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THE WOUND
Salarkis appeared in Dapplewood, his instinctive retreat whenever he had to think. It was where he had grown up, and despite the changes he had since undergone, it still held some sway over his subconscious. Yet, as he stepped from the air beside the remains of a little house, looking upon a bubbling pool, he did not feel the desired sense of calm descend. He was, instead, angry.
Maybe being killed here had soured the place for him.
Forger had tried to kill him too, more recently than that initial death, in order to steal his threads. Although Forger may have been right to try – for certainly Salarkis did not feel allegiance towards him anymore, and had in fact all but sided with Yalenna – he still did not take kindly to being smashed across the head with a length of balcony rail.
Forger had apparently succeeded in killing Despirrow. A brief attempt to track Despirrow had brought Salarkis to Forger instead, and there was only one explanation for that – Despirrow’s threads lived in Forger now. So, the Lord of Pain, it seemed, was set upon a solitary path.
Damn it all, he was tired of this. Who was he anyway, anymore? He had a violence in him that persisted, despite Yalenna bestowing him with the gift of empathy. He felt like a badly painted picture, wet and running.
He sank down by the pool’s edge, slipping in his legs and tail. Wrapped in stone, he could not even feel the coolness of the water, and may as well have been dangling his feet in a fireplace.
He watched as a leaf spun past. It should have drifted downwards into the pool, but instead kept going along a horizontal plane, on and on until it hit a tree and simply stopped.
He needed to do something. He was itchy, restless, lurking out of sight while others battled for the world.
From his belt – the only thing he wore – he drew a dagger. All he had to do was speak a name to it, and the blade would seek that person out. He could not use Forger’s, unfortunately, but there were others to whom he had been ‘introduced’ in Tallahow during the long freeze. Who was that advisor Forger liked, the one he’d said was cold and objective, who served without question?
‘Threver,’ he whispered.
The dagger flew from his hand, a bright flash that disappeared through the trees.
He drew another. There was that torturer too, what was his name?
‘Yoj,’ he said, and the second blade followed the first.
Were there others as well? He could not remember. Forger wasn’t overly concerned with the keeping of friends, so perhaps those two were as close as it got.
Somehow the sunny wood began to feel stifling, but where else to go? It seemed too simple to seek Yalenna out and declare fealty to her cause. He wasn’t even sure what the cause was.
It was a terrible thing, to be struck by wanderlust, yet able to travel anywhere in an instant.
On an impulse he pictured a place about as far away as he could imagine, almost as if to taunt himself with how easy it would be to get there. A moment later he arrived on a plateau in the Roshous Peaks, overlooking the Tranquil Dale. Back when the Wardens had been mortals aligned, they had journeyed here together, having picked a path through the mountains to approach the Spire from its less-travelled side. There it stood, an ugly sceptre of grey stone, its flat and circular roof level with him across the gap. In the sky above, the angry Wound seemed to pulse, its red tattered rim framing the flow of colourful threads behind the world.
He was struck by an urge to look at it more closely. None of the others, that he knew of, had ever returned to the Spire to do so, but Salarkis was feeling recklessly curious, or maybe curiously reckless.
He shifted the short distance over to the Spire roof.
It was much as he remembered – not that there was much to remember. The main features were a stairway leading down to the lower levels, and Regret’s stone table, from which he had conducted his experiments and explorations. Dusty glasses, jars and pipes were littered about, weathered but otherwise untouched. Had no one been here in the last three hundred years? Nobody at all, since the Wardens had stood here combating the lone madman billowing out his horrible grey haze, his red hair flying about his grinning head as he tried to unravel their patterns? At the time, Salarkis had not understood what motivated Regret – had considered it hugely unfortunate for an insane person to have been born with power enough to inflict his destructive whims upon the world – but now he comprehended where the pleasure lay. To see what one could break, could create, could change … these were childlike compulsions that cared not for consequences.
He turned to stare up at the Wound. It hung some thirty paces above, and from here he could see how pieces had been torn from the larger threads beyond, leaving them looking like lengths of frayed rope. The missing fragments, stolen by Regret, were now inside him and the other Wardens, being used in ways not in keeping with the Spell’s design. They should have been part of the world’s hidden structures, functions of the natural order, but instead they were confusing things, corrupting things. As long as the Wound stayed open, the world would never be right.
The strangest feeling came upon Salarkis then, as if his pattern was vibrating. He cast about and, with rising fear, found he could not move. Almost outside his perception were threads he had not noticed, running between him and the Wound like the hanging tendrils of some carnivorous plant, holding him fast in their cobwebbed grip. Suddenly he was being lifted, the thrum increasing until his own threads twanged like the strings of a lute. Something broke free from his very core, and he opened his mouth to scream, but could not make any sound – or at least, could not hear himself, if he did.
Mercifully, he blacked out.

Ah, but it was all so confusing. What should I be doing? What is my purpose? Why have I been given this second chance? When he let it be.
Sitting tall in his throne, Forger smiled. He wasn’t sure why.
A servant girl was fussing around nearby, replacing an empty jug of water, trying her best to remain insubstantial.
‘You,’ he said.
Already pale in his presence, her skin now went the colour of her own buck teeth.
‘Yes, my lord? Is there something I can do for you?’
His eyes travelled along the threads wavering from her, which would have been invisible to him save for Braston’s stolen power.
‘You’ve always been teased,’ he said. ‘Yes?’
‘My … my lord?’
‘Had those teeth ever since you were just a baby rabbit, haven’t you? Children can be so cruel. You know, if ever I think I’ve learned all there is to know about causing pain, I watch a group of children for a while.’ He laughed gently. ‘“Chomper” they called you, eh? Very creative.’
The girl blinked. She had not heard that name in years, and had tried indeed to forget it.
‘Hard to forget though, isn’t it?’ said Forger. ‘Not when others carry on the tradition.’
This was marvellous. At first glance, her threads had given him a vague idea of how she fit into the world, but the more he chose to concentrate, the more he learned about her – her past, her present, how life had treated her. It struck him that he could become the very opposite of Braston – he could sense the injustice people had suffered and then inflict more upon them! Imagine the potential for pain when he could see where the sore spots already lay, to know people’s greatest fears, to treat them with sublime unfairness …
‘Delara is the worst,’ he said, ‘isn’t she? The prettiest of the servant girls, but with the meanest heart. Why does she laugh at you, when she has it all?’
The girl quaked as she sank to her knees at his feet. ‘Please, my lord … don’t kill me.’
‘Kill you? I’m trying to talk to you!’
‘I’m sorry about my teeth.’
Forger laughed. ‘Why should you be sorry? You didn’t choose them, did you? You were born with them! So this Delara calls you “Peggy”, yes? Does it in front of the other girls, so routinely that it’s become casual … “Peggy” has, in fact, become your name. And it means that you can never forget, doesn’t it? Every small interaction makes you recall your dangling stalactites. If only they just let you get on with things, if only they would leave you alone. But you’ll never get a man, says Delara, for even if he could forget the barriers standing in his way long enough for a single kiss on your wedding day, he would surely remember them once they closed around his manhood – would fear for its safety indeed, so she says, doesn’t she, Peggy? Then she laughs, and they laugh at you with her.’
Tears showed in the girl’s eyes, accompanied by fear and confusion. Forger savoured the misery that came from her, a subtler flavour than he was used to.
‘You can’t even eat,’ he went on, ‘in front of a man, can you? You don’t want him to see those pillars crashing down. Why did the Spell make you this way? Why are you being punished like this? Your entire person, reduced to a single physical aberration that no one can ever see past.’
She spoke in a choked whisper. ‘Damn the Spell.’
‘Aha! Well, I see you, miss. I see the face behind those chompers.’
He reached out to cup her cheek, his touch stilling her quivering.
‘My lord?’
Her eyes bulged, and he withdrew his hand. Her falling tears dried up at once, as if a door had closed on them forever.
‘What … have you done to me?’
‘All that we have spoken of, I have taken away.’
She touched her chest as if to check whether her heart was still beating.
‘How do you feel?’ he asked.
‘Good,’ she said, in surprise. ‘By the Spell … I do not care anymore!’ She looked at him in wonder. ‘My lord, I do not care about being called stupid names!’
‘Good for you, Peggy.’
‘But why have you done this?’
Forger shrugged. ‘I know what it’s like to be ugly. Now, how about you fetch this Delara, eh? Time that someone made her understand what it’s like too, don’t you think? Maybe it can be you.’
She stared at him a moment, then smiled slowly.
‘As you command, lord.’
She left the throne room, passing Threver on her way out.
‘Ah, Threver,’ said Forger. ‘What report?’
‘Your army is set to march.’
‘Excellent. Tell them to commence. We will catch them up in an hour or two.’
‘Very good, lord.’
Yes, thought Forger, very good. Soon it would be time for the screaming, the fire, the injustice of it all.
Well, maybe he didn’t always know what he should be doing, but at least he knew what he liked.

Salarkis opened his eyes before knowing he was awake. Lying on his stomach, he blinked slowly, eventually focusing on a small piece of grit lodged under the fingernail closest to his face. His whole side was sore, as if bruised from a fall. Dimly he tried to reconstruct what had happened.
Fingernail …
Bruised and sore …
He sat up with a start, staring at his hand. His flesh was soft, pale. His stony scales were gone! He was light again, lighter than if he’d come ashore after swimming through mud for leagues. He was naked too, save for the belt loosely encircling his waist, one of the dagger points scratching his leg.
‘Wind and fire …’
He unclasped the belt, letting it fall away. Not only was his body lighter, his mind was too. Gone were the threads that had invaded his pattern so long ago, twisting him with murderous desires and chaotic thoughts. His sense of self was solid – he knew exactly who he was!
He was a man again.
He stared up at the Wound in wonder. How had this happened? Had the Spell really retrieved that which had been taken from it, without any prompting from him, no effort made on his behalf? Was his presence in its vicinity enough for it to swipe back what it needed to heal itself? He thought about the corpse of Regret, the stolen bundles lifting from it to go into him and the other Wardens as they had stood in this very place. Why hadn’t the Spell taken its threads back then? Had it needed time to make some strange adjustment, whatever was necessary to allow it to retrieve itself? The Spell, he knew, was a changeable thing.
‘Stupid Spell,’ he said, and laughed. ‘You could have saved us a lot of trouble by working this out an age ago.’
He pinched his cheeks, knocked a fist to his forehead, gave his manhood a swish, and laughed again. It was like waking from a long, vivid dream – but, he quickly realised, not a very good one. Memories flashed through his mind, quickly quelling his joy – people screaming while he cackled, blades travelling impossible distances to sink into innocent breasts, cities burning, Karrak gleefully slapping him hard on the shoulder while a dying king sagged on his knees before them …
It’s not my fault, he told himself. It’s the price we paid for ridding Aorn of Regret.
His crimes were not so easy to dispense with, but he did not intend to wallow in self-loathing or self-pity. That was not the kind of man he was. He was a good, happy fellow – that was right, wasn’t it? The thoughts and actions of his previous self he did not empathise with at all. Thinking about what had driven him was like trying to recall a colour he had never seen.
Not me. It was not me!
Troubled or not, there was no denying he was in quite a predicament. The Dale below crawled with Unwoven, the sight of them making him shiver. They lived in the ruins of what had been a proud city, stretching along the length of the valley floor. Spilling up the slopes on either side were less permanent dwellings scraped together from mud and branch, all the way up to what looked like fields in the higher reaches. Grey figures moved about everywhere, and Salarkis crouched down lest one of them spy him. He experienced his first sinking feeling since waking – it was probable he could not escape by threadwalking, since it was not a talent he had possessed in mortal life.
He decided to try anyway. Maybe the fact that he now remembered how it was done would help him? He concentrated hard, imagining himself coming apart at the seams, as he had done before so habitually and often that it had required no thought. His pattern, formerly so easy to unravel, was now stubbornly firm and solid. After a long while of trying, he sighed and opened his eyes. His limits now felt drastically constrictive in comparison to what they had been.
I’ll adjust, he told himself. I am still a powerful threader.
It had to be true, but what had been strength now felt like weakness, and self assurance did not change the fact that he was stranded.
Maybe he could fashion something to cross the gap back to the plateau and flee into the Peaks? Although, was that really an answer, with the mountains riddled by silkjaws and worms?
He quickly ran through his options, and without much else available, took a dagger and made his way towards the flight of stairs which led into the Spire proper. He heard nothing below, so crept down the stairs to a doorway with no actual door, and peeped through into the room beyond. Mould and patches of moss grew everywhere, lit up by a couple of portholes punched in the wall. It did not look like anyone had been here in a long time, which somehow seemed incredible. Did not the hordes of Unwoven outside revere the tower of their master? Even if they didn’t put it to practical use, surely they would visit it sometimes?
The only way onwards was a corkscrew stairwell, down which he discovered more dark rooms. As he went he poked about in corners and crevices, padded along empty corridors. Once or twice he thought some lump beneath mould might prove to be something useful, and lifted up a sheet of the stuff. Each time clouds of spores sent him hacking, while the space beneath revealed itself empty of anything save more tightly compacted mould. As his coughs echoed loudly through the tower he feared they would be answered by the sound of running footsteps, and yet, each time, nothing.
Everything had rotted to dust. There was nothing in the Spire.
Eventually he reached an antechamber at the bottom, dispirited that he had not found a single thing. At least, he supposed, as long as he stayed inside, he was apparently safe from the Unwoven.
Not from starvation, however.
The only way out was a small archway. There may have been a door there once, or double doors even, but now it stood permanently open – the breeze that came through was a welcome relief after the musty Spire air. He paused just inside it, peeking out.
The Spire was built at the top of a rise at the Dale’s northern end. About thirty paces down a slope of patchy earth and grass, the huts began. If the Spire was as abandoned as it seemed, Salarkis found it odd that the Unwoven lived so close to it. If there was something about it that they venerated, or feared, surely they would keep a little distance? Instead, many of them moved about just outside, and all around.
He receded into the dark to consider his next move.



A GOOD KING
As Yalenna strode through Althala Castle, people pressed their backs against walls to get out of her way. Her eyes projected fury in a focused beam and, with her white Priestess’s robe flaring behind her, she seemed to take up the entire corridor.
Braston, her friend and ally, a force for good in a troubled world, had been murdered for nothing more prosaic than power. Responsibility for the act was shared, in part by the Warden Despirrow, in part by Loppolo, the former king of Althala who Braston had dethroned – and who Yalenna was now on her way to see.
‘Yalenna,’ tried Rostigan, struggling to keep up without breaking into a jog, ‘should we not speak on this a little?’
‘We’ve spoken. For weeks.’
During the long night they had recently spent together, when Despirrow had stopped time for longer than he had ever done before, she and Rostigan had had nothing to do but talk. Surprisingly, she had actually grown to enjoy his company. Maybe it was because they had known each other as mortals, before the Spell’s stolen threads had changed them so drastically, and now he seemed more like the man he had once been. She could sometimes forget, for a while, that he had become the Lord of Crows and ground the people of Aorn under his heel.
‘And when we spoke,’ he said, ‘you advocated forgiveness for Loppolo, yes?’
‘That was before I knew he’d succeeded, when I thought he was but toying with fancies, before I imagined such an insignificant man actually capable of killing Braston.’
As they approached Loppolo’s quarters, the two guards outside grew tense. They were plainly unsure about what to do if Yalenna tried to storm past them without permission, which, unfortunately for them, was also quite clearly what she intended to do. She helped solve their dilemma by swiping a hand and sending them stumbling away down the corridor to collapse in an undignified heap. Without breaking stride she gestured at the door and sent it crashing inwards.
Voices from inside rose in alarm as she moved through an antechamber into Loppolo’s entertaining area. The man himself sat on a couch, a plate of biscuits on the low table before him, while a few other nobles were scattered about clutching goblets of wine. All stared at Yalenna with startled expressions.
‘Well,’ she said, ‘what’s this? A nice little celebration?’
‘Er …’ Loppolo rose. ‘Just some afternoon refreshment.’ He became aware of others watching and tried to hide his nervousness. ‘That aside,’ he said, forcing a haughtier tone, ‘by what right do you enter here unannounced, Priestess? You may be a Warden but, with the passing of Braston, I am King of Althala once again!’
‘Sit down.’
Loppolo oomphed as she took invisible hold of the seat of his pants and slammed them, and him, back onto the couch.
‘How dare you!’ This from one fat noble, who she remembered was called Tursa. ‘You have no right –’
‘How dare I?’ she said, the ice in her voice stilling his tongue. ‘How dare I? I am not the one who conspired to poison the Lord Braston.’
Tursa paled, and the others too.
Yalenna sneered. ‘What a pathetic excuse for a collection of rats. Whose tongue was it, stuck deepest into Loppolo’s ear? Who convinced him that murdering my friend was an excellent plan? Was it you?’
At her wave Tursa slammed against the wall with a yelp, the goblet in his hand breaking to splatter red wine.
‘What was so precious that you stood to gain? A few trifles, a king’s gratitude? A larger slice of land, a bag of cold metal? For such mediocrity you’d gladly risk the safety of Aorn?’
She advanced on Tursa as she spoke, and though he tried to squirm away, she pinned him fast. He cast a desperate look at Rostigan, as if that would somehow save him.
‘You sicken me,’ she said, grabbing his cheeks and squashing them together as she forced his eyes back to hers, ‘with your small, transitive wants. If I hear another squeak out of you, I will tie knots in your guts.’
May acquaintances never forget your name.
She released him, turning back to the king.
‘Castle threaders will be on their way,’ Loppolo said. ‘If you harm me –’
‘Do you deny it, Loppolo? The worst thing is, it wasn’t even your idea –’
‘That’s right, it wasn’t!’
‘– yet you let it in, allowed it to take root, came to convince yourself it was justified.’
‘It was justified! He should not have taken my throne.’
Yalenna swayed, letting herself feel the truth of Loppolo’s statement. Despite everything, he was right in this. Braston should have known better.
‘So you,’ she said, ‘deem yourself a worthy replacement? You will strive to reverse the degradation of the Spell? To hold back Forger and his fearless army, to fight the Unwoven and their monstrous companions, to rid Aorn of them forever? You, little man?’
‘The Spell is degrading,’ he answered angrily, ‘because the Wardens came back!’
‘No. We came back because the Spell is degrading. You do not even begin to understand the consequences of your actions, do you? I should burst your heart in your royal chest.’
‘Yalenna,’ interjected Rostigan sombrely, as if just speaking her name could bring her back from the brink.
‘Everyone out!’ she shouted. ‘Everyone save for King Loppolo!’
For a moment the nobles hovered, unsure whether or not to move. Yalenna growled, and several more goblets exploded in hands. There was a rush from the room, while Loppolo looked stricken at being abandoned.
‘I’ll alert the threaders, my king,’ called someone from the threshold, then squealed as Yalenna forcefully reinstated the door back in place.
She walked around the couch opposite Loppolo and sat down. Absently she picked up a biscuit, crunching it without really tasting it as she collected her thoughts. Then she licked her fingers and smacked her lips.
Loppolo cast Rostigan a plaintive look. ‘Aren’t you going to help me, Skullrender?’
Rostigan rested his hands on the back of Yalenna’s couch. ‘Why?’
‘You did so once before!’
‘That was to help Aorn. What would you have me do? Stick a sword into the Priestess’s back?’
Loppolo fell silent.
‘All right,’ Yalenna said, wiping crumbs from her mouth. ‘Here’s how it goes, Loppolo. Despite my very strong inclination, I am not going to kill you.’
He sat up a little straighter at that, for a moment looking ridiculously like an eager dog.
‘It may help the overall pattern of things,’ she continued, ‘to see you reinstated, in some small way.’
‘Yes, that’s all I want! To do what’s best!’
‘Shut up and listen. Here is the condition under which you are spared.’ She leant forward. ‘You will be a good king.’
Loppolo’s eyes brightened further and he nodded enthusiastically. ‘You have my word, Priestess. I was a good king before, I swear it, and I shall strive to be even better! I will be –’
‘You mistake my meaning,’ said Yalenna. ‘Yes, you will be a good king. You will, in fact, be a very good little king, indeed, who does exactly what he’s told.’
The light went out of Loppolo.
‘Ah,’ he said.

Yalenna unsealed the door and she and Rostigan exited Loppolo’s quarters. Outside they found Jandryn waiting with the guards, and the nobles they had cast out.
‘Look,’ said Tursa, ‘here she is, Captain! This woman has taken the king hostage!’
Jandryn’s eyes remained fixed upon Yalenna. ‘My lady,’ he said, ‘this fellow labours under the misconception I am here to arrest you. I admit that I allowed him to, it being the easiest way to keep him here, and the rest, until discovering what you wish done with them.’
Tursa gaped, aghast, and Yalenna favoured Jandryn with a smile.
‘Thank you, Captain.’
‘But this is outrageous!’
‘Quiet,’ ordered Jandryn, and his guards moved to stand behind Tursa.
Jandryn lowered his voice. ‘Is it true, my lady? Did they poison Braston?’
‘Yes.’
Jandryn nodded grimly. ‘I’m very sorry.’
‘You did all you could. Besides, Despirrow had a hand in events too. I do not really know who shoulders the greater share of blame.’
‘If we want Loppolo as king,’ put in Rostigan, ‘we cannot let the truth of what happened spread.’
Jandryn glanced at him uncertainly. ‘I know you, sir. You are Skullrender. Do you also share my lady’s confidence?’
Yalenna glanced between the two men uneasily, for Jandryn did not know that Rostigan was also a Warden. What he saw was a famous warrior standing by her side, who she had taken with her into Loppolo’s quarters, who she must therefore trust explicitly. There was something strange in his tone and stance, and with surprise she realised what it was … he was jealous! The reaction caught her totally off guard.
Rostigan caught it too, for he gave her a knowing little smile, which made Jandryn go even stiffer. Rostigan knew what little there was to know about her and Jandryn for, during the long while that they had spent together waiting for Despirrow to unstop time, they had spoken of many things, and on one occasion in particular, their words had turned to love …

Sitting in the castle square, Yalenna finally built up the courage to broach a subject that had been gnawing at her, but about which she did not imagine Rostigan would prove forthcoming.
As it turned out, she was wrong.
‘I wonder,’ she said, ‘if you would tell me … well … I suppose I shall simply ask it plainly … what was it that made you give up being Karrak?’
For a long moment Rostigan did not answer, just picked at his bootlaces and stared off at a group of frozen guards.
‘A woman,’ he said eventually.
It was not what she had expected.
‘Who was she?’
‘I don’t know. I never could bear to ask her name.’ He shook his head. ‘She was brought to my lands as a slave, where I killed her father right in front of her. My men laughed, and maybe I did too. Then a vision came to me … from the Spell, or maybe it was some aftershock of Regret, some curse of his, that lay in waiting.’
It was him, she thought, though she did not interrupt. His greyness touched us all.
‘Whatever it was, I saw my life as it would have been, if not for the change. Saw how, if I had kept on being me, I would have met her, in a different time and place, and known for a moment how far we would have fallen together in love. I learned how happy I would have been. And, despite my empire and riches and soldiers, it was something I knew I could never get back. Perhaps she had been meant for me, I for her, yet I was walking unspun paths.’
His words gave her a shiver, for they applied to her as well. She, like him, had strayed very far from her place in the world.
‘So what did you do?’
‘I let her go. Then I fled, leaving everything behind. I thought,’ he smiled grimly, ‘that if I waited long enough, if I became the good man I was supposed to be, that maybe the Spell would give me another like her. Maybe I could slip back into normal patterns of being.’
He paused, his face softening. ‘It is good to talk with you, Yalenna.’
‘And to you too, I must admit – in this incarnation, at least. But,’ she had a sudden thought, ‘what of Tarzi? Is she not the one you search for?’
‘No.’
‘But you seem to love each other.’
‘In a way. I mean, perhaps, but it’s not the same. There is a fondness there, and certainly her happiness concerns me, yet something is missing. And although I could never bring myself to break her heart, if I was to have my choices over, I would not let our paths cross again. Then I would be free to continue my search, such as it is.’
Yalenna shook her head. ‘That is very sad. She adores you, I have seen it.’
‘Don’t look at her with these words in your head. I do not mean her disrespect, and neither should you pity her. I do love her. Just not as much as she deserves.’
Yalenna found herself a little annoyed by his attitude. ‘You are arrogant to do her this charity, Rostigan. You think yourself so grand that she could not live without you? You rob her of the chance to be truly loved, because you lack the backbone to withstand her short-term pain.’
He did not answer with the anger she expected.
‘It would be my pain too,’ he said. ‘Perhaps I am arrogant, as you say, but I see no need to hurt her. And if the worst of my crimes these days is not returning love as strongly as it’s given, well … that is a far cry from forcing husbands and wives to fight each other to the death for my amusement, don’t you think?’
Yalenna remembered who she was talking to, then, and part of her had to agree.
He gave a slow shrug. ‘Perhaps patience is something I have learned too well. But come,’ his tone became lighter, ‘what about you, Priestess?’
‘Me?’
‘Yes. No matter the other changes wrought, the core of you is still flesh and blood. Have any of the castle’s muscular young guards caught your fancy?’
She must have blushed, for he chortled.
‘What, did I actually guess correctly?’
‘It’s not polite to pry,’ she said airily.
‘Excuse me? Have I not just bared my very soul to you, not to mention endured your judgement upon it?’
‘Oh,’ she gave an exasperated sigh, ‘very well. It’s nothing, really.’
‘Tell me of this nothing, then.’
‘There is one fellow, I suppose, who I find rather … pleasing.’
‘Indeed?’
‘If you must know, he’s been very good about bringing me news.’
‘Well, quite the romantic then. This is Jandryn I take it, the one who says Loppolo is a-plotting?’
‘Yes.’
‘I have seen him, I think. Nice broad shoulders, yes?’
‘Stop it. It’s hardly worth mentioning, really. I just think he might … well, he gave me a compliment.’
‘What did he say?’
Yalenna could not bring herself to repeat the actual word he had used – beautiful.
‘If you must know, he spoke admiringly of my looks. In what was very much an offhand manner.’
‘So he isn’t blind? Another favourable quality in a man.’ Rostigan rose. ‘Come, let us go and find him.’
‘What?’
‘I want to look at him again, now that I know he’s earned the eye of the Priestess. You were with him when the freeze came, yes? So take me to him.’
She rose as if reluctant, but in truth going to look at Jandryn was quite appealing.
She led Rostigan into the castle and back up to the corridor where the captain stood poised in mid-stride. Candlelight, which did not care that she moved between it and its source, shone off his smooth arms and silver armour. She felt a bit intrusive, circling around him, sizing him up and down this way.
‘He’s very serious, isn’t he?’ said Rostigan.
‘Of course. He’s a Captain of the Guard who has just learned that Loppolo might poison Braston.’
Rostigan nodded. ‘And what do you intend to do with him?’
‘Do with him? I don’t know. I barely know him.’
‘Mmm. We may be troubled beings, Yalenna, but there are still some hours left to us in which we can take reprieve from our burdensome, important tasks.’ He smiled faintly. ‘You should not be afraid to live in those moments.’
Yalenna didn’t respond.
To be lucky in love – that was the blessing she had bestowed upon Jandryn, without ever meaning to. Would he be?

