johnny, because you’re not hardened. A mistake like this is what will make you a better policeman. More determined to do the right thing. Don’t let this make you give up or it wins.’

The policeman gave the blonde woman a look of strange terror. ‘What wins?’

‘What?’ she asked, looking confused.

‘You said it wins. What did you mean, because, Faye, I feel that. I feel like something is loose in the world and it’s what I’m losing to. Not that kid or the crims. Something under them or behind them. I feel it waiting like a rabid dog outside a door ready to tear everything to pieces if someone lets it in, and we’re doing it. We’re letting it in …’

‘Johnny …’ the woman touched his arm, her expression concerned.

‘I know I sound crazy. I have these dreams you wouldn’t believe … Jesus, I’m a mess.’ He threw back the last of the coffee and then grimaced. ‘I ought to arrest you for peddling this,’ he said, making another ghastly attempt to smile.

Faye didn’t smile back. ‘I know there’s something terribly wrong with the world, John. I see it every day, like you. In a way it’s easier for me because I’m not trying to catch anyone or punish them. I just offer a bit of kindness or bread or a burger or a bed for the night or a friendly ear. Why don’t you come with me sometime? You keep saying you will.’

‘I know … but Faye, I can’t think about anything until I sort this out in my head. I have to decide what to do …’

‘Sometimes all you can do is to go on and try to be better …’ Faye said, taking the now empty cup and tipping her own untouched coffee into the gutter. ‘You know what the Buddhists say? Don’t act until the universe makes you. Or something like that. Think about it. I’d welcome the help this week. Tabby’s down with some kind of flu.’

‘I’ll let you know,’ the policeman said dully. ‘Better get moving.’

The woman watched him walk away then sighed and got back into the wagon.

Ember was shaken awake.

‘What happened?’ Revel demanded, peering down at her. ‘I came as soon as the ship was secured. The white cloaks said you fainted.’

Ember fought against the disorientation of tumbling through so many visions to note that she was half lying on a wide couch in a room with a dome-shaped roof and several narrow slot-shaped windows overlooking a shaded patch of green lawn. Then the meaning of Revel’s words penetrated. ‘They … the healers didn’t touch me did they? They didn’t try to heal me?’ If they had, they would know that she was dying. And what if they had removed the veil and seen her face?

‘Calm down,’ the shipmistress said. ‘I came in while some novices were carrying you here. One of them said that you had fainted because you were present when a rotworm poultice was applied to your brother before the belsirop took proper effect. What are you calling yourself, anyway?’

‘I told one of the white cloaks that my name was Gola,’ Ember said. ‘What about Bleyd?’

‘It was worse than I thought. The healer said that another few hours and there would have been no saving him, though it would have taken a week or two for his body to shut down. I told them that you had made a tentative booking with my shipmaster who had sent me to find out whether you still wanted the passage. They told me that your brother would not be fit to be moved for at least seven days, if then.’

Ember was aghast but she asked, ‘If I wait, will you?’

‘That depends on what my father says. I will go and see him after the ship is completely unloaded. But if you feel up to it now, I will show you where there is a nightshelter quite close to here.’

Ember was grateful that Revel had thought about accommodation for her, but there was one problem. ‘I have no coin to pay for a room.’

Revel shrugged. ‘Mention my name and say I will pay for it.’ She lifted the a’luwtha from her shoulder to Ember’s, saying, ‘You can order food at the nightshelter, and new clothes might be wise in case a description is circulated of the missing visionweaver. The soulweavers will repay anything I spend on your behalf. Darkfall always pays its debts, so the saying goes.’ There was a cynical edge to her words.

Just then, a group of young white cloaks filed into the passage through a door. They cast discreet glances at Ember and Revel as they passed, but one of them, a young grey-eyed woman, gave a cry of recognition and stopped. ‘Revel!’ The other white cloaks continued on down the hall.

‘Brona,’ Revel said, looking startled. ‘I did not know you had taken the healers’ vow.’

‘I did it just last week but …’ She looked after the other white cloaks, then leaned close and spoke softly. ‘Look, I have to go, but Revel, have you been to see your father yet?’

Revel stiffened. ‘I have only just docked. What is wrong?’

The other girl bit her lip. ‘Just go and see him.’

‘Brona!’ Revel cried as the young white cloak hurried away, but she did not look back. Revel turned distractedly to Ember. ‘I must go. You can find the nightshelter yourself. It is … it is only a few streets to the left. Fireflyte it is called. Come back here tomorrow and see what they have to say about … your brother. Do not tell them here where you are staying.’ She did not wait to hear Ember’s response.

Ember had gone five streets before her pace flagged, but had seen nothing that looked like a nightshelter. Wondering if she ought to have walked down each street, rather than simply peering down it, she contemplated turning back. After all, the nightshelter might be set back from the road.

Suddenly Ember’s skin prickled. She surveyed the street behind her with a dry mouth, but there was no movement. Only when she began to walk again did she notice a small child perched on top of a fence not far away.

‘You came from the white-cloak centre,’ the child said. ‘I saw you. Are you sick?’

‘I … I was visiting a friend,’ Ember said.

‘I have a cough,’ the child announced importantly, and proceeded to demonstrate.

‘I hope you get better soon,’ Ember said. ‘Do you know of a place called the Fireflyte nightshelter? I have heard it is near here.’

‘Oh yes. It is a very rough place,’ the imp added with an expression of such adult disapproval that it was clearly mimicking an adult. Ember decided she had better go on before the owner of that expression came out. Oddly, the little encounter calmed her. Or perhaps it was simply that there were so many things to be worried about that she had ended up being unable to worry about anything at all. The sooner she found a room and entered it, the better.

Kalinda shone hotly enough that Ember wondered why Vespi was generally described as possessing a moderate climate, unless this was unseasonable weather. She stopped to rest in the shade of a wall, feeling very thirsty and fearing that she had missed the nightshelter. Revel had said it was very near. An elderly woman backed out of the gate in the wall.

‘Excuse me,’ Ember began.

The woman swung round and stared at her in fright, demanding, ‘What do you want?’

‘I’m sorry if I startled you,’ Ember said apologetically. ‘I only wanted to ask if you could tell me how to find a nightshelter nearby. It is called …’

‘I know what it is called,’ the woman snapped. ‘Do you think more than one of the foul places would be permitted in such a district as this? You will find it two streets along. Good day.’ She marched away briskly, her back ramrod straight.

Ember followed her directions, remembering that the child had also suggested that the nightshelter might be unsavoury. But if that was so, why had Revel suggested it? In any case, rough or not, she literally had no choice but to go there. At last she spotted the distinctive generic nightshelter symbol painted on a board which indicated a path through a little park. On the other side of it was a pleasant square. The nightshelter stood amidst a cluster of small shops surrounded by expensive-looking mansions. A crowd of men were lounging against the steps of the place around the open door, all of them nursing mugs of cirul.

Ember drew a deep breath, aware that her approach and appearance had been noted and would be gossiped about whether she entered or not. She prayed that the swathes of shawls and scarves and beads she was still wearing would be remembered, rather than the veil and the sombre, rather travel-stained tunic underneath.

‘Who have we here?’ one of the men asked another in a slurred voice, as Ember came along the path to the door. She ignored him and his cronies and mounted the steps leading into the place, noting with some alarm that the dark passage beyond the doorway was crowded with patrons.

‘Some sort of entertainer, given the gee-gaws,’ she heard a man behind her say as she paused to allow her eyes to adjust to the dimness. It was dreadfully hot and stuffy inside and it was little wonder some customers had elected to drink outside. Fortunately only the door end of the passage was clogged with drinkers. Once she had pushed through them, it was hot but less full. Through a doorway she saw a taproom with a square servery cut into the wall of the entrance passage to allow the bar workers to serve there directly. The smell of stale cirul was overpowering.

‘Help you?’

The speaker was a tall matron with a long, ruddy face in which shrewd rather severe eyes seemed out of place. She had brought an impossible number of mugs hooked on her fingers to the bar and now she began to stack them.

‘Are you the hostess?’ Ember enquired politely, uncomfortably aware that people in the hall had drifted closer and were listening avidly. ‘I wonder if we might have a few words in private.’

‘There is no need for private words between two people who do not know one another,’ the woman said sharply. Her eyes flickered indifferently over Ember’s attire, but when they came to the unmistakable outline of the a’luwtha in its padded bag, the indifference gave way to kindling interest. ‘Songmaker looking for a billet, are you?’

Ember opened her mouth to say no, then reflected that it might be wiser to agree. She could explain in private. She nodded and the sharp eyes raked over her again. ‘What name?’

‘Gola,’ Ember said.

The woman frowned. ‘Never heard of you. Very well, you can have your room and your meals, and whatever you earn in tips from the customers for the night. You’ll find them a generous lot.’

‘More generous than you, Mistress Anousha,’ cackled one of the drinkers. ‘Few would have the gall to offer nothing to a songmaker, and engage her only for a single night.’

The woman gave him a cold look. ‘I know my own business, Dake. You see to yours.’ She switched her gaze to Ember. ‘Last songmaker I hired turned out to have a voice like a strangling pelflyt. Her instrument was stolen and, like you, she walked in off the street looking like something washed up by the tide. If you choose not to send an agent or notes of reference, you take what you get until you prove yourself.’

‘I accept your terms,’ Ember said. ‘But I can not perform until tomorrow. I … I have made a long trip down from the mountains and I need to rest and rehearse before I can perform.’ Ember had no intention of performing and, with luck, she would have already gone by the following night.

The proprietress shrugged. ‘You do look done in. All right, Songmaker Gola, you have tonight free. But tomorrow evening you had better give a performance worthy of the chieftain’s palace.’

‘You will have what you want,’ Ember said, confident that Revel would pay well for the room and any expenses she incurred.

‘Follow me then. I’ll show you to a room.’ The nightshelter hostess wiped her reddened hands on her apron as she forged a way through the crowd to a set of stairs on the far side of the room. Trailing after her, Ember was relieved to find that the noise of the public rooms was barely audible by the time they had got to the top of the stairs. The hostess led her to the last door in a narrow but spotless hallway, and rattled through a set of keys before fitting one to the lock. The door creaked but the room beyond it was large and clean, if sparsely appointed. There was a single, neatly made bed, a mirror on a stand and a table under a shuttered window where a bowl and a jug of water stood.

‘Midden is first door after the stairs,’ the woman said, pointing back along the hall.

Ember knew that this was the moment when she ought to explain her real business, but she was suddenly uneasy about how the woman would react to her subterfuge. Better to leave things as they were until Revel arrived.

The hostess made to depart, but stopped at the door and looked back, her expression stern. ‘Just so you know, I will not countenance any assignations here with customers. This is a respectable establishment and the people hereabouts would have my permit for the slightest wrongdoing. That is the price of setting up in a neighbourhood like this, full of nobles and would-be nobles. But I was right about it needing a nightshelter, as you can see by the crowd below.’

‘You need not worry that I will bring you into disrepute,’ Ember said calmly. ‘I need to bathe after my journey. Would that be possible?’

‘Of course. I know you entertainers like to pamper yourselves. It will cost you though. I will have the bath brought up to your room at once but it will take some time to heat the water. Would you like food in the meantime? We have stew and dumplings and a thick soup.’

Ember supposed cynically that this was likely to be on the bill as well. ‘Just some bread and some honey and maybe kalinda fruit if you have any. And some chilled let milk.’

‘Let milk!’ The woman gave a barking laugh. ‘Well at least you won’t run up a cirul bill. I’ll have it sent up.’

Ember went to the window and opened the shutters a crack. A small balcony overlooked a narrow lane which ran back from the square alongside the nightshelter. Leaving the shutter slightly ajar, she crossed to the bed, lay aside the a’luwtha and sat down. She was tired enough to simply remain like that, but a few minutes later there was a knock at the door and two muscular lads entered, staggering under the weight of an enormous metal hipbath.

‘Water coming, Songmaker,’ one panted as they shuffled out again.

While they were still in the process of filling it, going to and fro with buckets of steaming water, there was another knock at the door and a young servitor entered bearing a tray laden with a bowl of soft cheese, a basket of fresh bread and honey and a plate of sliced kalinda fruit. When he had gone, Ember drank the milk thirstily, then ate the juicy kalinda fruit, her spirits beginning to rise at the realisation that her immediate needs had been met.

When she had finished, she examined the lock to the room and, finding there was no key, she dragged the heavy side bench under the handle. Only then did she remove her veil and unbandage her hair. Her head itched horribly and, removing her clothes, she relished the air against her over-heated skin. Climbing into the bath was bliss and Ember realised suddenly that she lived far more intensely on Keltor than on her own world. This was partly because she had experienced time free of the weight of knowing that she was dying. And now, though she knew the truth, there was the promise of healing on Darkfall to rescue her from despair.

Dark Ember warned that if hope failed, she would suffer beyond imagining, but the bath had made Ember too contented to be frightened. She rinsed her hair then lay back watching it float out around her in a red-gold fan. A slice of sunlight crept across the wall and only when it had gone to the far wall, did she register that the water had begun to cool. But still she lingered in the bath, thinking about the visions she had experienced: Anyi creeping about in the palace, rescuing a blonde girl and whispering about ships and the Shadowman, Coralyn and Kalide discussing the Draaka; a brief glimpse of Alene at the soulweaver’s hut; and Glynn, too, which suggested the earlier vision of her falling to her death had been false. Unless the earlier vision had been of a later period.

Ember realised something else that had not occurred to her earlier: in the vision, Glynn had been looking for information about Lanalor’s portal, which could indicate that Glynn was trying to get back to their own world – to her. Glynn’s devotion was something Ember had never questioned, not before she had learned that she was to die, or afterwards. Dark Ember rose in her mind reminding her loftily that in the face of such a terrible dying, one had the right to be selfish. Besides, she pointed out, the vision might have been false. Glynn might not even be on Keltor.

‘She is here,’ Ember said aloud, pushing dark Ember away. It was odd how her old self had begun to feel alien to her. Almost like another person inhabiting her mind. Ember felt disgusted by the ease with which she had accepted Glynn’s readiness to spend her life caring for her sister, but she was disgusted as if dark Ember was someone else.

Yet she is me, Ember thought, shamed because she had known that beneath Glynn’s feeling of responsibility for her sister lay a guilt that she did not deserve to feel. Ember even knew the origin of that guilt: their mother, who had so adored Ember and been so unremittingly cold to Glynn, especially after they learned that Ember was dying; their mother, who, without ever saying it, had made it clear that she blamed Glynn for what was wrong with Ember. Worse, although she had never said the dreadful words, they had both sensed their mother’s ugly wish that it had been Glynn who was dying, not Ember. No wonder Glynn had grown to feel responsible for Ember’s affliction.

‘Oh Glynn …’ she whispered. The dark Ember part of her mind bridled and rejected remorse, pointing out that it was not her fault that their mother had loved her more than Glynn. But Ember knew that it had not just been indifference that had kept her from disagreeing with their mother. At some level, she, too, had felt that she had deserved all of their mother’s love because she was dying.

And wasn’t there, deep in her mind, the same question their mother had not voiced? Why me? Why not Glynn?

Was it possible, in fact, that it had not just been her mother making Glynn feel she was to blame, but her as well? Hadn’t Glynn’s guilt and penitence in labour and care seemed fair payment for her health?

Sickened, Ember buried her head in her hands, wondering how she had not seen what she had let herself become.

Survival, dark Ember surged suddenly to shocking independent life in her mind. You think I am distorted? It is you who are distorted with your sickly fear and your cloying hope and sentiment. Acceptance of death freed us of those things. I will not let you infect me with them.

You let fear make you a monster, Ember accused.

I have transcended fear.

I no longer need to be afraid. On Darkfall …

You delude yourself with hope of healing because you are a coward. I have gone beyond fear and denial to true knowledge. I was prepared for death, and now that I am free of you, you alone will be destroyed when you are forced to face the truth of death again. Then I will control this brief flesh and bring it with grace to its end, dark Ember said coldly.

I will be rid of you forever when we get to Darkfall! Ember thought, then she felt a wave of nausea, for surely this splitting of her mind was a kind of madness. She heard the mocking laughter of dark Ember, and forced herself to imagine the laughter fading away to nothing. She sensed that dark Ember fought back, but she did not let up until the last trace of grimness faded.

Standing up and reaching for the towel that lay folded on the bed, Ember found that she was trembling, and not just because the water had grown cold around her. She stepped out of the bath and dried herself, wondering if this splitting of her mind was schizophrenia. But she didn’t feel mentally ill. In fact, she felt better than she had for a long time; free of the heavy negativity and coldness of her old self. For the first time since she had remembered who she was, Ember felt as she had done before that knowledge had come to her. She had tried to merge with her old self, but it seemed that the old self had been too dissimilar to merge. Therefore the two parts of her mind had now separated. Ember could not help but be glad of that, especially since it seemed that she had control. The fact that the healer, Signe, was waiting for her on Darkfall, gave her power over dark Ember. On Darkfall, she vowed to herself, the voice of dark Ember would be silenced once and for all.

Ember took up the dress she had been wearing and grimaced at the stink of it. She fancied that she could detect the stench of the cliff palace cells on it, as well as the sickly sweet scent of Bleyd’s infected injuries. Wrapping a bed sheet about her, she sank the dress into the bathwater and scrubbed vigorously at it before squeezing out what she could of the water. She hung the dress to dry in the reddish sunlight pouring through the opening in the shutters and began to wash her underwear too, as well as her veil and hair bandages.

As she worked, she thought of the final vision she had experienced in the white-cloak centre, of the policeman and the older woman from her world who had spoken of a delinquent boy. She was reminded inescapably of her previous vision of the group of boys plotting to rob some sort of crime figure. The Scorpion? Was there some connection between them and the boy against whom the policeman had given false evidence?

It struck her suddenly that the dominant emotion in both visions had been despair. The young policeman had spoken of hopelessness, too, claiming that he felt some dreadful darkness looming over the world, darkening it and killing hope.

Despair and hopelessness. Dark Ember understood these things intimately, though she had long since gone beyond despair to grey detachment. But the new Ember was too full of the richness of the recent memories of laughter and pleasure, which she had accumulated while untainted by fear or indifference, to give in to despair and all of its grey cousins. But better to feel all of those things than to accept the blank cold void that dark Ember had made of herself.

The door rattled and, heart pounding with fright, Ember dragged the sodden veil over her head and hauled open the door.

The hostess entered, looking around suspiciously. ‘I could not open the door.’ Ember realised she thought that someone else was in the room, and had an insane urge to admit that her alter ego had visited for a time. But that was too strange and discomfiting for much amusement. ‘I barred the door because there was no key. I did not like the idea that one of those men below might stagger upstairs and enter by accident,’ she said mildly.

The hostess flushed with anger. ‘This is a decent establishment and no man would bother a songmaker …’

This was almost an accusation but Ember ignored it. ‘Did you want something?’ she asked politely.

‘I was wondering whether you want your luggage sent for,’ the proprietress said, nodding at Ember’s attire hung dripping from the sill. ‘You will need your entertainment clothes for tomorrow. I suppose they are at the carriage depot?’

Ember hadn’t thought of this. ‘I’m afraid my clothes were … stolen. That is another reason I cannot perform tonight. I will need to order something.’

The hostess gave a grunt that might have meant anything. ‘I will summon a dressmaker to attend you here in your room. But mind you have the coin to pay her for what you order when her work is done. Tradesmen here have their own way of dealing with debtors.’

‘She will be paid,’ Ember said, allowing a faint note of haughtiness into her words.

The woman went to the door. ‘I do not know what you have to hide but you cannot perform veiled.’

‘In performance I will wear no veil,’ Ember said easily, because of course she had no intention of performing. ‘I wear this because I weary of being gaped at from daylight to dark. Let those who wish to see me pay for their curiosity.’

To her surprise, the woman actually looked sympathetic. ‘I see how it could be like that, Songmaker. And you have been in the mountains where I have heard they gawk at all visitors as if they had two heads, so seldom do they see new faces. You were performing at a nighthall?’

Ember dared not agree for fear she should be asked its name. ‘I was performing for a private household,’ she said. The eyebrows rose knowingly, for some reason that Ember could not fathom, but the woman only asked if Ember would tarry long on Vespi.

‘Not long,’ Ember said. ‘I have learned all I need to update my music.’ Tareed had told her once that songmakers journeyed to all of the songmaker academies before completing their training, and that they continued to move about afterwards to ensure that they were abreast of events on all islands. On Keltor, songmakers were less entertainers than a combination of entertainer, teacher and journalist. ‘I am travelling next to Iridom,’ Ember said, determined to put an end to what was beginning to feel like an interrogation. ‘I noticed a seerat on the pier. A strange sort of fellow he seemed to me.’ She was immediately sorry that she had mentioned the pier but the hostess only scowled in disapproval.

‘I do not hold with demon worshippers. Seeing the future is soulweaver business.’

‘I did not know that seerats worshipped demons,’ Ember said vaguely, relieved, for the woman had all but announced her allegiance to Darkfall. ‘It would be hard to take seriously one who surrounds himself with such a gaggle of women, not to mention that peculiar carriage driver.’

The woman’s face cleared and she actually laughed. ‘That seerat is more buffoon than mystic, Songmaker, to be sure. And those foolish woman that serve him! But the halfman is truly a sight to behold. He came from Ramidan, I heard. Or was it Fomhika? In any case, it is said his mother was a wire-dancer who fell and bore him thus.’

‘Sad,’ Ember murmured.

‘A woman loves her children, withall,’ the woman said with curious emphasis, as she left the room, closing the door firmly behind her.

Not all mothers, Ember thought sadly, thinking of her own mother, and of Glynn.
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segue …

In the Void, the watcher entered the room of a young man who moaned and twisted in his dreams. Beside him, crumpled in a heap, lay the blue hat and uniform he had thrown off the night before. The untidiness of the clothing was out of place in the neat room.

The watcher entered the dream that had drawn it to the man. Once again, it watched a red-haired woman walk about a clearing, singing. It moaned at the sight of Shenavyre. How fair she had been. How matchless. And she sang in the voice that had tormented its dreams since it had first heard it. This was a dream that it had encountered many times on Keltor and it always ended in the same way.

‘Maybe this time it will be different.’ It was the man speaking. John, his thoughts named him. He had manifested within his dream but this was less startling than the fact that he appeared to be able to see the watcher. It noted that the man wore the uniform of his job, and even his policeman’s hat, but he carried no weapon.

‘It must end as it does. One cannot change the past,’ it was compelled to answer.

It was unclear if the man heard, for now he said, ‘I keep dreaming this same dream and it always goes the same way. The woman walks and sings and then the beast comes. Or something. I never see what it is. She screams and then I wake. But you’re new so maybe this time it will end differently.’

‘I am only a watcher,’ the watcher said, wondering what form it took in the eyes of the man. Most likely it would appear as the manbeast which was the form it had taken.

The man was talking again. ‘I always want to warn her but you know how dreams are. You want to yell and you can’t. You want to run and it’s like you can’t move.’

‘Dreams have a magic that binds.’ It stopped, realising in a blinding flash that it could fight the battle against Chaos in this world using the untapped magic of their dreams. It would only take this one man to discover the power contained in his dreams, and use it.

‘I’d call this a nightmare,’ the man said, but his eyes turned back to Shenavyre. ‘Except for her. I’ve never heard anyone sing like that before. It … it haunts me.’

‘The dream uses you,’ the watcher said. ‘Shall I show you how to use your dream?’

‘I’d be content if you would show me how to turn it off. It and the other dreams. They’re driving me out of my mind. I guess it’s a sign that I’m cracking up. Maybe I ought to see someone.’

‘No white cloak can heal a dream.’

But the man shook his head. ‘I know enough psychology to see that the dreams I’ve been having represent bad conscience. It’s guilt making me feel like this. And maybe despair.’

‘Do not give in to despair,’ the watcher thundered, and it felt its eyes blaze with heat. ‘If you do, it wins.’

The man gave him a look of strange terror and the watcher said with dawning incredulity, ‘You know the Chaos spirit! I see it in your face. You know it moves in your world.’

‘I have to wake. This is craziness,’ the man muttered, his eyes shifting back to the clearing where Shenavyre had now lifted her arms to the skies.

‘Wake, then. But remember. The Chaos spirit moves in your world. Your dreams tell you so. Trust them. Learn from them.’

In the clearing, Shenavyre began to scream and John woke.

Shattered by the strange encounter, the watcher segued. It was conscious that, in being seen by the man, it had shown its hand more directly than ever before, so the risk of being discovered by the Chaos spirit was very great. Yet at the same time, the fact that the young man seemed to have become aware within his dreams was cause for hope. But before it could think how this might be finessed, it felt events re-shaping themselves on Keltor. Something ultimately precious was awakening; a beauty extreme enough to provoke the stirring of its dark opposite.

The watcher segued, hope shrivelling, for when had beauty ever managed to win against such malevolence and hunger …
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As Shenavyre died in his arms, Lanalor swore

to free the Unykorn and himself from the Chaos spirit,

‘For,’ he said, ‘I am as an empty vessel which you filled with Chaos.

You grew in the void within me, left by the Song of Making.

Now do I see that the capacity for both Chaos and the Song

dwell in me.

By this knowledge shall I thwart you.’


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

Glynn opened her eyes. The dim lantern light showed a grey stone wall. Her body ached and her head thudded and for a moment she had the confused idea that she was back in the Acanthan haven trying to throw off her addiction to the virulent drug sharap’n. But then the memory of the trip to Ramidan flowed through her mind and she remembered that she was in the citadel palace. There were no windows in the sleeping chamber so there was no way of telling what time it was. But something had woken her.

Slipping out of the bed and pushing her feet into her sandals, she moved to kneel by the bunched cloak where the feinna slept. Its eyes opened, and for a moment she was lost in the tenderness of the little animal’s adoring regard.

You are awake at last, little one. Glynn sent the words to its mind the way she had done with its mother, without any real thought that it would respond, for it was mere days old.

Wherewhere? it asked, far more strongly and clearly than its mother had ever managed to communicate with her human partners.

The feinna link informed Glynn dryly that feinna younglings used the intense sleep following birth as a period of rapid mental and physical maturation. The dreams of a feinna nourish, it said.

The mention of nourishment made Glynn think of the feinna’s need for food. Surely it must be ravenous, having not eaten since its birth. But the feinna link informed her calmly that the youngling was able to consume nutrients from an internal store for the first few waking days of its life, and so did not actually need an external food source. In the wild, this period gave the feinna-She much-needed time to focus on restoring itself following a birthing.

Welcome to the world, little brotherling, Glynn sent to the feinna, brimming with wonder.

Stroketouch, the little animal demanded. Glynn obeyed with delight. Its fur seemed to grow silkier under her fingers and the He signalled its pleasure by arching its body against her palm and purring like a cat. It began slowly drifting back to sleep, which was all to the good.

If she was right about it being early morning, she had the perfect opportunity – perhaps the only opportunity – to investigate the servitors’ quarters while the draakira were sleeping off the effects of their journey.

The feinna stirred again and looked up at her, its eyes brightly curious. Clearly it sensed her intention to leave it. The last thing she wanted was for the little creature to begin crying out, or searching for her, so she carefully formed a mental picture of herself going and then returning with food and water, pushing it gently into the little animal’s mind. To be on the safe side, she sent words. If someone comes be still. No noise. Hiding if someone coming. All humans here are dangerous.

Biting! the feinna sent fiercely, hissing slightly.

Glynn couldn’t help but smile. The age of it to be so fierce and protective of her! But she had to be careful how she responded because feinna could not bear the moral ambivalence that accompanied lying. Can’t bite humans, she sent carefully. Too many in this place to rout. Better to be silent. Hiding.

Can’t biting? the feinna sent.

Glynn almost smiled. Can biting, but better not. Biting food, she sent firmly.

The feinna evinced its lack of interest by closing its eyes. Sleeping, it sent. To Glynn’s surprise, it did exactly that, immediately. She stood up, pulled on her cloak, and slipped into the cold hallway. A wary glance in either direction assured her that there was no one in sight, but she stood awhile listening intently to be certain the draakira were not wandering around before she set off. Eschewing the passages that had been lit the night before, she entered others in search of windows and food. She found at least thirty sleeping chambers, and several rooms that were clearly communal. One smelled of food and she entered it, thinking that, being creatures of habit, the draakira were likely to go on using this as their dining hall if they had eaten here the previous night. Her stomach growled and she regretted that whatever had been eaten had been consumed or cleared away.

Continuing her search, she was delighted to come upon a bathing room. Though nowhere as extravagant as the one that she had filled for the Draaka, it was deliciously warm and Glynn decided that if she was not to eat, then at least she could bathe. Fetching a lantern from the hall, she closed the door carefully behind her. The bathing chamber contained ten baths made of what looked like stone, shaped high at one end and low at the other. They were reminiscent of the hipbaths people used in cowboy movies. A rack of clean towels hung against the wall, and on the floor was a wooden box filled with the scented sand which Keltans used for soap and shampoo. Glynn uncapped the tubes in the wall above it and began to undress while a tub filled. She put a sudden sense of deja vu down to having filled a bath for the Draaka the previous night and stripped down to her underwear before noticing a pile of bags and woven boxes against the wall behind the door. The delegation luggage. She dug her own bag from the pile and, after a slight hesitation, Bayard’s. Unthreading the drawstrings of the latter, she determined to find out if Bayard had carried any coin. She was all too conscious that she had not a single coin of Keltan money. Unfortunately there was no pouch.

Restoring the contents of the bag, she decided on impulse to keep a loose woven tunic in palest blue, worn to softness. It would be no more use to Bayard, and was big enough to serve perfectly if she needed to disguise herself in a hurry, since it would go right over her other clothing. She hesitated, too, over a long-sleeved, floor-length nightgown made from a thick, white, flannel-like fabric. It was what her needlecraft teacher had called a Comfort Gown, the title referring more to the fact that one would feel safe and protected in it, rather than because it was physically comfortable, though it would be that as well. It emanated the delicious and paradoxical mixture of innocence and maternity that spoke of grandmothers and home-baked bread saturated with melted butter and Vegemite.

Glynn sighed and pushed the nightgown back into Bayard’s bag, returning it to the pile and telling herself that she had never had a grandmother, so what comfort could be derived from the nightgown of such a woman?

But a grandmother is not just a person, she could almost imagine Wind answering. It is also an archetype. One could imagine grandmotherliness, without having experienced an actual grandmother.

She capped the water tubes, thinking how much Wind had been on her mind since her arrival on Keltor. She had deliberately repressed all thoughts of him after his suicide, but meeting Solen, who sometimes so resembled him, had awakened memories of her first love and mentor. She finished undressing and climbed into the tub, thinking that it was better to forget the sad manner of Wind’s death and remember all the good things he had said and done; the wisdom that had lit up her life and the love that had irradiated her spirit.

She found that she could get her legs into the water as well as her body, though it was cramped because of her height. Presumably you were actually meant to wash a bit of yourself at a time. Relaxing as best she could, it struck her that Bayard had been the age of a grandmother, without being the least bit grandmotherly. It was hard to imagine that the elderly draakira had ever been in love or had wanted children; equally hard to imagine her as a little girl with parents and siblings. She had never made any mention of her life before entering the haven and if she pined after anyone, she had shown no sign of it. She had seemed as contented and fulfilled in her life as nuns on Glynn’s world, though Glynn had always felt that those apparently serene nuns must grapple painfully in private with their unfulfilled desires. Perhaps it had been the same with Bayard, though perhaps her longings had been assuaged by her link with the feinna-She.

But as much as she adored the He, Glynn knew that her bond with the little animal would not fulfill all of her needs. The emptiness which had tormented her in her own world had arisen from a lack of connections – the feeling that she was irrelevant to people, to the world. Her father had loved her, and Wind, but neither of them had needed her. Indeed, when Wind had been most in need, he had turned away from her. Looking after Ember had given her a purpose of a kind and she had clung to it. Ironically, despite striving to return to her own world to be with Ember, she was no longer driven by the need to prove herself relevant. Here, she had learned that she was relevant to the world simply because she was part of it.

The faces of the people she had come to know on Keltor flickered in her mind’s eye: Solen’s sister, Hella; Lev with his grainy laughter; the handsome, laughing-eyed myrmidon, Duran; even Nema, Jurass’s aged and indomitable mother. She had forged more links in the few weeks she had been on Keltor, than she had managed to do in a whole life on her own world, and she knew that she would never forget this sensation of belonging, of being part of the world around her. Needed and wanted. Liked. Loved. This world felt warm and alive to her, while her own world had felt like a turned shoulder.

Glynn had a sudden vivid mental image of Ember wrapped in a white bed sheet, combing her wet hair. She might have believed she was really seeing her sister, for as twins, they had from time to time received vivid mental images of one another, especially when they were engaged in the same activity at the same time. The Twin Thing, her father had laughingly called it. But that synchronicity had ended after the diagnosis of Ember’s tumour. It was, for Glynn, as if a telephone number had been suddenly cancelled. Besides, the bathing Ember in Glynn’s imagining had been different from the real Ember. Her expression had been characteristically serious, but there had been a gentleness and a pensiveness in her face that the real Ember had never possessed.

Glynn took a deep, slow breath, and concentrated on giving her hundreds of muscles permission to relax as she released the breath infinitesimally slowly. It was a meditative technique Wind had taught her to help unwind after a hard training session, or a competition. He had made her visualise each tiny bit of her body, and order that part to relax before moving onto the next bit. The mind followed the body, and in the state of stillness that was the goal of the technique, apprehensions and anxieties abated allowing the mind to become serene.

Glynn gently deflected any urge to analyse the thoughts and random images that drifted through her mind, until she felt herself to be entirely empty. She had no idea how long she remained in this state but, eventually, her mind reformulated two clear goals. She must get the He-feinna safely to the wilderness on Ramidan and let it loose to seek out its own kind, as Bayard had intended, and she must find out the whereabouts of the soulweaver Alene, and speak with her. Since nothing could be done about the feinna until they were able to be physically parted, she would focus her initial efforts on the soulweaver. Of course, knowing where she was within the palace was only part of it. Reaching the woman was not going to be the simple matter that she had rather foolishly envisaged, given their virtual prisoner status.

Sitting up slowly, Glynn held the meditative trance as she began to massage sandsoap into her hair and skin, again allowing thoughts to slip by her without grasping at them. From experience she was aware that this was the moment at which important thoughts or memories or connections would occur. Wind had taught her the trick. The first thought she had was only a memory of the peculiar dream in which she had seemed to be inside Solen. On the point of dismissing it from her mind, she hesitated, because Wind had taught her to respect the ability of her mind to work beneath the level of its own consciousness. He claimed that the mind had a way of gathering information at both the conscious and subconscious levels, offering it up to the conscious mind in the form of dreams or hunches which must be deciphered. Therefore it might be that this dream was important in some way.

Glynn frowned. Solen did not believe Bleyd of Fomhika to be the poisoner, so that part of the dream had obviously come from her own knowledge. But the other two men in the dream were products of her imagination and so their words might be taken as a message from her own subconscious. The trouble was that they had basically admitted to knowing little. Maybe, then, the dream was only a reflection of her helplessness; her own awareness that she needed more information.

Emerging from the now tepid water, Glynn dried herself, wondering what path there was to knowledge other than the one she had taken? Having dressed in clean clothing and stashed her dirty clothes in her bag, she listened at the door to be sure no one was up, then went quietly back to her own chamber.

The feinna had not stirred in her absence, but she had known that because of their bond. Some obscure instinct made her set the bag in front of the sleeping feinna to hide it from anyone entering the room. Then she burrowed back into bed, letting her thoughts freewheel. She found herself wondering again exactly why Tarsin was estranged from the soulweavers.

This time, Argon’s gaunt face floated into her mind. Rather than dismissing it, she considered the coldness of his green eyes as they had rested on her, helplessly mute and paralysed as she had been after her crossing to Keltor. He had healed her paralysis and hastened the restoration of her voice, yet it was impossible to think warmly of him. There had been no kindness or compassion in his manner to her. Indeed he had made it plain that he healed her merely to gain passage to Myrmidor. That he had wanted to break his long self-imposed exile on Eron isle had unsettled the phlegmatic shipfolk almost as much as his claim that this decision had been prompted by a dream.

Dreams again. Glynn wondered what sort of dream it could have been to prompt the stern white cloak to travel to Myrmidor, so near to Darkfall which he professed to hate.

Her thoughts drifted to Alene soulweaver, whose power lay in her ability to dream her way into the Void. Both Tarsin and Argon seemed to feel themselves spurned or betrayed by her but, despite all the gossip, she had never heard it said how Alene had felt about either of them. Glynn had formulated a picture of a remote woman, beautiful but formal, passionless and dutiful. Now she chided herself for making judgements based on so little real knowledge. Her only concern ought to be that the soulweaver was bound to give aid and succour to all who come through Lanalor’s portal. Glynn had no memory of travelling through any portal, but since this was the way that other strangers had come to Keltor, it must be the same with her. And if the legendary portal truly existed, then Lanalor must have existed to create it, which meant that there must also be an Unraveller for whom it was intended, and a Chaos spirit to have trapped the Unykorn so that it would need rescuing by the Unraveller. In short, if she accepted that she had come to another world, then she must accept that the Chaos spirit and the Unraveller both existed.

There was said to be a record of the strangers who had come to Keltor kept on Darkfall. It would be interesting to note how many strangers remembered their crossing, and where they had been when it had happened. The book might offer answers to some of the famous disappearances in her own world.

Her amusement faded at the thought of all those strangers who had come before her who had been killed by draakan demon hunters, also called the Hounds of Chaos. Bayard had told her that the Hounds were men and women infused by the power of Chaos, whenever another stranger crossed. Glynn had learned enough about the manner in which strangers were hunted by these Chaos-possessed draakira for the thought of it to chill her. When she escaped, it must be without the Draaka being aware of her true nature.

It had puzzled Glynn initially that the Chaos spirit had not seemed to know that she was a stranger, but given that it had announced the arrival of the Unraveller, Glynn had come to believe that the coming of the long-awaited hero had shadowed her own crossing. Even so, every time the draakira summoned their master, she was in danger of being discovered.

Argon’s face arose in Glynn’s mind and, quite suddenly, she thought she knew why he had come out of exile. What would drive such a man to go to a place he loathed, but a dream that portended something so enormously important that it would override his individual desires and fears? And what could be more important than the arrival of the Unraveller! The Chaos spirit had boasted about preventing any soulweaver from receiving the vital knowledge, but it might not have bothered about those with mere soulweaving tendencies since most of them would dismiss such a vision as false because it was not echoed by the Darkfall soulweavers. But Argon was no ordinary person. His own mother had been a soulweaver and his childhood on Darkfall would have acquainted him intimately with all the details of the Legendsong, including Lanalor’s prediction that the Chaos spirit would move against the Unraveller as soon as he appeared. What better way to promote that than to cut the Unraveller off from his supporters?

Glynn’s thoughts shifted to Solen and his younger sister, Flay, who had demanded her brother take her to Darkfall because of a dream! Escorting her had cost Solen his home sept and very nearly his life, yet Flay had not hesitated to insist. Was it possible that she, too, had dreamed of the coming of the Unraveller? Solen had not mentioned the nature of her dream, but maybe she had never told him the details.

The more she thought about it, the more certain Glynn felt that she was right. But Flay was already on Darkfall, and even Argon must have reached Myrmidor by now, so why wouldn’t Darkfall have announced that the Unraveller had come? Had they doubted the dreams of Flay and Argon? Or had they thought to keep the arrival of their champion a secret, never realising that the Draaka already knew he had come?

And what of the Unraveller? Unlike Glynn, he would have wasted no time in trying to figure out where he was, how he had got there and why, because he must know those things. He may have been confused to learn that many on Keltor did not look for his coming with hope, either fearing him as a demon from the Void or actually disbelieving in his existence. But he would know that all he need do was to present himself to the nearest soulweaver and demand her aid.

Glynn’s eyes widened at the thought that the Unraveller was quite likely to be seeking the same woman as she was! Lanalor could not have prepared a way to get his hero into the palace, having no idea that it would be needed. The Unraveller would have been thrown upon his own resources. Presumably, as the chosen hero of Lanalor, he would have considerable resources, but even he could not simply walk into the palace. In his place, Glynn would not have lingered on Ramidan but would have made her way directly to Darkfall. What an irony if the Draaka summoned up her master only to find that the Unraveller had left the island! Even so, Glynn wished that she had told Solen what she had overheard of the Draaka’s plans.

Unable to lie still, Glynn decided to do some exercises. After warming up, she slowed and began a simple kata sequence. At the same time she began to review what the Draaka knew of her, in preparation for the coming interview. She was a Fomhikan, rescued from the waves by Solen, and brought to Acantha. He had been forced by the ship code to let her stay with him until she was able to return to a home she could not remember because she had swallowed bittermute algae.

Glynn lowered herself into an extended crouch, thinking that she had not given much extra credence to her claim to be Fomhikan when the ship bringing them to Ramidan had stopped there. She could say that her bond to the feinna and Bayard had caused her to lose interest in her past. On the other hand, it might be better still to abandon the story altogether. She would claim that she had dreamed so vividly of being Fomhikan, that she had clutched at it as truth, but had realised, upon reaching the green isle, that she had been wrong.

She turned on one heel and then on the other.

She had also told the Draaka that she had seen Ember in a darklin-stone vision. She regretted that now but she would have to adhere to this part of her tale as she had referred to it upon their arrival on Ramidan. Glynn moved into an upright position, and began to flex her neck muscles. The Prime had said that the Draaka might find it useful that she looked so like a myrmidon and so perhaps she could claim to have remembered being disposed of by her myrmidon sisters for something she had seen or heard? A secret meeting between the Shadowman and a soulweaver, perhaps? But what soulweaver and where? And what had been said …

It was too complicated.

Glynn’s head had begun to ache and she straightened and pressed her fingers to her temples. There must be a simpler approach. The trouble was that although she felt mentally and physically rested, she had definitely done something to her mind when she had influenced the emotions of the gate legionnaire and the women on the pier. She had felt herself to be recovered, but there was certainly an area of numbness inside her head that made it hard to think logically.

Without warning, the door opened to admit one of the draakira. ‘What are you doing?’ she demanded.

‘I … I was just dressing,’ Glynn answered meekly, glad she had not been in the middle of an exercise.

‘You will come and prepare to serve a meal to the senior draakira,’ the woman ordered. Glynn followed her back to the communal room that she had passed through earlier, where the food scents were now hot and fresh.

‘They will dine at that larger table,’ the draakira said, pointing to a table by a window which Glynn had failed to see in the darkness of the previous night. The draakira departed and Glynn hurried across to the window behind the table. Unfortunately the window showed only a small, entirely enclosed courtyard.

Returning to the buffet tables, she noticed two green-clad servitors were transferring food from trays to the table. They must have been in a dozen times already for the table fairly groaned under platters heaped with strange-looking fruits, fragrant pies, bowls of a steaming pinkish gruel that smelled of cloves and might be a sort of porridge, wheels of cheese and crocks of butter and huge baskets of fresh-cooked bread. Realising she was ravenous, Glynn helped herself to some bread from a loaf and used a wooden spatula to smear on butter. The servitors continued to arrange the table, watching her covertly as she ate several more slices of bread, then a large juicy slice of kalinda fruit.

‘Do you have let milk?’ Glynn asked at last, beginning to lay out plates and fill them for the senior draakira’s table.

The elder of the pair asked, ‘Will you require it sweetened?’

‘Merely spiced’ Glynn said, and the older man made a gesture to the younger who darted out and returned with two stone jugs of let milk. Glynn guessed from this that the pair had wheeled the food in on a big trolley, which meant they had probably come through the front entrance to the apartment. She had hoped for a servitors’ way.

‘I heard bells in the night,’ she said in the hope of opening up a more general conversation. Then she realised too late that she had dreamed of a bell ringing! Before she could withdraw her words, comprehension infused the features of both servitors.

‘That was the Edict bell,’ said the elder servitor. ‘The escaped poisoner was seen in the citadel close to the piers.’ He hesitated a moment and Glynn sensed him deciding how much he should say. ‘It is said he returned after murdering the visionweaver in the wilderness.’

Glynn tried to look as thrilled and scandalised as was clearly expected, but she was remembering how, in her dream, Solen had instructed his companions to circulate a rumour that the missing Fomhikan had been seen in the citadel. Absently, she buttered another thick slice of bread with a savoury-smelling paste.

‘I wonder that he would dare to enter the citadel,’ Glynn said mildly.

‘He intended to try to board a ship,’ said the elder servitor.

‘Surely no Vespian would carry an assassin who made an attempt on the Holder,’ she said, pretending to be engrossed in adding the final touches to the platters she would take to the draakira’s table.

‘Some say that the Vespians are in league with the soulweavers in this treachery,’ the younger servitor said eagerly, and the older gave him a warning look.

‘So I have heard it said,’ Glynn said easily. Her feinna-enhanced hearing detected approaching footsteps and swiftly she turned to carry the platters she had prepared to the table by the window. She had returned for the third time to the buffet table when the servitors withdrew and Glynn used the moment alone to wrap some fruit, cheese and bread and slip them into her tunic pocket for the feinna. She was just bringing jugs of let milk and juice to the table when the senior draakira made their appearance in a chattering group. There was a slight hiatus in their talk as they noticed her, but Glynn adopted the dullest expression as she set the jugs down. Returning again to the buffet table, she positioned herself beside it as servitors did in the haven and fixed her eyes on an indeterminate point. The senior draakira quickly lost interest in her and began eating.

Other lesser draakira drifted in and came to the buffet table, their talk predominantly concerning their beds, their aches and pains and their loathing of sea travel. They paid no attention to her and the senior draakira were now bent close discussing something intensely. Glynn was about to try enhancing her hearing so that she could learn what they were talking about when the feinna spoke inside her mind, strongly enough to make her gasp.

Coming soon?

Soon little brotherling, she thought back to him. Verysoon.

The youngling gave the equivalent of a sigh and withdrew.

‘You! Girl!’ a voice barked, and Glynn started violently. The speaker was one of the draakira whom the Prime had designated to be second watch, a woman called Raslek.

‘Do you wish me to prepare a platter for you?’ Glynn asked meekly.

‘Come with me,’ Raslek snapped, turning on her heel. Glynn had no choice but to follow.
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‘The second time he segued in the Void, my brother looked with his spirit

eyes which could see the true nature of things, for they had opened when

his flesh eyes saw no more, and he saw that he would never free the

Unykorn. Then did he trace all the strands of destiny, in search of one

who might succeed where he could not. This took many long years, and

the laughter of the Chaos spirit mocked at his despair. In the end my

brother came to believe that only one not made by the Song would have

the power to reach the Unykorn. And I asked my brother: “Where shall

such a one be found.” He answered that there were worlds that lie beyond

the spirit veils and if a portal could be forged, then one from another world

might be brought here to aid us. “Have you the power to build this

portal,” I asked him then, but he did not answer.’


THE ALYDA SCROLLS

As she followed Raslek across the entrance to the apartment, even the fear that the Draaka had wakened did not prevent Glynn drawing in a breath of appreciation. Kalinda’s light slanted through the dome of coloured glass to spotlight the water, and as it shifted and glittered it cast darts of light in a multitude of colours all about the foyer.

‘Make haste, girl,’ Raslek snapped, oblivious to the beauty of the display. The other draakira guarding the door watched them pass, looking both bored and disgruntled, and Glynn wondered how it was possible for them to be unmoved by their surrounds. It was as if they did not see.

They passed all too quickly into the dim passageway on the other side, though of course it only seemed dark because of the radiance of the foyer. Before Glynn’s human eyes had time to adjust, her feinna vision activated and it struck her that the feinna enhancement of her senses was happening far more quickly than on the previous day, which suggested that she might be right about her human body and mind still adjusting to their new capabilities.

Again Glynn wondered if the new abilities were permanent or merely a temporary side effect caused by the birth bond to the feinna. She could not begin to imagine what it would be like to go back to her own world with such powers. They seemed less incredible here in a world where people had many abilities that were unknown on her world outside of science-fiction stories. She felt the He-feinna questing at her, prompted by her thoughts of it, but she rejected the approach gently but firmly, knowing that she could not face the Draaka with the little animal inside her mind distracting her.

The feinna seemed to understand her apologetic rejection, for Glynn felt its presence dim. Immediately she became aware of the fulminating resentments overflowing from the draakira in front of her. Fortunately her anger was not directed at Glynn. It was a pity that her ability to read emotions had not extended to allowing her to read the thoughts provoking the emotions.

The draakira stopped by the door to a long, lovely salon with pale, heavy furniture and long graceful windows offering narrow views of the citadel. She did not remember the room from her search the previous night, but it was possible that she had passed through it. There were draakira seated about on low benches along the walls, poring over scrolls or heaps of chits, and also a number of people in Acanthan and Fomhikan attire, who were clearly waiting for an audience. This seemed to confirm that the Draaka had awakened. It also meant that this salon was a waiting room, which explained why neither the Draaka, the Prime, nor any of the senior draakira were about.

Raslek ordered Glynn to wait and then marched the length of the room, vanishing through a set of doors at the far end. Glynn tried to relax, but her heart was racing because, although she had decided on her story, she had no real idea at all what would happen once it had been told. Of course, Wind had often said it was actually better to accept that one was almost inevitably under-prepared for anything because too much preparation led to rigidity and complacency. Certainly competition bouts and life had shown her that, no matter whether you thought you had imagined every possibility, another was sure to arise to confound you. To go into the ring with a perfect plan or even a series of alternative plans, was to go carrying heavy weights that would slow her down. Rather than lamenting her lack of strategy, she ought to accept it as an advantage that would allow her to be more open to events as they unfolded.

Glynn thought suddenly of the advice given in her dream by Wind.

‘Search for harmony within yourself, Glynn. Find connection with the flow of events and people around you while maintaining your own stillness and balance. Only then will you find the answers you need.’

As often before bouts, her mind became capable of strange leaps and mental connections and another memory unspooled itself, of Wind telling her that true understanding of a thing came only after surrender to it. It struck her with shock that if this was true, then the only way to follow Wind’s advice to understand Keltor was to surrender to it! This gave her pause because hadn’t she been doing the opposite? Despite all this world had given her, she had resolutely held herself apart, constantly reminding herself that she was a stranger from another world, and refusing to be involved.

Was that why she had made so little real headway in her quest?

The door at the far end of the salon opened again and Raslek emerged. She beckoned impatiently to Glynn.

Having girded herself to face the Draaka, Glynn was almost taken aback to find draakira and Iridomi servitors in the room beyond the doors, scurrying about making measurements, laying out red drapes of silk and the black dyed aspi furs that had adorned the audience chamber of the Draaka on Acantha. The only thing that looked finished was the dais and an ornate seat where the Draaka would obviously sit to receive supplicants. It took a moment for her to locate the Prime, who was standing by another enormous window that offered a view of the sea beyond the city.

‘The … the Draaka wanted to see me,’ Glynn said softly.

The Prime turned, lifting her brows into chilly arches. ‘I sent for you, girl. Do not imagine you are of any importance to the Draaka.’

Glynn gabbled that she had not thought that at all, but the Prime snapped at her to hold her tongue. ‘I have summoned you to perform an errand. You will discover the whereabouts of the general kitchens within the palace and ask the over cook for a small live animal.’

Glynn blinked stupidly at the older woman, wondering how she was supposed to leave the apartment when Kalide had expressly forbidden any of them to do so, even leaving legionnaires guarding the door to ensure it! Was this some sort of test? Or was the Prime merely wanting to see her reaction?

‘A flyt might be best,’ the Prime continued. ‘I think they have some small docile sort here. That will do nicely.’

‘I … but what if they don’t have any live flyts in the kitchen?’ Glynn stammered.

‘Obviously live beasts will not be roaming and fluttering about the kitchens, you idiot of a girl,’ the Prime snapped. ‘There will be pens within the palace for kitchen use. You will wait until the animal is procured and then bring it here.’ Mercifully, the draakira did not seem to expect any sensible response from Glynn, for she went on, ‘And if you have any idea of discrediting the delegation, the Draaka will use your precious feinna as a sacrifice instead of the flyt.’

Glynn felt the blood drain from her face. The thought of bringing some poor hapless creature to be sacrificed in barbaric draakan rituals sickened Glynn. Yet she was horribly aware that she would do anything to keep the feinna safe. The ferocious instinct to protect the youngling rose from the part of her that was connected to the feinna, but knowing this did nothing to comfort Glynn. Her human self was aghast at the thought of sacrificing one thing to save another, though her feinna sense found this reasoning absurd. One preferred one’s parents, brothers, sisters, babies and lovers, to other human beings. One would not slay wantonly, but one would inevitably choose one’s own over unknown babies or children, men and women, if circumstances demanded it. One would kill if necessary.

Unable to bear the peculiar discord of this internal battle between the human and feinna parts of her mind, Glynn forced herself to deal with the more reasonable objection to what had been ordered. ‘The … the legionnaires will not let me pass.’

‘Obviously the geis against leaving these quarters was not intended to apply to servitors,’ the Prime snapped. ‘I do not relish trusting this matter to you, girl, but you might be grateful for the opportunity to prove your worth. Now go and do as I have told you and remember: if it occurs to you to make any trouble, the feinna will do as nicely for a sacrifice as a flyt.’

Chilled to her soul, Glynn turned back to the door cursing herself. She could so easily have taken Solen’s offer of help but she had been determined to get to the soulweaver as fast as she could that she had failed to consider the risk to the feinna. Of course the Prime would use her obvious attachment to it against her. Coercion was a way of life for the draakan cult. By the time she had passed through the waiting room, Glynn had pushed away her anger at herself, realising there was no sense in lamenting what was done. The brief interview with the Prime had yielded up some important facts, the main one being that she had freedom of movement about the palace, unlike the rest of the delegation. The second being that it was unlikely the Draaka was awake, if she had not been summoned to speak of Bayard’s death, and no sacrifice would be made of anything until she woke. Indeed, given Bayard’s death, perhaps not even then, for surely another channeller would have to be found and perhaps even trained. Obviously it was the Prime’s idea to procure a sacrificial animal in readiness. Perhaps she wanted something to divert the Draaka’s anger when she wakened to learn that she was the virtual prisoner of a hostess who had yet to present herself to her guests.

Whatever the intent of the Prime and her mistress, Glynn realised that her first consideration must now be to get the feinna to safety. But how, for clearly if the feinna was to be used as a hostage, she would not be permitted to take it out of the apartment.

A servitor clad in red livery bustled past Glynn as she reached the foyer, and she wondered suddenly if the officious-looking man had carried with him the coveted invitation to the Draaka to present herself and her party to Tarsin. She prayed not. Adopting a cringing manner she stepped out into the foyer. Raslek was again in position at the door, and she and the other draakira watched Glynn’s approach with an expression of contempt. However they both promptly stepped aside when she was before the doors, which meant that they had been warned that she would go out, or they had expected it. She slipped between them and turned, only to find herself at the business end of two sword tips. In her agitation about the feinna, she had forgotten for a moment about the Iridomi legionnaires that Kalide had left to guard the doors. Her training told her that she would have had a good chance of disarming the two men, but mindful of her role, she simpered.

‘Where do you think you are going?’ asked the taller of the legionnaires, a hawkish-looking fellow with cold eyes and a sneering curl of a mouth.

‘It is a pretty little flyt trying to escape her golden cage,’ said the other legionnaire, a handsome man with hugely muscled arms, and shoulders and legs bowed as if he had been riding horses since birth.

‘I … I serve the Draaka,’ Glynn stammered, unnerved by how close the man came to the truth in his taunting, for wasn’t she a bird trying to escape her cage?

‘You must be the Fomhikan servitor. Well where are you going?’ the taller legionnaire demanded again, now looming threateningly over her.

‘I … I have been sent to fetch something from the kitchens for my mistress,’ Glynn said. She had to resist the urge to draw herself up to her full height and glare. The big man was like every bully she had ever faced on her own world, and there was only one way to deal with them. But now it suited her to behave as if she were cowed, especially since neither man had mentioned her looking like a myrmidon.

The other legionnaire stepped between Glynn and his tall comrade. ‘If your mistress wants something to tempt her appetites, perhaps I can serve her?’ he said in a suggestive whisper. ‘Better still, I could serve you.’ The implication was unmistakable and as Glynn’s feinna empathy dipped automatically into the man’s emotions, she was forced to drop her gaze to the ground to hide the almost uncontrollable feinna rage that rose up in her in response to the barrage of lewdly sadistic images that flowed into her mind.

‘I do not know the way to the kitchens,’ she managed to mutter, desperation prompting her to use her feinna abilities to push a feeling of boredom at the man. This made the numb part of her mind ache acutely and a feeling of weary lethargy flowed over her.

‘I do not know why you trouble yourself for such low meat,’ the taller legionnaire said with such fierce contempt that his comrade stared at him. Glynn realised she had overdone it again. Instead of making the legionnaire bored, she had pushed her own revulsion at him.

‘Meat, but not so meagre,’ the legionnaire said, and turned back to Glynn. ‘To get to the kitchens, you go to the main entrance to the Iridomi enclave, but instead of going out the front door, there is a passage to the left. Take it and go to the end. You will find a path which runs along the edge of this level. Go along it and take any set of steps down to the garden level. Cross it and you will find more steps that will bring you to the kitchen level. Your nose will lead you the rest of the way. Now fly away little Fomhikan, but come back soon and I will find you a perch and something to nibble.’

Glynn fled, and the big legionnaire’s mocking laughter followed her. But she was not afraid so much as trembling with a fury that she dared not show or act upon. She did not slow down until she had reached the entrance hall to the Iridomi complex, and the short-lived feinna anger had faded. Her human anger was deeper and Glynn thought that in the long run it was a lot more dangerous. But feinna anger was a strong force which did not like being repressed. Her hands ached from being balled into fists and she knew that if the encounter had gone on much longer, it was unlikely she could have stopped herself flying at the throat of the big legionnaire!

No one even looked at her as she crossed the entrance hall and entered the passage that the legionnaire had described. She was careful to match her pace to that of other servitors, noting with interest that, although most servitors wore Iridomi green, there were others wearing red, blue, yellow and brown, which confirmed that servitors did indeed have the run of the citadel. There were also a number of servitors who, like Glynn, wore grey. She guessed this meant that a servitor was working for a master who was from another sept.

On impulse Glynn stopped the first servitor whose eye she caught in the passage to double-check the directions she had been given, and also to see how a servitor responded to an approach from an unknown servitor.

‘You must be new in the palace,’ the young man answered in a friendly enough fashion. Then he gave her the same directions as the legionnaire, though he advised her on the garden level to take the last set of steps rather than the first she came to. ‘Some of them are in pretty bad shape,’ he confided.

Glynn thanked him, again aware of the weariness that was the result of her attempt to manipulate the legionnaire. If only using her mind like that did not deplete her so much. Feinna must use the ability in such a way that it did not hurt or tire them; if only she could learn the trick of it. The feinna link responded to this thought with the information that feinna sought to transform emotions only when dealing with their younglings, or to provoke a mating challenge or to summon or accept or reject the overtures of a mate. In short, they used their abilities only with their own kind because they relied upon the recipient possessing the same ability. It was similar to the way in which the feinna birth link required both youngling and adult offering the link to share the same ability. In Glynn’s case, she had the matching ability only because the She-feinna had altered her mind. Of course the human minds that she had tried to affect had no corresponding ability. It was as if she were trying to yell at a deaf man, or make frantic signals at someone who was blind. The fact that she managed it required far more energy than it ought to do, and that was why she felt so drained after each attempt.

Glynn came abruptly to the end of the passage. Outside the day was bright and fresh with the scent of greenery and flowers, although there was only a building on one side and a stone wall on the other, above which could be seen what appeared to be the very top of trees. They must grow on the garden level, which meant that the wall alongside the lane must run right along the very edge of the level. Her spirits lifted at the thought of walking through a garden, and she might have been content for a moment, but for the feinna back in the Iridomi compound, and the poor bird that she was supposed to obtain for sacrifice. There was no use in telling herself that any animal provided by the kitchens would have been intended for food, and would have died whether or not she brought it to the Draaka. The feinna part of her mind continued to argue firmly that one living thing should not be sacrificed to save another. Yet she could not sacrifice the feinna for this unknown animal.

Suddenly a door in a building opened and two green-clad legionnaires stepped out onto the path directly in front of Glynn. She hunched over and tried to look half-witted as they glanced at her, then they bent to examine one of the thick, smooth sticks used as chits on Keltor. She edged past them and continued, thinking that the loose, drab skirt and shirt she wore had the advantage not only of hiding her athleticism, but also of making her sexually unappealing. The door legionnaire had been an exception. Ironically, in presenting herself as weak and mousy to him, Glynn had aroused his dominating instincts. Sometimes you really just couldn’t win. Wind had said that, too.

At last she came upon a set of steps curving downward. They were walled too, and steep and long enough that her knees and legs ached by the time she reached the bottom. To her disappointment, there was only another lane, this time bordered by the cliff rearing to the level above, and another stone wall. Above this soared the trunks of the trees she had seen from above: the Ramidani strain of veswood trees. There seemed to be no other sort of tree on land-poor Keltor. It was no wonder that there were legends about the origin of the tree that, for some reason, grew differently upon the different islands. The trees would not grow at all on rocky Acantha, while on Fomhika they took the form of mighty but crooked-trunked giants with huge fat branches sprouting thickly from the ground up, and very dense foliage. Here the tree grew tall and straight-trunked, and although branches grew profusely from the trunk, they started higher up and were thinner.

Glynn guessed the difference in growth had more to do with the islands than the trees, since people born on the different islands also developed quite different abilities. The Legendsong saga said that the abilities possessed by the septs had been bestowed by Lanalor on each of the chieftains he selected to rule the islands he had conquered. But the Legendsong seemed to be as much saga as history, religious document as philosophy, and Keltans appeared disinclined to seek beyond it for answers to the questions posed by the world around them. The fantastical nature of some of the sections of the Legendsong roused no skepticism in them, for Keltans were content to accept mystery alongside practical knowledge. It occurred to Glynn that her own world was the opposite. The lives of its inhabitants had been stripped of mystery. In their hunger to know everything and answer everything, they had lost the ability to cherish mystery.

Nothing is sacred now, Glynn thought, and was saddened.

A brown-clad servitor emerged from a gate in the stone wall carrying an armful of what looked at a glance to be sether. He stared curiously at Glynn and she turned and walked smartly in the other direction, unable to relax until she was able to turn a corner. There were now trees growing on both sides of her which suggested that there was more than one walled garden if this path would bring her to the edge of this level. Although she could see little, she slowed down, relishing the smells of greenness and growing things. The air buzzed with invisible insects passing over the path from walled garden to walled garden, and the vivid flyts that flickered in the branches of trees paid no attention to the walls. Watching the antics of what must be a mating pair, Glynn found herself wondering why the garden level had been so divided up.

It took her a moment to register that she was saving scents and sounds as casually as if they were a collection of shells picked up from the beach. A piercing shriek from overhead distracted her and she looked up into the button-bright red eyes of a white-faced monkey. On impulse she dug into her pocket and took out the now soggy piece of fruit and threw it up in the air. The little animal snatched it deftly, then chittered at her and shook its tiny fist before biting into the fruit. It looked for all the world like a crabby little old man scolding her and she burst out laughing. The creature gave what sounded exactly like a scream of outrage, bared its teeth at her, and vanished back into the foliage.

‘Ungrateful wretch!’ Glynn laughed.

Then she noticed a break in the wall ahead. Half expecting another set of steps, she found herself looking into one of the walled gardens. The gate swung open at her touch, and Glynn could not resist entering. The grass beneath her sandalled feet felt infinitely soft and smelled exactly like the grass of her world, though in colour it was more blue than green. Glancing around, Glynn was surprised to see walls in all directions and she realised that the garden was quite small. Obviously there were not just a few enormous walled gardens, but many smaller ones, and she wondered why anyone would bother creating a series of gardens, rather than one open park.

In the centre of the garden she had entered was a circular bed where flowers grew in an intricate coloured pattern. Glynn would have loved to linger to admire it, but she had to get to the kitchens and so she retraced her steps. Continuing along the path between the walls, she finally came to a set of steps leading down. They were moss furred and crumbling in places, and belatedly Glynn remembered that she had been warned to use the last steps. Not wanting to waste time, she made her descent carefully and slowly. Nearing the bottom of the steps, she smelled the unmistakable reek of boiling meat. Of all the ways of cooking meat, that had to be the most revolting. Worse, she began to feel the pull of her connection to the feinna, which meant she was nearing the outer limit of the link.

Fortunately, as soon as she began to walk along the path, the pull decreased, which meant she must be heading towards the Iridomi enclave, though she was now two levels below it.

She followed the meat smell to a courtyard where a stream of red-clad servitors laden with trays was hurrying in and out of a door which could only be the kitchen entrance.

‘They’re just serving a meal up in the big hall,’ a voice said behind Glynn.

She swung round to find a slim, blonde girl clad in red leaning against the wall of the building and smiling quizzically. Her bodice was badly stained and, seeing the direction of Glynn’s gaze, she shrugged ruefully. ‘I tripped. The over cook is going to be furious to hear he will have to produce another batch of paradise sauce.’

‘You fell on the steps?’ Glynn guessed.

‘Not this time,’ the girl said ruefully. ‘One of the white flyts swooped me in the big hall. I didn’t realise it was out of its cage. It was a lovely sauce too,’ she added regretfully.

‘What will happen to you?’ Glynn asked.

She smiled. ‘Nothing. I am the only one in there who can stir a sauce without it going lumpy and a whipping would make me unfit to work. But the over cook will yell and make dreadful bloodthirsty threats. But do not look so alarmed. He is quite nice under all the roaring and shouting,’ the girl said easily. ‘I am Opel.’

‘I’m Glynn,’ Glynn said, then immediately regretted giving her own name. ‘I have been sent by my mistress to get a pelflyt. She … uh … is afraid of getting fed spoiled meat and has brought her own slaughterman.’ She could not say that the animal was supposed to be sacrificed.

But the girl looked almost as shocked as if she had said it. ‘You had better not tell the over cook that your mistress fears he would serve up spoiled meat. He would take it as a deadly insult. If I were you I would go back and tell your mistress that all meat is delivered up from the citadel stalls, and that there are no live animals in the palace.’

‘I can say that only if it is true. She … she might check, you see.’

The girl frowned. ‘Well it is not true, of course. There are pens within the palace where beasts are kept and fattened or fed special diets to flavour the meat. However I spoke the truth when I said the over cook would be outraged at your suggestion that he would serve bad meat. He could have you and your mistress thrown into the cells for casting stains on his reputation, if you make the statement and then offer no proof. Even if your mistress is too important to be charged, it would still cause a terrible fuss.’

Glynn wished that it had been true that there were no live animals in the palace, then she could genuinely have gone back without the pelflyt.

‘What sept are you bonded to?’ Opel continued, nodding at her grey clothes.

‘Acantha, but I am Fomhikan,’ Glynn said. She adopted what she hoped was a credulous smile of excitement, determined to get information from the friendly young woman. ‘I am glad to have come here, even bonded. I want to see the whole palace. I have heard it is magnificent. Especially the soulweaver’s apartment.’

Opel’s eyes narrowed, ‘Do you desire a weaving from the soulweaver, then?’

Glynn was dumbfounded. ‘I … What do you mean?’

The girl shrugged. ‘How else would you see the soulweaver’s apartment except during an audience?’ She pressed her lips together for a moment and regarded Glynn seriously. ‘In these times, the soulweaver is not in favour. She should not have gone away from the citadel so often or for so long for it gave her enemies the chance to spread rumours and brew up scandals against her.’ Her eyes went past Glynn and she straightened up. ‘They have finished serving. I must go in.’ But at the door to the kitchen she turned back, saying softly. ‘I do not mean to tell you your business, but you are clearly new to the palace and you had better be careful what you say and to whom, or you will end up in the cells.’

‘Cells?’ Glynn echoed in genuine bewilderment.

Opel’s voice dropped and she said rather fiercely, ‘I do not believe your Bleyd guilty of anything, you understand. I served him and the mermod enough times to know he was honest, but with his disappearance just before the judging and now the things being whispered about the soulweaver being involved in the poisoning attempt … well, you can see how a Fomhikan asking about the soulweaver might be thought worthy of interrogation.’ She did not wait for a response, but entered the kitchen leaving Glynn to follow.

The kitchen was an enormous gallery with great doors opening to adjoining galleries, all with barrel-vaulted ceilings and stone-flagged floors, and all lined with huge roaring cookers. Stairs led up to open lofts housing racks and racks of dried fruits, prepared and smoked meats, herb bunches and what looked to be puddings. The smell of foods in the process of being cooked was so strong and so varied as to be almost nauseating. None of the dozens of servitors moving about between the cookers and chefs, all clad in red or red-trimmed clothes, so much as looked at her. There was an air of intense concentration and hive-like industry and Glynn wondered how she was to find the over cook among so many bustling people. A man, red-faced from exertion, came hurrying past her to the tables to bang down a broad tray of pies fresh from the ovens, but Glynn decided that he was not the choleric over cook of Opel’s description. She decided to ask the man about the over cook, but before she could do so, he had disappeared. Glynn looked around, hoping to spy Opel, but suddenly there was a roar of fury. A tall, cadaverous man with glaring blue eyes was striding wrathfully across the kitchen towards her. She froze in fright but he passed by her to take hold of Opel with one long-fingered hand. Shaking her like a rag doll he announced that she was a clumsy aspi with the brains of a waterflyt. Then he reached into his belt, withdrew a lethal-looking chopper which he began waving about his head, shouting that he would boil her in oil and chop off her hands if she dropped any more sauces.

Opel snivelled convincingly, but to Glynn’s amazement, when the over cook released her, she looked amused. The other servitors also seemed largely unmoved by the torrent of abuse and violent threats, which suggested that the over cook’s bark really was worse than his bite.

Glynn decided that she had better speak while she had the chance. ‘Uh … excuse me.’

The cook swung to face her, his expression baleful and impatient. ‘Who are you to be standing in the midst of my kitchen gaping like a lackwit!’

‘I … I’ve been sent,’ Glynn stammered, thinking that the awful mans voice was loud enough to constitute a weapon.

‘Sent! Sent? Sent by whom? Sent for what?’

‘For a … a pelflyt, Sirrah.’ Too wary after Opel’s words to mention tainted meat, Glynn grasped at the only other reason she could imagine for anyone wanting a live animal. ‘I … my mistress wants one of them for a pet.’

The over cook’s eyes virtually bulged. ‘You come here for a pet!’ he roared.

Glynn sensed the kitchen go still, either in wonder or amusement, but it was too late now to wish she had said something else. ‘She … she wishes to have one as a pet so that her servitors can … can copy it for a mask,’ Glynn jabbered, praying he would just order her out.

But, suddenly soft-voiced, he asked, ‘Why come to me with such a brainless request, girl?’

‘It was … it was thought that perhaps you keep pens of beasts,’ Glynn said.

‘It was thought so, was it? Doubtless by your esteemed mistress?’ He paused and Glynn held her breath, terrified that she would be asked to name her mistress. ‘Very well. I will send a pet for your mistress …’ There was an ominous quality to his voice now.

‘I was told to bring it back with me,’ Glynn said quickly.

The over cook scowled. ‘I do not jump at the whims of your mistress, Girl. Go away and come back later. I will see what I can do. Now get out of my kitchen!’

Outside, Glynn was at a loss. One bit of her was relieved to be able to put off the decision about the flyt. She probably ought to return to the Prime and hope that she would not be sent back. On the other hand, she would be wasting a perfect opportunity to find out more about the soulweaver. She decided to go back to the garden level and see if there was someone she could engage in conversation.

Heading for the garden she had entered briefly a little earlier, she stumbled on a broken step, jarring her knee painfully. She limped some distance, cursing and rubbing her leg, then realised she had gone the wrong way. Noticing a gate half-hidden under an overhanging creeper, she approached and pushed at it. There was a slow tearing sound from the foliage and she hesitated, knowing that she ought to look for a garden that was more regularly used, but in the end, she could not resist the mystery and entered.

Far from being wildly overgrown, the garden behind the gate was in reasonably good repair, save that the blue-green Keltan grass reached up to her calves and had almost obscured what would once have been a white serpentine pebble path. The garden looked neglected rather than abandoned, and she decided there was probably a second, more commonly used gate somewhere. She went over to what remained of the winding pebble path. In one direction she could see shrubs growing in sprawling clumps, the branches heavy with fiery blossoms. In the other direction the path curved towards what looked to be an ornate fountain.

The heavy musk of the flowers was almost intoxicating. Veswood trees lined the garden, obscuring the wall and giving the impression of limitlessness. Stones crunched loudly under her sandals as she made her way towards the fountain, and she slowed to admire it. Built around a stem of stone, it rose to a wide, flat-rimmed bowl from which another stem arose which became a fantastical sculpture of a woman swimming with a flock of very large flyt. More of the lavish red blooms grew from hidden fissures in the sculpture and climbed up to form part of the sculpture as a garland for the woman’s hair. It was such a strikingly beautiful melding of stone and water and live flowers that Glynn felt it could only be the work of a Fomhikan plantsinger who was a true artist.

This close, she realised that the fountain was not the destination of the path. It ran on towards a huge, free-standing mural, partially obscured by the creeper that had been allowed to grow over it, and partially hidden by the angle at which it stood. Glynn followed the path and came to stand before a strikingly fine mural of the Unykorn. Made to appear larger than a life-sized horse, the legendary Firstmade of the Song was depicted as physically powerful, but there was nevertheless a fineness in the long legs and arched neck suggesting a delicacy beyond the human capacity for such things. The Unykorn’s body had been placed in profile, but its head was turned so that it seemed to be looking out of the mural. The strength evident in the muscles beneath the snowy coat, and a suggestion of dangerous potency in its purplish eyes, contrasted curiously with the tenderness in the Unykorn’s expression; the vulnerability of the lowered horn. It seemed to Glynn that the designer had intended that all of its fantastical beauty and power should appear to be yielded up to whomever stood at the end of the path.

This reminded her of Wind’s belief that one must surrender oneself to what one wished to understand and she wondered what interest a creature such as this could have in understanding something as insignificant as a human being?

‘You are paradox,’ she whispered. ‘How could such a thing as you be yielded up?’

Glynn had found images of the Keltan Unykorn far more compelling than the over-commercialised horse-like unicorn of her world. But this mural offered the most striking portrayal of the Keltan Unykorn that she had so far seen. Certainly it was the grandest. If she had doubted the Unykorn’s existence before, this mural made disbelief impossible because seeing the Unykorn like this made you understand that no human could have imagined such impossible perfection.

Then it came to her that if all of the Keltan legends and stories were true, this indescribably radiant creature had been trapped for aeons in darkness. The thought caused her a wrenching anguish that sliced through the thorny question of belief. ‘I will help your Unraveller, if I can,’ she found herself promising, tears streaming freely down her cheeks.

The spell holding her motionless was broken by the scream of a flyt in one of the trees, and Glynn shivered, wondering how it would feel to face the real Unykorn, if a mere representation of it could so affect her. Perhaps it would take a hero as much courage to face that unsurpassable, unbearable beauty as to rescue it.

With a little electric shock of excitement, it struck her that the resemblance between the Keltan Unykorn and that of her own world would be explained if soulweavers had a way of returning strangers to their own world. The unicorn from her world might easily have been derived from the one here. Certainly there were more than enough correlations between the legend of the unicorn and the tale of the Unykorn on Keltor to make it feasible that one had spawned the other. Glynn didn’t know a lot about the history of the myth on her world, but the famous Lady and Unicorn tapestries that she had once seen in a Paris museum had been woven in the fourteenth century and the unicorn had surely appeared in tales before that. Strangers had been arriving on Keltor for at least that long. Of course, it might be argued that if she was right, there ought also to be myths about the journeying of people from the Earth to Keltor. But there were numerous legends of travel between worlds and dimensions, which could have absorbed and homogenised the tales of the returned strangers. It was quite likely that returned travellers would not have dared recount their adventures as fact for fear of being judged heretical, insane or evil, depending on the era and area of the world in which they had lived, but they would surely have related their strange adventures as dreams, which had long been considered a source of creativity on her world.

A hand descended on Glynn’s shoulder and she gave a yelp of fright and sprang into a defensive position. Only to find herself facing a pleasantly nondescript young man with a flat thatch of muddy hair and concerned brown eyes.
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Lanalor sought a way to break the binding

that held the Unykorn.

By force, did he try, and by subtle

necromancing, but without success.

Then did he weave yet again into the

Void, but this time he blinded himself,

for Chaos enters the soul

through the eyes.


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

‘Are you well, Lady?’ the young man asked, his expression genuinely concerned.

Glynn lowered her hands and straightened up. She felt faintly ridiculous, but she realised she had also behaved dangerously like someone prepared to defend themselves physically. Not the reaction of a timid and traumatised servitor.

‘Of course she is well, Kerd, and do not call her Lady when she is so obviously something else altogether.’

The cool, haughty voice belonged to a girl coming slowly towards them around the fountain. Clad in heavy, elaborate gown and over-dress which nevertheless managed to reveal more of her body than they concealed, she was obviously a noble. The ornate headdress she wore was so huge it might be the reason for the pained and peevish note in her voice. She was also wearing the formal face paint which Keltans affected most often for evening halls.

‘Do you dare to stare at me so?’ the girl demanded icily.

‘I … I have never seen such an attire,’ Glynn said truthfully, hoping the girl was conceited enough to take these words as an expression of awe.

She was. She preened and gave the young man a malicious look. ‘You see, Kerd. Even a stupid novice myrmidon admires my new gown, while you suggest that I might change into something suitable.’

He flushed and his obvious awkwardness made him seem younger than the girl, even though he looked several years older. Or perhaps he was a simpleton, which might also explain the girl’s high-handed manner to him, for although he did not look like a noble, he was clearly no servitor. But Glynn was more concerned to undo the harm she had done than to figure out the relationship of the pair before her.

‘I am not a myrmidon,’ she said, trying to emanate meekness. ‘I am from Fomhika.’

Before the girl could express the sneer of disbelief in her eyes, the young man said diplomatically, ‘Perhaps we might introduce ourselves informally. I am Kerd of Vespi, and this Lady is Unys of Iridom.’ He offered his hands, palms up as nobles greet equals and Glynn hesitated only a moment before laying her hands under his, palms down, to indicate her recognition of his far superior rank. She realised that she had no choice but to give her real name.

‘I am Glynn,’ she said quietly.

‘You have not been here long, I warrant,’ Kerd observed. This was not a question and, meeting his gaze squarely, Glynn decided that she had been mistaken in thinking him a simpleton. It was lack of malice or slyness that made his face look young.

‘Is my ignorance of palace custom so obvious?’ she countered at last.

He smiled kindly. ‘It is only that you do not affect the cultivated boredom of experienced courtiers.’

‘Well you are right, for my ship only docked yesterday,’ Glynn said, and could not resist adding a hook to see what it caught, ‘We had to wait a long time before that was permitted.’

He looked faintly troubled but he only said, ‘You are fortunate that you did not arrive today or you would not be permitted to land at all now that the Edict bell has rung.’

‘It will not ring again until the Fomhikan poisoner has been recaptured,’ Unys said with spiteful triumph that seemed to be aimed at her Vespian companion. Glynn wondered why she bothered to walk with someone she so clearly disliked.

‘Is it certain that he escaped?’ she asked, curious to see how they would react to her question. ‘I heard that he might have been kidnapped.’

‘A myrmidon would prefer to think that of one of Darkfall’s favourites,’ Unys sneered. ‘Do not think that you fool me with your hair either. I know that one who has offered herself to the myrmidons may take however long she needs to complete rhiad, and only then will bind her hair.’

‘Unys!’ Kerd said with a note of gentle protest. ‘She would have said, I am sure, if she was a myrmidon novice. There is no shame in it. And it is reasonable that a Fomhikan would find it hard to believe that the son of her chieftain is a poisoner. Especially since none of the charges against Bleyd have been judged true. Indeed it would be unjust to name him poisoner until he has been so judged.’

Unys glared at him. ‘Do you accuse me of being unjust?’

‘I accuse you of nothing, My Lady. But I think it best if we do not speak of matters which are in such dire and unhappy balance. We must keep our minds open …’

‘You keep an open mind,’ Unys snarled, ‘so that all manner of stupidities may enter and have play. Can you have forgotten that the visionweaver saw that Alene was Bleyd’s accomplice …’

‘The visionweaver wove of a person with blue forehead markings but even if she had seen Alene, the weaving of a visionweaver cannot be taken as evidence in a judging.’

‘Do you claim the visionweaver lied? Why, it was Alene who brought her to the palace!’

‘I did not say that she lied. I merely sought to remind you that soulweavers alone can vision true.’

‘Yet again you presume to lecture me,’ Unys said icily. ‘But I think you will find Tarsin hard to convince that the visionweaver saw false when he is alive solely because of her vision.’

‘I do not doubt his gratitude to her is deserved. I am only saying that one who is not a soulweaver may vision true and then false. Tarsin …’

‘I am sure you know Tarsin better than I,’ Unys said mockingly.

Kerd flushed. ‘I believe as Holder, he must know what any child knows.’

‘Well, any child also knows that each weaving has as much chance of being true, as false. But of course you do not wish to admit anything that may tell against your precious soulweaver!’

‘I do not think Alene a murderess, if that is what you mean,’ Kerd said stiffly.

‘Think then. Why would Alene have the Shadowman kidnap the visionweaver if not to prevent a weaving that would incriminate her?’ Unys demanded.

Glynn remained very still, not wanting to interrupt an argument that might possibly reveal the whereabouts of the soul-weaver, though this was the first time she had heard it said that the soulweaver might have been involved in the disappearance of the visionweaver, as well as of the Fomhikan.

‘There is no proof that the Shadowman had anything to do with Bleyd getting out of the cells,’ Kerd said in his gentle, rather pedantic way. ‘Nor is there any evidence that the visionweaver’s disappearance is connected to Bleyd’s.’

‘Oh of course,’ Unys spat. ‘It was sheer coincidence that Bleyd was spirited away precisely when the visionweaver had been sent to the cells to seek a clearer vision of his accomplice, and that she happened to vanish at the same time. Coincidence that both disappearances serve the hags.’ She gave a peel of malicious laughter. ‘I keep imagining that I have plumbed your stupidity, Kerd, only to discover that it is bottomless.’

The nastiness of the girl’s words made Glynn draw in a breath. Yet Unys had a point in saying the two disappearances at the same time and from the same place were surely connected.

Red-faced, Kerd said, ‘It may be that the real poisoner had Bleyd kidnapped to prevent him proving his innocence, and took the visionweaver lest she see more clearly, and know it, too.’

‘Or perhaps the visionweaver is both the poisoner and the saviour of Tarsin, and she kidnapped Bleyd,’ Unys jeered.

To Glynn’s bemusement, and Unys’s as well from the look on her face, Kerd bowed to her. When he turned to Glynn, there was only a wistful sadness in his eyes. She thought in wonder that she had never seen anyone so untouched by anger or meanness. ‘You must forgive us for interrupting your reflections,’ Kerd murmured. ‘I saw you standing here and could not resist finding out who seemed so thralled by my favourite of all representations of the Firstmade.’ He glanced at the mural as he said this, and Glynn noticed Unys’s painted lips curl derisively.

‘It is truly beautiful,’ Glynn said warmly.

Kerd smiled. ‘I am sure that we will have the opportunity to speak further after you have been presented to the Lord Holder, Glynn of Fomhika. You must be prepared for questions about your journey, though. I have not taken the run from Fomhika to Ramidan for some time. Indeed, sometimes I find myself dreaming of the feel of the waves under a deck …’

Again Unys sneered, but it seemed to Glynn that, this time, there was a touch of fear in her eyes. ‘Perhaps you will not wish to speak to a servitor in court,’ Glynn said diffidently, in case they had not realised her status.

Unys laughed. ‘You do not think that Kerd of Vespi would be put off by the idea of speaking to servitors? No one is too insignificant to interest him. He addresses all he meets as Sirrah or Lady for he does not know the difference between nevvish and nobility.’

‘I did not use the word Lady as a title but as a courtesy, Unys. My mother taught me that all women may be ladies and all men lords, if their hearts are true and their minds noble. She did not use the word nevvish either, for she said that no person may be called nothing.’

Unys gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘I am weary to death of hearing about your precious mother, Kerd. I think you will love no woman so much as you loved her. Except perhaps Alene soulweaver.’

Kerd merely said gravely that he was sorry if his words seemed to be lectures, or if he spoke too much of subjects that did not interest her. Unys tossed her head as best she could in the massive headdress, and said imperiously to Glynn, ‘Tell me which sept bonded you, nevvish. Since you wear the grey, I presume it is not Fomhikan.’ The question was too direct to be evaded.

‘I am servitor to the Draaka of Acantha,’ Glynn said quietly.

Kerd looked shattered and Unys’s pretty petulant mouth fell open in astonishment. ‘Then you are not a myrmidon. But I did not know the Draaka had servitors, let alone bonded ones. Perhaps you are only pretending to be a servitor and are truly a spy …’ Her tone was provocative.

‘There are servitors in the havens,’ Glynn said, regretting the fact that Kerd must now regard her as an enemy.

‘Tell me of your mistress. Is she very beautiful?’ Unys demanded. She did not wait for an answer, but cast a look at Kerd. ‘It is a pity that Alene is not here to be presented to her. How amusing it would have been to observe that.’

‘Would it please you so much to witness Alene’s humiliation?’ he asked gently.

For the first time, Unys looked discomfited. ‘I did not say it would please me. In fact I think it very clever of her to avoid a confrontation by retreating to the other side of the island.’

Glynn struggled to keep her expression bland, but her mind raced. What did Unys mean by saying that the soulweaver had gone to the other side of the island? There were no other settlements on Ramidan except a few remote casting villages. Had Alene gone to one of these to escape the rumours that she had plotted with Bleyd of Fomhika? Glynn felt her spirits plummet at the thought that all she had done to get into the palace might be for nothing.

‘Alene did not leave the citadel to avoid the Draaka,’ Kerd answered Unys. ‘She went to find healing herbs to ease the sickness of the visionweaver.’

‘How convenient. The hag can pretend to be shocked at her patient’s convenient disappearance when she returns.’

‘I would not have you name any soulweavers so,’ Kerd said softly.

‘I will name her as I choose!’ Unys cried. Her eyes glittered with fury. ‘I say nothing that shames me. Nothing that is not said quite openly in the very palace halls.’

Kerd said stiffly, ‘Unys, we should continue our walk …’

She gave him a look of open loathing. ‘It was your idea to come to this hateful garden. The sooner this place and that abomination,’ she pointed a trembling finger at the mural, ‘are decently overgrown the better. I will tell my mother so, rather than begging that the plantsinger she employed come to undo his work as you asked. Now I shall return to my rooms.’

‘Unys …’ Kerd began, holding a hand out to her.

‘Unys. Urn-ys …’ the girl cruelly mimicked his pleading tone, pushing his hand away. ‘Do not presume to tell me what to do, Kerd. We are not handfasted yet, nor shall we be if you cannot bring yourself to make a fitting commitment to me.’ She turned and swept away at a pace that must have made her sweat in the heavy dresses.

Glynn felt embarrassed for Kerd but, at the same time, she wondered at his relationship with the nasty little hellcat. Quite apart from the fact that she seemed to despise him, they were surely politically mismatched as well. Kerd turned to Glynn and said wearily, ‘I am sorry you were privy to our … disagreement.’

Glynn bit her tongue to stop herself from saying that he was not the one who ought to be apologising. ‘I am afraid that I angered your friend,’ she murmured tactfully.

‘It is I who angered her. She finds it difficult to understand that a person can have political duties which may have to come before personal desires. I am too rough and uncourtly for one so delicate and highly strung.’

As delicate and highly strung as a Wimbledon tennis racket, Glynn thought, wondering why so many good kind people allied themselves to selfishness and cruelty. Kerd had to be in love to be so blind to the fact that Unys of Iridom was a spoilt, over-dressed and over-painted brat in need of a good spanking. But love was a powerful if ambiguous emotion, she thought, remembering her own reactions to Solen in the beginning. ‘Perhaps you ought to go after her,’ she said.

Kerd shrugged ruefully. ‘It would not help my cause. But let us not speak of what cannot be helped. I hope you are not offended if I tell you that you are not the sort of person that I would have expected to find in the company of the Draaka. It makes me wonder if the reports about her are biased.’

Glynn said, ‘Don’t judge her by me or me by the cult. I am a servitor, not a devotee of the cult.’

Kerd frowned. ‘Why would a Draaka with devoted followers employ a servitor who did not share her allegiances? Is it because of your appearance? I can imagine it would afford subtle amusement to one who hates Darkfall to have a seeming myrmidon in attendance upon her. And there might even be times when such a look could well serve the draakan cause.’

‘I am bonded to serve the Draaka. I do not spy for her,’ Glynn said indignantly.

‘Many would say that it is no more than the duty of a good servitor to keep their eyes and ears open for what may be of use to their master or mistress.’

‘Some, but not me,’ Glynn said tersely.

‘I believe you,’ Kerd said. ‘Those with honour tend to take pride in it, even to their detriment.’ He smiled, and Glynn’s anger dissolved as she reflected what a smile could do to a face. To some faces. Some smiles. ‘It is strange and perhaps impertinent for me to say it, Glynn of Fomhika, but I find myself liking you,’ Kerd concluded softly, as to himself.

‘I find myself liking you, too, so perhaps we are both guilty of impertinence,’ Glynn said.

Kerd’s smile widened and then faded. ‘Do not be angered by my asking it, but why do you serve the Draaka, Glynn? That you admire this mural means you align with Darkfall.’

‘I don’t align myself with Darkfall, any more than I do with the Draaka cult.’

Kerd looked genuinely puzzled. ‘Then what do you align with? Do you claim, as Coralyn does, that there is no such thing as the Firstmade and therefore no need for Darkfall and the soulweavers?’

‘I align to my own needs and I will go my own way after the delegation has been presented to Tarsin.’

Kerd looked troubled. ‘There are many on Ramidan who believe that Tarsin will never allow your mistress to be presented. He is not …’ He stopped abruptly, comprehension flooding his face. ‘Can it be that you have bonded yourself to the Draaka in order to gain access to Tarsin? Is that it, Glynn? Do you wish to ask for a reversal of some judgement of Poverin’s?’

Glynn resisted the momentary impulse to agree. ‘I do not want to petition Tarsin, Kerd. You might say that my interest in the past has brought me to Ramidan.’

To her astonishment, he burst out laughing. ‘Do not tell me you came here with the Draaka to gain access to the Holder’s archive!’

Bayard’s reverent mention of the Holder’s archive floated up from her memory. The draakira had said that one could learn anything about anything in the Holder’s archive and if the soulweaver were unreachable, it occurred to her that she might be able to learn the whereabouts of the portal from scrolls. ‘I … I have no right to call myself a true scholar,’ she said at last, trying to avoid an outright lie.

‘Then let me name you a seeker after knowledge if the title of scholar embarrasses you,’ Kerd said. ‘But I am right in thinking that your employment with the Draaka came about because of your interest in scrolls, am I not? I know she employs many scholars.’

‘I served the head of the archival scholars who was killed in a storming on the way here,’ Glynn said carefully.

To her surprise, Kerd nodded. ‘You speak of Bayard. I heard of her death on the callstone bulletin this morning. She was once a great scholar and even the chits she scribed for the Draaka were worth reading, though they sought to rewrite history, which cannot be done.’

Glynn was not so certain that was true. Her studies in her own world suggested that historians were constantly in the process of rewriting history. And what passed for history upon Keltor was fact so tangled up with the fabulous that it was impossible to know where fact left off and myth-making began.

As if he read her thoughts, Kerd said, ‘The trouble is that the Legendsong is so ambiguous that it lends itself to many interpretations. Even among those who cleave to Darkfall, scholarly disagreements rage.’

‘Are you a scholar?’ Glynn asked curiously, for he did have a bookish air.

‘I have no right to name myself so,’ Kerd announced with gentle mockery.

She had to smile at that. ‘Well, anyway I would like very much to visit the scroll library here if it is possible.’

‘Theoretically anyone on Keltor has the right to enter the archive and seek the wisdom of the scrolls, but in practice no one outside the palace can come here. I am sure you know that, but what you might not know is that, even from within the palace, it can be a slow process to gain admission to the archives. The archivists jealously guard their sanctum, as if the eyes of anyone on their precious scrolls are a sort of violation! You would hardly imagine from their behavior that Lanalor set up the archive for public enlightenment.’

‘Then I will not be allowed to enter?’ Glynn was disappointed.

‘I spoke as I did not to discourage you, but to preface an offer to take you there myself and introduce you to the archivists. After that, you could go there whenever your duties allowed.’

‘You would do that, knowing I serve the Draaka?’

‘I believe you when you say you do not align yourself with the draakan cause, though I find it hard to believe you do not incline to Darkfall. Perhaps, on that matter, I will seek to change your mind. In any case, I think we will have some interesting discussions.’

‘I should like that,’ Glynn said truthfully. Somehow, she could not feel afraid of Kerd. Her feinna senses advised her that there was no malice in him and she experienced a strong impulse to ask for his help in reaching Alene. But the thought of Unys stopped her.

‘If you are free, I could take you there right now,’ Kerd offered.

Glynn shook her head. ‘I have errands.’

Kerd gave some thought to the matter. ‘Perhaps we could arrange a time to meet here tomorrow and I could take you then?’

Glynn sighed. ‘Bayard appreciated my interest in the scrolls, but since she died I have worked as a general servitor and I doubt I would be given permission to visit the archive.’

But Kerd smiled with a hint of mischief. ‘Very well. Then let us say that I shall come here to enjoy this garden over the next two or three days, at this time. It will be no hardship, believe me, for I love this place. Perhaps we will meet here again and if you have a little spare time between errands we will go to the archive.’

‘You are too kind …’ Glynn began, meaning it.

‘One cannot be too kind,’ Kerd said and again Glynn saw the sadness that seemed to be a constant in him. ‘Besides I am not kind to want your company. I am selfish. I am alone here, Glynn. If I am honest, I was alone even on Vespi. My father does not understand how a Vespian could have the same passion to sail the waves of his mind, as those of the great water. Nor am I much liked here … I do not sail the waters of diplomacy with much more skill than I once sailed the great water. It angers Unys that I am thought by most to be a blundering fool.’ He sighed, then smiled. ‘Yet you do not seem to be alarmed by my lack of polish and somehow it seems to me that we could be friends. That is a very odd thing to say, I suppose.’

‘It is, but I feel it, too,’ Glynn admitted.

His sweet smile grew warmer. ‘Then we are agreed that we will be odd friends.’ Kerd bowed with far more grace than he had before, perhaps because he was mocking himself a little with the gesture. He seemed that kind of person: the sort who would never really see their own worth. He offered her his palms again, and Glynn this time diffidently placed her hands under his, turning the palms up to cup his hands. She saw his brows lift in surprise, for this was a subtle variation on traditional greetings used by nobles, which she had learned from Hella, indicating trust and friendship. It might have been a mistake but she did not regret it.

Before leaving the garden, she could not resist a last glance at the mural, and imagined that she saw approval in the glorious face of the Firstmade.

Descending the crumbling steps to the kitchen level, she marvelled at what had just happened. She had never met anyone she had liked as simply and swiftly as the Vespian. What she felt for Kerd was not the tempest of longing and fear that characterised her relationship with Solen, nor the devotion and desire to protect that she felt for the feinna or Ember, but something more tranquil.

Back in the kitchen, she steeled herself to the reek of boiled meat. Opel, who had evidently been watching for her, came hurrying over, but the choleric over cook appeared in a doorway and she turned quickly away.

‘You will have to return tomorrow,’ the over cook boomed impatiently. ‘I am too busy to deal with this trivial matter today.’

Glynn opened her mouth to protest, then almost bit her tongue off, because why on earth would she object to something that so suited her? Not only did it give her more time to figure out how to avoid bringing the pelflyt to the Prime, but it would give her the perfect excuse to leave the apartment again, and maybe she really would be able to meet with Kerd!

‘Very well’ she said meekly. The over cook gave her a suspicious look, but at that moment, one of the pots at a nearby stove boiled over with a loud hiss. He roared in anger and descended on the unfortunate boy who had been stirring it, leaving Glynn to make her escape, wondering what Opel would have said. Well, she would find out on the morrow.

The Prime was back standing by the window in the audience room, its transformation complete, when Glynn was ushered in. Her face remained coldly serene as she heard Glynn’s report, including the fact that she had told the over cook that her mistress wanted a pet, but Glynn’s feinna senses picked up anxiety and tension in the older woman that seemed to have nothing to do with their conversation. She wondered suddenly if the Prime was worried about the length of her mistress’s drugged sleep.

‘You will go to the kitchens tomorrow as the over cook bade you,’ she said at length. ‘I do not know why you fabricated such a ridiculous story but you had better go on with it. Probably the man will judge you a halfwit and that would be honouring you. What Bayard saw in you I do not know. Now, tell me in detail what you did and who you saw and spoke to since you left the apartment. Leave nothing out, no matter how trivial it seemed.’

Her serious tone made Glynn wonder if this, after all, had not been the true purpose of her errand. She began to recount her activities in a deliberate sing-song voice, beginning with her small confrontation with the legionnaires and continuing on through the events of the morning, ending her tale after Unys left the mural garden.

‘This Vespian noble spoke with you first and of his own choice?’

‘He said I was looking at his favourite … garden.’ Fortunately she had told the Prime that she had gone to wait for the appointed time on the garden level. ‘I think he was only being polite.’

‘No noble would trouble themselves to be polite to a servitor,’ the Prime said dismissively. ‘He must have been following you. The noble girl was probably some hired mask dancer. The legionnaires at the door might have been bribed to delay you.’

‘I think he really was Vespian,’ Glynn said, keeping her tone timid. ‘I told them that I was Fomhikan but bonded to the Draaka and I believe they assumed that I had been hired on Fomhika.’

‘Good. Now, this is important. Did either of them question you about cult practices?’

‘No. But the man told me that many people here think that the Holder will never agree to receive the Draaka delegation.’

‘He did, did he?’ The Prime looked pensive. ‘Did they ask you about the Draaka?’

Glynn nodded. ‘The girl asked if she was beautiful. Before I could answer, she said it was a pity that Alene soulweaver had left the palace and gone to the other side of the island because it would have been amusing to see how she would react to a meeting with the Draaka.’ Glynn was interested to see that the Prime did not react to the news that the soulweaver was absent from the palace. Either she did not care, or she already knew.

‘Clearly the girl was not a Vespian noble,’ the Prime was saying.

‘She wasn’t Vespian. The man said she was Iridomi,’ Glynn murmured. ‘She looked Iridomi.’

The Prime scowled. ‘Don’t be ludicrous. No Vespian would offer escort to an Iridomi. It would be like a silf wiving a flyt.’

‘I am only telling you what they said,’ Glynn protested.

‘What can have been the purpose of such a stupid lie? Did either of them speak their names? I will have Aluade find out the truth.’

‘The young man’s name was Kerd,’ Glynn said, ‘and he called the girl Unys.’

The Prime turned swiftly and gave her a slap that rocked her on her heels. ‘Are you such a dolt as not to know of whom you speak?’ Then she shook her head, obviously calming down. ‘Your memory! I forgot it had been damaged. Tell me again what was said by these two from the beginning. Leave nothing out.’


Disconcerted by the Prime’s reaction to the names, Glynn repeated faithfully all that had been said between the three of them, but only up until Unys’s departure. The Prime began to pace up and down distractedly, and when she was done, said, ‘From what I have heard of this Kerd of Vespi, he does not differentiate between nobles and others and so he might truly have started a conversation with a nevvish to no particular end. No wonder the girl was outraged, for the Iridomi set great store by rank and are rigid in how they deal with it.’ The Prime gave Glynn a probing look. ‘You said before that the girl spoke of a proper commitment?’

‘She said they would not be betrothed until he made a fitting commitment.’

The Prime began to pace again, muttering to herself. ‘Admittedly Kerd comes of a line of men who are fools at love, but surely even he can imagine how his father will react to the idea of a permanent bond, for what else can her words mean? And does Fulig know what is being considered, I wonder?’

Glynn could not imagine the chieftain of Vespi caring about the betrothal of two young nobles on Ramidan, unless marriage between the estranged septs was specifically forbidden. That would explain Kerd’s comments about political duties, but Unys’s attitude and behaviour did not fit a girl prepared to break laws to wed her beloved.

‘Why do you not answer me?’ the Prime demanded.

Glynn realised with horror that she had no idea what she had been asked. ‘I … I was thinking about the gardens. The … the flowers were lovely.’ She had said the first thing that came into her head, aware that she would sound a fool.

‘Get out of my sight, girl!’ snapped the Prime. ‘Return to the servitors’ quarters and make yourself useful until you are summoned.’

Obeying, Glynn ought to have felt elated to have got off so lightly, but she was still devastated by the news that she and the feinna were trapped within the very palace she had been so desperate to enter, while the soulweaver she had come to find was not only absent from the palace but very probably from the entire citadel! Why hadn’t she had the sense to leave the ship as soon as they docked and get another straight for Darkfall. If she was right about the soulweavers being able to return strangers, that was where she ought to be headed.

Glynn reined in her self-destructive reproaches. She had not had any choice about coming to Ramidan and, upon landing, she had taken what had seemed to be the best course of action. Coming to the palace might still prove wise if she could get to the archives, with Kerd’s help, and learn something useful about Lanalor’s portal. As long as she managed to escape the place with the feinna, preferably before the Draaka woke. But if she was to do that, she had better focus on practicalities. She must find out if there were any formalities to leaving the palace, else she might escape the Draaka only to find she had nowhere to go. Of course, she could ask Kerd to help her leave the palace. She had no doubt he would help her, though they had only just met. Then she could seek out Solen, tell him everything and get him to hide her until the Edict was lifted. Perhaps they could even take the feinna out into the wilderness to release it together, once the link allowed it.

Glynn’s heart began to pound as it occurred to her that the moment to act might be at hand. Having come back obediently from her errand the previous afternoon, no one would expect her to try to smuggle the feinna out and escape the very next time she left the apartment. She could drape it around her neck as Bayard had done with its dam, and wear her cloak to conceal it. If the door guards had not searched her before, they were unlikely to do so the next time she left the apartment. If she succeeded, she could take the little animal with her to the mural garden, and beg Kerd to help them leave the palace. Her heart leapt at the thought that she could be reunited with the windwalker by the afternoon.

Glynn felt a painful surge of inquiry from the feinna, who had sensed both her proximity and her thoughts. Her fraught contemplation of escaping Ramidan immediately dissolved into a powerful yearning to hold the youngling in her arms and pet it. She was aware that at least half the intensity of longing came from the feinna itself, but was powerless to resist it.

Comecomecome! it crooned in her mind, and Glynn had the odd sensation that the little animal was actually inside her head.

She crossed the foyer of the apartment struggling to maintain her bland expression, though the two door guards were in conversation with the senior draakira Gif and did not even look up as she passed them. Glynn’s feinna senses detected their excitement without knowing what it concerned, and she told herself it was nothing to do with her, which was all that mattered.

Closing the door to the foyer quietly behind her, Glynn made her way along the narrow halls leading to her sleeping chamber, the feinna’s siren call swelling in her mind. When she opened the door, the feinna launched itself at her legs, chittering and whimpering in a delirium of joy that was all emotion and no thought. Glynn bent to put down the lantern and she gathered the little creature into her arms. It was as if she had been suffering from their separation without realising it until now.

For a time there was nothing but the softness of its fur, the way its paws clung to her and its nose nuzzled at her neck. The feinna was purring loudly and Glynn realised that she was making a rumbling sound deep in her throat, too. Was I always capable of feeling so much? she wondered incredulously. For whether the She-feinna had changed her somehow in this way, or her own feelings were actually being stretched by encompassing what she felt for and with the feinna, it was clear to her that she had never felt so intensely or vividly before. Her love for Wind had been a shadow compared to what she felt for the feinna. And for Solen.

Her mind was closely entwined with the feinna’s, and her mental picture of Solen caused the little creature to croon and emanate its own longing. Then all at once Glynn saw Solen as clearly as if she were watching a movie.

He was standing in the elbow of a narrow street in a pool of purplish shadows, talking with two young women. There were bruised-looking crescents under his eyes which accentuated their colour and he looked as if he had not slept since leaving the ship, though his expression was as calmly determined as ever. Glynn’s feinna senses detected a hunger gnawing at him and she understood incredulously that the hunger was for her! They had been apart only a single night since their bonding through the feinna and Glynn realised that she felt the same. When she allowed herself to think of the windwalker, it was as if weeks had passed.

The feinna, who was still within her mind as well as her arms, began to weave Glynn’s longing into something almost physical, which reached out as surely as a hand towards Solen. Then something very strange happened. As if in a dream, Glynn saw Solen’s face change. One moment he was nodding to the women and the next his head jerked up and his eyes turned towards her, ablaze with a longing so fierce as to be a kind of madness. She had seen panthers pacing in their cages in zoos look out at passersby in such a way.

She could hear nothing, and yet she saw his mouth – oh his mouth – shape her name.

She did not know if she had fainted from shock or intensity or desire, but when she came to her wits she was on her knees retching and trembling, and the feinna was running around her, whimpering and touching her face and hands in agitation. When Glynn tried to stand, she realised that she had no strength. She dragged herself to the side of the bed and clawed her way up onto it to lie, limp and gasping, on top of the covers. Pulling off her shoes and tunic made her see spots, and perspiration ran freely down her cheeks and breasts as she dragged the covers over her. Then she lay still and concentrated on staying conscious and calm, though she had never felt so weak in all her life. It was as if whatever she had done with her mind had almost sucked the life out of her. But at the same time, every molecule in her thrilled at the thought that she had somehow made actual contact with Solen!

She wanted to glory in the memory of him looking at her, saying her name, his eyes molten with yearning, but fatigue washed over her and her eyelids began inexorably to close. She made a feeble attempt to resist, then realised she was being foolish. Of course she needed to sleep. She let go and plunged into sleep as into a black hole. There were no dreams and she knew nothing until the feinna began to nuzzle at her slack fingers. She roused herself and sat up, wondering if it was morning. Certainly she felt refreshed enough to have slept a night. She continued to stroke the feinna, until she realised that energy was flowing warmly from it into her. Was that possible? Her mind was too tired to unwind the thought but she went on stroking, following her hand with her mind. Bridge of its little nose, along its spine and right down to the tip of its tail, over and over. Focusing on the movement was like a physical mantra. She followed a dim prompt from the feinna link, or maybe from the youngling itself, and tweaked the ends of its ears very gently at the start of each stroke. It gave a chirrup that reminded her so much of a child’s giggle that she grinned.

Belovedloved sisterling.

The words that the youngling whispered into her mind reminded her inevitably of its mother. But at the same time, there was a distinct difference in the mental voice of the He, which arose from its maleness as much as from the difference in personality and age. The feinna link informed her in its idiosyncratic way, that the words the feinna had used were drawn from Glynn’s own vocabulary. The little creature not only had access to her thoughts and memories, but was actually learning from them; absorbing all that she knew to form the bedrock of its own fledgling intelligence. This transmission of knowledge was partly the reason for the temporary physical bond between a youngling and its birth mate.

This information troubled Glynn enough to rouse her from the pleasurable trance into which she had fallen, for surely it was as unnatural for a youngling to use a human mind as its blueprint as it had been for the feinna-She to mate-link with Bayard. The memory of the She-feinna’s feeling of mutilation still haunted her.

The feinna gave a forlorn chirrup that sounded for all the world like a question and, wanting to comfort it, Glynn conjured up in her memory the sensory impressions of the garden level that she had gathered.

Gothere! Now? Soon? the feinna sent impatiently. For some reason, its question provoked a vivid memory of the time when Glynn had been under the floor of the Acanthan haven trying to escape, and had heard the dreadful, blood-chilling voice of the Chaos spirit demanding the capture and death of the Unraveller. The feinna experienced the memory as well and, shuddering with hatred, it growled and bared its tiny sharp teeth.

Seeing that it was not frightened, Glynn let the memory flow on, so that the feinna could witness its mother finding her and guiding her out of the darkness. It was during these moments that she had formed the bond with its mother, which had later allowed it to reshape her mind so that she could bond with the youngling. At the time, she had lamented the abortive escape attempt, seeing it as a pointless exercise. But in retrospect, without it, she would not have bonded with the She, and therefore its son would have died. How strange it was to follow back a chain of cause and effect. In retrospect, everything seemed to have a purpose. Even the smallest events made sense because they fitted into a hitherto unseen pattern. The He was enthralled by the vision of its mother, and only when Glynn felt its attention waver did she allow the memory to fade.

Glynn was astounded to find, when she opened her eyes, that she was not in the dark sleeping chamber, but in the mural garden. The feinna gave a trilling cry of delight and began to sniff about. Recognising that she was dreaming, Glynn felt a twinge of fear at the thought of being locked within her own mind, yet she was also fascinated. When she began to look about properly, it was immediately obvious that this was not simply a copy of the real garden, but a garden formed by what her mind had made of her experience of the real garden. And there were layers of solidity or reality. Some areas were very real to look at and seemed to be exactly as they had been. The pebble path and the overgrown bluish grass, for example, and the fiery red blooms on the shrubs. But there was no wall to be seen in the memory garden, although there were gaps through the trees where it should have been visible. And there were things that her mind had taken from elsewhere. The dusky Kalinda light, for one. And there was a walkway of stone a little distance away, which she realised she had seen in a garden once on a tour in St Petersberg. And there was a tree with drooping, frilly white blossoms that had grown in the yard of an old woman who had lived a few houses from them when she was a child.

It seemed that memories, left to themselves, made connections; communicated and combined. Evolved.

Perhaps the strangest thing, though, was that some parts of the garden were actually indistinct; blurred, as if a photograph had gone out of focus, or seen through a veil of glittering mist or melted together. The result was a surreal garden where real trees grew alongside smears of colour bisected by roofless stone corridors, and lit in some places by Kalinda dusklight and in other places by bright yellow sunlight from her own world. There were also drifting scents, too, some appropriate and some oddly placed. And there was the constant shushing sound of the wind in the trees, though not a leaf stirred.

The feinna ran around her feet, breaking the train of her thought and, as she watched it stop to sniff and nibble, she could not help but be aware that while she thought, the feinna lived. Then she gasped aloud as a bush touched by the feinna suddenly pushed forth a mass of tiny indigo flowers with jewel-like golden centres. Incredulously, Glynn’s eyes followed the feinna as it bounded lightly up the side of a tree trunk with the same impossible speed as a squirrel, and a trail of bright scarlet mushrooms sprouted brightly in its wake! It leaped to a nearby tree, and the air suddenly glimmered as a small cloud of minute flyts darted and swooped into existence.

She realised then, in wonder, that the garden was being altered and played with by the feinna. Fascinated by the idea that a memory could be altered, she decided to try it too. She envisaged a huge cypress which had once stood in the front yard of a house they had lived in when she was a child. She had fallen from it, breaking her arm. The ground in front of her heaved and bulged and in moments it was growing before her, exactly as she remembered it. The feinna sniffed at it and gave Glynn a look that she could only think of as mischievous, and all at once there was a swing suspended from one of the lower branches.

Glynn stared in disbelief, because there had been a swing, but she had forgotten about it. The feinna had drawn it from her memory and had brought it to the garden.

The cypress suddenly sprouted huge clutches of impossibly red buds which burst open and emanated exactly the same odour that had arisen from the malt bread that her father had sometimes cooked, and Glynn sensed the little feinna’s surprise.

Suddenly the fierce-faced monkey creature she had seen that morning poked its head out of the red blossoms and, seeing her, hissed and chattered in fury before vanishing back into the foliage.

Glynn burst out laughing, realising that anything was possible in the memory garden. With a feeling of excitement, she pictured the path leading to the fountain and, suddenly, there it was winding palely through the trees. Beyond it, the mural now gleamed in an exaggerated golden light. She was affecting the garden both consciously and unconsciously, Glynn thought, for she had not imagined any particular light. Walking along the path, she was interested to note that, in her memory garden version of the mural, there was no encroaching creeper. Instead her mind had invented a border of symbols and shapes that reminded her of Egyptian hieroglyphics.

The feinna grew suddenly impatient and raced along the path, leaping up onto the rim of the fountain and lapping at the water. As Glynn neared, it turned and leaped lightly onto her shoulders and so they came to the mural together.

What being? the feinna asked curiously, eyeing the glowing form of the Unykorn with evident interest.

Rather than try to explain the mural, Glynn offered the feinna her store of knowledge about the Keltan Unykorn and of the unicorn of her own world, as well as her speculations about the connections between them. If it must build its mind from hers, then at least let it have the broadest possible material to choose from. She was startled how quickly the little creature sifted through the information she offered, sampling, in apparent random bites, this or that fact. For a moment Solen and Wind flickered in Glynn’s memory, separate and then overlapping as the feinna considered them. It did not long dwell on the myriad conflicting stories of the Unykorn, Shenavyre and Lanalor, and Glynn guessed that with a genetic ability to access the information of adult minds from birth, it would go mad if it did not also possess the ability to accept what it could understand and set aside what it could not yet encompass.

After gazing a little longer at the mural, Glynn decided to withdraw from the memory garden. She was relieved to find that this proved to require nothing more than her will. Then she was lying curled within the blankets, the feinna a warm bundle at her side. Turning onto her back, she sensed dimly that the little animal remained in the memory garden. One part of Glynn wanted to immediately re-enter the mind garden again, but in a way, that would be the same as daydreaming and there was no time for that while the feinna was at risk of being used in the draakan rituals. It occurred to her, as it had not the previous night, that if she wanted to take the feinna, it might be best to carry it with her, concealed, into the audience chamber the next time she was summoned.

Solen’s image flashed vividly into her mind, and Glynn realised it was the feinna’s doing. Missing her, it, too, had withdrawn from the memory garden. Now it was looking up at her emanating the sweet, clove scent that it seemed to give off whenever she was thinking of Solen. Wanting, the feinna sent firmly, both interpreting her emotions and informing her of its own desires.

‘Soon …’ Glynn promised them both.

But she thought of how she had been on the ship. Her determination not to be drawn into deeper involvement with a person she must leave behind had stopped her letting him kiss her. Coward, she accused herself. She had been so frightened of the pain of losing Solen that she had been prepared to give up any chance of seeing or holding him to save herself. How could she have imagined that it would hurt less to leave Keltor if she did not see him again? Their parting could be no less final or painful if she allowed herself to love him fully. She scowled and unconsciously lifted her chin in a way that her father would have recognised, vowing that she would see Solen again. And soon. No matter what followed, they would have their time!

Weary of dwelling on a hunger that could not be satisfied she decided to get up. It must be morning by now. She would go and see if she could find some food for herself and for the feinna. She had no sense that it was hungry yet, but she was ravenous, having eaten only a little at breakfast time the previous day. With luck, it would be too early for the draakira to have assembled in the dining room but late enough that the servitors would be laying the table. She might even have the chance to question them again.

Coming, the feinna sent sleepily as she stood up.

No, Glynn told it firmly. Dangerous humans here. Must not see youngling. He must hide.

The feinna gave her a reproachful look, but Glynn was busy searching the room until she found what she was looking for – a hiding place for the youngling. It was a cavity beneath the bed where it would be able to conceal itself, and be hidden even from someone who looked there casually.

She gave the feinna an image of itself inside the cavity.

Hiding, it agreed reluctantly.

[image: image]
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Lanalor segued to find the Chaos spirit

to offer a bargain; his living

soul for a way to unbind the Unykorn.

And the Chaos spirit hungered, for it fed only on the darkling

energies of those who opened their hearts to it.

The pain of a tormented soul would offer a rare richness,

though it must be returned to its flesh if the Unraveller succeeded.


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

As Glynn neared the communal dining room, she realised it was later than she had guessed, for she could hear a babble of voices. Steeling herself, she entered and was startled to see green-clad servitors moving smoothly among the tables serving the draakira. Obviously the Prime had taken up Kalide’s offer of additional servitors.

Glynn made her way to the buffet tables and joined the servitors preparing platters, thinking that, with luck, she might manage to fill a plate with food and leave without even being noticed in all the bustle. Gathering such food as Bayard had given her to feed the She-feinna, she focused her new senses enough to reassure herself that the servitors about her were only curious, then she turned and looked over to the table where the senior draakira were seated.

As on the previous day, they seemed completely absorbed by their conversation, and she concentrated on trying to hear so that her feinna hearing would activate. She heard a draakira with a thin, edgy voice saying, ‘… am not denying this Kalide is a handsome figure, if haughty and conceited with it.’

‘No doubt he is the more attractive for his haughtiness and conceit, since most women are foolish enough to prefer men who treat them badly,’ observed Mingus ironically.

‘According to Aluade, he has quite a reputation for his activities with women,’ said a pinch-faced draakira called Leta, who had sometimes come to see Bayard in the scholars hall at the haven. Leta dealt with some aspect of the training of draakira who would serve as guards for the cult.

‘I have heard that they enjoy his mistreatment. I understand he is a master of that,’ one of the other draakira said suggestively.

‘A case of practice making perfect from what I have heard,’ said Leta and some of the others laughed.

Glynn grimaced inwardly. Cult members endured long periods of sexual abstinence, which seemed to feed directly into a tendency to lascivious speculation. The draakira had seemed more restrained in the haven on Acantha, but that might only have been because there were few visitors and male draakira were not inclined to women, as far as she could tell. Also, in the haven, servitors spent less time around the draakira.

Another draakira now said with evident relish, ‘How could he avoid conceit when it is said he must change lovers frequently simply in order to accommodate all those who seek to be mistreated by him.’

Glynn wondered where they had heard such intimate gossip. It could only have come from Aluade or one of the new servitors but it was hard to believe that any of them would dare to speculate about Kalide in such a way. Unless they had been instructed to do so.

Like the people on the pier who had seemed to sense Glynn’s invisible scrutiny, Leta suddenly looked around, saying uneasily, ‘We should be careful of how we speak of the Iridomi chieftain and her son. I have heard the chieftain of Iridom regards the smallest slight as reason for hatred and even murder. Her personal guards are said to vie to be the ones who defend her honour in any duel and are only too glad of the slightest opportunity to do so. It is said their reward is her favour.’

‘Do not be such a waterflyt, Leta,’ Mingus sneered. ‘How would she come to hear of our words? The walls are stone and the servitors are too few and far away at this moment to overhear anything.’

Leta and a few of the others automatically looked around, and Glynn swiftly bent her head to pour a mug of let milk. She could still hear quite clearly, and so she kept her back turned.

‘I do not mean we must be careful at this second, but in general,’ Leta continued. ‘I have heard that the palace walls in Iridom are riddled with narrow passages where listeners and watchers hide. It may be so there as well. And it is said the olfactors have created some sort of device using callstones which does not need humans to take words from one place to another.’

Gif sniggered, and said in his sibilant voice, ‘And you think this fantastical device would be in this room? Why would the Iridomi chieftain bother listening to the words of her own guests, and those she considers her allies?’

At this, Mingus looked at his companion without smiling. ‘But does she think of us that way? Do not forget that her decision to invite us here has its roots in the will of our master.’

Gif shrugged. ‘I do not believe the decision to invite us here was against her desire. Our master uses what he finds in people. I think this chieftain has some purpose of her own in bringing us here, and I do not believe it is merely that she desires to present us to her son so that we can explain out philosophies and gain favour, thereby further disrupting the power of the hags of the misty isle.’

Glynn glanced back in time to see an exchange of puzzled looks around the table before Mingus challenged Gif to explain what he was hinting at. There was a jibe in this and Glynn thought she remembered hearing one of the draakira say to another that Gif had a reputation for hiding meanings under a tapestry of words, and that it was impossible to say whether this obfuscation was an ability or a disability.

‘It is my belief that her desire is to use us to provoke the hag Alene to some indiscretion,’ Gif said slyly.

Mingus nodded. ‘Perhaps. But I doubt the soulweaving hag will allow herself to be provoked if she has not been already. It is well known that Tarsin humiliates and disparages her at every opportunity.’ He gave the table a sneering smile.

But Gif said sourly, ‘We may wish the soulweaver powerless, but if you ask me, there was too much fury in Kalide when he spoke of her for this to be completely so. Victory is seldom the cause for rage.’

‘A natural trait, perhaps, that rage,’ Leta murmured delicately.

Mingus cackled. ‘Certainly he can be easily provoked as we saw when the Prime gave him a grazing to test his mettle as we came from the ship. He showed an immoderate temper. But I think he will hie quick enough to his mother’s call.’

‘Reason enough since she would have him on the Holder’s throne in place of his brother,’ Gif said. ‘I wager she cursed in secret that this poisoning plot did not succeed and prays for another attempt.’

‘How would that serve her? The septs will not accept Kalide as a replacement while the mermod lives,’ said another of the senior draakira.

‘Unless he is judged to have played a part in the plot …’ Gif murmured softly. He smiled as all eyes rested on him. ‘After all, he is brother to the poisoner.

‘The proof would need to be absolutely damning.’

‘I doubt it is Coralyn’s desire to have the mermod legally disqualified,’ Mingus cut into the web of speculations suggestively. No one said anything, for the implication was clear, even to Glynn. Coralyn would kill the mermod to clear the way for Kalide to take the throne.

‘Vespi will never accept a Holder that was not Chosen by Darkfall, and without Vespi behind it, the throne is no more than a place to rest the buttocks.’

‘Vespi is the key to power on Keltor,’ Mingus agreed. ‘It always was. Darkfall has power only because Vespi supports it.’

‘Fulig is rigid in his obedience to lore and law, and there are ways to exploit rigidity,’ Gif said.

‘What do you know?’ Leta hissed.

Gif smiled placidly, watching the others through half-slitted eyes. ‘No more than the rest of you. But do you not think it interesting that Coralyn must know these things as well as we, yet still she plots to take the throne for her second son? Does it not suggest she has in mind some way of dealing with Fulig and the Vespians?’

Another silence met this, and Glynn waited with bated breath to see what would be said next, but one of the servitors waiting on the tables dropped a jug and the sound of shattering glass shocked everyone to startled silence. When the conversation at the window table resumed, it was only talk about map cloths that had been sent to the Draaka, with an offer from their hostess of a site upon which a Ramidani haven could be built.

Glynn gave up, deciding that she had better make her escape before she was noticed. She must eat and prepare herself mentally for her escape attempt. She picked up two platters of food and made her way to the door, hoping, if anyone noticed her, they would assume that she had been sent to fetch the food for someone. For once, luck was with her. No one spoke her name or commanded her to stop and she took this as a good omen. Once in her room, she ate swiftly then dressed in hide boots, a pair of canvas-like trews and a heavy shirt and jerkin with many pockets. She pulled a skirt over the leggings and stuffed some fresh underwear in her pocket, along with a wooden comb that Bayard had given her, then she bundled the elderly draakira’s pale tunic dress to use as a cushion for the feinna so it would not dig its claws into her, and to serve as a quick disguise, should one be needed. The cape would go over the top and hopefully the hood would cover the small bulge over her shoulders made by the feinna.

The little animal watched her preparations with bright, quizzical eyes, ignoring the food she had set beside it. Glynn decided not to waste the food and pushed as much of it as would last into the deep pockets of the cloak. Then she drank some water and advised the feinna to do the same, for there was no way to carry it and she had no idea how long it would be before they were able to drink again. It padded obediently to the water bowl and, watching it lap daintily at the water, she thought how feline feinna were in manner despite the mink-like, sinuous length of the body from snout to tail tip, and the short powerful legs.

She sat on the side of the bed to await the draakira who would come to summon her to the Prime, activating her feinna hearing so that she would have some warning before anyone opened the door. The feinna leaped up onto the bed beside her, and curled back to sleep. Glynn decided that it would look odd if she was cloaked when the door was opened. She would have to wait until her summoner turned away, mentally command the feinna to leap onto her shoulders and swiftly draw the cloak over it. She calculated it would take only a few seconds. It was a makeshift plan, but there was no other way.

