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Prelude

A small seal negotiated a jigsaw puzzle of cracked ice just before the commencement of the long polar day.

It was very young and, born in the darkness of the six-month night, it had never seen the sun. It might have sensed instinctively that something momentous was approaching, but it was preoccupied. During the night it had become entangled in a white plastic supermarket bag that had been carried on sea currents from Land’s End on the English coast.

The seal had twisted for almost an hour before managing to free itself and now it was dangerously tired.

It swam towards sheer ghostly cliffs, unaware and uncaring that a comet approached the earth, or that it and the coming of the comet were being observed and wondered at by a watcher in the still secret centre of Chaos.


1

In the Beginning was the Void,
filled with the madness of the Unmade and the spirit of Chaos.
But all things struggle towards Harmony and Form
and so there came from the Void, a song,
and this was the Song of Making.
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


The sky was white with cloud and the ocean still and reflective. Between them, the horizon was indistinct, pale sea merging with paler sky to create a milky twilight.

Ember was gazing at the Aegean, her good eye resting on those caiques still at their moorings. She stared at everything in that intense way, as if committing the world to memory. Before her on the table was a barely touched plate of tzatziki and calamari. Absently, she fished her pill case out of her pocket, flipped one of the tiny yellow tablets onto her palm and dry-swallowed.

Watching, Glynn winced, thinking her too like the listless water; pallid and showing nothing of what lay below the surface. You could never tell how Ember felt because she gave back only a reflection of the world around her. The single hint that there might be more to her than met the eye was that vivid red hair, flowing over her shoulders like a tongue of flame.

It was the hair, more than anything, that made it hard to believe she was dying. You couldn’t imagine that hair being extinguished. Sometimes Glynn thought it would fly away from Ember, when the life had gone out of her, like a phoenix from the ashes.

She shook her head minutely. She had been determined not to think of death or illness while they were on holiday; what must surely be the last they dared take so far from home and hospital. It was her first serious lapse, but this was the last day of the month in the Greek Islands and it was the pill that had done it; reminding her that tomorrow they would begin the journey home.

Back to real life.

Except Glynn was not sure she knew what real life was. Back home or travelling, it always felt as if she was waiting for real life to happen; for something to tell her what she was for. Though physically strong as she was, Glynn felt smoke inside – all colourless drift and edgeless grey.

Even Ember had more sense of purpose than she did. Morbid though it was, Ember was completely absorbed in her dying, and she had managed to make her music part of it. The two of them lived very comfortably because Ember’s funereal musical compositions were in great demand. She didn’t care about money, or what happened to her music. She was interested in nothing beyond its creation as an articulation of her state. Glynn did all of the negotiating with the help of a musical agent and an accountant. There were no troubling questions or moments of doubt about what life meant for Ember, because every moment was rigidly circumscribed within the parameters of her illness. From the minute they returned, it would begin; there would be tests to see if the new pills had reduced the tumour rather than simply arresting its growth. The doctors had not wanted her to take this trip. The new pills were experimental. There would be side-effects. Hallucinations, perhaps. But they had come anyway. ‘What does it matter about side-effects,’ Ember had murmured with that glassy calmness of hers. Unspoken beneath the frozen surface, the dark current of awareness: I’m still going to die.

‘You would have dessert, perhaps, kyria?’

The waiter let his eyes rest appreciatively on the smaller of the two girls. So exquisite, but white like a statue or a wax doll except for the amazing brightness of the hair. He had discussed them with the other waiter, Dimitri, when it was understood they were staying on the island. Young to be without escort, they were perhaps only seventeen. They came in the tourist season, yet they were not like other tourists, spending a day on the beach, flirting and talking loudly and then rushing back at night to the expensive hotels with discos on the other side of the island. Nor were they the other kind of traveller who came here for long periods, sometimes even to stay but never to belong.

The two young women had made no effort to make friends with other tourists. They stayed in a cheap hotel and did not buy souvenirs or visit the sun-bleached ruins. They did not drink or dance or dive or sunbake or take pictures.

Dimitri thought they had come to mourn a death, but Nikos was less certain. There was an air of expectancy about them – as if they were waiting for something or someone. It nagged at him that he had not been able to find out what it was.

He had heard they were twins, but that was one of the idiot rumours that blew across the islands like a hot summer wind, for they were not alike at all. The one called Ember was small and fragile: a pocket Venus, his uncle had called her. The other, whose name he could never remember, was taller than most men and had a lean, muscular body. Each morning she would run around the whole island in the searing heat. She had wonderful legs but she moved like a man, that one; striding along with swinging confident arms. Though when you spoke to her she would either fail to respond or startle like a wild deer. Perhaps she was slightly deaf. Her hair was long, too, but white-blonde and coarse as the mane of a mule.

The only thing the two girls shared was identical, pale, honey-coloured eyes which could be marked to family likeness.

The little red-haired Ember was much to his taste. She did not run or swim, but only sat on her balcony in the shade strumming her guitar with her thin fingers, and scribbling notes on a pad beside her. Sometimes she sang. She had a sweet, haunting voice, but it was too soft. One could hardly hear her. She was truly like her name, an ember, ready to be snuffed out by the slightest wind.

‘No, thanks. Just tea,’ the blonde sister answered for them both. She mopped up the last of the yoghurt dip with bread.

Nikos went back to the kitchen wondering why neither of them flirted with him. He was very good-looking. He knew this because many female tourists had told him so, and begged him to stand with them while a picture was taken. Perhaps at home they told their friends he had been their lover. This did not displease him.

‘They want tea,’ he said absently to the cook, Sofia.

‘You asked about dessert?’ Dimitri said.

Nikos gave him a look.

‘Tea,’ Sofia said with a disparaging shrug. ‘I heard they leave tomorrow.’ She filled the kettle from a pump. ‘They go by ferry to the mainland.’

Dimitri and Nikos exchanged a glance of disdain. How else would tourists get to the mainland but by boat, their eyes agreed scornfully.

The kitchen door opened and a wiry old man came in, offering his toothless grin.

‘Ari,’ Sofia welcomed her brother. ‘You will play for us?’

‘You have rich American tourists?’

Dimitri snorted. ‘No, uncle. Two Australian girls. They came with only a single backpack and bought no souvenirs.’

‘Australian,’ repeated Ari with obscure bitterness.

‘Play,’ Sofia insisted. ‘Then the word will be passed around that music can be heard here and other tourists will come.’

‘Tourists go where food is bad and expensive and there is loud music to hurt the ears,’ Ari avowed, but he went through the batwings into the restaurant and set himself up near the door. He liked to hear the waves when he sang. It settled a peace in his soul and for a while he forgot the endless nagging of his son to go to Athens. He strummed his battered guitar and thought the sea seemed louder than usual, almost insistent. In his mind, he dedicated his first song to it, as his distant ancestors had done.



When night falls

and the dark song calls,

will you hear?

Will you tread the moon paths?

Will you sing the lost soul home?



He shaped the words in English in his thick sweet voice, dimly wondering why that particular song had come into his mind. It was long and very old and told the story of a horse drowned while searching for its beloved mistress. The horse had called for her forever after in ghostly longing, without ever knowing she was dead too. It was a ballad his own grandfather had sung only rarely because of its complicated harmonics. The old man had claimed it originated in the time of the legends and that it had been given in trust to their ancestor by a god. He had made Ari learn it, rapping his knuckles when he made a mistake. Ari had hated the old man and the guitar and the song, but he had learned about discipline and the beauty of hard-won things. More than he had managed to impart to his lout of a son, whose fingers itched to pick pockets rather than guitar strings; his only son, who had no music in his soul.

Ari’s fingers were thicker than they had been, and he felt sweat bead on his forehead as he played. The music was demanding. He was too old and stiff, he realised, and it came to him suddenly that it might be the last time he would ever play his grandfather’s precious song. He poured all of his mediocre skill and weak heart into the ancient music, in regret for all the dreams of his youth that had faded and died, and in apology to a song that would henceforth be heard no more in the world. He felt like weeping but, instead, a true musician, he let his sorrow infuse the music.

The verse, sung in heavily accented English, rippled out into the gathering darkness, the muted crash of the waves on the shore seeming to offer a primitive counter-beat, transforming the ballad into something less solemn than its singer intended. Something more wild.

Well, music was like that, he thought. It took you where it willed.

Ember’s head was cocked sideways in a familiar listening attitude, her face pale and oddly rigid. Glynn judged from this that the music was exceptionally good, or really dreadful. She had no idea, being tone deaf. All music came to her as random sound. A three-year-old banging on a saucepan was all of a piece with Beethoven. People found this minor disability so queer that Glynn had developed the trick of tuning in on the vibrations of a song, to stop anyone knowing. She could tap her fingers and even dance to music in this way. She quite liked the primal beat of African music; the pound of heavy metal seemed to get into her chest and rattle her ribs, but she rarely played it in the house because it seemed to cause Ember physical pain.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked, leaning over the table towards her sister.

‘That song. I’ve heard it somewhere …’ Ember’s voice trailed away.

The tea, when it came, was lukewarm and vaguely soapy. Ember drank without expression, but Glynn pushed her cup aside after one sip, signalling for the bill. Surely one could only make tea that badly on purpose. She had not thought much about the people who lived on the island, but now she wondered if they disliked tourists. She had heard stories of spitting in cups and worse and was suddenly glad they were leaving. She thought the old man hunched over his guitar gave her a sinister look as they left.

Outside, dusk had fallen into night, and the air was very clear. As they walked the full moon rose into the sky, shedding sequins of light on the water in a glittering path from horizon to shore.

‘It’s so beautiful here. I can’t believe this is our last night. I wonder if they will see the comet from here. You’d need a telescope to see the tail properly, I suppose. Look,’ Glynn cried, pointing to a single bright spark of light to the left of the moon. ‘The first star. Make a wish.’

Ember only pushed her fists deeper into her pockets and Glynn wished wearily that Ember would just for a while forget that she was dying. Then she felt a stab of guilt at her selfishness.

‘I’m going for a swim,’ she announced. She would pretend this was the river Lethe, and that it would bestow forgetfulness on her.

Stripped down to her faded black swimsuit, she ran into the water, striking straight out toward the horizon. Relishing her strength she concentrated on pushing her toned muscles to their limit to keep her thoughts at bay. Tendons she had not known were knotted, relaxed at last in pleasant weariness, and she turned over and swam a lazy aimless backstroke.

Moonlight shone on her skin, silvering it – making her into a statue of platinum. No. Something less stiff – mercury maybe. A drowsy sense of timelessness stole over her, and she stopped swimming and let the sea take hold of her in its cool wet embrace. She floated, staring up into the night sky from under heavy half-closed eyelids. If only life were as easy as swimming or running. As simple and clean and uncomplicated as using your body well and to its full capacity.

A cloud crossed the moon. Momentarily suspended in blackness, she thought this was how it must have felt to be in the womb; or dead.

The mythical river Lethe had been a tributary of Acheron, the river of woe that was supposed to have flowed through the underworld. She frowned, trying to remember the names of the other rivers. There had been Cocytus, the river of grief or of tears, she could not remember which, but the two other names escaped her. Wind had told her about the rivers. He had always been fascinated by myths and believed they were spawned by an unconscious level of the mind that somehow linked up with all other minds. That was why two entirely separate cultures could come up with the same myth.

‘Myth offers truth in code,’ he had told her. ‘It reflects the world in a fantastically distorted mirror. A lot of people dismiss it because it does not obey the boundaries imposed by our consciousness, but myths rise from the unconscious and subconscious levels of our mind, where anything and everything exists.’

Glynn shivered at the sound of Wind’s voice in her head, and became simultaneously aware of the vast stillness of the sea all around her. Oddly, she seemed to hear the song the old man had been playing in the restaurant; not the music but the vibration of it, as if it had dissolved into the water. He must be playing it again. No doubt he only knew one or two and played them over and over. Water carried sound a long way.

An unexpected surge of icy water flowed up from the depths. Chilled to stillness, Glynn waited for the warmth to return, but the cold deepened and she realised that it was not just an errant current. The sea had grown cold.

For some reason, this made her picture a shark, shadowy and lethal in the night depths, flashing up through the waves, opening its mouth to bare rows of teeth and sending out its cold dead aura. Glynn turned and began to swim back. She was startled to see how far out she had come. Ember was no more than a pale blur on the dark shore. Unlike the shadowy shark, the numbing cold of the water was real. It crept under her skin, sapping her strength and freezing her blood.

Without warning, her stomach cramped violently.

She curled instinctively into a ball, sucking water straight into her lungs. A split second before agony, she registered that the water tasted wrong. Then her lungs rebelled and she broke to the surface, coughing and gagging.

Gasping in pain she looked to the shore through tear-blurred eyes, willing Ember to realise she was in trouble and go for help.

Then a different kind of terror gripped her, because her arms and legs had grown completely numb. Unable to keep herself afloat by kicking, she sank beneath the surface. In those final seconds before she began to drown, Glynn felt hands closing around her wrists. At first she thought, with a burst of hope, that she was being rescued; but instead of being drawn up to the surface, she felt herself pulled down, deeper and deeper into the freezing water. She looked down and seemed to see a white face surrounded by a cloud of dark hair.

Wind, she thought in terror, and opened her mouth to scream, but all that came out was a burst of shimmering bubbles.

[image: image]
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From the Song of Making were made the seven planets:
Aenid the flame, Dar the red, Keltor the mother, Zorik the bright,
Lori iceheart, fractured Gard, Draakar the shadow.
All the planets were set to whirl in perfect order about the star,
Fiery Kalinda.
Beyond these were other distant stars; the eyes of heaven.
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Glynn coughed and vomited what felt like litres of water, retching violently at the sour taste it left in her mouth. The world tilted nauseatingly.

‘She is fortunate that you saw her in the dark, Solen,’ a man said.

‘If I had not been hanging over the edge feeling curst ill, I assure you I would have seen nothing.’ The warmth of the speaker’s breath told Glynn he was leaning over her. She tried to open her eyes and could not.

‘She must have fallen from a ship,’ a third man said.

‘There are no other ships scheduled to cross this area today. She has to have been swept from Fomhika,’ the first speaker said authoritatively.

‘So far?’

‘The currents run this way. I suppose she was messing about in one of those fool coracles the Fomhikans weave for river casting, and was swept out of the mouth of the Nivian into open water. No doubt it carried her some distance before it sank on her. Probably she was drunk and knew nothing of it until she was in the water.’

‘A clever theory, Carick, only how could she have been in the water so long and have avoided being eaten?’

Glynn felt indignant that they would assume she had been drunk. If only she could get up and walk coldly away. The trouble was she had no strength to move, let alone to stalk away. But what on earth had happened to her? Not only did she seem to be paralysed but there was a knot of queasiness in her stomach that did, in fact, remind her of the first time she had drunk too much. She had been twelve and had tried the sinister ruby contents of a cut-glass bottle in the drink cabinet. Funny thing was, she always tasted that rotten-fruit tang when she was angry.

She tried again to force her eyes open and failed. It was as if they were glued shut.

‘How ever she came to be floating way out here, she does not look Fomhikan, shipmaster,’ one of the men was saying. ‘Look at the muscles in her legs. When did you ever see a Fomhikan work hard enough to get such muscles?’

‘And when did you ever see a spear maid with hair like that?’ the other snapped. Presumably the shipmaster.

‘I did not say she was a myrmidon, though she could be Myrmidori. But it still would not explain why she was in these waters …’

‘If she is on rhiad she may not have let it bind yet …’ a girl spoke for the first time and Glynn wondered how many people were standing about discussing her as if she wasn’t there.

‘She is Fomhikan,’ the shipmaster reiterated with finality. ‘Now take her below deck.’

Glynn found herself being picked up none too gently by several pairs of hands.

‘She do weigh enough,’ one of the men growled. ‘We should make her people throw in a reward of her measure in Fomhikan cirul as well as regular passage.’

The effort of trying to figure out what was happening to her was too much, and Glynn lapsed into torpor. She was carried unevenly downward, and registered the sound of heavy boots on wood. She was deposited on a hard mattress and the world continued to rock as one set of boots departed.

‘We will turn back to Fomhika,’ the shipmaster announced.

‘Here, I hate to remind you but we have a journey-bond.’ This was the voice of the man who had seen Glynn from the ship.

‘The ship code says that a journey-bond may and must be broken when a life is in the balance. You can have nothing of urgency to demand your return, Solen.’

‘You can hardly say the girl’s life is in the balance. And if she is not Fomhikan and you turn about now, not only will you have to refund my coin, but they will not let you leave her there. You will have to keep her aboard until you can return her to wherever she belongs and bear the expense from your own pocket. Why not let her recover enough to tell you who she is before you start altering your course?’

Glynn began to wonder just how far she had been carried by the waves. She understood these people well enough, but she had no idea what they were talking about, and the lilting accent was completely foreign to her ears.

Curiosity compelled her to make a supreme effort and she opened her eyes.

She was lying on a small built-in bed in a cramped cabin, roofed and lined in a beautiful, smooth-grained wood. An unusual round brazier was suspended by a length of ornately worked chain from the roof, shedding flamelight. Glynn watched it swinging to and fro, baffled to think what sort of boat this could be.

At the sound of a movement she tried to turn her head, but only her eyes responded to her will. Straining peripheral vision, she could see the door opening to wooden steps. By it were the two men and a girl shadowed dramatically by the brazier. Glynn gazed at them in disbelief.

Both the girl and the older man wore a piratical attire of loose woolly tunics over sail-cloth trousers. The man was gnarled and rangy with shoulder-length, greying hair held in place by a thong of leather around his forehead, and a straggling salt-and-pepper beard bound into a cluster of minute braids. The slightly fleshy younger man was even more incredibly dressed in a tight-fitting, grey body suit, supple leather boots, and a long purple cape. His black hair, worn very short, accentuated the plains of an ascetic, rather hawkish face that seemed misplaced atop his soft body.

Glynn thought how absurd it was to be thinking about such things when she was paralysed. Then it occurred to her that it didn’t matter, really, what she thought because she was clearly dreaming.

‘She has wakened,’ the girl said.

The young man in the purple cloak drifted to the side of the bed and peered down at Glynn. She was startled to see that he had slanted oriental eyes the same colour as his cloak.

‘Are you all right, girl?’ His voice was that of the man who had seen her from the deck of the ship, Solen. She noticed that his hair was wet, and a drip of moisture ran down his cheek and fell onto her lips. She tried to speak but could not move a muscle. Another drip of water fell onto her forehead and she blinked.

Solen turned to face the older man. ‘She is focusing and, if I am not mistaken, she can hear us, but she can neither speak nor move. I think that she has managed to swallow bittermute algae.’

Lethe, Glynn thought groggily. I swallowed the water of forgetfulness and it worked.

‘In these rough waters? Ridiculous!’ The bearded man brushed past Solen whom he seemed openly to despise. ‘I am Carick shipmaster,’ he barked at Glynn. ‘Can you speak and tell us who you are and how you came to be in these waters?’

She lay unmoving and his eyes narrowed speculatively.

‘Bittermute algae,’ the younger concluded, tapping his mouth to hide a yawn. ‘Never mind, I have thought of a solution to our dilemma. Eron isle is but a scantling out of our way, and Argon white cloak dwells there. He can see to the girl, and we can still reach Acantha before dawn.’

‘No ship has called at Eron isle in many seasons other than to drop supplies,’ Carick said slowly. ‘Many say that Draakar’s blackwind blows with the exile.’

‘You fear a white cloak?’ Lazy mockery in the question.

‘Argon is far more than a mere healer. You pretend otherwise in order to be aimlessly provocative. And you mistake me,’ Carick added coldly. ‘I do not fear any man, but it is a fool who puts himself deliberately in the way of the blackwind.’

‘For myself,’ Solen said, ‘I do not believe Draakar spawned a blackwind to torment us. We make our own luck – good or ill. I ought to know with all the gaming I have done. If a wind causes ill luck, then I must have my own personal tempest, for it spends far too much time with me to have the energy for anyone else.’

‘Wastrel,’ Carick snapped. ‘This is a serious business.’

‘Well truly I know that,’ Solen said in a mock-wounded tone. A thread of steel entered his tone. ‘If, as you say, the girl must see a white cloak, the closest it shall be. It is my right to insist.’

Carick scowled, then went away up the steps.

The girl glanced at Solen, then came to the bedside. Her eyes were compassionate as she smoothed the blankets. ‘I am Aris. All will be well, for surely the Song is with you, else you would have been eaten ere now.’

Glynn heard the words as if from a great distance. She wanted to say she was tone deaf and could not hear any song, and that, anyway, she was dreaming; but she had no voice.

She awoke with a lurch of fright to utter blackness, and someone pressed a cool cloth to her forehead. ‘Do not be afraid. We have just bumped up against the landing platform of Eron isle.’

Glynn tried to get her bearings – she was on a ship and it was night. She registered that the sea was rougher than before. She could hear the wind outside now, whining and blustering like a dog wanting to get in, and the hull creaking in protest.

Another shuddering thump and the ship groaned in its woody voice.

Above, footsteps hammered back and forward with accompanying bellows.

‘Ho, the ship!’ called a harsh voice, muffled by the noise of the storm. The sound of feet again, and the banging of boards. Then more footsteps.

Again the ship butted the landing and there were curses and yet more footsteps. In the cabin, light flashed backwards and forwards as the brazier swung about.

‘Ho, the shore,’ Carick shouted, his voice muffled against the keening wind. ‘Fortune brings you out on this wild eve to answer our need.’

There was a murmurous exchange, the thump of wood on wood, and moments later the shipmaster descended the steps, followed by a tall, gaunt man with brown hair in a ponytail. His long face, severe in the flickering glow of the brazier fire, might once have been handsome, but was no longer. He looked like Heathcliff after Catherine’s death – ravaged and haggard and a little insane. He wore scuffed, leather knee-boots and a woolly cloak which belled out as he strode purposefully across to the bed.

Alarmed, Glynn reminded herself that she was dreaming and wondered what a psychotherapist would say about all of these costumes. Dreaming about being naked in public meant anxiety, and water dreams were supposed to indicate birth, but what did it mean to dream of people in costume?

Heathcliff looked taken aback when he was close enough to see her face, and for a moment his surliness vanished in confusion. ‘This is the girl?’

‘You expected another?’ Solen enquired dryly, examining with an expression of distaste whorls of salt rimed on the edge of his cloak.

The newcomer ignored him pointedly.

‘I am curious, white cloak,’ Solen went on imperturbably. ‘How is it you were waiting on the landing when we arrived? I should have thought it a foul night to be out for a casual stroll.’

The older man gave him a look of open dislike. ‘I did not take a casual stroll. I wove that you would come with an injured girl, and I was waiting for you. Just in case my curst soulweaving tendency proved to be reliable for a change. And it did. Or part way.’ He looked at Carick. ‘What made you bring her to me?’

‘You were closest,’ Carick said.

‘Ah,’ Argon said, with a certain sour amusement.

The twisting smile faded as he turned back to Glynn. Greenish eyes bored into her face, and she watched a tiny nerve flickering furiously at the edge of his temple. A scar running down the side of his nose puckered the flesh there into an ugly knot. He touched it lightly and unconsciously with his forefinger, before laying one hand over the other, palms facing down, and holding them lightly against her throat. Glynn was startled to feel real heat where his hands rested. After a while he moved his hands to the centre of her chest and then to her abdomen, and each time, she felt a warmth penetrate deeply into her skin beneath his touch.

At last he shifted his hands to her forehead. The calluses on his palm scratched Glynn and that startled her because it seemed too detailed for a dream.

Withdrawing his hands, he rubbed them together as if her flesh had chilled him. ‘All of the chakra are clear except those of the throat and the prime, which are streaked with dark shades that will need some longer investigation,’ he said.

‘I will have some of my crew carry her to your dwelling,’ Carick announced.

Argon laughed harshly and shook his head. ‘I think not, for when would you return to retrieve her, or to pay me for her care? Instead of coin, I will travel with you as payment for the healing, and treat her as we go.’

‘You would leave Eron isle?’

‘I have said so. I came here at my choice and I presume I may leave it the same way,’ Argon said coldly. The nerve at his temple was beating frantically.

‘Well, if that is settled to the satisfaction of all, we can put away at once,’ Solen prompted.

Argon slanted him an ironic look. ‘We can – if your desire is to perish in a storming.’

‘You wove a storming?’ the shipmaster demanded.

‘You weave with great certainty for one who is not a Darkfall soulweaver,’ Solen said flatly. ‘You could be wrong.’

‘Aye, and so I might. It would not be the first time. But would you wager this ship and the lives aboard on that chance that I am?’ he asked.

‘He might,’ Carick sneered. ‘Fortunately this ship is not his to offer in some irresponsible wager. I shall not risk it in a storming. I am sorry, Solen,’ he added perfunctorily. ‘But it was your suggestion we come here.’

‘Do not remind me,’ the younger man said and ran a tapered hand over his head. ‘Clearly I spoke too soon when I said I did not believe in the blackwind.’

Argon gave him a sour look, then bent over Glynn. He pulled her bathers down, exposing her breasts, and laid his hands very lightly over them, closing his eyes. She would have protested violently at being handled so familiarly except that she was still completely numb and voiceless. Not that Argon seemed to enjoy touching her. She might just as well have been a fish. Nevertheless, her cheeks grew as warm as her breasts under his hands.

After a while he shifted his hands to cup her throat again, and then to press them to the centre of her forehead. Finally Argon gave a deep sigh and opened his eyes. Pulling the blanket carelessly over her, he began to massage Glynn’s throat absently. ‘You are bound for Acantha, wavespeaker?’

‘Yes. That is unfortunate for you, truly.’

‘How so?’

Carick spread his fingers. ‘It is no secret that your brother will not welcome you on Acantha.’

‘I have no intention of disembarking there.’ Argon looked down at Glynn. ‘She must be kept warm. This numbness of the flesh and her muteness are the result of ingesting bittermute algae, but they are only temporary conditions. There may be complications however. Her colours seem wrong to me and her prime chakra is oddly aspected. This could indicate mental confusion which can occur after the ingestion of a great deal of the algae. Fortunately it is also a temporary condition.’

‘Is she a myrmidon, Argon?’ the girl, Aris, interrupted from somewhere outside Glynn’s scope of vision. She seemed to be the only person aboard who saw Glynn as something other than an inconvenient bit of baggage.

The healer glared at her as if her words had been an intended insult. He turned to the shipmaster. ‘After Acantha, where do you go next?’

‘Fomhika. But if you would cross there from Acantha, it will cost you three hacoin. A healing will pay only for the crossing to Acantha from Eron isle.’

‘You will have to tie up here for the night,’ Argon said coldly. ‘I built the pier. The cost of tethering for a night is four hacoin.’

Carick turned on his heel and stalked out.

‘Well done,’ Solen drawled when he was gone. ‘Handling Vespian coin-pinchers is a definite art. I do apologise for my manners a moment past.’

Argon grunted. ‘It is long since I expected anything but ill from Acanthans under Jurass’s rule.’

‘Though he is chieftain of Acantha, all of us do not share your half-brother’s attitudes, exile.’ Solen leaned indolently against the wall as he spoke, and crossed his arms loosely over his chest. ‘Nor are you the only one out of his favour. After this delay, I may well rate even lower than you in his eyes.’

‘What does a delay in your journey have to do with Jurass?’

Solen shrugged. ‘I will miss a wing ceremony, and he is fanatical about punctuality and reliability; neither of which qualities I possess. But in truth, that will incense him less than the discovery that I travelled to the Darkfall landing. If it comes out, which of course I shall endeavour that it does not.’

‘It is your right to put a question at the landing if you are fool enough to want the wisdom of the misty isle.’

‘I did not go for wisdom, white cloak, and I was not alone.’

The older man’s face seemed to fold in on itself. ‘You offered a girl to Darkfall?’

‘She offered herself,’ Solen said mildly. ‘I was merely the chosen protector for her crossing. I have no idea why she asked me but she is not the sort of person one can refuse.’

‘So, another poor fool of a girl has sacrificed herself to the sisterhood with your brainless aid.’ Argon spat the words out. ‘If Jurass forbids girls travelling to the Darkfall landing, I applaud him. Better his women should end up in the Iridomi pleasure gardens than on the misty isle where darkness will truly fall for them.’

‘His women?’ Solen laughed outright. ‘I do not think Flay would consider herself a sacrifice. If you met her, you would do well to think twice before calling her a poor fool. At least, to her face. Besides, surely it is her right to make her own choice in such matters, be she fool or no.’

‘Choice! A child intoxicated by the glamour of the misty isle,’ Argon snarled. ‘By the time she is old enough to regret her choice, it will be too late.’

‘In my estimate, soulweavers do not seem prone to regrets. Flay does not see Darkfall as you do, exile.’

‘No one sees the misty isle as I do, you idiot, for no one who is not a soulweaver sees it at all,’ the older man snapped.

Solen shrugged. ‘I will not argue with you, white cloak. You are entitled to your opinion. Such matters weary me and generally I do not concern myself with politics; however, in this case it seems politics has made up its mind to be concerned with me.’ His eyes came to rest on Glynn. ‘You know, if you are bound for Myrmidor you might just as well take her with you. If I know Carick, he will try to leave her on Fomhika so that he will not have the trouble and expense of returning her to Myrmidor as his ship code says he is bound to do. Fomhika is in something of a turmoil these days, what with one thing and another.’

‘It is none of your affair whither I am bound. I have done my duty as a sworn white cloak, and I have neither coin nor kindness to spare for a half-drowned girl who may or may not be a myrmidon.’ Argon glanced indifferently at Glynn. ‘Besides, I do not think you need worry about her welfare on Fomhika.’

‘Why is that? Have you woven of her a future of peace there?’

‘I need not weave of a future any fool can see if they have wit enough to reason. I suggest you keep her warm and feed her well, and she will soon enough garner strength to speak and walk and fend for herself. Then she will not burden you.’

‘Me?’ Solen said. ‘She is not my responsibility. If you knew me at all, you would know I am a fit guardian for no one. Not even for myself.’

‘I do not doubt it but your fitness as a guardian is not at issue,’ Argon said, curling his lip. ‘I may be mistaken but I understand that you pulled her from the water?’

Solen nodded. ‘Quite possibly a brain spasm. I hardly know what possessed me. I assure you I am not given to mad heroics as a rule.’

The healer smiled unpleasantly. ‘I am sure you are not. But you saved her, nonetheless. It will not be long before this occurs to Carick for, according to the ship code, you are responsible for her, body and soul.’

He turned away and stumped up the wooden steps.
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In all the world there was harmony
for the Chaos spirit dwelt in the Void and could not leave it …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Glynn woke to a disorienting tangle of memory and dream. She had been eating tzatziki with Ember at the little taverna, then she had gone for a swim. That much was clear.

What had happened between getting in the water and being rescued? Had she dived down and come up under a caique? Concussion might explain the weird hallucinations that had followed her rescue.

She shook her head experimentally but there was no tell-tale ache. She was also relieved to find the paralysis she remembered had only been part of the dream.

At the sound of boots approaching, she opened her eyes and turned her head to see the entrance of the purple-eyed Solen, who she had just decided was a figment of her imagination. He was wearing the same dove-grey body suit and cloak that she remembered from the night and, as she watched, he put a small bundle on the bed.

‘I see you can move now. That is encouraging.’ His tone verged on mockery, but his almond-shaped eyes were unsmiling. ‘You will find something to wear among these.’

He spoke English with the strong unplaceable accent Glynn remembered from the dream.

Only, she thought confusedly, it can’t have been a dream. Unless I’m still dreaming.

Solen moved across the cabin to the porthole and Glynn watched him fold back a shutter to let in a slice of sunlight. On deck a man cried out something and she recognised the nasal voice of the shipmaster, Carick. Was it really possible all the strange people from the previous night were real? she wondered.

A gust of air flowed into the room through the open porthole, and Glynn froze as the missing gap in her memories slammed into place. She had not hit her head. She had been swimming in warm seas, then the water had become suddenly and inexplicably icy cold. Her body had reacted by going into some sort of hypothermic convulsion. She must have fainted and the tide had carried her out to sea where these people had rescued her. Specifically this man. It was a miracle she had not been drowned or eaten by a shark.

Some thought stirred sluggishly at the idea of sharks and being eaten, and this told her that there were still gaps in her recollection, but those might be closed with a little information. She opened her mouth to ask where they were, but found she could not speak. The muteness, then, was as real as the paralysis had been. The scarred healer had spoken of mental confusion but he had also said that the muteness and paralysis would subside, so there was no reason to panic.

Solen turned away from the window to face her. ‘Very soon now we will reach Acantha.’

Acantha must be one of the smaller Greek islands, Glynn reasoned, for she had not heard of it. The name triggered more memories from the previous night, though. Solen had spoken of his ‘chieftain’. Ignoring the beginnings of a headache, she tried to think where in the world people called their leaders chieftains. American Indians had chiefs but, as far as she knew, Scotland was the only place that had chieftains. However, Solen’s accent was no more Scottish than it was Greek and, anyway, how the hell could she have been swept all the way from an island in the Aegean to freezing Scottish waters?

Unconsciously, she had touched her fingers to her throat.

‘You have swallowed bittermute algae,’ Solen said, taking her gesture for a question. ‘It is generally dispersed in agitated water, but you must have passed through calm water for a time, where it can mass.’ He suddenly dropped to his knee by the bed, fixing her in his purple gaze. ‘Are you a myrmidon, or perhaps Myrmidori?’

Taken aback, Glynn shook her head.

‘Are you Fomhikan, then, as Carick thinks? That would be an irony.’ Her face must have reflected her incomprehension. ‘I thought not. You are tall enough to be Fomhikan, but too lightly fleshed. Are you from Vespi, then? No,’ he answered himself. ‘Carick would have known you. Sheanna? No, you do not have their look. But surely you are not from Iridom? The isle of Ramidan, then.’

Glynn shook her head helplessly.

Solen sat back on his heels. ‘A nice mess this is. You do not remember where you come from, do you? Argon said your prime chakra was clouded, but you are rather more than merely confused if you cannot even remember which island you were birthed on. Well, this is what comes of obeying dreams,’ he muttered.

He rose and went away up the steps, leaving Glynn to formulate the chilling thought that he had been trying to tell her that she had swallowed contaminated water. Maybe a tanker had sprung a leak near the islands and had dribbled some sort of lethal chemical in its wake. She thought again of the crippling cramp and the paralysis that had all but drowned her. She had got more than a mouthful of water then. She remembered coughing and choking and, now that she considered it, the water had tasted peculiar.

Her attention shifted to all of the places Solen had named. She had not heard of any of them. But why had he not mentioned one of the larger Greek islands?

Of their own volition, her eyes sought out the octagonal porthole where a narrow stream of light poured through it onto the dark timber wall. Driven by a strange apprehension, she threw her legs over the side of the bunk and made her way unsteadily across the cabin. She found herself remarkably weak but determination kept her on her feet. Reaching the porthole, she pulled it wide open, and was momentarily bludgeoned by the brilliance of the light. She squinted against the glare, wondering at the coolness in the air.

As her eyes adjusted, the first thing that struck her was the incredible cerulean blue of the sky; then the boat listed slightly, bringing her to face the sun. Only, whatever the enormous golden ball of light with its red-tinged corona was, it was not the sun!

Glynn gagged, this discovery dragging the air from her lungs and all coherent thought from her mind. She crept back into the bed and curled into a tight ball, convinced she must be dreaming and had only to sleep in the dream, to waken in the real world. She could not sleep.

She tried, but gradually the prosaic sounds of the ship around her and the sea outside, the buzz of voices, forced her to accept that there would be no relieved waking. It was stupid and cowardly to lie there hiding her head in the sand like a brainless ostrich.

She sat up, and forced herself to examine the clothes Solen had brought for her. There was a small shape-hugging grey suit like the one he wore. It had no factory or design labels. The fabric felt like a combination of supple leather and lycra, yet was neither. The fastening was a kind of sticky patch fixture. There was also a heavy pair of pale trousers and a soft fleecy tunic, and sandals. They looked like wool and canvas, but closer investigation revealed these to be unknown materials, too.

Glynn stared blindly in front of her.

The sun was not the sun; the clothes were strange; she had never heard of any of the people or places they talked about …

She found she simply could not bear to take the next logical step in her argument because it was too fantastic. She had no idea how long she sat clutching at the clothing before Solen came back down the steps carrying a flat ceramic bowl.

‘Ship meals are generally a punishment by anyone’s standards, but food will help you recover more quickly. You should eat in any case, simply because I have gone to the trouble of bringing it to you. I assure you, I do not usually wait on anyone.’

Despite the chaotic nature of her thoughts, Glynn found herself taking the bowl and lifting it to her lips. From the first sip she was ravenous, as if she had not eaten for days. The soup reminded her a bit of mashed-up and watered-down refried beans. She drained the bowl and wiped the back of her hand over her mouth.

Solen had crossed to the open porthole again. ‘It is good to see Kalinda rise unveiled,’ he murmured. He stopped abruptly, shook his head and turned to face her, seeming to shed his languid air as if it were a cloak. As he did so, she discovered with a shock that Solen’s face was familiar to her.

‘There is something I must say to you, girl,’ he said. ‘I hope you are clear enough in your mind to understand me. The ship code says Carick is responsible for anyone his vessel rescues from the waves, but he does not want to be stuck with a passenger who can stay aboard until they name their sept, eating and drinking at his expense. Especially since you may be a myrmidon, which means he would not even be rewarded for his efforts when he returned you to Myrmidor. If his people had rescued you, he would have had no choice but to take responsibility for you. But since I saw you and brought you aboard, Carick claims that, technically, I am responsible for you. He is determined to put you off on Acantha with me.’ He frowned, then shook his head a little. ‘If only Argon could have been persuaded to intercede, Carick might have been forced at least to agree to let you leave the ship at Fomhika. The worst of it is that this is what he intended originally. I am responsible for you being left on Acantha. You do not look Fomhikan and I was so anxious to get to Acantha that I … Damn Argon’s selfishness and Carick’s love of coin!’ he said with unexpected force. ‘They know as well as I that Jurass hates the soulweavers, and because myrmidons are their protectors he hates them too.’

Glynn had a flash of comprehension. These people thought she was a myrmidon and the chieftain of Acantha hated myrmidons.

‘Whether you are myrmidon or no,’ Solen went on more calmly, ‘you look myrmidonish and on Acantha feeling runs especially high against soulweavers and myrmidons. People do not mention the misty isle without spitting. Some, it is true, spit in public and are loyal in secret. One can not blame them when Jurass has all but outlawed any mention of the misty isle, but that is no help to you. Your appearance …’ His voice trailed off, and his thoughts travelled on in silence.

After a long moment he shook his head yet again. ‘What I am trying to say is that since you must come to Acantha with me, it would be safer for both of us if you will allow me to name you Fomhikan while you are there. If people are told you do not remember where you are from, it will be assumed you are from Myrmidor, and possibly that you are a myrmidon spear maid. We will say you are a Fomhikan who fell into the water and swallowed so much bittermute algae that you have forgotten who you are. You could pass as Fomhikan if no one is given reason to question it. Until we leave the ship, answer no questions and simply let it be thought that you are still confused.’

I am confused! Glynn thought. It struck her with a feeling of incredulity that this was the day she and Ember ought to have been flying home. That brought her back to the thing she was trying so hard not to think about: the not-sun she had seen from the porthole. What had Solen named it? Kalinda. She pushed away the word with a renewed urge to curl up in a ball.

Solen seemed to sense her withdrawal. He took the bowl up and pointed to the clothing. ‘Dress yourself. I will return to bring you up on deck. The fresh air will help you recover your wits and, believe me, you will need them about you on Acantha.’

Left alone, Glynn got out of the bed and removed her bathers. The body suit looked like too much effort, so she did not bother with it. She pulled on the tunic and trousers, and was amazed at how much even this small exertion tired her. There was nothing she could do about her hair, which hung in stiff white blonde spikes down her back. Solen had not offered a brush but Glynn felt uneasily sure untidy hair was the least of her worries.

Sitting on the edge of the bed to lace on the loose sandals, she ran her mind over everything that had happened. She was in a place where doctors were known as healers and the sun was called Kalinda; where the waves were sour as unripe plums and political leaders were called chieftains.

This time she did not baulk at taking the next step. If these things had no place in her world, then she was no longer in her world. Insane as it sounded, she had managed to get herself Somewhere Else.

A different kind of person would have resisted the conclusion; would have made excuses; perhaps put all of the strangeness down to concussion or fever. Indeed, Glynn prided herself on being level-headed and sensible, but Wind’s suicide and the death of her parents had taught her that the impossible could happen. In many ways, it was easier to accept she had gone from one world into another than it had been to accept those deaths; easier to accept that she had fallen through some sort of hole between worlds, than that Ember was dying.

She tried to think what it could mean that the man who had rescued her reminded her of Wind, but was defeated. In any case, the likeness was not obvious and perhaps she had simply imagined it because of Solen’s oriental eyes.

Her father’s voice rose in her mind: ‘You’re strong for a reason, Glynna-love. The strong are made to protect the weak and it’s your job to watch over Ember when your mother and I are not around.’

Glynna-love; his pet name for her, and Wind’s as well.

Of course, when her father said those words, she had been a sturdy seven-year-old, and merely being left to watch over her fragile sister at a neighbour’s birthday party. Her father could no more have known then that Ember would develop a malignant tumour, than he could predict the road accident that would kill him and his wife. Yet after their funeral, Glynn had remembered his words and embraced them as if they were a solemn counsel. Taking responsibility for Ember prevented her focusing on the grey emptiness at her core which her parents’ death had grown. There had even been a strange poetry in being left to take care of Ember because sometimes she had wondered if the tumour was her fault. Often as a child, she had been scolded for being too rough in play with her smaller twin – though not identical, they had dwelt for nine months in the confines of a single womb. Who really knew what had gone on in that soupy red darkness of pre-birth? They must have been very close because no one had even known there were two of them until she had come squalling out in Ember’s bloody wake. Perhaps she had been as clumsy in the womb as out of it.

She no longer believed she had caused the tumour, but she felt instinctively that she and Ember were truly bound together, even in this way. She pictured her inability to take hold of life or understand where she fitted into it, as a grey emptiness; a reverse image of Ember’s tumour. Her lack of music was a negative imprint of Ember’s abilities. If Ember died, Glynn was convinced that she would die too. If Ember could be saved, then she would be saved.

Now, for no reason she could understand, she had been severed from Ember and transported somehow to this dangerous planet. Even in this their lives took parallel courses, for Ember had been left alone thousands of kilometres from their home on earth. If she were to suffer one of her attacks, no one on the island would have any idea what to do. They might not even think to look for the pills. They were both in danger.

Which brought Glynn abruptly to the simple conclusion that she must find a way back to her own world.

Oddly, this steadied her, for it was a definite goal, no matter how impossible it might seem. In any case, the impossible demonstrably could happen. Who would have imagined her swimming from one world into another? The thing was to concentrate on getting back now. One step at a time, she thought.

The longest journey begins with one step …

Wind had said that to her on the very first night they met, after he had shown her the martial-arts dance called kata, and she had said she could not learn something so gracefully complicated.

So what was the first step? Her father had always said you were halfway to a solution once you had identified the problem and accepted it. Therefore the first step was to accept the current situation no matter how crazy it seemed.

I am Somewhere Else, Glynn told herself firmly. I am on another world and I have to get back home.

The next thing was obviously to find out as much as she could about this world, partly for her own survival and also in the hope of discovering how she had got here. An instinct of caution advised her against telling the truth about what had happened to her. She had no way of knowing how an alien would be received. There was more than enough internal strife, by the sound of things. They might chop her head off, or burn her at the stake, if they knew the truth.

Better to keep her ears and eyes open and her head down while she had an excuse for silence, and concentrate on learning as much as she could that way. If Argon white cloak was correct in his diagnosis, her voice would not be long in returning, and when she could speak, she would be able to use his diagnosis about mental confusion to cover any mistakes. Unfortunately she looked like one of these myrmidon spear maids who seemed to be so unpopular, but that would simply have to be endured for the moment. If need be, she could do as Solen had suggested and pretend to be a Fomhikan with memory problems.

She couldn’t help thinking rather wildly of the wardrobe in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. She had spent a lot of time as a little kid trying to find the wardrobe that would get her into Narnia, and now she had gone and done the next best thing.

What I need now is Aslan, she thought.

By the time Solen came back to help her up on deck, she was composed and disposed to be attentive. She decided she had been mistaken in thinking the fleshy, languid young man resembled Wind, and dismissed the matter from her mind.

Having accepted she was Somewhere Else, her senses were free to notice the subtle differences between this world and her own. The characteristic salty tang of the sea had been replaced by a sharper pungency that reminded her of crushed lemon peel. The air was richer, too, as if over-oxygenated.

I’m alive, Glynn thought, breathing deeply. Though, truly, that was no surprise. There had been so much death around her in one form or another that she sometimes felt death was a plague to which she alone was mysteriously immune. More often, though, she had a sneaking feeling that death had not thought her worth taking, and would not take her except when it took her twin.

Immortality through insignificance?

Wind’s words again. Strange that his teasing should be so clear in her memory after she had tried so hard to forget him. The shock of changing worlds must have shaken some of her repressed memories to the surface.

On deck she gazed around at the sea stretched out on all sides, glimmering in the sunlight. Or would it be the Kalinda-light? If not for the sun she might have been in her own world. Solen brought a small wooden bench for her to sit on, and lashed it at the base of the biggest of the vessel’s three masts, then excused himself, saying with a flap of his hand that he had preparations to make for their arrival.

Probably has to powder his nose, Glynn thought. It was hard to believe he had jumped into the sea and saved her life.

She settled herself and drew the blanket close to keep out the prying fingers of the wind. The ship itself was not unlike an old-fashioned pirate ship. The most obvious differences in design were the lack of rigging and sail around the three high, ornately carved masts running along the centre of the vessel. Clearly they were ornamental, but she had no idea what was propelling the ship through the water. There was no engine sound, and the ship was travelling faster than any current would move them.

Some of the crew were huddled around a small platform fixed to the deck towards the prow. Their attention was divided between the bearded shipmaster, Carick, who was standing balanced on top of the platform, and the sea. The open water, Glynn corrected herself, forcing herself to think in the unfamiliar terms with the same dogged determination that had enabled her to master Greek using library language tapes.

There was neither lever nor wheel visible on the platform; nonetheless, Glynn was certain that the older man was directing the course of the boat from there. She was so intent on trying to figure out how, that she did not hear the approach of boots.

‘You are recovered?’

Glynn looked up into the sombre features of the white-cloaked Argon. Remembering his hands on her breasts, she felt the blood surge in her cheeks, but she kept her expression still, merely pointing to her throat and shaking her head.

‘Your voice will return as did your ability to move,’ he said indifferently. ‘Are you a myrmidon, girl? You do not need a voice to tell me if you are. A nod will serve.’

Glynn hesitated, but having made up her mind to play dumb in all senses of the word, she mimicked incomprehension.

Argon turned and walked away without saying another word, leaving her to wonder what he would have done if she had said she was. Would he have offered to convince Carick to bring her to Fomhika? Fomhika sounded a less intimidating destination than Acantha, but she would not relish having to spend additional time aboard the ship with Argon white cloak or soulweaver or whatever he was called. Bitterness ran deep as a taproot in him, seeming to rise from his avowed hatred of Darkfall:

‘No one has seen the misty isle as I have …’

His feelings about Darkfall ought to have allied him with Solen’s chieftain but, instead, he and his half-brother were enemies. Irrelevantly, it came to Glynn that another of the rivers of the underworld was the Styx – the river of hate and death.

Glynn noticed the girl, Aris, watching her, and on impulse beckoned.

‘I am glad to see you are better,’ the girl offered shyly, coming nearer. ‘It is a pity Argon will not divine who you are so that you need not go off at Acantha.’

Glynn made a gesture of helplessness. She did not like Argon, but how was the man supposed to guess where she came from?

The healer paced by them at that moment, and Aris’s eyes followed him. ‘He is nothing like I imagined,’ she murmured confidingly. ‘I thought of him as a romantic hero for following his love halfway round the world, and then being exiled because of her. But he is just a bad-tempered old man with a sour face. He ought to be grateful to you since it is only because of you that he has passage to Fomhika. Why does he travel after all this time, anyway, I wonder? Mark me, something is going on if Argon chooses to re-enter the world. Perhaps he has woven something.’

Woven? Glynn thought, all at sea in more ways than one.

Aris’s eyes were suddenly turned to her, avid with curiosity. ‘You are too young to remember when Argon lived on Myrmidor, I suppose?’

Glynn lifted her shoulders ambiguously, thinking what a useful thing a shrug was when you didn’t want to say yes or no. Clearly the islands of Myrmidor and Darkfall were near one another, given their alliance. Possibly Argon had been exiled from them for some misdeed. No. Aris had just said he had gone halfway round the world and had then been exiled for love.

Glynn dismissed these questions. She must get hold of some sort of map so that she could get a feel for the layout of this world. So far it seemed to consist of a few islands in a vast expanse of water. If that was all there was of it, she would not have too much trouble learning her way around.

Aris was continuing her own train of thought. ‘No, of course you do not remember. That would have been years before you were even born. One forgets it was all such a long time ago. In stories the heroes and heroines are always young. I pity Argon, though he would not thank me for it. Truly the blackwind of Draakar blows with him. I hope he brings no strife to the soulweavers. Shenavyre knows, they have trouble enough …’

‘Aris!’ Carick barked, making both girls jump. ‘You know nothing about this girl, shipdaughter, yet you open your mind to her as if she were a sister. Have a care. This one may be a myrmidon as that indolent fool, Solen, thinks, but she could as easily be a spy for the Draaka or one of the Shadowman’s people. Now get back to your work.’

He turned on his heel without even looking at Glynn. Aris rose, sheepish and red-faced. She looked through downcast lashes. ‘I am sorry. I must go.’

A loud pounding noise filled the air.

Glynn froze, hoping it didn’t mean the boat was sinking. She’d had enough of water to last a lifetime.

‘Acantha,’ Aris said.
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All the world abounded with the Song of Making
and the Song quickened, for it desired to make life.
Firstmade and most perfect was the Unykorn; silver-white,
four-legged
and horned in pearl, it wove among the stars
casting its image into many Worlds …
Most lovely of all its features were its eyes
for they burned with the brightness of its soul …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Glynn gazed incredulously at Acantha island.

What had been, at a distant sighting, a mere black smudge against the horizon, was, close up, an enormous jagged monolith rising up out of the sea, presenting sheer stony cliffs on all sides. It was impossible to see what the surface was like because it lay at least a hundred metres above sea level. There seemed no way even to approach the island, as lethal stone spikes rose up from the ocean floor all around it, forming an impassable shoal just visible beneath the water.

How on earth were they supposed to get onto the island?

Glynn turned to Solen in time to see him throw off his cape revealing a shoulder harness which she had taken for a leather backpack. At his feet was a long narrow parcel. He knelt and unfolded it, then deftly reconstructed struts and poles and sheets of leather into what looked like an oddly shaped canvas stretcher from which hung complex webbing. At a signal, Aris and another of Carick’s crew lifted the whole thing and hooked it onto the shoulder harness, leaving the leather loops free. Solen threaded some of these onto his arms, belting the contraption around his thickened waist. He lifted both arms out and up in a graceful arc and Glynn stifled a gasp to see the unwieldy mass on his back open out into a small hang-glider structure.

She looked up at Acantha.

Surely he was not going to try hang-gliding to the island? There was nowhere to land. Nowhere but the surface, and there was no chance of him hang-gliding up there. The wind, though strong, would hardly be strong enough to lift her off the deck of the ship, let alone carry someone of Solen’s height and weight up to the island. The whole point of a hang-glider, surely, was to glide from a height, not up to one.

Solen had lowered his arms and was now using the additional straps to tie a number of bags and parcels flat against his body. This done, he straightened and without warning began to rise smoothly into the air!

Hovering just above the ship’s mast, he spread his arms slowly as he had done moments earlier on deck. This time when the structure unfolded, it swelled with the wind, and Solen was swept towards the sheer Acanthan cliffs. He angled himself so that he rose in a slow gradient, at the last minute banking hard against an updraught to rise steeply to the surface of the island.

A tiny stick figure now, he landed.

No one else on deck seemed more than mildly interested in what was happening, which meant there was nothing unusual in being able to levitate. What if all the people on this world could levitate? Maybe they would expect her to do the same thing! She would have to pretend she was too weak. Or maybe she could intimate that she had forgotten how.

‘Do not look so wretched, girl,’ said Carick. ‘What is a short windwalk to a girl who survived a dip in the open water? And for all his faults Solen is very skilled.’

Glynn swallowed hard, not knowing whether to be relieved or more afraid. Solen was going to carry her to the island! She watched him return, spiralling down and coming lightly and elegantly to land on the deck. There was no doubt he knew what he was about, but that did not lessen her fear. Stalling, she turned to grasp Carick’s hand warmly, fighting inwardly for calmness.

‘Well now, girl,’ the shipmaster said, looking somewhat abashed. ‘There is no need for thanks. I did my duty, is all. Solen will look after you now. You are his responsibility.’ His eyes went past her to Solen, sternly. ‘You remember your honour, lad.’

‘Honour?’ Solen said sardonically and Carick shifted uncomfortably on his feet. The Acanthan transferred his purple gaze to Glynn. ‘Are you ready?’ He sounded as if he were asking her to pass the salt.

She nodded, swallowing hard, and hoped the faults to which the crew member referred did not include homicidal tendencies. She was all too conscious that she had delayed Solen’s journey, and he clearly did not relish having to take her with him onto Acantha. What if he meant to drop her from a great height and pretend it was an accident? On the other hand, what choice did she have but to trust him? Despite his talk of honour, Carick would not let her remain on board without money, and Argon had not even bothered to stay above deck to see her depart. At least Solen had not refused to take her with him.

He stepped close to her and dropped to one knee like a man in an old movie proposing. Glynn felt herself redden as he busied himself about her body, fastening straps beneath her arms and around her waist and legs. His expression was disinterested as he put his arms around her at last, pulling her close and finally tying leather straps to matching straps on his own harnessing that bound them close in a parody of intimacy.

At least he would not be able to drop her easily, Glynn told herself. She avoided his direct gaze politely, but Solen appeared to have no qualms and stared rudely straight at her. Amusement showed in his eyes for a moment and she felt her temper stir at the thought that he was laughing at her.

She resolved to be like a stiff board against him, but when the deck fell away suddenly from under her feet a moment later, she flung her arms around his middle and held on for dear life.

‘Farewell,’ Aris cried from below. Glynn was too petrified to wave or look back. As they rose, the sound of the sea seemed to increase in volume. Her heart lurched at the loud creaking noise Solen made unfolding his wings in the air.

‘Do not be afraid. I will not let you fall,’ he murmured.

Oddly, Glynn was reassured by his serious tone, and she relaxed fractionally. Thus softened she became aware that his bulky body was hard and unyielding muscle. She had expected him to be soft and flabby as his manner.

Wind filled the canvas structure and they were flying parallel to the sea, aimed at the Acanthan cliffs. Glynn stretched her neck to look ahead and her heart nearly leaped out of her chest, for they were running at the cliffs so fast they must surely be smashed against the rocky outcrops. But at the last second Solen angled his wings and they soared straight up.

Glynn’s stomach seemed to be forced down onto her bladder so hard she was afraid she might wet herself.

Then the wonder of it struck her. She was flying!

Her fear disappeared in a wave of exaltation that tilted her face to Kalinda. She listened to the roar of the wind rushing past her ears and the thunderous battering of the waves at the foot of the cliffs. The sight of the strange sun above filled her with amazement and wonder. I really am in another world, she thought with a feeling of delight. Me. Unimportant plain Glynn Flanders.

Her neck hurt and she lowered her head only to find herself staring into Solen’s face again. His lips curved into a genuine grin of complicity that went all the way to his eyes and made him look younger. Glynn was struck again by his elusive resemblance to her dead friend, but when she tried to think of Wind, she found his face curiously difficult to picture.

A cross-draught blew her long hair into Solen’s face and around his shoulders as they rose to cliff height. One bright strand slid along his high cheekbone and his smile faded.

Glynn shook her hair back quickly, and was vastly relieved when they landed on a small rocky platform jutting out from the very edge of the island. A mound of pale boulders obscured the rest of the surface of the island.

Uncoupling them, Solen said dryly, ‘I take it you have not windwalked before.’

Glynn shook her head, then shrugged. I don’t know. A coldness ran over her skin where they had been pressed together, and she shivered.

Solen divested himself efficiently of his wings and turned them back into a parcel, freeing a strap that let him carry the whole thing like a quiver of arrows across his back. He slung the bags he had taken up earlier over a shoulder and Glynn caught at his arm to indicate that she could carry something. He shook his head and strode up the small rise, leaving her to follow. She glanced back over the edge of the cliff, uneasy at the thought that she would have to repeat the flight when the time came to leave the island. The momentary exhilaration in the air might never have occurred.

Ten minutes later they crested the little knoll of boulders. Glynn staggered at the force of the wind blowing in her face. Her eyes watered furiously and she blinked against the wind and a dazzling blaze of whiteness.

Her initial, startled thought was that the island was covered in snow. Then she realised the whiteness was some sort of pale, nearly luminous moss with feathery fronds. It was dense enough to carpet terrain that was virtually flat aside from occasional rocky stubble protruding through the vegetation. It reminded her of the flat barren Aran Islands off the coast of Ireland. The wind blew her hair back like a flag, deriving its strength from the lack of anything to divert or block it. The only notable feature rising above the flatness was a high, dark mountain at the far end of the island.

There was no sign of human habitation. The only indication that people had been there at all was a small track worn into the white vegetation, running along the edge of the cliffs towards the distant mountain range, and that could just as easily have been made by animals.

Glynn became aware of a subtly familiar perfume, and she sniffed, trying to identify it. Wisteria or maybe violets?

‘Sether,’ Solen said, half shouting over the howl of the wind. He was pointing to the white moss.

Glynn mouthed the word, liking the feel of it on her lips. She stumbled slightly and Solen reached out to steady her. ‘Are you tired?’

A little, she mimed.

He nodded. ‘Then rest. A moment’s more delay will make no difference now.’ He stretched himself out on the moss behind a few boulders and, after a while, she sat down cross-legged beside him. The rocks were a welcome barrier against the rough wind.

‘That is the Black Tower,’ Solen said, indicating the biggest of the mountains. ‘Sether grows blue and purple there – sky sether. Its scent is much stronger than the white. Some say it grew first in the place where the Firstmade saw Shenavyre and fell in love with her. Here, lovers who seek to life bond gift it to their partners to signify that they do not want a mere year-end love. No doubt you have seen visioncloths of blue sky sether.’ He caught the bewilderment on her face and became serious. ‘It is unfortunate that the algae has affected your memory so severely. It will make things difficult.’

His eyes went to the distant mountain he had named the Black Tower. The Acanthan settlement must be on the other side of the range. If they were going to have to walk all the way to the end of the island, they had at least a full day’s trek ahead of them. She wondered why they had not landed around the other side of the island, but supposed it was something to do with the wind or sea currents. Maybe the platform was the only place where one could land safely.

Solen stretched one of his legs out in front of him and kneaded the muscles of his ankle. ‘It is weaker than the other because I broke it last season,’ he explained. He gave her a swift look. ‘I will have to call you something other than girl. Apart from anything else, it sounds churlish. Do you remember your name?’

Glynn nodded and mouthed her name.

‘Lin? Win?’

She shook her head and tried again.

‘Nin?’

He shrugged at her disappointment. ‘Never mind. You will be able to tell me soon enough and maybe there will be some clue in it to help us discover where you came from. The sooner you quit Acantha, the better.’ A shadow crossed his face and his eyes went again to the mountain range.

Glynn mimed a question, but Solen rose and pulled her to her feet, saying it was time they left. The wind had abated slightly, and they walked for about an hour. Glynn felt oddly at peace, despite everything. The red-rimmed sun was warm on her bare head and the air was filled with scents of sea and sether. A faint chittering sound came from either birds or some sort of insect concealed in the moss.

When Solen stopped again, Glynn thought he meant to suggest another rest and signalled that she was not tired, but he said, ‘We are nearly there.’

She looked around. There was still no sign of human dwellings. She turned back in time to see Solen walk to the cliff and calmly step off – without putting on the hang-gliding wings!

After a shocked second she judged that there must be a cave in the cliff wall. Going to the edge, she leaned over, trying to spot the opening. She could only see the waves churning on the jagged rocks far below. Dizziness forced her to retreat. She sat on a rock protruding from the sether, her heart beating rather fast. Solen would return, she told herself firmly. But then what?

She had no money and her resemblance to these myrmidons was sure to cause trouble. Would she be stared at or stoned or just shunned? Would Solen walk away and leave her? If he did, how could she explain to people that she had lost her memory when she could not speak?

It was some time before Solen reappeared, alighting on the sether. He handed her a small bundle and she opened it to find it was a dark-green, velvety body suit and some boots. ‘I borrowed them,’ he drawled, reverting momentarily to his languid shipboard manner. ‘It is not in the latest style of things, but it might help you blend in.’ He turned his back and stood staring out to sea.

Glynn saw that he was waiting for her to change. Hurriedly she stripped off the clothes he had given her on the ship and wriggled herself into the close-fitting body suit. It had been made for someone shorter than her, though perhaps no wider, and the boots were far too big, but everything did up and tucked in and she was surprisingly warm, considering the thinness of the cloth. She touched Solen’s shoulder when she was done, and he turned to survey her.

‘Your hair. In that state it gives you an unfortunate myrmidonish look.’ To her astonishment, he began to comb his fingers roughly through the matted strands, separating them.

‘It will have to do for the moment,’ he said. He took her discarded clothes and sandals and pushed them into one of the bags, then reached for one of the straps hanging from her waist. Glynn warded him away. She pointed over the cliff, miming a demand to know what was going to happen next.

‘We are going to my fell,’ Solen said, seeming all at once cold and irritated. ‘I am afraid it is not accustomed to visitors – sober ones anyway. But we will just have to make the best of a bad situation.’

Glynn felt suddenly furious with herself for wanting to burst into tears. What had she expected, after all? A warm welcome? When he stepped forward again, she stood passive as he fastened the harness around her, and schooled herself not to hold onto him as they dropped over the edge. It was ridiculous to feel hurt by his offhand manner, but he made it so clear she was an unwanted problem and she had felt like that too often in her life. She told herself that she ought to be glad he had not simply deserted her, given his admission that he was no hero, but it did not help.

As they touched down she opened her eyes and all thought was driven from her mind but simple awe.

The opening in the rock face was as big as the doorway of a hangar and the red stone cavern they were now standing in was so huge it could comfortably have held several planes. Glynn felt like an ant in the Grand Canyon! But it was not just the size of the place that excited her wonder. Afternoon light slanted into it, illuminating the openings of dozens of tunnels leading off in various directions from the cavern, highlighting a spectacular roof of variegated stalactites. The rock was red-hued and reflected a bloody glow over hundreds of people hurrying busily to and fro, apparently fearless under lethal red daggers of stone suspended overhead. Most were clad in grey body suits, and carried or wore harnesses or full wing sets. A few were sitting down mending or adjusting them. Over one side, smaller groups of people were flying around without the leather wings, going through various kinds of military-looking drill formations.

All of this movement raised a fine haze of red dust that diffused the sunlight, giving the activity a surreal quality. This was enhanced by the wind which, as it passed over the entrance to the settlement, gave off a constant ululating wail.

A woman with a long, horsy face hurried up to them. Rather than tensing at her approach, Solen seemed to droop, his lips curling into a sneering smile.

‘Nema asked for you some days past.’ The woman’s voice was sharp with reproof.

Solen made a low, flamboyantly fluid bow. ‘Greetings, my dear Scala. As always it is a pleasure. I did not get Nema’s message but I will come to her this evening. Right now I am dreadfully fatigued.’

He had reverted to his exaggerated shipboard manner and the contrast was so marked between that and his behaviour since they had left the ship, that Glynn could only stare at him.

The woman flushed angrily at his words. ‘Nema is not one of these fool women who hang on your whim, wing leader. She has gone on pilgrimage to the haven and will not return for some days. No doubt she will send for you when she comes back.’

‘Nema has been converted?’ Solen’s voice was slightly bored, but Glynn felt his arm tense involuntarily where it rested against hers.

‘She said she was developing an interest in the Draaka’s philosophy. Perhaps it is time you did the same.’

His lips curved into a deliberate, insolent smile. ‘No doubt you are right, worthy Scala. But all of that concentrating on the past can be so tiresome when there are so many other pleasures which do not require it of one.’

The woman’s eyes flickered at Glynn, who blushed. She drew herself up in disgust. ‘I see your attitude has improved no more than your self-control,’ she said huffily, flouncing away.

‘Come,’ Solen said, as soon as the woman was out of hearing. He took Glynn by the elbow and steered her towards one of the outsized tunnels. ‘I must assume you know nothing of Acantha.’

Glynn was confused. Being with Solen was like seeing one of those trick pictures that altered depending on the angle you looked from. One minute he was posturing and pouting and being sarcastic, and the next he was serious and purposeful.

‘These tunnels are called races,’ he explained. ‘Each race in the settlement leads from the song cavern we have just left, to one of the cavesites or to another race. Cavesites are large communal areas surrounded by small home and stall fells. The song cavern is actually below the cavesite system, which is why this tunnel is sloped up slightly. It will bring us to the cavesite level. All of the cavesites fan out from the great cave where Jurass holds court and where the wing ceremonies take place. This race will bring us directly to Porm cavesite, where I live. Beyond is Etienn cavesite. Only the Draaka haven lies outside the cave system.’

He said this last grimly and Glynn mimed a question. Why?

‘It suits the Draaka to develop her cult away from prying eyes and ears.’

Why?

Solen gave her a look filled with irritation and something else she could not decipher. ‘For someone who cannot speak, you ask a wearisome lot of questions. In any case, the Draaka is no subject for casual conversation.’

The race opened out to a large cave, lit by what appeared to be spotlights of natural daylight. In the shadowed areas, wavering motes of light were playing off the stone. Glynn stopped open-mouthed with appreciation.

‘Porm is one of the outer cavesites, but it has a particular appeal,’ Solen said, smiling slightly. ‘There are over a hundred cavesites in all.’

Glynn was puzzled about the nature of the light until she made up her mind that it was natural, falling from openings in the roof which must be the bottom ends of rock chimneys running to the surface of the island. There were quite a lot of openings that were dark, and she guessed they penetrated the rock at different angles. Sunlight would not come through any of the chimneys except when Kalinda was directly over them. She wondered if the cavesites and chimneys had been deliberately constructed, or were natural formations.

Beneath each chimney was a cenote which obviously caught water when it rained. People were swimming or sitting around those few pools where the afternoon sunlight fell. The water in them was so clear and reflected the light so radiantly that they looked almost as if they were repositories of liquid light, rather than of water. It was these pools that threw off the myriad glimmers and shifting darts of light Glynn had noticed in the shadows.

Except for the pools and the thick fragrant patches of the sether moss rimming them, the cavesite was a dusty bowl about the size of a small football field. All around the perimeter were holes. Those above the bottom level were reached by ramps, and those higher up opened onto thin ledges joined by a network of ladders reaching from one level to the next. There were some higher still with no visible means of getting to them other than levitation. But levitation was not as common as all that, else there would be no ladders at all, she reasoned.

She hoped that Solen’s fell was at ground level or was at least accessible by ladder.

They gave a wide berth to a small, open-air trading market with trestle tables and benches set up between the two largest cenotes. As they came closer to the wall of the cavesite, Glynn saw that most of the caves at the bottom level had open frontages. They were clearly shops. Solen brought them to a cave from whose mouth billowed lurid purple steam.

‘A dye fell,’ he said, seeing her expression. ‘I live above it.’

He led the way up a ramp to a cave opening covered by a stiffened flap of leather. Unfastening thongs to release the flap, he drew it aside. The interior was dark and smelled as rank to Glynn as an animal’s lair.

‘Faugh. It has not been opened in a while. Wait, I will light a lamp.’

Glynn turned to look down at the market bustle. It reminded her of a scene out of a movie; Conan the Barbarian maybe, or Thunderdome; primitive and barbaric, but organised. People were going about their business peacefully, buying and selling, talking to one another.

Solen moved around in the dark fell, soundless as a cat. There was a scratching and, as Glynn entered, the small cave was bathed in soft light from a circular brazier hanging from the roof by a short length of chain. Solen tied open the flap behind her, letting a much-needed draught into the fetid cave.

Glynn stared around, appalled.

‘I did warn you I was not accustomed to visitors,’ Solen remarked brusquely, almost as if he were ashamed.

As well he might be, Glynn thought.

The fell was little more than a shallow cave whose rough stone walls were hung with a series of patterned tapestries. Oddly, all of these were unfinished to some degree or another. Several thick, matted, brown rugs were spread over the stone floor, and piles of rumpled, rather grubby cushions rested along the walls. Everywhere were unwashed plates with the congealed remnants of old meals. A small fireplace with a blackened hearth was so full of ash that it had overflowed onto the floor, while a low-hewn block of wood, set in the middle of the room as a table, was covered in all manner of clutter, including a jug of something dark with a scum of mould floating on the top, and a pair of boots!

There were two openings within the fell, both covered by leather flaps, and Glynn wondered if the rooms beyond them could possibly be as disgusting as this one.

Solen said in a remote voice, ‘Make yourself comfortable. I must go out for a time. It will be better if you do not go wandering about.’

When he had gone, Glynn gazed around, depressed. She had no intention of going anywhere but she could not bear to sit in the midst of such squalor. Solen had said to make herself comfortable and that meant at least disposing of everything that smelled bad. After that she would make a fire on the hearth if she could find wood and work the flints. That would make things a bit cheerier.

Then she would sit down and try to figure out how on earth she was going to get home.
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You ask if the Legendsong is truth – I ask you, what is truth?
The Legendsong was scribed by my order from scrolls and notes
left by my brother who bade us remember all that had
passed … Many of the scrolls were destroyed … but what
remained, my order sisters wove into a song that is both truth and
more than truth, as are all histories; ever do human folk weave
upon weavings, adapting tales with each telling …
THE ALYDA SCROLLS


When Solen returned some hours later, Glynn was sitting curled by the fire in a pile of cushions whose covers she had removed. He lifted his brows half mockingly at the neatness of the fell.

‘You have been busy.’ There was a brittle note to his voice that sneered at Glynn’s efforts and her small sense of satisfaction dissolved. He laid several cloth-wrapped packages on the block of wood which had been cleared. ‘It is the custom on Acantha, particularly in outer cavesites like Porm, to purchase food and eat it at communal benches by the fire-pits. But eating in here will avoid a lot of tiresome questions.’

Hugging her knees, Glynn miserably watched him set out the makeshift meal.

Aboard Carick’s ship, her decision to keep her own counsel had been all very well, but this world was way past complex. The walk through the Acanthan settlement had shaken her belief that she could find a way home alone. The trouble was, her only possible confidant was Solen. Though he had saved her life, he was an unknown quantity. His elusive and only occasional resemblance to Wind confused Glynn, but no less than his ambiguous manner.

She had really believed him in the air, when he said she would be safe, and he had seemed sternly competent on the surface of Acantha. But on the ship and since they had entered the Acanthan cave settlement, he had shown a vapid and affected manner she did not like or trust. She wondered suddenly where he had been for so long. She caught his eye with a determined look, pointed at the door, then at him and finally opened her hands palms up. What happened to you?

‘I went to report to my wing leader,’ Solen said, stretching himself out by the fire. ‘A dreary duty because I missed a wing ceremony this morning and had to explain myself. I was given additional duties in these next few days for my sins.’ His lip curled. ‘They were so busy enjoying my discomfort that they failed to ask why I was late.’

Glynn frowned. Aboard the Waverider, Solen had sounded genuinely worried about what would happen if he returned late to Acantha. Maybe she had misunderstood the extent of his concern.

Solen unwrapped the food and waved an expansive hand. ‘Eat.’ He scooped greenish jelly from a small pot into a wide flat roll and bit into it, motioning for her to help herself. Pulling her cushions closer Glynn copied him and then bit gingerly into the roll. Jelly with the flavour of mint toothpaste squelched out of the roll into her mouth. She repressed a grimace and forced herself to swallow.

Setting the offending roll aside, she broke a piece from one of the pies and examined the reddish filling. It smelled vaguely spicy, but she did not think there was meat in it. Solen was watching her with an unreadable expression on his face. With a pang of unease, she lifted a brow inquiringly.

‘You remind me of a child, concentrating so fiercely on your food,’ he said. ‘I wonder what your voice sounds like.’

Glynn felt herself flush at this personal scrutiny.

He smiled, and again Wind flickered eerily in his features. ‘I am beginning to see it is dangerous to be with a person who does not talk. Especially one who knows me so little.’ He sat back in his own chair and stretched his long legs out before him.

Curious, and liking him better when he abandoned his exaggerated affectations, Glynn mimed, Why?

‘Perhaps because you have no expectations of me. No preconceptions to fit me into. In truth I am a loner, though I am known for my enjoyment of company.’ He smiled ironically. ‘And this silence of yours is seductive. One is accustomed to being a certain person in conversations – playing a role, if you like, and shaping it against the other person’s role. But because you do not speak, there is nothing to measure myself against. It is like being alone with myself. It lulls me into a dangerously talkative state.’

Outside there was a distant clanging. Solen stood quickly and crossed to the leather flap. He stared out with such anger that Glynn was startled. From where she sat, she could see only the glow of several fires. These must be the communal fire-pits Solen had mentioned. The only other light showed in chinks from behind the fell flaps around the walls.

‘The Draaka calls to her converts,’ Solen muttered. ‘Jurass will have returned with her. I wonder if he knows Argon has left Eron isle.’

Glynn thought about the Draaka. Aboard the Waverider, Carick had told Aris she might be a Draaka spy and she wondered about this woman who had both spies and converts, and who managed to rouse the languid Solen to such fury. Remembering his earlier rebuff, Glynn decided not to raise the subject. At least, not directly. When he came back to sit down, she mouthed Jurass’s name and then Argon’s, and mimed a question. Why do they dislike one another?

She had to repeat herself several times before he understood.

‘You have forgotten the story of Argon and Jurass? Incredible.’ Solen rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands and Glynn thought he would not go on but, after a moment, he resumed, adopting a half-mocking tone which at times seemed to be turned as much on himself as on his subject.

‘Let me see, where should I begin? I am no balladeer, so it will be a plain telling. Jurass is the son of Nema and Garad of Acantha. Good lineage, one would have supposed. Garad had achieved the role of wing lord in his day and, as such, was destined to be the next chieftain. His father chose Nema to join with him because he admired her. He thought that their children would have his son’s strength and Nema’s cleverness and subtlety. They were joined not just to year-end, but in life bond. Nema would accept no less. It is said she had many admirers though she was no beauty. She would not join with Garad unless she was to be his partner for life. In time, she bore him a son – Jurass. It was a hard birthing and damaged her so that she could have no more children sown in her. It must have disappointed them both, especially Garad since he could offer no other woman a casual bonding to bear him another child.’

Glynn wondered if this could possibly be the same Nema who had wanted to see Solen.

‘Jurass was nearing manhood,’ Solen continued, ‘when his father journeyed to Myrmidor for the choosing of the new Holder of Keltor. All chieftains attend, of course, in the hope that one of their sept will be named successor to the current Holder and will rule all the islands. But there Garad met and fell in love with Signe, a young soulweaver candidate. They loved one another in defiance of the life bond, and that love bore forbidden fruit.’

Argon? Glynn mouthed.

Solen nodded approvingly. ‘Yes. That was part of the problem. Signe had not undergone the Darkfall process, though she had gone through part of the training and initiation into the order. It is rare that a soulweaver in this unfinished state would leave Darkfall, else what passed might happen more often, but all soulweavers attend a choosing. Signe was therefore technically a soulweaver when she was loved and fully a soulweaver when she bore her son. Soulweavers, of course, do not bear male children. Garad had his own difficulties, for the very act of loving and seeding Signe broke his sworn life bond with Nema. Yet it was not treason and Nema might have forgiven him. But he did not seek her forgiveness. He abdicated his position as chieftain in the hope that Signe would give up the sisterhood and come to him. He abandoned his life-bond partner, his son by her and his sept for Signe, yet she had gone to Darkfall by then and had unknowingly undergone the Darkfall process while she was gravid. Who knows what she would have done if she had known a son lay in her, for it could well have been that he would die. But he did not and she was fully a soulweaver then, and bound to Darkfall. I believe Garad died quite young and never even saw his son by her. Argon was permitted to stay with his mother on the misty isle until he was ten. A great concession, for no man may walk on the misty isle. It was not deemed that he was man until then.’

Ten. And then what? He was sent away! No wonder Argon was so full of bitterness about Darkfall and the soulweavers, Glynn mused. His mother Signe sounded utterly heartless, abandoning her lover and then letting her little boy be sent away.

Solen finished his tale. ‘Jurass blamed Argon for the loss of his father.’

Glynn made an indignant gesture.

‘It is irrational, of course, but Jurass is not famous for his abiding wisdom nor for his compassion,’ Solen said dryly. ‘He does not care that Argon was not even born when Garad deserted Nema, or that Argon has scarcely had an enviable existence by anyone’s reckoning. To Jurass, his half-brother is an unnatural freak whose mother bewitched his father into desertion. I think, though, that the bitterest heart of his hate is his belief that Garad chose Argon over him. Disappointment in a father can be a savage thing.’

Glynn reflected on that, chewing a hangnail unconsciously.

Solen regarded her seriously. ‘You give yourself to this old tale as if it were a story of close friends. These matters are old and beyond pity or repair. Getting safely home is what should concern you.’

Bewildered as she was at his chameleon mood swings, Glynn knew Solen was right. She must not let herself be distracted from her quest, though home for her was much further than he could imagine.

‘I do not suppose you have the good taste to remember who you are yet?’ Solen said, rubbing his eyes again.

On an impulse of anger, Glynn nodded.

Solen leaned forward eagerly. ‘What sept are you from?’

Glynn regretted her nod immediately, and mimed that she had remembered very little.

‘If your memory has begun to return it will not be much longer before it is entirely restored. No doubt your voice will return tomorrow or the day after. If you have family, perhaps they can send the price of a passage home. If they are unable to send you coin, I will see what can be done about getting you work so that you can earn enough to get home.

‘Oh. And if you do happen to remember you are a myrmidon, it would be better to keep that to yourself. If that is the case, you can always work in the mines to earn a passage off Acantha. Miners come from all over Keltor and they are a close-mouthed lot so no one would ask you any awkward questions.’

Glynn made some urgent gestures indicating she would work in the mine anyway, but Solen shook his head. ‘You misunderstand me. I do not propose such an occupation unless you turn out to be a myrmidon. Otherwise there are far easier and better-paid employments …’

Glynn stood up and gestured determinedly that she wanted to be a miner. She needed a job where no one would ask questions and she had the feeling she would need coin. Solen shook his head but she pulled up her sleeve and made a muscle.

He laughed in surprise. ‘I do not doubt your strength. I saw ample evidence of it aboard the Waverider.’

Glynn forced the memory of Argon exposing her breasts out of her mind and mimed that she might as well work until her voice came back.

He stared at her speculatively, then shrugged. ‘I cannot imagine why you want to work in the minescrape, other than that you do not know what you are contemplating. As you are so insistent I will scribe a chit for you to give the mine overseer. You will be shown through the minescrape on the strength of it. I am certain a tour will teach you patience.’

He rummaged in his bag and brought out a thing that looked like a bit of shrivelled vanilla root, and a small bundle of pale flat pieces of wood. He used the root to make some marks on one of the twigs. ‘There,’ he said, handing it to her. ‘I have scribed that you are Fomhikan and known to me, you fell into the water on your way here to inspect the mines, and are suffering temporary muteness. And here,’ he tapped the bottom half of his chit, ‘I ask that you be shown the minescrape.’

Glynn was astonished to find he had written in English using ordinary lettering, although it was heavily sloped and sprouting odd florid curlicues. It struck her as incredible that not only did the inhabitants of this other world speak English, they wrote it. But was it any more amazing, really, than that she could breathe their air without choking, drink their water and eat their food without being poisoned? How could another world be so like hers, and yet so different?

Dismissing questions to which she could have no answers, she took up the piece of wood Solen had put on the table and pulled another of the twigs from the bundle. Then she carefully wrote her name down the edge, trying to emulate the slope and curl of Solen’s lettering.

‘You can scribe!’ he said sharply. ‘That tells us you come from a family wealthy enough to have you tutored and certainly wealthy enough to send coin …’

Glynn pointed insistently to what she had written, then to herself. If he could understand her, then she could communicate whether or not she could speak.

Solen pored over her lettering. ‘You scribe most queerly, but I take it this is your name?’

She nodded eagerly and tapped the page, then looked at him expectantly.

He read aloud what she had written. ‘Glynn … Glynna?’

She nodded and bent to write again, but they were interrupted by a sound on the ramp outside. Solen had closed the leather door flap, but now it flew open to admit a beautiful dark-haired young woman carrying a circular lantern on a chain.

‘Solen, I heard …’ She stopped, her smile faltering as she took in Glynn. ‘You … You have a visitor?’

Solen made an exaggerated bow and all at once he was a mincing fop again.

What was the matter with him? Glynn thought with some disgust. He looked like a sheep, flapping his eyelashes and leering. He was slouching again, too, as if all of the hard muscle Glynn had felt when he had carried her through the air had melted at the sight of this girl.

‘Sweet Zeyar, you are as lovely as ever,’ he gushed, and lingeringly kissed the hand she offered. Glynn felt herself blush for him.

As if he had only barely remembered her, Solen introduced them. ‘Glynna, this is Zeyar, the daughter of Kalty windwalker and wing leader in his day.’

Glynn forced a smile, but she might as well not have bothered because the girl did not even look at her. Her brows tilted interrogatingly at Solen, and her perfect nostrils flared with annoyance. ‘She is not Acanthan?’

‘She is Fomhikan. An acquaintance of Flay’s,’ Solen said. He indicated the stick in Glynn’s hands with a careless flap of his fingers. ‘I am just now finishing writing her a recommendation for the mine overseer. She has an interest in such tedious and rather grubby matters, if you can believe it. Fomhikans are peculiar folk, truly.’

Glynn boiled. He might be establishing an alibi for her, but he did not have to be quite so disparaging. The girl looked mollified though. Entrancing smile back in place, she took Solen’s arm. ‘There is a celebration in Etienn cavesite this night and I heard you had returned so I came to fetch you to be my partner.’

‘I am not in the mood, Zeyar,’ Solen said, stretching voluptuously. ‘I am just returned from a crossing and I need some rest.’

‘When did Solen ever need to rest?’ the girl said suggestively. ‘I would think you had other entertainments in mind, except that I have seen this visitor of yours.’

Glynn’s temper flickered hotly at the implication that no one in their right mind would want to dally with her. It was lucky she could not speak or she would give the tactless cow a piece of her mind.

‘You do not fool me, Solen,’ the girl continued coquettishly. ‘I heard you were late for a wing parade and that you have been punished. I believe you are sulking and it is most unlike you. What does it matter that you are punished for a little infringement? You have never cared before, yet now you behave as if it is important. It is hardly as if you were a candidate for wing lord even if you do walk the wind like a lord.’

Solen laughed harshly. ‘Kalinda will set forever the day Solen sulks over such a smidgen. You have such a good imagination, Zeyar. Perhaps that is why you continue to amuse me where so many other sweetlings have fallen by the way.’

The woman preened, but Glynn thought she would have done better to slap Solen’s face.

‘Oh, do come before it is all over, Solen,’ Zeyar whispered, ignoring Glynn and running her hands over his chest. ‘You love to dance and you are so good at it. Besides, whatever you say, if you do not come, it will seem as if you are skulking in a corner like a spanked child. Or that you are too frightened or shamed to show your face. It will seem the rumour that you are a coward is true after all.’

Solen’s slanted eyes flared above the girl’s head and Glynn hid a smile. Zeyar was not without claws and clearly Solen was not invulnerable. But he only shrugged and said languorously, ‘It is not cowardly to want to keep one’s skin intact, my dear. That is called common-sense.’

Zeyar tugged on his arm. ‘I do not care about common-sense, Solen. Only come with me and laugh and dance, do. Rian and Sorad have been asking about you.’

Solen offered her his arm. ‘One dance then, Zeyar my lovely, and only to show Rian how a reel is supposed to be stepped. I swear it is a punishment to my eyes to see him clumping around.’ He glanced back at Glynn as if she were a dull chore he had promised to attend. ‘We will talk in the morning of the mines and such matters.’

Glynn heard a rumble of laughter from him as the flap fell closed, and she flushed, certain that the girl had made some slighting comment about her. Trembling with anger, she listened to their footfalls recede. Conceited ass to boast about all the women he had become bored with before Zeyar! Sweetlings indeed. Any man who called her that would regret it! But the stupid woman had seemed flattered by it.

Glynn looked down at the stick in her fingers, resisting the urge to throw it on the fire. She told herself it was a good thing that she had seen Solen’s true colours.

She tried to think of him dispassionately. He was shallow, she decided. How else could he be so inconsistent? But she could not hate him for his character flaws.

Hours later, when it was clear Solen had remained for considerably more than one dance, Glynn set about tidying away the remnants of their meal, wondering why she felt disappointed. She had no right to expect anything of him, except that his slanted eyes and some expressions at certain angles reminded her of Wind; a tenuous likeness, but, having connected them, she could not help responding to it.

She went into one of the two adjoining chambers of the cave. She had explored them both already. There were two sleeping chambers. A bathing room linking them had been the one delightful discovery, despite its squalid state, for it contained not only a covered hole in the ground where one could relieve oneself, but a tiny, deep pool fed by hot springs.

Glynn promised herself a bath before the night was done, but first she would clean a place where she could sleep. The smaller of the rooms looked as if it was used by Solen as a dressing room. Its state suggested he was in the habit of simply flinging everything he took off into the air with his eyes closed, though of course that was ludicrous. Collecting up clothes and folding them in a pile, Glynn wondered how Solen could stomach to live in such a slovenly manner. He had struck her as fastidious about his personal appearance.

When she had cleared a space, Glynn made herself up a bed on the floor.

The hangings in this chamber were softer and featured more delicate patterning and colours than in the other chamber. There were some small shelves carved out of the wall, filled with bits and pieces – a bird’s egg of delicate green, a bit of purplish crystal that looked like amethyst, some large, lovely sand roses and a coiled piece of driftwood draped with several twists of ribbon. All covered in a layer of dust.

Wiping each piece carefully, Glynn wondered whose collection it was. Not Solen’s certainly. Perhaps the girl, Flay, whom he had taken to the Darkfall landing. It was not clear what relationship had existed between the pair.

Finally Glynn sat on the bedding to pull off her boots, deciding after all that she was too tired to bathe.

She lay back and tried to relax. She did not want to undress, but she pulled the bedding up over her and linked her hands behind her head on the pillow. The flat-bottomed lamp she had found and lit gave off an orange glow. She watched the light flicker on the stone roof, hoping it would lull her to sleep. Since the previous night, she had been half-drowned, she had travelled from one world to another, she had been rescued and had endured a storm, had hang-glided and had trekked for hours in a head wind.

She was exhausted mentally and physically and she should have fallen asleep at once, but Argon’s words about darkness falling forever for the girls who offered themselves to the misty isle kept her awake.

Did he mean it metaphorically, implying that a commitment to Darkfall was a dark choice, or was the offering made by girls like Flay some sort of sacrifice? Solen had spoken of the Darkfall process too, and she had assumed it was an initiation rite. Argon’s words suggested it was more than a mere bit of pomp and ceremony, and Solen had said women couldn’t have sons after being bound to the island. That suggested a lot more than a mere ceremony. Maybe that was why Jurass forbade Acanthan girls to go to Darkfall. Argon’s horror of the island might even have been caused by his witnessing a ceremony of initiation when he was an impressionable child.

A truly awful thought occurred to her. What if someone was killed in the rite?

Glynn was shivering despite the coverings. After all, what did she really know of this strange world, having been here little more than a night and a day? Maybe Jurass was not a villain but simply a man trying to prevent young girls dying uselessly in some barbaric ritual.

But if it was so dreadful, why would Flay go there? And why would Solen agree to escort her?

‘It is her choice …’ Solen had used those words to defend Flay’s decision to offer herself to Darkfall, but Argon white cloak had asked how a child could even understand what she was choosing. Glynn had some sympathy with Argon’s view. She believed in individual freedom, but surely there came a point where you had the right to protect someone you loved from self-destructive impulses? You did not let a person commit suicide without trying to talk them out of it.

The thought of suicide brought Wind into Glynn’s mind and this time she did not try to stop the memories. Quarry was a small town with a small-town mentality. When Wind Chun Ming applied to the local council to refurbish the old butter-factory building and open a martial-arts studio, his application was approved without delay because it did not challenge anyone’s prejudices. Orientals were supposed to open restaurants and run martial-arts centres. If Wind had wanted to start a beauty parlour or a school, he might have met stiff resistance. But everyone had seen the Bruce Lee films that spawned a thousand copies, generating a fascination with karate and other martial arts.

This and the fact that Wind was faultlessly polite, agreeably wealthy and patronised local firms when he was renovating, assured him a warm reception among locals, at least to his face.

Glynn, irritated by the latent racism and smiling narrow-mindedness his oriental appearance aroused, once asked Wind how he could bear it.

‘People label what frightens them as a way of containing it. I understand their need and I try to accommodate them,’ he had said gently.

Glynn had not understood.

‘People are not frightened of butterflies as long as they behave like butterflies. But what if a butterfly could sing? It would frighten people and they would try to catch it. Most likely they would kill it. A smart butterfly would sing in secret.’

Glynn had fallen in love with the way he talked before anything else, though he did sometimes sound like the master in Kung Fu, talking to Grasshopper. Her dentist had told her first about the studio being set up in the butter factory. She had paid little attention at the time, believing martial arts to be the province of aggressive adolescents. She did wonder fleetingly, though, why anyone would open a studio in a place like Quarry.

Wind told her later that he had come to Quarry precisely to avoid the sort of people who would ordinarily patronise such a studio. In fact, the first classes he had offered had been for women. There had been a lot of ribald jokes about Wind’s real intentions. But the offer of a free babysitter and the thought of an hour’s respite from their toddlers, not to mention the promise of weight loss, filled the classes. Soon after, there were classes for toddlers and teenagers. Then sessions for the elderly and the overweight and for the disabled. Last of all, Wind had offered classes to men. They came because they were anxious to find out what their wives and girlfriends were so fired up about, and because they had been intrigued by the endless stream of delivery trucks bringing gym equipment from the city.

About the time the first teenage classes were being advertised, Glynn had been walking past the butter factory on her way home from the library and a late study session. She saw a big new sign hanging on a special wrought-iron frame and stopped to look at it. The studio had been in operation for about six months and she had meant to go in, but a part-time job, her class work and basketball all occurred during the gym’s hours of operation. The sign replaced a rough board and finally named the place ‘The Flying Arrow’. Underneath were some Chinese characters which she guessed must say the same thing. Wind’s name was in small lettering and beneath that was a tiny perfect golden arrow.

An arrow was not something Glynn thought of as an oriental symbol and she had traced it with her forefinger.

‘It signifies the human spirit,’ said a quiet voice behind her.

Glynn swung round to face a slight, handsome, oriental youth. She assumed he was a friend or even the son of the martial-arts instructor, for this could not be the man who had downed Big Eddy the biker when he had gone on a drunken rage the week before, smashing all the shop windows in the main street.

‘What is the arrow pointing to?’ Glynn asked, tapping the sign.

‘A good question,’ the young man answered.

Glynn flushed, thinking he was making fun of her. ‘So, what is the answer?’ she said coolly.

‘I said it was a good question. I did not say I knew the answer,’ he said mildly, but his eyes sparkled and his teeth flashed white.

‘Why don’t you ask him what it means?’ Glynn asked, nodding to the sign.

‘Because I am him and he does not know either. Wind Chun Ming at your service.’ He bowed, but his eyes never left hers. ‘I carved the arrow in the nature of a question to the universe. The arrow flies up, you see, as does the human spirit, but to what? I do not know. I wish I did.’

Glynn was stunned. No one had ever spoken in such a way to her; at once simply and profoundly.

‘Most people feel nothing for the arrow in their soul, and so for them it does not fly,’ Wind Chun Ming had gone on. ‘They are easily satisfied by some definable earthly goal. The arrow flies for those born with a yearning to know why they exist.’

‘I think we all want to know what we are here for …’ Glynn burst out earnestly, then, mortified, floundered to a stop.

But he only waited, his dark eyes interested.

‘Maybe we want too much, is what I mean,’ Glynn stumbled on at last, her cheeks burning. ‘Maybe we ought to be content with living a simple life and having definable goals. Like this place – from what I’ve heard you’re doing something special here …’ She waved her hand vaguely at the building behind them.

Wind tilted his head. ‘Perhaps it is special. I hope so. And maybe I ought to be content. Truly, it would be simpler. But for some of us, that is not an option. A goal is a fine thing, but for me this place is but a stepping stone to knowledge. A way which I hope will lead me to understand for what it is that I hunger.’

Again his words seemed to strike deep into Glynn’s secret thoughts and nameless longings. He had chosen that moment to invite her inside.

After a tour of the magnificently equipped gym, Wind had demonstrated the kata with consummate grace and skill, and then he had offered Glynn a free martial-arts lesson. By the end of the night, she had enrolled in the beginners’ class, progressing just three months later to intermediate, and a year later to experienced classes. She had loved the training and the dedication. But most of all she loved the kata, which could be lethal but, when done slowly, was simply the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. From that first night, seeing Wind move like his namesake, she had hero-worshipped him.

It had been a very small step from adoration to love.

Often Wind had singled her out in the classes, using her as an example of fine movement or swiftness. Glynn had accused herself of being conceited for thinking he liked her, and wavered deliciously between certainty and doubt. One night they were practising a difficult section of the kata alone after the other students had gone. The flowing movements had brought them finally face to face with nothing more than a whisper of charged air between them. And she had learned that Wind was not all fine-tuned control, but also fire and sweetness.

Glynn shivered violently at the warmth roused in her by the memory and forced her mind away from that aspect of their relationship for, given what followed, it could only reawaken the beast of pain she had thought laid to rest with Wind’s memories.

Under his tutelage her physical skills had burgeoned. She had sloughed off her lifelong clumsiness and had ended up representing the studio in tournaments and exhibitions. Her father had been proud of her, though her mother had protested that martial arts only encouraged her tomboyish nature. Her mother approved of Ember’s musical ability as beautiful precisely because it was.

Wind had set stringent parameters on their relationship from the beginning, maintaining that she was too young for him. He had been quite a lot older than he looked. Glynn had accepted his rules, confident that things would change when she was older.

No one questioned the time they spent together. Glynn was, after all, the studio’s star pupil and advanced beyond anyone else. She had even represented the state in competitions, conferring a fleeting glory on her home town. It never occurred to anyone that there might be more to their relationship than student and teacher. But after practice sessions, Wind would drink his rice wine and speak to her of many things that had nothing to do with her training or the studio. Sometimes he would hold her in his arms in the dry heat of the gym sauna, sweating the aches from their muscles, and he would tell her of his childhood in a village in China. Or his early adolescence in a rich man’s mansion.

His life had been extraordinary. Adopted as a son by a sterile, wealthy man in one of the smaller provinces, he had been sold by his mother to raise enough money to keep his younger brother and sister.

‘She did well in finding a wealthy man to adopt me for it gave me opportunities she could not,’ Wind said gently. ‘She never knew how things transpired, for the man had made it a condition of the adoption that there would be no more contact between me and my family.’

Despite the fabulous wealth of his new father, Wind had been bitterly unhappy, for he had been mistreated and abused by the man’s jealous wife. His sole pleasure was the martial-arts lessons he was given by an elderly master. Finally, in an attempt to restore peace to his home, the wealthy man sent Wind to Australia to study. Later, he had been simply abandoned there when his adoptive father perished, leaving Wind’s care in the hands of his widow. The Australian government had finally given Wind residency and he had studied and worked hard. He had no desire, he told her, to return to the land of his birth. His ambition had been to open his own studio, and teach what he had been taught by the one person who had treated him decently during his years in the rich man’s home. He had been working as a dishwasher when he had received a great deal of money from a firm of solicitors. His old martial-arts teacher in China had died.

‘I could have gone back to China. But by then I was an Australian if I was anything at all. The one person I had loved in China was dead and I could not locate my real family,’ he told her.

Occasionally Wind would fall into deep depressions, and then he would speak again of the arrow of the soul, and of the yearning of the human spirit. He would speak of mythology and comparative religion, always searching for some nameless thing that would make sense of everything – the cruelty and the loneliness and the lack of beauty in the world. Glynn would listen to his thoughts and hold him, wondering if, underneath everything, he did not after all feel an exile.

Once, in a dark mood, he had said, ‘You are born with the yearning arrow, my Glynna, though you are not yet fully aware of it. It is not a happy thing to possess, for nothing on earth – no goal, no person how ever beloved – will answer it. It points to the sky and to the heavens and the stars and when it cannot reach them, it must fall back to pierce your heart. Some rare few born with it are destined to tread strange and dangerous paths. For them alone, the arrow may bring understanding. I pray you are such a one. Perhaps it is why you are so strong and swift. Such people are given gifts by the gods to aid them.’

In an unfamiliar bed so far away from her world Glynn shivered, for had she not ended up treading a path stranger than any Wind could have imagined?

She had heard of Wind’s suicide on the radio on her way to school. Her mind had flown in horror to their conversation the night before. They had been practising the kata together and they had both been dripping with sweat for he had pushed them to their limit. He had spoken little, and had not praised her when she echoed his movements with such fluid grace.

‘You seem different tonight,’ she had said at last. ‘Are you angry with me?’ She had not asked what she truly feared. Are you tired of me?

He had looked at her for a long time, as if he had to see her from a long way off, and through mist. ‘You are beautiful,’ he said, so softly she had to strain to hear his words. ‘So beautiful and yet the world kills beauty with indifference.’

She had tried to hold him, but he had evaded her arms. ‘It is the yearning of my soul that pains me this night and it leaves no room for anything else. The arrow flies but what does it fly to? Perhaps I am mad. Perhaps there is truly nothing. That is what I fear.’

Glynn had not known how to answer him. She had never seen him in such a black mood. Perhaps he had heard from someone in China about his brother or sister? She knew he had been trying for some time to find them. She was attempting to frame a question when Wind caught at her arm, his fingers biting into her flesh so that she would bear the mark of his hand like a brand for days after.

‘If a gardener plants a shrub, Glynna, he may nurture it and build a garden round it, but what if he has simply planted a seed in a wild place without any intention of returning? What of the plant that waits for the gardener to return to tell it what it is for?’

‘Do you mean God?’ Glynn had stammered, frightened by the blaze of mad pain that lit his eyes. ‘Wind? You’re hurting my arm.’

Releasing her, he had laughed then, a gay hollow sound that had chilled her with its emptiness. ‘Pay no attention to me, my golden amazon. The arrow flies higher than it has flown before. Do you know what happens when you learn that what you desire above all else does not exist?’

She had shaken her head. He had laughed again and sent her away with a kiss as light as the touch of butterfly wing. Not knowing what else to do, she left, deciding she would come back early the next day and find out what was wrong. But it had been too late. The radio announcer said Wind had been seen leaving his studio at 10.45 p.m. That was only fifteen minutes after she left. He must have been thinking of killing himself when they had been practising the kata as mirror images.

The paper that evening said Wind had been seen walking along the bank of the Kendiscotia River. No one had seen him jump, and no body had been found, but his neatly folded jacket and black cotton slippers were found by a dawn jogger on a footbridge spanning the river. They had been pinned together with an envelope containing a poem, and it was the poem that made the jogger contact the police.



The arrow flies in the black night

If there is nothing to draw me to the light

I fall to the void

I drown



A newspaper two days later rehashed the whole story, leading with the revelation that Wind had spent several years in a mental institution before shifting to the town. For a short while there had been consternation because he had instructed a lot of children, but when no child could be found to say Wind had molested or mistreated them, and no girl would say he had pressed his attentions, the whole furore had collapsed.

Nonetheless, people in town felt cheated and foolish because they had come to revere someone who they were now told had been mentally unbalanced. Glynn had felt afraid that a man so bright and wise should be judged by the world to be mentally unstable. Wind had often said they were the same, she and he, so if Wind was mad, maybe the same madness was in her, the same seeds of destruction.

Only two days after the funeral held over an empty casket, Ember had collapsed and, following a barrage of tests, her condition had been diagnosed. Glynn’s grief over Wind’s suicide had been consumed by the fact that her talented twin sister was dying.

She had buried the memories of Wind. Until now.

Staring into the darkness, Glynn knew that if she were to go back to her world and talk of what had happened to her, she would be thought insane. But she was not mad. Maybe Wind had not been mad either. Perhaps madness was nothing more than a matter of perspective – what looked insane from one angle would be perfectly reasonable from another. Wind’s suicide was madness, but maybe only from the outside. Who knew what had been eating away inside him?

‘One must bend beneath the onslaught of a great storm, and sometimes even then it is not enough,’ Wind had said, explaining the value of the yielding kata movements.

All at once, Glynn understood why she had allowed herself to remember Wind after all this time. It was not just that Solen reminded her of him. It was that she was no longer frightened. Wind had said they were the same and then he had killed himself, and deep down she had been terrified the same impulse would take her. But I am not like you, she thought sadly. Wind had seemed so strong, but he had been unable to bear the greyness of the world; what he had called its indifference. So he had fled from it in the only way he could.

Glynn had seen the greyness and it had eaten a hole in her, but she would not run from it. She did not know how to fight it – maybe it could not be fought – but she would face it and know it for what it was. She would be a witness if she could be nothing else.

Long-suppressed tears filled her eyes as she allowed herself to remember Wind, and grieve for him at last.

Oh, Wind, she thought, you said those who tread strange paths have gifts from the gods to help them. I hope you’re right.
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segue …


The watcher was startled to find itself drawn back to the world of the Unraveller. For once it did not seek to control its weaving, but gave itself to the propelling unexpectedness of the pull which led it to a man and a woman in a room …

‘Why don’t you go back home?’ the woman was saying, flat and chilly as a butter knife.

The man was still with his head in his hands and she was thinking how old he looked slumped over in that way. Like a drunk she had seen on a bench in the park last week; an old man too close to dying, who had looked up suddenly and asked if she had heard about the comet.

The woman wondered how she had imagined the man’s careworn face was beautiful. Only a year ago she had called his wife old, but they must be about the same age; both old while she was, if not young any more, not old, anyway.