‘So Loppolo is to be king?’ Jandryn asked quietly.
‘Yes,’ said Yalenna. ‘Thus, for the sake of stability, it cannot be known that he played a part in Braston’s murder. We cannot afford civic unrest – we need the army Braston created. I won’t risk it dissolving with despair, or worse, rising up against the castle.’
‘We will say,’ put in Rostigan, ‘that Despirrow killed Braston. It is true, more or less.’
Jandryn looked to Yalenna for confirmation, who nodded. ‘But what of these?’ he gestured at the nobles.
‘Leave them to me,’ said Yalenna. She turned to stare hard enough to make the nobles squirm. ‘You will remove yourselves from court immediately. Return to the farmers and honest folk you are supposed to preside over. I never want to see your faces in Althala again.’
The nobles mumbled to each other. One, a woman wearing too much jewellery, looked mortified by the idea, and opened her mouth to protest, but quickly thought better of it.
‘Guards,’ said Jandryn, ‘escort these fine folk to their rooms so they can pack up their belongings. They are to leave the castle today.’
Tursa shook off a guard’s hand. ‘I will walk of my own accord.’
Along with the others, he departed.
‘Nobles,’ said Jandryn, shaking his head. ‘Sometimes I’m ashamed to be one of them.’
Yalenna had never thought of him as a noble, but of course he had to be – he was otherwise too young to be Captain of the Guard.
‘What do we do now, my lady?’ he asked.
‘We must speak to the people,’ said Yalenna. ‘Before they grow too anxious, before too many wild rumours hurtle about. We must also crown Loppolo.’
She glanced at a window – it was afternoon, too late to organise any official proceedings for that day.
‘Can you coordinate the heralds, Jandryn? Tell them the people will be addressed tomorrow morning in the square.’
‘As you wish, my lady.’
As he departed, she considered the door to the king’s rooms.
‘Come,’ she muttered to Rostigan. ‘Let us work out what needs to be said.’

Forger slapped his horse on the rump, though it certainly did no good. The beast was struggling under his bulk, with Forger’s legs so long they hung just above the ground. Although he readily absorbed the flickers of pain that issued upwards, the horse was supposed to be a mode of transport rather than a victim, and in that sense it was more annoying than useful. He shoved backwards off the beast and fell easily into stride with another horse that cantered alongside him, upon which Threver sat.
They were riding with the Tallahowan army, which marched across green fields towards Ander. Born for this, Forger reflected, glancing about at the thousands of soldiers glistening in their steel. Tallahowans had always had an imbedded sense of entitlement, and he was glad to be the one to channel it.
‘It has been too long,’ he roared, ‘since we marched in pursuit of conquest – am I right, my friends?’
There came an answering cheer, though perhaps not as many-throated as Forger would have liked. No doubt some of the soldiers were still disturbed by his presence, perhaps even unsure over the rightness of their mission. Luckily, there were also plenty of veterans who knew better than to question a lord, not to mention the nobles with whom he had ‘forged’ allegiance. It was amazing what fat greedy toffs who would never have previously thought to join the rank and file would do once their pain was taken away. The army would find it hard to disobey when most of their leaders rode alongside them, turned into unfeeling monsters. These soldiers should all be very relieved that they were on his side – something he would quickly remind them of if he caught any deserters. Still, he wished that Karrak were here, with his talent for forcing belief into people’s heads, just to sure things up.
To his left rode Yoj, who he had ordered accompany him from the keep. He intended to make use of the pale-skinned torturer, to see if he could discover the man’s limits.
Make him work on a child, he thought. Or a baby!
‘How despicable!’ he chuckled to Yoj. ‘To torture an infant, for no good reason. What can it tell you? Nothing! Why, it cannot even beg you to stop. I wonder how long you could make it mewl?’
For his part, Yoj looked even paler than usual, but tried to force a smile.
Forger turned back to Threver. ‘Where can I get a baby, do you think?’
Threver stroked his beard. ‘Perhaps one of the whores no doubt following in our footsteps will have one?’
‘Excellent. Send someone to see.’
Something silver flashed out of the air, and there was a dull thud as a dagger sank into Threver’s chest. The man jolted backwards in the saddle, and looked down in surprise at the protruding hilt.
‘My … lord?’
Slowly he pitched sideways from his horse.
Rage blazed in Forger, but there was nothing he could do. Threver was dead.
Another blade wheeled in and Forger leapt, reaching with his influence to grasp hold. He was too late, and fell outstretched onto his stomach as the dagger slammed into Yoj.
‘Save him!’ Forger screamed, pummelling the ground with his fists and kicking his legs. ‘Threaders! Healers!’
There was no saving Yoj, however, and he knew it. Salarkis’s daggers always struck true.
What had he been thinking? He should never have told Salarkis the names of anyone he valued! Now, as punishment for his stupidity, he had lost both his favourite new toy, and an advisor whose advice had actually been quite good.
He let his head fall into the grass, pressing it down all the way to the dirt.



RAVENOUS
During Despirrow’s frozen night, Mergan found himself trapped inside a tavern where he had been in the midst of a feast. Alone once again, he had fallen into old habits, and counted things for too long.
At least there was a better view than in his previous confinement. He liked to look upon one young woman in particular, whom he had generously allowed to join him at his table. She had eaten enthusiastically, and Mergan hoped to earn her affection in return. It had been so long since he had thought about sex that it was almost a surprise to remember what it was – to feel urges returning as his body regained strength. He knew he was a crazy old man, but hoped she would somehow see beyond that. Perhaps the great deal such a gift would mean to him would convince her it was worth giving?
As the night continued unabated, he had ample opportunity to inspect her from all angles – the sweep of her hair, the smile on her face. (It had been directed at him, hadn’t it? He sat down again, trying to find his original position, to make sure.) He admired the shape of her bosoms under her blouse, the fine hairs along her arms, the little crumbs of food on her lips. He looked her over until he knew every pit and pore of her. He played guessing games about her name, where she came from, her life story … at least it was a way to pass the time. When he had to relieve himself – for he had been full of food and drink when the freeze snapped in, so his bodily functions persevered for a while – he made sure it was always out of her eyesight. Even so, he feared greatly that that would be the moment when time unstopped, and she would glance over to see him squatting beside the bar. The night, however, had lasted well beyond the complete evacuation of his bowels.
At some point, as Mergan sat slumped against the wall, his mind wandering like a bird caught in stormy skies, he found himself thinking about Yalenna. He remembered her face from when she was younger – a potential new student at the School of Threading in Althala when Mergan had first met her, her hair already changing from pale blonde to white. A shy thing, looking up at him pensively and clutching her hands together as her father rattled on.
‘You’ll take her?’ asked the man, his eyes darting about as if he were uncomfortable, as if he wanted to be away from there. He had a jaunty look to his clothes and a shallowness to his person that Mergan did not care for. ‘Go on, my child,’ he said, ‘show the threader what you can do.’ He gave her a pat on the back that was probably meant to be encouraging, but which held all the tenderness of a slap on the thigh.
Mergan crouched down to the girl’s eye level and smiled kindly. ‘It’s all right, little one.’ He gave his fingers a waggle. ‘Your father tells me you have a great gift.’
Yalenna glanced up at her father, and it broke Mergan’s heart to see her defer to a man who cared for her so little.
‘Look,’ Mergan said, and pointed across his office to his desk, where various bendy sculptures stood, like thin animals with long legs. He reached with his influence to make one move, made it totter clumsily across the desk, and another lurched out of its way. He made them turn and sway their heads, and then between them something like a wildercat sprang up suddenly on the spot. He earned himself a little yelp, and a look of wonder from the girl.
‘Are they alive?’ she whispered.
Mergan chuckled. ‘No, not alive. It was me who made them do those things. Do you want to try?’
Her eyes widened. ‘How?’
‘Can you see into the other place? The one where the patterns swirl, where there are twines and twists inside of things?’
She nodded doubtfully.
‘Then maybe you can reach out and make the wildercat jump. Like this, see?’
He held out his hand, still watching her. She copied his movement, her brow crinkling as she stared at the sculptures. A moment later, a gust of wind blew up out of nowhere and scattered the oddments to the floor. The girl cried out in alarm, and tucked her hands firmly into her armpits. Her father gave a nervous titter.
‘’M sorry,’ she mumbled.
‘No, no,’ said Mergan. ‘My dear, it’s nothing to be afraid of. You have a leaning towards the elements, perhaps? Time will tell.’
He straightened up as her father rested his hands on her shoulders.
‘See?’ said the man, with a false air of pride. ‘She can thread, just like her mother, Spell rest her. You’ll take her on?’
‘We will. You wish her to board with us, is that right?’
‘Aye.’ The man produced a clinking bag. ‘That should cover a year, I understand? I will be back and forth – my business takes me all over Aorn – but I will check on her when I can, of course.’
‘Of course,’ said Mergan, wondering if the fellow ever meant to return. ‘Well, I shall alert the matron to our new arrival. It will be good to have you with us, Yalenna. You will find others like yourself here and make good friends, I have no doubt.’
He could see that the girl was putting on a brave face, but there was a glistening in her eyes.
‘You two can say your goodbyes in the courtyard,’ he said. ‘Then Yalenna, come back and find me, and I will make the necessary introductions.’
As they left his office, he tutted quietly, and wondered at men who lacked the capacity for love.
He blinked slowly, coming back to himself in the tavern. The face of the little girl faded away, replaced with her older self, who had been about twenty when she had stopped ageing – her once-innocent expression screwed up in anger – and the fleeting warmth delivered by his memories felt like a cheat. After all he had done for her! Paying her way himself whenever her father failed to show up in time, and afterwards, when he stopped appearing altogether. Yet she had betrayed him so completely. Left him to rot, as he rotted now, again. He rubbed his brow furiously, and the image of her shattered to a thousand pieces.
A thousand and five? Or a thousand and ten?
He rolled over onto his side with a growl.
At one point he looked out of the window, and saw strange ribbons of light in the sky. The world had been unnaturally frozen for so long, that day was now trying to break through.
‘Release us, Despirrow,’ he shouted, many times.
Then, all of a sudden, everything came back at once. Day ripped across the sky like fat, expanding lightning, stuttering light through the window. Mergan spun around to see his dining companion, her mouth hanging open to display the food she had been chewing. It did not matter, he told himself, silently forgiving her – what could have been a moment of ugliness only endeared her to him further.
‘You’re back!’ he exclaimed, as he ran to the table. His appetite was raging, and he picked up a chicken leg to chew on while he stared at her. He had expected to find it steaming hot, as it had been when the freeze had come, and was momentarily taken aback when the meat proved stone cold instead. It seemed that time of day was not the only part of the natural order trying to assert itself.
No one else was eating, for they were dumbfounded by the sunny day taking over outside.
‘Don’t worry about it!’ he told them. ‘Eat, drink, while we can!’ He rounded on the barkeep. ‘Bring more food, this has gone cold! Quickly, quickly.’
The barkeep ignored him, moved around the bar towards a window, and stepped in a pile of defecation. He looked down, his confused expression taking on a note of disgust.
‘Who shat in my tavern?’ he asked, almost offhandedly, as if it were the least of his questions.
‘I did,’ said Mergan, words that instantly haunted him. I did, I did. Why had he gone and told them that? No one would have ever known!
The woman rose from the table.
‘Where are you going?’ he cried. ‘Don’t go, stay! The food still tastes good, no matter it’s gone cold. See?’
He wolfed down the chicken leg, to show her, and reached for another.
The tavern door opened as folk spilled into the light, and she moved to follow.
‘Stay!’ he begged. ‘It’s all right!’
‘Get off me!’ she shouted, and he realised he had grabbed her arm. Roughly she shook him off, and fled.
But I love you, he thought, trailing after.
Not only had Despirrow made Mergan wait forever for his feast, he had ruined its continuation.
I will kill you, Despirrow.
Shielding his eyes against the inexplicable sun, Mergan stepped outside. The tavern stood at the edge of a village in the north of the Plains Kingdom, and everywhere people were emerging from thatched houses.
‘Unwoven!’ someone suddenly shouted.
Sure enough, away across the dry grasses, twenty or so Unwoven sat upon their horses. They seemed distracted by the day, cantering about and pointing upwards. They would have been meaning to approach under the cover of night, Mergan supposed, hoping to surprise their victims. Now that they had been revealed, Mergan imagined they had a decision to make.
‘To arms!’
There was no wall around the village, which Mergan considered remarkably stupid. That said, as soon as the call to arms went up, weapons started to appear in hands. Out on the plain, the Unwoven began to gallop towards them.
Mergan wasn’t sure what to do. He knew he was in danger, for if a normal person’s threads were like silk to his touch, then Unwoven were instead thick, coarse wool. He could deal with a few of them at once, but twenty was maybe too many. Besides, why should he stand and fight? He did not feel particularly sympathetic towards the villagers. He’d had to shit in the corner, he’d had no other choice! And yet, after his kindness and the sharing of his feast, he meant no more to these people than a cloud to an ant.
Well, then, they meant nothing to him either, he decided. That was only fair.
He probably had time to hide and threadwalk somewhere else, but could not think of where to go. He had no kinship left with anyone alive. He was hungry still, but it was an angry hunger, and he did not think more food would sate it. He was eating already anyway, he realised, oafishly gnawing a dripping slab of meat he had unconsciously brought with him from the tavern.
Nowhere to go. Nowhere he belonged.
‘I’m all alone,’ he told a man running past with an axe, but the fellow didn’t respond.
Maybe Mergan had mumbled while his mouth was full.
His mind’s eye returned to his prison of the tomb, to the mountains surrounding, to the Spire where he had been remade. Something about them called to him, and he felt like part of himself was still there, would always live there. Anchored, whether he wished it or not. Why else did he dally within sight of the Roshous? He had the world at his feet, yet had gone no further afield than the Plains Kingdom.
The world is so small, he thought, as a tear formed. He could visit Althala, or Saphura, or Ander, but the idea of each terrified him. How could he relate to anyone, anymore? His heart and mind were riddled with cracks, through which shone only greed and lust. Imagining himself sitting at a table of lords and ladies, making polite conversation as he delicately cut his carrots, set his hair on end – he saw himself harnessing flame from the candles, burning his companions to cinders and laughing.
Someone bumped him, and he blinked.
What terrible thoughts.
‘Get inside, old man!’
Probably a good idea.
He spotted an open door and walked through it. Inside, the little house was empty. There was a living room, a bedroom, a kitchen, and two windows in each.
Six windows in total.
He raised his hands and concentrated. Sending his influence into the house’s walls, he took hold of the latticework of threads making up their structure and drew them together like bootlaces pulled too tight. The house quaked as it shrunk, its materials constricting until they were dense enough to be near impenetrable. The windows shrunk and thickened too, though these would remain the most fragile points, so he darkened them into the bargain.
As soon as he was finished, the first screams sounded outside. Blades clashed and horses whinnied – the Unwoven were somewhere close by. Mergan went to one of his smoky little portals and looked out onto the street. Three burly Plainsmen charged past, and he moved to the next window where they appeared again. An Unwoven stood in the street, ferociously swinging her sword in readiness. The villagers split into a semicircle around her, staying back from the long sweeps. The Unwoven gnashed her teeth and stuck out her ghoul-white tongue. Mergan found himself admiring the unflinching Plainsmen – it seemed to him that they must have faced this kind of opponent before.
The Unwoven made a wild jab that was turned aside by one of the Plainsmen, and the other two darted in from different directions. One stabbed deeply into her exposed armpit, while the second swung his blade halfway through her neck. The Unwoven’s grin stretched wider on her head, her lips jostling open as she convulsed to make her seem ridiculously happy. The third Plainsman moved about to strike the neck from the other side, completing the cut, and the Unwoven’s head spun away, glugging blobs of white blood while her body crumpled.
Mergan was impressed – the Plainsmen had been methodical and calculated, done a fast and efficient job in the face of an intimidating foe. Maybe they would beat back the raiders after all.
Two more Unwoven leapt into view and hacked the Plainsmen to pieces.
Mergan realised he was gritting his teeth too hard and tightening his fists. He tried to relax. One of the Unwoven noticed him watching, and came up to the window to squint in at him.
Such strength, he thought, staring into the creature’s eyes. Such honesty.
The Unwoven frowned, crinkling up a scar on his forehead, and said something Mergan couldn’t hear.
Mergan pointed at his ears. ‘I can’t hear you!’ Then he laughed – if he couldn’t hear Scarbrow, then how could Scarbrow hear him?
Scarbrow cocked his head as if in recognition. He turned and shouted something to his companion, pointing at the window. The companion strode up, raising his sword, and Mergan withdrew. There came no sound of shattering glass, however. Peeping out again, Mergan saw Scarbrow gripping his companion’s sword arm and shaking his head.
A little girl ran past in the background, and the companion took off after her, as easily distracted as a kitten after a ball of string.
Scarbrow turned to stare through the window again. Then he cupped his hand to his mouth and shouted, and in the dense house Mergan could just make out the muffled words:
‘Do you want me to let you out?’
Mergan didn’t really know what to make of that.
He cupped a hand to his own mouth. ‘Not right now, thank you.’
The Unwoven seemed surprised for some reason. ‘I will come back in a while,’ he shouted, and took off.
Mergan moved to see if he could track him, but Scarbrow had gone somewhere out of reach of the windows. Meanwhile, a general ruckus sounded from all around as the fighting continued.
A woman appeared across the street and dashed towards the house, fear shining in her eyes. It was his great love from the tavern, Mergan realised, who had looked at him with disgust and shaken him off. She gestured in panic at the front door – she wanted to get into his house? Mergan wasn’t sure if he could unseal the door quickly enough to get her safely inside and, as her eyes pleaded with him, he felt his own turn cold.
Never done anything for me, he thought.
She glanced around, gave a cry he couldn’t hear, and tried to flee. A sword spun after her, sending her face forward into the dirt. An Unwoven strode past, smoothly retrieving his quivering blade from her back.
Mergan went into the kitchen to see if there was any tea. He found some, but unfortunately there was no fire in the fireplace. There was some bread and fruit, so he sat down at the kitchen table and began to munch on that. For a while he sat in a happy bubble, not even hearing the screams outside. All too soon he was finished – there had been quite a lot of food, so how long had it taken him? The sounds from outside had died down, he realised, and he rose, uncomfortable with his predicament. Did he dare to leave? It seemed he spent his whole life trapped inside small dwellings.
A knock sounded at the door, surprising him. He went back into the living room and there, at the window, was Scarbrow, blood smattered all over his face. As Mergan appeared he grew excited, and rapped his fist on the glass. There were others with him, and they pointed as they spoke to each other. Mergan wondered if he would meet his end, finally, in this compacted little house. Did he mind? Maybe death would be a release. Certainly he had once desired it.
A small piece of berry lodged in his teeth fell sweetly onto his tongue.
Of course he minded!
Scarbrow shouted at him and he strained his ears to hear.
‘Spirit! Do you wish us to release you?’
Mergan did indeed want to get out of the house, but he wasn’t quite sure what awaited him outside. Oh well – he didn’t have many choices.
‘Yes!’ he called.
Scarbrow nodded and disappeared. A hacking started at the door, more than one sword working away. It would be hard work, Mergan knew, even with Unwoven strength behind the blows. He could always waggle a finger and part the door like a curtain, but somehow he preferred that they were the ones to make the effort. If they meant to kill him, he certainly wasn’t going to help.
Blades began to show though the wood, letting in slivers of sunlight. Soon woodchips were flying inwards, and Mergan waited with his arms folded. He wasn’t going to cringe in some corner of the house, so he may as well be there to greet them. Finally there was a hole in the door big enough for a person to step through, and Unwoven jostled to look inside.
‘Do not enter!’ came Scarbrow’s voice. ‘Out of my way!’ He muscled others aside to appear at the door-hole. ‘Spirit,’ he said, ‘can you leave this place?’
‘Stand back,’ said Mergan.
Scarbrow obeyed, and Mergan stooped to pass through the hole.
Outside Unwoven stood in a semicircle peering at him curiously, while others down the street seemed less interested. Streaks of blood painted the town – through the dust and up and down walls, and across the bodies of villagers strewn about. A little way off a smashed-in hut was on fire, and Unwoven were dragging a horse carcass onto the flames.
‘How can you be sure it’s him?’ Scarbrow’s companion asked.
‘Don’t be a fool,’ said Scarbrow. ‘I know his face well enough. I visited the tomb often as a child, brought offerings and spent long hours trying to hear his wisdom.’
‘I recognise him too,’ said another.
Mergan wasn’t sure what they were talking about. The tomb? Offerings? No one ever visited him there. Had they? He would remember it if they had. He screwed up his eyes.
And he did remember.
He saw the view through the tomb doorway, which neither he nor screams could penetrate. Outside, Unwoven came almost to the threshold – children and adults, kneeling in worship or laying down bundles of grass wrapped in red ribbons, strangely shaped rocks or other useless objects. Mergan raged at them, let me out, beating his chest, tearing his hair. His visitors echoed his actions, danced around, flung their hands up to the heavens. How many times had it happened?
Maybe many.
Maybe three thousand and sixty-six times.
How could he have forgotten such a thing? Had he forgotten, or had he just not thought about it for a while? Had these events been unimportant at the time, bleak and hopeless punctuations in his long internment?
Scarbrow stalked forwards and reached a hand to Mergan’s shoulder. Mergan felt the great potential in that grip, knew it could grind his bones to dust.
‘How can this be?’ said Scarbrow. ‘You are his spirit, are you not? How do you now have flesh? How do you come to be here, outside your tomb?’
Mergan began to understand. The implications of Scarbrow’s words so terrified and enthralled him, that he threw back his head and howled with laughter. They had seen him at the tomb! For centuries they had gone there to make him offerings.
They thought he was Regret’s ghost.
At the sound of his laughter, the Unwoven nearby left their smoking horse to approach.
‘Who is this?’ demanded one of them. ‘Why haven’t you killed him?’
‘Don’t you recognise him?’ said Scarbrow derisively.
They stared at Mergan hard, and some of them took on astounded expressions. They whispered to the others, who stared again with renewed interest.
Mergan felt he should say something if he wanted to bolster their misconception and avoid a grisly fate. ‘You have no doubt heard,’ he said, ‘although maybe not, cloistered as you are in the Dale … that those who once deigned to end my rule, have returned to the world. The Wardens!’
The Unwoven nodded, their expressions full of wonder. He did not hate them, he realised – he had once, hadn’t he? But now the chaos in their hearts seemed familiar. So rife was Mergan himself with corruption, and so alone, that these people seemed to share his fate, outcast and broken.
‘Well,’ he continued, ‘if Wardens can return from the dead, why can’t I? It’s only fair. Thus I have finally broken from my tomb and come back to my people.’
For a moment he almost believed it himself. So often his thoughts returned to the Dale, and the Spire, and the tomb … he could never escape them, he knew that now. There was a kind of victory, also, to the idea of taking what had been Regret’s. Mergan had engineered his downfall, so why should he not possess his things? They were his, rightfully won.
‘But your hair,’ said an Unwoven, ‘is not red. Legend speaks of Regret’s red hair.’
‘You spend three hundred years locked in a tomb,’ snarled Mergan, ‘and see if your hair doesn’t turn grey.’
This seemed reasonable explanation enough.
‘We must return you to the Dale,’ said Scarbrow. ‘Your people will be eager to meet you again.’
The smell of roasting horse entered Mergan’s nostrils, making them flare.
‘First,’ he said, ‘let us enjoy the spoils of your handiwork, my children.’
He strode towards the smoking horse and the Unwoven in his way parted. Gesturing at the beast’s haunch, he summoned a length of meat to his hand. Biting in, he found the flesh not fully cooked, but the skin was burnt and crisp around the rawness. Juice and blood dribbled from his mouth into his beard.
‘Come,’ he said, turning around, ‘will not you join me in celebration?’
The Unwoven did not need much encouragement, and quickly fell to ripping the horse apart, uncaring of the burns they earned in the process. Nearby, two of them began to rut on the ground between a couple of corpses. The sight of it stirred Mergan, made him remember again how long it had been since he had indulged in such pleasure. These people were so free! They ate and fucked and killed what they pleased, thinking of nothing but satisfying their base desires.
Mergan found he admired it absolutely.
Someone tapped him on the shoulder – a female, lithe and muscular, holding out one of the horse’s kidneys.
‘For you, lord,’ she said.
Mergan took it, and munched it messily.
‘More Plainsfolk will be coming soon,’ warned Scarbrow. ‘Some of them escaped, and will flee to other villages. Soon they may return in force. It will take us a day to get you safely back to the Dale, lord, especially if we have to fend others from our heels. We will also be carrying their dead, to build you more white fliers.’
The female ignored him, her eyes travelling over Mergan’s wrinkled old body.
‘Would my lord like to have me?’ she asked.
Mergan licked his lips.
‘Ar.’
It was like a yes, but with a mouth full of horse.



