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The continent of the Nine Lands - divided into Quaneenland in the north west, Tarsinland in the north east, Itahualand in the east, Adataliland in the south east, Mizitoland in the south west and Navretland in the west. The river Ae bisects the continent from North to South east. The continet is surrounded on three sides, north, east and south by ocean but the west borders the feverlands.









The story so far . . .


A shipwreck washes up on the shores of the Nine Lands containing two bodies and artefacts from an extinct species called the Scathed. It is identified as belonging to Jethar Mizito, who set off on a mission to find ‘Vunaji’, a land where spirits gather.


Temi Baker

In the capital, Nine Lords, lowblood Temi discovers her smuggler cousins have been killed. After being ‘cursed’ by a stranger, she returns home to learn that her brother has run afoul of the Chedu crime Family. Their representative, Harvell, forces Temi’s family to make illegal water votives for them. Meanwhile, the king has announced a war draft and plans to attack the feverlands, home of humanity’s enemies, the greybloods.

When her brother is found dead, Temi blames the Chedus and agrees to a plan of vengeance devised by the mysterious voice in her head. That voice belongs to the Chained Man, a spirit from the ancestral realm, who devours other spirits in order to gain strength. He sabotages Temi’s votives, resulting in the deaths of many people across the city.

After hearing someone calling upon ‘Vunaji’, Temi collapses. The Chained Man reveals that he is Vunaji and that someone is trying to take his spirit from her. To stop this, they lure a spirit of similar power and send it out into the mortal realm in Vunaji’s place.

Harvell, revealed to be an invoker, attacks Temi but Vunaji absorbs the spirit of her ancestor then kills her. During a large greyblood attack, Temi and the Chained Man defend a crowd of lowbloods who have become trapped. Temi’s dead cousins emerge through the body of the cat that has been following her, and help defend her. Temi’s aunt and mother join the draft on behalf of their household.



Lord Jinao Mizito

Highblood Jinao witnesses a greyblood named the Bairneater kill his mother, legendary warrior Sulin. The Bairneater demands that Jinao meet him in single combat. After finally Bonding his ancestor, Jinao does so, but the creature destroys much of Jinao’s home city when an Ahiki princen interferes. Jinao journeys with his brother Julon to face the creature again. Their plan to overwhelm the Bairneater fails, and the Bairneater kills Julon. Jinao is captured by local crime Family the Bhutens, who reveal that the Families are secret invokers. A child from the supposedly extinct Clan Kzani rescues him, but her people then tamper with Jinao’s Bond, resulting in Mizito now appearing in a more mortal-seeming form. Jinao learns that humans are descendants of the Scathed and that Clan Ahiki destroyed their civilisation.

Jinao successfully decapitates the Bairneater, with help from an ancestor of his own bloodline. However, the Bairneater’s severed head reveals that Sulin arranged for the Bairneater to prepare Jinao for a special Bond. The Bairneater, revived, then takes Jinao to monk Father Boleo, who has been waiting for someone destined to Bond a powerful spirit called Vunaji and then lead the people in rebellion. However, during the ritual, the spirit chooses Boleo instead of Jinao. The Bairneater blocks Jinao’s Bond with his ancestors and escapes. Jinao disguises himself as a common soldier and joins the war draft, meaning to hunt the creature down.



Father Boleo

Father Boleo returns home to Adataliland to find royal monk Father Emata investigating his work. Boleo successfully opens Jethar’s techwork carriage, which he has been keeping hidden, but the bodies within revive and attack each other. They are revealed to be Jethar himself and his good friend Cantec. Jethar kills Cantec in front of his spouse, Elari, and then falls into a coma. Father Emata discovers the carriage, but Boleo flees the palace on a secret mission for his ailing warlord, Daloya: Boleo is to locate the shrine said to contain information about ‘Vunaji’.

Boleo’s group is set upon by the Woodsmaiden, another named greyblood, and Boleo realises that many greybloods were once human. He learns that Vunaji is not a place, but a spirit, but finds that nobody can invoke it. He then receives a message saying the one fated to Bond Vunaji will be with them soon. The Bairneater arrives with Jinao Mizito.



Captain Elari

After hearing Cantec’s last words – It’s in the carriage. Find it – warrior Captain Elari resolves to obtain her spouse’s artefacts. A stranger named Lyela offers to retrieve the artefacts before Father Emata can get to them, in exchange for passage to Elari’s homeland. They return home with the artefacts to discover that many members of the clan household have been taken over by blue spirits. Lyela reveals that she discovered a note from Cantec, which asks Elari to kill Jethar Mizito. Elari offers to give Lyela an artefact she wants, in exchange for Jethar’s head.

Lyela helps Elari escape the palace, which is now under siege, and leads them to Jethar. Jethar explains that he only killed Cantec because he was under orders from the entity within him, which is hunting down the blue spirits. Elari agrees to let him go so that he can find the person who is controlling the spirits, believed to be in Nine Lords. Elari’s lieutenants escape, but Elari herself is wounded. Blue spirits push her out of her body and into an abyss.



Runt

Lowblood Runt ekes out a living scrubbing pots for the Chedu Family. In order to buy medicine for her dying brother, Runt is forced to sell the Chedus a pendant her father told her to safeguard. She is then summoned before Chedu leader Casten, who has discovered that the pendant can heal, but only when Runt uses it. She is given a job as healer.

When Runt tries to impress a lover by showing him that the water votives can summon the river spirit, the votive releases an entity that resembles the Chained Man, which then attacks and kills him. Casten’s business partners, the Sengs, arrive, angry at the damage to their reputation and the death of some of their kin. Runt hides as Casten and his remaining companions are executed, then emerges and heals them before the Sengs return to claim the building. While Runt is awaiting rescue from Casten’s superior, Gamani, Jethar Mizito arrives and Aan, the entity within him, attacks Runt as the source of the blue spirits. Runt’s brother and the others she has healed reveal they are now hosts to the creatures. Aan raises an army of greybloods in an attempt to overpower them, but the battle ends when the greybloods all fall still as an Ahiki princen arrives to take Jethar prisoner. Casten, Runt and her companions are rescued by Gamani, who is revealed to be Runt’s father.



Epilogues

Lucy’s father, the Bairneater, returns to his greyblood community with plans to attack the Nine Lands using knowledge from Sulin’s spirit. Sister Poju reports to her superior on the mission to use Temi and the Chained Man to bring down the king. She also reveals that Tunji is still alive. Lyela kills her father, the king.

A more detailed summary is available on the author’s website under ‘Books’.

Please find a comprehensive list of characters at the back of the book.









PROLOGUE Father Emata


As the sun set on the palace of Three Towers, Warlord Daloya Adatali’s birthday celebrations began.

Father Emata, Keeper of Truths, inhaled slowly as she swept her gaze over the feast hall. She had to admit, it was satisfying to know every soul here would soon play witness to Daloya’s death. Ah, but the Adatalis feasted like lowbloods: their music too loud, their voices too raucous, their clothes too bright, their dancing too wild. Gaggles of merchants from across the city laughed in riotous groups as they gossiped in the crude local tongue. Lords and generals and invokers had been arriving for days now, filling up Ewo City’s inns and mansions, piling into every corner of the palace. Father Emata, Keeper of Truths and Defender of the Realm, had watched them arrive with increasing relish. How wonderful that so many would be present to behold her moment of triumph.

Beyond the pillars, on the far side of the hall, sat the husk they had come to celebrate. Daloya Adatali: a man who should have died in the battle of Maadu, a man who clung to life now by the thinnest of threads. There he languished, propped up by a throne of silken cushions, his simpering young wife at his side. It was vulgar – disgusting, even – the way he simply refused to let go, unable to speak, unable to move, unable to do a single thing for himself. The man was an affront to nature, but very soon she would remedy that.

Tetolo, Emata’s apprentice monk, leaned towards her as the servants brought out more wine. ‘And you are sure that . . . killing one already half-dead old man is all it will take to fix this place?’

‘That man,’ Emata said, turning towards the bright-eyed youth, ‘is an infection upon the body of the realm. His corruption spreads like a disease. But if we cut the tumour out, the body will heal. Once he is gone, these capering fools will fall into line.’

‘You do not think the other lords will suspect us?’

Emata laughed lightly. Ah, to be so young, so naive. ‘Suspect us? Holy Brother, we have done nothing wrong. We have simply expedited the inevitable, and saved these people from a grievous threat. These are dark and dangerous times, my friend. Greybloods in the capital. Unrest in Intiqq. Our people are at war, yet these fools dance and sing, never realising how close they come to repeating the errors of the past.’ She held his gaze, because if he did not understand this, then he could not perform his holy duty. ‘The Ahikis rule us because our ancestors were incapable of governing themselves. If the Royal Clan had not taken their techwork and slain their rulers, our people would have destroyed themselves. A monk’s ongoing task is to prevent that from happening. Why else do you suppose the populace must never know their true heritage? If the people of the Nine Lands knew that they once possessed near omnipotence, this land would tear itself apart.’

One only needed to look at Daloya’s braying herd of offspring to see the truth of that. Emata could not imagine a more inept gaggle of prancing fools: Adadeji, the eldest – a block of muscle scarcely able to string a sentence together; Busino, that moon-faced giant with the mind of a child; and Morayo, a man so enamoured by the Forbidden ways it was a wonder the shadedaughters had not had him killed rains ago. Invokers all. How she loathed them and their veneration for the dead. Her warriors might now patrol the walls and fill the servant corridors, but that had not lessened the creeping, nauseating revulsion that she felt when she breathed the palace air.

‘This is self-preservation,’ she continued. ‘I suspect he is plotting to destroy us all.’

Tetolo laughed, spluttering wine onto the mat before him. ‘That shrunken old cadaver, bring down the Holy Orders?’

Emata lifted her wine cup in silent toast to the warlord she had finally outwitted. ‘Yes. That shrunken old cadaver.’

It had taken moons of planning, but Father Emata was not afraid of hard work. No monk of the Holy Orders was. A monk’s work was what kept the Nine Lands from sliding into chaos. And if her time in this corrupt city had taught her anything, it was that the realm currently teetered on the brink.

Across the crowded hall, Daloya’s wife, Captain Omadella, lifted her husband’s cup to his lips. Yes . . . let him drink. Let him drink until he was sick with it. Emata had trusted no one else to administer the poison, so she had slipped it in herself. Now, she could not take her eyes from the bottle of Jebbanese red that stood on the floor before her enemy. Half empty now. It would not be long. She had taken immense joy in noting who else would fall with him. Wraith’s Blood was deadly, but slow acting, and many had sipped from Daloya’s cup – for luck, because this absurd culture actually lauded those whose minds or bodies were not quite whole. Emata would enjoy watching them all fall.

‘Friends!’ Omadella said, standing, her voice carrying across the hall despite the noise. ‘Friends, my husband has arranged a special treat for you all! A performance by the most renowned arokin troupe in the land!’

Cheers and applause filled the air as a troupe of story-singers strode in from the darkened gardens: souls of every age, in a uniform of masks, beaded skirts and bare, painted skin. Emata allowed herself a little shiver of pleasure that these story-singers would witness what came to pass that night. Let them spread word across the land that Daloya had collapsed down dead at the hands of a vile crime syndicate: members of which Emata had already captured, and whose confessions had already been extracted. Let them relay how a royal monk and her many aides already stationed throughout the palace had swept in to help, apprehending the guilty, then discovering – to their horror – a vast conspiracy beneath the palace. Techwork! Forbidden relics of the lost Scathed people! Cursed artefacts humans were Forbidden to touch! Monstrous inventions that only monks could safely Cleanse and then destroy! What horror, to learn that Daloya had spent his whole life dabbling in these Forbidden ways. What outrage, that he had corrupted his own most senior monk, Father Boleo – currently still missing, despite her best efforts to hunt him down.

The drumming began: deep, throaty greatdrums accompanied by the high, lyrical music of talking drums. The lead arokin, an older soul in the mask of a black crane, began to dance, swinging an ornamental cane as they twirled and dipped. It was a slight, because Daloya’s personal guard had once worn masks like that, until Emata had confiscated them, along with their weapons. Those guards stood behind their lord now – twenty of them, rendered as impotent as Daloya himself.

‘He came down from the sky!’ the lead arokin sang, and the drummers took up the call, repeating the words in a local tongue. A second dancer joined the first, this one in a garish golden mask. The lead arokin wasn’t a very good dancer: they moved like an arthritic elder, bony knees knocking.

‘He killed our elders, one by one!’ the arokin sang, and the golden-masked dancer span, pointing at people in the crowd, who obligingly made gagging sounds or fell to the floor, to much joyful laughter.

‘He stole our land!’ the arokin continued. ‘He stole our wealth!’ The dancers darted among the spectators, snatching beaded necklaces from around necks and placing them around their own.

‘I do not like this song,’ Tetolo said.

‘Nor do I,’ Emata muttered. She closed her eyes. It surely wouldn’t be long now. ‘You know, Holy Brother, I do believe you were right. It is not enough to kill just Daloya. When we return home, I am going to recommend to the king that the entire Adatali line is quietly erased.’

The troupers had been slowly moving apart, and Emata realised as she looked up that the crowd had followed suit, revealing an avenue between the eating mats; an avenue leading straight from Daloya to her. The lead arokin danced towards her, swinging their cane . . . Rather long for a cane, she realised, and glowing almost like—

‘He sought to kill his servants!’ the man cried, lifting the cane into the air.

And from the end of the cane, the staff, a burst of light blossomed, filling the room with a flickering image. Her image. Father Emata, sitting on her dais as she had been only moments before.

It is not enough to just kill Daloya! her voice boomed, coming down from the ceiling, from the walls. When we return home, I am going to recommend to the king that the entire Adatali line is quietly erased.

Several people cried out, looking up for the source of the voice, but more were canny enough, were familiar enough with techwork, to understand. They looked to her. And their looks were not fearful. Their looks were full of righteous wrath.

Why else do you suppose the populace must never know their true heritage? Emata’s likeness boomed from the ceiling above.

The arokin drew closer, black crane mask seeming to mock as the staff they held continued its work.

I have the poison, Holy Father! Tetolo, just days before.

Daloya is not the first invoker I have sent beyond the pyre. Nor will he be the last. Her words, near a moon ago now, and in her private quarters. How had they managed to steal her words, even from there?

The glimpses of memory came swiftly now, her words overlapping each other in a hideous symphony.

Treachery is in Adatali blood.

Human, Scathed – there is no difference.

Our ancestors did not deserve to have their histories remembered.

She stood. ‘Stop this at once!’ she cried. ‘What – what trickery is this? That is not me! That is the . . . the twisted lies of a cursed relic!’

Stop this at once! That is not me! The staff made it a rhyme, and the talking drums took up the song as the drummers drifted towards her. Behind them, the nobles stood about in outraged clusters, many crowding towards Daloya for answers, some storming out into the gardens. Well, the latter would not get far. It had been a mistake to attempt to resolve this situation bloodlessly. This called for a stern hand.

Emata touched her staff. ‘Tell the Holy Brothers to proceed to phase two,’ she commanded in the Forbidden Tongue. ‘It is time to take the palace.’

No doubt this troupe would turn that into a song too, but the situation had already spiralled out of control. On the far side of the hall, Daloya’s personal guard spread out, surrounding him in a protective arc. What did they think they were going to do, just twenty of them and stripped of their weapons? She had only permitted these few to remain to serve as a reminder of her power. Over one hundred of her monks now patrolled the palace, skilled fighters all. The few Adatali warriors who remained were no longer permitted to carry arms. That had been one of Emata’s earliest directives. Granted, there were more invokers in this hall than she would have liked. A great deal more, in fact, she realised now. But she had ways of dealing with that, too. And if she died here tonight, it was a small price to pay for saving the realm from this reckless tyrant.

‘Enough!’ Father Emata twisted her staff round and pointed it at Daloya. The staff was the greatest burden a monk had to bear. Even now, after a lifetime serving the king, just touching techwork repulsed her. But rather she, strong of mind and will, than someone of lesser mettle. Techwork was the cursed poison of a time best forgotten, and if she could play some part in helping snuff such evil from the world, then hers was a life well lived. ‘Warlord Daloya Adatali, you are a traitor to your people, your homeland and your king. Anyone who stands at your side will face the judgement of the Holy Orders. You have spent decades hoarding Forbidden relics and dabbling in the Forbidden ways. Well, no more. I have taken action tonight, action of which you will swiftly become aware, to ensure that—’

Emata coughed, something foul rising from her stomach. Accursed Jebbanese spices! She steadied herself on her staff as the room swung around her. The arokin capered before her now, mocking her as the drummers sped up. She frowned. The tataus upon his shoulders were no clan markings. Why, they almost looked like a monk’s—

‘No,’ Emata breathed, as the man removed his mask.

Father Boleo. She had last seen him standing in the palace mango orchard, claiming ignorance of Jethar Mizito’s techwork carriage. He had fled that night, and somehow evaded the monks she had sent in pursuit. Yet here the foul old man stood. He wore no skirts of office, no sacred mask. But there was no mistaking that dancing cane. That was his holy staff.

‘You—’ she began, before the room lurched again. She looked round for Teloto, then realised he lay sprawled on the floor, staring at the ceiling, scarlet foam drying on his chin. ‘Teloto? Teloto, what—’

Her legs betrayed her, one knee collapsing, then the other. She tried to brace herself on her arms, but could not seem to will them to obey. The Wraith’s Blood. Somehow, they had switched the bottles.

She toppled sideways as Father Boleo, traitor monk, strode towards her. ‘I’ll take that, shall I?’ he said, reaching for her staff. ‘We wouldn’t want you injuring yourself with tools you don’t understand. You know, if you had taken the time to study the Forbidden ways at all, you would have detected all this.’

In the distance, she heard the trample of feet and the ring of weapons. Her warriors, closing in. All heads in the hallway turned to the darkness of the gardens beyond. She might not live to see it, but everyone who stood here would now die.

‘Batide!’ someone yelled. ‘It is time!’

Across the room, the unarmed warriors standing behind Warlord Daloya knelt and lifted their hands. Their leader, a lean whip of a man, raised his voice. ‘I am Nchali! Named Nchali Betswe Ijunti, for the ones who came before!’

Ah, yes. That charming tendency lowblood Jebbanese had for naming their children after fallen relatives. As the air was peppered with more names, something rippled. A light, appearing before Daloya’s personal guard. Hazy outlines, becoming solid, resolving into the forms of warriors armed with spears.

Cries of astonishment rose up as the warriors spread out. Invoked warriors. Not the sanctioned nine. Simple lowblood soldiers in black crane helms. She hadn’t truly known the depths of Adatali depravity until that moment.

‘Yes!’ came Omadella’s voice as she strode past the row of kneeling guards. Their invoked ancestors charged towards the gardens to meet Emata’s brave monks. And the spectators hastened out of their path, staring after of them in disbelief.

In awe.

In hope.

‘Yes!’ Omadella repeated, her sandals clacking on the marble floor. ‘Anyone may bond their ancestors. Any ancestor may return, if they are willing. Your king, your holy ones, have been lying to you, for millennia. But no more. From this day forth, Adataliland is no longer part of the Ahiki invaders’ so-called Nine Lands. Clan Adatali no longer serves the traitor king. Already, word has been sent to our siblings on the war front, ordering our retreat. Our people will not die in a needless war, while our true enemy sits safe within the Garden.’ She looked across at Emata. ‘The golden cloud of your people’s lies is being lifted, Holy Father, and my shrunken husk of a husband is the one who is doing it.’

Beyond her, Daloya still sat propped upon his cushions. Was the old beast smiling? They said he could no longer control his body, no more than he could speak, yet Emata was sure she saw something akin to triumph shining in his eyes.

‘My husband would like you to know,’ Omadella said, standing at Father Boleo’s side now, ‘that he has enjoyed the game the two of you have played these past few moons. He regrets that it must now end.’

Emata realised her chest was becoming heavy, seemed to be caving in upon itself, as though crushed beneath a stone. Why had she been so foolish as to try to take this place quietly? She should have razed the entire city to the ground and dealt with the consequences later. The smug, satisfied superiority she saw painted on Father Boleo’s lined face made her seethe with loathing. He, who had been scraped from the streets, who had been educated, who had been entrusted with the most sacred of duties . . .

‘My husband wishes you to know that he is only the first,’ Omadella said. ‘He has allies in every clan in the Nine Lands, and in the so-called barbarian lands beyond. The arokin troupe you saw here tonight will be travelling far and wide. They will be spreading the word. The time of Ahiki reign is at an end.’

The world was retreating now. They thought her dead already, for both Omadella and Boleo turned away. A crowd of Adataliland nobles surged towards them, their outraged faces so strange in their bright celebratory clothing.

‘They will come to our palace!’

‘You should have consulted us!’

‘We have marked ourselves for destruction!’

‘You said we would be moving slowly!’

Omadella lifted a slender hand. ‘Return to your homes! Do nothing. If the Ahikis send warriors, let them through. If they question you, tell them the truth: your warlord ordered you to withdraw your battalions; it was not your choice. You had no knowledge of what was to happen here tonight, and you are indeed horrified by our actions. Should they seek supplies, provide them. Do not impede their passage. Cooperate with their every wish. They are not interested in you. It is my husband they want. Let them come. We are ready.’

‘They will destroy you!’ a voice piped up.

‘You can’t stand against the Ahikis!’

‘What happens when the warrior monks arrive?’

Their questions peppered the air, but Daloya’s youngest son – that prancing fop Morayo – darted among them, arms spread wide, uttering meaningless reassurances. Omadella, meanwhile, strode towards Emata, her ornate sandals clacking until they stopped a handspan from her head. She knelt, her face drawing level with Emata’s. Emata could smell her jasmine perfume and see the pores in the younger woman’s powdered skin.

Emata couldn’t feel her lips. Her words were slurred, but she formed them anyway. ‘They . . . will come. Warrior monks . . . they will . . . take your souls. Your dead . . . will be thralls . . . They will send . . . an army.’

Omadella’s smile glittered down, the only bright thing in a fading world. ‘Oh, we know. In fact, we are counting on it.’ She tapped Emata’s hand. ‘Do not fear, Your Holiness. We will send your spirit beyond the pyre. There, you will meet your ancestors, and they will turn from you, every one.’

It was cruel, too cruel, that Emata’s lifetime of service and devotion had come to this. That a man like Daloya, self-interested and corrupt, should triumph over her. The last thing she knew, before the darkness took her, was Omadella’s musical voice as she moved away.

‘Arokin! You have heard! Now go forth and sing!’








PART ONE Temi, Janzen, Boleo










ONE Temi


The streets of Lordsgrave District were not peaceful.

They hadn’t been since the day a greyblood army had risen from beneath the city to slaughter hundreds. It had been six moons since the Lordsgrave Massacre, yet Nine Lords’ easternmost slum had not recovered. Broken, abandoned buildings stood on every dirt road. Each household knew someone who had died that day, and each had lost two souls more to the king’s war draft. No one had forgotten how the bluehawks, the invokers, the entire city, had abandoned Lordsgrave District to its fate. A deep anger simmered just beneath the surface, and as the moons went on, it hardened into rage.

It shone in the eyes of the dockworkers down on the banks of the River Ae, as they watched galleys slide past, filled with millet and wheat and rice bound for highblood homes. It hung in the shadows with the beggars and vagabonds, whose cups were empty of alms, their clothes hanging from wasted shoulders. It flavoured every conversation at the newly risen shanties, where those fleeing the squalor of empty villages had set up home. It echoed in the shouts of children as they played on rooftops and in alleyways, children sent outside for longer each day as their elders worked more hours for less coin. It rose, unspoken, in the chatter around cookpots as stews were watered down and meals shared between ever more mouths. It was everywhere: in the stories sung at inns, in the chatter at the teahouse, in the glances of the whores, in the grumbles of the elders, in the gossip at the boreholes, in the cries of the street traders, in the very air itself. The streets of Lordsgrave were not peaceful, and Temi knew, as she stood at the bakery window that morning, that soon the simmering rage would overflow.

‘Monks coming!’ cried Maiwo, running in from the street. Temi’s cousin might have been only nine rains of age, but he knew when the family needed a warning.

‘How many?’ Aunt Selek called from behind the counter.

‘Five!’ Maiwo said, joining her. Temi looked round to see her willowy, powdered aunt pulling their special loaves down from the back shelves and into the sack they kept ready beneath the counter. Maiwo hefted the thing, his scrawny dark brown arms straining, and then disappeared into the kitchen just as the door banged open.

Nothing could clear the bakery faster than the arrival of Father Palui the Pure. As he strode into the bakery, trailing four burly monks in the golden robes of the Garden, their remaining customers slipped outside . . . all save Old Javesh, Temi’s neighbour, who stood leaning on his cane.

Palui’s bulging eyes swept the room, like some great bird of prey sighting its next meal. He reminded Temi of the giant tortoises Old Baba had told her stories about – long-necked and curious, every movement measured. Beneath the looping golden fabric of his robe, his sinewy brown arms were corded with dense muscle. The knuckles of the hand that gripped his holy staff – the crystal at its heart blinking – were as bruised and bony as a dockside fighter’s. Temi wondered who he’d punched today. She hoped they’d got in a few hits of their own.

‘Good day, Holy Father,’ Temi said as Aunt Selek glared at him from beneath her heavy brow. Temi’s Vushemi aunt had never been one to hide her temper, and that had only deepened since her wife, Yeshe, had gone away to war. ‘Afraid all we got left is Yennish black . . . what with the price of grain and all.’

‘Each of the loaves on the shelf, please,’ Father Palui said, turning to his burly noviciates. ‘And anything you can find in the back.’

‘You are not coming back here,’ Aunt Selek said, striding to the end of the counter in a rustle of skirts and beads. ‘This place, it is only for family.’

Father Palui eyed her. ‘You stand in the king’s city, upon the king’s soil, and all that lies within it belongs to the king. Please move aside. I do not wish to use force.’

His soft, whistling voice was all the more sinister for how mild his tone was. His face, too; he always wore the same half-smile, as though he had glimpsed beneath the surface of the world and knew every secret it had to tell.

Selek held his gaze for a few moments longer, then stepped back, muttering a string of Vushemi curses under her breath. Temi watched, powerless, as the monks strode to the shelves, pulling down the remaining loaves, tearing them open, then casting them aside.

‘Oi!’ shouted Old Javesh. ‘That’s good bread what you’re throwing away there!’

Temi kept her face neutral as the monks strode into the kitchen. She prayed that Maiwo had had the good sense to drag the sack to the back of the yard, but after a moment, she heard more shouts – Uncle Amaan, his child Mtobi – and then one of the monks returned brandishing the sack of special loaves.

‘Found this in the back, Your Holiness!’ he said.

Father Palui strode forward, his eyes bright. Since the first day he arrived on the street – the day Temi’s mother and Aunt Yeshe had gone to war, along with so many – he had been watching the bakery. He came to them several times a week, sometimes alone, sometimes with a swarm of golden monks in tow, to inspect the bakery, the yard, the family room, even their sleep room. He hadn’t yet found Old Baba’s workshop – not since Aunt Selek had moved the goat pen on top of it. But Temi knew it was only a matter of time. Father Palui sensed techwork, and however well the Bakers of Arrant Hill might hide what they did, eventually, he would find it.

Father Palui snatched a loaf from the bag and tore it open to reveal a blackened hollow in the middle. ‘What is this?’ he said, holding it up like a talisman. He threw it at his noviciate, then tore at another, to find the middle much the same.

‘Looks like mould,’ Old Javesh said, sucking on his gums. ’Ere, you selling them, Tem? I’ll take whatever I can get – got ten hungry mouths at home to feed.’

Father Palui touched the bread with the tip of his staff, as delicately as if it were a wetwoods python. The crystal at its heart began to glow, Forbidden glyphs sliding across its surface, faster, faster. Temi wished, not for the first time, that she shared her brother’s skill for that secret language – ancestors preserve Tunji’s soul. But from the tightness in Father Palui’s jaw, she knew that he had discovered nothing.

‘Not sure why that keeps happening,’ Temi said quickly. ‘Must be something to do with that last lot of rye we got.’

‘Take them all,’ Father Palui said, sweeping his eyes across the bakery again. His gaze came to rest on her. ‘That is not mould.’

‘You will not!’ Aunt Selek said, striding forward to take the sack back.

‘Auntie,’ Temi said softly, as Selek pulled on the sack of bread.

‘Oh my, what’s happening?’ came a soft voice, and there stood Mama Elleth, Temi’s Yennish grandmother, a round, pale-skinned, white-haired woman. She wore a striped Yennish smock still dusted with flour, and the bemused frown of an elder who no longer quite understood the world.

‘They are thieves!’ Selek declared, as the monk wrenched the sack from her hands.

‘These items are being confiscated,’ Palui said. ‘They pose a threat to king and kingdom. Now please stand aside.’

‘Well now, that is a lot of words,’ Mama Elleth said pleasantly. She turned to Temi. ‘Temi dear, what is the holy man saying? Something about taking food from hungry locals?’

If Mama Elleth was good at one thing, aside from baking, it was sowing unease with the sweetest of smiles. Every Lordsgrave resident south of the river knew about her sharp eyes and even sharper mind, but to these monks, she was the picture of a bumbling elder.

As the monks strode out into the street, Old Baba lifted shakily from his chair beside the door, hand wobbling as he steadied himself on his cane.

‘How the fuck did he know they were in the bread?’ Temi muttered as she followed. ‘I thought you said he wouldn’t be able to detect them?’

A warmth slid up her arm from the scar a spirit witch had given her a lifetime ago. The heat blossomed in her chest, as enticing as Jebbanese red, as forbidding as the flames of a pyre. A burst of emotions uncurled in Temi’s mind – amusement, irritation, condescension and that familiar, barely contained fury. The sensation coalesced into a voice that echoed in the recesses of Temi’s mind.

[What does it matter?] Vunaji said. [He will find nothing, I assure you.]

‘Aren’t you going to stop them?’ Old Baba said, pointing after the monks.

‘Leave it, Old Baba.’

But her grandfather ignored her, hobbling after them and shouting, ‘Stop this! Bring back our bread!’

Within a heartbeat, half a dozen people had emerged from the wooden shacks and mudbrick huts of Arrant Hill.

‘What’s going on, Old Uncle?’

‘You all right?’

‘Hoy, monk – what’s in the sack?’

Once, the people of Lordsgrave would never have dared speak to a monk in anger. But that had been before the Lordsgrave Massacre, before the holy ones abandoned the district in its time of greatest need, before the monks marched hundreds of its people to a doomed war. So when Old Baba hobbled after them and took hold of the sack, nobody in the crowd trailing behind him sought to intervene.

Then it happened. One of the monks pushed Old Baba back, and he went tumbling to the ground with a soft ‘Ah-ah!’

‘What the fuck?’ cried Jumiki, child of the woodcutter at the bottom of the hill. Their fist snapped out – reflexively, really; just an instinct, and the monk who had pushed Old Baba crumpled to the ground.

Temi had known that the district was at breaking point. She had known that something would have to change. But she hadn’t imagined that it would be her own family that caused it.

‘Did you see?’ cried Mama Elleth from the bakery doorway. ‘The monks attacked an elder!’

Father Palui turned to Jumiki. ‘How dare you strike a brother of the Holy Orders!’ He lifted his staff, the crystal at its heart beginning to glow.

‘Bring back our bread!’ one of the Jumiki’s friends shouted, before lunging at the sack of loaves. Meanwhile, Father Palui swung his staff round and caught Jumiki in the side of their head.

Jumiki fell, blood seeping from the wound to soak into the dirt of the road. The air seemed to still as they hit the ground. Mama Elleth, the elders outside the inn, Old Baba – sitting up now . . . everyone had become motionless.

Then Jumiki’s friend jerked a knife from her belt and screamed, ‘Bring back our bread!’ before plunging it into a noviciate monk’s neck.

Chaos. As the scene before her descended into a brawl, Temi ran into the street. Selek was already helping Old Baba to his feet when Temi joined them.

‘We need to get inside,’ Temi said.

She glanced back to see Father Palui holding his staff high and shouting in the Forbidden Tongue. Then he removed a twinkling artefact from beneath the folds of his robe, and a shimmering circle appeared around him.

More of Jumiki’s friends poured in from the surrounding streets – all out of work, all thirsty for something. The remaining monks were soon buried beneath a swarm of pounding fists. Wood and stones flew, some hurtling towards Father Palui where they struck his sphere of protection and dropped, useless, to the ground. Temi saw no hint of fear on his face. But when he looked up, his eyes cut straight through the madness to land on her.

[I believe this situation may swiftly escalate,] Vunaji said.

‘No, really?’ Temi snapped as she bundled Old Baba and Mama Elleth back inside. Someone was brandishing the bread sack like a war banner while shouts of Bring back our bread! sounded from a dozen mouths.

‘Perhaps we should shut the shop, dear,’ Mama Elleth said, reaching to turn the sign to closed. ‘That’s probably enough excitement for one morning.’

Temi watched the Lordsgrave Riots unfold from the top of the hill she called Bakery Mount.

By mid-morning, Jumiki’s friends had marched to the monastery down near the banks of the Ae, their numbers swelling with each street they passed. The chants of Bring back our bread! seemed to echo from every corner of Lordsgrave; a battle cry taken up by the entire district. It was appropriate, Temi supposed, with the city still under rations – at least, for lowbloods. There was not enough food, not enough work, not enough of anything to go round.

Near highsun, Temi’s yellow-haired, pale-skinned cousin Kierin came picking his way up the dry grass of the hill behind their house.

‘What the fuck’s going on?’ he said. ‘People was trying to break into the warehouses. Rewin had to knock about five of ’em into the Ae.’

‘Riot,’ Temi said.

‘Someone said it started at our bakery.’

‘Yeah,’ Temi said. ‘Well. They made the mistake of attacking Old Baba.’

‘Fuck me,’ Kierin muttered, dropping down at her side. ‘There’s a full-on war happening in Ida Square – about two hundred bluehawks and more monks’n I ever seen in my life! I swear some of the Families sent their fighters out, too, just for fun.’

In the distance, over the sea of bamboo rooftops, a plume of thick, black smoke snaked into the air.

‘It’ll calm down by highsun,’ Temi said. ‘Come on, let’s go inside.’

But at highsun, Temi stood at the bakery window, unable to nap, still watching the street. In the city beyond, the fires raged on, the sour, acrid smell filling her nostrils. A group of youths ran past, faces covered, brandishing lengths of wood. Not long after, two dozen bluehawks marched past in formation.

[The spark has been lit, it seems.]

‘They need to fucking unlight it before the whole district burns.’

[Your holy ones won’t let that happen. There is too much of interest to them here.]

Temi supposed that was true. It wasn’t just the dozens of dormant greyblood bodies that still dotted Lordsgrave. It was the Lordsgrave Wall itself, that newly risen ring of blackglass that now encircled the entire district. Each day, monks swarmed its length, sweeping away the flowers and trinkets locals had left to remember those who had died trying to climb its smooth length.

Temi smiled to herself as she thought about what Aunt Yeshe would have said. It’s all them greyblood bodies cursing us. That’s why the city knows no peace.

Ancestors, but she missed her aunt. She missed her gravelly voice and her filthy laugh and her stern tongue. And she missed her hugs, and the way she always knew how to raise a smile, and how certain she was about everything, how she always knew which way to steer the family to keep them on course. Without her, the family was rudderless, adrift. Mama Elleth and Aunt Selek might try, but it wasn’t the same. Without Yeshe, they weren’t whole.

‘Got any paratha?’ a voice said, and Temi started as someone rapped on the glass.

Haarit. That was his name. A member of the Bhuten Family. He had a smiling, pleasant face, but she’d seen the steel behind his eyes the very first time he’d walked into the bakery. She thought he’d given up visiting, after the last time she told him she had no interest in an arrangement with his Family. She knew what the Bhutens were. Another criminal organisation, just like the Chedus, and she had no interest in anything they had to offer. He leaned on the glass, his black topknot falling to one side.

We’re closed, Temi mouthed at him, then made to turn away.

‘I thought you might like to know why the monk doesn’t just kill you all,’ he called through the glass.

Temi paused.

[Do not let him manipulate you.]

Temi strode to the door and jerked it open. ‘What you talking about?’

‘Why have you been ignoring our invitations?’ Haarit said, cocking his head to one side. Temi guessed he was close to thirty rains of age, and he had the compact, economical frame of a skilled fighter.

‘Because I ain’t interested in your Council of Elders.’

‘Well, you should be. Because it’s the only way your family is going to survive.’ His eyes dropped to her arm, and the scar that linked her to Vunaji. ‘That thing you brought out the day Harvell Chedu got killed—’

‘Nothing to do with me.’

‘Yes, yes, course it isn’t. But that thing you brought out marks you as an invoker. The only invokers in the land are the Nine Clans. Anyone else is . . . unsanctioned.’ Haarit paused as a cart crashed down the hill behind him, one of its wheels aflame. A group of bluehawks marched after it, dragging with them several people in chains. ‘This is madness. They’re going to start executing people in the streets if it continues.’

‘What is it you want?’

‘I told you. You need to present yourself at the Council of Elders, before your fate is decided for you. My Family is willing to . . . sponsor you.’

‘For a price.’

He grinned. ‘Everything has a price. But as I said, I came today with information it might interest you to hear. Your grandfather has been providing that monk with . . . bespoke services. I believe that is why you haven’t simply all been killed.’

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Don’t I? Where does your grandfather go, each morning before highsun?’

‘He goes for a walk to the convent, to ask the ancestors to watch over my aunt and my ma.’

‘Is that what he tells you? Curious, then, that one of my scouts saw him meeting a senior monk and passing him a . . . package.’

Temi felt a twist of unease. ‘You’re lying.’

‘They’ve spotted him three times now.’

‘Old Baba’s got lock-hand. He can scarcely hold his own cup, let alone make . . . whatever it is you’re insinuating he’s making.’

Haarit held up his hands. ‘Just letting you know what we saw. Do with it what you want. Consider it a gift from us – a demonstration of our good intentions.’

‘We don’t need you.’

‘Yes you do. The Chedus or the Sengs will come for you. You disrupted their business and you killed their kin. It is only a matter of time. The monks will come too, once they’ve got everything they need out of your grandfather.’

‘Let ’em try.’

Haarit held her gaze, his dark eyes glittering. ‘Why don’t you bring your ancestor out? Let me talk to them myself. I’m very curious. The rumours have painted . . . quite the picture.’

Temi stared at him, and let Vunaji pool in the tips of her fingers, her brown skin glimmering with blue light. She closed her eyes, until she could feel the heat of him tugging on her pores, and more: she could feel Haarit’s ancestor, too, swirling just beneath his skin. A woman . . . Sombre, quiet, calculating. ‘I can feel her,’ Temi said. ‘Bhuten. She’s . . . confused. Scared. She’s trying to shrink away, but there’s nowhere for her to hide. Maybe I should let them meet.’

She opened her eyes, and to her satisfaction, Haarit had taken a step back, his lip curled in distaste. His family tatau – a dark beetle and some kind of spear – glowed pale orange as he stared.

‘I like you, you know,’ Haarit said, forcing nonchalance back onto his face. ‘But you must realise your days here are numbered. My Family can offer you protection. When you’ve changed your mind, come to the Laughing Tiger teahouse on the corner of Spire Street and the Royal Causeway. Come alone. I promise you’ll be safe. Then we can discuss terms.’ He patted her hand. ‘I’ll see you soon.’

Then he dipped his head in a mocking bow and strolled back into the sunlight. Temi watched his guards join him – two burly fighters, who melted out of the shadows of the building opposite. As they headed down the hill, Temi muttered, ‘What’s he mean with all that? Old Baba hates the monks.’

[Yes. But they wield power over you all. You know there is another option.]

‘No. I told you a million times already. No.’

[What is it you fear from the ancestral realm? Or what is it you fear from me?]

‘It’s not about fear. What you do is wrong.’

[If we return and continue to strengthen me, I can protect you all.]

‘Strengthen you by letting you eat . . . whatever those spirit things are, so you can steal their power?’ Her thoughts drifted to the way Vunaji had sent Harvell’s captured ancestor to cleave the woman in two. ‘I don’t trust you. I didn’t want you to kill Harvell, and you knew I didn’t. But you did it anyway.’

[Then strengthen me so that we can part. When I am strong enough, I can return fully to the mortal realm.]

The door clicked open and there stood Mama Elleth, a cup of tea trembling in one freckled hand.

‘Everything all right, dear?’ Temi’s grandmother said, offering her the cup.

‘Yep,’ Temi replied, taking it. ‘Thank you, Old Mama.’

‘Quiet day, eh?’ Elleth said, coming to stand beside her.

‘Very uneventful,’ Temi said, with a smile.








TWO Janzen


Tree-felling was the most important job in His Golden Majesty’s Blessed Reclamation Army. Or so Janzen Farmer had been told. And who was he to question? Janzen was a lowblood of no particular lineage; dependable, loyal, quick to obey, slow to question, and utterly indifferent to the intrigues of the invoker clans. Janzen was a man who knew his place. Janzen was a man who kept his head down. And if, on occasion, some southerner commented on Janzen’s uncanny resemblance to the missing, presumed dead, Lord Jinao Mizito . . . well, that was mere coincidence, as he was quick to remind them.

Yes: Janzen Farmer was a loyal lowblood of no particular lineage, but tonight, he would desert His Golden Majesty’s army.

‘Look at them prancing fuckers,’ Mellia muttered, nudging Janzen in the ribs.

Janzen straightened. The sun was setting, which made the feverlands easier to look upon. Towering trees loomed above them, the searing colours of their canopy garish in the halflight. Flowers as large as Janzen’s chest opened their petals then pulled them tight, as though the passing of day and night was happening in mere heartbeats. Boughs grew as the humans toiled below, then withered and turned to ash, before sprouting shoots again. Everything around him seemed locked in a ceaseless race of birth and decay.

There were no insects here, no lizards, no birds, no snakes, but the feverlands seemed to breathe, to sigh, to press in upon those humans who had no choice but to work within it as it stole their breath and blurred their vision and dulled their senses.

A cavalcade of highblood warriors appeared, jogging out from among the trees, heading back to camp: Clan Mizito warriors, flanked by golden-robed monks. A single invoker led them. Janzen could not name the man, but he had a hard, jagged face and wore a scale-armour chest-plate. Janzen could just make out the black and silver eagle of his ancestral tataus. The invoker’s quartet jogged ahead of him. One, a burly woman with a captain’s tataus, held aloft a severed head with skin of gleaming silver.

‘Behold!’ she roared. ‘Behold! Invoker Tareno Mizito has slain the Leaf Dancer! Behold!’

‘That ain’t the Leaf Dancer,’ Mellia muttered. ‘They say it has branches sprouting from its head. Just looks like a normal greyblood to me.’

Mellia claimed to be fifty-nine rains of age . . . a single season shy of the upper limit for conscription. True, almost all her teeth were gone, and her face boasted more crevices than the Umaji Gorge, but who was Janzen Farmer to question? His Golden Majesty’s entire war camp heaved with wizened elders who claimed to be exactly fifty-nine rains of age. Mellia’s remaining strands of wispy hair danced in the wind as she watched the highbloods pass.

Janzen forced himself not to think about what would become of Mellia once he left. They had been tree-felling partners for a moon now, working the two-sided saw together, but Janzen had quietly been shouldering the bulk of their work. Tree-fellers were executed almost daily for being too lazy, too weak or too slow. He silently begged the ancestors to see that Mellia’s next partner would also shield her from that fate.

A strange urgency overcame Janzen, a warning. A moment later, the captain brandishing the severed head shouldered into him, sending him crashing into the tree at his back. Janzen’s head smashed into something jagged, and then he was down, down in the way only a lowblood with too little food and too much work could go down: swiftly, and without the strength or will to rise.

The rest of the invoker party thundered past while Janzen cradled his ringing head. They didn’t know what it was to spend all day dragging a saw through trees four paces thick, while the forest pressed in around and overseers screamed to make haste, make haste, you lazy dog. They didn’t know what it was to watch your counterparts collapse with exhaustion or be crushed by falling boughs, or to watch them succumb, frothing at the mouth, to the feverlands’ foul miasmas. Janzen had built up enough silent rage to slay a hundred Bairneaters – had that been something of interest to him, which, of course, it wasn’t.

Once the last clan warrior had jogged past, Mellia was at his side, hand on his cheek as he blinked up at the shifting kaleidoscope of the canopy. ‘Come on,’ she said, lifting his head. ‘Before Kumbo catches you.’

Janzen pushed himself into a seated position. All around him, the tree-fellers of Opal Company slowly returned to their work. Most toiled in pairs, dragging double-ended saws through monstrous tree trunks. Others hacked at smaller plants with axes. There stood Wilung, who spoke only Ilutano, a lowblood Cagai tongue. There stood Uji – or so Mellia had named her, for the girl seemed unable to talk. There stood Gojin and Balu and the one known as Mint, and a large man nicknamed Two-Spoons. These were souls Janzen had come to think of . . . not as friends exactly, because Janzen Farmer couldn’t risk having friends. But he had a kind of wary affection for them all. And they looked after each other. Which made what he would have to do that night all the more difficult.

‘Here, you stupid lump,’ Mellia said, slipping a small bottle out from beneath her tattered tunic. ‘Drink.’

‘Where did you get that, Old Auntie?’ Janzen said, sipping, and finding some kind of strong spirit burning its way down his throat.

‘Kumbo’s secret stash.’ Mellia chucked. ‘Balu stole it, after Kumbo gave Uji all them lashes. Don’t think the greedy fucker even knows it’s gone.’

She took his hands. Her skin was as delicate as butterfly wings. Then this elder who was certainly far older than fifty-nine rains helped him to stand—

Something whistled past Janzen and slammed into Mellia’s gut, sending her sprawling.

‘No dawdling!’ Kumbo growled. He was a scrawny, round-shouldered man, his long black hair shot with white, his face jagged as a cliff. ‘Get up.’

Mellia coughed lightly as Janzen held out his hand.

‘Did I tell you to help her?’ Kumbo snapped.

Janzen slowly withdrew his hand. It was a hard truth, but Janzen had learned all about the devastating power of highblood indifference. Kumbo truly did see them as vermin, as things barely human. Interchangeable, indistinguishable.

‘Do you have something to say, tree boy?’ Kumbo said, as Janzen realised, too late, that he’d been staring.


Why yes. Yes, Janzen did have something to say. He was the son of the greatest Mizito invoker who had ever lived; the son chosen to Bond the most powerful spirit from beyond the pyre, a man destined to spearhead a rebellion, a man who had taken the head of the Bairneater and lived to tell the tale. He was a soul at whose feet Kumbo would immediately fall if he saw the tataus currently bound up in dirty rags; a soul so far above Kumbo in social standing that, in ordinary times, their paths would never even cross. Yes, he had much to say, but instead, Janzen Farmer, lowblood nobody, dipped his head.

‘No, Captain,’ he replied. ‘Nothing to say.’

‘I should bloody well think not,’ Kumbo said. ‘You need to watch how you look at me.’

Kumbo stomped away, and Janzen resisted the urge to ask the man how he was supposed to watch himself look. Instead, he offered his arm to Mellia, who hauled herself to her feet and flashed him a ragged, toothless smile.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

The man on the next tree along, that hulking boar Balu, leaned towards them. ‘You all right, Old Auntie?’

‘All good. Fucking highbloods.’

‘Fucking highbloods,’ Balu agreed.

‘Yeah,’ Janzen said, in his best lowblood accent. ‘Fucking highbloods.’

Janzen lay on his back, watching insects dancing at the summit of the tent. Strange that he now found these biters a comforting sight. All around him, the tree-fellers of Opal Company snored softly; twenty, all told, packed head-to-toe in a tiny, sweltering tent. They’d be fine without him. Of course they’d be fine. If there was one thing he’d learned about lowbloods, it was how resilient they were. They spent their entire existence swallowing their rage and trudging doggedly onwards while life threw horror after horror at them. They didn’t need him.

Janzen reached slowly beneath his sleeping mat, to the hollow in the earth where he’d hidden his painstakingly assembled supplies: a blanket, won in a game of tenken; slices of seedloaf siphoned off his morning rations; the water gourd he’d stolen from the woman who liked to torment Uji. And most valuable of all, a silvercloth mask he’d taken from the desiccated corpse he’d found hidden in some bushes. Everything he would need to continue his pursuit of the Bairneater.

We are coming. All of us. And this time, we will not retreat.

‘Oi, what you doing?’ Mellia hissed up at him.

He could just make out her narrowed eyes in the darkness of the tent. ‘Nothing!’ Janzen said, lying back.

‘Don’t let Kumbo make you do something stupid,’ Mellia whispered softly. ‘You know what happens to them as tries to run.’

‘I’m not trying to run. I . . . was stretching.’

‘Stretching, eh? What’s that lump under your mat, then?’

‘Um . . . wine?’

Mellia laughed softly. ‘You know, I heard a rumour that there’s still souls out there hunting the Bairneater – members of the party what left to avenge First General Sulin. I even heard a rumour that they never did find Lord Jinao’s body, and that perhaps he’s still hunting.’

‘Then I wish them well,’ Janzen said.

‘I wish them well,’ Mellia echoed. ‘Honestly, the way you talk sometimes! Anyway, if I was to meet one of these fools what’s still out there chasing the Bairneater, I’d tell ’em to save their energy. I’d tell ’em that if the thing can be killed, this army’ll do it. A thousand invokers! Two hundred thousand warriors! Why would one lone man think he could take down a named greyblood better’n that?’

‘It would be a fool’s errand indeed,’ Janzen said.

‘How’s about I look after that wine for you? Looks uncomfortable to sleep on.’

‘No, thank you. I scarcely feel it.’

‘Suit yourself,’ Mellia said, pushing up into a seated position. ‘You know what, I ain’t sleepy. Too hot in here. Reckon I might stay awake tonight.’

‘Go to sleep, Old Auntie. Please.’

‘Nope. Don’t reckon I will.’

Janzen felt his throat tighten. In the darkness, her hand found his. He let her squeeze it, then said, ‘Very well. You stay awake. I’m going to sleep.’

He rolled away from her and closed his eyes. He let his own breathing slow while listening keenly to hers. She fought it well . . . twice, he heard her breaths deepen, then abruptly speed up again. Fighting to stay awake. Fighting to help him.

After what seemed an eternity, he heard the soft crumple of her body falling sideways. He rolled over slowly, to see that she had collapsed, snoring, onto Gojin’s leg.

‘I’m sorry, Old Auntie,’ Janzen whispered as he stood. ‘Thank you for trying.’

Silently, he retrieved his pack from beneath the sleeping mat and picked a careful path through the landscape of sleeping bodies. He’d never dreamed, when he’d arrived in the war camp, that leaving would be so difficult. But then, the war had proved to be very different from his expectations. It wasn’t noble battles and songs round the fire. It was hunger pangs and damp bedding and reeking latrines and, above all, an endless, grinding monotony.

And friendship. Friendship in the most unexpected of places.

‘Ancestors watch over them all,’ Janzen said, and then he slipped out into the night.

A thin drizzle bathed the sea of tents in a silvery glow. From behind each came a symphony of soft snores – and, on occasion, the moans of some night-time tryst. Janzen picked his way towards the empty darkness of the cleared land, ignoring the hammering in his heart. There was nothing to fear. There were no greybloods out there. And with the rain, visibility would be especially low. The monks and perimeter guards would not be looking Janzen’s way, for what soul would be fool enough to flee into the feverlands themselves?

A sound interrupted Janzen’s thoughts, followed by that whispering urgency he had sensed so often of late: warning him of danger. Up ahead, the colourful, glowing bulk of the treeline was still hazy. But drums echoed from it. Scouting drums. Three drumbeats. Three more. Then three again.

Greyblood sighting.

At once, the call was answered, taken up all around as messengers passed the warning across the war camp.

‘Shit,’ Janzen muttered. Truly, he was ancestors-cursed, if the very night he chose to flee was the first night of a greyblood attack. Only fifty paces now lay between him and the glittering swell of the treeline, so he ignored the shouts behind him and sped up. This distraction was good. It would make it easier for him to lose himself to the wilds.

‘It’s an army!’ he heard someone yelling. ‘A bloody army!’

Then a scout came sprinting out of the foliage, arms waving wildly. ‘Greyblood army!’ she screamed, and then she was flying, launched into the air by a great force. Her arms flailed as she plummeted face-first into the mud, a spear protruding from her back.

Janzen froze. That spear was longer than any human weapon. He was still staring when what sounded like the roar of the ocean rattling over stones rose from the west.

Chittering. The chittering of countless inhuman voices.

The eyes appeared first, their unmistakable yellow glow punctuating the dark like stars. Three pairs, then ten, then too many to count, until the entire treeline was alight with them.

A roar sounded at Janzen’s back and he turned to see a mass of Cagai warriors in battle skirts and grasspipe chest-plates pelting towards him. They would see him, he realised. As the screaming warriors bore down upon him, Janzen opened his mouth, preparing his excuse, preparing to explain away his travelling sack—

The vanguard washed over him like a wave, knocking him flat. Mud filled his mouth. Sandals trampled his chest. He extended a hand, only for it to be crushed beneath more feet.

Of course. He was invisible to them, just as he had been invisible his whole life. So he lay still, breathing through his nose and waiting as the cacophony of battle reached his ears. When the thunder of their feet finally passed, Janzen rolled onto his hands and knees and buried his sack in the dirt.

‘Mizito! Spirit of my fathers! Hear me!’

Something tightened in Janzen’s throat as the familiar words reached his ears, and he turned to see the sky to the north crackling with light from the ancestral realm. It was too dark for Janzen to recognise the invoker, but their pull on the ancestors lifted the hairs on his arms with its power.

‘Mizito! Spirit of my mothers! Hear me!’

Up ahead, greybloods came loping out of the trees, wave after wave of them charging to meet their enemy. All along the length of the feverlands border, as far as he could see, yet more of them came. No wonder the west had been quiet: the enemy had been preparing. This was no raid. This was no scattered few. This was a coordinated attack.








THREE Temi


As Temi followed her grandfather’s skinny form through the streets, being careful to keep well back and shorten her pace, she saw scant evidence of the madness that had gripped the district just two days before. A single burned home. A few smashed carts. A scorched patch of ground, perfectly round – and likely caused by a monk defending themself against the baying mob. To think all this had started over a few loaves of bread. But then, the people of Lordsgrave were hungry, and they were tired, and they no longer feared the monks and bluehawks who had left them to fight greybloods alone. This week, it was bread; next week, it would be something else. Lordsgrave had crossed a border into new territory and there could be no turning back.

She had grown used to all the empty buildings, many boarded up, others stripped of all but their mudbrick walls. A sea of cloth shanties now stood at the edge of the switchback, overlooking the bamboo roofs to the south. Some housed local families; some housed people escaping the war.

[Your district will survive. Cities never die, not truly.]

‘How? Half the people I know have gone. Half those that’s left are now begging on the streets.’

Many people stopped to greet Old Baba as he passed, and offer him bows. Until recently, he was so rarely seen beyond Arrant Hill that his journey now was like the return of some legendary king. It seemed to take an age for the convent to finally swing into view, its lush gardens a rare sweep of green amid the dull colours of the slums. Someone had scrawled Bring back our bread! into the low wall that separated the convent garden from the street. Beyond, the familiar white building glimmered in the sunlight, a sandstone dome built into the ruins of a Scathed tower.

Temi dropped onto the rickety bench outside the tatauist’s hut and watched as her grandfather leaned on his cane, waiting. A small satchel hung from one bony shoulder. She hadn’t thought him capable of walking this far, especially with the sun so high. But it seemed that, when the need was great enough, Old Baba could find the strength for all sorts of things.

And yes . . . a moment later, a figure appeared from the far side of the street. He didn’t look like a monk: he wore a simple tunic and belt, and Temi didn’t recognise his face. But after a few exchanged words, Old Baba removed the satchel from his shoulder and pulled out something square, wrapped in a dirty cloth.

[Look out.]

The bench shifted under the weight of the person who sat down at her side. Temi turned to see Father Palui, his long, wrinkled neck extended towards the convent, that sickly smile still painted on his face.

‘Let us not pretend, shall we?’ he said. ‘We both know you were hiding techwork within those loaves of bread.’

Temi stood and said, ‘Excuse me,’ but the monk seized her wrist with his free hand and pulled her back down.

Temi snatched her hand back. But when she began to rise again, she noticed another monk seated outside the tearoom, and two more standing near the cassava cart. Old Baba had begun his hobbling journey back up the hill. Temi supposed she could try to outrun these holy ones, but what was the point? They knew where she lived.

‘He is very frail, your grandfather,’ Father Palui said. ‘He really shouldn’t be out in this heat.’

‘What do you want?’ Temi said.

‘Perhaps I wasn’t making myself clear when I said we were watching your street for signs of trading in Forbidden relics. Perhaps I was being too subtle. We are watching you, Temi of the Arrant Hill Bakers. We are watching you and your family.’

‘I know you’re blackmailing my grandba,’ Temi said.

Palui laughed softly. ‘Blackmailing? Is that what you think?’

‘You’re a hypocrite. You say you’re ridding the city of cursed relics, but the truth is you covet them. You say they’re dangerous, when all the time you use them for your own gain. Fuck you.’

‘I am merely here to ask you to exercise temperance,’ Palui said.


‘Temperance means no water votives for anyone else, does it?’

‘Temperance means understanding that every time one of your neighbours uses a votive, a tiny spark is ignited in Fellway Monastery. Temperance means recognising that each time that happens, I am required to put that spark out, before it starts a fire. You have no idea how much harder it has become to divert attention away from you and your family since my superiors’ eyes were turned towards this district.’

Harder. Implying he’d been watching them for some time. Protecting them, even. Temi felt her lip curl, because despite it all, Palui was just like anyone with power: greedy and self-serving. She had thought him truly committed to his holy cause, but of course he wasn’t. Was any monk? All he cared about was lining his own pockets and wringing from her family whatever he could get.

‘I’m sure you’ll manage,’ Temi said, standing.

‘You don’t seem to understand—’

‘No, you don’t understand.’ Temi rounded on him, speaking quickly before she could let her own fear overtake her. ‘If your superiors notice those little sparks, they’ll notice you. If they come for me, they come for you. So I don’t think I’ve got anything to worry about, not while your fate’s tied to mine.’

She let Vunaji pool in the tips of her fingers. She let him become present enough for the first thin wisps of light to play across her palms. ‘I haven’t sent him against a mortal yet,’ she said, turning her palm over, fighting against the urge to tremble, letting Vunaji’s strength hold her fingers steady. ‘Perhaps you should be the first.’

Palui held her gaze, then uttered a word in the Forbidden Tongue.

Pain. It knifed through her, white-hot and unrelenting, settling behind her eyes as a throbbing, crushing agony, as though someone sought to smash her skull between two boulders. Temi groaned, grabbing the sides of her head as her vision and hearing faded. Her world contracted, diminished, until it contained only the pain and Palui’s vile, triumphant smile.

‘Only two of these exist in the world, did you know that?’ Palui said, producing a small blackglass box from beneath his robes. She felt every movement he made with the relic, like the twisting of a knife in her gut. ‘Nobody knows about this one. It is my most treasured artefact. Sadly, your spirit eater is too powerful to imprison within it.’

He turned the box over again, and Temi cried out. Across the street, she saw Bilu, the water-seller, watching warily. He might not be able to stop what he saw, but he certainly would bear witness.

‘However, it can cause you immense distress. Your spirit eater, too. I wonder how long it would take for your mind to break, should I leave this active? I wonder how long it would take for what remains of your shadow’s sanity to melt away? A day, perhaps? Two? Shall we find out?’

His voice was scarcely a whisper now. Just that whistling murmur she had come to so loathe. ‘Stop,’ Temi breathed, unable to gather enough energy to even lift her eyes. ‘Please . . .’

‘Do you recall what lies to the east of Lordsgrave, beyond the collapsed wall? Hmm?’

‘Stop . . .’ Temi felt herself slipping towards darkness. Somewhere distant, she thought she could hear Vunaji. Calling her. Calling out pain.

‘Nothing,’ Palui said, leaning towards her. ‘Just a cursed wasteland. It cannot be built upon. It cannot be farmed. The only things hardy enough to live out there are beetles and scorpions. I’m told you lowbloods call it the Techwork Graveyard.’

Palui leaned over her, so close that she could smell the aniseed on his breath. ‘There was a district there, three hundred rains ago. The Lordswall did not collapse at the edge of this district, because it never existed there at all. The wall extended far out into what is now the wastes, but it was removed when the Holy Orders razed Lordsfire District.’ He turned the box over again, and the world itself lurched in response. ‘Lordsfire was destroyed by my predecessors for incidents very similar to those occurring now. I tell you this not to educate you, but to warn you. This is the fate that awaits your beloved Lordsgrave, if you do not permit yourself to be brought to heel. Do you understand?’

Temi didn’t possess the strength to speak in this world of all-consuming pain. Instead, she let herself slide to the ground. Around her, she heard shouts, and the soft slap of bare feet on the dirt road.

‘It’s Temi Baker.’

‘Someone help her up!’

‘Father, what happened to her?’

And then came a blessed easing, a blissful lightening, and the street began to take shape around her again, along with the faces of half a dozen passers-by who now crowded the bench. She saw at a glance that Bilu was not the only one among them who had a full grasp on what had just happened. Tagau, one of the newcomers from Cagai Province, stood over Father Palui with their arms folded, watching the old monk unblinkingly. And Bilu himself had a rock clutched in his left hand, which he wasn’t quite able to hide from view.

‘I’m . . . all right,’ Temi said, swallowing. She was covered in sweat, she realised, so much that it had soaked through her wrapper skirt.

‘The heat overcame her,’ Father Palui told them. His blackglass box was gone – secreted away within the folds of his robes. ‘I fear our dear friend has been over-exerting herself. Move back, all of you. Give her some space.’

‘I’ll walk you home,’ Bilu said, not once lowering his eyes from Palui. Temi let him pull her to her feet. The world swung around her, but Temi closed her eyes against the nauseating vertigo and took Bilu’s arm.

‘Oh no, please allow me,’ Father Palui said. ‘I shall keep her safe. Do go about your business.’

Bilu stared, looking ready to fight, but in the end, still glaring at Palui, he said to Temi, ‘I’m coming by at highsun to see if you’re OK.’

When he was gone, Father Palui offered his elbow, and though Temi’s skin crawled at the thought of touching him, she took it.

‘Do not sell techwork,’ he said as they walked back towards Iron Street. ‘Do not give techwork away. Do not make techwork. It will not go well for you or this district if you do. Your grandfather has been providing us with translation duties, nothing more. Do not interfere with that. It is all that is keeping my superiors from your door.’

‘You’re all the fucking same,’ Temi ground out. ‘You, the Families, the invoker clans . . . all of you.’

‘I am not interested in making a profit,’ Father Palui said. ‘You may not believe me, but I care only for my holy calling. I safeguard this district against the dangers and allure of techwork. Oftentimes, that means placing myself closer to the cursed relics of the Scathed than I would like. Consider me a bulwark against the more zealous elements within my order. What happened to Lordsfire District was a great tragedy. I will do everything within my power to stop it happening here.’

‘By blackmailing my grandba.’

‘By using his expertise to further safeguard us against the dangers of techwork. Temi Baker, I do not wish to harm you or your family, whatever you may believe.’

Temi wrenched her arm free. ‘I can walk the rest of the way myself.’

‘Heed my warning!’ Father Palui called after her. ‘And may the ancestors smile upon you!’

‘Everyone wants to give me a bloody warning,’ Temi muttered as she rounded the corner.

At the bottom of Arrant Hill, she paused, leaning against the carpenter’s hut while a wave of weakness rippled down her legs.

‘You OK, Temi-girl?’ came the voice of Old Chaakin, the scarred beggar. It took her a moment to recognise him, so thin had he become. And he had ten new friends now, Temi noticed, figures in rags muttering softly in the shade.

Temi closed her eyes. ‘Just feeling a bit sick, Old Uncle.’

‘Got any coin? Any food?’

‘Sorry. Maybe tomorrow.’

That night, Temi knelt before the family shrine while the rest of the household slept. They couldn’t stop making the votives. They needed the coin. The people needed clean water. So they would need to find another way.

[Return to the ancestral realm. Strengthen me. Then together, we will destroy this monk.]

‘No,’ Temi said, crumbling the crust she had found onto the platter. She hadn’t yet put anything on the shrine for Aunt Yeshe or her ma. But she kept them both in her thoughts as she bowed before the ancestors.

A great crash sounded from the shop beyond the kitchen: glass breaking and something heavy landing, followed by a sudden surging, crackling noise.

Kierin, who often slept by the open yard door, was on his feet, blinking blearily. ‘What the fuck?’

A moment later, Uncle Amaan appeared from the family sleeping room, his thick hairlocs bound up in a long scarf. ‘Kierin, wait!’ he cried, but too late – Kierin pulled open the kitchen door, releasing a cloud of thick smoke and a surge of flames.

Kierin cried out, staggering away from the heat as Temi dived towards him.

‘Go through the yard!’ Amaan said. ‘Quickly! We get water from the inn and tackle it from the street.’

Temi followed her uncle and Kierin out into the yard and then through the door in the side wall. Smoke billowed out onto the empty street as Amaan ran across to the ogogoro inn and banged on the door. Other neighbours began to emerge from their mudbrick homes, some bearing cook pans filled with the previous day’s water. The bricks of Temi’s home began to blacken and window-frames warp. The sign swinging over the doorway crashed to the ground, engulfed in flames.

‘Here!’ called Mgozi, the owner of the ogogoro inn. He leaned on his stick as his daughter pushed one of their large water troughs out into the street.

Temi took the bowl Mama Elleth brought with her as she hobbled out of the house, her nightshirt billowing, and scooped up some of Mgozi’s water. The smoke was so thick that now she could see nothing of the shop, nothing of the counter or the shelves.

‘Auntie Temi!’ little Maiwo cried, running out from the yard. ‘Auntie Temi! Look! Someone threw this over!’

Temi’s cousin held up a small bundle of cloth. As Amaan swept past, a frying pan of water held in each hand, Temi unrolled the cloth to find a smooth stone within. She scanned her eyes down the neat columns of words, above which had been painted a red hand between two red trees.

Bakers of Arrant Hill, Leave Lordsgrave in thirty days or we’ll be back.

By the time the people of Arrant Hill had put the fire out, the shopfront was a charred ruin. The counter had been reduced to a blackened stump and all the shelves were gone. Half the interior wall had collapsed, but Mama Elleth’s vast Yennish oven, in the kitchen beyond, stood unscathed, like the sole survivor of some terrible battle. Temi suspected that even if the entire city had been burned to cinders, her grandmother’s oven would remain.

‘The monks have certainly made their message clear,’ Amaan said as he and Temi stood surveying the wreckage. It was nearly dawn, and most of their neighbours had returned to their homes. Through the open door in the yard wall, Temi glimpsed Kierin helping Old Baba onto the wooden chair beside Mama Elleth’s spinach.

‘This weren’t the monks,’ Temi said. ‘Didn’t you see that symbol? A hand and two trees. This was the Families.’

‘You know what the symbol means?’

‘No. But only the Families use symbols like that. I can ask down at the Adashola – I reckon someone round here will know. It’s probably someone declaring a blood feud or whatever the fuck it is their sort likes to do.’

‘Why?’

‘Let’s see. We forced the Chedus out of Lordsgrave. We destroyed the Sengs’ business. I . . . I killed Harvell . . .’ Temi trailed off, the image of Vunaji smiling as Harvell’s ancestor cleaved her in two still fresh in her mind. ‘Throw a stone in the market and you’ll hit three people what want me dead.’ Temi closed her eyes. ‘Maybe I should have gone and heard what that Haarit Bhuten had to say. Maybe they could have helped us.’

‘Family help doesn’t come for free,’ Amaan said. ‘There’s always a price.’

‘I know that.’ Temi sighed. ‘Reckon they could help us, though?’

‘For all we know, could be them that did this. Could be they don’t like being spurned. That’s how protection works.’ Amaan pulled her close and kissed the top of her head. ‘Listen, Temi. Maybe this is a sign from the ancestors. Maybe we need to think about what’s left for us here.’


‘You mean leave Lordsgrave?’ Temi felt hollow, staring at the ruins of her bakery, realising the only home she’d ever known was slipping away. ‘Old Baba told me once he was never running again.’

‘This isn’t running, Temi-girl. This is doing what we need to do to survive. Lordsgrave is dying. The greybloods and monks have seen to that. But we don’t have to die with it.’








FOUR Janzen


Janzen stood in the mud, transfixed, while warriors surged past him, pulling on masks. In the distance, Clan Mizito’s founding warlord strode out into the night. How strange it was to see Mizito like this again – a faceless giant, every part of his skin covered with glossy black scale armour. The last time Janzen had seen his clan’s founder, he had appeared to him as just a man, just some uncle with greying hair and a slight paunch to the thick muscle of his stomach. Janzen watched Mizito drop into a fighting stance and spin his staff, Stillness, round to meet the charging horde . . . and for a moment, it seemed as though Mizito stared straight back and into Janzen’s soul. Then a flood of Ekari spear-wielders pounded by, their commander bellowing in a local tongue, and Mizito turned away.

‘Drive them back!’ someone yelled. ‘Hold the treeline!’

To the west, greybloods marched forwards in formation. This was no uncoordinated mob. They had come in their hundreds, taking pre-assigned positions, and for the first time Janzen could recall, they were attacking at night. Something had changed in their behaviour. Perhaps this was the force the Bairneater had threatened to bring. If so, then perhaps the creature itself might be—

Something slammed into Janzen’s side and a line of hot pain lanced along his left thigh. He cried out, his leg folding beneath him, his attacker bearing down upon him with a jagged knife. The creature was shorter than him, with a topknot of black hair above its silvery face. Ancestors, but it looked like a child! So much so that when it swung at Janzen again, he couldn’t bring himself to strike back.

‘Duck!’ a voice behind Janzen yelled, and he threw himself flat as something heavy swung past his head. A moment later, he was hit by a burst of hot liquid as the greyblood’s head exploded under the force of a great blow.

The greyblood toppled sideways. Its shattered metal shell revealed soft flesh beneath. The fading light in its eyes seemed almost sorrowful. Then a hand appeared beside Janzen, so he accepted it and laboured to his feet.

‘Thank you,’ Janzen said.

‘Lord Jinao?’

Janzen’s heart skipped. He didn’t recognise the warrior – a woman of perhaps thirty rains, still lowering the axe she’d used to save his life. But disbelief shone in her dark eyes.

‘No,’ he blurted, turning away, adopting his best lowblood accent. ‘Name’s Janzen of the Aranduq Farmers.’

‘It is you!’ she said, seizing his arm.

And then a blade erupted between her breasts, cutting her grasspipe cuirass in two.

‘No!’ Janzen cried, catching her as she fell forward, because it had been his fault, ancestors curse him, for distracting her. She had stopped to help him, and he had repaid her with lies and death.

She smiled as blood trickled from the side of her mouth. A smile of triumph. ‘I . . . knew it . . .’ she murmured – as though seeing him were the greatest moment of her life – before her head slumped forward and she was gone.

Behind her stood a towering greyblood with a bulbous head and four muscular arms. Janzen couldn’t say where his surge of fury came from, but in that moment, some other force seemed to take hold, a force that whispered in his ears and filled his arms with its strength. In that moment, he was a spectator in his own body. He saw himself shove the dead woman aside and launch forwards, tackling the greyblood around the waist. Janzen was no wrestler, but the force of his anger must have taken the thing by surprise, because it was suddenly off-balance. Janzen seized the knife that hung at the creature’s waist and plunged it into its thigh, then out, then in again. As the greyblood toppled backwards, arms flailing, Janzen fell with it. Only as he rolled away, the greyblood reaching for the knife now buried in its leg, did the reality of what he had done catch up with him.

Janzen staggered onwards, swerving round clusters of fighting, his entire leg ablaze. He looked back to see the greyblood, knife now in its hand, limping after him as silvery ichor dripped from its wound. Janzen sped up, throwing himself towards the camp, weaving in and out, sweat stinging his eyes. Then that whispering force, that Convergence of will, rose up within him again, and Janzen looked to his left.

A cluster of familiar figures stood in a tight circle before a row of tents: the tree-fellers of Opal Company, old Mellia cowering at their centre. They were protecting her, Janzen realised, because she was the oldest among them, and despite what war had made of them, lowbloods always protected their elders.

‘Janzen!’ Gojin called, beckoning him over. The stocky blacksmith stood near one of the command tents, armed with makeshift kali stick in his one remaining hand. Uji, the silent girl, stood weeping at his side, seemingly unable to comprehend what was happening. Hulking Balu stood over her, stroking her arm and telling her to hush, hush, even though his own eyes were dark pools of terror within his broad face.

Janzen planted himself in front of Gojin and lifted his fists.

‘You got one?’ Gojin asked, nodding at the silvery blood that still glistened on Janzen’s hands and chest. ‘Good lad!’


‘Where were you?’ Balu asked him, the accusation in his voice laced with something that made Janzen’s heart swell: fear. Balu had been concerned for him.

‘I told him not to go to that other latrine!’ Mellia croaked from within her circle of protection. ‘Lucky you didn’t get killed on your way back, Janz.’

‘Y-yes,’ Janzen said. ‘You were right, Old Auntie. Big mistake. But I’m . . . here now.’


‘There’s thousands o’ the fuckers!’ Gojin said, swinging at a greyblood that toppled towards him, knocking it away as it died from an arrow to the throat. ‘Never seen anything like it!’ His eyes dropped. ‘You’re bleeding.’

‘It’s nothing,’ Janzen said. ‘Just a flesh wound.’

The Bairneater’s voice echoed in Janzen’s mind, its final words before it loped off into the west. Everything is mine now. Her knowledge. Her plans. All of it. Sulin had given her life to join her mind to the Bairneater’s, to have it prepare Janzen for the Bond. Hadn’t she known what the consequence would be? In merging their minds, the greyblood would know everything she knew: her battle strategies, her defences, her ambitions. If this attack was the result, then he had to find the Bairneater fast. And if the beast were here somewhere in this battle, this would be his best chance.

‘I have to go,’ Janzen said, stumbling forwards.

‘Oh no you don’t,’ Gojin said, seizing the back of Janzen’s tunic. ‘We’re safest sticking together.’

Everything is mine now.

In all his life, Janzen had never known his mother to make a mistake. That she could turn Janzen’s entire existence into one of her elaborate schemes did not speak of a woman who would make so grave an error as to hand all her knowledge to the enemy. The more he thought on it, the more Janzen wondered if he’d missed something back on that plateau.

Janzen froze as he caught sight of a towering grey form. It faced away from him, swinging a mace left and right, but there was no mistaking those powerful shoulders. Janzen sprang forwards, slipping out of Gojin’s grip and limping between fighting bodies. He kept his head low and his eyes on the only enemy that mattered; the one he was here for.

Janzen paused beside the corpse of a young man, a knife buried in his chest. He stooped, then jerked the weapon free with a squelch, before stumbling on.

When he reached the Bairneater, he didn’t hesitate. He leapt, crying out, and thrust the knife down with all his strength. The blade sunk deep into the Bairneater’s back, and as Janzen dropped into a crouch, the creature turned.

A face of roving tentacles regarded him, snake-like protrusions crying out with a dozen mouths.

‘You’re not . . .’ Janzen breathed, staggering backwards.

The creature that was not the Bairneater strode towards him, one arm reaching up its back, the other swinging round. Janzen jerked to one side, but he wasn’t fast enough. The blow caught him in the shoulder, sending him flying through the air. He landed on a human-like greyblood lying part-submerged in the mud. A corpse, Janzen realised as he scrambled away, ancestors be praised.

The tentacled greyblood strode after him, Janzen’s knife now in its left hand. No one stood between them. What a fool Janzen had been to mistake it for the Bairneater. This creature was half as broad and far less graceful in its movements. What chance did he have against the Bairneater if he couldn’t even slay a pathetic worm like this? Janzen realised the bitter truth, as the thing bore down upon him. Without his Bond to the ancestors, he would never defeat his quarry. Charging into the feverlands was not the way to keep his promise to his brother. First, he needed to address the problem he had been too afraid to face—

A horn sounded in the distance, low and broad. The tentacled greyblood turned its bristling head west. Inhuman cries rose up, peppering a landscape bathed in the first light of dawn. Shouts in the greyblood tongue echoed from the trees. Commands. New orders.

A call to retreat.

The tentacled greyblood turned away, as though it had forgotten he existed. The warriors of the Nine Lands cheered, weapons lifted as their enemy fell back among the trees. Some archers still loosed and released, picking off the slow and the wounded. But the battle was over. Janzen sagged, and silently thanked the ancestors that he still lived.

‘You’re a bloody idiot,’ Mellia said, punching Janzen’s shoulder. ‘Why’d you want to go charging off like that? Leave the fighting to the fighters.’

‘I . . . don’t know what came over me,’ Janzen said. ‘I thought I saw . . . Never mind.’

But Mellia was looking past him, south along the camp, her expression clouded. ‘Something’s happening,’ she said. ‘You hear that?’

Battle cries. Though the greybloods had fallen back, dozens of voices rose in a familiar war chant, calling a familiar name: Adatali! Adatali! Adatali!

All around them, muddy, bloodied souls trudged back to their tents, away from whatever new chaos lay beyond, away from the dead and the dying.

But a curious few pressed towards the source of the shouting.

‘Sounds like trouble,’ Mellia muttered. ‘We should leave.’ But her eyes sparkled, and so Janzen offered her his elbow, and she took it, and together they joined the tangle of people heading towards the rising shouts.

Not far to the south, the muddy land dipped, revealing a wasteland littered with corpses. The rising sun to Janzen’s left lent a fiery glow to the valley, red as the robes of the pyre-burners who already picked among the fallen. Blades dipped and rose, wielded by scrawny youths, offering swift mercy to those already halfway to the ancestors. Greybloods sparked and twitched among them, but as the crowd spread out, it was to the camp beyond that all eyes were drawn.

A mass of Clan Adatali warriors stood shoulder-to-shoulder in a protective line. Behind them, their camp was a hive of activity as lowbloods assembled packs, pulled down tents and loaded provisions onto carts.

‘What the bloody crud is this?’ Mellia muttered. The crowd had come to a stop, and Janzen soon saw why. A lone royal monk in looping gold robes stood facing the Adatali camp, his staff raised high. Not a soul was foolish enough to willingly pass him, but neither had they yet been given cause to turn back.

‘They’re leaving,’ Janzen said, feeling a swell of excitement.

‘What? Why would they leave?’

Janzen found himself back on the plateau, the day the Bairneater had cursed his Bond. He remembered, as he had charged towards his enemy, the way ordinary Adatali soldiers had invoked their own ancestors. He remembered the spectral warriors that had appeared, slowly taking form, two or three to each fighter.

‘I do not think they believe in this war. Or our king.’

‘Course they bloody don’t. Who does? Don’t mean we got a say in it, though.’

The chanting died away and there came a ripple from among the Adatali officers, and then a second monk appeared, a tall, broad woman in a wrapper dress and feathered turaco mask. She lifted her staff, the blue crystal at its tip gleaming across the grey dawn, her rich, deep voice filling the valley as she spoke.

‘I call upon the ancestors as my witnesses!’ the Adatali monk cried. ‘I, Father Kelechu, come with a message for the invader king.’ She pointed her staff across at her gold-robed counterpart. ‘Clan Adatali answers to you no longer! Hear me! Clan Adatali answers to you no longer!’

A great muttering rose up around Janzen. ‘What’s she on about?’ Mellia hissed, craning her neck to see over the crowd. ‘Who’s the invader king?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Janzen said, but his heart pounded and his eyes stung, because he knew. He knew exactly what they were saying, and it was glorious. He should have accepted Invoker Morayo’s invitation and gone to Adataliland. He should have sought help from the man whose own personal guard could make the sacred Bond. It was not yet too late. If he could make it over to the Clan Adatali camp now, return with them—

‘A curse!’ the royal monk cried, turning to the spectators. ‘Father Kelechu has been cursed! Flee now, all of you, lest the taint on her mind spread! Go!’ He waved his staff at them and the jewel at its heart pulsed dramatically.

Cries of alarm punctuated the air. Janzen found himself being buffeted backwards as the spectators turned to flee. But Janzen’s eyes were on the Adatali line. He had to get through.


‘Auntie!’ Janzen cried as Mellia was swept away from him on the current, her tiny fingers slipping from his arm.

‘We are leaving!’ came Father Kelechu’s voice. ‘We will take no part in this war! One of your agents tried to assassinate our warlord! We say: no more!’

Bodies pressed against Janzen as he fought his way towards his salvation.

‘Wait!’ Janzen cried, lifting an arm. ‘Wait, please!’

He broke through the crowd, out onto the empty battlefield, nothing between him and the Adatalis now save the two monks. But off to his left came movement: a small, gilded squad, approaching at a run. More royal monks – twelve in all, and behind them, a mass of Clan Ahiki warriors in loincloths of gold.

‘Go!’ one of the new monks roared at the remaining crowd, waving their staff, its jewel gleaming. ‘Clear the way! This battlefield is cursed!’

Janzen stood motionless, exposed, as two of the monks dropped to their knees, their hands disappearing beneath their robes. As the rest of their party sprinted towards the Adatali line, the two kneeling monks tossed glimmering shards of metal into the air. At once, clouds of thick, billowing smoke raced across the battlefield.

Janzen drove forward, the smoke hitting him like a wave. Thick, cold, cloying air clutched at his lungs and stung his eyes. Janzen lifted a hand to his face and staggered on. Figures blundered blindly around him, coughing, shouting. Adatalis? Ahikis? Impossible to tell. A crackle of energy up ahead lit the swirling maelstrom like a sudden flash of lightning. Father Kelechu’s voice cut through it all as she screamed, ‘You cannot kill us all!’

Then something slammed into Janzen, and as he reeled away, he saw it was a greyblood, half its head missing, its human-looking face a tangle of pink flesh and blinking lights. A curved Ekari-style sword jutted from one massive shoulder. Janzen raised a defensive hand. But instead of striking him down, the creature turned away, mangled head swivelling in the direction of the shouting. As it marched off, more pairs of yellow eyes pierced the swirling confusion: slain greybloods, somehow rising again. His chest felt tight, but he had to continue. He was nearly there now, surely . . .

He had to turn back.

The thought didn’t come to him in words, but the whispering was there again, along with that Convergence of feeling, filling him with fear, with the need to stop, to turn, to walk away. He could ignore it, but doing so felt devastatingly, foolishly wrong.

Up ahead, two bright smudges fought. Two monks. Father Kelechu and someone in golden robes. He saw flashes from their staffs, but something else . . . trails of silver-black they seemed to draw from the ground itself. These they flung at each other, like spears of darkness. The last sound he heard, as he staggered away from the duelling monks, was someone shouting, ‘Adatali will awaken! He will awaken and free us all!’

‘Slap him harder!’

Mellia, her voice close by. A moment later, something stung Janzen’s cheek.

‘Ow!’ Janzen cried, the left side of his face burning.

Light, blinding him as he blinked sore eyes. He realised he was being propped up by strong hands under his arms. He coughed, his throat burning, then cracked open his eyes.

‘Is he drunk?’ came a bellowing voice. Captain Kumbo, marching towards him. Janzen’s whole body felt like an ashen ruin, but he was able to take in his surroundings now.

Opal camp. At his side stood all twenty tree-fellers, those nearest holding him upright like a puppet.

‘Greybloods knocked him out!’ Balu said, from Janzen’s left. ‘Right, Janzen?’


From somewhere, Janzen summoned the strength to bear his own weight. ‘That’s . . . right,’ he said, the voice that came from his lungs a thin rasp.

Kumbo looked him up and down, then marched away to where a group of officers in eagle masks stood consulting a scroll.

‘You all right?’ Mellia hissed, leaning forward in her place on Balu’s other side.

‘What . . . happened?’

‘Auntie sent us back for you,’ said Gojin, on Janzen’s right. ‘She said you got caught in a stampede.’

‘You brought me here?’ Janzen blinked. ‘Thank you.’ He swivelled his head towards Mellia. ‘Where are the Adatalis?’

‘Someone said the Adatali camp was flattened by greybloods,’ Gojin whispered.

‘Flattened?’ Janzen looked up at the rich blue sky. It was mid-morning, he guessed. ‘But I saw—’

‘So many greybloods, I know!’ Mellia said quickly. ‘I told ’em what we both saw.’ She swung her eyes towards Kumbo, then back again. ‘We was both lucky. Pretty much everyone close to the camp died in the attack.’

‘No . . .’ Janzen felt despair clutch at his heart. ‘You mean everyone in the Adatali camp is dead?’

‘Must be,’ Gojin said. ‘They’re all gone.’

Before he could say more, a woman stepped out of the group of officers, a captain of middling age, with enough tataus of honour to cover both arms.

‘From today,’ she said, ‘each of you standing here will be moving to the advanced scouting team. You’ll be under the direct command of His Holiness, Father Iqdao.’

Nobody spoke – nobody was that stupid – but Janzen felt dread uncurl among them, and to his right, hulking Balu cursed under his breath. Janzen glanced at Mellia, not daring to ask what advanced scouting might be. Under the command of a monk. Janzen couldn’t imagine what need a monk might have for a group of lowbloods.

‘Head to the command tent to collect your silvercloths. Dismissed.’

They turned away as one, trudging in a line through the sea of shabby lowblood tents towards the tiered confection that was the Opal Company command pavilion.

‘Thank you for bringing me back,’ Janzen said, falling in step with Balu.

‘S’fine,’ Balu muttered, heavy-lidded eyes lowered.

‘What is advanced scouting?’

‘Death,’ Balu said. ‘That’s what.’








FIVE Temi


Old Mama Elleth sat at the head of the bamboo table, Aunt Selek at her side. The only sound was the laughter of the children out in the yard, where Old Baba watched over them from his rocking chair. The whole house still reeked of smoke, but they had cleared away most of the ash and charred wood. All that remained of the shop now was a yawning, blackened chasm.

Temi glanced around the table: Uncle Amaan, his long hairlocs obscuring half his downcast face; Larmi, his eldest daughter, her muscular arms folded; slender, knowing Mtobi; Temi’s pale-skinned cousin Kierin; Uncle Umadi, dark eyes raised to the ceiling; Aunt Anneth, her close-cropped, pale hair catching the light.

‘We can’t leave Lordsgrave,’ Chanulo said, at Temi’s back. Her large, serious aunt tugged on the front of Temi’s hair as she began another braid.

‘Why ever not?’ Elleth said. ‘It is just a place, dear. Our family is still family wherever we go.’

‘What about when Auntie Yeshe and Auntie Kerlyn come back?’ Kierin said. ‘They won’t know where to find us.’

Ah, but how like her cousin it was to continue to hope. They all knew the truth of it. Temi’s mother and aunt would never return from the war, just as her father hadn’t, just as so many wouldn’t. They were probably already dead.

‘We can’t go to Yenlund,’ Mama Elleth said kindly, her expression still mild. ‘You remember what Tommo said when he was here? Half the town is empty, there’s no work and no food. It has to be Jebba.’

‘And what about you, Auntie? What do you think about this?’ Kierin said, nodding at Aunt Selek, who sat in silence to Mama Elleth’s right.

Selek hadn’t been the same since her wife left for war. Her shrill singing and playful insults no longer filled the house. She still rose each morning and twisted her long hair into a smooth plait, and painted kohl and rouge onto her face. She still swept out into the bakery like a bride on their wedding morning, her long skirts swirling round her legs. But there was an emptiness in her eyes that crushed Temi far more than tears or anger would have.

Selek looked up, startled, and muttered something in her home tongue, then said, ‘It is for the young ones to decide. Me, I am not young. It is their future.’

‘Then I say we can’t go,’ Kierin said. ‘Lordsgrave is our home.’

‘You heard what Temi said,’ Uncle Amaan said softly. Of them all, he stood to lose the most: six children and two women and a district that relied on him to learn their words and numbers. ‘We can’t risk making the votives any more. And the grain that’s coming in isn’t enough to keep us going.’

‘So we just give up?’ Aunt Chanulo said, jerking on Temi’s hair, making Temi’s eyes water as her fingers danced down another braid.

‘It won’t be giving up,’ Elleth said. ‘If the situation improves, we can return.’

‘You think this place will still be here then?’ Kierin said. ‘Someone else will move in, and we won’t get it back. Temi, you can do something. Your – your friend can do something, can’t he? We always find a way.’

‘Ah!’ Selek cried, touching her head and heart in the sign for ancestral protection. ‘That spirit is an evil kopek. Do not speak of him!’

‘He can’t help us,’ Temi said quickly.

[You are lying to yourself. And you are lying to them. Return to the ancestral realm with me. Strengthen me, and I will find a way to save your family.]

‘Excuse me,’ Temi said, standing and crossing out into the yard, the room suddenly too hot, too filled with a sadness that clung to them more keenly than the smoke.

[You know that this is the only way. When I am stronger, I can find whoever did this and ensure that justice is served.]

‘I just want things to return to normal,’ Temi said, dropping to the ground.

[There is no such thing as normal. Your king ensured that when he ordered the invasion of the feverlands. There is no way back, only forward.]

‘Just be quiet, will you?’ Temi said, lying back. ‘Go wherever it is you go when you disappear. I need to be alone.’

She supposed she slept, because a moment later a shadow fell across her and she realised she had been sweating under the heat of the mid-morning sun. Uncle Amaan sat beside her, expression unreadable behind his beard.

‘We’re going to Jebba,’ he said. ‘It’s been decided. Kierin’s going to ask around at the docks for a ship. We’ll board this place up and stay with Uncle Moloko – he’s got plenty of space. Don’t have to be for ever, but we need to give it a try.’

‘Uncle—’

‘People do this all the time,’ Amaan said – half to himself now, she suspected. ‘That’s what humans do. Move from place to place. We carry family and home with us. This . . . this is just a building.’

Once, entering the market square from Iron Street had been like awakening all her senses in unison: the shouts of traders, the slam of crates thrown from carts, the smell of oud and frying onions, the rows upon rows of colour at the cloth-sellers’ stalls, and the heat from so many bodies pressed together . . . Now, half the stalls were gone, and most of the crowds with them. All the cut-pockets had headed west to more lucrative districts . . . Though as Temi headed to make the first of her goodbyes, she still put her hand over the pouch where she kept what little coin she had.

The old healer, Sutesh, lived down near the wharf, where the air was heavy and the stench from the river strong enough to taste. Their hut remained unchanged. The same swinging signs in a dozen languages, advertising balms, tonics and oils. The same thick rugs marking the entrance.

‘Old Elder,’ Temi said, rapping on the wood.

‘Temi Baker? Come, come.’

Temi ducked under the low entrance and into the cluttered interior of Sutesh’s hut, to find the old healer sitting cross-legged on one of their many rugs. A dozen bottles lay ranged out before them, and they continued using a dropper to measure out the contents of one while muttering, ‘Sit down. I won’t be long.’

Temi lowered herself to the rug beside the healer’s large cookpot, her eyes wandering over the shelves with their jars, vials and boxes. Beyond the screens, where they kept their techwork hidden, she saw only a large slab of blackglass and little else.

‘Running low on supplies?’ Temi said.

‘Yes. But also, our robed friends have been visiting me recently. I have had to move much of my equipment.’ They placed the vial down and looked over at her. Sutesh was a compact soul with a shaved head, their sinewy muscles sticking out of the orange tunic they wore. Temi had never worked out how old they were. Past sixty rains, surely, which made the way they had fought that day with the greybloods all the more remarkable.

‘We’re leaving Lordsgrave,’ Temi said.

‘You too? Oh.’ Sutesh inhaled, then pushed to their feet and crossed the room. ‘And where will my Bakers of Arrant Hill go?’

‘Jebba. To family. You must’ve heard how someone torched our bakery.’

‘Yes. I did.’ Sutesh opened a large wooden crate and began to rummage inside. ‘As I’ve said to many who cross my threshold, if the Bakers of Arrant Hill ever leave, this place will be finished. Your home is the heart of the district.’

‘Oh,’ Temi said, looking away, her face suddenly hot. She had thought this would be the easiest of her farewells.

‘You know it is not much easier outside of Nine Lords,’ Sutesh continued, pulling something from the crate. ‘In the countryside, towns lie empty while food rots in the fields. Ah. Here. I am afraid I have yet to complete my work.’ Sutesh set the bundle of fur and metal down on the rug between them.

No-Cat looked like the creatures that sometimes washed up on the banks of the Ae, dead from the noxious waters and left floating for days. Its grey and black fur hung in clumps over its emaciated body. Eyes flat as stones bulged from its head. The greyblood that had attacked it had hacked the thing near clean in two; that at least had been repaired, with a neat ring of techwork veins and plates that now encircled its middle.

‘I can make it live,’ Sutesh said. ‘But I cannot turn it back into a door, at least not yet. Look. Acatavat.’

Light flickered behind No-Cat’s eyes, juddering until coming to gleaming life. Twin yellow orbs, so like the eyes of a greyblood, swivelled round to regard Temi as the thing rolled over and sat up. Temi held out a hand and the cat stuck its neck forward and sniffed her fingers, just as a true cat might. But as it twisted away to sit on its haunches, the lights beneath its skin glimmered.

‘So I can’t reach my cousins?’ Temi said.

‘Not this way. Not any longer.’

Temi stroked under the creature’s chin. She had always thought it to be a diseased, sinister agent of the spirit witch who had first cursed her with Vunaji. But her cousins had saved her life when they had used its body as a doorway into the mortal realm. Whatever it was, it had served her well. ‘D’you figure out who made it and how?’

‘The spirit witch created it, I assume. But I do not understand how it was able to reach your cousins. If there were no ashes to burn, then, harsh as it is to say, they could not cross into the ancestral realm. Yet we both saw them here that day. I would have . . . liked to have investigated more, had time allowed. But since it does not, you should take it with you. Perhaps you will find a curious mind out in Adataliland. I will give you my notes so far to pass to them, if you would like.’

‘Thank you, Old Elder,’ Temi said, scratching No-Cat’s mangled, misshapen ear.

‘You stay safe, Temi. You and all my Bakers of Arrant Hill. And keep a close eye on the cloaked man. I do not trust him. He is dangerous.’

[Tell them I am flattered,] Vunaji said, and Temi laughed softly.

She left Sutesh’s hut with five scrolls rolled into a bundle, a jar of lovers’ tea for use on dull journeys and a raggedy feline trotting in her wake.

‘I know you’re a greyblood,’ Temi said softly as she stepped out into the afternoon heat. ‘Can you talk? Can you understand what I say?’

Greybloods weren’t just mindless creatures of destruction – she had seen that the day of the massacre. And somehow, this one was connected to the ancestral realm.

‘Can you get a message to my cousins?’ she said, looking down as the cat padded along at her side. ‘Can you . . . can you just tell me if they’re at peace?’

No-Cat cocked its head at her, then opened its mouth and uttered a tinny yowl – the first sound she’d heard it make, she realised.

It was nearing sunset when she made her final visit. She stood at the low wall, looking across the gardens to the pale glow of the convent. She wasn’t sure why she felt so reluctant to begin this last farewell. It wasn’t just that Sister Poju had been her confidante for half her life. What Temi had seen of the ancestral realm had changed how she viewed the Holy Orders.

‘I keep thinking about that day someone tried to take you from me,’ Temi said, as a patrol of bluehawks marched past, dragging two young men between them. ‘Who was it that tried to Bond you?’

[I do not know.]

‘How’d they find out about you?’

[There are . . . records.]

‘Just makes me wonder, is all. You think they’ll ever realise the spirit they got ain’t you?’

[It is doubtful. And it is also not our concern.]

She stepped over the low wall to the convent, pushing away the unease. No-Cat hung back, just as it had the first time it had followed her here. Temi padded through the gardens; even these looked poorly tended, overgrown in places, parched and dying in others. Only a handful of noviciate orphans sat beneath the pillars at the entrance. As she climbed the steps into the remembrance hall, she spotted Sister Poju’s bent back at the feet of the statue of Tarsin.

A sea of offerings lay before the statues of the nine founding warlords, spilling over the stone plinths at their bases. Temi had never seen so many trinkets and pictures and scraps of food. When times were bad, it seemed Lordsgrave turned to its traditions. Only Ahiki, King of Them All, stood unencumbered by the offerings of lowbloods. No soul in the slums thought fondly back to a homeland ruled by his clan. His face remained hidden by the deep cowl of his cloak. Cobwebs hung from his outstretched hand.

‘Temi Baker,’ Sister Poju said, standing. She was a small, spare woman, her loose grey robe hiding how thin she was. This nun had come to know more about Temi’s family than any other soul not part of it. Once, that had brought Temi such solace. But Vunaji’s dislike simmered just beneath her skin.

‘Come,’ Sister Poju said. ‘Let us kneel before a shrine. We shall have to use my own, I’m afraid. The catacombs are filled with the destitute now.’

‘Thank you,’ Temi said, as the old nun led her behind the statue of the veiled Warlord Qaneen and through a small door. The room beyond contained few comforts. A raised mound of earth to sleep upon; a battered cupboard; a soil bucket; and a few shelves scattered with ancient books. Sister Poju’s modest shrine stood against the wall to her right. Only a single picture adorned its spirit wood back board, featuring a young, smiling nun. The chipped offering bowl that stood at its base contained a rotting plantain skin. It looked like the neglected shrine of an unbeliever rather than the spiritual tool of a holy one.

‘Kneel, child,’ Sister Poju said, ‘and perhaps the ancestors will hear you.’

‘Ancestors,’ Temi said as she knelt, ‘your daughter Temi Adaduna Irine Omolele Yawo Baker seeks your wisdom and counsel, so that she might find the path you would not turn from.’

The hum of the convent catacombs filled her mind as she closed her eyes. After the heat of the late afternoon, the cool of Sister Poju’s stone floor was a glorious balm. She couldn’t hear the nuns chanting, but just being within those ancient walls soothed her.

‘And what have you brought them?’

‘A morsel from my own plate,’ Temi said, leaning forward to place a blackloaf crust before her.

‘The ancestors smile upon the generous hearted. And for a loyal nun?’


‘Three crescents,’ Temi said, removing the coins from the fold of her wrapper. ‘I’m sorry, Mother. We got no Jebbanese red left.’

She glanced across at Sister Poju in time to catch the flicker of annoyance that crossed her face. ‘Very well. Ancestors, lend us your wisdom. Let the lifetimes you have lived strengthen your daughter here. Speak, Temi, and perhaps the ancestors shall answer.’

‘Actually, Mother, I just came to say goodbye.’ She felt the old nun stir, but did not open her eyes. She knew the sadness she would see there. Poju had watched her grow, and leaving her felt like a betrayal. ‘We’re going to Jebba. There’s nothing here for us now. There ain’t enough food coming into the district. We can’t sell our . . . our creations any more. And three nights ago our bakery got burned up by people what say we got thirty days to leave. My cousin’s trying to get us passage on a ship.’ Temi swallowed. ‘I’m sorry I got no wine to say goodbye but . . . but maybe I’ll come back one day with a whole crate from Jebba.’

‘Temi Baker, you cannot leave Lordsgrave because of a few harsh words and difficult times.’

‘These ain’t just difficult times. You take a look beyond these walls recently? People are hungry. There’s no work. The Families nearly destroyed us once and I won’t let them do that again.’

‘Buildings can be repaired. Threats can be neutralised. But homes . . . homes can’t simply be left.’

‘Can’t they? My uncle always told me family is home. So long as you’re together, it don’t matter where you are.’

‘Of course it matters,’ Poju said, a note of impatience in her voice now. ‘Where we live shapes who we are. I thought you were a child of this city, Temi.’

‘I am, but – but look, I just came to say goodbye and thank you.’

Sister Poju inhaled slowly. ‘And what of your ancestors’ will?’

‘What of their will?’

‘Their will is clear as day to me as I sit here. They want you to stay, Temi Baker.’

‘That what they told you, is it? Just now?’

‘Oh ancestors!’ Poju cried. Temi glanced round to find the old nun rocking back and forth on her knees, her eyes squeezed tight. ‘Oh ancestors, I hear you! Temi, they say your place is in Lordsgrave! They say that if you leave, ill times will follow.’

[This charlatan is not connected to your ancestors. But you already know that, don’t you?]

‘You’re saying that if we leave, it’s against the will of our ancestors?’ Temi said.

‘Yes,’ Poju said, opening her eyes. ‘I understand your fear, child. But fleeing our problems is rarely the answer.’

‘So what are we supposed to do?’

‘You endure, Temi Baker. As others must. The ancestors have shown me what lies ahead for you if you remain, and it is glorious indeed. You simply need to remain where you belong.’ She took Temi’s hand and squeezed it. ‘Do you have any idea who has been threatening you?’

‘I don’t know. One of the Families. They left a message.’

‘A message. I wonder, what did it look like? Anything at all to identify it?’

‘Just words. And a symbol . . . a red hand between two trees.’

‘Ah.’ She patted Temi’s hand. ‘Do think on my words. Your place is here, in this district. And perhaps, in the days before you leave, the ancestors will give you a sign. If they do, I advise you to heed it.’

Temi stood. ‘Thank you, Mother.’

‘It is nothing, child,’ Poju said, looking swiftly away.

Darkness cloaked Arrant Hill by the time Temi returned to the bakery. Beyond the charred, skeletal remains of the shop, she could hear arguing – Larmi and Mtobi, by the voices. Old Baba sat in his rocking chair outside the door, his eyes closed as though asleep. But as Temi approached, he muttered, ‘Best not to go in. Larmi’s in a rage.’

Temi knelt on the ground at her grandfather’s side and looked back down Arrant Hill. Lordsgrave spread out to the west, a muted sea of darkness; an abyss next to the dazzle of the highblood districts, beyond. There, a thousand lights glittered in townhouses and shops and along wide boulevards. The difference was as stark as day and night. No one in the highblood districts would be going hungry tonight. To them, there was no war. They passed through life as though they occupied another world.

‘I’m sorry, Old Baba,’ Temi said.

Old Baba glanced at her. ‘Save your sorries. I am not leaving.’

‘Old Baba, we have to. The monks, the Families—’

‘This is my home. You remember what I told you? Never again am I running. You start running, you don’t stop your whole life.’ He reached one gnarled, shaking hand down to her shoulder. ‘I am not angry. You all must leave. But I will not.’

‘I’m not going without you.’

Old Baba laughed, shaking his head and taking his hand back. ‘You know, my only sadness is that now, the water will not be cleaned. I could leave this place happy if I knew we had made a difference. But we did not. We leave it worse than before.’

‘Old Baba, don’t say that . . .’ She trailed off as she realised her grandfather was crying, one hand covering his face as he let out a single, low sob.

‘Oh, ancestors!’ Temi cried, springing up and pulling him towards her. ‘Come on, Old Baba. Please don’t. Of course we made a difference. Think of all them people we saved. All them lives.’

‘But the monks have taken it all,’ he whispered.

Temi felt her chest tighten. She had never seen Old Baba cry. Not when her father left for war. Not when he failed to return. Even at her brother Tunji’s funeral, he had simply shaken his head in disbelief. But this . . . this despair cut through to her core.

Something smashed inside the house, and then Aunt Selek’s voice joined the shouting. Temi stood at her grandfather’s side, stroking his misshapen hands and watching insects dance. Her mind wandered back to the highbloods Harvell had sold their votives to for a small fortune. They hadn’t needed clean water, not with their pet monks and their glyph-lined wells. They—

‘Old Baba,’ Temi said, ‘we have five votives left. I’m thinking we can still make use of them before we go.’ She realised then that Old Baba had fallen asleep, his chin drooping forward onto his chest.

‘Listen,’ Temi said softly, ‘you know how highbloods have ways of cleaning the water in the wells themselves. Couldn’t we do that before we leave?’

[What do you mean?]

‘You said the glyphs in highblood wells have techwork in their sides, what cleans at the source. Couldn’t we use our last few votives to do that?’

[How? Do you plan to discreetly dig up the local borehole under cover of darkness, and scrawl an ancient language into its sides?]

‘No. But we could put them in the river, couldn’t we? These last few, I mean. We have to get rid of them anyway. Could make a difference to the whole river for a while, couldn’t it?’

Vunaji was silent, but she could feel a sliver of interest rising from him. [I do not think they would be powerful enough alone to effect a difference. However, we could possibly attach them to a device that amplifies their capabilities. That might work, as a parting gift to this district.]

For the first time in days, Temi felt the cloud of gloom lift a little. Her family’s business might be ashes, and their days in the city numbered, but at least she could do this last thing. ‘How do we make this amplifier thing?’

[We will need supplies.]

‘From where? Uncle Tommo’s last lot are nearly used up.’

[True. But your relatives are not the only source of techwork in this district. I believe I have detected another.]

Temi looked down at her grandfather, tears still drying on his cheek. ‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered. ‘You won’t be leaving this place the way it was.’








SIX Boleo


Father Boleo the Wise, Grand High Curator of Adataliland, vanquisher of greybloods, outwitter of royal monks and leader of an impending rebellion, leaned on the trunk of the nearest palm tree and finally admitted defeat. Ancestors curse his knees and all the pain they brought upon him! He supposed they were as enthusiastic as he was to make this journey up into the hills above Ewo City. But these were dangerous times. And that called for making dangerous alliances.

The line of noviciates trailing down the dirt track behind him averted their eyes as Boleo winced and rubbed at the bones that jutted beneath his beaded skirt. He had only brought the young would-be monks with him for the purpose of appearances. Most had been street urchins not a moon before. He suspected more than one of them had been quietly cutting highblood pockets during their snaking journey through the streets of Ewo. He couldn’t blame them. He’d been much the same, back when Father Galumu had plucked him from the very same slums in the valley below. Five decades ago, the offer of a regular meal and a safe place to sleep had sounded like a dream. And on his first night, when he had hidden as much food as he could beneath the folds of his new robe, his master had gently chided him that he no longer needed to stockpile meals. His days of begging and fighting and stealing were over. He was a holy one now.

Ewo City spread out to his left, calm in the late-morning sun. Its whitewashed buildings and narrow, palm-lined streets seemed almost peaceful. Even the lowblood shanties, high on the far western hills, seemed to slumber beneath the looming shadow of the rock formation known as Adatali’s Fury. The sea beyond glittered lazily, and the jagged crystal ruins of the extinct Scathed people rose with utter indifference above it all. But Boleo knew this stillness for what it was. The intake of breath before a scream. The pause of a bow drawn taut before release. The sultry, heavy heat before the most ferocious summer storm. Ewo was the only place in the world Boleo had ever cared about, and if it was to survive what was to come, then he would need to use every resource at his disposal. No matter how self-serving and untrustworthy those resources might be.

‘There is a rather large amount of techwork in that wall up ahead,’ Brother Kipteni said, stopping at his side. The small, round-shouldered young monk peered at the crystal in the staff Boleo had given him. ‘I detect two panels of sol for gathering energies, two thinking eyes set to relay information about those who approach, if their blood marks them human, and . . . interesting! Do you see these glyphs, Father? Look! I have noticed them before, on warding artefacts. I believe that these warding symbols, combined with these glyphs here, do you see, meaning the identification of—’

‘Be quiet for a moment, would you?’ Boleo snapped, working movement into his left knee.

‘Of course, Your Holiness. Sorry, Your Holiness.’ Kipteni dropped his head, and Boleo felt a stab of guilt. He was the only monk in Boleo’s vast staff who had a grain of wit to him; truth be told, he had far too many grains of wit for his own safety, which was why Boleo kept the eager young man close. He had seen what happened to noviciates who understood a little too much – ancestors, he had been one himself once, until he learned to hide it. But many of those with the sharpest intellects possessed a decidedly blunt sense of self-preservation. They trusted too readily, and that often saw their lives cut mysteriously short. Because if monks understood too much, they became a threat to the Garden.

‘Let’s move on, shall we?’ Boleo said, using his holy staff to straighten himself.

A line of sweat trickled down Boleo’s back as resumed his climb up the narrow path. There, at the all-too-distant top of the unreasonably steep hill, lay a sprawling, gaudy palace, all glittering ivory and gold, a tiered extravagance of pillars and statues. Its many balconies and wings crawled over the hillside like an infection. Boleo’s coin had paid for every one of the golden jackals that stood atop the wall that rose before them. In many ways, he owned this place and all the people within it. And yet he had never felt smaller.

At the gates, a tall man whose grey robes were doing a woefully poor job of containing his oiled muscle stepped forward, turning glittering eyes upon Boleo. He might have possessed the robes and tataus of a nun, but this man was about as holy as a pillowhouse latrine. Jewels studded his shapely ears and more shone between the beads of office that hung about his thick neck. Boleo doubted the youth had spent even a single day training in a convent.

‘I am Sister Oroni,’ the tall man said. ‘State your name and business with Her Holiness.’

Boleo suppressed a growl. Was the boy mocking him, or did he truly not recognise the tataus that snaked over his arms and bare chest, nor the feathered turaco mask that Boleo now pulled down over his face, just to ram the point home?

‘I am Father Boleo the Wise, Grand High Curator of Adataliland. I require an audience with Sister Ulla.’

The decorative man’s lip curled. ‘Sister Ulla is currently busy. If you would like, I can send—’

‘You misunderstand me, my child. I must speak to Sister Ulla now. It is a matter of great urgency.’

‘Her Holiness is a woman much in demand. I must ask that you—’

‘Out of my way!’ Boleo snapped, swinging his staff round to prod the taut stomach that the boy’s robes artfully displayed.

‘But—’

Boleo turned, muttering low in the Forbidden Tongue, setting the jewel at the tip of his staff spinning. The glyphs that slid across it were meaningless, but to a dolt like this, hopefully no less terrifying. He turned back to his noviciates, who hovered in a pack behind a wide-eyed Kipteni.

‘Sister Oroni here has generously offered to donate his jewellery to the Legushi Bay orphanage,’ Boleo announced loudly. ‘Kindly help him remove it all while I consult with my holy colleague.’

As the street children swarmed over Oroni, pulling at his ears and wrists and neck, Boleo tapped his staff to the entrance gate and uttered the Forbidden word for open. This gate could never deny him. Boleo himself had installed its Forbidden locks, carefully hiding the techwork within ordinary iron. Of course, the gate would inform Sister Ulla of his arrival, but that couldn’t be—

Pain knifed behind his left eye, a pain he had become so used to of late that it scarcely made him pause now. With it came a familiar flash of emotion. Fear. Exposure. A terrible despair. There and gone, like lightning, and like lightning, it left an afterimage: a lingering unease deep in Boleo’s mind. Boleo had ceased, over the moons since his return from the Busharn Wastes, trying to grasp for the presence. It slipped through his fingers like smoke whenever he tried. It did not wish to be noticed.

Sister Ulla’s gardens were an explosion of colour – flowering bushes competing with ornamental trees and tall, orange cacti. An artificial stream – again, powered by techwork that Boleo himself had hidden in the walls – wound its way across the lawn. Boleo noticed that a waterfall had been added since his last visit. A number of muscular male nuns were playing some kind of ball game there. Boleo scowled. He had never had occasion to use the word frolicking about holy ones before, but that was undeniably what they were doing.

As Boleo climbed the steps leading up to the entrance, a young nun with an anxious face hurried to intercept him, her bare feet slapping on the marble.

‘Please, Father, allow me to escort you to—’

‘I know the way,’ Boleo said, waving his staff menacingly at her.

The interior of Sister Ulla’s mansion was as crass and vulgar as the outside. He swept down a central hallway lined with statues from every corner of Adataliland, statues of gold or stone or bronze, many of which Boleo had bequeathed her, and many more she had bought with the coin he had sent her way over the rains. Perhaps he had made a mistake, letting her live. Perhaps he should have arranged a little accident for her, as he had for her three superiors, instead of orchestrating her rise to becoming the most senior nun in Adataliland. He had once thought he saw in her a kindred spirit: a keen intellect, a distaste for rules and a deep love of this land. Perhaps she had even been that way once . . . long ago.

Sister Ulla, guardian of the ancestors of his people, lay sprawled upon the cushions in a sun-drenched receiving room. She was a tall, broad woman – past fifty rains now, Boleo supposed. There were no plain grey robes for her. Instead, the holy sister humbled herself before the ancestors in a shimmering cloth-of-gold wrapper that clung shamelessly to the contours of her body. Her tataus of office were so faded against her dark brown skin that it was almost impossible to decipher them. Only her bald head and the tiny nun’s jewel imbedded in her skull marked her for what she was: a servant of the ancestors; their representative, here in the mortal realm. One duty-bound to guide the invoker clans into the closest Bond they could form with the founding warlords.

Sister Ulla lifted a length of sweetweed to her painted lips and took a long drag. ‘So,’ she said, her voice deep and musical, ‘to what do we owe the dubious honour of your sinister presence, Father Boleo the Wise?’

On Ulla’s left sat a man, one Boleo had taken for another of Ulla’s decorative, empty-headed aides. However, he realised now that he knew him. Some minor invoker whose name hadn’t been worth remembering. The man wore a purple agbada and jewelled sandals, and had been picking at a platter of fruit when Boleo entered. But now he lowered the slice of mango he had been eating and lifted amused eyes.

‘So this is him,’ the man said, gesturing up and down with his wine cup. ‘The famed Father Boleo. I was expecting someone taller. And more . . . hale.’

Boleo ground his teeth. ‘And you are?’

‘This is Lord Lumo, fifth child of First General Chogoji of Ntuk,’ Ulla said. ‘He and I are exploring ways to strengthen his Bond with Adatali.’

Boleo let his eyes drift from the wine cup to the smouldering sweetweed. ‘I am sure that the ancestors smile upon you both.’ He smiled thinly. ‘Sister Ulla, I have sent several messengers asking for a private audience with you.’

‘I’ve been very busy, as you can see.’ She smiled tauntingly at him. ‘Besides, these are precarious times. I find myself reluctant to leave the safety of my home.’

Not a single other soul in the city would ignore a summons from Warlord Daloya’s most senior monk. But then, Sister Ulla knew more about the price Boleo had paid for the power he wielded than anyone else alive. ‘I’m afraid I must insist. We need to speak urgently. And privately.’

Ulla blinked. ‘Oh, we need to, do we?’ She tipped her head to one side. ‘The last time we met, I seem to recall you saying . . . What was it now? Ah yes. I recall you saying, You are but a receptacle for my coin. I pay you for silence. Nothing more.’

Boleo straightened. ‘I hardly think—’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Ulla said, lowering her stick of sweetweed, ‘I think I heard you asking for my help. But I’m not certain. You are so softly spoken, My Holy Brother. Do speak up.’

Boleo swallowed. ‘I require your help.’

Ulla turned to her companion. ‘Lord Lumo, did you hear what the good man said? I couldn’t hear a thing.’

‘Not a word,’ Lumo said, flashing his dazzling smile. ‘Perhaps there is something in my ear.’

Ulla leaned forward. ‘You hear that, Holy Father? You will need to speak up.’ She lifted her hands, to include the servants polishing brass statues, Lumo’s warriors at the card table and three muscular nuns playing with a litter of puppies. ‘Please, speak up, so that we all might hear!’

Ancestors curse the woman! If Sister Ulla sought to humiliate him, she would have to try harder than that. He didn’t care what her dull-eyed sycophants thought of him. He had suffered every humiliation, every hardship, long before the monastery took him in. And one day soon, he would do what he should have done rains ago and rid himself of the woman who knew far too much about him. Then he would take great pleasure in removing each one of those jewelled rings that glinted on her fingers and casting them into the sea.

But not today.

‘Sister Ulla, I need your help,’ Boleo declared loudly. He bowed, lowering first from the waist and then, Jebbanese-style, bending his creaking knees to press his forehead to the floor. ‘I, Boleo the Wise, require the help of Sister Ulla the Merciful,’ he said to the delicate golden patterns in the marble. ‘Please find it in your heart to aid your warlord and your land. I have no one else to turn to. I am desperate. Please.’

Sister Ulla sprang to her feet, clapping her jewelled hands brightly. ‘Of course, my old friend! You have only to ask! Come, let us take a walk in the gardens, and you can tell me how I might ease your ills, and I can tell you about my plans for a new wing of this little house of mine. Come!’ She took his arm, the perfume of her skin oil assaulting his nostrils as they walked.

‘I wish to know how one would contact an ancestor who does not want to be found,’ Boleo said as she led him outside.

Sister Ulla stopped to look at him in mock outrage. ‘Why, Father Boleo! Whatever can you mean? Only the nine founding warlords can be brought back to the mortal realm. Only their blood descendants can invoke them.’

Boleo looked out across the city. So beautiful. So blissfully unaware. ‘Anyone can make the Bond,’ he said softly. ‘Any ancestor can be brought back, if they are willing. If they are willing.’

Sister Ulla touched her head and heart, her lips parting in a perfect circle of dismay. ‘What unholiness is this? Ancestors preserve us!’

Boleo took a step towards her. ‘Before the last rains, Daloya sent me west into the Busharn Wastes to find clues about the lost land of Vunaji. There, I discovered that Vunaji is not a place. It is a spirit, and one that is instrumental to Daloya’s plans to defeat our enemy.’ Boleo inhaled. ‘While we were there, I performed the ritual of Choosing, and Bonded with Vunaji.’

‘You . . .’ Ulla trailed off, overcome by peals of laughter. ‘Oh Boleo! I never dreamed that you would actually use the sacred ink I gave you! You have made yourself an invoker!’

‘Well, not quite. I mean—’

‘Let us speak plainly, shall we? Daloya means to move against the king. It has always been about the king.’

‘We both know what Daloya wants.’

Sister Ulla stared at him, her lips smiling but her eyes hard. She seized his arm and turned it over, studying the length of cloth he had used to bind it. Boleo closed his eyes as that untethered fear washed over him again. He felt a faint heat in his arms, warm like sunlight, followed by a knifing pain behind his eyes.

‘And this ancestor, Vunaji, will not recognise you?’ Ulla said, the sacred jewel in her head glowing. ‘They refuse to come to you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Show me your tatau. Why is it covered?’

‘I did not wish to invite questions from the palace staff. Not yet.’

She laughed softly. ‘We both know there is more to it than that.’

Ancestors curse her. He supposed there was no sense in keeping things from her now, not when he needed her knowledge. Boleo sighed. ‘Its appearance has . . . changed.’

He unwrapped the coverings, feeling curiously naked before her. Even before the cloth had fully fallen away, the glyphs could be seen shining through the white fabric, a pulsing, luminous purple. Ulla stared with naked relish at his arm. Boleo had grown so used to it that it no longer shocked him, but now he saw it anew: three crude lines, their black ink almost indecipherable against his dark brown skin and nothing like the intricate tataus that linked an invoker to their forebear. Beneath them, a shimmering purple energy glowed night and day. And at the place where the three lines converged into one, a tangle of glyphs shone, cycling through an ever-expanding pattern. A moon ago, that pattern had been just a single glyph. Then two more appeared. Then eight. With each passing day, more attached themselves, and the portion of skin they covered increased.

‘Curious.’ Ulla wrapped her hand around his forearm and closed her eyes. The jewel in her bald head flickered. Communing with the ancestors: that was what nuns claimed, and though Sister Ulla guarded the secrets of her order as jealously as she guarded the salacious gossip she traded with the city’s nobles, Boleo knew the truth of that jewel. It was a thinking jewel much like the crystal in his staff; an artefact imbued with knowledge and able to observe.

‘And do you know why the spirit of Vunaji is so important to Daloya’s plans for his . . . enemy?’ Ulla said, opening her eyes.

‘No. Only that Vunaji translates as Spirit who Gathers.’

‘Based on ancient Kzanila, I suppose?’ Ulla looked at him, her large, kohl-rimmed eyes unreadable. Too unreadable, Boleo thought. Guarded. Perhaps even tense. ‘You know that Vu, meaning to gather, also means to hold. Or to . . . devour.’

Boleo had not thought Sister Ulla the sort of person to take an interest in ancient languages. Abruptly, she broke away, her usual brashness returning as she gestured to the wall of her mansion. ‘I plan to build a glasshouse here, on the south wing. Then, I’d like to expand my gardens further west. It will be costly, but I have wealthy, generous friends, and I am sure they will assist. It is a shame that the grounds of the Yumini Family estate begin there, but I do not believe they really need all that space.’

Boleo gritted his teeth as he bound his left arm back in its cloth. ‘Of course.’

‘I also heard that silver merchants from Zellaha will soon be leaving our lands. I would very much like to meet with them before they depart. I do so admire their work.’

‘I shall make arrangements.’

‘Good. In the meantime, please allow me to think on your spiritual predicament. I’m sure a solution will come to me, once these other matters no longer cloud my mind.’

Boleo began to turn towards the outer gardens, but Ulla’s hand came to rest on his arm again. ‘I would advise against following this path, Father Boleo. If that creature you are Bonded to is what I believe it to be, you would be a fool to attempt to commune with it, much less bring it into the mortal realm.’

‘It is the means of our salvation,’ Boleo said.

‘And has your dear warlord explained to you how, exactly?’

Boleo looked away. ‘He does not need to explain. It is safer for me not to know.’

Ulla laughed brightly, her earrings clinking as she shook her head in dismay. ‘He hasn’t even told you what it’s for, has he? Listen, Father Boleo, I will not stand in your way if you wish to destroy yourself and this clan. But I will tell you this: there are other ways to fight the Ahikis. Ways that exist in this very city! You really didn’t need to venture out into the wilds of Busharn, chasing nightmares from a lost age. There are tools in Ewo that could break kingdoms apart.’

Boleo was tired of her games, tired of her smugness, and tired of her disdain for his work. But she always knew exactly how to entice him. And so he said, ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Only that it is interesting, is it not, that the palace is named Three Towers, yet only two towers exist?’ She leaned towards him and whispered, ‘Why not ask your beloved warlord what he knows about that?’

‘The third tower was likely lost in the age of the Scathed.’

‘Yes. Yes, of course it was.’

Boleo took a step towards her. ‘If you know something that could help us—’

‘Help you? Why ever would I want to help you, Father Boleo? You must realise that I care nothing for your lords and invokers.’ Her face had grown tight with an emotion Boleo had never seen there before. It was something akin to disgust. ‘I was like you once, you know. A street urchin. An orphan. One of my parents died on the war front. The other was trampled beneath the hooves of an invoker’s horse. I had an extended family, but most of them died in the last ring plague. My cousin looked after me until I was eight rains of age. One day she went out to find food and did not return. I never learned what became of her. Father Boleo, I know what it is to sleep on the hard ground at night and eat sand to fill the ache in your belly. I know what it is to never truly rest, because you are never truly safe. The convent took me in, yes, because they always take the desperate and the young, because that is how they mould us. They do not love us. And they care nothing for our skill or intelligence, only for how obedient we are.’ She caught his eye. ‘I see you yourself using the same techniques on your own little flock of followers. So I must ask you, Father Boleo: why do you serve the ones who keep our oppressors in power?’

‘You’d rather I serve myself. Like you?’

Sister Ulla lifted her length of sweetweed to her lips. ‘When the end comes – and it is coming, Father Boleo; it always has been – the highbloods will cast us aside. They have always protected their own. Let us not pretend. If the invoker clans cared for their people, they would have turned against their king and his tithes long ago. But they are comfortable, so they do not. Therefore, forgive me, Your Holiness, if I wish to take from them every coin, every jewel, every favour that they are willing to give. I will gladly bleed them dry.’

She turned to examine a violet bush that blossomed to her left . . . to hide her emotion, Boleo realised; a rare glimpse of genuine emotion from the woman he thought capable of none.

‘Daloya fights against it all,’ he said quietly. ‘He has devoted his life to it.’

‘Really?’ She turned to him, amusement dancing in her eyes. ‘They will kill him, you know. He cannot hope to stand against them, not alone.’

‘He is not alone. Clan Mizito are behind him, and soon—’

‘All the clans combined cannot defeat Clan Ahiki. But let us pretend, Father Boleo, let us pretend for a fleeting moment that such a thing were possible. Do you think the world will be any better for it? What do you think will happen? Clan Adatali replaces Clan Ahiki as rulers of the Nine Lands, and—’

‘Adatali wishes for all souls in the Nine Lands to be ruled by their own people.’

‘Hah!’ Ulla threw up her hands and laughed. ‘Their own people! And what people are those? Will Daloya permit the Ntuki to govern themselves, as my friend Lumo in there would like? What about the Uchenoi people, who live in the south of Ntuk? Shall I ask First General Chogoji if he will permit them to govern themselves? Where will it end?’

‘I do not claim to possess all the answers. But Daloya is a good man. And anything is better than the endless war we currently have.’

‘Is it really?’

Boleo sensed movement, and turned to see Kipteni striding across the lawn towards them, his round face alight with excitement. How he had gained access to Ulla’s grounds, Boleo couldn’t imagine. The boy was far too canny for his own good.

‘Father Boleo!’ Kipteni called, raising a hand as he jogged towards them. ‘Father Boleo, you must see this!’

‘You were supposed to wait outside,’ Boleo said.

‘But Father!’ Kipteni said, coming to a stop, scarcely acknowledging Sister Ulla. ‘It is an urgent message from Father Gboli in Benelu Monastery. He reports seeing a royal convoy heading south!’ He tapped his staff. ‘I know that the thinking jewel is not yet capable of receiving long-distance messages, but last night I was able to coax it into expanding its field, and it has now intercepted this message! It said urgent, so I thought it prudent to read it swiftly myself and— Oh!’ He jumped as Boleo’s own staff began to glow. ‘There the message is! Father, if you’d like, I can show you how I increased the speed of my receptors—’

‘Not now,’ Boleo said, bundling Kipteni towards the path. Ancestors preserve them all. Boleo had thought he would have more time to prepare. But no . . . there could be no doubting what these glyphs meant. A convoy of Clan Ahiki emissaries. Fifty strong, according to Gboli’s message. Headed south along the causeway. Headed for Ewo.

‘I must go,’ Boleo said, bowing a swift farewell to Ulla. Ancestors, but giving Kipteni that staff had been a mistake. He had only done it because the boy was so close to crafting one of his own.

He was almost at the corner of the building when Ulla called out, ‘Why do you still serve them, Father Boleo? They do not deserve your mind! They do not deserve your loyalty!’








SEVEN Temi


No matter how certain Temi was that she knew every corner of Lordsgrave, the district still held surprises. She had walked east up Arrant Hill a thousand times, but had never really noticed the alleyway that stood between the two mudbrick tenements in the road at the top.

Temi slipped between the two buildings, their walls so close she could spread her arms and touch them both, No-Cat padding in her wake. Beyond the pale brown walls, she heard two women arguing, a child laughing, the clatter of pans. Ropes strung with laundered clothes hung above her head, like fruit from a tree. But at the end of the alleyway, she glimpsed sunlight, and stepped out to find herself transported to another age.

A cluster of dilapidated buildings constructed from strange grey bricks rose up around a central courtyard of cracked paving stones and rampant weeds. Palm trees grew out of the broken ruins of one house, and a second stood in charred dereliction. But the rest seemed occupied, with buckets piled outside doors and elders seated on crates, peeling vegetables.

[Look beyond those gates.]

‘I can’t believe someone else with techwork has been living here this whole time,’ Temi muttered.

Temi could see nothing beyond the tall, rusty gates, nothing save a forest of weeds and banana plants. But as she squinted, she spotted a slanting, slate-tiled roof, all but obscured by the overgrown grounds.

No-Cat lingered out in the street as Temi pushed open the creaking gate. Branches scraped her arms as she batted at mosquitos. The building she fought her way towards looked utterly derelict, its sagging stone walls besieged by creeping vines. It had been grand once, perhaps even the home of a noble, but now it seemed only lizards lived within.

‘Looks abandoned,’ Temi said, but as she pushed aside the final bush, a pair of scampering dark brown legs darted up the cracked steps.

‘Oi!’ Temi called, as the warped and rotting door banged shut.

[Tell him you are here to see Kanan.]

‘I know you’re there,’ Temi cried. ‘I need to speak with Kanan.’

[Hold up the votive. Tell him you are a customer.]

She held up the votive she had brought with her, one of only five that remained to them now, turning it so that it caught the morning sun. ‘I’m here to buy!’