Gazing down at the feinna, Glynn wondered again if it really was the last of its kind. Somehow she could not bear to think that she might have saved the little animal in order for it to sit vigil at the death of its species. Bayard’s decision to release the younglings born to her ‘mate’ into the Ramidani wilderness had been based on the very slight possibility that there might still be wild feinna there. Glynn had adopted Bayard’s intent and had not thought beyond that, but now she found herself wondering what would become of the feinna if there were none of its kind left?

To be the only one of a kind would be the greatest loneliness, she thought, and the feinna link responded by informing her in its pedantic way that it would be highly unnatural for a feinna to be mentally alone. Feinna would naturally dwell in units consisting of several monogamous couples with younglings, all of the animals linked and interlinked at varying levels of physical and emotional intensity. The finding of a mate was actually less urgent than finding what the feinna link called think mates. Glynn remembered the liquescence of the female’s sorrow in those last moments of its life, and understood that the She had known that it might be condemning its sole surviving youngling to unendurable solitude. No wonder its eyes had begged Glynn; begged her to save the little He, Glynn had thought at the time; begged to be allowed to change Glynn so that she could birth link with the youngling. But maybe the She had been begging for something more than that as well, for in those last seconds of life, it had to have known that its youngling would not survive without a think mate. There had been despair in that gaze, but there had been, at the last, hope too, when Glynn had managed to revive the youngling. Hope. Not for the youngling to live, Glynn now realised. Hope that she would be able to link with the youngling.

Tears trickled down Glynn’s cheeks and she made no attempt to brush them away, for when she left Keltor, she would not, perhaps, just be leaving the feinna. She would be leaving half her soul. Then a brightness shafted through her, for she had forgotten something important. The feinna was also linked to Solen. When she left, they would have one another. At least that …

notsame … the thought came dreamily, sadly from the feinna. Glynn petted it until it was sound asleep again.

No, she thought. It would not be the same as it had been with them. But it would be something and far more than she would have. It would have to be enough.

Then suddenly, she was seeing him again. This time it was night and Solen was wrapped in a cloak and walking briskly along a city street towards what looked to be a communal food market. He stopped at a stall to buy a round of bread and a bag of some sort of berries, and was jostled from behind by a very pretty, lightly clad girl who gave him a cheeky grin and crooked her finger at him. Solen frowned and shook his head firmly before turning away. Glynn was aware of the longing for her that the girl had provoked to painful life with her approach. Further along the street, Solen turned into a quiet lane and, halfway down it, he stopped to knock softly but firmly on a wooden door. As he waited for a response, he leaned against the wall of the house, his face lit by the lantern hung above the door. His expression was calm, but there was a haunted look in his eyes. She ached to smooth her fingers down the clean gaunt lines of his cheek and to press her mouth against those lips she had so stupidly refused.

Her longings wound loosely together into a thin tendril, and she poured her will and focus into the wavering probe, but the effort was so great that it drained the world around her of colour. Just as it seemed she could not hold on another moment, she felt again the sense of connection, like a plug sliding into a socket or a key fitting into a lock.

Solen! her mind whispered.

His eyes widened and his lips curved into a smile as he cast about. Glynn’s heart twisted at the realisation that he seemed to imagine that she was nearby. She watched his face drain of hope.

Solen! she thought, and again he stiffened and looked about him, but suddenly the anguish in his expression faded, and his eyes widened in incredulity. Then he closed them and all expression drained from his features.

Glynna-vyre …

Glynn gasped aloud at hearing his voice in her mind. It was as if he was calling her from the bottom of a very deep well. She was summoning her wits and will to respond when, without warning, the door beside Solen opened and the red-haired follower of the Shadowman from her dream peered out. Shock broke the connection and her spirit rebounded painfully back inside her body.

Glynn opened her eyes with the knowledge that, although she was weak from her interaction with Solen, warm energy was actually flowing into her from the little He-feinna which lay beside her. Unable to guess how long she had been unconscious and siphoning energy from the helpless feinna, Glynn tried to withdraw, but immediately the feinna link rebuked her, informing her that whatever it was – the soulflow – worked both ways.

Glynn relaxed and accepted the golden flow with gratitude, cherishing the knowledge that she had twice made some sort of telepathic contact with Solen. And that this time, he had reached back, which meant he had developed powers, too. She must have drifted to sleep again, for she startled when the feinna pressed its damp muzzle to her palm. Marking her and tasting her smell, the link told her. Sampling it for some sort of internal scent palate. Was that what the smells were that it emanated? Memories regurgitated? No, something more. She struggled to match words to the alien concepts trickling into her mind. Scent as art form? Odour constructions? Memory as art?

She gathered her drifting wits and sat up, relieved to find that she was completely refreshed. It was totally dark, although already her feinna vision had begun to allow her to see. Her senses said it was no longer early morning and she rubbed her eyes and wondered why no draakira had been sent for her. Unless she had misunderstood, and the Prime had intended her to go on directly to the kitchens of her own volition. The latter seemed unlikely, and yet, would the Prime have let her lie in her bed for so long? She got up and looked down at her clothes, which were badly crumpled and smelled of sweat. Her skin felt sticky too. That was the worst of sleeping fully clothed. She decided that she had better at least wash herself before deciding what to do. The cold water would wake up her wits. Stripping off, she shivered at the chill in the air, and then frowned as an idea came to her. If she went to see the Prime wearing her lightest clothing, then she would have a legitimate reason for returning to her room for her cloak before going to the kitchens for the pelflyt. Which meant that she could avoid the dangers inherent in facing the Prime with the feinna concealed under her cloak. To this end, Glynn changed into a sleeveless grey dress in a thin fabric and a pair of flat sandals. Fortunately the Prime already thought her an idiot so her inappropriate clothing was unlikely to cause any suspicion.

Tying the laces on the sandals, Glynn found herself wondering what it was about Solen, above all the men she had met, that had roused her deepest affections. She had liked Kerd very much and had even sensed them to be kindred spirits in a way that she and Solen were not, yet the mere thought of the lavender-eyed windwalker woke a fever of desire in her. She summoned up a vivid memory of the windwalker as he had been aboard the ship during the storming; black hair, soaked and plastered in dark spikes to his cheeks, purple eyes lit by flashes of stormlight yet filled with a ravenous tenderness. She had never been looked at as Solen had looked at her in that moment, certainly not by Wind, who had cherished her and had always been exquisitely thoughtful. With Solen, there had been a fierce yearning that promised no softness and no quarter. But instead of being frightened by the savagery of his emotions, Glynn had felt only an answering urgency.

What might they have said to one another if the contact between them had not been interrupted, she wondered? Her thoughts shifted to the red-haired man who had opened the door. His appearance made it likely that her ‘dream’ of him and Solen and their other companion had not been a dream but a vision. Unfortunately she was unable to recall clearly what the men had said.

She did remember how certain Solen had been that the missing Fomhikan had left Ramidan. She chewed her lip, and scratched at her memory. Solen and the two shadowmen had named the soulweaver’s myrmidon companion – Fate – and had spoken of sending a message to her at the palace. If she was still in the palace, perhaps she could be approached. Myrmidons were sworn to serve their mistresses in all things and surely that must mean they would have to serve the dictums of Lanalor’s charter. The trouble was that the myrmidon’s first duty was to protect the soulweaver and she would hardly warm to someone who had been serving the Draaka.

Glynn thought wistfully of the myrmidon, Duran, whom she had met on Fomhika. If she had been Alene soulweaver’s protector Glynn would not have hesitated to seek her out, but with her luck Fate was more likely to be like the stony-faced Gorick, or huge Silfa with her ready knife and lethal solutions! In which case, seeking out the myrmidon might very well be jumping from the frying pan into the fire.

The feinna began to growl, a low, ferocious rumbling that turned the skin on Glynn’s arms and legs to gooseflesh. She sent an urgent command to the feinna to be silent and still, and sat on the side of the bed lifting her foot as if to lace her sandals; not a moment too soon, for the door slammed open and a wedge of lanternlight sliced into the darkness. It was a draakira, holding the lantern so that Glynn could not see her face.

‘Make haste,’ the draakira commanded. ‘You are required.’

‘I will come,’ Glynn said, and prayed as she went out the door that her plan was a sound one. As they passed along the corridor, Glynn sent to the worried feinna that it must hide under the bed in the secret place she had shown it until she returned.

Crossing the foyer, she was once again entranced by the sight of the place, lit up in a shifting dance of colour and light. She glanced over to the draakira guarding the door, and was relieved to find they barely glanced at her, for they were deep in conversation with the senior draakira Gif. Her mouth dried out as her feinna senses perceived their excitement and elation, and she realised that, despite the surly face and manner of the draakira who had come for her, the woman was emanating the same emotions. It could mean only one thing. Glynn’s fears gathered momentum when they reached the large waiting salon, which was now crowded with draakira, all emanating the same edgy glee as the door guards.

She could not now doubt that the Draaka had awakened. Glynn told herself not to be a fool and fall to pieces. After all, she had known this interview was looming. All she had to do was to keep her wits about her. She had been interviewed by the Draaka before and, although the woman was frighteningly clever, she had not discovered that Glynn was a stranger.

All she had to do was to tell what had happened to Bayard and the She-feinna without mentioning Solen, and convince the Draaka of her desire to remain with the delegation. The irony was that she must pretend the opposite of what she now desired. But she had no doubt that if she announced her wish to abandon the delegation, she would be imprisoned or even killed. To defuse any thoughts the Draaka might have about her being a danger to the cult, Glynn must convince the woman that she wanted to remain. The fact that she had not taken her chance to part company with the draakira when they had landed on Ramidan would tell in her favour, as would her obedient but abortive attempt to complete the errand she had been assigned the previous day. If she had wanted to escape, they would tell themselves, she would have done so already.

At last they came to the doors that led to the Draaka’s audience chamber.

‘We will wait,’ the draakira said brusquely. Glynn moved meekly to one side, striving to compose her mind and prepare herself for whatever lay ahead.

Suddenly, the feinna broke into her thoughts, demanding to be with her and lavishing her with telepathic affection and reassurance. Glynn realised that she had provoked the benevolent onslaught by broadcasting her fear and anxieties. Incredibly, rather than being frightened by her fears, they had roused in the little animal a powerful protective urge! The feinna link informed her that this was a feature that operated within family units, regardless of maturity. Even in the little space of time it had taken her to formulate these thoughts, the feinna’s insistence increased to the point where it was actually painful, and Glynn had a horrified vision of it scratching at the door and howling loudly as its mother had done once when Bayard had deliberately tested the limits of the link between them.

I will come soon, she told it, projecting as much confidence as she could summon.

The feinna would not be so easily dissuaded, for it had access to levels of her mind where fear could not be suppressed by reason. Glynn desperately visualised an image of her returning to the chamber and draping the feinna around her neck, before leaving again and going to the mural garden. Immediately the feinna’s level of agitation dropped, and to Glynn’s relief, she felt its crooning approval in her mind. She allowed the feinna to feel her relief, and at the same time, fought to calm her mind and emotions. As had been the case since her link with the little He, this was no easy matter. Focusing and calming her mind required far greater efforts than in the past because part of her mind was feinna now, and not susceptible to human arguments and rationalisations.

When her mind was as serene as she could make it, she sent softly and regretfully that the escape which they both desired must wait a little.

Must prepare way for going, she sent, indicating that this was her current errand.

Coming withsisterling. Protecting, the feinna responded.

Not needing protecting, littlebrotherling. Needing waiting, Glynn returned more firmly. This time she sent an image of the youngling hiding in the crevice beneath the bed and waiting patiently and quietly for her return.

There was a cessation of agitation and pressure. Waiting, the feinna acquiesced forlornly. But it repeated Glynn’s image of her return with a vividness that made it a command. Even distracted as she was, the strength of the little animal’s communication skills amazed her. The feinna was still immature, yet it had already surpassed its mother. What would it be capable of when it was fully grown?

The draakira appeared, pushing her way through the throng. ‘Come,’ she said brusquely and turned on her heel. Following obediently, Glynn thought of one of Wind’s sayings: ‘Always appear to be and do what is expected, until you strike, and then show the utmost in originality.’

So, what was unexpected? she wondered. The Draaka would expect her to be afraid, but to do the unexpected, that is, not to show fear, would be suicide. The draakira expected fear from underlings and cultivated it. Defiance on Glynn’s part would only make the Draaka feel that she was not properly respectful.

Glynn was so preoccupied by her thoughts that when the draakira turned to her unexpectedly, she stumbled and clutched at her arm. ‘Clumsy aspi!’ the woman hissed, lifting a hand to strike her. The feinna part of Glynn urged her to respond to the woman’s physical aggression by striking first, and Glynn had to force herself to cringe. The woman’s rage faded into irritation and then into a sneering superiority as she cut off Glynn’s stammered apology and gestured at the door. Glynn moved to the threshold, thinking how often the draakira cut one another off halfway through sentences. It happened so often that it could only be a deliberate mannerism cultivated to unnerve and belittle. She had never been permitted to see the training of draakira on Acantha, but Wind had said an opponent’s training could be deduced from their behavior and reactions and she had seen enough of the draakira to know that they were taught to use fear and all its variations as a mode of control. They were adept at causing and shaping fear to their own ends because that was how they were controlled and instructed. Glynn thought it was not unlike the punitive response to failure or error used by some martial-arts teachers, which was then adopted by their students. Bad teachers, Wind had called them.

Not his way to use disharmony against disharmony. One might defeat an opponent with such an approach, but the ultimate result was not harmony. It was always Wind’s preference to approach all deeds with the desire to restore harmony to the flow of things. His teaching had emphasised channelling violence into harmony. Before action, always words and a manner shaped to defuse and gentle aggression. When force must be used, then only enough to defend and disable, ceasing as soon as possible to allow harmonising techniques.

Glynn suddenly realised that this might be the key to dealing with the Draaka. She could offer aid and willingness rather than fear. The Draaka would certainly be unlikely to expect that, and was unlikely to be threatened by it. The door to the chamber opened and Glynn’s heart began to pound as a draakira looked out and bade her enter.

The first thing Glynn noticed was that the room had changed again. Or better to say that what had been in the process of being made the day before had been completed. The window that had offered a view of the citadel and the sea was covered completely by scarlet draperies, as were most of the bare walls. No daylight at all entered the room now, and as the lanterns that had hung from the walls had been removed, the only light came from clusters of fat brownish-red candles in low wide stands around the perimeter of the room. Their shifty light fell on thick, red-dyed pelts that Glynn had first seen in the chamber of the Draaka on Fomhika scattered over the floor, and she wondered if the rugs had been purchased on Fomhika or had been gifts from Gedron.

Two enormously tall carved stone pillars flanked the dais and the cloth-draped chair atop it, each supporting a truly dazzling display of clustered darklinstones. Glynn knew all too well what an incredible display of wealth this represented, for the stones were unused darklins which throbbed with their unleashed potential.

A dark-clad figure occupied the cloth-draped chair, but it was impossible to see the Draaka’s face, because banks of candles were set up before the dias, and shielded at the back in order to throw all of their light forward onto whomever stood before the chair, and making it impossible to see who sat upon it. But even if the chair had been well lit, Glynn found it curiously difficult to direct her eyes at the Draaka, for it must be she. Her fienna senses told her that her reluctance was the result of the darklin clusters, which drew the eyes into their gleaming depths, and which also gave off a flow of energy that drew the eye away from the chair to the outer edges of the room where tiny candles flickered in the gloom like the eyes of animals. Despite her feinna abilities and knowledge, Glynn found she was unable to resist the hypnotic energy of the darklins. She found her gaze dragged away from the dais and sent into a slow spiral around the room; a movement which became seductively faster. Trying to look at the Draaka was rather like trying to swim against or out of a strong current of water. The harder you tried, the more dizzying the drag away.

A person without feinna senses would likely be terrified by what seemed to be the power of the person on the dais to repel their eyes.

Thinking again of Wind’s advice to win by surrender, Glynn allowed the darklinstone current to take her mind, this time without resistance. Immediately, she found herself in a calm state that was not unlike that induced by the drug sharap’n. Fortunately, only her human mind was affected; the feinna part of her registered the current and its effect, but was untouched by it. Glynn knew that she had only to exercise her feinna senses and they would clear her human mind.

Someone pushed Glynn from behind, and she tottered forward to the dais and bowed low. Waiting to be given permission to rise, her eyes rested on the small black-shod feet showing beneath the hem of the gown worn by the Draaka seated on the chair. The fabric of the dress was a crimson so dark and thickly napped that blackness seemed to collect in the folds. From the corner of her eye Glynn noted the senior draakira standing to one side of the dais, all clad in formal black robes upon which the red embroidered sun of the Draaka cult flared dully. A shiver of unease ran through her.

‘So, girl.’ The husky mellifluous voice of the Draaka was as appealing as ever, but there was a surge of potency in the room when she spoke. Glynn’s feinna senses registered that the darklinstones were keyed to surge at the sound of the woman’s voice. ‘You may stand,’ the Draaka said and, abruptly, all of the forces and currents in the room reversed and began flowing towards the older woman, as if her words had been a signal.

Glynn could have resisted the summoning but she lifted her head, mugging obedience.

The Draaka was still virtually invisible behind the glare of the candles, and Glynn’s momentary apprehension began to fade because, after all, this was little more than stage effects designed to render a supplicant malleable and fearful. An ordinary Keltan would be completely intimidated; even Kalide might feel less sure of himself faced by this display. But even if she had not benefited from the clarity of mind imposed by the feinna link, Glynn came from a world where people made an entire career out of creating illusions and special effects, and she felt herself immune.

There was a rattle of paper and Glynn saw that the Draaka had opened out a scroll. Was this intended to remind her of her unimportance? Glynn willed her feinna vision to allow her to penetrate the darkness and see the Draaka clearly.

Immediately the shadows began to thin and a queer dread stabbed at Glynn at the thought of what might be revealed. Idiot, she chided herself. Hadn’t she seen the Draaka drooling and slack-mouthed before her bath only two nights past?

When she could see the Draaka at last, it was all she could do not to scream. For seated upon the throne was not the mature beauty who had won the affections of the chieftain of Acantha, a white streak shining through her black hair. Here was a raven-haired beauty of no more than twenty with full red lips and sharp, even little teeth. There was no doubt that it was the same woman, yet it was as if the Draaka had shed quarter of a century of age, or had been replaced by her own daughter. Her skin, devoid of any paint or powder, was so flawless that it seemed to glow.

The Draaka looked up from the scroll she had been given by Mingus, who stood at her elbow, and Glynn felt her blood freeze in her veins, for the glittering black eyes with their dirty yellowish whites were not those of a twenty-year-old woman nor even of a woman of forty or fifty; they were eyes so ancient as to belong to an immortal or an alien.

The moment she met that gaze, Glynn felt as if two merciless black spikes had been driven into her. Every hair on her body stood on end as she felt herself drawn into the will behind those eyes like a hooked marlin. She knew that she had made a terrible mistake, but it was impossible to turn back. Her feinna senses had begun to shriek at her to flee, registering such visceral revulsion that it took all of her human will to remain standing there. Glynn was left to fight the pull alone, while being drained and distracted by feinna terror.

She tried to tell herself that what she was seeing and feeling was just another illusion. How could it be otherwise? A person could not reverse time. She suddenly remembered hearing talk of a drug produced by Iridomi olfactors, which came in the form of a fine light dust that had to be sprinkled into candle flames to activate, and which caused vivid delusions.

That must be what this is, Glynn thought. The Draaka and her people have all taken the antidote.

‘Who are you?’ the Draaka asked. The white, perfectly sculpted nostrils quivered like an animal’s scenting prey as Glynn struggled to formulate an answer. But now her feinna senses had begun to pick up something under or behind the Draaka’s voice; a jibbering vibration that had nothing to do with the darklinstones. It was coming from the Draaka herself. From inside her.

The superstitious fear she had tried to rein in burst free into a dreamy floating horror at the sudden dreadful notion that it was the Chaos spirit looking out at her through those bleared eyes; a grotesque monster whispering, Feed me.

The feinna part of her mind shrieked of danger, and Glynn bit her lip hard enough to taste blood and tried desperately to look away from the Draaka. But she had undone herself, for by enabling herself to see into the shadows, she had been caught by those two burning eyes. Even as she watched, it seemed to her that they now merged into one; a black whirlpool, sucking at her. Drawing her into a hot, sick radiance.

Neither her human nor feinna senses could disengage. And now she could also sense the feinna-He behind the screen she had erected to keep it from her mind during the interview with the Draaka. Clamouring for her to let it in so that it could protect her. She dared not obey for fear that it would distract her further.

‘Tell me …’ the Draaka’s voice invited, and to her horror, Glynn’s mouth opened and she knew that she would tell the Draaka anything she asked. Everything.

In desperation, she opened her mind wide and the feinna entered, instantly occupying every part of her mind and body. She had thought herself merged with the feinna, but in that second she knew it had not been so. They had been separate and now they were not, and something inside her alchemised to become a thing that was neither feinna nor human, but something else altogether.

This inner self, too new to name or comprehend, drew her powerfully back from the voluptuous black summoning of the Draaka’s eyes; pulled her mind and spirit back and back and away.

But still the blackness held her, and now she felt its claws.

No!!! Her mind screamed out and instinctively she flung her own awareness away from the devouring black maw of the Draaka’s gaze. Out and away her mind flew. Dimly she saw …

… Solen dropping a piece of yellow cloth and echoing her cry …

… Ember waking from sleep to rise up and cry out, her eyes wide open …

Out and out and out, her feinna-human awareness flew and she seemed to hear a tearing sound as if the very matter of the universe was torn and she saw …

… a boy with red hair sitting bolt upright, the pigeon on his finger spreading glorious crimson-flecked wings …

… the old man from the Greek taverna strumming a jarring chord …

… a man rocking a baby, clutching it to him in sudden fright …

… a middle-aged man holding the hand of an old woman lying in a bed, throwing out an arm as if to ward off a blow …

… a Chinese woman looking up at the moon in fright …

… a powerfully-built woman weeping and gathering a smaller woman into her arms …

… a young uniformed policeman stopping in the process of handcuffing an adolescent with a bruised cheek. ‘It is true!’ he whispered.

Out and out and out, and then the motion reached its furthest point and there was a moment of stillness. For a moment – a split second – she saw a manbeast in a round room rise from an armchair, a shocked look on his face.

No! he snarled, baring his teeth. He flung out a claw-tipped hand and Glynn was a fly, swatted into the darkness.
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segue …

Battered by what it had done, the watcher segued to the Unraveller’s world. Again it had shown its hand, but there had been no choice. The girl had been about to open herself to the Chaos spirit and, if it had entered her, it would have known that she was a stranger. Then the Chaos spirit might begin to look more closely at all that Lanalor had done. The blonde girl was proving to be more of a wild thing than it had expected. Certainly what had shaped itself between her and the feinna was unique and transcended many things, but still it was not more important than her purpose on Keltor. The Chaos spirit must not be allowed to learn the truth of her.

The watcher allowed itself to drift on the currents of the dreams and thoughts of this world, and was drawn to a mind that was familiar. An older man, whom it had entered before, climbed onto a bus. As the bus set off with a jerk, a younger boy began to be mercilessly bullied by his older schoolmates. One of the tormenters stood out because he was older and wore casual clothes, black to match the hair that brushed his collar. His handsome face was twisted into a mocking smile and the man was repelled by the cruel pleasure in his eyes. Retreating into the pure sorrow of his own grief the man turned away. Entering him, the watcher was struck by the beauty of his sorrow at a child who had died. His son who had first been blinded by a tumour, and then had died of it.

I don’t know if there is any point in us staying together, he was thinking. It feels wrong to love or laugh or anything now. We are only reminders of unbearable loss for one another. We are our own torturers. It will never end while we are together. The baby will be dying forever and always and we will be mourning him forever because to cease would be a betrayal …

Strange, the watcher thought. The man’s sorrow was so pure that it made the man impervious to despair.

My own pain was not so fair, it thought, and segued to two women, one of them ill; more ill than either of them realised. Yet she had courage and love shimmered about the pair.

‘You’ll be up soon enough,’ the woman beside the bed assured her sick lover, patting their entwined fingers as if they were a little animal between them.

‘Of course I will, Faye. But listen, what about that boy? The glue-sniffer. Did they ever find out who he was?’

‘No,’ the big blonde woman frowned. ‘At least, his street name is the Shadow, but no one seems to know his real name or anything much about him, and he can’t tell us who he is because he still hasn’t woken.’

‘He’ll wake,’ the thin woman in the bed avowed.

‘Maybe. I saw Johnny the other day,’ Faye said, looking troubled.

‘Still worrying about that boy he gaoled?’

‘Yeah, but it’s more than that. I … I actually think he might be headed for a nervous breakdown. He was saying some pretty wild things and I don’t think he’s getting much sleep.’

‘Is he still talking about quitting?’

‘Yeah. I tried to talk him out of it but maybe he needs to take a break. A lot of people crack under the strain of being policemen.’

‘Why don’t you suggest he take a holiday. You know. A long one but not permanent. That way he can still feel secure about his job. He should go somewhere warm and simple where he can lie around and …’

Faye was shaking her head. ‘In his mental state I think the last thing he needs to do is eat lotuses. I think he needs to atone for what he did. I wish I could persuade him to come around in the bus with me until you’re up again, Tabby.’

‘You could ask him to dinner and suggest it.’

‘Maybe, but if I cook I’m just as likely to kill him. I wish you were back.’

‘Me too, but listen, what about asking him to do that comet concert with you since it looks as if I won’t be out in time. It’d be less depressing for him to help hand out condoms, doughnuts and health literature than dragging glue-sniffers out of the garbage, and the concert is for a great cause. It’s really getting some fantastic publicity. I just heard the guy talking about it on the radio.’

‘I might give Johnny a call and mention the concert,’ Faye said, sounding distracted. ‘I thought I might go and visit that kid, too. Our glue-sniffing shadow. They’ve taken the poor little bugger to Dead Wait. Pretty grim.’

‘Take a book and read it aloud to him. Or maybe a comic,’ Tabby suggested.

The watcher segued …
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There are those who wonder why the Chaos spirit agreed to give my

brother the power he needed to open the portal that would bring the

Unraveller, and that is a question worth asking for had it not won with

the binding of the Unykorn? The answer is that it had won only a

partial victory that might, in time, become a greater victory as the Song

languished. But the Chaos spirit was greedy and so it gambled what it

had to gain something greater. It agreed to give my brother such power as

would be needed to open a way for one who might free the Unykorn,

risking the possibility that, should such a one come and succeed, a vision of

perfection would be restored to the Lastmade, and then would the Song

of songs sound in the silent void within each person, causing them to cast

Chaos out and strive for completion. In exchange for this possibility of

freeing the Firstmade, it was to hold Lanalor’s living soul in its keeping

until such time as the Unraveller failed or succeeded. To have the anguish

and despair of a living soul in its power offered a richness to the Chaos

spirit that could not be derived from the brief regrets and sorrows of the

souls of the dead that passed through the Void, or from the souls of those

able to enter the Void while they lived. For such is its sustenance. But

the greatest prize would come if the Unraveller should fail, for then

Lanalor’s soul would belong to the Chaos spirit for as long as Lanalor’s

flesh endured. And who knew what it would do with the power it obtained

from it?… But all of this gives rise to a question: where is the flesh of

Lanalor, if the Chaos spirit has only his soul? Does the Chaos spirit

keep it safely somewhere, awaiting the outcome of the bargain it made?

I can not imagine that Lanalor would trust the Chaos spirit to hold it.

Therefore it seems to me that my brother somehow contrived to hide his

flesh somewhere, to await the outcome of his wager with the Chaos spirit.

I know not how he could have done this. Nor do I know how his flesh

could live, lacking a soul. And what will happen as the aeons pass and his

flesh ages and withers, for in the end all flesh comes to dust… These

are the riddles of Lanalor.


THE ALYDA SCROLLS

There was a knock at the door and Ember drew her veil down over her face before answering. It was the nightshelter hostess’s daughter, Sharra, who had brought her breakfast earlier. The girl had a lovely face marred by a jagged scar that pulled at her eye and cheek.

‘What is it?’ Ember asked.

‘Forgive the interruption, Songmaker Gola,’ Sharra answered softly. ‘May I present the dressmaker, Berya.’

Only then did Ember see the old woman behind her carrying two bulging cloth bags. The dressmaker made a perfunctory bow. ‘Greetings Songmaker. I am sorry that I was unable to come last night, but Anousha explained your needs, and I have taken the liberty of bringing a number of garments which might be remade quickly, if you would not be offended to wear clothes begun for others.’

Sharra departed as the dressmaker entered and divested herself of her burdens. She then removed her coat and withdrew scraps of material and various tools including a knotted length of cord with which she began to make measurements, muttering to herself as she did so. Ember gradually relaxed, seeing that she was not to be subjected to questions. Berya’s interest in her appeared to be entirely centred on the dimensions of the body she was to cover.

Her mind drifted.

The dressmaker had called the nightshelter hostess Anousha, and Ember realised that she had not bothered to ask the woman’s name, although she remembered one of the drinkers using it when she arrived. Glynn had once told her that people liked it when you remembered their names. It had been long before the tumour had made its ugly self known; before their parents had died; back when the thing that had troubled Ember most had been Glynn’s infuriating inability to hear music. For a time, she had believed that her twin must be pretending not to hear, because how could you not hear music?

These thoughts brought back the fragment of a dream from the previous night. Glynn had been standing in a dark reddish room filled with a wind-like force that had blown wildly about her. Her hair had flown out in streamers and Ember had woken with a hammering heart and the powerful feeling that her twin was in terrible danger. She had found it hard to sleep afterwards although she had decided that the dream had an exaggerated, nightmarish quality which suggested it symbolised her general apprehensions rather than being a vision of Glynn in real danger.

The dressmaker finished her measurements and took a silk-wrapped bundle from her backpack. Inside was a dress in vivid shades of red. Ember would never wear such colours, especially not now when she was desperate to avoid attracting attention. She could not imagine what Sharra’s mother had told the dressmaker for the woman to bring such a dress.

‘Perhaps it will not suit your performance,’ Berya said. Belatedly Ember realised that the dress was intended for a theatrical performance. Although she had no intention of performing, she decided that she had better seem to be readying herself until Revel appeared.

If she appears, dark Ember sneered. After all, she did not come last night as she promised.

‘Songmaker Gola?’ Berya prompted.

‘The dress is perfect,’ Ember said, collecting her wits. ‘But it looks a little large for me and I was merely wondering if it could be made ready for me in time for tonight.’

The dressmaker insisted that it could be done directly. ‘If you will allow me …’ She helped Ember to remove her own dress, which was still damp from its wash, and eased the red dress on, taking obvious care not to disturb the veil. Then she pinned the cloth until the dress fitted her snugly, threaded a needle and began to sew. Ember stood passively, telling herself that whatever had caused the shipmistress to leave the healing centre in such a hurry the previous afternoon, had merely delayed her promised visit to the nightshelter, but she was beginning to wish that she had never allowed the nightshelter hostess to believe that she was a songmaker. Now it was only half a day before she was to perform and what on earth was she to do if Revel did not appear by then?

Ember was less worried about the seerat’s dwarfish carriage driver, Soonkar, who had seen her silverblinded eye, thereby recognising her as a stranger; but he had agreed, albeit wordlessly, to say nothing of it to anyone and she believed him. It was that simple. Looking back, she wondered now if it was not because he was so perfectly balanced between beauty and ugliness that she had felt able to trust him. He was a walking ambiguity – the opposite of the kind of person who was simplistic and certain about their opinions and prejudices. Also, he was associated with the seerat who was a friend to Revel.

Common sense told her that he would almost certainly tell someone what he had seen – a friend or an acquaintance in a nighthall after a few too many drinks, but hopefully not before they left Vespi.

‘Be still, please,’ Berya muttered through a mouthful of pins.

Ember obeyed, deciding that the moment the dressmaker left, she would go down to the ship and see for herself what was happening. To be safe, she would first circulate in the inevitable pier crowd and listen to gossip to make sure she was not walking into some sort of trap. Then she would board. If Revel was not aboard, the first mate would surely have some information about his shipmistress.

‘You see?’ Berya said, straightening.

Ember stared at her reflection in the mirror, surprised at how the altered dress emphasised her small breasts and hips. Seeming to read her mind, Berya said, ‘The sheen of the cloth gives your body a more womanly fullness. When Anousha described you, I thought at once of this dress. The woman who ordered it was older than you, and taller, but she, too, was slight. The needlework is more hasty than I like, and you should have it re-sewn when you reach your destination, but it will do for tonight.’

Ember refused to focus on the old woman’s final words. Instead, she told herself that the dress was less gaudy than it had appeared when she had first seen it, perhaps because it had a mandarin collar, underskirt and sleeves in a dark-plum shade. The dress was also revealing in an unexpected way. Rather than showing breasts or legs, it was cut away deeply at the shoulders so that they and the sides of her upper torso were exposed, as well as her upper arms, the slight fuzz of red hair at her armpits and a good deal of her back.

Refusing to think about the coming night, Ember said, ‘I will also need a less … extravagant gown for day wear. Have you anything that might do?’

‘Anousha mentioned that you had lost your trunk,’ Berya said. She helped Ember to remove the red dress and laid it aside with a matching shawl that she explained had been designed to be able to be turned from its red side to a dark-plum side. This would allow a swift change of appearance for more sombre ballads. She then unwrapped a pale yellow gown made up in a cotton-like fabric similar in design to the red dress, except that the neckline was a modest scoop and the sleeves were attached at the shoulders and came narrowly all the way to the wrists. The skirt was slightly fuller, too, and lacked slits to reveal the underskirt.

‘Perhaps it is too plain,’ Berya said. ‘I could fuss it up with some gold beading and …’

Ember protested that the dress was perfect, though it was in fact brighter than she would have liked. But at least it did not make her look like either the missing visionweaver or a performer. ‘Can you make me a veil to match by tomorrow as well?’

‘Two layers for the veil, I think,’ Berya said, squinting at the dress. ‘Yellow and a darker shade of yellow so that you can remove one inside or at night.’

While the dressmaker pinned the dress, Ember chose two more dresses from those she had indicated, one in green and another in blues. All of the cloth proposed by the dressmaker was too light, but there was no way to say so since she had claimed to be bound for tropical Iridom. Now it occurred to her to ask if a cloak could be added to her order, for the cold aboard ships. Berya said that she had several in stock and would send something with the completed order the following day. Ember let herself be helped out of the pinned-up blue dress and into her old dress and they spoke a little further about underwear and footwear before the dressmaker gathered her things and departed.

When she opened the door to let Berya out, Ember found Sharra on her threshold carrying a tray bearing a huge triangular piece of metal with a handle at its back and a jug of steaming liquid. Berya nodded in approval, before telling the girl that the water in the presser must not be too hot, for the fabric was fragile and would scorch or discolour.

‘There is no need …’ Ember protested, seeing that Sharra intended to iron the red dress, but the old woman had already creaked out of sight on the stairs as Sharra entered and thumped the iron on the table.

‘Oh, it is lovely!’ the girl cried, gazing in admiration at the red dress and its matching shawl. Then her face fell. ‘But where are the slippers!’

‘It doesn’t matter …’ Ember said, but Sharra had already rushed to the door and downstairs, calling after the dressmaker about slippers and dye.

‘I said it didn’t matter,’ Ember said when she returned.

‘You must have slippers to match,’ Sharra declared, and Ember’s irritation faded as the girl lifted the red dress reverently into her arms. ‘My mother has set up your songmaking bench by the hearth in the taproom, and you will look like a piece of flame that has escaped from it in this.’ There was in the girl that same unquenchable brightness of the sort Anyi possessed and, with a slight shock, Ember understood that the core of their brightness was their lack of self-pity. Sharra’s disfigurement could so easily have reduced her to a sullen recluse, yet she was generous and open-hearted and even smiled as she filled the clumsy iron block with hot water from a jug, and began manoeuvring it deftly about the dress, smoothing seams and wrinkles.

Ember watched her, realising suddenly that this might be the moment to get directions to the pier. But it must be done carefully for, as a songmaker, Ember would be expected to know her way around Vespi. Alene had explained that the function of a songmaker was not merely to entertain but to teach, to inform and to collect information about prevailing attitudes and major events affecting the populace of Keltor. For this reason, apprentice songmakers travelled from sept to sept, dwelling for extended periods upon all septs and learning about them so that they would be better able to represent the whole of Keltor in their songs. They travelled a good deal after becoming songmaker journeymen too, and were probably as knowledgeable about all of the islands as most other people were about the island of their birth.

‘I … I hope that I do not interrupt your practice …’ Sharra said nodding at the a’luwtha that lay on the bed. Ember had been playing it earlier and the look of longing on that poor ruined face cut through the tangle of Ember’s conjectures and before she could think it through, she found herself reaching for the instrument. She positioned the a’luwtha and played a soft song that she had heard Alene play, humming rather than singing to it so that she would not have to reveal her ignorance of the words.

When she stopped, Sharra was gazing at her in wet-eyed awe, iron and dress forgotten. ‘That … that was truly wonderful, Songmaker Gola,’ she whispered. ‘I have heard that ballad before, but never was it played as you play it.’ She hesitated and then asked swiftly, ‘Will you … sing something?’

Ember was beginning to regret that she had played anything. The truth was that the look on Sharra’s face discomfited her because it seemed to offer something that she did not deserve. She was on the verge of shaking her head when Sharra said in a voice bald with pain that she had meant to offer herself to the Vespian songmaker academy before her face had been scarred.

‘I … I love music more than I love anything in life,’ she said sadly, returning to her ironing. ‘My mother laments about my face.’ She touched the eye on the scarred side of her face. ‘But I could endure being disfigured and half-blind if only it had not kept me from my music.’

Ember felt a peculiar lurch in her chest at hearing that the girl was also half-blind – for a moment she feared that she might actually faint – but the sensation ebbed. ‘Why would blindness or disfigurement stop you being a songmaker?’ she forced herself to ask, for all soulweavers were blind and most were accomplished musicians, from what Tareed had said.

Sharra finished ironing the dress and laid it carefully aside before answering. ‘The blindness does not matter to the music, of course. But I … songmakers are always beautiful,’ she stammered finally, her face flushing red then paling to white as if the words took her through the entire spectrum of human emotion. ‘All the songs say so,’ she added in a lifeless tone.

Ember pitied her, but she also felt exasperated. ‘The beauty that can be found in a face or form is short lived and shallow,’ she said sternly. ‘There is deeper and longer lived beauty to be found inside people; in the things they do and say. Even in the things they hope for. And there is another kind of beauty that lasts forever – the beauty of a song.’

Sharra stared at her. ‘I … I never thought of it like that.’ She hesitated, said, ‘My … my father did this to me. He was drunk and I angered him. He did not mean to scar me but my mother made him go away. I loved him very much …’

Something prompted Ember to hold out the a’luwtha to the girl and ask her if she would like to play it. Sharra gaped at her. ‘Songmaker! You know that an a’luwtha can only be played by one to whom it has been given. Even when a songmaker dies and bequeaths her a’luwtha, it is said the instrument chooses who will take it. If I were deemed worthy, I would be given one at the academy, and I would carry it until I die. By this gesture you mean to shock me into seeing what I have not had the courage to strive for …’ she added in a low voice.

‘Perhaps you have found the courage,’ Ember said, wondering again why Alene had given her the a’luwtha. I never thanked her for it, nor for all of her help, she realised suddenly, and felt ashamed.

Sharra was folding the shawl carefully, and she said, ‘You have made me want to try. Yet still it may be that I am not good enough.’

‘I will play and you will let me hear you sing,’ Ember said. ‘I promise that I will tell you what I truly think.’ Ember began to strum the tune she had played before, and which she thought of as Alene’s Song. The Vespian girl looked as if she would burst with joy as Ember played the lead in. Then she began to sing, hesitantly at first, and then with increasing certainty. Her voice was genuinely lovely; deeper than her speaking voice, it had a slight burr that gave it a huskiness which could be used to great effect as she developed as a singer. Remembering her own voice lessons, Ember stopped several times to correct the girl’s phrasing or breathing, and to suggest exercises that would correct or define aspects of her voice.

They both stopped, shocked out of their shared musical dream by a hammering at the door. Ember nodded to Sharra to open it, hoping she did not look as frightened as the girl did. But there was only a skinny boy standing there, clutching a bundle of slippers and hide boots.

‘I bin knockin’ for ages!’ he said crossly.

Sharra laughed shakily and accepted the proffered bundle of footwear, then told the boy to go to the kitchen for something to eat. His frown vanished and he darted away. Sharra closed the door quietly behind him, and looked at Ember. Then all at once they both burst out laughing. It was good to laugh, though Ember heard the edge of hysteria in her voice and, all at once, dark Ember rose to claim her. She stopped playing abruptly and laid the instrument aside, saying that she needed to go out for a while.

‘Lady, you have honoured me this day and given me hope,’ Sharra said soberly. ‘Even if the academy refuses me, I will never forget that a true songmaker, out of kindness, chose to play for a silly nightshelter servitor.’

‘I do not think you will be refused,’ dark Ember said. ‘Now I must go …’

‘I will send for a carriage,’ Sharra said.

Dark Ember shook her head, knowing she had no coin to pay a carriage driver. ‘I will walk.’ Sharra stared at her in such horror, that dark Ember receded leaving Ember uneasily aware that she had made some sort of mistake. ‘What is the matter?’

‘You … perhaps you have not heard. My mother said you have been in the mountains and maybe the news did not reach there. In this neighbourhood two women have been killed since the last conjoining of the moons, and more have been killed in other areas. Some say it is a murderer who hates women, and others say it is a demon hunter driven mad by his master, the Chaos spirit.’

Ember felt her skin rise into gooseflesh. Tareed had spoken of demon hunters, saying they were sent out by the Draaka cult whenever strangers appeared on Keltor.

‘I … I do not mean to frighten you,’ Sharra said. ‘But all of those slain were lone women walking, and some were even taken in daylight hours. No woman now walks alone except in well-lit and crowded streets of the city.’ She hesitated and then said diffidently, ‘If you desire it, I would be glad to accompany you.’

Ember realised that she was being offered a perfect solution to the problem of finding her way back to the piers, and she agreed with alacrity. Sharra darted off to inform her mother and Ember packed the a’luwtha into its padded bag. Her fingers brushed over the little pouch holding paints and underwear that Feyt had given her, and it struck her that, although she had to wear the same clothes that she had worn on Ramidan, with these paints she could change her appearance. This and Sharra’s company would confound anyone looking for a lone, veiled visionweaver.

Taking the pouch, she crossed to the small mirror and set about rearranging the veil so that it ended just below her eyes. She then painted her lips carefully to alter their shape, and added a few whorls of dark rose and grey to her cheeks and chin. Many Keltans wore make-up that was highly theatrical, though people such as traders and labourers and shipfolk wore no make-up at all. Vespians seemed to wear less paint as a rule but it was still common enough that her own daubs would not look out of place. Unfortunately even with the veil rearranged, she still fitted the physical description of herself too well. She thought of the big seerat, and the knowing look in his eyes, and suddenly, she had an idea. Her heart began to beat faster as she pulled off her veil and unwound the hair bandages that she had so carefully arranged that morning. She ran her fingers through to loosen the curls and was startled at the unbound red fire of her hair in the dim room. Had it always been so full of shifting light and movement? For a moment she hesitated, then she shook her head and took up her comb.

The red hair would attract attention, but thanks to the hair bandages that Feyt had given her, it was not generally known that the visionweaver was a red-head. Of course, the visionweaver was supposed to be Sheannite and Sheannites were commonly red-haired but fortunately a good many women used dye to effect the same shade, particularly songmakers who liked to have their appearance complement the inevitable performances of songs and ballads about Shenavyre. The colour of Ember’s hair was unusual and dramatic enough to be taken as artificial, and that, combined with the fringed scarves and gewgaws that the seerat’s women had given to her, would surely suggest that she was the entertainer she claimed to be.

A knock at the door put an end to her preparations. Sharra’s mouth opened in an O shape at the sight of her hair. ‘I have never seen such a colour,’ she said.

‘It was expensive,’ Ember said lightly and Sharra’s eyes widened.

‘Oh, for a moment I thought … but that’s silly. Yet it looks wonderful on you, Songmaker Gola. And it will be so startling with the red dress! You really will look like a flame tonight.

The mention of the performance made Ember feel weak at the knees and she prayed fervently that Revel would be aboard the ship. Or Mysel, who might be asked to send a hasty message to the shipmistress.

‘My mother said I could accompany you so long as I return in time to serve the evening meal, but that is an age away, and in any case, you will have to return in time to make your own preparations,’ Sharra said.

‘Let’s go then,’ Ember said, wishing the evening were an age away.

When they reached the street, Ember said, as if the thought had just come to her, ‘Perhaps we can walk to the pier. I want to see which shipmasters are in.’

‘What is his ship?’ Sharra asked. ‘My mother has a copy of the docks manifest delivered each day to post up in our public room.’

‘His?’ Ember echoed, confused.

‘Your lover,’ Sharra said matter of factly. Ember could only stare at her, flabbergasted. ‘Of course you have had lots of lovers,’ Sharra went on. ‘They say songmakers never marry because they would be bored with one man after having had so many.’

‘I … I prefer not to speak of such things …’ Ember managed, wondering what Sharra would think if she knew that far from having had many lovers, Ember had experienced none. Death had been her passionless companion from puberty. She had been kissed only once and then by something far stranger than a man. Her blood tingled momentarily at the memory of the manbeast’s lips on hers; the hint of teeth behind the softness.

‘I knew it,’ Sharra cried, taking Ember’s silence or perhaps something in her expression for confirmation. ‘Our cook said that your engagement to songmake in the mountains was probably cancelled by the mistress of the house where you performed because her man had fallen in love with you. Cook says you wear a veil to keep your true identity secret in case his woman sends assassins after you. My mother has not heard of your name, and she says it is probably false, too.’

Ember hardly knew what to say to all of this, but Sharra finally registered her silence and her face fell. ‘I have not offended you, Songmaker Gola?’

‘No …’ Ember said, telling herself that it was as good as any disguise to be thought a songmaker fleeing a troublesome liaison.

Sharra went on unhappily, ‘Forgive me, Lady. Perhaps what happened in the mountains is painful to you, though it is said that songmakers love no man so that they might love all men equally.’

Somewhat taken aback by this promiscuous and rather coldhearted picture of the songmakers, Ember at least now understood Anousha’s warning to conduct no liaison on nightshelter premises. She also understood now why Sharra had thought her scarring precluded a life as a songmaker. But surely it was not obligatory for songmakers to take a series of lovers? Alene, or certainly Tareed, would have mentioned it, if this had been so.

‘Sharra, I am quite heart-whole, I assure you,’ she said firmly. ‘But I do not wish to speak of what happened in the mountains or anywhere else. The reputation of a songmaker depends on her discretion and her tact in handling difficult matters, and it would harm us all if it were believed that we could not be trusted.’ That was a direct quote from Alene, and some of the soulweaver’s innate sternness must have clung to it, for Sharra looked chastened almost to the point of tears.

‘I should not have asked questions, I know. My mother would be shamed. Perhaps I do so because it is unlikely that I will have many hearts offered to me, even if my voice is deemed fine enough for the songmaker academy …’

‘Men seek obvious beauty, in my experience,’ Ember said, thinking of all the men who had professed to love her for that reason. ‘But, if what you said before is true, in the end, it is the music that matters, isn’t it? That is the real reason why songmakers love no man. They have a greater love.’

Sharra’s eyes shone. ‘I did not think of it that way.’

They walked in companionable silence broken only by Sharra’s diffident suggestions that they go this way, or that. Ember pretended to think once or twice before acquiescing, though of course she had not the faintest idea of their route.

They passed a mask-maker’s booth in a little cluster of food shops, and Ember stared at the masks on display. All of them featured faces that were half-beautiful and half-monstrous and they made her think again of the freakishly handsome halfman, Soonkar, and his reaction to seeing her face uncovered. She had thought at the time that he had looked astonished, but now, looking back, it seemed to her that there had been something more than that in his face.

Sharra interrupted her musings to say shyly, ‘I never imagined a songmaker to be like you. They always seem so distant when you see them perform; like stars in the sky. They shine but you know you may never touch them.’

‘Music can do that to you,’ Ember said softly, remembering the look of grief that had crossed the face of Anousha the evening before when she had spoken of mothers loving their children. Of course she had been thinking of her daughter’s terrible scars. But she had been wrong. In her world and this one too, evidently, there were people who would hurt children, their own as well as others. For the first time, it struck Ember with the force of a blow that there might actually be worse things than discovering one had a tumour and must die.

They entered a busy street where carriages rolled quickly by in both directions. Groups of people stood about conversing or walking to and fro and there were many booths selling their wares. At the far end of the street, the sea was visible, glittering with reddish sequins of afternoon Kalinda light. They were close to the last of the many piers that spiked out from the crescent shore of Vespi, but Ember thought that she could make out the yellow pennants of the Stormsong. There were more sellers on the piers than she remembered from their arrival, not that she had paid much attention at the time. The whole pier area seemed to operate as a large open marketplace and there was a peaceful busy-ness to the scene that made her feel that her fears were groundless. Surely there would be some simple explanation for Revel’s delay, and she would come at once to explain everything to Sharra’s mother.

Ember felt the assessing eyes of a group of men lounging about on the ground near the first pier, and resisted the temptation to pluck nervously at the hem of her veil. A songmaker would be accustomed to being looked at, she told herself firmly, trying to affect a swaying walk of the sort that a woman with many lovers might have. She was close enough now to the pier where the Stormsong was tied up to see the carved figurehead at the front. She stopped, ostensibly to examine some cloth that a trader was unravelling from a trunk, but in reality to see if legionnaires or anyone else was watching the Stormsong with especial interest. There was no one that she could discern, but also no sign of Revel or Mysel on its deck, nor any crew either.

Alarm bells rang inside her head and she continued to the next pier, only half-listening as Sharra began to talk of a friend who had chosen to become a shipgirl, though most wavespeakers came from wavespeaking families. Ember stopped again, feigning interest in some woven parasols being offered by a vendor over whose shoulder she could see the other side of the Stormsong. Still, she could see no one on deck and she decided against boarding the ship. ‘Sharra, will you go and find out the name of a ship that will travel to Myrmidor either today or in the next few days?’ Her tone was casual, but Sharra stared at her.

‘My mother told me that you would travel next to Iridom.’

‘Of course. But I wish to send a name-day gift to a friend on Myrmidor …’ Ember pretended to be distracted by a green-tinted parasol.

Sharra hurried obediently away, leaving Ember to pray that she was not endangering the girl. She watched her board several ships, before coming to the Stormsong. But to Ember’s puzzlement, she then went to several more ships before returning.

‘Sethersoft and Imray are both going to Myrmidor tomorrow,’ Sharra reported cheerfully. ‘I can bring whatever you want delivered in the morning, if you like.’

Ember nodded vaguely, wondering why Sharra had not mentioned the Stormsong. It could only mean that the ship had not yet had its route confirmed, or had been refused permission to leave at all. Revel and her crew might even now be in prison being questioned about the two fugitives that they had carried. Ember felt sick.

‘Are you all right,’ Sharra asked. ‘You look pale.’

‘I … I do feel a bit odd,’ Ember said.

‘You are not ill?’ Sharra asked anxiously.

Her words gave Ember an idea. ‘I may be coming down with a chill. The journey from the mountains was terribly cold and I did not have my cloak. Perhaps I will call into the white-cloak centre on our way back to the nightshelter.’ She could go as Gola the Songmaker and, once inside, she would decide if it was safe to tell them why she was there. She doubted any of the white cloaks had looked at her closely enough to recognise her.

‘I will get a carriage,’ Sharra volunteered.

Ember shook her head, saying that she had left her coin purse at the nightshelter. ‘It does not matter. We can ask the driver to mark the fare to my mother and you can pay later.’

Ember could not think of any reason to refuse since she could not admit to having no coin, and as Sharra hurried away, she wondered uneasily what the punishment was on Keltor for people who did not honour their debts. It did not take long for the girl to return. Ember climbed into the carriage and sat, realising suddenly that she was very tired. She closed her eyes, hoping that Bleyd was well and mending fast, and that there would be no legionnaires at the centre. If there were, she would simply pretend to be a performer who feared that she had contracted a chill. Even if she did not end up seeing Bleyd, her visit to the centre would give her the perfect excuse to postpone the scheduled performance.

Ember felt her veil stir and opened her eyes to find Sharra bending close to her. She recoiled violently and the girl fell back, whitening to the lips. ‘I … I am sorry Songmaker,’ she said in a strange breathless voice. ‘You were so silent, I thought you had fainted. I … I know my face is truly horrendous …’

‘Oh Sharra!’ Ember said, shaking with relief. ‘I promise that it was not your appearance that made me draw back. I have a horror of being too close to people. It is like a sickness of the mind that makes me feel as if I am suffocating.’

Sharra stared. ‘But … how can you perform with such a fear …’

Ember thought fast. ‘The music makes it possible. In truth, music has been my sole companion and solace in life.’ The truth of her words rang starkly even in her own ears. Sharra’s eyes shone with emotion, and Ember cursed herself wearily because of course music had probably always been Sharra’s solace, too. Wanting to turn the conversation away from herself, she asked the girl what she would perform in her audition for the songmaker academy.

‘I do not know. I have always dreamed of doing something very serious and magnificent. One of the cycle of the Legendsong ballads, maybe.’

Ember sighed inwardly at the thought of yet another retelling of the tale of Shenavyre and the Unykorn. ‘Can you imagine how the songmaker judges must tire of hearing such songs from practically every would-be songmaker.’

Sharra looked shocked, then she smiled sheepishly. ‘You jest, of course. No one could tire of hearing about the Unykorn, Songmaker Gola. But you are right that most who present themselves choose important, serious songs. One could not face such men and women with a bawdy ditty.’

‘Is there nothing between bawdy ditties and songs of high drama? Are there no songs about everyday life? About ordinary men and women loving one another and living their lives simply and with humble courage?’

Sharra was gazing at her in bemusement. ‘Of course there are, but such songs are not performed by songmakers.’

‘Why not? Are legendary heroes and heroines the only things that matter on Keltor? Is not a woman who loves her child a heroine? Is not a man who does his job faithfully and modestly year after year, a hero?’

‘You … make my head hurt, Lady. I have never heard such thoughts spoken, and yet what you say is true. But to perform a common song for the judges of the songmaker academy …’ Whatever she would have said was interrupted by a knocking on the roof of the compartment.

‘We have reached the white-cloak centre,’ the carriage driver called down.

The animation in Sharra’s features faded into anxiety again, but as she made to get out, Ember stopped her. ‘I want you to take the carriage back to the nightshelter, Sharra. I may be some time. I will have the white cloaks summon another when I have finished.’

Sharra bit her lip. ‘You … you won’t forget the performance tonight? My mother has spent coin on criers to announce it and her reputation would be ruined if you did not perform.’

Ember’s heart sank. ‘Of course I will not forget,’ she managed to say with a pretence at cheerfulness. She waved the carriage away and turned to the leafy arch that was the entrance to the white-cloak centre, realising that she really had painted herself into a corner this time. For Sharra’s sake, if not her mother’s, it seemed she would have to perform. She entered using the same door as on the previous occasion, having knocked to no avail.

‘Hello,’ she called timidly. ‘A songmaker seeks the help of a white cloak!’

There was no answer and she had the sudden chilly notion that the place was empty, transformed into a giant trap. Then the memory of Sharra’s murders crept into her mind and she began to feel frightened. She hurried along the hall towards the room where Bleyd had been carried the previous day, deciding that it was better to walk than to stand listening to the silence. She found the dim room with the raised stone slab at the centre where Bleyd had been treated, but it, too, was empty.

All at once, the brusque elderly white cloak who had tended Bleyd pushed through the door behind her. ‘What are you doing here? I did not hear the summon-bell.’

A bell! Obviously it was at the door and she had not noticed it. No wonder no one had answered her calls and knocks. Ember began to stammer an apology but the healer made an impatient gesture. ‘You people never think what your disobedience to rules might provoke, do you?’ he snapped, and Ember fell silent, confused. ‘This is not a public hall for you to wander about in. We have people here with infections and illnesses of the mind that require utter peace and quiet. Your own brother is barely stable and ought not to be disturbed, and yet here you come marching in without the slightest concern for anyone but yourself.’

Unable to think how he had recognised her, Ember could only guess that the very dimness that hid her clothes and features had made the white cloak judge her by the shape of her form and the sound of her voice. Fortunately, nothing in his irascible demeanor suggested that there were legionnaires lurking in the wings waiting to descend and take her prisoner. She explained as calmly as she could that she had neglected the formalities because she had been preoccupied by thoughts of her brother, and asked how he was.

The white cloak gave her a frosty look. ‘How is he! How do you think he is after his idiotic exploits! Do not imagine for a second that I believe this tale that the pair of you have concocted about him being set upon and beaten by ruffians!’ He stumped out of a door on the other side of the chamber. ‘I presume you are Ember?’ the white cloak suddenly barked over his shoulder.

Just in time, Ember caught herself. ‘I am Gola, as I told you when I brought my brother here.’ With a sinking heart, she suddenly remembered the sort of things that the Fomhikan had shouted in his delirium aboard the ship. Obviously he had babbled enough to rouse the suspicions of the white cloak who now led her into a small chamber with a shuttered window. Though the whole centre seemed uniformly dimly lit, this room was almost dark, so it took a moment before her eyes had adjusted enough for her to make out that only one of the four beds was occupied. Bleyd lay naked upon it on his stomach, broad shoulders brown and bare above a bandage only slightly paler than his hair, which had been plaited into a neat rope that coiled on the pillow beside his head. A light sheet had been laid across his buttocks.

Ember saw his head move and, fearful that he would catch sight of her and blurt out her real name, she hurried over to the bedside and flung herself on her knees, ‘Brother! It is I, your sister, Gola. I have been so worried!’

‘I was dreaming of you …’ Bleyd whispered. Ember noticed with dismay how flushed his face was and how glazed his eyes.

‘Brother it is I, Gola!’ she said firmly and loudly.

The green eyes widened and Ember was relieved to see Bleyd’s expression sharpen. ‘Gola?’ he croaked. ‘They … they tell me I almost died.’

Ember glanced back at the white cloak who frowned and withdrew, closing the door behind him. Ember could only hope that he was not going off to summon the legionnaires, but if he was, it was too late for her to worry about it. She leaned closer to Bleyd. ‘I think that white cloak is suspicious of us.’

‘Told them … my name is Bendi. Listen … you have to … to go on alone.’

‘Do they say when you can leave?’ Ember asked.

‘Not for … some time,’ Bleyd said. ‘You must go … without me. When does Revel plan to leave?’

‘I don’t know,’ Ember admitted. ‘She was supposed to come and tell me last night but she didn’t. I have been to the ship just now but it seemed deserted.’

‘Of course it was,’ Bleyd grimaced as he repositioned himself slightly. ‘No crew stays aboard a ship on Vespi. They all go home while they may, to see their families and sweethearts. There would be a single person on watch. Prob … probably snoring in a bunk below.’ He was beginning to sound dazed and when his eyes closed for a moment, Ember thought he had fallen unconscious. But his eyes opened again. ‘They … they told me you fainted while I was being treated. Your … your illness grows worse?’

‘It was just tiredness …’ Ember hesitated, then on impulse said softly. ‘Bleyd, when I was bringing you in here, there was a man … a halfman called Soonkar. He works for the seerat whom Revel enlisted to help get us ashore without being seen …’ She stopped, suddenly realising that she could not say that Soonkar knew she was a stranger because Bleyd did not know it. ‘He … he knows who I am,’ she finished lamely.

There was no response from Bleyd and Ember lifted her head to find that he had fallen asleep. She sat back on her heels with a sigh, wondering why she had tried to tell the Fomhikan anything. He was in no position to be able to do anything to help, after all.

‘Do not fear the halfman,’ said a chilly, elegant voice.

[image: image]
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For grief is one of the six madnesses by which the Chaos spirit

controls those of the Lastborn who permit it to enter.

The others are the madness of love, the madness of hate,

the madness of greed, the madness of envy, the madness of fear.


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

A tall, very slender woman stood in the doorway to the small recovery chamber. She was clad in a dove-grey dress and over-tunic and her hair hung past her waist, unadorned and almost the same shade as her clothes. But her most striking feature was her eyes, for the pupils were overlaid by the glimmering silvery shadow that was a byproduct of the Darkfall process.

‘You are Faylian who serves Fulig!’ Ember guessed, for there was only one soulweaver upon Vespi as far as she knew.

‘I serve Darkfall, not Fulig,’ the woman corrected her brusquely. ‘I was sent here to counsel Chieftain Fulig. And to serve Darkfall’s purposes. Which means that I am bound to aid you.’ This last word was said with unmistakable emphasis.

Ember did not know how to respond. The woman was one of Alene’s own order but the soulweaver had not suggested that Ember seek her out. Maybe that was only because Alene had not anticipated her disembarking on Vespi, but what if there was another reason? Ember realised that she did not like the tall, cold-looking soulweaver.

She wondered, too, how the woman had known to find her at the white-cloak centre.

As if reading her thoughts, Faylian said, ‘Two nights past I wove of Bleyd of Fomhika crossing the waters to Vespi. Though he was evidently gravely ill and battered, I recognised him, and I saw also that a veiled woman was tending his wounds. You. It was not hard to guess who you were, given that all Keltor seethes with rumours about the ailing visionweaver who saved Tarsin’s life, then disappeared so mysteriously at the same time as Bleyd. I suppose Alene arranged to send you both from Ramidan.’

‘How did you know we were here at the white-cloak centre?’ Ember persisted. ‘Did you weave to find us?’

‘No soulweaver dares weave a purpose with the Void as it is now. My vision of you was unsolicited and came upon me in sleep. But it was not hard to guess where a desperately ill man would be taken.’ Her thin lips curled into a brief, rather sneering smile. ‘The senior white cloak who treated Bleyd believes that you are lovers escaping – or not entirely escaping – the wrath of your husband or father and brothers, hence Bleyd’s condition. White cloaks are a prudish lot. Fortunately for you both, although Zeban is a gifted healer, he pays no attention to politics and so has not linked the pair of you to the missing couple from Ramidan.’

‘What did you mean by saying I need not worry about the halfman, Soonkar?’

Again the flickering smile. ‘He is known to me, and if he guessed that you are the missing visionweaver, he will not betray you, nor will he gossip. Now, let us speak of more pressing matters. How soon before you leave Vespi?’

Ember was disliking the brusque woman more every moment, but oddly this made her less mistrustful. Someone wanting to deceive her would surely have been nicer. ‘I don’t know. Bleyd needed a white cloak and now I must find out how long the white cloaks will keep him here …’ They both glanced at the sleeping Fomhikan.

‘I presume Alene laid a friendbinding upon the shipmaster?’ Faylian asked crisply. Ember nodded and opened her mouth to explain about Revel’s failure to appear the previous night, but Faylian was moving in an unerring glide to Bleyd’s bedside. ‘That was wise, however a ship will not be able to delay indefinitely without causing dangerous speculation, and not all healers here are as innocent of politics as Zeban. If you are not to be exposed, both of you need to leave Vespi as soon as possible.’

‘But Bleyd is too ill to be moved …’

‘In his present state he would certainly perish if moved,’ the soulweaver said, again interrupting her. ‘Technically, that would leave you without the protection of a friendbinding.’

Ember realised that Faylian assumed the friendbinding to be focused on Bleyd, and rather coldly imagined that to be her own main concern. This meant that the woman definitely did not know Ember was a stranger, although the soulweavers upon Darkfall almost certainly knew it. Either they had decided to confine those who knew about her to those who dwelt upon Darkfall, or they had decided not to tell Faylian in particular.

‘What do you suggest?’ Ember asked warily.

‘I told you. The pair of you must leave Vespi. If this man’s true identity is discovered while he is here, it will be disastrous. For him, of course, but more importantly, for Fulig, who would be forced to choose between obedience to Tarsin and loyalty to Darkfall. Indeed, I can hardly believe that Alene sent the Fomhikan here at all, knowing what his discovery could bring down on us.’

Ember was startled at the acid in the woman’s voice whenever she referred to Alene, and realised that this, as much as her manner, had made her unappealing. ‘He wasn’t supposed to come here …’ she began.

‘Somehow things never come out as they are meant to with Alene,’ Faylian cut in again with a small icy smile. ‘Well, it is no matter now what she intended. I see no alternative but to hasten the Fomhikan’s natural healing processes so that he will be fit to leave immediately.’ She sighed as if contemplating some heavy task. ‘This will take some time. I presume you have accommodation?’ Ember nodded. ‘Good. Go there and remain in your room until the morrow. Do nothing that will call attention to you.’

Ember seldom knew anger, but she felt it slither up her spine at the soulweaver’s haughty commands, and decided she would not expose herself to more of Faylian’s acid judgements by revealing her promise to perform as a songmaker.

‘Send word to your shipmaster to let him know that your companion will be fit to travel on the late tide tomorrow,’ Faylian said. ‘He will still be in some discomfort, but at least he will be free.’

‘Will he be able to walk?’

‘From here to a carriage, with help,’ the soulweaver said. ‘I presume you brought him here from the ship by this means?’

‘Yes. But what if Fulig asks you to weave of our whereabouts before tomorrow?’

‘I doubt he will bother. They are still searching for you both upon Ramidan. Indeed, so certain are they that you have not left the Holder’s isle, that Tarsin has had the Edict bell rung in order to trap you both there. The citadel is even now being searched, house by house, after a sighting of the Fomhikan there …’

‘But that’s impossible …’

‘Of course. His appearance must be some ruse of Alene’s to keep the attention of Tarsin and the legionnaires from moving elsewhere. So, as I said, Fulig will not ask me to vision for the Fomhikan. Indeed his own attention is on other matters …’

‘Kerd and Unys?’ Ember was pleased to see the soulweaver look taken aback. ‘Kerd visited Alene when I was with her upon Ramidan. He announced the betrothal in privacy to her the same day that Bleyd was arrested.’

‘A pity Alene did not display some of her famous wisdom and advise him against the match,’ Faylian snapped.

‘I think she tried …’

‘Tried! A soulweaver to the Holder should be capable of more than trying. Kerd is biddable enough. Why did she not point out that such a match would enrage his father?’

‘He is in love,’ Ember said, and expected the soulweaver to make some sarcastic comment, but instead she seemed to lose her rigid self-righteousness for a moment.

‘How seldom love considers consequences,’ she sighed. ‘Fulig desires to forbid the match, of course. He is confident that Kerd will obey him, but if the boy is in love, he might not. Fulig would have no course left to him then but to go to Ramidan and formally lay before Tarsin a document of opposition to the match. Did you have the impression that the girl loves Kerd? It might not be so bad if it is a genuine love match, despite who she is …’

‘Feyt and Tareed said often that she didn’t. As far as I could tell, she never acted as if she even liked him much,’ Ember said.

‘I am not surprised. Kerd is fully capable of deluding himself into believing that a girl loves him as much as he loves her. Ever was he prone to paint the world with his own colours.’ There was less irritation in her words than simple exasperation, an emotion Alene had also seemed to feel for the Vespian, often. ‘The worst of it, of course, is that Kerd advised his father that he means to offer a life-bond match. Given what you have said, it may be better to convince Fulig not to forbid the match, but to moderate his choler and ask Kerd to change his offer to a year-end contract. If Unys has no love for the boy, the relationship could be decently ended in a year.’ Faylian pondered a moment, as if to order her thoughts.

‘I don’t understand why Fulig hates Coralyn so much,’ Ember murmured. ‘In a way, it’s because of her that he became chieftain.’

‘True. But all who gain power do not desire it. Certainly Fulig did not. He had no choice but to accept the chieftain’s seat when Ranouf was exiled. He blames Coralyn for the corruption of his brother, and for the change in his own circumstances that this wrought. If Coralyn had not seduced Ranouf to forward her ambitions, Fulig would be free to command a ship, and his brother would rule Vespi. It is all made worse because Fulig knows that he must ever be compared to Ranouf and found wanting, though he gave up his own heart’s desire to fulfil his duty while Ranouf abandoned duty for desire.’ The sightless eyes rested on Ember’s face. ‘It was said in gossip from Ramidan that you are dying. Is it true?’

A little chill blew along Ember’s spine at the indifference in the woman’s voice, yet hadn’t dark Ember been as cold? ‘It is true,’ she said and was surprised how calm she sounded. ‘But Alene drained the poisons from me before I left Ramidan to allow me a journey free from pain, and if I can reach the misty isle in time, Signe will heal me.’

‘Alene foresaw that?’ For the first time, Faylian peered at her in a way that made her blindness obvious.

‘I suppose she must have.’

Ember thought of Glynn. ‘Is there any way I can safely contact Alene from here?’

‘Of course not,’ Faylian snapped, the earlier arrogance she had displayed returned to her features and stiffened them. ‘I have only a small amount of power left in my callstone. Enough for one last message. Is your need to commune with Alene so great that I should allow you to use it up?’

‘No,’ Ember said slowly. ‘I suppose I will learn anything I want to know once I get to Darkfall.’

‘Alyda once wrote that the road to all answers begins on the misty isle, although those who travel to ask their questions at the Darkfall landing believe it ends there.’ Bleyd moaned and the soulweaver turned to him. ‘Go now and let me work. Return for him tomorrow.’

Ember had no time to reflect upon the encounter, for Sharra was waiting outside the white-cloak centre, chewing on one of the red-tinged leaves of the creeper that covered the wall. ‘I felt that you would not order a carriage and I feared for your safety if you would walk alone to the nightshelter,’ she said apologetically. Sharra’s shy sweetness was like a balm after the abrasive Faylian, and Ember sighed and said, smiling, that they had better make their way back to the nightshelter.

As they walked through the lengthening shadows, Ember reflected that she had made the mistake of thinking that all soulweavers would be alike and aware of what one another knew, either because of shared information or because of their soulweaving powers. But that was clearly not the case. It appeared that there were conflicts among the soulweavers, and clearly Faylian disliked Alene. Absurdly, Ember felt disappointed.

‘The treatment was unpleasant?’ Sharra asked. Before Ember could formulate a response, dark Ember stirred and rose like a shark to the surface of her mind, drawn by Sharra’s mention of treatments.

‘No treatment given by healers can be called truly pleasant,’ she said, and Sharra recoiled.

‘What is it? Ember asked, resuming control of herself and forcing lightness into her tone. Dark Ember laughed mockingly inside her, then withdrew into the depths of her mind again.

‘I don’t know,’ Sharra confessed. ‘For a moment you seemed … you sounded like someone else.’

Faces may be their own masks, Ember thought as they entered the nightshelter, and crossed her fingers that there would be a message waiting for her, or even Revel. It was her last thin hope. But there was no shipmistess and no message. Ember realised then that she had no alternative but to honour her promise to perform.

It was dusk when Sharra came up to her room with a bag that had been sent by the dressmaker, Berya, and the news that the announcement of Ember’s forthcoming performance had evoked a huge response. Even locals who had previously shunned Anousha and her establishment had sent messengers to reserve places for the evening. Sharra confessed with twinkling eyes that her mother had taken their coin though there had never before been bookings for seats.

‘My mother says this is the moment in which we can prove that this is not a house of ill repute and corruption,’ Sharra said.

Ember gave a sickly smile as the girl departed, knowing that the only reason so many people would attend the performance would be their desire to hear her speculate musically upon recent events on Ramidan. The problem was that she simply did not have the depth of understanding that would be needed for truly insightful songs. However she could not avoid the primary political topics of the day without exciting suspicion. Ironically, the poisoning attempt on Tarsin, and Bleyd’s escape from the citadel cells, would be topics of interest to any audience. She made up her mind to use her performance to draw her listener’s minds away from the idea of ships and Vespi, and to suggest that Bleyd was even now in hiding upon Ramidan, seeking evidence to clear his name. If Faylian was right about there being a search of the citadel by legionnaires, this would give her words authority. She would use the simple powerful music of a Dylan song and set about making up repetitious words to accompany it. She would also sing a song she had heard about the poisoning which was little more than a retelling of the drama casting Tarsin as a hero. Two overtly political songs would have to do. The rest of her repertoire would be made up of tunes from her own world concerning relationships and emotions rather than events and specific people, and she would finish with the song that Alene had been composing during her final days on Ramidan.

The worst thing was that, aside from being anxious that her cobbled together repertoire would expose her as an imposter, she was also quite simply stricken with stage fright! Ironically, although her music was heard all over her own world, she had never played in public. Before the tumour had been diagnosed, she had played and sung for her teachers, of course, and very occasionally for her parents, but since her illness, she had performed only for herself and for death, excepting only the little performance for Sharra that morning.

Ember had tried telling herself that singing in front of people would be no different from singing to Sharra. All she had to do was to pretend that she was alone with the girl. Her voice was too soft of course, but there at least she could make a deliberate feature of that softness. She practised her repertoire for an hour, and at last she was satisfied that she could do no more to prepare herself. It would be fatal to overwork her voice when she had sung so little of late, so she laid aside the a’luwtha and stretched out on the bed. She would rest for half an hour and then begin dressing. She had decided to address the need to keep her eyes covered by simply wearing the fringed scarf as she had worn her veil that day, allowing the fringe to dangle over her eyes and cheekbones. She would tease her hair into a great bell that hid her cheeks, and use heavy paint to accentuate and exaggerate her resemblance to Shenavyre. Anyone noting it would put it down to artifice. As a final precaution, she would be positioned directly before the fire so that it would be hard for anyone to see her face clearly. It would be uncomfortably hot, but fortunately the red dress was light.

Ember realised then that she was still wearing the paint she had applied that morning on the lower half of her face. She went to the little dresser and set about wiping her skin clean with oiled rags from the little box that Sharra had given her. She yearned for a bath but, besides the fact that there was not time, hot water would make her too lethargic. Sharra had promised a bucket of hot water before the performance and that would have to do.

As she cleaned her face, Ember recited over and over the words she had devised for the Dylan song until she was sure that they were fixed in her mind. Then she unwrapped the package that Berya had sent to find a supple full-length grey coat lined in some sort of heavy silken fabric, also grey, a heavily embroidered velvet pouch and three pairs of beaded slippers in different sizes. Opening the pouch, Ember was startled to find a selection of gaudy jewelled pieces obviously intended to be worn with the red dress. There were bracelets set with glimmering red stones edged in dark beading, and two matching ring bands. There was also a beaded diadem, which she would be able to use to fix the fringed scarf securely in place. These would have to be paid for, of course, but careful questioning of Sharra on the way back to the nightshelter had confirmed that it was at least theoretically possible to earn enough in tithes from the audience to pay for the room and board with a decent amount left over. This could be used to pay for the dressmaker.

Ember noticed that there was a chit in the bag. It was from Berya and explained that the jewels had been made to accompany the dress, if she wanted them. She felt obliged to say that the cloak sent had been designed for a woman who had died before she could collect it but if Ember would have it, the price would be low.

A dead woman’s cloak for a dying woman, dark Ember whispered, flickering to life like a black flame.

‘She never wore it …’ Ember snapped, aware of how mad she would sound if anyone could hear her muttering to herself. Nonetheless a chilly premonition flowed through her, and the coat slipped from suddenly nerveless fingers.

Coward, dark Ember mocked. You will fail tonight because you are a coward.

‘No …’ Ember murmured, but she heard the lack of conviction in her voice.

This night should not matter to one who has performed for death. You degrade us with your fear of performing, and by offering music for coin.

‘This is a matter of survival,’ Ember insisted.

Better to die than to degrade our music in such a way, dark Ember announced, sounding, Ember realised, rather like the soulweaver Faylian. Perhaps that was what had lain behind her instinctive dislike of the woman.

‘Is this any more degrading than letting a group like Hard Goth perform my music?’ Ember asked herself.

That, we allowed out of indifference, and indifference is appropriate in one who has accepted the darkest truth. It would not be so bad if you were to perform tonight with that same lofty indifference. But you will make music out of cowardice and fail because fear will suck all power from what you would offer, dark Ember sneered.

Ember felt her confidence crumble.

You know that I am right, dark Ember said triumphantly. Your only hope is to allow me to perform. I would not do so out of fear, but in honour of My Lord Death. Let go and you will feel no more fear.

‘I will not give way to you,’ Ember said, and heard the quiver in her voice.

If I had the power to crush you and your pathetic hopes from my mind, I would exercise it, dark Ember sneered. That I do not is evidence that I do not have the power to assume absolute control. Therefore give way and let me take us through this night.

‘No,’ Ember said. ‘I won’t give you control but I will merge with you this one last time.’

She felt dark Ember recoil. Desecrate and corrupt my mind with your foul hopes? Never!

‘Then I will perform alone,’ Ember said.

A surge of alien fury flooded through her, and Ember wondered again if she had gone mad. Then all at once, she felt the old grey indifference seep into her, and realised she had won. Dark Ember was entering her, suppressing her emotions. Her fears withered, to be replaced by a bleak serenity and the knowledge that dark Ember’s icy fatalism would see them safely through the performance because it swamped and smothered the jibbering stage fright she was experiencing.

Ember washed her arms and face in the bowl of water brought up by Sharra, patted her face dry and, rather than exaggerating her resemblance to Shenavyre as she had intended, she applied a patterning of browns and golds, with fine slashes of black and blue. She did not accentuate mouth or eyes or any part of her face that would focus on her humanity, but concentrated on producing a mask of flame in which eyes and mouth would be barely discernable.

This done, she drew on the red dress, being careful with the seams. The bracelets were too big so she pushed them above her elbow over the top of the sleeves, and the rings would only fit on her thumbs, so she wore one and left her strumming hand free. After sliding her feet into the slippers, Ember combed her hair out and then laid the scarf atop it, carefully arranging the fringing over her eyes before fitting the beaded diadem over it. Now there was only the a’luwtha to tune and she had left this till last so she could make sure that none of her finery hampered her.

She was running calmly through the fingering of the songs, making minor alterations, when Sharra knocked at the door. ‘Songmaker, my mother says you … Oh!’

She stared at Ember, who asked coolly, ‘Is something wrong?’

Sharra smiled nervously. ‘You look magnificent, but … not quite human.’

‘It is not my desire that those hearing me sing will think of me but of my songs. Your mother will object to the design?’ dark Ember asked.

‘No! No of course not. She would never question how a songmaker chose to look. It is just that I was surprised. You seem so … so different dressed like that …’

‘My mind is on my performance,’ dark Ember said.

The public room was even fuller than on the afternoon that Ember had arrived, but a nerve-wracking hush fell over the noisy room as Ember negotiated the narrow path that had been left from the bottom of the stairs to the hearth. Fear flowed through her and she was terrified that she might vomit.

Withdraw, dark Ember hissed inside her mind. You weaken me with your cowardice!

For a moment, Ember wanted to do what her alter ego suggested and retreat into the recesses of her own mind to be free of those eyes and of fear clawing at her like a beast that would tear its way out of her chest if she did not release it. But she forced herself to withdraw only until her fear no longer affected her body, although she was still aware of all that she felt.

Dark Ember propped the a’luwtha against the high-backed chair which had been placed directly in front of the blazing fire. It was draped in black fur and alongside stood a small table upon which had been placed an enormous clear bowl of water filled with scarlet flowers, and a large goblet of water. Dark Ember took up the goblet and drank. If anything, the silence deepened. She set it down and took up the a’luwtha, positioning it carefully before lifting her eyes for the first time to survey the audience.

‘I hope you will find my offering worthy,’ dark Ember used the ritual words she had heard spoken by songmakers before a performance on Ramidan. There was no response from the audience but a waiting silence.

Dark Ember strummed the a’luwtha, and began with a tune about the twin Keltan moons, Onyx and Aden. Tareed had described it as a lesser song staged early in a performance to allow an audience to accustom itself to the songmaker’s appearance and voice, so that they would better appreciate her songmaking. The acoustics in the room were superb and she realised that she need not have worried about the weakness of her voice. The watchers gradually relaxed, and Ember decided that she had passed the first hurdle safely. They accepted that she was a songmaker.

I do not care about them, dark Ember sneered. I care only for the music.

Dark Ember finished the song and moved into one about a man wanting to find his deepest love. There was a ripple of appreciation as the song ended, but again, dark Ember left no time for a full response for she moved smoothly and seamlessly to another song and then another. Now she was playing songs that dark Ember had composed on their own world rather than the ones Ember had intended to perform. They were sonorous tunes filled with words about dark winds and mortality and sickness. Ember was aware now, as she had not been when she composed the music, how full of despair it was. There was only the occasional word that referred to her own world which needed changing, and dark Ember did so flawlessly. But even as dark Ember performed, Ember within her understood with a shock that there was something else in her music, which she had not noticed before: a thread of brightness that she had somehow written without being aware of it.

But how could that be? She was so taken aback that she affected dark Ember, who stopped playing and drank some water. But she could not stop the thoughts. Surely I was not capable of creating such a thread when I wrote those songs, she thought incredulously. And yet it was there, and unmistakable.

Hissing inwardly at her to desist, dark Ember set down the goblet again and took up the a’luwtha, but before she could play anything, a man rose from the audience and bowed deeply. ‘Songmaker Gola, though I had not heard your name before this night and frankly doubted that you were a songmaker at all, I admit freely that I have never heard such a gifted voice nor such wondrously pure music. Yet you kill us with lovely grief. Please, play this time of laughter and joy, that we may laugh with you, as well as weep.’ Others around him clapped their hands and agreed that they wanted to hear something happy.

‘Happy?’ dark Ember demanded so scornfully that the man flinched. Alarmed at what she might say, Ember forced herself forward and took control. Dark Ember fought her coldly but Ember was stronger. Hope made her stronger, she thought in a moment of exultation.

False hope. Cowardly hope, snarled dark Ember.

Ember repositioned the a’luwtha and managed to say softly, ‘It is hard to sing of happiness in these troubled times.’

Dark Ember suddenly relinquished control. Have the moment then. I will not play for these buffoons who prefer mere happiness to the magnificence of death and the dignity of indifference.

And suddenly Ember was alone in her mind, the a’luwtha heavy in her hands. There was nothing but to continue. All at once she knew what to sing. She licked her lips and the acoustics of the public room carried her voice, still cool because it must not be too abruptly different, as she added, ‘But I will sing to you of the desire for happiness, which is called hope.’

Ember sang then, and she was amazed to find the familiar muscular joy of creating music flowed through her as it always had, transporting her in spite of her audience. The song she sang was a hauntingly lovely Irish ballad that described flashes of light in the midst of a storm, and told of weary sea folk sighting the lights of the home port, of a beast finding its strayed calf. Hope is that slight, and that subtle, she thought, and inwardly shivered at the knowledge that it was a subtle thing she offered to oppose the sombre beauty of the songs that dark Ember had sung with such conviction.

Ember wondered if she had made a mistake in playing the song, which she had originally intended to be her first. This thought, during the final wordless musical phrase, brought her out of herself enough for her to become really aware of her audience for the first time. And to discover that she had been wrong in thinking they would not understand, for the eyes of the man who had asked for a brighter song glowed, as did the faces of many in the audience.

And in that final moment of the song, she experienced what it meant to perform in front of an audience. For the force of their regard, which she had found so terrifying, was being offered to her in some strange fashion. Offered to her music. Fascinated, Ember sang the last verse again, and this time she did not remove herself from the audience. Instead, she drew that collective intensity into her; into the music. She felt it as a malleable silken flow that wove itself effortlessly into her song. The words were the ones she had sung already, but they were transformed by what she had done. They were no longer simply evoking the fragile beauty of hope. They were, she realised, an expression of the need of humans for hope.

When she finished, Ember was shaking, not with fear but with the intensity of the experience. There was a profound silence, then the audience began to applaud and hammer their heels on the ground. Ember was forced to lower her head, for her eyes were wet with tears and that sobered her, because tears would affect the face paint and draw attention to the woman behind it. So she cut the applause short by beginning to play again. This time it was the Dylan tune a well-known song about injustice from her own world, which she had altered to allude to Bleyd’s imprisonment. The implication she meant to offer in the final words was that he had escaped only because there was no other way for him to seek justice.

‘Some day a storming will come,

‘Righteous and filled with anger,

‘And the shadows that hide the truth,

Will then be driven back.’

She sang the chorus again, seeing suddenly that the words could also be interpreted as a reference to the Unykorn trapped by trickery, who was supposed to fly free when at last the Unraveller came to release him. She had not intended the allusion, but music had a way of absorbing the world, even against the wishes of its creator. And perhaps it was not so dangerous to offer such an image on Vespi, especially in a nighthall whose hostess had all but declared herself for Darkfall.

Even so, caution dictated that her next song was a light ballad from her own world about a man who couldn’t make his mind up between two sisters. It was not necessary to change the words, and there was much laughter. Because she was so open to the audience, Ember could feel that the laughter contained compassion, and it struck her with wonder that, somehow, her music had made it impossible for the listeners to be merely amused, after having been so moved. It seemed that an audience, too, could be played, and instinct warned that it could not be held too long in the same emotional key.

So she played three very different songs, making her audience laugh again and then weep and then sigh with longing. She was astonished both at the power of the music over them, and the power they gave to the music. When at last she could sing no more, she took a deep breath and rose, not too surprised to feel her legs trembling beneath her, this time out of simple exhaustion.

‘I hope my offering has pleased you,’ she said and the room exploded into a thunder of banging and foot stamping so loud that the residents streets away must feel justified anew in opposing the nightshelter. Ember heard someone call out to ask what sept she hailed from and the need for caution reasserted itself. The voice was easily ignored amidst the clamour, but she must not linger. Fortunately Sharra’s mother Anousha came forging through the throng to her, red faced and beaming.

‘You were … Never have I …’ Muttering incoherent praises and bowing to the audience, she led Ember through the crowd. At the foot of the stairs, Ember inclined her head to the woman and then to the room one last time before ascending alone. Behind and below her the noise rose to another crescendo, a sea of sound that bore her further upward than the next floor.

Closing the door to her room, she leaned back on it and could still hear the muted din of applause. She crossed to the bed and collapsed onto it feeling an absurd desire to burst into tears.

So this was what it meant to perform!

She had always thought that performing to an audience would be meaningless. People who heard it would tap their feet or clap, without ever appreciating what the music cost its maker, or what it meant at its deepest levels. They would pay to hear her, but it was she who would pay the true cost. But it had not been like that at all. In offering her music, she had awakened something in her audience, melting their resistance and releasing them from the stranglehold of their own personal lives, so that they in turn offered themselves to her. And in surrendering to them, she had deepened her own music.

Why had she not realised that an audience could be part of the act of creating music? That it could be a shared joy?

If only dark Ember had realised …

Then it came to her that dark Ember had realised. That was why she had withdrawn so far and so deeply tonight. Not out of disgust at a man’s request for a happy song, but out of fear of what the melding between a performer and an audience could evoke. Dark Ember had not expected this when she took control because she had not offered the music to the audience. But Keltans were Songborn, and the love of music was woven into the very fabric of their being, and even dark Ember’s chilly songs had called to them. That was why Ember had not found any difficulty in resuming control of herself. Dark Ember had felt their response and she had fled, knowing that it would diminish her precious indifference.

‘In the end, it is you who were the coward!’ Ember whispered.

Despite being deeply fatigued, she forced herself to strip and clean the paint from her face before extinguishing the lantern and slipping between the sheets. It was not long after that she heard a soft knock at her door.

‘Songmaker Gola …?’ It was Sharra but Ember lay still, feigning sleep. She could not bear to dilute her experience of the night with conversation. The door closed quietly and, as if it were a signal, sleep came at last, rolling over her senses like a heavy mist. As her eyelids began inexorably to close, her last thought was of the manbeast and how it would feel to sing to him and to surrender herself to his response …

She dreamed of a Chinese boy with eyes like drops of liquid night. He was sitting with a woman who looked old and weary, and wore a threadbare dress. His grandmother? They were holding hands, and Ember saw that the woman’s were stained a dirty grey and there was filth under the nails.

‘I will grow up and protect you, Mama,’ the boy whispered. Ember was aware that he was speaking in another language, yet she could understand what he was saying.

‘You must grow and be strong and happy and bear many children and love them,’ the woman answered in the same soft voice, but her sorrow shimmered in her eyes.

‘I don’t want to go to another house. I don’t want another mama.’

‘Shhh. You must be good. She can have no children and she will love you.’

‘I won’t love her,’ the little boy promised, sounding sleepy.

‘Yes you will, for it is better to love than hate. There is too much grief in the world my darling. My little fish.’ The boy had fallen asleep and the woman disentangled their fingers and laid him down beside her and drew a shawl over him.

Ember slipped from this dream into one of a man and woman lying in bed clinging to one another. They radiated grief so strongly that Ember felt suffocated, nevertheless she could not muster the will to abandon the vision.

‘I can’t bear it,’ the woman whispered in a voice thick with tears.

‘We knew this might happen,’ the man said. ‘We knew and we must think of his little life as a precious gift. Because that’s what it was, wasn’t it? We are more than we were because of him.’

‘My baby! I wouldn’t care now if he was blind,’ the woman sobbed. ‘I wouldn’t wish him any different if he would just be here with us.’

‘Don’t,’ the man whispered, and then he began to cry too; a creaking difficult sound that seemed to grate against the air …

Ember wrenched herself from the pain congealing about the couple and found she was segueing in the Void. A storm raged, preventing her from controlling her movement even with her music and she was buffeted and turned violently. But it was to escape the unbearable shrilling wail of the Void that she entered one of the bubbles. Experience allowed her to eschew the dark-streaked nightmare bubbles for a pale golden orb, and she found herself a schoolgirl in the playground of her primary school in Quarry. Glynn was beside her, tall and long-legged as a stork.

‘Mother doesn’t love me,’ Glynn said in a low, sorrowful voice.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Ember said, sounding annoyed. But from within, Ember understood that she was annoyed precisely because she thought it might be true.

‘She doesn’t love me because I can’t hear music properly,’ Glynn went on. ‘There is something wrong with me.’

Ember was startled to hear Glynn voice her own secret judgement of her twin’s inability to hear music. She didn’t know what to say because she couldn’t imagine how it would be not to hear music. She thought she would rather be dead than that. Submerged within her younger self, Ember shivered at the realisation that she had metaphorically offered her life for her music.

She felt her younger self struggle to formulate something that would please her twin. ‘Daddy loves you.’

Glynn smiled wanly, her expression telling Ember that she knew this, at least, was true. ‘But it’s not the same,’ she said sadly.

Ember floated out of the bubble to find that the Void had become a shrieking maelstrom. Her head began to hurt. The pressure increased until it was nigh on unbearable, and then she heard a voice of such hissing malevolence that her blood seemed to freeze in her veins.

I feel you! Sshow yoursself to me!

Ember felt a scream bubbling up in her throat and deep inside herself she heard the hollow mocking laughter of dark Ember.
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Lanalor struck Kalinda in furious anguish,

for its light reminded him

of Shenavyre’s bright beauty, which could not be held.

But his eyes were blurred with tears and instead he struck

the planet, Gard, sundering three pieces from it.

Two pieces came to circle Keltor as the moons

Aden and Onyx, while the third became the fiery comet, Gardion.

Some say there were four pieces and the largest fell to Keltor …


BALLADEER’S SONG – ANON.

When Ember awoke, the first thing she noticed was that she could not feel dark Ember lying inside her like a stone. The second thing was that her limbs were slicked with sweat. This drove all other thoughts from her mind, because night sweats were one of the signs that the tumour was active, pushing its lethal spores deeper into her head. If she was right, then the pain was not far away.

The awareness that her reprieve might very well be over should have filled Ember with mindless fear, but she clung to the knowledge that healing awaited her on Darkfall and, oddly, the memory of the bond she had forged with her audience the previous night gave her courage. Unable to understand how or why, Ember nevertheless embraced it and sat up.

She froze after the movement, waiting for the waves of crippling pain that she had suffered on other occasions, but there was nothing. Not even a headache. She had been holding her breath and she let it out slowly, wondering if, after all, the sweats had merely been some sort of reaction to the highly emotive and exhausting evening.

With a sense of fragile elation, she crossed the floor and opened the shutters to allow a flood of daylight into the room, for the moment as careless of her nakedness as of her exposed face. She tipped her head back, as if to drink the radiance flooding over her.

A soft rap at the door brought her swiftly down to earth and she hurriedly pulled on the heavy purple gown and veil that she had worn on the ship. The tentative knock led her to expect Sharra, waiting diffidently without, but it was her mother, Anousha. One look at the woman told Ember that the hesitant knock was a clear reflection of the change in her attitude. Gone was the suspicion that had marked her manner before. Gone was the harshness. Now, Anousha regarded Ember with almost the same awe as her daughter had always done and, oddly, she looked younger and prettier for it.

‘Songmaker Gola,’ she all but stammered. ‘We were concerned … you have slept most of the day away … I came to see if you would like some food, and water is even now heating for a bath.’

Ember rasped, ‘I would like some fruit …’ There would be no time for a bath if it was as late as all that.

‘Your … your voice, Songmaker!’ There was such dismay in the cry that Ember guessed Anousha had meant to ask her to perform again. In which case, the croaky voice was the perfect answer; of course her voice was only strained because she had not performed regular vocal exercises since coming to Keltor. Anousha left, promising to send up honey cordial with Ember’s meal. Closing the door behind her, Ember thought it an irony that she would happily have performed again. Except that, aside from the urgency of her own need to get to Darkfall, the soulweaver Faylian had commanded her and Bleyd to leave the island of Vespi.

The trouble was how this was to be achieved, given Revel’s continuing absence. She realised that she must face the possibility that the shipmistress would not be coming and start thinking about finding passage for herself and Bleyd on another ship bound for Myrmidor. Sharra had named two ships that would leave for Myrmidor this very day and, with luck, there might be time to book passage on one of them. If only she had not slept so late! And what was she to do for coin? She was galled to think that she would have to apply to Faylian for help, but there might be no other alternative. If only the audience the previous night had been as generous with their money as their applause, she might have paid the passage herself. The bills from the dressmaker and carriage driver were another problem but at least she had no need to worry now about what she owed Anousha, since a good performance was supposed to entitle her to one night’s accommodation. Technically she had been in the room two nights, but Ember doubted the nightshelter hostess would now press for payment. With a groan, she realised that there was also likely to be a bill for Bleyd’s treatment that would need to be settled.

A message would have to be sent to Faylian, carefully worded. Maybe Sharra would deliver it, but how to ask her without exciting curiosity and gossip?

All at once, a thought struck Ember like a slap in the face.

She had been waiting for Sharra or her mother to mention a message for her! But why would they mention any message from Revel when it would be addressed to a woman who would have declared herself a friend of the shipmistress! Not to Songmaker Gola hailing from the mountains in search of employment! What an idiot she had been. She all but ran downstairs.

Anousha looked puzzled. ‘A chit did come from Revel, who minds the Stormsong for her father, if it is she that you mean, Songmaker. It arrived late on the same evening that you came to us. Then another message came yesterday. But the woman who was to have collected them never came. But how do you know of these things? Is the woman known to you?’

Ember took a deep breath and said hoarsely, ‘I am the woman for whom the messages were intended.’ There was a flicker of the old wariness in the woman’s eyes, and Ember stepped nearer and lowered her voice. ‘Did Sharra mention my trip with her to the pier yesterday?’

Anousha nodded, eyes agog as she understood that she was about to receive a confidence. ‘She told me of your words to her. Not that she is a gossip. Close-mouthed as a mute she is by nature. But she admires you, Songmaker Gola, and in truth, I think her wiser than her mother in this. Your kindness to her …’

Ember lifted her hand to stem the tide. ‘Perhaps you have guessed that Songmaker Gola is a false name. My true name must not be mentioned, lest the lethal messengers of an angry bondmate find her. I sent a chit to Revel, whom I know well, asking for passage from this island. She sent word back to me telling me to come here and seek refuge while I waited word from her that it was safe to leave. I had forgotten that any messages from her would not describe me as Songmaker Gola, nor by my true name, but as a humble wayfarer who had mentioned Revel’s name.’

Wordlessly, Anousha laid down her ladle and rummaged in the front of her voluminous apron, withdrawing two of the twig-like chits that Keltans used to send messages. She held them out.

‘Thank you,’ Ember said fervently.

‘Revel sent coin for your room and other needs, which I have in my safe box, but of course I will take naught after your performance last night,’ Anousha said. ‘And I think you will be glad that you performed here when you have counted the tithe that was collected. I will send that up along with the coin from Revel when I am finished here.’ She gestured at the pot, then after a moment’s hesitation said, ‘I take it that you will be leaving us?’

‘I am to meet Revel today,’ Ember said evasively. ‘But the memory of your daughter and my performance here last night will travel with me as cherished moments. I hope you do not take it as an offense that I keep the secret of my name.’

Anousha flushed. ‘I take no offense, Songmaker. You have brought luck to this house. May the Song bless you.’

Ember withdrew, touched, but also anxious to read the chits.

She had barely closed the door of her room before Sharra appeared with the altered dresses from Berya and the two bags of coins from her mother. She explained diffidently that her mother had taken Berya’s payment from the tithe. Her eyes fell to the two chits which Ember had put on the bed, and her face fell. ‘My … my mother says that you are leaving. I wish you could stay, at least for a while.’

‘It is time for me to go,’ Ember said gently.

‘Your voice!’ Sharra cried, looking anguished.

‘My voice will heal, given time,’ Ember said calmly. ‘But listen to me. I want you to promise that you will audition for the songmaker academy as you said. I did not lie yesterday when I said that you had a voice worthy of it.’

Sharra smiled tremulously. ‘Last night when I heard you – I was in the kitchen listening at the door – I understood perhaps for the first time what it truly means to sing. It is not about being beautiful and talented and wearing fine clothes or having lovers send you presents. Nor even about how wonderful it is to sing. It is about giving something.’

Ember felt strangely moved, for had she not learned the same lesson? She was conscious that she was still feeling too much and too intensely because of the previous night’s performance, but suddenly it seemed to her that Sharra would have her heart’s desire, if it was possible to bestow such a thing. She opened one of the coin pouches and drew a handful of the large hacoins from it. She pressed these into the girl’s hands and closed her fingers around the money.

‘Do you want me to buy something for you?’ Sharra asked.

‘I want you to buy something, but not for me. The coin is to pay Berya to make you a dress and slippers and a cloak for your songmaker audition,’ Ember said. ‘It is not a gift, mind, but a selfishness, for it gives me pleasure to do this.’

Whatever Sharra might have said was lost in another knock at the door and Ember sighed, wondering if she would ever get the chance to read Revel’s chits.

‘It will be the men with the bath and the water,’ Sharra said, jumping to her feet. Then she stopped and stared down at the coins in her cupped hands in wonder. ‘But Songmaker … you can not …’

‘You will anger me if you tell me what I can or can not do,’ Ember said firmly, ushering her to the door and opening it.

Sharra stared at her for a moment, then nodded with a shy smile and slipped away. Ember waited impatiently for the two men to fill the bath, realising that this was Anousha’s way of thanking her and wishing she had time and leisure to soak for hours. As soon as the men had finished, she closed the door behind them and unsealed one of the chits. It contained terse instructions for her to come to the ship by carriage on dusk. The second message warned her not to come to the ship under any circumstances, but to come instead to a certain storage house on the pier road several hours before dusk. Both chits had been sealed but there was no way of telling which had come first. They had been identical before unsealing, too, so Anousha would not be able to tell her which had come first either. Which left her the dilemma of trying to decide what to do.

Re-reading them, it seemed to Ember that the chit which asked her to come to the ship was less brusque than simply brief. The other chit felt more urgent in tone, and instinct told her this was the second, for Revel might certainly be sharper if her first chit had appeared to be ignored. She had better go to the storage house at the appointed time today, and see what happened. If nothing, she could make her way to the pier afterwards. If the Stormsong had gone, she would book passage for herself and her ‘brother’ on one of the other ships bound for Myrmidor. Then she would go in a carriage to collect Bleyd. But it would be cutting things fine if she had to be aboard another ship with Bleyd before nightfall.

It was slightly puzzling that neither note had mentioned the Fomhikan, but maybe Revel had assumed that his condition would make it impossible for him to travel, and wanted to offer Ember a last chance to come aboard.

Ember laid aside the chits, undressed and climbed into the bath, wondering again why Sharra had not named the Stormsong as one of the ships that would be travelling to Myrmidor. One possibility was that the ship was to go to Myrmidor via the Sheanna isles, in which case maybe Revel could be prevailed upon to get them aboard another ship.

Ember found her own reactions interesting. Instead of falling into despair at the knowledge that the original plan might have to be abandoned, the absence of dark Ember and the memory of the previous night made her resilient and hopeful.

She climbed out of the water, towelled herself briskly then unwrapped the new parcel from Berya. Other than the altered dresses, it contained underwear and a small bag of toiletries, including a stick with stiff bristles, which she decided must be a toothbrush. Of the two dresses in the package, Ember chose to wear the green because it differed most in style and colour from what she had worn as both visionweaver and songmaker. A narrow, pale-green cotton dress, it fell straight from the shoulders, and was worn under a dark-mustard over-dress embroidered at the edges in yellow flowers. There was also a double veil in pale and darker yellow. She decided not to bother sleeving her hair again because the long veil dulled its fire to reddish brown. Lastly, she bundled her accumulated belongings up in the cloth from Berya’s parcels, regretting that she had not asked for a proper bag. But at least in arriving with these at the storage house, she would truly seem to have reason to be there.

The square of light from the window had all but crawled across the floor by the time she was ready to go, and she began to fret because everything had taken longer than she had intended; she had yet to make her farewells and summon a carriage to take her to the Silver Aspi, which the chit had named as the nightshelter nearest the storage house. She glanced regretfully at her untouched tray, took up a small kalinda fruit and slipped it into her pocket before dragging her bundle downstairs.

Catching sight of her, Anousha came bustling from behind her counter, exclaiming that Ember should have called for help to carry the bags down. She offered a drink of her finest cirul but Ember refused, saying she had to leave at once. The older woman looked regretful. ‘Sharra went rushing off a little time ago, I do not know where. But it will break her heart not to say goodbye and thank you for all that you have done.’

‘You will give her my farewells and good wishes,’ Ember said, wondering if Sharra had gone straight to the dressmaker or to the songmaker academy to register herself for an audition.

‘You will go to the piers?’ Anousha asked and Ember nodded, thinking there was little harm in saying so, though it did suddenly make her wonder why the second chit had so insistently instructed her not to go to the ship directly.

‘There is a carriage always standing without,’ Anousha said and dispatched a hovering boy to have the driver bring it to the front door. She helped Ember carry her bags out and, as the driver stowed them, said, ‘Lady, let me thank you again. I fear I did not treat you with the courtesy you deserved when you arrived. It has been hard for me and I fear that I have let myself become hard, too. Your songs reminded me of what I once was …’

‘I understand that Sharra is precious to you,’ Ember said gently. ‘Tell her … Tell her to sing well.’ She ignored the woman’s look of puzzlement and allowed herself to be helped into the carriage by the driver. ‘Do you know of the Silver Aspi nightshelter down near the water?’ Ember asked softly enough that Anousha would not hear.

The man nodded and climbed into his seat.

‘Farewell, Songmaker. May the Song always flow through you!’ Anousha cried.

Before Ember could respond, the carriage jerked forward and the curtain fell closed. Ember sat back into her seat with a sigh. No matter what happened now, she was at least acting rather than waiting.

Ember became aware that the carriage was making very slow progress and, peering through the curtain, she saw that they had entered a street crowded with other carriages; the Keltan equivalent of a traffic jam! She could tell by the scent in the air, so different from the salty tang of the sea on her own world, that they were not far from the water. Even so, she was biting her nails with impatience when the carriage finally came to a decisive halt, and she heard the driver dismounting. Handing her out, he apologised for the delay.

‘Can not expect much else on the eve of the Aden festival,’ he said tolerantly. They were directly outside a dingy building pressed on either side by much larger and equally dingy buildings. A board hammered unceremoniously to the wall beside the door showed the universal nightshelter symbol, and beneath it in spidery white script were the words The Silver Aspi. ‘Are you sure this is the place, Lady? Perhaps you mean The White Aspi which is some streets from here, and an excellent nightshelter …’

‘This is fine,’ Ember assured him, reflecting that she must look conservative and respectable, given the man’s solicitous tone. She paid him generously, and returned the coin pouch to the a’luwtha bag slung across her back under her cloak. Ember realised that everything looked suddenly dingy and she glanced up, expecting to see clouds obscuring Kalinda, but instead, the whole sky was purple tinged with a gauzy haze that cast a strange light over people’s faces. She wondered what it boded, if anything. Neither the weather on Keltor nor the temperature of the islands seemed to be ruled by any of the natural laws that operated on her world. Indeed, intriguingly, she had once been told that in order to understand Keltan weather, one would need to be a philosopher.

If she reached Darkfall in time to be healed, she suddenly thought, she would make a point of learning what governed the weather on Keltor. It struck her with a shock that this was the first time she had contemplated what she might do after Darkfall, which of course meant after she had been healed.

A man carrying an enormous woven basket bumped into Ember and brought her out of her reverie. ‘Idiot,’ she muttered of herself. She almost laughed when the basket carrier turned back and gave her an outraged look. Then she realised with a stab of alarm that Kalinda was low in the sky.

At the third attempt, a man directed her to a building just down the street, and she struggled to the open door with her unwieldy bundles. There was just enough light inside to make out high, deep shelves running away into the distance, piled with boxes and parcels, which made her feel that she was at least in the right spot, though the building seemed deserted. She lifted the heavier green veil and squinted through the lighter one underneath, wishing she had managed to get here earlier. She was beginning to be afraid that even if she did find Revel, it would be too late to set off, for Vespians would not do so after night descended. She was trying to find something that looked like a desk or an office when she caught a movement down the end of one of the aisles. Then a hand descended on her shoulder.

‘You left it late enough’ Revel snapped. ‘I was just about to leave. Why did you ignore my first message?’

‘I … I did not get either of them until a few hours ago …’ Ember stammered, startled by the glittering anger in the eyes of the shipmistress.

‘I will whip that runner I sent. I instructed him to tell Anousha the matter was important.’ Revel snarled. Ember opened her mouth to explain, then decided that this was not the moment. ‘I am afraid I cannot delay my departure for the Fomhikan, but I advise you to take the chance to travel while you may. The Stormsong will depart at first light tomorrow, but we do not go direct to Myrmidor.’

‘I cannot go by the Sheanna isles,’ Ember cried, and she heard the dismay in her voice.

Revel looked impatient and suddenly preoccupied. ‘We will call in at Iridom, but only long enough to drop an urgent cargo. We will then continue on to Myrmidor. By my calculations, it will occasion a delay of no more than half a day.’ Seeing her downcast expression, Revel scowled. ‘I am afraid you will either have to endure the altered journey, or stay here and seek another ship. Friendbinding or no, it would not serve any of us if I tried to insist on rejecting the journey plan I have been assigned. It would immediately be wondered why I wanted to avoid Iridom. Then it would be remembered that I had just come from Ramidan.’

Ember told herself that the delay was small and she and Bleyd were safer to be aboard the Stormsong than any other ship. ‘We will travel with you,’ Ember decided, thinking of Faylian. Surely it was better to be aboard the Stormsong than to be trying to find another ship.

‘We?’ Revel echoed. ‘But surely the Fomhikan is not fit to travel?’

‘I was at the healing hall yesterday and the soulweaver Faylian offered to make sure he was able to travel by today.’

A strange look crossed the nut-brown features. ‘Faylian? How did she know that you were here?’

‘She dreamed it, she said. She came because she wanted to warn us to leave Vespi quickly. She said we were in danger here and that we would cause trouble for Vespi.’

Revel’s lips twisted. ‘Do not delude yourself that Faylian cares about your welfare, or for Vespi, for all she was Vespian before she became a soulweaver. These days her sole allegiance is to the misty isle, and soulweavers have more to do than to concern themselves with ordinary people whose lives just happen to be affected by every decision made by the misty isle.’ Her voice had developed a hectic note and she collected herself and bent to take up the two largest of Ember’s bundles. ‘But come. Enough time has been wasted here. I will take you onto the ship now and we can speak further later. There are various people delivering cargo at this time, as well as supplies, and we will act as if you are such a one, fussing about the disposition of fragile parcels. When you get below, you will slip into the cabin and wait quietly there until we leave.’

‘What about …’

‘I will collect the Fomhikan,’ Revel snapped, giving Ember a warning look, for two men had appeared carrying packages. They made their way the short distance to the pier with Revel leading the way, carrying her bags and forging a path through the growing crowd of people. Revel had been correct in saying no one was likely to mark her boarding, for the ship seethed with men and women and packages. As they moved across the deck, the shipmistress interrupted an improvised discussion about the fragility of possessions, to murmur that they were about to pass the only other assigned passenger.

Ember stared at a striking young woman speaking with a short, stocky older man, and wondered which of the pair was to travel with them. She was surprised that Revel had accepted an additional passenger, but perhaps it had been no more her choice than the route ahead. The young woman looked to be little more than her own age. Her close-cropped, pitch black hair and a tight-fitting body suit revealed that she was Acanthan. Ember had not met any Acanthans, but she was well aware that the sept had spawned the infamous Draaka cult. The older man did not look to be Acanthan and Ember hoped that he would be their passenger.

As soon as they were below deck, Revel dropped her polite pretence and ushered Ember to the cabin she had previously shared with Bleyd. Ember felt a sense of homecoming, which merely showed her how rootless her existence had been since coming to Keltor. There was no lantern lit but she did not dare to light one nor open the porthole, for Revel had said tersely that the cabin must seem empty until their departure the following morning.

There was nothing to do but lie down, and Ember removed her shoes, one veil and her over-dress, then loosened the laces on the underdress. She might as well enjoy the bed for a little while, since Bleyd would soon enough be occupying it again. She did not imagine she would sleep, having slept for so long, but the tensions of the day and a residue of weariness from the performance the previous night had tired her more than she realised and before long she drowsed, rocked by the wavelets and dimly registering the sound of voices and the occasional thud on the deck above.

Gradually she sank into a deeper sleep and segued. She found herself watching the red-haired woman she had come to think of as Shenavyre, walking about her green clearing. As in other dreams of the woman, she was singing in a voice of such unearthly sweetness and purity that every molecule of Ember ached at the beauty of it. Then she realised that, whereas before, she had merely observed the woman, this time, she knew what was to come in the dream, so that she felt a strong sense of foreboding even as the woman sang. She looked up anxiously but there was nothing in the sky. Her unease forced her to do what she had not done in her other dreams, and that was to come out into the open. She wanted to warn the woman. Shenavyre turned and her song faltered when she saw that she was not alone. Ember noticed, as she came hesitantly nearer, that although Shenavyre did look like her superficially, their expressions were so utterly different as to make it clear they were not the same person. Her own face did not have this woman’s glowing vivacity, her tender brow, slightly furrowed with curiosity, this sweetly curving smile. Most of all, the kindness she saw in Shenavyre’s face was absent from her eyes and mouth. This woman, Ember thought in a dazed way, looked like she might have looked if she had spent her entire life making music, not for herself and her death to come, but for the joy of offering something beautiful to the world.

‘Come out. Do not be afraid,’ Shenavyre invited, holding out her hands. ‘I will not harm you.’

Ember stepped out and was chilled to see Shenavyre’s expression of kind welcome transformed into a mask of terror. It was as if, in looking at Ember, she looked upon the face of all her nightmares. Ember tried to speak, but the dream Shenavyre backed away, her face twisting in repulsed pity. Then Ember glanced down and she saw that her hands were not hands, but animal paws, black-furred and claw-tipped.

‘I am a monster,’ she thought in dreamy horror, and screamed.

And woke to darkness.

She had no memory of sitting, and yet she was bolt upright. There were noises outside and Ember hastily pulled her veil straight and donned her over-dress.

Let it be Bleyd, she thought.

It was. Mysel used a huge elbow to open the door, and laid him gently on the bed. A lantern had been lit in the passage now, and its light shone into the room, illuminating it dimly. There were bruise-black rings under eyes that looked, to her, over bright, and his skin had a pallid, unhealthy look except for two hectic spots of colour high on his cheeks. He looked so awful that she could not help but wonder if Faylian had lied about hastening Bleyd’s healing in order to get them off Vespi.

‘It is good to see you again … sister,’ Bleyd whispered, then he fainted clean away as if the energy required to speak those few words had drained him.

Mysel pulled the covers over him, saying in his soft, gruff voice, ‘Healers said he needed rest more than anything else.’ He went to the door, then seemed to hesitate on the threshold. ‘Maybe you should come on deck and watch the departure … Ordinary travellers always do that.’ His glance met Ember’s briefly through the single thin veil and something in his faded blue eyes, and in the emphasis he had given to the word ‘ordinary’, told her that he had guessed some, if not all, that was going on.

Mysel was gone before Ember could think of a sensible response. She fetched a lantern from the hallway after listening at the door to be sure no one was moving about outside in the passage. Bringing it to hang on a hook on the bedpost, she was relieved to see that, although Bleyd did look exhausted almost unto death, the wounds on his face were closed.

She realised that she was cold and pulled on the grey cloak. It had a hood and she pulled this up over the veil before opening the door and mounting the nearest steps to go back up on deck. She stumbled slightly at the top, because her blind eye made it difficult to judge distances. It was bitter cold on deck and she cuddled the cloak to her, marvelling at the pale lilac shade of the pre-dawn sky above the sea.

The Acanthan girl whom she had seen upon her arrival was at the top of the gangplank, wrapped in a dark cloak and waving to someone out of sight. Ember crossed to the edge of the ship, positioning herself carefully behind a great coil of ropes so that anyone glancing up would not immediately see her. She looked down. The older man she had seen the night before stood on the deck looking sombre, and Ember wondered if he and the Acanthan girl had spent the whole night talking together. The piers were all but deserted now, except for the few shipmen or women hurrying about.

Suddenly the wind shifted and the yellow pennants of the Stormsong snapped and danced overheard as if in anticipation of the journey. Now Ember could hear the gruff voice of the man farewelling the young Acanthan woman: ‘… sure you will not come with me, Hella? He would be glad to see you.’

‘There is no place for me there. I have made up my mind that I must learn what I am made for.’

‘She will be there, too,’ the man called gently, coming close to the side of the ship. ‘She would never be holding it against you.’

‘Perhaps. Lev, I am sorry for my harsh words to her, but in the end she lied to me, and friends do not lie to one another. Like my brother, she did not choose to confide in me.’

‘Sometimes a body has no choice worth mentioning,’ Lev called up softly.

‘There is always a choice,’ the girl said with finality. ‘I want to be with people who trust me. Just tell my brother that I will deliver his messages faithfully or die in the attempt.’ There was a bitterness in her tone.

‘Will you joke of such things, lass?’ Lev called in soft reproof.

One of the shipfolk began hammering the central mast, the signal that the ship was to depart. Ember was startled because it was still not full light.

Ember moved along the deck, and saw that Revel was down on the pier with a man who was shaking his head and tapping a chit. He wore the black knotted tie of Vespian officialdom about his upper arm, and they were clearly arguing. Finally the man obviously washed his hands of whatever was being discussed and the pair parted with simple Keltan salutes. The shipmistress ran up the gangplank lightly, signalling a hovering young shipwoman that it should be hauled aboard. Then she bade another shipman to sound the signal for casting away. The man obeyed and, as the other shipfolk ran about the deck, Ember thought that they looked taken aback at the commands to make ready to cast off. Several looked at the horizon where Kalinda had yet to appear, and shook their heads, but no one disobeyed. In moments, the ship was released from its bindings and they began to drift. They were some distance from the shore before Kalinda rose, and Ember all but felt the relief of the superstitious shipfolk at finding they had not been swept to the Void.

Ember turned and saw the older man on shore give a final wave to the Acanthan girl before he strode away. The girl watched him a moment longer before turning away and crossing the deck to go below. Ember hoped she would drug herself and sleep the whole way to Myrmidor.

Returning her own gaze to the shore, Ember marvelled at how quickly the piers were deserted. Her eye was immediately caught by the sight of a man in flamboyant draperies striding purposefully along the shore. It was unmistakably the seerat, and with him was a woman, all but obscured by his bulk. One of his ubiquitous attendants, no doubt. But what was he doing, she wondered? She had no doubt that he was making his way to the place where the Stormsong had been tethered. He could not have sent word that he would come, else Revel would have waited for him. Perhaps Soonkar had told his master that Ember was a stranger. The seerat was definitely the sort of man who would want to speak with her after such a discovery, even if he meant her no harm. Ember was suddenly very glad that the ship had cast off early. A glance over her shoulder assured her that the shipmistress had mounted her platform and was facing out to the open sea, using her wavespeaking abilities to propel them against the churning tide, so there was no chance of her noticing the seerat and turning back.

Looking at the shore, Ember watched the seerat and his companion turn onto the pier. It was not possible to see their faces, but obviously they had seen that the Stormsong was gone. The woman turned and looked out to sea and suddenly Ember realised who she was looking at. It was not one of the seerat’s attendants as she had surmised, but the tall haughty soulweaver, Faylian!

Ember could not imagine what she was doing with the seerat, unless Soonkar had confided what he has seen under her veil to his master, who had in turn told Faylian. But even if Faylian now knew that she was a stranger, what would make her come down to the pier when she had been so determined to dissociate herself from Ember and Bleyd? Suddenly more weary than curious, Ember shivered and went below deck.

Bleyd was awake when she entered their cabin and she noticed under the bruising there was still a gaunt, greyish cast to his features.

‘Are you all right?’

‘I am not sure. I feel … so weak and tired. I felt good when I woke yesterday … I think it was yesterday,’ he added, uncertainty like a mist in his eyes. ‘Then Revel bundled me into a carriage and near rattled my bones out of my skin to bring me to the ship. I am afraid she resents having to carry me along with you.’

‘I think she resents both of us,’ Ember sighed, but Bleyd did not seem to hear her.

‘The white cloaks on Vespi are truly gifted to have healed my wounds in such a short time. Perhaps I was not so close to death as everyone seemed to believe. The white cloaks said I needed rest and warned me to see another white cloak as soon as I am on Iridom. That is where Revel said we were going.’

Ember realised that he had no recollection of being treated by Faylian and told him.

‘Faylian! I did not know that she was still upon Vespi. Nor that she was so gifted a healer. She must have drained herself near to death to have done so much.’

Ember wondered if this was true. Faylian had not looked the altruistic type, but Bleyd’s wounds were healed. Changing the subject, she said, ‘I am glad we are away, and that you are healing, but I am afraid that when Revel told the white cloaks we were going to Iridom, she was telling the truth. The Stormsong is scheduled to make some sort of an emergency delivery there on the way to Myrmidor. We had the choice of going along for the ride or of trying to find another ship.’

‘It must be a delivery of herbs grown on one of the other septs, which the olfactors buy for certain medicaments.’ Bleyd seemed less perturbed than Ember had expected. But perhaps he was merely too tired to react, because now he closed his eyes, saying softly, ‘I only wish that there had been time on Vespi for me to find out what has been happening on Ramidan. I heard the white cloaks speak of the Edict bell being sounded because the criminal Bleyd of Fomhika was seen.’ A smile ghosted over his lips and he opened his eyes again to look at Ember. ‘I should be glad that I have a mysterious alter ego keeping the attention of the legionnaires on Ramidan.’

‘I suspect that Feyt is your mysterious alter ego,’ Ember said. ‘The only other news I have heard from Ramidan is that Kerd has announced his betrothal to Unys to his father. He means to offer a life bond.’

Bleyd rolled his eyes back in disbelief. ‘A life bond to Unys? How can he be such a fool?’

‘Faylian said that Fulig is raging to forbid the match, but that she will advise him to scribe to Kerd that he would accept a year-end contract.’

‘Clever,’ Bleyd said. ‘The boy might do it if it is put to him as a request, for he loves his father.’ Ember made no response and, soon after, he drifted back to sleep. She sat quietly for a while to let him settle, then she turned down the lantern wick so that it gave off the merest glow and stretched herself out on the bed beside Bleyd. He did not stir as she pulled a corner of the blanket over herself and relaxed into sleep.

This time, if she dreamed, she had no memory of it when she woke, nor any sense of how long she had slept.

A loud thud brought her awake, heart hammering. The sound had seemed to come from below deck, perhaps from the hull, and her first thought was that they might have been attacked by the vicious giant sea slugs Keltans called silfi. But common sense told her there would be a lot more noise if that had happened, besides which, Revel was too good a shipmistress to allow a silfito blunder into the ship, for her wavespeaking sensitivities would have warned of its approach.

There was another thump and Ember decided to investigate. Bleyd was still deeply asleep as she crossed to the door to press her ear to it. Now, as well as thumps, she could hear shouting and scuffling. It sounded as if someone was having a fight, but she could hardly imagine the disciplined and sober shipfolk brawling and the only other person aboard, apart from herself and Bleyd, was the Acanthan girl. Ember pulled on her cloak, straightened her lighter veil and slipped her feet into a pair of sandals before opening the door.

The noise was coming from further down the ship and she made her way unsteadily along the passage, passing several cabins that belonged to the crew or were empty. She stopped when she came to a set of steps leading down to the hold, wondering if what she had heard had just been shipfolk shifting something heavy from the hold to the deck or vice versa. There was another set of steps quite close, going up to the deck.

She was peering uncertainly into the stygian darkness that lapped at the steps to the hold when she heard the sound of a footfall behind her. The Acanthan girl was standing in the open doorway of the nearest cabin wearing a nightgown and wrap and looking as pale and startled as she probably did.

‘Wh … what are you doing?’ she asked.

‘I … I was just trying to find out what the noise was,’ Ember explained.

The other girl nodded. ‘It woke me, too. They brought someone past my door from the hold.’

‘Someone?’ Ember echoed in astonishment.

‘A stowaway. People often try, but few manage to keep hidden until it is too late for the ship to turn back.’ She hesitated, then said, ‘How is your brother? Shipmistress Revel mentioned that he had been attacked by ruffians on Vespi.’

‘He is sleeping,’ Ember said, interested to note that the girl seemed not the least bit curious about why she was wearing a veil on a ship in the middle of the night.

‘Will you take him to the white cloaks on Iridom? They would be able to prepare you with very specific olfactor treatments.’

‘Perhaps,’ Ember said noncommittally, wondering why the girl had not been told that there would be no time to disembark on Iridom, but decided it was Revel’s place to offer such information. ‘You are travelling to Iridom?’

The girl lifted her chin and said somewhat defiantly, ‘I am bound for Myrmidor.’

Something in Ember loosened and she said, ‘My brother and I journey there also. My name is Gola.’

The other girl’s manner altered immediately, softening. ‘I am Hella and I thought your destination was Iridom.’

Ember realised that they had probably been wary of one another for the same reason. Obviously anyone travelling to Myrmidor in these times was unlikely to be opposed to Darkfall. They smiled at one another shyly. ‘My brother has business upon Myrmidor, though I do not know what he can do in his condition.’

‘I know how determined brothers can be,’ Hella said ruefully, and Ember remembered that she had spoken of a brother to the older man, Lev.

‘What will you do upon Myrmidor, Hella, if you do not mind my asking?’

The other girl’s expression became serious and slightly sad, ‘I … I have a sister who went to the Darkfall landing …’

‘She had a question for the soulweavers?’

Hella hesitated fractionally before shaking her head. ‘She … she went to join the sisterhood. She is younger than me. But she was accepted and is even now upon the misty isle.’ Her voice held awe and also, surprisingly, a tinge of envy, and the words came out in a rush that suggested she had been suppressing them, or the sense of them. To Ember’s alarm, she suddenly burst into tears.

Ember patted her arm, feeling inadequate. The tears showed no sign of abating, so she led the Acanthan girl back into her cabin. Sobbing, she let herself be seated. Fortunately the cabin was an exact copy of the one she shared with Bleyd, so Ember was able to find a glass and water without difficulty.