THE HOURS HER OWN
Rostigan shifted his feet uncomfortably. Beneath one of the castle’s higher balconies an enormous crowd gathered in the square, while more tried to squeeze in from the streets beyond. They had spilled into the barracks grounds, and climbed atop walls, roofs, and even up the square’s ornamental trees, which did not quite look equal to the task. Soldiers, new recruits and civilians were mixed together without order, for today’s proclamations applied to all.
‘People of Althala,’ said Yalenna, her voice carrying clearly from their height, ‘I am the Priestess Yalenna, and it grieves me to bring the worst of news.’
An undulating moan ran through the crowd – they already knew something of what to expect, and her dour tone seemed all the confirmation they needed.
‘King Braston, your beloved ruler, and my dear friend, is dead.’
Wailing greeted her words, echoing around the square.
If you had actually known him, thought Rostigan, maybe you wouldn’t feel so bad.
Yalenna waited for the anguish to subside, which it did not, so she continued anyway.
‘Let it be known that your king took grievous wounds on behalf of us all, in trying to rid the land of the evil Warden known as Despirrow.’
At mention of that name the wails turned to anger.
‘Perhaps Braston would have lived despite his hurts …’ she cast a sidelong look at Loppolo, who waited beside her, and it was good the crowd could not see his nervous expression just then, ‘… and yet Despirrow stole into our very midst to finish him off. It is he who killed the king and he who is also responsible for the strange occurrence in which we lost the night.’
Anger grew, consternation. Fear.
‘Despirrow is an enemy to every good man and woman of Aorn. He will be punished for his crimes!’
Righteousness, fury. For Rostigan and Yalenna, it was a welcome reaction. Braston’s voice had reached so many, and if they now desired revenge, perhaps they would stay true to the cause.
Would they accept the next thing Yalenna had to say?
‘We have been granted a small mercy, at least,’ she continued. ‘Althala had a king before Braston. A good king, a valiant king – a king by right of birth!’
Murmurs.
‘He has been of great help during these troubled times, and Braston valued his friendship and counsel.’
Rostigan was impressed. He had never seen Yalenna like this, booming as she told lies with conviction, despite her rage at the truth.
‘And so it is with bittersweet gratitude that I present to you – King Loppolo!’
Loppolo stepped forwards, raising a solemn hand in greeting. There were cheers for him – maybe not overawing ones, but they did seem genuine, and warm. And why not? He had been a good king, was well respected for stopping the Unwoven spilling from the Pass years ago on the Ilduin. Even though it had really been Rostigan to set his feet in that direction.
Loppolo bowed before Yalenna, and went down on his knee. Certainly he knew how to play his part, and at least wasn’t leaping about wringing his hands with pleasure. That was assuming he felt such a thing – Rostigan had the impression that Loppolo was growing to realise what he had gotten himself into.
Yalenna raised the crown high for all to see, then placed it on Loppolo’s head. He rose and turned back to the crowd who cheered again, more loudly this time.
‘My people,’ said Loppolo, ‘it is unfortunate indeed that I return to you through such terrible circumstances. Yet I also feel gladdened by being able to serve you once again. I speak not only to my native Althalans, but also to those who have travelled to join us, and take up the most desperate of causes – to stand against the evils that threaten us all. I swear to do all I can to rid the world of the Unwoven for good, and the enemies we find in Despirrow and Forger …’
Rostigan and Yalenna had counselled him against mentioning either Salarkis or Karrak. Neither, they reasoned, seemed to be causing any harm. Maybe, Rostigan had even suggested, Karrak had simply never reappeared? At any rate, there was no need to conjure up more enemies, when the ones the people faced were already terrifying enough.
‘… and then, only then, will our world be restored to rights. And to that end …’
Loppolo turned to Rostigan, whose stomach turned.
I would like to introduce you to the new commander of the army …
That was what Yalenna had wanted. She had asked Rostigan to take the army under his wing, an unfortunate turn of phrase for the once-Lord of Crows. It was touching, he supposed, that she had grown to trust him enough to offer him such control, despite an army being the very thing with which he had once caused so much destruction. He, however, had convinced her it was a bad idea. Not only because he did not personally desire the responsibility but, in a practical sense, it would trap him when he and Yalenna needed to operate freely. She had seen the wisdom of that, and thus, what Loppolo actually said next was:
‘… I would hear from one who has fought alongside both Braston and myself, and who will fight with you all in the coming days. The hero who killed Stealer, a champion among champions – I give you, Rostigan Skullrender!’
Rostigan stepped forward. Loppolo did not really understand the importance of him speaking, because he did not know Rostigan’s power to make words sink into people’s heads. Yalenna, so afraid of losing their forces to despair at Braston’s death, had asked him to consolidate their resolve, and use techniques that, once upon a time, he had wielded for all manner of ill purpose.
He was not sure she really understood what it was she asked of him.
She gave him a nudge, stirring him to speak.
‘Greetings,’ said Rostigan.
The crowd fell to a hush.
A part of him drifted into the deep place, tapping into memories of the calculating and manipulative Karrak, a man who had spoken with ease and confidence, who had convinced queens to war with kings. Who had stood before his own horde and sent out shockwaves of belief, slamming false words into the minds of good people, turning them to hateful minions.
He could do this. This was simple in comparison.
‘The Unwoven gather,’ he began. ‘You have heard the rumours, and they are true. Every day, more and more of them leave the Pass to terrorise the Plainsfolk. Soon they may break out in greater numbers, as they did once before. Some of the older soldiers will remember how we once pushed them back into the Dale – but unfortunately that was not enough. While they remain in this world, they will always be a danger.
‘But it is not only the Unwoven who threaten. We face a fight on two fronts. We have reports that Forger marches again, his army on the way to Ander even as we speak.’
Dismay at this – it could even be that some of the folk present had journeyed all the way from Ander.
‘Forger and Despirrow are also to blame for the breaking Spell.’ And Yalenna, and Braston, and Salarkis and me. ‘They should never, by rights, have returned to Aorn. They bring with them a corruption worse than their own inherent evil. We have all seen the results of this. We have seen the sun blink, seen strange bruises in the sky. We have seen the leaves that don’t stop spinning, never touch the ground. We have felt the ground quake. All is not well.’ He paused. ‘I count it lucky, in these circumstances, to have such good people before me.’
A stir.
‘Braston would not have wanted his death to stop us doing what is right. If you journeyed here in answer to his call, you are like me – not born in Althala. I stand with her army nonetheless, because I know that if I do not, the world will suffer. This is a battle that goes beyond kingdom, or fealty, or lines on a map. If we don’t act, all will unravel, all threads unspun. We must not lose heart for Braston, but take heart in what he stood for.’
He raised his voice louder.
‘So what will you do, people of Aorn? Will you hide in your houses, waiting for doom to come knocking? Or will you take up arms and fight our foes, be they Warden, or monster, or man, or Unwoven?’
The answering shouts grew in strength and number.
‘We can only come through this as victors if we stand together. So, do we stand together?’
The shouts escalated to a roaring crescendo.
‘Then we fight!’ bellowed Rostigan, raising his sword. ‘By fire and wind, we fight until the world is safe again!’
As his blade directed the roaring heavenwards, Yalenna moved to stand beside him.
‘You didn’t use your gift,’ she said softly.
Rostigan gave a small smile.
‘The message is worthwhile,’ he said. ‘I didn’t have to.’

Yalenna watched the sunset from her room, aggrieved to take note, once again, of the shadowy bruising in the sky as the sun sank away behind the horizon.
After that, she was unsure of what to do with herself. The day’s speechmaking had gone about as well as she had hoped, and she was exhausted after the valleys and peaks of emotion recently traversed. She was, however, too restless for sleep.
She had suggested to Rostigan that they have a drink or five, but he had gone off to be with Tarzi. Otherwise there was a dinner downstairs to commemorate the returning king – not exactly a merry feast, for even Loppolo had the wisdom not to celebrate too lavishly – but she did not in any way want to be there. She went to her quarters in the vague hope that Salarkis would be sitting in an armchair by the window, idly swishing his tail. She thought longingly about Mergan, whose friendship she greatly missed, but he too seemed lost to her.
As night set in, she decided she did not want to be alone in her quarters. They weren’t really hers anyway, just rooms that she had been temporarily allocated. None of the furnishings were to her taste, and the bedspread and curtains were especially hideous. It was someone else’s place, or maybe nobody’s.
She left it.
Making her way downstairs, she could not help but pass the castle dining hall. To her satisfaction, almost relief, there issued forth no raucous laughter, nor even the clink of toasting glasses, but simply the buzz of low conversation. Was Jandryn in there? The thought almost tempted her to poke her head in, but she quickly decided against it.
She nodded to guards as she moved out the castle entrance into the square, in which a few servants still worked clearing up after the crowd. As a tattered piece of paper wafted along the ground, she paused for a moment to admire the particularly pretty breeze that carried it. Its ethereal threads flowed by her like reflected lines of light atop the surface of a river. She cupped a hand and caught them up, sent them twirling peacefully in a new direction. The Priestess of Storms – that was who she had been. Handling the elements was a talent she’d been born with, nothing to do with what she had taken from the Spell, and using it caused no corruption. She should remember that more often, she decided.
She crossed the square and entered the barracks dining hall. Kitchenhands moved along tables clearing up plates, and it seemed like dinner was mostly over. That said, there were still plenty of soldiers about, for two ale barrels stood against the wall and mugs were held in every hand. Most of the soldiers clustered about the fireplace at the far end of the room, listening to Tarzi telling some tale. As their bodies shifted, for a moment Yalenna saw Rostigan seated amidst them, looking constrained at best. The image Yalenna had brought with her, of her and him and maybe Tarzi sitting together sharing a companionable meal and pleasant conversation, faded.
‘Priestess.’
It was Jandryn, coming towards her from the ale barrels. As he spoke, several others noticed her too, and she wished he had been quieter with his greeting. Still, it wasn’t enough to distract Tarzi, and Yalenna found she was pleased to see the captain. He glanced at the brimming mug in his hand, seeming unsure what to do about it.
‘Honestly, Jandryn,’ she said, ‘you look like a puppy caught chewing the rug. Do you think I’d object to you taking a drink?’
‘Er … no, my lady. I just don’t want to be … disrespectful … on this troubled day.’
She quirked an eyebrow. ‘I tell you what I’d find disrespectful – having to stand here much longer without being offered a drink myself.’
He managed somehow to simultaneously start and look relieved.
‘Right away, my lady!’
As he strode off on his new mission, Yalenna took in a few snatches of Tarzi’s story. The minstrel was recounting the battle of Ilduin Fields, which featured Rostigan as the skull-crushing hero. No wonder he appeared so uncomfortable! When he glanced over and spotted Yalenna, evidently she was all the excuse he needed. He rose, trying to be as undisruptive as possible as he worked his way through the listeners. Despite his efforts, everyone, Tarzi included, noted his departure … but she just smiled, and her hand gestures grew more expansive until she held everyone’s attention once more.
‘Let us move away a little,’ he said when he reached her side. ‘I grow tired of hearing my own name spoken.’
He led her to a seat a couple of tables away. She glanced around for Jandryn, who was returning from the barrels with two mugs. When he saw her sitting with Rostigan, there was a slight flicker in his eyes, but it passed quickly. Yalenna held up three fingers and he nodded, turning back to fetch another mug.
‘Are you hungry?’ Rostigan asked, loud enough for a nearby kitchenhand to hear.
‘I am indeed,’ she said gratefully.
Rostigan nodded at the kitchenhand, who bowed.
‘I’ll see what I can rustle up, my lady,’ he said. ‘It might not be anything fancy.’
‘Good,’ said Yalenna.
‘You know,’ said Rostigan, once the man had left, ‘speaking of food, I’ve been meaning to tell you … I found some curltooth a while back.’
‘Really? I heard that it’s very rare these days. Not rare enough, though, as far as Braston’s poisoners go.’
‘A terrible way to use it,’ agreed Rostigan. ‘Yet let us not forget the purpose we most commonly put it to. Remember the feast we had with King Alcrane, before the eight of us left for the Roshous?’
‘Ah.’ She sat back with a sigh, living for a moment in the happy memory.
‘You’re thinking,’ he said, ‘about something you had it mixed with, aren’t you?’
‘Not what you’d expect, I’m sure.’
‘A succulent piece of meat? An apple pie?’
She smiled. ‘Water.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘Water, taken fresh from the spring. Imagine that! Imagine the purest, most refreshing glass of water you’ve ever tasted.’
Rostigan chuckled. ‘I’ll take the steak.’
Jandryn arrived with three frothing mugs.
‘Come, good Captain,’ said Rostigan, sliding over on his bench, ‘have a seat.’
‘Thank you,’ said Jandryn, sitting next to Rostigan and handing out the mugs. ‘That’s an impressive tale your lady is spinning.’ He cleared his throat and looked a little worried. ‘I mean, recounting.’
‘I’m sure she adds a twirl or two,’ said Rostigan, with a wink.
‘No doubt … but your exploits are well known, of course – they are history and legend in Althala. It is an honour to drink with you.’
Rostigan gave a little nod. ‘Thank you.’
Now that they all sat there together, Yalenna found it difficult to know what to say. There had always been a structure to her and Jandryn’s interactions, and she found the realm of small talk oddly disconcerting.
Apparently Jandryn had the same problem. ‘I have not heard the official count from the recruit’s camp,’ he offered, ‘but on cursory inspection it does not appear that many have deserted.’
‘That’s good to hear.’
‘I can’t speak for all but, having heard both of you speak today, I certainly feel that morale is better than it could be.’
‘The fight is still good,’ said Rostigan. ‘That has not changed.’
‘I have been a little bothered by something, however.’
‘Yes?’
‘We know that Forger is heading for Ander, yet we do not march to stop him?’
Rostigan sighed. ‘We would never get there in time.’
‘Hopefully,’ said Yalenna, ‘Galra or Sortree will stand with their neighbour. Forger may be powerful, but that does not mean he can walk over kingdoms wherever he goes.’
‘And if we set forth over such a distance,’ said Rostigan, ‘we run the risk of being too far away if and when the Unwoven spill forth.’
Jandryn looked glum. ‘It was only a few weeks ago that none of these concerns existed. To face so many at once …’ He stared into his mug. ‘Ah, but there’s no point moping about it.’
Yalenna realised she hadn’t had even a sip of the drink she’d been craving all evening, and quickly made up for lost time. When she put the mug down the men across the table looked equally surprised and amused. She had quaffed quite a lot at once, perhaps.
‘Come,’ she said, ‘I don’t want to think about these things for a couple of hours at least.’
The men glanced at each other and nodded.
‘Tell me, Jandryn,’ she said, ‘today you mentioned you were a noble. I had not realised. Who are your family?’
‘Our lands are across the Lumin to the west, some three towns’ worth, and the pastures between. My parents are Lord and Lady Stead, noble on my mother’s side, my father being a soldier – he was with you, Skullrender, when you fought on the Ilduin.’
‘I thank him then.’
‘Unfortunately, he took an injury to the leg, after which he could march no longer. Lucky for him, he’d already met my mother.’ Jandryn smiled, and Yalenna wondered if it was the first time she had seen him do so. ‘They do not often come to court,’ he continued, ‘taking the view, unlike some in their position, that they should be available to the folk who elevate them. As for me, I am here by my father’s will. He believes that too many nobles spend their time drinking wine in the afternoon, while trying to outdo each other’s pithy comments, rather than serve in an actual role. Maybe it is his soldier’s blood, which I am glad to share.’
At this point the kitchenhand returned with a plate of steaming vegetables and a side of meat. Yalenna thanked him and may bugs that bite find other people tastier than you went into him. She did not notice however, for the smell of food was making her aware of just how famished she really was.
‘I haven’t had a meal in weeks!’ she exclaimed, picking up her knife and fork.
Jandryn’s eyebrows shot up. ‘But my lady, we ate together a few nights ago.’ He immediately went red and glanced sideways at Rostigan. ‘Er … I mean, I was present while you were served dinner.’
For his part, Rostigan remained blank. ‘As I’m not a Warden,’ he said, ‘I cannot guess what the Priestess means.’
Yalenna did not feel like explaining that, while time had been frozen, she had been without food for the equivalent of weeks, because she wanted to be eating instead. Luckily Tarzi arrived, her story evidently told, the crowd at the room’s far end now dispersing. Yalenna used the distraction to get a laden forkful into her mouth.
‘How did you go, songbird?’ said Rostigan.
‘Good. You saw me.’
‘I did, I did.’
Tarzi yawned. ‘I’m tired though.’
Yalenna knew she was swallowing too fast, but she could not stop. Since the long night had ended, all she’d had to eat was a single biscuit – that’s right, she remembered, that stupid pink-icing fop of a biscuit, in Loppolo’s chambers the day before! Then, after she and Rostigan had spent a long time planning the speeches, she had collapsed exhausted into bed without any dinner. Why had it taken this long for her to realise how voracious she was? Maybe her hunger had been lying dormant, necessarily forgotten in order for her to keep functioning. It made her think of Mergan – if this was how she felt after mere weeks of deprivation, what kind of appetite had awoken in him after three hundred years?
All too soon the plate was empty and she slumped back with a sigh. Opposite her Jandryn sipped his ale, trying to appear as if he had not been watching. He could not hide, however, a slight tweak at the edge of his mouth.
‘Now I really do believe you haven’t eaten in weeks,’ he said.
‘Where are the others?’ she asked, wiping her mouth, for they were nowhere to be seen.
Jandryn failed to keep back a grin, for a moment looking impossibly boyish. ‘I think you scared them off.’
Yalenna blushed – she had wolfed down her dinner in a very unladylike fashion.
‘Do not fear,’ said Jandryn, ‘I only jest – they were exhausted and left for bed. They did say goodbye, but I don’t think you heard them over the sound of your own gnashing.’
His eyes twinkled, and she laughed.
She eyed the kitchen door – the truth was she could do with a second helping, but she decided not to subject him to that. Instead, she returned to her ale, which she attempted to sip in a more controlled fashion.
She was beginning to feel wide awake. The meal had done her wonders, while everyone else was fading. Even Jandryn seemed tired, his stifled yawns failing to hide a tell-tale darkening under his eyes. She felt the looming threat of solitude, and foresaw herself restlessly wandering the halls of a slumbering castle.
She decided she did not want such a future for herself.
Jandryn gave a small cough. ‘Do you mind if I ask you something, my lady? I know you said you didn’t want to talk about important matters …’
‘Go on.’
‘About Rostigan – you took him with you when you went to fight Despirrow?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, I know I’m not a proven hero like him but, well, if ever you wish me to, I would be honoured to fight with you. For you.’
Yalenna smiled. She did not tell him that she could never take a mortal man threadwalking, for that was the lie they had told to explain how Rostigan had accompanied her and Braston to Saphura.
‘Thank you,’ she said. Then; ‘Come, it is late. Let us walk back to the castle together, shall we?’

They were within sight of the castle entrance, passing beneath an ornamental tree that looked a little bent out of shape. Jandryn was chatting away about something, but Yalenna wasn’t really listening. She was thinking about what Rostigan had said to her, about not being afraid to live in the hours that were her own, and also about the dangers lurking ahead. Having died once already she felt drawn towards opportunities she had ignored the last time.
Jandryn wouldn’t object, she was sure. Perhaps he would be surprised, and that was fine … but since he would never initiate anything himself, she guessed, or at least take a thousand years to work up the courage, really it was up to her. Hers to take, if she wished.
So she pulled him into the shadows and kissed him.



THE TRANQUIL DALE
Hidden in the dark of the Spire antechamber, Salarkis put together his disguise.
Having found nothing else of use, he spent the better part of the night working on the only material available to him – himself. It was a tricky and sometimes painful business to rearrange his own pattern, yet it was the best idea he had been able to come up with. Turning his attention and influence inwards – even though the adjustments were small and superficial – was like trying to make a bed while standing on it. Still, he had been good at disguises before the change and his native skills remained.
First he took up multitudes of the infinitesimal threads within his hair – one per strand, a thread within a thread – and stretched them out until his curls were limp and lank. He then proceeded to tighten his skin by drawing it in, constricting it over his muscles and bones to give him the same smooth, gaunt appearance of the Unwoven. Changing his colour required greater finesse. He gathered up those threads that gave him pigment, and pulled them back under the surface until he was left a sickly, pallid grey. The inside of his mouth was the worst, which had to be white to complete the effect. He achieved it in the same way as his skin, but his tongue and throat felt scratchy and dry, as if they had been sanded back. All changes he tied to one knot in the centre of his chest, to hold them in place. He felt sure that, at least physically, he could now pass for an Unwoven. Still, he wished he had a mirror, and trying to see his reflection in the dull gleam of a dagger catching scant moonlight through the doorway proved nothing but frustrating.
The final touch was his belt, which he unspun and put together again to create a semblance of ‘pants’, which were, in fact, many thin strands hanging downwards like a kind of tattered skirt. As he fixed it about his waist, he might have found it comical were it not for his dire situation. From what he had seen of the mismatched rags the Unwoven wore, however, the strange garment would not draw attention – in fact, he could probably leave the Spire completely naked if he chose.
He fell to worrying about his daggers – hidden in the top of his skirt, they rubbed against him in dangerous ways, and the thought of carrying them in his hands seemed unnecessarily aggressive. Reluctantly, he discarded them.
Any half-decent threader would be able to detect the alterations he had made, but thankfully there were none among the Unwoven. This was fortunate, for if they scried him out, Salarkis would have a hard time fighting them off. Sheer numbers aside, Regret had created his children to be robust; their patterns were deep and hard to see, harder still to manipulate, with threads that sprang easily back into shape.
Simply walk through, he thought, staring down the length of the Dale – maybe two or three leagues to freedom?
Changing himself had taken longer than he would have liked, and morning light was just creeping into the Dale. He wished he still had the cover of darkness – given the Unwoven were everywhere except inside the Spire, walking out of it in plain view would instantly arouse suspicion. He could wait for the following night, he supposed, but the thought made him even more anxious. His skin prickled uncomfortably, and he was impatient to see if he could get away with his plan.
Several Unwoven nearby moved about listlessly, as if they had nothing to do and nowhere to be. Drift on, he willed them. As if in answer, another came by leading a pig on a rope, and the rest stopped to watch with interest. Were they hungry? They certainly looked it, all ropey muscle and sunken stomachs, their bright eyes big in receded faces. The pig and its owner wandered on, maybe heading up to the high green slopes where other livestock roamed. As heads turned to follow them, Salarkis slipped from the doorway and moved sideways away from it, then broke into a slow, aimless meander. He was sure he must have been seen in a valley with this many eyes, but there came no shouts at his sudden appearance, no accusatory pointing of fingers. As he began to angle down the slope, however, one individual fixed on him – a large male, his broad shoulders hunched low, with crystal blue eyes.
‘Where did you come from?’ Blue-eye called in a thick voice.
Salarkis did not stop. He was not sure how Unwoven behaved among their own, but knew at the least that they showed no fear. Nor, until he could listen to some of them interact with each other, did he want to risk speaking. It was said that Unwoven thought about the world in a different way, and he feared removing his disguise with the wrong choice of words. Thus, as he glanced at Blue-eye, he simply thumbed off in some vague direction away from the door. Do not follow, he prayed, as he continued down the slope, trying his best to appear unconcerned while his pounding heart threatened to betray him.
Quickly he became more afraid of his immediate surrounds. Unwoven sat about toasting bits of bread and meat over fires, slumbering loudly in their huts, or lying about in the open, curled up together like horrible cats. Two of those he passed were doing a strange dance, their arms reaching upwards as they swayed about.
‘Can you smell it?’ he heard one of them whisper.
‘Yes, yes … the leaves keep spinning … his touch is spreading …’
A group of them clustered around a stone slab over which two brutes arm wrestled, until one slammed down the other’s hand and there was hooting and laughter.
No one, thankfully, seemed very interested in Salarkis.
The slope levelled out as he moved into the ruins of the city which, in his younger days, had been a colourful, cheerful place. Now the remnants of mosaic walls, still brightly tiled under the dust, stood crumbling amidst buildings in various states of collapse. A few islands of cobblestones peppered the streets, and vegetation grew wherever it liked. It did not look like the Unwoven had actively destroyed their home, merely that they had never done anything to maintain it.
Poor people, he thought. It was easy to forget that these were really Regret’s innocent victims, normal folk who had been changed against their will, a violation that had lasted generations. If there was a way to revert them to their old state, it had died long ago with their broken lord. The best to be hoped for them now was an end, not delivered in malice, but mercy.
Some of the buildings still seemed to be in use – Salarkis saw a chimney smoking, smelled fresh bread baking, and heard the clank of a blacksmith’s hammer. How did the Unwoven organise themselves, he wondered? There was a semblance of civilisation here, yet one thing he knew about them was that they had no names. How could any society function like that? What if the baker wanted a sword from the blacksmith – what did they say to each other? How did a mother call to her children?
There sounded a squeal and two youngsters tore out of a half-collapsed house. They were an especially unnerving sight – hard little children without a skerrick of fat on them. The boy chased the girl, who suddenly spun around and struck him across the jaw with such force that Salarkis winced. An adult female came after them and grabbed the girl by her wrist.
‘No!’ she growled. ‘Never!’
The boy rose, apparently unhurt, grinning until the female grabbed him too.
‘The one rule,’ she said.
The children hissed at her.
‘The one rule,’ the woman repeated firmly.
‘Unwoven,’ said the girl, ‘do not fight Unwoven.’
Grunting sounded from a nearby alleyway. Salarkis was surprised to see a male pressing a female against a wall, forcefully pawing at her breasts. A moment later he pushed her downwards and she lay on her back, legs open, ready. They began to rut like pigs in the dirt, groaning without regard for the children nearby, or anyone else for that matter.
The mother finished remonstrating her children and released them. They ran away, up the alley past the writhing couple.
Salarkis wondered if the woman really was their mother.
Maybe they weren’t even siblings.
The ground suddenly rumbled and, off up the mountainside, a jagged crack opened along an overhang of rock. It collapsed onto a grassy slope, sending up a dust cloud and loosing boulders through a herd of panicking cattle, crushing several. Salarkis gripped a wall in fright, though no one else around him seemed at all concerned. The fornicating Unwoven cried out in jubilation, their movements seemingly amplified by the earth’s vibrations. After a few more moments the rumbling died away, and the boulders came to rest with redly glistening sides.
Salarkis moved on.