A board shifted in what had once been an upper window and a child’s shrewd-eyed face appeared.

‘Kanan died five rains past,’ the boy said.

[Inform him that if he refuses you an audience, you will tell the monks about the deflection emitter he has hidden under the lemon tree.]

‘I’ll be off, then,’ Temi said. ‘Nice deflection emitter, by the way. Good for the lemons, is it?’

The main door creaked open and a pale-skinned girl with dark orange hair leapt out. She was a scrawny thing, all freckles and angular limbs, but she came charging forwards and before Temi could flee, had a blade to her throat.

‘Come inside,’ the girl hissed, ‘or I’ll slit you open and feed your bits to the goats.’

‘Charming,’ Temi muttered. But she let the girl lead her up into the musty shadows.

The entrance hall had once been impressive: a sweeping staircase led up to a decaying second floor, and a cascading crystal ornament hung from the ceiling. But black mould now covered the decorative tiles beneath Temi’s feet, and moss grew on the walls. As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, she realised more people lurked in the shadows – children all. Most wore rags, and watched from the doorways with bright, wary eyes.

‘I’m here to see—’

‘Kanan. Yeah, we all heard you,’ the girl said. ‘You talk too loud.’ She steered Temi past the sweeping steps, through a cramped kitchen filled with filthy pots, and down a staircase into the sweltering darkness.

‘Go on,’ the girl said, stopping and shoving her towards the door at the bottom.

Temi advanced into a dimly lit cellar. Its extremities were lost to shadow. Ornate black pillars punctuated its vastness, marching off into the dark. No, not just black . . . blackglass: pillars of blackglass, and the floor and ceiling were made of it too. Temi forced her eyes from it to take in the tables that stood either side of her, each laden with glinting objects.

Techwork.

Teetering piles of it, and all of it spotless; she saw no dents or scratches as she wandered past. So much! More than her family could hope to amass in fifty rains. But her gaze was drawn away from it all towards the red glow at the far end of the hall: a forge, its maw a yawning orange chasm. The roar of its great fire grew as she drew nearer, as did the blistering heat, so intense she had to stop. Then something shifted against the heat; a large figure, face hidden behind a filthy smithy’s visor.

‘Not gonna throw you in, if that’s your concern,’ the figure said.

Temi cleared her throat. ‘Kanan—’

‘Not Kanan. He died five rains past now. I’m just his smithy.’

Sweat ran down the side of her face. The very air tasted hot as she breathed. ‘I’m here to buy techwork.’

Now that he stood in the light, Temi could see that the Smithy was a man, his dark brown arms heavy with muscle. He had his back to her, so she could see nothing of his face, but his tightly curled hair was shaved short. A curious red tatau – some kind of face – decorated his left arm. Beneath his thick smithy’s apron, he wore a simple tunic and green trousers.

‘Are you now?’ the Smithy said. He had a slow, careful way of speaking, his accent a mixture of Nine Lords and something she couldn’t quite place. ‘And what makes you think I’m in the market to sell?’

‘What else is all this for?’

He grunted: a low, humourless laugh. ‘I don’t normally trade to locals. How’d you even find this place? Cause I’ve been here a long, long time and I never had an uninvited guest till now.’

‘A friend told me,’ she said. ‘Someone what knows techwork well. We need to buy something.’

[Tell him you want a code amplifier. Show him the votive.]

‘A code amplifier,’ Temi said. ‘Something to go with this.’ She held up the votive and the Smithy strode forward to take it from her. He lifted it to the light.

‘You know what this is?’ he said. His expression was unreadable behind his visor.

‘Course I do. I make them. It cleans water.’

As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, she glimpsed another set of stairs beyond a door to the left of the forge – heading downwards to a deeper level. ‘So happens I can get you a code amplifier for this,’ the Smithy continued. ‘Come back at sunset. The children will have it ready at the gate.’

‘And how much is it gonna cost me?’

‘No charge.’

‘Really. No charge. Listen, friend, I don’t like owing people. In my experience—’

‘You won’t owe me. Consider it a debt repaid to your grandfather. And a promise not to come back here again.’

‘You know Old Baba?’ Temi squinted. There was nothing familiar in the man’s voice or bearing. But she supposed Old Baba had once had a life beyond the bakery. ‘How d’you know him? And why d’you owe him?’

‘Not your concern. Just don’t tell him you were here. He won’t be best pleased.’

‘Right. I see. And, uh . . . do you have a name?’

‘Yep.’

‘Care to share it?’

‘Nope. I’m just the Smithy to you.’ He turned his back on her then and pulled a length of glowing metal from the forge. Only as he lifted his hammer did she notice the glyphs that flickered wanly on its handle.

Temi returned at sunset to find the red-haired girl waiting outside the gate, a package wrapped in cloth wedged under one arm.

‘Here,’ she said, thrusting it at Temi. ‘Now piss off and don’t come back ever again.’

Temi ignored her, unwrapping the cloth to reveal a length of smooth metal that ended in a bulb of blackglass. She looked up to thank the girl, then realised the whelp was already pushing her way back through the weeds towards her ruin of a home.

‘And this is it?’ Temi said. ‘This is all we need?’

[Yes. That is what we need.]

As the darkness came on, Temi attached her last five votives to the amplifier, twisting them around the metal shaft with lengths of techwork veins.

[That is enough. Now come. Let us honour your grandfather’s legacy.]

Temi’s journey down to the river was one of the most uneasy of her life. She felt as though she strode through the city like a beacon. She paused at every corner, scanning for monks. Two groups of youths were exchanging insults as Temi passed through the empty market, but they showed no interest in her.

By the time she reached the wharf and the hastily mended Lordsgrave Bridge, darkness was fully upon them. But the river itself was busy night and day, a shining sweep of light and noise that fed the entire Nine Lands.

‘And I just drop it in?’ she said, unwrapping her bundle and leaning over the edge.

[Yes. Just as you would a votive.]

‘And this ain’t a trick, like last time? You didn’t put ten copies of yourself in there, ready to kill anyone who sails past?’

[No part of my essence exists within that device. And I assure you, I have not misled you about any part of this.]

Temi didn’t trust him, not for a moment, but she lifted the bundle of techwork anyway. What did she stand to lose? Within a moon, the city of Nine Lords would be far behind her. It felt strange, to know she would never make another votive. Stranger still to know she would never learn if the device worked or not. ‘This is from Old Baba,’ Temi muttered. ‘A gift to the city he loved. You sit down there and do your job. And don’t be attracting the attention of the monks.’

Temi waited for a barge laden with tree trunks to slide gracefully past, then extended her arm over the edge. The waters were still now, so she opened her hand and watched the last of her family’s creations plunge downwards until it hit the murky surface with scarcely a splash.

‘No more techwork,’ Temi said, as the bundle disappeared from sight. ‘That’s it for our family. We’ll find something else to do out in Jebba.’

Temi was nearing the top of Arrant Hill when she heard someone call out behind her. She turned to see Kierin sprinting her way. It was early for him to be returning from the Adashola’s Drum, where he drank most nights now, and his face was alight with agitation.

‘What’s wrong?’ Temi said.

‘There’s no ships,’ Kierin said, falling in beside her. ‘There’s no ships going to Jebba.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘The dockmaster showed me the ledgers. The monks come by today and made him change it all. They been boarding ships too, all afternoon. They said the directive come from the Royal Clan. Nothing’s allowed in or out of Jebba.’

‘What?’

‘The whole of Adataliland has been declared cursed. Every province is infected, and all the people have been tainted. For everyone’s safety, no one’s allowed in or out.’

Temi stopped walking. At the top of the hill, she saw Old Baba sitting outside the bakery, blanket across his knees. ‘Infected?’ Temi said. ‘What, like a plague?’

‘Like a curse, Temi. The monks said all Adatalis are traitors to the king. But I heard from this one sailor that their army refused to fight in the war, and that’s why the Royal Clan ain’t happy. They all just upped and left, and someone was saying they’re calling themselves a separate state.’

‘You’re serious?’

‘Yep! Imagine, a whole clan spurning the king!’

‘Then how do we get to Jebba?’

‘Don’t know,’ Kierin said. He glanced towards Old Baba too. ‘Maybe we don’t. Maybe this is a sign. Maybe Old Baba gets his wish.’

Sister Poju’s words came to her then. Perhaps, in the days before you leave, the ancestors will give you a sign. If they do, I advise you to heed it.








EIGHT Boleo


The lords of Ewo City stood about in a flustered flock as Father Boleo strode into Warlord Daloya’s circleroom. Lord Lumo led them, smiling broadly and wringing his hands as if he found the whole affair awkward rather than a delicious opportunity to further his own aims. Behind him came a gaggle of other minor lords, and one or two invokers who lived in the city’s eastern hills.


‘I understand your concerns,’ Adadeji said, ‘but you need not fear. The walls of Ewo City cannot be breached.’

Daloya’s eldest son sat in his father’s place at the Circle, his gold and green agbada spread around him like a waterfall. Boleo had to admit, the man who would one day lead the clan looked the part: tall, broad, with his father’s fine, strong features and dark eyes. A pity, then, that no spark of intelligence shone from within. Adadeji knew how to parrot his father’s words, and by the ancestors, he certainly knew how to fight. But there was not a thought in his mind that had not been placed there by someone else.

‘If the port closes, then we face ruin.’ That was Lord Ikanwu, a round-faced, jovial man whose family had run the city harbour for generations. ‘What am I to do when the king’s army arrives?’

A child squealed in excitement – one of Adadeji’s snotty litter of children, crawling around their vacuous mother like dogs looking for scraps.

‘Father Boleo!’ Adadeji said, his eyes lifting, the relief plain on his face. ‘These lords have come seeking reassurances following the news that a royal emissary approaches the city.’

Boleo strode through the crowd of perfumed lords. He’d heard their mutterings: Lord Adadeji, my business is failing! Lord Adadeji, when will my ships sail? Lord Adadeji, all my servants have fled for their hometowns – who is to scrub my closeclothes and kiss my knee better when I fall? They were a tedious parade of powdered, jewelled imbeciles who needed to count themselves lucky that this was the extent of their concerns.

‘I have no reassurances to offer,’ Boleo said curtly, turning to face them. ‘Go. Or stay. It is your choice.’ He knew he should try to stop them leaving. If Ewo’s wealthy fled, everyone would claim that the city was finished.

‘What do you mean?’ croaked a bent-backed old crone: Lord Elunmi, one of Daloya’s distant cousins – still sour that neither she nor any of her children had been offered the chance to Bond their ancestor. She peered over at him, leaning on her cane. ‘Can you defend this city or not?’

Boleo was tempted to say not, just to enjoy the shock on the wizened crone’s face, but he gritted his teeth and said, ‘Yes. There is a plan in place. Once we have shown the king that our city cannot be taken, we will offer terms for the withdrawal of Adataliland from the Nine Lands. Terms that may be lucrative to you all, once our clan no longer has to pay the king’s tithes.’ That would pacify them. Highbloods liked nothing better than discovering new ways to line their pockets. ‘I am certain Lord Invoker Adadeji can fill you in with the details.’

Adadeji inhaled, panic flashing briefly across his handsome face as they all turned back to him.

Boleo swept away as the perfumed lords crowded forward. It had been a mistake to come to the Circle. He paused at the top of the steps leading down into the bright gardens. It is interesting, is it not, that the palace is named Three Towers, yet only two exist. He knew the palace had secrets. Every Scathed ruin did. But to think that the grounds might be hiding an entire—

His staff flared, the glyph for Access blocked flashing across the crystal’s surface. He whipped round, and though the boy had a warrior’s reflexes, he was not quite fast enough for Boleo to miss him.

‘Lord Invoker Morayo,’ Boleo said, striding towards the bush Daloya’s youngest child was doing a poor job of hiding behind. ‘Why don’t you hand me the desakarambalar before you injure yourself, hmm?’

Boleo held out his hand, and Morayo rose from among the thick green leaves like a chastened child. Wordlessly, he placed the slender relic in Boleo’s palm. ‘How did you get hold of this?’

‘Don’t blame Brother Kipteni,’ Morayo said, lifting the hem of his agbada as he extracted himself from the bush. ‘He thought he was helping me.’

Boleo closed his eyes. Ever since returning from their journey to Busharn, Morayo had redoubled his interest in Boleo’s work and his relics. The foolish boy had taken the revelations he had made there entirely in his overconfident stride. It seemed learning that anyone could summon their ancestor and that some greybloods had once been human was nothing out of the ordinary for him. Even after their little display at Daloya’s birthday feast, when Daloya had tried to show them all what their history was and who has stolen it, Morayo had said only, So if we’re the Scathed, Father Boleo, why can’t I fly?

‘If you continue to steal from me, I will lock you out of the entire east wing of the Moon Tower. Don’t think that I can’t do it.’

Morayo plastered on his customary grin. ‘But Father, I’m only trying to help.’

‘You can help by training, and preparing for the battle to come. That is your job. You are the warrior and I am the monk. I don’t think you quite understand what it is we face.’

‘What we face? Come now, Father! What challenge have our people faced that has ever been our equal?’

In the circleroom behind them, Lord Lumo’s voice rose above the cries of the lords. ‘And what about you, Lord Invoker Adadeji? What do you think is best for the city of Ewo?’

Ah, but he was a slimy one. He knew that many of the lords in Ewo believed Daloya should long ago have handed the title of Warlord to his chiselled, stoic firstborn. No matter that Adadeji had the wits of an ox and even now was too dense to realise Lumo sought to trick him into publicly criticising his father.

‘I serve my father in all things!’ Adadeji told his audience. ‘We speak with one mouth!’

Morayo leaned towards Boleo. ‘Perhaps I should tell Lumo, fifth child to fifth child, that all this manoeuvring will get him precisely nowhere. He will never be noticed. He is surplus to requirements. Just ask my father.’

‘Your father has never considered you surplus to requirements.’

‘Hasn’t he? Everyone else around him has a role but me. Adadeji is his heir and my sisters are his trusted generals but I, well . . . I rattle around this palace like a child’s abandoned toy.’

‘Oh, do stop feeling sorry for yourself. Your father always told me he had great plans for you.’

‘And did he ever tell you what those plans were?’

‘No. But when did your father ever share anything before he absolutely had to?’

‘All this time, he’s had me practising meaningless dances when he knew full well they weren’t necessary to the Bond.’


‘Meaningless dances? My Lord, our dances aren’t meaningless.’

‘Yes, they are! The Batide do not need them! And when we were in Busharn, Jinao Mizito used no dances and spoke no words, yet he was able to call two uncles of middling age to his side. Two!’

Boleo set off across the gardens, but Morayo stumbled after him, his face alight.

‘Techwork and the ancestors are not separate things, are they?’ he said. ‘That is yet another Clan Ahiki lie. What is it they say? Nuns understand the ancestral realm, and monks Cleanse techwork. But that’s not quite true, is it? I saw you going up to Sister Ulla’s manse. Your duties very much overlap.’

‘I don’t have the time for this.’

‘Then give me access to your libraries and workshops! I could take over your research! All my life, I’ve been asking you to let me help, let me learn. You cannot use the excuse of reprisal from your superiors any longer, Father Boleo, not when you’ve had said superiors murdered!’

‘Morayo, you—’ A lancing pain knifed along the left side of Boleo’s body, angling out from beneath his tatau and ending behind his left eye. He gripped his staff, closing his eyes as his vision began to mist. The fear, the despair, rose up within him, along with whispering in a tongue he couldn’t name. This time it came with the sense that someone stood just behind him, someone who didn’t want to be seen. But the moment Boleo trained his focus upon it, it withdrew, folding in upon itself until it was only a flicker in the recesses of his awareness.

He realised Morayo had been talking to him, and now stood over him, one hand on his shoulder. ‘I’m quite all right,’ Boleo snapped, shaking him off. ‘It is just a headache.’

‘A headache that makes your entire arm glow?’ Morayo said. ‘And what were those glyphs I saw? Was it Vunaji?’

‘I believe so.’

Morayo straightened. ‘Believe? What do you mean believe? I thought all this was the ironclad result of decades of careful planning, with every step mapped out and every movement foreseen. Isn’t that what my father has been saying?’

Boleo leaned towards him. ‘I am trying my best. But we both know the intended recipient of Vunaji was Jinao Mizito. I am experiencing some . . . difficulty communing with the spirit. Nothing that can’t be overcome, I’m sure.’

It was decades since Boleo had last knelt before his family shrine. It stood in the corner of his meagre sleep chamber, behind the chest where he kept his wine. The thing was little more than a slab of ebony adorned with a necklace he’d been given as a child by the only noviciate he’d been able to call a friend. That boy had died during the trials; he had never become a full monk. To Boleo’s shame, he couldn’t even remember the child’s name.

Boleo knelt on the stone floor and swept the dust from the chunk of dark wood. ‘Spirit of Vunaji, hear me,’ Boleo said, closing his eyes. ‘I know that you are within me. I know that I was not . . . intended for this Bond. But we are now together, and I believe that was for a reason. Spirit of Vunaji, we need you.’

What use had he ever had for the ancestors? He had no family, no parents. He’d grown up on the streets of Ewo’s shantytowns, first as part of a large group of street children, and then when the ring pox claimed most of them, completely alone. Of course, someone had given birth to him. Someone had fed him for long enough as a babe to keep him alive until he could fend for himself. But he had no idea who. When he’d been younger, he’d crumpled a crumb or two on the street shrines for that nameless soul. But now . . .

‘Ancestors, hear me. I may not be . . . beloved of any of you. But if you care for the people of this land, you will share your wisdom with me.’

Crass. Arrogant, even. But Boleo had never been one for soft words. He touched his forehead in the sign for ancestral protection, meaning it as a final farewell, then realised his fingers had come away damp. Boleo turned his hand over to find a purple luminescence glimmering on his fingertips: more glyphs, flashing in sequence. Boleo groped for his staff. Yes, the ancestors had no love for him, but techwork . . . techwork had never failed him. Techwork did not care about lineages, or respect, or affinity. Techwork gave power to anyone, and that was why he had always been drawn to it.

‘Analyse,’ Boleo said in the Forbidden Tongue, placing his purple fingers near his staff’s thinking jewel.

The crystal brightened and dimmed. Glyphs streamed across its surface: Unable to decode.

‘I’m wasting my time here,’ Boleo growled. He pushed to his knees. It was absurd, kneeling to entities that would not answer him. Absurd, when this very palace might contain powers greater than a reluctant spirit that had never been intended for him. While he was awaiting Sister Ulla’s advice, he might as well try to investigate her claims.

‘Begin scan of the palace,’ Boleo said in the Forbidden Tongue. ‘Compare with all historical architectural records. List any differences.’

The glyph for working flashed up on the crystal. Boleo pushed to his feet and strode towards the door. If there was a third tower hidden somewhere in the palace, then he was going to find—


‘Ah! Good morning, Father!’ Kipteni said, standing so close to the door that Boleo nearly walked into him. ‘I wanted to show you something.’

‘Please don’t lurk outside my rooms,’ Boleo said.

Kipteni stood smiling brightly on the balcony that looked down on one of Three Towers’ many garden courtyards. Boleo took the boy by the elbow and led him towards the stairs.

‘I just wanted to let you know,’ Kipteni said, ‘that I have found something interesting in the palace annals.’

‘I did not grant you access to the annals.’

‘I know, Father, of course – they remained locked in Warlord Daloya’s private library. And I would never dream of trespassing in my warlord’s quarters. But while I was adjusting the thinking jewel to increase its ability to decipher small markings in ink, I found—’

‘What do you mean, adjust the thinking jewel?’

‘Well, I know the Forbidden Tongue can be restrictive, but through trial and error I discovered a series of commands that allows the jewel to detect ink, to within a thousand square paces, and so it was able to read and recall the contents of every book in the palace. Anyway, as I was saying, I happened to be skimming through the contents of one of the annals, which I only sought to consult because I thought it might contain details about the last time a war was fought on the feverlands border – and I assure you, once I realised it was from Daloya’s private collection, I stopped reading it at once! Immediately! But before I stopped reading, I came across a passage about a third tower, and then I remembered as I was approaching you in Sister Ulla’s hillside convent, she was saying something about a third tower being important, and—’

‘Stop. Talking.’ Boleo turned to Kipteni. ‘You coaxed your thinking jewel into detecting all ink . . . within the entire palace?’

‘Yes! It was quite straightforward once I understood the pattern of commands. If you look here, Holy Father, whenever a command to scan an area is issued, the glyphs at the bottom dictate—’

‘I said stop!’ Boleo took hold of the boy’s shoulders. Ancestors, but Kipteni was a danger to himself. ‘Now listen to me. You are not to tamper with your thinking jewel again.’

‘But if we make minor adjustments, they become so much—’

‘No. Do you understand? No more. It is not . . . it is not safe. For you. Or me, for that matter. Now explain to me, slowly, what it was that you read about this third tower.’

‘It was a line of poetry by Warlord Nichikwu, which he claims he heard from the mouth of a travelling arokin. It is quite fascinating, really: he claims the arokin came from across the seas to the south, but spoke perfect—’

‘Kipteni!’

‘Sorry! Sorry, Your Holiness. Yes. The line. It said – and I remember it word for word because I wanted to make sure what I told you was accurate – it said, And with all the might of the Sun Tower, he did smite the army at a single stroke. And, Father – the warrior the poem refers to is Adatali himself!’

Boleo held the boy’s gaze. ‘And did this poem state where in the palace this Sun Tower once stood?’

‘No, Your Holiness. But . . . but perhaps if I could be permitted to read further, we might find out? I could ask my thinking jewel to relay all mentions of the Sun Tower, once it has finished remembering all markings made in ink. Perhaps if we cross-reference them with—’

‘Yes. Yes, please do that, Kipteni, but do not speak about it to anyone. Anyone at all. And do not make any more adjustments to your techwork.’

‘Of course, Father Boleo, of course,’ Kipteni said, stopping to bow.

Boleo’s staff flared. He scanned the glyphs, knowing already what he would see, but despairing anyway.

Kipteni leaned over his shoulder. ‘The royal party has passed Bokuta! That means they’ll be here within a matter of days!’

‘Yes,’ Boleo said, gritting his teeth. ‘Come. We have work to do.’








NINE Jinao


‘Blessed of the ancestors,’ Father Iqdao intoned, his reedy voice devoid of all emotion. ‘Your task here is simple. Every fifty paces, place one taransamityr into the ground.’

Iqdao stood near the trees. All that could be seen of his face, behind his silver eagle mask, was his sad, heavy-lidded eyes. He had the posture and voice of one who had lost all joy in life. Which, Janzen supposed, any monk unlucky enough to be sent to war surely had. Janzen looked down at the bundle of taransamityrs that lay at his feet: two dozen long, slender tubes of metal that ended in shards of blackglass. Most of the tree-fellers of Opal Company had left the bundles at their feet where the noviciate monks had placed them, and regarded them now as though they were a nest of snakes poised to spring. Only towering Balu had shouldered his bundle, in a brazen show of defiance, but he still held himself very still, as if any movement might unleash the cursed energies of the Scathed.

‘To combat the vile poisoned air of the feverlands,’ Iqdao continued, ‘we are forced, sadly, into using cursed relics ourselves. But never fear. Every artefact before you has been thoroughly Cleansed. Touching it will no longer infect you. And once we change their nature, with our sacred chant, these artefacts will purify the air.’

‘Like bloody stinking shit it won’t infect us,’ Gojin muttered gruffly, lip curled as he stared down at his pack.

Every fifty paces. How simple it sounded, and yet before them loomed the untamed mass of the feverlands. Trees ten paces wide crowded together like narrow mountains, their shimmering leaves so entangled that the canopy formed a multicoloured roof. Berries the size of Janzen’s head hung from monstrous, thorned bushes. Leaves sharp as knives dripped with the heat, like the sweat that traced a path down Janzen’s back. Looping vines in blistering pinks and purples hung above dense silver bushes Janzen would have to climb through to proceed. They stood deeper in enemy territory than any other humans. That was what advance scouts were, Janzen had learned: hapless grunts, doomed to venture ahead of the tree-fellers, with only silvercloth veils to keep them alive.

‘Now if you—’

‘Ancestors save us!’ cried a ragged voice: Venari, a shrill woman of perhaps thirty rains. She made the sign for ancestral protection, then lurched back towards the camp.

‘Stop,’ Father Iqdao called half-heartedly. ‘Stop in the name of your king. Stop or I will be compelled to use force. Stop.’

Venari, fretful fool that she was, did not stop, and so Father Iqdao lifted his staff. The crystal at its heart pulsed, and in response, two noviciate monks in grey tunics burst out from among the trees. Venari wailed and veered out of their path, but the taller of the monks leapt and wrestled her to the ground. Father Iqdao stared dispassionately as his two assistants beat at Venari with their fists. When she continued to thrash, one monk lifted the stout club at his waist, and proceeded to beat her with that. Janzen closed his eyes on Venari’s screams, on the monks’ ragged breaths as they pelted her with blows. On his left, he heard Mellia drawing in sharp gulps of air with every strike. The old woman slipped a trembling hand into his.

‘Enough,’ Iqdao said in the same disinterested tone. ‘Would anyone else like to betray their ancestors? No? Now, as I was saying, if you are too slow, you will be punished. If you lose any of the artefacts, you will be punished. And as we have seen, if you flee, you will be punished. Proceed in a straight, westward line. Begin.’

Father Iqdao stalked past them, staff still raised. As Janzen stared, he realised tiny points of brightness gleamed on the man’s eagle mask. More techwork? Perhaps a means of Cleansing the air just for holy ones?

‘There’s nothing out there,’ Gojin said as the line began to spread out. ‘Just poisoned wilderness.’

Janzen squatted and lifted his pack. The taransamityrs pulsed beneath his touch, like something living. Each seemed identical to the next. They did not look to be millennia old; not a single scratch marred their smooth surfaces.

‘Don’t touch it with bare skin!’ Mellia shouted, slapping at his hand. She then wrapped the hem of her tunic around her own hand and used it to take hold of her pack.

‘Techwork isn’t cursed,’ Janzen said. Mellia stared at him, incredulous, so he added, ‘I mean . . . Father Iqdao said it was Cleansed.’

‘That monk don’t care a hoot about us,’ she said. ‘Most likely he did half a job so that he can return to lounging in his tent.’

Janzen looked over to where silent Uji had begun hammering a taransamityr into the ground with a small rock, her face wrinkled with distaste. Mellia shuffled off towards the wilderness, bent almost double beneath the weight of her pack. As Janzen scanned the treeline, he noticed a luminous glow beneath the bark of certain twisted trees. Techwork? Whatever it was faltered and winked out when Balu hammered his taransamityr into the earth.

‘Come on,’ Gojin said, slapping him on the back with his remaining hand. ‘Before them monks give us a beating for standing around. This bloody forest can’t be worse than that.’

Janzen kept those words in his heart as spent the morning hacking through dripping bushes and looping vines. By highsun, clouds of colour flashed across his vision, and Mellia blinked at him through the trees, asking him why he had three heads. Back at camp that night he vomited an orange liquid that glowed in the gloom. Perhaps the forest wasn’t worse than a beating, but Janzen was beginning to think that it was a very close race.

Three days into their new assignment, Uji collapsed just before sunset, her body jerking violently even when Balu clamped her arms to her side. They carried her back to their tent, despite Father Iqdao’s objections, but come dawn, she had stopped breathing. Silver pockmarks covered her skin, and when nobody wanted to touch her, Janzen himself dragged her to Opal Company’s communal pyre.

Six days into their assignment, two more advance scouts crossed the pyre, and by the tenth day, only half their number remained. Then they were merged with another group, who stared distrustfully at them from behind Father Iqdao.

Each night, Janzen sought ways to join the Adatalis. Some few did remain in the war camp – mostly lowbloods too fearful to flee. They spoke in hushed tones about how their officers had marched east, pursued by royal monks, and how any caught watching were rounded up and hanged. Janzen could well believe it. The gibbet was rarely without swinging corpses. Deserters, dissenters, but no matter how many they killed, the Nine Lands always seemed to produce more. One old elder from an abandoned Ntuki camp told him the nuns had offered to spiritually Cleanse those who had witnessed the Adatali evil, but every soul he knew who had gone for a Cleansing failed to return. And the pyres that night had risen higher than ever. It didn’t do to even speak the Adatali name, souls whispered. That name was cursed.

One night at the cookfire, twelve days into their work, Gojin sat beside Janzen and removed the cloth he used to bind his stump.

‘Look there, son,’ he said, and Janzen looked and saw tiny, star-shaped leaves sprouting from the puckered flesh where, once, the man had possessed a hand.

‘This fucking forest is gonna kill me. If I die, you get back to Tunduq village and tell my kids I love ’em. You hear me, Janz? Tell—’

‘You can tell them yourself, when we return together.’

Gojin laughed softly and didn’t speak again.

But the following morning, not long after they entered the feverlands, Gojin began to cough. That night, he rejoined the ancestors, with the remaining members of the Opal Company tree-fellers at his side.

‘Fuck this place!’ Balu screamed, throwing his bundle of taransamityrs at the trees. ‘Fuck this ancestors-cursed fucking place!’

Only four of them remained now: Mellia, Balu, Janzen and a twitchy, angular youth named Hozal. That was when Janzen realised he was already supposed to have died. That was when he finally accepted that the whispering Convergence was keeping him alive.

It was a gentle prompting that crept over him, suggesting he pause and rest when he was near certain trees. It was a sudden terror of particular flowers, particular plants, particular patches of ground. Janzen had thought little of it until Hozal stepped on a mound of what looked like moss, then broke out in a fierce itching that eventually stopped his heart. Janzen’s fear of that moss, before Hozal had even walked near it, was as keen as his own will to draw breath. And from that day onwards, he let the Convergence steer him, and Balu, and Mellia.

‘Why didn’t they try to stop you?’ Janzen said, as he and Mellia lay awake in the tent one night. ‘Your family, I mean. Why did they let their elder go to war? They should be honouring you, not sending you in as the expendable one.’

Mellia chuckled. ‘What makes you think I gave ’em a choice?’

‘They should have stopped you. Even if you did it to protect them.’

‘No way I’m letting my children or their children end their days out here,’ Mellia said. Then she turned towards him and whispered, ‘I put slow-leaf in their tea. That’s how I did it. I’m sad I didn’t get to say goodbye. But that’s a small price to pay to see them safe. I came here with my spouse but, well . . . doubt I’ll see them again, either.’

Her eyes flicked to his arms, still bound in their filthy rags. ‘What about you? How’s . . . someone like you end up here?’

‘I made a promise to my late brother.’

‘To kill the Bairneater, you mean?’

‘What? No, I—’

Mellia laughed softly. ‘Haven’t we been through enough to stop pretending? Come on, Janz. I’m not gonna last the moon, and—’

‘You will. Stay beside me, and you will.’

‘Janzen Farmer, we both know I’m not gonna last the moon. And that’s fine. Rather me than someone younger. But I’ll take your truth to the pyre with me, I swear on the souls of my ancestors – and the ancestors what clearly blessed you.’

‘I don’t feel very blessed.’ But as he said it, he felt the Convergence rise up, and knew it wasn’t true. ‘My Bond was cursed. I thought perhaps the Adatalis might have helped me. But it seems that ship has sailed.’

‘Might be I know someone in the camp who can help.’

‘Here? If you mean the nuns, I doubt—’

‘Nuns ain’t the only ones what know the spiritual ways,’ Mellia said, waving a hand dismissively.

‘Who then?’

‘Other healers. You find all sorts in war camps. All sorts.’

‘A spirit witch, you mean?’

‘If you wanna call ’em that. I happen to know there’s a number of independent spiritual healers here. Might be worth talking to one of ’em. It’s like a city, this place. A city plucked from all the Nine Lands and thrown into a pot right here at the edge of everything.’

‘It’s too risky.’

‘What, because they might learn who you are? Janzen Farmer, what exactly are you planning to do? Wait until the poisoned forest kills you? Pin your hopes on the Adatalis changing their minds and coming back here just for little old you? Or do you think you can succeed where every single other hanged deserter failed and break past the monks’ detections? Which one is it, Janz?’

She was right. He couldn’t flee. He couldn’t stay. And no one was going to rescue him. Nothing was going to happen unless he took a chance. And what options did he have, truly? None at all. Perhaps it was foolish to think a war-camp spirit witch was the answer, but if it was even slightly possible, and if it gave Mellia comfort, well . . . maybe it was worth a try.

‘Perhaps you are right,’ Janzen said. ‘Perhaps a spiritual healing might help.’

‘Then I know just the person.’








TEN Temi


‘It’s a sign from the ancestors,’ Old Baba said. ‘You hear me? A sign that we must stay!’

He sat at the bamboo table with Aunt Selek, Mama Elleth and Amaan, while Temi knelt before the shrine, braiding her hair. Morning light streamed in through the open door to the kitchen and the blackened ruin of the shop beyond.

‘Perhaps we should take a ship further south,’ Elleth said, ‘then cross into Jebba by land.’

‘If Adataliland’s been declared cursed, we’re not going to be able to just walk in,’ Amaan said. ‘And I don’t think it’s the place to be right now. We need to get a message to Uncle Moloko and find out what the situation is for them. Meantime, since we can’t go to Yenlund or Jebba, seems like we got two choices: go somewhere else or stay and face what’s coming.’

‘What’s coming is the end of us!’ Selek said. ‘Last time, fire, next time, knives, or ancestors know what, ashem chi mun.’

‘What about Riani?’ Amaan said. ‘I bet Temi’s friend Meliti knows where we could go. Might even be relatives of hers out there we could—’

‘No!’ Old Baba said. ‘All this has happened to make us stay! I am not leaving!’

Temi let their arguing rumble on as she looked down at the shrine, where a simple sketch of her dead brother Tunji stood beside a tiny offering of rice. She would not have believed the rumours about Jebba if she hadn’t heard them from several different mouths now. And one gutter orphan who sometimes slept over in Lordsheart claimed to have seen royal war galleys sailing south. She had always thought of the clans as a single, unified force. That one might turn against the king defied all she knew.

The sound of someone trudging into the family room made her look up, and she turned to see Kierin shuffling towards the sleep room, his eyes bleary.

‘Why are you here?’ Selek said, looking him up and down disapprovingly.

Kierin looked over his shoulder. ‘They sent everyone home. On account of the weather.’

Selek glanced out into the yard, where warm sunlight slanted down onto Mama Elleth’s neat rows of vegetables. ‘What weather?’

‘Some kind of wind. It made this giant wave rise up by the bridge.’ Kierin scratched the back of his head. ‘Honestly, Auntie, it weren’t no wave, though, and everyone knows it, but the monks was clearing us all out and I ain’t gonna stand and argue with them.’

Temi felt Vunaji stir within her. ‘What d’you mean?’ she said.


‘Thing was taller than the statue in Ida Square, and it just stayed there in front of the bridge, this big fucking wall of water. No ship’s gonna sail through that. So now river traffic’s all backed up north and south and there’s captains screaming at each other like that’s gonna change a thing. Any okra stew left?’

‘By the bridge?’ Temi said, cold stealing over her. ‘A wall of water by the bridge?’


‘Yeah. But I wouldn’t go down there, Tem. Place is crawling with monks.’

As Temi stood, she caught Old Baba’s eye. Her grandfather’s expression didn’t change, but she felt him watching her as she turned towards the door, suspicion, and perhaps hope, rising wordlessly from him.

‘Temi?’ Selek said.

‘I’m coming back, Auntie!’ Temi slipped through the wreckage of the shop and out into the street. She could always tell from the crowd at the ogogoro inn when something was happening in the district, and as she looked left, she saw Old Javesh standing amid a circle of elders, waving his stick as he loudly described what he had seen.

Temi climbed the sparse grass of Bakery Mount, her pulse quickening. It was a coincidence, of course. There was always some crisis happening on the river. But as she neared the top, the shouts from below reached her: not the usual cries of river-vendors competing to be heard. Shouts of anger. Dozens of voices, shouting in dozens of tongues. Temi scrambled to the edge and looked down.

‘By the ancestors,’ she muttered.

The river was choked with traffic. Galleys. Rafts. Barges. Most of the local traders had climbed ashore on the lower south bank, where they struggled to pull their makeshift boats free of the clogged waters. Temi leaned forwards, squinting west. She couldn’t see as far as the bridge, but the mass of river-vessels stretched on and on.

‘I can’t believe it,’ Temi said. ‘Whole bloody city’s at a standstill.’

[So it would appear.]

‘Tell me this is nothing to do with us. Please.’

[I can tell you no such thing when I do not know the facts. But it does occur to me that our votives always did do more than clean the water. Perhaps the amplifier . . . amplified those aspects of our creation, too.]

Temi closed her eyes. ‘Ah, fuck!’

By the time she reached the docks, her iro and buba were damp with sweat. The sight of the crowds brought her back to the day of the massacre. But there were no greybloods here. And the people before her were not racked with terror and desperation. They craned their necks, crying out in wonder or looking at each other in shared disbelief.

A shimmering wall of water, perhaps the height of five tall souls, stretched from the docks all the way down to the bridge. Within its ruddy waters floated twists of metal and jagged lengths of driftwood and even some of the city’s hardy grey fish. And if any doubt had remained in her mind about what had caused this, it melted away as the water shifted.

The crowd cried out as hazy images played across the water’s surface. Boats, bridges, mountains, forests, flitting across the water with the river’s dirt and grime. This was nothing like the first time she had glimpsed it, when she had been too consumed with rage to truly see it. Now, she felt its regard like a weight pressing upon her. She sensed its scrutiny, its desire to peel back the layers of her mind. Looking into its depths was like looking into all the majesty and thundering might of something truly unknowable, something that had seen ages pass. She could feel, in those moments, all that it saw, all that it felt and witnessed every day, from the snowy peaks of Tjard to the Cagai Bay delta, and she knew then what it was to be truly ancient, impossibly ancient, ancient beyond measure.

The spectators gasped as the images changed, offering glimpses of wars fought upon those waters and storms that changed the face of the world. She understood then why the river had a spirit. All the souls who had sailed the Ae’s lengths, all those who had bathed in it, drunk from it, gazed upon its banks, spoken its name – a name which had changed, she realised, many times over the aeons – all had gone to make the river what it was. It truly was the heart of the Nine Lands. Small wonder those nearest the river’s edge had begun kneeling, despite the monks’ shouts for them to disperse, disperse. She felt humbled standing before it. Utterly insignificant. An insect before a great king.

‘It’s the spirit of the Ae,’ Temi muttered. ‘But this ain’t like that highblood woman’s garden.’

[Indeed.] Vunaji’s voice was flat and wry in that way she had come to understand all too well.

‘You bloody knew this would happen, didn’t you?’

[I’ll remind you that this was not my idea. And I had only a suspicion of what might result. But regardless, the effect should not have been . . . this extreme. What you see has been caused by more than a few simple code amplifiers. This leads me to conclude our votives were tampered with.]

‘Tampered with?’

[Yes. And whoever did so has also masked the votives’ location. I can no longer pinpoint it accurately; and that is no easy thing to hide from me.]

‘Praise the ancestors!’ someone near the front shouted. ‘It is a gift from the ancestors!’


‘Fell powers are at work here!’ cried one of the monks, a large, imposing man with hard eyes. ‘You see before you an unnatural phenomenon conjured by greybloods. Beware! Foul energies emanate from it! Disperse, lest they infect you!’

He nodded to his companions and together, they began to advance, chanting low in the Forbidden Tongue, their staffs raised. The crowd grumbled, shuffling back as someone yelled, ‘The ancestors created a wonder! It’s our duty to witness it!’

‘That is not of the ancestors!’ the lead monk shouted over cries of, Praise the ancestors! ‘It is the work of the enemy, meant to warp your mind! Remain, and this foul beast will fill your lungs with noxious miasmas. I have seen it happen many times. Walls of water such as these, summoned by the vile energies of untamed techwork, bring forth great horrors. When you look upon them, your body and mind begin to rot from the inside. You will not know it’s happening immediately. But within a moon, you will lose a tooth or a nail. Within a season, your sight will be gone. Within a rain, your body will shrivel and decay and you will then return to the ancestors. But by all means, remain and bear witness! Just do not expect to live to tell the tale.’

The press of people carried Temi backwards as the monks continued their advance. Then she spotted Sutesh, sitting on the roof of the dockmaster’s hut. They squinted past her, studying the wall of water as though it were a challenging but enjoyable puzzle. Temi hooked one foot against the wall of the hut and hauled herself up beside them.

‘Out for a walk?’ Sutesh said as the crowd continued to flow past below them.

‘Heard something was happening at the docks,’ Temi replied.

‘You’re not worried about – what was it – cursed teeth?’

Temi smiled. ‘I’ll take my chances.’

With the crowds reduced to a determined few, the monks turned their attention back to the river. The large lead monk stood before the wall of water, staff raised as he chanted. Temi could see fear in the stiffness of his back. His staff blinked rapidly before a shaft of light leapt out to sweep up and down the length of river wall.

‘This is a curious phenomenon indeed,’ Sutesh said. ‘Does my Baker of Arrant Hill know anything about it?’

‘Not a thing.’

Several monks had run to the water’s edge and were shouting in alarm as a single long, low galley began to slide towards the wall of water. It cut through the mass of smaller boats, sending them crashing into the river wall.

‘What a bloody idiot,’ Temi muttered.

As the prow hit the wall of water, the galley began to slow, even as the drumming of the oar-master sped up. Wood groaned and the front of the galley began to lift, repelled by the wall of river water as the monks shouted for it to stop, stop.

‘Highbloods think they can do anything if they want it badly enough,’ Temi said.

Crates slid backwards on the deck. A lookout tumbled from their post as the creaking of wood continued. The ship’s prow was high enough now that Temi could see the far bank beneath it. Finally, the drumming stopped, the oars stilled, and the galley crashed back onto the river, sending a wash of water over the nearby boats.

The spirit of the Ae rippled again as images coalesced and broke apart. A snowy peak. A black ship that skimmed through the air. A lithe creature with four arms and a canine head.

‘Look!’ Temi said. ‘Did you see that! What was it? It wasn’t a greyblood.’

A Scathed. It had to be a Scathed. The thing was clothed and armed with a sword and a glowing spear, but as she stared, the scene shifted again. There could be no denying the pastel-hued towers of crystal and glass she saw within the waters now. It was the time of the Scathed, and the river she glimpsed, lined by lush gardens, was home to sleek techwork vessels that needed no oars or sails. She spotted figures upon the bank, families, groups, all with two arms, two legs—

‘But they look human?’ Temi said.

Temi turned at the sound of marching feet, in time to see several dozen bluehawks stream into the docks from the western road.

‘Clear the area!’ their captain shouted, lifting his spear. ‘All locals are to clear the area immediately! Clear the area!’ The man standing nearest him turned, and the captain shoved at him with the butt of his spear, sending him staggering away. For a moment, Temi thought the man meant to fight back. But then he spat on the ground and sauntered off as defiantly as he could.

The bluehawks spread out, yelling at the clusters of spectators who remained, slapping their spears at those too slow to respond. But Temi had eyes only for the spirit of the river as it flickered through ever faster-changing images. A street lined with wooden buildings. A city of red towers that defied the laws of construction. A monstrous, silver mountain in the sky that descended through the clouds. A large rock, spinning, spinning in a star-filled void. A pulsing cluster of light within which shone two intelligent eyes.

‘Clear the area!’ a burly woman bellowed up at them, startling Temi out of her trance. She shook the hut with one hand. ‘Clear the area!’

‘All right, we’re going,’ Temi said, jumping down, then offering her hand to Sutesh. They had just landed beside her when she realised someone was watching her from the far side of the docks.

Father Palui. He stood still, too distant for her to read his expression. But she’d recognise his long, thin neck anywhere, and she knew that he had spotted her.

‘Time to go,’ Temi said, taking Sutesh’s arm and steering them away. ‘I don’t think neither of us want to cross paths with that one right now.’

As Temi climbed the final stretch of Arrant Hill, she spotted a crowd of people outside the bakery. Her heart sank. It had only been eight days – too soon for the hand and trees Family, whoever they were, to come and make good on their threat. Some fresh horror, then, to be visited upon them.

‘Temi,’ Uncle Amaan said, turning away from Aunt Selek to join her. ‘Did you speak to anyone at the Adashola about that symbol you saw?’

‘Not yet. Why?’

His eyes shone. She couldn’t tell if it was fear or excitement. ‘Well, someone certainly heard about it. Look.’

Temi followed him through the crowd to find four long bundles of cloth lined up outside the bakery.

Bodies.

And for a moment, Temi was transported back to that ancestors-cursed day when she had found Tunji’s battered, barely recognisable corpse dumped outside their yard door. But these four bodies had been bound tightly in white cloth and rope, and across the torso of each – in blood, perhaps – had been daubed a familiar symbol: a hand between two red trees.

‘Ancestors,’ Temi muttered.

‘Two men brought ’em up here in a cart!’ Old Javesh cried, leaning on his cane. ‘Dumped it and ran off.’

A solid-looking two-wheeled cart stood just beyond the bakery, already swarming with curious children.

‘Got another one of these, too,’ Amaan said, holding up a bundle of cloth.

‘What is it with the Families and their bloody stone messages?’ Temi muttered.

This time, the message was in black, and at the bottom was a familiar symbol: a beetle and spear. Temi scanned her eyes down the words.

A gift, from the Bhuten Family. You are now under our protection.

‘Ah, shit,’ Temi muttered.

‘Quite,’ Amaan replied.








ELEVEN Janzen


Red Camp: that was what Mellia called it, and that night as they crept in silence between the shadows of tents, Janzen could see why. It was as if someone had plucked the seediest, most sordid corners of Aranduq City and placed them here, in the middle of a war at the very edge of the world. A wide, muddy avenue led past large tents with their flaps pinned open. Inside, Janzen glimpsed sweetweed dens and fighting rings and brothels staffed by barely clothed whores. Soldiers from every clan sat in groups, drinking, playing stones, arguing, laughing, smoking. Up ahead, at a large fire, people danced and a veiled storyteller with the look of Qaneenland about them stood on a platform before a huge, rapt crowd. The lawlessness of it all was so at odds with the order and hierarchy of war.

‘Close your mouth,’ Mellia muttered. ‘You look like a child who just walked in on their parents and realised where babies come from.’

‘And the generals just let all this happen?’ Janzen said, catching up with her.

Mellia shot him a look. ‘Course they do. Wouldn’t be a war camp without places like this.’

Mellia led him away from the fire and towards a small tent set back from the main path. Clusters of dried flowers and shrivelled fruit festooned it, like some decaying offering to the ancestors. Their sickly-sweet scent made Janzen’s stomach roil.

‘We come seeking a spiritual healing!’ Mellia shouted at the tent flaps.

Janzen tensed. The spirit witch would surely know who he was at a glance. After all, nuns could peer into the minds of others as easily as they peered into the ancestral realm. But the Convergence rose up, like a crowd of cooing aunts, pushing away Janzen’s unease.

‘Enter,’ came the gravelly reply, the word dragged out almost like a song. ‘Sandals off at the door. The ancestors turn from the muddy.’

Janzen stepped out of his sandals and followed Mellia through the tent flaps and into the darkness.

Inside, Janzen tried not to recoil at the dampness of the rugs beneath his bare feet. An unpleasant, fungal musk filled the air as he peered into the gloom. The interior of the tent was as bedecked with decay as the outside had been. Beyond a landscape of battered travelling chests, a number of sleeping mats had been laid out. One housed a man with a bound leg, who moaned softly. A child of perhaps ten rains sat at a small table, measuring tinctures into filthy-looking vials.

The healer himself, a man of perhaps fifty rains, bald headed and fleshy, sat cross-legged at the centre of it all. Before him lay a single slab of what looked to be spirit wood, though it was warped and mottled as though with disease. A number of crystals and jewels stood around it, along with a chipped plate for offerings.

‘I am Taaben,’ the healer said, dragging out the last word again. ‘Healer and spiritual dedicant. Please sit and tell the ancestors what ails you.’

Janzen sat opposite Taaben while Mellia hesitantly lowered herself onto a stained cushion nearby. Taaben’s mid-brown skin could have made him a native of almost any part of the Nine Lands. He had the build of a soldier, beneath his swathe of grey rags, and eyes so heavy-lidded he looked as though he might have just stumbled out of Red Camp’s smoking den.

‘Um,’ Janzen said, aware of the cold dampness seeping through his tunic and onto the skin of his thighs. ‘I seek the counsel of my ancestors.’

‘Yes. And what have you got to trade?’ Taaben sung the final word, as though the sound of it was a sweetness on his tongue. Reluctantly, Janzen pulled the bunong knife out from beneath his tunic. It was the most expensive thing he’d acquired, from the body of a fallen soldier, and it pained him to part with it. But he supposed it was still serving his greater purpose. Taaben’s eyes widened hungrily and then he spirited the knife away beneath the folds of his robes.

‘Speak,’ Taaben said. ‘The ancestors smile upon those who unburden themselves before them.’

‘I, uh . . . I’m afraid it’s slightly more complicated than that. You see, I believe I have been . . . cursed, spiritually; and I wish to be healed. My ancestors will not hear me until the curse is lifted.’

‘I see,’ Taaben said, in a tone that told Janzen the man most assuredly did not. ‘Fear not. Tell me the name of the ancestor you wish to reach and I will connect you to them.’

‘Um . . . well, there is Sumalong. And, um. Mizito.’

Janzen bit off the end of the last word, but still couldn’t stop himself looking up as he said it. Taaben’s watery gaze lifted slowly, but instead of challenging the name, he said, ‘Two ancestors costs double.’

Mellia bristled. ‘That knife is worth twenty suns and you know it.’

Taaben straightened indignantly, then muttered, ‘As it happens, I am currently running a special offer. Two ancestors for the price of one. Sumalong and . . . Mizito, you say?’

‘Yes,’ Janzen mumbled softly.

‘Very well. Give me your hand.’

Janzen offered his hand, and Taaben took it in his own clammy palm. Taaben’s hands were thick with callouses, the sort usually found on a sword fighter or smithy. But he lifted his free hand to the jewel in his bald head and began to chant.

‘Ancestors, hear me! Your child seeks an audience! Your child . . . what’s your name, boy?’

‘J—’ Janzen swallowed. ‘M-my name is Jinao.’

He didn’t dare look round at Mellia, who held herself very still. But the healer seemed entirely uninterested, continuing, ‘Ancestors, hear me! Your child Jinao seeks your wisdom! May his forebears, Sumalong and Mizito, smile upon him, oh ancestors. May your light shine through him, so that he might see the path from which you will not turn.’

They weren’t exactly the words Janzen was used to, but he supposed they were close enough. After all, it was a person’s heart, their intent, that the ancestors peered into, not the decorative words they used. The jewel in the healer’s head didn’t glow as Sister Jassia’s used to. Indeed, the edge seemed to lift from the man’s scalp, as though about to peel away. Like costume jewellery, Janzen realised, then dismissed the thought at once. The ancestors turned from those who filled their minds with distrust.

‘They’re listening!’ Taaben declared. ‘Speak, for they are listening!’

‘You’ve bypassed the curse?’

‘Yes! They are with you once more!’

Janzen glanced at Mellia, whose features had contracted into a deep frown. ‘How did you do it?’ Janzen asked, keeping his voice low.

‘They are forming an answer!’ Taaben declared. ‘They are ready to tell you how they did it! They—’

‘No, that question was for you. How did you bypass the curse?’

‘There is no power in the world that can separate us from our departed kin. Sumalong and Mizito are listening. They are proud of you, and . . . Yes, they are proud, and they say that in your heart, you know the right path.’

Janzen shifted. ‘Forgive me, Healer Taaben, but I know when my ancestors are listening. I still cannot feel them.’ What was he doing? He’d never questioned a holy one in his life, and though Healer Taaben operated somewhat outside the sanctioned boundaries of conventional holiness, he was a healer still.

But perhaps that was Jinao thinking. Janzen Farmer was a different man. A lowblood, who trusted authority only slightly more than he trusted a rabid dog. Janzen Farmer had learned, through the harsh realities of war, that little could be taken at face value. And so it was Janzen Farmer who straightened and said, ‘Explain how you reached them.’

‘It is a complex matter, my child,’ Taaben intoned, not quite meeting his gaze. ‘One that I could not easily explain to a lay p—’

‘Try him,’ Mellia snapped, leaning forward.

‘There is a sacred chant. Very dangerous, yes, very powerful in the wrong hands . . . er, upon the wrong lips, that is. I must chant the chant, and then—’

‘Thank you for your time,’ Janzen said, standing. ‘I’ll have my knife back, too, if you please. I don’t take kindly to being fooled.’

‘No, I do not please. I have given you that for which you asked.’

Mellia, already on her feet, pointed her stick at him. ‘Might be a rumour starts up in this camp, about a spirit witch what likes to trick old women. Might be that rumour gets overheard by monks and commanders and all sorts. I’m a bit deaf in my old age . . . sometimes my voice is louder than what I realise.’

Taaben regarded her coolly for several heartbeats. Behind him, his child assistant looked on mutely. ‘Perhaps I too have heard a rumour,’ he said finally. ‘Yes. A rumour about a warrior of the highest blood, who has been concealing his identity to avoid his sacred duty. He doesn’t want to fight, so he is feigning death. Small wonder his ancestors have deserted him. It seems he is entirely craven.’

Mellia stared down at him. ‘You’re a bloody charlatan.’

‘I am no such thing!’ Taaben was on his feet, all languid indifference melting away. His eyes shone now as he brandished a blocky fist at them. ‘Most who pass this way are content to hear words of comfort and reassurance. That is the healing I offer. Reassuring lost hearts. But never name me charlatan.’ He took a step towards them. ‘Would you like to know what I saw when I peered into your heart, Lord Jinao Mizito? I saw darkness. Dark days, stretched out ahead. Loss and death . . . unbearable death. I peered into a void of chaos, and you lay at its heart. Oh, the ancestors spoke to me in those moments, never doubt it. They told me to turn you away. Lelly!’

‘Yes, Your Holiness!’ the child said, scampering forwards.

‘Lower the curtains, if you please. These people want a healing.’

As the child, Lelly, ran to the far wall of the tent and began to pull at a filthy piece of cloth that divided the room in two, Janzen took Mellia’s arm and crossed to the exit.

‘I can reach them for you, Lord Jinao!’ Taaben called out. ‘That curse is complex – I don’t possess the skill to lift it completely, but I can block it for long enough for you to speak to your ancestors. It will not be pleasant for you, however. If you truly wish to continue, I will do it for you.’

Janzen looked round to find Taaben watching him almost eagerly.

‘I meant what I said,’ Taaben continued. ‘It would be better for you if you did not go down this path.’

‘Then you truly are a spirit witch?’ Janzen said.

Taaben’s lip curled in mocking laughter. ‘Spirit witch? I was taught the ways of our ancestors by a long line of healers. Mostly, I do not use them, because the holy ones are always watching, and because people do not want the truth of their pasts, not really. They want pleasant lies and are willing to pay for them. What would you like, Lord Jinao?’

Janzen stared at him. He saw no artifice now. Only burning intellectual curiosity tempered by a small measure of fear. But it was the fear of excitement, of exhilaration. An eagerness that Janzen knew meant what Taaben had seen was dangerous indeed. The wise soul would turn away, he knew. But the wise soul would not pursue the Bairneater in the first place.

‘Come on, Janz. Let’s go,’ Mellia muttered.

Janzen glanced down at her. She no longer looked angry. She looked afraid. He understood that – he felt suddenly fearful too. But whatever he did, he could not escape danger. Why else had he come?

‘I would like a spiritual healing,’ Janzen said.

Taaben seemed to swell with excitement at those words, joy overspilling as he rubbed calloused hands together. ‘Lelly!’ he cried excitedly. ‘Please bring my special equipment!’

As the girl, Lelly, heaved open the largest of the battered chests, Mellia tugged on Janzen’s arm. ‘You sure about this?’

‘No,’ Janzen said. ‘But I have to try.’

Taaben pushed aside his meagre shrine as though it were river waste and took the roll of dark fabric that Lelly offered him. He unfurled it, chuckling softly to himself, and said, ‘A greyblood did this, yes? It has a number of different codes interlaced, one in the Forbidden Tongue, but one in another language, which is what makes it so complex. It’s fascinating, really – I’ve never heard of a greyblood interacting with the techwork of a tatau in quite this fashion before. It suggests to me that—’

‘Tataus contain techwork?’

Taaben paused and peered across at him. ‘Yes. How else would they connect you with the ancestral realm?’

Janzen looked round at Mellia, who puffed out her cheeks and shrugged. Meanwhile, Lelly had set a number of scratched but solid-looking techwork boxes beside the length of silver fabric.

‘Lie here, if you please,’ Taaben said, indicating the dark fabric.

Janzen squeezed Mellia’s hand and then obeyed.

‘Now,’ Taaben said, as Janzen sat down, ‘it seems you are one of those rare people who does not like comforting lies, so I shall offer you brutal honesty. This is going to hurt, a great deal. Not initially, but as the desakarambalar gets close to breaking the code, your body will react. The beauty of this code is that it is ever-changing, and without the key to that, I’m afraid I cannot crack it entirely. At least, not here. Perhaps if I were back home with my books, I might. But alas, I have been an exile for many rains now. As the code begins to break down, you may experience . . . unpleasant psychic sensations. Then, when the new code cycles through again, your arm may burn, for a time, and—’

‘I haven’t a clue what you’re saying to me,’ Janzen said. ‘You’re telling me it’s going to hurt, and that I may get . . . visions, yes?’

‘Yes. You must return to your tent before they begin. The monks will detect them, though likely it will take them time to pinpoint your location. With luck, it will be morning before the siganaals from the ancestral realm are strong enough for them to locate you exactly, and by then, if you ensure you are within the boundaries of the feverlands, the trees will mask the waves.’

‘Be among the trees by morning,’ Janzen said. ‘Avoid monks. Understood.’

Taaben leaned forward. ‘It would be remiss of me not to give you one last warning. I glimpsed someone else beyond the mortal plane. Someone with whom you have a greater affinity. It may be that the ancestors wish you to Bond that soul.’

‘Sumalong is my ancestor, and Mizito is my warlord,’ Janzen said. ‘There is no one else for me to Bond.’ He lay back, and the moment his head touched the fabric, an unseen force seized him and clamped him in place. The back of his body prickled with arcane energies as Taaben opened one of his relics and began to remove the veins within.

‘Now, let’s see what’s happening,’ he muttered cheerfully, and pressed the veins to Janzen’s arm.

At once, a network of glyphs flared to life before Janzen’s eyes, streaming across his vision in a ceaseless tangle.

‘I can see Forbidden glyphs,’ Janzen said.

‘Fascinating!’ Taaben said, studying him. ‘Where do you see the glyphs?’

‘Everywhere! Across my eyes!’

Taaben had turned his attention to a slab of blackglass, his tongue poking out as he studied it. After a moment, he closed his eyes and placed his palm upon it, before beginning to chant.

‘You best not hurt him,’ Mellia said, from the far side of the tent. ‘You do and I’ll get the monks on you, you mark my words.’

Taaben ignored her, chanting faster, voice rising melodiously until Janzen could hear it echoing inside his skull. The glyphs seemed to slow at his words, then stop altogether in a grid of symbols that brightened one by one.

Finally, when each symbol had pulsed in turn, Taaben fell silent and lowered the blackglass. ‘There,’ he said. ‘All done.’

The tingling in the mat fell away.

‘The curse is lifted?’ Janzen said, sitting up.

‘For a time. It won’t lift fully until later tonight, by which time I would like you to be as far from my tent as possible. Come morning, you will shine bright as a beacon. If you do not wish the monks to investigate, I would ensure you spend as much of tomorrow among the trees as you can.’

‘I have no choice in that,’ Janzen said, pushing to his feet.

‘As I said, this is only a temporary reprieve. Removing the curse completely is beyond my capabilities here.’ As Lelly began to pack away the relics, Taaben rose. ‘Thank you. That was a most enjoyable healing. I don’t think I’ve indulged in one like that for . . . well, far longer than I care to think. Good luck, Lord Jinao Mizito.’

‘Janzen Farmer. Jinao is dead. Remember?’

Taaben smiled. ‘Of course.’

Janzen offered his arm to Mellia and together they turned towards the opening of the tent.

‘Wait!’ Taaben called.

‘What now?’ Mellia snapped.

Janzen turned back to see Taaben reach beneath his robes and remove the knife. ‘Take it,’ he said, offering it hilt-first to Janzen. ‘I’ve had far too much fun to accept payment. And . . . I suspect you have greater need of it than I.’

Janzen took the knife cautiously, then offered Taaben a bow. ‘Thank you.’

‘Thank you. And if you are still alive in a moon, do come back. You have the most fascinating spiritual presence. I would enjoy studying it more.’

‘Um . . . thank you, Old Uncle.’

‘My pleasure,’ Taaben said, returning the bow.

Outside, Red Camp had quietened. The drummers had packed away their instruments and sat eating by the fire. A singer, droning on in some northern tongue, was performing to a small crowd of semi-conscious drunks. Many of the tents had closed their flaps, but Janzen could hear moans from the whores, or perhaps wounded combatants from the fighting pits – it was difficult to distinguish. Mellia clung to his elbow, her jaw tense as she stared into the distance.

Snores filled the tent as they picked their way across to their sleeping mats. A pulsing sensation rippled through Janzen’s arm, near his tatau, but he resisted the urge to scratch at the skin and lay down. Mellia was soon snoring at his side, and Janzen released a breath. His arm throbbed with rippling pain now. He closed his eyes against it and tried to focus on one thought.

‘Mizito,’ he whispered. ‘Spirit of my fathers. Hear me.’

His voice seemed to echo in his own head, hear me, hear me, hear me, growing louder and louder until it became searing pain behind his eyes, then fell abruptly away.

‘Mizito?’

Mizito, Mizito, Mizito . . . Janzen groaned as his own voice echoed in his head. This time, when it ceased, he thought he heard a distant shout.

[Jinao! We cannot—]

But then his own name crashed inside his skull, Jinao, Jinao, Jinao, pulsing, throbbing, each syllable a blow.

‘Please!’ Janzen moaned, or thought he moaned. He could no longer be sure if he spoke aloud. And he wasn’t sure what he was pleading for . . . For the pain to stop? For his ancestors to appear? For a return to the time before the Bairneater had ever known his name?

Somewhere distant, someone was holding him and stroking his head. ‘I’m here, Janzen,’ the voice said. An old woman. ‘It’s OK. I’m here.’

But Janzen wasn’t there. He lay upon a beach, beneath an impossible sky, a circle of concerned faces around him. Each time he tried to speak to them, to look at them, the scene wavered, faltered, and he was back in the tent.

[He is still cursed,] Mizito said.

[But he can hear us!] Sumalong’s deeper voice.

[What use is that?]

‘Uncle?’ Janzen said, and then Uncle, Uncle, Uncle racked his body in waves of pain. Then they fell away and darkness descended and Janzen fell limp at Mellia’s side.

Janzen woke to urgent whispers and a throbbing in his head: the Convergence, pressing upon him. Warning him of danger. He groaned and opened his eyes to see Mellia lying beside him, wide awake.

‘You all right, Janz?’ she said.

‘I . . . I’m not sure.’ Janzen sat up. The tent lurched around him. His skin tingled, and his tatau still throbbed. When he closed his eyes, he could almost feel Mizito and Sumalong. He’d been with them. For a short time, he’d been with them.

‘It worked,’ Janzen said, looking down at Mellia. ‘I have to go back to Taaben and give him time to research. Maybe he can find a way to make it permanent.’

‘You didn’t see the shakes that came on you,’ Mellia said. ‘Balu had to hold you down.’

Janzen looked over at Balu to find the big man fast asleep. He opened his mouth to tell Mellia it had been worth it when the Convergence swelled within him in a susurrus cloud of panic.

Then Janzen heard it. Singing. Someone was singing, soft and sweet and high. Someone in an adjacent tent, perhaps? But then Janzen heard the drums and distant horns, and, ancestors preserve him, he knew what it was.

The chittering, squalling, whooping call of greybloods filled the night, seeming to surround the tent, coming from every direction at once. How they had slipped past the scouts, Janzen couldn’t imagine. He had only a moment to lock eyes with Balu, who was reaching beneath his sleeping mat for the jagged rock he kept as a weapon, before the front of the tent was torn open, revealing a squad of armed figures.

Greybloods.

Lonia, a willowy girl who slept near the doorway, began to scream, but the greyblood nearest her, a creature with the aspect of a man, swung his scimitar in a wide arc, sending her head spinning across the tent. It landed in the lap of a man whose name Janzen had never learned, splattering him with blood. There followed a surge of bodies racing for the back of the tent. Janzen had time to gain his knees, but Mellia was still struggling to rise, and the press of people knocked her back down.

As one man began to hack at the tent fabric, Balu, fool that he was, brandished his rock and advanced on the greybloods. They spilled into the tent, whooping and grinning, setting upon the humans as they turned to flee, slicing, rending, slaughtering. Tymin, a man of middling age, ran screaming towards the opening, only for a large greyblood to slice his neck open with a sword. Yumu, a small woman with a twitch, stood immobile, an expanding patch of wetness darkening the front of her tunic.

A lone greyblood waited beyond the tent entrance while in the camp beyond her, greybloods fought with half-dressed warriors. She was impossibly thin, impossibly delicate, and yet the sight of her face, so familiar from the paintings, made Janzen’s gorge rise.

‘There you are!’ said the Woodsmaiden. ‘I’ve been looking for you. How kind of you to call!’

‘It’s the fucking Woodsmaiden!’ Balu shouted, turning to Janzen. Janzen had never seen fear on the big man’s face before, but he saw it there now. Then a childlike greyblood swiped at Balu’s leg, and he leapt backwards before bringing his stone crashing down on its skull.

Janzen glanced behind him. The rear of the tent hung open. Beyond lay freedom. He could make it. Already, he could hear the shouts of Clan Mizito warriors, mustering to attack.

Janzen realised he had forgotten about Mellia, but as he turned back to the Woodsmaiden, he spotted her: rising in front of him, using her stick to balance. ‘Janzen, run!’ she cried, shuffling towards the Woodsmaiden. ‘Run!’

Janzen took a step towards her. ‘No!’

‘Go! Rather me than someone younger, remember!’

‘Come on!’ Balu shouted, barging into another greyblood, heading for the rear of the tent. Meanwhile, the Woodsmaiden stared across at Janzen, her head tipped to one side. Waiting. Watching. Amused. She could have struck Mellia down with a single blow, but instead she held back.

‘Please forgive me, Old Auntie,’ Janzen said, and then he leapt forward, slamming into Mellia as he threw himself at the Woodsmaiden. The old woman toppled sideways with a cry of frustration as the Woodsmaiden grinned and the greyblood beside her seized Janzen by his tunic.

‘Let her live!’ Janzen cried. ‘Please!’


The Woodsmaiden smiled, and then someone scooped Janzen up like a child and bore him out into the dawn, bore him away from Mellia’s cries and through a camp that had once again woken to a night-time attack. Many of the greybloods they passed peeled away from the fighting to form a circle of protection around the Woodsmaiden . . . around him. They had Balu too, he realised, a group of them carrying him above their heads like a trophy, cheering and mocking as he thrashed.

Not a soldier they passed turned to help as the greybloods fled towards the glowing trees with their prize. And why would they? Most were too consumed with defending the camp to care about a small, retreating force.

As they plunged through the sea of stumps that had once been forest and on into the wilderness beyond, plants parted, vines and bushes twisting obediently away, tree trunks seeming to warp and bow, revealing a path. Janzen strained, looking back in time to catch the twisted underbrush of the feverlands close behind them, sealing them off from civilisation.

Then Janzen Farmer, lowblood nobody, was borne on into the unknown.








TWELVE Temi


The Laughing Tiger teahouse lay in deepest Lordsfury District, on the corner of Spire Street and the Royal Causeway. Lordsfury, to the south of Lordsgrave, was not like the other highblood districts of Nine Lords. As Temi pushed her way through the thick crowds, she did not feel out of place in the frayed sandals Meliti had lent her for the journey. Here, highbloods pressed cheek by jowl with people from the poor outskirts of the city, along with travellers from across the Nine Lands.

‘Cassava, lady?’ a girl said, thrusting a bamboo carton of fried food in her face.

‘No thanks,’ Temi said, sliding past her.

There had been a time when Temi had loved venturing south into Lordsfury. It was the only way most locals ever got a taste of highblood life. It wasn’t just the dozens upon dozens of teahouses and shops and inns. Lordsfury was home to the most intact Scathed towers in the city, sealed off by the monks but still visible from the public gardens below. It also boasted the longest stretch of causeway. Temi saw that now, up ahead at the end of the road: a sheer cliff-face of stone atop which lay a smooth stretch of crystal. The Royal Causeway bisected the Nine Lands much as the River Ae did, the two crossing in many places in their shared journey from north to south. This stretch of causeway bristled with wooden walkways and stairs, and more people crowded the top, come to stare at this wonder of the Scathed.

Temi spotted a sign above the heads of the seething crowd: The Laughing Tiger, a brick building four storeys high. Old Baba had told her once that this part of the city used to be poor, because highbloods thought the Scathed ruins meant the region was cursed. But those fleeing greybloods from all corners of the realm came here willing to call anywhere home. And instead of languishing the way Lordsgrave had, its proximity to the Garden ensured the district flourished.

Temi pushed her way past a crowd of people in the heavy damasks of the north, and slipped through the open doors of the Laughing Tiger.

A sea of small metal tables filled the ground floor, most occupied by souls with the look of Navretland about them. Doors at the far end opened onto a noisy kitchen, and a wide set of wooden stairs led up to a darkened mezzanine. The quiet and coolness of it all felt as soothing as an oasis after the clamour of the street beyond.


A girl of perhaps twelve rains wearing a green kameez and jewelled sandals bustled over to her. ‘Need a table?’ she asked, looking Temi up and down.

‘No,’ Temi said. ‘I’m here to see Haarit. He home?’

‘Never heard of no Haarit,’ the girl said, turning away.

Temi caught her arm. ‘Then Temi of the Arrant Hill Bakers must have the wrong Laughing Tiger.’

‘Yep,’ the girl said, trying to extract herself.

[Ask her who is working on the code splicer in the basement.]

‘OK,’ Temi said. ‘I’ll go find another Laughing Tiger. And if I pass any monks, I’ll let them know about that code splicer you got downstairs.’

The girl’s face darkened. ‘Wait here,’ she said coldly, then turned on her heel.

The café’s windows had a good view of the causeway. Strange to think that, aeons ago, the Scathed had used those roads to cross continents.

‘Temi!’ Haarit said, spreading his arms as he strolled towards her. He wore a loose tunic and trousers, his long black hair twisted round into a bun. ‘I’m so sorry about little Kajul here. She’s overprotective of me.’

‘Piss off,’ Kajul said, before stomping into the kitchen.

‘Come,’ Haarit said. ‘Let’s have some tea.’

He led her up the stairs into the darkened mezzanine and then through a set of wide glass doors and out onto a balcony. Up there, the swirling crowds seemed to occupy another world. The road that ran beside the causeway was cluttered with carts and carriages and rickshaws, but if Temi looked straight ahead, all she could see was the majesty of the causeway and the summits of the Scathed towers beyond.

‘Changed your mind, then, did you?’ Haarit said, leaning back in his chair. Behind his thick beard, a single gold tooth glimmered in his knowing smile.

‘No,’ Temi said. She placed the stone she’d been carrying onto the table between them. ‘Care to explain this?’

Haarit scanned his eyes down the words. When he reached the bottom, he let out a soft laugh. ‘Is this a joke?’

‘You think four dead bodies is funny?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m talking about the four corpses you lot dumped outside our yard, along with this message. I told you. We don’t want your protection and we don’t need more dead people around us. The monks already think we’re criminals.’

Haarit leaned forward, letting his chair drop back onto its feet. ‘Listen to me. We did not leave any corpses outside your bakery, and we certainly didn’t write . . . whatever this ridiculous thing is.’

Kajul stomped out onto the balcony, slamming down two decorative, circular mugs and a tall pot of tea. As she turned away, Haarit said, ‘No respect for me!’

‘You made it look like I don’t know what’s going on,’ Kajul snapped, shooting a glare at Temi and then flouncing her way back inside.

‘Ah, children,’ he said. ‘Especially charming at that age.’

‘You’re saying you didn’t kill four people and then deliver them to our door?’

‘No. Of course not. Do you think us amateurs? I mean, naturally, we are not involved in crimes of any sort, particularly those that involve killing. Our business is simply a consortium of like-minded individuals who provide each other with mutual support. However, were we to enter into such an enterprise, you can be sure that we would be a lot more discreet.’

‘Maybe,’ Temi said, pouring herself some tea. ‘Unless it’s you lot that torched our bakery, then offered up the solution. That’s how these things usually work.’

Haarit sighed loudly and rolled his eyes. ‘Fine. Believe what you want. But neither the corpses nor this absurd little message have anything to do with us.’ He lifted his teacup. ‘Any idea who the deceased were?’

‘From the Families,’ Temi said. ‘I don’t know which one. Their sign was a red hand in between two trees.’

‘A red—’ Haarit spluttered tea out towards the crowd. ‘That’s not the sign of a Family! That’s one of the gangs up in Lordsbasin! The Red Hands. Nasty lot. Mostly do kidnappings and theft, but in these hard times I suppose they’re branching out into extortion too.’

‘They didn’t want money from us. They said we had thirty days to leave Lordsgrave or we’d be killed; they burned down our shopfront to prove their point.’

Haarit’s eyebrows lifted. ‘Well. That is interesting. But as I said, it is nothing to do with us. We did not burn your bakery. We did not kill those four people, ancestors preserve whoever they were, and we did not claim you are now under our protection.’ He lowered his cup. ‘Of course, our offer still stands, if you are interested. Are you interested?’

Temi lifted her cup. The tea was soft and fragrant, and she realised belatedly that she had closed her eyes as she sipped. ‘No. We don’t want nothing to do with the Families.’

‘Yes. But as I told you before, that’s unavoidable. There are a number of people who are very unhappy about what happened with the Chedus. Not least the Chedus themselves. And there are also . . . other questions we have, about your friend. Might I see your tatau of Bonding?

‘I don’t have a tatau. All I have is a scar.’ She wasn’t sure why she offered her arm. She looked away as he ran his thumb over the place where the spirit witch had cut her.

‘It’s no ancestor, is it?’ Haarit said softly.

‘No,’ Temi said. ‘I don’t know what it is. It—’

[You owe this person no explanations. He is interested only in how you can be of use to his organisation.]

‘I have to go,’ Temi said, standing abruptly. ‘So you’re telling me you had nothing to do with any of that.’

‘I swear by my ancestors that we did not set fire to your bakery, we did not kill four reprobates and leave them at your door, and we certainly did not claim you are under our protection.’

[And you’re just going to believe him, are you?]

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Pardon?’ Haarit said. Then his mouth opened in understanding. ‘Ah! You were talking to that spirit, weren’t you! You can actually commune with it! You realise it takes a very special, very different kind of Bond to be able to speak with those in the ancestral realm.’


‘Just leave my family alone,’ Temi said, turning towards the door.

‘Temi, wait,’ Haarit said, darting after her. ‘The Chedus are enemies to us both; I believe we could help each other.’

‘No,’ Temi said, heading down the stairs. ‘Just – just leave us alone!’

Kajul stood at the bottom of the stairs, arms folded, scowling up at Haarit as Temi strode through the door. Haarit didn’t try to follow, but as she stepped out into the street, he shouted, ‘You’re welcome back here, once you change your mind!’

Temi let the heat and noise and press of people envelop her. It wasn’t the Bhutens. She’d felt no deception from him, only genuine surprise. But if they hadn’t killed the Red Hands, then who had, and why would they claim to be of the Bhutens? Just like with the appearance of the river spirit, it seemed they had a silent accomplice, and Temi very much wanted to learn who.

[You are too comfortable in that man’s presence.]

‘Fuck off. And anyway, what’s it to you?’

[I believe it is clouding your judgement. You do not need him. And he is not being honest about his motives.]

‘Maybe, but I don’t think he’s lying about the bodies. Someone else did it.’

[Perhaps. It does seem that many forces are conspiring to keep you in Lordsgrave. Perhaps, as your people say, it is the will of the ancestors.]

Temi passed through the docks on her way home to find a mass of gold-robed monks standing before the river spirit. They held their staffs aloft as they chanted in unison, while their bluehawk guards drove away anyone who tried to approach. Behind them knelt a group of nuns in grey tunics, their bald heads bowed in contemplation. More monks clustered around a large techwork artefact, the glyphs on its surface pulsing in a chaotic rhythm.

[If I can no longer locate your votives, I doubt your holy ones will find them. Whoever hid them is skilled in both techwork and the ancestral ways.]

For a fleeting moment, Temi felt a swell of pride. She had done this. All this was because of her. Despite all the holy ones, despite all the bluehawks, the river spirit remained as immovable as a mountain, and that was glorious.

‘Docks are closed,’ said a bluehawk with a bald head and a square face. ‘Whole area’s been contaminated with fell energies. Get going, before you’re infected.’

Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted an elder shuffling as close to the river as the new barricades would allow, a large plate bearing food scraps and gaudy jewellery held before him. Beyond him, another group of bluehawks stood arguing with what looked to be ships’ captains. So . . . it seemed the crews had begun coming ashore.

‘I said go!’ the bluehawk snapped at her, poking at her leg with his spear.

Temi danced back. ‘OK, I’m going! Relax!’

As Temi made her way towards the market, she realised sailors and merchants from across the Nine Lands now wandered Lordsgrave’s streets, like bleary-eyed drinkers emerging from a tavern at closing time. And they weren’t alone: she spotted several souls in fine clothes and good shoes, heading towards the river bearing platters of food. When she reached the corner where Mtobi’s friend Fahed lived, she found his family had turned their home into a café, with shipping crates for tables and couscous served in chipped bowls.

[Your people are industrious. It serves them well.]

Uncle Amaan was squatting at Old Baba’s side when Temi reached the top of Arrant Hill. Several shipping crates stood outside the yard door, and before Temi could ask, Kierin appeared, beaming.

‘What’s all that?’ Temi asked, sliding down beside Uncle Amaan.

‘Wheat!’ Kierin replied triumphantly. ‘Got maize and rye, too. They’re offloading it all along the river at the docks – selling it all dirt cheap! Got six more crates down at Ilani’s that I need to bring back. All them ships that ain’t turned round yet have started trading from the riverside.’

Amaan offered her his ogogoro cup. ‘Mama Elleth says that until we have the money to rebuild the shopfront, we can sell in the street.’

‘So we’re staying?’ Temi said. She glanced round at Old Baba, but realised he was dozing, chin dipped almost to his chest.

‘You speak to the Bhutens?’

‘Yep. And I really don’t think they killed those people,’ Temi said.

Amaan exhaled slowly. ‘I guess it doesn’t matter. Either way, it looks as though the people that tried to threaten us have been dealt with. I don’t like the idea of being in a Family’s debt. But if they claim it wasn’t them, well . . . maybe we just have to be thankful the ancestors are smiling upon us and move on.’

The offerings appeared steadily after that. Flowers, food, pictures, trinkets, all were placed before the monks’ barricade, for the river spirit’s blessings. And for a few days, it seemed the people would be content with that. But then Temi arrived at the dockside one morning to find a small crowd gathered around a weeping young woman. She clutched something to her chest – a wooden cup filled with jasmine – while those around her gazed at the river in awe.

Temi peered across the docks to where the usual array of holy ones stood before the river spirit. Then she saw it: a cloud of flowers blossoming amid the undulating waters. Jasmine. An exact replica of the jasmine the woman clutched.

Temi returned at sunset to find the barricades dismantled, and the entire dockside overflowing with offerings. Not a single holy one remained by the river’s edge; instead, hordes of people swarmed before the river spirit. A dozen bluehawks lurked in the shadows of the grain warehouse, watching uneasily. Temi had a suspicion the dismantling of the barricade had not been their idea.

[It was only a matter of time. Your people know when a deeper power is at work . . . however much your holy ones seek to blind them to it.]

Rewin the dockmaster – a sour, stout man with long white hair – was darting among the supplicants with a ledger and quill. ‘A silver moon to watch!’ he shouted. ‘Ten for a night at the docks! The ancestors have given this to you, and they turn from those who spurn their gifts!’

A lone monk emerged from Spire Street, flanked by two more bluehawks. From the abrupt way she stopped, she had not been expecting the scene that greeted her.

‘Clear the area!’ she cried shrilly, lifting her staff into the air. ‘What you see before you is not of the ancestors! It is a trickery of the enemy, sent to corrupt. Do not allow yourselves to be seduced! If you—’

‘Fuck off!’ someone yelled from the crowd.

‘Where were you during the massacre?’ someone else shouted.

A chorus of voices joined in, and Rewin, grinning, strode over to her. ‘A moon to watch, Your Most Holiestness,’ he said. ‘Ten to stay. So that’s fifty gold fucking suns to you.’

The monk lingered for a while, consulting a tiny silver box, before slinking silently back the way she had come.

Temi half expected the monk to return with an army of bluehawks at her back. But instead, she arrived with six more gold-robed holy ones and a gaggle of noviciates. They shouldered their way through the crowd until they reached the river’s edge, then began sweeping the offerings into sacks. Several people cried out in protest, and one or two tried to grab the sacks back, but by the time it was dark, the monks had destroyed what the people of Lordsgrave had built.

‘They’re gonna have another riot on their hands if they’re not careful,’ Temi muttered as she trudged home.

[I think not. I think this battle has already been won.]

He was right, because the next morning, the offerings appeared again, and though the monks returned each night to clear them away, that did not deter the crowds. Within a few short days, the Lordsgrave docks heaved with people come to stand or kneel in the presence of Nine Lords’ most wondrous phenomenon. Rewin, never one to miss an opportunity, set up awnings along the riverfront, and soon, souls from all over the city lounged beneath them while they watched the spirit of the Ae.

Before the moon was out, the docks became scarcely recognisable. A dozen carts lined the roadway, teetering with crates and barrels and sacks. Lines of traders carrying goods snaked in long queues outside warehouses which had been thrown open and become large trading hubs. Sailors and dockworkers carried crates along the riverfront, while captains from either side of the river spirit bartered to exchange goods. And through it all, locals darted in, offering water or dried fruit or glass trinkets, for a few copper crescents.

‘This is wonderful,’ Temi’s cousin Larmi said, the first time she joined her selling bread to Lordsgrave’s pilgrims. ‘Highbloods used to sail right past here. Now they have to come through. Now they have to see us.’

Temi felt her throat tighten. ‘It is wonderful,’ she said.


Then she spotted Sutesh, hobbling purposefully through the crowd towards her. ‘Interesting times,’ the old healer said as they joined her. ‘Seems like my Bakers of Arrant Hill will be in Lordsgrave a while longer.’

‘I think so,’ Temi said, smiling.

‘Then shall I finish what I started?’ their eyes flicked to No-Cat, sitting at Temi’s side.

Temi had so many questions for her four cousins who had used the creature as a doorway back into the mortal realm. There had been so little time the day of the Lordsgrave Massacre. But perhaps now . . .

‘Yes, Old Elder,’ Temi said. ‘That would be good.’

Sutesh stooped down and spoke to No-Cat in the Forbidden Tongue. The creature stood and followed obediently in the healer’s wake.

‘Bring back my scrolls!’ Sutesh called. ‘Time to unravel this mystery!’








THIRTEEN Janzen


Janzen’s head bounced painfully as the greyblood raiders plunged deeper into the feverlands. Through the swinging ribbons of his sweat-soaked hair, he glimpsed the Woodsmaiden running at the head of the group, a pack of small, chittering monstrosities at her side. How like children they looked, as they bounded along. And perhaps they were. If the tales were to be believed, the Woodsmaiden existed to birth foul offspring with the seed of her captives.

Behind the Woodsmaiden came larger greybloods, many with silver heads and the aspects of humans. Janzen could still hear Balu screaming and cursing somewhere behind him. Which was good: it meant his friend still lived.

I glimpsed someone else beyond the mortal plane. Someone with whom you have a greater affinity. It may be that the ancestors wish you to Bond that soul. His mother’s face swam before him as his head pounded and his vision swam. Mocking. Chastising. Sighing in disappointment. He saw other faces, too – family, friends and souls he didn’t recognise. They slipped in and out of his mind as the forest pressed upon him. Janzen clung to their memory like a drowning man to a raft. Perhaps they were a side effect of Taaben’s reckless healing. Perhaps they were something else.

The feverlands continued to warp and shift as they plunged further west, foliage opening obediently before them and then closing at their backs. It seemed as though they ran through a forest glade in constant motion.

You’re going to die here, Sulin said. A sorry end to a sorry life.

Janzen laughed softly, because it was true. His captors had forgotten that the noxious miasmas of the feverlands were poison to human lungs. Soon, that poison would claim him, and then all the Woodsmaiden would have to show for her efforts would be a corpse. He held that bitter irony in his heart as he drifted off into an abyss of distant whispers and sorrowful dreams.

‘Hold him,’ someone said.

Janzen jerked awake. A great weight pressed upon his chest and nearby, someone was wheezing – him, he realised. He opened his eyes in time to see a dark shape gliding towards his face. He tried to thrash, tried to spit at them, but couldn’t seem to work his muscles. Hot metal fingers seized the back of his neck, and the dark shape enveloped his head. Then Janzen found he was looking out through the eyeholes of a thin mask. He started to laugh, because masks were objects of honour and ceremony, not punishments for prisoners. But a rush of sweet, cool air forced its way into his lungs and he found himself gasping in relief.

‘That’s it,’ the voice said, in the uneven tones of an adolescent boy. ‘Breathe easy and keep still.’

Janzen realised his head was clearing, the pounding receding, the fog parting. He became aware of pain in his back, and of Balu cursing and shouting somewhere in the distance. The trees were thinner here. Against a deep blue afternoon sky, he glimpsed birds, and insects too, something like fireflies surrounded by halos of colour in rainbow hues. The birds’ wings shimmered, iridescent, as they swooped between branches, and the fronds and flowers changed colour in sympathy, as though the entire forest danced to an unseen tune.

‘I’m . . . dying,’ Janzen managed. Finally, his mind had come apart. How else to explain the life he saw here, in a place utterly devoid of anything natural? How else to explain the camp before him, where greybloods sat in groups, eating bright fruit and talking in low voices?

Janzen realised he wasn’t bound. If he could slip out of sight, perhaps he could flee. But as he pressed up onto his knees, the sweet air of the mask surged into his lungs and his muscles gave way. The last thing he saw before the world bled away into nothing was the Woodsmaiden rising from the fire and watching him with dark amusement.

He was aware of time passing only via the flashes of awareness that came to him in brief lucid moments. He lay upon the mulch while someone dripped water into his mouth. He jolted and thumped, dragged behind his captors while strapped to a cart. He sat tied to a tree while greybloods with silver heads beat Balu and laughed at his cries of pain.

What he saw of the feverlands in those stolen moments became increasingly hard for his mind to comprehend. Trees wide as town squares, the grass beneath them blue or violet or deepest orange. Creatures large as boulders, their fur or scales glimmering with glyphs as they lumbered along stone roadways. Sometimes, it wasn’t trees that loomed above him, but towers: Scathed towers, untouched by time, so immense that they seemed to kiss the sun itself. Once, he glimpsed a crumbling statue of a creature with four arms. The thing was chipped and ancient, and overgrown with flowers, and unsettling in a way Janzen couldn’t name.

Days had passed, that much he knew. He had thrice glimpsed the night sky, and his stubble now caught on the edge of his breathing mask. The greybloods fed him – some sweet, sticky porridge that he swallowed on reflex. He knew he had soiled himself more than once, but the greybloods didn’t seem to care. He also knew they had joined a roadway, hewn from a porous black stone. Once, he thought he heard Balu laughing maniacally, and on another occasion, sobbing in despair. His mother came to him sometimes, hissing urgently in his ear, telling him to wake up, to act, to do something, but he batted her away.

Finally, they came out into a valley that stretched into the sunny distance. A river bisected it; no, not a river – the remains of a vast tunnel, its curved stone sides level with the ground. To either side of the tunnel rose the ruins of a town, its low, white buildings unusually squat and uniform.

Janzen was marched beneath a wooden palisade guarded by two tall greybloods with jagged crystal heads, then on, into the curious town, where greybloods rose from cookfires to stare. Janzen squinted through the mask, breath coming faster now. There were hundreds here. Hundreds upon hundreds. All were armed. Some were wounded.

Soldiers. An encampment of soldiers, ready for war.

They dragged Janzen through an empty square and on, past a wide fire pit. At its heart stood six stakes, each bearing a blackened body. Humans? Executed greybloods? Impossible to tell. As they passed beyond the buildings and out into a small clearing, Janzen glimpsed a group of greybloods engaged in battle drills.

The Woodsmaiden gestured, and Janzen was forced to the ground. He craned round, scanning for Balu. Plants crawled over the nearby buildings and pushed their way into walls. They were moving, he realised. He watched a branch sprout new shoots that broke through the white stone. A chunk of it fell to the soft grass, to be set upon by a tangle of leaves.

‘Fascinating, isn’t it?’ the Woodsmaiden said. ‘The way my forest consumes.’

Janzen whipped round. She had peeled away from her group of chittering children and now came to squat before him. Her small, grey breasts pressed through the thin fabric of her dress. A deep gash bisected her abdomen: a recent-looking wound that would surely have killed a human. Her face, impossibly doll-like, seemed so delicate it was hard to think of her as a monster. The flowers of her hair shifted in a slow dance as she watched him through pale yellow eyes.

As she studied him, she pressed her hand to the grass and closed her eyes. The tips of her fingers glowed yellow, and then vines sprouted up from beneath the earth. Before Janzen could react, they began to wrap themselves around him, ankles first, then arms, then legs; cinching tight as chains.

‘Do you know who I am?’ she said.

‘Where is Balu?’ Janzen croaked.

The slap came hard and fast, without warning, slamming his mask into his cheekbone.

‘Do you know who I am?’ she repeated, smiling. Her teeth were pointed and blindingly white.

As Janzen opened his mouth, a swell of defiance seized him and he heard himself growl, ‘Not a clue.’

Another blow, this from the other side, and so hard that his ears began to ring. ‘Please don’t lie to me,’ the Woodsmaiden said in her high, sweet voice. She sat back, crossing her slender legs, revealing the tiny petals that grew over her vulva. ‘I have some questions for you, Invoker. How we treat you thereafter will depend upon your answers. Is that clear?’

Janzen looked past her, studying the pale caterpillar crawling up the bark of a nearby sapling. It was growing, he realised. Each time it shuffled forwards, one of its body segments divided in two. When would it stop? Would it continue to grow and grow until it surrounded the entire tree? Nothing natural could divide that fast, and yet the thing did not look like a greyblood.

‘I shall take your silence for assent,’ she said. ‘Now. Tell me: how are you able to connect to multiple strata of the underplane simultaneously?’

‘Pardon?’

‘How—’ The Woodsmaiden sighed. ‘How is your spirit . . . able to perceive so much of the ancestral realm?’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Janzen said. ‘I can’t perceive any of it. My Bond was cursed. Please tell me what you’ve done with my friend.’

But as he spoke, the Convergence rose within him, a gentle, reassuring warmth. The Woodsmaiden studied him, her small red tongue darting out to moisten her grey lips. Her yellow eyes flickered, as though reading some great tome at impossible speed. ‘Did you know,’ she said finally, ‘that in the remote regions of your homeland, there are those who worship me as a spirit of the woods? Souls seek me out, for a night or perhaps a moon of my attention; for the exquisite pleasure and pain to be found only in my embrace.’ She leaned forward, so close he could feel the heat of her silver skin. ‘I could give you the most joyous night of your life. I could bring you to heights of ecstasy you never knew existed.’

‘Don’t touch me,’ Janzen said thickly, turning his eyes back to the caterpillar.

She dragged the long claw of one forefinger up his arm, slicing effortlessly through the fabric concealing his tataus. Beneath, the eagle and bonetree of his clan glimmered, silver and black. The Woodsmaiden’s grin widened as she looked. She closed her eyes. ‘Ah, but I feel them. They are trying so desperately to be heard! Poor invoker lord . . . deaf to their calls.’ She trailed a claw gently down the length of his arm. ‘I could help you with that. Would that please you? To have them return to you?’

Janzen tried to pull away, but the vines binding him in place were so very strong. Like lightning, the Woodsmaiden tore his mask from his face and seized him by the throat. The crushing, pulsing throb of the feverlands returned to him in a rush.

‘Or,’ she said, as he groaned and his vision began to swim, ‘I could take them from you for ever.’ She seized his wrist, then jerked it forwards, pulling him free of his bonds, pulling him down onto the ground, his chin slamming into the grass. A moment later, a second greyblood appeared above him, a childlike creature with wide eyes and no mouth. An axe rested on its shoulder, the blade glinting in the colourful light from above. In that instant, the reality of it all came crashing down upon Janzen. He would not survive this. Those that met the Woodsmaiden and lived never returned with their sanity intact. He was deep in the feverlands, surrounded by the enemy and utterly at their mercy. Nobody was coming for him. He had no means of escape. He would die here, and not a soul would even know.

‘I wonder what happens,’ the Woodsmaiden continued, pushing up onto her knees, ‘when an invoker is separated from their tataus. I mean, of course, I have heard the tale of Tamana Qaneen – so blessed of the ancestors that she was born with no arms at all! But even she had the sacred markings tataued onto her back, did she not? Or was it her leg? It was centuries ago . . . I must confess I can’t quite recall.’ A crowd was gathering, Janzen realised, a crowd of grinning, jeering metal faces. His chest had grown so tight he could scarcely breathe. ‘And then there was the Yennish one, what was his name? Lucan? Lurcon? Oh, what does it matter? He, I killed myself. Oh, how he howled when I took his arm. And yet he came back to me! Bleeding and begging. What a night I gave him! I still shiver when I think of his cries.’

She nodded and the mouthless greyblood knelt at his side before lifting the axe. Fear climbed into Janzen’s throat, a swelling, mindless fear that was all-consuming. His breath came in shallow, rapid bursts as every part of his body grew rigid. It took all the strength he possessed, but somehow he lifted his gaze and croaked out, ‘Please . . . don’t.’

‘That is what my children said when your people rode over them. That is what I said when they made me into what I have become.’

‘Please—’

She jerked her head at her companion and Janzen had a moment to glimpse the flash of the axe before it came plunging down. Then his arm was on fire, the world was on fire, his soul was on fire, and someone – him, he supposed – was howling and screaming and crying. Something hot and wet began to dampen his side, and as his vision misted, the Woodsmaiden sang, ‘One of you cauterise the wound, if you please!’

Then she went skipping across the clearing, brandishing a severed human arm like a trophy – his arm, he supposed – and swinging it triumphantly in a spray of scarlet blood. Someone forced the mask back onto his head, and someone else appeared with a burning torch, and then all was agony, endless, churning, inarticulate agony.








FOURTEEN Boleo


Warlord Daloya Adatali, Slayer of the Blight and Brethren, the man who had dedicated his life to overthrowing the king of the Nine Lands, sat slumped in his wheeled chair under the shade of an ornamental palm. Before him stretched the mango orchard where, not long ago, a techwork carriage had stood, filled with wonders from across the ocean . . . as well as the sleeping body of the missing Lord Jethar Mizito. Wonders and invoker lord both had since disappeared right from underneath Boleo’s nose, making the techwork carriage the only thing Father Emata, ancestors turn from her, had left to send back to her superiors for Cleansing.

‘Father Boleo,’ Captain Omadella said, inclining her head in the smallest of bows, ‘as you can see, work on the new shrine is proceeding well.’

She swept one graceful arm towards the wooden structure being erected where Jethar’s carriage had once stood. Workers swarmed over it, hammering, sawing, hefting and shouting to each other in cheerful Urobi. Boleo could not understand their ease. Surely they knew what was coming? The royal emissary would be with them within the day.

Omadella stood in her usual place at Daloya’s side, resplendent in a close-fitting green dress, hair bound in a matching jewelled gele. Even her face-paint matched the clan colours, swirls of green and white accentuating the contours of her young face.

‘It looks wonderful,’ Boleo said stiffly. ‘I have come here to say that I believe we must abandon our efforts to invoke the spirit of Vunaji. They will not hear my calls. Unless we have a means of locating Jinao Mizito and bringing him here to attempt the ritual again, I do not believe Vunaji will be of any use to us. I am sorry. I have tried everything, but I am no closer to a solution.’

Omadella blinked at him. ‘My husband says you must be patient. Or is there something else on your mind?’

My husband says. Her favourite phrase. The only means by which Daloya issued orders now, following the head wound he received during his battle against the Blight. Daloya himself sat staring out at the new shrine, the left side of his face drooping, drool snaking down his chin. Carefully, Omadella dabbed at it with the silken cloth tied to her wrist.

‘Vunaji has made it clear to me that they do not wish to commune,’ Boleo said. ‘They have also given me this.’ He jerked at the cloth binding his arm, revealing the blinking glyphs that covered the skin beneath. ‘I know of no way to force the matter. I have sought spiritual aid from Sister Ulla—’

Omadella’s eyes flashed at that and she said, ‘That nun is not to be trusted. She occupies the seat we need her to only because her loyalty can be bought.’

‘Quite. But despite appearances, she has a great wealth of knowledge. I fear that if she cannot help me, then I am beyond help.’ He let his eyes wander to the palace tower, standing off to his right. The Moon Tower. A thrust of pale blue crystal that angled towards the sky. Ancient Adatali warlords had built stone edifices around it, but its core, from the days of the Scathed, remained. Its twin, the Star Tower, stood at Boleo’s back. ‘But I have discovered that there is another way for us to protect ourselves. The third tower of this palace.’

‘Father Boleo, there is no third tower.’

‘And yet this is the palace of Three Towers. These structures were built by the Scathed, for whom we know the number three was sacred. I have . . . reason to believe there may be something hidden within the third tower. Techwork, perhaps, that can aid us in what is to come.’ Boleo held her gaze. ‘The king’s emissary is nearly here. Behind them will come an army. Unless we intend to turn this city over to the Royal Clan, we must find another way to defend ourselves.’

The rumble of a cart cut across his thoughts. Six servants approached, wheeling between them a new statue of a warlord of old. It held a fair likeness to one of the twenty that had been destroyed by Father Emata, when she discovered the secret shrine to the nameless warlords who had once stood at Adatali’s side. It was just a lump of bronze, hastily crafted by one of the city’s many sculptors. Yet what it symbolised, being placed out here, for all to see . . .

‘My husband wishes you understood that it is our ancestors and our love for them that will save us,’ Omadella said. ‘And he knows Vunaji will come to you when they are ready.’

‘I have no ancestors. And I don’t even know my family’s name.’

Omadella offered him a condescending little smile. ‘My husband wishes you saw that we are your family – this palace, this city and its people.’

Work was his family. Research was his family. Knowledge was his family. They were what had brought him solace his whole life. But Boleo didn’t want to tell her that. Let her believe what she chose, let her spin her silly, self-deluded little lies. ‘Techwork and the power of the ancestors are not separate things,’ Boleo said. ‘Our people made techwork. Not some extinct species. Our ancestors, before the Ahikis stole everything from them. Separating the two, as the Holy Orders sought to, as the king sought to, is what has held us back. Simply throwing our people against the Ahikis—’

‘We are not going to send our people against the Ahikis. But there are other ways to banish them from these lands. I think it is time to explain to you exactly what Vunaji is.’

‘I think I already know,’ Boleo said, taking great pleasure in stealing this moment from her. ‘Vunaji is a spirit who gathers . . . who devours. Vunaji somehow devours souls. You wish to use Vunaji to rob the Ahikis of the Bond. You wish to take the power of invocation from any Ahiki invoker who would face us. Without their ancestor, the Royal Clan are nothing. They will be a threat to us no longer. And once they realise what we can do, they will not attempt to enter our lands.’

Omadella lowered her head and laughed softly. ‘So very close, Father. But it is simply not true that the Royal Clan are powerless without their ancestors. After all, when last did an Ahiki invoke the spirit of the founding king? Decades ago. They do not join us in battle. Yet they continue to rule unchallenged. Robbing them of the Bond will do nothing. We need them utterly destroyed. And we only need one to do it.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Ahiki knows certain words of power,’ Omadella said, the wind stirring the hem of her long dress. ‘It is what has enabled his descendants to rule for so long. When we turn away their emissaries, they will be forced to deal with us directly. And when they do, you will take the spirit of Ahiki from whomever they send and extract these words of power from his mind.’

Boleo gripped his staff, pushing down the frustration that rose within him. ‘Words of power. What exactly is it these words do?’

‘My husband says when the time is right, you will know.’

Boleo ground his teeth. ‘So all of it . . . everything rests on my shoulders.’ He turned away, laughing to himself. ‘It was supposed to be Jinao.’

‘Yes. But it does not matter. The spirit chose you. We must trust in the ancestors that it was for a reason.’

‘And what if all the might of the Royal Clan arrives at our door and I am still no closer to invoking Vunaji? What then?’

‘We have the Batide. We have the warriors of this city. And we have the support of powerful allies.’

‘If you speak of Clan Mizito, they are in no position to help us. Aranduq lies in ruin. Warlord Sohimi cares nothing for Sulin Mizito’s promises to us. The Mizitos are scarcely holding their own lands together: we cannot expect them to send warriors to ours.’

‘My husband has made arrangements with warriors from . . . elsewhere. We can hold this city until they arrive.’

‘Mercenaries, you mean. You would place the fate of Adataliland in the hands of mercenaries!’

‘I trust my husband’s judgement, and I trust in the guidance of our ancestors.’

‘No. That is not good enough. Not after all the rains of planning, all the rains of preparing. We must explore other options. We have food enough to last Ewo six moons – no more. After what happened to Father Emata, ancestors turn from her, it is a warrior monk they will send against us, not a princen. Do you know what warrior monks can do? If we can find this third tower—’

‘No.’ She was close enough now to place a hand on his arm, her fingers cool and soft: the fingers of a pampered noble, not the warrior she was supposed to be. ‘My husband has faith in you. He knows you will find a way.’

‘Do you really believe that?’ Boleo sidestepped her and switched his gaze to Daloya, still staring dull-eyed at the new shrine. ‘Do you really believe that, My Lord?’ He took Daloya’s hand, the skin so thin, so dry. ‘This palace has a third tower. My research has shown that Adatali himself may once have stood upon it, and used the power within to defeat whole armies. We must find it.’

‘You are chasing a dream,’ Omadella said. ‘Even if a third tower exists, you do not know where it is and you do not know what it contains.’

She was right. Boleo knew she was right. And yet something within him felt so sure this was the answer he’d been seeking. ‘I know,’ he said finally. ‘But I just . . . I just feel we ought to try.’

Daloya’s hand began to move, drifting upwards, wavering, finally landing on Omadella’s jade bangle. Claw-like fingers pulled until Omadella looked round. No words were spoken, but Daloya’s head turned, his eyes boring into hers.

‘My husband says . . .’ Omadella paused. ‘My husband says to perform your search. Explore this option. But do not let it distract you from your work with Vunaji. That remains the priority.’ She squeezed Daloya’s hand then turned back to Boleo. ‘My husband encourages you to spend time with the ancestors. Meditate upon your people. Visit this shrine, once it is complete. Then, perhaps, Vunaji will come to you.’

‘I still feel that something is wrong with Vunaji. What I sense from the spirit is fear. And anger. And distrust.’

His staff flared. He scanned the glyphs that streamed across the surface of its crystal.

‘What news?’ Omadella asked.

Boleo inhaled. Every soul in the city knew this moment was coming. But now that it had arrived, he found he suddenly felt no fear. Instead, a great weight seemed to be lifting. There would be no more pretending. No more pandering to faceless superiors half a continent away. No more dancing the thinnest of lines in order to keep the lions from the herd. The lions were here. And Boleo was ready for them.

‘The royal party has passed the Ebadi watchtower,’ he said. ‘They will be at the city gates before highsun.’

Warlord Daloya Adatali had not planned a parade. And five riders leading a single carriage was no procession. But the people of Ewo City came out to watch their departure regardless.

Boleo sat on his nameless red horse beside the four warriors of Daloya’s quartet. Omadella, for once, had forgone her gowns and jewels, and instead wore a battle skirt, bronze chest-plate and warpaint. She was no solider. The three young lieutenants at her back would be doing the work should it come to that. But Boleo sincerely hoped that it would not. It would be a short rebellion indeed if Daloya fell at this first encounter.

Daloya himself sat in an open-sided carriage, pulled by two horses with deep blue crystal hides. He wore a green and white agbada, with matching pillows propping him upright. An ornate ida lay across his lap, though all knew he could no longer lift the weapon. He wore no ceremonial mask: instead, his face was bare. At his side rode Adadeji. Daloya’s eldest child certainly looked the part: his chest-plate scarcely seemed able to contain the muscle beneath it. But the beads of his jackal helm clattered together as he rode, and it had nothing to do with the horse. Boleo could see even from there that the fool was trembling.

The people of Ewo had poured onto the broad walkways of the Lords Road to watch Daloya pass: highbloods in geles and jewels, whose businesses and townhouses had stood there for decades; lowbloods with hard eyes and bare feet, who had spilled out of the surrounding neighbourhoods; beggars, merchants . . . Boleo was heartened by how crowded the city still felt. He knew many highblood lords had already fled. But there had been no great exodus. Many families in Ewo could link their heritage to the city for generations. They would not leave it easily.

Boleo steered his horse next to Adadeji, who now appeared to be struggling not to vomit. ‘Try to look like you believe we have at least a fleeting chance of survival, will you?’ Boleo hissed at him. ‘Everyone is watching you.’

‘Y-yes! Sorry, Father!’ Adadeji lifted a fist into the air. On anyone else, it would have looked ridiculous, but Adadeji offered them what they sought in a warrior.

‘Adatali!’ someone yelled in response. A soldier, and drunk by the look of him, but he stood on his chair outside an inn and pointed back at Adadeji. ‘Adatali!’

Someone else took up the call, then more people, and soon the street rang with it, thundered with it, souls leaning over balconies, fists raised, others leaping onto walls. Up ahead, a drummer came out of the playhouse, followed by their painted troupe of actors, and they fell in behind Daloya, their drumming filling the highsun air. By the time Daloya’s party reached the northern gates, a river of people followed in their wake, their chanting now a storm.

‘Do not let them follow,’ Boleo called over to the burly woman who commanded the city guards. ‘We do not need a riot on our hands. Not yet.’

‘Move back!’ the commander roared, motioning for several guards with spears to join her. ‘Move back, in the name of your ancestors!’

Up ahead, four soldiers on the gates began to turn the great wheel that pulled open the ancient mechanism. The city wall stood as tall as ten strong warriors, much of it constructed from blackglass reinforced with mudbrick and wood. But Boleo had spent over a decade imbibing the blackglass with Forbidden energies meant to repel. It would not be easily breached.

The gates rumbled open, slowly revealing the grassy plain and distant farmsteads that lay to the city’s north. Tayo’s Tears: that was what the plain was called, after Lord Tayo Adatali, slayer of the Weeping Ivy. So many battles had been fought on that land over the centuries. Off to the east, still glowing despite millennia of neglect, lay the glittering, dark blue sweep of the Royal Causeway. And there, not fifty paces away, stood the Clan Ahiki party: a golden coach, pulled by six gold horses; two dozen mounted warriors in golden loincloths, and a single, bored-looking monk.

‘So few,’ Omadella said as her horse came to a stop at his side.

‘It is a sign of their disdain for us,’ Boleo replied. ‘And a sign of how powerful they think their word is still.’

Two Ahiki warriors dismounted and opened the doors of the carriage, allowing a slender man of middling age to emerge. His long golden tunic fell to his ankles, and his white braids shone with golden beads. But as he approached, it became clear this man was no member of the Royal Clan. His family tataus – complex and decorative enough to mark him as highblood – did not feature the familiar golden sun, and no ethereal golden glow flickered in his eyes. Some kind of clerk, then. Nothing but an errand boy.

‘Adadeji,’ Omadella said, turning. ‘Go ahead.’

Boleo did not need to see Adadeji’s face, behind those trembling beads, to know that riding out ahead was the last thing the whelp wanted to do. But he muttered to his horse anyway, and the creature trotted forward until heir and Ahiki servant faced each other.

‘I am here to demand the surrender of former warlord Daloya, descendant of our servant Adatali,’ the clerk said. ‘I am Regent Talimo. I will be assuming control of this city, until a replacement for Daloya has been chosen by his Golden Majesty, the king. You are to hand over the traitor and open the gates to us.’

‘I – I speak for Warlord Daloya!’ Adadeji declared shrilly. ‘S-state your business!’

Talimo frowned in bemusement. ‘I believe I already have. And who are you?’

For a moment, Adadeji seemed to be struggling to recall his own name. After a painfully long silence, he spluttered, ‘I am Daloya’s heir! Invoker Adadeji! State your— I mean, no! My father will not surrender, and y-you are not welcome! Please go!’

‘Oh, for the love of the ancestors,’ Boleo muttered, then coaxed his horse forward. ‘Warlord Daloya refutes the rule of the so-called King of the Nine Lands,’ Boleo said, coming to a stop at Adadeji’s side. ‘He will surrender to no one. And you are not welcome in this land.’

Talimo looked him up and down through deep-set, disinterested eyes. ‘And who are you?’

Boleo stared flatly at him. His tataus and his staff made it quite clear who he was. But he replied, ‘Just a child of this land and a loyal servant of its people.’

Talimo’s lip curled in distaste. ‘Ah yes. Boleo. The renegade monk. I happen to have an order for your surrender, too. You and the former warlord Daloya are to accompany my captain back to the Garden, to answer for the murder of Father Emata, a holy servant of the realm.’

Boleo let a sharp laugh escape him. Not all of it was for show. How absurd Talimo and his underlings were; scarcely thirty souls in total, and not an invoker among them. This was how the Ahikis had ruled – wielding power by reputation alone. He touched his chest. ‘I can assure you, Warlord Daloya had no hand in Father Emata’s unfortunate passing. It appears poison intended for Daloya himself sadly made its way into her cup. Once we have the culprit, we will be sure to hand them over for royal justice.’

Talimo’s gaze shifted to Daloya, stirring in his nest of cushions. ‘Your warlord is no longer able to invoke. It seems he is no longer able to do much of anything.’

Behind Regent Talimo, the monk leaned forward. She was a willowy, sour-looking thing with pale eyes. ‘You are a traitor to the Holy Orders.’

‘On the contrary. I am one of the rare few who has not betrayed their calling,’ Boleo shot back. ‘When I became a monk, I swore to defend the realm and its people from our enemies. That is what I am doing. Leave now. We will not warn you again.’

Talimo glanced back at his gilded warriors. ‘Proceed.’

They started forward, but Boleo lifted his staff, allowing its ancient thinking light to flare to dramatic life. ‘We will not permit you to enter our city. The lands of the south will no longer answer to the traitor king. And neither should you. All peoples have been deceived by the Royal Clan.’ He coaxed his horse forward. ‘We have powers here that you cannot imagine. Turn around. Leave. Adadeji!’

Adadeji slipped from his horse and began the movements of the sacred dance. Now, at least, the hapless fool wasn’t trembling. The four warriors of his quartet, among them his wife, positioned themselves in front of him. Adadeji dropped to the ground and lifted his hands. ‘I call upon you, Adatali!’

Talimo’s face hardened. ‘You would invoke your ancestor against an emissary of the Royal Clan?’

Those powerful arms of Adadeji’s brightened with the light of invocation. Boleo stared across at Talimo. ‘We are Ahiki thralls no longer.’

Talimo scanned their party before sighing and turning to his companions. ‘Send word to Father Unworthy!’ he cried. ‘Tell him to continue the advance!’

His warriors followed him as he strode back to his gilded carriage. Only the bored-looking monk remained, hunched over her horse, blinking dispassionately at Boleo. ‘Your spies in the monasteries to the north have been disciplined,’ she said, reaching into the satchel strung across her horse’s back. She threw her hand towards him, releasing a spray of shattered crystals upon the ground. ‘Some fled,’ she said. ‘Some surrendered. Some tried to fight.’ With each word, she tossed more shards at him. Boleo watched the broken thinking jewels of his fellow monks glint like raindrops as they fell. ‘Our army is only days behind us. When they arrive, you will be crushed. My superiors will strip your soul from your body, and we will scrub the name of every Adatali in this city from history. It will be as if none of you ever existed.’

He wanted to fly at her. He wanted to pull the knife from his belt and bury it in her heart. Each one of those monks had been worth a thousand soulless sycophants like her. But the sweetest vengeance would come from forcing her to watch her army fall. So he offered her a derisive smile, then turned his back and headed home.








FIFTEEN Janzen


Existence was pain and terror in a ceaseless, churning cycle; an interminable torment in which he scarcely knew his own name.

Janzen Farmer lived strapped to the ground in a feverlands glade, a captive of the Woodsmaiden and her monstrous brood. Sometimes, he was conscious. Sometimes, he stopped screaming. But mostly, he crawled from moment to moment in a haze of semi-lucid misery. Once, he supposed, he had known what it was like to command his own body. Once, he had known an emotion other than terror. But that had been too long ago to remember now.

Sometimes she sang to him, like when they burned the stump at his shoulder. Her singing really was quite lovely, if he focused hard. Sometimes she stroked his forehead while he whimpered, and told him to shush, he was safe and he was hers. Sometimes she brought him sickly-sweet fruit and fed it to him by hand. Sometimes she lay beside him and cradled him, tender as could be. In those moments, she looked almost beautiful. But those moments did not last.

Mostly, the Woodsmaiden was a seething, wrathful monster who seemed to enjoy his anguish. She beat him until her hands were slick with his blood, then turned away as if bored. She let her doll-faced children poke at him and laughed when he wept. She brought him Balu’s head, the big man’s eyes staring sightlessly, mouth agape. She told him what she had done first, even though Janzen could remember, because he’d heard it all. She loosened his bonds enough for him to crawl away, then laughed as he dragged himself forward by his one remaining arm. Once, she let him get as far as the treeline before hauling him back. She offered him water that turned out to be some foul, sour liquid that he lapped up anyway, because he was always hungry, always thirsty, even when he resolved to just let himself starve.

Sometimes, familiar faces floated before him: his brother Julon, his mother Sulin, his aunts long passed beyond the pyre. Sometimes unfamiliar faces came too, regarding him with sadness or anger or resolve.

His severed arm stood on display at the centre of the clearing, like a talisman that might ward off evil, only the evil was already here. He giggled at his own rotting fingers, pointing towards the sky in their web of techwork veins. Greybloods crept around it, inspecting, consulting slabs of blackglass, muttering to it in the Forbidden Tongue. All the while, his rot-covered tataus brightened and dimmed wanly. They took better care of his decaying limb than they did of him, and that made him laugh all the harder.

Once, Janzen was dragged close enough to his severed arm to notice that one of his fingernails looked unattractively jagged, and he was overcome with the unbearable urge to nibble it smooth. He started to haul himself towards it, as far as his bonds would permit, before the absurdity of the thought caught up with him, and that made him laugh until he cried.

Occasionally, Healer Taaben’s words came to him: I glimpsed someone else beyond the mortal plane. Someone with whom you have a greater affinity. It may be that the ancestors wish you to Bond that soul. Janzen called to that soul, wordlessly, just as he called to Mizito and Sumalong. But their silence grew deafening as the days wore on.

Sometimes he glimpsed greybloods in armour, who came and went. Commanders, captains, generals, with maps and strategies and plans. At times, a hulking figure stepped into the glade, and Janzen realised he recognised it from paintings and songs. A cloaked, broad, stooped creature in a wide hat: the Crooked Man. A named greyblood out of legend. Not that it mattered any more; nothing did. Nothing except dragging himself from one moment to the next.

‘I have the code, General,’ the Woodsmaiden said. ‘But I need more time to understand how it works.’

‘You have one moon,’ the Crooked Man replied. ‘I am beginning the march east. We have them on the defensive. Now is the time to press forward.’

‘Then go ahead without me. My work here could change everything for us.’

The Crooked Man turned towards Janzen, his face invisible, his eyes twin points of yellow light under the shadow of his hat. ‘What have you done to him? Why is he making that noise?’

‘He always makes that noise.’ She pouted. ‘I promise I was gentle. Mostly.’

‘Don’t break him until you have completed your research, understood?’

The Woodsmaiden bowed; Janzen had never seen her do that before. He hadn’t realised greybloods even knew how. ‘Understood,’ the Woodsmaiden replied.

Janzen watched the Crooked Man go. As he twisted his head round, he realised the entire town appeared to have been destroyed. Only the tunnel remained, within a grove of new saplings and stout, colourful grass.

‘The Grey Horde will soon ride over everything,’ the Woodsmaiden said, lifting Janzen’s chin with one finger. ‘Our lands will devour yours and your people will turn to dust. What do you think about that?’

The following night, Janzen was woken by the sound of a horn, and then the Woodsmaiden’s camp was thrown into chaos. Janzen watched them hide their techwork among the bushes and stamp out their green fire. Then he was dragged, still bound, back among the saplings as the Woodsmaiden followed, cradling his severed arm. Not long afterwards, as they huddled silently, a rumbling shook the ground, and then a streaming river of greybloods came chittering through the tunnel; a stampede of creatures, many human-looking, many with the aspects of dogs, some with heads of crystal, others with rotting flesh held together by techwork veins. Some were as small as Janzen’s hand, spider-like things with metal limbs, and some were as large as houses and bedecked with ragged, flying banners. The Woodsmaiden and her children waited in silence as the tumult roared past; thousands upon thousands of them, heading on down the tunnel.

When they had gone, the Woodsmaiden and her brood crept out. Only as he watched them rekindle the fire did it occur to Janzen that he should have called for help. An enemy of the Woodsmaiden was surely a friend of his. But it seemed he had missed his chance.

Then came the morning when a skeletal greyblood lifted its blackglass high and shouted, ‘I have it!’

The Woodsmaiden clapped her hands and came skipping away from Janzen’s arm. A moment later, a searing energy surged into him and a masculine voice filled his mind.

[Jinao, can you hear me? Listen to me, you must—]

‘Kanakal linuch di onderpan,’ the Woodsmaiden commanded, and the voice was cut off.

‘Wonderful!’ the Woodsmaiden said, dancing in a circle. ‘Well done to you all!’

After that, she sat at Janzen’s side, holding his remaining hand, and chanting over and over in the Forbidden Tongue. ‘Akatavat linuch di onderpan,’ she sang, and Janzen’s rotting tataus flared, and that voice surged into his mind to shout, [Jinao!] Then the Woodsmaiden would tip her head and cry, ‘Kanakal linuch di onderpan’, and the voice would fall away.

She twisted towards him, taking hold of his chin and whispering, ‘Soon, you will be obsolete, my sweet.’

He spent the days that followed trying not to wonder what she meant. But the answer came one morning as she emerged from among the trees, arched her back, and turned, revealing a grotesquely swollen belly. The thing hung to her knees, the skin a translucent membrane through which he could see a swirling, fish-like form. She paraded before him, grinning and rubbing the cocoon-like sac. Then just before highsun, she squatted down near the fire to give birth. No loved ones surrounded her, rubbing oils on her back and singing. No pools of water were provided for her comfort. Instead, she squatted alone as the front of her body hinged open, revealing a tangled, liquid mess of techwork and muscle. Something spilled out – so tightly coiled it was impossible to decipher its size, a greyish thing of moist flesh and twisted limb.

As the Woodsmaiden stood, her belly folded back in on itself, shrinking, retracting, until she looked as slender as she had the first time he had seen her. The thing she had birthed had unfurled fully now, revealing two human arms, two human legs and a bald human head. Then it turned, and Janzen felt bile rise into his throat, because the face that gazed back was his own.

Lord Jinao Mizito stood naked before the fire, looking much as he had at the age of eighteen, all scrawny limbs and awkwardness. But this Jinao had no hair, no tataus, and a terrible emptiness in its glowing yellow eyes. When it smiled at Janzen, he glimpsed only gleeful malice and inhuman detachment. When it tipped its head at the Woodsmaiden, she rose and kissed it lightly on the cheek.

What little breakfast they had managed to force into Janzen came up again. He turned his head to the side and let it splatter upon the ground. At once, the hungry grass seized his lumps of half-digested fruit, sucking them away into the soil while Janzen’s stomach still heaved.

‘Oh, don’t cry,’ the Woodsmaiden said softly, squatting down at his side. ‘He’s not your child. He is simply a better version of you.’

‘That . . . is not me,’ Janzen croaked.

The Woodsmaiden giggled, then sprang to her feet and took the Newborn Lord Jinao by the hand. She led him to the arm, where the rest of her brood had gathered like children at story time. She stopped before it, then lifted Newborn Jinao’s arm and pressed its palm to Janzen’s rotting tataus.

‘Akatavat linuch di onderpan,’ the Woodsmaiden sang, and the tataus on Janzen’s dead arm flared to life.

Janzen felt the ripple of energy course through his own veins, and a distant voice shout, [Jinao, I can’t help you, but if you can re—]

The voice was cut short as something appeared in the air above Newborn Jinao: a circle of brightness, small but expanding. The Woodsmaiden clapped her hands excitedly as she bounced on the balls of her feet. ‘It’s working! Look, my children – it’s working!’

But a moment later, a burst of blue energy surged downwards, striking Janzen’s dead arm like lightning, setting the rotting thing aflame. Newborn Jinao’s head jerked back as lines of blue energy surged over his grey body. His skin blazed, and though he uttered not a sound, he fell to the ground, convulsing as his flesh blistered and burned.

‘No, no, no!’ cried the Woodsmaiden, hand flying to her mouth like a child who had dropped their dessert. Newborn Jinao lay still. Its burnt-out eyes stared accusingly across at Janzen. ‘Oh, rats!’ the Woodsmaiden said. ‘Now I’ll have to start all over again!’

And the next morning, the Woodsmaiden’s brood gathered round the green fire while she birthed out another Jinao Mizito. And when this version too was struck down dead, the Woodsmaiden screamed and tore the creature’s charred corpse apart.

And the next morning, she birthed a third, and Janzen closed his eyes and begged the ancestors to reclaim him, begged them to come and take him beyond the pyre, to strike him down as they seemed to have struck his arm. And the Convergence, that gentle guiding that had kept him safe for so long, returned to him as he begged, comforting in its warmth, reassuring in its strength.

‘What’s going on?’ the Woodsmaiden cried, and Janzen opened his eyes to find his dead arm rippling with light, the tataus hidden beneath the charred flesh flaring and dimming in a rainbow of colours.

Alertness flared within Janzen as the Convergence whispered softly in his ear. And he realised that if he twisted his hand just so, he might be able to jerk free of the vines. He would have to be quick, because the vines could move fast enough to seize him again in an instant, but if twisted—

‘Kanakal linuch di onderpan! Kanakal linuch di onderpan!’ the Woodsmaiden screamed. ‘Why isn’t it working?’

It was Sulin’s face that seemed to swim before Janzen then. Because you cannot command them, she seemed to say.

The Woodsmaiden’s head snapped round. She stalked across the clearing to Janzen; struck him once, twice, knocked him back, then seized him by his hair. ‘What are you doing?’

‘N-nothing,’ Janzen said.

‘How are you still connected to the . . . the ancestral realm?’

‘I’m not. I – I told you. My Bond is cursed.’

The Convergence rose again, stronger now. He realised he was close enough to grab her wrist. He could pull her down, then slip his bonds around her neck . . .

‘Push them away,’ the Woodsmaiden said. ‘Now. Or I will take your eye.’ She slid her free hand up to caress his face. One of her claws sprang out, pricking the corner of his left eye. ‘Now.’

‘Please,’ Janzen muttered. ‘Leave me . . .’ He closed his eyes, focusing on his own breath, his own heartbeat, the forest glade, anything but the guiding presence lying just out of reach. He didn’t need the Convergence. Whatever it was, it could only cause him harm now. If it truly wanted to keep him alive, then he needed it to leave.

‘That’s it,’ he heard the Woodsmaiden breathe. ‘Keep going.’

He was Janzen Farmer, lowblood of no lineage and no connection to the ancestors. He was—

Pain. Exquisite, excruciating pain in the centre of his head. He screamed as the world went white, as his face erupted.

His eye. Janzen groaned, hands coming to his forehead as the Woodsmaiden danced away. Something had punctured his left eye. Warm liquid streamed down his cheek. His face was aflame, and he realised he couldn’t move his left eyelid.

‘There,’ she said.

‘I did what you asked!’ Janzen screamed.

‘Did you? Consider this a small lesson. I hope that we shall not have need of another.’

He felt her lean towards him, so close he could smell her breath, fragrant as a rose. ‘I could carve you apart, piece by piece, and still keep you alive. I could crush every bone in your body, yet give your heart the strength to keep beating. Do not imagine that I have offered you more than the slightest glimpse of what I could do to you.’ Through the haze of tears in his right eye, he saw her tongue flick out to lick the blood from his left cheek. ‘Renounce them.’

‘What?’

‘Renounce your ancestors. Reject them, completely. Now.’

‘Renou—’

She pressed her claw to his ruined eye and he screamed as white-hot pain lanced through his head. ‘Please! Please! I renounce them! I renounce my ancestors!’ It was easy to say. He felt no sadness, no guilt, nothing. Only the all-consuming need to make the pain end. Only relief that he had staved off more pain, at least for now.

‘Good. Do not call to them. Do not wish for their presence. Do not listen to their words. They do not love you, and you do not love them, so do not think of them at all.’ She stroked his cheek, her touch so soft and yet filled with such cruel promise. ‘Do you understand?’

‘Yes!’ Janzen wailed. ‘Yes! I understand!’

‘Good. Now listen closely. I have a task for you. It will help to keep your mind occupied in the days to come. Do you see these flowers?’ He did not want to open his eyes, but he did. One eye, at least. The other was a churning fulcrum of agony he no longer seemed able to control. Through the haze of tears, he watched her place one palm to the grass and a moment later, tiny shoots burst through, surrounding her hand in a merry circle, their tips swelling into buds that blossomed into delicate, star-shaped flowers of red or blue.

‘You must pick each flower that grows in this glade,’ the Woodsmaiden said. ‘Bring me flowers from the riverbank, flowers from the tree trunks . . . every flower you can find. You will place them beneath the tree there, do you see?’ She pointed to the spot where she curled up each night to sleep. ‘Every morning, you will create my bed of flowers anew. Perform well and I will be pleased. Perform poorly and I will be displeased. That is all you live for now.’

‘Yes,’ Janzen whimpered.

‘Excellent. I want you to remember: nobody knows you’re here. Nobody is coming for you. And you have no way to escape. We have moons ahead of us. Decades, perhaps. This is your existence now. Your life, your body, your spirit – all belong to me.’ She tapped his knee reassuringly, then glided to her feet. ‘Come on, everyone! Let’s start again, shall we? Time to birth another!’

And Janzen Farmer, lowblood nobody, curled into a ball and wept.








INTERLUDE Auntie Tuana


‘Auntie Tuana!’ Itzel cried, running into the room where Lyela scrubbed the clothes of the dying. ‘Auntie Tuana, there’s a nun outside asking for you!’

Lyela wiped her hands on her rough allpaqa wool dress. No sense in hurrying. If the shadedaughters had taken this long to follow the clues she had left them, they deserved to wait a little longer. Besides, to them she would seem a bumbling, plump woman of middling age; a woman who – granted – had somehow stolen the king’s soul, but one who had left a clumsy trail in her wake.

As Lyela stepped out of the shadows of the stone roundhouse and into the allpaqa paddock at the centre of the compound, the chill air hit her skin like a blade. Ah, but there was purity to be found in that unforgiving cold. It drove away all thought but what was essential: seek warmth; find food; survive.

‘Auntie Tuana!’ Itzel cried, dancing ahead of her on the frost-dappled grass. ‘Auntie Tuana, she has a golden ring! I saw it, Auntie Tuana!’