Hella accepted the glass and drank, her sobs lessening, then they tailed off into sniffs. She drank a little more water and looked wanly up at Ember. ‘I am so sorry. You must think me mad,’ she said miserably. ‘It is just that everything and everyone in my life has changed and everyone else seems fine about it except me. My brother and my sister know what they want. They have always done so … but I feel … I … Maybe if I can see Flay, she will … she …’ She began to sob again and Ember resisted the urge to sigh. The girl managed to regain control of herself, though her eyes were now red and swollen. ‘I am sorry for the way I have behaved. It is just that I have been so … so frightened and then so angry and hurt, and I had to keep it all locked inside me because I did not want to worry Lev … You saw him on the deck? The older man?’ Ember nodded. ‘I met him through … through someone I had thought a friend, but in the end, she was just another person with something important to do, that had nothing to do with me. But Lev … he was like a rock. He insisted on bringing me to Vespi and booking passage on a ship bound for Myrmidor before he left. Of course he had no idea the ship would have a sudden schedule change.

‘I hope this stowaway will not delay us,’ Ember said, as this thought occurred to her.

‘Only if the shipmistress decides to lay a formal charge on Iridom. But that is not normally done, precisely because it would cause a delay and shipfolk hate that more than anything else. The stowaway is usually just put on a ship bound for where they boarded, and then is made to pay the full fare for the journey and a fine.’ Hella was beginning to look sheepish.

Ember took her cue and rose. ‘I must return to my brother.’

Hella rose, too. ‘Of course. I am sorry to have kept you. You have been very kind to listen to me.’

‘It was nothing,’ Ember said gently. ‘Why should not two women be kind to one another?’

Hella smiled gratefully.

Back in her own cabin, Ember reflected briefly upon the encounter, and decided that no harm had been done by it. It was even reassuring to have learned that the Acanthan girl was not only bound for Myrmidor rather than for Iridom, but had a sister who was a soulweaver. Bleyd had turned onto his side in her absence, but his expression was peaceful, for all his gauntness. Ember went to sit by the hanging brazier, opening the flue to let the flames grow as she wondered who the stowaway was, and if they had known their first stop would be Iridom, rather than Myrmidor.
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segue …

The watcher settled on the web of connections between Keltor and the Unraveller’s world, felt the distant quiver of the Chaos spirit. It had grown more and more perceptive over time and now it could sense the slightest disturbance of the farthest strand. It allowed itself to be drawn to the danger that was building to a small nexus on the Unraveller’s world.

There was an older man and woman seated at a table with a younger woman and man and a small blond boy with thin wrists and pale slender hands. The woman was like enough to the boy to be his mother. They were all eating a meal and the window showed that it was night outside. But the night was also a symbol for the Chaos that seemed to hover somewhere close by.

The watcher knew the boy. Strangely, it knew the older man as well, though through the eyes of another. Sometimes it puzzled as to why it was drawn to these particular people. Was it having been in their minds that kept drawing it back, or something more? Certainly the latter seemed likely, given that, more and more, those whose minds it had touched were being drawn to one another.

‘The whole thing is ridiculous,’ the older man was saying. ‘If a reputable bank like Abernathy’s has turned the project down, it can’t have anything to recommend it.’

‘Not by Abernathy’s standards,’ the younger man said mildly. ‘But I thought that was the whole point. Banks like Abernathy’s turned the proposal down because they’re only interested in making big loans that might produce a big return. They would rather lend millions than thousands, and thousands than hundreds.’

‘And those men who borrow millions are notorious for not repaying loans and bankrupting countries, while managing to stash masses of money in Bermuda or somewhere. Then it’s the little people who have to pay for the loss in increased taxes and higher prices …’

‘You sound as if you are pleading for the elves, my dear,’ the older man said with sneering amusement. The young woman gave him a look of spiking hatred, which he did not see. But before she could compose a scathing rejoinder, he added, ‘What goes on in third-world countries is nothing to do with us.’

‘Of course it’s something to do with us, Dad. There’s no longer any place for that old imperialistic attitude. In this world, with communications and travel being what they are, national boundaries are nothing but false and out-dated divisions. We have to get beyond that. These days everything is connected to everything else and we have to care about everyone. Things have to be more fair and equal.’

‘What you are describing is communism. And look what that led to.’

‘Communism, like socialism, is an ideal that people didn’t live up to. Like they never live up to any ideal,’ the young woman snapped, with a bitterness that stopped conversation until the older woman rose and began to clear the table with jerky movements. She had a smiling, browbeaten air. When her daughter rose too, her lips pressed together, the older woman gave the younger a look of subtle pleading which the other affected to ignore. There was a web of pain and love between the two women that bound them tightly and seemed to have little to do with the two men. The boy was connected to them all, but at the same time he was free of them because of a brightness in his spirit that was not the Song, but something that matched the Song on this world. Something for which the watcher had no name.

‘Capitalism suits people better because it appeals to their greed and their desire for instant gratification,’ the younger man said, but his eyes were on the younger woman. ‘I just think that maybe there are other things that can be appealed to.’

The child was watching the interplay and the watcher entered him for his opinion of matters. He was startled to find that the child was not thinking of the conversation at all, but was imagining vividly a dream he had experienced. To the watcher’s surprise, it was the same dream that the young policeman had experienced of Shenavyre, only the boy seemed to sense the danger looming, and every fibre of his body trembled with watchfulness. Even as it found the word, the watcher realised that it perfectly summed up the boy’s character. He was watchful.

He began to listen to the conversation between the adults as the older couple now seemed to be preparing to leave. The older man shrugged on an expensive overcoat with an irritated air, then he said in a cheerful, bullying tone, ‘Now Joan, let’s not start any long reminiscences by the door.’

‘I’m happy for you to linger any time, Mumma,’ the young woman said with defiant affection and embraced her mother warmly before helping her on with her coat and hat. She pointedly ignored the fact that her father had tried to take her mother’s coat, and stepped quickly out of his reach when he moved towards her, arms outstretched. His hands fell to his sides and he flushed a dark purple. The young woman had red spots of colour in each cheek but was otherwise as pale as her mother.

‘Well, it was great to see you both,’ the young man said with tense joviality.

‘Goodbye then, and Timothy …’ the older man said with bullying camaraderie. The watcher saw that the boy felt pity for the older man, though he did not like him very much. He stepped forward and allowed himself to be held. Once released, he turned to hug his grandmother without reserve before stepping back to slip his hand into his father’s. It felt warm and damp.

After the door had closed, the man and woman exchanged looks over the head of the boy. They would have been astonished that he was aware of the look and knew that they were using it to warn one another to say nothing while he could hear. He also felt the heat of his mother’s rage. It would have appalled her to know that the boy sensed it as a sickness that frightened him.

The child was sent to prepare for bed, but he lingered in the passage to listen.

‘… incredible,’ the woman said explosively after a few beats of silence. ‘I can’t believe him acting as if he hadn’t gone off with his lover for almost a year! If anything he’s worse to Mumma than before.’

‘Why did she take him back?’

‘Who knows. Habit. Fear of being old and alone. I can’t believe she loves him. You see how he is to her? And how can she bear him, knowing that he had an affair with someone my age? And that he made her pregnant before he left her.’ The boy felt that there was more to his mother’s anger than fury at his grandfather for leaving his grandmother. He felt a sort of dark secret fear stir inside his mother and knew that this was the centre of her sick rage.

‘What is he going to do about it?’ his father asked.

‘He told Mumma that he’d offered her the money for an abortion.’

The watcher could feel the woman begin to summon the Chaos spirit with her hatred. Incredibly the boy seemed to feel it too. The watcher felt his terror but also his courage as he rushed through the door and flung himself into his startled mother’s arms, sobbing. Her anger was quenched by shock and then by dismay as the boy clenched himself around her.

‘Oh, Honey, not the monsters again?’

‘There’s only one, Mama, but sometimes it gets inside people,’ he whispered to her. ‘It’s inside Granddad, but I don’t want it to get inside you!’

There was a devastated pause and when the woman spoke her voice had lost the hard hurtful quality of angry despair. ‘What makes you think that what … what is inside Granddad will get inside me?’ she asked shakily.

‘It likes being in him because he’s angry inside. It likes it that angryness is inside you, too. It can’t come otherwise.’

‘Lilly …’ the man had a note of worried authority in his voice. Don’t go on with this, it seemed to say. The boy heard it clearly and looked at his father.

‘Da, that monster would like it if a baby died.’

Oh, the parents reeled at how much the boy knew. And like the boy – because of the boy’s awareness – the watcher felt something crack open inside the woman and a hard black fury leaked out like pus as she began to cry.

‘Don’t be angry any more, Mama,’ the boy said softly, stroking his mother’s hair. ‘Maybe we can have that baby if the lady doesn’t want it. We will love it so that no angryness can get inside of it.’

‘Timothy,’ the father wrapped his arms around both of them and began to cry silently too, and the love binding the three began healing something wounded in them, which stemmed from the dark secret wounding of the woman. Then, all at once, the watcher heard the Song in all of them. But incredible as that was, more incredible still was that the boy heard it, too.

‘It’s all right, Mama,’ he whispered. ‘I can hear the music again.’

‘My precious boy,’ the woman mumbled, half laughing. ‘What a fool I’ve been. I feel as if I am waking from a dream of being poisoned. And you know what I’m going to do? I’m going to see that young woman …’

‘Oh Lil, please …’ the man said.

‘No. Listen. I didn’t even think about her and how she must have felt. Timmy made me see that just now. If she wants to have the baby, we’ll help her.’ She laughed. ‘And if I wanted revenge, this would be an exquisite revenge. Except I don’t want revenge. I want to see if I can help her.’

The Song strengthened and the boy held his mother tightly. ‘I love you, Mama,’ he whispered.

The watcher withdrew and segued, trying to encompass what it had seen. It had believed that the Chaos spirit was drawn by despair and indifference, but now it understood that anger was an even greater magnet. Was it because, in the aftermath of damage done by anger, despair and indifference were spawned? Was it that, if it could seep into people with anger, it could generate greater and greater despair and, finally, the indifference which was the Void it craved?

So what was the lesson? The watcher had begun to see everything it noted as a clue which would eventually, perhaps even in time, lead it to the answer it sought. Clearly the boy’s uncanny awareness was part of the answer. But it was more than that. The boy had shown great courage in opposing the chaos he had sensed.

With a shiver that would have dug into its soul, had it still possessed such a thing, the watcher suddenly understood that what was needed was not just the ability to see beauty, but the courage to see its opposite.

Suddenly, it sensed that the danger which, here, had been miraculously nullified, had produced an echo on Keltor, a disaster that loomed like a black tidal wave. The watcher sped to the other world, skating across the Void on a segueing strand from one world to the other with a terrible sense of impending doom …
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My brother believed the ability to segue in the Void is unique to

humankind precisely because the Song of Making did not complete us, and

therefore do we contain within ourselves an echo of the Void. In this

minuscule emptiness abides all that the Void held before the Song rose

from it; all the potential for harmony and for chaos. Indeed, he believed

madness is not woven in us by the Song, but is risen from the void within.

Thus a passage to each heart is open to the Void spirit through no evil

doing on the part of an individual. Nor may that passage be blocked by

fear or anger, for these emotions are generated within this void, but only

by constant awareness, constant moral vigilance, and by a striving for

completeness that will extinguish the emptiness. This inner void

corresponds exactly to the Void, and my brother thought of segueing not

as an outward journey, but as an inward one; if one would defeat the

Chaos spirit and thwart the binding of the Firstmade, the battle must be

fought within the inner void. Thus did he train me in his final days to

know camla, the inner emptiness …


THE ALYDA SCROLLS

Glynn was dreaming of the jogger who had found Wind’s suicide note, if that was what it could be called. She had not recognised the woman initially because the shiny bob of walnut hair had grown long and wavy, drawn now into an untidy plait, and there were a few lines around her eyes and mouth. Perversely, she looked beautiful rather than pretty now, even slumped at a table in a small untidy-looking kitchen, wearing a loose-fitting tracksuit.

‘I have to decide before it’s too late,’ she addressed the chair opposite with a dead kind of weariness. She rubbed her stomach and went to the window. Beyond her, Glynn was startled to see the town was the one she had grown up in, Quarry, but seen from an unfamiliar angle. It took her a few minutes to work out that the woman must be sitting in the new apartments that had been built on the other side of the river. West Bank Apartments.

There was the sound of a key in the door and an older man in a dark suit entered. He stopped when he saw her.

‘I didn’t know you’d be here,’ he said defensively.

The woman shrugged. ‘I’m not here, for you.’

The man frowned. ‘Why do you have to be so melodramatic about everything. You can’t just be normal, can you? You can’t bear to think you might be like other people.’

‘I thought you loved me because I wasn’t like other people,’ she said, but dully.

The man said stiffly, ‘Can we just talk? Things have to be decided. You should try to be sensible.’

‘It’s strange how you didn’t urge yourself or me to be sensible when you were falling in love with me and leaving your wife. I wonder that she can stomach taking you back. I wouldn’t.’

‘Don’t be absurd,’ he said coldly, but her words had brought a faint flush to his cheeks and an edge to his voice.

‘I am absurd in your world,’ she said with a flash of weary aggression. ‘But absurd or not, I will decide what I will decide. It’s nothing to do with you. You made that clear.’

‘You weren’t even going to tell me you were pregnant,’ he accused, but mildly as if his indignation was a performance in which he had no faith.

‘No. And I needn’t have bothered. But I thought it might save us.’

‘I’ve told you I’ll pay for an abortion.’ Businesslike. ‘If you were not such a dreamer you would appreciate the magnitude of what I …’

‘What if I want to keep it?’ the woman asked, standing suddenly, and for a moment that rounded mature beauty blazed out at the man so that both she and Glynn had the fleeting notion of a gleaming sword flying up between them.

He lifted a hand in unconscious defence. ‘I don’t think you have the right to bring a child into the world if you can’t offer it a stable, mature set of parents,’ he said heavily, and his voice pressed her back and down.

‘I wish you’d go,’ the woman said, sinking back into her seat. ‘What did you come for anyway?’

‘I told you, things have to be decided.’

‘Oh don’t play games. You didn’t even think I’d be here!’ Impatience.

A silence. ‘I would have left a note.’ Now he sounded sulky. ‘I came for some papers I forgot about.’

‘So get them and go, please, and this time, leave the key.’ She turned to look out the window again. There was another silence and then the man began to open and close cupboards. Papers spoke in furtive little whispers as he put them into the case he carried. When he had finished, he went to the door and opened it.

‘If you would be sensible …’ he said.

She answered him without turning. ‘You are a coward and a liar no matter what you pretend to yourself.’

The door slammed shut and, after a beat or two, the woman’s rigidity dissolved and she laid her head on the table and wept.

Glynn tossed and turned, first drawing nearer to consciousness, then falling away from it into another dream that was a memory of the one occasion she had accepted an offer from Ember’s musical agent, Harrison Bonn, to see Hard Goth in a recording session. Curiosity had made Glynn bite back her initial impulse to refuse. She always felt vaguely grubby after time spent with Harrison, but she did not dislike him – one could as easily dislike a street sign. He had picked her up in his silver BMW and had driven her to Caliban Studios, filling the drive with a stream of figures and awards and industry accolades amassed by Hard Goth, stopping now and then to offer an aside about whatever artist was performing on the radio programme he was tuned to. Specifically about their marketability. Or not. Glynn only half listened. She got this once a month when she met with Harrison to hand over Ember’s work and receive their advance cheque for the last batch. Royalties went straight into an account but the cheques came from Harrison, who had negotiated the advance and took his cut before sending the balance along to them.

Glynn was already regretting the waste of time on this trip. She needed to go to the library, and there were a pair of Ember’s shoes to be picked up from the repairers, and she wanted to go to the supermarket and also to their travel agent.

‘Here we are,’ Harrison said and the car purred into a park in what seemed to be a huge empty car lot. It was a Sunday and most of the workers – the ants, Harrison called them – were at home with their families. He clearly thought families a waste of time, except of course as customers and future customers; the people who listened to the songs and bought the disks.

The recording studio was not glamorous, being no more than a cluster of grey cement blocks with tinted windows surrounded by car parks and severely manicured shrubs, and ringed by a high wire fence with security guards on the gate. Inside the building they entered, Block G, were dozens of rooms, all identical – offices, and then a series of different sized studios – all empty, except for the studio where Hard Goth were setting down tracks for their next album, which was larger than their others and alive with activity. There were assistants and catering people and photographers and press journalists and girlfriends spilling from a green room into a hallway that led to the studio, either talking to one another or glued to mobiles or headphones. No one was quiet. A couple of muscular types that looked like body guards were examining the centrefold of a magazine on fitness. Hard Goth was inside the bare recording room with its matt black floor, dove-grey dimpled walls, and metres of wire writhing from microphones, instruments, wall sockets and amplifiers. The room was dotted with styrofoam coffee cups and overflowing ashtrays. Everyone in Hard Goth smoked – part of their anarchic image. Who cares if I die young? Ironic given the fate of their songwriter. Not that they knew. Or anyone else other than the doctors, who knew nothing of Ember’s musical career. Harrison Bonn could not have resisted making Ember a copy line.

Glynn watched from behind a thick wall of glass as technicians pushed buttons and watched meters, consulting notes and murmuring to one another in technese. The band was coming to the end of a song that sounded to Glynn as cacophonous as all other music. She kept her face politely interested and was glad when it ended. Everyone else applauded, but Glynn had the feeling a lot of it was hype. Sometimes she wondered if she was not like the child watching the emperor with his new clothes – the only one honest and naive enough to name his nakedness. Maybe everyone heard the awful racket she heard and convinced themselves it was fine and wondrous … except Ember had tried to kill music in herself and it would not let her go; there had to be something if it could do that.

The moment the red light in the studio blinked off, the lead singer, Gabriel, slung his guitar to the ground and unleashed a flow of invective on a hapless sessional musician seated to one side. Harrison had already told her that the man, and several other musicians who did not feature on the covers, had been brought in to provide additional musical texture. Glynn didn’t understand the problem, of course. Something to do with levels and misreading a cue. But the older musician’s answer was as quiet and non-aggressive as his appearance, and oddly noncommittal. He neither defended himself nor admitted to a mistake. Nor did he look browbeaten. He looked, with his receding hair and neat brown pullover and corduroys, like a high-school teacher listening to the tantrum of an hysterical schoolboy.

A sotto voce comment by one of the technicians suggested the lead singer was angry because the musician was too good.

‘Is that true?’ Glynn asked Harrison when they were leaving.

‘Course it’s true.’ He flashed Glynn a wink. ‘Gabe screwed up. That little performance was his way of saying they’ll have to do it again. Fourth time, and time is money. Gabe doesn’t like Peter Cade – he’s the clarinet player – so he makes the perfect scapegoat. But he’s a regular these days because he’s good and the bottom line is that the disk has to be good or Hard Goth is history.’

‘Why don’t you make that clarinet player famous, if he’s so good?’ Glynn asked, puzzled by the admiration in the agent’s voice. Did he admire Gabriel Vesey for pushing the blame for his mistake onto someone else?

‘You must be kidding. Did you take a good look at him? Dull doesn’t do it!’

Glynn said nothing. She had looked at the sessional musician because he had seemed to her the only real person in the room. He was older than the others and his eyes had been both gentle and sad, even when Gabriel had abused him. He had looked deeply tired, too, but not in the over-emphasised way that the Hard Goth band members did, with impossible black shadows painted onto chalk-pale skin. Heroin chic, it had been called back when models affected that look briefly in fashion magazines. Under Harrison’s tutelage they had switched from pink to all black clothing and pallid skin.

‘He looked nice to me,’ Glynn said. ‘Besides, what does it matter if he looks dull, if he’s so good musically?’

‘Glynn baby, music is not what this game is about,’ Harrison said. ‘Haven’t you figured that out yet? This industry is about style and economics and fashion. Image is all! It’s about what people want and what they think they want.’

‘Don’t they want good music?’ She asked this with a throb of inner irony.

Harrison gave her a little lecture. ‘I’m talking about life. See, people live with this central perception of themselves which is mostly false. They see themselves as bright or beautiful, courageous or wise, deep or charismatic. Whatever. Their aims stem from that image. And they don’t want anyone telling them those illusions are not true or the whole shebang falls down. Music has to reflect what people want to see. Support it. You ever heard the expression music to soothe the savage beast? They want to be soothed. They want their illusions reflected back at them.’

Glynn reminded herself yet again that Harrison was no fool, and wondered why his words made her feel vaguely sick. ‘I thought art was about disturbing people and making them think.’ Oddly, it occurred to her that while music did not give her pleasure, it did disturb and unsettle her. Maybe she was not so much deaf to music as impossibly, unbearably sensitive to it, she thought ironically.

‘Music is not about art,’ Harrison was continuing their conversation. ‘It’s about economics.’

Glynn began to feel tired and she remembered this always happened when she was with the agent; this profound drain on her energy. She should shut up but she asked, ‘What illusions do Hard Goth project then? Rage?’

‘More like laughter. It’s the sneer end of hate rock. Rage as the boredom of despair. You know, that music of your sister’s would have gone down like a lead balloon a decade back. With wars over and walls down and countries reunited and peace accords signed and sealed after years of negotiation, there was a liberal era in which people felt like maybe the world just might survive; maybe no one would drop the bomb or start another war to end all wars. There was hope and optimism, and you know what kind of music worked then? Defiant music. Because people were not afraid, they felt safe to be defiant. Like kids poking out their tongues at strangers from the back window of the school bus.

‘But then there were the terrorist attacks on America and bombs falling on Afghanistan and trouble in the Middle East and in Indonesia – nothing new for the world – but what was new was that television could project scenes of all that stuff into your living room while they were happening, so you could watch a baby starve a little while you slurped down your TV dinner, or see a man shot in the head by police for being in a protest march while you thought about having the lounge repainted. People had despair and sorrow and violence rubbed in their faces until they were bored with it, but it was so compelling as theatre, they had to keep on looking. So – boredom and rage, and Hard Goth get rich reflecting it.’

‘Despair at having it rubbed in their faces? Not at the fact that it was happening?’ Glynn asked, and heard incredulity in her voice.

He gave her a pitying look. ‘They know it has always been going on, baby, and it always will be going on. It’s not their fault, so why should they have to suffer for it?’

Something prompted Glynn to ask, ‘Do you like that musician with the clarinet?’

He gave her an odd look, and for a moment something dark and sly seemed to peer out of his eyes at her. ‘He’s a dreamer. I can’t sell what he peddles.’

Meaning what? Glynn wondered, suddenly angry. ‘How do you know people want what you give them? Maybe they just buy it because there’s nothing else. People don’t come to you and say we want music that reflects our anger and boredom with pain,’ she said. ‘You decide it.’

‘They wouldn’t buy if they didn’t identify,’ Harrison quipped with a ghoulish grin. ‘And why look so horrified? Your sister’s music is about despair dragged to the point of absolute indifference, and Gabe has just given it an edge. He made it angry and savage and funny. He made despair dynamic and saleable and we’re all living off the proceeds. You know they’re starting to climb the charts in the States now, and MTV are featuring them pretty regularly. The next step is for them to head up a bill for a charity bash.’

‘Charity?’ Glynn asked in disbelief. ‘What charity?’

Harrison gave her a cynical smile. ‘I’m not sure yet. Aids is all sewn up and there are too many organisations looking after starving kids for any one to be big enough. I’m looking for the next big thing …’

Glynn shuddered to consciousness at the tastelessness of Harrison’s words. And what had he meant? The next big famine? The next war or earthquake? The next terrible disease? But as she came more widely awake, she wondered why her subconscious had reviewed that particular memory? She hadn’t thought of the clarinet player since that day. And what of the dream that preceded it, of the women who had found Wind’s suicide poem?

Wind would say the two almost-strangers represented something that her subconscious was trying to tell her. But the only similarity between them was that they were both real people she barely knew, and they had both reacted to the events in the dream with a stoic courage she could not help but admire.

Then, clearly, Glynn heard Harrison Bonn’s words about the clarinet player: ‘He’s a dreamer,’ the man in the apartment had called the pregnant woman a dreamer, too.

All at once, Glynn had a vivid mental image of the clarinet player sitting by the side of a bed where an old woman lay and, with this, the terrifying events that had led up to her blacking out in the Draaka’s audience chamber flooded back into her mind.

At the same time she realised that she was lying on the floor. Someone had thrown a coarse blanket over her, and this, combined with her stiffness, suggested she had been lying unconscious for some time. She did not move now, wanting her mind to be clear before she let anyone realise she had awakened. She was also, she realised, terrified of facing the Draaka again or, more, of facing the sucking black force that had almost devoured her. The flurry of brief visions, among which had been that of the clarinet player, had saved her.

A vague memory came to her of the final vision, but even as she tried to bring it into focus, it faded completely.

Dreams, Glynn thought. They were like that sometimes. Like smoke in a breeze, disappearing as your mind tried to focus on them.

If you were not a dreamer … she heard again the accusing note in the voice of the businessman as he had spoken to the now pregnant woman who had found Wind’s suicide note.

sisterling??? The feinna plucked at her mind, anxiety and elation intermingled.

Glynn sent a burst of love and reassurance, and gathered her wits, reproaching herself for not having contacted the little animal at once.

Suddenly she heard the voice of the draakira Mingus. ‘We must invoke our master so that we can learn how we should begin our search for the Unraveller. There are few of us for such a working, but a human sacrifice could surely provide greater energy than an animal.’

Glynn’s blood ran cold at the sound of the Draaka’s laughter. ‘I know that you would be well-pleased were I to agree to a human sacrifice, my dear Mingus,’ it sounded as if the Draaka were standing right above Glynn now.

‘Except that pleasing Mingus is not our purpose in coming to Ramidan.’ This was the cool, rational voice of the Prime. ‘To sacrifice a human here and now would be madness after all the efforts we have made to convince people that the stories of draakan sacrifice are exaggerated. Besides, Kalide took especial note of the girl. We should not place any weapon into another’s hand. Not even into the hand of one who professes friendship.’

‘Kalide would not baulk at human sacrifice,’ Mingus said. ‘It might even please him.’

‘Yes, but pleasing him is not the point either, Mingus. And Wykka is correct. The knowledge that we had sacrificed a human might be used against us,’ the Draaka said. ‘Fortunately there is no need for any sort of sacrifice at this point. The Chaos spirit has already made its will known to me. While we journeyed from Fomhika to Ramidan, I was drawn from my drugged sleep into the Void. I was shown many visions. I saw such rites as may come when our master is free that will sate even your lust for blood and pain, Mingus. And I was told many things. That is why it was so difficult to waken me. Indeed, so deep was I taken that I – almost – could not return.’

There was a faint bleakness in her tone, and Glynn had a sudden vivid memory of the fear in the Draaka’s voice on Acantha, when she had spoken through Bayard to her master.

‘Did the Chaos spirit tell you where we will find the Unraveller?’ Leta demanded eagerly.

‘Such a working would require the worship of many and an immense ceremony. For that, we would need a haven ceremony.’

‘Which is impossible until Tarsin deigns to see us and we are permitted to leave this curst apartment,’ Mingus said tartly. ‘Can the Chaos spirit not influence him?’

‘The Chaos spirit acts as its wisdom directs.’ The Draaka’s voice had grown soft and infinitely dangerous. ‘It does not serve us. We must find ways to serve it. We have been given tools with which to work and we will be watched to see how we use them. The Iridomi Aluade is one such. Long before she became a secret member of the Draaka cult, the Chaos spirit brought her high in court society so that she might serve us well when the time came. She will do all that we require, from murder to self-immolation, for she is a fanatic. More importantly, she has the knowledge and will to draw together others here who follow our beliefs, when we desire to hold a summoning ceremony.’

‘And what of a channeller?’ the Prime added. ‘With Bayard dead …’

‘Silence,’ the Draaka said in a soft, chill tone. ‘I have seen the ceremony that we will hold in visions. I have seen myself consecrating one who will serve as a channeller. When that time comes to pass, we will conduct such a summoning as has never been seen in all of the made world. At the end of it, the channeller will become the leader of the Hounds of Chaos.’

Mingus drew in a swift avid breath. ‘Then the Hounds will search for the Unraveller!’

‘There will be no need for that. The Hounds will prepare for a jihad that will ready this world for the conquest of the Chaos spirit.’

‘But … how can you say there is no need for us to find the Unraveller?’

‘There will be no need for us to use the Hounds to find Darkfall’s hero,’ the Draaka elaborated. ‘The master has provided a trakkerbeast who will deliver the Unraveller to us.’

‘How could a trakkerbeast …’

‘I speak of a human trakkerbeast. The drone lying here before us will serve in this wise.’

Glynn was shattered, for it came to her that the reason she could not remember coming through Lanalor’s portal might be because she had not crossed to Keltor that way. What if the Chaos spirit had brought her to betray the Unraveller, just as the Draaka claimed? She clenched her teeth and vowed that, no matter what, she would never betray him.

‘Do you know who she is?’ the Prime asked. Glynn held her breath and tried not to let her eyelids flutter and reveal that she was awake, for she must learn as much as she could.

‘It can not be of any importance if the Chaos spirit did not reveal her identity to me. All that matters is that, through her, we will have the Unraveller,’ the Draaka said in a dreamy tone.

‘What does the master say to the fact that this girl was saved from drowning by Solen of Acantha?’ Mingus demanded.

‘Solen of Acantha is dead and there was no friendship or loyalty between him and the girl,’ the Prime said dismissively.

‘She was chosen by Nema for the honour of serving her at a grand hall.’

‘That was Nema’s way of demonstrating her pique with Solen, who had offended her socially,’ the Draaka said coolly. ‘Besides, Nema now supports the haven.’

‘I do not trust Nema,’ Mingus said.

‘So you have mentioned often enough to weary me. And I have told you that Jurass says that though his mother rattles and carps, she is under his control.’

‘Jurass is a fool,’ the Prime said.

‘Be careful, Wykka,’ the Draaka said softly. ‘Jurass is the tool of the Chaos spirit, as all of us are.’

‘Draaka,’ Mingus said, ‘I beg you to reconsider using this girl. I fear that she can only bring trouble. Think how she drew Bayard to take an interest in her and disobey you over the sharap’n. Then Bayard and the feinna die, but the girl survives! Does not her path seem impossibly fraught with momentous coincidences and happy mischances that are the bitter misfortunes of others? Solen suicides, Bayard dies, the feinna dies. And now? You wish her to serve our master. Which means she must remain with us. But think! That was exactly her desire. She said it before she fainted – because that idiot put too much vellum on the candles.’

‘How was I to know that she would be one of those few affected so strongly …’ Leta muttered.

‘Yes! How could anyone know! And yet, by this means she manages to avoid being questioned properly! I tell you, that girl is a myrmidon spy.’

‘She is no myrmidon,’ the Prime said. ‘Recall how the Draaka used the secret hand signals the manwomen employ to communicate when interviewing her on Acantha? The girl would have betrayed herself if she had understood them, even if she had tried to conceal it.’

‘If she has lost her memory then she might have forgotten the signals …’ Leta said.

The Draaka bade them all be silent. ‘Hear what I say for I will not say these words again. It is not I who wish the girl to serve. It is the Chaos spirit who says that it will be so. It may well be that all of these lucky chances and escapes the girl has enjoyed are the doing of the Chaos spirit, and might be seen as clear signs that he has a purpose for her. It matters not what she is or was nor if she lies when she voices her wish to remain with us. By her own actions and words, she will serve the Chaos spirit.’

There was another silence, then Gif said, ‘Through her own words and actions … does that mean she is not to be instructed?’

‘She must be taught that her will and desires are irrelevant and that she remains with us only because it is my desire and my will. But she must learn nothing of her true task. Let her be set to work upon such menial tasks as she has already been given – serving food and running minor errands within the palace confines. In the fullness of time, when our master requires it, she will serve.’

‘What if she meets the Unraveller when she is away from the apartment and alone?’ This was Mingus again.

‘She will not meet with the Unraveller within these palace walls …’

Something sharp was driven without warning into the tender instep of Glynn’s foot and she cried out.

‘I thought so,’ Gif hissed, close enough to Glynn’s ear to make her break out in gooseflesh. ‘Draaka, she is awake and has been listening to us.’ Glynn felt the point of Gif’s toe and someone grabbed a handful of her hair and wrenched her into a sitting position. Her senses spun and she vomited over her legs and the floor. Gif gave a windy cry of disgust and Glynn was released and fell sideways, mercifully clear of the puddle of vomit. Her arms and legs seemed to be pieces of wood barely connected to her.

‘Idiot,’ the Draaka snarled. ‘Clean her up and give her something to rouse her wits and her limbs.’

Glynn was hauled to her feet and something sharply foul was held under her nose, driving the remaining mists from her mind. Her thoughts moved fast as fingers prised her eyes open and hands roughly massaged and pummelled her limbs until they began to feel like flesh again. She looked up into the face of the Draaka who was standing right in front of her, arms folded. To Glynn’s unutterable relief, the inimical force that had radiated out of her was absent, as was the darkly radiant beauty and youthfulness.

‘I … I am sorry, Draaka,’ Glynn stammered abjectly. ‘I do not know what happened. I …’

‘You fainted from fear.’ The Draaka’s face was suspicious, but Glynn took heart from the knowledge that no matter what the woman said and threatened, she would not harm Glynn while she thought her to be the Chaos spirit’s tool.

‘I have many fears, Draaka,’ Glynn said humbly. ‘But they do not make me faint. Sometimes I get dizzy after what happened to Bayard. Maybe that is it …’

‘Name these fears you have.’

Glynn licked her dry lips. ‘I am afraid that you will have me killed because of what happened to Bayard, though it was not my fault. If you do not kill me, I fear that you will send me away because you have no use for me. I fear that I will never learn how I came to be in the great water and that I will never see my sister again …’

‘Enough. You are afraid of me, you say, and yet you do not fear to speak of fear to me?’ the Draaka countered with chilling sweetness. Glynn felt sweat trickle down her spine. Even without the help of her master’s powers, the woman was as dangerous as an adder.

‘Bayard said you know when people lie so there would be no point in pretending that I was not afraid,’ Glynn said, falling back on the dimness she had shown in her Acanthan audience with the Draaka.

‘It is true that I will know if you lie,’ the Draaka said, but Glynn’s feinna sense quivered, registering this as a lie. No doubt the Draaka saw much, especially when she took drugs that enhanced her perceptions, but she did not know the truth as a feinna would. ‘So, girl,’ she continued. ‘Before your fainted, you proclaimed that you wished to serve me?’

‘Lady, if you will allow it,’ Glynn said, letting a touch of hope creep into her demeanour.

‘Why?’ The word rasped against her like a cat’s tongue.

Glynn let her eyes drop and her fingers metaphorically crossed. ‘Before Bayard died,’ she said slowly, ‘she told me that if I served her well she would see if I might be released on Ramidan so that I could look for Ember. Finding my sister is the only way I will ever discover what happened to me.’

‘Ember … that is the name of your sister?’ The Draaka’s hand lay like a claw on the red silk of her dress, the fingers flickering with impatience. Glynn’s heart skipped a beat at the realisation that she had unwittingly spoken Ember’s name. And yet why fear it? She nodded.

‘I meant to look for her once we were on Ramidan, after the feinna had birthed. But Bayard fell into the water and drowned and the She-feinna died and I … it hurt me somehow. It made me muddled …’ Glynn touched her head. ‘Sometimes my head hurts and I have nightmares of what will happen to me if I leave your service.’

The Draaka turned away suddenly and spoke a few words to Mingus but the conversation ended before Glynn could invoke her feinna hearing. After the draakira withdrew, the Draaka turned her dark gaze back to Glynn. ‘You desire to remain with me, and yet you spoke to the Prime of wanting to seek your sister here.’

‘That was what I wanted. Is. But … Bayard told me on the ship that dreams can seem like true things, betimes. Especially darklin dreams. Since coming to the palace, I have begun to fear that she may have been right, and that the dream was an illusion.’

Glynn felt the feinna’s discomfort at her words, but she had not exactly lied as she had genuinely vacillated between the belief that the vision had been true, and the certainty that it was false. The Draaka had mounted the dais as Glynn spoke and once again her face was hidden in shadow, only the glitter of her eyes visible. ‘I understand that you had some conversation with Fulig’s son, Kerd.’

Glynn could not hide her shock at the revelation that Kerd, whom she had taken for a pleasant nonentity, was the son of a chieftain! ‘I … I did not know he was so high born, Lady,’ she said at last. ‘But I swear that I did not speak to him before he spoke to me.’

‘Do you not think it odd that one of his stature would speak to you?’ There was a silky quality to her voice that set Glynn’s teeth on edge.

She opened her mouth to respond then almost bit off her tongue at the strength of the feinna’s muddled vision of movement and shifting light. Someone had entered her bedchamber!

‘Is something the matter?’ the Draaka asked.

Glynn struggled to say calmly, ‘It is only that I still feel so weak and strange from the death of Bayard and the feinna, Lady. Your words seem at times to come from so far away that I can hardly hear them, and other times they boom at me so …’

The Draaka said, ‘I spoke of the Vespian heir, Kerd. Perhaps he approached you because of your myrmidonish look.’

The feinna was now sending Glynn heart-stopping flashes of the so far fruitless search of her sleeping chamber, but she held desperately to the thread of the conversation, her every instinct crying out against revealing the feinna bond to the Draaka. ‘I told them that I was not a myrmidon, and that I served you, Lady,’ she said, praying that the search for the feinna would be useless, in which case she would pretend it must have escaped. She had no doubt that it was the feinna he sought.

The feinna sent a frightened vision of the bed being suddenly overturned and Glynn bit her tongue to keep from crying out in dismay. Please stay hidden, she thought, because there was still the hope that the youngling would not be seen, but at that very moment, she sensed it surge out of hiding and fly at the nearest face. A flashing vision of Mingus rearing back in fright came to her. Then the face tightened and became vicious. The feinna had darted to the closest corner and now turned at bay, snarling and baring its sharp teeth. Glynn saw a short brutal club lifted above the feinna, heavy enough to crush its tiny skull if a blow were landed.

In horror, Glynn sent with all the authority she could muster: You must yield.

Fighting! the feinna sent.

No, Glynn insisted. She had no idea what the Draaka was planning, but what the feinna intended now would ensure its death. Yield and live.

Biting! the feinna reiterated and coiled in readiness to spring. The feinna part of Glynn wanted it to attack the cold-eyed draakira – saw the rightness of killing such a corrupted being. If there had been any real chance for the feinna to escape afterwards, she might have let it do what it wished. As it was, she must prevent it doing anything that would give the draakira the excuse to harm it, if Mingus even needed an excuse.

The Draaka was speaking again, but so great was Glynn’s agitation and alarm that she could not take in the words. You must yield, she sent as strongly as she could to the feinna. They have me and, if you fight them, they will kill you and me as well. The feinna’s anguish told her that she had found the right lever. Little brotherling, let them take you and we will escape together later.

Yielding, the feinna capitulated. Glynn’s feinna senses literally sickened at what it cost the feinna to oppose its own strongest instincts. She had a brief glimpse of Mingus looming over it, then nothing. The feinna had sent itself into a light coma, though it retained a conscious but dreamlike connection to Glynn’s mind so that she was aware of the draakira now circling the little animal’s body warily, finally prodding it to be sure it was not feigning, and only then lifting it gingerly into a basket.

Glynn was brought back to her own immediate surroundings by a sharp slap in the face. ‘Why do you not answer the Draaka?’ draakira Leta hissed.

‘I … I am not sure how to answer …’ she temporised.

‘What difficulty is there?’ snapped Leta. ‘Either this Kerd spoke against the Draaka or he did not.’

‘He … he said he had heard that the Draaka have a marvellous collection of scrolls and he asked me if I would like to see the archives here.’

‘You did not speak of this invitation before,’ the Prime pointed out coldly.

‘I forgot,’ Glynn mumbled. At least half her attention was focused on the feinna, which she could feel being carried towards her.

There was a slight commotion at the door, and Glynn turned with the rest to see Mingus enter the room bearing a woven wicker basket. He carried it to the foot of the dais, bowed and withdrew a few steps, emanating smug triumph. The Draaka reached a black-clad foot and tapped the wicker basket, her black eyes on Glynn’s face. ‘Do you know what is in the hamper, girl?’

Glynn mugged puzzlement. ‘Is it … is it the pelflyt from the kitchen?’

‘Silence!’ the Draaka rapped. ‘You know it is the animal which you carried from the ship!’

‘The feinna, Draaka?’ Glynn glanced at the basket again, pretending bewilderment. ‘Is it that you no longer wish me to care for it, Lady? I have done my best but it was sickly from the start and it is sometimes savage. Mayhap it needs fresh air.’

‘You are not bonded to the creature?’

Glynn hesitated for a split second. ‘The He-feinna is too young to bond to me as its mother bonded to Bayard.’

‘You feel nothing for the beast?’ the Draaka persisted.

‘Bayard was good to me and she wanted to free the feinna younglings. I wanted to do that for her,’ Glynn said carefully.

‘What Bayard owned was and is mine to do with as I wish.’ Impatience.

‘Of course, Draaka,’ Glynn said meekly.

‘So it will not trouble you if I remove the animal from your care, then?’ Glynn was uneasy at the Draaka’s persistence, but she said, ‘I liked my work with the scrolls and Bayard thought I had talent. Would it be possible for me to do such work again if I am not to care for the feinna now?’ She tried to make her expression limpid, earnest and wistful all at the same time.

Her breath caught in her throat when the Draaka poked a finger towards the casket. ‘Let me see the creature.’

Mingus unfastened the lid and lifted it away to reveal the feinna lying coiled in the bottom, paws bound. The draakira reached in and lifted it out by the scruff of its neck, where it hung, limp. Glynn clenched her hands so hard that she felt the nails gouge into the flesh of her palm. She could feel the pulse of the little animal’s life, strong and bright, yet her whole body thrummed with revulsion at seeing Mingus hold it. She struggled for calmness, sensing that her agitation was drawing the feinna closer to full consciousness and, in that state, it would not be able to help attacking its captor.

‘A sickly scrap,’ the Draaka said. ‘I see no point in wasting time on it. Better to break its neck now and be done with it.’ She nodded at Mingus, who lifted his free hand to the feinna’s neck.

‘No!’ Glynn screamed and leapt towards the draakira as the feinna sprang to life, twisted in Mingus’s hands and sank its teeth deep into his wrist.
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The power the Chaos spirit bestowed on Lanalor pained him,

yet he mastered it. Even so, the Making of the portal was very hard.

As he wrought, he saw many futures and worlds without end,

and communed with those who dwelt on them,

but never after did he use this power to save himself,

if he had it …


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

Mingus hurled the feinna from him and the sound of its head cracking against the stone floor was shockingly loud. Glynn heard her own scream as a far-off roar as she spun and struck at Mingus with all the lethal force of her martial abilities. Rage surged through her, obliterated her stiffness from having lain on the ground for so long. The draakira fell like a lopped tree, and Glynn immediately executed two flawless whirling kicks to drive back the others before kneeling beside the youngling. It was conscious, but barely so, blood leaking from one ear to stain its fur. Glynn’s feinna senses told her that its skull was cracked and she wondered how it was that she was not feeling its pain.

beloved sisterling, we are to part. I spend myself holding back our pain so that it will not mar that parting, the feinna sent. Incredibly, she received from the tiny animal not fear or anger but a wave of compassion for her! But compassion was not a great enough word for the profound kindness of the sending that was both a cherishing of her and a pitying for the pain she must suffer at their parting, and for the long loneliness that would follow. Grace, she thought, suddenly finding a human word that fitted what the feinna sent. It sends me grace.

Oh she could have wept at the beauty of that moment, but in the midst of a storming of love and pity and grief raging in her mind, a tiny voice whispered to her that the feinna need not die. With treatment, kept still and warm, it could live. The thought gave her the courage to pull herself together and invoke the reaching spar her mind had developed, linking her to the feinna on yet another level. She poured her own strength and vitality into the little beast. Enough to sustain it for a time; to hold it to life.

The draakira had formed an uneven circle around them by now. Some had drawn the long, slender, grey-black blades used by the cult members in ceremonies of sacrifice, and she felt their intention to kill her. She could fight them. Maybe even win her way free, but the feinna would die if it was moved.

Go with the flow …

A great chilly rage swept through Glynn, cooling the heat of her desperation to a point of hard, icy stubbornness. The Draaka’s belief that Glynn was destined to reveal the Unraveller to the cult was their sole hope now. She lifted her eyes to the cult leader who had neither spoken nor moved since issuing the command to kill the feinna. Glynn’s feinna senses detected a controlled watchfulness and Glynn calmed in the sudden realisation that in exposing her link to the feinna, she had given the Draaka the best reason to keep the feinna safe. All she had to do was to make it clear that her welfare was linked to that of the little animal. It struck her suddenly that she could also use the link as an excuse for her behavior.

She dropped to her knees, groaning. ‘I … I am sorry, Draaka. The feinna forces me to defend it …’

‘What is wrong with you?’ the Draaka demanded.

‘The beast is … is injured and so I suffer,’ Glynn whispered.

‘You are linked to the feinna.’ Triumph in the voice like a darting of poison.

One nod and she kept her head down, fearful that her eyes would reveal her defiance. ‘I knew it was wrong to lie to you, but the feinna would not allow me to speak of the link.’ The truth in the words struck her even as she said them. ‘Truly it did not seem a very important omission, so long as I served you well.’

‘She lies!’ Gif hissed. ‘Bayard was not given commands by the She-feinna.’

‘Theirs was a different kind of bond,’ Glynn said. Now that she was not fighting, she began to tremble with muscle strain. She did not try to hide her fatigue. ‘But the feinna youngling did not command me to silence as a human master would command a servitor. It has an instinct to secrecy about link mates which it is compelled to obey and so am I also compelled.’

‘Did the feinna’s instincts make you do that?’ The hand rose out of the shadows and gestured at Mingus’s prone form.

‘The feinna was afraid and I had to fight …’

‘You fought like a myrmidon!’ Gif hissed. ‘Did the beast teach you that?’

‘I … I don’t know how I knew what to do. I just … reacted to the feinna’s fear.’ She let herself look bewildered, aware that she was on thin ice. The myrmidons on Acantha had also commented that her style of fighting was similar to theirs. What a hellish coincidence! ‘Maybe it was something that I learned and have forgotten …’ she added lamely.

‘You still claim to have lost your memory?’ This was the Prime, her voice cool and steady as ever.

Fortunately Glynn did not have to answer because the Draaka interrupted to ask very casually, ‘Will you die if the feinna dies?’

Glynn did not hesitate. ‘I think you will see the answer to that question very soon, Lady, for if the feinna is not given treatment, it will die.’ What she did not say was that very soon, the feinna’s ability to prevent Glynn sharing its pain would dissolve and she would begin to suffer as she now only pretended to suffer. But she would not die. Ironically, Glynn must now convince the Draaka of the strength of her bond with the feinna, if she would save it. She looked up, steeling her will and assuming an expression of desperate resignation. ‘It is better if the feinna and I die now, for I would be killed for harming draakira Mingus, I know, though it was not my desire or will to do so. But I say to you that I would have served you well, Lady, despite this link with the beast, for that was my desire and the feinna did not interfere with that.’

For a long second she thought she had failed.

Then the Draaka gave a shadowy nod. ‘I will save the feinna while I consider what punishment will serve for this matter.’ She waved an imperious hand and, as some of the draakira tended to the unconscious Mingus, the blanket that had been over her was laid over the feinna and drops of some darkish green stuff dribbled between its jaws. Glynn was fascinated to sense that the little animal’s throat passage closed while it analysed the liquid, then opened again when it was pronounced a strong pain-killer and muscle relaxant designed to keep the body still while healing.

The Prime herself bent to examine the feinna with a surprisingly delicate touch, and announced the possibility of skull fracture.

‘Let the animal remain there,’ the Draaka said lightly. ‘It will be a hostage to your skill at pleasing me, drone.’

The sadistic pleasure in this statement made Glynn’s skin crawl but she said softly, ‘I cannot help what the feinna link makes of me, nor can the beast help its own nature. It was my wish to serve you.’

‘Understand that your wishes are to me as the filth an aspi drops mindlessly behind it,’ the Draaka said pleasantly. ‘What concerns me are my desires. Now, go into the outer salon and await your orders.’

‘The feinna …’ Glynn began.

The Draaka’s face darkened. ‘Do as you have been told, or the creature will suffer,’ she snarled and she lifted her black foot above the youngling’s prone form.

Glynn backed away, not daring to cast a look at the feinna. Rest, belovedbrotherling. I will return and free you soon, she promised.

Waiting, it sighed in the depths of her mind. Then its consciousness slipped from her mental spar.

Outside the room, Glynn paced back and forwards as she waited, loathing the Draaka and Mingus and wishing with all of her heart that she had gone from the ship with Solen when they arrived on Ramidan. It seemed to her that she must have been mad not to have foreseen the perils that would await them in the company of the Draaka. The worst of it was that this was not the first time she had been such a fool. She had walked into danger just as blindly and blithely when she had gone to the haven on Acantha. She had been so stupidly certain she could enter the Acanthan haven, sell her darklinstone, and leave again, unscathed. Instead, she had ended up a drugged slave, and only an accident had brought her to her senses before the drugs had burned her wits away. But instead of learning from her mistakes, she had done the same thing again here on Ramidan! Even the Prime had asked with incredulity why she did not take the opportunity to escape.

Her rage cooled at the thought that perhaps she had not been so much stupid as what Wind had once called Other Directed. If she had been summoned to Keltor by the Chaos spirit, and had been somehow under its power all along, she would have made exactly the decisions she had made. She had recklessly sworn that she would not, but the feinna was lying unconscious and wounded on the floor of the Draaka’s audience chamber, a hostage.

Will you serve Chaos, for the sake of the feinna? Will you be the Judas goat?

Glynn shivered and, with an effort, banished the sly voice of despair. Even if she was right about being brought to Keltor by the Chaos spirit, the link with the feinna could not have been planned or guessed. It was truly random, which meant that, no matter how great its power, the Chaos spirit was not omnipotent.

Her spirits rose at the realisation that all she had to do to keep herself and the feinna safe was not to find the Unraveller. As long as the Draaka did not suspect that Glynn knew their plans for her, she could just go on pretending to be obedient and craven, until she could find a way to free them both.

The door to the audience chamber opened abruptly and the Prime emerged. Glynn tried to look as abject and eager as a dog unsure if it would be given a bone or a boot; she was careful not to meet the Prime’s eyes lest the woman detect the revival of her spirit.

‘You will go now and collect the pelflyt. Explain to the over cook that your duties kept you from returning yesterday. You will use this interaction, and any other that occurs, to make good your boast of being an adept listener. Learn what you can of Tarsin’s disposition to our delegation. If you encounter Kerd of Vespi, you will encourage his friendship. If he repeats his invitation to view the Ramidani scrolls, you will accept. Draw him to speak of his father’s attitude to his betrothal and his attitude to the Draaka.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘But before you go anywhere, cleanse yourself. You stink of vomit. And remember, speak of nothing that has happened to you within these walls or in the haven on Acantha. Any transgression on your part will result in pain for your precious feinna.’

‘The feinna …’ Glynn began.

The Prime cut her off ruthlessly. ‘You have an unfortunate tendency to speak out of turn, girl. Take care this does not cost the tongue of the feinna who has made you its pet.’

Glynn felt the blood drain from her cheeks. ‘I will do as you have said,’ she whispered. The Prime made no response and Glynn backed away on unsteady legs, a vision in her mind of the Draaka’s black-shod foot hovering above the feinna’s head.

Please be safe, she sent to the youngling, but there was no reply.

Returning to her chamber, Glynn washed herself roughly and decided to spend a few moments exercising to calm her mind and unloosen her muscles before she bathed properly. When her mind and body were calm, she would be able to think more clearly.

At first it was difficult to concentrate, for her thoughts seethed with fear for the feinna. But she persisted, completing her stretching routine and moving seamlessly into a strenuous set of advanced kata movements. As usual she performed the movements slowly, striving for balance and focus, and for the mental stillness that Wind believed essential for harmony and full alertness. She always preferred to do kata slowly, although Wind had required that she spar regularly as well, to improve speed and reflexes. Of course that had been impossible since coming to Keltor.

Thoughts of past and present jostled together in her mind until the sheer intensity of the most difficult forms demanded her full attention, which was, of course, their point. Gradually her thoughts turned inward to slower and deeper rhythms of life: the ebb and flow of her blood brought her to contemplate the movement of the alien sea seething with dangerous and unknown life forms; the passage through the sky of the twin moons and of Kalinda. By the time she ended the last movement, standing balanced perfectly on one foot, she was calm and relaxed.

Bathed and freshly dressed twenty minutes later, Glynn presented herself to the draakira at the front doors to the apartment. To her surprise, she was given a rich Fomhikan brown cloak to wear in place of the grey one she had been given on Acantha. Outside, she was dismayed to find the tall, thin, green legionnaire and his sadistic comrade again on duty. The squat legionnaire, who had tormented her before, lifted the point of his sword to one of her breasts with an expression of vicious playfulness. ‘So, our pretty little pet has come out again.’

‘I … I have an urgent errand to run for my mistress,’ Glynn said, ignoring the blade. She had to fight back the urge to scowl at the brute for, as before, something in the crude spill of filth from his mind repelled her in a way that simple violence would not have done.

‘First you must answer a few questions in the interests of palace security …’ He shifted the sword tip to her breastbone and pressed on it so that the blade pierced Glynn’s shirt and pricked her skin. She repressed a gasp, aware that he wanted her reaction, but she could not suppress a stab of fear at the thought that the feinna would suffer if he hurt her.

‘What is going on here?’ a female voice rapped out icily.

The legionnaires snapped to attention, and Glynn now saw past them to the Iridomi, Aluade. She looked exactly the same as on the first day they had arrived on Ramidan, and it seemed impossible that she could be a draakan fanatic.

‘We were just going to question this servitor …’ the big legionnaire began.

‘I could see what you were just going to do, Satrick,’ Aluade said. ‘Perhaps you need some additional training in discipline as a reminder that, when on guard, you are to guard and nothing else. I will mention it to Kalide.’

Both men had paled, but neither protested.

Aluade looked at Glynn. ‘Go about your business,’ she said, and Glynn gladly made her escape.

She had just come to the top of the set of steps that would bring her to the garden level when a large group of nobles wearing bright trailing gowns and capes swirled around a corner and came towards the steps, laughing and chattering. Glynn stepped hastily to one side, her heart beating fast, but no one paid any attention to her. She listened to their words as they passed down the steps.

‘ … will have to be done about it.’

‘Of course, but who will speak of it to Tarsin?’

‘One could, once upon a time, appeal to Asa, or bribe him if it came to that.’

‘I’d like to know what happened to him …’

‘Wouldn’t we all, including Coralyn.’

‘Do you really think she does not know?’

‘That is what is being said. And I have heard that Asa has just been … questioned … by Kalide.’

‘Ahh. Well that is the end of his usefulness. A pity …’

The voices faded as the group vanished from sight around a turn in the steps. Glynn waited, then made her own way down the steps, slowly enough that, by the time she reached the bottom, the festive group of nobles had vanished. She took the same route as she had taken the first time she had gone to the kitchens. Several elaborately attired young women, chattering like a flock of birds, emerged from one of the gardens and passed Glynn. She overheard enough of their conversation before they were out of sight to guess that they had been passing time in a garden until the start of an important hall in one of the other gardens. She had almost reached the place where the broken steps led down to the kitchen level when a third group of people came along the path behind her. Again she slowed and moved to one side to let them pass.

This time, most of the nobles were Fomhikan by their colours, and several of them glanced at her cloak curiously, no doubt wondering who she was. Fortunately an elderly man in their midst was discoursing about something to do with the weather, and they all passed on without comment.

Reaching the steps that would take her to the kitchens, Glynn stopped and watched until they vanished around another corner. They were clearly bound for the same hall as the other nobles that she had seen. She wondered idly about the occasion for the hall. It was a pity she had not gained that knowledge from their talk because it might have been reported to the Draaka. The host must be someone important if so many different sept groups were attending. Glynn frowned, wondering if perhaps Tarsin himself would attend. Or perhaps it was he who had called the hall. If that was so, then the fact that the draakan delegation had not been invited to present themselves was a deliberate slight, because Kalide had suggested Tarsin had not summoned them only because he was not attending any halls.

Suddenly Glynn was struck with a daring notion.

What if she were to go to the hall and learn for herself the reason for it and the name of its host. Servitors went everywhere and were virtually invisible to nobles so it should not be difficult to gain admission. Even if Tarsin turned out not to be the host, there should be ample opportunity at such an occasion to learn something else that might interest the Draaka. Of course, if she were exposed as a gate crasher, she might be punished, but on balance, the danger was slight, Besides, there would be many servitors offering refreshments at a hall, as well as those the groups brought with them.

Resolved, she headed in the direction taken by the Fomhikan group and soon found herself among other groups and couples making their way to the hall. It was not difficult to attach herself to a larger group of younger revellers wearing various different sept colours, most of whom seemed half intoxicated. As they came close to what was obviously the entrance to the garden where the hall was taking place, Glynn was alarmed to see that it was flanked by two muscular red-clad legionnaires who were stopping people and questioning them before allowing them to proceed. There was no way for her to withdraw, and even her momentary hesitation caused the people around her to regard her with slight annoyance. She decided to say that she had a message for someone. She was racking her brain for a name when she realised that the legionnaires were only stopping people who carried bundled cloaks or bags. Probably they were searching for weapons, which seemed to indicate that Tarsin would attend the hall.

The legionnaires did not even look into Glynn’s face as she passed through the gate, since she carried nothing and, once inside, she felt a surge of elation and renewed hope. Looking around, she saw that she had entered the largest of the gardens she had so far seen. Much of it was given over to lawn and decorative flowerbeds, though the walls were well hidden behind veswood trees and neat flowering shrubs. Dozens of tiny tables and silk-covered chairs had been arranged in sept colours under open-sided tent-like pavilions, and there were at least a hundred people already seated or walking about, and more entering the hall at every moment. Glynn noted that the servitors saw their masters and mistresses seated, then withdrew to stand against the shrubs and gossip. She took her own place between a boy with a red pug nose and an attractive woman in blue with her hair in the close-cropped style affected by Acanthan windwalkers. She wondered suddenly if there were Acanthan diplomats upon Ramidan. If so, they might be pressuring Tarsin to greet the favourite of the chieftain. Glynn decided that it might be worth gravitating to them when she had the chance because, of all those present, they were the most likely to speak of the draakan delegation.

‘Whom do you serve?’ the boy next to Glynn asked.

Immediately Glynn stiffened and moved purposefully into the throng as if she had been summoned by her master. She kept walking until she had reached the other side of the garden and was lost to the boy’s sight. She had been a fool not to realise that, while nobles and legionnaires might ignore her, other servitors would not. She must choose her next position with more care. This time she stood between a shrub and a haughty looking man in red trimmed with purple. Both the man’s attire and his superior expression suggested that he was a senior servitor, and, as she had hoped, he responded to her vaguely witless smile with an unwelcoming glare before giving her the cold shoulder. Certain that there was no likelihood of him wanting to talk to her, let alone ask questions, Glynn relaxed and went back to studying the press of revellers.

Her feinna senses picked up criss-crossing currents of fear and anger forming a dense weave beneath the laughter and polite chatter, but the same might be said of any gathering. She noticed a throne on a dais against the opposite wall, and a smaller ornate chair set directly on the ground beside it. Above was a silken pavilion of purest gold and, as this was the colour worn by the Holder, it must mean that he was to attend, unless the chairs for the Holder were some sort of formality. Or maybe the heir to the throne, the mermod, would come to represent the throne. Despite her worries, Glynn realised that she was curious to see both the mermod and the mad ruler of Keltor, about whom she had heard so much.

‘Glynn!’

The kitchen servitor, Opel, was approaching, carrying a basket of breads and smiling. It was only when she was near that Glynn realised the beaming smile did not reach her eyes. Sensing the interest of the supercilious servitor at her side, Glynn stepped forward. ‘It is good to see you, my friend,’ she said warmly.

Opel’s eyes widened but remained serious. ‘I must tell you what happened in the kitchens …’ She drew Glynn into a clear space and adopted a coquettish smile as if she was about to offer girlish secrets, but when she spoke, she said, ‘I wanted to tell you the other day when you returned to the kitchen but there was no chance. After you left the kitchens the first time, a man came and asked the over cook a lot of questions about you …’

‘What kind of questions?’ Glynn felt sick, for it could only mean that she was being followed. Had the Prime been testing her after all?

Opel suddenly laughed aloud. ‘Smile!’ she hissed and Glynn obeyed. ‘I could not hear much of what he asked. But the over cook kept shaking his head and said he hadn’t spoken more than three or four words to you. Afterwards he said he wondered what you had done to have one of Kalide’s spies sniffing your trail.’

Glynn fought to keep her false smile, knowing that she ought to have realised that Kalide would have her followed. He would know that, as a servitor, unlike the others in the delegation, she would be free to come and go from the apartment.

Opel said tightly, ‘I hope you did not speak of me to anyone, or repeat my words to you.’

‘I haven’t mentioned you to anyone,’ Glynn said, trying to remember all that had transpired on that first trip from the apartment. She had gone to the kitchens pretty much directly, and other than a brief conversation with Opel, she had not talked to anyone. Surely no one had been close enough to hear their words. Then she remembered. The encounter with Kerd and Unys had also happened on that day. No watcher could have come close enough to overhear what was said but, being Iridomi, Unys would have told everything that she had heard, if she had been questioned. She doubted that Kalide or his agents would question Kerd, given that he was Fulig’s son, and even if Kerd had responded to casual questions about what had passed between them after Unys left, Glynn was sure that he would say nothing that would bring strife to her.

She was about to reassure Opel when a horrible thought arose. She leaned closer to Opel and said urgently, ‘If I was followed before, I may be followed now.’ Opel would have drawn back in fright if Glynn had not kept hold of her arm. ‘If anyone asks you about this conversation, you had better say that I was asking you how Tarsin feels about the Draaka. If you are told it looks as if we are friends, say that we exchanged a few words as we waited outside the kitchens.’

Opel’s face registered distaste. ‘Why would you want it thought that you were interested in Tarsin’s opinion of the Draaka?’

‘I am a bonded servitor to the Draaka …’

Opel drew back. ‘I am sorry to hear that. But why would one who serves that vile sect wish to see the soulweaver …’

Glynn decided she had better take a tough stance. ‘I did not say that I wanted to see the soulweaver. You assumed it, and now we are both in danger because of what you might say if you are interrogated. Therefore do as I say and we will both be safe, for the watcher and his master know who I am and who I serve.’

‘Very well,’ Opel said, and now the eyes above her bright smile were grim with contempt. ‘I will do as you say, but only in order to save my own skin from being blistered. Not to save one who willingly serves evil.’ She turned away abruptly and was soon lost in the shifting crowd.

Glynn had a vivid memory of Hella, sobbing in her arms when she had thought her brother dead, then another image of her on Fomhika, pale and cold-faced with accusation. Solen had sworn that Hella was sorry about the things she had said, but Glynn knew that there were some things that could not be mended.

She glanced around, deciding that the best thing she could do was to leave the hall. It had not occurred to her before, but it was highly likely Kalide and his mother would attend the hall. If so, and if Kalide’s spy were watching her, he would lose no time in reporting her presence at the hall to his master. Finding her at the hall would certainly give Kalide an excuse to interrogate her.

She began to work her way very casually around the edge of the garden towards the gate, for if she left too hastily, it would appear as if Opel had given her a warning. The garden had grown very full now and, as she edged between nobles, chattering and giggling like schoolgirls, she thought that the nobles on Acantha had been in general more serious in nature and manner. Of course, foolishness could be a mask, too, and this was a sept that loved masks.

A loud noise began, which Glynn knew from experience was music. She hoped that a songmaker was not about to perform, for if so, all conversation and movement would cease, making it much harder to move inconspicuously towards the gate. But it was not a songmaker nor a balladeer. A herald was sounding a call on a long trumpet-like instrument and Glynn’s feinna senses detected a swell of anticipation from the people watching, richly seamed with curiosity and anger. Then the crowd shifted back to open a path through their midst. Glynn thought it must be the infamous Keltan ruler who was being announced, but to her intense impatience, a man with an enormous headdress stepped right in front of her so that it was impossible to see anything. Under other circumstances, she might have pushed through or craned her neck, but she was anxious not to draw attention to herself and most of the servitors seemed less interested in who had entered than in using the inattention of their masters to gossip.

Glynn continued working her way to the gate and, as chance would have it, an eddy in the crowd suddenly offered a perfect view of the entrance. A tall, voluptuous woman in glimmering blue and green entered wearing a towering jewelled headdress clasping her skull like a giant hand. Thick blonde tresses flowed between the jewelled fingers of the headdress, but the hair was likely to be false, given the Iridomi penchant for shaven heads. The woman’s face was turned away. Immediately behind her came Kalide, also resplendent in blue and gold. Glynn froze, convinced he would look over and see her, but instead he stopped by the gate and began to speak with one of the gate legionnaires.

Glynn backed up and wondered despairingly what it was about her that always brought her to the wrong place at the wrong time. Perhaps her mother had been right in believing that Glynn was the sort of person who only arrived where she was meant to be by accident. Negative comments from her mother were nothing unusual, but suddenly this memory on top of all that had happened that morning brought her close to tears. For a moment, she was overwhelmed by all the uncertainties of a childhood where even being born had sometimes felt like a mistake, because her mother had never been able to love her. How often had she announced in her cool, lovely voice that she had planned for one daughter, not two. Glynn had always wondered if it would have been different if she had been born first. If her mother would have loved her had she come before lovely, delicate, musical Ember.

Unexpectedly, the new feinna-merged part of Glynn’s mind offered the strange assurance that the order of their births could not have been the other way round. Glynn was meant to be born second. This was such a queer thought that the moment of despair passed. For of course her mother’s inability to love had been just that, an inability and no reflection on Glynn. Coming to Keltor had shown her that and had freed her forever from feeling that she was unlovable. Glynn supposed that she would probably always be sad that her mother had not loved her, and sometimes more than sad, but she no longer felt it to be her fault.

The feinna-merged part of her mind offered another strange observation; that all mothers did not love their young; that some were incapable of it. Glynn found herself remembering an argument between her mother and father in which her mother had hissed that children had not been her idea or desire. The having of children had destroyed her career as a concert pianist. And suddenly Glynn knew that her mother’s love for Ember had been possible only because Ember had been like a mirror image of herself.

Glynn found this realisation neither hurt nor healed old hurts. She was not and never would be talented, beautiful Ember, but she had her own strengths and those strengths must now save her and the feinna.

She straightened up, set her chin and wove her way back through the crowd with renewed determination. To her relief, Kalide had left the gate, but other nobles were still entering. Glynn blinked in surprise to see the sulky discontented face of Kerd’s betrothed, Unys, among those entering. She must be high born indeed to enter with Coralyn’s select party. There was no sign of Kerd, which was probably lucky, because he was just the sort to march right up to her and greet her. That was another danger that she had not considered.

The music blared out again, louder than ever, and again there was a stir from the crowd. But people had shifted and Glynn’s view of the gate was once more blocked. She edged sideways until she was right behind a group of people alongside the gate and was appalled to see that the legionnaires were actually closing the gates!

Glynn became aware of the whispering around her.

‘… the announcement …’ Glynn heard one say.

‘… Tarsin cares nothing for form and the mermod is ill and keeps to his chamber …’

Glynn edged around them.

‘… that Tarsin wears a black sceptre band to mark his mourning at the loss of the visionweaver …’

Glynn paid scant attention to the snippets she was hearing, for the crowd had now loosened and was breaking up into smaller chattering clots. Her whole mind was focused on getting out of the hall.

‘… have heard that Acantha will send no more callstones to the misty isle, despite the fact that all of Keltor suffers from the shortage.’ The speaker was a woman wearing red and gold and Glynn wondered absently if she was Ramidani.

Her companion, a man, clad in red and silver, answered her in the same quiet serious manner. ‘Officially all of Keltor suffers the shortage, but the wealthy will always have coin enough to buy what they need, and there are still plenty of stones circulating on the shadow market. Yet sooner or later the supply of shadow-market stones will end and that will be disastrous for merchants and trade and for all of Keltan society. It is time that Tarsin stepped in to demand that raw callstones be sold to the Holder at a set rate. He could then negotiate a tuning contract with Darkfall and set up an independent body to sell the stones to all of Keltor. That would be far wiser than having such a valuable resource controlled by one sept.’

‘Yes, but look what that approach has meant with medications,’ another man with them said softly. ‘The olfactors make fewer and fewer medicaments because they can no longer sell direct and charge exorbitant prices. Instead they produce more and more pleasure drugs, which they can distribute as they choose. Therefore half of Keltor manufactures its own shadow-market medicaments and the other half suffers the lack.’

‘The problem is that Jurass will never agree to have his minescrapes …’

A rotund, sweating man with filthy hair clad in a rich grey robe pushed rudely through the centre of the group, then brushed past Glynn. Her feinna-enhanced sense of smell reeled at the fecal stench of him.

‘… poor Asa …’ one of the woman murmured, glancing after him.

‘I suppose his head injury has altered his manners …’

‘I would never have said that he possessed manners, though he could ape them if he chose. But I think it more likely that he was damaged during his interrogation. Kalide performed it …’

Glynn shuddered at yet another mention of Kalide’s interrogation methods, but then she noticed that a line of servitors bearing soiled glasses and dishes had formed at the gate and the legionnaires were opening it to allow them to file out. Grabbing some glasses from the nearest table, Glynn joined the queue and, in a few moments, she was outside on the path.

‘You again?’

It was the over cook, but despite his brusque voice, Glynn’s feinna instincts told her that his predominant emotion was curiosity. Of course he was wondering why he had been questioned about her. Fortunately another man entered the kitchens and began shouting at him and he waved Glynn away to the storeroom before starting a bellowed argument. Glynn had to ask twice before she found the storeroom and the small wicker cage containing the pelflyt. It was too dark to see what it looked like, but she could hear its rustling movements as she took up the cage and carried it out. She had refused to let herself think of this moment, but now she knew that she could not possibly bring the poor pelflyt to the Draaka, even knowing its fate would otherwise have been the cooking pot. She could not deliver the poor animal up for sacrifice, and now, both her feinna self and human self were utterly in accord. It seemed that the closer melding of feinna and human in her during her ordeal in the draakan audience chamber had altered the feinna part of herself as well.

Glynn spotted Opel stirring a sauce and her spirits rose to see that she had not been whisked away for questioning. That surely meant that the agent assigned to follow Glynn before had not been at the hall. She told herself that Kalide’s spying on her was probably just his standard treatment of guests.

She was part way up the cracked steps to the garden level when her senses tingled, informing her that someone was touching the feinna. Heart pounding, she closed her eyes and sought out the feinna but, being deeply unconscious, it could not respond. Without thinking how it might be done, or even if it was possible, Glynn found herself exerting the strange new ability of her mind to reach out and into the feinna. She only meant to find out how it was but, to her amazement, despite being unconscious, the feinna began to do exactly what it did when they were physically in contact: it began drawing comfort and something like energy from her. Startled, Glynn realised that, in this way, she could also provide the vital closeness required by the birth bond, which she had thought could only come from physical proximity. This meant that she and the feinna could survive a physical separation if it proved necessary.

Glynn opened her eyes, and gasped to find that she was lying awkwardly on the audience room floor again, looking up into the monstrously huge face of a man with a round red nose from which sprouted tufts of stiff greyish hairs! She would have screamed but she seemed to be paralysed.

The enormous man began very carefully to dribble something over her head. Incredibly, Glynn became aware of a hairline crack running along the base of her skull. The feinna link corrected the thought in its pedantic way. The fracture was not to her skull, but to the feinna’s.

All at once Glynn understood. She was inside the feinna’s body, just as she had been inside Solen’s. The only reason she was able to see was because the feinna slept with its eyes slightly open. The man must be some sort of white cloak.

‘Will it live?’ Glynn heard the Draaka ask, confirming her guess.

She strained the feinna’s peripheral vision to find that the Draaka was standing by her with several other draakira.

‘If it is not moved, it could linger in this state for a good many days, and the longer it lives the more likely it is to go on living. That mixture I gave it will help the brain fluids to thicken slightly. But if you really want it to live, you need an animal healer.’

‘Arrange for one to come,’ the Draaka said and waved the man away. He left, almost tripping over his robes in his eagerness to obey. Only after she heard the sound of the door closing behind him, did anyone speak.

‘Surely if the master foresaw this girl revealing the Unraveller to us, it will come to pass regardless of whether this creature lives or dies.’ That was Mingus, and Glynn’s skin crawled at the hatred in the draakira’s voice radiating towards the feinna.

‘The probability of the girl doing as we wish is very very high. But still all futures remain uncertain until they come to pass. Perhaps the death of this animal would alter what I saw in the Void. Hence the creature must be kept alive. But rest assured that a time will come soon enough when you may revenge yourself on both the girl and the beast, Mingus. Now enough of this. Set up a seat for Kalide. Drape it and make it fine. I will receive him here when he comes this evening. His seat should be raised but not to the height of my own chair.’

‘Draaka, perhaps it would be wise to order some clothes for your audience with Kalide,’ said another of the draakira diffidently. ‘Even the finest garments from Acantha will appear shabby and dull to these people. So much importance is placed on appearances here. Look how he was dressed just to bring us from the ship.’

‘I am sure there is plenty of time for the most ornate clothes and exquisitely subtle masks to be made, since Tarsin seems in no hurry to greet us,’ Mingus snarled. Glynn thought his voice sounded slurred and guessed that his jaw had swollen where she had struck it. She dreaded having to face the senior draakira again, knowing that only fear of his mistress would keep him from punishing her for what had happened with the feinna.

The Draaka answered him coolly. ‘Coralyn did not invite us to Ramidan to be spurned by her son. The matter is in her hands and I have no doubt that it will be dealt with, if not by her, then by our master. As for Kalide, let him see me plainly clad. His mother will understand what this means, even if he does not.’

There was the sound of a door slamming open and the Draaka ceased speaking and turned. Again Glynn strained the feinna’s peripheral vision until she could see the approach of one of the draakira who had seen stationed at the front doors to the apartment. ‘Gifts have come, Draaka, and maps of Ramidan,’ she said. ‘They are from chieftain Coralyn. There is also a chit with them that welcomes us lavishly and bids us choose the site for our Ramidan haven. Also Aluade had been waiting without for some time.’

The Draaka smiled wolfishly. ‘See the hidden hand of our master? Let me look at the maps. And have Aluade enter.’

Glynn’s shoulder tingled and she felt herself withdrawing from the feinna and spiralling away, back to her own body.
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My brother went many times to the Void as he laboured to create the

portal he had imagined. Once he brought back a beast … Some said it

was an abomination … I do not know why my brother brought it nor

from whence he brought it. But I know this. Nothing my brother ever did

was without reason …


THE ALYDA SCROLLS

Glynn felt her body about her as a sudden weight but, to her dismay, she could not move. It felt like her will had not completely returned to her flesh and the thought of being a disembodied mind forever frightened her badly. The fear gave her the mental strength to reclaim her body, and she struggled to open her eyes. She was horrified to discover that she was lying slumped halfway down the steep stone steps between the garden and the kitchen levels of the palace. Clearly sending her will into the feinna had left her own body without any control and it was sheer luck that she had not fallen headlong and broken her neck.

A hand shook her shoulder and Glynn realised that this was what had drawn her back.

She turned her head and found herself looking into the earnest brown eyes of the Vespian, Kerd. Despite everything, if she had been able to smile, she would have done so at the sight of his kind, plain face, pale with concern.

‘Are you all right, my friend?’ his voice was gentle. Glynn tried to speak but he shook his head. ‘Wait. I will help you to a seat and we can talk when you have recovered yourself. Are you in pain?’ She managed to shake her head, and he hauled her to her feet then clasped his arm about her waist and half dragged her to the top of the stairs.

Only then did she remember the pelflyt. She turned in alarm. ‘There was a cage …’

‘It fell a few steps down and is cracked, but the pelflyt in it will be no more than shaken. I will go back in a moment and get it.’

‘Please, now?’ Glynn begged.

Kerd gave her a searching look then left her clinging to a post as he hurried back to get the cage. Returning, he took her elbow in his free hand and they went in this way a few steps along the path to a small lane she had not even noticed, which seemed to run between two gardens. To her surprise, when it turned, she saw ahead a very small garden entrance. ‘This is a back way to a garden which is now closed,’ Kerd murmured as they approached the gate.

They both froze at the sound of a man coughing, then after a moment they realised that the speakers were in the garden adjoining the one they were approaching.

‘… what it can mean that we were not invited to this hall?’ a man muttered worriedly and so audibly that Glynn thought they must be right alongside the wall. ‘The rumour is that some important announcement is being made by the Vespians.’

Glynn saw from Kerd’s expression that he had recognised the voice.

‘I do not care about the purpose of the hall,’ a deeper male voice pronounced, and now it was Glynn’s turn to start because she had heard this voice before, though she could not for the moment place it. ‘To neglect to invite Poverin’s son is virtually to accuse our father of aiding Bleyd in his supposed assassination plot and then arranging to have him freed when it failed. I will not sit by and let them insult Fomhika in this way. I must meet this matter with deadly disapproval.’

‘I suppose anyone might asssume you would feel exactly like that …’ a third voice murmured; a girl, or perhaps a soft-voiced lad.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Only that if Tarsin meant to accuse father, the accusation would have been made openly and through official channels. This insult is vague, and what can be its intent other than to provoke you? It reeks of Coralyn. All know of the swiftness of her legionnaires to defend her honour; their fanaticism and ready violence. Who would blame her if you are cut a little too hard or too high when you rush in ranting and demanding satisfaction …’

‘The officials …’

‘Are irrelevant, brother. Coralyn will say only that someone in her staff did not realise we had arrived, for we came so late last night.’

‘Coralyn’s spies tell her every time a flyt breaks wind and all know it!’ the third man scoffed.

‘All may know it, but no one speaks officially of those spies for fear of finding themselves sampling some new and unpleasant Iridomi poison. Coralyn will pretend to be dreadfully sorry for the oversight and she will issue a contrite statement condemning the zealotry of her legionnaires. She might even have them executed, and the officials will agree that it was a very unfortunate incident but that there is no blame to be laid at Coralyn’s door. And think, Donard … your death or serious wounding would force our father to do the very thing he must not do. He will have to come to Ramidan.’

Glynn was startled to realise that the speaker with the deeper voice was Donard, whom she had met upon Acantha and then again upon Fomhika. The softer voice, which seemed more girlish, must then belong to Rilka, his younger sister. Glynn had no idea who the third speaker was. A friend, perhaps, but certainly another Fomhikan.

‘You are right. The thing now is to decide which course is best.’ Donard’s words were rhetorical, but his sister answered them as if they had been a question.

‘We know what to do. We have to speak with Anyi to learn what has become of Bleyd,’ she said firmly. ‘To gain access to him we must go to this hall, and present ourselves as merely wounded because our invitations were overlooked. Calmly and quietly annoyed. Nothing that can be used as an excuse to demand a duel. No matter what answer is made to our complaints, nor how sharp its edge, we must mildly ignore it and seek out Anyi.’

‘I have had little practice at mildness,’ Donard grumbled, but it was clear that he accepted his younger sister’s authority. There was a rustling of clothes as if the speakers had been seated and now stood. ‘If only we could have gained entrance to the mermod’s chamber last night. I do not like the way he is being guarded. It is almost as if he were a prisoner …’

‘If only Alene had been within the palace we could have spoken to her …’ the unidentified man murmured.

‘Come,’ said Rilka, ‘the occasion will be fully underway now. We will make our entrance …’

Their voices faded.

Kerd touched Glynn’s arm and said gently, ‘I must go and let them know that the mermod is ill and will not attend this hall. Go into the garden. Sit and rest and I will return very soon.’

Kerd set down the cage and went back the way they had come. Glynn took it up and made her way through the narrow gate, thinking that the overheard conversation was a good argument in favour of their brother’s innocence, though of course he might have acted without telling them his plans. She drew in a breath of pleasure at the sight of the tiny, exquisitely laid-out garden that she had entered. There were trees and bushes hiding the walls, as seemed usual on Ramidan, and a smooth lawn of lush blue-green grass broken only by vivid clumps of flowers. A stream ran swiftly through the garden, chattering its way over tiger-striped pebbles and under a little wooden bridge leading to a huge spreading veswood tree which dappled the light that fell delicately on a bench seat overlooking the stream.

Making her way to the little bridge, Glynn crossed over to the seat, deciding that the garden was the perfect place to release the pelflyt. She had intended to release it since collecting it from the kitchen storeroom, but the cracked cage and her near fall had given her the idea of telling the Draaka that she had fallen, cracking the cage so that the pelflyt had escaped. It could even have happened that way if the crack had been wider. She doubted anyone would care that she did not bring the pelflyt, so long as her excuse sounded reasonable. The errand had been, at worst, make-work to occupy her, and at best, an excuse to allow her to roam about the palace and spy.

She grimaced, thinking she had just heard enough from Donard and his sister to please the Draaka, except that she had no intention of reporting their words. The thought of spying repelled her.

Kneeling down she unlatched the tiny cage and propped it open. Nothing happened and she got down on her hands and knees to look inside. The pelflyt resembled a fat little peacock, except that, like all Keltan flyts, it’s breast was covered in the very fluffy fur that Keltan birds had developed, rather than down. It even bore an absurd little tuft of gold fur atop its head like a crown. It blinked its red-flecked eyes at her.

Her feinna senses told her that it was not afraid of her and Glynn sat back on her heels, marvelling at how much of her humanness had been transformed by the grafted feinna instincts. More and more, the feinna abilities were becoming merely part of her repertoire of responses, instead of being consciously invoked. In a sense it might be said that she had been possessed by the feinna, except that if it was a possession, then it was benign. Though maybe she felt this way only because her growing feinna abilities had allowed her to see her own race with such jaded clarity.

She peered into the cage again, but still the pelflyt did not move. It was old, she thought. Her feinna senses concurred with her human observation, adding that the bird was aware that it would soon die, and waited as wearily as one might wait for a late bus.

Her heart twisted with pity for all of the caged things in this world and her own, bred and used by another species as if they had no other reason for existence. ‘Come out and be free, at least for a little time, bright one,’ she whispered. She stopped speaking then, for her feinna senses warned her that the pelflyt disliked human voices. No wonder! She tried to send mental assurances, just as she would to the feinna, and to her surprise, the animal was soothed, though still it made no move to come out.

Patience, her feinna instincts counselled. A twig snapped loudly behind her and, trying to stand up and turn at the same time, she almost fell into the stream.

Kerd offered his hand with a wry grin. ‘I always seem to startle you into wild gestures.’

‘I’m afraid I am prone to them,’ Glynn admitted, rubbing her bruised buttocks. She noticed suddenly that, although Kerd wore brown as on their previous meeting, today he looked every bit the son of a chieftain, for he wore a tunic made of some rich velvety fabric, thickly worked in gold thread, and there were great clusters of gleaming yellow stones on both shoulders. He also wore a jewelled band about his brow, matching the thin strips atop both of his gleaming brown knee boots. Her minescrape knowledge told her that he was wearing a small fortune in stones, let alone in tailoring.

‘You look very grand,’ she said. Kerd sighed and sat heavily on the bench seat beside her, his smile fading to a look of weary despair. ‘What is the matter?’

‘It is that hall the Fomhikans were just mentioning,’ he nodded towards the other garden. ‘I wish I did not have to go.’

Glynn decided not to say that she had already been there. ‘Why?’ she asked instead.

Kerd sighed again. ‘The celebration is so that it can be announced officially that Unys and I are to be joined in life bond.’ He looked at his clasped hands. ‘The trouble is that I have just received a message from my father asking if I would offer a year-end bond instead of a life bond. In truth, I expected him to rant and to forbid the match and I was prepared to defy him. But he speaks with concern for Unys, and asks me to consider her right to be free to make choices when she matures.’ He gave a hollow laugh. ‘Maybe he is right. Unys speaks of wanting us to be together always, and she insisted on life bond though I thought it would anger my father. I wanted a year-end bond, which I could then make a life bond, once my father had come to know Unys better. But there are times I almost feel she hates me … The irony of it all is that I would happily obey my father’s request.’

‘What is the problem then? Just tell her.’

‘The moment I enter the garden, Coralyn will set the trumpets blaring and make the announcement. I need to be able to tell Unys before any announcement is made, because it would be an unpardonable insult to announce life bond and then withdraw to a year-end bond offer.’

‘What will you do?’ Glynn said softly.

The Vespian stared sightlessly into the stream at their feet. ‘I do not wish to spurn my father’s advice and sever myself from his company and love when there is no need for it. Yet Unys will not forgive me if I insult her publicly.’

‘Maybe you had better get sick …’

Kerd stared at her. You mean … fail to appear? Unys will be humiliated.’

‘Send a message that you have fallen ill and no one would be humiliated,’ Glynn said. ‘You would be able to talk to Unys calmly in private and, if she agrees, then she can tell people that she decided that you should both do as your father asks.’

‘Lie?’ Kerd asked.

‘Yes,’ Glynn answered, simply. ‘Lie to save Unys from humiliation and to enable yourself to keep faith with your father.’

Kerd sighed and shook his head. ‘Lies never serve, ultimately.’ Then he brightened. ‘But I can tell her and Coralyn the truth afterwards. If only I can make Unys understand that my father’s words signal that he will accept our match.’ His gaze fell on the open cage, and he frowned at it, momentarily diverted from his worries. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I … I am trying to free the pelflyt but I am afraid the poor thing doesn’t know what freedom is,’ she said. ‘The Prime told me that it is to be killed in some ritual way before it is eaten but I can’t bear to take it to her.’ She disliked lying to him, but she was afraid that he might go and denounce the Draaka if he knew what she really intended.

Kerd looked unexpectedly interested at her words. ‘So you share the Sheannite philosophy of freedom. You are full of unexpected quirks, Glynn of Fomhika … if you are truly Fomhikan.’

The pelflyt suddenly emerged, fluffing its feathers, and they both watched it hasten away into the bushes without a backward glance. They exchanged a smile.

‘It is odd how things, left to their own devices, will attend to themselves,’ Kerd said. His smiled faded. ‘Perhaps I ought to take a lesson from it. We humans always feel we must arrange and control everything for its own good. I will not go to the hall. Nothing good will come of it.’ He smiled at Glynn. ‘You have done me a kindness in helping me to come up with a solution to an insoluble problem. In return, let me do what I offered when we met last and take you to the scroll archive. Afterwards I will take you there and then return to my rooms to send word to Coralyn.’

Glynn felt slightly sick to realise that she was cultivating the Vespian’s friendship just as she had been ordered to do. It made her feel helpless; as if she had no choice in what happened. That reminded her of the Draaka’s belief that she was a tool of the Chaos spirit and would do its bidding of her own free will. She resolved to be constantly on guard against being forced or manipulated into anything, even by seemingly random circumstances, which meant that maybe she ought to refuse Kerd’s offer. ‘What if you are seen wandering around when you are supposed to be ill?’ she temporised.

He smiled. ‘Almost no one goes to the archives, and those who do are unlikely to care anything about halls or bondings, year-end or otherwise. Please let me do this.’

Glynn found she could not resist his wistful plea, besides which, she really did want access to the archives since she might be reliant on them for the information she needed. But as they rose, something else occurred to her. ‘What about … those Fomhikans you talked to? What if they speak of seeing you?’

Kerd frowned. ‘They will have left the palace by now and I doubt they will be involved in the sort of conversation with anyone that would elicit gossip.’

‘Those people we overheard … one of them was Poverin’s daughter, Rilka?’ Glynn ventured.

Kerd nodded absently, not surprised that she should know this. ‘Poverin sent them, of course. But they are wrong about Coralyn. I have been fortunate enough to see a side to her that few have done and she is not so coldly manipulative as is thought. I have found her always kind and courteous despite the difference in our beliefs. Fomhikans lay too much blame and sinister plotting at her feet. What will you do here?’

Glynn looked at the cage critically then lifted her foot and brought it down hard on the broken side so that the edges split apart more widely. Kerd looked startled. ‘I fell and the pelflyt escaped,’ she said.

Kerd smiled a little and reached out to take it from her hands. ‘Are you all right to walk now?’ he asked, obviously remembering that she had been unconscious when he had found her on the stairs.

‘I’m fine. It was just … a dizziness that came over me for a moment and made me fall,’ Glynn said. ‘What brought you here to Ramidan, anyway?’

Kerd looked at her in mild bemusement. ‘Surely you know that all sons of chieftains come to Ramidan to dwell for a time. Unless you mean that I am somewhat older than most?’

Glynn was actually not sure what she meant. But she nodded.

He shrugged. ‘My father was reluctant to send me, knowing that Coralyn spent much time here. He does not accept that what happened with his brother, Ranouf, while tragic, cannot be laid at Coralyn’s feet. I wish he could hear how tenderly and with what pity she remembers my uncle. And how she regrets that he did not hear her pleas to put aside his wayward and destructive passion for her, and adhere to his journey-bond. And Ranouf was not a boy but a grown man with a man’s mind. Despite all of the training in discipline and duty that any prospective chieftain is given, he chose of his free will to break his journey-bond, forfeiting sept and chieftain’s seat. I do not blame Coralyn for that. She has been wonderful about Unys and me, and speaks of our match as a healing of rifts of many kinds. But perhaps that is how my father views it now, given the mildness of his last scribing to me.’

Glynn wondered at the streak of naivete in Kerd that stopped him seeing that the Iridomi chieftain would obviously approve of an alliance between the son of Fulig of Vespi and an Iridomi girl, since he would one day rule Vespi and control that sept’s sea power. No wonder Coralyn was gracious to him! The only puzzlement was why Fulig was suddenly so mild.

‘I guess it could be argued that a man has to be allowed responsibility for his actions, if he is sane, even when his actions seem like madness,’ Glynn murmured, thinking tangentially of Wind and his suicide.

‘Exactly,’ Kerd said forcefully. ‘I am glad that you see my point.’

Glynn had not exactly conceded his point, but she held her peace because, little as she liked the sound of Coralyn, she had already come to her own conclusion – the woman could not be blamed for what had happened to Ranouf of Vespi. They came to the steps that would bring her back to the level of the Iridomi enclave, but Kerd continued on along the path, saying, ‘All chieftains’ children are fostered for periods of their youth to broaden them, but I think that my father felt I have been turned away from my proper calling by my time here, because I have extended it. He can not see past his own thwarted longing to be wavespeaking to understand that a man can love more than one thing. I, too, love the waves and the feeling of sending my mind into the currents and merging with their dance. But I love scrolls more. In the ocean of knowledge that they offer, one can also find an ebb and flow and a clean cold dance of light. And I love Unys.’ He gave her a sheepish look. ‘I am sorry. I tend to go on about such things. It maddens Unys. Do your parents approve your interest in scrolls?’

‘My father was a great reader,’ Glynn answered, without thought.

‘Was?’ Kerd asked. ‘He is dead?’

Glynn was unsettled by the slip. She said, ‘My parents died in an accident, but I do not like to speak of it.’

‘Some pains are too great for words,’ Kerd murmured. ‘My mother, too, died in an accident.’ He stopped suddenly and Glynn saw with surprise that they had come to a door set into the wall of the cliff. Kerd reached for the metal handle and turned it, saying over his shoulder, ‘This is not a very respectable route for a noble, especially dressed as I am. But it will nicely serve the dual purpose of bringing us swiftly to the archives and keeping me away from the eyes of any nobles who are not at the hall.’

Behind the door was a tunnel, well lit by lanterns. Kerd entered and Glynn followed, stifling slight claustrophobia at the thought of being underground again. But this tunnel was a long way from the cramped and filthy minescrape tunnels on Acantha, and it was not long before they came to a set of steps that brought them up to a wide branching of ways. At the end of the short passage chosen by the Vespian there were steps down again. And so on. Glynn had completely lost her sense of direction by the time they came back outside onto a path running between two buildings. Fortunately they had not reached the limit of the feinna link because, although Glynn was now confident that she could reach out and offer the needed closeness mentally, she would not have liked to try it having already drained her strength.

‘We are on the level of the archive,’ Kerd announced, pushing through a dingy door into a wide hallway of such startling opulence that Glynn stopped and stared around in wonder. The floor was made of highly polished interlocking stones in a creamy pink shade, and all along one wall were long, narrow, beautifully crafted windows that offered a view of the citadel and the sea beyond. Along the opposite walls were huge murals that had been designed to reflect the same view as the window opposite offered, though of course that view was of another era, so many details differed, but this alone would have made the walk fascinating. Glynn would have liked to study the differences between past and present, but Kerd had gone to the window and he beckoned to her to come and look. ‘It is almost shockingly beautiful, isn’t it, when you look at it from up here,’ he said softly. ‘One would never guess how much strife seethes down there.’

‘I should not be here,’ Glynn said apprehensively, glancing around.

‘No one will trouble you so long as you are with me, and besides, anyone who is anyone will be at the garden hall,’ Kerd said. Nevertheless, he must have remembered that he had yet to send a messenger, for he began to walk briskly along the corridor until he came to a smaller passage leading off it, hung with tapestries and floored in a thickly woven rug. Lanterns suspended at regular intervals from the roof had been lit to compensate for the lack of windows, and their muted light bestowed a jewel-like depth to the colours of the hangings. Most featured the Firstmade and his beloved Shenavyre and, skin prickling, Glynn was struck anew by the resemblance between Ember and the legendary figure. She had noticed it before of course, but never so strikingly as now, faced by a hundred different images of the long dead Sheannite woman. It was an eerie sensation to know that in this world had once lived a woman who looked so like her sister. A true twin.

There was no ambivalence in the portrayal of Shenavyre in any of the tapestries. She was either a revered heroine or a tragic victim. The devious Shenavyre that peopled the Draaka’s publicly circulated chits, and the Shenavyre dupe that cavorted in songs assayed by some balladeers, was not shown, nor even hinted at here. The tapestries offered a powerful collective argument in favour of Darkfall’s view of Shenavyre, though draakan scholars would probably claim that of course it would, given the visions of Shenavyre were created by Sheannites, who would never portray their most famous daughter as anything but a pure and tragic figure.

Glynn’s mind shifted to the visionweaver who had saved Tarsin from poisoning, and who seemed to be almost as mysterious and tragic a figure as Shenavyre had been, even to the point that she was ill. Another Sheannite. Maybe Sheannites had a built-in propensity for tragedy.

‘What do you think really happened to the visionweaver who saved Tarsin?’ Glynn asked impulsively.

Kerd had slowed to study the tapestries too, but now he looked at her, a curious expression on his face. ‘I was at the hall the night she was last seen in the palace. The same night Bleyd disappeared from the cells. I saw Tarsin go over to speak with her. She was veiled as always so I could not tell how she responded to his words. Coralyn joined them. Then suddenly Tarsin rose and roared that the visionweaver would to go to the cells to see Bleyd, in order to try to evoke a further vision to learn the name of his accomplices. Coralyn later told me that the visionweaver volunteered to go because she had visioned of Alene in a compromising position. No doubt that vision was an hallucination brought about by her illness. Yet I would not have thought she was volunteering anything to look at her. The opposite. But Tarsin was determined. I told my misgivings to Coralyn who kindly explained to me that the visionweaver had only feared to go to the cells alone. That was what prompted Coralyn to offer her own personal legionnaires as escort.’

‘So this Iridomi escort took the visionweaver to the cells, and then what happened?’ Glynn asked curiously.

‘After some time, Tarsin sent Asa to see what was happening.’

Glynn thought of the stumbling, unkempt man who had pushed past her in the garden. That had been Asa, after Kalide had interrogated him, obviously to learn what he had found when he went to the cells. Had Kalide learned anything from his torture, she wondered? Probably nothing more than he had told, if it was true that his real mistress was the Iridomi chieftain.

‘When Asa did not return,’ Kerd continued, ‘one of the red legionnaire captains went to the cells and found him unconscious at the top of the stairs. He had been hit on the back of the head. In the cells below, they found Coralyn’s special envoys, drugged. Some sort of olfactor gas, they say, which numbed the legionnaires’ minds and froze their muscles in place. They were actually standing up and staring ahead when they were found. The last they remembered was marching along the stone passage that would lead them to the cells. The door to the cell where Bleyd had been held was open, and there was no sign of a struggle, other than a bloody smudge part way up the stairs where someone had fallen. There was a massive search of the palace but, when it became clear that neither Bleyd nor the visionweaver were here, the search shifted to the citadel. Then Bleyd’s wrist band was found torn off just outside the walls of the town, and legionnaires combed the wilderness. This has since been judged a false trail laid by Bleyd’s accomplices, since Bleyd was apparently seen within the town. The fear that he was going to try to board a ship made Tarsin order the Edict bell to be sounded, but the search has turned up nothing. It is beginning to be whispered that Bleyd must have left Ramidan immediately after his escape. Many say that the sightings of him in the citadel are no more than a ruse to keep anyone from turning their attention to the ship which might have carried him away, by choice or unwittingly.’

‘Do you think the visionweaver went with him?’ Glynn rephrased her original question.

‘I do not know. I saw her with Bleyd and I had the impression that she did not much like him. It is possible that she took the fuss of his escape as the moment in which she could disappear and make her way back to the Sheanna isles. Who could blame her when Tarsin would not allow her to leave? I was in the soulweaver’s apartment once when Alene and Feyt were speaking of it. I pitied the visionweaver, so small and frail she seemed, and so young to be dying. I offered to speak with Tarsin or to ask Unys to intercede but Alene reminded me that this would put Unys in a difficult position.’ Kerd stopped before a huge doorway framing two immense, ornate metal doors, saying, ‘The scroll archive.’

He laid a hand lightly on the door handle and one of the doors swung open soundlessly. Beyond it lay an immense chamber filled with rows of shelves running out of sight and reaching up so high that the candlelight could not encompass them. Even the lanterns hanging at the ends of the shelves did no more than scoop halos and circles of light in the overwhelming gloom of the place.

They entered the archive, the thick rugs underfoot smothering their footsteps, and Kerd leaned back to touch the lever, closing the door behind them. It was the first actual technology that Glynn had seen anywhere on Keltor, and she might have asked about it, except that Kerd had set off down one of the aisles. Following, she gazed about in wonder at the thousands of scrolls piled on every shelf! At length, the shelves gave way to a small cluster of tables occupied only by two elderly women and a very old man, all poring over scrolls held up to the light offered by a number of circular lanterns hanging from a central stand.

‘You see,’ Kerd said softly, making her jump. ‘There is no place like this on Vespi.’

‘Nor on Acantha,’ Glynn murmured, thinking of the row of square interlocking rooms with their open skylights in the haven, and the small dark room running off to one side, overheated and filled with draakan scholars fluttering like moths around lighted tables. That had been a mere annexe compared to this huge place.

‘You mean Fomhika,’ Bleyd said.

‘Oh … yes, of course. Fomhika.’ Glynn’s heart bumped at her ribs and she chided herself to be more careful. A man in a blue robe came hurrying towards them.

‘My Lord, you did not let us know you had entered.’

‘I am sorry, Scroll Master. I was too eager to continue my researches. I ought to have brought this servitor scholar to be registered as well.’ It was cleverly done, Glynn thought. Kerd had managed to imply that she was his servant without actually saying so.

The scroll master’s voice was stiffly polite. ‘Usually, My Lord, newcomers to the archives must be registered before being permitted to enter.’

‘Of course, I understand that. But this girl is with me.’

The scroll master hesitated. ‘I do see that, My Lord, nevertheless our rules are very strict for …’

Kerd gave a rather theatrical sigh. ‘I do hope you will not be tiresome enough to insist I bring a chit from Tarsin to permit this servitor access to the scrolls. If so, I am afraid that I will certainly mention your name, Olva, so that his irritation falls upon you rather than me.’

The man looked startled and slightly aghast. ‘I never suggested …’

‘Then have we your permission to proceed?’

‘Very well,’ the scroll master said with bad grace. ‘You are long known to us, My Lord, and I am sure that any servitor you have hired will be as careful as you with our precious scrolls. Of course she may not take anything from this place.’

‘Do you think me a fool?’ Kerd asked in a sharp tone of voice that Glynn had not heard him use before.

The scroll master was clearly taken aback. ‘Of course not, My Lord. But …’

‘Then let us get on with it,’ Kerd interrupted in his old friendly manner, and he turned away. Glynn followed, not daring to meet the gaze of the snubbed scroll master.

Kerd gave her a mischievous grin, then he began to lecture her. ‘The scrolls are arranged in sections. Commentaries, such as your mistress has her scribes produce, are on shelves marked in green.’ He pointed. ‘Personal scrolls such as a man would make of his thoughts or his doings or those of his mother or some other relative, based on chits and scribings by them, may be found on shelves marked with yellow. There are not many of these. I don’t think the scroll master approves of personal histories,’ he added with a grin. ‘Map cloths and travel commentaries are on shelves marked in white, and those purple markings indicate false scrolls.’ Glynn guessed that they were fictional stories, but she did not want to interrupt to ask.

‘Older historical scrolls are in the blue shelves. Of course the eldest are kept in a locked room. To see them, you really do need Tarsin’s permission. What area interests you in particular?’

The words tumbled from Glynn’s lips before she had the presence of mind to censor them. ‘I would like to know more about Lanalor’s portal.’

Kerd merely asked, ‘You believe in the portal?’

‘I believe that strangers have come to Keltor so I guess there has to be a portal for them to come through,’ Glynn said truthfully.

‘You speak of strangers and not demons.’ Kerd said this with a small triumphant grin. Then he grew serious. ‘You know, I have always been fascinated by the idea of people drawn by chance into the Void from some world other than Keltor. I can not help but wonder how they felt and what happened to them. It is a dream of mine that I will one day have a chance to read the Scroll of Strangers on Darkfall. A foolish dream, of course, since no men are allowed there.’

‘Who was the last stranger to come to Keltor?’ Glynn asked.

Kerd shrugged. ‘No one knows for sure. You see, not all strangers reached the safety of Darkfall.’ He gave her a frowning look and Glynn knew he was thinking about the draakan cult. But he only said, ‘When I was a boy I used to pretend to myself that strangers arrived far more regularly than ordinary people were led to understand, and settled among us in disguise.’ He laughed ruefully. ‘I used to look at people from other septs, and imagine they were secretly strangers.’

‘I have wondered about that myself,’ Glynn admitted. ‘I wonder how many of those who came wanted to go back to their own worlds,’ she murmured.

Kerd gave her a quizzical look. ‘You sound as fascinated by strangers as I am.’

‘I suppose I am curious about strangers because I feel myself to be one,’ Glynn said casually. Kerd stared at her in astonishment, and she smiled at him. ‘I don’t mean to say that I am a stranger. But losing my memory has made me feel that I have no place in the world.’

‘You lost your memory?’ Kerd said, scowling in thought. ‘Now where have I heard a story recently about a girl who lost her …’ His face went slack with sudden comprehension. ‘It was you, wasn’t it? Carick wavespeaker’s vessel picked you up and you went ashore at Acantha …’ His eyes widened. ‘That is where you joined the Draaka. Not on Fomhika. That’s why you spoke of Acantha a moment ago!’

Glynn could only nod dumbly. She did not want to tell him about being drugged and imprisoned in the haven for fear he would insist on reporting the Draaka. ‘I went to the haven because I needed coin to travel. They put me to work preserving older scrolls in the haven archive on Acantha and when the Draaka … was invited here, I was chosen to come to serve them. She knows that I have no memory of who I am or even where I come from.’

‘Then you could be a Myrmidor novice on rhiad.’

‘I don’t know who I am, but some have suggested that perhaps I was not affected by algae, but drugged and thrown into the se– great water. I do remember some things. My name and the fact that both of my parents died in an accident. I told you the truth when I said that I had come to Ramidan because of an interest in the past. I meant in my own past. But I wasn’t lying when I told you that I am interested in the scrolls as well …’

‘Perhaps you were a scholar before whatever happened to you, Glynn,’ Kerd murmured thoughtfully. ‘It may be that you have realised this and know instinctively that looking through the scrolls will restore your memory. Even the fact that you are interested in Lanalor’s portal might be a clue, too. I could ask them here which septs have scholars that are particularly interested in Lanalor’s portal.’

Glynn did not want the Vespian to start asking questions that might lead back to her, so she said quickly that she had only become interested in the portal because she had encountered it in her reading on Acantha.

‘Even so, it may be a clue,’ Kerd said judiciously. ‘Let us look at some scrolls concerning the portal and see if it rouses any memories.’

He seemed to have forgotten that he was supposed to be hurrying to his chambers, but Glynn was glad enough of his presence. Without it, she would have been floundering aimlessly, but instead she was soon reading a scroll written by Lanalor’s sister, Alyda.

‘My brother is a man driven by his desires and emotions. I am a cooler creature and perhaps that is as well, for all things require balancing. His love for Shenavyre was very great, but it was also a sickness of the soul – is it not for this reason that love is named one of the weapons of madness used by the Chaos spirit? Seeing him thus transformed by love, I find myself deeply wary of that state, for is it not most truly a kind of chaos of the soul? One desires love because one is taught to revere it, but when I look about me at the things done in the name of love, I shudder and am repelled. I loved my brother, and that was a pitying sort of love. But his love for Shenavyre shows him no mercy and, in turn, he shows no mercy to himself …’

The scroll ended quite suddenly. Glynn asked the whereabouts of the rest of it and Kerd answered that it had most likely been destroyed. ‘As you know, much of Alyda’s writing is lost to us and some say that is the doing of the Chaos spirit, though why it would bother I do not know.’

Glynn could not help herself. ‘Maybe its aim is to destroy as much knowledge about the past as it can in the hope that no one will know the Unraveller when he comes.’

Kerd gave her a long look. ‘The soulweavers would know.’

‘Would they?’ Glynn asked. ‘Imagine if the Chaos spirit decided to stop them knowing? Imagine how it would be if the Unraveller came and no one knew it. Or only those who serve the Chaos spirit.’

‘A chilly thought, for they would seek him out and kill him,’ Kerd said. ‘But he would not sit about and wait to die. He would seek out a soulweaver, or travel to Darkfall if he knew what he was supposed to do.’

Glynn stared at him. ‘Surely he would know what he was here for?’

‘Perhaps not. It is one of the things scholars argue about,’ Kerd said. ‘One school of thought asks how the Unraveller could know anything, given that he was not yet born when Lanalor created the portal to bring him to Keltor. Others say that of course Lanalor would have found a way to let him know, for how else could he do what had to be done. The first school of thought answer this by saying that his coming and his deeds were foreseen by Lanalor, who had only to make his portal to allow this to come to pass. The second group disagree and claim that finding the Unraveller and informing him of his task is the specific duty for which the soulweaving order was created.’ His eyes met Glynn’s. ‘What do you believe?’

‘I told you I don’t believe in anything. I am only curious about what people believe and think about such matters as these which cannot be proven. What are the signs by which one would recognise the Unraveller, anyway? I know … remember … bits of that part of the Legendsong, but not the whole.’

In answer, Kerd hurried away down the shelves, rummaged for a bit and came back with another scroll. He unrolled it, and read, saying distractedly, ‘This is just a commentary and not a good one, but it does quote from the saga.’

Glynn read from where he indicated: ‘Thou shalt mark the promised Unraveller by these signals – half-blind yet seeing all, who is marked by visioning yet is without Darkfall mark, who lives yet sings the deathsong, who is born, yet is not of the Song of Making, who is gifted from the great water, who is crowned in bright flames.’ She had read the words before, and yet this time she was stunned to note something that had not struck her before. ‘The … it doesn’t say that the Unraveller is a man.’

Kerd gave her an odd look. ‘One only needs think of Alyda and the myrmidons to know that it might not be so. I said he only as a matter of convenience.’

‘What does the bit about singing the deathsong mean?’ Glynn tried to sound merely interested, but a strange and terrifying notion was forming in her mind.

‘There are many theories. Most believe it relates to the living death that is endured by the trapped Unykorn. The arguments are a bit convoluted though.’

‘What do you think?’

‘I think that perhaps the Unraveller will have to die to release the Unykorn. There is a lot in the saga about sacrifice.’

‘It … it couldn’t mean that the Unraveller would actually be dying could it? Or that she … he would literally sing about death?’ Glynn’s lips felt strangely stiff.

‘That is not a theory I have heard and I must say it does not seem likely to me. How should a dying hero perform such a task?’

‘I … I don’t know. It just struck me that you could read it that way.’ Glynn’s heartbeat was beginning to slow, for of course her sudden mad notion that Ember was the Unraveller could not be right. The thought of frail, indifferent Ember actually setting out on an heroic quest to free a unicorn was ridiculous, and yet the notion persisted because of her mysterious resemblance to Shenavyre. What a dreadful irony if Ember had been supposed to be the Unraveller, only somehow Glynn had been sucked through the portal instead.

‘Are you all right?’

Glynn swallowed and handed the scroll back to Kerd. ‘I’m fine. I was just thinking that … I ought to go back now.’

Kerd insisted on leading her back the way they had come, and they collected the cage from the dingy corridor on their way back to the garden level and the cliff door. On the way, he talked of Lanalor, but Glynn found she could not concentrate. She kept thinking of the signs and of Ember. The reference to bright flame could so easily refer to her hair …

‘I will not come further than this lest I am seen. Besides, I had best go back and organise a message.’

Back on the sunlit path, Glynn’s fleeting idea that she might have usurped her twin sister’s destiny as the Unraveller seemed ludicrous. She dismissed it from her mind and began composing her excuses about the loss of the pelflyt, weaving the scraps of information she had gleaned from the hall together to be offered to the Prime and the Draaka to deflect any displeasure they might feel at her failure, yet again, to complete her task.
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segue …

On Keltor, the windwalker Solen was dreaming of the blonde stranger. Viewed from within, it was not simply a dream but a complex melding of dream and past vision that reflected near present. The blonde girl-woman whirled to face her attacker, her movements balletic and very beautiful. Her assailant was not visible but the flashes of swords showed them to be very skilled. Despite the ugliness of what was happening, the girl emanated serenity, for the Song flowed in her every movement, though she was unable to hear it. Though she was losing.

I chose well, the watcher thought.

‘Glynna …’ the man moaned. He flailed in the air.

All at once the windwalker’s mind, empowered by its feinna abilities, surged out across the Void, dragging with it the watcher who had been deep in the mans mind. It could have pulled free, but the man’s mind was segueing purposefully to the Unraveller’s world, and the watcher could not imagine how this could be. The man had no connection to that world, except that which came through his profound feinna-born link to Glynn, and she was on Keltor. She could have and did segue across the Void to her former world, but this man had nothing to direct him there. The watcher wondered if the answer lay in his resemblance to the man, Wind, who had once instructed the blonde woman on that other world. But was it possible that a mere resemblance to a dead man could effect this much power?

It depends on the will of the dead man … a voice spoke within Solen’s unconscious mind, ghostly yet firm and slightly amused.

‘Who speaks?’ the watcher asked of the disembodied presence in the mind of the Keltan windwalker.

I am what you might become, but this was my choice. By giving myself to endless dream that is death, I am able to take arms against a sea of troubles and by opposing end them. An eerie chuckle rippled through the sleeping consciousness of the windwalker. Shakespeare said that. Also a dead man of my former world, whose mind exerts an influence even after his death. You see, I, too, am a watcher, and I have been watching you. The voice was now serious, though there was a playful undertone.

‘I do not understand …’ the watcher said, amazed.

No, the voice agreed, kindly. Because you have not given everything yet, your vision is limited. Of course, you could not give it all up, I do see that. It was not a desire for immortality or even for a chance to live out your days that made you bargain to keep a tiny piece of life and independent will. It was true altruism if somewhat tinged with demagogy. I am not so limited although I am not omnipotent either. I know what you are trying to do and I have aided you as best I can, for you too are a player in what you seek to control. It is I who am shielding the girl in whom your deepest hopes reside, for despite your brave and conscientious efforts, too much has come to pass which would have revealed her, to her doom, and perhaps the doom of harmony itself. Yet it is that miraculous binding of her lovely mind and soul with the feinna, and her profound connection with this man in whose dreams we swim, that allows me to act. To meddle, as you once put it to yourself. I also calculated that the probability of us meeting in this very way was surprisingly high. So here we are. I am glad it has come sooner rather than later.

‘Who are you?’ the watcher asked again, shattered to know that this voice had access to its deepest mind.

Let us say that this man, whose mind I am using to propel us across the Void, is a dream of me, just as Keltor is a dream of my world.’

‘Keltor is no dream.’

All worlds are dreams; collective dreams within dreams. And each dream is real.

‘Where are you taking us?’

We go to bring hope to one who is close to despair. Perhaps it will make a difference that Chaos is thwarted even in this one small matter. But now I am afraid our dialogue must wait. We are there and there is a thing to be done.

‘Again,’ muttered the man called Solen, seeming to come awake. ‘Who, this time?’

Now that he was awake, or his consciousness, the watcher could see where they had come. They were in a tiny room occupied by a woman and a small boy. It was night and she was Chinese and curled about the boy like a cat around its kitten. She slept, but there was longing in the shape her body made about the child.

The woman. She must not give up her son. Go into her dreams and convince her, instructed the disembodied voice. The watcher tried to speak and was stunned to find itself powerless.

There is nothing for you to do here. Yet you have named yourself watcher, so watch, the presence said.

The watcher felt a slight jerk and then it was conscious that the windwalker was striding across a grassy slope towards a woman. It was the Chinese woman again, but she was much younger and very beautiful. She was looking to the silver glimmer of the sea, far away. Her hands were clasped about her knees, smooth and pale.

‘Hello,’ Solen said.

The woman turned a startled face to him. Then her eyes narrowed in amazement. ‘Wind?’

‘You know me?’

‘You look as my brother might now look. But no … you are not he. I see that now.’

‘Perhaps it is your brother who has sent me to you,’ Solen said, sitting down beside her. He, too, now faced the glitter of the distant ocean. ‘He said in the matter of the child, you must do as your heart bids.’

The woman rose, shaking her head. ‘My heart? What place has a heart in this world? I have no choice. I must do what is best for the boy.’

‘My Lady, there is always a choice. Only cowards tell themselves otherwise. And how can you know what will be best for the boy in a future you cannot see? You must do what is best for him in this moment. Do you think it is best that a boy loses his mother? I do not, and I should know, for my mother died bearing me.’

‘I do not know what to do …’ the woman whispered, and now tears spilled down her cheeks. She looked at him through her tears. ‘What is your name?’

‘I am Solen,’ Solen said, and he segued.

That was well done, said the disembodied voice.

‘Yes. You did not tell me that you knew the woman.’

She was once my sister, as you guessed, but that is not why I brought you to her. She is more important than she knows. If she gives in to despair, great and unthinkable harm will be done.

‘I do not understand a word you say. You sound like a soulweaver,’ Solen said, but with amused resignation. The watcher felt his certainty that he had brought hope enough to the woman to give her the courage she needed to keep the child.

Then they were back in the Void and the mans consciousness slept.

‘You are Wind Chun Ming?’ the watcher said.

I was. Now I am an agent of harmony. I gave up my identity to be what I am.

‘Why?’ the watcher asked.

I wished to be more than just a man, but I could only achieve that when I gave up being a man. That is a thing that humans must learn. They can not remain what they are and grow beyond it. There is always a sacrifice in growth. Why did you give your soul into the keeping of the Chaos spirit, knowing what might come of it?

‘I had to right a wrong and that was the price,’ the watcher answered. The man, Solen, was again dreaming of the woman he loved. This time, she was curled about the tiny feinna in exactly the same position as Wind’s sister had curled about her child. ‘Is there a connection?’ it wondered.

Of course. All things are connected. But the watcher sensed a wistfulness beneath the lightness.

‘You loved her too,’ it remembered. It was almost an accusation.

Yes. But she had another fate and, in the end, because of loving her, I loved the world and I wanted to heal it. Then I had a dream which offered me a strange, difficult path and I took it, Wind said wryly. At the time, I wondered if I was only mad. And do not pity me, for I have not lost Glynn. She exists and I see her and take joy in the brightness of her spirit and in the radiance of what she becomes. I think she is more than you thought when you chose her, and certainly she is more than she was when I trained her, but even now she is not all that she may become. If she lives.

‘You were wiser than me,’ the watcher sent. ‘I could not give up Shenavyre.’

Wisdom is not always a timely visitor, but it is always welcome.

‘How is it that I can hear you, though the man has returned to himself?’ the watcher demanded, for the mind of the man was solidly within his flesh again.

I do not know. Perhaps it is that a connection has been made between us.

‘It is good not to be alone,’ the watcher admitted.

We will speak again, Ronaall who is part of the man that was once Lanalor. But we must be very careful now. In the meantime, watch over the girl and her sister. The fate of two worlds lies in their hands.

‘What have you seen?’ the watcher demanded, but it was alone in the mind of the dreaming man, who was beginning to wake.

It segued …
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Truth has a scent that lies at the heart of all other scents. It is the

deepest essence of a thing and so it may be said that an olfactor seeks to

distil the truth that is the essence of all scents.


GIA, AN OLFACTOR MYSTIC

It was not long after Kalinda had risen that Ember left Bleyd to his ablutions and went up on deck. Iridom island was spread before them, closer than ever: a lush, tropical paradise rising gradually from a rim of golden beaches to high, densely forested ranges of mountains which were supposed to be horseshoe shaped, according to the map cloths she had seen. They were approaching the smaller, wedge-shaped end of the island. At first she had been fascinated when land was sighted, but the wild face of the island had gone on and on and in the end she had retreated from the heat of the day to rest in the cabin. But now she could see Iridom city, which sprawled over the floor and walls of a long, wide valley. It was impossible to make out much more than a general impression because, despite the brightness of the day and a brisk breeze, a bleared yellowish smog hung over the town.

‘Not a pretty sight,’ Bleyd observed, coming up behind her. Ember nodded, thinking the same might be said of the Fomhikan. Although his cuts and bruises were well on the way to healing, they looked dreadful, ranging in shade from yellow to bluish purple. And it seemed to Ember that there was still an unhealthy hue to Bleyd’s skin and a brightness to his eyes that made him look feverish. He had also developed a dry racking cough which seemed to be worsening. The sooner they reached Myrmidor the better.

She glanced around to see if Revel was glowering at them as she had seemed to do whenever they ventured on deck during the journey from Vespi, but the shipmistress was busy on the control platform. Ember could not truly blame her for resenting her unwanted passengers, but she had seemed increasingly morose on this leg of their journey and had almost appeared to avoid them. Certainly she had been sharp enough that they had avoided her. Mysel now brought all of their meal trays, and sometimes it had seemed to Ember that he, too, had grown grimmer, though she had come to like the big, gentle-faced man, for all his silences. Or perhaps because of them, she acknowledged wryly.

‘I suppose we should be out of sight when we land,’ she murmured, turning back to Iridom.

‘Not necessarily. After all, the ship log will name us and that will be looked at by some official or other,’ Bleyd said. ‘But if you desire it, Lady, I will escort you below.’

Ember repressed a sigh. Bleyd had slept a good deal of the journey but this morning he had roused himself, insisting on dressing and saying that he might as well test his legs out. To Ember’s annoyance, he had resumed his irritating gallantries with his boots. The sad truth was that she had preferred him when he was scoured to simplicity by pain and despair, though she reproached herself for her callousness, knowing that he was using his attentions to her to prevent himself thinking and worrying about his little brother.

‘Good morning,’ a voice came to them with a hint of the sweet sether oil Hella favoured.

Ember turned to face the Acanthan girl, wishing that they had gone below after all. It had been too much to hope that Hella would not encounter Bleyd before the journey ended, but there was unlikely to be much danger in it. When she had told him about the Acanthan girl, Bleyd had felt sure that they had not met. He admitted that she might have seen him once or twice when he had visited her sept officially, but it would only have been at a distance and, given that his face was swollen and discoloured, she would be unlikely to recognise him now even if she had seen him.

Hella smiled shyly at him and Ember repressed a sigh, saying, ‘This is my brother, Bendi.’

Hella offered her hand, palm down, as was Bleyd’s. ‘I am Hella of Acantha, Bendi, and I am glad to see that you have recovered enough to have come on deck. The shipmistress told me that you had been attacked. It is a terrible thing that ruffians can operate without restraint even on Vespi.’

‘If I were sure that it was ruffians I would agree,’ Bleyd said, giving her a sheepish smile. ‘I am afraid I may have offended a rival trader by complimenting his bondmate a little too enthusiastically.’

Hella’s eyes widened. ‘Oh.’

‘Oh indeed,’ Bleyd said with mock woe. ‘The important thing is that I have survived my enthusiasm although my handsome face has not.’

Hella gave a startled laugh, and Ember wished that she could simply walk away and leave them to exchange small talk. With luck, Bleyd might transfer his cloying attentions to the Acanthan girl, who was certainly attractive enough to appeal to anyone.

‘Your sister says you have business on Myrmidor,’ Hella said wistfully to Bleyd. ‘I envy her having a brother who shares his life with his sister.’

‘Your brother is a fool not to take you with him everywhere, for such loveliness would certainly addle the minds of rivals and make them easy to fleece.’

Hella blushed but she was smiling when she said, ‘You are teasing me.’

He grinned. ‘Just a little. But I do not lie when I say that you would be an asset. My sister says your sister is on the misty isle.’ He glanced at Ember so meaningfully that she could have slapped him.

Fortunately just then one of the shipfolk began to beat out a landing tattoo on one of the masts where yellow flags and sails fluttered. On Keltan ships, sails were largely decorative since Keltan seafarers had little use for the wind; their own powers could harness the currents of the ocean beneath them, and bend them to aid their journey so there was no need for another energy source.

Thinking of the wind made Ember wonder suddenly if Hella was a windwalker, but before she could ask, Bleyd began to cough violently. When he stopped, there were beads of sweat on his forehead and he looked pale and ill. He made a rather abrupt bow to Hella, excusing himself and saying that he would go below.

‘Brothers,’ Hella sighed when he had hobbled away. ‘I suppose he ought to have stayed in bed.’

‘I had best go and see if he is all right,’ Ember said, worried by the coughing.

Hella looked disappointed. ‘Wait … will you be going ashore? Perhaps we could go together. There are some splendid gemellers here and I …’

‘I must stay with B … Bendi,’ Ember cut her off apologetically, wanting to get below before they got too close to shore.

Crossing the deck to go below, she realised that Revel must not have informed Hella about how brief their stop was to be. Well, she would find out soon enough. A last landward glimpse revealed Iridom a little more clearly, despite the fog. Most of the buildings seemed to be several stories high and made of white stone. Glynn was reminded of buildings on some of the Greek islands.

Passing the watch hut used by crew in inclement weather, Ember was startled to hear Mysel curse. She slowed instinctively, enough to catch a few words, and was still frowning in puzzlement when she entered the cabin.

Bleyd was sitting down on the bed with a wet cloth to his face, but he stood up when she entered. Half irritated by his absurd courtesies, she waved him down and told him what she had overheard.

‘Blast! It sounds very much as if the Iridomi port officials did not receive notification of the change in journey from Vespian officials, so Iridom are not expecting the ship. It sometimes happens. The worst is that it will almost certainly delay us.’

‘Why? Can’t the Iridomi just call to Vespi to sort it out?’

‘They could, but they will not. Revel will probably have to go to the palace and to Coralyn’s assignee to make her explanations. Then an official call will be made to Vespi for confirmation of the change of route. If only this had been discovered before the ship requested to tie up, Revel could have called to Vespi and asked them to notify Iridom port. But now if she tries to contact Vespi herself, the wheels will grind ever more slowly. The matter of the stowaway will only further complicate matters if it is discovered. The Iridomi will make sure of it. I am afraid we may be better to disembark after all.’