He made a groaning noise and she saw that he was crying. She felt a dull, scratchy anger at his weakness. There were veins on the backs of his hands. If he had got up and hit her, that would have meant he had some sap in him, but how could you expect passion of a man with veins like that?

Yet how he had scared her in the beginning with his ferocity, squeezing her breasts until she had gasped at being so finely and savagely balanced between pleasure and pain. One day he had bent her over the back of a chair in a taut arc. Holding her like that and running his hand over her, he told her he was leaving his wife. Later he had bitten her wrist hard enough to leave an even imprint of his teeth.

They had shifted away from the city, wanting a fresh place to match their newness. They had found a small town by the sea, cradled in the elbow of a river, and set up house. They had afforded a king-sized bed and a stereo and fridge, and had admired the pure austerity of their home.

‘Oh God,’ he said now. ‘What’s happened to us?’

Distantly, the woman watched the man rock back and forwards. The pale early morning fell in luminous stripes on him, sawing back and forwards like knives of light as he moved. Her mind flew to that first morning in Quarry, when she had wakened too early. Unable to lie still beside him when her whole spirit thrilled, she had gone for an early run.

With stunning clarity it came to her: the decline in her love for the man had begun in that run. She had stumbled over a bundle of clothes and an envelope on the side of the bridge spanning the river. In the envelope there had been a poem written on a scrap of paper in a tiny meticulous script and, underneath the words, a roughly drawn arrow describing an arc that first rose and then fell to a trembling horizon line. She had read the words and had traced the path of the arrow with her finger, before going to the nearest phone to call the police.

Running home after the police dismissed her, she had thought not of the suicide, but of how her feet sounded pounding the pavement in their own lone rhythm. She had thought how his slow, heavy tread had gradually imposed itself on her with the seriousness of a funeral dirge or an anthem over a child’s drum or a little dog yapping at its master’s feet.

It was not until some days later that she learned that the man who had killed himself was the Chinese man who ran the town’s martial-arts gym. She had actually met him once briefly. Her impression had been of deep reserve. Impossible to think of such a man committing the chaotic act of suicide. Yet he had done it. No one knew why. He was not verging on bankruptcy, though at first they had interpreted the falling arrow to indicate this. The poem had finally been taken as evidence of mental disturbance.

On impulse she had gone to the sparsely attended funeral, but had been unable to transcend a flabby depression to mourn for a man she had not known. She had found herself watching a tall, intensely tearless blonde girl. Someone whispered that the girl was the favoured pupil of the dead man.

Wind, that had been his name, the woman remembered. He had written the poem and he had drawn the arrow, and then he had fallen in his own descending arc. She understood suddenly that the poem was so simply the reason why he had killed himself that no one but a person in that state of mind could comprehend it. He had been saying that an arrow flew driven by the longing for its target, but when there was no target it could only fall.

It struck the woman bleakly that they were falling now, and the dead man’s poem had been a suicide letter not just for them, but for the whole world.

She turned her face away from her lover.

She had intended to reveal that she was pregnant, but there was no reason for her to do that. Let the arrow fall. She made up her mind to go to the city to visit her mother and, there, get an abortion.

I fall to the Void. I drown, she mouthed the words and they were bitter on her lips …

... though soulless, the watcher was capable of wonder, and it marvelled to find those words in this world, for were they not words it had uttered in another time and another world? It felt the bleak power of the poem into which they had been woven, and the deadly contagion of its despair, and wondered how these words had come here, and why.

It delved inside the woman and tasted the throbbing golden pulse of life in her belly, before segueing wearily back to camla, the calm within the eye of Chaos. Incapable of pity or of guilt, the watcher nevertheless pondered its visioning. It knew there were random forces which ensured that, no matter how humans schemed and plotted, life would not be tamed to their purposes. But the vision suggested that there were not simply random events and consequences flowing out from them as inevitably and purposelessly as ripples from a thrown stone, but that some events repeated and mirrored themselves so perfectly that they surely created their own meaning which had nothing to do with anything else, and within which humans were irrelevant.

This might mean that its own long watchfulness and occasional dangerous attempts at meddling were irrelevant also. But it went on watching, knowing that when it could not help itself, it would act despite the risk and the prohibitions.

It, too, had its compulsions.

It segued …
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Of the seven planets, Keltor alone was chosen to nurture life
for it was sung of the essence of all the rest.
Its fiery lakes were gifted from Aenid the flame, closest to Kalinda;
its red sand winds echoed the barren wastes of Dar;
its waters shone with the phosphorescent humours of glittering Zorik;
its mountains were mantled by Lori’s ice;
its earth was studded with rare power stones from Gard’s meteorite,
Gardion;
its night was subtle with Draakar’s shadow …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Life was a liquid darkness and she who floated in it was no longer sure if she was in the water, or dreaming she was in the water.

A memory drifted into the darkness of her mind. Someone was relating the story of a man who dreamed so vividly of being a butterfly, that he was unable to decide if he was a man dreaming he was a butterfly or a butterfly dreaming he was a man.

Maybe I am a drowned butterfly, she thought.

Exhausted, she allowed herself to drift steadily downward. It would be so easy to give herself to the motion. But something made her kick her way up to air and life. There was something she had to do, though for the moment she had forgotten what it was.

The fleeting anxiety dissolved and she relaxed again.

She seemed to have been floating for hours, alternately treading water and drifting; odd disconnected thoughts and strains of music bobbing and surging around her as a flotsam of disjointed and meaningless memories. She had wakened, new-born, to this life of watery darkness, her mind as featureless and bare as an old eggshell.

She remembered entering the water fully clothed. There had been a compelling reason for that. Something that had driven her from the shore. Her dress had wrapped around her legs and she had kicked to free them but strength was running out of her like sand from a bottle. She had known, without looking back, that if she went any further she would be out too far to swim back without help, and yet she had continued, straining her eye against the radiance of a silvered moonpath.

To see what?

She did not know. There was a memory of water like ice, but now she did not even feel the cold except as a distant ache. There was no land in sight. She must have been swept out to sea while she was unconscious. The water was very calm and, empty as she was of memory, it was no wonder she floated. But the darkness was leaking into her, filling her up.

Soon I will drown, she thought, and the possibility of death seemed curiously uninteresting. Maybe without a name or a life to remember, there was not much to lose. Only a little lightless time of cold. Who could regret the loss of such a small thing?

You are so negative … A girl’s voice floated through her mind.

She was too exhausted to even begin trying to figure out whose voice it was. What did it matter anyway when she was so near to the end, and utterly alone?

Something shifted sluggishly in her mind at the thought of being alone, as if it lay alongside some opposing though unknown matter.

She saw herself again, swimming towards the moon. A snatch of song drifted through her memory, consumingly sweet and riven with sadness. Her whole soul seemed to struggle to be free of her waterlogged flesh and follow the music. But the music faded, and she wondered at the desolation it left in its wake. Was it because, in this little dark life, the snatch of music had been as bright as a comet?

The thought was swallowed up in a violent fit of shivering. She could not feel her hands or feet, but the cold seemed to have worked its way through flesh to hard bone, and was freezing the marrow.

She blinked because her tired mind had obligingly conjured up for her the humped shape of land ahead. It took some time for her to understand that this was no exhausted hallucination. There really was land ahead!

It might as well have been a mirage for all the use it was. Paralysed with cold and resting so low in the water now that only her mouth and part of her face were in the air, she was going to drown within easy reach of shore. Music and irony, and then death. It had not been an uneventful life, for all its brevity.

With a surge of relief, she gave herself up to the seductive undertow tugging gently at her feet, and the sea drew her into its silent mouth.

There is no music here, the thought came to her strangely.

Then she heard a horse whinny.

Which proved that it was a dream. You could not hear a horse under water. Another fleeting memory rose in the darkness of her mind; someone talking about a horse that had gone into the sea. Was that why she had gone in the water? To look for it?

The whinny sounded again and spiralled rapidly into a neighing, bubbling scream. Instinctively she would have struggled to the surface to escape the dreadful, tormented sound, but her body would not respond. The screams of drowning, 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 opened her mouth to suck the sea in, but a hand closed with brutal force over her lips. She felt herself being dragged up to the surface, and manoeuvred roughly onto her back. Gasping and gagging for air, she felt an arm hook under her chin as her rescuer struck out for shore.

It was pitch dark, dense cloud blotting out the moon, so she could not see who had hold of her, but it was a man’s arm, thick with corded muscle. He must have had long nails because she felt them dig into her shoulder. He towed her tirelessly towards land, until her feet dragged on the bottom, then he pulled her above the waterline up on to the wet sand. It was too dark to see more than an outline of his broad shoulders and long sleek hair sticking up in tufts at the top where the water had dishevelled it.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked in a queer growling voice that hurt her head.

She tried to speak, but her lips were numb. Then the clouds parted, perversely choosing to reveal what they had before hidden.

She would have screamed if she had been able, for her soft-voiced rescuer was not human. Wet black hair falling down over naked human shoulders flowed back from a sharply defined widow’s peak, parting to reveal neat, dark-furred ears. Body, lips, nose and jaw were human, too, but the creature’s eyes were slanted up sharply at the outer edges, and slashed with golden feline irises. Sharp predator’s teeth glinted between full lips. The creature looked like a cross between a man and some sort of wild cat.

Only then did she register its eyes, riveted to her face.

‘How can this be?’ it rumbled, sounding stunned. Again the voice seemed to claw its way into her head.

Dreaming, she told herself.

‘We are both of us dreams, lady,’ the beast said very softly.

Its lips had not moved, and she knew it must be communicating telepathically. That must be why her head felt so peculiar whenever it spoke.

Then he, for the creature seemed to her masculine whatever else it was, leaned over her and pressed his lips to her mouth. She felt sharp teeth beyond the softness of the lips, and tasted blood. She did not know if it was the beast’s blood or her own. Her lips were tingling and the warmth was spreading gradually back from her mouth and down her throat, as though she had drunk something warm and sweetly potent.

‘You will be able to speak now,’ he said in her mind, and again the words were accompanied by a slight twisting pain. But with the pain came the memory of the horse.

‘You have saved me. Will you leave him out there?’ she croaked. The words seemed to come from somewhere deep inside her and she was aware, even as she said them, that they made no sense.

Yet the creature recoiled – strange golden eyes ablaze with anguish. He lifted his head and gave an ululating howl that hammered into her mind with agonising force. The sound shuddered her bones with its strangeness.

‘My dearest lady, I have sworn to …’

She screamed, the force of the words spearing behind her eyes.

The pain ceased instantly and the manbeast stared down at her, panting, his mouth agape. He swallowed visibly and his voice came into her mind again but softly, with only the slightest ache.

‘Forgive me, lady, but for a moment I thought …’ He frowned in a very human way as if collecting his wits, then said softly, ‘Each thing woven has its song to sing.’

He stiffened suddenly, and looked out into the dark night with flaring cat’s eyes.

Then he was gone back into the waves and she was alone, wavelets lapping at her heels. She gazed up at the twin crescents of moonlight and wondered why she could not seem to waken from this dream. Or maybe she was dead and this was what came after.

Waves lapped at the back of her knees. The tide was coming in swiftly. In a short time water would cover her face. If she was not dreaming, she would drown.

The darkness in her mind mocked at her.

She heard the sound of running feet in the distance and, from the corner of her eye, saw two circles of light bob unevenly in the dark, drawing steadily nearer.

‘There!’

The lights converged, then resolved into two unusual circular lanterns carried by two muscular women with strong, handsome faces and long hair bound into complicated tiny plaits and dreadlocks; the elder was blonde, the younger, brunette, and they wore identical short tunics and sandals.

‘Song save us, Alene was right!’ said the darker amazon, sounding stunned.

‘Of course. But why did she scream?’ the other said. Both were panting hard.

‘Thank the Song we were in time,’ came a melodious voice out of the darkness behind them.

A slight woman with straight dark hair falling in a curtain around her narrow cheeks came forward into the light, also breathing hard. She had a crescent-shaped tattoo of dots on her forehead, and the pupils of both eyes appeared to be completely covered by cataracts that looked silvery in the moonlight. Twitching her long shift aside, the woman dropped to her knees in the sand. Her hands reached out unerringly to a face blue and disfigured with cold. She hesitated and broke off the motion.

‘Not here. It is too cold. Bring her,’ she commanded, rising and turning away.

‘I will take her, Tar,’ the blonde amazon said, handing her lamp to the other. ‘I doubt if she will weigh as much as a new-born aspi and it will be less awkward than trying to carry her between us.’

She, who had been swallowed by the sea and kissed by a manbeast, found herself being carried like a baby across a broad, flat beach. The three women bore her wordlessly along a narrow path leading away from the shore and through a thick grove of trees that gave off the scent of crushed lemon leaves. The path brought them to a lake whose surface was so still it mirrored perfectly their passing; the flickering lanterns they carried, the sparse stars above. The path hugged the edge of the lake, until the farthest rim, then it swerved sharply away into a small clearing screened by a thick clump of trees. A tiny cabin had been constructed there. A kitchen garden and a water barrel at the side of the hut were visible in the moonlight that showed intermittently through tattered clouds moving swiftly across the sky.

The younger amazon held open the door to the cabin so the blonde woman could go inside.

‘Put her by the fire,’ the blind woman commanded.

In a moment their sodden guest was wrapped efficiently in coarse blankets and laid on a truckle bed near a blackened hearth. A few coals glowed amidst a heap of ashes and the young amazon piled lumps of knotted black wood onto the dying fire and blew at the coals to resurrect it.

‘Where is this place?’ The visitor’s voice was a kind of rusty rattle.

One of the amazons shrugged at the other. ‘Delirious.’

‘I do not believe so,’ the blind woman pronounced, coming across to sit beside the bed on a small stool. She was obviously familiar with the room and perhaps the entire area, since she had walked without guidance from the beach. Maybe she was not entirely blind for in this light there were no cataracts. Only a silvery sheen that veiled the pupils.

‘Are you in possession of your senses, girl?’ the blind woman asked.

‘I … I don’t know.’

‘She does not know,’ echoed the older amazon with pointed emphasis.

‘Tush,’ the blind woman chided. She turned her face to the girl lying wrapped in blankets. ‘I understand your confusion. I am Alene and this is Tareed,’ she indicated the young amazon, then the older, ‘and Feyt.’

‘Fate?’

The blonde amazon bowed with some irony. ‘I am at your service, lady. Though I would say my name thus: Feyt. And your name?’

The fire spat noisily, and a name rose in an empty mind. ‘Ember … That is my name. I … think it is.’

Alene frowned. ‘Amnesia can result from swallowing the shining algae which float on the surface of still water, though more often it simply causes temporary paralysis of the limbs and vocal cords. I have never heard of a case where the amnesia occurred without the other symptoms, though. Do you recall how you came to be in the water?’

Ember shook her head, tasting the familiarity of the name. Was it hers? It seemed to fit. She decided not to say she had been mute and paralysed because it would necessitate mentioning the dream of the manbeast. Dream or not, her mouth still tingled from the creature’s kiss.

‘You must have been in the water for an age. You are still practically blue with cold and your face is swollen out of shape,’ Tareed said.

‘Unless that is the way her face always looks,’ Feyt put in laconically.

The younger amazon looked mortified. ‘Oh. My apologies. I only meant …’

‘Give it up, Tar,’ Feyt advised.

‘Hush,’ Alene murmured. ‘Tell me, Ember, how do you feel otherwise? Are you in pain?’

‘I am cold and numb still, but that is fading,’ Ember croaked.

‘You do not remember who you are, other than your name?’

Ember shook her head. She had the feeling this woman already knew all the answers, and was simply exploring the extent of her memories.

‘Did you not weave who she was when you foresaw her half-drowned on the shore?’ asked Tareed of Alene.

‘The vision of her coming was bright in my mind but I knew only that some terrible wrong would be wrought if we did not find her in time.’

Ember registered that the older woman had not answered the question, but Tareed frowned speculatively and began tugging on one of her dreadlocks. ‘Maybe someone tried to murder her, Alene. Maybe she was given an Iridomi drug to erase her mind and thrown into the great water. Remember the girl they found in the sewers of the citadel? Maybe Ember had some information that …’

Feyt snorted. ‘You read too many foolish story scrolls.’

Alene stood abruptly. ‘I shall contact Darkfall. If my sisters have dreamed of her coming, perhaps one of them wove more than I …’

‘You do not mean to call them tonight?’ Feyt interrupted. ‘Aden is not yet risen and Onyx is thin and powerless. You will drain the stone completely. And what of the watchers in the citadel?’

‘My message will not be intercepted in the citadel,’ Alene said firmly. ‘You think I have no sense? I will call from Skyreach Bluff. As for draining the stone, what is the good of its power except in its being of use? Saved it is worthless to me.’

‘It is a pity we do not have more prepared stones,’ Tareed murmured pacifically.

The older woman looked impatient. ‘It is not a pity that we have no prepared stones, child. It would be a pity if it were an oversight or someone’s incompetence. But our lack is the result of a deliberate policy by Jurass of Acantha, aimed at isolating Darkfall from its soulweavers when they go out into the world.’

Visibly abashed by this terse lecture, Tareed said nothing.

‘If you would at least wait until the moons are full, the call will not drain the stone entirely …’ Feyt persisted. ‘The girl will be safe enough here and her memory may return …’

‘She will not be safe here. None of us will be for long.’

‘Have you woven that the hut will no longer be inviolate?’ Feyt growled, standing abruptly.

‘I have not woven that we will be safe here forever,’ the blind woman said mildly.

‘Ahh! You talk in circles,’ Feyt grumbled.

‘I will go at once,’ Alene said briskly, rising too. ‘You will stay with the girl.’

‘No. If you must call, I will go with you. Tareed will remain here.’

Alene pulled a shawl around her thin shoulders and Feyt took up one of the lanterns before following her out into the night. Alene’s shawl flapped in a rising wind and the door slammed closed.

Blinking wearily, Ember turned her head to watch Tareed put some more fuel on the fire.

‘What sort of place is this?’ she wondered.

Tareed turned to stare at her and she realised she had spoken aloud.

‘You are on the isle of Ramidan.’

Ember stifled a yawn. ‘I don’t … don’t know where that is. That older woman, Alene. She is blind?’

‘She is a soulweaver,’ Tareed said, almost indignantly.

‘I remember that I was swimming. I was looking for … for something.’ She wanted to say she had been looking for a horse, but a sudden vivid memory of the manbeast keening to the sky stopped her. Somehow she knew that she did not have a horse and could not ride.

‘Do you remember your sept?’ Tareed asked, coming closer.

‘I … no.’ Ember wished the girl would stop asking questions. The completeness of her amnesia frightened her.

Suddenly the young amazon leaned closer. ‘Your eye …’ she whispered incredulously.

‘I’m blind in one eye,’ Ember agreed, then realised it was true. She had no idea how she had lost the sight of one eye, but she knew it in the same mysterious way she knew she had no horse.

‘Silverblinded,’ Tareed said.

‘Blind.’ Ember blinked and found she was too tired to open her eyes again. She submitted to sleep with a sigh of relief and almost at once dreamed.

She was standing alone in a green clearing, surrounded by tall trees. The sun fell pure and hot where the trees did not shade the ground. Ember could hear music all around her, haunting and demanding.

‘Where are you coming from?’ she murmured.

The music stopped, and now she had the feeling she was being watched from the dappled dimness under the trees.

‘Who is there?’

There was no answer, but the feeling of being observed grew. Ember felt a prickle of fear.

A bush rustled and suddenly she was really afraid. She turned to run, only to catch her foot in an exposed root and fall hard.

A hand touched her shoulder, and she screamed …
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Many were the creatures made by the Song for Keltor:
the savage silfi who rule the great water;
the fat, sweet-natured aspi;
the fair unyki;
the flyts whose songs echo the Song …
Each was made complete, excepting only the Lastmade:
the two-legged human folk …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


‘Forgive me. I did not meant to frighten you,’ Feyt said.

Ember lifted a shaking hand to rub her eyes. She felt completely disoriented. The forest in her dream had seemed so real. Even now, she could almost smell the grass and feel the sun on her face. It was as if she had only just closed her eyes, but the fire was out and the air in the cabin was freezing.

‘She fell asleep just after you left,’ Tareed was saying.

Ember gazed at the three women in their peculiar clothes and felt suddenly convinced that she was dreaming. Maybe she was in a hospital bed with serious concussion, or locked in a coma. That might explain the loss of memory as well. They said you did not dream in a coma, but what they meant was that the dreams of a comatose person could not be measured.

Thoughts of comas and hospital seemed very familiar to her, yet there was no connected memory.

‘I do not mind that Ember slept, but you slept, Tar, and you have let the fire go out,’ Feyt said sternly. Both she and the blind woman were drenched, which meant it must have rained, though Ember could hear nothing now.

‘You were so long,’ Tareed was saying plaintively. ‘I thought the legionnaires had caught you.’

‘You were so worried you fell asleep?’ Feyt snapped.

Tareed hung her head.

‘Never mind. The fire can be lit again,’ Alene said briskly. ‘Now stop chattering the pair of you and help me remove my boots. I think I am getting a blister. I vow Skyreach Bluff has grown since last I climbed it!’

Tareed hastened to remove the offending boots and Feyt rekindled the fire, then crossed to a bench and poured some oats from a small sack into a pot and added water.

‘By the Horn!’ Tareed cried, freezing in the act of arranging the blind woman’s wet boots with their soles to the fire. ‘I have just remembered! If you look closely into Ember’s eye, I would swear it is marked by silverblindness. One eye, Alene! That means she is …’

‘I am aware of what Ember is,’ Alene said flatly, weariness and something heavier in the droop of her shoulders. ‘Do stoke up the fire, Tar. I am chilled to my soul.’

But Tareed gawked at her stupidly. ‘You knew all along?’ She glared at Feyt accusingly. ‘Did you know, too?’

The older amazon brought the pot of porridge and hung it from a hook over the flames.

‘I do not understand. You said you had woven nothing of her,’ Tareed stormed at Alene.

The soulweaver held up a thin, long-fingered hand. ‘No, I did not say that. I allowed you to assume it. You, of all people, should know by now that soulweavers are not given to blurting out their knowledge, even to myrmidon protectors. Especially news concerning strangers.’

‘But Alene,’ Tareed protested excitedly. ‘If Ember is silverblind in one eye and her hair is red and she came from the great water, she is …’

‘A stranger, and not the first to come here with red hair, nor even the first to come silverblind, though that is not generally known. And all strangers have come by the great water.’

‘But how is it possible for a stranger to be silverblind? And half silverblind! She even looks a bit like …’

‘Quite a deal more than a bit, as you will see when she is recovered from her immersion,’ Alene said. ‘Why do you think I was in such a hurry to call Darkfall from Skyreach Bluff? But hear me, Tar, none of my sisters saw the coming of this stranger. Not one. What does that tell you?’

Tareed looked crestfallen. ‘She is just a stranger?’

‘No stranger is just anything,’ Alene said tartly. ‘Especially one who appears after so long. Who can tell what her coming bodes, looking as she does? Perhaps she is a warning to us to abide by our promises in these troubled times. A reminder to keep faith. Lanalor knows, a sign would not go amiss.’

‘Even as a stranger, her coming may bode nothing,’ Feyt said. ‘Many who are loyal to Darkfall do not believe Lanalor knew that strangers would be drawn through his portal. Especially since he never scribed of them. Surely that alone must be proof he did not foresee that his portal would draw more than the one for whom it was created.’

‘Lanalor may have had some reason for omitting to mention them,’ Alene said.

‘Maybe he left them out because they were irrelevant,’ Feyt countered.

Alene laughed. ‘Your feeling is echoed by many, my dearest Feyt, but think of what you are saying. If Lanalor knew that strangers would come, could such a brilliant man imagine they would have no effect?’

Feyt poked rather violently at the fire, but did not respond.

Alene turned to Ember. ‘My sisters and I do not doubt that Lanalor knew that strangers would come. How could he have failed to foresee it, he who saw so much? The question we debate is whether the impact of individual strangers matters, or whether they must be evaluated only as a body. I, myself, believe they impact in both ways.’ She turned slightly to Feyt. ‘As to whether Lanalor knew strangers would come, well, he commanded us to “watch over all who come through my portal”. Does that not suggest he knew that more than one would come?’

‘That is one interpretation of his words,’ Feyt said.

Alene laughed again. ‘So stubborn in your beliefs …’

‘Why did he not speak directly?’ Tareed demanded. ‘If he could see so much, how is it that he did not see what trouble there would be over interpretations of his words?’

‘Why does the flyt seek the thermals? Because it is in its nature. Lanalor’s sister, Alyda, scribed that as his way – to hide plans inside plans, and words within words. And perhaps he had learned the wisdom of not always saying what came into his head the moment it appeared. Saying things outright sometimes has its own impact – and not always a desirable one. Why do you think soulweavers do not announce their every weaving?’

‘What about Ember being half silverblind?’ Tareed asked stubbornly. ‘It is one of the signs …’

A flicker of irritation disturbed the soulweaver’s calm features. ‘You read the signs too literally, Tar. I have told you that before. “Half-blind” has long been read by those with more wisdom than you as a metaphorical sign, and only the simplest scribes read “crowned by flame” as red-haired since the next stanza speaks of the Unraveller as having yellow hair. That part of the Legendsong has always been wide open to interpretation. But, of course, you may have stumbled on a true translation where scholars who have given their lives to the study have failed.’

Tareed flushed. ‘I just thought …’

Alene sighed. ‘So did I, child. For a moment so did I. But we were both wrong. Yet my sisters agree that Ember’s arrival must mean something. Particularly given her appearance. Now help Feyt prepare for we must be well on our way to the citadel before daylight comes.’

Tareed gaped at the older amazon, but Feyt merely gave the pot another stir, then crossed to the wall to remove two shoulder packs from hooks. She began to fill them with things from around the hut; a pan and a knife and a heel of bread. Eventually, Tareed moved to help her.

Alene took up the ladle and began to stir the pot. Ember watched them with a deepening sense of unreality. She must be dreaming, and yet the flames threw heat on to her cheeks, and the bed slats pressed into her buttocks through the mattress.

‘Shenavyre save us, the citadel,’ Tareed muttered as she passed to the other side of the room. When she returned she was still grumbling to herself. ‘Why not just jump into the fire lakes on Iridom instead, and get the skin burned off us? Why go to the citadel if we are safe here, I say? But no one listens to me.’

Alene told her curtly to get on with packing and came to sit by the bed again. ‘Ember, I am a Darkfall soulweaver and we have the ability to see the truth and know it to be true,’ she said very gravely. ‘You have lost your memory of yourself, but not of your own world, though all about you seems strange. I tell you now a truth that you will find hard to accept: this is not your world. You are a stranger on this world, which is named Keltor. Anyone who looks on you will see you are a stranger for you are silverblind in one eye. Here that which we call silverblindness comes only to those who choose it, and only on Darkfall isle. None who undergo the Darkfall process are half-blinded. They are as I am. To be visibly a stranger is very dangerous.’

Ember shook her head. ‘I am dreaming.’

The blind woman took her hand in a hard, cold grip. ‘This is no dream, child. At least, not as your people understand dreams. From my readings of the Scroll of Strangers, your people think of dreams as meaningless nocturnal overflow. Many visitors from your world have died simply because of their inability to accept that what had happened to them was real. For your own sake, believe that you are truly from another world and that you would be killed if that were known here.’

‘How did I get here?’ Ember asked slowly, seeking the flaw in the dream that would release her. ‘And why would I be killed if other people from my world have come here?’

Tareed said eagerly, ‘Because they might think you …’

‘Silence!’ Alene snapped. She turned her silver gaze back to Ember. ‘You came here by way of a portal created long ago by a man of our world called Lanalor. He was a great ruler. The first and some say the greatest. He made many of the laws which shape our lives today. It was he who established the order of the Darkfall soulweavers to which I belong. There are, in this age, those who do not wish to live under Lanalor’s Charter and who would discredit his memory. My sisters and I, and our protectors and allies, are sworn to preserve his works. Our enemies claim there was never such a thing as a portal to another world. They claim Lanalor was a madman and say he had no right to make laws. They feel safe in saying such things because no strangers have come for many aeons. Your appearance would prove Lanalor’s portal existed, and those who would overthrow his laws will not countenance this.’

‘Maybe that is why she is here,’ Tareed said. ‘As proof of Lanalor’s veracity.’

‘There would be no time for her to prove anything. The instant she announced herself as a stranger she would be killed. And those who would overthrow Lanalor’s Charter are not the only danger,’ Alene pressed on grimly. ‘Others there are in this time who believe in Lanalor’s portal, but claim it leads to the Void of Chaos. They say any who come through it are demons.’

‘Why was I brought through this portal?’ Ember asked, thinking this was the most complicated dream she had ever had.

‘I do not know. No one knows why certain strangers come and not others, least of all the strangers themselves. The only thing they have in common is that they were all in the water at the time of remove. But many others are also in the water and they do not come here, therefore there must be some other element that causes them to be taken.’

‘Maybe it is just entirely random chance,’ Feyt said.

‘If I am a stranger,’ Ember said slowly, ‘why would you take me to this citadel where people will see me and want to kill me?’

‘I would be only too happy if we did not have to go there,’ Alene said. ‘But we must get you away from the isle of Ramidan and the only way off is by ship. To reach the harbour, we must pass through the citadel.’

‘Go by ship where?’ Ember asked.

‘Myrmidor,’ Tareed sighed wistfully.

‘Yes. To Myrmidor, and then to Darkfall. My sisters are agreed that this is the only course. You will be safe there from the demon-hunters,’ Alene assured Ember. ‘Now there is no more time for talk. We must eat and then we will leave. Song willing, we will find you a swift passage on a ship bound direct for Myrmidor.’

‘I don’t remember any portal,’ Ember said.

‘Why should you, when you have forgotten so much else?’ Tareed asked.

Alene shook her head at Ember. ‘Still you tell yourself you dream. Very well. But if this is a dream, then it is a dream that can kill. Remember that and be careful.’

The request was so earnest that Ember found herself nodding.

‘Good girl. Now you must get up. We will find something warmer and more useful than the garment you now wear.’

Ember rose and stood passively as they removed the tattered sun dress and her underwear. Looking down, it struck her that she was very thin. Maybe she really was in a coma and would be until she woke, or until her memory returned. Possibly this whole fantastic scenario was her mind’s way of trying to wake her. If so, she need not concern herself about what happened in it. On the other hand, it was said that if you fell in a dream and did not wake before hitting the ground, you would die. That seemed to support Alene’s admonition that she think of this as a dream that could kill.

Feyt slipped a long tunic over her head that ended at her ankles and wrists. It was soft and supple against her naked skin and wonderfully warm, despite its lightness. There was a tunic to go over the top, a long shawl for her shoulders, and flat sturdy boots that were several sizes too big. Tareed towelled her hair vigorously, then brushed it into a red cloud. When she turned Ember to her, she sucked in a breath of air.

Feyt glanced over. ‘Song save us. The resemblance is incredible.’

‘Resemblance to whom?’ Ember asked, reaching up to touch her hair.

‘To an historical figure in our world,’ Alene said briskly. ‘That resemblance, like your half-blindness, is a complication we do not need right now.’ Her businesslike manner seemed to shake the other two out of their trances.

‘Her hair must be shaven as the Iridomi women shave their scalps. Or it could be sleeved,’ Feyt suggested.

‘We do not want any suggestion that she is Iridomi. Sleeved,’ Alene decided, to Ember’s relief. Dream or no dream, she did not want to be bald.

‘What about a veil as well?’ Tareed suggested. ‘That way no one in the palace would see her eye …’

‘A good idea, though we will not be visiting the cliff palace,’ Alene said.

The amazons exchanged a glance.

‘Alene, you are Tarsin’s adviser,’ Feyt said carefully. ‘His chosen soulweaver. He will be furious if you travel to the citadel without going to the palace, and he is mad enough to throw you in the cells for it.’

‘Do not speak so of Tarsin,’ Alene said coolly. ‘He is your ruler and mine and, as such, he is to be obeyed in all things. You know as well as I do that he ordered me out of his sight when last I went to the palace. I am merely obeying him.’

‘You speak as if that was a rational command, and not the gibbering of a lackwit!’ Feyt snapped. ‘Tarsin is insane. He will expect you to come to the cliff palace regardless of what he said. You know that. Refuse and you will suffer for it.’

‘Then I will suffer,’ Alene’s voice was frigid.

‘Forgive me if I have offended you, soulweaver,’ Feyt said stiffly. ‘You know better than any of us what Tarsin is capable of, mad or no. But if you suffer, you will not suffer alone.’

‘It is said Tarsin’s madness came from a taint in his father’s blood,’ Tareed said.

The older amazon rounded on her with a snort. ‘Do not be a fool. That is a rumour spread by Coralyn, for if the taint of madness did not come to Tarsin through Ranouf’s blood, who else’s could it have come from but her own?’

‘Be done, both of you,’ Alene said wearily. ‘I am soulweaver to Tarsin, as you have seen fit to remind me, and he is the Holder of Lanalor’s Charter, chosen by Darkfall Decree. Respect his title if you respect me, for I honour what Darkfall chooses. I will not go to the palace. What you say may be true, but I cannot take Ember there. It would be too much of a risk.’

There was a strained pause during which Feyt managed to look both contrite and mutinous. Obviously she considered Alene more important than Ember. The packing was completed in silence by the two amazons and then they all ate a breakfast of porridge sweetened with stewed fruit. When they were finished, Feyt fetched a veil and draped the opaque cloth over Ember’s head, fixing it in place with a plaited leather circlet that fitted snugly around her forehead. The veil was very long and enveloped Ember to the waist, back and front, covering her hair which Tareed had already plaited and bandaged with long pieces of cloth.

‘I just hope we can get you onto a ship today …’ Feyt said worriedly, standing back to survey their handiwork.

‘Do not fuss,’ Alene said. ‘The veil will keep unfriendly eyes off her for the little time it will matter. We will be there and gone before half the citadel wakes to itself.’

Tareed closed the door of the hut firmly behind them, and Alene turned back and seemed to cast a long last look about her. ‘I am sorry to leave this place,’ she murmured.

They set off single file along the path around the lake, then took a branch that led them away from the sea. As they went deeper inland, the profusion of flowering creepers which grew parasitically around the tree trunks in a great tangle began to spread from one tree to another, producing in places the effect of a green wall running either side of the path. Neither the creeper, with its creamy clusters of blossom, nor the trees themselves, were the slightest bit familiar to Ember. She looked up to discover that the moonlight illuminating the path was cast by twin moons, one blue and near full, and one a greenish sickle in its last quarter. The dual moons meant everything had a twin shadow, one pale-green and the other blue.

A dream, she told herself firmly.

They walked right through the night, coming to a small clearing on the top of a hill not long after the green moon had set. The blue moon radiated enough light for Ember to see that Ramidan was quite a small island, the ocean being visible in two different directions. She could see no sign of human occupation in the dense wilderness which seemed to run from shore to shore, and said so. Tareed pointed to what appeared to be a jagged cliff on the very edge of the island. ‘That is the citadel. It’s hard to make out because it is built right on the stone cliff and is designed to follow its line. That is just the edge of the settlement though. The citadel slopes all the way down to the water. Most everyone on this isle lives there because, officially, the rest of the island belongs to Tarsin. The palace is at the steepest end of the settlement, where there is a straight drop to the water.’

‘There are a couple of casting settlements further along the coast,’ Feyt said.

Tareed grinned at her friend. ‘You ought to know.’ Then turning to Ember she explained, ‘Feyt was born to casters on Ramidan before she became a myrmidon.’

Ember gazed up at the ghostly blue moon which was now near to setting, thinking such a moon in her world denoted almost impossible rarity. Onyx and Aden, Feyt had named the moons, but which was which? Puzzling over the complexity of detail in the dream, she tripped over a strand of creeper grown across the path.

Tareed turned. ‘If you are tired, I can carry you. I am not as powerful as some of my sisters but I am myrmidon. And my rhiad was one of strength.’

‘Perhaps she is not so much tired of walking as of listening,’ Feyt said.

Tareed looked crestfallen.

Pitying her, Ember asked what a rhiad was.

‘It is the rite by which a woman proves herself worthy of becoming a myrmidon, protector to the soulweavers of Darkfall,’ Tareed said eagerly. ‘It was named after the first soulweaver to whom a myrmidon pledged faith …’

She went on to relate a long and involved story of a warrior woman called Danae, who had befriended Rhiad, the daughter of Lanalor’s sister.

‘… the strength of their love for one another was legendary … Danae pledged to take no man to her bed, nor bear any children, so that nothing should hamper her in her love and care of Rhiad …’

Ember let the words slide past her, thinking that sooner or later the dream must crack.

When Tareed had finished her story, Feyt forbade her to tell any more. ‘You are no balladeer, girl!’

Ember guessed Tareed must be about eighteen while Feyt was in her early thirties. Alene was older, though this showed more in her manner and expression than in wrinkles or greying hair.

Ember stumbled again and the soulweaver stopped and turned to her. ‘You are still weak from your journey through the portal, Ember. The Scroll of Strangers observes that it is a draining experience. Feyt will find us a place to rest.’

Ember nodded, forgetting that Alene was blind. It was curiously easy to do because the older woman did not behave as if she were sightless. How had she known, for instance, that Ember was the one who tripped?

Feyt brought them to a clearing with a panoramic view of the citadel. By the time they reached it the Keltan sun had risen; half as large again as the earth’s, it had a ragged red corona. Tareed told her that the Keltan daystar was called Kalinda. ‘The Scroll of Strangers tells that you call your daystar Sol and that it is yellow. It also says you have one yellow moon, which you call Moon.’

Feyt laughed. ‘Moon? That is like calling a tree, Tree.’

Ember was staring past them in amazement, for the citadel was now clearly visible. Built on and seemingly into a rocky ridge rising up over the sea, the settlement was long and seemed to run for several kilometres at the visible edge. Given what Tareed had said about it, it was clear that the citadel was a thriving metropolis. The harbour was still hidden by the cliffs, but she could see the spires of the cliff palace and what might be the very top of some masts.

Ember found herself wondering if she would awaken when they arrived. That sort of thing happened in dreams. You spent the whole time pursuing something and just when you were on the verge of achieving it, you would waken.

Feyt pointed out the route that they would travel for the remainder of the journey. They would turn away from the settlement until they were down from the heights, she explained. Though it was not visible because of the trees, this course would bring them to a long thin plain which ran directly to the citadel, and which they could traverse more quickly than trekking through dense forest.

Tareed spread out a blanket under an enormous tree and they sat down. The early-morning breeze was brisk and chilly, but Ember’s clothes were very warm. Only her nose and cheeks bore the brunt of the cold and she turned her face to the huge red Keltan sun to warm them.

‘You will wish Kalinda would hide its face once we are on the plainway,’ Tareed said. She rummaged in her pack and withdrew half a dark loaf. Using a knife from a belt sling, she carved it into thick slices.

‘I’m not hungry,’ Ember said.

‘You must eat now because this is the last chance we will have until we get to the citadel,’ Feyt said. ‘Out on the plainway it is not possible to eat.’

Ember wondered why, but before she had formulated a query she was distracted by the sight of numerous intricate shapes all over the trunk of the enormous tree stretched above them. At first she thought they had been carved, but closer examination showed the markings were natural. She ran a finger over the wood, fascinated.

‘It is a veswood tree,’ Tareed volunteered. ‘I love the curves and twists in the trunk, but you should see how they grow on Vespi: absolutely straight with thick trunks and almost no branches, and the markings are quite different. On Fomhika they grow a lot more foliage, and the branches sprout right from ground level.’

‘Fomhika is a different island?’ Ember guessed. Tareed nodded. ‘And this tree grows differently there?’

‘Veswood trees grow differently on every island. Only on Vespi do they grow true, with hard oily wood that repels water and may be used for ships …’

As she spoke the young amazon produced a stoppered jug of water from her pack. Ember was extremely thirsty and accepted a mug gratefully but, still full from breakfast, she had to force herself to eat a slice of the bread cake under Feyt’s stern eye. She watched in some awe as the two amazons demolished the remainder of the loaf. Alene only sipped at water and crumbled her bread to pieces without eating a morsel. When the meal was done, Feyt rose and stretched mightily, her muscles rippling.

Ember’s heart jerked suddenly into a frantic rhythm and the world around her shuddered and shimmered as if through water or waves of heat. She got to her knees, meaning to stand up, but a savage jag of pain pushed her forward onto her hands and knees with a strangled cry.

‘What is it?’ Tareed asked in consternation, dropping her mug.

Alene leaned forward and Ember felt cool fingers on her temples. The savage ache abated at once.

‘Pain …’ murmured the blind woman. ‘Ahhh!’ she screamed and recoiled.

Immediately pain flooded back into Ember’s body.

‘What did she do to you?’ Feyt demanded of Alene. Ember looked up through a red mist of pain, and saw the amazon chaffing the older woman’s wrists.

‘Let me help you,’ Tareed said urgently, trying to draw Ember back onto her knees.

Ember tried to answer, but agony ran through her head like liquid fire, strangling words, and she pitched forward into a whirling morass of cloudy darkness.

She was a cinder on a roiling tide.

All around her was a gibbering cacophony. The brutish hubbub hurt her ears.

‘This is not music!’ she screamed.

‘Music is harmony – it cannot exist here …’ A wild cackle of laughter followed the sibilant whisper.

‘Who … who are you?’ she whispered, frightened. ‘What are you …’ The voice had gone straight inside her mind as the manbeast’s had done. Only this speaker made no effort to temper it. Each time it spoke, a knife twisted behind her eyes.

‘I am Chaos and this is my domain.’ The words reverberated eerily in the drifting skeins of smoke.

Ember noticed a glow and was drawn into it, leaving the rustling malevolent voice behind. She found herself peering in the window of a strange and lavishly decorated room. A woman wearing an elaborate golden head-dress was looking down at a short, stout man in red tights and a green silk tunic.

‘I am tired of this waiting,’ the woman said. She reached forward suddenly and took the man’s chin in a cruel grip, lifting it so that he was forced to look up into her kingfisher-blue eyes. ‘I can do nothing while he lives.’

‘Shall I kill him for you, then?’ the man asked eagerly. Her grip forced his mouth open, baring teeth that were stained and crooked.

The woman laughed and released him. ‘Soon.’ She began to pace back and forward. ‘First we must prepare the ground. I have in mind a likely scapegoat …’

Ember opened her eyes. She was lying on her back looking up at leaves and, beyond them, at a sky so deeply blue it was nearer violet. Alene and the two myrmidons were bending over her with worried looks.

‘Thank the Song,’ Alene muttered.

‘I’m all right,’ Ember told them, struggling to sit. In fact, she felt surprisingly refreshed. ‘I guess it was the crossing, right?’

None of the others spoke.

‘Is something the matter?’ Ember asked, puzzled.

‘Nothing is the matter except that we are losing time we cannot afford to waste,’ Alene said sharply, and rose to her feet. She staggered a little but waved Feyt away. ‘Let us get moving.’

Soon they were making their way steeply down into the forest. The greenery had grown so dense now that in some places it linked overhead so that they were literally walking through a living tunnel. Ember felt no worse for her faint, though she was wondering how you could faint in a dream and be unconscious and then wake up in the same dream. She remembered reading somewhere once that if you dreamed in a dream, you were near to waking.

‘What is the Song you keep mentioning …?’ she asked, because she did not want to be left alone with questions that could not be answered.

Alene responded solemnly, ‘It is the Song of Making. From it came all life in our world. Now, we have to get to the harbour before dark if you are to leave the citadel this day, so we must concentrate on walking fast. Wavespeakers will not begin a journey in darkness.’

‘Why not?’ Ember asked.

‘They think that the waves and the sky merge after Kalinda sets,’ Tareed said. ‘They fear to begin a journey at night because they might accidentally set a course into the sky itself, or into the Void. They are very superstitious.’

They reached the plain by midday when the heat of the swollen red sun was just as intense as Feyt had intimated. The plainway turned out to be only as wide as a six-lane highway, but it progressed beyond their sight. The forest could be seen on the other side of it, but where it met the plainway, it was almost impassably dense. There was no possibility, Ember could see, of their keeping to the trees. They would have no choice but to walk out in the open.

Filling the water bottles from a streamlet at the edge of the forest, Feyt advised them not to drink too much lest it make the crossing harder.

Common-sense told Ember she could do anything she wanted as this was a dream, but dream or not the Keltan sun felt very real, so she drank sparingly.

It was a silent journey along the narrow plain for no one had saliva enough to talk on the way. The hot wind blew hard and constant, flinging sharp sand against their bare skin. Ember was glad of her veil even though it was like sweltering inside a tent. Her ankles and hands felt as if they had been sand-blasted! Alene had drawn a scarf over her own mouth, but the amazons weathered the wind and heat stoically.

As they drew nearer the citadel, the wind dropped slightly and the sand gave way to a coarse, yellowing tundra scrub. Ember saw in the distance flocks of what looked like large goats watched over by shepherds in long, flowing Bedouin attire. Another movement caught her eye and, in the distance where the plainway met the coast, she saw a group of travellers heading away from the citadel.

‘They are bound for one of the casting settlements,’ Tareed said obligingly. She had explained enough for Ember to guess that casting was basically fishing, though here fish were called waterflyts. The big, bright-beaked butterflies Ember had seen earlier were plain flyts. There were also flocks of slender, long-necked creatures, their pale soft-furred antlers resembling bare, snow-covered tree branches.

‘Aspi,’ Tareed named the delicate creatures disparagingly. ‘They are very stupid. If you want to gasp at beauty, you must wait to see the unyki. They are truly worthy of wonder.’

‘Unyiky?’

‘Oorn yick yi,’ Tareed had corrected, laughing. ‘You have a strange way of talking.’

Alene frowned at this. ‘Tar is right, Ember. Your manner of speech will call attention to us. You must avoid talking to anyone, but if forced to speak, do so softly and lengthen your words as we do.’ She made Ember practise until she could do a passable Keltan drawl.

The activity absorbed them all and made the remainder of the journey pass quickly. The sun was near to setting when they reached the gate. Ember felt a stab of disquiet as they approached the heavy stone archway.

‘We could go round to the harbour,’ Feyt suggested, when Alene hesitated visibly before the arch.

The soulweaver smiled ruefully. ‘I must take more care to guard my expression. Lead us in, Feyt. We must go in by the gate, for to go around the outside would involve a slow, difficult climb. Not only that, but if we were seen, much mischief could be made of my obvious avoidance. It would be a great deal worse than my failing to go to the palace and pay my respects. No, we must be bold and perhaps the Song will reward our courage.’

Feyt said nothing but she unstrapped a long pole from her pack.

‘You expect trouble?’ Tareed asked.

Feyt shrugged. ‘The colours showing above the palace mean Coralyn is in residence.’

Alene sighed. ‘It should not be this way. If only Tarsin would hear his own thoughts and not heed his mother’s …’

‘I can not decide which is more hazardous – Tarsin being directed by Coralyn, or by his own crazed inclinations,’ Feyt observed sourly.

She led the way, and Tareed brought up the rear, with Alene and Ember walking between them. Ember kept one hand on her veil, remembering what Alene had said of the fate of strangers.

The road they were on was broad and busy, branching off here and there into narrow lanes which curved between rows of houses rising three and four storeys high. People were bustling about dressed in vaguely medieval-looking clothing with a predominance of greys and browns. Ember stared about with interest until she registered that most of the men and women they passed stared back in open hostility.

‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ Feyt said tersely. ‘Let us go a little faster.’

They had been walking barely ten minutes when a voice hailed them, high-pitched and ear-piercingly loud. ‘Well! If it is not the soulweaver to the Holder and her two faithful myrmidons, honouring the citadel with one of their rare visits.’

‘Lanalor damn us!’ Feyt cursed under her breath, coming to a halt. ‘So much for getting to the harbour without being seen.’
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Formed in the dying strains of the Song,
the Lastmade alone was incomplete,
unfinished and unwhole. Made yet Unmade,
left ever to strive for completion,
ever to contend with Chaos …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


The speaker was a pretty, doe-eyed girl wearing an outsized head-dress, which completely covered her hair and rose to an elaborate beaded tower. Her cheeks were so reddened with paint she looked like a cheap doll.

‘Greetings, Unys,’ Feyt said in a clipped voice.

‘Feyt,’ the girl tittered. She bobbed a curtsy at Alene, and the head-dress swayed precariously. ‘Soulweaver.’

‘You travelled from Iridom with Coralyn, Unys?’ Alene enquired courteously.

The girl gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘Aye. Alene, you have no idea how dreary it is on Iridom. When my stepmother suggested I come with her to the citadel, frankly I was overjoyed. But now …’ She yawned dramatically. ‘Now I find it as dull here. All politics and court gossip.’

‘Kerd is not here?’ Tareed asked and Ember was startled to see real dislike in the amiable young myrmidon’s eyes.

‘Oh, Kerd,’ Unys said dismissively. ‘Of course, he is here. But you can not imagine he would cure my boredom! I know you favour him, Alene, but he is one of the chief causes of my misery. Vespians are so incredibly dull! I think they must have lessons in it. If I have to listen to him talk of his stupid ships and his stupid ship code one more time, I shall fling myself from the cliff.’

‘One can hope …’ Feyt muttered under her breath.

‘Kerd is nobly sung,’ Tareed said stiffly.

‘Then you have him.’ Unys uttered a trilling burst of laughter. ‘Oh, but I forgot about those vows of yours. But perhaps you should give them up for a day or so. You will be glad to go back to them after Kerd. Wait until you feel the weight of those great sad aspi eyes. Then you will know how I suffer.’ She giggled again, unperturbed that no one else shared her amusement. Her eyes came to rest on Ember’s veiled face again. ‘And who is that with you?’

‘Let us gift you with the mystery,’ Feyt said through gritted teeth. ‘It may help allay your terrible boredom.’

They continued to walk, ignoring Unys’s protests.

‘She will waste no time in letting Coralyn know we are here,’ Tareed said, when they were out of earshot.

‘Aye. Of all the people we had to encounter!’ Feyt muttered.

‘Who is she?’ Ember asked.

‘Coralyn’s curst stepdaughter,’ Tareed said.

‘Poor child,’ Alene murmured.

‘That poor child will rush straight to her mother, who would as soon cut our throats as look at us,’ Feyt snapped.

‘Unys knows no better,’ Alene said. ‘She has modelled herself on Coralyn because there is no other. That is the way of children.’

Feyt’s silence and rigid back spoke volumes.

‘Will legionnaires be sent out after us?’ Tareed asked.

‘I doubt it,’ Alene said dryly. She sighed. ‘I had hoped to leave the citadel unseen, but meeting Unys forces me to attend the cliff palace at least briefly. Well, that is a worry for the future. The important thing right now is to get Ember aboard a ship. We will go straight to the palace afterwards.’

‘Unys will tell them she was with us,’ Tareed pointed out.

‘That does not matter,’ Feyt said. ‘Unys did not see her face. We will say Ember was a traveller who begged our protection on the plainway. None will be able to gainsay us since she will be gone by then. She wore a veil of privacy and out of courtesy we did not press for her name.’

‘I think Coralyn will be too concerned with finding new ways to humiliate me to trouble herself with a departed traveller,’ Alene said.

Ember noted the sadness in the older woman’s eyes. ‘Why does she dislike you so much?’

‘Dislike? Say hate and be done with it,’ Feyt said grimly.

‘There are many reasons,’ Alene said, ‘both personal and political. Most of all, perhaps, because as a soulweaver I represent Darkfall, and she believes the misty isle stands between her and control of Keltor. In a way, by virtue of Lanalor’s Charter, she is right.’

‘She wants to rule Keltor instead of her son?’

The soulweaver shook her glossy head. ‘Only a man may fulfil the role of Holder of Lanalor’s Charter. Just as only a woman may rule Darkfall, or indeed walk there.’ A flash of complex pain crossed her face and was gone. ‘The Holder rules absolutely while he lives, but the soulweavers of Darkfall decide who will succeed him – the next Holder – and it may be any male from any of the seven septs and from any family or level of society.’

‘I don’t understand why Coralyn hates you if she can’t possibly rule anyway. Is it because you are supposed to be Tarsin’s adviser?’

‘There is no love lost between us over that, but these days my role as adviser can not trouble her much, given Tarsin’s attitude to me. No, it is more that she wants to break the power of Darkfall to choose the next Holder – the mermod. It is no secret that she plots for her other son, Kalide, to succeed his brother. It was to stop this sort of corrupt blood succession that Lanalor gave us the power of Darkfall Decree.’

‘Kalide is Coralyn’s youngest son and Tarsin’s half-brother. He has quite a following of his own,’ Feyt put in.

‘Mostly of women. Slimy silfi,’ Tareed muttered.

‘It is my belief that Coralyn’s desire is to set in motion a line of blood-descended Holders of Keltor, which she would control.’ Alene sounded abruptly weary. ‘It is very complicated, but the matter stems from the fact that, though a Holder is deemed not to belong to any sept, once chosen, a newly made ruler will invariably favour his home sept. It is tolerated and even expected to some degree because the next Holder may belong to any sept so the advantage is shared out. But Coralyn wants that favour to reside in Iridom alone, and ultimately in her own bloodline. Of course, there is far more to it than that …’

Ember thought she understood. Clearly, Coralyn would see a stranger as damning proof that Lanalor was sane, and want her out of the way. She sounded both dangerous and formidable. Dream or not, Ember was suddenly glad to be leaving the isle of Ramidan.

They had been walking along a road which now curved down into an open area that would have been a park but for the piles of rubbish everywhere. The air was putrid and Ember pressed the veil tightly to her nose, wondering how people could bear the stench.

Houses and rudimentary shops were arranged in a cul-de-sac, which meant there was no through-way for the unwieldy carts pulled by the enormous woolly animals that on the plain she had thought were giant goats. Up close, they were more like a cross between a llama and a camel. She could not help smiling at their eyes, which were enormous liquid orbs fringed in long curling lashes. She wondered why Feyt was leading them into a dead end, until she noticed a small lane siphoning off foot traffic and the smaller aspi which some rode like horses.

They were clearly bound for the lane, but it was going to take some effort to reach it, for there seemed to be a public meeting in progress. Ember was relieved to see that more than a few in the crowd wore head veils. She had been worried the veil would make her stand out. They passed a barrel of refuse outside one of the shops, and Ember saw a mass of maggots.

‘Uggh!’ She stepped sideways and was immediately separated from the others and pressed into a little knot of people.

‘Ugh is right,’ a man snarled. ‘This stench is the outcome of another idiotic idea of Tarsin’s. A tax on garbage disposed of, so of course no one disposes of it.’

‘Why don’t you just burn it?’ a man asked.

‘Yagh. Fine idea, except the legionnaires would burn us, do you see? You will learn how it is here if you stay more than a day or two, friend,’ the man said. ‘The Shadowman’s people set fire to a few piles and, the next day, the same number of houses were burned down as punishment for tax evasion.’

‘The legionnaires are supposed to protect us,’ an old woman quavered.

The man looked even more disgusted. ‘Everybody promises to protect us, grandmother: the Iridomi legionnaires infesting the place and calling themselves Coralyn’s guard of honour, our own red legionnaires; even the Shadowman, who sets himself up to administer justice when the law of Lanalor’s Charter fails. So much protection, but who will protect us from Tarsin while we are bled of coin by taxes, live in garbage and have our houses burned down?’

‘We must send a delegation to the cliff palace,’ someone else said. ‘What is the good of public meetings? We are the only ones who come and we are not the ones who need convincing.’

‘What can we say to convince Tarsin? He does not care how the common streets smell, since he never walks along them,’ a woman said angrily. ‘Nor do the others of his court. They ride in carriages with sealed windows. They care nothing for us or our children. It is a wonder disease has not broken out.’

‘I do not blame the Shadowman for his actions. At least he tried to do something. When disease strikes, we will wish we had the courage to do as he did.’

‘I say we should have burned the palace when they burned our homes,’ a man said savagely.

Ember felt a firm grip at her elbow and turned to see Feyt. ‘You must keep up,’ she said tersely.

‘I’m sorry,’ Ember said. For a moment she had been so caught up in the arguments around her that she had forgotten what she was doing here. She felt as if she had slipped through a television screen into a movie.

The man who had made the long speech spotted Feyt and shouted after her. ‘Everything is crumbling and you women are the cause of it. You and your precious soulweavers choosing a mad Holder. Let someone burn the misty isle and do us all some good.’

The angry voice faded and in a moment they had caught up with Tareed and Alene, who were moving at a slower pace towards the lane. Ember did not like the feeling of being hemmed in. She was considerably shorter than the majority of people pressing around her and the danger of being stampeded underfoot in a crush was very real.

‘Darkfall sow!’ someone hissed nearby.

Feyt whirled but Alene caught her arm, staying the movement. ‘There is no time to waste in defending my honour,’ she said with soft insistence. ‘Nor is there any point. Coralyn’s campaign has ensured that the common folk despise soulweavers and blame us for all that goes badly in their lives.’

‘They are angry about the rubbish,’ Ember murmured, but no one listened to her.

Clearly Tarsin was the cause of the unrest. She could hardly blame people resenting the soulweavers for setting up a mad king. The thing was, if he was mad as everyone said, why had Darkfall chosen him?

‘We must not stand here like this. A crowd is gathering,’ Tareed said urgently.

With stony stares and sheer brute strength, Feyt led the way through the glowering throng that had grown up around them. Ember’s heart beat rapidly. The violence simmering in the crowd needed nothing more than a spark to ignite it and she pressed her hands to her sides so that no one would see how they trembled.

They had just reached the edge of the mall when someone hurled a stone that struck Alene a savage glancing blow, opening her cheek to the bone just below her eye. She cried out in pain, and bright blood spilled onto the bodice of her shift.

There was a murmur of shock even from the watchers, but the spark had flown and the crowd surged forward.

‘Darkfall hag …’ someone called. ‘It is your fault we are ruled by a madman!’

‘Evil sow. Demon-lover …’ screamed a woman.

‘Enough!’ Feyt roared and she leapt between Alene and the crowd, brandishing her javelin. Ember noticed both ends of the weapon were bound in dark, blue-green metal.

The crowd’s forward motion slowed, then stopped.

‘Come, scum of the citadel, ratlets from the sewers. Taste the honest point of a myrmidon javelin,’ Feyt challenged mockingly. Her voice rang out loudly, gay and fearless. Several windows above shops flew open as people craned their necks to see what the fuss was about.

The blonde amazon unclipped a leather thong from the javelin and slipped it over her wrist, raising its point high at the crowd as if she meant to pole-vault over their heads.

‘Well?’ she jeered loudly. ‘Is none of you brave enough to face a single spear maid? What about all of you together then? Good odds even for cowards. I daresay I would barely manage to stake ten of you before you downed me. Which ten will it be to sacrifice their lives for the rest?’

She looked at the front runners in the crowd, and each person’s eyes she engaged slid away.

‘No? Come now, citizens. Having been mounted, my javelin hungers for blood. Who will feed it?’

Dead silence met her query. Feyt turned her head slightly and spoke in a low voice. ‘Get them out, Tar.’

Obediently, Tareed ushered Alene and Ember unobtrusively down the lane leading out of the cul-de-sac.

‘I am bored with waiting for someone with the courage of their cowardly convictions, but I shall wait in the lane for anyone who deludes themselves that I am weaker in the shadows,’ Ember heard Feyt call contemptuously as they hurried down the lane and out into another street.

When the older myrmidon joined them, her eyes were sparkling with fury.

‘That was a dangerous moment,’ Alene said, mopping at her bloody cheek when they were far enough away from the square to breathe more easily. The cloth she held was saturated with blood but other than that single cry, she made no reference to her wound, only pulling a scarf over her head to conceal the gash.

‘I should have stayed and killed the aspi-dung who threw that rock,’ Feyt said savagely.

Alene touched her arm pacifically. ‘Your boldness saved us, my dear protector. But in departing without spilling blood, you proved yourself both brave and wise. Not only would it have brought the crowd down on us, it would have given Coralyn the perfect reason to have you two removed.’

‘It is much worse than when we were last here,’ Tareed said, as they came into a street leading straight down to the foreshore. She sounded shaken.

A breeze wafted sand in miniature eddies on the beach and on the pier, which was a continuation of the road along the top of a man-made breakwater constructed of stone and rubble. It was very broad, so that even with freight piled high on either side – tea chests and boxes and large bundles wrapped in oilcloth – there was room left along the centre to allow carts to reach the heaviest vessels at the very end. The ships themselves looked to Ember as if they had been modelled on old-fashioned Spanish galleons, except that they showed no sail on their masts.

What with the noise of loading and unloading cargo and passengers chattering and clutching at one another and laughing and the splash and roar of the sea, as well as the screeches of wheeling red-plumed flyts, the waterfront had a lively atmosphere that seemed a world apart from the grimness of the stinking city looming over it.

Alene stopped to give way to a man leading a herd of small aspi, and Ember took the chance to comment on the difference between the wharf and the city.

‘That is because, in an unofficial way, Vespian shipsons and daughters rule the piers on all the islands since none but they have ships to cross the waters,’ Tareed said softly. ‘Generally Vespi is a pretty grim place, but the piers on all islands are merry and pleasant places where you can always get a good pressed juice or a cheap meal and sometimes even hear a balladeer. It is the one area of the citadel where we are fairly safe because Vespi cleaves to Darkfall. No one would dare insult us here for fear of setting in motion a Vespian blackban on Ramidan’s harbour which would effectively isolate it from the other islands.’

‘Would they do that?’

‘They could, and they often threaten it, but it has never happened yet, so I cannot say if they would go that far,’ Tareed answered, when the soulweaver did not respond. ‘No one pushes it, you see, because Vespi controls the waves and, without the ships, the islands would be utterly isolated.’

‘Don’t any of the other islands build ships?’

‘All ships are made from veswood which, as I told you before, grows effectively enough for water vessels only on Vespi; also the Vespians alone can wavespeak a vessel safely across the open water.’ She looked to make sure Alene had begun to move away, then whispered, ‘That is why Coralyn makes Unys entertain Kerd.’

Ember stared at the myrmidon blankly.

‘Kerd is the son of Fulig, chieftain of Vespi and lord of the wavespeakers. Coralyn wants to life bond him to Unys, so that she can try to control Vespi through him when his father dies,’ Tareed hissed. ‘Kerd is so besotted he cannot or will not see that Unys loathes him.’

Ember was still trying to sort all of this out as they moved along the considerable length of the pier. She noticed a few covert sneers and sour glances directed at the soulweaver, but no one spoke out. The shipfolk, however, hailed Alene and greeted her warmly. Ember noted that they were quite different-looking from Alene and the myrmidons, being swarthy and wiry of build with dark-blond or brown hair.

‘Ho, soulweaver. May the Song favour you,’ one tanned man boomed heartily.

‘Greetings, Sala. Is the Stormsong in?’ Alene asked.

‘Aye. At the very end, she is. Just tied up this afternoon, laden with a fine load of rugs from Sheanna, but no callstones, if that was what you were after.’

Alene only smiled and thanked the man before leading the way along the pier. It was harder and harder to believe she was blind. Perhaps silverblindness was not the same as blindness, Ember mused.

They walked past a group of people arguing with a white-bearded seafarer, to a small sturdy ship flying dazzling yellow pennants worked in gold thread. A voluptuous wooden mermaid, carved into the prow, held a gilt wooden placard which pronounced the ship to be the Stormsong. It looked deserted, but Feyt banged on the bow with the end of her javelin.

‘Ho, Stormsong. Is the shipmaster aboard?’

Immediately a head popped up over the side and a girl with an enchanting monkey’s face grinned down at the myrmidon in delight. ‘Feyt! You aspi-dung! Since when did you take to tilting at innocent ships?’

Feyt’s lips curved into an answering smile. ‘Revel! I see you wear the master’s knot. Fulig must have gone mad to give it to you. And your father too, if he allows you to direct his sweetest vessel.’

The mobile face was abruptly shuttered. ‘These taxes of Tarsin’s have all but broken him. He has lain abed these last months.’

Feyt’s smile vanished. ‘Forgive me. I spoke in jest. Is he …?’

‘Oh no!’ Revel shook her head emphatically. ‘He would not dare die and leave the running of his beloved vessel to a hoydenish daughter.’

‘Liar! You are the pride of his household,’ Feyt laughed.

The Vespian girl grinned, but without the spontaneity of her first greeting. ‘I have not seen you for too long, my friend. It is rumoured that you dwell outside the palace these days.’

‘These are hard times for us here.’

‘Hard times everywhere, truly,’ Revel agreed.

‘We came to the citadel for a purpose. A word in your ear.’

Without further ado the Vespian girl flipped right over the side of the ship in an agile somersault, landing firmly and squarely on her two feet at Feyt’s side. Then she spotted Alene and bowed respectfully from the waist. ‘Forgive me, soulweaver, I did not see you.’

‘It is good to meet you again, Revel. Your father is a true friend to Darkfall and it grieves my heart to hear he is ill. I will give you a tonic for him.’

Revel frowned. ‘Are you injured, Lady?’

‘Someone threw a stone …’ Tareed began indignantly, but Alene held out a slender hand.

‘It is of no consequence. Tell me, Revel, how long do you plan to tarry here?’

‘I leave within the hour,’ the girl said. ‘With Coralyn bringing her legionnaires in, and this new Draaka cult taking hold among these fool citadel folk, not to mention the Shadowman’s people stirring up trouble, the whole place is as ready to brew strife for the unwary as Iridom in a hot season. I came only to exchange a cargo of rugs for spices. I will be leaving as soon as the new cargo is stowed. That is the policy these days – in and out. No tarrying.’ She shook her head. ‘From Lanalor’s time, the citadel has been the favoured stopping-over place for our ships, but these days we avoid Ramidan except when we must come here. I am not alone in my plea to Fulig that we remove this curst place from our schedule, but he refuses. Fulig will support the Holder as long as Darkfall does, regardless of how it hurts his people.’

‘You speak very freely,’ Alene said.

Revel gave an angry laugh. ‘It is a trait of shipfolk. The open water has no time for the hidden truths and mysteries of the misty isle. One cannot lie to the waves or deceive the water. Tarsin taxes our ships heavily for a service only we can provide him with. He insults our chieftain and places insane demands upon us. In spite of all this, Fulig commands us to obey because he is Darkfall’s choice. Well, I obey, but I am my own person and I have feelings which none may direct. I have no love for Tarsin.’ She stopped abruptly and Ember wondered if she would have liked to add, or for Darkfall.

There was an awkward pause, then Revel shrugged. ‘I am sorry if I shock you, Alene. Blame my father’s illness. I am worried for him and I speak sharply to you. It is not Darkfall’s fault exactly, or yours, and yet where else should the blame lie? To answer your question more precisely, I would leave this shore now, but I am waiting for a box of spice to be delivered. If it does not come very soon, I shall be forced to leave tomorrow; a delay that will cost the spice trader dear. When I leave, I go direct to Vespi.’

‘Will you take a passenger?’ Alene asked.

Revel’s eyes widened. ‘You will travel?’

‘You know I may not leave this isle while Tarsin lives. We two are bound by sacred Darkfall oath, no matter how he treats me or wishes me gone.’

Revel had the grace to blush at this reminder that Alene was as much bound as her own father by honour and duty.

‘This is your passenger if you will carry her.’ Alene pointed to Ember. ‘But she must journey at once. I will pay for the spice to be carried by another vessel and you will receive a bonus if you will only go immediately. She is bound for Myrmidor. I do not ask that you change your plans of journeying, but bring her safely as far as Vespi and see that she boards another ship for Myrmidor as soon as may be.’

Revel looked at Ember for a long speculative moment, her dark eyes probing the opaque veil. She turned back to Alene. ‘Is there … reason for haste?’

‘Aye,’ Alene said imperturbably. ‘If a visionweaver wishes to go to the Darkfall landing, there are many on this isle who would dispute her right. And some who would do more than dispute. Therefore might that visionweaver travel to the isle of Ramidan and thence to Myrmidor.’

Ember wondered what a visionweaver was and why the soulweaver did not say plainly that she was a stranger. The brusque young woman was clearly an ally to Darkfall.

‘A visionweaver?’ Revel said, eyeing Ember with interest. ‘You are a long way from home, Lady. And since when did Sheanna forbid its daughters to offer themselves to Darkfall?’ When Ember did not speak, Revel turned back to Alene.

‘Will you carry her?’ Alene asked calmly.

‘More mysteries, Lady?’ Revel said in a hard tone. Alene made no response and, finally, the Vespian shrugged. ‘It matters not to me where she travels. But all passengers must be registered with the harbourmaster one day before outward travel. Tarsin’s latest rule. Or Coralyn’s in Tarsin’s name. Do you have stamped papers saying she is registered to journey today?’

‘It would be better,’ Alene said carefully, ‘if there was no record of her departure.’

Revel’s eyes narrowed. ‘Darkfall asks much of those who are loyal. Perhaps too much …’

Feyt gave her friend a puzzled look but stayed silent. When Alene made no response, the Vespian girl went on. ‘Fulig bade us be scrupulously law-abiding and equal in our dealings with all septs and Tarsin’s people require travel papers. Do you command me to break the law of the citadel harbour?’

‘I command nothing, but I say to you that this is a friend of Darkfall,’ Alene said calmly.

The Vespian girl’s eyes widened. ‘You invoke the friendbinding?’

‘I do.’

Revel gave her a long hard look. ‘Then you do more than command. You demand help without question. This trust is not to be invoked lightly.’

‘I do nothing lightly,’ Alene said with some irritation. ‘Now, please, take her aboard and leave at once. Feyt will see to the spices …’

‘Too late,’ Feyt said flatly, as a narrow carriage drawn by two liveried aspi rattled along the pier, scattering people and livestock in its path. It drew up by the Stormsong with a creak and a curse from the elderly driver. Ember gaped, for seated there, and dressed now in sober grey, was the stout man from her dream!

Fortunately her reaction was hidden by the veil.

‘Soulweaver!’ the man bellowed as if they were all stone deaf. ‘For the sake of Lanalor’s Charter, I charge you to hear me. Tarsin, rightful Holder of Keltor, commands that you present yourself at the cliff palace.’

‘I see you grow forgetful with age, Asa,’ Feyt said coldly, standing her javelin casually in front of her. ‘First you confuse the wording of your announcement, for surely you meant Tarsin who is Holder of Lanalor’s Charter, which gives him rule and care of Keltor by virtue of Darkfall Decree. And then, you forget the part of the heralding which excludes Darkfall from the Holder’s dominion.’

The man quailed beneath the myrmidon’s stony gaze. His eyes skittered to her javelin and away. ‘Ahhh. So I did, forgive me. Blame my haste at a desire to catch you before your voyage, Alene.’

The soulweaver inclined her head graciously, though there was an ironic tilt to her mouth. ‘My voyage, Asa? You know I do not travel.’

‘But you are here. I assumed …’

‘It is always dangerous to assume. I come to farewell another who travels to Vespi. Therefore, you may return to the palace and assure Tarsin I mean to wait on him as soon as I have seen my companion safely installed aboard the ship.’

‘I fear this can not be, soulweaver,’ Asa said smoothly, suddenly secure in his authority. ‘Tarsin bade me command you and all of your party to attend him.’

‘I am sure he did not mean this girl who is with us by chance …’ Feyt put in, sounding irritated.

‘The Holder was most explicit in his command,’ Asa said lugubriously. He smiled, baring the stained teeth Ember remembered from her dream. ‘Unless this veiled girl and her journey are so important to Darkfall as to be set above your sworn duty of obedience to the Holder?’

There was a subtle but unmistakable menace underlying his words.

Alene only smiled slightly. ‘My duty to Darkfall and to the Holder are one and the same, Asa, and both arise from Lanalor’s Charter.’

Revel stepped forward. ‘A moment, emissary. I am shipmistress of this vessel and this visionweaver is my passenger. I am contracted to take her to Vespi. The ship code says a passage agreed to is a sacred bond and Fulig does not approve of broken contracts or unpaid journeys.’

To Ember’s surprise, Asa eyed the girl as if she were a scorpion that might sting him. ‘You will not be out of pocket, shipmistress, I assure you, but Tarsin’s word is law and he desires the presence of this … visionweaver?’

He looked at Ember as Revel had done moments before, as if he had just taken in the significance of her title. ‘I did not know your companion was a visionweaver, Alene. Seldom do Sheannites visit Ramidan. You are welcome indeed, Lady,’ he said directly to Ember. ‘Allow me to offer you and the soulweaver transport to the palace.’

‘I’d rather walk,’ Ember said quickly.

His eyes narrowed. ‘As you wish. Alene?’

The blind woman bowed gracefully to the inevitable, and turned to Revel. ‘I am sorry for this, wavespeaker. If you can possibly delay your departure until the morrow, I will have something prepared to ease your father. And perhaps your passenger shall by then have leave to travel.’

‘I shall call on you at your apartment in the cliff palace tomorrow morning,’ the Vespian responded after the slightest of hesitations.

The soulweaver inclined her head and allowed Feyt to help her aboard Asa’s carriage. The blonde myrmidon made to get into the carriage after her, but Alene said that she would prefer to be accompanied by Tareed. ‘You will bring the visionweaver to the palace, Feyt.’

Feyt nodded, but she fixed Asa with a severe look. ‘Tareed will travel with the soulweaver, but I set the responsibility for her care in your hands.’

‘No harm shall come to her,’ the emissary said with some hauteur.

‘It had better not,’ Feyt said icily.

The carriage departed with a jerk and Ember was left standing between the blonde amazon and the Vespian shipmistress.

‘Lanalor curse us, what more could go wrong?’ Feyt groaned.
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segue …

The watcher wove in the Void knowing that many things had gone awry and would continue to do so. Chaos dwelt in the world now.

A fine thread flew out linking the events unfolding on Ramidan with other occurrences on the world that had spawned the Unraveller, and the watcher allowed itself to be carried like a questing spider.

It was becoming increasingly aware of an almost invisible web of resonances between the two worlds, though there was no link between them except one fantastic spar thrown in desperation. It resolved to discover their purpose.

The watcher began to attune its vision to the infinitesimal and incidental, letting a tiny event in one world lead it to a corresponding detail in the other.

It segued in an arc that brought it to a city where it was early morning and the veil of smog sagging over the decaying inner suburbs allowed only an eternal murky twilight. Here, two women picked their way down a steep embankment.

‘It stinks down here. How can they bear it?’ one of the women murmured. If she had to exist on the street, she felt she would not be like these people, curling up in their own filth. She had read once that one ought to have hope, even if there was no hope, and she believed that. But these morning breakfast dumps in the refuge bus tested her. The places they went to seemed devoid of all hope and, worse, she got the feeling hopelessness was like a plague, stealing out and spreading everywhere. The week before, visiting a friend whose marriage was breaking up, she had felt that same sense of creeping despair in that neat, clean, suburban kitchenette.

The other woman said gruffly, ‘Tabby, it’s not always this bad. The garbage collectors are on strike because of some dispute with the council, so everybody dumps their messes here under the bridge rather than letting it pile up outside their doors. Illegal of course, but who cares. These kids and deros who live here are in no position to make a complaint.’

She took out a torch. Flicking it on, she played it to the left and right, catching a rat who merely stared boldly back at her. Above it was a scrawl of graffiti. She read the words: God is sending the comet as he once sent his son. The son came to save, the comet comes as his revenge! Further along in purple fluorescent paint was scrawled: Rip all fags and greenies from the world.

‘Faye,’ Tabby murmured, suddenly frightened.

‘It’s all right,’ Faye said, peering into the murk by the bridge struts. The torch swung away sharply and cut into thick shadows to reveal a shapeless bundle of clothes. ‘Here’s one.’ She shook the bundle, which groaned but did not move. ‘He’s out of it. A glue-sniffer probably. Help me get him up. We’ll take him back to the refuge and Julie can doctor him. Fat lot of good it’ll do though.’

The younger woman slid an arm under the boy’s arm and uncoiled him from his foetal crouch. A sour odour rose from hair that reminded her of the filthy straw she had been forced to fork out of the stables as a kid. The mere sight of it was enough to evoke her father’s heavy eye and heavier hands.

‘Jesus,’ Faye said sharply. ‘Is that blood on him?’

‘Isn’t it just dirt?’ Tabby wheezed slightly because Faye had let the full weight of the kid fall onto her.

‘Oh sorry, love. Let him down again and let’s have a squiz. We’d better not haul him about if he’s cut up.’ Faye knelt down and efficiently peeled aside a nylon zip-up jacket and a grey T-shirt. Finding uncut grey flesh, she shone her torch down his trousers and then turned him to peer at the skinny back and buttocks. ‘Nothing. If it is blood it’s not his.’

Lost in darkness, the boy heard words from very far away. For a moment he felt cool fingers on his forehead, and the savage ache abated.

‘What happened to you?’ a voice asked, gruff and kind, but it was drowned out by the gibbering hubbub of noise in his head. ‘This is not music!’ someone screamed. ‘Music is harmony – it cannot exist here …’ another voice responded. The boy gave a shrill whinny of terror.

‘We should call the police,’ Tabby said.

‘We will,’ Faye murmured, leaning down. ‘Eventually. Get him up in my arms. He’ll be easier to carry on my own.’

‘What’re you dykes doin’?’ It was an old man they had seen lying on the path at the start of the bridge tunnel. Now he stood swaying and peering at them suspiciously.

‘None of your bees’ nest, old fellow. Bugger off,’ Faye grunted, and brushed past the man.

‘We have some hot coffee and bagels up in the van, if you want some breakfast,’ Tabby offered gently, in her friend’s wake. She knew Faye hated them to be called dykes, but they had volunteered to give aid to the needy and the needy were seldom polite.

‘Too late,’ the old man slurred, and stumbled deeper into the shadows.

… The watcher tasted the old man’s soupy aura of disappointment and dull terror, before withdrawing to ponder the effect of two sets of women in two worlds. All four had been shaped by barren, violent childhoods to love one another, and to protect the weak. Since the Void contained all that had been and all that could be, the watcher was able to speculate deeply. But it could find no more meaning in this strange twinning, than in a mirror which reflects what is presented to it. Possibly this web of links it had discovered was nothing more than the same sort of random reflecting process.

Except that the unconscious child’s mind had shown the clear imprint of Chaos. Which made it necessary to consider how it had entered this world. Was it possible that the link, spun so long ago to draw the Unraveller to Keltor to right an old wrong, had somehow allowed Chaos to infect the Unraveller’s world, if only in the form of dreams?

And if so, did that matter? Could the corruption of the dreams of a world destroy it?

The watcher segued, seeking enlightenment, fighting against its own unexpected longings …
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Of all that was woven by the Song
the Unykorn alone was unbounded by time and space …
thus did it roam beyond the mists to all worlds
leaving images of its perfection,
as an ideal to exalt the soul …
The merest flicker of its horn
became an eternal symbol of beauty and hope.
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Glynn cursed roundly as she hit her head for the seventh time. She simply could not get used to walking doubled over like Groucho Marx!

Grinding her teeth, she crouched deeper and continued making her way into the minescrape tunnel. Behind her, daylight faded along with the roar of the sea against the Acanthan cliffs. At the start of the tunnels it was much louder than in the song cavern because the entrance to the minescrape tunnel was not far above the high-tide mark.

She passed a worker deeply absorbed in his excavations. He did not even turn to look at her. Solen had been right about the mine workers’ lack of curiosity. It had surprised her how few questions had been asked by the enormous woman who was the mine overseer, when she had arrived clutching Solen’s chit. Glynn had altered it slightly to transform it into a request for immediate employment, rather than for a tour. She need not have worked so hard to perfect her lettering though, since Mallin had done little more than glance at the message before shoving it carelessly into a voluminous leather apron, grunting that it was just as well Glynn had no voice since those who chattered worked too slowly.

That ought to have woken me up to what I was getting into, Glynn thought sourly, passing another dig where two people were at work.

It had taken her less than a day to come to the conclusion that she could have been an axe murderer and the overseer would not have cared as long as she worked hard. After her brief interview, she had been flown by a windwalker down to one of the entrance tunnels. She had been shown her primary dig and what was required of her, and told to work. The job was all too simple. You got on your knees or haunches and excavated the dig with a tiny scraper and a pointed hammer, eyes peeled for the pale chalky veins which held the callstones that were the mine’s yield. Callstones were like marbles and finding them was technically not much different from noodling for opals in Coober Pedy, though it was far dirtier. The mine rock was reddish, but the walls sweated a greasy black ichor.

At first she had assumed the callstones were valuable in the same way as gold or jewels, but she had since learned from overheard comments that they could carry messages from one place to another. To respond to a call, the receiving party had to have another stone. The more distant the stones were from one another, the more the call drained their power. The stones could be re-powered artificially, though they were less effective each time they were tuned. Glynn had no idea how the tuning was done, though she had the impression it took place somewhere other than on Acantha.

She had intended to ask Solen when she returned after her first day’s work. She had scrubbed the black from her skin and had laid out the remnants of the meal from the previous night, looking forward to writing her adventures for him. But as on their first night on Acantha he had stumbled in very late, reeling drunk, and he had still been snoring off his hangover when she left for work the next day. The following night he had been sober, at least to begin with. Instead of praising her for getting the job, despite her muteness, he had run his eyes over her distastefully and wondered why she bothered. Furious, she had stormed off to bathe and by the time she came out, he was gone again.

Coming suddenly upon the dig assigned her, and preoccupied by her thoughts, Glynn turned too quickly and tripped, falling hard on her hands and knees. The lantern she had been carrying rolled away, leaving her in darkness, and she suppressed a surge of terror as she scrambled after it. Fortunately the wick was still alight, or she would have had to grope her way back along the shaft to get it relit.

There were two other digs nearby, but the miners who worked them had not yet arrived. Being alone ought to have made her feel safer, but instead she wished someone would hurry up and come.

On the first day in the minescrape she had literally frozen whenever she remembered how deep inside the island she was. She kept having visions of the shaft collapsing, burying her alive. She had found that the only way to control the fear was to keep her mind occupied.

Setting the lantern down carefully, she found the exact spot where she had been working the day before, and dropped to her knees. Immediately, gritty black slime seeped through her trousers. She gasped in vexation and cursed herself for forgetting yet again to bring something to kneel on. The stains on the rough mine clothes were no matter, but the stains on her knees were almost impossible to wash off.

She took from her pocket the small hammer and metal rod Mallin had given her, and set the rod’s pointed end on a thin chalky vein running across the darker surrounding rock. She gave a gentle tap with the hammer to crack the chalk, then began picking it out carefully, feeling for callstones.

She had learned the hard way that they were easily shattered.

Minescrape workers received a flat daily fee of a quacoin – a small grey metallic disc with a figure stamped in the centre of it that looked a bit like a goat crossed with a horse. Glynn had no idea what the value of the coin was, but she did remember that Carick had told Argon that it would take three hacoin to cross from Acantha to Fomhika. She guessed a quacoin was some derivative of a hacoin. The real earnings in the minescrape came from the substantial bonuses awarded for matching callstone pairs or for single stones with regular shaping. On her first day she had found four stones, all small and irregularly shaped – the absolute minimum expected for the daily fee. The next day she had found two small but perfectly matched stones, and had earned two quacoin. The ideal was definitely quality over quantity.

She shifted slightly and began to excavate into the darker surrounding rock, widening the fissure so that she could penetrate more deeply into the chalk vein. If only I would find a whole pile of damned perfectly round callstones, Glynn thought. But no doubt that same dream had motivated the thousands of goldrush miners in her own world, and look how few had ever really struck it rich.

She dared not seek any other sort of work, because questions would certainly be asked that she could not answer. That brought her back to the biggest advantage of the minescrape. The vast majority of the workers toiling away in the black depths of the cliff pits were, exactly as Solen had said, non-Acanthans who had chosen to spend a period of time working to amass a large amount of coin. They were so supremely uninterested in anyone’s business but their own that Glynn suspected a good many of them had specific reasons for preferring the relative anonymity of the mines.

But though the cramped, clammy minescrape was not conducive to intimate conversation, people did talk. When the teams were standing idly in groups at the end of the tunnels, or in the song cavern, waiting to be taken by windwalkers in and out of the minescrape, Glynn had been able to learn a surprising amount just by listening to them.

She now knew that the nearest island, Fomhika, was also the biggest island on Keltor after Iridom, and that it was a major agricultural exporter, producing more than half of Keltor’s grain and almost all of its fermented juices, known as cirul. Its high agricultural productivity was due to the Fomhikans’ ability to enhance the growth of plants by singing to them.

Glynn grinned at the thought of singing to cabbages, even though on her own world there were plenty of people who believed music affected plants. Of course there was more to plantsinging than just singing, but it was ironic that she, who was tone deaf, was supposed to be one of the musical Fomhikans. Fortunately, not all Fomhikans could plantsing, any more than all Acanthans could levitate.

Many of the Keltans possessed powers which did not exist on earth outside science-fiction books. The interesting thing was that the powers appeared to be associated very definitely with specific islands. For instance, Acanthans could levitate, Fomhikans had green vocal cords and the Iridomi had a sense of smell strong enough to detect the medicinal value of plants. She had not been able to find out why certain powers belonged to certain areas, since whoever possessed the powers evidently did not have to be on their own island to use them. The power of healing, such as Argon had demonstrated, was common to all islands. Those who trained in healing were called white cloaks, and they were supposed to be able to diagnose and treat illnesses on some sort of spiritual level, before they showed on the physical plane. This explained Argon’s talk of chakras and colours. White cloaks could also heal the body physically, though this was considered to be a primitive form of treatment used most often in emergency after accidents.

As Fomhika was Acantha’s nearest neighbour, it was the most frequently mentioned of the other islands, but few of the mine workers were from Fomhika for it was a wealthy island whose inhabitants had little need to work the mines.

Glynn had heard a few tantalising titbits about the Draaka which suggested the woman was some sort of spiritual leader, but nothing that explained why Solen had become so grim when the Draaka’s bell rang out Glynn’s first evening in his fell.

The other islands were a mystery. Glynn had been unable to learn anything much of Myrmidor or the myrmidons. She had assumed they were tall and athletic in appearance as she was, but it seemed Fomhikans also shared these visual characteristics. The interesting thing was that myrmidons were women only, and that though they dwelt on Myrmidor, they had often come from other islands to become myrmidons. She would have loved to know more about them, but they appeared to be almost as taboo a subject as the soulweavers they guarded. On the rare occasions the misty isle was mentioned – and no one here ever called it Darkfall – people became furtive and started looking over their shoulders.

If only Solen were not so useless, she could have satisfied her curiosity by writing down questions for him to answer, but when she had tried he had waved her away.

‘Do not rely on me, girl. I am swamp sand to all who know me.’

A dull gleam in the chalk drove all thought of myrmidons from Glynn’s mind and she concentrated hard on levering the callstone out gently. When it lay on her palm, she was pleased to find she had located a doublet. They were very small and of different sizes, but both were almost perfectly round. Setting them carefully in the bucket of sawdust she had been given for that purpose, she began clearing the chalk away again with renewed energy, her mind returning to its inventory.

She had heard some intriguing talk about a vigilante called the Shadowman who was believed by most to live on Fomhika, though there was considerable debate as to whether he actually was Fomhikan. He seemed to be a Robin Hood figure. Glynn had got the impression that the man travelled constantly all over Keltor, and that his gang was spread over the islands, but no one knew for sure because his identity was unknown. One man had called him ‘the fang of justice that bites when all else fails’, but he had spoken very quietly for it seemed that Jurass hated the Shadowman almost as much as he hated soulweavers.

Hating seemed to be the Acanthan chieftain’s favourite pastime.

She had done well, Glynn concluded, but she had yet to hear something that would give her a clue as to why and how she had come to Keltor.

She tried not to dwell on the days passing, or think too much of Ember.

Sitting back on her heels, she stretched to ease her aching back, and thought with fleeting anger of how Solen had left her alone on her first night in the fell. He had not returned until the following morning, half carried and half dragged by two loutish friends, all three of them drunk as skunks.

‘Hah. Sol’ns visi … isitor. Good … G’dev’ning,’ one of the men had greeted her.

The other had doffed an absurd cap and bowed deeply, mumbling something before falling flat on his face at her feet. Between them, Solen had simply swayed and blinked owlishly, obviously nearly stupefied with drinking.

‘M’Rian. How d’ja do? Hev t’get goin’,’ announced the man still standing. He helped the other one to his feet. ‘Duty, y’see. Thisus S … Sorad.’

With the ineffectual aid of his friends, Solen miraculously managed to change his drink-sodden clothes for his wing suit. Leaving, he had glanced at her and for an instant those queer purple eyes of his seemed perfectly sober. But then he had stumbled out singing a ridiculous bawdy song about a girl called Saviona.

‘G’bye,’ the man with the hat had mumbled and almost fell off the ledge in his hurry to catch up with the others.

Glynn sighed at the memory and began to hammer anew. Even if Solen believed her and wanted to help her, he might well blurt out her story, when drunk, to one of his friends. It was better this way.

Her voice began to return the day after she had started in the minescrape and she took it as a good omen. She had told Solen, but he advised her to stay mute. As usual he was drunk when he gave this advice, and on his way out to a night of ‘noble gambling’. She had taken his suggestion and kept quiet, but only while she built a cover story for herself. She was almost ready to try it out on Solen. Although he had said she should pretend to be a Fomhikan, when she told him her story she meant to give the impression that it was based on fragments of returning memory. If it convinced him, it would convince anyone.

Spotting another small callstone, she dug it out. Three. Unfortunately it was very small, but she was getting there. Shifting position, she caught the eye of the old woman who worked the dig alongside hers. So absorbed had she been in her foraging and her thoughts that Glynn had not even heard her approach.

‘Hot today,’ the woman grunted and unsheathed the one prominent and startlingly white tooth she seemed to have left.

Glynn gave her an incredulous look because the minescrape was bone-chillingly cold, but the old woman appeared to be perfectly serious. She was even sweating.

Men and women of all ages worked in the mines in equal number. Workers tended to frequent the same areas for periods of time so, even after a day and a half, she was familiar with those working in her region of the minescrape.

The old woman’s name was Teesa and she worked her dig with a lumpish teenager called Baltic, whose eyes followed Glynn in a way that made her uneasy. She told herself he was only staring because she was something new in his limited universe, but occasionally she caught a gleam of slyness in his expression that suggested he had some sort of furtive intelligence.

All three of them turned at the sound of boots on the stone to watch the arrival of the proxy hired by the regular worker of the dig to work his claim so that it would not be reallocated by Mallin. The proxy had arrived the previous morning saying the regular minescraper was ill. In spite of Glynn’s determination not to become friendly with anyone, she had been unable to stop herself warming to the down-to-earth, stocky little Lev, with his sharp sense of humour and bent nose. She watched surreptitiously as he knelt down on a small square of carpet, laid his cloak and lantern aside and examined the dig, humming to himself. Absurdly, something about him made her want to laugh. He was unfailingly cheerful and, most importantly, he seemed to be able to talk without expecting any response from other people. Indeed, he was quite capable of carrying on both sides of a conversation all by himself! It was he who had talked of the Shadowman until Teesa had hissed at him to shut up before the legion was sent after them all.

Legionnaires were windwalkers and the internal police force of the island. They wore blue or purple cloaks and trimmings over matt-black body suits. Each of the islands had its own legion which was differentiated from the others by the predominant colour of its attire. The various legions had their own leaders and rank structure, but ultimately each was responsible to the chieftain of its host island.

Glynn noticed that Lev was watching her. ‘I heard you were near drowned in the open water on your way to Acantha,’ he said with a grin that implied it was a good joke to nearly drown yourself.

Glynn tried to smile, but she was worried that Mallin had passed on this information about her and it was now common knowledge. Maybe Solen had talked about her when he was drunk. It made her nervous to think of herself as the object of gossip, though the gossip tallied well enough with her cover story.

Lev seemed to be waiting for some sort of reaction so she touched her throat in vague apology and shrugged.

‘Heard you had swallowed bittermute algae. But I did not think the mute effect lasted more than a day or so.’ Lev’s voice was casual, but Glynn felt herself accused.

Fortunately, just then they heard Mallin approaching their part of the minescrape and Lev returned hastily to his dig. Emptying their buckets and recording the number of stones to keep track of each worker’s haul, Mallin weighed Glynn’s three stones in her palm.

‘You will have to work harder than you have been doing. Plenty more hungry for the pit.’

She was referring to the fact that the turnover of minescrapers was high, and there were always queues waiting to replace anyone who did not measure up. Given how swiftly she had been hired, Glynn imagined initially that work must be easy to obtain in the mines. But that was not so. There were waiting-lists, and most mine workers had proxies like Lev to safeguard their position should they fall ill. This made her swift hire a puzzle until Glynn figured out that it must have been Solen’s message that gave her an edge. She could not, in her wildest imagination, see a lotus-eater like Solen having anything in common with Mallin, but no doubt his post as legionnaire gave him some power.

She mimicked to Mallin that she would work faster.

‘We will see.’ Mallin turned to Lev, who explained that he had only just come in, but Mallin slapped him on the back and said she knew she could rely on him to top the quota.

When she had gone down the next level, Lev gave Glynn a sympathetic look. ‘She knows me,’ he said unnecessarily. ‘But it is no pleasure to me that she does. I have been here too long. Do not make my mistake. Find yourself a darklin and retire.’

‘So easy,’ Teesa cackled, sitting on the other side of the black corridor and unwrapping her lunch from a basket. ‘Easy as finding blue sether on the flatlands.’

Baltic grunted at her and she put some bread into his grimy hands. He stuffed it into his mouth with the peculiar humming noise he made whenever he ate, piggy eyes on Glynn.

‘Maybe so,’ Lev sighed, sitting too, and pulling a bun wrapped in cloth from his pocket. He offered Glynn half. Taking it, she smiled inwardly at herself. To begin with she had been revolted at the thought of eating in the dirty minescrape, but now she sat down with the others without a qualm. She unwrapped her own lunch – a flat sort of pie with a black pasty filling – broke it in four and offered it to the others. Sharing food was common in the minescrape, and it made for variety in an otherwise dreary day. She purchased her meals from a stall in the song cavern each morning.

‘Easy into the minescrape and hard out,’ Teesa said through a mouthful of pie. Baltic had finished his and now sidled closer to Glynn. She wiped the mine dust off her hands, pretending not to see him.

‘True spoken,’ Lev admitted cheerfully. ‘Gambling away my family’s holding was easy and that is what brought me to this rocky bit of an island. I had drunk too much cirul at the time, but there was no going back on it. A bet is a bet, so I sent my sister to live with relatives, and came here with the last of our coin. And in spite of the gambling that is my only solace, I have earned almost enough to claim back the land I lost, but it has been a hard road back, right enough.’

‘I have heard that before. Leave while you can this time,’ Teesa advised. Baltic reached out to touch Glynn’s boot. She ignored him, hoping he would become bored when she did not react.

‘I have been thinking I might stay on a bit. Earn enough for the land and some over. Then I would be ahead, you see. It would not all have been for nothing.’

Glynn wondered how many goldminers would have given themselves a similar argument for staying with their shafts, and was saddened at the thought of Lev ending his days here.

‘Should have got handfasted long back, but you are an old fool,’ grunted Teesa. ‘A woman would have kept you from losing the holding.’

‘That is true, no doubt,’ Lev said seriously. Then he broke into an impish grin and turned to direct an arch look at Glynn. ‘But who would have me?’

She felt herself blush. Without warning, Baltic launched himself at Lev, snarling like a dog.

The older man pushed the boy away roughly, and Teesa flung her arms around her grandson, kissing him and hissing at Lev to keep his dirty hands to himself.

‘Teach your boy to keep his hands where they are wanted,’ Lev said mildly. ‘The next man might not be so gentle, nor the next woman so forgiving.’

Teesa glared at Glynn. ‘My Baltic would not want one who looked so like a myrmidon she-demon.’ She pushed the drooling Baltic back to their dig and turned her back on them, bristling with outrage.

‘Do not mind her,’ Lev said easily. ‘Or her wild accusations. No myrmidon would come to Acantha in these times and she knows it.’

Teesa snorted. ‘You are here.’

Glynn stared at Lev.

‘Am I a myrmidon then? I was born on Myrmidor, as well you know. It is the spear maids that give themselves to the soulweavers and the rest of us are tarred with the same brush,’ Lev said to Teesa’s back. ‘And I would thank you not to go bandying my sept around in these dark days. A man could be killed.’

‘Should have stayed on your own sept then,’ Teesa snapped, but she sounded less angry.

‘Now how could I, Teesa my love, with the whole world calling me to look at it?’ he said in a wheedling voice.

She gave a pleased snort. ‘You should have taken the loss and year-ended with some maid who was not set on carrying the spear for the Darkfall hags.’

‘It was not in me to stay home and maybe that is truly why I gambled so much,’ Lev said, returning to his own dig with a sigh. ‘I wanted to see the world and the farm bound me. Most people never travel further than a few days from where they were born, let alone from sept to sept. But I wanted to see how other islands look and hear what songs people sing there and what stories they tell. I wanted to see sky sether growing on the Black Tower and bathe in the Iridomi fire lakes. I wanted to feel the red sand winds on Vespi. But, more than anything else, I wanted to sail through the Turin Straits where the water shines even on the darkest night, and mountains of ice rise from the waves. A man should not die before seeing all the wonders of the world.’

‘And how many of those dreams have come to pass since you left Myrmidor, old man?’ Teesa sneered good-naturedly.

Lev looked philosophical. ‘Ah well. I am not dead. Maybe the Song will gift me with a darklin yet.’

[image: image]
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Endlessly curious, the Firstmade traversed world after world…
At length, it was drawn back to the worlds made by the Song.
It came at last to Keltor, rejoicing to find there
creatures which had also been formed of the Song,
and in which remained a fragment of that sweetest music
of its own making.
It stayed long, and grew to love the lesser beasts which
dwelt there,
setting no kind above another …
But then Shenavyre was born into the world …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


That night, Glynn sat by the fire in Solen’s fell, staring into the flames unseeingly.

The altercation with Teesa had frightened her, though Lev had smoothed it over. She felt she ought to leave Acantha while the going was good, but it was taking so long to amass anything like the three hacoin she would need just to get to Fomhika. Maybe she should try to find a job on a ship; that way she would not have to worry about money to travel. Though it seemed as if Vespians only hired Vespians as crew. Perhaps she could secure a second job. The mining left her bone-weary, but she could endure anything for a short time.

The trouble was, with or without money, she still had no idea how to go about getting home.

She heard footsteps and looked up to see Solen enter. It was very late and she had extinguished the lanterns, so he did not see her. She was relieved that, for once, he was not falling down drunk.

‘Ah, father, did you ever wonder what you were doing?’ he murmured, tying the door flap behind him. He sounded tired and depressed.

Glynn coughed apologetically.

He stiffened and turned to face her. He was far enough from the fire for his expression to be indistinct, but reflected flames flickered in his slanted eyes.

‘You are up late,’ he said finally.

‘I couldn’t sleep …’ Glynn felt suddenly dreadfully uncomfortable. Sometimes she forgot this was Solen’s home. How he must loathe having it invaded like this. ‘I … I am thinking of finding a place of my own,’ she said impulsively.

She had not thought it through, but once the words were said she felt it would be for the best. She had a job and money. There was no reason for her to impose further. She would begin speaking in the mine, then she could simply ask Lev about accommodation on Acantha. Or maybe she would ask him instead about casual employment aboard Vespian ships. She started to rise.

‘Wait,’ Solen said, his tone finely balanced between a request and an order. ‘Stay a moment longer. I would like to speak with you.’

That’s a change, Glynn thought, but she held her tongue and subsided back into the cushions, wondering what he could possibly want to say to her.

Solen sat down on one of the cushions, and the firelight illuminated his oriental features. Sitting still like that, head slightly bowed so the shadows lengthened downward, he reminded her very much of Wind, and she felt a rush of longing. She bit the inside of her mouth and reminded herself forcefully that, nevertheless, he was not Wind.

He looked up, meeting her eyes. He did that very rarely and Glynn hoped her expression was enigmatic.

‘I have been a bad host, I know,’ he said.

Glynn frowned. Was this to be an apology?

‘You saved my life,’ she said in a carefully neutral tone, ‘though, as you said, it was not something you would ordinarily do. You made it possible for me to get work. I’m grateful for your help.’ She was surprised to find a hard, hurt edge had crept into her voice.

Solen looked away into the fire. ‘Do not misunderstand. I am … I am what I must be. What I need to be.’ His voice sounded ragged, and Glynn wished she could see his expression properly. She had no idea what he was trying to say.

‘If you aren’t happy …’ she began tentatively.

He gave a humourless bark of laughter, and brought his eyes back to her. ‘You cannot know the depth of my unhappiness, Glynna. My life is saturated with it. The last time I was happy was the day I brought you up to Acantha. For a moment I truly forgot myself in sharing your pleasure at that flight, and in remembering my own first windwalk. You … intrigue me. I have never seen anyone other than Vespians as calm on the waves as you. And here you have worked in the minescrape, uncomplaining, though it is hard dirty labour. You endure so gracefully. If you could know how I wish …’ He stopped, staring so hard at Glynn that she felt half mesmerised.

‘You can change,’ she said, having the confused notion that somehow she was making him regret his aimless existence. ‘You could try to … to drink less.’

He laughed so savagely and seemed so far from his usual indolent self that Glynn wondered suddenly if something bad had happened.

‘You pity me,’ he said softly.

‘I … I don’t understand you.’

‘Nor I you. Your words are so strange sometimes. And your mannerisms. I can not tell which sept you belong to. One minute I am sure you must be a myrmidon to be so bold, and the next I feel you cannot possibly be a spear maid. Right now, in this dimness, I wonder if you are real at all. Who are you Glynna-vyre?’

Glynn’s throat tightened. Solen’s moodiness was beginning to remind her eerily of Wind’s behaviour the night before he died. A wave of nausea broke over her.

‘What is the matter?’ Solen asked. ‘You are shivering. Are you cold?’

‘You … I …’ Glynn took hold of herself firmly. There was no point in letting this strange conversation continue. She decided to tell Solen her made-up history to see if she could carry it off. Surely it would take his mind from his worries, whatever they were. ‘I wanted to tell you, I have begun to remember things about myself. I think you will be happy to hear that I am Fomhikan.’

‘What have you remembered?’ As she had hoped, his voice had sharpened.

‘Just … just bits and pieces really. I lived on a farm in the hills on Fomhika. My job was exercising racing aspi.’ She had learned about the aspi racing stables from a man at the Porm cavesite market. She had overheard him talking of his sister who had made year-end contract with a Fomhikan aspi-breeder.

Solen nodded encouragingly. ‘That would explain your physical strength. Go on. What else? Your family?’