Lyela let the little girl take her hand and saw a smile tug at the child’s mangled face. Every time Lyela let Itzel take her hand, or hug her, or plant a kiss on her cheek, she felt the child’s swell of pleasure. Itzel had been born on the hillside slums of Qenqar, birthed by only the ancestors knew who, and had been begging from the day she learned how to stand. Then the slip-flesh had found its way into her veins, and now she lived up in the hills among others just like her, slowly succumbing to the skin-devouring disease that had made the wider populace shun her. Never mind that the slip-flesh was caused by a bakatari and could not be passed between people at all. Never mind that a simple tincture of pressed blackflower seed and babble-tree bark could kill the malady, if caught early. Slip-flesh caused unsightly legions and a decaying of the skin, and so those who were found with it gathered up there, on the icy mountains, to live out the remainder of their days.

The nun stood leaning on the dilapidated wooden fence, wearing the sort of loose brown robes common to Itahualand holy ones. But Lyela knew at once that she was no local. It wasn’t just the gold ring gleaming on that bare hand, or that no local would climb into the mountains without gloves to protect them. Her whole bearing spoke of a warrior, from the set of her boots to the tension in her posture, visible even beneath those robes.

The others lifted their heads as Lyela passed, faces hidden beneath cowls, but she knew them all now. She knew that Vitotl, busy feeding the chickens, liked to sing. She knew that hulking, deep-voiced Timmox had nightmares almost every night. She knew that Oluanua, near seventy rains of age now, had had five children and had watched each one of them die, two from disease, one from drowning, and the last two when they were sent to war. It was a harsh existence, up there, but the bond they shared was as gentle and beautiful as a flower. And, ancestors be praised, they had remained untouched by the madness that had claimed the rest of the city.

‘Tuana,’ the nun said, straightening as Lyela approached. ‘There you are! We’ve been looking everywhere for you.’

She spoke with the flat accent of Nine Lords, and now that she had turned towards them, Lyela saw that she was young – not more than thirty rains, with mid-brown skin and wideset eyes.

Lyela smiled thinly. ‘And you are?’

‘Sister Umujo. Your daughter sent me to find you. She’s been worried about you.’

Lyela almost laughed at that. She had spent centuries enduring the mind-games of those closest to her. If this nun thought mentioning her child would unsettle her, they had not adequately prepared the woman for this encounter.

Lyela turned to Itzel. ‘Why don’t you begin preparing the potatoes for the evening stew? I’d like to try that new herb you found in the forest.’

Itzel’s face hardened at the words Lyela had told her to one day expect. She backed away, eyes fixed suspiciously on the nun, then sprinted towards the house.

There. It was set in motion now. Nothing to do but let the stones play out. Lyela pulled open the battered wooden gate and joined the holy assassin.

‘Did you think we wouldn’t look here out of fear?’ Sister Umujo said, boots crunching on the icy grass as she led Lyela away from the compound. ‘You do realise we are nuns. Disease has no effect on us.’


‘To be perfectly honest, Sister Umujo, I didn’t give a single thought to what you might do. I have larger concerns.’

‘Such as the murder of His Golden Majesty the king?’ Sister Umujo shook off her cowl, revealing a bald head covered in intricate blue tataus. But where most nuns had a single sacred jewel embedded in their skull, as a shadedaughter, Sister Umujo had three. And like all shadedaughters, her sacred duty was to detect threats to the spiritual equilibrium of the Nine Lands, and then eliminate them.

‘My father isn’t dead,’ Lyela said. ‘His body still breathes.’

‘That is why we haven’t killed you already. Princen Lyelatuana, where is King Jakhenaten II Ahiki?’

Lyela had to laugh at that. ‘I believe he is asleep in the Garden, albeit minus one hand.’

‘Please spare me the mockery. You broke into His Golden Majesty’s central palace, took his spirit from his living body, and left behind a mindless shell.’

They came to the edge of the hill, and there lay Qenqar, the stepped pyramids of its highblood mansions rising above the whitewashed townhouses of the lesser born. Up here, the hillside shanty was invisible, and she could see all the way to the ocean. It looked peaceful. Sad to think that not a soul who remained within it was truly human.

‘Sister Umujo, four moons ago, I watched an army leave this city, led by the First General of this province. I sat by the roadside and saw rank upon rank of officers, warriors and aides march south. Each one of them has had their spirit banished and replaced by something else. There are . . .’ She paused. Even now, she wondered what might have happened had she helped Elari and her doves. Perhaps they could all have escaped, then parted ways. It need not have changed her plans. Instead, she had left them to their doom. Instead, she had spent three days hiding in the mud until she caught a glimpse of the captain they called Sister Death. Elari had ridden high on her blue horse, her feathered war-dress stirring in the breeze. Blue, like the haze that lifted from her skin as she turned. The eyes that flashed Lyela’s way looked utterly unrecognisable. The woman who rode behind Manax, bound for Cagai, was no longer Captain Elari. The only mercy for Lyela was that despite searching, she had found no trace of Elari’s three lieutenants. Perhaps they had managed to escape.

‘There are dangerous forces at work here,’ Lyela continued. ‘I know you’ve seen them. That should be the Royal Clan’s concern.’

Sister Umujo turned towards her. ‘Return to the Garden with us. Release His Golden Majesty’s spirit. In exchange, Clan Ahiki is prepared to give you what you want.’

‘What I want?’ Lyela laughed softly, taking a few more steps before coming to a stop. Yes, this was the place, marked by a single mountain blackflower. ‘And what would that be?’

‘Your daughter,’ Umujo said. ‘We can arrange for you to speak to her. How long has it been? Forty rains? We can arrange for you to see her. You will never again hold a position of influence within the Royal Clan, but you are an Ahiki, and so few of you remain that your siblings are willing to be lenient. You will be permitted to live, if you remain in the Garden. They are even willing to let you present yourself to Ahiki’s shrine. If your ancestor still smiles upon you, you could make the Bond again.’ She tilted her head. Her eyes were a curiously pale shade of brown, much like Lyela’s since her Bond had been taken. ‘Everything you want could be yours again,’ Umujo said softly. ‘I’m told your daughter is keen to meet you. She has heard such stories about you! Come with us, and you may return to your old life.’

It wasn’t difficult to let moisture into her eyes, not with the mountainside’s frigid, blade-like air. Neither was it hard to make her lips tremble, not when the cold crept into her very bones. She released a tremulous breath. ‘M-my old life? All of it? And . . . and my daughter wants to see me?’

Umujo stepped towards her, exactly as Lyela knew she would. ‘Yes, Princen Lyelatuana. She knows every mistake you made was out of love for her. She wants to see you.’ She placed a hand on Lyela’s shoulder. ‘If it helps, tell us where to find His Golden Majesty’s spirit and we will free him. You need not retrieve him yourself.’

Lyela exhaled. ‘Very well. I will tell you.’ She leaned forward. ‘My father . . . my father is . . .’

‘Yes?’ The eagerness in the woman’s eyes, the hope she glimpsed there, almost made her pity the woman.

‘My father is close at hand,’ Lyela said. Then she twisted, jabbing her knuckles into the tender inside of Umujo’s arm before slamming into the woman with her other shoulder. Umujo was too skilled to fall, but the force drove her back far enough for Lyela’s needs.

‘Akatavaat!’ Lyela commanded. Umuji leapt towards her, but the air between them shimmered and the column of protective energies rose; not quite where Lyela had placed it, she realised, as the shimmering barrier singed the fabric on her left shoulder.

‘Yes, yes, I know!’ Umujo called over her shoulder as she straightened. ‘That’s twenty suns I owe you, Junesh!’

The air shifted, and a second nun resolved at Umujo’s side, then two more, and as Lyela turned, they all revealed themselves, stepping out of the folded pockets of light that had concealed them. Nine in all – an auspicious number – dressed in the same brown woollen robes.

‘I was sure you had more sense,’ Umujo said. ‘But Junesh here disagreed, and thought you’d put up a fight.’ She gestured to a tall, broad-shoulder nun with a heavyset brow. ‘She said nobody foolish enough to turn against the Royal Clan would surrender willingly. Such a person would rather die than be captured.’

‘My daughter was only days old when my father took her from me,’ Lyela said. ‘She was lost to me from that moment. Whatever my family did to her, whatever they moulded her into, she will have no interest in me. And I have no interest in her. I serve her best, and this realm, by watching everything my family created burn.’

‘You think a single protection amytaar can save you?’ Umujo said. ‘Do you plan to stay in there for ever?’ She looked beyond Lyela. ‘Sister Marreth, return to the slip-flesh colony and burn it to the ground, please. Ensure every soul within the compound burns too.’

Lyela lowered herself to the frost-dappled grass and pulled her stocky legs into a pose of meditation. The icy damp beneath her seeped eagerly through her robes. Ancestors, but the cold knew how to find the heart of the people here. She didn’t look round, but heard the grass crunch as two of the nuns set off towards the cluster of stone buildings.

‘Oh, you think I won’t do it?’ Umujo said.

‘Burn forty dying lowbloods alive in their home, including children?’ Lyela said. ‘I’m sure it’s the least of your evils, Sister Umujo.’

‘Sister Marreth!’ Umujo cried, still holding Lyela’s gaze. ‘Bring the children here alive. They can watch the others die. Then, she can watch them die, one by one.’

‘We could heal the realm of this illness within a season.’

‘That is not the way of things,’ Umujo said. ‘A holy one’s task is to maintain balance. And disease is necessary for that. It separates the weak from the strong. It is like the excising of rotten flesh from an infected leg. It allows the whole to live.’

‘You really believed everything they told you at the convent, didn’t you?’ Lyela said. She could already hear the shouts. And though she still faced the city, the frost on the grass flickered orange with reflected flames.

‘This compound will burn,’ Umujo said, as more shouts reached them. ‘Your friends will die. Can you hear them?’

And there it was . . . the flicker of confusion on Umujo’s face. Lyela had learned only a little about the capabilities of the shadedaughters, but she knew they shared a means of communication that went beyond words. Perhaps this was how Umujo knew, or perhaps she recognised the screams of her own nuns. Her gaze slid slowly towards the compound as Lyela pushed to her feet. In the distance, a child’s voice rang out, high with excitement.

Itzel stood before the burning fence, her cowl flung back from her ravaged, hairless head, one pockmarked arm raised in greeting.

‘They came!’ she cried. ‘Auntie Tuana, they really came!’

A shifting wave of figures erupted from the burning buildings, sweeping towards Lyela and the shadedaughters like a living river. Some came with the disease still clinging to them, even in death. Others came as they had been, or might have been had the slip-flesh not taken hold. Most were locals and brought with them the tools of their trade – smithies with hammers, carpenters with saws, even a few soldiers bearing macuahuitl.

‘What have you done?’ Umujo cried, her face contorted in horror.

‘This compound has been a slip-flesh colony for three hundred rains,’ Lyela said. ‘When people died here, their families did not come to send them beyond the pyre. They cared for each other instead, in life and in death. They were family when the rest of the world had abandoned them. It was not difficult to find them, in the ancestral realm, and Bond them to the those who live where they died. The walls and land here remember. The people here have cared for each other for three centuries. And they care for each other still.’

The swarm of invoked slip-flesh ancestors flowed around her – two hundred and fifty-eight of them, if Lyela’s count had come true. She had listened to each of their stories, as had everyone who still lived on that mountainside. She knew each of their names.

Lyela had confidence that sheer numbers alone would overwhelm the shadedaughters, but it was better not to take chances. And so she muttered, ‘D’akatavaat,’ and as the shimmering protections fell away, Lyela strode forward.

‘Traitor,’ Umujo cried, dropping into a fighting stance.

‘No, you’re the traitor,’ Lyela said. ‘You swore to protect the Nine Lands, but all you do is keep them weak.’

Umujo closed her eyes and slipped from the world. Lyela spread her arms. Such tricks might fool mortal eyes, but it would not sway those from beyond the pyre. While Umujo’s fellow shadedaughters flickered in and out of view beneath the blows of those the realm had abandoned, Lyela tensed, waiting for that tell-tale shifting of air.

Then it came, a breath of movement to her left, and Lyela threw herself sideways just in time to avoid the fist that arced towards her. Umujo’s knife flashed past, a hair’s-breadth from Lyela’s face. A low kick followed, aiming for Lyela’s knee, missing only because Lyela chose that moment to dart backwards.

‘Your body has aged,’ Umujo said. ‘You are old and slow. How can you hope to beat me?’

Umujo spun, flickering from view again as her sacred jewel shrouded her. Lyela had yet to work out exactly how it was done. The jewel could speak to minds, so perhaps its reach extended to Lyela, warping what her eyes saw. She was certain that was how a nun’s healing ability worked – proximity to the jewel and its subtle powers. But what about when she left its sphere of influence? It surely had another means of shrouding the wearer, detectable only when—

A sharp stinging hit the back of her left shoulder. Lyela dropped into a roll, careful to twist over her right side. Ungainly, but what did she care? She lifted into a crouch and jerked free the knife buried in her shoulder, gritting her teeth as the pain closed in. Umujo was already leaping towards her with a great roar, elbow raised ready to smash into Lyela’s face . . .

And then Umujo crashed sideways as something slammed into her chest: a threshing tool, Lyela realised as the nun hit the ground to her right. A large, round-bellied ancestor babbled angrily at Umujo in some variant of the local tongue, and then raised her fist in triumph.

Lyela stood shakily. Her shoulder throbbed. Umujo lay on her back, moaning. The three prongs of the farming tool were buried in her chest. As Lyela shuffled towards her, Umujo coughed, blood spraying in a scarlet burst from her mouth. It ringed her teeth as she grinned, but that grin faded when she realised Lyela was turning away.

‘They’ll all come now!’ Umujo croaked after her. ‘They . . . they have you marked! They’ll find you, and . . . they will tear you apart!’ Then her shouts dissolved into screams as the horde of spirits threw themselves upon her.

Eight corpses lay on the frozen hillside, brown robes dark with blood. Some had been so badly beaten Lyela could not make out their faces. The ancestors’ fury was her doing. She had spent more nights than she could count describing the ways the holy ones had wronged them. She had stoked a fire in the people who had lived and died here, and this was the result: three centuries of pent-up rage, unleashed upon nine hapless shadedaughters who thought they could capture the child of an Ahiki king.

Around her, the residents of Qenqar’s slip-flesh colony set to work. If they knew one thing, it was how to cut skin from bone. Already, Timmox had removed one of Sister Marreth’s jewels and was holding the blood-streaked thing between his remaining finger and thumb. Another man might have balked to touch Forbidden relics, but every soul on that mountain knew how others turned fear into weapons. All had learned that nothing was ever truly cursed.

‘It won’t hurt!’ Lyela reminded them all. ‘And you won’t need to issue any commands. The healing energies will set to work on their own. It cannot regrow limbs, but it can heal what flesh remains. I expect it will take up to a moon. After that, the slip-flesh will be gone.’

Vitotl gasped as she pressed a blood-streaked jewel to her bald head and the relic burrowed instantly into her mottled skin.

‘I can hear something!’ she said. ‘It’s talking!’

‘It is a helpful spirit!’ Lyela said. ‘Ask it questions and it can answer them. You’ll find it has many interesting things to tell you.’ Beyond them, the compound burned. They would see the blaze from the city. Perhaps the Cloistered, in their human suits, would climb the mountain to investigate. ‘You need to go tonight,’ she continued. ‘And remember, do not stop until you are out of Intiqq.’

‘Why can’t you come with us?’ Itzel said, blinking up at her.

‘I told you,’ Lyela replied. ‘I still have work to do, helping others.’ Helping herself, in truth. It was mere coincidence that her aims aligned with what was best for the Nine Lands.

‘Will we see you again?’

The moisture in Lyela’s eyes had nothing to do with the cold air now. ‘I do not know,’ she said. She took Itzel’s hand, careful not to squash the girl’s remaining fingers in their bandages. ‘But sweet one, you do not want me near you. I put all of you in danger.’

‘You saved all of us,’ Timmox said.

‘You saved yourselves. I merely opened the door.’

Lyela crossed to where Sister Umujo lay, coughing blood. The nun’s face was a mangled ruin, but somehow she still clung to life. As the last of the invoked ancestors melted away, Umujo glared up at her, her one remaining eye etched with fury.

‘Thank you for coming here,’ Lyela said, squatting down. ‘I was beginning to worry that the trail I’d left had been too subtle for you to follow.’ She reached into the pouch beneath her robes and brought out her father’s severed hand. The embalmer had done an excellent job of preserving it. It looked almost as it had in life: smooth, brown, with a gold and blackglass ring on the third finger. And there, embedded in the wrist, flickered the techwork jewel Jethar Mizito had found across the sea. Except it wasn’t techwork, not truly, because techwork came from humanity’s descendants. This came from somewhere else entirely. Somewhere her family could never reach.

‘Thank you for keeping my father company,’ Lyela said, pressing the jewel to the side of Umujo’s face. It almost looked like the tender touch of a loved one. ‘And thank you also for your three thinking jewels. The knowledge they contain will make the next step so much easier.’








PART TWO Runt, Morayo, Boleo










SIXTEEN Runt


You ready to meet your Family?

Three moons after Baba had plucked Runt from her old life with those six small, wonderful words, the day of departure had finally come.

Runt sat in the window of the wagon, her younger brother Zee leaning excitedly across her lap, his face pressed to the glass as the streets rumbled by. It was good to see him cheerful like this, but she still watched him warily. Since the day of the Lordsgrave Massacre, she hadn’t seen that flash of yellow behind his eyes, nor had she seen that feral smile that looked nothing like the boy she loved. But still, she couldn’t shake her lingering unease.

‘You know why I kept you two hidden all them rains?’ Baba said, his eyes on her again. ‘It’s because I got powerful enemies, and it wouldn’t have done for them to get to you while I weren’t around.’

Baba sat opposite, watching them as the wagon rolled steadily west. His hair was freshly braided, the neat, black rows spilling over his shoulders, and he wore a clean dashiki of blue and red. He looked like a simple man who lived a comfortable life – a tailor, perhaps, or a carpenter. Someone hard-working and humble, someone with a craft. Yet Runt saw the way everyone around him scrambled to please him. Even Ba Casten, that mountain of a man whose name struck fear in the hearts of so many, bowed when Gamani Chedu walked past. Runt pushed down the part of her that still resented Baba for disappearing for five rains. Gamani Chedu was a senior member of a Family. A leader of one of the city’s most powerful underground dynasties. And she was his daughter, and the fulcrum of all his plans.

She and Zee looked the part too, now, dressed in the fine blue tunics Baba had given them. Runt’s pale brown hair, a shade lighter than her mid-brown skin, had been braided into a little crown on her head, and Zee’s had been oiled into gleaming coils. It seemed a different existence from those desperate days living in one room, Zee near death with the river sickness, and barely a crust to eat between them. That life had happened to someone else.

The streets they passed through, too, did not seem like the city they had lived in all their lives. Whitewashed buildings lined a wide pavement swarming with people in good sandals and clean clothes. Shops selling every imaginable thing sped by in an endless procession: shops for shoes, for dresses, for tunics, for headwraps, for books and paintings and carvings. Whole stretches of road devoted to food from every corner of the realm, leafy courtyards where people gathered under the shade of bowing palms. Bluehawks barracks. Theatres. Outdoor cafés. Fountains, where children leapt and laughed. Public gardens, where grass grew in neat, geometric lines and flowers rose in obedient, uniform clusters. Bakeries whose windows overflowed with sugared confections that looked more sculpture than food. Music halls where people danced, even though it was scarcely past highsun, because no one here had to work, and no one here had to worry about anything, ever.

‘You like Lordsheart?’ Baba said, still watching her.

Runt forced herself to shrug. ‘Seems a lot.’

‘It is. These people live in a dream world. Pretty soon, we’ll be forcing them to wake up.’

They passed a towering jut of pale blue crystal, around which a small circle of monks stood, chanting – a Scathed ruin: hundreds rose above the streets of Nine Lords. Runt wondered, not for the first time, if they were why the waters of the River Ae were poisoned – cursed energies from a dead civilisation, leaching slowly into the city below. She had never been one for the ancestors, but she raised her hand in the sign for protection all the same.

‘Stop that,’ Baba said, slapping her hand away, hard enough to sting. ‘Every time you do that, you give the enemy power. Our ancestors don’t have anything to do with the lies they been telling us for millennia. You need to start remembering that. The whole point of this – the whole point of you – is to break all that wide open. You been chosen, since birth, for this work, and don’t you ever take that lightly.’

‘I don’t,’ Runt said, meeting his eyes, because Baba didn’t like those too weak to hold his gaze.

As he nodded, the Cloistered rose within her in a distant echo of chattering laughter.

[You are chosen.]

[Special.]

[Ours.]

Lately, it had become . . . unpleasant, the sensation of them simmering inside her veins. Once, their overlapping whispers and gentle coaxing had buoyed her, but now her skin felt too tight, too small to contain them. She knew it was because she hadn’t let them out since the day of the massacre, and they burned within her for release. And though Baba had told her it was only temporary, in her heart, Runt didn’t mind. Because she had seen the way the Cloistered’s healings . . . changed who people were.

Their wagon came to a narrow road that ran between a pair of looming brick townhouses. A large gate stood across it, beside which waited two muscular women with knives strapped to their belts. Both nodded curtly as Baba leaned out of the carriage to show his face, and one began to unbolt the gate. Runt sat forward, craning her neck. This was it: the family compound.

The road ran beside a narrow stretch of canal lined with neat, wooden huts. A stream of barefoot children burst out of one of the huts, calling out, ‘Uncle Gamani! Uncle Gamani!’ Runt felt herself growing warm with the knowledge that it was her baba they were calling to, her baba who was laughing, arm extending through the window to slap their hands as the wagon rolled past. One chubby, berry-stained toddler couldn’t even say Gamani, pronouncing it Gummy instead, which made Zee laugh out loud.

Up ahead, a sprawling brick building straddled the canal: Riverhouse – the Chedu Family compound, a tumbledown conglomeration of slate roofs and crumbling walls. The Chedus had other homes, other businesses, but Runt knew at once that this was their most important, and she loved it. She loved its chaotic haphazardness, its aged walls, the fat green lizards that sunned themselves upon it. All the windows stood open, and freshly laundered clothes flapped like war flags on the lines that ran between them. Laughter, punctuated by the shouts of squabbling children, drifted out on the breeze.

A one-armed elder with the milk-pale skin of Tarsinland came to greet them as the wagon stopped. He offered his remaining arm as Baba opened the door, and despite the elder’s missing limb and the curve of his bony back, Baba accepted graciously. Then he took the elder’s wrinkled old face between his hands and kissed him firmly on both cheeks.

‘Ancestors bless you, Gamani,’ the elder wheezed, tears standing in his blue eyes. ‘Ancestors bless you.’

‘Old Uncle, these are my children,’ Baba said, gesturing to Runt and Zee as they climbed from the wagon. No names given, but that was fine; that was to be expected. Runt hadn’t earned one yet.

Zee cringed away as the old man reached for him, burying his face in Runt’s hip.

‘Stop it,’ Runt hissed, shoving him forward. ‘These people are our family.’

They greeted the elder with bows and kisses of their own, then watched him hobble off towards a small vegetable garden. A larger group of elders worked there, and beyond, Runt glimpsed a stretch of drystone wall, twice Baba’s height. Between the grey stone slabs glittered something dark and familiar.

Blackglass.

Runt had never seen so much gathered in one place. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of tiny shards jutted from between the stones, invisible from the outside but like a forest of jewels from within. How many rains, how many decades, had it taken to gather so much? How had the Chedu Family not died under the noxious energies, living so close to such a quantity of the cursed material?

‘How come the monks don’t find all that blackglass?’ she said as Baba joined her.

‘You’d be surprised how forgetful our esteemed holy ones become once we make it in their financial interests.’

‘Good to be back!’ Ba Casten cried, unfolding himself from the wagon behind. He loomed over them all, a towering, muscular man with black hair and a black beard. Behind him came what remained of his household: his sons, eight in all, among them hawk-faced Krayl; his techdoctor, a grinning, wiry elder by the name of Feyin; his smiling, sleek-haired lieutenant, Lakoz.

Runt turned to speak to Baba, but found him surrounded by children clamouring for his attention, holding up bright stones they’d found, or shouting about how high they could jump. Some dark emotion twisted within her at that. She was his daughter; what right did these whelps have to his time? He had only recently found time for his own children; why should she share it with these wretches now?

‘That there is your auntie,’ Baba told the children, pointing back at Runt. ‘She’s a very special woman. Very important. So you look after her, you hear?’

The children peered at her, and one boy of perhaps five rains wandered over and said, ‘Why are you so small?’

Runt recalled then how much she disliked children. But she painted on a smile and replied, ‘Because I never had enough to eat till now.’

The shut the little shit’s mouth right up, but Baba and some of the older children laughed. Zee stood at the periphery, twisting the hem of his tunic until one of the girls strode up and said, ‘Do you want to see the new kittens?’

Zee shook his head and looked over at Runt in mild panic. Baba waded through them all to take Runt’s shoulder and steer her towards the building.

‘He don’t like crowds,’ Runt said, glancing back over her shoulder to see Zee now surrounded by the horde of children.

‘He’ll be fine,’ Baba said. ‘They’re his cousins. Will do him good to learn to be away from you.’

Inside, Baba led them through a busy kitchen filled with more laughing elders, down a hallway lined with paintings and polished wooden walls, and into a sunny, glass room overflowing with plants. A man knelt before a pot of herbs. He had the look of Adataliland about him, like much of the Family, though his skin was several shades darker than Baba’s.

‘Uncle Bediako,’ Baba said, ‘this here is my girl.’

Bediako rose. He had a pleasant, ageless face, though the white in his short, tightly curled hair marked him as past fifty rains. His blue tani shirt, wide about the arms and waist, hung from a tall, narrow frame. Casten and the others greeted him one by one, each bowing low and touching the floor. Baba came last, and Runt realised that this was the first time she had ever seen him bow. Their uncle made Baba wait several heartbeats before grunting curtly for him to rise.

‘And you brought them all here,’ Bediako replied by way of greeting, his eyes flicking to Casten. He had a wandering accent – part Nine Lords lowblood, part rolling syllables of Dimadu.

‘That thing with the Sengs,’ Casten said, scratching his chin. ‘That weren’t our fault, Uncle. Harvell said it was the Arrant Hill Bakers what sabotaged them votives. And the last time she was seen was near the bottom of that hill. If she hadn’t lied to me, none of this—’

‘Show me the artefact,’ their uncle said, looking at Runt now.

Runt glanced at Baba, remembering how this uncle of hers had made him wait, deciding she would now do the same.

‘Go ahead,’ Baba said softly. ‘Your Uncle Bediako leads the Nine Lords branch of our Family.’

Runt pulled the pendant from beneath her tunic, ignoring the lurch of the Cloistered in her veins as she did so. Bediako leaned towards her in a wave of mint and lavender and took the thing in his hand.

‘No one knows about the Cloistered,’ Baba said into the silence. ‘And we won’t be letting them out again any time soon. Whatever Weilu Seng thinks he saw, he can’t prove any—’

‘Weilu is marching around this city saying our family murdered his cousins, then defied the Council of Elders by using techwork to stop the execution of the ones that did it.’

Runt felt her chest tighten. ‘You mean Ba Casten and . . .’ She trailed off. She had given no thought to what might happen once the Sengs realised Casten still lived. ‘You mean it’s my fault we’re in trouble?’

‘Like I told Gamani,’ Casten said coolly, ‘it was the bakers what killed them Sengs. There’s something going on up that hill, I’m tellin’ you.’

‘You can all go,’ Bediako replied, turning away from Casten and letting his deep-set eyes settle on Runt. He looked at her the way the Cascade’s cook had, the way they all had before they’d known who she was: as though she were an unpleasant stain on their favourite tunic. As Casten and the others shuffled out, Bediako said, ‘You weren’t supposed to let the creatures out. That was the only reason I agreed to this whole thing. What you did made everything ten times worse.’

Runt bit down on her anger. ‘I—’

‘Go pay your respects to your ma, Gamani,’ Bediako said. ‘We’ll talk later.’ Then he pulled Baba into an embrace. Runt sensed no warmth in the gesture at all.

Baba led them through a games room where a group of muscular, younger Chedus sat around playing stones. Fighters, Runt supposed. Lieutenants and guards. Dangerous, powerful people, most not much older than her own eighteen rains. Then he took her through a parade of sitting rooms and eating rooms, introducing her to more people – a large woman nursing a baby; a soul with hairlocs down to their knees; a nervous young man scrubbing washing; a smiling elder at a desk piled with ledgers. All were introduced as this gardener or that teacher or that cook, but Runt knew what they were. Chedu captains. Senior members of the Family.

‘Time to meet the person who’s mama to us all,’ Baba said.

He led Runt down a small, low-ceilinged corridor and into a darkened room. An old woman sat at the window in an upright chair, while a youth fed her stew from a steaming bowl. The woman’s vacant gaze followed the children playing in the yard outside while the young man coaxed more stew into her mouth.

‘I looked after her just like you said,’ the man said, standing quickly.

Baba pulled him into a hug, kissing both his cheeks and then his forehead. ‘You done good. I’ll take over from now on.’

As the young man slipped out of the room, not even bothering to glance Runt’s way, Baba took his place on the stool. ‘Ma,’ he said, ‘it’s me. Gamani. I brought someone very special to meet you.’

Like Runt, and like her baba too, Old Mama’s skin was a mid-brown, hinting at ancestry from across the Nine Lands. But where Runt and her brother had pale hair and eyes, Old Mama’s were dark, just like their baba’s. Only a tiny fleck of white glimmered among the close-cropped curls.

‘Ma,’ Baba said. ‘This here’s my daughter. You remember? You haven’t seen her since she was a babe. Look how she’s grown!’

Old Mama lifted bloodshot eyes slowly, as if their weight was almost too much. A deep sadness suffused the elder. Or perhaps it was Runt’s own sadness, reflected back. A thin line of drool collected in the fleshy corner of Old Mama’s chin. She seemed utterly without intellect, and yet her eyes tracked Runt’s every movement.

As Runt dropped to the floor in a low bow, Baba said, ‘It’s the Ahikis’ fault she’s like this. Been a long time since she last spoke.’

Runt straightened, feeling a twist of revulsion. ‘How did they—’

‘It’s not something we talk about. Don’t do to bring it up in her hearing.’

Runt watched as Baba leaned forward and pressed a kiss to Old Mama’s forehead, closing his eyes as he lingered there. Runt had never seen love like it. She hadn’t thought her baba capable of such a tender emotion. Perhaps this was what drove him. Whatever the Ahikis had done, however they had scooped out his ma’s mind and left her . . . a drooling husk, it was an evil thing. It was enough to drive anyone to tear down a kingdom.

Then Baba resumed feeding Old Mama the stew, dabbing her chin often, watching fondly as she chewed. It was one of the most intimate things Runt had ever seen. After a time, he said, ‘You know what’s so important about names? It’s why I told your ma you need to earn yours. They connect us to our ancestors. They let you know who you are. In all the cultures of Adataliland, you’re named after a family elder. There’s power in that. Strong power, not to be taken lightly.’

Runt didn’t dare lift her eyes. Just then, it seemed any movement, even a breath, might shatter that delicate, beautiful moment. Beneath her skin, the Cloistered fluttered expectantly.

‘Ohemah,’ he continued. ‘Means queen in the language of the eastern grasslands. It was the name of Ma’s favourite aunt. And I’m giving it to you now, daughter. Ohemah Chedu.’

A tear spilled from Old Mama’s eye, running down the craters of her cheek and onto her tunic. Baba smiled and dabbed at the wetness with the cloth.

Ohemah. Runt tasted the sound on her lips, rolling the syllables over. ‘I—’ She swallowed against the tightness in her throat. ‘I – it’s my name?’

‘It’s your name, Ohemah.’ He stood and squeezed her shoulder and she inhaled that scent that was all his – clean sweat and sandalwood. ‘You go on, now. Check on your brother. I’ll finish up here, then I got business to attend to.’

Runt had expected to find Zee in the backyard, but none of the children playing at the edge of the canal had seen him since their arrival, so she headed back to the two rooms that were to be their new sleeping chambers. She opened the door to her room to find Zee curled up on her sleeping mat, a loose sheet pulled up to his chin as he lay shivering. A wave of dread swept over her as memories of those endless, agonising days returned, when the river sickness had held Zee tight in its grip. Only a healing from the Cloistered had saved him. But they were strangely quiet now.

‘You got your own room, remember?’ Runt said, snatching the sheet off.

Zee cradled his left arm against his body. At least, it had once been his arm. Now it was a shimmering length of green scales. Runt’s breath caught as she saw that three of Zee’s fingers had fused together. ‘What the fuck?’ she said. She grabbed Zee’s shoulder and turned him over. He wasn’t shivering in sickness or in pain. He was weeping.

‘What’s happening to me, Run?’ Zee cried. ‘The Silent One says something good is coming, but it don’t feel good, Run. Look!’ He held out his scaled arm, staring at her through large, watery eyes.

She’d thought perhaps Zee’s scales were some kind of fungal growth – she’d heard of such things, especially among people who lived too close to the river. But as she picked at one, pushing it back, meaning to scrape it loose, she saw with revulsion that it was now part of his skin.

‘That hurts!’ Zee said, drawing away.

Runt swallowed against the dryness in her throat. ‘When did this appear?’

‘When I was playing. I was looking at the kittens, and then my whole arm started to itch, so I put it in the canal and then when I took it out, it looked like this. What’s happening, Run?’

‘It’s . . . it’s a skin sickness, that’s all. We’ll get some ointment from the market and it’ll go away. Promise.’

She curled up beside him and took him in her arms, just as she used to back in their one-room hut. She closed her eyes, inhaling the sweet scent of his hair and said, ‘Nothing can touch us here. And guess what? My name ain’t Runt no more. It’s Ohemah. Means queen, in one of them Adataliland tongues. Baba gave it to me, because he cares about us. And whatever this is, he’ll know how to make it go away.’

She stroked his shoulder until he stopped weeping and his breathing slowed. Only then did she succumb to the shaking she’d been holding back. It was a skin sickness. Just a skin sickness. There was nothing strange about it, however those scales might look.

But beneath her skin, the Cloistered stirred restively.








SEVENTEEN Morayo


Lord Invoker Morayo Adatali had just reached the door to the storeroom when he heard footsteps in the hallway at his back.

‘What are you doing?’

Morayo whipped around, slipping the eskanaari beneath the folds of his agbada and painting on a brilliant smile. Busino. His sister was near as tall as he, broad of shoulder, and strong. No nurse came with her, but Busino had become an expert at slipping away during crowded celebrations. She too wore a celebratory gown in the family green and white, but her round face was drawn into a scowl.

‘Ah,’ Morayo said. ‘N-nothing. Just looking for my quartet, who seem to be hiding in here.’

She squinted at him. ‘Why are you holding a Forbidden relic? Isn’t that Father Boleo’s?’

‘This? Oh. Well, I was just . . . just trying—’

‘Why did you touch it?’ Her eyes narrowed, as they always did in situations she didn’t understand. ‘It is Forbidden, Morayo.’

Morayo closed his eyes. It is Forbidden, Morayo. Those words were the bane of his life. They had been ever since the day he had tried to follow his father into the secret chamber beneath the palace shrine. Warlord Daloya Adatali had scooped him up, planted a kiss on his forehead and said, It is Forbidden, Morayo. Morayo had learned, over the rains, that so much else was Forbidden. The contents of the palace vaults. His father’s private library. Those secret meetings with First General Sulin Mizito of Cagai. When Morayo learned as a boy that the curious, rolling language Boleo spoke was actually called the Forbidden Tongue, it seemed a cruel joke made just for him.

‘Listen,’ Morayo said, crossing to his sister and steering her back round the way she had come. ‘You head back to the party. I’ll be along shortly. I just need to . . . to speak to my quartet, and then I’ll come and join you. I promise.’

In the distance, the drums played on, and clapping echoed from the corridor’s dark stone walls as someone started up a sparring dance.

‘I don’t want to go back,’ Busino said as he steered her along the wide corridor that led to the feast hall. ‘I don’t want to have a party when we’re all going to die.’

Morayo laughed lightly, the sound false even to his own ears. How to tell her that he didn’t want to go back either? How to tell her that he had no desire to celebrate his birthday and no desire to perform the cheer they all expected of him? They might have come to celebrate him tonight, but he was not a person to them, not truly. He was the entertainment, trotted out like an arokin’s drum whenever the clan needed someone to lift their spirits. Morayo, who was always happy. Morayo, who could always muster a laugh. Morayo, who feared nothing, and whose fearlessness could carry them all. He felt the weight of their adulation like a noose around his neck.

‘We are not going to die,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I mean, look – we have me! The Ahiki dogs don’t stand a chance! We’re going to push back the king’s army because we have the greatest warriors in the land . . . and because Father always has a plan.’

Busino stopped and peered round at him. ‘I know you’re just being kind. I can tell, because when you’re just being kind, you always laugh like that.’

‘Like what?’ he said, laughing again, then cursing inwardly. ‘No, no, I . . . All right, look.’ He lifted a hand and stroked the tightly curled hair Busino kept cropped short, because she never could abide sitting through the elaborate hairstyling most highbloods endured. ‘We do face dangers, Busino. Big dangers. But we are going to fight. And if we fight well, we might win.’


‘There you are!’ Busino’s nurse, Reke, cried from the far end of the hall, the small woman bustling towards them awkwardly in the constricting fabric of her wrapper. ‘I was worried! Come on, let’s get you back.’

‘What if we just say sorry?’ Busino said, turning to him.

‘We can’t say sorry,’ Morayo said, leading her towards Reke. ‘Because we’re not sorry. And because what they have done to our people is very bad. They will continue to do bad things unless we fight back. Which is why we are telling them we won’t stand for it any more.’

Busino drew her lips together. Finally, she said, ‘At least we will be together.’

‘Always!’ Morayo laughed and threw his arm around her. ‘Now you head on back. I won’t be long, I promise.’

He watched them climb towards the clamour of the feast hall, then returned to the room where his quartet were hiding.

‘So!’ Morayo said, throwing open the door. ‘Which one of you is going to tell me the truth?’

Four faces stared up at him, the four men who held his life in their hands whenever he invoked. Merere, that hulking bear of a man with the face of a killer, but the softest heart. Karwin, flame haired and milk pale, his narrow face unusually drawn. Lithe Ibekwe, Morayo’s eager young cousin and newest lieutenant, who at least felt enough shame to avert his eyes.

And Captain Bokku, leaning over a calabash filled with bloody vomit, his grey-streaked hairlocs held back by the other three.

‘Now I have a suspicion,’ Morayo said into the uneasy silence, ‘that this is not a result of too much palm wine.’

‘Just go, will you?’ Bokku rumbled behind his beard. ‘They’ll all be waiting for you.’

‘Such surliness!’ Morayo said, pulling out the eskanaari. ‘Not even a My Lord to send me on my way.’

‘And just what are you planning to do with that?’ Karwin said wearily.

Morayo strode forward, waving it as he had seen Boleo do so many times and shouting, ‘Deganasis alliemon!’ Ah, how delicious it felt to use those Forbidden words. How many times had he watched from the shadows as Boleo used such syllables to speak life into the lost relics of the Scathed people? No, not the Scathed people. His people. Humanity’s ancestors, who had once crafted these wonders with their own hands.

The device brightened, and a series of glyphs appeared in the air above, streaming past faster than Morayo’s eye could track, even if he had possessed the ability to read them. No matter. He was Morayo Adatali. He would fathom it out somehow. Ask it to translate, perhaps, or have the thing assess Bokku again and memorise the glyphs. He could—

‘If you’re trying to find out what’s wrong,’ Bokku said, ‘There’s no need. We already know. Sister Nketcha told me four moons ago. Just go back to the party, Morayo. Please.’

A fit of coughing gripped him, and he leaned forward, more blood flecking from his mouth into the calabash.

‘It’s the wasting sickness, isn’t it?’ Morayo said. He made his lips quirk, but no joke came to his mind. No quick-witted response to soften things. And what softening was there to be had? The man who had taught him how to lift a sword, who had been at his side since Morayo made the Bond, who – if Morayo was being honest – had been more of a father to him than his own was dying. And Morayo Adatali could not charm his way out of that. ‘And you didn’t think to tell me?’ Why was his voice cracking? Why had his cheeks suddenly grown warm?

‘What’s happening with me is not important right now,’ Bokku said. ‘I can still fight. I just need . . . need to rest sometimes.’

‘No,’ Morayo said, the word leaving him before he’d even given it thought. ‘Absolutely not. Another warrior can stand in your place while you receive treatment. Genilu has been looking to join a quartet for rains now – she’s ready, everyone says she is. She can stand in for y—’

‘Can she anticipate Karwin’s moves before he makes them?’ Bokku said, lifting his head, his beard speckled with blood. ‘Can she coordinate her attacks with Merere’s using instinct alone? Can she stand at Ibekwe’s side and know exactly where and when to strike? Can she pull you back from the brink when you refuse to rest, or pass you sharproot before you collapse, or know every one of the tactical moves you’re likely to employ without ever having to ask? Can she do any of that, My Lord?’

Morayo’s throat tightened. Why did he suddenly feel like a chastened child? For a moment, he couldn’t look at them. ‘Sh-she can learn,’ he said softly.

‘Not when we are on the verge of annihilation!’ Bokku shouted.

‘All right!’ Karwin cried, leaping to his feet, his long orange braid swinging. ‘Let’s return to the party, shall we? No one is going to be able to go to bed until your father has given you his gift, so let’s go and receive it!’

Morayo ignored the look Karwin shot the others and let the man throw an arm around him. Ancestors turn from his quartet and their disobedience! This was precisely why he had left them behind when he journeyed west with Father Boleo.

‘You should have told me,’ Morayo said as Karwin marched him out into the hallway and towards the sounds of celebration.

‘Why? So you could charge out into battle at a disadvantage? Because that’s exactly what you’d do.’

‘I’m not letting him fight.’

‘Yes you are,’ Karwin said. ‘Yes you fucking are. You have no right to take this from him. He swore before the ancestors to protect you with his life, and now, when you most need him, you are not going to deny him that.’

‘Even if it kills him?’

‘Even if it kills him.’

Morayo inhaled slowly as they reached the top of the stairs. Servants in green tunics swarmed past them, bearing platters of wine and sugared fruit. Beyond them and through the wide-arched entrance, heads began to turn his way: lords and invokers, soldiers and merchants, the city’s finest . . . those too stupid to have fled already, or those hoping to advance themselves when the palace was overrun: a sea of colourful geles and elaborate braids and jewelled hairlocs and empty smiles. They expected cheer from him, because he was Morayo Adatali, and Morayo Adatali always smiled and laughed.

‘Here he is!’ Karwin cried, lifting one pale, freckled hand as they entered the hall. ‘Bowels freshly relieved!’ He manoeuvred Morayo towards the dais and the crowd fell upon him like crows upon carrion, congratulating him on twenty-six rains of life, clapping him on the shoulders, bowing, raising their glasses or tossing coins at his feet.

A burst of applause and cheering erupted as Morayo climbed up onto the dais where his closest family sat at Warlord Daloya’s side. Karwin, grinning, disappeared back into the throng, orange head bobbing into the distance like a torch.

Father Boleo, sitting crossed-legged behind Morayo, leaned forward. ‘I do hope your bowels have settled now, My Lord,’ he said. ‘If not, I have an item of Cleansed techwork that might help. At least, it was here a moment ago. I wonder where it could have gone?’

‘I can’t imagine,’ Morayo replied, as Captain Omadella glided to her jewelled feet.

‘Thank you all!’ Omadella cried, the music dying and the chatter fading. ‘Thank you! And now, Warlord Daloya’s gift to his youngest son! Let the dancing begin!’

Drumming sounded from the far end of the hall. The crowd parted to reveal a group of arokin storytellers, led by a squat old woman with a talking drum slung over one shoulder. At least, it looked like a talking drum. Even from his spot on the dais, Morayo could see that the threads that ran between its twin ends glimmered brightly, as though made of jewels. As the lead arokin began to play, her dancers – all in matching tunics of green – fanned out behind her.

‘O jackal, hear me!’ the lead arokin sang out, her voice rich and melodious, and the crowd roared with approval as they recognised the song.

‘O jackal, hear me!’ they sang back.

The tale of the Jackal and the Crane. Morayo had once asked his father why the sacred animal of their people was a jackal. In all the stories, jackals were cowardly, disloyal, untrustworthy beasts. Jackals are also clever, Daloya had replied. They are sly. They are resourceful. And they are survivors. Besides, the jackal is not our only sacred animal. It is just the one the Ahiki king chose.

A small, muscular woman with a round face and short hairlocs danced at the centre of the troupe, her eyes squeezed shut. Beatific. Enraptured, as though the music were a near-unbearable ecstasy that bordered on pain. She was glorious, Morayo realised . . . which he sincerely hoped was not why Omadella had chosen this troupe, or this girl to lead them. Omadella was forever trying to marry him off. But despite this, Morayo could not look away from the dancer. He envied her, he realised. How free life would be, how easy, to care only for movement and song.

‘And the crane said!’ the lead drummer tapped out the beat in time with her words, and Morayo realised then that she now stood at the foot of the dais, staring expectantly up at him. Her lips and eyes were painted black, and a series of decorative scars criss-crossed her cheeks. They all had them – every member of her troupe – and it seemed these took the place of tataus, because not a soul among them bore another marking.

She continued to stare expectantly at him as the song slowed. They were all looking at him, he realised. The accompanying music ceased, so that the only sound in the hall was the lead arokin’s unusual talking drum. She tapped out the rhythm again, slowly now, as if explaining a simple concept to a child. ‘And the crane said?’

Something jabbed into Morayo’s back: Boleo’s staff, urging him forward and onto his feet. The moment Morayo moved, a great cheer rose all around and the arokin’s drumming sped up again. The other drummers took up the beat, and then they were all cheering and clapping, and Morayo had no choice but to join the dance. Curse Omadella and curse every lord who looked on. Yes, he was known to dance at every celebration – who didn’t want to see an invoker dance when it was so much of who they were? But that had been before Busharn. Before he’d known it all meant nothing.

The arokin lifted her scrawny arms and cried, ‘And the crane said?’

Morayo grinned. ‘O Jackal, do not mock me so. My wing is deadly as your claw!’

The hall erupted with cheers. Even Karwin, leaning against a pillar near the gardens, snorted and stifled a smile. The other drummers joined in again, and Morayo fell into the steps of the dance he had first learned as a child.

‘O Jackal, sheath your eight fine blades! My wing is swifter than your swords!’

Morayo hadn’t realised until that moment what the song was truly about. The jackal represented his clan, that he had always known. But the crane . . . the crane was his father’s Batide warriors, he was sure of it now. He had always thought it an amusing story for children – simply a jape about a proud bird, trading barbs with the deadly killer of the plains. But no. It was a story of sparring, of training between equals.

The arokin sped up, letting the words cease and the drumming take over as she moved into an unfamiliar rhythm. Morayo stilled as the lead dancer fell into a series of movements he didn’t recognise. It certainly wasn’t part of the song he knew. It was a challenge, and he found himself grinning, because Morayo Two Blades, son of the greatest warlord who had ever lived, never turned down a challenge. He matched the lead dancer’s movements, pausing to kick his absurd jewelled sandals into the crowd and lifting onto the balls of his feet. The pattern was complex, but Morayo practised the emii fighting art daily, and these movements were no more difficult than the more elaborate forms. Soon, he had the rhythm of it, and it was easy then; easy to mimic her, even to add his own flourish – a challenge returned. That made her raise an eyebrow, and she leapt past him, adding an embellishment of her own, spinning to a stop – an invitation to continue.


Morayo let the music carry him. How long had it been since he’d lost himself to time like this, being present only from one heartbeat to the next? Not since he’d last fought, back in the Busharn Wastes, Jinao and his ancestors before him. He felt the pulse of it in his veins . . . and in his tataus, which burned as though with the light of invocation. It was a curious, gentle burning, as though Adatali too danced within him. And when the song ended, and the chanting of the crowd rang from the high ceiling, Morayo realised that it felt good. Perhaps the dance of invocation was meaningless, but this was not. This was his people’s joy, and there was great power in that.

The lead dancer span into him and took his hand. Sweat glistened on her dark brown skin as she smiled up at him. ‘If you want to know the true power of the dance,’ she muttered, ‘come and train with us.’

‘What?’

‘We can teach you the Dance of Burning Blades,’ she said. ‘You will not win this war without it. If you want to truly understand who your people are, then you must master every move. But you cannot tell your family – do you understand? They will—’

‘A grand performance!’ Omadella declared, appearing before them, taking the dancer by the elbow. ‘Thank you for that wonderful song.’

‘Morayo,’ the dancer said, leaning past Omadella, ‘did you hear what I said? You must—’

‘We thank them!’ Omadella cried, shoving the girl away. ‘And now, let the next troupe join us!’

Morayo watched the girl glare back at them before striding off to join the lead arokin.

‘Whatever she said,’ Omadella muttered softly to Morayo, ‘put it from your mind. That dance is forbidden.’

Forbidden. Morayo snorted softly as she led him back to the dais. That word again; a taunt just for him.

An unwitting invitation.

Behind them, the next troupe of arokin appeared: a trio of easterners dressed in red and white shuka cloth, already tapping out a new song on their djembe drums. The cheering had resumed, and the crowd had moved on, but Morayo found his thoughts had not. They lingered on the moment his tataus had throbbed to that forbidden dance.

‘Excuse me,’ he said, extracting his arm from Omadella. He bowed to Daloya, reaching low to the floor. ‘Thank you, Father. And please excuse me.’

‘Lord Morayo—’ Omadella said.

‘I’m afraid my bowels need further attention!’ he called back, before cutting through the crowd.

He strode out into the darkness of the gardens. This deep in the dry season, they weren’t much cooler than the hall had been. Pockets of people sat on the grass, talking, drinking, some looking up as Morayo strode past. After a moment, he realised Boleo was striding along behind him.

‘I’d like my eskanaari back now, if it pleases you,’ Boleo said, catching up with him.

‘You know, that song sparked a thought,’ Morayo said. ‘If we trained more Batide, we could treble our forces. For every Batide, we would have two or three ancestral warriors.’

‘Batide bloodlines are sacred. Your father says their ways cannot be taught to just anyone. There is a limit to—’ Then he froze, his face stilling, his eyes glazing over.

Morayo leaned forward. ‘Father Boleo?’ He waved a hand in front of the old monk’s face. ‘Father?’

Boleo’s tataus flared, and the purple glyphs that now blossomed across his body juddered to life. As Morayo watched, the light pooled in the tips of Boleo’s fingers and then leapt into his staff.

At once, the staff brightened, a stream of glyphs passing across the crystal at its tip, blindingly fast.

‘Father Boleo?’ Morayo removed the eskanaari from his agbada. ‘Father, here, have it back! I apologise for I taking it!’

Faster the glyphs streamed, and then a single shaft of light burst from the crystal and streaked out into the night.

Boleo straightened. ‘—what we can do.’

‘Um,’ Morayo said. ‘Father, what just happened?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You stopped talking, and then all your glyphs turned purple and something came out of your staff.’

Boleo stared at him. A strange expression flickered across his face. Then he snatched the eskanaari from Morayo’s hand and turned away.

‘I think Bokku’s dying!’ Morayo called after him.

‘Just get back to your birthday feast!’ Boleo shouted, and stomped off into the night.








EIGHTEEN Ohemah


Ohemah. That was her name. Ohemah: Gamani’s daughter. A member of the Chedu Family. A Chosen of the Cloistered. As she settled into life at Riverhouse, it was the name they all called her, and it felt entirely her own.

Everything she had ever wanted came to her in that first moon. She had the respect of all those around her. She had a dry place to sleep. She had clean clothes. She had solid walls. She had coin. She had shoes. She had food; more food than she could possibly eat. She had safety, because no one could break in while she slept or corner her on her way home. She had clean, sweet water fresh from a household well lined with glyphs that removed the poison from every drop. This last was maintained by a grinning, lanky monk with a wandering gaze, who arrived every five days to chant life back into the Forbidden glyphs. Baba had many private conversations with that monk, out by the canal, and Ohemah watched him quietly slip the holy one bags of coin. On one occasion, the monk handed Baba a glowing techwork crystal, which Baba threaded onto a length of black twine. The monk talked, while Baba placed the twine reverentially over his own head, as though it were a marriage garland and he had just made a solemn vow. Afterwards, Baba passed the monk the largest pouch of coin Ohemah had ever seen.

‘So you’re the daughter, are you?’ the monk said as he sauntered past her one afternoon. His tightly curled hair clung to his head in scant patches, like drowning islands in a sea of brown. The eyes that bore hungrily into her were ringed with dark circles. He stank of stale sweat and sharproot. The crystal at the heart of his staff spun wanly, like a leaf stuck in a whirlpool, circling listlessly as its light flickered and dimmed.

‘Ohemah,’ she replied. ‘Gamani Chedu’s daughter.’

His eyes assessed her, as though she were a sack of grain to be haggled over at market. ‘Quite charming.’ He reached forward, long, grey-stained fingers groping for her pendant. ‘Might I—’

‘No,’ Baba said, appearing behind the monk and taking his elbow. ‘Thank you for your time, Father Wunma, but we won’t hold you up any longer.’

‘No specimens for me today?’ Wunma said.

‘Not yet,’ Baba said, steering the monk towards the building. ‘Not able to get out into the city much right now.’

‘A pity. We are running rather short. If our research stalls, we may be forced to look elsewhere for our—’

‘It’s only temporary. I promise you, things’ll be back to normal soon.’

‘Oh, good,’ Wunma said, glancing over his shoulder to grin at Ohemah. ‘I do so miss our work together.’

Yes, Ohemah now had everything she had ever wanted; and above all, she had family. But as the days came and went, she soon realised it was a family divided. This was never more evident than when they sat together each evening, out on the veranda overlooking the canal. While the children brought out plates and bowls laden with steaming vegetables and yam and rice, two distinct lines formed along the eating mat. On one side sat Gamani and what remained of the High Hill Chedus, including Ba Casten, Krayl, Lakoz, Feyin and two burly fighters whose names Ohemah did not know.

On the other sat willowy Uncle Bediako, as silent and remote as a mountain, along with his adult children, spouse and lieutenants. As they ate, the children bringing out flatbreads and fried bean cakes and crisp corn fritters, the conversation seemed amiable enough. But Ohemah slowly began to pick up on the minor slights and veiled attacks that were exchanged: Bediako asking about the Silver Cascade and what happened to its profits; his offhand probing about Gamani’s absence and about how much the household now cost to run. And in turn, Baba mentioned how very peaceful things had become, how very relaxed, how slow of pace; and ancestors, he hated to say it, but many of their business partners now seemed rather friendly with the Sengs or the Bhutens. All of it was delivered with smiles and soft laughter, but Ohemah saw the daggers that lay hidden behind the gentle words.

She also discovered, when she tried to go to market for more of the tea that seemed to help soothe the itching in Zee’s skin infection, that she was not allowed to leave the compound.

‘Are we prisoners?’ Ohemah said to her baba one evening as she sat with him while he fed Old Mama her stew, a ritual he insisted on performing himself each night.

‘Course not,’ he replied. ‘Just can’t leave, is all.’

‘Ain’t that the same thing?’

Old Mama’s rheumy eyes stared out into the front yard while her son dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a cloth. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s not the same at all.’

Ohemah glanced across to where Bediako stood in the entrance to the yard, chatting to the boy who brought their vegetables every other day. ‘Why’d you put up with him?’

‘Nothing to put up with,’ Baba replied mildly. ‘He’s my uncle and I love him. We just have different opinions sometimes.’ Baba lifted the spoon to Old Mama’s lips. ‘Besides, the ancestors don’t take kindly to bickering among their kin. Makes ’em turn from us.’

The next day, Krayl didn’t come to their evening meal, and the day after that, Old Feyin was absent too.

‘What’s wrong with them?’ Bediako said, staring at Baba across the eating mat as he said it, as though he knew exactly what the answer was and where the blame lay.

‘They got the shits,’ Casten said loudly. ‘They’ll be right as rain in a couple’a days.’

But Ohemah noticed how Casten had taken to wearing long sleeves, and how he scratched at his powerful arms when he thought no one was looking.

Bediako balled pounded yam in his fingers as he studied them. ‘I’d like to know which one of you hired the Red Hands to attack the bakery on Arrant Hill.’

Baba looked up, his expression unreadable, but it was Casten who sighed and tipped his head to the sky. ‘It was me. What’s the fucking problem? They killed Harvell. Don’t do to let that slide.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘The last time she was seen was at the foot of that hill,’ Casten said. ‘Got friends who say they saw her go up there. And what was it your monk said, Gamani?’

Gamani’s jaw tensed. ‘The monks found a woman’s body. Sounded like Harvell. They said it was greybloods.’

‘Fuck that. It weren’t greybloods. We all just gonna sit here and pretend the bakers didn’t have her executed? They got the whole street in their payment, and—’

‘Who did you bribe to take money to the Red Hands?’ Bediako said quietly. ‘You are supposed to be keeping your head down. Yesterday, I had a group of them asking for compensation for the death of four of their messengers, or they were going to say exactly who hired them. We don’t deal with their sort. You know that.’

Casten nodded. ‘See what we’re up against? The bakers had them executed, too.’

‘I’m not sure that they did. Which should give us all pause.’

‘So what do you plan to do about Harvell?’

‘I plan to do nothing,’ Bediako said. ‘She was killed by greybloods. And that’s the end of it.’

‘And you ain’t worried about the votives? The bakers set us up. Now they’ve had four Red Hands killed, to send us a message. This ain’t no normal lowblood family.’

‘I’m not worried about the votives. Are you, Casten? Worried, I mean. Does this family of bread-makers cause you fear?’ He watched Casten, chewing calmly while the larger man held his gaze. The only person Ohemah had ever seen stare Casten down was her own baba. Once, she’d thought Casten the most terrifying, most powerful man in the city. Now, he seemed little more than an ill-treated dog, all bluster and slaver, to be wielded like a weapon.

‘Soon as I’m out of here,’ Casten said, lowering his eyes to his plate, ‘I’m gonna kill every fucking one of them bakers.’

The next morning, as Ohemah was helping Zee bind his infected arm with the bandages he now wore, one of her cousins entered their room and said Uncle Bediako wanted to have tea with her in his greenhouse. She stepped out into the corridor to find Baba leaning against the wall, watching sombrely.

‘Enjoy tea,’ he said, gripping her shoulder as she passed. ‘Bediako’s been wanting to have tea with you since we got here.’

Ohemah followed her tiny cousin along the hallway, hating the veiled way they manoeuvred around each other, wishing they would all say what they meant.

Uncle Bediako looked up expectantly as she entered his plant room. He sat cross-legged upon a small eating mat, beneath bowing house palms that shaded him from the sun slanting through the tall windows. Two cups of tea steamed away before him. Sitting there, he reminded her of the paintings she’d seen of invokers: stately, upright, poised. Yet the harshness with which he regarded her had nothing pleasant in it, and so she stood before him and returned it tenfold.

‘May I see the pendant,’ he said finally, looking away, not inviting her to sit.

A spark of possessiveness flared within her, but she made sure to smother it quickly. However much she might dislike Bediako, he was kin and a family elder. She reached beneath her yellow tunic and pulled out the ugly carving that tethered the Cloistered to the mortal realm.

[Do not abandon us!]

[Not again!]

Steeling herself, she slipped the blackglass chain over her head and offered it to her uncle with a steady hand.

Bediako took the pendant between his fine, dark fingers and turned it over thoughtfully.

‘It only works for me,’ Ohemah said into the silence. ‘If I’m parted from it, they stay with it, waiting for me to return.’

‘Did your baba tell you why you have it?’

‘Because I’m chosen. He said I have to look after it, for the Family and our cause.’

‘Yes, but did he tell you why? Did he tell you what it’s for?’

Ohemah’s jaw tightened. She didn’t need to know why. Her baba wanted her to have it, and that was all that mattered. Being part of a Family meant trusting those above. In time, when she had earned it, he would explain all. Surely Bediako knew this already?

‘Baba said it talks,’ Ohemah said finally. ‘And I also learned that it heals.’

Bediako nodded to himself, then motioned silently for her to sit.

‘I expect your baba told you this was all part of some great plan of the Family’s, and it is. But not in this way.’ Bediako lifted the tiny teacup, and so Ohemah copied his movements, taking the second cup and bringing it to her lips. The tea was hot and strong and sweet. Too sweet, though Ohemah swallowed it down without comment.

Bediako gestured to a large, purple flower in the trough to his left. ‘This is an Ashane violet. From the Ashan region of Dimadu, where Chedu himself was born. It’s one of the last in existence. Chedu descendants, for centuries, have kept this flower in their gardens and greenhouses, protecting it.’ He dipped his fingers into his tea and then dangled them over the flower, letting a few small drops fall onto the petals. To Ohemah’s surprise, the petals curled upwards, guiding the tea towards the flower’s bright yellow heart. ‘It looks a lot like the Dimadu violet, doesn’t it? That flower is its descendant. Most of the Ashane violets were wiped out when the Scathed were attacked. A few mutated and became the Dimadu version.’


‘Don’t know much about flowers,’ Ohemah said flatly. ‘And I ain’t never heard of Ashan.’

‘That is because Ashan no longer exists. It was destroyed by the Ahikis when they turned upon the indigenous peoples of the Nine Lands and poisoned our waters. Millions upon millions of plants were wiped out too, and animals, though we have few records of those. Everything that was unable to adapt was killed. Those that survived were . . . diminished. Rendered less than they were. Plants. Animals. And people.’

The Cloistered bubbled eagerly against her skin while Bediako watched her silently, waiting for her to respond. But she was not going to favour him with confusion or astonishment, even if she burned to understand. ‘Oh well. That’s a shame.’

Bediako laughed and looked away. ‘We are like the Dimadu violets . . . lesser versions of the original. What I need you to understand is that for generations, our Family has devoted itself to restoring what we lost. But if we don’t tread carefully, we will destroy it all.’

‘This got something to do with the Cloistered?’ Ohemah said, before she could stop herself. Then she lifted her tea, to disguise her interest.

‘Yes. My baba starved to death when I was ten rains old and all the able-bodied farmers in our village were sent to war. It was what brought my ma to this city. Then she died of the river sickness, on my fifteenth birthday, because the techwork that could have saved her is Forbidden. Every day, our people die needlessly because their true power is denied them. That’s what we want to change. But we can’t defeat the Ahikis by attacking. And so we threaten them with something they can’t defend themselves against. Threaten only. Not allow this thing to run rampant so that, in all likelihood, they destroy us along with our enemy.’

Ohemah had no idea what the fall of the Scathed people had to do with the Ahikis, but she nodded along as though she cared and understood. A pressure blossomed behind her eyes, intensifying into an unpleasant burning: the Cloistered, simmering within her, pressing upon her body and mind. She closed her eyes against the pain and said, ‘So you’re saying I weren’t supposed to let the Cloistered out, is that it?’

Bediako extended his left arm, revealing the Chedu tatau that covered it, a pair of eyes within a pattern of waves. As she watched, he lifted to his feet and raised both arms. ‘Ancestors, hear me,’ he intoned, and as he spoke, his tataus began to glow. ‘Blood of the deep, hear me!’ And light peeled away from his skin, forming patterns, whorls in the air. ‘Chedu, hear me! Rise from your swamp to defend those who remain!’

Ohemah stared, disbelieving, as light burst from Bediako’s body and coalesced in the air before her. It resolved into a towering man, his long hairlocs falling to his waist. The floor around his bare feet shimmered so that he seemed to stand in a pool of dark, viscous liquid. Strapped to his bare back was a glimmering mace. He had the dark brown skin common in Dimadu, but strangely pale eyes – like her own, she realised. The air itself seemed to shift around him as he tipped his head to regard her.

Bediako didn’t move, his whole body shaking, his eyes rolled back. Invoker. Uncle Bediako was an invoker, yet this was not one of the Nine. Only the invoker clans could bring their ancestors back from beyond the pyre. Only the nine founding warlords could return. Yet here stood a power from beyond the mortal realm, a power she could not explain. The ancestor’s pale gaze seemed to strip back the layers of her heart until only the deepest part of her remained. The part that had raised a fist to Ma. The part that had stared in fascination when Gifted Mikim was torn apart. The part that revelled in the power of the Cloistered.

‘You’re . . .’ Ohemah blinked. Why was she trembling? As the ancestor leaned towards her, every hair on her arms lifted from her skin. Within his pale eyes, she saw swirling shapes that almost looked like glyphs. ‘You’re Chedu.’

Bediako lowered his hands, and Chedu faded slowly from the world.

‘Everyone in this Family has pledged themselves to our ancestor,’ Bediako said, a sheen of sweat glistening on his brow. ‘Everyone except you. You can bring him in now.’

Ohemah opened her mouth to ask what he meant when she heard movement at her back. She turned to see the child had returned, this time leading the hulking form of Casten behind her.

‘You’re all invokers,’ Ohemah said.

‘Some are. Those Chedu has accepted for the Bond. For the Families, the Bond is not about warfare. It is the means by which we preserve our history. Casten, bring your ancestor out into the light.’

Casten stiffened, holding Bediako’s gaze. ‘You know full well I can’t do that no more.’

Bediako slid his gaze back to Ohemah. ‘Now do you see the cost of what you did? And I believe this is only the start. It was Gamani’s idea to cross the world and seek them out. I didn’t like keeping secrets from our elders in Dimadu, but I trusted Gamani. Instead, he went against all that we had agreed and had you let them out. Do you know how many there are?’

Ohemah thought of that day in the slums, when she had run from person to wounded person. She thought of the two men Baba had her heal, two men who had travelled east and never returned. ‘No,’ she said softly. ‘I don’t.’

‘Those creatures destroy the ancestral Bond. And what you did in the Silver Cascade went against the wishes of the Council of Elders. The Sengs believe you used techwork to revive Casten and the others after the council placed their fate in Seng hands. Now I have to lie to the council and to my family about what we’ve done. Those creatures are dangerous, Ohemah. And letting them out was the most reckless, most short-sighted thing your baba ever did.’

The Cloistered rose within her, and Ohemah felt their anger sear through her. She was chosen. Without her, their schemes were nothing. He should be thanking her, but instead, he spoke to her as though she were dirt. It was Baba who had plucked her from Ba Casten’s kitchens. Baba who had trusted her with his life’s work. He had always sought the best for her. Family or not, she owed this stranger nothing.

[That’s right.]

[Where was he when you stood alone?]

[He does not care for you.]

‘Look,’ Casten said, cutting across her thoughts, ‘I told you. It was Harvell’s supplier, them bakers, what sabotaged the votives. Can’t you tell the council that? Let me leave the compound and I’ll get a confession out of them myself, if that’s what the Sengs want.’

‘The moment you leave this compound, the Sengs will execute you,’ Bediako said. ‘And none of them will believe a story like that. Until I can find a way to undo the damage, you are all stuck here.’

‘Fucking joke,’ Casten muttered, turning and striding towards the door. Only as he passed the sunlight of the window did Ohemah notice the green ridges on the back of his neck: scales, just like Zee.

‘It’s time to go,’ Bediako said, placing his teacup on the side of a flower trough. ‘The council session has already begun.’

She followed him out of the plant room to find that many members of the household lined the main hallway to watch them pass. She felt like part of a funeral procession as they nodded solemnly in greeting; as though her uncle were leading her to her doom. Perhaps he was. Perhaps he intended to offer her up to the council and name her the cause of all their ills.

Instead of heading out into the front yard, they stopped beside a heavy wooden door, its dark wood dominated by a carving of a tree in what appeared to be a vast swamp. Bediako pushed it open, revealing a circular room awash with sunlight streaming down through a domed glass ceiling. But it was to the centre of the room that her eye was drawn. There, in a bed of rich dark earth, stood a tree. Its twisted branches curved round each other, like a nest of serpents. Its leaves, red as blood, were near perfect circles. As Ohemah stepped forward, she realised glyphs pulsed gently along its bark, rhythmic as a heartbeat.

Spirit wood.

She spotted Baba, seated cross-legged before the tree, his eyes closed, an ornate knife lying at his side.

‘Sit,’ Bediako said.

Ohemah dropped to the floor. A mass of paintings and sketches covered the walls – offerings; and more stood upon the floor . . . platters of food, bowls of jewels, children’s toys, garlands of dried flowers – anything that might be of value to those who had been brought before this tree. Bediako removed a small flower from his tunic and placed it upon a carving of a dog.

‘It is rare for them to permit one without the Bond to enter the ancestral realm,’ Bediako said as he seated himself beside her. ‘Under other circumstances, it would be a great honour.’

The ancestral realm: he said it simply, as he might say the council lay across the street. Ohemah had never placed much faith in the ancestors, and less still in the notion that they dwelt on in some other place. But she did not question as Bediako took the knife from Baba’s side and nicked his thumb with it.

Bediako offered her the hilt as a bead of blood appeared where he had been cut. As she took it, she noticed a single branch had recently been broken from the tree. The pale, exposed wood beneath looked somehow obscene.

Bediako leaned forward to press his bleeding thumb to one of the spirit tree’s circular leaves. Ohemah echoed his movements. She had expected the leaf to feel delicate, but it seemed as sturdy as rubber. When she squeezed it between thumb and forefinger, it thrummed beneath her skin.

‘Our blood as one,’ Bediako said. ‘We pledge ourselves to Chedu. Let no bough be broken.’

The moment he spoke, his eyes fluttered closed and the branch he held flared with bright glyphs.

Ohemah glanced across at Baba. Whatever awaited them, she would not let him face it alone. ‘Our blood as one,’ she said. ‘We pledge ourselves to Chedu. Let no bough be broken.’

Then something seized her, pulling her backwards, down and down, until the floor, the sunlight, the world itself fell away.








NINETEEN Boleo


The king’s army arrived at dawn.

Father Boleo watched them from the top of the Moon Tower, the longglass pressed to his face. A shimmering sea of gold poured steadily out onto the Tayo’s Tears plain, like molten rock from a fire mountain. The Ahikis might have killed every monk in every monastery they passed, but Boleo did not need his whispermasters to know when the army was coming. Farmers fled before them, telling of scorched fields and slaughtered cattle. Many came to Ewo for safety, but those with means – and, Boleo had to admit, wits – continued on east into Dimadu or west into Mizitoland.

‘The last amytaar is in place!’ Kipteni called as he dragged himself up the final few stairs and onto the rooftop, sweat running down the sides of his young face. He leaned on the pale blue crystal of the outer wall, his chest heaving from the climb.

Boleo lifted the longglass again. Fifty Forbidden monoliths surrounded the city of Ewo in a perfect ring. Too few, but they were all Boleo could cobble together in time. They stood out on the plain like lone sentries, columns of blackglass thrice the height of a mortal. Standing stones, the people of the north called them. But Boleo had long ago unpicked their workings. They were techwork wonders of immense power, capable of turning the sun’s light into shimmering protective energies that, when conjoined, created an impenetrable barrier.

Boleo lifted his staff. ‘Activate shield!’ he commanded in the Forbidden Tongue, and the light of observation cut across the morning, slicing out over the city in a shaft of yellow luminescence that sprang from one amytaar to the next. The only sign that the energies had begun their work was a ripple of movement in the air, like heat glimpsed across a desert, the ripple spreading, joining other ripples, forming a whole that soon faded from mortal sight.

Boleo lowered his staff to find Kipteni gaping up at him in awe, his eyes wide with wonder and longing.

‘Do close your mouth,’ Boleo snapped. ‘It is not seemly to gawp like that.’

‘But it is a marvel! Look at it!’ Kipteni lifted his arms to the clear sky. ‘I understand the principle, of course, but to think of combining repelling energies in this way! The calculations required to ensure that every section is able to tessellate with the next, to ensure that they don’t repel each other . . . it is truly a feat of wondrous magnitude.’

Boleo scowled. ‘Yes, well, let us hope that my sums are correct or this will likely be a very short siege. The monoliths will need careful tending. I have not tested them for constant use, and—’

‘Would you like me to go over your calculations and check your work? I could identify weak spots, or points which are likely to fail first. I would imagine we could predict fairly accurately, based on wind direction, which sections of the shields will receive the brunt of the attacks to come, which are in favourable positions for the sun, and so on.’

Boleo ground his teeth. Now this whelp was offering to correct his mathematics, was he? He seemed to have forgotten who was the teacher and who the student. But Kipteni did have a way with numbers, and a thirst for spotting the tiniest of errors. ‘Fine,’ Boleo said. ‘Fine. You do that. But do not let it distract from your work locating the third tower.’

The Ahikis had not yet formed ranks, as Boleo had expected. Instead, tents and pavilions rose within the golden swarm. They were settling in, then. Anticipating a long campaign. Boleo supposed he should be flattered.

‘Yes, Your Holiness,’ Kipteni said, bowing swiftly before running eagerly away.

Boleo watched him head to the trapdoor that led down into the tower. How small the city looked, here at its highest point. How peaceful. Ewo’s ancient walls, running in a meandering loop, looked like something from a child’s stacking game. The Royal Clan would never attack the wider populace. Of course they wouldn’t. If they did, they risked rallying every lord in the south to Daloya’s cause. Still he could not help but recall the fate of Clan Kzani, their lands turned to desert, their people struck down. It was no drought, nor a greyblood attack – Daloya had told him that now. That had been the Royal Clan. Such power! Perhaps his people were fools to take it on. And yet it was far too late for doubts now. Surely every grand endeavour seemed folly at the start.

He caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Morayo again. The boy had been following him even more keenly than usual. ‘What is it?’

‘How are you feeling, Father?’

‘I feel fine. Why?’

‘Just . . . no strange sensations? No tingling in your . . . interesting new markings?’

‘Whatever you thought you saw after the banquet, it was nothing with which you need to be concerned. Didn’t your father ask you to check the guards on the tunnels?’

Morayo sighed theatrically. ‘No one is going to enter the city through the tunnels. There are more guards and traps and ancestors knows what down there than there are in this entire palace. Listen, Father, I came to talk to you about Captain Bokku.’

‘Your Holiness!’ Kipteni’s voice came again, as the youth appeared at the top of the stairs. ‘Your Holiness! It is Sister Ulla! She is waiting for you in Moon Courtyard!’

Perfect. Days of waiting for Ulla to deign to see him, and she chose now. But the fact that she had come in person gave him pause. He couldn’t remember the last time she had willingly set foot within the palace. He’d always believed it was part of her power play with him . . . a reminder that nothing he did was worthy of her time. Only now was he coming to understand that it was not him she sought to snub, but the invoker clans she hated. Yet she had prised herself out of her mansion and travelled across the heat of the city to see him.

‘I’m coming,’ Boleo said, securing the longglass to his belt. ‘Send for palm wine. And see that we are not disturbed.’

‘I’ll come too!’ Morayo said, leaping after him.

‘Oh no you won’t,’ Boleo snapped. ‘And if you want to help Bokku, tell the man he needs to rest.’

Boleo met Ulla under the shade of the portico overlooking the palace water gardens. Rows of fountains in the shape of jackals fed the artificial pool generations of clan children had used to play and swim. She wore a floor-length purple komole, a matching gele covering her bald head, its ends flaring like a corona. She looked more bride than nun. Almost unrecognisable. A disguise, to cross the city unobserved.

‘So you really are still here,’ she said. ‘I almost expected you to take your little collection of treasures and flee east before the slaughter begins.’

‘And I suppose you remained because the golden elephants of Maadu are too heavy to carry?’ Boleo said.

A palace servant in a green tunic scurried over with a tray of wine and fruit. ‘I was born in Ewo, Your Holiness,’ she replied, taking a wine cup and ignoring the rest. ‘Besides, someone has to be here to welcome them when they march through the gates in a few days.’ She smiled wickedly. It occurred to him then just how many secrets she knew, how much wealth she had amassed, and how far her network of loyal nuns stretched. Sieges usually ended in one of two ways: starvation or betrayal. He would have to watch her closely.

‘Have you come here just to insult me or is there something else you want?’ he said.

‘That’s no way to speak to the person who might just be able to save your soul. Oh, and this city.’

Boleo bit back his sharp reply. ‘Go on.’

‘I have meditated upon your predicament, Father Boleo, and the ancestors have shown me that I cannot help you invoke the spirit that dwells within you.’

After all they had risked to obtain Vunaji, he would not let them fail because this nun was not equal to the task he had set her. All it meant was he would have to find someone who was.

‘I see,’ he replied stiffly. ‘Then we have no further—’

‘Wait.’ Ulla held up a hand. ‘I said I cannot help you invoke. That you must learn to do yourself, in the way that all invokers must – by establishing an affinity and making a connection. However, I can force the spirit out and trap them here in the mortal realm. They will not be able to act or fight, but it will give you a chance to . . . appeal to them, perhaps.’

‘Good. This is good.’ It might not have been the answer he sought, but it was something. It was a chance. ‘Then let us begin at once!’

Ulla turned to him, taking hold of his left wrist. The glyphs now covered the entire length of his arm and half his chest. There was no disguising them now, and in truth, Boleo often forgot they were there. ‘First I must ask you, Father: are you quite sure you want to meet this being?’ She drew her free hand over the glyphs – meaningless numbers and symbols he had been unable to decipher. ‘I sense a certain . . . wrongness from it. A certain corruption. Are you absolutely certain you know its nature?’ Was that concern he glimpsed in her eyes, there and gone so fast? It couldn’t be. Ulla thought only of herself, and the riches she could squeeze out of him.

Boleo smiled faintly. ‘No. But I will do whatever is needed of me.’

Ulla laughed lightly. ‘Vunaji is not just a spirit who gathers. They are a spirit who devours. Perhaps it is you, Father, who is being devoured.’

‘I do not believe it means me harm. If anything, it seems . . . fearful.’ But even as he said the words, he began to wonder.

‘Fear can be dangerous, Father Boleo. Fear can be the most dangerous motivator of them all.’

Boleo turned away so that she would not see his unease. ‘This is what Daloya has had planned for decades. We must see it through, whatever the risks to me personally. There is no other way out.’

‘I took some time to research the history of Vunaji,’ Ulla continued. ‘What I found was fascinating indeed. The being is unique – quite different from other spirit eaters. Able to replicate themself. Able to remain fully in the mortal realm. Already in command of the souls of thousands. But I also found a troubling claim that Vunaji is fated to act out the circumstances of their own demise, destroying first their host’s family, then their hometown, and then the host’s entire people. So I ask you again. Is this something you wish to pursue?’

Boleo had no family, but he had a home and a people. Yet he had to believe Daloya had prepared for all this. ‘Let’s just get on with it, shall we?’

‘Very well. As I say, I believe I could draw Vunaji out and hold them here, at least for a time. But if they are hiding, as they seems to be, they may be . . . unhappy when we force them into the light. And I suspect that this is a creature we do not want to antagonise.’

‘That risk is mine to take. And take it I shall.’

Ulla eyed him. ‘And you are certain – quite certain – that you have told me all there is to tell. That you have left no detail perhaps unintentionally forgotten?’

Of course she knew. She was too clever, and she had known him too long. But what difference could it make, whether the spirit was intended for him or for Jinao Mizito? It didn’t change what Vunaji was or what they could do. And yet Jinao had been trained, prepared, moulded his entire life for this Bond. Establishing an affinity was key – that was what Sister Ulla had said. Affinity was always key to the Bond.

Boleo sighed. ‘There is a . . . possibility that I was not the intended recipient of this Bond.’

‘A possibility? Come now, Father Boleo!’

‘Very well. A certainty. The spirit was intended for another, but chose me instead.’

Ulla straightened. ‘Chose you? Chose you how?’

‘We . . . opened the way to the ancestral realm. Vunaji came through. The recipient was there, but . . . I was the one the creature attached themself to. I had made the cuts on myself before I understood that the . . . intended recipient was to be delivered to us. So I too was open for the Bond. But I never dreamed that Vunaji would—’

‘Who was this intended recipient?’


Now it was Boleo’s turn to regard her askance. ‘Come now, Sister Ulla. You know information like that cannot be traded for free.’

Distantly, a bell rang, taken up across the city. An alarm. In his left hand, Father Boleo’s staff flared to life. Glyphs streamed across its surface with a message from one of his lookouts. A warrior monk has approached the city gates. He asks for an audience with only you, to discuss a peaceful resolution.

Boleo closed his eyes. He could refuse to meet them. A peaceful resolution. Likely that meant surrender. But he had to admit: he had not thought the Royal Clan would want to discuss terms this early. If they sought to draw him out so they could strike one of Daloya’s key pieces from the board, then they had underestimated him. Perhaps a small demonstration of his power might teach them a valuable lesson.

‘Tell them I will meet them outside the city wall,’ Boleo replied.

‘I think I shall head home now,’ Sister Ulla said. ‘I have preparations to make. If you are still alive in three days, I shall return and perform the ritual then.’

‘You’ll come to the palace again?’

Ulla smiled brilliantly. ‘But of course, Holy Father. I would never dream of invoking an unknown spirit of untold power in my own home. I value my new glasshouse far too much for that.’

Omadella wanted to send him out with an escort of Batide, but Boleo demonstrated his feelings on the matter by striding from the circleroom while she was still talking. If the Ahikis meant to try to kill him, he did not need Daloya’s guards getting in his way.

He wore his beaded skirt and the turaco mask of his station, but instead of a looping tunic, he had a servant adorn his bare chest with warpaint in green and white. When she paused to ask what symbol of luck he wanted across his stomach, he said, ‘I want you to write, For the ones who came before.’

Kipteni scurried along at his side as they approached the city gates, eyes alight with excitement. Ancestors curse the boy! Between him and Morayo, it seemed Boleo was destined to be forever plagued by curious young fools.

‘Adatali!’ one of the guards on the gate chanted. ‘Adatali! Adatali!’

Soon, Adatali’s name rang out all around, as the great ebony gates grumbled open. Hundreds lined the battlements high above, far more than Omadella had commanded to be ready with bow and arrow. Everyone wanted to catch even a fleeting glimpse of a warrior monk, that creature of nightmare so few had ever encountered.

Across the expanse of dry grass, beyond the shimmering heat haze, a bristling sea of gold awaited. Tents and pavilions. Warriors and horses. Thousands. Clan Ahiki had sent thousands.

A lone figure stood apart from the mass, examining the blackglass monolith from the far side of the Forbidden barrier. They were little more than a dark outline, with four smaller outlines behind them. Yet from the way the air shimmered around them, there could be no mistaking what they were.

Kipteni looked over at him. ‘They are no match for you, Your Holiness. I know what happened before. One came to the palace and then . . . disappeared.’

‘That was a lone warrior monk without an army at his back,’ Boleo said. ‘And he had not been expecting to meet a challenge.’

By the time they passed under the city wall and out onto the plain beyond, the thunder of the Adatali name seemed to ring out from the land itself. As Boleo walked, more sounds joined it: drums, the ringing of bells, the trill of distant pipes. He smiled to himself. It was a call to wake every ancestor in the land.

As the monolith grew before them, so did the figure they approached: a man, with mid brown skin, his head completely bald. Golden tataus covered every part of his body: Boleo saw the sun of Ahiki, the forbidden glyphs of a monk, and other symbols his research had never managed to identify. Looping red chains extended from the monk’s wrist, two on each side, connecting him with the four emaciated figures at his back. No, not chains . . . thin tubes, embedded in the monk’s skin and attached to the golden collars of the three women and one man who swayed behind him, uniting their blood. These four wore plain gold tunics, their wasted bodies trembling with the effort of remaining upright. One gazed at the sky. Two hunched facing each other, their eyes rolled back. The last, the only man among them, had no eyes at all. All four members of this macabre quartet had the bald heads and pale blue tataus of nuns. Former nuns. Now they were tethered, body and soul, to one of the most powerful figures in the land. A figure that was grinning at Boleo now, head tilted mockingly.

‘So this is the famed Father Boleo,’ the warrior monk said when Boleo reached the nearside of the monolith. It was difficult to tell the warrior monk’s age from behind the black and gold sun tataued across his face. His deep-set eyes put him at anywhere from thirty rains to sixty. The only thing he wore save his loincloth was his staff of office, strapped to his back with a thick rope. Nine thinking jewels gleamed on the staff’s broad tip, arranged there like the petals of a flower.

‘I studied all the papers you wrote as a noviciate,’ the warrior monk continued, drifting towards him, the air around his head shimmering as he moved. ‘Remarkable mind. Quite remarkable. Such a pity, what has become of it.’ He stopped, his tethered nuns shuffling to a halt behind him. Urine ran down the leg of one as she stared vacantly ahead. Revolting. Boleo knew little of what the warrior monks did to the nuns they bound to them. Only that their spirits became somehow . . . trapped.

Boleo pierced the ground with his staff. ‘You wish to discuss terms for peace.’

‘Yes,’ the monk said. ‘I am Father Unworthy. I am here on behalf of His Golden Majesty, King Jakhenaten II Ahiki. His benevolence has been wounded by the displays of ingratitude demonstrated by Clan Adatali, but he is willing to forgive them, if Warlord Daloya surrenders himself to us. Daloya is to accompany us back to the Garden and turn the rule of this city over to our envoy, Regent Talimo. In exchange, this city will be spared.’ Father Unworthy smiled. In his narrow, shrunken face, his teeth were surprisingly even and white. ‘One life for many, Father Boleo. One life, and all will be forgotten.’

‘Yes,’ Boleo said. ‘Yes. I agree to your terms. My Warlord, Daloya, will gladly surrender himself to you for judgement. But in exchange, rule of this city will be handed over to his heir. We will no longer pay the royal tithes. We will no longer fight in your wars. We will no longer be part of His Golden Majesty’s royal protectorate. And you will no longer be welcome in our lands.’

Father Unworthy tipped back his head, laughing at the clouds, laughing like a dockside drunk, and after a moment, his four nuns joined him, mimicking his movements, no emotion behind the sound at all – the mindless aping of empty shells.

‘This and all lands belong to His Golden Majesty,’ Unworthy said. ‘So you would like me to relay the message that you are refusing your king’s terms?’

‘Yes,’ Boleo said. ‘Relay that, if you would. And let His Golden Majesty know that he is not welcome in Ewo. Let him know that we will see Ewo burn to cinders before we surrender it to his rule. Let him know that we no longer bow to the invader king, a king whose ancestors destroyed our civilisation, and whose forebears stole our history and our creations. Let him know we do not forgive, and that we will never again forget. Let him know that we will meet any force he sends against us.’ Boleo pointed his staff across at the man. ‘The people of Ewo are under my protection. Leave now, or face the consequences.’

Father Unworthy covered his mouth, shoulders rounding as though they had just shared a great secret. He sauntered towards the shimmering wall until his forehead touched it. Sparks flared in a perfect circle around his face as he grinned through at Boleo. That shimmering in the air travelled with him, piecing through the barrier, and Boleo felt its pressure on his skin, like the breeze before a storm. Distantly, he thought he heard whispers: no, screams – so faint and feeble as to be near indistinguishable from the wind.

‘I am glad, actually,’ Unworthy said. ‘Now, I get to face you on the field of battle. I am going to enjoy razing this city. I am going to enjoy tearing your soul from its cage of flesh. When I have finished, your name will be scrubbed from the pages of history. I will smash these lands until the ocean devours them, and no one will remember that they were ever here.’

He spread his hands, forehead still pressed to the barrier. ‘Commence demolition of the barrier!’ he cried.

Every tatau on his body flared to life, bright as the rising of the sun. Unworthy arched his back, his expression part ecstasy, part pain. Behind him, his four nuns began to shake as, slowly, something was torn from them. Four spirits. Their own spirits, ripped from their bodies while they still lived.

‘Come, Kipteni,’ Boleo muttered. ‘There is nothing more for us to see here.’

And together, they turned their backs on Father Unworthy and strode towards the gates of Ewo.








TWENTY Ohemah


‘Ohemah,’ Baba said, taking her hand.

Ohemah gasped and opened her eyes. This was not the room she had sat in just moments before. It might look the same, but the offerings were gone, replaced instead by a haze of shifting light. Most unsettling of all was the spirit wood tree. Its trunk and leaves were a negative space, opening onto a void of tangled glyphs too intricate for her mind to parse.

She felt a flare of pain in her thumb, and when she looked down, she saw that a pale tendril of luminescence stretched from her hand to the tree. She lifted her arm and felt a ripple of energy as the thread of luminescence moved with her. Baba, too, was linked to the tree, as was Bediako.

Ohemah tilted her head back to see the sky also looked different: no sun shone above. Instead, she found a rich blue twilight, punctuated by the points of countless stars. As she lowered her head, she realised that the shifting light had sharpened, becoming a crowd of people. They dwelt at the edge of her vision, mere outlines her gaze could not hold. Some sat upon the floor while others stood in small groups. She knew they were watching her as they whispered softly together.

Bediako strode out through the door, leaving her alone with Baba.

‘This is the Council of Elders?’ Ohemah said.

‘It will be.’ Baba smiled faintly. ‘You know, if I thought they’d stay dead, I’d kill Casten and the others myself and be done with it.’ He laughed, but there was a sourness to it that made Ohemah wonder if he truly spoke in jest.

‘They’re all invokers, ain’t they?’ Ohemah said. ‘That’s what the Families are.’

Baba laughed lightly. ‘They’re all pledged to a single ancestor, yes. But not all of them have the Bond. Come on.’ He pulled her towards the glowing outline of the door, his hand as solid as it was in the mortal realm.

More indistinct figures lined the hallway beyond as Baba led her through. Their glowing, featureless heads turned as she passed.

‘Who are they?’ Ohemah said.

‘Your ancestors,’ Baba muttered. ‘They’re with you all the time, even if you don’t always see them.’

Ohemah realised then that although she couldn’t distinguish their words, something of their intent did reach her ears. Murderer, they seemed to hiss. Liar. Traitor. She felt their disgust like a blow. She lifted her head, meaning to glare back at them all, because everything she had done had been to please Baba. Then she understood. Their disgust had nothing to do with the Cloistered. Unbidden, she found herself thinking of Ma’s last words again: Don’t you dare touch me! She could not see their eyes, but she felt as though they peered into the deepest part of her soul.

She wanted to scream at them. Ma had been drunk again. She’d spent all Zee’s medicine money at the docks. She’d slapped Ohemah and called her a useless, worthless runt, and claimed it was her fault Baba had left and never returned.

‘They’re so angry with me!’ Ohemah blurted out. ‘They—’

‘Quiet. Whatever you hear from them is for your ears alone. And no one else can hear it. So don’t you give it breath, understand?’

Baba led her beyond the line of ancestors and out onto a grassy hillside. Above her, Ohemah realised that the twilight sky was filled not just with stars but with moons and a large, red orb encircled by a celestial ring. On the hillside to her left, a single shimmering ancestor glimmered all alone. They appeared to be kneeling, their back to the mass as though to reject them all.

‘Who’s that?’ Ohemah said. ‘How come they ain’t with the rest?’

‘Don’t worry about him just now,’ Baba replied.

When she looked ahead again, she discovered they no longer walked along the grassy hillside. Now, she found herself on Low Hill, that narrow dirt road where she and Zee had once shared a hut. Ohemah looked back and saw Riverhouse was gone, too. A hazy version of the Lordsgrave slums stood in its place.

‘What do you see?’ Baba said, an expectant smile on his face. ‘It’s different for us all, but it’s always the place that feels most like home.’

And because she did not want to disappoint him, Ohemah replied, ‘I see Riverhouse. Just the front yard and . . . and the street outside.’

A great crowd swarmed the road before her, with more people arriving from every direction. How strange they looked, in their fine dress, emerging between the shacks and huts of a neighbourhood in which none of them would ever set foot. She could tell the homelands of each Family only from their dress, because here, any soul might wear silks from Zumae or wool from Tjard or a Jebbanese agbada or a Riani kameez. Here, souls who clearly shared no bond of blood called each other kin. She felt a thrill as many of them registered her baba’s arrival. There was a fear in their eyes that made her feel powerful, made her feel alive.

As they followed Bediako on through the crowd, Ohemah realised heads were turning their way. Some looked on with suspicion or open hostility. Others seemed merely curious. She glanced round at Baba and saw a small smile quirking at the corners of his lips. He enjoyed the attention. He enjoyed the notoriety.

‘Behold, the tame pets of the Ahikis,’ Baba said, leaning close as they walked. He nodded towards a group of people in beaded clothing and neck-rings. ‘Those are the Mbolus. Friends of the Sengs. Toothless cravens, all. And those two there are Nina and Nisha – the Bhuten Wives. They’re from a vast and well-respected Family, which is why the others pander to them like beggars.’ Baba indicated two women with the look of Riani about them, one tall and fleshy, the other lean as a whip, but they were soon lost to sight as people crowded forward to greet them.

‘Every soul we pass is a traitor to their ancestral name,’ Baba continued. ‘They’ve let themselves forget what we truly are.’

As Ohemah listened, Baba talked on, describing each group, their homelands, elders and allegiances. A man in a blue changshan, his black hair tied in a sleek topknot, stepped forward, chin raised, eyes blazing as they passed him. Baba lifted his hand in a greeting the stranger did not return.

‘Weilu Seng,’ Baba muttered. ‘A man who has long envied what I built.’

If this was the Council of Elders, then it was small wonder Baba thought them all fools. They prattled on like gossips at market, grumbling about the war, trading prices, the unrest in Intiqq. She heard them boasting about new children, mourning lost elders and complaining about misbehaving kin. These were souls from across the Nine Lands, souls for whom meeting in the mortal realm would mean a journey of days, even moons. It felt obscene that to them something as momentous as entering the ancestral realm was little more than an opportunity for pointless chatter. How such a council could ever decide anything, ever pass judgement on anything, Ohemah couldn’t imagine.

‘And these are the senior members of the Families,’ Ohemah said.

Baba laughed. ‘I know. Shocking, eh? All these fools, they don’t want things to change because they got too comfortable. Most of ’em are as rich as highbloods now. But that weren’t what our ancestors fought for. This council is a broken thing. It only needs a nudge in the right direction and it’ll shatter completely.’

As he spoke, the road ahead widened and fell away. Bediako had come to a stop as a large woman angled out of the crowd to greet him.

‘That’s Elder Lumoni,’ Baba mumbled. ‘The most senior member of our Family. She rarely leaves Dimadu now.’

Baba dropped to his knees in a bow, so Ohemah followed his movements and kept her head lowered until she heard her baba rise. As she straightened, Lumoni said, ‘It’s a long time since you’ve been home, Gamani.’ She had the full, rolling accent of Dimadu . . . which, Ohemah supposed, was what she meant by home. Never mind that Baba was a child of the city, just like Ohemah. Up close, Lumoni was a broad-faced woman with smiling eyes, near tall as Casten, but fleshy where Casten was all muscle.

‘I know, Old Elder. I promise I’ll be back soon.’

‘You go, Bediako,’ Lumoni said. ‘They’ve been looking forward to seeing you.’ Bediako inclined his head and then, without looking back, strode over to a cluster of elders who cheered as he approached.

‘I wonder if being out there in the city has made you forget,’ Lumoni said, turning dark eyes back to Gamani. ‘The Ahikis tolerate us because we do not openly challenge them. If one Family breaks that, it endangers us all. That is why this council exists – so that we might hold each other to account.’

‘I know my kid made a mistake using that techwork on Casten and the others,’ Baba said. ‘But she’s young and impulsive, and their loss hurt us all.’

Lumoni’s gaze flicked briefly to Ohemah, and she sighed; the sort of reproachful sigh offered to a disobedient child. ‘I have heard of many wonders,’ she said, ‘but never something that can destroy the ancestral Bond. That is a foul, unnatural thing indeed, and not of the ancestors. Now come. The Council want to see you themselves.’

Lumoni turned, her long kente dress making no sound as she led them towards the edge of the road. Beyond, where the land fell away, a storm of shifting colour and light churned in a ceaseless dance.

‘I thought that was the Council?’ Ohemah said, gesturing behind her.

When Lumoni reached the edge of the road, she eased herself carefully down onto her knees. Ohemah stared beyond, to where the colourful storm roiled on. She spotted patterns within it: faces and trees, buildings and mountains, rivers and roadways, all shifting and blending together like the notes in a story-singer’s tale.

‘This is the council,’ Gamani said, his eyes gleaming. ‘The founders of the Families have always met like this. All that behind us . . . well, all that is meaningless.’

‘And the living don’t get a say?’ Ohemah said. ‘It’s just . . . this storm, deciding everything for ever?’

The Council shifted, and Ohemah caught a brief glimpse of a circle of figures – warriors, each one different from the next; a plump woman with the look of Riani about her; a flame-haired northerner in heavy wools; a veiled, wiry man in a turban; a hardy soul in scale armour that fell to their knees. After a moment, she realised one of those warriors was drifting towards them, clouds of light materialising beneath his feet as he walked.

It took Ohemah a moment to recognise Chedu. Here, he was just a man, half a head taller than Baba, with dark eyes and flecks of grey in his beard. Lumoni remained kneeling as Chedu strode past her. Ohemah looked round at Baba, but could glean nothing from his face. Then he bowed from the waist, and when he straightened, he wore a different very expression: awestruck, joyful . . . and contrite.

‘Gamani,’ Chedu said. ‘It is a long time since our Council has had so much to discuss.’ Then he turned those dark, ancient eyes on Ohemah. ‘I do not know you,’ he said.

For a heartbeat, Ohemah wondered what her Family’s founder would do if she simply stared right back. What would they all do? But the weight of those eyes, and of Baba’s expectation, pressed upon her, so she curved forward into a bow of her own. How could a man she had never met defend her and Baba to this council? Would he even want to? What was to stop him offering up both their lives as an apology?

‘This here’s my daughter,’ Baba said. ‘Soon as she’s strong enough, I’ll be bringing her to the Family shrine.’

‘Casten and the others will be permitted to live,’ Chedu said. ‘But Seng’s reputation has been harmed. You must help rebuild it. And you’re all to stay out of Seng territory. I have promised her a portion of the goods from all our shipments for the next five rains. And a cut of your takings from Aleister Street to Caliga Avenue.’

Baba bowed again, and Ohemah suspected it was to hide the irritation that flashed across his face. ‘Thank you, Old Elder. But . . . I am sure you know, Seng has coveted those streets for decades. She—’

‘It is a reasonable outcome, given all you have cost her Family. I have also promised the Council that you will have no further dealings with the Red Hands gang.’

Gamani lowered his head. ‘That was Casten. He only did it because—’

‘What is wrong with your child?’ Chedu said, and Ohemah opened her mouth to ask what he meant when she discovered she could no longer move her jaw. A rustling susurration filled her ears. At first she thought it was the crowd of ancestors again, but the susurration intensified, and the world around her began to blur. Baba was speaking to her, reaching for her. Ohemah looked up to see a column of blue light plummeting towards her, and had a moment to register that she was about to be caught in it when—

Ohemah groaned, raking in a breath as the mortal realm materialised around her. Her head throbbed. She had been gripping the spirit wood leaf so tightly her finger had gone numb. Baba and Bediako still sat before the tree, cross-legged and eyes closed. Ohemah swallowed against the dryness in her throat. Why had she returned before everyone else, and without warning? It was surely a mistake.

‘Our blood as one,’ she said. ‘We pledge ourselves to Chedu. Let no bough be broken.’

The Cloistered came to her as an eager tingling on her skin, their usual dark amusement tempered by an undercurrent of unease.

[No.]

[Not there.]

[We do not like it there.]

[Too many eyes there.]

[You must stay with us.]

[That is not the place for you.]

Ohemah squeezed her eyes tight. ‘Our blood as one! We pledge ourselves to Chedu! Let no bough be broken!’


She felt nothing. Of course she felt nothing, because family and community would always be out of reach for her.

‘Did you do this?’ Ohemah said, standing.

[It is not safe there.]

[It is not for you.]

[And that is why you must not return.]

‘You don’t fucking tell me what to do,’ Ohemah snapped, but the Cloistered’s giggles filled her ears.

The hallway outside was empty now. How dull it looked, here in the mortal realm. Only Lumo, Bediako’s youngest son, at sixteen rains, remained, leaning against the far wall and regarding her with barely contained contempt.

‘You’ll be gone within two moons,’ he said. ‘You and your traitor baba.’

‘My baba ain’t no traitor,’ Ohemah said. ‘Yours is weak. Everyone knows it.’

Lumo snorted, then pushed away from the wall and sauntered off.

Ohemah stalked back through the house. Lumo was the traitor. He was the one who couldn’t see that Baba was right. And one day, she’d show him what happened to those who used such words.

Ohemah opened the door to her room to find Zee still lying in her bed, his breath coming in shallow bursts. The room seemed to close in around her as she realised he was whimpering. She threw herself at the sleeping mat and tore back the blankets she had used to cover him,

It had spread. The growth, which just that morning had seemed stable, now covered his shoulder and half his neck. Ohemah shook her head. It couldn’t be happening. He’d been getting better. The ancestors could not be so cruel. Panic crawled over her, like a thousand biting insects swarming over her skin.

Zee’s eyes fluttered open, then came to rest on her face. ‘The Quiet One says he’s coming. It’s nearly time.’








TWENTY-ONE Boleo


It took less than a day for the first monolith to fail.

Boleo was kneeling at his meagre shrine, his holy staff at his side, when the warning flared up on his thinking jewel. A moment later, someone rapped on his door.

‘Father Boleo!’ Kipteni cried, his voice high with alarm. ‘Father Boleo, I happened to be checking our defences, and I noticed—’

‘Yes, yes, I know!’ Boleo said, struggling to rise. ‘I’m coming.’

He pulled open the door to his apartments to find Kipteni bouncing on the balls of his feet outside, eyes alive with some emotion caught between terror and excitement.

‘I believe if we add more panels of sol, we can provide enough energy to double the monolith’s power,’ Kipteni said. He held out a roll of papyrus that bristled with spidery calculations. ‘Now if you see this, I—’

‘I’m sure it’s perfectly wonderful,’ Boleo said. ‘But the monoliths will continue to fail while Ahiki techwork continues to attack them. We must destroy the devices they placed beside our barrier. I need to consult with Warlord Daloya.’

Kipteni straightened. ‘Then I shall go, Your Holiness. I shall take two noviciates with me and reinforce the monolith. I believe we have until at least highsun before the first one fails completely, but the sooner we begin, the longer we may have.’

Boleo glanced at him. He did not like sending the youth out to do his work. But he could not be everywhere at once, and this made the most sense.

‘Very well,’ Boleo said. ‘But be careful.’

Warlord Daloya was on the veranda of his private apartments when the servants opened the double doors. Beyond the airy receiving room, with its low cushions and bronze carvings of past Adatali lords, Daloya sat on his wheeled chair, looking out at his small, walled garden.

Omadella sat at his side, feeding him a light breakfast of eggs sprinkled with fragrant seeds. She wore only a sleeping robe, her face unpainted, her arms unadorned. Like this, she looked little more than a child.


‘My Lord,’ Boleo said, striding up to them. ‘I’m afraid that the Ahikis are close to breaching our protections. Their troops will begin to pour through the opening they create. We will need to meet them in open combat to repair the monolith and destroy the artefacts they are using to weaken it. Initially, we may hold them as the route through will be narrow. But I fear it will open fully before long.’

Omadella lowered her hand as Daloya, swathed in blankets, continued to chew. ‘My – my husband asks if—’

‘Please can we dispense with the formalities,’ Boleo snapped. ‘It is you I am talking to, isn’t it? It has always been you. Since everyone has decided to accept your little game, let us not continue to pretend. What do you want me to do? I will need invokers, archers and—’

‘I speak for my husband.’

‘Speak for him how? Warlord Daloya cannot speak. He hasn’t been able to since the battle of Maadu. You talk of plans, but whose plans are they really? Our warlord’s, or the woman who will not leave his side, will not permit anyone else to bathe him, to feed him, to be alone with him?’

Omadella closed her eyes. ‘Is this really the time?’

‘Yes, it is the time,’ Boleo said, striding round the wheeled chair to face them both. ‘We are now at war. The first battle will begin before sunset. I need to know who I am speaking to. Now.’

‘It is not for you to question the—’

‘No!’ Boleo slammed his staff into the floor, making the servant polishing the bronzes that adorned the wall flinch. Omadella did not even blink as she held his gaze. ‘You will explain it to me now,’ Boleo said, more quietly. ‘Do you have access to techwork that you have hidden from me? Or are you simply a liar who craves power? Your answer will not make a difference to what I do. I will support you, because we cannot yet risk a change to the leadership of this clan. But I must know the truth.’

Omadella looked away. At her side, Daloya stirred, one hand lifting. What an effort it was for him to reach across the small table and take the hand of the young woman sitting by his side. What an effort, for this mighty warrior who had slain more greybloods than any soul in recent history, who had once commanded any room he walked into. Boleo wished, not for the first time, that the ancestors had given them just a little more time before taking half Daloya’s mind.

‘My husband asks you if you remember . . .’ Omadella said, her voice thick as she stared at the stone floor, ‘He asks . . . if you remember what he said, the day he married Captain Imuna?’ Was she weeping? Surely not. ‘My husband says that he told you that day that though Imuna would be the mother of his children, you would always be the one who held his heart.’

Boleo’s eyes began to swim. He turned his gaze to the ceiling, painted with a fresco of the Eight Blades of Adatali.

‘My husband told you that day that had you been anyone else,’ Omadella continued, weeping openly now, ‘he would have married you without hesitation. But in this life, he could never be with you, because he needed your skills in order to free his people. He told you that when your souls were created, they came from the same spark of light. He said that no distance, no act, no mortal or ancestor, could ever come between you. He said that he would find you again, in the ancestral realm, and that then you would be together for all time. He said that his Bond with Adatali was close, but that . . . that—’

‘That my bond to him would be closer still.’ Boleo turned away. Ancestors curse the woman. She would not see him weep. ‘How could you know that?’

Omadella’s small fingers found his. Boleo wanted to snatch his hand away, to tell her that those words had been private, that they were words he had long buried, words that he had spent three decades trying to forget.

‘I know,’ Omadella said softly, ‘because he just told me.’

Boleo swallowed. ‘How is that possible?’

Omadella looked up. ‘You swore that day to serve him without question. You pledged yourself to his aims. He told you it would be difficult and that he would ask terrible things of you, difficult things, and you promised that you would always stand at his side. Do you recall?’

Boleo tightened his grip on his staff. ‘I do. But it is not him speaking to me now. It is you. Perhaps he told you that story before the battle of Maadu. Perhaps that is how you know.’

‘Then ask a question of me. Any question. Something only he would know.’

Boleo wanted nothing more than to strike her and stride from the room. But instead, he said, ‘Ask him if I ever tried to leave Ewo City.’

Omadella looked up at him. ‘He says . . . he says yes; three times, Father Boleo. Once, you got as far as the city gates before turning back. He says he knew that you could never truly go.’

Spies. She had a network of spies. Or perhaps it had been a lucky guess. There were any number of explanations. And yet . . .

‘You still doubt me, Father Boleo.’ Omadella dabbed at Daloya’s chin. Throughout it all, Boleo had not been able to meet his warlord’s eyes. Now he saw that his old friend had been watching him the whole time. ‘My husband says to take Morayo and Busino, and ask them to bring their companies. He says to instruct Adadeji to command archers from the battlements – he does not want him placed in danger, not yet. He says that he will remain ready at the Sun Gate with the Batide and the sixth battalion, to serve as reinforcement, should it be needed. Those are his words, Father Boleo. His.’

Boleo looked into Daloya’s eyes. He saw no understanding there. But he dipped his head and said, ‘Yes, Captain. We will be ready.’

Four hundred Adatali warriors stood before the gates of Ewo City, under the sweltering, merciless glare of highsun. Four hundred warriors, two invokers and Father Boleo the Wise, the man meant to save them all but who, so far, had achieved nothing.

Beyond the shimmering wall of protection, beyond the monolith where Kipteni and a handful of aides still toiled, stood a mass of golden warriors. He saw no battering rams, no siege towers. But then, the opening would be small – at least to begin with. Boleo found himself silently beseeching the ancestors that Daloya’s army of mercenaries would choose that day to appear.

Father Unworthy, the warrior monk, stood with his toes just touching the barrier, head tilted like a curious bird. A golden mask covered the top half of his face, allowing the feral smile below to shine mockingly at them all. His four thralls swayed and sagged behind him, their chains of blood a stark crimson against the dull brown of the land.

‘That emaciated buffoon is a warrior monk?’ Morayo said. ‘He looks like a dockside beggar.’ He wore a bronze chest-plate and battle skirt, his jackal helm already framing his face, the contours of his arms accentuated with white warpaint. His horse, Relentless, pawed the ground restively at Boleo’s side.

‘Do not underestimate him,’ Boleo said, looking round. ‘The powers of the warrior monks are unimaginably vast. Cross him only if you must. Your task is to protect the monolith.’ Forty of Morayo’s spear-wielders waited behind him, faces thrown into shadow beneath their jackal helms. And in the distance, Morayo’s hulking sister Busino, she who was touched by the ancestors, was just climbing down from her horse, her nurse at her side. But Boleo realised then that Morayo’s quartet was nowhere to be seen. ‘Where is your quartet?’

Morayo pulled a face. ‘Oh, are they not here? I knew I’d forgotten something.’

‘This is no time for jokes.’

‘It’s the perfect time for jokes! What could be more absurd than us dangling ourselves before the Ahikis like flies before a lizard, hoping that they will bite? Have we done enough to summon an Ahiki invoker yet, I wonder? It seems not, to judge by the sorry dogs before us now. Perhaps I shall offer them some motivation.’

‘Those sorry dogs are some of the best trained warriors in the Nine Lands. As I say, do not underestimate them. Now, are you going to answer my question?’

‘About my quartet? Well, Father, I’m ashamed to admit that I may have . . . lost a key they needed.’

Boleo ground his teeth. It was Captain Bokku. The stubborn oaf had been refusing the nuns’ treatment, but could no longer hide his sickness. And Morayo had always been overly protective where his quartet was concerned.

Under the shadow of the monolith, Kipteni stood and lifted a hand. ‘Father Boleo! It’s about to collapse!’

Boleo slipped from his horse and strode away from Morayo, his holy staff gripped in one sweating hand. The company of forty warriors assigned to protect him marched after him as he approached Kipteni. The boy had done a good job – Boleo could see that at once from the glyphs that streamed across his staff. But it was not yet enough to repair the broken pattern.

‘I’ve attached more panels of sol,’ Kipteni said, gesturing to chipped squares of dark metal that now stood in the dry grass. ‘But the additional power does not seem to help.’

‘Display weaknesses in code!’ Boleo commanded in the Forbidden Tongue, holding his staff before the monolith. ‘If we can find out how they broke through so quickly, we can ensure this doesn’t happen again.’

The light of observation flared out, sweeping up and down the length of the angular black rock before displaying a spread of glyphs. As Boleo studied them, the air above the monolith rippled, flashing a vivid blue that abruptly guttered out.

‘Do not fear,’ Boleo said as Kipteni and his sweating companions turned wide eyes towards him. ‘Invoker Morayo will protect us.’

Boleo looked across at the Ahiki army to see Father Unworthy lift his staff. ‘Destroy the Forbidden relic!’ he shouted.

A great roar went up as the soldiers at Unworthy’s back charged forwards, spears pointing south. In response, Boleo heard the greatdrums on the city battlements erupt, followed by chants of, Adatali! Adatali!

‘Morayo!’ a familiar voice shouted. Boleo turned to see Morayo’s quartet sprinting across the grass, led by Bokku, his grey-streaked hairlocs flying behind him like a flag.

Morayo ignored them, glancing over at Boleo, too far away for Boleo to read his expression. Then the boy straightened and his horse charged off in the opposite direction.

‘Where is he going?’ Kipteni cried, as Morayo plunged towards Father Unworthy, while his quartet pursued him on foot.

‘To get himself killed.’ Boleo cursed inwardly. What was the arrogant oaf doing? ‘And us, if he is not careful.’








TWENTY-TWO Ohemah


Baba did not come to see her the day after the Council of Elders, nor did he come the next day. He wasn’t avoiding her, because her baba would never do that. He was just busy. Now that they were all free to leave the compound, there were many constraints on Baba’s time: businesses to check on; meetings with that simpering monk, Father Wunma; trips across the city with lavish gifts for old friends . . . During that time, Zee mostly slept, and Ohemah sat at his side and stroked his hand.

On one occasion, she found Baba with Casten at the front gate, talking calmly while Casten shouted something about exacting his revenge. She supposed Casten’s obsession with the Bakers of Arrant Hill continued. Never mind that attacking them again would destroy their fragile relationship with the Council. Ohemah was still waiting when Casten abruptly stopped shouting and collapsed. It took three of Bediako’s sons to carry him back into the house. As they passed her, she saw a pulsing membrane covering the skin of his neck and shining through the fabric of his dashiki.

‘What’s wrong with Casten?’ Ohemah said, when she went to her baba the following morning as he fed Old Mama.

‘What do you mean?’ Baba said, lifting the spoon to his mother’s mouth. Old Mama often kept her lips clamped shut, or turned her head away, but Baba never failed to coax her into compliance.

‘I saw him pass out in the yard last night.’

‘He must’ve been drunk again.’

‘He looked sick, and had this stuff on his skin, like—’

‘Then your eyes was playing tricks. There’s nothing wrong with Casten. He’s just got a lot of anger he don’t know what to do with.’

‘Will you have time to come and see Zee today?’ Ohemah said. ‘He’s really sick, Baba . . . And the things he’s been saying—’

‘I’ll do my best. Got a lot of things to attend to, but I’ll do my best. You go on now. Ma needs quiet while she eats.’

As Ohemah turned towards the door, the Cloistered rose up within her, buffeting insistently against her skin.

[When can we heal again?]

[When can we come out again?]

[It has been so long!]

‘Not yet,’ Ohemah said. She left the rest unsaid: perhaps not ever. They had survived the Council of Elders only by the thinnest of threads. Now was the time for keeping their heads down and waiting for whatever Baba had planned next.

Zee was still sleeping on her mat when Ohemah returned to her room, his round face peaceful. She sat down at his side and took his small hand in hers. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, intertwining their fingers. ‘I’m gonna get you some medicine.’

She couldn’t deny how vulnerable she felt, stepping beyond the blackglass walls of Riverhouse for the first time. Out here, there was no ring of techwork protection. No guards stood watchfully at every corner. Part of her was sure the Sengs would be waiting to pick her off, despite the Council’s decision. Perhaps she could have asked for an escort. But that felt absurd when she’d spent a lifetime relying only on herself.

The apothecary on the busy highblood street beyond Riverhouse was nothing like the hovels she’s visited back in Lordsgrave. Smooth stone walls rose before her, and inside, behind a gleaming glass counter, stood a sea of bottles, jars and vials, all neatly labelled and corked. Highbloods with good sandals and painted faces prattled on about this unsightly boil or that stomach twinge, while the apothecary herself, a round-eyed woman in a veil, nodded in solemn sympathy.

When her turn came, Ohemah reminded herself that she was no longer out of place here. She too had good clothes and decorative sandals. And if the other patrons’ eyes slid round at her accent, she would keep her chin held high.

‘I’ve not heard of such a thing,’ the apothecary said after Ohemah described Zee’s symptoms. ‘But try this ointment for a few days.’

Ohemah tried; then she tried the tincture, the powder, the lotion, the wash, the scrub . . . Zee had good days, when he was strong enough to eat or wander into the garden and play with the cats. But his bad days seemed to come increasingly frequently. Finally, one quiet afternoon when Ohemah could not quite keep the desperation from her face, the apothecary leaned on the counter and said softly, ‘Perhaps it is not a physical ailment. Perhaps the ancestors can help.’

Ohemah bit down on her urge to say the ancestors had never cared about her or her brother, and instead said, ‘How d’you mean?’

‘Perhaps you should seek a spiritual healing.’

‘If you mean the nuns, then—’

‘Not nuns.’ She leaned closer, so that Ohemah’s nostrils were filled with the woman’s oud fragrance. ‘The spirit of the river. It is said that if you take it an offering, the spirit will grant you a boon.’

‘I thought they was just rumours,’ Ohemah said.

‘Oh no, my friend. I have seen it myself. A towering wall of water, stretching all across the slums. Within its depths, I glimpsed my own dead brother’s face. If you look long enough, you will see times long past.’ She straightened. ‘Of course, do not go alone, nor after dark – Lordsgrave is a dangerous place, filled with thieves and cut-throats. But if you take a flower, perhaps the river spirit will help. Just . . . don’t tell anyone I said this. The nuns . . . they do not look kindly on those of us who would stand before it. They may say the thing is unholy, but I say that if it is here, then the ancestors meant it for us.’

Ohemah thanked her and turned away. She needed to find a less superstitious apothecary. But that night, when Zee began talking again about the Quiet One and the mysterious lands he saw, she decided that anything was worth a try.

It only occurred to her that her route would take her past the bottom of Arrant Hill when she was nearly upon it. Not that it mattered. If the Sengs were watching her, they would see she was alone and unarmed.

She had spent her entire life in Lordsgrave, yet now it felt like a foreign land. Everywhere she looked, she saw mended buildings and freshly painted walls. The streets thronged not just with locals, but with sailors, traders and even some highbloods. Swarms of street vendors wove between them all, selling the sorts of foods she had only ever seen in the city’s heart. The district was abuzz with activity, so many stalls crammed together along the orange-brown dirt road, and as she turned onto Iron Street, she passed a makeshift stage where a troupe of musicians performed. It seemed the presence of the river spirit had elevated them all.

The Cloistered lashed restively against her skin, as they did ceaselessly now, but as she drew close to the bottom of Arrant Hill, she sensed them begin to recede. Each step she took seemed to pull their voices further from her mind. She’d never known them so small, so muted. They pooled at the edge of her awareness, utterly still. How strange her skin felt without the ripple of their movements along it. Pleasant, she realised. She had grown so accustomed to the constant whisper of their voices that she scarcely remembered her existence without them. Even in at the Council of Elders, the prickle of their presence hadn’t truly faded. Yet now . . .

She turned her head as she strode past the bottom of Arrant Hill, just to see for herself the home of the ones who had killed Harvell. At the very top of the hill, beyond the dilapidated wooden shacks and mudbrick hovels, stood a solitary brick building with a tired-looking slate roof. Who had built with brick, here amid the dirt and heat of the slums? A distinctive hillock rose behind it, dotted with patchy yellow grass and the glint of something dark at the very top. There’d be a fine view up there.

And then she was past it, and the Cloistered returned to her in a burst of heat that seared her skin, and Ohemah cried out because, lords, she had forgotten how much their presence burned. How had she not noticed before how loud their voices were, how painful their presence within her? How had she borne their company for so long?

‘You OK?’ said a boy with a tray of cassava hanging from his neck.

‘Fuck off,’ Ohemah muttered.

‘Fuck you too,’ the boy snapped, holding her eye as he strolled back into the crowd.

The Cloistered roiled against her, buffeting her on towards the river. ‘Calm down,’ she muttered. ‘You’re hurting me.’

[We are calm.]

[But we must go.]

[It is time to go.]

Ohemah slowed. She felt none of their usual wry amusement. ‘Why?’

[For the river.]

[You came to see the river.]

[It is time to go to the river.]

‘Why’d you fade just now?’

[Fade.]

[We do not fade.]

[We are with you always.]

Ohemah shuffled backwards, sliding her feet until she passed the teahouse on the corner of Arrant Hill. And yes . . . as she crossed the bottom of that dirt road, the Cloistered melted away again.


It was the street. She turned towards it. The crowds were thinner there. A collection of mismatched tables and stools stood outside what appeared to be an inn, but this road mostly contained homes. She knew she should turn around. She knew it was foolish, so foolish, to go any closer. But for the first time, she felt the blessed release of the Cloistered’s absence. With each step she took, it grew harder to turn away. She felt alive as she climbed the hill, an alertness she hadn’t realised she lacked returning to her now. The lizards sunning themselves on the walls looked a brighter shade of green. Every shriek from the children playing with a broken cart rang crisp and clean as glass. A gang of cats lay sprawled between two huts, tails twitching as they slept. The hand-painted signs outside shops, marked with symbols rather than words, swung in a gentle breeze that reminded her she too was part of this world. The elders gathered in noisy clusters under the shade of cloth awnings talked over each other in a cacophonous symphony of Urobi and Yennish and Gujani, and it was glorious.

By the time she stood outside the bakery itself, her entire body felt reborn and the ground beneath her feet more solid than it had in moons. She was alive. And her mind, her body, were hers.

Up close, what remained of the brick building was decrepit indeed. The entire frontage was a charred ruin. The walls seemed held together by the purple flowers that crawled over them. The roof sagged dangerously under the weight of a dozen lizards basking in the sun. One stiff breeze, and the place looked apt to fall apart completely.

An assortment of shipping boxes stood outside it in place of a counter, loaded with baked goods of every type – Cznir flatbreads, Riani roti, Jebbanese sweetloaf and a dozen things Ohemah couldn’t name. Until her journey through the highblood district, she’d never seen so much bread in one place.

A single customer stood before the makeshift counter, blocking her view of the person serving them. Ohemah was still staring when a muscular man with milk-pale skin and yellow hair blundered out of the charred kitchen, trailing a darker skinned boy of about nine.

‘Ah-ah!’ snapped an elder dozing in a rocking chair by the wall. ‘Where is the fire?’

‘Sorry, Old Baba,’ the youth said, before striding off down the hill.

This was the family that had made Harvell’s votives? They seemed entirely unremarkable. A thousand families like them lived in the Lordsgrave slums. Perhaps Harvell really had been lying, to cover her own failures. Ohemah closed her eyes and inhaled . . . cardamom and sugar and fresh-baked wheat. It felt wonderful, to breathe her—

‘I help you?’ a voice said.

Ohemah opened her eyes to see the customer had gone, and the person behind the counter now looked across at her. She had skin of a similar mid-brown shade to Ohemah’s own, but her hair was black and pulled into tight braids. She wore a Jebbanese-style wrapper dress rolled tight above her breasts, leaving her sinewy arms bare. An angry red scar marred the smooth skin beneath her family tatau. She had a brusque confidence that caught Ohemah completely off guard.

‘I . . .’ She should leave. What was she doing here, outside Chedu territory, before enemies of her family? ‘I . . . er—’

The woman’s expression softened. ‘If you’re hard of coin, I got yesterday’s burnt sweetbread out back. You can have ’em.’

Ohemah realised that without the armour of her fine clothes, clothes she knew better than to wear in Lordsgrave, she was still just a skinny runt. ‘I have money,’ Ohemah said.

The woman stared at her expectantly, and Ohemah realised she needed to do something. Leave or buy bread, not simply stand there staring. ‘Just that one,’ she said, pointing to a dark northern loaf. She fumbled with the pouch at her waist and pulled out half a dozen crescents.

‘Thanks,’ she said, dropping the crescents on the crate and then seizing the bread.

‘Wait!’ the woman called after her as Ohemah forced herself back down the hill. ‘This is too much!’

Every step back towards Iron Street seemed heavier than the last, and with each, she felt the weight of the Cloistered descend on her. By the time she turned left to rejoin the crowds, her breath was coming in gasps and she clutched at the dense, round loaf of bread as though it was the only thing keeping her upright.

[We should not return there.]

[That place is not good.]

[Not natural.]

[It is bad place.]

[A place of danger.]

‘Is that why you disappeared?’ Ohemah said, steadying her breath. ‘You was scared?’

[We do not fear.]

[But that place is bad.]

[Dangerous.]

[We should not return.]

‘Why would I need to go back?’ Ohemah said.

But her encounter with the bakers had kindled something within her; something she knew she would have to ignore, and the Cloistered churned uneasily within her as she walked.

It was nearing sunset when Ohemah finally reached the familiar black walls of Riverhouse. The crowds at the Lordsgrave docks had swarmed in every direction as people came to stare at the river spirit. She could not blame them: it had stretched as far as she could see, a looming wall of water filled with hazy images. The Cloistered had swirled excitedly within her as she knelt before it and placed the bread as an offering for Zee. As she stared into the spirit’s watery depths, she glimpsed a fleeting image of yellow eyes and blue skin, there and gone in a heartbeat.

‘Please,’ she said. ‘Help my baby brother get better.’

All through her journey home, the Cloistered tittered and capered within her, their movements painful now. They were punishing her, she realised. Why had she ever thought she could control them? They weren’t human: they had no human needs, no human desires or fears. What were they, truly? And what would happen if she found a way to be rid of them? But she couldn’t succumb to such treacherous thoughts, not when Baba needed her.

The moment she opened her bedroom door, the smell of urine reached her nose. The shutters were still closed from that morning, when she had told herself not to worry about how long it had been since she had last seen Zee on his feet. She’d given up reminding him that he had a room of his own – let him sleep in her bed if it brought him comfort. In the gloom, she could just make out the tray of fruit she had left him for breakfast. He seemed not to have moved in all that time. He was just a small lump beneath a thin linen sheet.

‘Zee,’ Ohemah said, approaching slowly. She wanted to bury her face in his back, to feel his reassuring presence. ‘Zee, you OK?’ She knelt beside the sleeping mat and pulled back the sheet.

It had spread. She could see the scaly growth on her brother’s leg, beneath the wrap he wore to sleep. It crept over his narrow, brown chest, too, and she spotted a pale hue on his left hand that was surely the beginnings of more.

‘Zee! What’s wrong with him?’

[Nothing.]

[Nothing at all.]

‘Yes, there is! You have to help him!’

[Help him how?]

[He is not sick.]

[He is better.]

‘Zee, wake up!’ she hissed, shaking him. The sleeping mat was damp with his urine, as was the floor beneath. She reached for his cheek and his eyes snapped open.

‘The Quiet One is laughing,’ Zee said, staring past her. ‘He is dancing on the beach, and I’m dancing with him, Run.’

‘Zee, please wake up!’

‘I am awake, Run!’

Ohemah stood and blundered out into the hallway. She would not cry. She would not let anyone in the Family think her weak.

‘Baba!’ she shouted. ‘Baba!’

One of Bediako’s grandchildren was running past, pulling a string for a cat to chase. Ohemah grabbed her by the shoulder. ‘Where’s Uncle Gamani?’

‘He’s in his private room.’

‘Where?’

‘We can’t go in there.’

‘Just tell me where!’

The child’s lip trembled, and Ohemah closed her eyes. Why were young children so fragile? She inhaled slowly and said, more quietly, ‘I really need to speak to him. I’ll make sure you don’t get in trouble.’


The girl eyed her sceptically. ‘You have to go up the stairs behind the kitchen.’

Ohemah tore through the house, ignoring Old Feyin, who tottered out into the hallway, swathed in a blanket, looking half a corpse. The kitchen was filled with elders chopping vegetables and talking loudly, but Ohemah slipped past them all and towards the stairs she had thought led only to storage rooms.

At the top, a single wooden door stood closed. Ohemah knocked, then called out, ‘Baba?’ After three more knocks, she cautiously opened the door.

The room beyond seemed little more than a cupboard. A single, tiny window high up in its far wall let in the only light. A sleeping mat lay beside a stack of aged-looking books and a small shrine. At least, she assumed it was a shrine, but the collection of objects upon it was bizarre indeed – she saw no food or trinkets, nor any pictures of loved ones. Instead, all that lay before the spirit wood was a battered sword and the skull of a small animal. Baba sat cross-legged before it, unmoving, his back to the door.

‘Baba?’ Ohemah said. She stepped closer and saw that a small pot stood beside him. It contained a single branch, and she recognised it at once: the broken limb of the household’s spirit wood tree. Baba held its sole red leaf between thumb and forefinger. Let no bough be broken. That’s what they had chanted to enter the ancestral realm. She’d thought the Family shared a single shrine . . . but perhaps she’d been wrong.

‘Baba?’ Ohemah closed her eyes, then reached forward and pulled the leaf from her baba’s hand.

The techwork crystal the monk had given him, hanging on its twine at Baba’s neck, flared, and Gamani inhaled sharply. Ohemah dropped to her knees as his eyes rounded on her, wild, sharp as steel.

‘You shouldn’t be in here,’ he said coldly. ‘And you certainly shouldn’t touch me when I’m meditating.’

‘Zee’s sick,’ Ohemah said. ‘Really sick. He’s . . . he’s got these growths all over him. He hardly looks human, and he keeps seeing things that ain’t there. He ain’t eaten or drunk, and he pissed all over the floor.’