The ‘one rule’ interested Salarkis. Did it apply to every Unwoven, or was it just something said to unruly children? Somehow it made sense, that a people like this, who lived hard and strong without pain or remorse, and who by all accounts held little sacred, would need a restriction to stop them killing each other. Perhaps it was part of Regret’s original design, an enforced solidarity amongst his pack.
The fact that Salarkis’s disguise seemed to be working well had the peculiar effect of slowing him down. His curiousity was getting the better of him – this was, after all, a rare chance to gain insight into the reclusive Unwoven world.
He came across a line of drying clothes hanging between buildings, with no one in particular watching over them. Trying to appear bold and uncaring, he took down a pair of trousers and a brown tunic. Nobody seemed to care, and he was glad to be able to clothe himself with a modicum of normality, though he was strangely sentimental about discarding the tattered skirt that used to be his belt.
Further on he paused in the shadow of a freestanding wall to eavesdrop on a group chattering heatedly with each other.
‘But when? When?’
‘It does not matter. One day, or ten, or a hundred. Soon.’
‘When the cracks are wide enough to spill through!’
‘And until then,’ said a tall male whose cheeks were stained with splodges of green dye, ‘everyone goes about their happy day-to-day, eh? But I have a sword,’ he patted the sword at his side, ‘and armour on.’ He rapped on his leather vest. ‘What do you have?’
‘Swords and armour, pah!’ said a female. ‘They only get in the way. I like the squish.’ She gouged her thumbs into an imaginary skull.
‘I am ready, is what I mean!’
‘Raid again, then, if it will calm your soul.’
‘Bone and fire,’ exclaimed Greencheeks, smiling so wide that his eyes screwed up, ‘you are right! Who wants to raid with me?’
‘Yes, let us raid!’
‘I will come!’
‘And me!’
Greencheeks and a few of the others moved away excitedly.
‘All this raiding,’ said an older male among those who remained, ‘may bring eyes upon the Pass. Herald our coming.’
‘Then we are heralded. Let them raid.’
‘Soon we spill into the lands untouched by his grace.’
‘Poor, ignorant fools.’
‘We will free the untarnished from their prisons of flesh.’
Salarkis was startled by a hand on his arm. It was a female, maybe middle-aged, though it was somewhat hard to tell. Her hair was wild, her pendulous breasts half-hanging out of what could loosely be described as a vest.
‘You’re a comely one,’ she said, a hungry glint in her eye. ‘Would you like to roll about?’
‘Er …’ Salarkis was so taken aback by the offer, he forgot himself for a moment. ‘No thank you.’
No thank you? He chastised himself in terror. Surely that was not something Unwoven said to each other! Had he just given himself away?
The woman merely shrugged. ‘Please yourself. But remember, once we go from the Dale, some of us will die.’
He wasn’t quite sure what she meant – maybe some Unwoven version of seizing the moment?
‘Stop bothering me,’ he said. ‘I have to go raiding.’
Over her shoulder, he noticed Blue-eye hulking by a broken column, watching. So, he realised with a chill, he had been followed after all.
He almost turned away, but it occurred to him that he was being too meek. Maybe his flighty behaviour was what made him stand out to his pursuer. And, if it was true that Unwoven did not fight one another, perhaps he should try another approach.
‘Well,’ he declared, striding suddenly and directly towards Blue-eye, ‘this is a fun game, isn’t it?’
Blue-eye stiffened. ‘I play no game,’ he said, in his swampishly thick voice.
‘Certainly you must! How does it work? You follow me until I notice you, and then it’s my turn? So now you head off in a new direction, and I’ll follow you until you notice me? Just remember that as long as you don’t see me, I’m winning!’
Blue-eye narrowed his gaze. ‘Do you think me a simpleton?’
‘You don’t wish to keep playing? Come, what do you say? If this is not a wonderful game then why do you follow? Have you mistaken me for a woman to come sniffing after?’
Blue-eye scowled and turned away.
Salarkis stared after him until there was some distance between them.
As he moved on he overheard more talk about cracks and going forth and spreading Regret’s touch. It sounded as if the Unwoven were readying to leave the Dale, though when and for what reason remained unclear. Deciding he had pressed his luck far enough, Salarkis quickened his step with renewed purpose. He had to get word to Yalenna.
There came the sound of a distant commotion. Ahead, he made out figures moving towards him through the ruins, and spilling out across the valley on either side. Around him, other Unwoven were growing curious, craning their necks to try to see what lay at the centre of the oncoming mass. It grew closer, swallowing up the city, and Salarkis had to fight the urge to run. He did not know what was happening, but certainly he was filled with foreboding.
A voice rang out from the crowd, and Salarkis frowned, for it seemed inexplicably familiar.
‘ … have returned … lead you again … to chaos, for the Spell is breaking … think it can be stopped … know the truth …’
As greater numbers of Unwoven converged on the speaker, whoever he was, Salarkis slowed to a stop. He found himself jostling with others, reluctantly being pushed closer to the middle.
‘… is where I came from,’ came the voice, now clearer. ‘This is where I was made! I belong with you.’
‘You are an outsider!’ someone screamed.
‘Nay! Nay!’
There was a mighty boom and Unwoven fell back.
Salarkis clambered up onto a mound of crumbled bricks and finally caught sight of the speaker. The man faced away, his brown robe dusty, his grey hair flying about his head. He did not have the blanched skin of an Unwoven – he was human! What poor fool was it who had wandered into such an awful predicament? How had he managed to get this far?
Around him stood a ring of Unwoven warriors looking very much like guards, snarling at anyone who got too close. The human had his arms raised, having evidently just performed some kind of threading. As he turned, Salarkis could not believe the face he recognised, contorted as it was by madness.
Mergan.
A lone Unwoven between crowd and guards picked himself up out of the dirt.
‘You think,’ he shouted, ‘that your tricks impress us? Threaders’ bodies break as easily as their mouths moan.’
‘Impudence!’ roared Mergan. ‘You think just because you have lived leaderless so long you have every right to continue? Look at you, milling about without purpose, like a bunch of dogs licking at each other’s scabs! Is that my will being served? No. The cracks widen, yet you stand idle!’
‘We will know when the time is right.’
‘You know nothing! You are not worthy to call yourselves my slaves.’
One of Mergan’s guards, a stoic looking Unwoven with a scar across his brow, stepped forward.
‘Do you not recognise our lord?’ he asked. ‘Are you who journeyed to the Peaks to pay him tribute so dull of memory that you do not know the face from behind the tomb’s veil?’
A stir went up and travelled about. Salarkis was dumb-founded – what strange path had brought the best of the Wardens, once so wise and kind, to this point?
‘For too long I have been imprisoned,’ said Mergan, ‘but finally I have returned! Ungrateful doubters, hear me now. Without my touch upon you, you would be as fearful and weak as the untarnished living outside our realm, not empty and strong, as you are!’
Voices rose.
‘It is him.’
‘Look, look at his face.’
‘Has he returned to us?’
Mergan’s accuser, his enmity seemingly completely forgotten, smiled widely.
‘Lord, I did not understand! Forgive my stupidity.’
Laughter broke out, and jubilant cries, and kissing.
‘First things first, my children,’ said Mergan. ‘An interloper stands amongst us.’
His eyes came to rest on Salarkis, who froze where he stood in icy fear. An influence he was not prepared for gripped him suddenly, and he screamed as the knot at the centre of his chest was violently wrenched undone. His old pattern sprang back into shape, his grey skin taken over by a flood of pinkness, his ropey muscles losing definition as the flesh around them grew soft. A moment later he stood undisguised in the midst of a thousand Unwoven.
‘Kill him,’ said Mergan.



UNMASKED
Surrounded by glowering Unwoven fast converging on him, Salarkis knew there was no hope in standing and fighting. He had to flee, but how? Where? The main bulk of the crowd blocked the way towards the Pass, so the only direction worth considering was up the Dale, back towards the Spire.
He flung up his hands, and all around jets of dust sprayed upwards into nostrils and eyes. As the figures around him reeled and coughed, he bolted through their midst, swirling a protective bubble of air about himself to keep his own way clear. A grey hand broke into it from the gritty air outside, and he dodged, only to charge headlong into another Unwoven’s back. It stumbled, and Salarkis bounced off in a slightly new direction, all the while sending out more gestures to open fissures and shoot up more dust. The cloud that hid his progress grew larger, billowing through the city ruins.
‘After him!’ came Mergan’s cry.
Salarkis knew that Mergan would not suffer his cover for long. It was simple magic, therefore easily countered, and already he felt a wind stirring up. He sent expanding shockwaves of air ahead of him, knocking Unwoven from their feet, doing them little actual damage, but buying the time to pass. As he leapt over a toppled figure, he felt fingers brush his foot. He thought for a sickening moment he was about to be pulled downwards, but landed on the other side, emerging from the dust at full pelt with fewer Unwoven ahead than behind.
A loose brick came spinning at him from the side and cracked his elbow. He gave a cry as it jarred his funny bone – it could have been worse, of course, but the sensation still set his teeth on edge.
Was that really necessary? he thought as he ran.
He sensed a foreign influence worming its way up his calves into his knees, and desperately knew he could not exorcise it. Mergan had a Warden’s power, and Salarkis had only distance on his side – any moment now his kneecaps could crunch to pieces inside him and bring his flight to an agonising halt. Rather than fight Mergan directly, he tried to make himself difficult to grip, vibrating his threads so fast that his vision blurred and his teeth chattered together painfully in his mouth. Just when he thought they were about to shatter, he broke from Mergan’s ethereal grasp.
A quick glance behind showed Unwoven appearing from the dispersing dust, the jets of dirt now petering out. The sight gave him strength, fuelling his feet. Ahead, other Unwoven were emerging from buildings or wandering in from the slopes to see what was happening. Mergan might have swept away some of the dust, but there was plenty more around, and Salarkis did not hesitate to use it. He opened more fissures, trying to place them under enemies who stood in his way. To his side, an old house exploded as a great jet issued up underneath it, hurling stones into the air. He grabbed hold of a few of them and sent them spinning around himself as a kind of whizzing shield.
If only he could make it to the Spire. He did not know why the Unwoven shunned it but, whatever the reason, hopefully it was enough to stop them following him inside.
He pulled a couple of free-standing walls inwards as he passed between them, and heard grunts in response as they toppled behind him. Clearing the ruins he began to head up the Spire’s slope with aching muscles. An Unwoven ran out of a hut and leapt at him, only to be cracked on the skull by one of the stones flying about him.
Ahead the Spire loomed, but another glance behind shook his confidence of reaching it. From out of the dust Mergan rode, astride a galloping white horse. Salarkis reached to try to break the beast’s legs, but Mergan easily unspun his influence. The old man was closer than before and, as their eyes met, his anger turned to shocked recognition.
‘Salarkis?’ he mouthed.
So, he had not initially realised who the ‘interloper’ was – unsurprising, since Salarkis was restored to human form. Salarkis wondered briefly if Mergan would be kindlier now that he recognised who he chased, but he dared not take the chance. Instead he used Mergan’s distraction by reaching towards the ground in front of his horse, and sending up another blast of dust. It hit the creature full in the face, set it rearing and snorting, and Mergan had to hold on grimly.
With Unwoven closing in from either side, Salarkis pounded towards the Spire entrance. The darkness within seemed like sanctuary, yet was that truly what it represented? Just as he was about to cross the threshold, a grey hand snapped closed around his wrist, spinning him around so he smacked against the inside of the doorway. Slightly stunned, he looked up into blue eyes.
‘Our game ends,’ Blue-eye said with a nasty smile.
‘Let go,’ gasped Salarkis. ‘It’s … my turn now.’
‘Your silly words do not penetrate my thick skull,’ said Blue-eye. ‘Though my thumbs will penetrate yours.’
Salarkis sent out his influence, but Blue-eye’s pattern was too coarse and strong to affect. He tried to pull away physically, but it was like trying to pull down a tree. Desperately he cast about for anything to help him – and inside the Spire saw the glint of his discarded daggers.
Your lack of name will not protect you from me, Blue-eye.
Twin blades scraped along the floor and lifted, flew together out of the darkness at speed, and sunk into Blue-eye’s blue eyes. The Unwoven gave a perplexed grunt, but his grip did not relax as he turned his head this way and that, slicing his eyelids on the protruding blades as he tried to blink them out. Salarkis willed the blades further into his skull, squishing sticky white dollops from the punctured sockets. Finally Blue-eye shuddered and his hand went limp.
Salarkis stumbled backwards into the shadows and fell on his buttocks. Looking up, he was chilled to find Unwoven at the doorway staring in at him. They must have been almost upon him when he had finally struggled free. They did not, however, cross the threshold.
There was no time for relief. Maybe the Unwoven would not enter this place, but he did not think that would apply to Mergan. Without pausing to catch his breath, he rose and headed to the stairs.

Mergan arrived at the Spire entrance. Unwoven who had been in pursuit of Salarkis gathered outside, seeming uncertain over what to do next. As Mergan slid off his horse, he felt a little uncertain himself. It had been Salarkis, hadn’t it? Salarkis as a man, as soft-skinned and brown-haired as before the change. How had he shed his stone, his tail? How had he come to be in the middle of the Tranquil Dale, wandering through Unwoven territory in disguise?
Mergan gazed up the grey, lichen-coated walls. From this angle he could not see the Wound, but he wondered if it had something to do with Salarkis’s transformation.
‘I do not wish him killed,’ he announced. ‘There are five or six questions I want to ask him, maybe more.’
The Unwoven stared at him in silence.
‘What are you waiting for?’ he snapped. ‘Get in there after him!’
Scarbrow appeared by his side. ‘My lord, we will do as you order, of course – but is it your will that we be turned weak, winsome and whiny?’
‘What?’
‘Your Spire, lord – you do not know? We have avoided it for many years.’
‘Why?’
‘Sometimes those who enter change. Into things alike to what we would have been, if not for your glorious gifts. Kin to the untarnished who live outside the Dale.’
Mergan frowned. Unwoven changing into ‘untarnished’ sounded similar to what had happened to Salarkis, yet he did not believe it would occur simply by stepping through the doorway.
‘And what,’ he asked, ‘do these changed Unwoven report about the experience?’
Scarbrow shrugged. ‘It has been many years since it happened, but stories say they were killed quickly by our people.’
Something about the Wound, Mergan thought, undoing the work of Regret? Taking threads? Or giving them back? The Unwoven are, after all, defined by what they were stripped of. Putting things right?
‘I thought,’ said Mergan, ‘that my children knew no fear? Yet here is a place they dare not tread.’
‘Fear, no, we do not know this thing. We have heard it described, tried to understand it. It sounds like little more than frailty, for which we have nothing but contempt.’
Scarbrow snarled with such animal ferocity that it sent prickles down Mergan’s spine – though whether they were good prickles or bad, he wasn’t sure.
‘So,’ said Scarbrow, ‘while we would not wantonly throw away our strength – if you command it, we will enter the Spire.’
Mergan tapped his elbow thoughtfully. ‘No.’
‘Maybe now that you are back the Spire can be reclaimed? Legend tells of a time when it held no danger for us.’
‘We shall see,’ said Mergan. ‘Wait here.’
He moved through the doorway into a dark antechamber that stunk of moss and mildew, from which a stairwell spiralled upwards. Carefully he ascended, following footsteps in the cloudy beds of mould that covered everything, finding nothing above but more empty rooms.
Two hundred and nine … two hundred and ten …
He realised he was counting stairs, and tried to stop. Despite this, a little voice in his head carried on without permission.
Two hundred and eleven …
With a bark of anger he flew up the steps, too quickly for the stupid voice, making it lose count.
Up, up, up, until he breathed a waft of clean air. He arrived in a room with a couple of round openings, and saw, directly opposite, an arch through which stairs were lit by sunlight. Going to stand just inside he peered up into open sky. He could not see the Wound from this vantage, but knew it was up there, and Salarkis too.
‘Salarkis!’ he called.
There came the sound of footsteps approaching the top of the stairs, but they stopped before anyone appeared.
‘Mergan, old friend.’ Salarkis’s voice was warm and familiar. ‘How do you fare?’
‘Very well,’ said Mergan, unsure if that was true or not. He cleared his throat. ‘I did not realise it was you, back there, when I ordered you killed.’
‘That’s comforting to know. Why don’t you come up and we can talk? The view is magnificent.’
‘I did not recognise you, you see, because you are your old self!’
‘Aye, and a good thing it is to be.’
‘How did you manage it?’
‘I’ll tell you.’
Mergan bit his lip.
‘Are you coming up?’ said Salarkis.
‘I think not.’
Salarkis’s head appeared then, smiling, at the top of the stairs. ‘Why not? Come, old friend, there is nothing to fear. I am no longer tainted – all evil has left me.’
But not me, thought Mergan, and giggled.
‘You are trying to trick me, I think,’ he said. ‘Tell me about removing the Spell’s threads – was it something you did, or was it done to you?’
Salarkis shot out a hand and gripped Mergan with his influence. Caught off guard, Mergan staggered a few steps up the stairs, and for a moment the edge of the Wound came into view above. Beyond its tattered edges he saw the multitudinous threads of the Spell twisting like huge entwined vines, and gibbered in fear. He wrenched free of Salarkis’s grip and sent his own forth in answer, intending to drag Salarkis down into the dark. Salarkis struggled, but his strength was nothing anymore and he began to slide towards the stairs … quickly Mergan realised he had made a grave mistake. By sending his influence upwards he had exposed himself, by extension, to the Wound. An immense force began closing about him like the jaws of a great beast, and desperately he retracted his influence, just managing to slip through its hold. He fell back through the doorway, out of sight of the sky, to the floor. There was no doubt in his mind that the Wound had tried to grab him, lift him up, and reclaim what did not belong to him.
‘Are you still there, Mergan?’
He tried to catch his breath. ‘Yes.’
‘I want you to know that I was only trying to help.’
‘Oh, yes?’
‘I don’t know what has happened to you, but really – leader of the Unwoven? Pretending to be the madman himself?’
‘Why not?’
‘How did you even convince them you’re him?’
Mergan grinned humourlessly. ‘They decided it for themselves.’
A pause.
‘Wouldn’t you prefer to be yourself again?’ asked Salarkis. ‘You are far from the Mergan I remember, who would be ashamed to see what he’s become. Maybe, if you give the Spell back its threads, you’ll find yourself happier for it?’
‘I don’t think so!’ The vitriol in his echoing shout surprised even him. ‘Mortal, and without many years left to me? Weak again, like you? Ashamed of what I’ve done? That does not sound like much reward for all I have endured.’
‘But it would be an act of restoration. The world would be better off –’
‘May the world crumble and fail! I will eat it piece by piece.’
‘I can’t believe you really feel that way.’
‘What you believe of how I feel, makes me feel nothing.’
Mergan rose. He did not like this conversation anymore, he decided.
‘I am going now,’ he said.
‘But wait, old friend …’
There was a hint of desperation in Salarkis’s voice. Perhaps he did not like the idea of being left alone and trapped? Maybe it would give him a taste of what Mergan had endured.
Maybe it would make him understand.
‘What?’ Mergan snarled.
‘I don’t quite know what to say, but I wish you would not leave so quickly.’
‘Well,’ said Mergan, ‘we cannot always have what we wish, can we?’
Happier for it? he wondered for a moment.
But, as corrupted as he was, perhaps he could only be happy in a corrupted world.

‘My lord,’ said Scarbrow, as Mergan emerged. ‘Are you all right?’
‘Fine.’
‘Did you kill the intruder?’
‘No, but he is trapped on the roof. He can do nothing from there, except maybe send messages to our enemies.’
‘You will allow this?’
‘I will stop them if I sense them. In the meantime, the roof is off limits to those who value their threads. The Wound has grown strong, beyond my control.’ He sighed. ‘However the Spire, on the whole, is safe. I want it cleaned out, for it’s full of filth. As long as no one strays up the final stairs to the roof they will remain intact. And set guards, I don’t want our guest sneaking out.’
Scarbrow nodded. ‘Yes, lord.’
‘Now,’ said Mergan, ‘I am hungry.’ He licked his lips. ‘I think I fancy another horse.’



RIPPLES
Yalenna woke to sunrise creeping through her high windows. For a moment she lay still, listening to the sounds of the castle readying for the day ahead – movement in the corridors, voices from the square – and then she felt the warmth of the man draped against her, his arm across her chest, his head upon her shoulder.
Well.
Ale had been in play, she remembered, but she didn’t feel guilty or remorseful. She knew this kind of thing happened at times. Many people – most people – awoke at some point with someone else there who made them feel good. It was a common enough thing. Most likely it was common as muck, yet she had never experienced it before. There had been the odd dalliance, of course. Certainly she’d attracted important, dashing suitors when she had been named the Priestess of Storms at age eighteen, and there had even been one or two she had quite liked … but Regret had arisen all too soon, and after his defeat, well, she had been too busy cleaning up the mess to entertain any thoughts of love. And all those suitors were now bones in the ground.
She ran her fingers through the tousled hair of handsome young Jandryn as the light set off the contours of his naked muscularity. He stirred and, with a soft grunt, raised his head, his cheek marked red where he had rested against her. His eyes found her breasts, and for a moment he was both entranced and mortified.
‘My lady, I … if I took advantage …’
She chuckled throatily. ‘If you took advantage? I think you may be remembering things incorrectly, Captain.’
She kissed him on the forehead. He had been attentive – a most generous lover in fact, more interested in her pleasure than any of her previous adolescent entanglements.
‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I’m glad for what happened.’
He looked unsure, yet some of the tension left him.
‘I am also, my lady.’
‘While naked in my bed, you may call me Yalenna.’
He smiled, then withdrew from her embrace to sit up and glance at the window.
‘It is only just light,’ she said. ‘You won’t be expected anywhere yet, surely.’
He frowned. ‘A Captain of the Guard is always on duty. What if someone has been trying to find me? People might say they saw you with me, might track me down here!’
‘So what?’
‘Well, I … your good name …’
‘Do not tell me that noblewomen have stopped taking lovers.’
He shook his head slowly.
‘I will give you your first order of the day then – be calm. And continue to touch me.’
He sat back and awkwardly slid his arm around her.
‘Did not you want this?’ she said. ‘I thought you did.’
‘Of course,’ he said. ‘How could any man fail to admire you?’
‘Well, you could have said something about it. Honestly Jandryn, you make me do all the work then worry it was you who took liberties!’
‘Well, it’s just … you’re the Priestess, and a Warden. I am only a man. I would never dare to presume.’
‘I am no better than any other.’
‘Most respectfully,’ he said, a welcome wryness showing on his face, ‘I must disagree.’
There was a tap on the door and Jandryn started.
‘Wind and fire,’ Yalenna said, rising. ‘You will have a short life indeed if every servant leaving breakfast sets your heart beating like a silkjaw attack.’
Bundling some bedclothes around herself, she went to the door and opened it slightly. The hall was deserted, but a pot of fresh tea and toasted bread lay on a tray. Quickly she dragged it inside, then let the sheets fall away as she lifted it.
‘Hungry, Captain?’
He stared at her in open awe, standing there unclothed with steam curling around her.
‘There’s only one cup,’ she said, ‘but we need not stand on ceremony – we can share.’
‘As long as you do not set the tray on my lap,’ he said. ‘Right now I am apt to knock it from the bed.’
She laughed. ‘Well, Captain, we cannot have that.’ She set the tray on the table and crawled back over the bed towards him. ‘Perhaps the tea will take some time to cool.’
A little later there was no question that ale had been the sole fuel of their desires, and later still the bed was full of toast crumbs.
Jandryn sighed. ‘The sun climbs,’ he said. ‘The day is truly underway.’
‘Yes. I should see about myself also, shortly.’
She lay watching him retrieve his strewn vestments from about the room, assembling them on his person in a rather comical order.
‘Don’t giggle please,’ he said, as he searched for his loincloth, while already wearing a vest and armbands. ‘This is a serious business.’
‘My apologies, Captain.’
‘All right.’ He found it and slid it on, his trousers quick to follow. ‘Well, my lady,’ he said with an exaggerated air of formality as he adjusted the sword at his waist, ‘I’m sure I’ll have reason to report to you later.’
‘See that you do.’
He bowed with a smile and left the room.