‘My parents are dead,’ Glynn said, unable to stop a quiver in her throat. ‘They were killed in an accident. The man who owns the farm is a relative.’

‘His name?’

She thought fast. ‘That is one of the things I do not remember. But I think Glynna is a shortened version of my name.’

‘It should not be hard to find out who he is. There are not so many racing stables, and only one missing you. If this man owns racing beasts, he would have coin enough for your passage home.’

‘I will not ask him for it.’ Glynn turned to the fire because she did not like lying and feared her face might give her away. If Solen called her out she would simply confess she had made the whole thing up and had wanted to test it out.

‘Why not?’ Solen asked. ‘The cost of a passage to Fomhika will be nothing to him.’

‘My uncle is one of those Fomhikans they make jokes about, who cannot plantsing.’ She had, in fact, heard several such jokes. ‘That lack runs in my family. I myself am tone deaf. It was when I tried to sing in the minescrape today, it all came back to me,’ she improvised. ‘Someone told me I could not be Fomhikan with such a voice and I remembered. It doesn’t matter to me that I have no music in me, but my uncle wears his lack hard because he thinks people laugh at him for it. He is always talking of his dignity and of how important it is to be respected.’ She hesitated, flicking the Acanthan a swift look to gauge his reactions. He was listening intently, but it was impossible to tell what he thought. ‘He will be furious with me over this business with the coracle. You see, Carick was right. I was swept out to … to the great water. I was not drunk. I was casting and I just fell asleep. Before I knew it …’ She shrugged. ‘He will not believe I was sleeping. He will jump to the same conclusion as Carick did and assume I was drinking. He will feel I have made us a laughing stock and he will want to make me pay for it. So I have made up my mind not to go back.’

‘What will you do?’

Glynn had not thought this far ahead, but recklessly she plunged on. ‘You need not worry. I won’t be staying here on Acantha. I want to travel. I have always wanted to see the world.’ Lev’s words floated into her mind. ‘The … the sand winds on Vespi, the fire lakes on … on Iridom and the shining waves in the Turin Straits. A person ought to see how other people live before they die.’

Solen stared at her as if transfixed.

‘What … what is the matter?’ Had she gone too far?

‘That is quite an ambition for a Fomhikan aspi-breeder’s helper,’ he said.

Glynn shrugged and made herself hold his gaze. ‘I have no plantsinging ability so why shouldn’t I travel? Being unable to plantsing, I always felt out of place – as if I was not truly Fomhikan. There was an emptiness inside me that nothing in my world would fill. It made me restless to see if there was somewhere in the world that would stop the emptiness. Now that I have begun my travels by chance, I wonder if it is not fate giving me a shove.’

Solen sucked in a breath of air and expelled it forcefully. ‘Glynna, you astonish me. It is passing strange to hear my own boyhood thoughts spoken by you.’

It was now Glynn’s turn to stare. ‘You felt like that?’

‘I grew up here with my life stretching forward like a paved path, neatly shaped and bordered. A good worthy life, and though I had everything and was well-loved, there was an emptiness in me, too. A longing for … something I could not name.’

Glynn repressed a shudder at this reminder of Wind.

‘My father told me that was the incompleteness left by the Song of Making, but I was not so sure. Then the Song dealt me an unexpected shove, like you, and I left the path. When I tried to go back, I found my old life had grown too small for me – like a shirt that no longer fitted. I did not know whether to wear it until it stretched to fit me again, if it ever would, or to take it off and find a new life that might fill the emptiness that was still inside me.’

‘What did you do?’ Glynn asked.

‘What do you mean?’ All at once Solen looked angry, though for the life of her Glynn did not see what she had said to rouse him.

‘I … I just wondered if you went back to your old life or got a new one,’ she said, feeling stupid and defensive.

‘What is it to you what I chose? It is clear enough you despise me. It does not matter to me what you think.’

Of all the moody, irrational, bad-tempered pigs! Glynn counted to three, then stood up. Keeping her eyes on a spot between his eyes, she said flatly, ‘I never thought it did. I am going to bed.’

Lying in her bed and gritting her teeth half an hour later, she castigated herself for believing she and Solen had at last found some common ground. For a moment he had really seemed to understand her as Wind had. She scowled into the surrounding darkness. Get it through your head, she told herself savagely. Solen is not Wind. Not even half! He was an unpredictable, unreliable drunk and a stranger and she was absolutely on her own! The sooner she moved on the better.

That night she dreamed of Wind. She saw him take off his jacket and fold it, then lay it on top of his embroidered slippers. They were not things he had usually worn outside, and his movements had a slow, almost ritualistic air. He bowed, to what she could not tell, then he climbed up on the side of the bridge and raised his arms. All at once he was Solen, spreading his wings and rising into the air. She cried out to him to stay, but her voice sounded like a bird’s cry.

When she rose the next morning there was a chit from Solen saying he would not return that night because he had legion business. He had never left a message before, and she wondered if this was an oblique apology. She was less angry about their confrontation in the cold light of day. In retrospect she could see that his anger had been directed at himself rather than at her. If Solen was beginning to reexamine his life, she was not surprised that he did not like what he saw. Maybe he would decide to change. For his sake she hoped so, but it was not her problem and she resolved not to get tangled up in thinking about it.

That day Lev did not come in. The man who had hired him as proxy had returned. She was sorry. She had grown accustomed to the stocky little man and his wry sense of humour. Teesa barely spoke the whole day, and even Baltic appeared to have lost interest in her, while the man said not a word to any of them.

With nothing else to occupy her Glynn put all of her energies into the dig, and was rewarded by a hacoin at the end of the day. She was still uncertain about the value of individual coins, but she must have two hacoin by now. Waiting with the other minescrapers to be carried to the song cavern, it occurred to her that she was not so far from her goal. If she shifted out of Solen’s fell, she would have to start paying for her food and accommodation. On the other hand she could not stay in Solen’s fell simply because it was convenient. Especially since she had announced her decision to leave. If only they had been able to establish some sort of friendship.

Landing in the song cavern, she felt a rush of gladness to see Lev. He was clad as usual in grubby mine clothing. He must have been working another dig but he was now deep in conversation with Mallin. They were both frowning and Lev was making a chopping motion with one hand. He spotted her and waved, his lips widening in a familiar grin.

He said something to Mallin and then came over to Glynn. ‘You had a good day?’

She was about to nod, then it occurred to her she might just as well break her silence. ‘It was good enough.’ She kept her voice low and rasping as if she really had not spoken for ages.

Lev raised shaggy brows, and seemed more amused than surprised. ‘Well, well. So you can talk now. I wondered how long before you would speak to me.’

Glynn thought that was an odd way to comment on her recovery, but Lev was smiling so she disregarded a slight misgiving.

‘Come and have a drink with me,’ he said. ‘We will celebrate the return of your voice and my good luck at working three days in a row. The life of a proxy is not secure, to be sure.’

Glynn wondered suddenly why Mallin did not give Lev his own dig. She asked and for a moment he stared at her blankly. Then he shrugged and said he had once had his own dig, but that he had been unlucky at it. He broke off to press her again to have a drink with him.

‘I want to hear your story, finally.’

The prospect of another long, lonely night in Solen’s fell after a depressing day in the minescrape decided Glynn and outweighed her fear of giving herself away. Besides, her manufactured history had worked with Solen so she could relate it to Lev without fear.

‘I have to get this dust off me first,’ she said.

‘I would get the dust out of my throat before I bothered with the rest of me, but each to their own. Gard’s Nightshelter is in Gof cavesite, so you do not have far to travel from Porm.’ He drew a simple map in the dust with the toe of his boot, showing her which races to take to reach Gof. ‘The great cave is right in front of you when you come out of the race.’ He grinned. ‘You can choose the cirul since I have named the nightshelter.’

Glynn immediately wanted to change her mind, but she quashed her apprehension. Sooner or later, she was going to have to expose herself and it might as well be with someone she liked.

Solen’s fell was still in darkness when she arrived. Letting herself in, it occurred to her that the windwalker might have solved the problem of his responsibility for her by simply relocating until she left. Yet that would be a cowardly solution, and she felt instinctively that he was not a coward; how could he have saved her, if he was? Solen claimed his act had been impulsive, but didn’t that say something pretty decisive about his character? She thought of him as weak rather than cowardly.

As she lowered herself into the pool of hot water in the bathing room, she wondered how Lev had known she was staying in Porm cavesite. Probably Mallin had mentioned it.

There was no soap or shampoo, but the hot water revived her spirits. She had found a greyish wind suit slashed with yellow in a trunk with some other clothes. It was tight on her, and too short in the leg, but at least it was clean. It even looked rather dashing once she had donned boots and a musty-smelling cloak. She could not get the black stains from under her nails or out of her fingers but gave up, reckoning Lev’s hands must be worse.

Coming out of the bathing room, she was startled to notice a sheaf of sweet-smelling sether lying on the timber block that served as a table. She approached the blooms as warily as if they were a land mine, hoping they had been here when she arrived. Otherwise someone had wandered in while she was bathing. She could not find a message twig to say who had left them. It crossed her mind that Solen might have brought them, but she dismissed the idea as ridiculous. More likely Zeyar had sent them to Solen!

Making her way along the races, she was relieved to discover they were still well-peopled. A lot of the women she passed were wearing elaborate gowns under heavy cloaks, and Glynn stopped worrying about being mugged and started worrying that she might not be dressed appropriately. She would have to excuse herself by saying she simply had no other clothes but those Solen had lent her.

As soon as she set eyes on the nightshelter, Glynn knew she need not have concerned herself. It was little more than a beer hall in a cave. The establishment was obviously popular with miners because Glynn recognised more than a few faces. Most of the customers, male and female, looked as if they had not even bothered to wash or change before coming here.

She pushed her way through the door flap.

Lev must have been keeping an eye out, for immediately she heard him shout her name over the roar of talk and laughter. To her relief, when she fought her way through the press to where he was sitting, he was alone. He had ordered her a mug of cirul to hold the seat, he said, indicating a coarse mug.

‘You look very clean,’ he laughed. ‘My apologies if this is a bad dram. But a dram is a damn dram, I say.’

‘I am so thirsty this could be … be water and I would not mind,’ Glynn rasped. She had almost said cat pee without thinking, and retrospective fright made her take a great gulp from the mug. She was certain her eyes bulged as the liquid fire she had poured down her throat seared its way into her horrified stomach.

‘Wh … what is this?’ she asked, eyes streaming.

He grinned. ‘I was told it is the best Fomhikan green, though it did look more brown than green to me, now I come to think on it. No doubt the fellow pouring the jugs topped it with some cheap racoin muck.’ He took a huge swig, draining his mug and setting it down with a sigh.

‘More?’

‘N … not for me yet,’ Glynn stammered, sipping the awful stuff and wondering if she dared pour it on the ground when Lev was not looking. No doubt this was what Solen drank. Which went some way to explaining why, when he was drunk, he looked like someone had hit him on the head with a hammer! And what was a racoin? Obviously a very small amount. Somehow she had to find out more about the Keltan currency.

Lev gave a bellow that nearly had her out of her skin. A harassed-looking boy carrying a jug forced his way towards them through the press of people. Glynn did not see what sort of coin Lev paid him to refill their mugs. She swore under her breath. She wanted to know what each mug cost, for while she was bathing it had occurred to her that the danger of giving herself away would be lessened if Lev was drunk by the end of the night. She would be free to ask questions, and tomorrow she could simply deny saying anything he thought had sounded odd, claiming he had misheard or misunderstood. Of course it depended on what a mug cost. She had brought all of her earnings, reasoning that if she could get any useful information, it would be worth spending the lot.

She lifted her own mug to her lips, and was pleased to see Lev follow her lead and drink again.

‘Agg,’ he sighed, settling deeper on his seat. ‘By the Horn, a person needs a dram or ten to forget the minescrape, else he would never go back down.’

Glynn smiled. ‘Well, you must drink a lot if you have been here as long as you say.’

Lev sighed. ‘Aye, I have and more fool I am for it. You never make that mistake, Glynna. Get the coin and get out. The minescrape will swallow your life up if you let it. Go home while there is a home to go to.’

Glynn frowned and was startled to hear the miner use her father’s pet name just as Solen had done, but maybe it was just the accent.

‘I have been in and out of the minescrape for a long time now, so I know the dangers,’ Lev went on. ‘You come here full of fire and you mean to earn your stake and get out. But somehow you stay and one day you look in the mirror and you see old age staring you in the eyes.’ He took a long swallow from his mug, then regarded her speculatively through watering eyes. ‘Mallin said you were staying with one of the windwalkers.’

Out of sheer nervousness Glynn drank some more of the brew. When she had stopped coughing she allowed that she was staying with Solen, but explained that they hardly knew one another.

‘I am … still somewhat confused from …’ she broke off and pretended to have another coughing fit.

‘Bittermute algae. I know. You must have been in the water for some time to have been so affected.’

‘I suppose,’ Glynn said, exaggerating her hoarseness to cover any lapse of accent. Her hands were slippery with sweat, which was absurd because she had told her story to Solen the night before and he had believed it. ‘I do not remember exactly how I got in the water. I was in a coracle doing some river casting. I had been drinking …’ She had modified the earlier version of her story, thinking it would be more likely that she would sleep her way into the middle of the ocean if she had been drinking.

‘Fomhikans,’ Lev murmured, grinning broadly.

Gaining confidence, Glynn continued. ‘I suppose I was washed down the Nivian and into the open water, then the coracle must have sunk on me. Next I know, I am vomiting water on a ship deck in the middle of nowhere. It was the windwalker I am staying with who pulled me aboard, and so here I am on Acantha.’

‘Lucky you didn’t wake up halfway down the gullet of a silfi,’ Lev said with a shudder.

‘I ended up in the minescrape because I am trying to earn a passage home.’ She had decided to simplify the end of her story and, in a way, it was no less than the truth.

‘Bad luck it was not one of the Vespians who dragged you aboard the ship, then they would have had to bring you home to Fomhika,’ Lev mused. ‘But why do you not simply call to your parents to send coin?’

Glynn launched into the story she had told Solen the previous night, but this time she made the uncle less a cold bully than an intolerant fellow with a temper. ‘I mean to earn my own way home because it will give him time to cool down.’

Lev nodded judiciously. ‘A sour sort he does sound, though Fomhikans are usually so easy-going. I suppose it was not being able to plantsing that soured him, like. What is your full name? Give it me slowly for I know you Fomhikans are fond of curst complicated names that twist a man’s tongue inside itself.’

Glynn had not thought to invent a name. ‘That’s one of the things I don’t remember. There are still so many annoying gaps in my memory; it is as if someone has gone into my head with a hammer and dug bits out.’

Lev shrugged. ‘Never trouble about it. The holes will fill themselves up in time, no doubt. It is not a bad strategy to build up a bit of longing in your uncle before you go back and face his music for it is bound to hurt your ears.’ He laughed at his pun, then sobered. ‘Thinking of it, having people making jokes of you constantly might curdle a person’s spirit.’ He turned to call for another refill.

Glynn was so relieved that he took her story at face value that she drank again without thinking. The liquid tasted slightly less horrible. She decided that was good enough reason to drink no more. Obviously the stuff had stunned her taste-buds.

Lev drained his refill almost in one long draught. ‘Thirsty work listening to stories. That was near as good as a balladeer could do.’

‘Let me pay for the next mug,’ Glynn said.

The smile vanished from Lev’s face. ‘What do you mean? Are you trying to insult me?’ he thundered.

People turned to stare and Glynn quailed, wondering what on earth she had done wrong. She said nothing, hoping he would quieten down.

‘You offered to pay for a mug when this is my invite!’ Lev went on, his voice rising. ‘You think I cannot afford it?’

She swallowed and said desperately, ‘Calm down, Lev. It … I wanted to make a toast and on Fomhika whoever makes a toast must pay for the cirul.’ She crossed her fingers that there were no Fomhikans sitting around ready to deny her invented tradition.

Lev’s fury evaporated as swiftly as it had erupted. ‘Oh. Well, my apologies for shouting at you,’ he said sheepishly. ‘Never heard of that custom but toast away. Hoy!’

The boy reappeared and stood patiently while they drained their mugs. Head swimming, Glynn watched him fill them again, then offered her little store of coin.

‘By the Horn, do you want to be attacked by ruffians? You must have almost a full nacoin there. Put all that away,’ Lev scolded, removing a quacoin from her and handing it to the boy. He rummaged in his apron and put three smaller coins on the table between the mugs.

‘Now, your toast?’ Lev said expectantly.

‘Uh …’ Glynn searched her spinning thoughts for something appropriate. ‘Let us drink to … to us both finding darklins.’

She held her breath to see how this would be received, given that she had no earthly notion what a darklin was.

‘Aye,’ Lev said easily. ‘To darklins.’

They both lifted their mugs, but this time Glynn was careful not to let any of the potent alcohol get down her throat.

‘Course, as Teesa said, the chances of it are slim.’ Lev sighed, having upended his mug. ‘I tell you, though, it would be a toss-up whether I traded it or used it if I found one. All that coin would be a fine thing, but it would be something to be able to soulweave for a little, and see what is going to happen before it happens. Of course, I might accidentally see how I die!’

Darklins allowed a person to soulweave, Glynn thought. And soulweaving was what? Seeing the future? That meant the stones let you see into the future. It sounded as if they were worth a lot of coin.

‘Have … have you ever known anyone to find a darklin?’ she asked.

Lev nodded. ‘Once. A woman I knew found one and sold it for a fortune to the Draaka. She pays the best prices on Acantha for them. She buys all she can get. I have heard she even powders them to use in haven rituals.’ Glynn tried to look amazed, since that seemed to be the expected response. ‘Truly,’ Lev insisted. ‘The woman who found the darklin wanted to use it to see what was in her future, but her man was afraid of her looking into the Void; afraid of bumping into the Unraveller demon.’ Lev’s eyes flickered to Glynn’s face and she had the idea he was waiting for some sort of reaction.

‘Aham,’ she murmured ambiguously.

‘I guess I would trade it, too, but not to the Draaka.’ Lev had lowered his voice now. ‘I would sell direct to an Iridomi noble. They do not care about the future or demons. They only want the pleasures the stone bestows on anyone using it. Of course, first, I would have to get to Iridom to make the sale.’

‘Pleasures?’ Glynn murmured.

‘Aye. They do say the use of darklins improves the sensual pleasures if you are minded to use them at such a time.’

Glynn felt herself blush as she realised what he meant.

‘Better certain coin than an uncertain future, eh?’ Lev said. ‘What would you do if you found one?’

‘I … I would like to see what my future held,’ Glynn said hesitantly.

‘Aye. But if it were a bad future, what would the point be of knowing about it first, eh? It would be like having to endure it twice over.’

‘You might be able to change it, though.’

Lev laughed triumphantly. ‘Ha. There it is. You would try to change the future, but what if what you saw was a lie? Remember the Void contains not only what will be, but what has passed and is now and could have been, all mixed up together. A woman who visions her home struck by skyfire in a storming might sell at a loss and move away, only to find it never comes to pass, or that a worse fate awaits her in the new place. Darklins give a person soulweaving tendencies, but it takes a full Darkfall soulweaver to see what is true.’

A lot of what had happened aboard the Waverider suddenly made sense in the light of Lev’s words. Argon obviously had soulweaving tendencies which had enabled him to see the ship coming to Eron isle. But when he had predicted a storming, Solen had pointed out he was not a full soulweaver, and therefore might be wrong in what he had foreseen.

What I need, Glynn thought flippantly, is a proper soulweaver to tell me my future. It occurred to her that talking to a soulweaver might be the wisest course she could take. There were none on Acantha obviously, but maybe on Fomhika …

Suddenly there was a hush as four men wearing black tunics embroidered with small flaring red suns entered. Glynn had seen people in this attire moving about the song cavern, but she had no idea who or what they were.

‘We come, with Jurass’s blessing, to seek your help in preventing the Unraveller demon escaping from the Void,’ one of the men announced in a beautiful, rather evangelical voice. His eyes raked the room as if he expected dissent, but no one spoke. He made a motion and the other men moved efficiently about the room holding out red pouches. Lev grumbled under his breath but when a man approached their table, he put a handful of coin in the pouch. Glynn followed suit, sweeping the small coins she had got in change into the pouch.

‘May the Void guardian watch over you,’ the man murmured to them both in a perfunctory tone.

When the group had completed their transit of the nightshelter, they bowed and departed. After a slight hiatus the talk swelled anew, though Glynn thought it was more subdued.

Lev rose and stretched. ‘Time for me to go,’ he said. ‘I will walk you back to your cavesite, eh?’

Glynn was glad to have him with her along the dark passages. A good many of the torches were now extinguished and there were fewer people about. When they reached Porm, Glynn gave a little cry of delight, for moonlight was falling in beams down the chimneys and some of the pools appeared to be full of stars.

Lev eyed the pools morosely as he bid Glynn goodnight and turned to retrace his steps along the race.

‘Lev?’

He turned inquiringly.

‘Are there … are there soulweavers on Fomhika?’

‘Not since the strife there. Poverin sent Alandria back to the misty isle for her own sake. At least, that is what he put about. He called her his conscience but maybe she pricked him one time too many. Far as I know, all soulweavers are on Darkfall or Myrmidor now, excepting Alene on Ramidan, of course.’ He frowned. ‘Faylian might be on Vespi, but if she is, the Vespians are keeping it quiet. Why do you ask?’

Glynn yawned and said casually, ‘I just wondered.’

Lev nodded, but his eyes were curious. ‘You are a strange girl, Glynn, my friend. Full of contradictions. You give coin to the Draaka’s followers and do not blink an eye when I call the Unraveller a demon, yet you ask about soulweavers with real interest.

So, Glynn thought, the men in the long tunics collecting money were followers of the Draaka. She had guessed as much after their speech. She said, ‘You gave coin to those men as well, Lev, and then you praised the soulweavers for their ability to see the truth.’

Lev tilted his head as if she had won a point. ‘True enough. Well, we will have to save this puzzle for another day. My head wants its bed.’

Glynn watched until he had gone out of sight, then she made her way thoughtfully across the floor of the cavesite and up the ramp leading to the fell.

According to Lev, there were a lot of soulweavers on Darkfall and Myrmidor, but only one on Ramidan. That made Darkfall her logical choice of destination. But there were distances to consider is well. Darkfall might be impossibly far. She must get a map to find out which island was closer.

Lifting the door flap to Solen’s fell, she discovered that there was light inside. Solen had come home after all, she thought, startled because his message had said he would be away all night.

But it was not Solen.
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Shenavyre sang in a voice as fair as her face
and sweet as her soul.
Hearing her, the Firstmade
remembered the Song of its own Making
and understood that all along it had been searching
– not for the Song, but for its Singer …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Staring into a blazing fire in the hearth was a long-limbed giant with shoulder-length blond hair. Hearing her enter, he pivoted.

‘Solen, thank Lanalor …’ He stopped, wide-set jade eyes narrowing to a slit. ‘Who are you?’

Glynn bridled at his tone, registering simultaneously that the stranger did not possess the high cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes she had learned were characteristic of the majority of Acanthans. She squared her shoulders.

‘I am Solen’s guest,’ she announced coolly. ‘Who are you?’

The man frowned. ‘Where is Solen?’

Glynn opened her mouth to say she did not know but, thinking better of it, she put her hands on her hips. ‘Not so fast. You haven’t told me who you are.’

‘Ah, I am Donard Arolnhod Seminter.’ He said his name as though he expected her to recognise it. When she made no response to it, he said, ‘Solen is expecting me. He did not tell you?’

Glynn was tempted to give this absurdly long-named visitor a lecture on Solen’s lack of consistency, but instead, she crossed to warm her hands at the fire. Something struck her. ‘You didn’t leave a bunch of sether here this morning, did you?’

He stared at her blankly. ‘What is your sept?’

‘I am Fomhikan,’ Glynn said, and was horrified to hear herself slur the words. If only she had not drunk so much!

His frown gave way to some less definable expression. ‘Fomhikan? And your name?’

‘You can call me Glynn,’ she said. Then, feeling she had lost control of the situation, she said crisply, ‘As I told you, I don’t know anything about a meeting. No doubt Solen forgot.’

‘Solen would not forget:.’ He frowned. ‘You have an odd way of talking – for a Fomhikan.’

‘I have only just recovered from swallowing bittermute algae,’ Glynn said.

‘Are you truly Fomhikan? After all, things are not always called by their true names …’ Donard quirked one elegant brow and, as with Lev earlier, Glynn had the feeling there was something required of her. Not having the slightest idea what that could be, she thought it safest to be silent.

‘Where did Solen go?’

‘I told you: I don’t know. He left a … a chit saying he had legion business and would not be back tonight.’

Donard’s eyes bored into hers. ‘You will wait here for him until he returns tomorrow?’

‘No,’ Glynn snapped. He made it sound as if she was hanging around like a puppy wanting a pat! ‘First, I don’t know when he will be back, and second, I am not waiting for him. I am only staying here while I earn coin in the minescrape for a passage home.’

‘The minescrape?’

‘Are you hard of hearing?’ Glynn decided aggression might work better than evasion on this persistent fellow. If he became angry she would have an excuse to ask him to leave.

‘You have chosen a difficult and dirty way to earn coin,’ Donard only said mildly. ‘Well, whatever the reason, Solen is not here. It may even be that he did not get my message or that he has indeed forgotten our meeting. I have not seen him for some time, you understand. I am sorry to miss him. Perhaps you will tell him something for me?’

Glynn shrugged, thinking Solen was just as likely to be waiting until this serious-looking fellow had departed before returning. ‘What is it?’

‘Tell him that a casting performed at great cost in Iridomi waters has proven fruitful. We now know that the most dangerous silfi, long thought by some to be mere ballad fodder, are stirring at last. We will cast in Ramidan waters when Lori iceheart shows on the dawn horizon.’

‘You want me to tell him that?’

‘It is a matter of mutual business interests,’ Donard said.

Glynn tried to look as if this queer message made perfect sense to her, as maybe it ought. She had become used to feigning knowledge in the midst of ignorance these last few days.

‘You are tired and it is very late. I will take my leave of you,’ Donard said politely, moving towards the fell entrance. ‘No doubt we will meet again.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Glynn said. ‘I will be leaving Acantha soon.’

‘Then our short acquaintance is my loss,’ Donard said, and he left with a courteous little bow.

Glynn tied the door flap after he had gone, thinking someone ought to invent a lock in this world or at least a good solid door. She felt cold and on impulse brought out a blanket from the sleeping chamber and stretched out before the warm hearth. She had the fleeting thought that if a spark came out of the fire she would probably burn to death; then she was asleep.

For the first time since she had come to this strange complicated world, she slept peacefully and without dreams, but bare minutes seemed to pass before she was opening her eyes. She rose to see if it was daylight in the cavesite and immediately a vice closed around her head. Groaning, she lit a lantern and staggered to the bathing room. Every muscle seemed to have its own separate individual ache. A quick immersion in the bathing pool took away some of her muscle soreness, but a queasy feeling in her stomach decided her against food.

She hurried through the race system to the song cavern, cursing Lev and his cirul. She hoped he had a hangover as bad as hers! On the other hand, he had drunk so much more he was probably stone dead.

It was well into the day before her hangover subsided sufficiently to let her mind function. Only then did she think of Solen’s late-night visitor, and replay their encounter without the confusing fog of alcohol. Donard, with his talk of honour and promises, seemed an unlikely acquaintance for Solen, yet the blond man clearly regarded him highly. Of course, he had said that they had not seen one another for some time.

She could not imagine what Donard’s message about silfi stirring signified. Lev had said she was lucky not to be eaten by silfi when she had been in the water, which suggested it was a dangerous marine animal. But why on earth would Donard want to tell Solen about fishing possibilities in Iridomi waters? As far as she knew, he had no business other than being a legionnaire and getting drunk as often as was humanly possible.

Glynn emptied her thoughts of Solen. There were more important things to think about. Running her mind over all Lev had said the night before, she recalled he had said soulweavers could see all that would be or had been. It struck her that, if she had not misunderstood him, soulweavers could look back in time. Which meant she could learn how she had come to Keltor in the first place, and maybe in that way find out how to get back home. Since there were no soulweavers on Acantha, she had to get to Darkfall or Ramidan isle, which brought her the full circle back where she started. She needed to get coin enough to travel and she needed to find out exactly how far it was from Acantha to Ramidan, and from Acantha to Darkfall, to see which was closer. That would decide her destination, though she was tending towards Darkfall, given that there were many soulweavers there, and only one on Ramidan. It might also be useful to find out if there would be any cost for this backward scrying. She would ask Lev about it. Being from Myrmidor, he ought to know something of the myrmidons, though he had not sounded particularly fond of them talking to Teesa.

She focused her mind on her work, refusing to be distracted either by Teesa’s occasional jibe, or the idiot antics of Baltic who seemed to be in some sort of euphoric state. He spent half the day capering about Glynn like an overgrown dog whenever Teesa took her eyes off him. Unfortunately, despite her diligence, Glynn found only two ill-shaped callstones.

On impulse, she asked Mallin how many coins it would take to cross from Acantha to Darkfall.

The overseer gave her a strange look. ‘It would be fifteen or so hacoin to reach Myrmidor. I suppose that is what you mean, since you cannot travel by ship to Darkfall.’

‘Of course,’ Glynn said, as if she understood, and she reminded herself to ask Lev about Darkfall. She could not imagine how the crossing between Myrmidor and Darkfall would be made if not by ship. Perhaps there was a bridge? Not that it mattered. Fifteen hacoin was an absolute fortune and she could only hope Ramidan was a lot closer!

Back in the song cavern Glynn looked for Lev, but he was nowhere to be seen. She thought of asking Mallin about him, but the overseer had departed already. Disappointed, she headed back to Porm cavesite, turning over in her mind various strategies to get the information she needed about Ramidan. When she reached Solen’s fell it was dark and there was no sign that he had returned. She was not surprised. If he had come back, he was probably off drinking with his friends.

On impulse, she decided to eat at the stalls for a change. Maybe being among people would stop her feeling quite so abandoned. Tomorrow, if Lev did not make an appearance, she would ask Mallin where he lived so that she could check on him. In the meantime she would eat and do a little strategic eavesdropping. Better than sitting in the fell, twiddling her thumbs and worrying about Ember.

She did not bother changing her clothes. By the time she had washed her hands and face, it was quite dark in the cavesite. The clouds she had seen gathering on the horizon from the song cavern had obviously covered the twin Keltan moons, which had shed such astonishing brightness down the chimneys the night before. Now you see it, now you don’t, Glynn thought, making her way down the ramp and hoping she would not blunder into one of the pools. The market area was lit by the fire-pits and various lamps and braziers but all around it was pitch dark. Long wooden benches were pulled up around the communal fires and men and women sat along them talking and eating food from their laps, with bawling babies and shouting tots playing in the dust at their feet. The stalls selling food were clustered in rows between the fires and surrounded by milling customers.

Glynn felt safely anonymous as she pushed her way to the nearest stall. She bought a bowl of stew and some rolls, paying with a hacoin because she knew it could not cost so much. The stall man rolled his eyes up in irritation as he handed her back a pile of coins as change. She went back to the nearest fire and sat on the end of a bench occupied by a small family. Turning her back on them to avoid any possibility of conversation, she counted her change; eight small racoin. Probably there were ten racoin to a hacoin. Putting the money away, she scooped the stew into her mouth with a roll. Keltans used no cutlery other than a knife and she had become adept at using bread as a utensil. She was hungry, having missed breakfast and lunch, and she went back for more.

‘Here, you should have come to hear the Draaka last night,’ a girl said excitedly behind her.

Glynn froze, replenished bowl in hand.

Another girl snorted. ‘I would have come, but you know how my father is. He supports the soulweavers and that means he believes the Void guardian wants to get out of the Void and gobble up the world.’ She laughed. ‘He is so old-fashioned. If I try to discuss it or question the discrepancies in the soulweavers’ tale of Lanalor and the Void spirit, he just says I am to stop talking of matters that are not understood by any but those of the curst misty isle. I ask you.’

Glynn turned slowly as the two girls’ voices receded, and saw them approach the place she had left vacant at the end of the bench. The young family on the other end of it took one look at the girls’ shining hair and beautifully cut wing suits, and shifted up to give them more room. They were about Glynn’s age, but alongside them she felt like a particularly unsavoury bag lady. Not that they noticed her. They were far too involved in their own chatter.

She shifted closer to hear if they would say anything more about the mysterious Draaka.

‘Too many people would rather stay ignorant and let the soulweavers rule their lives,’ the taller of the pair sighed. ‘If they would just let go of their prejudices and come to hear the Draaka speak, they would see at once how they have been duped by the Darkfall hags …’

‘They will have to hear her soon and that will be all to the good for they must understand where the soulweavers have brought us with their self-serving lies about the old legends. If people are not made to see the truth, eventually the Void will weaken enough for the Unraveller demon to escape and then we will all be doomed.’

‘I wish you would not speak of such things when it is dark,’ the other girl shuddered. ‘It is hard to believe your father thinks the Unraveller is some sort of saviour and actually prays for it to come.’

‘That is nothing. He even believes the soulweavers’ tale of the wondrous Firstmade, waiting to be released so that it can restore light and hope to the world!’ Both girls laughed.

‘That old story. But what do you mean people will have to hear the Draaka?’

The other girl had a smirk in her voice when she answered. ‘Rann told me the chieftain means to ask the Draaka to address the wing hall when it is next called.’

‘Really? There may be trouble, because a lot of the older people feel as my father does, though they do not speak out. They refuse to believe that the Draaka only wants to make sure the Void is not breached. It is wicked that people so misjudge her without even listening to what she has to say.’

‘Yes,’ the other girl murmured. The pair had finished eating, and they rose, dusting off their fingers and drifting away.

That was the trouble with eavesdropping, Glynn thought in disgust. It was completely serendipitous. She sat back in her place at the end of the bench and began to eat her now-cold bowl of stew.

‘Blasted noble brats out slumming,’ a man said loudly from the other side of the fire.

‘Noble or not, they spoke true,’ someone else said aggressively.

Glynn looked over but could not tell who had spoken. There was a murmurous rumble of agreement from other people around the fire-pit, but her attention focused on a quiet conversation taking place between the mother and father of the family beside her.

‘Here, do you think it is true what those girls said about the Draaka being asked to speak at the wing hall?’ the man asked in a low voice.

The mother answered. ‘It is more than possible, Lanalor knows. Jurass wants to stamp out support for the soulweavers and what better way than to have the Draaka speak against them? I have heard she is very convincing.’

‘I would not be convinced, but we will not go to swell her audience,’ the man said stoutly.

‘Then they will know we cleave to Darkfall.’ She sighed. ‘Who would have ever thought people would hiss if you spoke of the misty isle, or that young maids would brazenly dare to call the Unraveller a demon? The world has gone mad.’

‘Why should it not, when its Holder is mad?’ the man asked meaningfully, but still in a low tone.

The woman pulled a fat baby on her lap and began jogging him up and down so vigorously the baby began to hiccup. When she spoke, her voice was so soft that Glynn had to strain her ears to catch the words. ‘I have told you before, Broch, and I tell you now, we must leave Acantha before it becomes a crime to cleave to Darkfall. It is almost that now. Maybe we could go to the citadel on Ramidan, and stay with my sister for a bit.’

The man yelped. ‘You must be mad. It would cost all the coin we have saved and more to go so far. Besides, Tarsin and his bitch of a mother have made a sewer of the Holder’s city. They respect Darkfall no more than Jurass. Acantha is our home.’

‘Will it be our home when we are thrown from the cliffs because we do not worship the Chaos spirit?’ The woman’s voice had risen and the man looked around uncomfortably.

‘Keep your voice down, Miliad. It is not safe to speak such words out loud. Besides, it will not come to that. The Shadowman would …’

‘The Shadowman! You men are all alike. You think his heroics will solve this? It is too big for that. Why do you think the soulweavers do not endorse him and his agents? Each thing has its song to sing, even this dark time and even Jurass’s madness. It must be so or why else would the soulweavers continue to support him? But your precious Shadowman will fight against things which are perhaps meant to happen. Who knows what harm he will do?’

‘If all things have their songs to sing, then maybe the Shadowman has a part to play as well,’ the man said reasonably. ‘What sort of a world is it if we do not fight for justice?’

‘There can be no justice or light until the Firstmade is freed,’ the woman snapped, and the man fell silent for a time.

‘Maybe so, Miliad,’ he replied at last, ‘but what are we to do until then? It has been a hundred seasons since Lanalor called to the Unraveller, and it may be a hundred more before the Unraveller comes. Must we live in darkness and despair – we and our children and their children – until then?’

‘How can we live any other way when the Firstmade dwells thus? We must keep faith and we must trust to the soulweavers.’

‘Faugh,’ the man snorted. ‘The soulweavers care only for the Firstmade and the Unraveller. I am not saying they do wrong, for so Lanalor bade them. But we have ourselves to think of, and the children. The Shadowman is right to say we must fight for what is right until the Firstmade is restored to the world.’

The baby began to squall loudly then and the whispered argument ended as the little family decamped.

Glynn licked her fingers slowly, staring into the flames and thinking hard about all that she had heard. The most important bit of information, as far as she was concerned, was that the island of Ramidan was very far away. It might be even further than Darkfall. The thought of being stuck in the minescrape for weeks trying to amass coin for travel depressed her.

Ember’s face came into her thoughts. Glynn forced it from her and blinked away tears. They would not bring her home. She sighed and rose, making her way from the communal fires towards the dyefell. Tonight it was emitting a ghastly greenish lume. Skeins of cloth were strung up all along the front, dripping brackish-looking water. The angular man who ran the fell recognised her and lifted a friendly hand. Glynn waved back and felt vaguely cheered.

She was yawning widely as she approached the ramp. Looking up automatically, she almost dislocated her jaw when she realised there was light coming from inside. Solen had returned and it was early enough that he was unlikely to have been out drinking. She decided to forgive him for snapping at her. If he was trying to change, he needed support and encouragement, not criticism. Alcoholism is an illness, she reminded herself. She pulled aside the stiffened door flap, making up her mind that she would not let him get under her skin tonight.

But, once again, it was not Solen waiting for her.

Seated around the small room in various attitudes that suggested they had been there for some time, was a group of men clad in the blue-slashed wing suits of the Acanthan legion. The legionnaires rose at her entrance and Glynn’s heart began to pound.

‘You must come with us,’ said the shortest of the men. His purple cloak told her he was a wing leader.

‘There must be some mistake,’ she stammered.

‘You are the Fomhikan woman, Glynna, who has been cohabiting with Solen windwalker?’

‘I have not been cohabiting with him,’ Glynn protested indignantly. ‘I am staying here as a guest, is all. Solen is not even here! Why don’t you wait until he comes and he can tell you himself?’

The man simply stared down his long nose at her. ‘It is not Solen who is wanted.’

That scared Glynn badly. ‘Can I at least change?’ she stalled.

The legionnaire’s gaze travelled over her filthy clothing somewhat disdainfully, but he shook his head. ‘I am sorry, but my instructions are that you are to come at once.’

Crossing the room and putting out the lamps they had lit, Glynn tried to work out what she had done wrong. Perhaps the minor chit forgery had been discovered. But surely that was not so terrible a deed. She wondered what on earth she would do if they threw her in gaol. Would Solen help her? Would he be capable of helping her? What if there were no gaols on Keltor – only punishment? What if they chopped off her hand or tongue?

‘I am ready,’ Glynn said, and was amazed to find her voice steady despite a catalogue of terrors running through her mind. She dragged her fingers through her hair and grimaced to feel it was both gritty and greasy. She hated to think how it looked, and plaited it loosely to keep it back from her face.

‘Shall we go?’ the wing leader said politely.

For all the world as if I have a choice, Glynn fumed, preceding him through the stiffened flap and onto the ledge.

To her surprise there were more legionnaires waiting at the mouth of the race that led from Porm to Wena cavesite. Glynn thought they were waiting for her, until she noticed in their midst a slight young woman with anxious, almond-shaped eyes. The girl smiled and held out a hand chin-high, palm facing up. Fortunately Glynn had witnessed this greeting exchanged by nobles and their palms met fleetingly. Glynn had the feeling she had seen her somewhere before.

‘I am Hella,’ the young woman introduced herself. ‘I am Solen’s sister.’

‘Sister …’ Glynn echoed stupidly.

‘Save the social pleasantries for a wing hall,’ the wing leader said. ‘Let’s go. The Lady Nema does not like to be kept waiting.’

[image: image]
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When the Unykorn looked on Shenavyre’s face,
it wept because it knew love,
and knowing love, it knew pain,
for Shenavyre was mortal and would die …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


The legionnaires walked either side of the two girls as they left the cavesite and Glynn felt as if they were prisoners being marched off to be shot. She was trying to figure out what the mother of Jurass could want with her. It must be something to do with Solen since his sister was being brought along as well.

‘I am sorry we had to meet under such circumstances,’ Hella said softly. She did not sound overly worried about what was happening. ‘I came to Solen’s fell to make myself known to you, but you were away.’ She smiled a little. ‘I could see you had been there, though. I have not seen Solen’s fell so neat for a long time.’ She hesitated. ‘I … I heard you were working in the minescrape.’

Glynn wondered why Solen had not mentioned his sister. Clearly, Hella assumed he had. ‘You left the sether?’

Hella nodded. ‘After I realised I had forgotten to leave a chit. I wondered what you would think.’

Glynn hardly knew what to think. It was no wonder Hella had looked familiar. Like her brother, she had raven-wing hair cropped very short and the same striking eyes, though hers were dark-blue instead of purple. She was lean where he had run to flesh, but the resemblance between them was further accentuated because Hella wore the unisex wing suit affected by all Acanthan windwalkers.

‘Well, I am glad to meet you,’ Glynn said at last. ‘Why do you suppose Nema wants to see us?’

Hella flicked a pointed look at the captain of the legionnaires. ‘I do not know. Haris has not seen fit to inform me.’

‘It is not for me to attempt to interpret the thoughts or intent of the Lady Nema,’ he said pompously. ‘I am merely commanded to bring you both to her, and I obey. I was given no brief to explain anything to you.’

‘When did Nema return from her pilgrimage to the Draaka haven?’

‘Yestereve,’ Haris said, after a fleeting hesitation, as if he must first consult some inner authority.

Hella moved nearer to Glynn and said in a low voice, ‘I have no idea what Nema could have been doing at the haven – she was ever a staunch supporter of Darkfall – but for her to call us practically the moment of her return does not bode well. Why is Solen never here when he is needed?’

He probably makes it his business to be absent when he is needed, Glynn thought grimly, wishing uselessly that she had done something decisive about finding her own place. It was too bad that she had to be dragged into Solen’s messes when she was being so careful on her own account.

‘Where is your cavesite?’ she asked Hella.

‘Etienn. It is not far from Porm, where you are. In fact we passed by its race. You must come and see me. I live there alone but soon I will be shifting to Wena cavesite.’ A slight, secretive smile moved like a caress over her lips.

Glynn turned her attention to her surroundings. Keltor was divided into classes and the design of the settlement reflected this hierarchy. The walls of Porm and of the other outer cavesites she had seen were of bare untreated stone, as were their connecting races. Now they moved through races which were floored in woven mats and featured panels of relief carvings on the walls. In places there were even small portholes showing the sea outside, which meant they were being brought round the outside of the great subterranean wheel that was the Acanthan settlement. They came finally to wide, well-lit races that were virtually short stone corridors. Several were carpeted. The last was both carpeted and hung with richly patterned tapestries. As in Solen’s fell, many of the tapestries were unfinished. Perhaps it was some sort of strange fashion to have partly completed tapestries on the walls.

The race led to a small cavesite with a single sky chimney over a wide pool. The stalagmites, clustered around the opening to the chimney, were particularly beautiful and, on one side, they had joined with stalactites to form a petrified forest of stone columns. There was no moonlight, but the whole cavesite was illuminated by a number of fire torches whose flames danced on the surface of the water. By the pool were an older woman reclining on a patch of thick sether, and a plump, pretty girl singing. She was accompanied by another girl strumming a three-stringed guitar; Glynn had a sudden vivid memory of Ember one Christmas curved over her guitar like this girl, long red hair curtaining her face.

‘This is where Nema lives,’ Hella said, as they approached the nearest fell entrance. It was flanked by three bright lamps, one either side of the door and one suspended above it. The legionnaires arrayed themselves along the wall, seeming to regard their duty as ended.

Hella pulled a small cord by the door. Glynn noticed the door flap was set with gleaming blister-shaped jewels that caught the torchlight. Curious, she reached out a finger to touch one of them but Hella took her by the wrist.

‘The darklins have been specially treated to shine like that,’ she warned. ‘The slightest touch will mar them.’

Darklins? Glynn thought indignantly. Was this Nema so careless of money she could afford to stick the precious stones on her door as decoration? ‘Isn’t she afraid someone will steal them?’ she demanded.

Hella gave her a puzzled look. ‘What would be the point? The stones …’

They were interrupted as the door opened suddenly. Glynn recognised the tall, thin woman who had taken Solen to task in the song cavern the day they arrived on Acantha. ‘What do you want?’ the woman demanded.

‘Nema sent for us, Scala,’ Hella said politely, but Glynn felt her hackles rise. The woman had to know that the pair of them had been frog-marched here on Nema’s orders, so what was she playing at?

‘She summoned your brother days ago but he did not trouble himself to obey.’ Scala cast a look at Glynn, then asked Hella if she was a myrmidon.

‘I can answer for myself,’ Glynn snapped. ‘I am not.’

Scala sniffed. ‘I will tell Nema you are here.’

‘What is it about me that makes everyone think I’m a myrmidon, anyway?’ Glynn fumed after the woman closed the door, leaving them to wait outside. ‘There must be more to it than physical appearance because Fomhikans are tall and strong like me.’

Hella gave her a puzzled look. ‘Fomhikans may become myrmidons,’ she said.

Glynn said quickly, ‘Don’t mind me. I have probably just forgotten. I suppose Solen told you what happened to me?’

Hella nodded. ‘He said you had swallowed bittermute algae, and that your mind was affected by it …’

‘My memory, actually. It’s coming back to me bit by bit, but I am still …’ Glynn touched her head, ‘confused. It’s infuriating to have forgotten everything about myrmidons and then find I am constantly being taken for one.’

‘How awful.’

Glynn felt a pang of guilt at the girl’s genuine sympathy.

‘I have a wonderful idea,’ Hella said with sudden eagerness. ‘You must come and stay with me. I will be your memory. Unless you would rather not. Solen warned me that you prefer your own company.’

Glynn understood from this that Solen had deliberately kept his sister away from her, and wondered why. ‘I had plenty of my own company with him out every night drinking,’ she said tartly.

Hella flushed and looked depressed. ‘Solen is …’ She shook her head and changed the subject. ‘You asked why you are taken for a myrmidon? Well, it is partly your physique. Fomhikans are big though they are not generally as muscular as you are. But it is more than that. You have a strong air of independence which even I, who have known you only these few moments, can discern. That is a very myrmidonish trait. And you have a certain …’ She hesitated. ‘A fierceness that is …’

The door opened abruptly and Scala looked out suspiciously, as if she expected to catch them up to something – prising darklins out of the door maybe.

‘You may as well come in,’ she said grudgingly.

As she entered behind Hella, Glynn was startled to feel the wind on her face and in her hair. Because of the brightness of the external lanterns, it seemed as if they had stepped into darkness but, as her eyes adjusted, Glynn saw that the foyer too was lit by small lanterns. Their wicks were trimmed low and the wind made the flames flutter raggedly. There must be a porthole inside the fell.

Doors without flaps led off to the left and right, but the wind was coming from immediately in front of the door, where broad shallow steps led up through two stone columns to a large room. As they ascended, Glynn breathed in greedily. Solen’s fell was perfectly well ventilated, but nonetheless she always felt slightly suffocated in it. The minescrape was even worse, and the time she spent at the beginning and end of each day in the song cavern had become precious because of the panoramic view it offered of the sea and sky. This was the only time she felt as if she was breathing fresh air.

Coming to the top of the steps now, Glynn was stunned to see that one entire wall of the fell was open to a magnificent though shadowy night vista of the ocean. Stretching away to the horizon, it was dark but for waves cresting here and there, white against the dimness. Glass was set in angled slats along the opening, and wind sighed freely through the gaps between them, causing drifting streamers of cloth to ripple like smoke in the shadows.

The Keltan moons and stars were completely obscured by the veil of cloud she had seen earlier from the song cavern; but even so, the view was astonishing. Turning away reluctantly, Glynn examined the rest of the room. The only illumination in the enormous chamber were small pools of muted golden light that fell beneath shaded lanterns here and there. The apartment was lavishly furnished; low embroidered couches with intricately carved legs were piled high with fat soft cushions, and enamelled tables supported huge vases of sweet-scented white sether. The floor was covered in thick pale rugs, while another enormous stone column had been carved and hollowed out to make room for a series of lanterns studded with more of the coruscating darklins. No doubt the daylight would make the ornamented column as fabulous as the view.

‘I have found most myrmidons unable to appreciate more than a good cirul, but it seems, Hella, that this one recognises greatness, for all she is as filthy as a beggar from the streets of Iridom,’ a tremulous voice crackled.

Glynn noticed only then that the bed was occupied by a frail, wizened woman, so wasted her body barely lifted the flat quilts piled on top of her. Her slanted eyes were mere slits with a glitter of black between them.

‘Greetings, Nema, may we approach?’ Hella asked respectfully.

‘Of course. These ridiculous formalities my son insists upon surrounding me with are not of my choosing. Any more than I desire this ostentatious and tasteless display of wealth. What need has an old woman of a personal guard of legionnaires? But Jurass feels his dignity requires it. Haris is surly at having to wait on me, and I do not blame him.’

Glynn resisted the urge to say she seemed to have managed to find a use for her storm-troopers. Nema gave a sour look to the woman who had answered the door. ‘I do not need you here now, Scala. You may rush off and report to my son that I have visitors.’

‘Lady, I would never …’ the woman began.

Nema made a rude sound and waved a skeletal hand impatiently. ‘Aye, you would. Make no lies for my benefit. If my body betrays me, my mind does not. Get out!’

Scala obeyed hastily, slamming the door behind her.

‘Thank Shenavyre for small mercies!’ Nema snorted, then she fixed Hella with a severe look. ‘Of course if she were not so patently repulsive, I would not be able to rage at her and send her away. Now then, while we are alone and not being spied upon, tell me what that wastrel brother of yours thinks he is doing. He travels without informing anyone of his plans, brings back a myrmidon and is late for a wing ceremony.’

‘I am not …’ Glynn began.

‘Silence!’ Nema snapped. She looked back at Hella. ‘Well?’

‘Is it now law that wing leaders must account for their every crossing?’ Hella asked, unconsciously echoing Argon’s words from the Waverider.

‘If crossing is all Solen did, then he broke no law, except perhaps an unspoken law of legion courtesy that suggests he keep his wing brothers informed of his whereabouts, and an instruction that all members must be present for wing ceremonies. But it is an entirely different matter if what he was doing, when he travelled, directly contravened an order set by the chieftain of his sept.’

Hella paled and looked frightened.

‘It is true then,’ Nema said flatly. ‘He took Flay to the Darkfall landing.’

‘Who told you …’ Hella began, but the old woman smiled pityingly at her.

‘When I heard of this escapade, I could scarcely credit it. I felt there must be some error. The Solen I knew would never risk his chieftain’s wrath in such a way.’ Her eyes rested briefly on Glynn before swooping back to Hella.

‘When he was a child and so brave and bonny, I truly thought Solen had escaped Ditar’s taint. Instead, from the very day your father killed himself on a drunken spree, Solen began to display his weaknesses. In one stroke, the son seemed to become the father. Oh, I wept at the waste of a man like Ditar, fallen into disgrace after he had been the very flower of manhood – handsome and bold with honour as sharp and bright as a new blade. But the son’s fall seemed a thousand times worse because it came before the boy was barely dry behind the ears.

‘Yet I had grown accustomed to Solen as a pretty face on a weak and cowardly soul. I had given up all hope that his mind and honour would ever grow to match his glorious ability to windwalk. His weaknesses for drink and gambling, his patent avoidance of responsibility and neglect of duty ached me, for they mocked what he could have been.’ The pain in her features gave way to a sudden blaze of anger. ‘And now suddenly this wild escapade which would seem to fly in the face of everything that we know of him. Why now and why this?’ She fixed Glynn with an interrogating stare. ‘Tell me that, girl. Why would such a man take Flay to Darkfall when it is forbidden by his chieftain? You returned with him so you must know his inner mind.’

Glynn could hardly be said to know Solen’s inner mind, but while she agreed with much of Nema’s assessment of his character, it seemed to her that the picture presented focused on only one aspect of Solen. Almost everyone saw him as a wastrel. It struck her suddenly that people talked a lot about Solen’s bad behaviour, but she had actually seen little real display of it. He even represented himself as a weakling but, other than his drunkenness and womanising, his deeds did not bear out his infamy.

‘Solen rescued me from drowning and gave me refuge in his fell,’ she said at last.

‘A rescue and refuge? Can we speak of the same man?’ Nema looked almost astonished.

‘He said he rescued me on a whim, and then the shipmaster said he must give me refuge because of the ship code saying he was responsible for me.’

‘Mm,’ Nema grunted. ‘He had no choice but to offer you refuge. I did wonder when I heard about you, for you are not the type to whom he is ordinarily attracted.’

Glynn thought rather bitterly of the pouting Zeyar.

‘A rescue on a whim is not so admirable,’ Nema continued thoughtfully. ‘But it is still a deed worthy of praise. As was Solen’s escort of Flay to the Darkfall landing. Both were selfless deeds, and the Solen I know is entirely self-centred.’

‘His taking Flay to the landing was not foolish,’ Hella said.

‘It was incredibly foolish,’ Nema reiterated. ‘I know about Flay and her soulweaving tendencies. Only my fool of a son would imagine a chieftain’s Decree could stop her becoming a soulweaver if she had the calling. I do not dispute her right to offer herself. I say only that it would have been better to let her languish indefinitely on Acantha than for Solen to risk taking her to the landing. If Solen has this in him, there are more important things to which he can give his daring. If it was daring.’

‘Solen said he took Flay to Darkfall because she insisted,’ Glynn explained.

Nema smiled, showing pink gums innocent of teeth. The only audible sounds were the uneven wheezing of her breath and the swishing hiss of the cloth streamers. ‘He rescued you on a whim and he gave you refuge and escorted Flay to the landing reluctantly. Nonetheless, he could have chosen not to do these things. The Solen I thought I knew would have refused. Perhaps I have not seen him clearly. Certainly his character always seemed to contain odd anomalies; his steadfast and public loyalty to Darkfall not the least, though his behaviour does not do the misty isle much credit. He might have been killed for that loyalty but, ironically, his worthlessness diffused what confidence he might have bestowed on those who cleaved to Darkfall. The fact that he has been seen as a harmless fool has kept him safe. Until now.’

‘What do you mean?’ Hella asked fearfully.

Nema gave her a pitying look. ‘If Solen’s deeds gladden my heart because they are not the acts of a wastrel or a scoundrel, how do you suppose they will affect the enemies of Darkfall? His failure to attend the wing ceremony focused attention on him, which ensured that Jurass would learn what he had done.’

‘His delay could not be avoided …’ Glynn felt bound to put in.

‘You need not excuse Solen to me,’ Nema said. ‘I am not his enemy.’

‘What will happen to him?’ Hella asked. ‘Will he be thrown out of the legion?’

‘That is what Solen would judge the cost of exposure if he thought of it; demotion or suspension in the legion. It would be a harsh but acceptable judgment for such disobedience and could hardly bring him more shame than he has garnered already. He would have only to reapply again at the next legion intake to be restored to his former place. But Jurass does not want Darkfall sympathisers wearing Acanthan blue, particularly one whose birthright and abilities in the air would see him as a contender for the title of wing lord if he challenges for it. Solen has played right into the hands of my stupid, aspi-headed son by committing this particular disobedience. In one stroke he lifts his head and offers his neck to the executioner.’

Hella said uncertainly, ‘I know Jurass bears a deep grudge against Darkfall but surely …’

‘Do not mince words with me, girl. Jurass has the temerity to hate half of Keltor for his father’s infidelity. He behaves like the deserted mate and jealous lover, leaving no role for me to play.’ She cackled with laughter, but there was no amusement in her eyes. ‘His hatred makes him a weak chieftain, but it does not make him evil. As a pawn of the Draaka he has become the pawn of evil.’

‘But you … you went on pilgrimage to the haven …’ Hella stammered.

‘So I did, but I am no convert.’ Nema gave a wheezing bark. ‘The Draaka is not the first to demand that the soulweavers disband. Nor is she unique in claiming the soulweavers control us with myths and fears for their own ends. But she is the first to make any real impression on the attitudes of the general populace. Little by little, she has amassed enough support to become a force to be reckoned with. I did not like the thought of her growing on Acantha like a boil, draining our energies, distilling and spreading her poisons. Especially not now when Darkfall’s image is besmirched by Tarsin’s antics. Still less do I like the way the Draaka has used my son’s grief and misguided anger against his father to further her purposes.’

Glynn was reminded suddenly that this was the woman whose husband had gone off and left her for a soulweaver, yet, unlike her son, she seemed to bear Darkfall no grudge at all.

Nema drew a deep breath and coughed weakly. ‘I went to the Draaka haven in the hope of learning her true purposes. I came away deeply disturbed. There were many draakira there; far more than I had expected, having seen her followers move about the races and cavesites only in pairs. They wear their habit and move about quietly, and one does not notice their faces changing. All of them are fanatically devoted to the Draaka, and obey her word absolutely. Chief among the draakira was a woman with the title of Prime. She is first among the draakira and runs the haven. There was also an enormous number of servitors from all septs, who seemed to have no desire but to clean slops and sweep. I was not permitted to speak with them nor to ask why they had come, and the followers seem to be under some sort of vow of silence for I never heard one speak in the entire time I was there. I could not say how many dwell there altogether, but at least as many as there are windwalkers in the legion. Enough to take control of Acantha, but I do not think that is the Draaka’s intention. What need would there be of it with Jurass and half of Acantha besotted and willing to give her anything she wants? No, the Draaka casts for bigger waterflyts.’

‘I thought she sought an alliance with the Iridomi chieftain,’ Hella murmured.

‘The obvious conclusion, given that Coralyn of Iridom also desires an end to Darkfall. In my opinion, the Draaka will match purposes with the Iridomi chieftain – for a time. But I suspect her purposes are ultimately other than Coralyn’s, because there will be no great gain for her in the alliance.’

‘She would gain the same power over all the septs as she has over Acantha …’ Glynn suggested.

‘I think she has shown very well that she can achieve that by her own efforts,’ Nema said. ‘No, there is something else she wants beyond that.’ The old woman’s face creased in a complex series of emotions and, in the end, she looked tired. ‘There was an immense number of rituals in the haven, some of which I was permitted to see – innocuous mummery – and some of which I was not allowed to witness. I assumed that all her talk of demons and the Void was no more than a way of weakening the mythological foundations of Darkfall in order to undermine its political power. I thought that, like Coralyn, she believed nothing and had merely created her cult to usurp Darkfall’s power. Having been to the haven, however, I am not so sure her desires or beliefs are so simple.’

‘I know she has supporters, Nema,’ Hella said, ‘but there are many Acanthans who do not believe her, yet who do not dispute her because of …’

‘My son’s prejudices,’ Nema said flatly. ‘I know that. But do you not understand that the silence of those who support Darkfall is yet another weapon in the Draaka’s favour? Silence is a thing that will grow rather than diminish for, in time, those who have been loyal will abandon their faith, believing they are alone. Then silence will spread like a plague. It allows evil to flourish on Acantha. How long before the infection spreads to all of Keltor?’

‘You cannot think the Draaka’s blasphemy will spread beyond Acantha.’

‘Will spread! It has already done so. From the time the Draaka’s first clever information chits were sent out from Acantha, detailing the so-called scholarly researches being conducted in her haven, she gathered supporters. The first chits were uncontroversial. Mere lists of those areas where Darkfall theology seemed ambiguous; read and circulated and pondered by the nobles and intelligentsia on all isles who love nothing more than to debate obscure points. Gradually the chits have become more critical of Darkfall. Now half of Keltor debates the Draaka’s questions over mugs of cirul.’

‘But what harm can there be in talk? It is not a knife, nor the teeth of a silfi.’

‘Have you not heard a thing I have said?’ Nema snapped. ‘The Draaka’s talk has created a fanatical following who agree with her distorted interpretations of the Legendsong. Talk has parleyed Acantha into the Draaka’s hands, and it is a short step from doing the same to Fomhika since that fool of a Poverin allowed himself to be flattered into permitting the Draaka’s followers to construct a haven on the green isle in the interests of theological freedom. Are you dolt enough to imagine the current turmoil on Fomhika is not the Draaka’s doing? And now there is talk of establishing a haven in the citadel itself. Coralyn must be ecstatic, but, mad as he is, Tarsin will not allow it since she questions his right to rule by questioning Darkfall’s right to choose him. It is the gall of the woman that frightens me. She should have been killed long ago but now a simple assassination would only turn her into a martyr.’ Nema pounded the blanket feebly. ‘What terrifies me most about the Draaka is her subtle and brilliant use of talk to spread her insidious propaganda. And what is to come? As I lie here now, the Draaka has scholars combing the myth scrolls she has gathered from all over Keltor. She is looking for proof that the Legendsong was deliberately misinterpreted to enable Darkfall to retain its political power over Keltor. Proof! What were once theological anomalies in the Draaka’s chits are about to become proven Darkfall plots to release the Unraveller demon from the Void.’

‘You call the Unraveller a demon?’ Hella sounded shocked.

Nema groaned. ‘Not I, but the Draaka, and not just she. Why do you look so whey-faced, girl? Can you say you have not heard what is bandied about so commonly in every cavesite market here on Acantha?’

‘I do not listen to blasphemous filth.’

Nema snorted scornfully. ‘Filth will not disappear because you stop your ears, child. It will grow and breed maggots and what will you do then? Stop your eyes as well? And your nose when the stench is too bad? Calling the Unraveller a demon, crowned in flame, is the least of the Draaka’s blasphemies. Here she is more bold. She preaches openly that the Unraveller demon seduced Lanalor and then incited him to open a hole in the Void so that it could escape, but was prevented at the last moment by the Void guardian. Song save us, Void guardian! Faugh!’

‘Lanalor was seduced by the Unraveller?’ Glynn probed. Lev had mentioned the Unraveller, but she could not recall the context.

‘How could he be, when the promised Unraveller had not yet come from the worlds beyond the mist? So far, only bewildered strangers have come through Lanalor’s portal.’

Glynn’s heart began hammering. ‘People come here from another world?’

Nema flicked her an irritated glance. ‘They did. They do not now. The fact that the strangers stopped coming is one of the main reasons faith in Darkfall has faltered. While they came, people knew that Lanalor’s portal existed. Then they just stopped coming and no one knows why. Ironically it may be the Draaka herself who knows most about the portal now, with her scholars collecting every myth scroll that Lanalor wrote, in search of words which show that he did not give Darkfall half the powers they claim he bestowed on it, but that they were usurped by his sister, Alyda, after his death.’

‘Such writings must be a lie,’ Hella said.

‘They must, and yet Lanalor was mad for a time.’

‘It was the Chaos spirit who made him mad.’

‘The Draaka will argue Shenavyre’s death made him mad. Is it not more reasonable to assume that a man whose beloved died violently would be driven mad by grief rather than being healed by it?’

‘But he …’

‘The Draaka will point out that soulweavers have a vested interest in saying Lanalor was sane after Shenavyre died, because that was when he gave them the bulk of their power.’

Hella looked sick. ‘It is all upside-down. What says the Draaka of the Firstmade?’

Ferocious Nema looked suddenly very frail. ‘The Draaka maintains the Firstmade was an illusion.’

Hella’s knuckles whitened but all Glynn could think of was that a portal had been constructed to reach to another world. Surely that must be how she had journeyed here!

‘What will happen when the Unraveller comes, if Darkfall has ceased to exist and no one believes in the Firstmade?’ Hella asked very softly. Her skin was so pale it seemed to have a faint bluish tinge in the dim light.

‘Perhaps our faith is not necessary,’ Nema said, looking away towards the night sky. ‘Some have said it is arrogance to assume it is needed. It may be that the Unraveller will fulfil Lanalor’s vow no matter what has happened.’ Nema clenched her wizened hand into a fist. ‘But Lanalor believed Darkfall must endure, and if one believes in the Unraveller whom he called, then one must believe Darkfall will be needed. That is why the Draaka must be stopped here on Acantha. Her hold over this island must be broken so that the tentacles she has stretched to Fomhika and beyond will wither.’

‘But the Draaka does not control Acantha. Jurass rules us and …’

Nema broke in, ‘Jurass rules Acantha, but he is ruled by his hatred of Darkfall, which the Draaka feeds. Therefore the Draaka rules Acantha in all but name. Make no mistake, it will be she who will judge your precious brother when his journey to the Darkfall landing is revealed.’

‘What are you saying?’ Hella was ash pale.

‘I am saying that Solen has put himself in grave danger. I will tell you a thing that I have told no living soul. As a young woman, I had some slight tendency to soulweave, and I dreamed once that I would some day set the chieftain’s circlet around Solen’s brow. It was clear to me, even then, that my own son did not have the strength needed to bear the burden of leadership. But then Garad left us and Solen grew to be weak-willed and worthless. My son took on the chieftainship fired by hatred and Acantha languished. I thought I had been deceived in my weaving for the Void holds all possible ends. But Solen’s deeds of late have proven to me that he might yet be redeemed and lead Acantha as it should be led. If he can be saved from the doing of those deeds! And he must be saved, because Acantha needs him. Though he is my son, Jurass should not be chieftain.’

‘Why did you bring us here?’ Hella whispered.

‘To confirm what I both feared and hoped – that Solen had taken Flay to Darkfall. And if it was true, to help him. His only defence is to make himself even less than he has been before, so that his act will be seen as a single, crazed moment unlikely to be repeated. It must be put about that Flay threatened to betray some secret liaison of Solen’s to force him to accompany her.’ She looked hard at Glynn. ‘Be vague about his rescue of you. If it is mentioned, belittle it. For my part, I will do what I can to temper my son’s reactions. He will want to cut down Solen as an example to the supporters of Darkfall, and so he must be convinced Solen will damage Darkfall more alive than dead. But the effect of my suggestions will be directly related to how little danger Solen seems to offer to the Draaka. If she influences Jurass, I fear your brother will die.’

Hella stood up hastily, wringing her hands. ‘I must find Solen.’

‘Go softly, Hella, for if you leave here in a panic, I will surely suffer. I have given my son to believe I am turned against Darkfall, and he must continue to think this is so.’

‘But what will you say we have been speaking of now?’

‘There will be a wing hall soon. You two will come as my attendants. I have been guilty of such whimsy before. But the important thing is to make sure Solen understands what is at stake. I would speak with him myself. Indeed I sent word for him to attend me before I understood what I was dealing with. That was a mistake, but we will turn it to our advantage. I will tell my son I am angry with Solen for his failure to answer my summons and that I wish to slight him by banning him from the occasion, while inviting you two. My son will appreciate such pettiness. Now you had better go.’
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segue …

Again the watcher allowed itself to be drawn into the Unraveller’s world …

A woman was walking along a dusty road, a pole balanced on her shoulder. Two woven baskets containing coal were suspended from either end of the pole. It was heavy, but heavier still was the decision she must make concerning the adoption of her son. It came to her sadly that she was foolish to pretend there were any choices to be made. There were patterns in all matters and echoes and circles that one simply followed. Had not her own brother been adopted? No one knew what had happened to him, but it was said he had gone across the sea to another land and had prospered there.

As a young woman, she had gone to the edge of the Yellow Sea and had gazed out to the horizon, imagining her brother looking back from an unimaginably far shore. She had believed that he would come back as a prince or at least some important official, wealthy and powerful. She had thought he would because when the rich man’s servant had come for him, Wind had kissed her and had said he would return.

But of course he had not come. She did not blame him, for a boy may promise many things in his innocence. A grown woman must learn to deal with reality.

She sighed and knelt down.

Freed from the weight of the coal, her shoulder felt strangely light. The pole had dragged her towards the earth, but now her shoulder seemed to be tugged up to the sky. She began to unload the lumps of coal into a scuttle. Matt-black dust coated her hands so thickly that it seemed to her that she wore velvet gloves.

She stared at her hands, remembering a moment when she had looked through the window of a wealthy home and had seen a woman in black gloves and diamonds dancing with a tall man.

She seemed to hear the music she had heard that night in the chill air, and prayed it was an omen that fortune might smile on her at last …

The watcher brushed against the dark nap of the woman’s fears, and considered the need of humans for signs. Yet was not the Song in her thoughts truly an omen? It pondered the possibility that the woman’s longing had conjured the Song as a kind of echo, or was it that the Song would arise spontaneously wherever Chaos laid its spore?

The presence of both Chaos and the Song in the Unraveller’s world was a mystery, but more puzzling was the multitude of connections between Keltor and that world. The link between the Chinese peasant woman and her brother and the child-woman he had loved should have been severed when the man gave himself to the Void. Yet a connection remained between the two women as if waiting. But for what?

The watcher segued, drawn by another echo of the Song …
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The Firstmade adored Shenavyre,
protecting her and healing her when she ailed …
Above all things, it loved to hear her sing.
In return, it told her stories.
Entranced by their beauty and wisdom, Shenavyre wove them
into cloth.
Thus came to humankind the power of immortal remembering …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


It was dawn, and Ember had slept little. Every time she closed her eyes, she found herself in the same dream. She was in a forest clearing and there was music. She would speak or move and the music would stop. Then she would have the feeling of being watched, and this would grow until she woke, sweating and trembling, terrified of the darkness that loomed on the edges of the dream.

Giving up trying to sleep, she rose, pulled on a silken robe and padded barefoot through the now all-too-familiar soulweaver’s apartment.

In spite of all Feyt’s fears, Alene had not been thrown into the palace dungeon on her arrival at the palace. Nor had any of them been summoned to an audience with the Holder.

‘Maybe he has forgotten about us,’ she had suggested to Alene after some days had passed.

The older woman had replied soberly that the opposite was almost certainly the case. ‘This is an old game of power that Tarsin plays. He commands me to come at once, and then keeps me waiting indefinitely. Eventually he will send someone to say I may go from the palace without his seeing me. Or he may send for me with no notice at all.’

The soulweaver had said that although Tarsin showed no interest in them, if they tried to leave the citadel they would be brought back by legionnaires and probably imprisoned. They were free to roam as they liked in the cliff palace and even in the citadel, but Alene had asked Ember not to leave the apartment.

That had not seemed a difficult promise to make when she had first arrived. After walking the length of the citadel with Feyt, running a gauntlet of hostility aimed at the amazon and suspicion at her own veiled state, she had arrived at the steep steps leading to the palace gates swaying on her feet with exhaustion. Feyt had wordlessly picked her up and carried her past the startled legionnaires stationed at the gate. Tareed had let out a cry of consternation when they entered the apartment, thinking Ember had been attacked.

‘No one touched her,’ Feyt had assured her.

‘Lay her down,’ Alene had murmured. The older woman had laid her fingers on Ember’s clammy forehead, and a cool wind seemed to flow under her scalp, blowing the sick weariness from her.

‘What are you doing?’ Feyt had demanded of Alene in an alarmed voice.

Alene had made some response, but Ember had slipped through the words into a deep, dreamless sleep from which she had wakened the next day completely refreshed. Her collapse had given the soulweaver the idea of telling everyone in the palace that Ember was ill.

‘Revel did us no service in telling Asa you were a visionweaver because, as so few Sheannites come here, you are a curiosity.’ She sighed. ‘I can hardly complain since I gave Revel the lie, though I did not know where it would lead us. But we have to keep people away from you, and a serious sickness which is possibly contagious will ensure you are left alone. The fact that you were carried into the palace is already being talked about.’

The soulweaver’s apartment was beautiful. There was even a small swimming pool on a private terrace overlooking the citadel on one side and the sea far below the cliff palace on the other. But you could swim in the red sun and stare at the view and eat and sleep just so much.

She had far too much time to fret about her amnesia. Alene claimed it was the result of the crossing between worlds, but Ember believed that something had happened to her in her own world before the crossing, that had caused her loss of memory. Something to do with dying horses and being in the ocean fully clothed. Whatever it was had been so horrible that her mind had shrunk from it, and the hovering darkness in her recurring nightmare symbolised it.

With nothing else to do at the cliff palace but think, she had replayed the dream images over and over, trying to find some clue as to what it could have been that had made her forget.

She pushed open the fragile woven shutters to the balcony a crack and a cool breeze flowed through the gap. The sky was stained with dawn colours that softened the bloody stone of which the majority of buildings in the citadel were formed. She would have liked to go out onto the balcony, but she was not wearing her veil and felt too lethargic to go back to her bed and find it.

She turned away from the window and her gaze fell on a long instrument like a narrow guitar. No doubt it had been a gift from one of Alene’s visitors, because she had not noticed it before. Ember experienced a strong desire to take up the instrument, and was surprised to find herself imagining the fingering required to reproduce the music of her dream. Her fingers had moved so swiftly and with such confidence in the fleeting vision, that she looked down at them. Her hands were thin, but capable-looking compared to the rest of her. The nails were long, but their length annoyed her, as if she were not accustomed to it.

Could it be that she was a musician? Perhaps the music in her dream also, had some connection to her loss of memory.

‘This is absurd,’ she said aloud, turning again. She would make herself mad thinking round and round in ever decreasing circles. Maybe she was right about the dream being connected to her lost memory, but mooning over it and making herself sick was not going to help, even if she was supposed to be sick.

If only Tarsin would let them go.

Patience, Alene had counselled, saying it would be to their advantage. If the fickle palace court grew bored with talk of the visionweaver, Tarsin was far more likely simply to allow Ember to leave without wanting to see her, even if he did not release Alene.

Am I patient? Ember wondered. She had the feeling she might be, but she did not know. She had the idea she was not only quiet but very self-contained, for she was perfectly content to sit without saying a word to anyone for hours, her hands still in her lap. She would just think about things. I am a thinker, she told herself, but what else am I?

‘When you get to Darkfall my sisters there may be able to restore your memory as I cannot,’ the soulweaver had promised. That ought to have comforted her. The trouble was she had to get to Darkfall, and that depended entirely on the whim of a mad king. What if he decided to keep her here for years?

Ember had reached the door that led from the apartment to the rest of the palace. It was locked from the outside, which meant Tareed and Feyt had gone out to exercise and practise with their weapons. She sighed and turned away, envying them. She had paced the apartment so often that she knew it intimately, even to the number of steps it took to get from one part of it to another.

Alene had not yet arisen. No doubt she was tired. She had had a constant stream of visitors since their arrival. The number seeking her aid and advice did not gel with the treatment that had been meted out to her in the town but, as Feyt had pointed out, it did reflect the political situation. Most callers came from those islands openly loyal to Darkfall. Vespians were in the majority. No Sheannites came – but only because there were none on Ramidan. Sheannites were pacifists and disliked city life, Tareed had explained, but Sheanna was as loyal to Darkfall as Vespi. There were a few from Acantha who called themselves refugees and begged Alene to speak to her sisters about some matter on their island. Ember had been sent into another room to substantiate the rumour of her contagious illness and, with nothing else to occupy her, she had listened at the door to the exchanges.

There were even several obviously wealthy nobles from the palace itself, but Ember had the feeling they merely came to gather material for their gossip. There were only three Myrmidori islanders who came, but again this had more to do with the current climate of hatred of myrmidons than anything else. Feyt had explained that the Myrmidori who had come were not the sworn spear maids known as myrmidons, but natives of Myrmidor, though people who hated Darkfall did not differentiate. In truth, Myrmidor stood with Darkfall. Significantly, not a single person from Iridom came and, for obvious reasons, most of the poor were Ramidan islanders. With a few notable exceptions, visitors from within the cliff palace could be as easily foes as friends, the amazon had said cynically, for those in the palace seldom wore their true faces.

All of Keltor’s volatile political currents seemed to break on the rock that was Darkfall. Everyone could be divided into those who were for the misty isle and those against it. Generally speaking, anyone against Darkfall was also against myrmidons. But on Ramidan there was a ruler utterly straddling the debate for and against Darkfall; he had been crowned by the soulweavers, yet now appeared to have come to despise them. A lot of the people who visited Alene asked when the soulweavers would deal with Tarsin. She had told them coolly and very sternly that they must not speak thus of their Holder; that they must have faith in the misty isle.

The ambivalence in attitude to Darkfall even showed in the soulweaver’s luxurious apartment. Of course, the apartment had not really been given to Alene by Tarsin. It had been bequeathed to Darkfall in perpetuity by the first Holder, Lanalor, who had clearly valued his soulweaver far more than Tarsin did Alene. Tareed told Ember that Lanalor had, in between making laws, ruling Keltor and setting up the Darkfall order, designed the cliff palace. He had also been mad for a time.

There was, Ember reflected, a lot of madness on Keltor.

She stared down at the floor. It was streaked pink marble and overlaid with beautiful rugs. Her eyes ran slowly along it to the walls of the apartment and up, until they rested on a dazzling tapestry featuring a red-haired woman in a long gown, caressing the neck of a white unicorn.

Ember thought that this was quite possibly the loveliest thing she had ever seen. Without intending it, she drifted across the apartment to stand before the tapestry. She was fascinated by the intricacy of the needlework. The face of the unicorn was incredibly detailed, and therefore very real-looking.

The eyes brought her back again and again to the tapestry. They were so lifelike.

A strange, compelling stillness came over Ember and, with it, an intense feeling of deja vu.

‘This is the only thing I miss when I go away from the palace,’ Alene said, having come up quietly beside her.

Ember started, but did not look away from the tapestry.

‘It is a visioncloth made by the Sheannite visionweaver, Galen,’ the soulweaver continued. ‘He is said to have been the most gifted visionweaver ever born, and from the line of Shenavyre herself.’

Ember turned reluctantly from the tapestry. ‘That is Shenavyre, isn’t it? In the visioncloth?’ Tareed had seemed unusually evasive the one time Ember had tried to ask her about it.

Alene nodded. ‘Aye. Shenavyre and the Unykorn – Firstmade of the Song of Making.’

Ember turned back to the tapestry. She had guessed as much. Tareed was not subtle in her evasions, and there was enough of a resemblance for it to be obvious that this was who she, Ember, was supposed to look like. Both she and the woman in the tapestry had long red hair and were finely built. Even their faces were slightly alike, but beyond a superficial level the similarity was not so very pronounced. She found the presence of a unicorn in the tapestry far more astonishing, for how had an image out of the myths in her world come to this world? Coincidence?

‘Where I come from, there is a mythical creature called a unicorn,’ Ember said slowly.

‘So says the Scroll of Strangers, which you may be interested to examine when you reach Darkfall. Some of it was written by strangers themselves. It is not surprising that you have that image there,’ Alene added lightly. ‘It is told the Firstmade flew through many worlds not Made by the Song, and that his image remained there.’

Ember did not know how to respond to this. It seemed to her this was like Adam and Eve or Jesus in Christian mythology. Some believed they were real people, while others thought of them as theological or philosophical metaphors. She found it hard to believe unicorns could be real, but who knew? This was, after all, another world. Clearly Alene and Tareed were convinced they were real. She was not so sure about Feyt though.

Staring into the unicorn’s eyes, Ember murmured, ‘Looking at it … makes me feel strange.’

‘It would be strange if you were not affected. The threads of this visioncloth were dipped in crushed darklins. That alone would make a tapestry priceless, even if it were not a visioncloth. It is the darklin dust which calls your eyes, for it casts out minute soulweaving particles. Usually the dust is added afterwards, for so few visioncloths are finished that it would not make sense to use the precious crushed stone in the making phase. But in the case of exceptional visionweavers such as Galen and Leandra, the threads were dipped before being woven. Lanalor himself commissioned this piece and it is said to be the finest rendition ever made of the Firstmade.’

There was a small silence, then Alene pulled Ember round with a jerk to face her. Ember felt a terrible wrench of sorrow.

‘I must find …’ she stopped, wondering what she had been about to say. The words had seemed to rise from somewhere deep inside her.

‘Come,’ Alene said softly. ‘Do not stare too long at the visioncloth. They have been known to steal a person’s wit with their beauty.’

Ember shuddered. ‘I … I’m fine. I just hope I never have to pretend to be a visionweaver.’

Alene had been giving her lessons each morning on how to behave in court during an audience, just in case she had to be presented to Tarsin.

‘You need only worry about being a convincing Sheannite,’ Alene said.

‘I understand that,’ Ember said, ‘but why can’t I just be one of those Sheannites Tareed told me about who make rugs or rope? Something less important.’

Alene sighed. ‘Unfortunately the die has been cast and there is no going back. Now let us do some more work. Today we will discuss Sheanna and its weavers. The more you know, the easier it will be to imagine yourself a Sheannite.’

Ember sighed inwardly as Alene told her to go and bring back a woven map of Keltor from one of the other rooms. She had studied the map but Alene’s form of teaching involved endless repetition. Unrolling it, her eyes went first to the isle of Ramidan. Of the seven islands making up the main land mass on Keltor, it was the smallest but one. Like earth, the planet was mostly water. The largest island was Iridom, it being more than ten times the size of Ramidan. Tarsin had been born there and his mother, Coralyn, ruled Iridom still as its chieftain. It had a huge population, being composed of crowded cities surrounded by dense miasmic swamplands. Fomhika was next to largest and featured one major city, a few villages and immense tracts of pasture and crop lands. Myrmidor was about half the size of Fomhika, but was very mountainous. Most people lived in its port town or in coastal villages. Within its almost enclosed bay was the smallest island – a tiny misty smudge marked as Darkfall. Vespi, shaped like the head of a sickle, was the nearest neighbouring island to Ramidan. Furthest away from Ramidan was Sheanna, and next distant were Acantha and Myrmidor. There were some smaller islands marked on the map, but Alene had not bothered to speak of them. She said Ember did not have to know much about any island other than Sheanna because Sheannites scarcely travelled.

‘Find Sheanna,’ Alene instructed now.

Ember obediently located the very small cluster of islands which collectively passed under the title of Sheanna, wondering if it was possible to be bored by a place she had never seen. Alene began to speak of the weather there, which was apparently very nearly subtropical, as on Iridom. Weather on Keltor seemed to have no pattern or reason for its wild fluctuations from island to island. It was not at all like weather on earth and seemed to operate in some completely different way. Chilly Acantha, for instance, was closest to tropical Fomhika. Tareed had tried to explain how it worked, but Ember had ended up hopelessly confused.

‘To really discuss the weather you need a Vespian scholar and philosopher,’ Alene had comforted them both.

Alene moved on to explain that all of the tiny Sheannite islands were part of one larger land mass which had sunk, leaving only high points above the water. The largest central island was dry and inhabited, and the rest were tidal islands, swallowed and regurgitated daily by the sea’s ebb and flow. Alene called the sea the great water.

‘The outer islands are farmed by the Sheannites. When the tide comes in, it covers the low islands, depositing sea grasses, which are snagged when the tide recedes. The Sheannites collect the grasses, which are then dried on racks and treated with an Iridomi potion to soften and whiten the fibres. They are then woven into cloth or rugs or even rope, depending on the fibre quality. Only the finest skeins are used to create the visioncloths.’

‘And they are called visioncloths because they are made by a weaver in a weaving trance,’ Ember finished wearily.

‘All Sheannites may vision as they weave,’ the soulweaver continued as if Ember had not spoken. ‘But not all manage to hold the vision long enough to complete the work. Once the trance is broken, the weaving cannot be finished. Sheanna is littered with incomplete visioncloths.’

‘What causes the visions?’ Ember asked curiously. ‘Do the weavers induce them with some kind of drug?’

Alene smiled. ‘The trances are natural, but to hold them long enough to complete a visioncloth takes great strength of will. Some manage only one visiontrance in a lifetime, while others vision often. Only the Song knows what triggers them. Perhaps Shenavyre knew, since it is said the Firstmade taught her to vision and sew, so that she might record its stories, but she never passed on the knowledge.’

‘And … I’m supposed to be a visionweaver?’ Ember asked faintly.

‘It will not be hard, I promise. Little will be required of you if you are presented to Tarsin and his court. Sheannite shyness is legendary, as is their dislike of speaking lightly or without reason. And it works in our favour that you have the look of a Sheannite. They are a slender, small-boned people with pale skin. As you know, you resemble Shenavyre who is the most famous Sheannite of all, though of course we will not be emphasising that.’

Ember smiled. Poor Tareed was fascinated by her resemblance to the girl in the tapestry.

‘The soulweaver says I am too literal in my translation of the old myths, and maybe I am,’ Tareed had confessed the previous night. ‘But I am certain your coming and looking so like Shenavyre and being a stranger, means the Unraveller will come soon.’

Alene reached out and touched a strand of Ember’s hair. Ember flinched away involuntarily, not entirely convinced the woman was not a mind-reader. There were certainly enough odd abilities among Keltans for this not to be extraordinary, but the one time she had asked, Alene had only said solemnly that she could not read Ember’s thoughts.

‘They won’t expect me suddenly to have a trance, will they?’ Ember asked unhappily now, thinking again of the exquisite unicorn tapestry.

This time Alene laughed aloud. ‘Child, Sheannite visionweavers are prized throughout Keltor, and highly honoured. It is rare that Sheannites come to the citadel, as Asa said, and if you are called up to see Tarsin in his court, no one would have the temerity to suggest you perform like a trained aspi. In the remote likelihood they did, you could simply refuse. No one would accuse a Sheannite of behaving badly. You may be silent and mysterious and ignore anyone who asks awkward questions. No one will take offence.’

‘Won’t people be suspicious because of the veil?’

‘There will be no veil.’

‘But what about my eye?’

Alene frowned. ‘We will bind your head in a Sheannite head-dress, and mask the side of your face, covering your blind eye.’

‘Won’t wearing a mask be even more noticeable than a veil?’

The soulweaver shook her head. ‘Masks are more the fashion in the citadel than elsewhere, perhaps because so few have more to hide than those who dwell here. It is true that Sheannites do not wear masks, but we have already let it be thought your illness has somehow deformed you, to explain the veil. It is assumed that the mask covers the scars you bear.’

‘It sounds complicated,’ Ember said doubtfully.

‘This is a complicated island,’ Alene responded. ‘I wish we could have avoided the palace, but that was not woven for us by the Song. Now we must do the best we can to keep you safe until we can get you off Ramidan.’

Tareed returned, unlocking the door and relocking it carefully behind her.

‘Good.’ Alene greeted her return with brisk decisiveness. ‘It is time we prepare Ember to transform herself into a Sheannite, in case she must be presented at short notice. With Tarsin that is always possible. Besides, I have been thinking it might be wise to let her be seen here in the apartment. Feyt says that keeping her entirely hidden is causing a lot of talk. Bring the mask I wore to the last grand hall.’

Tareed fetched it and Alene used a small knife to cut the mask deftly in two. She pressed one half over Ember’s cheek and eye but it was too wide and flat in shape to fit neatly. The soulweaver held the mask over a candle, working it with her fingers until it fitted snugly. Then she attached it to Ember’s hair.

‘It looks so outlandish,’ Ember worried, staring into the mirror.

‘It will look well enough once we have dressed you in a visionweaver’s head-dress,’ Alene soothed. ‘And do not judge it strange until you see what others wear. Here, extravagance is very fashionable.’

Tareed plaited Ember’s hair into single tight strand, then encased the plait in a long purple sleeve. Her neck and head were then bandaged in purple and a long, cobwebby violet cloth was draped over the top of her head and held in place by a close-fitting circle of woven flowers.

Gazing into a mirror brought by the myrmidon, Ember decided that she looked like Maid Marian in mourning, but the purple-tinted colours of the head-dress did make the mask seem less extreme.

Finally Alene had Tareed produce a dark-violet dress that fitted Ember’s arms and breasts snugly, then fell in heavy soft folds to the ground.

‘You do look wonderful,’ Tareed enthused. ‘Just like a visionweaver. Even the mask does not look out of place …’

Alene reached out then, and ran her fingers over Ember’s face lightly but thoroughly. Then she frowned. ‘If only all would go well …’

‘You could soulweave if you want to see what will happen …’ Tareed suggested.

Alene shook her head. ‘I dare not scry the future here where I might be interrupted at any moment by one who knew that waking me in the midst of a trance would kill me.’

Ember was startled to see she was serious.

‘Once, a soulweaver in a trance was revered,’ Alene said sadly. ‘She could stand weaving in the midst of a busy crowd. People would walk around her with lowered voices. If it rained, she would be sheltered. If it was hot, her lips would be moistened. None would dream of harming her, but now …’

Absently, the soulweaver ran a fingertip over the scar on her cheek. It had all but disappeared but she was looking drawn and had lost weight since coming to the citadel.

There was a knock at the door and Alene motioned for Tareed to answer it. Ember rose to withdraw, but the soulweaver shook her head, as ever seeming to intuit everything that was going on around her. ‘Put on the light veil. We might as well test out your disguise.’

Doing as she was bid, Ember felt unnerved. She had felt safe hidden under the opaque veil and the thought of exposing her face, even masked and lightly veiled, frightened her. Instinctively she moved into the shadows beside the window.

Tareed admitted a young man with flat brown hair. He bowed slightly to the amazon, who beamed at him.

‘Kerd,’ Alene said, sounding pleased.

Ember had heard the name, but he had crossed the room before she remembered this was the name the girl Unys had given to her despised suitor.

He took the soulweaver’s hand and bowed low over it.

‘Well Sung, Kerd,’ Alene greeted him. ‘This is a pleasant surprise. I heard you had left to cross to Vespi the day I arrived in the palace. Have you returned so soon?’

‘I did leave,’ Kerd agreed, ‘but when I heard from Revel on the Stormsong that you had come to the citadel, I turned back immediately. Your presence brightens these rooms.’

‘Gracefully spoken,’ Alene said smiling.

Kerd blushed rosily and, shifting a little, caught sight of Ember. He regarded her for a moment, then his eyes widened. ‘You are the visionweaver, Revel spoke of?’ Half a statement and half a question.

Remembering the soulweaver’s advice, Ember merely inclined her head slightly. To her gratification, this seemed enough.

‘Since my return to the citadel, I heard you were ill. But I am glad to see you are recovered,’ Kerd said respectfully.

‘Ember is not recovered, Kerd. She is simply not in pain right now,’ Alene said gently. ‘I hope Tarsin will permit her to travel while she is well. I am sure Revel mentioned that I had asked her to carry Ember to Myrmidor where she might seek healing from the white cloaks.’

As ever, Ember was startled by the effortlessness of the soulweaver’s lies. Looking into her face you would think she never spoke anything but the truth.

‘She said you had asked her to carry the visionweaver, but she did not say where or why.’ Kerd gave Ember a look of gentle compassion. ‘I am truly sorry for your sickness, Lady. It is a shame you have been kept here for so many days. Perhaps I can speak with Tarsin on your behalf. I would be glad to offer passage direct to Sheanna on my own vessel.’

Ember expected Alene to jump at the offer since they had lost the chance for her to travel on the Stormsong, but she was wrong.

‘I thank you, Kerd, but Tarsin will do as he thinks best,’ the soulweaver said briskly. ‘Now, tell me. What is the purpose of your visit at such an early hour? I am certain you did not delay your crossing to practise courtly manners.’

Kerd blushed again. ‘I do not have courtly manners, I fear … but you are right. I wanted your advice on a matter of some importance.’

Alene looked resigned. ‘Unys?’

Kerd’s blush deepened as he nodded. Ember saw Tareed scowl as she went out of the room.

‘Come to me tomorrow in the afternoon and we will have time to talk,’ Alene said. ‘I am shortly going to make a formal request to see Tarsin.’

‘You will supplicate?’ Kerd sounded shocked.

‘Tarsin summoned me to the palace, but he makes no move to see me. Therefore I will seek him out. I know it is provocative, but I weary of being held here.’

Ember was startled. Alene was going to seek an audience with the Holder? That must be why she wore such an ornate overdress.

Kerd nodded, frowning. ‘I suppose you know what is best. I will leave you to dress. I know these preparations take much time.’ He bowed again and let himself out.

Alene’s face was a study of exasperation. ‘That boy would be insulting were he not so desperate to please. That is his trouble with Unys of course. She is so used to Iridomi charm and deception that she has no way to recognise or appreciate simple honesty. He would do better to treat her as badly as she treats him.’

‘Why didn’t you let him talk to Tarsin about letting me go?’ Ember asked.

‘I do not want Kerd involved because that would mean Vespi is involved and, for many reasons, Vespi must be seen as neutral, despite its loyalty to Darkfall.’

The politics of that were beyond Ember. ‘Won’t Kerd be on Coralyn’s side if he ends up with Unys?’

‘That is what Coralyn intends, but Kerd is not poor Ranouf, to be seduced into losing his honour. Kerd is less a stickler for what is correct than his father, but he is Vespian to his bones.’

Ranouf. Ember reflected on the name. What had Tareed told her of the man who bore it? Something about Tarsin’s mother, Coralyn, seducing him to do something against his Vespian honour, but she could not recall what.

‘Kerd understands the need for Vespian neutrality. His passion for Unys will not change that,’ Alene went on calmly.

‘I don’t understand how Vespi can be neutral and loyal to Darkfall.’

‘Vespi must be seen to honour and obey both Tarsin and Darkfall. In many ways, Vespi is the key to power on Keltor because they control the crossings. Others have always taken their lead.’

Tareed entered with three glasses of a frothy sherbet drink, and a steaming jug balanced on a tray. She seemed disappointed to find Kerd had gone, but there was another knock at the door as she set the tray down on a table, and she hurried to open it. Ember let her veil down just as a tall, extremely good-looking man came in wearing a jade cape to match his eyes. He had long blond hair falling loose about his shoulders but for one thin plait hanging either side of his face, and reminded Ember of a Viking. He strode across the room and swept the soulweaver into an enthusiastic bear hug.

‘Bleyd!’ Alene cried. ‘Put me down, you Fomhikan oaf!’

‘You wound me deep with your cruelty!’ the man said dramatically. ‘Should you command it, Lady, I will cut my heart out in remorse.’

‘Bleyd! For Shenavyre’s sake, set me down.’

‘Your desire is my command.’ He set her down gently.

‘I desire that you be serious,’ Alene snapped in exasperation. ‘Where have you been?’

The smile faded from his face. ‘Away trekking. Anything to get a break from this place and its endless intrigues. And speaking of that, although I am glad to see you, what are you doing here? I thought you had decided it would be wiser to remain in the hut.’

‘I had, but circumstances forced me to come into the citadel. I did not plan to come to the palace, but we were seen and, before I knew it, Asa was bearing down on me with a summons from Tarsin.’

‘I can not think of anything important enough to bring you into the citadel after the last time. How do you imagine you would be able to come and go like any maidservant? You should not have come. It has grown much rougher, even here in the palace. Gutter attitudes prevail and are openly voiced. I heard a balladeer sing a story that named the Unraveller a fire-breathing demon. It was very effective. Two children had hysterics.’

‘I am less certain that abandoning the citadel was wise in the light of all this,’ Alene said in a troubled voice. ‘It may be that I retreated at the wrong moment, leaving free reign for Coralyn and her rabblerousers. Perhaps I should have stayed and fought them.’

‘Why did you come?’

In answer, Alene pointed to Ember.

‘Ahh,’ he said. ‘The ailing visionweaver. Welcome to the darkest of the cities, Lady.’ He gave a mocking bow and Alene beckoned to Ember, forcing her to come out of the shadows and into the light.

‘Take off the veil,’ Alene commanded, and Ember did so reluctantly.

The mocking smile disappeared when Bleyd saw her face properly. ‘By the Horn, she looks like …’

‘I know,’ Alene said tartly. ‘Even her hair is red. I had hoped to get her out of the citadel and onto a ship for Myrmidor before anyone saw me. That is why I came.’

‘Myrmidor?’ Bleyd looked startled. ‘You mean she has soulwe …’

‘Let us just say she wishes to travel to Myrmidor,’ Alene said smoothly. ‘I sent for you because I must know more about what has been happening in the citadel. You say the situation has worsened and I see that. What I want to know is why.’

‘You have heard of the Draaka?’ Bleyd asked.

‘Aye,’ Alene murmured. ‘My sisters spoke from time to time of her chits and her questions. Some of them raised issues that produced fascinating debates among us. Then she began to propose her own interpretations of the Legendsong, some verging on blasphemy. The Myrmidori who have visited me in the last few days speak of a cult following and of her hold on Acantha. It is not surprising her cult should find a home there, given Jurass’s hatred of soulweavers.’

‘That balladeer I spoke of sang her version of the Legendsong and it is now a great deal more than merely verging on blasphemy. And it is not just on Acantha that she has a following,’ Bleyd said grimly. ‘It is also on Fomhika, thanks to my father’s liberal nature. And here in the citadel, where people bear the brunt of Tarsin’s behaviour, the cult is taking a swift hold.’

‘Tarsin permits it?’

‘I doubt he could prevent it, but in any case he does not care. Coralyn, of course, encourages it because although she believes in the Draaka’s theories no more than in Darkfall’s, the resulting hatred of Darkfall suits her.’

‘You think they are linked – the Draaka and Coralyn?’

‘It is a possibility.’

‘I am about to seek an audience with Tarsin. I will raise the matter of the Draaka cult and see how he responds.’

‘You think it is wise to go to him?’ Bleyd asked. ‘If anything, I think he is getting worse. If only he was …’

‘I do not know why Tarsin was chosen as mermod,’ Alene said sternly. ‘I was but a young woman when it happened, overwhelmed at being told I would be soulweaver to him when he assumed the role of Keltan Holder. But I do not question the choosing and nor should you. All things have their place in the Song. Even this Draaka, whether she knows it or not.’

Bleyd shrugged. ‘You might as well know it is being said openly now that Darkfall made a mistake in choosing Tarsin and that Kalide was the rightful choice,’ Bleyd said.

Alene said grimly, ‘I have no doubt whence that rumour arose.’

‘Coralyn wishes for an opportunity to discredit you and crush Darkfall because, without the Decree, she will have no difficulty in putting Kalide on the throne.’

‘And what of the mermod, who is to inherit the title of Holder after Tarsin?’ Alene’s voice was sharp.

‘I think Coralyn will dare anything to get what she wants,’ Bleyd said grimly. He hesitated, and glanced at Ember. ‘Alene, I do not know what it means that a visionweaver should look so like Shenavyre, but if I can see the likeness, others will too. The mask alone is not enough. You must use cosmetics to change the shape of her eyes and cheeks …’

Feyt entered at that moment, panting hard. ‘Thank the Horn no one is here but you, Bleyd,’ she said in a low urgent voice. ‘Coralyn is behind me, headed this way.’

[image: image]
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A man, too, loved Shenavyre, whose name was Lanalor,
but Shenavyre was blind to him …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Ember found herself hustled through a side door by Feyt and Bleyd.

In the hall outside, the amazon turned quickly to Bleyd. ‘I must go back in. I dare not leave Alene alone with that poisonous viper. Can you take Ember somewhere? For obvious reasons it would be better if none see her. Lanalor damn me, I forgot the veil!’

Bleyd took hold of Ember’s elbow. ‘It does not matter. I will take her to the mermod’s wing by the back ways. No one would think to look for her there.’

‘Good,’ Feyt said. ‘Go, then.’

As usual, no one asked Ember what she wanted to do.

Bleyd led her out of the main area by way of a series of dark back corridors. He explained that these had been designed to run parallel to the main corridors for the use of servants and other menials. Sometimes they were used by nobles setting about on romantic trysts. They met only two giggling servants, who, because Bleyd closed his arms about Ember and pulled her into his chest so that her face was hidden, clearly made this assumption about them. Reaching a door which brought them back into the finer part of the palace, they emerged in a broad hall, lined with relief carvings of men.

Ember looked at them curiously. ‘Who are they?’

‘Past Holders,’ Bleyd said. He led her into another passage which brought them to an elaborately enamelled door. He unlocked it, using a key he wore around his neck on a chain.

Following him inside, Ember wondered why everyone had panicked at the possibility that she might be seen by the Iridomi chieftain. True, the woman might want her dead if anyone guessed that she was a stranger. But she had given no one any cause to be suspicious of her in that way. Anyway, Coralyn could have no interest in a sick visionweaver, how ever rarely Sheannites were seen away from their own island. From what Ember had heard, her sights were firmly set on Alene.

Shunting her into the mermod’s room was an overreaction which would have to be accounted for if Coralyn did ask for her. She should have withdrawn into the inner rooms of the apartment as she had over the past few days whenever there were visitors.

And what if the mermod himself came and found her in his apartment? He must be allied with Alene, since he had been chosen by Darkfall as successor to Tarsin. But even if he was loyal he might find this an imposition, and he would certainly want to know why she was here. Of course, Feyt would not have let Bleyd bring her here if there was any doubt about the mermod, but Ember did not relish having to explain her presence to the man. No doubt he was edgy enough already. She imagined it would be an uneasy thing to be a prince-in-waiting in a palace ruled by a mad king with a mother who had another in mind for the throne.

Had anyone ever refused to be mermod?

And where did Bleyd come into the picture, carrying around a key to the mermod’s apartments, she wondered, watching him lock the door behind them. He turned and seemed to be listening for something, then shrugged. ‘He is not here.’ He must mean the mermod, Ember realised, relieved. They were in a reception room rather similar in design to the entrance of the soulweaver’s apartment. Turning, she caught her toes on a fringed mat and stumbled.

Bleyd scooped her up in his arms and carried her through a door leading off from the reception area.

‘Put me down,’ she cried, feeling absurd and embarrassed. These Keltans seemed to have a positive mania for picking people up!

He said calmly, ‘You look as if a faint breeze would knock you down, and Feyt would have my guts if you swooned on the floor.’

Ember’s brief flare of anger faded. She did feel weak.

Coming to a curtained alcove, Bleyd shouldered aside the draperies to reveal an archway leading to a small, white, circular room containing only a smooth, pale-quilted bed and a whitewashed timber side table. On it was a curious knot of polished wood. The bed was set against the wall, and opposite it was a large round window with thick, white curtains drawn shut.

The bare pallor of the room reminded Ember of a hospital and, once again, she experienced a wave of familiarity at the thought of hospitals and all the paraphernalia that accompanied them. Not fear or dislike – just familiarity.

Bleyd set her down gently by the bed, then bowed. ‘Lady …’

A loud knock at the outer door interrupted whatever he meant to say. He made to speak again, but whoever was outside hammered impatiently. He shrugged, put a finger to his lips and pointed to the bed, conveying in mime that she should lie down and rest.