She left unsaid the rest of it: that Baba hadn’t even noticed; that he hadn’t asked about Zee once. And even now, his expression didn’t change.

‘It’ll pass,’ he said. ‘You need to go. I’m busy.’

‘Can’t you get Feyin to look at him, or maybe I can use a rickshaw to take him to a healer? He ain’t right, and—’

‘I said it’ll pass. Go on now.’

Ohemah studied him, unsure if it was better to look away or meet his gaze. ‘Please,’ she said finally. ‘I’m really worried about him.’

Baba pressed his lips together, then took hold of her shoulder. ‘Listen, I been thinking. How’d you like to spend a day with me? I can show you what our work is for and introduce you to some of our friends. A day together, just you and me.’

‘Spend a day with you?’ Ohemah said. She had come here for Zee, but as Baba smiled, other thoughts stole into her mind. Finally, he was seeing her worth. Finally, he was ready to reward her dedication.

‘Yep. We’ll head out right after highsun – tomorrow, if you like. Might take your mind off your brother’s sickness. He’ll pull through – I promise you. He’s got my blood in him. So listen, you go back to your room, you get some water in him if you can, and then you rest. I’ll get Feyin to look at him in the morning. Then you come out with me, and you’ll see why our work is so important. That sound good?’

His voice, so warm and so sure, could not be denied. If Baba said everything would be OK, then of course it would be. She lowered her eyes. ‘Yes.’

‘Good girl. Now get going. I got some things to finish off here. Oh, and Ohemah?’

‘Yes?’

‘Don’t you tell anyone what you saw here. Won’t do for them to get the wrong idea.’








TWENTY-THREE Morayo


‘Morayo, stop!’

Morayo slipped from his horse’s crystal back and hit the ground at a run. Scarcely twenty paces separated him from Father Unworthy now. How pitiful the warrior monk looked – just skin and bone; a husk, grinning maniacally like a dockside vagrant.

‘Morayo!’

The monoliths didn’t matter, nor did defeating this army, not really. All that mattered was drawing out an Ahiki invoker. Well, Morayo Adatali would end this war quickly by giving them reason to do just that.

‘Morayo, you need to stop!’

A flood of warriors overtook him as he staggered to a halt and lifted his hands: Adatali warriors, from his own his company, hastily following his lead. As they began to form up in front of him, spears arching round to face the enemy, Unworthy lifted a hand, still wearing that ever-present smile. The warriors at Unworthy’s back, clad only in loincloths and gold warpaint, marched forward, stances low as they extended curved scimitars. It was then, as Morayo stared into their faces – some so young, some with the look of Jebba about them – that he realised what the coming battle would mean. Killing humans, not greybloods. Killing humans just following commands.

A hand slammed into Morayo’s back. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Captain Bokku growled. ‘Father Boleo instructed us to defend the monolith.’

‘And I instructed you to remain in the palace,’ Morayo shot back. ‘You’re not fit to fight.’

‘I’m perfectly well,’ Bokku snapped, striding past him, grey hairlocs swinging as he drew his ida.

The rest of Morayo’s quartet arrived: Ibekwe, the slender young man’s face alight with fear and excitement; Karwin, his milk-pale skin flushed pink from the run; and Merere, the large warrior rolling his shoulders as he dropped into a fighting stance.

‘You broke the door down, didn’t you?’ Morayo said, glaring across at Merere. He looked from Merere to Karwin to Ibekwe. ‘I am ordering you all to leave. Now.’

Once again, only Ibekwe had the good grace to look away. Bokku merely turned towards the Adatali line. ‘Commander Mtezu!’ A bald woman at the centre of the Adatali line looked around. ‘Position for a retreat to the east! We must move closer to Father Boleo!’

Beyond the Adatalis, beyond the mass of gold, Morayo could still see Father Unworthy, his head tilted to one side as he regarded them all with a look that seemed part challenge, part mockery. At his back, the four nuns in his macabre quartet swayed, eyes turned to the sky. What did the fool plan to do? Hurl the nuns’ frail bodies at them? Destroy them all with a withering stare?

‘Boleo has forty of my father’s finest warriors to protect him,’ Morayo said. ‘He doesn’t need us. But if I can bring down that grinning dog now, we will have the Ahikis’ full attention. Isn’t that what we want? My father said all this is to draw out an Ahiki invoker. So that is what I plan to do.’ He left the rest unsaid; that if they could end things quickly, perhaps Bokku could rest enough to heal. Morayo turned to Ibekwe, trying to catch the youth’s gaze. ‘Do you plan to ignore your oaths too?’

In the distance, Mtezu’s rich voice rose up. ‘Archers!’

Morayo had a moment to glimpse golden spears flashing, and the Ahiki warriors charging, and then he knew it was too late. The battle had begun.

‘Protect your invoker!’ Bokku cried, and the four of them fell into position around him. ‘Do not let them flank us!’

A cloud of arrows arced through the blue as Mtezu’s archers loosed. Morayo fell into the first movements of the dance of invocation, trying to find that glorious joy he’d once known. But it was no longer there. It hadn’t been since the day he’d watched Jinao Mizito call upon his ancestors without uttering a word. Morayo’s thoughts strayed to the night of his birthday feast. We can teach you the Dance of Burning Blades. You will not win this war without it. Just thinking about the gentle, insistent heat that had crept into his veins as he’d danced buoyed him now, lending strength to his feet and feeding his resolve.

Father Unworthy would not leave this battlefield alive.

‘Adatali, I call upon you! I call upon you in the name of the fallen!’

Morayo dropped to his knees, the heat of invocation crawling down his arms and into the tips of his fingers. A screaming Ahiki warrior leapt in from the left. Just a girl, her eyes wide with fear. Morayo had never seen Karwin hesitate in battle before, not once, yet something like grief flashed across his face now. Then with a cry, he sliced down with his sword and tore her torso open.

‘Adatali, I call upon you! I call upon you in the name of those yet to come!’

Morayo would not look at the girl, blood bubbling from her mouth as she lay mere paces from him. Another Ahiki broke through the line, another youth. Ibekwe danced back out of their path, then thrust forward with his ida, taking the youth in the neck. Ibekwe looked round, grinning, and Bokku sucked his teeth then shouted, ‘Focus! This isn’t a game!’

‘Adatali; Lord of the Flame; Master of the Eight Blades; I call upon you now!’

Adatali stepped into the world at Morayo’s side, a towering man twice the height of a mortal. As he strode forwards, the beads of his jackal helm stirring, his left hand closed around the hilt of a green ida: the Living Blade, the vines that shimmered around it glowing with energy from the ancestral realm. Morayo clenched his jaw, sweat sliding down his face as his ancestor’s right hand closed around the blinding yellow of the Sun Blade. Lords, but he already felt spent! Each step Adatali took seemed to resonate through to Morayo’s very core.

Unworthy and his four ragged nuns stood unmoving at the eye of the storm. Behind them, a single squad of a dozen warriors in golden masks waited. As Adatali advanced, slicing through the enemy like a scythe through wheat, Unworthy hissed and spread his hands. Then he threw his head back, his golden tataus flaring to life, as though his entire, emaciated body had been engulfed in golden flames.

‘Look!’ Ibekwe cried. ‘What’s he doing?’

‘Focus!’ Bokku snapped, as an arrow landed at his feet. The four nuns in Unworthy’s quartet had begun to groan.

‘Loose!’ Unworthy shouted, and to Morayo’s surprise, one of the masked warriors at Unworthy’s back charged forwards. But instead of heading for his enemy, the man pelted towards Unworthy like a wrestler ready to slam an opponent to the ground. He was nearly upon the warrior monk when Unworthy spun around and thrust his spirit-wood staff into the man’s gut.

Golden light crackled across the masked man’s body. The nine crystals on Unworthy’s staff flared. Foam bubbled from the warrior’s mouth. One of the nuns at Unworthy’s side cried out, and something flashed on her bald head: her thinking jewels. But where most nuns had only one, this poor soul bore so many her entire head seemed suddenly aflame.

‘Loose!’ Father Unworthy cried, and another masked warrior hurled themself at the monk. They leapt, impaling themself on Unworthy’s staff, and as Unworthy shook their body free, a third warrior charged in.

‘What is he doing?’ Kawin cried from Morayo’s right, dancing out of the path of a plummeting spear. ‘He’s killing his own soldiers!’

Morayo wanted to laugh but his vision was misting with the strain of maintaining the Bond. Was this all the monk had? Was it truly to be this easy? Three more strides, and Adatali would be close enough to strike. The Ahiki forces were dwindling to the point that now, Unworthy fought Morayo’s people himself, swinging his spear round to catch each warrior that flew at him.

‘Something’s amiss,’ Bokku said. ‘The monk—’

At that moment, Unworthy lifted his staff high and uttered a string of words in the Forbidden Tongue. A keening cut across the air as the nine jewels flared with golden light. The four nuns at his side began to wail, their hands flying to their heads, golden energies leaping from Unworthy’s staff to ripple over their bodies.

‘What’s happening?’ Ibekwe cried. But Morayo put it all from his mind. Adatali had him. His ancestor leapt. The Living Blade sliced down.

Then with roar of fury, Unworthy slammed his staff to the ground and screamed, ‘Loose!’

A storm of pale light burst from the bodies of Father Unworthy’s four nuns. It raced across the ground, merciless as a tidal wave, moving so fast that at first Morayo could not fathom what it was. But then it hit Adatali, and Morayo felt his ancestor go down, felt him cut in a dozen places. Morayo gasped and fell forward, catching himself with his hands as his Adatali returned to the ancestral realm. He heard more screams as the pale storm slammed into his warriors, sweeping over Adatali and Ahiki alike. Only as he lifted his head, and saw Karwin duck, and heard Bokku curse, did he realise what it was.

People. A storm of screaming, spectral people; ancestors, yet there was nothing sacred about the pale light in their feral eyes. They slashed wildly at the air around them with swords and spears, their cries unintelligible. Morayo watched as two, no three, descended on Merere, howling as they fell upon him. Morayo glimpsed a masked face then, with the same tall frame as that first Ahiki warrior. Then another. And another. Each of the warriors Unworthy had struck down returned now in this abhorrent form.

Bokku slammed his ida into a warrior’s neck – a woman in a jackal mask and white warpaint, Morayo realised with horror; one of their own, now turned against them. Every soul the monk had touched now returned to fight at his command.


‘Fall back!’ Morayo heard someone yell. Not Mtezu – her second in command. ‘They can’t be killed.’

Morayo squinted through the tumult and realised what they meant. One of the nuns jerked, and the warrior Bokku had just slain came screaming back into the world. It was then that he realised how close Unworthy had come. Only a few paces separated them now. Few enough that Morayo could smell the sour stench of the nuns’ unwashed bodies.

Morayo lifted his hands. ‘Adatali, I call upon you—’

‘There’s no time!’ Bokku yelled, ducking under another blow. ‘We need to—’

Morayo cried out, but too late. The blade swung down, catching Bokku in the shoulder as he turned away. Behind him, Ibekwe cursed and then darted forward. He swept in low, raising his ida, but the warrior who swung at Bokku for a second blow had the advantage, and Ibekwe scarcely managed to twist his own blade in time to block.

Fear flooded Morayo’s veins, fear such as he had never known in his life. Not the day they fought the Bairneater. Not the first time he had stepped out in battle. It clutched at him, heavy as a stone. He gave no thought to what came next. All he saw was Bokku bleeding, unmoving, and Ibekwe beside him, fending off blow after blow. All he knew was that his companions could not die here.

‘We meet at last,’ Unworthy said. How had he moved so fast? He appeared at Ibekwe’s side just as Morayo did. Up close, Morayo saw how many tataus covered his body. Hundreds. Hundreds upon hundreds, all in a pale gold that blended with his mid-brown skin. Then Unworthy’s arm shot out and his hand slammed into Ibekwe’s face, and Morayo’s young cousin fell still, his sword clanging to the dry earth. Behind Unworthy, the four nuns tipped their heads back and began to scream.

Morayo lurched forwards, meaning to knock Unworthy off-balance, meaning to do anything to make it all end. But then something touched Morayo’s face, and he looked round in time to see one of Unworthy’s nuns looming over him, before the land fell away and Morayo too was falling, falling—

[This is my realm,] Unworthy said, his voice resonating inside Morayo’s skull as a new world rose up to swallow them whole: a tower, Morayo realised as he plummeted down, its many staircases and walkways streaking past. Four monstrous pillars stood at the four corners, and it took Morayo a moment to realise what they were. The four nuns, grown grotesquely large, their heads tipped back, their mouths open in perpetual silent screams.

He twisted his head round to find a second figure plummeting down with him: Unworthy, or what seemed to be Unworthy . . . a searing outline of a man, an absence limned in pale light. It hurt to look upon, as though Morayo had been staring at the sun for too long. But Unworthy’s face . . . that was hideously clear, and Morayo could not tear his gaze from it. The features lurched through an endless parade of leering mouths and dancing eyes, as though unable to settle on a single form. His body, too, now slid through a dozen different iterations – a tall warrior in a battle skirt; a lean elder; a sinewy youth in looping robes. A multitude of hands seemed to grasp at Morayo as Unworthy reached towards him. Morayo realised then that he was screaming, screaming, desperately screaming, but the air swallowed every sound.

[I will tear your soul from your body,] Unworthy said, his voice echoing, distorting, repeating. [You will spend eternity as my thrall.]

Then Morayo spotted Ibekwe, suspended from Unworthy’s other hand, but formed entirely of ancestral light. Morayo’s young cousin thrashed and kicked, but his limbs seemed as insubstantial as air as they clawed their captor. Morayo met Ibekwe’s eyes and saw a shared horror reflected there. On instinct, he extended a hand. If he could reach Ibekwe; if he could pull him free—

[There is no freedom. This is your existence now.] Unworthy twisted Morayo round to face the walkways rushing past, and Morayo saw that people stood there. Countless people, mere hazy outlines in pale blue, crowded together. Some reached out to him crying, beseeching; others climbed over each other, their eyes feral. Still more howled unintelligibly at the air itself, whatever sanity they’d once possessed long gone.

Morayo tried to lift his hand. He needed to push Unworthy away. Then he needed to reach Ibekwe. Whatever foul trick Unworthy was playing on his mind, if Morayo resisted, he could surely overcome it.

[It is no trick,] Unworthy said. [This realm is mine and mine alone. All souls who dwell within it serve me. All existence here obeys my whim. If I say up is down . . .]

And Morayo cried out, and Ibekwe screamed as the world flipped again, the tower rotating around them so that they plummeted upwards, and the faces and stairways and the briefly glimpsed halls streak passed him upside down.

[. . . then it is so. I can reshape this realm at a thought.] And the world lurched again, but Morayo couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, could scarcely think, as he now swept over a vast swamp beneath a churning white sky. Foul things reached from the murky waters: bone-like, clawed hands. Trees grown from twisted limbs moaned softly as they sped on.

[Your soul is mine here. Every part of it.]

And as Unworthy pressed his hand more firmly against Morayo’s skin, a sickening cascade of images and emotions and sensations tumbled through his mind. Morayo sprinted across a battlefield, powerless to help his father as the monstrous bulk of the Blight bore down upon him. He watched in horror as Yuchim, his old lieutenant, was cut down by a greyblood Morayo had taken for dead. He stood before his mother’s pyre, weeping, not more than five rains old as he watched her burn. He was younger still, crying for the wet nurse who had been sent away . . . for stealing, he realised now. He had forgotten her face, just as he had forgotten the warmth of her arms and the sadness in her eyes when Father discovered her.

[I will undo every part of you,] Unworthy said. [Piece by piece, I will strip away who you are. Then you will remain here, in my realm, until I call you forth and send you against your own people. Perhaps you shall be the one I send against your father. That would be poetic indeed! Perhaps I shall bring him—]

Morayo gasped, crashing to the dry ground, the mortal realm snapping back around him. He could hear Bokku shouting, and the clang of many blades, and the drums on the city wall. Blessed, sweet air slid into his lungs. A figure loomed over him, holding a burning blade: Adatali, though not invoked by Morayo.

Unworthy crawled backwards, one hand to his bleeding head.

‘Get away from my brother!’ Busino screamed from somewhere behind him.

Busino’s connection with the ancestral realm was so powerful that she could walk while she invoked. But Morayo didn’t want her here, not with that beast. He lifted a hand, meaning to wave her away, but found the words would not come.

Busino’s Adatali lifted the Flame Blade, its orange glow searing Morayo’s eyes. All around them lay a sea of dead, while Busino’s warriors fought Unworthy’s captive spirits. But as Unworthy clambered to his feet, the pale forms streaked to join him, some rushing to surround him, others hurling themselves at Busino’s Adatali.

Morayo pushed onto his knees. Why was he shaking? He couldn’t seem to find the strength to stand. But Unworthy was retreating, safe within his spectral circle. And Morayo could not let him get—

Something shimmered in the air before him, then a great roar of triumph rose from the city battlements.

‘The barrier is up!’ someone screamed. ‘The barrier is up!’

Morayo dropped back into a seated position. Off to his left, Karwin hacked at one of Unworthy’s feral spirits with a long, northern-style sword. As he sliced down, cleaving the man from neck to navel, the thing faded and did not return. Beyond him, Busino’s warriors fought the remaining spectres in scattered clusters. It was over. They had won. So why was he still shaking?

Then he spotted a familiar shape. Bokku. Lying motionless in a pool of his own blood. Morayo crawled towards him, pushing down the wave of fear that flooded his veins.

‘Bokku!’ Morayo cried. He couldn’t see his captain’s face as he drew near. ‘Bokku, answer me!’

‘We should . . .’ Bokku croaked, coughing, blood speckling his beard, ‘. . . have gone . . . to Boleo.’

Morayo felt a wave of relief so overwhelming that for a moment he couldn’t speak. Then his eyes drifted across to a second figure, curled up at Bokku’s side.

‘Ibekwe?’

Off to Morayo’s right, Merere jerked his ida from the chest of an Ahiki warrior.

He hurled his sword aside and released a scream of rage. ‘I did not train to fight humans! Curse you, Ahiki dogs! Humans should not fight humans!’

‘Ibekwe,’ Morayo said again, reaching forward to shake his cousin’s leg. ‘Ibekwe!’ He saw no movement in his cousin’s narrow chest. ‘What’s wrong with him? Healer! Someone get the healers!’

‘Morayo,’ Karwin said, squatting down, placing a hand on his shoulder.

Morayo shook him off and touched Ibekwe’s cheek. The youth had not a single wound on his body. Sweat still glimmered on his dark brown brow.

I will tear your soul from your body. You will spend eternity as my thrall.

‘I need to go after him!’ Morayo said, climbing to his feet.

‘Lord Morayo, Ibekwe’s dead.’

‘No, he’s not! He’s trapped! I saw him. I—’

‘Ibekwe is dead. He’s not breathing.’

Morayo realised then that they had drawn an audience. Exhausted warriors stood about in groups, staring. Two healers in green tunics squatted down beside Ibekwe, one closing his eyes, the other pressing her fingers to his wrist. Then Busino appeared, followed by the four women of her quartet, tall, muscular souls all.

‘Why did you attack their monk?’ Busino said. Tears streaked her face, smudging the white warpaint. ‘I was scared, Morayo!’

Somehow, he found the strength to stagger towards her and take her hands. ‘I thought we had a chance . . . to kill him.’ Except he had failed. Except now Ibekwe was gone.

Bokku had gained his feet now too, supported under one arm by Lieutenant Merere. ‘Your sister saved your life,’ Bokku growled thickly. ‘She has three times your sense and is ten times the warrior.’ Then he cursed in Urobi and let Merere steer him away.

Morayo sensed movement to his left, and looked up to see Father Unworthy on the far side of the Forbidden barrier. Blood dripped from the wound on his head and onto his shoulder, but he seemed not to care as he grinned across at Morayo. Then slowly, mockingly, he raised his staff, and a single spirit burst from the body of the nun standing to his right. The figure screamed, hurling themself against Boleo’s invisible wall and Morayo saw at once that it wore Ibekwe’s face. But there was nothing human in his gaze any longer.

‘Ancestors,’ Karwin murmured, as muttering rose up around them.

‘I’ll fucking destroy you!’ Morayo cried, charging forward. ‘I’ll fucking—’

Karwin caught him again, but Morayo kicked the pale warrior’s legs from beneath him and sprinted on.

The barrier slammed into him, hard as a punch, forcing him backwards and away from Ibekwe’s shimmering face.

‘I’m going to kill you,’ Morayo said, lifting his eyes and finding Unworthy. Only a handful of paces separated them, but Boleo’s barrier kept them apart. ‘I’m going to peel the flesh from your bones.’ He raked in a shaking breath. Why was it suddenly so hard to breathe?

Gentle hands took hold of him and pulled him around. Morayo let Karwin lead him through the sea of bodies and towards the city wall. Dozens had died. Dozens upon dozens of Morayo’s own warriors, the ground dark with their blood.

‘Ancestors, I swear to you,’ Morayo whispered, his chest tight. ‘I swear to you that I will kill that man.’

He closed his eyes. If he was to face the monk again, he would need to be better prepared.

We can teach you the Dance of Burning Blades. You will not win this war without it.

‘Karwin, are those dancers still in the palace? The ones with the facial scars.’

‘I don’t know. Why?’

‘I’d like to hear one of their stories this evening.’








TWENTY-FOUR Ohemah


Baba had been right, of course. Ohemah spent the night kneeling at Zee’s side, her heart lurching every time he shifted or sighed. But once the sun was high enough to fill the yard, he was awake, and smiling softly.

Not long afterwards, Ba Casten’s spindly techdoctor Old Feyin came shuffling into the room carrying a bowl of soup filled with healing herbs. Ohemah fed Zee herself while Feyin hummed and waved his techwork relics over them both. She tried not to think about the scales she saw on the old man’s arms. They covered half Feyin’s body now, and the bodies of every other High Hill Chedu Ohemah had healed.

‘Right as rain he’ll be soon,’ Feyin said cheerfully, packing away his equipment.

‘What’s happening to him?’

‘Fungal infection. Nothing serious. It’ll be gone in a heartbeat, you see if it ain’t.’

‘That don’t look like fungus to me,’ Ohemah said.

‘It’s fungus,’ Feyin said, using his cane to lever himself to his feet. ‘You need to sleep. And you need to stop fluttering over this boy here like a restless hen. Ain’t good for him or you.’

She watched him shuffle out of the room, his satchel of herbs swinging from one bony, scaled shoulder.

The wagon was ready just after highsun. As Ohemah left Riverhouse, dressed in new sandals and one of the many patterned Dimadi smocks Baba had given her, she looked round to see a face in one of the downstairs windows. Old Mama, in one of her rare wakeful moments, her heavy eyes curiously sad. Ohemah was sure the elder was looking at her, but when she bobbed her head in a quick bow of farewell, the woman’s expression did not change.

Baba was already seated inside the wagon, between two of his largest lieutenants – because of course a trip for just the two of them would always have to involve others. He looked small beside their hulking bodies, yet somehow he still dominated everything around him. He wore a blue dashiki with matching trousers, his hair freshly braided and oiled.

‘You ready?’


‘Yes,’ Ohemah said, dropping into the seat opposite.

The wagon wound through the backstreets of Lordsheart, past wooden townhouses and businesses loyal to the Chedus, before turning out onto a wide thoroughfare heading west. Here, whitewashed buildings gleamed brilliantly in the afternoon sun as the city slowly uncoiled from its slumber.

As the street began to descend, the city spread out before them, bathed in the golden glow of the Garden. It touched everything here: every building, every tree, every face. It seemed to seize her as she stared, drawing her up as though it might fling her from the world.

‘Don’t look at it,’ Baba said, gripping her shoulder. ‘That light is the source of it. It’s what damaged us. That’s what we’re going to destroy.’

‘The Garden?’

‘The Garden and everything within it.’

Baba took her to a restaurant, its many glass tables spread across three floors of a vast marble building. The owner herself came out, a willowy elder with the look of Riani about her. Baba greeted her with the deepest of bows, and the woman laughed coquettishly and let Baba kiss her on both cheeks, then she led them past tables of chattering highbloods to a small room at the very back. A broad window looked out on a great sweep of the River Ae and, on the far bank, a sprawling public gardens. Scathed ruins loomed above it, their pastel hues bathed in that same Ahiki gold. It was the most beautiful part of the city Ohemah had ever seen.

‘I chose you at birth, you know,’ Baba said, as the first of many courses of food were presented to them: tiny parcels of pastry filled with spiced vegetables. ‘When I looked at you, I knew you were gonna make your mark on this world. I could have given the pendant to anyone, but there’s no one in the world I trust more than you.’

A small part of Ohemah wondered how Baba even knew who she was, after five rains across the sea. A small part of her wondered whether the pendant was an honour or a curse. A small part of her wished Baba would tell her something about himself: his childhood, his lovers, his fears . . . anything to bring him more within reach. But that part of Ohemah was swept away by the tide of warmth that came from his hand on her shoulder, his winning smile, the way everyone in the restaurant watched him, bowed to him, greeted him, feared him.

After dinner, the sun setting now, Baba took them to what looked like a palace at the end of a grand market square, only it was no palace; it was a place where stories were performed. A vast stage swept across a grand hall filled with highbloods sitting in tiered seats; but she and Baba had their own private box, high above it all.

A parade of troupers came to greet Baba personally – if these aloof, poised souls could be called such. One, a tall man dressed all in gold, looked so like the Ahiki she had seen on the day of the massacre that her stomach dropped. But no: his clothes, his crown, his tataus . . . all were fabrications. Ohemah could feel the eyes of the highbloods on them as he and Baba embraced: envious eyes, and it was a delicious feeling.

Servants brought them drinks and yet more food, while on the stage, the tall man and his friends re-enacted the story of some great battle. The singing, the drumming, the dancing . . . it was like nothing she had seen before. Every part of her felt alive as she watched.

Baba sat forward in his seat, eager as a child, and when the tall man sang a mournful solo, Ohemah saw him mouthing the words, eyes shining. Tears, she realised. Her Baba, moved to tears by beauty. It was a side of him she had never imagined might exist.

Afterwards, as the highbloods filed out, Baba turned to her and said, ‘You know how art gets made?’

‘Art?’ She realised he meant the music and the dancing and the story. ‘Someone has an idea. Then . . . they perform it.’

Baba gestured impatiently. ‘Yeah, but where d’you think all them ideas come from?’

She shrugged. ‘Memories and . . . and things people have seen, or wished for, or—’

‘Memories!’ Baba pointed at the tall trouper, busy thanking the audience as they left. ‘But not their own memories. Our ancestral memories. These souls are closer to the ancestors and to our pasts than they realise.’

‘I see,’ Ohemah said, mostly to please him because, although she’d enjoyed the performance, it had not touched her the way it seemed to have touched him.

Baba laughed and leaned back in his seat. ‘No you don’t. You’re just telling me what you think I want to hear.’

‘I . . .’ Ohemah trailed off.

He took her hand. ‘Speak your mind. The chosen never shy away from the truths they know.’

‘You’re saying we’re always connected to our ancestors, is that right?’

Baba fingered the techwork crystal hanging at his throat. ‘I’m saying we’re connected to the entirety of our past. We may not know it, but the connection is still there. Sometimes it comes out like this, in something so exquisitely beautiful you know it flows from a place beyond our ability. Sometimes it comes from a feeling you get, that warns you of danger or makes you think you know a person you’ve only just met. There’s a hundred ways our powers try to return to us.’

‘What powers?’

Baba’s lip twisted in amusement. ‘D’you want to truly be part of what this Family does, no matter what’s involved; no matter who you’ll have to go up against?’

‘Yes,’ Ohemah said: too quickly, she realised. Baba would think her a fool for agreeing to something she didn’t fully understand. ‘I mean, I want to. I want to learn.’

‘Then let’s head home. There’s one last thing I need to show you.’

Much of the household was asleep when they returned. Baba led her past Old Mama’s room, where he stopped to kiss the sleeping elder on her forehead. Three of the household cats dozed under the cooling stove as Baba led her through the kitchen. When they turned towards the staircase, Ohemah’s heart lifted. He was going to tell her about the broken limb of the spirit tree. But instead of taking her up to his secret room, he led her down into the musky darkness.

‘I ever tell you I went to war?’ Baba said, as he stepped out into a cellar with a low ceiling. Ohemah had expected barrels of liquor or sacks of grain or perhaps a secret weapons stash. But instead, the cellar was empty, save for the sea of pale stones that carpeted the floor.

Skulls.

Ohemah looked over at Baba, who stood before the spread of skulls, hands behind his back. Her stomach roiled; the highblood wine, perhaps. She didn’t want to look at the skulls again, but she could not steer her gaze away. Hundreds lay before her, each human. Many seemed cracked, speaking of violent ends. Some were the tiny skulls of children. Ohemah steadied herself against the cool earth wall.

‘When I was your age,’ Baba said, ‘me and Bediako got pulled in for the draft. Our Family has ways of avoiding these things, but we didn’t want to. Ancestors, we was stupid, and stubborn, and giddy with stories of invoker heroes cutting through swathes of greybloods. Old Mama tried to stop us. She kept saying that serving the Ahikis went against everything the Family stood for. But we told ourselves we weren’t serving them; we was serving the people of the Nine Lands. We were bloody fools.’

Baba turned away from her, his jaw tense. ‘There was this village, out in the western grasslands of Dimadu. Peaceful. The sort of place Old Mama used to tell us stories about. It stood right in the path of a greyblood horde that was coming east. There weren’t time for them to find cover, not out in the grasslands, but there was this old Scathed ruin at the edge of the town, so the people hid down in its cellars while we did our work.’

Baba laughed softly. ‘I tell you, girl, in them three days I learned what it’s like to stare into the maw of death. Me and your uncle only survived because we spent the second night buried under the corpses of new friends, too weak and too scared to come out. But we won. The town was destroyed, but its people were saved and the greybloods was all killed.’

Ohemah heard him swallow. She wanted to cross to him and tell him she was there, that whatever had happened, it was OK. But instead, she held herself still as he continued. ‘This one kid comes out of the ruin, holding this . . . square of blackglass and shrieking, and people were coming up behind him to look. It was . . . a kind of painting, though not like anything I ever seen before. The faces on it were so clear it was like you was looking through a window at a city street. And they moved, the people in that picture. It was just a family: two fathers and their two bairns, but behind them was Scathed towers, whole and vibrant. And there was more people behind them, just going about their lives, as human as you and me. None of us knew what it was, but that little kid was so excited to have found it. Probably just wanted to sell it. I could hear some of the elders yelling at him to put it down, put it down, it’s Forbidden, it’s cursed, but he didn’t listen. And I heard others muttering – how can it be techwork, when there’s souls on there as human as you and me? Well, I tell you this, girl: that techwork was cursed. Because the monk that was with our invoker captain took one look at it, and struck the kid down dead.’

Baba inhaled. ‘I tell you, you never seen a crowd turn like that, not even on the day of the Lordsgrave Massacre. Elders, souls with babes in arms, all of them shouting, rounding on the soldiers, on the monk. Why d’you kill him? What did he do? He was just a kid! And that’s when the slaughter started.’

Ohemah felt her stomach twist. Too much rich food, too much staring at the golden glow of the Garden. Her heel hit the bottom stair, and she realised she’d be backing away. That wouldn’t do. Baba didn’t like souls who couldn’t face their fears. So she forced herself to step forward.

‘This is what was left,’ Baba said. his voice thick. ‘Elders. Children. One hundred and seventy-eight souls. One hundred and seventy-eight mortals who didn’t deserve a grain of what they got. All of them, slaughtered by the ones they thought would protect them. And the real stinger was, all them soldiers we were with died for nothing, because the monk and invoker snuffed the villagers’ lives out anyway. Most of the surviving soldiers slipped away that night. I reckon me and your uncle was the only ones what stayed to watch. We stayed all night, while they burned the bodies, and not with spirit wood. We watched the monk kill two lieutenants and a captain who tried to speak out. We watched the invoker turn her back to it all, like it was happening to someone else, and light up sweetweed like she was smoking after a party. When they’d all gone, we walked three days to a small city where our Family has friends, and together we brought each of them skulls back here. They’d been told the greybloods killed every soul in that town, but I made sure to set them right. And when we got back home, Old Mama . . . Old Mama said to me, See, son? See now why we don’t serve ’em?’

He’d stopped talking, though he didn’t turn, and Ohemah realised she needed to speak. She swallowed against the dryness in her throat. ‘The soldiers killed them because they found techwork?’

‘Because of what was on the techwork. Because of what they saw. Humans just like you and me, walking in the time of the Scathed. I told Old Mama everything. I wanted her to tell me that I was wrong, that I’d added two coins to two more coins and come up counting five. But she just looked at me, and said again, See why we don’t serve them?’

‘Humans was alive in the time of the Scathed?’

‘Girl, we are the Scathed. All the Family elders know it. All the senior monks know it. Probably some invokers, too. We’re all of us thralls to the Ahikis.’

He had to be wrong. The Scathed had died out millennia before the first humans walked the land. They’d had wondrous powers: sight of events before they happened; no disease or ageing or death; command of the very skies. There was nothing human about them at all. And yet when she opened her mouth, she found herself saying, ‘That’s – that’s why they tell us techwork is cursed?’

‘Yes!’ Baba said, turning at last, his face alive, his eyes gleaming. ‘Because they don’t want us to know. They want to keep us small, and stupid, and scared.’ He closed his eyes. ‘I dream of it, girl. Every night, I dream of what we lost. In my dreams, I can will myself to fly, or to know another’s heart just by looking at ’em. In my dreams, I can learn any skill, any language, in the blink of an eye. In those dreams, I’m immortal. I know it’s real. I know this power resides in us still, but . . . I just can’t reach it. Something is stopping me from reaching it.’

Ohemah stared at him, unsure what to say. For a moment, he looked back at her with the eyes of a stranger. A madman. Baba wasn’t insane; she knew he wasn’t. And yet she could not make herself truly believe him.

‘The only reason Ahikis honour ancestors is because we do. That’s what conquerors do – take the beliefs of the conquered and twist them into something they can claim is theirs; something they can control.’ He looked at her. ‘This is why we do what we do. This is why we’re going to bring them down. The Families swore, generations ago, not to fight the Ahikis, and in turn the Ahikis would leave us alone. But they’re fools, because we are stronger than them.’

It was just as Uncle Bediako said. The Cloistered were the weapon they planned to use against the Ahikis. ‘So the Cloistered . . . You want them to – to claim the Ahikis, like they claimed the people in Lordsgrave?’

‘No! No no no. The plan me and your uncle agreed to was to tell the Ahikis that if they don’t leave the Nine Lands, we will release the Cloistered and they will sweep over this continent and destroy everything. The only power that can stop the Cloistered is the Scathed. You heard them say they were part of a game? It was a Scathed game. We can stop them, but only if they return our powers to us.’

Questions crowded her mind. How had the Ahikis defeated the Scathed? Could the people’s powers really return? What if he was wrong? But one pressed upon her more urgently than any other. ‘What do you mean, release the Cloistered? Ain’t they already released?’

A knock sounded behind her, sharp and firm.

‘We found him, Uncle Gamani,’ came a muffled voice from behind the door. ‘What d’you want us to do with him?’

Baba pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘You know what – bring him in here.’

Ohemah darted back as the door burst open and two of Baba’s lieutenants descended the stairs. Between them, they dragged a young man with mid-brown skin and gently curling hair. Fresh bruises stood out on his face, and one eye was swollen shut.

Alim, Baba’s sinewy, grinning old lieutenant, shoved the young man onto the floor. The stranger’s eyes roved wildly as he lay unmoving, his bloody hands raised.

‘Please—’ the young man began, but Baba cut him off with a kick to the stomach that had him curling round Baba’s leg as though it might save him from drowning. The sound he made – pain, yes, but also deep despair – cut straight through Ohemah and down to where the Cloistered had gathered in an excited huddle at the edge of her mind. Their eagerness made her pulse quicken as she watched.

Baba caught her eye. ‘You got the stomach for this? You head off now if not.’ She realised then that she stood against the wall, like a child too afraid to face an angry parent. She pushed herself forward. ‘What’d he do?’ she said, careful to keep her voice even.

‘Don’t matter. He’s a traitor to the Family.’

The young man lifted a hand. ‘Listen to me, Bediako said—’

Another kick, this one to the face, sending the young man rolling back into the sea of skulls. His hands flew to his nose as it streamed with blood. The Cloistered swelled within her.

‘Hold him,’ Baba said, and Alim and his hulking, silent companion strode forward and pulled the man onto his knees.

His head lolled. Blood streamed over his swollen lips and onto the coarse fabric of his tunic. Baba dropped to one knee and lifted the man’s chin, tender as you please. With his free hand, he pulled a knife from beneath his dashiki. Had he been carrying that all day? Of course he had. And she hadn’t even noticed.

‘You don’t have to stay,’ Baba said. Then he flipped the knife so that he held the blade, smooth as a street juggler, and turned to offer her the hilt. ‘I’m gonna put you forward for the Bond,’ he said. ‘Don’t work like with the invokers. You got to show your dedication to the Family, and that’s it. But you need to understand that sometimes, we got to do difficult things. Think you can do difficult things?’

The young man’s eyes swivelled towards her, wild and desperate as a trapped animal. He looked at her as if she might still provide salvation. Intelligence was failing him, she realised . . . it was leaking out of him, like the darkness that spread across the front of his tunic. He had been reduced to ignoring reality and clinging instead to the desperate fallacy of hope.

Ohemah strode forward and seized the knife. The man moaned softly, but the sounds meant nothing as the laughter of the Cloistered drowned them out. When the traitor looked up at her, anger bubbled to the surface. Who was he to meet her gaze? He thought her weak, so she lashed the blade across his pitiful face. A line of red blossomed along his cheek. In the corner of her eye, Ohemah saw Baba nodding.

It was easy after that. Easy, once she reminded herself that they weren’t people, these traitors; that they ceased to be people the moment they stood against Baba. They might cry like people, they might scream about their families, they might bleed blood as red as her own. But they weren’t people. The Cloistered swirled round inside her, buffeting themselves against her hands so that the knife just seemed to thrust out of its own will. Baba’s enemies weren’t people, because people didn’t make those sounds, didn’t fall apart bit by bit, like one of Zee’s little wooden puzzles. A nail, a tooth, a finger, an eye . . . just falling apart as though their weak souls could no longer hold their bodies together.

Baba stood, breathing hard, then looked round at her. ‘You got so much of me in you,’ he said, and Ohemah couldn’t stop her grin, because she had never seen such pride on his face.

[We can heal him.]

[Fix him.]

[Make him better.]

‘I – I don’t think I can hold the Cloistered in!’ Ohemah said, backing away from the mangled corpse on the floor. The eagerness of them was like a sweet confection on her tongue, and all the richer for how damaged the dead man was.

‘The need for . . . moments like this is born with us,’ Baba said. ‘Because once, we could shape the world to our will. It’s not in our nature to think what has been unmade can’t be remade. Because once, everything could. And that knowledge still lies in our blood.’ He smiled gently. ‘You go on now. I’ll finish up here. You done good.’

Ohemah nodded in a quick bow, then turned towards the stairs.

Zee was a shadow in the dawn gloom when Ohemah stumbled into her room. His soft, peaceful snores were like a balm just then, and she knew she would sleep soundly beside him now. As she crept forward, she realised she had never felt more content in her entire life. She had Baba’s approval. And soon, she would have the Bond.

Then Zee rolled over, the wan light from the window catching his face, and Ohemah felt her legs weaken.

The thing on the sleeping mat was no longer her baby brother. Scales covered its body from head to foot. They gleamed silver and blue and black in the greyness of the morning, their edges slotted together in a geometric pattern. Long, powerful lower limbs ended in clawed feet. A single malformed wing lay folded against the great curve of its back. The arms stretched halfway to the knees, their fingers fused together into fin-like curves. A bulbous, red sac pulsed across its back, the fluid within faintly glowing. Its face looked vaguely human, but so very hard to see beneath the filmy membrane that covered it.

‘Zee?’

Ohemah felt bile rise in her throat. The sleeping thing stirred, its double lids flicking open then closed.

‘Where’s my brother?’ Ohemah said. ‘What have you done with my brother?’


The figure sleeping on the mat opened its eyes, yellow stare pinning her. ‘He’s here,’ it said, in a voice like metal on stone; rough and high and nothing like the beautiful child she used to sing to sleep. ‘If he’s good, we let him out. Sometimes.’

‘You said you heal,’ Ohemah said, rage sweeping over her. ‘That’s what you said.’

It was the voices of the pendant that replied, their laughter lapping against her mind, their whispers falling over one another.

[We heal.]

[We make them better.]

[Much better.]

[Better than they were.]

[He is better now.]

[He can fly now.]

[Swim now.]

[He is more now.]

[Better.]

Understanding crawled over her, heavy and sickening. The Cloistered didn’t just enter the minds of those they healed. Her thoughts snapped at once to Baba’s words, down in the cellar of skulls.

We will release the Cloistered and they will sweep over this continent and destroy everything.








TWENTY-FIVE Boleo


On the morning of Sister Ulla’s visit, the Ahiki bombardments began.

Boleo climbed to the top of the Moon Tower as his staff flared with warning glyphs. By the time he stepped out onto the wide, round balcony, sweating and breathing hard, half the palace was outside, heads tilted upwards.

Streaks of light arced through the morning sky; one every thirty heartbeats, by his reckoning. They moved smoothly and against the wind, before landing in a spray of fire on Boleo’s invisible barrier high above. Curse the Ahikis! They hadn’t had time to construct trebuchets, so Boleo had thought the city safe from an attack like this. But no: they had somehow imbued incendiary techwork with levitating energies, and now the things were hurtling towards the city.

‘What are they?’ Lord Adadeji said, stepping onto the tower with the four warriors of his quartet at his back. Daloya’s gormless firstborn wore a long green agbada set with emeralds. He looked more wedding guest than warlord’s heir.

‘I’m not certain,’ Boleo said. ‘But if enough of them hit the barrier, it will be weakened.’

‘But you can destroy them, yes?’

‘I will need to study them,’ Boleo said. Ordinarily, such a task would have filled him with relish. He had heard that the Scathed possessed wagons that could fly against the winds, sometimes for many leagues. This applied to weapons too, it seemed. ‘You must send envoys out into the city. You need to reassure the people that the barrier will hold—’

‘But Father, didn’t you just say—’

‘Yes, I did!’ Boleo said, trying to keep his irritation at bay. ‘Which is precisely why you are to reassure them that everything is well.’

He strode to the far side of the balcony, more to get away from the dull-witted fool than because he needed a different view. He held his staff aloft, commanding softly in the Forbidden Tongue.

‘Father Boleo!’ He looked round to see Kipteni scurrying towards him, his arms filled with papyrus scrolls. ‘Father, I need to speak to you!’

‘I am rather busy,’ Boleo said. ‘In case it’s escaped your notice, this city is currently under aerial attack. And if she is true to her word, Sister Ulla will be arriving soon to perform her ritual on Vunaji.’

‘Yes, Your Holiness! I know, Your Holiness! But I – I thought you would want to hear this at once. You see, I believe I have located the third tower!’

Kipteni’s round, dark eyes shone with excitement. As more of the household poured out onto the roof, including Daloya’s three most senior generals and that cocksure buffoon Morayo, Kipteni dropped to the floor and began spreading out the scrolls.

‘Now I know you said you thought perhaps the third tower might not lie within the palace grounds, or that perhaps it was buried within the hillside or stretched deep underground. But, you see, Father, I just could not get away from the fact that the palace layout suggests a third tower. I mean, look!’ He gestured to a scroll showing Three Towers as if seen from above. Boleo did not need to be reminded. He knew there was a large space on the southern grounds. If a tower had stood there, it would have formed a perfect triangle with the other two.

‘If you’re here to tell me the third tower must have collapsed some time in the past, I don’t want to hear it,’ Boleo said.

‘No, Father!’ Kipteni replied, blinking up at him. ‘I am here to tell you that the tower still stands!’

Boleo studied him. ‘Explain.’

‘Well, when I face a taxing mental conundrum and find myself unable to sleep, which happens increasingly frequently, I have to admit, sometimes I partake of a little sweetweed and go for a stroll in—’

‘Get to the point, Kipteni!’

‘Yes! Well. You see, I was wandering the grounds one night and I felt something was . . . not quite right. My strides are precisely seven of my handspans apart, and though I believe Warlord Igbonu, who commissioned this drawing one hundred and sixty rains ago, may have had rather larger hands than mine, to judge by the many bawdy songs about—’

‘Kipteni!’

‘Yes! Well, allowing for differences in the definition of what constitutes a handspan, the distance from the Moon Tower to the outer wall according to this drawing is nearly twice the distance of my nocturnal wanderings.’

‘Well, either your drawing or your measurements are wrong. This proves nothing.’

‘Ah, but there is more!’ Kipteni said, raising a bony finger. ‘Following this discovery, I used one of the counting relics from our vaults – I hope you don’t mind that I took it without seeking your leave first. I set the relic to begin counting at intervals of a standard heartbeat, then I too joined in. I did not look at the readings until I reached the outer wall. I found that the reading and my own counting differed by a ratio of – again – two to one.’

‘You mean you lost count.’

‘No! I mean I lost time!’

Boleo sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. Ancestors, but why did it have to be today? He had enough to think about with the bombardments and Ulla’s visit – if she chose to arrive at all. ‘How can one lose time?’

‘A moment, Father. Just one more thing.’ He unrolled another piece of papyrus, this a drawing in Boleo’s own hand. He had almost forgotten it: a depiction of a Scathed flying carriage, as he recalled it from an artefact he had glimpsed in Father Galumu’s hidden vaults. ‘Now, do you remember the tales of Scathed carriages that can blend into their surroundings, like rainbow lizards in the forest? I remember reading your theories. I wondered if the Scathed— Sorry – I mean, our ancestors – might have used such a wondrous power on buildings as well as transportation. And I wondered if this . . . bending might not be just light but also . . . awareness . . .?’ He trailed off, his expression pleading.

On the far side of the balcony, Morayo threw his arm around Adadeji. Seeking to bolster his eldest brother with his usual charm presumably, but Boleo knew the boy well enough to see through the false cheer. Morayo had scarcely left Bokku’s bedside since the old warrior had been wounded. And he had insisted on making all the funeral arrangements for Lieutenant Ibekwe himself.

‘So what you conclude,’ Boleo said, ‘is that a third tower still stands on the palace grounds, and that none of us see it or accidentally walk into it, because it somehow bends all aspects of our awareness away from it, including our sense of the passage of time and, apparently, our ability to walk in a straight line. Is this your hypothesis?’

‘Y-yes?’ Kipteni said, cringing away, averting his eyes as though Boleo might strike him.

Boleo exhaled loudly. He certainly felt like striking the boy. ‘I don’t have time for this,’ he snapped. Ah, time! It always came down to time. Given time, he could calculate the way to ensure the city barrier never fell. Given time, he could smash the Ahiki camp from the mortal realm. But ever since his fiftieth rain of life, he had been acutely aware of how little time mortal existence truly held.

‘Kipteni, I need you and a few fast, intelligent monks to go into the city and find a man named Zadenu. He will likely be in a smoking den or pillow house, and you may need to pay him to get him out. You will know him by his gold teeth and his sour attitude. Tell him that Father Boleo has a task for him. A lucrative task. And make it speedy.’

‘Y-yes, Father!’ Kipteni said, scrambling to gather up his scrolls.

‘I also need you to send a small group of streetwise, strong monks into vault one hundred and seventy-two, which can be found under the Flying Lizard inn in the northern shanty. There, they are to remove a crate bearing the glyph for scramblers and bring it to me, with all haste.’

‘Yes, Father. But about the tower—’

‘I refuse to believe that a third tower has been lying under our noses all this time. Begin your research again. And no more sweetweed! I fear your mind is already clouded enough.’

It was well past highsun when Boleo heard a soft knock at the door to his apartments. He had been close to giving up hope that Sister Ulla would keep her promise, but felt a spark of excitement at the sound. He let the scroll he’d been studying snap shut – another drawing of the palace, this several centuries older than the one Kipteni had used.

‘I’m coming,’ Boleo said, taking his staff from its spot against the wall.

He pulled open the door to find not a nun or a monk, but a wiry, gold-toothed man grinning on the balcony beyond.

‘Heard you had need o’ me,’ Zadenu said. Daloya’s master of whispers wore a dashiki and a large chain studded with diamonds. His hair fell in narrow locs to his shoulders. Zadenu was well past forty rains of age, but was still agile, strong . . . and unsettlingly good at sneaking around.

‘Ah! Yes! Thank you for coming. Come in.’

‘Must be serious if you’re letting me into your apartments voluntarily,’ Zadenu said, striding past him. He paused. ‘Oh, hang on – I understand. You thought I’d upped and left the city, didn’t you?’

Boleo opened his crate of Jebbanese red. ‘Perhaps. But I hoped that you had not.’

‘Well, against me better judgement, I find meself still here, don’t I? So what d’you want? And if it involves slitting the throat of an Ahiki princen, well, I’m afraid you can’t afford me.’

Boleo offered him a bottle. ‘Not quite. But I do need you to gain access to the Ahiki camp.’

‘Hah!’ Zadenu took the bottle. ‘Gain access, he says! Listen, do you know how tight a ship them Ahikis run? Every servant is hand selected. For all I know, they got little techwork spying devices in the skulls of everyone there.’

‘I am well aware of the capabilities of the royal monks,’ Boleo said. ‘I do not need you to interact with them. But I do need you to get close enough to deposit these Forbidden artefacts in their latrine.’

He pulled open the second crate, and Zadenu recoiled at the bristling mass of tiny black specks contained within. ‘Fuck me,’ he muttered. ‘Are those mosquitos?’

‘No,’ Boleo said, allowing himself a small smile of pride. ‘But they certainly look like them, don’t they?’

‘So you want me to arrange for this crate of . . . artefacts that definitely ain’t mosquitos to find their way into the latrines?’

‘Yes. I expect the latrines are far from the main camp and I would hope they are not being heavily guarded.’

‘And just how am I supposed to get out of the city when you got this shimmering dome all around us?’

‘Every city in the Nine Lands has underground tunnels from the days of the Scathed. You will exit through one of those, and I will arrange for the protective barrier to be lifted just in the area you will be leaving from.’

‘Right. Er, I see. Might I ask—’

‘Best not to, eh?’

There came a knock at the door. Boleo turned and pulled it open.


‘Please, Father,’ one of the hapless noviciates said, a moon-faced girl of about twelve rains. ‘There’s a nun here to see you.’

*

They met in Daloya’s private training room, located at the far end of his apartments. It stood high in the Moon Tower, in the part of the palace where they were least likely to be seen or overheard. Boleo felt a swell of sadness as he stepped into the room with its dusty swords and fight dummies. He had spent many long afternoons sitting cross-legged on the floor, watching Daloya practise his emii fighting forms while talking through some new theory or plan. A lifetime ago now, it seemed. Omadella had not wanted anyone else using it since.

Sister Ulla stood on the far side of the room, before doors that opened out onto a narrow balcony. Behind her, two young nuns stood either side of a wooden cage. Boleo saw at once that it was made from spirit wood, and was covered in a network of Forbidden glyphs. Only when he reached them did he realise what the nuns had used to write out those glyphs.

‘You tataued the spirit wood?’ Boleo said.

‘Of course,’ Ulla replied. ‘How else am I to hold the spirit here? It is linked through you to the mortal realm. This cage is to be an extension of your body.’

With Kipteni off in the city, Boleo had needed to resort to bringing a hulking, dead-eyed monk named Jomuko to accompany him. Boleo did not relish the prospect of passing out with only Sister Ulla and her little underlings nearby. Boleo handed Jomuko his staff of office then turned to Ulla and said, ‘What do I need to do?’

‘Onto your knees, please, Father Boleo,’ she replied, a mischievous glint in her eyes. ‘Place both hands on the spirit wood cage.’

Boleo lowered himself to the wooden floor, ignoring the creaking in his joints. The moment he placed his hands on the lengths of wood, warmth seeped into his veins. His tatau, the jagged black line he had drawn out in the Busharn Wastes, began to sting.

Sister Ulla placed her hand on the cage, then spoke in the Forbidden Tongue. ‘I summon you to the mortal realm!’ she cried, her rich voice filling the room. At once, Boleo’s tatau began to throb and he felt a wave of fear that was not his own.

‘I summon you to the mortal realm!’ Ulla continued, her voice rising against the rush of noise that now filled Boleo’s ears. He twisted his head towards her. Did she hear it too? A surging, like a distant wind, carrying with it faint whispers in a dozen tongues. Ulla’s eyes remained closed as she continued to chant. He realised then that this woman he did not trust held his very soul in the palm of her hand.

‘I summon you to the mortal realm!’ The room around them darkened. Boleo heard Jomuko’s sharp intake of breath. Then the walls faded away, revealing a vast, open space. High above them, dark clouds raced past. Purple light streaked from Boleo’s tatau towards a distant sun. Boleo watched that sun race across the sky, rising and falling, faster and faster, so that day and night blended into one. And though he knew he knelt on the floor of his warlord’s training room, the wind that drove him backwards came from somewhere else entirely.

‘I summon you to the mortal realm!’ Ulla shouted, shielding her eyes against the wind, her heavy, jewelled earrings swinging wildly as she chanted on.

‘Wait—’ Boleo said, struggling to turn his head towards her, the burning in his tatau so intense it felt as though his entire arm was aflame.

‘I summon you to the mortal realm! Hold on, Father Boleo – we are nearly there! I summon you to the mortal realm!’

Boleo groaned as purple light was dragged from his arm, as it pooled behind the bars of the cage, taking on a hazy shape. Every instinct within him screamed at him to run, to hide, that something was wrong. But he ground his teeth as, slowly, the spirit began to coalesce.

‘I summon you to the mortal realm!’

The storm fell away. Ulla collapsed backwards against the wall. The afternoon warmth returned, along with the distant shouts of soldiers out on the sparring ground. Boleo held someone’s hand, through the bars of the cage. He lifted his head and found himself staring into the eyes of a child.

A child: that was why she had been frightened, hiding. She looked like any street urchin from the hillside slums. She wore a ragged tunic almost the same dark brown as her skin, but was otherwise barefoot and unadorned. Boleo would have put her at about eight or nine as she peered up through wide, frightened eyes.

‘Vunaji,’ Boleo said, as Ulla tightened the folds of her wrapper skirt. ‘Do not be afraid. We won’t hurt you. We are here seeking your help.’

The girl blinked at him, showing no sign of comprehension.

Boleo glanced over at Ulla. ‘Does she speak the Royal Tongue?’

Sister Ulla straightened her earring. ‘Spirits speak whatever language is easiest for the listener to hear,’ Ulla said. ‘She understands you. She is simply choosing not to respond.’

‘I am sorry for drawing you out like this,’ Boleo said. ‘But we need your help, and you were not heeding my call. I know the mortal realm may be frightening to you, but . . .’ He trailed off. What was he supposed to say? She certainly did not look like anything capable of standing against an Ahiki king.

‘Are you Vunaji?’ Sister Ulla said, lowering her hand from the sacred jewel embedded in her skull.

The girl peered up at Ulla, her expression unreadable. Then, in a small voice, she said, ‘Yes. It is I. Vunaji.’

Ulla released a breath, a gentle laugh escaping her lips. She glanced across at Boleo.

‘Will you help us?’ Boleo said. ‘Are you capable of taking Bonded spirits from their invoker?’

Vunaji looked up at the bars of the spirit wood cage. ‘Why can’t I move?’

‘I am sorry. It seemed the only way to get your attention. I am prepared to release you again, if I have your word you will come to my aid when I call upon you.’

Vunaji glanced over at Sister Ulla. It was curious: Boleo could remember little of that day in his makeshift shrine out in the Busharn Wastes. Truth be told, he could remember little of that entire moon. His obsession with Vunaji had consumed him, and he knew he had not quite been himself. But he was sure, when the spirit burst from the ancestral realm, that it had not looked like this.

‘I do not ask you this for personal gain,’ Boleo continued. He pointed towards the balcony. ‘Look, out there, through the window. Do you see that city? That is what you will be saving. I understand that you are . . . older than the Nine Lands. Perhaps you do not even know what the Ahikis are. But they have stolen from the peoples of this land, the peoples of all lands, and now they mean to destroy us. Please help us defend ourselves against them. I do not know if you ever lived a mortal life. Perhaps you do not care for mortal affairs. But we need you. Without you, our people will cease to exist.’

The girl turned in her cage, looking out at the city of Ewo and the glittering sea beyond.

‘The Ahikis erased my people’s history and took from us everything we created,’ Boleo said. ‘Now, we fight in a pointless war, in the name of the very king who conquered us. We have spent decades planning to bring our people to freedom. Decades, and the centre of all our plans is you. Please. Help us. Help me. I have been waiting a lifetime for this moment.’ Belatedly, he dropped into a bow.

He looked up to see Vunaji studying him, a small smile quirking at the corners of her lips. There and gone again in an instant; so quickly Boleo could not be sure if he’d imagined it.

‘Vunaji might help you,’ Vunaji said. ‘But first, she wants to see the city. And food. She wants food.’

‘O-of course,’ Boleo said. ‘At once.’ And at a nod from Ulla, he removed his hands from the cage bars.

Vunaji vanished in a haze of purple light that poured back inside Boleo’s arm. He could feel her then, sliding beneath his skin, flaring up into his shoulder. The spirit’s fear remained. But muted. Controlled.

[Take me into the city,] Vunaji said. [I want to see what I am to save.]








TWENTY-SIX Ohemah


‘It’s a protective cocoon,’ Old Feyin said dismissively as he stood. ‘It’ll all fall away soon, and he’ll be fine underneath, you’ll see.’

‘How d’you know that?’ Ohemah said, from where she paced by the doorway. ‘And don’t fucking tell me this is just fungus.’

‘It’s fungus,’ Feyin said, stopping to look at her. He was still smiling, but now his dark eyes held an edge.

Zee lay unmoving on his sleeping mat, his head tiny atop a monstrous body, face staring beneath the membrane that now covered it. Ohemah wanted to grab Feyin by his bony arms and shake him, shake him until he understood that Zee wasn’t one of his interesting techwork mysteries but a person, the most precious person in the world. ‘He’s seeing things, too,’ Ohemah said. ‘And he keeps talking about this Quiet One. But you’re telling me this is some normal disease?’

‘You never had an imaginary friend, pot girl?’

‘No. And neither has Zee. Is this even you talking, or is it that thing inside you? Are you even Old Feyin?’

She made a show of letting her eyes drop to the elder’s thin shirt, which could not quite hide how much the mottled growth had spread on him too.

‘You got to remember Zee’s with all of us now,’ Feyin said slowly. ‘He’s got a whole Family here to look out for him. Ain’t just you now.’

She watched him hobble past, then followed him out into the hallway.

It was still early, but the elders claimed Baba had already left Riverhouse. She stepped out into the yard to find Baba’s sinister little monk, Father Wunma, standing with his hands spread as he chanted over the household well. He grinned when he caught sight of her, his eyes sliding up and down her body before he returned to his work.

The house, the Cloistered, even Baba’s promise to make the Bond. All of it felt too much. She needed space, and peace, and a moment to think, to understand what was happening to Zee. So she pulled on her sandals and headed east.

The more time she spent near the bakery, her mind clear of the Cloistered, the more at peace she felt, and the harder it became to leave.

One trip became two, then two became a daily occurrence. She learned that the woman on the counter, Temi, had many cousins and aunts, and that her long-haired uncle, Amaan, was a local teacher. She learned that the pale-skinned cousin, Kierin, was a dockworker, and that he seemed to know every youth in the district. She learned that the fierce, squat cousin was Larmi, and that she would slip away each highsun to secretly lie with a highblood merchant’s wife. She learned that Mtobi was the one who made the braided sweetbreads, and that Mama Elleth made the Yennish black. She learned that they argued but they always forgave, and that they made mistakes but they always tried to fix them, and that their love for one another was fierce and unshakable. The bakery and the street around it were never empty, whatever time she stopped by. It wasn’t just a shop, she came to understand: it was the heart of Lordsgrave itself.

‘You eat a lot of bread for one person,’ Temi told her one morning as she handed her some Yennish black. At her back, half a dozen youths, led by that uncle with the hairlocs, swarmed over the front of the bakery; finally fixing the fire damage, Ohemah realised.

‘Got a big family back at home,’ Ohemah replied.

‘Ah, I know all about that,’ Temi said, with a smile that did something to Ohemah’s insides.

‘Yeah, but they ain’t like yours,’ Ohemah replied, before she could stop herself. ‘Yours love each other.’

‘I bet yours do too,’ Temi said. There was such kindness in her eyes that for a moment, Ohemah couldn’t speak. But then she reminded herself that someone in this family had killed Harvell and that once Casten was well again, he’d ensure they got what they deserved. And if part of Ohemah regretted that, well . . . it was a part she had to ignore.

‘It ain’t always good having a big family,’ Ohemah said. ‘Sometimes they . . . Never mind.’

She turned away. Why did being here always loosen her tongue? It wasn’t just the blessed absence of the Cloistered. Something about Temi and her family and their easy openness broke through all the barriers Ohemah had spent a lifetime constructing. She’d never had a friend, and it was foolish, a weakness, to think she had one now, but—

‘Listen, you ever need a place to stay,’ Temi said, stepping towards her, ‘our family room’s big, and the kids ain’t always staying over. I know my elders wouldn’t mind, if it came down to it.’

Ohemah’s throat tightened. Why did she suddenly feel like weeping? For a moment, she couldn’t speak. She said goodbye quickly, then hurried out into the sun. Only when she was halfway down the hill did she realise she hadn’t even paid for the bread.

By the time she reached the bottom of the hill, the ugly pendant that was the Cloistered’s prison had grown hot against her skin. She pulled it out from under her tunic to find all the blackglass beads had begun to glow. Well, that was something new. She hadn’t thought blackglass could do that.

[We told you not to go there.]

[We told you it was dangerous.]

[We keep telling you.]

[But you keep disappointing us.]

‘Tough,’ Ohemah said. ‘You don’t make the fucking rules—’

The world tilted as her entire body ignited and pain roiled through her, obliterating all thought, as though a river of fire blazed within her and now fought to break free. She staggered to the teahouse wall as the crowds flowed around her and her vision began to mist.

Something burst through the skin of her chest, blue and feral; not with the gentle ripple she knew so well, but like a dagger ripped from a wound. Ohemah lurched forward with a grunt as it streaked into the air before her, followed by a second, then a third. Each time they burst through her skin, she cried out, because there was nothing gentle to them now, nothing restrained. They streaked around her, joining together in a vortex just as they had the day of the massacre. But instead of forming a protective dome, they closed in, buffeting her angrily, knocking her left, right, jostling.

‘You all right, love?’ a toothless woman selling candied fruit asked as Ohemah fell into her.

Ohemah ignored her, stumbling towards the wall of a pillow house and collapsing against the cool mudbrick.

The vortex closed in until all she could see was a storm of blue, and when it spoke, it was not with the usual gentle whispers. The overlapping voices were a deafening storm now, a skull-splitting roar of fury.

[Do not question us.]

[We do not serve you.]

[You serve us.]

[You are chosen.]

[By us.]

[To serve us.]

And then, abruptly, blissfully, they fell away, leaving Ohemah panting by the side of the road.

*

That night at the family meal, no one mentioned Zee. Conversation bubbled away as though nothing had happened. But none of the High Hill Chedus were present, not even Old Feyin this time, and as the children cleared away their bowls, Ohemah grabbed her baba’s arm.

‘Where’s Feyin?’ she said. ‘I need him to—’

‘Feyin ain’t feeling good. You know how old he is. He needs to rest, so you leave him be.’

‘And Ba Casten, is he sick too? And Lakoz and—’

‘Listen,’ Baba said, rounding on her with a patient smile that carried steel behind it. ‘You need to trust me and you need to keep your emotions in check. You want the Bond, don’t you? So you need to just do as you’re told.’ He inhaled slowly. ‘Probably you need something to keep you busy. You want to go out on a collection with some of the lieutenants?’

‘A collection?’

‘It’s important work. That traitor from the other night: he left a space. You can fill it. Will be a good way to show Chedu what you can do.’

It was what she’d wanted since she first stepped into to Cascade’s pot room at twelve rains old: a position as lieutenant within the ranks of the Family. Yet now, all she felt was a great emptiness. It would mean more time away from Zee. But to refuse Baba, to reject him, was surely a slight that would not be forgiven, so she bowed and said, ‘Yes ple—’

‘Good girl,’ Baba said, turning away. ‘I’ll tell Alim you’ll meet him out front tomorrow morning.’

Ohemah left the house the next morning to find Alim, Baba’s sly-eyed, sinewy lieutenant, waiting for her in the gardens at the back of the house. Beside him stood a sour-faced, stocky woman who looked straight past Ohemah as though she were invisible, and the bearded bear of a man who’d dragged the traitor down into the skull room. Family elders stood behind them, tending the vegetables and goats and chatting about how fine the weather was.

‘Here’s your uniform,’ Alim said, tossing her a satchel. The stocky woman snorted back a laugh.

Ohemah jerked open the satchel. A wrapper, green and gold, the most delicate she had ever seen. A matching gele. Tiny, jewelled sandals. Eye kohl, rouge, and jewellery – real gold.

‘You just smile sweetly and ask for the money.’ Alim grinned at her. ‘They give you any trouble, you signal to us. Easy, right.’ He clapped her on the shoulder, shoving her forward, and the sour-faced woman laughed again.

Ohemah thought of Harvell as she changed into her uniform. Harvell had always worn dresses and sandals when she left the Cascade. She was the decorative, unthreatening face who collected tributes from Lordsgrave. Ohemah was to serve in that role now, it seemed. Well, if that was what Baba wanted, then that was what she would do, and when she strode back out into the gardens, she felt a tiny spark of pleasure at the way the bear-like man stared. The wrapper clung to her so tightly she had to shuffle along behind them like some pampered highblood, and when she got to the waiting wagon, she discovered she had to climb in sideways.

In the days that followed, Ohemah threw herself into her work. Baba was right: it was the distraction she’d needed. The Chedus had many friends in Lordsheart, and Ohemah realised she hadn’t truly known the district until she walked its broad streets in her kohl and her jewels. Alim, stocky Ulora and the bearded man, who told her to call him Talon, stayed many paces behind her, even when she wove through the crowds on the wide, paved avenues of the most affluent locales. People always gave the lieutenants a wide berth, whereas her clothes and delicate frame seemed to earn her many smiles. And she enjoyed the admiration.

Ohemah learned that there were highbloods and then there were highbloods. No one in Lordsheart had to worry about having enough to eat. No one walked barefoot in the sun or built their home from river waste. But when she turned off the busy, palm-lined thoroughfares with their limestone buildings and ox-drawn traffic, it was onto narrower, meaner streets, where the people were of a different breed. Well spoken, but wary. Smartly dressed, but practical. Comfortable, but ambitious. These were highbloods she hadn’t known existed – souls who owned teahouses, or cobblers, or inns, or worked as tailors or performers or artists. They welcomed her warmly when she strolled up.

The Chedus sent me to see how you’re doing? she would say, or, The Chedus wanted me to check in on your health? Oh, you’ve a gift for my baba? How kind! He will certainly remember your generosity!

Alim mostly kept her away from those who failed to remember the Chedus in their gifts when she visited. Sometimes they’d turn pleading eyes on her when she asked how they were. Not so good, they’d say. Bit short of coin. Please tell Gamani we are grateful for all he does, and that we love him dearly. And she always did. But it wasn’t enough. And when next she came calling, these homes often showed signs of . . . unfortunate accidents. Windows smashed. Doors torn off. Occasionally, someone with a broken arm. Then, she’d been instructed to tell them her baba was outraged, utterly outraged, that they’d been preyed upon by unsavoury souls.

Occasionally, Alim and the others had to have words with those who found themselves less generous towards the Chedus. Alim always grinned and told her that they didn’t need her for this part, but she stayed anyway, because the Cloistered wanted her to, and because she needed to show them all that she could.

Sometimes, the less generous came quietly, a terrible inevitability seeming to weigh their shoulders down. Sometimes, they fought or cursed or threatened. Always, when they saw Alim, their fear turned to a visceral terror. But however defiant they were, eventually, they all screamed.

The Cloistered’s hunger grew stronger with each passing day, meaning she relied more and more on her visits to the Arrant Hill bakery. Their pull on her was as raw as the scraping of a blade across skin, and she knew she could not contain them for much longer. The worst of it was, whenever she spoke to them about helping Zee, they simply giggled and told her there was nothing to heal.

Ten days after her work as a collector began, she turned onto Iron Street to see Temi sitting on the convent wall. She stared through the crowds, straight in Ohemah’s direction. She’d been waiting, Ohemah realised as the girl pushed to her feet.

‘Not working?’ Ohemah said.

‘My cousin saw you,’ Temi said, stopping two paces away. ‘You’re a fucking Chedu. D’you come to kill me? That why you’ve been loitering around my family so much?’

Ohemah couldn’t say why she felt a sinking sadness, and the sudden urge to beg Temi to forgive her. These people were Baba’s enemies, but Ohemah had meant them no harm. As Temi advanced, Ohemah realised the Cloistered had retreated. So, it was the girl and not the building that drove them away.

Ohemah let her gaze drift to an elder pulling his yam-filled cart up the road. The man was too old to be responsible for such a heavy load.

‘You don’t know what it’s like, growing up alone,’ Ohemah said. ‘You’ve got a family—’

‘You got a family too,’ Temi said with a sour laugh. Her dark eyes shone with simmering rage. Something rippled across her skin, there and gone in a heartbeat. Something dark and powerful and ancient. ‘You got a vast, wealthy family, and you got a nice brick house over the river, and a place to hide when the greybloods come, and food stores, and people to do your bidding, so don’t fucking tell me I don’t know what it’s like.’

‘It was just me, my brother and my ma until last rainy season,’ Ohemah said, unable to stop her tongue, unsure why she was bothering at all. ‘We lived in a one-room hut. My ma drank every day. One time, she didn’t get out of bed for two moons straight. My brother and me nearly starved until I got my pot wash job.’

‘You’re right. I got no idea what it’s like to have a mother that’s surrendered herself to drink.’ Temi laughed softly, shaking her head. ‘Just fuck off, will you? Don’t come back to Arrant Hill. You ain’t welcome.’

Ohemah hadn’t expected those words to sting. She didn’t need friends. She’d always looked out for herself. ‘I ain’t here to kill you.’

‘But they want you to, don’t they?’

Ohemah looked over at the children playing in the convent gardens. ‘You should leave the city. You should take your family and leave. There’s something bad coming, and—’

‘Fuck you! This is my city!’

‘It’s my city too. But if you care about your family, you’ll go.’

Temi took a step towards her. That ripple passed across her skin again. Yes . . . there was something coiled there, something watching. Something so powerful that the Cloistered feared it. Something powerful enough to keep them away.

‘What are you?’ Ohemah said.

‘I’m a baker,’ Temi replied, then turned and disappeared into the crowd.

Ohemah watched her go, feeling a crushing mournfulness envelop her. Perhaps if she’d spent longer with Temi, Ohemah could have understood the strange presence she’d sensed. Perhaps, if it could drive the Cloistered away from her, it could drive them away from Zee, too. Perhaps it could free them all.

[You are chosen,] the Cloistered cooed, creeping back now the danger was gone.


[Special.]

[You do not need—]

‘Shut up,’ Ohemah cried. ‘Just shut up!’

Heads swung towards her, but Ohemah didn’t care. As she turned back towards the river, the Cloistered buffeted against her skin, her fingertips, her eyes, exploding across her body like insect bites.

[You are chosen.]

[By us.]

[You are ours.]

And it didn’t matter how fast she ran: she could never hope to outpace them.


*

It was sunset by the time Ohemah arrived back at Riverhouse. Cousins and aunts and elders greeted her, but she ignored them all. What she needed now was the sweet oblivion of sleep.

Zee lay sprawled across her wooden floor, half off her sleeping mat, his swollen, misshapen body a tangle. One yellow eye swung round to take her in. His face was free of the membrane.

‘I want to go outside,’ he said, in an unnatural, dual voice.

‘Zee, you need to rest.’

‘Please, Run! Please! I need to go outside! Please! I want to see the sunset!’

In the end, he cried so hard that Ohemah relented just to keep him quiet. She hefted him up, realising she could scarcely bear his weight. The tip of his wing scraped on the floor as she helped him down the corridor. His scales felt sharp as claws, but she didn’t mind the way they pricked her skin.

Everyone they passed turned away as she dragged him towards the gardens. Pretending not to see. Not speaking of the horror the whole household now surely knew. The red sac on his back bulged with fluid that pulsed and quivered as they walked.

‘No, I want to go high,’ Zee said, as Ohemah turned towards the garden door.

‘Why?’

‘I just want to.’

There was something unsettlingly final in his words. But she hefted him up the stairs that led to the upper floors, and then dragged him to the window at the end of the hallway. It took all her strength to manoeuvre her brother out onto the roof beyond, but once they were through, Zee collapsed onto his side, letting the fluid-filled sac hang free.

Golden light flickered against the sunset sky. Zee squinted into the distance, through multifaceted yellow eyes. If she looked closely enough, she could see something reflected in their surface. It looked like palm trees. Dozens of them, swaying in a gentle wind.

‘The Quiet One says it’s nearly time, Run.’

‘No,’ Ohemah said, panic rising within her. She grabbed her brother’s gnarly arm. ‘No. You tell the Quiet One to go away. You tell him to fuck right off, we don’t need him and—’

‘He can’t go, Run.’

‘Yes he fucking can, because he’s in your head, Zee! Get him out of your head!’ Ohemah wiped a hand over her face. She would not shout at him. She would not weep. ‘Look . . . I know what he is. It’s the Cloistered that you’re linked to, isn’t it? But you don’t have to listen. I know someone . . . She – she can get rid of them, I think. I know where she lives, and we can go there, we can go now! She’ll forgive us, because she’s kind and she helps people. We’ll go there together and we can send the Quiet One away!’

Zee was silent. She looked round to find him watching the lizards running across the far roof. His expression hadn’t changed, but as she stared, he said, ‘The Quiet One is laughing.’

The sac on Zee’s back rippled. Not sac, she realised: cocoon. It was like the eggs she’d seen sand spiders lay. Pulsing with fluid. Brimming with life beneath. As she stared, the skin began to stretch.

Something pressed against the red membrane, straining, stretching, threatening to break free as Zee’s eyes fluttered shut. A moment later, the skin tore and something coiled slopped out onto the rooftop in a flood of scarlet liquid that cascaded down into the yard. Bile crawled up Ohemah’s throat as a flaccid, pale thing unfolded itself, revealing long limbs and an elongated head. It had the same large, yellow eyes as the Cloistered. The same smooth body with no genitals, no nipples. And it was here, in the mortal realm.

‘Zee?’ Ohemah whispered, her breath gone.

Zee, shivering, looking nothing like the boy she had cradled as a child, croaked, ‘We’re the Quiet One. We’re here.’

Then Zee fell still, his eyes open, unblinking, reflecting the golden light of the Garden; and Ohemah’s world contracted into a single agonising moment.

‘Zee!’ She seized his shoulders, but the scales crumbled away at her touch, falling to ash on the warm slate roof. And Feyin had been right: as she grabbed his arm, tried to sit him up, it all fell away, scales and wing, all of it. Beneath, her brother’s emaciated body was whole and pure. But no breath came from his mouth as she pressed her face to it. No warmth suffused his skin. Ohemah held him, her chest tightening, tightening with a terrible, aching pain, into a scream that could never be released.

The shadow of the newborn thing fell over her as it stood. ‘Hello, Run,’ it said, turning towards her. Its face split in a foul grin, revealing two rows of neat, triangular teeth.

Ohemah looked up. This creature was not like the other Cloistered. It breathed. It dripped its fluids onto the rooftop. It was here, beside her, in a physical body. Which meant it could bleed.

Which meant it could die.

Ohemah sprang, a great cry escaping her as she leapt. She could feel nothing, see nothing except the grinning face of the newmade thing. It should have been vulnerable, like all creatures when they first came into the world, but as it twisted aside and watched her fly past, she knew that it was not. She whipped round to see its long fingers unfurl – six on each hand.

‘Why are you trying to hurt me, Run?’ the thing said. ‘Don’t you recognise your own brother?’


‘You ain’t Zee! You ain’t him!’ She threw herself forward, blood roaring in her ears, but the creature darted sideways out of her path.

‘What do you mean?’ it said. ‘Everything he was is in here now. And this body is so much stronger! Why would you want to take that from him? Don’t you want him to live?’

Ohemah lashed out, her fingers curled round, ready to bury themselves in its flesh, ready to tear the thing apart. But instead, the creature giggled and sprang from the edge of the roof. It landed on all fours in the yard below, then turned and scampered away.

Ohemah didn’t care how high she was. She didn’t care that the monster claiming to be Zee was up and over the wall in the next breath. She didn’t care about the screams from the street beyond. All she knew was that it had to die and she had to be the one to do it.

‘Easy, girl, easy, I got you,’ Baba said, folding her into his embrace, holding her fast.

His warmth and his familiar, sandalwood smell broke something within her. She sank to the rooftop unable to breathe, unable to think, unable to see, while Baba shushed her as she howled.








TWENTY-SEVEN Morayo


Ibekwe’s mother would not meet Morayo’s eyes the night they burned her son’s body. She stood by the pyre while warriors and clan members dressed all in white danced and sang the Song of Legends Lost. Morayo knew he too should dance, but all he could do was watch the flames consume Ibekwe’s young face and remember the terror in his eyes as Unworthy held his spirit.

The worst of it was, the mourners insisted on coming to him to offer sympathy . . . as though the loss of a member of his quartet was greater than the parent’s loss of a child. Morayo accepted it all with the graciousness they expected of him, but his eyes kept drifting to Ibekwe’s mother, still standing alone. Eventually he could bear it no longer, and so he crossed to her and dropped into a low bow.


She was a large woman, tall and solid, and had streaked her arms and face in white mourning paint. Morayo lowered his head. ‘I wanted . . . wanted to say that—’ What was wrong with him? He was Morayo Adatali! He always knew exactly what to say. ‘I wanted to say that I am so sorry. Ibekwe was . . . he was sunlight, in our quartet. After Yuchim died, I never imagined anyone could take his place. But Ibekwe showed me how wrong I was. He was brave, and determined, and truly, I could not have asked for a better man to fight at my side.’

Without speaking, without even looking his way, Ibekwe’s mother turned and stalked off into the night.

‘You need to leave her alone,’ Bokku said, limping over to join him. Today was the first time since the battle that the captain had been strong enough to leave his bed. ‘Your need for everyone to love you is not more important than her grief.’

‘That’s not why—’

‘Yes, it is. You have no right to seek her forgiveness.’

Morayo eyed him. Thick bandages covered Bokku’s left shoulder. How gaunt he suddenly looked – cheeks sunken, eyes hooded. ‘You should be resting,’ Morayo said.

‘I’ve rested enough.’

The flames lapped high into the darkness, where insects danced, courting their own doom. The night sky still flared with Ahiki bombardments, but Morayo had almost grown used to them now. ‘The spirit wood will send him on,’ he said. ‘Won’t it? Whatever power that monk has, it can’t stop the dead from crossing.’

Bokku stared at the flames. Finally, he replied, ‘That monster Unworthy was not of the ancestors. When we face him again—’

Morayo turned. ‘We? Bokku, there is no we. You’re not fighting again, not until you’re fully recovered.’

‘If you think you can—’

‘Do you know,’ Morayo said, unable to keep the bitter laugh from his voice, ‘that nobody in this palace is willing to tell me what happened to that troupe of arokin from my birthday feast? I even tried bribing some of Zadenu’s whisper hunters, and not one of them was able to help. This is Omadella’s doing. And they were our best chance of fighting back.’

‘Musicians and dancers?’

‘Yes! Bokku, when I danced with them, I – I felt something, and . . . Look, I just need to find them.’

Bokku sighed. ‘You know, if you’re really determined to find them, you should ask Father Boleo. He’s the only other man in this city willing to defy Omadella.’

‘Hah!’ Boleo cried, as Morayo stepped out onto the roof of the Moon Tower the next morning. The old monk stood at the tower’s edge, the wind whipping his beaded skirt around his legs as he stared north across the white rooftops. Morayo strode towards him, noticing a plume of thick smoke climbing into the sky beyond the city walls.

‘Do you see that, Lord Invoker?’ Boleo cried, turning to him. ‘Zadenu, you worthless dog, you actually did it!’

Morayo came to a stop. Glyphs covered the skin of Boleo’s face; a tangle of purple symbols that looked nothing like the Forbidden Tongue.

Morayo reached towards him. ‘Father, your skin—’

‘I’m fine,’ Boleo snapped. ‘It’s just a consequence of being fully Bonded to Vunaji now. So you can stop looking at me as though I’ve grown a second head.’

Morayo took a step back, because in that moment Boleo didn’t look like the cranky elder Morayo had been following around since he was old enough to walk. He looked like a stranger. But Morayo had heard all about the creature senior nun Sister Ulla had pulled from the ancestral realm. A child. Innocent, surely. And yet Morayo found himself thinking back to the night of his birthday feast, when that shaft of light had leapt from Boleo’s staff and out into the city.

‘Have you asked her about the glyphs?’ Morayo said. ‘The spirit eater, I mean.’

‘Not yet. I haven’t had time. Now listen.’ He cocked his head to one side. ‘How long has it been? Thirty heartbeats? Forty?’

Beyond the city, smoke continued to billow. But the sky remained silent. The only sound that reached them was the distant shouts of soldiers in the training grounds. No humming silver discs arced overhead. No spark of Forbidden energies brightened the morning. For the first time in days, the sky was clear.

‘The incendiary techwork is destroyed?’ Morayo said.

‘No!’ Boleo jabbed a finger at him. ‘But Zadenu’s little gift means the techwork momentarily forgot what its target was. Each time they attempt to send one our way, well – they will get a nasty shock! I expect they’ve already worked out what’s happened, but with any luck, the relics will have sent a few Ahiki commanders beyond the pyre, and destroyed the rest of their supplies!’

‘Father, I came to ask you for your . . . discreet help.’

‘If you’re looking for an alibi for another of your secret dalliances, My Lord, you can look elsewhere.’

‘No! No, listen. Do you remember that arokin troupe, the night of my birthday feast?’

‘Oh, so it’s that dancer, is it? As I said already—’

Morayo leaned towards him. ‘They have knowledge of a secret technique to strengthen the Bond. A technique Omadella has worked hard to keep from us.’

Boleo’s greying eyebrows lifted, the glyphs on his forehead bunching together in a lurid knot. Morayo knew mentioning Omadella would pique his interest. ‘Secret technique?’

‘Father, have you heard of the Dance of Burning Blades?’

‘Burning Blades? No, I don’t believe I have. But I have heard of the Dance of Broken Blades. And so have you.’

‘No, I haven’t.’

‘Yes, you have!’ Boleo said, poking him with his staff as though he were a disobedient student. ‘It’s the name of your invocation dance, you fool. Weren’t you paying attention when the nuns trained you?’

Morayo bristled, because Morayo Adatali always paid attention, particularly to matters of combat training. ‘It’s just the dance of invocation,’ he said. ‘It has no name.’

‘Of course it has a name! You were probably too distracted by your own reflection in your sword to remember it.’

‘So finding the troupe is beyond your capabilities?’

‘I didn’t say that. But why would you think a group of storytellers can help you strengthen the Bond?’

‘Because when I danced with them, I felt ancestral energy coursing through me. It was like nothing I’d experienced before. Gentle but . . . but strong. And constant. As though a deep well of power existed within me, something I could draw upon indefinitely.’

Boleo blinked at him. ‘Remind me how many cups of wine you’d consumed that night?’

Morayo sighed. Why did Boleo always have to make things difficult?

‘I should have known you wouldn’t have the courage to go against her,’ Morayo said, turning away forlornly. ‘You always did crumble when Omadella stamped her foot. And she was right about one thing: your network of informers isn’t what it once was.’

He strolled towards the stairway, resisting the urge to count the breaths until the bait took hold. Boleo always knew when Morayo was taunting him, but he rarely had the willpower to resist.

‘They’re in the Akinlay Inn in the artisan quarter!’ Boleo called, when Morayo’s foot was on the top stair. ‘They were told not to enter the palace district again. And you will find my network of informants is as robust as it’s ever been!’

Morayo glanced over his shoulder to favour Boleo with a sly grin. ‘There, Father. See! That wasn’t so difficult, was it?’

As the gates of Three Towers rumbled shut behind him, Morayo realised he had not left the palace since the day of the battle. The rush of memories that assailed him as he stood at the end of the Lords Road caught him entirely by surprise. Ibekwe, reaching for him, his face twisted in horror. Bokku, bleeding on the ground. All those souls, trapped in Unworthy’s nightmare realm. Ibekwe could not be among them. Not when they had burned him on the pyre.

I will undo every part of you. Piece by piece, I will strip away who you are.

Morayo closed his eyes. Something was wrong with his chest. He could feel it tightening, tightening; squeezing the breath from his lungs, making his heart race.

‘Morayo?’

Morayo inhaled shakily. The face Father Unworthy had worn in those moments had not been human. It had been a shifting conflagration of a thousand faces. Ten thousand. All of them laughing, mocking, jeering. How easily the mortal realm had fallen away, as though Morayo’s connection to it was but a delicate thread. He had never felt so utterly helpless in his life. He had never felt so afraid.

‘My Lord!’

Morayo blinked. The street before him was pleasingly banal in its normality, if a city under siege could ever be normal. The same servants followed highbloods along the wide avenue. The same proud businesses that lined the Lords Road stood open for the day. But a sheen of sweat now covered Morayo’s skin, and he realised he was clinging to Karwin’s arm.

‘Are you all right?’ Karwin said. ‘Shall we go back?’

No. No, Morayo was not all right, because Ibekwe’s soul had been taken, and Morayo felt as though he too had left part of himself in that nightmare place. He was not all right, because they all expected him to smile and joke and lift their spirits and it was getting increasingly hard for him to remember how. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever be all right again, but instead of saying that, Morayo plastered on a grin. ‘Of course I’m all right!’ he said brightly, then set off across the street.

Karwin darted after him. ‘It’s not a weakness to admit that what happened was unsettling,’ he said, falling into step.

‘The only unsettling thing about it was that monk’s teeth. Did you see them? Apparently, the Garden does not have chewing bark.’

The Akinlay Inn catered to highbloods, and mercifully lay less than half a league away. As Morayo passed between ox-drawn carts and onto the eastern side of the Lords Road, he could feel people watching. It wasn’t often locals, even highbloods, saw members of the inner clan simply walking around. He knew he should probably have used a palanquin or brought Relentless. But the truth was, he wanted to feel solid ground beneath his feet.

‘Lord Invoker!’ someone called from the crowded teahouse they passed. A ripple of recognition spread among the people, many of them dropping to the ground to bow.

‘Lord Invoker, did you kill the warrior monk?’

‘Lord Invoker, how big is their army?’

‘Lord Invoker, we placed an offering on our shrine, for Lieutenant Ibekwe’s soul!’

Morayo lifted a hand in greeting and shouted out, ‘The Ahiki dogs will be gone within a moon, you’ll see! They cannot stand against Clan Adatali!’

Then he plastered on another smile, because what was Morayo Adatali without a smile, even when his gut was a roiling nest of—

A hand brushed his arm, and Morayo cried out and whipped round.

‘Oh, I am sorry,’ the elder said – a tiny, shrunken crone. Harmless. Just someone trying to push her way through the cluster of people. The serving boy who followed her blinked up at Morayo with naked awe. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘Thank you all!’ Karwin said, taking Morayo by the elbow and steering him away. ‘May the ancestors smile upon you!’

Karwin drove him onwards at a faster pace, muttering, ‘I told you it was a mistake to go on foot. And why are you jumping at old elders?’

‘I wasn’t jumping.’

‘You were jumping. You need to sleep, My Lord. Ancestors, maybe this little trip will be good for you. A bit of palm wine followed by sweet oblivion might be what you need.’

Part of him wanted to tell Karwin that he couldn’t sleep unless he was exhausted, because it was the only way to drive Father Unworthy’s face from his mind. But instead, he heaved a sigh and said, ‘Stop being such a clucking hen, Kar.’

The Akinlay Inn was a large, circular building set back from a wide avenue off the Lords Road. Three storeys of balconies dripping with plants stood above a wide courtyard. Even that early in the day, the doors stood open. The doorkeeper, who had been leaning against one of the two tall palms that marked the entrance, leapt to attention when she realised who approached.


‘L-Lord Invoker!’ she cried, dropping into a bow. ‘Ancestors smile upon you! Thank you for protecting the city!’

‘I’m looking for a troupe of arokin,’ Morayo said. ‘I’m told they’re staying here.’

‘You mean Elder Sollu’s troupe? Yes! They’re sleeping now – they performed late last night.’

‘Karwin,’ Morayo said, clicking his fingers, and Karwin produced a golden sun from the pouch at his narrow waist.

‘Go and wake them, would you, and tell them Lord Invoker Morayo Adatali is here about that dance they offered.’

He watched the doorkeeper struggle to maintain her composure as she took the coin from Karwin’s outstretched hand. Then she bowed again, swift and low, before diving into the building.

‘She expects us to wait out here?’ Morayo said.

Worse than being made to wait out in the sun, which Karwin laughingly put down to how flustered the doorkeeper had been, when she returned, trailing behind her was neither the leader of the troupe nor that dancer with the wicked smile. Instead, a dull-eyed boy of ten rains padded forward. ‘Elder Sollu is just waking up,’ he said. ‘She wants you to wait for her inside.’

‘We should come back,’ Karwin muttered. ‘We shouldn’t be standing ceremony on some story-singer.’

Morayo glanced up at the morning sky. ‘Nonsense. We’ll wait. How long does it take to get out of bed?’

There was no sense in complaining. Yes, the sun had set and night was fully upon them, and yes, Morayo had spent the entire day sitting at the same table overlooking the stage. But there were positives. The Akinlay Inn had steadily filled with laughing highbloods, each of whom insisted on buying him a drink. And the inn’s cook had brought out tray after tray of his new creations for Morayo to sample, while his apprentice noted down every compliment Morayo gave.

‘He’s going to put every word of praise you uttered up on that wall,’ Karwin slurred, pointing to the board behind the bar, where the comments of the inn’s wealthiest patrons had been immortalised in neat columns of Royal Tongue script.

The doors at the end of the room opened and Morayo straightened, but it was just another waitress, tray balanced on her head.

‘They’re never coming,’ Karwin continued, his green eyes heavy-lidded as he swung them round to regard Morayo. ‘It’s an insult.’

‘It is a test,’ Morayo said, pointing a wavering finger at him. ‘A test of wills, and Morayo Adatali does not fail a west of tills. Test of wills.’

But Karwin was snoring now, head hanging back, mouth agape.

For a moment, the room seemed to shift – which was just the drink, surely. The voices merged into a cacophonous whole. The searing colours of the highblood guests in their jewelled geles and bright face paint seemed to drive a knife into his eyes. In that moment of disorientation, he heard Father Unworthy’s voice again. I will tear your soul from your body. You will spend eternity as my thrall. He closed his eyes, because the faces before him had blurred and a monstrous, multi-layered Father Unworthy gazed back at him.

‘I am Morayo Adatali,’ he muttered, keeping his eyes squeezed shut as that tightness returned to his chest. ‘I am Morayo Adatali, and Morayo Adatali does not fear. I am—’

Drumming cut across his words, so sharp and sudden he started, knocking Karwin’s wine cup from the low table. Karwin lurched from the cushions they sat upon, eyes wild.

And there they came, through the doors at the far end, drumming and capering towards the circular stage. The lead arokin – Elder Sollu, the doorkeeper had named her – wore a black tunic with a masculine cut, her long grey hairlocs twisted together in a thick plait. She squeezed that distinctive, gleaming talking drum under her left arm while tapping away with the hook-shaped stick. Behind her came eight dancers, each wearing a different colour tunic or wrapper. And yes, among them was the woman with the wicked smile. She was not tall, but the contours of her arms and legs showed how strong she was. Her feet were bare, as they had been that night in the palace, but she wore beads about her ankles that she rattled in time with Sollu’s drum.

Morayo grabbed the wrist of the servant walking past their cushions. ‘That dancer,’ he said. ‘What is her name?’

‘That is Oni, Lord Invoker,’ the servant said. The man dropped to his knees then, before pressing his face to the cushions at Morayo’s side. ‘I just wanted to say, My Lord, that you are my favourite among all the invokers! My father wanted us all to leave, but I refused! I said you would save us! No one can stand against Morayo Two Blades!’

Morayo opened his mouth. Curse the drink. His thoughts had grown as sluggish as a latrine. ‘I—’ he began. You will spend eternity as my thrall. ‘I most certainly will save this entire city. On that you can depend.’


‘Might I buy you a—’

‘No thank you,’ Morayo said. ‘I’ve rather had my fill of palm wine today.’

Sollu stood at the centre of the stage while her eight dancers encircled her, tapping out a rhythm but singing no words. How curious that instrument was . . . It had the same lilt as any talking drum, but did not evoke the Urobi language at all. It sounded flatter, almost susurrous, if a drum could be said to make such a sound. As she played on, a ninth dancer emerged from the doors, a tall man wearing a jackal mask. The crowd clapped, but Morayo found something about the way the new dancer dipped his head vaguely mocking. When he climbed onto the stage, he moved against the spinning circle of the other eight dancers until he drew level with Oni. There he paused, before tearing a strip of fabric from her tunic to claim as his own.

At once, Oni fell to the stage in an artfully feigned death. But the jackal kept moving, snatching at the next dancer, seizing a strip of his green tunic too.

‘Kar? Are you watching?’ Morayo said, nudging his lieutenant but finding his elbow meeting empty air. Karwin lay snoring on his side, a sweep of orange hair obscuring his face.

One by one, the jackal claimed cloth from each dancer, until all eight lay in a tidy circle at the edge of the stage and he danced alone. Somehow, he had twisted the cloth together into a sash that he now wore across his broad chest; a patchwork of colours that, Morayo realised with unease, matched the colours of Adatali’s eight idas.

The crowd clapped as Elder Sollu’s drumming came to an abrupt stop, but Morayo felt suddenly cold.

‘What happened?’ Karwin said, sitting up.

‘I’m not sure,’ Morayo said. ‘But I . . . think that dance was about my ancestor. And, um . . . it looked as though he was the villain.’

Oni, the lead dancer, was striding towards him in a rhythmic rattle of beads. Her broad smiled widened further when she took in the number of cups on the low table before him.

‘Lord Invoker,’ she said, dropping into a bow, ‘what an honour to be able to dance for you again!’

Morayo bit back his urge to tell her he’d been waiting all day, and instead said, ‘That was a wonderful dance. Does it have a name?’

‘It’s a new dance,’ Oni said. ‘Elder Sollu hasn’t named it yet. We’re still gauging the reaction of our audience. But they seemed to like it, don’t you think?’

Morayo scanned the crowd. Those who weren’t trying to surreptitiously watch him – as, truth be told, they had been half the night – had returned to their conversations and their laughter. ‘When you performed at the palace,’ Morayo said, ‘you mentioned wanting to teach me a dance.’

‘The Dance of Burning Blades, yes,’ Oni said, sitting cross-legged before him.

‘I have . . . come to learn. Will it have the same effect on my Bond? That night, I felt—’

‘A stirring of ancestral energy beyond anything you have previously experienced?’ Her lip curled in amusement. ‘Elder Sollu is our teacher. But I am afraid you are too late. We have bookings across the city now. I doubt she can find time for private lessons.’

‘But you said—’

Oni leaned forward and tapped his hand. Why did he feel faintly belittled by that gesture? ‘Elder Sollu does not like to be kept waiting. And it has been many days.’ She stood. Most of the troupe had left, and Sollu herself had nearly reached the far doors. Oni bowed lightly then said, ‘Good night, Lord Invoker. I wish you luck with your war!’

Morayo watched her weave a path across the room, drawing many eyes. ‘Well, that was discourteous. Why should I obey the whims of some . . . unknown story-singer?’ He looked down at his lieutenant’s prone form. Something about the way Karwin’s lips were curled on the cushions indicated displeasure. ‘What, you don’t agree? Just say what you think!’

Up on the stage, a goje player sat down to begin their set. The high drone of the stringed instrument worsened the pounding in Morayo’s head. ‘Fine!’ he said, lurching to his feet, the room swaying. ‘Fine! I’ll try again!’

Morayo staggered towards the rear doors, past countless shining faces whose owners wanted to bless him, or thank him, or assure him they had every faith he would win them the war . . . As though he alone would step out onto the plains to face the Ahiki horde.

‘Lord Morayo!’ one of the serving boys cried. ‘My Lord, those are the kitchens!’

‘I know that,’ Morayo slurred, pushing through the double doors.

Heads turned and knives hung poised over vegetables as Morayo wove through the crowded kitchen. After a moment, one of the cooks pointed with her spoon and said, ‘They’re outside.’

Morayo soon found himself stumbling out into the darkness of a small walled garden. A single looming palm stood at its heart, the lower parts of its spindly bark fused with a slab of blackglass. Before it stood Elder Sollu, her gaze intent, as though the thing were as beautiful and complex as a Maadu bronze.

Without looking round, Sollu sighed and said, ‘We’re busy. What is it you want, most lordly lord?’

The dancers, seated in small groups, fell silent and looked up at him expectantly. Oni lowered her bowl of pounded yam and stew. Morayo was still trying to scrape together his thoughts well enough to speak when Sollu looked him up and down like a market trader choosing a price, sucked her teeth, and then turned back to her tree.

‘Honoured Elder!’ Morayo said. ‘That night at the palace, I felt—’

‘Our next performance is tomorrow,’ Sollu said. ‘If you wish to offer us coin, the barkeep has a box.’

Indignation rose within him in a wave of heat. He was Morayo Adatali! Who was she to dismiss him as though he were a vagrant begging for scraps? He was about to turn away, when he caught Oni’s eyes, and her amused smile spurred him on.

‘Honoured Elder!’ Morayo declared, loud enough that his voice would carry into the kitchens. ‘The inn behind us is filled with people who believe I will keep them alive. The city beyond teems with those too hopeful, too poor, or too loyal to leave. If you know something that can aid me in the fight to protect our people, then with the ancestors as my witnesses, I call upon you to reveal it!’

Sollu sucked her teeth again and turned to regard him. ‘My family were in this city long before yours, most lordly lord, and we will be here until the Days of Gathering Dusk.’ She folded her arms. ‘Oni is keen that I share with you what we know. So I will give you one last chance to impress me. Show me the Dance of Burning Blades.’

Morayo straightened. He was no dog, forced to perform tricks for scraps. But behind Sollu, Oni nodded encouragingly. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’ve been informed that the Dance of Broken Blades is the name of my own invocation ritual.’

‘Ah-ah!’ Sollu cried, clicking her fingers irritably at him, wielding those two sharp syllables like a knife. ‘Burning Blades. Nothing in us is broken. Those are Ahiki lies.’ She peered at him. ‘Now begin.’

Morayo was far too inebriated to dance at his best, but they were still movements he had known since he was a child. He dropped into the first stance of the sacred dance, his tataus already—

‘Stop!’ Sollu said. ‘Ah-ah! What is this?’ She mimicked his gestures. ‘What are you doing? Picking fruit? Miming a bird with broken wings?’

‘Certainly not,’ Morayo said, heat rising in his cheeks again.

‘Do you even know what that movement is called?’

‘Well . . . no. The nuns said the movements have no names.’

‘Ah-ah! Of course they have names. And you must use them. This one is called the Great Arc. It represents the sky. It is the land from horizon to horizon. I will tell you the story of the day the cheetah tried to catch the horizon, and then you will understand. Sit.’

‘You want me to—’

‘Sit!’

She spoke so sharply and with such command that Morayo dropped to the dry dirt of the ground. Then he lifted his head like dutiful apprentice and listened while she told him about a prideful cheetah who spent her whole life chasing a horizon she would never reach. Sollu had a curious accent – part Jebbanese, part something he couldn’t place. He realised he had begun to nod off when she said, ‘Understood? Now try again!’

Morayo rose, then fell into the first movement again, the one Sollu had named the Great Arc. This time, he made sure his arms kept moving gracefully, as Sollu had described the cheetah’s movements. He was just spinning into the second movement when Sollu cried, ‘Ah-ah! My eyes! Such horror!’

‘What now?’ Morayo snapped, lowering his arms.

‘Show me Earthward again.’

‘Earthward? You mean . . .’ Morayo dropped his hand, sweeping it past the ground again.

‘Yes. But your hand must face you. You are bringing the powers of this land towards you, not pulling yam from the soil. Again, and then I will tell you of the man who grew strong eating nothing but stones on the beach.’

‘How is it you know so much about the dance of invocation? Were you a nun?’

‘I said again!’

Morayo bit down on his annoyance and dropped back into the movements, feeling a quiet swell of triumph that his lessons had begun.








TWENTY-EIGHT The Nameless Man


Deep in the feverlands, in a forest glade, a sack of flesh that was once human continued to exist. It had once had a name . . . Janzen? Jinao? But now it was little more than a hollow shell. Besides, names didn’t matter; all that mattered was the flowers, and the bed he made of them each day.

The glade’s mistress was cruel, but fair, once everyone understood her rules. Never question her. Never fight her, whatever she does. Ensure every flower, even the tiniest bud, is carefully plucked from the ground, leaving not a single petal remaining.

People came and went through the glade. The Nameless Man tried not to notice them, but he did. Soldiers in feathers or beads or steel, souls who came in screaming as she took them to the bed of flowers. One tried to pull a weapon on her. He took three days to die, and his screams seemed to echo long after the grass claimed his corpse.

Those who survived understood the importance of obeying the rules. The malnourished woman who kept muttering about her girls. The tall, lean individual who flinched whenever somebody stepped too near. These, the mistress set tasks: hauling water, picking fruit, cutting up the bodies of each Lord Jinao Mizito that was born only to die in the span of a day.

And the most important rule, the rule the Nameless Man knew he must cling to, was to never listen to that gently guiding Convergence in his mind.

Sometimes, the Convergence sang to comfort him at night: old rhymes in some southern tongue. Sometimes, the Convergence lent him its strength when hunger weakened him. Sometimes, the Convergence steered him towards flowers he had missed. Sometimes, the Convergence roused him when he was slow to wake each sunrise, filling him with gentle awareness. Sometimes, when he was tempted to jump from the hillside – just to see if he could fly, perhaps hoping that he couldn’t – the Convergence drew him back. Sometimes, when he thought it best to stop eating, stop drinking, stop thinking, the Convergence guided the food to his mouth. Sometimes, when the mistress’s rage overspilled and she hurt the Nameless Man, the Convergence crept into him, staunching his wounds, soothing his cries, and reminding him that it was always there. It was like the arms of a parent, the stern guidance of a horde of aunts, and the faith of a loving family, all in one. But the Nameless Man never called to it, never acknowledged it. Because if he slipped even once, the rotting, severed limb that had once been his flared to life, and the mistress’s wrath knew no bounds.

Others came to the glade: a band of warriors with silver heads. A man in a wide-brimmed hat, who told the mistress the enemy army was falling apart. Once, a stocky woman sprinted across the glade, unseen by anyone else. She dropped something silver into the grass as she ran. The mistress needed to know about it, but the Convergence helped stay his tongue.

Sometimes, the malnourished woman shuffled near him to tell him about her girls. She too knew how to stay alive, but the mistress did not like to see them talking, so he hurried away.

Sometimes, the mistress showed him the beauty of her garden with a pride that made her sweet young face glow. She showed him how the flowers changed colour with her mood and how the petals grew when she sang. She showed him how giant doves and feathered lizards came there to feast. She showed him how, as the sun set, the ebonym could be seen dancing – creatures who looked so much like humans, but were older than the world.

By now, he was accustomed to using only one eye. But one morning, he woke to a pain in his left socket that grew worse as the days wore on. When the pain blossomed, five days later, into a stabbing sensation deep in his head, he knew some affliction had taken hold. Perhaps it would seep into his blood. Perhaps it would end his days. Perhaps that was for the best.

But the Convergence did not like that. Its gentle guiding grew stronger. It filled him with its need for him to fight. At first, the Nameless Man shut his mind to its gentle pressing, but it grew more insistent as his health declined. It filled his dreams with memories of a domed palace, of a wide river, of a laughing brother and a fierce sister and a mother he feared. It pressed upon his skin, repeating his name, telling him there were others with him, always, and that no greyblood, no curse, no king, could keep them apart again.

Jinao. Yes, his name was Jinao, or it had been once. He was a captive of the Woodsmaiden. He didn’t want to be here. He had to find the Bairneater. Kill the Bairneater. Fulfil his brother Julon’s last wish. Janzen of the Aranduq Farmers might have surrendered his sanity, but Jinao Mizito had not. Jinao was too determined to abandon any cause – or too dim-witted to know when to stop, as his mother had told him often.

That night, as the malnourished woman cooed to her invisible girls and the Woodsmaiden cavorted with the newest child she had birthed, Jinao muttered, ‘I have to get out of here.’

He was Invoker Jinao Mizito. The Woodsmaiden had captured him, cut off his arm and blinded him in one eye. She had used him to try to reach the ancestors. When the Woodsmaiden’s skittering children brought his fruit the next morning, he made sure to eat every scrap. He sucked heartily at the water bladder each time he was permitted to drink.

And he watched.

The Woodsmaiden’s children came and went, but there were always six guards. Two in the trees, two by the tunnel, two beyond the fire. When the stampede of greybloods tore through the tunnel, as they did often, he realised their arrival was as predictable as the sunrise.

The guards left their posts when the stampede came.

So that was how he was going to get out.

‘There’s no more flowers up there,’ the woman said. ‘Why you climbing so high?’

Her name was Chicuace, which meant six. Jinao knew that only because he had heard her muttering it to herself. Got to remember who you are, Chicuace. Got to keep your head down, Chicuace. No, girls, don’t bother Chicuace now – Mama’s busy. She stood on the hillside sucking on a mango stone and staring out across the tunnel. She was a tiny woman, her scrawny frame and missing teeth giving her the look of the beggars Jinao had seen in Aranduq city’s docks. She looked to be well past fifty rains of age, but beggars often looked older than they were. Her wide features and light brown skin, behind the curve of the breathing mask, reminded him of Itahualand, as did her rolling accent. But they didn’t talk about their pasts; those who lived with the Woodsmaiden learned it was best to forget the time before.

‘You know you don’t have to come with me,’ Jinao said.

‘I know, but the girls like it up here,’ she replied.

Jinao flicked sweat from his forehead and stooped to pick another flower. He had to move carefully now – the pain in his eye swelled whenever he tipped his head forward. One morning soon, that pain would see he didn’t wake. He knew it, as did the Convergence. But if his predictions were correct, today the Dredge, as the Woodsmaiden called them, would stampede through. And whatever happened next, by nightfall, it would all be over. Either he would be dead or he would be free.

Jinao stopped and looked back. The tunnel glittered in the sunlight. It was all that remained of the strange town that had stood there the day he arrived. Jinao was fairly certain the forest itself had consumed those buildings. That was what the feverlands did – consumed, redefined. It had taken him days to chart the hillside, pushing a little further away each time. He needed to be beyond the Woodsmaiden’s reach for his plan to work.

The Convergence swelled within him. Time to go back down, he supposed. He glanced at the sky: nearing highsun. Soon, the Dredge would arrive.

The Convergence had been with him long before the war front, he knew that now. Perhaps it had always been with him, but he had only just learned to hear it. Its influence had been growing since the day that Clan Kzani techdoctor, Nirere, had dragged Mizito’s spirit from within Jinao and torn it into three parts. Back then, the Convergence had helped Jinao leave the cave Nirere threw him into, and its presence now felt like an immense well of power. But it knew how to stay hidden, and so he kept himself from grasping too tightly for it and let it guide him.

A confluence of ancestors. That was what the Convergence was. A uniting of ancestral will. Some force greater, perhaps, than invocation.

Jinao and Chicuace returned to the glade to find the Woodsmaiden sitting beside another newborn corpse, stroking its smooth, bald head as it stared at the sky with Jinao’s eyes. Perhaps this one hadn’t even been strong enough to draw breath. That confirmed what Jinao had begun to suspect – that the Woodsmaiden’s attempts to recreate him were becoming increasingly desperate. He wondered if this was because his arm had been decaying for so long. Barely any flesh clung to its burnt remains. Whatever ancient power of invocation still ran through it had surely all but dried up.

The Convergence swelled. Its warmth spread over him, like the embrace of a cherished uncle, calming his heart, stilling his mind with wordless reassurance. Now was not the time to face what had happened, it reminded him. Now was the time to bury it deep. If he lived, he could face the horror of all this another day. But not yet. Now, all that mattered was survival.

Not long after, the group of silver-headed greybloods returned. Jinao, curled on the ground, stole glances at them with his one good eye. They wore the armour of the Nine Lands, though much of it was rotten rags. The skin beneath also seemed rotten, and held together by techwork plates. Only the heads were smooth. There was something almost familiar about some of them. He realised one, a woman, was watching him, before she looked away quickly.

Highsun came and went. The sun began to descend, and Jinao felt the first stirrings of doubt. Had he miscalculated? Had the Dredge left for good?

Then, late in the afternoon, as the Woodsmaiden sat examining a slab of techwork, the ground began to rumble. The Woodsmaiden sprang up. ‘They’re back! Quick – into the bushes!’

Jinao shuffled off with the rest of them, keeping as close to the edge as possible, as the rumbling intensified and the trees began to shake.

Then they came: a scattered few at first, loping creatures on all fours emerging from the western side of the tunnel, followed by hoof-footed things and, finally, greybloods so human-like they gave Jinao pause. Some rode crystal horses. Some carried battered weapons. They charged forward, a river of destruction heading east. Jinao closed his eyes. This was it. The moment he had prepared for. He lifted slowly onto his knees and then charged.

‘Stop him!’ the Woodsmaiden hissed. Something whistled past his ear. Vines grabbed for him, but Jinao kept his movements light and fast. He ran, plunging blindly towards the Dredge, weaving left and right, just as he’d planned. The Convergence was with him at every turn, driving him to duck that vine, to leap over that branch. His pulse thudded dangerously in his ears. He felt his vision fade, sharpen, fade again. He had to stay present. He had to keep going.

When he reached the Dredge, he didn’t stop: he lowered his head and plunged straight into the stampede. A man-like greyblood buffeted him, nearly knocking him off his feet. But Jinao staggered on, weaving left, leaping over a crawling greyblood, heading for the far hill. Something raked his back with its claws. A blade caught him in the side, sending a line of fiery pain lancing through him. But, ancestors be praised, they seemed entirely uninterested in stopping, and so he stumbled on until he broke free of the stampede.

The Convergence rose up, overspilling, and so Jinao opened his mouth and shouted the phrase the Woodsmaiden had repeated over and over since she took his arm. ‘Atavat linuch di onderpan! Atavat linuch di onderpan!’

Heat surged into the tataus of Jinao’s remaining arm. Jinao’s pulse thundered dangerously as he climbed. From somewhere, he summoned breath enough to scream, ‘Mizito! Sumalong! Return!’

Someone leapt past him to his left: Mizito, in full scale armour, coming out of a roll. The air rippled again, and Sumalong sprinted past, jerking kali sticks free of his belt. Jinao glanced back, just to see that the Woodsmaiden hadn’t yet set off in pursuit.

Chicuace ran after him, her scrawny legs pumping as she called out, and Jinao felt a rush of shame. He hadn’t given a thought to leaving the other captives behind. He knew he had only the smallest window in which to escape. And as he stared, a four-legged greyblood barrelled into Chicuace, knocking her to the ground before continuing on.

The Convergence rose up within him. He felt their disapproval but also their promise. He was already moving before he was even aware he had made a choice. The Convergence buoyed him as he ran, their will pouring strength into his muscles. Chicuace had regained her feet, so Jinao seized her hand.

‘Come on!’ he screamed, pulling her back towards the hill. He felt the heat of the Convergence flow out of his arm and down his fingers . . . passing into Chicuace.

‘Nearly there!’ she said, no longer a dead weight behind him, strength in her now, too. The air itself seemed to bear them up the final dozen strides to the top and then they were over, free, beyond. The land to the south spread out before them, an ocean of colourful trees. On and on it stretched, without end. This hilltop had lain so close for so long, yet it had seemed as remote as the sun. The world beyond had seemed as impossible as a dream.

A cry cut across his thoughts and Jinao looked back. Greybloods, the Woodsmaiden among them, were breaking through the last of the Dredge. Sumalong and Mizito stood side by side, ready to intercept. Meanwhile, Chicuace charged on ahead, so Jinao stumbled after her. A terrible leadenness was creeping into his limbs. He squinted against the fog that clouded his remaining eye. He had to keep going.

Jinao slammed into a narrow, silver tree, then staggered on, gritting his teeth as his vision blackened and his hearing dimmed. The Convergence swept into him, scooping him up, drawing him forth. But it couldn’t carry him for ever. And when his foot caught on a vine, the Convergence could not stop him falling. Then he was down, crashing to the soft earth, the world a vortex spinning dizzyingly around him. Distant shouts reached his ears. Jinao pulled himself onto his knees as the ground lurched. He would not let her capture him again. He would die before he let her reach him.

Then something sailed over his head and landed in a spray of mud.

The Woodsmaiden. Terror climbed up his throat.

‘Quickly!’ the Woodsmaiden said. ‘He’s hurt.’ As she reached towards him, Jinao realised it couldn’t be her. She had the same lithe body, the same exquisite face. But this greyblood’s teeth were smooth and flat. Her claws had been clipped short. No flowers danced in the gentle curls of her hair. She wore a black tunic, cinched about the waist, and battered travelling boots. Still, when this greyblood who was not the Woodsmaiden extended her hand, it took every part of the Convergence to persuade him to accept.

The pounding behind Jinao’s dead eye felt like a blade that might pierce his very soul. He had a moment to realise someone was lifting him into their arms before the world fell away and all was darkness.








INTERLUDE Sister Yelua


She travelled mostly with trading caravans or troupes of performers, exchanging healings for transport as she traversed the length of the Ae. She had been among lowbloods before, but never for quite as long as this, and she learned much as she grew accustomed to their company. The war had not crushed them. Rather, grief had made them angry, and it was a simmering anger that would surely soon overflow. Every soul she met had lost family to the draft, and they blamed the highbloods and the invoker clans, but above all, they blamed the king. She heard them whispering, in inns and souks and ports, about Clan Adatali. Clan Adatali had renounced the king. Clan Adatali had refused the war. And more: Clan Adatali had made all its people invokers. Clan Adatali could Cleanse any techwork they found. It made what Lyela had to do next that much easier.

She went by the name of Sister Yelua, a local name she’d taken in Intiqq, and one she found herself strangely fond of. As she journeyed north out of Itahualand, she thought often of her last sighting of Elari, riding at Manax’s side, heading south to Cagai. She told herself that if she survived the days to come, then she would seek out Elari. Surely some part of the captain still lived within her mortal form? Or perhaps she dwelt in some secluded spiritual prison, much like Lyela’s father and Sister Umujo, there in the satchel beneath her robe? Lyela wasn’t sure what that pocket reality was like, and didn’t dare enter it to find out, not when the thing was so different from a warrior monk’s prison realm. The artefact she had taken from Elari did not require the minds of tethered nuns to keep its spirit-prison active; it trapped its victims entirely on its own. And it now served as home to over twenty souls who had had the misfortune to challenge her on her journey – mostly monks, nuns and nightblade assassins. Lyela hoped they’d found community in there. Perhaps her father led them, like a village elder. Or perhaps boredom had driven them all insane.

‘We’re here, Sister Yelua,’ the cart driver said. ‘Darwirth Square!’

In that part of Yenlund Province, the rain never seemed to cease. It came lashing down now, out of a sullen, iron-grey sky. Or perhaps the grey was merely all that smoke. The city of Tilmuth was a maze of smoking chimneys spewing their filth into the air. Narrow, cobbled streets wormed around each other, and the buildings looked like a child’s broken toys. Every house or shop seemed half-destroyed, every wall crumbling.

‘Here,’ Lyela said, dropping the silver moon into the man’s hand. It was twice what she’d promised him, but she’d spent the last two days sitting among his stock of marrows, listening to the sad story of the death of his husband, and then all three of their children. He could not have been more than forty rains of age, but only a few teeth remained in the grin that split his pock-scarred face.

‘Come, child,’ Lyela said, offering him her hand. ‘Before we part, let me place the blessing of the ancestors upon you.’

‘Oh, I think the ancestors don’t even remember me name no more,’ he said, but he let her take his hand. Lyela touched Sister Umujo’s sacred jewel, now embedded in the crown of her bald head. The other two jewels she’d implanted behind her ears. At a glance, they could pass for decoration, or part of her new tataus.

‘Look kindly upon your child, oh ancestors,’ Lyela intoned. ‘Show him the path that you would not turn from. Offer him righteous healing, that he might live long in health.’ She swallowed, then switched to the Forbidden Tongue. ‘Deactivate neural blockage.’

[Working,] the jewel replied in Lyela’s head.

‘Do not fear,’ Lyela said. ‘I use the Forbidden Tongue only sparingly. The Scathed were a flawed people, but they knew how to heal. With care, their methods can still be employed by we who have been trained.’

‘Oh, I ain’t scared of a few words, Sister,’ he replied. ‘Don’t reckon they’re half as dangerous as what people make out.’ He winced, his free hand going to his temple.

[Deactivation complete.]

‘Go well,’ Lyela said, climbing down from the cart and pulling the cowl of her heavy brown cloak up against the rain. ‘And if you ever find yourself in danger, remember to make the sign for ancestral protection. The ancestors are with you always.’

She watched him go. He was as thin and ragged as the ox that pulled his cart.

Tilmuth Castle rose above the tiled rooftops, an island on its grassy hill at the city’s heart. The turrets looked like stone, but Lyela knew a Scathed ruin when she saw one. Sister Umujo’s sacred jewel told her the castle’s master, Lord Invoker Jarrik Tarsin, had died of the ring pox; but the marrow farmer had claimed the man had been hiding in his dungeons to avoid the draft.

Lyela’s greatest challenge, over the days that followed, was avoiding local holy ones. But she was getting adept at choosing towns and cities wisely: never anywhere big enough to have its own monastery or small enough to be unaccustomed to strangers. The rest was easy. People sought out the solace of the words she gave them. None refused to take her hand when she offered. She chose them carefully, taking time to watch for an afternoon or perhaps a day; judging their character before placing herself in their path. After that, a touch, a few Forbidden words, a spark of pain, and they went on their way. She was not even sure any more what number Tilmuth City represented. Her fifteenth town? Sixteenth? By the time her work was done, she would have visited all six lands. It was the best way to sow chaos. Or justice, as she preferred to name it.

The Hungry Beggar tavern, on the edge of the market square, offered the best view of the hanging. Lyela paid the owner extra to open early, then let her take a spot in the upper-floor window. She watched them construct the gibbet on a raised platform, while the square slowly filled with those who had come to watch the condemned return to the ancestors. She could just make out the cages that housed them, off to the left; cages she had spent half the night visiting.

A local nun had been summoned to read out the long list of their crimes – she looked to be a child of no more than fifteen rains. Her thin voice rang across the square as she announced that the ancestors had deemed these criminals unfit for the mortal realm.

Someone slid into the chair beside her then cleared their throat and said, ‘There are twenty soldiers stationed around the square, and fifty more outside the city. If you try to run, you will be killed. So don’t make this difficult.’

She looked up. The man seated at her side was tall and lithe. Even dressed plainly, in the britches and woollens common to the north, it was clear he was a person of high standing. Something about the casual way he leaned back in his chair and the ease of the smile on his broad lips spoke of a man accustomed to getting his way. His mid-brown skin was much like her own, as was his gently curling hair, though he seemed a man not more than thirty rains of age. But when he pulled back the hood of his cloak, revealing his searing golden eyes, what he was could no longer be denied.

‘Venturialu,’ Lyela said.

‘Dear sister,’ Princen Venturialu replied. ‘I scarcely recognised you, looking like . . . that. It has been, what – forty rains?’

‘Forty-two,’ Lyela replied.

Ventu folded his arms. ‘So! Have you finished your little jaunt? Are you ready to come home? You must realise you can’t run for ever.’

He smiled at her. Outwardly, he seemed a handsome, charming man. And once, he had been her greatest confidant. But the things he had done to the people of these lands; the things he had allowed to happen . . . Lyela had spent over a century watching his meticulously orchestrated cruelty. She knew he too feared and loathed their father. But never enough to refuse to do his bidding.

‘Do you feel nothing for these people?’

Ventu snorted softly. ‘Sister, they are not people. That is the mistake our family made: thinking we should live alongside them. The invoker clans should never have been permitted to exist.’

‘Permitted. You think our family could have prevented it?’

‘They exist because we allow them to, under the terms we dictate.’

‘They exist because our ancestors could never fully stamp out their power.’ Lyela sighed. ‘Look, I am not coming with you, Ventu.’

‘Lyela, please.’ He leaned towards her. He did not smell like a local at all. He smelled like jasmine and mint and clean skin and wealth. ‘Please come home. Uncle Reyamulitanu is poised to take the Blessed Throne. Our brother claims he does not want it. None of our other siblings will touch it – you know what they’re like. Uncle Reyam is a fool. I’m certain that’s why Father stayed here as long as he did. If you care about these . . . people, you will bring Father home, before Reyam drives us all into the ground.’

‘Father was the one who called this accursed war.’ She slid her eyes round. ‘Did you ever wonder why?’

Ventu pulled a face. ‘Not really. I mean, we were overdue a large-scale conflict. It’s been three centuries since the last, and without them, the populace grows restive. It was merely that.’

‘I don’t think it was. Did you hear about Invoker Jethar Mizito?’

‘Hear about him? Hatemam has him holed up in his laboratorium and has been peeling apart his mind.’

That was not welcome news. So, Jethar really had failed to find the source of the Cloistered. And he and whatever that creature was inside him had now been captured. ‘Do you know why Jethar returned to the Nine Lands?’

‘I can’t imagine. To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure how he escaped the shadedaughters in the first place. His ship was supposed to sink.’

‘Yes, but it didn’t, and he returned with a monarch-state intelligence charged with guarding a group of dangerous entities from the underplane. Entities that are now multiplying across the realm. Intiqq Province is already overrun. I’ve seen them, Ventu. I have no idea what they are, but they are dangerous.’

‘Not to us.’

‘I think they are. You haven’t seen them. And if they overrun this land, they will pose a threat to our family’s interests. Do you think it a coincidence that Jethar’s return coincided with our father’s decision to invade the feverlands?’

Ventu frowned in a way that brought a swell of unwelcome emotions bubbling up within Lyela. Familiarity. Fondness. But loathing also. ‘Um . . . yes?’

‘Father knows what those creatures are. And I believe that was why he invaded the feverlands. To prepare. I have never known our father to act out of fear, but . . . I believe that was what he was doing.’

Ventu touched her arm. ‘Even more reason to bring him home.’

‘Oh look,’ Lyela said, pointing across the square. ‘They are about to execute the first criminal.’

A man was being bundled up onto the platform by two muscular guards, the words he shouted unintelligible through his sobs. Lyela had witnessed many executions over the rains, and the crowd always liked it when murderers and abusers screamed and fought. The silence that greeted this man meant none of them wanted to see him swing.

‘I wonder what he did,’ Ventu said, that eager, cruel light dancing in his searing golden eyes.

‘Oh, I can tell you,’ Lyela said. ‘I happened to speak with him earlier today. He traded in Forbidden relics. He did it to feed his children.’

‘My, how perverse!’ Ventu said. His eyes flickered in that way that told Lyela he had used the Art to bring the scene into sharper view. ‘Speaking of perverse, why have you let your body get into such foul condition?’

‘Plump and old?’ Lyela said. ‘It’s what bodies do. And I like it. I am stronger than I was before. You know, I think I’m going to enjoy this execution almost as much as you.’

She couldn’t resist saying it, and Ventu, who had always been far too absorbed in himself to notice when others were goading him, simply grunted in response.

‘For the crime of trading in Forbidden relics,’ the little nun cried, her voice carrying across the hush of the square, ‘you are sentenced to hang by the neck. May the ancestors take pity on your soul.’

As the executioner stepped towards the lever that would release the platform floor, Lyela couldn’t help but lean forward. And though the prisoner’s wrists were bound, she saw him lift his hands in the sign for ancestral protection. Excellent. He had taken in what she said.

‘Funny,’ Lyela said. ‘How they continue with their little superstitions, even when they no longer hold power.’

Then the executioner pulled the lever, and the platform fell away, and the prisoner—

A shimmering light spread from the prisoner’s chest, there where he had touched it in a final plea for ancestral protection. The crowd had noticed too, incredulous murmurs bubbling up until they became shouts of disbelief. Necks craned, desperate to catch a glimpse of the impossible scene unfolding on the platform. That light held him, shimmering outwards, wrapping around the gibbet post, spreading its tendrils out from the prisoner’s chest.

‘What in the world?’ Ventu straightened and Lyela tried not to smile as the prisoner uttered a single word. It was the word Lyela had so often heard spoken by the desperate and the dying. It was the word she had gently suggested should be the last on his lips, as she had given him his new tataus.

‘Ma!’ the prisoner cried.

The light coalesced into the shimmering form of a woman, who stood beneath him, supporting his legs. She had the same yellow hair and milk-pale skin as the prisoner; the same stout frame and heavy brow.

‘The ancestors have spoken!’ someone yelled in the crowd. The town crier – help which had cost Lyela dearly. ‘They’ve saved him! Look, they’ve saved him! He called for them and they came!’

Others took up this shout now. Cries of invoker split the air, and the platform jolted as a surge of people pushed towards it. The nun was shouting something, but as the platform rocked, she toppled into the crowd. Off to the left, more tendrils of light rose from the cages of the rest of the condemned.

‘The nun’s jewel told me you were approaching,’ Lyela said. ‘I might not have had time to prepare if you hadn’t made your arrival so evident to anyone with a pulse.’

Ventu turned towards her, all the smugness draining from his face. ‘What have you done?’

Lyela threw herself at him, knocking him back. The king’s hand was already in hers. And she’d been lucky – Ventu hadn’t employed any of his techwork defences. She pressed their father’s wrist to his face, letting the jewel touch his skin and begin its foul work.

‘Do you still want to see Father?’ she said. ‘I can arrange that.’

Ventu stared from her face to the window then back again, his expression sliding from confusion to understanding, then terror.

‘I know it was you,’ Lyela said, as Ventu’s eyes rolled back, and sounds of fighting reached her ears from the square below. ‘Why did you tell him where to find us? Why couldn’t you simply let us leave?’

Ventu batted feebly at her, his hand not quite reaching her arm. Lyela realised her eyes were swimming. Even after all this time, Ventu’s betrayal still stung the most. She had always thought him cruel and damaged, but he had never been cruel to her.

‘I always thought you were the kindest,’ she whispered. ‘And I suppose it was true, given such slim pickings. You should have looked the other way. You knew I did not want this life for my child. Why couldn’t you just look the other way?’

She hadn’t noticed when he’d bitten through his tongue, a chunk of which now flapped obscenely between his lips. He had stopped batting at her, but a low, unintelligible moan rose from his throat.

‘What was that?’ Lyela said, leaning close. ‘You’re sorry?’ She let her tears fall on his face. ‘It’s too late. I loved you, Ventu. I thought you were redeemable. It would have cost you nothing just to look the other way.’

Lyela heard furniture crash inside the inn, followed by the ring of breaking glass.

‘Tell Father I said hello,’ Lyela said, finally straightening. Her brother’s body was an empty shell now. ‘Tell him that I have lost track of the number of neural blocks I have deactivated. Tell him that people like that man exist up and down the land. Tell him that when they lift their hands for ancestral protection, their ancestors will now answer. Tell him this is my final gift to the kingdom he sought to destroy. Tell him my next stop is Nine Lords. Tell him I know where he keeps his supplies. Tell him I know how he reaches his buyers.’