Tarzi awoke to Rostigan already moving about.
‘Are you off somewhere?’
He slung his sword across his back. ‘Indeed, songbird. I must speak to Yalenna. It is possible we may be away today.’
‘Where are you going?’
Worry set in – the last time Rostigan had gone somewhere with Yalenna it had been to hunt Despirrow. He had returned bruised and injured, with a grievously hurt Braston.
‘Maybe nowhere.’ He sat on the bed and ran his fingers up her brow to dig them into her hair. ‘I have an idea to share with her. We’ll see if she thinks it worthwhile.’
She took hold of his hand and made him press his fingers more firmly into her temples than he ever did without prompting. Sometimes she was amused to receive a head rub from the man known as Skullrender, but not today.
‘If you are hoping such a vague answer will satisfy me,’ she said, ‘you are as stupid as you are handsome.’
‘Whereas I,’ he said, rising, ‘consider myself cleverer and uglier than you do.’
‘Don’t forget stubborn.’
‘I’m simply not sure. There is much I must discuss with Yalenna.’
‘As long as you do not mean to go off threadwalking together to kill Forger.’
He got a funny look then. ‘No. Not today, at least.’
Once he had gone, Tarzi was immediately restless. She wanted to do something, but felt rather purposeless. Journeying to Althala, encouraging people to heed Braston’s call and join his army had given her a sense of achievement. For a short while she had been the leader but, as soon as her group had reached Althala, they had been swallowed into the ranks and she had become a simple minstrel again.
‘A bloody good minstrel though,’ she muttered.
Well, if that was the best she had to offer, then so be it. She decided to pay another visit to the recruit’s camp and do what she could to raise the soldiers’ spirits. She would also quite like to see how Cedris, who had been one of the first to join her and Rostigan on the road, was getting on.
She left the barracks, finding the morning air crisper than she had guessed. Hugging her arms, she stayed in the sunlight as she made her way across the square into the city streets.
Ever since the silkjaw attack there were more soldiers on patrol than usual, and she passed a couple now whom she recognised from her storytelling in the barracks dining hall. She gave them a wave, and they gazed at her blankly. The previous night their eyes had shone merrily and they had laughed and hollered in all the right places, so she found their sombre reaction a bit strange. Maybe they had consumed more ale than was wise and were feeling sore-headed.
On she went, towards the northern gate.
The streets were quiet, especially for morning, which was usually a time of bustle. People seemed to be moving slowly, and others were but faces in windows, staring out into the street. With everything so muted, she decided to play a little as she walked. She plucked out a merry tune, firing off notes at people who looked like they needed perking up. There were no smiles in return, however, hardly even bare acknowledgement.
Perhaps something bad had happened which had not yet reached her ears?
She paused at a tavern where two old women sat on the porch, cradling mugs and puffing away deeply on their pipes.
‘Excuse me,’ she said, ‘I wonder if you’ve heard any tidings today?’
One of the women coughed bitterly, though whether because of the smoke or in response to Tarzi’s question, it was hard to tell.
‘What do we care for tidings?’ said the other. ‘We’ve heard none that weren’t ill for days and days. Don’t wish any damn tidings upon us, miss.’
‘And we don’t care for your music either, rain and sorrow!’
Tarzi, disturbed by their sour stares, moved on.
Perhaps the mood was not unusual, for miseries were starting to build up. The silkjaw attack, the death of Braston, the Unwoven stirring, talk of war in the east … a growing sense of the world going wrong and not even the pleasure of apples to eat. Yet here she was, thinking she could do something about it! Trying to believe a song or two would help somehow. For a moment she saw herself as if from above, drifting along ever more slowly, the sad little notes that floated from her flaring briefly in a growing greyness – pathetic sparks that did not live long or penetrate far. Music did not last and left nothing behind. The best she could hope was that others would take up her songs once she was dead, but even then, what comfort was that? Just because someone might speak her name in a few years’ time, did not mean they would actually know her, or that she lived on. A name was nothing but a breath of air given shape.
She slumped against a street-side tree. Her fingers still plucked away absently, producing a discordant, clumsy tune. Here in the shade it was colder, and she shivered, which created a twang she hadn’t intended, a fitting end to a broken song. Part of her wanted to move back into the light, but somehow she could not summon the will.
Why hadn’t Rostigan told her what he planned to discuss with Yalenna? Did he not trust her or value her opinion? Why did he always hold everything so close, when she should be what he held the closest? Instead he had a way of making her feel like a burden sometimes.
He loves me, she told herself, but it was a hollow assertion. She tried hard to please him, but now she saw her efforts for what they were – lame attempts at confidence and intimacy that he must see right through, that probably only made things worse. She was nothing to him but a silly plaything, a pet who needed looking after, tolerated rather than needed.
Off the main street down an alley she noticed someone whispering to himself. A beggar, he looked like, in an oversized coat, staring into a drain. His face was stained with tears and he clutched a bottle tightly to his chest. Shakily he tried to swig from it, only to discover it was empty. His face scrunched in misery as he sank to his knees, juddering the bottle from his grip to smash against the cobbles. The sound was piercing in the stillness. Tarzi watched with a kind of numb horror as he began to crawl through the shards. She wanted to cry out, to warn him he was cutting himself.
‘Watch out … fellow …’ she managed to croak, with no strength behind the words to carry them.
The man continued on, whimpering as his palms grew red, as glass ground into his knees. Tarzi kept thinking he would stop, yet he did not. He got down on his belly before the open mouth of the drain, then reached inside and pulled himself in.
Finally, Tarzi staggered into action.
‘No,’ she called, ‘don’t go in there …’
He was struggling now, inside the drain up to his waist, trying to wiggle further. Tarzi ran to him, grabbed him by the ankles, and he kicked at her, trying to shake her off.
‘You fool!’ she shouted. ‘I’m trying to help you.’
‘Leave me be!’ came his angry, muffled reply.
A force much stronger than she seized him and yanked him through the opening with a cracking of hipbones. In the darkness beyond, something sleek and black moved past, and for a moment banded cords of flesh were visible. Whatever it was slipped onwards, dragging the body away through the drain. As it left, Tarzi felt some of the greyness lift, to be replaced with a sharper fear.
‘Oh my,’ she said, rubbing her arms, which began to feel warm again.
She backed away onto the main street.
‘Hello, Miss Tarzi!’ came a voice, and she turned to see the soldiers who she had passed earlier. ‘That was a cracking tale you told last night.’
She forced a smile and nodded.
She remembered the ill feelings she had just experienced as if she had been in some kind of fog, for they were not like her at all. She was not prone to melancholy and self-pity … and more than that, she loved being a minstrel! It was the only thing she had ever wanted to be. And Rostigan was hers, and she was his.
As bleakness departed she knew what she had seen.
A Worm of Regret moved under Althala.

Jandryn returned to Yalenna’s quarters much sooner than she had anticipated. She had barely washed and clothed herself when there came a frantic knocking at the door, and there he was all in a fluster.
‘You must come, my lady, come and see for yourself!’ He took off without waiting to see if she followed, which was quite unlike him, so she went after him hastily.
‘There was a noble birth this morning,’ he said, over his shoulder. ‘Lady Tanelle has been well overdue and … well … the child is not right, my lady!’
‘What’s wrong with it?’
‘You must see!’
‘At least tell me where we’re going.’
‘To the chambers of Lord and Lady Tanelle.’
They entered a corridor down which Yalenna could hear the muffled wailing of a child. Outside the door from which it came stood a very anxious looking guard.
‘Has anyone else been in?’ demanded Jandryn.
‘Some threaders have arrived, sir.’
Jandryn nodded. When he opened the door the wailing spilled out, accompanied by a woman’s sobbing. Jandryn ushered Yalenna through, and they moved along a short hallway, past a living area, into a bedroom. Under a stained quilt lay a young woman whose face was drained of colour, save for the red rims of her watery eyes. She clutched the bedclothes to her chest and rocked back and forth as a midwife fussed over her, trying to make her lie down, whispering that she needed rest. She would not take her eyes from the cot at the foot of the bed, over which hovered several threaders. A young lord stood at an open window, through which a breeze had not totally cleared the room of the scent of labour. As Yalenna entered his disconsolate expression took on a plaintively hopeful note.
‘Look, my love!’ he said, going to his wife’s side. ‘The Priestess has come! She’ll set all to rights, you’ll see.’
Yalenna was not so sure, but she did not say anything yet. Already she thought she could guess what she might find here. Back when Regret had first started tearing threads from the Spell, strange births had occurred all over Aorn. After his demise the births had grown less frequent, but had not ceased completely until most of the Wardens had died. With the corruption now spreading anew, there wasn’t much reason to think the same thing wouldn’t happen again.
She moved towards the cot with expectation and dread, the threaders parting for her.
The child who bawled was a chubby little boy with the smears of birth still upon him. Where his right arm should have been there grew instead a sleek, black appendage, something between a tentacle and a frond, with slim tendrils in place of fingers that wavered and bent as fingers never could. Yalenna gave a quiet sigh as she reached to hoist him up and cradle him against her. At the sight of him, his father shuddered and his mother looked away.
‘Now, now,’ Yalenna admonished. ‘He does not wail because of physical discomfort.’ She jiggled him and cooed, which quieted him somewhat. ‘He, like all newborns, just wants his mother.’
Lady Tanelle peeked at the boy through her fingers. ‘I cannot be his mother,’ she whispered.
‘But you are. His appearance is not your fault, nor his. He is a victim of the ailing Spell, and apart from his arm, he is perfectly normal.’
‘Perfectly normal,’ repeated Lord Tanelle dully.
To his credit he approached Yalenna and forced himself to look upon his son. He reached out gingerly to the touch the baby, but flinched when some of the tendrils curled around his finger. Yalenna could only imagine his disappointment – a new father looking forward to showing off his newborn in court, instead finding such freakishness, and no doubt imagining the life ahead.
‘Can you … do anything?’
Yalenna let her view slide into the realm of threads. Mostly, the boy’s pattern was healthy and normal, bright colourful bands circulating his body, but in the affected arm, they turned dark and twisted, tightening around each other in defence of her probing. She did not think she could pluck them apart, much less weave them back together into any kind of normality.
‘I’m afraid not,’ she said.
‘Could we …’ The lord swallowed. ‘Could we cut it off?’
Yalenna gave him an even stare. ‘You could. But, here,’ she lifted the boy towards him and he froze in horror, ‘hold your son.’
Reluctantly, Lord Tanelle took his boy. Upon touching him, some hitherto paralysed paternal instinct finally seemed to glimmer. He cupped his child’s head, brought him closer to his chest, and the boy gave a happy gurgle.
‘You see?’ said Yalenna. ‘He’s just a baby. There’s no evil in him. Now, should you wish it, healers could remove the arm, but it will cause the child pain, and rob him of an appendage that, for all its difference, he can still use in life. Therefore I counsel you not to act rashly, but think on this – in the coming days there will be others born like him, some in much worse a shape if I know anything. He will not be alone in the world.’
Lord Tanelle looked to his wife, and she let her head fall to her hands.
‘We must take it off,’ she said. ‘How will he ever find a woman willing to suffer such a touch?’
‘Think on it a day or two before you make any decision,’ said Yalenna, then lowered her voice for the father alone. ‘Make sure she holds him soon. It may change things for her.’
He nodded wanly.
She touched his shoulder in comfort and released a blessing fashioned for him.
May you be proud of all your children.
And to the Lady Tanelle …
May you not care what others think.
And to their child …
May you be happy.
After that she found she did not want to be in the room anymore. She was painfully aware that her powers had contributed to this trouble, yet now she used them to assuage part of the damage. The trade-off was not even, and the whole situation made her feel worse than useless.
‘Threaders, out,’ she said. ‘You may return tomorrow, if the parents wish it.’
Uncertainly they obeyed. Jandryn waited for her as she paused to look once more upon the lord and lady, uncertain what to else say to ease their pain. Carefully Lord Tanelle stepped around the bed, bringing the child closer to his teary mother, as the midwife continued to stroke her hair.
‘Come, my love,’ he said, offering the child.
Yalenna left their chambers, and outside in the corridor was somewhat relieved to find Rostigan waiting, if only because he understood.
‘The births have started again,’ she told him.
He grimaced. ‘It’s getting worse then.’
‘Yes.’
‘I have an idea to combat one of the problems we face.’
He held out a hand, evidently asking her to step away from other ears. She glanced at Jandryn apologetically.
‘Go then, my lady,’ he said stiffly.
‘I will speak to you later,’ she said, and went with Rostigan.

‘My lord,’ said a fellow called Commander Balen, ‘we are nearing Harten.’
‘Ah.’
It was the first town they would come to that owed no fealty to Tallahow, thus marking the edge of Forger’s territory. In the distance he could see its smoking chimneys and people fleeing in various directions, some on horses, others with their possessions on their backs.
‘Look at them,’ said Forger. ‘At this rate there won’t be anyone left! What’s the point of conquering nobody? They should not run, but bow down as we pass.’
‘What do you want done, lord?’
‘Send riders after them. When they catch groups, kill one in every two. For the lone travellers, cut off a foot.’
If Balen balked at the odd savagery of the order, he did not show it.
‘I hate it when people run away,’ muttered Forger.
He was momentarily distracted though, as a couple of rocks rose from the grass before his feet and floated away, up into the air.



UNDER ALTHALA
Tarzi had never tried to enter Althala Castle on her own before and, as expected, guards stopped her at the front entrance demanding to know her business. Luckily, when she told them she was looking for Rostigan, one of them recognised her.
‘He came here earlier today, Miss Tarzi, looking for Lady Yalenna. Would you like me to take you to him?’
‘That would be very nice, thank you.’
The guard led her through the castle, asking questions of others along the way. No one could give a definite answer about Rostigan or Yalenna’s whereabouts, until they found Jandryn in the armoury. Swords and polished metal hung from lines of racks, which Jandryn moved between with a scribe on his heels.
‘These can be sent to the camp,’ he was saying as they entered, and the scribe made a note.
‘Captain,’ announced Tarzi’s escort, ‘Miss Tarzi is trying to find Skullrender.’
Jandryn turned, and something flickered across his face. He dismissed the guard and nodded to the scribe to carry on without him. Once he and Tarzi were alone, he lowered his voice.
‘I must apologise, good minstrel, but it seems your warrior and the Priestess have left the castle.’
Despite half-expecting to hear such a thing, Tarzi was irritated.
‘Where did they go?’
‘I do not know. They retired to a meeting room to discuss a plan to which I was not privy, and did not emerge. I checked inside a short time ago and found the room empty. I can therefore only assume …’
‘They have threadwalked somewhere.’
‘Indeed.’
Tarzi shook her head. She did not like it – if something happened to Yalenna, how would Rostigan get back? He could end up stranded halfway across the world and no one would even know. Why was he so damnably close-lipped?
‘There’s something I must tell you, Captain,’ she said.
‘Oh? That will make a change.’
‘I was walking in the city this morning – I don’t know if you’ve been on the streets today?’
‘Not today.’
‘I noticed an odd mood out there, a pervasive kind of sadness. It got hold of me too, but once I was free of it, I remembered where I felt it last.’
‘Where?’
‘When Rostigan and I came across a village that had been beset by a Worm of Regret.’
Jandryn paled. ‘I … but, well, I don’t think we can say that a glum mood is really proof …’
‘Let me continue. The worms, as you probably know, feed on hope and happiness, which is why folk in their presence become so maudlin. Then, once a person has been sucked dry, they offer themselves up to be finished off, seemingly of their own volition. Well, today I saw that happen.’
‘You did? Where?’
‘It was a beggar, which is how it starts – those with the least hope to begin with make for the easiest prey. I saw this man crawl into a drain where a worm was waiting for him.’
‘A drain? Then … ah, but of course.’
‘What is it?’
‘All the drains flow into a cavern beneath the city, through which the Glymph runs underground.’
‘That would be perfect for a worm then. Or worms.’
‘Though you saw only one?’
‘Yes, but a city this size could easily support more.’
Jandryn rubbed his chin. ‘This is dim news indeed. There have been recent reports of worms appearing all throughout Aorn, but, well … somehow I thought a place like this would be safe. How naive of me.’
‘No,’ said Tarzi, ‘it should be safe. It just isn’t.’
Jandryn nodded. ‘The river emerges to the city’s south, out of a cave – it would be easy enough for a monster to slither in there.’ He reached a decision. ‘I shall take a troop and see what we can find.’
Tarzi felt a kernel of fear for him. ‘Shouldn’t you wait for Rostigan?’
Jandryn almost scowled, but quickly smoothed his expression. ‘Why?’
‘He has fought worms before.’
‘Well then,’ said Jandryn, with a reckless kind of glint to his eye, ‘it is time for someone else to have a turn.’
Tarzi wasn’t sure why Rostigan’s name had fired him up so much, and he noticed her uncertainty.
‘As Captain of the Althalan Guard,’ he said, ‘the city relies on me for protection. I should not require help from anyone else to do my duty. No offence to your fellow, but we have done without him before, and will do without him again.’
‘Of course,’ said Tarzi carefully. ‘Just be warned that a worm will herald its coming with prevailing misery.’
Jandryn glanced about – up the other end of the armoury a couple of soldiers were trying on armour.
‘Trant! Garran!’ he called. ‘Assemble our finest in the square – fifty, I should say.’
The guards saluted and headed off. Jandryn watched them go, then turned back to Tarzi with an appraising expression.
‘You seem like you are having a thought, Captain.’
‘I wonder if you would accompany us?’
Tarzi was so used to being ruled out of things that she took a moment to hear his words.
‘What? Why?’
‘The cavern is part of a network, so potentially we could poke around for hours without discovering anything. However, as you have said, worms are attracted to happiness – so I wonder if a jolly song would lure one from hiding? Or, indeed, protect morale, if it was being threatened?’
A mix of emotions ran through Tarzi, not the least of which was surprise. Always she hoped to witness great deeds, but she was frightened by the idea of entering a dark cave crawling with evil creatures. Here was a chance, however, to actually do something, and had she not been lamenting a lack of such purpose just that very morning?
Besides, Rostigan would no doubt strongly disapprove.
Noting her hesitation, Jandryn spoke up. ‘Perhaps my suggestion is unwise,’ he said. ‘I should not like explaining to Skullrender that I lost his lady down Althala’s drains.’
The threat of having the choice withdrawn spurred her to decision. ‘No, I shall come. Fifty of your finest, you said?’
‘Aye, and threaders as well.’
Tarzi nodded. ‘I will come.’

As they made their way along the southern road out of the city, Tarzi could not quite believe what she was doing. Being surrounded by guards was something of a comfort at least, and there were three threaders with them as well. They seemed more outwardly nervous than anyone else, and conversed amongst themselves in low voices.
The road led down a hill and, at the bottom, they left it to enter a thick wood. From there they looped back towards Althala, the walls of which could be seen looming above the canopy, atop a cliff on the southern side. Soon she heard a river bubbling, and there, between the trees, ran the Glymph. It was not a wide river, but busy, with curls of mucky froth flowing along the surface. They followed it upstream along a rocky shore, against which skerricks of Althala’s waste collected or caught in reeds. All too soon, they came to a mossy cave at the base of the cliff from which the river emerged. Roots hung over the entrance, and there were ledges of slick rock on either side. The darkness beyond was every bit as forbidding as Tarzi had expected, and the smell was not especially pleasant either.
As the guards formed up to wait for orders, Jandryn conversed with a small man, one of the castle architects. He gestured into the cave at the right-hand ledge.
Tarzi swallowed, clutching her lute tightly. She wished that Rostigan were here. Then he would either send her home, or she would feel safer under his watchful gaze.
‘All right everyone,’ announced Jandryn, making her jump. Would the worms hear him? But then, she thought, that was what they wanted – for the worms to come to them. That was, in fact, the whole point of her presence.
‘We’re heading in. We make for the main cavern, which will take some time to reach. Threaders, light our way – one of you with me at the front, one in the middle, one at the back. We don’t know how many worms to expect, but I reckon we’ll be a match for them.’ He put a hand on his sword. ‘Won’t we?’
The soldiers muttered affirmatives, nodding to each other. Well, they were brave, Tarzi gave them that.
‘When we find the bastards,’ said Jandryn, ‘we want to kill them quickly, before their magic can infect us. So weapons out at all times, whatever you favour.’
Soldiers drew swords or notched arrows in bows.
‘If we see nothing before reaching the cavern, we may have to trick the beasts from hiding. Luckily we have a fine minstrel with us.’ Jandryn shot Tarzi a fierce grin, which she returned meekly. ‘Some of you may even have heard her sing already.’
There were a few friendly nods and a woman next to Tarzi slapped her on the shoulder.
‘Is everyone ready?’ said Jandryn. ‘Are there any questions? Very well! Keep your wits about you, stay together, and everyone head up the right-hand side. Threaders!’
The threaders set about sparking their torches to life with flints and daggers. As they flared, they waggled their fingers over the flames, growing them taller and tighter like amorphous fiery staffs. After a brief argument amongst their number, one of them came forward to stand with Jandryn. Together they led the way into the cave, the soldiers following closely. When it was Tarzi’s turn to clamber up the wet incline under the roots, she was relieved by how bright the light made things inside. An orange glow bounced off the water and chased reflections around the tunnel, which widened ahead of them. She trod carefully, for the ledge was slippery with moisture and moss, and there were loose rocks underfoot. She had always been nimble, however, and uneven ground did not worry her as long as she could see it. Water churning against the ledge sent a cold spray against her legs, and she wished she had known the day would bring her to such a place as this, for she would have chosen trousers over a skirt. What frightened her most were the dark holes and passages that appeared in the walls they passed, like so many open mouths which the torchlight did not penetrate. It would not matter how many guards stood around her if a worm chose the moment of her passing to snap out of the darkness.
As they continued on the air grew danker. Frequently she caught a whiff of human stench, or something like old vegetables rotting. Cave skitterers – how she hated them – dodged the light, retreating into their cracks and crevices. It would be easy, she reflected, to lose oneself to despair in a place like this, with or without any Worms of Regret. She tried to imagine happier places, lazy days lying in bed with Rostigan.
They passed a steel drain poking out of the roof, a sign that they were now moving beneath the city. It was positioned above the river, and from it dripped a steady trail of brown liquid, making Tarzi wrinkle her nose. As she watched it hit the river, she thought for a moment that she saw something moving under the surface. She gasped and grabbed the arm of the closest soldier, pointing. He sprang to the water’s edge, bow trained into the river, and others quickly did the same … but it was hard to see anything beneath the frothy swell, especially with three giant torches casting light from different angles.
‘False alarm, I think,’ said the soldier and, after peering for a few moments more, the others agreed and moved on.
Tarzi followed uneasily. Maybe she had seen something, maybe she hadn’t – glistening black skin, just for a moment?
The sides of the tunnel fell away into blackness as they entered a large cavern, where the torches less easily found the edges of their surrounds. Drains glinted everywhere, haphazardly purging their contents at different rates, some trickling, others dry, others sloppily flowing. Some stuck out of the roof directly above the river, while others were in walls near ground level, their contents leaking across the path in runs to the water. Some of the filth was piled up, clogging that which followed.
‘Clean-up crew hasn’t been through for a while,’ Tarzi heard the architect mutter.
The stench was bad, but it wasn’t solely caused by Althala’s waste. Up ahead, on either side of the river, she recognised what she knew to be worm mounds. Sheets of hardened brown slime peppered with salvaged objects sloughed against walls, like fetid collapsed tents. Some of the objects, she saw, were grimily shining bones. How many beggars and vagrants had been dragged down here unnoticed? From where she stood, looking over the heads of soldiers, she could make out at least three mounds – did that mean three worms, or one worm with three beds?
Jandryn was still leading them on and had apparently not realised what the mounds actually were. Quickly she pushed through the crowd to catch him up.
‘Captain!’
‘Yes, Tarzi?’
‘We should stop.’
‘Yes, the architect says this is the main cavern – it will be easier to fight here than along confined ledges.’
‘But do you see that?’
She pointed at the nearest mound, some twenty paces away. He squinted at it, and she saw him register the bones.
‘And there, and there?’ She pointed out the others.
‘Halt!’ called Jandryn. ‘Cluster up, backs to each other!’
As the soldiers hastened to obey, a low gurgle came from somewhere over the water.
‘Light!’ said Jandryn. A threader bent her torch in the direction of the sound … and lit up an empty drain, dripping with slime.
‘They know we’re here, I think,’ said Jandryn. ‘Tarzi, get into the centre of us all.’
As she squeezed past shadowy faces, she saw that some wore strange, empty expressions – mouths muttering soundlessly, glassy eyes wandering.
‘This is ill-considered,’ someone muttered. ‘We should not have come here.’
A few heads nodded and, in that moment, Tarzi felt inclined to agree. They had no idea how many of the monsters were here, or from which direction they would come. Stupid that she had allowed Jandryn to bring her to this foul place, all because of his misplaced sense of pride and valour. She was far too easily led.
She was weak.
Rostigan would be disappointed in her, and rightly so. She had placed herself in danger for no good reason – how did he manage to put up with her at all, when she was so witless? She should have waited for him to return, to tell her what to do. Making up her own mind was always a mistake. No wonder she sometimes felt as though he did not really love her. Why should he?
She pinched the bridge of her nose. Greyness was encroaching, almost tangible in the way that it smothered any happy thought before it could be had.
Fight it, she told herself.
‘Fight it!’ she growled at those around her.
A nearby wall rumbled as something large moved through hidden tubes … there was a splash in the river, too big for any simple slap of water on rock …
She glanced at Jandryn, who was staring off at nothing, his sword slowly lowering to his side. Pushing back towards him, she grabbed him firmly by the arm.
‘Jandryn – they are circling us. Do not give in to sadness!’
He blinked at her forlornly. ‘She’s only toying with me. Having her fun. I am nothing more to her than idle amusement.’
‘Jandryn!’
She shook him, jostling focus into his eyes. For a moment, she thought he had it.
‘Ready, people!’ he said. ‘Swords at the ready! Bows …’
His gusto petered out and confusion crinkled his brow, as if he had lost track of his thoughts.
If she could not keep him cognisant of the situation, they were doomed. They would die here. She would die here.
She held fast to her lute, as if it were her anchor to reality. The instrument defined her, reminded her of who she was, her purpose here. She would not let them use it against her, like they had that morning.
She started to play. At first the notes seemed muted by the running water, evaporating away into the high space. Steeling herself, she played harder, faster – a happy tune completely incongruous to the muck of their surrounds. And then, not sure if she was trying to raise the mood, or goad the creatures that wound closer in the dark before those who would slay them lost all hope, she launched into song.
I need no roses, said the girl,
No jewels and no crown.
Golden coins are not for me,
Nor silken evening gown.


Then how to win your heart, said he,
What can I do to show
How achingly I love you?
And win you as my beau?


Take me for a walk, said she,
Down to the willow trees.
Take your hand in my hand
And whisper sweet whimsies.


Tell me lies about the birds,
Fibs about the fish.
Twine the reeds about my wrist
Then snap and make a wish.
The tune was an old favourite, sung in taverns across Aorn. She thought familiarity might help, and gladly noticed that some of the others were beginning to mouth the words.
‘Join in if you like!’ she called.
How will I win your heart, said he,
What can I do to show
How high that I esteem you?
And win you as my beau?