He went out, pulling the curtain closed behind him. The key turned in the lock a moment later and he was saying something in a low courteous voice. Then she heard the familiar pompous voice of the court emissary, Asa. Chilled, Ember recalled the dream she had experienced of the man before she had even met him. She had forgotten it for a time but she must tell Alene about it.

‘I must speak with the mermod,’ Asa demanded.

Ember strained her ears to hear Bleyd’s response.

‘He is unable to receive you at this time.’

Ember understood belatedly that of course Bleyd must serve the mermod. That was why he carried the key to his apartment.

‘I will see him,’ Asa insisted. ‘He has to be made to understand that he may not do as he pleases as if he were any other person on Keltor.’

‘Are there truly those who do as they please on Keltor?’ Bleyd asked coolly.

‘I will not play word games with you, Bleyd. The mermod has a duty.’

‘His only duty is to stay alive long enough to inherit the throne.’ There was a cutting edge in Bleyd’s words now.

‘I have no idea what you mean …’ the emissary blustered.

‘Come back later,’ Bleyd advised.

‘Very well,’ Asa said, sounding all at once amiable. ‘Oh, there is a message that you are to pick up a package from your father. An urchin brought word to the legionnaire at the gate from some shipmaster. It seems his vessel sails this day so you will have to hurry. It is nearing dusk.’

‘I will send a messenger.’

‘I suggested this but the boy said you must collect the package with your own hands. No doubt it is valuable.’

‘That is strange.’ Bleyd sounded puzzled. ‘I spoke to my father by callstone some days ago and he made no mention of any parcel.’

‘It may have slipped his mind, or perhaps it is intended as a surprise for your nameday. I am sure I heard the mermod mention it was soon to come.’

‘Perhaps that is it, but why send it to me?’ Bleyd sounded perplexed. ‘I will go to the pier now. Walk with me to the centre chamber and you can tell me what the mermod did do to ruffle your feathers …’

The deliberate sound of a key being turned in a lock gave way to silence. Ember relaxed onto the bed. She did not bother to remove the mask, which was hooked somehow onto her hair. Gradually, the tension in her limbs quietened. She struggled fleetingly before succumbing to the sleep that dragged at her eyelids and then she was in the dream wood again, and the music rose around her in a heartbreaking crescendo.

Frightened of what must follow, she tried to wake but, instead, found herself flying in a thunderous darkness, buffeted by invisible winds. She saw a golden light and was drawn to it by the very act of focusing on it. At the last second, she felt herself dragged violently sideways into deepest shadow.

The noise was cut off, to be replaced by the sound of a guitar being strummed lightly in the silence. Ember found she was standing in a dim slice of light spilling through a half-open door. The music was coming from beyond the door, and, going in, she found herself in a small round room containing a bookcase full of scrolls, a side table and an enormous chair facing a fireplace. The fire was lit and there was a glass of water on the table beside a scroll, and on the mantelpiece a candle. The strumming was coming from the chair, and it stopped suddenly.

‘Welcome.’

The chair turned and Ember stared down at the manbeast that had saved her from drowning. He was clad now in dark woollen leggings and boots and a loose green shirt. A narrow three-stringed guitar like the one in Alene’s apartment lay across his knees. The clothing and the instrument had the effect of making her notice the human aspects of the strange creature, whereas in the water she had noted only those parts of him which were bestial – his cat’s eyes, his pointed ears and claws. Now she was conscious of the intelligence in his eyes, the strong curve of his jaw and the frayed collar on his shirt.

‘Who are you?’ she whispered, then realised she had not spoken the words aloud. Of course. Telepathy. This is a dream, Ember thought, but she was not overly reassured.

‘I am Ronaall, Lady.’

The words were in her head again, but there was no pain.

He rose, laying aside the instrument. ‘There is no pain in our communication now because we are both within the Void. When I spoke with you last, I was projecting myself from there into the Made world. I had to breach the barrier from this side. That is very difficult.’

‘Why have you brought me here?’

‘I did not. I do not have that power. Did you will yourself to me?’

Ember shook her head. ‘I was having a nightmare and suddenly I was … flying. I was going towards a light and then something pulled at me hard and I was here.’

His feline eyes narrowed. ‘You were soulweaving. It can only be that there is a link between us. Perhaps because I touched you.’

Ember swallowed, remembering the kiss and the metallic taste of blood. The manbeast held out his hand and Ember slowly laid her own in it. His was human, though the back of it was lightly furred and the nails retractable, like a cat’s.

‘Lady, this is dangerous beyond anything I could have anticipated. If the Chaos spirit had followed you, we would both be doomed. I at once, and you in time, along with my poor Keltor. My only safety is to remain secret. I must ensure this does not happen again. I will set wards.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Ember said.

‘In time you will know everything.’

‘Will I remember who I am?’

‘You are what your will makes you. Farewell for now.’

He kissed her palm then lifted his other hand to touch her between her brows. Ember screamed as she was spun away into the shrieking darkness. And then, brightness: a bloody reddish glow and, a little further away, a livid purplish light. Thinking of the light brought her towards it. Entering the red light, she found herself staring into the face of the Unykorn, but instead of the unearthly serenity of its tapestried image, its eyes were filled with desperate, ravaged sorrow. As she watched, its expression changed, grief transforming into maniacal fury.

Incredibly, Ember felt its searing anger reach out to her.

No … she screamed, reeling back, but her voice was swallowed by the storm.

She woke abruptly and the scream became a grating of wood against wood. She opened her eyes just in time to register that she was in the mermod’s apartment, before the curtains flapped and bulged to allow the entry through the circular window, bottom first, of a very dirty-looking boy.

Glad she had not removed her mask before lying down, Ember sat up with a rustle of quilts.

‘Shenavyre save me!’ the boy hissed, spinning to face her, his eyes wide with fright. Whatever he had feared, it was clearly not her, and the boy looked relieved as he approached the bed. He had a nice but unremarkable face, intelligent hazel eyes and sweat-streaked mousy hair.

‘Are … you a friend of Bleyd’s?’ A missing front tooth gave his speech a peculiar intermittent whistle.

‘I’m a friend of a friend,’ Ember said, concluding that this simple room must belong to Bleyd. She had been foolish to imagine he would put her in the mermod’s bed.

The urchin looked puzzled. ‘You do speak so queerish, Lady.’ His eyes rested on her mask. ‘I know! You are the visionweaver everyone is talking about.’

Ember nodded reluctantly, and wondered why he did not see her resemblance to Shenavyre as Bleyd had done. It could only be a combination of the dimness of the curtained room, the approach of evening shadows and the mask.

‘Are your scars truly dreadful?’ The boy squinted with ghoulish interest at her mask.

Ember ignored the question in good visionweaver fashion. ‘What is your name?’

The boy looked surprised, then he grinned mischievously. ‘I am Anyi, the last and least son of a highborn Fomhikan.’

Ember couldn’t help smiling a little at the aplomb of the pert urchin.

‘Why are you in Bleyd’s room?’ he asked, plumping himself on the bed beside her.

‘I might ask you the same,’ Ember countered.

He grinned. ‘You do have a funny way of saying words, running them all together. I suppose it is because of the disfigurement. It sounds better than my lisp. I have a good idea about this business of our being in Bleyd’s room. How would it be if you do not ask me what I am doing here, and I will not ask you either?’

Ember shrugged her agreement.

‘I have to go now,’ Anyi said, looking over at the window. Ember could hear faint shouts from below, and wondered if the ruckus had anything to do with him. He had, after all, climbed in the window, which was almost certainly at least two floors above ground level. The entire city was constructed on a multitude of levels. Probably the boy was a thief, which accounted for his evasions.

He went to the curtains beyond which lay the mermod’s apartment, clearly having no intention of leaving the room the same way he had entered it. Then he hesitated, looking over a shoulder. It was so dark now that she could not see his expression at all. ‘You … you will not tell Bleyd you saw me, will you?’ he asked.

She shook her head, wondering how he knew Bleyd. Perhaps he had taken refuge here before and had encountered the older man then. No doubt he had been given leeway and warned not to come again, hence his request. Well, she would not give him away. He had not moved, which told her that he could not see her, the shadows had grown so thick. ‘I won’t tell him,’ she said

He nodded and then slipped through the curtains and into the main part of the mermod’s apartment. He probably had some other stealthy exit.

Ember sank back into the pillows, her mind returning to her dream. If it had been a dream. The manbeast had said she was soulweaving. Well, that was a common enough ability here, though Tareed had said the visions people had were as often lies as true. Only soulweavers saw true all of the time. Was it possible that she might have some ability here which she did not have in her world?

But what of the manbeast? Ronaall, he had named himself. Was he real or a Void illusion or simply a delusion of her own? He had claimed to have projected himself from the Void to the sea to save her, and said that this had established a link between them. He had also said her coming to him was dangerous: My only safety is to remain secret.

Ember decided that, dream or not, maybe she would not say anything to Tareed about the manbeast. Let him keep his secret if he was real, and hers, if he was not. She would not mention her vision of the Unykorn, either. In any case it was easy enough to understand. She had been looking too much at the tapestry of the Firstmade. Alene had even warned her it would have an effect.

She heard a key in the lock and sat up when Tareed held up a lantern and peered into the room. ‘Where is Bleyd?’

‘He had to get a parcel from the pier,’ Ember said.

‘I will have to leave a chit for him. We must get you back to the soulweaver’s apartment before the evening halls begin. Here is your veil.’ When Ember was ready, Tareed let them out of the apartment with a key and relocked the door behind them.

Feyt opened the door to admit them to the soulweaver’s apartment and Tareed explained about Bleyd. ‘No one saw her,’ she added.

Ember debated uneasily whether she ought to have mentioned the boy, Anyi. ‘What happened with Coralyn?’

Alene sighed. ‘I spent several hours entertaining the Iridomi chieftain. If the words we spoke were true, it would have been pleasant, but there were barbs under every compliment. What a poisonous creature she is.’

‘She is from Iridom,’ Feyt said.

Alene looked disapproving. ‘Truly poisons are an Iridomi speciality, but there is much the olfactors concoct which does good. Medicines and healing salves and sweeteners of air and earth …’

‘It is true there are two sides to the Iridomi coin,’ Feyt responded. ‘The problem is that under Coralyn, the coin falls too often on the destructive side. They do say mendicants are not much valued these days and that all olfactor apprentices are occupied in making the latest pleasure drug or poison.’

‘Speaking of poisons, I need to talk with Bleyd about my dream,’ Alene murmured.

‘You did not warn him when he was here?’ the amazon demanded.

‘Coralyn’s arrival ended our conversation too quickly. But I thought he would come back with Ember.’

‘What did you dream?’ Ember asked Alene curiously.

‘I wove of a danger to the mermod’s life,’ the soulweaver said.

Feyt mistook Ember’s expression. ‘Do not look so shocked. Murdering mermods is a favourite pastime in the citadel.’ She nodded to Tareed. ‘Go and find the mermod, Tar. He needs to be told. I will go down to the harbour and find Bleyd.’

They left, and Alene went to lock the door. Ember watched the soulweaver cross unerringly to the door, unable to decide whether or not to say that she had seen Asa and a woman plotting murder before she had met the emissary, since Alene’s mention of poison suggested they had dreamed the same dream.

‘You understand that it was you Coralyn wanted to see,’ Alene said, coming back from the door.

A frisson of fear trickled down Ember’s spine. ‘Do you think she knows about me?’

‘She questioned me about you. I think she believes that you are a visionweaver, and that, ironically, is the problem. Kerd mentioned seeing you, and she wishes now to meet you as well. I did my best to convince her you had suffered a relapse since meeting Kerd. I implied that you were likely to vomit in her lap right now if she insisted on seeing you. She agreed it would be better if you rested at least another day or so before being presented to her. She goes on a hunt this evening. It will take some days, but she wants to see you when she returns. She will not be put off a second time.’

Ember did not know what to say.

‘I am going now to see if I can gain an audience with Tarsin,’ Alene said crisply. ‘I did not have the opportunity earlier because of Coralyn’s visit, but now there is all the more reason. I would that you could be gone before Coralyn returns.’ The soulweaver combed her hair, then departed, warning Ember to lock the door after her and to admit no one except the myrmidons.

Left to her own devices, Ember’s thoughts returned to the manbeast. He claimed to have projected himself out of the Void to save her from drowning. But he had not said why he saved her and how he had known she needed help. She was puzzled somewhat by her own reluctance to speak of him to Alene.

She went to the window and stared out at the twin moons which had risen at last. Tonight both were crescents and they looked down on Keltor like two slitted and mismatched eyes.

Abruptly the swooning blackness overtook Ember again.

She soared through the dark, trying to gain control of her movement. Suddenly golden light flared invitingly and she swerved towards it. She found herself floating above the very edge of a misty precipice, which reared out over the sea. A tall athletic-looking girl dressed in a filthy myrmidon tunic was standing with her back to the cliff and squinting inland through the mist. Her long blonde hair was not bound into dreadlocks as Tareed’s and Feyt’s was, but hung loose to her waist and blew like streamers of pale silk in the swirling fog. Or was it smoke?

‘If I could just hear,’ Ember fretted, and then she could hear. Abruptly as a channel being tuned, the pounding of the sea at the base of the cliff became audible and, in the distance, the sounds of shouts and cries and the clash of metal against metal.

Ember could not see who was fighting, but she noticed that the blonde girl’s right arm hung limply and was streaming with blood. Whatever the girl saw through the thick mist caused her face to contort in horror. ‘Solen! Watch out!’

A moment later she screamed despairingly. She took her knife from a belt sheath and shouted a challenge. Will it as she might, Ember could not see whom she addressed, but she heard footsteps approach the cliff and she saw the ghostly movement of a long slim blade. The girl fended it off clumsily on the edge of her knife. The blade flickered again but this time the girl danced aside with surprising grace. This evasion happened again and again and Ember was puzzled by the carelessness of the sword wielder who kept missing, until it occurred to her that the girl was being deliberately herded to the cliff edge.

Watch out! Ember screamed, willing her voice to the unknown girl. Her skull seemed to split open with pain.

The blonde girl stiffened as if she had heard the warning, but it was too late. In turning, she stepped back, straight off the cliff.

Ember gagged at the sickening lurch that accompanied her parting from the vision, and then she was kneeling on bruised hands and knees on a hard floor. For long terrifying minutes, she saw nothing at all. Then her vision cleared and she was back in the soulweaver’s apartment, the moons’ eyes staring down at her with stellar disinterest.

[image: image]

segue …

The watcher pursued the omen-image of the Unykorn through tapestry and dream to the Unraveller’s world …

‘Maybe they won’t let us in dressed like this,’ a boy was saying uncertainly.

‘It’s a museum, idiot. Not a restaurant,’ a girl responded, twisting her mouth into a scornful purple pouch. ‘Besides we have passes. They can’t stop us.’

The boy wanted to say people always stopped people like them, but he had got into the habit of being silent around the girl. One time he had told her he loved her.

‘Love? What does that mean? It’s a logo like on the Coke can or on a packet of cheese. It’s a generic brand name for sex.’

Humbly he had not said it again, because wasn’t she right about it being a word plastered on anything and everything?

‘We’ll go to Paris,’ she had said suddenly and had conned them a ride across the channel on the ferry and then a lift in a truck right into Paris. The driver had put his hand on her leg and she had said nothing even when they got out, not to the driver or to him. He had the feeling she felt it was a fair trade; a feel of her for a ride. Nothing for nothing, she always said. They had barely twenty pounds between them but she had got them food and they had slept dry and warm at night, squashed between two paralytic drunks who had sworn at them in French but had been incapable of anything more.

That morning, right on opening time, they had gone to a bookshop someone had told her about, on the banks of the Seine, called Shakespeare and Company. The irascible old man who owned the place might give them some work for a bed. It turned out there was a musty-smelling library in the floors over the shop, with hard couches where you could sit and read which doubled as rough and ready beds at night, but there was no work. They had just come into the front room to decide what to do next when a woman entered, weeping. She was followed by a young man with long pale hair.

‘Don’t worry about him,’ he advised in English.

Neither he nor the woman had taken any notice of the other couple. Perhaps they had not realised they could be understood.

More likely we don’t look worth bothering with, the boy had thought. Living rough turned you invisible after a while. People just stopped seeing you. Except the police, of course. You became more visible to them.

It was when they were leaving the shop that a man handed them the free museum passes.

‘We might as well go since it’s free,’ the girl had said outside as they shivered in the freezing wind. ‘It’ll be warm at least. Let’s go straight away and see if it’s open yet.’

Most of the museum turned out to be closed because of some sort of strike. They had passed a belligerent march on the way there, with people shouting slogans in French.

At the museum door they had been directed where they could go by a woman who first looked hard at their faces, as if memorising them for the police.

‘Old cow,’ the girl muttered.

The museum turned out to be dark and chilly with a lot of old stuff on the walls and piled around, and the same peppery damp smell as at Shakespeare and Company. There was piped music, but played so low as to be a mere buzz on the edge of hearing. They came to a circular room with thick carpet, where there were five big tapestries of a woman and a unicorn. A leaflet explained in a number of languages that each of the famous Lady and Unicorn tapestries represented one of the senses. They tried to figure out which was which.

‘That’s smell or taste,’ she said, pointing.

‘Touch?’ he offered uncertainly of the next tapestry.

‘Touch means sex,’ she said nastily and quite loudly.

The boy understood that her nastiness was a way of defending herself from the beauty of the tapestries. She had once told him beauty was a trick; lies and fakeness hidden by dazzling masks. That was what had made her choose this rough life when she did not need to; made her pull at anything beautiful and try to tear it. Maybe just to show she wasn’t a fool to be taken in.

Moved by an obscure impulse, the boy put his arm over her thin shoulders. She fell silent and, for once, did not shrug him off.

Together they stared into the eyes of the unicorn.

‘A unicorn is drawn to virgins,’ said a voice behind them. ‘That’s how you flush them out. The unicorn lays its head in the virgin’s lap and then the hunters rush out and cut its horn off.’

Someone else made a comment in French.

‘Virgins?’ someone said. ‘No wonder you never see unicorns around.’

The boy was remembering a documentary he had once seen of hunters hacking off the tusks of an elephant. The animal had been shot a number of times, but it had still been alive, thrashing and trumpeting in agony when they cut into it. Then afterwards, it had been left there, gaping red holes leaking blood and muck. The announcer said the horns were prized as aphrodisiacs.

‘Were there ever any unicorns?’ the girl murmured in a voice he had never heard from her.

The guard stepped forward and barked something at them in what sounded like German. Perhaps he judged them to be German, the boy reflected, and wondered why they did not understand. The guard said something else, still in the guttural language. He looked affronted. The boy had the impression they were being told not to stand so close to one another.

‘I hope maggots eat your eyes out,’ the girl told the guard pleasantly and loudly.

The English-speaking group looked at her, covertly shocked. The guard scowled and said something else. The girl mimed that they did not understand and they left. The boy was glad because something about those tapestries hurt him. Something about how beautiful and fragile they were. Anyone could hack them up. It seemed terrible to him that something so lovely should be so helpless.

Behind them, the circular room emptied momentarily, and the guard relaxed his upright stance. The thick veins snaking down his legs hurt from the standing but he dared not ask for a seat because everyone knew the next step was retirement. You were supposed to be capable of stopping vandals forcibly until help came, at least theoretically. Chances were it would be a bomb in this day and age with those lunatic fundamentalists on the verge of invading Europe. The day before, during the hour between dog and wolf, he had read that the authorities were soldering shut the rubbish bins so that no bombs could be hidden in them.

The terrorists must be laughing themselves sick.

He glanced at his favourite of the tapestries. It was the largest of the five, and the one which the grubby young couple had stared at for so long. He hadn’t liked their looking at it, the boy with his sunken chest and hungry eyes, and she with her filthy hair and sharp little breasts. He felt they had degraded it just by putting their eyes on it. People like that could not appreciate something so precious. They had no doubt been itching to use spray cans on it.

He loved the tapestries better than anything else in the world. This room, he felt, held the last beauty that existed, and he was its guardian and its champion. He wished the tapestries belonged to him. He would have hidden them from all eyes but his own, in a dark closed room. He would have protected them from the world.

… the watcher studied the image of the Unykorn distorted by the old man’s weak eyes and soured soul, wondering if the Firstmade had truly imprinted itself onto this distant world at the beginning of time. If so, the minute threads binding the two worlds might date back to that moment and so perhaps to all of the worlds the Firstmade had visited. The existence of the Song in the Unraveller’s world suggested it. But the Firstmade could not have brought Chaos then, for Lanalor the damned had not released it into the world made by the Song until long after.

Perhaps it had entered the Unraveller’s world at the same instant it gained access to Keltor, using that long-implanted link.

It segued …
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Lanalor longed for Shenavyre to see him.
He reaped the bounty of the seven isles
and laid it at her feet,
but she saw it not —
for she was filled and sated in all her senses by the Unykorn …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Sweat ran into Glynn’s eyes, stinging them. She blinked and sat back on her heels, wiping her forehead absently. For all her efforts, she had not yet managed to find a single callstone and the day was more than half over. She did not know what she would say to Mallin. She could not say that she had been distracted with thoughts of the previous night’s interview with Nema.

As she and Hella left the old woman’s fell, the Acanthan girl had made a ghastly attempt, for the sake of the legionnaires stationed outside, to look excited to support the story that they had been asked to attend the mother of the Acanthan chieftain at the next wing hall.

‘You are a very bad actor,’ Glynn said seriously when they were out of earshot.

Hella blinked at her unseeingly, then began to laugh. It must have been the tension of the moment because Glynn found herself laughing too. In fact, for a second it had felt like the funniest thing that had ever happened. That was when Scala came hurrying round the corner.

The look of astonishment on her face sent them both into renewed howls of laughter. She had scowled at them and hurried on looking completely confused.

The laughter dried in them simultaneously, as the enormity of what they had learned from Nema sank in anew.

‘Oh, Glynn, I fear for Solen. What can we do?’ Hella wailed.

‘We can do as Nema suggested and hope we are lucky. Running into Scala like that was certainly a godsend,’ Glynn added unthinkingly.

‘A what?’

Odd how the smallest things could trip you. For the moment Glynn had forgotten her own situation, but the slip reminded her of her priorities. This was not her battle, nor her world.

‘It is a Fomhikan saying for good fortune,’ she prevaricated.

Hella gave a pallid smile. ‘Scala did look perplexed. She would never guess from our behaviour what Nema had just told us. Do you think she will find our laughter strange, given that Nema has invited us to be her attendants at the hall? Such an invitation would not ordinarily invite laughter.’

‘It could have been nerves and girlish excitement,’ Glynn said, feeling anything but girlish. ‘The thing is to decide what to do now.’

Hella regarded her expectantly and Glynn had another hysterical urge to giggle, but she repressed it and considered the situation and Nema’s advice. She did not speak again until they were back in the bare races of the poorer section of the settlement.

‘We have to behave normally. We cannot seem frightened or worried. I think it would be reasonable for us to meet, since we have been asked to attend Nema together.’

‘I thought you would stay with me.’ Hella looked upset.

‘Firstly, that would look odd and, secondly, Solen is likely to go to his fell when he returns, or to yours. If one of us is in each, it won’t matter where he goes. I will have to keep on going to the minescrape. It would look peculiar if I suddenly stopped. You should do what you normally do as well.’

‘I am a gemmeller, so no one will find it odd if I work at home.’

Glynn nodded as if she knew what a gemmeller was. ‘The problem will be if Solen goes elsewhere first. That is quite likely,’ she added cynically, thinking of the nights Solen had stumbled into the fell near dawn, stinking of cirul.

Hella flushed and looked unhappy. ‘We dare not leave messages about for him. Not in the sort of places he frequents.’

‘I think he would come back to his fell and bathe before he went anywhere else,’ Glynn decided. ‘Maybe I should scribe a chit and hide it somewhere he cannot help but stumble on it, in case I am not there when he comes.’

‘You scribe?’

‘My mother was a scholar before she met my father,’ Glynn replied, deciding she was getting better at impromptu lies.

‘Leaving a chit is a risk. If Solen’s fell is watched, it is certainly searched regularly as well.’

Glynn tugged at a grimy strand of hair thoughtfully. ‘All right. I will leave a chit out in full sight saying something that will send Solen to you. But for the sake of the watchers, it will have to be something true.’

Hella’s face lit up. ‘You can leave a message that I have received sky sether.’

Glynn remembered what Solen had told her about blue sether. ‘A proposal? Perfect. Who would know if you had or not. Does Solen have to give his consent?’

Hella laughed. ‘What a funny idea.’

Glynn attacked her dig anew, thinking that had been the second time she had slipped in a matter of minutes. Hella was easy to like and a generous listener, clearly starved for some friendly conversation. Glynn would not have minded confiding in her, but the Acanthan girl was under immense pressure over Solen, and she did not seem to be very strong.

They had arranged to meet again tonight and Glynn had suggested the nightshelter where she had gone to meet Lev. That was a risk because Solen might return while they were both out, but Hella had been insistent.

Glynn wondered what would happen to Solen. Nema had made his precarious situation very clear. She would have liked to ask Hella more about what had happened to their father, Ditar, but asking would just open up old and viciously painful wounds. Nema had said enough for it to be evident the man’s death had been surrounded by scandal, and Solen had told her the night before he left that something had jolted him out of his course in life. He must have meant the death of his father. What had stopped her questioning Hella, other than the shortness of time, was her awareness of how much she hated to talk about the death of her own parents. She tried to imagine how much worse it would have been if their deaths had been something more than an accident. A suicide or a murder. The grief would be increased tenfold. She remembered something her father had said after Wind’s suicide.

‘Glynna-love, bearing heart hurts takes as much courage as facing a man with a gun pointed at your head.’ Her father’s words following Wind’s too-small funeral swirled up out of her subconscious, vivid and full of his gruff, sweet personality.

‘You were born for a reason, Glynna-love,’ her father had said. ‘Everyone is, but the light shines in you and the world has need of all the light it can get.’

Not for him Wind’s philosophical longings for unnameable things. Her father had been solid and honest and simple in his beliefs. Glynn had loved her mother too. She had been beautiful like Ember but, like Ember, she had been quiet and self-absorbed. Glynn’s father had been the one with the knack of making her feel as if she were special. Lord knew, she had needed that after Wind had died. Her father had told her such lovely lies about herself. No – not lies. She had been special to him. But she knew the truth about herself as far as the rest of the world went. If she had been in a movie, she would have been the princess that fails the pea-under-the-mattress test and gets turned into a frog before the real princess comes along. She would have been the cannon fodder. Wind’s death had shown her that, for would he have left her if she had been so special?

Glynn froze, seeing a sparkle of light where she had been about to strike.

Unconsciously holding her breath she leaned nearer, lifting her lantern to illuminate the slight depression. She relaxed and sighed in disappointment, seeing the dull, smoky-quartz gleam of an unpolished callstone vein. Well, a cluster of callstones was better than nothing and probably more than she deserved. She had been banging away indiscriminately, paying no attention at all to what she was doing. If she had struck the vein hard enough with her careless hammer, she might have fractured the whole section, reducing the callstones to a myriad of worthless shards.

Resolutely, she dismissed from her mind all thoughts of her father and of Solen and his troubles. She took out another tool to prise out the visible callstones before excavating deeper with her fingers. But even as she began to dig out the second callstone, she saw another flash of light. This time she was close enough to see the raw darklin embedded in the roof of the hole.

Not daring to trust her shaking hands with the pick, she scrabbled at the dirt with stiff fingers until the black stone dropped freely into her hand. She held it up to the light, marvelling at its weight and its rich gleam. It was black, but where the lantern hit, it showed flecks of gold. It looked quite different from the stones which had been embedded in Nema’s door and was warm to touch.

Glynn could scarcely credit her good fortune. She stared into its velvety depth, trying to make up her mind if she should show it to Mallin. She knew the overseer only had the mining contract for callstones and that minor nuggets of gold or rosy quartz were kept by the miners and sold privately to jewellers. She had amassed a modest collection of pieces but had yet to learn how to dispose of them. But maybe it was different with darklins.

Suddenly she experienced an eerie sliding sensation and, all at once, she seemed to be falling forward into the stone. For a moment Wind’s face flashed before her eyes, and heat pulsed in her belly.

‘Glynna …’ She saw his mouth shape her name, then she was floating in darkness. Ahead, light showed like headlamps through fog. She seemed to fly into the light. She was astonished to find herself standing in an unlit circular room. A dim though unmistakable form in the grey light, which might have been dawn or dusk, Ember was lying on a bed in a long purple gown. For a heart-stopping second, Glynn thought she was dead, but then she noticed the rise and fall of her chest. Ember’s face was so heavily shadowed that she gave the impression of being masked.

Abruptly Glynn was back in the minescrape, staring incredulously into the darklin.

Calming down, she realised she had accidentally invoked the visioning ability of the stone and it had enabled her to see back home. Ember was clearly in a hospice of some sort. She had not seemed to be in pain, but Glynn felt sick.

‘I can take care of her at home,’ she had reiterated firmly, when the doctors had warned that a time would come when Ember must have constant professional nursing in a hospice for the dying. She had been determined Ember would never go somewhere where people waited simply to die.

She swallowed hard, now, and told herself that at least Ember was alive.

If the vision could be trusted. That was the trouble. What she had seen might just as easily be a lie. Lev had made that clear. Ember could be deathly ill and all alone – or worse.

Glynn would not let her mind go any further than that. She had a sudden savage urge to hurl the stone against the wall. What was the good of a thing that told seductive, longed-for lies? In a way it was worse than not knowing at all what was happening. It gave you hope, then snatched it away at the same time.

Clenching her teeth, Glynn thrust the darklin deep into her pocket where it was out of the way of her anger. It would fetch a high enough price to ensure a passage on the next ship to Darkfall. That was what she should concentrate on. Then someone else could have the sly thing and welcome to it.

She could not leave the minescrape until the windwalkers came at dusk, so she worked on in a desultory fashion, trying to contain her impatience. She had made up her mind not to tell Mallin about the stone. It was not so much that she mistrusted the overseer as that she feared revealing the depth of her ignorance. She wished Lev was still working in their part of the mine, but there was only the silent man he had been paid to proxy for, Teesa and the obnoxious Baltic.

Tonight she would tell Hella about the stone. She could hardly wait for the day to end.

But when she came out of the minescrape that evening, Hella, looking pale and agitated, was waiting for her in the song cavern. She had received a message from Nema saying they would both be required to attend her at the wing hall which was scheduled to take place that very night. They were commanded to report to Nema’s fell when they were ready.

Glynn had not considered that they would actually have to attend Nema at some sort of function when it had been proposed by the old woman as an excuse for her summoning them. ‘What is the point of going when Solen is not back?’ she demanded as they hurried along the races to Porm. ‘Our being invited was supposed to be a snub for him.’

‘We must go or we will undo all the good we have done in making our visit to Nema appear innocent. Apart from anything else, no one in their right mind would turn down an invitation to a wing hall.’

Glynn was trying to be calm, but her stomach twisted with apprehension. Despite everything, Hella was clearly excited by the prospect of attending the ceremony, but Glynn had no idea how one was supposed to act at such a thing. What if she gave herself away now with the means for her departure in the palm of her hand?

‘Look … I don’t seem to remember anything about wing halls … the bittermute …’ she began uneasily.

‘Oh, I know as little as you about how to act at such an occasion, so do not worry. All we have to do is sit with Nema and get anything she asks for. Which will be nothing because there will be servitors. She will tell us what we must do, anyway. The whole attending role is an honorary matter. We are allowed to have escorts there and we can dance.’

‘Great,’ Glynn said flatly.

‘You have no partner,’ Hella said sympathetically, misreading Glynn’s glum expression. ‘If only Solen were here, he could bring you.’

That would be cosy, Glynn thought. I could let him lean on me and maybe his drunken stumbling could be read as dancing.

Hella supervised their toilette. She bathed first and then, while Glynn was revelling in the unspeakable bliss of a bubbling oil that served the same purpose as soap and shampoo, the Acanthan girl donned an elaborate jewelled head-dress and made her face up, using a small collection of pots and brushes. It was not so different from the makeup women wore at home, Ember observed, though more theatrical. Hella put a lot of colour around her eyes and accentuated their almond shape with black lines. She dusted the sides of her cheeks and forehead with silver and, on one cheek, she drew a spiral of blue dots.

‘Is it usual for wing halls to be proposed so suddenly?’ Glynn asked, getting out of the bathing pool.

‘I do not know for I have not received an invitation before,’ Hella replied, absorbed in drying Glynn’s hair with rather more force than Glynn felt was needed.

‘There,’ Hella said. She tilted her head like a bird and examined Glynn critically. ‘You had best put your gown on before I prepare your hair. I will paint your face last of all.’

Glynn rose obediently, wrapping the towel around her. Hella appeared not to find it odd that she was so passive, which was just as well. The Acanthan girl seemed entirely in her element, a supervisor in a towel sarong. While I, Glynn thought ruefully, am as far out of mine as it is possible to be.

In spite of everything, Glynn began to enjoy herself. She felt clean and pampered for the first time since coming to Keltor, and in her bedding was a darklin that was going to get her away from Acantha. She was startled to find she could regret saying goodbye to Hella. Typical that she should find a friend on Acantha now.

Her pleasure lasted until she saw the gowns Hella had brought for them. Far from the modest tunics Glynn had half envisaged, these were the kind of gowns women wore when they wanted to be stared at. One was a silky golden sheath and the other a confection of jewelled embroidery and floating layers in blues and purples.

Glynn just knew she would look foolish in either. Girls like her did not wear things like these. Sometimes in shops she had touched such silky wisps in the way you might pat a tiger – with longing and wariness. She had not needed the saleswoman’s slightly affronted look to know they were not for her.

Seeing her reaction, Hella was amused. ‘You must be dressed properly for the wing hall. It would be an insult to Nema, and to Jurass, if you were to make no effort.’

‘If we wear these, no one will notice Jurass!’

Hella laughed and effectively silenced her by saying that, Fomhikan or not, she sounded like a myrmidon now. ‘Everyone will be dressed like this. If you are not, you will stand out terribly!’

Since the last thing Glynn wanted to do was to stand out, she gave in.

‘Which one is mine?’

Hella repressed a grin and held out the gold sheath, taking the other dress reverently and easing it over her own head-dress. Glynn put the sheath on and was horrified to find that although it hung modestly from a collar fitted around her neck, covering her from chin to toe from the front, the dress left her arms and shoulders and her entire back bare to well below the waist.

‘I can’t wear this!’ she cried. ‘I look like I’m only half in it.’

Hella gestured at her own attire. ‘Perhaps you would prefer this, then?’

Glynn looked properly at her. The filmy layers of her gown were almost completely transparent.

‘I don’t think so,’ Glynn stammered, amazed that people who wore the same drab body suits, day in and out, would feel comfortable in garments such as these.

‘That farm of yours must be in the mountains where it is cool and people are more restrained, because the town-dwelling Fomhikans I know would find these clothes positively cumbersome,’ Hella said, reminding Glynn again that she must take more care. Luckily Hella had not seemed to take her reactions amiss. She painted Glynn’s face, wielding brushes and pots of colour expertly, then sighed with pleasure at the final result.

‘I must say, you look nothing like a myrmidon now, which is just as well.’

‘Yeah,’ Glynn muttered, feeling stupider than ever. Like a scarecrow dressed up in a ball gown. The crows would laugh fit to bust.

Sitting out in the main room by the fire to keep warm as Hella dressed her hair, Glynn felt suddenly exhausted. So much had happened that she could barely believe she had only been on Keltor for a short while. There was no telling how much time had gone by in her own world, or what the people who owned the guest house on the Greek island thought about having a tenant who had drowned. Ember, too, would think her dead. If she was capable of thinking anything now. The doctors had said her blindness would increase as the tumour grew and, at the end, she would be likely to fall into a coma. The new pills held the tumour in stasis, but they would not work forever. When they stopped working, Ember would have only a few weeks to live. There would be blackouts and increasing loss of vision until she was completely blind; then it would be a matter of days.

Ember and home seemed so far away.

Reality had become this world with its caves and endless sea, its savage political struggles and the black chill of the minescrape.

‘Your hair is very beautiful now that the minescrape black is gone from it,’ Hella murmured appreciatively. ‘Like long skeins of the finest bleached Sheannite thread.’

Glynn hardly heard the compliment. She was looking with astonishment into the small mirror Hella held. Some of her hair had been threaded in and out of the sparkling head-dress and the rest had been left to cascade down her back. The silky flow of the dress made her long angular body seem lissom and graceful, while her face, dusted with gold and coppery brown and marked with curling lines and dots, was the face of a beautiful exotic. Seeing herself like this, she was reminded of something Wind had told her when she had offered herself to him.

‘One day you will know you are a woman, and it is as a woman you will find love and true passion. I would be a thief – and a fool – to steal what is not yet ripe.’

That was what she saw in the mirror: a woman with secrets in her eyes that she could not fathom. Yet she is me, and her secrets are mine, Glynn marvelled, and knew that she would never be able to look into the mirror again without seeing this woman.

The fell door flap burst open without warning to admit a solid, bullish young man, dressed in a purple wing suit slashed with blue. He wore a blue metal plait around his temples and his face was dusted with blue and purple whorls.

Hella threw down the mirror and ran over to him, her eyes glowing. ‘Saxa. You got my message! I hoped you would be back in time to escort us to the wing hall.’

‘I have only this thing to ask,’ he said, avoiding her hands. ‘Did you know Solen took Flay to Darkfall?’

Hella paled. ‘Saxa!’

‘Tell me?’ he demanded.

She reached out one hand to him in a pleading gesture. ‘Aye, but …’

He slapped her hand away. ‘I beat Bolten to a pulp because he told me that you knew. When I heard tonight your brother betrayed his own sept, I could not believe you had known about it.’

‘Solen did not betray Acantha!’

‘He disobeyed our chieftain!’ he snarled. ‘That is treason.’

‘You misunderstand …’ Hella said, trying to smile.

‘I understand that you set your brother and Darkfall’s meddling hags above your sept.’

Hella drew herself up proudly. ‘And has it become common for highborn Acanthans to use gutter language?’

This had no effect on the furious Saxa. ‘I wish to dissolve our handfasting now.’ He flung a mangled blue flower at her feet. ‘She can be a witness.’ He pointed at Glynn contemptuously.

Hella flinched, as if he had struck out at her. ‘There is no need for a witness. You are … released,’ she said quietly.

When he was gone, Hella turned like an old woman, her face a ghastly white where it showed under the paint. ‘They know about Solen. It is too late for us to warn him.’

‘He hasn’t been judged yet.’

Hella shuddered.

‘If you collapse now you might as well push Solen over the cliff yourself,’ Glynn said harshly. ‘We have to go on as we planned, and maybe this is not a bad thing because now we can say how weak and cowardly Solen is, and how Flay forced him into taking her to Darkfall.’

The other girl took a deep breath. ‘I will try, but let us go.’

Scala met them at Nema’s door with her familiar scowl, telling them that they had kept the Lady waiting. But Nema was not troubled, and told them so, as they helped her into a tapestried sedan chair. ‘It is no sadness to me that we will be late. I do not enjoy these occasions. Arriving like one of the courses in this ridiculous contraption will be bad enough. But, in addition, the banquet will be too rich and will give me indigestion and unspeakable gases, and there will be too much talk without anything being said.’

‘But what of the music? You enjoy that, surely?’ Hella asked, as they walked alongside the sedan chair, carried by two silent legionnaires. It was impossible to speak freely, but they were both worried Saxa would report that Hella had admitted to knowing her brother’s plans. They had decided to say she knew only that her brother meant to take Flay to Mymidor.

‘When I was a girl I enjoyed the balladeers’ songs,’ Nema admitted. ‘But I do not approve of modern balladeers. They are secular and immodest and their songs are no longer true.’

‘The old songs are being interpreted differently …’ Hella said.

‘You are very silent, girl,’ Nema said reprovingly to Glynn.

‘I was … I was thinking I have never worn such a beautiful dress.’ Glynn stammered out the first thought in her head.

Nema looked pleased. ‘The dress is fine, but you are beautiful. I thought you would clean up well enough, but you have surpassed my imagining. As a young woman I would have envied your appearance, for I was never a beauty, but now that I am old the sight of beautiful things warms me.’

‘It is Hella’s doing. She made me look like this.’

‘You cannot turn a lump of dirt into a darklin,’ Hella said, but she was smiling too.

The site for the wing hall was a great cavern three times as long as it was wide, and situated at the very centre of the settlement. Two ranks of natural stone columns ran down the room separating the side sections, with their seats and trestle tables laden with food, from the central section which was left empty except for a table at the head of the room. Unusually for Acantha, there were no chimneys to allow daylight. Instead, the hall was illuminated by a gigantic wheel, suspended by a great metal pulley fastened by an end ring to one of the pillars, whose rim and spokes were hung with hundreds of lanterns. Directly below were two pools filled with water tinted an iridescent blue, which reflected the spectacular fiery wheel. The only other light came from a series of blazing fires in small hearths around the walls and from candles rising above the table centrepieces.

There was only one entrance to the long cavern and this opened into the central section of the chamber. Bare except for the two pools, this was really a long corridor leading to an imposing dais at the other end. Upon it was arranged an ornate throne and several smaller chairs drawn up to a silk-draped table decorated with flowers and a bank of candles in holders glittering with jewels. To one side, a troupe of musicians played some dreadful squalling racket.

‘Come, girl, do not stand gaping like a stunned aspi. Give me your arm lest people wonder why I chose you,’ Nema said sharply.

Glynn took her arm obediently. Hella supported the other and smiled reassuringly at her over the old woman’s head, as they made their way down the central section to the throne table. Glynn was acutely conscious of those seated at the trestles watching them avidly through the stone pillars. Her mouth was dry with fear by the time they reached the dais because she had learned to her dismay that this was where she and Hella were going to sit!

A slight, round-shouldered man with wispy hair was seated at the head of the table. His face bore a querulous frown, deep lines marking it as an expression he wore all too often. He was not ugly so much as insignificant. Without the robes and the chair, one would not look twice at him. There was absolutely nothing in his appearance to suggest he was related by blood to his half-brother Argon white cloak. Beside him was a plump older woman with a pretty, vacuous face and, beside her, three young girls.

‘You are supposed to be seated before I come in, mother,’ the chieftain said with some asperity. ‘What is the point of formalities if we do not bother with them?’

‘Does it trouble your dignity that an old woman takes longer getting ready than she once did?’ Nema asked, assuming a frail voice.

Jurass stared at his mother with exasperated annoyance as Hella and Glynn helped her into her place. At a signal from Nema, they took their own seats on either side of her.

‘Clearly these girls are not able to aid you effectively.’ Jurass’s eyes settled on Hella, but she, busy rearranging the draperies of her gown, was unaware of his cold scrutiny. His eyes shifted to Glynn. ‘I understand that you are Fomhikan.’

‘Yes, um, your Excellency,’ Glynn stammered wildly, hoping the honorific was correct.

Jurass looked startled but not displeased. ‘You come from a farm in the Fomhikan hills, do you not?’

Glynn nodded, guessing from this that her honorific had been too high and Jurass took her for a country bumpkin. His words made it clear that he knew her whole story, which meant Lev or Mallin or maybe Teesa had been talking.

‘And you are working in the minescrape?’ Jurass’s eyes ran over the pale gleaming coils of her hair.

‘The minescrape?’ The woman beside him gasped. ‘Not truly.’

‘I am working a passage home to Fomhika, my Lady,’ Glynn said to her politely, being very careful with her accent. ‘It is no worse than some work on the farm.’

‘But I have heard it is so dirty in the minescrape.’

‘I would never do such a thing,’ the plumpest of the girls alongside her gushed. She was pretty but she had one of those faces that looked middle-aged even when young.

‘You would if you had no other way to get your sweetlings,’ another of the girls snapped.

‘Children,’ Jurass said mildly, ‘let us dine, for no one may eat, as you know, until we have begun. It would be churlish of us not to start for the food is already lukewarm.’ He did not look at his mother but this was clearly a jibe at her.

Glynn had been hungry, but her appetite had vanished the minute they reached the hall. The smell of the food made her feel sick and the music was giving her a headache. Hella only picked, which suggested she felt the same, but she disguised this by her attentiveness to Nema.

Jurass’s elder daughters, for so Glynn supposed them, began to squabble again. The youngest leaned forward curiously to study Glynn in a way that made her distinctly nervous. She ran her own eyes around the room, trying to look like a bumpkin thrilled to be out for a night. For an instant she thought she saw Lev, but she could not spot him again in the shifting crowd and decided she must have imagined it. What would he be doing here – a minescrape proxy among the Acanthan elite?

So what are you doing here? a wry inner voice enquired pointedly.

‘It has come to my attention that your brother, Solen, has taken Flay to the Darkfall landing to offer herself to the misty isle,’ Jurass said suddenly and loudly. A silence rippled over the table, conspicuous against the background of music and chatter rising from the guests seated in the main body of the cavern.

Glynn’s heart began to thud with apprehension, though they might have expected Solen’s name would come up, given what Saxa had said.

‘I have heard that rumour this very night, but it is not true, my Lord,’ Hella said composedly.

‘Heard it this night?’

‘Aye. There is some mistake, for although my brother journeyed with Flay, it was to Myrmidor they went, to seek training from the white-cloak academy there for our sister.’

Sister? Glynn thought, startled.

Jurass said flatly, ‘My information is that Flay is now on Darkfall awaiting mutilation.’

‘It can not be. My sister would not want to be mutilated,’ Hella said with limpid stupidity.

‘Your brother supports Darkfall’s foul practices, which they would call by some other name!’ Jurass snarled.

‘Could it be that your informants were mistaken?’ Nema interposed. ‘I cannot see that wastrel Solen performing a deed that would bring trouble to him.’

‘He is not a wastrel, Lady, forgive me for contradicting you.’ Hella could not help but defend him. ‘He is … he was much shattered by the death of our father. He has never really recovered. But I can not believe …’

‘There is no mistake in this,’ Jurass snarled. ‘He was seen with Flay at the landing when the coracle came for her. He disobeyed my express command.’ For a second, Glynn saw in Jurass some of the cold hatred which everyone said animated him.

‘I … I do not understand how this can be …’ Hella looked frightened, but that was natural enough in the circumstances. After a tense moment Jurass turned back to Glynn, who too hastily swallowed a mouthful of sharp juice she had been sipping and began to cough.

‘What do you say, who travelled here with him?’

‘Sire, he hardly said anything to me,’ Glynn said stupidly, taking her lead from Hella. Jurass struck her as the sort of man who would be pleased to have his belief in the innate idiocy of women confirmed. ‘He drank so much he hardly said anything to anyone.’

‘Then how is it that you dwell with him now? Was your courtship without words?’

The eldest daughter tittered behind her hand.

‘Your Eminence, Solen allowed me to stay in his fell if I would send him ten cases of the best cirul when I return home.’

Jurass frowned. ‘Did Solen not say where he had been?’

‘Well, Sire, he did speak very harshly of his sister, Flay, and I once heard him speak of Myrmidor and another time of Fomhika.’

A tall legionnaire came over from a nearby table and bowed low to Jurass. The chieftain accepted the man’s homage with an impatient gesture.

‘What is it, Rostor?’

‘With your permission, I would speak to a member of your table, chieftain.’

Jurass nodded irritably and the man turned to Glynn. ‘Will you honour me with a turn later?’ Only his nod at the musicians alerted her to what was being asked.

‘Thank you,’ she said flatly.

The man appeared slightly taken aback at her ambiguous response but, after a brief hesitation, he bowed and departed. Moments later, another man came and did the same thing.

‘Another admirer for the minescraper,’ the eldest daughter observed.

‘My dear!’ her mother said with faint reproof.

‘They would not want to dance with her if they knew what she was,’ she said haughtily.

‘They do not care what she is because she is pretty,’ the plump daughter said, preening.

Glynn barely heard the exchange, for she was thinking how far this moment was from the school socials at which she had always been such a dismal failure. She had never been able to develop the sort of skills that seemed necessary at such occasions. She could not laugh easily. She hated to flatter and gush because she considered these to be forms of dishonesty. She had no idea how to make small talk and was invariably considered dull, clumsy and gauche.

Once, to her humiliation, she had overheard herself described by a boy as a silent lump of a girl with nothing to say for herself. What a long way I had to come, to come so far, she thought, yet inside I am no more or less than I have always been. From the corner of her eye, she noticed Jurass looking at the door and realised he was doing so frequently. Was he waiting for someone? At least he seemed to have been distracted from his interrogation of them.

‘… believes the Shadowman dwells on this very isle,’ Jurass’s plump daughter was saying.

‘Fool,’ the thin daughter’s voice rapped out. ‘Everyone knows he comes from Fomhika.’

The Shadowman. Another mysterious person, Glynn thought. Keltor abounded with mysteries and schemes. No wonder its politics were so tortuous.

‘His people are said to be everywhere in all septs, even here,’ the plump daughter said, wide-eyed. ‘They say he steals babies and eats them.’

‘Idiot! He is using his minions to funnel information to the Darkfall hags so they will know what strings to pull – like spiders sitting on the misty isle controlling Keltor,’ the other daughter said.

‘I understood that Darkfall did not approve of the Shadowman …’ their mother said, dipping her fingers into a bowl of water to clean them. Her eyes were cast down, but Glynn had the intriguing notion that Jurass’s wife did not oppose Darkfall at all.

Her husband gave her a withering look. ‘The hags pretend to separate themselves because the Shadowman’s activities would prove how false they are. They claim Lanalor commanded them simply to wait, and watch,’ he said venomously. ‘The Shadowman’s people are the secret legion of the misty isle, which pretends to abhor the very activities they command.’ His eyes shifted approvingly to the face of his thin eldest daughter. ‘You are clever, Wasav. It is a pity you were not a son, for you would have been a fine wing lord after me.’

‘I will life bond with the wing lord and command him,’ Wasav announced firmly.

Nema gave a cackle of amusement. ‘Child, you are as ambitious and unattractive as I was. My blood runs true in you, but do not place too much faith in wing lords or their ability to be commanded.’

Wasav flushed unbecomingly with rage, and Jurass looked suddenly livid, but whatever would have been said was drowned in the ringing of a bell. It was a moment before Glynn understood this was the Draaka bell which she had first heard the night of her arrival in Solen’s fell. The clamour was so loud that the bell must surely be hung in an antechamber very near the cavern.

Jurass rose in sudden agitation and summoned a servant with an imperious wave of his hand. ‘These girls who have attended my mother will have to be seated at another table.’

Ushered swiftly from the main table, Glynn realised who Jurass had been waiting for. The Draaka. As a servant went to find seats for them, Glynn turned to watch for the entrance of the Draaka. There was a flash of white between the obscuring pillars of stone, then an older woman, with a face that was both intelligent and compelling, came to bow low before Jurass. She was clad in simple pale robes, long dark hair slightly streaked with grey at the temples, and lacking face paint or jewellery. This, Glynn thought, could not possibly be the dreadful vicious Draaka about whom she had heard so much.
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When the blackwind blows, seek shelter.
VESPIAN PROVERB


The people sitting at the table to which Glynn and Hella had been shifted, clearly did not know what to make of them. They had been sitting at the chieftain’s table so they must be of some consequence, but who were they? The unspoken consensus seemed to be to smile politely and leave well enough alone, though one of the men gave Glynn openly suggestive smiles. The first time she blushed and looked away, but the second time a cool confidence seemed to flow though her veins and she met his bold look without expression.

As the man’s eyes fell, Glynn marvelled at herself anew. Was this what it meant to be a woman? This self-possession? This certainty of power? And could a painted face and a dress of gold bestow it upon her? Was it that easy to step over the line between girl and woman? Or was it this world that had rung the changes in her?

It occurred to her she was being somewhat self-centred, but the truth was she felt powerless to do anything to help Solen or Hella. Or their sister. She could not imagine what Jurass had meant by mutilation, though, challenged, he had blustered that Darkfall would use some term other than mutilation. She was beginning to feel as if she were sitting in a cinema watching a drama unfold.

Nema was speaking with the Draaka, who had been given Hella’s seat between Jurass and his mother. A severe older woman was now seated at the very end of the table in Glynn’s place, and gazed about the room with cold disapproval. Her tunic was embroidered with the same red sun as worn by the men who had collected alms in the nightshelter several nights past. Glynn guessed she was the Prime draakira Nema had spoken of. Nema was nodding and the Draaka appeared to be very animated. Jurass was smiling but it did not do much to alter the embittered cast of his face.

Some people rose to dance and Glynn turned to watch. It was not too difficult, she judged – rather like a minuet. She had become very good at following the steps of a partner to hide her inability to hear music. Just the same, she hoped the men who had earlier requested dances with her would lose interest now that she was no longer seated at the chieftain’s table. She turned to ask Hella if she could withdraw her acceptance, and found her sitting very still, back ramrod stiff. Following her gaze, Glynn saw Saxa leaning over a girl at a nearby table. As they watched, the girl rose and he ushered her on to the dance floor. Saxa’s eyes flickered their way, and Glynn felt certain that his asking a girl so near to Hella was a deliberately spiteful gesture.

The girl looked up at Saxa with the eyes of an adoring puppy. Any minute now, she’s going to jump up and lick him on the nose, Glynn thought sourly, reminding herself to tell Hella she doubted Saxa had loved her; not because she was unworthy, but because people capable of such calculated nastiness were, in her opinion, incapable of the more generous emotion of love.

Hella, wearing a fixed smile, pretended not to notice but Glynn was close enough to see her lips tremble with the effort.

‘You’d better stop that,’ she whispered. ‘Your face paint is starting to look like a death mask.’

Hella gave her an astonished look, then she relaxed and laughed. Glynn was pleased to notice Saxa could not restrain himself from looking back at his former betrothed. ‘He looked over then. Let him hear you laugh and see how little it matters to you that he’s thrown you over. Men only ever want what they can’t have anyway. That poor girl he’s dancing with hasn’t a clue. If she wants him, she should be acting as if she’s bored out of her mind.’

‘Oh, Glynn, you say such extraordinary things,’ Hella smiled tremulously. ‘I do not know how I would have borne this without you.’

‘You would have been fine,’ Glynn said stoutly. ‘Besides, it is partly my fault all this happened. Solen would not have been back late except for me. I should never have fallen asleep in that coracle, but how could I know what would come of it?’

‘Solen does not blame you. He said there was a storming that would have blown the ship off course even if it had not turned to Eron isle. And what should he have done even if he had known what would come of the delay? He could not leave you in the water.’

Glynn was not so sure of that. Several times Solen had all but admitted to regretting his impulse, but she did not want to hurt Hella by saying so. Saxa passed again, leading the puppy girl back to her seat. Hella did not notice.

‘Who knows but that the Song did not bring you to us for its own reasons,’ she said dreamily, picking at the wax driblet down the side of a sculpted rock candle-holder.

Glynn had a sudden vision of the old man in the taverna on her own world, singing a song that she had later heard again in the water, just before the cold came. Her skin prickled. Nema had spoken of a portal between worlds, but Glynn could remember no portal. Only water and more water and a song.

‘I see from your face you are thinking of home.’

Glynn regarded Hella with surprise.

‘My friend, I know you must think often of Fomhika, for is it not true that sept is in the blood and heart? I only hope we have not brought trouble on you, for Jurass questioned you as severely as he did me, and I am not sure he believed either of us.’

‘He has to prove we lied,’ Glynn said, hoping that was true. ‘For all Jurass knows, Flay lied to Solen about wanting to be a white cloak and when Solen was seen with her at the landing, he could have been trying to talk her out of offering herself. All we have to do is speak to Solen before Jurass questions him and warn him of what to say.’

Hella smiled at her warmly. ‘Again you fill me with hope when I despair. Though it is truly selfish of me, I am glad that I will have the gift of your company until you earn passage to Fomhika.’

Glynn wanted to tell the Acanthan girl about the darklin then, but there was a great scraping sound from the dance floor and, like everyone else, she craned her neck to see what was happening. A tall man and an even taller woman were wrestling an enormous, ornately fashioned harp into the centre of the hall while the dancers resumed their seats. A stool was brought, and the woman seated herself at the instrument, while the man took up his position beside her, locking his fingers together.

‘Balladeers?’ Glynn hazarded.

Hella nodded as the woman began to strum the harp strings, creating a sound like the whisper of air through trees. The man began to beat on a flat drum with a small double-ended hammer, setting up a simple, hypnotic rumbling reminiscent of a distant storm.

‘I will tell the tale of Shenavyre, who drew Lanalor to his doom by the will of the Unraveller demon …’ the man announced in a deep, resonant voice.

Glynn felt Hella stiffen, and caught her eye warningly. The last thing they needed was for Hella to lose her head in religious fervour.

The Draaka’s eyes moved across the audience and the rustling ceased, leaving Glynn to remember what Nema had said about silence being catching. The mere fact of this music being permitted was significant. The balladeer went on to tell of Shenavyre, a Sheannite woman with soulweaving tendencies that had led her to segue in the Void, where she had encountered and had been enslaved by the Unraveller demon in fair guise.

‘Though she could see it not, the demon wore a crown of leaping flames of red and gold,’ he cried dramatically. ‘It had one eye in the centre of its forehead. A huge, blazing spirit eye that could see through flesh and into the soul. Its natural eyes on either side were black and useless, but it did not need them, for the drear beast could smell all things – the shape and texture and even the colour – as if with clearest vision. Its words bestowed madness on whosoever heard them, but its touch was death …’

The balladeer had bent himself into a humped shape and squinted around at his audience, playing the part of the Unraveller. So great was the power of his storytelling that people at the tables cringed whenever his gaze came in their direction.

He acted out the seduction of Shenavyre by the disguised demon, revealing his hideous face only when she looked away.

‘A man there was called Lanalor, who loved Shenavyre …’ he said, and then he acted out Shenavyre’s enchanting of Lanalor, pleading in a surprisingly accurate feminine voice that he release her dearest companion from the Void.

‘Lanalor vowed he would give his life to release one so loved by his beloved, and thus did Lanalor attack the wall of the Void with his powers. But before it was breached and the waiting demon Unraveller freed, the Void’s guardian sealed the hole and drove Lanalor back.

‘In rage, the Unraveller demon forced Shenavyre to kill herself, then it sought out the distraught Lanalor in the same sweet guise projected from the Void, to tell him of her death.’

The balladeer acted out Lanalor’s grief. Then he became the demon in its disguise telling Lanalor that if it were freed from the Void, it would be able to restore Shenavyre to life. The balladeer showed the audience Lanalor’s elation, managing to imbue it with a manic quality, then he told how Lanalor had sealed the body of Shenavyre into ice so that it would not deteriorate, and sent it into the sea where none could break the seals that kept it. This done, he gave himself entire, the balladeer sang, to breaking the Void and releasing the Unraveller.

Shades of Sleeping Beauty, thought Glynn, intrigued to find yet another parallel between this world and her own.

Before his work could be completed, the balladeer announced, Lanalor died, but he charged his sister, Alyda, to carry on his work, bestowing on her all of his secrets and exacting from her the promise that she would release the Unraveller so that it could resurrect his beloved Shenavyre from her ice tomb beneath the waves. Playing Alyda, the balladeer vowed piously to obey but, turning aside, assumed a grasping leer.

The balladeer resumed the wise and noble expression he had affected as the narrator and warned his audience that although the guardian managed to prevent Lanalor breaking open the Void, Darkfall’s activities had begun to weaken its walls and the Unraveller waited still for the breach that would let it into the world.

The balladeer fell silent, as the wind sound made by the harp strings swelled up again and the drum beat quickened; then it, too, fell silent.

The applause which followed was loud and prolonged and Glynn clapped too, out of sheer appreciation for the brilliant performance of the balladeer. When she noticed Hella staring at her incredulously she modified her clapping, though she did not stop. ‘Hella, we have to clap. People will notice if we don’t. For Solen’s sake, you must!’

Hella swallowed and made a pretence of applause. All around them, people were hurling money at the balladeer. He was bowing and smiling while his accompanist collected the bounty. Glynn noticed there were several people clapping with expressions as blank as Hella’s.

When the applause began to die down, the talk rose in a wave as the performers departed.

‘That was an interesting interpretation of the Legendsong, was it not?’ the woman sitting one along from Glynn said. Two spots of colour burned in her cheeks. ‘I have not seen Lanalor played as a tragic hero before. Everyone plays him as a madman.’

‘I prefer him mad, slavering and growling like the hound of his demon master,’ a younger man said.

‘Yes, but that interpretation is so common. This was far more subtle and intelligent.’

‘Marridoc is a good performer,’ another woman agreed. ‘One of our finest. I have heard the Draaka speak of the Unraveller and I have seen the demon played in many ways these last seasons, but tonight my blood ran cold at the thought of that sly thing he conjured up, waiting.’

‘I do not like the interpretation of Shenavyre as an innocent,’ one of the men complained. ‘Marridoc made both her and Lanalor victims but Shenavyre was the demon’s willing collaborator. She is not believable played as an innocent.’

‘I agree his Shenavyre was weak, but see how this version cleverly takes up the myth of the Firstmade without mentioning it?’ someone else argued. ‘Obviously the fair face assumed by the demon was the Firstmade. That could not have been introduced except if Shenavyre was an innocent.’

‘I think it was a very honest retelling,’ an older woman said and those around her listened respectfully. ‘Children, you know I have not liked all this talk of Lanalor as a beast, nor this slandering of the soulweavers, for did they not heal my own son who was near death, and is not one of my mother’s sisters on the misty isle? But it has come to me tonight that Darkfall may be deceived, for, truly, I have never understood how they so willingly let themselves be blinded.’

‘It is symbolic, perhaps,’ one of the men murmured thoughtfully. ‘They must be blind not to see that Tarsin is destroying them, even while they uphold his right to rule. In the same way, they may not know that their activities are weakening the Void.’

‘I liked best the balladeer’s recasting of the old symbols the soulweavers claim will mark the Unraveller,’ a girl said. ‘Crowned by flame has always been read as symbolic, but if it meant no more than it said, that would even explain the obscure lines about gold hair in the Legendsong, for is not flame red and gold?’

‘And having only a spirit eye could be read as half-blind,’ another girl said excitedly. Then she shuddered. ‘Thinking of the Unraveller will give me nightmares hereafter.’

‘It should give us all nightmares,’ a man said soberly. ‘Imagine if it escaped from the Void.’

As the talk turned to other matters, Glynn whispered to Hella, ‘It was just a song.’

‘It was just a Song that made the world and us,’ Hella said intensely. ‘And all songs echo the Song of Making, and so the blasphemy was worse. Was it not Shenavyre’s songs that drew the Firstmade to her? Was it not a false song that trapped the Firstmade in eternal darkness? Did you not mark how this older woman at our table was swayed by the balladeer’s song, though her mother’s own sister is a soulweaver? By the Horn, Nema warned me but I did not imagine …’

‘Don’t get angry and do anything stupid. Think of Solen,’ Glynn whispered urgently.

Hella’s eyes were dark with misery. ‘I am not angry, my friend. I am too scared to be angry. What is happening to the world?’

Glynn opened her mouth to ask if she wanted to leave, but Hella looked beyond her and whitened. ‘Oh no. Please!’ she moaned.

Glynn turned to see Solen, dressed in stark black except for the purple legionnaire’s cloak, standing in the arched opening to the wing-hall cavern. His face was not painted so his lack of expression was evident to all.

At a signal from Jurass, Solen walked the length of the hall in a measured stride, but as he stopped in front of the dais, he staggered visibly. Drunk, Glynn thought, watching him bow in the way of the legion, one hand folded across his chest.

The chieftain scowled down at him. ‘By what right do you come here wearing wing colours when you have been stripped of the mark? And in this state.’

‘I come because you summoned me, and I am in this state because I was celebra … celebrating the end of a foul tour of duty in the Teeth,’ Solen said in a slurred voice that carried clearly throughout the room.

‘That was before they told me I was to be dismissed from the legion. As for this?’ He lifted the cloak. ‘I return in person what was given in this very chamber by chieftain Argosy.’ He fumbled at his shoulder and unsnapped the fastening that held the cloak to his wing suit, before letting it fall to the ground to lie at his feet. It would have been a gesture of contempt if he were not so obviously inebriated.

He stood motionless, poised like a black blade. Even the harness on his back was black. Glynn could have wept at the proud look of him because it was an illusion.

She remembered his agonised words to her: ‘I am what I must be …’

‘I summoned you here to be judged,’ Jurass said coldly.

‘I am here to be judged for my disobedience,’ Solen said.

‘What you did was more than disobedience!’ The chieftain’s thin voice sounded almost shrill. ‘It was base and treacherous. Do you deny you took your sister, Flay, secretly to Darkfall where she will be mutilated and given to the darkness, though I have utterly forbidden it? Do you deny that your sister, Hella, and the Fomhikan girl who dwells with you knew of this treachery?’

Glynn froze.

Solen said, ‘I took Flay because she insisted I take her and when a woman with a tongue like a viper insists, what can a man do but obey? As to my other sister, the virtuous Hella, I can only say we are … not close. She is so full of advice on how I can improve myself that it hurts my ears to hear her. The other … She is nothing to me. A mere chance-met forced on me by Carick wavespeaker, and truly I have avoided her for it aches my eyes to look on her as she comes each day from the minescrape reeking of sweat and dirt. Accuse me of what you will, but I do have some taste.’

There was a titter of laughter as Solen staggered again. Glynn felt as if someone had lit a fire inside her, but it burned cold as ice. She did not understand why the scathing assessment of a drunk could affect her so savagely. Perhaps it was because tonight, for the first time in her life, she had felt beautiful.

Hella was roused from fear and shock by what she saw in Glynn’s face. ‘He does not mean it,’ she whispered urgently. ‘He is drunk and does not know what he says. If he had seen you as you are now …’

‘Shh. It doesn’t matter.’

‘As to Flay deciding to become a soulweaver, I wish she had not,’ Solen continued, ‘but there is no law in the Charter that forbids a girl offering herself to Darkfall.’

‘Do you say then that I forbid unlawfully?’ Jurass asked ominously.

There was a slight pause, as if Solen were considering his next words. ‘It is not my place to call my chieftain unlawful.’

‘How dare you!’ Jurass snarled, jumping to his feet. ‘You call me unlawful by refusing to answer.’

Solen blinked up at him in surprise. ‘I do not call you unlawful. I say only that it is not my place to lay such a charge. I come here to be judged by my chieftain. As an Acanthan, I do honour to the chieftain of my sept.’

Solen’s words were impeccably respectful and a baffled look passed across Jurass’s face. ‘Do you say you honour me?’

‘I say I honour the position of chieftain.’

Jurass coloured. ‘Speak plainly, will you! Do you say I am wrong in declaring Darkfall out of bounds?’

‘I declare nothing. It is not my place, but Lanalor said “even a Holder may be wrong”. Is that not why a soulweaver is appointed to the Holder’s side?’

‘Don’t quote at me,’ Jurass snapped. ‘You disobeyed me. To disobey a chieftain is treason, and there can be only one punishment. That is for you to be broken on the wheel and then hurled to your death from the cliffs.’

There was a shocked reaction from those watching and Hella pressed a shaking hand to her mouth, but Solen did not appear concerned. Glynn wondered if he had even understood.

The Draaka made a movement and Jurass turned to her. ‘Lady? You would speak?’

She inclined her head gracefully and looked down at Solen with clear compassion. ‘I sorrow at the fallen state of one who showed so much promise. We must not blame Solen for what he has become. We must pity him. As long as Darkfall exists, there will be girls like Flay drawn to it, and weak men like Solen, drawn into the vortex by them. We must not fight the symptoms of this illness, but the cause of it. We must lance this wound once and for all, and let the poisons secreted within flow away. Solen comes of great blood and we need his kind to strengthen us, and so I ask of you, my chieftain, that you give this man to me – perhaps in the haven he might be resurrected from the darkness. Let your judgment stand for the man who is before us now, but let me try to make of him another man who will freely confess his foolish, wrong-headed actions. Give him to me and I vow that when next he stands before you, he will renounce his allegiance to Darkfall, reaffirming his fealty to his own sept. He will be a man again instead of this poor thing who weaves on his feet and dribbles as he talks.’

Jurass turned to Solen. ‘How say you? Are you in your wits enough to understand the mercy and grace that has been offered you by the Draaka?’

For a time Solen did not answer; when he did, the austerity of his face recalled Glynn to her first impression of him as a monk. ‘She is right in one thing. I am my father’s son. I will not renounce Darkfall. Not now or ever, for only by its work, and by the coming of the Unraveller from beyond the mists, will the Firstmade restore its sweet light to the world. If I must die for my beliefs, then so be it. They are worth dying for. But if I must die then it will be as my father did, and not broken by the hatred of an ignoble chieftain who would plunge the world into darkness for his petty hurts.’

Before anyone could react, Solen darted sideways through the columns and plunged into the crowd of diners on the other side of the room.

‘Seize him,’ Jurass screamed.

Legionnaires ran forward but there was a loud creaking sound and the great room seemed to sway. Glynn realised it was the light, not the room moving, and looking up, she saw the great fiery wheel that lit the immense chamber begin to fall. There were screams of terror and a thunderous crash, and then near-darkness and complete chaos.
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Lanalor vowed that Shenavyre would see him.
He braved the savage silfi to bring foamstones from
beneath the great water;
He toiled in the deepest crevices
for violet waystones and searched for fallen darklin;
golden feinn-bane he did sing from the deep heart of the oldest trees;
and from these rare and precious things
did he fashion a diadem that was the most beautiful thing ever
made – but she saw not their dead beauty.
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


‘Solen is dead,’ Hella cried.

Glynn stared at her, disbelieving. ‘They caught him and executed him so quickly?’

‘He was not caught,’ she sobbed. ‘That much he had of them. He was seen in the song cavern taking off straight out over the great water. Legionnaires pursued him, but he was the best of them and they had to turn back.’ A bleak note of triumph there.

‘Then he escaped!’ Glynn said.

‘Where could he go? There is more than a day of open water between us and Eron isle. That is the nearest land from here. Solen could not remain in the air more than a few hours at most. And he was drunk …’

‘Maybe he wasn’t drunk.’

‘Even sober he could not have flown so far,’ Hella said. ‘And Fomhika is further still.’

‘What if he circled back to Acantha and is hiding on the surface somewhere?’

‘There have been watchers stationed since he left. They would have seen him land. Jurass has called them in just now. He would not do that, unless there was no hope of Solen returning.’

‘Could he have reached a ship?’

Again Hella shook her head. ‘Callstones were used to enquire of Vespi. No ship was nearer than Fomhika, and the next crossing into this sector will be several days from now. Solen could not have sustained height for this length of time, let alone days. And even if he managed to survive in the water as you did, he would not last long enough to be rescued by a ship.’

‘What about currents? Mightn’t they push him to land?’

‘The fastest currents run towards us from Fomhika, so he would be driven this way where death waits for him. I do not think he meant to let them have him alive.’ She sank to her knees and buried her head in her hands. Glynn felt cold with shock, but she could not cry. She was too stunned by the eerie similarity of Solen’s death to Wind’s. It could not be mere chance that they looked alike and had both drowned.

After Solen’s escape, they had left the wing-hall cavern to bring Nema to her apartment. They had gone back to their separate fells in the hope that Solen would come to one of them. Nema had instructed them to send him to her if he returned, saying bluntly that she would help Solen leave Acantha secretly, for she had contact with the Shadowman.

Hella had gaped at that, as much, Glynn realised, because Nema had revealed this of herself than at the fact of it. She had heard enough gossip in the minescrape to know that secrecy was of the utmost importance to the Shadowman. No one ever revealed that they were one of his people except in the direst emergency and, even then, each knew only two or three others, so there could be no complete betrayal. There had been no time to discuss Nema’s unexpected revelation. They had parted in the races, and had not seen one another until Hella burst into the fell. Looking down at the other girl’s glossy head, Glynn had a clear vision of Solen standing before Jurass, refusing bluntly to recant. What had motivated him to such a dramatic end? Why hadn’t he agreed to go with the Draaka? He might later have pretended to be reformed. At least he would have been alive.

‘Oh, Glynn, what can I do?’ Hella asked, lifting her tear-stained face. ‘If only I had not nagged and nagged at him to mend his ways, he might not have been driven to this.’

Glynn had no comfort to offer. She could only wonder how much her own words to Solen had played a part in the night’s work. She thought of the things she had said the one time they talked properly.

‘If you aren’t happy …’

‘You cannot know the depth of my unhappiness, Glynna.’

His eyes had been almost violet in the dim firelight that night, and there had been real anguish in them. She had forgiven his irrational anger, later, believing she had caused him to feel ashamed of his lifestyle.

But perhaps nothing she had said meant anything to him. Her mind turned relentlessly to Solen’s words at the wing hall, when Jurass had asked about her.

‘She is nothing to me. A mere chance-met forced on me by Carick wavespeaker … Accuse me of what you will, but I do have some taste.’

Cruel words, and whatever else he had been, Solen had not seemed a cruel person. But perhaps that had been only another unknown facet of an enigmatic and troubled man.

Hella’s sobs had abated and she was gasping like a child who had all but cried herself out. Glynn stroked her hair soothingly until she drifted into a restless sleep.

I could not help Solen or Wind, Glynn thought sadly. Maybe I can’t help Ember either, but I will not let her die alone. A fierce gladness filled Glynn at the knowledge that she had the means to leave Acantha. The darklin was worth enough to bring Hella away as well. Perhaps Hella could go to Darkfall, too. They would travel there together and she might even tell her the truth about her presence on Keltor. When they reached Darkfall, she would ask the soulweavers how she had come to Keltor and how she might return to her own world.

But first she had to sell the darklin.

She shook Hella’s shoulder and the other girl sat up, bewildered. ‘I had a terrible nightmare …’ She looked into Glynn’s face and her eyes filled with tears. ‘It was not a nightmare, was it? Solen is dead.’

Glynn nodded, sorry to have brought Hella back to grief, but the urge to act was too powerful for her to be still any longer.

‘Hella, go back to your fell and make enquiries for me about when the next ship is due here.’

‘But … I do not understand. You are … you are leaving?’

‘We are leaving. Trust me and go quickly. Pack your things and seek out a minescrape proxy called Lev. He is a friend of mine and often drinks in the same place we were to meet yesterday evening – Gard’s nightshelter in Wena cavesite. Tell Lev I will pay him for his trouble and bless him for his friendship if he will let you stay there until I come. I will return as soon as I can. Tell him to leave directions to his fell at the nightshelter. I will not come back here.’

‘But where are you going?’ Hella stammered.

‘There are things I must do. To get the coin we need to leave Acantha.’

‘But you will return?’

‘I promise,’ Glynn said.

When she had gone, Glynn unbound her hair and removed the ornate head-dress and golden sheath. She washed the smudged paint off her face and donned the worn trousers and tunic she had been given by Solen on the Waverider. As she did so, memories of the dead windwalker plucked at her with unexpected sharpness. She felt him put the blanket around her shoulders aboard the ship as he helped her up the stairs.

‘I will not let you fall,’ he had promised, when they were in the air.

But you fell, she thought with anguish; into the sea, like Wind.

Glynn took a deep, steadying breath, and looked around one last time. She was not sorry to leave the dark, cold cave. There was nothing of her here; nothing even of Solen. She left quietly. With no bags to carry, she made her way quickly down the races to the song cavern. It was deserted for it was still very early. Glynn had never seen it so empty, nor so silent. For once, even the wind was still. She crossed to the great opening and stared out to sea.

At first, her mind was empty. The view was magnificent and she simply absorbed it. Both moons had set and the horizon was transformed by the approach of dawn into a radiant seam.

She sat down on the edge to wait for the arrival of the first windwalkers who would take the early shift of minescrapers down to the shafts. She would offer coin to be windwalked to the surface of the island. Then she would walk to the haven and sell her darklin to the Draaka. She wanted to think how to phrase her offer of the stone but, instead, found herself picturing Solen. It was insane. She had hardly known him and yet his death, like Wind’s and her parents’, deepened the emptiness in her. She told herself it must be because he had reminded her of Wind.

Far below, waves crashed at the base of the island with a muted roar, and as the wind began to rise, and with it the wailing that gave the song cavern its name, she thought again of the old Greek man’s music. There had been a line in the song about a moontide that ran between worlds. Bare minutes later, Glynn had swum in a moonlit sea and ended up in Keltor. Was it possible the sea was part of it? The balladeer at the wing hall had sung about the sea as well. What was it? Something that had reminded her of Sleeping Beauty. That was it – Lanalor had encased Shenavyre’s body in ice to preserve it and then had thrown it into the sea. Of course it would have melted, but it was just a song.

‘A Song made the world,’ Hella had said. ‘Maybe the Song brought you …’

A song or a portal or moonlight on the water? Maybe all three in some combination.

Glynn yawned. She was so tired her thoughts were becoming confused. She needed to rest but a sense of urgency drove her. She must sell the darklin and use the coin she had raised to get two passages aboard the next ship off Acantha. She doubted Jurass would stop them leaving but she would not rest until they were safely on a ship.

She felt in her pocket in sudden alarm, but the darklin was still there amidst her little jingling store of coin. She took out the stone and stared into it, calculating what it would be worth, when she felt the strange, sliding sensation again. This time she knew what was happening and tried to pull back, but the force propelling her was inexorable. She ceased resisting, seeing it was useless, and waited to see what vision she came upon this time.

Her body tingled from head to toe as she was drawn towards a bluish light. She felt a brief chill as it swallowed her. Then she was standing in Wind’s studio wearing her white training costume. The light was peculiar and there was something wrong about the dimensions of the room.

‘Lose hope and you will lose …’ Wind said, coming up behind her in the mirror, and striking her hard on the back.

Without thinking, she whirled to face him, hands readied.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Your reactions must be instinctive.’ He attacked and Glynn fought him off. He came at her, sweeping low, his movements like lightning. His hand lashed out unexpectedly and she was on the floor, her head ringing painfully.

‘I can’t do it. You’re too fast,’ she protested. ‘It’s not fair for you to come at me so quickly. You’re so much better than me!’

‘You think a battle is ever fair?’ Wind demanded with a sudden fierceness that made him look more than a little crazy. He pulled her to her feet.

‘What do you mean?’ she stammered, her back and head aching from the force of his blows.

‘Fairness is the invention of humans, Glynna. Listen to me; it does not matter that I am better than you. Sooner or later, I will make a mistake. Then there will be a moment when you can beat me. I am very good, and it may be only a split-second error, but it will be enough if you are waiting for it. But if you tell yourself I am too good, you will blind your eyes with hopelessness and the moment will slip by unnoticed.’

He kissed her softly and released her. ‘Now we will practise. Your movements just now lacked harmony. You must flow from one position to the next. The sequence of movements which we call the kata must always be a dance, even when it is a weapon.’

I practise every day, Glynn thought indignantly. Then she remembered. She had practised every day until Wind’s death.

‘I … I don’t understand,’ she whispered. ‘What is happening?’

Wind looked at her. ‘We are training, Glynna-love. We must limber you, for there are battles ahead.’

‘But you are …’ She swallowed fear. ‘You are dead.’

‘I am,’ Wind agreed. ‘I am also a memory and a possibility that did not come to pass, for all that has been and could be lies within the Void. Come, let me show you this movement for you will have need of it.’

‘But … Wind, are you a ghost?’

He smiled. ‘Many terms I would once have used are too small for what I now know. You may think of me as a reflection of the Wind you knew but, in truth, that Wind was but an echo of his longings as you are of yours.’

‘Do you know where I am?’

‘Your body is in the world wrought by the Song, and your mind has entered the Void.’

‘Do you know if Ember is all right?’

‘She is as you wished.’

‘I don’t understand. Are you telling me the tumour has gone?’

‘That is not what you wished. You wished she would forget she is dying, and she has forgotten.’

‘No!’ Glynn cried, and the force of her cry catapulted her into the swirling mists of the Void and towards another circle of light.

Entering it, she saw herself kneeling on the ground in a cave and holding a candle up over a huge trunk overflowing with rolled-up parchments.

‘The answer you seek is here,’ said a man’s voice which Glynn did not recognise.

‘These were Lanalor’s personal scribings during the time he created his portal, but he concealed them and laid wards to keep them hidden from all eyes but those for whom they were intended. The Soulsaver …’

The vision-Glynn turned to stare over her shoulder at the speaker.

‘I do not understand,’ Glynn heard herself say in a stunningly accurate Keltan accent. ‘The Unraveller is the same thing as the Soulsaver. The Legendsong says: Then came the Unraveller and Soulsaver …’

Abruptly, Glynn found herself back in the entrance cavern, staring into the darklin.

She shuddered and thrust the stone into her pocket for fear of invoking it again. It could not be true that her wish had erased Ember’s memory. Wind had said it was so, but he was dead. She had been dreaming lies woven out of bits of reality, meaningless gibberish. The sooner she was rid of the darklin the better.

Kalinda rose at last, looking red and huge enough to engulf the world. Glynn heard the sound of footsteps above the soft wailing of the wind, and turned to see a group of the windwalkers emerge yawning from a race. Approaching, she asked bluntly if one of them would windwalk her to the surface.

‘I want to go on a pilgrimage to the Draaka haven,’ she said.

One of the men shrugged and agreed to carry her up for a hacoin. ‘But you will have to walk to the haven,’ he added.

The price was exorbitant, Glynn was sure, but she was in no position to argue. She paid and in a short time she was on the surface of Acantha.

There was a cold, stiff sea breeze but the blue sky arched overhead, unmarred by a single cloud, and already there was warmth in Kalinda’s rays. As the windwalker departed, Glynn sucked the scent of the dew-damp sether into her lungs, feeling almost dizzy from the fresh brightness of everything. She had not been aware how much the dark caves had oppressed her.

She began to walk towards the mountain Solen had named the Black Tower.

In spite of everything, she was moved by the beauty of the unfolding morning and her spirit seemed to lighten. She wondered at her callousness. Solen had died and, though unexpectedly haunted by the memory of him, she could still experience contentment. Maybe it was simply that, having again been brushed by death, she was relishing her own life. Why should she despise a simple moment of pleasure because it came in a dark time? Wasn’t life all the more precious? Maybe that was all happiness ever was: moments of ecstasy that fleeted by unnoticed because you were too busy looking for the big happiness that was going to change your life and make everything right.

By afternoon, her delight in being outside again had been eroded by thirst, and by the savage hammering of a monstrous headache caused by the glare of the sunlight reflected off the white moss. After days in the Acanthan fell system, barely seeing natural daylight, Glynn’s eyes could not tolerate the radiance. Nor was there any landmark big enough to offer shade.

In addition, she was worried about what she would do when night came. Lev had said the Draaka paid well for darklins, but perhaps her accidental use of the stone had depleted its power and therefore its value. They might have ways of measuring what power remained. Other than selling the stone, she was also going to need shelter for the night after the transaction was completed. She should have coin enough to pay for her bed, but would the Draaka let her stay? It was cold enough in the caverns at night – the idea of being forced to sleep on the surface at the mercy of night dew and icy sea winds did not bear thinking about.

Finally, what had begun as such a pleasurable expedition ended as a test of Glynn’s endurance. She was parched and stumbling with exhaustion by the time she was close enough to catch a glimpse of the Draaka haven in the shadow of the almost perpendicular Black Tower. At the same time, she was becoming very cold, for the temperature had dropped dramatically as Kalinda approached the distant horizon.

But her first close sight of the grim fortress drove all other sensations from Glynn’s mind. Built of grey-green slabs of stone, it had clearly taken its shape from the uncompromising mountain behind. She could not imagine why it had been named ‘haven’ except as some sort of irony. It had no windows and was completely unadorned. It reminded her, rather, of a windowless warehouse several storeys high. Or a prison, whispered a sly little voice.

Her steps faltered and then stopped of their own accord, and she was suddenly full of doubts. Had she done the right thing in coming here? Seeing the Draaka look so normal at the wing hall had given her the idea of selling the darklin to the woman. But the sombre haven looked ominous in the gathering darkness, and reminded her uncomfortably of all the bad things she had heard about the Draaka.

Yet what choice did she have but to present herself at the door and beg shelter? As dusk deepened into twilight, the breeze had become icy. She had committed herself too far to withdraw.

At that moment, the enormous haven door swung open, and two men, clad in grey tunics with the red suns embroidered on their chests, came out. There was no time to think of concealing herself, even if there had been somewhere to hide, because they saw her at once. The taller draakira beckoned.

‘Who are you?’

‘I came to … to sell a darklin …’ Glynn stammered.

The two exchanged an unreadable look and she noted identical long-bladed knives at their waists. Maybe they would decide to kill her and take the stone. She had been mad to come alone. She made up her mind to tell them she had friends camped nearby but, before she could speak, the taller draakira gestured for her to follow them inside. Crossing the threshold and noticing the thickness of the walls, Glynn felt the sweat of fear trickle down her spine.

The door led into a large dim room with not so much as a rug or picture to relieve the monkish bareness. What did I expect? Glynn wondered. There were a number of doors leading from the room and the one they took led to a room containing rows of empty stone benches. In front of them was an enormous grey altar. The door they came through opened at the side of the altar, and there was another door on the other side, as well as a wide entrance at the back of the room.

‘This is the chapel where we offer prayer for the endurance of the Void wall,’ the draakira said, impersonal as a tour guide. ‘Wait here.’

He and the other draakira departed, leaving Glynn to contemplate the grey stone altar and wonder what it was used for. After some time had passed, she heard footsteps. Two women in draakira tunics entered. The first was extraordinarily tall and wore a red cape around her shoulders. This was the same woman who had accompanied the Draaka to the wing hall, and who had taken her own place beside Nema. The second woman was short and rotund with untidy grey hair and a distracted air. She wore around her neck, rather incongruously, a small, pale animal pelt.

‘I am Prime draakira of the Acanthan haven of the Draaka,’ the tall woman announced. ‘Am I to understand that you have brought a darklin to sell?’

Glynn nodded.

‘Why would a myrmidon bring a darklin here?’

Uh-oh, Glynn thought. She had completely forgotten her appearance. No wonder the draakira outside had stared at her so oddly. Remembering what Hella had said about why she kept being taken for a myrmidon, she tried to make herself humble and timorous. ‘I am not a myrmidon, Lady.’

‘You will address me as Prime,’ the woman snapped.

‘I am sorry. Prime, I am not a myrmidon. I am Fomhikan and I came to Acantha to earn coin as a minescrape worker. I found a darklin and was told that you will buy it from me.’

‘You left Fomhika to earn coin? Plantsinging pays far more than minescraping,’ the woman said.

‘I have no ability to plantsing, Prime. On Fomhika, I worked for a man who bred aspi. If I have enough coin, I can buy a partnership from him. That is why I came here and why I want to sell the darklin.’

The fierce look in the older woman’s eyes died. ‘Show it me. Set it on the altar,’ she commanded.

Glynn hesitated, then took out the stone and laid it down. The Prime peered at it closely.

‘Bayard?’ she called the other draakira imperiously. The woman with the fur stole came to the altar and leaned over to look at the stone. Glynn yelped aloud when the fur stole lifted its foxy little face and stared at her out of huge dark eyes!

The older woman looked at her in surprise, then saw the creature around her neck staring at Glynn.

‘Well?’ the Prime snapped.

‘Patience, Wykka,’ the grey-haired woman said soothingly, and bent over the darklin for so long that Glynn began to wonder if it was a darklin. All the while the strange animal around the woman’s neck stared fixedly at her.

‘It is genuine, I assure you,’ Glynn said. ‘I have had two visions from it.’

The two draakira turned to stare at her incredulously.

‘You allowed the stone to orientate on you, and then you try to sell it to us knowing the stone will vision only for its master?’ the Prime demanded in a dangerously pleasant voice.

Glynn was aghast but dared not show it. Her mind jumped on something Lev had said. ‘It orientated on me before I could stop it, but I heard in the minescrape that you had a way of using melted darklins so I thought it might not matter that it was orientated. Of course, I know it is not worth the same coin.’

There was a long silence in which Glynn’s fear alternated with the despairing realisation that ignorance had cost her the one chance she had of getting home quickly. And what would she and Hella do now?

‘It is true we use melted darklins, but we have never used those which have been orientated,’ the older draakira said thoughtfully. ‘If you are willing to risk losing what remains of the darklin’s power, I could experiment and see what can be done with it. If there is any power to be had, perhaps we can come to some agreement.’

‘Thank you,’ Glynn said, knowing she had no choice.

The Prime nodded briskly. ‘Very well. You will eat and sleep in the haven tonight. No doubt draakira Bayard will have completed her tests by tomorrow.’

An hour later, Glynn listened to the tumblers click into place in the lock of the tiny cell she had been given to sleep in. She could not help but wonder again if she had been a fool to come to the Draaka haven. True, she had a belly full of surprisingly delicious and plentiful stew and freshly baked bread, but perhaps the whole thing would come to nothing because, in her ignorance, she had wasted the true value of the darklin.

She tried to convince herself that the draakira would find some use for her stone and pay at least enough to buy a passage to Darkfall for two people. By tomorrow evening, she told herself firmly, she would be with Hella and Lev celebrating in Lev’s fell.

So why did she feel so much like a fly who had just walked into a spider’s web?
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segue …

The watcher segued within the web connecting the two worlds, sensing a resonance building. It was carried to the Unraveller’s world on the crest of a wave that sent ripples throughout the Void …

‘I don’t like circuses,’ a boy told his companion, ‘because of the animals.’

‘Well, I don’t like thinking of animals in cages either, but think of what happens to them in the wild. Getting their horns cut off while they’re alive, or being killed for some little bone in their ear.’ Mark tightened his grip on Tim’s elbow as if the smaller boy might dart away suddenly.

‘It’s undignified for them to roll over and dance,’ Tim said.

Mark sighed. ‘Being dead is undignified. Listen. We’re not going to see the animals. I mean, not specifically. I brought you here for a purpose.’

They were passing the Ghost Train, and laughter and screams and the sound of wheels rumbling roared at them. Tim flinched and Mark felt a surge of exasperation at his timidity.

They passed a ride rising up like one of those monoliths out of 2001: A Space Odyssey. It was called The Black Tower.

‘Step up!’ a man cried, poking his head out from the side of the monolith. Timothy noticed he had crossed eyes.

‘There,’ Mark said, pointing to a tent looming up in the dark morning. There were lights strung along the rim of the tent and tracing the struts and roof line, but a lot of them were broken and several flickered intermittently. A slight wind was blowing the sides of the tent in and out, and Timothy stopped. The tent was the exact colour of dried blood, and it looked like a giant lung moving in and out.

‘Come on!’ Mark cried. ‘We’ll miss it.’

‘No,’ Timothy said, but then a strain of music flowed out of the opening so piercingly sweet and familiar that he gasped.

‘What?’ Mark shouted, still pulling at his arm.

Timothy did not answer, but he let himself be drawn forward and through the flap entrance. The music had now resolved into a brassy flourish, but even so it seemed to Timothy that the other music was just inside it, barely audible.

Mark produced the ten dollars, without looking at the vendor or his friend. ‘Two in the front.’

It being a morning matinee, the concentric rings of curved benches were only a quarter occupied. There was the sawdust ring inside a buffer painted bright blue, separating audience from stage floor, and lights around the buffer pointing inward. Standing in the middle of the ring was a long thin man in black, with a scar down one cheek and puckering the flesh beside his nose.

Timothy imagined a knife had made that cut and wondered who had wielded it.

‘I am the Ringmaster!’ the man cried. He threw back his black cape from his shoulders and lifted his hands, turning them palms up. ‘Now we present for your fascination and enchantment, the Wind Walkers!’

Several long beams of light stabbed upward, illuminating a web of lines and wavering ropes. The audience followed the path of radiance to a small wooden platform where the ropes intersected. On it stood a man in a shimmering white costume from which sprouted a tail, a mane and, from the middle of his head, a horn. The woman also wore white, but she had no mane or tail. She had long fiery hair caught up into a begemmed cone that held it back from her face. As they watched, the man lit a long taper and reached forward. Suddenly a wheel burst into flame.

The audience gasped.

‘See!’ Mark hissed. ‘Just like in your dream. A unicorn and a red-haired girl. Morphic resonance, it’s called. I read about it. It’s when something happens and then it happens again. Like two people inventing the same thing – those DNA guys.’

‘Crick and Watson,’ Timothy murmured.

‘Yeah them. And like coincidence. You know – you hear something and you keep hearing about it. Like echoes. Things have echoes and some things have loud echoes. You dreamed this and now here it is. Weird, hey?’

‘But the dream was real. Not people dressed up.’

‘It doesn’t matter!’ Mark shouted in his excitement and a woman behind hissed at them.

Timothy was watching the man and woman swing back and forward in a kind of dance. She appeared to be both calling and evading the unicorn, and the man dressed as the unicorn seemed both tame and wild in turns.

They were very good and, if you blurred your eyes, you could almost imagine the man really was a unicorn, flying round and round in this dancing aerial hunt that might also be a strange kind of courtship, just like in his dream.

Below, a drum roll began, very softly. At first Timothy thought it was the wind outside but, as it grew louder, he became sure it was deliberate. There was something ominous in the sound and he shivered despite the rather oppressive heat of the tent. The drum beat quickened urgently, as if the storm were almost overhead, and the acrobats above began a spinning series of jumps and whirls around the flaming wheel.

All at once, there was a loud creaking sound and the tent seemed to sway sideways. Timothy realised it was the light and not the room moving, just as the great fiery wheel tilted sideways too, and then fell. The man in the unicorn costume seemed to be tangled with it and the rigging ropes, and he was dragged from the high wire. Timothy saw the horn come loose from his forehead and as it fell in a pale arc he thought it looked exactly like pictures he had seen of the comet that was coming. There were screams of terror and a thunderous crash, then near-darkness and complete chaos. People shouted and screamed.

The lights came on all at once, blindingly, and the music Timothy had heard in his dream rose in a soft soughing wind as the woman flew alone.

‘I thought …’ Tim gasped.

Mark said triumphantly, ‘It was part of the show.’ They were both silent as the music faded, and the woman slid down a rope to the ground. She was quite close to them, and now they could see she was older than she had looked in the air, with a big nose and thick black brows. The red hair was a wig and there were old overlapping sweat stains under the arms of the costume.

The applause came some moments later, loud and prolonged. Mark clapped enthusiastically. Timothy sat with his fingers folded in his lap, wondering why things had echoes, if they did. Why had he dreamed of a unicorn? Why did you dream anything?

... the watcher, shaken by the strength of the resonance it had witnessed, withdrew from the boy. It was as if the two worlds were being drawn inexorably closer.

It segued …

[image: image]
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Lanalor sought to be more than other men,
that Shenavyre would see and admire him;
thus did he study the magics and mysteries,
until, by will alone,
he could walk the winds.
But the Unykorn journeyed among the stars
and wheresoever it flew,
did Shenavyre’s eyes follow …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Ember was in the dream wood again but it was different from all the other times. It was snowing – just a powdery coating like icing sugar, frosting the edges of the world. The green grass still showed, and the leaves had not fallen from the trees.

Then she heard the music. It sounded nearer and more specific than on the other occasions. She pushed through the bracken, showering herself with slush. An inner voice warned her not to go any deeper into the leafy dimness, but she did not listen. For the first time in this dream, she had no sense of being watched. The further she went, the darker it grew; trees became closer to each other at the base, their branches interlaced overhead, but she wove her way through them, drawn towards the music.

She came so abruptly to a pond that her feet slipped on the muddy bank and she slid in up to her ankles, breaking the thin rim of ice around the edge. Using an overhanging branch for leverage, she climbed out and pushed her way around the pool to the other side. Her feet made black prints in the powder snow. Beyond a screen of feathery fronds growing in the sodden earth around the pond, she saw there was another clearing.

The music was perfectly audible now, each note discernible, but still she could not see where it was coming from, nor could she decide from what instrument or creature it came. It was unlike anything she had ever heard.

A movement caught her eye and a woman emerged from the trees on the other side of the clearing. Ember registered with astonishment that she had found the source of the unearthly music. The woman was young and slight with small high breasts and coppery hair hanging to her waist in a great tangle of fiery ringlets. She wore a long pale dress with short tight sleeves. A shadow passed over the clearing and Ember looked up to see what had made it, but the trees blocked her view. She looked back at the young woman to find her staring upward, her face suffused with joy and golden sunlight. It was still snowing, but no snow fell where the woman stood. As Ember watched, the golden glow around her deepened like a spotlight intensified, shifting from gold to crimson.

‘Beloved …’ the woman sang, and lifted her hands to the light.

Unaccountably, a weight of dread settled on Ember.

‘Firstmade of the Song … Heartsong of my soul …’ the woman sang. The shadow passed over again, then it stopped over the young woman and began to grow as if something enormous was swooping down towards her. Ember’s dread deepened into icy terror.

Shenavyre … I come … a voice hissed, and a violent flurry of wind blew snow into Ember’s eyes, blinding her.

Then the woman began to scream …

Ember woke with a heart thumping and sweat like the ice of the dream on her forehead. She lay very still, letting the familiarity of the soulweaver’s apartment room and its furnishings calm her.

A nightmare and nothing more, she told herself firmly, trying to still the gibbering fear. She was sick and shaken. No, not sick. That was a rumour spread so Tarsin and his court would not want to see her. Ember felt her gorge rise and lurched up, reaching the bathing room just in time to vomit into the hole that served as a lavatory. Staggering back at last, she saw flashes of colour, and darkness fluttered at the edge of her vision.

I am sick, Ember thought, slipping to the cool tiles and resting her head against the wall. The light showing through the delicately etched glass of the bathing-room window was pink and, lying in it, she was reminded of the light on the red-haired woman that had changed from golden to blood-red. She shuddered as her vision faded and then she could see nothing at all.

Now I am truly blind, she whispered.

That was how Tareed found her. The amazon gave a cry of alarm and Ember tried to get up, but pain speared through her head and she fell back with a groan.

Tareed returned with Feyt and they carried her into the other room to lay her on a couch. The slightest movement gave her pain, but at some point she realised she could see again.

‘I am sick. How … how funny that we should say it and then it comes true …’ she whispered. She really felt dreadful.

Alene bent over her, saying, ‘I am not a white cloak who can heal you, but I can siphon the pain I see in your aura.’

Ember frowned at the soulweaver’s tone. ‘But what is wrong with me? Is it something to do with the dreams?’

‘What have you dreamed?’ Alene asked sharply.

‘I dream of a … a young woman with red hair …’

‘Shenavyre?’ Tareed asked excitedly.

‘You have dreamed this more than once?’ Alene demanded.

Ember nodded. ‘I think it is because of looking at the tapestry so much. You warned me not to but I can’t seem to help myself.’ She remembered something else. ‘I had another dream, too. There was a blonde-haired myrmidon, only her hair wasn’t bound up like Tar’s and Feyt’s …’ Ember paused as nausea swelled in her then faded. Her head felt big and empty as if her brain had shrunk and there was some sort of gas in there filling the space. The sort that made balloons stay up.

‘Close your eyes,’ Alene commanded.

‘Soulweaver …’ said Feyt.

‘Hush,’ Alene said. Ember obeyed and sensed fingers over her forehead. They did not touch her more than twice, and then very lightly. The touch seemed to open a hole in Ember’s head and she experienced the remarkable sensation of air being sucked out of her skull.

She slept and woke and slept again. For a while, rather frighteningly, she had her eyes open but could see nothing. She was blind in both eyes again, but at least there was no pain. She slipped into unconsciousness, and when she woke she could see out of her good eye and felt ravenous. Sliding her feet into silken slippers and drawing on her robe, she opened her chamber door and entered the reception area of the apartment.

Alene and the two myrmidons were standing by the open terrace doors with their backs to her. Beyond them, the citadel lay bathed in the pink and gold sunlight of the afternoon.

‘You must tell her, soulweaver,’ Feyt urged.

‘You have slept long, Ember,’ Alene said, without turning.

Feyt swung round quickly. ‘By the Horn, you move like a feinna, Ember!’

Ember wondered what they had been talking about. Coralyn of Iridom, judging from their grim expressions. Or maybe Alene had been to see Tarsin and had been turned away again.

‘I feel fine,’ Ember said. ‘It must have been some sort of virus. But I am starving.’

‘No wonder. You have been deeply asleep since yesterday morning. I will get you some food.’ Tareed hurried away.

Ember stared after her. She had slept the best part of two days! Well, she must have needed it because she felt wonderful now.

‘I have bad news,’ Alene said, turning now to face Ember. Her eyes looked tired and there were dark circles under them. Her hair seemed limp and her movements listless. ‘I am afraid we will not be able to get you away before Coralyn returns from her hunt. That means you will have to see her. But do not be afraid of being discovered as a stranger, for palace talk suggests Coralyn has it in her mind to be immortalised in visioncloth.’

‘Ridiculous!’ Feyt snapped. ‘Visionweavers do not weave for individual glory, nor can their visions be paid for as if they were mere loaves of baked bread. Visionweavers serve the glory of the Song with their gift.’

Tareed had returned with bread and some bowls of food on a tray. As she set them out on a small table, she said pacifically, ‘Perhaps if Ember tells the wretched woman she will weave her image, she’ll be permitted to leave.’

‘More likely it will be the opposite,’ Alene said heavily. ‘She will have to stay until she produces the visioncloth.’

There was a knock at the door and Ember pulled on her veil automatically. At a nod from Alene, Feyt opened it to admit the green-eyed Bleyd. He had been in and out several times and, each time, it seemed to Ember, his eyes sought hers specifically and more frequently. Fearing what this might indicate, she made no attempt to remove the veil when he came, and avoided speaking to him except when he forced it by directing a question to her.

‘I am glad you have come, Bleyd,’ Alene greeted him now. ‘You are being careful of the mermod?’

‘Since you warned me that you had dreamed of danger to him. But I wish you could say from which quarter the danger will come; though I can guess whose hand is behind it.’

‘I have no idea how the danger will manifest itself, nor who is behind it. That is why you must be doubly on your guard. Expect danger from anyone and everyone.’

‘Who else would want the mermod dead, but Coralyn?’ Bleyd asked sceptically.

Alene’s mouth took on a severe shape. ‘I warn you again not to be certain where there is no certainty, lest the danger I wove comes home to roost in tragedy. You must not let him go out without you.’

‘Stopping him is easier said than done,’ Bleyd said dourly, already moving towards the door.

‘Perhaps I should speak with him.’

‘You said he should not come here.’

‘I know. I wanted people not to associate him with Darkfall, but it was a foolish notion. Bring him to me as soon as possible. I must impress the danger upon him.’

‘Very well,’ Bleyd said. ‘What of the visionweaver?’ His voice softened revealingly, though he did not look at Ember.