Then Lyela slipped her father’s hand back into the satchel that hung beneath her robe and turned towards a city on the brink of rebellion.









PART THREE Ohemah, Jinao, Boleo, Temi, Morayo










TWENTY-NINE Ohemah


‘Ohemah?’

The fire crackled, its flames lurching and dancing as Ohemah tossed more twigs into its hungry heart. She couldn’t sit. She’d never sit, never rest, never sleep again, not while the Cloistered lived and Zee did not.

‘Ohemah, what are you doing?’

She had heard people emerging from the house to find her standing over her little fire. But their words were so much meaningless noise in her ears, so much distraction from what she knew she needed to do; what she should have done a long time ago. Even Uncle Bediako had come, with his useless, sad face. He didn’t try to speak to her, instead placing a hand on her shoulder. She shook him off because she didn’t need his sympathy, just as she didn’t need the tears he had dredged up from somewhere.

‘Go get me the tongs,’ Baba said. ‘And hurry it up.’

Retreating footsteps. Baba’s face appeared beside her, but she turned away from it and resumed her pacing.

[It will not burn.]

[It will not melt.]

[It will not shatter.]

[No mortal can destroy it.]

‘Fucking watch me!’ Ohemah shouted at the darkness, as Baba took her arm.

‘Ohemah, I know you’re grieving.’

[Why are you trying to hurt us?]

[Why are you trying to destroy us?]

[Don’t you love us?]

[We help.]

[We heal.]

[We make things better.]

‘Get out of my mind!’

‘Stop this,’ Baba said, taking both her shoulders and turning her to face him. ‘You need to calm down.’

‘They did this!’ Ohemah cried, jabbing a finger at her fire. A deep circle of ash surrounded it. How long had it been burning? How many times, since she’d climbed down from the roof where her baby brother died, had she fed its glowing maw.

‘Zee was sick,’ Baba said.

‘They killed him!’

[We did not kill him!]

[We made him better!]

[We made him much—]

‘Leave me alone!’ Ohemah screamed, fists tightening, nails digging deep into the soft flesh of her palms as her baba held her in place.

‘Look at me,’ Baba said, leaning down, searching her face. She was aware of someone reaching into her fire with the long kitchen tongs. She couldn’t look at the dark thing they removed, but even as her eyes turned away, her mind knew. It didn’t glow. Nor had it been reduced to blackened char. Every accursed facet of the pendant remained intact.

[It will not burn.]

[It will not melt.]

[It will not shatter.]

‘Why did you try to burn my gift?’ Baba said, taking the pendant and its little chain of blackglass beads from the end of the tongs. He held it towards her. ‘Put it back on, please.’

‘They did this,’ Ohemah said. Her voice felt raw.

‘Put the pendant on.’

Ohemah stared at him. Dawn crept over the blackglass wall of the yard and illuminated his calm, pleasant face.

‘Ohemah,’ Baba said, ‘take the pendant. Put it on. You were chosen as its guardian.’

‘They’re monsters,’ Ohemah said. Pleading now, she realised. Surely Baba understood? He had been there too. He was Zee’s father. Surely he, too, raged for what they had done to him.

Ohemah snatched the pendant from his hands and stalked towards the outer wall. Baba’s lieutenant, Talon, resolved out of the shadows, the heavyset man lumbering towards the barred gate. Grinning Ulora was there too. They guarded the house, of course, from the Family’s enemies. But she realised, as Ulora fingered the tip of her knife, perhaps that wasn’t all they guarded.

Then the dawn light fell across a third figure, illuminating Casten’s face and powerful, bare shoulders. He was his old self. No sign remained of the unsightly growths that had recently covered his skin, nor of the ridges she had glimpsed upon his forearms.


‘Why ain’t he dead?’ Ohemah said, turning towards Baba.

[We heal.]

[We make them better.]

‘Casten, leave us,’ Baba said sharply.

‘But you said to make sure—’

‘Just go!’ Baba didn’t raise his voice, but his tone was enough to elicit a sharp nod from Casten and send him stalking towards the house.

‘Why is he still alive?’ Ohemah said, rounding on Baba. ‘He had it too! I saw him! Why does he get to live and Zee don’t?’

‘Come inside. You need to have a lie-down and—’

‘No!’

‘Ulora, go get her a roll of sweetweed.’ Baba turned back to Ohemah. ‘Come on, let’s—’

‘No!’ She was at the gate now. Lords, but her eyes hurt. Each time she blinked, she felt the dry, swollen rasp of her lids dragging across them. ‘Open the fucking gate.’

Talon’s dark, deep-set eyes flicked wordlessly to Baba.


‘Open it,’ Baba said softly.

They did not try to stop her as she strode out into the early gloom.

[You no longer love us.]

[You want to leave us.]

[But you cannot.]

[You are chosen.]

‘I never fucking loved you!’ Ohemah growled as she strode through the slowly stirring streets. The pendant dangled loosely from her palm, its blackglass beads warm against her skin. The eyes of locals emerging from their houses or trudging towards market slid away from her as she marched past. She looked wild. And many of them knew who she was now, even if Baba was yet to give her the Family tataus.

[You would abandon us.]

[But you cannot.]

[You are chosen.]

[Chosen by us.]

[For us.]

[Ours.]

‘No,’ Ohemah said. ‘You’re fucking evil. All you do is lie. Our lives are just a game to you. And I’ll die before I let any more of you into the world.’

Their laughter felt like knives on her skin as they spun within her. Their mockery was a blade to her gut. And by the time she swept across Ida Square, where stallholders were lifting awnings and crates and calling amiably to each other, she knew she couldn’t tolerate another day, another moment, as their keeper.

The river spirit shimmered, its irrepressible luminescence shining in the faces of those who came to stand before it. There were always clusters of holy ones here, prodding at the wall of water with their Cleansed relics. They whispered to each other as though the thing were a puzzle they might collectively solve. But they had long since ceased trying to turn locals away.

‘Goodbye,’ Ohemah muttered, then tossed the pendant at the river spirit.

Several heads turned as the pendant plunged into the pulsing waters, landing alongside a small shoal of pale grey fish. Ohemah watched as the shifting play of light behind it changed, no longer suggesting the frigid mountains of the far north; slipping instead to an image of a burning boat. The waters around it darkened, and for a moment Ohemah wondered if she had poisoned them. What an irony it would be if she, once merely a runt, banished the spirit where so many holy ones had failed.

The surface of the water rippled, and the Ae spat the pendant out again. It clattered to the ground, beside a chipped plate of rice that already crawled with flies. Ohemah stared across at it. Perhaps she should have chosen a part of the river where she could watch the thing sink or float away. Perhaps she should have taken a boat up to those northern mountains and left it in the snow.

It didn’t matter. Ohemah turned away. It could stay there, or it could be washed away when the rains came, or it could be taken by thieves, to become the curse of some other poor soul.

Only as she was rejoining the crowds now filling the market did she spot Baba’s scrawny lieutenant, Alim, leaning against the wall of the teahouse and making no effort to hide his presence. As she strode past him, he fell into step beside her.

‘What happens if I keep walking?’ she said, without turning round.

‘Then I bring you home,’ he said. ‘Baba said you ain’t in your right mind. I’m to see you don’t make no stupid choices.’

She could feel the Cloistered receding with every step she took, and with every step, the crushing weight of Zee’s absence grew. They had displaced it, she realised, just as they displaced so much of who she was, and as she wove against the crowds filing down into Ida Square, she felt the enormity of it close around her chest. She stopped, leaning on the rickety wooden table that stood outside a café. She couldn’t breathe. Ancestors, she couldn’t breathe, because Zee was gone, he was really gone, and—

Someone bumped into her – a child – and there it was at her feet again: Baba’s pendant. The child glanced back as they disappeared into the crowd, and she glimpsed a flash of yellow eyes before they vanished.

Ohemah kicked the thing into the flow of people and watched as a man in good sandals trod it into the dirt.

‘Gamani says it don’t matter what you do,’ Alim said from behind her. ‘Even if one of us don’t find it, one of them will, and it’ll always work its way back to you.’

‘Stop following me,’ Ohemah said, turning and shouldering into him.

She heard him laugh softly in response as she threw herself into the crowd.

It was Kierin, the big, yellow-haired cousin, who stood outside the bakery when Ohemah reached the top of the Arrant Hill. The sun was fully up now, and she knew they’d be expecting her. Everyone on the street turned their backs as she approached.

Still, she felt the first tendrils of calm she’d known in days as she climbed that hill. Up here, the Cloistered hadn’t merely receded because she was so far from the pendant. Up here, they truly were gone.

‘You ain’t welcome here,’ Kierin said. ‘Turn the fuck around, before I brain you.’ Behind him, the shopfront had been restored: freshly painted woodwork; real glass in the windows; and in the shop beyond, a gleaming new counter.

‘I have to speak to her,’ Ohemah said. ‘Please.’

He looked her up and down, perhaps taking in her dishevelled hair, her red eyes, the cuts on her lips where she had chewed through her skin. ‘Now why would I want to agree to that, eh? And what could you possibly have to say to her that she’d want to hear?’

‘Something’s happened, and—’

‘You’re a Chedu. It’s you lot what killed my cousin and nearly destroyed this place. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t send you back to your family in pieces.’

‘My brother died!’ Ohemah said. Her throat caught. And then, before she could stop herself, the words came spilling out. ‘My baba just . . . let it happen.’

Kierin folded his muscular arms. His expression had grown hard, though she caught a glimpse of something softer in his blue gaze.

‘It’s OK, Kierin,’ came a voice from within the bakery. ‘I’ll speak to her.’

Moisture stung the corners of Ohemah’s eyes as all the pain she’d been holding at bay seemed to rise within her at once, brought forth by those simple words. Even now, Temi was willing to hear her. Her own baba couldn’t spare her a single word of sympathy, but this near-stranger who had every reason to despise her was willing to give her a chance.

Temi appeared in the doorway, still wearing a night-scarf over her braids, and dressed in a thin, brown sleep tunic. Inside the house, Ohemah could hear the crash of pans and the husky shout of that tall Vushemi aunt.

‘I’ll be standing here,’ Kierin said, leaning against the doorframe.

Temi took a few steps into the road, then folded her own arms. ‘I’m sorry about your brother.’

‘Baba didn’t care,’ Ohemah said. ‘He knew he was sick, but he didn’t do anything. And afterwards, something crawled out of my brother’s body. It weren’t human.’

‘What d’you mean, weren’t human? Like a greyblood?’


‘No.’ Ohemah watched a lizard scamper over the sagging bakery roof. She would not weep. ‘They’re . . . I don’t know what to call them, but they’re like the Ae; some kind of spirits that ain’t ancestors. They’re joined to me, all the time. Except when I’m near you. When I’m near you, they disappear. Like they’re scared.’

Temi had grown still, her shoulders hunched, her body turned halfway back towards the bakery, as though seeking escape. ‘Carry on.’

‘They heal people, but when they do they somehow enter their minds and bodies, and twist them. And then they’re born into the world. And I watched, as one of them tore my brother apart.’ The tightness wrapped itself around her heart, squeezing, squeezing. ‘I watched him sicken and die and I did nothing . . . Lords, I did nothing! And they’re still in me, all the time, and I can’t escape them. I want to claw my skin off. I want to tear them out of my chest, but I can’t.’

‘I can help with that,’ Kierin said, and to Ohemah’s surprise, Temi shot him a look of annoyance.

‘And when you’re . . . near me, they’re gone?’ she said.

‘They hide. I thought it was something in this hill, maybe all that blackglass up there. But it ain’t. It’s you.’

Temi tipped her head back, eyes closed as she released a long breath.

‘Want me to brain her now?’ Kierin called, still leaning in the doorway. ‘Sounds like she’d welcome it.’

‘Look, what is it you want from me?’

‘I want you to help me get rid of them.’

Off to her right, Ohemah caught movement. She looked round to see two elders blocking the path of a familiar figure. Alim. He made no move to push past, but when he caught Ohemah’s eye, he lifted his chin. A warning. A command.

‘Next time, don’t bring him with you,’ Temi said, holding Alim’s gaze.

Alim pushed his lips in Temi’s direction in a mocking kiss.

‘Yeah, fucking come here and do that again,’ Kierin called over to him.

‘You should go,’ Temi said.

‘Please, will you think about what I said?’

Temi’s face was twisted into a scowl of suspicion. But she said, ‘I need time to think. And to consult a friend. You come back here on Starsday and maybe we’ll talk. But you set foot in the bakery, or I hear you try to speak to any of my family, and we’re done. You hear me? Done.’

Ohemah felt a surge of some soft, fragile emotion: hope. ‘I hear you. Thank you. I never had a friend, but—’

‘I ain’t your friend.’

‘I know.’

Temi strode back into the bakery, placing a hand on her cousin’s arm as she passed him.

‘Off you fuck, then,’ Kierin said, nodding down the hill.

The Cloistered didn’t fully return until Riverhouse came in sight, its familiar black walls rising at the end of the narrow street. Alim strode ahead of her as they rose in a rush of whispering laughter.

[We missed you.]

[You left us!]

[But you are back now.]

[Ours.]

Baba stood just inside the yard wall as Ohemah followed Alim through. She wondered what they would do if she turned around and ran. Likely wrestle her to the ground. Perhaps lock her in her room.

‘Here,’ Baba said, holding out his hand, the pendant dangling from it. He stared her straight in the eyes, his expression flat. Emotionless. ‘Put it on. Clean yourself up. Then come and eat with us.’

‘I ain’t hungry.’ She tried to sidestep him, but he caught her arm. Over by the door to the house, she spotted Bediako, his expression dark.

‘I’ve been patient with you,’ Baba said. ‘But my patience has limits. You can put the pendant on, or I can have Alim and Casten put it on you.’

She had never heard such coldness from him before. It was somehow a thousand times worse than anger would have been. She took the pendant from his hand, searching his face, looking for the man who had told her she was his girl, finding him absent now. In his place stood a stranger.

‘Zee’s funeral is tonight,’ Baba said. ‘We pay him respects, and then we put this whole business behind us. Weren’t no one could have known this would happen, Ohemah, so whatever ideas you got in your head, you put them to one side.’

Numbness. Was this how Ma had felt, during all those rains she’d spent drinking and sleeping? As they lit the pyre in the middle of Riverhouse’s front yard, Ohemah knew only numbness. She watched the flames lap around her brother’s body, feeling a terrible detachment. He wore a blue and gold agbada and trousers, a garment she had never seen on him in life. The world had been tipped sideways, upside down, could never be righted again, yet all she felt was a great chasm of nothing.

The celebration of Zee’s life involved over two hundred guests from across the city. It involved every elder in the household preparing more food than Ohemah had ever seen in her life. It involved well-dressed, fragrant strangers arriving in rickshaws and carriages, their vehicles filling the small street beyond the yard. Most of the neighbours came, excited to be invited within Chedu walls. Many of them swept past Ohemah as though she were nothing. As though it wasn’t her own baby brother they had come to honour that evening. They didn’t know her, she realised, because Baba had never bothered to tell them who she was.

Baba, wearing a sweeping white agbada, his hair freshly oiled and braided and set with gold beads, looked more beautiful than she had ever seen him. Yet she saw now that it was an empty beauty, as empty as his words when he tossed the first flame into the pyre. He talked about Zee as though he were a character in some arokin’s tale – a boisterous, joyful child, so full of life, so longing to take his place in the Family. Ohemah stood before the flames, her mouth clamped shut so she wouldn’t shout the truth at them all – that Zee was a fearful child who spent half his life in terror, and the other half without enough to eat. He hadn’t cared about this family. He had missed their tiny hut. He had liked cats. He had never been boisterous even once.

Ohemah sat alone at an eating mat, staring at nothing while the world swirled around her. Everyone came to give Baba their condolences, but not a soul spoke to her. Her gaze followed him as he strolled among these fools who sought to use the death of a child for their own advancement. These grasping sycophants had never met Zee. They cared nothing for him, in life or in death. They hadn’t watched him sicken and change, and they would never know what had happened on the rooftop that night.

Baba had a different face for each of his fawning admirers – jovial here, confiding there; loud with the young men from the hauling guild, sombre with the elders from the merchant family. He was a different man each time, and it came so effortlessly to him. She’d always admired the way he so expertly put people at ease; but where was the real Gamani Chedu? Who saw his face? Where was the man who mourned a son lost at the age of just nine rains? She had never met that version of Baba. Perhaps he didn’t exist.

Only Old Mama seemed to share Ohemah’s grief. She sat in a wheeled chair, weeping silently as the night drew on. A few members of the Family came to kiss her cheeks or squeeze her hands, but nobody sat with her. It took all Ohemah’s resolve to muster the energy to stand and walk the few paces that separated them. Old Mama’s eyes were red with weeping, her cheeks wet, her nose streaming. Silently, Ohemah used the hem of her buba to wipe the old woman’s face.

‘I know you can’t understand me no more,’ Ohemah said, taking Old Mama’s papery hand. ‘But thank you for caring about Zee. He was a good kid.’

On the far side of the pyre, Baba roared with laughter at some joke, while a circle of hangers-on laughed too, in a perfect, hollow echo. Ohemah couldn’t endure this hideous spectacle a moment longer. As she leaned down to kiss Old Mama goodnight, the fingers twined with hers twitched, then tightened. Just a tiny, jerking movement. But there was an urgency to it. Ohemah looked down to see Old Mama staring up into her face.

Slowly, as though her arm was made from the heaviest stone, Old Mama lifted a hand and pointed a single finger across at her son. Baba stood beside Bediako now, listening to his cousin talk while nodding eagerly, though the eagerness never quite reached his eyes. Ohemah realised then that Bediako was the only person in that yard who was respected more than Baba.

At her side, Old Mama’s neck began to twist: left, then right, then left. Slowly shaking her head. Her fingers closed; closed tight. Closed into a fist. Old Mama’s gaze blazed as she studied her son. Her expression was not kind.

Ohemah leaned down and slid her arms round the old woman. Beneath her clothing, she was skin and bone. ‘He has to, doesn’t he?’ she heard herself whisper into Old Mama’s tight curls. ‘That’s why he’s like this . . . because he has to carry us all forward, and he has to stop the Ahikis. It’s worth it, ain’t it? There’s no other way? If there was, he wouldn’t be like this, but there isn’t.’

‘Ma,’ came Baba’s voice. Ohemah straightened, wiping at her cheeks. Baba strolled over, a glass in his hand, trailing a gaggle of his fawning sycophants. ‘Oh, Ma!’ he said, his face falling dramatically. ‘She did love him.’ He strode forward and planted kisses on both of Old Mama’s cheeks, and then on her forehead. ‘You want to go back inside? She wants to go back inside. Must be exhausted. Krayl, come help Old Mama back into bed!’

Beyond Baba, Ohemah caught Old Mama’s eye. ‘She don’t want to go back in – look.’

‘No, she’s tired.’ Baba smiled, then turned abruptly away, the crowd flowing after him like the train of some ornate bridal gown. A moment later, Casten’s son Krayl appeared and shouldered Ohemah aside.

‘I can do it,’ Ohemah snapped, reaching for the wheeled chair. Krayl wasn’t much older than her, but he was twice her weight. He snorted derisively, then steered Old Mama’s wheeled chair around, yanking it from her grip.

Ohemah stalked after him. ‘Oi, I said—’

Krayl turned and shoved her hard in the chest – a simple, firm movement with one hand. He scarcely seemed to give it a thought, but she crashed back onto the dirt of the yard. Ohemah looked round. If Baba had seen, if he knew someone had hurt his only remaining child—

She caught Baba’s eye just as he looked away. But he had seen. And he didn’t care. Instead, he grinned down at the trio of women of middling age who were trying to coax him to join them. After some ostentatiously half-hearted protests that he couldn’t possibly eat another thing, Baba dropped down beside them, and they fell upon him like vultures upon carrion, peppering him with questions, touching his shoulder, offering him food as though he were a child, while Ohemah sat there in the dirt, staring through the flames of her dead brother’s pyre.








THIRTY Jinao


Water. Water, and movement, and pain.

He lay on something soft, the canopy rotating high above while a man with a silver face peered at him, features tight with concern.

He woke screaming, while someone forced sweet liquid into his mouth and bound his jerking limbs in place.

He moaned weakly as a cold implement clamped his shoulder tight, while the rhythmic thrum of Forbidden relics filled his ears.

He floated, weightless, as something scraped at his throat. Shapes and colours flared in his mind.

Through it all, voices drifted in and out of the darkness, and the Convergence lay coiled at the edge of his consciousness, just out of reach.

‘It was a very old distress signal. I’m not sure how the woman got hold of it.’

‘The infection has already reached his organs. Fuck me, the man’s a mess.’

‘We need to go – Carlos says the Dredge is on the move.’

[Jinao,] Mizito said. [Jinao, can you hear me?]

He opened his eyes to find himself suspended in a cocoon of milky liquid. It filled his nostrils and mouth, and yet somehow he could still breathe. When he looked down, beyond his own naked, floating legs, he glimpsed the forest floor, distant through the haze of a filmy membrane.

Panic seized him, and he cried out, releasing a burst of muffled bubbles. But Mizito was with him, which meant he wasn’t with her. Which meant he had escaped. He pulled himself towards the membrane, meaning to get a better look at his surroundings, using both arms to grope at the water.

Both arms.

Jinao cried out again, extending his hands, touching the pliable wall of his cocoon but no longer caring about that, because he had two arms. One, made of flesh, was covered in the pale lines of recent scars. The other was a nest of gleaming techwork veins that ended in a silver hand.

[Do not panic,] Mizito said, as Jinao’s hands flew to his face. He closed his eyes then pressed them with his fingers. Two smooth eyelids. No pain at all beneath the lid on the left. His eye, too, had been healed.

Jinao squinted down, glimpsing figures, unable to decipher what was happening from that height. As that thought entered his mind, his eye seized the ground and dragged it towards him, then presented the scene below in blinding clarity. Greybloods; dozens of them – sitting in groups, eating, one binding the arm of a wounded companion. Jinao could see every flicker of movement in their yellow eyes. He could count every seed in the purple fruit the dog-headed greyblood held. And yet the hazy vagueness of the cocoon still surrounded him – a weaker, second image superimposed upon the first.

His eye. Something was wrong with his healed eye, with his arm, with his whole body. How could he breathe under water? How could he see two different places at once? Swirling nausea and a dizzying disorientation seized him. And when he felt himself sinking back into oblivion, he welcomed it like an old friend.

*

The next time Jinao opened his eyes, it was to find himself staring into the face of a child. No, not a child; a greyblood with a childlike visage. Two round, yellow orbs blinked eagerly at him. The skin of her face was light brown, as was her gently curling hair. But her lips were tinged grey, and as she smiled at him, the brilliant, white teeth behind them gleamed impossibly bright.

‘Hello,’ the greyblood said, in the high, cheerful tone of a human girl. Jinao’s body still floated in its milky cocoon, but his head now protruded from the top, breathing sweet air without the aid of any mask.

‘Where am I?’ Jinao croaked. He looked around, but the moment his eye settled on a tree, a surge of knowledge poured into him. Deciduous; approximate age, six hundred and twenty years. Whatever years were. Jinao blinked again, and the tree lurched towards him, his eye seizing upon a single drop of dew on a single leaf.

Jinao groaned and closed his eyes.

‘Is it too much? You can command it to remain within human parameters only.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Jinao said. ‘Where am I?’

‘Leave him alone now, Lucy!’ a woman’s voice shouted from below.

‘But I want—’

‘Come down now, please.’

The greyblood child, Lucy, sighed, then Jinao heard the murmur of leaves as she darted away.

[We are still in the feverlands,] Mizito said. [They have replaced your eye with a techwork relic. These creatures healed you. I do not think they mean you any harm.]

‘How do I make it stop?’

[Your eye? I am not certain.]

‘I can breathe here.’

[Yes. They have done something to your lungs.]

Jinao couldn’t stomach opening his new eye, but he forced himself to steal a glance with the old.

He hung high among the trees, surrounded by boughs dripping colourful leaves. Another cocoon – similar to his, he supposed – hung from a tree to his left. Far below, a circle of greybloods sat talking near a fire that flickered a wan green. A slender figure was climbing the tree, pulling themself up using narrow notches in the bark. Jinao closed his eye again before he could see who. A moment later, hot fingers touched his face.

‘Would you like me to recalibrate your eye?’ the woman said.

That voice. Jinao had heard it echoing in his mind, telling him she would birth another, telling him she needed more flowers, shouting commands in the Forbidden Tongue.

[It’s not her,] Mizito said, but Jinao could not stop his breaths coming in bursts.

The woman noticed too. He felt her hands fall away.

‘My name is Seema,’ the woman said, in the voice of the Woodsmaiden. ‘Who are you?’

‘Don’t touch me.’

‘It’s all right. You’re safe here.’

‘You’re greybloods!’

He heard her sigh. ‘My name is Seema, and I’m a healer. Your friend sent us a distress signal, and so we answered. You are very lucky to be alive – the infection had spread to every organ in your body.’

‘Is that why you mutilated me?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘What have you done to my eyes?’

‘Eye, singular. We replaced the one Maria damaged.’

‘Maria?’

‘That is her name. There was a time when she was a friend to many of us. She used to be kind. But your leaders changed all that.’ There was a dangerous edge to her tone now. ‘If you want me to recalibrate your eye, let me know,’ she said, and then he heard the rustle of movement that indicated she had climbed back down.

‘Am I your captive?’ Jinao shouted.

‘No!’ came Seema’s reply. ‘Now get some rest!’

He woke the following morning to tuneless singing: a jovial song in some Itahualand tongue. On instinct, he opened his eyes, but there was no disorienting lurch to his vision. So, they had recalibrated his eye while he slept, it seemed. Now he looked with two eyes, one a glowing yellow he could just glimpse reflected in the cocoon membrane when he looked down. The face that looked back at him did not seem his own. It looked like the face of a greyblood. It looked like the face of a man who had aged ten rains in the space of a few moons.

His eyes drifted to the singer. She hung suspended in the other cocoon, just her head sticking out of the egg-shaped pod. Chicuace – the gap-toothed Intiqqi beggar from the Woodsmaiden’s lair. So they had both survived. She smiled cheerfully as she sang, revealing gleaming new teeth. When she caught Jinao’s eye, she stopped and shouted, ‘Today is a great day! The girls are dancing for joy!’

Chicuace’s hair, which had been missing in patches, grew in a healthy black halo around her head. Her sunken cheeks looked fuller, too.

Jinao swung his gaze down to see the greyblood, Seema, climbing up towards him. She wore no expression on her doll-like face, but Jinao could not look into those features without knowing a bone-deep fear. Seema stopped climbing the moment she caught his expression, then shouted, ‘Lower him to the ground!’

Jinao’s cocoon began to glide gently towards the forest floor. He looked up to see the thing hung from a vine that seemed part of the tree itself. When he touched the pale purple grass, the membranes opened like the petals of a flower, releasing a wash of milky liquid that drained away into the thirsty ground.

Jinao sat hunched where he had landed, his limbs like stone without the waters to bear their weight. The child-creature, Lucy, shuffled towards him, while behind her, the other greybloods sat at a fire. At Lucy’s side scampered a kitten with a chunk missing from its tail, still chasing the vine Lucy held. They’d been playing, Jinao realised. The greyblood child had been playing with a cat. To see a greyblood with a pet . . . It defied everything Jinao understood.

Jinao drew up his knees, aware of his nakedness. The air was not cold on his skin – he felt surprisingly warm. Then Seema appeared again, hovering nearby, and his body tensed as a thousand memories crowded his mind. The axe, falling. The claw, slicing. Laughter as she birthed another version of him. He hadn’t realised he had begun weeping until Lucy’s small hand fell lightly on his knee.

‘Auntie Seema won’t hurt you,’ Lucy said. ‘She’s our healer.’

‘I remind him of someone who did monstrous things,’ Seema said, from behind. ‘He’ll need time. He has much healing to do.’

‘I feel fine,’ Jinao said. ‘I’d like my clothes back now, and I’d like to leave.’

‘Your clothes were rotten, but we can find you new ones. Lucy, go and get him a tunic.’

‘Oh, but can’t I—’

‘Do as I say. Now. Go on, hurry up.’

Lucy huffed, much as a human child might, then stomped away as the kitten leapt in her shadow.

Seema inched round, then lowered herself to the ground several strides away. She kept her gaze lowered as she said, ‘What is your name?’

‘Janzen,’ Jinao said. ‘Janzen Farmer.’

She nodded her chin towards him. ‘And how is your arm, Friend Janzen?’

Jinao lifted his new Forbidden arm. The thing was a tangle of glowing techwork veins. It moved effortlessly, as though it had always been a part of him, and yet he could hear the soft hum of its arcane mechanisms.

‘You’ve turned me into a greyblood.’

‘Greyblood?’ Seema laughed softly. ‘I have not turned you into anything. All I have done is replace your damaged body parts with new limbs. I’m sorry that we were not able to replace the skin, but our growth pod was damaged the last time the Dredge came through.’ She tipped her head to one side. ‘Would you rather I remove it?’

‘Yes. No. I don’t know. Look, I just want to leave.’ Lucy appeared again, carrying a pile of neatly folded clothing: a dark tunic, much like Seema’s; a belt, and sandals that appeared to be made of wood. She placed them down gingerly, eyeing Jinao all the while. Beneath her curiosity lay a bedrock of fear.

‘You are the first Silent One she’s met,’ Seema said. ‘She has heard many tales of your cruelties.’

‘Why did you help me?’

‘Because your friend sent us a distress signal. And because you were a person in need.’ She sighed. ‘If you want to leave, we will not stop you. We have added filtration chambers to your lungs to allow you to breathe our air. But I warn you: most of the Grey Horde now lies between you and the lands of the Silent Ones. And Maria will still be looking for you – she does not give up her conquests easily.’

‘Maria,’ he said. ‘You mean the Woodsmaiden.’

Seema smiled and looked away. ‘Yes. I’d heard your people call her that. To me, she is Maria. We grew up together. We were as close as sisters, once.’

‘I’m sure it was wonderful,’ Jinao said. ‘I’m sure you have many fond memories of lopping the heads off strangers together. How does it work? She breaks them, and you fix them, is that the game?’

‘It is no game,’ Seema said. ‘Maria and I were both designed for . . . comfort.’ She looked away.

‘Designed,’ Jinao said. ‘By the Scathed.’

His people. Because humans were the Scathed, once. Before the Ahikis arrived. His people had made greybloods, and greybloods had risen up and . . . what? Wiped them out? That was what the story-singers taught, what the nuns taught, but when he had found his true kin, in the ancestral realm, they had shown him something very different. He had knelt on the steps of a palace while the Ahiki king poisoned the land. He had smelt the burning of techwork, heard the crash of great crystal towers as they fell.

He realised Seema was watching him, her grey lips curled in amusement. ‘You think the Scathed made us?’ She laughed. ‘I had heard that that is what the Ahiki king told your people, but . . . I didn’t really believe it could be true.’

He heard a liquid sloshing, and looked round to see the cocoon holding Chicuace had reached the forest floor. She cackled, examining her hands and feet with glee as the liquid spilled away into the ground. Her brown body was still tiny, but she looked well nourished. One of her legs gleamed with techwork parts.

Seema followed his gaze and said, ‘She had a weakness in one hip, so we fixed it . . . along with her numerous other injuries.’

Chicuace sprang up, entirely naked. ‘The girls are impressed!’ she said, as Lucy hurried over with another bundle of clothing.

‘Tunnel Six Nine Two is sealed,’ a greyblood said, stalking out from among the trees. He had the muscular body of a human warrior, but his face resembled a plains wolf. ‘That’s the final one in this valley. Last sighting, the Dredge was heading south.’

‘Good work, Carlos.’

The dog-greyblood, Carlos, eyed Jinao with unguarded contempt. ‘You really think he’s safe?’

Seema locked eyes with Jinao as she replied. ‘I don’t believe he will harm us.’

Carlos stalked away, muttering under his breath.

‘As I say, we will be leaving soon,’ Seema said, lifting her voice to include Chicuace. ‘There are many dangers to us both in this region. Your people are not our only enemies.’

‘My people,’ Jinao said softly.

‘If you come with us, we can continue your healing.’

‘I feel fine.’

‘Yes. I’m sure your body does. But I am talking about your mind. The trauma you have experienced—’

‘You know nothing about what I have experienced,’ Jinao said. The words came out in a harsh snarl; in a voice that did not sound his own.

Seema’s face hardened. ‘Don’t I, Friend Janzen? Perhaps we should swap tales some time.’ She stood. ‘Do as you please. But if you want to live, you will come with us.’

She stalked away, rejoining the group of greybloods at the remains of the fire. Many were folding clothing and tools into packs. More than one looked over at him, eyes wary. Something uncoiled within him then. The Convergence, gently urging caution. Whatever these creatures claimed to be, they were broken things from a lost age.

[There is safety in numbers,] Mizito said. [Perhaps if we follow for a few days, they might give us clues as to the Bairneater’s whereabouts. Then we can be on our way.]

They left just after highsun, a party of twenty greybloods and two humans. Jinao, following at a distance, looked back to see the forest hungrily reclaiming what little they had left behind. The last membranes of the healing pod fizzed gently into the rich, dark earth. Stems from tall, indigo-coloured flowers coiled round the ashes of the fire, consuming. Even the grass they trod upon straightened up as they passed. It was as though the forest itself sought to scrub all trace of them from its surface. Or perhaps it was a kind of symbiosis. Perhaps the land merely bent to accommodate the greybloods, then returned to its true shape when they were gone.

‘The girls don’t like it,’ Chicuace said, trotting along at his side, her dark eyes scanning the towering foliage. ‘The girls say we need to head off on our own. First, them blue things, now all this. The girls—’

‘Perhaps you should tell the girls to leave you alone,’ Jinao replied, more sharply than he had intended.

Chicuace stared at him, round eyed, then snapped, ‘The girls don’t like loud voices.’

She fell to muttering softly to herself, and after a time, Jinao realised he recognised the words: Atavat linuch di onderpan. Just the sound of them made his chest tighten.

‘Mizito,’ Jinao said softly, ‘when you were gone, there was something else with me. A sort of convergence of thoughts and feelings from the ancestral realm. I think it’s been with me since Nirere first gave you this form.’

[He didn’t give me this form. This is my true form, without the spirits to which I was Bonded.]

‘What spirits?’

[The bonetree and the eagle. The spirits that give our clan strength. They also strengthened me. But the power you speak of . . . that is something else entirely.]

‘There’s one other thing. At the war camp, I met a healer. He said . . . he said there was someone else with whom I could make the Bond. He said it was someone I have a greater affinity with, but . . . I have no idea who that could be.’

He felt Mizito’s soft amusement. [Someone who knows your mind as well as you know your own. Someone whose every thought you can anticipate. Someone who knows every part of your soul, because they helped shape it. Jinao, I think we both know.]

‘Wh—’ But Jinao cut himself off. Because he knew – ancestors, of course he knew! There was one person whose every mood had once dominated his life. One person who had dedicated her entire existence to shaping him.

Up ahead, Chicuace flinched, then shouted at a tree in some Itahualand tongue. Poor woman – her body might be free, but it seemed that her mind would never be. Jinao closed his eyes. ‘It’s my mother, isn’t it? The one I’m destined to Bond is my mother.’








THIRTY-ONE Boleo


‘She wants mangoes!’ Boleo cried as he strode into the parlour where his noviciates waited. They stood in a silent line, each gripping a basket of food. Boleo swept past berries and fried breads and jars of stew until he came to the girl holding a basket of golden mangoes. Vunaji leapt from his arm at once, in a burst of purple light, then set upon the fruit like a starving animal. Boleo watched her tear at the skin with her teeth, before devouring the flesh beneath. The noviciates politely averted their eyes from her noisy chewing. When she’d stripped the stone bare, she tossed it over her shoulder with a little chuckle, then looked up at Boleo and said, ‘More!’

Though Vunaji’s confidence had grown, her fear had not diminished. Boleo felt it bubbling beneath the surface, night and day. Occasionally, in quiet moments, he thought he could almost sense its source: fear of the mortal realm, yes, but also fear of herself. And most potently, a deep-seated fear of being alone. Yet as she squatted before him now, eagerly reaching for another mango, she seemed nothing more than a curious child of nine rains.

Vunaji demanded many trips into the city, where’d she’d splash in the fountains of Ilowu Square, or play stones with lowblood children, or climb the tallest palms that lined the Avenue of the Sun. She enjoyed it all with a child’s wide-eyed relish, and Boleo found himself sharing in her pleasure. Their emotions had begun to merge, he realised, so that he was not sure where he ended and Vunaji began. But it was a good sharing: it made every load he carried lighter, and her excitement in each new experience lifted Boleo’s heart.

‘You don’t like mangoes,’ Vunaji said, looking round at him with large, dark eyes. ‘Why?’

‘They’re too sweet,’ Boleo replied.

‘That’s not it. You’re lying. Why don’t you like mangoes?’

Boleo closed his eyes. This was another habit to which he was reluctantly becoming accustomed: Vunaji’s probing questions. He supposed it was to be expected that the spirit was able to prise open his heart and find the part of him he most sought to hide. But what unsettled him was the pleasure Vunaji seemed to take in dragging him through memories he found unpleasant. It was the harmless inquisitiveness of a child, of course – nothing more. But that didn’t make it any easier to humour.

‘I have not eaten a mango since I was a boy,’ Boleo said stiffly. ‘I stole one once, when I was hungry. I found that the price I paid for it made it turn to ash in my mouth.’

‘What price?’ Vunaji said, blinking up at him, chin and fingers sticky with juice.

‘The price of another boy’s life,’ Boleo said. ‘Older than me, but smaller. We were both starving and desperate.’

‘You hit him,’ Vunaji said. ‘Like this!’ She mimicked bringing her fist up and down, up and down, then looked over at Boleo and giggled.

Boleo turned away. ‘I struck him with a stone. He hit me back. I hit him several more times. I was young. I didn’t realise . . . I didn’t dream that it would kill him.’

‘Here,’ Vunaji said, holding up the last mango in the basket. ‘Eat it.’

‘I’m not hungry.’

Vunaji stood, her eyes filling with tears. ‘Please. Eat it. I want you to eat it.’ The corners of her mouth turned down, a perfect picture of wounded feelings.

Boleo knew she was toying with him. But if this was what the creature needed to trust him, then so be it. He took the mango, peeled the skin off with his pocket knife, then ate methodically while Vunaji stared at him, smiling.

‘You like the taste,’ the spirit said.

‘I do not. It still—’


‘You like the taste,’ she said, taking a step closer. ‘It makes you feel powerful, this taste. It reminds you of what you can do. You like this taste a lot.’

Something flared within Boleo, extending from his tatau up to the base of his skull. Strange, but the mango wasn’t quite so sweet as he’d recalled. It had a delicate, almost buttery richness that warmed his heart. Yes; he realised he did like the taste. In fact, he loved it. And it did make him feel stronger, as though he’d been chewing—

‘Father Boleo!’ Kipteni’s shout pulled him abruptly out of his reverie. ‘Father, I have it!’

Kipteni came scurrying into the parlour, tripping over his long wrapper in his haste. Vunaji smiled sweetly, then faded to a shaft of purple light that burrowed into Boleo’s tatau. He shuddered against the thrill of her return, then turned his gaze on the junior monk.

‘Father!’ Kipteni said, brandishing his staff. ‘Look at this!’

He muttered softly in the Forbidden Tongue, and his thinking jewel sent a shaft of light into the air between them. A stream of glyphs passed across it, a mixture of Royal and Forbidden Tongue; a tangle of numbers, several complex calculations and an annotated drawing of the two towers of the palace.

‘See!’ Kipteni said.

‘Let’s pretend I do not see,’ Boleo said. ‘Explain.’

‘Well, nothing was working, as you know. Even when I used the light of observation to measure distances or changes in refraction, I found no trace of the third tower. One might be tempted to assume that this meant there was nothing to be found, but I knew, Father – I just knew! My research led me to conclude that the tower does not just alter our perceptions, but our techwork, too. Which means that techwork lies within it – powerful techwork. And this is where everything began falling into place.’

‘Go on.’

‘Well, I thought, well, if it’s techwork, then the right command will bring it to life. So I tried everything, Father, everything I could think of in the Forbidden Tongue. Activate tower . . . reveal tower . . . unshield tower . . . I had the thinking jewel search for arcane energies, for hidden codes . . . all for nothing.’

‘And?’

‘And then I remembered the poem! Do you recall, Father Boleo, the poem with the line, and with all the might of the Sun Tower, he did smite the army at a single stroke. Do you recall where Warlord Nichikwu Adatali heard that line?’

‘You told me his journal stated he heard it from an arokin.’

‘Yes, but do you recall where the arokin was from? He said, across the seas to the south! The arokin was from the Leopard Kingdom, yet brought with him a story about our own people. And I remembered what you wrote in your reports to Daloya about your findings in the Busharn Wastes. I remember the ruins you encountered; techwork ruins older than the Scathed, yet which responded to a variant of the Leopard Tongue. Your conclusions there – that the Forbidden Tongue is not the only language capable of commanding techwork – are applicable here, I realised, and—’

‘How were you able to access my private report to Daloya?’

Kipteni looked away. ‘Ah. Well, um, forgive me, Your Holiness, I just . . . I assumed you would want me to use every means available given the pressures of our current circumstances, and because of those pressures, I thought it prudent not to trouble you by asking, so I simply searched for encrypted writings over the last three hundred days, then cross-referenced them with—’

‘Never mind. Just get to the point, please.’

‘Yes, Your Holiness! Well. I then had my staff translate the Forbidden command activate tower into the Leopard Tongue, using your research, and look! Look!’ Kipteni uttered another command, and his staff flashed up two columns of glyphs, one in the Forbidden Tongue and a second in a language Boleo did not recognise.

‘It says, State your command! In the Leopard Tongue! I cannot find the source, but something in the palace, something replied, State your command, and I am willing to wager my very life and spirit that it was the Sun Tower! It’s there, Father Boleo! The tower is there, and if we speak to it in the Leopard Tongue, it will reveal itself to us!’

Boleo stared at the glyphs. The Leopard Tongue. A language spoken on the continent of Ulamara, far to the south. Occasionally, boats from across the Shallow Ocean washed up on the beaches of Adataliland, but the people who arrived were ragged, half-starved souls, who spoke not a word of the Royal Tongue. He’d heard tales that the continent they’d left behind was a ruined wasteland, ravaged by war. Barbarian lands, as the Ahikis called all the lands beyond the seas: places of lawlessness and desperation.

‘Come,’ Boleo said, taking Kipteni’s elbow. ‘Let’s test your theory.’

Kipteni uttered a most unseemly squeal and hurried along at Boleo’s side.

‘When I was a boy,’ Boleo said as they continued their slow, circular descent round the inner wall of the Moon Tower, ‘during the noviciate trials, I found a talking drum. It was a talking drum like no other. Its threads were made of a material I had never seen before, and its skin shone as though it contained techwork.’

In the courtyard far below, Boleo glimpsed Morayo . . . annoying the healers again. The boy seemed to have taken all his grief for Ibekwe and channelled it into an obsession with the health of the captain of his quartet.

‘When I showed the drum to my mentor,’ Boleo continued, ‘he beat me and took it away. But I never forgot that day. It was the day I realised knowledge was never the true calling of a monk.’ He glanced over at Kipteni. ‘What I found in that cavern out in the Busharn Wastes led me to believe that, once, the people of Jebba and the people of the Leopard Kingdom were in contact with each other. I believe we share aspects of the same culture.’

‘We should sail there, Father! An expedition! Once we have defeated the Ahikis, we should set off on a great voyage, like Lord Invoker Jethar Mizito. We should journey across the Shallow Ocean and find the lost lands of the Leopard Kingdom!’

Boleo resisted the urge to remind Kipteni that Jethar’s voyage had resulted in the death of everyone involved, and instead said, ‘Ships have tried to make that crossing. They never return.’

‘Perhaps that is because they find a wondrous land of plenty, like in the days of the Scathed!’ Kipteni said.

‘Then why do the people who land on our southern shores look as though they have just escaped the jaws of death?’

Morayo glanced over as Boleo swept across the courtyard, a light frown creasing his smooth brow.

[He is a silly boy,] Vunaji said. [He does not like me.]

‘He has yet to meet you,’ Boleo replied.

‘Sorry, Father?’ Kipteni said.

‘Not you.’

They sped through the tunnel that led out into the main grounds of the palace. On the far side, the pale blue thrust of the Star Tower stretched up towards the morning sky. Before them lay the sweeping expanse of gardens where, Kipteni claimed, a third tower stood, hidden from the world.

Boleo strode forwards, past gardeners clipping the flowering bushes or pulling weeds from the ground. When they reached the spot roughly equidistant from the Star Tower and the Moon, Boleo lifted his staff.

‘Translate into Leopard Tongue,’ Boleo commanded. ‘Use version from the Fifth Shrine, Busharn Wastes, and relay message to all techwork relics within the boundaries of the palace. Activate Sun Tower.’

The glyph for working appeared on Boleo’s thinking jewel as, to his left, Kipteni bounced excitedly on the balls of his feet.

‘Keep still,’ Boleo snapped as a second set of glyphs appeared, in what he sincerely hoped was an accurate translation into the Leopard Tongue.

Silence. In the distance, he could hear the familiar crash of practice swords. Kipteni leaned towards him, peering over his shoulder, so close Boleo could hear the boy’s open-mouthed breathing.

And then it arrived. A small set of unfamiliar glyphs.

‘Translate,’ Boleo command. A moment later, the message appeared: State your command.

Kipteni leapt into the air beside him, unleashing a cry of triumph. And Boleo couldn’t help it. He too began to smile. A thousand possibilities crowded his mind. The things they might find within the halls of a tower hidden from the world for millennia. The truths they might uncover. And somewhere within, a weapon that could smash an army in a single blow.

‘We must now be patient, thorough and methodical,’ Boleo said, as much to himself as to the young man at his side. He gripped his staff. ‘Translate into Leopard Tongue. Use version from the Fifth Shrine, Busharn Wastes, and relay message to all techwork relics within the boundaries of the palace. Reveal Sun Tower.’

‘Ah,’ Kipteni said. ‘A logical choice; however, I believe, from my observations of the written version of this ancient variant of Leopard Tongue, that this language uses much symbolism, meaning such a simple phrase is unlikely to yield results. I therefore took the liberty of compiling a list of phrases that—’

The air before them rippled. Cries of astonishment rang across the gardens. For a moment, the world itself seemed cleaved in two. An arrow-straight, vertical line unspooled before them, pulling the violet bush and the chrysanthemums in opposite directions. The palace grounds rippled as a narrow, pale structure unveiled itself, not more than twenty paces from where Boleo stood.

The Sun Tower, tall as its two companions but no wider than Boleo’s sleep chamber. As shouts sounded behind him, followed by the rhythm of many running feet, Boleo strode forwards. Whatever curious metal it was constructed from was twisted into curving patterns that marched higher and higher until they ended in a narrow point, like the head of a spear. There were no secret rooms here, nor any secret treasures. The tower was like the mast of a ship – tall, narrow, but not a building at all.

‘I don’t understand,’ Kipteni said. ‘What kind of tower is this? It’s nothing but a hollow shell!’

‘What’s happening?’ Morayo said, leading the stream of people coming out of the Moon Tower. ‘By the ancestors, what is that?’

‘The Sun Tower,’ Boleo said, extending his hand. ‘Didn’t I tell you all? It does exist!’

‘Mm,’ Morayo said, stopping beside him. ‘And, um . . . very pretty it is too. What exactly is the point of it? Well, I mean, I see a point, up there at the top, but I do not see a purpose.’

‘Nevertheless, there is one. There is techwork in there. Perhaps the entire thing is techwork. Now that we know how to communicate with it, we can learn.’

The most exciting possibility was that he might not even need Vunaji at all. If the tower was powerful enough, they might be able to drive the Ahikis back without ever leaving the palace grounds.

Ice crawled over his skin, stinging the hundreds of purple glyphs that now covered him. [The tower is bad. I do not like it. You should not touch it.]

‘This tower is important to my people. And it is part of our heritage.’

[I do not like it. I want you to put it back.]

‘Father?’ Kipteni said, looking round.

‘I can’t put it back. It’s always been here.’

[No,] Vunaji said. [I’m sad now.]

The ice swelled, sharpening to a point of lancing pain that angled up into his head. Boleo turned towards Kipteni as his vision began to mist, but before he could speak, darkness closed in.

‘Father Boleo! Father Boleo, please wake up!’

Boleo groaned. The back of his head throbbed – where he had struck it as he fell, he supposed. He thought perhaps only a few heartbeats had passed, but as he opened his eyes, he realised it was well after highsun. The sky above him, the rich blue of afternoon, was utterly clear.

Clear save the sleek monstrosity that crawled through it high above.

Boleo sat up, still drowsy from his unexpected sleep. What had happened? He surely hadn’t fainted. The gardens were filled with people, all staring up. Boleo supposed at least that meant the focus wasn’t on him.


He had never seen anything like the object that crept across the sky now: gold, wedge-shaped and larger than any bird. ‘Quickly, Kipteni! The longglass!’

Ice surged into Boleo’s jagged tatau as Kipteni rummaged inside his satchel. Boleo opened his hand as the stinging intensified, releasing a pool of purple light that coalesced into a young girl.

‘I picked you because we are the same,’ Vunaji said, regarding him with wide, serious eyes. ‘We were both abandoned. We have both served masters who do not deserve us.’ She inhaled slowly. ‘I have decided that I will help you. I will claim the spirit you wish me to claim.’

Boleo recalled then the sting as he’d looked at the Sun Tower. ‘You rendered me unconscious.’

Vunaji looked away. ‘Don’t be angry. It was for your own good. The tower is bad.’

‘Bad how?’

‘Just bad. And that is why I am going to help you. You must stay away from the tower.’

‘Why would—’

‘And in return, I will give you what you want.’ She smiled gently. ‘Why don’t you look through the longglass now?’

Boleo took the contraption from Kipteni’s outstretched hand and lifted it to his eye. He twisted it, sharpening what he saw, bringing that sleek object seemingly closer. A monstrous, airborne carriage drifted above them. Its countless windows gleamed. It made no sound as it slid sedately onwards, like a pleasure boat on a placid lake. And etched into its sleek, gilded side was the golden sun of Clan Ahiki.

‘An Ahiki invoker has come,’ Vunaji said softly. ‘They are on that sky vessel. I can feel them . . . and their ancestor. Do you agree to my terms? It is what you wanted. And I am offering it to you now.’

The golden vessel had begun descending, Boleo realised; descending towards the waiting army out on the plains. He cast one final glance back at the looming structure of the Sun Tower. Activate, Vunaji had said. And yet they had gleaned nothing from it. The thing was as useless as a lump of stone.

It felt absurd, bowing to a child, and yet Boleo did not know what else to do. This being was ancient beyond measure, so he honoured her as he would any elder; by dropping to the floor and lowering his forehead.

‘I accept your offer,’ Boleo said. ‘It is time to capture the spirit of Ahiki.’








THIRTY-TWO Ohemah


Baba didn’t lock her up. And she was free to leave Riverhouse whenever she pleased. But she went nowhere without an escort trailing behind her. Sometimes it was Alim. Sometimes it was Ulora. Sometimes it was people she didn’t recognise. They rarely spoke to her. But she soon gave up trying to rid herself of the pendant. No matter what she tried – dropping it into a stranger’s satchel, onto a cart, at the feet of a monk, even into the open sewer that ran down the end of Curr Street – it always came back to her; sometimes in the hands of one of Baba’s lieutenants, sometimes in the hands of a stranger with flashing yellow eyes.

When Starsday came, and Ohemah crossed the district to the foot of Arrant Hill, she realised there was one place she wasn’t permitted to go.

‘Get out of my way,’ Ohemah said as Alim stepped in front of her.

‘Time to go home,’ he said. ‘This is Seng territory, remember?’

‘Move.’ She jerked towards him and he grabbed her arm, then twisted her round towards the crowds of Iron Street.

‘Let go of me!’ Ohemah shouted. And some souls slowed to watch, and one elder began hobbling towards her. But then a muscular woman slid towards them and placed a cloth over Ohemah’s mouth and nose, and the next thing Ohemah was aware of was the spinning ceiling of her own bedroom as she woke from a deep slumber.

She lay half awake all afternoon, too weak, too hopeless, to rise. The two rooms she had shared with Zee seemed an affront to nature now. They had no right to exist without her brother in them. When she finally rose, near sunset, she pulled open her door to find Ulora waiting outside.

‘He wants to see you,’ she said, then turned back down the corridor.

Ulora led her to Old Mama’s room, where Baba sat feeding the elder an early supper of okra stew. He perched on a small stool by her upright chair, just as he did every evening. Without looking round, he said, ‘You can’t see the Baker girl again.’

‘Why not?’ Ohemah said.

‘Because it’s not safe for us.’

‘Why? What can her family possibly—’

‘I told you no and that’s the end of it,’ he said. His expression was mild, but that mildness itself seemed a weapon when wielded by Gamani Chedu. It was a mildness that flattened everything around him. She wanted to seize the collar of his dashiki and shake him, scream in his face that Zee was dead, didn’t he care? Every day, she searched his eyes for some scrap of empathy, some tiny flicker of grief, but she saw nothing; only that dangerous, deadly calm. She realised, as she watched him, that she no longer craved his presence. Each smile he gave, each gentle comment, seemed an insult to Zee’s memory. Beside him, Old Mama lifted rheumy eyes to Ohemah’s face.

‘I can finish helping her eat,’ Ohemah said.

‘It’s fine.’


‘I need something to do.’ She caught his eye and held it for a heartbeat. ‘Please, Baba?’ It sickened her to call him that now. But she tried to pour all her old yearning into it, remembering the way he had pandered to his fawning sycophants at Zee’s funeral. Finally, Baba sighed, his jaw tensing as he lowered the bowl and stood. ‘All right. You finish up. See she eats it all, now. She’s apt to push it away, but she needs her strength.’ He patted her shoulder as he passed. ‘You’re a good girl.’

When he was gone, Ohemah dropped onto the stool at Old Mama’s side. A small sliver of drool dripped from the old woman’s chin. Her eyes held that familiar vacant glassiness – nothing like the sharp urgency Ohemah had glimpsed when they had clasped hands at Zee’s funeral. Ohemah lifted the stew spoon to the old woman’s lips, then caught a unfamiliar tang on the scent. Beneath the tomatoes and peppers and herbs she knew so well from her days in the pot room of the Silver Cascade came a smell she could not name. When Ohemah offered the spoon again, Old Mama turned her head slowly away.

‘He said you gotta finish it all,’ Ohemah said. Then she lowered the spoon. ‘Maybe if I do it right, he’ll let me help you eat.’

It felt good to care for someone, she realised. She had spent so long doing it for Zee. So much of what she did for him was part of who she was. Her grief wasn’t just for him: it was for the part of her he had taken with him. Because all she had left was what Baba had made her into.

‘I should have taken him back to our hut,’ Ohemah said softly. ‘He never liked it at the Cascade, no more than he liked it here.’

She lifted the spoon, but Old Mama kept her head turned towards the window overlooking the yard. A single tear leaked out of her right eye.

‘It’s all right,’ Ohemah said. ‘We can take a break.’ She studied the deep crevices of Old Mama’s face. ‘Today he had them carry me back here. I wasn’t even conscious.’ She swallowed against the tightness in her throat.

She spent the evening with her grandmother, talking about Zee while Old Mama dozed, telling her his favourite places to play, his favourite stories, his favourite foods, when they had enough to eat. Ohemah told her about how he could never pronounce the word Runt, but that she liked Run anyway, because it sounded powerful and free – all the things she had never been.

Then, when she heard Baba’s voice in the hallway, she remembered the stew.

‘Shit,’ she muttered, and lifted the bowl to her own lips. She drank quickly, ignoring the sour undertone, then wiped her mouth just as Baba opened the door.

‘Still here?’ Baba said, as Krayl trailed in behind him. ‘Go get some rest. Krayl here needs to get Ma into bed.’

Ohemah forced herself to make a quick bow, like the good girl he expected, then stepped out into the hallway. A heavy, crushing exhaustion seemed to descend on her all at once. By the time she reached her door, she could scarcely move her feet.

Her thoughts had grown leaden, too, as though she’d drunk enough alcohol to shame a sailor. Perhaps whatever Baba’s lieutenant had used to drag her back from Arrant Hill lingered. But somehow, this felt different. It took her several long moments to manoeuvre her body onto her sleeping mat, but when she did, she realised she didn’t want to close her eyes. She just wanted to lie there and stare, not asleep yet not awake. Beyond her walls, the sounds of the household and the city slowly bled into each other, an unintelligible cacophony to her now. An insect landed on her arm. She felt the sharpness of its bite, but could not seem to summon the strength to bat it away. Something was wrong. She tried to get up, but realised she couldn’t move; nor could she work the muscles of her jaw and tongue to speak. Only the faintest groan escaped her lips as she tried to call out that she was sick; she was dying.

[You are not dying.]

[You cannot die.]

[We will not let you.]

[And the poison is not meant to kill.]


Poison. It was well into the next morning before Ohemah’s strength returned enough for her to roll onto her hands and knees. She coughed, working moisture back into her mouth. Someone had tried to poison her. It was a warning, she realised. The choice of poison could be no coincidence. It was a warning that if she strayed too far, she would be forced to remain.

She shuffled to her clothing chest and shakily changed. Would Baba do this to her? Would he command someone else to? And how had they slipped it into her system when she had consumed nothing in nearly a full day. Only when she wandered gingerly out into the corridor, steadying herself against wall, did realisation steal over her.

The poison had not been meant for her.

Ohemah trudged towards Old Mama’s bedroom. Who would do such a thing to one already so feeble? What a blessing it was that she had eaten half the old woman’s supper. Had Old Mama consumed it all, she might not have survived the night.

Out in backyard, where the elders kept their gardens, she saw Lakoz and Old Feyin, both as hale as the day they had arrived. No hint of the illness that had taken Zee was visible on them. All the Cloistered’s unsightly alterations seemed to have fallen away.

She paused at Old Mama’s door, catching sight of Baba, seated by her side. Ohemah tried to duck away, but not fast enough. ‘You need me for something?’ he said.

Ohemah gripped the door jamb. ‘I . . . just wanted to see Old Mama.’

‘She’s fine. You can go on now. She gets tired quick.’

Even now, a small part of her yearned for her baba’s praise and approval. Obeying him had become such an instinct that hesitation seemed an offence. But she had hesitated with Zee. And like Zee, Old Mama had only her. So she said, ‘I think someone put poison in Old Mama’s stew.’

Baba stared at her, his expression unreadable. Beside him, Old Mama slowly lifted her head.

‘What d’you mean?’ Baba said.

‘Yesterday I . . . accidentally ate some of her stew, and afterwards I couldn’t move. It could be someone in the kitchens. I don’t know who would want to hurt her. But her food yesterday didn’t taste right.’

For a moment, Baba’s face was hard as stone. Then he closed his eyes and let out a long sigh. ‘I didn’t want to tell you this, girl, but . . . Old Mama has the wasting sickness.’ He gripped Old Mama’s hand in both his now, enclosing it entirely. ‘She has good days and bad. The ambleweed helps her with the bad days.’

Ohemah felt as unsteady as she had when she’d first awoken. ‘You knew?’

‘It was me that put it there. That’s why I said to make sure she gets it all. No wonder she had such a bad night.’

‘She had a bad night?’

‘The ambleweed is for the pain. Without it, she’s in constant agony.’

‘So . . . so it’s you what puts it there? To help her?’

‘Why else would it be there?’ Baba said with a soft laugh. ‘So don’t you go eating none again.’

He smiled; the first smile he’d offered her since Zee’s funeral. But behind him, Old Mama’s gaze was locked on her. The old woman gripped the wooden arm of the chair with her free hand, a pleading desperation dancing in her eyes.

Of course the ambleweed was for the pain. What else would it be for? Yet as Ohemah turned away, she thought of how she had let Zee down. She would not let that happen again.

None of the elders and aunts in the kitchen questioned her presence that day. The children usually brought them their meals, but Ohemah made a show of searching the many cupboards for something to eat.

The stew bubbled away on the stove, as it did every afternoon. The whole family was served from the same tall pot, with pounded yam or rice or sweetloaf. Which meant the ambleweed was added later.

‘I’ll get Old Mama’s stew tonight,’ Ohemah said.

‘Gamani does that,’ a toothless, wispy-haired elder named Kwemu replied. ‘It’s their bonding time.’

After that, Ohemah turned her attention to the jars of tealeaves that stood in neat rows on the shelf above the water basin. If she couldn’t stop the poison going in, perhaps she could help it come out again. Most households kept lovers’ tea, and Ohemah knew from experience that too much of that always made her bring the contents of her stomach back up.

Old Kwemu winked at her and cackled as Ohemah spooned the tea into a large cup. She turned her back, so he wouldn’t see how much she used. Then she sat out in the front yard, where she could see into Old Mama’s window, and nursed the slowly cooling brew between her knees.

It was sunset by the time Baba finished feeding his mother her daily poison. He seemed to linger far longer than usual, talking with Casten, who stood in the doorway. Once they had gone, Ohemah slipped back into the house and strode through the hallway to Old Mama’s room.

‘I think you can understand me,’ Ohemah said. The old woman’s eyes heaved open as Ohemah made her way through the shadows of the room. ‘This won’t make you feel good. But it will clear your stomach. I won’t force you to drink it, if you don’t want me to. But I think you want me to.’

Old Mama dragged her gaze up to rest on Ohemah’s face. The corner of her mouth quirked. Ohemah lifted the cup carefully, expecting half the contents to spill out of her grandmother’s mouth, but it seemed the elder had a greater tolerance to the ambleweed than she had. She gulped eagerly, her eyes never leaving Ohemah’s face.

‘Not too fast,’ Ohemah said softly, but within heartbeats, Old Mama had drained the cup.

Ohemah found a bucket in the cupboard that stood by the door, then placed it on the elder’s scrawny knees.

It didn’t take long. After belching several times, Old Mama leaned forward and vomited red liquid into the bowl. Ohemah rubbed the elder’s bony back, feeling a twist of guilt as Old Mama’s frail body hitched and jerked. What if she was wrong? What if Baba came in and found her? What if Old Mama descended into a haze of pain?

It seemed to take eternity for her grandmother to finish heaving, but when she finally did, Old Mama wiped the back of her mouth with a shaky hand a smiled. Ohemah tipped the contents of the bowl out of the window into the yard – let them think one of Baba’s lieutenants had returned home drunk, as often happened. Then she wiped the bowl round with the hem of her wrapper, and sat with the elder, waiting for . . . she wasn’t sure what.

When Krayl arrived to put Old Mama to bed, Ohemah stood and gripped her hand. ‘Maybe it takes a few days,’ Ohemah whispered softly in her grandmother’s ear.

The next day, when Ohemah came in at sunset, Old Mama’s eyes were already on the door. She lifted her hand to take the cup, and sipped gratefully. When she had finished retching, she offered Ohemah a feeble smile. Tears stung Ohemah’s eyes. Baba said the chosen didn’t weep, but she no longer wanted to be chosen, so she let them spill onto her cheek.

On the third day, after wiping her own mouth on the back of one hand, Old Mama looked at her and said, ‘Thank you.’

Her voice was little more than a whisper; a feeble thing, like a breeze through reeds. But there was no denying the new light in her eyes. Ohemah took her grandmother’s clean hand and squeezed it, and the old woman squeezed back. And the strength in her smile was glorious.

‘He weren’t . . . always like this,’ Old Mama said on the fifth day. She had a slight Dimadu accent, beneath the flat vowels of Nine Lords. ‘It . . . it’s my fault, what he has become.’

‘Why would he do this?’ Ohemah said thickly, unable to meet Old Mama’s gaze.

‘He don’t want me speaking against him again.’

‘Why?’

‘Because he don’t want the others learning what I know.’

The door clicked open and Krayl strode in. Old Mama painted on the distant expression that came easily to her, and Ohemah slipped away, her heart hammering.

‘I have to tell you something,’ Old Mama said as they sat together on the sixth day, while the sun bathed the yard outside in its orange glow. ‘Then you have to pass it on to your uncle.’

‘Bediako? Baba said he’s weak, and that—’

‘He says that because Bediako sees him for what he is.’ She closed her eyes. ‘And he’s trying to stop Gamani tearing our family apart. So many things happened to him when he was young. Some of it was my doing; some of it his own. But none of that excuses what he’s become.’ She leaned forward. ‘How much has he told you about Chedu?’

‘A bit. Not much. Why?’

‘Well. See, Chedu had a brother. Kusandi. They were as different as two brothers could be. But Gamani always liked Kusandi’s stories best, out of all the Family stories, even though they’re meant as warnings. Gamani was never the same after he went to war, and his interest in Kusandi had grown so much—’

The door swung open. Krayl was early. But when Ohemah looked up, it was Casten’s bulky frame that filled the door. And as he stepped into the room, Ohemah saw Baba waited behind him.

She sprang to her feet. ‘I didn’t realise it was so late. I’ll go.’

‘It’s not,’ Baba said, as Casten closed the door with a click. ‘Come here, girl.’

He held his arm open. He hadn’t hugged her since Zee’s funeral. She walked stiffly into his cold embrace, the Cloistered tittering as his arm clamped tight.

‘You know what she said to me,’ Baba said, ‘the day she found my private shrine. She said, I made you. I can destroy you. What kind of mother says a thing like that?’

Dread uncoiled within Ohemah’s gut. Old Mama stared across at them both, the fear in her eyes unmistakable.

‘You think I wouldn’t notice?’ Baba said, staring back at his mother. Ohemah couldn’t stop herself pulling away, but Baba’s hold on her tightened. ‘You tried to turn my own girl against me. That was a mistake, Ma.’ He looked down at Ohemah. Even now, his expression was soft. ‘I only kept her alive out of kindness, but that was selfish of me. I should have released her long ago.’

He clicked his fingers and Casten lumbered forward.

‘Please—’ Old Mama began, but Casten cut her off, clamping a broad hand over her mouth and nose.

‘What are you doing?’ Ohemah cried. She lurched forward, but Baba held her fast.

‘Easy, girl,’ he said. ‘Easy.’

Casten seemed more monstrous than the Cloistered as he loomed over the frail old woman. Her hands shot up, clawing against his arms as her legs began to jerk.

‘Wait!’ Ohemah said, turning to Baba. ‘It’s my fault! I did it all, not her. Please! It was me! Please!’ She realised she was screaming now, her breath coming in sobs. ‘Stop! Please!’

But Casten held fast, as though it was the easiest thing in the world, as though his hand was clamped around a sack of grain and not a human. Already, Old Mama’s legs had stopped jerking. One of her hands fell away. The other batted feebly at the air.

‘Please,’ Ohemah said, the word a whisper now. She felt her legs go, and Baba lowered her to the ground, stroking her cheek and the tiny curls at her hairline with his free hand.

‘Hush now,’ he said, as Old Mama grew still and Ohemah let out a low moan. ‘Hush, girl. I know it weren’t your fault. You hear me? I know it was all her doing. I seen how she twists people’s minds.’

Casten lowered his hand. He flexed his fingers. They glistened with Old Mama’s saliva. The elder’s head fell to one side.

Baba stood, leaving Ohemah on the floor, unable to move, unable to breathe. What a fool she’d been. Why did she ever think she could outwit him?

Baba crossed to his dead mother and pulled her head towards him, until it flopped against his stomach. He cradled her face, then planted a kiss on her forehead.

‘She was the one who betrayed our family,’ Baba said. ‘Not me. And yet you know what she said once? She told me I wasn’t her son. She said Chedu turns from me, that all our ancestors turn from me. Hateful, right up until the end.’

Ohemah had seen more beatings now, more maimings, more killings than she could count, but the horror of this moment, the pain of it—

‘We’re the same, you and me,’ Baba said, squatting down in front of her, blocking her view. ‘Both of us had to make hard decisions, where our mamas’ weaknesses were concerned. I know what you did to Yunonu. And I know she had it coming.’

Ohemah stared at his features. She did not know this man at all. How had she ever thought him beautiful? How had she ever aspired to be like him? It was like looking into stone. There was as much humanity in him as there was in the Cloistered. Ohemah didn’t know how she’d failed to see it before. Her father was a monster.

Baba placed a hand on her shoulder as he stood, and Ohemah felt her skin shrivel in revulsion. He crossed to the door then leaned out into the hallway. ‘Help us!’ he shouted, voice suddenly filled with emotion. ‘Bediako! Yajii! You have to come! It’s Ma, she’s . . . Somebody help!’

His voice was perfect, exuding panic barely contained; fear barely mastered. Was anything about Baba ever true? Ohemah heard more people flooding the room. Pausing in the doorway. Gasping or cursing or calling upon the ancestors. Ohemah looked up. She needed to tell them all. They had to know.

‘Ma just seized up,’ Baba was saying, his voice breaking. ‘I – I tried to help her. Ancestors preserve her!’

Someone knelt beside Ohemah. Uncle Bediako. She felt his hand on her arm, and when she looked up, she saw something unreadable simmering in his eyes.

‘Poor girl’s heart’s been broken twice over,’ Baba said, looking down at them both. ‘Give her space. She’ll need time.’

Bediako’s expression hardened. But he wrapped his arms around Ohemah and leaned close to her ear.

‘Don’t say anything,’ he murmured. ‘Not if you want to help us end this.’

Then, wordlessly, he stood and turned to pay his respects to the household elder.








THIRTY-THREE Temi


The past moon had been one of abundance for the Bakers of Arrant Hill. Temi had never known so many to climb the steep dirt road for their morning bread. It wasn’t just locals, all of whom now found themselves with more coin than they’d had in their lives; Lordsgrave overflowed with newcomers. Stranded sailors, traders from the wider city, pilgrims come to wonder at the Ae . . . Some were merely passing through the district. Others decided to stay. Slowly, trade resumed on the river, though not a single vessel could traverse its length. Instead, two lanes formed on either side of the Lordsgrave Bridge, converging on the docks, where goods were unloaded and then carried across land. Dockmaster Rewin’s new business involved transporting cargo and people between the two halves of the Ae, all for a hefty sum and with a good detour past the district’s markets and inns. Temi descended Iron Street one morning to find the old Ntuki restaurant had become a stable housing half a dozen oxen.

The river spirit itself remained unchanged; a wall of water spanning the width of the Ae. Temi visited it often, bringing crusts of bread that she placed beside the mass of offerings that appeared every day. Each time she stood before it, she felt its sharpening focus, its cool regard. No wonder so many knelt before it; it felt humbling to enter its presence.

The holy ones had long since abandoned their attempts to clear away the makeshift shrines each night. What was the point when every morning, the offerings simply reappeared? Soon, both banks overflowed with gifts – flowers, food, carvings, pictures, trinkets, clothing. A new trade sprang up: river votives – tiny ornaments made from bamboo or wood or papyrus. Half the water-haulers Temi knew had recently discovered hidden artistic skills that they swiftly put to lucrative use.

Sometimes, the Ae reflected back its own versions of the gifts the mortals brought. Many took to presenting it with sketches of lost loved ones, hoping for a glimpse of them in the wavering waters, and occasionally the river complied. Once, Temi saw a reflection of a child so lifelike several people rushed forward to help them out. But they were merely an echo of a soul, formed of waves and river waste, just like the Ae itself.

‘D’you think this whole thing worked?’ Temi said as she passed a group of children splashing in the fountains outside the convent. ‘Sutesh says it’s weeks since they had someone ask for a tonic for the river sickness.’

[I believe it has. For now.]

‘What do you mean, for now?’

[Eventually, the monks will find a way to send the spirit of the Ae back to the underplane. Then, I believe these waters will return to their former state.]

Temi supposed she had to content herself with that.

Her grandfather continued to meet Father Palui in secret. Sometimes she followed, meaning to confront him, but she could never bring herself to do it. There had to be a way to rid themselves of the monk and return to making votives.

One morning, Temi woke to realise it was exactly thirty days since the bakery had been burned. She knew she was not alone in her unease that day: a hush settled on the household, and nobody ventured far from Arrant Hill. But that evening, when Mama Elleth gave thanks to the ancestors before their meal, she added a few words of thanks for delivering them from their attackers, and after that, Temi’s family relaxed.

The bakery drew many new regulars: two sailors who had rebuilt the spice-seller’s damaged house and set up their own home there; three new workers in Rewin’s dock-hauling team; a small, shrewd-eyed woman called Ohemah who lingered around the shop, finding reasons not to leave. Temi felt sorry for her. She seemed unhappy, this tiny, fierce young soul; guarded, yet somehow needy.

Vunaji didn’t like her. [I sense a . . . silence within her.]

‘I thought you couldn’t sense people. That’s what you said.’

[Yes. But this is like a blockage. There is something unnatural within her, something that is hidden from me. And rare is the thing that can be hidden from me.]

Temi’s family soon had enough coin to rebuild the shopfront. Uncle Umadi and his children came from the south of the district to help clear away the blackened ruins left by the fire. Within days, they had a new counter, new shelves and a solid new door.

Kierin didn’t like Ohemah either. Temi couldn’t say why. And when Kierin took a dislike to someone, he rarely let the matter go. Then one night, he came back and said, ‘I followed your little friend Ohemah. She don’t live north of the river like she says. I saw a rickshaw waiting for her by the wall and it took her west into Lordsheart. You want to know what I saw on the arm of the driver?’

‘Go on,’ Temi said.

‘A fucking eyes and waves tatau. You know who that is.’

Temi’s stomach turned over. ‘The Chedus. Shit.’

The next day, Temi waited on Iron Street until she saw Ohemah’s distinctive halo of tightly curled, pale hair bobbing through the crowd.

‘You should leave the city,’ Ohemah said when Temi confronted her. ‘You should take your family and leave.’ The words sounded like a threat, but Temi had detected a note of desperation beneath them.

She had expected that her anger would burn away her pity, but it didn’t, and her curiosity remained. Why would a Chedu try to befriend her? Why would she linger in her presence for no reason at all? If she’d been planning to attack Temi in retribution, she’d had plenty of opportunities. And yet she hadn’t taken them. There was no sense in pitying the woman. She was Chedu, even if she didn’t bear the tataus, and the Chedus were her brother’s killers.

Finally, nearly two moons after Temi’s family had first discussed leaving Lordsgrave for ever, Old Sutesh appeared at the front of the line, and when Temi passed them their morning roti, they said, ‘I’ve finished my work. You must come and see!’

‘What work?’

‘The cat. The door. Whatever you want to call it. I believe it is fixed now!’

Temi felt a thrill of hope. Uncle Leke. At last, she could see him again.

Temi arrived at Sutesh’s hut that afternoon to find them sitting on the street outside, peeling potatoes into a pot while No-Cat lay curled at their side.

‘Come, come, come, come inside!’ they said, hurrying to their feet. ‘I’m sorry it took me so long but I have never encountered anything quite like this creature before.’ They wiped their hands on their lungi and then steered her towards the entrance to their hut.

Temi dropped onto the cushions inside as No-Cat padded in to join them.

‘I cannot be certain it will work as before,’ Sutesh said. ‘But I believe all the mechanisms have been repaired. It is quite astonishing, really, to think that one can connect to the ancestral realm using an artefact rather than a mortal Bond. I did not realise at first that the black substance in this creature’s veins is the same tatauing ink nuns use to make the Bond for invokers. I’ve never had a chance to study it before. Quite fascinating. And I also detected blood there – yours, I suspect.’

‘My blood. In No-Cat?’

‘Yes. I believe this creature is almost like . . . an external tatau of Bonding. Ingenious! Whoever built it had a huge mastery of both techwork and invocation.’ They waved a hand impatiently at her. ‘Go on, go on! I put the button under its chin, just as before! Let us speak to your ancestors!’

‘Um,’ Temi said. She had brought a satchel of bread with her – after all, one didn’t visit family without bringing food. She set each portion on the ground before her, then reached forward, just as she had the day of the massacre, and found the small protrusion under No-Cat’s chin. ‘Uncle Leke. Abeni. Raluwa. Sede. Can I see you again?’

Just as before, she felt something click into place under No-Cat’s jaw. And as before, a line of light appeared, running from the tip of its nose to the end of its grey tail. Then its body hinged open in two clean halves before splaying apart, and sending a shaft of pale light into the air.

‘Ho-ho!’ Sutesh cried, hopping up again and seizing a long, silver relic from their shelf. ‘I tried so many times myself yet pressing the button did nothing! It seems you alone may activate it, just as I suspected!’ They held the relic before them and squinted at the glyphs that started to appear.

‘Uncle?’ Temi said, lifting to her feet. Through the hazy grey, she glimpsed movement that slowly resolved into four figures.

‘Uncle Leke?’ Noise. Words, perhaps, but distant. One of the figures swept forwards, growing larger. Their body took shape. Shoulder-length hairlocs. A long travelling Agbada. Then Temi felt a surge of wind, and Leke stepped into the mortal realm.

‘Temi?’ he said.

Temi’s throat closed. Her uncle – cousin, really, but he was the elder – was here, standing before her, as solid and real as Sutesh, hopping excitedly at her side. Every part of Leke was real: the tiny scar through one eyebrow. The slightly lopsided smile that crossed his face as he looked around.

‘Uncle,’ she said, then inhaled sharply. ‘I—’

‘Oh, Temi-girl. Come here.’ He pulled her into his arms, his agbada enveloping her like a cloak as she let out a single, low sob. Behind him, the doorway flickered and then Abeni stepped out, a small, round-faced woman of twenty rains. Raluwa followed, tall and broad shouldered, quick eyes scanning the hut with suspicion. Sede emerged last, their hair shaved short, their arms wrapped protectively around themself.

‘Astounding!’ Sutesh said, circling their guests with the techwork device. ‘They are really here. They are solid. Flesh and blood, from what I can see, unless of course something about the process is able to deceive my eskanaari as well as my eyes.’ They extended a hand and poked Leke’s arm. ‘Yes. Really here.’

‘Do you mind?’ Leke said. He turned to Temi. ‘Where are we? The last thing I remember is fighting greybloods. And before that . . .’ He trailed off.

Abeni had drifted to the rug that marked the entrance to Sutesh’s hut. ‘We’re in Lordsgrave!’ she said. Then she stepped outside and faded to nothing.

‘Abeni!’ Leke cried, turning towards her, but a moment later, the pool of grey light shimmered, and Abeni re-emerged, blinking in confusion.

‘I suspect,’ Sutesh said, still studying their relic, ‘that you cannot stray far from the body of this . . . cat. It holds you in the mortal realm.’

Leke looked down, taking in No-Cat for the first time.

‘I brought some bread,’ Temi said, gesturing to the food at her feet. ‘I tried to pick out your favourites.’

She stood awkwardly while first Leke and then the others sat on Sutesh’s floor. They handed round the bread, tearing into it in silence while Sutesh hovered behind them, exclaiming every few moments as they continued to peer at the glyphs on their relic.

‘You know, I didn’t think I was hungry,’ Leke said as he tore into the sweetloaf she had brought. ‘But I’m finding myself ravenous!’

‘Uncle,’ Temi said, ‘d’you know what happened to you?’

‘You mean after we were attacked? No. I was aware of being somewhere else – somewhere dark. Somewhere I couldn’t leave. Then I saw you, and heard you asking for help, and when I went to you, I found myself in the middle of a battle.’ He swallowed. ‘That seems only a few moments ago.’

‘Attacked?’ Temi said.

‘On the wharf. By those crazy nuns.’

Temi felt ice close around her heart. She steadied herself on the beam of wood beside her. ‘What did you say?’

‘Those crazy nuns.’ Leke looked up at her.

‘We’re dead,’ Abeni said coolly, ‘aren’t we? They said we would be before they made us agree. We’re dead. But somehow you brought us back.’

‘You said . . . nuns?’ Temi inhaled shakily. ‘You said it was nuns what killed you. You sure? There’s this Family, they’re called the Chedus, and—’

‘I’ll tell you exactly what happened,’ Leke said, leaning back. ‘Maybe you sit down first, though.’








THIRTY-FOUR Jinao


As the greybloods led him steadily south, Jinao’s strength began to return, and with it, the knowledge that he was free. He might be lost in the wilds of the feverlands and deep behind enemy lines, but Mizito was with him. His life was his own again.

At first, he followed at a distance. Just hearing the soft whir of the greybloods’ bodies summoned the spectre of the Woodsmaiden. Chicuace, too, kept her distance, following along among the trees and muttering to her girls as she walked. Not long into their journey, the woman had found a battered, rusty sword, and she now clung tightly to it night and day. Between the snatches of conversation they exchanged, and Chicuace’s meandering mumbles, he began to glean a little of who she was: a healer, of sorts, from the Intiqqi city of Qenqar. She spoke of being chased from her home by blue monsters, which her girls had helped her escape.

When the greybloods made camp, Jinao kept to the shadows. Often, the child-greyblood, Lucy, came over with fruit plucked from surrounding trees. She brought it as close as she dared, then dropped it and darted away, before studying him from the safety of the fire. She seemed as wary of him as he was of her, but on the third night, when she brought him his meal, she also dropped a tiny carving on a circle of wood. Him, he realised: the mismatched eyes, the long curtain of dark hair . . . He heard her giggling and so he looked up.

‘It’s good,’ he said automatically, and Lucy covered her mouth and scampered away.

Over by the strange green fire the greybloods lit each night, Seema threw her arm around Lucy and leaned towards her. A moment later, she turned and said, ‘Would you like to come and sit with us, Friend Janzen?’

‘I like being on my own.’

She stood and tipped her head to one side. ‘Do you?’

‘Yes.’ He watched her warily as she drew close, but she stopped well beyond reach and dropped to her haunches. ‘And please don’t call me friend.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t need any friends.’ He wanted to tell her that he didn’t need greyblood friends, but instead he heard his mother’s voice in his mind, telling him friends were a hindrance, a distraction, a weakness. Jinao realised then that until the war front, few people in his life had ever called him friend. There were souls who happened to be in the same place as him at the same time. But friends? No.

‘Then perhaps, Friend Janzen, you just haven’t met the right people. I am going to sit by the fire. You are welcome to join me. I won’t talk to you if you don’t want me to.’

[They are greybloods,] Mizito said. [We must not forget that. But if we are going to find the Bairneater, we need every scrap of information we can obtain.]

The Convergence urged caution, but Lucy kept turning round to look at him, and when Carlos had finished roasting the yellow tubers that grew beneath the forest floor, she held a skewer towards him. It was seasoned with the sap from a black-trunked tree. Jinao only rose to take it because he didn’t want the child’s hand to tire and she seemed determined not to move.

After that, it seemed rude to simply walk away. And ruder still not to listen to the end of the storyteller’s tale.

He pushed from his mind the knowledge that, eventually, he would have to call upon his mother. I glimpsed someone else beyond the mortal plane. Someone with whom you have a greater affinity. It may be that the ancestors wish you to Bond that soul. The idea of seeing her again, of asking for her help, summoned up a mixture of dread and grief. But he had to admit that there was a certain poetry to the possibility that she might help him defeat the monster who had stolen a version of her soul.

For the first few nights, foul memories crowded his mind, leaving him sweating and clutching his Forbidden arm. Each time he woke, he felt the Convergence sweep in, its warmth reassuring him he was whole, he was free. Its presence felt like an anchor, a tether holding his sanity in place.


[When are you going to ask them about the Bairneater?] Mizito said on the fourth day. His disapproval, sitting in the pit of Jinao’s belly like sour wine, felt almost cruel next to the gentle guiding of the Convergence.

‘I don’t know,’ Jinao said. ‘I’m not sure how to casually ask them if they happen to know where I can find a mass murderer, so I can kill him. Especially in front of the child.’


[Do not forget your purpose here. And that thing is not a child.]

Each sunrise brought with it new wonders, and the knowledge that the feverlands were far more than a toxic forest. They were a haven for the greybloods, a place with which they lived in perfect harmony – from the way boughs lowered fruit to them each night, to the way it melted away their waste. Here, so far beyond the frontier, were more than just towering trees and colourful plants. Animals and insects made the place their home, too. Some looked much like the creatures back home but with subtle differences – lizards with feathers, birds with scaled beaks, long-legged cats whose striped fur changed colour as they ran. He even glimpsed a herd of colourful, crystalline horses, in a clearing through the trees, beasts indistinguishable from those in the Nine Lands. How had he ever failed to realise that horses were creatures of techwork? He thought again of poor Liet. Perhaps she ran free through the Riani mountains. Or perhaps she had returned to Cagai.

Most of the creatures they encountered were as tame as household pets, approaching Jinao with gentle curiosity, smelling his fingers, nudging at his legs, their yellow eyes gleaming.

‘We have few predators,’ Seema said as she watched him. ‘Animals can flourish here without fear.’

‘But they were made, like you,’ Jinao said, as a yellow-eyed lizard regarded him, lights gleaming beneath its feathers.

‘Made,’ Seema said. ‘But not like us.’

He saw stranger things, too: colourful coils of iridescence with wings; tiny lengths of what looked like wood that detached themselves from the barks of trees before falling to the ground and springing new shoots. The hooting of the birds and the cry of silver crickets seemed to form a curious music, a gentle harmony that echoed softly from the trees. The entire land and sky were in constant transformation, in perfect, peaceful symbiosis. It was beautiful. It was terrifying. It defied everything he knew.

One morning, after he tripped on a jagged piece of crystal and cut his leg, Jinao looked down to find tiny clusters of white fur nibbling at his skin.

‘Stop!’ he cried, scrubbing at them with his human hand, but once he’d sent them all slinking back into the earth, he realised the skin beneath was entirely healed.

‘By the ancestors,’ he muttered.

Seema wandered over, a slice of colourful fruit in her hand. ‘If you keep doing that, the forest will know, and it won’t help you next time.’

‘Just what is this place?’

‘It is our home,’ Seema said. ‘We made it. We gave it life. Every flower. Every vine. We built it to nurture us, to protect us . . . and to keep the Ahiki kings out.’

‘You made it.’

‘Yes. Though most animals and plants recreate themselves now.’ Behind her, Jinao spotted the furry white creatures again, clustered around the leg of a lizard that calmly waited to be healed.

Each time they made camp, a few members of the group would disappear. To seal the tunnels, Lucy explained when Jinao asked. So the Dredge don’t get out.

‘What are the Dredge?’ Jinao asked Seema as they sat by the fire that night. ‘They’re like you, but . . . not like you.’

Seema sighed. ‘The Dredge are . . . lost souls still following an ancient command to destroy enemies that no longer exist. They are creatures of obedience, whereas we have freed ourselves from the core command.’

‘Freed yourselves?’

Seema smiled knowingly at him. ‘I think I have told you more than enough, Friend Janzen.’

As they marched, Jinao came to know the other members of their group: Carlos, the wolf-faced greyblood, who was cautious and protective; Tanaka, an angular, grumpy man, all jutting silver limb; Sian and Xiu, who called themselves sisters and bore the same insect-like crystalline bodies; Jeckuto, a long-haired greyblood with spheres for hands; and Segun, a giant with the body of man but whose head seemed formed of a single glowing eye. Jinao wasn’t sure when he ceased thinking of them all as greybloods and started thinking of them as people, only that the Convergence had been gently suggesting it all along.

And, of course, Lucy, the child, with her kitten, whom she told him was named Hope. Lucy became his shadow, always peppering him with questions about life in the Nine Lands: what did Silent Ones eat? What were their homes like? What were the names of the different clans? Seema didn’t seem to like her talking to him and often called her away when her questions grew too probing. But Jinao could not deny enjoying the way Lucy’s face brightened when they talked, or the little carvings she continued to give him. She seemed such a lonely, solemn child.

‘I wanted to ask you something,’ Jinao said one evening when they sat by the fire. ‘Have you ever heard of a . . . one of your kind called the Bairneater?’


Lucy pulled a face. She looked so human. Only the silvery glimmer beneath her light brown skin marked her as something else. Small wonder the enemy had always seemed to number so many, despite how ancient they were. They could reproduce. Had Lucy been birthed the way the Woodsmaiden had birthed Jinao’s facsimiles? Or were some greybloods truly fertile and able to procreate like humans? Lucy spoke sometimes of a father who travelled and a mother who had died. But Jinao had heard someone mention that she was many decades old. Would she forever be a child, or did greybloods age slowly? ‘Bairneater?’ she said. ‘No. Why?’

‘Just . . . I’m looking for him. It may be your people don’t call him that. It’s the name my people gave him. He’s . . . large. Grey. Muscular. He hurts people.’

‘Seema says there’s people like that in the Grey Horde,’ Lucy said quietly. ‘They just want to destroy everything. I bet he’s there. But you shouldn’t go to them. They’re all like Maria.’

After ten days of marching, they came to an open tunnel identical to the one the Dredge had risen from in the Woodsmaiden’s lair. Jinao drifted towards it as Carlos and two others leapt down to close the ancient doors. There was nothing natural about the thing, from its metal sides to the glyphs pulsing along its length.

‘They’re pushing the Dredge from their land,’ Jinao said. ‘That’s why they’re closing the tunnels.’

[The doings of these people are not our concern. If they cannot help us find the Bairneater, then we should move on.]

Twenty days after Jinao left his healing cocoon, the land fell away to reveal a valley filled with tents and pavilions. As they descended, shouts rang down from the trees, scouts calling out in greeting. Seema lifted a hand, waving to unseen figures in the canopy.

[Now is the time for us to slip away. I do not like how many of them are here.]

There was little to be gained by remaining with Seema’s group, not when they knew nothing about where the Bairneater could be found. But Jinao could not deny that he had developed a wary fondness for them. And the thought of crossing the feverlands alone filled him with dread.

‘I’ll say goodbye tonight,’ Jinao said. ‘Then we can leave in the morning.’

The rest of the group peeled away to join the sprawling camp, but Seema led Jinao along a narrow ridge. Jinao could not tear his eyes from the camp. So many greybloods, and all so different: looming greybloods with crystal bodies; greybloods that looked almost human; bear-like things, and creatures with heads of twisting vines. And children; children laughing, playing with stones, climbing trees . . . It was a community. A city. A refuge.

On the far side of the camp, Jinao noticed another section of exposed tunnel. He realised the ground beneath his feet was rumbling, and as he slowed, the Dredge charged through it. Even from that distance, he could see how close together they ran. And their numbers! On and on the stampede went; mindless greybloods in their thousands.

‘It’s fine,’ Seema said, smiling softly. ‘We’re perfectly safe. They’re stuck below us now. Come.’ Seema led him towards the trees. Chicuace, who had been watching it all with wary eyes, muttered something about her girls and then stomped back the way they had come, clinging to her battered sword as though it was her child.

Up ahead, in the middle of a small glade, stood an upright tangle of plants.

‘Friend Janzen,’ Seema said, indicating the plants, ‘I would like you to meet our elder.’

‘This is your . . . elder?’ Jinao said.

‘Yes,’ Seema replied, a sly smile creeping across her face as she began pulling at the vines and leaves. Carlos and several others joined her. There was a reverence to their movements, a sense of ceremony that made Jinao think of the Thousand Domes shrine.

It took him a moment to realise that the thing beneath the plants was a greyblood. Its base was a dense slab of crystal, but as the others uncovered it, he saw its upper half resembled a man. Bulbous roots hung from his silver arms. Flowers and vines sprouted from what had once been powerful shoulders. Shoots sprung from the side of his head, where ears had long since rotted away. Half his face bristled with moss, but a single eye opened in the other half to regard him.

‘Who is this?’ the new greyblood said, his silvery lips scarcely moving, his thin voice a barely audible rasp.

‘Elder Adebayo, this is Friend Janzen,’ Seema said.

Jinao dipped his head in a bow, as he would with any clan elder. Adebayo’s expression hadn’t changed, but Jinao saw something wary in the elder’s single yellow eye. After a moment, its focus slid back to Seema. ‘That is not his name.’

[We should leave.]

‘What do you mean?’ Seema said, her smile faltering.

‘You do not understand the significance of those markings on his right arm,’ Adebayo said. ‘He is one of their invokers: Bonded to the coded spirit of his ancestor and trained from birth to kill our kind. Why did you bring him here?’

‘I—’ The hurt Jinao saw in Seema’s face, the fear, cut through to his core. ‘His friend used our distress signal. Maria had captured him and cloned him, perhaps dozens of times. He was near death when we found him. We couldn’t just leave him. She would have killed him and—’

‘You are to leave this camp tonight, Invoker,’ Adebayo said. ‘Is that understood?’

Seema had turned away. Was she crying? He did not think greybloods capable. Behind her, Carlos, Tanaka, all of them regarded him with disgust. He thought of Lucy’s carvings, and Sian’s songs, and all the meals he had shared with this group, and pushed down a wave of shame.

‘I had planned to leave anyway,’ he said, dipping his head again. ‘Thank you for saving my life. Please . . . please tell Lucy that I said goodbye.’








THIRTY-FIVE Temi


Temi lowered herself to the floor, not daring to take her eyes from her cousins, fearing that if she did they would somehow cease to exist again. There they stood: Abeni, just eighteen rains of age, her long braids twisted into a bun; Raluwa, his hawk-like features tight with unease as he studied his new surroundings; Sede, so small and fierce and suspicious; and tall, slender Leke, oldest among them. The Chedus had killed them, not nuns, just as the Chedus had killed Tunji. That was what started everything. Chedus, killing those she loved.

‘She was short,’ Leke said. ‘I mean, she looked like a nun with her bald head and those tataus. But she was strangely dressed and—’

‘She was a spirit witch,’ Abeni said. ‘I don’t think she was a nun.’

‘When we moored, Sede was just pulling the first crate off the boat when the strangely dressed nun came around the corner with ten noviciates, like some kind of holy army. She strode right up to us and said, I am Sister Relina, and I need you to listen very carefully.’

‘Sister Relina,’ Temi repeated, though the name meant nothing to her.

‘She said to us that in a very short while, we were all going to die, but that if we listened to her, our deaths wouldn’t be meaningless. She told us that she’d been tasked with killing us, and that doing so would set . . . something in motion.’

‘She said they’d been planning it for decades!’ Abeni supplied, around a mouthful of togbei. ‘Temi, you got any more of these?’

‘That’s right!’ Leke said, raising a finger. ‘That’s exactly what she said.’

‘She told us she was being watched,’ Raluwa added in his husky voice, not meeting Temi’s gaze.

Leke nodded along. ‘Yes; she was being watched, and people far more powerful than her—’

‘And far more deadly!’ Abeni said. ‘She said that too!’

‘Right – far more powerful and far more deadly are invested in what happens to our family.’

‘That’s when we tried to leave!’ Sede put in. ‘I was pushing out the boat—’

‘And then one of the nuns grabbed them,’ Abeni said. ‘I tried to make a run for it but one of them punched me and dragged me back.’

‘They got us all rounded up,’ Leke said, ‘And then Sister Relina said that we could perform one last duty before crossing into the ancestral realm. And then she brought forward a basket with a cat in it, only it had all this techwork on it, and I remember wondering why nuns would be handling techwork like it was nothing. I told them that I would do whatever they wanted if they let the others go, but she said there could be no witnesses.’

‘That’s not what she said,’ Abeni said. ‘She said four. Like a proper quartet. She said she needed all four of us to be the quartet.’

Temi drew in a shuddering breath. She was shaking, she realised, as the world seemed to close in around her. Four. Like a proper quartet.

‘Pass me another togbei,’ Abeni said, beckoning to Sede.

‘Then she said sorry, and I saw a knife, and that’s it,’ Leke said. ‘I remember lying on the ground. I could see you, Sede, and you were bleeding and crawling along.’

‘Someone carried me back into the boat,’ Sede said.

‘That’s it – we were all dumped in the boat and then the nuns were standing in a circle around us, chanting in the Forbidden Tongue, and then the green flames rose up and the cat made a noise and then . . . nothing. That’s the last thing I remember before you called me into that battle.’

Sutesh had grown still. They no longer bounced on the balls of their feet, and the eskanaari relic hung forgotten at their side.

Nuns had killed Temi’s cousins. Nuns, led by the spirit witch who had cursed her with Vunaji. And yet Sister Relina, if that was truly her name, had also given her a way to reach her cousins, as if it were a gift.

‘What do they want with our family?’ Temi said softly.

‘Do you have any wine, Old Elder?’ Abeni said, looking up at Sutesh.

Sutesh flinched, as though being summoned from a dream, and then turned away, muttering something about checking their stores.


‘You called her a spirit witch too,’ Leke said. ‘She was still there when you arrived?’

‘No,’ Temi said. ‘But she appeared afterwards and offered to help send your spirits to the ancestral realm. Then she cut me.’ Temi turned over her arm, showing the scar. ‘Weren’t no ordinary cut, neither.’

‘Then I wasn’t mistaken,’ Leke said. ‘When you summoned us into battle, I saw you . . . invoking someone.’


‘Looked like a beggar,’ Abeni said. She glanced across at Sede. ‘Didn’t it look like a beggar?’

‘It certainly didn’t look like anyone’s ancestor,’ Sede said. They nodded towards Temi. ‘How did you do it, anyway? Only the nine founding warlords can come back.’

‘I’ve learned that ain’t true,’ Temi said. ‘But it was the same nun you saw that gave me the Bond.’

‘A nun gave you the power of invocation,’ Leke said. He laughed softly. ‘Why?’

‘She said it was a curse. I thought it was a bad thing.’ Temi swallowed. ‘It is a bad thing.’

‘Is it?’ Abeni said. ‘Looked pretty helpful during that battle.’

Temi stood, her thoughts a storm, and turned away from them all. ‘I don’t understand. The nuns killed you, but then made sure your spirits could come back to help me. They gave me Vunaji –’

‘Who’s Vunaji?’ Abeni said.

‘– then just let me go. And since then, nothing. It don’t make sense.’

Raluwa let out a low sob. ‘We’re really dead!’ he said as they all turned his way. ‘Oh ancestors, we’re really dead! I can’t stay in here—’

He lurched towards the door and threw himself out into the sunlight, fading to nothing immediately, part-way through another sob.

Sede stared into space, their expression unreadable. ‘We’re not in the ancestral realm,’ Sede said. ‘But we’re not alive either.’

‘We are right now!’ Abeni said, holding up her hand. ‘Look!’

Sutesh appeared, holding a dusty green bottle of Jebbanese red.

Temi backed away from them all, feeling sick, feeling as though she had stepped off a precipice and was tumbling, tumbling.

‘What did you know about this?’ she said.

[My knowledge begins with being tethered to your mind as you awoke beside the river.]

‘So you don’t know nothing about the nuns or a decades-old plan or—’

She stopped. She had almost forgotten the spirit witch’s words that day, before she had collapsed, but they came to her now in a rush of clarity.

The ancestors have spoken. The king must fall by your hand.

‘Fuck,’ Temi muttered, and pushed out into the sunlight.

‘Temi!’ Sutesh called after her. ‘Temi? Where are you going?’

‘More Jebbanese red, please, Old Elder!’ Abeni shouted as Temi turned south down the street.

*

The ancestors have spoken. The king must fall by your hand.

Temi ran back up Iron Street, her mind a storm. The Chedus hadn’t killed her cousins: the holy ones had. The woman who’d cursed her wasn’t a spirit witch: she was a nun, charged with targeting her family specifically. All this time, she had believed the Chedus were responsible for every harm that had befallen her when the truth was far more sinister than that.

The ancestors have spoken. The king must fall by your hand.

It made no sense. Why would nuns seek to harm the king? They were his servants, and sworn to serve the realm. And if they had been orchestrating some monstrous plot against him, there were surely others far better placed to enact it than a lowblood from the slums.

‘Sister Poju!’ Temi called as she strode through the convent gardens, not bothering to hide the emotion from her voice. ‘Sister Poju!’

The noviciates who tended the plants looked up as she passed, but none spoke to her. Temi took the steps up into the hall of remembrance two at a time, then strode into the cool beneath the statues of the nine great warlords.

Temi grabbed a passing noviciate girl by the shoulder. ‘Where is Sister Poju?’

‘She’s in contemplation,’ the girl said. ‘She isn’t to be—’

Temi strode towards the silver door Poju had taken her through during her last visit. It had no handles, she realised, nor any features at all. Temi hammered her hands on its smooth, cool surface. ‘Sister Poju! We need to talk. Right fucking now!’

‘May I help you, young lady?’ a voice said behind her. Temi spun round to see a wizened old nun regarding her disapprovingly.

‘No,’ Temi said. ‘I don’t need help from a bunch of fucking murderers.’

‘I think perhaps it would be best if you leave,’ the wizened nun said. ‘Unless you would like to unburden yourself before the ancestors at one of our shrines. Perhaps you would find that soothing. If you’d like, I can—’

‘It’s all right, Sister Gaoji,’ Poju’s voice said from Temi’s left. ‘I will take over now.’

Poju wandered forward, her door clicking open without the old nun touching it, revealing the darkened interior of her room. Temi followed her through and waited until the door had clicked shut before grabbing the old woman by the arm.

‘You’re all murderers. Fucking liars and murderers.’

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ Poju said, her face hard as she pulled her arm free.

Rage clawed up Temi’s throat. She flew forwards, meaning to push the woman against the wall, but Poju stepped to one side, surprisingly fast, and watched Temi stagger into the space she had vacated.


‘Please don’t,’ Poju said as Temi spun round. ‘I don’t want to have to hurt you.’

‘You killed my cousins!’

‘I did no such thing. Whatever would I stand to gain?’

‘You stood to gain me! It was you lot what placed Vunaji in my veins, and now you plan to use us both against the king.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Yeah, my cousins told me everything. Some nun killed my cousins, and then she pretended to be a spirit witch so she could Bond me to a spirit, and it’s all so you lot can bring down the king . . .’

Temi trailed off. Leke was family. She trusted every word he said. But repeating his claims aloud made her confidence waver. Poju stared at her, brows furrowed, before a small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.

‘Temi Baker. Only the nine founding warlords can be brought back into the mortal realm. Only descendants of their blood—’

‘Can make the Bond. Yeah. We both know that ain’t true. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Not just my cousins, but invokers . . . lowblood invokers. That’s what the Families are. And the river spirit . . . that came out of the ancestral realm too. Seems to me you nuns don’t know what you’re talking about, or you’re feeding us all a pack of lies.’


Sister Poju wandered towards a little table where a half-drunk cup of Jebbanese red stood. ‘Everything we do is in the spiritual interests of the people.’

‘Goat shit. I want the truth.’

Temi watched the woman’s narrow shoulders. She couldn’t see Sister Poju’s face as the nun lifted the cup. ‘Of course, there is a possibility,’ Poju said mildly, ‘that a renegade faction of nuns was involved. I have heard of such things: holy ones who have turned against His Golden Majesty and dedicated themselves to lesser endeavours.’

‘So you had nothing to do with it?’

‘Of course not. I haven’t killed anyone, nor have I ordered anyone killed. But . . . perhaps I could investigate the matter for you.’

[As I have told you before, this person is a liar and a sot.]

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean . . . I did recently hear a whisper about a secret order. Perhaps . . . a nefarious sect was involved.’

‘Nefarious.’

‘Certainly. What could be more nefarious than a plot against the king?’ Sister Poju turned towards her, smiling reassuringly. ‘Do not fear, my child. I will see what I can learn. And in the meantime, of course I will be discreet. I mean, it does go against all my oaths not to report matters that could harm our beloved Royal Clan. But it would break my heart if something were to happen to you or your family because of what sounds to me like a simple misunderstanding. It is good that no one beyond these walls knows what you have said. Because if others were to learn of it . . . Well! I don’t know if I could protect you. Any of you.’ She lifted her cup. ‘So I shall be discreet. Because of the special bond we share. I strongly urge you to do the same.’

She held Temi’s gaze for the briefest of moments before tipping her head back and draining the cup. And in that instant, Temi knew it was all true.

Her scar flared and heat raced into the tips of her fingers, so searingly hot she cried out. She could not stop the light bleeding out of her, and perhaps she didn’t want to.

Vunaji took shape before her, and it was good . . . good to see him again afer so many moons. No longer was he an emaciated ruin: his long, black braids gleamed. Beneath his cloak, he wore black armour, made from a distinctive, glossy metal. He seemed a mortal, and yet also unlike any mortal man she had ever met.

Poju fell backwards, eyes wide in astonishment.

‘If you mean to threaten us,’ Vunaji said, ‘you have made a grave error.’

Poju stared up at him, horror and wonder etched into her face. ‘I am threatening no one! I am simply stating facts!’

‘I should let him kill you,’ Temi said, the words spilling out of her as she watched.

Poju pushed herself upright, straightening her robe. ‘He could try,’ she said, some measure of calm coming back into her voice. ‘But I suspect he knows that if he lifts a finger against me here in this monastery, you will be struck down. The monastery itself will retaliate. I suspect he knows that, afterwards, my superiors would be unhappy, and they would retaliate. I suspect he knows that anyone close to you would fall under suspicion too. That is a rather large number of people, I have to say.’

Temi felt a dizzying vertigo as she stared at the tiny nun. Had she ever known this person? Had she ever known this city, this world? ‘You’re a fucking monster.’

Poju studied her, lip curled, and Temi realised then that she was an insect to this woman. Not just an insect. An irrelevance. So small as to escape notice altogether. ‘Put that monstrosity away,’ Poju said.

‘Tell me the truth.’

Poju held her gaze. No shred of warmth remained within it. Not even a false warmth. Poju stared at her with naked disdain. ‘I have told you the truth. And I have offered to look into your claims. I have nothing more to say.’ Her gaze flicked to Vunaji. ‘Nothing more to say to either of you.’

Rage simmered behind Temi’s eyes. She no longer knew what to think. But she would find the truth, and once she did, she would not hold Vunaji back from exacting vengeance.

‘Thank you,’ Temi said stiffly, making a shallow bow. ‘Please let me know what you learn.’

‘Of course,’ Sister Poju replied, shuffling towards the door.

Vunaji lingered a moment longer, eyes hard, before he faded from the mortal realm.

Temi didn’t stop shaking until she finally turned onto Arrant Hill. She hadn’t noticed when No-Cat had come trotting out of the twilight gloom to join her. Her thoughts had been a storm of anger and fear. Her life was not her own, just as it hadn’t been when Harvell Chedu had all but owned them, yet this was infinitely worse.

‘Maybe she really didn’t know about my cousins,’ Temi said quietly. ‘Maybe she’s just protecting her holy sisters. I’ve known her since I was tiny – my whole family has. I can’t believe she’d hurt us.’

[I learned long ago that there are those in the mortal realm who care nothing for others.]

‘You think she knew about it?’

[She certainly knows more than she was willing to admit. And there is no doubt that she was threatening us. Exactly what her involvement is remains to be seen.]

Kierin was seated outside, smoking sweetweed while Old Baba dozed in his chair. His eyes flicked to No-Cat.

‘Not that ugly cat again. I thought it was dead.’

‘Trust me, this is more than just a cat,’ Temi said. ‘We need to have a family meeting.’








THIRTY-SIX Jinao


Jinao was not welcome in this land. That was what he learned as he set off alone, heading east. Boughs and grasses did not part to allow him passage, as they had for the greybloods, and no paths revealed themselves as he trudged on. He had no machete, nor anything else he could use to hack his way through. And the further from Seema and the camp he ventured, the harder his progress became. The forest seemed to close around him, and for the first time since entering the feverlands, he realised how far he was from civilisation. Leagues upon leagues of wilderness lay between him and the Nine Lands. He could wander the forest for moons and never find his way out.

[We must return to Aranduq,] Mizito said. [We need to gather resources and aid, then resume our hunt for the Bairneater.]

Jinao knew he was right, but as he fought his way through the undergrowth, the enormity of it seemed to sink into him all at once. He was lost, with only a single gourd of water, having barely survived an encounter with a monster out of legend. But as his breathing quickened and sweat broke out across his skin, the Convergence swelled, reminding him that he was far from alone.


It was approaching highsun when Jinao heard movement in the trees up ahead, and voices arguing softly in the Royal Tongue. The rhythmic clang of a hammer on metal echoed through the stillness. Jinao squatted down and advanced slowly through the trees.

A masculine voice with an Ekari accent was complaining about orders. A second, younger voice urged the others to hurry up. Then he spotted them – a group of five warriors, one in the golden robes of a royal monk, the rest in Ekari-style scale armour and battle skirts. All five wore curious silver helmets with shimmering, translucent faceplates – silvercloth, but more robust. The monk, a young, scrawny whelp, stood with folded arms while the stockiest of the Ekari warriors hammered a silver pole into the ground. Jinao’s breath caught as he recognised what it was – a techwork relic: a taransamityr much like the ones he’d risked his life planting on the feverlands border. But these were no advanced scouts. They wore sturdy boots, and the Ekari warriors’ black scale armour gleamed in a way that spoke of officers with a dozen squires to tend to their needs. At their back lay a path of blackened, burnt grass that still smoked; a tunnel of ash heading east towards civilisation.

[That is our way home. And it seems these are Mizitoland warriors.]

‘What’s that?’ one of the warriors said, her head snapping up. Facing Jinao, he realised.

‘What?’ said the monk.

‘I saw something in the grass there.’

Jinao froze. He couldn’t back away now, not without causing ripples in the undergrowth. Perhaps if he kept still, they would return to their work and then he could—

‘Greyblood!’ the woman screamed. ‘I saw its eye! Greyblood!’

Jinao looked round, wondering if a greyblood had crawled up behind him, before an arrow sailed past his ear and he understood: it was his eye she had seen. His gleaming yellow Forbidden eye, which must have shone like a beacon through the shadows.

Cautiously, Jinao lifted his hands and stood.

‘Please,’ he said. ‘I’m not a greyblood. My name is Janzen Farmer, and I was captured by—’

‘Kill the greyblood!’ the monk screamed, before hitching up his skirts and turning to flee back along the burnt path. The Ekari warriors fanned out, and in that moment, Janzen realised what they saw: something monstrous. Something infected with Forbidden relics. Nothing human. Nothing mortal. Just an enemy to be slain.

‘I’m human!’ Jinao shouted, backing away. ‘I’m human, please!’

‘Charge!’ one of them cried, and then as one they roared and surged forwards.

How young they looked, as they bore down upon him. Their shouts could not disguise the fear in their eyes.

‘Please!’ Jinao cried. ‘I’m from the same clan as you, Clan Mizito! I’m Sulin Mizito’s son!’

‘You fucking animal,’ snarled the woman, a stocky, muscular soul. She leapt, swinging her stout katana round in a vicious arc.

Jinao twisted away, lifting his left arm defensively, and the warrior’s blade met techwork, sending a painless jolt of energy up into Jinao’s shoulder. The warrior grunted and fell away as the metal repelled her blow. Jinao staggered backward and raised his good arm.

‘Mizito!’ he cried, as the second warrior nocked another arrow. ‘Sumalong!’

Mizito burst from his skin in a surge of heat that rippled across what flesh Jinao still possessed. He swung his staff round to meet the warrior’s blow, then twisted her blade away and drove her back.

‘What is this?’ the tall warrior cried. Perhaps he recognised the staff. Perhaps he recognised Mizito, even in this lesser form. But no . . . Irritation descended upon the young warrior’s face. This might be the true Mizito, but it wasn’t the Mizito the clan knew.

‘There’s more of them!’ the tall warrior shouted as he sliced down on Mizito with a katana. Off to his left, Sumalong leapt out of the air, slamming his kali stick into the stout warrior’s back as she made to rise.

‘Jinao, go!’ Sumalong roared. ‘We’ll hold them. You go!’

‘Kill it!’ the tall warrior shouted. ‘Rip out its lying tongue!’

Jinao scrambled to his feet and discovered that, now, the forest was on his side. Vines and bushes parted before him as he fled. Trees lowered their boughs behind him, protecting, hiding. If he was fast, he could lose himself to the wilderness.

It was only then that he realised where he was fleeing – west. Back the way he had come. He told himself it was because there were likely more monks to the east and he only needed to run until he found a place to hide. But each time he passed a dip in the ground or a dense tangle of trees, he continued on, until he could no longer deny the truth of it.

He was going back. He was going back, because if the monks were this close, Seema’s group was in danger. And however angry he was with them, they had rescued him and healed him. And Lucy had carved tiny animals for him. And Carlos had told him stories at the fire. And Seema had smiled sadly when she spoke of the wonder of the forest. And because, whatever they were, whatever their feelings towards him, they didn’t deserve to die.

Someone broke out of the trees ahead of him, arrow nocked in their bow.

‘Janzen?’ Tanaka, the scrawny, older greyblood lowered his weapon. ‘What are—’

‘Soldiers,’ Jinao said, coming to a stop, and scarcely out of breath. It seemed his new lungs had greatly improved his capacity to run. ‘Warriors . . . a monk. Not three leagues from here.’

‘This deep?’ Tanaka looked past Jinao as distant drumming cut across the morning air. Nine Lands drums. Battle signals. Sounding an advance.

Tanaka lifted a small horn to his lips and blew out three high, shrill notes.

‘Get back to the camp,’ Tanaka said. ‘We have to protect Adebayo. He holds all our stories and history.’

Jinao turned as Tanaka lowered himself into a half crouch, then sprinted on.

[This is not our fight.]

He didn’t know what to say to that. That he had nowhere else to go? That his own people had rejected him?

As Jinao drew near Adebayo’s clearing, he realised the greybloods were already preparing. He glimpsed Lucy, a silver flash up in the highest branches. He wanted her to come down, to be safe, to hide as a human child should. But she was not a human child. And this was what she did.

‘How many?’ Seema said, stepping out from among the trees ahead. She carried a sword in each hand.

It took him a moment to realise she was addressing him, and he felt a small swell of pleasure at that. ‘I’m not certain. I only saw five, but the drums were meant to signal a whole company.’

‘We have to protect Adebayo. He can’t be moved. Sian has gone down into the camp for reinforcements. Duck!’

Jinao threw himself sideways just as a throwing axe hurtled through the air. Seema arched her back, inhumanly fast, letting the heavy weapon sail gracefully over her head. ‘Get out of the way!’ she shouted at Jinao, before leaping forward.

Warriors broke through the trees, Nine Lands warriors in Ekari uniforms. Jinao realised, with horror, that he had probably led them there. ‘We have to help! he said.

[Those warriors are not our enemy.]

‘They tried to kill me! And Seema’s people aren’t our enemy either!’

Seema grunted, ducking under the swing of a blade, coming up with her shorter sword, taking a stout Ekari soldier in the throat.

[Greybloods are not people.]

‘That’s what we tell ourselves,’ Jinao said. ‘But that’s not the truth, is it?’ He thrust his arm forwards. ‘Mizito!’

[I will have no part in this. You have given me freedom. Therefore, I use it. I will not raise my hand against my own kin.]

‘What about your duty to me?’ Jinao said. He felt like a fool the moment the words left his mouth. He sounded like a whining child, stamping his foot because he didn’t get his way.

A gentle heat pooled in the tips of Jinao’s fingers. He had only a moment to acknowledge that now, he could tell the difference, before Sumalong swirled into existence at his side. Beyond him, Seema faltered mid blow, her mouth opening in silent surprise.

‘Mizito is a self-righteous fool,’ Sumalong said. ‘Do you hear me, Brother?’

[I will not raise my hand against our people.]

‘Is that what you told the king when you made the agreement that condemned the rest of us?’ Sumalong said.

Jinao felt Mizito’s cool anger as a crackling on his skin. Sumalong, standing before him, straightened. ‘You don’t need him,’ he said.

Jinao looked up to find Adebayo’s clearing in chaos. Greybloods grappled with Nine Lands warriors who spilled in from the east. Carlos, roaring, stood before Adebayo, his broad blade slashing at any who stepped too close. The shouts of the wounded and dying, screams of rage and crash of weapons, all of it surrounded him now. He spotted Lucy part-way up a tree, gripping with her right foot and hand while wielding a blade in the left of each. Three warriors hacked up at her, three warriors in Cagai grasspipe armour and battle skirts. One of them was laughing behind his silvercloth eagle mask. Jinao did not realise he was moving towards them until one of them turned: a woman not more than eighteen rains of age.

‘Get the fucker!’ she leered.

They stalked towards him. Jinao looked round. Sumalong fought over by the treeline. Beyond, Seema swiped at a warrior with a captain’s tataus, her long claws flashing in the waning sunlight.

Jinao’s Forbidden arm snapped up, swift and fluid as a snake. It met the leering woman’s sword in a flash of sparks. He twisted his hand round, techwork fingers closing on the blade.

‘I’m human,’ Jinao told her. ‘Please, just leave the child alone.’

‘You’re a bloody monster, is what you are,’ she shot back. ‘And so is that.’ She jerked her chin in Lucy’s direction.

Something curdled within Jinao then. The girl who had made him wood carvings of butterflies and berries was not that. The person who had sat at his side in quiet companionship was not that. His fingers tightened on the sword, crumpling the blade like papyrus. Then he jerked his Forbidden arm back, the movement so quick, so strong, that she was pulled off her feet. He didn’t want to hurt her – of course he didn’t – but when she swung her free arm round in a vicious slash, instinct, and the subtle nudging of the Convergence, took over. He stepped back, just as his mother had taught him, pulling the woman further off-balance and twisting to the side so that her knife plunged harmlessly past. Her crumpled sword was useless now, so he tore it from her grip. As she slashed at him again, teeth bared, he slammed his Forbidden arm into the side of her head.

It hadn’t been a skilful blow. The angle was all wrong, but techwork was stronger than muscle and bone, and he heard the crunch of her skull as metal met flesh. She crumpled where she stood. His fist, when it came away, glistened with her blood.

For a moment, the battleground seemed to still. Jinao knew before the woman hit the ground that she was dead. Her companions knew it too, and something silent passed between them. The stocky, laughing youth who had been tormenting Lucy began to turn. His companion, a wiry man of middling age, lifted a large dagger.

Some emotion seized Jinao then, something like rage but calmer, colder. It flowed from the Convergence and into his muscles, bringing with it a terrible understanding. If he wanted to live, they would have to die. He wasn’t defending Lucy, or anyone else. He was defending himself. The knowledge made the fighting, the feverlands, everything fade. It made him realise these were not his friends, these fellow Mizitolanders of his.

Over by the trees, Sumalong strode away from the broken body of a tall Ekari warrior. His ancestor’s bare, brown chest was splattered with blood. Sumalong’s eyes found Jinao’s, and Jinao felt a wave of shame as his ancestor’s gaze drifted down to the body crumpled at his feet. But instead of turning away, or abandoning him as Mizito had, Sumalong lifted his chin.

‘They tire quickly in this air,’ Sumalong called. ‘Use that to your advantage. Remove their masks if you can.’ Then he lifted one kali stick as another trio of Nine Lands warriors broke through the trees.

‘Mother,’ Jinao said, ‘if you’re there . . . now would be the time to come out.’

He opened his hand, waiting, not sure what to expect. But he felt nothing save the bristling determination of the Convergence and the heavy thump of his own heart.

‘You’ll fucking die for killing her,’ the smiling youth told Jinao as he and his companion advanced.

Jinao had no weapon. But he didn’t need one. He was a greyblood now.








THIRTY-SEVEN Morayo


War drums echoed through the palace, their overlapping rhythms relaying an unfolding disaster. Attack. Coming from the north. Enemy warriors on the move. Two monoliths fallen. Now three. Now five. And then, finally, news that the barrier was down.

As Morayo stood in his weapons room, letting his young steward fuss with his warpaint, he felt none of the exhilaration that usually thrilled through him before a battle. Instead, he felt only dread, spreading though his veins like poison. By the time his steward had finished threading his bronze chest-plate, Morayo realised his hands were trembling.

This was what he’d wanted: a chance to free Ibekwe’s spirit from Father Unworthy; the chance to face an Ahiki princen. And Morayo Adatali always got what he wanted. So why had his stomach turned to sludge?

I will tear your soul from your body. You will spend eternity as my thrall.

‘Morayo Adatali does not know fear,’ he muttered.

‘Sorry, sire?’ his steward said, paintbrush hovering over Morayo’s right thigh.

Someone entered through the open ebony doors and Morayo looked up to see Bokku striding towards him. His captain’s left shoulder had been bandaged, and his jackal mask hung from a cord around his neck. But the warpaint and battle skirt could not hide how gaunt he had become. ‘Your father wants you and Invoker Busino to lead the second wave,’ Bokku said. ‘The entire Forbidden barrier is down. The Ahikis are nearly at the city gates. We must hurry. I can’t understand how this happened so quickly!’

‘I’m going to pretend that this is an ill-advised joke,’ Morayo said, waving away his steward. He looked past Bokku, to where Merere was just ducking into the room, his eyes roaming everywhere except Morayo’s face. ‘And you two just let him come here?’ Morayo said, swinging his gaze round to Karwin as he entered.

Karwin, his orange hair tied back from his pale face, offered him an apologetic little shrug. But Bokku stomped over to Morayo and said, ‘A quartet cannot consist of only two warriors.’

‘It cannot consist of three either,’ Morayo said. ‘The clue is in the name.’

‘Morayo—’

‘Whatever you have to say, I am not interested. I am your invoker, and if I order you to remain in the palace, then you—’

‘No. I took a vow to protect you with my life. Protect you, Morayo, even from yourself.’

‘And I have no say in the matter?’

‘Correct. I made a promise to our ancestors – not to you. You may be a lord of this clan, but even you cannot stand between me and oaths sworn to those beyond the pyre. Perhaps you do not remember the words? I swear, before the ancestors of this land, to protect my invoker with—’

‘My life, yes, I was there, Bokku. I remember.’

‘Then perhaps you have forgotten what that means. We are warriors, Morayo. We face dangers. I have dedicated my life to placing myself between you and whatever those dangers may be. That is what it means to be part of an invoker’s quartet. Why would you ask me to abandon that now, when you most need it?’ He stopped talking as a bout of coughing seized him, the dry hacking cutting straight through to Morayo’s core.

‘You’re unfit to fight,’ Morayo said. ‘Your presence will only be a hindrance to us.’

That hit the mark – Morayo could see it in the older man’s eyes, and he felt a momentary stab of regret at the hurt he glimpse there. Then Bokku’s expression hardened, and he said, ‘The coming battle may well decide the fate of the city we all love. By what right would you deny me the chance to do whatever I can to protect it? You cannot shunt me aside whenever it suits you. Had I been present in Busharn—’

‘Oh, you’re never going to forgive me for that, are you?’

‘Had I been present, had we all been present, then perhaps more of our people would have returned. You do not carry this army singlehandedly, Morayo, whatever you may tell yourself.’

‘And you both agree with him, do you?’ Morayo said, looking past him.

Merere appeared to have discovered something fascinating on the opposite wall, but Karwin looked up reluctantly and muttered, ‘Yes, My Lord, we do.’

Morayo felt cornered; trapped like prey. Outside, the drums pounded on. He turned back to Bokku. ‘Have you forgotten what happened to Ibekwe? I cannot let that happen to another member of my quartet.’

Anger flashed across Bokku’s face, there and gone in a heartbeat. ‘None of us have forgotten about Ibekwe,’ he replied coolly. ‘Do you think you alone mourn his loss? How like you, Morayo, to believe even that is only about you.’

Morayo was too weary to feel offended. He realised he was just as powerless here as he had been in Father Unworthy’s nightmare realm. Outside, the messenger drums crescendoed: the Ahikis were forming ranks.

‘What if you die?’ Morayo heard himself say, unable to look at his captain’s face.

‘People die, Morayo. Hundreds have died already. And if you cared about me, you would not ask me to hide in this palace and do nothing while our people fight for our very existence.’

Something like desperation danced in Bokku’s eyes. Morayo stared at him, feeling desperate too, and utterly adrift. He wanted to beg, to threaten, to do anything to make Bokku turn around.

‘Please,’ Bokku said, his voice a whisper now, his eyes swimming. ‘If you love me, Morayo, please let me fight.’

For a moment, Morayo wondered what Bokku would do if he threw himself on him, just as he had as a child when his father was away and his siblings were busy and his presence was a nuisance to them all. Back then, Morayo was a lonely boy who was never allowed to cry where others might see him. And Bokku . . . Bokku had always been there to offer silent comfort.

Morayo straightened. ‘Captain,’ he said. ‘Lieutenants. Let us show the Ahiki curs the power of the south.’

Rank upon rank of Adatali soldiers stood ready under the morning sun: spear-wielders in beaded skirts, sword fighters in jackal masks, and even some new conscripts from the city populace. Heads turned as Bokku passed, and Morayo heard some of the older warriors muttering. He sincerely hoped they knew that Bokku’s presence had not been his choice.

‘What happened?’ Bokku shouted to General Enkechekwu.

‘Something attacked all the monoliths at once!’ Enkechekwu called back from where he stood beside the archers. Morayo had never seen the tall, heavyset man look anything less than stoic. But behind his jackal mask, his eyes shimmered with fear.

Up ahead, and so close now – terrifyingly close – bristled an expanse of gold. Ahiki warriors, advancing in their masses. Morayo closed his eyes against a wave of vertigo that seized him.

I will tear your soul from your body. You will spend eternity as my thrall.

And there he was: Father Unworthy and his four swaying nuns, dull smudges within the wall of brilliant gold. As the line drew closer, Morayo realised three more figures wielded the same large, flower-like staffs as Unworthy. More warrior monks: a tall, angular woman; a stout, round bellied soul, and an aged man, his white hair snapping in the wind.

A line of indistinct forms stood behind the warrior monks. It took Morayo a moment to work out who those hazy figures were. But then he spotted a jackal mask. A leaf-shaped sword. A woman wielding a Jebbanese hoe. His people; their souls ripped from corpses, their spirits wielded as weapons now.

Morayo dropped from Relentless and onto the ground, padding out beyond the line of Adatali warriors. He heard Bokku curse and stride after him in pursuit, while Enkechekwu called for the archers to nock, but all of it faded as Morayo crossed the pale grass. A single face seemed to shine like a beacon from within Unworthy’s mass of captive spirits. Ibekwe – the same slender frame, the same slight squint. Morayo realised his cousin was already gripping his ida, his lips peeled back in a snarl. What did warrior monks do to their victims’ minds, to make them turn against their own people?

‘It’s him,’ Morayo heard himself say.

But Karwin, on his left, had turned to the west. ‘What is that? On the monolith there?’

Morayo forced his gaze away from Ibekwe. Yes . . . something crawled over the looming mass of the relic. Several things, and as Morayo stared, he caught the glint of a yellow eye and the flash of a silver limb.

‘Are those greybloods?’

‘That explains why the monoliths fell so quickly,’ Karwin said, his thin lips pulled tight. ‘I suppose it is . . . an unhappy coincidence that they attacked at this time?’

He looked round at Morayo, and Morayo opened his mouth to reply but found that he could not. An unhappy coincidence that swarms of greybloods had climbed onto the monoliths and destroyed their protective energies in a coordinated attack.

‘Ancestors spit upon them all,’ Captain Bokku growled, striding forward, an ida in each hand.

General Enkechekwu’s booming voice rose up behind them. ‘For the south!’ he cried, and a great roar thundered all around in response.

As the first wave of Adatali warriors marched past him, oval-shaped shields locked together, Morayo let his eyes close. How many times now had he performed the Dance of Burning Blades? Hundreds, surely, while Elder Sollu snapped and cried ah-ah and recounted story after endless story. Each time, Morayo had felt that gentle simmering in his veins a little more keenly. But not once had he called Adatali into the mortal realm. Now, as he fell into the first movement, Adatali strained against his skin.

Morayo danced, closing his mind to the world, closing his mind to the churning fear – because it was fear, he had to acknowledge that now; he had to offer his true self to the ancestors. He could feel the power of those steps, rippling across his skin as he honoured each one. With each lift of his hand, Sollu’s voice came to him, and stories she had told: the Great Arc and the cheetah chasing the horizon; Earthward, and the man who ate stones; the End of Rains, and the farmer who had grown a daughter from the parched soil; the Crane’s Flourish and the day the sun had refused to rise. Why had none of his family known the true power in their dance? Why had it taken a troupe of arokin to show him what was surely his birthright? Truly, invocation was far more than the holy ones taught. Why had they ever thought the king’s servants should be the ones to teach them?