Steal bread from the kitchens,
Flee the angry cooks,
Hide inside the library in
A castle made from books.
A soft scrape sounded in a drain nearby. Something bulged at the opening, its constricted bulk expanding as it left its confines to spill to the floor. A nightmarish head reared up, and what Tarzi had heard of worms did nothing to stop cold fear shooting through her at the sight of it. The creature’s oval face, carved from the same black flesh as the rest of it, was disturbingly human in shape. A wide nose hung above long thick lips, in which – not in the gums, but embedded in the lips – were rows of inwards-curling hook-like fangs. Against the sides of its bald, smooth head, large ears were flattened, now slowly peeling free in the open air. The eyes were the least human aspect – a smattering of tiny silver dots across the brow.
Beholding the worm filled Tarzi with dread, and made her swallow her song for a moment. How could such aberration come to be? Regret had made these creatures and, looking upon this one now, she wondered if he had used people somehow in their creation, a sickening thought.
The worm’s tail flopped free with a slurp, its head rising higher.
‘Stand ready everyone,’ Jandryn said. ‘Bows, ready?’
It was not the confident command of a captain, more the plaintive question of a child.
Sing, Tarzi, she told herself. Bring them back.
She gave a lurching, resounding strum.
But what of wealth, said the prince,
I offer you so much,
Lands as far as you can see,
Courtiers and such!
A second foul head rose from the river, water streaming over its glittering brow, dripping off the trails of mucus dangling from its mouth.
I’ll shower you with riches,
Cast petals at your feet,
Stage bouts for your amusement
’Twixt champions elite.
The soldiers stood watching the worms dumbly, their weapons unraised. Tarzi began to panic – if they didn’t act soon they would lose themselves forever. She edged closer to Jandryn and directed a firm kick to his shin. He gave a little cry and shot her a distressed look.
‘Attack,’ she prompted. ‘For Althala!’
He frowned at her – then, thankfully, gave a nod.
‘Attack,’ she said again. ‘Say the word!’
‘Attack!’ he shouted suddenly, making soldiers – and himself – start. His eyes kindled like a spark from fading ashes, and he turned about to slap a man across the face. ‘Come on, you fools! Don’t stand there with arrows pointed at your toes!’
The first worm gave a long, rasping sigh, and grinned horribly.
‘Rouse yourselves! This scum has been eating our people! Make them sorry!’
Soldiers shook themselves and arrows finally left bows to fly across the cavern at First-worm. Some bounced from its hide, opening up jets of white blood. Others held, though failed to sink in far – and, with a shake, First-worm dislodged them. More jets hissed from its shallow wounds, misting the air around it. All the while Tarzi strummed desperately, as if the happiness of her tune was the only thing that shielded them.
No thank you sir, said she,
Those things don’t interest me.
But please princess, he begged,
How will I win the heart of thee?
An arrow shot into First-worm’s open mouth, and it wobbled backwards with a wet wheeze. Tarzi was glad to see the mocking grin knocked from its lips, but the feeling was short-lived, for the creature snaked forward with silver eyes gleaming. At the same time, River-worm lunged towards the shore, opening its mouth wider than it should have been able to clamp down over a guard’s head gouging mouth-hooks into his neck. Even as he was being swallowed the guard stabbed desperately, and managed a true blow that slid into a join between River-worm’s segments. It released him to coil backwards, and he gasped, his head and shoulders coated with filth and blood. From his expression, he was clearly amazed to be alive.
First-worm coiled up and snapped at the front row of soldiers, whose swords competed to fend it off. Blows nicked it, yet it kept on, its tail thrashing across the floor to knock soldiers from their feet. It darted in and pulled back holding a struggling man, flinging him hard against the wall.
Despite its wound, River-worm twisted about and surged again at the shore. It ignored the soldiers at the edge, rising high above their heads while rippling its bulk out of the way of their swords, taking their arrows without apparent care, and swaying its head back and forth. It seemed to be looking right at Tarzi, as if it was trying to find a clear path to strike at her.
It’s the song, she thought. It’s driving them mad!
Remind me of a boy, she said,
Who I used to know.
’Ere we were lords and ladies,
Not so long ago.
Slime splattered her strumming fingers, making the strings slippery. Slowly she turned her eyes upwards. Silently sliding from a drain in the roof, a third worm dangled downwards. It yawned widely, raining more slime upon her.
It would be so much easier, she thought, just to give in. Moments and all would be done with, the struggle of life ended, along with all its ugliness.
The worm dropped a few more handspans towards her, and somehow the dark of its maw seemed inviting.
Someone lifted and carried her, pushing her to the ground and falling on top as Third-worm crashed down where she had been standing. It uncoiled in the soldiers’ midst, knocking them outwards, several into the river, as River-worm dove from view.
‘I really don’t,’ said Jandryn breathlessly in her ear, ‘want to tell Rostigan I lost his lady.’ He was on his feet a moment later, leaping towards Third-worm.
As the soldiers who had fallen in the water struggled against the current, one gave a yelp and was dragged under. A moment later he erupted upwards wrapped in black lengths, his cheeks puffing purple as the air was squeezed from his lungs.
In a daze, Tarzi got to her feet. She saw soldiers setting about First-worm, which was spraying white from so many small cuts that finally it seemed to be growing weaker. In a frenzy it flung itself against them, crushing some as others fell upon it, to hew out larger and larger chunks of quivering black flesh. Its head came up briefly to receive a slice across the brow, and a row of its eyes burst like silver grapes. One of the threaders shouted for people to clear away, advancing with her torch, and flames leapt to sizzle across First-worm’s length, making it writhe as those pinned beneath tried to scrabble free.
Third-worm wheezed with its horrible, airy voice, and tried to slither towards the river.
‘Oh, no you don’t!’
Jandryn drove his sword down hard through the base of its tail, pinning it to the rock.
As River-worm strangled the hapless guard in the water, it twisted and turned under an increasing torrent of arrows. A misfire struck the guard’s neck, ending his struggle. Others, loosed at close range, peppered the worm’s hide, and the frothy surface of the water grew slick with its white blood. The two other threaders arrived at the water’s edge – finally doing something, thought Tarzi – and twin levitated rocks hurtled in from either side of the creature’s head, to pulp it solidly out of shape. The worm curled backwards and sank out of view.
Third-worm wrenched free of Jandryn’s sword, splitting its own tail down the middle like a ragged forked tongue. Surrounded by guards on all sides, it swept its head back and forth while drooling copiously. It seemed to know that it was dangerously exposed and stilled for a moment, great body quivering. Then a grey mist spilled from it – from the joins of its segments, from its mouth and oversized human nostrils. The soldiers closest coughed, glanced around uncertainly, and slowed. The cloud spread outwards, enveloping them all. Tarzi could not help but breathe it in, though it tasted like nothing but vapour on her tongue.
Were they really doing something worthwhile here? she wondered. A few monsters dead in the dark, when the world was full of countless more? What a tiny, pathetic struggle. It all seemed so hopeless and overwhelming, she wanted nothing more than to sit down and cry.
Sit down and cry … sit down and cry …
She had never sat down and cried in her entire life!
She straightened as she strummed the lute for all her worth, the vibrating strings flicking away slime. She raised her voice in full-throated melody.
The prince, he set aside his crown,
Took her hand, soft as you please.
Let’s walk, he said, let’s walk then,
Down by the willow trees.
As Third-worm tried to make for the water, swords cascaded across its back. It moaned and fell short, and Jandryn appeared to sweep down at its neck. Again and again he heaved his blade, until the head collapsed to a sagging fold, like a sack emptying of its gluggy white contents. Finally he stopped, breathing hard, his shoulders rising and falling with his exertions. Misted blood and grey vapour began to disperse.
‘Get this scum into the river,’ Jandryn snarled.
Soldiers and threaders stirred to obey. All the while Tarzi continued strumming, hoping to dispel the last of the worm’s influence. As the two remaining carcasses sank into the flow and disappeared, it almost seemed there was a collective sigh of relief. People began to speak again, and soon there was even a laugh or two, and a couple of slaps on a back.
Jandryn approached Tarzi, reaching to still her frantically strumming hands.
‘Do minstrels,’ he said, ‘ever sing about their own feats? You may have earned the right.’
She tried to a smile, but felt that nothing save the light of day could wipe the smear from her soul.



THE NESTS
The crow had been hard to find, harder still to coax into service. It could not see any reason to place itself in grave danger by flying through silkjaw-infested territory. Rostigan did not try to convey to it the wider importance of the mission, for to crows the concept of helping was unfathomable. He had instead been forced to grow loud in its head, shouting his demands until he had overwhelmed it with his will. Even now his hold was tenuous, as the bird’s instinct was to fly lower and get to safer territory immediately. He would not have it for long, he knew, one way or another.
‘Do you see anything?’ asked Yalenna.
The bird climbed higher over the Peaks, and from above he spied the winding path to which he and Yalenna had threadwalked. He could not see them, he noted with satisfaction, so their camouflage was evidently working. What he could see, ahead, was a crevasse across which hung a strange white netting, standing out starkly from the orange mountaintops. It was the silkjaw nest which Yalenna and Braston had discovered when they had come here to rescue Mergan from Regret’s tomb. What Rostigan wanted to know now was, was it the only one?
There was a high plateau at the end of the path where, according to Yalenna, Regret’s tomb was built. Beyond it, by some hundred paces, Rostigan spied a second nest. It was the same size as the first, and also hung in a cleft between mountainsides. Rostigan urged the crow to dive lower but, as it began its descent, his connection to it was abruptly severed. He blinked, turned his own eyes upwards, and saw a silkjaw whirling away with something black in its mouth.
Rostigan sighed. Every time he lost a crow to a cause they did not understand, they would be less likely to serve him willingly the next time.
‘Did you see anything?’ Yalenna repeated.
‘Yes, there is a second nest. Up there, past the plateau. I could not tell if there’s a way to get to it.’
‘There has to be. When I was here with Braston we saw Unwoven bringing bones to make silkjaws. Without access, a nest would be useless.’
‘Come, then.’
They set off.
Around them, Yalenna maintained a shimmering haze to shield them from sight above. She had done a masterful job, creating a complex network of dust, heat and light which Rostigan could not help but admire – but then, she had been Priestess of Storms, and her command of the elements was accordingly well beyond his own. The memory of her in that guise seeped him for a moment in the deep place, and, as she walked ahead, he saw her wearing her brilliant white robe with the lightning clasp at her shoulder.
‘Here,’ she said, back in plain trousers and shirt.
The path curved along a crevasse. Looking down, they saw a silken surface in which there bobbed the strange bundles of half-formed silkjaws. One, barely more than a head, snapped its jaws and sunk away into the weave.
‘Well,’ said Rostigan.
‘Yes, quite.’
He reached into his satchel and produced a torch and flint, which he handed to Yalenna. She considered them earnestly.
‘Are you not the better of us with fire?’ he asked.
‘I’m not certain. Fire has never been my strongest talent.’
‘You will be better than I, believe me.’
‘Very well.’
He glanced around. ‘Wait. Our efforts may attract attention.’
He let his vision slide. There was not much life here, but the faint threads of static patterns glowed throughout every structure. He chose a place back the way they had come, where the path curved around a jutting rock face, and reached his influence into it. With a gentle tug he drew its threads towards him, spilling rocks over the path. It wasn’t the most forbidding of obstacles to hold Unwoven back, but at least it was something.
Yalenna took a dagger from her belt and used it to knock a spark onto the torch. It sprung alight, almost invisible in the brightness of day.
‘You really think this will work?’ she said.
‘I don’t see why not. Silkjaws are lousy with fire, so surely a web of the stuff they are made from is just as vulnerable. That’s probably why Regret hid his birthing grounds up high, where no one would know about them.’
Yalenna made a motion over the torch, stretching the flames taller, then folding them back over themselves, then stretching them again, repeating the process several times, as if she was working with elemental dough. The torch began to burn with a powerfully concentrated intensity, and Yalenna held it at arm’s length over the ravine. She splayed the fingers of her other hand, and multiple blazing streams burst forth, diverging downwards to hit the webbing at different points. As they raked across the surface, almost-born silkjaws writhed and shuddered as they singed away, jawbones clacking loudly over the roar of fire. Smoke billowed up thickly, as Rostigan had feared – a beacon that would mark their location for leagues around. Fully grown silkjaws were already rising from the Peaks around them, and he drew his sword, unsure if Yalenna would be able to maintain their protective shimmer while distracted.
‘Are we done yet?’ he asked.
‘No. It burns too fast.’
He glanced into the crevasse and saw what she meant. While the surface of the nest was dense enough to turn the streams of fire into blooms where they contacted it, and leave gaping holes everywhere she directed them, the silk was so quickly converted to ash that the nest as a whole did not actually take. Yalenna had to keep moving the streams back and forth as the nest collapsed in on itself, working her way deeper and deeper. The surface was lowering quickly, yet from the little they glimpsed through the smoke, it looked as if there was still a hundred paces or so of silk before the bottom of the ravine.
‘Be swift,’ he said.
‘I am being swift,’ she muttered, the torch vibrating in her hands as torrents continued to pour from it.
Rostigan realised he could no longer sense any shimmer about them. A silkjaw that had been flying past confirmed this by whipping about and diving in their direction. Rostigan gestured at a rock nearby and it flew upwards, hitting the creature square in the face.
Smoke was now oozing over the place where they stood, and it was becoming difficult to breathe.
Well, thought Rostigan, I may not be a master of the elements, but I do still know a trick or two.
Sending his influence into the smoke, Rostigan swirled it around them like a shifting shawl, being careful to trap a pocket of clear air in with them. Yalenna was now shooting blind, her fire plunging out of view into a white abyss while she sweated copiously, and he did not think it was just with the heat – even for a Warden, such spellcasting would be taxing.
Finally the last stream of fire left the torch, to curl away like a red snake into the smoke and disappear.
‘That must be all of it,’ she said.
‘I think so. Come, let us move on.’

Mergan was inspecting one the Dale’s few operating black-smiths. Inside he had found a sooty Unwoven labouring industriously, smashing away with his hammer while he answered Mergan’s questions. Scattered about the workshop were swords heaped in piles, or standing in old urns and barrels, and whatever else would hold them.
‘You work here all the time, then?’ said Mergan.
‘Every day, lord,’ said Sooty.
‘Just you? Nobody else helps?’
‘I don’t need any help.’
Mergan frowned – he did not understand how the Unwoven functioned as a society, and wasn’t even sure he cared, but he did need to know what resources he had at his disposal.
No, no, came an interior voice, don’t be so flippant. You do care. If you are to control them, you must care.
‘All right!’ he snapped at the air.
Sooty did not seem to mind the outburst.
‘But why,’ said Mergan, ‘should you be the one slaving in the heat while others do nothing? As they eat and sleep and rut and dance, here you are, banging away.’
Sooty rolled his eyes, an effect exaggerated by the way the whites shone from his blackened face.
‘Because I want to,’ he said, as if it was obvious.
Mergan stroked his beard. Either there was an impenetrable logic to Sooty’s answer, or it was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard; he could not work out which.
He decided to try another angle.
‘Who taught you how to be a blacksmith?’
Sooty shrugged. ‘Some other Unwoven.’
‘Did he work here before you?’
‘Yes. He showed me how to do this and that. One day he decided he wanted to work with the cows instead and left. I haven’t seen him since.’
‘How long ago was that?’
Sooty paused in his hammering and thought for a moment. ‘Mmm. Maybe twenty or forty years?’
Mergan fished a sword out of a barrel and turned it for inspection. It was a simple, sturdy weapon – iron hilt and blade, quite sharp but not very well balanced. Clearly it relied on the strength of the wielder over any finesse.
All the others were the same.
‘Do you only make swords?’
‘It’s what I like to make.’
‘Do you know the other blacksmiths in the Dale?’
‘No.’
‘There are five or six of them, as far as I can tell. The last one I visited makes all kinds of things. Swords, maces, breastplates …’
‘We live your touch in different ways, lord.’
Mergan nodded. ‘As I intended.’ He stroked his beard some more. What did he even need here?
‘Where do you get your ore?’
‘There are others about who like to dig it out of the ground.’
‘And they bring it to you?’
‘No. They just dig it out.’
‘So who brings it to you?’
‘Others.’
Mergan shook his head. A kind of order, anyway, a vague semblance …
Scarbrow came striding into the smithy.
‘Lord Regret! There is smoke in the mountains!’
Mergan hurried outside, where various members of his nameless entourage – the ones who liked to guard him, he supposed – stood staring at the Peaks at the end of the Dale and the great plumes of smoke rising behind them.
‘What is up there?’ Mergan demanded, then wondered if he was being too free with his ignorance. No one seemed to suspect him, however.
‘We have maintained the nests you built, lord,’ said Scarbrow. ‘They are the only thing I know that could burn like that.’
‘The nests?’ Mergan could not simply ask what they were. ‘What have you been doing to my nests?’
‘Our people still take bones to them, though more seem to like doing it recently. Some days ago the dancers went there to set the white fliers loose on the untarnished stronghold.’
Silkjaws.
‘Which stronghold?’
‘That way,’ said Scarbrow vaguely, waving southwards.
Althala.
Mergan had not much thought about silkjaws, but if there was a place where they were made, of course his old friends would want to interfere with it.
‘How dare they!’ he spat. ‘Haven’t they caused me enough trouble?’
‘Who, my lord?’
‘The Wardens, of course!’
Scarbrow scowled. ‘We shall go immediately to kill them!’
‘You’ll never get up there in time,’ said Mergan. ‘Stand back, and keep everyone away from me. I must concentrate uninterrupted if I am to threadwalk.’
‘Yes, lord.’
Mergan sat down and closed his eyes. With a tinge of dread, he thought about the place he knew best in the Peaks, where it would be easiest for him to return – the place that haunted his dreams, and many a waking hour as well.
Regret’s tomb.
Not inside it, he promised himself giddily. He pictured the plateau that the tomb looked out onto, the only view he’d had for centuries.
Inside his smithy, Sooty was continuing work. Clank went his hammer, clank, clank …
Four times … five times … six times …
‘Tell him to be quiet!’ roared Mergan.
Scarbrow disappeared inside and moments later the clanking stopped.
All right, thought Mergan. Now get me to the tomb.

With Yalenna’s haze protecting them once again, she and Rostigan arrived on the tomb plateau. It was higher than the surrounding land, though not by much, like a slightly taller wave in a choppy sea. Rostigan looked curiously at the columned entrance to the unspectacular building crumbling against a bump of mountainside. He had imagined something more austere, or formidable – though as his vision shifted to the tomb’s patterns, the interlocked threads that enclosed it made him uneasy, and he did not feel inclined to go anywhere near them.
Yalenna stared back the way they had come, and it wasn’t hard to guess what she looked at – from their vantage they could make out the distant Wound, though from their angle it was quite flat, like a coin on its side.
‘Is there no way you can think of …’ she said, then sighed and shook her head. Turning back to him, ‘The second nest was beyond this place?’
‘Yes. Eastwards.’
They moved around the plateau edge and, as they came to its eastern side, spotted another white web nestled in a ravine similar to the first. There was a path leading down to it between mounds of rock, quite straight and narrow for a hundred or so paces. Eager not to linger, they continued on. At the end of the path a square ledge protruded out over the ravine and, as they peered over, a newly birthed silkjaw swivelled its head upwards. From beneath the haze it could see them clearly, and clapped its jaws angrily.
‘I’ll need a fresh torch,’ said Yalenna.
Rostigan fished about in his satchel and retrieved one, handing it to her.
‘I’ll probably lose control of the haze again,’ she said, glancing at the sky. Silkjaws were dotted about everywhere. ‘They’re riled up now. As soon as it goes they will come for us.’
Rostigan considered a nearby pile of loose rocks. A ready source of projectiles, but would it be enough?
‘Shall I try to command the fire instead this time?’ he offered.
‘Do you think you can?’
‘It will probably take me longer than you.’
‘Can you make us a haze then?’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘Really Rostigan, why did I even bring you?’
She tried to cover with a smirk, but he felt the truth of her exasperation.
‘Perhaps I have a less artful version,’ he said, and gestured at the rock pile. Rocks lifted up, and he guided them to construct something of a floating dome around Yalenna and himself – not a complete barrier, but it cast a shadow and obstructed them from view on the path side and above, and no silkjaw would approach from what was soon to be the fiery side. Some of the rocks spun slowly in the air, and he brought them closer together to still them, adding more to fill in the gaps.
‘Not too bad,’ said Yalenna.
‘Not as subtle as yours.’
‘It’ll do.’
‘All right. Ready?’
She lit the torch. Once again she folded the flame over itself, building it to a white hot intensity. At the splaying of her fingers, streams burst forth – and the silkjaw clacking its jaws went up in a puff, its blackened bones falling away. Over the burgeoning roar and sizzle, Rostigan thought he heard an angry shout, and peered through the cracks in his floating rock shield. A lone figure made his way down the path, his tattered robe flying about his bare feet.
‘Mergan,’ Rostigan muttered. It was an unwelcome, unexpected sight – the man’s last meeting with Yalenna had been a troubled one, and who knew what his purpose was in being here? It seemed odd that he would tarry about the tomb where he had been imprisoned for three centuries, but what else could explain his presence? Hopefully he did not mean any harm, for ever since the change his threading ability had been beyond compare. Would he listen to reason? Would he give Rostigan a chance to explain that he had forsaken the sinful ways of Karrak?
A force seized the floating shield and tore it apart, hurtling rocks in every direction. One cracked against Rostigan’s brow and he stumbled backwards into the furiously channelling Yalenna.
‘Watch out!’ she yelled, as she was knocked perilously close the edge.
‘Mergan!’ Rostigan warned dizzily.
She glanced around, saw Mergan raising his hands towards them.
‘What,’ bawled the old Warden, ‘are you doing to my nests?’
The torch ripped from Yalenna’s hand, fiery streams fizzling out as it went flying away to clatter onto the path.
‘I rule these mountains now!’ said Mergan. ‘I decide who comes and goes, and who sets fire to what and where!’
‘Mergan!’ cried Yalenna. ‘What are you speaking of? Don’t you remember that we are friends?’
‘Friends when you traffic with the likes of him?’ Mergan stabbed a finger at Rostigan, who flinched, but all the finger sent his way was accusation. ‘Have you gone mad, girl? That is Karrak, Lord of Crows! Lord of Lies!’
‘He does not go by those names anymore!’
Mergan laughed. ‘Oh really? And what else has changed in my absence? You two have gotten cosy over the years, have you?’
‘I have been dead – Mergan, you know this!’
‘A convenient excuse. Tell me this, then – if you and I are such good and glorious friends, why do I find you here destroying my silkjaws? Is that really your idea of reconciliation?’
‘What?’ Yalenna was awash with confusion. ‘Your silkjaws? What are you talking about? Please, can you not remember who you –’
‘Enough!’ Mergan bellowed, and clapped his hands. A shockwave of air burst forth in rapidly expanding rippled lines. Rostigan reached out to try to stop them, knowing his efforts would prove woefully inadequate. Yalenna was more deft and inverted the blast before it reached them to send it back at Mergan. With a lazy gesture he batted the air, breaking the ripples apart.
Mergan strode forwards, hands working almost to a blur as he wove a tapestry of spells with daunting mastery. Wind assailed them, rocks whirled past, the ground shook, and bones jostled inside their bodies. It was all Rostigan could do to keep himself in shape as he pushed back against Mergan’s penetrating influence. Then a spinning rock cracked him square in the chest and he flew backwards off his feet, off the ledge and out over the nest. For a moment he gazed upwards, stunned, at a pleasant view of open sky framed by mountainsides … and then there came a whistling in his ears and he was falling.
The snapping surface of silk barely slowed his descent. His hand thwacked against something hard, and he twisted so that his legs began dragging behind him. As he continued to break through the weave, sticky silk plastered his body until he was next to smothered. He spread his limbs wide to catch as much of the stuff as possible, and slow himself as best he could. Eventually he came to a stop, suspended far down in the darkness of his white cocoon. He felt like a spider’s lunch.
He tore silk away from his mouth and eyes, and strained his head back up the tunnel of waving strands he had carved out with his fall. Light flashed in the upper levels – somewhere above the fight still raged. Suddenly something blocked the tunnel, and for a terrible moment he thought Yalenna was plummeting directly after him … but then, as the bundle fell closer, he saw shining white jaws opening. The silkjaw-to-be was not yet more than a few bones bound together, but it landed upon him snapping frantically, without the wings or other joints to position itself properly. Rostigan grabbed it by the jaws, careful of the tiny silver fangs growing along them, and broke it apart.
Pushing the dead almost-’jaw away, he became aware of the nest vibrating around him. Other lumps were wobbling through the weave, bits of bone loosely strung together – it seemed the malicious natures of the creatures preceded their physical completion.
He pulled free his sword and began to swing away, yet every swipe he aimed at a gnashing bundle, every kick and struggle, sent him deeper into the nest.

Mergan watched Karrak fall with relish. If it had not been for him and other Wardens of his ilk, Mergan would never, never… but no, that wasn’t right … wasn’t it Regret to blame?
‘How did he turn you against me, Yalenna?’ he asked with a glower. ‘Did he use his twisted words to corrupt your mind?’
‘You know he can’t do that,’ Yalenna spoke through gritted teeth as she fended him off.
‘Such a beautiful mind you had when I first met you. Do you remember? So young and empty, waiting to be filled – so eager to learn and do what was right!’
‘I still want to do what is right.’
‘I wish that were the case. Such a shame.’
‘Mergan …’
She went on to say various other things, to beg and plead with him, to argue and question, but he ceased to really pay attention. Perhaps she thought he was lowering his guard, slackening off his attack in an effort to commiserate with her. She was still a little naive, it seemed, even after all the lessons life had taught her.
He finished the subtle job he’d been doing, working through the ledge she stood on, snicking threads here and there, weakening the structure to a certain point – then gathered up a final bundle and wrenched. Yalenna’s eyes went wide as the ground dropped away under her, and both she and ledge fell from the mountain.
Mergan chuckled as he walked to the crumbling edge. He arrived in time to see Yalenna tumbling through the upper layers of the web, while several paces from her the large chunk of rock quickly opened up a tunnel all the way to the bottom – some hundred paces down, by the looks. A pity that he’d had to damage this remaining nest in disposing of his enemies but, well … hopefully it would grow back, or at least continue functioning in the manner Regret had designed it for.
He heard a beating of wings, and glanced up in time to see a silkjaw diving at him, its silver fangs flashing in the sun. He hurled himself to the ground and felt a whoosh of air across his back as the creature passed over.
What?
He had been attacked! Or had he? Maybe the silkjaw was simply confused? There were a lot of people running around the mountains today, a lot of magic flying about, and smoke … but from the sky two more now broke towards him, wings pressed tightly to their bodies, claws outstretched, their target unmistakable.
Mergan rose, his hands uncurling, feeling the sadness of realisation.
Of course they did not recognise him.
Fool. You are not really Regret, and they know it.
He cast around and spotted Yalenna’s discarded torch on the path, still smouldering a little. Summoning it to his hand, he flared its dying embers to life and launched streams upwards at the oncoming ’jaws. As they caught fire and wheeled away, raining down bones as their fibres singed, he turned back to the crevasse.
If the Unwoven learned that silkjaws did not accept him, they would know he was not really Regret, and that was something he could not allow.
Dejectedly he raised the torch.
At least what he had to do would ensure that Yalenna and Karrak were really dead.
Flame streamed again, down into the nest.