‘We can explain that you are sick and cannot go ashore,’ Ember objected.

‘I don’t think we want to advertise my condition here of all places,’ Bleyd said. ‘In fact you had better give me your face paint so that I can disguise my bruises and my face. And you had better prepare to go ashore. I think we should ask Hella to accompany us. A threesome will be safer than the two of us, given that no one will be looking for a trio.’

In the end, it was Bleyd who went to speak with Hella. He looked almost as handsome as ever, once he had covered his bruises with skin-coloured paint. He had then hidden his features under a striking motif of feathers that echoed the blues in the clothes given to him in the white-cloak centre. Oddly, he seemed far more healthy and energetic than he had for some time and Ember wondered a little at this as she donned the yellow dress that Berya had made, unbound her hair and spread it about her shoulders, and arranged the fringed scarf to hide her eyes. Last of all she applied a thick pattern of gold paint in a bar across her eyes and a line down the centre of her nose to her mouth, which she reshaped into a sulky droop. Just as she took the light-red shawl from her bundle, there was a knock at the door.

Bleyd entered. ‘I am sorry if I am too soon but the ship is about to tie up and … By the Horn!’ He stopped dead and stared at her. ‘Your clothes … and your hair!’

Ember realised that she should have expected a reaction for Bleyd had not seen this dress nor her hair properly loose before. ‘I told you I had some clothes made for me on Vespi. I had to bring them or it would have looked odd, but as they were actually made for Iridom, they will come in handy. And before you comment on the brightness of the cloth, the dressmaker thought I was a songmaker.’

‘You look like a songmaker, and the a’luwtha will complete the picture.’

‘I was going to leave it here if we go ashore,’ Ember said.

Bleyd looked shocked. ‘Surely not. Whoever gave it you …’

‘I only felt it would be safer aboard,’ Ember interrupted impatiently. ‘But if you think it wise, I will carry it with me. I gather that you are now sure we have to disembark?’

‘I spoke to Mysel before I went to see Hella. Revel was busy as usual, but Mysel said that she has been ordered up to the palace as soon as we tie up. He said that Revel suggested we go ashore, secure rooms close by and then send word to the ship to say where we are.’

‘Rooms! Are you saying that we will have to stay the night?’

‘At least one night. But Hella was happy to accompany us, and indeed she was halfway to being prepared to go ashore with a small bag. I do not think she realised that we were not supposed to stop for long here.’

‘Do you think the ship is being deliberately delayed?’ Ember asked anxiously.

‘Yes, but not because of us if that is what troubles you. The port officials will be enjoying the idea of being able to reproach meticulous Vespi for negligence and they will drag this matter out for that reason.’

‘You make it sound as if we could be here for days.’

‘That may well be,’ Bleyd said. ‘It is quite likely that no one will see Revel until later tomorrow, so we will probably miss the tide tomorrow. Which means another night at least, and what happens after that will depend upon Revel’s ability to negotiate subtly.’

Ember resisted the urge to groan aloud, because if subtlety was required of the sharp-tongued Vespian, they might be trapped on Iridom for weeks. ‘What is the worst possibility?’

Bleyd shrugged. ‘The Stormsong could theoretically be held here indefinitely. But if that happens, we will seek passage on another ship. The only trouble about this is that it would mean going to the port authorities and altering our arrangements, so let us hope that it does not come to that.’

Ember nodded and pushed her brush and face paint into the side of the a’luwtha bag. It bulged awkwardly but she had no other bag. The rest of the clothing could stay where it was. But by the time she turned, Bleyd had efficiently bound up the bundles she had brought and slung them over his shoulder, and it was more trouble than it was worth to have him leave them.

‘What did Hella actually say?’ she asked, checking that her fringe came down low enough.

‘She was pleased, though she did ask how I had managed to recover so swiftly.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘She was distinctly disapproving when I told her that I had taken a stimulant.’

Ember was about to ask if it were true when the lurching of the ship that marked the tethering was stilled. It was time to disembark.

Hella gaped when they met on deck, and several of the Stormsong’s crew stared discreetly. Mysel, however, looked unsurprised, perhaps because he had interrupted her several times playing the a’luwtha. He was conversing with a sombrely clad man whom she guessed to be an Iridomi port official but the man barely glanced at them before turning away.

The yellowish smog that shrouded the city proved to be a hot clammy sort of fog which had dampened the ends of her hair even before she had left the ship ramp. She had forgotten that Iridom was built around numerous hot springs, which were vital to the olfactors, both as a source of energy and also for the heat they produced, which was used to ferment ingredients. It was far hotter than it had been on the deck of the ship and they had not gone far before the yellow dress was clinging uncomfortably to her damp flesh, despite its lightness.

As with all pier districts, this one was crowded and lively despite the swirling mists. Ember had the impression that there were more nobles about the Iridomi piers than there had been upon Ramidan or Vespi, and more of every other sort of person as well. Many people were elaborately dressed and some even wore face paint, though how they did not simply sweat it off bemused her. Most people seemed to be slicked with sweat, even the nobles, but they seemed largely impervious to it. There were also numerous merchants, recognisable because, like the port officials, they favoured less extravagant clothes. And of course there were hundreds of servitors hurrying about with packages and parcels and barrels and pushing two-wheeled barrows. Of the septs represented, other than Iridomi, most were Ramidani or Acanthan by their colours.

Ember noticed suddenly that Hella appeared to be avoiding even an exchange of glances with a group of gay-looking Acanthans clad in blue, passing by them in the other direction. She wondered at this but it was no time to ask even if she could bring herself to it. Bleyd led the way efficiently through the crush of people with no sign of the weakness he had shown since waking, and Ember wondered again if he really had taken a stimulant.

There was no opportunity to talk until they had left the main street, which ran parallel to the shore, and had entered one of the streets feeding down into it.

They stopped to collect their breath in the shade, and Bleyd commented that he had forgotten how exhausting the Iridomi heat mist was. ‘It will be cooler when it is dark,’ he said.

Hella nodded to the a’luwtha. ‘You did not say that you were a songmaker, Gola.’

‘She has a truly beautiful voice,’ Bleyd enthused quickly. ‘If only she would have applied herself to her studies she might have become a songmaker, but the academy released her. Now she plays for her own pleasure and that of her friends when the mood takes her, and she uses an a’luwtha given her by our mother …’ He responded to Ember’s swift startled look with an indulgent brotherly smile.

‘You are a balladeer, then?’ There was faint disapproval in Hella’s voice.

Ember said awkwardly, ‘I was not dedicated enough to become an academy songmaker.’ She felt her words to be stiff alongside Bleyd’s smooth tone, but Hella did not seem to notice.

‘I think one gains from discipline,’ the Acanthan girl said quietly. ‘True passion is about dedication.’

‘You speak as if you understand both,’ Bleyd said, smiling mischievously at her.

Instead of smiling at his sally, Hella gave Bleyd a look composed equally of sorrow and bitterness. ‘I know enough of the passions of men to mistrust them, and in the end even friendship is a deep mineshaft with many pitfalls and few lodes of brightness. I spoke just now not of the mercurial passion that can flow between humans but of the passion for doing a thing well.’

‘Such as windwalking?’ Bleyd asked, leading the way into the web of streets radiating from the pier district.

‘Of course,’ Hella said. ‘To be a good windwalker, one must have discipline. My brother has that ability but I am an indifferent windwalker, although I have a passion for gemelling. I think the subject of your passion matters less than having a passion for something,’ she added earnestly.

Bleyd grinned at her. ‘Do you carry that same philosophy into other passions?’ Hella frowned at him and he laughed and lifted his hands apologetically. ‘Forgive me. In fact I jest because I am rather impressed that you are a gemeller.’

‘My training was incomplete when I left Acantha, but I had journeyman status at the gemeller academy.’ Hella looked over her shoulder in a way that made Ember hope no one was watching them, for it was clearly the gesture of someone wanting to be sure they would not be overheard. ‘The truth is that I had no choice but to leave. My … my brother fell foul of Jurass for … Well, I do not wish to speak of it, except to say that after he had gone, it became clear that there was no longer a place for me on Acantha.’

‘But you must be very good to have been made a journeyman this young,’ Bleyd said, tactfully avoiding a matter which clearly gave Hella pain. Ember now understood her reluctance to greet other Acanthans.

‘Do you have any pieces with you?’ Bleyd asked.

‘I have my student pieces and a small show of cut stones, as well as three special raw pieces that I will fashion and sell once I reach Myrmidor. Of course I have my tools. She patted a pouch at her side possessively, then gave a surprised laugh. ‘You know, I have just realised that meeting the two of you has helped me to make up my mind about what to do. I meant to ask my sister to advise me, but speaking of gemelling reminds me of how much I love it. My mentor at the academy gave me the name of his former mentor who lives on Myrmidor. He is very old and has retired, but perhaps, if I can impress him, he will make an exception and take me on as his journeyman …’ She shrugged as if to throw off a burdensome cloak. ‘Well, that is a problem for another day. Where are we going?’

‘The best place to stay on Iridom is a nightshelter called the Golden Feinn-Bane, but it is far from here. We will have to take a carriage …’ Bleyd’s face changed and he looked suddenly aghast.

Ember guessed that he had realised that he had no coin, and said quickly, ‘I think we should stay somewhere close to the shore, even if it is expensive, since we have the coin for it.’ Fortunately her earrings, and the coin she had not yet found time to return to Revel, were more than enough to keep them in relative comfort for a few days.

Bleyd gave her a swift glance. ‘Well then, there is a place that I know quite near here, called The Secret Horn. The only trouble is that it was recommended to me by Darkfall supporters.’

‘How is that to trouble us?’ Hella asked, looking puzzled.

‘This is Iridom and the political climate all over Keltor is volatile. It might be wiser not to advertise our preferences,’ Bleyd said. ‘Have you noticed that there were no Myrmidori in that crowd, nor Fomhikans either. Or at least none that show sept colours. What does that tell you?’

Hella frowned. ‘There must be people from those septs here. Trade cannot have stopped altogether.’

‘I do not say that it has stopped, but I believe that most business done between those septs and Iridom nowadays is conducted through intermediaries from other septs. Ramidan and Vespi, mostly.’

‘I will not deny my support of Darkfall.’

‘I did not say to deny it, but there is no need to use it to make yourself a target,’ Bleyd said softly.

‘In any case we ought to get off the street,’ Ember said, noticing a troop of green legionnaires scything through the crowd towards them.

Hella turned and saw them and drew herself up. ‘I have done nothing to …’

‘Let me see how much coin we have left,’ Bleyd cut her off in a loud, suddenly jovial voice, turning to face Ember and thereby obscuring the legionnaires’ view of her. Ember rummaged diligently with her head bowed, until the legionnaires had marched away. Hella was staring at them oddly, so she handed the heavy purse of her Vespian earnings to Bleyd as if the charade had been real. His brows lifted at the weight of it. ‘I think the best place for us is three or four streets away. A place called The Songmaking Aspi. It is said to be quiet and rather dull.’

‘Dull sounds perfect,’ Ember said promptly. ‘Let’s go.’

Bleyd led the way again and, after some slight casting about during which he claimed not to be able to remember the exact route, they entered a lane which he announced would bring them to the street they wanted. The lane was narrow enough that they had to walk in single file and Ember fell in behind the other two. It was difficult to see very far clearly. The steam caused a peculiar discolouration of the air, as well as shrouding anything more than a few paces away.

‘Here we are,’ Bleyd announced suddenly, as they came to the end of the lane. He pointed to a building on three levels with a pale elegant facade and an ornately scribed sign announcing The Songmaking Aspi.

Once she had put her bag in the room she had been allocated, Ember made her way reluctantly back down a slightly shabby set of stairs. The exterior of the building had promised an elegance that the interior did not deliver, although at some point the nightshelter clearly had been a very grand place. Bleyd had looked disappointed but Ember insisted that they remain at the nightshelter rather than wandering about looking for another place, and Hella had agreed.

Ember sighed to find that neither of the others were yet in the foyer. She had wanted to remain in her room until they heard from Revel, but Bleyd had firmly proposed a carriage ride to see the famous fire falls, saying lightly that only a person with something to hide would come from a ship and go straight to their room. Hella had agreed to come, since they might easily be leaving the following morning, and the opportunity would be lost. Since this conversation took place in front of a receptionist with avid eyes, Ember had acquiesced.

Ember moved towards the seats, thinking she would sit and wait, and hoping that her clothes were appropriate. She had been unable to ask what would be suitable, for this would be an admission that she knew nothing about the fire falls. She had dressed fairly casually in the green dress, which had shorter sleeves, and a pair of flat sandals, and she had donned a thin veil that nevertheless made her feel half suffocated.

Noticing her, the thin, toothy girl behind the bar hailed her and said that her brother had gone out to arrange a carriage for the fire-fall expedition. ‘Your friend went out too, but she said she would be back directly.’

‘Thank you,’ Ember muttered, hoping that Bleyd did not stupidly over-tire himself, and wondering where Hella had gone.

The girl approached with a mug of chilled let milk that had been ordered in advance by Bleyd, and Ember accepted it, realising that she was terribly thirsty. The drink was far more spicy than the let milk she had drunk on Vespi or Ramidan, but was deliciously refreshing. ‘Your brother said you are merely stopping over on a crossing and I was thinking that you might not have masks,’ the girl said, refilling her mug.

‘Masks,’ Ember echoed stupidly.

‘For the Olfactors Festival. Did you not know it begins tonight?’

‘No … But I do not think we will be going anywhere …’ Ember began.

The girl stared at her. ‘But even if you do not, the wardens might come here, and even if they do not, you will need masks to move about the streets tomorrow.’

Ember wondered if she was right in gathering from this that festival wardens could enter establishments and maybe even rooms to check people wore masks. And if they did not, what then? Of course she could not ask. So she said meekly, ‘Where can we get masks?’

‘There are booths selling them, but given that the Festival begins when Kalinda sets, they will have very little left. However, I have a friend who is a gifted mask-maker and, for a price, she will be able to make you something special.’

‘I suppose we had better have three, then, and they must be ready by morning,’ Ember decided.

‘But you must have them tonight for the Olfactors Grand Parade!’ the girl exclaimed.

‘Of course we must!’ Hella’s voice rang out. ‘They shall be splendid creations and I shall pay for them.’ Startled, Ember turned to find the Acanthan girl standing in the doorway glowing with excitement and pleasure. ‘What do you think, Gola!’ she asked rhetorically. ‘I have just traded one of my stones and the price I got was very, very good. I thought it would be reasonable when I realised there was an Olfactors Festival, because lovers traditionally gift one another, but the seller said the cutting was the finest he’d ever seen. So please let me gift you and Bendi with masks and we will see the Olfactors Parade tonight after we return from the falls.’

‘You had better let your friend gift you,’ the girl behind the counter enthused. ‘It would be shameful, truly, to wear a dull mask to the Grand Parade.’

Ember gave in, and Hella grinned her pleasure and began to haggle expertly with the servitor over the price she asked. Once this had been agreed upon, they conferred over fabric and design. Bleyd returned in the midst of the negotiations wearing new loose green trews, a green shirt in very light material and the loose caftan style that seemed popular on Iridom, at least on festival days, and a loosely woven, bead-encrusted cap which covered his blond hair. He had also darkened and elaborated his make-up to give his eyes an Acanthan tilt, which meant he had brought more face paint or had gone to some sort of face-painting establishment. He looked very theatrical and very handsome and Hella’s eyes lit up at the sight of him, as did those of the girl serving them. Ember wondered sourly why it was that the Fomhikan did not stir her even slightly.

But when Bleyd stepped closer, Ember’s irritation dissolved into alarm because his pupils were wide, his lips bloodless and a sheen of sweat lay over his face paint. Worst of all, it seemed to her that he actually smelled of sickness again.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked softly.

‘No,’ Bleyd admitted, panting slightly. He laid his hot damp hand on her bare arm and she felt that he was trembling. ‘The stimulant I took has worn off sooner than I expected. I must not be seen to be sickly.’ He broke off as Hella turned to them, having concluded her instructions to the servitor.

‘I have ordered three wondrous masks and they will be ready for us when we return from the fire falls,’ Hella gloated.

‘Speaking of our expedition, did the girl tell you I have ordered a hamper of food?’ Bleyd’s voice was strained enough that Hella’s smile faltered.

‘Why don’t we go and wait in the carriage,’ Ember said quickly. ‘The basket can be brought to us there. I am nearly fainting from this heat.’

Bleyd nodded, gratitude flickering in his eyes, and they went out.

The moment the carriage wheels began to turn, Bleyd lay back against the seat, mumbling that he needed to sleep.

‘How can he be so blasé!’ Hella asked, craning her neck to gaze at people and buildings they passed, and exclaiming aloud at the exaggerated statuary that seemed to sprout from every bit of wall and roof space.

‘The stimulant has worn off,’ Ember murmured. In fact she had not been sure that Bleyd really had taken a stimulant until he had spoken of it, and she thought him a fool. Even she knew that stimulants drained the vital energies of a body in order to produce a false and fleeting sense of energy and wellbeing. On the other hand, he was right in saying he could not afford to be seen to be ill.

The deeper they penetrated the city, the fewer people there were about, which suggested that the festival was primarily confined to the area nearest the sea. This also explained the crowds of lavishly dressed people she had seen when disembarking. The shore also seemed to be where most of the selling booths were, although they did pass a few small clusters of stalls elsewhere. Gradually they gained speed, but the city seemed to go on and on, until even Hella grew tired of gazing out and relaxed back against her seat, her eyelids drooping.

Ember was the only one awake as the carriage passed through a stone gateway and into what was clearly the dense wilderness surrounding the city that she had seen from the deck of the ship. The carriage entered what was virtually a dim green tunnel, for the branches of the trees growing alongside the road interlaced and knotted above, and all but the tiniest amount of the veiled light of Kalinda was extinguished. Ember gasped a little at the sudden dimness, which at first seemed a blackness. She breathed deeply, finding it hard to draw breath. It was as if the almost palpable odour of mulched undergrowth had thickened the air, leaving too little oxygen, though it might as easily have been anxiety that made it seem so. It was much hotter, too.

It was probably the heat that roused Hella, who gasped at the darkness, but she relaxed when she saw Ember sitting calmly opposite and began to detach the long tight sleeves of her wind-walking suit and segments of cloth at the midriff, neck and calves. The detached sections fitted neatly into the small bag she carried belted around her hips, obviously for this purpose.

‘I had heard the wilderness on Iridom was thick, but I never imagined it to be like this. It is almost like a wall about us,’ she murmured, now bending down and fastening flaps open on her boots, baring slots in the cloth. She slid back into her seat with a contented sigh.

Ember felt herself wilting, and the memory of the icy let milk that she had drunk in the foyer of the nightshelter arose to torment her. Again she wondered what could have possessed Bleyd to think this boiling hot carriage ride into the wilderness a good idea? She did not like his pallor nor the flaccid loll of his head, but there was nothing to be done now until they had reached their destination. She had not dared to ask how long their journey would take, in case this should be a well-known fact, but the picnic lunch suggested at least half a day.

She was relieved when Hella drifted back to sleep, so she could avoid having to stare fixedly out of the carriage to cut off conversation. She liked Hella but conversation held too many pitfalls, and they were on Iridom. The road went on and on, a living tunnel growing ever more dense. It was a strange greenish dusk they now travelled through, and the air became almost sticky, as if the space beneath the trees had compressed into something close to liquidity.

At some point Ember, too, slept and dreamed of swimming and of being dragged under water. This became a dream of Glynn’s Asian martial-arts instructor, Wind, who had died. He was poring over masks in a dimly lit room.

‘I have to get into the palace to see her,’ he was saying. ‘Something has happened to them … to her. She is in danger.’

His burly red-haired companion gave him a quizzical look. ‘You can not know that.’

The martial-arts instructor turned and Ember realised that, after all, it was not Wind, but only someone who looked like him. ‘I know it sounds like madness, but I do know.’

‘Even if you are right, entering the palace would be a risk, but to enter the Iridomi compound is madness. If they catch you, you will technically be upon Iridom, and you can be sure they will hand you over to Jurass for execution, but only after Kalide has been at you. What would the Shadowman say to it?’

The dream faded into another of a door in a dark place. Ember opened the door and found herself stepping into the circular room where the manbeast Ronaall was seated in his worn armchair. He stood, his expression grave. ‘How have you come here?’ he asked.

‘I was dreaming. But I’m segueing now, aren’t I, and you’re real?’

‘Real,’ he gave a flat laugh that bared his sharp teeth. ‘I am as helpless as a dream, Lady. Each moment I learn how little I know. You should not be here, but maybe I am to blame for it this time, for I was thinking of … well let us say my thoughts summoned you.’ He gave a harsh self-mocking laugh but there was an unsteadiness in it and she thought he seemed less calm and controlled than on other occasions. ‘If only you could tell me what I need to understand to help your world.’

‘My world?’ Ember echoed. ‘What do you mean? There’s nothing wrong with my world.’

His eyes held lambent incredulity. ‘Nothing wrong? Do you jest, Lady? Even your sister sees the truth.’

‘My … you mean Glynn?’

‘Glynna … yes. She is not like you …’

‘No,’ Ember said with a sudden pang of grief and regret. ‘She’s better than me. Braver, kinder …’

‘That is true,’ the manbeast said softly, as if he really knew.

‘If you can see her then you can tell me if she’s safe.’

‘Safe … None of us is safe. Not you nor me nor your sister. Not your world nor mine … Perhaps nothing will ever be safe again.’ There was a glint of savagery in his eyes for the first time and Ember took a step backwards. ‘You are afraid of me?’ He sounded both incredulous and angry. ‘How will you ever have the courage that is needed to save us …’ He lifted his hand and Ember felt herself thrust back and away.

She woke. Or at least, she struggled to find consciousness. It was dark and for a moment she was completely disorientated. Then she realised she was still sitting in the carriage driving through a film of green soup. Bleyd and Hella were heavily asleep, slumped in their corners, and there was no way of knowing how long she had slept. It could as easily have been minutes as hours. The road they were on was now rising steeply, and Ember frowned, remembering that the valley floor had been flat and seemingly filled with buildings, while all else had been green-covered hills and low mountains. They must now be in the mountains, but more than that she did not know. Unfortunately she had paid little attention to the map cloth of Iridom because she had never imagined coming here.

Peering out, she realised suddenly that the ground was not rising as she had thought, because the carriage had entered the canopy of leaves, brushing and pushing its way through them. The road was now following an ascending spine of rock.

Without warning, the carriage came out into the open. Ember cried out at the sudden painful brilliance of the light and fumbled to pull her veil forward and double it. Even so it was some time before she could look out at the sea of greenery. They had passed through a heavily forested canyon cut through the ring of high hills around Iridom, and were now in a valley on the other side. Ahead were more mountains and the spine of rock seemed to connect to the nearest of them. Ember prayed that this was their destination because, aside from all else, she needed to relieve herself. But there was no sign of water let alone anything that could be called a fire fall.

Bleyd moaned and shifted in his sleep, muttering fretfully. His eyes fluttered open and he groped for his pocket, withdrawing a small phial of dark liquid. Without a word he drank the contents. His eyes were on Ember but, knowing he could not tell if she was awake because of the veil, she remained still. In a moment he lay back against the upholstery and closed his eyes. Ember could see that his face was slicked with sweat, which had made the paint streak, and found herself wondering again exactly what Faylian had done to him. Bleyd’s wounds looked close to healed, but maybe she had only healed the wounds and not the infection behind them, nor the etheric taint. Healing Keltan style happened primarily at the etheric level, where most illnesses began. These were generally diagnosed and dealt with long before they manifested on a physical level. Etheric healing was demanding of practitioners, and the more so, the greater the illness.

Actual physical healing was mostly for accidental injuries; bone breaks, cuts, sprains and strains and burns. Much of this sort of healing was done by rough local white cloaks called menders, trained by visiting white cloaks to perform such treatments to prevent the infections that would require a stronger healing. From what she had understood from her lessons, Bleyd’s injuries had been twofold, because his physical hurts had been allowed to become badly infected. Faylian had promised to accelerate his healing, but maybe the cold-eyed soulweaver had merely done enough to get them off Vespi.

Bleyd slumbered fitfully for perhaps another hour but, when he opened his eyes again, he looked better. Ember wondered how much of his apparent revival was the effect of the drug he had taken. He sat up and stretched, knocking Hella, who also began to wake, yawning and stretching. Opening her eyes she let out a cry of delight and half hung out the door in her desire to see more. A hot wind had begun to blow, stirring the treetops so that they really did look like a sea.

‘It is beautiful,’ she shouted. ‘So different from Acantha.’ She nodded ahead. ‘That must be the fire-fall mountain?’

‘I hope so,’ Ember murmured, suddenly realising uneasily that currents of pain had begun running thinly along her arms and legs, radiating from the back of her neck.

‘It is,’ Bleyd said, sounding tired but cheerful enough. Ember peered out of the carriage door to distract herself, and saw that, just ahead, the rock spur widened and ended in a plateau, and here the carriage lurched to a standstill.

‘We must walk the rest of the way,’ Bleyd said. The spur they had travelled upon actually continued, Ember now saw, running another twenty metres before disappearing into the emerald foliage on the side of the mountain, but it was far too narrow to allow the passage of a carriage.

With a grunt Bleyd lifted down the capacious woven hamper in which their picnic had been packed, grimacing slightly, but other than this he appeared to be in a much better state as he turned to the driver. The man had dismounted and was unharnessing his beasts and giving them surly looks. ‘You will wait for us?’

‘Hanna been paid yet, have I?’ snarled the man.

‘That’s true,’ Bleyd said pleasantly, and set off along the narrow stone path. Ember and Hella followed, Ember feeling the heat of the sunlight against her skin, and wondering why no one other than Vespians was tanned; it seemed more genetic than an effect of the sun. Perhaps Kalinda had some different sort of chemical make-up than the sun of her world and did not burn skin. Or maybe the envelope of air about Keltor was less damaged than earth’s ozone layer.

This thought reminded Ember of Ronaall’s words about her world needing help. What could he have meant? He had also mentioned Glynn, praising her courage and pointing out that Ember had none. The memory of the disappointment in his golden eyes had stabbed her unexpectedly, but Ember told herself that the whole thing had probably been a dream. After all, the manbeast had said he would stop her being drawn to him.

‘Are you all right, Gola?’ Bleyd called back, interrupting her musings. Hella also turned to look back at Ember, her expression puzzled as she no doubt wondered at the obvious note of concern in Bleyd’s voice, when he was the one who was supposed to be sick.

‘I do not like this heat,’ she finally said tersely.

They entered the dappled shade of the trees, and the path they were following turned sharply to run along the side of the mountain.

‘What was all that about back there with the carriage driver?’ Hella asked Bleyd.

He shrugged and spoke over his shoulder, the path being too narrow to walk two abreast. ‘I have heard that in recent times there are carriage drivers on Iridom who will agree to take unwary visitors to some remote place, and then abandon them, having pocketed the full fare. Then another carriage will happen along after a while and the traveller is so relieved they pay a full fare all over again to get out, never realising the whole thing has been set up. From his reaction to my refusal to pay the fare at once, I suspect our driver would have tried it with us.’ He laughed. ‘Or maybe he is just naturally bad-tempered.’

The way ahead forked into two paths, and they stopped. One path ran steeply upward, and the other sloped down. Bleyd wiped the sweat from his forehead, further smearing his face paint, and told them they must now choose. ‘The left path will bring us to the top of the falls and a spectacular view, but it is a steep climb with little shade at the end of it. The lower path will bring us to the level of the fire lake, where we may see the falls from below. The walk is longer but some of it will be in the shade of rock. And we can rest and picnic in the shade of a cave. There is a cold spring where we can swim and later, if we want to try, we can see if there are any run-off pools of hot water where we can bathe.’

‘Down,’ Hella said promptly.

‘Down,’ Ember concurred wearily, wishing again that Bleyd had left her at the nightshelter.
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My brother was an extraordinary man. There are few of his ilk and

seldom are the lives of such people merely happy. His desires nearly

destroyed him and his dreams burned him. In the moments of his sharpest

pain, he bade me play the a’luwtha to him and he wept, for so had

Shenavyre played to the Firstmade. I would have stopped but he

commanded me to go on for he said the beauty of the music healed him

even as it rent him …


THE ALYDA SCROLLS

They had been walking no more than ten minutes when the path began to slope up again. Ember was on the verge of announcing that she would go back and wait in the carriage when she saw through a gap in the trees that the path entered a tunnel a little way ahead. The thought of the coolness of the shade kept her silent. And indeed, as they entered the tunnel, which burrowed straight on into the mountain, all of them uttered cries of relief at the delicious chill of the air. There were no lights of course, and they had no torches or lanterns, but the glare of the day went a long way into the tunnel and, just as it was fading, Ember realised there was light coming from ahead. It looked like daylight but they hadn’t been walking nearly long enough to have passed right through the mountain. And it did not look like firelight, though she had begun to wonder if the fire falls were actually within the mountain.

By the time they had reached the other end of the tunnel, her teeth were chattering and she was glad to discover that it was daylight they had been seeing. For several blissful moments she revelled in the warmth of Kalinda just as she had earlier relished the cold of the mountain shade. For most of the walk, coping with the temperature extremes and curiosity had kept her from focusing too much on the pain simmering under her skin, but as they stood waiting for their eyes to adjust to the light, pain stabbed hard into Ember’s skull and she doubled up under the force of it. It passed as quickly as it had come, and fortunately she was behind the others so none of them had seen her clutching at her head, but the intensity of it had frightened her nearly to bonelessness.

She forced herself to look around and note that the tunnel had brought them through the edge of the mountain to a bowl-like valley at its centre. The tunnel opening was only several metres above the floor of the valley, which lay much higher than the plain outside the mountain. A path worn by feet ran from the tunnel down a gentle slope to a small forest.

‘Do you hear that?’ Hella asked.

Ember became aware of a deep thrumming noise. ‘Is it … some sort of landslide?’

Bleyd grinned at her in boyish excitement. ‘It is the sound of the falls but we can not see them from here. Come on.’ He led them down the path and into the trees, which were yet more veswood trees in their luxuriant Iridomi incarnation. They had not gone far when a hissing noise became audible above the drumming sound of water falling. ‘Not far now,’ Bleyd murmured, glancing back. Ember noticed that the face paint which had hidden his multi-coloured bruises was almost gone and wondered about her own make-up. She had been careful but she had been perspiring too. She reached up and unfolded the doubled fabric of her veil so that it now fell over her face. It was hot, but the last thing she wanted was for Hella to note her resemblance to Shenavyre. Fortunately, the fact that she was wearing a privacy veil would prevent the other girl asking any questions about why she wore it.

The hissing grew in volume as they followed the path into the forest, and by the time they came to the almost perfectly circular clearing in the midst of the trees, Bleyd had to shout to make himself heard over the din. ‘On the other side of these trees is another path where you can climb up some way to see the falls. To see it from the bottom you must follow that stream. He pointed to a small pool of water that Ember had not noticed, fed by a rill of water that wound ahead.

‘Good. I am so thirsty,’ Ember said.

Bleyd caught at her arm when she tried to step forward, a horrified look on his face. ‘Surely you know that the water from the fire falls is deadly!’

Ember’s heart jerked in fright, but she pulled her arm free and said coolly, ‘Of course I know that. I just wanted to have a closer look at the stream.’

Bleyd flushed and turned to see Hella staring at them both. ‘Let’s go on,’ he muttered and marched ahead.

‘What is the matter with him? Everyone knows the waters of the fire falls are poison to drink,’ Hella said as they followed Bleyd along the path that curved to go upstream.

They came to the end of the trees, which they could now see only ringed the clearing that lay at the heart of the crater. The circle of trees was broken where the stream passed through them and, through the gap, they could see that it flowed from an impossibly still lake which lay at the base of what could only be the fire falls. Spilling from the jagged valley rim hundreds of metres above, an immense torrent of glittering water cascaded to the lake, but the drop was so great that the water was literally vaporised by the time it reached the bottom, hence the stillness of the lake. But the most astonishing thing about the falls was the blue and violet flames that shimmered along the whole length of the falling water, and danced over the surface of the lake, reminding Ember very much of the way the southern lights had played across the skies in her own world.

‘Where does the water come from?’ Hella asked, voicing Ember’s own unasked question.

Bleyd said, pointing downward, ‘It flows up from deep inside the mountain walls that we just came through, and overflows into a pool way up there on the rim of the crater valley. You can not see from here but there is a plateau up there. That is where the other path would have taken us. Then the water spills over the edge and falls down.’

Hella gave a hiss of excitement. ‘Of course! I have seen it in visionweavings. That is where the windwalker is said to have found and named The Heart of Fire!

‘Guilamo was her name,’ Bleyd agreed reverently. He was sweating again and dabbed at his brow, grimacing to see the paint smeared on his hand.

‘Perhaps we ought to picnic under these trees right here,’ Ember said.

But Bleyd shook his head. ‘I know you are hot and tired but the cave is only a few steps more. It is as much worthy of an audience as the fire falls, and you will find it very pleasant.’

‘I do not see any cave,’ Hella complained.

‘There’ Bleyd was pointing to what Ember had taken to be a slight hillock on one side of the clearing. Then she noticed a wide, deep, mouth-like slash across the front of it.

‘Picnic inside that?’ Hella asked dubiously.

Bleyd threw her a smiling look. ‘I promise you that even an Acanthan will not be disappointed by this cave, which is called The Mouth. We can have a closer look at the falls when it is cooler.’

The cave had been aptly named, for they had to climb over a lip of stone and then over teethlike stumps of rock beyond, before getting to the pale sand floor of the cave proper. It was not too cold because Kalinda’s light slanted inside and fell over the floor and over some flat-topped boulders of varying sizes. It was upon one of these that Bleyd set down his burden with a sigh of relief. ‘I hope you both have a good appetite because I have no intention of carrying this back any way but empty.’

‘How far back does this go?’ Hella asked peering into the stygian darkness into which the cavern dissolved once it passed outside the range of the light.

‘The floor begins to slope down a bit further back, but I do not think anyone knows where it ends,’ Bleyd said.

Hella turned to look back out of the cavern mouth and sighed. ‘You see how the mouth of the cavern frames the falls from here?’ They both turned and Ember noted that the lips of the cave did indeed frame the falls perfectly, now that they were back a little from it. ‘There is a visionweaving that I have seen back on Acantha which shows it like this. I always thought the blackness around the edges was a conceit invented by the visionweaver. Now I see that the visionweaver simply wove of the fire falls from this cavern.’

Fearful that Hella’s words would provoke Bleyd to blurt something out about her being a visionweaver, Ember stiffened, but he only turned to look at the falls, saying dreamily, ‘Some of the visionweavings of the falls are wondrous fair, but none ever made me feel as I do when I look at the real thing.’

‘It is as I have long believed,’ Hella murmured. ‘Visionweavings can be almost miraculously beautiful, but in the end they are no more than commentary. A visionweaving of the falls is not the falls, but an opinion and an interpretation of a thing which can never be entirely defined in human terms.’

To Ember’s surprise, Bleyd nodded soberly. ‘Sometimes it has seemed to me that in trying to name the world and things for songs and visionweavings, we blind ourselves to reality. But come, let us go a little deeper into the cave and I will show you a spring where we can swim. I could do with it to rouse me.’

‘Oh yes,’ Hella enthused.

Ember refused, and hoped that Bleyd would have the sense not to overdo it. ‘Perhaps I will bathe later,’ she murmured when they tried to persuade her. ‘For now, I should like to sit here and look at the falls.’

Bleyd smiled with as much pleasure as if he had invented them. ‘We will not be too long. There is a blanket to sit on in the top of the basket and a flask of cordial. Food, too, if you are too hungry to wait for us.’

Ember opened the flaps of the hamper as he and Hella headed off into the cave, and took out the blanket, which turned out to be backed in some sort of hide. Laying it out on the flattest of the rocks, she sat down. Far from feeling hunger, the scent of the food made her nauseated, but she told herself firmly that this might simply be hunger gone too far, rather than being a symptom that her tumour had begun to grow again. Yet she had no doubt that it was growing. The only question was how long before it began to incapacitate her.

She had poured herself some of the tart cordial in the flask when a shriek rent the air and she started to her feet in fright, heart pounding, but it was only Hella and Bleyd splashing one another. Standing, Ember could see their pale bodies as they cavorted like a pair of children in the cave pool. The sight made her feel lonely, for she could not imagine frolicking in such a way. Quite suddenly, she was aware of the presence of dark Ember like a stone on her heart. The combination of illness and another delay in the journey to Darkfall had dredged up her oppressive alter ego, of course. She had been stupid to imagine that the transcendent wonder of the performance on Vespi might have driven dark Ember out of her once and for all. Only on Darkfall would she find the means to extinguish her grim doppelganger.

Ember turned and her eyes were again caught by the stunning vision of the fire falls. After a moment, she realised that she was actually drawing strength from it, just as she had drawn strength from her rapport with the audience on Vespi or, more particularly, from the beauty that she had felt in their rapport. It seemed to her, standing there, that true beauty really did have almost magical properties. Impossible to look at these falls, she thought, and be unmoved by them. Uplifted. Hella and Bleyd were right. She could write a song about the fire lake, but it would never capture the potent essence of what she was seeing. Any such song would be, at its deepest level, a song about her response to the fire falls. Hearing it, a listener would not experience the fire falls. In this sense, perhaps music was only ever a reflection of the singer, no matter what the subject matter. And what did this mean on a world where all things were supposed to have arisen from a song?

And who, she wondered, following the fascinating thread of thought, had been the singer of the Song? No song or conversation she had heard had addressed that question. Was it possible for there to be a song without a singer? In her own world God was supposed to have created a word before anything else, but the bible also said that this word had been God and God had been the word. No one ever spoke of gods on Keltor but perhaps it could be said that the Song was God here and God was a song.

She was startled to find that her skin had risen to gooseflesh at the thought.

‘You ought to have come!’ Hella gasped. The only sign that she had been in the water was the clean pinkness of her skin. Her hair was so short and sleek and dark that it was impossible to tell that it was wet. Bleyd’s hair, on the other hand, hung about his face in blond rat tails, the side plaits dropping little rivulets onto his shirt.

‘I feel wonderful!’ he said. ‘Better than I have in ages.’ He reminded her so much of Anyi in that moment that she found herself smiling, but for once he did not return her smile. Instead he said, ‘You know they say these waters have healing powers because the Unykorn is supposed to have once stopped here to drink, touching his horn to the surface of the water. In this moment I could almost believe it. Perhaps you should go in.’

Hella laughed, dropping to sit on the edge of the blanket. ‘You sound so grave! As if your sister was dying of some terrible disease that the pool could …’ Her voice trailed off at the look on Bleyd’s face. ‘What … what is the matter?’

For once, his smooth ability to dissemble deserted him and he gave Ember a look of entreaty. ‘I am sorry, Ember, I …’

Praying that Hella had not picked up his use of her real name, she cut him off coldly. ‘I do not wish to speak of matters that are private and personal.’

Hella looked profoundly embarrassed. ‘Shall we eat?’ she asked awkwardly.

Bleyd said in a subdued voice that he would get some water first. Taking an empty jug from the hamper, he strode away into the darkness behind them, shoulders hunched.

‘I am sorry if I have intruded,’ Hella said in contrition. ‘I had actually guessed that there was something wrong with you because of the way Bleyd seemed so solicitous of you, though he was the one who had been hurt.’

‘My brother does not always think before he acts or speaks.’ This came out more sharply than she intended and Hella frowned.

‘That is the nature of brothers, surely,’ she said with faint reproach. ‘But Bendi obviously cares for you. If he misspoke just now, I can not believe that there was any malice in it.’ She did not wait for Ember’s response but began to unpack the food.

Bleyd took his time about returning, and they did not speak any more in his absence but concentrated on setting out the meal. When he returned, Hella complimented him on the hamper, and Bleyd smiled wanly, but the business of eating gradually dispelled the constraint that had risen between the three of them. Hella began teasing Bleyd about his almost non-existent face make-up.

‘I have brought a little kit and I will restore my face before we leave,’ Bleyd said. Ember noticed that the bruising looked less sullen since he had bathed and a foolish little voice urged her to try the waters.

Finally declaring herself unable to eat another bite, Hella rose and excused herself, heading with intent towards the shadows behind them. As soon as she was out of earshot, Bleyd began to stammer an apology. Ember cut him off wearily. ‘You endanger both of us and maybe Hella, too, when you speak without thought. If only you would say less and think more.’

He swayed back as if she had struck him. ‘Is it the nearness of death that makes you so cruel?’ It was Ember’s turn to feel the blood drain from her face, though of course he could not see it because of the veil. ‘I know you think I am a fool,’ Bleyd continued in a low, sorrowful voice, ‘but fool or not I have taken care of Anyi for years in the viper pit that is the citadel. And I did not bring us here merely so that you could admire the fire falls.’

‘Then why are we here?’ Ember demanded.

‘I did not tell you before, because there was no opportunity, but someone followed us when we left the Stormsong.’

‘What! I saw no one.’

‘But I did. My confusion in finding the nightshelter was a deliberate testing. And I went out to get these clothes because I wanted to see if whoever had followed us would follow me. They did not, which suggests that it is not me alone that they watch.’

‘But … I still don’t understand why you brought us here? If we return to the nightshelter this watcher, and maybe his master as well, will be waiting for us,’ Ember said.

‘When I was not followed, I contacted a friend here. A myrmidon called Fridja who will find out who followed us and why.’

‘A myrmidon! Surely any myrmidon would be closely watched by the authorities here!’

‘Fridja is not known here as a myrmidon, nor even as a resident of Myrmidor. Her locks are not bound and her clothes … she … well you will see how she looks. And she has a group of myrmidons with her who operate here in the same way. They keep an eye on the olfactors and on Coralyn and Kalide when they are in residence in the palace here and they watch for anything that would be of interest to the soulweavers.’

‘If this spy mistress comes to the nightshelter asking for us and is seen by the watcher …’

‘That is not how Fridja operates. She will find a way to transmit information to me without making obvious contact.’

‘But you went to see her.’

‘I left a coded chit at a pie-maker’s establishment when I was making an order. I did not speak with her.’ He hesitated. ‘There is another thing that I heard when I was out, which might reassure you, although it is an ugly thing to hear. A seller asked if I had heard the news that the visionweaver who saved Tarsin had been killed by the traitorous assassin, Bleyd of Fomhika.’

Soon death will come, one way or another, dark Ember whispered from the depths of her mind, with a sort of ferocious glee. Ember rejected the voice so strongly that the sense of dark Ember faded into exhausted confusion. Am I so divided against myself? she wondered in bewilderment.

‘You look pale. Are you in pain again?’ Bleyd asked anxiously.

‘If I am, it is because of the arduous journey here. Indeed I still do not see why you conceived of such a journey as this, especially since you are obviously unwell. You could have rested but instead you have taken drugs to keep going. If we had to be away from the nightshelter, need we have come so far?’

‘Coming here, we are decisively out of the way, and it is a thing that many visitors would do coming to this sept, so it will not be thought odd. If there is any danger back at the nightshelter, we will be intercepted before we reach it.’

‘Who do you think followed us from the ship?’ Ember asked.

Bleyd shrugged. ‘He or she was hooded and kept to the shadows. I did not wish them to know that I had seen them, so I made no attempt to get a clear sight.’

Hella chose that moment to return and they fell awkwardly silent. Suddenly sick of all the secrets and pretences, Ember rose, excusing herself abruptly and going back into the shadows beyond the light. After she had relieved herself, she walked a little way then sat on a rock with a sigh, wondering if they really were being followed. She had to suppose so. For all of Bleyd’s flamboyance and irritating mannerisms, he had been dealing with the poisonous subtleties of the citadel palace for years as part of keeping his younger brother safe. That gave him better credentials than her for seeing what was not intended to be seen. She, who had never been particularly observant and who was, after all, half blind and veiled; she tugged the veil from her head.

Bleyd had done well to act so decisively, she admitted to herself. She ought to feel grateful, but somehow all she felt was violent irritation. It was unfair because her impatience with the handsome Fomhikan arose not from anything he had done, but from the look of adoration in his eyes whenever they rested on her.

When she returned to the picnic site, Hella and Bleyd were both standing and gazing at the fire falls. Bleyd said diffidently that they were going to walk to the bottom of the falls. ‘Will you go with us?’

Ember was able to smile because of the relief she felt that she would be alone for a time. ‘I will sleep a little,’ she said. ‘Enjoy your walk.’

‘Yes,’ Bleyd said gently. ‘Rest.’

Ember stifled a renewed surge of annoyance at his tone. As she watched them go, she noticed Bleyd’s blond head dip towards Hella’s neat dark head and hoped he would hold his tongue where she was concerned. Then she sighed and rubbed at her eyes, feeling sticky and ill-tempered as well as ill. Suddenly the idea of a swim seemed very pleasant. At a guess, it would take them at least an hour to reach the foot of the falls and return, which meant there was plenty of time for her to bathe and renew her face paint. Bleyd had nodded at the basket when he had spoken of the kit he had purchased, so he had almost certainly left it behind.

The pool was small and icy cold, but deeper out Ember found there were lukewarm currents and, near a lump of rock rising flatly from the surface, the water was almost hot. The alternation of temperatures was very relaxing, as was the faint effervescence of the water which seemed to bubble constantly and deliciously against her skin.

When she finally emerged from the water, Ember felt wonderful. She did not know whether it was because of the rare period of much needed solitude in which she did not have to pretend to be anything to anyone, or the swim in a subterranean pool reputed to possess healing properties, but the pain that had fizzed under her skin seemed to have receded.

There was no sign of the others so, slightly startled at her daring, she walked naked to where the picnic hamper lay, and stood in the sunlight which had now deepened to a golden red. The baking heat of Kalinda’s rays dried her in seconds and her hair was beginning to coil into long reddish ringlets as she dressed. Much refreshed, she drank a mug of tart cordial before combing out her hair. A slight breeze had begun to blow into the cave by the time she had finished and Ember closed her eyes and enjoyed the feel of it on her bare cheeks and the mass of silken unrestrained hair. But at length, she found the face-paint kit and began to apply colour.

By the time she was patting setting powder onto her face, she could see that the shadows of the trees had grown long and Kalinda had sunk low enough that the light in the cave had begun to narrow and deepen to orange. There was no sign that the heat of the day was abating, yet Ember found that the thought of the return journey did not oppress her. She felt tranquil and relaxed. Perhaps the Unykorn really had flown here in the beginning of time, she thought dreamily, and had dipped its horn into the water as it slaked its thirst, unaware that it had bestowed on the hidden pool the power to heal or at least revitalise. Ember thought of the visionweaving that hung in the soulweaver’s apartment of the citadel palace which had so enthralled her that Alene had eventually commanded Feyt to shift it. To Ember’s astonishment, merely visualising the tapestry brought on the same swooning sensation of wonder that had assailed her whenever she had looked at it. A footfall distracted her and she turned, expecting to see Bleyd and Hella returning. But it was not they who had entered the cave.

A big woman wearing a queer, bulging headdress and rough green trousers cut off at the calf was climbing easily over the teeth of the cave. She came over to where Ember sat dumbfounded and lifted her fists to her wide hips. ‘Where are your companions?’

‘I … My brother and my friend went for a walk,’ Ember said.

‘Then it seems I must wait for your brother,’ she placed the faintest emphasis on the last word.

Ember’s heart began to pound. ‘Did the carriage driver tell you we were here?’

‘Your carriage driver was very co-operative,’ the woman answered ambiguously, baring white even teeth in a smile. She nodded at the a’luwtha case. ‘You are a songmaker?’

Ember shook her head and tried to gather her reeling wits. ‘My mother was a songmaker.’ That was true enough. ‘My name is Gola.’

The big woman sat on one of the little stone tables and reached for the flask of cirul in the picnic hamper. ‘I hope you will not mind if I help myself. That was a long thirsty ride. Oh, by the way, my name is Virat.’

Ember nodded stiffly, though the woman had already lifted the bottle to her mouth and was drinking the undiluted cirul. She then turned her attention to the picnic, building herself a sort of sloppy sandwich, without this time bothering to ask. As she ate, her eyes went back to the a’luwtha case. She nodded enthusiastically at it and mumbled around a mouthful of food that Ember must be a fine balladeer to have been given it. Then she commanded Ember to play. With faint hysteria, Ember decided to comply. At the best, her music would carry out into the valley to summon the others back, and at the least, it would prevent the woman asking her any questions. She reached for the a’luwtha bag and drew the instrument carefully from it.

The woman’s eyes fastened on the a’luwtha with stunned incredulity. ‘That is the a’luwtha of Alene soulweaver! How did you get it?’

‘It was given to me,’ Ember said, dry-mouthed with dismay.

‘You lie!’ the woman snarled, throwing aside the remains of her sandwich and rising to her feet. ‘That is said to be the very a’luwtha played by Shenavyre, when she won the heart of the Unykorn. Alene would never give such a precious thing into the hands of anyone, and certainly not to a mere balladeer.’

Her words calmed Ember for all their ferocity, because they were not the words of an enemy of Darkfall. ‘Nevertheless she gave it to me to … to take to Myrmidor, and if you will wait, my … my brother will …’

‘Do not lie with that in your arms,’ the woman barked, reaching for a knife in a holster at her belt. ‘Bleyd is no brother to you. Now where is he? What have you done to him?’

Ember rose slowly. ‘How do you know who … my companion is?’ But even as she asked, she realised what she ought to have guessed at once. This woman had to be connected to the myrmidon spy mistress that Bleyd had contacted. She had been a fool not to think of it at once for the woman was clearly a myrmidon. The lumpy hat probably concealed the dreadlocks of her sisterhood.

‘It is not your companion that troubles me, but you,’ the amazon said purposefully. ‘Your name, or I will cut it out of you.’ The knife was drawn with a soft hiss that made the hair stand up on Ember’s neck.

‘Virat! What are you doing?!’

The amazon swung round and Ember moved more slowly, her limbs still stiff from fright. Bleyd was climbing into the cave, his chest rising and falling from exertion. He must have seen the woman from a distance, Ember thought. Hella was close behind, but seeing the big woman, she slowed to a stop. The amazon took two long strides towards Bleyd, whom she enveloped in a bearish embrace that made him wince.

‘It is good to see you, my friend!’ she said in a different tone. ‘After all the rumours I had heard I did not know whether to think you dead, kidnapped, turned brigand or captured by the draakan demon worshippers!’ She stared into his face and grimaced. ‘By the Horn you are a mess!’

‘I am glad to see you, too, Virat, but what are you doing here?’ Bleyd asked evenly.

The amazon’s eyes took on a flinty look as she turned to Ember. ‘Before I answer your questions, my friend, answer one for me. Who is this woman who travels with you bearing Alene soulweaver’s a’luwtha, claiming it as her own, and calling you her brother.’

Bleyd gave Ember a look of blank puzzlement, then his gaze fell to the a’luwtha lying atop its padded bag, and his eyes widened in astonishment. ‘It is Alene’s a’luwtha …’

‘I played it in front of you on the ship,’ Ember told him quietly. ‘Alene gave that to me before I left Ramidan. I don’t know why.’ It struck her again that the soulweaver had to have known that she was a musician from a vision. But still that did not explain the gifting of the a’luwtha.

‘Maybe she just meant me to take it to Darkfall,’ she said to herself, as much as the others.

‘Are you mad?’ Virat snarled.

Bleyd took her by the arm. ‘Look, I do not know how she came to have the a’luwtha, but if she says Alene gave it, it must be so. She would not lie about such a thing.’

‘Who is she?’

‘A visionweaver who travels to the misty isle at Alene’s insistence.’ Bleyd hesitated, his eyes flicking to the silent Hella.

‘To the misty isle?’ Virat echoed, all animosity gone. ‘Then she has soulw–’

Bleyd laid a hand on her powerful arm. ‘Leave it for now, Virat, will you. I do not myself understand all of this affair, but her presence here is Alene’s doing. Now tell me why you are here and how you found us.’

‘You had better introduce me to your Acanthan companion first.’ There was a challenge in the words, but Hella only lifted her chin fractionally.

‘Hella, this is Virat, who is a myrmidon second rank. Virat, this is Hella –’ Bleyd began, but Hella threw up a hand.

‘I can speak for myself,’ she said coldly. She turned to the myrmidon and said formally, ‘I am Hella, journeyman gemeller and once of Acantha; now septless since my brother was exiled by Jurass for escorting my sister, Flay, to the Darkfall landing. I travelled with this man you call Bleyd and the woman who called herself his sister by chance from Vespi. Until this moment, I believed they were as they had represented themselves.’

To Ember’s surprise, Bleyd moved to take the Acanthan girl’s hands in his own. ‘Do not be angry at our deception, Hella. It was never intended to hurt you.’

She wrenched her hands free and said wrathfully, ‘I told you that my sister had given herself to the misty isle, yet you could not tell me that your sister meant to do the same?’

‘Ember travels to the misty isle to be healed. The only reason we did not tell you the truth about ourselves was because we were coming here to Iridom, and if we were taken by legionnaires, your ignorance would protect you. I promise that I meant to tell you the truth as soon as we left this place.’

‘And what is the truth? Who are you both, that you hide your true names and are the concern of legionnaires and soulweavers?’ Hella demanded.

Bleyd looked at Ember, who did nothing. He shrugged slightly and, releasing the Acanthan girl’s hands, bowed formally to her. ‘I am Bleyd of Fomhika. Sometime primary heir to the chieftain’s seat on Fomhika and protector of the mermod, my brother.’ A shadow of pain flitted in his eyes, though his words were calm. ‘The same Bleyd accused falsely and tortured to make me confess to a crime I did not commit. Ember is the Sheannite visionweaver who saved Tarsin from drinking poison, and who, with the help of Alene soulweaver and her myrmidon protectors, helped me to escape from the citadel cell where I lay interrogated almost unto death. I remember little of my escape, but when I woke, I was aboard the Stormsong with her and bound for Vespi.’

‘But … but the visionweaver accused you …’ Hella stammered, her anger drained away by his words.

‘No,’ Bleyd said. ‘The visionweaver saw only that the brew Tarsin would have drunk was poisoned. We were never enemies and, in escaping, we became allies. But perhaps you regret the friendship we have forged, now that you know who we are.’ His words were gravely said.

Hella flushed. ‘You mock me. It is not for the likes of a lowly gemeller to befriend a future chieftain.’

Bleyd made a rude sound that contained both laughter and bitterness. ‘It is a fugitive that befriended you, though I would remain a true friend if I inherit the chieftain’s seat. But maybe you would rather walk away from this for I am not a safe person to know at this time.’

Hella had no chance to answer for Virat said abruptly, ‘No one will be walking away just yet. I am to bring all of you to Fridja’s place, and that is what I will do. What happens after that can be decided then. Now, it is time we returned to the city, for the Olfactors Festival begins officially at dusk and we will be lucky to reach the outskirts of the city before Aden rises. After that, masks are the law. Fortunately I have a good fast carriage …’

‘But we came in a carriage …’ Bleyd protested.

‘Let us say that your carriage driver has fallen asleep on the job,’ Virat smiled wolfishly. ‘With a little help,’ she patted the stout short stick attached to her belt by a hide thong. ‘Have no sympathy for the wretch. He is part of a ruffian gang. As soon as Fridja received your message saying that you were taking a carriage to the fire falls, she sent me after you.’

Bleyd shook his head ruefully. ‘I guessed that he was unsavory. But how can such a gang be operating so freely? The legionnaires …’

‘The majority of green legionnaires are corrupt and venal,’ Virat snarled. She dropped to her knees and began to re-pack the picnic hamper. ‘The rumour is that ruffians pay tithe to the palace to be allowed to operate without harassment from the legionnaires. Iridom is rife with such plots and subplots and, according to Fridja, all have some link to the palace. Truly these are dark days on Iridom.’

Bleyd folded the ground sheet, saying in a troubled voice, ‘These are dark days on all Keltor. Yet maybe even this is a sign that brighter times are coming, for is it not darkest before Kalinda dawns?’ His eyes flickered to Hella, but the Acanthan girl remained standing apart, her expression closed and remote.

‘Maybe it was a member of this ruffian carriage gang that followed us from the ship?’ Ember asked Virat. She saw Hella stare at her.

‘Fridja was just sending out some of her people to investigate your follower when I left.’ Virat lifted the hamper effortlessly onto one broad shoulder and set off, leaving the others to follow. Bleyd fell in behind her and Hella followed on without speaking. Ember brought up the rear, as before, and was soon panting in the heat as they traversed the tree-lined path and then made their way up the slope to the tunnel opening. By the time they reached it, Ember’s head was throbbing and there was a tight, hot knot of pain at the base of her skull; the chill of the tunnel washed over her like the soothing waters of the spring.

Bleyd began to question Virat. ‘You have not said what you were doing here on Iridom, my friend. I assume that Duran sent you here on myrmidon business?’

‘Duran sent herself here as well,’ the myrmidon said. ‘We were with Fridja when your chit arrived.’

‘Duran is here!’ Bleyd cried, his astonishment only dimly echoing Ember’s shock at hearing the name of the myrmidon to whom she was supposed to tell her story. But that meeting had been intended to take place on Myrmidor, not on dangerous Iridom.

‘Darkfall is desperate for callstones,’ Virat was saying. ‘We had a source who had been secretly supplying us with them on Acantha, ever since Jurass stopped sending any more stones. But there was a chit with the last delivery, saying that no more could be sent, and advising us for the first time that our supplier had been the Shadowman.’ She gave Bleyd a meaningful look over one broad shoulder. ‘You can imagine how that went over on the misty isle.’

‘How could Jurass stop sending stones to the misty isle when only soulweavers have the power to tune them?’ Bleyd asked.

Virat shrugged. ‘It is common knowledge that he has been trying for as long as he has been in power to force the soulweavers to accept coin as payment for tuning, but the soulweavers have held on to their right to a percentage of all they tuned, knowing that his hatred would deprive them of the stones they need. Many thought that Jurass had accepted the way things were, but because tuned stones are returned to Acantha for distribution, he has been able to stockpile enough to afford to stop sending raw stones to the soulweavers. Signe believes that Jurass merely wants to humble us, and will resume supply when his stockpile runs out. But Duran believes that, having gone this far, he will not back down.’

‘That is insanity,’ Bleyd said. ‘But what has all of that to do with Duran coming here?’ Bleyd asked.

Virat shrugged. ‘There is a shadow market in callstones operating on Iridom, condoned secretly by the police because it is the only way in which Coralyn can sell the stones confiscated from her political prisoners, by which I mean anyone that Coralyn finds inconvenient. Jurass does not object to this shadow market because he knows very well that if there were no outlet for stones, they would appeal to Tarsin to force him to take over control of the minescrapes. In truth the nobles do not mind stones being fantastically costly or difficult to obtain because the more rare they are, the more their status is proven by ownership of them.’

‘But again, what has this to do with Duran? If this shadow market is so strictly controlled, no one will sell to her, even if she pretends she is not a myrmidon.’

‘An offer was made to her by chit sent in secret to Myrmidor,’ Virat said. ‘The shadow-market operator offered her a stona of callstones, though she would have to pay ten times the price nobles pay.’

‘Why would Duran risk herself by coming here to handle the transaction, no matter how important? Why not let Fridja handle it?’

‘The shadow-market master insisted that he would deal only directly with Duran.’

‘This is obviously a trap!’ Bleyd exclaimed.

‘Probably, but Duran decided it was worth a risk to try to finesse the trader.’

There was a little silence as they digested this and Ember shivered because they had been in the tunnel long enough for the mountain cold to begin to sink into her bones.

‘I suppose without callstones you have no news of recent matters on Ramidan?’ Bleyd asked too casually.

‘We receive news from travellers, and there are the open callstone bulletins from the palace and from each sept, but we have virtually no stones at our disposal, which means no way of contacting soulweavers like Alene and Faylian.’

‘Can not the soulweavers communicate with their sisters within the Void?’ Hella asked, speaking for the first time. But her tone was still cool.

‘Ordinarily they can, but for some time now there has been a disturbance of the Void which makes it almost impossible and even dangerous for soulweavers to segue outside of their dreams, let alone to attempt a meeting. Some of us think that Jurass learned of this disturbance and that is what prompted his black ban.’

Bleyd asked bluntly, ‘Is there … Have you heard anything of Anyi?’

The myrmidon glanced back. ‘It is said that he lies ill within his palace apartment.’

‘What is wrong with him?’ Bleyd demanded.

‘Rumour does not say.’

‘I do not understand why he is in the palace,’ Bleyd muttered. He glanced back at Ember, and she could not see his expression, though her own face might have been dimly visible. ‘You said they were going to leave for the soulweaver’s hut right after Feyt saw us off to the Stormsong.’

‘That is what she said,’ Ember said quietly. ‘Maybe Anyi refused to go to the hut until he was sure you were safely away, and then fell ill.’

‘It might even be that Tarsin banned any departures until you were found,’ Virat observed. ‘In which case this illness could be a ruse of Feyt’s to keep the boy safely in his room.’

‘Let it be so,’ Bleyd said in a heartfelt voice.

‘It might also have something to do with this betrothal of Unys of Iridom to Kerd of Vespi. Do you know aught of it? Many say Kerd offers life bond to that painted little trollop. If it is true, the girl must have practised the wiles she had learned in the Iridomi pleasure gardens on him.’

Bleyd shook his head. ‘It is true enough that they are to be betrothed, and it may be that he offered her life bond as we surmised. But Unys is a child despite the paint and affectations. If she was trained by the women and men of the pleasure gardens, it was only in the art of flirtation, for her eyes are innocent. This life bond will be Coralyn’s doing. Once she saw, as everyone did, that Kerd was taken with the girl, she set herself to match them. Unys was no doubt commanded to make herself pleasant and receptive, and if Kerd was not so besotted he would see the resentment under her obedience.’

‘The fool,’ Virat said in a disgusted voice.

They came to the end of the tunnel then and, as before, conversation languished when they moved out into the still intense heat of the fading afternoon. It was so late by the time they reached the place where they had left the carriage parked, Ember felt they could not possibly be back in the city by dusk. There was now a second carriage behind theirs, and the aspi from both grazed in a placid group not far away. There was no sign of their driver.

‘Do you know how my father reacted officially to my escape?’ Bleyd asked, as they passed the carriage that they had travelled in. The driver lay in the back seat, unconscious. He did not stir and Ember hoped he was only asleep. Unpleasant as the driver had been, she did not want to be the reason for his death.

The myrmidon ignored him. ‘Poverin made no official response other than to criticise the legionnaires for laxity in allowing a prisoner to be taken from them. But unofficially we know that Donard has gone to Ramidan.’

‘Was my father informed of the truth about my “escape”?’

Virat looked uncomfortable. ‘I am not sure, but no doubt the scarcity of callstones …’

Bleyd sighed. ‘More like it was a deliberate omission, given my father’s tendency to speak unwisely and loudly into the wrong ears. And Feyt would not have risked letting Anyi call him from the citadel. That means Donard will have been sent to find out what happened to me.’ He fell morosely silent as the myrmidon ushered them all into the carriage and heaved the hamper onto the roof.

All of the aspi came trotting amiably over to Virat when she gave a soft melodic whistle, and Ember was startled to see how gently the big woman handled them; how softly and sweetly she crooned as she brought her own team into the weathered harnessing. She fastened straps and buckles, clicking and muttering to the creatures all the while, and when she was finished, she lowered her head as if in prayer and each aspi in turn craned its neck and butted her gently, brow to brow. Then she turned to caress the aspi from the other carriage, ending with the same brow-to-brow salute before they went back to grazing. Neither Bleyd nor Hella seemed to find this extraordinary ritual worthy of more than a glance, so Ember tried not to gape.

Finally the myrmidon climbed into place on the carriage driver’s seat and the carriage jerked forward. The creaking noise of the ancient carriage precluded conversation, for Virat’s idea of speed differed considerably from that of the other driver. Ember gave up worrying about the time and began to wonder if they would actually make it back to the city in one piece.
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I fear what I must do, and yet there is no other way. The portal is

complete now and I pray that I have been both wise and sly enough. But

nothing is certain. Only death, and for me not even that. Now do I enter

the twilight of existence of a soul without a body …


LANALOR FRAGMENT

The carriage rattled through the city gate on dusk. The city was still enveloped in the heavy yellowish mist, but it had deepened to a sepia murk. They had perhaps half an hour before the mask rule of the festival came into play, Virat said when she had stopped to let the aspi drink at a stone trough. Plenty of time for them to cross the city. Ember drank thirstily, feeling that she had eaten several bottles worth of dust.

‘This is not the way to the nightshelter,’ Hella said suddenly, when they had gone a little way.

Virat glanced over her shoulder. ‘I told you that I am taking you to one of Fridja’s refuge houses where Duran will tell you if it is safe for you to go to the nightshelter.’

‘I doubt that I will be in any danger there,’ Hella said in a tight voice. ‘Not if I go there alone.’

‘That might have been true,’ Virat responded cheerfully, ‘if you had not been seen arriving with these two, and leaving for the falls with them. Even if I had not been commanded to bring you to Duran, I am afraid I could not take the risk that you would remain silent about your companions under torture.’

Hella paled. ‘What of our bags?’ she asked faintly. ‘I have my gemelling tools and a number of cut stones, as well as other possessions of value.’

‘Have no fear. Your bags will be brought to you.’

Hella might have said more, but the myrmidon made a sudden clucking noise and the aspi swung away from the main route they had been following into a small street, and then into successively smaller lanes until all of a sudden they emerged on a wide main road again. Ember wondered, with a flash of irritation, why they had diverted into a minor labyrinth rather than staying on the main roads in the first place. Then the answer struck her. Virat was making sure that they were not followed.

The green moon, Aden, had just risen, when the aspi trotted obligingly into a yard with a high though battered fence. The gates that they passed through were sagging on their hinges and streaked with greenish mould. But once the carriage had passed through them, they swung soundlessly closed. The aspi came to a halt and, climbing out, Ember noticed that the big woman was again stroking and caressing each of the animals as she unharnessed them. Another tall woman emerged from the low dark building at the end of the yard, clad in the same rough clothes as Virat, but her head was bare and the exposed dreadlocks glimmered with the silver and jewelled cuffs that myrmidons favoured as hair ornamentation.

‘I see you found them,’ the myrmidon said briskly. ‘Go straight in. They are waiting for you. I will see to the aspi and the carriage.’

Virat grunted assent and led them to the building and a door which, though as dilapidated looking as the gate, opened just as smoothly. Light and the smell of food flowed out into the evening air as the unkempt woman who had opened the door beckoned them in. Virat ushered them along a bare, clean passage to a large room at the end. It was empty, but laughter rang out from a door that stood slightly ajar at the far end.

A tall well-built woman stood before the door and, although she wore her hair long and unbound, and her face and dress were filthy, the strength evident in her limbs, not to mention an indefinable air of resolve and discipline, made Ember certain she was also a myrmidon. This, then, must be one of Fridja’s brigade of myrmidon spies. The woman made a gesture and Virat swept off her lumpy cap as they passed through into the room beyond, revealing her bound hair, cuffed with bronze and gold clips and dark brown beads.

A strange sight met their eyes for, at a glance, the room seemed to be filled with women in white bodysuits, most of whom had white painted faces with stylised markings that made them all look the same. There were only a few myrmidons clad as Virat was, and three others clad in rags with unbound hair. Virat ignored them all and made for a grouping of high backed, battered armchairs and a low bench beside the fire. Seated here was a stocky woman with short, dirty brown hair, in close conversation with an attractive blonde myrmidon wearing form-fitting black clothes with tigerish orange slashes. At her side sat a third woman in traditional myrmidon attire. She must have been close to fifty and her brown dreadlocks were shot with grey strands. She was eating a bread roll with an abstracted expression, but it was she who spotted them first and nudged the blonde woman beside her, who looked up and smiled warmly at them. But before she could speak, the dirty-looking brown-haired woman in the seat beside her leapt up and embraced Bleyd. ‘Well met, my friend. It has been long.’

‘Too long, Fridja,’ Bleyd agreed and she laughed and pounded him enthusiastically on the back. Then she stared in dismay as he sank grey-faced to his knees.

‘Just … just give me a moment, Fridja …’ he panted. ‘Kalide … Kalide took a little too much pleasure in … interrogating me …’

‘Then it is true,’ the myrmidon spy mistress hissed, helping the groaning Bleyd to a seat. ‘Feyt sent word that you had been tortured in the cells on Ramidan, but when your chit arrived here this morning saying you were undertaking an expedition to the fire falls, I thought the earlier news must have been exaggerated.’

‘Make no mistake. I was half dead after Kalide’s tender ministrations. Thanks to Faylian, I was able to travel here, but I am still reliant on olfactor potions just now. Indeed I will need to replenish my supply very soon.’

‘Faylian?’ The blonde myrmidon had risen too, now. ‘I am glad to hear that she felt able to help you.’ Her tone was cool.

‘Kalide will some day pay a full price for all the hurt he has done,’ Fridja said in a flat, pleasant tone that belied the bleakness in her eyes.

‘Rest and drink to restore yourself, Bleyd. Food and drink will serve you better than the olfactors’ wares. But in a moment, after I have greeted our other guests, you will play balladeer for us.’ She turned to Hella. ‘I am surprised to see you here. I did not imagine that you were the Acanthan companion mentioned in Bleyd’s chit.’

Hella smiled and offered her hands, palm up, to the myrmidon. ‘Greetings Chieftain of the Myrmidons.’

‘I prefer Duran,’ the blonde woman said mildly.

‘I thought you had decided to stay on Fomhika,’ Duran said to Hella.

She shrugged and looked fleetingly forlorn. ‘Solen left for Ramidan, as you know. He later sent word suggesting that I join him, but I felt … I felt it was time that I found my own purpose in life. It wasn’t on Fomhika, much as I like it there. I had made up my mind to come to Myrmidor when a chit arrived that needed to be brought to you. It made sense for me to bring it. I actually have two chits for you. But I had not thought I might see you here. Of course I did not know I would be coming here either when I booked my passage on the Stormsong.’

Bleyd interrupted then, to outline the failure of Vespian officials to alert Iridom, and Duran arched an elegant brow. ‘Even at their best, the Iridomi love bureaucracy and protocol, and you are right that they will enjoy making Vespi squirm over this. Nevertheless, it is unusual for Vespian officials to be lax where Iridom is concerned. I wonder if there is more to this than meets the eye.’ She turned to the scarred woman who now stood at her side. ‘Gorick, see what you can learn about the official status of the Stormsong and its mistress.’

The scarred woman set down her mug and dragged a shapeless cap like Virat had worn over her bound hair, assayed a brief nod and strode from the room.

‘Go on with your tale,’ Duran returned her attention to Hella.

‘There is not much more to tell. I was not worried when I found the ship had to call in here. I actually thought it would be nice to take a trip to see the fire falls.’

‘How did you join forces with Bleyd?’

Hella glanced at the Fomhikan. ‘We did not join forces,’ she said. ‘I met a girl who claimed to have been accompanying her brother on a business trip. The shipmistress had already told me that the brother was badly injured, having been beaten up by ruffians on Vespi. I did not learn the truth about them until Virat came to the fire falls today.’

Duran regarded her in silence for a moment. ‘You take umbrage at the deception?’

Now Hella appeared confused. ‘I do not know,’ she said at last. ‘I have no right to judge a future chieftain but … I do not like to be lied to. Especially by people to whom I have confided my own secrets.’

‘Fair enough,’ Duran said. ‘We will speak more of these chits in a moment.’ Now she turned to Ember and asked simply, ‘Your name is Ember?’

Ember fought the urge to cringe as all eyes in the room settled on her, but before she could frame a response, Bleyd said, ‘Ember is the Sheannite visionweaver who saved Tarsin from poisoning and me from the cells and a very unpleasant death at Kalide’s hands. She travels to Darkfall in search of healing …’

Ember was annoyed that he spoke for her, yet relieved that he had stopped short of announcing her likeness to the long-dead Shenavyre. But when Duran’s pale, lovely eyes ran lightly over her painted and part-veiled face, Ember wondered how much more the older woman knew. Certainly if she really was chieftain of the myrmidons, as Hella had named her, a fact no one had ever mentioned to her before, she might know all that the soulweavers knew. Which meant that she could very well know that Ember was a stranger. Her expression, however, gave nothing away.

‘I have heard much of you, Lady,’ she observed. ‘Tell me …’ Whatever question would have been asked was interrupted by the hurried entrance of another myrmidon. Duran went to her and they conducted a low-voiced conversation, but when the myrmidon chieftain turned back to them, she merely asked Hella if she could have the chits she had mentioned.

‘I left them at the nightshelter …’ Hella said tersely.

‘Good. After I had sent Virat out, it occurred to me that even if the watcher was innocuous, you would be safer here, so I sent for your baggage.’

Hella shook her head. ‘I am afraid that I concealed the chits in the room.’

‘Draaka’s shadow!’ Duran sighed. ‘Well, no matter. I will send Telo back when she arrives. I had actually thought she would return before you came but she must have been delayed.’

All at once it came to Ember why the name of Hella’s brother had seemed familiar. Surely that was the name Glynn had called out as she fell from the cliff! The name might be common, but this Solen was on Ramidan, as Glynn may well be by now, and they might very well encounter one another. If only she could contact Feyt and suggest this. The trouble was that, given the callstone shortage, there was no means of communication.

Unless Duran was successful in her mission.

‘Is there any way we can help you tonight?’ Ember asked Duran, and ignored the look of astonishment that Bleyd directed at her.

They were invited to eat and, while they awaited the food, Duran thanked Ember for her offer. ‘I gather that Virat explained my purpose here, but right now all we need to deal with the shadow-market master is a troupe of female acrobats. Which we just happen to have.’ She grinned, gesturing at the white-faced myrmidons, some of whom had now donned masks fitted with an enormous black dandelion ruff of material which completely concealed their dreadlocks.

‘You will act tonight?’ Bleyd asked.

Duran nodded. ‘Tomorrow morning, or the day after at the worst, we should all be bound for Myrmidor.’

‘What are you going to do?’ Hella asked curiously.

The myrmidon smiled at her indulgently. ‘Hungry for adventure, little one? Believe me, adventuring is generally a cold, discomfiting business with scant reward.’ Hella’s face fell and Duran laughed and relented. ‘My meeting with the master of the shadow market is to take place later this evening in a famous night garden.’

Hella gave a little gasp. ‘You … you will go to a pleasure garden?’

Duran chuckled. ‘There is a difference, my innocent young Acanthan, between night and pleasure gardens, though some say not much of a one. The latter are more sophisticated than the rough sorts of places sung of in bawdy songs, and they offer far more dangerous pleasures than a mere exchange of flesh.’ Hella flushed and looked as if she wished she had not asked as Duran continued. ‘The night garden we will visit is one of the best. The hostess offers song and dance and displays of trickery and illusion. Entertainers perform for the patrons, who are plied with rare drinks and foods and even rarer titbits of gossip. Patrons can bathe in pools of aspi milk or scented water or perfumed oil if they have coin enough. They can have steam baths and massages and they can have their flesh pierced or tattooed, mortified or anointed. All at a price, of course.’

‘Then … then there are not women who offer their body for coin?’

‘Oh, there are, and men as well. Some of them even choose that life, though far more are those who have been forced into it out of poverty, or because their families fell into debt, or because they are convicted of crimes which they may or may not have committed. Once they fall into the hands of the palace, they are offered to the highest bidder to serve as they require, until their term of punishment is fulfilled. The trouble is that the judgement and bond documents are never shown to the bonded servitors, who must serve until the palace informs them that their term is ended. Few live to see the end of such a contract, but you ought to pity the poor wretches who are sent to pleasure gardens and olfactor plantations above those who end up in night gardens.’

‘That … that’s horrible,’ Hella said, aghast. ‘How can it be permitted …’

‘How can it be prevented? It sounds practical and sensible to have prisoners and debtors work rather than languishing in cells. Who would dare to speak out against it, anyway? Coralyn rules here and it is her innovation. It is extremely profitable to have a force of slave labour that can be hired out. How else would she pay for all the legionnaires she hires, and their equipment?’

‘But Tarsin should …’ Hella began.

‘What our Holder should or should not do is no topic of conversation for this place and this time,’ Duran said sternly.

‘Go on with what is to happen tonight,’ Bleyd said impatiently.

Duran shrugged. ‘The shadow-market trader will be going under the name of Bukanic. For all I know it may be his true name, though Fridja says not. He will be in a certain alcove with a display of precious stones laid out. Much business is conducted in night gardens and people will be drawn by the display. I will use them as cover to approach, identify myself using an agreed-upon phrase, and Bukanic is then supposed to present the callstones on offer and take my coin, once I have ascertained that the stones are real and unorientated and have them in my hand. Then I am to depart the garden. Bukanic will depart some time later.

‘Even if this were not obviously a trap, someone is bound to recognise you,’ Bleyd protested.

‘I will not be recognised tonight, thanks to the Olfactors Festival of Misrule.’

‘Of course, you will wear a mask!’ Hella said.

Duran bestowed a dazzling smile on her. ‘I must wear a mask.’ She made a gesture and one of the other myrmidons rummaged in a trunk and then lifted out a red and gold patterned mask with wild ropy golden draperies, and a dazzling beaded cloak in orange, that would cover her from neck to toe.

‘As soon as you make yourself known to this Bukanic, he will surely signal his henchmen to take you or kill you!’ Bleyd cried.

‘Whatever mischief Bukanic has planned, he will not start trouble within the night garden, for the hostess will have him arrested if he does, lest she lose her licence. The olfactors command that there is to be no strife or violence to mar this night and any host or hostess who allows it is savagely fined, and the perpetrators whipped or divested of a hand, depending on the mood of the council when they are judged. It is more likely that Bukanic will have people outside the night garden waiting for me to emerge with the callstones. And they will not kill what can be richly ransomed. Bukanic will have me captured and then he will offer to sell me to my own sept, because my being here in disguise would constitute an act of war against Iridom. Coralyn would love to parade me in chains, so he will know that Myrmidor will pay a good deal to have me back.’

‘Perhaps he will sell you to the palace?’

Duran shook her head. ‘I doubt it, given the poor reputation of the Iridomi palace for honouring its debts. Of course if Bukanic did hand me to the palace, perhaps as payment for protection or future favouritism, my sept would declare that I have run mad and produce all sorts of evidence to separate themselves from me. But I have no intention of being taken. Once my business with Bukanic is concluded, I will appear to leave the night garden, but in fact I will join the acrobatic troupe entertaining the guests, and depart as one of them.’

‘Now I understand the identical wingsuits and the face paint. But how can any of you pose as acrobats?’ Bleyd asked.

Duran grinned. ‘None of us will pose as anything. I am sure you have heard of a famous troupe of Fomhikan acrobats known for its daring performances all over Keltor?’

‘You will pretend to be …’ Bleyd began.

Duran cut him off. ‘Although these acrobats dwell on Fomhika and are assumed to be Fomhikan, they are in fact myrmidons in training. Every full-fledged myrmidon has served with the troupe for a period, and the reason for the white face paint is to prevent people realising that the troupe is constantly changing.’

‘Does my father know of this?’

Duran shook her head. ‘Your mother does. It was Maeve’s suggestion, in fact. The performances we will give this night are spectacular and difficult enough that no one would imagine we are anything other than the accomplished acrobats that we claim to be.’

‘Incredible,’ Bleyd said, looking slightly dazed. ‘I have seen them perform and I would never have guessed … But how will you transform yourself without being seen, given that you will have only a few moments in which to change your appearance.’

The myrmidon chieftain smiled. ‘This wingsuit is covered in black powder that will wash off easily and I will wear the same white greasepaint you see on the others on my face, but a design will be painted atop it, just in case something goes wrong and I am unmasked. The over design will be done in a paint that will wash off but if I am caught by some unlucky chance, it will be wiped off with the over-painting so that no one will connect me to the acrobats.’

‘What if you are caught?’ Hella asked. The myrmidons scattered about the room in pairs, now white-faced and donning masks and cloaks, grew silent, clearly wanting to hear the answer their mistress made.

‘The important thing is that the stones reach Darkfall,’ Duran said in measured tones. ‘No matter what happens, I will get the stones from Bukanic. At the first sign of trouble in the gardens, I will immediately pass them to the acrobats. We have practised the manoeuvre so that it is highly unlikely to be noted. Once the stones are safe, getting them to Darkfall is the priority. Any sort of rescue attempt must come after that.’ She rose and looked at the costumed myrmidons, all of whom now wore masks and cloaks. ‘Go well. Perform well.’

When the myrmidons had filed out, Duran returned to sit by the fire, and one of the remaining myrmidons began to apply white greasepaint to her face.

‘Does Signe know about this?’ Bleyd asked. ‘Do any of the soulweavers?’

‘I must do as I think best,’ Duran said, suddenly implacable. ‘My task is to protect the soulweavers, and sometimes that requires me to do things they would not like or approve.’

‘I do not think this plan sounds very safe,’ Hella said softly.

Duran grinned. ‘In life, there are many more important things than mere safety.’

‘Please!’ cried the exasperated myrmidon who was trying vainly to paint Duran’s face. Duran was still while she applied the remainder of the white paint and then, over it, a layer of black paint. Then she took up a small palette of vivid colours and, in a few deft strokes, transformed Durans blackened face into a tawny series of ripples reminiscent of a tiger’s pelt. Finally she dusted the black with bright whorls of metallic colour. When she pronounced herself satisfied, Duran rose and stretched before pulling on a dark orange wingsuit.

‘Rest while you may, my friends,’ she said. ‘Make free of this place while we are gone, but do not leave. The festival nights are very wild and there is no telling what would befall you if you went out.’

‘I remember coming to the Olfactors Festival with my father as a boy,’ Bleyd said dreamily. ‘Everything was so bright and people laughed and danced and sang songs. I remember a beautiful woman dressed as a star who took my hand and danced with me. And we ate candied flowers as we watched the fire artists set their wares alight.’

Hella sighed unconsciously and Ember remembered the pleasure she had taken in ordering the masks.

‘That was another time,’ Fridja said heavily. ‘Once festival nights on Iridom were a delight that drew revellers from every sept, but these days they are used as cover for violent plots and counterplots, and half the population is maddened or drunk from all of the experimental potions that the olfactors give away at this time.’

‘Iridom has been given to misrule since Coralyn took control,’ Duran said.

‘The old chieftain would be writhing in his earthbed if he could see what his folly has done to his beloved sept,’ Fridja said wrathfully. ‘If he had not been such a fool, he would have set aside the fevered lust of his senses out of respect for his age and his responsibility to his sept.’

‘How was Orrim to know what Coralyn would become?’ Duran asked. ‘His woman had died, leaving him with a wailing babe and a cold bed. Why not life bond with a beautiful and sensual young Iridomi noble woman?’

‘He must have known what she was like, given the disastrous business with Ranouf!’ Virat argued.

‘No doubt the old chieftain told himself that a grown man who makes a fool of himself over a child deserves what he gets. It is easy to see Coralyn as a monster, but remember that she was little more than a child herself when she encountered Ranouf. By the time she seduced the old chieftain, she had gone through two perfectly ordinary marriages and had become a grown woman. Mature and beautiful. And what chieftain would not see the advantage of having the mother of a chosen mermod for his mate?’ Duran added, taking up a mirror and peering at her face.

‘Maybe I can imagine a man bonding a beautiful woman,’ Fridja conceded. ‘But by the time he was dying, Orrim had to have known what Coralyn was, so why did he make her his heir? Why not name her regent until Unys was old enough?’

‘Maybe he did not know what she was,’ Duran said, pulling her boots on. ‘Remember, Coralyn was playing for high stakes – the chieftain’s throne. Surely that was worth a few seasons of good pretence?’

Fridja made a growling sound in the back of her throat. ‘I think he knew exactly what she was by then. The statement Orrim supposedly made, naming Coralyn the next chieftain of Iridom, was voiced by Kalide because his foster father was supposedly too weak to make himself heard. Those present say the strain of the occasion set off a severe attack that killed him. I say the attack came because of Orrim’s attempts to denounce Kalide for voicing words that were not his. And how convenient that the old chieftain died before white cloaks could be summoned.’

‘There were witnesses. The whole court was present. Some of them heard Orrim’s words,’ Bleyd said.

‘So they claimed, but look at those who would have been there,’ Fridja said forcefully. ‘Iridomi nobles and wealthy olfactors that Coralyn had cultivated. It was she who formed the centre of the Iridomi court in those latter days of Orrim’s chieftainship. By then she would have weeded out all of those who displeased her and everyone present would know where their best interests lay. Anyone who baulked would have been dealt with, one way or another.’

‘Telo,’ Duran said, beckoning to a plump woman with scruffy clothing and rat-tailed hair who had just entered.

‘The bags are in the guest chambers,’ Telo said triumphantly.

‘I hope getting them was not difficult because I am afraid that you will have to make another trip,’ Duran said and she explained about the hidden chits. Hella was made to describe where they were and then Duran drew the myrmidon aside and they spoke for some time before Telo departed again. Then she spoke with Fridja, who also departed.

‘Did she say anything about the watcher?’ Bleyd asked impatiently.

‘That was what we were speaking about. The reason she took so long is because she was trying to get a good look at him. She could not identify him, but what she saw is enough for me to tell you that the man who followed you is not an accomplice of the carriage driver.’

‘How can you be sure of that?’ Bleyd asked.

‘Because I recognised him from her description. I have asked Fridja to have him brought here so that we can find out what he is up to.’

‘But you said Telo hardly saw him,’ Hella said curiously.

‘The man she saw was deformed in a particular and rare manner. I …’ she broke off, her eyes going to the door. ‘Gorick, what is it?’

The big scarred myrmidon who had just come in was panting hard as she said urgently, ‘I was almost at the manifest house when I overheard that the Olfactors Parade route has been changed. Apparently it will pass between this place and the night garden.’

Duran rose, cursing. ‘Then I must go at once, or I will not be able to reach the night garden in time for my meeting with Bukanic. You had better come with me, Gorick. You can go to the manifest house tomorrow morning.’

Duran pulled on her headdress and cloak and swept out, Gorick following at her heels like a great silent hound.

Ember stripped off her crumpled and sweat-stained green gown with relief, then sluiced her sticky body down as best she could using the bowl of water and the cloth that had been placed on a low table in the guest chamber. It was a long way from the luxurious swim of the afternoon, nevertheless she was considerably refreshed. Bleyd and even Hella had looked disappointed when she had announced her wish to retire; no doubt they had wanted to talk about the events of the day. But for Ember that would necessitate more lies and circumlocutions of the truth, unless she announced outright that she was a stranger, which she could not bring herself to do until she had spoken to Duran.

Having finished her wash, she lay on the bed and closed her eyes. A stream of images from the long day floated through her mind: Revel’s tight, sullen expression as they left the ship, the sight of the crowded pier, the walk to the nightshelter and then the long hot drive through the jungle to the incredible fire falls. She was struck again by the way in which even the memory of the fire falls soothed her. It was an irony to think that beauty might have such a power, given how much of her life she had spent despising anyone who admired physical beauty. On the other hand, maybe that was only because what was perceived as human beauty was all too often only conformity to a physical ideal, more often than not conjured up as a marketing strategy. But the fire falls, as with much beauty occurring in nature, were beautiful precisely because they were a magnificent aberration: fire was not meant to burn water.

Ember suddenly realised that for her to judge something beautiful, it must offer a kind of ambiguity that pulled at your senses as much as it repelled them. By those standards, she was not beautiful, unlike the manbeast Ronaall, who, like the falls, was an aberration of nature.

Deformed …

Ember frowned remembering that Duran had used the word to describe the man who followed them from the ship. If Duran was right and the man was not connected to the ruffian gangs, she could not imagine why he had followed them. Duran seemed to have no idea either, despite knowing who he was, but at the same time she clearly felt there was no danger to them. No doubt he was now wondering what on earth had become of them. Unless Telo had openly collected their bags and paid the nightshelter out. And what would he make of that?

Ember drifted into a dream in which she was hurrying home to get her pills, which she had forgotten. All of a sudden she saw her own house, which was the house she had lived in as a child, but it was set oddly amidst a lot of skyscrapers. Before she could reach the gate, the black road surface began to melt and liquify under her feet. Now there were buildings on all sides with light pouring from the windows, and be-feathered myrmidons peered out, shrieking and jibbering at her like a flock of mad birds. All around her, the buildings with their shrieking inhabitants began to sink into the blackness. She clung to the fence to keep from sinking.

All at once Ember heard a thread of a song and the Unykorn of the tapestries burst from the black waves lapping at the half-submerged buildings and hovered above her. The creature’s dark, lovely eyes held hers and there was an expression of such profound gentleness and radiance on its face that Ember wept.

‘I can help you.’ The Unykorn’s voice in the dream sounded inside her mind as Ronaall’s had done. But where Ronaall’s voice had been rough and urgent, the Unykorn’s was like a song. When Ember did not answer, it dipped its velveted muzzle and began to descend. As its hoofs touched the blackness, it did not sink, but the blackness began to taint it, rising through its hoofs to its slender legs.

‘No!’ she screamed, and woke.

As the terror of the nightmare faded, it occurred to Ember that, whether or not it was real, the Unykorn was at the other end of the spectrum from all the dark beauty and sorrowing mystery of the manbeast. He was despair and grief and the Unykorn was hope; brightness; radiance; and in the dream she had just had, self-sacrifice. Yet like the manbeast, the Unykorn, too, was wild in the deepest sense of the word.

Ember was drowsing back to sleep when she became aware of an ominous heaviness in her head. She could almost feel a thick pain dripping into her skull and pooling at the top of her spine. Soon it would begin to trickle down. She had experienced the sensation before and there was no doubt about what it meant; no more pretence that she was imagining things. When the pain began to trickle down, she would experience it as pain. First there would be a few searing dribbles, then at length a flood that would wash away wit and hope and sanity. Perhaps that had been what her subconscious was trying to tell her with the dream; that pain was coming. Pain enough to drown the world.

The thought was sufficiently bleak to have brought dark Ember flowing up from the depths of her mind, but instead, Ember thought of Signe, and held the woman’s name in her mind as a talisman against despair. She must tell Duran the truth about herself as soon as possible, then Duran would put her on a ship and send her at once to Myrmidor. She would see that no time could be lost. She ought to have spoken up tonight, but there simply had been no time unless she had wanted to tell her tale to everyone, and she could not bear to do that.

Too agitated to lie still now, Ember got up and pulled the simplest of her new gowns from her bag and dressed quickly. Pulling the grey cloak around her shoulders she threw a thick veil over her head, more for warmth than concealment, having made up her mind that she would sit in the common room and wait for the myrmidons to return. Duran had said that they would arrive soon after dawn, if all went according to plan. She did not mind the thought of sitting alone.

But as she was approaching the room where the myrmidons had met, Ember heard voices. Her steps slowed, for at least one voice was raised in anger or agitation. Coming to the door she saw Bleyd. He must have been to bed at some point, for he was wearing a nightgown, but he was now talking to Gorick, who was still in her rough trews and tunic. Virat and two other myrmidons, still white-faced and dressed in their acrobatic costumes, stood by as well.

‘What do you mean that Duran vanished?’ Bleyd demanded.

‘I mean that she did not leave the night garden and yet she did not join the others as planned,’ Gorick said.

‘She must have concealed herself somewhere,’ Virat said.

‘We searched. And why would she hide from us?’ one of the acrobats asked, but she sounded baffled.

There was the sound of more steps and Fridja appeared wearing the same filthy clothes she had worn that night. ‘What has happened?’

‘It’s Duran,’ Virat said. ‘She vanished before the meeting with Bukanic.’

‘Before?!’

‘Duran and I arrived at the night garden as planned,’ Gorick said. ‘The others had already gone inside of course. She went in, and I waited as we had arranged. At dawn, the others came out but Duran was not with them. They told me that she never arrived. They went back to search, pretending to have lost some sort of valuable token given them for luck by Maeve, the wife of Chieftain Poverin, who is their patron.’

‘Is it possible that Duran and Bukanic met as soon as she entered and went to a private chamber to conduct their business?’ Fridja asked. ‘He might have approached any tall strong-looking woman until he hit upon her. Then he could have gone into the garden after that.’

‘Some sort of trickery has been worked upon us, and Bukanic is most likely to be at the heart of it,’ Gorick said.

‘All I know is that he left looking furious,’ the other myrmidon acrobat objected. ‘He went off in a carriage, so we could not follow him.’

‘There is another possibility but it would be an evil coincidence if Duran was caught up in a prank,’ Fridja said slowly.

‘A prank?’ Gorick echoed.

‘Disappearances are a specialty of the masked days. If that is all it was, Duran will be released at dusk tonight.’

‘We can not wait that long!’ Virat raged.

‘Duran said that the stones were the priority and must be taken from Iridom whether or not she was captured, except that there are no stones and so her orders are forfeit,’ Gorick said. There was an authority in her voice that silenced the others. ‘If Duran does not appear by this evening, I will torture the true name and address of Bukanic from the hostess, and then I will deal with him.’

‘Do not speak so easily of torture,’ Bleyd said with soft gravity. ‘I do not think you would have the stomach for it, my friend.’

‘Besides which she may not know his true name,’ Fridja said. ‘We will set a constant watch upon the night garden, just in case Duran is still inside. I assume you have left someone there?’

‘All but these two of the acrobats are arrayed about the walls of the garden,’ Gorick said.

‘That will not do,’ Fridja said. ‘There is only one gate. Go back now and recall all of them but two. Those two must keep watch. Take a change of clothes and new masks for them. The acrobatic troupe must not be connected to this matter. The rest of you should rest so that we have a fighting force if there is a need for it. I will set my people to relieve the watchers in a few hours, and in the meantime I will have my urchins sniff out what they can about this Bukanic,’ she added.

‘I will go back and remain on watch,’ Gorick announced, striding out of the room. The two acrobats went inside to change but Bleyd caught at Fridja’s arm.

‘If Duran does not appear by mid-morning, I say we enter the night garden and see what we can learn.’

‘There are not enough of us to invade the garden …’ Fridja protested.

Bleyd cut her off gently. ‘I did not say we should invade, my friend. Only that we should enter the garden and seek to learn Duran’s whereabouts.’

‘You interfere in matters that are not your province, Bleyd,’ Fridja said coolly. ‘Night gardens do not open their door to customers before Kalinda sets.’

‘I have been here often enough to know how things work, Fridja. I am not proposing to go as a customer, but as an entertainers’ agent. Hostesses generally meet with such folk in the mornings. I will send a chit to whet her appetite and …’

‘The hostess of such a prestigious night garden would be highly unlikely to accept any meeting before a long and polite exchange of chits.’

‘Unless what I offered was rare and interesting and for only this one night. Tonight.’ Bleyd asked.

‘It would have to be something extraordinary for her to contemplate cancelling another performer without notice, and she would expect to see your performer at work,’ Fridja said. ‘No matter how you disguise them, the myrmidon acrobats would …’

‘… would not be what I was offering,’ Bleyd concluded.

‘Then what?’ Fridja demanded.

Bleyd took a deep breath and said: ‘I would offer a songmaker who is on her way to become a soulweaver. The visionweaver Ember is, a songmaker of rare ability and, as you know, she carries the very a’luwtha Alene once played, gifted her by the soulweaver. By chance, she even has the perfect clothes to pass.’

‘But will she do it?’ Fridja asked after a long thoughtful pause.
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segue …

The watcher sat within the secret room that it had constructed in the Void. The eye, it called the chamber, but in truth it was a blinded eye for nothing could be seen from it.

In a sense, the room was a construction much like the memory garden which the blonde girl, Glynn, had created within her mind with the feinna. As was its own body. It, too, had experienced the help of a feinna. It had been the discovery of the existence of the feinna and their strange abilities that had made Lanalor bring them to Keltor. He had thought it no more than an impulse, yet given how the feinna had become entangled with the girl Glynn, the watcher could no longer believe that it was chance alone that had moved him.

It ought by now to have sought the blonde girl out but, discovering that she had another, perhaps greater, protector in her old martial-arts instructor had been a shock. No less a shock than the discovery that he knew so much of the watcher’s plans and history. It desired very much to understand how this could be.

The watcher had seen the man in life, of course, as it had segued about the Unraveller’s world and in the Void seeking to see how those in contact even peripherally with the Unraveller might affect the course of things to come. Lunacy, for of course hundreds of things had happened that it had not foreseen. And the possibilities that might come to pass in any given circumstance were truly limitless, becoming finite only when the moment chose its course. That was why it was truly impossible to faithfully predict the future; the possibilities of what might happen went on growing and growing from moment to moment within the Void. One could make guesses that had a high probability of coming to pass, if one were wise and far-sighted.

But never once had he seen anything to suggest what he – well, it would give the man the name he had borne in life, Wind – would become. The watcher did not know how he had retained his self, despite having given himself to the Void. But he had been a mystic, and such individuals had strange powers.

It ought to have been pleased that someone understood that it had not withheld Lanalor’s flesh out of fear, but it was too alarmed at the knowledge that the man knew its true reasons. Did he also know that it was the Chaos spirit who had slyly offered to allow Lanalor to retain a tiny part of his spirit in order to keep that flesh alive, or that it was Lanalor who had manipulated exactly this offer, even while knowing why the Chaos spirit had made it? Did the man know that Lanalor’s bargain required that, if the Unraveller failed, the flesh of Lanalor would be brought to the Void so that this tiny portion of spirit would rejoin the rest, so that all would be forfeit? And most of all, did he realise that Lanalor had laid his bait, so that there would be enough left of Lanalor to weave the entity called Ronaall, so that Ronaall could aid the Unraveller, even as Lanalor had known that the Chaos spirit would seek to destroy her? Certainly he knew that Ronaall had been Lanalor. But did he know how Lanalor’s body was kept alive with only a whisper of that portion of soul that had been left to it, once Ronaall was formed? Did he know how it had endured over the ages?

It had offered a simple bargain, on the surface. The use of his soul for the portal, and the loss of it if the Unraveller failed. But in truth, the Chaos spirit desired Lanalor’s living soul and his body, for with them it would have the means to step from the Void and act on its own behalf. That was why it had agreed to Lanalor’s terms. That was why Lanalor made sure that his body was caught up seemingly incidentally in their bargain. It was bait. But that bait must not be eaten, for it would have the means to destroy Keltor, and if it could manifest on Keltor, then so would it have the power to manifest upon all worlds. That had been the discovery of Ronaall.

Alyda had guessed much of Lanalor’s plans, that was evident from her journals, and indeed he had relied upon her wit to provide the information and clues that would someday be needed, but even she had not guessed it all. Or if she had, she had never written of it. That would be like her. To know and yet to have no need to state her knowledge. The watcher, though its emotions were like the itch an amputee feels in an absent limb, nevertheless felt a pang of longing for Alyda’s cool, ferocious intelligence.

It turned its thoughts forcibly back to the man, Wind, and again wondered how much the disembodied spirit really knew. More than the watcher who had been Lanalor, the man had assured it, and Ronaall saw no reason to doubt it, but did that also mean that he knew all that the watcher knew, or simply more than it knew? The difference was subtle but significant. The watcher was inclined to think the man knew everything, for he had spoken of protecting the girl, Glynn; of hiding her from the Chaos spirit. That was the deepest clue, for why protect her if he did not know what she was to his plans?

It came suddenly to the watcher that it might be Wind’s love for his pupil that had given him a glimpse of her future. Any mystic would immediately see that her life had been touched and tampered with, and her spirit shaped and even stunted. Wind might easily have begun merely by wondering about the girl …

Unable to bear its own apprehensions, the manbeast that had been Lanalor segued.

It was drawn to an old man whose music had triggered the crossing of the Unraveller and Soulsaver to Keltor. The man’s mind was heavy with sorrow. Life was dimming in his form but he did not fear that. It was his belief that he had failed his son, who had departed for the mainland, which gnawed at him and would not allow him the solace of a calm heart.

‘If I had been a greater musician, more important, my son would not have left. He would have been proud of me.’

His son had laughed over breakfast that final morning before he left the house. A sound filled with joy and contempt. The old man had often laughed in scorn at his grandfather who had taught him the song of the horse and the woman. A family tradition, he had been told and, because he could play music, it had fallen to him to be the repository of this archaic tradition. But his laughter had never been so cruel. He had, in his deepest heart, respected the stubborn old man and even the fanciful tradition that bound generation to generation, though of course he had not believed the story of a god bestowing the song on his ancestor. His grandfather had believed in it, though, whereas he had thought it a myth and had said so.

‘That is not a true story.’

His grandfather had only said with a dignity that had struck him even then, ‘Just because a thing does not exist, does not mean it is a lie. Sometimes it is better to behave as if a beautiful thing is true, even if it is not. Is not that faith?’

The old man sighed and realised that by this reasoning he ought to believe that his son had not meant his light, heartless farewell. But he could not do it. Self-deception had never struck him as anything more than a kind of stupidity.

He played the song again, falteringly, thinking how much he loved it. He could never pinpoint the moment when he realised what the song meant to him. Perhaps it had been when his son was born. Now, not far from death, he could almost believe it had been the gift of a god.

Even so the Song flickered and guttered in the music like a dying candle, as the old man wavered between despair and faith. The watcher, realising that it endured the same struggle, segued blindly …
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Lanalor went on a journey, in the final days of creating his portal,

to the place where Shenavyre had been born.

He sought out her brothers and gave to them for their own daughters,

the gifts rejected by their sister.


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

Glynn was wearily scrubbing the tiles of the communal bathing room, having already made the beds. Her punishment for her clumsiness in allowing the pelflyt to escape had been a long list of drudgery, but she was almost at the end of it.

She sighed and sat back on her haunches, thinking that, one way or another, she had done more physical work on Keltor than she had ever done in her own world. Her mind strove instinctively to reach the feinna, as it had done intermittently since the little animal had lapsed into unconsciousness. She did not expect any response other than a terse offering of status from the voice of the feinna link, but to her delight, the feinna link announced dispassionately that the youngling was sleeping peacefully at last, no longer hovering on the edge of death. Glynn was blinded by a rush of hot tears. She bent her head and scrubbed to hide them, and her joy, for she had spent the whole day with the distinct feeling of being watched. Her feinna senses did not concur, insisting that there was no one within smelling distance, but the human unease persisted strongly enough that she had been careful to behave only as if she was what she pretended to be; a servitor being punished.

Glynn’s mind suddenly released a vivid memory of the moment before she had been sucked under the sour waves and drawn to Keltor, and she forced herself to go on scrubbing as she allowed the memory to swell and fill her mind, willing it to reveal the exact means of her journey to Keltor.

She had been in the water and she had become mysteriously numb, she remembered. She had looked back to shore, willing Ember to realise that something was wrong and run for help. Instead, Ember had entered the water.

The shock of remembering this made Glynn momentarily dizzy, and she swayed.

Ember had entered the water!

How hadn’t she remembered that before, and how could Ember do such a thing? Ember was so lacking in strength that she rarely swam and never when there were waves, for the gentlest swell might unbalance her. Even if she had feared that Glynn was drowning, Ember would have known perfectly well that she could no more swim the distance between them than fly. Unless she had become confused about how far Glynn had gone out because her partial blindness made it difficult to judge distance.

Glynn dismissed this possibility because Ember always erred on the side of caution in any such judgement.

Forcing herself to picture those last moments in her own world again, Glynn searched for a visual clue that might explain why Ember would have made such a dangerously pointless gesture as coming after her. She could think of nothing and found herself wondering darkly if the gesture had not been an impulse to suicide.

Then another thought came to Glynn.

What if seeing Glynn apparently drowning had actually awakened Ember from her frozen emotional state, overriding her awareness of her own limitations? Glynn could not believe that she mattered enough to Ember, who had barely reacted to the horrific accidental death of their parents. But there had been a time when Ember had loved her. They had loved one another with a fierce reciprocity that perhaps only twins can achieve. But that had been in the days of early childhood, before death and illness had come to stay like unwanted but persistent guests. At the time, love had seemed inviolable and unshakable, and her own troubles had revolved around her awareness that her mother did not like her.

So, what if that potent childhood love had been awakened when Ember saw her strong, healthy twin sister apparently in the process of drowning? What if Ember, in the grip of awakened affection, had gone after her? What a dreadful irony it would be if her own apparent death had resurrected Ember emotionally, only to bring about her actual death! Glynn found that, ultimately, she could not believe it. If Ember had died she would know. Therefore if Ember had entered the water, she must have turned back in time. That made sense. The icy water would have shocked her wits to life and she would have turned back and gone for help. Glynn pictured her hurrying – she never ran – to the nearest house or cafe with its windows lit up, her red hair flying behind her like a flag. She would have explained what had happened and the locals would have come out in force to search for Glynn, leaving Ember to be wrapped in blankets.

Insistently, the image of Ember in a pale bed arose again, and Glynn found herself thinking of her impulsive wish as she had dived into the moonlit water that, for once, Ember would forget that she was dying. The thought that this wish might have been granted sent a chill shuddering through her, and yet she had been told so in her dreams.

Except people didn’t lose their memories because someone wished it. In fact she had never heard of anyone actually losing their memory in reality. It was a literary plot device rather than a real danger. She used that device herself to explain her overwhelming ignorance of Keltor. She didn’t know anyone in the world who really had lost their memory other than accident victims who lost maybe a few minutes of time. Besides, what kind of weird coincidence would it be for her to have faked amnesia while Ember had actually suffered it?

The notion of coincidence stopped her cold, for wasn’t that the way their lives had worked, hers and Ember’s? Ever mirroring and twinning one another? Glynn’s inability to hear music was a strange negative reflection of Ember’s incredible musical talent; Ember’s physical frailty a reversal of Glynn’s athleticism.

If Ember had amnesia and had been washed back to shore half drowned, no one would know about the time bomb inside her head. The tumour would begin to grow once the drugs in her system had gone, though it would be days, even weeks before headaches and dizziness turned into the savage bouts of pain and blackouts that would suggest that something was seriously wrong. To begin with it might even be thought that her symptoms were the result of losing a sister by drowning. Even if they called Harrison Bonn, he would have nothing to offer because Ember had refused to let him know about her illness. Eventually Ember would be taken to hospital and there would be tests, but it would take time before the tests detected the truth. By then, it might be too late.

‘She can’t have amnesia,’ Glynn whispered, clenching her teeth so hard that her jaw ached. But she could not get it out of her head that she had actually wished that Ember would forget she was sick before crossing to Keltor. Wished on a star …

Her vision blurred with fresh tears and she forced herself to scrub a new section of the floor lest she wear a hole in the tiles.

Without warning, she found herself kneeling on the dark wooden tiles of another bathing room, but there was only one bath in it and it was occupied by Solen. His broad, naked shoulders rose towards the edge of the bath, glistening wet, his head tilted back against the rim. His eyes were closed so that black lashes made sooty half circles against his cheeks. She was close enough to reach out and touch him, and the thought made her gasp.

Solen’s eyes flew open and the vision dissolved.

She had to force herself to get to her feet calmly and empty the filthy water down a drain hole, although the sense of being watched had suddenly evaporated. She glanced into the mirror on the wall, and saw excitement in her own eyes rising from her certainty that she had really seen Solen for a moment. And he had heard her, she was sure of it.

Then it struck her how she had seen him and her cheeks flamed with embarrassment at the thought of spying on him in his bath like some lecherous schoolgirl. She put her cold hands against her cheeks to cool them, feeling amazed at the hot weight of desire evoked by the memory of Solen’s nakedness. She had secretly believed that the capacity for desire had died with Wind, who had first aroused that which he had so gently and frequently refused, saying she was not ready to be loved as a woman. She had felt herself to be very much a woman but now she understood that Wind had been right in refusing to make love to her. She had been a child in a woman’s body, and her desire had been a mere forerunner of true desire. Maybe that was how she had been able to become resigned to waiting until she was older, thinking him old-fashioned.

The bleak thought slipped into her mind that perhaps he had refused her also because he understood the powerful impulse to suicide that was in him. She had read somewhere once that people who committed suicide thought about it and visualised it a long time before they did it. Even years before. He had been too sensitive not to be aware that making love to her would deepen the horror of his death. She wondered sadly if it would have been better if she had been a woman to whom he could have made love and confided his fears and deepest thoughts.

Could I have saved him if I had been a woman? she wondered.

The thought was unanswerable but the darkness of it filled her with a longing to be held by Solen and comforted by his strength. The longing had no reaching power though, for the vision she had experienced had already consumed her energy. That, as much as anything, was what made her sure it was a vision rather than a daydream. As usual, after using the feinna part of her mind in this way, she felt drained and slightly shaken. She must find some way to exercise her feinna abilities to see if she could not gain better control of them, and more endurance.

Catching sight of herself in the mirror, she thought how imperceptibly womanhood had come to her. She remembered looking at herself in the mirror on Acantha after Hella’s skilful artistry had transformed her into a beautiful stranger. But that had been only the beginning of growth. She had been brought to the brink of womanhood by Keltor and by her growing feelings for Solen, but in the end the tragedy and beauty surrounding the birth bond with the feinna-He had completed her growth. Self-awareness, love, pain; they were the fires that had burnished her. Those experiences had matured her; had allowed her to grow. They were the bounty of her time on Keltor, a flowering of her self, and an enlarging. Would she wish never to have met Solen or Lev or the myrmidons or Alene, if it would restore her to her own world and to Ember? She shivered at the way her mind seemed to be balancing her love for Solen and for the feinna against her love for Ember.

Suddenly, Glynn’s senses registered that the feinna was waking. Instantly sobered, she switched out the light to the bathing room, making her way along the passage towards her room.

Welcome littlebrotherling, she sent tenderly when she could sense the feinna’s groping awareness, edged with puzzled apprehension. She coaxed it awake gently, sending waves of love and reassurance to it. Fortunately there was no real effort required because of the link that made a nonsense of the distance between them.

When she sensed that it was beginning to become alarmed at the scents and malevolence of the thoughts about it, she sent a strong assurance. Fearnot. My heart and mind are with you and I am seeking a way to free us both.

Wherewherewhere? the feinna sent, and she sensed that it was opening its eyes. A mindshriek of keening terror sliced into Glynn’s thoughts and she fell bonelessly to her knees, pressing her hands to the floor and fighting the obliterating shrilling of distress to send a firm image of herself holding it in her arms tenderly and stroking it.

Calmcalm littlebrotherling, Glynn sent over and over. What is wrongpainhurting?

See, the feinna sent and Glynn felt an immense pull, then, once again, she was within the feinna physically, looking out of its eyes. At once, she saw the reason for the little animal’s hysteria. Kalide’s face was pressed against the bars of its cage and there was ravaged madness lurking in the irradiated blue eyes above a mouth that was a twist of devouring sadism. The smell boiling off him was hideous; the stench of something dead and putrefying.

It is the smell of cruelty, Glynn’s feinna senses told her. Then she understood that what had terrified the feinna was Kalide’s sadism; the clear longing in his eyes to inflict harm.

Lookaway. Donot let the foul manthing hold youreyes. Yourfear feeds his sickness, she sent. But the feinna was too mesmerised by fear to withdraw. Glynn gently forced herself more deeply into the feinna’s mind, interposing her will. Her feeling of being human began to blur as she all but merged with the feinna. Her senses seemed to sharpen and the world came into such perfect focus that it seemed as if she had only ever seen blurred images as a human. At the same time, her reasoning impulse faded and her memory seemed to alter so that her senses focused intensely on the moment and both past and future faded. In some strange, almost hallucinatory way, she was the feinna, being watched by a dangerous manthing with bestial eyes and corrupt appetites. But she was still human at some level and from this dim persona came a surge of contempt for anyone who would get pleasure out of frightening or hurting something weaker. This broke the rigid terror that held the feinna’s body in stasis. It snarled and hissed at the manthing, who reared back in shock.

‘What is it?’ Glynn heard the Draaka ask with a touch of impatience.

‘The … the beast’s eyes changed! They burned yellow at me!’ Kalide had backed away in his agitation and Glynn saw that the Draaka was seated behind him on a low setting of couches surrounded by the Prime, Mingus, Silash, Leta and Gif.

‘Come, Sirrah, you were speaking of matters of great import to us both,’ the Draaka said sharply. ‘Let us not be distracted by an animal.’

‘I want the beast,’ Kalide snarled, and there were flecks of foam on his lips. ‘Gift me with it as a signal of your goodwill.’

‘I fear that we cannot part with the beast at this time,’ the Draaka said after a pause that seemed an eternity. ‘I require the animal for the rituals we will use to consecrate the new haven here. And indeed we have chosen the place from the maps your mother so generously sent to us.’

‘I do not care about that,’ Kalide snapped petulantly. ‘I want the beast, I tell you.’

‘And so you shall have it, after the ceremony,’ the Draaka continued suavely.

‘I want it now,’ Kalide said, but there was a sulky quality in his voice.

‘All of us desire things that are not possible, my dear Kalide,’ the Draaka said silkily. ‘I, for example, would like to be able to leave these rooms and walk about the palace in freedom.’

‘My mother is working on it. This very afternoon there was an important hall and she reproached Tarsin for his failure to invite you.’

‘And what did our esteemed Holder have to say to that?’ the Prime asked with her usual chilly directness.

Kalide frowned at her. ‘I do not like your tone. Remember whom it is that you address.’

‘You must forgive my faithful Prime, Kalide,’ the Draaka said smoothly. ‘She is concerned about the insult inherent in a hostess failing to greet her invited guest.’ There was steel under the lovely voice and Kalide seemed to feel it for he shifted uncomfortably.

‘I told my, mother that it would not be as easy as she thought,’ he snapped, then flushed. ‘I mean, my mother has always had a tendency to look on the positive side of a thing, while I have been less … optimistic and therefore more wise in my expectations.’

‘An admirable quality,’ Leta fawned.

Kalide ignored her. ‘In addition, when she invited you, my mother did not know that this visionweaver in whom my brother reposes such interest, would vanish. Distress has rendered Tarsin unusually intractable.’

‘So you have said, but what has this to do with your mother’s failure to attend her guests?’

‘As I explained to your Prime, if my mother were to see you before Tarsin did, it might be suggested that there was an alliance between you.’

‘Does not your mother’s invitation suggest that?’ Mingus asked.

‘It is evidence merely of a lively mind that is curious about your cult. If you will recall, her invitation spoke of the desire to hear the Draaka clarify her opinions and attitudes to the satisfaction of Tarsin.’

‘I see that it was carefully composed,’ Mingus said.

‘As carefully composed as your own chits,’ Kalide said. ‘And speaking of them, indeed it is they that are proving a stumbling block for, while fascinating and amusingly provoking, they have been sometimes received with … confusion by the palace. Some call them treasonous.’

‘If Tarsin regarded them in this way, he would have acted against us by now,’ Mingus said calmly.

‘He may have done so, if he were not distracted,’ Kalide snapped.

The Draaka said coolly, ‘Once Tarsin hears me speak, he will know that I practise no treason against him. In any case my scholars are even now preparing a chit that will clarify the position we take regarding Tarsin and the Darkfall hags. You can rest assured that, after reading it, Tarsin will understand that we are supportive of his rule and regime.’

‘Perhaps reading such a chit will make Tarsin more receptive,’ Kalide said. ‘But until he receives you, I must serve as your emissary to my mother.’

‘A pity, for I have brought certain gifts which can only be given direct to your mother,’ the Draaka countered. She waved a languid hand at something which Glynn could not see through the feinna’s eyes.

‘Callstones?’ Kalide asked greedily.

‘Those, of course, but also a number of darklinstones.’

The Iridomi licked his lips and it seemed to Glynn, who was the feinna, that his scent changed. ‘Darklinstones … a desirable gift indeed.’

‘I hope these will be the first of many tokens of friendship,’ the Draaka said dismissively. ‘Now let us look at the map and I will indicate for you where we have chosen to situate our Ramidani haven, so that your mother can arrange the commencement of its construction. In fact it will not be too troublesome for I have chosen a building that can simply be modified.’

Kalide glanced at the map indifferently and nodded, his eyes flickering back to the casket which must contain the darklinstones. ‘I will tell my mother the things that you have said.’

‘I eagerly await her response,’ the Draaka rejoined and made a gesture. Silash closed the casket with a thud. ‘Now let us return for a moment to the perplexing matter of this visionweaver. You say that Tarsin will not see us until she is found? Why not recall the infamous soulweaver who is said to have aided the assassin, and have her questioned?’

‘Tarsin is not receptive to advice at this time,’ Kalide said shortly. He rose abruptly. ‘I must leave now, but I will return again soon.’ He cast a final searing look at the cage and, for once, the feinna part of Glynn flinched while the human part of her wanted to attack. ‘I will remember your promise about the animal,’ he told the Draaka.

‘Of course,’ she said lightly.

When Kalide had gone, the smile slid from the Draaka’s lips. ‘See that the chit is completed and distributed as soon as possible and have Aluade question these hoards that she claims cannot wait to announce themselves acolytes of our master. I want to know more about this wretched visionweaver. And find out if Coralyn does have her people begin work on the haven. That will tell us if her words are merely syrup.’

‘There is something wrong with Kalide,’ Leta said softly.

‘Of course,’ the Draaka said. ‘He is one of our master’s pets and such a position has its price.’ Glynn seemed to hear the dry clicking and chittering that she had heard behind the woman’s voice at their last meeting and her mouth dried. ‘Also have Aluade ask about this illness that the mermod suffers.’

‘It may not be true that he is ill. The drone reported it, after all.’ This was Mingus.

‘Yes. It was enterprising of her to overhear as much as she did. She seems a strange contradiction. Intelligent and resourceful on one level and yet a clumsy halfwit on another level.’ The Draaka sounded thoughtful. ‘Tomorrow, I want her sent into the citadel.’

Glynn’s heart leapt.

‘What!’ Mingus cried. ‘The clumsy aspi has not even managed to do the one task so far asked of her, after two attempts. What would you have her do there?’

Glynn saw the Draaka turn to Mingus, who paled to bone at whatever he saw in her face. ‘It is the drone’s failures that convince me she is as innocent of guile as she appears. If she had performed too perfectly, I would have felt she needed further watching. But her combination of incompetence and accidental success reveals that she is no more than the blundering lucky pawn our master showed to me. If her own actions are to bring us the Unraveller, we must allow her to act.’

‘She cannot function if parted more than a short distance from the beast. You remember how it was with Bayard,’ the Prime warned.

The Draaka frowned. ‘Very well, have someone take the creature to the citadel, too.’

‘We must be careful,’ Leta said. ‘Remember how she fought.’

‘Aluade will accompany the drone with a knife at the throat of the beast,’ Mingus said.

‘What if she encounters the Unraveller?’ Leta objected.

The Draaka gave her an impatient look. ‘It is highly unlikely that she will encounter the Unraveller the first moment she steps outside the palace. This will merely be the first of a number of errands. She must be watched at all times for she must not be permitted to escape.’

There was a little silence, then the Prime suggested that the health of the feinna might suffer if it was taken in a carriage.

Mingus snorted. ‘The creature is healed enough to snarl and hiss at Kalide.’

The Draaka said coldly, ‘You said yourself, Wykka, that the animal will not now die from its wounds, so if some damage is done to it by this expedition tomorrow, it is no matter.’

‘The girl will wonder why you do not simply send Aluade alone to serve your needs,’ Gif said.

‘I doubt she will wonder anything, with a knife held at the throat of her precious feinna. And if she does wonder, then let her, for all the good it will do her,’ Mingus sneered.

‘Nevertheless it might be wise to offer her a plausible reason for her errand,’ the Prime said judiciously. ‘Why not send her to some nightshelter known to be frequented by those who support Darkfall with instructions to learn what she can about this missing Fomhikan. The girl will find it perfectly reasonable for you to send one who resembles a myrmidon to spy on those who favour the hags. Better still, instruct her to listen for word about the whereabouts of this missing visionweaver. If she learns anything you can gift it to the Holder.’

‘I have heard it said more than once from servitors that Tarsin is less and less himself,’ Leta murmured.

‘At least with Tarsin, we know what we deal with,’ Mingus opined. ‘Let us pray that Coralyn does not win her desire at this time, for if the mermod ascends the Holder’s throne there will be no permission to open a haven and we will be sent away.’

Mingus smiled. ‘I doubt the mermod would survive long enough to take the throne. More likely it will be the pretty Iridomi, and he could be manipulated. Did you see his eyes when he beheld the darklins? I wonder if his mother will be as pleased by them?’

‘How goes the chit?’ the Draaka asked with a sudden impatience.

‘There are some difficulties as you know. Great finesse is required for we cannot be seen to be retracting,’ Gif said.

‘If you had been less clever and intellectual to begin with the matter would be simpler,’ Silash sneered.

‘But we did not create the chits to convince simpletons,’ Gif answered pleasantly.

‘Do you call me a simpleton?’ Silash lurched to his feet.

‘Enough,’ the Draaka said. ‘I want that chit finished by the morrow. It is taking too long. And Mingus, prepare one of the darklins to be sent to Tarsin. I will scribe a personal note to accompany it, sympathising with the loss of the visionweaver who saved his life and offering our aid in finding her.’

‘He will not use the darklin. It is said that he has never touched them since he saw Alene soulweaver with Argon white cloak in a darklin dream.’

‘I know this, but a darklin is no small gift and he will be aware of that. I will suggest in my chit that my master, the Void guardian, could enable me to locate his precious visionweaver. I want it to go tonight.’

‘Why not send the drone with it,’ Leta suggested.

‘I gave instructions for her to be worked until she dropped,’ the Prime said indifferently. ‘I will send for her when the chit is prepared.’

The Draaka nodded absently as if her mind was now elsewhere.

Glynn forced herself to release control of the feinna’s body and mind, realising how dangerously seductive it would be just to go on and on eavesdropping. To her dismay, the feinna had withdrawn to deep unconsciousness, severed as it had been from all contact with the outside world. Stricken, she returned to her own form, which lay sprawled uncomfortably on one numb arm on the cold floor, and sat up, groaning. Once again she had the distinct sensation that she was being watched. She tried to rise and found that her legs would not support her. Sitting in the passage panting, she hoped no one would come upon her like that, because it might alter their decision to send her to the citadel.

She struggled to her feet at last, and made her way unsteadily to her own room. It struck her as an irony that she had spent her life training her body for its own sake only to realise that it was merely a vessel to contain that much greater thing, her mind and will. This was what Wind had really wanted her to understand, she knew now. Hadn’t it lain underneath everything he had said?

Once in her room, she lay down gratefully, deciding she had better rest before she was summoned. Fortunately scrubbing the bathing room had been her last appointed task so she could not be blamed for stopping. The thought of facing the Holder, about whom she had heard so much, made her feel apprehensive, and yet she felt sure that the Draaka would not risk her precious trakkerbeast if there was any possibility that Tarsin would harm her. She was more concerned with the expedition into the city the following day. If only the Draaka had meant it, it was surely the very opportunity that she had prayed for, since both she and the feinna would be leaving the palace together. Admittedly the feinna was obviously going to be well guarded, and it would not be easy to escape, but Glynn felt confident that she could manage it. Whatever Aluade was, she was no warrior. One moment of inattention and she would snatch the feinna and flee.

If she had been fresh, she might have tried to reach Solen’s mind and ask for his help, but she had been weakened by her visioning of him, and her ability to control the reaching was very limited, for all she had the feeling that given time she could master the power. She dismissed the wish as pointless and impossible. For the time being she was on her own; she would make contact with Solen when she and the feinna were free. The feinna part of her mind suddenly evoked Solen as she had just seen him lying in his bath and, this time, instead of blushing, she let her eyes rove over him with longing …

She was drowsing on the edge of deeper sleep when a draakira came to fetch her. Glynn sluiced her face and hands and knees, watched by the woman, and was startled when she was ordered to sit on the edge of the bed while her face was painted and a green scarf fastened about her hair. It was not until she caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror as they traversed the passages that she realised the shape of her eyes had been given an Acanthan tilt, while the hair showing around the scarf had been dusted brown. Obviously the draakira had been instructed to make her look less myrmidonish.