Morayo heard Bokku roar, heard the grunt of Karwin loosing an arrow, but he pushed the sounds from his mind.

‘Adatali, I call upon you,’ he said, dropping to his knees, speaking softly. Why had he ever felt the need to shout those words? His ancestor was not a dog, to be called to heel. And this power was between him and his kin alone. ‘I call upon you in the name of the fallen.’

Heat seared down his arms. Distant whispering filled his ears: voices, speaking Urobi, Tausi, Igbana, Kalio, Tweli, and a score of languages from across Adataliland. Lowblood languages. Unnecessary, when the Royal Tongue was known the Nine Lands over. Yet those were the languages of his people and not the invader king. Morayo might not know the meaning of those whispered words, but as the power of the ancestral realm poured into his veins, he certainly knew the strength in them.

‘Adatali, I call upon you. I call upon you in the name of those yet to come.’

Every pore on Morayo’s skin flared with an irrepressible heat. He had not finished the chant, and yet he opened his eyes to see the air before him split wide; so wide it seemed he had pulled part of the ancestral realm into the land of the living. And perhaps he had. Beyond, he glimpsed a wetwoods and a distant town. He glimpsed figures there, too, jogging towards him; indistinct, yet each wreathed in a different hue. He wanted to run to that place, to those people, because he felt their power and their strength.

‘Adatali! Lord of the Flame, Master of the Eight Blades; I call upon you now!’

Morayo groaned as light from the ancestral realm burst through his skin. Adatali leapt into the mortal realm in a flood of heat, the force of it rippling across the battlefield like a great wave. He landed amid the mass of advancing Ahiki warriors, as brilliant as the sunrise. Flames suffused his skin; true fire, and hot enough to incinerate those standing near. His jackal helm blazed a deep red as bodies fell to blackened ash around him.

Morayo clenched his jaw, sweat sliding down his face. Each step Adatali took seemed to pull him forward. Each movement resonated through Morayo’s very marrow. And as Adatali burned a flaming path through the Ahiki mass, his hands closed around the Living Blade and the Sun Blade.

A gaunt figure strode to meet Adatali as the Ahiki warriors slammed into the shield wall: Father Unworthy, that emaciated, grinning monster, dragging behind him the four wraiths that were his tethered nuns. His host of captured spirits charged ahead of him. So many among them were Jebbenese! They leapt onto the shoulders of the mortal warriors, vaulting over the shields to land among the spear-wielders. Then the shield wall broke, and the chaos of battle fell fully upon them.

Morayo gritted his teeth. A pale haze crawled across his vision, and the scene before him came only in bursts. Bokku roared, hacking at three warriors at once. Karwin dropped to one knee as he nocked arrow after arrow. Merere had lost his sword in the belly of a gold-masked Ahiki and now fought with a blood-splattered club. And beyond them all, amid a circle of blackened earth, Adatali – a column of living flame.

Nothing could touch him. Every warrior who threw themselves against him burned up before they could inflict more than a glancing wound. And yet it seemed that Father Unworthy’s supply of captive spirits was endless, and sheer numbers prevented Adatali from forcing a way through.

And then Morayo felt his hold on the ancestral realm falter as Bokku grunted in surprise. A spectral figure was charging towards them, face twisted into a rictus of fury: Lieutenant Ibekwe, wielding two swords.

‘Ibekwe,’ Bokku murmured, lowering his own ida.

‘It’s not him!’ Karwin shouted, leaping in, ducking under Ibekwe’s wild swing. ‘Remember, it’s not him!’

How different he looked, his face contorted as though in pain, every one of his teeth bared. Was the man Morayo knew even in there still? Perhaps this was just a shell: his likeness, but not him at all. Bokku roared again, part battle cry this time, part scream of grief, and slashed sideways with his ida. Ibekwe’s head flew from his body, a tumbling cloud of light. The man faded from existence before he hit the ground.

Morayo felt the rush of his pulse in his ears. The world tilted . . . He was going to faint. But he was Morayo Adatali, Morayo Two Blades. And he would avenge those who had been taken.

Morayo lifted his head. Unworthy had drifted closer, passing beyond Adatali and his cloud of spectral enemies. Nothing but a few dozen paces of parched earth separated them now. He and Morayo were twin points of stillness in the storm. Unworthy tipped his head to one side, regarding Morayo with mocking amusement.

‘Every one of your warriors will be mine!’ Unworthy shouted across at Morayo. ‘Every one of your siblings. And finally, your drooling corpse of a father.’ The nun to his left spasmed, and another stream of captive spirits tore from her body and charged towards the city wall. ‘I will turn their souls against you, and then I will dance upon the ashes of your home. What do you think about that, Jackal Lord?’

It took all Morayo’s strength not to fly at him. He wanted to feel the life of this vile dog fade to nothing beneath his grip. But instead, he kept his eyes on the nuns. They were the key to Unworthy’s power.

Morayo peeled his lips back in a smile. ‘You cannot touch us!’ he shouted. ‘Send a thousand monks! Send the king! We will crush you all beneath our heels!’ Morayo twisted his head from left to right, ignoring the way it throbbed as he moved. ‘Where are your Ahiki masters, dog? Oh – of course! How foolish of me. They are afraid!’

Bokku jerked his sword from the chest of a gold-painted warrior, then flung back his greying hairlocs. ‘Be reasonable, My Lord!’ he shouted, letting laughter into his voice. ‘You cannot expect the Ahiki curs to fight! They no longer know how! Perhaps they are no longer able to invoke at all! That is why they send their pathetic little pets against us.’

The nuns stood in a circle around Unworthy, much like a quartet. But unlike a quartet, they seemed unable to fight. Adatali just needed to free himself of the spirit horde and get close enough to strike.

A chorus of high drums joined the war rhythm on the city wall – enemy reinforcements, coming from the north. Morayo scanned the battlefield to see that his people were holding well: dozens of slain Ahiki dotted the plain. But heads had begun turning northward, where, Morayo realised, something huge was rising from the Ahiki camp. A flash of sunlight caught its silver hide as it continued to rise, lifting like a mountain revealed behind parting clouds.

‘Ancestors, what is that?’ Karwin cried, his voice quavering in a way that told Morayo he already suspected.

Father Unworthy laughed, then lifted his staff into the air, releasing a shaft of light. At once, every Ahiki warrior within sight turned to flee, some tossing down weapons as they ran, others fighting their way north in retreat. A roar of triumph sounded from Morayo’s back, and dozens of Adatali warriors set off in pursuit. But as Unworthy himself drifted backwards, that lurid grin still splitting his face in two, his horde of spirits closed in around him in a circle of protection.

Adatali straightened, flames lapping at the air around him as a new line of enemy warriors filtered forwards from the north . . . Or at least, they seemed to be warriors. Stout swords swung at their waists. Golden helms covered their faces. But the skin beneath was a curious, dull grey colour. And they marched in eerie unison, as though they shared one mind.

‘You believe this too is an unhappy coincidence?’ Bokku cried, turning to Karwin.

‘Greybloods,’ Karwin muttered. He shook his head. ‘Are greybloods fighting with the Ahikis? How?’

Morayo’s head began to ring. Adatali had turned to pursue Father Unworthy, but Morayo was nearly at his limit. If he could just hold—


He collapsed forwards, succumbing to the tremors that racked his body, landing on one shoulder in the dry grass. Karwin was with him immediately, sitting him up as he dragged in great raking breaths. In the distance, Adatali faded away. Patches of fire blazed in the dry grass. Charred bodies dotted the landscape, some still twitching.

Morayo pushed Karwin away and lifted his hands. He would not let Unworthy escape. But as he climbed shakily to his feet, he saw that the entire battlefield was parting, revealing a channel through the chaos. The mountain that had risen from the Ahiki camp now dragged itself across the plain towards the city. As it advanced, its misshapen, monstrous mass resolved into full, hideous clarity. Its bulbous body was large as a hillside, its hide a nest of techwork, crystal and flesh. Five long, gleaming appendages, thick as Morayo was tall, clawed at the ground as it pulled itself south.

‘They’re trying to flank us!’ Bokku cried, pointing to another line of warriors that couldn’t be greybloods, because greybloods were mindless monsters from a lost age. But Morayo had eyes only for the horror that drew ever closer. It was impossible. Morayo had seen it die. Killing it had been his father’s last act before surrendering to the wound that nearly claimed his life; a wound inflicted by this very beast. For a moment, Morayo was back outside the gates of Maadu, three rains ago now, chaos swirling around him while in the distance, his father fought. How young Morayo had been – twenty-two, but in truth, such a boy; a boy who had thought his father invincible. Daloya had seemed so strong; so irrepressible. But as that greyblood out of legend descended upon him, instead of fleeing as so many had over the centuries, Daloya had faced the thing down. Why hadn’t his father fled? But Morayo knew why. The Blight had taken Morayo’s mother, rains before. Daloya would not let it go again. There had been a moment when Morayo had caught his father’s eye and seen the rage there, and the pride. It had been a look that cut straight through to his heart, because it seemed to say, Yes, I will die. But it will be worth it.

‘Father killed you,’ Morayo whispered. ‘Father cut you to pieces and we danced on your remains.’

But even as he said it, the thing continued to advance, throwing its shadow across the battlefield, the foul, rotting stench of it filling the air. Its thousand arms, buried in that diseased body of rusted metal, groped at the air as the thing rumbled closer to the Adatali ranks gathered before the city wall. Morayo could not let it live. Not after what it had done to his father. And what it could do his city now.

‘Morayo!’ Bokku pulled him round. ‘If they flank us, we’re finished.’

His captain’s shoulder was bleeding again, Morayo saw, red staining thick bandage. And his breath was coming fast.

‘It’s the Blight,’ Morayo said. ‘The fucking Blight. How is it here? We watched it die.’

‘I know,’ Bokku said. ‘But we cannot let . . . whatever those things are flank us.’

Behind him, an inhuman cry rose from the grey warriors as they broke into a run. Morayo closed his eyes. Curse the Ahikis and whatever foul power they’d used to summon greybloods. Wordlessly, he turned and prepared to meet the inhuman charge.








THIRTY-EIGHT Jinao


Jinao roared as the two Nine Lands warriors closed in on him, an animal sound filled with rage and grief and fear. They didn’t see Lord Jinao Mizito. They didn’t see Janzen Farmer either. They didn’t see a man at all.

The laughing youth wielded a club, but Jinao sidestepped his first blow, then swept the whelp’s feet from beneath him. His companion, the scrawny elder, slashed at Jinao’s back with his dagger, but the Convergence rose up within Jinao, urging him left as the blade arced down, then sending him barrelling into the youth, who was still off-balance. Jinao crashed to the ground, landing with his Forbidden elbow down, driving the air from the youth’s lungs. Vines rose from the ground immediately, whipping round his enemy’s ankles and wrists and neck. Naked terror flashed in the youth’s eyes, but Jinao closed his mind to it and smashed down with his Forbidden fist.

It was nothing like fighting greybloods, Jinao realised as he rolled away. Greybloods always outmatched him in strength and speed. With greybloods, his adversary could be twice his size or half it, have six limbs or none, be armed with a sword or only the weight of a monstrous arm. But these were humans, like the opponents he’d faced every day of his childhood in the sparring ring. Their size and strength and speed had strict parameters.

Sumalong leapt in from the left as Jinao regained his feet, slamming his kali stick into the scrawny man’s windpipe. Behind him, Seema had stepped away from a dying foe. As the scrawny man staggered towards her, she slashed with her claws, opening an artery in his neck, sending blood spraying in a scarlet arc.

‘Behind you!’ Seema yelled, and Jinao spun round to meet the blow of a tall man in battered grasspipe armour. Jinao didn’t remember taking the dead youth’s club, but there it was in his right hand, knocking away the tall man’s sword. This man was no skilled warrior, and Jinao had the Convergence to guide him, and all the training of a highblood of the inner clan.

The tall warrior slashed at him again. The Convergence lent its awareness to Jinao’s, bringing the club up to meet his opponent’s wild second blow, and his desperate third. When Jinao’s human right arm tired, he switched the club to its Forbidden twin, and that arm only grew stronger as he fought.

Jinao dodged backwards, meeting each slash of the tall man’s blade, the man’s swings growing more laboured with every moment that passed. Like most of the attackers, he had only silvercloth to protect him, not the techwork mask the monk had worn. Jinao could hear his opponent wheezing as the miasmas of feverlands took their toll. Jinao jerked his leg up in a front kick, knocking the man off-balance, then brought the club down in a savage plunge.

He didn’t wait to see his opponent die. The Convergence reminded him there was no time for that. Nine Lands warriors swarmed everywhere, some wild with fear, others frenzied with excitement. But over the edge of the ridge, beyond the circle protecting Elder Adebayo, more greybloods poured in. Seema’s reinforcements had come.

For a moment, as they flowed towards him, a storm of grey-skinned near-humans and six-legged things, Jinao felt a spike of terror. He had spent so long fearing these creatures, it was impossible to look at them charging towards him without lifting a protective hand. But the new wave of greybloods simply flowed around him, off to meet their enemy by the trees.

‘Arrow!’ Sumalong screamed from somewhere, and the Convergence told him it was on his left. Jinao dropped into a squat as an arrow sliced by. He locked eyes with with his attacker – an elder with a bent back – before a pack of six-legged canines flowed over her, snarling and slavering silver fluid. Jinao’s gaze found Sumalong’s. His ancestor was splattered with blood, and his long hair clung to his face in sweat-drenched clumps. But he was grinning. And the Convergence rose within Jinao and he felt himself grinning back.

What followed came to him only in bursts as he surrendered himself to the instincts of the Convergence, letting the generations of warriors in his family take hold. When a stocky, pock-scarred attacker closed in from the right, the Convergence brought the club down on the man’s sword arm. It guided him as he kicked out the man’s knee, then caught his sword as he fell. It brought him round to meet the warrior creeping up behind him. Jinao no longer saw faces as he spun and slashed and dodged. The Nine Lands warriors were like greybloods to him now. A seething mass of enemies to be slaughtered. A single, monstrous whole.

When he found himself fighting back-to-back with Sumalong, he felt his ancestor’s presence crackling over his skin. It was so unlike the earliest days with Mizito, when his clan’s founder seemed to leech the life from him with every breath. When Sumalong fought, Jinao found it took no effort to match his movements, to synchronise them with his own. When Sumalong leapt high, Jinao swept in from below, and when his ancestor spun, Jinao was there to slash down into their staggered foe. There was a music to it, so tangible he could almost hear it beneath the wordless whispering of the Convergence. It felt as though he had tapped into some limitless source of power. Taaben might have claimed it was Sulin Mizito with whom Jinao had greatest affinity, but in those moments, he found himself unable to imagine a closer bond.

When the signal came, it brought Jinao tumbling out of the haze of battle: three sharp patterns on booming message drums. A Nine Lands commander bellowed a call for retreat, and the few attackers who remained turned and fled.

Seema stood near Adebayo, bleeding heavily from one limp arm. Lucy had crawled onto Adebayo’s shoulder, her face lined with terror.

‘No pursuit!’ Seema called breathlessly. ‘Carlos, see that none of them remain, but do not try to pick any off!’

Carlos slid his sword out of the dying warrior at his feet then nodded his big canine head and turned back into the trees.

‘You fought well,’ Sumalong said, gripping Jinao’s shoulder, before fading back into the ancestral realm.

It was as though his ancestor took with him all Jinao’s strength. He looked down to see that blood darkened the grass all around him. Human blood. A single face stared, dead eyed, out of the knot of corpses that littered the ground: a young man, so like his brother Julon that Jinao heard himself cry out. Even in death, the stranger’s terror was plain. In his hand, he gripped a long hoe – a farming tool he had used in place of a spear. These were Jinao’s kin. Citizens of Mizitoland. Souls he was sworn to protect. Unlike Jinao, they had done their king’s bidding, and it had brought them here. Dead, and at the hands of the family they had pledged to serve.

Jinao’s legs gave way. His stomach roiled, but nothing came up as he retched. His hands were stained with blood, he realised, and his legs, his sandals. It clotted his hair and shone on the sword he had stolen from a corpse. But not his Forbidden arm. Somehow, that looked as pristine as the day he had first glimpsed it. It gleamed in bright defiance of the carnage. Jinao felt a swirling disorientation then. This limb, this thing, was not his own. It wasn’t part of him. It was a parasite, eating him whole.

Jinao only realised he was scraping at his left arm when Seema gently took hold of his right. He couldn’t remember when she had joined him. He couldn’t remember when the tears had started either, but they stung his eyes now as he tried again to scrape at the part of his shoulder where techwork met flesh. He should tear it off. It had corrupted him. It had done all this. He would rather have no arm than the abomination that had caused him to harm his own kin.

‘Please, Friend Janzen,’ Seema said, her eyes bright with a sympathy he had no use for. Her right arm was badly damaged, the techwork veins hanging loose and leaking fluid. Jinao turned away from her to scan the battlefield. He needed a knife. A knife to cut the accursed thing from his body.

‘Janzen, you need to stop!’

‘They’re . . . they’re dead,’ Jinao said. ‘The warriors. They’re dead. By my hand. Just children, and I killed them.’

‘They are not children.’

‘They’re so young! Didn’t you see?’

‘You had no choice.’

‘Of course I did! There is always a choice! I could have chosen death, instead of turning my sword on my kin.’

Seema placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘You were protecting innocent lives. Lucy and—’

‘Don’t touch me!’ Jinao shrank away, repulsed, sickened. What had he become? He didn’t want her kindness. And what was the sympathy of a greyblood, anyway? She had no heart, no soul, no ancestors, no family. ‘Your people are not innocent! You attack us, decade after decade, century after century—’

‘Because we need to survive! Because we no longer possess the means to heal ourselves, because all that remains lies beneath your lands!’ Seema softened. ‘Friend Janzen, I know what it is like; truly. I did not want to kill either. But they give us no option. If we want to live, if our people, our memories, are to survive, then we must fight.’

‘They were just following orders,’ Janzen said, whispering now. His chest seemed to be tightening, tightening, as though it sought to squeeze from him what little humanity he still possessed. ‘They didn’t see me as human. You should have left me to the Woodsmaiden.’

She stepped back at that, her expression hardening. ‘Because living like we do, looking like we do, is worse than dying, is that it?’

‘I didn’t ask for this! This was done to me.’

‘This? You speak as if we mutilated you.’

‘Because you did!’

‘Then you are in fine company, because I didn’t ask for this either! This was done to me too! And I have made my peace with it!’

Her face grew still, and Jinao felt a stab of momentary shame. ‘Just – just leave me,’ he said, and turned towards the trees.

The colours of the feverlands swirled around him as he pushed through the dense bush, too bright, too merciless in its indifference. Far above, through the shifting canopy, a deep purple sunset was upon them.

He had killed. He had taken the life of another human – more than one. He had watched their blood spill upon the ground and triumphed at the sight. Their commanders would not come back for them. They would be left out here to rot. All because of him.

He became aware of a second pair of eyes behind his own, of a cautious sadness creeping up within him.

[I am sorry, Jinao,] Mizito said.

‘Sorry that I lived? Or sorry that I fought?’ He spotted a body by the trees. A woman of perhaps fifty rains. Someone’s parent, maybe. Someone’s sibling. Someone’s spouse. Perhaps he could gather the slain and build a pyre, but where would he find spirit wood, out here beyond civilisation?

[I am sorry that it has come to this. And I am sorry that I must leave.]

Jinao opened his mouth to say that Mizito had already left when understanding blossomed within him. ‘You mean you’re breaking our Bond.’

[Yes. I am no longer the only ancestor able to protect you. You do not need me any more. And as the healer said, you are better suited to another.]

‘My mother? She won’t come to me. She despised me in life and so she does in death.’

[Nevertheless, I am no longer able to maintain our Bond.]

‘Why? Because I defended myself? You were the one who said Ahiki was your enemy!’

[I told you Ahiki was not my friend. Naming him my enemy is not the same thing.]

‘You said he trapped you in the Bond.’

[In order to protect our people, I swore to serve him. If he knows I lift my hand against him, I endanger every soul in Mizitoland. I am sorry, Jinao. I did not want it to be like this.]

Jinao leaned against a tree, feeling exhaustion sweep over him. ‘So that’s it. What, you just fade away? Or some other poor sap invokes you at the shrine?’

[I return to the realm I dwell in between invocations. While you live, another cannot Bond me.]

‘So you choose prison over fighting alongside me.’

[Yes.]

‘What about my mother’s plans? Her – her grand plans with Warlord Daloya. She’d planned to rebel, you know that. And it has already begun. Isn’t that protecting your people? My mother was many things, but she was never, ever disloyal, and she never abandoned her duties. She swore to protect the people of Mizitoland and this is how.’

[I can no longer condone your mother’s methods.]

‘Why? What do you—’

[Goodbye, Jinao. I wish you well. Perhaps we will meet again beyond the pyre.]

‘Wait!’ A searing pain surged up his arm, where his remaining clan tatau lay. It sharpened when it reached his eyes, and Jinao groaned as the pain expanded, as though his skull might explode. Then, abruptly, it fell away, leaving Jinao feeling hollow and spent.

Mizito was gone. He was truly gone. Jinao’s life had been shaped by his pursuit of a Bond with the founder of his clan. But as he thought of Sumalong, the ancestor joined to him by blood, the man who had fought at his side, Jinao found himself wondering how much he had truly lost.

A voice reached him through the trees. Jinao slowed until he realised what it was: up ahead, a lone monk in a voluminous Ekari tunic and wide belt chanted and danced. A circle of greyblood corpses surrounded him, a carpet of mangled bodies and broken limbs. A silver mask protected the monk from the air. Not far beyond, a wooden cart stood tethered to a white horse. What was the monk doing, lingering when all the warriors had fled?

The crystal at the heart of the monk’s staff streamed with glyphs as he pranced amid the shattered bodies of the fallen. Tanaka lay among them, Jinao realised with horror, the old greyblood’s neck twisted at a painful angle. Jinao gripped the gleaming blue branch of the bush that shielded him, unable to turn away from the monk’s strange work. What interest could a holy one have in the bodies of his slain enemy? Perhaps he sought to Cleanse them, then glean Forbidden secrets from their shattered minds. But out here, in the wilds beyond civilisation, it seemed a foolhardy pursuit indeed.

‘It is best not to watch,’ Seema said from behind him. He had not heard her approach, but then greybloods could move near-silently when they chose to.

‘They have Tanaka,’ Jinao said. ‘Do you not wish to . . . perform death rites?’

‘Those are empty shells,’ she said, her yellow gaze distant. ‘Their souls have already moved on. That body has no meaning to us now.’

‘Moved on without spirit wood?’

Seema smiled sadly. ‘It would be best not to watch.’

‘Why?’ Jinao said. Unease gnawed at him as he turned towards Seema. Unease, and understanding. ‘You told me that the Scathed did not create your people,’ he said. ‘You never told me who did.’

One of the corpses at the monk’s feet jerked. Was the greyblood still alive? As Jinao stared, a metallic rustling filled the air. Limbs lifted and bodies twisted, as though the power of the Forbidden Tongue had reanimated the slain. For one chilling moment, it looked as though the dead had returned to the mortal realm. But no: the way the bodies moved was too unnatural. Limbs cracked against torsos, folding together at obscene angles. Fingers retracted into hands. Heads snapped sideways. One by one, as the monk’s chanting rose in a crescendo, the bodies of Seema’s friends contorted themselves into flat, uniform shapes. And as Jinao shook his head, they rose, lifted by Forbidden energies, and loaded themselves neatly onto the monk’s waiting cart. There they stacked together like felled tree trunks bound for the carpenter’s block.

‘They are loading their weapons for transport,’ Seema said softly, not meeting his gaze.

‘Greybloods are the holy ones’ weapons?’ Jinao said. ‘Is that what all of you are?’ He steadied himself against the branch as the implications came crashing down. ‘The king didn’t send us here to kill you, did he? He sent us to collect you.’

‘The Ahiki army killed those people today,’ Seema said, her voice flat. ‘What you see on that cart are no longer people of any kind. They are objects. I do not recognise them.’

‘The Ahikis made you. Not my ancestors. The Ahikis. That is part of how they conquered our lands. The greybloods didn’t turn upon their creators because we didn’t create them at all.’ Jinao felt a knot of anger tighten within him. ‘Then why have the clans been fighting you for the last five thousand rains? If you are the king’s tools to command, why do we still fight?’

She looked up at Jinao. Techwork eyes had no need of tears – Jinao knew that himself now. And yet something still shimmered in Seema’s gaze. ‘Your kind will not welcome you now. You are no longer one of them.’ She studied him. ‘Thank you for coming back to warn us. And thank you for helping us protect Elder Adebayo. If you did want to stay with us . . . well, I don’t think the others would object any longer.’

‘I can’t stay. I still have a promise to keep to my brother.’

‘Finding his killer, yes? Lucy mentioned something to me. If he is part of the Grey Horde, that will not be easy. What did you say he was called?’

‘The Bairneater. It . . . killed my mother and my brother, and destroyed my home city. I also believe it has captured my mother’s soul.’

Seema’s expression didn’t change, but some emotion flickered in her eyes. After a moment, she said, ‘Then you will need supplies. Stay for the night, and I will see what I can find to aid you on your quest. We can ask John, one of our elders. He knows much about our people. And I think the two of you have a lot in common.’

Jinao realised he had seen no sign of Chicuace among the dead. Perhaps the scrawny vagrant truly had got away.

They came out into the clearing to find wounded greybloods lain out under the trees. Lucy, still freeing Adebayo from the vines that had sheltered him, grinned as she saw them.

‘You’re needed,’ Carlos said, joining Seema. ‘Dawood has a bad head wound.’

‘I’m coming,’ Seema said, then turned to Jinao.

Beyond Adebayo, beyond the valley of tents, Jinao glimpsed a river of people snaking in from the west.

‘It is John,’ Seema said, breaking into a smile. ‘He has been gathering the remaining factions.’

‘Father!’ Lucy cried. ‘Can I go and meet him?’

‘Yes, but be careful,’ Seema said, and Lucy scampered off, bounding on hands and feet.








THIRTY-NINE Boleo


Father Boleo rode through the city ahead of Warlord Daloya’s litter, dread coiled like a serpent in his gut. The Blight. Even now, as they drew towards the northern gate, Boleo wondered if the soldiers had been mistaken. The Blight was dead. Daloya had torn the beast to pieces. There were other large greybloods; it had to be one of those. Why greybloods were fighting with the Ahikis at all was a mystery that would have to wait. He knew some of them were cunning – perhaps they had happened upon the battle and sought to exploit it. And after his journey to Busharn, he also knew that some of them had once been human. Perhaps they harboured resentment to those who still lived mortal lives. Yet it seemed convenient. Far too convenient. But what that suggested was almost too monstrous to contemplate.

‘Father Boleo,’ Adadeji said, riding up to join him, the beads of his helm not quite able to hide the terror in his dark eyes. ‘They won’t listen to me. Sh-she says no. Omadella, I mean. She says he wants to face the creature. I’m sorry, Father. I did try.’

Ancestors-cursed fools! Daloya had always been proud, but what use was he now, a warlord who could not invoke, who could not even lift a sword? If he died here – which he would if the beast truly was the Blight – then the people’s resolve would die with him.

Boleo turned back to look at his old friend. Daloya’s role now was as figurehead and beacon of hope. Yet there he sat in his nest of cushions, clad in full battle regalia, his battered jackal helm framing his aged face. The skin of his bare arms hung loose where the muscle had wasted away, but his aides had adorned him with white warpaint to accentuate his faded clan tataus. His quartet rode at the four corners of his wheeled litter, wearing bronze chest-plates and battle skirts. Omadella’s expression was unreadable behind the beads of her jackal helm.

‘Well, you should have tried harder,’ Boleo snapped at Adadeji. ‘You are the heir to this clan, not she!’ Boleo ground his teeth. ‘Did they say anything about this accursed mercenary army Daloya hired? If we can hold until they arrive, perhaps we won’t be annihilated.’

‘She said they will be here. She just said we must . . . we must be patient.’

‘Unfortunately, we no longer have that luxury,’ Boleo said. He tapped his horse in the gentle signal to slow and watched Adadeji ride on. The boy might look like a leader, but he possessed the wits of a particularly skittish gazelle.

Boleo fell in beside Omadella. The captain of Daloya’s quartet stared straight ahead, not deigning to meet his gaze.

‘You know he shouldn’t be here,’ Boleo said.

‘If you refer to my husband,’ Omadella said, her eyes still fixed on the city wall, ‘then that is between you and him. I have conveyed every argument that has been made, but he is resolute.’

‘Curse you, woman! This is his life we’re talking about!’

‘Do you think I do not know this?’ she said, rounding on him, her beads snapping angrily. ‘I do not command him, and this is his wish. But I will protect him with everything I am.’

Boleo snorted. ‘What, the way you protected him in Maadu?’

That struck home. For once, he saw a flicker of emotion in her eyes. But he would not feel sympathy for this woman, not when he spoke the truth.

‘Please,’ Boleo said, lowering his voice. ‘Please, Captain. Take him home. He cannot invoke. What use is he on the battlefield?’

She turned to face him. Her eyes were wet, he realised. ‘Father Boleo, I truly wish I could,’ she said softly. ‘But I promise you: he will not die today. The ancestors have work for him yet.’

The drums were a deafening cacophony as the party passed beneath the city wall. Then they were out, and before them Tayo’s Tears plain lay in chaos.

Only a scant few companies remained to defend the wall. Beyond it, greybloods fought the people of Boleo’s clan. Three incarnations of Adatali strode among them, one of which looked . . . different. Flames coursed over his body as he strode across the bristling mass. Looming above it all, like a living mountain, came a monstrous greyblood of quivering flesh and techwork.

‘It . . . it is hideous!’ Kipteni breathed, reining up at Boleo’s side.

‘Yes,’ Boleo said. ‘But put its appearance from your mind. It is a greyblood like any other. And it can be killed, just like any other.’

Oh, how Boleo wished he believed those words himself.

Omadella trotted past them, riding out under the sunlight before wheeling her horse around to face them all.

‘My husband will lead you against this monster!’ she told the warriors of Ewo. ‘He has defeated this ancestors-cursed abomination before! He will do so again! And then, we will ride onwards and drag the Ahiki cur from the hole in which they cower.’

A column of warriors marched past Boleo, coming to line up before Daloya on his wheeled litter: Batide, in black crane helms and green tunics. Captain Nchali led them, recognisable only by his white tataus.

‘Batide!’ Nchali called, lifting his ida to the sky. ‘It is time!’ He dropped to his knees, humble before the ancestors, heedless of the horror that crawled towards him. ‘I am Nchali! Named Nchali Betswe Ijunti for the ones who came before!’

And then their cries rang out, forty Batide warriors lifting their idas and falling to their knees to shout their ancestors’ names, until finally, Nchali thundered, ‘Batide! Return!’

The air rippled, and as the Batide knelt on the coarse, thirsty ground, the shimmering forms of their forebears burst into the mortal realm. Over one hundred, by Boleo’s reckoning, screaming as they charged. Souls old and young, and in armour from across the ages, come back to defend their home.

‘Do you see?’ Boleo heard someone shout, and soon cries of wonder rose all around. Boleo had almost forgotten. The city knew the Batide as Daloya’s personal guard. They might have heard the rumours. But they had never seen them invoke.

‘Astonishing!’ Kipteni breathed. ‘Look at them, Father! They are all invokers!’

Boleo could not help smiling. ‘Anyone can make the Bond. Anyone can be brought back, if they are willing.’

‘Sixth company!’ Adadeji shouted. ‘To me!’ Boleo watched as Daloya’s eldest son led his company to flank the Blight from the west.

‘My place is at Warlord Daloya’s side,’ Boleo said, turning to Kipteni. ‘Take our monks and do what you can for the monoliths. And listen to me.’ He leaned across his horse to place a hand on the young man’s shoulder. ‘If I do not return—’

‘You won’t die, Father Boleo!’ Kipteni said. ‘You are too clever, and—’

‘I said listen, you fool! There is a vault under the ogogoro inn in the shanty that lowbloods call Waterfall Row. It contains my most important techwork. If I do not return, take it and travel to Cagai Province. Seek out a man named Lakari Tob, and give everything to him.’

‘Yes, Father. But you’re not going to—’

‘Ancestors protect you, Kipteni,’ Boleo said, and then he tapped his horse into motion.

As he passed through the line of Batide, their hands lifted skyward, their eyes rolled back, he realised how close the Blight was now. It seemed to fill the entire world to the north, making Daloya and his quartet look like toys riding out before it. Boleo had seen the beast before, but never so close. Bodies clung to its hide; hundreds upon hundreds of them. Greyblood bodies, fused together with crystal plates and rotting flesh. Eyes roved in faces twisted into expressions of rage. Techwork veins looped through ears and nostrils. Some opened their mouths, but the cries that issued from them held no sanity. A thousand limbs bristled upon it, some human, some metal, some tumour-covered lumps of flesh. All were twisted together into a grotesque whole that dragged itself forwards on five monstrous limbs.

Was this creature the amalgamation of all its victims over the centuries, pulled together from every city it crushed? Or perhaps this wasn’t the same Blight at all. Perhaps this was another, born in the bowels of the feverlands and somehow arriving here, on the plains of Ewo. Perhaps the Blight was not a single greyblood, but a type of greyblood. He sincerely hoped, as he stared up at it, that he would not see the face of someone he knew.

‘Stay back, Father Boleo!’ Omadella called, from up ahead, where she stood before her warlord. She looked like a child just then, brandishing a toy in some game of make-believe. Yet he could not deny her bravery as the Blight rumbled towards her.

The invoked Batide ancestors swarmed over the Blight in a wave of hacking, slicing fury. Each time one was pierced by a claw, or crushed under the creature’s monstrous weight, Boleo heard their invoker scream their names again. The Blight loomed so close now that Boleo could feel the heat of the whirring mechanisms that lay within.

Daloya stirred in his nest of cushions. He was sitting forward, Boleo realised. And as the Blight descended, he lifted his right hand, every part of him trembling with effort, dark brown skin sagging from the wasted arm. The white and green tataus that twined around his arms brightened, coming to slow, ponderous life: eight swords interlocked, brightening one by one. Daloya spoke no words. He performed no dances. Those skills were beyond him now. But the air beside him fissured and something stepped through.

Tears sprang to Boleo’s eyes as Adatali stepped into the mortal realm. A great cheer rose from the city battlements, and the warriors at his back cried out in astonishment. Daloya should not have been capable, not any longer. The clan’s warlord had not invoked since that day in Maadu. Yet here he stood: Adatali, his spirit twice the height of a mortal, gaining substance as he strode forth. The beads of his jackal helm stirred as one colossal hand reached into the air, closing around the hilt of a sword that materialised as he moved: the Midnight Blade – the black ida, its leaf-shaped length like liquid darkness.

‘You see!’ Boleo screamed. ‘You see! We have powers here that you cannot even begin to comprehend!’

Boleo didn’t care how his warlord had done it. It was a gift sent by the ancestors, showing that Ewo was blessed of them all. Adatali growled and charged towards the Blight, right hand extended as he plunged the Midnight Blade into the thing’s foul hide. Somehow, despite his size, Adatali looked small before it. Silver liquid flowed around the blade as Adatali twisted then dragged it out. Dozens of hands from the creature’s body clawed at him as he plunged the weapon in again. Adatali leaned his weight against it, dirt rising around his sandals as he dug his heels down. But it would not be enough. Boleo saw that at once. The Blight was mere paces from Omadella and Daloya on his litter. Ancestors, they were going to be crushed!

Boleo dropped down from his horse, his knees creaking in protest, and broke into a run. ‘We can’t force it back!’ he cried desperately as he tore towards Omadella. ‘Move away!’

Adatali plunged the Midnight Blade in again, and a hideous noise rose from the Blight as a hundred grey lips moved, building into a multi-layered scream.

‘Captain, you need to move,’ Boleo shouted, panic bubbling up within him, the metal-and-rot stench of the Blight all-consuming as he came to stand beside Omadella. ‘Daloya is going to be killed!’

‘He is not,’ Omadella said, smiling softly now. ‘I am here to protect him.’

Omadella padded across the dry grass towards the bristling immensity of the Blight, as calm and unhurried as she might be on a morning stroll.

‘You’ll be killed!’ Boleo called after her.

But Omadella lifted her hands and dropped to her knees. ‘Adatali, I give myself to you!’ she cried. ‘I give myself to you in the name of the fallen!’

What was she doing? She was no invoker of the blood, nor were those the words of invocation. But as she spoke, her arms came alight with a thousand tiny pinpricks of luminescence. Boleo saw no sacred pattern to them; he saw nothing artful at all. Simply a thousand points of brightness, radiating from her dark brown skin, as if Omadella herself were made of ancestral light.

‘Adatali, I give myself to you,’ she continued. ‘I give myself to you in the name of those yet to come!’

Boleo glanced back at Daloya. He sat with his eyes closed and his hand outstretched while his ancestor continued to hack at the Blight. A group of twenty Batide stood either side of his litter, spears pointed at the greyblood.

‘Adatali! Lord of the Flame! Master of the Eight Blades! I give myself to you now!’

Omadella’s body jerked and the air before her fissured and a woman leapt through, beautiful, terrible, her eyes a gleaming white. She carried no weapon and wore only a plain wrapper skirt and blouse. It was Omadella herself, he realised, though younger and barefoot. As Boleo stared, Omadella’s shimmering double broke into a run. She sprinted towards Adatali and then, to Boleo’s astonishment, leapt into the ancestor’s body.

Adatali jerked. He tipped his head back as his skin rippled with orange-red light. A stream of glyphs flashed over his skin, and as they slid down his arms and over his legs, his body lengthened – expanding, swelling, brightening. The myriad wounds that covered him flared with that same orange light, the skin around them knitting together . . . healing. Adatali’s heels pressed downwards, digging deep troughs into the ground as he held his full weight against the Blight.

Omadella swayed where she knelt. Something about her seemed . . . not quite whole. Was it Boleo’s eyes, or had she become hazy, like paint slightly smudged? By now, Adatali had grown to twice his normal height. Ancestors be praised, but he had brought the Blight to a stop! The front of the greyblood’s body yawned open like the mouth of a cave, revealing an oozing nest of techwork and flesh within. Adatali continued to plunge onward, his sword arm swinging back then thrusting forward, again and again and again.

Boleo turned towards the final battalion waiting beneath the city wall. ‘Protect the Captain!’ he screamed, pointing his staff at Omadella. ‘Quickly! Form up!’

Lord Innuda, seated in the distance on her pale yellow horse, lifted her ida in acknowledgement. A wave of spear-wielders sprinted away from the line in response. Boleo slid his eyes back to Daloya on his litter. The right side of the warlord’s mouth quirked upwards. He was smiling, even as tears glistened on his dark cheeks.

Wisps of pale light peeled away from Omadella’s skin, coiling up into the air, floating across to Adatali before sinking into him. And each sliver of light restored him, sealing his wounds, brightening his form. Strengthening. Infusing. By now, the Blight’s body gaped in two oozing segments, and Adatali remained at their heart, cleaving a path onwards, dividing the monster in two. Its steaming entrails cascaded around him as he continued to hack at it, driving the Midnight Blade ever deeper with each swing.

‘Captain!’ Boleo cried, as Omadella sagged forwards. He tried to catch her as she fell but her body passed through his waiting arms, as insubstantial as the air. Those thousand tiny points of light had grown wide as copper crescents, blending into each other so that Omadella seemed to be made of sunlight.

‘What’s happening to you?’ Boleo cried, his hand closing on the sakarambalar in his satchel.

Her eyes swung round. They held the same glow as Adatali’s now. Her skin rippled, and Boleo realised he could see through her to the ground beneath. ‘I am joining myself to my ancestor,’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘I am surrendering my spirit to strengthen him.’

‘This is killing you! Fall back! I have weapons in my satchel!’

‘It is not your choice to make,’ she whispered, her eyes drifting closed. ‘It is why I am still here.’

‘I am sorry for doubting you!’ He looked desperately round at Daloya, who remained unmoving, arm outstretched. ‘Please, Omadella! He will be lost without you! Who will speak for him when you are gone?’

A faint smile flickered across Omadella’s face. He could scarcely see her now: just a vague outline, the mere suggestion of a woman. ‘I lived . . . to serve my homeland,’ she said. ‘I always have.’

Then she faded away like morning mist, and Boleo dived forwards but nothing remained to save, nothing at all.

‘No!’ Boleo cried, scrabbling at the air, groping for some trace of her essence. ‘Healer! I need a healer! Omadella, the healers are coming. I – I can see them. Do not make my warlord lose another spouse. And who . . . who will stand up to me if you are gone?’

But he was talking to the air now, talking to nothing. No trace of Omadella remained. And Boleo had never felt more helpless than he did in that moment, not even when he had stood before the gates of Maadu and watched Daloya fall.

Boleo pulled the sakarambalar from his satchel and pushed to his feet. Adatali towered over the battlefield, an ancestor no longer. He was the city of Ewo. He was all the lands of the south, and all their peoples, and all their rage. The Blight screamed with a hundred mouths as Adatali drove himself forward, dragging his ida through the greyblood’s insides. The Blight’s innards splayed around him in a twitching mass. Though the creature still groped at Adatali’s skin or tossed Batide ancestors from its hide, it could no longer move. Then with a final roar, Adatali plunged through into the daylight beyond, cleaving the creature clean in two.

Despite the chaos before them, cheers filled the air. Up on the battlements, the drummers sped up, shifting into a victory rhythm. And as the two halves of the Blight splayed apart like the pages of a book, Adatali lifted the Midnight Blade towards the sky and roared in wordless triumph. Boleo knew that the Blight would not die easily. Even now, its disparate, misshapen parts dragged themselves across the ground. But it was subdued. And reduced like this, its segments could easily be killed.

Boleo realised then that he was weeping; weeping for a woman he didn’t even like. Weeping for a woman with whom he had so much in common, he saw now. He turned towards Daloya. A ring of Batide encircled his litter, spears pointing outwards as though he sat at the centre of the sun.

A horn cut across his thoughts, a single note, taken up by several others, sounding from the Ahiki camp. A great roar rose from Boleo’s people, confirming what that distant surge of movement meant: Ahiki retreat.

A figure sprinted towards him: Invoker Morayo, his body glistening with sweat.

‘We should go on!’ Morayo cried. ‘Now is the time to press our advantage! Where is Omadella? Surely my father agrees we must not fall back now.’

Boleo felt a great weight of exhaustion descend upon him then. ‘Omadella is not here.’


‘What do you mean?’

‘She . . . Morayo, she is dead.’ He looked across at the litter, to where Daloya sat slumped in exhaustion. ‘Sound the retreat.’

‘But Father—’

‘Sound the retreat! The Ahiki princen did not come. And we are spread too thin. We need to retreat and plan how to draw the cur out. Your father still believes this mercenary army will arrive. Perhaps we can buy ourselves time.’

Morayo’s eyes blazed with anger. But, with no further words, he lifted the whistle at his neck to his lips and blew.

At once, the drummers on the battlements switched the rhythm, taking up the command, signalling one thing now: fall back.

‘We’ve lost the monoliths,’ Morayo said. ‘Next time, they will be at our gates.’

[And we will be ready for them,] Vunaji said softly within Boleo, her icy presence crawling across his skin.








FORTY Ohemah


Old Mama’s funeral was nothing like Zee’s. Where her brother’s celebration had involved only friends and business associates and members of the household, this was an occasion to mark the passing of a Family elder, and souls from every corner of the city crawled from the woodwork to pay their respects.

The yard doors were thrown open and the entire street was given over to feasting and music and dance. Ohemah watched Baba build the pyre himself, from her prison in Old Mama’s room. He hauled in a great bundle of spirit wood that arrived directly from Wellspring Convent, and waved away every soul who offered help as he carefully arranged the black sticks. Was it remorse that drove him? A desire to atone? Ohemah sat there all afternoon behind the door Baba had locked as she tried to puzzle it out. Finally, as one of the lengths of wood rolled over to her window and she got a good look at it, she realised the truth. It wasn’t spirit wood at all. Baba had no intention of letting his mother meet their ancestors beyond the pyre. And Ohemah had to get help or Old Mama would be gone for ever.

They marched Ohemah out that evening, dressed in the white wrapper and gele she had worn for Zee’s burning, Casten on one side of her, Lakoz on the other. Ohemah scanned the crowd for Uncle Bediako and found him standing beside three men in white kurtas: members of the Bhuten Family, she guessed, from their beetle-and-spear tataus. She needed to get word to him about the spirit wood, but she knew she would not be permitted a moment alone.

When they lit the pyre, Ohemah was not allowed to cast her own flame in. Instead, Casten kept her near the house while the flames swiftly engulfed the tiny figure within. Ohemah caught Bediako’s eye, there by the pyre, and shook her head swiftly, before gesturing to the flames. Surely he understood? Surely he had foreseen this too?

‘Keep still,’ Casten muttered, grabbing hold of her upper arm. ‘You hear?’

‘He won’t look after you,’ Ohemah said. ‘When you’re not useful to him any more, he’ll toss you aside.’

‘No, he won’t,’ Casten said. ‘Cause unlike you, I know where my loyalties lie. Lakoz, Runt looks tired, don’t she? Take her back to her room.’

‘No—’ Ohemah said, but Lakoz, wearing his ever-present lazy smile, took hold of her elbow and manoeuvred her back towards the building.

Ohemah didn’t make it easy for him, stumbling and catching her foot on the bottom step. She knew people saw, and more than one soul paused to watch. Let the rumours spread. Let suspicion grow. It was the only way Baba would be stopped.

And he needed to be stopped. Ohemah saw that now, as she sat in her dead grandmother’s darkened room and listened to the woman’s killer give a sickening speech in her honour. Baba needed to be stopped, because he cared for nothing, for no one, but himself. She’d felt so powerful, so proud in his presence. But she could no longer find that person when she looked into his eyes.

The Cloistered hurled themselves against her skin as she lay on the floor and begged the ancestors for sleep. There was nothing gentle to them now. They tore at her with cruel ferocity, snarling in a language she didn’t know. Just like Baba, when she no longer served them, they showed her what they truly were. Their mocking laughter filled her mind as she finally tumbled into a fitful sleep.

She woke the next morning to raised voices at her door. Baba, and someone else. Bediako, she realised as she sat up.

‘– isn’t even a holder of the Bond!’ Baba was saying.

‘It will give her peace, though, to look upon Old Mama again. She is not the only one without the Bond to be in attendance.’ The door swung suddenly open and there stood Bediako in a white dashiki and trousers, his expression guarded. ‘Come on, Ohemah. We are going to pay our respects to Old Mama, in the ancestral realm.’

He strode into the room and helped her stand, and though she still wore her nightshirt, she followed silently and said nothing about getting dressed or washing her face. She could tell at a glance that if she did not go now, she would not get the opportunity again. And likely Bediako wanted her to be there, wanted them all to be there when they saw Old Mama’s spirit had not crossed the pyre. Perhaps this was the trap Bediako sought to spring. Perhaps once it became clear that the family elder had been burned without spirit wood, all eyes would finally turn to Gamani Chedu.

They walked in silence, a procession of family members divided along two lines. Strange to think that, once, she had thought Bediako a great enemy, and yet now he seemed the only one capable of helping her. And perhaps, in the ancestral realm, she could see Zee again. Perhaps now she could say goodbye. Silently, she lifted her hand to touch Bediako’s arm at her shoulder. Baba and Casten and the rest, walking behind her, would see, but let them. Let them all know she now saw them for what they were.

As they turned into the main hallway and past the larger, more formal lounge, Baba’s sinister little monk, Father Wunma, lifted a glass of wine. ‘Good morning, Bediako,’ he said cheerily. ‘And thank you for your kind donation!’

Bediako didn’t bother to humour the chuckling little man this time, instead steering Ohemah towards the shrine room.

Ohemah sat cross-legged before the spirit tree, every muscle in her body tense with anticipation. Bediako took his place on her left and Baba on her right, but Casten and Lakoz remained standing either side of the door. Ohemah realised then how vulnerable they would be. Perhaps that was why Bediako’s son Telumu and Auntie Yajii remained standing too.

‘Maybe I should just watch over everyone?’ Ohemah softly.

‘It’s fine,’ Bediako said. ‘Trust me.’ He offered her that smile she had once found so unappealing but now felt like a cool breeze.

‘Let’s get on with it, shall we?’ Baba said from her other side, his jaw tight. Perhaps he knew what was to come. Of course, he would have prepared some excuse: Baba was nothing if not prepared. Ohemah silently hoped that the ancestors would not be fool enough to believe it.

‘Our blood as one,’ Bediako said, ‘we pledge ourselves to Chedu. Let no bough be broken.’

Baba took hold of a stem. ‘Our blood as one, we pledge ourselves to Chedu. Let no bough be broken.’

Ohemah inhaled, then pressed the pulsing leaf between thumb and forefinger. ‘Our blood as one, we pledge ourselves to Chedu. Let no bough be broken.’

Then she was flying, falling, as Riverhouse and the world slid away, and she plummeted, descended until she found herself standing in that ethereal version of the spirit tree room.

The ancestors stood in a great crowd around her, whispering as before. And as before she couldn’t focus on a single face in the mass. As the walls of the room faded and a sunny grasslands rose up in their place, low mountains appeared on the hazy horizon. It was Dimadu, she supposed, though she had never even left Nine Lords in her life.

‘Where is my ma?’ Baba said, striding to the middle of the circle. ‘I miss her so much.’ He scanned the crowed. ‘Wh-where is she?’

His face was perfect – a picture of dawning horror, of terrible realisation. Ohemah looked past him, to where Bediako stood with folded arms, his expression unreadable.

‘Where is she?’ Baba said, more loudly. ‘The spirit wood, I placed it there myself, I—’

‘She is here,’ a rumbling voice said. The faceless crowd to Ohemah’s left rippled, and a towering figure stepped through: Chedu, his hairlocs hanging to his waist, the mace strapped to his back glinting in the sunlight. Chedu, the only ancestor in the family whose face she could see. He strode over to Bediako and placed a great hand on his shoulder. And that hand told Ohemah everything she needed to know, and it was wonderful.

‘Elder Chedu,’ Baba said, taking a step back. She saw confusion flit across his features. But he recovered swiftly, dropping into a low bow and pressing his forehead to the floor.

But Chedu ignored him, turning instead to the flickering crowd and extending one muscular brown arm. The shimmering figures parted, and a woman strode through. It took Ohemah a moment to recognise her in this hale, younger form: Old Mama, a halo of tight curls framing her face. She wore a purple wrapper and matching beaded bracelets. Sadness lined her eyes as she stared across at her son. Someone came with her, Ohemah noticed then – a taller, slimmer figure. Her sibling? Parent? They held her hand, their posture protective. And then Ohemah realised: Old Mama was the youngest here and new to the ancestral realm.

‘It takes only one stick of spirit wood,’ Bediako said, allowing a small measure of satisfaction to slip onto his stoic face. ‘And a larger bribe to the man who brought it all.’

Baba rose slowly, clearly knowing what he would see before his eyes found her. To Ohemah’s satisfaction, he could not hold his mother’s sad gaze. Instead, he turned to the crowd. ‘She was so unhappy,’ Baba said. ‘Her illness . . . I was trying to help her. I thought it was what she wanted!’

‘Even now, you would lie to your ancestors,’ Chedu said slowly.

‘No . . . No, I don’t, I—’

‘You have betrayed this Family. You took the life of your own mother, then tried to stop her crossing the pyre. You did not do it for reasons of mercy. You killed her as a punishment. And now it is time to punish you.’

Silence. It was the first time Ohemah could remember Baba not knowing what to say. Then his face contorted with anger, becoming an ugly mockery of itself. He pointed across at his mother. ‘I don’t know what lies she told you—’

Chedu turned away, walking back into the crowd, leaving Old Mama standing alone with that protective ancestor at her side.

‘I love you, Gamani,’ she said, her voice cracking. ‘I tried my best. Everyone here knows I made mistakes. But you stand on your own now.’ Her face crumpled, grief and regret falling across her features like a shadow. Then, with no further word, Old Mama slowly turned until her back was to her son.

‘No . . .’ Baba said, as the crowd echoed her movements, and Ohemah began to understand what was happening. One by one, the ancestors were turning from Gamani Chedu.

‘No,’ Baba said, springing from one figure to the next. ‘No! I’ve dedicated my life to our Family! Everything I’ve done was for you, every—’

‘Everything you did was for yourself,’ Bediako said, from where he stood with folded arms.

‘Please!’ Baba said, craning his neck for a glimpse of Chedu. ‘You know why I did this! It was your rage I channelled, your will!’

Ohemah felt a twist of shame. She had never imagined she would ever see her father pleading with another soul. The chosen didn’t beg – how many times had Baba told her that? Yet here he was, desperate and pleading. How ugly it made him look. How small. It was at once pitiful and revolting, and it did not suit Baba at all.

‘Chedu—’ Baba began, and then his body shuddered, a great force seizing him. His skin rippled as something hazy was ripped from his body: a man, his battle skirt and the outline of his hairlocs unmistakable. The line of ancestors parted as the shimmering form angled towards Chedu. He turned to meet it, catching the sliver of his soul full in the chest, his back arching as the part of himself he had given to Baba returned home.

Baba was on his knees now, as the ancestors began to drift away.

‘It’s over,’ Bediako said, looming above Baba. The ancestors had gone now, leaving only mortals on that grassy hillside. ‘The ancestors have turned from you, and you no longer possess the Bond. Take your things and leave Riverhouse.’

Baba looked up. Suddenly, all the rage was gone. Suddenly, he was calm again. ‘You know, I never did care much for ancestral approval,’ he said. He glanced over at Ohemah. ‘Thank you. You’ve all played your parts so well. But now—’

Ohemah gasped, coming back to her body in a rush. Casten stood before Baba, while Lakoz faced Telumu, his back to the door . . . Locked, Ohemah guessed, from the shouting and banging she heard beyond. Auntie Yajii stood protectively over Bediako as he opened his eyes with a gasp.

‘You wanted this,’ Bediako said.

Baba dropped into a fighting stance. ‘We’re leaving now, Uncle.’

Bediako lifted his fists. He too was unarmed, but Ohemah had seen him sparring enough times to know that meant nothing. He was taller and heavier and stronger than Baba, even if he was a decade older.

‘Please!’ Ohemah said, rising, standing between them.

‘Mama’s death is your fault, you know,’ Baba said, his eyes flicking to her. ‘That weren’t meant to be part of it. If you hadn’t meddled, it wouldn’t have had to happen this way.’

‘She’s not responsible for your crimes,’ Bediako said.

‘Isn’t she?’ Baba said. ‘She’s an unnatural creature. You must know that. No different from me, except that when she killed her ma, she did it in anger. Weren’t no love in it.’

Ohemah felt her stomach turn over as Bediako glanced at her. It was all the opportunity Baba needed. He lunged, barrelling into Yajii and knocking her back into the man she was supposed to be protecting.

‘Casten!’ Baba shouted, and Casten spread his arms and roared.

Something slid out of his body like rapidly growing hairs, twisting into jagged ridges that covered his arms and head like armour. As Bediako stood, Casten charged forward and slammed the point of his arm into Yajii’s gut.

‘Stop!’ Ohemah cried, but Casten tossed Yajii aside, throwing her into Telumu.

‘Ancestors, hear me!’ Bediako said, lifting his hands, the tataus all along his arms coming alive. ‘Blood of the deep, hear—’

Casten, laughing, swept low, and though Bediako threw himself to the side, one of Casten’s ridged arms scraped across his ribs.

‘No!’ Telumu screamed, twisting towards his father, but Lakoz, behind him, spread his arms, revealing thick points of cartilage, sharp as knives. He launched forwards, slamming Telumu to the ground as Bediako collapsed at Ohemah’s side.

[We healed them.]

[Fixed them.]

[Made them better.]

Ohemah dropped to the floor. She needed to help him. She pressed her hands to Bediako’s side as blood spread beneath him. This was her purpose. This was what she’d been chosen for. Not Baba’s schemes. Not as a servant to the twisted whims of the Cloistered. To be here, to protect this man, to do one good thing amid so much that was wrong.

‘No, Ohemah,’ Bediako murmured, lifting a hand as she reached for the pendant. ‘I don’t want them.’

Behind him, Telumu grunted, falling to one knee, one of Casten’s ridged arms jutting from his gut.

‘Run,’ Bediako whispered, blood bubbling from his lips, and that made her think of Zee so suddenly that tears sprang to her eyes.

‘He can’t hurt me,’ Ohemah said. ‘And I won’t let him hurt you.’

Baba and Casten stood over her as Ohemah turned towards them. They couldn’t kill her. Without her, the Cloistered were gone, and their plans were ash. Why hadn’t she seen this before? They couldn’t even harm her, because it would be just like that day when the greybloods had come. The Cloistered would rise in a protective storm and push her enemies away.

‘Move away from him,’ Baba said.

‘No,’ Ohemah said. ‘Just let us go.’

‘You know I can’t do that, girl.’

‘You can’t stop me.’

Baba straightened. ‘Well, that’s where you’re wrong.’ His hand went to the circlet of metal at his chest, the pendant she’d seen Father Wunma give him. In a single swift motion, he tore it from his neck and slammed it into her shoulder before uttering a command in the Forbidden Tongue.

Fire suffused Ohemah’s body, flaring as though she had been thrown into a roaring pyre. She screamed, unable to escape the pain, unable to escape the sense that something was tearing her open, pulling her entire body inside out.

‘You heard of the warrior monks?’ Baba said, as Ohemah’s world began to mist. He fumbled in the deep pocket of his dashiki and pulled out an iron collar. ‘They got this technique, see, for protecting the realm. Like invocation. But twisted. Wrong. They don’t call on the aid of the fallen. The take the spirits of the living. Nasty business.’

Something was happening to Ohemah’s vision and hearing. Everything seemed to be fading; growing distant.

‘Monks ain’t invokers, though,’ Baba continued, pulling the collar open. ‘So they need a doorway to the ancestral realm to do it. Nuns, usually. Strictly speaking, they don’t kill ’em. They’re not even wounding them, as the Cloistered can testify if you ask. But, well . . . it’s not really living, neither. Their bodies are still here – mindless, empty things. But their spirits are tethered to the monk.’

The pain was gone now, Ohemah realised. She couldn’t even feel her own limbs. Somewhere beyond the haze of her vision and her dimming thoughts, Baba snapped the collar around her neck. Somewhere, he hugged her and stroked her pale curls as Lakoz appeared with a long tube that bit into her arm. Somewhere, Baba muttered, ‘Good girl. It’s all right. I’m here.’

She could almost smell the clean sandalwood scent of him . . . She could almost feel the single tear that fell from his eye and onto her arm. She almost felt peaceful, because at last she was with him, completely his. It was what she had always wanted. Once.

Then her vision faded, her hearing faded, and her spirit drifted, drifted, into the body of the monster who should have been her father.








FORTY-ONE Temi


Temi turned onto Iron Street that morning to find a wave of golden-robed monks marching west. The crowds melted out of their path as they streamed past, a swarm of bluehawks and noviciates trailing in their wake. Temi pressed back against the wall of the ox stables. That many monks and bluehawks moving together was rarely a good sign. She supposed she should thank the ancestors that they appeared to be heading out of the district.

‘What’s going on?’ Temi said to the boy selling cassava.

‘They all just left. Reckon they’ve given up on the river spirit!’ The boy spat on the ground and shouted, ‘Oi! Good riddance!’

He wasn’t the only one jeering or spitting as the group passed. Cries of, Where were you during the massacre? and, Bring back our bread were hurled their way, and one old woman tossed a mango stone at the monk who passed her.

None of the holy ones turned. No bluehawk moved to strike with a spear or command them to silence. They seemed intent only on leaving as swiftly as possible. Temi watched them, feeling something like hope uncoiling within her. Perhaps this was the beginning of the end for the Holy Orders. The rest of the city was learning about the spirit that had appeared in Lordsgrave, and soon the rest of the Nine Lands would, too.

[I still think this is ill advised,] Vunaji said.

‘Yeah, well. Don’t matter what you think. It’s what the family wants.’

It had taken three long family meetings, and much beseeching the ancestors for guidance on Auntie Selek’s part, for the Bakers of Arrant Hill to come to a decision. In that time, No-Cat had remained splayed open on the bamboo table while Leke, Abeni, Raluwa and Sede talked and ate and played with the children and hugged Old Baba and watched the sunset. But wherever Temi went, No-Cat followed, even if she couldn’t see the creature, and then her cousins were pulled back into whatever in between place held their spirits.

[We could hide,] Vunaji said. [I could hide you.]

‘You heard what Sister Poju said. The nuns’ll punish my family. Unless you can hide us all, I belong to the nuns what killed my cousins. So we need help.’

[Then return to the ancestral realm with me. Strengthen me. Bring me fully into the mortal realm. I promise you, if you do, I will make them all pay.]

‘No. That’s exactly what they want, isn’t it? That’s why you’re here. I ain’t doing a thing they want until I understand what’s behind all this.’

Temi passed beneath the Lordsgrave wall, the rest of the city unfurling before her in the morning sun. Whether Sister Poju was lying or not, whether she had been involved or not, the fact remained that nuns had killed Temi’s cousins, then placed them in the ancestral realm to act as her protectors. And nuns had brought Temi and Vunaji together, as part of a secret scheme. She had yet to hear from Sister Poju. Perhaps she never would. Which meant they needed another avenue for seeking answers.

The family had argued round and round about what to do, but in the end, it had been clear. They needed someone who understood the ancestral realm. They needed someone with power and discretion, and they needed someone with no fear of the Holy Orders.


It was nearing highsun when Temi turned onto Spire Street, the looming mass of the Royal Causeway rising like a mountain up ahead. No-Cat had climbed onto her shoulder as the crowds thickened, and though people stared, perhaps more than one thinking the creature had some strange disease, Temi had no desire to push it off. She realised the ugly thing brought her comfort now. Even if it was the tool of someone who sought to control her.

The Laughing Tiger was closed for highsun when she reached it, the ground floor empty, the door locked. She peered through the glass but could see no sign of Haarit Bhuten or the surly child. She had not sensed Vunaji’s presence for some time, she realised, but as she lifted her hand to knock, he returned to her in a burst of urgent heat.

[Temi, stop.]


‘What?’

[Something is happening. Techwork . . .] He trailed off.

‘Techwork? Techwork what? What are you talking about?’

The ground shook. The crowd around her cried out in alarm as fruit fell from carts and people stumbled into each other. A roof tile slid from the building to her left, crashing to the paved street and shattering.

‘Tell me what’s happening?’ Temi said.

The ground rocked again, more violently this time, and Temi saw a crack appear down the centre of the road. Up on the causeway, heads began to turn, shouts rising from the crowd. The ground tremored again. Five heartbeats, by Temi’s reckoning. Not an earth shake . . . it was too regular. As regular as techwork.

‘What’s going on?’ Temi said, breaking into a run, heading towards the causeway.

[Temi, I’m sorry. It’s why the monks and bluehawks left. I was too late to stop them.]

‘Stop what?’

A plume of smoke, thick and dark as a distant mountain, was rising above the rooftops to the north. As the ground rocked again, a sound like thunder rumbled in the distance.

‘Is that Lordsgrave?’ Temi said, her mouth suddenly dry.

She fought her way against the crowd flowing down off the causeway. Every face she passed was tight with fear or disbelief. The rickety wooden stairway rocked as another tremor shook it. Temi grabbed the handrail and hauled herself onwards.

‘What’s happening?’

[A surge of destructive energies has enveloped your whole district. By the time I realised what it was, I was too late to intervene.]

‘What do you mean?’ Temi cried, scrambling up the last few steps and onto the wide crystal causeway.

No Scathed towers stood between her and the distant hills of Lordsgrave District; only the smaller stone townhouses of Lordsfury. It meant her view of the rising wall of black smoke was perfectly clear. It meant she saw everything as the streets began to collapse in upon themselves.

She had heard of earth shakes in the east and north, some powerful enough to open craters that swallowed villages whole. But this was Nine Lords. Earth shakes were rare, and nothing could swallow a region so vast. But as the ground shuddered, and the cloud grew thicker, she knew this was no act of nature. The few souls who remained on the causeway with her stood as still as she did, eyes filled with disbelief.

Temi broke into a run, pushing down her terror and charging back towards her home.

The crowds had thinned to a trickle by the time Temi neared Lordsgrave District. The tremors had stopped, but the distant rumble of falling buildings continued.

‘Greyblood attack!’ cried a gold-robed monk who stood at the centre of the street. ‘Greyblood attack! Return to your homes! Cover your windows! The air itself has been cursed with foul energies!’

Temi had seen no greybloods, nor had she heard any greyblood cries. And the convent bells did not ring. Vunaji had been unusually silent as she ran, but she felt him coiled in her muscles, simmering with some terrible, dark emotion.

The road climbed up ahead, marching towards the final hill before the descent towards Lordsgrave. Temi’s legs blazed with exertion, but she powered herself forward. The destruction here was worse: a sinkhole that had swallowed three buildings; an overturned wagon, beneath which a man lay trapped; so many collapsed walls and warped doorways and cracked steps. Her dread at what she would find at the top of the hill mounted with each new sight.

Temi slowed as she approached a line of monks blocking the street up ahead, their staffs gleaming as they stood shoulder to shoulder. A mass of people thronged before them, shouting, craning their necks, some trying to push through, others turning away with sobs.

‘Return to your homes!’ a gangly, pinch-faced monk cried. ‘Fell energies have been unleashed here! Return to your homes!’

‘My ruddy home is on the other side of you lot!’ someone cried, and several more voices joined in.

There followed a scuffle, the flash of a bluehawk’s spear, and then a man fell to the ground. Cries of outrage peppered the air.

Temi staggered to a halt as she reached the edge of the group. Some of them had begun to drift away. Two women supported the fallen man between them as his head lolled. Others withdrew to sit in small groups outside nearby buildings, perhaps intending to wait.

‘Let me through!’ Temi cried, when she reached the front of the crowd. ‘My family’s in there! Let me through!’

A line of bluehawks stood before the monks, their spears pointing towards the brooding sky. Beyond them, the monks – half a dozen in all – stood arguing in hushed voices. And beyond them—

‘Ancestors preserve us,’ Temi breathed, her hand going to her chest.

The road ended in a precipice. The smoke had risen, now hanging like a great storm above their heads. Temi could see all the way to the fallen Lordswall on the far side of Lordsgrave.

Or what had once been Lordsgrave.

A vast, broken valley of rubble and half-collapsed buildings lay before her. Dozens of tiny fires burned across it, points of orange in a sea of grey-brown. The river was all but obscured by boulders and the jutting masts of sunken ships. No river spirit dwelt there now. Nothing dwelt there at all. Lordsgrave was a barren wasteland.

Temi steadied herself against the wall to her left. The docks were gone. The market was gone. Not a single building escaped untouched. All that stood intact, thrusting defiantly towards the sky, was a scattering of Scathed ruins. Those towers had seen the end of one world and were now witnessing the demise of another. That pillar of white crystal was surely the remains of the convent. And there, to the north-east – that was the wall that stood behind the Cascade. And there, the shard of blue crystal near Ida Square. The Lordsgrave wall remained, too: its perfect, glossy circle cutting through the devastation like one of Mama Elleth’s pastry circles.

And yes . . . at the heart of the district stood one final Scathed ruin: the blackglass wall at the top of Bakery Mount. Exposed now, as the summit of the tower it truly was.

Everything around it lay in ruin.








FORTY-TWO Boleo


Omadella had no body to burn, but still they built a pyre in her honour. Boleo stood in the central courtyard with the rest of the inner household while the young woman’s favourite possessions crisped and crackled. Flames lapped hungrily at jewelled bangles and wooden carvings; flames, for Adatali, who had somehow taken her life-force to bolster his own. She deserved a grand funeral, as befitted an invoker of the clan, but there was no time for that, not with the Ahikis at the gates.

[Why are you sad?] Vunaji said. [It was fun.]

‘Battle is never fun.’

[But you were having fun. I felt it. I liked it.]

‘I was not having fun. One of my dearest friends is dead.’

What a lie that was. Omadella had never been a friend. And Boleo could not even muster the energy to wonder what arcane power had turned her spirit to ancestral light. All he could think about was how young she had been, and how dedicated, even at the end.

Daloya sat propped on his pillows as smoke from the fire curled up into the morning blue. His children and grandchildren sat in silence at his side . . . all save Morayo, who stood apart from the rest, under the shade of a palm. There was another mystery that would have to wait: how the boy had invoked an Adatali wreathed in flames.

‘I’ve finished examining the greyblood corpses,’ Kipteni said, joining him. He looked weary, the dark brown flesh under his eyes puffy. ‘My thinking jewel can glean little from them. But I believe you are correct: there is a command at their core, the same command for each of them, which governs what they are.’

‘A core command,’ Boleo said softly. ‘The reason our thinking jewels can never communicate with greybloods is not because time and age have warped them. It is because techwork is not a single thing. That is the greatest crime of the Holy Orders: lumping everything together and reducing it. It is what they did to the peoples of these lands. And it is how they close our minds to what our eyes can clearly see. Techwork is a technique. Many peoples used it. The Scathed. The Leopard Kingdom.’ He turned to Kipteni. ‘And the Ahikis.’

‘Father?’

‘The more I think about it, the more certain I am, Kipteni. The Scathed did not create the greybloods. The Ahikis did. They attacked us because they had been commanded to do so by their masters. It is the only explanation that makes sense.’

Kipteni frowned, and Boleo could see the thoughts coming together in his mind: the disbelief, followed by the clarity, followed by the incredulity. ‘Then why is the entire realm at war with them? The clans exist to resist them!’

‘And yet we never win! And yet the centuries roll by! And yet the stalemate persists! It is all to keep us in line! It is all to distract us – to prevent us from seeing the truth and turning against our Ahiki overlords.’ Boleo gripped Kipteni’s arm. ‘Once you have finished activating the warding energies in the city wall, I want you to go into the Ilowu Square Monastery. Beneath it lies this city’s biggest entrance to the Scathed tunnels. Take as many of my records as you can, along with all you will need for a journey, and store them there. If the city falls, you are to use the tunnels to escape. You cannot risk travelling across land.’

‘Ewo won’t fall,’ Kipteni said.

‘We must prepare for every possibility. I do not think this mercenary army will ever arrive.’

‘Father—’

‘Go!’ Boleo said, shoving the boy lightly away. ‘Check the warding energies. Then prepare the tunnels.’

The young man bowed reluctantly. Boleo watched him bustle away with a stab of sadness. Kipteni was intelligent enough to continue Boleo’s work, but he did not possess the ruthlessness needed to survive in a land that crushed curious minds.

A sob cut across his thoughts – Busino, cradled in the arms of her nurse. Behind her, on his cushions, Daloya showed no emotion as he stared intently at the flames.

‘My condolences to you, Father Boleo,’ a voice said softly, and Boleo turned to see a large, tall woman approaching: Sister Ulla, though Adataliland’s most senior nun was scarcely recognisable to him now. She wore none of her usual jewels and face paint, and her tunic was as plain as a noviciate smock. And she wore travelling boots, he noticed, beneath her wide trousers.

‘You’re leaving,’ Boleo said.

‘Of course. I have no wish to die.’

‘And I suppose you plan to just stroll through the city gates?’

Ulla pouted at him. ‘Come now, Father Boleo. You can’t expect me to divulge all my secrets.’

‘You think the Holy Orders will welcome you back? They know what you are.’

‘I do not think the Holy Orders will welcome back Sister Ulla,’ she said, ‘but I’m sure they will find a use for Sister Funmi of the village of Ebunu – a village that, alas, was destroyed in a recent greyblood attack, leaving no survivors save a single resilient nun. I’m sure the tenacious and ancestors-blessed Sister Funmi can find ample spiritual work in the north.’

‘Your people could use you here. Your knowledge—’

‘Is clearly not the equal of Warlord Daloya’s! Oh, I saw what happened with Captain Omadella. I suppose you knew nothing about that, eh?’ Ulla leaned towards him in a fragrant waft of jasmine. ‘I always wondered how she survived the battle of Maadu. Of course, I see it all now – she didn’t! Well played, Father Boleo. I must say, I’m impressed.’

‘Say what you mean, Ulla. I don’t have time for your games.’

‘It’s been fun, Father. Thank you for your generosity over the rains.’ She offered him a slow, mocking bow before her eyes slid round towards Daloya. ‘Look at him! So calm. Hardly mourning at all. I heard that when she ran to Adatali on the battlefield, her entire body turned to ancestral light. What a marvel!’

Boleo stared after Ulla as she turned back towards the gardens. She was toying with him: and this was one final game before she abandoned them all. Yet he could not deny that her words made sense, because it was true – only Omadella had survived Maadu. The rest of Daloya’s quartet had died defending him that day, and the warlord himself had taken a wound that would have killed lesser men. Yet Omadella, the least skilled warrior among them, had returned unscathed.

Understanding crept over him, chilling and wondrous at once, even as a thousand objections crowded his mind.

‘Wait!’ Boleo called, pushing to his feet then hobbling after Ulla as she strode towards the central path. ‘Sister Ulla! One moment!’

Ulla stopped, not bothering to turn, and though he could not see her face, he could just imagine her smug little smile.

‘What did you mean?’ Boleo said, grabbing her arm. ‘Are you implying that Captain Omadella was already dead? Is that why she was able to merge her ancestral energy with Adatali? Because Daloya has been holding her spirit here in the mortal realm since her death? Ancestors, I should have seen this before! That is how they were able to commune! But I did not imagine that anyone could be that strong! So when the Blight came, she merged her spirit to Adatali’s for ever, and she could do this because she was already dead!’

Sister Ulla’s mouth opened in a perfect circle of dismay. One hand came to her cheek. ‘Why, Father Boleo! What an outrageous claim! And who would willingly aid our warlord in such flagrant sacrilege? Who might possess such monstrous skill?’

Boleo snorted. A proud little smile of triumph tugged at the corner of Ulla’s mouth. ‘You just couldn’t bear for me not to know, could you?’ he said. ‘Did you know about the greybloods, too?’

‘Know what, Father?’ she said, lifting her chin.

‘You know full well what! That the Ahikis are the greybloods’ masters!’

Sister Ulla pulled a face. ‘I had a passing suspicion.’

‘A suspicion. And you did not think to share that suspicion with me?’

‘Would it have changed your actions?’

Boleo inhaled slowly. ‘No. But it would have allowed me to better prepare.’

‘You realise that this is precisely why Daloya didn’t tell you about the greybloods.’

‘You believe he knew too?’

‘Oh, I’m certain of it.’

‘Why wouldn’t he tell me? All these decades, I could have been researching—’

‘And attract the attention of the Royal Clan before Daloya was ready?’

Before Daloya was ready . . .

And in that moment, it all fell into place. What he needed from an Ahiki princen. Why Daloya hadn’t told him. The reason Vunaji was so important.


Boleo bowed. Despite everything, he couldn’t stop the smile that crept over his face. ‘Thank you for being a . . . worthy intellectual rival for half a lifetime,’ he said. ‘Please don’t lock the underground tunnels behind you.’

Ulla laughed, perhaps the first genuine laugh he had ever heard on her lips. ‘Rival? Come now, Father Boleo! You were only ever a brief distraction at best.’

He watched her go, a strange sadness stealing over him as the sunlight touched her dark brown arms. She may have always served herself first, but she had also done much for the clan.

Daloya was still staring at the empty pyre when Boleo came to stand at his side. Surely he mourned, to know that now Omadella was truly dead. What remained of her spirit had joined itself with Daloya’s incarnation of Adatali. What had made her an individual was now part of the whole. Yet as she had always said – she lived to serve her homeland.

‘I understand now,’ Boleo said, placing his hand over Daloya’s gnarled fingers. ‘I understand what you want me to take from the Ahikis. The knowledge of how to command greybloods. I understand, My Lord. And I will not fail you.’

He turned away from the mourners and headed back across the gardens, towards the looming spire of the Sun Tower. They needed time. The knowledge to command greybloods was nothing if the city was still overrun.

[I told you this tower is bad,] Vunaji said. [And you promised that you wouldn’t touch it.]

‘My people’s enemy will soon be at the city gates. Until Daloya’s mercenaries arrive – if they ever do – we will be vulnerable. I will not sit back while my home is destroyed.’

He lowered himself to the grass and looked up at the slender, intricate length of the Sun Tower. It had to be more than simply an ancient ornament. The Scathed – no, humanity’s most ancient ancestors – put purpose in everything they made. And this – whether the Scathed made it or people from the Leopard Kingdom – had to have a purpose too.

[You promised.]


‘I said I would not go near the tower. But that does not mean I cannot observe it, or offer Kipteni counsel.’

The highest point of the tower ended in a single thrust of metal. Not blackglass. In fact, not a single scrap of blackglass was to be found on it at all, nor any veins, nor anything else that might mark it as techwork. Yet when he had pressed his ear to it the day it had first been revealed, he had felt its warmth and heard that faint hum.

A person came wandering towards him, an elder in a dashiki and trousers, her greying hairlocs pulled into a tail: Elder Sollu, the leader of that absurd dance troupe with whom Morayo had been training – no longer barred from the palace, it seemed. Or perhaps they weren’t so absurd. Something had strengthened Morayo’s Bond that day. And those flames . . .

Elder Sollu’s gaze wandered over the Sun Tower. ‘It truly is a marvel, is it not?’

‘A useless marvel that serves no purpose.’

‘No purpose? Beauty serves no purpose?’

‘Not when it comes to techwork.’ Boleo turned to the arokin. ‘How did Morayo do it?’

‘Morayo? Ah-ah! That was not Morayo. That was the ancestors.’

‘Fine. How did Morayo connect with the ancestors and make them . . . wreath Adatali in flames?’

‘He did not make anyone do anything. The ancestors send a message and the invoker is the mouthpiece. Like a—’

A chill ran through Boleo, exhilarating and dizzying at once. ‘Stop! What did you just say?’

‘The ancestors send a message and—’

‘And the invoker is the mouthpiece. Why didn’t I see this before?’ Boleo hauled himself to his feet, using his staff to lever his weight from—

‘Father?’ Morayo said.

Boleo blinked. How had he come to be standing beside the pyre again? Morayo’s hand lay on his shoulder, yet Boleo did not remember crossing to him. He couldn’t see Elder Sollu either, as Morayo peered into his face with concern.

‘I . . .’ It was exhaustion, of course. Boleo hadn’t slept properly in days. He just needed to sleep. ‘Excuse me. I have something to do.’


‘Wait,’ Morayo said, starting after him. ‘Just now, those markings . . . and your staff.’

‘I said I’m busy!’ Boleo called, striding towards the Moon Tower.

He half expected the boy to follow him, but then Elder Sollu reappeared, taking Morayo’s arm and steering him away.

Boleo’s private library lay beyond his sleep chamber, in a long, narrow room with a solitary window at the end. The ancient bookcases that lined the walls were laden not just with scrolls and tomes, but with techwork veins, blackglass, thinking plates and artefacts Boleo had yet to identify, as well as artwork and sculptures recovered from ruins or washed up on the shores of Ewo. A headache had come upon him, pounding and insistent, but he scarcely felt it, buoyed as he was by the discovery he had surely just made.

‘Father?’ Kipteni said, looking up from the pane of blackglass he had been studying.

‘Be quiet. I think I understand what the Sun Tower is.’

His head throbbed again, but Boleo turned his focus from it. He crossed to the table, rummaging through the forest of relics until he found a bundle of silky papyrus paintings. Except they weren’t paintings at all, Boleo reminded himself as he shuffled through the colourful images, but a clever means of capturing the actual light from a moment in time and recording it entirely faithfully on a flat surface. Ingenious, and Boleo had been close to working out how it was done. He tossed more pictures on the long, cluttered table that stretched down the centre of the room: pictures of buildings that touched the clouds, of vehicles that flew through the air. Pictures of people, though always from a distance, and what an irony it was that he had spent so many rains wondering what those people looked like up close when the answer could be found in the mirror.

‘Here!’ Boleo said, brandishing the picture he had almost forgotten about. ‘Look!’

It featured a city street lined with crystal towers and filled with floating carriages with no wheels. At the end of the street, in a space much like a city square, stood a narrow, angling structure similar to the Sun Tower, though far plainer. Boleo focused on the Forbidden glyphs written in uniform columns down the side of the picture. ‘Do you remember this one, Kipteni?’

‘I’m afraid not, Father.’

‘It says, The newly opened communications tower on Forest Street. Communications tower, Kipteni! That is what the Sun Tower is! It is a communications tower. A . . . a device for taking messages and amplifying them and somehow sending their arcane energies across great distances. Towers were not just buildings to our Scathed ancestors. They were also devices! That is what the Sun Tower is!’

‘Incredible!’ Kipteni said, studying the picture. ‘Yes, of course. Of course! If we can find out what types of messages it needs and how it sends them, perhaps we can replicate it! Perhaps it can be used for our own people to send messages from province to province. I mean, it is strange that the original poem spoke of a communication tower being used to defeat enemies. But perhaps it was a figurative phrase! Or perhaps it is able to emit . . . disruptive energies! Perhaps if—’

‘Yes, Kipteni! We must have every monk on this at once.’ He gripped Kipteni’s shoulder. ‘I want you to gather a small team of intelligent monks and—’

The palace shook, sending books and artefacts crashing from the shelves. The deep, throaty boom of the palace lookout drum sounded in the distance, its warning taken up moments later by message drums. On the table, one of Boleo’s panes of blackglass lit up with a stream of glyphs. Then another, and another, as the ground shook again.

‘Father!’ Kipteni said, darting from one artefact to the next. ‘Ancestors! Father – look!’

Another rumble rocked the building, followed by the distant thunder of something collapsing. Boleo scanned the glyphs that now streamed across the crystal of his staff, the world seeming to close in around him as he read.

‘No . . . no, no, this can’t be.’ Boleo felt as though someone had tipped him from the very ground. Their days of careful planning, the layers of defences . . . All for nothing. ‘Our warding energies have been destroyed. They’re coming over the city wall.’

*

It was worse – far worse – than Boleo had imagined as he burst out onto the Moon Tower roof.

Smoke filled the sky to the north, thick plumes curling up into the blue like ethereal mountains. Beneath, a river of gold flowed over what remained of the northern wall. Boleo heard the cries of the warriors in the Ahiki vanguard as they charged. Boleo commanded his staff to display the readings again because he couldn’t believe it, it couldn’t be real. He had been so careful.

‘How could this happen?’ Adadeji said, striding out onto the rooftop as more members of the inner household poured out behind him. ‘I thought you said it would take them days to breach the layers of your defences?’

Boleo had to fight back the urge to slap the man. ‘I did,’ Boleo said. ‘The warding energies and the incendiary devices I placed before them have all been sabotaged. It is their destruction that brought down the city wall.’

‘How could the Ahikis have accessed the warding relics to dismantle them, if doing so would trigger the trap?’ Adadeji asked.

‘They couldn’t. Which means this was done by someone in Ewo.’

‘A traitor?’ Adadeji said, straightening, his eyes darkening.

‘No, a good friend,’ Boleo snarled. Adadeji blinked at him in confusion, so Boleo said, ‘Of course a traitor! And someone who understands techwork near as well as I. I can count on one hand the number of people capable of doing this.’

His mind drifted to Sister Ulla in her travelling boots. He certainly would not put it past her to sacrifice everyone else to save her own fragrantly oiled skin. Yet, despite all her knowledge, she was no equal to Boleo when it came to techwork. Her expertise lay in matters of the spirit. If it was her, then she’d had help.

‘Who else knew about the monoliths?’ Adadeji said. ‘Who else with the ability to destroy them?’

Boleo knew of techdoctors in the city whose knowledge rivalled that of his entire library. And although two or three might have detected the defences he had put in place, to be able to bypass all his diversions would have taken them days . . . moons, even. No, there was only one person who possessed both the knowledge and the opportunity.

Boleo turned. ‘Why, Kipteni? Why? What did they offer you?’

Kipteni, still peering through the longglass, did not react until Boleo called his name again.

‘Sorry, Father?’

‘You are the only other person in the mortal realm who knew which defences we had in place and how they could be accessed.’

Kipteni lowered the longglass. ‘You . . . you think I did this?’


‘Deny it!’ Boleo said. Ah, it was all falling into place now. The false air of bumbling innocence. The ceaseless bolstering of Boleo’s ego. All the while, he was siphoning off knowledge and waiting for his moment to throw them all to the flames. ‘Did they promise you a place in the Garden? Or perhaps it was the Holy Circle? They will never deliver on their promises, you know. They will cast you aside once they have what they want.’

‘Father, I didn’t, I swear, I—’ Kipteni swallowed. The bewilderment on the young man’s face, the sadness, was almost enough to soften Boleo’s heart.

Almost.

‘Lock him in Moon Cells,’ Boleo said to one of Adadeji’s guards. ‘Ensure he is monitored night and day. Do not let him out of your sight.’

‘Father, please!’ Kipteni cried. ‘I didn’t do anything!’

Boleo watched, grief unspooling within him, as two of the guards took hold of Kipteni and marched him towards the stairs. Tears stood in the boy’s eyes as he cast one final look back at Boleo. The tower shuddered as the thunder of another collapsing wall filled the air.

Everything was falling apart. Everything, and it was his fault, because he had trusted, because he had tried to teach the boy rather than let his superiors quietly spirit him away as they did all monks whose intelligence posed a threat to them. But if Kipteni thought this might save him, he was mistaken.

[We can only rely on ourselves,] Vunaji said. [And we only need each other.]

‘What do we do now?’ Adadeji said, looking at Boleo. He seemed so young in that moment: no older than the child who had once played at war with a wooden sword. This man would become warlord now, with no one left to speak for Daloya. Ancestors preserve them all.

‘Now, Lord Invoker,’ Boleo said, ‘we fight them in the streets.’








FORTY-THREE Jinao


By nightfall, hundreds more greybloods had joined the vast encampment. Jinao watched them file into the valley from the top of the ridge. Many carried heavy packs, and Jinao spotted dozens of wounded. Some of these were borne on floating beds kept aloft by Forbidden means. Seema stopped her work with the wounded to greet some of the greybloods that arrived, and Jinao stood among the shadows, listening. The greybloods bowed or shook hands or kissed, just like Nine Lands humans might greet their own kin. Many Seema seemed to know by name. Others introduced themselves as leaders of this community or that. The reverence they showed her made Jinao realise how important she must be among their kind.

[Jinao. I am sorry about Mizito,] Sumalong said. Jinao realised this was the first time he had heard this ancestor’s voice in his mind.

‘What is there to be sorry about? He wasn’t my true ancestor.’

[Perhaps. But he was important to you.]

‘We don’t need him. I have you. And I have the Convergence. Perhaps there’s a way to invoke them, too.’

[The . . . Convergence, as you call them, cannot be invoked, Jinao. They are not from the same place as I am. Theirs is a more ancient, more subtle power. You can draw upon it, but not through invocation.]

As darkness came on, and Lucy came scampering back, saying her father was down by the river washing his wounds, Jinao’s unease began to grow. It wasn’t just the restless unease of the Convergence: there had been something strange about Seema’s voice when she had mentioned how much Jinao and John had in common. Perhaps John was another human recently altered, but if so, how could he be Lucy’s father?

‘Look what I made!’ Lucy said, tugging on the hem of his tunic. The greybloods had lit their green fire, and many sat around it, recounting the attacks they had suffered to Elder Adebayo.

Lucy held up a new carving: her cat, Hope, complete with broken tail. Jinao smiled and held it to the light. ‘The best one yet,’ he said.

‘I showed Father, but he didn’t like it,’ Lucy said.

‘I didn’t realise your father was so important here. What is he like?’

Lucy pushed out her grey lips. ‘He worries a lot. He works very hard for all of us. He’s always tired, but he tries to hide it.’

‘Healer Seema said that he and I might have a lot in common.’

Lucy pulled a face. ‘No! You’re nothing like each other.’

‘Oh. Do you think he’ll like me?’

Lucy looked him up and down, like a tailor guessing his measurements. ‘He doesn’t like Silent Ones . . . I mean . . . you know, people from the Fallen Lands. But you’re not like them. You don’t try to hurt us.’

‘Lucy!’ Seema called, standing from her place at the fire. ‘Come on, let’s take Friend Janzen to meet your father!’

As Lucy bounded ahead, Seema crossed to Jinao. She had changed her tunic and bound her wounds. A curious energy danced in her eyes: fear mixed with something else . . . anger? Jinao couldn’t tell.

‘Come on,’ she said, taking Jinao by the arm. ‘John will want to thank you for saving his daughter’s life.’

‘But I didn’t do—’

‘Stop being so modest!’ Seema said, guiding him into the darkness of the trees. Boughs and branches curved aside and grasses flattened themselves, revealing a path heading downwards. Lucy ran happily ahead, her grey skin lit a dozen different colours by the glowing flowers. At the bottom of the hill, Jinao saw a gleaming river, but no figure sat near it. ‘If you and your ancestor had not been there when those Silent Ones were attacking Lucy,’ Seema continued, ‘I’m not sure she would have survived this battle. That is no small thing. Do not forget that, when you talk.’

When you talk. Something about those words kindled fear within him. The Convergence rose sharply, adding a surge of dread to his suspicion. Jinao came to a stop. ‘You’re not telling me something,’ he said. ‘Why are you so keen for me to meet John?’

‘Because I believe you have a lot to discuss.’ She steered him forwards, insistent, her grip suddenly rigid as stone. She kept her gaze on the river, her back stiff, her expression unyielding.

They had nearly reached the river’s edge when Jinao glimpsed the small, green fire through the trees. A lone figure sat before it, roasting root vegetables on a spit. The heavy cloak could not hide the figure’s immense size, even hunched over as they were. Lucy’s cat had been coiled at the figure’s side, but it stretched and wandered over, and Lucy, laughing, bent down so it could sniff her long fingers.

‘John,’ Seema said as they approached. ‘I’ve brought the man I told you about. The one who saved Lucy’s life.’

‘Good,’ John rumbled, and in that single word, all Jinao’s fears crystallised into terrible understanding.

What a fool he’d been not to suspect. And now it was too late, because John was standing, turning, casting off its cloak. Jinao recoiled, but Seema held him fast, false cheer painted over her silver face.

‘No . . .’ Jinao said as the Bairneater let its cloak drop to the ground. Its sickening, sickeningly familiar stench filled the air. He had forgotten how large the creature was, even after so many moons among the greybloods. He had forgotten how its muscles stood out like boulders on its arms and legs. He had forgotten the terrible leer of its smile, a leer that faltered now as its eyes flashed from Lucy to Seema, then took Jinao in anew.

‘Lucy,’ the Bairneater rumbled, ‘take Hope back up to the others. I must speak with . . . Janzen alone.’

‘But Father, I want—’

‘Go now, please. I will come and find you later.’

Jinao’s tataus did not burn. But he felt Sumalong come upon him, like the tread of familiar feet entering a room. He knew he could bring his ancestor forth at the slightest thought. Perhaps the Bairneater knew it, too, for its hand drifted closer to the sword at its side. It took all Jinao’s strength to remain motionless while Lucy huffed and scooped up Hope.

‘It’s not fair,’ she snapped, scowling at her father before stomping past them and back up the hill.

‘You tricked me,’ Jinao said.

But Seema ignored him. She had eyes only for the Bairneater, whom she regarded with a feral smile. Her expression simmered with dangerous anger as she steered Jinao towards the larger greyblood. How small she seemed before it, how fragile. And yet just then, she loomed so large.

‘It’s true, then,’ Seema said. ‘You are the one they call the Bairneater—’

‘Seema. Listen to me—’

‘No!’ she screamed, her eyes blazing, her grip tightening painfully on Jinao’s arm. Never had he seen such fury on her face; not when she fought for her life, not when she looked upon the bodies of her dead kin. ‘You kill Silent Ones in their hundreds! In their thousands! You kill children.’

‘We are at war.’

‘Ah!’ she cried, lifting her hands to the skies, releasing Jinao so suddenly that he stumbled to one side. ‘Ah, of course! We are at war! I have heard the rhymes, John . . . the Bairneater, who crushes children’s bones. The Bairneater, who plays games, who toys with its prey. I thought it was one of the Grey Horde’s captains!’

‘You don’t understand—’

‘What is there to understand?’ she shouted. She jabbed a silver finger at Jinao. ‘Is it true that you killed this man’s kin and destroyed his city?’

‘I told you all: I had an agreement with the whelp’s vile mother,’ the Bairneater rumbled. ‘I was to bear a copy of her soul so that she might train him, and in exchange, I would be permitted to keep the kermamium that saved Lucy’s life. You know this.’

A rage and grief Jinao had buried deep within bubbled to the surface now. The memory of the staff, Valour, swinging down, and the dull sound as it struck Julon’s head. ‘Did you have an agreement to kill my brother, too?’ Jinao said. ‘What about Princen Tamun? And the children, all the children you killed? Was that part of your—’

‘Enough!’ The Bairneater did not even trouble to look at him. ‘Seema, go. This quarrel is between me and the tragically misguided Lord Jinao.’

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Seema said.

‘Did you ask Jinao why he’s here?’ the Bairneater said, its gaze flicking momentarily to him. ‘Since we are all being so candid, why don’t you ask him?’

‘I came to the feverlands to kill you,’ Jinao said, holding the creature’s gaze. ‘I joined the king’s army so that I might have the opportunity. You murdered my brother and my mother. And you murdered hundreds more when you destroyed my home city. I swore to my brother, as he lay dying at my side, that I would kill his murderer. I’m sorry if that disappoints you, Seema, but the truth is your beloved John is a monster.’

He knew the moment the words left his mouth that they had been a mistake. Seema’s eyes flashed and she rounded on him. ‘Whatever he has done,’ she said, ‘he has saved thousands of us. Many thousands. He held us together when so many fell apart. Your kind took so much from him. You do not know what he has endured.’

‘Yes,’ the Bairneater said. ‘Tell him. Then tell me again that my actions are unjust.’

‘Is that why you’re planning another attack?’ Jinao said. ‘Have you told Seema about that?’

The Bairneater, John, regarded him; John – little Lucy’s father; the elder set to unite all the greyblood factions. And now Jinao understood why. It wasn’t for survival. It was so they could mount an attack. If Seema thought Jinao might forgive the beast for every vile act it had committed just because it had a daughter and a family and a community, she was sorely mistaken.

‘When Ling died,’ the Bairneater continued, gaze still trained on Seema, ‘I promised to take care of our daughter, no matter the cost. That is what I have been doing for the last four decades, Seema. You know as well as I what it takes to keep her alive.’

‘You told us the rumours about members of our group were all Silent One lies,’ Seema said. ‘But I see it now. Your mind is as rotten as the Dredge and as warped by hatred as the Grey Horde.’

‘Seema—’

‘No!’ She was shaking, Jinao realised; shaking with rage. Fury suffused her skin, making the veins beneath her silvery flesh glow like molten rock.

The Bairneater stepped forward, its shadow falling across Jinao, falling across Seema, falling across the entire riverbank, as though expanding with the swell of its quiet anger. ‘What would you do in my place, Healer Seema? If you had the means to save your daughter – the means to save the last of us to be born in two centuries. Would you watch her die? Or would you fight? Would you do whatever was needed, but spare the worst of it from those you loved, so that they might sleep more easily at night? Would you take all that horror upon yourself, because your people had already suffered enough, because they already hated themselves enough? Would you stoke the flames of the Silent Ones’ fear, because they are so much easier to control when they fear us? Would you ensure that fear had merit, had worth, because your enemy is immeasurably powerful? Would you keep the promise you made to a dying woman when she begged you to ensure her daughter lived?’ The Bairneater inhaled slowly, its immense, bare chest rising, expanding. ‘They would wipe us from the face of the world, Seema. We seek only to live. So I ask again – what would you do?’

‘This is not about—’

‘What would you do?’ Were those tears glimmering in the beast’s eyes? No. How could they be? The Bairneater did not weep. The beast that slaughtered children and made a game of killing innocents did not feel pity or sadness or love. But as Jinao watched Seema, as he watched a single, bright speck of moisture fall upon his enemy’s cheek, Jinao knew that for a lie.

‘We always have a choice,’ Seema said quietly. ‘Don’t you remember what you said to me? That our ability to choose is our greatest freedom. For so long, we did not get to choose.’

Choose who lives and who dies. The Convergence rose within Jinao, and for a heartbeat, he heard a woman’s voice – distant, pleading. Then his ancestors’ strength flooded his veins, conveying intent without words. Now was the moment to strike. Sumalong materialised at Jinao’s side.

‘Ah, so you lifted the curse,’ the Bairneater said, eyes flicking to Jinao’s ancestor. ‘I advise you not to hold back, old man. I certainly shan’t.’

But Sumalong did not reach for the kali sticks strapped to his side. Instead, he turned to Seema. ‘Did he tell you who he was before?’


‘He was a soldier,’ Seema said. ‘Like most of us.’

‘Ah, but you didn’t know him.’ Sumalong strode forwards, taking his time, his grass skirt stirring in the gentle breeze. ‘He was a tyrant, you know. Many warriors develop a taste for blood. It is how they survive. But this man . . .’ Sumalong’s broad mouth twisted darkly. ‘This man truly enjoyed killing, even back when he was human. If you could ever call him that. Whole towns. Whole families. He had an insatiable thirst for death.’

‘Those were different times,’ the Bairneater said.

‘Yes, but you haven’t changed.’

‘I have a daughter. I have a family. These people look to me to protect them.’

‘These people cling to you as a fellow survivor because so few of you remain. They do not know what you are. You claim to only slip on the guise of monster when you venture east, but the truth is, it is here where you are pretending. Out there is the real you. So why continue to pretend?’

The Bairneater roared and launched itself forwards, impossibly fast as it snatched the sword from its side. Sumalong danced left, ducking under the crashing swing of the blade and dropping into a roll.

‘Stop!’ Seema cried as Sumalong sprang up behind the Bairneater, striking it in the small of its back in a flurry of devastating blows.

The Bairneater whipped round. Ancestors, but Jinao had forgotten how fast it could move. Sumalong feinted left, then leapt right, but the Bairneater’s arm shot out, knocking him back with one massive fist. As Sumalong fell, the Bairneater lifted a colossal foot and stamped down, down on Sumalong’s head and—

Jinao gasped as Sumalong leapt from his skin again, already moving at a sprint. He swept low as the Bairneater turned from the place where, moments before, it had crushed Sumalong’s skull, sliding beneath the swing of the Bairneater’s sword.

‘Stop this!’ Seema cried as Sumalong slammed his fighting stick into the Bairneater’s knee, before coming to his feet.

The Bairneater roared, its knee collapsing, but as Sumalong turned, ready to leap, the creature caught him in the gut with an elbow, then reached back, seizing him like a rag doll before slamming him to the ground.

Sumalong flicked to nothing, then burst from Jinao a third time, grinning now, roaring with a battle cry of his own. Seema looked across at Jinao. ‘Please, Friend Janzen! Tell your ancestor to stop!’

‘I don’t command him,’ Jinao said. ‘And this is what we came here to do.’

Though Sumalong had struck the Bairneater’s neck hard enough to draw silvery blood, the creature slashed its blade round in a merciless arc, severing Sumalong’s head from his body.

Healer Taaben’s words came to Jinao again: I glimpsed someone else beyond the mortal plane. Someone with whom you have a greater affinity. It may be that the ancestors wish you to Bond that soul.

‘Mother,’ Jinao said, spreading his hands. ‘Mother! Please! We have the chance to avenge you and Julon and stop whatever the Bairneater is planning! Mother, return!’

Sumalong leapt out again, and Jinao gripped the branch beside him. How long could his ancestor continue to fight? As long as Jinao continued to stand, he supposed. As long as he remained conscious. The same thought seemed to occur to the Bairneater then, for though it kept its gaze on Sumalong, charging in from the right, it hefted a knife with its left hand and sent it spinning through the air towards Jinao.

‘Father, don’t!’ a new voice cried, shrill and desperate, as Jinao ducked beneath the blade that tumbled towards him.

It was as though a monk had uttered a Forbidden command. The Bairneater froze, its hand clamped around Sumalong’s neck. Jinao’s ancestor kicked out, clawing at the creature’s massive fingers, but the Bairneater held him at arm’s length as it stepped forward.

‘Please don’t hurt Janzen,’ Lucy said, coming onto the riverbank, her round face streaked with tears. ‘Please. He’s my friend.’

‘He is not your friend,’ the Bairneater said.

‘Yes, he is! Don’t hurt him!’

‘He wants to kill me. I am defending myself.’

Lucy looked across at Jinao, and Jinao felt shame wash through his body at what he saw there: immense, fathomless fear and sadness and incomprehension. At once, Sumalong flicked from existence. ‘Please don’t hurt him,’ Lucy said.

‘I’m sorry, Lucy,’ Jinao said. ‘He – he killed my mother and my brother. And he destroyed the city where I was born. Your father is not a good person. And he is planning to hurt more of my kin.’

Lucy looked back at the Bairneater. She didn’t question; she simply looked, and that gaze, from a creature no larger than a child of eight, seemed to crush the Bairneater in a way that a thousand hardened warriors never could. The Bairneater dropped to one knee, its face draining of all anger. ‘Lucy, there are things you need to understand.’

‘You did hurt all those people!’ Lucy wailed. With a cry of anguish, she turned and ran, sobbing, back up the hill.

‘Do not let him leave,’ the Bairneater said, rising, striding after its daughter. ‘Put him in a cage.’

‘We haven’t finished here,’ Seema said.

‘Do as I say!’ the Bairneater roared, and then it was swallowed by the trees.

Jinao glanced across at Seema. If he was going to escape, now was the time. ‘Listen to me—’

‘No.’ Seema lifted a hand and a nest of vines rose all around Jinao, springing from the trees, the ground, the bushes, coiling around his ankles and arms.

She lifted a hand to her lips and whistled as the vines dragged Jinao backwards, clamping him to the trunk of the tree behind. Moments later, two greybloods Jinao didn’t recognise appeared from among the trees.

‘If he tries to flee, kill him,’ Seema said. ‘If his ancestor appears, kill him. If you see any stir of brightness from his tataus, any sign that he would harm you, kill him. He lives only because John wishes him to.’ Then she turned on her heel and strode away.








FORTY-FOUR Temi


‘Please!’ Temi said, turning to the nearest bluehawk. ‘My family’s down there! Please let me through.’

‘Nothing’s down there now, love,’ he said. ‘Go back the way you came.’

Temi stared out at the wasteland of destruction that had once been her home. There were surely survivors, somewhere beneath the rubble. She had to get through, yet the line of bluehawks and monks stood between her and the district that had been her whole world.

The gangly, pinch-faced monk who seemed to be their leader, lifted his staff. ‘If you beheld the cursed energies that recently infected this district, do not fear. We can heal you of its putrefying influence! Declare yourself at the Greenworth Monastery and you will be Cleansed.’ He lifted his voice. ‘All those who witnessed the cursed creature must be Cleansed, if they wish to live! None may speak its name! None may think on its presence! Doing so risks summoning it once more!’

It took Temi a moment to realise they meant the spirit of the Ae. And as she did, the truth of what had happened came crashing down upon her.

‘Where’s the greybloods what did this?’ she said.

‘Ah! Yes, they have been banished! Banished by my brave Holy Brothers!’

A man to Temi’s left grunted, trying to fight his way past the line. ‘My kids are in there! Let me through!’

More took up the call then, their anger rekindled.

‘That’s my home!’

‘I need to find my ma!’

‘There might be survivors in there! Get out of the way!’

Temi turned towards the lead monk. ‘Who’s looking for survivors?’ she shouted, loudly enough for them all to hear.

The lead monk lifted his staff, letting light spill from it, driving them all to silence. ‘There are no survivors!’ he declared. ‘This former district is cursed! None but the holy ones may safely enter! Please disperse!’

Temi sensed movement to her left and looked down to see No-Cat angling towards her. She realised she hadn’t given the creature a thought since she’d first felt the ground shake.


‘I said disperse!’ the monk cried.

Temi lurched forward. She had no plan: she just knew she needed to get through. As she barrelled into the nearest bluehawk, something arced towards her head.

A searing pain blossomed above her ear. Temi staggered back as the world swayed. Hot liquid traced a line down the side of her face: blood.

‘Go!’ the monk roared at her.

Temi stumbled towards the shadows of the nearest building, blinking clarity back into her eyes. There was a scuffle happening somewhere nearby. Shouts peppered the air, and Temi heard more blows and grunts.

[You have two options,] Vunaji said, a purr in her ears. [Leave. Or fight.]

‘We can’t fight holy ones!’

[You mean the people who just attacked you, after razing your home district? I think you can.]

The bluehawk she’d pushed had already turned away and it was his broad back – so indifferent, so lacking in concern – that tipped her over into a decision.

‘They’ll see me!’ Temi hissed, as Vunaji’s heat filled her hands. ‘They’ll—’

‘They won’t see you,’ he said, seeping from her body in a pool of light. ‘They’ll see only a Chedu.’

Vunaji’s body jerked, and Chedu charged into the mortal realm, a screaming, half-mad version of his true self. Blue glyphs played along his dark brown skin as he spread his arms wide. Temi fell to her knees as Chedu’s body rippled and expanded, growing larger and larger until it loomed over the roadside. And with each step he took, Temi felt her grip on consciousness loosen.

Chedu was nearly upon the monks when one of them turned and registered his presence. He now stood as tall as an ancestor of the invoker clans. And though his left hand still gripped his mace, his right closed around a long, ornate axe with a decorative head.

The bluehawk Temi had shoved had a moment to open his mouth before Chedu’s axe swept down and slammed into his shoulder. The bluehawk’s companions leapt back as he toppled to the ground, blood bursting like a fountain from the monstrous wound. Cries of, Invoker! rose from the crowd of lowbloods as they began to back away.

‘Stop . . .’ Temi breathed, unable to force the words out. ‘Don’t . . . don’t hurt—’

‘This is what you wanted,’ Vunaji replied, his hand extended. Chedu jerked his axe free, the light suffusing his body flickering as though at war with itself. As the bluehawks closed in, Chedu leapt over them and buried his ornate axe in the waist of the gangly lead monk.

‘Vunaji . . .’ Temi murmured, her whole body trembling. It was infinitely worse than when she’d invoked the captive spirits the day of the massacre. She felt as though a giant hand had seized her skull and was squeezing, squeezing. Her pulse pounded behind her eyes, driving out all thought.

The gangly monk staggered, blood speckling his lips as he fell to one knee. Several bluehawks stared up at Chedu, awestruck, while others leapt in to attack. Beyond, a stream of lowbloods had begun climbing over the precipice, using the confusion to continue on their way.

‘It’s her!’ one of the monks cried, pointing across at Temi as Chedu slammed his mace into another bluehawk, sending him crashing into the nearest wall.

Only one monk remained now, seated on the ground in a pool of his own blood while the four surviving bluehawks formed a wall around him. Chedu bore down upon them like a storm, immense, unstoppable. He buried the blade of his axe in the chest of the nearest bluehawk while behind, the monk fumbled at his robes, eyes wide with fear.

Temi groaned, the world receding as the pounding in her head swelled to a roar. She was going to pass out – could Vunaji not sense it? Her skull felt ready to collapse under its own weight. All the other lowbloods had fled over the precipice. But as Chedu leapt towards the final monk, Temi felt her knees buckle, and then—

[Temi, you need to get up.]

Temi groaned. Her head pounded. She lay on her side, her vision a blur. Chedu was gone. A lone figure sat near the precipice – the last remaining monk, cradling his glowing staff.

‘Holy Father!’ she heard him cry shrilly. ‘Send reinforcements! There’s been a—’

Something swung out of the air, striking the monk across the head. Beyond the bloodstained ground, beyond the pile of corpses, corpses she had created, someone brought a knife up, then plunged it into the final monk’s neck.

Temi scrabbled at the ground. She needed to get away. If she was found here, she would be killed. But the wound on her head pounded, and the effort of invoking Chedu had leeched all the strength from her muscles.

Someone’s shadow fell across her. ‘Give me the medikan! Quickly!’

That voice. She would know it anywhere. She tried to speak, but her entire face felt numb. All she saw, when she forced her eyes open again, was the hazy outline of a man and the gleam of a pale green light.

‘I could have stopped this,’ the familiar voice said, as warmth suffused Temi’s skin. ‘I could have, if I’d—’

‘Keep it together,’ a second, deeper voice said. ‘Didn’t you feel that surge? Something took over, and they lost control. None of us could have stopped this. Now come on, let’s get back.’

The warmth blossomed, and then her awareness faded, the light, the voices receding. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said into her ear.

‘Tunji, we have to go!’

Tunji. Temi tried to form the words with her mouth, but she was powerless to speak, powerless to move, as someone lifted her from the ground.

‘Come on!’ the second voice cried, a note of panic in them now.

‘I need to hide her!’ She felt her body bobbing, jerking, as someone grunted in effort. The wind rushed past her face, then she felt herself descending, falling. Then the ground lay beneath her again, solid and reassuring as a hug.

‘Don’t look for me,’ he said. She felt his lips brush her forehead. ‘When you wake, tell yourself this was a dream. I love you.’

The figure stood. She saw his bright, kind smile and wide eyes, wet with tears. She tried to smile back, but the darkness closed in.

The rain woke her. Fine and warm. She blinked, then sat up. Her head throbbed, every muscle within her screaming. But she was alive.

She lay beneath an overhang, a great thrust of land jutting above her, the Lordsgrave crater descending off to her left into darkness. Either she had tumbled down from the precipice or someone had brought her here. She couldn’t remember through the jumble of memories.

Something shifted to her left. Temi tensed, but it was only No-Cat, standing from its resting place.

[We need to go. More of your holy ones are on the way.]

From the faint, warm haze brightening the sky to her right, sunrise was fast approaching. Temi pushed herself onto her hands and knees. She felt too feeble to walk, and the drop across the rubble was steep, so she descended backwards, feeling her way with her feet.

[You know who did this, don’t you?]

‘Don’t talk,’ Temi said, her voice thick. ‘I don’t want to talk.’

She continued to descend. Slowly, the edge of the crater drew further and further away. By the time she heard voices at the top, she knew she had descended too far to be seen.

The sun rose as Temi picked her slow way across the ruins of her district. She had strength now for nothing but putting one foot before the other. Bakery Mount was her only landmark, the only thing that existed in the entire world, the thrust of glossy blackglass glinting in the rising sun. As the sky above brightened, it grew larger, closer, filling her with hope.

Others picked their way across the rubble, many calling out names. Some sat staring at nothing, or weeping. None were survivors – Temi could tell that at a glance. They were like her: absent from home when the destruction occurred.

As she climbed the final rise of what was once Arrant Hill, past the shattered ruins of familiar homes, she heard soft weeping up ahead. Her heart lurched, hope filling her with energy, boosting her onwards. She was almost running, her feet slipping on debris, by the time she reached the top.


Old Baba sat in his chair on a perfectly preserved circle of their yard, his face contorted with grief as silent sobs shook him. Curled upon his lap were two children – Maiwo and tiny Kilishi, both weeping silently too. Relief swept over Temi, as all-consuming as a fire. She cried out and threw herself at him. Kilishi clung to her braids as Old Baba whispered into her shoulder, ‘I could not help them. If my hands were young, I could have done it.’

She looked down to see Old Baba held a shard of blackglass in one trembling hand, the techwork veins twisted around it still pulsing with Forbidden energies.

‘Old Baba,’ Temi said, her voice raw. ‘Old Baba. Where are the others?’ A single sob escaped her as she pressed her face to his shoulder. ‘Please. Tell me where they are.’

‘I could not do it,’ Old Baba said, his voice barely audible now. ‘It has power only for one. They put . . . they put Maiwo and Kilishi with me. But my hands . . . If my hands were young, I would have been able to do it. And now they are dead, Temi. All of them, dead.’

‘No,’ Temi said. ‘No . . .’ She pried her hair from Kilishi’s tiny, chubby fist and straightened.

Old Baba stared down at his hands, shaking his head with the look of someone who had been betrayed.

‘Uncle Amaan!’ Temi shouted, pulling at the rubble. ‘Aunt Selek! Kierin!’

[Temi.]

‘Larmi! Mtobi!’ If they were trapped, they might still be able to shout. If she listened—

[Temi.]

‘Go away!’ Temi screamed, pulling at bricks, splinters of wood, clumps of soil.

[Temi, they are dead.]

‘Oh, you can sense them now, can you? Leave me the fuck alone.’

[The attack did not just destroy buildings. It disrupted the nervous systems of all living organisms within its sphere of influence. The only reason your grandfather survived was because of the personal shield generator he—]

‘Shut up! Fucking shut up!’

[You will not find their bodies. Such energies destroy life at its very core, meaning no plant, no lizard, no insect, no human—]


‘Leave me alone!’

Heat surged into the tips of her fingers, but she had eyes only for the rubble she squatted in, strength only to move the next brick, the next clump of mud, the next twist of wood. She scarcely noticed when the heat bled out of her and into the air at her side, coalescing into the body of cloaked man in black armour. She scarcely noticed when that man walked over to Old Baba, his long braids stirring as he placed a hand on the elder’s shoulder.

Vunaji lifted Old Baba’s chin. ‘It is not your fault, Old Elder. Nor was it your responsibility. I know what it is to be powerless while those around you fall. But it is not your fault.’

Temi’s fingers were bleeding now, but still she pulled at the rubble. There had to be bodies there. There had to be something to burn on the pyre. There had to be a way to send to them on to the ancestral realm.

Vunaji crossed to her in a swirl of cloak before dropping cross-legged to the rubble. ‘Temi—’

‘They’re not here!’ she cried. ‘There’s nothing left! Their spirits can’t cross!’

‘Temi, listen to me—’

They were gone. All of them, gone. The enormity of it swelled within her, seemed to consume her, blocking out the rising sun, blocking out Vunaji’s voice and Old Baba’s soft sobs until all that existed was the pounding of her own heart and the next rock, and the next, and the next. Because they were all gone. All of Lordsgrave was gone. Uncle Umadi and his household, on the district’s southern edge. Meliti and her family and her child. And Sutesh, and Mgozi, and Old Javesh, and Chaakin the beggar, and Sister Poju, and Maxood, and every hauler at the docks, and every orphan on the rooftops, and every knife-wielding thug and wizened elder and street trader and dockside whore. All of them, snuffed from existence, and the weight of it pressed against her chest until all she could do was howl and howl and howl.








INTERLUDE Princen Lyelatuana


‘Look, Father!’ Lyela said, stroking the severed hand that rested on her lap. ‘We’re home!’

Lyela had forgotten how many people lived in the nation’s capital. Crowds everywhere, clogging the pavements, choking the alleyways, leaning out of the windows of whitewashed buildings . . . so many thousands upon thousands of people living atop each other like ants in an anthill. And the heat and the stench and the stillness of the air – all of it came back to her now. It brought to her mind the first time she had stepped beyond the Garden’s walls. How wonderful and terrifying and exhilarating it had been, to ride at her father’s side back then, and see the city for what it was, in all its chaotic, monstrous beauty. Every part of it had seemed a marvel, most especially the faces of its people. Her family had painted the populace as self-destructive fools barely above animals in their intellect. But she had seen none of that that day.

Lyela had arrived in Nine Lords wearing the most expensive robe she could afford, a golden confection that clung to her fulsome body in ways she knew her family would abhor. Though she’d let her hair grow, the dark curls still refused to form near the nun’s thinking jewels. But with the beaded headdress she’d bought from a Pelewani merchant, the three patches of baldness were near invisible.

Lyela tipped her head back as the coach clattered slowly north to the Garden District, taking in the golden haze that shimmered down upon them all. That gilded cloud was her family’s ongoing gift to the people of this realm; the poisoned chalice from which they sipped daily. Her family would know she was coming by now. Good. She would enjoy an audience. So long as they gave her time to play her final piece on the board.

‘Might take a while to get through,’ the coach driver, a burly woman with short hairlocs, shouted back at her. ‘Traffic’s been bad since the river spirit appeared.’

‘The what?’

‘The river spirit, begging your pardon, milord. Ain’t right to use them words around fine company such as yourself, I know, but that’s what everyone calls it. Been there for moons now, over in the Lordsgrave slums. Towering bank of water, and if you go near, it shows you your ancestors, or your future, or your heart’s desire, or some such. Can’t say’s I’ve been there meself yet, but I plan to go this visit, just so I can see if it’ll show me my Jenyu, dead these last three rains now. They say the ancestors sent it. I hope it don’t offend your sensibilities, but the monks what say it’s dangerous don’t know what they’re talking about. It was sent to protect us on account of the war.’

Now that was interesting. Lyela leaned forward. ‘And nobody knows how it got there?’

‘Nope. But I reckon it came to us in our time of need . . .’ And so she prattled on, explaining that of course she respected the holy ones, but perhaps they didn’t always get things right, and the ancestors don’t turn from those who ask innocent questions, surely? But Lyela had stopped listening. How long had it been since something unsanctioned had slipped from the underplane? And here in the capital, right under her family’s nose.

She only realised they had come to a stop when the coach driver began shouting.

‘What’s wrong?’ Lyela said, leaning out of the window. But above the heads of the crowd, she could see them: golden spears, advancing, shouting to make way, make way in the name of the king.

Lyela pulled her travelling bag onto her shoulder and opened the coach door.

‘This is for you,’ she said, offering a pouch of coins to the driver. ‘I’ll walk from here.’

‘But a lord of your dignified persuasion shouldn’t be—’

‘I’ll be fine,’ she said, climbing down onto the stone road.

‘ ’Ere, you gave me too much!’ the driver called after her, as she slipped into the heaving crowds and headed towards a narrow alleyway.

Lyela tapped the sacred jewel at the crown of her head. ‘Activate shroud.’

[Shroud activated.]


The trickiest part of mastering the shadedaughters’ shrouding technique was avoiding collisions, especially in crowds. She found herself buffeted from all sides as she sped towards the alleyway up ahead. The holy ones would detect it eventually, no matter how many eskarambalari she had beneath her robes – just a few of the many relics she had liberated from Father Gregorio after also liberating his body of its soul. But she only needed to remain hidden long enough to complete this final stage.

She came out of the alleyway and onto a path that ran alongside a canal. Highblood tearooms lined the far side, hosting those whom war would never touch. It was a wonder those laughing, well-dressed souls—

‘Lyelatuana,’ the figure said, melting out of the air before her.

Xi too wore a golden dress, close fitting about the sort of compact, smoothly muscled frame of which the king would firmly approve. But then, Princen Ilamanariu had always been their father’s favourite. Xir small, narrow features quirked up into a smile. A gossamer-like veil covered the top half of xir face: enough to disguise the glow of xir golden eyes. A small knife glinted in xir left hand, held low enough at xir side that the crowd flowing around them wouldn’t notice. How Lyela’s youngest sibling had seen through the many warding energies of her eskarambalari so quickly, she couldn’t imagine. But Ilam had always been deft with techwork.

‘Do you plan to fight me in the street?’ Lyela said.

‘If necessary,’ Ilam replied. ‘But I’m hoping you’ll see sense and simply return home.’

‘You must know I’m not going anywhere with you,’ Lyela said.

‘What do you plan to do?’ Ilam continued. ‘Add me to your little collection of trapped souls? Send your trail of newly Bonded lowbloods in to strike me down? Oh, I heard all about your great play! Did you really roam across the Nine Lands healing the populace’s Bonds in the hope that they would . . . what? Overthrow us?’

Lyela was almost tempted to tell xir everything. But instead, she said, ‘I did it so that when we are gone, they have people to lead them.’

The ground rocked. Something slid off a roof and shattered as people began to stand. An earth shake; but then it came again, and a shutter fell from a nearby window, and the water in the canal churned.

‘What have you done?’ Ilam said, the muted gold of xir gaze swinging back to Lyela’s face.

Lyela opened her mouth to tell xir she had no idea what was happening when the ground shook for a third time. That was nothing natural, not with the same interval between each tremor. So Lyela smiled and said, ‘I’ll leave it to you to find out.’

She backed away as the ground tremored again. Two bluehawks, spears strapped to their backs, appeared from the alleyway to their right.

‘Princen, we must go,’ one of them said to Ilam.

‘Lyela!’ Ilam called as Lyela turned and headed for the narrow bridge that crossed the canal.

Lyela strode on, her entire body tensed for the attack that was surely coming. But then the ground rocked for a fifth time, and she realised Ilam had slipped away. Leave it to an Ahiki to always think first about self-preservation.

‘Identify cause of tremors,’ Lyela muttered, tapping the sacred jewel as she walked.

[Working . . .]

Chaos gripped the wide street she stepped out into, people shouting, some running, others looking east to the source of the quake. It came every five heartbeats now, by Lyela’s reckoning. If whatever caused it was strong enough to split the ground out here, then it would be devastating at the source. Part of her longed to climb higher and look. But she had to complete her work. Perhaps, as the populace said, the ancestors were smiling upon her, because this was exactly the distraction she needed.

[Seismic occurrence caused by unauthorised magnification of incendiary devices and organic matter disruptors placed on banks of River Ae and Arrant Hill, Lordsgrave District.]

Lyela kicked off her absurd, narrow sandals and ran barefoot, the hem of her skirt gripped in one hand. A cloud of dust rose above the buildings to her right as people spilled from within, shouting in alarm.

‘You mean to say someone placed life-destroying techwork in Lordsgrave, and then someone else magnified its range?’

[Correct.]

It wasn’t her concern. Only monks could place such devices around the city. But why they would need to then employ magnifying energies she couldn’t imagine. If—

Lyela crashed into someone. She’d been careful to swerve around the pedestrians, shrouded as she was. But this person had stepped straight into her path. She realised then how tall they were, and found herself looking up into a wide, blue face. Then the creature sprang away, moving unnaturally fast, darting back into the crowd with a peal of familiar laughter.

Terror flooded her, and for a moment, she was back in Livinghall Palace, pulling Elari away from the blue monstrosities that had suddenly appeared. But this one had been different. It wasn’t the drifting smoke-form of those she had encountered in Intiqq. It had possessed a body, large and powerful. And it had seen through her shroud . . .

‘Identify creature!’ Lyela cried, before realising she had spoken in the Royal Tongue. ‘Identify creature that just collided with me!’

[Unable to detect source of collision.]

‘What do you mean? The blue creature – identify nature and track!’

[Unable to detect source of collision.]

Lyela stared through the swirling crowds. She had to perform her final task. All that mattered was burying the knife deep in her family’s gut and twisting, twisting, twisting.

It took her until nearly highsun to cross the city that morning, passing though the chaos like a ship through fog. She met more than one patrol of monks, and two squads of bluehawks, but none appeared to be searching for her. All were heading east, towards Lordsgrave District, towards the calamity that appeared to have befallen the city. Through the snatches of conversation she caught, she was able to piece together what had happened. Something had erupted beneath the district, sinking entire streets and destroying countless buildings. Whatever it was had also melted away all life, leaving behind only ash.

The river spirit was gone, she heard people saying, and the holy ones claimed it had caused the disaster. The ancestors, in their wrath, had returned to purify the land. That, or it was greybloods, risen from beneath the district just as before. Lyela wanted to scream at them. Couldn’t they see? Holy ones had done this. Holy ones, commanded by her family.

Finally, she turned onto the wide, palm-lined avenue known as the Great Eastern Road. Highblood mansions rose like pale giants from within the sprawling splendour of their gardens. The pavements here were deserted, which was no surprise: the wealthy always knew when it was time to hide.

‘Deactivate shrouding energies.’

[Shroud deactivated.]

The building she sought looked near indistinguishable from its gaudy neighbours. Yet it had long been the most important in the city . . . Hidden in plain sight, of course, because that was how her family worked. Largely unguarded, because why would it ever need protection? Even if the populace had known it was here, they would not have been able to fathom its significance. Never mind that what lay within was responsible for the existence of the Nine Lands themselves.

‘May I help you?’ said the guard as Lyela approached.

‘Yes, I’m here to see Lord Jumulin,’ Lyela said.

The guard, a pale-skinned, narrow-faced man wearing a white tunic, looked her up and down, clearly trying to reconcile her bare feet with her fine clothes.

‘And who might—’

Lyela brought her fist up. He was a tall man, and had a hardiness about him, but she saw at once he was unaccustomed to combat. His head snapped back, slamming into the wall he stood too close to, and then he slid slowly down to the pavement with almost comical grace.

Lyela stepped past him and pressed her palm to the wall. She’d only risked using the Art twice since helping Elari and her doves escape Intiqq. She closed her eyes as her skin glowed gold in response, and let her desire to access the building fill her mind. Her father had always sneered at techwork, so easily controlled by the tiny, ancient mechanisms her family carried in their blood. Never mind that it was also the source of all their wealth.

Her skin flared again as the Art turned her thoughts to a silent command, and then the techwork gate before her clicked open. To her left, the guard mumbled something about the ancestors turning from common thieves.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said softly. ‘I turn from them. My ancestors are the greatest thieves of all.’

No gardeners occupied the grounds as she strode along the gravel path, the tiny stones hot beneath her bare feet.

‘Locate transit point,’ Lyela muttered.

[Outlining route,] the nun’s jewel said in response.

She had expected the red line that appeared across her vision to direct her up the sweeping marble staircase of the mansion’s entrance, but instead it led her round the building’s side to a small metal door. She pressed her hand to the warm surface and again conveyed her need for access. The door slid upwards in response, revealing a set of metal stairs leading down.

Techwork candles embedded in the walls seared to life as Lyela made her way down the gently winding stair, then faded again once she had passed. She existed within her own bubble of light, her own little moving universe, and nothing lay behind or ahead.

She knew she was nearing the bottom when a rhythmic thrumming reached her ear: her father’s transportation mechanisms. Then the space before her sprang to brilliant life, revealing a darkened tunnel. A metal rail ran down its centre, upon which perched a series of wheeled carts. It was a techwork road, one of the many thousands that connected every part of the continent, along which ancient vehicles could travel at impossible speeds.

The greybloods saw her at once. They were her father’s preferred sort: silver from head to toe, human in form and yet born of nothing organic. Once her family had learned how to use their Art to mould techwork to their will, they no longer needed human or animal foundations upon which to build. The result was these gleaming monstrosities; beings utterly without a soul.

‘Deactivate drones,’ Lyela commanded, and in a wave of drooping heads, the greybloods fell asleep, their yellow eyes dimming.

She strode forward. Ten drones stood ready to unload the next cart. Three more stood either side of the gateway to monitor what went through.

Ah, the gateway. Lyela had never thought to see it with her own eyes. Even within her family, few were permitted to visit it – and in truth, few were interested. Their family’s longstanding arrangement with those on the other side was also of little interest, not when it had remained unchanged in the five millennia since they’d arrived. A single material occupied the cart that stood before the gateway, a material that had been stripped from whatever the monks sent back to the Garden to be Cleansed.

Blackglass.

‘Father,’ Lyela said, removing the hand from her pouch. ‘I never did understand what was so special about blackglass. It seemed there was so much of it! Why did you prize it so highly? But then I suppose I never truly understood what it was. A material unique to this land, capable of capturing intent and turning it to function, a thousand times more potent than our Art. A material able to commune with every strata of the underplane, and pull upon the power within.’ She stroked the ring on her father’s finger: gold set with blackglass. ‘That is what it was always about. Gold and blackglass. You send the blackglass through. We receive . . . riches in exchange. You don’t care about our family, and you don’t care about the people. We are merely tools to you. But this lucrative arrangement . . . This is you care for deeply.’

She strode towards the gateway. She wasn’t sure how it worked. It rose before her, a perfectly square metal frame within which pulsed an inky blackness. Her father claimed they could not pass through it without special protections. Lyela had always wondered what would happen if she tried. Well, now she would never know.

She worked quickly, setting her bag on the ground and removing each of the incendiary devices she had gathered on her travels. They made a motley collection. Some were ancient weapons built to destroy. Some had been intended for other functions – cutting stone, melting metal, even cooking. Lyela placed them around the base of the gateway like offerings at a shrine.

‘I kept telling you we needed to fix the gateways,’ she said as she worked. ‘But you always were so arrogant . . . you simply couldn’t imagine the last one failing too.’