‘I think Tarsin might let her go, if Coralyn were not determined to have a visionweaving of herself,’ Alene said.

Bleyd looked grimly amused. ‘She would. Well, let me know if you want my help. I must go.’ He hesitated. ‘Get some rest, Alene, you are looking tired.’ As he turned to leave, his eyes searched for and found Ember. She remained as she was, half turned away in her seat so that he would think she was staring out the window. Something in her was repelled by the admiration in his eyes. She found her appetite had vanished when he had gone.

‘Now,’ Alene said. ‘We must think how to deal with Coralyn where you are concerned. I think it will be best if you go to her in her apartment, because if she comes here, we will have to wait until she chooses to leave. And, Ember, you must appear to be frail and breathless so it is clear you are very weak …’

‘Pity she didn’t see me the other morning when I fainted. She would have thought I was dying,’ Ember murmured.

Alene did not respond. Bleyd was right, Ember reflected. The older woman looked drawn and exhausted.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked, wondering if the soulweaver’s attempts to drain her fever pain had so drained her face of animation.

‘I am … what I am. But I thank you for your concern. I was trying to say that if we can convince Coralyn that you are … exceedingly ill and incapable of visioning because of it, you may be permitted to leave.’

Her voice trailed off and her silverblind eyes glimmered with some emotion Ember could not discern.

‘I have been thinking of something,’ Ember said slowly. ‘That blonde girl I dreamed about. I don’t think she was a myrmidon.’

The three women looked at her inquiringly.

‘I mean, I think she might be a stranger,’ Ember said, being more specific.

‘What! Another one?’ Feyt cried.

‘What makes you think so?’ Alene asked.

‘She called out in the dream, but her accent was wrong. I didn’t think of it at the time, but I am sure it belonged to my world.’

‘How can you be sure what accent belongs to your world when you do not remember who you are?’ Feyt asked.

‘I don’t know. But I think she was wearing a wristwatch as well.’

‘A what?’ Feyt asked.

‘It is a thing strangers use in their world to mark the passing of the time instead of the shadowcasters or time-candles we use,’ Tareed said eagerly. ‘Many of the strangers who came had them. They even have one of them in the archives on Darkfall, the Scroll of Strangers says.’

‘But another stranger? Even in the days when strangers came more frequently, they did not come simultaneously. Is the portal now to release any number of strangers? How will we find them all …’

‘Be calm, Feyt. Ember spoke of one other stranger and, even then, her dream might be false.’

‘I dreamed of Asa before I saw him,’ Ember pointed out with some asperity.

‘Probably you are experiencing soulweaving tendencies. That is not so unique an ability here, and others of your world developed these tendencies here, though they had no such ability in their own world. Besides, you have learned enough of our world to know that soulwoven dreams are often unreliable. You cannot direct the course of your life by visions except if you are a Darkfall soulweaver and can discern what is real. And even then it is dangerous to live by weavings alone, for the pattern of the future is never truly fixed.’

‘Do you remember where the blonde girl was?’ Tareed asked.

‘Tar …’ Feyt said in a warning tone.

‘Do you not see what it could mean, Alene; Ember looking like Shenavyre and this other stranger? What if the other stranger is the one? The Unraveller!’

‘Oh, Tar. Is every stranger now to be the Unraveller? Do you know how many strangers have come through the portal these long years since Lanalor made a pact with the Chaos spirit?’

Tareed hung her head. ‘Perhaps the Unraveller will never come.’

‘My dear Tareed, do not lose hope. It is all that keeps us. But restrain your imagination.’ Tareed made no response and Alene sighed, looking wearier than ever. ‘Just in case another stranger did come, Feyt, we should perhaps know the details of Ember’s dream.’

Feyt nodded without enthusiasm.

Ember tried to recall the blonde girl clearly. ‘She was on a grassy cliff. It was very high and there was smoke coming from somewhere. A lot of smoke. There were people fighting somewhere nearby. The girl was watching someone or maybe waiting to meet somebody, then she cried something out.’ She frowned with the effort of recall. ‘A name … Solomon, Sol? Then someone came and fought with her and forced her back until she fell from the cliff.’

‘Those names are not Keltan, nor can it be Ramidan you saw. There are no grassy cliffs here,’ Feyt said.

‘It may be another island,’ said Alene.

Feyt said crisply, ‘Let us narrow the possibilities, then. It cannot have been Acantha if the cliff was green. Nor Fomhika for they have no such cliffs. Maybe it was Vespi. There are a couple of high cliffs out past the sandsea, but there would not be much grass on them.’

‘Myrmidor,’ Tareed suggested. ‘There are lowish cliffs on the southernmost parts of the island, and green hills. And Ember said the girl she saw wore myrmidon attire. Even if she was not a myrmidon, where else would she get such clothing but on Myrmidor?’

Ember said doubtfully, ‘Her hair was different.’

Tareed shrugged. ‘A myrmidon does not bind her hair at once. She may have just completed her rhiad.’

‘There are high cliffs and stony waters such as you describe on the misty isle,’ Alene said dreamily. ‘But there could be no fighting there.’

‘I have just thought,’ Tareed remembered suddenly, ‘Ember said she saw the girl fall from a cliff. If it was as high as all that, she would be dead, stranger or no, would she not?’

Shocked, Ember realised this was true and wondered how she had managed not to absorb that.

Alene laid her thin fingers lightly over Ember’s hands. ‘Perhaps the dream was true and what you saw is simply long past. That would make more sense than that another stranger came at once. Or, it may be a futureweaving, in which case we may be able to help this girl before the fall you visioned comes to pass. Do not trouble yourself about it now. When you get to Darkfall, my sisters will be able to tell you whether the dream was true, and what it meant. Perhaps they can even pinpoint the time frame. In the meantime Feyt will make enquiries just in case.’

‘We could contact the Shadowman and ask him to send word out to the other islands,’ Tareed said.

Alene gave her a blazing look. ‘You will have no dealings with the Shadowman.’

‘We need him and his network, Alene, especially now,’ Feyt said mildly. ‘He is not evil.’

‘He is not, but he should not do his deeds in Darkfall’s name. What he does is against all we believe – especially violent retaliation. We have no need of a hidden army, the mere rumour of which causes the common folk to fear and doubt us more than they do already. Apart from anything else, it could be argued that we were breaking the Gia Directive by gathering a force greater than is permitted for any one sept,’ Alene said.

‘What of Iridom’s training camps?’ Feyt snapped. ‘Everyone knows she has twenty times the number permitted by the Gia Directive.’

‘Coralyn does not care what laws she breaks. I do. I will speak no more of the Shadowman. Have you heard from Duran?’

‘No,’ Feyt said tightly. ‘But I did hear the same news Duran sent from a different source. Iridom is definitely refusing to supply atar for our javelins. They are claiming that sources of some vital ingredient for the metal are exhausted. Speaking of Revel, you know she is due in the citadel again in these next few days. We should keep that in mind in case we need to spirit Ember off Ramidan …’

‘It may come to that,’ Alene sighed. She and Feyt began to discuss what the ban on atar might mean.

Ember went out on to the terrace and looked out over the sea. The Keltan sun was hidden by thick drifting banks of cloud so convoluted that they looked like yet another world in the sky. The shadows unravelled and a beam of sunlight fell on the waves, gilding them. Ember shivered with a feeling of deja vu.

When she came back inside, Feyt had gone and Tareed had begun to sweep the floor. The soulweaver was busy with her little piles of herbs, mixing them and packing them to create cloth infusions that reminded Ember of makeshift teabags. Alene gave these to many of the people who visited her.

Drawing near, Ember was again struck by the older woman’s pallor. On impulse, she asked if they could go for a walk in the palace grounds.

‘We would not have to go far. I can see gardens from up here and I’ve never seen anyone in them. Even if someone does come, you will be with me so nothing will happen.’

Alene smiled wearily. ‘You put a great deal of faith in a frail vessel, Ember. I do not think …’ She stopped and her mouth seemed to take on a sad shape. ‘Life is too short to be trapped inside so long.’

Ember frowned. ‘Is that a yes?’

Alene nodded. ‘Since you are to see Coralyn, it cannot matter so much if you are seen outside the apartment. And no one will expect it so you will have no watchers. But I will not go out. Tar, take Ember to the soulweaver’s garden.’

The myrmidon looked uncomfortable. ‘My apologies, soulweaver, but it is more than my life is worth to leave you alone. Feyt said …’

‘Feyt!’ Alene tapped her foot in exasperation. ‘Well, perhaps I could do with some fresh air myself. In the unlikely event that we come upon anyone at this time of day, we will pretend you are convalescent, Ember, and I will hold your arm. Tareed shall guard us both.’

After locking the apartment, they went slowly along the halls and down stairs until they came to a door leading outside. Tareed led the way looking fierce and carrying her javelin, though they did not see a single soul. Finally Ember, walking arm in arm with the soulweaver to preserve the fiction that she was ill and weak, asked why the grounds were so empty.

‘This is the time of day when people in the palace organise themselves for the evening entertainments. Servants are busy preparing meals or rooms for the festivities, or helping their master or mistress to get ready.’

Ember thought of something she had been meaning to ask for some time. ‘I hope it doesn’t upset you to talk about it, but … you don’t seem blind at all to me. Not like I’m blind in one eye. If I didn’t know you were blind, I would never guess it to see you walking about so confidently.’

‘That is because silverblindness is not lack of sight in the ordinary sense. In fact to call it blindness of any kind is misleading, but we soulweavers are creatures of long habit and do not like to change things, especially things begun by Lanalor. Though I sometimes doubt he would have wanted us to be so slavish to his dictates as we have been. To understand silverblindness it is better to concentrate on the silver part of the term, for that is the main physical difference between it and ordinary blindness. Of course, in your case, you are ordinarily blind but your blind eye shows silver as if you were silverblind.’

‘How do you become silverblind?’

‘When a woman becomes a soulweaver, she goes through the Darkfall process. I have heard Tar mention it to you. I am not permitted to speak of what it involves, but I can tell you that we lose our ordinary sight in order to open the eyes of our mind.’

‘I’ve seen you walk around a chair that was moved as if you saw it.’

‘That is why it is misleading to call it blindness. There is, you see, more than one way to see the world. The eyes of the mind opened by the Darkfall process can see the real world, too, only not as you see it with physical sight. There are not really words to describe what I see, but if you think of all life as giving off a force, then I do not see the chair, but I see its force. It may be easier to think of it as heat. I feel the heat of things, and all things give off different heats.’

‘Is that how you know someone is coming to the door? You feel the heat through the door?’

Alene smiled. ‘If the person’s aura is strong enough and I am paying attention.’

Ember fastened on the familiar word. ‘There are people in my world who say they can see auras. Is it the same thing? Colours around a person?’

‘Again, heat would be a better analogy than colour because it does not rely on vision. But yes, it forms a shape. In fact, a person can leave a trace of their aura after they have gone. Right now, we are passing a bench where a man sat recently dreaming of a woman who belongs to another man. He hungers for her greatly and thinks of killing the other man.’ She sighed. ‘This is a decadent place, and there is little brightness to lift it from its darkness. The world falls deeper and deeper into shadow and, like Tar, my hope waxes thin.’

Tareed had stopped just ahead, beside an arched opening in a high wall grown over with a leafy creeper sprouting tiny pale flowers. Beyond the arch was a small, exquisite garden. High hedges and flowering shrubs all around the inside of the walls gave the illusion that it was a clearing in a great forest. If it had not been so obviously cultivated, it would have reminded Ember of the clearing in her recurring dream. Several enormous veswood trees grew up the far end, one high enough to top the wall, casting dappled shade over the bank of a small brook. There was a bench in the shade beneath it, half hidden behind a broad bank of shrubbery that waved lissom tendrils at the slightest breath of wind. Clumps of little purple flowers at the very edge of the water exuded a sweet heavy perfume, and Ember stepped carefully over them, following Alene to the bench. Tareed had remained at the gate.

Kneeling down, Ember peered into the brook at the flat, tigerish-hued stones. ‘Are there any fish?’

‘Waterflyts we name them,’ Alene corrected gently.

Ember came to sit on the bench beside the soulweaver. The garden was cool, but the sun was warm and the air smelled delicious. ‘How long before Coralyn returns?’

‘Perhaps the day after tomorrow.’ Alene sighed. ‘It is very pleasant here. I had forgotten.’

‘Do you never get tired of being a soulweaver?’

‘Not of that, but of the politics and deceptions that come with being the soulweaver appointed to the Holder. And I weary of always being guarded. When I was a girl my mother would scold me for wandering off alone. “What will become of you?” she would say.’ Her smile faded. ‘It was not always so onerous to be soulweaver to the Holder. In the past the soulweaver who held this role was feted and honoured. The myrmidons appointed to guard her were mere formalities. Well, I suppose Feyt and Tareed tire of protecting betimes, as much as I tire of being protected.’

‘They are afraid for you.’

Alene bowed her head as if the truth of this weighed on her.

‘I heard you say to Asa when we were down at the pier, that you can’t leave Ramidan. Is that true? Can’t you go back to Darkfall even for a holiday?’

‘I have no notion of what a holyday is, Ember, though I take your meaning. In truth, there is no getting away from what I am. There is a saying we have on the misty isle for when our training seems hard to us: We, who are chosen, have fewer choices.’

‘Why do you have to stay if Tarsin doesn’t want you and doesn’t listen to you? It doesn’t make sense. It would serve him right if you left.’

‘But serving right is the point of it, Ember. I do not so much serve Tarsin personally, as his position as the Darkfall-Decreed ruler of Keltor. In submitting myself to the Darkfall process, I gave myself entire to the soulweaver cause, and to Lanalor’s Charter. Even the Holder himself cannot turn me from that.’

There was a little silence between them, and the brook made a laughing, bubbling music at their feet, as if mocking their gravity.

‘How did you become a soulweaver in the first place?’

‘It is a long story, but also a short one. I had no ambition to be a soulweaver, though I had soulweaving tendencies. I meant to be a white cloak but the white cloaks on Myrmidor turned me away when I applied to the academy, saying I was too young. My sister, who was with me that day, teased me into trying out at the Darkfall landing. Neither of us imagined that they would accept me. In those days many girls offered and few were accepted, especially girls as young as I was. Once the offer was made and accepted, there seemed nothing to do but go on. I have been several times to the white cloaks for lessons in healing, such as can be had by one who is silverblinded. The master there told me I could have been a good healer, though never a great one, and that was some little comfort.’ For a moment her silver eyes seemed to gaze into the distance, and Ember wondered if she was regretting what might have been. Somehow she did not like to ask. ‘If someone had predicted the outcome of that adventure, I would have laughed and thought them a fool,’ Alene murmured, and turned her face to the sky, seeming to look up straight into fiery Kalinda.

Ember looked up too, without thinking, and was dazzled.

‘We, none of us, can know what the future holds.’ Alene’s voice was grave.

‘I wish I knew what the past held,’ Ember said.

‘Sometimes the past is best forgotten. Who knows what despairs your past encompasses? Everyone has memories they would like to wipe away, but yours are truly erased. Once Coralyn travelled to Myrmidor to offer herself at the Darkfall landing. I think she would wish that forgot.’

‘Coralyn wanted to be a soulweaver? I thought she wanted to have her sons rule Keltor.’

‘That was later.’

‘Then she was refused?’

‘There was no response to her offer, which is the same thing. Coralyn had neither soulweaving tendencies, nor a true vocation. She desired only the power which she perceived soulweavers possessed. She had no interest in the mysteries nor any desire to serve the Song. No doubt her hatred of Darkfall stems from that rejection. But truly each thing has its song to sing, for even her fruitless journey had an impact. It was while she tarried on Myrmidor that she met and dazzled poor Ranouf into a course that changed his life and the fate of Vespi. He was brother to Fulig who is now chieftain of that sept.’

‘More politics?’ Ember sighed.

Alene smiled. ‘This is a love story, but like all such stories that come among the powerful, there are politics involved. Ranouf and Coralyn formed a liaison as he waited for a delayed cargo, and she persuaded him to abandon his set route to take her direct to Iridom. She was dazzlingly beautiful as a girl and though Vespians are strong, they are not proof against love. So he did what she asked although he knew this meant, according to the Vespian ship code, that he could never return to Vespi. When Coralyn cast him off, he could not go back. He and his ship had been declared outcast and renegade.’

‘Why did she cast him off?’

‘Because he was of no use to her as an exile from his sept. She had made a mistake in demanding Ranouf abandon his course and take her to Iridom. She did not understand how Vespians are about duty. She knew Ranouf was successor to the chieftaincy of Vespi, of course. I do not think I do her an injustice to say that therein lay the main part of his attraction for her. She assumed his position meant a certain freedom from ritual as is the case on Iridom. No doubt she meant to handfast with him in life bond, thereby assuring herself of a stake in the Vespian monopoly of the waves. But in breaking the ship code, Ranouf had forfeited his right to be chieftain, and so it fell to his younger brother, Fulig, to take up leadership of Vespi.’

‘And … Fulig is Kerd’s father, and now Kerd loves Unys who is … stepdaughter to Coralyn,’ Ember said slowly. She thought of poor earnest Kerd in love with Coralyn’s vacuous stepdaughter, and then of the hungry way Bleyd of Fomhika stared at her lately. ‘It would be better if no one ever loved anyone.’

An odd expression crossed the soulweaver’s face. ‘You think that? It is true that love is the cause of much pain, but love is to life what Kalinda is to the world. Would it be better if we dwelt safe from pain but always in darkness?’

‘If you never love, then you can’t be hurt when it ends. It’s simpler not to love anyone.’

‘But is that the point of life, Ember? To have it simplified?’

Ember did not know how to answer. For the last few moments, she had felt as if someone else had been speaking through her. Someone terribly frightened and alone. Perhaps the words had risen from her lost self. If so, maybe that young woman would be better left asleep, as Alene warned.

The soulweaver stirred. ‘You have reminded me; I had forgotten that Kerd is coming to see me. He is probably there now. We must return to the apartment.’

‘But we just got here!’ Ember protested. ‘Please let me stay a while, Alene. Tareed can come back for me when Feyt returns. I won’t be alone long and there is no one about. I’ll just sit here quietly, I promise.’

Alene considered her words seriously, but with a strange air of sorrow. Finally, she nodded. ‘Very well. Enjoy the garden while you may, Ember. Meditate on the flowers and forget the past. I think no harm will come to you here. Do not leave this place, though. I will send Feyt or Tareed back for you shortly.’

Alone for the first time in days, Ember sighed deeply and stared into the water. Alene said she did not regret becoming a soulweaver, but could that be true? It was clear soulweavers did not have families or the Keltan equivalent of husbands, though it seemed lovers were not forbidden.

The tree rustled overhead and a leaf spiralled into Ember’s lap. She glanced up automatically and gasped at the sight of a face looking down at her from out of the thick tangle of veswood branches.

It took her a moment to realise she was looking at the same urchin she had seen climbing through Bleyd’s window some days ago.

‘Good morrow,’ he said brightly. ‘Stand back and I will come down.’

Hastily she got up and watched him climb with agility down on to the seat where she had been sitting, and then to the ground.

‘Have you been there all the time?’ Ember demanded, trying to remember what had been said. She was almost certain they had not mentioned her being a stranger.

‘I was here before you and Alene came,’ the boy confessed cheerily. He blinked like a sleepy owl in the sunlight.

‘You were eavesdropping,’ Ember accused. Anyi, she remembered, that was his name.

‘I was there first,’ he reminded her virtuously. ‘I was sitting in the tree drowsing and minding my own business when you came and sat yourselves right under me! I could not help but listen. Alene should have known I was there.’

Ember was trying to think how to answer this, when the boy’s smile faded. ‘Are you dying? I have heard people saying that you were.’

The question gave her an odd chill. ‘I am ill,’ she said slowly, wondering if Feyt had deliberately set this grim new rumour in motion, or if the old rumour had simply become exaggerated.

Anyi nodded solemnly, and took her hand in his dirty paw. He pulled her gently to sit back on the garden seat beside him. ‘You are not really a Sheannite visionweaver, are you?’

‘Why do you say that?’ Ember stammered, her hands going to the veil.

Anyi shrugged skinny shoulders and smiled, revealing the gap in his teeth. ‘Every Sheannite is suckled on the story of Ranouf’s love for Coralyn with their mother’s milk. Sheannites love romantic stories,’ he added, screwing his nose up. ‘In fact, it is odd to find any Keltan who knows nothing of Ranouf’s doom. What sept do you come from?’

Ember’s mind was a blank. But before she could even begin to frame an answer, Anyi’s face changed, his eyes widening so much she thought they would pop out. ‘You are not Keltan, are you?’ he whispered. ‘You are one of those the balladeers now call demons. A stranger come through Lanalor’s portal!’

Ember started to rise, but the boy pressed her hand, his eyes alight. ‘Do not go. I will keep your secret for I cleave to Darkfall. It is wonderful that you have come for it means the portal is not closed. Many of us feared the Chaos spirit had betrayed its bargain with Lanalor and closed the portal, though that was supposed to be impossible.’

‘Anyi, I don’t understand half of what you’re saying!’

He patted her hand as if she were a child that needed soothing. ‘I am sorry. I will say nothing of what I know. I can even warn you if I hear any rumour that someone has guessed you are not a visionweaver.’

‘Eavesdropping …’ Ember said, still shaken.

‘You have to here,’ Anyi said cheerfully. ‘Everyone tells lies. Only a fool believes what he has been told. You must listen to what people say when you are not with them, more than the sweet things they say to your face. Even those who do not lie, rarely tell all there is to tell. The soulweaver, for instance. She told you of love and Coralyn and Ranouf, but she did not tell you she met her own truest love in much the same circumstances as Coralyn. She spoke of love as if it were a thing she had never known, yet for love of her, a man was banished from this isle. But tell me of the place you come from. All my life I have dreamed of …’

Before he could go on, there was the sound of running feet and shouts beyond the wall.

‘Uh-oh,’ Anyi said, jumping up. ‘I must not be found here. As a matter of fact, given what you are, we had both better hide. Come on.’

‘Try the garden …’ a man cried, sounding angry and frustrated.

‘Quick!’ Anyi hissed, and Ember turned to find his feet disappearing up the veswood tree. ‘Stand up on the back of the seat, I will pull you up.’

Without thinking, Ember obeyed, and he hauled her unceremoniously up onto the branch beside him with surprising strength. She opened her mouth to ask what was going on, already regretting the impulse that made her hide, but he forestalled her by holding a grubby finger to her lips.

‘The legionnaires are too stupid to think of looking up when they search, unless we give them cause.’

Ember drew her long skirt up and stared through the branches despairingly. What on earth would she say if they were discovered? How would she explain that a Sheannite visionweaver felt the need to climb up into a tree like a monkey with a boy who was probably a thief? Could it be explained as part of a visiontrance?

The gate to the garden burst open and a troop of green-clad legionnaires ran in, trampling beds of flowers beneath their boots.

‘Search this place, you two,’ commanded a big, dark-haired man. ‘The rest of you, come with me. He is somewhere near about.’

Ember resisted the desire to groan aloud. The guards were actually searching for the boy beside her! Worse, they were green legionnaires, which meant they were of Coralyn’s legion. What had the boy done to rouse them? Probably he had stolen something, or worse, he had eavesdropped one too many times. They would judge her guilty by association and she would be killed.

The men stood and stared about for a moment, then departed, their boots ringing on the cobbled yard outside the garden.

‘Whew,’ Anyi said softly, when the footsteps had faded. He shimmied down the tree trunk, then helped Ember to climb down. ‘I am going before they come back. You should go back to the soulweaver’s apartment.’

‘Wait a minute!’ Ember protested. ‘Why were they searching for you?’

‘There is no time to explain. I will see you again. Do not tell Alene you saw me, please!’ And Anyi ran across the garden and disappeared.
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segue …

The watcher segued in the world of the Unraveller, trying to understand a people that could exist without knowing the nature of their dreams. No wonder Chaos reached them in this way. Chaos and the Song battled in this world, as they did in the other, but people appeared to have no clear awareness of what was happening, for all that they bore the scars of a battle that seemed to be driving them deeper and deeper into shadow.

The watcher came upon a boy sitting in a treehouse with his pigeons. To its wonderment, when it tasted the boy’s essence, it found pure traces of the Song.

The boy was hiding out in the treehouse until after school hours. He was thinking that someone always saw you when you went to town. The smartest thing was to lie low. That’s where crooks always made their mistake. They would go out flashing a wad of money, or they would get drunk and boast. Wagging school was not exactly criminal, but the same rule applied. Lie low and keep your mouth shut.

Besides, he preferred being in the pen with the pigeons to wandering around town with all those adults looking sideways at you, and no one to talk to. The birds were better company than people anyway. They clucked and fluffed and cooed and brushed against him. They didn’t ask questions.

He was going to release the whole lot of them for a flight soon, because he loved watching them explode into the sky in a whirling cloud. Owning them was like owning the wind.

Sometimes he dreamed he flew with them. He would stumble or fall, and suddenly he would be flying. Just like that. In the dreams he could fly only when he was not thinking about it, but it never worked when he tried.

If he ever topped himself that would be the way to do it. He’d go somewhere high and dive out into the air. They said if it was high enough, you were dead before you hit the ground, though how they could know that was a puzzle. He had nearly found out himself the week before.

He looked for the big, ugly, wild bird that was his most recent acquisition. Its neck was twined with his favourite, Carmen, and it was definitely serving her up some sweet bird talk. He sighed at the incongruity of it. She was a fiery red colour with violet ring markings around her eyes that gave her a haunting gaze, and when she flew she looked like a tongue of flame leaping up into the sky. The man who sold her had called her a freak. He had saved for weeks to buy her on his paper-run money. He had taken on two shifts in winter and nearly froze to death until he learned to stuff the papers down his clothes.

He had intended her to mate with the blue-tip he had bought, in the hope of getting babies that would be even more beautifully coloured. But for some reason she was attracted to this big, wild, lop-sided male, and uncategorically rejected the bewildered blue.

He had named the big guy Bruiser, and watching them together was like watching a boxer court a tiny Spanish flamenco dancer.

He had a sudden flashback of being high up inside the façade of the movie theatre. He caught wild birds there by climbing up in the pitch dark, and shining a torch suddenly into their eyes. They would just sit there mesmerised and he would put them gently in his bag. Bruiser had seemed to wake up to the danger at the last minute and flapped his wings. Sean grabbed him, unmindful of his precarious position, and had almost fallen as the bird stabbed a savagely sharp beak into him. He still wasn’t sure whether it was stupidity or determination that had made him hang on to the bird as the torch fell in a bright curve to smash on the concrete below. Maybe it was just shock.

He looked ruefully at his bandaged hand, remembering how swiftly the bird’s rage had abated at the sight of Carmen. Sean had expected her to send him on his way, but if she’d had eyelashes she would have been fluttering them.

There was no accounting for chemistry, not in birds or people. But the whole thing gave him hope because though he was no big muscle-bound Bruiser, he was a long way from Prince Charming. His school nickname was Birdman, which wouldn’t have been too bad, except the name had not come from his having pigeons, but from having a father who was in gaol. A gaol bird.

Girls seemed to think criminality was hereditary, like red hair. He remembered an older girl who used to live a few blocks away when he was a little kid. She had been really beautiful and he had pretended to himself that she was a princess, until his mother had told him she was dying. He had been afraid because he had somehow got it into his head that he would die too because they both had red hair. He supposed the girl had died by now. His mother would probably know. She knew everything and would have made a good spy but she was also a talker.

The fact that his old man was in gaol need not have become public knowledge except that his mother told everybody her life story within minutes of meeting them, emptying herself before sucking their stories out of them. Parent—teacher interviews were a nightmare of mortification.

No, birds were less complicated. They didn’t lecture you about The Future or demand what Your Plans were. He had no idea what he was going to do when he left school. If he could have done anything in the world, he would have become an explorer, but there were no more explorers because everything in the world had been found by now. He would have liked to be a pilot, but his maths was hopeless and you had to get the best marks to qualify. Fair enough, too, because all those people’s lives were in your hands.

Carmen walked up his leg leaving a delicate pattern of scratching which bore a distinct resemblance to his father’s lousy handwriting. Sean reluctantly thought of the last card from the gaol. His father had told him about the comet that was supposed to be coming in a few nights. He seemed to think it was a good omen for his parole hearing. Sean’s mother said he was a dreamer and that was what had landed him in gaol. She had stared hard at Sean when she said that, as if dreaming was also hereditary.

By obscure association, Sean started to hum a dopey old Monkees song which was on one of his mum’s favourite tapes. He laughed suddenly to think of someone catching him sitting in there with all of those birds, humming Daydream Believer to himself.

Carmen climbed up onto his shoulder and fixed him with her purple-ringed gaze for a compelling moment, then she pressed her head against his cheek, crooning as if she thought he needed comforting. Absurdly, his eyes filled up and he started to cry without having the least idea why.

… the watcher withdrew, unable to bear the bittersweetness of those tears. In another world, the boy would have been a great spiritual leader, but he dwelt in a world that ignored its dreams, and the possible futures swirling around him were limited and bleak. There was only the slightest chance that he would find the single bright path that would allow the Song to shape him. The watcher became aware of a current flowing from the other world to the boy, and realised that his tears were not just a response to his loneliness but resulted from a wave of pain flowing from Keltor, to which the Song had given him access.

Is it the Song that ultimately links these worlds? the watcher wondered, even as it segued towards the source of the pain …
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Lanalor thought to amaze Shenavyre with his power:
thus did he study the waves and currents
and learn to bend them to his will.
But the great Water was still of its own accord when the
Unykorn flew,
that it might hold the image of the Firstmade …
And Shenavyre saw not Lanalor’s might
but the Unykorn’s eternal beauty, reflected in the thralled
Waves …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


The pains began again, and Glynn forced the edge of the pillow between her teeth. It was unlikely anyone would hear her through the dense stone walls of the cell, but she dared not take the risk. The force of the spasm shook her, though she had prepared herself mentally. She pressed her face hard into the pillow, trying to keep her wounded hand out of her way, and cursed the Draaka haven, mouthing every foul word she could dredge from her memory.

After the spasm faded, she wiped a sour froth from her lips.

It must end soon, she told herself savagely. How addictive could a drug be after only a few days? The trouble was, she knew little enough of drugs in her world, let alone those of this one. She had simply assumed that ceasing to take a drug on this world would have the same effect as on hers. Given the short period of intake, she had imagined some discomfort at most. She could not have guessed that her system would react so violently to its withdrawal. Impossible though it was, she felt as if she were addicted. Back home, someone trying to kick a habit would be brought down a step at a time from addiction, gradually reducing their drug intake. But if withdrawal was what she was actually enduring, and not some sort of poisoning, she had done it in one jump. Cold turkey.

The thought of jumping brought Solen immediately to her mind, and for a moment she seemed to feel him holding her tightly as when they had windwalked on to Acantha. To hear him …

‘I will not let you fall.’

But he had fallen and now she was falling, too.

Her fingertips began to tingle and she braced herself for another spasm. When it was over, she curled herself into a foetal ball.

‘On your own again …’ she sang in a ragged whisper, and wondered how she was going to face the gimlet-eyed Prime when morning came. There had to be evidence of such an ordeal, but if she could not hide it, the long terrible night would have been endured to no avail.

Thinking of the Prime, bitterness ran through Glynn’s veins at the memory of all that had happened since her unsuspecting arrival at the haven.

The first morning she had been wakened by a smiling draakira who told her that Bayard’s experiment with the darklin would take several days to complete, but that she might remain in the haven until it was done. She would have to work for her keep, though.

Glynn had eaten a hearty breakfast, despite feeling tired and sluggish, and guessed she had probably caught cold. She was also worried about Hella and Lev, who must be wondering what had happened to her. But if anything was to be salvaged from the mess of her ignorance, she must stay and sell the darklin before she returned.

When she had finished eating she accepted the invitation to remain, but told the draakira she felt exhausted and would pay for her bed in coin so that she could spend the day in it. It had been heavenly to climb back into her still-warm sheets, and she had fallen asleep immediately. Later, the same draakira brought a tray to her cell with a bowl of delicious soup and hot buttered bread. Still tired, Glynn had nonetheless felt hungry. She had eaten and, afterwards, had again slept heavily. The next morning, feeling groggier than ever, she had been brought breakfast by a young male draakira. Wolfing down a second bowl of sweetened porridge, she chided herself for imagining she was ill. People who were sick did not feel as hungry as she did!

She asked if she could wash herself somewhere. What she had really wanted to do was to run her head under the cold tap to shock the sluggishness out of it, but a female draakira, smiling all the while, remained with her the entire time while she bathed.

Glynn ground her teeth at the memory of that smiling surveillance. How amused they must have been at her gullibility.

The warm bath had made her sleepier than ever, of course, and Glynn was on the verge of asking to be returned to her room when another draakira knocked at the bathing-room door to say that the Prime wished to see her. She had presented herself to the tall draakira, who had politely but unsmilingly requested coin for the two nights Glynn had stayed in the haven, and for her meals.

Glynn had groped foolishly in her pocket, only to find it empty.

Of course.

‘What a pity. You must have dropped your coins,’ the Prime had murmured.

Baffled, Glynn had tried to remember what could have happened to them. Had they fallen out as the windwalker brought her to the surface? But surely she could remember feeling them in her pocket when she took out the darklin in the haven. Maybe they had fallen out since then – but she would have heard them drop on the stone floor.

Another spasm approached. Glynn made her body limp, and this time she let anger lift her over pain as she remembered the Prime’s kindly assurance that it did not matter. She could simply work off the price of two nights’ stay and food. She had actually been grateful to the woman. Since she had to wait, anyway, for the result of Bayard’s tests, there seemed no harm in it. She had been taken to a trembling, half-deaf old man who set her to pouring candle wax into moulds. She had worked obediently, scarcely noticing her surroundings, and in the afternoon she was taught to mix soap. The brew made her eyes smart and her nose run, but even this failed to sting her mind to life enough to ask why she was being taught something when she would only be there another day.

In the evening, she had been returned to the meal room. She had eaten a stuffed and baked vegetable that tasted like turnip, and a spicy soup with herbed dumplings, for the first time in the company of the silent, dull-eyed servitors of the haven, known as drones.

In the light of all that had transpired since then, it struck Glynn forcefully that the servitors were probably not mentally deficient as she had blithely concluded that night, but were drugged as she had been. No doubt they had marched up as fearlessly and unsuspectingly as she had. But why hadn’t their families come looking for them? Unless they had and were told their son or daughter or wife had seen the light and had joined the Draaka’s followers.

Glynn railed uselessly at her own foolish rashness. If only she had told Hella where she was going! Instead, she had offered herself as a turkey to be fattened for the slaughter. There had been so many clues to what was happening, but she had not seen them. Why hadn’t she questioned her unusual lethargy and sleepiness as soon as it manifested itself?

The next day there had been more work on soap and candles, and she had not thought any more about the darklin or Hella or Ember. Another day passed and another and one morning she wakened groggily to discover she had lost count of the days since her arrival on Keltor. This troubled her vaguely, like a sneeze that wouldn’t quite come. She rubbed her eyes and felt anxious, but her mind could not hold onto the worry. She had resolved she would figure it out that night when she was in bed but, somehow, when night came again, she was too tired to be bothered.

Glynn turned over on the hard bed to lie on her stomach, reflecting that but for a chance mishap, she would probably still be cloddishly mixing ingredients for soap and shambling about with moulds. She was under no illusion that she had saved herself.

She laid her face on her arms and found it sticky with sweat, but there was no point in wiping it because it was not over yet. Already she could feel another spasm building. She told herself the last spasm had not been as bad as the others, and almost believed it.

Ironically, it had been the Prime, coming to speak to the candle-maker, who had awakened her at last to what was happening. The older woman had made a sudden gesture sideways, bumping Glynn and splashing fluid onto her hand from the jug of liquid she had been told to fetch. Instantly her flesh felt as if it were in flames and she had shrieked and dropped the jug. The liquid had not been hot, and yet it seared at her out of all proportion to the red-blistered patch it had left. Groaning, she had cradled her throbbing hand to her breasts, barely hearing the Prime telling her to stop squalling because she was not going to die. The draakira said coldly that the oil being used to scent the candles was, in its purest form, mildly corrosive but it was not poisonous. She had gone away to fetch something to ease the burning.

As the first agony receded, Glynn was left to sit clutching her swollen hand, nauseous, but also clear-minded. It was as if her head had been full of fog until the excruciating pain had acted like a stiff breeze, blowing it away. She realised anew that she had lost count of the days, and wondered incredulously how she had let such a thing happen. It frightened her to remember how little it had troubled her when she had thought of it before. What on earth had she been thinking of? She was supposed to be selling her darklin and returning to Hella. The Acanthan girl would be distraught. And why hadn’t anyone spoken of the darklin? There had been ample time for the tests to be completed.

It had taken her that long to realise there were no tests and that she had been drugged. Fool!

By the time the Prime returned, saying coolly that she had been delayed, the wound was a livid gash, weeping blood and mucus. She produced a sulphurous yellow salve which she rubbed gently into the wound to neutralise the poison and stop infection. It stung viciously. She gave the remainder of the pot of salve to Glynn and told her to use it until it was finished.

The possibility of her throwing off the drug must have occurred to the older woman, because without warning she had grasped Glynn’s chin and forced her head up, staring into her eyes. Glynn did her best to look thick and dull and, moments later, the Prime released her. ‘I have done what I can,’ she said indifferently to the candle-maker. She summoned a hovering draakira.

‘This lackwit cannot be let loose around chemicals again. I will have to think of something else to put her to. For now, return her to her cell. She is useless until the burn heals. Make sure she is fed.’

Lying in bed nursing her hand, it had not been hard to work out that the drug had been administered in the food. No wonder it was so good and plentiful. But knowing she was being drugged was no help. Glynn had to find a way out of the trap into which she had so idiotically walked. The first thing was to avoid the drugged food. It had been easy enough, when a meal was brought to her in her room that evening, to dispose of it. She had up-ended the bed under the window, climbed up on it and scooped the food onto the sill. But it was a short-term solution because she could not dispose of her food if she had to eat with the servitors. And even if, miraculously, she somehow managed to scoop it into her pocket unnoticed, she had to eat eventually.

The only answer was that she had to escape, and soon.

So easy to say, and so much more difficult to accomplish than she could have imagined.

She had not reckoned on being addicted to the drug – if addiction was what she was suffering. The pains had begun very early in the night, and they had grown worse and worse, instead of abating.

Now, watching the darkness lighten to pre-dawn grey, Glynn had no idea of how many attacks she had endured through the long night, or how many times she had resisted the temptation to try to scrape some food from the windowsill and eat it to put a stop to her torment. What enabled her to endure was the knowledge that, if she failed, within days she would be like the slack-mouthed servitors. Hell, she had been like them – a mindless slave.

She tried to figure out how long she had been in the haven. At a stab, a week, but it might be longer. No matter, she told herself. She must concentrate on the immediate future and find a way to escape. She had not the slightest doubt that she was a prisoner here. The only thing in her favour was that the Draaka’s people would assume they had a docile drone on their hands.

But escape from the fortress-like building was not going to be easy.

Her cell featured one window, but there was no climbing out of it. It was in the outside wall – the change of light and the wind gusting freely through it, fluttering cobwebs on the roof, told her that. But the window was tiny – little more than an air vent really, and up near the ceiling. It had taken all of her efforts to reach it so that she could dispose of the food.

She turned on her side, staring at the door lit by a dim shaft of moonlight that slanted through the window.

There was no way of forcing it, and precious little to force it with. The bed was a twisted wicker frame, strung with tough, plaited vines, and had a ticking mattress. The only other things in the room were a small gourd bucket with a lid for her wastes that was emptied after she left in the mornings, a ceramic jug of water with a wooden dipper, and a rush broom.

It was too reminiscent of a solitary prison cell, but Glynn told herself this was the way monks and nuns and people who went on religious retreats lived by choice when they wanted to meditate and get close to God or the ether or whatever. She even tried to convince herself that it would improve her own ability to think of a solution. The trouble was that thinking, no matter how inspired, was not going to get her out of the room, off Acantha or back home.

Another particularly savage spasm took her by surprise, and she drew her knees up to her chest and bit hard into them. When it was over, she fought off despair by reminding herself sternly of Ember’s physical suffering during the time the doctors had been figuring out what they could do for her. That had gone on for weeks. The doctors kept trying new things and some of the drugs seemed more painful than the tumour. But it seemed to Glynn the true depth had been plumbed in her sister when they told her that she was dying. Glynn could vividly remember the look of terror on her face. She had seemed to welcome the pain after she knew the truth, because it took so much out of her that she had no energy left for fear. When they had started her on the pills, the pain stopped and Glynn had thought the fear might return. But Ember had changed. She had turned utterly inward and nothing, not even the death of their parents, had reached her. It was as if she had gone too far for pain of any kind to touch her.

Glynn felt tears on her face, and she was genuinely shocked because she cried so seldom. It always seemed to her that tears were an expression of helplessness; a kind of giving up. The last time she could remember weeping with such abandonment had been the night her parents died. She had cried then because she had known that nothing she could do would bring them back. The tears had been an acceptance that she had lost them for ever.

Now I am crying because of the withdrawal pains, she told herself. But it was not true. She was crying because she was frightened that she might never escape the haven and return home; crying because Ember might just as well be dead to her if that was so.

But even as this thought came to her, some tough sinewy part of Glynn bridled. It might feel to her as if Ember was dead, but she was not. ‘And neither am I,’ Glynn whispered defiantly.

Another spasm came and she rode it like a raft on a swollen river. This time it was definitely shorter than the others, though no less painful. Hope surged within her and she glanced up at the window, praying that a night would be enough to bring her through the worst of it. She decided she would explain her ravaged appearance away by saying her hand had kept her awake. She looked at her palm. The blistering was crusted now, drying out and healing. But if she had bumped it in the night …

Stuffing the pillow into her mouth so hard she gagged, Glynn waited grimly for the next withdrawal spasm, and then gouged her nails across the wound. Mercifully the pain was so terrible, she blacked out.

She woke first to the pounding of her head and then to the parched dryness of her throat and mouth. Then she realised she could hear torrential rain falling. The air felt clammy with dampness. The moment she moved, the pain in her hand eclipsed all other thoughts. The wound had stuck to the sheets and she peeled the cloth away, bit by devastating bit. Dressing was dreadful but she managed it with numerous rests. She felt weak and sick.

The draakira who opened the cell door regarded her with shock, and then with a suspicion that made it clear she had been taught to recognise withdrawal symptoms.

Glynn just held out her hand like a bear offering its paw. The woman glanced at it automatically, and then she stopped and came warily closer. The oozing blister looked revolting. ‘Your hand must have got infected. I thought you had …’ She looked up at Glynn, again suspicious. ‘Have you vomited?’

Glynn stared at her, then shook her head slowly with the most moronic expression she could muster, and the woman visibly relaxed. ‘You must have scraped the blister off in the night. Did you do that? Scrape off the blister?’ She spoke loudly, as if Glynn were deaf.

Glynn just stared at her, blinking slowly. She was thinking of Teesa’s son, Baltic, and how he had behaved.

‘Come on. I had better take you to the Prime and she will prescribe something,’ she said.

Any medication the Prime gave her was likely to contain the drug she had spent a night of agony purging from her system. Glynn mumbled in a dull slow voice, ‘Prime said use salve.’ She groped for the salve and began to apply it.

‘The Prime said to take you to Bayard yet I do not see you cleaning up after any animal with that hand.’

Glynn’s heart began to pound. Looking after animals sounded promisingly like working outside. She must not let this opportunity slip by, but she could not think of what to do.

‘I will go and speak with the Prime,’ the draakira decided. ‘Come along.’

Glynn obeyed, inwardly cursing the woman. The draakira’s absence at breakfast made it a simple matter to move food from her plate onto the plates of the men either side of her. They seemed oblivious to the addition. Glynn doubted she could have kept anything down if she had eaten. She could still feel her stomach and muscles quaking; tiny spasms, but she would endure them because the worst of it was over. Surreptitiously she pinched her cheeks hard to bring the blood to them, thinking that if she felt like death warmed up, she obviously looked like it.

The draakira returned and, following her, Glynn’s heart plummeted in despair as they moved in the direction of the Prime’s rooms. But the draakira took her through a different door and into a corridor she had not entered before. She was puzzled to hear the sound of the rain so deeply inside the haven when merely closing her cell door behind her had cut off the sound of it.

They came into a long series of rooms opening into one another through identical, squared arches. Each possessed a great skylight set into the roof, which reminded Glynn of the cavern chimneys. In one room rain fell through open sections in the skylight into a round pool below, explaining why the sound of rain was so audible. But even in the following rooms where the skylights were sealed, rain thundering on the cloudy glass produced an incredible din.

The walls, from ceiling to floor, consisted of round pigeon-holes filled with scrolls. There were literally thousands of them tied with different-coloured knots of leather. Since scrolls were the Keltan answer to books, this was obviously an extensive library.

The draakira tried to say something to her, but her words were drowned out by the noise. Grimacing, she indicated that they were to enter a small door which Glynn had imagined was a storage cupboard. It was surprisingly heavy to open and she was startled when a cloud of hot, dry air rushed out.

It was dark inside, but when her eyes adjusted, she saw that there were small hearth fires all along the walls of the low, long room they had entered. The floor space was so crammed with tables piled with scrolls that only one person could fit between them at a time, and men and women of all ages, dressed uniformly in white tunics with sleeves pushed up, were bent over scrolls, reading or writing on them, while others conferred softly with one another. As far as Glynn could see, there was no printing done on Keltor. Scrolls were all hand-written.

These must be the Draaka’s tame scholars, Glynn realised. The red bands around their arms proclaimed them to be followers of the Draaka, but not converts in the same way as the draakira were.

There was an air of intense activity in the place, despite little movement and near-silence. Opening the thick door had let in the yammering of the rain, yet no one had even looked up. The room was dim because, other than the glow from the fires, the only light was supplied by banks of candles on some of the tables. All activity in the darkish antechamber was concentrated around these and the scholars reminded her of moths flying and fluttering about it.

The grey-haired draakira, Bayard, came bustling out of the shadows at the back of the room. The fur-stole animal was still looped around her neck, its head and paws again dangling down as if it were dead.

‘Bayard, the Prime says you can have this one. She has worked for a Fomhikan aspi-breeder …’

‘I was here when she came in,’ Bayard interrupted. ‘What can the Prime be thinking of to send her here to me? I cannot have a drone in here stumbling about.’

‘She …’ the other draakira began, but a loud discussion broke out between two scholars, drowning out the two women’s voices.

To Glynn’s amazement, the stole creature suddenly lifted its head and stared at her as intently as it had done the day of her arrival. All the fires in the dark room converged in the creature’s gleaming eyes. She found that she was holding her breath in apprehension.

‘We will see about this,’ Bayard was saying. ‘I will speak to the Draaka this evening.’

The draakira shrugged and told Glynn she was to remain with Bayard and do as she was told. Bayard thrust a rush broom into her hands, grumbling under her breath. The animal around her neck had resumed its former languid position.

‘Sweep, and be careful,’ she said.

Glynn swept, grateful for the darkness and the simplicity of the make-work she had been given. The room was so hot that in no time sweat was running down her body, underneath her tunic and trousers. She told herself the exertion would clear the last of the drug from her system but she was so weak that, before long, she began to feel dizzy. Fortunately Bayard had vanished and the moth-scholars were so preoccupied with their research that, from time to time, she could lean against a wall or shelf to rest unnoticed.

Slowly she worked her way round the whole room until she had finished. Bayard had reappeared, but seemed to have forgotten her existence, so Glynn went quietly to the darkest corner and sat down on a little low stool by one of the fires. Her skin felt clammy and what she wanted more than anything else was to sleep for a thousand years.

Watching while Bayard and a group of her scholars became very excited about one of the scrolls, Glynn managed to fall into a sitting doze from which she awoke slightly refreshed and determined to find some way to take control of the situation.

No more feeling sorry for herself and cursing her stupidity, she vowed. Gathering herself, she set the broom aside and went to ask Bayard what else she was to do. The elderly draakira looked at her blankly, as if trying to remember who she was. Then her face cleared, and she frowned. ‘You look pale. You had better eat.’

Glynn’s heart sank, but when she was installed at a bench among several scholars eating the same food, she knew it could not be drugged.

‘What use does the Prime imagine I will have for a great giant of a girl who rode aspi, my pet? Eh? I need helpers who can think and make decisions. Not mindless drones.’ She appeared to be addressing the animal on her shoulder.

Glynn was not hungry, but she forced herself to eat some bread. It tasted very bland, no doubt because everything else she had eaten in the haven had been highly spiced to hide the taste of the drug.

Bayard had turned aside to speak to one of the scholars, and once again the animal she carried unwound itself sufficiently to study Glynn. Its eyes reminded her of a seal’s – darkly liquid and full of intelligence – but physically it was more like a mink, with its sharp little teeth and claws.

On impulse she took up a sliver of cheese from her plate and held it out. Immediately the animal reached out, gouged off a small piece and ate it.

Bayard shouted at someone to be careful and hurried to the nearest table, bearing the animal away with her.

As no one was looking, Glynn thrust what remained of the bread into her pocket, aware that this might well be her only untainted food for a while. It was a pity Bayard seemed so determined to get rid of her, because the older draakira seemed liberal and inattentive, which would help when Glynn made her break. Unfortunately she didn’t see any way to encourage the old draakira to keep her, without revealing she was not under the influence of the drug.

As she gazed around the room, however, a plan formed in her mind.

When Bayard returned, Glynn said, ‘Scrolls.’

‘Yes, scrolls,’ Bayard agreed absently. She looked around, obviously trying to think of something harmless for her to do.

‘Read scrolls,’ Glynn said.

‘Yes, you read …’ Bayard stopped and her eyes met Glynn’s for the first time. ‘Read scrolls? You mean, you can read scrolls?’

‘Read,’ Glynn said in the same flat, disinterested tones and nodded. She dared not show enthusiasm or any cleverness, lest the draakira guess she was not drugged.

Bayard bit her lip, then snatched up a scroll and held it to the candlelight. ‘Read for me. Read.’

Glynn took the scroll and smoothed it out, squinting in the dim light to make out the ornate lettering. She began to read in a flat hesitant monotone, and could only pray that reading was not actually impossible under the influence of the drug.

‘Lastmade and least perfect … were the two-legged … human folk …’ she said jerkily, then stopped.

‘Read the entire passage,’ Bayard commanded.

‘… humans were formed … in the dying strains of the Song, so there is an … incompleteness in them … The Song was saddened and so gave the Lastmade the power to complete their own Making. So it is that the … least of the Songborn contains the potential of the Song itself for Making … And the Song bade the Lastmade meditate upon the … Firstmade, that they might aspire to such completeness …’

‘Amazing,’ Bayard said when Glynn stopped reading. ‘Still, an idiot cipher is no use to me.’ She moved to stroke the animal around her neck, but it unravelled itself and slid like a snake onto Glynn’s table. There it coiled elegantly where it had landed, its eyes going from Glynn’s face to the last crumb of cheese on her plate. Without thinking, she offered it and the animal took it from her.

As the paw brushed against her palm, Glynn had a sudden, startlingly vivid mental image of the creature covered in blood, and fighting savagely against a steel hunter’s trap. She could not help herself flinching. Apparently the older woman did not notice, for she gathered up the animal and restored it to her neck, before calmly instructing Glynn to take up a cloth and dust the tables.

Sitting down to the supper table that evening, Glynn found herself thinking of the animal. Bayard had said nothing about the odd incident, but she had told the draakira collecting Glynn that she had one or two tasks that ‘the drone’ might perform the following day. Glynn was convinced that this change of heart was the result of the odd incident with the draakira’s pet. Her musings were interrupted when the food was brought to the dining-room table. The servitor carrying the tureen of stew was followed by two draakira. Glynn realised with horror that she had no choice but to eat because the draakira sat down.

She pretended to be falling asleep after she had eaten as little as she dared, and the minute the door to her cell closed, she stuck her fingers down her throat, inducing herself to vomit up the contents of her stomach into the waste bucket. Revolting though it was, she scooped the mess out of the bucket and through the high window as she had done before.

Washing her hands and face in freezing water, she began to feel groggy. She had absorbed some of the drug again but could only hope it was too little to have much of an effect. When the spasms came some hours later, they were slight and she counted herself lucky. She lay awake trying to find a way out of her dilemma, and finally fell into an exhausted sleep near morning.

She dreamed she was a seal caught in a plastic bag under the sea, twisting and writhing, and then she was Bayard’s pet caught in a steel trap. She yowled and bucked, almost mad with the need to be free. The pain of being trapped was somehow other than the pain of the metal teeth biting into her leg. Let me go, she thought fiercely. Free me!

When morning came, her resolve to get away from the haven had grown to purposeful determination, and she refused to be disheartened by the fact that she had no clear plan of escape.

‘Lose hope and you will lose,’ she told herself firmly as she smoothed salve on her injured hand.

She made herself do some gentle bending and warming-up exercises, being careful of her hand. It was a long time since she had done martial arts and the dream-Wind had been right about her stiffness. Yet as she concentrated on the movements of the kata, her body remembered the grave delicate grace of the dance.

‘An opportunity will come …’ she whispered to herself, over and over, like a mantra, or a wish, stretching, turning, spinning.
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segue …

The watcher allowed the spinning dance to send it in an arc between worlds that mocked the path of the comet. Through the Void it spun to the Unraveller’s world, and into a room where sourness rose up to the base of a woman’s throat then receded; an ebb and flow of illness in which she swam groping for her name – Sylvie.

Sylvie looked at another woman seated on the edge of the bed, and was overcome with a feeling of terror and renewed dizziness though it was unclear if one caused the other or merely preceded it.

‘It’s the drug,’ the woman said. ‘It makes you sick but you’ll be right in a bit. Resisting it makes the effect worse.’ There was both knowledge in her voice and compassion.

Resisting what? Sylvie asked herself. Them or life or the drug? The advice seemed relevant in all cases. Go with the tide, she thought, as she had thought the night before because she had been afraid of what might happen if she resisted. She glanced at her watch and found it was almost midday.

She gulped and turned to face the other, who was older than her voice had sounded. There were thick pouches of flesh under green-blue eyes, which seemed ancient and beautiful and dead all at once. Her lips were as full and sensual as if they had been kissed to their swollen state and Sylvie wondered if her own would look like that after a while. She was wearing a T-shirt across which was emblazoned a glittering comet, and the words, Will you be there when I come?

‘I’m Mace,’ the woman said. ‘It’s not my real name.’

‘I’m Sylvie,’ Sylvie said, and found herself absurdly offering her hand.

Mace proffered her own. ‘Once I had some acid and I thought there was some sort of invasion. I looked out the window and saw hundreds and hundreds of soldiers marching. The walls shook and the bed vibrated. Some of the soldiers had wings and they were flying in formation.’ Mace offered this as she had offered her own hand – limply and kindly.

‘I left my husband and son this morning,’ Sylvie said flatly.

Mace blinked opal eyes.

‘I couldn’t go on with it. Marriage and a washing machine and cooking the dinner and all that. Our next-door neighbours died in a car crash. Both of them gone just like that. I kept thinking how it could happen to us and I got so scared. What is love next to that? I loved him but he didn’t understand that love didn’t stop me being scared.’

Again Mace nodded. ‘That’s the way it goes. Love and then the grey comes. It’s not their fault they aren’t what we dream. I suppose we aren’t what they dream either. No one’s to blame.’

‘My mother said I was selfish when I tried to tell her. I said, “I’m dying.’ She said, “You’re so selfish.” ’

‘She was dying, too,’ Mace observed.

‘He asked me what I wanted and I just couldn’t say. He said: “What did you expect?” He sounded so tired.’ The words were spewing out of her, and she knew they could make no sense, but Mace seemed not to mind. ‘Did you run away?’

Mace winked grotesquely in a face that was clearly made for stillness. ‘I thought I was running to. Some of us think that, but it’s all the same. Running like rats in a maze. Trouble is there’s nowhere to run.’

Sylvie bowed her head.

Mace shifted on her haunches. ‘It’s not a bad life. It’s not a lie at least. The rest of it is. Cinderella and happy-ever-after and justice and all that. We know the truth here at least. We’re behind the scenes.’

‘I wish …’ Sylvie began, then stopped because she discovered there was nothing she could wish for.

‘Well,’ Mace said, and rose in a scented whisper of lace and nylon. ‘Welcome to the underworld.’

… the watcher segued, drawn by something utterly unexpected shaping itself and already sending tremors through both worlds and the web connecting them.
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Seeing that nothing in the world made by the Song
could be more fair to Shenavyre than the Unykorn,
Lanalor delved into the very nature of life’s Making
and sang a twisting of the Song
to create a thing that had not been –
a black flower which, eaten, would bestow sweetest ecstasy.
This he offered to Shenavyre,
but she shrank from the unnatural blossom,
and stroked the Unykorn s pearled horn …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


After a breakfast she managed to purge by insisting she needed to relieve herself, Glynn was taken back to Bayard. She was still trying to think of some simpler way to avoid consuming the drugged food when they arrived in the scroll library. It was no longer raining and the long corridor of rooms seemed unnaturally silent.

‘Wait out here,’ her draakira escort ordered, and entered the scholars’ room alone. A short while later she returned, scowling, and told Glynn to go in.

The warm, dark ante-room rustled with its busy, fluttering moth-scholars and Bayard was waiting for her. This time she was without her pet. Glynn was conscious that the older woman’s eyes gleamed with an interest that had been absent the day before.

‘Come with me,’ she said, and cut and weaved through the tables and scholars to a door Glynn had not seen the previous day. All the doors in the haven seemed to have this subtle quality of self-effacement. Beyond the door was a room that was little more than an oversized cupboard. There was no furniture in it other than a lantern hung on a wall bracket, and a pile of grubby-looking cushions. It smelled strongly of urine, and even as she glimpsed a box of straw in the corner, a movement of the cushions revealed that this was where Bayard kept her pet.

The cushions shifted and a pale furred head appeared. The animal’s eyes were bright and curious.

‘Go over to the feinna,’ Bayard commanded. ‘Make no attempt to touch it. Just sit down on the cushions beside it.’

Glynn did as she was told. The animal regarded her for a moment, then made a chirruping noise. Its teeth showed briefly, sharp as needles.

‘Stay,’ Bayard said firmly and promptly departed, closing the door behind her. There was the sound of a key turning and her footsteps receded.

Glynn had no idea if the instruction to stay had been directed at her or at the animal, which had not taken its eyes off her. She decided not to provoke trouble by staring back. Dogs hated it when you did that. They regarded it as a challenge to which there were only two responses: yield or attack.

Instead, she turned her attention to the room. There were no windows or vents, though it was not as stuffy as she would have expected if the room was completely sealed as it appeared to be. From the corner of her eye, she saw the animal settle back onto its haunches, but it went on watching her.

Half an hour later Glynn’s back was beginning to ache from the stiff position she was sitting in, and her leg was numb where it was doubled under her. She had to move. She turned her head a fraction to study the feinna and was relieved to see that it had gone to sleep.

Easing herself very carefully into a more comfortable position, she looked at the animal again, only to find its bright button eyes open and fixed on her. She fidgeted uneasily and wished the draakira would return. To her relief, the animal’s eyes began to droop. With an oddly human sigh, it curled back to sleep, snout tucked neatly under its tail. It had a thick pelt and was plump enough to be on the verge of being over-fed, but otherwise it gave every indication of being a wild thing. In any case, Bayard’s comments suggested that, despite its diminutive size, it could be as vicious as the mink it resembled.

Time passed and Glynn had begun to drift off when, all at once, the feinna awoke and sat bolt upright. It started to whimper; a slight breathlessness with a whisper of sound which gradually increased in volume. It began to pace, first around the cushions and then around the whole room, whimpering and stopping to claw at the door occasionally. It behaved as if Glynn were not there.

The noise rose gradually to an ear-splitting yowl, and the feinna started to shiver and moan, flinging itself at the door and biting at the wood. Glynn was afraid the elderly draakira would return and think she had done something to the wretched animal. What on earth was the matter with it?

‘Shh,’ she whispered desperately. ‘Come on. Shhhh.’

The feinna gave her a distracted look, then went back to scratching at the door. Maybe it smelled something outside. Glynn wondered if she should bang on the door and get some help. At the same time she felt a wave of pity and fellow-feeling for the creature, locked up in this terrible room.

‘We’re both trapped, aren’t we, little one?’

The animal ceased its racket and turned to rest those huge, tragic seal’s eyes squarely on her. Startled, Glynn was reminded by its solemn surveillance of a film clip she had seen some years before her parents were killed. It had shown awful, savage scenes of men axing seals and she had wept herself sick over it. Her mother had asked why she watched if it upset her so much. That had made her cry even harder. The universe should protect its creatures, she had thought, if only by making people suffer what they dealt out. The seal-killers should be bashed by the universe.

Glynn edged closer to the feinna, making soft noises as to a frightened child. ‘Come on now. What’s the matter? Eh? Come on.’ Meaningless, soothing gibberish. For the seals, she thought. For all the defenceless, beautiful things that get trampled.

She reached out slowly. The feinna watched her hand draw near, then bared its teeth. Glynn froze, thinking it would fly at her. Then she realised it was not snarling at all, but simply panting in its distress, mouth open and teeth showing. Pity snaked through her and she closed the gap between them and stroked the animal’s pelt with the tip of her longest finger. ‘Come on, little one. What is the …’

She gasped at a shocking mental image of the creature caught in a trap, writhing and shrieking. She pulled her hand away and the vision faded. The creature shuddered and, all of a sudden, it returned to its place in the cushions as calmly as if nothing had happened.

When Bayard came back over an hour later, it was asleep again, though it woke when she entered and clamoured at her legs.

‘Tell me what transpired,’ Bayard demanded of Glynn, lifting the feinna into her arms. There were little droplets of sweat on her forehead.

Glynn stared blankly, trying to understand what was wanted.

‘The feinna,’ Bayard said impatiently. ‘Tell me how it behaved while I was gone.’

Obediently Glynn described exactly what had taken place. The animal’s howling and increasing agitation, and her own responses. She dared not leave them out because belatedly it occurred to her that the windowless room might feature a peephole.

‘You touched the feinna?’ the draakira demanded.

‘Once,’ Glynn said dully. ‘It was crying like the aspi cubs on Fomhika when their mothers wean them.’ She was trying to implant the idea that her attempt to comfort the feinna had been an automatic response triggered by the creature’s distress, rather than a calculated gesture.

‘You cared for aspi young on Fomhika? I thought you worked with racing aspi,’ Bayard said. ‘Did you ever birth any?’

‘Oh yes,’ she said recklessly, beginning to suspect that the woman merely wanted someone to care for her pet. Perhaps this whole strange day had been a way of sizing Glynn up as a candidate. A sort of weird job interview.

‘You say the feinna looked at you when you spoke to it?’ the draakira asked. Glynn nodded. ‘Did you … feel anything when you touched her? See anything?’

She wetted her dry lips, thinking of the flashing vision of the feinna caught in a trap. Bayard pounced on the hesitation, seeming almost to have expected it. ‘I deliberately went outside the range of the link between the feinna and myself,’ she said excitedly. ‘I went as far as I could tolerate it. It was hard because the pull to return was so strong, but there were several definite moments when the pull weakened and once when it seemed to vanish altogether. That must have been when the feinna focused on you. That can only mean I have been wrong about how the link works.’ Bayard seemed as disturbed by this as she was elated.

Glynn made no response because she had no idea what Bayard was talking about. The older woman put the feinna down on its cushions and went out of the room looking preoccupied, though she did not forget to lock the door behind her.

The remainder of the day passed very slowly, with little to do but think. No one brought her anything to eat and Glynn wondered why she was not being fed the drugged food. Was Bayard simply so involved in her own affairs that she had forgotten? And why had she left Glynn with the feinna? Was it really that she wanted a caretaker for the animal, and was testing Glynn’s fitness for that role? Impossible to guess, but one thing seemed certain. If there was any possibility of escaping the fortress-like haven, the eccentric elderly draakira might be the key.

Glynn was dozing, her nose against a particularly malodorous pillow, when Bayard entered with a tray containing a stone pitcher of water, a roll and a bowl of milk.

‘Poor enough fare,’ Bayard muttered to herself, pushing wisps of grey drifting hair back from her forehead. ‘But I could not give you what the kitchen had sent or we would be back where we started.’

Glynn sat up, registering the implications of the woman’s words; she was deliberately withholding the drugged food!

Setting the tray carefully on the ground, Bayard lifted the bowl on to the floor alongside the pile of cushions. The feinna gave a pleased chirrup and waddled over to it. The draakira’s rather formless face softened with affection, and she knelt down to fondle its bulging belly.

‘You are not going to enjoy tonight, I am afraid, my pet,’ she sighed. Bayard turned to Glynn, her expression growing stern. ‘You will sleep here tonight. Do you understand me?’ Glynn nodded. ‘Good. I will have some bedding brought in later.’ She pointed to the feinna, which had already finished its bowl of milk and was now cleaning itself as fastidiously as a cat. ‘Listen to me carefully. The feinna will expect me to take it with me now, because that is what I usually do. It will be distressed when I go. Do you understand?’

‘Dis-tressed?’

Bayard nodded. ‘I will sleep near enough not to strain at the link between us. But it will be uneasy and your pain tonight will make it frightened.’

‘Pain?’ Glynn was aware even as she spoke that Bayard was expecting her to endure withdrawal symptoms. But why had she withheld the drugged food? And why was she leaving her with the feinna at such a time?

Bayard sighed as if the questions had been voiced aloud. ‘I can explain nothing clearly until your mind is your own. The thing is that I do not want to lose this chance of bonding you with the feinna. Just stroke it if it comes to you and speak soothingly as you did before.’ She mimed stroking the animal and Glynn copied the gesture. Bayard nodded and got to her feet with a grunt. ‘I will speak further of this tomorrow.’

She left and Glynn ate her frugal meal wondering, all the while, how withdrawal pains were supposed to help her bond with a distressed animal. The feinna stared at the door expectantly for a long time but, true to her word, Bayard did not return. It whimpered for a while then went over to the cushions disconsolately, waking only when another draakira brought a ticking mattress, some blankets and a bucket.

Glynn set about making herself a bed. It was none too easy in the cramped space. More than a quarter of the tiny room was occupied by the feinna’s pile of cushions, and she had no desire to sleep next to its sandbox. She set up her own bucket at that end of the room and then laid the mattress over the crack in the flags at the door end. If she wanted to stretch full length, she would have to sleep with her head on the feinna’s cushions. If Bayard meant her to be close to the feinna, she was certainly making sure of it.

Thinking about Bayard’s decision to free her of the drug, Glynn lay down. The trouble was that if she failed to please the draakira, the woman would know she was not drugged, and she would be forcibly drugged again. She reminded herself that, intriguing as the day’s developments were, her priority had to be escape, and she must not lose sight of that for a second. Not that the prospect of escape was high, given that she was locked in a windowless cell.

It took a high order of intelligence to turn disaster into catastrophe, but she seemed to have managed it. Little comfort in the fact that other than feed a bit of cheese to a strange animal, she had done nothing to set these events in motion, nor could she have done anything to shape them differently.

She looked over at the feinna. It seemed very small and oddly pathetic sleeping in its pile of grubby cushions.

‘Poor little beggar,’ Glynn sighed.

The lantern began to gutter as its oil reservoir ran low. Glynn hurriedly removed her boots and got under the blankets. She didn’t feel like sleeping, but the moment her head touched the mattress, tiredness rolled over her. I ought to think about things, she chided herself. But she yawned and yielded to sleep, consoling herself that in the morning when the drugs would supposedly have worn off, Bayard would expect to be asked some straight questions.

She would agree to whatever Bayard wanted, she decided, and hope that, in time, the woman would let her wander around the haven freely. But she would have to be careful of the internal politics taking place between Bayard and the haven Prime.

Walk light when you walk on eggs, someone said in her memory. Who? Not Wind or her father but someone else. An errant thought flashed through her mind, of how much of her was made up of the voices of other people. It was funny how the voices came up whenever she was under stress, as if she split into her composite parts.

She slid into sleep just as the candle began its dying dance in a faint draught.

She dreamed again of being trapped. There was dreadful pain and the smell of the trap was a combination of wet rust and rotten meat. The dream was so real that when she woke, she immediately felt for her stomach where the metal teeth of the trap had all but sawn her in two.

She had no idea what time it was, but she threw the blankets off and did a few simple isometric exercises in the limited space, to drive the dream from her.

Something brushed against her leg and she realised that she had wakened the feinna. It chirruped as if to ask what on earth she was doing at such an hour. Glynn laughed softly.

‘Hello to you too,’ she whispered, and reached down to stroke the silky, heavy fur. ‘My poor little cell sister. It feels like morning but it’s hard to know when you’re in solitary …’

She started violently at the sound of the key turning. Bayard entered with a fresh lantern, and did not seem much surprised to see Glynn standing. The feinna gave a squeak of excitement and ran at the draakira. Bayard set the lantern on the ground and gathered the animal up into her arms with a sound that was as much a groan as a laugh.

‘It is very early but I slept badly, though not as badly as I expected. There seemed no point in simply lying there …’ She looked speculatively at Glynn. ‘How do you feel? You look better than I anticipated.’

Glynn licked her lips. ‘What is happening? I remember you were going to test my darklin to see if you could give me any coin for it. Why am I here?’

Bayard closed the door behind her, then lowered herself to the end of the bed with a grunt. The feinna coiled itself in her lap. ‘Forget about the darklin. It was useless to us. Now listen to me very carefully. I am going to speak of matters for which I would be censured, should it be known we had this conversation. You, on the other hand, would be restored to your state as a drone, or perhaps you would be killed.’

‘Drone?’

Bayard made an impatient gesture. ‘The food you were given on your first day here was drugged with a rather virulent Iridomi potion which renders the person who consumes it docile and obedient. Until last night, you were completely enslaved by it, but I withheld the food, which would have fed your hunger for the drug.’ The draakira gave her a long cool look. ‘Do not misunderstand this. I am loyal to the Draaka. Keltor is enmeshed in lies and moribund myths surrounding natural forces, and Darkfall is an archaic order clinging to the past. I believe in the Draaka, though I do not believe, as she does, that we need to drug people to have them serve us.’

Glynn was disappointed to find that Bayard was motivated by internal politicking. If the draakira had been against the Draaka, she might have found an ally. But in that case, what was she doing disobeying her mistress?

‘Why did you stop giving me the drug?’ Glynn asked bluntly.

Bayard nodded approvingly. ‘Good, you have a brain. The Prime sent you to me thinking that your experience with aspi might enable you to assist me with the feinna. It is common knowledge that the Draaka resents the animal because it distracts me from my duties as a draakira. This is so. But in giving you to me as a drugged drone, the Prime reveals how little any of them realise the exact nature of the problem I have with the feinna. I have tried to explain but they do not understand. Nor did they comprehend that, as you were, I could have no use for you. I meant to say so to the Prime and the Draaka, but when I saw the feinna watching you, it came to me that if you were clear of the drug, you might indeed be of use to me. Unfortunately I could not simply say this to the Prime, because she fully supports the Draaka’s use of the drug on servitors.’

‘Why should I help you?’ Glynn asked. ‘I might not be drugged, but I’m no less a prisoner locked up in this airless hole.’

‘That is true, and if you do not wish to aid me I will return you to the Prime.’

‘I do not want to be drugged.’

‘I did not think so. I have a proposition for you. Do you know anything about feinna?’

‘Not much,’ Glynn said. The way the question had been framed suggested it would be a reasonable answer.

‘It would not have surprised me if you had never heard of them, for they are very rare now. Certainly I know of no other that has survived in captivity. They occur naturally only on Acantha. It is said that Lanalor caught a few pairs and released them to breed up in the wilderness on Ramidan, but they were never seen again. They were once quite numerous here, but they were over-hunted. No one cared that they would become extinct. They were not lovable, you see, and could not be made into pets. They were untameably ferocious with a savage hatred of humans.

Glynn looked down at the feinna in her lap. ‘How did you get this one?’

‘I saw it first near a trap containing its dead mate. I was with the draakira who had set the trap. He shot the feinna with an arrow that did not kill it, but pinned it to the ground. As we went closer, I saw that it was female and pregnant. Even as I watched, the feinna went into labour. It was staring at me and I … Well, the other draakira told me to get away so he could kill it, but I would not let him.’ She shrugged diffidently. ‘He took the dead male and the trap and left me.’

Bayard fell silent as the feinna nuzzled her palm.

‘Feinna are very unusual creatures,’ she went on softly. ‘Some claim they are no more of this world than the elusive Vespari, that they are Void creatures, but I do not believe it. They mate only once in their lives and, at that moment, all of the young they will ever bear are fertilised. At the same time, development of the fertilised eggs is arrested. During this single mating, the pair form a mental link and they cannot ever after be physically parted by more than a short distance. Fertilisation is the same as choosing a life mate. The pair then search for a nesting place where they construct an elaborate bower. When this is done, the female will permit two or three of the young to come to term as a litter. Feinna females have complete control of their reproductive processes. When labour is imminent, the bond between the mated pair becomes very strong, for it seems to play some vital part in the birth process.’

‘You said the female went into labour after it was shot and its mate was dead.’

Bayard frowned at the interruption. ‘Normally the female would have willed itself to death after the loss of its mate because this is also a severing of the link between them, but shock caused the female’s labour to begin at the very moment it would have willed itself to die. Its instinct as a mother warred with its instinct to die. Worse, birth was imminent but, as you have noted, there was no mate to aid in the process. I was there and I pitied the animal. Somehow – and it is still unclear to me exactly how – the feinna drew my mind into a link. I believe that you experienced a fleeting linking with the feinna yesterday, though you may not now remember it. The mated feinna communicate mind to mind in images …’

‘You are saying you are linked like that with the feinna’s mind now?’

‘Not properly, for we are not the same kind of thing. Our minds do not match, you see, nor our modes of communication. It is as if a silfi attempted to communicate with an aspi. The very act of linking with me, in fact, could only be accomplished because the female altered itself in some way. If you like, there is a part of it which is human now. That is why it is able to live among humans.’

‘The babies?’ Glynn prompted, but she knew.

Bayard sighed heavily. ‘They were stillborn, of course. I do not know what went wrong because I was drawn by the link into the trauma of the birth. Perhaps if I had been able to think clearly, I might have used what abilities I have to try to aid the birthing. When the babies were dead, the feinna wanted to die, but because we were linked she could not.’

All at once, Glynn understood what had motivated the draakira to disobey her mistress. ‘The feinna is pregnant again!’

Bayard nodded. ‘I am afraid so. I do not know why it has elected to bring more young to term, but the link between us allows me to understand that it wants these to live, for it has no more. I fear it will die this time if the birth is not successful.’

‘How sad …’ Glynn murmured.

‘Indeed. Sad for many reasons. Aside from my concern for the feinna, I very much fear what will happen to me if it dies, for the link is powerful between us. The idea of using you to weaken it came to me when it took cheese from you the other day. It has never shown the slightest interest in anyone else before. What happened yesterday when I left you alone as an experiment proves the link can be affected. I had speculated that it might be so, but now I know it for a fact. It means I might be able to help the feinna birth live young, if you are able to distract it and keep it from flooding my mind with emotion and pain images during the delivery. And even if I fail, I might survive the feinna’s death if the link between us is weakened by your presence. Your own experience of birthing aspi is an unexpected gift, for if I am caught up in the birth process, you can use your skills to deliver the feinna’s young.’

Glynn wanted to laugh hysterically at the thought of delivering anything but newspapers. The only birth she had ever seen had been on video in a pastoral care class, and she had almost passed out!

She decided not to dwell on that. ‘What if the Draaka finds out I’m not drugged?’

‘She would be very angry,’ Bayard said seriously. ‘But if I can convince her that, other than saving my life if the birth fails, your undrugged presence will prevent the feinna distracting me during Draaka rituals, I think she will accept that what I have done is for the best.’

‘Rituals?’

Bayard’s eyes became cold. ‘They are none of your affair. You have a choice now to help me or not, and I put it to you to decide. I can return you to the Prime and confess what I have done. The Draaka will forgive me. The feinna’s young will die, perhaps the feinna also. Possibly me as well. You will be a drone or dead. Or you can try to help me and, in turn, I will see what can be done to help you.’

‘How can I refuse?’ Glynn said flatly.

‘Just so. You will remain here patiently and if anyone comes, you will behave as if you are a drone. Tomorrow night there is an important ceremony here. You will be left with the feinna and I will attend the ceremony. If all goes well and the feinna does not pull at me so deeply, the Draaka will be pleased, and I will tell her the truth.’

‘After that?’

‘We will see. It may be that you will be given certain freedoms since you could not escape the outer perimeter of the haven – there is one door and it is always guarded. But even if the Draaka insists I keep you locked up until the feinna young are born, I promise that I will do my utmost to convince her to free you when we have gained ascendancy over Keltor. It is a chance I offer you, and no more. As a drone, you would have nothing – not even your own will.’
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Chastened by Shenavyre’s contempt for his gift,
Lanalor sought to redeem himself,
turning his skill to medicants and healing potions;
and many who were healed by him praised and blessed him.
But Shenavyre had no need of his arts,
for no potion could rival the healing power
of the Unykorn’s Sacred Horn …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


‘These are not the most precious scrolls we have, but they are valuable so you must be careful,’ Bayard said.

Glynn nodded, relieved to have something to occupy her. She had slept badly, dreaming strange chaotic dreams she was not sure were her own, and had pleaded with the draakira to give her something to do before she went crazy.

Bayard had looked around the tiny fetid cell as if seeing it for the first time, then she had gone away and returned with an armful of scrolls, a pot, a tiny brazier and a brush. As she unpacked them, she explained that the feinna’s natural habitat when it was pregnant was an almost completely enclosed bower, hence the small stuffy room.

‘Now,’ she said, gesturing at the scrolls, ‘the lettering in these is beginning to fade because the ink used was flawed. The wax resin in the pot must be painted over the faded patches of script to preserve them from further deterioration. It stabilises the old ink, but it needs to be heated before you can use it.’

She lit the brazier, then balanced the pot atop it, removing its stopper. Bubbles began to form in the resin, and when it was completely liquefied she lifted it off the flame. ‘If it is overheated it loses its usefulness.’

She unrolled one of the scrolls and found one of the affected sections. Dipping the brush into the resin, she painted it onto the scroll in thin even strokes. It then had to be held flat to dry for the count of fifty.

‘Now you do it.’

Glynn located a faded patch further down the same scroll, painted it deftly and held it flat to dry. Bayard looked pleased. ‘You have a good touch. Too much resin ruins the scroll. I wish you had come to the haven seeking to become part of our scholarly community here. It can be a rewarding life. The Draaka understands us and is very generous. You might consider joining us.’

‘I have my own life. My sister is dying …’ Glynn said without thinking what she was saying.

Fortunately, Bayard seemed not to have heard. Her hearing appeared to be entirely contained within the field of her own interests. Useful in one way, but absolutely insular.

‘Where did you learn to read scrolls?’ she asked now.

‘From my mother,’ Glynn said. ‘She was a scholar and very different from me. I think I disappointed her.’

‘I would be surprised to hear a parent would be disappointed by a daughter with honour.’

‘How do you know I have honour?’ Glynn asked curiously.

‘I feel it to be so. But, more importantly, the feinna would not have tolerated you if you lacked it.’ She cast a fond glance over the animal, which was finishing its breakfast.

‘I would not have thought human ideas of right and wrong would mean anything to an animal,’ Glynn said.

‘Nor do they,’ Bayard agreed. ‘But the feinna is troubled when I say one thing and think another. The inconsistency disturbs it. I call the feinna my conscience because for its sake, I must obey mine, but it is also a truth detector. When people around it lie, it reacts.’

‘It can read minds,’ Glynn murmured, fascinated.

‘Not quite,’ Bayard smiled and Glynn acknowledged that, against all odds, she was beginning to like the draakira. Bayard became brisk then, saying she must go but that she would return later in the day. After she had gone, Glynn ate most of the porridge Bayard had brought earlier, wondering how it had been procured, since it was not drugged. Probably it was part of her own breakfast. Glynn was on the verge of finishing the last spoonful when she caught the feinna’s eye. It was staring hard at her and she grinned and put her bowl down.

The little animal waddled over and licked it clean.

Glynn turned her attention to the scrolls, searching for faded patches and laying on resin as she had been instructed. It was dull work, but better than stewing over her impotence, or worrying about what might happen that night if the feinna still interfered with Bayard’s concentration during the Draaka’s rituals.

Holding one of the scrolls flat so a painted section would dry, she began absently to read what was written on it.

‘To call the Chaos spirit evil,’ the scroll said, ‘is as meaningless as declaring day good and night evil. Yet so arbitrary were Lanalor and his sister Alyda …’

She sighed. More of the same sort of thing she had been hearing since she’d set foot on this myth-smothered planet. Did no one write or speak of anything but the Legendsong and Lanalor? She read on.

‘Chaos or disorder is a natural part of life. From Chaos springs much that is good and fresh and new. Did not we and our world spring from the Song of Making, which itself rose out of Chaos? How can the Chaos be evil if the Song is not? Chaos is merely the unformed beginning of all things. It can be dangerous but no more so than the wind or the rain. We do not suggest ending rain or stopping the wind. Nor should we attempt to eradicate Chaos from our lives. It cannot be removed like a wart, and it is dangerous to repress it. That has been the aim of the soulweaving sisterhood. To repress it, or pretend it is evil and say it must be destroyed. We must accept the violence and passion of our human nature that is Chaos, unless we would turn away and inward, eschewing life, as do the soulweavers. Does not the Legendsong itself say humankind contains an emptiness? A Void. And that within this Void is the essence of Making? Is it not Chaos which brings us closest to the divine Song? The answer to the dilemma of Chaos is to accept that it is within us, and train ourselves to control and channel it.’

Glynn knew enough of the much-vaunted Legendsong by now to see that the writer was trying to recast Darkfall’s symbols along Draaka lines. She wished suddenly that she could read the original Legendsong in its entirety. As far as she could guess, it was an epic historical poem like The Iliad and The Odyssey. The scroll she was reading seemed to be a philosophical treatise, rather than a document. Given its didactic tone, it might even be one of the chits sent out by the Draaka, which Nema had mentioned. It was not a bad argument. Humans certainly did have the capacity for chaos, as much here as on her world. Recasting symbols was nothing new either. The early Christians had reshaped pagan mythology to support their dogma and give old symbols new meanings. Symbols were powerful things which seemed to contain a resonance and relevance beyond their ordinary selves. Take a symbol like a flood. How many stories did the flood myth appear in on her world? Dozens. It was as if symbols floated on some level of consciousness that crossed all boundaries, and maybe even worlds.

Beginning to treat a section deeper in the scroll, Glynn was suddenly struck by the astonishing realisation that, by chance, she had stumbled on the perfect opportunity to get the information she needed to return to her own world. Nema had said the Draaka’s tame scholars were authorities on Lanalor’s portal, and here she was in a room next to those scholars, working on scrolls!

Excited, she began to skim-read with real attention.

Some hours later, she stopped to reheat what remained of the resin, which had gone completely cold while she read.

All of the scrolls were scholarly arguments, most concerned with interpreting Lanalor’s activities as Holder of Keltor, or his personal life leading up to and following his reign. So far she had not come across a single mention of his portal. Either it did not exist or there was a reason for its conspicuous absence. But she was becoming genuinely interested in Lanalor, whose life and work seemed to have had such an indelible impact on his world.

Stirring the thickened resin, Glynn reflected that Lanalor’s adult life seemed to fall into three distinct phases. His early manhood was well documented. Most sources agreed on his doings and motivations. Born on Vespi, Lanalor had risen to rule first his tribe, and then his island. He had eradicated old tribal boundaries, forming the first united island community, which he called a sept; the word derived from an old Vespian term meaning a group that belongs to itself. Vespians had always built ships to cast for waterflyts and for raids on nearby Iridom, but Lanalor had the wavespeakers build an armada of three bigger ships, and set off with a considerable force to explore Keltor.

Beginning with known Iridom, he took over island after island by the simple expedient of landing with all of his force, and taking tribal leaders and their families prisoner aboard the ships.

The dispossessed tribal warlords and their families were brought to Ramidan, which until then had been mainly deserted. Lanalor had been in the process of building a magnificent city on the island, which was to become the personal sept of the Holder and ruler of all Keltor. The old tribal leaders were given places of honour in what would become the citadel and formed the nucleus of the Holder’s court.

The invasions were largely bloodless because the island communities consisted of fragmented groups with local warlords striving for supremacy and no organised defence. Lanalor departed, leaving his brothers or cousins to sort out the chaos left in the wake of his invasion and to rule in his name. He made it clear that the new chieftains ruled their islands absolutely, but were ultimately answerable to him.

Most of the inhabitants quickly learned that they were better off under the new regime, which forbade internal warfare. The quality of life improved dramatically, for Lanalor facilitated trade and commerce between the septs, minted a common coinage and set up a universal system of law based on a loose sort of hearing before a sept tribunal. A higher appeal could be made to Lanalor himself, who would, if he saw reason to question the earlier judgment, appoint a panel of three chieftains to judge the matter anew. One scroll observed that there had been only three cases before a chieftains’ panel.

Lanalor might have failed in his dream of establishing a peaceful, planet-wide community, one scroll had remarked, except that he was Vespian and had the power of the wavespeakers squarely behind him. Vespians built the only ships and they alone had the power to control the waves. No one could cross from one island to another without them. Lacking their support, no one had the means to oppose Lanalor.

The only real concern people had was over what would happen when Lanalor died. It had been woven by many with soulweaving tendencies that he would father no child. In any case, he was violently opposed to blood-descended rule.

The next period of his life was less clear, but it was marked chiefly by his falling in love with the Sheannite woman, Shenavyre; a visionweaver who had not returned his affections. With the help of his sister who had soulweaving tendencies, Lanalor used darklins to enable him to segue in the Void in search of a gift that would win Shenavyre. Whatever he had suffered in the Void rendered him insane. But he was still the Holder of Keltor, and the period that followed was a time of blood and madness, as Lanalor became convinced that there was a plot against him and set up an inquisition.

Painting resin on a new scroll, Glynn reflected that it was little wonder Shenavyre had vanished. But that had not helped everyone else. Vespi would not turn against Lanalor and so there was no way to stop his reign of lunacy. The sole check on him appeared to be his beloved sister, Alyda. It was during this time that he had given her the tiny island of Darkfall, which lay within the almost completely closed Myrmidor harbour – an island within an island. Lanalor had always been fascinated by soulweaving tendencies, and wanted to enable his sister to establish an order of people who would study soulweaving and practise it. Most of the scrolls pointed out at length that the establishment of Darkfall had been accomplished by a lunatic.

Shenavyre’s death marked the end of this second period. There were numerous versions of the Sheannite woman’s death: Lanalor had killed her in madness when his agents found her; she had tried to kill him and he had killed her in self-defence; she had been murdered by people who feared her influence on Lanalor; she had killed herself to escape his pursuit. Glynn had heard a number of these already during her time on Acantha. Regardless of how she had died, all agreed that afterwards Lanalor changed dramatically. The inquisition was disbanded and Keltor returned to shattered peace. Lanalor lost all interest in ruling and spent more and more time soulweaving. One scroll said he lost himself in visions of Shenavyre alive, laughing and loving him, among all the possibilities contained within the Void. But most of the scrolls indicated he had a new darker desire in the Unraveller demon. Glynn remembered the balladeer who had suggested the Unraveller bewitched first Shenavyre, then Lanalor.

One scroll observed that Alyda had warned Lanalor that his lack of attention to his office threatened all he had wrought, upon which he bade her soulweave and seek the one who would be best fitted to hold Keltor after him. Other scrolls suggested Alyda’s decision to appoint a successor was her own idea.

The boy named by the sisterhood was an Iridomi called Gia – the son of a perfume distiller and master olfactor. He was given the title of mermod, meaning in an older dialect, He who waits, for, seeing how young he was, Lanalor was forced to delay his abdication for several years. When he succeeded, Gia proved an enlightened ruler. It was under him that callstones had been widely distributed, establishing swift communication between the septs, and it was Gia who decided each island needed a legion to enforce their chieftain’s rule and his laws, since the Holder could not be called to deploy his forces for every small dispute. The sept legions could be called upon at any time by the Holder to swell his own legion if a greater force were needed. It was also Gia who decided Ramidan should have a legion no larger or smaller than any other island, and that the legionnaires of all septs would undertake part of their training on Ramidan to ensure they understood that their highest loyalty was to the Holder of Keltor.

When Gia was middle-aged, the soulweaving sisterhood established by Alyda summoned him to Darkfall and, by Decree, named the son of a Vespian shipmaster as the new mermod. They commanded that the boy be fostered to Gia on Ramidan until it was his turn to rule Keltor.

Glynn was impressed by Darkfall’s foresight. If the next mermod had been anything but Vespian, the whole thing might have fallen apart.

She closed up another scroll and stretched to ease her aching back. She had the feeling hours had passed but there was no way of telling. The feinna had shifted to the cool flagstones and was watching her. She took up the brush again, reflecting that after Gia had become Holder, mentions of Lanalor were sketchy and infrequent.

The scrolls said only that he had retired to Darkfall; most implied that his mind was decaying when he invented or discovered something called the Darkfall process, which was supposed to ensure that someone with soulweaving tendencies would see only true visions. One scroll observed that Lanalor was the last man ever to step onto the misty isle, for henceforth it was forbidden to men. Glynn found no clue as to why, but, remembering the story of the ten-year-old Argon white cloak being sent away by his mother, there was no doubt that the restriction was treated very seriously.

Glynn decided that Darkfall would be her destination if she was ever free of the haven. That was where Lanalor had pursued his interest in soulweaving and where he had presumably died, so it was reasonable to assume he had constructed his portal there.

Piling the scrolls she had finished to one side, Glynn lay back on her bed. She stared at the roof unseeingly, wondering what had become of Lanalor. His last act seemed to have been to write notes for the epic Legendsong, later rewritten in its present form by the soulweavers. He had been absorbed into the pervasive secrecy Darkfall generated about itself, and various legends followed his death.

Had he been a good or bad man on balance? Glynn could not decide. He had invaded and conquered with no provocation. He had set himself up as a dictator, and when he went mad he had invoked a reign of terror. Yet he had also united Keltor and established a system of rule that strove to be incorruptible; he had built a city and established a legal system. Maybe the ambiguity with which he was regarded by the Keltans was nothing more than a reflection of the ambiguity of all human beings. People were, after all, capable of good and evil. And sometimes right and wrong were no more than a matter of perspective.

Inevitably the thought of ambiguity made her think of the enigmatic Solen. Picturing him, she found herself remembering a soldier from the Second World War who had once spat on Wind’s feet. To the soldier, Wind was Asian and therefore he was evil. That was the sort of simplistic thinking governments encouraged in soldiers. How else could so many millions of men be persuaded to kill one another? Perhaps all that made anyone a hero and not a villain was winning, because it enabled you to impose your idea of right and wrong. Inevitably you would cast yourself in the role of hero.

It was the losers, she thought, who became evil and were reviled in retrospect. Maybe war was not even a matter of fighting for perceived right, but to become right. Winners wrote history, not losers.

She jumped as the feinna, without warning, climbed onto her stomach.

‘Well, make yourself at home,’ she laughed.

It chirruped at her pertly.

Glynn’s smile faded as she thought of the bleak future faced by the little animal. Disliking the tenor of her thoughts and mindful that she did not want to communicate negative moods to it, she sat up, carefully sliding the drowsy animal into her lap.

She found a small faded patch in the scroll she had been working on and dabbed on the last of the resin. She read, ‘It is told by the Legendsong that within the Void the essence of Chaos infected Lanalor …’

Glynn yawned and wished she could go for a walk outside. But all at once the hair on her neck stood up on end with the sudden conviction that someone was watching her.

In her lap the feinna wakened and growled, a low rumble almost like a purr and yet unmistakably a note of warning. That scared Glynn, until she realised it was probably only responding to her own fear. It was impossible to be spied on in a room without windows, she chided herself.

After some time, Bayard brought a lunch consisting of a roll stuffed with some sort of paste, a small jug of cirul, and a bowl of milk-soaked bread for the feinna. She smiled approvingly at the sight of it in Glynn’s lap and Glynn was provoked to ask the question uppermost in her mind. ‘How is it that none of these scrolls mention Lanalor’s portal?’

The draakira gave her a sharp look. ‘Of what interest is the portal to you?’

Glynn was suddenly keenly aware of the danger of revealing herself to be a stranger. ‘It is nothing to me,’ she said casually. ‘I just wondered, but if you don’t know …’

Bayard shrugged, seeming to lose interest. ‘The scholars are using all the scrolls that mention the portal.’

Glynn remembered that Nema had said the Draaka’s scholars were composing chits suggesting Lanalor had been insane when he created the portal.

‘I was just wondering where it is supposed to be,’ she said vaguely, hoping it was a reasonable thing to say.

Bayard looked irritated. ‘Of course it does not have a location as does a tree or a building, else we of the faithful would long ago have destroyed it. It is invisible, but it is generally believed to open out somewhere near Myrmidor as most of the demon strangers were found in Myrmidori waters.’

‘Water?’ Glynn’s heart jumped and she must have sounded odd because Bayard gave her a sideways look.

‘It is believed the great water touches at some deep points on the Void. Vespians believe this very strongly. They also say stormings are children of the mating between Chaos and the waves.’ She sounded amused.

‘What do the soulweavers say of the portal?’

Bayard frowned, which Glynn deciphered as meaning she was pushing her luck. ‘Soulweaver’ was a dirty word here. ‘They claim to believe it passes through the Void and reaches to a world beyond the mists. They say strangers were brought here by it randomly and accidentally from that other place.’

Random sounds right, Glynn thought. ‘What happened to the demon strangers?’ She put it that way to mollify the older woman.

‘Those caught were slain, of course,’ she said. ‘They were killed in rituals to prevent their returning in spirit form to strengthen the Unraveller demon. Now listen, speaking of rituals, I will not return this evening, for the ceremony is long and will end very late. Look after the feinna and let us hope it does not hamper me tonight.’

Glynn took a bite of the roll that Bayard had brought, pretending hunger, though her throat was clenched shut with fear. The draakira gathered up the completed scrolls and went out, saying she would bring more scrolls and resin the following day. When the door closed Glynn spat the roll out, unable to swallow. She was shaken to the core by the way gentle, doddery Bayard had spoken of rituals of killing. There was no doubt that the older woman would see her killed without a qualm if she knew that Glynn was a stranger. She had been insane to come here – a stranger coming to a place where strangers were slain as demons.

The air vibrated with the pounding of drums. This had been going on for more than an hour. Glynn lay on top of her bed fully clothed. Her fingers ached because she had bitten her nails down to the quick. She would have liked to be in the darkness, but if she extinguished the lantern she would have no way of relighting it.

She wondered only slightly about the ceremony taking place; the cause of the drums. Her interest lay in the likelihood that all of the draakira would be attending, crowded together into the altar room, and the servitors would be slumbering heavily, locked into their rooms.

Leaving the way clear for her to escape.

If caught, she would almost certainly be killed or made into a drone. There would be no talk of caring for the feinna, she knew. But still she must try. Bayard’s easy talk of the ritual killing of strangers had given her a premonition of doom.

Dimly she heard the hypnotic thrum of some new instrument join the drums and, finally, what she had been subconsciously waiting for: voices chanting – the signal that the entire haven community was assembled.

Glynn got up and crossed to listen at the door in her bare feet. The flags were cold but sandals made too much noise. She had already tied them flat against her chest. She listened for the sound of boots or of doors slamming or the hum of conversation.

There was nothing.

Glynn turned to find the feinna watching her, its eyes shimmering with lantern flames. She felt bad leaving it, but knew it could not come with her even if she would take it, because of its link to Bayard. Her biggest worry was that it would be upset by her departure and would somehow transmit this to the older woman.

‘I am sorry, little seal-eyes,’ she murmured. ‘I wish I could help you but even if I stayed I could do nothing for you. I have never delivered anything in my life.’

The feinna’s eyes looked deep into hers and Glynn felt shabby. ‘If it were not for Ember …’ she began, but the feinna turned away. Curled up in its cushions it yowled again, a soft forlorn sound, and Glynn felt a wrench of her heart.

She went and sat by the cushions, and stroked the little creature gently. It purred like a cat, arching itself up against her hand. When it succumbed finally to sleep, Glynn’s eyes burned with tears as she got carefully to her feet again.

‘I am sorry,’ she whispered.

This time the feinna did not stir.

She listened at the door again, then tried opening it. It was locked. She shrugged. It was no more than she had expected, but she had needed to try. She knelt and pulled the mattress aside. Underneath, the cracked flagging had been levered up and a cold draught of air fanned her cheeks.

She had explored the crack the previous night, after noticing that a draught of fresh air was coming through it. Once Bayard had left in the afternoon, Glynn had torn the mattress aside, pushing her fingers down the crack that ran across the floor and tearing several nails before managing to get a grip on the broken edge of one of the flags.

Underneath she had found the web of rope which supported the interlocking flagstones. Something very heavy must have been dropped to have made the crack in the stone floor, and the web was torn. Holding the lantern over the gap left by the dislodged stone, she had discovered that there was a space between the web and the hard-packed earth below it. The outer haven ran right to the ground, but the breeze coming from below the floor could only mean there was an opening somewhere in the wall.

She positioned the lantern by the crack and, using both hands, lifted the weighty flag carefully aside. The cold, stone-scented air of freedom touched her cheeks and ruffled her hair as she bent to take a grip on another flagstone.

After some minutes she had made a space wide enough to fit through, and she took up a rough-edged stone to widen the hole in the net. When this was done, she steeled herself to climb through it, trying not to think of how shallow the gap was between the ground and the flagstones.

The drums and voices changed beat and her heart rate accelerated in response. She had no time to waste. She cast a final look of farewell at the sleeping feinna and squeezed herself through the hole in the net into the space below.

It was even smaller than she had expected. Barely big enough for her to fit. Both floor above and earth below seemed to press against her and she felt a moment of blind panic.

She reminded herself of Wind’s formula for bearing pain: ‘What cannot be tolerated, may be borne, if one isolates fear …’ She lay completely still, relaxing physically, until calmness returned.

Repeating Wind’s words over and over like a mantra, she tried to move. There was so little space she could not bend her legs, and was overcome by another surge of fear at the thought that she might not even be able to get back out of the hole. She fought it by relaxing again and forcing herself to calmness. Trying to contain fear was like trying to cage butterflies, but she managed it by considering how she could better manoeuvre in the constricted space.

When she felt calm enough, she stretched herself full length. Then, by moving her buttocks and shoulders, she began to inch along like a worm.

In minutes she could feel sweat pouring off her. It was amazingly difficult, but she dared not stop because now she had travelled some distance from the hole in the floor of the room. She could still see where it was by the lantern’s light. There were stumps going from the flags down to the dirt and she used these and the light to keep her bearings. She had decided that rather than following the draught, she would take the shortest route to the outer wall, then make her way around it until she found the hole through which the air flowed.

She refused to consider that there might be other sources of air than a hole.

After a time, Glynn found she could move more quickly by using fingers and heels as well. She began to long for moonlight, because it would mean a way out.

Aware that the drums were louder, she knew she must be drawing nearer to the altar room. She shivered and resisted the urge to strike off in another direction.

The sound of voices chanting was clearly audible, though the words were muffled to gibberish. When the noise became suddenly louder, Glynn reasoned that she must be directly below the room in which the Draaka was meeting with her followers. She tried to increase her speed, though there was no way anyone could know she was beneath the floor.

She almost jumped out of her skin when she heard the Draaka quite clearly.

‘Spirit of Chaos. I am your servant. Speak to me. Tell me your will.’

There was an eerie howling and suddenly, more than anything in the world, Glynn wished she were back in her stone cell, fast asleep, preferably drugged senseless.

‘Tell me what must be done,’ the Draaka cried.

The howling increased and a second voice seemed to rise out of it. A sibilance that spoke of snakes and wet fires. ‘The One who waz promized iz come.’

Glynn froze.

‘The Unraveller?’ The Draaka sounded as if she couldn’t believe her ears, and for a moment her voice lost its manic quality.

‘The Unraveller iz on Ra mi dan,’ the hissing voice confirmed. ‘You will travel there. You will find and capture the Unraveller.’

‘How will I know who it is?’ the Draaka asked, her voice trembling with excitement.

‘By the zacred zignz I gave to Lanalor,’ the voice answered.

Glynn’s teeth were chattering so loudly she wondered that the Draaka did not hear her. She forced herself to go on, and tried to concentrate on the rhythm of her movements: heels, hands, heels, hands …

‘When the Unraveller iz deztroyed, all that haz been promized will come to pazz, and more,’ the voice hissed.

‘I will kill this Unraveller with my own knife!’ the Draaka cried.

‘Szzz! The Promized One muzt be zlain according to the ancient ritez and in the correct plaze. But do not imagine it will be eazy. Lanalor haz assured hiz chozen one will be protected, but thoze protectionz are weak now. Act zwiftly. Go to the zitadel.’

‘But Tarsin …’

‘Szilence! I have prepared the way. An invitation haz even now reached Jurazz from the Iridomi chieftain, inviting you to pay allegianze to her zon and exzzplain your philozzophy. You will travel az sshe zuggestz. Fail and my wrath will be terrible. Do not think I will allow a proxzzy then.’

There was a sizzling sound, and the Draaka screamed. ‘Master!! I will not fail!’

Glynn panicked and began to wriggle as hard as she could away from the voice as the hissing intensified.

‘Feed me!’

Some sort of animal began to bleat piteously. They are sacrificing it, Glynn thought in horror, and envisaged the stone altar covered in sticky blood. There was a scuffling noise and the drums quickened.

There was a prolonged squeal of terror and Glynn bit her tongue to keep from screaming out. The drums ceased and the chants rose again but Glynn did not hear them because she was propelling herself as fast as she could away from that hissing nightmare voice and whatever had been killed. She was in flight, and mindless, until she jarred her elbow savagely against stone. In a flare of pain, her wits returned. She stopped and lay for a moment gasping and trembling.

Refusing to dwell on what she had heard, she reached out a throbbing arm to find out what she had banged into. She was expecting to feel a stump, but was elated to discover that she had reached the outer wall.

Her heart leapt and she began to follow the wall. There was slightly more room, and Glynn turned with relief onto her belly. This way, she could propel herself more swiftly forward. The wall went right to the ground as she had remembered, but the breeze was still blowing into her face, chilly with promise.