Rostigan heard a cry and looked upwards. Two new fissures were opening through the nest as objects fell. One was faster and larger, and passed him by to hit the ground below with a great thud. The other, from the sound of it, was Yalenna. She was breaking through the weave as he had, but was lighter and therefore slowed sooner, coming to a stop some paces above him.
‘Yalenna!’ he called.
She groaned.
‘There are silkjaw bits and pieces in here,’ he warned. ‘They’ll try to attack you!’
He hacked one aside as he spoke, and the movement made him slip further downwards. She didn’t respond, and he wondered if she was dazed. He worked his way over until he was right underneath her, though he couldn’t help simultaneously falling deeper.
‘Yalenna!’
Above her the view turned red, the mouths of all tunnels glowing with fire. Burning fibres wafted down, turning to smoke before getting far. Over the roar he heard Mergan cackling – the other Warden was burning the nest above them!
Why was a question which floated briefly through Rostigan’s head. Why was Mergan here? Why was he doing this? Why had he stopped them from burning the nest only to start the process again? To some extent the answer was simple – Mergan was mad, that was plain, no sense to be made of his actions.
Rostigan began to swing his sword all around, opening up a kind of chamber, and Yalenna sagged lower as he weakened the web beneath her.
‘Cut your way down!’ he shouted.
Finally she seemed to awaken. She started struggling, and he wondered if she was too tightly wrapped … but then, with relief, he saw a flash of silver about her. As she sliced at the silk below, he continued enlarging his chamber, and a few moments later she tumbled down into it.
‘We have to get to the bottom,’ he said, and began to cut away beneath him. She quickly got the idea and set to work doing the same, and together they worked deeper into the nest. Orange light washed over them, and the air began to heat. The nest surface grew ever closer as Mergan burned it away, while the ground loomed towards them.
‘Come on, Yalenna!’
They moved frantically, slicing as best they could in the restrictive space. Finally they ripped through the last of the weave that lay between them and solid footing, setting down upon rock.
‘What now?’
‘We need to find shelter or we’ll be roasted alive.’
Moving was easier now, and Rostigan led the way, carving a path through the sticky strands. He reached a cliff wall and skirted along it, hoping for a path out, or some cave. What he found instead was a low overhang, the space underneath barely large enough for a body to fit inside.
‘In here!’
Yalenna got down on her belly and wriggled backwards under the ledge. Beside her Rostigan did the same, until he had managed to wedge himself in quite far. Outside the fire flashed intensely as it reached the bottom levels, and embers began to settle where they had been standing.
‘I think we’ll avoid getting cooked in here,’ Rostigan said. ‘Do you want to wait it out and confront him, or …’
‘Let’s just get gone,’ she muttered angrily.
Thus, face down in the grit, they concentrated on threadwalking. Rostigan felt a wave of heat roll across him, but it was not intense or long lived – with the silk gone, there was nothing left to burn. Smoke wafted under the overhang and he willed himself to ignore the acrid sting entering his lungs. He pictured Althala, held the image firmly, felt the distance between him and it … and soon his threads were unravelling as his pattern came apart.



MESSAGE
Salarkis saw great pillars of smoke rising from the Peaks, and wondered what was happening. There were more silkjaws on the wing than usual, except over the Spire, which they thankfully seemed to avoid. In the Dale, groups of Unwoven were gathering to point and stare, while others ran up steep paths into the Peaks. Whatever was happening, Salarkis did not think that they had caused it.
He wondered if his old friends were nearby doing something useful, unlike him, stuck in this place, trapped and useless.
He watched for some time, until the smoke began to disperse.
In the Spire below he could hear Unwoven moving about. He had gathered from overheard snippets that they were cleaning the place up, though they still did not venture up to the roof. He was seemingly safe here, from them at least, if not from starving to death.
‘Hello?’ he called down the stairs.
There came a shuffling and a grubby Unwoven appeared at the bottom, peering around the doorway. ‘What do you want?’ she said.
‘Do you know what has happened in the Peaks?’
‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘Why would I tell you?’
‘Why not?’ he tried, but she sneered and receded.
He attempted again to work on his message. The sending of words had never been one of his threading talents, before or after his various changes, yet getting a message to Yalenna was one of the only useful things he could think of to do. He knew the technique in theory – a threader shaped threads from some random pattern into recognisable letters – but had never been able to do it himself. Then again, he had never had such a pressing need.
He searched the roof for anything useful, found a sharp stone, and set about scraping it across the ground, eking out letters as best he could. The message was simple, but important, and having it spelt out made it easier. He used threads plucked from the breeze, thin silvery strands which were light to his influence and which would float easily and far. Using the scratches as a template, he curled the strands tightly into shape. One by one, letter by letter, it was working. It was working!
He suppressed excitement lest it ruin his progress, for holding everything in place remained a strain. He tied letters together with finer threads to keep them in order, then tied the words together too, a sort of faint latticework that kept the message composed. A sideways glance at the world showed evening on the way – he must have been at this for hours, yet had barely noticed the time passing. He tried not to be distracted with thoughts about the increasingly large stains in the sky, which all but blotted out the setting sun.
The message was ready, or as ready as he could make it. Gingerly he floated it up between his hands, some of the loose ends waving, and walked to the edge of the roof. To the south the Pass was high enough to obscure the lands beyond. Easier if it were a straight line, he thought anxiously, for my first try. Instead he concentrated hard on where Althala lay, somewhere beyond thick pinnacles of rock, and envisaged a line between him and it that curved slightly through the Pass. There were threaders on constant alert at the top of Althala Castle who cast a wide net, so even if his aim was off a little, with some good fortune, his blind shot might make it.
There was nothing else for it. Gently he eased forward his hands, and the bundle of threads floated from him, picking up speed as it went. He half expected to see Mergan’s influence reach up from somewhere below and tear it apart, but blessedly it seemed the man’s attention was elsewhere, and the message floated on.

It was irksome being near Loppolo, yet Yalenna could not fault his presence. She had been the one to decide that he could live, and now she had to live with that decision.
Loppolo had apparently asked for a report from Jandryn and Tarzi about some mission they had led underneath the city. That was how Yalenna and Rostigan had found them anyway – in Loppolo’s dining hall, munching on various titbits while going over what had happened. Yalenna supposed that even a king who had been secretly stripped of his power should know what was occurring in his realm, if only to keep up pretences. Still, upon arriving, she reminded him who was really in charge by ordering Jandryn and Tarzi to start their account again from the beginning. Her brusqueness, she realised, from the looks she earned, was not ill-received by Loppolo alone – though it was hard to tell if Tarzi’s glower favoured her, or Rostigan. Jandryn too, seemed oddly distant. Nevertheless, after a moment, Tarzi started the tale again. As she spoke, Yalenna and Rostigan had cause to exchange a glance, each surprised to learn that worms had been feeding on the Althalan populace.
‘And you went into the tunnels?’ said Rostigan, staring in amazement at Tarzi.
‘I did,’ she answered testily. ‘Forgive me, did I need your permission?’
Rostigan looked slightly abashed. ‘No, that’s not what I meant. But I do worry for you – would you not expect me to?’
She laughed. ‘Why should you? I would have thought it obvious I survive, as it turns out.’
Yalenna took Tarzi’s chastising of Rostigan as fair warning to hide her own reactions. She, too, upon learning what Jandryn had been through, worried for him in retrospect – but she dared not say anything in fear of hurting his ego or inflaming his anger. He was his own man, after all.
Jandryn shot Tarzi a smile, a clear sign of comradery. It seemed the two of them had bonded over the incident. ‘We needed Tarzi,’ he explained. ‘She kept us in good spirits when the greyness threatened to take our hope. Without her, well … it would have been very bad, I have no doubt. And now your minstrel has a story to tell in which she is the hero! You would have been proud of her.’
Rostigan nodded. ‘I am proud of her.’
Tarzi attempted an indifferent shrug, but it was obvious she was pleased.
‘Both of you were very valiant,’ put in Loppolo from the head of the table, as he ran his thumb squeakily around the rim of a wine glass. ‘Althala honours you. We should have a feast to celebrate …’
‘No,’ said Yalenna. ‘We cannot hold a feast to celebrate every last little thing.’ She immediately realised her words were poorly chosen, diminishing what Jandryn and Tarzi had been through.
‘Apologies, Priestess,’ said Jandryn curtly, ‘but someone had to attend to the wellbeing of the people while you two were off on your mysterious business. Even if it means so little to you.’
‘I didn’t mean …’ Yalenna sighed. Curse Loppolo for making her snap. ‘I simply meant there is much to do, and we cannot stop and roast a pig whenever something goes our way.’
‘I just thought,’ wheedled Loppolo, ‘that a feast might raise morale, if the worms have damaged it.’
‘The worms are gone,’ growled Yalenna, ‘and you are only thinking of your own fat belly, so don’t pretend otherwise.’
‘Yalenna,’ murmured Rostigan quietly, and she reined herself in.
Jandryn caught the exchange, and his mood visibly darkened. He did not understand, of course, why Rostigan commanded her restraint, or spoke to her in such a familiar way. If only she could tell him how far back their relationship went – yet Rostigan had sworn her to secrecy, for the sake of his own lover, and it was angering hers.
It was not exactly fair.
She was certain that another of Jandryn’s unspoken complaints was that she had ‘chosen’, once again, to ‘transport’ Rostigan with her on a dangerous task instead of him. She wished she could explain that she could not actually take anyone else, and it was only because Rostigan was really a Warden that he was able to accompany her.
‘So,’ said Jandryn, ‘now that we’ve told you of our day, perhaps you’d care to share yours? Were you off on Despirrow’s trail again, perhaps?’
‘No,’ said Rostigan.
That seemed to be the end of what he was willing to contribute, which did nothing to improve Yalenna’s private annoyance with him. Sighing, she spread her hands on the table and began to explain where they had gone, and what they had done. She left out the parts where Rostigan had done any threading, of course, so it sounded very much like he’d had no reason to be there beyond watching her back – which was, of course, exactly what Jandryn had offered to do. She almost wished the captain would direct his dark look to her instead of at the tabletop, though she wasn’t sure what expression she could answer it with to magically mollify him.
As for the actual result of their endeavours, at least Loppolo was excited.
‘So the silkjaws are finished?’ he said brightly. ‘For good?’
‘Not finished. There are still plenty of them in the mountains, but their numbers will not grow, or replenish.’
‘As for Mergan, that is terrible news. Are you sure it was him?’
‘I know my teacher when I see him, thank you.’
‘But he works against us?’ Loppolo pressed.
Yalenna frowned. She had not yet worked out what was going on with Mergan, and it was difficult to think about. He was so full of malice towards her, when all she wanted was their old affinity.
There came a rap on the doorway, and a young threader stood there, her cheeks rosy as if she had been running.
‘Ah, this is Kalia,’ said Loppolo. ‘One of our finest messengers, Priestess, if you have not already met.’
His tone seemed to faintly imply some ignorance on Yalenna’s behalf, which she ignored. Instead she spoke directly to the girl.
‘You have received something?’
Kalia nodded, but glanced at the king – to everyone else, that’s what he still was, and thus it was his permission she sought to speak.
Loppolo gave a wave. ‘Don’t just stand there, girl, tell us what it is.’
‘A message from the Peaks, lord. From the Spire.’
Now she had everyone’s undivided attention.
‘Tell us,’ said Rostigan, ‘the exact words.’
Kalia nodded, and began to recite. ‘From S. Restored. Trapped on roof. Wound took threads. No choice given. Unwoven think M is Regret. F killed D.’
The information in the scant words came at Yalenna from different directions. Furiously she tried to make sense of it all, sorting through the thoughts. Despirrow dead was good news, but the rest almost eclipsed it. Salarkis restored could only mean he was his human self again. How could that be? The Wound, he said. Was ridding the Wardens of their stolen threads really as simple as returning to the Spire? If indeed such a thing could be called simple – for one, Forger, or his threads at least, would have to go as well.
‘Why would Forger kill Despirrow?’ asked Tarzi.
‘For his threads,’ muttered Rostigan absently.
‘What?’
He glanced at her, waking up. ‘I’ll tell you later.’
Yalenna hardly registered the exchange. The words about Mergan were beginning to filter through, and she almost dared not examine them. Troubled and dangerous as he had become, she had not realised the full extent of it, or how absolutely he stood against them. Against her.
‘What does it all mean?’ said Loppolo.
‘It means,’ said Rostigan gravely, ‘that to set the world right, the Wardens must return to the Spire, through an army of Unwoven commanded by a madman pretending to be the Lord Regret.’
‘Ah,’ said Loppolo.

Salarkis huddled under the stone table, trying to keep warm and forget his rumbling stomach. Up this high the nights were cold, and he wondered how many more of them he would have to endure.
‘Salarkis!’
The voice up the stairs made him start.
‘Mergan?’ Thirst made his voice croak. ‘Is that you?’
He worried for a moment that Mergan had found out about the message – but surely not, for if he had seen it, he would have stopped it.
A sack landed at the top of the stairs.
‘What’s that?’ called Salarkis.
‘Look inside.’
Carefully Salarkis stepped around the sack. He could not spot any unusual patterns, though that did not mean that it was safe. Pointing the mouth of it away, lest some strange mechanism hurl knives out at him, he let it fall open.
Nothing happened.
Curiousity got the better of him and he looked inside.
Bread. Biscuits. A carrot. A little dried meat. A water skin.
He drew the food out and laid it on the sack. Was it poisoned?
‘Why have you given me this?’
Mergan did not immediately answer.
‘Mergan?’
‘Because,’ replied Mergan, ‘nobody deserves to starve to death. I know that better than anyone.’
A moment later his departing footsteps sounded.
‘Wait!’ called Salarkis. ‘Talk to me, please. What do you plan? What happened in the mountains today?’
‘Throw the sack down when you’re done,’ came Mergan’s fading shout, ‘or you won’t get another. I won’t have you threading a hessian rope into the Peaks.’
‘Wait …’
It was no use. Mergan had gone.
Sighing, Salarkis considered the food. The sight of it made his mouth water, or try to anyway.
Well, he thought, if I don’t eat, I’ll die anyway. So …
He took a few tentative bites of different things, and a small sip of water, then gave it a little time. No pain seized him, however, and no swimming vision clouded his eyes. After a while he decided it was safe to eat. He drank the water carefully, lest he spill any, then set to work slowly and methodically on the rest, chewing for longer than was necessary and trying not to waste any crumbs. It was not like he had anything else to do but enjoy the meal as best he could.
Still, it was gone all too soon.
‘Thanks, old friend,’ he said, resignedly throwing the sack back down the stairs.
He curled up to try to get some sleep on the hard rock.



ANDER
Forger awoke to his tent growing lighter, and knew that morning was upon him. He sat up covered with a sheen of sweat, and kicked off a rug that had been scratching at him.
‘I have suffered your torments too long, rug!’ he told it.
How exciting – today was the day! Today he would storm Ander.
There was a girl here, he remembered, at about the same time as he saw her lying beside him – the daughter of one of the nobles he had taken all fear from. Had she thought to curry favour with him, or was she was just attracted to power? Who knew? Who cared? But now she was awake and looking at him.
‘Good morning, my lord.’
‘Good morning, Calasendra,’ he said cheerfully.
The previous night she had reminded him that there was pleasure to be taken from life which did not involve anyone else’s pain. It wasn’t as sharply felt, perhaps, but had been enjoyable nonetheless.
‘As a reward for your vigour and enthusiasm,’ he said, ‘I will never steep you in fiery agony for the rest of your short and pathetic existence.’
Probably best not to punish women who willingly sort out his bed, he reasoned.
‘Thank you, lord,’ she said.
Forger rose, pulled up his leather loincloth, strapped on his haphazard webbing of patches and walked outside. His army camped on a rise that had been home to a few farmers and such, but who had, of course, predictably fled. He was pleased by the sight of his soldiers – they were very efficient, their rows of grey tents laid out to each side of him in orderly lines. Already captains were striding about barking orders, rousing soldiers, overseeing the preparation of equipment and horses, and generally doing all the things that Forger imagined went into organising a group of this size, but that he couldn’t be bothered taking any interest in. It was all a bit of a wonderful mystery, and he marvelled that it happened in spite of him.
At the base of the rise, about half a league across flat fields, stood Ander. It was a beautiful place, the yellow stone of its outer walls shining in the morning sun, its great castle a multi-pronged silhouette rising from the heart of the city. Other buildings made up a jagged skyline, for it was a place of heights, famous for its audacious architecture. Polished tiles gleamed from roofs in coloured streaks, a visual cacophony that somehow worked, uniform in its diversity.
It was a fitting jewel in the crown of any conqueror.
It had been Karrak’s, in fact.
If Forger’s friend was anywhere, it should have been here … either restored to the throne, or taking it back with Forger’s help. In his absence Forger felt a little guilty, as if he eyed off another man’s wife. Part of him dared to wonder if he would find Karrak here, but in his heart he knew it unlikely. Karrak was off with Yalenna, for some reason, or so he had been told, and thinking about it made his brain hurt. Forger’s commander – the one he passed orders through now that Threver was dead – had told him the king who now ruled Ander was from some other bloodline entirely.
‘I shall reclaim the city on your behalf, brother,’ Forger muttered to himself. ‘Even if you won’t.’ He glanced around for the commander, spied him talking to some of the other higher-ups, and strode over with a toothy grin. ‘Hello everyone,’ he said. ‘Lovely day, eh? Commander Balen, are we ready to break down walls in the name of Tallahow?’
Balen – a tall, handsome man with closely shaved brown hair – nodded. ‘Yes, my lord. The catapults caught us up in the night and are being made ready as we speak.’
‘Very good. They are quite slow and cumbersome though, aren’t they? I may prove too impatient.’
He reached a hand towards Ander, streaming out his influence. At this distance it was a stretch, yet he had grown so strong that he probably couldn’t take on any further power, and figured he may as well use some of it up before earning more. As he worked his way into the distant wall, other influences tried to turn him out – the enemy threaders were ready, it seemed, and no doubt Ander considered itself prepared. He pushed through them like a snake through reeds, collecting up the wall’s threads from base to top and, when he had a firm hold, wrenched them towards him. Distant cries sounded as a great rent ripped down the wall, bricks and bodies tumbling to earth.
Balen and the other officers were dumbfounded – Forger had taken their fear, but it seemed they could still be impressed!
‘My lord,’ breathed Balen, ‘we did not need to bring the catapults at all!’
‘It’s good that we have them,’ Forger assured him. ‘Large boulder-hurling devices may still come in useful. I can’t be expected to do all the work, can I?’
‘Of course not, lord.’
‘Good. Well, get everyone on the march. Ander’s threaders will no doubt be rushing to repair their pitiful defence, and I hate having to repeat myself.’
‘As you command!’
Balen set about rallying the troops, and Forger gave a happy clap of his hands.
‘This is going to be fun!’

Forger remained in high spirits as he strode down the hill in the midst of his soldiers, who assembled along an invisible line just out of the city’s arrowshot. Anderans were collecting to defend the breach with blades bristling.
Well, he thought, if one hole sends them into a frenzy, let’s see about two!
He reached again, this time towards one of the towers that bookended the wall, which no doubt housed many archers. As his influence touched it, he felt a swarm of smaller ones focusing on him, collectively prising open his grip to stop him taking hold of the structure’s pattern. He growled and concentrated, and the tower rumbled slightly, but ultimately he was deflected.
Must have caught them by surprise last time.
It vexed him, being bested, but everyone had their limits.
‘They will have archers in those towers, lord,’ said Balen, sitting at Forger’s eye level astride his horse. ‘I wonder if you could puncture them as you did the wall?’
Forger glanced at him irritably. ‘We might need those catapults after all,’ he said.
The catapults were trailing behind, however, and ammunition carts full of large rocks were even slower.
‘What are your orders sir?’ said Balen. ‘Shall we charge the breach? Our threaders will be able to deflect some of the arrows, and once we’re inside, their archers will be less effective.’
Forger ran his tongue along his teeth. He had never been a brilliant strategist, for that had been Karrak’s area.
In fact, once a battle actually started, Forger’s habit was to wander around doing whatever he damn well liked.
‘Is that what you recommend, commander?’
At the breach, enemy threaders were floating fallen rocks back into place in an effort to rebuild the wall.
‘They will repair that rent before our catapults get in position,’ Balen said. ‘Then we’ll have to start all over. Yes, I think we should go now.’
Forger eyed his commander warily. Sometimes, when he took the fear from people, they grew reckless.
‘Is that what you always would have said, commander?’ he asked. ‘Before I ridded you of weakness?’
Balen frowned. ‘I believe so, lord. They will fell some of us before we get there, but we have the numbers on them. Once we’re inside, Ander will fall.’
‘Very well,’ said Forger. ‘I shall assist in holding back their projectiles. I shall speak to our people first, then they are yours to do with as you will.’
Balen nodded.
‘Soldiers of Tallahow!’ Forger called, moving out before the troops. ‘Are you prepared for glory?’
He wasn’t too comfortable addressing them all like this, for he understood people did not always think like him, but he also knew it was a lordly thing to do. He tried to imagine what his soldiers might want to get from all this. ‘For too long Ander has tickled our borders, basking in the sun while we labour in the cold shadow of the mountains. Well, today, they shall pay for their arrogance!
I do not expect you, however, to do this simply because it is right – I thereby give you leave to sack and pillage as you see fit! Bring home their riches to your families! Raid their larders, take their choicest spices! Anything you want is yours!’
Greed glimmered along rows of eyes and the soldiers cheered.
A single arrow flew out of one of the towers in the distance. It had no hope of reaching Forger, and was maybe a misfire, or an optimist hoping he could end things right there. Forger turned to watch as it sunk into the grass some fifty paces away from him, then threw back his head and roared laughter. His soldiers laughed too, a rolling cascade in answer to the impotent action.
‘Commander Balen!’ Forger called. ‘Lead the way!’
Balen urged his horse out next to Forger and raised his sword high.
‘For Tallahow!’ he shouted. ‘Follow me!’
He wheeled and charged, and the army surged after him. Nobles rode with their armed entourages, mixed in with streams of foot soldiers and galloping horses. Forger let them surround him before moving onwards – he was not immune himself to the multitudes of arrows that sprang from the duel towers at their approach. For every one that threaders turned aside, five more came a-whizzing. The Anderans released their own catapults, and several boulders rose into the air. Forger reached for one and broke it apart into smaller rocks, which still proved deadly when they landed. He was too slow to affect the others – a couple were dealt with by other Tallahowan threaders, but three or four slammed freely into groups of running soldiers, leaving pulpy paths in their wake.
With shields raised, the army funnelled towards the breach. Soldiers screamed and fell, for there were plenty in their number still able to feel pain. Among those who Forger had robbed of the ability, he saw a lord take an arrow in the upper arm. The man, who looked like he’d done nothing his whole life but lie on a couch eating grapes, wrenched the arrow free.
‘Don’t let another touch me!’ he roared at a threader who rode beside him, and broke the shaft across the man’s scalp. ‘I will last long enough to sink my sword into Anderan breast, by blood and flame!’
Anderan troops spanned the breach, but sheer velocity and determination carried the first Tallahowan riders smashing through their lines. Though they were mostly impaled on waiting swords, they did punch holes in the enemy defence big enough for others to spill through. Forger raked at the sides of the breach, sheering more stone away, widening it further for the stream of his minions. Moments later he was surging with them into the city proper, where an area of parkland lay between the wall and a line of buildings. Quickly the soldiers of Tallahow and Ander began to intersperse.
Archers in the towers continued to pelt arrows down at the Tallahowans still outside the city, while others moved over what remained of the wall to shoot at those past the breach, now having to be very exact about their targets. There were threaders on the wall too, some wielding torches from which they coaxed fiery streams, others simply reaching with their influences to trip and break, to seize hearts and burst organs. Forger felt one such influence on him, and followed it back up to a determined looking man gritting his teeth. He concentrated on those teeth, and a moment later tore them loose in a chunky spray of white and red. The threader fell to his knees, clutching his dripping mouth.
‘Return fire!’ shouted Balen, and Tallahowan archers and threaders took aim at those on the walls.
With Braston’s gift a part of him, Forger sensed an almighty wave of injustice rippling outwards from his army, into the larger, fainter patterns behind things, like a dark and ugly pulse. He and his troops were bloodthirsty invaders who had no right at all to be here, murdering folk for no crime greater than defending their city. What Forger had orchestrated was so wrong, such a pointless and aggressive violation, that it made him giddy with pleasure.
As more Tallahowans pushed inside the city through sheer force of numbers, the fighting edged back through the park, reaching the buildings and streets beyond. There, commoners were appearing, leaning out of windows to throw heavy objects, or running from houses to join the battle. For a moment, to Forger, sides didn’t matter – it was a grand communal effort to spill as much blood as possible, and they worked together as instruments in the same grisly symphony, sending a giant scream out into the universe. They were all really on the same side, even if they did not know it.
The thought was so funny, he had to pause for laughter.
After that, what he wanted was to move about attacking whoever he felt like in a fluid, stream-of-consciousness fashion, yet it seemed that a bit too much attention was being paid to him. Arrows flew at him constantly, and more and more influences came poking and prodding. He backed up under the eaves of a building, annoyed that his enjoyment was being so hampered. Those on the walls were the main problem, with their good view of everything, and he made up his mind to correct this. Bolting from cover, he flung aside random soldiers to open a path for himself through the fighting. He made for a heavy oak door at the base of one of the towers, reaching ahead to pull it from place, and ducked inside with arrows peppering his footprints.
Before him lay a curling stairwell lit by lanterns, and up he ran, meeting only a few poor soldiers along the way who presented him with little challenge. He came to an archway through which daylight streamed, and jogged out onto the wall. Reaching with his influence to seize the closest people, he began to hurl them off the edge. As they tumbled away screaming, others further on realised he was there. Attention turned to him once more, but now it was harder for his opponents to shoot or thread at him over each other’s heads, and they could only stand five or so wide across the wall. He strode forward making sweeping gestures that sent them cascading away to either side. Tall and alone, he now became a tempting target for those below! Arrows rose up at him, and even a sword was hurled.
‘For goodness sake!’ he spluttered. ‘You people won’t let me stroll about anywhere!’
An arrow smacked into his side. He was so large and muscular that it failed to sink in far enough to damage anything vital, but still, it was enough to put another dint in his mood. As the pain of it tremored through him he lost hold of his current targets, giving them time to let loose. He snapped his fingers at one arrow which flew towards his face, breaking a thread which kept it together, but as the shaft fell away, the arrowhead spun on and thwacked him flat on the brow. Another hit above his knee, and he stumbled with a grunt. More would shortly be headed his way, he knew, for he had seen them being aimed at him before his vision fuzzed. He had exposed himself stupidly, recklessly.
He had not wanted to use Despirrow’s power. He really hadn’t, had barely even thought about it. It suddenly seemed prudent, however.
No sooner had he had decided this, than the clamour of battle ceased.
Forger reached to his leg for the arrow protruding there. He took a deep breath, and yanked it out. The one in his side fell free of its own accord, and warmth drizzled from the wound.
He rose slowly, wincing at his hurts. Other arrows hung in the air nearby, pointing at him. The closest was barely a pace from where he stood.
‘Well,’ he said, ‘that one would have missed me anyway, because I had already dropped.’
It wasn’t really much comfort.
He looked around, interested in the halted action. At the breach Tallahowans still poured in, shields held over their heads as archers fired down from the towers. Inside the walls, the parkland fighting was pretty broken up, the six or so Anderan catapults now abandoned islands in the fray. Some Tallahowans had already made it a block or so down the opulent streets of Ander – why had they rushed so far from the main conflict? Trying to loot already, their greed overriding their common sense? Their fear?
In the distance, Forger could see the castle, the sun appearing just over its shoulder. What was to stop him walking in there, finding the king, and appearing out of thin air to cut his head off before he even knew what was happening?
Nothing.
He went back into the tower, down the stairs and out onto the grass. He was limping a little due to his injury, but if anyone should be able to cope with pain, it was him. He picked his way through the fighting – quite perilous, for every blade stilled halfway through its journey was the sharpest it had ever been. Luckily, the grass itself was flattened for the most part, but he still had to tread carefully lest razor thin spikes slice up through his sandals.
He emerged onto safer, clearer streets. Picking up the pace, he found he could not help but reminisce a little as he went. These were ways he had walked with Karrak, taverns where they had drank too much, whorehouses they had snored in, markets they had strolled through taking bites from any piece of fruit they fancied and tossing the rest aside. Now the once-bustling streets were empty save for the occasional group of Anderans heading for the fight, or the odd fearful face staring from a window – the taverns were empty, the whorehouses boarded, and no one was selling any fruit.
Forger wasn’t sure he liked this power of Despirrow’s. A still and empty world did not suit him, and being alone with his own thoughts was not something he did well. Ever he yearned to move, see and do. He had a great zest for life, taking pleasure from moments as he could – but when the moment was stopped, what was left to take? When Despirrow had been the one doing the starting and stopping, Forger had found it very annoying, and being in control did little to assuage his impatience. If anything it was worse, for now the person he grew impatient with was himself!
He reached the castle. A yellow wall ran around it, a smaller version of that which encased the city, and through a towering half-closed door he moved into the courtyard. Here soldiers were everywhere, streaming from an internal barracks towards the castle gate, which it looked like others were preparing to close. The path under Forger’s feet, he noticed, was yellow too, and he wondered if the great quarries still lay to the north, and smiled at the memory of slaves toiling, their backs straining as they hauled great blocks into the city. Oh, Ander owed Karrak, even if they would not admit it. Karrak had built Ander.
‘That might be exaggerating things a little,’ he said companionably, as if his friend was standing right there. ‘But you did fling up a thing or two which stands to this day, let that be said. My,’ he glanced around at the soldiers, ‘there must be as many of you here as at the wall! Is the king so stupid as to divide his forces in half?’
Or maybe – Forger frowned – maybe the king meant to make his real stand here? The castle was more defensible than the outer walls, quite the stronghold in fact. Arrow slots peppered the lower levels, and the bricks of the castle were unnaturally dense. Treated by threaders, he remembered, their patterns tightened and compacted, now difficult to affect.
The castle loomed above, brimming with balconies and spires, the tallest and fattest of its towers in the centre. Forger squinted upwards, wondering if the king was somewhere up there – and indeed, on a balcony high above, he saw a figure with a spark of gold about his brow.
Forger went into the castle, passing guards manning gears that would lower the gate. As he made his way into the upper levels, he found the halls as full of wealth and colour as he remembered. Paintings and tapestries hung in abundance, statues and carvings and mirrors everywhere, but Forger had never been one for looking at pictures, so he moved quickly past it all.
‘Up here now, wasn’t it?’ he said, bounding up some wide stairs covered with plush red carpet, wilfully ignoring his throbbing knee. Funny how he knew his way so intimately around every castle he stormed!
He entered the airy throne room, which took up an entire floor of the castle’s central tower. It was mainly empty, save for a small cluster of worried nobles conversing by the golden throne at the far end. Windows wrapped the room on all sides from floor to ceiling, ringed by a circular balcony on which the king stood with some officers and more nobles and such. He made his way out to the king’s side to lean against the balcony rail and admire the view with him.
‘Lovely, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘Everything’s so yellow from up here. It’s like a city of sunshine!’
For his part, the king remained dark and brooding, his eyes intent upon the distant scene of fighting at the city wall. He was older than Forger had imagined him, some grey streaks through his black beard, but broad-shouldered and muscular under his robe.
‘So,’ said Forger, ‘what am I supposed to do now, Despirrow? Unstopper time and kill the king? Is that how you’d go about it?’ He leaned out over the drop, appreciating how high up they were. ‘Toss him over the side, maybe?’
It seemed so easy. So boring. It was like cheating.
He drew the sword he had not touched during the battle – he always forgot to use it – and held it across the king’s throat. ‘Why have you divided your forces, majesty? Are you some kind of royal idiot?’
The king did not look like an idiot. He looked resigned and determined. Proud. A worthwhile, worthy adversary.
Forger sighed. This wasn’t his style, sneaking into castles like an assassin. He liked people to know he was coming – to quake in fear as doors crashed in, as he got closer and closer …
He sheathed the sword and gave the king a big smile. ‘I have never been one,’ he said, ‘for looking at pictures.’
As he made his way back through the castle, he ranted to himself. ‘A coward you ever were, Despirrow! That’s why I had to take your power – to make sure you ceased irking me with its use! You daft bean, couldn’t you see the cracks in the sky as you stretched the night so long past due? And now you’ve infected me with this gift – well, no more, I say! I will take the arrows I earn!’
He exited the castle in quite a fluster, impatient to get back to his rightful place. As he retraced his path along the streets, no longer did he think about times gone by, but rather things as they were, now, today! He could not believe he had almost allowed Despirrow to rob him of the wild romp he was about to have. After all, he did things because he liked doing them, not because of some distant end, some lofty goal.
‘I do not care for your stupid power, Despirrow,’ he informed the air. ‘You will not trick me again!’
Soon, whatever that meant, he arrived back at the fight. Carefully he picked his way back through the forest of frozen weaponry, across the grass and into the tower, up and out onto the wall. It was easy to see where he had been kneeling when time had stopped – there was blood on the ground, next to the arrows which had caused it to spill from him. He went to them, knelt down, and picked them up. One he drove into his side, the other in above his knee, into the wounds they had come from. Withdrawing his bloody hands, he turned to face his opponents and their oncoming arrows with a fierce grin.
‘Now,’ he said, ‘where were we?’