‘You will go to the Holder’s apartment,’ the Prime instructed. The Draaka had obviously retired. ‘You will inquire as to its whereabouts once you are well away from the Iridomi enclave. I do not want this message or gift intercepted by Kalide.’

Glynn nodded as she took the lovely little casket proffered, and its key, sealed in a small glass bottle stopped with a blob of wax.

‘The gift and the message are to be handed to Tarsin’s own body servitors.’ The Prime went on to explain all of the formalities she would have to observe. ‘Deliver the message and return, and this time, do not fail or your punishment will be something worse than an afternoon of scrubbing and cleaning.’
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Lanalor was a man of great power and many secrets,

but still, he was only a man


SONGS OF DANAE

Glynn was relieved to find two new green legionnaires stationed outside the door to the apartment, and she made a slight bow to them, which was barely acknowledged, before hurrying along the corridor towards the entrance to the Iridomi enclave. She went right out of the enclave and almost to the front hall of the palace before asking directions to the Holder’s apartment of a frightened-looking servitor in drab brown.

The Holder’s apartment turned out to be at the very end of the same level as the Iridomi enclave, and the servitor had told her timidly that it overlooked water, city and the best part of the garden level. After a little, Glynn found herself walking along a wide passage open on one side and offering a panoramic view of the sea and the sky that almost exceeded the beauty of the view she had seen from the Songcavern on Acantha. There were no casual walkers here and she supposed that she must be drawing nearer to the Holder’s apartment although, from her vantage point, the city proper was not visible yet, nor the gardens. Indeed, with the sea stretched out before her and dark blue clouds scudding across the sky, Glynn began to feel as if she were actually on a ship deck walking towards the prow. The impression was strengthened by the unmistakable citrus-like smell of the Keltan ocean, wafted to her on the breeze. The only thing missing was the pitch of the waves under the hull. She stopped and drank in the view for a moment, wondering how Kerd could possibly prefer the archives and tangles of court life on Ramidan to the clean emptiness of the sea. Feeling oddly strengthened, Glynn wondered if she imagined that she seemed to derive energy from such sights as this? And was there an inverse? Would ugliness now weaken her in the same way that wildness and beauty seemed to give her strength? Or had it always been this way, and the feinna part of her had only made her aware of it?

Glynn shook her head and went on, chiding herself for drifting into philosophic daydreams. She must keep her mind on her errand, though it was little more than a delivery that she was making. She had been more relieved than disappointed to learn that she was not to see the Holder. Surely nothing could go wrong this time. It was less the unspoken threat in the Prime’s eyes that made her dread failure, than the knowledge that the Draaka might change her mind about the expedition to the citadel. If she had disarmed the Draaka’s suspicions with her failure to acquire a pelflyt, the woman was nevertheless unlikely to appreciate someone who was unable to complete any task she was given.

To discipline her mind, Glynn followed the remainder of the servitor’s directions mechanically, repeating the words she had been told to say to Tarsin’s servitor. First she was to announce her name and say that she was Fomhikan, then she was to present the casket containing the gift with the compliments and felicitations of her mistress. But she was not to name the Draaka nor her sept nor affiliations, and if asked about this as the Prime seemed to think she might be, she was to say that she had been bidden to say that the name of her mistress was within the chit. Obviously the Draaka feared that the legionnaires might simply decline to accept the gift without even taking it to Tarsin once they knew who had sent it. But if Glynn refused to speak, they would either have to turn her away without having any idea of who had sent her and what they might have rejected, or they would have to take her gift, and deliver it to their master. They would not dare to open it themselves in case they learned something that the Holder would not want them to know, the Prime had concluded.

At the time her reasoning had seemed sound, but now, making her way along the pale tiled walks with the dark sea spread out on one side, Glynn found herself hoping fervently that the Prime was right in her predictions; after all, she was dealing with a man who was supposed to be more than half insane, and how could anyone predict how such a man might react to anything?

At last the walkway passed into a passage all set with gleaming green-blue stones both underfoot and overhead and Glynn knew that, around the next turn, she would find the entrance to the Holder’s apartment. She stopped to take several deep breaths, again telling herself that she was nothing more than a delivery girl, then she went on.

The entrance proved to be a huge ornate mosaic archway in pale oyster colours which glowed with its own luminescence. The blood-red, gold-encrusted uniforms of four legionnaires contrasted so sharply with the moony pallor that Glynn supposed it must be deliberate. Behind the legionnaires standing stiffly at attention was not a door but an enormous wrought-metal gate several times higher than a man. The green-blue shade of the metal proclaimed it to be atar, also used by myrmidons to cap the javelins that were their traditional weapons. Beyond the gate, a long, high, pale hall ran away into the distance.

‘What is your business here, Servitor?’ asked one of the legionnaires, motioning for the other four to be at ease.

‘I am Glynn of Fomhika and servitor to my mistress.’ Fortunately the feinna had not yet wakened enough to be discomfited by her lie. ‘I bear a gift from her to the Lord Holder of Keltor.’

‘Give it to me then,’ the legionnaire commanded, and held out a gloved hand.

Unable to believe it could be this simple, Glynn was about to hand the casket over when she remembered that she was supposed only to give it into the hands of one of Tarsin’s body servitors. She swallowed dryly and explained, as the legionnaire’s brows drew forbiddingly together.

‘Very well. Who is your mistress, that I may announce it?’

Glynn made her voice cool and dispassionate. ‘The name of my mistress is within the chit she sends to the Holder. She bade me speak it not, for her gift … is of a personal nature.’ Glynn felt herself blush, which was ridiculous since she had nothing to blush for, but her feinna senses detected a sudden welter of lascivious speculations on the part of the legionnaire about what the casket might contain.

‘I am afraid that I cannot allow any package to pass through this door unless I know from whence and whom it comes …’ the legionnaire began. But he broke off at the sound of steps. An older man appeared in the corridor, walking towards them with measured haste. Clad in a yellow toga and sandals with a small decorative cape stiffened with gold about his shoulders, he was almost certainly one of Tarsin’s body servitors. The legionnaires opened the gates for him and the man nodded slightly then addressed Glynn directly.

‘You bear a gift for my master, Servitor?’

Unable to see how the man could know this, Glynn nodded gormlessly, then she collected her wits and said, ‘That is … my mistress wishes to gift the Holder but she said that I might give her offering only into the hands of one of the Holder’s most trusted body servitors. May I give it to you?’

‘You may not,’ the servitor said serenely.

Glynn froze in the act of holding out the box and the tiny key phial. ‘Does your master refuse the gift, then?’

‘First, I am not a body servitor and second, the Holder desires that you deliver this gift to him with your own hands. If there is any treachery involved, you will be dealt with immediately.’

‘I assure you my mistress wishes only …’ Glynn stammered, horrified at this unexpected turn of events. Belatedly she realised that the Holder obviously had some mechanical means of watching his own front door. She had heard nothing of any such devices but that did not mean they did not exist.

‘Come,’ the servitor said inexorably, and turned on his heel as if she had not spoken.

Glynn had no choice but to follow him. The Prime had given her no instructions for this eventuality and she had no idea at all how one was even supposed to greet or speak with the ruler of an entire planet. What if she said the wrong thing and was thrown into the infamous citadel cells for some misspoken bit of palace protocol. Yet she could not have refused to obey Tarsin’s command.

Oh, please don’t let something go wrong when I might really be on the eve of a chance to escape, she prayed, thinking longingly of the Draaka’s intention to send her to the citadel the next day.

The servitor stopped and Glynn stopped too, belatedly aware that she had been too agitated to pay proper attention to the route they had taken. Not that she was likely to be making her way alone along it. They now stood before a tall metal door with forbidding-looking inscriptions. The door swung wide revealing a room decorated overwhelmingly in black, though the servitor had not knocked. The darkness of the windowless, candlelit room they now entered and the reddish colour of its walls and furnishings reminded Glynn so strongly of the Draaka’s audience chamber that they produced a powerful sensation of deja vu. The Draaka’s confident claim that Tarsin was in thrall to the Chaos spirit suddenly seemed very likely. Glynn clamped down the feinna part of herself, determined not to risk what had happened when she had tried to scry out the Draaka.

In the centre of the room, close to the farthest wall, was a throne, a monstrous gilded thing glaring with jewels and occupied by a figure in polished gold armour. It took Glynn a moment to realise that the figure had no head or feet, and was in fact nothing but a suit of armour. This seemed so bizarre that Glynn stopped, wondering what was going on.

‘Wait here,’ the servitor behind her said imperturbably, and left. The door shut with a soft but audible whirring that reminded her of the sound of a clockwork toy running through its movements, and then all she could hear was her own over-loud breathing in what seemed to be an empty room. As the minutes ticked by, she began to wonder if she was supposed to do or say something to make the Holder show himself, but as she had no idea what that might be, it seemed wiser to go on being silent rather than risk saying the wrong thing.

In the end, she unwillingly allowed a trickle of her feinna senses and, at once, she realised that she was not alone. There were at least three other people in the room, two of them armed with metal and all emanating the faint tang of acrid sweat that came with surges of adrenaline. Glynn allowed her mind to open a crack further and found that the other occupants of the room were predominantly watchful. She relaxed fractionally, realising that this must be some sort of test to try to determine whether or not she would be a threat to the Holder. Reassured, she began to gape about, as she supposed a servitor in her circumstances might do and, sure enough, she felt the watchers relax.

Moments later, the metal door opened behind her and she turned to see the white-clad servitor beckoning to her. Again he set off down the passage, saying over his shoulder, ‘The Holder will see you now.’

In a few moments they came to another of the open-sided passages, but this time the openings were on the left, and although the view was still predominantly of the ocean, quite a lot of the citadel and part of the garden level lay just visible below in the molasses light of late dusk. The passage soon flowed into a long room whose sole furnishing seemed to be an enormous white aviary built around a tree and filled with chittering flyts. Up the far end of the room, she could see an archway and people moving beyond it. Again the servitor bade her wait, and hurried away, leaving Glynn to turn back to gaze out of the enormous windows. She was just in time to see Kalinda slide from sight and, all at once, Aden could be seen, glowing pale and green and low in the sky. A servitor with several lanterns hurried past Glynn muttering to himself and a moment later a boy came past carrying empty drink mugs and what looked to be the remains of a meal on a tray.

One of the flyts began to trill a long call and Glynn wondered how it was possible for her to enjoy this sound when she could not enjoy the music made by her own kind. It did not seem possible that tone deafness could be so selective. Glynn adjusted the casket – her arms were beginning to ache from the weight of it – and wondered if she might put it down for a bit. That was when she noticed that there was a small alcove in the side of the hall opposite the aviary. Here, a woman in a sether-blue gown lay full length along a chaise longue reading a scroll. A small boy stood motionless by her head, the exact twin to the lad who had passed with the tray.

As if she felt Glynn’s regard, the woman looked up and, even from that distance, Glynn saw the blue eyes slit. She made an impatient gesture to the boy, who, a moment later, came hurrying over to Glynn. ‘My mistress wishes to know who you are and what your business is with her son.’ The words, though stated in a high-pitched child’s voice, were adult and had an adult tone that made it clear that the boy had been trained to mimic inflection as well as to remember words exactly.

‘Tell your mistress that I am … bound not to disclose my name or the name of my mistress to any but the Lord Holder himself,’ Glynn said, being careful to make her tone humble.

The boy scurried back to the woman and the blue eyes flared with anger over his tow-coloured head as he conveyed her words. She sat up and beckoned imperiously to Glynn, who obeyed. Up close, her dress was little more than heavily embroidered strips of cloth suspended from a jewelled collar, and alternating with strings of what looked like bluish pearls.

It could only be the infamous Coralyn of Iridom, and yet, as she entered the alcove, she looked too young to be the mother of a grown man. Yet the eyes were the exact shade of Kalide’s and it seemed to Glynn that the same malice animated them.

Her feinna instincts began to clamour the moment the woman’s eyes met hers, and Glynn had no more doubt.

‘What is your name and who do you serve?’ Coralyn demanded.

‘I am forbidden to say who I serve,’ Glynn stammered.

The eyes slitted again and the woman rose to her full height, which was at least a head taller than Glynn. The dress shifted and, finding herself eye to eye with a formidable naked breast for a moment, Glynn felt herself beginning to blush furiously, on top of all else.

But Coralyn’s mind was not on seduction. ‘Name your mistress at once or I will summon a legionnaire and have you whipped senseless for your insolence. Do you not know who I am?’

‘Have you now taken it upon yourself to interview my visitors, Mother?’ a voice asked coldly.

The older woman’s expression became guarded but she held Glynn’s gaze for a baleful moment more before turning to face her son, sweeping into a lovely curtsey that exposed most of her body. Tarsin, for it must be he, merely observed this coldly, making no effort to respond with any sort of salute. Glynn did not dare to look at him for more than a moment before falling to her knees, but one glance had shown her a portly man, clad in grubby, stained gold cloth, his hair looking like nothing so much as an ill-made birds’ nest constructed several seasons past. His face she could not have described save for the blue glitter in eyes that did not look the least bit dull-witted to her.

‘Since you have seen fit to let your poor mother languish all day waiting to see her own son, I thought I might as well be of some use,’ Coralyn said in a smooth light voice. ‘This servitor refuses to give the name of her mistress, and I thought to –’

‘– interfere again,’ Tarsin concluded with a sneer. ‘Kindly remember, that you are not mother to the Holder, but a troublesome subject who does not seem to remember her place.’

‘I was only worried about your safety, Tarsin,’ Coralyn objected in a silky voice. Glynn was disgusted to hear her project her sensuality into the words, as if she would seduce her own son.

‘You worry about me, Mother?’ he sneered openly at her. ‘Better to say that I worry you.’

Realising that she was for the moment forgotten, Glynn turned her head slightly to get a better look at the Holder. Unfortunately he was turned side on to her, so she could not see his face properly. She could, however, see the man and woman behind him clad in brief gold togas looking like Mr and Mrs Universe. The brevity of their attire and the oiling of their skin might have been intended only to make the most of their striking physical perfection but for the balanced looseness of their stances, and their fluid stillness. Glynn guessed that they would be deadly opponents in a bout, and had no doubt that they were bodyguards as well as body servitors, despite being barefoot and weaponless.

Belatedly, she noticed that the woman was watching her, while the man did not take his eyes from Coralyn. Glynn ducked her head quickly, but she was not frightened. Her feinna senses picked up only a calm readiness and a strong protective aura of affection and devotion. Besides, she doubted that she had behaved any differently from a real Keltan servitor forced to witness this battle of the titans.

‘What was it that you wanted?’ Tarsin snapped, cutting his mother’s words off. For a moment Glynn thought that the brusque question was aimed at her, but then she felt a surge of rage from the Iridomi chieftain.

‘Am I to speak here like a servitor, before all of these people, my son?’ she asked.

‘You will supplicate like any other Keltan, before your Holder,’ Tarsin bellowed.

‘Perhaps this is not the time,’ the chieftain said smoothly, and now Glynn detected her anger cooling to a chilly inexorable sense of purpose. ‘I can see that I find you busy and out of sorts, Tarsin. I will come to you tomorrow. Perhaps we can walk in the gardens and talk then.’

Tarsin burst into rude wild laughter, and flapped his hand at her. Glynn pressed her forehead abjectly to the ground as the older woman swept by and did not move until her steps had faded.

‘Get up off the floor,’ Tarsin said impatiently but not unkindly. ‘Now, who is your mistress?’

Taking a deep breath, Glynn said, ‘Lord Holder, I have been commanded to say to you that my mistress has great admiration and respect for you, though scurrilous gossip might suggest otherwise, and she wishes to demonstrate this with a rare gift of inestimable value.’

‘Her name!’ Tarsin snapped.

‘My mistress is the High Draaka of the Draaka Cult, Sire, and she has come to Ramidan with a delegation of senior draakira solely in order that she may correct any impression you have that she wishes you ill. This gift is a token of her goodwill.’ She held up the casket which she had somehow managed to hold the whole time she was on her knees, keeping her head down.

There was a long silence, then Tarsin said mildly, ‘You are the sole servitor of that delegation, then. The servitor Glynn of Fomhika. You do not look as myrmidonish as my spies have suggested.’

‘It was feared that my appearance might displease you, Sire,’ Glynn said, ‘so the likeness was lessened.’

‘Your mistress imagined that I would care one way or the other about the appearance of a servitor?’ Tarsin asked coldly.

‘Lord, my mistress says that a truly great ruler notices even the smallest detail in his realm.’

‘Your mistress said that, did she?’ Tarsin echoed. ‘Come closer.’

‘My beloved Lord, not too close,’ the man behind him said quickly.

Tarsin gave a jagged peel of laughter and said to Glynn, ‘You know if you do anything to cause me harm, my faithful body servitors will tear you to pieces with their hands?’

This horrifying promise was made with a childlike earnestness that contrasted strangely with the unclean reek of the man. Glynn went nearer, trying not to breathe through her nose. He smelled bad enough that he might not have bathed in a year and, this close, she could see where his skin was grey with ingrained filth. She ought to have been repelled, but oddly all she could feel was a profound pity that any creature should come to this. Provoked by some obscure feinna impulse, Glynn made herself nod earnestly to Tarsin in answer to his question.

His eyes widened and he nodded in the same way to her, as if they had exchanged a pact. From the corners of her eyes Glynn could see that the man and woman had shifted soundlessly to Tarsin’s flanks, so that they would see her clearly. She had no intention of doing anything to harm the Holder, but she could feel sweat trickling down between her shoulder blades and wished with all her heart that the interview would end.

‘Your … you seem familiar to me,’ Tarsin said, frowning.

Glynn licked her lips before she could stop herself. ‘It is perhaps only the likeness I bear to myrmidons.’

‘No, I have dreamed of you,’ Tarsin said, his eyes vague and dreamy. ‘I saw you fighting on a hilltop. You fell off a cliff.’ Glynn’s heart beat faster as he leaned closer and squinted at her as if he was trying to see her through mist or smeared glass. But at length he sighed and his face grew gradually vacant. Tarsin began to study one of his thumbnails with apparent fascination.

A minute passed. Ten more.

Suddenly Tarsin’s head jerked up, his expression both intimate and urgent. ‘I liked Bleyd, once, you know. That was a mistake. A Holder cannot like or love anybody. He can only be loved. Lanalor said that, do you know?’

‘Lord …’ the male servitor began, but Tarsin made a signal and he fell silent.

‘And why would he betray me?’ he went on. It seemed to Glynn that Tarsin really wanted an answer, though he gave her no time to respond. ‘Soon enough his brother would be in my place and he is young enough to wait. Bleyd was not impatient, but his father is.’ His face altered, becoming older, wizened almost, and crafty. ‘Soon, I shall ask Poverin. I will look into his eyes when he answers and I will know, and if he directed his son to this treachery, I will act.’

‘Lord …’ the servitor said again, but Tarsin turned on the man and woman and roared at them to leave the room. Again Glynn experienced a strange but potent sense of deja vu, as if she had seen this man say these words of dismissal in just this way before, though of course it could not be.

The man said gently, ‘Lord, you cannot intend us to leave you alone with this unknown …’

‘I do not fear a servitor. Now go or I will have you both chopped into pieces!’

The servitors bowed and withdrew.

‘I want to see what is in the casket,’ Tarsin said.

Glynn thought apprehensively of the darklin. The Draaka had claimed that he would appreciate the value of the gift despite his apparent dislike of the seer stones, but how could anyone predict how Tarsin would react? What if he flew into a rage at the sight of the stone and ordered Glynn to the cells? Still, what else could she do but obey? She bowed very calmly and formally and held out the casket.

To her surprise, he stepped back and pointed to the floor. ‘Put it down there and open it where I can see it, and stay down on your knees. Remember that, although we are alone, there are spies who never take their eyes from me, and who will act upon the slightest sign of a threat.’

Having no alternative, Glynn dropped to one knee, set down the casket and broke the seal on the key bottle, tipping it into her palm. Dusting the eggshell thin glass away, she fitted the tiny key it contained into the lock on the casket and the lid sprang open to reveal the gleaming orb on its nest of shredded gold cloth. She averted her eyes quickly, remembering what had happened the last time she had stared at a darklin, and tilted the open casket so that Tarsin could see the stone clearly.

‘What is it? Some sort of foamstone? Take it from the box.’

‘I can not touch it, Lord,’ she said softly. ‘It is a darklin and it may orientate to me.’

Tarsin drew in a hissing breath that made her look up to see what expression accompanied it. He looked furious but there was also a fascinated repulsion in his blue eyes as they rested on the darklin ‘So! A monstrously valuable gift, then, to poison the soul of a Holder. Yet fitting too, for one can never know if a darklin speaks true or false. I daresay it is a perfect reflection of the nature of she who sent it.’

‘Lord Holder, my mistress had no desire to offend you,’ Glynn said desperately. ‘She … she has heard that you lament the loss of the Sheannite visionweaver who saved your life, and she sent this so that you could have someone scry to find her. Indeed, my mistress offers herself for this task. She bids me tell you that, unlike others, she can determine whether a darklin vision is true or false.’

Tarsin gave a sneering smile. ‘And who shall determine if the truth-speaker speaks true?’ he asked.

‘Wouldn’t it be the truth if you found the visionweaver?’ Glynn ventured.

Tarsin’s brows drew together thoughtfully, but when he spoke, his tone was mild and the question innocuous. ‘Tell me why your mistress hires a single servitor?’

‘My mistress saw in a vision that she would have need of me.’

Tarsin grunted. ‘She dreamed of you, and I dreamed of you,’ he said.

‘I did not mean to suggest, Sire, that the Draaka dreamed of me,’ Glynn said quickly. ‘Only that she dreamed of a need for a servitor who was not Acanthan.’

Tarsin was silent for a time and then he said in a sudden hollow voice, ‘Do you know, I have dreamed of the visionweaver, too, since she disappeared. I saw her singing inside a fire. Her voice was very beautiful but her face was painted and she wore a veil over her eyes. What do you think it could mean that, even in my dreams, her face is hidden from me?’

‘I don’t know,’ Glynn murmured.

‘There was something about the visionweaver that made me feel that there was still time for me to become a good and wise Holder who would be remembered with love. Maybe it was only that her saving of my life seemed an ultimate kind of proof that I was worthy of saving.’ Again a burst of the uncontrollable, braying laughter. ‘She was dying and I wanted to help her … to save her as I had been saved.’

Glynn said nothing.

Tarsin straightened up and all at once a wild-eyed energy crackled about him. ‘You said that your mistress has the power to direct a darklin vision and know if what she sees is true?’

Glynn nodded. ‘What message shall I take to my mistress, Lord Holder? Do you accept her gift and her offer to scry for you?’

‘I accept the darklin,’ Tarsin said slowly, then he turned and frowned in displeasure at the sound of footsteps hurrying across the tiled floor. The displeasure turned to anger when he saw his mother come quickly round the aviary. Glynn’s feinna senses registered the woman’s anxiety even as they gibbered their revulsion of her.

‘My son?’ Coralyn sounded slightly breathless. ‘Where are your body servitors? I will have them whipped for leaving you alone like this.’

‘If there is any whipping to be done of my body servitors, I will order it, and in this case I will not because I sent them away,’ Tarsin snapped. ‘Why are you here?’

‘I bring important news, my son. Fulig has taken ship for Ramidan.’

Tarsin lifted his brows. ‘So. Fulig will witness the joining of his son to Unys. No doubt he is relieved to know that it is only a year-end bond, and not the life bond you desired.’ Coralyn paled with shock and Tarsin grinned nastily to see it. ‘I, too, have my spies, Mother, and not all of them lick your fingers under the table. It must have been a blow to your plans to find that, despite all of your honey, Kerd cleaves to his father. Myself I think he is wise to have Unys for a limited period.’

‘You misjudge me, Tarsin. I am very glad to see that Kerd is so devoted to his father,’ Coralyn said, and oddly, Glynn’s feinna senses told her this was true. But she also detected a suppressed and vicious stab of amusement and triumph.

‘I doubt that devotion to anyone besides yourself is of any interest to you, Mother,’ Tarsin said.

‘You are too hard on me, my son. Fulig will attend the joining ceremony that marks the end of a long and foolish enmity between our two septs with the joining of our beloved children. Is it so hard to imagine that I might be pleased by that?’

Tarsin laughed and this time he sounded genuinely amused. ‘Do you imagine that anyone would believe such mawkish sentiments of you, least of all, me?’

Coralyn bridled. Oh she did not like being laughed at, Glynn saw. She said tightly, ‘My son, it is not fitting that we speak so freely before a servitor.’

‘I have no wish to discuss anything with you, Mother, therefore you may take yourself back to your spy hole and watch me seek out the visionweaver.’

‘You will use the darklin?’ Coralyn asked.

Tarsin’s eyes narrowed. ‘I think you almost fear that. Is that why you ran here so fast that your bosom was still heaving when you stopped? Yet why should you fear me using the darklin? Is it because you had something to do with the disappearance of the visionweaver? After all it was your legionnaires – your honour guard – who escorted and lost her.’

‘They died for failing their duty,’ Coralyn said tightly. Glynn’s feinna senses told her this was the truth but she could also feel that the older woman was frightened. Yet her voice suddenly mellowed. ‘I spoke sharply only out of surprise that you would seek the dubious wisdom of a darklin after the last time.’

‘I shall not touch one of the foul things,’ Tarsin spat the words out. ‘But do you advise against using a gift offered by your own guest?’

Coralyns response was careful. ‘I know little of the Draaka other than is publicly known. As I have explained to you more than once, I merely invited her here to explain her apparent attacks on your rule.’

‘Is that why you invited her here, Mother?’ Tarsin sneered. ‘To enlighten me and to clear the name of an unknown Draaka? How altruistic you have become all of a sudden. Celebrating the end of sept rifts and righting wrongs. Of course, you are keeping your distance, as you are careful to point out to me, in case this Draaka fails to convince me of her goodwill. I wonder how your continued absence pleases her.’

‘It is not me that she came here to see,’ Coralyn countered. ‘Why not see her and question her about this ability she professes to have? Let her scry for your visionweaver.’

‘How you would like that,’ Tarsin snarled. ‘An audience, whereupon the formalities would be satisfied, leaving this woman and her followers free to roam in my realm. No, Mother. For the time being, the woman and her followers can continue to languish in your care.’

‘If you will not see the Draaka, you will lose the chance to learn if she can find this visionweaver who so obsesses you.’

‘Perhaps,’ Tarsin’s voice was mild and suddenly pleasant. ‘But it will not matter for I shall have this servitor invoke the darklin now and scry for me.’

‘No!’ Glynn cried, horrified.

Tarsin glared at her. ‘You dare to refuse me?’

‘Sire, would you waste the power of the stone on one who will have no idea if what she sees is true or false?’ Glynn stammered. ‘One, moreover, who could not even be sure that she would vision of what you wished her to vision. My mistress can control …’

‘I know very well what she would like to control,’ Tarsin snapped. ‘But I am not Jurass. Do as I have bidden. Invoke the stone and find out the whereabouts of the visionweaver.’

‘You can not be serious!’ Coralyn cried.

‘Are you afraid of what I will learn, Mother?’ Tarsin hissed. ‘I am sure that the Draaka would not have told me anything that would harm you, but this servitor is a nevvish who will speak the truth of what she sees.’

‘But Sire …’ Glynn began, sickened at the thought of letting the darklin’s strange power again possess her.

‘Invoke the darklin,’ Tarsin commanded. ‘Do it now!’

Glynn had no choice. She let out her breath slowly and looked down into the casket. Then she took up the darklin, repelled as before by the blood heat of the stone and the strange shifting heaviness of it. She looked into it deeply and suddenly, she was sliding forward …

Glynn found herself following a woman in a green cloak down a dark street at night. It was cold and very, very quiet.

As the gap closed between her and the other woman, someone above opened a window and flung water out. For a second, candlelight from above slanted down and Glynn saw the glimmer of green painted scales and knew it was the Iridomi Aluade that she was following.

All at once, her future self froze in a pool of shadows and, a split second later, Aluade stopped and looked behind her.

Apparently satisfied that she was not being followed, Aluade turned into a wide doorway set in a stone arch and knocked three times and then another two times. The door opened immediately, and Glynn stepped into deeper shadows against the wall of the building as Aluade vanished inside. The door closed behind her and Glynn waited. Presently a cloaked man appeared from the other direction. He, too, stopped and looked behind him before coming to tap the same sequence. Again he was swiftly admitted. Two women came next, walking furtively and looking constantly behind themselves. Another man came along almost running and was admitted. This time, Glynn stepped from the shadows as soon as the door closed and knocked as the others had done. The door opened and a hand snaked out to pull her into a pitch-black hallway.

‘Hurry up, it is about to begin,’ the man hissed. Glynn was glad of the darkness for she felt certain it was the voice of the draakira Gif. He gave Glynn a push and she groped her way along the passage until her feinna vision took over and allowed her to see that she was in a stone corridor which ended in an open doorway some way further along. As she neared the door, she saw that a reddish light glowed. Oddly, she had the feeling that the light was visible only to her feinna sight.

Glynn came to the doorway and, after the slightest hesitation, stepped through it.

She found herself standing at the top of a set of steps leading down into a long, high-roofed building where hundreds of cloaked people stood facing what looked horribly like an altar. The room was almost completely dark except for the eldritch red glow, and the light of a few candles on the altar. Glynn spotted the Draaka entering through a door on the right, and realised with horror that she had just joined a draakan ceremony.

She could not possibly guess what would possess her to come here. After all, if she was creeping about, she could no longer be a prisoner of the Draaka. Why would she risk recapture and worse?

A flurry of movement made her turn and her heart gave a frightened lurch at seeing the senior draakira, each with a candle, streaming in through the very door she had just entered. Cringing behind a big man, she watched them file through the crowd to the front of the room. Some of them were carrying long heavy-looking cloth-wrapped bundles between them, and these were laid upon the altar. Glynn had a moment of fright until the draakira unwrapped the first bundle to reveal the darklin pole that had stood in the audience room. This was set up on one side of the altar and the other was deftly unwrapped, but Glynn was distracted by a sighing sound from the people about her. She shifted her eyes to the Draaka, who had flung up her long white arms so that the cloth would fall back from them. In each pale hand, she grasped a thin black knife and Glynn felt sweat ooze from her brow and lip, and prayed she would not vomit, for these were sacrificial knives.

The Draaka began to make gestures with the knives and the room moaned as one and swayed with the sound, so perfectly in accord that Glynn turned to look at the man next to her. She had intended a quick look, for fear of drawing attention, but when she saw the man’s face, and his pin-point pupils, she realised that all of the people about her were intoxicated. It had to be olfactor dust in the candles since she could not imagine how else all these people could have been intoxicated. Of course she was not affected because she was not really there, and her future self was clearly as capable of nullifying the effects of the drugs as she was, which meant that in this future, at least, the feinna link had not been broken.

Now the two darklin pedestals were in place and, confirming this with a backward glance, the Draaka stabbed the knives into the air again. At the same time, there was the sound of drum beats – monotonous, perfectly in time. Two of the draakira were beating small drum rounds. Now Aluade came from the crowd to kneel in front of the Draaka, who touched her forehead with both knife tips.

The audience moaned orgasmically when blood trickled down the pale forehead from two knife pricks, and Aluade looked exultant. She held out her hand and the Draaka laid one of the knives into her palm. She rose and went to the third bundle which still lay on the altar and Glynn’s heart began to pound with horror at the realisation that it was moving. The crowd bayed like a pack of rabid wolves as the Iridomi woman began to slash at the bindings on the bundle, and then they parted and slid away to reveal a hooded and half-naked man struggling wildly.

Glynn prayed the, poor devil would die fast because, no matter what she felt, Glynn could do nothing to help him. One move and this maddened pack would fall on her as well. She felt the edgy madness of the group mind skittering along the edge of action. But all at once, Glynn began to edge forward.

‘Welcome …’ the Draaka said, and began to speak in detail of the new Ramidani haven, bestowed upon them by the Iridomi chieftain. Her lovely rich voice was deliberately subdued into a dull monotone that Glynn quickly realised made it hard to focus on her words and their meanings. It was like listening to someone read very badly on a hot Friday afternoon in school. You couldn’t take in what was being said even if you wanted to. Before long, all you heard were the droning cadences of the words, the sing-song quality of them. In minutes, the entire audience was rocking on its feet. The darklin pedestals began to operate as they had done in the audience chamber in the Iridomi apartment, drawing the energy in the room into a swirling force that became faster and faster and more and more alluring.

Glynn behaved like everyone else, but inside her head, she began reciting the nine times tables to herself. She had timed her swaying motion so that it would look as if she was synchronised with the rest, but in fact, she was very slightly out. She forced herself to listen to the words flowing over the rapt crowd, and found a lot of empty rhetoric, half of it contradictory and senseless.

‘… the Void spirit knows of your unhappiness and shares it, for the world is awry. A lunatic leads us, who is led in turn by the arrogant soulweaving hags who will never willingly relinquish their power. Yet be assured that the time of madness draws to an end.’

But after a time, Glynn began to notice that certain words were repeated and given emphasis and that, taken alone, these words were communicating something other than the sentences of which they formed an innocuous part. The words, Glynn gradually realised, were a raw summoning and an invoking of blood and pain and darkness.

Suddenly there was a gust of icy wind and all of the candles were extinguished in a single instant, the huge chamber plunged into a womb-like red glow.

‘I am here,’ hissed the Chaos spirit.

Glynn’s blood tried to run backwards in her veins, for the voice came from Aluade. The Iridomi stood rigid, head arched back. Her arms were out-flung, fingers grasping at nothing, for she had dropped the knife given her. Her eyes were rolled horribly far back into her skull so that only the whites showed, and saliva dribbled from the edge of her wide-stretched lips.

‘The Unraveller iss now upon Iridom.’

‘Iridom?’ the Draaka asked with sharp doubt. ‘Are you sure?’ Almost before the words left her mouth she gave a piercing shriek.

‘Do not quesstion me,’ the Chaos spirit breathed.

‘No, Master, forgive me,’ the Draaka babbled.

‘The Unraveller was bound for Darkfall, but I ussed thosse mindss open to me to divert the ship to Iridom.’

‘I will speak with Coralyn …’ the Draaka began eagerly.

‘The chieftain humourss you in order to gain the ssupport of the cult for her war againsst the hagss. You musst go yoursself to Iridom. Take the trakkerbeasst with you.’

‘Master, she … she has escaped.’

‘She musst be recaptured.’

‘It will be as you have commanded,’ the Draaka swore, ashen faced. There was a chilling rustle of laughter, and Aluade’s body bucked and convulsed as if she were in the throes of an epileptic fit, her eyes bulging from their sockets.

The Draaka seemed blind to this. She leaned forward and said avidly, ‘And when it is done, I will drink the Unraveller’s blood and it will bring me great power as you promised?’

‘Fail me and I promisse that I will hear your sscreamss …’ the Chaos spirit answered.

‘Master, I swear to you …’

‘Behold my power …’ Suddenly the room was alive with crackling blue sparks of electricity that flowed over the blank-faced crowd. Glynn suppressed a scream at the raking, burning sensation that crawled over her when the blue passed, but inside she was trembling with relief that somehow the Chaos spirit was blind to her presence among its mesmerised devotees.

Then the draakira, stationed about the room atop the staircases from the various entrances, began to shudder and twitch.

‘The demon houndss …’ the words spewed from Aluade.

The Draaka gaped at the senior draakira who had now fallen to their hands and knees about her, groaning and snarling. Then she stared, fascinated, as, nearby, the fastidious Mingus lifted his face and howled like a wolf. Glynn saw, with an inward shudder, that his eyes were bright red.

Only the Prime was unaffected. But suddenly she began to scream in clear, dreadful agony, writhing and slapping at herself as if she were trying to extinguish invisible flames.

‘Ssso. Betrayer …’ the Chaos spirit spat.

‘Impossible …’ the Draaka looked stunned. ‘You would have seen it, Master.’

‘The woman hid her true sself from me under hypnossiss. When I touched her mind, I ssaw a loyal zealot. But to transsform her into a hound, I went deeper and only then did I ssee the truth. Sshe had only one directive. To protect the Unraveller if it sshould happen that Lanalor’ss chossen should fall into our handss. Bitch!’

Aluade dragged the writhing Prime to the altar and hauled her upright with maniacal strength. ‘Before you die, look upon the sacrifice and despair, for iss he not your true and ssecret masster?’ the Chaos spirit hissed. Aluade dragged the hood away.

Glynn felt as if her heart were trying to claw its way out of her chest, because the man on the altar was Solen!

This was why she had come into such perilous circumstances. But had she any plan, for without a plan or allies, she could do no more than watch Solen die, or die trying uselessly to free him against impossible odds.

The Draaka’s face was suffused with rage and, without warning, she sprang at the Prime and stabbed her to the heart. ‘Let there be two sacrifices this night, My Lord Chaos,’ she hissed, turning to Solen who lay struggling against his bindings.

‘Foul bitch! She did not deserve such a death,’ he grated.

Glynn had now crept forward to the front rank of the crowd, and she felt for a knife in her belt. Madness, Glynn thought, trapped inside her.

‘Kill him now,’ the Chaos spirit hissed from Aluade’s mouth. ‘Then will I channel my power into the chossen and complete the processs that will make them my houndss.’

‘Die,’ the Draaka snarled.

Glynn threw herself forward, but instead of hitting the altar, she fell forward onto her knees with painful force. Dazed, she shook her head, wondering how she had missed the altar, then she realised that she was no longer in the haven. Instead, she was kneeling on the stone floor of a small, round sitting room. A manbeast sat in a chair, staring down at her gravely. ‘I’ve seen you before,’ she gasped.

‘Yes, though you should not remember it,’ the manbeast said in his deep rasping voice. But instead of helping her up, he knelt to look into her face. Glynn saw that his eyes were the colour and intensity of molten gold. ‘I should not have interfered but your reactions were too strong. In a few moments the Chaos spirit would have had you.’

‘The Draaka will sacrifice Solen …’ Glynn cried.

‘No,’ the manbeast said. ‘Or at least it is highly unlikely. What you saw was only one of the many ways that he might die and, while he lives, each moment spawns a new death …’

Glynn shook her head, the horror of what she had witnessed too strong to be shrugged off easily. ‘I must warn him and the Prime.’

The manbeast rose and shook his head. His long dark hair rippled with the movement. ‘Before you act, remember that, in warning them, you may bring about the very things you witnessed. Especially for the Prime whose ignorance is all that keeps her safe.’

‘I cant just do nothing. She saved my life in the haven on Acantha. If this vision told the truth, she …’

‘… has a task which she volunteered to fulfil, though it might cost her life.’ His strange eyes were distracted as if his mind had gone off on a tangent.

‘Who … what are you? What is any of this to do with you?’ Glynn asked.

‘Once I was a betrayer, just as you will be. But now, let us say that I am one of the forces that opposes the Chaos spirit in secret.’

Glynn recoiled. ‘I won’t betray the Unraveller. Anyway, I can’t because I don’t know who he is.’

The manbeast shook his head again and said something but Glynn was falling inexorably away from him.

She opened her eyes and found herself flat on her back and looking up into the face of the Holder of Keltor.

‘Did you see her?’ Tarsin demanded when Glynn had managed to regain her feet. His odour was as sharply ammoniac up close as smelling salts.

‘See who … who?’ Glynn rasped.

‘Ember,’ Tarsin shouted. ‘The visionweaver Ember.’

Glynn gaped at him, all the horror of what she had seen fading into simple incredulity. ‘What … what did you say?’ she whispered. Her voice seemed very far away.

‘The Lady Ember,’ Tarsin said, very clearly, as if she was an idiot and deaf as well. ‘Did you see her? Did you learn what has become of her?’
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Then did Lanalor give to his sister, Alyda, these signs

by which the Unraveller might be known:

half-blind yet seeing all,

who is marked by visioning yet without Darkfall mark

who lives, yet sings the deathsong

who is born, yet is not of the Song of Making

who is gifted from the great waters

who is crowned in bright flames …


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

The Prime slapped Glynn hard across the face, but she managed not to react.

‘Tcha! Fools! Did no one have the sense to take the darklin from her and break the trance? People have been known to lose their minds visioning endlessly until a darklin is drained of power.’ Hearing the voice change direction, Glynn risked opening her eyes the merest slit and saw that the Prime had risen and was now speaking to Gif and Leta, both of whom looked worried.

‘The Draaka will not be pleased with this,’ Leta muttered.

‘No she will not,’ the Prime said. ‘What was he trying to do with her anyway?’

‘The legionnaires that brought her back said Tarsin commanded her to invoke the darklin and seek the whereabouts of the missing visionweaver. But they did not speak as if they had seen anything for themselves.’

‘I wonder what she saw,’ the Prime said thoughtfully.

‘The legionnaires said that the drone was stupefied by her visioning, which seems to suggest that, whatever she saw, she was unable to communicate it,’ Gif said.

‘If that is so, this debacle might not be a complete loss,’ the Prime said. ‘Tarsin could be led to believe that the girl saw something, but is incapable of understanding what she saw. Whereupon he might very well deign to summon the Draaka.’

‘We might send another darklin with a note, apologising for the servitor’s ineptitude and renewing the offer,’ Leta said eagerly.

‘Aluade had better take it this time,’ Gif said laconically.

Hearing Aluade’s name, Glynn had a sudden vivid mental image of the Iridomi woman as she had been in the darklin vision; rigid and shuddering as the voice of the Chaos spirit poured bile from her mouth. She must have moved in agitation because the Prime was suddenly beside her, peeling an eyelid back.

It was too late for Glynn to roll her eyes back and pretend unconsciousness. Indeed for a split second their gazes locked, but Glynn quickly let her eyes glaze and shook her head, mugging exhaustion and bewilderment. She did not want to be questioned until she had decided what to say, but nor did she want to make herself look too unhealthy in case the Draaka still intended sending her to the citadel, though this seemed highly unlikely in the face of the evening’s events.

‘Do you know where you are?’ the Prime asked.

‘I … I don’t know what you mean,’ Glynn mumbled. ‘We are in the waiting salon in the …’ she stopped, pretending to remember. ‘But how did I get here? I was in the Holder’s apartment and he bade me …’ She winced and tried to look as if she was on the point of swooning again.

‘It is no use questioning her when she is like this. Send for two servitors. They can take her to her room. I will interrogate her in the morning,’ the Prime decided.

Glynn struggled to her feet, exaggerating her unsteadiness, and the Prime peered into her eyes again. Her expression was so cold and disapproving that Glynn wondered if it was really possible that this woman was an agent of the Shadowman, as the darklin vision had suggested. Certainly Solen had been receiving information from inside the Acanthan haven, and it was the Prime who had spilled the acidic soap mix onto Glynn, thereby freeing her mind from the languid grip of the sharap’n. The Chaos spirit claimed that the true Wykka lay quiescent within the active Prime persona, thereby hiding her true nature from its gaze. But even if the Prime persona really believed that she was a draakira and hated Darkfall, Glynn doubted her true self could be entirely switched off, any more than hypnosis victims would act against their deepest nature. The accident with the soap could have been a deliberate prompt from the true Wykka, thereby preserving both persona.

When the servitors arrived, Glynn let herself be led away obediently and somnolently, reminding herself not to place too much stock on the darklin visions, for they could easily be false, despite their vividness. Even so, it would ease her heart to tell Solen what she had seen, because surely forewarned was forearmed. Besides, if he confirmed that the Prime was working with him, then would that not mean the rest of the vision had been true as well.

But when at last she was alone in her room and climbing wearily into her bed, she remembered the stern warning of the manbeast that alerting Solen and the Prime might easily bring about the very fate they would avoid. Of course the brief encounter with the manbeast might also have been a vision, even though he had spoken of the other vision, claiming to have pulled her from it for her own safety. Indeed, he had claimed to be one of the secret manipulators that the Chaos spirit had sensed were operating against it.

But whether or not she believed that the manbeast was real, Glynn did not know if she would be able to see Solen and keep silent about what she knew. Indeed, given the feinna link between them, it might not even be possible. Thinking of the feinna, Glynn emptied her mind and reached out to check on the little animal. It had been deeply unconscious since she had taken over its body and senses to free it from its locked gaze with Kalide, and she was becoming worried, despite the assurances of the feinna link that the little animal was mending fast. She found that the feinna was fine, and withdrew to return to her own body. She was too keyed up to lie still and so she sat up cross-legged on her bed in the darkness. Slowly she replayed for herself the darklin vision, sieving out the information it had contained and trying to decide what was likely to be real. The Draaka and her draakira had been outside the palace, therefore if the vision was true, or even partly true, then they must have been presented to Tarsin. Given what she had just overheard, that presentation might not be long in coming.

In the darklin vision, the Draaka had told the Chaos spirit that she, Glynn, had escaped. If only that would be true! Of course the Chaos spirit had then commanded that she be taken to Iridom, but why, unless this was where she was supposed to betray the Unraveller.

I will not betray anyone, she vowed again, and felt her nails dig into her palms inside her clenched fists. She had said as much to the manbeast, she remembered. She wished she could remember where she had seen him before, but already his image was dimming in her mind.

All at once Glynn remembered the last thing that had happened before she fainted. Indeed it was the reason she had swooned. The Holder had been shouting at her, commanding her to tell him if she had seen the whereabouts of the visionweaver.

The visionweaver Ember.

Hearing this, Glynn decided it might be wise to seem badly enough affected to be unable to be questioned, so when she was hauled to her feet by one of Tarsin’s body servitors, she had faked a faint. She had cracked her head hard enough on the tiles to have made her see stars, and it must have looked convincing because Tarsin ordered them to return her to the Iridomi enclave. Coralyn had been nowhere to be seen then, but no doubt she was watching from some spy hole, since her words made it clear that she or one of her servitors had been spying on them before her second appearance.

Glynn gnawed her lip and tried to replay in her mind the first moments after she had come out of the visioning trance. Had the Holder really said Ember’s name? It was easy to imagine that she had simply misheard, replacing a name she knew with something similar sounding. And even if he had spoken Ember’s name, might it not be another Ember? It would be a mighty coincidence, and yet was it any stranger to find Ember’s name on Keltor, than her face?

The only other possibility was that the mysterious Sheannite visionweaver was Ember. This, of course, had been Glynn’s first stunned thought. But in the end, the fact that the visionweaver was dying was the only argument in favour of that theory, other than that they might have the same or similar-sounding names. Admittedly Ember had entered the water after Glynn and might have crossed to Keltor, but there was no way she could have carried off such a complex charade as pretending to be a visionweaver. And how could she possibly have had the vision that had saved Tarsin’s life?

There were other things that made it highly unlikely, too. If the visionweaver had been Ember, Glynn would certainly have heard her hair colour mentioned. And there had been no mention of the visionweaver having musical abilities. Glynn knew that nothing in all creation would have kept Ember from her music, and there were at least two instruments on Keltor that she might have played easily. And then there was the half-mask she was rumoured to have worn. Ember might have hidden her whole face, given her resemblance to the long-dead Shenavyre, but why would she bother hiding her upper face?

Glynn shook her head, suppressing firmly the insidious thought that if the visionweaver had been Ember, she could have stayed on Keltor. She bit her lip, and firmly quelled a surge of longing for Solen evoked by the thought, lest it waken the feinna. Why wake it only to face another day as a bound prisoner?

All at once she felt exhausted. Forcing herself to lie down and relax, Glynn soon fell into a restless sleep, full of dreams filled with gape-jawed hell hounds aglow with a bluish unnatural light that burned whenever it touched her. Sometimes the manbeasts were chasing her, but more often, they were pursuing Ember while she watched helplessly. Once, Ember was caught and screaming and, another time, it was the feinna the manbeasts tore apart.

But the last dream before waking was of her own world, and again featured the woman whom the police said had found Wind’s suicide note. Instead of being in her apartment, this time she was sitting on a windy bench alongside an older woman who wore an expensive business suit and high heels. Yellow leaves were flying in the wind that was snatching and plucking at her hair like invisible imps as the older woman turned suddenly and advised her not to think about the end of her relationship with her lover, because sometimes thinking about an old pain was like picking a scab.

‘Honey believe me, I know,’ she added, putting her arm around the hunched shoulders of the younger woman. ‘You’re hurting yourself because being hurt by someone you love is something at least. You feel like if he is hurting you he must love you. But the thing is, he’s not hurting you. You are hurting you. It’s over and that’s what you have to get your mind around.’

The other woman gave a shaky sigh and ran her fingers unsteadily under both eyes. ‘The thing is that it’s not over.’

The older woman rolled her eyes. ‘Oh? Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts? This is not what you need and it wouldn’t be fair to a kid.’

‘That’s what I keep telling myself, and that’s even what he said, but I just can’t help feeling that it’s me I’m thinking of, not the … well, you know.’

‘Don’t think “baby”. If you do you’re a goner. It’s not a baby. It’s a problem that you can make go away.’

‘What does that mean? It’s not a baby until I think of it as one?’

‘Look, I don’t want to get into the morality of all this. I think that life is precious but I think a foetus of a few months is no more important than the thousands of people starving in poor countries. I think we’re not evolved enough to be cherishing the spark of life before we can cherish all life. Be practical instead of emotional. You didn’t plan on this. It’s not like you wanted it and changed your mind.’ Despite what seemed to Glynn to be good logic, the older woman’s voice sounded hard and she had the odd feinna-driven thought that, underneath her compassion and concern, she carried a little nugget of anger.

‘No … no, I didn’t plan on it,’ the brown-haired woman sounded tired.

‘Deal with this, Bonny. Seriously. I know right now it feels like life is too hard to make any decision, but you have to get on with it.’

‘Look, it’s not him or, or even the … the abortion. It’s like there is some sort of sickness infecting everything …’

‘Jesus, Bonny. Don’t go all philosophical on me now. Let’s stick to practicalities. I’ll go with you, how’s that? Once it’s over, that will be the end of the story. Now, I have to go back to work. This Third World Credit Company thing is really taking off. Remember me telling you about how the guy that came up with the idea based it on results he got from doing this obscure research for his economics PhD?’

‘Yeah … yes. Something about third world people borrowing little amounts of money and paying it back?’

‘Bonny, they paid it all back. Everywhere he went and set up his little loan company, Afghanistan, India, Vietnam, Sudan … poor people with nothing in western terms borrowed little bits and paid it back. There was never a bank in the west that had such a stunning rate of good loans. But when he took the idea to a big bank, the fat cats said it wouldn’t be worth their while to finance such a petty operation. These are the same guys that lend eighty million without a blink to some rich entrepreneur who loses the lot, but they won’t lend eighty dollars to some Indian guy who wants to buy an ice-cream maker for his little stall because the return is too small.’ She stopped and laughed self-deprecatingly. ‘Listen to me. Do I run off at the mouth or what?’

‘No. No, it’s great seeing you so committed. And … and this concert you’re organising is going to help?’

‘If we can get a fund out of it, we will be able to set the whole thing up without a bank loan, and soon there will be a whole little chain of tiny Third World Credit Companies all over the developing world. One of these days those banks will be begging for our business. The important thing is that it looks like these bands are really going to come to the party. Getting Hard Goth to agree to perform on the night is a real coup.’

‘I don’t like their music much,’ Bonny admitted wanly.

The other woman laughed. ‘I think it’s awful, but who cares? They’re racing up the charts all over the world and, where they go, the others will follow. They’ve even agreed to let us take a chunk of the royalties for the live recording of the show, which means the other bands are likely to do the same and it’s going to be a true extravaganza. Night of the Comet, we’re calling it … Oh Bonny, I’m sorry, going on like this.’

‘It’s funny but hearing you talk makes me feel better. It’s good not to think about me and my problems for a bit. Maybe I should do something for someone else and stop thinking about myself too. After all, I’m not starving or dying of hunger or disease. And hell, it sounds like this Third World Credit Company will be a win for the good guys. I get the feeling we need a few home runs.’

‘Tell you the truth, honey, I never thought I’d be one of the good guys, but I always knew you were one,’ the older woman said with genuine affection. ‘Just remember, getting an abortion under these circumstances doesn’t turn you into a bad guy.’ She rose. ‘I’ll call you soon, OK?’

When she was out of sight, the brown-haired woman sighed and said, ‘No it doesn’t make me a bad guy. Maybe it just makes me a coward. Maybe I should meet his daughter …’

The dream faded and Glynn felt something plucking at her clothes. She opened her eyes and found that she was looking through the spreading branches of a tree, to the blue Keltan sky. Startled, she sat up and looked around. Then she realised that she was within the memory garden that she had created with the feinna-He. Getting to her feet, she noticed with puzzlement that whole patches that had been distinct before, had now faded into a sort of glittering sludge.

a dream fades when it is not dreamed, sisterling, the He-feinna sent.

Glynn started and turned to find it seated on one of the low, hanging branches of the tree. In fact, given the nature of the garden, it had probably caused the branch to grow at exactly that angle.

What are we doing here? she asked.

I willed us here with my longing, the feinna said. Longing has great power.

Glynn’s heart twisted and she opened her arms to the feinna who slipped into them and curled against her chest, its sleek head resting against her heart. It felt thin and she wondered how much longer it would be before it would need to eat.

soon, it sent.

She brushed her lips over the small furred head before drawing back to look into the feinna face. It is good to hold you.

When will we be free? the feinna asked, and Glynn bit her lip. She was about to explain what had happened with Tarsin, when it struck her that perhaps she could use the darklin vision to force the Draaka to send her to the citadel if she could claim that she had seen herself overhearing someone speak of the Unraveller. Of course the vision would end before she saw the man or heard his name.

Very soon, Glynn sent. She would have to think carefully before she spoke. I will have to tell things that are not true.

That will discomfort me, the feinna sent uneasily.

Can you bear it?

I will try, it sent, and Glynn thought how strange to be so brave physically, but to fear lies.

The not-truths wound my soul-spar, the feinna sent. But I have said that I will bear it.

Glynn nodded. Soon a woman will come to carry you from the place that smells of hatred. You must not fight her, no matter what happens or what you sensesmelltaste from her. She will take you from this place but I will be near.

I shall prepare myself, the feinna promised, and faded from the garden like the afterimage of a camera flash.

Glynn willed herself back into her own body and, after a brief sensation of falling, she could feel the bedding beneath her. She opened her eyes and lay for a time peering into the blackness and thinking about what she would say she had seen. Then her feinna senses warned her that someone was approaching.

Steeling herself against the distortions and sensory allures that she would encounter in the Draaka’s audience room, Glynn entered, but this time the candles shed only light, and the darklin structures on their pedestals were cloaked. Even so, Glynn shuddered inwardly at the memory they provoked of Solen struggling on the draakan altar in her vision.

The Draaka was standing by the feinna cage staring down at the small furry form. A swift probe told Glynn that it had put itself into a trancelike sleep. Noticing her, the Draaka waved the servitor away and came to look into her face. ‘Yesterday you saw the Holder and he had you invoke the darklin for him?’

Glynn licked her lips nervously. ‘I … the Holder asked me to pick up the darklin. I … feared to do it, but he said I must. He wanted me to find out about the visionweaver who saved him.’

‘And what did you see?’ the Draaka asked.

Glynn wrinkled her brow and was silent for as long as she dared. ‘I saw a huge square chamber where there were lots of men and women chanting and sighing. Maybe the visionweaver was among them, but I do not know her face.’

A thoughtful pause. ‘Indeed. Go on.’

‘I … I saw you, Lady, going aboard a ship with the Prime and the other draakira. I saw you again, here in this chamber, talking of sending me to the citadel.’

The Draaka suddenly turned away and said, ‘Leta, maybe you are right in suggesting that another darklin be sent to Tarsin. Arrange it at once.’

‘You know it occurs to me that it might be wise to send the girl to the citadel today after all, because you can be sure that Tarsin will send for her otherwise,’ the Prime said. ‘If we can say innocently that she was sent out on an errand, Tarsin might be impatient enough to call for you.’

‘A cunning thought,’ the Draaka said, and Glynn held her breath. ‘Very well. Send the girl out.’ She turned to the hovering Gif. ‘Let me see those plans for the haven again. How many stona of worshipers did you say will fit into the main chamber?’

The Prime turned to Glynn. ‘Perhaps you visioned true after all, girl, for you will go to the citadel this day.’

‘But the feinna will hurt me …’ she whined.

‘The animal will travel within the carriage that conveys you from the palace. The Iridomi Aluade will travel with it and if you cause any difficulties, the feinna will suffer. If you have any thought of taking this chance to disappear, think carefully before you act.’ Her tone made Glynn wonder at her certainty that the woman was a secret ally. Until it came to her that the Prime’s words, shorn of their nastiness, could be taken as a warning.

‘I understand,’ Glynn said evenly, and it seemed to her that the Prime’s eyes flickered.

She was made to bathe and change before she went out, and this time some effort was made to enhance her myrmidonish appearance. A servitor brought her a yellow underdress and an over-tunic in the exact brown used by myrmidons for everyday wear, then her blonde hair was combed out until it crackled, the top layer braided into a multitude of plaits that might, at first glance, be taken for dreadlocks. She was given short mustard boots and a matching overcoat that fitted her well and fell to her knees, and also a bag whose strap crossed her body from shoulder to hip, because it would look odd if she carried nothing. Last of all, she was given a small store of coins to spend on food and a drink, so that she would have a reason to sit in a nightshelter.

To her considerable dismay, Glynn found that Aluade was locked inside the carriage with the feinna cage, while she was to ride atop it, behind the enormous surly driver. Such an arrangement would make it much harder for her to escape with the feinna, and as the carriage rolled out of the citadel down a series of side ramps, all well guarded, on impulse Glynn decided to try to make contact with Solen. She wedged herself securely between two crates, slipping her hands through the lashings holding them down, and closed her eyes. She visualised Solen, but she could not seem to summon up the reaching spar. Then she remembered what the feinna had said about there being power in yearning. She opened the place in her mind where she had battened down all of the impossible longing for the man who was surely her soul mate, and this time she felt the reaching spar swell and swoop.

Then she could see him. He was seated at a table with a petite and darkly pretty woman. She was laughing, her hand on Solen’s knee, and Glynn felt a small and painful stab of jealously, but this faded almost at once because, when she looked at Solen, she saw that his eyes were sombre and distracted.

Solen! she sent the thought with all of her longing for him.

As before, he stiffened in surprise and began to look around. Then suddenly he checked himself and closed his eyes and she was amazed to feel that he was trying to reach back to her! She had a sudden, vividly erotic image of them together and Solen must have seen it too, because his eyes flew open.

‘What is it?’ Glynn heard the girl ask worriedly.

‘I … nothing. Do not concern yourself with me I … I think the heat is affecting me.’ Solen closed his eyes again.

Again Glynn felt him, and this time, she reached out her own mind spar. As the two touched, she was slightly shocked to understand that while her reaching was powered by yearning, his was powered by a surge of desire evoked by the image that she had inadvertently sent of them. The feinna link, silent for some time, informed her that this was the difference between male and female communications. She put this interesting thought aside to ponder another time and, somewhat shyly, responded to Solens urgent striving, allowing him to feel her presence. The urgency of his mental spar seemed to alter as it meshed with her yearning, becoming more of a tenderness and a cherishing than a ravening hunger.

Glynna … she was stunned to hear his voice sigh into her mind. Glynna-vyre. It is you touching my mind. I thought that I was going mad! But what has been happening? Some time past, I felt that you and the feinna were in terrible danger.

Glynn was amazed at how clearly his words came to her. It had never occurred to her that they might be able to communicate in this way. She said, The Draaka tricked us into revealing the bond. The youngling was badly hurt and I swore that I would die if they let it die, so they sent for a white cloak …

She values you so much? She felt his puzzlement nuzzling against her like a horse scenting an apple.

Oh, Solen there is so much to explain! The Draaka believes that I am going to reveal the Unraveller to her.

The Unraveller? She must be mad!

Solen, please. I will explain it all properly when we are together. But now I need your help.

You shall have it, my love. I will get you out of the palace …

But Solen, there is no …

The carriage jerked around a corner and Glynn was wrenched from the contact abruptly and painfully when she banged her head into one of the crates. She felt weakened by her mental exertions and knew she would have to wait a little before she would be capable of reaching out again.

Looking around, she saw that they were just entering a more commercial-looking area filled with booths and trading stalls as well as open-fronted stores spilling their wares out onto roadside tables. There were a lot of people walking about and carriages of different sizes and shapes parked or moving along the road. Before long the carriage was reduced to a crawl. If not for the feinna, Glynn could simply have leapt from the roof and lost herself in the crowd. But since she had no alternative other than to stay put, she gazed about at the sea of faces and found herself wondering what sort of lives they lived and what they cared about. She had always looked at crowds like this in her own world, marvelling that each of those unknown faces represented a whole long life and a wide network of interlinking relationships as complex as hers. Then she smiled wryly, deciding that, given the events of the last month or so, her life might be a little more complex than most.

The carriage turned down a small street which brought them out to a wide road with no stalls and, because the hill sloped steeply down to the sea at this point, Glynn had a panoramic view of the horizon. To her surprised delight, the carriage halted almost at once beside a row of prosperous-looking houses. There was no sign of the nightshelter where she had been instructed to trawl for information about the missing visionweaver.

‘Iridomi says get down,’ the carriage driver called up gutturally to Glynn as he waddled about loosening the straps that bound the aspi to the carriage.

Glynn obeyed and went docilely to the window of the carriage. A little chill ran through her veins at the sight of one of the narrow black draakan knives resting on top of the wicker cage where the feinna lay bound and unconscious. Glynn wondered with a sudden stab of despair how she was going to persuade the wretched woman to open the door without alarming her enough to harm the feinna. Obviously the draakira were taking no chances, having seen her in action.

‘The nighthall you are supposed to go to is just down the road,’ Aluade said coolly. ‘Moon Song of Lidorn it is called. I will wait for you here until Kalinda set. That is three hours. If you do not come by then, I will cut one paw off your pet.’ Glynn nodded, keeping her face expressionless, but a sick fury raged in her that anyone would make such a heartless threat, even if they had no intention of carrying it out. Of course, the woman might be perfectly prepared to torture or kill the feinna.

Glynn wondered suddenly if Aluade was aware of the nature of the link between her and the animal. Not that it would make any difference.

‘I know what I am to do,’ Glynn said, affecting sullenness, because this was the sort of response Aluade might expect from someone dispatched on a forced errand. It might also ameliorate her irritation at having to sit in the carriage and wait. Glynn turned and walked in the direction indicated, deciding that she would settle herself inside in a dim corner with a drink of cirul and try to contact Solen again. Aluade would have to unlock the carriage if legionnaires stopped them. Surely an agent of the Shadowman could come up with an official-looking blockade.

Entering the Moon Song of Lidorn, Glynn noted the wide, graceful dimensions of the entrance and the quality of the carved cornices and guessed the nighthall had once been a superior sort of place matching the houses built around it. Now the walls of the entrance were pitted and scarred, the carpet worn to holes by the door and the bar, and the chairs shabby enough to have gone from comfortable to unstable. Yet the whole place was scrupulously clean, and there were jars of sether on the sills of polished windows offering a good view of the ocean, which suggested that the decline was more likely a lack of coin than a lack of pride on the part of the owner. No doubt if this was a place favored by those loyal to Darkfall, as she had been told, it had fallen into a slump when Tarsin began to turn his back on the soulweavers.

Glynn walked to the bar, conscious that she was the cynosure of the eyes of the few customers. No doubt it was her myrmidonish look. It came to Glynn that she might claim to be meeting someone. That would give her a good excuse for sitting there and peering curiously about, and if she announced it loudly enough, it would also put anyone off approaching her.

‘What will you have?’ asked the bored, narrow-faced boy behind the counter. His face was pimply and he seemed to be trying without much success to grow a beard.

‘A cirul mixed with some kalinda-fruit juice,’ Glynn said, pretending to look around for someone in particular, before mugging disappointment.

The boy put a mug of cloudy yellow liquid doubtfully before her and said, ‘Never heard of anyone mixing juice and cirul before.’

Glynn shrugged and put a quacoin on the bar. ‘I will order some food in a bit, if you have anything.’

‘There is a good haunch of aspi on the spit,’ the boy said. ‘The outside might be cooked.’

Glynn repressed a shudder. ‘Not meat … I … I have been ill and have no stomach for it.’

The lad looked sympathetic. ‘I could ask my ma what would sit light on a sickly belly.’

‘I would be grateful,’ Glynn said, leaving the change, and she took the mug across to a chair and table by one of the windows. The seat was uncomfortable and the table legs crooked, but she stayed where she was because the window offered not only a view of the sparkling waves but also, if she leaned close, a view of the street and of the carriage further up the hill. Not that she needed it. Her instincts would alert her at once if the feinna was in danger.

She sipped at the drink and set it down as the lad from the bar returned. ‘Ma says she has some vegetable pie with a good crust and she says you would do better to drink your juice unmixed with cirul.’

‘Thank your mother for her advice,’ Glynn said. ‘This seems a nice enough place.’

The lad looked about and sighed unconsciously. ‘Not too many folk come here now. Green legionnaires from the Iridomi chieftains honour guard were in a few too many times, breaking things up and causing a ruckus. People do not want to have their cirul upended in their laps, no matter how pure it is nor how reasonable the price.’ He said this with a sort of mechanical anger that told Glynn he had probably said it often enough for it to have lost its essence. ‘Now the locals want to buy us out and close the place.’

‘Did your mother complain about the harassment to the palace legionnaires?’ Glynn asked, genuinely curious.

The boy gave her a cynical look. ‘Green legionnaires do anything they want and no one dares to complain.’

‘But if they do the same thing wherever they go, a group of you could have protested.’

He almost sneered. ‘They only do it in places like this where people come who cleave to Darkfall. Now, them that cleave do it in private and most wonder what they were cleaving for. And few of them come here.’ He hesitated and Glynn guessed that he was debating whether to ask if she was myrmidon.

‘Maybe I’ll have that pie now,’ she said, realising that she needed to be alone if she was going to try contacting Solen again. But she would wait until she had eaten.

As she picked at the pie, which had been brought out by a dispirited-looking girl, Glynn wondered if the Draaka really imagined that it was possible to learn anything of importance in a single unplanned trip to an unknown nighthall or if it was only a way to keep Tarsin from questioning her about her darklin visions.

Two men strolled into the room, and glanced casually about before making their way to the bar. Their eyes had settled only briefly on Glynn’s face but her feinna senses told her both of the men had emanated satisfaction. They had almost certainly been sent to keep an eye on her and she now regretted not having tried to reach Solen at once.

The lad at the bar threw her a questioning look when she set her empty glass down with a thump, and she beckoned to him and quizzed him at length about the various juices available, keeping her voice low enough to ensure that the men would not know the nature of their conversation. She kept him talking as long as she could and, when he went away, she cast her eyes around the room. The nearest couple were a trio of older, rather slovenly-looking women talking in lowered voices. Her feinna-enhanced hearing brought their words clearly to her as soon as she desired it.

‘… have to get over him. No man is worth half a woman. Tell her what I said about Lilly,’ one woman said.

‘She listens now no more than she did when I told her he was no good. She told me to mind my own man. Little scratchflyt.’

‘A scratchflyt hisses and spits when it is afraid, poor lass,’ the third woman sighed. ‘The sad thing is that now the young ones take a man to their beds and hearts without any hope of being loved or treated well. They have come to think it is the lot of women to be ill-treated drudges. And their thinking it makes the men think it, too. But I remember being young and dreaming of some handsome sweet-hearted lad who would take me in his arms and adore me.’

‘And look what yer got!’ one of the others cackled. But she sobered quickly. ‘Yet I know what you mean. They’ve no ideals any more and that will not change until the Unykorn is free.’

‘Maybe it will never be free …’

‘We have to keep hope, Calla. For the young ones, though they laugh at us. Because in our youth, it was still possible to dream, even if the dream soon soured. Why should they not have their dreams?’

‘My girl would say she prefers her nightmares,’ one of the others sighed. ‘Contrary slattern.’

‘Ah that is the way they all are. Listen, if your lass wants, there is work over at the mansion where my Kata does cleaning. It’s rough labor, but it pays well enough. Work is the best way to heal a heart.’

Glynn felt the two men watching her again, and turned her eyes to a lad sitting with a man.

‘Da?’

‘We will see. I have to speak with my master but maybe he will take you on. You know it will not please your mother, though, that you would go down the sewers. She had higher hopes for you than that.’

‘I will tell her that I am a man and I will be like my da.’

His father laughed and ruffled the boy’s hair, and Glynn’s feinna senses detected a rush of guilt mingled with pride in the older man.

Again her gaze drifted, this time to the two men watching her. She had decided it would be odd if she did not subject them to the same scrutiny as she was giving others in the room. ‘… she is looking at us?’

‘Keep your voice down!’

‘She could not hear us at such a distance. Just behave naturally.’

‘Why did they not simply hire us to do their prying? What sense is there in watchers for a watcher?’

‘I was told she watches for a particular person, so maybe she is the only one who can identify him.’

‘A man?’

‘A woman I think. Do not look at her you fool.’

‘Why does she stare at us? Do you think she knows that she is watched?’

‘She was sent to get information, and it looks to me as if that is what she is doing.’

‘So what are we watching for?’

‘I was told only that we are to take note of anyone in whom she shows particular interest. If possible, we are to find out their names.’

‘Sounds vague.’

‘Who cares. We’ll be paid well enough and it is hardly painful to sit here and drink cirul.’

‘I like mine with a bit of olfactor punch in it.’

‘We have to keep our wits about us.’

Glynn shifted her gaze to a group playing a dice game, though she continued to listen to the two men, but they had begun to talk about some scheme to double the coin they were to earn for watching her.

Three women entered, clearly very drunk. Glynn did not need to enhance her hearing to listen to their words, since they were bellowing loudly enough to make the other occupants of the nighthall wince. The lad at the bar gave them a look which clearly weighed the coin they might spend against the trouble they might cause. Some instinct prompted Glynn to intervene and, in a moment, he was serving the women with a smile and so much courtesy that they looked startled and suspicious. Glynn sighed inwardly, thinking that she must learn how to temper the emotions she projected.

Then she bit her lip and cursed her stupidity, realising that she had just squandered the energy she needed to reach Solen. She would have to wait again.

An hour later, Glynn tried to contact Solen and failed. She did not bother to try again. She had come up with a secondary plan and now it would have to do. Rising unsteadily, she stumbled just enough to suggest that she was slightly drunk. To her dismay, both of the men watching her rose purposefully. They meant to follow her! Casting her eyes around the room, she found herself looking at the drunk women. They were full of grievances and aggression, and the cirul they had consumed had exaggerated them. It was a small matter to provoke what was seething in them.

As Glynn passed out through the door to the privvy, she glanced back and grinned wickedly to see two of the three women standing and haranguing the men. She found her way to the yard but there was no gate out. Glynn stood back, hoisted her skirts, and then took a run at the wall before hurdling smoothly over it. Landing balanced on both feet on the other side she ran lightly uphill to the carriage. The important thing was to get it moving before the men inside realised that she had gone.

‘What are you doing?’ Aluade demanded sharply, when she appeared at the window.

Glynn prayed that she was right in guessing that Aluade knew almost nothing of her errand. ‘I heard a man in there talk of the person that the Draaka wanted me to find out about. They say she is in another nighthall even as we speak. It is called the … The Scarlet Sether. We should go there and …’

‘I was told that you were to come here and nowhere else,’ Aluade said and, to Glynn’s horror, she took up the knife. ‘Get on the carriage and we will return to the palace. It is almost dusk anyway.’

Glynn stammered, ‘But the Draaka will be angry if …’

‘Silence!’ Aluade said, and she tapped the knife purposefully on the wicker casket. ‘Now get aboard.’

‘Do you wish to go?’ the carriage driver asked Aluade.

‘Not yet, but get into place and be prepared,’ Aluade ordered imperiously. She glanced back at the nightshelter and Glynn realised with horror that she knew about the men and meant to wait for them. In another minute, she would become suspicious about the fact that they had not followed Glynn out.

Aluade gave her an irritated look. ‘I told you to get aboard the carriage, dolt.’

Glynn went around to the front of the carriage to where Aluade could not see her, knowing that there was only one thing to be done. She stood waiting until the driver had finished tightening the tether straps and climbed into his place, then she climbed up and squeezed onto the seat beside him. He gave her a look composed equally of puzzlement and irritation but, as she had hoped, he said nothing, assuming she was following Aluade’s instructions.

Glynn took a deep breath, grasped the edge of the carriage firmly and struck. It was not hard for her to gather and intensify her own fear, and push it from her into the carriage driver’s mind. He gave a gasping curse and flailed his whip, and the aspi broke into a fast trot.

‘What the … stop! Stop, driver!’ Aluade shouted, but he was deaf to her.

‘Stop! I command it. You … you will be whipped for this, driver!’ Aluade screeched.

‘I will stop him, Lady!’ Glynn bellowed, and she swung her arm from the elbow, dealing a swift sharp blow to the driver’s carotid artery, rendering him unconscious. Grasping his shirtfront to stop him toppling off the seat, she grabbed for the reins and shook them hard. The aspi increased its speed.

‘Driver! Stop!’ Aluade shrieked.

‘I can not stop him,’ Glynn screamed back, pulling the reins ruthlessly to one side to turn the aspi into a side street. The carriage bounced off the corner, but made the turn. Aluade screamed.

‘He has gone mad!’ Glynn cried out over her shoulder. Then she saw a small cluster of children ahead blocking the end of the lane. Feeling the blood drain from her face, she hauled back on the reins as hard as she could and the carriage came to a shuddering halt.

The street was mercifully empty, other than for the children, who had not even noticed them yet. Glynn let the driver fall sideways then she leapt from the carriage and rushed to the door. A white-faced Aluade was sprawled across the seat, eyes wide with fright. To Glynn’s relief, the wicker cage was still sitting on the seat, unopened.

‘Lady, I … I hope I have not killed him,’ Glynn babbled.

‘What did you do?’ Aluade demanded, gathering her wits and picking up the thin black knife.

Glynn knew that she had only a few seconds more to take advantage of the woman’s bewilderment. ‘I hit him,’ she gasped. ‘I had to! He would not stop. I thought he would kill us. You have to tell them I did nothing wrong. Look, he is there,’ she pointed and, as she had hoped, Aluade instinctively leaned against the bars to look out of the window.

Glynn’s hand snaked between the bars and she grabbed the Iridomi by her forearm in a tight grip. ‘Let me go! Let me go or I will kill the beast. I will torture it before your eyes!’ Aluade shrieked and fought against Glynn’s hold. From the corner of her eye, Glynn saw the children begin to rise and look around. In another minute, one of their parents would come out to investigate the commotion.

‘Unlock the door now or I will break your wrist,’ Glynn threatened as viciously as she could.

Aluade made a stab at her hand with the knife, but Glynn had been waiting for it, and her other hand darted out and caught the second wrist. ‘Open it or I will break both wrists,’ Glynn snarled.

Aluade gave a sobbing laugh. ‘You think I have the means to unlock the door? Draakira Leta put me in here with the beast in its cage and then she locked me in and took the key. So you see you have done all of this for nothing, and I promise that your beast will pay dearly for your escape.’

Glynn stared at her, paralysed with indecision, for her feinna senses told her that the Iridomi was telling the truth and, if she released the woman, the first thing she would do would be to take her revenge on the feinna.

Aluade’s fury turned to puzzlement and then incredulity. ‘You … you will not leave the beast? You must be mad.’

All of the fury went out of Glynn. ‘I can’t leave it,’ she whispered. ‘I can’t.’ She could feel her fingers slipping on the oiled flesh, and knew she must act. Dragging the Iridomi to the bars, she released one arm and, before Aluade could gather her wits, drove the stiffened fingers of her free hand through the bars and into the tattooed temple. It was not a hard blow, but a calculated one, and Aluade collapsed, her unconscious weight pulling her other arm free. In the silence that followed, Glynn heard her own ragged breathing and the sound of voices coming nearer. She glanced up and found the children had vanished. Heart pounding, she ran to the front of the carriage, hauled the driver to the ground and a little to one side, then she took his seat and the reins.

‘Please … please aspi, I have never eaten any of your cousins. Help me to get us out of here,’ Glynn muttered. Then she put her foot by the wooden brake pedal as she had seen the driver do, and gave the best imitation she could of his clicking noise. To her intense relief, the aspi gave a shiver and began obligingly to move forward. Glynn licked her lips. So far so good. They reached the end of the street without mishap and Glynn pulled a little on one rein and heaved a sigh of relief as the aspi obeyed.

She had no idea which way to go, or indeed where to go, but her plan was to get to some quieter part of the city as fast as possible, where she could get something and smash open the door before the Iridomi woke. But when she spotted the city wall above some house roofs, it struck her that the safest thing would be for her to drive the carriage right out into the wilderness. Then she need not worry about anyone coming upon her.

Using the wall as a guide, she made straight for it, reasoning that she could simply go along it then until she came to a gate. To her intense delight, when she came to the road which ran along the city wall, she could actually see a city gate further up the hill. Slowing down, it occurred to her belatedly that there was every chance the gate would be guarded, but in fact there was no one, although further up the road a troop of green legionnaires was marching down towards the gate. Glynn shook the reins hard and gave a loud cry that made the aspi rear and break into a wild gallop. In seconds, they passed through the gate, travelling at such a speed that the carriage tipped onto two wheels and clipped the stone gateway, sending up a shower of fragments.

At once they were surrounded by trees and thick undergrowth on both sides of the road, which wound its way up ahead. Glynn gave a wild yell of triumph because, despite all the obstacles, she and the feinna were free of the Draaka. She would drive the carriage until she reached a safe place, use a rock to batter her way into it and escape on foot with the feinna. When she had put some distance between them and the carriage, she would contact Solen.

Realising that they were beginning to speed up because the road had begun to slope down, Glynn tugged at the reins, but the aspi had the bit between its teeth and all at once it began to bolt. When the road curved, the carriage tipped over onto two wheels, and Glynn’s heart leapt into her mouth. Fortunately the weight of the vehicle was sufficient to bring the two raised wheels back to the ground with a bone-shuddering crash, but Glynn dreaded to think of what must be happening in the cabin. She began to drag frantically at the reins.

Her tugs irritated the aspi and, with one jerk of its great head, it pulled the reins from her hands. She gave a desperate cry and dived after them, but they snaked away and then fell to the trail to lash about under the thrashing hoofs of the aspi. Glynn froze in horror, knowing that any second the animal would tread on the rein.

We could be lucky, she thought.

For a moment it seemed as if it might be so, but then, just as they were rounding another bend, there was a sickeningly abrupt jerk that threw Glynn from the bench seat. As she fell, she saw the whole carriage rise in a terrifying arc above her, blotting out Kalinda’s light.
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segue …

The watcher segued, following the falling arc of the blonde girl, and found itself inside the mind of the musician, whom it recognised from the dreams of both the Unraveller and her sister, and from its own segues. This man was important, and it needed to know why and how.

Music was running through the man’s mind; the strangely unsettling music of this world, which seemed to have become a vehicle for disharmony and despair, just as the dreams of its makers had done. On Keltor, music could not carry Chaos as this music did. It was actually impossible. Songs could be about despair and darker emotions, but the music itself was always a form of the Song. But in this world, music was a battlefield where harmony and disharmony warred. It was as if the Song had split in two.

And the man somehow understood this. Like the boy, he was profoundly aware of what lay within the music and, mentally, he began to reshape it. Without knowing it, he was striving to bring the chaos within the music into harmony. As he struggled with what he could neither name nor see nor even really understand, his weary aura grew brighter and stronger. A man passing him stared at him in surprise, as did a young black woman a moment later. The man did not see their reactions because he was elated by the music that he was creating. He was using the same music as Hard Goth, but he was arranging it differently, altering the emphasis here and there, and exposing and enhancing the thread of hope hidden within it.

The Song, the watcher whispered to itself, in wonder. The man had found the Song at the heart of Chaos!

But now, the man had ceased to think about the music. The watcher entered his mind. He had stopped in front of a tall tower of shining glass which offered a multi-faceted view of the sky and of clouds tinged with pink, thinking that the building – revealing nothing of its own interior or substance – was an appropriate location for the offices of the ubiquitous Harrison Bonn. The urbane musical agent was both transparent and elusive, as if he offered nothing of his true self because he did not exist. Many times, that was what the musician had felt about him.

He remembered his first meeting with the man, who had then only just begun to represent Hard Goth, with whom he played sessional work on albums. He knew that Harrison had no real interest in him except in so far as he could add lustre to his bankable stars. But lately, unintentionally, he had begun to gain attention, despite being fleetingly named on Hard Goth’s disks. More than once, reviewers had singled him out and, not so long ago, unforgivably, it had been suggested by a music critic that weaker sections in the songs of Hard Goth were given substance by his own clarinet performance. After that review, he had been dropped for a time, but reviewers had noted his absence and the next two disks had done badly. He had no illusion this was because of his own absence, nevertheless it had confirmed to him that he brought something intangible to the band’s treatment of songs.

The man smiled wryly into his own eyes in the mirrored lift, reflecting that the decision to use him again on albums and now even in occasional concerts had not met with the approval of Gabriel Vesey. The lead singer of Hard Goth disliked him and made no secret of the fact. But the record company did not like the reviews or the falling sales, and Vesey was enough of a big spender to need their backing. So they had begun using him again on a few tracks. Until the previous week when Harrison Bonn had called him up.

The smile had been evident even down the phone line. ‘Pete, the boys are putting together another album and they want you in on the whole thing this time. You’ll have a serious credit on the sleeve.’ Harrison had not anticipated a refusal. Why would he refuse such an offer?

For a moment he toyed with the idea of refusal. ‘When do they want me? I’ve promised to go away for a week with Ruth and the boys …’ That had not been true, because Ruth had made it clear that it would be better if he did not come to stay at her parents’ country home, and they had already left. The boys had only hugged him before they departed because their mother had directed it. He felt sad at the memory that he had waved them off for the holidays with relief.

‘They’ll need you this week and next week for rehearsals, and the tracks will be laid down next week,’ Harrison had said sharply.

‘Yeah, all right,’ he had said after indulging himself in a slight pause.

Now he pressed the buzzer beside the small polished plaque announcing: Harrison Bonn, Musical Agent, wondering what warranted a summons to the inner sanctum. Maybe they had heard the disk and wanted to slice him out. The lift opened and he found himself on plush, baby-blue carpet facing nothing but a baby-blue desk behind which sat a pretty woman with baby-blue nails and a silver latex dress that looked as if it had been painted onto her. She wore a stud in her nostril and two small glittering metal posts through one eyebrow.

He introduced himself, wondering why he didn’t feel more nervous.

‘Peter Cade?’ the receptionist purred with the merest hint of a question, though she knew his voice and name.

‘I have an appointment with Harrison Bonn,’ he said quietly, knowing that she was capable of refusing him entry. She enjoyed the little opportunities for tyranny in her job, and exercised them often and with feline elegance. The last time he had come, the office had been primrose yellow and her hair had been the same colour. Today the hair was shining black and perfectly, geometrically straight.

‘Oh yes,’ she said dismissively, as if she had had to hunt for his name in some lesser diary. She knew exactly how important each client was and how far she could go. At last she condescended to let him go through a pair of shining metal doors that guillotined shut behind him, and the lift ascended unnoticeably to the penthouse, unctuously bidding him good afternoon before allowing him out. On the wall opposite the lift was a huge painting of a desert glowing under two moons, one green and one blue. In the shadowed lee of two hills was a patch of purple flowers and, within the man, the watcher was startled to find itself looking at a depiction of the surface of Acantha in the light of the two moons, Aden and Onyx.

The man stared at the painting for a little, before crossing to Harrison’s receptionist who sat behind a cube of transparent crimson plastic on a stylish ergonomic chair of electric blue. She was a lissom, red-haired sylph with long black fingernails, each stamped with a Chinese letter in gold. Her irises were white to match her skin-tight cat suit and stiletto boots. Contact lenses, of course, but they gave him a start because they made her look blind.

‘Please wait,’ she said coolly. From experience, the man knew that he would not be offered a chair or coffee and that he would be made to wait at least twenty minutes. He suspected this was Harrison Bonn’s policy to keep him in his place, but maybe it was the receptionist’s idea. It was weird how receptionists always seemed to have a better idea of where he stood than he did.

Usually he stood patiently by the desk, but today he wandered to the far end of the room where a curtain of heavy pale-green silk fell from the ceiling to the floor. There was a window behind it and, on impulse, he heaved the heavy cloth aside and peered out at the city below.

‘Peter Cade!’

He was startled to hear the jovial voice of Harrison Bonn, and turned to find the musical agent approaching him with a hundred-watt smile of welcome. Could it be because of the comments of a late-night show host about his abilities, he wondered? Ruth had told him about it in the scathing amused way she had of undermining anything connected to his music.

‘Harrison,’ he said, and accepted the proffered hand. The musical agent’s hand was as softly boneless as his personality.

‘It’s good to see you, Pete. I’ve been meaning to tell you to drop by for some lunch. I suppose you’re wondering what this is all about.’

This was new. Harrison had never offered any social interchange before, though he did so now as smoothly as if it were usual for him. The man glanced over to the secretary but she had chosen to look inscrutable.

He said, ‘I thought maybe it was to do with the letter I wrote you asking about the composer who wrote the music for Hard Goth.’ In fact he doubted very much that this was why, since he had written the letter over a month before and Bonn had not even acknowledged it.

‘Ahh,’ Harrison said, and he gave the secretary a sly wink that clearly discomposed her. ‘You want to know who E. Flanders is. You and half the musical world. I am afraid I can’t tell you any more than that she is a recluse who …’

‘She?’

‘If you wanted to write a letter, I could pass it on. She is travelling with her sister at the moment …’

‘Perhaps I could meet her sister?’

‘You did meet her,’ Harrison said with a flash of bizarre delight. ‘Or at least, you saw her. I brought her to the studio when you were doing “Horseman of the Apocalypse”.’

The man frowned to find that the image of a tall lovely blonde girl with a reserved face and warm gentle eyes floated across his inner eye. They had not met, if that had been the sister of E. Flanders, but they had exchanged a brief look. He had wondered what someone like her was doing in a styrofoam palace like Caliban Studios.

‘I see you do remember,’ Harrison leered. ‘She asked about you as a matter of fact.’

The man was startled but he kept himself from asking the obvious question because he disliked the avid look in Harrison Bonn’s eyes. He noticed how flat the other man’s gaze was. Like the eyes in a poster that only looked real.

‘So how do you feel about doing more with Hard Goth?’

The question was placed casually, as if he was being asked if he would like a glass of juice. ‘You mean on recordings?’

‘Disks and concert tours. There is actually a big charity concert coming up in a few months. Your name would be on the posters and in all of the publicity.’

‘Hard Goth are going to do a charity concert?’ He couldn’t help sounding shocked and Harrison Bonn grinned as if he had won some sly competition.

‘Let us say that, as their manager, being associated with this fundraising is winning them a lot of friends and increasing their profile substantially. You might have heard of the project the charity benefit is for – a group called the Third World Credit Company.’

‘I’ve heard of it, but I still don’t get what you are talking about. It sounds a lot as if you’re asking me to join the band.’

Harrison Bonn spread his pale fleshy hands wide. ‘The band needs a fresh look and adding a new face to the line-up is a sensible move.’

‘Gabriel agrees?’ He could hardly believe what he was hearing.

Harrison Bonn offered a wide flat smile. ‘Gabriel doesn’t hire a dog so he can bark himself. It was my suggestion. He’s a smart guy, though, and he can see that he will look clever in taking you on board given all of the bright press you’ve been getting this last year. Of course your name would be in lower case to start with and you would be presented as a sort of guest of the band for this charity bash, but if you go down well, we can alter your image and – boom – you’ll be right up there.’

‘Image?’

‘Yeah. You’ll have to synchronise visually with the boys. But don’t worry, we’ll get an expert to make you over slowly so it won’t seem too prefabricated. You could even have a hair transplant over time.’

The man wanted to laugh. ‘I don’t think I am the hair-transplant type.’

‘Yeah, you’re right, baldness is cooler. Maybe you could go totally bald.’

‘Harrison …’ He intended to say that he had no desire to join the band, and that he was actually thinking of putting his own group together, but some incomprehensible inner prompt, so strong that it was almost as if someone had spoken inside his mind, stopped him. ‘Let me think on it,’ he said at last.

Harrison opened his mouth and then closed it quickly as if something was in danger of escaping. ‘You do that, but don’t think for too long. There are a lot of good musos out there hungry for this kind of chance.’

So why come to one that the lead singer hates? the man wondered. But he only said, ‘You’ll be the first to know,’ and felt an eerie sense of deja vu, as if he had said those words in exactly the same circumstances before. He turned to leave and caught the receptionist staring openmouthed, her white, blind-looking eyes wide and blank with disbelief.

On impulse, he stopped just before the open jaws of the lift and turned back to Harrison Bonn. ‘By the way, what was the first name of the composer?’

Harrison hesitated fractionally, then shrugged. ‘Ember. Ember Flanders. The sister is Glynn.’

He nodded and entered the lift. On the way down, he said the names and shivered with a queer feeling of premonition.

The watcher segued. It had no idea why it had prompted the musician not to refuse the offer, unless it, too, had been prompted. There was only one person or entity capable of that. Wind. Or whatever Wind had become in dying. But what did the mystic know that made it so important to make a musician join a band?

‘Wind?’ it called, but there was no answer.
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My brother set about preparing for the coming of the Unraveller, that

he might thwart the treachery of the Chaos spirit, for he expected it.

‘Such is the nature of the Chaos spirit,’ he told me, ‘and things must be

judged according to their natures.’


THE ALYDA SCROLLS

Seated in a curtained carriage, perfumed and bathed with her fresh-washed hair loose and spread lavishly over the red silk dress, Ember found herself thinking again of the dramatic events of the early morning.

‘Are you insane?’ Fridja had demanded incredulously of Bleyd, upon hearing his suggestion that Ember pretend to be a songmaker bound for Darkfall to offer herself at the Darkfall landing. ‘The whole of Keltor seeks the visionweaver, and you would have her sing in public in an Iridomi night garden?’

‘I did not say that she would sing in public,’ Bleyd responded. ‘Only that we would offer her for such an engagement. I tell you she has the right clothes and even an a’luwtha.’

‘Alene soulweaver’s a’luwtha,’ Virat said.

‘Yes, and what can that mean?’ Fridja muttered. ‘A soulweaver does not gift her instrument unless she has seen her own death.’

‘Or unless she meets one who is more gifted than she,’ Bleyd said. ‘If you would hear Ember’s voice, you would not wonder at the gifting …’ Bleyd began, and Ember, horrified at the thought that he might reveal her resemblance to Shenavyre, stepped into the room and let the door close behind her with a bang.

Seeing her, Bleyd flushed then paled. ‘I was just saying …’

‘I heard,’ Ember said coolly, walking over to join them. ‘I am prepared to be offered to the night garden hostess as a songmaker, though what she will make of the fact that I carry Alene’s a’luwtha, I do not know.’

‘I doubt that she would recognise it,’ Fridja said, although she looked unconvinced. ‘But even with an a’luwtha and the right clothes, the hostess of the night garden will want to know why you offer yourself in such a hasty and ill-prepared way, and why ever would we complicate matters by trying to pretend that Ember would offer herself at the Darkfall landing?’

‘My plan is this,’ Bleyd said. ‘We scribe to the night garden hostess that Ember is Enora, an Acanthan travelling incognito to Myrmidor to offer herself at the Darkfall landing. Last night Hella was telling me of Jurass’s law against girls offering themselves to the misty isle and it could …’

‘But what use is an Acanthan with soulweaving tendencies to a night garden hostess?’

‘Hear me,’ Bleyd insisted. ‘Enora the Acanthan was training as a songmaker at the academy at the insistence of her parents who refused to accept that she had a calling to be a soulweaver. Finally, in desperation, she ran off, but her family sent ruffians after her to bring her back, for fear of what would happen to them if a member of their family flouted Jurass’s laws.’ He looked at Ember. ‘You reached Vespi safely and bought passage for Ramidan, but the hired ruffians caught up with you there. You got free of them but not before they robbed you and took your purse. You encountered me – maybe I rescued you from the ruffians. It was I who proposed that I pay your passage to Iridom, where you would permit yourself to be offered to an important night garden for a single performance in order to earn coin enough to pay me back, and afford a passage to Myrmidor. The haste is explained by the ruffians who will be arriving on the next ship to come from Vespi. I will scribe that if the hostess will not meet us, I will offer you to her competitor. That will give her almost no time to react between receiving our chit and seeing us.’

‘What if she guesses that this mysterious songmaker is the missing visionweaver?’ Fridja asked.

Bleyd looked triumphant. ‘Why? Who would think that we would come here of all places? And they will not connect a songmaker with the visionweaver because Ember never sang upon Ramidan. I am right, am I not? Tareed would have mentioned it to me.’

She had nodded reluctantly.

‘There you see. And no one will see either of us because we will both be masked as is required by –’

‘– the festival laws.’ Fridja gave a gusty sigh. ‘The plan sounds solid enough, if a bit wordy, but what is the point of it? If the hostess does agree to receive you, neither of you will be free to search the place or gossip with the servitors if you are there for business. Even if a couple of myrmidons accompanied you as servitors, they would be expected to attend upon you the whole time, not roam about the night garden.’

‘I was not imagining a search,’ Bleyd said. ‘I was thinking of slipping a small amount of szerim into the glass of the hostess as we negotiate the terms for Enora’s performance, and as soon as it takes effect I will question her about Bukanic and Duran, under the cover of Ember’s songmaking. When the drug begins to wear off, I will instruct her to forget all that has been said and the meeting will proceed to its natural end. We will leave with or without a contract, with the hostess unaware that she has been interrogated. If she employs Ember, who then fails to appear that evening, she will assume that the ruffians caught up with a rebellious Acanthan daughter. Of course, none of this will work if we can not obtain szerim, but surely here …?’

‘Anything is for sale on Iridom,’ Fridja said pensively. She turned to Ember. ‘And are you still willing to do this, having heard the particulars of Bleyd’s plan?’

‘I’ll do it,’ Ember said.

Ember shifted in her finery as a feeling of being watched disrupted the unravelling of memory.

It was Bleyd of course, seated opposite her. Impossible to see his expression behind his mask, but his eyes devoured her. She wondered if he was now regretting involving her in his plot to rescue Duran. Of course he believed that no real harm would come to her if she was exposed as the missing visionweaver, so long as he made it clear that she was not in league with him. But he had no idea just how much there was to expose about her.

She let her eyes fall to her hands folded neatly in her lap, pondering her own willingness, given her last attempt to offer herself as a songmaker without ever imagining she would have to perform. Partly, Bleyd’s plan sounded good, as Fridja said, but the most important thing was that it might be the only chance of finding Duran. She had been moved by the irrational but powerful feeling that she must tell her story to Duran as she had been told to do, or she would not reach Darkfall in time to be healed. As ever, once the tumour had begun to affect her, some part of Ember became fey and almost transparent. In this state, she was prone to make strange intuitive leaps and links in her thinking and come to unexpected, sometimes apparently impossible conclusions. But rather than finding that she had been wrong, this inexplicable mode of thought had often led to the truth. So she did not question her certainty that Duran’s wellbeing was connected to her own.

And here she was, again dressed in songmaking finery and about to perform. She ought to have been afraid, she supposed, but she was buoyed up by the memory of the performance on Vespi. She could not help wondering if the coming performance would affect her as profoundly. She thought it unlikely, given that she would only be performing for an audience of three, all with their own specific agendas, rather than a crowd whose emotions would pour themselves into her music.

Fridja reached across to adjust the coronet of flowers that held Ember’s filmy veil in place and she had to fight not to shy away. Of course the myrmidon was only worried about the flowers, which were an olfactor’s device, exuding a heavy perfume to confuse the air, in much the same way as heat waves affected vision in the desert. It was intended to prevent the hostess recognising Alene’s a’luwtha. They had all agreed that they could not risk the remote possibility of the hostess recognising the instrument. Ember had been forced to drink a bitter antidote to the scent, as had the other two.

‘You have the szerim somewhere dark and warm?’ Bleyd asked Fridja now, sounding tense.

The myrmidon spy quirked a shaggy brow at him. ‘You think that I would not know its potency fades if it is allowed to grow cold?’ She, too, was costumed and masked, for they had agreed that, as an agent, Bleyd would have employed at least one casual servitor to tend his star, and it would be far easier for a servitor to administer the szerim as she fluttered about in her duties. Fridja had volunteered for the role, and her wild mop of hair, left unbound because of the part she played on Iridom, had been carefully tamed into three sleekly oiled curls, which exposed her hairline to make it immediately apparent that she was not a bewigged myrmidon. If Duran’s capture was by chance part of a plot involving the hostess, then she would be on the alert for myrmidons.

‘We are almost there,’ Fridja murmured. ‘Remember that we will be observed from the moment we alight, whether or not anyone is visible. Even if the hostess is not part of what happened to Duran, such women are clever gatherers of information that might be used or sold. Be not yourself again until we are within this carriage and it is moving away from this place.’

Bleyd asked, ‘If we are to be watched closely and constantly as you say, then how will you manage to slip the szerim into the hostess’s drink?’

‘I will contrive it, do not fear,’ Fridja said. ‘One trained in sleight of hand by pickpockets from the gutters of Ramidan will not be seen by any watcher.’

‘How did you manage to get them to agree to train you?’ Bleyd asked incredulously.

‘They had no choice, since I was one of their number.’

The carriage stopped with a lurch beside a wall covered in a creeper drooping with pale heavy blossoms, and Fridja disembarked quickly, holding the beaded carriage curtain aside and adopting an expression of respectful haughtiness such as was affected by senior servitors. Bleyd climbed down from the carriage and helped Ember out, saying solicitously and loudly, ‘Now remember, Lady, you must allow me to negotiate.’

‘I have agreed to that,’ Ember responded wearily, ‘but I do not see what there is to negotiate. I do not need a great amount of coin to repay you and cross to Myrmidor.’

They had decided upon this dialogue earlier that morning while composing the chit to be sent to the hostess, but Ember had not expected to engage in it until they were inside. Obviously Bleyd had taken to heart Fridja’s warning about unseen watchers.

‘The point is that the hostess of such an important night garden will not take you seriously if you ask too little,’ Bleyd continued, clearly relishing his role.

‘You told me that you scribed to her of my true circumstances,’ Ember argued. ‘You said she would want me to perform.’

‘I scribed enough to whet her appetite,’ Bleyd said evasively. ‘Now, if you wish me to represent you I must be permitted to proceed as I see fit.’

Ember gave a slight shrug. ‘The irony of all this is that my parents wished me to become a songmaker, though I doubt they would have approved of such a venue.’

They had reached the door and Bleyd tugged at a silken rope alongside it. The muted tinkling of bells could be heard and Bleyd glanced back at the carriage. Its driver had been engaged casually some way from the myrmidons’ refuge and Bleyd had chosen him at Fridja’s suggestion, because he was chewing a drug called sosory, which she said caused an intensity of focus in concentration to the point that only one thing could be thought about at a time, but this in exquisite and complex detail. It was commonly used by carriage drivers all over Keltor to endure the boredom of the waiting that their profession required, but especially on Iridom where it was manufactured. Ember wondered how anyone could drive a carriage in such a state, but neither Fridja nor Bleyd had seemed concerned.

The door in the wall opened and a smooth-faced boy with long, oiled limbs and heavily painted eyes and mouth looked out at them. He wore a simple silver half-mask shaped similarly to the cat-like mask under Ember’s veil, and a loincloth of rippling green fabric. He looked no more than thirteen, but his eyes were so old that they chilled Ember. ‘My mistress awaits you,’ he said in a high-pitched, lisp, closing the door behind them and beckoning them to follow. The corridor they were in ran parallel to the outer wall of the building, suggesting that what Ember had taken for a creeper-covered wall was in fact the outside of a substantial building. Clearly she had taken the name ‘night garden’ too literally, for she had expected an actual garden. The passage they were being led along turned suddenly to the right and, seeing how it ran straight ahead with doorways only opening on the right, she began to think that the whole building might be no more than a sort of passage with rooms opening off it. Some of the doors were closed and others were open, revealing small intimate-looking rooms with couches. One or two doors led to steps going up or down and Ember no longer wondered how Duran could have vanished between entering the night garden and being seen by the myrmidons performing for the guests.

The odd thing was that none of the myrmidons had mentioned the extent of the hallways leading from the front gate. Now the right wall opened into a short passage that led to a wide heavy curtain which was drawn aside by waiting servitors as they approached. Ember smelt greenery and realised that the name was, after all, literal. But she was astonished at what met their eyes, for what they stepped out into was not merely a courtyard garden but a park that had been made to look as if it verged on wilderness. Trees and creepers had been artistically arranged to make it hard to see the buildings, and as the boy led them along a path that took them through stands of magnificent trees and beside the bank of a bubbling stream, it would have been easy to imagine they were really out in a forest.

She began to feel there was a good chance that Duran might still be within the night garden because the myrmidons could not possibly have searched the whole place thoroughly, but again she wondered why they had not mentioned the complexity of the night garden.

The boy ascended some steps and all at once they passed into a garden with delicately patterned mosaic paths which wove past tiny arbours filled with exquisite flowers and follies overlooking small ponds and little glades set with stone seats. The garden had obviously been designed to accommodate as many cul-de-sacs and private meeting places as might be desired by customers wanting to dally with the night-garden’s women and boys. There were also a number of small timber huts from which steam arose in clouds, and she supposed these must house the hot baths and saunas, or other pampering devices that Duran had mentioned.

It was broad daylight, but Ember noticed that clusters of paper lanterns were suspended from poles all about the place, and she found herself imagining how the garden would look at night, shadows blending into a myriad pools of honey-hued lanternlight that would catch the clothes and headdresses of customers laughing and chattering as they watched performances or listened to music. They would sip exquisite ciruls and nibble delicious foods, and the air would be full of the scents of trees and flowers, and of expensive perfumes and spicy foods. Truly this was a place devoted to sensual pleasures, and yet Ember also noticed how many servitors moved about, almost invisible as they clipped hedges or weeded flower beds or raked lawns.

The ground had now begun to slope slightly downwards and there were only flower beds and mosaic fountains, so that they had a clear view of what looked as if it were the centre of the garden: a small, perfectly shaped stone amphitheatre built into the ground facing a polished stone stage. This would have been where the myrmidons performed, and Ember wondered how on earth Duran had hoped to join them, given how exposed the stage was. Then she noticed that the smooth green hill rising up behind the stage had two door-covered openings. This must be where the performers entered the stage area. It struck her suddenly that the myrmidons might not have mentioned the long walk from the front entrance because they had not seen it. Of course performers, like servitors, would not wander about the public areas. There would be more straightforward routes for them, perhaps even underground tunnels. No doubt one led from the door to the hill, and in between there were probably change rooms where the performers would wait to go on.

The boy had now brought them past the amphitheatre and up the hill via a tiled green path that blended so perfectly with the grass that it could not be seen except if one were on it. Ember glanced back and noted that the hill was steep enough that already it was possible to see the layout of the place; the band of forest within which the garden and amphitheatre nestled and, beyond the tree tops, the upper floors of the surrounding building. The forest band was narrower than she would have thought and she guessed that the path through it was designed to give this illusion of spaciousness.

She noticed a pair of servitors emptying piles of coloured beads upon little flat metal altars placed at intervals along the side of the hill around fat clusters of shielded candles. Tareed had spoken of olfactor hallucinogens which, when heated, would give off various substances designed to enhance the physical senses and instil a kind of elation. Placed like this, the wind would carry the drugged fumes over the garden perfectly.

She looked up and saw that they had almost reached the top of the steep bare hill which was crowned by a small round pavilion formed of thick pillars of matt blue stone around a mosaic floor of deeper blue tesserae so highly polished that they mirrored the sky. There was no roof on the pavilion, just a lace of interlocking greenery with tear-shaped blue fruit or seed pods exuding a lavender-like fragrance. At the centre of the pavilion was a long rectangular table and several bench chairs beside a small pond built into the mosaic floor. Within the blue depths, golden waterflyts flickered under another reflection of the sky. On the other side of the pond, a stool stood covered in what looked like some sort of darkish animal fur.

‘Wait here,’ the servitor said, waving his hand at the pavilion. ‘I will inform my mistress of your arrival.’ She noted that he did not go back as they had come, but made straight for the trees which grew up the slope of the hill on the other side.

‘You will sit there to perform,’ Bleyd told Ember, pointing to the stool beside the pond. His voice was careful, reminding her that she must not let the pretence falter, but she thought he was pale again, and there was moisture on his upper lip. She wondered if he had taken another dose of whatever drug he was using, and hoped he knew what he was doing. In any case, there was nothing to do but go on with their charade. She went to the seat and set down the a’luwtha case. ‘You had best sit and be ready,’ Bleyd instructed, and Ember obeyed. Fridja hastened to help her arrange her red dress so that it fell tastefully on the fur.

‘Feinna fur,’ she murmured, disapproval in her eyes.

The silence began to feel heavy and Bleyd must have felt it, for he began to talk about the magnificence of the night garden, pacing about and waving his hands in flowery gestures to underline his words. ‘The patrons who come here will expect to be entertained exquisitely. They will not mind if one entertainer is substituted for another – as will happen if you are engaged at this late stage – so long as they enjoy themselves. But having you perform here will be a coup for the hostess because songmakers have almost never played in these places, traditionally.

‘But I am not a songmaker,’ Ember said. ‘I was merely training as a songmaker.’

‘If only you would reconsider offering yourself to Darkfall, you might truly be a master songmaker to surpass all others. I could …’

There was a ring of seriousness in his voice and Ember said flatly, ‘I must go to Darkfall.’ No one had ever told Bleyd that she meant to offer herself to Darkfall. He had assumed it because of the vision that had saved Tarsin, although more than once she had explained that she travelled there only to be healed. He could not imagine that this could be all there was to her, given her startling resemblance to Shenavyre. He was right, of course, because she was a stranger.

Bleyd resumed his theatrical monologue. ‘Well, if you will not, it cannot be helped. But offering you will make my reputation as an agent who can procure rare and intriguing entertainments such as no other can match.’

‘The hostess comes,’ Fridja said in a servile voice that was both an announcement and a warning.

A woman was coming up the hill, flanked by two lightly clad boys bearing cushions and what looked to be a shawl. The woman wore a clinging gown of white which outlined a perfect, voluptuous body, and her hair was black and sculpted into a lacquered ebony coiffure that reminded Ember of ancient geisha hairstyles. The initial impression was of youth, but as the trio came closer, Ember realised that the woman was much older than her body suggested. She wore a mask but it was merely a piece of shaped gauze that did nothing to hide her lack of face paint, or the ravages time and life had made of what must once have been a lovely face. The contrast between the youthful body and the ancient face was so extreme that it was grotesque. Ember would have guessed her to be seventy.

The woman sat at the head of the table grunting loudly and muttering to herself, and the two boys fussed about her silently, arranging cushions and draping the shawl about her shoulders until she was satisfied. The whiteness of her skin was so pronounced that she appeared bloodless and Ember wondered if she was powdered.

The hostess made a gesture, a mere flick of a finger, and the servitors withdrew to stand silently behind her seat. Then she clasped her hands, revealing nails so exaggeratedly long and curved that she must be able to do nothing for herself; a signal, perhaps, that she had wealth and servitors enough to be free of the need to use her own hands. Another servitor appeared from the trees behind the hill, carrying a jug of foaming liquid, three tall glasses rimmed in gold and a platter of tiny thin biscuits on a tray. When the servitor had withdrawn, the two boys hurried forth to serve the liquid to their mistress and then to Bleyd. The third cup was filled and brought to Ember who set it aside.

Only when the boys had withdrawn again, did the woman finally lift midnight blue eyes to the Fomhikan’s face.

‘Entertainment agent Gilliam. You offer an intriguing tale.’ Her voice was so beautifully modulated that it was like hearing a virtuoso play an instrument. Ember thought that she had never in all of her life heard a voice trained so well to milk meaning from every syllable.

‘It is an honour to have intrigued you, Honoured Hostess,’ Bleyd said, rising and affecting the same flourishing bow that he had offered the first time Ember set eyes on him. Masked and painted, there was no sign of his fading grazes and bruises, and he made a handsome picture. But the hostess did not smile, although she accepted his homage with a slight nod.

No wonder she does not smile when the shallowest form of human beauty and the most base pleasure are commodities she deals in daily, Ember thought.

‘Sit down,’ the hostess said. ‘Tell me how you came to meet?’

They had anticipated this question. ‘I am Fomhikan and I was on my way to Vespi representing a balladeer whom I have solely represented for many seasons. He was a fine performer, but he was ill-mannered enough to fall in love with a wealthy client and abandon his calling. It was surely fate that brought me to Vespi on the same ship as this young woman, and enabled me to come to her aid. When she confided her troubles to me, I felt that my skills as an agent could benefit us mutually.’

‘Are you lovers?’

‘No,’ Bleyd said, and flushed. Fortunately it fitted the slightly pompous character he was playing.

‘You said she travels to the Darkfall landing. Does she seek an omen-reading from the hags, then?’

‘Regretfully, she wishes to join them, Hostess,’ Bleyd said.

The lifeless eyes flashed for a moment and then she turned to Ember for the first time. ‘You have soulweaving tendencies?’

‘I do, Mistress,’ Ember said. ‘They have tormented me all of my life and my parents do not understand that I cannot live a songmaker’s life with them pulling at me.’

There was a small silence. ‘I have heard that there are drugs that will kill such tendencies.’

Ember knew of such drugs from Tareed. ‘I have heard that they kill more than soulweaving tendencies,’ she answered softly.

The inscrutable gaze shifted back to Bleyd. ‘How do you know her voice is as good as you say?’

‘I heard her singing aboard the ship before we met and indeed I meant to approach her on Vespi. An agent must be constantly looking for new talent, especially one without a client. She confessed to me that she had been trained by songmakers, before deciding to offer herself to the misty isle. Unfortunately I could not lend her the funds for the remainder of her journey because my parting from my previous client left me with little coin. But it came to me that we could help one another. Therefore I proposed to the young lady that I would pay for her trip here to Iridom and represent her to the best night garden on Iridom in the hope of …’

‘Earning coin. Of course,’ a sneer in the tone.

‘Not only coin but, in my case, reputation,’ Bleyd said eagerly. ‘Iridom has a well-developed interest in such pleasures as song and ballad can offer and if you take the girl, I will have something to give my name lustre.’

The hostess gave a low, lovely chuckle. ‘You imagine that I would present to the sort of patrons I have, and during the festival days no less, a mere student of songmaking? Even if her voice is as you claim, no student can have a good enough grasp of politics or satire to titillate the sophisticated appetites that will be brought here tonight.’

‘Only hear her, Mistress,’ Bleyd begged. ‘You can offer her as an addition to the advertised entertainment, if nothing else. A gifting for the loyalty of your customers or a gifting to celebrate the occasion … It is true that she cannot offer the height of satire and political comment, but I swear to you that her songs will touch the hearts of your chilly, sophisticated customers as they have never been touched before. Your name and the name of your night garden will be whispered over and over after the evening, as a place where strange and unexpected pleasures may be found. And although you must not say that she goes to the Darkfall landing for your sake as much as hers … afterwards, what a tale it will make to whisper to certain favoured customers! Especially when, after she has gone, I will be free to reveal the illustrious name of her family.’

The dark eyes flickered again, but it was a long time before she turned from Bleyd to Ember. ‘Very well, I will hear you. If your voice is as fine as the agent claims, it may be that I can use you. But you will have to be dressed differently.’ She looked at Bleyd. ‘The gown she wears now is finely made but it covers too much of her for a night garden. No matter how wondrous the voice, my patrons will want to see her flesh as well.’

‘I am sure she understands that,’ Bleyd said suavely, knowing that she would not need to live up to any of the promises he made on her behalf. Even so, Ember felt queerly humiliated to hear it said bluntly that those who would hear her wanted to see her body as much as hear her songs. I am more than my body or my face, she thought. I am more, even, than my songs.

Bleyd had made a triumphant signal to Fridja, who now moved quickly to unpack the a’luwtha. The myrmidon was careful to place herself between the instrument and the hostess so that the a’luwtha would not be seen until it was safely in Ember’s hands, and encompassed by the glamour of the headdress. As soon as she stepped back, Ember set her fingers upon the strings and began to strum a few neutral chords to distract the woman from noticing the slight confusion of the air about her. Fridja had gone back to the table and lifted the jug to refill the glasses, but she had barely taken it up before one of the woman’s own servitors swooped on her and took the jug, waving her back with a hostile glare.

Ember bit her lip, wondering how on earth Fridja would now manage to administer the drug. The hostess began to tap a nail impatiently, so Ember closed her eyes, the better to focus, and began a song from her own world that needed little alteration because it dealt only with the difference between masculine and feminine definitions of love. It was light-hearted and made much of the physical differences between men and women, but it was out of joint with her mood and Ember sensed she did not perform it well. The hostess sipped at her drink, her expression showing neither pleasure nor disapproval as Ember moved into another song from her world about longing for someone who did not return your sentiments. The words suggested ultimately that even an impossible dream was better than no dream, and that dreams bestowed their own glamour upon a life. The wistfulness in the words and in the music fitted her mood better, but still the hostess showed no reaction. Nor did Fridja, though Bleyd beamed with pride.

After two more songs, one of which was Alene’s song about a shipmaster seeking his home port, the hostess lifted her hand. ‘Where are these love songs that your agent so extols?’ There was a distinct slurring in her tone and Ember realised with a sudden thrill that Fridja must have managed to administer the szerim, for this was supposed to be one of its effects. If she was right, any minute now, Bleyd would have the hostess send her servitors out of hearing.

Ember began to sing a song about a man desiring a woman who loved another man, changed to remove any references to her world. It was a song she had always liked because of its sombre sensuality but this time it seemed to her that the song was actually a paean to the beauty of longing. She followed this with a piece about two lovers meeting after a long parting and, halfway through, Bleyd leant over and whispered persuasively to the hostess. She immediately waved her hand and the two servitors, exchanging a swift look, hurried away. Ember breathed a sigh of relief because the need to get the servitors away had been one of the weak points of Bleyd’s plan. Under the szerim, she was to be instructed that this was her idea.

Nothing appeared to change after the servitors had gone. The hostess and Bleyd appeared to be conversing as before, but Ember noted that the woman was no longer listening to the music. Ember continued to play, of course, for the sake of the unseen watchers. Since it hardly mattered what she played now, she performed several of the slightly more political songs that she had composed for the Vespian performance, but when she lifted her head to ease the muscles in her neck at one point, she realised with a little shock that she had been wrong in imagining she would not have a true audience. For all about the garden, servitors had ceased to toil and stood listening. Many had drifted closer, and some had actually been bold enough, or entranced enough, to have come some way up the small knoll. Ember could see the rapt attention in their expressions. As with the audience on Vespi, she could not resist weaving the power of their regard into her music. Prompted by the nature of her audience, she sang an old spiritual dating back to the time before the American Civil War. The song dealt with the need to believe in joy even in the darkest moments, lest hope die. That these were sentiments she had never applied in her own life struck her, but she was learning that the music she played and sang was only partly her creation.

True music is not tame …

The voice was that of Ronaall.

‘Long live the Unykorn!’ someone suddenly shouted.

Ember stopped, shocked, but already the servitors were melting away and turning back to their work. No doubt the shout had frightened them. Ember looked over to the table and was horrified to find both Bleyd and the hostess watching her. Bleyd wore a stiff smile, but his eyes were anxious. The hostess showed no emotion at all, nor did she signal Ember to stop, so she had no choice but to continue the song. She cursed her stupidity in becoming so involved in performing that she had forgotten to watch for Bleyd’s signal that the szerim was wearing off.

When the song finished, Ember stopped.

‘Why do you wear a device to confuse the eyes?’ the older woman asked.

Ember could think of no answer but Bleyd said smoothly, ‘It was my advice, hostess, so as to make it difficult for the ruffians sent by her parents to identify her. I should have mentioned it to you but indeed I had forgotten about it. Servitor, pack away the a’luwtha and help Enora to remove the device.’

Fridja took the instrument, again using her own body to shield it from the eyes of the hostess, and then she removed Ember’s headdress, careful not to disturb her mask and veil.

The hostess regarded her for a few beats then said severely, ‘The last song is not for this place and this time, no matter how well performed. Save it for Darkfall if the soulweavers take you.’

‘I am sorry if the song did not please you,’ Ember said evenly. ‘That last was a song my master at the academy used to test new students because it requires the ability to follow minute nuances in tone and voice. It was this that I thought of, rather than the content.’

‘I doubt that a woman desirous of becoming a soulweaver would be unaware of the meanings in the song.’ The hostess turned back to Bleyd. ‘I believe you are right in suggesting that this songmaker would make a successful addition to the entertainments I have planned for this evening. However I will contract her to sing only three love songs. And I will have the scribed words before me by this afternoon.’

‘Then the terms we have been discussing are satisfactory?’ Bleyd asked.

Their voices dropped and they spoke for some little while longer before touching palms in agreement. A servitor appeared just as they were all rising and the hostess gave him an irritated look, but this changed as he spoke softly into her ear. Ember’s heart bumped at her ribs but it seemed that whatever message had been received had nothing to do with them, for the hostess signalled to be helped to her feet and dismissed them.

‘See that both the songs and the songmaker arrive early this evening for much will have to be done to make her presentable. The contract will be ready for you to sign then.’

Bleyd made a low bow, and Ember did the same. Fridja, as a servitor, was irrelevant. Then the servitors beckoned them to follow. Bleyd chattered the whole way back to the gate about the negotiations and his own prospects once it was known that he had offered such a prize on such a night. Ember could not help but think he played the chattering fool almost too well.

When they reached the entrance, the same lithe, dark-eyed boy opened the gate to let them out but, as Ember went through, he gave her a look of such bleak hatred that she stumbled.

‘What is it?’ Bleyd asked, turning to her. ‘Have you turned your ankle?’

‘No. I … I am fine,’ Ember said, wondering what she had done to provoke such a look.

None of them spoke again until they were seated in the moving carriage, and of course they left their masks on in case the carriage was stopped by festival guards, who, albeit briefly, possessed immense and far-reaching powers. They were as likely to burst into someone’s house as to stop a carriage and inspect the occupants, in the hope of finding someone who was infringing the festival rules. These unfortunates were paraded, and then hung up in stocks to be pelted with rotten fruit.

Fridja dropped her stiff pose first. ‘I can see why Alene gave you her instrument, Lady, for songmaker you truly are. I do not think I have ever heard so fair a voice.’

‘I told you,’ Bleyd said smugly.

Fridja ignored him. ‘That last song you sang. I have never heard it before, or the sentiments it contained. They were … stirring. No wonder a servitor called out in defiance, although that was a dangerous moment.’

‘I got carried away,’ Ember admitted. ‘It was seeing those servitors listening to me, and remembering what you said … That was a terrible place,’ she added in a low, heartfelt voice.

‘You are an unusual woman, Songmaker. Most would praise the beauty of that night garden.’

‘But it is the very beauty of the place that makes what happens there the uglier,’ Ember said softly.

‘Well?’ Fridja said, cocking her brow at Bleyd.

He gave a laugh. ‘To begin with, I thought we had failed when those servitors stopped you from pouring the cirul. I could hardly believe it when the hostess began to slur her words.’

‘I do not want a drawn-out balladeer’s tale,’ Fridja snapped. ‘Get to the point.’

Bleyd shrugged. ‘Bukanic and the hostess are in it together. Apparently this whole matter began when the two of them were drinking cirul late one night. Bukanic came up with a plan to lure Duran here with callstones – it is common knowledge that Darkfall is desperate and he is involved in bringing stones from the palace to the shadow market. He said that Duran would come if there were enough stones, even if she suspected a trap. They would use the night garden as their trap base, and demand a ransom from Myrmidor. As Duran guessed, they had no intention of offering her to the palace because they would get no reward. They expected her to have some people inside, and it was the hostess who had the idea of having every customer on the appointed night drawn into a side chamber and unmasked by men pretending it was a carnival prank. The make-up made it much more difficult but they had no compunction about wiping it off. Bukanic sat in the shadows waiting to recognise Duran. Once he had done so, she was locked away and he came to the garden supposedly to await her appearance as planned, for the sake of whoever was in there to guard Duran’s back. When the night ended, Bukanic played out the charade of leaving in a temper over her supposed failure to appear.’

‘So Duran is back there!’ Fridja said.

Bleyd shook his head. ‘No. She was taken out in the early hours of the morning through a secret tunnel used by nobles who wish to avoid being seen going to a night garden.’

Fridja slapped her knee. ‘A tunnel! My urchins knew nothing of it.’

‘It is known only to the hostess and to one trusted servitor. Anyone using it pays dearly for the privilege and is blindfolded, then led out and away by the servitor.’

‘Where was Duran taken, then?’

‘Unfortunately the hostess does not know, but she did say that the people who came to pick Duran up were sent by someone called Famaki, and that this was not who she had been expecting, so now she fears that … What is it?’

Fridja had given an anguished groan. ‘Famaki! Are you sure that was the name?’

Bleyd nodded, looking worried. ‘Who is it?’

‘The most recently appointed minister in Iridom! He is responsible for the disposition of prisoners taken into the chieftain’s cells, and of their property!’ Fridja said. ‘It is an important post. You see, when Coralyn or one of her corrupt ministers charges someone with a crime, the accused and their entire family are taken into custody. The person and their family are sentenced to periods of bondage to be served working in places like the night gardens and olfactor plantations, as Duran told you before. Of course the bonded period is never stated and, in fact, never ends, and the properties supposedly held in trust are absorbed by Coralyn’s rapacious treasury. The callstones are fed carefully into the market. That must be where Bukanic and Famaki come into contact. I dare say Bukanic hinted or even boasted outright of his scheme to trap Duran. Or maybe, at some point, he got the idea of playing both sides against the middle, protecting himself in case Coralyn got wind of what had happened. The minister would have been swift to see what a coup it would be if he could capture the chieftain of the myrmidons in the midst of an illegal transaction on Iridomi soil. Duran could be interrogated for information about the myrmidons and Darkfall, and then used to humiliate the soulweavers. Coralyn would be overwhelmingly grateful.’

‘But … if Famaki took Duran to the palace it will take weeks to plan an assault,’ Bleyd said, aghast. ‘Myrmidor will have to try to ransom her.’

‘That will be too late for Duran,’ Fridja said grimly. ‘You see Famaki will not waste time trying to torture information from her because he will know that myrmidons are trained to offer misinformation when tortured. He will drug her with szerim or some similar drug. What he does not know is that her myrmidon training will activate an hypnotic shutdown the instant she is made to tell anything that she does not wish to tell. She will fall into deep unconsciousness. Famaki will not expect this, but once it happens he will guess the truth. He will wait until she wakes, or try to wake her, not realising that unless she is released from the sleep by the correct trigger words, her unconsciousness will deepen and deepen until it becomes death. That takes about two days.’

Bleyd frowned. ‘Fridja … are you sure Famaki will have had Duran taken straight to the palace? After all, he did not send legionnaires to collect her, from what the night-garden hostess said, but his own men. The way the Iridomi are, there is every chance that credit for his coup would be taken by one of the senior ministers if he reports it. If it were me, I would keep my prize somewhere else and send a chit by courier to Ramidan to let Coralyn know personally what I have done.’

Fridja gave him a look of radiant approval. ‘I think you may be right! I pray you are, for otherwise Duran is lost to us! As soon as we get back to the house, I will send out my urchins to investigate Famaki’s various holdings. If Duran was taken to one of them, there is sure to be a street dweller who witnessed it, and my urchins will find them, depend upon it. But what I said before still follows. Famaki will have begun work on Duran the moment he had her, and it is very likely that she is already unconscious, so we have little time in which to act.’ Reaching up, Fridja hammered on the wall of the carriage and cried out to the driver to make all haste for a doubled fare.