On and on she crawled, aware that she was using what her father would have termed a leopard crawl. She was thinking of his smile at the exact moment she found the opening. The wind in her face came suddenly from the side, cold and fresh with the merest elusive hint of sether. There was no moonlight after all, but she lifted her hand and ran it along the wall until she found the edge of the opening. She thrust her hand out into freedom and gave a laughing sob.

She had done it!

She brought her hand slowly back, and clasped the stone lip with both hands to heave herself out. Then she felt them. Bars.

‘No, please!’ she whispered in disbelief. It could not be that she had endured this ordeal only to be stopped on the very threshold of freedom. There must be a space between the bars that she could get through.

But no. She put her head against the gap between the bars but it would not fit. She pressed her face to the metal as if it would give way before her consuming desperation. But the bars were mute and impervious.

For a long moment, she lay beside the opening in black despair. But in the end, she knew she must go back to the cell. Heavy-hearted, she peered into the darkness in search of the lantern light. It was not visible and she realised that it must be obscured by the stone stumps.

She turned onto her back and forced herself to make her way from the wall and towards the centre. As she progressed she thought only of the light; her eyes wove back and forwards in the blackness, searching for it.

At length she stopped to rest. She could hear nothing other than the shifting of earth under her feet and hands and her own ragged breathing. No drums or chanting. Perhaps the ceremony had ended.

‘Please don’t let Bayard come to check on me,’ she prayed. ‘Let her come tomorrow as she said she would do.’

On and on she went like a worm. She was so hot. The air seemed to have thickened and congealed, and would not be brought easily into her lungs.

Don’t panic, she told herself fiercely when, some time later, she had still not found the light. She had to fight the urge to start pounding at the flags and screaming. She stopped and closed her eyes, forcing herself to breathe normally.

‘This time when I open my eyes I will see light,’ she whispered, and opened her eyes to scan the darkness around her.

Nothing but blackness, thick as syrup, deep as death.

Again she wrestled with terror.

‘Just calm down,’ she said savagely. ‘You have all night to find the crack.’

Something shifted in the darkness.

Glynn froze.

You’re imagining things now, she told herself, clinging desperately to common-sense. You’re letting this get to you. Concentrate. The opening has to be close.

Again she heard the sound of something dragging softly on the stones.

A rat? Do they have rats here? Glynn wondered. Could a snake come through those bars?

That was bad enough but then a worse thought occurred to her: could whatever owned that voice she had heard with the Draaka be down here? Creeping along in the darkness whispering, Feed me …

Something touched her arm and terror bubbled up in her throat in a lunatic gurgle. A kind of madness filled her and she jack-knifed forward, smashing her head through the net onto the stone flags above.

Glynn was dreaming.

He is trapped-dying-hurting. She is running-running biting-man-thing. She digs-claws under man-thing, but deep-too-deep. He sends image of She-going. She sends image of She-staying. He spirit-soul-flame gutters-dying!

Youngling-seeds inside clamour, ready-coming! But how without He? He soul-spar fading. Pain! Man-thing stabs-pins-holds She. Clamouring young-seeds send urgent-urgent. He soul-spar gone. If She soul-spar fades-too they-younglings will never-be. If never-be, never-live never-die never-hear-Song.

Soul-spars tear. He-She severed. Too-late.

Pink-hairless man-She comes touches-She. Nausea-hatred-fear burns She. But She must-live for-younglings.

Reaches torn soul-spar into man-She to bind.

Wrong-wrong to bind not-same-thing! Soul-spar poisoned. Pain-pain!

But youngling-seeds-come clamouring-terror-fear. Reaching-reaching for He. Man-She does not send soul-spar to younglings. Not-know not-understand. Younglings-dead. Cannot fade because of soul-spar binding She to man-She.

Trapped-trapped …

Glynn woke to a grinding pain in her head. She opened her eyes and found there was no difference between having them closed and open. There was complete darkness. She tried to move and could not. Something was holding her shoulders. She remembered going under the floor in a useless attempt to escape. She had become lost and then something had frightened her, and she had panicked and knocked herself out.

She moved her head, and felt something brush against her cheek. She whimpered in fear. Then she heard an anxious chirrup.

Glynn gave a sobbing laugh.

It was the feinna! It licked her cheek and laid a cold paw on her neck.

She took a deep, shuddering breath and tried in vain to move. She must have turned slightly while unconscious, jamming her shoulders. Easing herself around, she was able to get free. She was still unable to see the lantern light; without it, she doubted she would find her way back to the cell.

She thought for a bit, round the edges of the pain in her head. Hearing the feinna breathing gave her an idea.

‘Food,’ she whispered in a quavering voice.

She sensed that it was listening.

‘Food,’ she said more urgently. ‘Get food.’

The feinna did not move.

‘In the tray. Food. Go get it,’ Glynn whispered. Please, she thought. Please go back to the room so I can find my way out. Remembering that Bayard had said the animal communicated in images, she visualised a bowl of creamy porridge on the floor of the cell as vividly as she could.

The feinna touched her arm with its wet nose and Glynn saw again the He-feinna dying in the man-thing. Man-thing?

She could hear the feinna moving away and, abandoning conjecture, began to follow after it. Her fingers and heels were grated raw and her head clanged but she did not stop. The feinna waited until she caught up, then went on. It was a new kind of nightmare, but Glynn did not allow herself to give way to despair. Better to die trying than to let the soul-spar fade.

Soul-spar? God, what was happening to her?

She bumped into the feinna.

‘Come on, little one,’ she croaked.

The feinna chirped, stepped on to Glynn’s chest and then was gone. Hardly daring to hope, she reached up and found the torn net. The relief was indescribable and weak tears trickled from the corners of her eyes.

Gathering herself, she wriggled and fought her way up through the net and the crack into the room. It was pitch dark, which meant the lantern had run out of oil. No wonder she had been unable to see anything.

She groped her way to the bed and sat down and then it came to her: it had all been for nothing! All that effort and struggling and fear. She was scratched to pieces and had a gash on her forehead she would have no way of explaining. The tears felt like stones forcing themselves out of her soul, for shedding them was an admission of defeat she would not make. Yet she could not stop. It was as though an ocean of tears was draining through her.

The feinna made a small miserable sound and Glynn felt for it in the darkness. Her anguish was hurting it; she forced herself to calm down. Remembering her strange dream, Glynn understood that somehow she had relived the feinna’s capture and the death of its mate. This sobered her, for what was the terrible night she had endured, compared to the feinna’s suffering? The savage death of its mate, the crippling of its soul-spar in an unnatural shape to link with Bayard, and to no avail, for its babies had died anyway.

The feinna was trembling and pressing itself to Glynn. Its round belly rested in her hand and she could feel the little animal’s heart beating; the warmth of the younglings in its belly.

Urgent-urgent, she remembered vividly the clamour of them as birthing neared.

I remember what it was like to have them inside, she thought incredulously. She held the feinna close. We remember. We will not let the flame go out. We will protect the younglings.

After a long time, Glynn forced herself to get up. She lifted the now-sleeping feinna onto the bed, and unstrapped the sandals from her chest, thinking it a miracle that they had not been dislodged. She pulled off her clothes, wincing where they were stuck, and found her way to the feinna’s water trough. Grimly she sluiced her face and hands and neck. She stung in a dozen places and the gash on her forehead throbbed as she patted it dry with her shirt. She was a mess and she had no idea how she was going to explain it to Bayard. Was too tired even to be concerned.

Even so, she replaced the flags and pulled the mattress flat over them, before crawling into bed beside the feinna. Without waking, it shifted close to her and pressed its swollen form into her neck until hair and fur were so close there was no knowing where one ended and the other began.

Glynn’s mind swam with images of running and floating and crawling through tunnels. And of the younglings.

Poor little desperate mother, she thought dreamily. Both of us wanting so badly to protect what maybe can’t be protected. ‘What are we going to do?’ she whispered.

The feinna twisted in her arms and gave a fluttering sigh.
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segue …

The watcher withdrew, struck with wonder at what it had witnessed. The Song had woven itself deep into this strange bonding and who knew what would come of it. It had not been predicted; was not predictable.

The watcher segued following the theme of love and sacrifice which resonated powerfully across the web, and set up echoes of response from many points in the Unraveller’s world.

It entered a woman who had once known the girl Glynna …

‘What’s the matter?’ a man asked the woman.

She looked at him for a moment, unseeing and full of a strange tugging sadness. What had he asked; if something was the matter? She cast through her unravelling thoughts. She had been thinking about taking him to the airport and deciding she must ring her agency to find out if anyone needed short-term home nursing to fill the time when he was away. Then she had started thinking about a queer anxious dream she had experienced in which she had been pregnant and trapped underneath something. Then she had been wondering whether she had enough cat food to last her cat the two days she would be absent. That had led to thoughts of a book she had been reading in which a cat had been left to die of thirst in an empty house. How often life imitated itself in that intriguing random way; a thing happened and then it would be replicated in some slightly altered form, seemingly for no reason. On her good days she felt there was a reason for everything, but on blue days like this, everything seemed pointlessly cruel or cruelly pointless.

How could she put all of that into the sort of a coherent statement he liked to hear formulated?

‘Nothing. I don’t know,’ she said finally. But the sadness had grown heavier. ‘Let’s go.’

He paid for their lunch.

The sky was heavy and rain started to fall as they climbed into the car. By the time the seatbelts were clipped, the windows were fogged; a thing about her car that always irritated him. It was a black sports car, but there were dents along the side where she had run into a lightpole and the targa top was cracked because someone had dropped something on it. Before his time, of course. Then there were the windscreen wipers that screeched and the door and boot that wouldn’t open and the seals that leaked around the windows …

He looked at her, and she had put the shades on. A sure sign something was wrong, and a sure sign, he thought, that she wanted him to know something was wrong. He was annoyed that she didn’t just say it, but concluded that she was quiet on the drive because she was feeling sad about him going away.

‘What is it?’ he coaxed, feeling tender.

She saw that his eyes were soft and softened, too. What was the point in saying she felt guilty about the cat, and about her family and her friends, because when he had come along everything, including the animal, whom she had regarded as her closest ally, had of necessity been relegated to a minor role. In a strange way, the cat symbolised her life before he had entered it. It had been given to her by a family with whom she had once stayed for months. She had nursed one of the daughters, who had been dying of a tumour. She had not wanted a cat, but when the blonde daughter offered it, she sensed the girl needed her to take it. All attention in that family had been focused on the ailing daughter, and half the time neither the parents nor anyone else even seemed to notice the other one.

So she had taken the cat out of pity for the girl, and she had come to love it. It had filled an emptiness in her life she had not been aware of. She had needed that cat. But when she went with him to his side of the world, the cat would be left behind with her mother.

It was her decision and her desire to go, and she was living with it because she wanted to be with him and what else could you do? The cat was too old to endure the long journey and the far longer quarantine such a removal would entail. It wasn’t his fault or hers, but just the same she often felt that her devotion to the cat had been abandoned through expedience, and that it had deserved better from her. She felt mixed up and guilty and sad, but also resolute because life just wasn’t black and white and there were no simple right decisions.

‘I’m feeling sad about leaving the cat. That’s all,’ she said at last.

Immediately his underlying irritation flickered to life. The cat again! ‘Why didn’t you stay with it then, if you feel that way?’

She withdrew into herself at the harshness of his tone. He saw it happen and it irritated him further. Any minute now she would accuse him of hurting her feelings. Jesus, how he was sick of that phrase. Women always expected you to soothe their feelings if something you said – never mind that it might be true – upset them. Somehow you were supposed to separate their feelings from everything else.

He started the car.

‘We have to get petrol,’ she murmured in that emotionless monotone she adopted when she withdrew, and which he hated. They drove in silence to the petrol station.

‘I know how you feel about the cat. But we have to live!’ he said, striving to be calm because he did not want to leave her in turmoil. Thinking at the same time: Here we go again. God, he would be glad to get away from her for a while. Her habit of changing her mind every five minutes and her precious feelings and her quick thoughtless decisions that always ended up backfiring. The cat was just a symptom.

She wanted to say that the cat had rights, too, and it had been there before him. But that would be absurd. She didn’t want him to do anything, she realised. She just wanted him to understand how torn she was sometimes.

‘I said I felt sad about leaving it, that’s all,’ she began. Then she stopped abruptly, wondering what the hell she was doing arguing with him. As usual, he would consider that she was getting over-emotional about something minor and turning it into melodrama. She was so tired of hearing how inconsiderate and selfish and thoughtless she was. If he would just look at himself once in a while and see that he could be selfish, moody and inconsiderate, it wouldn’t be so bad. Jesus, neither of them was perfect, but it would be nice if he could acknowledge it once in a while.

Putting their two lives together meant compromising, which never sounded hard until you tried it. All the love in the world wouldn’t make a square peg fit into a round hole.

Depressed, she wondered why it was so difficult to keep your ideals. Everything shining seemed to tarnish after a while, or crumble to nothing in your hands.

The watcher segued, puzzled to find the blonde girl’s pity for the feinna so perfectly mirrored by the woman’s feelings for her pet. Were they separate sadnesses that simply mirrored one another, or were they somehow the same thing? Were the two worlds now wound together so that what occurred in one must occur in the other?
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It has been said that the Song did not so much rise from the
Void, as escape it. Perhaps in doing so, it took from the Void
some essential thing, and like a jealous lover, the Chaos spirit
hungers to breach the Void and crush all that was wrought by the
Song in its effort to regain that which was lost … Is not the
Song most truly, then, a thing to be sought but never found?
Do we not idealise the Firstmade of the Song precisely because
it reminds us, most sweetly and purely, of that which formed it?
Did not even the Firstmade seek the Song of Making in
Shenavyre? Indeed perhaps the search for love is no more than a
search by each of us for one who will evoke the Song for us; and
loving, no more than an attempt to recreate the Song and abate
the emptiness within … If this is so, then the Chaos spirit may
be said to love the Song.
THE ALYDA SCROLLS


Ember was sitting on a bench on the terrace. The citadel lay tranquil as a still-life painting in the early light of the morning. It was hard to imagine all that seethed beneath the thin membrane of calmness enveloping it at this hour. On her knee was the musical instrument from the apartment. She did not know why she had brought it out with her, except perhaps because she had dreamed of it or visioned of it being played by the manbeast.

Her fingers had run over the wooden surface, feeling so knowledgeably the numerous minute ways in which this instrument differed from a guitar, that she was certain she had some musical ability. Yet something kept her from trying the Keltan instrument. Not fear of being defeated by its small unfamiliarities – somehow she knew she would be good enough to master them. But because she sensed that her lost life, which she had secretly begun to fear, lay locked within her hands and the music she could create with them.

It was absurd but she could not get the thought out of her head that, if she played, her memory would return. She ought to do so, for she must want to know who she was. But she could not bring herself to cradle the delicate thing and use it to draw upon herself whatever lay in her hidden past. Suddenly the darkness of her mind seemed like bare corridors; their emptiness, a kind of freedom.

She kept hearing Alene’s words, like a warning. ‘Sometimes the past is best forgotten …’

The wind blew and the strings thrummed faintly as if in anticipation or impatience. As if summoning her.

Ember forced her mind to another summoning. The hunt occupying the Iridomi chieftain had taken more days than expected because Coralyn’s other son, Kalide, had been hurt. But the previous evening the bells had tolled imperiously and no one had to tell Ember what they meant, for the same bells had been rung to mark the commencement of the hunt. Within hours of her return Coralyn sent a message announcing her intention to call on Ember in the soulweaver’s apartment the next day at the thirty-eighth day segment. The Keltans had a rather unwieldy way of telling time. In the daylight hours they used a sundial marked with fifty-two ten-minute segments, and at night there were time-candles divided into the same number of segments. The thirty-eighth segment on the sundial meant early afternoon.

Ember was not worried by the proposed meeting. She could mimic the Keltan accent perfectly by now, and knew enough about Sheanna and visionweavers to write a book about them – at least in theory. She had a good grasp of the Keltan political situation – certainly enough not to make any blunders. She even had an entire life history as a Sheannite memorised, down to personal anecdotes about real people. She had no doubt that the ease with which she had absorbed her imaginary life owed itself to the emptiness of her mind.

Another reason for not trying to remember her real past just now.

All she had to do when Coralyn came was to keep her head and stress how ill she was. She was to be reclining on a couch when the Iridomi chieftain entered with the inevitable entourage such a visit would demand. She was to apologise for her illness and say she could only vision when the mood took her and, even then, she had no consciousness of what she had wrought anyway. She was to make it very clear that she had never finished a visioncloth because she was too frail.

What could the woman do but accept it? Feyt had pointed out reassuringly that no matter how angry she was, as long as Ember was polite, Coralyn could not have her thrown in prison for her refusal.

‘No, but she can have Ember kept here unless she is convinced there is no gain in it for her,’ Alene had said grimly. ‘If she thinks Ember refuses out of loyalty to us, she will not permit her to depart.’

‘She must be made to understand how ill Ember is,’ Feyt had growled.

The mention of sickness thrummed a chord in Ember’s mind, just as the wind had touched the instrument on her knees a moment past. The illness Alene spoke of was a lie, and yet whenever it was mentioned a note resonated within her, evoking curious images and thoughts. There was something about illness and hospitals in her forgotten past.

She wondered, not for the first time, if someone she loved had died in hospital. Perhaps that was the terrible thing that had caused her amnesia. ‘Sometimes the past is best forgotten,’ Alene had said. Many people would envy that erasure because everyone had things they would prefer to forget. Ember sensed that her forgetting was just such an erasure, and that her forgotten self carried some terrible burden. She had no desire to hasten the return of pain, yet the veil laid over her mind by the amnesia was growing thin. She intuited that music would delve deeper into her than other things, hence her fear of it. But music or not, it was coming. It was as if she could now see the blurred overlap where the present hid the past.

Her aversion to Bleyd’s attentions, and the voice that had come out of her in the garden, arguing against love with Alene, rose from her past, and it would only be a matter of time before the past asserted itself. To play would simply hasten the inevitable.

‘Can you play?’ Tareed asked, coming out onto the terrace in her bed-dress, yawning widely and indicating the instrument.

‘Yes,’ Ember said automatically, then bit her lip, realising she had opened herself to being pressed.

Tareed asked, ‘But in your world is there not a similar instrument of music?’

‘It is called a guitar,’ Ember answered non-committally.

‘The Scroll of Strangers tells that your guit-ar is close in form to the a’luwtha. That one is Alene’s. She will not mind if you want to use it.’

Ember all but shuddered as she thrust the instrument into the amazon’s hands, and went inside. Alene’s head turned as she entered and Ember wondered exactly what the soulweaver saw. The cooler auras of the furniture, the warmer auras of herself and Tareed who had come in behind her?

A puzzled look flitted across the soulweaver’s features. ‘Do you have the a’luwtha, Tar?’

It was the first time Ember had seen the older woman limited by her blindness. Although maybe it was not blindness she was revealing, but confusion as to why Tareed would have her instrument. What colour was the aura of the a’luwtha? Ember wondered. What colour was fear?

Tareed took the instrument to the soulweaver and laid it in her arms as tenderly as if it were a child. The soulweaver ran her fingers over the strings reverently and the silvery run of notes was so pure and sweet, that Ember caught her breath.

Alene began to strum the strings absently, and Ember had to sit because her legs felt as if they would not support her. To shield herself from the music, she concentrated fiercely on the soulweaver’s attire, an ornately embroidered tunic slashed with green worn over her usual plain pale gown. Her dark hair was drawn up into a diadem set with luminous green stones. She was obviously ready for the afternoon meeting with Coralyn.

Alene began plucking the strings and Ember’s flesh rose into goosebumps. The soulweaver hummed a few notes, then mumbled to herself.

‘In a moment she will be song-making and then there will be no getting any sense from her,’ Tareed remarked tolerantly, coming over to Ember. ‘All soulweavers make music for they use it to control their segueing in the Void, but few make music as Alene does. It is said that she has mastered the a’luwtha, but the truth is it has mastered her. Perhaps that is why she plays so seldom.’

They both listened as Alene began to pick out a tune. Back and forward she went, wrinkling her brow and tilting her head to listen. She was completely absorbed, making notes on a chit she had taken from her tunic pocket.

‘I think sometimes she is trying to find the Song of songs itself,’ Tareed said. ‘She believes that nothing fills the inner emptiness more completely, though transiently, than music. She thinks if a song could be found of surpassing beauty that was not transient, listening to it would enable us all to gain completion at last, and fill the little camla left inside us by the Song.’ The amazon shrugged. ‘Before she was named soulweaver to the Holder, she only made songs about the Firstmade. She had decided to devote her soulweaving life to the search for the Song for she said the Firstmade was the essence of the Song made flesh. Now she makes songs about many things.’

Ember was thinking that, on her world as well, songs often touched you in a way nothing else could, enhancing every mood they evoked, teasing out every subtlety of pain and happiness. Even when the words to songs were foolish or trite, they still had power.

Yet hers was not a world born of the Song.

Alene was now singing softly, matching words to music. Tareed fell silent, listening raptly. The soulweaver stopped and tutted, then started again with a slightly different tune. She was oblivious to Ember and Tareed. The song she was composing concerned a flyt seeking its nest in a storming and a shipmaster called Ranouf. Ember remembered the story the older woman had related in the walled garden.

‘Will you not sail your ship home to shore?’ Alene crooned, revealing a voice of great colour and depth.

She had never seemed more human to Ember than she did in that moment, muttering and strumming and frowning and talking to herself. At the same time, there was something unearthly about the music she was creating. Especially when she unclipped a bow from the side of the instrument and ran it across the strings to produce notes which throbbed and peeled like a violin played by a master musician. Other times she muted the strings, and their voice seemed to deepen into a string version of a clarinet or an oboe. Strummed differently, the amazing instrument could be persuaded to sound like a harp or a zither.

Ember hungered to play it with a passion that startled her. Something within her clamoured to open her mouth and sing, too. She knew exactly which notes would harmonise to enhance the music Alene was playing, and lift grief into highest sorrow. She knew it as she knew how to breathe.

Feyt came out of her chamber and Ember was glad to be distracted. The amazon wore a white tunic and her blonde dreadlocks were trimmed intermittently with silver beads and cuffs.

The music drew her back, and with it came an awareness of something darker, a pain of her own that might yet be sung out of the shadows.

Gritting her teeth, Ember forced herself to focus on Feyt’s belt, tooled in the greenish-gold metal that she had learned was atar. Used for capping javelins and for spearheads, the metal was stronger and cheaper to produce than steel. Iridom alone knew the secret of its manufacture and therefore had a monopoly. Silver was mixed with atar to mint the coins used on Keltor, while silver, gold and precious stones were used mainly as jewellery.

Tareed went to make her own preparations for the afternoon audience, and Ember lifted her veil over her face and returned to the terrace. The music pursued her, but was muted.

Feyt had returned the previous evening with the news that the Stormsong was scheduled to cross from Sheanna to Ramidan. According to the dock manifest, it was due to arrive in two days. The manifest allowed anyone wanting to ship goods to plan a route and to time the delivery of perishables to coincide with the departure of the carrier, but there was always a certain amount of leeway in the schedule, for the best shipmaster or mistress could not predict the vagaries of waves and stormings.

They all hoped that this time when the Stormsong left, Ember would be aboard. The fact that the ship was then scheduled to cross to Myrmidor suggested Revel had thought so too, and had arranged her routing accordingly.

Feyt mentioned to Ember that she had lodged a request with the Shadowman’s network for information about a possible stranger who bore the characteristics of the girl in her dream. It would take some time to circulate the description to all septs, but if there was positive news, Feyt promised she would send word to Darkfall at once. It was unlikely to come before Ember’s departure.

Ember was about to ask who the Shadowman was when the soulweaver entered, and the subject had been dropped. Later she walked again in the walled garden. Alene had said she might since nothing untoward had happened the first time. Ember had told her nothing of Anyi and the legionnaires. She had not even had to explain returning alone after her first visit, because as she was about to leave the garden, Feyt had arrived to escort her back to the apartment.

Alene had not accompanied her again, and although Ember liked the older woman, she had been glad of the time alone. Tar regarded the task of guarding Ember as a serious business and spoke little on the way to the walled garden. Once there, she stood just inside the archway entrance looking fierce.

Ember wished she could go to the garden now to escape the music winding its spell around her. She would listen to the water and let the faint breezes riffle her hair. But, of course, it was too close to Coralyn’s arrival and it was not a good time of day in any case. The grounds would be too busy.

Besides all else, she had yet to be readied for the audience. Judging from the preparations of Alene and the amazons, it was to be a major production. In addition they had to obliterate her resemblance to Shenavyre and establish her illness. There had been some discussion the previous night about the virtues of deathly pallor over hectic flush. Pallor had won out because the other could be misinterpreted.

Alene’s music stole through the determined screen of her thoughts and Ember shivered as if some invisible web of beauty were being lowered over her. She pushed closed the doors to the apartment and moved to the farthest point of the terrace. She thought about the urchin boy, Anyi. She had said nothing about him to Alene, partly because she wanted to be able to go to the garden again and part because she did not want to get the boy into strife. She was not bothered that Anyi had guessed the truth about her being a stranger. Instinct told her he would do no harm with the knowledge.

Her attention shifted to Bleyd of Fomhika.

He could not fail to be aware that she was avoiding him. He was very handsome, he was a man of strong loyalties and courage, and he had a sense of humour, yet she shrank from him. If he had asked her why, she would have had no answer. The soulweaver and her myrmidons were aware of her antipathy, Ember knew, but to her relief no question had been asked.

Ember wondered if Bleyd’s feelings changed his aura for Alene, and how her own aura looked when he was near. She imagined his reaching out and hers shrinking away. It seemed that auras were not only as individual as fingerprints, but would change according to mood and even health. The latter enabled Alene to make her swift diagnoses.

Ember was still sitting there on the terrace, drowsing in Kalinda’s rosy light, her mind drifting, when Tareed brought her some fruit. When it was finished, she must bathe and ready herself to be painted.

Obediently she ate the kalinda fruit, which was rather like a mango, and was glad it was nearly time. Being cooped up was causing her to become neurotic. This very morning she had awakened feeling ill and unable to see. The recurrence of complete blindness had frightened her, but gradually the sight in her good eye cleared. She felt fine now and put these symptoms down to stress and anxiety.

Wiping her fingers on a napkin she sighed and went into the apartment.

‘There,’ Tareed said triumphantly, and produced a mirror. Ember looked into it, and was startled at how the artfully applied paint changed the shape of her features. She looked older. Her lips were fuller and her visible eye, shadowed at the edge to match the eye shape of the half-mask, had an enigmatic tilt.

Alene’s face turned to the door just before there was a knock. ‘It is Feyt.’ Tareed opened the door and the blonde amazon entered looking thunderous.

‘More Iridomi legionnaires have just landed at the dock. Coralyn now has a force here greater than the Ramidan legion, even counting its trainees from the other septs. She could set a coup in motion. The Gia Directive specifically prohibits the build-up of legionnaires of one sept on another’s soil, yet Tarsin does nothing to stop it. If I did not know better, I would say Coralyn is positioning herself to take over the citadel.’

‘Why, when her son rules it and all Keltor?’ Alene enquired. ‘And what would be the point? Vespi would never bring her back to Iridom and before long a Keltan legion would be summoned to quell her.’

‘And if she plans a larger coup?’ Feyt barked.

‘It is the same. Vespi would never carry legionnaires to war except by direct command of the Holder and a quorum of chieftains. You know this.’

‘Why has she brought so many of the green legionnaires here then?’

Alene sighed. ‘Perhaps it is a power play. Coralyn calls the legionnaires a guard of honour and Vespi cannot refuse passage to them as such, unless Tarsin names them otherwise. Now calm yourself. It is probably just a deliberate flouting of the Gia Directive.’

Feyt ran her hand through her short hair, lifting it at the nape. ‘Alene, if you cannot see what is happening …’

‘Today my concern is for Ember and her audience with Coralyn.’

Feyt sighed. ‘Very well. Let us speak of that. Have you given thought to what we might do if she is refused permission to leave? Perhaps Kerd could intercede for her …’

‘Kerd would be a bad choice for a mission of intrigue.’ The soulweaver shook her head in faint exasperation. ‘It astounds me that he is so naive after attending court these past seasons. He has failed to absorb any of the usual diplomatic abilities.’ She gave a resigned smile and shrugged. ‘Well, perhaps he would not be Kerd if he became a polished courtier. It is a pity Unys does not see the sweetness in him. As for Ember being forced to stay here, let us not put the cart before the aspi. There is every chance she will be permitted to depart after today. Any news from Duran yet?’

Duran was the leader of the myrmidon women on Myrmidor, and a close friend of Feyt’s.

‘She is travelling,’ Feyt said. ‘They can not be more specific in open callstone bulletins.’ Feyt was examining Tareed’s handiwork. ‘Make her face a little paler and put some more shadowing under the eye,’ she suggested.

Tareed made the adjustment. She had sleeved Ember’s hair and when she had finished with the face paint she draped a very thin veil over her head, and set a circlet of tiny atar flowers around her brow to hold it in place.

Alene drifted nearer, seeming unusually restless. ‘A last suggestion, my dear. Do not pretend to be a Sheannite today, be a Sheannite, for Coralyn knows all there is to know about deception and she is Iridomi – which means she notices everything.’

There was a sound outside the door and Feyt, coming out of her chamber, waved an impatient hand at Tareed. ‘Quickly, get her in place before I open the door. It must be Coralyn come early.’

Alene frowned, then stiffened. ‘No, it is …’

The door opened and a servant in livery stepped aside to allow the entrance of a man who might once have been powerfully built but had now run to fat. He was clad in a tight golden tunic and hose, and his skin was an unhealthy yellow to match. There were great pouches of flesh under eyes that wandered erratically and flickered as servants swarmed in carrying an ornate embroidered bench with golden legs.

As the chair was positioned, Alene stepped towards the man and offered a hand, palm up. ‘It is good to see you, my Lord Holder. You honour this apartment.’

This was Tarsin? Ember was shocked, in spite of everything she had heard.

His slightly bulging blue eyes narrowed at Alene’s words, as if he suspected sarcasm. There was rage in his eyes, but this seemed curiously unfocused because his gaze drifted constantly.

‘You deign to grace the citadel again.’ His voice was full of malice and he made no attempt to touch her palms with his own. ‘I thought we must bring the court to you in your hut, if we desired your presence.’

‘Had I known you desired my presence, my Lord Holder, I would have come sooner,’ Alene said, letting her hands fall gracefully. Neither of them mentioned Alene’s repeated attempts to gain an audience.

‘Rest assured that I did not desire you,’ the Holder sneered. ‘You claim it is your duty to attend me. Therefore, by your own words, you must be judged wanting. And at length when you enter the citadel, I am told you skulked into my domain …’

Alene drew herself up, but her face remained serene. ‘I wished only to see this visionweaver safely on her journey home, my Lord. She visited me in search of a cure for her illness but, sadly, it is beyond healing. I did not think this brief courtesy would be read as an insult by you.’

‘This visionweaver; how is it we were not informed of her arrival?’ He was completely ignoring Ember, but she had the feeling this was because his attention was entirely concentrated on Alene.

‘She journeyed anonymously, not wishing to excite attention. Her only desire was to seek healing and advice.’

‘Enough,’ Tarsin snapped. ‘Present her and let her speak for herself, for I weary of your bleating talk.’

Ember was astonished at his rudeness, but she was beginning to see why people behaved as they did to the soulweaver. They were only aping the treatment meted out by their ruler. It was also clear now why Alene preferred her humble hut to the luxury of the palace.

Tarsin snapped his fingers. ‘Summon my mother, since she is particularly desirous of meeting this visionweaver.’

Asa emerged from the gaggle of attendants. Ember had not even seen him enter. ‘My Lord Holder, Your mother – ah – the chieftain is with her envoy and the newly arrived honour guard. She had intended to come here later …’

‘Get her now!’ Tarsin roared. ‘Am I not Holder?’

Asa bowed so low he almost toppled over his huge belly and backed out stammering apologies. ‘Of course, my Lord …’

Tarsin made a rude noise. He made no effort to wipe flecks of spittle from his lips as he turned back to glare at the soulweaver. ‘You see what I have to contend with, Alene? This is your fault. How can the people accept my rule as they should, with awe and obedience, when my own soulweaver treats me with disinterest and disdain?’

‘My Lord, the last time I was here you sent me from the palace. You said my face sickened you …’ Alene reminded him gently.

‘And so it does still!’ Tarsin screamed. ‘You with your soft whining at us to do this and that, and your pleading mutilated eyes.’ Tarsin’s eyes flickered to where Tareed and Feyt now stood stiffly together, and his lip curled in contempt. ‘And your two manwomen; their faces make me want to vomit.’

Alene said neutrally, ‘They serve me that I might better serve you.’

‘Words!’ sneered Tarsin. ‘Prove your devotion!’

‘How?’ Alene asked reasonably. ‘If you desire my advice …’

‘Advice,’ Tarsin said. ‘You and my mother are always hungering to advise me. As if I have no means of thinking without you two. What need have I of your advice, tell me that, Alene soulweaver?’

‘It is said the wise become so by listening to wisdom. It is scribed in the Legendsong of the Unykorn that even Lanalor, who was the wisest of men, charged his youngest sister to advise him …’

Tarsin burst into raucous laughter. ‘I know the Legendsong, Alene. Have I not had it force-fed to me with every meal since my choosing? I can give such advice to myself.’ He smiled slyly. ‘Did you know there are those who say the Legendsong is a lie woven from a madman’s scribings by his sister?’

A stillness reigned and Ember sensed Tarsin’s words were shocking even to his sophisticated courtiers.

‘There are those …’ Tarsin went on purposefully, ‘who claim the Legendsong is no more than a way for Darkfall to have power over the Holder.’

‘Darkfall has no wish to rule Keltor.’

Tarsin snapped. ‘You seek to hold the Holder.’

‘That is untrue.’

‘Then what does Darkfall seek? What do you seek?’ It seemed to Ember that he was genuinely puzzled.

‘My sisters and I seek to perpetuate the pain-wrought wisdoms of Lanalor, and to maintain his Charter, which requires us all to strive for completion, and the perfection of heart and mind that is represented by the Firstmade. But our primary duty is to wait and watch for the Unraveller, who will return hope to the world,’ Alene said with quiet dignity.

‘Perhaps we can judge for ourselves what the world needs when we have heard all sides to this matter,’ came a voice.

Ember turned to see who had spoken, and was stunned to recognise the woman who had plotted murder with Asa in her vision, dressed now in a clinging gown of greenish fabric that gleamed in the light like snake or fish scales. Her sapphire eyes glittered with fury, but her mouth curved into a smile as she bowed low to Tarsin.

‘You summoned me, my Lord and son?’

This was Coralyn! Ember was astounded. She looked younger than her son!

‘I did,’ Tarsin sneered. ‘Though Asa here was certain you would prefer to remain and chatter with your envoy …’

Coralyn slanted a murderous look at the hovering emissary. ‘You are my son, Tarsin, and that is my joy, but also and more importantly, you are my Holder. Should I not obey the ruler of Keltor because he came from my body? Asa is a fool and I will punish him severely for his stupidity.’

The emissary paled to sickly grey and the Holder burst into wild laughter. ‘You would throw even your faithful Asa to the trakkerbeasts if it served your purpose, would you not, mother?’

‘If it pleases you …’ Coralyn said cunningly.

Tarsin laughed again, sounding genuinely amused, then he sobered. ‘What did you say as you came in about hearing all sides of the story?’

‘You recall the Draaka of Acantha whose chits have excited so much interest? I have invited her to attend us here so that she can explain in person the tenets of her … philosophy, which seems to question many of Darkfall’s avowed truths. She has a vast following and is revered on Acantha and Fomhika and even here on Ramidan. It is not fitting that such a power grows wild in your domain, Tarsin.’

‘Hmph,’ Tarsin grunted, unimpressed. ‘I suppose she will end up offering to give me advice, too. Is there nothing you women can offer but endless talking and advising? Why should I invite her here when her researches question my right to rule? I should have her thrown in the citadel cells for treason.’

‘She does not speak against the Holder’s choosing, my son, but against Darkfall, who presume to rule you whom they have chosen,’ Coralyn said persuasively.

‘I wonder why you are interested in the Draaka so suddenly, mother,’ Tarsin said in a mocking voice. ‘You, who have always professed to believe in nothing. Could it be that the Draaka begins to sing your song?’

He may be mad, but he’s no fool, Ember reflected.

‘I do not know why you criticise the Draaka for meddling, when it is the Darkfall hags who choose our rulers, then presume to manipulate them,’ Coralyn snapped; then she smiled, turning to Alene. ‘Forgive me, I did not mean you by my words. All of us here mark the strength of your love for my noble son …’

Tarsin gave the soulweaver a look of naked loathing and Ember sensed currents flowing strongly between them. There was something more here, and Coralyn had known it; the very words that would evoke it.

‘Tarsin …’ There was a pleading note in Alene’s voice but he motioned her to be silent as if she were a servant who had interrupted him, his expression suddenly wiped clean of all emotion. He sat on the bench and gestured for his mother to sit by him on a low stool. She settled herself when it was brought, sinuous and graceful as a cat.

Tarsin looked directly at Ember, now ignoring Alene. ‘Come forward visionweaver, that we may see you more clearly.’

Ember bowed over clasped hands, then took two steps nearer on legs that felt as if they would not hold her for long. Coralyn leaned forward eagerly, bright eyes crawling over Ember’s face and body.

‘Welcome to our court,’ Tarsin said, blinking like a lizard. He made a motion to his mother.

‘It is not often we are favoured with a visitor from the Sheannite isles,’ she purred. ‘I hope your visit is an indication that more of your kind will come here.’

Again Ember bowed her head. ‘My sept chieftain Liad has often spoken of your beauty to us.’

Coralyn flushed with pleasure and beamed at Ember. ‘That pleases me. But it has been long since he has seen me. I have aged terribly since then.’

‘I think you must know that is not true, my Lady,’ Ember said gravely.

Coralyn looked taken aback, then she burst out laughing. ‘I forgot how fresh these Sheannites are. How disinclined to flowery court talk. But, in truth, no beauty is eternal, save that of the visioncloth,’ she added.

‘And of the Firstmade …’ Alene said in a clear cool voice.

‘You speak of a thing that does not exist, therefore you may give it whatever beauty you choose,’ Coralyn snapped. ‘Such as is woven by the talemaker’s art is surely without compare.’

‘The Firstmade is real, and no art will rival its perfection,’ Alene said sternly. ‘You speak of the beauty of a visioncloth. Whence then came the images of the Firstmade in those cloths? Do visionweavers imagine them?’

‘The visionweavers work in trances. Who knows from whence their visions come? No weaver I have ever heard claims all visions are true that are woven. Besides, if the Firstmade existed, who can say it is not as this Draaka says, and simply one of the faces of the demon Unraveller?’

There was a silence and again Ember sensed things beneath the surface: eddies and tides, treachery and old hatreds swirling beneath the light words. A pain flowed though her neck and she felt perspiration bead on her upper lip. Whatever ailed her on waking had returned.

‘My Lady, I will give Liad your greetings when I go home, which I hope may be soon, with this court’s permission, for I am ill,’ she said a little desperately.

Coralyn shifted forward on her seat. ‘Stay a while here with us in the citadel, visionweaver. You shall have the best of care and perhaps you may find something that will set in motion a sacred trance …’

Tarsin clapped a meaty arm on his mother’s silk-clad shoulder. ‘Calm your lusts, mother. Your … enthusiasm is not unlike the trakkerbeast who grunts greedily for its slops.’

There was a horrified silence and Coralyn flushed red, then paled. Then she smiled up at her son. ‘You jest at my expense.’ There was a flatness in her voice that jarred unpleasantly with the dazzling smile.

Tarsin only laughed harder. ‘How transparent you are, mother. And how you amuse me. You may think it a jest if you will. Come, let me reward you with a draught of this special brew.’ He snapped his fingers and a servant brought forward a small, heavily jewelled flask.

‘What is this?’ Coralyn asked.

‘A gift from Poverin.’

‘From Poverin!’ Coralyn echoed, a faint tinge of disbelief transforming the words into a question.

The servant poured the liquid which, Ember could now see, was the colour of molten gold.

‘It is made from the kalinda fruit, rarest cirul of all. The secret of the colour lies in the use of darklin shavings, or so said the chit that accompanied the bottle. It also suggested this brew be supped along with sips of the less rare sweet blue cirul for the full enhancement of its flavour,’ Tarsin said, flicking his fingers. A servant brought him a glass of a frost-blue liquid and he held the two cups before him, admiring the play of light in their depths.

‘Perhaps,’ Asa said delicately, ‘it might be tasted first by another.’

Tarsin grinned wolfishly at him. ‘Do you suggest Poverin would attempt to kill me so openly with a gift of poison from his son’s own hands?’ The emissary made no response. ‘He would not be such a fool.’ Tarsin sipped the blue liquid. ‘In any case, rest assured that a drop has already been wasted on a taster to ensure it is safe to consume. My mother is right, Asa, you are an idiot.’ He set down the blue cup and lifted the other, holding it to the light to admire the colour.

Suddenly the room wavered and darkened and Ember realised she was on the verge of passing out. She swayed on her feet. There was the sickening wrench as her mind seemed to surge free of her body and fly into the dark and swirling place. As before, she found herself travelling at frightening speed towards light.

She remembered Tar had said music enabled soulweavers to control their visioning flights into the Void, but before she could think how to employ it she found herself in a room dark but for the light of a single time-candle. A tanned masculine hand reached out into the circle made by the light to set down a jewelled flask.

‘You are sure it will work?’ a voice whispered.

‘I have told you so. Now listen carefully: alone, the golden cirul is completely harmless, as is the blue, but together the two make a darker brew. You might say, a killing brew.’ The speaker laughed. ‘We must contrive to make him drink the two together. Send a chit with the flask, saying that one will enhance the flavour of the other …’

Ember felt a tug and her mind was flying back to her body.

‘Are you well, visionweaver?’ Alene asked in concern, now at her side.

‘What ails her?’ Coralyn asked eagerly. ‘Is it a trance?’

‘The weaver is dying from the illness which she has already mentioned,’ Alene said with unusual bluntness. ‘With your permission, my Lord Holder, she needs to rest.’

Alene tried to draw her back to the couch, but Ember looked up to see Tarsin lifting the golden drink to his lips. She wrenched herself free of the soulweaver and staggered forward, stumbling to her knees before the startled Holder.

Her sight had gone again, and she felt herself near to unconsciousness. But she forced herself to speak.

‘Stop!’ she croaked. ‘Don’t drink! It’s poisoned!’
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segue …

The watcher again allowed itself to be carried on a wave of reaction across the web to the Unraveller’s world, where a man balanced in a moment of decision felt the impact …

‘This is poisoning me,’ the man burst out softly.

He and an older policeman were in uniform, and standing on the edge of a crowd of people. The council had given permission for the public meeting to take place in the gardens, but the Mayor wanted to make sure it didn’t get out of hand because he was up for re-election in a couple of weeks. They were there more as a visible reminder that the law was vigilant, than to stop anything. The Mayor was big on keeping the streets safe. Neither of them expected any trouble because it was mid-afternoon and alcohol had been banned. Besides, the crowd was made up of crystal-adorned new-agers, into peace and non-violence, and leftover hippies from the sixties looking for a new happening.

One of the new-agers had told them the gathering was to celebrate the comet that would appear later in the month. The comet would grant divinity to those who believed in its power. The week before, another group had walked up and down in front of the town hall with placards saying that the comet meant the end of the world had come.

‘You have to deal with it, John,’ the older man said.

‘But what do I do, is the thing? I can’t just say nothing. He’ll lie and then they’ll ask me.’

The older man’s dark eyes were watchful under thick long lashes. ‘The kid is a crim, you know that. He’s got a record a mile long.’

‘I know it. Jesus, I know it but this business oughtn’t to be judged by that. He says he didn’t pinch the car and we have no proof he did.’

They fell silent as a plump Chinese girl in a tight gold body suit danced by them. ‘Peace.’ She laughed the word into their faces and was gone without waiting for a response. John found himself remembering the Chinese who had drowned himself in the river some time back. They never had found the body, though they fished up some of his clothing. What happened to those bodies that were never found? Was there some place they were all washed up, like an elephant’s secret graveyard?

‘Sometimes you know a thing and you can’t prove it,’ the older guy murmured. ‘The courts play by the book and the crim gets away with it. You get sick of doing all the work and then it goes down the toilet.’

‘Look, maybe the kid did do it. Jack’s been around a lot longer than me and he might really be right. All I know is, there was no proof so Jack’s going to manufacture it. That’s a crime. If I lie to back him up, that’s another crime.’

The older man shrugged. ‘Yeah. Well, justice ain’t always served by what can be proven. We become cops so we can make the world safe for people to live. Shorn of all the bullshit, that’s what I swore. Sometimes going by the book means letting the bad guys go free to kill the good guys, so you pitch the book and go by your gut.’

John turned to face the older man. ‘You know something, that seems kind of simple to me. Justice and truth and saving the world. That’s Superman’s job. I can’t relate to that end-justifies-the-means stuff. How can anyone ever know what’s going to come of their actions? If a kid is about to get run over, you save him. You don’t start wondering whether he’s going to grow up into Hitler. You do what’s right now.’

‘This is not saving some little kid,’ the older man pointed out.

‘Maybe not, but you know, right now I can only think this kid’ll know I lied. He’ll know there is no difference between us and the people we bring in.’

‘What do you care what a kid like that thinks?’

‘I don’t know but I do. And what if Jack’s wrong and he didn’t do it?’

‘He’s probably done plenty of things we didn’t catch him for.’

The young policeman sighed and turned back to the new-agers. They were sitting in a circle and singing Blowin’ in the Wind. Their arrogant naivety made him want to bloody weep.

‘So what are you going to do?’

John looked up. He focused his concentration and his eyes on the stars and wondered how one chose, when any choice would be a betrayal.

… the watcher recoiled from the fierce questing purity of that gaze, understanding it as both an accusation and a plea. But for what?

[image: image]
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At last, despairing, Lanalor understood that nothing
in the universe
was more wondrous than the Unykorn, and so he used his powers
to enter the Void in search of some new thing to offer Shenavyre.
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Glynn stared out over the dark sea, dazed at the speed with which things had changed. One moment she had been a prisoner in the haven and the next she was on a ship headed for Fomhika. She was free of Acantha at last and yet in a way she was more a prisoner than ever.

She looked down with a mixture of compassion and despair at the feinna sleeping in her arms.

Impossible to believe that it was only yesterday she had wakened from her abortive attempt to escape the haven to find Bayard staring at her in astonishment. Glynn had known how she must look, scraped to hell with a lump the size of a hen’s egg on her forehead. The night’s efforts had scooped her out and she simply sat there blinking at the draakira helplessly, without the energy even to attempt an excuse.

Incredibly, instead of interrogating her, Bayard had gone away and returned with a bowl of warm water and an array of soothing salves. As she tended the cuts and scrapes, she smiled.

‘The feinna has fed you visions. This is wonderful because it means it has truly formed an intimate attachment,’ she explained, swabbing the graze on Glynn’s forehead gently. ‘This,’ she gestured at Glynn’s head, ‘has happened to me, too, and more than once. I was black and blue until I found the trick of shutting the visions out.’

Glynn was hard pressed to control her expression. Relief at the older woman’s misunderstanding made her tremble.

‘Last night went even better than I had hoped it would. I was not distracted at all by the feinna.’ Bayard examined the cut on her elbow with a grimace. ‘Nasty, but in truth we are both fortunate that it sent the visions to you, rather than to me.’

Glynn did not know what to say. She had fully expected Bayard to have known of the escape attempt because of her link with the feinna, but perhaps the link did not work in quite the way Bayard imagined. Maybe whatever happened between the animal and one person with whom it had linked was completely separate from another person with whom it had formed a bond. Which explained why Bayard could believe Glynn was linked to the feinna as she was.

‘The Draaka was very pleased with me,’ Bayard continued complacently. ‘For the first time in an age, I was able to fall into a trance and properly serve as a medium for the Void spirit.’

‘Trance?’ Glynn stammered.

‘The Void spirit communes with the Draaka through me,’ the elderly draakira said with pride. ‘But since my encounter with the feinna it has been difficult for me to reach the depth of trance needed, and hard to sustain it when I did. Others have had to act as a medium, but none are so receptive. The Draaka has not been happy with the situation.’ A fleeting distress passed like the shadow of a cloud over her homely features and Glynn knew, as clearly as if she had been told, that the Draaka had wanted to kill the feinna. Obviously Bayard had pointed out that her own well-being was now connected to the animal’s.

‘Last night I told her I felt very receptive, and so she used me. Fortunately my trance was deep and prolonged. The Draaka said I had served the Void spirit well.’

Glynn struggled to comprehend that the nightmare voice she had heard came from Bayard. Horrifying in a way, and yet infinitely preferable to it belonging to the sort of monsters her unconscious had produced. The older woman had to have been given a hallucinogenic to enable her to assume the persona of the Void spirit. Her words suggested that she had no memory of how she sounded or what she said when she was entranced.

The older woman had shot her a quizzical look. ‘You are not listening to me.’

Glynn forced herself to attend. ‘I am sorry … My head is hurting …’

Technically she did not have a headache, but she could feel one building in the tightness of her sinuses and the tense muscles clenching across the back of her neck.

Bayard nodded understandingly. ‘Put some more of the salve on the cut. I was telling you that because the Draaka was so pleased, I judged it timely to confess to her that I had withheld the sharap’n. That is the name of the drug, which drones are given. She was not happy that I had done this without informing her, of course, but she agreed it had been wisely done, given the success of the rituals. She has said that I may keep you undrugged, as long as there was no chance of your escaping.’ She eyed Glynn’s wounds thoughtfully. ‘I think that she need not trouble herself about the possibility of your escaping, though, for the link with the feinna must be stronger than I realised. I wonder how strong exactly …’

She lifted the feinna into its old position around her neck, and bustled out the door, locking it behind her. When she did not return for some time, Glynn stood and did a series of strenuous warm-up exercises to get some blood into her muscles. After a short time she was dripping with perspiration. She stopped to rub some salve on the cuts, which had begun to sting, when a faint cramp twisted her stomach muscles. She kneaded her abdomen, thinking she had probably overdone the exercises. Rather than abating, the intensity of the cramp began to increase.

With a groan, she doubled over and dropped to her knees. It felt as if something were being removed from her stomach without anaesthetic. The pulling sensation was incredibly painful. She crawled to the wall and used it to haul herself up, with the dazed idea that she was allergic to the salve, and must summon help. As she hammered on the door, the cramps became a surging pain. Panicking, she wondered if something poisonous had bitten her.

Then all at once the pain began to decrease. In moments she was panting but without pain.

Twenty minutes later Bayard returned with a triumphant expression. Clinging to her neck, the feinna was trembling.

‘It was remarkable and completely unexpected,’ Bayard said. ‘I had thought the link between the feinna and myself was an aberration and unrepeatable, but the feinna has clearly formed a link with you. There must be some reason it linked with us specifically. It seems the two links are quite separate, for I felt none of the feinna’s pain at being separated from you. That is puzzling …’

‘What are you trying to say?’ Glynn demanded.

‘I took the feinna out of the range within which I can bear to be separated from it, to see how you would react. Nothing happened, but in case your field of tolerance was higher I went further. Though I felt nothing, the feinna began to show signs of agitation. It was clearly reacting to being taken too far away from you. There can be no other explanation. I do not understand how or why, but it has definitely formed a link with you. I suspected it when I saw your state this morning, but this has confirmed it.’

Glynn made no response. Could it be that the awful pains she had experienced were really the result of some sort of mental or emotional bond that had developed between her and the feinna?

‘This means that, like me, you cannot be physically separated from the feinna,’ Bayard said succinctly. ‘Your link with it is obviously a lesser link, because I could not be so distant from it.’

‘What just happened …’

‘Will occur whenever you are too far away from the feinna. I do not know what would happen if you were forced apart further – perhaps the link would break, given it is a lesser or secondary link. But the feinna experiences the same pain as you. If you struggle to escape, it will suffer exactly as you do. I suspect if it were in terrible pain, I would be aware of it, but clearly the link it has with you is not connected to the link it has to me. If it died …’ She shrugged. ‘Well, we have spoken of that eventuality.’

Glynn was reeling. ‘Are you trying to tell me that I can’t be separated from the feinna, and it can’t be apart from me or you?’ Bayard merely nodded. ‘How long will this last?’

‘Possibly it will end with the birth of the feinna’s young, or at any rate the link may weaken enough to be broken without danger. That is my own hope, but it is impossible to know precisely. You are more fortunate than I was, for I had no one to explain this to me. I had to figure it out for myself. I understand how you feel now, because I felt the same, but believe me, you will become accustomed to it in time. In fact it will even serve you well, because you will no longer have to be confined to this cell once I explain to the Draaka that you are bound by the link. You will be free.’

‘Free?’ Glynn had asked ironically, hopelessly.

Bayard had given her a look of reproval. ‘There is no need for melodrama. You see yourself as chained to the feinna, but think of it: if you had not shown an affinity with it, you would now be a drone. In a sense that potential for linking saved you, for after a time, the sharap’n fed to the drones to make them willing and docile causes permanent damage to their bones. That is one of my objections to its use. You escaped that fate and you have at least a limited freedom because of the link. And who knows, when the younglings are born safely, I think it very likely her bond with both of us will cease or weaken to the point where it can be broken.’

‘How long until the feinna gives birth?’ Glynn asked flatly.

‘I do not know the gestation period of its young, but I suspect a matter of weeks. Now I must go and convey what has happened to the Draaka. I doubt you will want to repair scrolls with those hands. Use the salve if they trouble you and rest. I suggest you use this time to think well of the alternatives you have escaped, and be grateful for your link with the feinna.’

Grateful!

Glynn took a deep breath of the Keltan sea air, and expelled it forcefully. Perhaps because of the enormity of what had befallen her, she had slept almost at once when Bayard left her – a deep healing sleep blissfully uninterrupted by dreams, for the draakira had taken the feinna with her. Bayard had returned in the evening with the feinna, food and unexpected news.

‘The Draaka has received an invitation from Coralyn of Iridom on behalf of her son, the Holder of Keltor,’ Bayard had said, pink spots of excitement on her sagging ivory cheeks. ‘She is to come immediately to Ramidan where she will be received as an honoured guest and where she may explain her philosophies to the citadel court.’

Bayard appeared to have had no recollection that she had announced this already in her Chaos spirit persona. Chilled, Glynn had wondered how Bayard could possibly have known that the invitation was coming unless she really was acting as a medium for some other force. That the nightmarish voice might belong to something that had possessed Bayard, had filled Glynn with black dread. Until she remembered that the Draaka used darklins in her rituals. No doubt these had supplied one of their rare true visions to Bayard.

‘It would have been better if the invitation had come from Tarsin, of course,’ Bayard had continued. ‘But no harm will come to us under the Iridomi chieftain’s protection. We will simply have to be careful how we phrase some of our beliefs, lest they be perceived as an attack on Tarsin. I will have to rewrite some sections of the new scrolls …’

‘So the Draaka is going to Ramidan?’ Glynn had said.

‘Have I not just said so? The ship which brought this message has been chartered to bring us to Fomhika. Colwyn shipmaster has said he will wait but one day here because he is scheduled as a public ship from Fomhika to the citadel harbour, and one day standing offshore from Acantha is all his schedule allows.’

‘She will go tomorrow?’

‘It will be a hasty departure,’ Bayard had sighed. ‘We will have to leave very early tomorrow to reach the ship in time. The Draaka has already requested windwalkers of Jurass.’

‘You will go with her?’

‘The Draaka must have an appropriate entourage of draakira, and of course I will be going, for she will need to have the means of communing with the Chaos spirit during her journey.’

Confused, Glynn stammered, ‘I thought you and the feinna could not be parted.’

‘Nor shall we be. Apart from anything else, the birthing may very well occur during the journey. Since it would be painful for the feinna to separate from you, and convenient for me to have you to occupy and care for it, you will be accompanying us also.’

Glynn’s heart had lurched into overdrive, for although she had decided against Ramidan, it came to her at once that there was a soulweaver within the citadel. If she could get to the woman …

‘Will I be locked up?’ Glynn had asked.

‘That very much depends on you,’ Bayard answered slowly. ‘I should like to be able to tell the Draaka that you have given your word to act as my servant and to say nothing of the drugging of drones.’

‘Why would she or you believe me if I promise that to you?’ Glynn had asked truculently.

Bayard smiled. ‘I put my faith in the feinna’s perceptions of you as one who does not lie. Of course, if you speak out, it will simply be denied and you will be set free before witnesses as a servant prone to hysteria. None will know that you are not able to go far from us because of your link with the feinna. And when you return – as you will have no choice but to do – you will be savagely punished.’

For a moment there had been something dangerous in Bayard’s eye.

What choice had there been but to give her word, and console herself with the possibility of freedom once the feinna had given birth to its younglings? Bayard had said it would not be long before the animal reached its term. More importantly, she would at least have a chance to speak to a soulweaver.

She had been given a set of travelling clothes – a warm shawl, a long, slightly shaped grey dress, flat lace-up boots and an overdress. There was also some underwear, a skirt and loose trousers, two lightweight short-sleeved shirts, a big thin jumper and a bag in which to carry them.

It was very early when they had all emerged from the haven the next morning, both blue and green moon still showing above the luminous line of the horizon. Glynn was laden with sacks of scrolls which Bayard regarded as essential, as well as Bayard’s and her own baggage. The Draaka came out when they were all assembled in the chilly grey pre-dawn, shivering in an icy wind. Wrapped in a thick scarlet-hooded cloak lined with dyed crimson fur, you could barely see her nose. Glynn had been afraid of being questioned, but the Draaka stood for some minutes talking closely with the cold-faced Prime, who wore a thick grey cloak. Glynn assumed she was giving the woman some last-minute instructions, but when they set off, the Prime accompanied them. There were about fifteen in the party and all but she, the Draaka and the Prime wore grey draakira tunics with the red sun insignia.

It had taken them until late in the morning to reach the platform where Glynn had landed on her first day on Acantha. Jurass and a gaggle of his attendants had been waiting there to farewell the Draaka, together with the requested windwalkers needed to transport them to the ship. There had been an absurd cliff-top breakfast complete with a lacklustre performance by a shivering female balladeer. Jurass made a speech which the rising wind and snapping cloaks devoured, and then the windwalkers flew them one at a time down to the deck of the ship.

Glynn had been unable to avoid thinking of Solen, and then of Hella, wishing for the hundredth time that she had been able to contact the girl to explain what had happened. She had even asked Bayard outright if she might send a chit but had been refused.

‘Forget your past life,’ the draakira had advised her sternly. ‘For the time being, you have no access to it. Regard it as something that belonged to someone else. If the spirit wills it, you shall return to it some day.’

Glynn had wondered disconsolately if the draakira was right about resigning herself to her fate. Am I just kidding myself thinking I can get home? she asked herself.

Once they were assembled on the pitching deck of the ship, they were formally welcomed aboard by the young shipmaster, Colwyn, with grave courtesy. What he lacked in age he made up for in authority as he warned them all that they could expect a rough journey caused by a series of stormings locked into a wind cycle between Acantha and Fomhika. But he promised the weather would improve for the latter part of the trip.

Most of the Draaka’s entourage were seasick by the time his welcome had ended, for the sea was choppy and covered in whitecaps. Glynn remembered Solen being surprised that she did not suffer from seasickness and decided it must be a common malady on Keltor. Other than the Vespians, Keltans generally seemed to dislike the sea, even if they did not suffer from seasickness.

‘Come below now.’

Glynn returned to the present with a start, and saw that she was alone on the deck with a rather bilious-looking Bayard. Everyone else had gone below. Obediently she followed the weaving draakira downstairs to a public salon where rooms were being allocated. The moment this was completed, the whey-faced Draaka announced her decision to retire. More than half the passengers followed her example. Those who did not take to their beds remained huddled in the salon drinking cirul and playing dice games. The large porthole shutter remained firmly closed over the glass, as if even the sight of the sea was abhorrent to them.

Bayard tried to work on the scrolls, but before long she gave up and decided that they may as well settle themselves. Glad she had never suffered from motion sickness of any kind, Glynn trailed along behind carrying the still-sleeping feinna and her clothes. The room was very small and lacked even a tiny window, being another level down under the deck from the salon, and presumably below the waterline. Glynn made a heap out of pillows and gently put the sleeping feinna on them. The little animal did not stir. She mentioned this to Bayard with some concern.

‘Its sleep is not caused by being on the ship,’ Bayard assured her. ‘It is part of the pregnancy.’

‘How do you know?’ Glynn enquired.

Bayard looked puzzled, then interested. ‘That is a good question. I do not know how I know. It must be that I have absorbed some of its innate knowledge along the link. I just know that the bouts of sleep enable the feinna to store energy for the birthing. Now I am going to sleep and I suggest you do the same.’

Bayard swallowed a pale, pinkish liquid from a small bottle and offered it to Glynn. ‘It is a harmless sleeping draught and will keep you from being disturbed by feinna visions.’

‘I would rather not have any more drugs,’ she said frankly, then nodded at the feinna. ‘Besides, what if it started while we were both unconscious …’

‘As you wish. But you need not worry just yet about the birthing. I will know when the time is near.’

As she readied herself for bed, Glynn sat on the feinna’s cushions and stroked the little animal’s supine form. She wanted to be free of the link that bound her to the creature, obviously, but she could not help knowing that the fear and need which she had projected when she was lost under the flagstones of the haven, and which had summoned the feinna to her aid, had probably caused the deeper linking, so in a sense it was her own fault. The animal had saved her life and surely that created a link of obligation as binding as the other linking. Even if she could, she would not leave now until the feinna had its babies. She did not know what help she could give, but she must give what she was able.

Until it was over she could make no real decisions about her own course. She must see how things transpired.

She glanced at the draakira, wanting to confess that she had no skills in birthing, but the older woman was already asleep. The muted lantern-light showed that she was sweating profusely in the stuffy cabin and, even sleeping, she looked ill. Glynn thought of her father saying seasickness was an illness with two distinct phases: the first, where you feared you would die, and the second, where you feared you wouldn’t.

Smiling a little, she stretched herself out on her own bed and almost at once she slept.

And dreamed.

It was a muddled dream; a mad hotch-potch of her world and Keltor. At one point she was frying onions on top of a barbecue, clad in her Keltan clothes. It was terribly hot. People kept coming up and asking what she thought she was doing.

‘Why are you getting involved?’ a woman asked her.

‘It doesn’t mean anything. It was pure chance …’ Glynn said.

‘Each thing has its song to sing,’ the woman remarked, then suddenly Glynn was much younger, sitting on a bus with her father. They passed a field choked with weeds. There was a single horse in the field, a poor scrawny thing with withered shanks and ribs showing.

‘Look,’ Glynn said softly to her father.

‘Whoever is responsible for this should be shot,’ he said, staring angrily back at the emaciated horse. ‘We will call the police when we get off the bus. People should not forget their responsibilities.’

Glynn felt vaguely frightened by the way her father had said that. ‘What will happen to the horse?’

‘It will die if nothing is done. Perhaps it is already too late.’ He lifted a hand, palm outwards. Glynn shrank away, horrified to see it was covered in blood. Ignoring her cry, her father reached out and smeared blood on to her cheek.

She recoiled into another dream where she was watching two policemen in uniform. They did not seem to be aware of her.

‘You have to deal with it,’ the older man said to the younger. He had a heavy form and drooping jowls, and his voice was deep like her father’s had been. A gravel voice, which she had inherited.

‘But what do I do, is the thing? I can’t just say nothing. He’ll lie and then they’ll ask me.’

‘Do what you can,’ someone whispered, and Glynn turned to find she was now sitting beside Ember’s bed in the circular room of the darklin vision. As before, the sheet moving at her sister’s throat was the only indication that she lived.

‘It iz too late. You have lozt,’ Bayard gloated in her sinister Chaos spirit voice.

‘No,’ Wind whispered and she turned again to find them both in white costumes in his immaculate dojo, practising the kata.

‘Losing or winning a battle can depend entirely on whether you can keep hope or not. Winning happens in the mind, sometimes before a single blow is struck.’

Glynn woke with a start, heart pounding. The lantern was a mere bluish glow, its oil reservoir having almost run dry. The cabin was so airless she felt as if she were being slowly suffocated. Rising, she poured herself a drink of water with hands that trembled, and drank thirstily. She added some oil to the lamp and checked on the feinna and Bayard. They were both sleeping soundly.

Determined to get some fresh air, she backed quietly into the passage, dimly illuminated by a lantern hung by the steps leading up to the deck. There was no way of telling how late it was, for there was no natural light at this level.

A man walking with his head down bumped into her and she jumped guiltily. From his rough clothing, he was a shipson. ‘Your pardon,’ he said, and passed her, going up the steps.

Glynn followed more slowly and, reaching the salon level, was relieved to find there were only three draakira playing cards. They looked considerably the worse for cirul. No longer worried about being stopped, she climbed the steps to the deck, hoping that this state of affairs would continue for the whole trip. She had been very much afraid of being interrogated by the Draaka or the Prime about Fomhika, given that it was supposed to be her home island. Perhaps they had simply forgotten in the rush of their own affairs.

Opening the trapdoor to the deck, Glynn was blinded by bright sunlight. The dark clouds that had filled the sky on their departure from Acantha had disappeared and the sky was lilac blue. Kalinda glittered on calm water unbroken by a single wave.

Most surprising of all, the air was warm.

Glynn felt a strong sense of deja vu, for Kalinda had shone like this the first day she had stepped on the deck of the Waverider and, though smaller, this ship was very similar in design to the other. She had the eerie feeling that if she turned her head suddenly, she would see Solen going below to prepare for the landing on Acantha, and Argon white cloak striding grim-faced along the deck.

How long ago that now seemed. She had no idea where Argon had gone, and Solen was dead. Despite her certainty that the depth of her reaction to Solen’s death arose from his resemblance to Wind, she marvelled bleakly at the impact of it. Every time she thought she had found the bottom of it, there was another level. Perhaps it was natural for her to be affected so strongly, given that Solen had saved her from the sea only to die in it himself.

Almost a death by proxy.

In a now familiar shift, her thoughts moved to Hella. She had promised the Acanthan girl that they would go together from Acantha. Hella must have waited with Lev, her hopes slowly dwindling. If only she had told the girl where she was going and what she intended. Her only consolation was that Hella might have followed her into danger had she known where Glynn had meant to go.

Glynn could only hope that, when she had not appeared, Hella went to Nema. The old woman would have been able to protect her, or at least help her leave Acantha. Of course, Glynn had no way of knowing what had happened to the girl. Nor was she ever likely to know.

Sighing, she looked across the deck to where Colwyn knelt on his platform, directing the course of the vessel by interacting directly with the sea currents, and manipulating them to move the vessel in whichever direction he wanted. The crew clustered about were like reserve tanks of energy. Colwyn would also be smothering the wave vibrations made by the movement of the ship through the waves to prevent the silfi from rising. She had gathered a good deal of the specifics of wavespeaking by listening to the Draaka’s people talk on the way to the launch point on the Acanthan surface. Their biggest fear certainly was of silfi. The marine creatures sounded as if they were some sort of gigantic sea snakes, ferocious as sharks and with several layers of teeth. They were, Glynn had guessed, the main reason for the Vespian monopoly of sea travel. Other Keltans could use ships with sails if they had thought of it, but the silfi would have destroyed them. Only wavespeakers could alter the vibrations set up in the water by their ships, rendering them invisible to the creatures.

It was warm enough for Glynn to believe Fomhika might be semi-tropical, as she had been told, though she had no idea how the weather could be so radically different between two islands only days apart. Judging from the position of Kalinda, Glynn reckoned she must have slept for about three hours. There was still a stiff breeze despite the warmth, and a burst of wind threw up spray into her face. She gasped at the coldness, and licked the moisture from her lips, before remembering about the bittermute algae. The weather was too rough for it to accumulate, but she did not want to take any chances. She spat hastily and rubbed her sleeve across her lips.

‘I thought you might have succumbed at last to wavesickness and lost me my bet,’ Colwyn said with an amused smile, coming up to stand beside her.

‘Bet?’

He grinned. ‘My crew do not believe that someone without Vespian blood can last an entire trip without trembling at the sight of the waves, or falling sick or complaining about how dreadful it is to be out on the waves. I wonder if your immunity would last you through the Turin Straits,’ he said.

Colwyn’s eyes went to the horizon and his smile faded. ‘It is a dangerous season for silfi this year. They are more restive than I have ever known them.’ He turned suddenly to stare into Glynn’s face. ‘You have an odd way of speaking for a Fomhikan.’

Forcibly reminded that she must be more careful about her accent, Glynn made herself smile. ‘How much longer before we reach Fomhika?’

‘We Vespians believe that to name a time of arrival is to court the wrath of the wavespirits, on whose goodwill we rely.’

‘Do you believe that?’

His expression was wry. ‘Let us say that a wise man does not yearn for the blackwind.’ He glanced out to sea again and Glynn reflected that there was a world of difference between Colwyn and Carick, the shipmaster of the Waverider. Colwyn seemed more flexible, although he had been very formal and correct with the Draaka. As if reading her mind, he turned to ask if she was a follower of the Priestess, but before she could respond, a distracted look came over his features and he peered out to sea.

All at once he looked alarmed. He turned and sprinted for his platform, shouting, ‘Silfi rising!’

Simultaneously the deck pitched violently, throwing Glynn against the thick timber railing that ran around the edge of the boat. One of Colwyn’s crew cried to her to get back. ‘Silfi have an unpleasant habit of leaping up and dragging the unwary into the water.’

Glynn stared at him with horror, uncertain whether or not he was serious. She had once seen a movie in which an enraged whale reduced a ship to splintered driftwood, drowning all of its occupants. ‘Will … will they attack the ship?’

He gave her an odd look. ‘Of course not. If it came to that, we would use culva.’

‘Oh,’ Glynn murmured, mystified, and trying not to look it.

Colwyn was now standing balanced on his platform, hands held out before him like a sleepwalker. Glynn wondered that he could keep his footing.

‘Do you want me to bring the culva, Col?’ a shipdaughter cried.

‘Get it, but don’t uncap the barrel.’ Colwyn staggered backwards as the ship bucked and skewed sideways. ‘There are only two. I think I can deal with them.’

‘What’s happening?’ Glynn asked the man who had warned her back from the edge. She was probably asking too many questions but if she was going to be killed by some otherworld Loch Ness monster, she wanted to know why.

‘Colwyn means to try to calm the brain fibres of the silfi so they will sink again,’ the man said, his eyes on his shipmaster. ‘Only the strongest wavespeakers have this ability and it will save us the expense of replacing the culva.’

The ship lurched again, sliding down a wave and into a trough.

‘We use it as seldom as possible,’ the man was saying, as calmly as if they were conversing in a garden. ‘The profit of an entire journey can be lost in replenishing the store from the Iridomi.’

‘But how did they find us?’ Glynn asked. ‘I thought Colwyn was keeping them away.’

‘He was. The creatures blundered into us by chance and their brain fibres were set in motion by the contact.’

The ship was butted sideways so Glynn was again thrown against the edge of the ship. Here, she caught her first terrifying glimpse of the silfi.

It was twice as long as the ship and thick as two elephants at its widest point; big enough to crush the ship in its mouth! But in form it was little more than an enormous gelid slug with pale bulging eyes on stalks like a snail’s, and a gaping maw filled with jagged teeth.

‘Ah. Not so big. We are fortunate it is a young one …’ the shipdaughter muttered, securing a small barrel with a loop of rope.

Glynn gaped at her incredulously. If this was a baby, how large was a full-grown silfi?

The other rose to the surface and the two leviathans thrashed about for what seemed to be hours but, under Colwyn’s control, they did not make contact with the ship again. Gradually their movements lost momentum.

When at last they disappeared, the young shipmaster literally staggered down from his platform, grey with fatigue. He took a long draught from a skin containing some liquid that appeared to restore his colour, then returned to his post.

On the following day they reached Fomhika. The weather had grown progressively hotter and the sea so still as to be glasslike. Glynn ventured on deck to admire the spectacular sunset created by strong sunlight against ragged edges and whorls at the tail end of what Colwyn said was the storming they had narrowly missed. The sea reflected the dusk sky like a cauldron of molten rainbows all swirled together and it was only gradually that she realised the ship was approaching a long, low, green island with pale-gold beaches. Rising up out of the sea, it looked like a mythical paradise.

Even as she wondered why she had not heard the hammering that denoted the sighting of land, one of the crew began beating out a tattoo on the mast. The passengers emerged from below deck to witness the approach as Colwyn brought the ship into a calm bay. They were making for the furthest of three long piers stretched out like slender fingers into the water of the wide bay. All three piers were overgrown with a dark lustrous creeper. There were several other ships tied up at the piers, and one which had just pulled away, tacking hard into the wind and coming in their direction.

The township was built on a slope, rising up from the beach into a natural amphitheatre. The settlement was segmented into horizontal strips by a single road running in long, flat zigzags up from the shore to the apex of the hill. From what could be seen under the weight of greenery that seemed to shroud everything with ferocious thoroughness, the buildings appeared to be made of pale stone or adobe. Higher still, above the town, more hills rose, their flat tops covered in a rippling golden crop.

The Draaka came on deck with the Prime, who regarded the island sourly. From the corner of her eye Glynn saw the Draaka’s gaze come to rest on her and suppressed a shiver. She must not forget she was constantly in danger of revealing she was a stranger, especially here, where she was supposed to be at home. She would have to be doubly on her guard.

Bayard came to stand beside her, peering out shortsightedly at Fomhika. ‘Land,’ she said with heartfelt relief. Then her face changed. ‘Well, I wonder what he has been doing here …’

Glynn followed her gaze to the ship coming towards them. Its pennants and flags were painted black and even though it was not yet close enough to see much else, there was an air of neglect about it.

‘The Nightwhisper,’ Bayard said avidly. She glanced at Glynn and took in her puzzlement. ‘You have not heard the story of Ranouf and the Nightwhisper?’

Glynn gave a half-shrug.

‘Ranouf was to be the next chieftain of Vespi but he broke the ship code. His brother became the current chieftain …’

‘Ranouf is the shipmaster of that?’ Glynn nodded at the bleak black ship, thinking they went in for exiling in a big way on Keltor. Argon white cloak had been exiled on Eron isle, men were not allowed on Darkfall, and now this Ranouf had been exiled.

‘Ranouf was shipmaster of the Nightwhisper,’ Bayard corrected her. ‘It is run these days by a ruffian called Sharayde. Of course it has nothing to do with Vespi now. It is a lone renegade, fulfilling any task that brings coin. It is said Sharayde has a heart as black as his ship’s pennants. No decent person steps aboard the Nightwhisper except to arrange some foul deed.’

‘What happened to him? Ranouf, I mean.’

‘No one knows. Probably Sharayde killed him.’

‘How did he break the ship code?’

Bayard frowned. ‘He abandoned his scheduled course for love of a woman. He should have considered the end result of his actions. But he was a man and men seldom think beyond their bodies when they fancy themselves in love. It was not the fault of the woman involved that he lost everything.’

Glynn was struck by the harshness of the draakira’s judgment. Was it enough to think only of the end result? You could only do what was right now, and hope the result would be positive, even while you accepted that it was out of your control.

The Nightwhisper had drawn level with the Waterdancer, and everyone fell silent as the two ships passed. The crew of the battered mercenary vessel looked weatherbeaten and stared across at them without expression. Colwyn and his crew averted their eyes. On the platform Glynn caught sight of an enormous black-bearded man, gazing out to the horizon.

‘I wonder what Sharayde has been up to on Fomhika,’ Bayard murmured.

[image: image]
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Soulweaving, Lanalor entered the Void. At once he was amazed
by the multitude of possible futures. In some, he saw Shenavyre
aged and smiling on him. In others, he saw her dying young
and fair.
In the void were all the glittering stuffs of creation,
all that might ever come to pass or not,
and Lanalor was entranced …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Before they disembarked, Colwyn warned them that the Waterdancer would depart before dusk the following day. Since the tides dictated his schedule, he would wait for no one who was late.

Climbing down a small gangway, Glynn was momentarily disoriented by a wave of intoxicating perfume from the foliage massed over the timber struts and rails of the pier. She stumbled and Bayard, below, warned to her to be careful.

‘You will have time to recover your balance – and your appetite – before we return to the ship,’ she said, when Glynn stood on the pier beside her.

Glynn realised the older woman assumed she was suffering motion sickness.

‘It will be a late night,’ another draakira observed. ‘The ceremony of dedication cannot take place until Draakar has risen above the horizon.’

‘Draakar will rise near to dawn by my reckoning,’ Bayard said.

Draakar was one of the seven planets in orbit around Kalinda. The name Draakar was so close to Draaka that Glynn wondered if the woman had taken her title from it and, if so, why. She knew about the planets because they were supposed to have properties which could be invoked, and people in the minescrape had often called upon one or the other. The planet Dar was named by anyone wanting revenge, while Zorik, known also as ‘the bright’, was called upon by those desiring mental stimulation. Aenid, the flame, was invoked as an aid to passion, and then there was something called ‘fractured Gard’ to which people who felt themselves betrayed appealed.

The ships they passed as they made their way along the pier to shore were all smaller than the Waterdancer. From the number of woven boxes and bales being loaded and unloaded from their crowded decks, Glynn decided they must be predominantly freight carriers. The hand winches and pulleys used to shift larger pieces of freight were being operated by tanned, well-built men and women sweating in the heat. By their extreme blondness and size, she took them for Fomhikans and saw at once that she could easily pass for a native. They were quite different in appearance from the small, swarthy Vespians, and the high-cheeked, almond-eyed Acanthans.

The Vespians regarded her entourage without expression, but Fomhikans either scowled openly or smiled. This suggested there was no middle ground on Fomhika as far as the Draaka was concerned. It also recalled Nema’s remarks about the cult being the cause of civil unrest on Fomhika, though there was no sign of it in the languid afternoon. Even those who frowned on them seemed more disapproving than actively angry.

Noticing a river mouth some distance away, Glynn wondered if this could be the Nivian. It looked as if the river flowed down and across the face of the hill upon which the town was built, yet she could see no gap between the houses to indicate its path. Perhaps it went underground.

Glynn could not help regretting that she had been stranded on Acantha rather than on this gleaming tropical paradise. But then she remembered something she had read in one of the scrolls Bayard had lent her – each thing has its song to sing. She did not know about the singing part, since changing worlds had not altered her inability to hear music as music. But she liked the saying because it seemed to suggest that even little things that happened did so for a reason. It would be wonderful to think there might be a reason for her being on Keltor. But that vague sweet thought died a swift death, for her presence here was surely as unexpected an accident as her birth, and had as little meaning in the larger scheme of things.

If you were the spear-carrier destined to be killed in the first reel of a movie, wishing would not make you the star of the show, any more than wanting life to have a higher purpose would make it so. She suspected that kind of wish had haunted Wind to death. The only purposes in life were self-imposed. Hers was to find a way home to Ember. Being on Keltor was an accident, pure and simple, though a rather bizarre one.

The sacks she was carrying were awkward and as they walked she struggled to rearrange them. She suspected Bayard had commanded the scrolls in them be brought ashore not because she expected to work, but because she could not bear to leave them behind.

Suddenly Glynn realised something important.

Bayard had said the scholars were using all the scrolls that referred to Lanalor’s portal as reference material. It was possible and even probable, that the scrolls now weighing her down were the very ones they had been composing – in which case they would contain information about Lanalor’s portal. It would be propagandised, but it might still give her some clue as to the whereabouts of the portal. The possibility of speaking to a soulweaver did not preclude her using other means to get the information she needed and she cursed her stupidity at having failed to examine the scrolls before now. Fortunately, they had yet to travel to Ramidan and, presumably, the Draaka and her retinue would resume their beds and their drugged sleep when they crossed from Fomhika to Ramidan island.

The sacks began to slip again and Glynn wished that the similarities between Keltor and her own world had extended to the use of books to record words instead of the unwieldy scrolls.

The pier was extraordinarily long – more than a kilometre – because the water in the bay was very shallow, and ships could come no closer. But they were now approaching the land end of it. There were a few people casting nets along the edge of the gleaming white sand in the shadow of the pier and the sound of their voices rose above the swish of waves unrolling like aqua silk on the shore. Glynn assumed they were singing.

There was another group sitting cross-legged and weaving what looked to be a flat, round vessel. Glynn observed it with interest, guessing this to be a river-casting coracle of the sort that was supposed to have carried her out to sea.

A man detached himself from one of the numerous carts clustered along the firmly packed road like so many taxis waiting for people or cargo from the ships. But this man looked nothing like a taxi-driver. Pale gold hair fell in sleek, loose waves to his shoulders, except for two small tight plaits falling either side of his face. Woven through the plaits were tiny threads of gold that glinted as he bowed to the Draaka with a swish of gilt-edged cloth. Glynn noted that his eyes were the vivid green-blue of the water.

‘You are Gedron?’ the Draaka asked.

‘I am, my Lady. I have transport waiting,’ he answered.

Glynn had the queerest notion that she had seen him somewhere before, though he was a complete stranger to her.

‘It is good to meet you at last,’ the Draaka purred. ‘You demonstrate initiative fitting for a Prime.’

‘Can I do less when you honour Fomhika by coming to dedicate our haven to the Void guardian? And to conduct in person the ceremonies that will enable those of us who are followers to call ourselves draakira. I am deeply honoured to be able to serve you in any way I can, and to have been accepted by you as Prime of Fomhika haven.’

‘We both serve the Void guardian,’ the Draaka said. ‘But let us go.’

Gedron bowed his head as if she had offered a benediction, then handed her into an ornate, open carriage. A big, white-furred animal stood between the stocks and it was all Glynn could do not to gape at it. A combination of horse, antelope and llama, it had gentle, enormous eyes and a placid air. It sniffed slightly and turned its head towards Bayard as she approached, perhaps scenting the sleeping feinna coiled around her neck.

Gedron settled the Draaka, before turning to direct the rest of them somewhat imperiously to four plain carriages parked some distance to the rear. These were less ornate than Gedron’s and each had a driver; all of them were blond, tea-coloured older men with wonderful physiques and the same serene air as their beasts.

Glynn took her seat next to Bayard awkwardly because of the sack of scrolls, and their bags.

In the lead carriage Gedron swung himself into the seat alongside the Draaka and took up the reins. He twitched them lightly, and his head inclined towards his passenger as they set off up the sandy road. The other carriages followed, making a little convoy.

The view of the town from the ship deck had not given a true indication of the extreme steepness of the incline upon which it was built. Glynn could not imagine why anyone would go to the trouble of building a town in such a difficult place for, unlike the gentle surrounding slopes, this one was densely covered in foliage, which suggested an immense amount of clearing would have been necessary to secure enough space to build, and constant vigilance and pruning to retain what had been carved from the wilderness. Of course the grade meant that every dwelling would have a magnificent view, but surely the decision to site a town would not be made on such a frivolous basis.

The dwellings were seldom more than a single level – but the steepness of the slope meant that they often appeared to be several storeys high. Other than being flat-roofed and constructed of pale adobe, no two buildings were alike. Each blended so harmoniously with the wilderness that their shapes were unique and seemed entirely dictated by their location. Walls were curved to go around enormous trees, roofs wavered to allow for growth of branches. The houses in each strip running between the zig and zag of the road were knitted together with a rampant creeper that sprouted dark waxy leaves and long, slender, drooping pods that could be flowers or fruit.

No wonder it was nicknamed the green isle!

But as their convoy moved up through the settlement, Glynn decided that she had been wrong in imagining a constant battle to keep the plant growth in check. For all its luxuriance, the foliage did not cover any window or feature wall, and there was no sign of shaping by pruning. Work experience in a nursery had given her an eye for such things.

It came to her that since Fomhikans could use song as a force on plants, they had somehow arranged for the creeper to grow as it did. Plantsinging was, after all, about song affecting the growth of plants. Perhaps the flora here had been sung into marrying the buildings to the land, because the more she saw of the settlement, the more clear it was to her that the harmonising of human dwellings and natural growth must be deliberate. If so, it was quite possible that the town was built on the steep hill because of the spectacular view it afforded of the sea. The town was so beautifully integrated with nature that it seemed to her the people who had designed it must value beauty very highly.

No animal could have drawn a cart straight up the slope, hence the slow zigzagging grade of the road, but there were steps more directly between one part of the road and another. She did not see anyone using them, however, and wondered at the silence. They had passed perhaps twenty people in all since leaving the shore, but there must be thousands in a town this size. Where were they?

One of the draakira commented on the lack of people to the driver.

‘Now is the time when we bid the day farewell,’ he said, looking sleepily amused. ‘Anyone who is able, positions themselves to watch Kalinda fall into the great water. In the moment of death, she is her most beautiful.’

Glynn shivered, for talk of death and beauty reminded her inevitably of Ember. Her sister was beautiful by any standards and Glynn wondered morbidly if part of Ember’s beauty did not indeed arise from the fact that death had its hand on her. Even Solen, within hours of his death, had seemed stronger and prouder than at any other time since she had known him. And, on that last night with Wind, his performance of the kata had been sublime. He had lifted her to a height she had not matched before or since.

Without warning, the feinna stirred from its slumber and raised its head. From its position on Bayard’s shoulders, it stared about until it located Glynn, then it reached out a paw to her shoulder, bridging the distance between them. For a split second she saw the He-feinna dead in the trap, and felt an immense wash of grief. Maybe the sadness of Glynn’s memories had evoked the feinna’s own sorrow, and now it offered its sorrow to her as a gift.

She stroked its paw, and the animal sighed and withdrew, curling back to sleep. Bayard smiled over it at Glynn, who was confused by the warmth of her emotions, not only towards the animal but towards the draakira. She reckoned this must be another side-effect of their linking with the feinna.

She cringed as a terrible racket shattered the stillness, but Bayard’s rapt expression forced her to modify her response.

‘Who sings so sweetly?’ the old draakira asked the driver.

He nodded towards a house where an old man sat on his stoop, surrounded by children of varying ages. They were gilt by the rays of Kalinda setting and, absorbed in their song, they did not notice the convoy of carriages passing.

Glynn glanced back to see what they were seeing, and almost gasped at the spectacle of the Keltan sun half-sunk into the water, a bronze disc surrounded by fantastic indigo and rose-gold whorls of cloud reflected by the mirror-still sea. The closest Glynn had ever come to such a vibrant sunset in her own world had been after a volcano erupted, shedding debris into the atmosphere. No wonder the locals sang to the sun, and stopped work to watch it set.

Bayard asked Glynn, ‘What is Poverin like?’

Her heart almost stopped. ‘Uh. I lived on an aspi-breeding farm. It is a long way from …’

‘I do not expect you to be personally acquainted with the chieftain of Fomhika, you foolish girl,’ the draakira said impatiently, which saved Glynn, who had been about to claim exactly that. ‘I want to know how he is regarded as a chieftain.’

Glynn raked her mind frantically for some bit of minescrape gossip about Poverin that might be embroidered into an anecdote, and fell upon something Nema had said. ‘He is very interested in discussion and philosophy. He believes in freedom of expression.’ She kept her fingers crossed that the phrase was not too much of her world to be acceptable here.

Bayard nodded equably. ‘Yes, I have heard that. I might have known it, since we were permitted to build a haven here despite Poverin’s support for Darkfall. Possibly Gedron spoke to his father in our favour. It is useful to have a Prime that is also the son of a chieftain.’

So, Glynn mused, Gedron was Poverin’s son. That explained his sleek arrogance. On Acantha the Draaka had the chieftain in her pocket, so why not the son of the chieftain on Fomhika? Obviously it was a winning formula, for when Poverin stepped aside or died, Gedron would be chieftain. It seemed unlikely that Gedron would be both chieftain and Holder some day. So there must be more than one son. The draakira would certainly have mentioned it if Gedron was to become Holder of Keltor.

‘For all his open mind,’ observed the draakira who had spoken to the driver, ‘Poverin still supports Darkfall. That does not speak highly of his wisdom.’

‘Rest assured that Poverin’s support of Darkfall is entirely self-serving,’ another draakira sneered. ‘The chieftain of Fomhika is no idealist. With his own son destined to become the next Holder of Keltor by Darkfall Decree, why should he not support the misty isle?’

‘I have heard that Poverin petitioned Darkfall to ask if Tarsin might not be inspired to retire,’ a draakira said suggestively.

They all laughed at that.

‘Darkfall refused, of course,’ Bayard said. ‘Perhaps that is the reason for Poverin’s agreement to allow the establishment of a haven.’

‘Possibly that is why the soulweaver Alandria was sent back to the misty isle.’

‘It is a great pity that Gedron was not named mermod instead of his brother. He would be a fitting Holder of Keltor.’

‘It is as much of a pity that he is second-in-line for succession to the chieftainship. Only imagine if something were to befall Bleyd. Gedron would be chieftain of Fomhika,’ a small, dark-eyed draakira said eagerly.

Glynn was confused. If Gedron was only second-in-line to be chieftain, there must be two other sons: one who would inherit the role of chieftain, and a younger brother who was to be Holder.

‘If Bleyd were to die …’ Bayard began.

One of the others made a hissing noise and nodded at the driver, but he appeared entirely uninterested in their conversation. Possibly he could not hear very well. Nevertheless they fell silent.

The carriages passed a great wall of flowers from beyond which issued singing and laughter and the smell of food. The clink of glass and tantalising scents reminded Glynn she had not eaten anything but bread and cheese since boarding the ship, and little enough of that. Food was not much bothered with because few had the stomach for it.

Gedron directed the leading carriage through a drive which ran between tall poles of pale, carved stone. Both were covered in a profusion of greenery that seemed to swirl upward and reach out at the tip to coil together in a glorious display of blossoms. As their carriage went through the arch, Glynn looked up and tried again to discern exactly what it was about the growth that stopped it looking as if it were natural. There was no obvious pattern or shape. Perhaps it was simply that it was too perfectly formed. That was what prevented it from being really beautiful. To her mind, real beauty had to have a wildness in it; a touch of chaos.

The drive brought them right to the front of a rambling establishment. A multitude of paths and small footbridges led to various outbuildings. Everything was overgrown with greenery but it looked to Glynn as if the main building had been constructed first and everything else added on later – except that, despite the apparent random growth of the dwelling, there was again an overall sense of harmony.

Climbing from the carriage, she mounted the steps leading to the front door with the others. A plate fixed alongside the door announced the place as Ruinously Berry Treemountain. Gedron hammered at the door at the same moment as a loud voice inside boomed out in song. Though it sounded no better or worse to Glynn than the singing of the children, the draakira winced and grimaced at one another.

‘Of all the places to stay, we choose a nightshelter housing the only man on Fomhika who cannot sing!’ Bayard declared and earned a cool look from Gedron.

Glynn turned to gaze down the slope to the bay. More than half the town was spread below them, glowing gold in the final rays of Kalinda. Even as she watched, the edge of the Keltan sun vanished into a sea of scarlet and gold and it was twilight.

Gedron thumped at the door again, a dark flush rising up the back of his neck. Abruptly the singing stopped and the door swung open to reveal an enormously fat man, grinning widely. He bowed to Gedron and then thanked them all effusively for their custom, introducing himself as Pombo Lockblot Breer. Glynn reflected that names, like everything else on this florid island, could do with being pruned!

‘I think I am the only Fomhikan born tone deaf,’ Pombo said, after apologising for his singing. ‘It is lucky I can cook better than I sing, else I would have no custom. Let me show you your rooms and then I will have a meal laid out in the private dining chamber fit for Poverin himself.’

Glynn became conscious that the Prime and the Draaka were watching her. Perhaps they expected her to make a sudden appeal for asylum.

Gedron said, ‘The Draaka is to dine with Poverin.’

The proprietor shook his head and addressed the Draaka directly. ‘It is a public revel to which you are invited, Lady, and the food will be sadly lacking in quality because it has been produced in large quantities. My apologies, Gedron, but you know it is so. Perhaps I might persuade your guests to try a morsel or two of my fare before they go …’

‘Never mind that,’ Gedron snapped. ‘The Lady has more important business here than to bother with food.’

Pombo looked affronted, but without another word he conducted them to their rooms. Predictably, Glynn was to stay with Bayard and the feinna. She settled the slumbering animal into its cushions as the draakira began to remove scrolls from the sacks, muttering to herself.

‘Can I get something to eat before you go?’ Glynn asked.

‘You will attend the revel with me,’ Bayard said unexpectedly. ‘As that fat fellow said, the occasion is open to every rag-tag so why should you not come? I have not been here before, so your knowledge of Fomhikan society may be useful. There is no need to worry about the feinna as we will not be going far from the nightshelter.’

Glynn felt distinctly uneasy at the thought of attending a function at which she could all too easily reveal how ill-informed she was about Fomhika. For once she would have preferred to be kept locked up.

Going to the window, she stared through a curtain of creeper at the sea far below. The shore was a distant creamy curve, the three piers lost in shadow. The ships tied up showed as beads of light, and the road they had traversed from the pier seemed to glow in the darkness, as if emitting the light it had absorbed during the day. Moving along the road now, illuminated by the lanterns they carried, were groups of people. Most travelled on foot but some rode in carriages.

One of the draakira called that the carriage was ready to leave.

‘We will go on foot,’ Bayard decided. ‘The thought of walking on ground that stays still under my feet pleases me.’

Glynn changed her clothes at Bayard’s suggestion, glad to remove the heavy winter tunic and overdress. Clad in the skirt, white shirt and sandals she had been given on Acantha, she felt cool and light, and she reflected that the word ‘freedom’ had taken on a different dimension since her arrival on Keltor. Before, it had been a philosophical ideal and a good subject for a semantic wrangle, but now it meant something as basic as being allowed to choose when and what to eat or wear.

A balmy breeze lifted the curtain of creepers and she heard the sound of laughter. Going again to the window she noticed that the noise came from a square of lights some way down the hill. People were milling around it and most of the travellers on the road appeared to be wending their way towards it. It was quite probably their own destination for the evening.

When Bayard was ready, they locked the feinna into the room, and made their way down the hall and into the foyer. A young man wearing an apron around his waist burst out of a door in front of them carrying a tray of food and some huge clay tankards of steaming liquid. He hurried across into the foyer and went through another door. Glynn caught a glimpse of people singing and clapping, before the door swung shut behind him.

It was dark outside after the brightness of the nightshelter and they stopped on the top steps for a moment, blinking and waiting for their eyes to adjust. Strains of music seemed to come from all directions in the night. Beyond the piers the dark sea stretched away to merge seamlessly with the night sky. Two stars pricked the velvet blackness, but as yet neither of the moons had risen.

Walking slowly, they passed between the leafy columns and onto the road. They took several downward sets of steps, gradually working their way to a lower section of the road a little left of the square Glynn had seen from the nightshelter window.

There were poles all around the square, linked by a chain of creeper from which hung paper lanterns lit up by tapers. It was these that had marked the square out from above. A group of musicians seated on a woven mat to one side were playing vigorously, their faces sheened by sweat.

‘Over there,’ Bayard said, pointing beyond them.

Glynn followed her gaze to a gazebo constructed entirely of white blossoms. Around it was a waist-high hedge of greenery threaded with violet flowers. Two men in brown uniforms embroidered in green and slashed with gold stood on either side of the entrance to the gazebo. Glynn guessed they were Fomhikan legionnaires. People clad in glittering, scanty draperies milled around the outside of the hedge. Inside under the canopy of blossoms was a long table draped in white cloth, lit by a bank of long white candles. Those few seated at it were universally clad in white or green. Only the Draaka, dressed in a shimmering red tunic over a grey dress, stood out from the rest. Her head-dress was a mass of crimson blossoms shaped into the flaring-sun design around a frame, and her tunic was embroidered with gold thread that caught the candlelight, and was slashed with a darker red. She looked so dramatically different from everyone else that she could only have intended it.

Flanking her were the Acanthan Prime, and the chieftain’s son, Gedron. Beside him sat a young boy so much like him it had to be a brother. Glynn realised this must be a fourth brother, for surely he was not old enough to be the next in line to chieftainship; and the mermod, she knew, dwelt on Ramidan. Beside them were an older man and a woman with a child on her lap.

Someone began to beat loudly on a gong, and everyone in the square turned to the flowery gazebo. Bayard shrugged and whispered that they would now have to wait to join the Draaka. The older man at the table under the canopy rose and lifted up his glass in a toast. He had an air of authority as he did this, that marked him as the chieftain of Fomhika even before he spoke. Like Gedron, he wore his hair loose except for two gold-threaded plaits either side of his face.

‘I am Poverin, chieftain of Fomhika,’ he said in a booming rumble. ‘By me is my mate and heartsong whom you know; my Lady Maeve.’ He gestured to the woman seated beside him. She was a severe-looking woman wearing a plain, dark-green shift, and no jewellery. Her hair was pure white and hung loose over her shoulders. On her lap was a girl of about ten, also clad in green. ‘Here, too, is my daughter, Rilka, and my sons, Gedron and Torrid. My other sons are otherwise occupied, as you know.’

There was a ripple of laughter from the crowd.

‘We dine with you and among you so that you will know we do not raise ourselves above you, and so that, together, we may do honour to the wealth of our vines and our fair green isle.’

Despite the casual tone, there was a formality about his words that suggested this was a ritual phrasing.

‘I have a question!’ someone shouted.

‘Speak freely, but first come forward so that we may see you,’ Poverin invited.

The man pushed his way to the front. ‘I am Vakan and your loyal subject, Poverin. I ask why you share your table with this woman who attacks Darkfall and would have us worship the Chaos spirit!’

There was an aggressive murmur from the crowd, but it was hard to tell if it was directed at the speaker or at Poverin or the Draaka.

‘You know it is my policy to rule lightly and trust you to think for yourselves,’ Poverin said easily. ‘I have never been one to suppress knowledge or command beliefs and I shall not begin to do so now. If I would be free, I must bestow freedom. You all know I support Darkfall, but one cannot remain rigid, for times change and we must be flexible within our beliefs. We must listen to one another and be prepared to grow. Did not Lanalor himself say that all voices should be heard?’

‘Then let us hear the woman speak of why she is here!’ someone else cried, and the cry was taken up by others.

Poverin turned a look of query upon the Draaka and she rose. Glynn realised she had expected this, and it was, no doubt, why she had dressed so flamboyantly. The mere sight of her, glowing like a flame amidst all the greenery, was as daunting as it was spectacular.

‘I am the Draaka, as you may know, and I am on my way to Ramidan at the invitation of Tarsin. I attend this celebration at the request of your chieftain and his son, Gedron, and I am honoured to do so. I am also happy to speak of my beliefs, though I would never force them on to anyone. Any kind of force is abhorrent to me. Including the forces of fear and ignorance.’ Her voice, when it was projected in this way, was rich and resonated beautifully. There was no doubt the crowd were entranced by it. Though she had lied when she said Tarsin had invited her to Ramidan, Glynn thought. According to Bayard, it was Coralyn who had issued the invitation, in her son’s name.

‘What does Tarsin want with you?’ asked Poverin’s young daughter Rilka. She spoke with surprising aplomb, considering that she was sitting on her mother’s lap.

The Draaka smiled at her. ‘I think he desires to understand why Darkfall has failed him.’ There was a roar at that and she waited until it faded. ‘I will say to him that it failed him because it did not allow him to rule freely. He, like all Holders since Lanalor, has been held ransom to the mysticism of Darkfall. His rule has been seen as nothing but an interim event leading to the coming of the Unraveller. The rule of Keltor has nothing to do with the Unraveller, yet the soulweavers have married one to the other. Why should it be so? What has the Holder to do with the Unraveller after all? Tarsin refused to accept the stranglehold that Darkfall has always had over the ruler of Keltor. The effort of it has all but broken him. Yet maybe out of ill comes good, for people all over Keltor now ask questions where before there was mindless obedience.’

‘If Darkfall is disbanded, who shall choose the mermod?’ a woman cried.

The Draaka smiled, showing white even teeth. ‘Why you, good woman, and your brother and your father. The common people together shall choose a mermod, who will come to rule the present rather than being rendered impotent by the past.’

There was a babble of talk from the crowd and Gedron and his young sister, Rilka, seemed to be arguing fiercely.

Poverin made a slight gesture and the gong was sounded. Silence fell again. ‘This is not an occasion for acrimony but for the seeking of knowledge.’

‘You have no business on Fomhika then?’ someone else asked of the Draaka.

‘None other than a courtesy call to those here who would subscribe to my beliefs.’ The Draaka said.

The chieftain’s wife pushed her daughter from her lap and rose. ‘You preach the destruction of Darkfall, claiming it will enable the Holder to deal with the present, but what of the past you dismiss as if it were nothing?’ she asked in a flat, dry tone that made no attempt to seduce or enchant.

‘I do not dismiss the past. But it is the future that matters,’ the Draaka said.

‘The past is the mother of the present and of the future,’ Maeve said coldly. ‘This dark time is not the result of a single Holder’s misrule, nor of petty political upheavals, but of a greater darkness that came upon Keltor when the Firstmade was lost to us, and therefore hope was lost. Look about you and open your eyes. Men beat and rape and steal and lie, children mutilate pets and despise their elders, women are cruel and cold, there is madness and hatred and anger and corruption – all born of despair without hope. Once there were visionweaving exhibitions, but how many weavings now come from Sheanna? Where are the displays of beauty and courage from the myrmidons? The oils and perfumes from Iridom? The jewels from Acantha? We are sinking into the mire and we will not rise until we learn hope. Darkness will reign until the Unraveller comes and the Firstmade is restored to the world to lift our gazes and our souls.’

A deep silence met her words. Glynn was moved, because didn’t this description fit her world, too, with its violent crimes, its wars born of lies and political expediency, pollution and nuclear tests that destroyed the environment, the extinction of animals for their coats and for imagined aphrodisiacs, terrorism and cruelty in which the weak were crushed as a matter of course by the strong, the proliferation of pornography and mindless romance that had nothing to do with love?

It seemed to Glynn, now, that the fierce old woman, with her plain clothes and face and flat voice, was beautiful because she had spoken the truth so plainly.

‘Lady, you are firm in your beliefs.’ The Draaka’s voice trickled like honey into the stillness. ‘I only wish this strength were not being poured into these empty myths. If there ever was a Firstmade, it is no more. As to the Unraveller, I only pray it does not ever free itself from the Void, lest all we love perish in balefire. You believe this time is dark, but if Darkfall continues its erosion of the Void, you will discover what true darkness is.’

The older woman’s expression was frigid. ‘I will not have blasphemy spoken at my table.’

Glynn had the impression they were both flames – one bright and glowing as Kalinda, and the other cold and pure as the heart of a star.

‘My Lady, I did no more than answer your question,’ the Draaka protested. ‘Would you have me lie?’