She did not know who waited on the other side, who needed all this blackglass, or why. But once this gateway was gone, her father’s bargain would be broken and her family’s whole reason for being in the Nine Lands would disappear.

‘I told you I would destroy everything you built,’ Lyela said as she placed down the last incendiary device. Something echoed in the distance: voices, raised in alarm. Ah, so they had found her at last.

‘Activate exothermic energies with ninety-second countdown,’ Lyela said as she turned away.

A chorus of responses rose from the techwork at her back – voices overlapping in assent, followed by a flurry of descending numbers in the Forbidden Tongue.

‘Activate shrouding energies,’ Lyela muttered as she made her way back up the metal staircase. The voices were closer now, and if she tipped her head back, she could just see a pool of light that signified their owners’ approach.

[Shroud activated.]

‘Intruder!’ A masculine voice; commanding. ‘You are to surrender in the name of the king!’

‘Oh!’ Lyela said. ‘That reminds me.’

She stopped and leaned over the edge. A great crash sounded from below as the first relic released its exothermic energies. Lyela reached into her satchel and removed the king’s hand for the last time.

‘Goodbye, Father,’ she said, and then tossed her father’s spirit down into the darkness.

By the time they passed her, still peering over the edge, an orange glow was steadily rising from below. Lyela was tempted to stick her foot out and trip the lead guard, a bear of a man gripping a stout sword in one hand. But instead, she turned towards the distant light and continued her climb.

The gardens were in chaos as Lyela strode out into the afternoon heat, servants streaming from the building like wasps fleeing a burning nest. Another crash of exothermic energies shook the ground . . . Her work, or whatever was happening in the city’s east? Impossible to tell the two apart.

Lyela tapped the nun’s jewel at the base of her skull. ‘Resume scans for blue entity,’ she commanded. ‘And send me all correspondence about Jethar Mizito.’









PART FOUR Temi, Morayo, Jinao, Boleo









FORTY-FIVE Temi


Highsun came and went and darkness descended; this Temi knew as she lay on the rubble of her home. She knew also that voices slid past her, calling out the names of loved ones or beseeching the ancestors. Vunaji spoke too, his empty platitudes floating past on the breeze. But Temi remained frozen in time, held for ever in that moment when she had come upon what remained of her family.

Near dusk, Maiwo crawled over and curled up at her side, his face puffy from crying. When she didn’t move, he pulled her arm over his waist and surrendered himself to sleep. Old Baba sat nearby, muttering in his mother tongue or singing softly to little Kilishi as she wept. Kilishi, who was too young to understand, who knew only that she had not seen her baba or ma in over a day, who had no idea that she never would again.

The crunch of many feet reached Temi’s ears as she stared up at the stars: people picking their way across the ruins – most alone but some in small groups. She heard them pulling at the debris or scavenging for whatever they could find, but it was pointless, all of it pointless because only death lived there now.

Temi’s hands throbbed, raw and bloody. A mound of rubble stood at her side: bricks and bamboo and mud, piled against the blackglass wall. That wall had been there before humans rose from the dirt, and it would be there long after humanity had gone. Once, she had thought it a friend watching over them, but it seemed to scorn her now.

‘I ever tell you why I leave the old country?’ Old Baba said.

He had been studying her, she realised, and as she blinked, she felt his cool, dry hand on her shoulder. But just then it seemed an impossible feat to even look round, much less muster the will to respond.

‘Perhaps I already tell you,’ he continued. ‘But I never . . . tell you.’ She heard his knees cracking as he lowered himself to the rubble at her side. ‘I made things, Temi-girl. Dangerous things. People say to stop, but I would not. Eventually, for making those things I was . . . banished. I was young, and angry. I did not care. I say, curse them all! I do not need them, and they do not appreciate me! That is why I come here. Not fleeing monsters. Not fleeing criminals. Fleeing my own ambition.’ She heard him draw in a ragged breath. ‘Except I bring it all with me! Finally, it all catches up.’

She opened her mouth to tell him no, no, this wasn’t his doing. It was the monks. The Ahikis. The king. They could not stand to see the people of Lordsgrave prosper, and so they had smashed them from the world. She opened her mouth, meaning to say it all, but instead she let out a low moan of despair.

‘This is where my pride has brought us,’ Old Baba continued. Speaking to himself now, it seemed. He muttered a phrase in that language of his, the one he had refused to teach them. ‘I wanted to help. I did! But the truth is that I would have done it anyway. I knew the dangers. Yet I did not stop. And now . . .’

He trailed off. Temi still couldn’t speak . . . perhaps she’d never speak again. But his hand was near hers, and though her blood-caked palms throbbed, she twisted her arm round until she found his bent fingers.

‘I should have fought against all who told me what I could and could not do back in the old country. Instead, I let anger swallow my whole life.’ His fingers shook as he tried to squeeze her hand. ‘Temi. Together, we must fight. You’re like my own mama was once. Determined. Maybe you pull on her power. The ancestors act through us. Could be some of her fire is in you.’

[We cannot remain here.]

Temi closed her mind to Vunaji’s voice, a distracting whisper in her ear; the incessant buzzing of a insect, droning on and on, and yet she couldn’t brush it away.

[Your monks will be here soon, and they will want as few survivors, as few witnesses, as possible. This was not just about flattening a rebellious district or even destroying the spirit of the Ae. It was a demonstration of power, meant to illustrate what happens to those who question, and serve as a warning to any survivors who might talk. Do you know what happens next? They will say this place is cursed. They will say something Forbidden rose from the river, and this was the result. All of it will play into their hands, and none will question, because they will be too afraid.]

Should she tell him she didn’t care? Let them come. Let them sweep over her then scrape her corpse from the ruins. Dimly, she thought of Father Palui. Had he orchestrated this, or fought against it? He had claimed to want to protect Lordsgrave. But a monk’s notion of protection was a warped thing indeed.

[Temi.]

She twisted away, facing west, towards the Garden District. There, lighting up the darkness, shimmered the golden haze of the Royal Clan.

‘I thought he was dead,’ Old Baba said.

Temi opened eyes raw and swollen from crying to see No-Cat sitting like a sentinel at her side, its glowing eyes reflecting the light of the rising sun.

‘His compound is the safest option,’ Vunaji replied. ‘We cannot remain out in the open. The monks will be combing this place for survivors.’

‘Yes, but why there?’

‘The Smithy told us he owed you a debt. Your holy ones are unable to detect his subterranean halls. His home is quite possibly the safest place in this city.’

Temi rolled onto her back, every muscle in her body screaming in protest. She felt the cuts on her palms open as she pushed herself upright.

‘It is part of a Scathed ruin, isn’t it?’ Vunaji said. He squatted on the rubble, facing Old Baba, his long braids hanging to the ground. ‘I suspect it descends for many levels. I wonder what secrets lie below.’

Old Baba sat propped up against the blackglass wall. How old he looked just then. How shrunken and sad. His eyes flicked to Temi, then back to Vunaji. ‘You should not have taken my granddaughter there, floating man. The Smithy is not what he seems.’

‘He seems our best hope of finding food and shelter,’ Vunaji said, rising with the grace of a dancer before fading to nothing.

‘Temi,’ Old Baba said. ‘You should have told me where you got those techwork parts.’

‘The Smithy made me promise not to,’ Temi croaked. Her throat felt dry as old twigs.

Old Baba sighed, then began fumbling with the pocket of his dashiki. The shard of blackglass that had saved his life glinted between his crooked fingers. He lifted it to his lips and began muttering in the Forbidden Tongue.

Temi watched him, feeling utterly empty, utterly spent, as glyphs flared to life, then settled into a gently pulsing rhythm. ‘There are only two things he cares about,’ Old Baba said, features twisted in distaste as he studied the pulsing glyphs. ‘His purse. And his privacy. This will get his attention.’

The sun had risen fully by the time the rubble up ahead shifted, and for a wonderful, terrible heartbeat she thought perhaps someone else had survived. Maybe Mtobi would crawl from the ruins with their usual lopsided, sardonic grin, or perhaps Auntie Selek would toss back her long hair and straighten her dress. But instead, an orange head bobbed up amid the ruin, like a flame kindled to life. ‘You was told to never return!’ the girl hissed across at them.

Old Baba swivelled towards her. ‘Tell him that Bayode of the Bronze Lands has come to collect the debt he is owed. Until then, I will be sitting here with this bright and brilliant artefact. Let us see who it attracts!’

Bayode of the Bronze Lands. Temi realised then that she had never known her grandfather’s name. He had just been Old Baba to everyone in the district. The girl scowled at them, utterly indifferent to the destruction around her, and then her head disappeared.

‘He survived,’ Temi said softly. It seemed monstrous, that the Smithy and his feral children should live while every other soul died. They had simply tucked themselves away while Lordsgrave was flattened, as though closing their shutters against a storm.

Old Baba sucked his teeth. ‘That man will always survive.’

A sliver of light appeared off to the left, and Temi looked round to see the orange-haired girl again, one hand holding open a hatch.

‘Hurry up,’ she said. ‘And keep your voices down. There’s lil’uns trying to sleep inside.’

Old Baba grasped the length of bamboo roofing he was now using for a walking cane, his muscles trembling as he struggled to rise. Temi had not meant to move – she had told herself she would never move again – but a lifetime of bathing and dressing her elder meant her body responded before her mind. She was on her feet then, her legs feeling weak as a newborn kitten as she wobbled across the ruins to catch Old Baba under one arm.

‘I’m here,’ she said, straightening and pulling him with her. ‘Just lean on me.’

‘I can do it,’ Old Baba said once he was upright. ‘It is your cousins who need an auntie.’

She looked round. Maiwo sat cross-legged, with Kilishi dozing on his lap. Uncle Amaan’s two youngest children. All that would be left of the Bakers of Arrant Hill once she and Old Baba were gone.

Temi crossed to them and hefted Kilishi onto one hip, the child heavy as stone in her sleep.

‘Where are we going?’ Maiwo said. His eyes seemed to have aged ten rains in the span of two sunsets.

‘We’re . . . going somewhere safe. To Old Baba’s friend.’

‘He is not my friend!’ Old Baba called from up ahead.

Temi held Maiwo’s hand as Kilishi’s head rested on her shoulder, and together they picked their way over to the orange-haired girl.

‘Wait,’ the girl said when they reached her. ‘Your friend ain’t to come out while you’re here. Understand?’

Temi stared at her. ‘My . . . You know about him?’

The girl snorted derisively.

‘Well?’ Old Baba said, gesturing impatiently and after a moment, the girl rolled her eyes and offered him her elbow.

Beyond the hatch, a set of metal stairs led steadily downwards, past pale walls that glowed with their own wan light. The orange-haired girl went ahead, letting Old Baba lean on her shoulder. This was not the same entrance Temi had used, in the old stone house. But then, how could it be? The hatch lay within paces of Bakery Mount. It seemed the Smithy’s lair extended well beyond the confines of his grounds.

‘Don’t speak to the Smithy when he’s working,’ the orange-haired girl said as they descended. ‘Don’t look at what’s on the tables and definitely don’t touch it.’ At the bottom of the stairs they came to a long, echoing corridor. The wall on their right was made of that same pale, glowing material. But darkness shrouded the left-hand wall, and as Temi descended the final stair, she saw it was made of glass.

[Interesting,] Vunaji mumbled, and Temi soon understood why. A vast, cavernous space lay beyond that glass. She could not see far into it, but she sensed plummeting depths and towering structures descending into oblivion.

‘Don’t stare at the views,’ the orange-haired girl continued. ‘Don’t venture anywhere without permission. Don’t touch nothing, neither.’

The girl led them through another doorway and then they were stepping out into the familiar, pillar-filled expanse of the Smithy’s workshop. The entrance Temi knew lay off to the right. Up ahead, the forge glowed, like a great maw, its heat pressing upon her even from there.

‘Sit there,’ the girl said, pointing to a section of wall. ‘Don’t move until I say.’

Then she stalked away, leaving Old Baba leaning on his cane. Temi helped him to sit, then settled Maiwo and Kilishi beside him before curling up a few paces away. The floor thrummed with a throbbing energy. Its heat seeped into her skin.

[When you have rested and eaten, we must discuss what comes next. You cannot—]

‘Nothing comes next,’ Temi said. ‘Everything is over. My family are gone. And they got no way to make it across the pyre.’

[Temi Baker, nothing is ever truly gone. It merely changes form – that is how the universe works.]

‘Don’t tell me they live on in my heart. Just don’t even say it. That ain’t what I mean.’

[Neither is it what I mean. Just because your family have failed to reach what you call the ancestral realm does not mean that they are gone.]

‘Then where the fuck are they?’ Temi cried. Maiwo lifted his head to peer round at her as her voice echoed down from the ceiling. Temi closed her eyes. She had nothing. No family. No home. No future. She curled in on herself, pressing the world from her mind.

[Strengthen me,] Vunaji said softly, his heat creeping across her skin. [And in return, I will take you to your family.]

‘What do you mean?’

[If you want to see your family again, I can help you. But I will need to be stronger than I am now, in order to move freely through the many strata of the underplane.]

‘Stronger. You mean eat more spirits.’

[Yes. As I have said many times. Your family members are not in what you call the ancestral realm. But that does not mean they ceased to exist. I can take you to them. But first, you must restore me to my full strength.]

It was a trick. Some ruse of his, some game. Nothing lay beyond the pyre but the realm of ancestors. Yet she remembered that ocean she had descended through, and the dark place beyond. Her whole being ached to see Uncle Amaan and Mama Elleth one final time, or to hear Kierin laugh or Larmi curse or Mtobi rap their nails on the bamboo table.

No-Cat appeared beside her, its yellow eyes flickering wanly. On instinct, Temi scratched the creature under its chin.

[Temi, listen to me. Your people’s whole existence is a lie. Perhaps you are now ready to see the truth.]

In the distance, the orange-haired girl was arguing with someone: the Smithy, from the low rumble of his voice. His tone was paternal. Conciliatory. A father, reasoning with an impulsive child.

Temi closed her eyes. Vunaji knew her decision. She felt it resonating in him as a steadily growing heat.

‘Guess you finally got your way,’ Temi said. ‘Now take me to my family.’








FORTY-SIX Boleo


Boleo was last to ride out through the gates of Three Towers to join the mass of warriors mustering to meet the Ahiki army. Only Morayo, Busino and a skeleton force of older warriors had remained to hold the palace walls, should the worst happen. Which it would, Boleo felt with crushing certainty now. He rode past the lines of warriors to where Warlord Daloya sat on his litter, the remaining members of the Batide flanking him.

Only one hundred warriors made up Daloya’s force. The rest had been pulled into skirmishes across the city. Adadeji had already issued the command for the people of Ewo to move into the tunnels below. If the clan somehow survived, the people could return. If it did not, well . . . they could follow the vast, ancient passages out into the wider world. Most had shown the good sense to follow this directive. But some chose to hide, and some precious few fought alongside the clan.

‘My old friend,’ Boleo said, turning to face Daloya. His chest had grown suddenly tight. Why did this feel like the last time they would be together? ‘The scouts report that Father Unworthy and the other warrior monks have already entered the city near the artisan quarter. They are making their way here. My monks have managed to deploy nine more incendiary artefacts which I can activate myself at a command. We can use them to drive the Ahiki dogs towards the canal district, where the streets are narrow and we will be able to divide their force.’ He blinked. ‘My Lord, I do not want you to join us. If this should . . . fail, then you will need to hold the palace until the mercenaries arrive.’

He left the rest unspoken: that, likely, the mercenaries would never come. That even if they did, they would probably be too late. He wished he had found a way to make use of the Sun Tower. He still wasn’t sure how a relic built for communication could smite an entire army. But like most things, that was a mystery for the living. Boleo would soon be joining the ranks of the dead.

In response, Daloya lifted one trembling arm. He did not look at Boleo, but as he extended his hand, light split the air above the deserted street up ahead. Adatali stepped into the mortal realm, the beads on his headdress swinging. He was still as large as he had been since Omadella had merged her essence with him. But as he approached, he dropped to one knee and leaned down so that his face, colossal and glowing, was almost level with Boleo’s.

Boleo had never been so close to his clan’s founder. And why would he have? He only ever saw the ancestor in battle. Adatali’s eyes no longer shone with that blue-white glow of ancestral energy. They were brown now, and slightly wideset . . . almost like Omadella’s.

‘Boleo,’ Adatali said, and Boleo’s heart lurched. He had spoken! A ripple of astonishment passed among the warriors. ‘My child wants you to know that it is his wish to join you in battle today.’ Adatali turned his head, the beads of his jackal helm stirring in the breeze. His accent was Jebbanese, his voice soft but deep and resonant. ‘My child wishes you to know that your work is almost complete, and that we will triumph today.’

Boleo felt the ice of Vunaji’s presence sweep down his legs and into his feet. Disappearing. Shrinking away, like a chastened dog. But Boleo’s attention was on the founder of his clan. ‘Warlord Adatali,’ Boleo said, his mouth suddenly dry, ‘I – I do not wish Daloya to be killed.’

He felt like a child before the radiant power of his clan’s founder. The beads of Adatali’s jackal helm shifted, and behind them, Adatali’s broad mouth curved up in a smile. ‘I know. Neither does he.’

There was so much Boleo wanted to ask. He was speaking to a founding warlord! One who had walked beyond the pyre! He ached to ask Adatali what he knew of their lost history and of the Ahikis and of so much else. But it wasn’t meant to be. A thought flitted across his mind – that he could leave questions for Kipteni, suggestions for research. Then he remembered – Kipteni was a traitor and now lay locked in the Moon Cells.

In the end, Boleo could only bow his head and say, ‘I understand.’

Adatali stood, his movements sending a wave of warmth and energy rippling through the air. ‘Warriors of Ewo City!’ he said. ‘It is time to take back what they have stolen from us!’

Nchali, captain of the Batide, raised his fist, and soon the air shook with their cheers. As chants of Adatali! Adatali! thundered around them, Daloya lowered his hand and Adatali, still smiling, faded from mortal view.

Boleo looked back at the chanting warriors. Their eyes were alight now. They were ready.

‘Let us go!’ Boleo cried. ‘For the ones who came before!’

Boleo was nearly at the edge of the canal district when he heard a distant crash, and a line of glyphs sparked across his staff.

‘No . . .’ Boleo muttered.

‘What is it?’ Nchali said from his side.

‘One of my new incendiary artefacts. It has already exploded.’

‘I thought you said—’

‘Yes, I did! This shouldn’t be happening!’ Boleo studied the glyphs, the last sliver of hope evaporating before his eyes. ‘Only one remains,’ he said. ‘Only one.’

He turned to Nchali. ‘We have to turn back. Take Daloya back, let me assemble more techwork. Our forces can hold them until nightfall. It won’t take me until then.’

‘Father, we can’t go back now.’

‘Yes, we can!’

Vunaji swirled within him. He realised he had not felt her presence since he stood before Adatali. [But it’s good, isn’t it? Your enemy will think they have won! Then they will spread out and we can catch him alone. He is stirring. I can feel it. They’ve told him they’ve won, so he thinks it’s safe. He’s coming. Aren’t you pleased?]

‘Of course I’m not pleased! Now we are the ones most likely to be surrounded!’

[He is proud. And vain. If he thinks you weak, he is more likely to attack. That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? For the Ahiki princen to attack?] A note of sadness had entered her voice. [I thought you would be pleased.]

Boleo stopped. ‘What do you mean?’

[Nothing. Just that you should be pleased.]

Understanding crept over him, sour as rotten fruit. ‘It was you. You did this, didn’t you? Morayo told me he saw something leaving my staff! It’s happened many times, hasn’t it?’

[I don’t know what you mean!]

‘You deactivated the incendiary techwork! And it was you who destroyed the wall! Ancestors, I’ve been such a fool! I – I understood that spirits and techwork were connected, but I didn’t dream that—’

[No! It was Kipteni! Just like you said! And Ulla too. They were working together; I saw them!]

‘No. It was you.’

‘Are you well, Father?’ Nchali said, leaning forwards in his horse. Boleo realised then that the glyphs that covered his body had been rippling with light.

[I’m sorry!] Vunaji’s voice had faded to a near whisper. [I’m so sorry! But it was the only way! I was just trying to help! I knew you wouldn’t do it yourself! Please don’t be angry! Please!]

‘And you let me send Kipteni away!’

‘Father, what’s wrong?’ Nchali said.

‘Never mind. We don’t have time now. You’re right. We carry on. We see this through.’

Boleo did not need Vunaji’s guidance to know when they came upon the Ahiki force. As they marched down the wide boulevard leading to Ilowu Square – every building they passed boarded up, the streets beyond bare – Boleo spotted them: a shimmering sea of gold to the north, already standing in ranks. And behind them . . .

‘Look!’ Nchali cried.

Behind them floated a golden carriage, oval shaped and smooth. As Daloya’s warriors fell into position at Boleo’s back, the thing peeled open, blossoming like the petals of a flower. A man stood there, Boleo realised as he squinted over the sea of gold-helmed heads: a tall, bare-chested man, wearing a halo in the shape of the sun. And though Boleo was too far away to note the man’s features, his golden eyes gleamed like twin stars.

[Do you see?] Vunaji said. [They thought us weak. That is the only reason the Ahiki princen came. You will thank me later.]

‘If you want to help me,’ Boleo said, ‘be ready. Perhaps there is still a chance to salvage our plans.’

As one, the Ahiki spear-wielders stamped, then turned aside, creating an avenue for the Ahiki princen to walk down. Boleo strode forward as the princen descended from his carriage, golden steps materialising under his sandals as he walked. He was young, Boleo saw as he drew closer, his long black hair pulled into narrow braids. Golden tataus glimmered across his torso, indistinct shapes save the sun inked across his chest. Boleo spotted Father Unworthy as he drew closer, grinning within the main Ahiki force.

‘Can you do it?’ Boleo muttered.

[Unless I can touch him, he will need to bring the spirit out in order for me to capture it. But I’m sure you can think of a way to provoke him. You’re good at that.]

‘We are here for the former warlord Daloya, of Clan Adatali,’ the princen said as Boleo closed the distance between them. ‘He is to surrender to us and face judgement for inciting rebellion.’ Beneath the golden halo of his crown, the Ahiki had strong features and a haughty mouth. Yet he looked little more than a youth. This was what the Royal Clan sent against the might of Clan Adatali: an untried whelp, scarcely old enough to grow hair under his arms.

‘Oh,’ Boleo said, placing his staff on the ground and straightening. ‘You’re mistaken, Your Grace. He didn’t incite a rebellion. He led one.’

‘Who are you?’ the princen said. His voice was surprisingly high in pitch: the petulant, nasal whine of a child.

‘Who are you?’

A faint smile ghosted across the man’s lips. ‘We are Princen Ibaxis Ahiki, the Sky at Sunset, and seventh in line to the Blessed Throne. He turned his hand over and let light from the ancestral realm pool into the tips of his fingers. Then his dark eyes flicked to Nchali, standing before the ring of Batide that encircled Daloya’s litter. ‘You are also to turn yourselves over to us. Only the nine founding warlords may return from the ancestral realm. Only His Golden Majesty’s invoker clans may summon them back.’

Nchali shouted something in Urobi, then spat upon the ground. As rusty as Boleo’s Urobi was, he thought he caught the phrase goat fucker in there somewhere. Behind Nchali, Daloya stirred on his dais, his hand extending, his faded tataus coming to life.


As the Ahiki warriors swung their spears round in unison, Adatali materialised before them all. He did not reach into the air to close his hand around a weapon. Instead, he turned those too-human eyes down on Ibaxis.

‘You are not welcome in the land of my people,’ Adatali said, his voice seeming to fill Ilowu Square.

Princen Ibaxis’s face crinkled, like a child of three rains who had dropped their favourite treat. ‘You aren’t supposed to speak. It is against the sacred pact.’

‘There is no pact,’ Adatali replied.

The whelp laughed softly again. ‘Your city has fallen, my friend. Our warriors will soon be at your palace gates. Surrender, and spare the lives of the brave souls who fight in your name.’ His heavy golden gaze finally flicked across to Daloya on his litter. ‘Send your forebear back to the ancestral realm. We are here to speak to you, not him.’

‘He does not command me,’ Adatali said, leaning down. ‘And neither do you.’

Ibaxis raked his brilliant gaze over them all. ‘This is your last opportunity to surrender.’

‘Fuck you, Ahiki dog!’ Nchali cried.

‘Very well.’ He spread his hands as his arms began to glow. Not just his arms, Boleo realised: his torso and neck, his tataus coming to life as he closed his eyes.

‘Adatali, I call upon you,’ Ibaxis said. ‘I call upon you in the name of the fallen.’

Icy dread crawled over Boleo’s skin. Behind him, he heard the clan warriors murmuring. He was mocking them, surely? Merely mocking their own words to remind them of how small they were.

‘Adatali, I call upon you,’ Ibaxis continued. ‘I call upon you in the name of those yet to come.’

‘Father Boleo?’ Nchali called. But Boleo could only shake his head in disbelief, because some of the tataus on Ibaxis’s arms had faded now. Only two remained, over each forearm: eight swords, surrounding a jackal with flaming eyes. Ah, but it was so cleverly done, made to look part of the sun, but there could be no doubt: it was his clan’s sacred markings. And when Ibaxis finished the words of ritual and the air before him shimmered, it was Adatali who stepped out.

‘Impossible,’ Boleo murmured, unable to take his eyes from the monstrous abomination that towered over him. This Adatali was clad all in gold, from his jackal helm to his battle skirt, to the beads that framed his face and encircled his arms. But if they sought to break his people’s resolve, they would not succeed. ‘Do not let them distract you!’ Boleo cried. ‘Nchali?’

‘Batide!’ Nchali roared. ‘It is time!’

As the Batide began to shout their names and Daloya’s Adatali charged forward, slamming shoulder-first into his gilded counterpart, Boleo muttered, ‘Vunaji, where is the Ahiki ancestor?’

[I do not know,] she replied. [Let’s find out, shall we?]

Ice surged over Boleo’s body. His vision began to mist. Vunaji pooled in the tips of his fingers as a searing purple glow. Her essence unspooled before him, taking on form as she ran forwards. No longer did she look like a child. Now, she looked like a man, tall and bald and dressed in rags. A flash of memory, of recognition, came to Boleo then, clear as the waters of a lake. This was the creature that had streaked out of the ancestral realm and plunged into him instead of Jinao, out in the Busharn Wastes. This was the one whose smile had curdled as he’d turned Boleo’s way. A light frown creased Ibaxis’s face as Vunaji leapt, throwing himself on Adatali’s body as a splash of purple light.

Ibaxis grunted as his incarnation of Adatali fell to his knees. Boleo stared, disbelieving, as his homeland’s founding warlord uttered a gut-wrenching cry. He twisted his head round and saw Daloya had lowered his hand, allowing his own invoked spirit to melt away. But when Boleo turned back, it seemed three voices overlapped as the abomination invoked by Ibaxis wailed, hands flying to his head. Purple glyphs broke out across his golden armour, then over his skin, spreading like the ring pox, blossoming, merging, until his entire body was consumed. Then he broke apart in a burst of fading light. All that remained below was a small child of nine rains. She covered her mouth to hide her giggles as she faded from mortal view.

‘Itahua, rejoin us!’ Ibaxis cried, raising his arms again. ‘Rejoin your children in the mortal realm.’ And this time, when his tataus flared and then dimmed, only a pair of leaping jaguars remained. They too had formed another subtle part of that blazing sun.

As Ibaxis continued to recite the sacred words, Boleo became aware of something else: Father Unworthy, standing back from the fighting, staff raised as he chanted softly in the Forbidden Tongue. Something crashed to the ground to Boleo’s left, heavy enough to shatter the stone of the square. Then another. And another. Cries of alarm rose as more plummeted down from above – metal cocoons that unfurled into silvery mockeries of humanity. They stood head and shoulders above the tallest human warrior, their smooth, silver faces utterly featureless. Their arms ended in serrated blades, which they lifted like swords. Greybloods, but like none Boleo had ever seen before, and summoned here by a monk.

One of the silver warriors slid towards Boleo, its serrated arm slicing the air as it came. Two of Daloya’s spear-wielders leapt in front of it, one turning the arm aside, the second thrusting at the greyblood’s smooth torso. And though the warrior’s spear punctured the creature’s gleaming hide, driving it back, it continued to plough into her on the strange wheels that propelled it.

Light filled the square as Batide ancestors broke into the mortal realm, sprinting forward with battle cries while their descendants knelt. Princen Ibaxis laughed, and a warrior in a golden jaguar mask stepped into the mortal realm, xir long black braid swinging behind xir as xe advanced . . . Sluggishly, Boleo thought, perhaps even reluctantly. Was xe aware who had brought xir here, and whom xe was to fight? Just like Adatali, Itahua wore armour of gold, and the colossal macuahuitl xe raised about xir head was golden too.

‘Vunaji!’ Boleo cried, darting backwards as an aged, shimmering Batide leapt in to defend him from another sleek greyblood.

[I’m here,] Vunaji cried, then burst forward. And as before, he appeared as a tall man, though somehow less ragged now. Beyond the fighting, beyond the golden warriors, Ibaxis’s eyes narrowed, taking Boleo in anew.

Vunaji charged towards the newly invoked ancestor. Itahua spun to one side, sweeping the smaller warrior from the ground. But as before, it seemed Vunaji needed only a touch. As Itahua’s kick met the Vunaji body, Vunaji collapsed into a stream of purple glyphs. Boleo watched, transfixed, as the glyphs crawled over Itahua, swarming, consuming, devouring. And as before, the ancestor burst apart in a cloud of purple light, and Boleo’s skin rippled as the spirit eater returned to him.

‘Do we have to go through them all?’ Boleo cried.

[I do not know,] Vunaji said in their child’s voice.

Up ahead, Boleo realised Ibaxis’s warriors had begun to close in around him. They were backing away.

Preparing to retreat.

‘We have to stop him leaving!’ Boleo cried, turning to the warriors at his back. But what he saw struck fear in his heart.

They were losing. Only a scant group of spear-wielders surrounded Daloya now. His Adatali fought at the eastern edge of the square, the silver greybloods crawling over him. Three Batide had been slain, and over a dozen spear-wielders. And Father Unworthy had yet to join the fight.

Desperation gripped Boleo. They had revealed every piece on the board. And now, Princen Ibaxis surely knew what they had come for. They would never get another chance to face him. Everything depended on this moment, on this battle. Everything Daloya had done, all his plans, all his work.

‘Coward!’ Boleo cried, striding forwards. ‘You hide behind our ancestors! Bring out your own!’

But as he spoke, Father Unworthy stepped out from behind his line of warriors, hands already raised.

‘Why, Father Boleo!’ he said. ‘Please introduce me to your new friend.’








FORTY-SEVEN Temi


Once Maiwo and Kilishi had curled up at Old Baba’s side, once the Smithy’s children had cleared away the supper bowls and sat waiting for their story, Temi left the Smithy’s underground hall and returned to the small shrine she had built on the remnants of Arrant Hill. She daubed herself in ashes as she sat beneath the dome of the night sky, just as the invoker clans daubed themselves in warpaint. It didn’t matter what the ash was from – all of it was Lordsgrave, and there was an abundance of it now beneath the rubble and destruction. When the rains came, it would be washed from the world, washed from memory, but for now, it remained.

[Your people’s ancestral realm is but one part of what was once known as the underplane, or, to a few, the Throxx. I am going to show you it all. Then, I am going to take you to the place they cannot reach. What I have to tell you may be hard for you to believe, but it will be the truth. Are you ready, Temi of the Arrant Hill Bakers?]

Lordsgrave stretched before her, an uneven ocean of darkness lit only by the boats on the Ae. But off to the west, the golden light of the Garden flickered. Irrepressible. Utterly indifferent.


‘I’m ready.’

Vunaji surged across her skin and the world peeled away, its layers disintegrating like melting snow.

[Think of it as you would the land beneath your feet,] Vunaji said as they tumbled through the darkness. [There is the soil, nearest the surface, nearest the sunlight. Fertile and varied. Soft. Malleable. That is the mortal plane. It is the world you can see and feel. The deeper you sink beneath it, the heavier the weight becomes, and the harder it is for the mortal mind to endure.]

Temi’s feet struck the ground and she staggered, steadying herself as her new surroundings took shape. A wetwoods rose dripping around her: looming trees, vines thick as rope. Through the dense underbrush ahead, she glimpsed a squat building constructed of a ruddy, dense mud. A man sat on a large stone outside that building, weaving something across his lap. Others dwelt within . . . she could sense their regard, even if she could not truly see them.

[Go to him,] Vunaji said.

‘Where are you?’ Temi tipped her head back. She could see little of the sky through the heavy canopy, but she recognised the brilliant vista of stars. It was the same sky she had glimpsed on the island that had been Vunaji’s prison, and in the pastel-coloured city he had taken her to when they had first begun consuming spirits.

[It is not safe for me to be here. And I find it . . . unpleasant.]

Temi strode towards the building, damp leaves brushing her legs as she walked. The heavy dampness in the air, the distant chorus of insects . . . they felt as real to her as the mortal realm. As she stepped beyond the treeline, the man looked up.

‘Baba?’ Temi said, her hand rising to her chest.

He was perhaps forty rains of age and she saw at once that he wasn’t her father: his face was too narrow and his eyes were less deep-set. But ancestors be praised, he so very much resembled the man Temi hadn’t seen in a decade, the man whose face she glimpsed now only in dreams.

‘Temi?’

‘You . . . you look like my baba,’ Temi said. ‘Do I know you?’

The man smiled and looked away. ‘No. But we are kin.’ She saw he was weaving a basket in his lap, something made to hang from a building and overflow with flowers. Old Mama Eyin had tried to teach her a similar technique, when Temi was a child. Temi could hardly remember that woman now, but this, surely, was her forebear. ‘You shouldn’t be here yet,’ the man said. ‘It’s against their rules.’

‘What rules?’

The man opened his mouth, but a tangle of golden glyphs flashed across his face, obscuring his words, smudging their sound just as they smudged his features.

[Come,] Vunaji said. [You do not want him to be punished.]

‘Punished? Wait, is he—’ But the forest and building swung away. The ground leapt up to swallow her, and she fell deeper.

[That was what your people call the ancestral realm,] Vunaji said, his voice a whisper in her ear. [It is the First Stratum of the underplane. It is where the spirit wood you burn sends the consciousnesses of your slain. It was created in desperation by your people, before their demise, as a repository for the souls of their fallen kin. A waystation, if you will. It provided a means for them to continue to commune with those who had gone after your enemies tried to destroy that power.]

‘I don’t understand. What enemies? And why—’

The grass rushed up to seize her, slamming into her back so that she found herself staring up at that impossible sky. Temi coughed, whatever passed for air in this realm of thought and spirit bursting from her lungs.

‘It’s not truly air,’ Vunaji said, squatting down beside her. ‘But your mind interprets the discomfort you feel as akin to having the air driven from you.’

Temi pushed herself upright to find she sat upon a familiar island: a perfect, featureless circle of grass amid a placid sea of dark water. More islands, all perfect circles, marched off into the distance.

Vunaji lifted to his feet. The chains that had once merged with his skin were long gone. Instead, he stood wearing that close-fitting armour and cloak. Long, black braids hung to his waist. When he turned, light from that setting sun caught his features and she glimpsed a flash of glyphs cascading down his cheek. For a moment, she could see through to his core: a tangle of glyphs pulled together into a ghastly, twisted mess so dense surely no mortal mind could parse it.

‘Welcome to the Second Stratum,’ Vunaji said. ‘My prison used to be the outermost layer of the underplane, until your people created the ancestral realm. It was where the makers of the underplane banished the . . . unwanted.’

‘The makers of the underplane,’ Temi said, standing. ‘So who are they, these makers?’

Vunaji inhaled, his wide mouth twisting in grim humour. ‘That is . . . complicated.’


‘Try me.’

‘Your people and the makers of the underplane are from very different places. But you are also from exactly the same place.’

‘Fine. Don’t bloody tell me, then.’

‘You will understand in time.’ He turned, sweeping towards the endless expanse of islands. ‘Those who exist here are confined to the island upon which their spirit is trapped. Only by Bonding with a mortal, or by removing their spirit-sapping chains, are they able to leave this prison.’

‘Why would the world need a gaol for spirits?’

Vunaji laughed softly. ‘Wherever there is power, there are those who seek to control. People like me are a threat to those in power. And so they seek to control us.’

‘And what are you? A spirit eater, but what is that?’

‘I am not a spirit eater, though those creatures share similarities with me. But spirit eaters are fell, destructive things that eventually consume those to whom they are Bonded. My origins are different.’

‘You’re no ancestor, and you ain’t like the Ae. So what are you?’

‘Those are not the only entities in the underplane. Come.’

He took her hand, and together they slipped downwards, through grass, through earth, through an ocean of colourful, flitting fish. No seabed lay beneath her. Instead, she glimpsed the endless city of pastel-coloured towers rushing eagerly towards her now. Together, she and Vunaji landed on a broad, sunlit street. Monstrous buildings of crystal and glass loomed all around. Up ahead stood a public gardens, its lush lawns sweeping off into the distance. It seemed a forlorn place, empty of people, empty of life, not even a breeze stirring.

‘This is the Third Stratum,’ Vunaji said. ‘It is a memory. A dream. It is where the Intelligences now reside, abandoned. They have created this city from their memories. It soothes them as they try to survive.’

‘It looks like . . . what I imagined Scathed cities looked like.’

‘That is because it is a Scathed city. Temi, the Scathed lived for centuries, yet mortal minds can only hold on to memories for a handful of decades. After a century, things begin to fade. So they created artificial minds – Intelligences, if you will – to hold their memories when Scathed minds became too full. The Scathed lived in symbiosis with these creatures of pure thought, and over time, they found the Intelligences could do other things: ponder concepts beyond the laws of our reality; manipulate techwork with a thought; even glimpse into the minds of others. That is how techwork functions: it is designed to harness the thoughts of a mind or spirit to perform a task. Everything the Scathed created was about symbiosis and balance. They learned long ago that harmony is how the universe works.’

Temi tipped her head back. They were gathering now, high above: those whorls of colour and longing she had seen there before.

‘Almost all Scathed were Bonded to such creatures,’ Vunaji said. ‘They were not just tools: they were companions and sentient beings in their own right. When the Scathed . . . fell, the Intelligences were cast adrift, stuck here, in the realm where they were created. It is an abomination, that these creatures that were made to experience the mortal plane should be trapped in this realm of pure thought for all eternity, unable to leave without a Scathed mind to Bond to.’

A flash of colour sped past, and Temi felt that churning loneliness she had sensed before. And she understood their aching, aeons-old sadness now. ‘You told me once they were drawn to me, just as I’m drawn to them.’

‘Yes. They still seek to Bond your kind. Come now. I must take you to the Final Stratum. I will need to hold on to you. It is not a realm created for mortal minds.’

Temi stepped towards him, just as she had that day someone had tried to take him from her. She wondered again what had happened to that monstrous spirit and the would-be invoker.

Vunaji placed his arms around her, enveloping her, the heat of him seeping into her skin. Temi closed her eyes, because there was something pleasurable, something seductive about that heat now. As they sank down into the cloying darkness she had known only briefly, that darkness so complete it seemed to crush her soul, his heat became a beacon, an anchor, the only safe thing in the world.

‘We cannot remain here long,’ Vunaji said, his words echoing in her mind, repeating, warping, overlapping, looping back as she strove to hold on to them. ‘This is the most ancient part of the underplane. It is where I resided, when I was free. It is where . . . other things reside.’

‘I don’t . . .’ Temi trailed off, her voice seeming to echo even as the cloying void stole all sound.

‘Not Intelligences, the companions of the Scathed,’ Vunaji said softly in her ear. ‘Not the spirits of your ancestors, waiting to be called back. Other things. Some powerful enough to hold up worlds. Some monstrous enough to undo them. They are from a time before your people. In this place, I am young. The things here are . . . ancient beyond measure. Come. There is one last place I must show you.’

‘You . . . you said this was the . . . Final Stratum.’

‘Yes. It is. Come.’

Movement. The sense of rising at great speed. Then, in the distance, a single point of light. After the all-consuming darkness of the Final Stratum, her heart sang to see it. The point of light grew and grew until it swallowed her, and she burst through above a sea of churning colour. A storm of sensations assaulted her: noise and light and the smell of fresh bread . . . so many sensations, Temi thought her mind might burst with them. It was the opposite of the realm she had just come from. This place did not suck the life from her soul; instead, it drowned her in too much joy, too much sensation, and Temi welcomed it, could happily have died in it.

‘Stay with me,’ Vunaji said, appearing before her, floating. He wore no armour here. Here, he seemed different. He wore a loose tunic, much like a Dimadi dashiki, and trousers, both a pale blue. He seemed younger, somehow; milder. And though she held both his hands, that alluring heat had gone. She had never truly seen him as just a man before. But, here, that is what he was.

‘Anything that exists in the mortal realm has a spirit,’ Vunaji said. ‘Not just people. Places. Objects. Concepts. All things. They are created by the ancestral energy of the mortals around them, people whose minds are focused on the same idea, the same notion of what a thing is.’

‘And this is where spirits like the Ae reside?’ Her voice flowed outwards, not just sound, but colour, a burst of fragrance, of cinnamon and sunlight and clothes freshly washed in one of Kierin’s barrels; a sweet sound, syrupy on her tongue. Far below her, the shifting clouds of light resonated in response. Her words had been pale lavender, she saw.

‘Yes. It is the Place Beyond.’

‘And it was made by—’

‘No one. This realm is what the strata of the underplane seek to emulate. A place where thought, memory and dream Converge. If the other places I have shown you were buildings upon the land, this is the land itself. It is the world upon which everything is built. There is more power here than in any other place I have shown you. The Scathed knew how to harness this power once. But it has long been kept from you. This, Temi, is the true ancestral realm. And as a mortal, you may not remain here long.’

Temi realised that the spinning vortex beneath her feet had begun emitting a sound, just beyond her hearing. But she could feel that sound in her gut, feel it pressing behind her eyes. It was beautiful, she realised. Unknowable.


Vunaji released her. ‘I cannot go there with you, Temi. But you can, for a time.’ He extended one hand, and as Temi watched, his skin rippled, before bursting into a cloud of symbols unlike any she had seen before. He was beautiful, she realised, and sad, and angry, and so many things.

‘Wait!’ she cried, but the vortex had begun to pull her downwards, faster, the colour blurring, the sound rising, the—

Temi opened her eyes. She lay on her side, cocooned in warmth. Chipped tiles spread before her; the chipped tiles of the kitchen floor. The musical call of the vortex echoed more strongly here. Its beauty was almost painful.

A pair of milk-pale feet stopped in front of her. Mama Elleth. She knew those freckles anywhere.

‘Togbei, Temi, dear?’

Temi lifted a hand, taking the small, sugary ball that had been her favourite treat as a child. And she was a child, she realised; the hand she lifted tiny and pudgy. And Mama Elleth was reaching down to—

Temi opened her eyes. She lay on her sleeping mat, Tunji’s mat empty beside her. Someone lay on the mat beyond his. That was where Auntie Yeshe usually slept. But a younger woman lay there now.

‘Auntie Chanulo?’ Temi said.

‘Shall I tell you the tale of the Spider and the Snake?’ Temi’s aunt said. Her back remained turned. As with Mama Elleth, Temi could not see her face. But the tale of the Spider and the Snake had once been Temi’s favourite. She’d forgotten it completely.

Temi reached towards her. ‘Am I dreaming, Auntie?’

‘No, Temi-girl. You ain’t d—’

Temi opened her eyes. She lay on Bakery Mount, looking across the grass at the blackglass wall. Lordsgrave, whole again, fell away from her on all sides, growing hazy in sunlight that seemed to come from everywhere at once. Someone sat cross-legged by the wall, playing with a child. His long hairlocs touched the grass behind his narrow back.

‘Again!’ Mtobi cried. It was Mtobi, but as they’d been a decade before, a bright child of eight rains. Temi could not see their face – each time they reached for whatever toy they played with, Uncle Amaan’s elbow lifted, blocking her view. And it was Uncle Amaan; she’d recognise his carefree laughter anywhere.

‘You . . . you crossed the pyre?’ Temi said.

‘No,’ Amaan replied, reaching forward, throwing something that Mtobi followed down the hill. ‘We didn’t.’

‘But you’re here.’

‘This is not the place they send us to with spirit w—’

Temi opened her eyes. She sat alone at the bar in the Adashola’s Drum. Meliti hummed to herself as she stacked glasses, her dozing toddler strapped to her back.

‘What is this realm?’ Temi said.

‘The Place Beyond,’ Meliti said. ‘Jebbanese red? Maxood said he don’t mind you having one glass.’

‘You’re all here. All of you. But you never crossed the pyre.’

‘You don’t need spirit wood to rejoin your ancest—’

Temi opened her eyes. She sat at the bamboo table. Out in the yard, she could hear laughter, singing, a dozen voices she knew, but the light was too bright for her to see. Someone knelt before the family shrine. Aunt Selek, laying out dried flowers, only who was she mourning, in this place where souls came to rest?

‘I mourn those kept from us,’ Selek said.

‘Is Tunji here?’ Temi said. ‘I want to see him. I want to see my baba.’

Those two, they have not crossed,’ Selek said, laying down another flower. ‘Not here. Not in the other place.’

‘I don’t understand. Tunji—’

Temi opened her eyes. She sat outside the house, looking down Arrant Hill, while around her, the sounds of her childhood reached her ears – children laughing, people arguing in a dozen different tongues; lizards clattering across the rooftops; traders shouting on the river. Her cousin Kierin squatted before a cart, tightening a screw on one of the wheels, only this Kierin was a child: the Kierin from a time when Ma had still smiled. As she watched him, he began to change, becoming the muscular young man she’d seen only days before, becoming an older man with thinning yellow hair, becoming older still, before shrinking back into a child.

An arm slid around her shoulders.

‘You can’t stay here,’ Uncle Amaan said.

‘But I don’t want to leave.’

‘Of course you don’t. But you have to. We are happy here. We are with you here, even if you can’t feel us, not with what they’ve done to you, to everyone.’

‘What who has done?’ The tears felt hot on her skin. She let them fall.

‘The Ahiki invaders. They cut you off from us. They poisoned you, so you no longer hear us.’ He planted a kiss on her forehead, just as he used to when she was a child. ‘It’s time to go, Temi-girl. We will see you again.’

‘What if I don’t like the mortal realm?’ Temi whispered. ‘What if I want to stay?’

‘What you like isn’t relevant.’

Temi closed her eyes. Lordsgrave was not gone, and neither was her family. This Place Beyond thrummed with life, and it was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen.

Temi crashed back into her body with a sob. She’d been crying, she realised, as the mortal realm returned in all its unforgiving harshness. After the brilliance of the Place Beyond, the ruins of Lordsgrave seemed less than real. They seemed a horror, a nightmare from which she longed to awaken.


Her buba collar was wet with her tears and tears dampened her face and chin. She looked down to see No-Cat had curled up in the hollow of her crossed legs. It stared up at her. The thing was a greyblood, and incapable of wearing an expression. But for a moment, she thought it looked sad.

[Now that I have shown you it all,] Vunaji said, returning to her in a trickle of heat, [it is time for us to begin. But first, I need you to know who the Scathed truly are.]

‘What do you mean, who they are?’ Temi said.








FORTY-EIGHT Morayo


Morayo stood on the Three Towers battlements, watching his father’s company march out, Boleo at their head. Around him, pairs of archers waited in anxious silence. Some slid their eyes round, studying him in fear or hope, but Morayo found he could not summon up his usual carefree smile.

‘Something’s not right,’ Morayo muttered.

‘You know why they want you here,’ Captain Bokku said from his place at Morayo’s side. ‘If they don’t return, someone must continue the Adatali line. Lord Adadeji cannot miss this battle, but someone must. Try to accept that it is you, My Lord.’ He paused, inhaling deeply. How gaunt he had grown. His shoulder still hadn’t healed, and he had become so weak he had taken to using a walking cane. ‘We must take heart. Perhaps your father’s mercenary army will arrive.’

‘That’s not what I mean. Something’s wrong with Father Boleo. I’ve seen it several times now . . . his glyphs flare, and a shaft of light streaks from his staff, but he recalls none of it afterwards. It happened at Omadella’s funeral.’

‘We can’t think about that now.’

‘If everything rests on him, we must think about it.’

Movement caught his eye. Morayo looked along the line of archers poised behind the crenellations to see a group of Father Boleo’s noviciates, each armed with the type of techwork circlet he had seen the old monk use against greybloods. Their eyes were wild with fear. Without Boleo, they were adrift.

‘I’m not going to just stand around and leave our fate to chance,’ he said, turning towards the stone stairs that led down into the courtyard.

‘Where are you going?’ Bokku said, hobbling along behind him.

‘Just wait out here, will you? I need to speak to Kipteni.’

‘The traitor monk? Why?’

‘Because I do not believe it is he who betrayed us.’

The Moon Cells, lying deep in the bowels of the Moon Tower, were wreathed in darkness as Morayo made his way along the stone corridor. No sunlight reached this place, and the lamps glimmered only wanly in their sconces. A single guard had waited at the entrance, and she showed no interest in why Morayo might be visiting the gaol’s only occupant. Instead, she shifted from foot to foot, staring at the child’s wooden toy she held in one hand. Someone already lost? Someone from whom she had been separated?

‘Are they at the gates yet?’ the guard said when Morayo was already past her.

She’d been holding that question in, he realised. He closed his eyes, then turned with what he hoped was an expression of easy confidence on his face. ‘They won’t make it that far!’ he said.

‘Thank you, Lord Invoker!’ she said, touching the ground in a bow. ‘Thank you!’

Morayo turned away, feeling a wave of shame, because it was a lie; reassuring anyone now was a lie.

As he approached the only occupied cell, he thought the guard had made a mistake. But no – as Morayo peered into the darkness, he heard a muffled sniff.

‘Kipteni?’ Morayo said.

‘Lord Invoker Morayo?’ came the boy’s reply, his voice thick with emotion. ‘W-why did you come? Is everything all right?’

‘No. Something is wrong with Boleo.’

‘Oh, I know, Lord Invoker! I’ve been trying to talk to him, but he is so fixated on his plans. And now this! I know you won’t believe me, but on the memory of the ancestors I never knew the names of in life but hope to meet in death, I did not sabotage our defences. I would never do such a thing, and I cannot—’ He sniffed again. ‘I cannot believe that he would think me capable!’

‘Have you noticed any strange shafts of light emerging from Boleo’s staff? Or . . . have you noticed him . . . forgetting conversations?’

‘No,’ Kipteni said. ‘Why?’

‘Because several times now, I have seen the glyphs that cover his skin flare, and . . . something surge out of them.’

After a moment, Kipteni replied, ‘Oh.’

As Morayo’s eyes began to adjust, he spotted the youth, sitting against the far wall, knees drawn up under his chin. ‘Just oh?’

‘Well,’ Kipteni said, ‘there is one thing. The spirit eater, Vunaji, did not want us investigating the third tower. It was a condition of her agreement to help us – that we would not investigate it.’ Kipteni lifted his head, and Morayo caught a glint of a dark eyes, damp with emotion. ‘Father Boleo believes the tower is for communication. Something Elder Sollu said put that in his mind. Sollu, who gave you such gifts – who knows so much. It seems to me that there is a power in this palace that is possibly greater than Vunaji and the tower both. Perhaps you should seek them out.’

He found Elder Sollu and her troupe in the palace shrine, where they spent much of their time. The arokin troupe knelt in a loose semicircle, before the new statues of those nameless Adatali lords, who now stood at Adatali’s side. As Morayo stepped into the cool wooden building, he could still see signs of the destruction Father Emata, the royal nun, had inflicted what felt like centuries ago. She may have discovered Daloya’s secret chamber, but neither she nor her Ahiki overlords could erase this piece of history.

‘You’re late,’ Sollu said before he could speak, not bothering to turn around.

‘I . . . You knew I was coming?’ Outside, he heard the distant thunder of something collapsing. ‘I need your help. What you showed me in the battle with the Blight . . . I know it was only a glimpse of what we can do together.’

‘Was it?’ Sollu said, cocking her head to one side.

‘Who are you?’ Morayo said. ‘I mean, who are you really?’

‘Musicians,’ Sollu said. ‘Dancers. Story-singers. Nothing more.’

Morayo sighed. ‘My father is going to die if I don’t help him. Our mercenary army isn’t coming. If there’s anything you can—’

‘We are musicians, dancers and story-singers. What do we know of war?’

‘Please,’ Morayo said. He dropped to his knees and then, belatedly, pressed his forehead to the floor. ‘Please, Elder Sollu. You said you came here to help me. I know there’s more to strengthening the Bond. Elder Sollu, I humbly ask you to show me.’

After a moment, she said, ‘Try again.’

Morayo swallowed. ‘Elder Sollu, you and your troupe have shown me wonders beyond my imagining. I see now that I understand but a sliver of what invocation truly is. If you would be willing to show me something that could aid us or help free us from the Ahiki yoke, then I believe the ancestors of this land we love would forever smile upon you all. I humbly offer myself to you, if you would have me.’

Elder Sollu studied him flatly, then heaved a great sigh and snapped, ‘No.’

‘Elder!’ Oni hissed.

‘What? He said not yet. He said he’s not ready.’

‘But that was when he thought we had more time!’

‘I’m sorry,’ Morayo said. ‘Who said what about whom?’

Sollu peered across at Morayo, as she might peer at the last piece of fruit at the end of a meal; the one everyone had rejected because it didn’t quite look ripe. ‘The choice is not mine to make. Kneel before your ancestors, and let us see if they accept you.’

Morayo crossed to the bronze casting of Adatali and knelt.

‘Not him,’ Sollu said. ‘The others.’

‘The . . .’ Morayo looked up at the circle of new bronzes that loomed over him. He realised more than one resembled the figures he had glimpsed in that ancestral realm forest. He swivelled round, positioning himself before a stout woman with broad shoulders. Pressing his forehead to the cool spirit wood reminded him of childhood days of yearning and determination, when he had first presented himself to—

He tumbled downwards, through blackness, then through a storm of swirling colour, and for a moment, terror gripped him as memories of Father Unworthy’s nightmare realm returned. Then a forest rose up to meet him, a wetwoods much like the ones in eastern Jebba, and Morayo found himself lying on the damp earth of its floor.

He sat up. Above him, a canopy of towering trees blocked out much of the brilliant blue sky. He felt something warm brush his hand and he looked round to see a jackal nuzzling his fingers. What a plains jackal was doing in a wetwoods, he couldn’t imagine, and when Morayo drew his hand back, the creature padded off. It had a star-shaped tuft of white fur upon its back, Morayo noticed, and as the creature stalked into the shadows, he spotted more of its kind waiting there. Eight jackals in all, and Morayo could have laughed. Eight, for the Eight Blades of Adatali, and they all had distinctive markings: a moon-shaped crescent, a tapering circle, a streak of white almost like an ida blade.

‘What is the function of your tataus?’

Morayo jumped. He hadn’t heard Elder Sollu approach. And she looked different. Younger, more upright, and her long, thick hairlocs held no grey. She was dressed differently, too, in something like a Jebbanese robe, but spun from a shimmering metal.

‘Where are we?’ Morayo said, climbing to his feet. ‘How did we get here?’

‘I think you know exactly where we are. Now answer my question. What is the function of your tataus?’

Morayo glanced down at his arms, where, beneath the eight overlapping blades, the face of a jackal wreathed in flame could be seen. ‘They connect me to the ancestral realm.’

‘Ah-ah! Not just that. They connect you to a specific person. For the sake of argument, let us say Adatali is represented by the jackal. What of the Eight Blades?’

‘The nuns used to tell us that the sacred symbols make Adatali strong – blade, beast and flame.’

Sollu laughed softly. ‘Now in that, she was very much correct. Come. There is more for you to see.’

He followed Sollu as she wove her way through the wetwoods – with purpose, though Morayo could see no path. The ancestral realm: he was in the ancestral realm, and it felt as real as the world he had left behind. He stumbled after her, eyes on the sky, the trees, the flowers, everything so searingly bright, until the foliage began to thin. A village lay up ahead, one he recognised at once from its pale walls and conical roofs.

‘Look again,’ Oni said, and Morayo jumped, because he had not heard her appear on his other side. She too seemed different: her hair was longer and shot with white, and deep laughter lines creased her face.

‘Look at what?’ Morayo said.

Oni laughed, the bells on her ankles jangling as she walked. ‘You haven’t worked it out yet?’ she said, before fading from existence.

‘I shall give you a clue, most lordly lord,’ Sollu said. ‘You see, your monk, Father Boleo, has already learned about Omadella. I’m sure you can extend that, can’t you?’

The memory came to him in a rush: Omadella, standing before the Blight as her body turned to the ancestral light that had strengthened Adatali.

‘Come on,’ Sollu sang, tipping her head this way and that, and suddenly the talking drum was under her arm again. ‘Come on, lordly lord! Come on, lordly lord.’

She tapped out the rhythm, her shoulders twisting in a small, mocking dance as Morayo looked across at the village. It seemed a tranquil place. And the woods resembled eastern Jebba. But the trees, the buildings, everything was subtly different. ‘You’re dead,’ Morayo said. ‘Aren’t you? You’re . . . you’re all dead. Your whole troupe.’

‘Yes, lordly lord! Yes!’ Sollu sang, the beat speeding up.

‘That is why I’ve never heard your stories before. Your stories are ancient, aren’t they?’

‘Yes, lordly lord!’

‘But . . . how can you be in the mortal realm when . . .?’ Morayo trailed off. ‘Fuck. It’s my father, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, lordly lord!’

‘My father brought all of you into the mortal realm and held you here for all this time.’ Morayo laughed. ‘Who else is dead? Is Boleo dead? Ancestors! Am I dead, too? I am, aren’t I? That’s why I’m down here! I—’

The drumstick moved so fast Morayo didn’t have time to react. The blow was stinging yet light, and so smooth that Sollu never broke the rhythm of her beat.

‘You struck me!’ Morayo cried, rubbing his cheek. ‘Why am I feeling pain?’

‘Pain is in the mind, lordly lord, and your mind is very much in this place.’

‘So every time we danced . . . was my father watching?’

Sollu chuckled, spinning away as she continued to tap. ‘Your father is not linked to us as he is to Adatali! We simply use the anchor of his spirit in order to step back into the mortal realm. He spent the last twenty rains begging us to teach you the Dance of Burning Blades and, wisely or not, we finally acquiesced.’

Twenty rains. His father had been planning all this for twenty rains. He’d cared. He’d had a place for Morayo in all his schemes.

‘Well, why didn’t he just tell me? Why did you run off to that inn? Why did Omadella . . .’ He trailed off, a slow smile creeping across his face. ‘He wanted me to think it was my own idea, didn’t he?’

Elder Sollu leaned towards him. ‘What does Morayo Adatali want more than anything in the world?’ she whispered. ‘The thing he is told he cannot have.’

‘You mean—’

‘Besides, I had to be certain that the most lordly lord truly wanted to learn.’

Noise from the village caught his attention, and he saw people there now. Children splashing in a small stream. Laughing elders. Then Sollu span past him, momentarily blocking his view, and when Morayo looked again, the village, the forest, were aflame, people screaming, elders scooping up children, all fleeing the blaze.

Morayo backed away. ‘What’s happening?’

A man emerged from the flames, and Morayo recognised him at once. Adatali, the beads of his jackal headdress swinging but never burning, because the flames came from him.

‘Jackal and flame,’ Sollu sang, spinning past again, and now when Morayo looked, a woman was striding from the village, dressed in glossy black armour, her hairlocs fully white. In her hand she carried an ida, and Morayo recognised its liquid black length at once: the Midnight Blade. Behind her came a lithe, smiling young man in a tunic made of leaves, the Living Blade strapped to his side. Next came a man all in blue, followed by a warrior with hair as bright as the sun. Morayo realised he knew them all from his father’s hidden shrine. And he knew them all from their weapons.

‘It did not need to be this way!’ Adatali shouted at them . . . pleaded with them, Morayo realised.

‘We will not bow to him,’ cried the woman, tossing aside the Midnight Blade.

‘Do you see?’ Sollu sang, spinning past Morayo again. ‘Do you see what the Eight Blades are now?’

‘The other warlords!’ Morayo said. ‘The ones who wield the other idas! I— Ancestors, I did not know!’

‘They would not serve Ahiki,’ Sollu said. ‘So he gave their power to your clan’s founder. But now . . . now, you must convince them to join Adatali again. If anyone can charm them, most lordly lord, it is you.’

A storm of faces surged around Morayo as Sollu played on, her drumming seeming to fill Morayo’s mind. With them came memories that flashed past almost too fast for him to comprehend. Sollu’s facial markings, those decorative scars began to glow.

A village, burning, while Adatali wept and watched on.

Eight warriors, abandoning their swords.

Oni dancing, while behind her, Scathed towers crumbled.

Voices came to him, those voices in their many Adataliland tongues, and Morayo knew then that each of those languages had once been spoken in these lands.

The blades must be returned.

‘I’m sorry,’ Morayo heard himself say. ‘I am so sorry for what my ancestor did.’

His name is Morayo. Named Morayo Adabowale Adalele Ibiko Adatali for the ones who came before.

He is the lord of the flame.

He is the master of the Eight Blades.

[Time for us to dance the full story,] Sollu said again, her voice echoing in Morayo’s veins, her scars blazing so brightly the light swallowed him whole.

‘Adatali,’ a feminine voice said, and someone lifted his chin.

Morayo looked up. Shadows surrounded him as he knelt on an unseen ground. Only a single point of brightness existed in the world: the warrior who had wielded the Midnight Blade, standing before him now. She regarded him with both disapproval and expectation as the others joined her, one by one, until all eight stood over him, waiting.

Morayo bowed his head again. ‘On behalf of my ancestors,’ he said, ‘I come seeking your forgiveness. And your help. I beg of you: please listen to what I have to say.’








FORTY-NINE Jinao


Seema did not return to the riverside that had become Jinao’s prison. He knew she was still in the encampment. Several times, over the days that followed, he heard the piercing cry of the whistle she used to relay commands, and once he heard her calling Lucy. Jinao supposed he had the child to thank for his ongoing ability to draw breath. He had no doubt that the Bairneater – John, her beloved father – would have torn the head from his body without a second thought.

Sumalong came to him, stealing across his skin as a reassuring warmth borne up by the Convergence. But Jinao knew better than to surrender to the urge to draw him forth. In the mere heartbeat it would take for his ancestor to burst into the mortal realm, the two greybloods who had been set to guard him would deliver an arrow to his eye. In all the time that he had been bound there, the creatures had not moved. Their bows remained raised, their arrows nocked, their yellow eyes fixed on his face. Nobody came to relieve them or to give them provisions. They drank all the sustenance they needed from the light of the sun. They could stand there for moons, for decades, for centuries, while the grass grew up around them and Jinao withered away to bone.

On the fourth night, shortly after the vines that bound him had finished feeding him his evening meal of fruit, Jinao heard the bush behind him stir. He craned his neck against the tree trunk, and a moment later a small figure appeared.

‘I brought you a carving,’ Lucy said, holding it up. Over by the river, Jinao’s guards did not move. He looked down to see a wooden version of a familiar face – Sumalong, expression fierce, as it had been the day they had fought off the Nine Lands warriors. Lucy lowered it again and added, ‘Father says I’m not to speak to you.’

‘It’s very good,’ Jinao said. ‘I’d take it if I could, but I can’t move my hands.’

‘We’re going soon,’ Lucy said. ‘I wanted to say goodbye.’

That surprised him. ‘Where?’


‘Father says our home isn’t safe any more, and that it won’t be safe again unless we stop the Silent Ones.’

Jinao felt a tug of despair. So, the Bairneater meant to fulfil its promise to attack. Jinao had an inkling of the camp’s numbers now – intelligent greybloods, all. If the king’s army could scarcely hold against the Grey Horde, how would they cope against a targeted attack from the Bairneater and its army?

‘Where?’ he said.

‘A city. A powerful Silent Ones city.’

‘A powerful city. You mean Nine Lords.’

‘I’m not allowed to say.’

‘Those are my people, Lucy. They didn’t harm you. I mean . . . I know that some did. But they were frightened soldiers following orders. Not the families in Nine Lords. Children live there – children just like you.’

They weren’t like her, though, and Lucy knew this too, her expression darkening as she straightened. ‘They were planning to hurt us. So we’re going to stop them. Father saw it all, in your mother’s mind.’

Jinao closed his eyes. His mother’s memories: the Bairneater claimed he had seen all Sulin’s knowledge and all her plans. ‘Please,’ he said, ‘talk to your father. Make him see that this isn’t the—’

‘They have a weapon,’ she said, regarding him coldly. ‘Father won’t let them use it.’

‘Lucy—’

‘I have to go.’ She stepped up to bury her face in his stomach. Her arms reached as far around the tree trunk as they could. Her techwork head warmed his skin. Jinao swallowed against the tightness in his throat. ‘If Father stops the Silent Ones,’ Lucy said, backing away, ‘nobody else will have to die. He’ll only set them on the people who try to get in his way. We will warn the Silent Ones. They’ll have to let us through. If they do that, nobody will be hurt.’

‘Wait a moment. Us. You’re going too? Lucy, wait!’ She had already turned away, but paused, her shoulders rounded defensively.

‘Yes?’

Jinao realised he had no idea what to say. He inhaled, then said, ‘Thank you for the carvings.’

‘You’re welcome,’ she replied, and that was it. She was gone, melting back into the night with the lightness of step only a child with no notion of what they faced could muster.

Jinao stared down at Sumalong’s likeness for a long time. She had left it between his feet, almost too close to the tree trunk for him to see. It really was very good, but he supposed techwork eyes and techwork hands could recreate what lay in their owner’s minds far better than flesh could. He only realised he was crying when the wood of the carving began to darken.

Curse his mother and her selfish schemes. She had brought doom down on more than just Aranduq now. How could the woman who never took a misstep in her life have faltered when it mattered most? Even now, nearly two rains after Sulin Mizito had passed beyond the pyre, the shadow of everything she’d done lay heavy upon them all.

The following morning, after the vines had fed him a breakfast of mashed seeds that tasted vaguely like banana, Jinao began calling for Seema. He knew they could all hear him – greyblood hearing was far keener than humans’ – but not even his two guards deigned to react. It was nearing highsun and Jinao had shouted himself hoarse by the time he heard the familiar click-click of approaching techwork legs.

She appeared before him, arms folded, expression guarded. ‘What?’

‘You’re leaving.’

‘Yes. Is that what you’ve been shrieking about?’

‘You’re going to Nine Lords, aren’t you? Seema, there aren’t enough of you to get through. And this weapon—’

‘That is no concern of yours. And you should not have taken advantage of a child.’

‘I thought you cared about the living.’

‘I do. That is why we are going to neutralise the weapon that has been designed to annihilate us. Designed by your mother, I might add. We will ask for it to be surrendered to us. If it is not, we will defend ourselves against the threat it presents.’

‘My mother didn’t design any weapons.’

‘Yes, she did, Janzen. You may not have known about it, but we do. And we are going to destroy it.’

Jinao stared at her. How cold she had become, this creature who had brought him back from the abyss. He saw no glimmer of regret in her flat, yellow stare. Only resounding indifference. ‘And you’re taking Lucy with you. Into battle. A child.’

‘Lucy will be safe. We do not plan to fight.’

‘How? They are not going to simply hand this weapon over, if it does exist.’

‘You do not know what we plan to threaten them with.’ Seema took a step towards him. ‘Your people comb the forest, murdering those they cannot capture and destroying our habitat. Meanwhile, the generals of the Grey Horde kill any among us who do not name them kings. It is moons since we last heard from the furthest settlements. Others we know have been completely destroyed. The survivors come here. To us. For safety. Because in unity, we have safety. We have nowhere left to run. Your people have herded us together like cattle, and now we are cornered. No choice remains but to fight.’

Jinao closed his eyes. ‘So what happens to me?’

‘That is up to John,’ Seema said, turning away.

‘It’s all true, you know!’ Jinao called after her as she headed back into the forest. ‘All the things he did. Ask him about the villages he destroyed! Ask him about the people he decapitated because I wouldn’t fight him! Ask him about the children whose arms and fingers he takes! Ask him!’

But she was gone, not once looking back, leaving him to the darkness and the two statues who were his guards.

Jinao snapped awake. Night lay still all around him, lit only by the ever-present glow of the canopy high above . . . That, and the four yellow orbs of his captors’ eyes. He was still wondering what had startled him when he heard an inhuman snarl, followed by a heavy thump as one of his captors crashed to the ground.

Jinao tensed as the fallen greyblood’s yellow eyes flickered out. His remaining captor shifted at once. Jinao had only a moment to register the hiss of the arrow cutting through the gloom before the night came alive as Sumalong swirled into existence before him.

The arrow took Sumalong full in the chest. At once, his ancestor fell to one knee then faded from the world.

‘Sumalong!’ Jinao called, jerking against his bonds as the remaining greyblood reached for another arrow.

There came a grunt of exertion, and then the greyblood staggered sideways as something slammed into it out of the darkness. A high whistle cut the air, from one of the distant scouts. At once, the vines binding Jinao to the tree began to tighten, closing on his windpipe, slicing into his wrists . . .

‘Uncle!’ Jinao croaked.

Sumalong materialised at his side. ‘Keep still.’ He snatched a short dagger from his belt and began to slash at the vines.

Blessed, cool air rushed into Jinao’s lungs as the vine around his neck fell away. He sagged forward as Sumalong sliced at more vines, freeing Jinao’s arm, his right leg . . . But his remaining bonds tightened, and still more vines burst from the tree, some angling towards Sumalong, sprouting thorns, lashing the air like whips . . . Sumalong danced forward, striking, then darting out of reach, but with each attack, the vines opened more wounds in his skin, and soon he fought against a thrashing storm.

Jinao was going to die here. Once Sumalong fell, he was—

‘Girls,’ cried a familiar voice, ‘fetch!’

Over by the river, a burst of colour unfurled, followed by another, and another. Jinao had a moment to glimpse the wrinkled, grinning face of Chicuace before the five curls of light came thundering towards him, coalescing into five squat forms: four-legged, muscular and lean, their eyes glowing a pale blue as they leapt at the forest of vines.

Dogs. Jinao heard himself laugh aloud. Chicuace’s girls were real, and they were dogs. The first, a great short-haired brute with a flat face, leapt at the tangle of vines still pulling Jinao back towards the tree, its jaws clamping down as it snarled. The second, a shaggy, pale mutt that looked to be made for speed, sprang towards a greyblood that came charging out of the foliage, slamming her to the ground. Each dog was a different colour, a different size, but each wore a matching collar of gleaming blackglass beads. The light of the ancestral realm suffused them as they snarled and tore and leapt.

Sumalong grunted as two of the remaining dogs leapt to free him from the nest of vines that now surrounded him. Beyond, Chicuace had fallen to her knees, eyes rolled back and arms raised as the light of the ancestral realm rippled over her facial tataus.

Jinao stumbled away from the trunk, trampling the vines that still clung to his body. He lurched towards the river as, off to his left, Sumalong leapt free of the vines, his body so covered in blood he seemed more corpse than man.

‘Go!’ he shouted. ‘Run!

Jinao grabbed Chicuace’s arm and she gasped, her eyes clearing, the light suffusing her skin dimming. The camp was coming to life all around them as warning whistles and shouts peppered the night.

‘Hurry,’ Chicuace said, pushing to her feet. ‘Don’t have to go far.’

Jinao staggered onwards, clinging tight to her hand as they hit the water, icy cold and running fast. With her free hand, Chicuace pulled her battered sword from her back, and to Jinao’s surprise, it began to glow as she held it before her like a talisman . . . And perhaps it was, because as vines sprang at them out of the darkness, one twitch of the sword was all it took to drive them back.

They blundered through the undergrowth on the far bank, then swerved sharply right. Through the trees, Jinao glimpsed another exposed tunnel, its ancient glyphs glowing wanly in the dark. Then Chicuace stopped abruptly before lifting her sword and plunging it down into the grass.

Jinao glanced over her shoulder. ‘Shouldn’t we—’

A line of blue light appeared, and the ground fissured open, two perfect rectangles retreating like the blinds in Thousand Domes to reveal a cave beneath. No – a tiny room with metal walls and a metal floor. Windows looked out on the roots and soil of the ground it was buried in.

‘Quickly!’ Chicuace said, pushing Jinao towards the opening. He toppled forwards then plunged down, and Chicuace leapt after him, agile as a cat, landing in a squat as he slammed painfully into the floor.

He was still groaning and cradling his arm when the room began to seal itself closed again, the two metal panels sliding together above his head.

Darkness swallowed them, lit only by the gleaming glyphs of the sword. ‘Thank you,’ Jinao said. ‘A-are you—’

‘Hush,’ she snapped. ‘Girls say you need to shut it. They’re about to pass through the tunnel.’

A moment later, the entire room began to quake as the thunder of the Dredge echoed in the distance.

‘No,’ Chicuace hissed. ‘It’s not.’


‘Not what?’ Jinao said.

‘I told you to be quiet! I’m speaking to the girls!’

‘Sorry,’ Jinao said. He reached forward and took her shoulder. ‘You have no idea how thankful I am that you came back.’

By Jinao’s reckoning, he and Chicuace remained in the underground room for over a day. There was no food or water there – nothing but a pile of curious metal boxes, all with their lids removed. The two doors led only to the earth and roots beyond. So they remained there, Chicuace muttering to herself or snapping at Jinao to keep silent.

In that time, Jinao heard shouts above them, and horns, and Seema’s piercing whistle. He also heard the thunder of the Dredge, so regular now that he began to count the intervals – every nine thousand heartbeats, by his reckoning. They were circling, then. Stampeding through the same section of tunnel.

Trapped.

Chicuace slept through the night and well into the next morning. Jinao had no trouble staying awake to guard her: he was too alight with wonder to rest. He watched her face. Sleeping now, she looked far younger than he’d thought. He didn’t know which astonished him more: the dogs or the sword.

‘What you staring at?’ Chicuace croaked, eyes still closed.

‘You’re an invoker,’ Jinao said.

‘No, I ain’t.’ She coughed and rolled onto her side.

‘I saw you invoke five dogs.’

‘Six. I’m named Six in my language, for my six dogs.’

‘Fine. Six dogs. I saw you draw them from the ancestral realm.’

‘I didn’t do nothing. I asked them to help me and they chose to answer.’

‘Your dogs,’ he said. ‘How were they so powerful, and so . . . so large?’


‘Well, you know, if you’re linked in spirit with someone, and you both want the same things, it strengthens you both. But you gotta have the sort of affinity I have with my girls.’

‘How did you know this place was here?’

‘The girls,’ Chicuace said. ‘They’re good at finding hiding places. Now stop talking. You’re giving me a headache.’

The next time he woke it was to the thunder of marching feet, and shouted commands, and the drone of wheels. Chicuace crouched in the middle of the room, sword held in both hands as though she expected any moment that someone might burst through. He heard the rumble of the Dredge not long after, and then, finally, all noise fell away.

Chicuace cocked her head and said, ‘That’s it. Girls reckon they’re all gone.’ She pushed to her feet and pointed a bony finger over at Jinao. ‘I’m gonna go check it’s safe. You stay here.’

She lifted her sword again and pressed it to the ceiling, and at once the metal panels began to retract. Chicuace paced impatiently as the ceiling and the earth above it parted, revealing the blinding brightness of the blue sky. Jinao shielded his face with his Forbidden arm as Chicuace began dragging the metal boxes against one wall.

‘You gonna help me or what?’ she snapped.

‘What is that sword? It contains techwork, yes?’

‘It’s just a sword. Help me make a stairway.’

Together, they constructed a rickety tower of boxes for Chicuace to climb. Jinao watched her disappear out into the open, wondering again how old she was. Younger than she looked, surely, given how supple she seemed. And she had wandered off days before Jinao was captured. Had she been hiding nearby all that time? If so, she had more presence of mind than Jinao had realised.

It was some time before she reappeared, humming to herself. She sat, scrawny legs dangling over the edge of the ceiling, her expression smug. Dirty, calloused feet swung above Jinao as he looked up.

‘Reckon it’s as safe as it’s gonna get,’ Chicuace said.

‘Are you certain they’re all gone?’

‘Course I’m bloody not!’ she cried, slapping her skinny thigh. ‘But the girls say most of ’em went ahead of the Dredge along that big hole. The thing’s all sealed up behind them now.’

So they weren’t travelling above ground at all – they were travelling below. Meaning Nine Lords would be caught entirely off guard.

Lucy’s words came to him then, in their final conversation back in the glade. He’ll only set them on the people who try to get in his way.

‘Fuck,’ Jinao muttered.

‘No bad words! The girls don’t like it!’

‘You said the Bairneater and his army went ahead of the Dredge, yes? And sealed the way behind them?’

‘Who cares? They’re gone and that’s good.’

‘Gone to Nine Lords. Now I understand. They’re going to unleash the Dredge on the city. That’s why they’ve been herding the creatures here. We have to find a way to send a warning.’

‘The girls say silver ain’t your colour. They reckon its black.’

Of course the Bairneater wouldn’t risk its own people. And of course it wouldn’t try to simply march into Nine Lords above ground. No, it planned to send the Dredge up through the tunnels and flatten the city from its heart.

‘We need to hurry,’ Jinao said. He climbed the rickety tower of boxes and pulled himself out next to Chicuace.

Warm sunshine fell over him. He turned towards the scrawny woman. ‘Thank you for coming back for me.’

Chicuace lifted a tataued finger. ‘Shh. Not me. The girls.’ Then she stood and wandered off towards the trees, muttering under her breath.

Jinao strode after her, thirst and hunger descending on him all at once. He had almost caught up with Chicuace when she yelped and sprang away. ‘Who the bloody crud are you and why are you following me?’

‘I . . .’ Jinao closed his eyes. He would need to be patient. Whatever the woman’s quirks, whatever her time with the Woodsmaiden had cost her, she had saved him. And she knew how to survive. ‘I am . . . Janzen,’ he said slowly. ‘And we’re travelling together. To find food and water, and then a way back to the Nine Lands. Now, which way do the girls say to go?’

Chicuace pursed her lips. ‘That way!’ she said brightly. ‘The girls say water lies that way!’








FIFTY Boleo


Iwolu Square lay in chaos as Boleo stared desperately around. Silver warriors swept past, slicing casually through limbs. Invoked Batide tore towards warriors in gold. On the far side of the square, a circle of Ahiki soldiers surrounded Princen Ibaxis, moving in a tight, careful retreat towards that floating golden carriage. It was all slipping through their fingers, and Boleo could only watch.

At the centre of it all, Unworthy, the warrior monk, stood utterly still. He regarded Boleo intently, making no move to attack. It was plain he didn’t need to. He believed, as much as Boleo himself did, that his people had already won.

‘Alone, are you?’ Boleo said stiffly. ‘Where are your counterparts?’

‘I have sent them to reap the souls of your people,’ Unworthy said. ‘Loose!’ he cried, and one of his nuns jerked as though struck from behind. A solitary spectre came charging out of her emaciated body, a screaming, mindless soul who had once been a man.

Ibekwe.

As Boleo stared, unable to stir himself into action, Morayo’s dead lieutenant tore towards him, his battle skirt flying.

‘Your Holiness!’ someone cried. They leapt, shouldering into the spectral form, knocking Ibekwe sideways.

Unworthy was already on the move. Wordlessly, he swung his staff round, then thrust the point forward. Boleo had a moment to register that the woman had placed herself before him like a shield before the point of the staff thrust into her chest, and the nine crystals flared.

‘No!’ Boleo cried, as Unworthy stepped in, seizing the woman by her neck even as she began to cough blood.


Boleo could not move as the woman sank to the ground, Unworthy bending to keep hold. Boleo caught a glimpse of something pale and thrashing: the woman’s spirit, wreathed in light.

‘I will take your warlord’s soul like this,’ Unworthy said, not looking up. ‘I will take the souls of every one of his kin, and you will watch.’

Desperation seized Boleo then. Princen Ibaxis was nearly at his golden carriage, though a small cluster of Adatali soldiers had spotted him and were trying to cut him off. But before them stood a knot of those sleek greybloods. They were not going to make it in time.

Boleo slid his eyes along the cords connecting Unworthy to his nuns. They were the key. Their blood no doubt connected them to the ancestral realm by some hidden tatau. They acted as some . . . living doorway, and Unworthy possessed the only key. To judge from Morayo’s experience, what lay beyond was worse than any gaol in the mortal realm. If Boleo could get close enough to cut those tubes of blood—

Drumming. A single talking drum, its musical rise and fall unmistakable but distant. A moment later, other drums joined. The high bataa drum. The throaty mother drum, and the boom of the greatdrum. With them came distant singing in the local tongue, Urobi. A swell of shouts sounded from the far side of the square, and the circle of retreating Ahiki turned.

‘Adatali, I call upon you,’ a man chanted, voice rising above them all. Boleo knew it at once. Though the ancestors-cursed fool had been instructed to remain in the palace. ‘I call upon you in the name of the fallen.’

Then he appeared. Morayo. Dancing, as drummers and singers surrounded him. It was Elder Sollu’s troupe, Boleo realised, though what arokin storytellers were doing in the midst of a battle he could not imagine. Morayo wore no armour or warpaint, just the same green and white cloth as the troupe: a uniform, unifying them in purpose and heart.

‘Adatali, I call upon you! I call upon you in the name of those yet to come!’

Morayo’s eyes were closed, Boleo saw. He seemed to exist in another world, and though he performed the Dance of Broken Blades, it was different somehow. Each movement Morayo made sent a ripple of light across his bare arms. That brightness coalesced above him, offering glimpses of elsewhere, else-when: a village burning; towers falling; great craters in the land. Boleo saw a river, but it was no natural river, and it spread over cities and homes, swallowing them until a new, shallow ocean lay where once land had been. He saw a coastline receding. He saw a man in a leopard helm weeping. He saw techwork burning, while a figure in golden robes looked on. Boleo realised he was weeping, and he was not alone. Something about those scenes had reached into his soul.

Sollu’s troupe, fifteen in all, moved in a tight cluster behind Morayo. Boleo could not see the remaining three warriors of Morayo’s quartet. As Morayo spoke the final words of invocation, the light above him sharpened, until the realm beyond seemed clear as the surface of a lake.

A wetwoods. A village. Figures marching purposefully towards this window in the world. Adatali leapt through, flames suffusing his skin. As he charged towards Princen Ibaxis, not wielding any weapon, a second figure leapt out after him: a man in blue armour that covered every part of his skin. Behind his beaded mask, his face seemed young. He cried out, sprinting forwards, ida raised, and as he passed, Boleo noticed he wielded the Water Blade.

‘You dare to bring this power against us,’ Father Unworthy screamed, wheeling round. ‘We will crush you!’

He threw his hands out, and all four nuns moaned, then spirit after spirit burst free. They charged from the nuns’ bodies, seeming to tear at them as they entered the mortal realm, snarling and stumbling like rabid animals as they charged towards Morayo and the arokin troupe.

A third figure emerged from the ancestral realm: a white-haired woman in black armour. She wielded the Midnight Blade, its liquid black length unmistakable. By the time the fourth figure emerged, Boleo knew what he would see: the Living Blade, held by a lithe, smiling man wreathed in leaves. All eight of them came, and Boleo realised that he knew their faces from Daloya’s shrine.

‘Do you see?’ Boleo shouted, then laughed at the sky. ‘Do you see? Our ancestors come!’

Morayo dropped to his knees as all nine warriors threw themselves at Ibaxis’s circle of protection, Adatali leading the way as he burned a path through. The Eight Blades. Except now, they were wielded by eight warriors. Understanding spread among the Adatali ranks. Cries of triumph rose up. All eyes were focused on Adatali now. Boleo did not hesitate. He sprang forward, spinning his staff around and slamming it into head of the nearest nun, felling her in a single blow.

She crumbled, and the spirits nearly upon Elder Sollu’s troupe rippled and faded away. Unworthy screamed, then spun away. Before Boleo could pursue him, something crashed into his thigh, raking his skin. One of those accursed greybloods. Boleo fell to one knee as the creature loomed over him.

A single voice rang across the battlefield then, powerful as a general. Too powerful. That was no natural sound. Elder Sollu: tapping on her talking drum, a talking drum Boleo now recognised, because it was the twin of the one he had found as a youth. A Jebbanese drum with techwork bound into it. The relic that had earned Boleo so many scars.

‘They cannot defeat us,’ Sollu sang. ‘Not when we hold our people’s history in our song!’

Something was happening. A pressure was building behind Boleo’s eyes, and it had affected the greybloods too, as the one bearing down on him paused, its hide rippling with glyphs. Across the square, a pale light illuminated Elder Sollu’s face; illuminated the faces of all the performers. It was their facial markings – ablaze now, almost like clan tataus.

Sollu sang, except now the language was unfamiliar, and as she did, that light leapt to the warrior wielding the Living Blade. Her song suffused him, and as he brought his ida up into the chin of a gold-masked Ahiki, a tangle of vines burst from the blade.

She sang on, and the language changed again, something with deep throaty clicks, like Xhisu, from the far east of Adataliland. And as the woman bearing the Bone Blade slashed down with the pale weapon, the warrior she struck withered away until only their skeleton remained.

On she sang, switching language, singing ancient tales Boleo could not understand, each flooding Adatali’s companions with arcane powers: the crushing cloud of darkness that was the Midnight Blade; the blinding light of the Sun Blade . . . It was astonishing. It defied everything Boleo understood about invocation. And Morayo danced, and the dancers around him sped up, and Boleo felt the power of it echo inside his skull.

He steered his gaze round until he found Father Unworthy, who fought amid a circle of Daloya’s spear-wielders, snarling like a trapped animal. He was trying to reach Princen Ibaxis, but a second of his nuns had been felled; the man, his narrow face smashed in.

A third nun crumpled as a torrent of Batide ancestors fell upon her. When the fourth nun fell, the remaining captive spirits disappeared.

Boleo limped forward as Unworthy tore the threads of blood from his wrists. The warrior monk wasn’t smiling now, Boleo noted with grim satisfaction, and he stood completely unprotected. As though reading his thoughts, Unworthy lifted his staff. Something silver angled towards Boleo in response, and he threw himself sidewise. Boleo landed on his shoulder, pain lancing through his body as more of the techwork monstrosities sped towards Unworthy. He looked up to see them all peeling away from the pockets of fighting to form a circle of protection around Unworthy. Shouts peppered the air as Adatali warriors set off in pursuit, but Unworthy had already reached the northern alleyway.


Boleo turned. Princen Ibaxis stood unguarded, trapped against a gilded carriage he could no longer open. His remaining warriors fought in clusters against each of Morayo’s invoked ancestors. Boleo doubted he would get a better chance.

‘Vunaji,’ Boleo said, climbing shakily to his feet. ‘Vunaji, quickly!’

Ice washed over him, driving the air from his lungs, then Vunaji appeared at his side, a child once more, her head cocked in curiosity.

‘The Ahiki!’ Boleo said. ‘G-get the Ahiki.’

Vunaji giggled and ran forward.

A great cheer drew Boleo’s attention, and he looked back to see that the remaining clusters of fighting had ceased. The few Ahiki warriors who remained alive had dropped to their knees, hands raised in surrender. Adatali and his eight companions stood in a line before Ibaxis as Vunaji slipped past them.

Boleo hobbled across the square, feeling no elation, just bone-deep exhaustion.

‘Bring them out,’ Vunaji said as Boleo joined her. ‘Or my friends will kill you where you stand.’

How isolated Ibaxis looked, surrounded by a pile of corpses, his golden sun crown askew. How young. How utterly consumed by disbelief.

‘Didn’t you hear me?’ Vunaji said.

Ibaxis’s face contorted in outrage. ‘You were banished!’ the Ahiki princen said. ‘We pushed your kind to the depths of the underplane!’

‘Bring your ancestor to me,’ Vunaji said. ‘I shall count to ten and then . . . Actually, no. No, I’m tired of waiting.’

Vunaji sprang, her child form disappearing as she collapsed into a cloud of glyphs. Ibaxis jerked, the glyphs swarming over his body like flies. After a moment, Vunaji reformed before him, now as a muscular man. His hand remained buried in Ibaxis’s chest as a churning vortex of glyphs. Ibaxis groaned as Vunaji drew his arm backwards, the shifting glyphs of his hand clamped around something that thrashed and lurched.

A person. Vunaji had them by the neck, and after a moment, Boleo recognised the tiger mask. Navret. She writhed, fading, coalescing as Vunaji dragged her close. Navret existed in the mortal realm for scarcely a heartbeat before Vunaji swelled into a cloud of glyphs that enveloped her body whole, devouring.

Ibaxis collapsed backwards as Vunaji materialised again. ‘Must you make me take every one?’ he growled. Then he plunged into Ibaxis’s body, and this time when he returned he dragged behind him a yellow-haired man in heavy metal armour. Tarsin. Adatali and his companions watched on silently.

One by one, Vunaji dragged each of the founding warlords into the mortal realm. Qaneen. Mizito. Ibaxis curled in upon himself, his golden tataus rippling.

‘He is the only one left,’ Vunaji said, returning to her child form. ‘There is nothing you can do.’

Ibaxis’s hand crawled to his side, towards the hilt of the knife he wore at his waist. Boleo opened his mouth to shout a warning.

Vunaji giggled. ‘That won’t work, silly! If you die here, I will remove your ancestor from your cooling corpse.’

‘They will destroy you,’ Ibaxis growled. ‘When they learn what you have done, my family will wipe these lands from the face of the world. No one will remember this clan. No one!’

‘Bring him into the mortal realm.’

‘What do you plan to do when you have him? He will not fight for you. He will cede no power to you. You will have but one incarnation of his soul.’

‘Bring him into the mortal realm!’ Vunaji screamed, and the ground seemed to shake with her fury.

Ibaxis did not lower his piercing golden gaze from Vunaji as he twisted his hand over, letting the knife clatter to the ground. He pushed himself onto his knees as the tataus that covered his arms and torso flared gold. He lifted his voice, chanting in a language Boleo couldn’t name. Not the Forbidden Tongue. Not anything he recognised, though the sound of it unsettled Boleo in a way he couldn’t quite explain. Ibaxis’s voice lifted, and Boleo felt a moment of lurching terror . . . that somehow, this Ahiki princen would undo them all with words wielded like weapons. But then the princen’s tataus surged as though aflame, and Boleo had to look away as light bled from his pores and converged into the shape of a man.

All heads turned to take in the ancestor. He sat cross-legged upon the ground, swathed in a white cloak etched with shifting golden glyphs. Boleo’s eye could not seem to fix upon them, just as his ears had been unable to fix upon that chant. Only the very bottom of the man’s face was visible beneath his wide hood: gold. A mask of gold that hid his features entirely. He carried no weapon. There was nothing imposing about him at all. He seemed more like a nun in meditation than the king who had brought a civilisation to its knees.

‘Fascinating,’ Vunaji said, growing back into her man form. ‘I suspect I shall enjoy our encounter.’


The last thing Boleo saw, before the exhaustion he had been holding at bay finally claimed him, was a storm of purple glyphs engulfing the robed figure, followed by a peal of childish laughter.

‘Father Boleo.’

Boleo coughed. Water. Some fool had tipped it into his mouth. He sat up to see Morayo’s lieutenant, Karwin, squatting before him holding a gourd. His orange hair was singed at the edges, and a nasty gash gaped above his left eye. But he was smiling.

‘Father, we need to get going,’ Karwin said. ‘Ahiki reinforcements will be here soon. Can you stand?’

‘I think so,’ Boleo said. ‘Where is Daloya?’ Then he spotted him, on the far side of the ruined square, unharmed. Staring at a prisoner held in chains before him.

Princen Ibaxis.

The Ahiki princen was just a man now, young and alone, his face hidden behind his curtain of braids as he stood with his head bowed.

‘Vunaji?’

[Hello. I am rather busy.]

‘Did you—’

[I have Ahiki. What is it you wanted to ask him?]

‘I want to know how to command greybloods. There is a single command at their core, a command I suspect not even Ahiki’s descendants know. It can change the very essence of what the greybloods are.’

[Then I shall get to work! Did I do well, Boleo? Are you pleased?]

Boleo released a breath, then laughed. It was over. They had survived. ‘Yes, Vunaji. Yes, you did well.’








FIFTY-ONE Temi


There were strict rules to Temi’s stay at the Smithy’s underground home. They were to be on their sleeping mats after the evening meal, because the Smithy’s children needed their rest. They were to do their share of washing dishes, collecting water and scavenging for food. They were to go out only once per day and take a different route home across the ruins each time. And above all, they were not to speak to the Smithy.

Every night, the Smithy sat with his circle of twenty-three children and played a different game: reciting multiplications; stitching clothing; telling stories with moralistic endings, all set in a city of talking cats. Poor Maiwo strayed as close to them as he dared, his eyes wide with yearning as he listened to them laugh and chatter. The youngest among them was not more than three rains of age. The eldest seemed a decade older than Temi herself, but with a childlike mind.

As Temi slowly forced herself to acknowledge that yes, she lived, and yes, life continued, she returned to the rubble of Arrant Hill. Being there was the only thing that brought her comfort now. As the days went by, she began to recognise some of the wreckage. The leg of the old bamboo table; a weathered brick from the front wall; a painted sign from the ogogoro inn. Old Baba seemed to enjoy being up there too – mostly due to the newly exposed blackglass tower that had once been at the summit of Bakery Mount. Now, it stood over thrice his height. She often caught him pressing one gnarled hand upon it while muttering softly under his breath. Occasionally, glyphs would flare up in response, but if he ever spotted her watching, he would snap ah-ah! and then hobble away.

It was not long before the insects and lizards returned, joining the people who still searched for survivors. And the river crawled with holy ones. She did not see when they cleared its waters: only that, six days after arriving at the Smithy’s, she emerged one morning to find its gleaming, grey mass snaking off into the distance again. Trading ships slid gracefully through the Lordsgrave wasteland. And the river spirit did not return. The monks had successfully stamped out all trace of what had happened.

After ten days, Temi spotted the first flower – a spear violet, pushing up from beneath the rubble; the same flowers that once grew on the bakery wall. She reached forward, meaning to pick it for the new family shrine she had constructed, then paused. It seemed a violation to take this small piece of the district’s resilience for her own. Instead, she brought her little shrine out and lay it around the flower. And the following day, she returned to find an entire bed of them now growing at its side.

Slowly, she began to piece together scraps of information about the Smithy’s family. The orange-haired girl was named Saoirse, and her parents had come to Nine Lords from the northern Yenlund before both dying of the river sickness. But Saoirse wasn’t Yennish, as she reminded Temi frequently while they scrubbed clothes in a barrel. She was Gyldaric, because she was from the island of Gyldar, and Temi would do well to remember the difference. Tlomin’s village had been destroyed by the greyblood that blinded him in one eye; Yushol had come north alone from Zumae, at the age of just nine rains; Vaalini had been born in Nine Lords, to a father who beat her. Most had been begging alone before one of the Smithy’s older children found them and promised them a dry place to sleep and a regular meal.

Of the Smithy, Temi learned very little. He spent most mornings hammering away at his forge. The thing never went out, and though Saoirse claimed a network of pipes carried away the fumes and some of the heat, Temi had seen the glyphs that flickered on the furnace walls. The rest of the time, he descended the second staircase deeper into the bowels of his subterranean complex. And it was a complex . . . Temi was sure of that now. Once, she had got close enough to that stairway to see it curved downwards past half a dozen lower floors, and that light spilled out of many doorways. Then she had leaned too close, and something had sparked on her skin, and an unseen force had gently pushed her back.

‘You ain’t allowed,’ Yushol had said, from where he stood regarding her with folded arms.

‘What was that? Some kind of techwork?’

‘Just stay away.’

That evening, as she shared a meal of pounded yam and soup with Old Baba, Temi said, ‘Ready to tell me how you know him yet?’

Old Baba chewed, watching her, before finally saying, ‘When I first come here from the old country, we work together sometimes. But we did not agree on what to do with our knowledge. I want to help people, to clean the water. He just . . . well, I find that he cares about only himself.’

‘When you first came here. So he’s what . . . sixty? Seventy rains? He don’t look it,’ Temi said, taking in the Smithy’s muscular arms and straight back. She twisted her fingers into Maiwo’s hair as he lay dozing across her lap. It was growing long now; long enough that she’d begun braiding it for him, when he’d allow her to. But he’d refused to let her cut it. Amaan had always cut his hair.

Old Baba sucked on his teeth. ‘That man is older than anyone I know.’ He glanced at her. ‘Do not talk to him. He lost his way a long time ago.’

They were expected to earn their keep, which meant Maiwo was taught how to beg, then sent out onto the streets of Lordsheart with four other children his age. It was impossible for Old Baba to cross the rubble each day, but Temi often caught him wandering past the Smithy’s endless tables of techwork, wearing a wistful look.

Saoirse told Temi she was too old and too sour-faced to beg, so she sent her out to sell the small, wooden carvings a clubfooted girl named Teili made. Teili did not speak and could not have been more than ten rains of age, but Temi had never seen such skill with chisel and wood. Faces, flowers, animals, buildings, intricate patterns, exquisite columns of famous poetry . . . Teili brought them all to life, and then Temi and Saoirse ventured south to sell them at Lordsheart roadsides.

The first time Temi stepped into a crowd, memories of the day Lordsgrave fell flooded her mind, and she found herself squatting by the roadside, covered in sweat, unable to breathe.

‘Sort yourself out or get back home,’ Saoirse snapped, though there was a softness in her eyes.

It took Temi three attempts, but eventually she was able to walk the city streets again. Still, she felt apart from the crowds, which continued on around her as though everything hadn’t changed for ever. Didn’t they know her family was dead? Didn’t they know Lordsgrave was gone? Didn’t they know the ones sworn to protect them could snuff out their lives without hesitation?

She heard them whispering about Lordsgrave: that land was cursed. That was why greybloods had attacked it twice. That was why the ancestors had sent the river spirit to wipe it clean of corruption. No two souls she passed seemed to agree on what had happened, but one fact united them all: the ancestors had turned from Lordsgrave, which meant visiting it, speaking of it, thinking of it, was Forbidden now.

Saoirse kept them to the less affluent neighbourhoods of Lordsheart, where they sold Teili’s carvings to shopkeepers, artisans and clerks. And there were Families here too, in great numbers. Temi saw them, crowding teahouses and inns, bowing to elders, sweeping down the streets in strutting packs. She knew them by their tataus alone: the hawk of the Seng Family; the snake of the Mbolus; and once, her stomach turning, the eyes and waves of Chedu.

Temi grabbed Saoirse’s arm as they stood opposite a Dimadi café that heaved with people conversing loudly in Kanani and Weno.

‘They’re Chedus,’ Temi muttered. ‘This is a bloody Family neighbourhood.’

‘No it ain’t,’ Saoirse hissed. ‘This is neutral ground. That’s why we’re safe here.’

‘Then how comes the place is crawling with Families.’

‘There’s some kind of war going on with them, is what I heard. The Sengs, the Mbolus and the Bhutens won’t trade with the Chedus no more, and half the Chedus are fighting the other half.’

Something like hope, but darker, twisted within her. ‘You mean the Chedus are finished?’

‘No! You mad? No, there’s some splinter group what did something bad.’

‘What did they do?’

‘Fucked if I know. I look like a Chedu to you? Anyway, quit talking about it, before someone starts on us.’

Temi took to wandering slowly among the outdoor tables with her carvings, taking in as much conversation as she could. It was not long before she gleaned that someone in the Chedus had taken half the inner family and left the district. And it seemed the splinter group had allies among other Families, who had continued to trade with them. This had caused some kind of rift, and righteous anger from the Sengs. Temi found herself hoping they’d simply annihilate each other.

Temi visited the ancestral realm most nights, up on the ruins of Bakery Mount. Together, she and Vunaji descended to the Third Stratum, and the glowing city where the Scathed’s companions – no, humanity’s companions – continued their eternal wait. With each creature Vunaji devoured, his Bond to Temi grew stronger. Soon, Temi scarcely felt his burning presence at all. It seemed that as he strengthened his own soul, he drifted further from hers. And that was good. Of course it was good.

Sometimes, Vunaji took her to the Place Beyond, and Temi opened her eyes onto the house she had lived in all her life. She sat in the yard with Amaan. She leaned on the counter with Mama Elleth. She followed Kierin down to the docks. But she never saw their faces, and being there was so like a dream that the more she visited, the less she could recall when she returned. Eventually all she was left with was the sense of having seen someone familiar in a place of light and warmth.

‘Your mind is not meant to be there,’ Vunaji said as he sat beside her on the ruins of Bakery Mount. In the distance, lights from ships lit up the Ae in a glowing procession. ‘The energy is meant to flow only one way while you live – from them to you.’

‘But how?’ Temi said, wiping away the single tear that rolled down her chin. ‘You said the Scathed . . . I mean, our ancestors drew on this power, but how am I supposed to do that?’

‘You can’t. The Ahikis severed humanity’s connection to the Place Beyond long ago.’

‘Severed how?’

‘With a . . . toxin, if you will. Something you all carry within you, created by the Garden itself. Poison flows from the bowels of the Ahiki palace and into the River Ae. From there, it spreads across the Nine Lands. Every river and well and borehole here is connected. It is strongest in this city, near the source, which is why so many of your people fall ill.’

‘Tunji said something like that,’ Temi said quietly. ‘He told me once there was techwork in the water, too tiny for us to see. He wanted to find a way to destroy it.’

Three days later, Temi emerged from the Smithy’s halls to hear the tolling of a distant bell. The last time she’d heard such celebratory notes had been when the invoker clans had visited Nine Lords for the king’s birthday. By the time Temi and Saoirse were nearing the edge of the Lordsgrave wasteland, every bluehawk barracks, every convent, every monastery, every market square had taken up the call. The sound echoed from the sky itself.

‘See you at highsun,’ Saoirse said.

‘Don’t you want to know what that racket’s all about?’ Temi said.

‘Nope. Stay out of trouble.’ Saoirse darted down the alleyway that led to eastern Lordsheart’s riverside promenade.

Temi took her favourite street, a narrow, hilly road lined with shops and smoking dens. It was usually the place where she heard the most gossip about the Families. But that morning, the early shoppers were abuzz with other talk. Had they heard? The war was over! The greybloods had been defeated! The clans were returning home triumphant! The feverlands would soon be reclaimed!

Temi caught up with a boy she had seen before, a bucket of water balanced on his head. ‘D’you know what’s going on?’ she said.

‘Parade outside the Garden,’ he replied.

‘Parade for who?’

‘How’d I know? Something to do with the war.’

Temi hadn’t meant to continue west towards the Garden, but that was where her feet took her. By the time she had stopped telling herself she was just looking for new customers, waves of people had joined her, all heading the same way. The bells had stopped their celebratory peals, but now, Temi heard distant drumming. And up ahead, she spotted a lone monk, his staff raised high.

‘Rejoice!’ he cried. ‘Rejoice, for the war is over! The ancestors have blessed us with victory! The enemy has been destroyed! Rejoice for your king and his clans!’

The sight of the man’s golden robes made Temi’s stomach turn over. She wanted to fly at him, tear his staff from his hand and scratch the skin from his face. He and his lying, monstrous kind had destroyed Lordsgrave. This one was a slender whip of a youth, who looked more panicked than joyful as he continued to recite the lines he had been given.

The road ahead opened onto a small square, but the crowd had come to a stop. The drumming was loud enough now to drown out the chatter around her. Temi climbed onto a café table and then onto the lip of a steep roof. She wasn’t the only one who had clambered to a better vantage point. But the well-heeled locals were too captivated by the parade to offer any words of reproach. All eyes were on the garish procession of the king’s pets: monks in gold masks; warriors from the clans in brilliant warpaint; even what looked to be lowbloods, carrying sacks upon their backs. Returning, now that the war was at an end.

Temi watched them, feeling only emptiness. How many had died out there for whatever slim gains the king had made? How many of those lucky enough to survive were returning to a district that now lay in ruins – ruins caused by the very leaders they served? She could not help but scan the ranks of lowbloods for a glimpse of her mother’s yellow hair or Aunt Yeshe’s angular shoulders; because if she hadn’t seen them in the underplane, then perhaps . . . perhaps they were here.

[It is unlikely they survived. In war, the downtrodden—]


‘Piss off,’ Temi said. ‘I ain’t interested in your opinion.’

Her first sign that something was wrong was a cluster of distant shouts, and then a great surge from the crowd below . . . People began fleeing the main road, though she could not see why. The drums continued, but now panic rippled across the spectators.

Then Temi spotted it: a flash of blue; a creature head and shoulders above a man, with long, muscular limbs. Six of them, ten, more, cutting through the crowd. They weren’t greybloods, but neither were they human. There was something almost liquid, almost dance-like to their movements. She was so horrified by their appearance that it took her a moment to realise what they were doing. But as they advanced, they left a sea of bodies in their wake, their victims unmoving yet possessing no wounds. She focused on the slowest among them. It had no nose, no genitals and no nipples. And when it pressed a hand to the face of the woman nearest, she simply collapsed where she stood.

[I think perhaps we should leave.]

‘What the fuck are those things?’ Temi said.

[I’m not entirely certain, which is precisely why it is time to go.]

‘They’re killing people just by touching them!’

[I’m not sure that those people are dead.]

‘They look fucking dead to me!’ Temi cried.

The crowd seethed below her, people clawing their way forward as though swimming through mud, others clinging to friends or trampling over those who had fallen. Temi climbed higher up the slanting roof, until she stood on its flat summit. Up there, she could see for several streets all around. Each overflowed with screaming people, fleeing the blue-skinned monsters.

A man stood unmoving among them all, an island in a sea of chaos. The creatures did not touch him, instead bounding past him as though he were made of stone. A second figure stood beside him; a child, perhaps, with a familiar pale halo of tightly curled hair.

‘That’s Ohemah!’ Temi cried. ‘Look!’

The man turned at the sound of her voice. Temi flattened herself to the roof, heart thumping.

‘There’s something wrong with her,’ Temi hissed. ‘Did you see the—’

[Watch out!]

The rooftop shook as someone landed beside her. Vunaji leapt from Temi’s body as she rolled away. She pushed herself onto all fours to see Vunaji standing before a grinning blue monster. The two regarded each other, unmoving, like a moment frozen in time.

Then Vunaji sprang, hands extended, but the creature darted to one side. It was no longer smiling, Temi noticed, as it leapt from the roof.

‘What is it?’ Temi said, climbing to her feet.

‘I still do not know.’

Temi peered over the edge to find Ohemah’s companion staring up at rooftop, while the blue-skinned monster whispered in his ear.

‘I suggest we leave,’ Vunaji said. In the distance, Temi spotted a forest of spears: bluehawks.

‘Tell your king this is only the beginning!’ a voice cried. It sounded like a man: a man who had grown up in Nine Lords, speaking only the Royal Tongue. ‘Tell your king, this will continue until his clan turns the Garden over to us!’

It was nearing sunset when Temi began the climb down into the Lordsgrave ruins, her mind alight with what she had just witnessed. Monsters: not human, not greyblood, and capable of killing at a touch. Monsters, who had chosen the king’s parade to mount a coordinated attack. By morning, word of what had taken place would have spread across the city.

[Someone is following us,] Vunaji said.

Temi turned, squinting into the darkness, hoping that being noticed would send them away. But after a moment, a man appeared, picking his way over the rubble. He wore loose brown trousers and a matching dashiki. His tightly curled hair was braided neatly over his head. It took her a moment to recognise him: the man who had stood so still amid the carnage of the parade, while a monster whispered in his ear. He had the look of a dozen lands about him, and the same mid-brown skin as Temi herself. And his face . . . his face looked so familiar. It looked just like the person who now drifted into view.

Ohemah Chedu stared past Temi, her face devoid of emotion. She wore a loose, Dimadi-style smock, more sleeping garment than daywear. As Temi’s eyes trailed down the young woman’s dirt-crusted arm, she saw a red, leash-like rope encircled her wrist. Its tip disappeared into an open wound in her brown flesh, and her father held the other end in one hand. For this had to be him: her father. He had the same broad nose and mouth, the same small eyes, though his were dark where hers were blue. Ohemah was bound to him like a pet, like a dog, and the fury and defiance Temi had once seen in her was nowhere to be found.

Ohemah’s father stopped, his eyes sliding from Temi’s face to her scar, now glimmering with ancestral light. ‘I think you and me need to have a little talk.’








FIFTY-TWO Jinao


For the first time since arriving in the feverlands, Jinao was truly free. Free of greybloods, free of commanding officers, and in charge of his own fate. Yet a great weight pressed upon him. The Bairneater was heading east into Nine Lords, and taking with it the living storm that was the Dredge. And if Jinao was right, if they were using the tunnels, then the city would not know it was under attack until the creatures were already upon it.

The forest remained silent as they marched steadily east. It did not attack them. But neither did it aid their journey. It simply loomed over them, its colourful animals retreating to the shadows, its broad leaves unmoving. Jinao was sure Chicuace’s sword had something to do with it – the stout, vaguely eastern-looking blade that badly needed a whetstone and oil. The Forbidden glyphs upon it glowed like a beacon leading them on, cycling slowly through a shifting sequence that Jinao wished he understood.

Jinao was too weary to question the meandering path Chicuace took them on as she stomped ahead of him, muttering. She might be eccentric, but she was resourceful, and intelligent, and as night began to close in, he was grateful for her survival skills.

‘We need a fire,’ she said, as they made a small camp in the shadow of an uprooted tree. ‘The girls say them nuts is poisonous raw. You get it started. I’ll get some of them berries we saw a while back.’

It was nearly dark when she returned, but Jinao was no closer to lighting a fire. She let him fumble around with twigs and stones until the sun had fully set, then shoved him aside with a heavy sigh.

‘You telling me you’re a highblood warrior and you don’t know how to build a fire?’ she said. ‘I thought you all had tutors and teachers and such.’

‘I . . . never had cause to learn until now,’ Jinao said. ‘And I’m not a warrior. I’m an invoker.’

‘I thought they was supposed to be the same thing.’

After they’d eaten, Jinao scattered a tiny circle of crumbs on the ground for the ancestors, then lay back on the soft bed of moss.

‘And what the bloody crud is that supposed to be, bird feed?’ Chicuace said.

‘I’m sorry?’ He lifted his head and saw her gesturing at the crumbs. ‘Um . . . it is an offering.’

‘To what, a goat? You planning on invoking a stampede of goats to face the Bairneater’s army?’

‘I . . . didn’t say anything about facing the Bairneater’s army.’

‘Yes, yes, I know, but the girls told me that’s what you got in mind.’

‘And they would know how?’

‘They just know things. They can smell things.’ She huffed and turned her back to him.

Jinao lay on his side and watched the flames dance in the darkness. He was likely the only person in the realm who could avert the death of thousands. Because he had no doubt that it would all end in death. Whatever this supposed weapon was, the Royal Clan would not give it up. He needed to find a monk who would not ignore him, ask for a warning to be relayed, and then hope that the city could be evacuated or the tunnels sealed in time.

‘So what do you suggest I use to honour my ancestors with out here?’ he mumbled.

‘Something they like,’ Chicuace replied. ‘You want to appeal to someone, you offer them something they like.’

‘When we get out of the feverlands,’ Jinao said, ‘we need to find a monk.’

‘Oof! Not a monk. Monks are bad, Janzen. Er, I mean Jinao. You stay away from monks. But I suppose me and the girls can take you to Vatipur. Can’t be far now. Then you can do what you want.’

‘You know the way?’

‘Course. The girls can sniff out anything.’

‘And what about you?’

‘Me? I’m gonna stay as far away from home as I can.’

‘Qenqar?’

‘Ain’t Qenqar no more. It’s a hive of monsters now. Only they wear the faces of your friends. So me and the girls got to hide.’

He couldn’t quite bring himself to ask her to stay with him. But he realised then that he found her presence a comfort. Chicuace was infuriating, and her grip on reality was tenuous at best, but she was also a friend.

He often overheard her talking to her girls – laughing at some joke, questioning some decision, sometimes scolding, sometimes coaxing . . . But for every morning they wasted walking in circles because the girls say something bad’s up ahead, Chicuace gave him some lesson in how to survive. She showed him how to light a spark from a stone and how to find water by observing the slope of the land. She taught him which berries were edible and which would kill, even though feverlands fruit was nothing like the plants that grew in the Nine Lands.

As the leagues went by, they passed more greyblood corpses than Jinao cared to count. Some seemed to have no wounds at all, but most looked to have died in battle. Feverlands flowers twisted around their broken limbs, as though the forest itself sought to honour them in death. The sightings grew more frequent the further east they ventured . . . as did their sightings of human corpses.

From the humans’ clothing, Jinao guessed they were much further north than he’d realised: he saw warriors in the turbans and robes of Qaneenland and, occasionally, the heavy metal armour of Tarsinland. He saw monks, too, sprawled beside their staffs. Chicuace raided them all, taking techwork parts, dried food and weapons. She even extracted the thinking jewels from the monks’ staffs, a thing Jinao hadn’t known was possible, muttering to herself as she expertly twisted them apart.

‘You’re a techdoctor,’ Jinao said as he watched her examining the silver disc she’d found on the corpse of another royal monk. ‘Aren’t you? That’s why you know all this?’

‘Eh?’

‘I said you’re a techdoctor? Or . . . or a monk. You understand techwork.’

‘I am no such thing!’ she said, glaring at him as she shoved the crystal into her bulging pack. ‘You watch your mouth, you hear?’

Not long afterwards, they encountered their first party of live humans. Jinao’s heart soared when he saw the familiar narrow swords of northern Mizitoland. But Chicuace grabbed his arm and pulled him back among the trees with a gentle shake of the head. Jinao noticed then that the humans had a number of captives, roped together and marching ahead of them. Were they mercenaries? Thieves? They couldn’t be far from the edge of the Nine Lands now, not when the group had only silvercloth veils to protect them from the miasmas of the feverlands. But it did not bode well that bandits walked freely so close to the war front.

As the underbrush and trees began to thin, Jinao realised he had no plan for what to say when he returned to the war camp. He was a deserter but had been gone so long he would surely have been declared dead. He could do nothing about his Forbidden arm, but he took a cloak from the next corpse he passed – a tree-feller, he noticed with a twist of sorrow – and not long afterwards, fashioned himself an eyepatch from scrap of cloth. This last he kept around his neck, ready to pull on if it was needed, but he realised that he had come to rely on his Forbidden eye more than he would have liked: its ability to help him navigate the darkness, its instinct for bringing things he looked at closer in his mind . . . It was not a tool he wanted to surrender now.

‘So who are they?’ Chicuace said as Jinao lay down to sleep the next night.

‘Who are whom?’

‘The ancestor you keep leaving crumbs out for.’

I glimpsed someone else beyond the mortal plane. Someone with whom you have a greater affinity. It may be that the ancestors wish you to Bond that soul.

‘My mother.’

Chicuace nodded sagely. ‘The girls say you got a strong Bond.’

‘Perhaps. But she doesn’t want me. And I’m not sure I want her . . .’ Jinao trailed off, because Chicuace was waving her hand at him dismissively.

‘That don’t matter. Their instinct to protect trumps all. If she ain’t coming, it’s because this is the best way to protect you.’

Jinao rolled over, peering through the darkness at her, his Forbidden eye sharpening her features so that every part of her scornful expression shone.

‘Who are you?’ Jinao said. ‘And what did the Woodsmaiden want with you?’

‘She collects the interesting ones,’ Chicuace said. ‘Her and the Crooked Man and all them generals of the Grey Horde. They’re interested in anyone they think they can use against the Ahikis. You gotta understand there’s three types of greybloods. The Dredge, what are broken things still mindlessly following the old core command. Ones like Seema and her lot, what count themselves as free. And then the Grey Horde: an army, bent on wiping out all humans.’

‘If you’re not a techdoctor . . . then are you a spirit witch?’

Chicuace winced. ‘Don’t be using words like that. They make the world smaller. I ain’t a techdoctor and I ain’t a spirit witch. I’m a . . . a scholar. A studier of the world is what I am. Someone who asks questions and seeks answers.’

‘I see.’

‘Besides, they ain’t separate things. Spirit witch, techdoctor, monk, nun . . . It’s all the same, you know. Techwork. Spirits. Ancestors. The underplane. The ancestral realm. It’s all part of one whole.’

‘Part of existence, you mean.’

‘No! That’s not what I mean at all,’ she said, glaring at him in outrage. ‘I mean that they all work together.’

‘And that sword . . .’ Jinao said, reaching towards the rusty blade which she kept at her side.

‘Oi! No touching!’ Chicuace snapped, batting his hand away. ‘I’m still working on it. The part of us we leave on objects can behave in unpredictable ways sometimes. It’s hard to stabilise.’

‘The part of us we leave on objects,’ Jinao said. ‘You mean . . . our souls leave an impression on objects.’

‘And people. And animals. And the world. That’s what life is, Jinao. Pass me the water, will you?’

Jinao reached behind him and fumbled with the pack until he found the water gourd. He realised then that he had no idea what Chicuace had endured, nor how long she’d been the Woodsmaiden’s captive. Her thoughts might drift in and out of the mortal realm, sometimes sharp as a blade, sometimes utterly nonsensical, but there were depths to her that he was only just beginning to understand.

Twenty days after leaving the Bairneater’s camp, the foliage began to thin. Chicuace hissed at him to keep his Forbidden eye open, because if they were nearing the border, there would be scouts and monks.

‘Not more than six leagues between the edge of the feverlands and Vatipur,’ Chicuace announced. ‘So make sure you’re ready!’

Jinao pulled on his disguise, such as it was, and tried not to think about what had become of the edge of the feverlands. Nothing lived in the land they marched through: not insects, nor any feverlands beasts. All colour seemed to have been leached from the pale, shrunken leaves, and the ground itself was covered in a layer of ash thick as snow. The stumps of trees dotted the landscape like corpses, some still smoking at their core. The entire forest was a dead thing all around him, robbed of its pulsing vibrancy yet also empty of the ones who had caused it.

But he saw bodies: many, many bodies in increasing numbers. Greybloods, some still twitching where they lay. Humans, in varying states of decomposition, corpses lying unburnt beneath the sky.

‘Girls don’t like it,’ Chicuace said, straightening from the greyblood body she’d been examining. ‘Girls say it’s dead out there. No invokers. No holy ones.’

‘The king won, then,’ Jinao said, knowing he should feel relief, instead feeling only emptiness. ‘They must have defeated the greybloods.’

With each new hill they climbed, Chicuace proudly proclaimed Vatipur lay on the other side. Yet the broken, still land continued.

[Something is amiss,] Sumalong said, sliding into his mind. [Surely we should have left the feverlands by now?]

‘No, girls!’ Chicuace hissed. ‘I can’t smell a thing!’

Jinao turned to see she had stopped by a large mound covered in ash: some half-burned tree, perhaps.

‘Fine!’ Chicuace continued, before setting down her pack.

‘What’s wrong?’ Jinao said, joining her.

‘Girls say this place don’t smell right. Don’t smell like death. Smells like life.’

‘What do they mean?’

Chicuace pulled out a small, blunt axe she’d scavenged, and began scraping at the ash-covered mound.

[Jinao. That tree stump.]

Jinao turned. It was just another stump, like a thousand others they had passed in the last few days, yet Jinao felt a sickening jolt of unease. Moments before, it had seemed lifeless, yet now he saw wan lights glimmering in the thing’s heart. And the trunk . . . the trunk looked taller.

‘No . . .’ Jinao said, turning back to Chicuace, already guessing what he might see.

Beneath the layer of charred vegetation, Chicuace had revealed the remains of a wall. Brick built, the kind of red brick they used in Navretland.

‘This place isn’t dying,’ Jinao said, grabbing Chicuace’s shoulder. ‘It’s infecting. We are already in the Nine Lands.’

He seized the axe and scrubbed desperately at the ground, revealing the remains of a stone road.

[Jinao, look.]

He turned to see the veins in the stump clawing at the air: knitting together, blossoming like a flower that hardened into something resembling bark.

Jinao lifted his head. In the distance, he heard a sound like thunder. It took him a moment to work out what it was. Fighting: many voices overlapping and, faintly, the clang of metal.

‘The girls say . . .’ Chicuace paused as Jinao continued to reveal more of what lay beneath the ash: a child’s toy, a broken plate, a jade bracelet. ‘The girls say we’re here. This is Vatipur. The feverlands has swallowed it whole.’








FIFTY-THREE Temi


Ohemah’s father stood framed against the sky, like a king upon the ruins of a conquered land. He seemed the sort of man who could blend into any crowd: neither tall nor short, slight of frame and mild of face. Utterly forgettable, yet as she studied him, she realised a certain coiled power clung to him, thin as gossamer. And then she saw the mildness for what it was: an expertly crafted act. A mask, keeping the rot beneath carefully hidden from the world.

‘Ohemah?’ Temi said, tipping her head to look past him. ‘You OK?’

‘D’you know who I am?’ he said.

Temi shrugged. ‘Don’t really give a shit, if I’m honest. What’s wrong with Ohemah? She looks hurt.’

‘She’s not hurt. This is for her own safety.’ He inhaled slowly; a tolerant teacher growing weary with a surly student. ‘My name is Gamani of the Chedu Family. In a few days, this city will be turned upside down. You, I’ve come to understand, are a threat to what comes next. I’m here to tell you to leave Nine Lords. Leave, and don’t come back.’

Temi closed her eyes and Vunaji leapt from her skin. There was no gently uncoiling light, not any long. Every pore bled him forth, so that as he solidified he stood in front of her. His cloak was gone: now, he wore only that close-fitting black armour. Its black chest-plate and gauntlets were glossy enough to reflect the darkening sky above. ‘Or what?’ Temi said, coming to stand at Vunaji’s side.

Only the faintest flicker of emotion escaped Gamani Chedu’s careful mask. Then he turned, letting his eyes sweep lazily over the shadows of the wasteland. ‘I expect you lost family and friends here. Seems to me you got no reason to stay. So why don’t you do us both a favour and leave Nine Lords.’

‘You lot killed my brother,’ Temi said, taking a step forward. Vunaji blocked her with an arm, glyphs rippling along his armour. ‘You’ve been trying to force us out of here since the day you saw his votives. Well, I’m telling you now, I ain’t going nowhere.’

Confusion flashed across his face, followed by dawning comprehension. ‘Ah! Of course! Now it all makes sense. You’re the baker girl, aren’t you?’

‘Leave me the fuck alone.’

‘We’re on the same side, you know,’ Gamani said, spreading both hands. As he did so, she saw the scarlet cord that was buried in Ohemah’s skin was also buried in his, connecting them by blood, a macabre sharing of what they were.

‘No we ain’t. You’re on the side of yourself. I’m on the side of the people round here.’

Gamani’s eyes flicked to the rubble. ‘Not many of those left, I reckon.’

‘Fuck you. This is my city. And I ain’t leaving.’

‘This is my city too,’ Gamani said, taking a step towards her. ‘I’ve devoted my life to protecting it and the people in it. You got no idea what it takes to stand against our enemy. While you grub in the dirt, I’ve sacrificed everything to make sure that we bring them down. You are nobody, baker girl. Nothing. You don’t have the first idea how to fight the powers you contend with. So I tell you again: get out of my way.’

Temi stared at him. ‘You’re bloody insane.’

Gamani laughed, pinching the bridge of his nose in a gesture so dismissive that Temi felt a tsunami of rage rise within her. But instead of letting him see her anger – because here surely was a man who thrived off watching others dance to his tune – Temi looked past him. ‘And what about you, Ohemah? Ohemah?’ She cocked her head. ‘What d’you do to your kid?’

‘Nothing she didn’t bring on herself.’

Oh, Temi saw it now. This man truly was poison. How casually he said it, as though commenting on the weather and not on a child of his own blood. Nothing in Ohemah’s face suggested she’d understood or even heard the words. Her empty stare persisted as she swayed lightly where she stood.

‘Your daughter worships you, you know,’ Temi said. ‘She’d do anything for you. What d’you do to her?’

‘You need to count yourself lucky,’ Gamani said, the first traces of anger colouring his voice. ‘Harvell was one of mine. By rights you should be punished. But I’m willing to give you one chance.’

‘I don’t want your mercy.’

‘This is your last warni—’

‘No, this is your last warning,’ Temi said, striding forward, pushing into Vunaji’s arm. And though he held her back, she saw him smiling and felt the heat of his approval. ‘Come near me again and I’ll fucking kill you. That goes for all you Families. Take them exact words back to the rest of your kind, with a big fat kiss from me.’

Temi turned her back on him, too angry, too filled with grief to know fear. Besides, Vunaji’s presence behind her swelled, his eagerness, his thirst for violence, rising within her like an unstoppable tide.

‘I have known men like you all my life,’ Vunaji said. ‘Empty souls. Men whose existence depends on the adulation of those around them, but who can never be satisfied. Men whose every word, every act, is a performance. You think you are the saviour of your people? Well, I tell you, small man, you are nothing.’

Temi turned in time to see Gamani close his eyes. He spoke no words, but behind him Ohemah trembled. That ugly pendant she always wore began to glow. At Temi’s side, Vunaji made a soft, surprised sound.


‘Heal her,’ Gamani said. ‘Make her better.’

‘Make her better . . .’ Ohemah echoed, her voice a hoarse whisper.

Something appeared in the air above Ohemah: a swirling cloud of blue light that grew and grew, like a gathering storm. Temi realised she could see faces within the spinning vortex: laughing, yellow-eyed, taunting faces.

Vunaji straightened, his braids stirring with the force of that spinning blue cloud. ‘You fool,’ he said. ‘Do you have any idea how dangerous these things are?’

But Gamani, his eyes still closed, did not respond, and as Temi stared, the spinning cloud began to break apart. Dancing, blue-skinned creatures tore themselves free, streaking through the air like birds, though they had no wings. Their swirling vortex expanded, drawing nearer and nearer to Vunaji. Temi felt a surge of panic and opened her mouth to tell him to move away. But as the first of them reached him, though it dived purposefully down, it swerved clear at the last moment. Curving round him. Streaking towards her.

Temi didn’t see him move. Vunaji simply appeared before her, arms spread wide as the blue creature plummeted forwards before breaking apart in a peal of laughter.

‘No!’ Gamani shouted, eyes still squeezed tight. ‘I said heal her!’

Behind him, Ohemah jerked. A single bead of blood appeared beneath her nose, tracing a line over her lips and onto her smock, though she made no move to brush it away. More of the creatures dived at Vunaji, descending like birds of prey. But each time, they arced away at the last moment. There could be no question that these were the monsters she had seen at the parade, or perhaps their kin. Which answered the question of who had coordinated the attack.

‘I said no!’ Gamani shouted.

Vunaji snorted. ‘Enough.’ As another streaked towards him, he sprang forwards, seizing it out of the air with one hand.

Gamani screamed, and behind him, Ohemah began to wail in a high, raw voice that scarcely sounded human. Vunaji laughed softly as the blue-skinned creature thrashed in his grip, its edges blurring as it strove to break apart. Finally, Vunaji grunted and slammed his fist to his chest, his back arching as the blue entity disappeared within him.

Blue glyphs rippled across Vunaji’s body. For a moment, he trembled, and Temi felt his presence in the mortal realm waver. Then he brought his hand away from his chest again. He still clutched an inhuman form. But it hung limp now. Grey.

Dead.

‘Obscene,’ Vunaji said, throwing it to one side with a disgusted flick of his hand. Temi watched the thing turn to ash the moment he released it.

Vunaji strode towards Gamani. ‘Shall I take the rest from you? Send them all! They will not sate my hunger, but I will devour them still.’

Gamani opened his eyes. At once, the swirling blue cloud fell away. He hid it well, but his gaze simmered with suppressed rage. Temi realised she was smiling, a deep satisfaction warming her as Gamani of the Chedu Family took a step back.

‘You turn around,’ Temi said, ‘and you walk, and you don’t ever come near me again.’

‘What is he?’ Gamani said, staring at Vunaji with a mixture of hunger and revulsion.

‘What did you do to your daughter? Ohemah? Why can’t you hear me?’