There was no possibility of speech above the racket made by the metal-rimmed wheels against the uneven cobbles after that, and once Fridja had paid off the carriage driver she set a fast walking pace back. Every face was masked and this was disorientating and somehow sinister, given what had happened. The hot, murky light only added to the ominous air of the day. At last they came to the lane which would bring them back to Fridja’s headquarters, but they had only gone a few steps when she stopped with a curse.

‘What is it?’ Bleyd asked worriedly.

‘It has just occurred to me that Duran has to be forced to answer one question in order to trigger the hypnotic suggestion that will render her unconscious, and the first question she is most likely to be asked will be the whereabouts of her comrades. We have to warn the others and move to another headquarters immediately …’

‘I am afraid that you are too late, myrmidon,’ a man’s voice floated eerily from a darkened doorway beside them.
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Lanalor gave to his sister all the secrets of the power stones

and bade her guard them until they were needed …


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

For a moment, no one spoke or moved. Then simultaneously Bleyd and Fridja reached for belt knives and moved to face the doorway.

‘Who speaks?’ Fridja demanded. ‘Step out so that we can see you, or die in the shadows.’

‘You have no need of weapons. I am unarmed and I will come out if you insist. But it would be wiser if you would join me in the shadows. The streets about here are full of legionnaires and ruffians searching for myrmidons who escaped their siege, and a woman of your size and strength would obviously be taken in for questioning, even if your hair is unbound. If you care nothing for yourself, think what prizes your two companions would make for the Iridomi chieftain.’

Bleyd stiffened, but Fridja clutched at his arm. ‘Who are you and what do you want?’

‘Come into the doorway and I will show you a way out of this cul-de-sac. Then we will talk.’

‘Do as he says,’ Fridja commanded, and Bleyd gave her a look of disbelief.

‘What about the others?’

‘If he is right, they will be long gone. Now move. But keep your knife at the ready.’

A chuckle drifted to them, sounding as if it was moving away as Bleyd entered the doorway. Fridja ushered Ember in after him, and then followed. Instead of finding themselves pressed up against a door, they realised quickly that they had entered the narrow space between the outer walls of two adjacent buildings. The only light came from behind them, for the roofs of the buildings overlapped, blocking out the light.

‘Hey you. Where does this lead?’ Bleyd cried with a tinge of aggression. The space was narrow enough that he had to walk side on because of the breadth of his shoulders.

Before the stranger could answer, if that was his intention, they heard boots on the cobbles behind them and men’s voices raised and urgent. They all froze and Ember turned just in time to see a man’s head appear in the opening. Even though it was not possible for him to see them, Ember found herself holding her breath.

‘… said he saw … down this way …’ The man’s voice was distorted eerily by the walls. Someone gave a shout and his head vanished.

‘We must keep going. That fellow will come back with reinforcements,’ their guide hissed. They obeyed, then Bleyd stopped suddenly, and Ember heard the stranger order him to get down on his knees and feel for a gap in the left wall. There was the sound of scrabbling and Bleyd uttered a grunt of surprise.

‘I have it,’ he said.

‘Climb through. There is a drop on the other side, so go through feet first. Then stand back. Bleyd obeyed and then Fridja went next. Ember flinched as the stranger propelled her towards the hole, but his touch was impersonal. Bleyd and Fridja helped her down on the other side, then the stranger came through.

‘There ought to be a lantern and some tinder hidden in the beams …’ he muttered and they heard a scratching sound then light flared. Ember blinked until she could see a cloaked and hooded man. He wore a foxy mask and a voluminous cloak, and he was standing in a queer hunched way. He pointed to a flat rectangle of wood and bade Bleyd lift it into the gap where it fitted snugly.

‘Now, who are you?’ Fridja demanded.

‘A friend to your friends and an enemy to your enemies,’ the man said.

‘What the hell does that mean?’ Bleyd began aggressively, but Fridja’s cool, authoritative voice cut him off.

‘How do you know those words?’

The hooded man shrugged. ‘The same way others know them, who are not myrmidons.’

‘But that would make you …’

‘Careful,’ the man said, ending Fridja’s sentence and offering a warning in the same terse word.

‘I know who you are!’ Bleyd said suddenly. ‘It was you who followed us from the ship! I recognise the cloak.’

‘Indeed it was me, but do not congratulate yourself too much on your perceptions for I have been closer to you than that. I had intended to present myself to you when you had settled in your rooms the day you arrived, but you went out too quickly. Your failure to return to the nightshelter after the expedition to the fire falls puzzled me mightily, until I saw a myrmidon enter the place. Then everything became clear to me.’

‘This is not the time or place for stories,’ Fridja said impatiently. ‘He obviously knows who you two are, and I wager me as well. If he is right about men searching for us, and that legionnaire peering down the lane suggests he is, it is only a matter of time before they find us. Especially since we were seen coming into the lane. You have a plan, old man?’

‘Old!’ the man barked indignantly, then he laughed. ‘Well, perhaps I am at that. Look to your right, woman. See the metal square on the floor? It covers a hole leading to the sewerage system. That is how you will escape if you and the Fomhikan have the strength to lift it.’

Bleyd would have argued, but Fridja brusquely told him to help her, and with much grunting and cursing, they managed to heave the cover aside. The man made no offer to help them and Ember suddenly remembered that Duran had claimed to know this man because he had a strange deformity. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘Bleyd of Fomhika first, then the visionweaver, and then you, spy mistress.’

Bleyd refused flatly, saying it was a perfect set-up for treachery. Despite his belligerence, Ember saw that he was shaken by the extent of the stranger’s knowledge about them.

‘Don’t be a fool,’ the cloaked man snapped. ‘Why would I bother to stop you walking into trouble if I planned to betray you?’

Fridja snarled at Bleyd to go and, with a scowl at the hunched stranger, he vanished down the hole. They heard a splash and then Fridja lowered Ember down to his waiting arms. When he put her down, she gasped at the cold sluggish flow of water that reached her knees and seeped swiftly through her clothes.

‘The legionnaires will find this cellar soon enough, and if they see the open cover they will pour into the sewers behind you,’ the stranger said, speaking through the hole to them. He held out the lantern and Fridja took it. ‘I will close it from above. Go left and as swiftly as you can manage. I will join you in a little.’

‘What if you are caught?’ Bleyd called.

‘No one is looking for me,’ the man called. There was a great heaving groan and the metal cover fell back into place with a resounding clang that echoed horribly in the sewer.

‘You know who he is!’ Bleyd accused Fridja.

‘No. But I heard what he said, and no one who would use that phrase would betray a myrmidon. But now let us concentrate on walking.’ She went past Bleyd to take the lead and, before long, all of them were staggering against the slow force of the current, though Fridja was taking the brunt of it.

They had been struggling through the water for about twenty minutes, and they were all panting when Ember stumbled. She caught herself in time, but the sharpness of the movement set off a nagging ache in the top of her spine, which spun a fine mesh of pain over her scalp and behind her eyes. Ember stumbled again a few steps later, and some bit of her brain noted that when the tumour was active, it always disturbed her co-ordination. For once, she was almost glad when Bleyd began to talk.

‘What I would like to know is why Duran did not just tell us who this man is,’ he said.

‘Duran would have had her reasons,’ Fridja said loyally.

Ember tripped again and this time she fell headlong into the rush of filthy water. With a muttered curse, Bleyd pulled her upright and scooped her into his arms. As he straightened, the voice of their mysterious rescuer floated eerily to them from ahead, urging them to make haste.

Bleyd strode on without putting Ember down, and it was an indication of how weak she suddenly felt, that she did not struggle and insist. In a few minutes they came round a bend in the tunnel to where a convex metal door aligned with the wall. The frame was rimmed and metal as well, no doubt in order to stop it leaking when the flow was higher, and it stood open, sending a shaft of muted daylight dancing on the sluggish grey water. The colour of the light suggested that it was now late in the afternoon, and Ember thought it was no wonder she felt exhausted. She had been up since before dawn, after all, and had eaten nothing but a sweet roll for breakfast.

When the cloaked man saw Bleyd, it seemed to Ember that he stiffened before he asked what had happened.

‘If you know that she is the visionweaver, then you must know that she is dying,’ Bleyd answered haughtily, climbing through the door and setting Ember down.

‘Dying? Then it is true …’ He turned his masked face to her and asked if she could walk a little further to where a carriage awaited them.

‘How did you manage to secure a carriage?’ Bleyd demanded suspiciously, resuming his own mask, as did Fridja. Ember alone had removed neither mask nor veil in the tunnel.

‘Let us say that providence organised for the owner to leave one handily tethered to an aspi in a nearby laneway.’

‘You mean we are going to steal it?’ Bleyd asked.

The man chuckled. ‘I prefer to say that we will borrow it. Now let us go while we can because the legionnaires may widen the search area at any moment and we are only just outside of it here.’ He heaved the metal sewer door closed behind them, slid a pin through the latch to secure it and hurried across to a door that stood open. He peered out, then motioned for them to follow. They found themselves in a small, rather shabby yard at the back of a tall building with shuttered windows. A gate stood open in the surrounding fence, and it was to this that the stranger led them. Beyond it lay a lane, and a little distance along it from the gate stood an ornate carriage tethered to a magnificent shining white aspi with richly embroidered tack.

‘I do not think …’ Bleyd began.

‘Keep your thoughts to yourself until we get out of this unless your words are worth our lives,’ the cloaked man snapped.

Conveniently, although the carriage was open at the sides, it was fitted with opulent-looking draperies which their guide let down as soon as they had clambered in. But even as the draperies slithered into place, there was the sound of boot heels on the cobbles. The carriage creaked as their guide climbed into the seat.

‘Hoy! You! What are you doing here?’

‘I am about to take my master and his friends home somewhat the worse for wear after a night of revelry, if it is any concern of yours,’ the hooded man responded haughtily.

‘One moment. Pull back that hood and mask and let us see your face.’ A pause. ‘All right, be on your way.’

‘Are you just going to let him go?’

‘Do not be an idiot, Reddick,’ the other legionnaire snarled. ‘Do you see the crest on the door? And look at this fellow. You think someone would miss describing him if he were involved in this?’

‘Maybe so’, the other admitted grudgingly. ‘Wait, man. You have not seen anyone pass this way have you? A man and two women? One woman would have had a myrmidonish build and the other was slender and veiled.’

‘Lucky man to have such a pair,’ the cloaked man said, a lascivious note of envy in his tone. ‘What did he do to incur the wrath of the likes of you?’

The man’s curiosity seemed to have achieved what nothing else had done, allaying the suspicions of the legionnaires, for they bade him be on his way before they arrested him.

The carriage began to move, and Ember waited for the real owner to come after them, cursing about his stolen carriage. But there was nothing other than the rattle of the wheels, and when they turned a corner and sped up, Ember leaned weakly back against the seat.

‘That was too close,’ Fridja said.

The ride did not last more than ten minutes. The carriage turned sharply and came to an abrupt halt and their fox-masked rescuer came to the side and pulled open the curtain. ‘We must leave the carriage here and go on foot because its master is well-known and he might by now have discovered its loss. We will wait here until full dark, then I will take you to a safe hole where we can wait until the city quietens.’

He fixed the curtain back onto its hook and the reddish dusklight fell on his hands. They were scarred strong-looking hands, almost too big for the man, and suddenly it came to Ember that she had seen them before.

‘I will go no further without knowing who you are and what your name is,’ Bleyd said.

‘Bleyd, I told you …’ Fridja growled.

And suddenly Ember knew. ‘You are the halfman, Soonkar of Vespi.’

A chuckle issued from beneath the hood. ‘I wondered when it would come to you.’ And with that, he pulled off his mask to reveal a face which, for all its sixty or so years, was still more classically handsome than the face of any man Ember had ever seen. No wonder the legionnaires had sounded taken aback.

‘What … what sort of man are you?’ Bleyd stammered.

‘A man who deserves a little more courtesy from one whom he once carried puking sick on his shoulders,’ Soonkar said in mock reproach.

‘Carried me? I … what are you saying?’

Ember spoke again, trying to ignore the pain that had begun to trickle into her arms and chest. ‘He was a servitor to the seerat I told you about, who helped us leave the Stormsong on Vespi. He carried you from the ship to the seerat’s carriage and then from the carriage to the white-cloak centre.’ The halfman nodded slightly but she could sense him wondering why she said nothing of the fact that he had seen her face.

‘You were the stowaway aboard the Stormsong!’ Bleyd guessed.

Soonkar gave the Fomhikan a dazzling smile. ‘There! You are not such a fool as you look.’ He glanced at Ember. ‘It was a matter of need. You see there was no time to book passage or to make any ordinary preparations. I thought that the Fomhikan would be days healing, and I only went down to the ship to ask Revel when she would leave port. I was stunned to see the Fomhikan being brought aboard and I guessed you must be there already. Then the ship was making preparations to leave at once. There was no time to go back and register myself as a passenger. Even so I almost missed getting aboard because Revel left before Kalinda-rise. I did not mind stowing away, for I have a penchant for staying out of official records. Once exposed, I convinced Revel that I had got drunk and crawled into the hold. She agreed to let me slip ashore without a fuss and even gave me some coin to catch another ship back to Vespi. I begged her to let me go on with the Stormsong to Myrmidor, and then back to Vespi, but she refused, because she said the ship would be some time on Iridom.’

‘She said that?’ Bleyd asked, sounding puzzled.

‘Perhaps she just wanted to get rid of me,’ Soonkar said indifferently.

‘So, you came ashore and followed these two, then what?’ Fridja prompted.

Soonkar shrugged. ‘I did. Then later, I tracked the myrmidon to your headquarters. I saw you three leaving, decked out in peculiar finery. I could not follow you so I waited, and that was when I saw the legionnaires arrive. I stayed there so that I could warn you, praying you would not return by some other route.’

‘Why did you follow them?’ Fridja asked Soonkar.

The halfman’s face altered, and all at once he looked both solemn and remote. ‘Let us say rather that I followed a mystery.’ He did not look at Ember, which told her that he guessed that she had said nothing of being a stranger to the others.

But Bleyd said, ‘I am grateful for your help on Vespi, and here as well, Soonkar. And I will repay it if ever I am in a position to do so. But you must say now what mystery it is that requires you to follow us.’

There was a long moment in which no one spoke.

‘I think we must have an answer,’ Fridja said slowly. ‘Even from one who knows the myrmidon passwords.’

Soonkar stepped back from the carriage and bowed very formally, his expression half hidden by the gathering darkness, and Ember’s heart began to pound. ‘Very well. Once, long ago, I dreamed that only by serving a certain woman would I come to understand the purpose of my life. It was an impossible dream yet it tormented me. The visionweaver has not told you, I think, that you pulled the veil from her in your delirium, Fomhikan, when I carried you to the white-cloak centre on Vespi …’

‘You saw her?’ Bleyd sounded appalled, guilt stricken.

‘I saw the face of the woman of my dreams. I saw the face of she whom I was destined to serve.’

‘But, if you saw her face then you know that the visionweaver … resembles another. Is not that other face the likely subject of your dreams?’ Bleyd asked. Fridja gave him a peculiar look, but she did not interrupt.

‘For part of my life, I thought so,’ Soonkar said, coming close to the carriage again. ‘It tormented me, for how can a man serve a myth? I took it to mean that I was never to learn the truth of myself and the meaning of my life. Then I saw the visionweaver’s face, and knew that it was, after all, the face of a mortal woman.’

Fridja shook her head in sudden impatience. ‘I do not understand any of this. What do you mean by saying that the visionweaver resembles another?’

‘I look like Shenavyre,’ Ember said softly, suddenly weary of being spoken about as if she was not there with them. ‘That is partly why Alene was sending me to Darkfall. That and my need of healing.’

‘Her appearance may be a sign that the Unraveller will come soon!’ Bleyd said eagerly. Then he turned to Soonkar. ‘But how is it that you know this place so well, if you come from Vespi?’

‘I am Iridomi, if I am anything,’ Soonkar said wryly. ‘I dwelt here before travelling to Vespi.’ He glanced over his shoulder at the sky, which was now dark. ‘We had better go. But first, Visionweaver, will you accept my service?’

Ember blinked at him, and realised that he actually wanted her to accept him as if he were a knight pledging himself to a queen. She was speechless for a moment, then at last she said, ‘I don’t have any answers for you.’

‘My answers are not yours to give,’ Soonkar said gravely. ‘I ask only to serve you.’

‘This is foolishness,’ Bleyd snapped, and they all heard the jealousy in his voice.

‘Yes!’ the halfman laughed. ‘It is, and am I not the perfect fool with this face and this body. And should not a princess have her fool?’

‘Enough gibberish, old man,’ Fridja snapped. ‘If you do not wish to serve a dead woman, you had better get us out of here.’

‘True enough,’ Soonkar said mildly.

‘I have been thinking about the halfman’s words,’ Bleyd said.

They were in another cellar, but this one clearly served as a cold cellar for the house above, given the amount of food and bottles of cirul laid down. They had used sacking to make seats and Fridja had raided the sacks and barrels to assemble a rough cold meal by the light of a lantern procured from somewhere by Soonkar. The halfman had then gone out again, to find out if Hella and the other myrmidons had got away safely. Fridja had given him the address of the secondary refuge where those who had escaped would be assembled. Any of the myrmidons taken would, like Duran, be unable to answer more than one question before falling unconscious, so the chance of the second refuge being compromised was slim. The biggest worry was Hella, who, while she could not give away the location of a refuge she did not know existed, could nonetheless tell everything that she had seen and heard since coming to Iridom, which included the fact that Ember and Bleyd were the missing fugitives from Ramidan, and that they had been helped to escape by Revel.

Soonkar had also been told about Duran’s presence on Iridom, and the plan that had gone awry, and he had seemed genuinely dismayed to hear that she had vanished, but his strongest reaction had been to the mention of the name of the new Iridomi minister, whom he claimed to have known in the past. It was soon after this that he had announced his intention to go and see if he could learn anything about Duran’s whereabouts.

‘The halfman’s words?’ Fridja grunted now, frowning at Bleyd.

‘About the Stormsong,’ Bleyd went on. ‘Remember how he said that Revel had refused to let him travel on with the ship from Iridom because it was going to be here for some time? That was before Mysel called to Iridom to find out about the failure of the Vespians to notify them about the change of route of the ship. Why would she tell him there would be a delay when she did not know it herself?’

‘I neither know nor care why she said it,’ Fridja said tightly. ‘Fear for Duran gnaws at me like a ratlet in my entrails.’

‘Fear not for your chieftain, Myrmidon,’ Soonkar’s voice came out of the dark, making them all jump. He came close enough to be illuminated by the fluttering candlelight and Ember thought that she had misjudged his height for, at that moment in that light, he seemed very tall.

‘You have found out where they have her?’ Fridja was on her feet already.

‘I have. First I went to the safe house as you bade me. The myrmidons there wanted to string me up until I showed them your token and spoke the words you bade me. They told me then that two of Duran’s myrmidons, and the Acanthan girl, Hella, were taken in the raid earlier today, or yesterday I suppose it is by now. They said the Acanthan girl took a savage blow to the head, but they did not think she was dead.’

‘Why did you say we should not fear for Duran?’ Bleyd demanded.

‘Because you were right about Famaki keeping them to himself. I was on my way back from the safe house when I remembered that Famaki bought his first house for his lover down by the shore in the fifth district. The house is next to a huge olfactory that used to make toruga salve before it was found to be poisonous …’

‘A rough area for the lover of a man who owns houses in the finest districts,’ Fridja said tersely. ‘Why would you guess that he had not got rid of it and that old lover as well? Men are not known for their fidelity to their bonded mates, let alone to lovers.’

‘Famaki is not the sort of man to let go of what he has his hand on. That was part of his nature and clearly it has stood him in good stead. As to his lover, she was not the sort to be cast off as he elevated himself, though she was also not the sort of woman he could bring to the palace. Nor would she desire it. The place and the woman belong to a previous life, but I knew they would still be there unless Famaki had changed his nature as well as his circumstances. I also guessed that he would hardly be likely to advertise his ownership of such a place to his new comrades, therefore it would be the perfect place to stash Duran if he had not taken her to the palace. When I found twenty legionnaires prowling watchfully about the place, I knew I had guessed right.’

‘What about them?’ Bleyd objected.

‘From what I heard of their talk, they are Famaki’s men and he pays them very well for their loyalty.’

‘How do you know he has Duran there?’ Fridja asked. ‘Maybe it is some other prisoner.’

‘Famaki was just leaving in a great hurry when I arrived, so I hung around in the shadows and heard him warn the men to guard the prisoners well until his return, especially the leader of the manwomen for, although she slept, she might wake at any moment.’

‘Well done,’ she told Soonkar grimly. ‘I owe you a debt for this.’

‘No,’ Soonkar said. ‘I was repaying an old debt.’

Fridja looked puzzled but she shook away any questions she might have had. ‘I must act at once if we are to rescue Duran and the others. I will go to the refuge and collect what support I still have.’ She turned to Bleyd. ‘Will you come? I will need as many able bodies as I can get to deal with twenty legionnaires.’

Bleyd nodded.

He was looking better, despite his exertions, and Ember could only hope, for his sake, that the drugs he was taking would do no permanent damage. But in the end, what he did was none of her business. Realising that he was looking at her, she opened her mouth to tell him he need not concern himself about her welfare, when Soonkar spoke.

‘Go. I will guard the visionweaver,’ he said simply. He turned his eyes to the myrmidon. ‘You can trust me.’

The myrmidon spy mistress held his eyes for a long moment, then she nodded as if to some inner voice. ‘I believe it, Halfman. Guard the visionweaver then and, if you can, get her on a ship to Myrmidor.’ She frowned and looked at Bleyd, perhaps remembering his precarious situation. ‘Maybe you should go with them.’

‘I will stay,’ Bleyd said decisively, and it seemed to Ember that some weight slipped from his shoulders. ‘I am tired of being rescued and passed around like a prize. Besides all else, it is partly my fault that Hella is caught up in this, since I suggested we stay with her.’

Fridja stepped toward Ember and embraced her rather formally. ‘I thank you for the songs you sang today. They will always be a light in the darkness for me.’ She glanced at the dwarf, nodded and then she was gone into the shadows. Bleyd looked at Ember and she stiffened, thinking that he, too, meant to embrace her. But he merely bowed and went after the myrmidon spy mistress.

‘Luck to you both,’ Soonkar murmured after them.

‘What are we going to do?’ Ember asked, after a moment.

‘We are going to see a girl about a ship,’ Soonkar said, and she saw the white flash of his teeth beneath the foxy mask he had resumed. ‘But I think we will wait until closer to Kalinda-rise when there are enough folk about that a man and a woman strolling towards the piers do not stand out.’

‘Why did you leave Iridom?’ Ember asked, when they were both seated again, to stave off any questions he might be brewing.

Perhaps the halfman understood, for he answered equably, ‘As a young man I tasted all of the sensual delights offered by this sept. I ruled a clever gang of ruffians and I used the urchins much as Fridja does now. But when I grew older, I realised that I had spent my youth and vigour swallowing illusions and amassing power in an attempt to compensate for the grotesque form in which I have been bound.’ He sighed. ‘Somehow all the anger and bitterness I had felt at living my life as a halfman faded when I acknowledged it. That was when I met the seerat. He was visiting Iridom. He had been invited by a woman to tell fortunes at a grand celebration. We became friends.’ He smiled. ‘The story of our friendship deserves a balladeer to tell it and so I will not. Suffice it to say that I chose to accompany him back to Vespi and have served him since.’

Ember thought of the seerat and Faylian hurrying down to the shore only to find that the ship had gone. Soonkar frowned when she told him what she had seen. ‘The seerat knows Faylian, but I would not say they were particular friends or confidants. Perhaps she wove of the problems you would encounter here and wanted to send you a warning through the seerat. He would have told her that I had left his service too, and when he heard what lay ahead, maybe he thought to warn me as well. But I can not imagine why they would come together to the ship.’

‘What did you say to the seerat when you left?’ Ember asked.

‘I told him that the time had come for me to seek the meaning of my existence. It was enough. You see he told me twenty seasons past that I would leave him when that time came.’

‘It sounds as if you were close.’

‘I loved him,’ the halfman said simply. ‘He is one of the rare men who have soulweaving tendencies, not that anyone but the soulweavers knows it. He uses the seerat guise to work for Darkfall.’

‘You worked with him?’

‘The skills I had learned in the steamy underworld of Iridom were useful to him.’

Something in the halfman’s words bothered Ember but she could not think what. It was becoming harder to concentrate. The pain in her spine had increased but she was so exhausted that she was in danger of falling asleep despite all the worry and danger.

‘Sleep awhile,’ Soonkar said gently. ‘I will wake you when it is time to go.’

Ember dreamed of her mother, singing as she swept the porch, her eyes fierce with regret. She dreamed of her father holding Glynn on his knee, and both of them laughing crazily at something no one else could understand; her mother’s disapproving smile as she glanced in and the dimming of Glynn’s brightness.

She dreamed of the day that the police had come to tell her about their parents dying in the accident, and her own feeling of remoteness. She had been alone and finally the insistence of the knocking had brought her to the door. It had been an older policeman. ‘Is there anyone else home?’ he had asked, because she had not wept or looked shocked or horrified, but had only thanked him for the news as if he had sold her a raffle ticket. No doubt he had thought that she was in shock.

She floated up from the dream enough to wonder at her lack of reaction. Did I really feel nothing? she wondered.

I felt nothing, dark Ember boasted, rising up from the depths. You would never have the wit or courage for such a response.

Is that what courage is? Ember wondered. Indifference?

She sank into another dream of the hospital where she had waited to see if they could find anything to arrest the tumour. There had been a male nurse; ugly but with soft eyes and big gentle hands. The day before she had left the hospital the nurse had looked at her with a kind of horror and she had been too indifferent to wonder why. But now she realised that what she had taken for horror had been revulsion; not of her illness, but of dark Ember.

Ember shuddered into a dream of the red-haired Sean. He was walking along an industrial-looking street in their world, hands thrust deep in his pockets. His shoulders were hunched and she, watching him, wondered if he was trying to make up his mind whether or not to join the gang of the dark-haired boy. What had his name been? The boy stopped to look on the wall at a poster advertising something called the Night of the Comet. She remembered with faint astonishment that Glynn had been looking for the comet the night they disappeared, wondering whether it would be easier to see in Australia. There had been endless predictions about what the comet might bring about. Superstitious nonsense; though, given what had happened to her, she was less inclined to think that everything known was all there was to know. There was still mystery, even if the people of her world were blind to it.

She frowned, thinking how often in the stories of her world blindness had been used to describe people who chose not to see; who were wilfully ignorant. Even before I was blinded by the tumour, I was blind, Ember thought. There were so many things she had chosen not to see.

Fool! dark Ember hooted. When you are entirely blind you will cease to exist and there will be only me.

Ember twisted away and found herself dreaming of the one occasion when her father had managed to entice her on one of his camping trips with Glynn. It had been not long before the tumour began to manifest. She had disliked the roughness of the experience, and had shivered in the cold sitting by the camp fire, while being uncomfortably warmed from the front. She had absorbed her mother’s unvoiced contempt of the trips, she thought, and had believed herself too cultured and civilised to enjoy them. This realisation shamed her. Sitting by that fire with her twin sister and father, she had mentally withdrawn, instead of cherishing them and the moment, believing her music to be far too important to waste time on such mindless things as the pungent scent of the wet bush and damper bread on a stick. What a fool she had been, she thought now with the same weariness that seemed to come over her whenever she thought of her life before Keltor. How had she failed to appreciate the soft peace of that night; the cracking of the fire, the quietness that lay so warmly between Glynn and their father? Ember felt a pang of grief at what she might have shared with them.

I was blinded by my own choice, long before the tumour blinded me … she thought sadly.

She drifted deeper and found herself dreaming of the old man from the Greek taverna who had played his guitar and sung the night she had been swept to Keltor. He was walking along a cliff path and beyond him lay the sea, shimmering under a full pale moon. Behind him, higher on the hill, whitewashed stone buildings glowed on the barren, rocky slope. The old man walked in the same preoccupied way as the red-haired boy, and Ember had the odd thought that he, too, was making a decision, or contemplating a decision made.

Why am I dreaming of these people? she wondered, but all at once she was dreaming again of Shenavyre, walking in a forest clearing and singing. But this time, she was the one walking about and singing. Realising it, she stopped with a thrill of terror, remembering what always came next in the dream: danger swooping from above. Instinctively, she looked up.

To see a huge looming shadow swooping down on her.

‘Wake, Visionweaver,’ Soonkar called urgently. ‘You are having a nightmare.’

‘I was … It was me all the time …’ Ember panted, blinking up at the impossibly handsome face of the halfman shifting and fluid in the candlelight. Her confusion and terror ebbed. ‘Yes. A nightmare,’ she murmured, and relaxed. She wondered if she had screamed.

‘We should go anyway,’ the halfman said and he helped her to pull on her shoes and then he gently straightened her mask and veil before pulling on his own fox mask. At last, he held out his hand. Ember laid her own in it without hesitation, wondering why she was able to accept the halfman’s attentions without the stiffness with which she had greeted Bleyd’s efforts. Perhaps it was because the halfman did not worship her beauty as Bleyd had done, but saw her as a means to an end.

She shivered as they slipped from the cellar door into the pre-dawn, unable to decide what she really felt about Soonkar’s idea that she would somehow bring him to enlightenment. She had told him that she could offer nothing, but he had shrugged, saying that he wanted nothing but to serve her. His calmness made her feel safe, she realised. Outside, it was unexpectedly cool and the murky mist-steam seemed to have thickened into a genuine fog. Soonkar lit a lantern, took her arm and directed their steps without hesitation, despite the insubstantiality of the world about them. The pain running through Ember’s body, and the feeling of disorientation that it produced, made her feel as if the world had begun to dissolve, and she wondered if, in fact, she might not still be dreaming in the cellar.

Before long, they were in a more commercial street, and now there were other people out, appearing and disappearing through the veils of fog, wearing all manner of masks. The majority of them were roughly made, and Ember supposed that they were servitors or poorer people out about their business, rather than nobles who would probably lounge in their beds until noon. The feeling that she was still dreaming persisted, and if the dwarf had not been propelling her along, she might simply have stopped and gazed about. She had a vague memory of Alene talking of a time in which soulweavers were so valued that if they fell into a trance in the street, they would be cloaked from the rain, and their lips moistened reverently by passing people.

It grew steadily brighter, though the fog remained thick and felt coldly damp.

‘The mood of the weather has changed,’ Soonkar murmured at one point, looking up. These were the first words he had spoken since they had crawled out of the cellar, and they wakened Ember from the trance-like state into which she had fallen. She forced herself to ignore the pain and look about, telling herself that in a few hours she might well be on a ship bound for Myrmidor. Hopefully the Stormsong, because Revel would not care about the state of her attire. Admittedly she wore a long cape that Soonkar had produced, to disguise the bedraggled state of her gown. He had brought it back with him after his fact-finding expedition. But the veil had muddy spots and streaks from where she had fallen in the sewer pipe and, although she had done her best to wash in the cellar, she knew her dress must reek of the sewer waters into which she had fallen. If they must board another ship, she would have to find somewhere to wash and tidy herself. She still had the a’luwtha bag, and therefore the pouches of coin that Sharra’s mother had given her, so there would be no difficulty in paying for a new dress and a passage for them both to Myrmidor. It was the time this would waste that dismayed her. So far, she had managed to contain the pain, but it would not be long before she would be unable to hide it.

‘What was your arrangement with Revel, by the way?’ Soonkar asked suddenly, breaking into her thoughts.

‘Alene soulweaver friendbinded her to take Bleyd and me to Myrmidor on the Stormsong. Or to put us on a ship at Vespi, if she could not do it herself. Didn’t she tell the seerat?’

‘She told him that she was carrying you two because her father would wish it.’ He glanced at her.

‘He is sick, I know,’ Ember said. ‘Revel blames Tarsin and the soulweavers for it.’ She explained about the shipmistress’s encounter with the white-cloak novice on Vespi. ‘She never did say but I suppose that was what stopped her contacting me on Vespi.’

‘Her father is dying,’ Soonkar said.

‘That would explain the way Revel seemed on the trip from Vespi …’

‘What arrangements did you have with her for rejoining the ship?’

‘She was to go up to the palace and we were supposed to send a message to the ship to say where we were staying so she could send word to us when she was to depart, but, what with one thing and another, no message was sent,’ Ember said.

‘So as far as Revel knows, you left the ship and vanished,’ Soonkar summarised. Ember nodded. ‘Well, let us hope the Iridomi officials have been especially officious but finally forgiving, and she has only just received word that she can leave.’

‘That would be too wonderful to be true,’ Ember murmured.

‘Not all true stories end unhappily,’ Soonkar said. ‘Joy is also a truth.’

By the time they reached the piers, Kalinda had risen above the horizon like a gleaming bronze disk, and the clammy chill of the fog had abated, though it was still thicker than on the previous day.

‘We will go to the trading stalls right on the pier and find a hot drink first,’ Soonkar decided. ‘There are stalls there that open very early for the shipfolk. Fortunately we will not stand out in these clothes because, during festival, many sorts of people are down here day and night in all manner of dress and undress, some rather more bedraggled than you, my dear. Aside from warming our bellies, there is every chance that we will hear all the news we need just by keeping our ears open. Tuck the a’luwtha bag under your cloak.

Ember obeyed, thinking it a miracle that she had not lost the instrument with all that had happened. The close-stitched hide inside the padded cloth bag ought to have prevented it getting wet when she had fallen in the sewer.

They smelled the food stalls before they could see them, and Soonkar’s stomach rumbled appreciatively, but Ember felt distinctly queasy and prayed that she would not draw attention to them by vomiting.

‘Keep your wits about you,’ Soonkar warned, as the stalls appeared out of the swirling fog as if they had invented themselves. Behind them, the ghostly rigging of ships rocked against a sky only barely blue, and Kalinda squinted at them like a baleful cloudy eye. Then they were moving through the throng of people wearing everything from sombre shipfolk garb to the lavish fancy costumes of the Iridomi nobility.

‘Wait here a moment,’ Soonkar muttered, vanishing into the press before she could object.

Ember moved around the outer edge of the crowd, nearest the waves, because the smells of perfume and perspiration mingled with food odours produced a reek that made her head swim. She fought against nausea, feeling beads of sweat break out on her forehead and upper lip, and reminded herself that they were supposed to be listening to see what they could learn. At first she could hear nothing but a babble of talk, slightly muffled by the masks which everyone but shipfolk wore. Presumably by the water’s edge, the Vespians had some of the sovereignty they enjoyed on other septs. But after a little, she heard some people talking about a dancer they had seen. Another group sneered, extolling the virtues of a trio of wire dancers they had seen. A darkly dressed man with a slurred voice then declared that nothing could match the fire-eaters he had seen at the last Festival of Misrule.

Suddenly Soonkar appeared at her side and pressed a steaming mug into her hand, telling her that she would enjoy it, then he was gone again. Ember supposed he was doing his own reconnaissance, and it made sense that they would each learn more apart, but she did not much like being left alone. She sipped absent-mindedly at the frothy concoction and was startled to find it was something very close to hot chocolate. She guessed it must contain some sort of stimulant as well, because it warmed her very swiftly and seemed to revive her into the bargain.

Sipping at her mug, she turned her attention to a pair of young men who had just arrived; one was telling the other about a huge fuss that had erupted at the palace in the early hours of the morning.

‘So what was it then?’

‘What was it about?’

It was clear that the other young man had no idea but Ember wondered if it was possible that it had something to do with Duran.

Soonkar reappeared with a bag of hot rolls. Ember took one automatically as she explained what she had heard. ‘You might be right,’ the halfman said. ‘If Famaki sent word to Coralyn without letting the other ministers know that he had Duran, a call to the palace from Coralyn would really have put the cat among the pigeons. Let’s hope Fridja is as tough and canny as she seems because, if you are right, the next thing is that Famaki will be ordered to bring his prisoners to the palace.’ He shook his head. ‘I have news too. The Stormsong is still in port, and its mistress is still up at the palace, which means that we will need to see what other ships are routed to Myrmidor.’ Something in his expression made Ember uneasy.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘I am not sure. Could you bear another drink?’

‘It was delicious,’ Ember said. ‘It reminded me of …’ Her voice trailed away, but Soonkar only gave her a brief enigmatic smile before going back into the crowd.

‘My master says we will leave as soon as the last load is collected, and I will be glad of it. I hate coming here,’ a shipman muttered to his companion and Ember followed them a few steps to a little space where they stopped to drink hot mugs of cirul. The smell was revolting, but Ember did not move away, though she stood as if she were gazing out to sea.

‘I never go up from the shore. Too much chance of trouble and we all know who the Iridomi officials would fine. If they had not suspended laws on the shoreline for Vespians, no ship would come here.’

‘I have heard they pay gangs to waylay Vespians,’ the other muttered.

‘It would not surprise me. These are bad times.’

‘Bad times indeed. It was on the call-stone bulletin this morning that Tarsin has given the Draaka an audience. What does it mean, I would like to know, that the Chosen of Darkfall gives honour and his ear to a cult devoted to the downfall of the soulweavers?’

The pair were jostled by two wildly giggling women in dresses that bared slender but heavily tattooed legs and arms. They were obviously drunk or stoned and they all but fell onto Soonkar as he was returning but, miraculously, he managed not to spill the mug of liquid that he carried. The shipmen gave the women a look of disgust and, to Ember’s chagrin, moved away.

‘My fault, my lovelies,’ Soonkar told the girls, and made them an elaborate bow.

‘Oops, a noble lord, but so short!’ one laughed.

‘You fool. Be civil,’ the other hissed and then burst out laughing, too.

‘One would forgive such beauties all incivilities,’ Soonkar said, calmly handing the mug to Ember.

‘You are generous, My Lord Lynex,’ said the taller of the pair, squinting through her mask. ‘And graceful. I fear that my friend and I have over-indulged our senses.’

‘Oh we have!’ the other shrieked with laughter. ‘Do you know, we have been entertained by no less than the head of the Olfactors Guild. He told us that the time was coming when being Iridomi would be all that one needed. He said that an Iridomi servitor would be equal to a noble anywhere else on Keltor.’

‘What could he have meant by that?’ Soonkar asked playfully.

The girl tilted her mask and peered at the halfman. ‘I have never seen a man so short before. Have you left your legs behind?’

‘Would your loveliness not render any man legless and brainless as well?’

‘Funny!’ she screamed laughing. ‘Oh, but your wit is tall, Sir Lynex.’

Ember guessed that a lynex was the name of whatever animal Soonkar’s mask was fashioned after, but she wondered what he was playing at. The girls seemed to be saying nothing useful and yet he was encouraging them and they were so loud that other people were turning to look at them. She would have shrunk back instinctively, but the halfman seemed to have divined her intention and had taken hold of her arm.

‘And where will you go now, pretty things? Home to your beds as good young ladies should?’ he teased. One of the girls draped her arm around his neck and burped loudly, and they all laughed. Then suddenly, Ember understood what Soonkar was about because, over the heads of the crowd, she saw a troop of legionnaires marching purposefully towards the stalls. He must have seen them coming down the road as he bought the drink. Quickly, Ember stepped closer to Soonkar and leaned against him, whereupon he slid his own thickly muscled arm about her waist.

‘Where have you been this night?’ one of the girls asked, and she was looking at Ember now.

‘We have been watching some wonderful acrobats. Women from Fomhika. I would swear they had invisible wings!’ Ember could hardly believe the voice she had summoned up, though Kerd would certainly have recognised it as a reasonable imitation of Unys’s voice.

‘I have heard of them!’ the other girl enthused, then she noticed the legionnaires who were pushing their way into the fringes of the crowd. ‘Oh ho, what is this?’

Ember began to tremble, for several of the legionnaires looked over towards them at the young woman’s slurred challenge.

‘Where is your mask, handsome?’ called the other girl, still draped about Soonkar’s neck.

The leader of the troop was nearest and he gave her a cold look but it did not appear to trouble her, for she began to whisper and giggle into Soonkar’s ear. Ember thought he probably looked like a very short sheik with a harem of three. Several of the other revellers in the crowd called out to the legionnaires, asking what they were about.

Finally, the captain stopped and announced loudly, ‘We seek a wounded man and a slight veiled woman.’

‘I am veiled!’ called an older woman flirtatiously. ‘You can take me if you think you can handle me!’

‘You are too young for this one, boy. She would eat you alive,’ her escort cried.

Everyone laughed except for the shipfolk in the crowd, who watched the exchanges mistrustfully. ‘What have they done that an entire legion is required to find them?’ asked an older shipman. The crowd fell quiet to listen.

‘They are wanted by the chieftain for crimes against this sept and against all Keltor.’

‘Against Keltor?’ someone else echoed curiously.

The legionnaire captain hesitated and then drew himself up. ‘We seek the assassin, Bleyd of Fomhika, and the visionweaver Ember.’

There was silence and then a swell of laughter.

‘You are on the wrong island, legionnaire! They are on Ramidan playing hide and hunt with the red legionnaires.’

‘I thought the Fomhikan murdered the visionweaver,’ someone near Ember muttered.

‘We have been informed the pair are upon Iridom. It is not known which ship carried them here.’

There was a general murmur from the Vespians, but the legionnaire said in a mollifying tone, ‘It may be that they were stowaways, but there is no other way for them to have come here.’

‘Why would the assassin come here of all places?’ someone called, a shipman from the harshness of his voice.

‘He must be mad if he did,’ sneered an older, veiled man slumped against the stall’s serving bench. ‘Though he did come from Ramidan and I hear that there is a plague of madness there.’

Even some of the other revellers looked scandalised at this and the legionnaire captain, now flushed with anger, announced stiffly that there was a reward of a stona of hacoin to anyone with information that led to the capture of the fugitives, and a sentence in the cells for anyone known to have helped them or concealed them. Then he made a gesture, and the legionnaires marched off.

‘Idiots,’ said the girl draped on the other side of Soonkar. ‘Everyone knows the assassin is trapped on Ramidan.’

‘Not any more. They say the Edict bell rang again on Ramidan this morning,’ said a shipwoman standing nearby.

‘That was because of Fulig. Tarsin could not very well refuse the chieftain of Vespi permission to land.’

Soonkar released Ember’s waist and gave her the slightest push. She drifted obediently away to the edge of the throng and a moment later he joined her, having divested himself of his harem. They strolled to another stall where there was a long line waiting for slices of roasted kalinda fruit. The halfman brought her to the end of the line and said, ‘These will fill your belly without disturbing it.’ Ember gave him a quick look and realised that he must have guessed how she was feeling, despite her efforts to conceal it.

But her thoughts were less of her own physical state than of Revel. ‘I have been thinking that we ought to at least try to get a warning to the Stormsong about what has happened,’ she whispered to Soonkar. ‘It’s only a matter of time before Hella tells them that we came aboard the Stormsong.’

‘I think there is every possibility that the Iridomi legionnaires already know you were on the Stormsong, and this is the real reason they are keeping Revel up at the palace. It is my guess that no ship is being more closely watched than hers, and that it would be a great mistake to go aboard or try to make contact with any of its crew. The other bit of news I have overheard is that the Wildwind came in yesterday and its next port of call is Myrmidor. I will go now and book us a passage on it if you have the coin for it. If not, I will have to steal it.’

‘I have plenty of coin in the a’luwtha bag,’ Ember said.

‘Good, but don’t fiddle with it now. I will go and make a booking and we will pay upon boarding.’

He was gone for half an hour, long enough for Ember to be forced to buy and consume some more roasted kalinda fruit. Surprisingly, the food, like the chocolate-flavoured drink, made her feel better, and the pain in her head abated enough that she wondered if half of her ailments were not merely the result of hunger. Perhaps the tumour was not so far advanced as she had feared. After all, there had been no blind moments other than the one ages back; and the doctors had warned her that not eating and drinking would only make her feel worse – she was to eat whether or not she had any appetite. Of course, before Keltor, that had been left to Glynn, who had brought food and chivvied her gently to eat at mealtimes. Left to her own devices, she had eaten little or nothing.

She resolved to be more responsible for her own welfare in future, and dismissed her ills to do some more eavesdropping. However, this time, she heard nothing of any use from the people around her. Most of the talk concerned the legionnaires and their search for the missing assassin, although twice more she heard mention of Fulig’s arrival on Ramidan and the fact that Tarsin had allowed the Draaka to present herself. Most of the people standing about seemed to believe that the rumour of Bleyd’s presence on Iridom was an elaborate festival prank.

When Soonkar returned, he said, ‘The good news is that we have secured two berths, but the bad news is that the ship does not leave until late tomorrow.’

Ember’s heart sank at the thought of enduring so much time before being able to board. ‘Where can we possibly hide until then?’

‘Hiding is no problem. The danger will come when we board because the whole deck was swarming with legionnaires when I went aboard and I was required to unmask before I could board.’

‘But I can not …’

‘I know,’ the halfman said. ‘Let’s adjourn to some cooler and less public place and I will consider the problem. I have an old comrade that runs a trading house just a little along the front street. He will be surprised to see me, but we will be safe in his private rooms upstairs until it is time to go. Best of all, we can see the ship from his windows so we can literally keep an eye on the situation.’

‘I wish we knew what had happened to the others.’

‘Duran leads the myrmidons because she is the best of them, not because she is chieftain of Myrmidor. Fridja was next in line for the job. If she cannot save them, there is no hope for them.’

Ember gave the halfman a surprised look. ‘I thought that Duran was chieftain of the Myrmidons.’

He chuckled. ‘When we are aboard the Wildwind and there is time, I will tell you the story of how Duran, who was named heir to the chieftain of Myrmidor, came also to lead the myrmidons. But in the meantime, let us go.
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segue …

The watcher was weary, its sense of purpose decaying. It segued to where a woman sat, stroking a cat. Her grief was palpable and her aura sagged grey and yellow at the rim; bruise colours. Her eyes were on the iridescent eternal eye of the television and, for once, she was watching it.

‘It’s time I stopped thinking about myself,’ she murmured. ‘I need to be reminded that having someone you love leave is not the end of the world.’

The cat on her lap purred and butted affectionately at her belly and the watcher saw how the cat’s aura nudged and nuzzled at the woman’s aura and at times even merged with it. This was remarkable because auras seldom merged and mostly those that did were the aura of a child and mother or father, or those of lovers. Cross-species aura-merging was rare because it required a humility of spirit on the part of both creatures. It was difficult enough for animals but almost impossible for humans, whose arrogance was so colossal that it opposed their ability to evolve. That this woman and the cat had achieved a sort of benevolent symbiosis was incredible. The watcher was not surprised to find the Song woven about the pair and it could not help but see this as a sign of hope.

It segued, for on Keltor, the blonde woman was waking and another parting was inexorably shaping itself …
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My daughter was the first true born soulweaver, and I lay her within the

Dark Chamber, as my brother bade me. There was much fear in this for

she had only seen four turns of the seasons. Yet I did as he asked …

When she came out blind, I wept and cursed Lanalor. But then my child

spoke to me: ‘I am not blind, Mother. I see more than I saw before.

Things that were hidden are visible to me.’ And then did I understand the

double-edged gift Lanalor had bestowed … My daughter could not see

much that ordinary folk saw, and so did her friend Rhiad offer to protect

her and guard her, and I rejoiced, for Rhiad was courageous. I have often

wondered if Lanalor foresaw that, as well.


THE ALYDA SCROLLS

Wake Glynn …

Glynn stirred because the voice calling her had been both familiar and urgent.

‘I … I’m here,’ she whispered, and then waves of pain crashed over her and she groaned, remembering the moments leading up to the accident – the headlong dash from the citadel and then the crash. Glynn could only guess that the aspi had trodden on the dangling rein and had flipped the vehicle right at a sharp turn, so the carriage had gone sideways instead of on top of her; sheer luck that she was not dead, crushed under the weight of it. Of course there was no voice any more than there were bells, though she still seemed to hear them ringing even as she fell. What a stupid disastrous thing to have happened.

She touched her temple gingerly. It hurt and her fingers encountered a wet stickiness at the centre that she supposed must be a puddle of congealed blood. Her heart began to pound but she forced herself to examine the wound by touch, without moving more than her hands and arms. She was relieved to find that the source of the blood was a long, deepish gash at the hairline which seemed to have sealed, apart from a small part still bleeding sluggishly. She felt her whole head then, just as she would have done if she had been performing first aid. There was a bump on her forehead and one of her eyes felt swollen and sore to the touch, but otherwise there seemed to be no sponginess that might indicate serious head injuries.

The feinna link agreed that she would not die of the wounds, so Glynn sat up slowly.

Her head swam from the movement but she fought the dizziness and nausea grimly, knowing that vomiting would probably make her faint. She lay very still, trying to relax, and waited for the world to stabilise about her. Overhead were trees thick enough to hide the sky and, somewhere very near, she could hear the swift gurgle and splash of fast-running water. The colour of the light diffused through the leaves made her think it was very early morning, which meant that she had lain unconscious for most of the night. That was the sort of thing doctors from her world would find worrying. On the other hand, feeling as bad as she did, it had probably been best for her to lie still for a time.

At last, she sat up very slowly. There was no sign of the carriage, but it had to have landed nearby. She seemed to be right in the middle of a bush. Trying to get to her feet, she gasped at a stabbing pain in her hip, and prayed she had not broken anything. Fortunately it was only the broken end of a branch piercing her thigh. Shoving it aside, she clambered shakily out of the bush and winced as her feet hit solid ground. It seemed she might have wricked her ankle, but she could rip some cloth off her tunic and make a bandage that would support it. Not yet though. Limping, she pushed her way through the dense bush to the road.

There was no sign of the carriage in any direction, but the swerving tracks of the wheels and the mashed greenery told their own tale. Glynn turned slowly, looking back the way she had just come. The carriage had gone over her, therefore it must be deeper in the trees. Ignoring her aches and pains, she pushed her way back through the trees, thinking worriedly of the feinna.

Her senses told her it was unharmed and still sleeping, but she would not feel happy until she had it safe in her arms. She was also worried about its long sleep, but the feinna link informed her that it had gone more deeply into sleep to protect itself from the jolting in the carriage.

Glynn supposed bemusedly that it was the same principle that allowed paralytic drunks to survive potentially fatal car accidents without a scratch.

Now she could hear the running water more clearly, and saw a narrow gorge just ahead. From the smashed greenery, it was immediately clear that the carriage had bounced on the bank and then had fallen into the gorge. The only thing that kept her from panicking was the assurance from the feinna link that the youngling was safe.

Crawling towards the broken away lip of the bank, she discovered the watery noises had come from a stream running swiftly along the bottom of it, with a narrow bank either side which rose steeply to ground level. The stream was perhaps three metres below her, and although it was not terribly wide it looked swift and deep, and the course was studded with rocks that churned it to rapids. The carriage had fallen straddling the stream, the shafts and harness and the entangled aspi jammed into the bank on one side and the back wheels embedded on the other. A hasty examination of the bank in either direction told her that at certain seasons the water would rise and probably overflow the bank, although at the moment the body of the carriage was a good metre above water level.

But even as she watched, the bank crumbled away a little and the carriage shifted, sinking slightly. Horrified, she saw that, far from being wedged securely, the carriage was actually balanced, and might at any moment slide into the water. If that happened, the feinna would drown; Aluade too, Glynn realised, guessing she must be unconscious else she would have been screaming and shouting threats. Abandoning all concern for her injuries, Glynn threw her legs over the edge of the gorge and slid on her backside down the narrow bank to just above the water level. Even this caused a minor landslide and the carriage sank further. Heart thudding, Glynn made herself slow down as she edged closer to the shafts where the aspi lay very still. It had probably broken its neck in the fall. She eased past the animal and saw that the door to the carriage was slightly tilted away from the bank where she stood. The only way to look inside would be to get on top of the carriage, but there was every likelihood that her weight would push it lower. Yet there was no alternative. Taking a deep breath and expelling it, Glynn eased her body along the shafts to the carriage, and slid along it on her belly. Nothing happened and, encouraged, she went forward until she was lying full length on the carriage. Whatever she had done to her hip was aggravated by the movement, but she ignored the pain. Having come this far, she was immensely relieved to see that the body of the carriage was cracked along the side where the door was, the gap just wide enough to get both the feinna and Aluade out.

‘Aluade!’ Glynn called, thinking the woman would surely be prepared to help keep herself alive.

She was startled by the loudness of her own voice. Flyt calls, which she had not until then noticed, ceased, leaving a deep silence. But there was no answer from the carriage. Glynn made herself take three long, slow, calming breaths before closing her fingers around the split and hauling herself forward until she could see in the window. Aluade’s head lay at an impossible angle and Glynn understood at once that she was dead.

I killed her, Glynn thought, feeling sick.

Below her the water swirled and churned noisily and she might have lain there indefinitely if the aspi, which she had taken for dead, had not suddenly begun to thrash and struggle. Its movements rocked the carriage dangerously, and dragged it low enough that the water began to lap and suck at its underside. A coldness flowed through Glynn at the knowledge that she had very little time in which to save the feinna and probably herself as well.

The aspi began to whinny in fear, for the poor thing was now also sinking into the water. Glynn wanted to help it, but the feinna’s plight was more immediate. Craning her neck, she saw the wicker cage, apparently unscathed. She reached her hand through the gap and managed to hook her fingernails into the webbing and pull it up, but the basket was too wide and stiff to fit through.

There was a grinding metallic sound from somewhere, and Glynn froze for a moment, then she began to pick frantically with her spare hand at the webbing, trying to unwind it enough so that she could reach in and lift the little animal out. The problem was that she could not use both hands because she had to hold the wicker cage up. She worked as fast as she could, trying to think of nothing but the task at hand, but she kept breaking the webbing so that she would have to painstakingly pick another end free. Fear made her clumsy because she had the feeling that every second counted now.

The carriage creaked again and tilted so that she suddenly slithered forward. Only her feet, hooked over the edge of the carriage, prevented her sliding into the water, though her ankle protested violently. Somehow she had managed to keep hold of the cage and she continued to pick at the webbing, cursing ferociously and steadily under her breath. Again the strand broke and the hole she had made was still too small. She bit her lip and began grimly to unpick another strand when the carriage lurched.

‘Please!’ Glynn gritted, with no idea to whom she addressed her plea.

Then she spotted Aluade’s hand which had fallen towards her, the fingers still closed tightly about the draakan knife. Glynn gave a cry of joy and prised the knife from the lifeless fingers, thinking what an irony it was that this knife, designed for sacrificing lives, was to be the means of saving one instead. She slashed recklessly at the basket and reached into the gaping hole. For one awful moment she thought the feinna was not inside, but it had merely slid up to one end. When she reached deeper, her fingers brushed fur.

The carriage began to shudder and she realised that it was beginning to break up under the punishing force of the water. She lifted the feinna out gently, too frightened even to breathe, and careful not to hold it too tightly. Then, resisting the urge to hurry, Glynn wriggled backwards with the feinna in one arm and the knife in the other, stabbing it into the wood to give herself purchase.

Dimly she heard the bubbling scream of the aspi which began to kick and shudder again as its head was pushed under the water. The carriage tilted back and suddenly Glynn was sliding feet first towards the water. She stabbed the knife into the wood and desperately tried to reach out with her mind to soothe the terrified aspi.

‘One second more and I will come to you. Just keep still,’ she crooned, feeling for the bank with her feet. At the same time, she continued projecting reassurance and comfort and, though she could not tell if the beast understood, or received what she sent, it was still. Glynn gave a sob of relief as her feet felt the bank at last. Heart in her mouth, she eased herself off the carriage. She was trembling from head to food with tension and muscle strain, but she turned and thrust the feinna up onto a ledge and, ignoring the burning pain in her abdomen, she floundered to the aspi and dragged its wedge-shaped head out of the water and onto her lap. It gave a few shuddering gasps of breath, and looked into her eyes. For a moment, Glynn was frozen by the connection she felt with the animal. Then the carriage lurched and began to slide into the water. Cursing and clinging to the harnessing, digging into the bank with her feet, she slashed frantically at the straps.

‘One second, my beauty. One more second.’

She cut through the final strap holding it to the carriage and the aspi almost trampled her as it lurched free and fought its way clear of mud and water to leap up onto the bank and thunder away.

‘No need for thanks,’ Glynn gasped, too weak with shock and strain even to get up. She sank back onto her haunches and began to laugh weakly and, at the same time, hot tears began to spill down her cheeks. She wept a short tempest of tears that drained the tension from her, and then, incredibly, she slept a little, propped up against the filthy bank. When she woke, she felt very calm, though it seemed that every bone in her body ached and there was an ominous grinding pain in her abdomen and her ankle felt stiff and swollen. The blood had also begun to flow from her head wound again. Lifting her hands to wipe her eyes, Glynn realised that they were black with mud. She crawled forward and washed her hands in the icy water, then she cupped some up and drank thirstily. As she rose unsteadily to her feet, gasping at the various pains she felt, what remained of the carriage finally gave in to the current with a splintering crash. As it swirled free of the bank it rolled in the water and Glynn was chilled to glimpse the limp salute of a pale hand. Aluade.

She watched until the carriage was gone, shaken, though she could not feel guilty. She had not wielded a knife to take the woman’s life. Aluade had made the choices that brought her to such an end by becoming part of the mechanism that threatened the feinna.

‘I was trying to save the feinna,’ she murmured, and she scooped the little animal into her arms and cuddled it gently. Once more she felt the golden flow of warmth pass between them, backwards and forwards, for in this moment, they were both needing and comforting.

Then she heard its stomach rumble. When it woke next, the feinna link confirmed urgently, the youngling must eat well.

It may not eat as well as it should, Glynn thought, but it will wake free.

Climbing back out of the gorge, she thought that she hadn’t wanted Aluade to die, but she was pragmatic enough to know that her death simplified things. No one would be able to go back and report what had truly happened in the carriage. She doubted the carriage driver would know what had hit him, and the two men who had watched her in the nightshelter would not have much to tell. Of course the Draaka would be furious to find they had lost their trakkerbeast, but initially at least any search would begin in the citadel, and it would be severely hampered by the fact that they had lost their two most useful messengers. Even if someone should eventually come out along the road and even look into the gorge, there was no sign on the bank that the carriage had ever been there other than a few cut pieces of strapping and a lot of hoof prints and gouges which the water would soon smooth away. Because the carriage had flipped from the road, there were not even any visible broken trees to reveal where it had gone off. All she need do was scuff away the road markings.

Glynn stopped in the act of binding her ankle, suddenly realising that Aluade’s death meant that the dreadful vision of the draakan ceremony and Solen’s sacrifice was false! Relief was so great that she had to force herself not to sit down and start crying again. Brushing a branch over the road to smooth the dust, she knew she must put some distance between them and the crash site, just the same. She looked around. The blunt tip of Skyreach Bluff was visible through a gap in the trees above the road. She would make that her destination. She would gather food for the feinna on the way, and find water to tend her wounds and, tonight, she would climb the bluff.

It struck her that she could try to contact Solen again from the heights. Callstones worked better from heights, so why not her sort of mental reaching out as well? They might be too far apart, of course, but if not, she could let Solen know what was happening and he would be able to send someone.

Cheered, she set off without further ado along the road, keeping to the verge. It would be safer going overland, but the road seemed to make a direct path for the bluff, and it would be quicker. She was careful to stay close to the tree line and was confident that, if someone approached from either direction, her feinna senses would alert her well before she became visible to them.

She had been walking for perhaps two hours when it became clear to her that she had vastly overestimated her endurance and underestimated the effects of the crash. She was limping badly now, and there was an intermittent pain in her abdomen sharp enough to make her gasp. She would be lucky if she made it to the Bluff by dark, let alone managed to scale it. When the road began to curve decisively away from Skyreach Bluff, she was forced to leave the path, and in a very short time, she realised that she could not go on any longer. It was just past midday when she gave up and sank down to sleep in a mossy depression under an overhanging branch. She had not managed to forage for a single thing, and now she curled herself around the feinna and told herself that she would only sleep for an hour or so, then she would hunt for some food for the feinna. There must be something, or what did flyts and the small creatures she heard racing about in the undergrowth eat? Unless they were all carnivorous.

She was just beginning to doze when she heard Solen’s voice and felt the awkward but tender groping of his mind for hers.

‘Solen?’ She sat up, ignoring the concert of aches this set off. His reaching spar was weak and tenuous, but it was definitely him.

Glynna-vyre! Where are you?

Glynn summoned up what energy she could and sent her mind spar out to mesh with his link. Solen! I am outside the walls of the city not far from Skyreach Bluff. I was in a carriage that crashed and …

By the Horn! Then it did happen? I saw it! But I thought it had happened within the citadel, and no one knew of any crash.

You saw it? She did not understand why there were only words now, and no pictures, but she was too relieved to question it.

Dreamed it. Felt it … Glynna, for some time now, I seem to have lived two lives, one as a man seeking to avert the destruction of all he cares about, and another as a man who walks in dreams where square towers rise into the clouds and carriages fly through the sky and songmaking flows from strange devices … Then I felt I heard you in my mind. I thought I was going mad from longing and despair. There were so many times I thought I felt you near me. Once I almost put an axe through my foot. Then there was the night I lay in my bath. After that I knew that the feinna birthing had made it possible for our minds to reach one another. I decided that the next time I felt you, instead of acting like a stunned aspi, I would try to reach back. I managed it the last time, but it was too brief.

Solen, I couldn’t get back to you straight away. I don’t know if it is the same for you but each time it takes me a while to recover enough to do it again. Then I forgot … Oh god, there are so many things to tell you. I should have told you sooner. Such stupid reasons kept me silent. Solen, I am a stranger on Keltor and those towers and devices you have dreamed are from my world, I think.

A stranger? he sounded dazed.

Remember the day you pulled me from the water onto the Waverider? I had just crossed to Keltor. I pretended to have lost my memory to cover the fact that I didn’t know where I was or what was happening. She could feel him wondering anxiously if she had concussion and rushed on. Solen, remember how you couldn’t figure out my sept from the way I spoke? I went to work in the minescrape simply because you told me that no one would ask questions there. By then I knew how dangerous it was to be a stranger.

What of your sister? You said she was on Ramidan.

My sister is real. I told you of her because I didn’t want everything I said to be a lie. I implied she was on Ramidan but the truth was that I wanted to go there to see Alene soulweaver.

You told me when we talked last that the Chaos spirit believed you would reveal the Unraveller?

It did. It also said that the Unraveller was here on Keltor. I … I think he might have crossed when I did, and that’s why the Chaos spirit didn’t know about me.

The Unraveller! But Glynn …

I know what you’re going to say, but he’s here. I am sure of it. When I was darklin thralled two nights ago I had a vision of Coralyn saying that the Draaka had said that the Chaos spirit had told her he was on Iridom.

Iridom, but why would the Unraveller go there? And when were you darklin thralled?

The Draaka sent me to Tarsin with a gift of a darklin and he took it into his head to make me invoke it. As to the Unraveller being on Iridom, I know it sounds mad, but Iridom is closer to Darkfall than Ramidan. She thought of Aluade, and it occurred to her to test the veracity of the remainder of the darklin vision. I saw other visions, too. I saw that the Prime was actually working for you or the Shadowman.

That was a true seeing, Solen said, sounding startled.

Oh god, then the rest of it might be true. Solen … I … saw her killed in a haven ceremony because the Chaos spirit had found out the truth. We have to warn her. Thank goodness the delegation is still confined to the apartment because nothing can happen until they are free to move about. She hesitated, trying to think how to tell him the rest, but he spoke first.

Glynn, last night, Tarsin summoned the Draaka to him, and this means that although there was no formal ceremony, the formalities are complete and she and all of her party are now free to do as they wish and go where they will on Ramidan.

Oh no. Solen, you were in the vision too. You were tied up on the altar and they meant to sacrifice you. Solen, you have to get away from Ramidan … Oh, but you can’t leave because of the Edict bell.

The Edict bell rang again last night to allow Fulig to land. So anyone may now travel. But Glynn, even if I could bring myself to flee Ramidan, it is said that the swiftest path to disaster is to try to evade a soulweaving.

But Solen, I am afraid for you. To her horror, Glynn realised that the link was weakening.

Solen said, We must ask Alene soulweaver for advice. You are …

No! Glynn said, cutting him off firmly. If the Unraveller is here, he will most likely be with her, and I can’t risk leading the draakira to him. I have to get away from Ramidan and go straight to Myrmidor. The connection began to dissolve. Solen!

Come back to the city, Glynna-vyre, Solen sent, but the words were faint. I will have someone watching at the tide gate at dawn tomorrow. Look for a closed carriage with a waterflyt painted on the door.

Then he was gone.

It was good to feel him, the feinna sent, and only then did Glynn realise that it was awake. Belatedly she understood that the link had held as long as it had only because the feinna had delicately strengthened it. That must be why they had only been able to speak and not see one another.

We longed for him, sisterling, the feinna explained, and again the sweetness of its compassion rolled over her.

There was a terrible accident … Glynn began.

I saw in yourmind, the feinna sent gravely.

You are well?

I must now find food for I should have nourished myself sooner. I am very weak but soon I will be well.

You … you know what sort of food you can eat? Glynn asked. She had half-expected to have to explain about foraging, which would have been difficult given her lack of success so far.

I know from my dam and also I will learn what will nourish, it sent, clearly amused at her question. It spoke as if it were soothing a child. And the humour in its tone! Its mother had not understood humour at all. I am not my motherling, the feinna sent, reading her thoughts. Rest. I will forage for sisterling also. Rest.

Glynn understood then what she ought to have done immediately. The feinna was now mature. She ought to have known it from the increasing complexity of its communications. The birth bond was gone. They were linked only because the He was maintaining contact; maintaining it out of concern for her. And just like that, she understood that the moment had come for them to part. That was why it had connected her to Solen, because there would be no more mind-reaching without it. That must also be why it had withheld itself from the communication. Glynn crushed sorrow and sent firmly but gently, No, you must go and seek out food and also others of your kind, beloved brotherling. Our ways lie apart now.

She had half-expected, perhaps had even hoped, that the feinna would disagree and beg to stay with her, but the animal actually crooned its approval. Glynn was humbled, then, at the realisation that she had been so certain of her superiority that she had thought the feinna would need to be instructed to go and find its own kind. Instead it had not been certain that she would be adult enough to accept their parting.

What if there are no others of your kind? Glynn asked, fighting tears.

I will be lonely and my life will be unnatural, but I will live and learn and I will seek out the beloved manthing and we will be pack when you are gone to the othersisterling who smells of death.

Glynn licked her lips at the accuracy of its description of Ember. I love you. I wish we had more time.

The feinna made no such human declaration. Instead it rubbed its chin firmly over her hand, marking her with its scent. You bear my scent and I yours, it told her. Then for one last moment, a surge of its incredible compassion ran through her like gentle fire, and the little animal was gone with barely a rustle of leaves.

Glynn wept then, but as much out of gladness and admiration for the radiance of the feinna’s spirit as out of grief at knowing that she would not see it again nor feel it in her mind. The feinna part of her rejoiced in the new maturity of the feinna; and her own maturity.

‘I grew because of knowing you,’ she whispered aloud; it was true, but she suddenly felt almost drugged by weariness and, lying down, surrendered to sleep.

When she opened her eyes, it was cold and it was night. Unexpectedly, she felt both refreshed and healthy. All of her pains seemed to have vanished, including the ominous stabbing in her abdomen. She groped for her ankle and found the swelling gone, the makeshift bandage loose. Unwinding it, she tucked it thriftily in her pocket, then she felt her forehead and discovered that the wound there had stopped bleeding. Somehow, the feinna had healed her. That was the only answer. It was its parting gift. She tried to be glad, but she was too conscious of the silence of her mind and the dulling of all of her senses. She would have to get used to being only herself again.

She rose. The sound of water nearby told her that a stream was close. It was a wonder that she had not noticed it the night before when her senses had been enhanced by the feinna link, yet she heard it now. Making her way towards it, she came upon a swift but deep stream that was probably part of the same stream that had flowed through the gorge where the carriage had crashed. She knelt and splashed water on her face, then she drank her fill before rising and trying to make out the silhouette of Skyreach Bluff against the stars to get her bearings.

‘There!’ cried a man’s angry voice and she froze.

A heart-stopping moment passed before she heard more voices and realised that the man’s voice was perhaps half a kilometre away. A trick of the wind or water must have carried it to her so clearly. She squinted about until she spotted light flaring against the treetops here and there, and guessed there must be a whole mob of men with torches crashing about in the undergrowth. She would have heard them at once with her feinna hearing.

Cursing her weak human senses, she crouched down and began to move very quietly along the bank of the stream. If the worst came to worst, she would jump in and take her chances with the current. She was startled to hear the unmistakable sound of hoofs pounding at a reckless gallop and realised that the road must have doubled back on itself. There were more sounds and she gathered from it that there were several carriages approaching as well as the men pushing into the undergrowth.

The pounding hoof beats slowed to a stop, and then there was the sound of an exchange, sharp and urgent, though she could not make out any words. Obviously the two groups had converged and were consulting one another.

Please let them all ride on, Glynn thought.

Suddenly she heard the sound of a horn and the chilling, unmistakable baying of trakkerbeasts. Then, very near, over the shouts of the men and the baying of beasts, came the sound of running footsteps.

Someone was running directly towards her!

Before Glynn could think what to do, a boy pelted out of the trees. She had time to notice that he wore expensive clothing, and was running as hard as he could, looking behind him, before he crashed into her. He fell backwards under the force of their impact and then gaped up at her in astonishment to see her grasping her belly and trying to get a breath. Glynn noticed that his trews were torn and filthy and one leg seemed to be covered in blood.

‘He went that way. Get him! And this time, hobble him, you fool!’ a man shouted.

Hearing this, the boy struggled frantically to rise, but whatever strength he had possessed had been used up. He gave Glynn a look that contained many things, but not fear. ‘I do not know how you are here or why, myrmidon, but if you are not a dream, then help me,’ he whispered urgently, and with a faint but definite lisp. ‘The men looking for me are green legionnaires with trakkerbeasts. They have been holding me prisoner and now mean to kill me.’

Glynn thought that if there was a blackwind, it had surely made her its special pet. Then she stepped forward and ripped away part of the boy’s bloodied trouser leg. He gasped, but Glynn wasted no time in explanation. Taking him under the arms, she lifted him and ran ten paces away from the river. Ignoring his stifled groans of pain, she heaved him into the sturdy lower branches of a tree, knowing that her own scent would be of no interest to trakkerbeasts if they had been given a specific scent to follow. She ran back to where the boy had fallen and trailed the bloody scrap of cloth along the ground towards the river and along the bank for some way then hurled it into the water. It snagged on a root then swirled away only to catch more securely on a spiky green water plant a little downstream on the other side.

‘This way!’ a man shouted.

Knowing she had only seconds to hide herself, Glynn turned and hoisted herself up into the nearest tree. It was thin and had too little foliage, but she shinned up and out along a branch hanging over the water, until she had a clear view of the tree where the boy was hidden. She then made a screen of leaves for herself by bending and weaving branches into a hide, crossing her fingers that the boy would not faint from loss of blood and fall out of the tree on top of his pursuers.

The trakkerbeasts were first to come hurtling out of the trees – three of them. Glynn had not seen the beasts before, but they were very large and stocky and looked to be a cross between pig dogs and wild boars, containing the most savage aspects of both animals from her world. They sniffed the ground where the boy had fallen and then they followed the bloody trail she had laid to the water’s edge, whining and snarling and pawing at the water. A man appeared, crashing through the trees after them. Although clearly not a legionnaire, he was obviously Iridomi and Glynn guessed that he was the handler or trainer of the trakkerbeasts. A green-clad legionnaire burst through the trees after him and then another and then three more. In a few minutes there were fifteen men standing along the bank of the river, peering in.

Glynn wondered what on earth one skinny boy could have done to warrant such a pursuit, and so far from the citadel. Had he stolen something of great value, perhaps? But why would they first imprison him and then decide to kill him? Unless he had been exaggerating in order to gain her sympathy. Glynn considered this only a moment before dismissing it. Whatever else the boy was, he did not have the eyes of a liar.

‘Looks like he fell in,’ the handler said to the legionnaires. He pointed downstream, to the scrap of cloth Glynn supposed. ‘He was going fast enough and there is a strong current.’

‘Perhaps,’ the older legionnaire began looking around.

Glynn watched him and wondered uneasily what these men would do to her if she was discovered in the vicinity of the missing boy. She was sure to be regarded as some sort of accomplice and the only way to save herself would be for her to tell them she served the Draaka. Whereupon she would be taken to the Draaka. And they would want to know what had happened to Aluade …

She cursed under her breath. What an awful irony to be captured simply because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Although from the boy’s point of view, she supposed that she had been in the right place at the right time.

To her dismay, the leader of the legionnaires was now ordering his men to fan out and search thoroughly. Fortunately the legionnaires seemed to assume he meant to look along the bank, but the animal handler had returned to the place where the boy had fallen and was staring down, frowning. If he knew anything of tracking, he was sure to see her own tracks, though she had tried to leave no obvious marks.

The older legionnaire was pacing about, fortunately over the place where she had stood, looking fed up. ‘If we go back without a body as proof that the boy is dead, we will all suffer. She will see to it.’

She? Glynn wondered. Did they mean Coralyn? It seemed likely, for who else would command that tone of uneasy respect from her legionnaires? But what interest had Coralyn in this lisping noble lad? Glynn noticed that the animal handler had begun to drift towards the tree where the boy was hidden.

‘What about one of us getting that bit of cloth as proof?’ one of the legionnaires suggested.

‘She will want the body,’ the other said sharply. ‘A bit of bloodstained cloth will not do.’

‘Water looks clear. Nobody there,’ said one of the legionnaires, peering in. His superior gave him a look of fury and booted him in the backside, sending the man headfirst into the icy stream.

‘Ahjhjh!’ he cried, choking and spluttering as he fought to rise in the powerful current. ‘It’s freezing.’

‘Make yourself useful. Look for the boy while you’re in there,’ his captain snapped. ‘And get that piece of cloth.’

The others began to laugh, and the commotion distracted the handler, drawing him away from the boy’s tree, but Glynn noticed with cold fear that one of the trakkerbeasts had begun to snuffle about under it. Worse, she was horrified to notice a dark and unmistakable trickle of blood making its way down the trunk of the tree! Within seconds, the trakkerbeast would scent the blood and begin to bay.

Remembering the ease with which she had been able to soothe the half-drowned aspi, Glynn desperately shaped a desire to run free and unfettered and pushed it at the trakkerbeast. She had little hope of affecting it without the feinna link, but she could not bear to do nothing. To her astonishment, the trakkerbeast ceased its frantic sniffing and looked unerringly in her direction. Heart in her mouth, she did not understand how it had become aware of her, but rather than howling its triumph, it went on staring and her amazement turned to bewilderment because she now thought that she could feel the animal’s puzzlement.

Now she realised, almost as clearly as if she had been told by the dry voice of the feinna link, that the trakkerbeast was not naturally savage, but had been drugged into a killing rage that would enhance its tracking skills. Glynn was vaguely aware of the wet legionnaire being helped up the steep bank, but she kept her mind and attention focused on the trakkerbeast, letting the feinna part of her mind guide her. Clearly she did retain some vestige of her feinna abilities, and so now, rather than trying to control the trakkerbeast, she found herself instinctively offering it her own fear of discovery. It was a plea of sorts and gradually she felt the animal’s positive response. It did not know what she was, but her ability to communicate her emotions seemed to make the animal feel that she was pack. The feinna too had spoken of pack, which seemed to mean something far deeper to animals than it did to humans.

‘So, Belar,’ grunted the green-clad handler, coming to the trakkerbeast and slapping the creature’s meaty rump. Glynn held her breath because, if he glanced sideways, he would see the blood, but despite the danger she was in, part of her rejoiced at the idea that she had not lost all that the feinna link had brought her. The older legionnaire suddenly called all of the men to him and when they were assembled he said, ‘It is too dark to see properly, even with torches. We are going to have to camp back on the road and search this area again in daylight. We will start here in the morning and fan out in both directions. I will leave a marker and we will send word back that the gates will have to be watched constantly. There must be no chance for the boy to get back into the city.’

Glynn could have groaned because it meant that she could not head back to the citadel to meet Solen. And she had no idea if she still had the means to contact him mentally to let him know what had happened now.

‘What if we do not find a body?’ the animal handler asked the legionnaire captain as they began to move away.

‘We must catch the boy or find proof that he is dead. The chieftain will accept nothing less.’

So it was Coralyn, Glynn thought, wondering again what on earth the boy had done to incur her wrath to make her want him dead. This thought preoccupied her without result for some of the hour she waited in the tree before daring to move. She wanted to be certain no one had been left behind to spy, and no longer trusted her human senses enough to accept the evidence of her ears and eyes. She tried without success to reach Solen, but realised that, while her mind and senses were vastly less powerful than they had been when she was birth linked to the feinna, they were nevertheless still better than her old ordinary human senses.

At last she jumped down from her perch, dropped straight into a crouch and listened. There were no shouts of triumph or telltale movements. Reassured, she crossed to the tree where she had put the boy, but he had climbed higher. She called out softly to him to come down, but he made no response. Glynn sighed in irritation and climbed up into the tree, only to find the boy unconscious. She was impressed to see that he had removed a belt and had strapped himself to the branch so that he would not fall. His torn leg was still bleeding slightly and, after she freed him and lowered him to the ground, she took the time to pull the bandage from her pocket and bind his leg firmly. Then she dragged him over her shoulders in a fireman’s lift and began to walk upriver, searching for a place where she could cross over to the other side.

She walked on though her shoulders burned, but stopped when her legs began to tremble because she knew from her training that this was a sign that they were about to give out. It was moments before Kalinda rise and she guessed that she had walked about seven kilometres. Not far enough to be perfectly safe, but far enough to allow her to rest for a little. It had been tough going fighting through the undergrowth carrying her burden, but she had decided against crossing the river when she found a place where she might have done so. Instead, she had walked into the water and had trekked along this way for a kilometre before coming out at a deliberately unlikely place, choked with trees. If the trainer allowed them to follow her scent, the trakkerbeasts would lose her trail at the crossing place and it was quite likely that the searchers would assume she had gone across there, and would waste time hunting about for clues.

Since coming out of the water, she had been working her way to the other side of Skyreach Bluff, driven by the desire to put something solid between them and the legionnaires. She had promised herself that when she reached the Bluff, she would try again to reach Solen, though she was very much afraid that she might no longer be capable of communicating with him in this way. She was acutely aware that a carriage with a waterflyt crest would even now be waiting for her at the tide gate. Fortunately, as an agent of the Shadowman, Solen was likely to hear of the Iridomi search force outside the walls of the citadel, and even if he did not know the reason for it, he would quickly realise that it had prevented her from keeping their appointment.

Flexing her aching shoulders, she knelt beside the unconscious boy and brushed his hair from his brow to get a better look at him, but his eyes fluttered open and he stared, clear-eyed, up into her face.

‘You saved my life, woman,’ he whispered, the lisp in his speech clearly the result of his chipped front tooth.

‘More likely I saved you a beating for thievery,’ Glynn said. ‘And do not call me woman. My name is Glynn.’

‘And I am Anyi,’ the boy said with a touch of haughtiness, but his eyes were slightly unfocused.

‘I am pleased to meet you,’ Glynn said, wondering if he had been named after the mermod.

The boy, who now gave her a puzzled stare, said, ‘I hurt my leg escaping from the legionnaires, but it was better to have my leg cut rather than my throat.’

‘What did you do to make the chieftain of Iridom want you dead?’

‘I got in her way,’ the boy said in a flat, calm voice, and for a moment it seemed to Glynn that she had mistaken his age, for there was a bitterness in the words that seemed to belong to a much older person.

‘We had better keep going,’ she said, and told him quickly what the legionnaires had said.

‘I do not think I can walk,’ he told her softly.

‘I will carry you,’ Glynn answered, rising. The boy stifled a groan as she hoisted him onto her back, but he did not complain. When Glynn asked again exactly what he had done to invite the fury of Coralyn, the boy was silent and she realised, from the limp weight of him, that he had fainted.
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If the dark fate of the Unykorn can be Unravelled

my own salvation must come, Lanalor said.


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

Taking advantage of the boy’s unconsciousness, Glynn set a fast pace and made good time because she was no longer deliberately choosing the most difficult path. By midday she had come upon the road again and, within an hour, she was very close to Skyreach Bluff. When the road curved away in the opposite direction suddenly, she stopped, indecisive. There was every likelihood that the road would probably wind back again, but she did not want to take the chance of having to backtrack when she was so close to her goal.

Resisting the impulse to rest for a bit, she set a straight course for the now looming hill, which rose from the flat plateau about it rather like Uluru rising from the desert, though it was not as great in girth. There was a lot of bare and weathered-looking rock showing and, although it was relatively steep, she thought it would take her no more than two hours to climb the hill. The lack of cover meant that the climb would have to be done at night, because even though she was coming up on the blind side of the hill, someone might ride from the opposite direction and have a story for the searching legionnaires about a figure climbing the bluff.

She would tend to the boy and make some sort of camp, because of course she would not be able to carry him up with her. She wanted to see where the legionnaires were, and also get an idea of the terrain about. She was also hoping to reach out to Solen from the heights.

But for now, she had better think about finding food. Water was no problem because she had passed numerous small streams, but she was light headed and hollow gutted from hunger. She had gone past gnawing hunger pains into a sort of heightened mental state that was the usual purpose of fasting, but when this passed, she would be weak and sluggish and there would be no possibility of climbing a steep hill, let alone tramping for kilometres with a boy slung over her shoulders like a sack of wheat. Her thought processes would dull as well, which meant there was far more chance of her making mistakes when she most needed to have her wits about her.

She felt sick at the thought of eating meat, but if it was a matter of survival, she would do so without feeling her ethics compromised too much.

She found a smooth, grassed area under a thick-trunked tree and gently laid down the unconscious boy. To her dismay, she found that one whole side of her clothing was saturated with blood. The bandage she had applied had fallen off somewhere, and the boy’s leg had begun to bleed again. It might even have done so the whole time she was walking, for the boy’s face was as white as paper and his skin clammy cold with shock. Swearing to herself for failing to check the bandage, she ripped at the ragged hem of her dress and bound the leg up firmly and efficiently, this time taking care and using two thin branches to splint it lightly. She did not worry about cleaning the wound because the running blood would have flushed it out. She laid down her coat and rolled the boy into it, then covered him with a thick eiderdown of dry leaves and soft grasses. Next she found a streamlet, saturated her dress and came back to dribble the moisture between the boy’s lips. To her intense relief, his throat worked slightly. She went back and forth until he ceased to drink.

Only then did she return to the stream to slake her own thirst and wash the sweat and blood from her skin, but it was not until she had removed her dress and was pounding the blood from it that she saw fish nibbling at a bulbous-looking plant growing from the bank under the water. Her stomach growled and she wondered if this was the secret of foraging on Keltor. She reached down and felt for the plant, twisting off one of the bulbs.

It had a coarse brown skin like kiwi fruit, but felt softer inside. She peeled back the skin and found a pale pinkish pulp with a bland scent. She did not dare taste the flesh in case it was a poison as virulent as curare or snake venom, in which case one lick would be the end of her. But she harvested a skirtful of the water bulbs, and also some tube-like water berries, carrying them carefully back to where the boy lay. He would identify them when he woke.

Inspired, she became more ingenious and soon she had gathered thick, cucumber coloured pods she had found hanging on the underside of some leaves, and a tough fibrous root that grew, potato like, under small lumps in the ground. She also found some tiny sticky red seeds at the base of a spiky plant, and her triumph was to discover a bowl-like gourd whose contents might or might not be edible. Once she had scooped the mess out onto a leaf, she would at least be able to collect water in the gourd. By the time she had scoured the gourd out with sand and flattened her dress on a rock to dry, the sky was the colour of tomato soup and her energy was definitely beginning to flag.

She had scouted back to the road during her foraging, seeing no sign of legionnaires or anyone else, and as the Keltan wilderness seemed not to contain any dangerous wild animals, she decided to sleep. She was so tired that she was unlikely to be able to force herself to stay awake in any case. She would have to trust to what remained of her feinna instincts to wake her if there was danger. She checked the boy, feeling his skin and pulling back the coat and his shirt to press her face to his chest. His heart and breathing were steady. Covering him again, she carefully loosened the bandages to see if the bleeding had stopped and was startled to find herself sniffing for infection, although her human sense of smell would not have been able to detect it until the smell of putrefaction set in. Refastening the bandages, she stretched out alongside him, wondering again exactly how much remained of her feinna abilities. When she had the time and leisure, she would do some tests. She drew the edges of the coat as close as they would go about the two of them, and scraped a layer of leaves over them again before closing her eyes. For a moment the world seemed to spin as it did after swimming in a strong surf, but Glynn sent up a brief prayer to the powers that be to let them sleep undiscovered and unharmed and fell asleep almost at once, utterly worn out from tension, physical activity and lack of food.

For some time, she slept deeply and dreamlessly, but later she drifted into a peculiar dream that seemed more about smelling than seeing. She had the dim impression that she was sniffing and snuffling at the base of a cliff where a cave had been obscured by a rock fall. She could smell something sweet and enticing and was anxious to find what had caused the scent. She-feinna? Younglings? Only gradually did she realise that the scent was very, very old, and her disappointment was intense as she turned away.

She woke suddenly, wondering if the dream meant that she was still linked to the feinna at some level. If so, then its search for its own kind had so far been fruitless. She hoped, for its sake, that the dream had been only that, and the youngling was even now learning to live among its own kind.

It was dark, but she had no way of knowing how long she had slept. On impulse she decided to try to reach Solen again while she lay there. She closed her eyes and concentrated, imagining her longing rise up and weave into a reaching spar. She seemed to feel her will groping outward, but it lacked focus and it did not connect, not that time nor the next time she tried, nor the next after that. Disappointed, she gave up, wondering sadly if the reaching out she had seemed to feel was no more than the phantom limbs some amputees claimed they felt itching.

The boy beside her began groaning and muttering in his sleep and Glynn turned on her side and stroked his head gently and absently, wondering what she ought to do next. She could climb the bluff but, not knowing the time, she might be halfway up the edge and find dawn approaching.

‘Who are you?’

Glynn looked down to find the boy awake and gazing up at her. To her surprise, he shifted suddenly and put his arms around her. She was startled and slightly mortified to feel that he was not so much a child as she had imagined. She pushed him away and got up hastily, reassessing his age upwards.

‘I thought you were a myrmidon when I ran into you, and you certainly acted like one. But you are not, are you?’ he said.

‘I’m not,’ Glynn admitted, ‘but looking as I do has caused me a dreadful lot of bother.’

‘I can imagine,’ the boy said with a grin of sympathy. He struggled to sit up, wincing slightly at the movement.

‘I was going to climb the Bluff and see if the legionnaires are still searching the road but I’m afraid it might be too close to daylight to risk it,’ Glynn said.

The truth was that she was also too deeply disheartened by her inability to make the slightest contact with Solen to want to try again, even from the heights.

‘There is no point. Even if the legionnaires are not visible, you can be sure that they will be watching the city gates for me,’ he said firmly. ‘They can not afford to let me get in and talk to anyone, you see. Then he frowned at her in sudden bemusement. ‘Did I tell you my name was Anyi?’

‘You did, and I told you that mine is Glynn. But we have more important things to do than to exchange names and addresses.’

‘Dresses?’ Anyi echoed.

‘Never mind,’ Glynn sighed, and warned herself to be a little more careful with the things she said. ‘Is there any way we can get into the citadel without going through the gates?’

Anyi shook his head and the colour left his cheeks. ‘You had better not move around too quickly. You lost a lot of blood last night,’ Glynn warned. ‘Maybe you’d better lie back down.’

‘No. I just felt dizzy for a bit. You are a caster?’

‘You might say that I have been casting about for some time now,’ Glynn said laconically. ‘What did you do to make Coralyn imprison you and then want to kill you?’

The boy looked at her for a long moment as if he were trying to understand something. Then he shrugged. ‘I overheard something I should not have heard, and now, I must tell it to those who need to hear it. You must help me.’

‘I thought I was helping you. What did you hear that was so dangerous?’

Anyi hesitated again, then he said. ‘I heard Coralyn and Kalide talking about imprisoning Chieftain Fulig after the bonding ceremony between Unys and Kerd the day after tomorrow.’

‘She can’t do that!’ Glynn cried. ‘Kerd would never forgive her.’

‘I doubt he will come to know of it, if Coralyn has a hand in it. But you speak of Kerd as if you know him,’ the boy observed.

‘I do. He is a friend,’ Glynn said and, despite all that had happened and even her grief at losing her contact with the feinna, naming Kerd a friend gladdened her.

‘Oh, you have food,’ the boy said suddenly, and leaned over, wincing, to examine the fruits of her foraging. Glynn watched him take up one of the brown water bulbs, break it open and bite into the soft pulp, then she did the same. It smelt bland but tasted of the lightest, creamiest cheese, and saliva spurted into her mouth as she ate. Between them, they finished the bulbs and then the boy frowned at the brown roots, before peeling and eating several as dutifully as if they were a not-much-loved vegetable. Glynn did the same and grimaced, finding it like a ginger root, both in taste and texture. She was disconcerted when Anyi took up one of the tube-like water berries and wagged it at her with a mischievous smile. Puzzled but concealing it, she ate one and found it sickly sweet, but once she had swallowed it, her whole mouth tingled and she felt more alert. So, it was some sort of mild stimulant and maybe more than that given the boy’s leer.

But when he uncovered the sticky red seeds, the boy looked aghast and then suspicious. ‘Why do you have killseeds?’

‘You never know when they might come in handy,’ Glynn answered lightly, feeling slightly sick at the thought that she had almost given in to the temptation to eat one of the tiny seeds.

The boy studied her then he said, ‘You will have to dry them out before they can be used or the taste will warn the person you want to kill.’

‘Do you think I don’t know that?’ Glynn said loftily, getting to her feet. Then she thought of something. ‘There must be people wondering where you are. Your mother and father, or friends?’

The boy gave her a peculiar look. ‘My mother and father are upon Fomhika, and so will know nothing of what has happened. And my friends and allies were told by Coralyn’s legionnaires that I am ill and can see no one. She knows that I would be believed, for who would doubt Tarsin’s heir?’ He sighed heavily. ‘I only wish I knew what happened to Feyt. She went to the city on the day I was caught to see someone. I fear that the legionnaires captured her when she returned, to stop her letting people know I had vanished.’

Glynn gaped at the boy. ‘You … are the mermod?’ she stammered incredulously, unable to take in that the much-mentioned successor to the Holder’s throne was little more than a child!

‘Of course I am,’ Anyi said. ‘That is why Coralyn wants me dead.’

Glynn stopped and stared across the mirror surface of the lake at the tiny hut on the other side, and wondered if she was doing the right thing. It might be better just to leave the boy now and go rather than risk getting mixed up with the soulweaver to the Holder. It was odd how her determination to see the soulweaver had so completely reversed, but it now seemed to her that there were many good reasons to avoid her, not the least of which was the chance that the Unraveller might be with her. But Solen had talked of contacting Alene for advice when they had last spoken, and with the gates to the city blocked and no feinna abilities to aid her, there had seemed little choice but to acquiesce to the young mermod’s command that he be brought here.

But what if the Unraveller was here as well? She had sworn to herself not to go anywhere where she might encounter and therefore endanger him. Yet it was idiotic to turn away on the very doorstep of the soulweaver’s hut, and surely the Unraveller must be on his way to Darkfall by now, especially given that the Edict bell had been rung again, freeing ships to depart. And the soulweaver would be able to tell her why she had come to Keltor and how she was to get back home. Besides, Anyi had to be got to the hut. He had fallen unconscious again and, if she just left him, it might be hours before he was discovered.

She took a deep breath and continued on the narrow path leading around the water, marvelling at the brightness of Aden’s light. The boy had said they were not far from the soulweaver’s hut but it had taken most of the remainder of the night to reach it. To be fair, that was partly because they kept away from the road. Fortunately they had been able to follow a stream which Anyi had said would lead them to the lake beside which the soulweaver’s hut was built, so it had only been a matter of tiredly plodding on and ignoring the weight on her back and arms.

The lake itself was little more than a large pond and almost perfectly oval shaped. It was also as still as a mirror, and the night lay reflected within it. Passing close by it, Glynn found herself staring, wearily mesmerised, into her own reflection. Some thought hovered, concerning the reflection and her own situation, but she was too tired to concentrate, and it would not come.

As if he sensed the journey’s end, Anyi stirred and looked around. Before she could stop him, he had taken a deep breath and bellowed out a greeting. Glynn was almost startled into dropping him. The door to the hut burst open to reveal a powerful-looking blonde woman, with bound hair and a belted tunic like Duran’s, unmistakably a myrmidon. ‘Anyi! Thank the Horn!’ she cried in mingled anger and relief. Then her eyes fell to his bandaged leg. ‘What has happened? Who are you?’ This was aimed at Glynn.

‘She is a caster though she looks like a myrmidon,’ Anyi said eagerly. ‘She helped me after I escaped from the green legionnaires.’

‘Green … Anyi what in the name of Lanalor is going on? Days past I go out of the apartment for two hours telling you to do nothing, and I return to find you gone, leaving a note telling me you are coming here. Then I get here and Alene has not seen you …’

‘I did not leave any note!’ Anyi cried. ‘I did go out for a little while. I wanted to find out what Coralyn was going to do about my brother. I heard her and Kalide talking about Fulig and my father. I did not hear what they said about Poverin, but they are going to imprison Fulig straight after the betrothal ceremony tomorrow night. Then that sneak of an Asa caught me. Horrible man, creeping about. He’s worse than ever since Kalide questioned him about what happened to the visionweaver. Anyway, he dragged me off to Coralyn and she told the legionnaires to put me in a cell and to arrest you when you came back to the palace. Then yesterday morning they came and took me out to the wilderness. They were going to kill me and blame it on you. But I got away.’

‘And you just happened to be in the right place to rescue him?’ This to Glynn who did not like the way the older woman was regarding her.

‘Possibly it was the wrong place for me,’ she said tersely, thinking that this grim-faced myrmidon was disappointingly unlike the laughing, charismatic Duran. ‘I had no idea the … uh … mermod was there until he ran into me.’

‘I did! I ran right into her. And she pushed me up into a tree and led the trakkerbeasts away just like a myrmidon out of a ballad.’

‘Do not exaggerate, Anyi,’ Feyt said repressively. ‘We should go inside. That leg needs proper treatment.’

‘I am not exaggerating!’ Anyi protested indignantly.

‘Perhaps not, but you talk as if what has happened is a game rather than real events where people suffer and die. Grow up, Anyi.’

‘I do not understand why you are so angry …’ he began.

‘You do not understand? We have been worried about you, boy! And if you had done as I asked instead of creeping about prying into matters that are not your business, you would not have got hurt and you would have arrived here with me.’

Glynn could not help herself. ‘If he hadn’t crept about you wouldn’t know that Coralyn was plotting Fulig’s imprisonment.’

The myrmidon gave her a long look. ‘What stake have you in all of this, caster? If you are a caster.’

‘She is a friend of Kerd’s,’ Anyi said.

‘I am not sure that is any recommendation right now, given all the trouble that young man is causing,’ Feyt reached out and scooped Anyi effortlessly from Glynn’s aching arms and, although she was glad to have the weight taken from her, she immediately felt redundant. Nevertheless she trailed after them to the hut door, trying to decide what to do. All at once, she was not so sure she wanted to tell her complicated story in the hearing of this stiff, angry myrmidon who would doubtless sneer and question everything she said. And yet where else could she go?

Suddenly the myrmidon was back, free of her burden. ‘You had better come in,’ she said abruptly.

A surge of anger at her brusqueness gave Glynn the energy to draw herself up and say coldly that she would be on her way. ‘I helped the boy, but this matter of legionnaires is none of my business.’

‘Enter, and we will speak of what is your business,’ invited a low sweet voice, and out stepped a slender, plainly dressed woman with long, sleekly beautiful black hair and a smooth ageless face. Her eyes seemed, in Aden’s greenish light, to have the same odd silvery quality as Ember’s blinded eye. The woman could only be the soulweaver Alene but she was nothing at all as Glynn imagined. Neither a voluptuous but aging beauty who had seduced and betrayed men like Argon and Tarsin, nor the interfering hag of popular draakan mythology. Nor yet was she a frail old woman radiating goodness and wisdom. She emanated mystery and seemed to Glynn as fey and lovely and sternly distant as a star.

‘You … you are Alene?’ Glynn asked, thinking how very odd it was to finally meet someone, almost by chance, whom she had been seeking so desperately only a little time before. She wanted to ask if the Unraveller was inside, but knew that she could not possibly begin that way.

‘I am indeed she, but I do not know you,’ Alene responded graciously. ‘Let us offer you our hospitality and we will talk.’ She held out a slender unadorned hand and Glynn put her own in it and let herself be led into the hut by the blind woman. Feyt came in behind them, shutting the door hard. The dwelling was as simple inside as it had looked from without, being a single room warmed by a fire in a wide hearth with two battered chairs and a bench drawn up to it. There was a younger, dark-haired myrmidon leaning over the fire stirring a pot and the walls on all sides were hung thickly with bunches of fresh herbs and flowers and berries which gave off the sweet, faintly decaying spice of autumn. The only other furniture was a bench table in one corner piled with dried herbs alongside a large mortar and pestle, two low beds against the wall and a mattress made up on the floor. The only light in the room came from the fireplace and a single lantern hung over the bench table.

Glynn wondered suddenly why they were all up so terribly early.

‘How is it that you did not see this?’ Feyt asked almost accusingly of the soulweaver.

Alene frowned. ‘I told you that the boy was safe and would come to us, and I told you that you must not go back to the citadel or you would die.’

‘You implied that Anyi would come here alone. You said nothing about him being a prisoner of Coralyn’s legionnaires!’

‘To ask, even by implication, why I did not see everything, Feyt, is a novice myrmidon’s question and not worthy of you. And yet, there is something in what you ask, for even when this girl’s hand lay in mine just now, she was utterly opaque to me.’

Glynn opened her mouth to say she knew not what, but she sneezed explosively several times.

‘She saved me from the legionnaires and tore up her skirt for bandages, and you act like she is a criminal,’ Anyi said hotly from the bed nearest the fire.

‘The mermod speaks true, Feyt.’ Alene turned to Glynn and gave her a gentle push towards the fire. ‘Sit. Warm yourself and Tareed will serve you some food.’ younger myrmidon regarded Glynn with a mixture of frankness and curiosity as she handed over a bowl of thickish broth. Glynn took it and sat to eat it with a murmur of thanks, realising that the younger myrmidon must be the second of the soulweaver’s traditional protectors.

‘I am pleased to greet you,’ the myrmidon said eagerly.

‘I am Glynn,’ Glynn began, then stopped because the other girl was gaping at her.

‘You are Glynn?’

‘Yes,’ Glynn said, wondering uneasily why her name should occasion such amazement. She looked around to find Feyt and Alene looking no less stunned than the younger myrmidon. Only Anyi looked as puzzled by their reaction as Glynn felt. ‘Is … is something wrong?’ she asked at last.

Alene answered, sounding almost amused, ‘Nothing is wrong. I was merely wondering how it was that I had failed to foresee the coming of a stranger.’

‘You are a stranger!’ Anyi cried in delight. ‘Of course. That is why you did not say any of the proper things when I told you who I was! That makes two strangers that I have met in my life.’ Then his face changed. ‘But you must be …’

‘Whisht,’ Alene hissed and the sightless eyes turned unerringly to the boy. ‘Let us go gently now.’ She turned back to Glynn, her expression once again serene. ‘We have much to say to one another, Glynn, but eat first and rest a little, for I know you are weary.’ She turned a forbidding face to Anyi who, from his expression, had opened his mouth to argue, and he subsided. Glynn could hardly blame him. How strange to be faced down by a blind woman.

But she wondered very much why they had reacted the way they had to her name. Was it possible that Alene had foreseen her coming to Keltor, without seeing her face? Indeed how else could the soulweaver know her name and the fact that she was a stranger. Despite her curiosity about what that vision might have shown, Glynn was glad enough not to be interrogated at once. She sniffed surreptitiously at the broth to be sure it contained no meat but, only when she had managed to blow the liquid cool enough to sip, did the thought buzzing about her mind settle.

If Anyi had met another stranger, it could only be the Unraveller. Glynn prayed that the man would not return, and tried to think how to broach the subject of the Chaos spirit’s predictions concerning her. The thought of trying to explain made her feel even more weary and she decided that, rather than trying to tell a long complicated story, she would simply answer all of the questions put to her and explain further when it became necessary.

Feyt refused a second bowl of soup and began to prowl about restlessly like a panther wanting to tear someone’s head off while the soulweaver unwrapped Anyi’s bandages, using water to soak them free where the blood had glued them together, and spoke to the boy in a low voice. Gradually their quiet words became audible to Glynn, almost as if her feinna hearing was activating.

‘… see all things,’ Alene was saying gravely.

‘I am not a child. And that was not an answer.’ A fleeting sternness in Anyi’s voice made him sound older and Glynn looked across at the boy and realised that he was not truly a child. It was only that he was thin and small-boned.

Alene only said evenly, ‘You are not a child, that is true, but nor are you yet a man, for a man who gives his word is bound by it.’

‘I did not promise Feyt to stay locked in the apartment,’ Anyi said, scowling.

‘You gave the impression of promising, which is worse, for there was an intent to deceive in it.’

‘A wise Holder needs deceit. You told me that.’

‘Deceit at need only, and always tempered by wisdom,’ Alene corrected. ‘Lies too easily become a habit. Do you think you are wise, Anyi?’

The boy flushed and finally shook his head, wincing as Alene began to probe the wound. She produced a phial of reddish powder and sprinkled it liberally along the wound, saying, ‘This will stop the pain for a little while.’ She drew a needle from a white block of soap-like matter, threading it with a black twine. Seeing it in the hands of the blind woman, Glynn felt slightly sick, but Alene’s movements were neat and deft, as if she was able to see, and the boy hardly seemed to feel her needle in his flesh, wincing only once or twice.

The soulweaver suddenly said, ‘To know one is not wise is the beginning of wisdom.’

That she was almost exactly quoting Wind startled Glynn. She was not aware of reacting in any obvious way, but the soulweaver’s silver gaze turned in her direction. Glynn looked away, unable to cope with the ambiguity of a blindness that nevertheless allowed its owner to look through your skin.

Anyi suddenly sat bolt upright. ‘By the Horn! I forgot. Feyt has not told you yet, but, Alene, I overheard Coralyn and Kalide talking about Fulig. He is in terrible danger! Coralyn …’

‘I have woven what Coralyn and her corrupt son plan for the Vespian chieftain, lad,’ Alene murmured.

Anyi looked disappointed and, remembering her own quick words to Feyt, Glynn flushed. It seemed that they had not, after all, needed the boy’s warning. No wonder Feyt had not reacted to Anyi’s news. Alene went over to the table where there was a bowl of water and washed her hands, and Feyt stormed outside, muttering that she would get some more wood. Nursing her half-emptied bowl and warmed by the broth inside and by the fire outside, Glynn’s eyelids began to droop inexorably.

Alene returned to Anyi’s side to lay her hand over the stitched wound. Glynn woke up a little to watch the healing. Anyi himself seemed largely unimpressed by what was happening to him and Glynn supposed that watching Alene healing with her hands on Keltor was to Anyi the equivalent of watching a doctor in her own world splint a leg. She became gradually aware that Anyi kept stealing covert and possessive glances at her. Remembering the enthusiasm of his embrace when they had been sleeping beside Skyreach Bluff, she was very relieved when Alene insisted on giving the young mermod a sleeping potion.

‘Oh no, Alene, I do not want to sleep yet! We have to talk and decide what to do. And I want to hear Glynn’s story, and we have to tell her …’

‘You must sleep,’ Alene said firmly. ‘Your blood is thin and you need to recover as quickly as possible.’

‘Why?’ Anyi asked anxiously. ‘What have you seen?’

‘Much, Mermod, but we will talk of it after you have slept. Now drink.’ Anyi looked mutinous, but suddenly he yawned and shrugged.

‘All right. But I want to hear everything when I wake.’ He drank, then he lay back against his pillow and before Alene had finished pulling up his blankets, he was sound asleep and snoring softly.

Alene went to her work bench and Glynn returned her gaze to the fire, wishing someone would tell her to go to bed and sleep. She would need no potion. Then Alene was beside her, removing the bowl of now cold broth and giving her a steaming mug of what smelled like honeyed water. ‘Drink this. It will stimulate your mind,’ she said. ‘I know you are fatigued but we must talk before you sleep.’

Glynn sipped at the liquid. It tasted as innocuous as it smelled, and yet immediately she felt more alert. Her mouth tingled just as it had done when she had eaten the tube-like water berries with Anyi and she wondered if they were one of the ingredients in the brew. She opened her mouth to ask, but at that moment Feyt re-entered the hut with an armful of chopped wood. She strode over to the fire to unpack it in a neat pile, emanating tension and a waft of cold early-morning air.

‘Sit, Feyt, and you too, Tareed. The boy is asleep and we must talk,’ Alene said.

‘How did you know I was a stranger? And how is it that you knew my name?’ Glynn asked, forgetting her resolve only to answer questions put to her.

Feyt interrupted before the soulweaver could answer, saying, ‘Look, I know this girl is important but Fulig is more important and I do not understand why we have done nothing to warn him of what Coralyn plans.’

‘Warning him, as you wanted to do, would have meant that he would not have landed on Ramidan, and it was necessary that he do so.’

‘What if Coralyn kills him?’ Feyt asked. ‘Or is that necessary, too?’

‘Do not judge me,’ Alene said coolly. ‘Each action causes a myriad of reactions, and each of those causes more actions. It is always more dangerous to interfere than to leave matters to take their course because one could never see all ends of all actions, and that interference may well provoke a terrible reaction.’

Tareed asked eagerly, ‘You mean it might stop the Unraveller from freeing the Unykorn …’

‘Stop!’ Glynn said, and her sudden cry was loud enough to make Anyi stir before settling back to sleep. ‘I … Please don’t talk about the Unraveller in front of me. You see there is a prediction that I will betray him to the Draaka and so I mustn’t know who he is or anything about him or what he means to do. Of course I wouldn’t betray him willingly, but the Draaka said that I won’t be able to help myself.’

‘What do you know of the Draaka?’ Feyt snapped.

‘But the Unraveller is not a …’ Tareed spoke at the same time as her older comrade.

‘Silence,’ Alene thundered, and they both looked at her. ‘We have spoken of the Unraveller and also of this stranger Glynn, and what her coming might mean. I have warned you that matters hang in balance and much is unknown or only partly understood. Now I tell you that we must go carefully now. Let Glynn speak and we will listen. Glynn, what is this prediction you speak about?’

‘It was a prediction made by the … oh this is hopeless. You have to let me tell you from the beginning. It will be quicker if you just let me tell it without questions.’

Alene nodded. And so Glynn told the whole long story after all, beginning with her walk on the beach with Ember in her own world, her crossing to Keltor, her rescue by Solen and healing by Argon. Alene did not react to the exile’s name. Glynn went on to tell them of her time on Acantha with Solen, and her work in the minescrape as she tried to amass coin enough for a passage away from Jurass and Acantha. Then she told of Solen’s apparent death and her finding of the darklin which she had so fatefully attempted to sell to the haven, only to be trapped there.

‘So the Shadowman was right. They drug visitors,’ Feyt muttered wrathfully. Then later, when Glynn spoke of the feinna she said, ‘A feinna? But that is not possible. There are none left …’

Glynn ignored the interruptions, for although she was hoarse and weary, she was lost inside her own story which was the story of falling in love with Solen and of the wondrous union with the feinna.

‘You are saying that a draakira was bonded to a She-feinna and you to them both?’ Feyt interrupted once more, sounding incredulous.

‘Hush, let her tell it,’ Alene said. ‘We can ask questions later.’

Glynn described her attempt to escape the haven and the chilling voice of the Chaos spirit announcing that the Unraveller had come at last, and commanding that the Draaka travel to Ramidan to find the promised hero. She told of her deeper bonding with the She-feinna, and of the invitation from Coralyn, predicted by the Chaos spirit. When she spoke of finding out that Solen was alive on the journey to Ramidan, Glynn kept the story bare. Both Feyt and Tareed looked impressed when she spoke of Duran’s offer.

Glynn sighed. ‘So many times after we parted, I wished that I had told her the truth, but I had feared that she would not understand about me being linked to the feinna and …’

To her surprise, Feyt burst into incredulous laughter. ‘A myrmidon not understand about pack …’ She used the word in the feinna sense, and Glynn was puzzled, but Alene was again urging her to continue.

So she told of Bayard’s drowning and of the feinna birthing. Sounding breathless even to her own ears, she described the younglings, each born dead until the incredible mental and spiritual merging which the dying She had forged between Glynn and its lastborn to allow it to come to life. She tried to explain what that birth link had felt like but human words would not suffice.

‘I felt it …’ Alene murmured and they all looked at her. ‘I did not understand what it was until this moment, but as I segued one night, I sensed an enormous and potent connection being woven. Something which had never been, and the forging of which changed everything forever after in some small or great way. But I did not have the impression of two connecting. There was another.’

Glynn nodded, feeling suddenly shy. ‘Solen was part of it. I’m not sure how great a part, but the primary link was between the feinna and me. We had been … talking when Bayard fell into the water and Solen was with me during the birthing, trying to help me save the younglings. When the She … changed me, he was drawn into it as well. Linked to me and the feinna, though not as strongly as we were to one another.’

‘And?’ Alene asked, her expression intent.

Glynn understood what was being asked and a sadness flowed through her. ‘Afterwards I could smell and see and hear better. I could … sense people’s emotions and I could even affect their emotions, though I was never very good at it, and it made me terribly tired and numb. But the main thing was that I could communicate with the feinna in words. Of course I didn’t know all of that until later. Right after the birth, I just knew that my normal senses were sharper, especially sight and smell.’

Glynn wept when she told of the death of the She. She tried to explain about how it had been crippled by its bond with Bayard, while she had been enhanced by her bond with the little He, but the need to use human words and concepts again hampered her. For this reason, she did not even try to explain about the memory garden, or her ability to enter the feinna and see out of its eyes.

‘You speak of these feinna powers in the past tense,’ Tareed said alertly.

Glynn nodded and felt suddenly close to tears again. ‘Because they are past. The birthing link was temporary. When the feinna matured enough, the link dissolved. In fact it happened just before Anyi ran into me outside the citadel.’

‘You are no longer bound to it?’ Feyt asked, and now there was, unexpectedly, compassion in her eyes.

‘I can still see and hear and smell better than I used to be able to do, but I can’t reach Solen and I can’t feel the feinna any more.’

‘Even to have the memory of such a bond is a brightness that never dims,’ Feyt said, and to Glynn’s confusion, the big woman’s eyes glinted with tears.

‘You are exhausted, Glynn, I know,’ Alene broke in gently, ‘but we need to hear the remainder of your story. Can you manage it?’

‘Maybe with some more of that tea or whatever it is.’ And as Tareed boiled more water and prepared another tisane, Glynn told of her arrival on Ramidan, and her refusal of Solen’s offer of help, explaining that she had believed that her swiftest route back home was to see the soulweaver Alene, whom she had believed to be in the palace.

‘You wanted to get back to your world?’ Tareed asked, handing her a hot mug and looking puzzled. Perhaps she wondered that Glynn would want to leave a world where she had bonded with a feinna. Glynn realised then that she had left out the main part of her story. So she explained how she had accidentally invoked the darklin on Acantha and had seen Ember lying on a pale bed in a pale room. Then she told them about Ember’s illness, and her self-imposed role as protector of her sister.

‘So, you were a myrmidon protector of your sister in your own world …’ Feyt murmured with strange formality.

‘In a way, I suppose,’ Glynn said. ‘But the thing I am trying to say is that it is for Ember’s sake that I must go home. I came here to see you and find out what I had to do to get back.’

‘Back?’ Feyt echoed blankly.

‘To my world,’ Glynn said impatiently.

‘But there is no way back,’ Alene said gently.

Glynn felt as if the carpet and maybe the ground had been pulled from under her. ‘I … I thought that I could just use the portal that brought me here, if that’s how I came …’

‘The portal is a mystery that only Lanalor understood, and perhaps even he did not fully understand what it was that he had wrought,’ Alene said.

‘So … all of the other strangers who came here …’

‘Stayed,’ the soulweaver said with gentle finality. ‘Either they took on Keltan identities or they remained on Darkfall where they would be safe from persecution.’

‘Did any of the other strangers … want to go back?’

‘Most, to begin with,’ Alene said. ‘But many of them ended up being contented here. Not all. Some killed themselves in despair or because they believed they had gone mad, while others were so reckless that they deliberately courted death – another form of self murder. You have heard of the Scroll of Strangers?’ Alene’s silver eyes seemed to bore into Glynn’s.

How does she know where I am? Glynn wondered. How does she know where my eyes are? ‘I have heard of it,’ she stammered. She could not seem to grasp the fact that she was not going to be able to go back.

‘Most of the stories of strangers are recorded there. Perhaps one day you will read them and add your own tale. I am sorry for your disappointment, but go on, please,’ Alene told Glynn.

It was easier to think of the past than of the future, and so Glynn turned her mind to the palace and the events there. She described meeting Kalide and Kerd and Unys and Aluade, and she told of the trip to the library, the exposure of the feinna link, her second entrapment by the Draaka. And finally, she told of the darklin gifted to Tarsin, and all that she had seen in it. She drank the last of the tisane to wet her throat and, in a few bald sentences, she related her escape from the citadel, and her final communications with Solen.

‘That’s all,’ she concluded. ‘I tried to reach to him again when we were camped at Skyreach Bluff, but it was no use.’

There was a silence and Glynn watched the play of emotions on the faces of the three women, the false alertness created by the tisane a thin crust over a yawning chasm of exhaustion.

‘Thoughts, Feyt?’ the soulweaver prompted, turning her face to the myrmidon. ‘But let us focus on the moments at hand rather than metaphysics and legends. And let us for the moment disregard the darklin vision which may be largely false.’

Feyt said, ‘Practicalities then, and immediacies. If Coralyn is prepared to kill Anyi and capture Fulig, she is ready to make her move to take the Holder’s throne. I wager that it will involve an uprising by the draakan hoards, beginning with those on Ramidan. Either Tarsin has degenerated enough to be completely manipulated by his mother, or Coralyn means to kill him or declare him insane and replace him with Kalide. I know it will take a quorum of five chieftains to put Kalide on the throne as an interim chieftain, but she may try to force it through with less, and she will succeed if the Draaka has her hoards riot and cause trouble enough to distract the other chieftains. She can then have Kalide summon up a Holder’s armada.’

‘For what reason?’ Tareed asked, looking horrified.

‘There are any number of possible reasons. The ostensible one would be to recapture Bleyd and to examine the nature of Darkfall’s involvement in the attempted assassination.’

‘Ostensible?’ Alene echoed. A question.

‘Coralyn will claim that the misty isle is rebelling against the Holder when they know that Bleyd is bound for Darkfall. She knows they will refuse to hand him over to Kalide.’

‘But if what Glynn heard is correct, the Draaka will want the Unraveller before she will allow her hoards to serve Coralyn,’ Alene murmured. ‘But the Unraveller is not on Ramidan.’

Glynn stared at her. ‘He … he is not?’ She was startled to find that she had said it aloud and flushed guiltily when they all looked at her.

‘The Unraveller left this sept by ship, but we do not know if that ship has yet reached Myrmidor,’ Alene said.

‘The darklin vision had it that the Chaos spirit forced the Unraveller to go to Iridom,’ Glynn said.

‘A darklin vision is not reliable,’ Feyt replied.

Alene only said, ‘Tar, thoughts?’

‘Two things,’ the younger myrmidon said. ‘I was thinking that it was strange the legionnaires did not come here to look for Anyi at once, since they must know he would head here.’

‘Probably there it is still thought that the mermod is in his bed, ill. Coralyn might even plan to use Anyi and his supposed illness, for if Tarsin is dead or not able to rule then, theoretically, Anyi has a chieftain’s vote and could agree to give way temporarily to Kalide,’ Feyt said grimly. ‘Of course, sooner or later, the legionnaires will come here.’

‘They will be here by this evening,’ Alene announced dreamily, and Feyt sucked in a breath of alarm.

‘When did you weave this?’

‘Just now,’ the soulweaver answered, blinking rapidly. ‘It came to me when you spoke. Green legionnaires come to arrest us and return us to the citadel. You and Tareed and I and Anyi if he is here. But they believe he is dead.’

‘We must not be here when they come.’

‘You will not be here,’ Alene agreed. ‘Nor Glynn nor Anyi. Only Tareed and I.’ Her face became smooth and her voice flat and distant. ‘We greet the legionnaires and I thank them for coming to escort us back to the citadel for the betrothing. They are confused. They ask casually about you, and I tell them that you came looking for Anyi, but left at once in a fury when you found that he had not come. I tell them that you think he has played a prank on you. They agree to escort us to the citadel but say we must leave at once. I say that is exactly what I want.’ Alene shuddered and ran her hand over her eyes. ‘You were right in guessing that Anyi’s disappearance is being kept secret from the palace, Feyt. Of course the green legionnaires know the truth, but my apparent ignorance will make them unsure of what to do. Especially when I am so willing to come with them. The fact that you are missing will worry them and because they will fear to make a mistake, they will decide to escort me courteously to the palace. Let someone else deal with me, they will decide.’

‘I will not leave you to face them alone,’ Feyt declared.

‘I will not be alone, and you will obey your soulweaver as you have always done, Protector,’ Alene announced, and there was a cool kind of love in her voice, but also absolute authority. ‘I will not be harmed by these legionnaires.’

‘But what about when you get to the citadel?’

‘I think that I will be told that you and Anyi are ill and contagious. I will offer my aid but will be told that a proper white cloak has been procured.’ Her expression grew stern. ‘We will not argue about this. I must go to Tarsin now. It is my duty.’

‘Tarsin does not want you!’ Feyt accused.

‘He does not want my duty,’ Alene said, sadly. ‘But if it will reassure you, I have seen that I will be present at the betrothing of Kerd and Unys.’

Feyt stood up and glared at the soulweaver as if she wanted to kill her. ‘And where was I in this weaving dream?’

Alene’s face became subtly stony. ‘You will have got Anyi and Glynn into the city,’ she said in a wintry voice. ‘Anyi will be in the care of the Shadowman and Glynn will be on a ship for Darkfall.’

‘Kerd would no more order Vespian ships about to please Coralyn than his father would,’ Tareed said suddenly and defiantly to the older myrmidon who looked somewhat taken aback at an attack from this quarter. Clearly it was an argument that they must have been having before Glynn’s arrival, and Alene’s mention of ships had kindled the younger myrmidon’s anger. ‘If that is what Coralyn imagines, she misjudges Kerd’s devotion to Unys.’ She poked rather savagely at the embers of the fire and Glynn warmed to the girl for her defence of the gentle Vespian.

‘If you don’t mind my saying something,’ she said apologetically, ‘it seems to me that you can’t do anything about Tarsin while he won’t listen to you and, since Anyi is the rightful heir, the main way to stop Kalide taking the throne is to keep the boy safe. You ought to send him to Darkfall.’

Feyt looked suddenly tired, ‘By ancient lore, Anyi can not leave Ramidan unless Tarsin does or when he journeys to be made Holder himself. Otherwise he forfeits his right to the throne.’

‘It is true,’ Alene murmured. ‘But you are right in saying that Anyi is the key to this matter of Holders. Although keeping him safe is only one part of it. The difficulty is going to be that Anyi must be seen to be alive, to claim the throne, and if Coralyn has control of Ramidan, that may be hard to manage. Especially if she claims to have the boy with her, because then we will have to produce him to substantiate our charges.’

Feyt frowned and sat down again, all the fire and anger seemingly burned out of her. ‘If Glynn is to be got on a ship, it had better be done before the betrothing ceremony.’

‘How will we get into the city with green legionnaires watching all the gates?’ Tareed asked.

‘I will think on it,’ Feyt said. She cast a look at the soulweaver and said rather bitterly, ‘But we can be sure that I will manage it if Alene has foreseen it.’

Glynn took a deep breath. ‘Look, you might as well know that I am not going to Darkfall. There is no point if I can’t get back home. As things are, I’d rather stay here and do what I can to help.’ She was thinking of Solen, although she wondered suddenly how he would view her now, all but stripped of the glamour of her feinna abilities.

‘You must go to Darkfall,’ Tareed burst out. Then she stopped, clearly aghast. Glynn could understand neither the vehemence of her statement nor the extent of her dismay at having voiced it.

‘What she means to say is that all strangers go to Darkfall to learn how to fit in on Keltor, to construct identities and to read the Scroll of Strangers and add their own notes for those who will come in the future,’ Alene said smoothly.

‘You said that before, but aren’t you forgetting that no more strangers will come now that the Unraveller is here?’ Glynn asked, and yawned widely. The tisane was losing its battle.

‘Decisions should be made with a clear mind. You need to sleep,’ Alene said, and she rose and led Glynn to one of the beds.

‘The blind leading the tired,’ Glynn muttered absurdly and lay down. She ought to wash and take her boots off, she thought.

And slept.

At one point, she half woke. Alene and Feyt were both behind the herb-strewn table talking in low voices as they worked. Glynn could not make out their words, but she found herself mesmerised by the soft thud of the pestle and mortar, and the unexpected delicacy with which the myrmidon twisted the paper packets of herbs closed.

Gradually she became aware that she could, after all, hear some of what was being said.

‘… still do not understand what her crossing can possibly mean,’ Alene murmured.

Feyt’s response was inaudible.

‘I doubt it,’ Alene answered. ‘From her words, it is clear that she half fears it but how could the Chaos spirit have brought her here? It has great powers in the Void. And more than we guessed out of it, since it was able to prevent us seeing the coming of the Unraveller. But it could not have that power.’

‘… created the portal for Lanalor?’

‘The Chaos spirit gave Lanalor the power to create it. That was their bargain …’ Alene emptied the powder she had created neatly into a bowl.

‘It amazes me that the girl has experienced so much and has met so many important people in the short time she has been here … might as easily be called a fool as brave and the Song protects fools, so the balladeers say.’ Now Feyt was transferring the twists of cloth to a small pack.

‘I do not think she is a fool. That she strove and risked so much in the belief that she could return to her own world, all because of her sense of duty towards her sister, is admirable. I am surprised that a myrmidon would not see it as such.’

‘My instincts say there is no evil in her, and Duran clearly felt the same. But it troubles me that she existed so well in the midst of evil. Can one do that and not be tainted? And what of these predictions naming her betrayer …’

‘These predictions do not seem so very clear to me,’ Alene said. ‘When first the girl overheard talk of the Unraveller, the Draaka was sent to Ramidan and bidden to use Lanalor’s signs to identify her quarry. Then here, Glynn hears that the Chaos spirit has named her its trakkerbeast, which implied Glynn is to locate the Unraveller. But then in her darklin dream, she hears that she is to be taken from Ramidan in order to betray the Unraveller who is now upon Iridom. In truth, I think the Chaos spirit has greater powers than we fear, but also less. It does not see this world clearly and, while Glynn obviously has some role to play, I think the Chaos spirit can see what that is no more than I can.’

‘She believes that the Chaos spirit does not see her as a stranger because it did not see her crossing,’ Feyt murmured.

‘She is obviously correct in saying that she crossed to Keltor at the same time as the Unraveller, but I believe that her invisibility to the Chaos spirit has more to do with her bond to the feinna.’

‘That story was remarkable,’ Feyt said. ‘She claims the link is broken but can such a link be broken?’

‘A child is weaned from its mother and eventually leaves her as an adult …’

‘But they are not mother and child …’

‘What is an unyk to his myrmidon?’ Alene asked.

What is an unyick? Glynn wondered and felt herself drifting away into sleep again.
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When night falls

and the dark song calls,

will you hear?

Will you tread the moon paths?

Will you sing the lost soul home?