‘How fares our mermod?’ someone shouted.

Poverin looked relieved and rested his hand on his wife’s shoulder. ‘He is well because he is well-protected. But as Maeve says, these are dark times.’

‘The sooner he is Holder the better for all of Keltor,’ someone yelled, and there was a roar of approval.

Maeve resumed her seat but Glynn saw that these words did not please her.

‘Keltor is not a gentle world,’ the Draaka said in a sorrowful tone, which suggested this grieved her personally. She had remained standing and the power of her voice was such that people fell silent again.

‘You must revel in that since you worship the Chaos spirit,’ Maeve snapped from her seat.

‘I accept that Chaos exists,’ the Draaka said. ‘Your own words show you know it to be so, Lady. It is part of the nature of our kind for it to be so. I allow myself to be guided by the Void guardian, who restrains the worst of Chaos within the walls of the Void. With its aid, we strive to understand how to control the Chaos that is part of our natures, and heal the rifts that Lanalor and Darkfall have made in the Void wall, lest the Unraveller demon escape …’

The chieftain’s wife became as utterly still as if she had been transformed into stone. ‘Obscenities rise from you as maggots rise from foul meat,’ she said icily. ‘Rest assured, that we who are faithful to Darkfall look for the coming of the Unraveller and the freeing of the Firstmade. We do not heed the lies you plant so cleverly and slyly in the mouths of balladeers and in your blasphemous public chits. You and your followers would consign the Firstmade to eternal binding, but Darkfall will never permit it.’

‘The Firstmade is a madman’s dream. You think all the darkness would vanish like the night mists if this Firstmade were released? Is not this Firstmade as a toy one gives to a frightened child at bedtime? A world is not so easily soothed.’

‘The Unraveller shall come and when the Unykorn is released all those who worship Chaos will fall because we will see the light,’ Maeve said harshly.

‘And all will live happily evermore. If you wait for the Unykorn to fly, Lady, you will die waiting and so will your children and their children. And while you wait, the Darkfall sisterhood will rule this world with their perverted mysticism until there is nothing left to rule …’

Poverin cut in determinedly, his tone mild. ‘What then do you think of Lanalor’s Charter and the Legendsong? Do you call them lies?’

‘Lanalor was a madman …’

‘How dare you!’ Maeve gasped.

‘Do you deny that Lanalor was mad?’

‘Until he saw Shenavyre before him, dead of grief by her own hand, the Chaos spirit lay hidden within his soul and so he was mad. It tricked him into bringing Chaos into a world that had before been nothing but harmony,’ Maeve snapped. ‘But after Shenavyre died, his madness was washed away by grief and Lanalor repented his binding of the Unykorn. He spent his life repairing the ill he had done.’

‘And how do you know he was no longer mad?’ the Draaka asked, candlelight leaping in her eyes. ‘Because the Legendsong said so, which his sister wrote from his notes and her researches?’

Poverin said, ‘It is true that there may have been errors but the substance of …’

‘Poverin …’ Maeve said warningly.

The chieftain nodded impatiently. ‘I speak no treason, love. My words rise out of ordinary human reason.’

‘And reason must show you the truth,’ the Draaka broke in eagerly. ‘Does not the Darkfall sisterhood cling to the power and tithe bestowed on them by mad Lanalor? And why should it not? Without it, what are they but a clutch of powerless and freakish women?’

‘What of Lanalor’s portal?’ Maeve demanded.

Glynn felt herself tense.

The Draaka shrugged. ‘It was a dangerous passage opened to the Void by Lanalor in his madness, and it has since been sealed by the Void guardian. The proof of this is the fact that no more smaller demons, which Darkfall calls strangers, have come through it. You might well ask what happened to those that came before the way was closed. They were all brought to Darkfall and killed because Darkfall could not afford the world to learn they were demons. But I would ask you a question of your beliefs, if it is permitted.’

Maeve nodded stiffly.

‘Darkfall speaks of a saviour who will come to free the Unykorn. I say there is no Unykorn to be unbound, and if there were, why could not a Keltan free it? Why some mythical stranger from beyond the mists?’

‘You know quite well that the Legendsong says no one of the Songborn can unbind the Unykorn,’ Maeve snarled. ‘For this reason did Lanalor bargain with the Chaos spirit to open a portal to draw one not born of the Song to Keltor.’

‘Ah,’ the Draaka smiled. ‘An interesting paradox. The Chaos spirit is supposed to have tricked Lanalor into binding the Unykorn – no one ever said why exactly, but having gone to all that effort, it then helps Lanalor find a way to unbind it again.’

‘Lanalor offered his soul for the making of the portal,’ Maeve said. ‘The Chaos spirit could not resist such a bargain.’

‘What would the guardian of Chaos want with one soul when all souls come to it when flesh dies? Is not Chaos the very stuff from which souls are made and to which they return?’

For the first time Maeve seemed at a loss.

‘I do not believe demons come through Lanalor’s portal,’ said Poverin’s young daughter, Rilka, in a clear piping voice. ‘I believe in the promised Unraveller and in the Firstmade of the Song.’

Gedron laughed nastily. ‘Rilka, you are a child and you would believe any foolery. You thought you were saved from drowning by a Vespari demon last season!’

There was a ripple of amusement from the crowd and the girl flushed bright red. ‘It was not a man, but it was not a demon either who saved me,’ she said.

There was more laughter from the crowd.

‘I saw a Vespari once,’ a man shouted. ‘He came to me after three canters of red cirul.’

The laughter swelled.

Maeve rose abruptly, her face grim. She took hold of her daughter’s hand. ‘I will not sit and listen to blasphemy as if it were no more than polite meal chatter.’ She turned and, with her daughter in tow, swept past the two guards.

‘Make way,’ one of the legionnaires cried, and the crowd opened a path. There was silence while the older woman and her daughter were handed into a carriage, and then borne away.

‘Your Maeve is quick to anger,’ the Draaka said, smiling tightly and reseating herself.

The older woman had got under her skin, Glynn thought.

Poverin sat and drained his mug calmly. ‘Maeve has a mind of her own. If I had wanted less, I would have handfasted an aspi.’

‘Do not misunderstand me. I admire her loyalty,’ the Draaka said quickly. ‘I regret only that it is wasted on the memory of a madman. There are many who think as I do, and soon the day of Lanalor’s Charter and the Darkfall Decree will be over.’

‘It will not be over until the prophecy is fulfilled,’ Poverin said. ‘Mark me, I do not claim to believe a man will come out of the sky to unchain the Unykorn any more than I believe the Unraveller is an evil demon. As you say, these are images from a child’s story. I believe the Unykorn is a poetic image, and maybe the Unraveller as well. It is possible that the sisterhood has misunderstood some of the words Lanalor left, for it is said he seldom told his plans directly and openly to anyone, even to Alyda. But one will arise from us, who will unravel the words and the riddle, and bring us to the light. Now I have had enough of talk.’

He turned and made a gesture to the musicians, and a balladeer stepped forward. The Draaka’s eyes sparkled with anger at the barely civil dismissal.

‘Since it has been spoken of,’ the balladeer announced, ‘I should like to sing the story of a Vespari who was not evil but only a lost spirit. It tells that the Vespari loved a woman but had never dared show himself to her, for he lacked a soul. As such, he was bound to the Void. Only when she died, and her soul returned to the Void, did the Vespari dare to declare his love to her.’

He bowed and then he began to sing, and though the music was nothing to Glynn, the words were beautiful.

‘I have waited an age of pain, filled up with the bitter winds of loneliness, for the soul of my heart to return,’ the balladeer sang. ‘You are my soulsaver, my heartflame, come to fill the void in me, come to complete me, come to return my soul to me …’

Glynn lost the sense of the words when she noticed a tendril of vine with tiny silvery white flowers begin to grow out of the lawn at an impossible speed, winding itself up the balladeer’s leg, around his waist, and into his outstretched palm. There it coiled and flowered and twisted until it had taken the shape of a star.

So this was plantsinging!

There was tumultuous applause for the performer and a rain of coin when he had concluded his song, then Poverin raised his goblet in tribute. ‘Let it be seen that on Fomhika we are strong enough in our beliefs to be tolerant.’

Everyone lifted goblets or hands, the gong clanged and the crowd drained away. The musicians began to play again and people formed couples to dance within the square.

Unexpectedly, Bayard turned to Glynn. ‘You need not come with me now. I am quite amenable to your wandering as you please for the evening. I have promised the Draaka caution where you are concerned but there is no possibility of your going far with the feinna locked in the room. You may take it as a sign that I am pleased you have made no attempt to cause a fuss, that I give you the freedom to do as you wish this evening.’

Glynn suspected Bayard was afraid that she might speak to the chieftain of her drugging and enslavement. She had no intention of telling anyone anything, but the elderly draakira did not know that. Glynn nodded humbly and was elated at the thought of even this limited freedom, though with the feinna locked away for surety, she was being offered little more than a larger cage; but beggars could not be choosers.

Bayard gave her a quacoin. ‘The public tables will be emptied of food by now, so buy yourself something from the stalls and make sure you have returned to the nightshelter before the green moon sets.’

[image: image]
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But in delving in the Void,
Lanalor opened himself to the spirit of Chaos that dwelt therein.
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Glynn returned to the stalls she had noticed set up along the road a little way from the dancing square. Braziers were erected to cook slabs of meat and skewered fruit and vegetables as well as other delicacies. As she came closer, Glynn could also see a stall piled high with loaves of bread and what looked like some sort of cake. Another sold mugs of alcohol.

She bought a vegetable skewer. She was a vegetarian at home and had no intention of eating meat just because she was in another world. The stallholder’s attention was on the music as he wrapped the vegetables in a flat bread and withdrew the skewer before adding a glistening sauce. Glynn offered the quacoin and received two smaller coins as change and her supper wrapped in a leaf.

Nodding her thanks she turned back to the dancers as she ate. She was so hungry she was almost finished before registering how delicious it was. She bought another, and the stallholder grinned at her. This time, she ate slowly, savouring the taste. Replete, she approached the drink stall.

‘Let milk or cirul?’ the woman behind it asked.

Glynn had no idea what a let was, so she decided to have cirul, but remembering the strength of the brew she had consumed with Lev, she sipped very tentatively. She could taste the alcohol, but this cirul had a light sweetness and a flowery bouquet. It was delicious and she drank the entire mug in one long thirsty draught.

She turned to watch the dancers just as the musicians began to play something with a strong compelling beat. People cried out in delight and flocked to the square. Glynn tuned out the music through long practice and tapped her foot to the beat, liking it. People began to swing and leap about in a dance that resembled an Irish reel – vigorous and full of hand-slapping and toe-tapping. It was markedly different from the more formal Acanthan dancing.

‘Will you honour me?’

Glynn turned slightly to see who was talking to whom, and was startled to discover a tall plump man with a merry grin looking at her and holding his hand out.

‘Ah … I don’t think …’

He only laughed merrily and whisked her mug away to a table. Taking her hand he pulled her into his grasp, whirling her into the dance in one flowing motion. Fortunately the beat was simple and Glynn was swift-footed, so she managed to follow the Fomhikan’s exuberant lead. When she stumbled once, he good-naturedly whispered instructions into her ear. Against all odds, she began to enjoy herself. It was not the kata, but there was joy in using her body like this. What, she wondered for the first time ever, would it be like to dance and hear the music?

‘I am Roori Loorendi Colron and you are a fine dancer,’ the man shouted. ‘What is your name?’

Glynn’s steps faltered. ‘I am Glynn Roseberry … uh … Flandryfire.’ On impulse she decided to see if she could pass for a Fomhikan.

The man nodded equably. ‘From down Fyfen way, then?’

She swallowed and decided to plunge all the way. ‘I … my father is … was a breeder of aspi.’

‘Ahh,’ the man nodded. ‘You come from Riversong Leeuwald, then? That is a long way from here. I suppose you have come for the trade fair tomorrow. I hear it is a good pasture up your way because of the rains.’

‘Do you … have you been to … to Riversong Leeuwald, Roori?’ Glynn asked, hardly able to believe her good fortune. In a matter of seconds, she had become Glynn Roseberry Flandryfire from Riversong Leeuwald up Fyfen way, where the crops had been good because of the rain.

‘Aye, I was up there when I was a young lad. My father’s family came from Samron Torkfalt, which is near enough. My father always did want to live higher though, closer to Leeuwald. He likes the high mountains and he always did say plantsinging from the heights brought a man closer to the Song. But my mother had a yen for the open water and the waves, her family being from hereabouts. So here am I. But maybe I will visit the heights again soon …’ He gave her a cheeky grin before letting her go suddenly.

Glynn found herself whirled into the arms of another man, learning thereby that this was a progressive dance. Her next partner was incredibly clumsy but enthusiastic. Though her toes ached by the time he relinquished her, Glynn had learned that the best aspi-breeding was not far from Leeuwald, in Newbliss, and that most breeders went there to buy from Severin, a cousin of Poverin’s, whose son was next in the line to the chieftainship after Poverin’s offspring.

Her third partner was a stout grandfather with no teeth and an infectious laugh that had her giggling when she whirled away from him, for the moment forgetting her quest for information in the pleasure of the dance. Still laughing, she spun into the arms of her next partner.

She gasped, feeling as if someone had punched her in the stomach, for it was Donard, the blond man who had visited Solen’s fell on Acantha. She ought to have known from the plaits that he was Fomhikan since all of the men wore their hair in this fashion.

His green eyes were grave in his handsome face. ‘I had a feeling we would meet again,’ he said. ‘Why did you not give Solen my message?’

Glynn tried to pull free, but Donard was too strong and he kept a firm hold on her, moving them out of the line of progressive dance so he would not have to relinquish her.

‘You have not answered my question. Can it be guilt that stops your tongue? You are certainly an accomplished liar and therefore a fit companion for my father’s guest. I saw you with that draakira, just now.’

Glynn gaped and saw suddenly why Gedron had seemed so familiar. He looked like Donard. ‘You are one of Poverin’s sons!’

‘I am, and I would have been by my father tonight when he spoke, if the Wavewing had made better time. Strange, is it not, that you, supposedly a Fomhikan, did not recognise the name of the second-in-line to the chieftainship when I told it to you on Acantha? That was what made me suspect you were a spy for the Draaka, although I must say I am at a loss to understand how you rigged your apparent near-drowning. It was a risky game you played. What if no one had seen you? What if Solen had not rescued you? Or had you planned to seduce him to ensure he brought you with him? You are fair enough for that. Or perhaps your affinity with the Draaka came after your rescue when you discovered she would pay for information?’

‘You must be mad. I’m not a spy,’ Glynn said indignantly. ‘I didn’t have the chance to pass on your message because Solen died.’ To her astonishment, Glynn’s eyes filled up with tears.

Donard stopped dancing and searched her face. ‘Do you weep for Solen of Acantha?’

There was no answer to that. All at once Glynn was desperate to get away from him and the milling crowds of people and the screeching that was music to all ears but her own. But Donard still held her arms tightly. Recalling Wind’s advice about using an opponent’s weight against them, she feinted a step that caused the Fomhikan to shift his balance, then shoved him as hard as she could in the chest.

He stumbled backwards into the dancers behind him, taking them all down in a tangle of flailing limbs, and Glynn fled into the darkness.

She ran to the nearest steps and climbed them two at a time, then, back on the road, she ran and cut into a lane. She stopped and leaned against a wall, panting and wondering why she was so upset.

There was no sign of pursuit. If Donard had tried to follow, she had managed to throw him off. She did not know what to think of his accusations. She was certain she would have seen him if he had been dancing before she had been drawn into the circle. He had said he had just arrived off a ship. Putting this together with his lack of surprise at finding her in his arms, and the fact that he had seen her with Bayard, Glynn guessed Donard had deliberately entered the dance. But to what end? Why had he not simply denounced her as an impostor, if that was what he thought?

Then an infinitely worse thought occurred to Glynn. What if Donard went to the Draaka now, and revealed that she, Glynn, was not Fomhikan? She convinced herself this was unlikely since he would expect that the Draaka knew this.

‘Do you weep for Solen of Acantha?’ he had persisted.

She did, that was the thing. It no longer seemed enough to tell herself it was because Solen resembled someone she had once loved, who was also dead. Perhaps it was simply that she had endured enough of death; and in a way, wasn’t it true that each death carried all the griefs that had preceded it?

She took stock of her surroundings. By her reckoning, she was quite close to the nightshelter, but she had no desire to return there yet, nor was there any need. Both moons had now risen, but they were far from setting. She had hours before she was supposed to return.

She began to walk upward.

Reaching the edge of the city two hours later, she turned to face the sea far below, breathing hard. She could just make out the square of light and a vague movement that suggested the dancing had not ended. Further down, the shore and the piers looked like children’s toys. The dual moons rode high, shedding a silvery-aqua light over the bone-pale buildings where they showed under their plumage of greenery. It was light enough for everything to cast twin moon shadows, though from time to time trailing skeins of cloud veiled one or the other of the moons, plunging everything into green or blue and occasionally into inky darkness when they were simultaneously obscured.

Glynn sniffed a dampness in the air, and debated if it was going to rain. She ought to go back down because the steps would be treacherously slippery if it did. But she was reluctant. It was so peaceful here, and seemingly removed from all the strife of both worlds. Sighing, she turned her back on the ocean and looked out to where fields rippled in the breeze, whispering to her. Far away, she saw a vast jagged shadow barely distinguishable from the dark sky; mountains, one of which was named Leeuwald. She smiled a little and wished she could climb that mountain. She stepped forward onto the soft turf without any particular intent, and stopped at a sharp pain in her stomach.

The feinna.

She stepped back and at once the pain abated. She was amazed at the absolute demarcation line between too-far and not-too-far away from the little animal, and began to retrace her steps down the hill. It was not so late, but if the feinna had awakened alone, it might be afraid. She descended quickly, telling herself that the compelling link must surely dissolve after the birth of the feinna’s younglings.

Entering a lane that she calculated would bring her to yet another set of steps, she decided she had over-reacted to Donard. She should have calmly explained to him what had happened on Acantha, and asked him to contact Hella for her. Or she should have insisted she was Fomhikan and reminded him that her inability to recognise him was the result of swallowing the bittermute algae. The trouble was, his unexpected appearance and his accusations had put her completely off-balance. But he had looked genuinely concerned when he asked why she grieved for Solen.

Why hadn’t he grieved? she might have asked him.

It grew pitch dark as a solid body of cloud blocked the moons. Glynn followed the lane around a slight bend, and was startled to find herself at a dead end. She must have branched unknowingly away from the main lane. If she had not been so busy with her thoughts, she would have realised she was no longer walking straight down the hill, but along its face and parallel to the road.

She turned and retraced her path, only to find she was at another dead end. She cursed, wishing the clouds would let even one of the moons shine for a moment so that she could get her bearings. If only she had a torch!

All at once, she heard footsteps. Someone was coming along softly and speedily behind her. She turned swiftly, hands rising instinctively into defensive positions.

Over-reacting again, she mocked herself – and suddenly found herself confronted by three dark shapes. Now the clouds chose to part and she wished they hadn’t, because all three were men, and from the looks on their faces, they were not just out for an evening stroll.

‘Greetings, myrmidon,’ said the one in the centre. He was long and slim with pale drooping fingers which he rubbed together as if washing soap from his hands.

‘I am not a myrmidon,’ Glynn said, wondering if she was to be beaten up for the colour of her hair and her height.

‘Pretty,’ slurred the man on his left, a great hulking fellow with a face that sloped down on one side as if he had been partially paralysed by stroke. She might have pitied him, except his eyes were blank and brutish.

The third man had chilly, light-grey eyes and an elegantly sculpted beard. ‘A good catch for the pleasure gardens,’ he observed. He made a sign and the long man in the middle instantly sprang forward like a big, pale spider.

Glynn yelped and stepped sideways, whirling and aiming a sharp heel at his knee. He grunted in pain and stepped back warily, rubbing his leg.

The hulk lumbered forward with a growl and again Glynn stepped aside, striking his paws away with a sweeping jujitsu movement that used his weight against him.

Good, Wind said in her mind.

But there are three of them! Glynn thought, knowing she would not stand a chance if they all rushed her at once. The moonlight faded and brightened as clouds regrouped and shifted.

‘Myrmidons fight good!’ the hulk grunted appreciatively, making another lumbering grab. Glynn whirled and aimed a hard kick to the back of his knee. It was like kicking a tree stump, and the impact jarred her whole body. But his hand caught her face and she tasted blood.

‘Do not damage her,’ the bearded man cautioned as the pale spider man crept forward, swaying lightly from the ball of one foot to the other.

Glynn felt herself tense up. She forced herself to breathe steadily, knowing that if she started thinking too much it would slow her reactions. Thank heavens she had been exercising and stretching her muscles since her enforced stay in the Acanthan haven.

The bearded man, who was clearly the leader of the trio, had ordered them not to bloody her, which meant they would not use full strength. She had no qualms about using anything and everything. When it came to survival, there were no rules and no quarter given. She had a chance, as long as they came at her one at a time.

‘Nice meat. We will not hurt you too much,’ the spider man whispered, baring yellowed teeth. His eyes shone, small and spiteful, and Glynn shuddered inwardly, though she took care not to let it show on her face. Wind had taught her that a calm expression unnerved an opponent, who would not be able to use it to gauge the effect of his blows, nor to get any advance warning of her intent to attack.

Even so, she was frightened because, unless she could get past them somehow, they could just keep at her until she had tired herself out.

The thin man lifted a knife from his belt and her heart leapt into her mouth.

A split second too late, she understood the knife had been a distraction, as the big man rushed her again. Glynn twisted awkwardly away, kicking hard, but her balance was wrong and although the blow connected, it did so weakly. She blundered sideways and fell.

With a hiss of triumph the pale man stepped forward, his knife glinting in the moonlight.

Glynn rolled and found her feet, but she was too close to the bearded man, who lashed out, striking the side of her head. The blow rattled her teeth and she fell, landing hard on the sandy ground again.

Looking up through a painful shower of stars, Glynn saw the thin man’s smile widen.

A flash of terror, and she wondered what they intended to do to her. Kill her? No, the bearded one had not wanted her bloodied. Slavery? Some sort of flesh trade?

With a cry, half of fright and half of anger, she got to her feet, the calm look doggedly in place.

What had Wind told her to do in a no-win situation where she was outclassed? she asked herself, again twisting and turning to evade the hulk. This time the spider man’s knife flashed and she felt his blade graze her ribs.

‘Cede the game when you are completely outclassed,’ Wind had said. ‘In a tournament, there is no shame in that.’

Only this was no tournament, Glynn thought in despair. Distracted for a moment, she did not see the bearded man lunge and his fist caught her in the stomach.

She staggered, gasping and trying to force air into her lungs.

‘Enough,’ the bearded man said calmly. ‘We do not wish you damaged and neither do the Iridomi. Submit and you will not be harmed further.’

Glynn felt like bursting into tears again, but instead she took a deep breath and spat the slimy blood out on the ground at the bearded man’s feet.

‘Go to hell!’ She abandoned her pretence of calmness, and let anger run through her veins in a molten tide.

The bearded man’s face had grown motionless when she spat, but now he smiled humourlessly. ‘Take her,’ he snarled.

The three moved forward as one but Glynn refused to be afraid. She dropped into a crouch, trying not to anticipate, allowing her mind to be fluid and uncommitted.

‘I must say, this does look somewhat uneven,’ drawled a female voice.

‘It does indeed,’ a second woman agreed in a lazy voice.

‘Shall we repair the odds?’ asked a deep-voiced third.

The three men had whirled the moment the first woman had spoken, being sure to keep Glynn in their sight, and when she saw both the hulk and the bearded man draw out knives, she dared to look as well.

Beyond her would-be abductors stood four lean, well-muscled women wearing short pale tunics belted at the waist, and lace-up sandals. All had elaborate jewelled dreadlocks and all but one carried long poles in harnesses across their backs. Glynn’s heart sank. The women looked strong and there were five of them counting herself, but the men were much bigger and they had knives.

Two of the amazons threw off their short capes with practised flicks and began to advance, drawing out their poles and positioning them point-forward. They were, Glynn was horrified to realise, the smallest of the four. The other two just stood there. Maybe they did not know the men had knives.

She opened her mouth to say so, and left it open.

Glynn had won her share of tournaments and had even sometimes given the champions she had come up against a run for their money. But what she saw next left her gasping. The two women were like dervishes on their feet, swift and lethal, yet eerily graceful, their poles flickering and flashing like laser lights. In less than three minutes, the men lay on the ground, out cold.

Glynn discovered that her mouth was hanging open, closed it, and wet her dry tongue so she could speak. ‘Thank you. I don’t know what I would have done if you had not come,’ she stammered.

‘You would not have done too badly. You had a rare style there and some footwork I have not seen before, little sister,’ said the biggest of the women, pounding her on the back with ferocious friendliness. She was one of the ugliest women Glynn had ever seen, but her smile was warm and Glynn found herself smiling back.

‘I am Silfa.’ The woman held out her hand. Glynn took it, though it was like shaking hands with a bear.

‘Named so because of her deadly resemblance to those marine serpents,’ said the tallest and leanest of the women. She handed their capes to the other two, and held out her own hand to Glynn.

‘I am Duran,’ she added. ‘For better or worse, the leader of this rabble. And these two who have given you a demonstration on myrmidon pole technique are Dolf and Gorick.’

‘I am Glynn,’ Glynn said, shaking their hands, amazed to find her voice was steady. ‘Uh, Glynn Roseberry Flandryfire.’

Dolf laughed. ‘See, she is not even troubled enough by the scrap to forget her manners. She is probably annoyed with us for interrupting her evening’s exercise.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ Glynn said shakily.

Duran squeezed her shoulder and glanced down at Glynn’s unconscious assailants. ‘What do we do with these mudslugs? I do not feel like facing the Fomhikan legion tonight to explain the fracas. Your pardon, Glynn, for I know they are your septfolk, but Fomhikans are tediously slow when it comes to matters of officialdom.’

‘We should cut their throats,’ said big Silfa, a flash of anger in her eyes as she looked down at the men.

‘Ah, but think of the mess,’ Duran said. ‘No. Silfa, you and the others take these aspi-dung down to the water and drop them into the waves. Perhaps your namesakes will enjoy a bite to eat. I will meet you back at the nightshelter.’

Glynn was startled to see that Duran, with her grey eyes and pale dreadlocks trimmed in silver, was beautiful. Strangely, it was not the first thing one noticed about her.

Duran slung a sinewy arm around Glynn’s shoulders, directing her back down the lane, and leaving the others behind. ‘You’d better come back to our nightshelter and rest for a bit. You look fine but sometimes shock comes afterwards. We are about to sup, so you can join us. It is but a step away and, though the nightshelter is small, I promise it is reputable enough, and well-favoured by those who know where to find the best meals in every sept.’

Glynn tried to explain she had eaten already, but in no time Duran was hammering on a door. ‘This is the back way in to our nightshelter. This place has a respectable exterior to present to the main road, but there are eyes that watch front doors, even here.’

When no one answered she hammered again, just as Silfa and the other two amazons trotted up.

‘That was quick,’ Duran said mildly.

‘We gave them a free ride in the Nivian,’ Silfa said gleefully.

Duran burst out laughing. ‘They’ll be lucky to get to the mouth without breaking their heads.’

‘Tsk, tsk,’ Gorick said. ‘What are a few broken bones between spar-mates?’

‘What is taking so long?’ Dolf said impatiently, and reached forward to thump on the door again. This time a strand of creeper fell across the door, dislodged by her assault. ‘Look at that. Lanalor damn me, but this whole isle needs trimming.’ Dolf pulled the tangle of leaves aside, then apologised to Glynn for insulting the Fomhikan’s reverence for plant life.

‘I am not offended,’ Glynn said honestly.

‘Just as well,’ Duran said. ‘We do not have so many friends these days that we can afford to go about insulting them.’ There was an unexpected grim note in her voice.

The door opened and a little wizened man with a wrinkled face and anxious eyes peered out, blinking into the darkness. ‘Who is out there? What business do you have thundering at my back door like legionnaires setting for a raid!’

‘Without are weary travellers who seek a warm fire and good food away from prying eyes. And a song from the best plantsinger on all Fomhika,’ Duran said, laughter in her voice.

The old man’s face split into a welcoming grin and he flung the door open wide. ‘Daughters! I have expected you for days now!’

Glynn blinked at the thought that this dried-up old man could have fathered such a brood, before she understood that it was probably just an expression.

‘Our ship was delayed by a storming just outside Iridom port. It blew us days out of our way,’ Duran said, drawing Glynn with her through the door and into a warm atmosphere, redolent with the smell of food and filled with the sound of clanging pots and pans. They had come into the kitchen and it was alive with cooks and harried servitors scurrying in and out wherever they could find a gap. The old man led them past stoves laden with tureens of boiling soup and sauces bubbling in pots, and spitted meats and fishes hissing in their juices over grills.

Glynn’s mouth watered and she marvelled that she could feel hungry again so soon.

They came out of the kitchen into a narrow entrance, and the old man turned to hug Duran and tell her again how glad he was she had come safely to his establishment.

‘You worry too much and work too hard, little father,’ Duran said gently. ‘There is nothing of you but skin and bone.’

‘I would die of boredom without the work of twenty men to fill my time,’ he said, beaming.

‘Or the work of three women,’ Silfa added.

The old man reached up to tweak the amazon’s formidable muscles, and pretended to hurt his fingers. ‘Aghh. You grow harder every time I see you, daughter. Soon you will be made of stone.’

‘I am already stone in spirit, little father, and spirit is stronger than flesh as anyone knows. Especially the spirit of a myrmidon,’ she laughed, giving him an arch look.

Glynn realised what she had been blind not to have known instantly. These were myrmidons. Sworn protectors of the Darkfall soulweavers. She could tell them she was a stranger and ask for asylum! But her delight curdled as she remembered who she was travelling with, and her binding to the feinna, which was in turn bonded deeply to a devout follower of the Draaka!

It was a mess.

‘Bospho Tumrush Norma, this is our friend Glynn Roseberry Flandryfire. A sept comrade of your own. Mayhap you know her or her family?’ Duran asked the old man.

Glynn grew cold as he squinted at her and shook his head.

‘I … I am from Riversong Leeuwald,’ Glynn said, stumbling over the unfamiliar words, hoping she had not remembered them wrongly.

But Bospho wagged his head. ‘Come down because of the trade fair?’

Glynn nodded, speechless with relief, and tried to think how to leave gracefully, but the old man had already turned aside and was ushering them all into a side room. It was empty but for stools, a scrubbed wood table and a crackling fire. ‘I kept this in readiness though you did not come when you sent word you would,’ he said, looking pleased with himself. ‘Now sit and I will organise your meal.’

‘I will get some mugs of cirul,’ Silfa announced, and went out banging the door behind her.

Glynn approached the fire to warm her hands, caught between her longing to ask these women for help and the fear that they would kill her if she told them she was with the Draaka. None of the talk she had heard about the myrmidon women had prepared her for this warmth and camaraderie. They were strong and maybe rough and ready, but they were not like a crowd of men, all competitive and shaping up to one another. They liked each other and they seemed to have no pretensions or affectations.

‘Do not look so serious, Glynn,’ Duran said, just as Silfa burst through the door balancing a jug and a pile of mugs on a tray.

‘Maybe we should have gone to Poverin’s little party after all. Guess who was his guest?’ Silfa boomed.

Glynn felt sick, knowing what the big woman was going to say.

‘The Draaka! She arrived today and leaves tomorrow. The rumour is that she is on her way to the citadel palace at Tarsin’s invitation.’

The whole room fell so silent that Glynn wondered none of them could hear the thundering of her heart. Then she feared they had heard, or that she had given herself away, for they were all looking at her. No one spoke, but finally Duran took two of the mugs from Silfa and filled them. Very deliberately, she sat down on one of the stools, leaning her javelin to one side, and handed one of the mugs to Glynn with a searching look.

‘Tell me, Glynn Roseberry Flandryfire, are you up to keeping secrets?’

Glynn swallowed uneasily. ‘If you don’t mind, I’d just as soon not hear any because they are slippery things to keep hold of.’

Gorick gave a startled bark of laughter and slapped her leg, and immediately the other three relaxed, collecting mugs and pouring themselves drinks.

‘Sensible girl,’ Dolf observed wryly.

Glynn’s mouth was dry enough to spit chips, but she drank sparingly. Whatever was in the drink was potent but smooth and it steadied her. They don’t know I’m with the Draaka. All I have to do is keep my mouth shut and get out of here, she told herself.

‘I think we may trust one who is so reluctant to be told anything,’ Duran was saying, smiling again. ‘Never did I hear of a sneak refusing to hear secrets.’ She turned to Silfa. ‘Is this reliable rumour-mongering you heard?’

‘It is.’ She drained her own mug in one gulp, and Glynn thought of Lev with a fleeting regret.

‘Well, maybe we should have gone but sometimes Poverin’s hunger for his son to rule Keltor is more than I can stomach. Though we should have gone for Maeve’s sake,’ Duran said. ‘I must send word to Feyt that the Draaka was received by Poverin. Strange times these are. First Argon journeys after all these years, and now this. I expect if the Draaka is saying Tarsin asked her, it will have been Coralyn’s idea. She will have her eye on an alliance.’

Hell’s bells, Glynn thought desperately. Any minute they’re going to start planning to assassinate the Draaka. I have to get out of here!

‘You look pale, Glynn,’ Dolf said. ‘That cut on your rib, mayhap. Those men had Iridomi knives and maybe the blades were fouled.’

Duran frowned in concern. ‘See if the white cloak bides in his room. He can look at the wound and tell us if it is poisoned …’

‘I doubt this one needs your help, Duran,’ said a familiar voice. ‘Poison runs in her veins.’

Glynn rose to face a cold-eyed Hella with a sense that time had just run out for her.

‘What are you saying, Hella?’ Duran demanded.

‘Ah. You mean Glynn has not told you yet about her friends?’ the Acanthan girl replied icily, trembling with fury. ‘No, of course she has not. She has told you some wondrous other tale, for you to have brought her here. I am sure that she neglected to tell you she is in the pay of the Draaka and even now journeys with her.’
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Duran turned to stare at Glynn with accusing, incredulous eyes. ‘Is it true, Glynn Roseberry Flandryfire?’

Hella laughed coldly. ‘Is that what she told you her name was? She is no more Fomhikan than I. I do not know what she is other than a betrayer of friendship.’

Glynn’s head jerked back as if she had been slapped. ‘Hella, I didn’t betray you. I went …’

‘I know very well where you went. You hurried to your mistress to let her know my brother was dead.’

‘But Hella, Solen …’ Duran began, then she stopped and glanced back at Glynn. ‘It is clear you two know one another and I would be told how.’

‘We met on Acantha. She sought my brother’s aid and protection pretending to be Fomhikan and in need. When Solen fled, she bade me pack and meet her so that we could leave Acantha together. I trusted her and I did as she asked. I waited. But she did not return. I did not want to leave without her, but Nema made me, saying she would seek for her and send her on. When I came here, I sought out her family. I wanted to give them news of her, but there was no family. No one had ever heard of her. Then Nema sent word that she was with the Draaka.’

Hella spat out the last words and Glynn was stunned at her rage. Without warning, the door opened and Argon white cloak stepped into the room. He seemed more gaunt and severe than when Glynn had seen him, and there was something hunted in his eyes.

‘Keep your voices down,’ he snapped. ‘You can be heard in the common room shouting.’ His gaze roved over them, seeking the focus of their discord. His eyes widened in recognition when they reached Glynn. ‘You are the girl Solen saved from the great water.’

Duran shook her head and sighed. ‘This story becomes deeper and deeper. Solen saved her?’

‘Aye, and by doing so, made himself her keeper until she healed. She was suffering from extreme exposure and had swallowed enough bittermute algae to paralyse her memory as well as her body and voice. But what is she doing here, for he took her to Acantha? Or did he bring her here as well?’

Duran made a cutting motion with her hand and Argon’s brows lifted at whatever her eyes communicated.

‘She came here with the Draaka,’ Hella snarled. ‘Solen should have let the silfichoke on her.’

Argon looked at Duran swiftly. ‘The Draaka is here?’

The blonde amazon nodded brusquely. ‘Bound for Ramidan at the request of Tarsin, or so she claims.’ Glynn saw a look of anguish fleet across Argon’s face, quickly masked, but there was no space to wonder at it.

‘Silfa heard it spoken of in the common room,’ Duran added. ‘And Hella also …’

‘Donard told me of it just now,’ Hella explained. ‘He arrived too late to sit at his father’s table, but from the edge of the crowd he watched while the Draaka spoke and Poverin allowed it. Maeve left with Rilka while Gedron licked the heels of the Draaka. He said she was there as well.’ She nodded at Glynn as if the mere gesture defiled her. ‘Now I want to know why she is here. What lies has she told and what is she trying to make you do?’

‘I was not trying to make anybody do anything,’ Glynn protested. ‘Sure I lied about being Fomhikan, but only because Solen suggested it. He said since I looked like a myrmidon, I had better say I was Fomhikan while I was on Acantha.’

‘If you are not Fomhikan and you are not a myrmidon, what are you?’ That was Argon, and there was an edge of curiosity in his voice.

‘I don’t know.’ A lie, but what else could she say after what had gone before? ‘I went to the Draaka to try to sell a darklin I had found in the minescrape. I could not sell it anywhere else because I had accidentally let it orientate on me … When I was working in the minescrape, I heard that the Draaka used stones for some sort of ritual, and I thought she might pay for my darklin, even though it was orientated. But then …’ She stopped, not knowing how to explain the feinna.

‘You lie as you breathe,’ Hella hissed. ‘She did not speak of any darklin to me before leaving. Solen gave her shelter and, almost from that moment, things started going wrong for him. Then, the very day after he died, she crept away to the Draaka. No doubt she had belonged to her all along and was praised for her successful part in our downfall. Solen said she was nothing to him, but he was wrong. She was his blackwind.’

Glynn’s own slow temper flared at the reminder of Solen’s unexpectedly cruel last words to her. ‘Don’t make me your scapegoat, Hella. I played no part in your brother’s downfall. Solen had already done what had been forbidden by your chieftain when he pulled me aboard the Waverider. And your chieftain knew about it already – Nema said so and we heard Jurass say it during the wing hall. Solen offered me shelter because Carick made him, but I was grateful. I did not tell you where I was going that night when we parted because I did not want you to be afraid. You were so upset about Solen’s death.’

‘Liar,’ Hella reiterated.

Glynn’s anger died, leaving her fatalistic. In the face of such bitterness, what could be said? She turned from Hella to Duran.

‘I have told you the truth.’ She had given up all notion of telling the deepest truth about herself. What she had said was true in all that mattered. She was not a spy; she was not allied with the Draaka.

‘Why are you with the Draaka now?’ Duran asked.

Glynn decided there was no use in telling them about the feinna. These amazons spoke of killing so carelessly, what respect would they have for an animal’s life? The amazons would think her a weak fool for not wringing the little animal’s neck to free herself from its bonding. If they even believed her. And would they, given that such a link as had grown between the feinna and herself was supposed to be rare, if not impossible?

‘In the beginning, I had no choice but to work in the haven because, though they would not pay me for the darklin, the draakira said I must pay for the time I had spent there.’

‘You could have paid with the coin you had earned from the minescrape,’ Hella snapped.

Glynn answered the question without turning from Duran. The coin had vanished. There was no longer any pleading in her voice. A simple statement and nothing asked.

Hella snorted in disbelief.

‘Each day I worked to pay for the night before,’ Glynn said to Duran. ‘It was a vicious cycle. Then I found they intended to travel, and I had the chance go with them. I had no way of contacting Hella and so many days had passed. Nema had offered her help and so I could only hope Hella was all right. In any case, I had no real choice. I could stay in the haven working forever, or I could work for the Draaka and leave Acantha as part of her entourage.’

‘But you are not Fomhikan, so why the desire to travel here?’

‘I did not want to come here,’ Glynn said. ‘This is the Draaka’s journey and it was her decision to remain on this island for a night. I want to go to Ramidan.’ She thought fast, foreseeing the next question.

‘Why?’ Argon barked.

Duran gave him a strange look. ‘You do not speak with any courtesy to us,’ she observed. ‘You demand to travel with us to Myrmidor at our not inconsiderable expense, yet you are full of questions about this girl. What is she to you? Do you weave aught of her.’

‘I do not. That is why I am curious.’

Glynn shifted to bring Duran’s eyes back to her. ‘I told you I had accidentally invoked the darklin. In a vision I remembered I have a sister there who is ill. Dying. I don’t know how or why, but she is on Ramidan. I have to get to her and the Draaka offered the quickest way.’

Hella began to applaud. ‘See what a balladeer she is? Once she was a daughter of Fomhika with an uncle who could not sing, and now she has a dying sister on Ramidan. Such tales she weaves us. Such glittering lies.’

Glynn glared at the Acanthan girl, the rotten sweet-wine taste of fury rising in her throat. ‘You think you are the only one who has ever grieved for someone, Hella? You were my friend and I grieved for Solen’s death with you, though I was nothing to him. Yet you laugh at the fact that my sister is dying. You don’t know what friendship is.’

Glynn was sick to death of confrontation and perilously near to tears, which she sensed would not serve her at all with these people. She wanted to tell them to do as they pleased and go to hell, but if they killed her, the feinna would suffer, and Ember. For them, she had to endure, if not for herself.

‘Why did you not tell us you were with the Draaka at once?’ Dolf asked. ‘Why did you come with us?’

‘If you remember, I was somewhat preoccupied when we met in the lane,’ Glynn said tersely. ‘As for tricking you or lying, I did not ask you to bring me here and I have been trying to leave ever since I realised who you were.’

‘She has heard too much,’ Silfa growled, drawing a wicked-looking knife from a belt sheath. ‘We saved her worthless life, now we will take it from her.’

Duran caught hold of Silfa’s arm in a seemingly effortless grip, but the big woman grimaced in pain and let the knife drop out of her hand to the floor.

‘I will decide this matter, unless you would dispute my authority in a challenge,’ Duran said, in a soft voice that was silk wrapped around stone.

Silfa gave her a wounded look. ‘I only said …’

Glynn moved back against a wall, wondering if she had the slightest hope of making a run for it. She looked over to the door, but it was blocked by Hella and Argon. Hella was talking rapidly to the older man, whose face was virtually expressionless. Silfa and one of the other myrmidons began to argue.

‘Quiet!’ Duran snapped. She looked at Glynn. ‘I do not believe that what we saw was a set-up designed to lure us to take you in. There was too much risk that we would not bother, and no one made us walk that lane at that moment.’ She turned to Gorick. ‘And did she not reject my offering of secrets?’

‘That is true, by the Horn,’ Gorick answered. ‘Yet she heard us speak of the Draaka bitch and said nothing to stop us.’

‘What should I have said?’ Glynn demanded indignantly. Didn’t these people have any imagination? ‘Here I am travelling with the Draaka and I find myself saved by her enemies. Would you have me announce it when there was every likelihood my throat would be slit?’

‘That is fairly put,’ Duran said evenly. ‘But tell me, you said you were not of the Draaka’s order. Are you opposed to her beliefs?’

‘More importantly, is she for Darkfall?’ Gorick said. ‘Ask her that.’

Silfa put her hands on her hips. ‘Do you call it chance, Duran, that brings the servant of an enemy into the midst of our secret meeting? If so, then the Chaos spirit has found a way to make chance its servant.’

‘I am not your enemy!’ Glynn said. ‘I am nothing more than a servitor to the Draaka.’

‘To serve the Draaka is to serve the Chaos spirit,’ Silfa said.

Glynn ignored her, holding the myrmidon leader’s gaze. ‘You saved my life and I’m grateful for that, but it doesn’t mean I want to be part of whatever you are doing or what you believe. I don’t. Nor does the fact that I am working for the Draaka mean I care about her beliefs. What is between you and her has nothing to do with me.’

‘How did she come among you in the first place?’ Argon asked Duran.

‘She was set upon by three ruffians and we intervened,’ Gorick explained.

‘Yet again she is rescued …’ Argon mused.

‘Would that we had urged them on,’ Silfa snarled.

‘I have no quarrel with the rescue, but what possessed you to bring her here?’ Argon asked.

‘It was foolish, in hindsight,’ Duran admitted ruefully. ‘Put it down to her looking so like one of our own younger sisters. She could be my blood sister.’

‘She can not be allowed to report to her Draaka,’ Silfa pointed out.

‘What could I report?’ Glynn snapped ‘Everyone knows the Draaka wants Darkfall closed down. I am sure your being here is no secret nor the fact that you myrmidons hate the Draaka. I have heard nothing that everyone does not already know.’

‘I will deal with her,’ Silfa volunteered. Glynn’s mouth dried out for there was no doubt in her mind that the burly amazon could kill her with ease.

‘No,’ Duran said. ‘It is a twisting of chance that she is here, but chance I believe it was, though a chancing so odd I must believe there is some reason for it. Each thing has its song to sing, and truly, this sings loudly.’ The myrmidon leader ran a rough hand through her dreadlocks, and the silver beads interspersed clicked together.

‘You do not mean to let her go!’ That was an incredulous Silfa.

‘I do,’ Duran said quietly. ‘But think of this after you leave us, Glynna. Frame it how you will, serving the Draaka is serving the Chaos spirit and you are a fool if you think that the battle between the Draaka and Darkfall does not concern you. It concerns every person who yearns to the light. Everyone serves one or the other, and most of us both at some time or another. If you would walk away unscathed from this perilous night, you must serve the light.’

‘What?’ Glynn stammered, for this was unexpected and seemed at odds with everything else the woman had said.

‘Plainly, I will let you go. But only if you will swear to serve us and spy on the Draaka for us.’

Glynn bit her lip. It would be easy enough to say yes, and safer, but she hesitated. She did not want to lie to Duran, and she had no intention of getting mixed up any deeper in Keltan politics. She was fairly certain that Duran believed her, and decided to risk the truth. ‘I will not spy for you,’ she said. ‘It’s got nothing to do with her cause or yours. It wouldn’t be right to take her pay and work for you. I told the Draaka’s people I would work for them until we reach Ramidan and that is what I mean to do. Work for them. Fetch and carry. If you have to kill me for that, then do it because I’m sick of all this talking.’

To her surprise, Duran smiled. ‘Spoken with the impatience and the honour of a myrmidon. Know this, Glynna. Had you agreed to spy for us, I would have let Silfa follow you and slit your throat, for someone who would serve two masters will betray either. It seems my instincts did not mislead me after all.’

‘I … I don’t understand,’ Glynn said, feeling sick all over again at the thought of Silfa creeping after her in the dark.

‘You are honest, girl, and to a fault. But it has saved you. Would that you saw all things as clearly as you see your honour. Tell me, would you judge me honest?’

Bewildered, Glynn nodded.

Duran’s smile broadened. ‘Well, then I suggest a different pact. We will let you go free, and you will forget you met us, or, at least, you will not speak of this meeting to the Draaka.’

‘Agreed,’ Glynn said, wishing all over again she had not got on the wrong foot with the myrmidons, and that she might have put her troubles into Duran’s capable hands. But it was too late now. Silfa’s black look told her that, and Hella was still glaring at her.

Duran held out her hand and Glynn took it in a firm grip. ‘Very well. Argon will take you back to the main streets.’

‘Do you presume to order me?’ Argon snapped.

Duran gave him a level look. ‘Take it as a request from one of whom you have made demands this day which some might say you have no right to make, Argon soulweaver.’

Argon bridled, then nodded curtly and made a gesture towards Glynn. She obeyed with alacrity, not wanting to give Duran time for second thoughts. She did not look at Hella. Argon ushered her back through the crowded kitchen and into the leafy lane.

‘Little sister!’ Duran called.

Glynn turned to see that the leader of the amazons had come to the door. ‘When first I saw you, I thought you were a young myrmidon. If ever you would join us, or decide to align yourself with Darkfall, seek out the myrmidons and say my name, Duran, and they will help you.’

Glynn did not have to know much about this woman to sense that she did not offer such things lightly. ‘Th … thank you,’ she stammered, but Duran had already gone inside, closing the door behind her.

‘Where are you staying?’ Argon demanded.

Glynn told him the name of the nightshelter, and he nodded and set off quickly, taking the road. She trotted after him, her mind reeling with all that had happened, but she was also curious about Argon. Aboard the Waverider he had spoken savagely against Darkfall, yet now here he was with the myrmidons. Since they had only just arrived, he must have been here all this time. Nema must have sent Hella here, and Donard dwelt here as the son of Poverin. Yet there was some reason they all met, and Duran had spoken of secrets. Glynn had said she did not want to hear any secrets, but she could not help but be curious what would have been said if Hella had not come. Soberly she reflected that, if she had heard those secrets, Duran might well have let Silfa slit her throat, so in a sense Hella had saved her life.

Glynn felt a pang of hurt at the Acanthan girl’s words even so. Hella had found it easy to assign to her the worst motives. Between Solen’s cold dismissal of her only hours before his suicide and this, Glynn was forced to realise how little she meant to anyone in this world.

They reached the leafy poles outside the nightshelter just as clouds reconformed to unsheathe and frame the green moon. Glynn thought how cold and remote it was. She turned to Argon whose eyes were fathomless in his gaunt face.

‘Thank you for bringing me.’

Argon did not respond to her polite words. ‘There is some deep mystery in you, girl,’ he said softly. ‘I said nothing of it to Duran for I am no more friend to the myrmidons than they are to me. They see me as a betrayer and a deserter and, by their lights, I am. They would not bring me with them to Myrmidor except that I laid the friendbinding upon them. I give you these words of warning. Do not seek out Duran, for the ties that bind the myrmidons to the soulweavers are deep and far-reaching and they will ensnare you as well. Once Darkfall has your life in its hand, it will never relinquish you.’ His voice was as bitter as it had been on the Waverider.

And then he was gone, striding away into the shadows.

Glynn stared after him, thinking of a small boy exiled from his mother and his home. She went inside and was headed for Bayard’s room when she heard the draakira’s familiar voice. She stopped indecisively outside the door, wondering whether to go and get the key or wait.

‘… if it is true,’ Bayard was saying.

‘Of course it is true. That cold bitch, Maeve, would die before speaking a lie for she values honour above her flesh.’

There was enough emotion in her voice to draw Glynn closer to the door.

‘… sent a servant instead of coming herself with the message. So a lie could be spoken.’

‘No. Her sort would regard the servant’s honour as an extension of her own. Besides, why tell a lie that could be so easily disproved? If she sent a message that someone tried to assassinate Tarsin, that is what she believes. The question is, who attempted it, and why?’

Glynn blinked. An assassination attempt had been made on the Holder of Keltor? Did this mean their travel plans had changed?

‘Tarsin has made himself enough enemies,’ the Prime pointed out. ‘Anyone could have sent poisoned wine.’

‘Perhaps, but golden cirul is not easily obtainable. It would have to have been obtained here on Fomhika.’ The Draaka sounded thoughtful. ‘Poverin looked shattered enough when he repeated the words conveyed to him by Maeve’s servant. Almost too shattered, for one would think the death would have answered his prayers.’

‘Perhaps what you saw in his face was disappointment that Tarsin had survived the attempt,’ Bayard murmured. ‘Interesting that a visiting Sheannite visionweaver with soulweaving tendencies stopped him from drinking the poison. I wonder why Alene did not prevent the murder attempt.’

‘Perhaps she did not choose to stop what would have solved a lot of problems for Darkfall …’ the Draaka said. ‘What a delicious thought. She must be most unpopular. How fortuitous that we will arrive in the aftermath of such a scandal.’

Glynn heard footsteps behind her and quickly knocked on the door. She was too close to it to do anything else without incurring suspicion.

The Prime looked out at her.

‘Excuse me,’ Glynn said meekly. ‘I heard the voice of draakira Bayard and I need … I mean … our room is locked.’

‘Wait.’ The Draaka’s voice was as smooth as cream, but with a deeper thread of authority. ‘That is the girl who brought the darklin? Bring her to me.’

Glynn caught an unmistakable and inexplicable flare of alarm in the Prime’s eyes as she ushered Glynn into the room, and that was as odd as anything that had happened in the long day.

The room took her breath away, for the floor was almost entirely covered in thick, red-dyed skins, while richly variegated wall hangings, patterned in red and black, hung over stone walls.

Seated on a silk-draped couch, heavy lines stretched either side of her nose, the Draaka looked older than she had at a distance. Approaching, Glynn knew that she ought to be more afraid, but having already faced near-abduction and the possibility of death that night, she was too drained to feel anything deeply.

She bowed. ‘Lady.’

‘Bayard tells me you are useful to her,’ the Draaka said. Unbidden Glynn had a memory of the Draaka offering to kill the Unraveller. And that other rapacious voice: Feed me!

‘When the feinna births its young,’ she continued, ‘Bayard tells me you desire to be released from our service.’

Glynn nodded. ‘I have a sister who is ill and I wish to take care of her. That is why I brought the darklin to you in the first place. I wanted to return to her.’

Bayard looked surprised, but said, ‘She is Fomhikan, as I told you, and she has made no trouble here. Did you send word to your sister? I did not forbid that.’

‘She is on Ramidan,’ Glynn said. ‘I do not know why, or how she fares, nor even if she is still alive.’ The absolute truth of these words came out in her starkness of tone, and the Draaka’s eyes widened fractionally.

‘Why did you leave your sister if she was ill?’

‘It was a mistake.’

The Draaka tapped a long nail on the edge of the seat, her forehead knotted. ‘You said the darklin accidentally orientated on you. What did you weave?’

Glynn had anticipated this question. ‘I saw my sister in a bed, ill.’

The Draaka rose and took up an ornate jug that stood on a small table, pouring two glasses of a greenish liquid. Glynn noticed a light shaped like a flower suspended from the roof; an exquisite thing woven of gems and small fragments of bubbled glass.

The Draaka offered one of the glasses to Glynn.

‘What is it?’

The older woman burst out laughing. ‘You jest, of course.’

Glynn smiled weakly and took the tiny glass, hoping it wasn’t poisoned.

The Draaka sipped from the other glass and, perforce, Glynn drank. The green liquid was heavy, but tart and refreshing. She felt immediately more relaxed.

Be careful, Wind whispered. Beware the crocodile that smiles.

‘A good brew,’ the Draaka approved, refilling both glasses though they were not yet empty. ‘What is your name?’

‘I am Glynn.’

‘It does not sound Fomhikan.’

Glynn said nothing, since it did not seem to be a question. ‘Where did you get the darklin?’ A sudden sharpness in the honeyed tones.

‘I found it in the minescrape. I was trying to get enough coin to travel …’ Glynn was startled to find she was beginning to slur her words. Careful, she thought.

The Draaka laughed. ‘I thought myrmidons had a great appetite for cirul …’

‘But I’m … not a myrmi … myrmidon,’ Glynn mumbled, her tongue thick in her mouth.

‘But you are for Darkfall, are you not?’

‘I don … don’t care about Darkfall. I … only care about my sis … sister an … an the feinna …’ The green fog in Glynn’s brain cleared for a moment and she felt a pang of alarm because she could feel the events of the evening rising to her mouth, and she had sworn to Duran that she would say nothing. She set the glass of green cirul firmly on the edge of a table.

‘Bayard believes that your link with the feinna will enable you to help it to bear its younglings alive, using the husbanding skills you learned on an aspi farm.’

‘I … will try,’ Glynn said, forcing herself not to go on and say she had no idea what an aspi was, and had never been on a farm on Fomhika.

The Draaka yawned and looked bored. ‘I had felt some concern about this girl, but you are right. She is no danger to us. Remove her now. I am weary and I want to sleep before the ceremony of consecration.’

Bayard tugged on Glynn’s arm and she let herself be led from the room, wondering distantly what had been in the cirul. She had the feeling the Draaka had not had her mind on the interrogation; had toyed with her absently as a cat with a dead mouse, thinking her no great sport. Glynn was thankful, for if pressed, she had the feeling she would have told everything about Duran and Argon white cloak, and Donard and Nema and Hella and Solen.

Solen again. ‘Why?’ she whispered to the image that rose in her mind of his dark hair and purple eyes. ‘Why did you have to die? Why didn’t you fight?’

‘Sleep,’ Bayard said. ‘I must prepare for the ceremony.’

Glynn slept.

Just before dawn she woke from the now familiar nightmare of the trap and the dead He-feinna to find Bayard undressing. The draakira’s eyes were dilated completely in the lantern-light, and a hectic colour stained her cheeks; a residue of whatever hallucinogenic she took to become the voice of the Chaos spirit for the Draaka.

‘You have been to the Fomhikan haven?’

Bayard laughed exultantly. ‘Oh yes, and what a place it was. Magnificent! Behind the altar was a glass mosaic – they know about beauty here, truly. The ceremony went very deep this time. Perhaps deeper than ever. Tonight the Draaka told me the Void spirit spoke through me of the future. Of war and the fall of the misty isle, and of the rise of our order and a glorious new age.’

‘War?’ Glynn shivered. How could Bayard speak of war with such elation?

‘A war to cleanse Keltor,’ Bayard said. She threw off her overdress and stretched out fully clothed on her bed, instructing Glynn to waken her early. In moments she was asleep and snoring.

Glynn looked over at the feinna and found it was awake and staring at her. Her own fears appeared to be mirrored in the creature’s face. As she climbed into her bed she pulled back her covers and patted the place beside her. The feinna waddled over and leapt lightly on to the bed despite its bulging stomach. Glynn curled her fingers round its belly and pulled the feinna gently against her own body, wanting to be comforted as much as to give it. The little animal wriggled higher, turned and laid its head on Glynn’s arm. Its great dark eyes, gleaming in the light from the lantern Bayard had forgotten to extinguish, seemed to ask a question of her.

‘Oh, little one,’ Glynn murmured sadly. ‘I am the last one you should look to for answers.’
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segue …

The watcher withdrew pondering the bonding between the girl and the feinna. Like the link that had grown between the world of the Unraveller and the world of Keltor, it was impossible, yet it had happened. Perhaps there was something that could be learned from it. The feinna needed the girl who had needed the feinna, and a link of love had been born of these needs. It was the same with the other woman and her cat, and with the two women.

Was this what lay between the worlds: the cause of the expectancy it sensed in the web of connections: a need waiting to be answered?

But if the linking was the result of an undischarged debt caused by the summoning of the Unraveller, how would it be repaid? Was it that something must be given back before the worlds could proceed on their own courses? And if so, what? The world of Keltor needed the Unraveller, but what need had the Unraveller’s world of Keltor?

The watcher sensed that the link between the girl and the feinna held the answer, yet the girl, who was more woman now than child, could be observed only obliquely through those around her, and even this was dangerous for it might draw the attention of the Chaos spirit.

It returned to the Unraveller’s world, and was drawn to a man within whom there was a fading trace of the Song …

The machine made a wheezing sound, and the man could not help himself breathing in the same mindless rhythm. Tum-hah, tum-hah, tum-hah. He glanced up and down the silent ward to distract himself. He felt the fingers of the comatose woman twitch in his and he looked into her slack, powdery face. There was no sign of waking, of course. The movements were purely involuntary now, they said. It was just a matter of time. He liked to think that she was dreaming one last long dream, and that the convulsive twitches were dim physical echoes of her adventures. They said not; no rapid eye movements; no twitches of the eyeball. But how did they know someone in extremis did not dream undetectably?

He pictured her dancing. It was hard to imagine his mother dancing with his silent obese father. But they had won ballroom dancing competitions when they were young. His father had died from a heart seizure when he was five. His clearest memories were of the two of them, he and his mother, alone together. Only after he had left home, did she seem to grow old.

Then there had been a minor heart attack and a stroke. She had lived with them for a while, but Ruth had loathed it and so had the twins. His mother had talked too much, and left things about and shouted at visitors. When she became incontinent, Ruth put her foot down, saying it was time they considered some sort of a home.

He didn’t remember discussing it, but a decision was made. The day they had taken her, they told her they were all going on an outing. She had grumbled happily until the car turned in at a sign saying Tall Pines. She had become very still, reminding him of an old dog they had taken to be put down. About a block from the veterinary hospital, the dog had seemed to know what lay ahead, and had developed that same stillness.

A smiling nurse showed them the room and Ruth exclaimed falsely at how big and airy it was, and how pretty. The boys stoically ate the grapes out of the welcoming fruit bowl. When they left, she was still sitting on the bed and staring vacantly at her knotted hands.

‘Don’t you worry,’ the nurse had said comfortingly. ‘It feels like you are abandoning her, I know. But this is the best thing. She’ll come round. You’ll see.’

But she hadn’t. He knew her ferocious strength of will, and had not been surprised. Nonetheless they had visited once a week until she had the second stroke and fell into a coma. Ruth had refused to bring the boys then, saying it was too depressing and asking what point there would be in it when his mother had neither spoken to them nor acknowledged their appearance on any occasion since she had entered the home.

Since we put her there, he had wanted to say, but had not.

He came alone after that. Once a fortnight late in the afternoon after band rehearsals on his day off, ears still ringing and the smell of beer and smoke in his hair. The home did not have set visiting times for terminally ill patients, because they were seldom overwhelmed with visitors, so he could come whenever he liked. He told Ruth this was the most convenient time. She said she did not see why he should go at all, but that no doubt his conventional upbringing required him to be a dutiful son.

He had not told her that he felt it was not only his duty to visit her, but his right and his desire and a matter of honour. He would have felt embarrassed even to say to his clever, ugly wife that he loved his mother and wanted to visit her. He thought how odd that was. He had spoken of love quite naturally when he was a boy. But he had been happy then, and somehow lighter. Maybe it was easier to talk of love when you were a child.

Was it simply age that brought this strange numbness to the soul and heart? When his sons were born, he had held them and wept as if his heart would break for the beauty of it. Now he watched them at breakfast discussing the school curriculum with Ruth, and felt nothing but a deep fatigue.

His sons, and he felt nothing for them. Or for Ruth.

‘You are so intense,’ she had laughed half crossly on their first date, batting his hands away and straightening her skirt. ‘Nothing matters that much.’

But it did. Or it had. Without any discernible reason, though, it had ceased to matter. Intensity had slipped away from him along with his passion for Ruth and his joy in the boys, in his friends, in his music.

He thought of his mother bringing him, week after week, to piano lessons she could ill afford. One morning he had told her he did not want to go any more. She had stopped the car and turned to look at him so seriously he had been frightened of what she would say. He remembered her words vividly.

‘You have music in you, but more importantly you have passion, and the two together are a gift from heaven. You owe a duty to such a gift.’ Then she had started the car and he had gone to his lesson without another word between them.

Such hopes she had for him, and what was he? An ill-paid history teacher and a member of an amateur jazz band. He did not blame his mother for his mediocrity and wondered if she had blamed him.

A nurse approached unheard by the older man. The watcher shifted into the young man and found itself immersed in the Song.

The young man was thinking that he had seen the bald guy sitting with the old woman before, in the oddly barren mid-week afternoons. He was glad because so many of the people lay there for weeks and months unvisited, some with the green-edged Do Not Revive slips in their files.

At the beginning of his nursing career he had wanted to work in hospitals, which he had expected to be full of blood and pain and need. He had not known if he would be strong enough for it. But it was a training stint in the terminal unit, where life seemed to lie greyly in abeyance, that he found hardest to bear.

He could vividly recall the day he had made the decision to leave the cutting edge of hospital nursing and move into long-term care of terminal patients. A red-haired girl had been brought into the hospital several weeks earlier to be monitored as the specialists went through the painful process of trying to find some treatment that would prevent a massive tumour in her brain growing any further. Their efforts had caused the girl dreadful pain, but one day he came on duty to be told they had finally managed to stabilise the tumour. He had gone to congratulate her, and had discovered that, free of the distortions of pain, she was remarkably fair.

She had turned to look at him, and he had been appalled to see in her eyes that she had given up life, though she was not dead. That empty, beautiful face crystallised his feeling that there was something terribly wrong with the world. The edges of it showed in her, and in these people no one cared about, dying their neat accepting deaths, unvisited and unmourned. This was where healing was most truly needed. Not the miraculous restoral of lire to those who must die, but the healing of that grey hopelessness; that void.

He did not know how such a healing could be accomplished, but to work anywhere else would be too much like joining the ranks of the unseeing and uncaring. So he quit the hospital and had come here.

He did not believe life was about mere happiness. It was about finding meaning and purpose and it was about giving something back. He did not know what he could give, other than the fact that he cared. The bald guy cared too. The nurse felt them to be comrades, as in a film he had once watched where unseen angels in suits drifted among people, hearing the lives of mortals as snatches of whispered thought. No one saw them, but they saw one another. They were immortal and they saw everything. They were witnesses. The nurse regarded himself and the bald man as witnesses, too.

The bald man glanced around.

‘Hi,’ the nurse said softly. ‘How’s the patient tonight?’

Stupid question, but what else could you say? It was just words anyway, to show some sort of solidarity. He unhitched the kidney bag and rigged a fresh one.

The man noticed him looking at the music case. ‘It’s a clarinet,’ he said.

‘I can’t play anything. I wish someone would have made me practise when I was a kid.’

‘My mother made me practise,’ the bald man said.

They both turned to look at the old woman, the only sound between them the regular sighing of the breathing machine.

Chilled to its soulless depth by the nurse’s vision of the beautiful red-haired girl with empty eyes, the watcher segued into the old woman’s dreams. It watched a young woman dance, thinking that the nurse had exhibited great compassion. It was this quality that defined all those of the Unraveller’s world, in whom it had found traces of the Song. Compassion.

It travelled to the still centre of the old woman’s dreams, and entered the Void …
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She who dies soulweaving perishes in truth …
OLD SHEANNITE PROVERB


Ember roused out of a heavy sleep and opened her eyes reluctantly.

She was lying in her bed in the soulweaver’s apartment and it was dusk. Alene and Feyt were standing by the small window in the room, talking in low, serious tones. Hadn’t she wakened to this once before?

‘Tarsin insists on seeing her,’ Feyt said, shattering her sense of deja vu. ‘He does not believe she is still unconscious, and he wants the court white cloak to examine her again. We will have to make her up and mask her while she sleeps. If he removes the mask, he will see she bears no scar, but at least he will not see her eye. We will have to say that her scars are imaginary but that she must be believed for the sake of her sanity. Then we will tell her …’

‘I am afraid the time for prevarication is at an end. Her illness is too far progressed for us to go on hiding it from her. Even the court white cloak who is a fool has skill enough to see the black shadings in her aura. He told Tarsin and the court she is truly dying, though after he examined her he said she was not in much pain. Aii! Not much pain? She is not in pain only because I have been draining the poisons of her illness from her on the etheric level, before they could reach her flesh. But I am almost at the end of my strength.’ Alene ran slender fingers through her dark hair, crushing a mass of red blossoms fixed there, and the breeze flowing through the window carried their piercingly sweet fragrance to Ember.

‘How long does she have?’

Ember heard the question as if she were falling through the words, understanding that the sickness everyone had been told she was suffering was real; understanding that she was dying. The draining of poisons must have taken place while she slept. No wonder Alene had begun to look so exhausted.

‘The illness centres on the chakra of the spirit eye. Her visions and faints are connected to it. The temporary blindness she has suffered recently suggests her condition is deteriorating. I believe full blindness will come upon her close to the end,’ Alene murmured. ‘I do not think she is so far from it.’

Something bad, an inner voice taunted Ember. Something very, very bad.

‘I will drain her poisons once more, just before she leaves Ramidan, but she must go soon, for both our sakes. We must get her to Darkfall before it is too late.’

The tidal wave of terror that had begun to build drained away. There was hope on Darkfall, or why would Alene bother sending her there? The older woman had deprecated her own healing powers, but she had spoken of other soulweavers gifted in healing. If only Ember could get to them, she would be saved.

‘I am afraid there is another reason she must leave soon,’ Feyt was saying. ‘News just came from Duran that the Draaka of Acantha is bound for Ramidan. I hoped that Coralyn had lied about inviting her to irk you, or that it would take time for the Draaka to respond to the invitation, but she must have set off the moment she received it. By my reckoning she will arrive in a matter of days.’ She hesitated. ‘There was another thing …’

‘Well?’

‘Argon has asked Duran’s aid to go to Myrmidor. He has no coin and … he will not say why he travels but it must be something important for him to go so close to the prophesied place of his death. He laid the friendbinding upon her so she could not refuse. She would not have refused but it is a measure of his distrust that he imagined she would, and also of the importance of his journey if he would use that ancient binding.’

Alene said nothing and Ember wondered why the myrmidon sounded so diffident in relating this news. And who was Argon?

All at once she remembered what had happened just before she passed out.

Tarsin had been about to drink poison and she had stopped him.

The peaceful court had erupted. She had been blind by then, but she had heard the shattered glass when Tarsin hurled his untouched drink from him, demanding to know why the liquid had not harmed the tasting-boy. Ember had been half fainting even as she explained the fleeting vision. Then Tarsin had roared at her to name the poisoner, but she had fallen unconscious before she could speak …

That was all she remembered. The poisoning and the spike of pain in her head before she passed out. There was no pain now. Alene’s doing.

‘She is awake,’ Alene said suddenly.

With an exclamation Feyt hurried over and pressed a mug into Ember’s hand. She drank without caring what was in it, and the liquid burned its way down her throat, forcing the last of drowsiness out of her. Alene came across the room more slowly and Ember was startled to see how gaunt she looked. Scimitars of purple lay under her eyes and her brow was deeply lined. But any pity she felt for the soulweaver was swamped by fear for herself, because the pain and illness she saw in Alene’s face were her own.

Two things flashed through her mind ahead of her terror: the strong, bright face of the blonde girl-woman she had seen on the cliff, and the exquisite thread of dream music from the wood. Queerly, these two things held in check the tide of fears, and enabled Ember to remember there was a healer on Darkfall who could cure her if she could get there in time.

‘Thank Shenavyre, you have woken,’ Feyt said. ‘You have no idea what has happened …’

‘Later,’ Alene said firmly. ‘Ember, after you fainted, the two liquids were mingled and tested and it was proven that they formed a deadly poison. You saved Tarsin’s life.’

Ember did not know how to respond to that.

‘I merely marvel at the games played with us mortals by the Song,’ Alene sighed. ‘Though I begin to fear that there is some other agency at work than the Song. I think if this poisoning had not happened, all would have been well and you might have left the isle as we hoped, quite openly. But now there will be resistance to your departure.’

‘But surely Tarsin won’t keep me a prisoner when I have saved his life?’ Ember protested.

Alene gave a humourless smile. ‘I imagine the title will be “honoured guest”. Apart from all else, Tarsin can see the sense of having someone with the ability to protect him from assassins.’

‘But I can’t help him …’ Ember stammered. The thought of being forced to spend time with the repellent Keltan ruler horrified her.

‘You were right about the poison,’ Feyt said.

‘Whether you are a soulweaver or not,’ Alene said gently, ‘you saw true and that enabled you to save Tarsin’s life. While I saw nothing.’

Ember turned to face the older woman, wondering if Alene’s failure to see the danger to Tarsin might be because she had drained her powers keeping Ember’s pain at bay. ‘I don’t understand how I saw what I did and I certainly couldn’t make it happen again. Can’t you tell Tarsin that?’

‘He would disbelieve it for no more reason than that I said the words,’ Alene said. ‘You must convince him of it if he is to be convinced. Give him reason to let you go.’

‘Isn’t my illness reason enough?’ Ember asked, and heard the betraying harshness. There was a silence. ‘I suppose you have known since the beginning,’ she went on.

‘Not quite. I felt something was wrong when I touched you that first night, but I had exhausted myself visioning to find you. Only when I touched you after you had fainted on our way from the hut to the citadel did I go deep enough. I knew then.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘It was not so advanced and, to be honest, I am not a good enough healer to have guessed how your illness would progress. I suspect in your world there was some treatment you were undergoing that prevented the illness from progressing, and after you came here, it did not begin to accelerate for some period. I drained the poisons flooding your system on the etheric plane, and thought you would begin to heal. But it was not so. Gradually I came to see that I could not cure you. I have done my best but …’

‘You can’t help me any more. I heard.’ Ember sounded brusque and ungracious even to her own ears. Now she understood all too well why her mind had shuddered in response to the mention of illness. The memories of hospital were her own, not those of someone she loved.

‘You should have told me,’ she whispered.

‘To what end, Ember?’ the soulweaver enquired very gently. ‘Knowing would have changed nothing and you had to concentrate on learning to be a Sheannite.’

‘When were you going to tell me? When it gets worse …’ There was a question threaded into that, but Ember knew the answer.

The door opened and Tareed entered with a tray. Her face brightened at the sight of Ember. ‘You are awake. That is wonderful …’

But Ember was lost in the memory of the dream music, and of the blonde girl-woman on the cliff. She felt more certain than ever that she knew the girl, though she no longer sensed the hovering presence of her forgotten self. It was as though the knowledge that she was dying had driven it far away.

Alene said calmly, ‘Tar, leave the tray and go to Tarsin’s apartment. Let him know the visionweaver is awake and will call on him at his convenience.’

Tareed set the tray down and, after a fleeting look of concern at Ember, departed.

‘I will tell him that you have been healing me, but that you have no more strength for it,’ Ember said, rising and beginning to dress. Ironically, she felt very well. ‘I will tell him I need to get to Darkfall.’

Pity infused the soulweaver’s face, and Ember realised she had sounded frightened. Was frightened.

‘Speak of healing, yes, but not of travelling to Darkfall,’ Alene advised. ‘Tarsin’s mind and heart are closed to the misty isle. Do not even speak of the white-cloak academy on Myrmidor. Tell Tarsin that you wish to return to your home to die. If he offers to bring you there let him, and I will organise for you to be taken from the Sheanna isles to Myrmidor.’

‘The sooner you go the better,’ Feyt said. ‘I have heard it asked about the palace why an unknown Sheannite visionweaver is more capable of protecting the Holder than his own soulweaver. Coralyn is delighted to point this out as yet another example of the failing powers of Darkfall.’

Alene soothed, ‘Each thing has its song to sing. Truly, there is little harm that could be done to what passes for a relationship between the Holder and myself. In any case, even at the best of times, when Tarsin trusted me, I did not see all things. I am not a goddess. It is well known that soulweaving in the Void is like casting a net for waterflyts. Very often the net is drawn in empty.’

‘I am saying that Tarsin will listen to Ember,’ Feyt said. ‘He speaks of her as his saviour and cries her praises. She can use her influence on our behalf. Maybe she can bring him back to supporting Darkfall.’

‘No,’ Alene said softly. ‘She must not be seen to align herself too closely to us, lest she incur Tarsin’s wrath. And not just his. There are many who curse you for what you did, Ember. Not the least whoever plotted this murder. At this moment your life is as much in danger from the thwarted poisoner as Tarsin’s. All of his entourage – servants and attendants and courtiers – heard Tarsin ask whose face you saw in your vision. All know that you fainted before you could answer. Therefore the court waits tensely for your awakening. If I do not miss my guess, Tarsin will want you to come at once. And he will ask who you saw.’

‘Who did you see?’ Feyt asked.

Ember wanted to laugh hysterically at the irony of people trying to kill someone who was dying. But she forced herself to speak calmly. ‘I saw hands. A man’s hands. I heard two people plotting. Nothing else.’

What do I care about visions? I am sick and maybe if I don’t get away from here I’ll die, she thought.

Alene reached out to touch her cheek, compassion in the shape of her mouth. ‘Have courage, Ember. We need you to be calm and think clearly if we are to get you to Darkfall.’

Ember was steadied by the conviction in Alene’s voice.

The soulweaver said, ‘We shall let it be known at once that you saw no one. It will reassure the poisoner to know you cannot name him or his accomplice.’

Tareed returned. ‘Tarsin wants to see her now. I have said she will need a little time to dress. He said someone will come for her and bring her to his private audience chamber.’

Alene drew a deep breath. ‘Then we must get you ready.’

‘Will you come?’ Ember asked, when they had finished sleeving her hair and painting her face.

‘He has not asked for me,’ Alene said. She had been sitting to one side strumming the a’luwtha.

‘I don’t want to go without you,’ Ember whispered.

‘You do not seem to understand,’ Alene said sternly. ‘I have no idea how it is in your world, but here, especially on this isle, the Holder has the power of life and death. If you anger Tarsin he could have you flayed or thrown from the cliffs or locked in his dungeon for a lifetime and none will dare to speak against it.’

A cloud lay over the soulweaver’s face, as if her mind was elsewhere. But Ember’s mind was too much on the coming audience to care.

‘This is your chance to make Tarsin understand how sick you are. If you convince him, he may let you go out of gratitude and compassion for he is not an evil or a cruel man.’

‘If … if he refuses?’ Ember asked, hating the anxious edginess in her voice, the crawling fear.

‘Then you will graciously accept his decision,’ Alene answered. ‘You must not give Tarsin cause to issue an Edict forbidding you to leave the citadel and the isle. That, none may disobey on pain of death, even under the friendbinding.’

Ember shivered. Feyt draped a shawl around her shoulders and Ember did not bother to explain that the chill she felt had nothing to do with being cold.

It was Asa who came to the soulweaver’s apartment to conduct Ember to Tarsin. To her relief Alene insisted Feyt accompany them. They had judged it better for her not to wear a veil, so as to seem to be hiding nothing, but she wore the mask and pale makeup and tried to look sicker than she felt.

‘You think any would wish harm to the young woman who saved the life of their Holder?’ Asa asked Feyt, mockingly, when Feyt rose.

‘None, save whoever tried to poison him,’ the soulweaver responded tartly.

‘I will guard her from harm,’ Asa said.

‘As you guarded the Holder?’ Feyt replied. She did not wait for the emissary to respond, but buckled her belt on and took up the javelin.

‘That is not necessary!’

‘I will keep my own counsel as to what is necessary to protect those in my care,’ the myrmidon responded coldly. ‘Shall we go?’

Asa shrugged and offered an arm to Ember. She pretended not to see and followed the broad-shouldered amazon out the door.

Tarsin’s private audience chamber was nothing like the soulweaver’s airy apartment. Small and oppressively dark, with red furnishings, it seemed more a lair than a room. Tarsin was slumped on a red-draped throne, but he straightened as they entered.

‘My Lord, the visionweaver,’ Asa announced smoothly.

‘My dear Lady …’ Tarsin began; then, noting Feyt, he glared at the fat emissary. ‘Alone, I said.’

‘I need Feyt to help me if I fall ill again,’ Ember said quickly, careful to keep her Keltan accent. She was terrified the myrmidon would be commanded to leave. ‘She knows what is needed if I should faint again. Alene has been healing me, but it has drained her dreadfully and she can no longer …’

‘Since you wish it the myrmidon may remain, but do not speak to me of Alene’s virtues,’ Tarsin said. He waved Ember to sit, and Feyt made an exaggerated effort of helping her to one of the chairs placed in a semi-circle facing the throne. Ember was glad of the amazon’s stoic presence.

Let me go, she thought.

Tarsin’s face showed sudden surprise and for a moment she was afraid she had spoken aloud. Then she saw that the Holder was looking past her and scowling. She turned to see the Iridomi chieftain enter.

‘Mother …’ Tarsin began ominously.

‘I merely bring a philtre for the weaver,’ Coralyn said in a sultry voice. ‘You must not forget that she is ill, Tarsin. We must be careful of her.’

Ember accepted the mug of what seemed to be warmed aspi milk from the older woman, and lifted it to her lips. Common-sense said that Coralyn would be unlikely to try poisoning her in front of Tarsin, so she drank. The milk was sweetened and delicious.

‘There,’ Coralyn said somewhat smugly, taking the mug back. She crossed to sit on the dais at Tarsin’s feet and, this time, he did not object.

‘Tell me, visionweaver, who brewed the poison that was to kill me,’ he commanded.

‘Come now, speak and do not fear the poisoner’s revenge,’ Coralyn said smoothly, blue eyes aglitter. Her smile was strangely hard and fixed, and Ember wondered if the Iridomi chieftain was behind the assassination attempt. It would be the sort of thing she might do, but Ember could see no advantage in her killing her own son, since the mermod would immediately become Holder, and the power base on Keltor would pass from Iridom to Fomhika.

Tarsin aimed a loutish kick at his mother. ‘I did not give you leave to speak!’ He fixed his bleary gaze on Ember. He looked sick today, she thought, and his behaviour had deteriorated from the mannered coldness he had shown during the hall to a flabby irritability.

‘I could not tell who it was,’ Ember said truthfully.

Coralyn’s heavy eyelids drooped. ‘A pity. Well, it is no great matter. We are pursuing our own investigations. We have our suspicions.’

‘Suspicion …’ Tarsin echoed. His attention had shifted to the roof, his dirty neck visible above the collar of his suit. Ember stifled a wave of revulsion and wondered, as Feyt had once done in her hearing, what had possessed the Darkfall seers to choose such a king as this?

‘She must be rewarded …’ Coralyn was saying persuasively.

‘Rewarded!’ Tarsin echoed, seemingly jolted back to some sort of awareness. His eyes fell to Ember’s masked face and focused. ‘Why do you wear that mask? Is it true that you are scarred?’

Ember nodded, pressing her hands between her knees to stop them shaking. What if he ordered her to remove the mask so he could see the wounds? Could she pretend to believe she was scarred? But Tarsin’s eyes drifted away vacantly.

‘Reward …’ Coralyn prompted.

‘Ah,’ Tarsin smiled craftily. ‘Of course.’

‘I want no reward,’ Ember stammered, then remembered she was supposed to ask about leaving.

‘You will have a reward!’ Tarsin screamed shrilly, madness jittering on the edge of his words. Again his eyes drifted as if they had no connection to his will or wit.

Ember could feel her insides quaking like jelly, but she forced herself to speak calmly and graciously. ‘There is nothing I need, my Lord, save to return home …’

‘Of course she must go home if she is ill,’ Coralyn enthused. ‘We can hire a ship for direct passage to take her to the Sheanna isles to spare her discomfort. I myself will provide …’

‘No.’ Tarsin’s eyes shifted from his mother’s face to Ember’s. ‘No. She must stay here. The citadel is filled with assassins. Even in the palace …’ He looked sharply at his mother and for a moment there was no madness in his eyes, only a quick intelligence that told of what he had once been.

‘Tarsin, do not judge the loyalty of us all by this one treacherous assassin!’ Coralyn protested.

Tarsin gave her a sneering look. ‘I know all about loyalty, mother, yours and Kalide’s and Asa’s. I know more than you think about your loyalty. And I know how to reward treachery as well.’

This time Coralyn definitely paled. There was a heavy, dangerous silence and Ember felt like a chicken who had strayed onto a highway, about to have the life crushed out of her because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Maybe even Coralyn felt the same, because she rose with a whisper of silks. ‘I will return to my quarters, my son, since I cannot seem to please you.’

‘Yes, go!’ Tarsin snarled. He watched her depart with a vicious leer, but when the door shut behind her, the expression faded from his eyes and his mouth fell open slightly. Then just as suddenly he glared at Asa, who was now hovering in the doorway wringing his hands.

‘You go, too. I am sick of your fat, fawning face!’

‘But my Lord, someone must remain to protect you.’

‘You?’ Tarsin gave a wild laugh. ‘If it were left to you, I would be dead by now. Go, I say!’

Asa backed out, and again the door closed.

Ember tensed, thinking he would next send Feyt out, but instead he gave her a warm smile that seemed quite sane and genuine. ‘Do you like this room? I like it better than the court. Here, no eyes look at me, no ears can listen.’ His eyes flickered to the myrmidon but Feyt wisely stood still, her expression distant as a statue’s. Tarsin beckoned Ember to sit by him at his feet, as if he were a little boy calling a playmate over. She sensed the amazon willing her to refuse, but she saw no way to obey.

Up close, Tarsin’s skin was greasy and pockmarked. He was wearing the same golden suit as at their previous meeting. It was now sweat-stained and marked with spilled food, and Tarsin smelled as if he had not bathed in months. Ember tried to breathe through her mouth inconspicuously.

‘I would have died if you had not cried out to warn me,’ he said earnestly, looking down at her with moist eyes.

Ember’s senses swam at his breath.

‘I do not wish you to bide with Alene,’ Tarsin said. ‘She is a betrayer. I will give you your own apartment …’

‘I need to be with the soulweaver because of my illness, Holder. She heals me and holds it in check,’ Ember protested. She dared not explain now that Alene could do nothing more for her. The last thing she wanted was to be separated from the soulweaver and the myrmidons.

Again, the madness disappeared from his eyes and Tarsin merely looked like a weary, ill-used, middle-aged man. ‘Do not make the mistake of thinking that Alene cares about you. She cares about nothing but Darkfall. That is the beginning and end of her loyalty. If she drains your pain there is a reason for it, and that reason leads back to Darkfall. Do you know that there was a time when she loved me? Not as her Holder, but as a man?’

Ember did her best to keep incredulity from her expression but she could not in her wildest dreams imagine the cool, elegant soulweaver loving anyone, let alone the unkempt Tarsin. He could not be the man Alene had met and loved on Myrmidor, that Anyi had spoken of.

‘You do not believe me, do you?’ Tarsin asked. ‘It is true though. Before I was Holder and she was a soulweaver, we loved as man and woman. Or in truth, as girl and boy for we were little more than that. Those two young lovers had no idea where the Song would weave them …’

Ember was startled to hear Tarsin say almost the same words the soulweaver had said to her in the garden. Was it possible that what Tarsin was saying was true? It was something of a shock to learn that if Alene and Tarsin had indeed been children together, then Alene must have originally been Iridomi.

‘Betrayed!’ the Holder snarled, and Ember’s heart ricocheted against her ribs. ‘First she sold her soul to Darkfall, betraying me as a man, then she betrayed me as her Holder. Well, that’s past. I care nothing for her now, you understand that?’ His eyes were eager and Ember shrank back as he leaned nearer. Fortunately he appeared oblivious to her reactions. ‘Is it true that you are dying?’ he asked.

Ember nodded.

‘You have tried all Iridomi medicines?’

‘My illness cannot be healed.’

A thread of music wove through her thoughts and this time Ember tried to catch hold of it, but it remained elusive.

She was startled to find that Tarsin was now smiling at her. ‘Then that is what I will give you as a reward! I will instruct my healers to find a cure for your sickness. You saved my life and I will save yours. A life for a life. I will offer a wondrous prize to the olfactors and healers.’

Ember found she could no longer be afraid of Tarsin. He was pathetic and pitiable. She could see he had no intention of letting her go.

‘I thank you, my Lord, and I pray your efforts to find someone to heal my illness bear fruit.’

He nodded, but absently as if he had not heard her. ‘My mother thinks I do not see what she intends,’ he said confidingly. ‘Her plots are as obvious as she is.’

Confused at yet another abrupt change of subject, Ember could think of nothing to say. Tarsin rose and strode down the steps to stand before Feyt. ‘You are all the same. You women. You want a man’s soul.’

Feyt said nothing, but Ember was frightened for her. The Holder wore a dagger in his belt. How easy for him to draw it and stab the amazon.

Heart beating swiftly, Ember got up and went to stand beside Feyt. ‘I am tired now, Lord. Please, let Feyt help me to my bed.’

The Holder studied her fondly. ‘Of course you must lie down. You must take care of yourself until I can find a way to heal you, for I have need of you.’ He frowned. ‘What is your name?’

Ember told him and he smiled, baring his teeth. ‘An ember is the banked heart of a fire.’

The door slammed open violently and they all turned to see the urchin boy, Anyi, hurl himself across the room.

‘Anyi!’ Ember gasped.

He confronted Tarsin, eyes ablaze. ‘What have you done with my brother?’

‘Your brother, mermod? I do not know what you rave about,’ Tarsin snapped.

Mermod! Ember’s mind was reeling. Anyi was the mermod?
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It came to Lanalor that the Unykorn had stolen Shenavyre from him.
Black hate filled his heart, but he could not challenge the Unykorn,
for it was the Firstmade and immortal,
yet he Vowed he would have revenge …
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


‘Please do something, Alene!’ Anyi begged. ‘They claim Bleyd poisoned Tarsin and they have imprisoned him. They will not let me see him.’

The soulweaver sighed. ‘The difficulty is in knowing what course to take.’

‘You must make Tarsin free Bleyd!’

‘Would that it were that simple. I cannot make Tarsin do anything, Anyi. You of all people know that. Have I not instructed you at length about the relationship you will have with your own soulweaver when you are Holder? A soulweaver can only advise. Once that would have been enough, but I suspect you would know better than many how things stand between Tarsin and me.’

The boy was too upset to be chastened by hints about his eavesdropping.

Ember’s heart went out to him, though she was still astounded that the grubby urchin was to be the next ruler of Keltor. If he lived. That was less certain with his brother and protector imprisoned for attempting to poison the current Holder. Thinking of Bleyd’s laughing green eyes and daring smile, Ember felt guilty and confused. She had seen that smile only once, and henceforth he had not smiled in her presence. That was her fault, of course, at least in part. Yet though it was true that she had not let herself know Bleyd at all, she was certain poisoning would not have been his way. He might very well run his sword through someone in a fight, but if she was any judge of character there was no slyness in his makeup.

‘If there were not so much evidence …’ Tareed sighed.

‘He did not do it!’ Anyi stormed.

The myrmidon held her hands up pacifically. ‘I did not say he did, mermod. Only that there was much evidence against him. We should have realised what would happen the moment the cirul was pronounced poisonous. Did not Tarsin himself say the brew had been brought to his apartment by Bleyd as a gift from Poverin?’

‘That was a lie!’ Anyi announced hoarsely.

‘Shouting it will not free your brother,’ Alene said, crossing to the window and seeming to stare out. ‘What do we have?’

‘We know for certain someone tried to kill Tarsin using two innocent compounds which, together, would form a deadly poison. We know it through the tests the healers performed and from Ember’s vision.’

‘Mm,’ Alene reflected. ‘Why two bottles?’

‘To confound the tasting-boy, as it did,’ Feyt said.

‘So it would appear. Yet this seems to me a precarious murder plot since Tarsin may have chosen not to drink the two potions one after the other.’

‘There was the note …’ Tareed said.

‘Even so, the tasting-boy might have obeyed this instruction, too. Truly as you say, Alene, it was a risky game someone played,’ Feyt agreed.

‘Perhaps … too risky,’ Alene said delicately.

The myrmidons exchanged puzzled glances, but Ember thought she understood what the soulweaver was getting at.

‘Yes …’ Alene went on dreamily. ‘Perhaps murder was only one aim of this plot, and perhaps not even the main aim. We should consider what else was achieved.’

‘Nothing was achieved, because Tarsin lives.’

‘Bleyd is in prison,’ Anyi said.

Feyt slapped a hand on her bare knee. ‘By the Horn. Of course! All the evidence points to him. It is so blatantly damning it must have been arranged with Bleyd as the scapegoat, whether or not the plot succeeded!’

An alarm bell rang distantly in Ember’s head, for in her vision Coralyn had spoken of a scapegoat, and of killing two birds with one stone. Half-stuttering with excitement, she told the others what she had seen.

‘Why did you wait so long to speak of this vision?’ Feyt demanded.

‘It was the first vision I had and I supposed I was dreaming until I saw Asa. I tried to tell you but something interrupted me, I forget what, and when Alene foresaw a danger to Anyi, I thought we had seen the same thing so there was no need to speak of it. It was your mention of scapegoats that recalled it to me …’

Anyi leapt to his feet. ‘I will tell Tarsin what Ember saw and he will have to set Bleyd free!’

At a sign from Alene, Feyt dragged the boy back to sit. ‘Anyi, think! What will Tarsin say if you tell him about Ember’s vision?’

‘He will …’ Anyi’s face fell. ‘He will demand proof.’

‘Exactly, and there will be none, you can be sure of that. It is no surprise to me that Coralyn would attempt this poisoning and Asa has always been her creature. But Tarsin’s name was not mentioned in Ember’s vision, and I daresay Coralyn will invent some innocent meaning for her words if accused. There was no talk of poisoning in what was said, and even if there had been, poisoning is nothing unusual on Iridom. She may even admit to it but say she spoke of some other person. One does not accuse the chieftain of a sept and mother to the Holder of treason and attempted filicide without substantial proof of her guilt. And she could reasonably claim to have no motive for this poisoning for, with Tarsin dead, you would rule.’

Anyi subsided completely. ‘What then? How can we get proof against her?’

I doubt we will be able to prove anything against Coralyn,’ Alene said. ‘But I think we must give serious thought to why she would poison her son.’

‘She wants Kalide on the throne because she will be able to control him whereas no one can control Tarsin,’ Tareed said.

‘True, but Anyi stands in the way of that. Unless …’ Alene bit her lip. ‘Unless the main aim of this plot was to achieve exactly what it has achieved: Bleyd in prison, and Anyi vulnerable. Perhaps this is the danger I foresaw.’

‘She might have succeeded in killing Tarsin,’ Feyt objected.

‘Yes, and still Bleyd would be imprisoned,’ Alene said, ‘leaving Anyi vulnerable and not officially Holder until a meeting of all sept leaders could be called. If he was killed, she, being the only chieftain here, would invoke martial law. That could be the reason for the build-up of her legionnaires. Then she would set Kalide on the throne as an interim Holder.’

‘That sounds true enough to be a woven fact,’ Feyt said.

‘And Bleyd?’ Anyi asked in a small voice, fear for his brother shining in his eyes.

There was a small, telling silence, then Alene laid a hand on the boy’s arm. ‘It has not happened, though it may well have been planned and longed for. Tarsin lives and so do you and Bleyd. But, Anyi, you see that we cannot accuse Coralyn without proof, and so we must find another way to prove that Bleyd is innocent.’

‘The evidence against him is strong, and what is worse, it implicates your father as well,’ Feyt said. ‘If Poverin were judged guilty of masterminding the plan, or even of being an accomplice, the Holder would have the right to command Vespi to form a Keltan legion to bring him to be judged. With Bleyd in prison, and Poverin under arrest, Gedron would be chieftain of Fomhika, and he hates Darkfall.’

‘Gedron is hungry for power,’ Anyi said contemptuously. ‘He hates me and Bleyd; me especially because Darkfall chose me to be mermod to Tarsin instead of him.’

‘For Gedron to succeed Poverin would be more disastrous than you can imagine,’ Feyt said. ‘Duran’s message said that he had been officially named Prime draakira of the Fomhikan haven by the Draaka, while she visited the green isle.’

‘How did he dare?’ Anyi gasped.

‘That means the Draaka operates with sanction on Fomhika and Acantha,’ Feyt continued grimly. ‘She has no love for us and very likely sails now to make pact and common cause with Coralyn.’

‘Be calm,’ Alene said gently. ‘I say again we must concentrate on proving Bleyd’s innocence.’

‘How?’ Anyi asked.

‘Bleyd did not poison Tarsin,’ Alene said simply, ‘therefore all evidence that he did is an illusion. We must find the flaw that breaks the illusion by sifting through all that transpired from the moment Ember stopped Tarsin drinking, back to the plot that set the poison on its way.’

Feyt nodded. ‘Alene, you are right, but this is not a moment’s work and there is only Tareed and I here to guard you and Ember and now Anyi. We do not have much time, either, for Lanalor’s Charter says a person may not be held captive more than three days before being judged. Bleyd was taken yesterday, which means we have only what is left of today and tomorrow until Kalinda sets, to come up with the grounds for a stay of judgment.’

‘You have a suggestion?’

‘You must allow me to use the Shadowman’s people.’

‘No.’

‘Then there is no hope for Bleyd.’

‘If I allow you to use his people, then all his claims that we need him, long denied by my sisters and I, will be made true.’

‘Is that not pride that speaks?’ Feyt asked very softly. ‘He offers aid and you have long refused it because his ways were not yours and Darkfall had no need of him. But we need him now.’

Alene was very still.

‘Please, Alene,’ Anyi begged.

At last she nodded. The smallest movement. ‘Do what you must.’

‘Very well.’ Feyt was brisk now. ‘The bottles containing the poisoned cirul were a rare gift sent from Poverin, collected directly from the ship in port by Bleyd, and left in Tarsin’s apartment. Asa claims to have brought a message from one of the gate legionnaires who had taken a message from an urchin, on behalf of the shipmaster who had received the package from Poverin.’

‘Asa did give Bleyd that message,’ Ember said. ‘That was the day he took me to the mermod’s … to Anyi’s apartment to avoid Coralyn. I heard Asa tell him there was something from his father at the pier. He said he would go right away to get it.’

Anyi leaned forward. ‘Maybe it was just a thing he said and did not do. Surely it was a ploy to draw Asa away from the apartment where you were hidden. He could easily have sent someone else to pick the bottles up and deliver them to Tarsin’s apartment.’

Tareed looked excited. ‘Remember we asked him about the parcel and he said it had been a fool’s errand? Surely that means he went to get it, but found there was nothing there.’

‘Maybe he sent someone else to get the parcel and was told by that person that there was nothing,’ Anyi said.

‘No,’ Ember said, and they all looked at her. ‘Asa told Bleyd he had to collect the parcel personally. The shipmaster had orders to deliver it specifically to him. I think he went at once, because Asa told him the ship was to leave that day.’

‘Very well. We know that Asa gave a message to Bleyd because Ember heard it. But did Asa deliver the same message that he had been given? Did the legionnaires deliver the message exactly as it had come from the urchin and did Bleyd actually get the parcel?’

‘He did not!’ Anyi said coldly.

Feyt ignored him. ‘We think he did not, because he said it had been a fool’s errand, but we do not know, and if we are to prove him innocent, we must know everything and be able to prove it. We must speak to the legionnaire who gave the message to Asa …’

‘That will be difficult because there is a constant turnover of trainee legionnaires from all septs and most often gate guard duty is given to them,’ Tareed pointed out. ‘The one who took the message might easily have returned to his sept by now.’

‘If we have to, we will contact all septs and have them question recently returned trainees. If he was Iridomi, we might manage to build a chain of evidence of our own.’

‘I doubt Coralyn will have been careless enough to implicate herself or Iridom. Remember such plots are meat and bread to the Iridomi,’ Alene murmured.

‘We could offer a reward for the urchin who brought the message,’ Tareed suggested. ‘That way we would know which ship sent it. Maybe it was not even sent from a ship but from someone purporting to be a shipmaster.’

Feyt snorted. ‘Offer coin for the messenger and we would have every urchin in the street confessing to being the one. We will ask around quietly without mentioning a reward. I suspect we will find that not only did a legionnaire give the message to Asa as he said, but that an urchin brought a message from a shipmaster asking Bleyd to pick up a parcel personally, and that all the messages tally. This plan has been too well designed to allow it to falter on such small points. I think we must concentrate on what happened when Bleyd went to the pier and the easiest way would be to ask him.’

‘No one is being allowed access to him,’ Anyi said. ‘Asa says it is because he might incite his comrades to try again.’

Feyt cursed. ‘Then we must do it the hard way. We must get the pier manifest for the day Bleyd went to the pier so we can see which vessels were in port and question them ourselves.’

Tareed said, ‘What if we find a ship did carry a parcel for Bleyd but it was only a decoy? Would he not then have called it a fool’s errand? Yet, who would know it contained nothing? We may find we are proving his guilt.’

‘It may be that we will have to trace the parcel further back to find out whence it came and by whose hand it was delivered to the ship on Fomhika.’

‘What if a messenger delivered it to a ship on the green isle, claiming it was from my father?’ Anyi worried.

‘Then perhaps the most we can do is produce a parcel passed mysteriously from messenger to messenger and suggest to Tarsin that the whole thing was a ruse set up to implicate Bleyd. But we have done enough speculating when we have so little time to act. We need to have some facts. Feyt, you will … use whatever sources you must to find the legionnaire and the urchin.’ Distaste showed in her features as she referred obliquely to the Shadowman and his mysterious network. ‘We must get the manifest, and speak to whatever ships now in port are listed on it. If you do not find the ship we will have to contact Fulig. I think I must also get word to Poverin, so that he can see if there has been a trail of evidence against him laid within his own sept.’

Ember wondered if they weren’t making their search needlessly complicated. ‘Couldn’t Poverin just deny he sent a parcel?’

Feyt glanced at the tight-lipped mermod before answering. ‘To begin with, if he were guilty, Poverin would deny it anyway. And unfortunately it is well known that he is impatient for Anyi to become the Holder.’

‘All this is because of my being the mermod,’ Anyi said miserably.

Feyt slung a strong arm about the boy’s skinny shoulders. ‘Anyi, this affair concerns more than the rule of Keltor or even one boy’s life. It is about the very essence of Lanalor’s Charter and control of Keltor. Coralyn wants you out of the way because, like your father, you have made no secret of your loyalty to Darkfall. There are those who, because of that loyalty, will claim you were part of this plot. It may even be suggested that the misty isle is behind it, seeking to bury its errors with the aid of your family.’

‘That is true,’ Alene said sadly. ‘Those who hate Darkfall will see what has happened as at least proof of our impotence, if not of outright villainy. I fear my friendship with Bleyd will bring no joy to him now.’

‘Alene, we will set in motion our researches, but you must consider that this is not the full extent of Coralyn’s plotting. Think of Iridom’s refusal to supply atar for our javelins. Is it possible she would use Kalide to make war against Darkfall?’

The soulweaver shook her head. ‘We have spoken at length of this, Feyt, and you know as well as I that Vespi would not countenance such a war. Let us suppose the worst happens: Tarsin is killed and Anyi murdered. Maybe Coralyn could convince Fulig to accept Kalide as an interim Holder, and even allow his ships to carry legionnaires to bring Poverin to justice, leaving Gedron interim chieftain. Gedron is no more for Coralyn than Jurass of Acantha is, but they both despise Darkfall and with the Draaka on her way, maybe they would strike an alliance with the Iridomi chieftain. Iridom is hers already, Ramidan would be in turmoil whatever happened, and all know Sheanna will not fight. Therefore we would stand alone.’

‘With Myrmidor,’ Feyt said, deep and soft as if it were an oath.

‘I say we and mean Darkfall and Myrmidor for we have stood together since Rhiad swore oath to Danae,’ Alene said gently. ‘But even if all of this came to pass, still Vespi would not allow Coralyn to make war on Darkfall. Though Kalide sat in Tarsin’s place and commanded Fulig to carry his mother’s legionnaires to war, Fulig would not obey.’

Feyt still looked troubled. ‘Alene, I think you put much faith in Vespi. Fulig is stubborn in his loyalty and his adherence to the old laws, but that is a fault as well as a virtue. Has he not been finessed by his very adherence to the letter of the law into allowing Coralyn to bring so many of her legionnaires here already? Who knows what else he might agree to, if it were put to him in the right way? And if Fulig accepted Kalide as Holder he could legitimately call a quorum which could vote to destroy Darkfall for some trumped-up reason. Fulig would have no choice but to obey.’