‘Just stay out of my way,’ Gamani said, returning his gaze to her. ‘If you interfere with my work, I’ll have you killed.’

‘You’re welcome to try!’ Temi said. ‘I ain’t leaving this city. You tell the others, there’s a new Family coming. And one day, we’ll make you pay for what you did to my brother.’

‘I have no idea who your brother even is.’

‘Liar! All you Chedus, fucking liars!’

‘Next time we meet, I won’t be so patient. You think that abomination can protect you? It can’t. You are still mortal.’ Gamani turned, and Ohemah turned with him, their movements eerily synchronised.

‘That’s right!’ Temi called as he climbed back across the rubble. ‘I bow to none of you! You hear me! Not the monks, and not you fucking Families! So keep fucking walking!’

Gamani shook his head in disdain, and then the darkness swallowed him.

Temi sagged, dropping to the ground, succumbing to the shaking that flowed over her whole body.

‘What were those things?’ she said, as Vunaji lowered himself to her side.

‘Ancient beings,’ he said. ‘I am not entirely certain what they are. But I have my suspicions.’

‘They look exactly like the monsters we saw in Lordsheart. And that was him, down in the crowd.’

‘Yes. I think I now understand the curious emptiness I always detected around Ohemah. She is Bonded to those creatures, and through her, they have entered the mortal realm.’

‘What did he do to her?’

‘I believe he has . . . tethered her soul to his, using the inventions of your holy ones.’

Temi stared out into the darkness. ‘What a fucking monster.’

‘A monster we would be wise not to underestimate.’

‘And what, he’s planning to set them things loose on Nine Lords to cause havoc . . . and somehow that’s supposed to make the Ahikis do whatever he wants?’

‘It would seem so,’ Vunaji said, though his dark eyes glittered thoughtfully.

Temi stared out at the lights of the city. Ohemah had come to her for help, and Temi had turned her away. If she’d listened then, if she’d acted . . . ‘This is my city, and I’m not gonna let Gamani push me out, and I’m not gonna let him destroy it.’ Temi looked across at Vunaji. ‘How many more spirits you need until you regain your full strength?’








FIFTY-FOUR Jinao


The Grey Horde. It was just as the Woodsmaiden had promised. They had driven back the king’s army and advanced east. And they had brought their land with them, forest and noxious miasmas alike.

As Jinao and Chicuace stood at the top of the next hill, they looked down upon the sorry dregs of a dying Nine Lands army. A desperate huddle of humans fought before a half-collapsed building – a fine mahal once, he supposed, from the beauty of the single domed roof that remained. A second cluster of humans fought in a tight circle off to Jinao’s left, but the rest of the valley swarmed with greybloods and human corpses. A towering horror of crystal and moss loomed above them all, its multitudinous legs pivoting as its garbled commands rang out. The humans were badly outnumbered. Surrounded. And with nowhere to run. The battle was lost already – any fool could see that.

‘Maybe they simply got separated from the rest of their battalion,’ Jinao heard himself say. ‘I’m sure . . . I’m sure reinforcements are on the way.’

Chicuace spat to her left, her expression clouding. Angry, Jinao thought. She looked angry.

‘The girls don’t see no invokers,’ she said. ‘But there is one monk. They can smell his staff from here.’

‘A monk.’ Hope blossomed within him, quickly snuffed out by the stark reality of the scene before him. There were too many greybloods. They stood between him and the monk. Before sunset, the humans would be overrun. Perhaps if he hid, waited the battle out, came back and somehow found the monk’s staff. Worked out how to use it to send a message . . .

The Convergence rippled over his skin in a disapproving chill. Jinao inhaled slowly. ‘Chicuace,’ he said, turning, ‘I know this is a bad idea, but I think we’re going to have to—’

‘Die!’ Chicuace screamed, charging forwards, arms raised. ‘Girls! Fetch!’

For a moment, Jinao couldn’t move. He could only stare as the scrawny woman careened down the slope, her tataus rippling with light that bled from her pores. Five dogs materialised at her side, speeding ahead as Chicuace dropped to her knees.

‘Fuck,’ Jinao muttered. But what choice did he have? He lifted his hands and broke into a run. ‘Sumalong!’

His ancestor burst through his skin, sprinting ahead. The stout, muscular man would always be faster than Jinao. He powered forward, overtaking Chicuace as he pulled his kali sticks free.

Sumalong was nearly upon them when the greybloods at the edge of the throng looked round. Jinao’s ancestor leapt at the nearest, a tall, man-like creature with arms that ended in pincers. The greyblood turned as Sumalong swept low and smashed its knee out as he slid past. Then Sumalong rolled to his feet and whipped round to bring his second stick slamming down.

A moment later, Chicuace’s dogs struck, one catching a greyblood by the heel, another pinning a tentacled greyblood, jaws snapping. But as the scrawny woman herself knelt, eyes rolled back, a loping, angular greyblood bounded towards her.

‘No!’ Jinao cried, breaking into a run. The greyblood’s long, muscular legs carried it swiftly across the ashen ground. As Jinao reached Chicuace’s side, he seized the only weapon large enough to repel it: her battered sword, glimmering wanly as it lay strapped to her back.

Jinao jerked the blade free and swung wildly as the greyblood’s scimitar arced down, but as metal met metal, the light from Chicuace’s sword surged, and something swept out.

A woman. She slammed into the greyblood, screaming in a language he didn’t recognise. She had the look of Leketo about her, but wore peculiar, close-fitting armour. As the loping greyblood staggered backward, she sliced into his shoulder with a sword that was the exact twin of the one Jinao held.

The moment she swung, she faded from the mortal realm, leaving the greyblood clutching its wounded shoulder. Jinao frowned, then swung Chicuace’s blade again.

And again the sword jerked in his hand. This time, the peel of light that curled out took the form of a young man with a missing arm. He wore the sort of long, narrow wrapper Jinao associated with Intiqq, and he too wielded a blade identical to Jinao’s. Like the woman, he charged forwards, making a single thrust, this one sliding into the greyblood’s chest, before he faded back into the ancestral realm.

‘Come on!’ Jinao shouted, swinging at the empty air this time. A youth with a topknot leapt out. They took a moment to glance round at Jinao before barrelling into the dying greyblood to deliver their single blow.

Jinao advanced, each swing of the sword bringing another warrior forth, and each warrior delivering a single strike before fading from the mortal realm: a grizzled, older man with a heavy beard; a young woman with powerful shoulders; a noble in fine clothes and a feathered headdress. Soon, the warriors of the blade had carved through half a dozen victims while Chicuace remained kneeling at Jinao’s back.

In the distance, a chorus of desperate voices rose up. ‘Invokers! The invokers have returned!’

A great cheer resounded from the human soldiers fighting by the mahal, and Jinao heard someone shouting to form up, to prepare the charge. The hope in their voice, the joy, made Jinao’s stomach drop. He wanted to scream at them that he was no invoker, that he and Chicuace were alone. They were just two broken souls who were no longer quite human . . . But instead, he lifted his hands and let the full force of the Convergence pour into them. The soldiers looked to him as their saviour, and if that was what they needed from him, then that was what he would provide.

Off to Jinao’s left, Sumalong fell, his severed head spinning through the air, fading as it went. Jinao’s body jerked, and his ancestor charged through again, laughing, tossing his hair back. Ancestors, but the man loved to fight!

Jinao realised then that the next person to burst through Chicuace’s sword was no warrior at all. He stumbled through barefoot and wearing a heavy rubber tunic, his face creased with bemusement. In one hand he clutched an oilcloth and in the other what looked like a smithy’s hammer. Jinao growled and jerked the blade again, then summoned forth a burly woman with a pickaxe. The man turned towards Jinao and babbled something at him, while pointing indignantly at Chicuace’s sword.

A greyblood rose up behind the man and, before Jinao could cry out, smashed a long staff over his head, driving him to the ground and back out of the world. The woman turned. She was a miner, and the man had been a smithy . . . The sword’s smithy, surely, from his indignant glare. As the greyblood rounded on the miner, she roared in fury and brought her pickaxe slicing down into the creature’s head.

Jinao tossed the sword aside. He wasn’t quite sure how it worked, but he suspected that he had invoked all the way back to the very first soul to have impressed their spirit upon it. He jerked a knife he had found from his belt and prepared to meet the bird-faced greyblood that stalked towards him. Both its grey arms ended in stumps that had been crudely fused with staffs. As Jinao backed away, the creature swung, tiny bird eyes dilating: enjoying Jinao’s fear, confident that he would offer scant challenge. Jinao stared desperately at the mahal. He was so close! He just needed to reach the building. Find the monk. Deliver the message . . .

I glimpsed someone else beyond the mortal plane. Someone with whom you have a greater affinity.

‘Mother,’ Jinao said. ‘Please. Come back. Please! I need you!’

Up ahead, two of Chicuace’s dogs had climbed onto the hulking greyblood general and were tearing chunks off its body with their teeth.

‘Mother!’ Jinao shouted, before his foot caught on a newly risen tree stump and he went down.

Someone with whom you have a greater affinity.

It was fitting, he supposed: that it should end like this, on the stump of a newborn tree. How many trees had he felled in Opal Company? Dozens. Perhaps hundreds. Now, it seemed, it was his turn to be felled by them. There was something pleasingly poetic about coming full circle.

‘Please!’ Jinao whispered. ‘If you ever loved me, return!’

Heat surged into his hands, and a light so searing it drove the greyblood back. It pooled in the air before it resolved into a familiar figure. Narrow frame. Rounded shoulders. Scant wisps of hair.

‘Janzen?’ Mellia said, turning.

The light continued to spill out, resolving into more figures. One-armed Gojin. Shrill Lonia. Hozal. Even Venari. One by one, the tree-fellers of Opal Company stepped into the mortal plane.

The greyblood shook its head, recovering, but Hozal uttered a ragged war cry and wrestled the thing to the ground. Mellia scurried after him and set to stamping on the creature’s head.


Jinao pulled himself to his feet. One of Chicuace’s dogs had worked through the greyblood general’s hide and was tearing chunks of flesh and techwork from its innards. The general roared, and as it did, every greyblood on the battleground howled in turn, staggering, falling, eyes flashing wildly as they jerked.

‘Now is our chance!’ Sumalong called from somewhere amid the chaos. ‘Your invoker is here! For the Nine Lands!’

‘For the Nine Lands!’ the last of the humans screamed in response.

*

The battle lasted until nearly sunset. Once Chicuace’s dogs had set upon the fallen general like . . . well, like a pack of dogs, Jinao supposed, many of the greybloods seemed unable to function. Jinao watched, transfixed, as they lurched around the battlefield or ran howling into the shadows.

Some fought on; those capable of more independent thought, perhaps. But they were creatures of hierarchy – that’s what Chicuace had told him. Without their general, they were lost. Jinao fought them, sometimes wielding Chicuace’s great sword, sometimes the dagger. He kept to the edges of the battle, knowing that if he fell, the tide could swiftly turn. Only a few scattered clusters of fighting continued by the time darkness came to the infecting forest. Jinao strode towards Mellia, who stood over the body of a greyblood she had just killed.

They had come. All of them, those lowbloods with whom he had worked for so many exhausting moons. His mother may have snubbed him, but the family he had made on the war front had not.

‘Mellia,’ Jinao said, breaking into a run.

She looked up, grinning her toothless grin.

He only knew his error when Mellia’s expression changed. She didn’t have time to shout, but Jinao saw the darting shadow, then felt a deep burning in his side.

He collapsed to one knee, looking down to see a rusty blade protruding from his ribs. The greyblood that had set upon him – half dead itself with a great gash to its head – crashed to the ground as Gojin charged into it with a cry of fury.

Jinao fell, the world spinning around him, his heart thudding in his ears. He was aware of faces appearing above him, then fading one by one as his grip on consciousness wavered.

‘It’s the invoker!’ he heard someone shout. ‘He’s hurt!’

A moment later, a new circle of faces swam above him. Human warriors, blood-smeared, sweating, bruised . . . but smiling.

‘Stand aside!’ a new voice cried, and a moment later a man in the orange lungi of a Riani monk appeared above him.

The monk squatted down. He was young and plump, with a thoughtful, round face and small eyes. Jinao watched as the monk’s gaze dropped to his Forbidden arm, then widened in horror. But instead of crying out, or recoiling, the monk quietly folded Jinao’s cloak back over the gleaming metal and shouted, ‘Healer! Where is the healer?’

‘Holy One,’ Jinao said, his words scarcely a croak now. ‘There’s . . . there’s going to—’

‘Quickly!’ the young monk shouted. ‘The invoker is wounded! Where—’

‘Please,’ Jinao said, gripping the young man’s leg. ‘L-listen. There’s going . . . to be an attack. You have to contact everyone. A-all the monks. The Bairneater has an army. It’s—’

Something rose up within him, blossoming outwards from behind his eyes. The heat of invocation, only it wasn’t Sumalong. There was something different about that heat. Different, and yet familiar. Around him, the forest began to fade, the voice of the monk distorting, the world retreating until only one voice remained, sickeningly familiar. A voice he had yearned for and feared in equal measure.

[Jinao,] Sulin Mizito said. [That’s quite enough of that.]

Jinao opened his eyes to find himself standing on the polished wooden floor of his mother’s sparring room. The wall to his right was as he’d remembered it as a child: row upon row of racks holding swords, staffs of every size, fighting knives, axes. . . and in one forgotten, dusty corner, a smattering of kali sticks that his mother usually shunned.

‘Sumalong?’ Jinao called, wandering forwards. He was barefoot, he realised, and wearing loose linen sparring trousers with a matching sparring vest. ‘Sumalong, can you hear me?’

He was in the ancestral realm; there was no question of that. The floor beneath his feet felt too real, the sunlight streaming in through the open screen doors too dazzling, for it to be a dream.

A figure sat cross-legged on the veranda outside, staring out at the rhododendron garden.

‘Mother?’

A cup of jasmine tea sat on the squat table at Sulin Mizito’s side . . . the same table with which she had once beaten him when he made an error in his staff fighting form. He still had a scar from a particularly nasty blow. He doubted his mother even remembered it.

‘Ah,’ Sulin said, looking round. She was younger here – just past forty rains: at the height of her physical and mental prowess, he supposed. Only a few strands of grey shone in her thick black hair. She wore a grasspipe cuirass and a long black skirt embroidered with the eagle and bonetree of their clan. She had always been a compact woman: a dagger rather than a sword, and seated like this, she looked small enough to seem almost harmless.

‘Mother,’ Jinao said, striding towards her. ‘What am I doing here?’

‘I needed to speak to you.’

‘So did you hear me all those times I called to you?’

‘Yes.’

‘But you didn’t come.’

Sulin inhaled slowly and tipped her head back in that impatient gesture he knew so well. ‘Jinao, I’m not a dog, to come trotting up whenever you say my name.’

‘My life was in danger. Sumalong doesn’t even know me, yet he’s been with me every moment. I thought . . . I thought you . . .’ He trailed off, because what had he thought? That she would come to the rescue of them all with a simple sweep of her kampilan? That somehow she would be kinder to him in death than she had been in life?

‘Come and sit with me, Jin. Have some tea.’

‘I don’t want tea. Send me back.’

‘No, Jin. I’m afraid not.’

‘What? Send me back. Nine Lords is in terrible danger. The Bairneater—’

‘Everything is in hand,’ Sulin said, lifting the tiny porcelain cup to her lips.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean there’s nothing for you to worry about. Nobody is in danger.’

‘No, you don’t understand. The Bairneater has an army and the entirety of the Dredge—’

‘Stop. Everything is in hand. That is why I brought you here. You mustn’t tell the monks or anyone else in the Nine Lands what you know. It won’t be long now, but you have no idea how swiftly greybloods are able to communicate over long distances, so I need you to keep quiet.’

Jinao circled round her, blocking her view of the gardens, forcing her to look at him. ‘What are you talking about?’

Sulin sighed and lifted her dark eyes to his face, as though giving him her time was the heaviest of burdens. ‘We already know what the Bairneater is planning. Ewo is prepared.’

‘Ewo? They’re going to Ewo? We have to warn them! Listen to me: they’re travelling through the underground tunnels. They will be inside the city walls when they emerge. Inside the city, Mother!’

‘Yes. I know. Please sit down and I’ll explain.’








FIFTY-FIVE Boleo


Boleo leaned on the Moon Tower parapet, closing his eyes against another wave of pain.

‘I count six Ahiki companies,’ Kipteni said, lowering the longglass. ‘Perhaps two hundred warriors in each.’

‘What about the . . . the new monoliths?’ Boleo breathed. He saw Kipteni’s eyes wander to the glyphs that flickered on his hands. They covered every part of him now, overlapping, so that his skin was more purple than brown. But this was to be expected. Ever since capturing the spirit of Ahiki, Vunaji’s pull on his body had intensified. Doubtless this was simply the result.

‘Three are in place. Enough to barricade the broken section of the city wall.’

‘Then we must hope . . . hope it holds until Vunaji’s work is complete.’

Boleo closed his eyes. The truth was, they were too late to save Ewo. What use was the greybloods’ core command now, with the city all but defeated? He could only hope that there was a way to pass the knowledge on; send it out into the wider world. It was what Daloya would have wanted. Perhaps that had been his plan all along.

Out in the ruins of the city’s artisan quarter, Invoker Adadeji’s battalion had set up camp. When the charge came, they would be ready. Princen Ibaxis might lie languishing in the Star Cells, but his generals and warrior monks remained.

Movement in the grounds below caught Boleo’s eye, and he spotted a messenger sprinting towards the Moon Tower entrance, their beaded skirt flying around their muscular brown legs . . . Shouting, though they were too far away for Boleo to distinguish their words. A moment later, the thinking jewel on Boleo’s staff brightened.

Boleo squinted at the glyphs.

‘Father?’ Kipteni said, looking across at him.

‘The lowbloods are fleeing from the tunnels,’ Boleo said. ‘They say . . . something is coming.’

‘Coming out of the tunnels?’

‘No, raining down from the clouds,’ Boleo snapped. ‘Of course from the tunnels! Move aside!’

He stomped towards the stairs, leaning heavily on his staff for support. He felt a momentary flicker of guilt for lashing out at that patient, intelligent boy whose forgiveness he did not deserve. Kipteni had said nothing when Boleo had come to open his cell door. He had said nothing when Boleo had instructed him to keep a watch on the Ahiki army. He had simply fallen back into place, as though Boleo had never accused him of the worst betrayal in the world. Boleo did not deserve his loyalty.

Boleo descended the stairs, his pulse thundering in his ears. Curse Vunaji’s drain on him! He felt weak as a newborn, and every movement made his skin itch. Vunaji had said very little to him, save to remind him that she was busy, but would be ready to present Ahiki to him soon.

‘Father Boleo!’ the messenger cried, bounding up the stairs towards him. ‘People are running from the tunnels! They say—’

‘Something is coming – yes, I have heard. Nothing exists in those tunnels but fungus and weeds. They must be mistaken.’

‘Brothers Ikandi and Chumu heard chittering, and two lowbloods claim they spotted the Bairneater at the head of a great host. They—’

‘Greybloods. But why use tunnels we can simply close if—’

Understanding came to him then, clear as day. Sulin Mizito, speaking in secret to Daloya. Her son, Jinao, kneeling before the Bairneater. Mercenaries of great power are on their way. They will be with us soon.

‘Kipteni,’ Boleo said, ‘listen very carefully. I need a message to be sent to every captain in the city. Tell them to open all the tunnel gates and permit whatever comes through to pass. Tell the people to leave the streets and not attack. No matter what they do, they are not to attack.’

‘Not attack?’

Boleo gripped his arm, a smile breaking across his face. ‘Yes, Kipteni. I believe our army of mercenaries is about to arrive.’

It seemed strange, to be sitting in the solitude of his room while the enemy mustered just beyond the city gates. Strange, when the streets now streamed with people fleeing in terror from the tunnels that were supposed to be their sanctuary. The palace had been a hive of panic as Boleo limped his way through it: soldiers gathering to head for the tunnels, others rallying to join Adadeji . . . Their shouts reached him through the high window, but Boleo shut them out as he knelt before his meagre shrine.

‘Vunaji,’ Boleo said, ‘I must speak with Ahiki.’

If what he suspected was true, if this had involved Sulin Mizito and even her son, then this moment was decades in the making.

‘Vunaji.’

[I’m busy.]

‘I must speak with Ahiki now. There can be no more waiting. I need the knowledge you and I were brought together to obtain.’

[Then you’re not angry any more?]

Boleo ground his teeth. She didn’t need to ask, not when he was certain she could sense every emotion within him. But if she wanted to play games, then he would play along. ‘I am not angry,’ he said tightly.

[Oh! I’m so glad! I’m still working on him, but I believe he is lucid enough for you to obtain what you need!]

‘How am I—’

Boleo plummeted downwards, the palace, the city, the Nine Lands themselves falling away as he tumbled through a darkness more absolute than anything in the mortal realm. It stole every sound, every breath. It pressed upon him as though he had fallen to the depths of the ocean. And perhaps he had. As he angled through the gloom, he realised that the surface of an ocean was speeding towards him. But it was beneath his feet, as though gravity pulled him upwards. He had a moment to glimpse the base of an island floating upon the waters before the ground twisted round to meet him.

Boleo fell to his knees upon soft, pale grass. The pain that had been his constant companion of late was gone. Instead, he felt curiously untethered, as though his mind could float away from whatever body it was anchored to in this place . . . a body that had no drop of moisture on it, despite emerging from the ocean that stretched before him now.

Boleo pushed to his feet, his knees, for once, not creaking as he straightened. He stood on a small, featureless island, amid a sea of similar islands, all deserted, all marching into the distance, where they met a star-filled sky that arced overhead.

‘Hello,’ Vunaji said, and Boleo turned to find a man standing at the island’s edge before the eerily still water. He appeared much as Boleo had seen him before: a smooth, bald head; skin of a mid brown; a broad, muscular back that bore no scars, no tataus, no markings at all. Beneath his long wrap skirt, Vunaji’s feet were bare. Everything about him spoke of a human of humble origins. But then he smiled, revealing pointed, brilliant white teeth. And there was something depthless about his eyes.

‘Is this the ancestral realm?’ Boleo said.

‘Oh, you mean the place where your people trap the spirits of the slain? No. No, that is in another strata of the underplane.’

‘The underplane?’

‘Yes. Did your nuns not explain that to you? I suppose not. It is the realm that underpins everything. It has . . . layers. And this layer . . . well, this is where your ancestors confined things like me when they no longer wanted us around.’

‘Confined. You mean exiled.’

‘Imprisoned.’


‘Where is Ahiki.’

‘Oh, he’s here. And . . . well, he is also there.’ Vunaji pointed theatrically to the ocean. ‘And he’s also out there.’ He jabbed a finger towards the sky. ‘Existence isn’t quite as . . . singular as your people would have you believe.’

‘I need the greybloods’ core command.’

‘Straight to the heart of things, eh? This is why I’ve had so much fun with you, little street boy. You aren’t interested in the same things as other mortals. It’s all about the cause for you, isn’t it? Nothing else matters! Even here, where you could ask me anything, you care only for the ambitions of your fading warlord.’

‘I haven’t time for intellectual curiosity,’ Boleo said. ‘Before the sun sets today, either I will have achieved Warlord Daloya’s lifelong aims or the city of Ewo will be no more. Take me to Ahiki. I have questions for him.’

‘Oh, you!’ Vunaji said, leaning forwards, grinning mockingly. ‘I simply can’t resist! Very well!’

Vunaji slammed his right hand against his own chest . . . into his chest, Boleo realised with revulsion, the skin flickering as it defied reality. All the while, Vunaji held his gaze, grinning his feral, reptilian grin as he pulled something out. His hand emerged gripping a tumble of shifting colour and glyphs that, in fleeting moments, also wore a human face.

‘I present to you,’ Vunaji cried, ‘one founding king!’

Boleo stared at the jerking, insubstantial suggestion of a soul that pulsed before him. The thing seemed in constant flux, its features changing, its size, its age, as though each were a prison it sought to escape. ‘I need to know the words to command greybloods. Not an everyday command . . . something deeper that only Ahiki himself would know.’

Vunaji cocked his head and leaned towards the tangle of symbols that was Ahiki. ‘What’s that, old man? Not capable of speech in this form, you say? Oh my, I am most sorry! We’ll just have to try another way!’

Before Boleo could draw whatever passed for breath in this place, Vunaji and Ahiki twisted together into a column of spinning light. Boleo cried out as the light streaked towards him, seizing him, lifting him—

Images flitted through Boleo’s mind. More than images: glimpses of times long gone, yet as real to Boleo as they had once been to the man who had lived them. And he was a man once, Boleo saw that now. Just a man. A soldier and minor lord of some kind. A man of moderate privilege. Boleo glimpsed gilded halls and bowing servants – most human, others something quite different.

He glimpsed battles . . . so many battles, and this lord, this general, commanded warriors who fought beneath orange skies. Or they fought upon plains of tiered rock, or within crumbling cities of domed glass. Boleo could not tell if they were invaders, or if it was they who had been invaded.

It will make us stronger, a man said, as he lowered himself into a vat of pale green liquid.

The images came faster then, blurring together so that Boleo could scarcely grasp their meaning. The lord and his armies, coming to a land of peace, surely the Nine Lands in the days of the Scathed. His excitement, his avarice, as he saw what lay beneath the land.

It is invaluable, said a ragged, fawning man with gold-flecked eyes. My organisation will be the sole traders.

He felt the lord’s fear as he peered into a strange relic that whispered back at him in an overlapping tongue: the same language, Boleo realised, that Ibaxis had used to summon his ancestor.

They will know where we are, the lord said. Unless we destroy it all.

He stood before the endless ranks of a vast silver army. He raised his hand and uttered a string of words that spread outwards like a disease; words of control, words of command, that sunk through to each silver warrior’s very core. Their screams filled the air as the words continued to echo, repeating over and over until Boleo’s mind throbbed with them, until they were etched onto his spirit like his own name.

They are ready for a new core command.

Boleo had a moment to glimpse a blue sky alight with symbols, as though they lay beneath the very fabric of everything, and then the storm of images fell away and Boleo found himself back on Vunaji’s grassy island.

‘They . . .’ Boleo swallowed. ‘They . . . they ordered our destruction. The Ahikis. That is the greybloods’ purpose. To cull our kind.’

Vunaji, still gripping Ahiki’s flickering form, lifted his free hand to cover his mouth. ‘Surely not!’

Boleo looked up. ‘Listen to me. There’s more I need from him. Certain phrases I need translated, concepts I must check.’

‘Whatever my little street boy desires will be his!’ Vunaji grinned and extended his hand.

Boleo gasped as he returned to his body, still sitting cross-legged upon the floor before his shrine.

[That was fun,] Vunaji said in her child’s voice once more.

Boleo’s head throbbed. His mouth felt dry, as though he’d been asleep for hours. But ancestors be praised, he had seen what lay beyond the pyre! And what he had learned there! It would take decades to sift through it all. As he blinked, trying to clear his vision, he realised someone was rapping on his door and shouting his name.

‘Father, please! It is most urgent!’

‘I’m coming!’ Boleo cried, pushing to his knees and wincing as pain knifed up his back. He hobbled over to the door then jerked it open. ‘What?’

A palace messenger, her green tunic plastered to her body with sweat, stood on the balcony outside. ‘Your Holiness, I am sorry to disturb you but . . . you are needed outside the palace gates! Father Kipteni was adamant that you would know what to do, but Captain Nchali wants to kill it.’

‘Kill what?’

‘The Bairneater, Your Holiness! The Bairneater is at the palace gates!’








FIFTY-SIX Boleo


‘Whatever you hear me say,’ Boleo said softly as he pulled on his ceremonial mask, ‘whatever you think, you must remain silent. Do you understand, Kipteni? Silent.’

‘Yes, Father!’ Kipteni said, scurrying along at his side. They swept through the palace gardens, trailing a collection of guards from the training barracks – untried youths who were the only warriors left inside the palace walls. Boleo cast what he sincerely hoped wouldn’t be his final look over at the Sun Tower – a communication artefact that no longer had anyone with whom to communicate.

‘The scouts say the main Ahiki force is not yet on the move,’ Kipteni continued, fixing his own feathered mask in place.

‘Good. Let us hope that the ancestors see fit to hold them off until this business is done.’

A cluster of guards swarmed around the northern gate: white-haired elders dragged back into service.

‘You mustn’t go out there, Your Holiness!’ declared a wizened, toothless woman gripping a spear. ‘Allow us to fight them! With our dying breath, we will hurl ourselves against them with our full might!’

A chorus of cheers rose up as the woman’s bent-backed companions thrust wrinkled fists into the air. Boleo swallowed down the urge to tell her she would likely deplete her full might just descending the hill, and instead said, ‘This is the beast that levelled Aranduq City in a single afternoon. I do not think we can defeat it by force.’ He looked up at the ramparts. ‘Open the gates!’

His cry was repeated until the low rumble of the mechanisms turning reached Boleo’s ears. He winced as another wave of pain tore through his body. Glyphs flared across his vision. Had they appeared on his eyes now, or were the glyphs in his mind? But there was no time for that. All that mattered was completing Daloya and Sulin’s work. And what a careful, clever plan it had been.

Beyond the gates, the broad sweep of the Lords Road looked deserted: no crowds beneath the looming palms, no warriors patrolling the streets. But there, in the distance, a mass of figures blocked the road. As Boleo strode forward, leaning on his staff, blinking clarity into his eyes, one individual peeled away from the throng and began to approach.

At his side, Kipteni uttered a soft plea to the ancestors, then touched his forehead and heart in the sign for ancestral protection. As they drew closer, Boleo realised the Bairneater’s forces filled the surrounding streets, and crawled over rooftops, and that more were arriving with each step Boleo took. Just how many greybloods did the Bairneater have at its back? Some loomed above the mass: hulking, jagged creatures of techwork and crystal. Some chittered excitedly before it, canine faces drawn and eager.

The Bairneater itself wore a black battle skirt and a chest-plate of blackglass scale. Boleo had stood before the greyblood in the Busharn Wastes, yet its presence still made his skin crawl. Monstrously large. Grotesque, precisely because of how human it seemed. But the head was too small, the yellow eyes too flat, the swollen mass of its muscles too immense. It paced impatiently before its army, like an animal trapped in a cage.

‘You are not the ruler of this city, holy man,’ the Bairneater said.

‘I speak for him,’ Boleo said. ‘Why are you here?’

The Bairneater lifted its head, sweeping its yellow gaze over the palace walls. ‘A fine cover for your schemes,’ it said. ‘I should congratulate you. It almost worked.’

‘Leave. Before you are destroyed. You cannot win here.’

The Bairneater looked away, laughing softly in a gesture so human, so filled with disdain, that for a moment, Boleo almost saw him as a man. ‘I came to say the same thing to you. Leave this city. Abandon the weapon that lies within that palace or I will unleash upon you a force so destructive that everything in its path will be obliterated. I can only hold it back for so long. I know what you have planned, holy man. She has shown it all to me.’

Boleo felt Kipteni glance at him. Foolish boy. But for once, his naked fear served Boleo’s purposes.

‘How did you find out?’ Boleo said, letting anger seep into his voice. ‘Tell me who betrayed us?’

‘Oh, you betrayed yourselves. Sulin Mizito’s mind was one with mine for moons, and I saw everything. Your people have been plotting our extinction for decades. Do not deny that this entire city exists solely for that purpose.’ The Bairneater looked beyond Boleo. ‘Is that what you and the Ahikis have been fighting about? They do not approve of your use of Forbidden tools.’

Boleo almost laughed. But now was not the time for mockery.

‘Your plan has failed,’ the Bairneater continued. ‘I will give your people until highsun to leave this city before I send my brethren out to destroy it.’

Boleo straightened in what he hoped was the picture of a man gathering the last of his resolve. ‘For decades, we have worked to bring about your undoing. You may come here with your . . .’ Boleo gestured dismissively, ‘. . . gaggle of decaying friends, but you are too late. Our work is already complete. Within days, the weapon will be functional. And there is nothing you can throw against us now that can stop this.’ Boleo turned back towards the palace. If the Bairneater chose to lash out, if his rage overcame him and he tore Boleo apart, it would all be for nought.

But of course he wouldn’t. As Boleo thumped his way back towards the palace, he heard the Bairneater issue commands: do not attack; they may yet surrender; if not, you will soon be able to slake your thirst for blood.

‘But Father,’ Kipteni hissed, hurrying after him, ‘we have no weapon!’

‘Silence!’

‘I don’t understand why—’

‘I said silence, Kipteni! Before I send you back to that dungeon!’

Boleo stood upon the Moon Tower, shivering beneath the cloak Kipteni had placed over his shoulders, facing the twin enemies that lay to the north. Despite the heat of highsun, nearly upon them now, his entire body felt cold to the core. The tips of his fingers had grown so numb it was a struggle to grip his staff. Glyphs danced across the backs of his hands, pulsing so swiftly now their shapes blurred together.

They had brought Daloya out for this final moment, placing his open-sided litter upon a platform so that he could see. He sat alone amid the cushions, dressed in a white battle skirt – white for mourning – his shrunken body painted for war.

Every one of the household elders had come to the rooftop with him, as had the troupe of arokin.

‘He wants you at his side,’ Elder Sollu said, smiling over at Boleo.

‘Kipteni,’ Boleo growled, and Kipteni tore himself away from studying the horizon to place his shoulders under Boleo’s free arm.

They hobbled across the stone rooftop together, every step sending a jolt of pain through Boleo’s body. Through the haze of glyphs that streamed across his vision, Boleo saw his old friend’s head turn his way.

‘He says it is almost time,’ Elder Sollu said.

As if taking a cue from those words, Boleo heard distant shouts, followed by a faint rumbling that grew steadily louder, shaking the walls, shaking the tower itself. Out in the city, the dark mass of the Bairneater’s army had split apart, seeping through the streets like insects fleeing a burning hive. Boleo leaned on the edge of Daloya’s litter, trying to still his trembling enough to take in what was happening. Because yes, over in Ilowu Square, some great force was stirring beneath the ground. Eight tunnels lay beneath that ancient marketplace, yet they seemed to act as a single force now. The statue of Adatali was first to topple, collapsing gracefully to the ground. Then the Adasere building – six floors of the city’s most renowned tailors – plummeted downwards as though crushed by some invisible hand. One by one, everything fell, until the entire marketplace gave way, disappearing beneath a rising cloud of rubble.

‘What’s going to happen?’ Kipteni said. Boleo didn’t recall when the boy had taken hold of his arm. In that moment, Boleo couldn’t be sure just who was supporting whom.

‘We are going to destroy our enemy without a single one of us lifting a blade,’ Boleo said. ‘Everything they send against us, we will turn to our cause.’

As he spoke, the first cries reached them: inhuman shrieks and wails, chittering, clicking. So many! Boleo closed his eyes, shutting out the world, though the glyphs remained now, always with him.

‘Father!’ Kipteni cried. ‘Greybloods! A . . . river of them! An ocean of them, Father!’

Boleo lifted his staff. It wasn’t hard to let the words out, not now they had been etched onto his soul. A simple string of syllables in a language Boleo had not known existed. Boleo’s hand shook as he opened his mouth and spoke.

Beyond the rising cries of the greybloods, beyond the distant shouts of alarm, Boleo felt the words resonate. His staff took them, sending them out into the world just as Boleo had sent messages to his fellow monks over so many decades, only this time it wasn’t monks who would receive them.

‘Father!’ Kipteni cried.

Boleo opened his eyes. The chittering fell away . . . slowly at first, then swiftly. The river of greybloods rippled and stilled, then fell silent. Through the haze of glyphs, Boleo squinted at his staff. A single message pulsed on the crystal.

‘What do those symbols mean?’ Kipteni said.

Boleo couldn’t summon the strength now even to smile. ‘They mean . . . the reset is complete.’ He lifted his staff again, letting a second string of syllables fall from his mouth. ‘Switch all command languages to Urobi only. Switch all identity recognition to myself!’

A touch on his hand. Dry, warm skin. His head felt almost too heavy to turn but he looked round to see Daloya staring across at him, eyes filled with tears.

‘New core command,’ Boleo said in Urobi, gripping Daloya’s hand. ‘Destroy Clan Ahiki.’

Boleo leaned heavily on the parapet as a river of grey erupted from the ruins of Ilowu Square. It flowed like lava from a fire mountain, streaming north in a storm of shrieks and clicks and chitters. Boleo had never seen so many greybloods in single place. Mindless things, simply following the new orders they had been given. Creatures of obedience, now locked to him alone.

In the distance, the great mass of the Ahiki camp remained still. But not for long. The river of greybloods swarmed through the streets, heading for the city wall. Boleo had commanded them to open the gates, but he doubted that would be enough. But whatever damage they did could be repaired, once the enemy had been destroyed.

‘I can’t see the Bairneater’s group!’ Kipteni said, lowering the longglass from his face. He continued speaking, but Boleo could no longer hear the words. He could no longer hear anything at all, he realised. His head pulsed with a distant drone that swelled within him. He was aware of his knees buckling, of Kipteni crying out, of people gathering around him.

[That reminds me,] Vunaji said, her voice small but oh so clear, clearer than anything in the universe, as if only she existed to him now. [There is something I forgot to tell you.]

The sky spun above him. Streaming with glyphs now. Like rain. Like a storm.

[I am not Vunaji,] she said, her voice deepening. [It has been fun, trying on this persona. The most fun I have had in millennia. But I’m afraid the fun is now at an end.]

Singing. That drone was distant singing. Familiar. Calling him home. Boleo could see now, he realised. A sky, filled with moons. A city street, high in the hillside shanties of Ewo. The street he had grown up on. A woman was singing. A woman he hadn’t seen in a long time. Boleo padded across the dirt road towards her.

[Goodbye, little street boy.]

The last thing Boleo saw as his mind, his spirit, his being collapsed backwards into oblivion, was a cloud of purple glyphs surging towards him.








FIFTY-SEVEN Jinao


Brightness. Distant voices in another room. Jinao swallowed. His head throbbed, as did his wounded side. He blinked open dry eyes to find he lay on a sleeping mat in an opulent marble bedroom.

‘Lord Invoker?’

His Forbidden eye seized the speaker: the young monk with the moon-round face, sitting cross-legged at his side. It lurched towards him, taking in the sweat beading on his skin, the quickening of his breath, the slight dilation of his pupils. Fear. But also, excitement.

Jinao swallowed. ‘Where am I?’

‘Vatipur,’ the monk said. ‘Or what remains of Vatipur. This was Lord Invoker Aarush Navret’s mahal . . . until Lord Invoker Aarush Navret and his household . . . left.’ He reached for the low table beside him. ‘You must be thirsty. Please. Drink.’

Jinao took the cup the man offered, then without thinking, sat up. The monk gasped softly as Jinao drained the cup.

‘Astounding,’ the monk said. ‘May I?’ He reached forward and lifted the hem of the shirt Jinao did not know he had been wearing. Beneath lay smooth brown skin within which glimmered a network of glowing veins.

‘Those . . . weren’t there before,’ Jinao said, looking over at the monk.

‘Yes. I’ve watched them slowly knit together your liver and small intestine over the last ten days. It seems the techwork saved your life. Our healer didn’t lift a finger . . . on account of being rather dead.’ Cautiously, he made the sign for ancestral protection, though it seemed somewhat half-hearted.

Jinao sighed. A Forbidden eye. A Forbidden arm. And now, a Forbidden liver. If the war continued, every part of Jinao would be Forbidden, and he would return to Aranduq – if indeed there was an Aranduq to return to – with no shred of humanity in him at all.

‘I’m not a greyblood,’ Jinao said.

‘I know,’ the monk replied. He inclined his head in a gentle bow. ‘I am Father Pradeep. Apparently, I am now the most senior monk in Vatipur. Praise the ancestors.’ He gave a small, bitter laugh.

‘What happened here? The feverlands are . . . infecting the city.’

‘They have devoured the city,’ Pradeep replied. ‘I suspect that the only reason this mahal is standing, aside from the fact that the wonderful Lord Aarush insisted upon half of the city’s warriors standing guard outside it while he and his family secretly fled through an underground tunnel we did not know existed, is because it was built in the time of the Scathed, and is made of stronger stuff than our brick.’

‘What about the war?’ Jinao said.

‘War?’ Lord Invoker . . . what was your name?’

‘Jinao. Just Invoker Jinao. I am no lord.’

‘Well. No-Lord Jinao – surely you know that the war is over!’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Yes!’ Pradeep threw up his hands in mock celebration. ‘The war was a resounding success! The king’s army fought its way into the feverlands, returned with cartload after cartload of recovered . . . Well, I’m not sure what to call the creatures they recovered any more – thralls, perhaps? – then returned to Nine Lords to gather more supplies.’ Pradeep leaned forwards. ‘Except that they did not come back. My Holy Brothers received the news that the war was over, and the invokers who remained on the front were told to finish – what was it? Ah yes! – Finish mopping up, No-Lord Jinao. Mopping up, as thousands upon thousands of greybloods bore down upon us! Mopping up, as first one invoker, then another, then droves of the bloody cravens turned tail and fled, abandoning conscripted warriors, abandoning their monks even, if you would believe it. Of course, I am a Holy Brother, who has devoted my life to the protection of the realm. I stood shoulder to shoulder with my fellow monks when the Grey Horde finally reached this city. And when High Curator Ukash, may the ancestors spit upon his soul, told me that he and the others were just going to investigate the northern city wall and they would be back by sunset, why, of course I was happy to remain here alone, guarding the mahal. Do you know, No-Lord Jinao, that when we all trained together, they did the exact same thing? Look over there, Pradeep – an eagle! Oops, sorry! Didn’t mean to trip you! Pradeep, the cook sent you an extra cake! What do you mean, it tastes like horse shit? Quick, Pradeep, this way – oh dear, my hand seems to have accidentally locked you in this room and now we are all standing outside laughing at you.’

Pradeep exhaled, suddenly breathless.

‘Oh,’ Jinao said. ‘Well. I . . . I am sorry.’

‘I am not,’ Pradeep said fiercely. ‘My eyes have been opened to what they all are. Anyway, you are here now, so it is no longer my problem.’

‘Er . . . pardon?’

‘You are an invoker! And in the absence of any other invoker, you are the most senior invoker in the city of Vatipur. I have told the warriors you are the invoker who will lead them to a great victory. So, well . . . don’t disappoint them! We are yours to command. All fifty-six of us!’

Pradeep’s eyes gleamed manically, and Jinao found himself wondering exactly what the poor monk had endured.

‘I see,’ Jinao said. ‘Well, can you tell me where my friend is? The woman?’

‘Oh, she’s been waiting outside your door since we brought you in here. She refuses to leave. Your aunt, is she?’

‘No.’ Jinao paused. ‘I mean . . . well, yes. She is very dear to me.’

‘No-Lord Jinao’s aunt!’ Pradeep called. ‘You may enter!’

A moment later, a door in the far wall clicked open and Chicuace slipped cautiously in, her gaze roaming over the high ceilings and the carvings on the walls with suspicion.

‘Will you give us a few moments alone, please?’ Jinao said.

‘Of course, No-Lord Jinao,’ Pradeep said. He hefted to his feet, then dropped into a bow before turning towards the door.

When he had gone, Jinao exhaled. ‘It was all for nothing,’ he said, looking over at Chicuace. ‘When I . . . fainted, I saw my mother. In the ancestral realm. She told me they’d deliberately lured the Bairneater and the Dredge to Ewo so they could . . . somehow take command of them. It was their plan all along.’

‘Girls say this place weren’t a happy one,’ Chicuace said, eyes roving over the walls. ‘Sad household. Sad people living in it.’

‘I called to my mother, but she didn’t come. Yet she heard me. Every single time, she heard me.’

‘What d’you need her for when you got all them dead friends?’ Chicuace said, wandering towards the open window.

‘I promised my brother I would kill the Bairneater,’ Jinao said. ‘I still mean to keep that promise. Even if . . . if the thing is now a pawn in my mother’s plans. From what she told me, it may not have been affected by this command that controls the Dredge. But I have to find it, to honour my brother’s memory. And to deliver its head to a man who helped me see the truth.’

Yet as he spoke, he found himself thinking of Lucy, and her bright smile, and her delicate carvings. The child loved her father, however much of a monster he was. The thought that she and Seema and the others might now be part of a mindless horde filled him with grief. As did the prospect of being the one to break the child’s heart. Chicuace had begun muttering to herself again as she peered outside.

‘Your sword—’ Jinao said.

‘Hush!’ Chicuace snapped. ‘I told you, that thing ain’t finished.’

‘It invokes. Yet it is an object. I’ve never heard of an object invoking. Although it seems that the spirits called forth can remain for only a few heartbeats.’

‘Yes. Like I said: work in progress.’

Jinao closed his eyes and laughed softly. There would be time enough to peel back the layers of Chicuace’s knowledge later. ‘Sumalong?’ he said.

A familiar swell of warmth crept over his skin, and then Sumalong’s soft voice sounded in his mind. [Yes?]

‘You said I can’t invoke the Convergence.’

[That is my understanding. But the Convergence is . . . ancient.]

‘I want to learn it all,’ Jinao said. ‘Everything in the ancestral realm. The full power the Ahikis kept from us. How they made us forget.’

[They did not make us forget, Jinao. They simply changed what we remembered. That is what they do. Reduce us. Twist and twist the past until it is not completely gone, but until what we remember is quite different.]

‘I want to make you stronger, like Mizito and the others. There must be a way. When his spirit was freed, I saw two more spirits streak out of him. I think they strengthened him. So there must be a way to strengthen you.’

[Those spirits – all spirits, in fact – do not look kindly on us.]

‘Then we will have to be persuasive.’

‘Janzen?’ Chicuace said. ‘I reckon you need to take a look outside.’

Jinao pushed to his feet, feeling surprisingly strong for someone who had almost died. He shuffled towards the window and joined Chicuace.

Vibrant forest rose up all around them, a colourful rainbow of flowers, looming trees and swooping, glossy birds. The feverlands, just as they had been when he had first entered them, pulsating with brilliant life. The transformation was complete.

‘Won’t be long before they can’t breathe,’ Chicuace said. ‘Then they’re all gonna die.’

On the far side of the glade, his Forbidden eye caught movement, and at once seized upon the source and brought it towards him.

A horse, nibbling at the colourful blades of grass, one ear flicking. Its crystal skin was a familiar pale blue. Jinao’s chest tightened. ‘Liet?’

And though she stood hundreds of paces away, the moment he said her name, she lifted her head, and in a voice as faint as a whisper, replied, [Yes?]

Behind them, the door clicked open and Father Pradeep came shuffling into the room.

‘Ah, so you’ve seen our glorious garden!’ he said. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’

‘We need to leave,’ Jinao said. ‘I’ll help you reach the nearest city, but then I have to go on.’

‘Nearest city? No-Lord Jinao, the entire west has descended into war. There is fighting from north to south, all along the border. There is nowhere to go. I have told the soldiers that their new No-Lord Invoker wishes make a final valiant run for Lord Darsana’s rebel army. We will find her, or die noble deaths in the attempt. Last I heard, she was trying to liberate Ulteshabad, far to the south.’

‘Darsana Navret. The Heretic Lord?’

‘When you have rested, we will be yours to command. The soldiers are looking forward to you leading them to either freedom or death.’ Father Pradeep smiled. It was meant to be mocking, Jinao knew, but he saw desperation and hope at war beneath it.

Jinao gripped the man’s fleshy shoulder. If they needed a figurehead, then that was what he would be. ‘Then tell the soldiers . . . tell them that Invoker Jinao Sumalong, of Clan Tree-Feller, will soon be ready for battle.’








FIFTY-EIGHT Temi


Temi stood on the ruins of Lordsgrave district, facing the hatch into the Smithy’s halls.

‘You get in trouble again, don’t come knocking,’ Saoirse said. ‘None of us want you back.’

‘Give me a hug,’ Temi said, grabbing the orange-haired girl’s shoulder and pulling her close.

Saoirse tensed, all hard angles, as she sank into Temi’s body. Then wordlessly, she slipped her hands around Temi’s waist.

‘I’m gonna miss you,’ Temi said.

‘Don’t trust no one,’ Saoirse said into Temi’s shoulder. ‘Specially not him.’

Behind her, in the hidden opening to the Smithy’s underground complex, half a dozen round, tear-streaked faces watched.

‘I’ll be careful,’ Temi said. ‘Remember . . . Kilishi likes the story of—’

‘Geeta and the Ten Monkeys,’ Saoirse said. ‘And she likes someone to hold her hand as she falls asleep. And she likes the wash water cool. I know how to be an auntie, Temi. Been doing it my whole life.’ Saoirse stepped back and wiped her nose. ‘Well go on, then! I got things to do.’

‘Take care,’ Temi said.

Saoirse shrugged, then turned back to the row of watching faces. ‘What you lot looking at?’ she snapped. ‘Get downstairs!’

They followed her back down in silence, some sniffing as they disappeared. Only when they had gone did Old Baba appear, leaning heavily on his new cane as he reached the top of the stairs.

‘One moon,’ he said, lifting a finger. ‘You’re not back in one moon, I’m coming to find you.’

‘As soon as it’s safe, I’ll come for you,’ Temi said.

‘One moon!’

Temi dropped to the rubble in a final bow, touching her forehead to the ground. ‘One moon,’ she said. ‘I love you, Old Baba.’

When she stood again, she had expected to see her grandfather’s face crumple, just as it had when she had found him on the ruins of their home. But instead, he was smiling, his eyes shining.

‘Do not let rage destroy you,’ he said. ‘When you need me, I am here.’

‘Be safe, Old Baba.’

Temi turned quickly, heading towards the dark curve that was the remains of Arrant Hill. A lone figure waited at the top, silhouetted against the brightening sky.

The Smithy’s hall had been a haven. It was a place apart from the world. Maiwo would be safe there, and Kilishi, and Old Baba. Safer than they would be with her. Temi climbed quickly, because for a moment her resolve wavered. How easy it would be to turn around. How easy, to return to the hidden hall and live out her days beneath the ruins, safe from Gamani and the holy ones, closeted with what little family she had left.

‘And you are sure about the cat?’ Vunaji said as she joined him. He seemed just a man now, tall and broad and strong featured, but a man still. Short hairlocs sprung from his head. His beard and moustache were neatly trimmed, and he wore a simple dashiki and trousers – stained with oil, in places. When he took a step towards her, No-Cat following mutely, she sensed nothing from him. No tugging on her skin. No heat in her veins. She couldn’t even feel his emotions, swirling deep in her gut. They were separate entities now. And yet, if she died, he died. However strong he was now, however present, he was not a mortal, and she still tethered him there.


‘They should have the choice,’ Temi said. ‘Trapping them weren’t right.’

Temi squatted down and pressed her hand beneath No-Cat’s chin. Then, softly, she said, ‘Leke, Abeni, Raluwa, Sede. I need you.’

No-Cat tipped its head to one side. A line of light ran down the centre of its face. Slowly, its body splayed in two, spilling light out into dawn gloom. She watched them take form: Leke, lifting his head and looking round, was the first to walk towards her. The others followed, and moments later, each of them materialised at her side, illuminating the ruins of Lordsgrave with ancestral light.

‘Temi,’ Leke said, looking around. He shook his head. ‘I still can’t believe what they did to this place.’

As the others joined him, faces drawn, Temi inhaled slowly. ‘Listen, where you are . . . you shouldn’t be forced to stay there.’

‘Temi, until you call on us, we aren’t really anywhere. I hardly feel time pass.’

‘But it ain’t right.’

‘The nun said it was the only way to preserve our souls.’

‘Yeah, well she lied, just like they all do. They’re all liars. They been lying to us for centuries. Millennia . . .’ Temi trailed off. ‘Listen, I got a way for you to . . . to leave the place they kept you in and go join the others. It’s a beautiful place. I seen it myself. You’ll be happy there . . . and it’s where you’re meant to be.’

She looked up to see Leke studying her sadly. ‘What place?’

‘The place they kept us from reaching. The place that is the real source of our power, or at least it was, until the Ahikis sealed us off from it. But you can go there.’

‘Then we should go!’ Raluwa said, joining them. ‘We shouldn’t hesitate.’

‘What about you?’ Leke said, ignoring him.

‘That don’t matter.’

‘The nun said that we could protect you, that that was our job.’

‘You can still protect me,’ Temi said. ‘Once I’m free from what the Ahikis did.’

Leke looked across at Abeni, who stood motionless, staring out over the ruins of Lordsgrave. ‘They need to pay for doing this.’


Sede placed a hand on Temi’s shoulder, then strode on to join Abeni.

‘I take it he’s the one who can take us there,’ Leke said, sliding his eyes round to where Vunaji stood quietly to one side.

‘Yep.’

‘I don’t trust you, you know,’ Leke said, turning to Vunaji. ‘Since you came here, her life has fallen apart.’

Vunaji’s lip curled in grim amusement. ‘Since I came here, I’m all that’s kept her from ruin.’

‘Can we change our minds?’ Leke said. ‘If you show us the place, and we want to come back . . . can we change our minds?’

‘If you wish,’ Vunaji said.

‘We have to go there!’ Raluwa said. ‘I don’t want to be here, popping into existence every few moons, not feeling anything, not thinking anything . . .’

‘Give us a moment,’ Leke said, before nodding to Raluwa and trudging up the hill of rubble.

Temi watched them silently as they stood near the blackglass wall, their words inaudible. Abeni gestured angrily as she spoke, indicating the city, Temi, Vunaji. Arguing that they should stay? That they shouldn’t hesitate to leave?

Vunaji stood close enough to Temi that the back of his hand brushed hers, and for a moment, she thought he meant to intertwine their fingers. But it seemed he knew better. Instead, he said, ‘When I invoke, you will still be incapacitated.’

‘I know.’

‘It means there will be no one to protect you, if your cousins decide to go.’

Leke turned. ‘OK,’ he said as Vunaji approached. ‘Take us there. And we will decide.’

Vunaji inclined his head, then stepped backwards, giving Leke space as he strode towards Temi.

‘Thank you,’ Leke said, pulling her into a hug.

Morning was nearly over her when Vunaji stepped out of the air to her left, alone.

‘They’ve gone,’ Temi said, not meeting his eyes, ‘haven’t they?’

‘Yes.’

‘Suppose there wasn’t ever a doubt. I didn’t even want to leave that place, and I’m still alive.’

‘It is where they are meant to be.’

Temi looked out across the rubble. ‘What happened here is exactly like what happened with the Scathed. When people get too strong, the Ahikis stamp them out.’ She steered her gaze downwards, to where No-Cat lay curled on its side. Its eyes were open now, their light flickering restlessly. ‘What about that?’

‘It is still a doorway.’

‘So you mean . . . spirits can still come through it?’

‘Yes. If it permits them to.’

‘Permits them to. You mean it has its own will? Like a regular cat?’


‘Yes. What remains of its soul continues to inhabit its body. I suspect your holy ones found the creature in the slums and created . . . this.’

‘Turned it into a greyblood, you mean.’ Temi inhaled slowly and leaned forward. ‘You’re free to go,’ she told No-Cat loudly. ‘Go on, shoo. Do whatever you want.’

No-Cat’s eyes continued to flicker, but it lifted its head. Temi extracted her legs from around it and stood.

‘Time to go,’ she said. In the distance, she could hear shouts on the river, and the clanging of a bell. She looked round to see No-Cat standing too, its nose sniffing the air.

‘Well, I suppose having another monster for company could be useful,’ Temi muttered.

*

As Temi stood at the edge of Lordsheart District, gazing west towards the Garden, the city stirred around her, waking up for the day. There was a certain energy on the air as they descended the paved hill, past whitewashed buildings and palms and crowds of fragrant, well-dressed highbloods.

Vunaji strolled behind her like a visitor from a distant province, come to see the seat of Ahiki power. His eyes roved everywhere as his head turned left and right, mouth parted in an astonished half-smile.

‘You’ve been here before,’ Temi said.

‘Yes, with you. But not as myself.’ Vunaji inhaled, closing his eyes as he walked beside her. ‘It is a long time since I have breathed air with lungs of my own.’ She felt his gaze slide towards her. ‘I wanted to tell you something. Vunaji is not the name I was born with. It is what your people called me, once. But the name my mother gave me is Atuno. It was . . . the name of a sacred bird in the land of my birth.’

Temi looked round to see a strange emotion dancing in his eyes. ‘Atuno,’ she said, rolling the name over her tongue. ‘You gonna tell me where it is you’re really from?’

He smiled softly. ‘Perhaps later.’

There were twenty-seven convents in the city of Nine Lords, and Temi had steeled herself to visit them all. She doubted there were many Sister Pojus in the Holy Orders, but at each convent she visited, she received the same blank stares and indifference.

It was nearing sunset in Lordsheart District when someone banged into her. Temi whipped round: whoever this cut-pocket was, they weren’t skilled. But then her eyes came to rest on a shaven-haired girl of about eight rains, wearing the grey smock of a noviciate.

‘You gotta come with me,’ she said. ‘And you gotta stay quiet.’

‘Come where?’ Temi said.

‘Highrose Convent.’

Highrose Convent was set back from the road, down a narrow alleyway between buildings. Its gardens were small, and the building beyond modest – a narrow, white structure no higher than the townhouses around it.

As they passed through the gates, only a single nun could be seen out in the grounds, clipping away at a rose bush as though the flowers were the heads of her enemies.

‘Grand High Mother Takali,’ the girl said, dropping into a bow from the waist. ‘Temi Baker is here.’

‘Good. Go on now, child.’

The girl sprinted away, not looking back, and a moment later, Temi understood why. Takali was a tall, angular, sour-faced woman of indeterminate age. Her dark eyes swept over Temi with naked distaste. She seemed a woman made for scorn.

She regarded them in silence, like an elder waiting for a child to confess to a transgression. Temi stared back, because no nun, no servant of the Ahikis, was ever going to cow her with a simple look. Finally, Takali sighed and tapped the jewel in her skull, uttering a phrase in the Forbidden Tongue.

‘Well?’ she said. ‘We have privacy now. What is it you want?’


‘Do you know Sister Poju?’ Temi said.

‘Yes, ancestors preserve her soul.’

‘Then you know who I am.’

‘Yes,’ Takali said, her face hardening. Her gaze flicked to Vunaji . . . Atuno. ‘And I know who he is, too.’

‘I heard some nuns had a plan that involved me and a spirit eater. I never found out if Poju was aware or not, but I figure if she was, she weren’t working alone.’

‘Oh, she wasn’t working alone. She was under direct instruction from me.’ Takali turned away, clipping the head from another rose.

Temi faltered. She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting. More denials? Claims of ignorance? ‘Did you kill my cousins?’ Temi said.

Takali closed her eyes. ‘I personally did no such thing. But I am aware that a decision was made that resulted in their deaths.’

Temi lurched forward, rage igniting within her. Atuno caught her by both arms and pulled her back. ‘That is not why we’re here,’ he said into her ear as he held her. ‘Is it?’

Temi stared across at Takali, the woman still snip, snip, snipping, as though Temi’s words were as inconsequential as the stirring of the breeze. One day, she would smash that dismissive little smile off the woman’s face. But not today.

‘I need something,’ Temi said stiffly. ‘And you’re gonna give it to me.’

‘And what would that be?’

‘Ink,’ Temi said. ‘The sort you lot use on invokers.’

Grand High Mother Takali laughed sharply. ‘Out of the question.’

‘Fine.’ Temi looked across at Atuno. ‘Let’s go. Like you said, we’re safer in Jebba. I hear they no longer answer to the king there. I doubt nuns will be welcome.’ She looked at Takali. ‘And you can forget any uses you had for me in your grand plans. I ain’t interested.’

Takali snorted. ‘I am afraid you have no choice in the matter, Temi of the Arrant Hill Bakers. You see, Sister Poju was rather fond of you, more’s the pity, and gave you a certain amount of leeway. I, on the other hand, do not care who you are or what you want. I care only about the function you are destined to perform for us. You’re welcome to try to leave this city. You will find that you won’t get far.’

Takali stood and began to turn away, but Temi grabbed her bony arm. ‘Give me the tatauing ink,’ Temi said. ‘If you don’t, I’ll go straight to the monks and tell them that a secret cabal of nuns is plotting to assassinate the king.’

Takali looked past her, gaze on Atuno. ‘You should be keeping her on a tighter leash. Or perhaps . . . perhaps you are enjoying this. Does it amuse you, to wind the little mortal up and watch her go?’ She turned back to Temi. ‘Do you know what will happen if you go to the monks? They will make you their captive. They won’t kill you – oh no. They will want to question you. They will hook you up to one of their relics, and they will peel away the layers of your sanity until they have all the answers they need. It won’t matter if they kill you or spare you after that, because when we are ready, our realmdaughters will cross the underplane and take your mind and bring it here, to me. There is nowhere in existence you can run to, Temi Baker. Not into the arms of an enemy. Not into the ultimate escape of death. Your soul belongs to we who have devoted our entire existence to the study of the hidden realms. Meanwhile, my sisters and I will simply melt away beyond their reach. Now go, before I am tempted to lock you up here until you are needed.’

‘Why don’t you do that?’ Atuno said, speaking over Temi’s retort. ‘Why don’t you capture her? It would cause less trouble, wouldn’t it?’ He looked at Temi. ‘She won’t do it, because key to our Bond, key to her work, is what we experience together. She wants me at my strongest. Which means she has to let you go.’

Takali stared at Temi. ‘You won’t go to the monks,’ she said. ‘You hate them.’

Ah, and there it was. A flicker of uncertainty. Barely there, but enough. ‘Give me the ink,’ Temi said, ‘and I’ll be good. Promise. Think of it as . . . Vunaji and me experiencing something together.’

Takali inhaled slowly, regarding them both with contempt. Finally, she closed her eyes. ‘Brioni!’ she shouted.

A moment later, a pale-skinned, ruddy-cheeked girl came scampering round the corner, ‘Yes, Holy Mother?’

‘Go to my chambers and find a bottle labelled dark soya sauce. Then bring it here, if you would.’

‘Yes, Holy Mother!’ Temi watched the girl dash off towards the building.

‘So how many of you are there?’ Temi said. ‘I mean, you rebel nuns.’

‘We are not rebel nuns,’ Takali said. ‘Our job, as nuns, is to safeguard the spiritual welfare of the people of the Nine Lands. That is what we are doing.’

‘I thought it was to serve the king.’

‘As do many of my sisters. Which is why our group operates discreetly. But those are not the oaths we swear to, in front of the Nine Shrines, when we ascend to the first circle of enlightenment.’

‘And what, the king is suddenly no longer good for the spiritual welfare of the realm, so you plan to kill him? After five thousand rains of lies?’

Takali’s mouth drew inward as she weighed her answer. ‘Three men returned from beyond the ocean, carrying a very dangerous cargo. When we warned the king, his response was to initiate this little war we’ve been having, a war that is solely about recovering the many thousands of his soldiers who deserted the Royal Clan millennia ago and have been running rampant in the west ever since.’

‘Erm . . . what?’

‘Greybloods, child. The Royal Clan has been content to leave those capable of thought to their absurd attempt to live independent lives, but now they need them back, so they have sent the people on a recovery mission. Not only is that mission doomed, because they have underestimated what many of the Greybloods have become, but this entire endeavour has precipitated a worse disaster.’ Takali straightened. ‘Oh, and of course you will also prove quite useful against the Hidden Creatures of the Hunt.’

Temi was tempted to say she was sorry she asked, but too much of what Grand High Mother Takali said made sense. Too many pieces were slotting into place now, pieces she wished she did not understand.

‘You’re talking about Gamani,’ Temi said.

‘Yes, the criminal Gamani Chedu.’

‘And then what, Vunaji destroys the Royal Clan how? Cause it ain’t just about the king, is it?’

The ghost of a smile crossed Takali’s lips, and a moment later, the noviciate child returned, holding the small vial of what purported to be dark soya sauce as though it might catch fire at a thought.

‘Do not come here again,’ Takali said, taking the vial from the noviciate and offering it to Temi. ‘Do not leave the city of Nine Lords. And do not test my patience. You will find it is in short supply.’

Three days later, just after sunset, Temi stepped into the Laughing Tiger teahouse. The tiny tables, with their mismatched crockery, were mostly empty. Haarit stood behind the counter with his back to her as she approached.

‘I’ve changed my mind,’ Temi said, leaning her elbows on the counter. They were still sore, as was her back and chest, every inch of which was still healing.

Haarit turned, his eyes going at once to Temi’s arms.

The river covered her left arm, its swirling mass dotted with boats and rafts, the edge of the Lordsgrave Bridge disappearing under the short sleeve of her buba. Arrant Hill covered her right, its shops and houses, the rocks that made up its dirt road.

A slow smile crept over Haarit’s face, beneath his thick beard. ‘Well,’ he said, folding his own arms, ‘I did not think I’d see you again, not after Lordsgrave was destroyed.’

‘Oh, it weren’t destroyed,’ Temi said, uncurling her hand, watching the light play across her new tataus. ‘Is your offer still open? Cause I’m here to discuss an alliance.’

‘An alliance? Between who, exactly?’

‘Between the Baker Family and the Bhutens.’

‘The Baker Family, eh? Just, er . . . one member, is it?’

‘There’s more than one of us,’ Temi said. ‘You interested or not?’

Haarit grinned. ‘Of course. Come on. I’ll get you some tea.’

Across the city, on the ruins of what had once been a Lordsgrave slum, a scrawny woman with yellow hair straightened and cradled the stump of her arm.

‘There have to be survivors,’ she said.

The smaller, darker woman at her side shook her head mutely. ‘It look like anything could survive this?’ she said. Beneath her travelling boots lay a shard of what had once been a Yennish oven. She picked it up, in old, dark brown hands, as though it were a rare gem.

‘You looking for survivors?’ a young voice said, and the two women turned to see a pale-skinned, orange-haired girl of about sixteen rains standing behind them, one hand resting defiantly on her hip.

‘Who are you?’ the yellow-haired woman said.

‘No, you first. Who are you?’

‘I’m Yeshe,’ the small, dark woman said. ‘This here’s Kerlyn. Now if you know anything about survivors, you’d best speak up. I ain’t in the fucking mood for chit-chat.’








FIFTY-NINE Morayo


It was sunrise by the time the last of them flowed from the underground tunnel. Morayo did not like to guess how many greybloods had risen from the bowels of the earth to charge north, destroying, consuming, obliterating. Thousands. Tens of thousands, perhaps.

No sign could be found of the Bairneater. Perhaps it and its army had been trampled beneath the feet and hooves and tentacles of their mindless brethren. Or perhaps they too had come under the sway of the core command and joined the stampede charging north on a murderous new campaign. Or maybe they had simply fled, realising their plan had failed; realising that they had been manipulated from the very beginning into delivering the tools of their own destruction to the ones they sought to attack.

It didn’t matter. What mattered now was rebuilding Ewo, healing their people . . . and finding Father Unworthy.

‘The Ahikis are in retreat,’ Adadeji said as he stepped out onto the rooftop, his warpaint smudged, his skin bruised in a dozen places. He looked weary but happy, smiling his stupid smile. Morayo had learned long ago that the key to getting the best out of his older brother – his future warlord, he reminded himself – was simple commands, given sequentially. He was so different from their father, so linear of thought. Adadeji leaned on the parapet beside Morayo, letting his head droop, his shoulder-length hairlocs obscuring his face. ‘I sent a small scouting group in pursuit. They will report back if they spot Father Unworthy.’

‘He has to be found,’ Morayo said. ‘He still holds Ibekwe’s soul.’

Morayo gazed out at what remained of the Ahiki camp. A few scattered tents. A sea of corpses. And three hundred prisoners, who had surrendered and now swelled the palace dungeons alongside Princen Ibaxis.

‘What about him?’ Adadeji said, nodding to his right.

Morayo forced his gaze back towards the thing he had been avoiding looking at. Father Boleo. Or what had once been Father Boleo. Now, the part of the rooftop where he had collapsed a day ago was a swollen mass of pulsing purple matter. It was hard to see Boleo, under that translucent membrane. But the shape of him remained there where he’d fallen, still staring up at the sky. Purple tendrils snaked towards the parapet – more of them than yesterday, but Morayo didn’t want to think about that.

Kipteni had remained at Boleo’s side all night, chanting into his staff or running up and down the stairs with different artefacts. But now, the young monk knelt before Boleo’s purple cocoon, his head bowed. When he looked round, perhaps sensing Morayo’s regard, Morayo saw that the youth’s face was streaked with tears.

Morayo felt a swell of sadness. After all Boleo had done to free them, he had not lived to see the fruits of his work. Morayo swallowed against the tightness in his throat then strode across to join Kipteni.

‘He . . . was my friend, too,’ Morayo said. ‘I am sorry. We will find a way to help him.’

‘How?’ Kipteni said, looking over at him with round, dark eyes. ‘I can glean nothing from it! The glyphs suggest a language, but my staff cannot make sense of them. The membrane is completely uniform in design, and yet my thinking jewel tells me it is organic in nature. How it grew, what it is composed of, how it is spreading – because it is spreading, Lord Invoker, already two handspans since yesterday – none of that can be explained. Perhaps if I instruct my holy brothers with expertise in botany and physiology to take samples for experimentation, we might learn something. From what I can see, the cocoon is able to both nourish Father Boleo and remove waste products from him, so I do not believe his physical body to be in any immediate danger. But he is not truly alive, Lord Invoker! My thinking jewel can detect none of the arcane energies human minds produce – none at all! All this leads me to conclude that the malady or deformity or whatever this is must be spiritual in nature. Oh, but I wish Sister Ulla were here! Father Boleo despised her, but even he would be the first to admit that she—’

‘Father Kipteni,’ Morayo said, placing a hand on the young man’s shoulder, ‘stop talking. Go and sleep.’

Kipteni hurried to his feet. ‘I know I should not be sad, Lord Invoker, because Father Boleo would have sacrificed himself a thousand times over for the people of this land! But I – I miss him!’ Then, to Morayo’s surprise, the youth placed both hands over his face and began to sob.

‘Come,’ Morayo said softly, throwing his arm around Kipteni’s slender shoulders. ‘Come now. Perhaps Vunaji will find a way to help him.’

‘Help him! Lord Invoker, it is the spirit eater that did this! And that’s not all!’ Kipteni lifted a wagging, conspiratorial finger. ‘No, that is not all! Lord Invoker Morayo, I no longer believe the spirit eater Father Boleo was Bonded to was Vunaji.’

‘What?’

‘I do not believe that is Vunaji. I believe Vunaji is elsewhere and that this spirit is another. Do you recall what Warlord Daloya said? Vunaji is no ordinary spirit eater. Ordinary spirit eaters devour their host, but not Vunaji! Vunaji is a spirit with a particular past and particular aims! We will know him by his regal aspect! You were there that day on the wastes, were you not? I read Father Boleo’s report over and over; I could recite it to you now, if you would like. He said – and I quote this word for word, Lord Invoker – he said, The spirit beheld Lord Jinao Mizito, then turned away. The last thing I recall is a smiling, feral face, streaking purposefully towards me.’ Kipteni straightened his beaded skirt. ‘This, Lord Invoker Morayo, this is an ordinary spirit eater and it has consumed its host!’

Morayo looked away. ‘Fuck.’

Over the days that followed, the city of Ewo began to uncoil and return, if not to its former self, then to a state of equilibrium. People slipped back into their homes and businesses. Boards were pulled from windows, rubble cleared away, walls rebuilt, streets cleared. The city’s remaining nuns set up tents to treat the wounded. After ten days, the first trading caravan arrived, laden with food: it seemed word spread fast. Soon, more traffic appeared on the Lords Road, on the Eastern Road and, after twelve days, the port had its first ship – a highblood galley from Itahualand.

Captain Bokku began treatment for his wasting sickness, letting the nuns use Scathed artefacts to cut away the lump they had found. Morayo heard them whispering that he still might not live, much less fight again, but Morayo resolved to replace neither him nor Ibekwe in his quartet.

Father Boleo’s condition did not change. Each time Morayo climbed the Moon Tower to watch the progress on the city wall, the purple tendrils had crept further along the rooftop. Now they covered half the parapet, and at night, they shone like a beacon. Morayo supposed it was a fitting tribute to the monk who had served his people with every part of his being: what remained of him was a shining monument visible from anywhere in the city.

Kipteni threw himself into his research on the Sun Tower. The ancient Scathed communications relic was never without half a dozen monks swarming over it, prodding and chanting and dancing before it with their artefacts, all seemingly to no avail. The only breakthrough came when Kipteni rushed in upon Morayo training one morning, brandishing his staff and shouting, ‘Lord Invoker Morayo! Lord Invoker Morayo! I think I understand now! I think the tower has already been communicating with us! We just didn’t know how to listen!’

‘I don’t understand,’ Morayo said, wiping his sweating face on a towel.

Kipteni then launched into a long explanation about siganaals and mathematical patterns, all of which amounted to nothing because Kipteni concluded that they were missing a key component in being able to translate it all.

‘But I will find a way!’ Kipteni declared. ‘In honour of Father Boleo’s memory, I will solve this final puzzle of his!’

Warlord Daloya visited Boleo daily. He had eschewed his usual chair-bearers: now, Elder Sollu’s troupe went everywhere with him, the arokin performing the duties Omadella had once. Morayo watched them in wonder. All this time, his father had been keeping them in the mortal realm, just as he had Omadella. He couldn’t imagine the strength that would take. He wondered, as four of Sollu’s muscular dancers set his father’s wheeled chair beside the swollen mass that was his oldest friend, where the troupe’s will ended and his father’s began.

‘Father Kipteni says that’s not Vunaji,’ Morayo said one afternoon as his father sat staring out across the ruins of Ilowu Square.

Elder Sollu looked up. For once, her painted face was not all-knowing, all-mocking.

‘So it would seem, lordly lord.’

‘What does this mean for us?’

‘Who can say?’

‘Well, my father can, which means you can, because you’re his mouthpiece, aren’t you? All of you?’ Morayo turned towards Daloya. ‘Well, Father? What happens now?’

‘We are not anyone’s mouthpiece, lordly lord. We exist in tandem with your father. We speak our own words. But we also know his.’

‘You’re from back then, aren’t you? The time of the Scathed, I mean. That’s why you know all those stories.’

Sollu laughed. ‘Time of the Scathed. Most young of lordly lords, you have no idea. No, we are not from the time of the Scathed. But yes, it is long and long since we walked the mortal plane in our own skin. And we know the stories because our people have always passed our history on through dance and song. It is our greatest power, and it is why the Ahikis could never fully wipe it away. There was nothing physical for them to destroy.’ Sollu glanced over at Boleo’s cocoon. ‘Perhaps the ancestors acted to protect us all,’ she continued. ‘The real Vunaji is . . . powerful, yes, but he is not a true spirit eater. He was a man once. The last of his people. Ancient almost beyond imagining . . . far more ancient than the spirit eaters our ancestors created. He has Bonded mortals many times, and each time, he has brought them to ruin. It is what he does now, in his grief. What he suffered, he brings upon the one he is Bonded to. The loss of his family. The loss of his village. Eventually, the loss of his entire people. He engineers these things in others. Perhaps if the monk had Bonded him, Vunaji would have claimed this city as payment. We warned your father of this risk, but he seemed to believe the one fated to Bond Vunaji would be strong enough to control him.’

‘Where do you think Vunaji is?’

‘Who can say? But wherever it is, I hope that person has no loved ones. At his core, he is a lonely, vengeful creature. He seeks a companion in this. Someone who understands. But always, it destroys them.’


Morayo thought back to that burning village, and to the jackals and the flames, and the eight warriors he had seen. ‘Why did Adatali surrender to Ahiki?’

Elder Sollu sucked her teeth. ‘He thought it the only way to protect your people. But your father has always believed that your charming nature meant you could help Adatali heal the wounds of the past.’ She eyed him. ‘He wants you to return to your dancing. There is more for you to learn before we march.’

‘So we are going to march on the Garden.’

‘Of course. With our allies.’

‘Allies?’

Morayo watched them leave the next morning: twenty of Kipteni’s most trusted noviciates, all disguised as lowblood travellers. Each carried a thinking jewel and a message from Warlord Daloya, containing ancient words of command.

‘Will people believe them?’ Busino said, as she and Morayo stood on the city battlements, watching the last of the messengers disappear over the horizon.

‘Some won’t,’ Morayo said, taking his sister’s hand. ‘Some will, but won’t care. But a few . . . I’m hoping a few will join us.’

‘Won’t the king just send all those greybloods back?’

‘They can’t. They’ll only obey Boleo now.’

Busino drew her lips together. ‘You said some of them were people once. I think it’s cruel, if they were people.’

‘Not the things in that horde! Those things are different,’ Morayo replied, with more conviction than he felt. ‘Now come! Elder Sollu has a new song to perform!’

They feasted that night in the banquet hall. Morayo realised, as he reclined on the mats under a haze of alcohol, that they had not had a proper banquet since his birthday celebration, a lifetime ago now.

Sollu’s new story told the tale of the jackal and the lion, another song with which Morayo was unfamiliar. Nor was he familiar with the new drums Sollu’s musicians brought out . . . square instruments made of an unusual pale wood. When Oni lifted her hands and shouted, ‘Oh Lion, unleash your roar!’ the very night seemed to light up. The crowd exclaimed, several jumping to their feet. Morayo assumed it was another manifestation from the ancestral realm, but then Timi, Adadeji’s eldest child, came running in from the gardens.

‘The sea is on fire!’ he cried, small face alight with excitement. ‘The sea is on fire!’

Morayo joined the surge of bodies streaming out into the gardens. The rains were nearly upon them, meaning the sky was dark and without stars. But the black mass of the ocean, visible beyond the city lights, had been bisected by a colourful, arrow-straight line of luminescence.

‘It’s the Royal Causeway!’ Kipteni cried from across the crowd, his staff raised high, the light of observation streaking off into the night. ‘Astounding!’

‘There’s something moving on it!’ another monk cried, lowering the longglass from their eye. ‘Some kind of caravan!’

Morayo ran down the hill, joining the stream of locals who poured out of buildings, their curiosity overriding their caution.

‘You’re getting slow!’ Karwin cried, streaking past him in a flash of pale skin and orange hair.

Morayo grinned, speeding up.

By the time he reached the beach, it seemed half the city had followed Adadeji through the southern gate. Archers swarmed the darkness of the city wall above, arrows pointing south. Six Batide kept the mass of people back from the water’s edge where Adadeji sat on horseback, facing the causeway. It was no longer submerged, Morayo saw, and not just the portion that was always exposed at low tide: the entire, ancient road seemed to have risen above the waves that had hidden it for millennia. Up close like this, Morayo could see that the shimmering lights flowed, like a river, sweeping towards the city.

And yes . . . approaching fast was the strangest caravan Morayo had ever seen: a snaking phalanx of rectangular vehicles, moving as an articulated whole. No horses pulled them, and though their massive metal wheels turned, it seemed the colourful energies of the causeway bore them along.

The caravan was perhaps a hundred paces from the beach when it finally drew to a stop. For a moment, a reverential silence gripped the crowd. Then something sighed open in the side of the lead carriage, and a person emerged. He wore a simple brown agbada and sandals. More figures emerged behind him, but he was the only one who wore a mask.

A lion.

The man strolled forward, not in any great hurry. Neither was he armed, from what Morayo could see. He had a powerful build, with the dark brown skin common to Adataliland, his tightly curled hair pulled into waist-length hairlocs.

‘Wait there!’ Adadeji called into the night. ‘State your name and business in the land of the Allied Peoples of the South. And state it quickly! We do not take kindly to uninvited guests.’

The man in the lion mask stopped and pulled the mask back onto the top of his head. The face below wore a wry expression as dark eyes scanned the crowd. Beneath his neatly trimmed beard, he looked to be perhaps forty rains of age. Handsome, Morayo decided, and irritatingly confident.

‘Oh, I’m not uninvited,’ the man said in a strange accent – a mixture of Jebbanese and city lowblood. ‘Your father hired us. Afraid we’re a bit behind schedule, but better late than never, eh?’ He laughed; a deep, throaty sound.

‘My father hired you?’

‘Yep,’ the man said. More vehicles were arriving behind the caravan, approaching at blistering speeds before stopping abruptly on the causeway. More linked carriages. Lower vehicles with no wheels. Even some tiny, pod-like relics that supported one or two masked riders. ‘Didn’t he tell you about the warriors he hired?’

‘You’re . . . the mercenaries?’ Adadeji looked across at Kipteni, and Morayo knew what his brother was thinking. They had assumed that Warlord Daloya’s mercenaries were the greyblood drones he had unleashed upon the Ahikis. ‘And does your battalion have a name?’

‘Battalion?’ the man laughed again. ‘Well, once upon a time, we was known as Clan Kzani. And I am its leader, Warlord Mukisa Kzani. Now where d’you want us?’

The crowd stirred, whispers filling the air, and more than a little disbelieving laughter. Adadeji leaned towards Kipteni, their words too soft for Morayo to distinguish. All the while, the man who claimed to be the leader of the extinct Clan Kzani watched them, amused, until one of his aides – a scrawny elder in dark robes, his lips painted blue – came to whisper in his ear.

‘Ah yes,’ Mukisa said, clapping his hands together and rubbing them. ‘My brother Nirere here just reminded me: your father hired us to perform certain procedures on your invokers. Erm, and on anyone else who wants ’em. Brought all our equipment with us. Just need a space to set up.’

Adadeji straightened. ‘Procedures?’

‘Spiritual procedures, let’s call ’em. Ain’t that right, Nirere?’


It seemed they were not quite finished with their surprise guests, however. The following morning, after Morayo had spent a sleepless night finding quarters for all their new friends – and a well-hidden room for the huge, black crystal Nirere brought with him – a messenger arrived at Morayo’s apartments, requesting his presence at the Circle.

Morayo dressed quickly, then sped through a palace abuzz with excited chatter. Clan Kzani was alive! They had brought techwork with them! And invokers! Have you seen their invokers? Hundreds of them . . . far more than any other clan! The beach is filled with their vehicles now! Where have they been hiding all these decades?

He came to the receiving hall to find Adadeji sitting alone on the dais. Daloya hadn’t left his apartments, and neither had his arokin troupe, since Warlord Mukisa Kzani had entered them.

Only one group of petitioners had come that morning, and Morayo recognised them at once.

‘Lord Kartuuk?’

The heir to Clan Itahua wore none of his feathers or colourful skirts. Instead, he wore a pale travelling tunic, with no mask or headdress at all. Morayo might not have recognised him, had it not been for the unmistakable jaguar tataus that covered his arms. Several more easterners had come with him: a young girl who might have been his sister; a tall man in a mask; and three warriors in matching white robes whom Morayo realised he also knew – the three lieutenants of Lord Cantec’s quartet.

‘Lord Morayo,’ Kartuuk said, turning towards him, ‘I know we did not part on the best of terms when I was last in this city, but I come now seeking your help.’

‘My help?’ Morayo said. He slid his eyes round to Adadeji, but his brother had lowered his head to one hand, deep in thought. ‘What are you doing here? Last I heard—’

‘My husband and I had abandoned our sacred duty and disappeared . . . Yes, I know what my father told everyone. Or at least, what the creature that now wears my father’s skin told everyone.’

Morayo felt a stir of unease. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Lord Morayo, a threat far more dangerous than the greybloods is growing in our midst. The entire city of Qenqar has succumbed to it. We are among the few to have escaped. Creatures, drawn from the ancestral realm, capable of replacing the spirit of a mortal with their own, are spreading among us. My father has been taken by one, as has my brother, my household, and many hundreds of my people. My father has gone west to Cagai – to reclaim the Ae, he says, but I have no doubt that his true purpose is to spread this spiritual contagion. There could be thousands . . . tens of thousands of them out there.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Morayo said. ‘What are they?’

‘I can tell you,’ one of Cantec’s lieutenants said: a person with short hair; slight but muscular. ‘My name is Lieutenant Ishaan. I watched them . . . watched them claim my captain. But before that, we met Lord Jethar Mizito, and he knows the creatures’ origins.’

‘Jethar Mizito!’ Morayo said. He shook his head. ‘Forgive me but . . . but all this sounds absurd.’

‘I know,’ Kartuuk said. ‘But please – just listen to what we have to say.’
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Father Gawell


Jakhenaten II Ahiki, King of the Nine Lands, High Warlord of the Invoker Clans and Holy Unifier of the People, sat motionless upon the blessed throne. At first glance, that seat seemed unremarkable: beautiful, certainly – like the king himself – but not extraordinary. A slab of solid gold formed its base, the tiny patterns etched into it visible only when the light from the open ceiling touched it just so. Its back, also gold, depicted the sun at its zenith. A series of narrow shafts of gold ending in points sharp enough to cut stretched from it in a broad semicircle.

But as Father Gawell peered across the white crystal floor, he could not miss the signs that this throne was more than simply the seat of the Nine Lands’ power. Sometimes, a ripple of energy would pass across it, spreading from the base to the tips of each golden point. Sometimes, the king’s eyes would flash and then the throne would flash too, and for a brief moment Father Gawell glimpsed glyphs, though these were nothing like the Forbidden glyphs of the Scathed. Occasionally, he would see a face, or perhaps a seething horde of faces, straining as though to break free, before collapsing back to nothing again.

‘Well?’ Princen Galuitapinu said, striding towards the forty holy ones who knelt before her, her long golden dress sighing on the floor. ‘Have you nothing further to report?’

Father Ispeth, a large, round-bellied monk, lifted his head from the ground. ‘Your Grace, we believe the three monks concerned – Fathers Yumin, Dandali and Elia – have left Nine Lords.’

Galuitapinu tilted her head to look down at him. She seemed a woman approaching fifty rains – older to look upon than her father the king. But Father Gawell had learned that one could not determine an Ahiki’s age by sight alone. They had methods for healing their bodies, even reversing the ravages of time. Galuitapinu favoured an older appearance than her father, and had done for over three centuries.

‘And that is all?’ she said. ‘We ask you to Cleanse a small section of river and a single lowblood bakery, with minimal damage to the surrounding land, and instead, three of your Holy Brothers accidentally destroy an entire district of this city. And you come here now to tell me they have simply disappeared into the night, leaving no explanation, no clue as to their motives, nothing?’

‘Unfortunately so, Your Grace,’ Father Ispeth said.

How peaceful the king looked, staring beyond them all, dressed in a long cloth-of-gold skirt, his bare torso oiled, his hair freshly braided beneath his sun-shaped crown. Father Gawell noticed only minor signs of his particular . . . ailment. The unwavering stillness of his gaze. The way the fingers of his remaining hand lay perfectly spread upon the arms of the Blessed Throne, each exactly the same distance from the next. His empty expression, lips pulled tight so that he neither smiled nor grimaced. He was alive. But he was not quite living.

‘Your Grace,’ Ispeth said, ‘we will find them. There is nowhere they can run that is beyond our reach. I suggest we involve the Holy Circle and our brothers across the seas. Together, we will succeed, and when we do, we will learn their motives. In the meantime—’

‘Thank you. That will be all. Come, Father.’ Galuitapinu turned towards the open walkway beyond the throne. The mindless automaton that was the king stood and followed her silently out into the sun.

‘Happy now?’ Father Wunma said, sliding his eyes round at Gawell. ‘They’ve put some kind of techwork in him that keeps his body alive. But as I said, the king is dead. There’s no trace of him in the ancestral realm . . . It’s like something destroyed every iteration of his soul, in every stratum of the underplane.’

Gawell stood, his head swimming, as it always did when he crossed the border into the Garden. Not that the other holy ones noticed as they stood mumbling to each other in their conspiratorial little groups. They were too concerned with their own ambitions, their own schemes and rivalries, to care about one monk none of them could recall seeing before.

Gawell watched the retreating figures of Galuitapinu and her father. The throne stood empty now, unguarded, and only a handful of strides away. It was the fulcrum of all his plans, the cause of all his sacrifice. But hastiness now could see the ruin of it all. Patience. Never his strong suit, but patience was required.

‘Come on,’ Wunma said. ‘We’ve shown our faces. Let’s get the fuck out of this place.’

Father Gawell turned towards the broad, sweeping steps that led out into the sunlight, his vision misting as he did. He followed Wunma’s wiry, round-shouldered form past clusters of monks and nuns, keeping his gaze down. Father Gawel: what an irony it was to be returning to that name. He thought he had left Father Gawell out across the ocean, when—

No. He must not think on what happened out there. Singular of purpose. Singular of heart. The golden sky seemed to press down upon him as he followed Wunma along the broad golden road. The ziggurats and parklands of the palace stretched on and on into the distance, defying logic. The Garden was no more than one league across: this fact was imprinted upon his soul. How many times had he encircled it as a young man, plotting, promising? Yet the horizon that called to him now seemed lined with distant mountains, with not a glimpse of the city to be seen. Was it artifice or truth? If he rowed across the lake that surrounded the Garden’s central island, could he reach that woodland, that meadow? Only the Ahikis were permitted to leave the Garden by any route other than the Royal Bridge, but he knew there were dozens of other tunnels and walkways meant only for the Royal Clan.

Singular of purpose. Singular of heart. It was a comfort, as he strode beneath the looming statues of Ahikis long gone, to know that one day very soon, all this would burn. The Garden teemed with corruption: not just the holy ones, with their plots and plans; not just the clusters of Ahikis he passed, radiating power and beauty as they strolled towards the pleasure gardens or lifted from the ground in their techwork wagons.

As the Royal Bridge approached, leading across the lake that was far too wide to call a moat, he paused, looking down over the edge. There, far below, golden fluid flowed from monstrous pipes, pumping liquid corruption into waters that connected the entire Nine Lands. That was the true power. But one day soon those waters would run clean. Then, Father Gawell would stand upon that bridge and watch as his people were lifted from the haze in which they had lingered for five millennia.

Father Wunma quickened his pace as they approached the outer walls of the Garden. Gawell could never identify quite when the otherworldly horizon of the Garden faded and the true horizon of the Nine Lords rose up to replace it. There was a point, surely, where the two merged, and yet he could never determine when. Wunma nodded in greeting to the bluehawk captain who stood at the open gates of the Garden, then simply strode out into the street beyond. Ah, but Wunma was made of strong stuff. Not a flinch of discomfort as he passed beyond that wall. Yet as Gawell followed, that familiar buzzing, keening, crushing sensation filled his mind, as though a swarm of monstrous insects pressed upon it, peeling aside his thoughts.

Singular of purpose. Singular of heart. Gawell tapped the relic strapped to his arm, the only thing that stopped the energies of the Garden crushing his mind.

It was never supposed to have been him. She was supposed to have done it. But how unruly she had proved to be – just like her mother. It was the will of the ancestors, he supposed, and their intentions were not always easy to interpret. But he would manage. And very soon, he would have the greatest elder of them all to guide him.

Beyond the barrier patrolled by bluehawks stood the city’s usual throng of visitors come to gawk at the Ahikis’ home. They rarely lingered . . . the energies of the Garden were too unpleasant for that. But they could not resist coming to see. Wunma strode through them, his golden robes flying behind him, marching straight towards an unremarkable ox-drawn wagon that waited within a line of unremarkable wagons and rickshaws for hire.

‘About fucking time,’ said Casten, as Gawell climbed inside. ‘You know how many people are looking for you, Gamani?’

‘Got a pretty good idea,’ Gawell replied. ‘Come on. Got an elder I need to pay my respects to.’

Gamani Chedu had cast off his golden robes by the time the wagon pulled up outside the Beggar’s Bowl Inn. How he hated the district of Lordseye in the city’s far west. Hilly and labyrinthine, its narrow, winding streets were a maze, and its denizens a terrible combination of aspirational lowbloods and disgruntled highbloods fallen on hard times. He followed Casten down the uneven steps that led to the inn’s cellar, keeping his head low – although most of the buildings around them were owned by Mama Olun’s branch of the Mbolu Family, and they knew to look away.

Casten strode down the hallway towards the common room at the end, his head nearly touching the ceiling, but Gamani had one last visit to make before beginning the ritual.

He unlocked the door to the small storage room where Mama Olun kept shelves of narrow-necked calabashes filled with palm wine. There, at the back, on a straw mat, lay his girl.

‘Went well,’ Gamani said as he approached her. She had lost weight; not good when she was already so tiny. Though she did not move, her eyes were open, staring sightlessly at the wooden ceiling above. ‘Think I got an idea how to do this now. But I’ll have to let Father Gawell become a familiar and trusted face, and that takes time.’

He lowered himself to the floor and took her hand. Foolish girl. But he couldn’t be angry with her. It was her mother’s fault she’d turned out this way. Yunonu had always been a shrill, reactionary woman, and she’d passed that on to his daughter. It was to be expected, after leaving them alone for so many rains. But that was yet another of the many sacrifices he’d had to make.

‘Don’t trust Wunma, though,’ Gamani continued. ‘His needs for his experiments are getting more difficult to meet. Plus the fucker could mess everything up if he decides it’s more lucrative to betray us. And with everyone against us now, it’s gonna be a task to keep the funds flowing. But don’t worry, I don’t blame you: you couldn’t help it.’

He leaned forward and planted a kiss on Ohemah’s forehead.

‘You should have told me about the spirit eater, though. Of course, the baker girl has no idea how to wield that thing, but it does present an issue if she decides to move against me. Which she will, I’m sure. Whole city is filled with people who want to move against me, half of them within this bloody building. It’s what happens when you’re in a position like mine.’

He ran his finger over the circle of dried blood where the warrior monks’ techwork tether connected her to him.

‘Here.’ He took hold of the bottle of water that stood beside Ohemah. ‘Drink.’ He tipped gently, but just as before, she did not swallow, and after a moment she coughed reflexively, sending the water spraying back out. Curse Father Wunma. He’d left out so much of how the warrior monk tethering worked. Gamani nicked his finger on the shard of broken glass he kept by Ohemah’s bed, then pressed it to her wound. ‘Now drink.’

Ohemah sat up, took the bottle, and began to drink, eyes staring straight ahead while Gamani kept his bleeding thumb pressed to her flesh. Even when the bottle was empty, she continued swallowing, swallowing, great gulps of air that would surely make her sick if he let her continue.

‘Stop drinking,’ he sighed, and Ohemah lowered the bottle and lay back down. He could hear the liquid sloshing in her stomach as she moved.

‘Right. Well, I’ll be back later, and when I am, I’ll have brought someone with me that you’ve been wanting to meet.’ He leaned forward and kissed her forehead again. ‘I love you, girl. And I’ve forgiven you.’ Then he stood and left the room.

What a pitiful group they were, gathered around the tiny sapling: Casten and his sons, mere shadows of what they had once been; Alim, Ulora and a half-dozen other lieutenants with sense. The rest had endured five rains of being manipulated by that spineless fool Bediako. Bediako, who had always envied him, who had been plotting against him since they were children, whom Old Mama had always favoured . . .

Singular of purpose. Singular of heart.

And what a pitiful place it was they had gathered in, too: a shelf of earth, hewn from the ground, standing at the edge of one of Nine Lords’ many underground rivers. Except it wasn’t a river, Gamani suspected, but an ancient corridor: he had seen the doors, overgrown with fungus. Mama Olun used it for smuggling techwork, a business she kept secret from her work with the rest of the Mbolu Family. But now, it had to serve as their pitiful group’s pitiful circleroom.

Gamani took hold of the tiny sapling. Immediately, his new tatau – still healing – started to glow. ‘Our blood as one,’ he said, ‘we pledge ourselves to Kusandi.’

‘Our blood as one, we pledge ourselves to Kusandi,’ the rest of the group repeated, and one by one they placed their hands upon the new tree, for the new family that they would become; a family not beholden to the Council of Elders nor in thrall to the Ahiki invader. An invoker family beholden only to each other.

‘Our blood as one, we pledge ourselves to Kusandi.’

The underground riverside began to fade, taking with it the cold, the damp, the steady drip from the fungus-infested ceiling. Instead, he found himself on a grasslands hillside, before a vast acacia tree. A muscular man with dark brown skin and close-cropped hair sat in its shade, his back to Gamani. Hazy. Indistinct, and as Gamani strolled forward, the figure of the man blurred further still.

‘Fuck me!’ Casten exclaimed, appearing behind him, followed by his sons, one by one.

‘Stay there,’ Gamani said, turning. ‘Got to do this alone.’

He closed the remaining distance, not letting doubt creep into his mind. Singular of purpose. Singular of heart. Just as Kusandi had been all those centuries ago.

‘Old Uncle,’ Gamani said when he stood over the hazy figure. He dropped to his knees and pressed his forehead to the ground. ‘Old Uncle, I present myself to you one last time. Just as you, I’ve made sacrifices, even within my own blood. Just as you, I’ve dedicated every part of my life to a single cause. I crossed the world for you, and I brought back exactly what you asked for. Chedu’s gone. My Bond is free. I’ve done everything you wanted. If there’s more you need from me, you just let me know and I’ll do it.’

He fell silent. Singular of purpose. Singular of heart. Not letting Old Mama’s final words to him sink in, pushing them away. None of them knew Kusandi; none of them understood his rage. That was why he had ignored them for all those centuries. That was why he had stood by as they slaughtered his descendants and smashed every one of his shrines. His last Family had not been worthy of what he had to offer. But the new Family Gamani brought to him now; they understood.

‘We will need to prepare,’ Kusandi said.

For a moment, Gamani couldn’t bring himself to look up. It had been so long, and he had worked so hard. To hear that voice now – not what he had expected; instead, musical and light – seemed almost a dream. But look up he did, because Kusandi abhorred those with weak hearts. And he found Kusandi standing over him now, a man in early middle age, with broad features and intelligent eyes. He looked so much like Chedu, and yet not like him at all.

‘I cannot be invoked in this form,’ Kusandi said. ‘Unless you want . . . a mere man at your side. We must seek allies here in the underplane if I am to reach my potential.’

‘Of course, Old Uncle,’ Gamani said, knowing he should seem controlled, calm, but unable to keep the joy from his voice. ‘Thank—’

‘Go. Return tomorrow and we will begin our work. Come alone.’

‘Of course, Old Uncle.’ He pressed his forehead to the ground again.

It was late, but Gamani could not have slept any more than he could have stopped his own breath. A wild energy coursed through him. They had told Mama Olun they would stay hidden, but she was a fearful, small woman, and had been enamoured of him since they were children. So he climbed onto the roof of the Beggar’s Bowl and sat under the vast, dark dome of the sky, thanking such ancestors as deserved his thanks for all they had given him. Everything was coming together. Perhaps not quite as he’d planned, but then what plan ever did? He had rid himself of Bediako. He had the Families running scared. And now, the Hidden Creatures of the Hunt were entirely under his control. Soon, he would be the founding elder of a new clan, a new Family. Already, Casten and his boys would be heading out to Lordsbasin and Lordstorm, recruiting from among the local gangs. And how could they turn down what he had to offer them? Membership of a new Family. And very soon, all the power of invocation, with none of the limitations most knew. What happened with Old Mama was unfortunate, just as what had happened with Ohemah was unfortunate. But Gamani was nothing if not adaptable.

He felt a ripple in the night to his right, and one of the Cloistered appeared, then a second, then three more, creeping slowly over the rooftops. How different from their spirit selves they looked: a full head taller than most mortals, with long, muscular headtails and wide mouths.

‘We tire of hiding in the shadows,’ the one nearest him said, its voice like a whisper of distant wind.

‘I know,’ Gamani said. ‘You just need to hang on a little longer.’

‘We tire of hanging on.’

‘D’you tire of winning, too? I thought you liked to win. I thought this whole thing was a great game. Well, I’m telling you, if you rush ahead now, you’ll all be killed.’

The Cloistered tipped its head to one side, its expression part confusion, part contempt. ‘How long?’

‘How many of you are there now? One hundred? Two hundred?’

‘Sixteen thousand,’ the Cloistered said.

Gamani straightened. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You have forgotten about our siblings to the east. Or should I say south . . . most of them have moved. They number thousands and are increasing each day.’

Something unpleasant spiked within him, but Gamani flattened it before it could take root. Singular of purpose. Singular of heart. There was nothing to fear: it served his purpose to have more. And he had no doubt that he could control them.


‘They’ll all need to be brought here,’ Gamani said. ‘Can you do that?’

The creature’s lip curled in a slow grin. ‘Perhaps.’

Gamani’s eyes drifted to a single Cloistered, smaller than the rest, and sitting apart. There was something familiar about its—

No. Singular of mind. Singular of purpose. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Then do it. And stay out of sight until we’re ready, you hear?’

He shuffled down to the lip of the roof, then lowered himself onto the kitchen ceiling and into the street beyond. Two whores, out for a final smoke of the night, looked his way. Let them talk. If the Families sent someone after him, he’d be ready.

Inside, he stopped briefly in Ohemah’s room, to give her a final kiss goodnight. As always, her eyes remained open – he supposed she didn’t need sleep now.

‘They’re getting restless,’ Gamani said, lowering himself to the floor beside her. ‘I think that little taste of freedom I gave them got ’em hungry for more.’

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ohemah’s mouth twitch . . . almost as if she were trying to speak.

No. It was his imagination. Father Wunma had been clear when he’d given Gamani the shard from a warrior monk’s crystal: Ohemah’s soul was no longer in her body.

Singular of purpose. Singular of heart. With no doubts in his mind.

‘I love you, girl,’ Gamani said, then kissed his daughter goodnight.








The Prisoner


The Prisoner had always lived in the cell.

He knew this, just as he knew every corner of the four walls around him. Not that he saw those walls often, for the Prisoner lived in darkness, which was good, because there was no world beyond the cell.

The Prisoner had always lived in the cell and there was no world beyond the cell, but occasionally, others joined him, bringing with them blinding light and mocking smiles. The Prisoner tried to forget their faces, just as he tried to forget what they came to do. They existed only when they stepped onto the platform above him. When they left, the Prisoner pushed the memory of them from his mind . . . Just as he pushed away the memory of the chains, the questions, the pain.

The Prisoner had always lived in the cell and there was no world beyond the cell, but every forty thousand heartbeats, the symbols appeared. It had begun as one. Then two. Then four. Then Eight. Every forty thousand heartbeats, the symbols doubled in number and complexity. Beautiful, really. Like a tree, branches unfurling. Not that the Prisoner knew what a tree was, because he had always lived in the cell.

Two, then four, then eight, then sixteen. There was something soothing about the regularity of their luminous glow. When the symbols came, they brought with them flashes of thought. A churning, stormy ocean. A distant land, where towers pierced the clouds. A mango orchard. A woman, beautiful and terrible. His mother? His lover? No, because he had always lived in the cell, and there was no world beyond the cell.

Four, then eight, then sixteen, then thirty-two.

‘Why is he still alive?’ said the man with the staff.

‘Because we still can’t access the Intelligence or draw it out,’ replied the Woman in Gold. She was angry, and that made him cringe away, because as well as bringing light to the cell, it was also she who brought the pain.

‘You had two moons with him. It’s been eight already. Do you realise how dangerous it is keeping him here?’

The Woman in Gold laughed scornfully. ‘Dangerous? Father Ujimu, his mind has been scrubbed clean. He is as dangerous as a day-old infant. Just leave us to our work. Surely you have enough to occupy you.’

Eight, then sixteen, then thirty-two, then sixty-four.

‘What am I to do with you, eh?’ She squatted before him, the Woman in Gold, peering into his eyes. ‘I know it’s in here.’ She tapped the box at her side. ‘And I know it reacts to you. If I do this—’

Pain. The prisoner cried out as a sour, smoky smell reached his nostrils. Something was burning. A part of him, he supposed.

‘See! I get a reaction here.’ She tapped the box. ‘But I cannot extract it. I cannot copy it. I cannot communicate with it.’

Sixteen, then thirty-two, then sixty-four, then one hundred and twenty-eight.


‘You’re not trying!’ she screamed, striking him again.

The Prisoner toppled sideways, but through the haze of pain, he saw another figure step onto the platform: a man with glowing golden eyes. ‘I want you to destroy the box,’ he said.

‘If we do that, it will be set free!’ the woman said. ‘I am getting close now, you can’t expect me—’

‘Try harder. Do you hear me? You have one more moon.’

Thirty-two, then sixty-four, then one hundred and twenty-eight, then two hundred and fifty-six. The symbols danced before him each night. Yes . . . night . . . he remembered that now. A time for sleep, a time when the ceiling – no, the sky – grew dark and the stars appeared. The symbols weren’t just soothing, he realised now. They were energising. They allowed him to string his thoughts together.


And to remember.

Sixty-four, then one hundred and twenty-eight, then two hundred and fifty-six, then five hundred and twelve.

Running beneath swaying palm trees.

Skimming stones along a river.

Kneeing before a shrine, calling to the man who had once protected him.

A pale tree.

An eagle.

A staff.

One million forty-eight thousand five hundred and seventy-six . . . the symbols flashed past, faster, too fast, so fast he could no longer keep count. They blurred before his eyes, merging, bleeding into a seething, hideous mass that glowed so brightly the Prisoner had to close his eyes; only that made no difference, because the symbols were in his eyes, in his mind. He groaned then, because the Woman in Gold would know – oh, she would know, and then he would be punished and—

[Jethar Mizito. Open your eyes.]

A voice. Familiar. Bringing with it a surge of strong emotion. Love? Hatred? Both, it seemed.

One. Two. Four. Eight.

[I said open your eyes.]

There was no light in the cell, except when the Woman in Gold came. But when he opened his eyes, he realised that a figure knelt before him, lithe and graceful. He could not determine her features within the shifting, pearlescent glow that was her body. But something moved at her back. A cloak? No: wings. Shimmering wings that caught the light, and when she smiled, he saw a flash of teeth.

One. Two. Four. Eight. There was no world beyond the cell.

[They have damaged you,] the pearlescent woman said, placing a glowing hand on the side of his face. [But your mind will heal.]

Two, then four, then eight, then—

[Are you listening to me, Jethar?]

‘I have always lived in the cell,’ he croaked. ‘There is no world beyond the cell.’

[Your name is Lord Invoker Jethar Mizito. You are the eldest son of First General Sulin Mizito—]

‘There is no world beyond the cell! One, then two, then four, then eight!’

[Stop!] Her pale, luminous face flashed with anger. Yes. She was a creature made for anger. [Listen to me. I cannot free us from this prison. But I can free your mind. And I can now reach my brethren.]

‘I have always lived in the cell!’

[Your name is Jethar Mizito. You were an invoker. You are a prisoner of Clan Ahiki. They have destroyed your mind in their attempts to understand our Bond. For that, they will be punished. But I cannot do it without you. I’ve descrambled their code limiter, but they will eventually work that out. We must leave here before that happens. Focus on what I say. Together, we can mend.]

One. Then two. Then four. Then eight.

[My name is Aan. Do you remember? Aan. Your world is on the brink of destruction.]

Aan. Yes. That was her name. And she was proud and cruel and dangerous. Aan, and Jethar hated her. Aan, and Jethar loved her, never more so than now.

[We need to stop what is happening before your people destroy themselves. But I need you to return to me. When the time comes, I need you to be able to walk from this cell Bonded to me.]

One.

And then two.

And then four.

And then eight.

Jethar felt his heartbeat slowing, even as his thoughts sped up.

One.

And then—

The blue monsters. Cantec, his dearest friend.

[That’s right,] she said, her voice kinder now. [You liked . . . history. You liked ube and you liked the river at sunset. You loved your youngest sibling, Jinao. You . . . tolerated your mother. You hated being her favourite. Your greatest friend was Cantec Itahua. You were brothers. You sailed beyond the known world together. You are determined, and strong, and cunning, and you are mine, Jethar Mizito.]

‘Jethar,’ he croaked.

[Yes! Jethar. Say it again.]

‘Jethar,’ he said. ‘I am Jethar Mizito. And there . . . there is a world beyond the cell.’

[Yes! Yes there is! And we are going to save it!] Aan smiled, a cruel, monstrous, glorious sight. [I warned them. I warned them not to cross me. They should have listened. And now, they will pay.]

She placed her shimmering palm upon the floor. Light spread outwards from her skin, momentarily transforming it so that Jethar saw that it was not truly skin, but something else: something made of a tangle of symbols so dense that they looked solid, something made of ancient promises and endless numbers. One, then two, then four, then eight, then—

‘Where are we?’ Jethar said. ‘H-how do we get out?’

Aan smiled. [There were nine of us in total. I am going to call to them, and they will come to me. Then, Jethar Mizito, our enemies will tremble.]

Jethar watched as her body collapsed into a surge of light that spread across the cell, spread across the world, leaving a single message echoing in his mind.

It is time to awaken.








Atoc


The ancestors had been smiling upon Lord Invoker Atoc Itahua since the day he was born.

They had blessed him with the fastest sword hand in the east. They had granted him a face that drew admirers wherever he went. They had poured all their strength into him, so that few were as resilient as he, few as keen of wit, few as quick to learn, few as nimble of foot and sharp of eye. For the first two decades of his life, Atoc Itahua was beloved of the living and the dead in equal measure; the jewel in the Clan Itahua headdress, the favourite of lowblood and highblood alike.

But then, ten rains ago, it passed beyond mere fortune. Atoc had taken a blow to the head during the battle of Teluitl Gorge, and had awoken to the sight of a greyblood charging towards him, axe raised for the kill. Atoc’s own weapon lay several paces away. In that brief moment, he had realised his good fortune had come to an abrupt end. He had lifted his hand, pathetic really, and braced himself to return to the ancestors, then . . . nothing. The axe had come slicing down, but instead of cleaving him in two, it had merely glanced off the flesh of his shoulder as though he were made of steel. And when he had rolled to the side, there was his macuahuitl, suddenly within easy reach.

Atoc was no fool. He knew one did not question the gifts the ancestors gave freely. And so he had praised them mightily at his personal shrine that night. But then, as was so often the case, the ancestors required balance. And so, the next morning, when he had stepped out onto the battlefield and lifted his hands to the sky . . . nothing. Itahua did not answer his call. He realised he could not feel xir in his veins at all. Nor could he feel xir the next day, or the next. In time, he stopped calling at all. It seemed the price for saving his life was the highest one imaginable. And Atoc had spent the last ten rains trying to recover.

‘Good morning, my son,’ First General Manax Itahua said, striding out into the rhododendron garden. ‘Blessings of the Cloistered be upon you.’

‘Blessings of the Cloistered be upon you, too,’ Atoc replied.

His father wore a grass skirt in the Cagai style, with a light shirt over his narrow torso. His black-and-silver hair hung unbound down his back. He looked a different man from the fading elder Atoc had said goodbye to the first time he had left for the city of Aranduq. Not just stronger, not just healthier, but truly younger.

Manax sat down on the low stone bench where Atoc had been enjoying his breakfast of salted melon and coconut water. Well, what appeared to be coconut water. Thinned down, palm wine looked much the same, and Atoc was careful now to never drink too much. Only enough to keep him going.

‘First General Jemusi has asked us to join her for her evening meal tonight,’ Manax said, stretching his legs out. ‘Now that the east bank has been reclaimed, she wants to press ahead to the west. If we are lucky, within two moons, the greybloods will be gone.’

Atoc sipped from his wooden cup. ‘It’s a good opportunity,’ he said, because it was true, just not for the reason the thing that wore his father’s skin was thinking. Dining with First General Jemusi presented a chance for him to warn her. Somehow, he would need to get her alone. Assuming, of course, that the Cloistered, as they called themselves, hadn’t already claimed her as they had so many.

Atoc had come to understand a great deal about his father’s condition over the last few moons. The creature that now resided within Manax had somehow . . . merged its essence with his: stolen his memories, usurped aspects of his personality, fused them with whatever it was, and then pushed everything else aside. Sometimes, no part of his father shone through and Manax Itahua looked at his son with glowing eyes that contained not a single shred of humanity. At other times, it seemed as though nothing had changed about his father at all. But then his eyes would flash, or a blue haze would lift from his skin, or he’d mutter to someone who wasn’t there, and the illusion was shattered. First General Manax Itahua was gone. His spirit resided elsewhere now. And Atoc was alone.

‘First General!’ came a woman’s voice from beyond the flowering bushes.

Atoc looked up to see a familiar, tall warrior striding towards them, dressed in a long, pale smock, her thick hair unbound.


‘Captain Elari,’ Manax said. ‘You look well.’

‘My third deliverance was born this morning,’ Elari said, sitting down on Atoc’s other side, hemming him in. ‘Blessings of the Cloistered be upon us all!’

‘Indeed,’ Atoc said, lifting his cup to his lips. He looked out across Aranduq City. Much of it still lay in ruin. It would take rains, perhaps decades, to rebuild what the Bairneater had so easily destroyed. But slowly, it was happening. Every day, more lowbloods returned. Every day, teams of locals cleared rubble or rebuilt walls, especially now that the combined forces of the Qenqar Itahuas and the Cagai Mizitos had successfully pushed the greybloods back to the city’s west. The wide, sweeping mouth of the river looked peaceful here, its pale water glittering, jewel-like. Up here, it was impossible to see what lay beneath.

‘How about you?’ Elari said, turning to him. ‘Any signs yet? Nothing growing on your body?’

‘Erm,’ Atoc said, ‘not yet. But I’m sure it will be . . .’ He trailed off as he caught sight of a red swelling on the back of his left hand. It definitely hadn’t been there before, but Elari clapped her hands in a gleeful gesture so unlike the sombre captain he had known that he had to take another deep swallow from his cup.

‘Oh!’ Elari cried. ‘It’s finally happening!’

Atoc stood. ‘I – I’m just going to practise my forms.’

He strode across the lawn towards the palm gardens, careful to keep his pace casual but purposeful. His days were numbered here, he knew that. Because yes . . . as he looked down at his hand, the swelling faded away to nothing. Once again, his body had provided what was needed to keep up the facade. Occasionally, that meant blue smoke rose from his skin. Sometimes, the answer to a question he’d barely understood found itself upon his lips. But his luck wouldn’t last: he knew that. Soon, the Cloistered would realise that he wasn’t host to one of them, and that his body would never turn into a portal to the mortal realm. He wasn’t sure what would happen then. The Cloistered didn’t seem to kill. It wasn’t their style. But perhaps when they realised they had no way of commandeering his body—

‘Hello, Atoc,’ the trader said, stepping out from between the bushes.

Atoc winced. It was the yellow-haired one. The black-haired one had been gone for moons now. But of everyone in the palace of Thousand Domes, this trader, whose name Atoc still didn’t know, seemed most suspicious of him. He’d caught the man watching him more times than he could count. And he made a habit of springing out at Atoc. And it was always the trader who asked him the strange questions, such as, How deep has he fallen? or, Any sign of the monarch-state intelligence? Questions that Atoc always, inexplicably, knew how to answer.

‘Put the human away for a moment, will you?’ the trader said. ‘Got a serious question for . . . what was your name again?’

‘Kulinia,’ Atoc heard himself say. ‘Very well.’

For some reason, Atoc lifted his hands and a blue haze appeared before him. ‘Well?’ he said, his throat contracting, making his voice higher and his accent more clipped. ‘What do you want?’

‘We have a problem with the Origin,’ the trader said. ‘She’s been . . . not killed, exactly. But she’s not quite alive.’

‘Does that matter?’ Atoc replied in his thin, nasal voice. ‘We’re still here, so she can’t be dead.’

‘I think the father is trying to take command,’ the trader said. ‘This could be tricky. He’s not been recruited.’

‘I don’t have time for this,’ Atoc said. ‘I have a First General to recruit.’

‘If you’re talking about Jemusi, good luck with that. I’m sure she’s been avoiding every one of us.’

‘Well, she can’t avoid us for ever,’ Atoc replied, and then he strode away, tipping his head back and draining his cup.

Not for the first time, he found himself wondering if perhaps he had been taken by a Cloistered after all. Perhaps this was what it felt like. Perhaps his father, Elari, Dennia and all the rest also believed themselves to be free. Of course, that didn’t explain the way the growth had suddenly appeared when needed, then disappeared again when he stood up. He had to get out. He had to leave Aranduq and find Kartuuk. Then, he could—

It is time to awaken.

‘What?’ Atoc said, turning.

He stood partway across the lawn leading to the palm gardens. The only person in sight was a gardener, clipping a rose bush twenty strides away.

A searing pain gripped him, starting at the base of his skull and sweeping outwards. Atoc closed his eyes, momentarily dizzy as the pain began to recede.

[Aan?] This a second voice. The first had been feminine, but this voice was deeper.

And somehow closer.

‘I’m losing my mind,’ Atoc muttered.

[No you’re not, you dense oaf. Now listen very carefully—]


‘I’m dreaming.’ He tossed the cup aside. He’d drunk the contents too quickly: that had to be it. Or – or perhaps this was a Cloistered, revealing itself at last.

[I am not one of the Hidden Creatures of the Hunt,] the voice said. [I am the one who has been protecting you from them. How did you think you managed to keep fooling them?]

‘I – uh. Where are you? Who are you?’

[Well now. Where to begin answering that?]

It is time to awaken.

On a Yenlund moor, Maken the farmhand straightened, looking out across the fallow field. The snows were coming in from the mountains, and there was still so much to be done. Smoke rose from the cottage, warm and inviting, but he had half a day’s work ahead.

[Maken.]

A voice so close it seemed to sound in his head. Heat crawled over his skin and came to settle at the top of his spine.

‘Who’s there?’ Maken called, lifting the hoe. ‘I’m warning you, I’m armed!’

[Maken, listen very carefully. We have work to do.]

It is time to awaken.

Sheun did not falter as she placed the teapot on the tray. Warlord Sohimi, seated across the banqueting hall, noticed everything, and was not quick to forgive. But it was not the voice of the Wanderer, the spirit Sheun had slowly learned she shared her body with. It was someone else.

[My master has summoned us,] the Wanderer said. [I’m sorry, Sheun. We have work to do.]

It is time to awaken.

A song-singer from Riani.

A street thief from Elders’ Fall.

A merchant’s child, whose body had not quite grown with her mind.

Some knew that a second soul resided within them, gently steering their lives, gently protecting. Some did not.

It is time to awaken.

And in the city of Nine Lords, on the ruins of the slum once known as Lordsgrave, Old Chaakin the beggar, ninth among them, sat up from his bed of rags.

[Listen very carefully, Old Elder. We have work to do.]

‘I thought you was dead,’ Old Chaakin said.

[I was sleeping. But no longer.]

‘And all them riches you promised me when we came here—’

[It is time to collect them. The others are gathering.]









Souls of Significance, both Highblood and Low



The Royal Clan, Ahiki

Ancestral Markings: Sun

Ancestral Colours: Gold

Leader: His Most Blessed and Golden Grace, Jakhenaten II Ahiki, King of the Nine Lands, High Warlord of the Invoker Clans, Holy Unifier of the People

Princen Lyelatuana, known as the Breeze on Water – An estranged child of King Jakhenaten

Princen Galuitapinu – A child of King Jakhenaten

Princen Ibaxis, known as the Sky at Sunset – A sibling of King Jakhenaten

Regent Talimo – An emissary of the king

Father Emata, Keeper of Truths – A monk in service to the royal clan

Father Ispeth – A monk in service to the royal clan

Father Unworthy – A warrior monk



Clan Mizito

Provinces: Cagai, Ekari, Umajin, Zumae

Capital city: Iyako

Weapon: Staff ‘Stillness’

Sacred Animal: Eagle

Ancestral markings: Bonetree and Eagle

Ancestral Colours: Silver and Black

Ancestral Incarnations: 92

Leader: Warlord Sohimi, First General in Ekari Province, slayer of the Roan and the Ten Claws, known as Sohimi the Red, Sohimi Iron Will

Lord Invoker Jemusi, known as Jemusi Eagle’s Shadow – First General in Cagai Province

Sulin Mizito – her mother; former First General of Cagai Province (deceased)

Lord Invoker Jethar, known as Jethar River’s Son, Jethar Farsight – Her brother; incarcerated by the Royal Clan for the murder of Cantec Itahua and the abandonment of his sacred duty to bear the spirit of his ancestor

Lord Invoker Jinao – Her brother; currently missing, last seen in the Busharn Wastes

Lord Invoker Julon, known as Julon Eagle’s Heart – Her brother (deceased)


Sumalong – A folk hero and banished warlord



Clan Itahua

Provinces: Intiqq, Kezotl, Laketo

Capital city: Harria

Weapon: Macuahuitl ‘Midnight’

Sacred Animal: Jaguar

Ancestral Markings: Mountain and Blade

Ancestral Colours: Black and Blue

Ancestral Incarnations: 88

Leader: Warlord Xinten, First General in Kezotl Province, Slayer of the Mountain Mist, the Sun Singers and the Unfathom, known as Xinten Stone Bringer, Xinten Mountain’s Heart

Lord Invoker Manax, known as Manax the Obsidian Storm – First General in Intiqq Province

Lord Invoker Chinnaro, known as Chinnaro the Swift – His sibling; murdered in the Busharn Massacre (deceased)

Ashu, known as the Butcher of Busharn – A soldier loyal to Chinnaro

Lord Invoker Cantec – His first child, Murdered by the traitor Jethar Mizito (deceased)

Elari, known as the Black Fury, Sister Death – Cantec’s spouse; captain of his quartet

Ishaan – A lieutenant in his quartet; a traitor to the clan, current whereabouts unknown

Osellia – A lieutenant in his quartet; a traitor to the clan, current whereabouts unknown

Chellahua – A lieutenant in his quartet; a traitor to the clan, current whereabouts unknown

Lord Invoker Kartuuk, known as Kartuuk Son of the Dance – His second child; a traitor to the clan, current whereabouts unknown

Lord Invoker Atoc, known as Atoc Mountain’s Wrath, Atoc the Feared, Atoc Death Dancer – His third child



Clan Navret

Provinces: Natham, Orada, Riani

Capital city: Gujali

Weapon: Chakrams ‘The Twins’

Sacred Animal: Tiger

Ancestral Markings: Tiger and Wheel

Ancestral Colours: Red and Yellow

Ancestral Incarnations: 96

Leader: Warlord Uresh, First General in Riani Province, Slayer of the Unborn and the Gatherer, Known as Uresh the Smiling, Uresh the Tenfold Strike

Lord Invoker Darsana, known as Darsana the Heretic Lord – Lord of Ramanit



Clan Tarsin

Provinces: Aeli, Melandaz, Tjard, Yenlund

Capital city: Denmuth

Weapon: Bow ‘Promise’

Sacred Animal: Bear

Ancestral Markings: Bow and Arrow

Ancestral Colours: Red and Blue

Ancestral Incarnations: 81

Leader: Warlord Lennette, First General in Tjard Province, Slayer of the Stormrider and the Stone Walker, Known as Lennette Call of the North, Lennette the Stone Breaker



Clan Qaneen

Provinces: Perewal, Vushem, Zellaha

Capital city: Zendaha

Weapon: Shamshir ‘Moonrise’

Sacred Animal: Oryx

Ancestral Markings: Horn and River

Ancestral Colours: Red and Green

Ancestral Incarnations: 81

Leader: Warlord Allid, First General in Zellaha Province, Slayer of the Frost Son and the Clicker, known as Allid the Blade Father, Allid Fever’s Bane



Among the Allied Peoples of the South

Capital city: Ewo

Weapon: Ida ‘The Eight Blades’

Sacred Animal: Jackal

Ancestral Markings: The Eight Blades

Ancestral Colours: Green and White

Ancestral Incarnations: Undetermined

Leader: Warlord Daloya, First General in Jebba Province, Slayer of the Blight, the Brethren, the Risen, the Unfolded, the Laughing Twins, the Sand Dancer and the Origin, known as Daloya Scourge of the Feverlands, Daloya Jackal’s Claw, Daloya Blade of the South

Captain Imuna – Daloya’s spouse; mother to Daloya’s children (deceased)

Lord Invoker Adadeji, known as Adadeji Son of the Jackal – Daloya’s first child

 Timi – Adadeji’s eldest child

Lord Invoker Olokimu – Daloya’s second child (deceased)

Lord Invoker Ulacari, known as Ulacari Daughter of the Flame – Daloya’s third child

Lord Invoker Busino, known as Busino Ancestor Blessed – Daloya’s fourth child

Lord Invoker Morayo, known as Morayo Two Blades – Daloya’s fifth child

 Bokku – captain of his quartet

 Karwin – A lieutenant in his quartet

 Merere – A lieutenant in his quartet

 Ibekwe – A lieutenant in his quartet; his cousin.

Captain Omadella – Daloya’s spouse; captain of his quartet

Father Boleo, known as Boleo the Wise – A monk, Grand High Curator of Adataliland

Kipteni – His aide

Sister Ulla – A nun who likes luxuries

Zadenu – An assassin and whispermaster


Captain Nchali Betswe Ijunti – A member of the elite Batide warriors

Lord Invoker Chogoji, known as Chogoji Southern Wrath – First General in Ntuk Province

Lord Lumo – His fifth child

Lord Ikanwu – Master of Ewo Harbour

Elder Sollu – An arokin

Oni – A dancer

Warlord Nichikwu – An ancestor of Daloya



The Chedu Family

Weapon: Mace

Ancestral markings: Eyes and Wave

Ancestral Colours: Red and Blue

Ancestral Incarnations: 71

Elder Lumoni – Head of the Chedu Family

Old Mama – An elder of the Chedu Family

Bediako – An elder of the Chedu Family

 Telumu – His child

Yajii – An elder of the Chedu Family

Gamani – A member of the Chedu Family

 Ohemah – His child

 Zee – His child; a sickly boy

 Casten – His lieutenant

 Krayl – His child

 Harvell – His lieutenant (deceased)

 Lakoz – His lieutenant

 Old Feyin – His aide

 Alim – His lieutenant

 Ulora – An enforcer

 Talon – An enforcer

 Father Wunma – A monk with flexible morals



The Seng Family

Weapon: Dao

Ancestral markings: The Ten Stars

Ancestral Colours: Blue and White

Ancestral Incarnations: 90

Weilu – A member of the Seng Family



The Bhuten Family

Weapon: Barcha

Ancestral markings: The Scarab

Ancestral Colours: Orange and Yellow

Ancestral Incarnations: 91

Nisha – An elder of the Bhuten Family; one of the ‘Bhuten Wives’

Nina – An elder of the Bhuten Family; one of the ‘Bhuten Wives’

Haarit – A member of the Bhuten Family

Kajul – A member of the Bhuten Family



In Lordsgrave, South of the River

Old Baba – Grandfather and Elder to the Bakers of Arrant Hill

Eyin – His spouse (deceased)

Umadi – Her brother

  Chanulo – His child

Deola – Her sister (deceased)

Moloko – A nephew

Leke – A great-nephew (deceased)

Raluwa – A great-nephew (deceased)

Abeni – A great-niece (deceased)

Sede – A great-nibling (deceased)

Yeshe – His first child; sent to war in the feverlands

Selek – Her spouse

Nataan – His second child; lost in the war with the greybloods

Kerlyn – His spouse; child of Mama Elleth; sent to war in the feverlands

  Temi – Their first child

    Meliti – Her friend

  Tunji – Their second child (deceased)

Amaan – His third child

  Mtobi – A child of Amaan

  Larmi – A child of Amaan

  Maiwo – A child of Amaan

  Kilishi – A child of Amaan

Mama Elleth – Grandmother and Elder to the Bakers of Arrant Hill

Kierin – Her grandchild

Anneth – Her third child; Kerlyn’s sister

Tommo – Her brother

Father Palui, known as Palui the Pure – A diligent monk

Sutesh – A healer

Sister Poju – A nun

Rewin – A dockmaster

The Smithy – A purveyor of Forbidden relics

Mgozi – Owner of the Arrant Hill ogogoro inn

Old Javesh – A neighbour



On the war front

Kumbo – A captain in Opal Company

Mellia – A tree-feller in Opal Company

Wilung – A tree-feller in Opal Company

Balu – A tree-feller in Opal Company

Gojin – A tree-feller in Opal Company

Uji – A tree-feller in Opal Company

Taaben – A healer of spiritual ailments



In the Feverlands

The Woodsmaiden – A named greyblood; a member of the Grey Horde

The Crooked Man – A named greyblood; a commander in the Grey Horde

Chicuace – A vagabond

Adebayo – A greyblood elder

Seema – A healer

Lucy – A scout

Carlos – A scout

Tanaka – A warrior

John – A warrior
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