SONGS OF DANAE

‘You said two things,’ Glynn said.

Tareed glanced at her, puzzled. ‘Your pardon?’

‘This morning when we were talking, after I had told my story, Alene asked if you had any thoughts, and you said there were two things, but you only mentioned one: why the legionnaires had not come here at once to look for Anyi.’

‘Oh,’ Tareed nodded. ‘The other thing I was going to say was that even if none of the Vespians would help Coralyn, there was always the Nightwhisper.’

Glynn thought for a moment, then remembered. ‘The ship that belonged to Fulig’s exiled brother?’

‘Yes. His ship is a renegade and it is said that Sharayde, who masters it now, will do anything for coin. I was thinking that maybe Coralyn had thought of using him to carry her legionnaires to war if anything went wrong with the Vespians. After all, it is likely he was part of the conspiracy to blame Bleyd for the poison sent to Tarsin anyway.’ She looked warily over her shoulder at Feyt.

Glynn sighed.

She thought that waking in the soulweaver’s hut had been one of those pure, unexpectedly perfect moments that would be a vivid memory even if she lived long enough to be terribly old and had forgotten almost everything else. The dimness of the hut bathed in the honey glow of the fire, the red shaft of Kalinda light cutting through the open door, the sweet smells of the trees and grasses flowing in and mingling with the scent of wood smoke and frying eggs and the scent of drying herbs – all had seemed so vivid and lovely. For a moment she had felt a surge of undiluted happiness just knowing such simple things could move her almost to tears with their beauty. Such memories sustained you through the grey times, Glynn thought, and wondered what memories sustained Ember. Now, I will be a memory to her, the thought came to Glynn as an ache.

‘Are you thinking about your home?’ Tareed had asked softly. She was making some heavy-looking golden pancakes on a metal plate laid across the fire.

‘I was thinking of my sister,’ Glynn admitted. ‘I told my father that I would take care of her, but I have failed.’

‘I do not think your sister would feel you had failed her,’ Tareed said, very seriously.

‘You are right,’ Glynn said sadly. ‘Once we were very close, but when she found out that she was dying she couldn’t seem to care about anything or anyone. It wasn’t until I came here that I realised Ember has lived most of her life waiting to die. But what she feels or doesn’t feel isn’t the point. I should have been there with her to the end. I promised it.’

‘You said … Ember,’ Anyi said. He had been sleeping but now he was sitting up in bed, his hair flattened against his cheek on one side. Their voices had probably disturbed him.

‘I did,’ Glynn said. ‘It is the name of my sister in my own world.’

His eyes widened. ‘But … that is the name of …’

‘The visionweaver who saved Tarsin?’ Glynn asked, smiling. ‘I know. I nearly had a heart attack when Tarsin asked me if I had seen where Ember was. For a minute I actually thought he meant my Ember. But of course she could not possibly be this visionweaver.’ It suddenly struck Glynn that these people had actually met the mysterious visionweaver.

‘The visionweaver …’ Anyi began.

‘No,’ Alene snapped. ‘For once, Anyi, be as the Holder you will become and obey the advice of a soulweaver. Say nothing more of this. Go and bathe in the lake.’

Anyi stared at her. ‘But she …’ he began.

‘Anyi,’ Feyt growled. ‘You stink of blood and sweat. Go and bathe.’

Anyi gave them both a long hard look, and again he seemed for a moment to be more man than boy with a mind, perhaps fairly enough, to resent their assumption of authority over him. But suddenly he turned stiffly on his heel and went out of the hut. At a signal from the soulweaver, Feyt went after him.

Alene came over to Glynn and sat down. ‘She will warn him that he must be careful what he says to you. We have spoken of this prediction that you mentioned and we have agreed that it will be better to say nothing to you of any matter connected to … to the Unraveller, as you have asked, and there is a connection, we believe, between the visionweaver and the Unraveller. I will say no more of that. There is another thing I wanted to say to you. You have decided not to go to Darkfall, but I think you should reconsider, especially if you are concerned for your sister.’

‘You mean one of the soulweavers will be able to see how she is?’ Glynn asked. The thought had occurred to her, but she was not sure if she wanted to see Ember without being able to help her.

‘I will say only that many of the questions you thought to have answered by me, will be answered on Darkfall. And if it is true that there is a possibility of your causing harm to the Unraveller – I can not say that it is not true, though it seems very unlikely to me – then you are right in believing that there is less chance of doing harm if you are on Darkfall. And if Solen of Acantha feels as you do, then he will be waiting for you when you return.’ Glynn felt confused, for she had deliberately glossed over her relationship with Solen. The soulweaver was the least blind person she had ever met, and she wondered what it must have been like to have been Argon, living on an island of mist with all of those blind women who saw too much. No wonder he had been as he was, and maybe it had been inevitable that he would fall in love with a soulweaver.

Alene carried the fragrant flat cakes to the table and began to prepare a buttery-looking sauce, summoning Tareed to help her. Left alone, Glynn sat frowning into the ashes, trying to decide what she ought to do. She was still there when Anyi returned, hair dripping into the collar of his borrowed shirt. He looked less angry but he cast a few doleful looks at Glynn, and she guessed that he felt she should be trusted with the identity of the Unraveller, because she had saved his life. He was young enough to see it as a simple matter of honour, as if matters of honour were ever simple.

Alene suggested that Glynn bathe, too. ‘You will find it refreshing and, by the time you come back, the meal will be ready.’

‘I think I will,’ Glynn said, accepting a towel from Tareed. She was being got out of the way, but she was glad enough to have the solitude to consider Alene’s advice … or had it been an order?

By the time she had sluiced herself down in the icy water, dried and dressed in a pair of Tareed’s trews and a long shirt of Feyt’s, she had made up her mind that she would go to Darkfall. In part because of what Alene had said about learning what was happening to Ember, but mostly to ensure she caused no harm to the Unraveller. It had shaken her that Alene had even admitted the possibility that she would betray him. The other reason was less clear, but it was connected to Solen. She had longed to be able to stay on Keltor with him, but now that she knew she could not return to her own world, she felt like a castaway. It would have mattered less if she was not also aware that, having communicated as no humans had ever done in either of their worlds, the two of them must rely on clumsy human words to communicate from now on. The thought made her feel uneasy and inadequate. After all, they had never even embraced. What if the deepest intensity of their feelings had been merely a side effect of the feinna link? They had been attracted before the birthing link had connected them so profoundly, but Glynn feared that, having experienced love with feinna-enhanced sensibilities, anything less would not be enough. For either of them.

Yet maybe it was only a matter of getting used to being herself again, and that might be another good reason for travelling to Darkfall.

True to her word, Alene had breakfast ready when Glynn returned to the hut. She accepted a platter of pancakes, discovering that they were delicious and unexpectedly crunchy, and she was ravenous. Anyi picked at his own food, casting discreet looks of concern at her, and she wondered if he pitied her because she had learned that she could not go home. He might well empathise for, as a mermod, he was so cut off from his family that he was unable to visit them until he was Holder. In his own way, Anyi was no less an exile than she was, Glynn thought. Maybe even Tarsin was a kind of exile.

Glynn found herself remembering the sadness in Alene’s face when Feyt had shouted that Tarsin did not want her. ‘He does not want my duty,’ she had said.

What had Tarsin wanted then? The obvious answer was Alene’s love. Glynn had supposed that the trouble between the Holder and his soulweaver arose from his jealousy of Argon, but meeting Alene had made it hard to see her as a mere pawn between the two men.

Glynn was relieved when the meal was finished and they were making final preparations to depart. Feyt shouldered an efficient-looking pack, refusing her offer to share the load, then the big woman fitted one of the javelin poles, which Tareed explained were traditional myrmidon weapons, into a hide holster strapped between her shoulder blades. Anyi was stuffing leaves inside a spare pair of Feyt’s boots to make them fit, having decided that Tareed’s were too small. He hardly seemed to be aware of the cut on his leg, which had caused his so much pain the previous day, and Glynn wondered, not for the first time, what difference there was between the healing of a soulweaver and a white cloak.

In the end, the parting from Tareed and the soulweaver was brief and almost perfunctory. Feyt told Alene sternly to take care, and then she bade Tareed to guard the soulweaver’s back. Anyi hugged Alene and while he did the same to Tareed, the soulweaver turned to Glynn, who had been standing awkwardly by to make her own farewells.

‘I’ve decided I will go to Darkfall,’ Glynn said.

‘I am glad,’ Alene approved. ‘Go safely.’

‘Goodbye,’ Tareed said to Glynn, and shook her hand. ‘May the Song be with you.’

‘Come,’ Feyt said brusquely, and that was that. Glynn cast a backward glance at the hut by the mirror lake just before they passed out of sight of it, but both Tareed and the soulweaver had gone inside.

By midmorning, Skyreach Bluff loomed on their right, for Feyt had set a swift pace. They had walked first to the shore of the lake, and then they had made their way along the beach to reach the track they now followed, which skirted a weed-choked stream.

They soon turned from the stream trail onto a less defined track which Feyt said would bring them to the plainway, and the terrain grew steadily hotter and more dry. Glynn was beginning to get a headache from the glare and wished she had a decent pair of sunglasses.

‘Your pardon?’ Feyt asked, turning slightly to look at her. Glynn gathered that she had been muttering aloud to herself without realising it. Her father had always laughed at this habit, saying she was not supposed to talk to herself until she was old and had no one else to listen.

‘I … I said I was glad to be moving,’ Glynn stammered, seeing that the myrmidon was waiting for an answer.

‘A myrmidonish sentiment,’ Feyt observed, turning away again. They were now relying on water bottles which Feyt carried around her neck, for there were no more streams. But when they stopped to rest and eat, they did so in the lee of a mound of rocks which hid a trickling spring of clear icy water.

‘You had best drink your fill,’ Feyt advised them. ‘We will be unable to consume water while we are on the plainway.’

‘The aspi herders manage to drink out there, and the traders,’ Anyi said, sounding querulous. Glynn had noticed that he had begun to favour his cut leg, and guessed he was in pain.

‘Plainway herders and traders have the equipment and they are adapted to it,’ Feyt told him mildly, and produced a salve which she said he must massage into his wound. ‘You do not look so well, either,’ she told Glynn.

‘I’m fine,’ Glynn said. But she was not. Her head was throbbing and she felt oddly lacking in energy. If it had not been impossible, she would have said she was feeling exactly the way she did when she had first used her feinna abilities. She could only suppose that the lack of sleep was catching up with her, or her body was reacting to the loss of the feinna link.

Feyt prepared a scratch meal of bread and several pots of the paste-like spreads that Solen had always liked, then she emptied from her pockets the water bulbs they had collected along the way, saying again that the plainway was not for the faint-hearted.

‘It is the sort of road which, once begun, must be travelled to the end,’ she said.

‘Aren’t all roads like that?’ Glynn murmured, but she made herself eat some bread and two of the delicious cheese-like bulbs. ‘It’s like life. You can never really stop or go backwards, no matter how you might want it.’

‘Now you sound like Duran,’ Feyt said. ‘Tell me again of your meeting with her.’ Glynn obliged, although she suspected that the myrmidon was merely encouraging her to talk to ensure that neither she nor Anyi could speak about the Unraveller. ‘Chieftain Duran called you little sister?’ Feyt asked when she had finished, but it was not really a question for she had heard this when Glynn had first told the story in the soulweaver’s hut.

Then Glynn registered what the myrmidon had said. ‘Duran is chieftain of the myrmidons? She didn’t say so.’

‘She leads the myrmidons and she is Chieftain of Myrmidor sept. And before you ask, that is not the usual practice. Duran was heir to the position of chieftain when she sneaked off and applied to join the myrmidons. The old chieftain was her grandfather, and she was his heir because her brothers and parents had died in a storming when their ship sank in the Turin Straits. Of course the myrmidons of the time did not know who Duran was when they put her through rhiad. She had dyed her hair dark and pretended to come from Fomhika. She ended up succeeding so brilliantly that she became the leader of the myrmidons. She was fourteen turns of the seasons then, and the youngest ever to lead us. She had been ruling for a week before it was discovered that the chieftain’s granddaughter was not visiting a friend as she had claimed. The old chieftain came to petition the myrmidons for help to find his runaway heir. Of course, he had to petition the leader of the myrmidons …’ Feyt shook her head, smiling. ‘That is a moment I will remember for ever. At first that world-weary old man looked shocked, and then he laughed. Many said that what came about after that was his doing because he had encouraged Duran to be wild and headstrong, claiming that a chieftain needed to be something of a rogue. He was certainly a rogue if the tales about him are true, but maybe they are exaggerated. After a person dies stories grow around them like grave weed. In any case, he fell from an aspi and broke his neck only a few days after discovering that Duran was leader of the myrmidons, and because he had not yet tried to undo what had been done, Duran was both chieftain and leader. So now, if her dual rulership would be altered, she must appeal to herself. There might have been trouble, but she had already proven her worth to the myrmidons and she sought the advice of Darkfall, who said that Duran was to remain both chieftain and leader of their protectors, for this had been foreseen. The Myrmidori muttered a bit back then, but these days they worry that she is irreplaceable.’

‘Somehow it doesn’t surprise me that she began that way,’ Glynn said. ‘But how is it that a chieftain can travel so far from her sept? From what I have heard, it seems as if chieftains and Holders do not travel much here.’

‘Or mermods,’ Anyi said resentfully.

‘Chieftains do traditionally remain on their sept, and that is considered wise, for you do not risk your head to save your foot. But it is not the myrmidon way to sit and rule. We believe that a leader must do all that she would command, so that she can temper need with mercy and compassion,’ Feyt went on. ‘Therefore Duran is an unconventional chieftain, and yet perhaps that is exactly why she is loved. One only need be with her to be warmed by the glow of her spirit.’

‘I felt it,’ Glynn admitted. She hesitated. ‘Why did you laugh earlier when I said that I didn’t tell her about myself because I was afraid she wouldn’t understand about the feinna link?’

A shutter seemed to close over the myrmidon’s face. ‘To know the answer to that question, you must take up Duran’s offer, or ask her yourself when you are safely upon Iridom,’ she said, but not unkindly.

‘You still have not told us how we are going to get into the citadel,’ Anyi said.

‘Ah,’ Feyt said, clearly glad to have the subject changed. ‘Well, we can be certain that the gates will all be watched. But it is not the official gate legionnaires that we need to fear, so much as Coralyn’s greens, who will be stationed near every gate in case you appear. You see the reds will not know that you are missing, Anyi. If you appear, I think any reds who witness it will have to die. The greens will also be watching out for myrmidonish-looking women, partly because they will be wondering what happened to me, and partly because the draakira may have communicated the loss of their precious trakkerbeast to the Iridomi, so they will be looking for Glynn as well. To complicate matters, it is also possible that the red legionnaires will be looking for you on their own account, if Tarsin wants to question you about that darklin visioning.’

‘But how we will get past the gates?’ Anyi persisted.

‘There is only one way. Distraction. I will go in ahead of you and make a loud and vocal fuss about the fact that you sent me on a wild hunt to the soulweaver’s hut by leaving me a false note, when all the time you had probably gone to the citadel on some foolishly dangerous jaunt. We will enter by the tide gate because it is always chaotic, so it will be easier for you to slip by unnoticed.’

‘But Alene said everyone still thinks I am ill and confined to my rooms,’ Anyi protested. ‘Will not the gate legionnaires be suspicious if they think I am sick in bed?’

‘I will be told that you are ill abed and I will play bewilderment and disbelief. Then I will say that I must go to see you at once. But the point is less that I should be believed than that the fuss I make is loud enough to prevent any of the factions from noticing you two. We will make our move right on dusk because that will mark the turn of the tide, and there is always a crowd going in because everyone wants to be through before the great water closes the gate. As well, the casters stage an impromptu market just inside the wall at dusk, so on top of all the rest, there will be a mill of people buying and selling fresh waterflyts not to mention low balladeers and urchins and petty ruffians working the crowd. If by some ill fortune you are seen, all of those people must be made witnesses, and you must use them to stop the Iridomi greens taking you. Of course their orders will be to avoid any fuss and get you quickly away without anyone seeing you properly, for witnesses will have to die. But it will not come to that.’

‘So we slip in, then what about you?’ Glynn asked.

‘As I said, I tell the reds that I am going up to see Anyi. The greens will do nothing because they will know that I will be apprehended once I am in the palace. They will follow me, but I will give them the slip and join you. Then we will seek out the Shadowman. Glynn, you remember the directions Solen gave you?’

Glynn nodded, remembering how, after the birth of the feinna-He, Solen had claimed that they would be able to find one another no matter how much distance separated them. They ate the rest of the meal in silence, each of them busy with their own thoughts, but as they rose to go, Anyi said to Glynn, ‘I wish that you would tell me something of your world.’

Feyt looked watchful, but she did not interfere, so Glynn considered where to begin. ‘My world is bigger than Keltor and there is a lot more land so there are a lot more people and many more kinds of animals. We have fish which go in the water like your waterflyts, and birds that are like your flyts, and we have a day star like Kalinda which we call the sun, only it is not nearly so red. We only have one moon, which we simply call Moon. It is usually white or pale yellow, not green or blue. We have many islands but also land masses that are so big that they are called continents rather than islands. We would call your septs countries, and as with septs, people from different countries do things differently. I come from the biggest island sept on my planet called Australia. There is no Holder to bind all of the countries of my world together. The countries have chieftains, only we call them kings or queens or presidents or prime ministers, but usually they are just the leaders of groups of people who decide things and rule the countries. Some of the countries are very rich and they have lots of food, but other countries have barren land …’

‘Like Acantha?’

‘Yes. Like that. But maybe they don’t have callstones and gems to trade, so they don’t have enough food and people die. Lots and lots of men and women and children die every day on my world.’

‘Children die of hunger?’ Anyi sounded appalled.

‘They die of hunger and disease and cold and neglect and of war devices left in the ground that they stumble over by accident as they play …’ She stopped, depressed. Surely there were shining things she could tell about her world as well. Things about art and music and great people like Gandhi, but in the face of the starving children, none of these things could truly be admired. How could one like a painting while children starved and, very often, the artist had probably starved as well, before his work became commercial.

‘Yours is a hard world, then,’ Anyi said as the silence continued. He was clearly disappointed. ‘It sounds like things used to be on Keltor before Lanalor made himself first Holder.’

Glynn saw that her world was being classified by the mermod as primitive, and she could find no reason to argue with the judgment. ‘I think part of the problem with my world is that it is so very big that no one person, nor even a single council, could possibly hope to rule it, and the more people there are deciding and ruling, the more trouble there is because those people disagree about what they should do and how it should be done, and then some of the people they rule disagree with what they are doing …’ She stopped. Then she said, ‘The truth is that I … I felt far more like a stranger there than I have done here.’

‘It was so with many strangers,’ Feyt said surprisingly. ‘In fact Duran believes that the alienation of strangers from their own world is in part responsible for bringing them to Keltor. It is her theory that it is not the portal that inadvertently draws people to it but that certain people of your world are drawn to the portal by their yearning, and that this yearning somehow makes use of the portal meant only to bring the Unraveller.’ She stopped abruptly, and Glynn thought that, on Keltor, all conversations led ultimately and inevitably to the Unraveller.

The journey along the arid plainway was tedious and painful, for a constant, hard wind drove clouds of sharp sand particles against any bare skin. Glynn’s eyes felt painfully gritty long before they reached the end of it, and her throat clogged with dust, although she, like the others, wore a gauze veil tied over her head and about her neck. Either side of them, she could see the dark even line of the wilderness that ended at the plain, for it was little more than a very, very wide road. But glimpses of the trees and sky were intermittent because the dust billowing about them blotted everything out. This, of course, was why they had come this way. Even someone on top of Skyreach Bluff would not have seen them.

But at last Feyt prodded her and pointed, and she saw ahead the dark blue that could only be the ocean. They had almost reached the coast. The myrmidon suddenly turned at an angle and led them back to the wilderness hemming the plainway. As soon as they were within the trees, they stopped and shook the dust from their cloths and wet their dry mouths. Anyi went off into the bushes to relieve himself and Feyt went to see if the coast road was being patrolled by green legionnaires.

Left alone, Glynn sat down with her back against a tree and closed her eyes. Her whole body seemed to be tingling from the branding of the sand winds. Suddenly, Glynn remembered two things that she had forgotten to mention when she had told her story. One was Ember’s uncanny resemblance to the long-dead Shenavyre, and the other was the fact that Anyi’s brother and sister were on Ramidan and trying to find him. Ember’s resemblance to Shenavyre was interesting, but only a curiosity, but with luck, Solen might very well be able to locate Anyi’s brother and sister, since they were staying in the city. They would not leave before the betrothal ceremony the following day.

When Anyi came back, she told him about overhearing Donard and Rilka in the palace gardens. Feyt arrived in time to hear as well and said, frowning, that it was a pity Glynn had not remembered to tell this to Alene. That made Glynn wonder if Alene had seen something in her weavings about the Fomhikans. But Feyt was now telling them that she had seen only the usual five red legionnaires at the tide gate. Glynn rose to stretch and Feyt, frowning at her hair, insisted on plaiting and sleeving it in a brown band that, at a glance, would pass for hair, before laying over her head the dust-clogged yellow gauze veil. Last of all, she produced a long swatch of drab, fringed cloth which she helped Glynn tie about her waist like a makeshift skirt, saying this was now typical caster attire. Then she glanced at the sky and said that they should go.

Glynn looked up too, and calculated that they had about half an hour before Kalinda set.

‘I saw a carriage coming along some way back with a lot of children leaping about and squalling,’ Feyt went on as they made their way through the bush. ‘Attach yourself to that if you can. But whatever you see happening to me as you go through, do not do anything to draw attention to yourself. Go past, gawking as the casters will do, but do not stop.’

‘We ought to go together,’ Anyi told Glynn. ‘We can be lovers. Everyone knows that myrmidons do not have men and I will be able to lean on you without seeming to be injured.’

Glynn felt herself blush but she also had an urge to laugh. ‘You don’t think I am too old and tall to be credible as a match for you?’

‘I am smaller,’ Anyi agreed easily. ‘But I do not think you are too old for me. A Holder needs a woman of experience and wisdom.’ Feyt listened to this with a bland look that suggested she was trying not to laugh, but Glynn was no longer amused.

‘The disparity in size will make people look at us,’ she pointed out with asperity.

‘And of course it is a myth that myrmidons do not have men, Mermod,’ Feyt added with suspicious gravity. ‘We can be with men, if we choose it, after rhiad when our hair is bound, although few myrmidons do choose it.’

‘I think it would be best if we just get through the gate as fast as we can rather than complicating matters with play acting that might go wrong,’ Glynn said firmly.

‘On the other hand, it might not be a bad idea if Anyi holds your arm in a comradely way, because he is right in saying that a limp is one of the things the greens would be looking for,’ Feyt said apologetically.

All at once, bells began to ring. Feyt rose fluidly to her feet. ‘Dusk,’ she said. ‘Let us go.’

‘You didn’t say where we should meet inside,’ Glynn reminded her.

The older woman turned and gave Glynn an enigmatic look, then she said, ‘I will find you.’ After she had gone out of sight, Anyi began counting slowly back from one hundred.

The line of people going along the coast road seemed to end about a kilometre back from the gate, but Feyt had said their sudden appearance would not be thought odd for there were many paths leading from the plainway to the coast road. Nevertheless they waited until the wagon of children that Feyt had mentioned came past and then joined the road behind it. None of the adults on the wagon glanced at them, but several of the children trotting alongside it gave them quick bright looks. There were too many children for one family and, reading her curiosity, Anyi murmured that they were a troupe of entertainers. It was the habit of such groups, he explained, to go to casting villages where they could live very cheaply while learning new routines and training newcomers. Glynn only half attended, for she could now see the city wall running down the slope of the land to the shore. It ended some way short of the waves but the high water mark told her why it was called a tide gate.

A little closer, and she could see that the sand was already wet enough about the end of the wall for the impressions of feet and hoofs left by those passing to quickly fade. There were few enough of the latter, and Glynn wondered if animals were more commonly led through the other gates. She also noticed belatedly that a sort of windowed booth was built into the end of the wall, and her heart quickened its beat, because she could see red inside. Red legionnaires. There were also two outside lounging against the very end of the wall in the fading sun, casting a casual eye over the passing stream of travellers. Clearly they only stopped those they suspected of being criminals, or who looked suspicious. Or maybe those whose descriptions had been given to them.

Suddenly Glynn spotted the shapeless green cap that Feyt had pulled on over her dreadlocks bobbing along in front of a crowd of casters carrying woven baskets of waterflyts. The javelin rising sharply above their heads was like an admonishing finger and, the moment the legionnaires saw it, they were galvanised. Glynn felt faintly sick to see them summon out the other men, wondering if they would not have been better to just try to slip by in the crowd. Too late now though. The legionnaires had the big woman clasped between them. She struggled, and this was enough to reveal it as a pretence because she could easily have dispatched them if she fought like her sisters. Feyt had not warned them that the mere sight of her would cause the distraction she had promised to provide, and a cold finger ran down Glynn’s spine as she now realised the meaning of the odd look that Feyt had given her just before parting from them.

The casters directly behind Feyt had drawn back from the myrmidon and the legionnaires at first, alarmed by the struggling and shouts, but now they saw the strife did not concern them, they were settling into a static audience. And it grew, for of those people coming along behind, only a few edged past to continue on their way. The rest stopped to find out what was happening. By the time the carriage reached the gap, there was simply no way that it could get through, and so it stopped too, effectively blocking the way to those behind, other than for a small gap between it and the booth. Glynn edged through the space, drawing Anyi after her and coming close enough to the wall to smell the dankness of the yellowing moss whiskering the rocks.

Technically, they were now inside the wall, but unfortunately they were virtually trapped between it and the watchers. She did not dare to do more than wriggle and edge sideways, because any movement in the grid-locked crowd of watchers would draw the eye and she was tall and strong-looking enough to warrant investigation.

She could now hear the legionnaires.

‘… is said that he had been poisoned …’ one was saying.

‘I did not poison the mermod!’ Feyt declared. ‘How dare you treat a myrmidon protector of the soulweaver to the Holder in this manner!’

‘It is obvious that she is in league with the assassin, Bleyd of Fomhika, for poisoning is his method, and it may be that she knows where he is. Kalide of Iridom has offered to interrogate her and all know that he is gifted in obtaining confessions from the recalcitrant.’

Glynn felt Anyi’s arm stiffen, and she was startled to realise that she could feel his outrage.

‘I demand to be taken to your garrison leader so that I may state my case to him. It is my right,’ Feyt roared.

‘It is a she today,’ the legionnaire announced, ‘but she is not your sort, sword maid,’ he added with a sneer.

‘Tarsin will reward us well if we find a clue to the whereabouts of the visionweaver he seeks, and Kalide …’

‘I call upon these good people to bear witness and to speak on my behalf if I am not given my rights.’

Glynn had managed to get them through to the other side of the crowd of watchers, all but towing Anyi after her, when she was frozen to a halt by the sight of a troop of green legionnaires marching into view up the road. Worse, one of them was the swarthy legionnaire who had tormented her outside the Iridomi apartment. The man had only to glance at the crowd and he would see her and know who she was. Unable to turn back, Glynn turned in the same direction as everyone else, tugging the yellow scarf forward to obscure her profile.

‘I obey my orders, myrmidon, not you,’ the red legionnaire was telling Feyt. Then he looked up to see the green legionnaires. His expression became uneasy but also belligerent. Before he could say anything, however, the leader of the green legionnaires announced suavely that he had brought some of his troop down to witness the smoothness and co-ordination of this particular group of red legionnaires.

The red legionnaire sneered but he was also obviously pleased. ‘Let them watch and learn then, for we have just apprehended this myrmidon, known to have attempted to poison the mermod, who even now lies dangerously ill in the citadel palace.’

Glynn was caught between fear for Feyt, and the fear of moving in case she attracted the attention of the swarthy green legionnaire. He was looking at Feyt, and Glynn could well imagine the shape of his thoughts. Suddenly, the myrmidon turned and let her eyes graze the crowd. For a second, no more, her eyes met Glynn’s, and like a punch to the heart, Glynn felt her urge them to go. Then she realised with astonishment that the older woman had expected her to apprehend this.

‘What is it?’ Anyi hissed anxiously.

‘We have to go,’ Glynn murmured.

Anyi scowled at her in disbelief. ‘We can not just …’

‘We must do as we were bidden,’ she said, trying to sound firm and annoyed rather than terrified, for the sake of the people glancing at them on either side. Still Anyi resisted and Glynn sensed that he was on the verge of revealing himself to the legionnaires as proof of Feyt’s innocence. Noticing a group of men breaking away from the crowd, Glynn took the chance to grab Anyi’s hand and drag him with her. At the same time, she glanced back over her shoulder at the myrmidon and her captors to find that no one was even glancing in their direction. Then she stumbled, nudging a man who turned and muttered a curse. The slight commotion caused some of the legionnaires to glance idly in their direction, and one was the swarthy legionnaire.

Inexorably, his gaze fastened on her, but for a moment it seemed that he might turn away as the others had done, without recognising her, then his eyes widened in delight, and Glynn sensed a hot wave of lust and triumph. The legionnaire took a step towards her and instinctively she drove her own terror and revulsion at him as hard as she could. Always before she had tried somewhat vainly to soften and temper her mental projections, but this time, she did the opposite. To her amazement, the legionnaire’s eyes bulged as if he had been given an electric shock, and he fell unconscious to the ground.

The legionnaires around him stared down at him at first in puzzlement, and then they reached for their weapons and eyed the crowd suspiciously. Fortunately Glynn was too far away to be blamed, and she let herself and Anyi be jostled sideways when people began to hasten away from whatever might be developing. In a few minutes, they had slipped through the caster market into a narrow street that seemed to be the back of a lot of buildings. Glynn ignored Anyi’s protests, dragging him after her into a laneway that was mercifully empty. Only then did she let him go and sag against the wall, weak as a kitten.

‘What … what is it? Are you hurt?’ Anyi demanded, alarm now diluting his indignation.

Glynn shook her head and then slipped to her knees. ‘Just need to … to rest a moment. Then we … have to … have to get away from here.’

‘But Feyt …’

‘Knew this would happen,’ Glynn said, and heard the words slur. ‘Intended it.’

‘Why did she not tell me, if she told you?’ Anyi demanded, sounding angry and hurt. No, not sounding those things. She was feeling his emotions. A blackness fluttered a warning at the edges of her vision, and she realised that she was close to unconsciousness. ‘Anyi … Not … much time. Get me … out of sight. When I wake … I will … will take us to the Shadowman …’

‘When you wake? But what do you mean? What has happened …’

The world spun away.

There was a wrenching feeling and Glynn found herself dreaming of two women from her world. The smaller of the women lay in bed looking pale and washed out.

‘I don’t know what’s the matter with me, Faye. I feel so stupidly weak.’

‘You’re ill, Tabby darling,’ said the bigger woman gently. She touched the other tenderly on the cheek and Glynn’s feinna senses were almost overwhelmed by a wave of love and fear. ‘You just need to get well. Don’t think of anything else.’

‘Yes,’ Tabby said kindly, and Glynn felt her compassion for the other woman, but no fear in spite of what she instinctively understood about her illness.

She is dying, Glynn murmured. To her surprise, the big woman in the dream stiffened and looked about as if she had heard the murmured words.

‘Who is there?’

Glynn slid from this dream into another of an old man in some sort of uniform, soaking his feet in a bowl of water. His eyes were dull and his mouth slack.

‘Maybe it would be better if all beautiful things did not exist, so that we could be content. They only hurt us …’ His words were in a foreign language, and yet she understood them.

Then she was on a boat with a man and a woman. The woman looked angry and distressed. ‘I can’t believe you mean to do this, Lex. This is not what we do, for Christ’s sake. We’re supposed to be about protecting these animals, not exploiting them.’

The man gave her a cool look. ‘Tagging a thing like this is a chance in a million. The money we will make for catching it will fund our research for a year. And what is this thing but a freak of nature anyway? It probably wouldn’t find a mate the way it is.’

‘It has a right to be free.’

‘I’m not going to kill the fucking thing, Clare!’ the man said angrily. ‘It will live a lot longer in captivity than in the wild.’

‘I can’t believe I’m hearing these lame-arse rationalisations from you! Who the hell are you anyway? You’re sure as shit not the Alex I married.’

‘Clare. Don’t overreact. This is one whale.’

‘Drop dead, Alex,’ the woman said, turning away to hide the tears blurring her eyes.

Glynn woke. She was somewhere dark and surrounded by the vividly horrid smell of rotting vegetables. The odour was infinitely enriched by her renewed feinna senses, which no longer seemed to need invoking. She retched until she had vomited up all of the food she had eaten that day, and then she wiped her mouth and tried to shut down her sense of smell. She found that she could do it by the same will that she had once used to invoke her feinna senses. Despite everything she was struck by the irony that she must now invoke humanity in herself.

She became aware that Anyi was babbling at her. She actually had to make herself want to understand his words. ‘Thank the Horn you have woken. What happened? Are you all right now?’

‘I’m fine. I think,’ Glynn said, suddenly wondering if Feyt or Alene had told Anyi about her relationship with the feinna. She supposed not, given that she had told them she no longer possessed more than a shadow of her feinna abilities. As it turned out, she had been wrong, and somehow, Feyt had guessed or at least suspected it enough to try sending her own emotions to Glynn.

She gathered her wits. ‘What happened? I threw up because it smells so bad here. Why is it so dark?’

‘It is night,’ Anyi said, ‘You fainted hours and hours ago. I truly thought you were dying. Why did not Feyt tell me that she knew she would be taken, if she told you?’

Alarmed at the thought of hours passing, Glynn sat up, and grimaced to find that she had put her hand in something slimy. ‘Where are we?’

‘In a public refuse alcove,’ Anyi said apologetically. ‘I could not drag you any further. I fear that I have … hurt my leg again.’ Glynn could see the tracks of tears in the dirt on his face, and the boy sounded at the end of his tether. She reached out and took his hand.

‘Look, Anyi, just so you know, Feyt didn’t tell me what she planned, any more than she told you. I guessed it. Remember when she asked me if I could recall what Solen said about how to find him? I think she was telling me in advance that I would have to get us both there.’

‘But what about her? I ought to have announced myself and helped her, but you were unconscious and I could not leave you.’

‘Feyt said to go on no matter what happened at the gate,’ Glynn said firmly, though she too worried about what had happened to the myrmidon. ‘The sooner we get to the Shadowman’s people the sooner they can send a message to tell Alene about Feyt. How bad is your leg?’

‘I do not think I can walk,’ Anyi said. Tears continued to streak the dirt on his face, but they were silent and he made no effort to brush them away because he did not know that she could see them.

‘That’s what I was afraid of. Look, I could carry you, but I am afraid that would make us conspicuous and slow. Can you bear to wait here while I go for help?’

‘Yes,’ Anyi gulped immediately, though his emotions were a turmoil of fear and doubt.

‘You have great courage,’ Glynn said, and was astounded to find herself gathered into the boy’s thin arms and kissed clumsily. Unwarned because the boy had obviously not known what he would do, she allowed the embrace for a moment out of pity and then gently disentangled herself. ‘I’d better go.’

‘Wait,’ Anyi said. ‘I want to tell you … in case everything goes wrong.’

Glynn was horrified to imagine that he might be about to declare love for her or some such thing. ‘There is no time for …’

‘Listen’, Anyi said and this time there was real authority in his voice. ‘Alene did not want you told but you have a right to know, no matter what knowing causes.’

‘Anyi you mustn’t …’

‘Glynn, the woman who saved Tarsin is a stranger and I believe that she is the sister you seek.’

‘Ember is the visionweaver?’ Glynn felt something rush through her – heat or cold or fear; realisation? Had she known this all along, somewhere deep inside herself? Wasn’t it even obvious?

‘I guessed that she was a stranger before anyone told me,’ Anyi said. ‘She knew so little, you see. But she was not … not this bleak, cold woman you describe. And you are wrong about her not caring about you. Feyt told me that when she smuggled Ember and Bleyd aboard the ship for Vespi, she spoke of you. You see she had lost all memory of who she had been upon her own world, although she knew herself to be a stranger here. But when she was helping to get my brother from the cells, something happened to make her remember that she had a sister whose name was Glynn. She had actually seen a vision of you, but she did not know who it was until then. That’s how Alene and the others knew your name. She begged Feyt to find you and send you after her.’

‘Ember had a vision about me?’ Glynn stammered.

‘About you and other things. Sometimes it happens that strangers get soulweaving tendencies when they cross to Keltor. That’s what Alene told me once, anyhow.’

‘I take it she has gone to Darkfall?’

‘Yes,’ Anyi said. ‘She must surely be there by now.’

‘But … why didn’t Alene tell me the visionweaver was Ember?’ Glynn asked.

There was silence, and now she felt his confusion and unease. ‘I … can not answer this one question, Glynn, but believe me when I tell you that there was no ill intent in Alene or the myrmidons when they chose to keep silent. And no ill intent in my silence now. Only concern for you and for … for your sister.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Glynn said flatly, anger beginning to curl in her belly. Because Anyi was right, she should have been told, and she could not help wondering if Alene had known about her being on Keltor before Ember had left Ramidan, and had chosen to say nothing. But what possible reason could there be for their secrecy?

‘Please do not make me regret telling you as much as I have done,’ Anyi said softly. ‘I told you because I believe you have a right to know, and you must now do what you intended to do and go to Darkfall.’

Glynn took several deep breaths and let anger wash through and out of her. Anyi was right. No matter why Alene and the myrmidons had not told her about Ember, they had been sending her to Darkfall where she would find her. ‘All right. I don’t understand but I’m glad you told me.’ She rose. ‘I’ll go now. I will be back as soon as I can.’

[image: image]
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When the blackwind blows, take shelter.


OLD VESPIAN PROVERB

Half an hour later, Glynn was making her way along a wide, prosperous-looking street when a group of people surged from a building, laughing and chattering. She slowed down to stay out of the circles of light cast by the servitors’ lanterns.

‘Damn Fulig,’ one of the men said. ‘I wagered ten hacoin that he would disinherit Kerd.’

‘He may yet,’ a woman cackled. ‘He has until the ceremony tomorrow night to state an objection. He might choose the moment of greatest humiliation.’

‘It is the girl that his boy will take to his bed, not the stepmother.’

Someone made another comment, which Glynn did not hear, and it was met by howls of coarse laughter, but her attention had wandered to a mask sign against the wall, indicating that the next street would bring her to the mask-makers’ district. She had asked a servitor where one might have a good mask made upon Ramidan and had been given directions thus far, but now she must locate the street that Solen had named. Although her other powers had been returned, she could not seem to gain any sense of the Acanthan’s presence within the city. She had not yet tried to reach him with her mind, partly because this would drain her energy, but more because she feared to learn that she was incapable of it. Of all her feinna abilities, other than the feinna link itself, it was her ability to communicate mind to mind with Solen that she valued most. It would be bitter to find that all of her feinna abilities had somehow been restored to her except this one.

As soon as the group in front of her had gone out of sight, Glynn sped up, keeping to the shadows but striving to look hasty rather than furtive. Her biggest worry was that she would bump into legionnaires – who would surely wonder at her filthy, bedraggled state – because if anything happened to her, Anyi would be helpless. She wanted desperately to think about what Anyi had told her about Ember being the visionweaver who had saved Tarsin and then disappeared, but common sense and her training urged her to forget everything for the moment except getting safely to where she must go, if for no other reason than that she owed it to Anyi for telling her the truth.

It took her another twenty minutes to find a painted hide sign announcing Mask-maker’s Lane, and she was taken aback to find it bustling with activity. Almost every shopfront was hung with great bunches of masks leering and weeping and offering a thousand other prefabricated expressions to passersby. People were wandering arm in arm from shop to shop, peering in or touching masks. From their attire she guessed that most of them were servitors or poorer people. The masks on display were not as fine as the ones Glynn had seen worn within the citadel palace, and she wondered if they were replaced in daylight hours by finer ware to appeal to browsing nobles. No doubt within the shops there would be displays of exquisite masks in cases, and a fine embroidered seat where a customer might sit and sip cirul while having a mask designed to fit the exact configurations of a face. That, at least, was how Hella had once described a mask-maker’s establishment.

Glynn approached a pair of young women giggling over a lewd masculine mask. ‘Pardon me, do you know of a place called Gia Square?’ she asked, being careful with her accent, though the reek of cirul on the pair told her they were unlikely to care how she spoke.

‘Down that way. Two streets.’

‘Three,’ her friend corrected, and then they looked at one another and began to laugh in drunken hysteria.

Glynn thanked them for their help and continued on, taking care to look in windows and finger masks as if she were browsing like everyone else, for she had spotted a pair of green legionnaires standing in the doorway of a shop and talking to a fat, scowling man. Then, with a rush of joy, she saw a small scribed sign on the edge of a building, announcing the Street of the Face-shapers. She had not passed through Gia Square, but no doubt this street ran into it at the far end. Her heart began to thump at the realisation that in a very short time she would see Solen. And it came to her with joy that she would be able to tell him that not only was it impossible for her to return to her own world, it was no longer necessary, because her own sister was the mysterious visionweaver.

The lane that she had entered was narrow, with fewer people, and only one or two shops lit up. None offered cheap wares out front, which suggested they aimed at a somewhat higher clientele than the shops in the streets she had passed through already. She soon found the bakery that Solen had mentioned and, although it was dark and obviously closed for business, there was a light in the rear and also a light in the window of the mask-maker’s establishment above. A small elegant sign revealed that the entrance to the upper part of the building was through the bakery.

Glynn hesitated then tried the handle. It opened and she slipped inside closing the door behind her. The warmth and the tantalising scent of fresh-baked bread told her that the bakery was preparing for the following day’s trade. There was no sign of a door or stairs which would obviously lead up to the mask-maker’s rooms, so Glynn went to the counter and rang the bell.

There was a moment of silence, then a man appeared from the rear, followed by two women, like enough to be sisters.

‘We are closed,’ he growled, and Glynn noticed that he carried a stout length of stick.

‘I do not wish to cause you any trouble,’ she said politely, lifting her hands slightly to show that she carried no weapons. ‘I thought this place a mask-maker’s establishment, but things are not always called by their true names.’

Some of the belligerence went out of the man’s expression. Even so he said, ‘I doubt that the mask-maker will want to see one who smells as bad as you do. Clover is very particular.’

‘I have a message from a friend of hers,’ Glynn temporised desperately.

The man and the women were still for several beats, then the man said, ‘Lilla, go up and tell Clover there is a woman to see her. Your name?’ Now he sounded businesslike, though he still looked wary.

‘My name is Glynn, but she will not know it.’

‘The name of your mutual friend then?’

Now it was Glynn’s turn to hesitate. ‘Donard of Fomhika.’

The man began to scowl. ‘That is strange, for why would Donard of Fomhika give you a message when he could just as easily have brought it himself when he came this afternoon?’

Glynn’s mouth dried. ‘Please, I must see Solen. It is urgent … It concerns the missing mermod.’ She was taking a terrible risk, but she couldn’t let them turn her away. She had to hope that she was right in assuming that they must cleave to Darkfall if they were connected to the Shadowman.

‘I say let Clover decide what we should do with a woman who comes in looking as this one does and ranting about such matters as these, which are no business of the common folk,’ the second woman said carefully. ‘No doubt she will summon the legionnaires herself.’

‘No doubt,’ the man said, and to Glynn’s intense relief, he gestured at the woman and she disappeared back into the interior of the shop. Several long and uncomfortable moments later, they all heard footsteps and Glynn turned to see the woman returning, followed by, of all people, Donard.

‘So! It is you and again you are caught out in lies,’ Donard said grimly. Glynn’s heart almost failed her, but all at once the blond Fomhikan burst out laughing. ‘Fortunately, I am here to save you from yourself.’

The other three relaxed visibly. ‘You know her then? She is safe?’ the woman who had brought him asked sharply.

‘Be calm, Lilla. This is the young woman that Solen had us out looking for yesterday from dawn to dusk, and whom he seeks even now in the wilderness. We assumed that you were trapped outside because of the legionnaires infesting the gates and tramping through the wilderness.’

‘I was,’ Glynn said, and heard her own weariness. ‘But you say Solen has left the city? I need to see him.’

Donard beamed at her. ‘Having heard him speak of you, I would say he shares your need.’ Glynn’s face burned, but her heart swelled at his implication. ‘He will return soon. Aside from wanting to find you, he would be glad to know why there are so many green legionnaires roaming about watching the gates.’ Donard became serious. ‘But Lilla said you spoke of my little brother. He is ill up in the palace we are told.’

‘He is not ill nor is he in the palace,’ Glynn said, shamed that she had taken so long to speak of Anyi. ‘He is the reason I could not meet Solen as we had agreed. You see, he was taken prisoner by green legionnaires after he was caught spying on Coralyn and Kalide. They put him in a cell, and left a note to send Feyt off to the soulweaver’s hut after him. Then yesterday, they took him out into the wilderness to kill him, except that he escaped and ran into me.’

‘By the Horn!’ Donard cried, his face suffused with rage. ‘I knew those servitors lied. Anyi would never have turned us away like that. But wait. Anyi – where is he?’

‘I’ll show you,’ Glynn said. ‘He is within the city but I had to leave him because he hurt his leg. We came through the tide gate late this afternoon.’

Donard turned to the baker. ‘Get the carriage, Ulric.’ The baker nodded, taking off his apron and saying that he would come as well. Donard turned back to Glynn. ‘It will be better if you stay here, I think. Lilla, get a map of the city.’ Lilla disappeared and then returned with a map cloth and a lantern. They laid the map out and the Fomhikan pointed out the bakery. ‘We are here and the tide gate is there. Show me, if you can, exactly where you left Anyi.’

When Donard and the baker left a little later, wrapped in heavy coats and carrying blankets and a flask of water, Glynn was confident that they would have no difficulty in locating Anyi, so she relaxed as Lilla escorted her into the warm rear section of the bakery which was well lit and filled with delicious odours. At the back of the room by the ovens was a set of steps. ‘Go up. I will boil some water and bring it up. You really do smell awful, and Clover is very fussy about her materials. I will bring food as well.’

Glynn mounted the steps, her thoughts flitting from Solen to Anyi to Feyt and then to Alene, and finally to Ember. At the top of the stairs there was a short landing and an ornate door, but before she could knock, a young woman opened it and stared out at her. ‘Where is my brother Donard?’ she demanded, then her face fell comically. ‘Ugh. You smell terrible!’

Glynn could not help herself. As much out of relief from tension as amusement, she burst out laughing. ‘I guess you must be Rilka.’

‘And you say that Anyi is not badly hurt?’ Rilka asked again.

‘He gashed his leg. It was pretty bad when we arrived at the hut, but Alene did something to it and this morning you would not have known he was hurt at all. But he began to limp again on the plainway and then he hurt himself pulling me to safety.’

‘It sounds as if Alene only had time to take the pain away and close the wound up. It will take a white cloak to drain the infection of his chakra. But my dear, brave Anyi! I was so worried when we heard that he was ill.’

‘The important thing is to keep him safe because he is the one person who can stop Kalide being put onto the throne as a temporary Holder,’ Glynn said, sipping at a heated ferment. She was no longer hungry, having eaten an entire plate of savoury pastries. She had been on the verge of hysteria when Rilka had led her into Clover’s superbly appointed waiting room. Clover, a tiny exquisite woman with a fretwork of golden tattoos on both cheeks, had thrown up her hands in horror and had made Glynn stand in the centre of the room without touching anything until the water came. Both women had interrogated her thoroughly throughout her bath and she had told them the same tale that she had told Alene and Feyt while she ate. The only things she had left out were the predictions concerning her betrayal of the Unraveller. Anyi would tell them, and she felt vaguely ashamed whenever she thought of it, though it was ridiculous. The warmth of the food and the pleasure of being clean had eased her tensions and she realised that she was starting to feel sleepy.

‘But what about Feyt?’ Rilka asked after Clover had gone away to dispose of her filthy clothes. ‘And what is Alene’s plan?’

‘I don’t know if she had any plan aside from coming to the citadel for the betrothing,’ Glynn said. ‘She said it was her duty to be with Tarsin. I think she is afraid that Coralyn might do something to him.’

‘Alene must be in the citadel by now!’ the Fomhikan girl cried in delight. ‘But that is how we can get a message to her about Feyt being taken captive! Donard will go to the ceremony to represent my father, and he can speak with her there.’

Glynn thought of what Tarsin had said about Poverin, and opened her mouth to tell Rilka, but all at once the door opened. It was only Clover with fresh clothes. ‘You will find something among these to wear, Glynn. Regrettably I must go. I have a fitting to arrange with a bad-tempered hall matron who thinks this is an original and therefore charming hour. I will see you later.’

When she had gone, Glynn dressed, choosing warm mustard leggings and a long rust-colored shirt with a thickly woven brown over-tunic. Rilka helped her to comb her drying hair. ‘It is very beautiful to touch,’ the Fomhikan girl murmured and Glynn flushed, glad that her face could not be seen, because she had been imagining how it would feel to have Solen run his fingers through her hair.

‘You love him, do you not?’ Rilka asked softly.

Glynn stiffened. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Solen. It is obvious that he loves you. He was beside himself when he came back last night when they had not found you. I have never seen him so distraught. I was a little jealous, for I once imagined that he would plight his troth with me.’

Glynn turned to the other girl. ‘I … I’m sorry …’

Now it was Rilka’s turn to burst out laughing. ‘Do not be. I had barely seen two turns at the time I made this romantic plan. He began visiting us when I was a child, for he and Donard were childhood friends from when they had both been fostered upon Ramidan together.’ She smiled. ‘It was only later that I guessed that they were still plotting together, much to Donard’s annoyance. Of course he had no choice but to take me into his confidence after that.’ She giggled mischievously and sat down on the couch beside Glynn, laying aside the comb. Glynn felt her mood shift. ‘Meeting a stranger has fulfilled one of the wishes of my heart. Perhaps someday I will even meet your sister.’

Glynn opened her mouth to speak but all at once there was a great commotion in the street below and the sound of shattering glass. Rilka jumped to her feet and ran to open the curtain a crack. The stiffening of her back was enough to warn Glynn there was trouble. She was on her feet and pulling on her filthy boots even before Rilka turned to hiss, pale-faced, that there was a squad of green legionnaires in the street below. ‘You must have been seen or followed and someone has reported it to the legionnaires. You have to get out of here. There is a way up onto the roof through the room back there. Run across the roofs to your left and you will find a ladder going down to a lane.’

‘What about you?’ Glynn asked.

‘I am Rilka, daughter of Poverin, waiting to have a mask fitted by Clover, master mask-maker. I will scream and weep and tell them of a wild-eyed woman who stumbled in ranting and impossible to understand. Now go.’

‘What about Donard?’

‘He will see the legionnaires and stay away.’ There was the sound of boots on the steps, and of Lilla’s voice raised loudly in indignation. ‘Go!’ Rilka urged.

Glynn fled through the door indicated and found herself in a tiny room hung with tapestries – obviously a change room. It took her a moment to locate the trapdoor in the sloping roof, because there were artistic swathes draped across it. Butting it open and hauling herself through the opening into a shallow attic, she closed it behind her and then crawled to another trapdoor that opened to the roof, climbing out into the chilly night.

The voices of the legionnaires waiting outside the door to the bakery were clearly audible to Glynn as she crept catlike along the tiles, passing from roof to roof as fast and silently as she could. She came so quickly to the lane that she almost tumbled head first into it and, even as she teetered at the edge, it began without warning to rain.

Glynn looked up in disbelief, for it hardly ever rained on Keltor. Then collecting her wits, she located the ladder and climbed down. Before she could even turn, a hand descended on her shoulder and she felt the chill touch of a knife edge at her throat.

She turned slowly, lifting her hands, and found that she was facing a phalanx of green legionnaires.

‘She is the one,’ said a woman from the shadows behind them. ‘I followed her and I saw her go into the bakery. I sent my boy off at once like you told me, and then two men came out and got into a carriage and rode off. Where is my reward?’

‘Duty is its own reward, woman,’ the legionnaire said haughtily, blinking to clear the rain from his eyes. He turned to Glynn. ‘Where is the boy?’

‘What boy?’ Glynn asked.

‘Play no games or they will cost you more than coin, woman. The boy must be found and escorted back to the palace.’

A wave of anger and helplessness seemed to wash over Glynn, for it was clear now that she had no hope of escape. ‘Why? So that you can try again to kill him?’ She was reckless with despair.

The nearest legionnaire gave a thin, vicious smile then he nodded to the legionnaire holding Glynn. ‘Take her to Kalide. I am sure she will be happy to speak with him, when he has done with her.’

‘You should know that Aluade was the daughter of an important Iridomi noble,’ Kalide said lightly. ‘Her father will surely demand blood price for her murder.’

‘I didn’t kill her,’ Glynn insisted in a slurred voice. Her split lip stung and was beginning to thicken, but she made no attempt to brush the blood from it. She did not want to give the sadistic bastard the satisfaction. She was learning something that Wind had never taught her. While anger ill-served a person in fighting or thinking, it could be a powerful source of energy for endurance.

‘You left the palace with Aluade. This morning her drowned body and a mass of carriage debris washed into the nets of casters along the coast. Are you trying to tell me that you know nothing of this?’

‘I told you. A man followed me when I went to the privvy at Moon Song of Lidorn. I was frightened and I ran out the back. There was no gate so I climbed the wall to escape him. I went to the carriage and told Aluade what had happened. I was talking to her and someone hit me on the head. I don’t know what happened after that, but I woke this afternoon lying in a rubbish slot.’ She was taking a chance that she had not been seen driving the carriage from the citadel, but she was fairly sure that no one would have been able to say for sure who had been driving it.

‘What took you to the mask-maker’s establishment?’

This was the tricky bit. ‘When I woke up, I … I remembered that I had been there once with my sister. I thought they might know where she was and maybe even who I am, so I went there.’

Kalide slapped her face hard enough to rattle her teeth. ‘Liar! The legionnaires said you spoke of the boy when they captured you!’

Inwardly, Glynn cursed herself. But she made herself look bewildered. ‘They asked about a boy, I remember, but I did not know who they meant. I tried to tell them that but they would not listen.’ It was a weak answer and if Kalide questioned the legionnaires who had brought her in again, he would know that she lied. But as she had hoped, he had not the patience and only glared at her.

‘Where is the feinna? Its body was not found.’

‘I don’t know,’ Glynn said stupidly.

Slap. The interrogation continued, and with each question, Glynn bled more, but she also learned more. It was clear that the Draaka had told Kalide a good deal about her, in which case he might also know her value to the Draaka. Was that why he had done no permanent damage? Because she was to be handed back to her former mistress when he was done with her?

Glynn had kept her story simple, maintaining that she had not been outside of the citadel and knew nothing of Feyt or of the mermod when Kalide mentioned them. It was theoretically possible that Kalide had Feyt and had tortured the myrmidon into telling him everything, but her feinna instincts told her that his questions were fuelled by a genuine frustrated fury. It was an irony that Kalide’s corrupt lusts were so abhorrent to her feinna self that sometimes the pain Kalide inflicted was actually welcome because it blotted out her feinna sensibilities. But what helped her to endure above all else was the knowledge that, if she broke, she would end up telling Kalide that the visionweaver Tarsin was seeking was her sister and that they were both strangers.

‘Do you expect me to believe this nonsense?’ Kalide jeered, unaware that his emotions were telling Glynn that he did not know what to believe. She fought elation, but perhaps he sensed it in her for his fist lashed out again and her head rocked back painfully on her shoulders. His eyes were avid and she let her head fall forward for fear that he would see a burst of fury in her eyes at the knowledge that he was enjoying hurting her. But at the same time, she was aware again of his restraint.

She clung to this, and said shakily, ‘I want to see the Draaka.’

A curse and another slap. ‘What happened to the animal? The feinna?’

‘I … do not know,’ Glynn mumbled. ‘I dreamed that it … it was running free as Bayard wanted …’ She pretended to lose the thread of her thoughts. Kalide had tried various drugs on her, but her feinna abilities had allowed her to analyse the substances and emulate their effects without succumbing to them. The latest had been a substance that caused a drunken sort of vagueness. Over and over again, she thanked whatever powers there were for the feinna abilities that stopped her being forced to tell all she knew, though even in the midst of what was happening, she could not help but wonder again why her powers had come back.

Slap.

‘Tell me again what you did before the legionnaires caught you?’ The Iridomi began to pace about the chair where Glynn sat, bound painfully at the wrists and ankles, muttering to himself and casting malevolent looks at her. He was growing more and more frustrated by her responses and she wondered uneasily what would happen if his fury exceeded his control.

The interrogation went on and on, and she clung to her sanity by thinking about the others and what might have become of them. With luck, Donard would have seen the legionnaires in time and he and Anyi would be safe. Hadn’t Alene even seen him safe with the Shadowman’s people? Rilka had seemed certain that she would not be harmed, and maybe she was right if she had simply claimed to know nothing of the wild-eyed young woman who had appeared at the mask-maker’s. As for Feyt, if Kalide had not got her, then she must be in the hands of the red legionnaires. It might even be that Alene had reached the palace by now and had been informed of Feyt’s capture. In which case the myrmidon might even be free.

She could hardly bear to think of Solen, coming back to find that she had brought disaster to an important link in the Shadowman network, and had been captured. Rilka must know she had been caught, if she had been questioned. She longed to reach out to him, for she was now certain that it was possible. It had finally come to her that the apparent loss of her feinna abilities had probably only been a period in which her senses had adjusted to the loss of the feinna link. All of her abilities had been restored and she had the feeling that they were fully integrated with her human skills and senses now. But she could not possibly try to reach out mentally while Kalide was hurting her. In any case, she did not want Solen to experience her suffering, as he must if their mind spars merged.

Slap!

‘Why did the carriage leave the citadel?’

‘Please, Sirrah!’ Some impulse made Glynn shriek the words, and she almost laughed to see Kalide jerk back in fright, his eyes flickering. Realising that her hysteria had provoked the instabilities of his mind, Glynn took a deep breath to fuel another shout but a fist crashed into her face. If she had not turned aside, he would have broken her nose. As it was, her ear sang and her cheek hurt badly enough that he might have fractured it. Brownish shadows fluttered at the edge of her vision and she realised that she was close to fainting. She wanted to let it happen, but she was afraid of what Kalide would do, robbed of his chance to question her.

Kick – a hot burst of pain at her ankle.

‘Tell me about the Unraveller!’ Kalide said.

This was a new question and fortunately Glynn was in enough pain that she could not stiffen as she might have done. She could not believe that the Draaka would have told him this much, and suddenly she remembered Tarsin sneering at his mother’s spying. Was it possible that the Iridomi chieftain had been spying on the draakan delegation? Certainly she had felt many times as if she were being watched and the draakira had spoken of it as well. ‘The Unraveller …’ she said dully. ‘He will come to save the Firstmade …’

She knew it was a mistake the moment the words left her lips, but she could not draw them back. She felt Kalide’s control break and the desire to smash and rend flowed from him as a boiling tide of violence and lust. Instinctively she retreated, withdrawing her mind from her body in the feinna way.

She found herself in the memory garden. She could feel blows hammering into her body, but they were far away. Cutting herself from even this dim awareness, she wondered if Kalide would kill her. It seemed likely but she felt no fear. If she died, she would enrich the dreams of all worlds.

The thought was entirely feinna, and Glynn smiled.

She began to walk and only then did she notice that it was night in the memory garden for the first time. She could see the single moon and stars of her own world in the black sky, and there was a faint breeze blowing wisps of cloud across the face of the moon and causing shadow scarves to ripple over the dark grass.

As before, she noticed that parts of the garden had melted away, but it seemed to her that there were new places as well. There was a hedge with drooping bell-like blooms and a heady scent that she had not seen before. And patches of white flowers grew up a tree trunk where the moonlight fell. Maybe the garden was not decaying in the absence of the feinna, as she had thought, but was reshaping itself. She was now quite certain that the loss of the feinna powers had only been a reaction to the breaking of the birth link. She had felt that the feinna abilities were connected to the link, and so she had ‘lost’ them. But they had not really been lost and, in a little while, they reasserted themselves, becoming more central to her consciousness as she understood that they were now her powers.

She noticed the pebble path ahead. The small stones that made it up shone like pearls in the moonlight.

‘Another moon path …’ Glynn murmured, and followed it. There were no flyt calls nor insects now, but she could hear the sound of water falling. The fountain was now limned in moonlight, its waters flowing like mercury and she stopped and stared at it, remembering how the feinna had leapt lightly onto her shoulder, winding itself around her neck just as its mother had once done to Bayard.

To her amazed delight, the feinna was there, gazing up at her, the moon twinned in its eyes.

Sisterling, it crooned and she gathered it into her lap and laid her cheek against its soft thick fur.

‘I know you’re not real but it is so good in this dark moment to look at you and hold you,’ Glynn whispered.

All that can be dreamed can be real and sometimes that is the only beauty, the feinna said, and it stroked her cheek with a velvet paw. Beneath its love for her was a sadness so profound that it brought a mist of tears to her eyes. Soon you must go back, for your body needs you to survive this hurting.

‘I’m not afraid to die,’ Glynn said, shivering a little, for the feinna’s words brought back the awareness of her flesh, which was now being cut. Oh, the pain of returning would be terrible. Fear was like black ink trickling into her veins.

Dying is not hard, the feinna sent. It is only surrendering to all things. It is only Becoming. But you must return before it is too late, for you are needed. Remember that fear claws deeper than pain.

Needed? Glynn wondered, and this brought her an image of Ember, and the realisation that, even here on Keltor, Ember was dying. Somehow she had forgotten that. It was this that gave her the courage to will herself back into her own flesh …

She screamed at the shock of pain so suddenly present in all parts of her body. But all that came from her mashed lips was a dribble of blood and a moan of agony. Her heart pounded and it hurt to breath in. She wanted to abandon her body very badly. It would be so easy, but if she did, she would never have the courage to return. She breathed in and then out carefully. It hurt. She had broken ribs. I have had them before in bouts, she told herself. The feinna self picked up the thought and detailed the injuries: a battered face, blackened and swollen eyes, three deep knife stabs just above her knee and seven shallow ragged slashes to her right arm. Four broken fingers and one savagely mashed foot, and a badly bruised ankle. No major bones broken, miraculously. No bad internal injuries, though her kidneys were bruised. First degree burns to her stomach and cheek and to one hand. She was bleeding in a dozen places but not to death; she was battered but not broken. So what had the feinna meant by saying that her body would die without her spirit?

She needed no answer, for now her feinna senses detected the minute beginnings of infection from the knife Kalide had used and from his filthy hands and nails, from the chair she was sitting on and the fouled water he had thrown over her. This was the real danger. She discovered with wonder that her feinna abilities were instinctively holding the multiple infections at bay. But they would do so only while she was conscious.

Slap! ‘What have you done!’ A woman’s voice, vibrating with fury. Glynn had not felt the slap. Was she too numb? She forced her swollen eyes open a slit and saw Kalide cringing before the towering fury of his mother, clad in a gleaming red gown. The headdress which clasped her scalp hid her baldness except for two side panels where the scalp was tattooed in an intricate pattern that glimmered as if darklinstone dust were embedded in her skin. ‘How many times have I told you to leave the head alone!’

‘I interrogated her …’

‘I told you to use drugs.’

‘I did but she would tell me nothing!’ Kalide snarled, directing a look of hatred at Glynn. ‘She claims to have had nothing to do with Aluade’s death. She pretends to know nothing after she was hit on the head outside Moon Song of Lidorn, until she woke this day in a rubbish trough.’

‘You drugged her and did this, and she admitted no secret plot or accomplices?’ Coralyn’s voice was sharply curious. ‘She admitted no connection to the missing mermod or the myrmidons?’

‘I … I interrogated her but she would not tell me …’

‘So you have said. Do not repeat yourself to me, Kalide. It is a bad habit of yours. And you did not interrogate her. I have only to look at this mess to know that you lost control, just as you did with Asa. Did it never penetrate your zeal that she might have been telling the truth!’

Kalide scowled. ‘She is lying. And so was Rilka. I will have her and that mask-maker she was visiting brought here and I will interrogate them both …’

‘You will do nothing. Clover is an artist.’

‘That was what you said of the visionweaver,’ Kalide sneered. ‘But she never wove your face, did she, Mother?’

Glynn felt the hot lava swell of Coralyn’s anger. ‘Do not make the same mistake as your brother, Kalide,’ she said softly.

‘I am sorry, Mother,’ he muttered.

‘Very well. But I did not come here to discuss the finer points of interrogation. I have come here to tell you that Duran will soon be within the cells of the Iridomi palace.’

I will take the next ship to Iridom,’ Kalide cried eagerly.

‘No. Think of what happened when the myrmidon, Feyt, was questioned last night. One answer she gave, and then she passed into a swoon from which no one has been able to waken her. Asa used to say that the myrmidons have some sort of mental control which causes a coma so that they can not be forced to betray their sisters, and it may be so. I will need to find some means of stepping around whatever geis may have been set in Duran’s mind before she is questioned. Imagine what could be learned if that mind were laid bare.’

‘All of the myrmidon defences and tactics. All of their secret bolt holes …’

‘That and more, for as leader of the manwomen, she will know many of the secrets of the misty isle.’

‘Will you go to Iridom then?’

‘I will leave for Iridom as planned, after the betrothal ceremonies are completed. There is no particular hurry to question the myrmidon at this point. I have ordered that none will question her until I arrive, although I have given leave for the torturer to ply his arts on the myrmidons taken with her. Oh, and an Acanthan girl was taken. It seems she is the sister of Solen of Acantha who died when he fled from Jurass’s legionnaires. It will be interesting to hear what she has to say.’

‘What about her?’

‘Have her taken discreetly to our apartment. I do not want the Draaka to get wind of her presence here while she is in this state. You had better summon a white cloak to tend her wounds. Not one from the palace.’

‘You still mean to gift her to the Draaka, then?’

‘I will decide that after I have formally met with the Draaka this afternoon,’ she murmured. ‘Now I must go. See to it that the legionnaires redouble their efforts to find the mermod. It will simplify matters if he is dead and the myrmidon blamed for it. There was a small silence. ‘Better to drug the drone insensible so that she will be silent when she is moved.’

There was the sound of movement nearby and Glynn withdrew mentally to prevent herself jumping involuntarily when she was touched. Something was forced between her bruised lips. Her feinna senses told her that it was a sedative and a painkiller so she allowed it to enter her system and the world faded.

She woke to something wet pushing against her nose. She turned her head to escape it. There was pain in the movement but not as much as there should have been. Glynn opened her eyes and discovered that she was lying in a small but lavishly appointed bed chamber. A window, half shuttered, revealed enough of the sky for her to see that it was night, though probably not much past dusk. Coralyn was standing beside the bed splendidly clad in a sinuous green robe and matching jewelled headdress and behind her was Kalide, his expression sullen. He, too, had changed and his hair was sleek and freshly washed.

‘Do you understand my words, girl?’ Coralyn inquired. There were spots of colour on both cheeks and her eyes glittered with a mixture of excitement and fury that made Glynn’s feinna senses shrink. She nodded and winced. ‘Speak. It will be less painful,’ the chieftain suggested calmly.

‘I … under … stand,’ Glynn said, exaggerating the difficulty of speaking, but not by much. Coralyn frowned in irritation and moved away, returning with a pot of salve which she applied thickly to Glynn’s lip. Her touch was deft and her fingers cool, and the pain in Glynn’s lips and nose faded, leaving only a slight, pleasant tingling sensation.

‘Are you a myrmidon?’ Coralyn asked suddenly, lightly.

‘No,’ Glynn said.

‘What were you doing in the wilderness?’ Kalide demanded.

‘Do not waste time on more foolish questions,’ his mother snapped. ‘I have told you that she could not have gone into the wilderness, for how could she have re-entered the citadel unseen with our legionnaires watching every gate into the city?’ She turned back to Glynn. ‘What does the Draaka want of you?’

‘I … do not know,’ Glynn murmured and then she let her eyes fall closed and feigned unconsciousness.

‘A pox on it,’ Coralyn muttered. ‘Well at least she can speak and it seems as if she retains her wits. We will see how sharp they are tomorrow. The Draaka told me this afternoon that the Unraveller is now on Iridom. Naturally the Chaos spirit is supposed to have told her this, just as it is supposed to have told her that I was directed to invite her delegation here because the Unraveller was here. Fanatics will rationalise anything that suits their delusions. She did not even see the arrogance of it. But it does not matter. The important thing is that the Draaka obviously imagines that I am under the control of her master. This knowledge may be exactly what we need to manipulate her. It may well be that we can also use Bleyd and the visionweaver, if they can be brought to heel as I have commanded. I have invited the Draaka to the banquet which precedes the formal betrothal ceremonies, and I will tell her that Duran was caught upon Iridom. I will suggest that the sword maid might have come there to meet with the Unraveller, and is being interrogated even now at my command as to his identity.’

‘Will she believe you?’

‘She will believe anything if it comes in the right form,’ Coralyn said coldly, then she smiled. ‘Tomorrow morning before the formal betrothal ceremony, I will scribe to her that the myrmidon named a number of people but died before we could ascertain which of them was the Unraveller. I will say that they are being held in cells and I will invite her to accompany me to Iridom to identify them. When we speak, for she will certainly seek me out after receiving such a message, I will tell her that I have her trakkerbeast and would fain travel to Iridom with her to identify the Unraveller as soon as my plans are underway. That should overcome her reluctance to allow me to command her followers.’

‘But the Draaka will expect to have the drone identify the Unraveller among these supposed comrades of Duran’s when we reach Iridom.’

‘Have no fear. I will find some hapless halfwit, and have him drugged into believing that he is the Unraveller. As to the girl, of course I cannot hand her over if she will upset my plans, however I have re-read the spy transcripts and the Draaka told me quite a lot that we did not know about her precious trakkerbeast. Indeed I am beginning to be interested in her. But we will speak further of her later.’

‘And if the Draaka accepts this Unraveller, what then?’

The chieftain spread her hands. ‘She says that the Unraveller is to be killed upon Darkfall, so we will carry him and the draakira along with us. Why not, since it will secure the use of the draakan hoards at the very moment when we bring war to the hags and their protectors? Once it is over, the Draaka can undertake whatever ceremonies she wishes when she kills her Unraveller. With luck, she might need to set fire to a few soulweavers as part of her ritual. In fact, I think that I will have a dream when we land upon Myrmidor, in which the Chaos spirit commands us to roast all surviving soulweavers and myrmidons on a bonfire in its honour.’

She and Kalide laughed long at this and Glynn heard the same chittering blackness behind it that she had seen in the Draaka’s eyes, and understood that the Iridomi chieftain was indeed possessed by the Chaos spirit, whether or not she believed in its existence.

‘What of the feinna?’ Kalide asked. ‘I thought it was bonded to her from what the transcripts said. I thought that if I hurt her enough, it would come to her.’

‘So that was the fire that prodded at you. You are a fool. This mind link between that beast and the girl is a myth, though it does give rise to the interesting question of the myth maker.’

‘But Mother, the feinna looked at me, I tell you. And its eyes changed colour!’

Coralyn’s features were rigid with distaste. ‘Control yourself,’ she said icily, and something in her tone made Kalide flinch and step back from her. ‘I have told you before to control your appetites. The world is filled with beasts that can be mutilated without repercussions.’

All at once Kalide looked bewildered. ‘Did I imagine its eyes changing? Was it another imagining?’

‘Shhhh,’ Coralyn stepped closer and folded him in her arms, stroking his smooth curls. ‘Perhaps it was. But once you are Holder, the visions and imaginings will cease to torment you.’

‘Are you sure? Sometimes I think that they are getting worse. What if …?’

‘Shusha,’ Coralyn crooned and Glynn saw Kalide slowly grow calm in her arms.

‘What shall I do, Mother?’ he whispered after a time. His voice was flat and serene, but also despairing.

‘You will obey me as you have always done, my darling, and everything will be well. Now, I must go and speak with Unys. She is baulking at her role again.’

‘I do not see why such a fuss must be made of her and that idiot, Kerd. I am the one who …’

‘Shhhh, my love. Remember, this betrothal banquet to welcome Fulig and the formal betrothing tomorrow are no more than a diversion and a sleight of hand. They will both bow down to you, as will all of Keltor, when you ascend the Holder’s throne.’

‘But what about Tarsin?’

‘Forget Tarsin,’ Coralyn said.
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segue …

The watcher was drawn to the Unraveller’s world by the occurrence of something unexpected and utterly dangerous. The red-haired youth Sean was approaching the hospice where the clarinet player’s mother lay. The watcher dipped into the boy’s mind to discover why and was plunged into the memory of a dream the youth had experienced of flight on great, wide, violet wings. The dream was so richly intense and so densely embroidered in detail that it was like drinking some sort of narcotic elixir.

The watcher withdrew to hover outside the youth, trying to calm its apprehensions.

It pondered the impulse that had led it to this place so long ago, and to the exertion of powers which had created a nexus within which certain things could occur. Was it possible the nexus had begun to act as a focus?

The youth was now speaking to a nurse, explaining that he wanted to see a boy who had been admitted. ‘The glue-sniffer,’ he said simply and bluntly. ‘They told me at the hospital that he was sent here.’

The nurse blinked, then nodded. ‘You know the boy then? We have been wanting to identify him …’

But the youth shook his head. ‘I don’t know his real name. I only know him from the street. He called himself Shadow.’

‘Apt. Do you know where he came from? His family might …’

‘I don’t think he has any family. I mean, any that would care about him. He said once that his mother had died and another time he was talking in his sleep about his father. I think he used to bash him.’ The watcher saw the memory of the child tossing and moaning in a borrowed sleeping-bag on the floor of the red-haired boy’s bedroom.

The nurse nodded vaguely. ‘There were indications of savage abuse from a very early age on the x-rays. Poor little kid.’ She drew herself up. ‘Technically we’re not allowed to admit anyone without the permission of family, but in the case of the boy, perhaps it might help him to hear your voice.’

‘The hospital said he was in a coma and that they sent him here because he won’t be waking up.’

‘Some do wake up,’ the nurse said brightly; the unspoken but obvious addition was: but not many. ‘What is your name? I need to fill in the visitors’ log.’

‘Sean Holland.’

‘Good,’ she said vaguely. The youth noticed absently how she kept her fingers neatly together when she wrote and then laid the pen down. His habit of noting detail had become so intense that it now seemed distracting to him.

Dipping into the boy’s mind as they walked, the watcher saw that it had been strangely easy for the boy to gain access to this place, despite all of the wards it had set and despite the sort of place that had grown here because of the wards; a place of rules and locked doors and careful order. But things happened in a nexus which could happen nowhere else. Nothing was quite impossible there. Space bent under the pressure of bearing the weight of so many important events and things connected oddly or even distorted. Perhaps the nexus had gone from being closed to open, in which case, instead of closing itself from the world, as it had been intended to do, it had begun to summon extraordinary people and events and potentials.

The unconscious child lay curled in a foetal position that only the watcher recognised as being identical to the way he had lain when the two women had found him under the bridge. He was thinner than ever and terribly pale with black bruises under his eyes. A darkness hummed in his aura which was shot with black and lit intermittently and almost impossibly by flashes of pure white. It was as if the boy was some sort of metaphorical battlefield for the two opposing forces. The watcher dared not enter the boy’s dreams for Chaos raged in him through a direct link to the Void.

‘Shadow?’ Sean called softly. There was no evident response, although the watcher saw the boy’s aura shudder and pulse white and then blue. The youth looked at the nurse. ‘Can I touch him?’ She nodded and he reached out and laid a finger on the boy’s cheek. The flesh burned under his finger and his breath hissed out in dismay. He shifted his hand and shook the narrow shoulder. It was like shaking a fresh-killed dog, the movement flaccid and heavy in some sickeningly fluid way.

‘I don’t think he will hear you,’ the nurse said, suppressing an absurd surge of disappointment. Looking up from her station into that pale intense face with the dreaming eyes and strong chin, she had caught her breath and had felt a moment of electric hope. It had been as if a battered angel had wandered into the hospice, whose touch and voice would succeed where medical science had failed.

‘Can I … sit with him for a while?’

‘Of course,’ the nurse said kindly, feeling foolish and suddenly close to tears. ‘Stay as long as you like. That’s how it works here. People come when they can and stay as long as they can. Until …’ she stopped abruptly and withdrew.

Left alone, the youth sat down beside the boy. Again the watcher entered his mind. Instantly, he was aware that the Song in him had weakened, though it was still pure. But when the youth took the limp hand of the boy into his own, the Song flared in him. Oh, there was so much locked up in this almost-man, so much potential and brightness, and yet here he sat, grieving for a boy he hardly knew and for the world that had brought him to such a sad, quiet end.

For a time the watcher felt that the Song might die in the youth, even as it watched, and this time it resolved to witness it, but instead, something in the youth rallied. All at once, he sat forward and called the boy by his nickname again. There was no evident response but again the aura fluttered blue and white as the youth began to whisper to the boy of the moments they had shared; of a night when the child had come to sleep at the older boy’s house. His wonder at the pigeons and their obvious affection for Sean. They had eaten burgers prepared by Sean’s mother and had watched television half the night. Nothing much and yet Shadow had seemed almost delirious with joy. Incandescent. Sean had grieved for one whose life had been so dark and joyless that such a simple evening had seemed so special. But now, strangely, the memory of Shadow’s happiness filled him with such a pure joy that it was almost painful to bear it. And unbeknown to him, the Song grew and swelled within him.

The child felt it and his comatose soul unfurled fractionally, but Chaos within him roared and snarled, and the boy’s soul wound tight again.

The watcher drifted away, feeling its own helplessness as never before. Matters were beginning to slide and shift, and nothing was predictable.

It segued …
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Worlds have dreams as well as people, I think, and Keltor is a dream

of my world. If I am right, then it might be true that my world is

also a dream …


SCROLL OF STRANGERS

‘You have a sister here?’ Soonkar stared at Ember in disbelief.

‘I have seen her in visions. She is on Ramidan, I think, or she will be.’ Ember felt distant from the halfman but the pain had always done that to her, separating her from the world and from herself. In the last hours, it had become savage enough that she had been unable to conceal it from the dwarf, but for the moment, it was in abeyance.

The dwarf’s astonishment faded into a narrow-eyed thoughtfulness, and he scratched the bristles on his chin as if they irritated him. ‘I wonder what Darkfall makes of the two of you?’

‘I’m not sure if they know about Glynn,’ Ember said. It was exhausting to talk, but better that than to be left alone with her fears and the jabbering glee of dark Ember. ‘Alene might have mentioned the vision when she called to Darkfall to tell them about me, but I didn’t know she was my sister then and I’m pretty certain that Alene thought it was a false vision. Feyt was going to try to find out about her, somehow. The night Bleyd and I left Ramidan, when I remembered that Glynn was my sister, Feyt swore to find her, but I don’t know what she may have done about it.’

‘What exactly did Alene tell the soulweavers about you?’

‘I don’t know. She had to go to the top of Skyreach Bluff to call and she left me in the hut with Tareed. But she said she wanted to find out if anyone had dreamed of the arrival of a stranger who looked like Shenavyre.’ She frowned, remembering something else. ‘She was worried because the silvery distortion caused by the tumour in my blinded eye made it look like soulweavers’ eyes look, and would mark me a stranger. She would have told them that. And when she came back, she said that none of the soulweavers had seen my coming but they wanted me to come to Darkfall so they could try to figure out what it meant.’ She gave a shrug. ‘Tareed and Bleyd were convinced that it is a sign the Unraveller is coming.’

‘Maybe they are right.’

‘How can a person from another world be a sign in this world?’

‘Some might say it would make perfect sense for the person heralding the arrival of the Unraveller to come from the same world,’ Soonkar said. ‘There are deep links between these two worlds that go back to well before Lanalor built his portal, so perhaps there is some deeper reason for you looking as you do.’

‘But how could our worlds be linked, and by whom, if not Lanalor?’

‘I do not know. It may be that such a question is akin to asking why trees have seeds. Or who made it that way. It is just how things work. Unless you happen to believe in gods, which I do not.’

‘I don’t think my looking as I do is anything but coincidence, but even if I am a sign, then I have fulfilled my purpose.’

‘A fine point to put upon it,’ Soonkar conceded. ‘However, if you recall, your face came to me in a dream so I reserve the right to believe that your coming here had a purpose beyond being a signal.’

‘If it was my face you saw and not Shenavyre’s.’

‘It was you,’ Soonkar said with quelling certainty. ‘And if you are right about your sister being here, then there is probably a reason for that, too. There is a saying on Keltor: Each thing has its song to sing.’

‘I have heard it, but you don’t know Glynn,’ Ember said. As a young child she had been irritated by her sister’s clumsiness, which had seemed to her to be connected to Glynn’s inability to hear music and her propensity to always be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Ember glanced out the window at the sea shimmering under the twin moons, and reckoned it close to dawn. For the time being the ratty gnawing of the pain at her head and neck had ebbed, like the tide, but soon it would come again, and it would be worse than before. She shivered. Hope was a frail web that she had spun for herself, connecting her to Glynn and to Duran and to Signe on Darkfall. But now Duran was ensnared in a trap, and Glynn was who-knew-where on Keltor walking towards her doom on a cliff edge. The one clear remaining hope was Signe and her ability to heal Ember, but the soulweaver was on Darkfall and now it would be a race against time and the inexorable tide of pain to get there before it was too late. There was no possibility now of pretending that hunger or fatigue or anything else was affecting her. The tumour was growing and its poisons were spreading through her. She imagined her chakra and aura would glow blackly around her now, and shuddered inwardly.

Rising, Ember acknowledged that she ought to have slept during the long wait in the upper rooms of the small nightshelter, as Soonkar had urged, but she had been too restless, and at times the pain had been too great. Soonkar had come and gone several times throughout the day. He had not managed to learn what had become of Fridja and the others, though he had visited their new headquarters, but had found it deserted. He had also learned that Revel had returned from the palace and had gone aboard her ship, but still there was no talk on the piers of the Stormsong leaving. Soonkar had wanted to warn Revel of her danger, but he had seen her speaking with green legionnaires, and that had seemed reason enough to stay away. Ember had been despondent to think that she and Bleyd might have brought harm to the shipwoman, but there was nothing she could do about it. Even giving herself up would not help Revel now.

‘Did you tell Duran about being a stranger?’ Soonkar asked, coming to stand at the window beside her.

‘Somehow the right moment never came.’ Ember turned to him with sudden impatience. ‘How are we supposed to go aboard any ship if there are legionnaires aboard all of them?’

‘The fact that they are all being watched helps us, for the green legionnaires are spread thin.’ He brought a flat case of face paint out of his pocket with a flourish. ‘I bought this so that we can transform you into a balladeer. We can paint you up to make it look like your resemblance to Shenavyre is artifice, and try to bargain for a cheaper fare by offering a performance. Have no fear, for it is the sort of thing balladeers always try, and it never works. I decided against your being a songmaker because the a’luwtha is like to be part of the description they are circulating by now.’

‘My eye?’ Ember said faintly.

‘You will have to wear an eye patch as if you have been injured,’ Soonkar said succinctly.

That his plan was little more than a bluff sent a shiver of fear through Ember, but there was no point in complaining because there was no other way off Iridom. Yet it was as if a strong wind plucked at the final thread of hope, taunting her with its fragility.

‘How do you feel?’ Soonkar asked solicitously.

‘I am fine for the moment,’ Ember said a little stiffly.

‘I don’t think so,’ the dwarf said. ‘Tell me about your illness.’

Ember wanted to refuse, but she understood that he would need to know what lay ahead, especially if he would have to procure drugs to dull the pain and keep her quiet. So she told him about her illness and the symptoms and the tests and, last of all, about the reprieve in the form of the yellow pills.

‘But of course you don’t have them here.’

Ember shook her head. ‘Alene kept draining off the poisons while I was with her. At first I did not even know that she was doing it. I think she arrested the tumour for some time, or at least slowed it right down. But it got too much for her. When she said they wanted me to go to Darkfall, she told me then that Signe would be able to heal me.’

‘Signe?’

Ember nodded, puzzled at the sharp note of enquiry in his voice. ‘Then what? After Darkfall?’

‘I … I don’t really know. I would be content to discover that there is an after.’

Without warning, the door to the stairs leading down to the public taproom burst open and the owner of the establishment lumbered in. He was built like a bear and seemed to Ember bearish in all respects, including the rank stench he emanated. But he had been kind in a rough way and Soonkar had assured her that he was as stalwart as a rock. ‘Trouble,’ he growled now.

‘Downstairs?’ Soonkar had risen to his feet like a cat. He was oddly graceful in all his movements except walking.

‘Not downstairs. Did you not hear? They are ringing the Edict bell.’

Soonkar scowled and shook his head. Then he slapped his friend on the back saying lightly, ‘Well, we will have to wait until it rings again to leave. Is there any chance of some warmed cirul and fresh bread?’ Ember did not know what he had told the other man, but his pretence of indifference over the Edict bell suggested it was not much.

‘I will bring you something but you can not stay here for much longer, Soonkar. If the greens are looking for someone, eventually they will come here. You did say they wanted you, and they wont overlook you, however distracted they may be by whoever caused them to ring the bell.’

‘We will be out of your hair sooner than you think, Gopan.’

The big man looked gloomy. ‘It is not that I want to turn you out, Soonkar, but I have children and …’

‘You have done me a great service and I will not forget it, my friend,’ Soonkar said with, as far as Ember could tell, genuine warmth. He stopped the big man in the act of turning away. ‘There is one other thing. Could you obtain some lirium for me?’ Gopan looked disapproving but he nodded. When they were alone again, the dwarf turned to Ember.

‘Now what do we do?’ she asked and, as if in answer to her question, the pain began to flow back into her, sharp enough to silence the fear of it that rose in the lulls between attacks. She thought how strange it was that the pain was preferable to the fear of it. Maybe death would be preferable to the fear of death.

Soonkar had begun to pace.

‘They are taking extreme precautions to stop you, given the Edict bell inhibits trade and the Iridomi generally allow nothing to get in the way of their pleasure or their profit. Infesting the ships and shore with green legionnaires should have been more than enough for them to feel you were safely bottled up.’

‘Why do they want us so badly?’ Ember whispered. ‘You’d think Coralyn and Kalide would be content with having discredited Bleyd and got rid of him. And all I am to them is the visionweaver who inconveniently saved Tarsin from drinking poison, whom he thanks by turning into a hunted criminal.’ Ember felt that if she could just lie down now, she would sleep for a hundred years, except of course she didn’t have a hundred years. She felt dark Ember gloating at her despair.

‘How much time do you have left?’ Soonkar asked, as if he had read her thoughts. He was peering through the windows at the piers, which looked deceptively peaceful in the solitary light of Onyx, for Aden had already set. The question was so calmly put that for a moment Ember could not take it in. Then she realised that no one had ever asked her this before, certainly not so casually.

Perhaps that was what made it possible for her to answer. ‘Not long. A week if I am lucky. Maybe only a couple of days. There are a lot of signs. The doctors – the white cloaks from my world – said that the end would come quickly when it came. I would know it was close when I was experiencing blackouts, headaches, delusions and pain in my spine. I have endured all of these symptoms since coming to Keltor. Nausea, sleeplessness, no interest in food and worse pain would tell me that the end was very near, and the last sign is full blindness and more pain. Terrible pain,’ she added bleakly. ‘If I reach either of the next stages, you will have to drug me and make me unconscious to get me aboard.’ A thought struck her. ‘Is that what the lirium is for?’

‘Not quite. It will stop the pain but you will be able to walk aboard. I am afraid we have no hope of getting away if you can not do that.’

‘A strong pain suppressant that will let me stay conscious and move sounds perfect,’ Ember said.

‘One would not use it except at great need, for it has a strange disorientating effect upon a person who takes it, and it is very, very addictive. It is also a slight but cumulative poison.’ Soonkar did not say what they were both surely thinking: that perhaps she would not live long enough to become addicted or to consume enough to be poisoned. Instead, he reached out and took her hand. ‘Have courage.’

‘Courage for what?’ Ember asked as, inside her, dark Ember hooted with laughter.

‘Have the courage to hope,’ the halfman said. He patted her hand once, and let it go to resume his pacing. ‘The way I see it, we have only one chance of escaping this cursed place now. We will have to steal a ship.’

‘What!’ Ember gaped at him stupidly.

‘It will not be as difficult as you might think. Despite the Edict bell, a lot of people will be about: servitors dispatched to collect valuable cargo or parcels, or to collect perishable cargo that will need special storage or selling up. The legionnaires will still be about, but they will be less watchful because of the ban on shipping. All we have to do is make our way to the Wildwind and slip aboard. The only things holding a ship to its tethering place are rope loops, no more than four and sometimes only two. Keltan ships do not use anchors in port. We need only throw off the binding ropes, then the tide and currents will carry us out to sea before anyone is the wiser.’

‘But even if we could manage to get aboard and untie the ship without anyone stopping us, we would just drift without a wavespeaker to make the ship move, and what happens when some silfisense us?’

‘The crew will be aboard because of its looming departure, and once the ship drifts free of the land and is outside Iridomi jurisdiction, I will tell the truth to the shipmaster and beg him only to continue on to his scheduled destination. There he can duly hand us over to the authorities in bindings if he wishes, and he can quite truthfully claim that he did not break the Edict. The beauty of the plan is that he could not return to shore even if he wanted, because the Edict specifically forbids any ship coming to shore, as well as any leaving.’

‘But what if the shipmaster just decides to head straight back to Vespi and turn us over to his own authorities?’

‘That would be breaking journey-bond, on the other hand it is a possibility. But your question has given me an idea. We will not take the Wildwind after all. We will take the Stormsong. We will not need to convince Revel to carry us to Myrmidor, since she will still be bound by the friendbinding she made with Alene.’

‘I thought that we agreed that the Stormsong might be a trap.’

‘It might have been, but no one will see it that way now because it would be judged that you and the Fomhikan would not come near the shore given that the Edict bell has rung.’

‘I do not think that Revel will be overjoyed to see us,’ Ember said.

‘I think you are wrong. She will be more than eager to leave Iridom, given the length of time that she has been delayed by bureaucratic malice, and if she knows that she in under suspicion, she will be relieved to be away from Iridom.’

‘How do you know that she is not already some sort of prisoner?’

He shook his head. ‘If that were so, she would have found some way to fly the secret signal that warns any friend to Darkfall of danger aboard. No, if a trap was set, she is the bait without knowing it. I have just had another thought, too, that makes the Stormsong a good choice. There are warehouses near where it is moored and, if memory serves me, one of them used to be a myrmidon bolt hole. We can go there now and wait until the moment before we would act.’ Soonkar was already pulling on his boots and Ember hastened to do the same before donning her cloak and taking up the a’luwtha bag.

Just as they had risen to their feet, the door opened to admit the bearish Gopan carrying two mugs of hot cirul and a loaf of steaming bread. Soonkar took the proffered loaf and thrust it into his bag, then he took both mugs, handed one to Ember and drained off the other in one mighty draught. Ember lifted the bottom of her veil and took a sip. It was strong enough to drive a fiery fist into her belly, but it also cleared her mind of the fog for a moment.

‘I did not mean that you had to go at once,’ Gopan protested.

‘I know, my friend. But for our own sakes we must.’ Soonkar set down his mug and reached into his pocket, but Gopan shook his head and waved the offer of coin away.

‘I owe you.’

‘No,’ Soonkar said, but he removed his hand and took the twists of powder that Gopan was now handing to him. He grimaced at them and then passed one back to Ember.

‘It is the lirium and it might be as well to take it now. About half of that will do it,’ Soonkar said. Gopan looked horrified but Ember opened the paper and poured the bitter dust onto her tongue, then washed it away with more of the fiery cirul. She handed the remainder of the drug in its twist of paper to the halfman, who thrust it into his pocket.

On the street, Ember turned to the dwarf. ‘Who are you that Gopan is so subservient and nervous of you, and Faylian knew you, and Duran knew of you. And those words you said in the cellar to Fridja. They were some sort of myrmidon password, weren’t they?’

‘Once I owned Gopan’s business. When I decided to leave Iridom, I gave it to him. He regards himself as beholden to me for that and I used his gratitude, but he owes me nothing. The rest of your questions will have to wait.’ Soonkar’s eyes glimmered in the grey pre-dawn, and Ember realised that some part of him was thriving on the danger and desperation of their position. Did all men have a part of them that was brought to life by the prospect of battle?

They were making their way along a back lane from the nightshelter, which Soonkar said ran parallel to the street running along the shore. They could reach the warehouses in this way, without running the gauntlet of legionnaires and other officials. Ember was calculating, rather light-headedly, that they had gone two kilometres when Soonkar stopped, announced that they had arrived, and began unceremoniously picking a lock.

It swung open a moment later and Ember stared dreamily over Soonkar’s broad shoulders into the cavernous darkness of the warehouse. She could feel pain, but somehow it did not seem to be hurting her. In fact, she felt as if her head were floating several metres above her body.

‘Something is amiss,’ Soonkar muttered.

‘You have that right,’ a voice said, and out from between two crates stepped Duran. ‘My wits were amiss to allow myself to be trapped and dragged around like a trussed yinna by that idiot Bukanic. Of course I would have handled things differently had I known that Famaki was involved.

‘Gods woman! It is good to see you, but you almost made my heart stop!’ Soonkar growled. He glanced around, caught Ember by the arm and drew her into the warehouse, shutting the door behind them.

‘It has been a long time, Halfman. Fridja explained why you were on Iridom. A strange tale. I would not have taken you for the mystical type.’

‘I never used to be,’ Soonkar said. ‘But how did you get free? Fridja?’

‘She and her miraculous urchins. I must remind Gorick to reward them substantially after all of this is over, though I suspect they would not appreciate the restrictions that wealth and legitimacy would impose. Food perhaps.’

‘What happened, then?’ Soonkar asked with a touch of irritation.

‘Fortunately I was conscious because Famaki had decided to offer the pleasure of interrogating me to Coralyn.’ Her expression grew cold. ‘When Famaki tries to explain how he let me escape, Coralyn will more than even the balance of pain.’

‘Where are the others?’ Soonkar asked.

‘In the cellar. We will go down in a little. I assume you heard the bell just before?’

‘I did. I had to change my plans.’

‘Oh?’ Duran asked, and Soonkar swiftly outlined the planned theft of a ship.

‘A bold plan, even for you,’ Duran said, her eyes glinting in the light shining down through a skylight. ‘Any particular ship?’

‘The Stormsong,’ Soonkar said. ‘You see, Revel –’

‘– will betray you,’ Duran finished the sentence flatly.

‘Never,’ Soonkar snapped.

‘Not you in particular, but she has betrayed Bleyd and the visionweaver to the Iridomi authorities.’

‘I do not believe this!’

‘She came here specifically to betray them,’ Duran continued relentlessly. ‘There never was an order for the Stormsong to divert here. She lied, which was why there was no notification from Vespi. She counted on being taken up to the palace by the officials to explain herself, so that she could inform about her fugitive passengers. Fortunately, there was a delay before anyone would see her, and because Bleyd had spotted you following them, he contacted Fridja and went off sightseeing instead of immediately sending word back to the ship about where they were staying. He meant to do it when they returned to the nightshelter, but then Fridja sent Virat to intercept them because she had not yet figured out who you were and so again no message was sent. It is very likely that it is you who saved the visionweaver and Bleyd from being taken prisoner only hours after the Stormsong tethered here. Revel was kept in the palace waiting for word from the ship. She had left instructions for a runner to be sent after her when Bleyd contacted the ship.’

‘She is aboard the Stormsong now,’ Soonkar said.

‘She is, but she was in the palace when Coralyn called to respond to Famaki’s message about capturing me. None of the other officials knew anything about it so Famaki was sent for and that was when she would have heard about the raid on the myrmidon group here, and Hella’s capture. There was a lot of shouting and arguing, then finally someone mentioned Revel and her passengers. Revel was to be sent back to her ship in case the two fugitives were waiting to see her before they made contact. Can you imagine how Coralyn must have slavered at the thought of having all of us in her talons?’

‘How do you know what happened up at the palace if you were freed by Fridja?’

‘Revel’s second in command told me. Mysel.’

‘Did he tell you why the beloved daughter of a shipmaster who had always cleaved to Darkfall would sell us to the enemies of the misty isle?’

Jogged by the dwarf’s baffled words into remembering the grave look on the face of the white-cloak novice on Vespi who had urged Revel to go and see her father, Ember suddenly understood. ‘Because of her father,’ she murmured. Her voice seemed to come through her pores and float about the room.

‘Precisely,’ Duran confirmed, giving her a sharp look. ‘He died the night before you left Vespi and Mysel said that she was strange and distant from that moment.’

‘Revenge,’ Soonkar sighed. ‘She blamed the soulweavers for her father’s illness, I know, because of Tarsin’s abuse of the Vespian shipfolk. She felt that Darkfall had betrayed those who were loyal by allowing him to continue as Holder. She was grimmer than I have even known her when her shipfolk brought me out of hiding. Yet she was adamant that I could not make the round trip with her and pay her at the end. I suppose I should be pleased that she was trying to keep me out of it. But to betray a friendbinding …’

‘Mysel said that at first he and the crew had put her black mood down to grief and exhaustion, but she grew ever more moody and haughty and refused to let him see the journey chart, although normally it is the specific task of the second to navigate. When she did not return after some time in the Iridomi palace, he looked at the journey chart and discovered there was no mention of any diversion to Iridom. Fearing what she might have done, he tried to contact Vespi, but the callstone had been disabled. When Revel finally returned to the ship yesterday, he kept a watch on her and, last night, in desperation, he pretended to be drunk when they were alone, and admitted that he was disaffected with Darkfall and blamed the soulweavers for the death of his old shipmaster. Revel wept and told him everything.’

‘By the Horn, how did Mysel get to you?’

‘He was aware that urchins on many of the septs work for the Shadowman, so he took the risk of going for a stroll late last night and whispering into the ear of a ragged girl that he had desperately important news for Darkfall. He was wrong about who pays them on Iridom, but the message got to us. We signalled the ship as he had instructed and we met. After hearing what he had to say, our main concern was to find you before you tried to board the Stormsong.’

‘What an irony,’ Soonkar murmured. ‘We had actually decided not to use the Stormsong in case it was being watched, but when the Edict bell sounded, it seemed the better choice. How did you know we’d come here?’

‘It is the closest safe place to the Stormsong, but there are urchins stationed in every place it was thought that you might go.’

Soonkar shook his head and said heavily, ‘I pity the girl, for this will not bring her father back, and if it could do so, he would turn her away for this treachery.’

‘Grief is a sickness and the fifth gate to madness. And madness is one of the faces of chaos,’ Duran said. ‘Mysel hopes that the Vespians will see Revel’s behavior in this light when she is judged.’ Ember saw that there was pity in the myrmidon’s face, and she was reminded vividly of Glynn, who had seemed to feel compassion in so many situations where other people would have felt anger or resentment.

Ember realised that this was the perfect moment to reveal that she was a stranger, but the lirium she had taken made it hard to connect the thought to action or words. Then the myrmidon began speaking again and the moment passed. The drug had begun by making her feel pleasantly light headed, but the effect had been growing stronger as they walked, and she realised it was growing still.

‘I was lying there cursing my stupidity,’ Duran was saying. ‘Then a boy comes hurrying in and Famaki rushes off with him, all pale and ashen faced, and not more than half an hour later, there is a short commotion and in walks Fridja, cool as an icicle, with Gorick behind her breathing fire. Never did I imagine that I would be rescued like some languishing maiden in a ballad, but I was glad enough to see them. Fortunately legionnaires are no match for dedicated and desperate myrmidons.’

‘The Edict bell rang because of your escape!’ Soonkar said.

‘I fear so. But it is all the same thing because they see us all as enemies to be apprehended. The problem now is how we get away from Iridom. I must say that my ideas align with yours. What was the name of the vessel that you had thought to cross with, before the Edict bell rang?’

Soonkar told her and the myrmidon leader rolled her eyes. ‘The Wildwind’s master is Barat wavespeaker, who is even more inflexible than Fulig. Still, Wildwind it is.’

‘If Shipmaster Barat will not wavespeak the ship, we had better try another ship because no one will come to the aid of a vessel that has broken Edict, without a specific rescue order from Fulig. Besides which, given the shortage of callstones, the ship might not even have one.’

‘I had not thought to cozen the shipmaster, or persuade him. Sitting below is one of Fridja’s folk, Audra, who was Vespian and the indulged daughter of a fine wavespeaker before she became a myrmidon. If Barat refuses to help us, Audra will be able to control the ship well enough to get us to Myrmidor so long as we do not stint the culva, though she does not promise a smooth ride. Come below now and I will introduce you to her. We will leave here just before the tide turns, go straight aboard and untether immediately,’ Duran said. They had been following her slowly into the depths of the warehouse as they talked, and now they came to a doorway where a lantern was hung, its wick trimmed very low. Duran now turned to give Ember a long considering look.

‘Lirium,’ Soonkar said.

Duran frowned but she only said, ‘Have you eaten recently? When I came up for my turn on watch they were preparing something.’

‘I would not say no to a bite,’ Soonkar said ponderously.

Ember felt as if she was in a glass bottle; although able to hear them talking, she was removed utterly from the possibility of communication. But suddenly, she was struck by the way Soonkar expressed himself. It was what had been nagging at her all along whenever the halfman had spoken. His speech was too much like that of her own world. Which meant that he had experienced extended contact with strangers. Or with one stranger.

Ember wanted to ask him, but the effort of formulating words was beyond her. She could not hold onto her revelations. Duran was leading them down a set of steps now, into a small cellar which turned out to have a false wall on one side, hiding another doorway leading to a secret room. It was here that they found the others.

‘I am glad that you have kept the a’luwtha safe,’ Duran said, as she waited to close the wall back up.

‘The soulweavers have powers of which they do not speak, and I think the bond between songmaker-soulweaver and a’luwtha is such a power.’

Ember could not think how to respond to that, but Duran had gone ahead again, to where Fridja and the other myrmidons were greeting Soonkar warmly. Bleyd half started to his feet when he saw Ember, his face pale with delight, but there was no sign of Hella.

Fridja urged them to sit and then Soonkar told their story again. Ember was silent. It was as if she sat in the corner of a great hall, and everyone else was at the other end. Suddenly Bleyd was beside her, telling her that Hella had been hurt by Famaki’s ruffians.

‘Does she blame us?’ she managed to ask.

‘I do not know. Duran says she is only concussed and will wake eventually with no more than a sore head. I hope she is right. She is over there by the wall in a roll bed. Duran told you about Revel?’

Ember nodded, surprised to discover that although the effect of the lirium was strong, she could oppose the way it disturbed her mind. ‘We should have listened when you said that Hella could not have known there was to be a delay on Iridom.’

‘I am to blame because I did not follow that thought to its proper conclusion. My instructors always said that I lacked the sagacity of patience.’ His expression became troubled. ‘I have heard that Anyi is seriously ill. It is said that someone tried to poison him and an announcement was made yesterday to say that he would not attend the betrothal festivities, nor will he attend the formal betrothal union later today.’

‘The betrothal is today?’

‘It started yesterday but the formal betrothal ceremony will begin at Kalinda set. Are you … how is your illness?’

Ember frowned. Without the pain clawing at her, it would be easy to believe that she had imagined she was close to death. Maybe the pains were only the result of stress and exhaustion and lack of proper food.

Coward, laughed dark Ember. Look how you hide from the stark beauty of truth in weak delusions and excuses. When the pain will not be denied, this frail bulwark of lies and hope and pathetic imaginings will be like match sticks in a dark flood. And then will I come, fearless and accepting, to take us to the end.

‘Ember?’

Ember blinked. ‘I am well enough,’ she murmured.

‘What of these chits Ember mentioned, carried here by Hella of Acantha?’ Fridja was asking.

‘They were lost in the raid on the old refuge,’ Duran answered. ‘But once we get aboard the ship, if there is an untuned callstone, I will contact the Shadowman to see what has been happening.’

‘I doubt Alene would approve of you having anything to do with him,’ Soonkar said.

Duran shrugged. ‘We myrmidons have long made use of the Shadowman, despite the soulweavers’ prohibition. We are protectors, not servitors.’

Everyone looked up to see Hella coming towards them, pale and ill-looking, but not otherwise marked. Several of the myrmidons rose to go to her aid, but it was Bleyd who reached her first and helped her to sit on the couch next to Ember’s. She was given a short version of how she had been rescued and of the situation they now faced. ‘You need not come with us,’ Duran said gently. ‘Fridja can take you somewhere safe here, where you can recover in comfort and calmness. You can take a ship to Myrmidor once all of this is over.’

‘You should, Hella,’ Bleyd urged. ‘You have suffered enough in a matter that …’

‘Does not concern me?’ Hella asked. ‘But it does concern me. Why does no one ever see that. I do not want to be left behind again as if I were a bothersome parcel. I wish to travel to Myrmidor with you and to be of use, if I can.’ This was said with touching and tremulous dignity. Then Hella looked at Ember and smiled wanly. ‘Do not look so stricken. I feel awful but I will not die …’ Then her face fell. ‘Oh, I am sorry, Ember. I did not mean …’

‘It’s all right,’ Ember found the words and managed to say them. ‘I have lived with the knowledge that I am dying for a long time.’

Hella fell into abashed silence for a time, and Ember drifted far away.

Ember dreamed of Tarsin.

He wore the same stained gold suit as when she had last seen him on Ramidan, though he seemed thinner now, and older. His eyes had a dazed look. A servitor in white brought him a robe trimmed with spangles of gold and draped it around his shoulders.

‘I do not look as I once did,’ Tarsin muttered, seeming to wake from a dream. The gold spangles tinkled and clinked together when he moved.

The servitor met his master’s eyes in the mirror. ‘We all grow older, Lord.’

‘I wonder why my mother has been so well served by time; she who never served anyone but herself. Are you listening Mother?’ he suddenly bellowed at the walls. The servitor did not react and Ember thought he was probably accustomed to sudden shouts and mood changes from his master, for the Holder’s body servitors were appointed for life. ‘She always listens, Saloum,’ Tarsin added craftily. Then his expression darkened. ‘She does not seem to realise that I, too, have listeners and watchers loyal to me.’

‘Shall I comb your hair, Lord?’ the servitor asked, although it was obvious at a glance that Tarsin’s hair had not been touched for a very long time.

‘Not now,’ Tarsin said. ‘I must go. It would not do to keep Fulig waiting. Everyone knows how precise he is. How meticulous and law abiding. And you know I am actually looking forward to this. My mother thinks she is so clever and controlling, but Fulig will never dance to her tunes, and I think tonight he will instruct her upon this. I must be sure to give him plenty of time to speak.’ He giggled, then scowled. ‘Kalide shall be seated furthest from me so that all shall see how I regard his pretensions, though in truth they are not his but my mother’s. But he has been her willing tool. Enough!’ he suddenly shrieked and the servitor instantly withdrew, bowing low. Tarsin swept from the room, an incongruous mix of filth and finery. A servitor waited at the door in gold-trimmed white, bearing a scepter and a heavy hide-covered book embossed in metal. He fell in behind Tarsin as he came out, but the Holder seemed unaware of him and of the expressionless salutes of the red legionnaires stationed at regular intervals along corridor after corridor.

At length he came to the doors of the very chamber where the festivities had been held the night that she had been sent to vision in the cells. It seemed so long ago now. Liveried servitors at the doors opened them, bowing low to their master and, inside, ceremonial horns blared to announce his entrance. As on the last occasion Ember had attended, the entire court was assembled in its finery and, at Tarsin’s appearance, they bowed as one. He swept through them without looking at anyone, until he came to a tall, lean, older man with a shock of white hair.

‘Chieftain Fulig,’ Tarsin said stopping. Fulig straightened. He wore no face paint so his grave expression was visible to the entire room. ‘You are well, Lord?’

Tarsin looked momentarily confused by the genuine concern in the old man’s tone and in his very pale brown eyes. He said, perhaps truly, and in a perfectly sane if somewhat weary voice, ‘I am the better for seeing the face of one whose loyalty has never wavered, Fulig. I have served you and your people ill, have I not?’

Fulig shook his head. ‘I and my sept vowed to serve you and Darkfall, Lord Holder. We do not question your commands.’

‘Darkfall …’ Tarsin scowled. ‘Well, come and sit by me. We will talk of this matter before us.’

They came together to the dais where Tarsin’s throne stood. Coralyn and Kalide stood beside it, clad in white and gold trimmed with red jewels. They were a dazzling pair and bowed gracefully, their lips curled in smiles that did not touch their eyes, identically blue and watchful. Tarsin did not look at them as he mounted his throne.

‘Chieftain Fulig,’ Coralyn said, stepping in front of Fulig so that he was forced to stop. ‘We have not spoken in many seasons. I hope that this occasion will see old wounds mended.’

Fulig looked past her as he spoke. ‘Chieftain Coralyn, honour wounded does not heal.’

There was a flash of pure hatred in Coralyn’s eyes but before she could speak again, Tarsin impatiently called Fulig to join him on the dais, and gestured to a chair, and Fulig stepped around Tarsin’s mother.

‘That is my chair,’ Kalide said, sounding for all the world like the petulant younger brother that he was.

‘You will sit elsewhere,’ Tarsin told him coldly. ‘Perhaps for this one day you can imagine life as it might have been if your brother had not been chosen Holder. Mother, why do you not accompany him? I am sure that the two of you have much to discuss. I understand that you are planning a crossing to Iridom soon. I suppose you would have discussed it with me, eventually.’

Kalide whitened to the lips, and even Coralyn grew still. Her smile was deadly. ‘I see that your mood is not good, Lord Holder. No doubt the tattle mouths about the court have soured you with their gossip.’ She bowed and all but dragged the white-faced Kalide after her, talking furiously into his ear.

Ember turned her attention back to Tarsin and willed herself closer, humming to facilitate her control. She wanted to hear what was said.

‘You must be careful of yourself,’ Fulig said with genuine concern, his eyes on Kalide and his mother, who were in the process of ordering those seated at the closest table to decamp.

‘A holder can no more be careful and rule than a chieftain,’ Tarsin said. Now he seemed quite calm and controlled. ‘Well, what have you to say about this match? Are you here to witness the betrothing or to disinherit Kerd? Or perhaps you wish to petition me to forbid the match? I tell you that I am inclined to grant whatever you would ask of me,’ he added with a malicious glance at his mother, who was now seated and watching him like a hawk.

‘Would you forbid it, if I petitioned you?’ Fulig asked, but curiously rather than with real intent.

‘Perhaps not,’ Tarsin conceded. ‘It is in my belief that, however it may seem, this match may ultimately be for the greater good. It is troublesome to have two septs so at odds, and it has benefited neither. And all over the foolish passion of a man for a woman who was not worthy of it,’ he said, his eyes flickering to his mother.

Fulig gave him a startled look but chose not to respond to this provocative remark.

‘So, then, I think you do not wish me to forbid the match,’ Tarsin said. ‘Will you pass over Kerd and choose another to succeed you as chieftain, then?’

Fulig sighed and shook his head. ‘I was enraged to begin with. The thought of … well, it did not sit well with me that my son would join with the stepdaughter of Coralyn of Iridom. But to forbid the betrothing might mean losing him. Faylian advised me to suggest that I persuade my son to reduce his offer to a year-end bond.’

‘A clever move. You retain your son but ensure that he can be rid of Unys before he assumes control of Vespi.’ Fulig made no response to this speculation, but Ember guessed from the slight discomfort on the other man’s face, that the Holder had voiced his motivations a little too bluntly. ‘Faylian,’ Tarsin continued, and his eyes began to wander again. ‘I never liked the woman much.’

‘I do not think she likes herself much, but she has been a true and faithful counsellor,’ Fulig said. ‘Where is Alene? I was looking forward to speaking with her after all these seasons.’

‘She will come. She returned only yesterday from her hut. She petitioned to see me, but I did not wish it.’ Tarsin’s eyes returned to focus and shifted back to Fulig. ‘So, you wish no condition upon this match?’

‘I came to witness the ceremony,’ Fulig said gravely. ‘Though I have not seen the girl yet.’

‘That does not surprise me; I am sure my mother will have made sure that the vain little pelflyt was not available, because you will see what Kerd cannot,’ Tarsin observed maliciously.

‘I do have one request,’ Fulig said very mildly, and now his eyes were moving about the hall, but not as if he sought anyone’s face in particular.

Tarsin gave him a look of expectant delight. ‘I knew that you would not let it be all Coralyn’s way. What price do you put upon this?’

‘I ask it for your ears only and I would further ask that, if you agree, you will make the request your own when you announce it.’

‘I am agog,’ Tarsin said. ‘What would you have?’

‘The child, if there is one. That it shall be fostered to me. I will provide well for it.’

Tarsin burst out laughing. ‘Of that I have no doubt. Oh, what a slap in the face for my mother. And clever, for it will bind the child to Vespi and away from my mother. Very well, I will do it. Indeed I wish it had been my own idea. So, then, let the celebrations begin.’

These latter words were said loudly and it seemed to Ember that those gathered about relaxed fractionally. A balladeer entered and began to perform a long romantic tale as servitors began delivering drink and platters of food to the tables. Guests continued to arrive and, at length, Ember noticed Alene enter clad in her usual black raiment, but her hair, though loose as usual, was trimmed with tiny sprigs of red and yellow flowers. Her expression, as ever, was sternly serene. Tareed walked with her, in the myrmidon festive attire of a white tunic with gold trimmings, and bearing the shorter ceremonial javelin which, Tareed had once assured her, was still an efficient weapon; but there was no sign of Feyt. A servitor brought them to a table near the rear of the room, and Alene accepted it graciously, though it was a calculated slight.

Ember willed herself to the soulweaver, to hear what she was now saying quietly into the ear of the young myrmidon.

‘… uneasy that we have heard no word from her. It is unlike Feyt,’ Alene was saying.

‘Do you think they did not manage to get into the citadel?’ Tareed asked. Her tone was grim but her expression, like Alene’s, was pleasantly bland.

‘I do not know. I wish that I dared to vision by my will, instead of accepting the vague visions of random dream segues, but the upheaval in the Void continues. Maybe it is only that my chit to Solen was intercepted before it could reach its destination. I do wonder why we were permitted to move about freely. Indeed, on the way here, I truly could not guess how I would come to this celebration as I had visioned, given that I expected us to be arrested on our arrival.’

‘Maybe Coralyn thought better of it,’ Tareed said. ‘Or maybe she had a better use for us, apparently free.’

‘You think she uses us as bait?’ Alene asked.

‘Maybe someone wanted to see who you sent messages to and who responded. No doubt they were disappointed to find a dozen orders with a dozen merchants for various frivolous clothes and foods. The best way to find out if Anyi reached his destination would be for me to go down to the citadel. If I am stopped, you will know we are prisoners. If not, I will return soon with news.’

‘I think you are right, and indeed it might be wise for you to go soon. I know you do not like the idea of leaving me, but no harm will come to me in such a public place, and you will have a better chance of slipping out with all the fuss.’

Tareed might have objected, but all at once her mouth fell open. ‘I … it must be the Draaka!’ she said.

A woman in a red dress had entered and was gliding down the length of the room, and slowly the tables grew silent. Like Alene, clearly she had once been a great beauty. There was a subdued sensuality about her, and the suggestion of greed in her full lower lip belied the stern ascetic expression on her face. Behind her walked a tall, hatchet-faced older woman with a severe mouth and cool, calculating eyes, and a very fat, bald man with red lips. Both attendants wore dark robes, and behind them came other draakira. All wore the blazing red emblem of the draakan cult on their breasts, save their mistress.

Coming to the foot of Tarsin’s dais, the Draaka bowed low and then smiled up at him. Ember willed herself to them just in time to hear Tarsin ask her about the whereabouts of the visionweaver.

‘She lives, Lord Holder, for I have seen her in a vision sent by my master, the Void spirit,’ the Draaka announced in a thrillingly beautiful voice. ‘But I have yet to pinpoint her location.’

‘Speak not this blasphemy,’ Fulig thundered, bristling with outrage. He looked at Tarsin. ‘Forgive my interruption, but I do not wish this woman at the betrothing of my son speaking of her master the Void spirit. She and her people have no business here.’

Tarsin said nothing for a long breath, then he waved a dismissive hand at the Draaka. ‘It is his right. Therefore leave us.’ His smile faded into a look of cool command. ‘Send word when your vision is more focused.’

The Draaka cast a swift, blank, black look at Fulig before turning back to Tarsin. ‘I obey, Lord Holder,’ she said. She and her entourage swept from the room and as soon as the doors had closed behind them, the music swelled forth as the balladeer continued his performance.

‘I thank you, and I am sorry for speaking without your permission, Lord Holder,’ Fulig said.

‘It is no matter. You are an honest man and sometimes honest men do rage at what they see, though it does them little service. In truth I am glad you gave me an excuse to send the woman away. Perhaps I should have her arrested for treason after all.’

‘I confess that I should have been glad had you refused to allow her to present herself and her foul party,’ Fulig said.

‘I might have done it but she sent her servitor to me with the gift of a darklin and I bade the girl invoke it.’

‘The servitor?’ Fulig looked startled.

‘A servitor of the Draaka. Unimportant in herself, but I wanted to speak with her, for she swooned before she could tell what she saw. I had her carried back to her mistress, intending to have her brought to me when she regained her senses, but before I could do so, the Draaka sent her to the citadel on some errand and she vanished. I am afraid that I was too eager, and so I had the Draaka brought to me, for she had sworn that she would be able to locate the visionweaver using darklins.’

‘Convenient that the servitor vanished,’ Fulig said lightly. ‘Anyone might have guessed that you would react as you did, and summon her mistress for an explanation. Now, because of this summons, of course, she is officially free to conduct her business in your realm.’

Tarsin gave him a sharp look. ‘You think the Draaka hid the servitor on purpose from me?’ Fulig only shrugged eloquently. Tarsin’s face closed into a scowl. ‘Perhaps tonight I shall inform my mother that her guest is to return to Acantha.’

There was a little silence between them as the balladeer completed his song and received his dues. Then Fulig said, ‘If it does not anger you to satisfy my curiosity, it seems to me that you have some strong affection for this visionweaver.’

‘I wanted to know what happened to her. You know, of course, that she saved my life. Well it does not matter. In truth it is like she is dead, for she was dying. Yet it nags at me that she vanished the same night as the assassin. Perhaps it is only that I want to know what transpired.’ He looked at Fulig and his expression became suddenly suspicious. ‘I believe that one of your ships carried the assassin from Ramidan.’

‘I tell you frankly that I do not believe Bleyd of Fomhika to be a killer, but none of my people would break Edict. Perhaps he and the visionweaver were both killed by the true assassin,’ Fulig said.

‘Did Faylian vision of this?’ Tarsin demanded.

‘Faylian is not in the habit of offering information unless I request it, and I confess that my mind was more upon Kerd and this betrothal than on the fugitives. Besides which, the Void is turmoiled and has been difficult to enter purposefully for some time now. Surely Alene has spoken of it to you?’

‘Excuses,’ snarled Tarsin. ‘Soulweavers have always been good at excuses.’ His eyes went to Alene so swiftly that it was obvious to her that, despite his apparent inattention to his soulweaver, he knew exactly where she was. Alene’s face turned to him as if she felt his gaze, but it was impossible to tell from her contained expression what she thought.

The blaring of the long ceremonial horns to announce the entry of Unys drew all eyes, including those of the Holder. Unys looked to Ember like a Japanese princess in heavy stiff regalia. Her elaborate headdress glittered with so much gold and jewels that it must have made her neck ache, and her green dress was so encrusted with jewels and embroidery that it could have stood alone. The weight of it all made her walk stiff and jerky as if she were a mechanical doll. She wore a long, jewelled golden spike on the end of her smallest finger and this was attached to a ring further up the finger by a thin gold chain and then five spider-web thin chains ran from the ring to a band about her wrist. This, Ember remembered from one conversation with Tareed, must be the Iridomi version of a betrothal bracelet. She could not see Unys’s face because a beaded veil covered it, falling from a jewelled diadem to her chin. She travelled the length of the room and then she knelt, with assistance from two liveried Iridomi servitors, at the foot of the dais before Tarsin’s chair.

Tarsin rose, and now it seemed to Ember that there was pity in his eyes. He stepped down and raised her to her feet and Ember willed herself close enough to hear when he whispered to her that there was still time for her to change her path.

‘I would be betrothed, Lord Holder,’ Unys said in a stiff, breathless voice.

‘So be it,’ Tarsin said softly, and he stepped back and raised his hands. ‘Here is Unys of Iridom. Who would betroth with her?’

This was the moment, Ember knew, when anyone with a prior claim or protest should speak.

But Kerd alone spoke. ‘I will gladly take her to me,’ his voice rang out, and then he was striding down the room, his face radiant with joy. Unys turned to him and offered a limp hand, but before he kissed it, he clasped about it a shining circle. Ember heard an intake of breath and saw that Fulig had half started from his chair. But then he settled back, his face impassive.

‘A feinn-bane bracelet. A great gift for a year-end betrothal,’ Tarsin said.

‘It was my mother’s,’ Kerd said loudly. ‘She gave it me on her deathbed and bade me give it to my one true love. Let all know that it will not leave her hand until the breath leaves her body. My love shall endure as steadfastly as this bracelet.’ There was determination in his voice, and, despite everything, Ember smiled at the way he had managed to declare the extent of his love for Unys, despite his father’s insistence on a short wedding contract.

‘Will you give yourself, heart whole, to this man, Kerd of Vespi, who will one day rule Vespi as its chieftain?’

‘I will give myself,’ Unys spoke the formal words in little more than a whisper. ‘If he be free and belongs to no other and there are no objections.’

There was another pause, and this was the moment in which Fulig might speak. Kerd looked openly at his father, his plain gentle face reflecting love mingled with apprehension.

‘Then I bind you two by Holder’s Decree,’ Tarsin said. ‘But there is one condition I place upon this betrothal.’

There was a silence and everyone looked alarmed or interested to see what might be said, for clearly this was not part of the ritual.

‘What is it, Lord Holder? Command and we will obey,’ Kerd said gravely.

‘If there is issue of this union, I decree that it is to be given to Fulig of Vespi at its weaning, and he will raise and educate the child and provide handsomely for it.’

There was a buzz of scandalised muttering and Coralyn rose. ‘Lord Holder, this is a large thing to decide without consultation.’

‘But I did consult, Mother. I consulted with myself and with Fulig, who has agreed with my condition. Why do you object? Had you thought to take the child for your own?’

‘Lord Holder. Forgive me, I spoke without thought,’ Coralyn said, and suddenly she was all grace. Ember was certain that she had indeed spoken without thought, and now remembered that if her plans went as they were supposed to, Fulig would very soon be at her mercy.

Tarsin waved her contemptuously back to her seat and returned his attention to Kerd and Unys. ‘Do you accept the condition?’

‘A hard thing to ask a mother to give up that which is the very fruit of her union with its father,’ Kerd said softly, and his eyes were on his own father. ‘I think to myself how it would have been if I had been taken from you and my mother. How she would have grieved. Even to imagine it pains me. And to imagine that I would be taken from you does not bear thinking of. Given the choice as a child, I would have refused this condition. But it is not the right of a child to dictate to its father.’

He looked at Unys but she said not a word.

‘You speak well, Kerd,’ Tarsin said. He looked at Fulig and now there was a glint in his eye. ‘What say you?’

‘I say this, Kerd. I lived in the house of my father’s father, and if this condition had been put upon my parents, then I should never have known of it for my parents were glad to live with him, and I as well,’ Fulig responded.

Kerd frowned. ‘You would wish us to dwell with you, Father?’

‘I do wish it,’ Fulig said.

Kerd’s face creased in a smile. ‘Then I accept this condition with a glad heart, if Unys does not object. Unys, will you agree? You have heard my father. We will dwell with him on Vespi. Our child need not be apart from us and you can visit your home from time to time.’