‘The Charter says that a quorum cannot by law be called except by one who is given the power by Darkfall Decree. You can be sure Fulig will be well aware of that,’ Alene said. ‘But to have Kalide on the throne would be no joke. And I have another thought. Coralyn could use her troops to compel the installation of Kalide as temporary Holder, claiming she did so to prevent anarchy, then argue that Darkfall is empowered only to choose a mermod and, therefore, can only choose a successor to Kalide.’

Anyi said with sudden anger, ‘I am tired of all this talk of a future in which my brother and my father and I are dead! Coralyn will not find me an easy target and my father will not let Tarsin hurt Bleyd. He will act to stop this.’

Alene moved to sit by the boy. She took his dirty paw in her white hand and stroked it as if it were a frightened animal. ‘Dear Anyi, I do not know how to say this, and so I say it simply and without sweetening because of who you are and what you will become. Poverin cannot risk Fomhika for Bleyd. He will send a denial of his involvement in this plot but he will not speak for Bleyd in case your brother is judged guilty. If Bleyd is to be saved, it is we who must do the saving.’

Anyi looked stricken ‘What about the note that came with the bottles?’ he whispered. ‘I heard it was from my father, and contained instructions on mixing their contents. It cannot be my father’s hand that scribed it. I can testify to that and even prove it with some old scrolls he sent me.’

Feyt gave him a pitying look. ‘Do you think Coralyn will not have employed the best forger?’

‘It’s so stupid,’ Anyi muttered, his eyes glittering with suppressed tears. ‘My father would never risk Bleyd’s life by making him deliver poison. He loves Bleyd.’

There was a little silence, for they all heard the words he did not say, though they must have trembled on his lips. He loves Bleyd more than me.

‘There are those who would say one son’s life for another’s throne would be a fair trade,’ Feyt pointed out.

‘My father would never betray Bleyd! Never!’ Anyi cried.

‘There is one thing in our favour,’ Feyt said. ‘Tarsin genuinely wants to know who tried to kill him. He will examine the evidence against Bleyd with a wary eye. Did he himself not doubt Poverin would make such an incriminating gift?’

Alene sighed. ‘I am afraid it will only be suggested that had the plot succeeded, it would have been investigated by the new Holder: Poverin’s youngest son, who would have been prevailed upon by his father to thwart the inquiry.’

‘We really need to talk with Bleyd,’ Tareed said.

‘But I told you, no one is allowed to see him!’ Anyi said, his face pinched with exhaustion and streaked with dirt and tears. ‘I hate Tarsin.’

‘Hatred is foolish,’ Feyt said sharply. ‘It gets in the way of clear thinking and a Holder must always think before he acts.’

‘I am no Holder. I am sorry I was ever chosen!’ Anyi cried, then ran from the room. Alene held up her hand to prevent Feyt from going after him.

‘Let him be for now. He needs time alone to come to terms with what has happened. I will go now and send word to Darkfall and Poverin. Tareed, you will come with me, and Feyt, perhaps you can get a copy of the manifest by this evening, and make enquiries about the legionnaire who took the message from the urchin.’

‘Will you not … soulweave if all else fails to find out what really happened?’ Tareed asked.

Alene shook her head regretfully. ‘I love Bleyd but to soulweave here and now would be too great a risk. After all, we know from Ember’s vision who is behind the plot. What we need is proof that it was not Bleyd. Our best chance is to prove there is no physical connection between those bottles and Bleyd. If I soulweave, maybe I could see what happened and find some way to get proof, but the danger would be great. The Void is more unsettled than I have ever known it, making soulweaving difficult and precarious. Even if I managed to segue to the memory I want and return safely, I do not know how long it would take. What would it serve us for me to waken days after Bleyd’s execution with the news that he is innocent? And it will be said that I lie to protect Bleyd no matter what I say.’

‘A soulweaver would not lie to protect the would-be murderer of the Holder, no matter who it was,’ Tareed said indignantly.

‘In these times, Tar, who will believe that?’

‘I would,’ Anyi said. He had come quietly in the door and, though pale, his face was now clean and calm. ‘I am sorry, Alene. I behaved like a stunned aspi. What can I do to help?’

Alene smiled at him. ‘There is no need for apologies, mermod. You were right in reproaching us for doom-mongering. We are about to begin our investigations. I would like you to remain here with Ember to guard her, since you know the truth about her.’ Ember started at that. ‘And Anyi, keeping yourself safe will be as much a blow against Coralyn as attacking her overtly.’

‘Lock the door when we are gone and open to no one,’ Feyt instructed the mermod when Alene and the two amazons were ready to depart. Anyi nodded solemnly, drawing a knife from a sheath at his waist. Ember realised he must have belted it on when he washed his face.

‘I will guard Ember with my life,’ he vowed.

‘Hopefully that will not be required,’ Feyt said sardonically, closing the door behind her.
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Was my brother’s tale completed in the Legendsong? In as much
as any story may be said to tell a life, it was. But stories spin
and are respun across the ages, and who knows where one ends
and another begins? Endings are, after all, the invention of
mortals, whereas beginnings are divine. Can the divine be said
ever to be finished and summed by the mortal? I do not think so.
THE ALYDA SCROLLS


Left alone, Ember and Anyi stared at one another.

‘I didn’t tell her I had met you,’ she said.

‘I know,’ the boy answered. ‘I told her when you were ill. It seemed foolish to keep it hidden after all that has happened, and I was worried for you. Do you mind if we sit on the terrace?’

Ember nodded and took up her veil. Anyi seemed less a child than he had been on the other occasions when they had been alone. Outside, the sky was fittingly cast over with clouds, and of one accord they sat on the stone bench closest to the edge, side by side, and gazed out over the citadel.

Talk of Bleyd and proof and plans had kept Ember from dwelling on her own troubles, but now, her mind circled inevitably to the fact that twice that day since her audience with Tarsin, there had been pain and brief periods of blindness.

Very, very bad, her mind whispered.

She had tried not to worry about it, knowing there was nothing to be done here. Alene had beggared her power to keep pain from Ember until now, and it seemed only fair that she should endure it herself at last. The pain had been bad, but the worst of it was that she sensed it was only a forerunner of the real thing. She told herself that she would get to Darkfall in time to be healed.

But underneath was the awareness that if she failed, she would die. It had to be faced, for who could say how much time she had? Not Alene, for all her powers. She wanted to beg Alene to smuggle her off Ramidan, but it was clear the soulweaver was bound by her position in this world above all else and, right now, her attention was focused on proving Bleyd of Fomhika had not tried to poison his ruler.

If I had not called out, Tarsin would be dead and maybe in the turmoil I could have been sent away, Ember thought. But it was a thought of such manifest selfishness that she was ashamed. There is not just my life at stake and at least I have a chance. In prison, Bleyd has none. That brought her back to Anyi.

He felt her eyes. ‘A storming is building.’ He nodded to the black horizon.

‘Will it come here?’

He looked up at her then and said, ‘I am sorry I did not tell you who I was before. Somehow it was easier to pretend I was not the mermod because I have never really been able to believe it. It seemed an adventure to make my guards search for me, but in my heart I felt it must be some mistake that they must bow to me when they caught me. How could I be the mermod? Anyi from Fomhika, the youngest and least of my father’s sons?’ He shook his head. ‘I was not even destined to be a chieftain. All the education and training was lavished on Bleyd because he is chieftain successor, and the rest on Gedron because he was such a brilliant scholar and because if anything happened to Bleyd before he had any children, Gedron would have had to be chieftain,’ he added.

‘Gedron thinks he should be chieftain because he is cleverer than Bleyd, and he loves power. My father once told Gedron that power was not about ruling people, but about serving them. The truth is, my sister Rilka, although she is a child, would make the best chieftain of us all, for she is both clever and kind. But all of us would have to be dead before that could happen because she is youngest.’ He stopped, as if acknowledging that his and Bleyd’s deaths were not so far from possible. He laughed a trifle bitterly. ‘When I was chosen, it was asked openly why Bleyd had not been named instead, because he was strong and brave. Or Gedron for his silver tongue and swift wit. Or even my brother Donard, who is handsomest of us all. It seems beauty and strength or at least cleverness are what people want in their rulers.’

‘You were the one named by Darkfall Decree, Anyi, and that has to mean something,’ Ember said, though she could see how a father would find it easier to imagine handsome, dashing Bleyd on the Keltan throne than gawky, knock-kneed Anyi.

The boy shrugged self-deprecatingly. ‘Who knows why Darkfall chooses? I am sure it does not mean the one chosen is better that anyone else. The merest aspi-herder may be chosen over one of noble blood. They chose Tarsin, and look at him. Believe me, Ember, it is no distinction to be the chosen of the misty isle.’

‘I’m sure there was a good reason for both Tarsin’s choosing and yours …’ Ember said stoutly, but she wondered suddenly if that was true. Why had Darkfall chosen Anyi, or Tarsin? Why had they refused to revoke their choice of Tarsin when he was so clearly unfit?

‘Alene believes that there is a reason for all things,’ Anyi observed. ‘Yet who says it is a reason that would make sense to me? After all, the soulweavers do not choose the mermod for his ability to make stirring speeches, or to ride an aspi or fight or even to rule well and wisely. Everything they do, including the naming of a mermod, is connected to the coming of the Unraveller. Hundreds of mermods have been chosen, yet still the Unraveller does not come. Who can say why any of them were chosen? They lived and died never knowing why. I am no more than another step in a plan of long centuries. Sometimes I wonder if the Draaka is not right in saying the Unraveller will never come.’

Ember had no idea what to say. Maybe Anyi was just a small expendable pawn in some inexplicable game. She didn’t know enough to judge. As for the Unraveller coming or not, she was hardly an authority on Keltan religions and myths to answer that. In her world there had been lots of stories about legendary figures who were supposed to return.

‘This Unraveller …’ Ember began.

Anyi gave her a curious look. ‘It must seem odd to you waiting a millennium for one to come from your world.’

Ember had not thought of the Unraveller as coming from her own world, but before she could speak there was a loud banging at the door and they both jumped.

‘I will call out through the door so we can tell Alene who came,’ Anyi whispered. He went inside, and crossed to the entrance. ‘Who is it?’

‘It is I, Kerd. I must speak with Alene.’

‘She is not here …’

‘Let me in and I will wait for her. It is important.’

‘We cannot leave him out there yelling his head off,’ Anyi hissed.

Ember was indecisive. ‘Alene said to let no one inside.’

Anyi shrugged. ‘Kerd is no one’s enemy – except perhaps his own. I will let him in and lock the door again. Are you alone?’ he yelled.

‘I am.’

Anyi unbolted the door to admit the Vespian.

‘I am sorry about your brother, mermod,’ Kerd said gravely.

‘Do not be,’ Anyi growled. ‘Nothing will happen to him. He is no poisoner.’

Kerd said sincerely, ‘I did not mean to imply that I thought Bleyd guilty. That is to be judged by others. But I do not believe he can have done this terrible thing. There must be some mistake. Have you spoken to him yet?’

Anyi shook his head in deep dejection. ‘They will not let anyone see him. They claim he might incite his friends to try again.’

The Vespian looked troubled. ‘By Lanalor’s Charter, a person accused of a crime must be permitted to speak to those who may clear his name, or speak in his defence before judgment be passed. Mermod though you are, he is your brother still.’

‘They say that as mermod, I am not a blood relative so I cannot speak to him or for him.’

‘But how can he show his innocence, if he is not permitted to speak to someone who can organise his defence?’ Kerd asked.

Ember stared at him incredulously. The Vespian was so honour-bound himself that he could not imagine anyone acting dishonourably. That was certainly a kind of stupidity.

Anyi gave the wavespeaker a surprisingly adult look. ‘No one will be allowed to speak to Bleyd because he is innocent and may say something to help us prove it.’

The lock turned and the door opened suddenly to admit Tareed and the soulweaver.

‘What happened?’ Anyi asked, even before they were inside. Alene signalled the myrmidon to bolt the door and greeted Kerd before turning to Anyi.

‘I fear I may have worsened Bleyd’s cause,’ she said gravely. ‘Tarsin claims I show my disloyalty by wishing to speak to one who tried to murder him.’

‘He cannot accuse you of disloyalty because you wish to speak to Bleyd. That is as much as saying he is guilty before any judging,’ Kerd protested.

‘He can do anything he wants.’ Alene’s face was remote, as if she had suddenly drawn herself away from the whole affair.

‘We cannot just wait around and hope something happens to prove Bleyd is innocent!’ Anyi said, sounding suddenly young and frightened again. He turned to Ember. ‘You must ask Tarsin if you can talk to Bleyd, Ember. Since you saved his life, he will listen to you.’

‘No,’ Alene said sharply.

‘Why not, Alene?’ Kerd asked. ‘It is true the visionweaver has Tarsin’s favour. The whole court knows it. I do not know why the mermod would refuse anyone permission to see Bleyd, for he must want to know who tried to kill him, but if his … his illness clouds his reason, Ember may well reach him.’

Thus did he delicately circumnavigate the fact of Tarsin’s madness, which made it clear that he knew something about diplomacy after all.

Alene’s face was a study of indecision, and Ember wondered why the soulweaver was so opposed to letting her plead with Tarsin for Bleyd. Not that she thought she could convince him, but surely Alene ought to suggest it. It was hardly as if Tarsin would discover she was a stranger, and even if that was a danger, Bleyd and Anyi were more important than she was.

‘What possible reason would Ember have for asking to see Bleyd? Let us wait a little and see what Feyt has learned,’ Alene said.

‘I hope she finds something,’ Anyi said in a low, determined voice. ‘I pray to Shenavyre she does, but I tell you this, Alene. I am not my father and I will not sit by and let my brother be put to death tomorrow for something he did not do.’ There was a thread of steel in the boy’s tone, almost a threat, though what he could threaten was uncertain. Ember had the sudden thought that Anyi’s strength of character and his sense of honour were the reason he had been chosen mermod.

Kerd coughed apologetically. ‘I am sorry to intrude at such an unhappy and controversial time. Especially when I came only to give you good news, Alene. I fear my visit and my news are ill-timed.’

‘What news?’ Alene asked sharply.

Kerd blushed and a smile forced itself over his face. ‘Unys has agreed to handfast with me.’

There was dead silence, and his smile faded. ‘I had hoped you would be pleased for me.’

‘Of course we are pleased,’ Alene said. ‘You love Unys and I am glad she loves you.’

He nodded a little sadly and, not for the first time, Ember wondered if he was really as naive as everyone seemed to believe. Then the smile was gone. ‘Perhaps I could ask Unys to speak with her half-brother on Bleyd’s behalf.’

Alene shook her head hastily. ‘No, Kerd. We appreciate your offer but you must see that Unys would have no reason to help us, given the position her mother has taken on Darkfall.’

‘Of course she would,’ Kerd protested. ‘This is not a matter of politics but of justice. And Unys has a keen sense of honour.’

‘Honour? Unys?’ Tareed echoed in disbelief.

Kerd gave the myrmidon a cool look. ‘Do you say other?’

‘Of course she does not,’ Alene said wearily. ‘It is just that you should not ask Unys to become involved in such deadly matters as these.’

Kerd’s eyes widened appreciatively. ‘Lady, you are wise always. I am a cur for failing to see that Unys would be put in danger by this poisoner. I will go now, for I have intruded in your affairs long enough. I pray this trouble will soon be healed.’

‘A moment,’ Alene said wearily. ‘We need to know what ship brought the poisoned cirul to Ramidan. Feyt has gone to get the pier manifest for the day the message arrived for Bleyd. There will probably be some ships on the manifest on that day which are not in port now, and I would be grateful if you would call to your father to find their scheduled locations so that we can question them.’

‘You can rely upon me to contact him as soon as you send me a list of the ships,’ Kerd promised. He bowed and Tareed let him out, then locked the door behind him.

‘Acantha in the hands of the Draaka, Fomhika isolated and in danger, and now Kerd is to handfast with Unys of Iridom,’ said the amazon. ‘Do you still say Coralyn does not throw her net for some special catch, soulweaver?’

‘Unys is not innately evil and Kerd is no fool, for all Coralyn thinks he is. But I wonder if he has told his father yet of the poisoning attempt or of his betrothal.’

‘As I was saying outside, Alene, I spoke to the servitors while you called to Darkfall and Poverin. Three servants saw Bleyd leave Tarsin’s apartment the very morning the cirul was delivered. It was left on a table with the note purporting to be from Poverin. Two green legionnaires also supposedly saw Bleyd arrive with something in his arms. They are too smart to say it was the bottles of cirul, but that he was carrying anything is incriminating. Maybe Coralyn’s men lied, but the servants as well? They have been with Tarsin from the beginning and are loyal to him. I think Bleyd went to the Holder’s apartment that morning.’

‘Perhaps he did bring the bottles, thinking they had been sent by his father,’ Alene speculated.

‘Then why did he speak of a fool’s errand? Alene, we need …’

There was a knock and the soulweaver made an impatient gesture for Tareed to open the door, saying it was Feyt.

‘I will get Kerd to come back …’ Anyi began eagerly and slipped out the door as Tareed opened it.

‘Where has he gone?’ Feyt demanded.

‘To get Kerd so he can call to Vespi right away to locate the ships,’ Tareed said. ‘He left but a moment past.’

‘There is no point.’

‘You were not able to get the manifest?’ Alene asked.

‘I have it,’ Feyt said, ‘and I spoke to all but three of the ships who were here that day. All had been visited by Bleyd looking for a package from his father, so he did go to the pier. It seems neither Asa nor the legionnaire who took the message from the urchin could recall which ship had sent it, or so Bleyd told the shipmasters he approached. None of them had the parcel, but one of the shipmasters saw him board two of those three ships which are not now in port, before coming to him.’

‘Which means it was not on either of them or he would not have continued his search,’ Tareed mused. ‘It must have been on the third ship. That makes it easy. I do not understand why you say it will do no good to recall Kerd. It will be a moment’s work for him to call his father and ask him to give the co-ordinates for the scheduled position of a single ship on a single day.’

Feyt’s expression was so bleak that Ember felt frightened. ‘Kerd will not be able to help us because the third ship will not be on Fulig’s master schedules.’

‘All Vespian ships are on the schedules and keep them, on pain of banishment,’ Alene said, looking puzzled.

‘Except those already banished.’

Ember had absolutely no idea what was unfolding, but from the expressions on Tareed and Alene’s faces, it was clear they did.

‘The third ship in port that night was the Vespian renegade, Nightwhisper,’ Feyt said flatly.

‘The blackwind has wrought this evil chance, for how will we call the Nightwhisper without knowing where she is?’ Alene said. ‘We will have to set watchers on all septs …’

‘I doubt that will help us, had we all the time in the world,’ Feyt said. ‘Don’t you see that it cannot have been a mere chance that the Nightwhisper was here that one day? The very fact that it was in port is more damaging for Bleyd than anything else. Everyone knows its reputation. No vessel could be better fitted to carry poison and betrayal. Worse, the pier master told me he heard a shipdaughter from the Nightwhisper say they were bound for Fomhika to collect payment for some cargo they had delivered.’

Alene said slowly, ‘Then the Nightwhisper brought the poison from Fomhika to Ramidan.’

‘It hardly matters if it did or not. Sharayde will certainly have been paid to make it seem that way. I have no doubt that if we locate the Nightwhisper, the crew will incriminate Bleyd. I fear we have run up against a wall.’

Alene frowned worriedly. ‘Anyi has been away too long and I do not like him wandering about alone. Bring him back, Tar, but say nothing of this until you are both here.’

Tareed left and Feyt closed the door behind her very carefully. She turned to Alene.

‘You know there is only one way now to save Bleyd.’

Alene’s brows drew together. ‘That is?’

‘He must escape. Poverin will have to exile him, of course, which leaves Gedron in line to inherit the chieftainship, but I think we have little choice. Alive and exiled he can have his name cleared. Dead he is only dead.’

‘Can he be freed from the dungeons?’ Alene asked.

Staring out the window, Ember watched dark clouds moving along the horizon. A storming, Anyi had said, and it seemed to be coming nearer.

‘No one could escape the cliff cells,’ the myrmidon said. ‘But if we can contrive to have Bleyd brought out of them, I believe the Shadowman can produce a band of ruffians to spirit him away. I have been thinking about it all the way from the pier. If ruffians take him, it will make it difficult to discern whether Bleyd escaped or was taken. That will give Poverin an excuse to hold his hand on the exile for a little while at least. He can say he must definitely know that Bleyd escaped before he disowns him. That will put the onus on the citadel legionnaires to prove he went by his own will and was not kidnapped.’

‘If Tarsin will let no one see Bleyd, why would he agree to have him brought out of the cells?’

‘Ember must ask it,’ Feyt said bluntly.

‘No!’ said Alene.

‘All she need do is tell Tarsin she fears for his life and her own at the hands of Bleyd’s unknown accomplice. She can say she wants to vision so as to identify the accomplice, but to do that, she must see Bleyd. She will not even speak with him in the end, because the ruffians will take him as soon as the legionnaires bring him from the cells.’

‘Then what? Bleyd vanishes and Tarsin will hold tighter than ever to Ember as his only hope of recapturing Bleyd and keeping himself safe. Ember cannot be made a pawn in this.’

‘I have considered Ember’s plight. She must leave Ramidan immediately Bleyd escapes. The Stormsong is in port and Revel will carry her without notification.’

Alene shook her head. ‘I understand that your plan barely involves her, but still you risk Ember’s life. If she announces her intention to learn the name of the poisoner’s accomplice, Coralyn will act against her immediately, fearing she will be named, or Asa. Or in case Ember says Bleyd is not the poisoner. Ember’s life would be in danger from the moment she spoke and that I cannot allow. There is more here at stake than one Fomhikan’s life.’

‘Bleyd is not just one Fomhikan, Alene,’ Feyt snapped, then visibly reined her temper. ‘He will be chieftain of Fomhika after Poverin and we need him in that position. Not only that; if you let Bleyd die, Anyi loves him too much to forgive you or Darkfall for failing to save him. So perhaps a Holder will again turn his back on the misty isle.’

‘Do not lecture me about politics or about love,’ Alene said frigidly. ‘I cannot base my decisions on whether one person will find them overharsh. Ember is a stranger – one of the Unraveller’s kindred – and Lanalor commanded us to defend and protect those who come to Keltor through his portal. I cannot knowingly put her in danger.’

Feyt sighed. ‘Very well. Then Ember must act in such a way that Coralyn will regard her as an ally.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Ember can suggest that Bleyd’s accomplice was one of Coralyn’s enemies. Coralyn would insist that Tarsin bring Bleyd to be scried, if she saw a chance to harm an enemy. She would know Ember was lying, but would just assume she intended blackmail. She would understand that because it is how she, herself, thinks.’

Alene blinked once and very precisely. ‘Better still, if Ember suggests the accomplice was from Darkfall …’

‘Are you insane?’ Feyt cried.

The soulweaver shook her head, her expression almost dreamy. ‘You are right in saying it does not matter if Coralyn thinks Ember a charlatan who plays at visioning, so long as she thinks it will be to her advantage. To be offered proof of Darkfall’s infamy would be impossible for her to resist.’

‘No,’ Feyt said, as absolutely as the soulweaver had said it a little time before. ‘There is but one soulweaver on this isle. If Ember implicates Darkfall, you will be the only suspect.’

The soulweaver raised a pale hand, silencing the myrmidon. ‘I know that, Feyt. But either we will do it this way, or not at all. I will not risk Ember. If you are right in saying it will happen too swiftly for her to be in danger, then the same applies to me.’

‘Naming Darkfall will just confirm in people’s minds that the misty isle is corrupt,’ Feyt shouted. ‘Even if Ember says she made a mistake, or saw wrongly, or cannot confirm her notion without seeing Bleyd, who will be long gone by then and hidden within the citadel, you will still be under suspicion. Ember will be safe because Tarsin does not hate her!’

Alene said with a slight, sad smile, ‘He does not hate me either, Feyt. He will do nothing to me without absolute proof that I am his poisoner.’

‘Are you so certain Tarsin will not just have you killed?’

‘I am. This I know both as a woman and as a soulweaver. Ember may implicate me in order to bring Bleyd out so you can spirit him away. Given that she will not have had a chance to see Bleyd, Ember can say she can not vision his accomplice until he is found. For that reason, he must be hidden very carefully.’

‘I dislike this plot,’ Feyt said at last. ‘It risks too much.’

‘Perhaps more than any of us know,’ Alene said cryptically, her silverblind eyes crossing to where Ember sat. ‘But Ember has not been asked whether she will take part in this scheme. We have spoken as if she has no choice.’

‘What say you?’ Feyt asked impatiently.

‘I can’t see anything,’ Ember whispered. ‘I am blind.’
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segue …

The watcher dared not concentrate on the red-haired girl’s illness. Too much was at stake in her and there was nothing it could do, for healing was not in its power. Besides, the mere sight of the girl was almost unbearable, given her resemblance to Shenavyre. Instead, it focused on the link between the worlds. It focused on compassion and need …

It entered the mind of a girl on the Unraveller’s world trudging along a path swinging a bucket of horse feed. Some of the lucerne spilled out but she didn’t care. It was just dinner for Comet, her mother’s old horse. What a name to give the sway-backed horse with its lop-sided eyes and dirty white coat. The original owners must have been kidding themselves to think the horse was anything like a comet.

Her eyes lifted to the sky. It was cloudy and approaching dusk and that grey and ambiguous hour at which neither artificial light nor remaining daylight seems to illuminate anything.

She hoped it would not be like this when the real comet passed the earth because it came only once in a hundred years or so. Her teacher said it was approaching not just the earth, but the solar system. How big must that make it! The tail must be hundreds of kilometres long, which was why you could see it, though only as a fuzzy blur. It was so rare that people saw it as an omen for good or evil. Her father said it was nothing but a physical phenomenon.

Either way, she wanted to have seen it.

She stumbled and scowled down at the stubbled grass. She didn’t like horses and had never ridden one or wanted to. Comet was her mother’s horse, so why didn’t she feed it herself, or give it away to some horse-mad little kid? Of course no one would want such an old horse. It was out to pasture, which meant waiting to die. Belinda was convinced it would live forever and that for years she would be having to feed it. Stupid ugly old nag. Why didn’t it just die and be done with it?

She reached the paddock gate and untied the bit of rope to let herself in. She glanced around but for once the greedy old thing wasn’t breathing and snorting down her neck. She was tempted to just dump the feed and go, but she was supposed to check the water. She hadn’t the last two times. She walked over to the water trough.

There were a few centimetres of greenish water in the bottom and that made her feel guilty. Lucky she hadn’t left it for another day. She went to switch on the tap to the little water tank. Water began to trickle out and she sighed. It would take forever to fill at this rate. She glanced round looking for the horse. She couldn’t see him anywhere. Squinting, she scanned the paddock. It looked grey-green at this hour and you could hardly see the fences, but right down in the back corner she noticed a pale blur in the grass.

Her heart bumped against her ribcage. ‘It’s all right. He’s just lying down,’ she told herself. But she ran down the paddock because Comet always got up when he heard the gate, if he wasn’t already waiting at it.

The horse was lying on his side with his legs out, and she could hear him wheezing as she approached. That reassured her. For a minute she had thought he was dead.

‘Comet. What are you doing?’ His ears pricked and one hoof twitched feebly. Belinda noticed a little froth of drool on his lips.

‘Shit,’ she whispered, dismayed.

She ran back to the house and burst through the door to the kitchen, gasping.

‘Don’t slam the … What’s the matter?’ her mother asked sharply.

‘It’s Comet, Mum. He’s lying down and I think … Well, I think he’s sick,’ she finished lamely. Somehow she couldn’t say that she thought he was dying, but her mother understood anyway.

Pale too, now, she waved her hand. ‘Go back with him. I’ll get the vet on the phone.’

Belinda nodded and ran back. Comet was in the same place and now she knelt right down beside him. ‘Poor old Comet,’ she said, full of remorse for not bothering with the water. Could drinking that brackish water have caused it? Maybe that green stuff on the bottom was poisonous.

Comet’s ears quivered, and on impulse Belinda lifted his head onto her knees. It weighed far more than she would have imagined. From that angle, the horse’s eyes looked unblinkingly into her own, and she found herself grown small in his eyes. She seemed to see, too, the gentle inevitable approach of his death, and in a strange way, at the same time, all the life that had preceded it: the wet foal born into a dewy field; the warmth of his mother’s tongue and sweetness of her teats; the sour smell of the first human who had named him, and the fear and anger of being broken; the first owner who had kissed his muzzle; the cheers as he won this or that championship; her own mother as a young woman, riding for the ribbons now thrown in an old box in the attic; his bones growing sore and his knees aching as age came upon him; the long lone days grazing in this last paddock, broken only by her short resentful visits.

She had always thought Comet stupid, but now it seemed to her the horse was wise in some deep wordless way that no human could understand; wise like a stone or a river or a storm. He did not hate her for the way she had been. He simply accepted with a grace that shamed her to the depths of her soul.

Suddenly a wind blew up out of nowhere. Distracted for a moment, Belinda looked up and watched it riffle though the pine trees along the property border, and then run across the dry grass like a wave. Her own hair whipped about her head and her dress fluttered; then the wind was gone. Belinda frowned at the sudden quiet, and looked back down at Comet, but as if the wind had borne away his spirit, the horse was dead, his eyes turned upward.

… the watcher withdrew, shattered, for it had witnessed the birth of the Song in the girl, where before there had been nothing but a grey emptiness. But what had brought it? Need? Compassion? No, there had been more than that. Looking into the eyes of the dying horse, the girl had seen something extraordinary, and from the wonder this evoked in her had come the Song, and with it, compassion.

Then she had lifted her gaze and it was as if her eyes and the eyes of the young policeman in its earlier weaving became the eyes of the dying horse; mutely acknowledging the loss of hope in their world. They lifted their heads as if straining to catch the fading of the Song.

And it was fading, that much was all too clear. Chaos was growing in the Unraveller’s world, even as the Song was diminishing.

Were all the eyes of the Unraveller’s world now to strive upward like questing arrows, to stab it with their accusations? And if so, what answer could be made? It could do nothing in that world. Was it enough to watch? To be a witness?

All at once a violent wind passed from the dead beast in the Unraveller’s world across the web of connections to Keltor, and the watcher segued with it; rode the wind …
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Lanalor wove again into the abyss, seeking an answer to
his hatred.
The Chaos spirit whispered to him
that though the Unykorn could not be killed, it might be bound
so that Shenavyre could never look on it again.
Thus would the Unykorn be as dead to her.
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Standing on the lurching deck, Glynn felt an answer to the storming that had blown them willy-nilly far off course shape itself in her blood.

Hard to believe it was only that morning they had boarded the Waterdancer on Fomhika with Kalinda glaring down on them out of a cloudless sky. As soon as they had lost sight of the aptly named green isle, the weather had darkened and before long they had been overtaken by a storming. Colwyn had more than once come near to losing his ship in the boiling sea.

Now the weather seemed relatively calm but there were ominous clouds building again, and Colwyn said it was not over yet.

In the brooding calm, her thoughts inclined as ever towards Ember and melancholy but she resisted because, for the moment, she was further from home than ever, bound as she was to the feinna.

The little creature had been restless from the minute they had boarded and Glynn asked Bayard if there was any likelihood the feinna was near its time. The draakira answered shortly that the feinna was upset because of being on the great water. As anyone with sense ought to be.

Glynn lay on her own bed and stroked the feinna as the draakira dosed herself on sleep potion. The small beast rubbed its head and forehead scent glands lovingly against her.

‘It would be highly inconsiderate if you have your younglings while we are aboard this boat,’ Glynn whispered to the feinna. The animal had tilted its face quizzically then curled to sleep in its favourite position, sleek head tucked into its distended belly.

Glynn had gone up on deck, wondering why she felt so unsettled. She ought to have been pleased that Bayard and others of the Draaka’s entourage were groaning in their beds or drugged since it left her quite free to do as she pleased. There were other passengers crossing from Fomhika to Ramidan, for the vessel operated as a normal carrier on this section of its trip, but they were no concern of hers. She could do as she liked, even read through Bayard’s precious scrolls, but she had felt too restless and unsettled. Pacing the deck, she even tried to distract herself by pretending that the ship was hers and that it was taking her where she wanted to go.

Almost contrarily, the ship had proceeded to take itself pretty much where it wanted to go, for the storming which hit soon after had blown them so far off course they had ended up at the mouth of the Turin Straits. Colwyn had been forced to bring them into the straits in the hope of breaking out of the storming’s ferocious centre. Though the crew looked anxious when he had announced his decision to traverse the straits, Colwyn himself seemed cheerful enough. Putting her odd mood down to the weather, Glynn had felt a secret thrill at the thought of seeing the straits after everything she had heard about them.

‘Why is it so rough when we are out of the storming?’ she had asked.

Colwyn explained that the savage undertow tossing them around was caused by the way the waves were sieved through submerged rock formations at the entrance to the straits. Even in the fairest weather the waters were far less hospitable than in the open sea between Acantha and Fomhika, he said. But at least with such rough waters, there would be no bittermute algae to worry about.

The straits had been every bit as spectacularly beautiful as Lev and Colwyn had promised. Cliffs and jagged shoals reared out of the sea to incredible heights on either side, strangely pale and sometimes transparent, carved into fantastic shapes by the combination of sea and wind. They reminded Glynn of pictures she had seen of Arctic ice caves and glaciers, and as night fell, limned with glittering phosphorus, they resembled enchanted palaces.

Pleased by her enthusiasm, Colwyn explained that the deepest beauties of the straits were seldom seen by other than wavespeakers, because of the roughness of the passage.

‘Most passengers travel these waters locked in Iridomi dreams,’ he said, showing her the securing ropes and urging her seriously to fasten one around her waist. ‘For all you walk like one born to the waves, this is a precarious passage. You must have some few drops of Vespian blood to have lasted so well, though I admit you do not have our look about you. Do you feel the song of the waves in you at all?’

‘I … I love the se … the great water, but I do not hear any song, believe me,’ Glynn said.

The wind picked up as they approached the end of the straits, and Colwyn responded like a thoroughbred born to it, nostrils flaring as he scanned the clouds on the horizon. For a moment Glynn had an apprehensive feeling of deja vu, because the last time he had looked that way, the silfi had risen.

But he had merely looked back at her saying, ‘It has been a rough journey for my Waterdancer and I am afraid it is not over yet. But we will fare well enough, as long as the storming does not turn around and come after us.’

‘Can they do that?’

‘I swear sometimes stormings have a life of their own and a malevolent will,’ Colwyn said. ‘Are you sure you will not go to your cabin? If you were swept overboard there would be no saving you,’ he warned her gravely.

‘I will be careful,’ Glynn promised, tying the mast rope around her waist, and wondering if falling overboard would bring her home in a reversal of her journey to Keltor.

What an irony it would be if, all along, it had been that easy to go home. Certainly the sea seemed to be connected with Lanalor’s portal and for a second she was tempted to throw herself into the waves to test the theory. But the cost of failure was too high, and common-sense prevailed. If she wasn’t eaten by the silfi who infested the straits, she was sure to drown or be smashed to pieces on the rocks. How would the feinna fare then?

In the end, everything came down to the link spun between her and the feinna. She had no idea how it worked, but it had some unexpected side-effects. When they were about to board on Fomhika, Gedron had peered at the feinna and it had suddenly reared up and bared its teeth at him, hissing savagely. Glynn had simultaneously experienced a powerful surge of dislike for him.

He had recoiled in fright, then reddened, a murderous expression on his face.

Her amusement faded as she considered what she had heard that morning of the attempted murder of the Holder of Keltor.

Pombo had been supervising the serving of a lavish breakfast on a sunny terrace facing the sea, and Glynn had been on her second generous helping of pancakes, when he had dropped his bombshell.

‘It is madness for them even to suggest that Bleyd tried to poison Tarsin,’ Pombo muttered apropos of nothing. ‘Never was there a boy to whom honour meant more. By the Horn, he was all honour and reckless courage as a boy. Living on Ramidan could not have changed him so drastically.’

‘Poverin’s son tried to poison Tarsin?’ the Draaka had demanded.

‘That is the rumour,’ Pombo said. ‘Bleyd is said, even now, to be awaiting judgment in the cliff dungeons of the citadel. There is even a scurrilous suggestion that our own chieftain sent the poison to Bleyd. Fool gossip, of course. Poverin would not do such a thing, regardless of his ambitions. Even if it meant he would become Holder himself, he would not put Bleyd in mortal danger. That young man is his father’s heartsong.’

Once Pombo had left the room, the Draaka’s eyes had glittered with excitement. ‘If Bleyd and his father are judged guilty of this, one of our own will be chieftain of Fomhika.’

The town had been busy as the carts ordered by Gedron traversed the road through it, but the Fomhikans seemed subdued. There was, perhaps most significantly of all, no singing. Which suggested they were not as sure as Pombo that this Bleyd was innocent, or that their own chieftain was not involved in treason. Glynn would not have thought Poverin the poisoning sort. He struck her as a man more inclined to wordy intrigue. Though given what Pombo had said, maybe the idea had been the father’s and the execution the son’s.

‘Do you think he did it?’ one of the draakira had asked Bayard, as they walked the length of the long, plant-strangled pier back to the ship.

‘I do not know anything of the man. But I would not be surprised to find Poverin was involved.’

Aboard the ship the Prime had asked the same question of Bayard as they watched the shore of that golden island slip away. This time the draakira replied, ‘If Bleyd is judged guilty, and there is any chance Poverin might have incited him to murder, Tarsin can form a Keltan legion to bring him to be judged.’

The Prime had seemed less elated by that than one would have supposed. Maybe she resented the knowledge that Gedron would have substantial influence on the Draaka if he were both chieftain and a Prime.

News of the attempted assassination and the accusations had reached the ship as well. The Vespians aboard the Waterdancer had seemed more taciturn than usual. Possibly they believed that Poverin had tried to kill the Holder, and condemned all Fomhika for it. Vespi did, after all, align itself with Darkfall and certainly the misty isle would not want its chosen Holder to die.

Unless, a dark thought whispered, Darkfall had acted to rid itself of a liability in the shape of a chosen ruler gone unexpectedly and dangerously insane. It would not be the first time a ruler was slain by his underlings, not in her world or, she suspected, in this one.

But this is not my world, however much the two seem alike, Glynn thought, pushing her face into the stiff breeze and enjoying the icy needles of spray on her bare arms. Her confrontation the night before with the myrmidons seemed, in the light of day, dreamlike and surreal.

‘However you frame it, serve the Draaka and you serve the Chaos spirit,’ Duran had warned.

But she had been wrong.

Glynn had no intention of becoming any more involved in the affairs of this world than she already was. I work for the Draaka but I serve myself, she thought, hanging on tightly as a wave lifted the prow. The Waterdancer hung in the air for a moment before crashing back down into the water. The force of it drove her to her knees and water streaming over the deck soaked into her breeches. Cursing her clumsiness, she stood up.

The wind had risen to a howl, flapping her coat around her. Glynn clutched it to her and decided that they were definitely teetering on the brink of another storming. She did not feel the slightest bit afraid. In fact, she felt as if a storming was already raging in her blood. She was amazed that the weather could affect her so strongly.

An enormous foam-streaked wave broke over the prow, washing her off her feet again and wetting her through. Glynn held fast to a lashed box until the ship shuddered upright again, then climbed to her feet. It began to rain and she squinted up into a dark sky where black clouds churned backlit by sheets of lightning.

‘Are you so hungry for death?’

That voice!

Glynn whirled unsteadily. There, with storm clouds as his backdrop, stood Solen of Acantha.

April fool! Glynn thought, but there was no laughter in his eyes. Nor was she inclined to amusement. In fact what she felt most was blind rage.

‘You … you died!’ she stammered.

‘Obviously not.’ He reached out to steady her as another wave crashed over the deck. ‘Be careful, I think we are in for another storming.’

Glynn all but snarled at him that she could figure that out without his help. She had never felt so angry in her life. She was trembling with the force of it.

Hella had been on Fomhika, as Solen must have been to be aboard the Waterdancer now. Which meant Hella had known her brother was alive when she accused Glynn of betraying him. Donard had known, too. That was why he had not looked shattered when she spoke of Solen’s death.

And she had wept for him!

‘They knew you were alive on Fomhika,’ she said stonily.

‘I had forbidden those who knew to speak of it.’

Forbidden? Glynn thought. Was this the weakling wastrel? But of course he was not those things. That was the lie at the heart of his puzzling duality, so much was clear. Not two personalities, but one worn over another like a mask. How could she have ever believed he was a dissolute weakling? There was not a single yielding or self-indulgent line in that austere monk’s face. He had even lost weight, and she did not find it hard to believe he had deliberately let himself run to fat to preserve the fiction of his degeneration.

But why?

Everyone knew but me, and why should I be told the reason? she thought bitterly. Who was she to these people that she should presume a right to be told anything, let alone the truth? Glynn thought of Hella weeping in her arms with such desperate and seemingly genuine anguish after her brother had vanished, and could not credit that it had been an act.

‘On Acantha when Hella came to me and told me you were dead …’ she began.

‘She believed it,’ Solen said. ‘There was no time for any explanations or warnings. It was not until she came to Fomhika that Hella knew I lived. In fact, when you spoke to her on the green isle, she did not yet know I was alive.’

That offered a slight salve to Glynn’s wounded feelings, but there was a deeper coldness spreading through her veins, for she was remembering other words Solen had said on Acantha.

‘How did you survive?’

‘When I left,’ Solen said, ‘I took with me, concealed, a small narrow coracle. After the legionnaires gave up following me and returned to land, I walked the winds as long as I had strength for it, then I used the coracle and a phial of culva. I waited until dawn, when I knew the search would be called off, left the coracle and windwalked back to Acantha. I had friends who concealed me and smuggled me aboard a vessel to Fomhika.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ Glynn asked. ‘You know I am with the Draaka.’

Of course he knew. They would have told him everything on Fomhika. Before he could answer, if he meant to, another thought speared into her mind. ‘You work for the Shadowman, don’t you? You and Donard. You were never what you seemed to be.’

‘Nor was my father,’ Solen answered obliquely.

‘You acted as you did so no one would suspect the truth.’

‘It was safest to be thought worthless …’

‘You lied the whole time I was staying with you,’ Glynn said coldly, remembering his apparent despair the night they had talked in his fell. It had been cruel to play that part and make her pity him. Thank heavens he had no way of knowing that she had been fool enough to imagine she had made him want to change his ways, and had even blamed herself for his tragic end! What pathetic arrogance to suppose she had so much influence over him.

‘It gave me no pleasure to deceive you …’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she assured him. ‘I am nothing to you or to Hella. If I had not realised that before, your speech at the wing hall and hers on Fomhika made it very clear to me.’

What the hell do I care what he thinks? Glynn wondered angrily. She was trembling all over! She felt so strange; angry and sad and tense and even desperate. She did not know whether she wanted to weep or run away or lash out at Solen.

‘I know you went to the Draaka to get coin,’ he said surprisingly. ‘I know they drugged you at the haven. Hella knows too, now.’

‘How could you possibly know what happened in the haven?’ Glynn demanded, but she knew before she finished speaking. ‘The Shadowman has a spy there!’

Solen did not reply, which was answer enough. ‘Hella regrets deeply what she said,’ he said gently. ‘She was harsh only because she had come to care for you and believed herself betrayed.’

Glynn noted that Solen had not said he regretted what he had said. Galling to realise she wanted him to regret it. She dared not follow that thought where it led. She turned away, trying to ignore the fact that the ship seemed to be striving to buck her into the water. The storming was on them but she hardly seemed to be aware of it, except as a force in her blood.

‘You should go below deck, Glynna,’ Solen shouted, over the howling wind. ‘You could be swept overboard in this.’

‘I would not require your services a second time,’ Glynn snapped. ‘I am aware you acted on impulse in saving me and may have regretted it. But I did not bring what happened on Acantha to you.’

He stared at her, his expression stern. ‘You think I regret saving you?’

Glynn was taken aback at the calmness of his tone in the midst of all that ferocious wilderness of sea and wind. ‘How is it you don’t get sick?’ she asked tangentially.

‘I assure you I do, but am too stubborn-headed to let a storming defeat me.’ His lips tilted into a grin. Glynn had only seen him smile genuinely twice before; once when he had flown her up on to Acantha and once by firelight in his fell. Her heart seemed to contract and the raging in her blood flowed towards him.

‘Both Hella and I were encouraged by our father to learn to bear it. I did hate him for it occasionally, but I am glad now. Sometimes it is a virtue and a necessity to bear the unbearable. Is it true you seek a sister on Ramidan?’

A reminder as breathtaking as a bucket of ice water. Glynn drew herself up. ‘I do, but I am not sure if she is there still. I will begin my search there.’ All truth.

‘I would offer you the aid of the Shadowman if you will have it. You need not stay with the Draaka.’

Which explained why he was talking to her at all. He wanted information for the Shadowman, of course. ‘Have you the authority to offer the services of your master?’ And before he could answer, ‘But even if you do, I will stay with the Draaka. I have given my word.’ Not true, but close enough. She could not explain about the feinna. That went almost too deep for words. How could she say: I am the feinna and it is me, and we have younglings to bear. No.

‘You can remain with the Draaka and speak of honour?’ Solen asked. ‘Duran said you do not declare yourself for her, but nor do you declare for Darkfall.’

‘I am my own,’ Glynn said.

Solen’s eyes probed hers disturbingly. ‘You have heard of the attempt on Tarsin’s life?’ He raised his voice above the rising shriek of the wind.

Glynn nodded. ‘That is why you are going to Ramidan, I suppose? For the Shadowman?’

He made no answer to that. ‘Will you not let me help you?’

Glynn was stunned to find she was now close to tears. ‘Why should you?’

Solen looked faintly exasperated, but before he could respond another wave broke over the deck, flinging them down and drenching them both. Coughing and spluttering, they got to their feet. Glynn wiped her arm across her face.

‘Duran said if you could be made to see sense about the Draaka …’ Solen began.

A wave of tension crested in Glynn and she shaped it into anger and sucked in a breath of white-hot fury. ‘Make me see sense!’ Her whole body felt as if it was going to explode. Some part of her knew her emotions were out of all proportion to anything that was happening, but there was no resisting them.

She heard a shout above the raging of the storming and turned in time to see Bayard stagger on to the deck. The elderly draakira was shouting something, but the wind whipped her words away. Without warning, the ship listed violently sideways and she staggered and fell, sliding towards the edge of the deck.

Glynn screamed and tried to run to her aid, but the rope around her waist held fast. Tearing frantically at the knot, she watched helplessly as Bayard caught hold of a mast rope.

Solen threw himself towards the older woman, but a wave slapped him back.

Bayard began to slip. The draakira flung a hand up to the rail, but it was wet and she found no purchase. The end of the rope slid through her other hand and, with a scream of terror, she reared back and vanished into the turbulent night-dark sea!

Solen had reached the edge of the ship and made to dive after her, but one of the crew caught hold of him. ‘It is too late,’ he bellowed. ‘If you follow you will die too.’

Glynn heard nothing more. She fell on to her knees. Waves of pain assailed her, and a tremulous need. The feinna racked by Bayard’s death, but more than that.

All at once she understood why the draakira had come out into the storming, and why she had been climbing out of her skin all day.

The feinna was birthing!

Solen was beside her, grasping her arm. ‘I am sorry, Glynna-vyre. Though she is a follower of the Draaka, I did try to save her, truly.’

He thought she was mourning Bayard and at some level she was; and would. But now she could only feel terrible pain. She grasped at her stomach and doubled over, screaming. When the spasm ended, she looked up at Solen.

‘Help me,’ she rasped, clutching at his arms and digging her fingers in.

White-faced, he pulled her to her feet. ‘What is it, Glynna-vyre? Tell me and I will do it.’

‘Quickly. Take … take me to my cabin. It … It is the first door … down those … steps … Ahhh!’

Solen took out a knife and sliced through the wet rope holding her to the mast, then half carried, half dragged her over the reeling deck and down the stairs. He kicked open the cabin door and stopped in shock at the sight of the feinna writhing on the floor, surrounded by blood.

‘Put … put me down next to it …’ Glynn whispered, biting her tongue to keep from screaming. She felt as if something was tearing at her from the inside.

Solen did as she bade, and the feinna devoured her with huge liquid eyes, almost overpowering her with love and pain mingled, and the deeper undertone of loss at Bayard’s death. Aloud it howled in terror and anguish. It wanted to die, but there were the younglings clamouring.

Glynn understood starkly then that she was not linked as Bayard had been. She was held by a lesser link and could withdraw as Bayard would have been unable to do. She could be free.

The feinna’s eyes were clouded and Glynn felt it begin to slip away. ‘No,’ she said. Its eyes widened and the soul-spar stilled its withdrawal. ‘I will hold. I will help.’

She leaned close to the feinna and saw enough to be sure that it would give birth the way animals and humans did on her own world. That was something at least. Maybe the school movie on childbirth would help her after all.

She barked a command to Solen to bring water, clean cloth, and a knife. She did not look to see that he obeyed, for she was focused entirely on the animal. She lifted the feinna onto her bed and blood saturated the sheets beneath it with terrifying swiftness.

Solen pressed a cloth into Glynn’s hand. She packed it around the animal.

‘There is the head,’ he said, and she saw it was true. Small and befurred as a coconut, the head of a youngling was beginning to emerge from the creature’s birth canal. The feinna panted and Glynn groaned as some echo of the pain reached her. She put her hand between the creature’s legs and put her fingers either side of the tiny skull, then pulled gently, petrified it would crack under the pressure of her fingers. It felt as delicate as an eggshell, yet babies survived after being delivered with metal forceps.

‘Please,’ she whispered, not knowing to whom or what she prayed; for in her world, the gods worshipped by humans cared nothing for animals.

Gradually, the youngling emerged. Its head was enormous compared to its body. It was a female, but it was not breathing. There was no umbilical cord, just a torn membranous sac which she peeled away.

‘We must breathe life into it,’ Solen said urgently. Taking the bloody youngling from her hands, he wiped the face clear of mucus and birth fluids. Covering its whole nose and mouth with his, he breathed gently. Once. Twice. Thrice. Then he pressed softly on the chest.

He looked into its face, then tried again.

Glynn felt a stab of pure anguish from the feinna, and knew it was no good before Solen shook his head. He laid the tiny, limp corpse down and brushed his mouth with the back of his hand.

The feinna cried out and Glynn forced herself to birth the second youngling. It too was born dead and none of Solen’s efforts to revive it worked.

‘Oh, please,’ Glynn whispered, and delivered the third stillborn. Despair and grief ran so deep she wished she were dead herself. No more death, she thought. No more.

This last youngling was also the smallest and a male. All the longing in the world would not make it live. Glynn looked at the feinna, whose eyes were pools of pure sorrow. Pleading.

Pleading for what?

‘It is no good,’ Solen said softly, and moved to take the youngling from her, but Glynn pushed his hand away, feeling the same burgeoning of tension she had felt before. She leaned forward and looked into the feinna’s face; felt the soul-spar slipping again, as Bayard’s fingers had slipped on the wet rope. Dimly she was conscious of the ship rising and falling under them.

‘What is it? What can I do?’ she whispered.

The feinna’s eyes seemed to grow and Glynn felt … something.

‘Tell me …’ she begged.

‘Glynna …’ Solen said, but she ignored him.

‘Tell me. Show me, damn you!’ she screamed and then she gasped as comprehension blistered its way into her mind, twisting her, changing her. And then the feinna’s soul-spar slipped loose and Glynn was free.

But how could she be free, when she was so needed?

Weeping so much she could not see, she lifted the limp youngling and pressed her face to its wet fur. Somehow the new bit of her wrought by the feinna groped and found the faltering flame of the youngling hovering outside its body. The life flame was nearly extinguished, but when she touched it with her own fire, it brightened and coalesced around her in a mindless nuzzling that filled her with tenderness. She drew it into the limp He-feinna, and felt soul infuse flesh.

‘Song be blessed,’ Solen cried. ‘It lives!’
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segue …

The watcher allowed the shockwaves caused by the birth and the linking to carry it into the Void. Even the Chaos spirit must feel the impact of what had happened, for the entire Void pitched and churned.

More than ever, it was convinced that the relationship between the young woman and the feinna held the key to what bound their two worlds and so it segued to the world of the Unraveller, to the last place where the blonde woman had walked before being drawn through the portal to Keltor. There were no footprints in the sand, of course, but there were still traces of her aura. Even these, though, proved inviolate.

Distracted, the watcher found itself absorbed by an old man’s nightmare in which Chaos devoured the Song, but it could not bear the struggle and acted to bring the dreamer to consciousness …

Ari woke to the impression of light moving across his closed eyelids. He decided it must have been the setting sun, sending its sharp beam though a chink in the swaying curtains. He slept badly these days. Anything woke him up. The bark of a dog, the wood in the floor creaking. Sometimes even the crash of the sea on the shore. He had taken to napping in the afternoon.

He was grateful for the few hours he managed to sleep, but he was not sorry to have wakened. He had been dreaming about his son. The boy had been on a high cliff somewhere misty. He had been there to meet someone. Ari had suspected the boy of dealing in cocaine to tourists for some time now, and seeing him waiting in that dark place, hands pushed deep in his coat pockets, the old man felt his heart was breaking.

He was glad he had awakened before the meeting. To suspect was one thing, but to know would be a kind of death. There was a windy pain in his chest as he sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

It was just a dream and you are an old fool, he admonished himself, but he felt like weeping. The boy had been distant these last few weeks, as if he had gone away, and much further than the mainland.

‘Oh please,’ Ari whispered to God, if there was a God. He was no longer sure there was any kind of benevolence watching over the world; over boys like his son.

The sea roared and Ari flexed his fingers painfully. The doctor on the mainland had told him the rheumatism was getting worse. He was stiffening up like an old tree whose sap was drying out. He ought to stop playing in the restaurants, but letting go of the music was as hard as accepting that he had lost his son. He felt that giving up the music would be the same as giving up hope for his boy; giving him over to the shadow of despair that lay so heavy over the world.

Ari reached for the guitar. His fingers ached, but he strummed anyway, limbering them for the evening performance. He remembered when the boy had been a bright-eyed, cheeky urchin who had danced to the music his father made. Danced and laughed.

The old man strummed and tears welled up in his eyes and made their way down his gnarled cheek, transformed into gilt rivulets by the golden sunset. A cloud that had absorbed the coming night closed swiftly over the brightness like a dark, long-fingered hand.

That was how night came, Ari thought, falling darkly. The falling of darkness over the light. Darkfall.

… the watcher segued in Chaos.
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Lanalor spake to the Chaos spirit, saying: If the Unykorn cannot be slain,
what power would bind it against its will?
The Chaos spirit replied: If you desire it, I will gift you with
matter from the Void, that is Unmade.
With this you can fashion a prison
which nothing made by the Song will ever break.
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


Ember looked about her with a feeling of wonder. She had expected the main hall of the citadel palace to be as dark and brooding as Tarsin’s private audience room. Instead, it was a long airy corridor running along the side of the palace and overlooking the sea crashing onto the cliffs below. On the wall facing the water was a glimmering, pastel-toned tile mosaic that offered a surreal seascape which appeared to waver. Closer, Ember realised the rushing sound that she had taken for the waves was a constant stream of water running down the mosaic. On the other side, the whole apartment was open to the sea and air, with only spiderweb-soft drifts of waving cloth hung to flap and coil at regular intervals. There were no formal seating arrangements. People were sitting or reclining on low stools or on piles of cushions. They rose to serve themselves from tables laden with food, and servitors carried glasses of cirul or juices on trays. In the very centre of the room was a huge white aviary, filled with the chittering, red-plumed and beaked butterflies the Keltans called flyts. Somewhere out of sight, musicians played softly.

The effect of the whole together was light and airy and unexpectedly beautiful.

Those assembled reminded her of butterflies as well, in their loose silky draperies and dazzling head-dresses shimmering with jewels and flowers, with their chatter and peals of laughter. Her own purple and violet dress seemed harsh against this pastel-hued court, though it suited her sombre mood.

People stared at her when she entered on Tarsin’s arm, but their eyes were avid with fascination rather than hostility. The Holder had changed into a loose scarlet toga, edged in gold, but he had clearly not bathed. There was grease on his chin, his hair was a matted nest, and his body odour was horrendous. Yet he must have some aesthetic sense, for he had frowned at Ember’s attire, commanding Asa to send dressmakers to produce a wardrobe fitting an honoured guest of the Holder.

She had thanked him, trying to maintain the sort of distracted look she imagined an unworldly visionweaver would affect, and hoping fervently she was not in the apartment when the dressmakers arrived since it would mean their plans had failed.

Tarsin brought her to an alcove where there was a low couch draped in scarlet silk. He handed her to the seat, before sitting down beside her. This gesture met a buzz of talk, and Ember guessed it must be a mark of special favour that she had been seated first by him.

Immediately people had begun to come up and bow to Tarsin, and to her, and present themselves and their children and friends. Ember had smiled and nodded, knowing she could be seen only faintly through the veil. It was all she could do not to shudder when she saw people kissing Tarsin’s filthy, black-nailed fingers.

Her eyes found Anyi and Feyt, and she was comforted to see them, though she knew she must not go to them. Safer for them all if it were thought a coolness had sprung up between her and the soulweaver. The night before, they had decided Feyt would retire early with Anyi, so that neither would be present when the subject of Bleyd arose. Aside from anything else, Feyt had thought it a wise idea to keep the volatile Anyi from hearing any discussion of his brother’s supposed crime, though he had promised to control himself.

She caught sight of Kerd talking animatedly to a man with a wave of sapphires on his head. Looking for Unys, she found the girl seated with her stepmother, and was chilled to see Coralyn watching her like a cat eyeing a mouse. She was fervently glad that Alene had agreed that she should wear both mask and veil. What she really wanted was a brick wall between herself and this blue-eyed woman with the glittering head-dress and gown of shimmering blue.

But another part of Ember wanted to tear the veil aside and look at everything: the mural and the sea and the fluttering butterflies that sang like birds, even Coralyn who was as lovely as she was vicious. She wanted to eat everything up with her one hungry eye, because she was beginning to fear that she would not see anything for much longer, not this world, and not her own.

That brought back, with a sickening spasm of fear, the memory of the terrifying period of blindness she had suffered that morning. Feyt and the soulweaver had been talking about freeing Bleyd, and Ember had fallen blind without warning.

In the eternity of those minutes when she could see nothing, she had understood starkly that time was running out.

Bad, her mind whispered. Very, very bad.

The darkness had seemed to widen like a mouth, and she let herself drift into it, alone and floating as she had been in the beginning of her life on this world; her only life, since the other remained lost to her. Drifting on a sea of shadow, she let herself be carried into the blackness, from which the sound of tortured horses, and the touch of the hand and lips of a beast who was partly a man, had once kept her.

This time it was Alene who drew her back.

‘Ember, I cannot do this alone. I am too weak. You must fight …’

The soulweaver’s voice had come to her like a dream, woven with music, and that thought had stilled her deadly descent. For it was the music of the dream wood, bringing her to light and the knowledge that this blackness was not a blindness of the eyes, but of the mind. A withdrawal that, in her world, would be called catatonic.

The song and Alene had brought her back. She had opened her eyes to see Alene swaying over her. The soulweaver looked brutally ill, black bruises under her burning eyes accentuating the pallor of her skin. Ember stared into her own Dorian Gray portrait, knowing that all she saw in the face of this thin, blind seer was hers.

Feyt had helped Alene to sit and for a minute or two the soulweaver had dry-retched.

‘She cannot do this again,’ Feyt had said to Ember, almost accusingly.

‘I know,’ Ember had whispered back.

I’m frightened! she had wanted to scream. The blackness seemed to hover over her, red-tinged as the shadow that had swooped on the red-haired singer in the dream glade.

Feyt knelt before her, and Ember had felt how wrong it was that this strong proud brave woman should kneel to her. Pity and compassion showed in the amazon’s eyes.

‘I do not presume, Lady, to know what you can be feeling and I am no balladeer with words. A moment past, Alene reproached me because I spoke of using you to bring Bleyd from the cliff cells, when I had not asked if you were willing. Forgive me. But I ask it, even now after what has happened. I ask it for Bleyd, who loves you no matter that you do not love him, and who will surely die without your help; for Anyi, who loves his brother and whom I think you care about. For the sake of this world into which you have been drawn and which harms you so deeply, even so do I ask: will you help us before you go from this island tomorrow?’

Even with fear lying heavy as a red-tinged stone over her heart, Ember was moved by the grace of the amazon’s words. She was so very afraid of what was happening to her, but truly what was she being asked to do? Very little, really. To suggest a thing that might or might not be agreed to. Nothing more, and tomorrow, no matter what happened, she would be at sea, bound for Darkfall and a healer who would cure her.

She had taken a deep breath and found a shred of courage in the thought that if Alene could bear the killing weight of her sickness, she could bear the weight of this one small task.

‘I will do as you ask, though I think you have lied to me.’ She had made herself smile a little. ‘You said you were not a balladeer, Feyt, but I think your words were worthy of a balladeer’s song.’

For the first time since Ember had known her, the amazon looked taken aback. But almost at once, she had regained her composure, rising and bowing. ‘Thank you. This is no small thing, Lady, and if ever you ask a boon of me, I swear it will be granted.’

No small thing to offer in return, for all it was unlikely Ember would ever call that promise in.

Feyt had turned to Alene then, still diffident, to ask another thing. ‘Soulweaver, it is in my mind that you should leave the citadel when Ember does, and go with her to Darkfall on the Stormsong. Tareed and I can take care of Anyi. What more can you do when Tarsin will not heed you, and with the Draaka arriving at any moment? Especially weakened as you are now.’

‘I would abandon honour if I went, Feyt. The oath I made as soulweaver to the Holder was not to a man but to Lanalor’s Charter and I would die before breaking it. Do not speak of this again. It ill becomes a myrmidon to talk of flight when there is danger.’

Feyt had coloured. ‘Forgive me. I am a myrmidon, but I am a person too, and I fear for you.’

Alene rose and lifted her fingers to the amazon’s cheek. ‘My dear, dearest protector. I cannot leave this isle, but if it please you, I will leave this day for the soulweaver’s hut.’

‘Tarsin will not permit …’

‘He will, if I explain I need herbs to treat Ember.’

‘It … would please me,’ Feyt said humbly.

Alene smiled. ‘Then I shall go. It may well be thought that I am jealous of the visionweaver who has replaced me in Tarsin’s favour, and that is all to the good. You will remain here, and Tareed will accompany me. Tarsin will take your presence here as surety that I mean to return. You will see that Bleyd is freed and hidden, and ensure Ember goes to the Stormsong. Then you will come to the hut to let me know what has transpired. If all is well, we will return to the citadel and I will explain that I did not come back at once because I was ill.’

None of them had spoken of what would happen if all was not well.

‘What about Anyi?’ Feyt had asked, only moments before the boy had returned with Tareed.

‘I will take him with me to the hut.’

In the end, perhaps predictably, Anyi had refused utterly to go with Alene, saying, with that thread of steel that seemed to be part of his nature, that he would not leave the citadel until he knew his brother was safe. Feyt, unexpectedly, had suggested it might be as well for all of them if Anyi did stay, for if he went with the soulweaver, it would give the court more cause than ever to speculate on the connection between the green and the misty isle over the poisoning.

Besides which, Anyi had pointed out, he had to attend the dusk festivities organised to honour Ember. Fortunately for their plans the Draaka, who had been expected to arrive that afternoon, was late. There were rumours of a wild storming from Vespians whose ships had limped into port having been lashed by the edges of it. Now no one knew when the Draaka and her entourage would arrive because calls could not be made to or from ships blown off course by stormings.

‘Nevertheless,’ the servitor had announced in ringing tones, ‘nevertheless my Lord Holder decrees that the celebration planned for this night will honour the visionweaver, Ember.’

Feyt had feared that Tarsin would refuse permission for Alene to go to her hut, but he had not, and the soulweaver left the palace without fanfare just before dusk, accompanied by Tareed. Ember had been reminded not to raise the subject of bringing Bleyd from the cells until the very end of the evening when Alene was far away and everyone was tired and somewhat the worse for cirul. She was to say her visions came most often in the early morning, and to suggest Bleyd be brought to her then, in the hope that seeing him would enable her to vision the accomplice. She was to mention a vision she had experienced during which a woman had held the bottles of poison. She was to imply the woman might have been a soulweaver, but she must make it clear that the vision had been ambiguous.

That would protect her from Coralyn.

Let someone else suggest where Bleyd should be examined, Feyt warned, so long as it was out of the dungeons. It must not look as if Ember had set Bleyd up to be taken. If their plot worked, the Shadowman’s people would be informed at once, and they would come under cover of the night and conceal themselves in readiness for the abduction of the Fomhikan. Already, outside the palace grounds, another of the Shadowman’s people waited with a carriage to bring Ember to the Stormsong the moment her part was over. Revel had been alerted to be ready for immediate departure.

A diversion had been planned within the grounds, to attract any legionnaires on duty at the time of the abduction, and a false trail laid into the thick forest on the south side of the citadel to give the impression that Bleyd had been taken to one of the casting settlements to prevent the possibility of the Edict bell being rung. This was to ensure that the Stormsong could depart unhindered. It would also create maximum confusion so that the ruffians could get Bleyd deep into the citadel, and hide him before a search of the settlement was initiated. Later he would, if necessary, be smuggled onto a ship for Fomhika.

The possibility that the Edict bell would be rung too soon was the weakest part of their plan, for if it rang before the ship cast off from the shore to halt all travel to and from the island, Revel would be bound by it, and would not go. That frightened Ember, but she told herself sternly that hers was not the only life at stake. She had more chance than Bleyd to survive. Unless he could escape by Kalinda’s zenith, he would be judged and, soon after, executed.

With a start, Ember realised Tarsin was offering her a goblet. She accepted it, trying to shake off the dreaminess that had come over her. She must not let her mind drift away. Not here where she was being watched by too many eyes. Lifting the veil, she drank sparingly.

She noticed Coralyn whispering into the ear of an exquisite young man with long golden curls and clear blue eyes. One of his arms was caught up into a silken sling and this told Ember he was Coralyn’s other son, Kalide, who had been gored by some animal on the hunt.

He bore himself with a proud haughty air, yet he deferred so obviously to his mother that Ember did not wonder Coralyn would prefer this son on the throne.

Ember felt again the dizzy drawing away from the world that preceded a vision. Then she was soaring through the swirling darkness towards a glow of light, buffeted by eldritch winds. She hummed softly, and was surprised to find that it stabilised her motion.

She found herself looking at Kalide, but a much-changed Kalide. He was older and little remained of his good looks. Sitting in the corner of a stone room, he wore clothes that were stiff with grease, his hair was matted with sweat and his skin grey with ingrained filth. The sunlight fell full through a window onto his face as he laughed, a mindless cawing, blue eyes aglitter with insane glee.

He’s mad! Ember thought.

Then with a gut-wrenching lurch she was back at the hall, gazing through the smoky folds of her veil at Kalide, throwing his head back and laughing merrily. Her vision must have lasted bare seconds and miraculously no one had noticed anything.

She heard Coralyn’s throaty chuckle mingle with Kalide’s laughter and, studying the pair, she puzzled over her vision. What had she seen? The future? A possible future?

A wave of nerve pain rose in her neck and shoulders and she sat trembling and enduring. Then, as swiftly as it had come, the tide of pain ebbed. She lifted the goblet and drank. Over the rim she saw that both mother and son were looking at her now, and neither of them was smiling. She repressed a shiver at the chill weight of their regard, knowing what it would mean if either of them guessed who and what she really was.

And who and what am I? she wondered, looking out to the night sky and the alien stars. She had become part of the fabric of this world, and yet she was not of it. Not Songborn, for all that music meant to her.

Which brought her to the farewell gift Alene had given her. The a’luwtha. That and the name of the healer who would cure her.

‘There is a soulweaver on Darkfall called Signe whose healing powers are very great,’ she had said. ‘She will be able to help you. The voyage will be bad, but Signe is at the end of it.’ Then she had held forth the a’luwtha.

‘Carry this with you to Darkfall and perhaps some day, by the grace of the Song, I will return there to claim it. I think you will find a use for this when there is pain, Ember, for music has great power in our world,’ she had said very gently.

‘In my world as well,’ Ember said and, although she wanted to refuse, she took it and had not been able to help her fingers caressing the lovely thing. In a way the a’luwtha was a promise.

‘Farewell, Ember,’ Alene had said finally, weariness deep in her face. No tears, though.

Tareed had given her a bone-crushing hug and the young myrmidon, very young in that moment, had wept. ‘Song keep you safe and … Oh Ember, I wish I had heard you play the a’luwtha.’

She had been both friend and sister to Ember in the short time they had known one another. For that, Ember had mustered what little kindness she possessed in the grip of her fears to say, ‘I will play for you one day. I promise.’

‘I will hold you to that,’ Tareed said, brushing her tears away. ‘Something tells me I have seen only half of you until you do, and I would like to know the whole of you.’

They had bid Feyt and Anyi a less intense farewell, because they would be joining them in a few days. Watching them go, Ember wondered if she would ever see them again.

‘They have a long way to go and it is late,’ Anyi worried.

‘There is a cave stocked against such a moment as this,’ Feyt assured him. ‘They will spend the night there and go the rest of the way tomorrow.’

She had gone on to say that the Shadowman’s agent had been elated to learn that Alene had sanctioned the request for help. Never could it be said again that the Shadowman did not serve the misty isle.

Feyt had taken Anyi to his rooms to prepare for the evening festivities, leaving Ember to make her own preparations. She had sat for a long time with the a’luwtha in her arms, but she had not played it. Something stayed her hand because again she sensed her forgotten self hovering; a ghost, waiting to be summoned by the voice of the instrument. And with it, whatever had caused her to forget in the first place. Something that included the music from the dream, and the blonde-haired girl and her own mysterious sickness. Something dark.

Soon, she promised the ghost. Just let me get away from Ramidan. Once I am on the boat and out to sea, I can bear anything.

She had laid the instrument aside gently and begun to make up her face. Feyt had returned with a resplendent Anyi in a blue silk tunic and red hose to escort her to Tarsin’s chamber.

Now the evening was drawing to a close. Ember felt her nervousness increasing.

‘Are you enjoying yourself?’ Tarsin asked suddenly, looming over her.

‘I am not used to such luxury …’ Ember answered, trying not to look into his vacant gaze. She focused her senses on the delicate fragrance of her veil, mentally blessing Feyt for scenting it, and wondered if it was not late enough yet. Anyi and Feyt had departed unnoticed, as had Kerd of Fomhika. Many of the guests were lolling back with vacant expressions or laughing too loudly.

‘It must … seem very gay to you here, compared to barren Sheanna,’ Tarsin was saying, stumbling over his words as if his brain stumbled over his thoughts.

It occurred to Ember that it would be foolish to leave what must be said until Tarsin was drunk.

‘It is not like Sheanna here,’ she said, trying to think of a way to bring Bleyd into the conversation. It would be perfect to do it now, when no one else was listening, and she did not want Tarsin to question her any more about Sheanna. There was still a danger she might inadvertently reveal that she had never set foot there.

‘I have heard it said Sheanna is fearful dull,’ Tarsin droned on.

‘I find it peaceful,’ Ember said softly.

‘You have powerful soulweaving tendencies. Did you never think of offering your skills to Darkfall?’

Ember considered her words carefully before uttering them. ‘It is not a life I would choose.’

The whole court knew that Tarsin was determined to find a cure for Ember’s illness, for on the same day as her audience in his private chamber he had sent out scrolls to announce a great reward to anyone who could cure her. Potions and remedies of all description had already begun flowing in, and had been sent to Ember in the soulweaver’s apartment. Many of these Alene had pronounced harmless if also useless, but quite a few of the potions and unguents offered were addictive drugs that would steal her wits away, and two contained virulent poisons. Of course, these, like many of the offerings, came anonymously.

‘You might have healed yourself if you had become a soulweaver,’ Tarsin said now. ‘Does not a soulweaver draw on the healing power of the sacred Horn?’

‘Not all soulweavers can heal,’ Ember said softly, wondering what the sacred Horn was. ‘I have no power of healing and only a little visioning ability.’

Tarsin’s eyes drifted before they came to rest on her again. ‘You saw a vision of two traitors plotting murder and that was true, yet the soulweavers claim that only they see the truest visions.’

‘Soulweavers when they vision recognise truth,’ Ember said, repeating what Alene had told her. ‘I do not.’

Tarsin thumped at his knee impatiently. ‘Your vision saved my life. That’s truth enough for me. Now I have tasters eating my food exactly as I do so that such a plot would not succeed again.’

‘That is wise,’ Ember approved. She willed Tarsin to raise the subject of Bleyd. He was not so far from it, she sensed, and it would seem much less suspicious if he mentioned it first.

Tarsin scowled. ‘Since I ascended to the throne six tasters have died, and four more were poisoned while I was yet a mermod.’

Ember wondered who had made the other attempts. Surely not all had been at Coralyn’s instigation.

Tarsin went on. ‘Once, a mermod chosen by Darkfall Decree was regarded with awe, for all believed that the seers worked for the good of Keltor. Poisonings were uncommon, because it was seen that their choices were wise and untainted by greed since they did not concern themselves with worldly things. Now they dabble in politics and interfere in my domain, claiming that is their province, too. My mother thinks I should cut myself off from them since they have grown so unpopular with the people.’

‘Perhaps,’ Ember said slowly, resisting the urge to remind him it was partly his fault that the soulweavers had fallen into disfavour. She decided to speak now, before someone approached and broke the moment of intimacy. ‘I have heard the poisoner is to be judged tomorrow.’

Tarsin’s disintegrating mind drifted, but at last he appeared to take in her words. Then he grinned wolfishly, leaning near. ‘Judged and executed before Kalinda sets.’

‘He has confessed, I suppose,’ Ember made herself remark casually.

Tarsin scowled. ‘He confesses nothing. But he was seen entering my apartment with the bottles he collected from the Nightwhisper. I have yet to determine how much Poverin had a hand in this.’

‘No doubt this poisoner’s accomplice can tell you, if the Fomhikan refuses to name his father.’

Tarsin scowled. ‘The accomplice has not been found.’

Ember opened her mouth to ask Tarsin if he was not afraid the accomplice would try again, but it occurred to her the Holder was too disturbed mentally to be afraid. But mad or not, Tarsin was proud.

‘No confession from the poisoner and no accomplice to name the father, and all proofs circumstantial according to the palace gossip,’ Ember mused. ‘That must concern you, for people will find it troubling.’

‘The whole point of being the Holder is that Tarsin needs not care about what troubles people,’ Coralyn said coldly.

The Iridomi chieftain had come silently to stand beside them. More than ever, Ember was glad of the veil.

Tarsin grinned nastily. ‘So you would advise me to ignore my subjects’ opinions, mother? I wonder how much you would have regretted my death if Ember had not saved me from swallowing the poison sent to me by one of those subjects about whom I need not trouble myself. And should I hear your advice or care about your opinion, if I am Holder?’

In that moment it seemed to Ember she had been wrong, that they all had. Tarsin looked exhausted, but he did not look mad. Then he laughed, and his wild cackle made her skin crawl. Suddenly she wished more than anything in the world to get away from the citadel and its insidious currents of evil, hidden under smiles and sweet words, and its faces that concealed everything from madness and despair to murder.

The show must go on, Ember thought, and forced herself to continue.

‘It is not my place to speak of such matters and this Bleyd deserves to die, of course,’ she said earnestly. ‘But I think you should find his accomplice and force them to implicate him absolutely.’

Coralyn gave her a puzzled look. ‘You believe Bleyd of Fomhika is guilty?’

‘Of course,’ Ember lied solemnly.

‘Why would Tarsin bother himself about getting a confession from the accomplice?’ Coralyn asked suspiciously. ‘Or do you suggest a delay while we seek this accomplice?’

‘Not at all,’ Ember said lightly. ‘I am concerned only that there is no absolute proof of his guilt. It might be said that the Holder acted in cowardly haste to hide the fact that he doesn’t know the identity of the real poisoner. A Holder, surely, must be seen to be all-powerful and all-seeing. It seems to me that Tarsin must show not only that Bleyd is guilty by circumstance, but that his own power is so great he can prove it beyond a shadow of a doubt. That way no one would ever dare try such a thing again. They would be too scared he would find them out.’

‘Ridiculous …’ Coralyn said, but her heart was not in her words. She was clearly confused about Ember’s motives.

‘You are right …’ Tarsin said slowly, ignoring his mother. He leaned nearer and Ember had the terrifying thought that he would reach out and pull the veil and mask from her.

‘Well, I do not see how we can capture this accomplice. You saw hands in your vision and those hands must have belonged to Bleyd of Fomhika,’ Coralyn said, her lashes dropping to conceal the expression in her eyes.

‘I … I did not speak of it because I am not a soulweaver, but I … I have dreamed of the poisoning since …’ Ember murmured as though speaking her thoughts aloud. She trailed off as if troubled.

‘You have seen something more? What did you see? Who worked with Bleyd?’ Tarsin demanded eagerly.

There was a flash of alarm in Coralyn’s eyes.

‘I saw only a little. Hardly enough to condemn someone …’ Ember said, pretending reluctance.

She sensed Coralyn’s stillness.

‘I will be the judge of that,’ Tarsin snapped. ‘What did you see? I command you to speak.’

‘It is only that what I saw was so unclear and Alene has been so kind to me …’ Ember said.

‘Alene? What has she to do with this?’ Coralyn cried, excitement kindling in her vivid eyes as she took the bait.

Ember hung her head. Let them talk you into it, Feyt had said. ‘I think the accomplice was … No, I must not speak against Alene with such a vague dream that it could as easily be false as true. I would need to see the prisoner to clarify the vision. And even then …’

‘You saw Alene?’ Tarsin said incredulously. ‘Have you spoken of this dream to her?’

‘Of course, but she said that I must be mistaken. Or that someone was pretending to be a soulweaver. I think she was upset with me for she has left the citadel. She was good to me, and she healed my pain … I must have been mistaken.’

‘So,’ Coralyn hissed triumphantly. ‘From this visionweaver’s lips comes the very thing I feared. No doubt Alene left the citadel because this visionweaver spoke to her of this incriminating vision. I will send some of my legionnaires to bring her back …’

‘Silence!’ Tarsin said savagely. He glared at Ember. ‘Did you mark the soulweaver’s face in your vision?’

‘I told you. I … I could not see clearly. It may not have been her.’

‘If she saw a soulweaver, who can it be but Alene since she is the only …’ Coralyn interrupted.

‘Shut up!’ Tarsin screamed, stilling all talk.

He rose and suddenly Ember was frightened. She had imagined a casual conversation, and a suggestion. Not this towering rage.

‘I will do nothing without proof, my dear mother, but if it was Alene who sought to poison me, I will have her rent from limb to limb. That ought to satisfy even your bloodthirsty instincts.’ He looked at Ember and his eyes were cold and utterly sober. ‘You will scry and tell me the identity of the accomplice.’

‘I … I told you I couldn’t without seeing Bleyd …’ The fear in Ember’s voice was not feigned.

‘You will be taken to him now.’

‘I vision most often in the mornings, Holder,’ she stammered. ‘Tomorrow if you have him brought to me …’

The Holder said through clenched teeth, ‘There will be no delay.’ He waved an arm at Asa. ‘Alert the key-holder of the cliff cells.’

Ember did not know what to do. There was no time to warn Feyt. None of them had expected Tarsin would act with such dispatch. And she was supposed to have Bleyd brought out of the cells. It was all going wrong!
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And so it was that Lanalor, ruler of the Lastmade,
carried into the world a seed of Chaos, to bind
the Firstmade.
LEGENDSONG OF THE UNYKORN


‘My son, the visionweaver is trembling,’ Coralyn said reproachfully. ‘The dungeons are not pleasant, and the Fomhikan is near mad with rage at being caught. If you permit it, I will send my personal guard with her.’

Tarsin nodded, glaring out to the sea. There was a madness in his eyes and Ember was actually glad of the Iridomi chieftain’s presence. She had imagined Tarsin cared nothing for Alene. They had all imagined that, except the soulweaver.

‘I will summon them myself,’ Coralyn offered, rising with swift grace. Long moments passed and Ember feared to move or speak until Coralyn returned with a troop of green-clad Iridomi legionnaires.

‘Go with them, my dear,’ Coralyn said. ‘See who tried to poison my son, if you can. Return and say what you have seen. If you can name the poisoner, you may name your dearest wish and I will grant it.’

An oddly extravagant promise, but Ember, letting herself be ushered away by the legionnaires, was hearing someone else speak of wishing.

‘Look, the first star. Make a wish …’

And the blonde girl from the cliff was beside her, clad in jeans and a loose dark jumper.

‘I’m going for a swim …’

Ember wondered if madness was part of her illness, because she was walking down a stone passage with an escort of towering green legionnaires, but she was also standing on a dark shore watching the blonde girl of her cliff-top vision strip off jeans and jumper and run into the water; to swim with a strong sure stroke out to the moon.

Again the music from the dream wood rose in her mind.

The girl began to struggle in the moonlit water and, on the shore, Ember saw that something was wrong. She stepped forward and was again walking through the gardens of the cliff palace with the legionnaires. It was night and they were bringing her to the cells.

But she was also walking into the sea. She had to help the blonde girl. She began to swim but her dress wrapped around her legs. She was not very strong and, being one-eyed, it was hard to judge the distance between them.

And then she was gone and Ember was alone in the wide ocean, with the moon pouring its silver light into a path.

‘Glynn!’ Ember screamed. Glynna!

‘Are you well, visionweaver?’ a legionnaire asked courteously.

Ember blinked, dazed with the duality of her vision. Dazed with what she had remembered and what it could mean. But there was danger here and she must concentrate. Things were not going the way Feyt had planned, but all was not lost as long as she kept her head.

‘I am … I have been ill,’ she explained.

The legionnaire drew to a halt outside a gatehouse. A red legionnaire saluted smartly and held out keys and a lantern. ‘I will lead you down,’ he said. ‘The steps are wet and treacherous.’

Inside the gatehouse there were two more red legionnaires and a boy in a blue uniform. One of the trainees, Ember guessed absently. As they stepped into the stairwell, the boy in blue reached out. She half expected his hand to go though her, so insubstantial did she feel. But he merely brushed her arm and again warned that the steps were dangerous.

‘There is a railing further down, Lady,’ he told Ember, who nodded and told herself she must get a grip. Things had gone monstrously awry, but she could save the situation. She would examine Bleyd, and feign to see something, then she would pretend to be overwhelmed. They would bring her back to Tarsin and she would say she must see Bleyd outside the cells to vision clearly enough. She would tell him she had no more strength that night, but in the morning …

Tarsin would have to agree because a vision could not be compelled.

The green legionnaires had divided, half of them going before her down the stairs, and half following. Their boots rang on the stone, making the few sound like many. There were small alcoves every few steps, with windows showing the sheer drop to the sea far below. Ember began to see why the cells were considered escape-proof.

The dungeons ran along the cliffs walls below the palace and there was no way out of them except through the windows which fell hundreds of metres to the ocean below, or up through the palace itself. There were no other doors or passages. As they descended, the air grew increasingly damp with sea mist and the steps slippery. Even the soldiers were forced to hold on to the stone walls to steady themselves by the time they reached a level where a black, oily-smelling moss grew over everything.

At last, the steps ended in a shadowy stone passage. A red-clad legionnaire stationed in the final alcove stepped forward. Behind him, through the window, the blue moon shone and beside it a single bright star.

‘Make a wish …’

‘This way,’ he said, turning smartly. The green legionnaires followed, Ember in their midst.

She glanced at the green-clad guard walking behind her and was unnerved to find him staring at her, his black eyes coldly purposeful.

Her hand strayed to the hem of her veil and plucked at it nervously.

The cold deepened until her teeth were chattering uncontrollably. She was so preoccupied by discomfort and the grinding pain in her temples, that she bumped into a legionnaire before noticing her entire escort had come to a sudden halt.

She looked up to ask why they had stopped, and found the legionnaire beside her standing as still as a statue, his eyes glazed and distant. In fact, the entire escort stood around her as if entranced.

It was bone-achingly cold now and little puffs of cloud came from the guards’ mouths. They were alive and breathing, but what in heaven’s name was the matter with them?

‘Lady …’ a disembodied voice came into her mind with a hauntingly familiar echo of pain. ‘I have set these men to slumber so that we may speak. I have woven that almost all of the many paths that lead from this single action will cause your death.’

‘Wh … what?’ Ember gasped.

‘I do not mean the illness that kills you slowly. I mean a sudden violent end. Therefore I must intervene though there is great danger in it. If the agents of the Chaos spirit learn that I have helped you, it may learn also, and begin to wonder about other long-hidden matters.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Ember said faintly, shivering with cold. She turned around and peered into the shadows behind her. ‘Where are you? Why are you saying these things to me?’

‘I swore an oath and you are part of it. These men in green have instructions to kill you and make it appear that the Fomhikan imprisoned here struck out in a frenzy. He, too, was to be killed in the struggle, along with any red legionnaires who were present. The Iridomi chieftain fears you because she does not know what you will do.’

‘What … who are you?’ Ember whispered.

‘Questions …’ There was a hint of laughter in the sibilant tones. ‘Even so did Shenavyre question the Firstmade. You know who I am …’

Of course she did. ‘You are the manbeast who saved me. Ronaall.’

‘I am what I am, but that is of no consequence now. You must leave this isle before the morrow dawns, for I have woven that if you remain here longer all paths you tread will lead to your death, even if I save you now.’

‘But I can’t leave without helping Bleyd. I promised and he will die tomorrow if I don’t do something …’ she stuttered, still trying to understand how he had hypnotised the guards.

‘The keys to the cell you seek are in the pocket of the bearded green legionnaire. Take them and go down this corridor. At the end, you will find in the cell he whom you seek. Bring him out with you and to the stairs. There, help will come to you …’

Ember looked at the frozen men around her.

‘How did you do that to them?’ she whispered, but there was no answer.

Pushing aside a thousand impossible questions, she swallowed her fear and, reaching gingerly into the pocket of the black-bearded legionnaire, withdrew the keys. Hurrying down the hall she stopped briefly to take a torch from a bracket to light the way. She passed more guards standing and staring blankly before them, but as the manbeast had promised, they did not stir.

At last she found a single cell, and used the keys to unlock the heavy stone door. It was pitch dark and Ember stepped inside apprehensively, leaving the door ajar. Her eyes adjusted to the minimal light until she could see a shape near one of the dungeon walls.

‘Bleyd?’

There was no movement. Tiptoeing across the room, she knelt and reached out to the hunched figure. ‘Bleyd … It’s me, Ember.’

The shape moaned and stirred. ‘Ember?’ His voice sounded cracked and his throat hoarse but it was Bleyd’s voice all right. He flung one hand up to protect his eyes from the light.

‘I’ve come to help you,’ she whispered.

He struggled to sit, and she stifled a gasp of horror at the sight of his battered features. The handsome Fomhikan was almost unrecognisable. His lips were swollen and misshapen, crusted with blood. One eye was puffed completely shut and his face was a motley patchwork of bruises and cuts. His shirt was stiff and black with what could only be blood, and one arm was wrapped up in a clump of filthy rag. Unwrapping it only part way was enough for Ember to smell the sickening stench of infection.

‘It probably looks far worse than it is …’ Bleyd rasped indifferently, pulling the rags back in place.

‘I’ve come to get you out,’ Ember said, when she could make herself speak.

His lips twisted into a painful smile. ‘You?’

She ignored his incredulity and stifled her own. ‘Yes, me. Unless you have some other plan.’

His smile faded. ‘It is dangerous for you to come here …’

‘You think I haven’t figured that out by now?’ Ember asked. ‘Come on,’ she urged. ‘You’ve got to help me. We only have to get to the steps on our own.’

‘What … what of the legionnaires, or have you bewitched them as you bewitched me?’ Bleyd grunted, trying to heave himself to his feet. Ember had no strength for an answer by the time she had him on his feet. They staggered out of the cell, with the Fomhikan stifling moans of pain. In the light Ember could see that something had been done to his legs, and she felt her gorge rise into her throat. Only Bleyd’s fear at the sight of the guards, and the pity she felt for him, gave her the courage to drive him past them.

‘It’s all right … they’re … they’re drugged,’ she panted.

They passed the little knot of green-clad legionnaires in silence. It seemed to take forever to get to the steps and Ember almost wept to find the stairwell was empty.

Where was the help the manbeast had promised?

She looked helplessly at the tall Fomhikan slouched half-fainting against the wall. Then she gritted her teeth, and made him lean on her. ‘Come on, we have to keep going.’

Slowly they began the long climb up. As they passed the hypnotised legionnaires, Ember wondered fearfully how long their trances would last. If they woke now …

She stopped to rest when they reached an alcove, trembling with muscle strain and unable to imagine how she was going to manage the rest of the stairs.

‘So!’ said a voice from above, sounding amused. ‘What is this then? An escape?’

With a plummeting heart, Ember looked up at the grinning emissary, Asa. ‘It was fortunate I thought to check on the visionweaver’s safety.’ He came slowly down the steps drawing a long-bladed knife from his belt.

Bleyd chose that moment to faint dead away. Ember tried to hold him but he was too heavy and she sagged to her knees under his weight. It was all she could do to stop him tumbling back down the stairs.

‘Liar,’ she gasped at Asa, despair making her unexpectedly furious. ‘You came to check we were safely dead!’

His smile faded. ‘Now I wonder how you know that. Unless that mask you wear so prettily hides a crescent of moons!’

The emissary grabbed her by one arm and dragged her to her feet, flicking off veil and mask with the end of his knife. Seeing her unmarked cheek, his eyes moved to hers, then widened in disbelief.

‘You … your eye. You are silverblind in one eye! But that is impossible. Unless …’

Ember snatched back her veil and, at the same moment, Feyt sprang down the stairs behind Asa and hammered her elbow into the emissary’s head. He fell with a creaking sound, releasing Ember who was shaking from head to toe.

‘That was too close for comfort,’ the myrmidon said. She looked down at Bleyd wonderingly. ‘I have never visioned in my life but, wide awake in the apartment, I was commanded to come here. I thought I was going mad but I came. What has been happening here? How …’

She stopped abruptly and reached down to haul the unconscious Bleyd onto her shoulders in a fireman’s hold. ‘I am a fool. The vision said there would be no time for questions. Someone will come to see what is happening. There is no time for me to summon the Shadowman now. There is only one thing for it. Bleyd must go with you on the Stormsong. He needs prolonged healing in any case, by the look of him. We have no choice, for your escape is the only part of the plan in place. The carriage waits and so does Revel.’

‘But it’s night. Revel won’t cast off in the dark.’

‘It is close to morning. Kalinda will be rising by the time you are aboard the Stormsong. And there is a trail marked already for tomorrow in the forest, though not yet with Bleyd’s scent.’ Feyt ripped a strip of cloth from the Fomhikan’s ragged clothes, and stuffed it in her pocket.

‘What about Anyi?’

‘I will take care of the boy. He will be just as happy, I think, that his brother is away from Ramidan.’

Ember followed the amazon up the remaining steps and down a dim back hall she had never seen before. It came out into a moonlit lane smelling of refuse. The smell was coming from the only carriage in the street. A rubbish wagon.

Oh, Cinderella, Ember thought with a bizarre flash of humour.

‘Quick now,’ Feyt urged. ‘Put on the veil.’

As they approached the odorous carriage, a thickset man stepped out of the shadows.

‘This is earlier than planned,’ he rumbled.

‘It is, but need has no clock attached to it.’

The man grunted and lifted the tarpaulin under the garbage, revealing a hollowed gap. ‘Not much room. I thought there was to be only one.’

‘They will manage,’ Feyt said and slid Bleyd in with the other man’s help. Then the driver took his seat. ‘It will be a tight fit, but not for long. And Ember, keep the veil on until you get to Myrmidor.’

‘Asa saw me …’ she stopped and looked at the cart driver.

‘I will deal with Asa. Ask for Duran when you get to Myrmidor and tell her everything. I hope we meet again. I think you would have a story to tell about this night, worthy of a good flask of cirul.’

She helped Ember into the narrow space.

‘Feyt … this morning you said if I asked something of you …’

‘I would do it. Yes. What is it you would have me do?’

‘Do you remember the blonde girl I saw fall from a cliff in my vision?’

Feyt was frowning. ‘I have sent out enquiries but I told you …’

‘She is my sister. Her name is Glynn. Glynna, and I think … I think I was looking for her when I swam into the waves and ended up here. I think she came here before me.’

Feyt’s eyes registered shock. ‘Your sister! But how …? No, there is no time for this. I will seek her. If she is alive and on Keltor, I will find her. I swear it. Now go!’

She threw the flap of canvas over them and shouted to the driver to go on. The cart drew away with a jerk. It smelled of animal manure and rotten vegetables, and Bleyd lay like the dead, stinking of a different kind of rot, but Ember rested her head gratefully on the fouled boards.

Glynn, she thought.

It was not all that had been forgotten, but it was something, and a very great something. Perhaps the brightest thing, for still there was a secret, heavy and hidden inside her, waiting to be released and this name rested against it somehow, balancing it. Glynna. Astonishingly, Ember slept until they had reached the harbour and the rough cobbles of the pier road rattling under the wheels woke her.

Revel herself threw back the tarp covering them, sterner-faced than Ember remembered. The shipmistress surveyed Bleyd but waved away Ember’s explanations and summoned two of her crew to carry him aboard. The Stormsong’s yellow mast pennants fluttered wildly in the stiff wind blowing in from the sea. Kalinda had yet to rise, but the horizon glowed promisingly. It was almost dawn. Brusquely Revel told her to get below and stay out of sight.

Ember’s last sight of Ramidan was of the rubbish cart rumbling back along the pier road to the citadel.

In the tiny cabin Bleyd was laid unconscious on the only bed. When the shipsons departed, Ember perched beside him, trying to encompass all that had happened.

Her eyes fell on the a’luwtha next to a bag propped in the corner. Feyt must have sent them down earlier.

Slowly and with a feeling of uttermost inevitability, Ember took up the instrument and placed it gently in her lap. Soon now, if all went well, Revel would cast off and, at the end of this journey, whatever pain she might be called upon to endure, there was hope and healing. The shadow of her forgotten self hovered insistently. Ember knew there was darkness in it waiting to be unleashed. But now there was a name to set against the fear it roused, and the name was like a talisman.

Glynna.

‘Let us go from this shore before the Edict bell rings, and I will play and let the ghosts come to rest,’ Ember vowed to whatever powers ruled this world, and rested her long fingers on the strings in readiness.
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segue …

The watcher was exhausted. It had intervened, and this had diminished it badly. And there would be a deeper price to pay. There was, it seemed, always a price to pay. But for now at least, the girl was safe.

Yet the Void was so violently disturbed by its intervention and by the events of the preceding days on Keltor, that all of the possible futures were fusing and reshaping. There was no telling what they would reveal, when the Void settled. It must wait and see.

It segued to the Unraveller’s world, and here too there were omens flying freely. Matters were in flux. People sleeping dreamed of comets and flying horses and red-haired goddesses. People dreamed Chaos and the Song. More than enough evidence that the worlds now existed in symbiosis. Like the blonde girl and the feinna. To let the world of the Unraveller fall into Chaos would doom Keltor to the same fate. But how could the world of the Unraveller be saved?

Two birds flew in the dusk, dark claws on the face of a yellow moon that had just risen above the horizon.

Far below, they flickered for an instant in the smooth shining eyes of a blind baby beneath an open window. Catching some unexpected movement from the corner of his eye, the father looked into his son’s face. Twin reflected moons lay passive as pools in the child’s eyes, but the man remained convinced that he had seen something. He could imagine what the doctor would say, and usually this would have been enough to restore the dragging hopelessness that they lived under these days.

But quite suddenly he made up his mind that they would, after all, seek a second opinion. He felt lighter at once and decided it was better to hope, even when there was no hope. He was smiling as he called his wife’s name.

The watcher withdrew, understanding suddenly and with breathtaking simplicity what was needed by this world. Not the Firstmade, but the thing that the Firstmade had brought: wonder, beauty, a reason to hope. A transcendent symbol to waken them to their dreams.
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33

The world is full of unfinished visioncloths.
OLD SHEANNITE PROVERB


‘You know,’ Solen said, ‘it is told that Ranouf of Vespi could wavespeak a ship so that it would remain in the eye of a storming until it died of exhaustion around him, so great was his skill.’

Glynn gazed at the isle of Ramidan and its strange red-tinted cliff city, trying to discern if it was the crimson dawn that gave it that ominous bloody hue.

‘I wonder what happened to him in the end …’

Solen shot her a look. ‘Ranouf? No one knows.’

‘Do you think he killed himself?’

Solen shrugged gracefully. ‘Perhaps he courted death until his luck ran out. But from the stories, I do not think he would have been coward enough to kill himself.’

That caught her attention. ‘You think that choosing to die is cowardice?’ She was thinking of the feinna. There had not been any lack of courage in that tortured little beast.

He knew what was in her thoughts, so close had the past night brought them. ‘The feinna had no choice,’ he said. ‘She fought nature by forging an unnatural link with the draakira to save her babies. The way she died was natural to her species. But it is different for people. For us, suicide is surrender.’

‘Don’t you think there might be times when surrender is the best thing to do? The only thing?’ Now, tangentially, Glynn was thinking of Ember and wondering how her sister’s stoical wait for death would be viewed by the Acanthan. Would he call that fighting or surrendering?

She noticed a ship pull away from the pier and squinted to make out its name, but it was too far away.

Solen stared down at Glynn intently, his coat flapping in the sharp breeze which was all that remained of the wild storming that had driven them from the Turin Straits to the isle of Ramidan in record time. She seemed to him, in this soft dawn light, as golden as Kalinda and very fair.

With difficulty he brought his thoughts to bear on her question, though it was not truly a question. ‘Perhaps there are times when it seems there is no alternative to surrender, but while we breathe, there is hope. It takes courage to hope though.’

While there is breath in you, you would fight with a courage you do not even seem to understand is in you, he thought, but did not say.

Glynn sensed something flowing from him as heat and fire. But she was thinking of Ember, pale but for the flame of her hair. She hadn’t tried to kill herself, but wasn’t there a kind of weakness in her embrace of death?

The tiny He-feinna uttered a mewling noise, and Glynn looked down to find it staring up at her with its mother’s liquid seal-eyes.

‘The feinna had to die, yet it resisted death long enough to help its child live,’ Solen said, and there was a break in his voice that moved Glynn.

Like Solen, she had been deeply affected by the birthing. It had also stripped something away between them. Having shared that extraordinary night of storms and death and, in the midst of it, this one precious birth, they could never quite be ordinary together. More was born last night than the He-feinna, Glynn thought.

Her eyes blurred anew at the memory of Bayard’s sudden, shocking death, and of the two dead feinna dropped into the sea with their mother while the storm faded about them. They could have waited to reach land, but somehow it had been fitting. In this new wordless way, they had both known that.

She had passed the little He-feinna to its mother, and its eyes had shown a brief radiance before they clouded and the soul-spar flew where its mate’s had gone, and Bayard’s. Weeping bitterly, for she had not known this would come, Glynn had swaddled the tiny He-feinna and held it to her breasts, still not understanding what she had done to make it live.

She knew exactly what had happened in one way; it was just that there were no words to fit the experience. No human words.

‘Those born who must tread strange and dangerous paths are given gifts to aid them by the gods,’ Wind had said once.

Glynn shivered, wondering what the future held now.

She would have to explain Bayard’s death when the Draaka woke. She was free of them now, though. They would not dare to drug or bind her with so many witnesses on hand.

There was still a link to be taken into account, but the link she had with the He-feinna was not like the one that had existed between its mother and Bayard. That link had changed the feinna, maiming and altering the creature’s spirit in some unnatural way. The link between Glynn and the He-feinna was not a mating link, but something else altogether that had been shaped by the dead She-feinna and had changed Glynn; changed her in ways she could not yet even begin to comprehend.

Changed her forever, she suspected.

Not the He-feinna; only herself. But maimed was not the right word, because rather than feeling unnatural and crippled as the feinna had felt after linking with Bayard, the gnawing emptiness that had haunted Glynn was stilled. Not a maiming, but a completion of her.

She thought of a passage she had read in Bayard’s scrolls. Humans had an emptiness in them, one of the scholars had written, or perhaps they were quoting Lanalor or his sister. There had been a name for the emptiness but she could not remember what it was. The scribe had gone on to say that the aim of humanity had been to find a way to fill the emptiness. The Song directed them to seek completion.

If the object of humanity was to be completed, then she had come very close. And if she had been searching for something unknowable, as Wind had always believed, then the arrow of her spirit had found its mark in this world; found it in the link with the He-feinna, and in what she felt for Solen.

For he was part of it, that much was evident.

This morning after the sea burial when they had stood quietly together, he had said, ‘I spoke as I did at the wing hall because I wanted Jurass to believe that I cared nothing for you or Hella. To keep you both from danger.’

Glynn had nodded gently, understanding that this was an apology if she needed one. She didn’t.

Then some while later, ‘Donard said you wept when you told him I had died.’

A day ago, she would have denied it and turned her face away.

She looked at Solen, letting him see, from her face and eyes, what the thought of his death had meant. But she did not say the words and, as if a pact had been made to that effect, neither did he.

It was not the time for it. But it would come. That, too, was unsaid between them.

She had not told him yet that she was a stranger, yet she would, as soon as she disentangled herself from the Draaka. She would tell him and take the help she knew he would offer. But, for now, it was best to leave things as they were.

For there was Ember to be considered. If there was any emptiness left in her, Ember was at the heart of it.

The gold-sailed Waterdancer carried them gracefully over the crests of the waves towards the long stone pier, and through the sea mist Glynn could see the rambling multi-layered city constructed on and within the variegated cliffs. The rest of the island appeared to be a dense wilderness and flat, save for a single blunt jutting thumb of a hill in the central region of the land mass. Highreach Bluff, Solen had named it.

From the corner of her eye Glynn caught sight of the ship leaving port, and turned to watch as it passed the Waterdancer; a small vessel with fluttering yellow pennants, turning neatly into the wind. She wondered where it was bound. Then someone began to beat a wild tattoo, announcing their intention to land.
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Fermata

It was late, but at the Pole, the sun shone endlessly in a white night. A young seal drowsed on a narrow shelf. Soon it must find food to fill its shrunken belly, but for the moment it was warm. It was content with this, though the world was utterly changed. Its mother had vanished, to be replaced by a luminous sky from which shone a warm bright eye.

High above, beyond the glowing horizon, and above the earth’s envelope of oxygen, a comet flew.

Only one watched, and waited to see what would come.
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