There was a long silence, then Unys said in the same suffocated voice, ‘I would be betrothed.’

‘Then it is done,’ Tarsin said, clapping his hands together. There was perspiration on his brow and his eyes had begun to flicker. He waved the betrothed pair away, scratching ferociously at his head. It seemed to Ember that he had begun to lose the lucidity that had carried him this far through the betrothal formalities. He now looked about morosely, his mouth open. By the expectant silence, it was obvious that there was more to be said, but perhaps none of it mattered, for suddenly Fulig rose and went down the steps to embrace his son. There was a murmur from the crowd and Ember saw that there were tears in the eyes of both men, as if something had been affirmed between them. Then Kerd handed his bride to his father, and it was Fulig who lifted her veil. Unys was as heavily painted as ever, her prettiness entirely obscured, and the look she offered Fulig was unattractive, her eyes being both furtive and miserable above a painted smile.

Disappointment flashed in his eyes, but when he spoke, Fulig’s voice was graceful and unexpectedly kind. ‘Welcome, Unys, once of Iridom, now of Vespi. Your mother was known to my father, and she was kind to me when I was a young man. I hope that you favour her.’

Unys’s eyes widened in bewilderment. ‘My … my mother?’ she faltered.

‘Arawen,’ Fulig said. ‘I remember that she had a way with beasts like to no other. It was said that she had Shenavyre’s own gift and, although that may not be so, she had a charm that all about her felt.’

‘Father,’ Kerd said, and there was gentle reproach in his voice. ‘Unys scarcely remembers her blood mother. Maybe you could …’

‘Of course, I will help her to remember her blood mother, Arawen, and I have stories also of her father, as he was back when they were first betrothed,’ Fulig enthused, ‘But these stories can wait for cold nights by our hearth. I believe all that remains of the required formalities is for us to drink to the union.’ Fulig steered Unys masterfully to a seat draped in yellow flowers and Kerd followed. The Chieftain of Vespi accepted a golden goblet filled with cirul from a servitor, which he offered first to Unys, who drank a sip or at least let the liquid touch her lip. Fulig then gave the cup to his son, and lastly he expressed his regret that Kerd’s own mother and Unys’s blood mother and father had not lived to see their children joined. ‘Therefore,’ he concluded, ‘I shall represent all of those absent parents, and he drained the dregs, ignoring Coralyn who had risen and stretched out her hand.

Coralyn returned to her seat with stony eyes and Ember shivered, thinking that Fulig might live to regret what he had done.

Music began and Kerd took Unys in his arms as if she were an infinitely precious treasure. Her expression was once again obscured by the enigmatic curtain of beads. The steps of the dance were very slow and stately, nevertheless Ember was reminded of Greek dancing or perhaps a sort of slow-motion flamenco.

Glancing back to the throne, Ember noticed that a servitor was whispering into Tarsin’s ear, and she saw his expression go from confusion to white hot fury. Brushing the servitor aside, he rose, his expression thunderous. The music came to a ragged and slightly discordant halt and all eyes turned to him.

‘Mother, come forth and bring my brother with you, since this concerns him,’ he commanded.

The betrothed couple were forgotten as Coralyn obeyed, Kalide stalking in her wake, his face tight with a fury that he could not quite conceal. His mother’s expression was merely one of mild curiosity. Until you looked into her eyes.

‘What is it, Lord Holder, that you should so roughly interrupt the celebration of this joyous betrothal?’ Coralyn’s tone was mildly reproachful, and indulgent.

‘Did you not inform me that your honorary legionnaires were searching for the draakan servitor who disappeared after invoking a darklin for me?’

Comprehension flickered in the vivid blue eyes, like a shark glimpsed through a dark wave. But her voice when she spoke was smooth and reasonable. ‘It seems that palace gossip has marred my surprise.’

‘Surprise? What do you mean?’

‘I wished to gift to you the servitor that we were seeking and have found, my son. She is within the palace as I suspect you know. You would have had her before now, but she was injured in a carriage accident …’

‘Tortured by Kalide you mean,’ Tarsin snapped.

‘It is true that your brother interrogated the servitor and in his zeal to learn what she had done he … damaged her.’

‘You mean he has rendered her as mindless as Asa?’ Tarsin snarled. There was a buzz of talk which died instantly when Tarsin glared at the assembled guests.

‘She is not permanently damaged by the accident or your brother,’ Coralyn said swiftly. ‘But I wanted her healed before I presented her to you. Indeed, her capture is so recent that I have not even informed the Draaka that we have found her servitor yet. In all courtesy, I must gain her approval of the gifting of the servitor, for this girl is of some value to her, having gifts that fitted her particularly for her duties …’

‘Tell the Draaka what you like. My spies have informed me that the servitor was carried from the cells to your apartment. Have her brought here at once.’

‘Of course, my son. Only let the occasion continue and I will go and have her prepared. It will take some little time for at this moment she lies abed and she may well be deeply asleep.’

‘I want her brought here within the hour and if anything befalls her, then you will answer for it. You and my brother. And you may inform the Draaka that I have taken her servitor as my own. See that she is recompensed in coin for the disadvantage.’ He turned to the music makers and gestured impatiently and the tune faltered back to life as Coralyn and Kalide departed.

Only after they had gone, did Kerd lead Unys back into the dance and, in a few moments, he waved his hand and other couples joined them on the floor. But there was no gaiety in any face. People smiled but the smiles were stiff and formal. The hall now had the look of a play being badly performed by actors who were uncertain of their roles. Ember willed herself to Alene again.

‘… have Anyi as well …’ Tareed was saying urgently.

‘I believe that I would know if Anyi had been hurt or killed,’ Alene said softly. ‘I think it more likely that the girl was taken after Feyt had dropped Anyi. Perhaps even as they went to the piers. Indeed, given Feyt’s absence it seems likely they have her as well. If they interrogated Feyt, she might very well have been in a coma for some time.’

‘What do we do?’

‘You will go to the citadel and see, as we have discussed. I will make as much of a fuss as I can about Feyt. Even if I am unable to have her released, I can waken her. And I must warn Fulig of what ferments here.’

‘But in the hut you said he must not be warned.’

‘I said that he could not be warned until after the betrothal. I will send a chit asking that he join me in the morning for food.’

‘What about …’

‘Nothing can be done for her at the moment. But she is better off in Tarsin’s hands than in the Draaka’s or Coralyn’s. Yet from what Coralyn said, she has already suffered Kalide’s attentions.’

‘What was he trying to find out?’

‘I do not know, but I doubt anyone could resist Kalide. On the other hand, we speak of a woman who linked minds with a feinna, and who cannot be seen by the wise. You had better tell the Shadowman’s people about her. Tell them everything. Go now.’

The myrmidon hesitated. ‘Feyt would …’ she said.

‘You must think for yourself now, Protector, and what transpires is greater than any single soulweaver or all soulweavers, for the Unraveller has come and all must be done to get her safe to Darkfall. Saving the other girl is secondary, though there may be some purpose in her crossing that we cannot fathom.’

‘Maybe she came to be what the Draaka believes her to be. A trakkerbeast who will betray the Unraveller.’

‘She can not betray what she does not know. Now go,’ Alene said. ‘Return as soon as you can.’

Some time after Tareed had vanished in the crowd, Coralyn entered the room leading a tall, veiled woman who was limping badly. Again the music fell silent and there was a hush in the talk as the strange pair moved through the room with Kalide in tow. Ember had a strange sense of deja vu because wasn’t this a mirroring of her own veiled appearance before the Holder? Tarsin must have had the same thought for he announced that he was weary to death of hidden faces, and commanded the veil be removed.

Coralyn drew the veil away, and there stood Glynn clad in a simple moss-green gown that fell from beneath her chin to her feet and to below her wrists. Her face had been heavily powdered and painted and her pale hair coiled and decorated with a rope of glittering stones. But there was no hiding the swollen eyes and cracked and bruised lips and nose, and the scratches on her cheek and forehead that revealed how badly she had been battered.
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And so did Lanalor cast his soul into the Void

saying: I fall to the Void, I drown …


LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN

Soonkar was shaking her shoulder and telling her it was time and Ember stared up at him blankly, for a moment unable to think where she was or what was happening. Her mind whirled with what she had seen. Glynn was the servitor to the Draaka who invoked the darklin for Tarsin to find her? And if what she had seen was true, then Glynn had also seen Alene and then had returned to the citadel with Anyi. Though how Anyi could be with her when he was supposed to be ill, she could not imagine. And then something had gone wrong and she had fallen into the hands of the infamous Kalide. It hardly seemed possible that she could have become so enmeshed in the politics of Keltor. But hadn’t it been the same with her? Maybe it was so with all strangers that they were drawn to the heart of things when they arrived on Keltor.

‘You must concentrate,’ Soonkar said urgently. ‘You can fight the side effects of lirium.’

‘Why does the Draaka believe that she will betray the Unraveller?’ Ember asked in a slurred voice. ‘Glynn would never betray anyone.’

Bleyd, who was buckling on a small sword, gave the dwarf a puzzled look and Ember saw Soonkar shrug and shake his head.

‘Visionweaver, it is time for us to leave this place,’ he said firmly.

‘Ember pushed Glynn to the back of her mind and focused on the strong, steady hand gripping her elbow as they all passed through the trapdoor.

‘You have a plan, I hope,’ Soonkar said to Duran. ‘It was one thing to contemplate creeping aboard unseen when there were only two of us, but this is a whole other matter.’

‘Indeed it is, my friend,’ Duran answered, giving him a rakish grin. Moments later, the amazon leader crossed to a window in the warehouse wall covered by a swatch of grubby cloth and jerked it aside, so that Ember and everyone else could see the masts of a ship silvered by moonlight.

‘The Wildwind is our target. It is on pier fifteen, which is not far back from here. While I was keeping watch, I noted the frequency of the patrols. There is a troop of green legionnaires passing every fifty counts, which means at least five separate groups patrolling, probably more. In addition, there will be hidden watchers covering each ship, with runners waiting to send a signal if anything untoward is seen. We cannot count on getting to the ship without being seen. Therefore we will need a diversion.’

‘Leave the diversion to me,’ the spy mistress said, drawing her tattered grey cloak about her shoulders and pulling up the hood. ‘We will leave you now. I will begin counting as soon as we leave this building. Take better care of yourself than you did upon Iridom, Chieftain. I do not think we will meet again for some time.’

‘The way things are beginning to shape themselves, it might be less time than we think. I will send word of what transpires elsewhere upon Iridom as soon as I can.’

‘Audra can bring it when she returns from Myrmidor,’ Fridja said, nodding to the woman with filthy, rather feline features and tangled red hair who stood beside her. Then she turned to Ember. ‘Visionweaver, we have said farewell before, so I say now that I pray that we will all live long enough to hear what song you will make of all this.’ The spy mistress looked at Bleyd and smiled wickedly. ‘Perhaps you will be pretty again, next time we meet.’

Bleyd made her a smiling bow. It seemed to Ember that he smiled too much when he was so pale, and she wondered if he was still using drugs to keep him going. If what he was taking was as potent as the lirium, she thought he had better be careful he did not end up an addict.

Fridja faced Soonkar. ‘Farewell again to you, Halfman. I am honoured to have met you.’ The halfman bowed without appearing to wonder at what had been said, then he made a general farewell to the rest of the myrmidons before they slipped from the rear door of the warehouse as silently as shadows.

‘What will she do for a diversion?’ Bleyd asked Duran.

‘A fire or some sort of explosion in one of the far warehouses, I suppose,’ Duran said with a carelessness that revealed the confidence she reposed in the unkempt spy mistress. She turned abruptly and bade each of them cast about and take a box or package from those piled in the warehouse. They would come openly from the front door of the warehouse and walk in an orderly procession to where the Wildwind was tethered. If questioned, they were bringing non perishables to replace a perishable cargo that had been paid for and which had already been removed from the ship. Duran said that there would have been enough changes of personnel on shore that no one would know this for a lie. Once aboard the ship, they were to say that their master was coming along behind them. They were to pretend confusion that no one was expecting the delivery. The shipfolk would try to make them take the boxes ashore to wait, but they must refuse, claiming that they must be paid double to take the boxes elsewhere.

‘It is the sort of idiotic muddle that happens often enough on ships that it will not cause profound alarm,’ Soonkar approved. ‘But you women will have to keep your faces hidden behind the boxes, for if it is seen that most of our group is female, the alarm will be raised.’ He looked back at Duran. ‘And if there are legionnaires aboard as there were last time I was on the ship?’

‘No shipmaster would allow the continued occupation of his deck by legionnaires. Once aboard, Gorick, you and Virat will find the tether ropes and station yourself by them. There may be more than two, in which case, make sure one person is stationed at each of the ropes. Audra will place herself near the wavespeaker’s platform. I will hopefully hold the attention of any crew on deck until you are all in place, then at my signal, the ropes will be thrown free. This should happen before the shipmaster appears, so that he will not be compromised in any way. At all costs, do not strike a blow against any shipfolk unless you must and then be sure it is light-handed. No Vespian must be harmed permanently.’

‘What happens if we are spotted and recognised before we reach the ship?’ Bleyd asked.

‘We fight,’ Duran said.

Soonkar emptied a box and told Ember that they would pretend to be carrying it between them. ‘They will not worry to see a slight woman and a halfman carrying boxes, for they will take us for bonded servitors.’

Ember blinked at him, and for the first time, a cold finger of fear traced her spine. Let me get free of all this tangle of politics and all of these plots and plans before the pain comes, she thought. She mouthed the words like a mantra, but they seemed to float from her like smoke. Glynn’s battered face drifted into her mind, but she told herself that it might easily be a false vision brought on by a combination of pain and lirium. After all, how on earth could Glynn have become a servitor to the Draaka when she was a stranger?

A coward has no escape from fear, whispered dark Ember, as Duran unlocked the front entrance to the warehouse in the chill grey light of the very early morning. The sky along the horizon was growing pinker as they formed into a single file and began to make their way along the shore. No one shouted at them to stop and, for a wonder, there were no legionnaires marching by. Maybe Duran had timed it deliberately to let them get underway before they were stopped. Ember was walking directly behind the myrmidon chieftain, with Soonkar, and behind them, Hella was being carried rolled up inside a carpet like Cleopatra, by the stolid Virat, for she could not walk without help. After them came two myrmidons and then Bleyd and the rest of the myrmidons. They were just approaching the Wildwind when a muted thump shook the ground.

‘React naturally,’ Duran hissed. ‘You are servitors and of course you would be curious to hear an explosion. But you are obedient as well. Stay in an orderly line.’

Ember turned around and saw an orange glow spreading along the shore. From Duran’s reaction, it was obviously Fridja’s diversion. Soonkar gave an unexpected chuckle.

‘What is it?’ Bleyd asked curiously.

‘Just that back that way are Coralyn’s personal warehouses. It is an open secret that her agents skim the cream off all cargoes and place it there. If I am not mistaken we are seeing the sight of several considerable fortunes in the process of being burned to soot. They would have it well guarded against robbery but no one would imagine anyone simply burning such rich bounty. Certainly no Iridomi would do such a thing. A torch through a window and some explosive powder would have been enough.’

Ember could not raise a smile. Pain was beginning to seep through the barrier of lirium.

Two groups of legionnaires had gone marching double time past them towards the fires back along the shore before they had gone another twenty paces, but none had done more than glance at them absently. All attention was on the conflagration. Ember could hardly believe it when their little line turned unchallenged onto the pier where the Wildwind was tethered, only to find it was the very first ship tied up, and was seemingly unguarded. At least there was no one on the pier watching it. It was impossible to see who was on deck because the ship was riding very high in the water. Soonkar muttered that this was a good sign, because it meant the cargo had been removed since the sounding of the Edict bell, which would make their own errand seem more likely.

Duran marched them to the bottom of the gangplank leading up to the ship, then turned to motion to Bleyd. They exchanged a few words, then Bleyd passed Duran and took the lead. The myrmidon chieftain followed him quietly up the gangplank, flicking a hand to indicate that the rest of them should follow.

‘Curse it,’ Soonkar muttered suddenly, tightening his grip on the box they carried between them, and she followed his gaze to where an Iridomi legionnaire had appeared at the top of the gangway, sword in hand.

‘What is all of this?’ he demanded.

‘A delivery of replacement cargo, Captain Legionnaire,’ Bleyd answered boldly in the slightly pompous voice of a self-important assistant. ‘I hope the shipmaster is aboard because I have been instructed by my master to get a chit from him detailing these wares. The boxes of fruit collected this afternoon were one short.’

Ember held her breath, knowing that the man could very well recognise Bleyd, who wore neither mask nor makeup now. In front of her, Duran’s back tensed as three more legionnaires appeared behind the first.

‘I was told nothing about any cargo,’ the legionnaire told Bleyd.

‘Since when do shipmasters inform legionnaires about their cargo?’ Bleyd asked with a touch of aggression. Ember realised that he and Duran were using every chance to inch forward when Soonkar used the box to push her a little to close the gap that had opened in front of them. Bleyd stopped abruptly when the legionnaire lifted the tip of his sword a little. ‘I do not want any trouble, but I have instructions to bring these boxes to the Wildwind. Let these servitors set them down on the deck and I will show you the note of agreement scribed between my master and the master of this ship. It was signed by the port officials only an hour ago.’

‘First show me the papers,’ the legionnaire commanded.

‘Very well. Syllan? The papers,’ Bleyd turned to Duran.

‘Never fear, I have them,’ Duran answered in the querulous voice of a crone, and she hunched herself over as she pretended to feel in her pockets, keeping the box she carried on her shoulder in front of her face as she moved past Bleyd.

‘Well, do you have them or not, sister?’ the legionnaire demanded.

‘I have them, master but I cannot seem to lay my hands on them. A moment.’ She bent to put the box down, unobtrusively going a little closer to the legionnaire to do it, and using her supposed search for the papers as an excuse for keeping her head down. The legionnaire’s eyes had narrowed at the unmistakable size of her, but as she babbled on and on in the whining voice she had assumed, Ember saw irritation and impatience replace the suspicion in the man’s face.

‘You are a fool, Syllan. The master will cut your tongue off if you have forgotten them,’ Bleyd said.

Duran was rummaging under the folds of her cloak. Suddenly, in an incredibly swift, smooth movement, she had drawn a short, lethal-looking sword, seemingly from nowhere, and had set the blade of it against the legionnaire’s throat. ‘Order your men to stand back and let us board,’ she commanded softly, rising to her full height.

Though his own sword dangled uselessly from his fingertips, the legionnaire cried loudly, ‘You are the myrmidon charged with consorting with the would-be assassin of the Holder! Lay down your weapon before my men cut you down!’

‘I applaud your courage, but do not be a fool. Instruct your men to stand aside before I slit your throat and then I will deal with your men,’ Duran said with deadly calmness. ‘And if you raise your voice again, I will cut your tongue out.’

‘Curse the man. The legionnaires on one of these other ships will have heard him for sure,’ Soonkar muttered. Unobtrusively he set the box aside and took Ember by the elbow. He glanced at the water then said, ‘You can swim?’

Ember nodded, dry-mouthed with terror at the thought that what had begun in the water might end there. She could swim, but not well, and pain was trickling into her through a dozen cracks, though the lirium was still containing the worst of it. When the drug was gone, she was aware that what waited would be worse than anything she had hitherto experienced on Keltor. She could not endure that and keep herself afloat.

‘Stand aside, men,’ the legionnaire captain told his men through gritted teeth.

‘Begging your pardon, Captain, but it is more than all of our lives are worth to obey you,’ said the bearded legionnaire directly behind his superior. He moved to the side of his captain and lifted his own sword. ‘Release the Captain and you will not be harmed. But if you try to board, we will cut you to pieces.’

‘I doubt that very much, braggart, for it is myrmidons you will face. Whereas you are a hairy faced ratlet hired by the Iridomi strumpet, and as such, you would of course have neither true skill nor loyalty to your comrades,’ Duran mocked.

The legionnaire flushed with rage. ‘I will cut my name into your heart, myrmidon sow.’ He looked over his shoulder at the other legionnaires. ‘You! Dudyd. Go and sound the ship’s alarm. The rest of you draw your swords and we will take this pathetic crew of women who try to be men.’

‘Alive or dead?’ one of the other legionnaires asked, leering at them. ‘It would be a pity not to teach them the proper use for women.’

‘It matters not who dies, excepting the myrmidon chieftain and the Fomhikan assassin who stands with her, for the chieftain wants them for questioning and judgement. But the visionweaver is not to be harmed, on pain of death. That is her there, veiled with the halfman holding her arm.’

Duran turned to Ember. ‘So. You are valuable to them, Visionweaver.’ She glanced at Bleyd, who stood rigid. ‘You did well to kidnap her, my friend.’ Without warning, Duran lifted her sword, swung round and crashed the hilt of it into the temple of the legionnaire captain. As he crumpled, she pushed him hard at the bearded legionnaire, and turned to drag Ember in front of her. Her hands were gentler than they looked as she lifted the knife but Ember felt the coldness of its edge against her own throat with a chill. ‘Now, perhaps, you will allow us aboard, legionnaire.’

‘You will not kill her,’ the bearded legionnaire sneered, having pushed his unconscious captain to one side and righted himself. But he was suddenly pale.

A bell began to toll on the ship and the legionnaire’s eyes lit up, but the knife at Ember’s throat did not waver. ‘Time is running out, man,’ Duran said evenly. ‘You can be sure that I will kill her, if only to spite your mistress. This lying bitch is nothing to any of us. Now step aside and let us board or I will slit her throat when your comrades arrive and make sure all know you were the reason she died. You alone. I am sure your loyal comrades will throw you to Coralyn as quickly as you abandoned your captain there.’

The legionnaire glanced at his companions but their expressions seemed to give him no comfort. He stepped back. ‘Come aboard then. It will do you no good.’

‘Go,’ Duran barked, and the myrmidons filed past her, excepting Soonkar who remained behind Duran and close to Ember, and Bleyd, who had also drawn a short sword and stood at Duran’s flank with it held ready. As the myrmidons got onto the deck, they quietly set down their burdens and positioned themselves as they had been instructed. From the corner of her eye, Ember saw Audra gravitate to the vacant wavespeaker’s platform. Behind her the sky was now flushed rose and violet and it was clear that Kalinda was seconds from rising.

‘What do you imagine this will achieve?’ the legionnaire asked, but his eyes flickered, betraying him, and Duran turned and uttered a curse at the sight of a full troop of legionnaires marching double time along the shore towards them. Without hesitation, Duran stepped forward onto the deck and kicked the gangplank so that it fell into the gap between the ship and the pier. Ember saw Virat and Gorick move swiftly to throw off the binding ropes, unnoticed by the legionnaires whose attention was riveted to Duran.

Then one of the legionnaires gave a cry, and pointed to the shore, which had begun to recede as the ship drifted with the waves.

‘What madness is this!’ the bearded legionnaire demanded, turning about and seeing the binding ropes hanging loose. ‘We must have the shipmaster bring us back to shore lest we strike a shoal.’ But even as he spoke, the ship move purposefully away from the shore. All eyes turned to the shipmaster’s platform where Audra now stood, hands in the wrist stirrups, eyes fast shut.

‘Beware!’ cried Soonkar, pointing to the legionnaire captain, who had stealthily drawn a short sword. Bleyd launched himself at the legionnaire, but he was too late. The sword flew through the air to bury itself between Audra’s breasts. She gave a strangled cry and swayed, before toppling sideways to lie motionless on the deck, her hands held up obscenely in a dead parody of pleading.

Duran gave a cry of anguished rage and released Ember to drag the legionnaire captain to his feet. Unsupported, Ember’s knees gave way and she slid to the ground bonelessly. Soonkar was at her side at once, as the deck erupted into a battleground of myrmidons and legionnaires. The halfman scooped her into his powerful arms and carried her across the deck to an open doorway revealing a timber alcove and steps that led down to cabins. Virat deposited a trembling Hella beside them and drew her own sword before launching herself into the fray.

‘What are we to do with Audra dead!’ Hella moaned. ‘The legionnaire was right. As soon as we drift into the currents, the ship will be dashed to pieces on the rocks and the silfiwill rise! We must turn back.’

‘I fear there are as many silfiawaiting us on the shore as in the depths,’ Soonkar said, nodding to the legionnaires massing along the pier, pointing and shouting and wielding swords. There were over fifty and more approaching at a run.

‘We are doomed,’ Hella whispered.

‘Not necessarily. That legionnaire would not have killed the myrmidon unless he knew there was another wavespeaker aboard. Barat must be below.’ As if conjured up by his words, at that very moment, a powerful-looking man with a straggling grey-streaked beard mounted the steps, scowling and cursing ferociously. He reminded Ember of a Viking.

‘You are the shipmaster?’ the dwarf demanded.

‘I am Barat Wavespeaker, halfman, and what is happening on my ship?’

‘A battle, as you can no doubt hear. Fortunately for my friends and I, myrmidons outnumber legionnaires when the numbers are even.’

‘I care not who outnumbers whom. Who dared wavespeak my ship?’

‘A myrmidon who was once a wavespeaker’s daughter. We were drifting.’

The shipmaster glared at Soonkar. ‘Are you being deliberately obtuse? Who threw off the tether ropes to let the ship drift? I hope this myrmidon is aware of the severe penalty for breaking Edict? Not to mention the penalty for meddling with the ship of another.’

‘I doubt she will care about penalties. She was killed by one of the legionnaires even as she stood with her eyes closed upon the platform.’

The shipmaster frowned. ‘So. I must return us to the pier. Move out of my way.’

Soonkar stepped in front of Ember and Hella and they all turned to watch the shipmaster stride across to the wavespeaker’s platform, followed by several of his shipfolk. The battle was all but over and the legionnaires were now either in the process of having their wrists tied or they were lying unconscious on the deck. No one was dead but blood ran from wounds on the limbs and faces of both the conscious and unconscious and the air reeked of sweat.

Duran spotted the shipmaster and stepped into his path, setting her javelin point casually on the deck between them. ‘Good day, Shipmaster Barat. I am Duran, chieftain of the myrmidons. We have met before.’

‘I know it but this is not the moment for niceties. Kindly step aside that I may bring us back to shore. We will then sort this matter out.’

‘I fear that cannot be,’ Duran said calmly. ‘You see if you bring us back to shore, not only will you be breaking the Edict, but the green legionnaires you see clustered there will swarm aboard and arrest us.’

‘You have stolen a ship and broken Edict, not to mention breaking other laws upon Iridom. How else should you be treated?’ Barat said coldly.

‘I would expect to be treated as Lanalor’s Charter demands: as one who is innocent until proof of my guilt had been laid out and I have been judged by a proper court.’

‘That is all very well,’ the shipmaster said haughtily. ‘But my duty is clear.’

‘Shipmaster, we are almost in the currents and I can see the shoals,’ said a shipdaughter anxiously. ‘Can we not at least drop anchor?’

Duran laughed out loud. ‘I am a fool not to have thought of it myself. Girl, where is the anchor?’ The girl looked nervously at Barat, who nodded grimly and, in a short time, the ship was straining against its anchor.

‘It will not hold for long in these currents,’ the shipmaster informed them sourly. ‘You had best let me bring you to shore before it breaks. Your crimes are not so bad that they would see you dead. The silfiwill have less mercy.’

‘Tell me, Shipmaster Barat, since when did the decks of Vespian ships become Iridomi sept land to be patrolled by Iridomi legionnaires?’ Duran asked conversationally.

The Vespian flushed slightly. ‘Fulig’s command was for us to obey all lawful sept directions. The legionnaires requested to be allowed to station themselves on the decks of all ships tethered here in order to capture criminals. I thought this a lawful and reasonable request.’

‘But did you not inform them of your willingness to cooperate – to hand these criminals over, if we came on board?’

‘I did but they … they preferred to keep watch themselves. They said that the Edict would be lifted only after we had agreed to allow our decks to be patrolled.’

‘So. It was a matter of maintaining schedules?’ Duran asked pleasantly.

The shipmaster’s flush deepened. ‘I do not think that you are in any position to moralise to me.’

Duran laughed suddenly. ‘True enough. Therefore I will desist. Take us to Myrmidor and there I will be judged for whatever crimes I am deemed to have committed. I and my companions will willingly lay down our arms and make ourselves your prisoners if you give your word to take this course.’

‘You will give no orders aboard my ship, Myrmidon,’ Barat wavespeaker snapped. He stopped and watched as Gorick and one of the other amazons lifted Audra’s body onto their shoulders and carried her below. ‘So,’ he said and shook his head. ‘Her death will sadden her mother and brothers and the manner of it will shame them.’

‘Rest assured that Audra’s family need feel no shame. She served the soulweavers, and obeyed Lanalor’s Charter honorably,’ Duran announced coldly. ‘It is not her shame that she was killed in performing her duty, but the shame of those that struck such a cowardly blow to a defenceless person. And it is your shame that you have allowed Iridomi legionnaires to rule your deck to avoid any delay in your crossing. I wonder how many of your fellows sank so low.’

The shipmaster bridled. ‘Do not presume to criticise me, Myrmidon. What makes you think that you can break the law, and then stand upon your oaths to the soulweavers to protect you? This is what comes of the arrogance of a chieftain who will not remain upon her sept.’

‘It is less arrogance than need in these troubled times,’ Duran said rather wearily.

‘Shipmaster, hear me!’ said the captain of the legionnaires, who stood clasped between two myrmidons. ‘I have the authority to tell you that there is a substantial reward for anyone who aids us in the capture of the Fomhikan who tried to assassinate the Holder.’

‘What has this to do with me?’ Barat asked impatiently.

‘The assassin is among those who untethered the ship.’

Barat looked at Duran. ‘Is this true? Is the assassin aboard my ship?’

‘There is no assassin aboard,’ Bleyd said softly. Stepping forward, he made a brisk obeisance. ‘There is only an innocent man, wrongly accused. I, Bleyd of Fomhika.’

‘If he were innocent, he would have waited for the judgment of the Holder’s court, would he not?’ the captain asked. ‘Yet it is not your duty to judge him, Shipmaster. It is your duty to return us to shore and allow me to do my duty. Do only this and a thousand hacoins will be your reward.’

‘Your bribe,’ Duran mocked. ‘Fortunately for us, if he returns to shore he will break Edict for a second time, and this time by his own decision.’

‘You are wrong,’ the captain said triumphantly. ‘I boarded this ship with the permission of the shipmaster in the course of my lawful duty, and the ship departed without fair warning. Therefore he must return me and my men to the shore.’

‘He speaks true,’ the shipmaster said. ‘The ship code is clear on this matter.’

Duran sighed. ‘Then I am afraid, Captain, that you will have to make your own way to shore.’ She nodded, and without further ado the two myrmidons lifted the swearing legionnaire captain and threw him effortlessly overboard. The other conscious legionnaires began to curse and struggle as they were dragged to the edge of the ship and thrown overboard, too, kicking and screeching their fury.

‘The rest are unconscious,’ Virat reported.

‘Then they are in no state to make any demands,’ Duran said. ‘Take them below and lock them in the hold.’ She turned back to the Vespian shipmaster. ‘Now, Sirrah. What do you propose to do now that there is no one aboard demanding to be put ashore.’

‘If the anchor breaks, I will keep the ship from the shoals and ward off the silfifor the sake of my crew, Myrmidon, but I will not wavespeak the ship for you. Not to Myrmidor nor Vespi nor anywhere else,’ Barat announced smugly. ‘I fear you will soon regret your rough treatment of the legionnaires for another ship will no doubt be dispatched to come after us.’

‘You speak of duty,’ Bleyd snarled, striding across the deck in front of Barat, and coming to stand in front of the timber alcove where Ember stood with Soonkar and Hella. ‘Would you call it your duty to hand over to her enemies one who bears the face of the beloved of the Firstborn? For her enemies are also the enemies of Darkfall.’ With these words, he dropped his blade, and dragged the veil from Ember’s face. At this very instant, in one of those random perfect moments of timing, Kalinda rose above the horizon and Ember’s red-gold hair flamed in the red light that bared her naked face and eyes to everyone on deck.

There was a profound silence and Duran and the other myrmidon looked no less pole-axed than the shipmaster and his crew.

‘It is true! She does look like Shenavyre!’ one of the latter cried.

‘But by the Horn! Look at her! Look at her eyes!’ Gorick cried. ‘What does it mean that one eye is silverblinded?’

‘There is only one answer to that.’ Duran spoke in a low, intense voice, and her face was pale with wonder and reverence as she came to stand before Ember. ‘Remember the signs? A stranger, half blind and crowned in flame …’

‘Who sings the deathsong …’ Hella whispered, having edged around to see what everyone else was gaping at.

‘Are you trying to say that she is …’ Barat stammered.

But Duran had dropped to her knees, and was now staring up into Ember’s eyes with a fierce joy. ‘Hail Unraveller!’ she said. ‘You have come at last to free the Firstmade.’
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segue …

The watcher felt the fury of the Chaos spirit ripple across the Void, touching upon all worlds, when the myrmidon chieftain named the red-haired Ember, Unraveller. That naming and the radiance of the certainty of the one who had spoken it instantly drew the eye of the Chaos spirit away from the other sister, upon whom it had begin to focus in spite of all the wards against it. This was exactly as Lanalor had foreseen, and the watcher remembered how it had amused the bitter, sardonic man that the weak sister should hide and shield her stronger twin.

Given all that had gone amiss, it was a miracle that the red-haired woman had almost reached Darkfall. Now would the Unraveller have her chance to free the Unykorn. If she succeeded, the Unykorn would be free and Lanalor’s vow to long-dead Shenavyre upheld. Whereupon Lanalor, having won his wager with the Chaos spirit, was to have his soul reunited with his flesh. So the Chaos spirit had sworn.

Of course it had intended that this reunion would happen in the Void, and it had not said that Lanalor would then be released. That had never been its intention.

Oh it had thought itself so clever, for the gaining of Lanalor’s soul and flesh within the Void was the sole reason it had risked providing Lanalor with the power to build his portal. Lanalor’s flesh and his scoured spirit would provide a vessel by which means the Chaos spirit could enter the made world. First it would destroy Keltor, because it was beloved of the Unykorn, then it would travel to the other worlds, for all worlds were linked ultimately, one to the other, as surely as threads in a great tapestry. If the Unraveller came and failed to free the Unykorn, the result would be the same.

Of course it had not intended that the Unraveller should ever be allowed to free the Unykorn, for that would make its conquest of the worlds more difficult.

And yet, she was within a day of it, and there was no possibility of stopping her. Now it would have to fight her openly, within the Void, and all of its colossal energies would be bent upon the Unraveller. Could the Unraveller succeed against such an adversary? It was possible. Just. In one future only, in a decade of endless possibilities of the future, Lanalor had seen the Unraveller succeed in freeing the Firstmade. In all other visions it had seen through all the ages of its twilight existence, the watcher, too, had seen only one vision in which the Unykorn flew free. One.

Lanalor had gambled his soul for that one chance, and then Ronaall had done in secret all it dared to increase the odds of that future coming to pass. But once the Unraveller began her battle with the Chaos spirit for the Firstborn, it could not help her.

The paradox was that Lanalor had sold his soul into purgatory and risked its loss so that the Unraveller could try to free the Unykorn, but the secret aims of the Chaos spirit had forced it then to use the Unraveller as bait and a shield for the presence and activities of her sister. So much effort had gone into suppressing the bright spirit of the blonde girl, in order to make her invisible to the Chaos spirit. All paths that might have let her reach her true potential had been quenched and distorted, and yet even so, she had come to shine with a dangerous brightness in the short time she had been on Keltor. It had hidden her with such magic as it had possessed, but of course in cloaking her from the Chaos spirit, it had hidden her from itself as well. And from all the wise, as Alene soulweaver had observed. Therefore the watcher, who had once been Lanalor, and who was now the manbeast Ronaall, had not the slightest notion if this blonde girl had even a single hope of succeeding at the strange and impossible task that it had laid out for her.

But if she failed, then it must play its darkest hand.

The body of Lanalor must be destroyed. The sliver of soul sustaining it and Ronaall would fly to the Void and the Chaos spirit would understand everything that Lanalor had seen and planned. It would rend his soul and extinguish it. The darkest end. But the Chaos spirit would remain within the Void and, perhaps, the Firstmade would fly free. Lanalor would accept the snuffing out of his soul, for such an end.

It drifted for a time and was again drawn to the nexus, where Lanalor’s flesh lay. The magnetism of the nexus was growing. If the Chaos spirit had not been otherwise occupied, it would have felt it. The watcher found the red-haired boy sleeping nearby, slumped between a chair and the bed where the unconscious child lay.

Someone approached.

‘Hello, you must be Sean Holland. I’ve been hearing about you. I think you must be our most frequent visitor lately.’

Sean started violently, having fallen into a light doze. He had begun to dream immediately, the way he seemed to so often just lately. Strange, compelling dreams which were hard to shake from his waking mind and which seemed subtly to be colouring his vision of his own world. Somehow it was his visits to this place doing it to him. The voice was masculine and Sean thought it must be a doctor, but the uniform was that of a nurse. Sean looked into eyes that were very kind but deeply shadowed with fatigue.

‘I … yes. I’m Sean,’ the youth said. He looked around, wondering what time it was.

‘It’s about ten,’ the nurse said reading his confusion.

Sean supposed he had seen such expressions many times before on the face of visitors to this place of endless sleep and silent demise. How could he bear to work here, the youth wondered. ‘I didn’t mean to stay so long but …’ he glanced at the bed.

The nurse nodded, understanding. There was something about the hospice that made time seem less important. He often had the feeling when coming to work that he was entering a place where the normal laws of time did not operate. Seeing the boy’s questioning looks, he said, ‘He didn’t wake I suppose. They rarely do. But you know what I think? I think that the people here are dreaming of their lives. Sometimes the air feels so thick with dreams …’ He hadn’t meant to say that and it occurred to him that he had been doing that a lot lately; saying things without thinking them through first. Maybe he needed a holiday. His sister said he did. You’re so vague these days, she had said in her sharp way. There is more to life than that waiting room for a morgue where you work.

Dead Wait, the police called it.

‘I don’t think he had too many good times,’ Sean said.

The nurse had to fight for a moment to remember what they had been talking about. Then he felt a pang of shame and looked at the child curled in the bed. ‘No, I suppose not.’ He looked across at the youth, suddenly struck by his beauty. He felt an idiotic urge to comment on it. But he said, ‘He had you didn’t he? That was something good.’

Sean smiled shyly. ‘I didn’t know him very well. But maybe …’ He stopped and the nurse thought how conversations here were always broken up with thoughts and silences, ending abruptly.

‘Would you like some coffee, or hot chocolate?’ the nurse said gently. ‘You look exhausted.’

‘I am. I … I wonder why?’

The nurse knew why. Each night he went home drained. He said, ‘The chocolate will pick you up a bit. I’ll bring it, but you can help yourself next time. I guess you will be coming again.’

‘I don’t know,’ Sean said.

He didn’t really know why he was here again, or why he kept coming back. Ever since he had learned about the accident, he had felt an urge to see the Shadow. He had stopped going to school altogether and his mother had given up pleading with him. Other than the night when Shadow had come to sleep over, they hardly communicated. He felt far from her because she seemed so unaware of all the darkness and despair of the world. Uncaring in her ignorance, like most people. Something in her mindless cleaning of their little house depressed him deeply. He had begun spending more time with Billy, although a part of him had been repelled by the handsome dark-haired youth with his clever sneering mouth. Yet Billy was aware, and somehow that had come to be important. Sometimes Sean wondered if his father had been aware, and that was why he had turned out as he had.

He had felt himself drifting towards the alliance that Billy seemed to want, which would be sealed if he took part in the crime the older youth was hatching. Then the glue-sniffing incident had happened. Some time before that, only a few weeks, Billy had announced one day that the Shadow was flawed and would crack under pressure. This had been only two nights after the boy stayed over at Sean’s house and Sean felt that there was some connection, though he could not think what it could be. Billy could hardly be jealous of the boy’s liking for him. Yet Billy had pushed at the boy subtly from that night on. Pressing on the hurt bits in him with delicate and precise cruelty. It had been a work of art, and the boy’s glue-sniffing episode had seemed like the logical result of his natural despair – the crack that Billy had predicted.

And yet would anything have happened if Billy had left him alone? If Sean had not asked him to stay?

Billy had not wanted him to visit the boy and he had let himself be dissuaded to begin with. Then one day he had woken, half drunk from his dreams, and had found himself at the hospital almost as if he had gone there under post-hypnotic suggestion. They had told him that the boy had been shifted to the hospice some days earlier. One look at the place had told him that this was where people came to die. Something had gone dark in him for a moment at the mental image of the Shadow being carried in here, so small and still, and he had wanted to turn back, and go with Billy on one of his legendary midnight rampages, smashing and destroying things. But something would not allow it; maybe the voice inside that told him that he should have opposed Billy; that he was as guilty as Billy because he had not fought him.

He frowned, thinking fight was a strange word to use. Fight. As if they were enemies. He shivered.

But sitting by the bedside of the unconscious Shadow that first time, and holding his thin burning fingers, he discovered that there was a sombre solace in the intense silence of this place. He could imagine himself returning and sitting again, drinking hot chocolate and smiling at the nurses who would nod to him in a friendly, companionable way. I could share their burden, he thought, and then was bemused by what he could mean by such a thought. What burden could the two nurses he had met, with their sad, gentle, exhausted eyes, be carrying? He shivered and refused to think further of this. It seemed too weird.

Billy wouldn’t like it that he had come at all, let alone that he had come back. Five times now, he had been here. The thought of Billy’s displeasure was like a chilly knife against his neck, and he frowned at the image because it was so melodramatic.

There was a slight sound and he looked around. A man carrying an instrument case was passing in the corridor, his face abstracted. He glanced blindly into the room and Sean saw that he had the same sad, kind eyes as the nurses.

I could be here with them, he thought.

This is not for you …

He shuddered at the voice and wondered if he was actually losing his mind. It would explain a lot. The smell of chocolate came to him and he reached for the mug on the bedside table and was about to sip from it, when it occurred to him to wonder when the nurse had brought the drink. Then he drank, thinking that this seemed to be the sort of place where things could happen out of order. A drink could be brought before it was made …

You see? He senses the truth of this place. The watcher was startled to hear the disembodied voice of Wind inside its mind. Do not think this nexus is your doing. What you did here was as much a response to this place as the coming of this bright youth. Seek wisdom in humility, Ronaall …

How much do you know?

I know all of your names and I know that you did here a thing which could have been possible nowhere else, no matter what power you had amassed. I know that you are arrogant even in your shame. Do not imagine that the wrong you did was yours alone. Yet you must strive to right the wrong you did. The outcome is less important than your intention to do right. Yearnings and dreams shape the worlds, not the outcomes of actions, which none may predict. In seeking to right a wrong, your yearning is bright with the Song and so the tapestry of all things is brightened.

Is not the important thing that the Firstmade be freed?

What is important is that the Firstmade once touched this place and opened a gateway to dreams …

The voice faded but the watcher remained for a time, watching the youth watch the boy. Then it drifted to another room where a man’s body lay, dreaming the manbeast that was all that remained of his soul.

The watcher segued …
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Sometimes one must lose in order to win …


OLD SHEANNITE PROVERB


‘She has a fractured rib. Perhaps two,’ the white cloak told Tarsin’s body servitor. ‘There is nothing that can be done other than binding them, and I would not advise it. I have accelerated their healing, of course. The burns are ugly, but they will heal as long as they are kept clean. I have drawn the immediate pain from them, but when it comes again, give her the grey pills. One at a time and no more than three in a day. I can do little for her face. It looks bad, but there is nothing that time will not heal. The cut on her forehead was already sewn but it was a barbarous job and I …’

Glynn ceased to listen to the white cloak cataloguing the treatments he had administered, though she was grateful enough for the attentions of the little man. He was rather better at his job than the white cloak that Kalide had summoned at the behest of his mother. Although perhaps, in fairness, the woman would have done a better job if she had been less frightened of the hovering Kalide with his threats and imprecations.

Her anger swelled at the thought of the Iridomi. ‘Bastard …’ she muttered and the two men looked at her. She closed her eyes and lay still and soon they began to speak again, leaving Glynn to wonder if the betrothal ceremony had finished.

She had the feeling it had not been long in progress when she had been bundled in by Kalide and Coralyn to face Tarsin.

Coralyn and Kalide had stood by the whole time as she was taken from her bed, bathed and dressed, painted and brushed. She might have been a robot or a potato for all the notice they took of her. Of course they imagined that she was still saturated with tranquillisers and sleep drugs, otherwise they would never have spoken so freely in front of her.

The conversation between them had been by turns enlightening and shattering. It had begun with Kalide complaining that Glynn was being dressed in such finery, given that she was nothing more than a servitor. He had emanated a barely constrained hunger to smash and rend her; to finish what he had begun.

‘One does not present something to a Holder meanly wrapped unless offence is intended,’ Coralyn had answered coldly. ‘Besides, better they should notice the trappings than the cuts and bruises, which no one will imagine would come from a carriage accident. Now calm yourself. Tarsin is in an ill mood and it would not be well for our plans to founder on the eve of their fruition because you angered him.’

‘I do not know why you do not simply tell Tarsin that you know the whereabouts of his precious visionweaver,’ Kalide said petulantly. ‘He would care nothing for this servitor if he knew that.’

Glynn’s heart had almost stopped upon hearing this, because of course she now knew that the visionweaver was Ember.

‘And should I also break the good news to him that although the visionweaver and the assassin were betrayed to our ministers by the very shipmistress who carried them from Ramidan, our legionnaires have not managed to catch them?’ Coralyn asked in a voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘Or perhaps I could tell him that the myrmidon chieftain was caught on Iridom in compromising circumstances that lead us to believe that she is working with the assassin, but that somehow she and her companions have escaped as well!’

‘You could say that it is only a matter of time before they are captured. After all they can’t escape with an Edict in place.’

‘Although they did, apparently, escape from Ramidan while an Edict was in force?’

‘They got away before the Edict bell was sounded. We know that now from the shipmistress of the Stormsong,’ Kalide said sulkily.

‘Let Tarsin have the servitor. She will be able to tell him nothing of any disadvantage to us.’

‘You know that the Draaka will be furious when she hears what has happened.’

Coralyn shrugged. ‘I will tell her that I dreamed that it was the Chaos spirit’s doing that Tarsin had demanded the trakkerbeast be given to him for a short time, and I will say that it has commanded me to retrieve her. Which I will do.’

‘What will you use to manipulate the Draaka, since you will no longer have her trakkerbeast to dandle temptingly before her?’ Kalide asked.

Coralyn said, ‘It may not be necessary to manipulate her after Tarsin’s high-handed rudeness in sending her from the hall when Fulig asked it, and now his usurping of her trakkerbeast. I suspect the Draaka will be angry enough to abandon her reservations and conditions and commit her hoards to our cause. And of course I will promise to retrieve the trakkerbeast for her before we leave for Iridom.’

‘But will she come with us to Iridom?’ Kalide said.

‘I have not asked her yet, but rest assured that she will. She thinks Duran is being interrogated even now, as to the identity and whereabouts of the trakkerbeast. Tomorrow morning I will present her with the sad news that Duran has died, but I will say that she gave information enough for us to take all of her company, among which will be the visionweaver and Bleyd of Fomhika. But sadly Duran will not have revealed the Unraveller, hence the trakkerbeast will still be required. It will all tally nicely with her delusions.’

‘What of the visionweaver?’

At this point, Glynn had been in the process of being ushered from the Iridomi enclave, and Kalide and his mother dropped their voices so much that she had to use her feinna hearing to listen to their words.

‘The visionweaver will be irrelevant by tomorrow, though I want her interrogated to find out who she served and what part she played in the escape of the Fomhikan from the cells. There is some ambiguity about her that irks me,’ Coralyn said dismissively.

Hearing the casual ruthlessness of their plans for Ember had filled Glynn’s heart with ice, but at the same time she reminded herself that Ember was not caught yet. And if she truly had linked up with Duran, Glynn could not believe she would come to harm. Obviously Duran was on Iridom because of the Unraveller, but what an incredible coincidence that Ember and the Fomhikan were on Iridom at the same time as the Unraveller.

That had been the moment when she had realised exactly why Alene had not told her about Ember.

The Unraveller had travelled with her and the Fomhikan from Ramidan! She had been an idiot not to have realised it sooner. That must be why the Fomhikan had left Ramidan rather than being hidden by the Shadowman network in the citadel as had been planned. The appearance of the Unraveller must have been the reason for the sudden change. No wonder Alene had been so stern when she had told Anyi to be quiet. Anyi obviously knew about the Unraveller, hence his revelation that Ember was the visionweaver, but his refusal to explain why Alene had not told her the truth. That Anyi had arrived in the hut at the same time as her, suggested he had never met the man, and that was why he had spoken of meeting only two strangers in his life.

Glynn had still been reeling from the realisation that Ember was on Iridom with the Unraveller when they came to an entranceway blazing with light and resounding with music and chatter. People clad in sumptuous clothes and jewels turned to look as they entered, then fell silent so that a wave of quiet preceded them. By the time they approached Tarsin, the hall was utterly silent. Glynn was glad that Coralyn had instructed the servitors to veil her, though she had also said that Tarsin would command that the veil be removed, which was why Glynn’s face had been painted. Oddly she had felt ashamed at the thought of baring her battered face, as if what had happened was her fault. She had experienced a fleeting understanding of all those battered wives whom she had once judged harshly for feeling ashamed of being victims.

Glynn’s enhanced senses felt as if they were being assaulted by the smells of food and perfumes and perspiration, as well as by the emotions of the crowd, which consisted mainly of curiosity, revulsion and prurience. She had wanted desperately to look around and see if Alene was at the hall as she had predicted she would be, but she feared to appear too lively to Coralyn gliding along beside her, and steering her by a painfully bruised elbow. Nevertheless, by flicking her eyes left and right, she had searched the assembly as best she could, but she had not seen Alene nor Tareed; nor did she see Donard and his vivacious little sister, Rilka. Kerd had been there of course, his arm clasped protectively around a veiled girl who, from the size of her headdress, could only be Unys. Her feinna instincts revealed his emotions as apprehension and uncertainty, which suggested that he knew who was under the veil, and she had hoped for his sake that he would stay out of whatever was shaping up. Peculiarly, her feinna senses detected nothing at all from Unys, but she had no time to wonder at this.

Approaching the dais where Tarsin sat, it had also struck her that Ember must have done exactly the same thing, coming veiled to the Keltan ruler whose life she had soon after saved. Glynn found herself wishing fervently and absurdly that it would be possible simply to reveal all she knew to the Holder before his assembled court, like Miss Marple in an Agatha Christie novel. Wouldn’t Coralyn have died of shock.

Tarsin had commanded testily that her veil be removed, and Coralyn herself had pulled it off, pointing out that Glynn was not in any state to answer questions because she had been sedated.

In truth, she had relished Coralyn’s sharp alarm when she did speak, though she had only muttered a few innocuous phrases in answer to Tarsin’s questions about Ember, intended only to ensure that he would not change his mind about taking her from Coralyn.

Kerd had come forward then to stare in horror at her battered face. ‘Glynn! What has happened to you?’

‘You know her?’ Tarsin had demanded.

‘We have spoken once or twice, Lord Holder. Like me she has an interest in old scribes and archives. I believe that is why she chose to serve the Draaka for she does not align to the beliefs of the cult. But what has happened to her?’

‘Perhaps you will ask your brother by betrothal,’ Tarsin sneered. ‘This is his doing.’ He turned to the little gold-clad body servitor by his side. ‘Saloum, take her to my apartment and have her seen to.’

‘You can open your eyes now,’ a voice said, sounding amused, and Glynn was startled enough to do exactly that.

The slight servitor, Saloum, was looking at her, and she realised that the white cloak had gone. ‘The healer said you were drugged out of your wits, but somehow I do not think so,’ he said.

‘All right,’ Glynn said on impulse. ‘I was drugged, but Coralyn does not realise that I have an immunity to what she gave me.’

‘A useful thing,’ Saloum said mildly. ‘Do you mean harm to the Holder? I assure you that no matter what your abilities, you would die before I would permit it.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ Glynn said, and she did not. The servitor was not particularly muscular and yet there was an oiled smoothness to his movements that she had seen only in the most skilful opponents. ‘Luckily I mean no harm to the Holder. In fact I bless my luck that he has taken me from his mother and brother and sincerely hope he does not let them have me back.’

‘You think they would want you back? A mere servitor? I wonder why? Is it something that you saw when you invoked the darklin?’

‘The truth is that I saw nothing but my own sister who is … ill,’ Glynn said firmly.

‘Why did you run away when you were returned to your mistress?’

‘Because an opportunity for escape arose and I took it.’ Glynn wondered why she was telling the older man so much, and realised that her feinna senses were almost purring at the integrity he emanated.

‘What did you betray to survive Kalide’s interrogations? Most people he questions perish screaming or end up insane like Asa. The poor man has believed that a beast is stalking him in his dreams since the disappearance of the visionweaver.’

‘I betrayed nothing. He drugged me first and, as you know, I have an immunity. Then he began to beat me because he likes it, and Coralyn came and stopped it because she wanted to give me back to the Draaka as a gift.’ Then, because she could not resist, she added, ‘I have heard much of this visionweaver who saved Tarsin. Did you ever see her?’

Saloum stopped in the midst of sponging Glynn’s leg, frowning. ‘Several times. She was veiled of course, and sometimes masked on one side of her face where it is said she was hideously scarred, so in a sense, I never really saw her.’ He unconsciously touched the side of his face, which was also Ember’s blind side, and it occurred to Glynn that the mask had been worn to hide her blinded eye. But why on earth would that need hiding? ‘Her skin was very, very white, as if it had been floured, and she was small and slender, her hands and feet narrow and delicate. She was very much a typical Sheannite in form.’

‘Her hair … what colour was it?’

Saloum shrugged. ‘I do not know. She wore it sleeved always. But it was very long.’

‘She was ill, they say?’

‘Worse than merely ill. In fact the white cloak who tended to you just now examined her. He told me afterwards that when he touched her, he had felt a terrible darkness sucking at him. He said that it devoured the little energy he had offered and that if he had kept his hands on her, the sickness in her would have devoured him, and would still kill the visionweaver. The white cloak said it was as if she carried the Void within her.’

Glynn shivered. ‘And she saved Tarsin’s life.’

He nodded. ‘He was about to drink poisoned cirul when she wove in a swoon and prevented it. Sometimes visions come like that, and other times, like a thought crossing the mind. So they say.’

‘Perhaps the visionweaver only pretended to swoon and weave,’ Glynn said.

The little servitor shook his head. ‘I was serving the Holder that day and she wove as I have seen Alene do many times in the days when Tarsin summoned her to him often.’

Alene could have tutored Ember in how to fake a weaving trance, Glynn thought. Maybe it was as simple as that Alene had seen a vision and had told it to Ember, so that she could pretend to have it. But why would she bother? And why would Ember agree to such a deception?

‘You … you spoke with her?’ she asked him awkwardly.

He misunderstood. ‘The soulweaver has spoken to me on two occasions of matters close to me. Once she bade me visit my mother and I did so. While I was in her house she had an attack and died some hours later. I was glad to have had those last hours with her.’

‘Weren’t you angry? If she had told you what was going to happen you might have had a white cloak there to treat your mother at once.’

The servitor laughed as if she had made a joke. Then his face became serious. ‘I am trying to decide whether I should strangle you,’ he said pleasantly, and Glynn was taken aback to find that her feinna senses registered that he meant exactly what he said.

‘Why would you do that?’ she managed to ask.

He laughed. ‘You are as cool as a myrmidon. I think that you are trouble for my master.’

‘I don’t want to be. I wish I could help him but I don’t suppose anyone can.’ The latter words were said on impulse and she might have regretted them, except for the flare of sorrow and empathy they evoked in the diminutive servitor. Far from resenting his long service to the degenerating Holder, Saloum clearly loved Tarsin and mourned what was happening to him.

What do you want?’ he asked flatly.

Glynn’s feinna senses prompted her to answer truthfully. ‘I need to escape from the palace before Coralyn or Kalide come after me. Or the Draaka.’

‘Why do you fear to be returned to the Draaka?’

‘I served her because she threatened someth … someone I loved. And I do not think my escape will have endeared me to her.’

The servitor studied Glynn for a long moment, then he laid down the sponge very deliberately. ‘How would you get away if you could escape these apartments? Your injuries are severe enough to slow you. If caught and questioned you would be forced to betray anyone who helped you. How would you pass the legionnaires? You are not a pretty sight and you have no papers.’

‘I would manage to leave the palace on my own if I had to, I promise you, but if I got out of here, all I would do is go to the apartment of Alene soulweaver. Or to Kerd of Vespi. We were friends when I was here before.’

The man laughed. ‘I think Kerd would not welcome a third in his bed tonight.’

Glynn blinked. She had forgotten the betrothal. She had a sudden mental picture of the tall, lean older man in sombre clothes who had been seated beside Tarsin. He had looked appalled when her veil had been removed and he had attacked Kalide with scathing words. Had that been Fulig? She wished she could have found a way to warn the man of the treachery being plotted against him.

‘I would go to Alene, then,’ Glynn said, seeing that the servitor was still awaiting a response.

He nodded. ‘So. You would seek the help of the soulweaver. And would she give it?’

‘You can ask her yourself,’ Glynn said.

‘Perhaps I shall,’ the servitor said lightly. ‘Rest now.’ And without further ado, he departed, taking the lantern with him. Glynn heard the key turn in the lock and sighed. Perhaps the servitor was as capricious as his master. She had taken a chance in telling him all that she had done, but her feinna senses had assured her of the man’s integrity. Sleep while you can, they bade her now, and Glynn gave herself up to sleep, willing herself to wake before first light.

When she woke to pitch darkness, it seemed that she had merely closed her eyes for a few seconds. But she was rested enough to know that some considerable time had passed. A faint shuffling movement told her that there was someone in the room. Sitting up, she looked towards the sound and her feinna-enhanced vision soon revealed the little servitor, Saloum, standing just inside the door, his ear pressed to it. Fear emanated from him and set Glynn’s feinna senses jangling painfully.

‘Have you decided to strangle me after all?’ she whispered. She saw the man start at her words.

‘You have the hearing and eyes of a nightflyt, girl. But it is better for us both if you do not speak.’

Her heart began to thump, for it seemed to Glynn that the servitor meant to help her after all. Quickly she surveyed her physical condition. She was stiffer than she had been, but the jagged, breath-wrenching pain in her chest had faded, as if the bones had begun to knit. Her face hurt badly still and, if anything, the cheek Kalide had punched had swollen still further. The eye on that side felt puffy and sore, too. Her foot was the worst because she would have to favour it and go slowly and carefully.

She sat up warily and swung her feet to the floor, very slowly placing pressure on the sore foot. It would hold her if she rolled her foot and favoured the outer edge. She was too stiff though. It would make her awkward. She made herself stand and do some silent bends.

‘What are you doing?’ the servitor hissed, and Glynn was almost overwhelmed by his fear. They both froze as boots tramped by the door, but when they had passed out of hearing, the servitor opened the door and peered out. There was a lantern bracket outside and a pale light fell onto his neat features for a moment to reveal that he was grey faced and sweating profusely. Then he stepped back into the shadow and gestured for her to go out. ‘If you would like to try to escape, you must do so now. You have only a little time to reach the front hall before the next watch passes.’

‘Why are you doing this?’ Glynn asked.

‘I do what I do out of love for Tarsin,’ the servitor said with strange brusque formality. ‘Now go.’

Glynn limped to the door, then she hesitated. ‘I don’t know where the soulweaver’s apartment is.’

‘At the very end of this level on the other side of a small garden. There is a silver flower bush before the door. Go!’

Heart pumping, Glynn obeyed, wondering why the man was helping her, but still her feinna senses detected no corruption in him. His fear seemed reasonable enough given that he was actually disobeying his Holder, but perhaps he saw this as the best way of protecting his beloved master. Strange how allies were often found where you least expected them, with motives that were nothing like your own.

Once outside, she hurried along walkways that were familiar to her, although seeing them flooded with moonlight altered them; made them more beautiful and also more dangerous. But maybe that was only her imagination. Her feinna sense of smell delighted in the perfume of dew on the night air, and the smell of plants and damp flagstones.

She hesitated briefly beside a path that she knew would bring her to the palace gate, tempted to make her way there immediately. She knew that she could use her feinna abilities to force the legionnaires to let her out. But the thought of Feyt made her follow Saloum’s directions to the apartment of the soulweaver. The myrmidon had allowed herself to be caught and man-handled to give Anyi and Glynn a chance to get into the citadel, and she had helped Ember to escape Ramidan, so there was a debt to be repaid.

Quite suddenly, she realised that she was no longer afraid that she might betray the Unraveller. Predictions could be, after all, self-fulfilling. It now seemed to her that she had been giving this prediction of betrayal substance by considering it, treading lightly around it. Madness, when she had been told over and over that trying to avoid fulfilling a prediction was the surest way to bring it about. She must act according to her own ideas of need and right and wrong and forget about the prediction.

She found the apartment with almost absurd ease, given all of her earlier efforts to discover its whereabouts. There were no legionnaires stationed there and she knocked at its handsome doors. No one answered and, after a little wait, Glynn turned the ornate lever. The door opened and she slipped through it and ghosted up a set of broad, pale stone steps to an exquisite foyer lit dimly by a single lantern with its wick trimmed low. Despite the pain-killers she had absorbed, Glynn’s foot was beginning to give her a lot of pain and she realised that she would not be able to go far without help.

‘Hello?’ she called softly.

No answer.

Glynn took another step, and then froze because her feinna senses were telling her that she was not alone. The cold triumphant aura that dominated the foyer left her in no doubt as to who was behind her. No wonder the little servitor had emanated such strong fear. Coralyn had got to him, somehow. Probably by threatening his master, given his words to her. That was why she had sensed no betrayal. Because he was doing what he must do above all else. He would have been protecting his beloved Holder.

She took another step, giving no sign that she was aware that she was not alone. ‘Soulweaver …’ she called, her mind racing as fast as her heart. ‘I need your help in …’

‘So, you have already escaped your new master,’ Coralyn’s husky voice slithered through the silence. Glynn whirled, pretending a fright that was only half false. As her senses had told her, the chieftain was not alone, but her skin crawled at the realisation that it was Kalide who stood beside her, his face flushed with vicious triumph and anticipation. There were also several green legionnaires with drawn weapons. Since there was no possibility of fighting her way free in her weakened state, she relaxed and stood quietly.

‘The Draaka said that she had the abilities of a sword maid, but I can only think that the woman has never seen true fighters,’ Kalide sneered.

‘Think before you speak, occasionally,’ Coralyn said caustically. ‘You will find it a useful technique.’

‘What do you mean?’ Kalide demanded angrily.

‘What sense would there be in her trying to attack when there are so many against her? Only a fool would do it. Especially given the wounds inflicted upon her by you. That she makes no move indicates something else about her.’ The voice of the woman was casual and even good-humoured. ‘What do we know of this girl. Summarise for me.’

‘I am not Asa,’ Kalide muttered resentfully.

‘No, you are not,’ his mother snapped. ‘Asa was once a gifted and subtle emissary. Sometimes it comes to me that perhaps this is why he suffered so much at your hands. It is the mark of a brilliant leader that he gathers about him people who possess talents that he does not, rather than killing or maiming anyone with gifts that he does not share. But let us focus on the question. This young woman is a nothing I am told. A nevvish who happens to have a myrmidonish face and a style of fighting similar to the manwomen but, conveniently, no memory. We know now that she was not taken into the Draaka’s employ upon Fomhika, but on Acantha. We know that she was pulled from the waves by Solen of Acantha. A man whom the Draaka tells us was also thought to be a drunken nothing until he revealed himself to be something very different.

‘The girl comes to the haven and is taken as a drone by the Draaka, yet she soon becomes indispensable to a senior draakira because of her ability to handle scrolls. Then she is used in some experiment of Bayard’s, and is supposedly bonded to an animal. Then Bayard drowns. Incidentally the girl happens to be the only witness. She is brought here where she is befriended by none other than our own Kerd, who actually delays repairing to his long-desired betrothal bed this night in order to plead with Tarsin for her. The Draaka sends her to Tarsin on an errand, and Tarsin somehow conceives of using her to invoke the darklin he had been given. She manages to avoid having to say what she saw, and then she disappears. Aluade, who is with her, dies under peculiar circumstances, and again this girl is the only witness. Once again, she conveniently does not remember what happened. Where was she between leaving the drinking house and being captured by our legionnaires outside the establishment of Clover, which just happens to be visited by Rilka of Fomhika at that very time?’

‘I told you there was something going on there. If you had let me interrogate Clover …’

‘She would probably be dead or mindless. When will you get it into your head that interrogation is a subtle business requiring a cool head. You vacillate between bursts of unthinking fury and blind brute lust.’

Kalide scowled, ‘But you …’

‘Control yourself!’ Coralyn all but screamed. Then she composed herself and said very calmly. ‘Even anger is a tool, which can be used, but it is a poor master, Kalide. I was not speaking of Clover but of the gap of time and what might have taken place in it.’

Kalide glowered as she turned back to Glynn. ‘So here we have a nothing whom the Draaka comes to believe to be vital to their cause. Do you see a pattern here?’

Kalide shook his head reluctantly.

‘Then think! What you see is one who appears to be a bewildered and frightened drone. But in fact her history shows her to be a clever and manipulative young woman whom I suspect to be a brilliant opportunist. See how she makes herself indispensable over and over, only to abandon the person she has used when they are no longer needed. Solen of Acantha, this Bayard, the Draaka, Kerd and even Tarsin. I suspect that she planned to do the same thing to the soulweaver.’

‘But whom does she serve?’ Kalide asked.

‘A good question. Answer it, girl.’ This was directed at Glynn, who straightened and allowed fear to melt from her features, leaving them impassive. Coolly she locked eyes with the chieftain. ‘Let us for argument’s sake say that I am the daughter of a Ramidani ruffian whose father was betrayed by his friend, another ruffian, and who was thrown in the waves as silfibait. Let us say that my desire was to find my twin sister and to take revenge on the once friend of my father.’

‘See how clever she is,’ the chieftain murmured in open admiration. ‘She tells a tale that can not easily be proven false, and she shows no fear because she knows full well that she is too valuable to the Draaka for me to squander lightly.’ Her face hardened. ‘Yet know that you are not indispensable girl. I could kill you and use your death to incite the Draaka against Tarsin, thereby securing the use of her minions. I could convince her that the Chaos spirit had revealed the identity of the Unraveller to me instead of relying on you to betray him.’

‘I cannot betray what I do not know,’ Glynn said, glad that this, at least, was true.

The chieftain bared her teeth in a beautiful, deadly smile. ‘You know as well as I do that there is no Unraveller. Yet the Draaka requires one and she believes that you will be instrumental in revealing him to her. It is my opinion that her belief is your doing. Fanatics are suggestible. But where does your sister come in?’

‘She is real and she is ill,’ Glynn said. ‘I have found out where she is and I want to go to her.’

‘This has the sound of truth and a sister has been mentioned before, so she might truly exist. Such opportunists as yourself often are flawed by a single weakness. What I require of you is simply that you do what you have led the Draaka to think you will do. You will accompany us to Iridom, where you will name as the Unraveller a man who is even now being prepared to play the role.’

Iridom! Glynn thought, both elated and terrified. But instead of responding to Coralyn’s command, she said boldly, ‘You do not believe in the Chaos spirit?’

‘Of course not,’ Coralyn sneered.

‘What about strangers?’ Glynn was playing for time but she also wanted to ensure that the woman had no inkling of the truth. Her senses caught only a flare of irritation and impatience from the older woman. ‘The hags of the misty isle have used strangers as foundation stones for their Legendsong, but they have no more significance than the stones which once fell burning from the stars. Now, enough of these diversions. You have heard my proposition. I want the Draaka under my control. At the moment she believes that the Chaos spirit moves me, but she does not entirely trust me. You, however, have cleverly convinced her that you are the tool of the Chaos spirit and she will not question what you tell her. Very likely this is how you managed to finesse yourself from Acantha to Ramidan.’

‘Why should I do what you say?’ Glynn asked. ‘I will as likely be killed by the Draaka as soon as she has her precious Unraveller.’

‘Now we see the true face of the newish,’ Coralyn said. ‘It is a fair question, girl. The answer is that if you do as I require, I will contrive not to give you to the Draaka. I will convince the Draaka that I hold you as a bargaining counter, though you will serve her in seeking out her precious Unraveller. When this matter is ended satisfactorily and Kalide is on the Holder’s throne, I will reward you with land and a nobleman, through whose bed you may rise to title, and whose fortune you may use to seek healing for this sister. If you desire it, and if he exists, I will have this ruffian who betrayed your father taken and flayed alive before your eyes and the eyes of your sister.’

‘Mother! You would give a servitor so much?’

‘I meant what I said about gathering useful tools when you rule. Knowledge given judiciously to a servitor is like the honing of a fine blade,’ Coralyn said, but her blue eyes held Glynn’s and the words were for her as much as Kalide; a promise that she would keep her son in check. In spite of everything, Glynn felt the pull of the woman’s dark and dangerous glamour even as her feinna senses detected her essential ambiguity. At one level Coralyn actually meant her offer, and yet if circumstances altered, her promise would be abandoned in the blink of an eye. But if Glynn had been what the chieftain thought her, she would know all of this, and would weigh the possibility of future betrayal against immediate death.

‘Where is Alene?’ Glynn asked, as much because Coralyn would expect her to ask it as because she actually wanted to know.

‘She has boarded a ship bound for Darkfall,’ Coralyn said. Glynn’s feinna senses found no lie in her words, and she supposed that Coralyn might well be delighted because the fact that Alene had fled Ramidan meant she had broken her soulweaver’s vow to abide with Tarsin always. Glynn was surprised to discover that she was hurt by the fact that the soulweaver had left without making any attempt to help her or at least to speak with her. And she was not the only one abandoned, for both Feyt and Anyi were being left behind. And even Tarsin. The only answer to the soulweaver’s hasty departure must be that she had learned that the Unraveller was on Iridom and she had seen her first duty as being to protect and aid the long-awaited hero.

‘What if I agree, then?’ Glynn asked Coralyn. ‘What about Tarsin?’

Coralyn’s eyes had flashed with amusement, and this time Glynn’s feinna senses were bruised by a flash of violent and purposeful hatred. ‘His mind is now caught up in matters more vital than the disappearance of a servitor. Incidentally, what did you see when he had you invoke the darklin?’

‘I saw where I could find my sister,’ Glynn said. She had expected the question. ‘That was what I strove for.’

‘See what I mean about a brilliant opportunist?’ Coralyn remarked to Kalide. ‘Tarsin commands her to weave for his pet visionweaver but instead she seeks for her sister, and manages to put Tarsin’s questions off by pretending a swoon.’

Kalide gave Glynn a look of patent jealously. ‘If she was so clever, she would not have been caught now.’

‘This sister is her weakness, as I said.’ She looked at Glynn. ‘You came to Alene’s apartment in search of healing for your sister, did you not? Or perhaps a prognostication of her future. You would have traded information about the Draaka for it?’ The chieftain’s supreme conceit in her own not inconsiderable abilities was her flaw, Glynn thought.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Very well, I agree to your bargain, Chieftain. However, I wish to scribe a chit to my sister. In the darklin vision I saw her at that bakery I went to. I will leave the note there. Maybe she will come back. And I want some coin to leave with it.’

Coralyn smiled and Glynn knew that she had struck exactly the right note of greed and mistrust. ‘I knew that we would understand one another … I agree. Now, you might as well go straight aboard the ship, for quite soon the alarm will be raised and people will be hunting you. Kalide will escort you.’

‘Ship?’ Glynn echoed.

‘Tomorrow, Kerd and Unys depart on a small betrothal journey to Vespi and Iridom. Kalide and I will travel on one ship, while Fulig of Vespi will travel on his own vessel, which will end its journey at Vespi. The Draaka and her entourage will be on another of the ships, and after the formalities on Vespi are completed, our two ships will continue on to Iridom. That is where you will do your little performance for the Draaka to keep her amenable. Once she has had the use of you, I will arrange for you to be returned to Ramidan.’

‘You would cross to Vespi tomorrow?’ Glynn echoed, thinking she must have heard wrongly.

‘We leave tomorrow. Unless you have some reason to wish for a delay?’ Coralyn’s suspicion was immediate and instinctive, a sharp reminder that Glynn must be constantly on her guard.

‘It is just that there will be no time to arrange to send the coins to my sister,’ Glynn said, allowing mistrust to edge her own tones.

Coralyn laughed. ‘You will write a chit now and I will have a hundred hacoins sewn into a bale of silk. You can drop both on your way to the ship.’

Installed in a pleasant cabin almost identical to the one she had aboard the Waterdancer Glynn stretched out full length on the ship bunk to rest her aching body. Her injuries were definitely healing but the healing was draining her. She was beginning to understand that when the healing abilities of a body were sped up, it was not a near magical force used, but the resources of her own body. From what she understood, a healer could supply these energies or create a loop which drained the body’s vital energies to hasten its own healing. Tarsin’s healer, reasonably enough, had done the latter.

Her transfer from palace to ship had been undertaken in less than two hours, including dropping the chit and the bale of silk at the bakery. The baker’s mouth had all but fallen open when Glynn stepped through the door, but his expression had become instantly bland when Kalide entered behind her.

‘My sister came here once and maybe she will come again,’ Glynn had said. ‘Her name is Eleana. Can you give this to her?’

‘I do not know the name,’ the baker had said. Glynn gave a description of the brunette jogger who had found Wind’s body and the baker insisted again that he had no such customer. Glynn had in turn insisted that he take the package until a woman fitting this description came. The baker had shrugged and taken the chit and bundle muttering to himself in pretended irritation.

Kalide had watched them like hawks the whole time, waiting to see if any meaningful glances or secret signals were exchanged, but Glynn had nothing to say. Her true message was contained in the fact that she was accompanied by Kalide, and in her battered face. If legionnaires called to retrieve the message and coin after they had gone, the baker could play ignorant and hand them over untouched without giving anything away. As a member of the Shadowman network, he had been smart enough to divine that, just as she had expected.

‘Where shall I tell your sister to find you?’ He had asked casually as they had turned to go.

‘Tell her that I go to Iridom,’ Glynn had said, before Kalide could stop her, though perhaps the thought had not occurred to him.

The baker would have told Solen by now, Glynn knew. Somehow she felt comforted to know that even if Alene could walk away from her plight, Solen would not dismiss her welfare so lightly. Not because she was a stranger or Ember’s sister, but because he cared for her. Loved her, the feinna part of her sang with a joy that would not be quenched, even in spite of her grim circumstances.

And they were grim, for all that Coralyn might be offering wealth and nobility in the new order. For Glynn was about to set off on what could very well become the beginning of a war armada, accompanied by two of Darkfall’s deadliest enemies and a man who had already tortured her savagely and longed to kill her, all of them bound for a hostile island where Ember was trapped along with a legendary hero whom Glynn was supposedly destined to betray. It sounded like the plot out of some strange fantastical melodrama, and if she was the heroine she probably ought to be hatching some exciting and highly dangerous scheme in order to triumph. But the fact was that she hardly knew what she was doing. Or would do.

On the other hand, she was being taken to Ember, and this, all along, had been her primary aim, and so perhaps she ought to see her recapture as good fortune.

What would Ember think to see her, she wondered. Glynn did not know. Tareed’s and Anyi’s words about Ember had suggested that she had changed since coming to Keltor.

‘It does not matter whether she is glad to see me or not,’ Glynn said aloud to herself. ‘I swore to look after her, and I will. It is a pity if she can’t love me, but I will do my best for her, and when it is over, there will be Solen, and perhaps we can go back to Ramidan and seek out the feinna …’

She yawned and decided that the best and most sensible thing she could do now would be to sleep soundly, regenerating her energies and healing naturally. She had the feeling that she would need all of her wits and strength in the coming days.

She slid into sleep and into a bittersweet dream of the memory garden. To her dismay there were now great melting gaps. She found the pebble path and went along it, dreading what might have happened to the Unykorn mural.

All at once, she had the conviction that she was not alone.

She turned with a rush of gladness, thinking to see the feinna, but to her amazement, Solen stood there wearing an expression of complete bewilderment.

‘Glynna?’ he said doubtfully, then he looked about in puzzlement. ‘What is this place? And your clothes …’

Glynn glanced down and found that she was wearing her favourite jeans and T-shirt. ‘I … You’re dreaming,’ she stammered. ‘I mean, I’m dreaming. Of you.’

He stepped towards her, eyes softening to lavender. ‘Dream or not, I will hold you and perhaps this time you will not vanish like smoke in my arms.’

Glynn fended him off though her body yearned to go unresisting into that offered and longed-for embrace. For suddenly she realised that Solen was right. The memory garden was not a dream and so perhaps they were again in real communication. Though she could not imagine how he had entered an imaginary construct inside her mind she realised that she had the chance to tell him things that he needed to know.

‘Solen, listen to me. I think you are right in thinking this is not a dream, although we are dreaming in a way. This place is sort of like a permanent dream in my mind. The feinna helped me make it. Do you … has the baker told you that I came there?’

His face lit up. ‘No. I felt … I thought …’ He shook his head. ‘When I heard that you had been taken by green legionnaires, I feared the worst and I have been making arrangements to come after you. But are you free now? And how?’

‘I am not free. I am a prisoner aboard one of three ships that are to travel tomorrow to Vespi and then on to Iridom carrying Coralyn and Kalide, the Draaka delegation, Unys and Kerd and Fulig.’

‘Tomorrow! No!’ he groaned. She could not bear his despair and suddenly the hands that had begun fending him off rested flat against his thin shirt. She could feel the heat of his skin beneath her palms and wondered how it would feel if there were no cloth. She felt her cheeks flame and tried to step back but Solen laid his own hands over hers, pressing them against him.

‘My love …’ he whispered.

‘Oh …’ Glynn murmured and then could not remember what she had begun to say.

Solen slid her hands under his up to the long brown column of his neck and she felt the beat of his blood against her palm. Then he kissed first one of her palms and then the other. The moist heat of his lips made her ache. Then he left her hands and let his own trace her body from shoulders to hips, as if he was trying to imprint the shape of her into his fingertips. At last he drew her against him. Glynn could hardly breath though he held her lightly. Her blood raged and churned inside her, and she could feel the answering hammering of Solen’s heart against her breasts. For a moment all thought was consumed in longing to have nothing between them to hold them apart. Not clothes. Not skin.

But she wrenched herself back. Managed to gasp, ‘Solen, wait …’

‘I have waited long enough,’ he growled. His lips were against her temple and the words seemed to enter her skull.

Wait no more, her blood cried out to him, but she took a deep ragged breath and reminded herself that she must not squander this precious moment of communication on passion. ‘Solen. Please. If you love me, then listen to me. I don’t know if we can do this once I am out to sea. On my own world, it was always said that magic could not work over water and maybe this is a kind of magic.’

Her wild babble stopped him but his eyes remained soft with desire. ‘I will listen, but let me hold you as we speak. If you could only know how I have wanted you. If only I had not let you go from me, and now if I cannot get to you in time …’

‘Solen, it’s too late for that. Everything that has happened is my own fault. I was a fool not to leave the ship with you as soon as we got here. I told myself the quickest way into the palace to see Alene was to stay with the Draaka. I thought I was being sensible but in reality I was frightened of what you made me feel.’

‘You a coward? Never!’

‘I was frightened because I thought I would have to leave you to go back to my own world,’ Glynn continued doggedly. ‘I believed that it would be more painful for both of us if we … If we saw one another again and then had to part.’

‘Is your own world so wondrous that you would choose it over what is between us? Or is it that you have a lover there?’

Glynn looked into his eyes. ‘I once loved a man there, Solen, but he was not my lover, for I was a child. And he is dead now. I would have gone back only for my sister, because I swore to take care of her until the end. But I have learned that it is impossible to go back to my world, and in any case, there is no need. Anyi told me that the visionweaver who saved Tarsin’s life is my sister.’

‘What! He did not tell me about your sister, but then I had only a few moments with him.’ Solen said. ‘But is it possible? I have never heard of two strangers crossing in the same period.’

‘Neither had Alene nor any of the soulweavers, but it happened. Probably it has something to do with the Unraveller. But listen, this is important. Coralyn and Kalide were talking about my sister and the Fomhikan Bleyd. She said they are on Iridom and even now being hunted. The authorities there actually had Duran as a captive but she escaped.’

‘Duran! On Iridom? And why would she go there? And why would Bleyd go there, or your sister?’

‘I guess Duran went there because of the Unraveller.’

‘The Unraveller is upon Iridom as well?’

‘He travelled with my sister and the Fomhikan from Ramidan. But you asked why they went to Iridom? Coralyn or Kalide said that they had been betrayed to the authorities by the shipmistress who had taken them from here, and in my darklin vision the Chaos spirit had used minds open to it to send them to Iridom. Maybe that was what happened and all of them are trapped there now because an Edict bell was sounded. That is where these ships will go after Vespi. Coralyn doesn’t believe in the Unraveller but she is going to convince the Draaka that he is on Iridom.’

‘You go there for your sister?’

‘I don’t really have any choice, but I want to go to her.’

‘And what of your fears for the Unraveller?’

‘You and everyone else keeps telling me that the worst thing to do with a prophecy is to try not to let it happen.’ She searched her mind to see if there was anything she had forgotten to mention. ‘Did you hear that Feyt was taken?’

‘I did. I meant to rescue her at the same time as you.’ He shook his head and his eyes were bleak. ‘It is strange, but I was so certain that you … that Kalide was torturing you and that you were dying …’

Glynn looked down at her hands and realised that her injuries had not translated into the memory garden. Quickly she began to outline Coralyn’s plans for her, not wanting him to learn the truth and suffer by it.

‘She lies as she breathes. She will give you to the Draaka.’

‘Don’t worry. I don’t put any faith in her promises and I don’t plan to betray anyone. Not even some poor drugged fool. I will escape on Iridom and I will find Ember!’

‘I do not know why, but somehow I believe you. Glynn, you have the courage for anything,’ Solen said, and his grip on her hands tightened. He would have drawn her to him, but she pulled her hands gently from his grip and shook her head.

‘It’s not courage. You’d do the same if it were Hella or Flay who needed you.’

Solen sighed. ‘I would but … I cannot believe that what we feel must be set aside without our even being able to fight for it.’

‘Sometimes the hardest thing is not to fight,’ Glynn said softly, and realised she was quoting Wind yet again.

‘A hard truth,’ Solen said.

‘I love you, Solen, and that is a better truth,’ Glynn said, and the potent starkness of such words made the Acanthan draw a long hissing breath.

He ran both hands over his face and through his hair before letting them fall to his sides. ‘So this is farewell again,’ he said, and he stepped towards her and gathered her roughly into his arms. It hurt. Yet this time, Glynn slid her arms about his waist and held him as tightly, committing the feel of him to her memory. Because this might be all there ever was.

‘Kiss me,’ Solen commanded, and she lifted her lips to his and for a long obliterating moment there was nothing but light and fire and a dream of falling. Then he pulled away and, half-dazed with yearning and passion, Glynn looked up at him and saw that he was fading. ‘I am waking,’ he murmured.

‘Oh no!’

‘Fear not, Glynna-vyre. I will not let worlds or the Chaos spirit or even the Unraveller himself keep us apart. Where you go, I will follow. Even if it were to your world or any other! I swear it on my soul.’
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segue …

The watcher shuddered with the power of the oath that pushed it across the Void and to the Unraveller’s world. To its dismay it was again within the nexus that was the hospice for the dying. The youth had gone and the boy slept on unchanging. The male nurse now stood by him, looking down. He straightened the sheet unnecessarily, mourning the child and wondering about the red-haired youth who had come to sit with him.

He sighed and then continued his rounds, coming eventually to the man whom the other nurse had dubbed The Sleeping Prince. Certainly there was something princely about his dark, narrow features and arched brows, and the proud curl of his lips. No one actually knew how long he had been in a coma and it was only the machines that kept him alive. It seemed there was no family to request that the machines be switched off, and so, by law, he must be maintained until his body died. He had been here since before any of the current staff of the home had begun their employment. Once, it had come to the nurse in a dream that the man had been there before the hospice was built, and that it had in fact been built to house him.

The thought came to him now and he thought it was because of the way the man had never seemed to have aged. Thinking of his nickname, the nurse found himself wondering if any of the other nurses had ever given into temptation and kissed him to see if that would wake him. He smiled at his whimsy. Then his smile faded as he reflected that it was possible that the man had been in a coma since he was as young as the newest inmate of the home, the child they now named the Shadow. A chilly and yet fitting name.

‘What a strange place this is with sick shadows and sleeping princes and battered angels …’ he murmured to himself. ‘Not like a real place at all but like a sort of storage room for life where things wait and also are discarded.’ He dismissed his whimsy and went soft-footed to the small room where the musician sat again with his elderly mother. His clothing and the music case meant that he had come straight from a gig.

‘How is she?’ the nurse asked.

‘She seems peaceful enough,’ the musician said without irony. He was grateful for the pretence that this was a normal sickbed with a patient who would wake, but tonight his mind was not on his mother or her slow death. He was thinking about the offer Harrison Bonn had made, and wondering why he had hesitated before accepting. Had, in fact, almost refused the offer of a lifetime.

He had his copy of the contract for the first gig in his pocket and as the nurse turned away he felt for it. The paper crackled invitingly, but he did not take it out.

‘Three weeks to the Night of the Comet charity concert,’ he murmured in the confiding tone he used to speak to his mother. She said nothing, of course. The words felt ominous, though he had read enough about the Third World Credit Company to admire the idea of it. The concert was a good cause, so why did he feel as if he had sold his soul to the devil in signing Harrison Bonn’s contract.

‘This is what I wanted,’ he added and heard the question in his voice.

The watcher segued …
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34


The world is littered with unfinished visions,

and is not life such a vision?

and is not the finishing of any thing a little death?


SONGS OF DANAE

‘Wake, Unraveller,’ a voice called. Ember opened her eyes and found herself in pitch darkness. She was startled. The ship must have tethered hours ago, unless something had gone wrong and they had not been permitted to land.

‘Can you light the lantern?’ she called, and she sat up, moving very slowly and deliberately because pain was running through her like fine wire and any movement made her head feel as if it would shatter like glass at any moment. By the time she was upright, she was close to vomiting. Clearly the lirium had worn off.

She heard a step at the bedside. ‘You wish the lantern to be lit, Lady?’ It was Hella, and there was bewilderment in her voice.

‘It is only that it’s so dark,’ Ember said apologetically, supposing she must have been sleeping in a chair.

‘But Lady, the light of Kalinda is full on your face. Can you not see it?’ Hella stammered.

Ember blinked and became aware of the warmth on her cheeks. She blinked again and, this time, inside her, dark Ember shrieked with laughter. Oh we see, don’t we! she shrilled. Now we see!

‘Are you … well?’ Hella asked.

‘No I am not! Get Soonkar,’ Ember croaked, fighting terror.

Darkfall! dark Ember cawed. Isn’t that what happens? Those who see visions come to Darkfall and are blinded by truth!

Ember groaned. ‘Not this,’ she whispered. Dimly she heard the sound of the door slamming behind the gemeller and the sound of her boots drumming up the steps to the deck.

Perhaps your sight is the price you will pay for this healing! dark Ember taunted slyly and Ember’s terror abated for a moment as she was struck by the thought that if dark Ember was insane that meant she was insane. Or part of her. She was appalled to hear a mad little jabber of laughter dribble from her mouth.

Boots thundered downward and the door slammed open. ‘What is it?’ Soonkar asked, coming to take her hand.

Ember felt immediately calmer hearing that deep voice, and feeling the dwarf’s big, rough hand encompass hers. ‘I … I can’t see, Soonkar,’ she whispered. ‘I … The doctors said I would go blind just before the end. Maybe it has come.’

‘Do not despair. We will reach Myrmidor within the hour,’ Soonkar said, pulling her into a bear-like embrace. He tilted her face up and Ember felt the warmth of his breath on her cheeks, but the stygian blackness leered at her like the maw of a great beast.

‘I … I’m scared … Soonkar, if I go blind it … will be irrevocable. Even if I reach Signe in time, I will ever after be blind.’

There was a strange silence. ‘All soulweavers are blind and they do not count it a loss,’ he said. ‘The important thing is that you live.’

Ember pulled from the comfort of his embrace and the movement sent pain shooting through her temples and down her spine. She moaned and fell back against the pillows. Then she saw a flash of milky light and the halfman’s impossibly handsome face came swimming into focus, ruddy in the dusklight.

‘Oh God! It’s all right. I can see again. It’s not too late. Oh Soonkar! I can see!’

He hugged her and this time she hugged him back and wept. More boots sounded on the steps and Duran came running through the open door, her face contorted with anxiety. ‘What has happened to the Unraveller?’

‘Don’t … don’t call me that,’ Ember said, sniffing. ‘I am not the Unraveller, whatever you think. I am only a stranger and if I don’t get to Darkfall soon, I will be a blind stranger, if not a dead one.’

‘I think there is not truly much time for her,’ Soonkar told the myrmidon.

Duran looked as if someone had struck her. ‘But how can it be that …’ She shook her head. ‘I will go and see if Barat can wavespeak any faster and when we are closer to shore, I will signal to ensure that a carriage and a white cloak are waiting to carry the Unraveller to the Darkfall landing.’

‘Do that,’ Soonkar said tersely.

The amazon turned on her heel and left, closing the door behind her, and Soonkar took Ember’s chin in his hand and turned her face to him. ‘There will be time enough,’ he said. ‘I promise you.’

Ember looked into his grey-flecked blue eyes and felt oddly reassured. He pressed her gently back into the pillows and rummaged about in alcoves and drawers until he found a phial of pale yellow powder. Ember watched him tip a little of it into a glass of water, which he brought to her and bade her drink. ‘It is not lirium but it will help.’

Ember took the glass with a feeling of intense weariness. How much of her life had she spent taking medications which only deadened the pain, and only for a time. Was it possible that it was really all about to be made right? She drank, and gave the glass back to Soonkar, and a fleeting vision came to her of the brightness in the myrmidon chieftain’s face when she had named Ember the Unraveller.

‘Perhaps now is the time to decide if you wish to be the shipmaster who caused the Unraveller to die, or the shipmaster who bore the Unraveller to her sacred destiny,’ she had said to Barat.

White as salt, the shipmaster had stammered that it was his duty to take the Unraveller to Myrmidor, where she could be transferred to Darkfall and instructed in her quest to free the Firstmade. Ember had tried to dispute the amazon’s fabulous claims but Soonkar had hustled her below deck.

‘No matter what you believe, it would be better not to voice your doubts to Barat,’ he had said. ‘At least, not until we are safely upon Myrmidor.’

‘You don’t understand,’ Ember had cried. ‘He will take us to Myrmidor only because he believes –’

‘– that you are the Unraveller. Yes. And do you see that this is not the time to deny that belief?’ Soonkar had booted open the cabin door and helped her to lie down on a narrow bed constructed against the wall. ‘Rest. There is little of the lirium left, but I’m afraid a good deal of it has spilled into my pocket. Yet it will help.’ He had given her the paper twist of dark powder and a glass of water and she had taken them gratefully.

‘Everything will be sorted out on Darkfall,’ Soonkar had said, pulling off her boots and drawing a cover up over her. ‘In the meantime, let Barat believe what he will if it serves to get us all to safety.’

Something in his wording troubled Ember and as she let him push pillows under her head she struggled to understand what it was. But finally she could only ask, ‘You don’t think I am the Unraveller, do you?’

He had smiled at her strangely, then. ‘I doubt anyone aboard this ship shares my thoughts on this matter.’ Enigmatic words, and he had gone before she could ask him what he meant. Lying back, with the pain receding, she had marvelled that anyone could imagine that a dying young woman could be a legendary hero.

It was her appearance of course – the shock of seeing Shenavyre’s face and of realising that she was a stranger. It was clear to her now that Tareed had made the same mistake when they had been in the soulweaver’s hut. She had even named the same signs by which the Unraveller was to be recognised as Duran had done, matching them to Ember’s characteristics. But Alene had cut Tareed off, insisting that other strangers had been similarly marked. And so Tareed had finally decided that, if she was not the Unraveller, then she was a sort of herald of the hero. Ember had known too little of Keltor then to understand what had been raised and dismissed.

And had Alene believed her to be the Unraveller? She found that she could not decide. But what a strange and dark irony that the Draaka should come up with the idea that Glynn would betray the Unraveller. Anyone knowing Glynn for a second would realise it was impossible.

She thought about the signs listed in the Legendsong, which Duran had quoted on deck after Bleyd had exposed her face. Admittedly they could be made to fit her, but they were phrased so that they could mean many quite different things as well. Astrology in her world was based on this same sort of ambiguous language.

Separated from fear and pain as the lirium began to work, Ember had wondered why the idea of people imagining that she was a legendary figure so dismayed her. Maybe it was because she had spent so much of her life being revered for being beautiful that she mistrusted reverence. Or perhaps it was because the Unraveller was not just an object of worship. He or she, since seemingly it could be male or female, had a task to perform.

‘How do you feel?’ Soonkar asked. From the ruddiness of the light, she knew that it must be nearing dusk.

‘I feel a little better,’ she admitted, and realised that he had brought a tray of food. ‘I can’t, Soonkar. I would vomit.’

‘It is the lirium,’ he insisted gently. ‘It kills the appetite, but you must eat something to keep your strength up or there will be nothing for a white cloak to work with to heal you.’

Ember forced herself into a sitting position and took the tray. Then she looked at the halfman long enough to force him to look at her. ‘Soonkar, this morning when I asked if you thought I was the Unraveller like the others …’

‘I said I doubted anyone would think what I thought.’

‘But that wasn’t an answer,’ Ember said.

The dwarf’s expression changed and, for the first time, Ember noticed lines about his handsome mouth and eyes that had not come from laughter. ‘Some answers are harder to make than others, My Lady. But eat, and I will tell you a story, and mayhap that will answer your question after a fashion. At the least, it will pass time.’

Obediently Ember took a slice of kalinda fruit and bit into it. She could not bear the thought of anything more substantial. She ate it and another slice while Soonkar pulled up a chair and sat in it with a grunt. For some moments, he stared at the floor. Then he began.

‘Once there was a boy who was born as a grotesque combination of fairness and freakishness. The mother loved the boy, but the father was repelled by him. He saw the fairness of the child’s face above his stunted body as a mockery of his dreams. Eventually the father left and the woman who was the boy’s mother grew bitter and silent. She blamed the boy, and her love for him turned to indifference.’ He gave a laugh that sounded to Ember more like a sob. ‘I would have rather she hated me, for then I might have had the hope that she could come to love me again. But indifference is like a mist that cannot be fought or overthrown or conquered. It merely comes and clings and brings a deathly chill. So I ran away. For a time, I found a place with a gang. Because I was small, I could go places where the others could not. But that was almost the death of me. My comrades abandoned me during one job that went wrong, and I would have died if a night watchman had not found me.’

‘Night watchman?’ This was not a Keltan expression.

Soonkar smiled. ‘That night, before he found me, and when I thought that I was going to die, I dreamed of your face. That was the first time. I was charged, of course, once I had been dragged back from the edge of death, and I was released on a bond because it was my first offence. Soon after, I was caught again and jailed. It was a short sentence and I was released only to be caught again. Over the years the sentences grew longer. I do not know why I went on committing crimes when I had no talent for it, but one day I was part of a robbery during which a guard was killed; a night watchman like the one who had saved me when I was a boy. But I was a man now, and although I had not killed him, my companions swore that I had struck the blow. I had not, but I had taken part in framing the events that killed him and I felt myself to be guilty. So I made no attempt to defend myself and this was taken as the behavior of someone amoral and hardened. I was sent to prison for twenty-five years. You can believe that if prison is a hell, then it is a worse hell for a man of my stature. Already I was filled with hatred and bitterness and there it became worse. I existed for a year as if I were in a hole. I spoke to no one and saw nothing. I do not know why I did not kill myself. The means could easily have been found. But some bit of me would not allow it.’

‘You are a stranger,’ Ember said, and realised that she ought to have seen it much sooner.

‘I am,’ he laughed. ‘You cannot know what a paradox it seems to me that I came here, to another world, only to find that the face of my dreams was the face of a legendary beauty.’

‘But how … how did you get here?’

‘The same way that all strangers do,’ Soonkar said. ‘By water and moonlight and the Song, bound together by yearning. But let me finish my story. It is the balladeer in me. That was what I became here, and I was famous in my own way, for a time. But there I was in prison, on our world, in a black hole of despair. I felt that I had been ill-treated from the moment of my birth. I was drowning in self-pity and self-hatred, though I did not know it. It came to me very slowly that I had let what other people thought of me shape me and my whole life. In a sense, I had become what they thought, without even looking inward to see what might truly be in me. I was my father’s deformed view of me, and my mother’s pitying view, and I was the stunted misfit that the criminals saw, and the pathetic loser that the prison system saw … During the long years I spent in that prison cell, I dreamed over and over of your face. Sometimes the dreams were nightmares in which you would walk singing in a clearing in a wood and sometimes a hideous monster would fall on you and tear you to pieces. I would always feel that, when this happened, it was my fault. I began to think that the singing beauty in the dream was a part of myself that I had killed. But even so, I only ever stood and watched in horror when it happened. I could never seem to act.’

‘I have had that same dream many times, since coming here,’ Ember said, amazed.

Soonkar only shrugged. ‘Many of the strangers dreamed that dream, or some version of it. You will see it in the Scroll of Strangers when we get to Darkfall.’

‘We? I thought only women were allowed there?’

‘The actual saying is that no man of Keltor will walk upon Darkfall until the Unraveller comes, and technically I am not a man of Keltor, any more than any other man from our world. Incidentally it is that saying which causes most Song scholars to assume that the Unraveller would be a man.’

Ember shivered. ‘How could anyone believe that I could be a legendary hero?’

‘The prophecy does not say that the Unraveller will be powerful or even in good health. It only says that the Unraveller will come to free the Unykorn.’

‘But how could I free it? I have no idea where it is, nor how to rescue it.’

‘The commentaries are vague about exactly how the Unykorn is to be freed. Maybe figuring it out is part of what the Unraveller is supposed to do. The only thing they say for sure is that the Unykorn was tricked into becoming entrapped in a bubble formed of unmatter, which could only be unmade by someone whose matter had not been Sung by the Song. In short, someone not from Keltor.’

‘You do believe that I am the Unraveller, then?’ Ember accused.

Soonkar became serious. ‘Frankly I do not know what to believe, My Lady. It seems unlikely for many reasons, and yet there is no actual argument that makes it impossible. And … it comes to me that perhaps my dreams of serving you were intended to provide you with an assistant in such a fantastical quest. I would be honoured to accompany you upon your journey to free the Unykorn, wherever it may lead.’

‘Oh this is too much!’ Ember cried.

‘Probably,’ Soonkar said, a sparkle of mirth in his eyes. ‘It does sound a bit like a bad fairy tale and I fear that I am more likely to fill the role of Rumpelstiltskin than Prince Charming or Knight Errant.’

‘You are … making fun of me,’ Ember said doubtfully, her brief anger flowing away. In its place came a hollow ache and she lay back against her pillows.

Soonkar’s eyes were kind as he drew the blankets up around her neck. ‘I am not mocking you, Lady. But it is difficult for me not to feel that you are special, for you seemed like a light to me in the dark hole I had dug for myself, and it was by your light that I climbed out of that hole. You see I eventually escaped from prison into the sea, though I almost drowned when a storm came up and stopped me from reaching the place I had intended to go ashore. Instead I was blown out to sea and it seemed I must drown. I wanted to drown, in the end, I was so cold and tired and weary of life, then I heard music and, once more, the vision of your face came to me in the darkness of my soul. I passed out and when I woke, I was washed up on the shoals surrounding the Sheanna isles which are exposed at low tide, as helpless as a newborn babe.’

‘What happened then?’

He shrugged. ‘The Sheannite kelp gatherers who pulled me aboard knew that I was a stranger. They were expecting me because my coming had been seen by a young woman who would later become a soulweaver. On the journey to Myrmidor, for she accompanied me to offer herself, she explained about Lanalor’s portal and the Unraveller. Then, like many other strangers, I was given training on Darkfall to fit me for my new life as a balladeer, whereupon I took on a Keltan identity and left the misty isle again. I have not been there since.’

‘What about the Draaka and their demon hunters?’

Soonkar shrugged. ‘There was no time for it. I was on Darkfall two days after I crossed, and they can’t seem to scent strangers once they have been to Darkfall. It’s like some tracking device burns out there. Then Coralyn became powerful and began claiming that there never had been any strangers nor any Chaos spirit nor any Firstmade to be rescued.’

‘Do you believe in the Chaos spirit?’ Ember asked curiously.

The dwarf’s face became grave. ‘I believed in the Chaos spirit before crossing to Keltor, for it dwells in our world also, though there, if we speak of it at all, it is only by using simplistic and limited names for it such as evil. Chaos spirit is a better name because it is complex and ambiguous, and it allows one to think of it in complex and ambiguous terms. Oh it is hard to take seriously a term like evil, which is perhaps the reason there is so much ill in our world. It in interesting that philosophers here regard Chaos as necessary and claim that the trick is not to eradicate it, but to ensure that it is balanced by its opposite. The Void is where it belongs and its opposite belongs in the made worlds which themselves are spawned from Chaos. Only think of what you left behind and you must see that Chaos has a toehold there. Think of the cruelty and despair and the horrors reported any evening on televisions or in newspapers. Oh, the Chaos spirit exists on our world all right.’

‘And goodness?’

Another simplistic term. Here the term translates into the Song, which can also be called harmony. You must admit that the words harmony and chaos are better terms than good and evil.

Ember frowned, suddenly thinking of the dreams she had been having of people on her own world. On impulse, she told Soonkar about them and he listened intently, drawing her to describe them in full. ‘Is that what I was seeing?’ Ember asked at last. ‘The workings of the Chaos spirit on our world?’

‘It may be. It will be interesting to find what Signe makes of your dreams. Odd that the visions of our world … if you can call them that, concern people on the verge of making vital choices.’

‘That is only my interpretation,’ Ember said.

‘Yet it may be correct. Those people you saw may represent a world in crisis just as this world is approaching a crisis. I have often wondered if freeing the Unykorn here will make any difference to the hold Chaos has on our world.’

‘Go on with your story,’ Ember said, not wanting to think about the Unraveller.

‘Well, I became a balladeer and, even if I do say it, a good one, just as Signe foresaw. It was she who suggested it to me, though at the time I thought it a joke. Then I found myself on Iridom and stayed. In truth I spent a good bit of my time with men and women so dazed by pleasure drugs that I could be anything I chose. I thought myself content for a time, but then one day something happened … a young woman died … It was not my fault but all at once I saw the people who had sold her those pleasure drugs as monsters who fed off fear and cowardice and laziness. I cut myself off from my old companions and for a time I worked with a group – another sort of gang – who spent a good deal of effort trying to put the manufacturers of pleasure drugs out of business. Foolish because, where one factory burnt down, two more would spring up. I suppose you could say that I came to see that something else was required. Something that would not punish the makers of the pleasure drugs, nor penalise the people who took them as refuge from despair or loneliness or sorrow or even boredom, but which would actually negate the need for what the drugs were offering. It was then that I met the seerat. I was inspired by his interest in human nature and philosophy to delve into such things myself. It is no overstatement to say that he educated me. For the first time in my life I tried to look behind the faces people present to the world, my own included. To look at why people are the way they are. For the first time in my life, I was content.’

‘Until you met me.’

Soonkar smiled. ‘It did not discontent me to see the face of my dreams beneath your mask and veil. It was like seeing Shenavyre’s face in the first visionweaving I ever saw.’ He laughed. ‘I remember stopping in astonishment and gaping at it like a fool. I learned everything I could about her after that and eventually I concluded that, since she was dead, dreaming of her was a sign that I belonged here. I went to the ceremony in which Tarsin became Holder and his mermod was Chosen, so that I could speak of this to the soulweavers. They thought it interesting that I had dreamed of Keltor before coming here, because no other stranger had done so, but they could see no particular significance in it. Of course, since meeting you, I know now that I was obviously dreaming of you on our world. No one was more astounded than I to see your face that day outside the Redleaf white-cloak center! Except perhaps Barat wavespeaker yesterday afternoon. He is up there now reciting the whole of the Legendsong saga to himself over and over.’ His lips twitched again and, this time, Ember felt her own lips curve into a reluctant smile.

‘I guess that I ought to be glad of Barat’s mistake,’ she said. ‘I would if it wasn’t for the way everyone acts like I am some sort of resurrected god. Surely I would know if I was the Unraveller!’

‘Maybe and maybe not,’ Soonkar surprisingly said. ‘Scholars are divided on that question as on all questions pertaining to the Unraveller.’ There was a rap at the door and it opened, admitting Duran again, and this time Hella was with her looking pale and rather ill as well as awe-struck.

‘Unraveller, I regret to intrude,’ Duran said, ‘but there is something that you should know. I have been speaking to Barat who, as chance would have it, carried a message from the myrmidon Feyt, upon Ramidan, which was to come to me on Myrmidor. It was sent some time ago but the imprint was still in her listing. In myrmidon code, Feyt tells me that you are a stranger and asks me to seek for another myrmidonish stranger called Glynn.’

‘Glynn is my sister,’ Ember said evenly. ‘Feyt sent that message just after I left Ramidan with Bleyd …’ She wanted to tell them all of her vision of Glynn in the citadel palace at the betrothal, but there was a strange look on the myrmidon leader’s face. ‘What is it …?’

‘Lady,’ Duran said. ‘Reading the chit from Feyt made me realise that I have met your sister, Glynna, though I did not guess that she was a stranger. It was on Fomhika, but mayhap you should hear Hella’s story, for she, too, knows Glynn, and her tale precedes mine.’

‘It was my brother, Solen, who pulled Glynn from the waves,’ Hella said. ‘It was thought that she had drifted in a coracle from Fomhika, which sank, and that she then swallowed bittermute algae, because to begin with she was paralysed. Later my brother told me she was suffering from amnesia because of the algae. I do not know, even now, if this was true.’

‘Amnesia was a common way for strangers to conceal their ignorance,’ Soonkar said. ‘But even if she did have amnesia, she would have known that she was a stranger.’

‘She was taken to Eron isle,’ Hella went on. ‘That was the closest land where a white cloak could be found. The exile, Argon white cloak, had foreseen their coming, and demanded to be taken aboard in payment for his services. He claimed to have experienced a dream which required him to travel to Myrmidor.’

‘Argon travelled to Myrmidor?’ Soonkar marvelled, and something in his tone made Ember wonder if he knew the man.

‘I asked him how he dared go so near to Darkfall, but he brushed my questions aside,’ Duran said. ‘But go on, Hella.’

‘Glynn and my brother left the ship at Acantha and she stayed with him in his fell, and worked in the minescrape. I did not meet her at first, for my brother told me that she was recovering from her immersion. He told me and everyone else that she was Fomhikan. She remained with my brother until he was charged with treason and fled from his judging with the Acanthan legionnaires after him. That very same night, after we had grieved, for we thought Solen dead, Glynn disappeared. I later discovered that she had joined the Acanthan Haven. I thought she had betrayed my brother and me. I left Acantha and went to Fomhika on the same ship as the draakan entourage which was bound for Ramidan. I did not know Glynn was part of it until I saw her on Fomhika.’

‘It was upon Fomhika that I, also, met her,’ Duran took up the story. She stopped. ‘I hope that we do not overtire you, Lady?’

‘No! No,’ Ember said, hardly able to believe what she was hearing. ‘Please, go on.’

‘Very well. I was on Fomhika isle on myrmidon business when, one evening, I and some of the other myrmidons were walking and espied three ruffians attacking a young woman. She fought so beautifully that it fairly took my breath away. To be honest she might have been my own novice. She was outnumbered and we intervened. After, we brought her back to our nightshelter. Later I realised that she was actually horrified to realise that we were myrmidons and at one point she actually refused to be told any secrets. She was trying to leave when Hella entered …’

‘I accused her of betraying us,’ Hella broke in. ‘At that time I still did not know that my brother lived, nor that Glynn had gone to the haven only to sell a stone, and had been drugged and kept there against her will. I only knew that she travelled to Ramidan serving the enemy of Darkfall and the woman who had been instrumental in killing my brother. Glynn said that she was merely a servitor for the Draaka, and not a follower of the cult. She told us all that she wanted to get to Ramidan to find her sister who was desperately ill and needed her. Of course we thought she meant that she had a sister upon Ramidan. I … did not believe her …’ A tear ran down Hella’s pale face.

Duran laid a hand on the Acanthan girl’s shoulder, but when she spoke, it was to Ember. ‘Hella was not alone in her suspicions of Glynn, but there was no falseness or bluster in your sister. No slyness or cowardice. It was not just that she looked myrmidonish, nor that she had such grace in battle, it was that her words and thoughts seemed myrmidon to me, by which I mean honorable. In the end I allowed her to go. That was the last I saw of her, and I have to admit that I have not thought of her since. Now that I say it, I wonder at this, for she was not the sort of person I would forget. I must say, too, that not once did it occur to me that she was a stranger.’

Hella had regained control. ‘Later that day, after Glynn left us, I found out that Solen lived. He admitted to me that he was a Shadowman agent, just as our father had been, and he told me that it had been his idea for Glynn to pretend to be Fomhikan to stop anyone wondering if she was myrmidon. At that time, I felt only bitterness that she had not confided in me, and I spoke coldly of her to him. The last news I had of her was in a chit from Solen. He scribed that he had spoken to her on the journey to Ramidan, for he had contrived to cross on the same ship. He had taken it so that he could speak to her, I believe. He swore that there was no harm in her, though he said she had gone up to the palace. He said that she sought her sister within the palace.’ She stopped and flushed.

‘Somehow she must have learned or guessed that you were the visionweaver. How else would she had known to seek you at the palace?’ Duran said.

‘But I wasn’t there,’ Ember protested. ‘I left Ramidan on the day that the ship carrying the Draaka was due …’

‘She might not have realised you were gone until she was already inside the palace,’ Soonkar pointed out.

‘Then why stay once she discovered that Ember had gone?’ Hella asked.

‘Maybe … she wasn’t allowed to leave,’ Ember said, thinking of her vision.

‘What I want to know is why she did not tell me the truth.’

The dwarf shrugged. ‘Maybe that was not a choice available to her. Remember she had no coin for any crossing and the Draaka received an invitation to the citadel palace on Ramidan, where there is a powerful soulweaver in residence. Maybe she saw her chance and took it.’

‘But why did she not tell me the truth?’ Duran said again. ‘She must have known that we would have protected her if she had told us that she was a stranger, that, as myrmidons, we were bound to it.’

‘I have one thought,’ Soonkar said. ‘Hella’s brother believed that Glynn went to the palace to look for Ember, though there is no way that I can see for her to have known her sister was upon Keltor as well, let alone that she was the visionweaver. Therefore it may be that she was not looking for Ember in the palace, but for a way back to her own world, where she believed her sister to be.’

Ember’s desire to tell the others about her vision faded in a kind of sick certainty, for of course this would be exactly what Glynn would try to do. She regarded her care of her twin as a sacred trust, and she would kill herself trying to get back to their world.

‘But … strangers cannot go back,’ Duran said.

‘No, but she would not know that, my friend.’

Hella said timidly, ‘But … even if you are right, Soonkar, why wouldn’t Glynn still have confided in Duran on Fomhika?’

‘I would have thought she would,’ he admitted. ‘I think we must ask that young woman herself to find the truth of it. At least we know where she is.’

‘There … there is something I need to tell you,’ Ember said, and all eyes turned to her. ‘When we were in the warehouse waiting, I had a vision of Kerd’s betrothal ceremony to Unys. Alene was there, and Tareed, and I heard them talking about Glynn, though at first I didn’t realise it was her they were speaking of. They knew she had been with the Draaka and they knew who and what she was because she escaped from the Draaka and went to the soulweaver’s hut. She, Feyt and Anyi came back into the citadel together. I think Feyt was meant to put Glynn on a ship for Myrmidor, but something went wrong, and Glynn was taken prisoner by green legionnaires. Tarsin had found out that they had her and he was furious.’ She told them about the gift darklin and of Glynn being forced to invoke it to seek her whereabouts in it. ‘I don’t know what she saw but she fainted at the end of the vision and he sent her back to the Draaka. That was when she escaped. When Tarsin realised Glynn was in the palace, he ordered Coralyn and Kalide to go and get her. They went away and came back with her … I didn’t know it was Glynn they were talking about until I saw her … She looked …’ Ember realised that tears were rolling down her face and she wiped absently at her chin and running nose. ‘Kalide had tortured her and she was dreadfully battered and limping, though they had covered most of it up with paint and jewels and fancy … fancy clothes. I wish I could have heard her speak, but the vision ended there. Maybe she couldn’t have spoken anyway, because Coralyn said she had been sedated.’

Ember broke off, and only then saw that everyone looked aghast. Hella was weeping and Soonkar’s face was twisted with pity.

‘So Tarsin has her then,’ Duran concluded.

‘Thank the Horn for that at least. She will be far safer with them than Kalide and his mother. Was there aught else you saw that we should know?’

‘In the vision, Alene sent Tareed off to see the Shadowman, but she didn’t seem sure whether or not she and Tareed were some sort of prisoners. But there were other things too. Fulig was at the hall and he gave his permission for the betrothing, but he asked Tarsin to order Kerd and Unys to foster their first child to him on Vespi.’

‘The sly cleverness of him,’ Duran half laughed. ‘I wager that was a nasty shock to Coralyn. Did …’

There was a cry from above and Duran frowned and hurried away. When she did not return after a little, Soonkar went too, saying that land might have been sighted. He hesitated at the door, suggesting that Hella prepare some clothes for Ember to wear ashore. Hella began to open trunks and Ember lay back and let pain wash through her, and wished for more lirium. Whatever the yellow powder was, it was fighting a losing battle.

To keep her mind from terror, Ember thought again of her vision, and wondered again if Alene had believed her to be the Unraveller and, if so, why she would not simply have said so? Why keep it a secret from her? The answer came like a drop of iced water into the heat of her thoughts. Alene had feared that she would be unable to cope with it.

Then she remembered something else. She had forgotten to tell them what Alene had said about the Draaka believing Glynn would betray the Unraveller. But it was not important because Glynn would never betray anyone, and she, no matter what everyone believed, was not the Unraveller.

‘Unraveller!’

‘Please, do not call me that,’ Ember said sharply.

‘I just wanted to say that I have laid out fresh clothes for you.’ Hella pointed to a pale primrose dress and a lavender over-dress. But before she could ask, Hella’s eyes suddenly filled with tears. ‘I … I am sorry, Lady,’ she said, brushing them away. ‘I was just thinking that I … I once helped your sister to dress for a hall where we both had to attend Jurass’s mother, Nema. Glynn wore a golden dress and she was so very beautiful. Like a pale flame.’

Ember was startled at this description. She swung her legs out of bed, meaning to rise, but the room spun and darkened for a moment, and she remained frozen on the side of the bed, heart thumping with fright as she tried to decide if she had suffered another fleeting moment of full blindness, or merely a moment of faintness.

‘Your sister …’ Hella began. Ember looked at her, still shaken. ‘When she went to the Draaka I felt that I hated her. I urged the myrmidons to kill her when she was on Fomhika.’ She shook her head. ‘The awful thing is that although I learned later from Solen that she had not betrayed us, my heart was still cold to her. The truth is that somehow I still felt that my changed circumstances were her fault. I told myself that she had brought the blackwind with her when Solen pulled her from the waves. I was so unfair …’ She shook her head and swept away a scatter of tears with her sleeve.

Send her away that I need only endure your stupidity, dark Ember snarled, and this made Ember quash her own weary wish that the girl would go.

Hella took her lack of response for encouragement, ‘Lady, I do not know if it is my business to speak of such things to you, and I know my brother would not thank me for it, but I want to tell you a little more about him and your sister. On Acantha he was … cold and cruel to her because he had long played the part of a wastrel and a drunkard, as it allowed him to speak harsh words against Jurass and the Draaka, and openly cleave to Darkfall. It was a ruse which hid a Shadowman agent. On Fomhika, he told me that he had been horrified when Carick wavespeaker insisted he take Glynn ashore since he had saved her. Yet I think, even then, he was fighting against what he had begun to feel for her. On Fomhika the night before he left for Ramidan, I heard him call her name in his sleep. Glynna-vyre, he said.’ She looked at Ember and saw her incomprehension. ‘Vyre means mine. My Glynna, would be a proper translation. Like Sheanna-vyre.’ Again she hesitated. ‘I am trying to say that if there was anything he could do for your sister, I am sure he will do it. Once he knows that she is in trouble, he will find a way to help her.’

Ember thought of Glynn as she had just seen her, with swollen eyes and battered and split lips, and wondered where Hella’s brother had been when Glynn needed him. Then suddenly it came to her in a flash what Hella was trying to tell her. ‘Are you saying you think Glynn cares for your brother?’

She must have said this incredulously, for Hella’s chin lifted. ‘I saw her face when my brother named her a mere chance met, during his judging by Jurass. It was a way of protecting her of course and he spoke slightingly of me as well, for the same reason. But she did not know it then, and she could not hide how it cut her.’

Suddenly, they heard the hammering of the signal that land had been sighted, and Ember’s heart gave a great wild leap of hope and terror. She groped for the yellow dress and was grateful when Hella took it from her and helped her into it. She then laced on the over-dress and combed her hair out. Hella was searching absurdly for boots to match the dress when Soonkar came thundering back down the stairs.

‘I was signalling them on land about your sister,’ he said. ‘Even now, they will be contacting the Shadowman on Ramidan. We will soon know what is happening to her. And as for you, there is a carriage waiting on the shore to carry us to the Darkfall landing.’

Hella brought the boots and slipped away before Ember could gather her wits to thank her. Soonkar took the boots and knelt to put them on her.

‘Soonkar, in that vision I had, Alene spoke of the Draaka believing that Glynn is destined to betray the Unraveller.’

His eyes widened and he let out a low whistle. Then he shook his head. ‘It would make a nice plot twist, but it does not convince me. I have not met your sister but she sounds an extraordinary young woman. Not the sort to let herself be bullied by fate. It is not just anyone who could survive a session with that sadistic pervert, Kalide. Or impress the myrmidon chieftain as she clearly did. Not to mention capturing the devotion of Hella’s formidable-sounding brother. You must love one another very profoundly. I have heard it is sometimes so with twins.’

Ember realised with shame that she would never have described her sister as extraordinary and her eyes misted again. ‘Oh, Soonkar, if you could only know the truth of it! Glynn has always been devoted and she is extraordinary, though somehow back home nobody ever saw it. Or maybe only one man and he committed suicide. But before I came here, if you had asked me I would have said that I cared nothing for her. Of course I cared for her when we were children, but when we grew up we drifted apart because we were so different. Then I became ill and there was so much pain, and after they had stabilised me and I learned that I was dying … I didn’t want to care for anyone or anything. It was only when I thought she was drowning the night we crossed to Keltor, that I realised I did care for her. I went in the water after her and that’s how I ended up here. When I finally remembered who I was on the journey to Vespi, and found that I need not die after all, I came to see my old self as repulsive and selfish. Coming to Keltor has made me … see things so differently. I wish … I wish I had loved Glynn half so well as she loved me and I pray that I will have the chance to make it up to her.’

Soonkar smiled with fleeting radiance. ‘It is strange how coming here has the effect of opening one’s eyes about oneself and one’s world,’ he said. ‘If only everyone in our world could come here for a moment and experience that clarity …’ He finished lacing her boots and stood. ‘You will need a cloak. We will not reach the Great Pier for an hour or so, because the currents bring us first to the pincer ends of the island. You will be able to see the bay of Myrmidor and Darkfall within it.’

Ember understood from the compassion in his eyes that he saw both her fear and the waves of pain which were now flowing through her. Without a word, he wrapped the cloak about her and lifted her gently into his great arms. She ought to have felt ridiculous, but somehow, she only felt safe as he carried her with apparent ease up onto the deck. It was cold enough to take her breath away, and Soonkar found a locker and brought a blanket to wrap around her. Then he stood with his thick muscled arms about her, shielding her from the wind and the eyes of Hella, which burned with a strange desperate mixture of anguish and awe; supporting her, for she had not the strength to hold herself up.

Before them lay Myrmidor, a great, long humped shape like some sleeping animal lying on the molten waves. Kalinda hung very low in the sky and would very soon go behind the thickly forested hills to the south of the island.

‘There,’ Soonkar murmured, pointing. Ember turned her head and followed his finger to the peninsula ends of the island, where there was an opening easily wide enough for several ships. ‘Shoals,’ the dwarf murmured, reading her mind. ‘A veritable minefield of them, and the bay itself is infested with silfi. Smaller than the kind you find out in the open sea, but quicker and more savage. Fortunately the coracle that will take you across to the island is too light to disturb them.’

Ember turned to the halfman. ‘I just want to tell you that I am glad that the Song, or whatever orders things here, brought you to my side.’

Soonkar smiled at her and she realised that they stood almost eye to eye. She had not noticed that before. The irrelevance of the thought made her aware that her mind was drifting. Then she closed her eyes and tried not to shudder at the pain that closed its claws around her skull.

‘Have courage, Daughter. Soon all will be solved and made clear.’

Fool! dark Ember sneered, and Ember was shocked to see him recoil as if he had heard that malevolent inner voice. But suddenly his eyes went past her and he pointed. ‘Look! There is Darkfall!’

Ember turned and saw that there was a thick mist at the centre of the unreachable bay of Myrmidor, and understood for the first time exactly why Darkfall was called the misty isle. A cold thrill of apprehension ran though her at the realisation that she would soon enter that mist, and step on the island hidden within it, where Signe awaited her, and healing. She did not know if the soulweavers on Darkfall were also under the illusion that she was the Unraveller, but soon enough, they would realise their mistake.

Quite suddenly, Kalinda vanished and Myrmidor and Darkfall merged into one indistinguishable bulk.

‘Night fall … Darkfall,’ Soonkar murmured.

[image: image]

fermata

The seal had been washed far from its home waters by the storm, but now all was calm. Now it needed rest and its instincts drove it unerringly towards the nearest land. The bright eye was harsh and hot here, and it swam deep to avoid it, seeking coolness and quiet.

Without warning a huge ghostly shape swam above the seal, cutting off the savage brightness. A darker shape sped after it leaving a bitter spore in the water.

The watcher hovered over all three, wondering what it meant that the enormous whale with its strange markings, the human vessel and the tiny seal all followed the exact trajectory of the comet drawing ever nearer.

Patience, Wind whispered in its mind. Sometimes wisdom is patience …



ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Isobelle Carmody began the first of her highly acclaimed Obernewtyn Chronicles while she was still at high school, and worked on it while completing a Bachelor of Arts, majoring in literature and philosophy, and then a journalism cadetship. The series, and her short stories, have established her at the forefront of fantasy writing in Australia. Both the first in the Legendsong saga, Darkfall, and its sequel, Darksong, were completed while Carmody was living in Prague, and she now divides her time between her home on the Great Ocean Road in Australia and her travels abroad.

She has also written many award-winning short stories and books for young people. The Gathering was a joint winner of the 1993 CBC Book of the Year Award and the 1994 Children’s Literature Peace Prize, and her most recent book for younger readers, Billy Thunder and the Night Gate, was shortlisted for the Patricia Wrightson Prize for Children’s Literature in the 2001 NSW Premier’s Literary Awards.

Darksong/images/9781742283890_001.jpg





Darksong/images/9781742283890_002.jpg





Darksong/images/9781742283890_003.jpg
LLE
onG
ODY

S8
Bmm
Ze=





Darksong/images/9781742283890_004.jpg





Darksong/images/9781742283890_005.jpg
HEAT ZONES ICE






Darksong/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  