DESPERATE TIMES
Yalenna was taking breakfast alone in her quarters, which was not how she had planned it. She had tried to talk to Jandryn after the previous day’s meeting, but he had mumbled that he had other business to attend to, and would seek her out later, which he never had.
Who knew how many nights she had left until some awful fate befell her, or there simply wasn’t time left for personal wants anymore? Her desires had been exacerbated by her brush with death in the Roshous, and yet he had not come, and she felt glum and hollow. She had toyed with the idea of sending for him, yet somehow had not been able to bring herself to do it.
Perhaps she should not be so pessimistic. There was hope for her to be happy. She allowed herself to peer into a potential future – the Unwoven dealt with, the world restored, and she a mortal woman once again. It was with mixed feelings that she viewed this eventuality. Certainly she had power to lose, not to mention everlasting youth … but she knew that, when it came down to it, she would do what was required. She would journey to the Spire and relinquish the threads that should not have been hers in the first place.
Once everything else was put to rights.
Painfully, that included Mergan. Yalenna understood with growing heaviness that she must give up the notion that she could talk him around, bring him back from the brink. Her responsibility was to end the threat he posed to the world, and his suffering. Although maybe there was the slight chance that, if she could bring him to the Spire without killing him, he too could be restored.
There was a knock at the door.
‘Enter.’
It was Jandryn. He seemed stiff and unfriendly, and left the door ajar as if to make plain that he was not staying. She set down her tea and gestured at the armchair opposite, hoping it would ease whatever tension held him, but he remained at awkward attention.
‘There is important news this morning,’ he said. ‘First, the Unwoven are beginning to assemble on the Ilduin. It looks like they will soon set forth.’
Yalenna grimaced. Had Mergan encouraged them, set them to task? Was he impatient to begin whatever strange end he sought, if indeed there was one?
‘Secondly, Tallahow has marched on Ander in great numbers. It seems likely the city will fall.’
Two momentous bits of news.
‘I shall leave you to ruminate,’ Jandryn said. ‘No doubt you wish to consider our best course of action.’
He turned to leave.
‘Jandryn,’ she said. ‘Wait.’
‘Something else, Priestess?’
I wish you’d stop being so petulant, she thought, but perhaps that was best not said.
‘Listen,’ she said, ‘about Rostigan –’
‘No explanation required, my lady. You have chosen your champion, that is clear.’
She sighed. ‘Won’t you please sit down?’
He glanced at the seat dubiously, and his shoulders slumped a little. As if it was a great effort, he lowered himself into the chair.
‘Would you like some tea?’
‘No thank you, Priestess.’
‘I thought you were going to call me Yalenna in private.’
He did not seem to know what to say, and in truth neither did she. She needed to explain about Rostigan, somehow – but how could she, without betraying his confidence?
‘You are Captain of the Guard,’ she tried lamely. ‘Your place is here. It would be selfish of me to risk your life elsewhere.’
‘I am sworn to protect the people of Althala. If that means going to the Peaks to end the silkjaw threat against them, that is what I’ll gladly do. Besides, you deem me too highly valued. I am hardly the commander of the army. I designate patrol routes in the castle, and make sure guards shine their armour adequately. By the Spell, Althala would not miss me.’
‘I am sure there’s more to you than that. The worms, for a start! It doesn’t sound like they were on any usual patrol route.’
If only she could think up some convincing lie for why she always chose Rostigan to accompany her.
‘I thought you might visit me last night,’ she said.
He went red. ‘Well, yes … I thought about it.’
‘Why didn’t you?’
‘I was not sure … that is …’ He grew visibly annoyed. ‘It’s become obvious you do not esteem me very highly. I am not some harlot to be summoned when you want me, cast aside when you do not!’
Yalenna was shocked. ‘Is that really what you think?’
‘Have I reason not to?’
Could she not just tell him the truth? Swear him to secrecy, count on him not to say anything about Rostigan’s true past?
‘Listen,’ she said.
She could not. Blood and fire.
It was then she noticed something odd about him, and let her vision slide to the realm of patterns. There, in the tapestry that made him up, were little grey dots, clinging to his threads like dust.
‘Oh dear,’ she said.
‘What?’
She reached out a hand and sent her influence questing forth.
‘What are you doing?’ he demanded.
‘Something from the worms lingers on you. Over time it will probably drop away by itself, but here, let me help …’
She smoothed his pattern down with an ethereal stroke, brushing the greyness to the floor, while Jandryn looked quite startled.
‘Is it … was it much?’ he asked.
‘Do you feel better now?’
‘I …’ His eyes shone. ‘Ah … but I have let dark thoughts overpower me.’ He averted his gaze. ‘I have been weak.’
She slid off her chair to her knees, gathered up his hands in hers. ‘It’s all right.’
‘Yalenna,’ he said, his voice strained, ‘you should not be down there. Our positions should be reversed. It is I who must ask for forgiveness.’
‘It is not needed. I just wish I had noticed yesterday.’
‘I can’t deny I have been jealous,’ he said, ‘but ever since the worms it has grown consuming.’
She got up, went to the window to stare out as she collected her thoughts. ‘We have never discussed your blessing,’ she said eventually. ‘You must know, of course, that you have one, yet you have never asked about it.’
‘No. It did not seem courteous. I mean, you must get asked about that kind of thing all the time. Endlessly, I imagine.’
‘It’s true.’
‘I did not want to be another person bothering you.’
She chuckled. ‘Ah, you are a strange man. But perhaps I should tell you what it is, for what it may be worth.’
He didn’t reply. She turned around, and almost did not believe what she saw. His eyes were fixed a little to the left of where she now stood, his expression frozen in place.
‘Grief,’ she muttered.
With Despirrow dead, did that mean Forger was the one using the time-halting power? Maybe in the midst of a raging battle, many leagues away? There was a fear about it now, after the long night she had endured. Forger would not leave it so long as that though, surely? He was just sidestepping a sword or something. As she waited, however, the freeze sustained and she began to worry.
It was lucky in the end that Jandryn had been in such a mood, for he had left the door open wide enough for her to squeeze through.

Rostigan tapped the spoon on the surface of his rock hard oats and cursed quietly. Tarzi, sitting beside him, had thankfully not been touching him when everything had stopped. He sometimes wondered how he would explain it to her if they both wound up in no-time together.
He sat waiting in the silent barracks dining hall, trying not to grow impatient. The freeze was lasting a while and, just as he was wondering whether to get up and move around, and how he would account for his disappearance if time started again, Yalenna walked in.
‘Ah!’ he said. ‘Your sudden appearance will be preferable to my mysterious departure.’
‘I have just had a report from Jandryn,’ she said, sliding in between two soldiers. ‘The Unwoven are mobilising on mass, and Forger is attacking Ander.’
Rostigan’s expression darkened. He may have avoided his homeland for a long time, but he did not like to think of what Forger might be doing to it.
‘It’s time to act,’ she said.
‘I know.’
‘At least we better understand our ultimate goal.’
Going to the Spire – that was what she meant. Was he ready? Rostigan wondered. He did not think so. He glanced sidelong at Tarzi. Was she an obstacle in his search, or, if he became mortal again, would he love her in a way that his current, altered self could not? Perhaps he had already found what he was looking for and did not even realise.
‘If we can kill the others,’ Yalenna said, ‘Forger and … Mergan … we can absorb their threads and return them to the Wound ourselves.’
Rostigan nodded, though internally he balked at the idea. Once he was loaded up with the other Wardens’ corruption, he would have no choice but to return it to the Spell. The way he was he could resist actively using his own power, and Stealer’s too, but if he killed Forger he would also inherit Braston’s and Despirrow’s powers, and Braston’s at least could not be controlled. There would be no more living quietly, playing a patience game with time. He would have to give it all up. Three hundreds years of waiting, for nothing.
‘I am fearful of trying to slay Forger,’ he said. ‘His strength will be very great by now. In a direct stand-off, I do not favour us.’
‘Braston and I bested him once before.’
‘When you managed to catch him alone. When he had already expended much power in his search for me. Not to mention that Braston was a better threader than I in direct confrontation.’
She nodded dully. ‘The army must march, at least. Perhaps we can deal with the Unwoven first, and with the backing of other threaders, Mergan as well?’
‘Yes, the army must march.’
Perhaps there was another way to deal with Forger? To use him, even? The thought of it worried Rostigan – had worried him ever since he’d started entertaining it, after hearing Salarkis’s message.
Could he journey so far into the deep place without grave consequences to his soul?
‘I have an idea,’ he said.

They argued about it for a while – Yalenna shared Rostigan’s concerns, but eventually she agreed.
‘Bruises in the sky and the ground quakes,’ she said. ‘I suppose it would be fair to call these desperate times.’
Rostigan nodded. ‘Haste is becoming a factor.’
‘You really think you can do it?’
‘I think I must try.’
She remained uncertain. ‘I can’t help but feel it would be simpler to orchestrate his demise.’
‘And how would we go about that? Go to him while he stands surrounded by his army? Threadwalk into their midst and attack him head on?’
‘We could bide our time, wait until the right moment …’
She trailed off, and he knew what she was thinking. Moments were growing shorter in supply.
He felt a hint of guilt – was he trying to convince her of his plan for selfish reasons, or was it really the best course of action?
‘Do you really want Forger’s threads inside you?’ he asked. ‘What if they make you something like him?’
She paled at that, and bit her lip. ‘You did not become like Stealer,’ she said. ‘And Forger, presumably, has not become like Braston.’
‘I was affected, nonetheless,’ he said, not liking the fact that he had to lie. ‘There are sometimes … urges … that I must control.’
‘What? You’ve never spoken about this before.’
‘I did not want to worry you. The point is, Forger was the most affected, the most changed, of all of us. That bespeaks potency in his threads – who knows what would happen if either of us took them on? There is the potential we could grow even more powerful, more twisted, than he is now.’
That was when he got her, he knew, and she looked perfectly miserable for a moment.
‘If you get yourself killed,’ she said, ‘or sink too far … I don’t think I can do it all on my own.’
It was rare to see her look so vulnerable, and he appreciated her worry. Having lost all former friends and allies, it was really only the two of them standing together.
‘I won’t leave you alone,’ he said. ‘I promise.’
‘What are you going to tell Tarzi?’
He glanced at his minstrel, frozen mid-chew, her freckled cheeks full of breakfast. Could he spend the rest of his days with her? Why couldn’t he give up on some whimsical dream befitting a twelve-year-old girl, and settle for reality?
‘I’ll think of something,’ he said.
‘Oh, by the way – there was some worm dust on Jandryn. You might want to check that Tarzi doesn’t carry any.’
‘I did. She doesn’t.’
‘Ah. Well thanks very much for warning me such a thing is possible.’
‘Apologies.’
‘Honestly, I suffer enough for keeping your secrets. You could at least share knowledge when it costs you nothing.’
‘I’m sorry, really. It simply did not occur to me.’
Time started, and the soldiers on either side of Yalenna were startled to find her sitting there. Tarzi also choked a little.
‘Priestess!’ she said, wiping her mouth. ‘Where did you spring from?’
Yalenna, however, was distracted. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, sliding backwards off the seat. ‘I left Captain Jandryn – I must go and find him.’
A thought stopped her, and she turned back to Rostigan.
‘When?’ she asked.
Rostigan wondered if he really meant to go through with it. A cold chill crept down his arms, and he had no more appetite for the food before him.
‘Soon,’ he heard himself say. ‘Today.’
She gave a little nod and left.
‘What was that about?’ said Tarzi.
He stared at his oats and let the spoon sink away. ‘I’m not sure,’ he replied.

It wasn’t the first time she had vanished from his presence, so hopefully Jandryn wouldn’t be overly concerned, but it had happened at rather an awkward moment. She rounded a corner to find him coming down a corridor, speaking to two other guards. When he saw her, relief showed on his face.
‘Leave us,’ he told his underlings. Once they had gone; ‘Did time stop again?’
‘Yes.’
‘Where did you go?’
Speaking with Rostigan was maybe not going to be a popular answer.
‘Just checking that everything was all right. I was going to wait it out, but it lagged a little.’
Jandryn glanced out a window at the sky, and she knew what he was wondering.
‘Not as long as last time,’ she said. ‘The day’s natural cycle will not be interrupted. Captain, we must speak to Loppolo. It is time for the army to march.’
‘Yes, Priestess.’
There was a question in him, however, and she could guess what it was.
‘Yalenna … er …’ He shifted his feet.
‘You heard me mention your blessing? I was not sure quite when things stopped.’
He cleared his throat. ‘Yes. You said you would tell me what it was, and the next moment you were gone.’
‘Well then, it is only fair to tell you now.’ She arched an eyebrow at him. ‘To be lucky in love.’
His eyes opened wide in astonishment.
‘Which you have very much been.’ She prodded a finger into his armoured chest. ‘But, if you’re not very careful from now on, and visit at night when you’re supposed to, your luck will not last. Now, enough of this nonsense. We must go to the king.’
She turned away, leaving him opening and closing his mouth, with no words coming to the fore.

They walked a row of street-side stalls, Rostigan fumbling unconsciously with his coin purse.
‘It’s a bright day,’ he had said. ‘We should go for a walk. I’ll buy you something nice.’
‘Look at these!’ Tarzi exclaimed, picking up a spiky fruit. ‘I’ve never seen their like before.’
‘Two please,’ said Rostigan to the vendor.
Tarzi set about peeling hers, exposing a soft yellow flesh. Messily she sucked on it, and her eyes lit up with delight.
‘It’s nice!’
Rostigan scratched at the skin of his idly, but couldn’t really be bothered with it right now. He certainly wasn’t hungry.
‘Something’s the matter?’ Tarzi said.
‘Mmm.’
Fruit wasn’t much of a gift – he needed something better. A moment later, the market presented him with a stall of musical instruments. He nodded at it, and Tarzi cast an eye over the wares with mild interest.
‘Look at this one,’ he said, picking up a lute elaborately carved with flowery spirals.
‘Ah, yes,’ gloated the vendor, ‘I see sir has an eye for quality. That is an old lute indeed, carved by the famous Redrelli in fact, right here in Althala! It came to me only recently, but I can guarantee its authenticity, and also that it won’t last long.’
‘It’ll break?’ said Tarzi.
‘What?’ The vendor looked aghast. ‘No, miss – I simply mean it will sell easily.’
‘Well congratulations on your imminent good fortune, then.’
As they drew away, Rostigan asked quietly, ‘You wouldn’t like a new lute?’
‘Why, with all those carvings? What if I want to thump the sides, those silly spirals would get in the way. Redrelli indeed! Maybe his instruments are good for hanging over mantles and never being played, but I prefer my trusty old friend, with me for many years now.’
She gave her lute a pat.
This was no good. This wasn’t making it any easier at all.
‘I have to go away for a while,’ he said. ‘Hopefully just a few days.’
‘What? Where?’
‘I’ve something to do, of great importance.’
For a moment she stared off, sucking on the spike-fruit pip as if she hadn’t heard him.
‘Tarzi.’
‘Where are you going?’
‘I am sorry, songbird, I cannot say.’
She didn’t scowl, or raise her voice, but he could sense she was angry.
‘Is Yalenna going?’
‘No.’
That surprised her, made her indignant.
‘Rostigan, what can you possibly have to do all on your own? You’re just one warrior – a good one, yes, but you belong with the army. You just told me they’re about to march and fight the Unwoven!’
‘I mean to join them in time for that.’
‘Then what is it? I can’t believe you won’t tell me. I’m not asking to come, if that’s what concerns you.’
‘You go with the army too. If you want. Perhaps you can keep their spirits high. Please Tarzi, believe that I’m trying to do what’s right, to help us all. There are good reasons why I cannot speak of it.’
‘Is it dangerous? What if you don’t come back?’
He stared at the ground. Her concern was real. There was every chance he went to his doom, but he could not tell her that.
‘I’m coming back.’
He wished he could believe it.
‘Tarzi, I swear it.’
She didn’t look like she believed it either.
‘And when I do, I’ll tell you all about it.’
Probably not.
‘Please don’t be angry.’
He grew a little frustrated himself. This was exactly why he had never wanted a travelling companion in the first place, especially one so attached to him. It made life difficult.
Why hadn’t he just made up a lie? If he did survive and make it back, Tarzi would never rest until she’d learned where he had gone. He had done himself no favours by deferring the problem to his future self. Was it because he expected to fail? If he was dead, he would no longer care.
‘I am going with a band of soldiers to seek out more worms,’ he said. ‘There have been a spate of attacks in neighbouring areas.’
‘What? That’s your big important secret?’
‘Yes. I didn’t want to tell you because … well, I thought, after your recent adventure, you might consider yourself a veteran of such things, and be eager to place yourself in harm’s way again.’
She stared at him intently. ‘So instead, with my safety firmly in mind, you send me with an army going to fight opponents possessing strength beyond any mortal man?’ She shook her head. ‘You make no sense. There’s something you aren’t telling me.’
He did not know what else to say, just stood there scratching his arm.
‘Fine,’ she said, coldly.
‘I’ve left the curltooth in the room. Maybe you can have a little of it with this fruit you like?’
He held out the spiky thing he’d been carrying, and for a moment she stared at it dully. Then a tear fell from her eye and she walked away without taking it.
Sighing, Rostigan moved on. He was going to have to better remember his old talent for lying very quickly if he was to have any hope of return. With half an eye he watched for somewhere secluded from which he could threadwalk, but could not make up his mind to leave just yet. There was, perhaps, one more task before he left.
Maybe.
Was it what a good man would do?

Rostigan moved through the recruit’s camp with his shoulders hunched, as if that could somehow shield him from the stares. Already he had asked an officer or two where he might find Cedris, and they, of course, had no idea who he was talking about – for a start, there was more than one Cedris in the army. He was pointed towards a kind of administration tent and, after a short stop there, he made his way towards an area where at least one Cedris of the right age and description was supposed to be camped.
He passed row upon row of neatly lined tents, everything about them in order. Most were tied closed, so he had no idea if the boy was inside any of them or not – probably not, since it was daylight. Just when he was about to stop and ask someone else, he thankfully heard a familiar laugh. At the edge of camp, a group of recruits jousted as others watched on. Among the pairs of combatants, a young man with a shaved head had just fallen on his rump, who Rostigan thought he vaguely recognised, and a young woman stood over him, grinning in triumph. Rostigan searched for the source of the laugh, and saw Cedris watching on from a log.
‘Too bad, Artanon!’ Cedris called to the fallen recruit. ‘I really thought you might beat her this time.’
‘She’s faster than a starving wildercat,’ replied Artanon dourly. Still, he was accepting enough as his opponent offered a hand to help him up.
‘Cedris,’ said Rostigan.
Cedris glanced around, gave an exclamation of pleased surprise, and rose instantly, brushing himself off. ‘Skullrender! I wasn’t expecting to see you here. How goes it?’
‘May we speak?’
‘Of course.’
Rostigan led him away from the group a little, and came to stop staring at the ground. Now that they were here, he found it hard to know what to say.
‘Is everything all right?’ asked Cedris.
‘Hmm? Yes. Well. Maybe.’ He forced himself to meet Cedris’s eyes. ‘Listen … we are friends, are we?’
‘I certainly hope so. By the Spell, I would not be here if it weren’t for you and Tarzi.’
Rostigan wasn’t sure that was anything to be thankful for.
‘It is Tarzi,’ he said, ‘who I wish to speak to you about. There is,’ he took a deep breath, ‘something I must do. I cannot share what it is, but suffice to say it is dangerous. I fear … that I may not return.’
Cedris nodded seriously. ‘I see.’
‘If I haven’t joined the army by the time it reaches the Pass, it is likely I am gone for good.’
‘But Skullrender –’
Rostigan waved his hand dismissively. ‘You will just have to trust me on that.’
Cedris frowned. ‘What can I do?’
‘I have not fully explained the risk to Tarzi, which has of course infuriated her. The truth is, I was cowardly about it. That’s why I’ve come to you.’
‘I’m not sure I understand.’
‘If I don’t come back, I wouldn’t want Tarzi wasting her life mourning me, for overlong anyway. I would want her to move on … and if there happened to be someone else with whom she might be happy, I’d want her to know I would be glad for her. For them.’
Cedris nodded, but a moment later his eyes widened. ‘Oh.’
‘You take my meaning?’
Cedris shifted his feet. ‘I believe so. But … and don’t mistake that I care for Tarzi, which of course I do … and I would always look out for her … but she and I … well …’ He shook his head.
Rostigan imagined the boy was simply being cautious, or polite. ‘I thought perhaps you two shared a bond,’ he said. ‘That maybe, if the circumstances had been different …’
Cedris gave a pained smile. ‘I am afraid I already have someone, Skullrender. I’m sorry, I thought you knew.’ He glanced over to where the recruits still jousted.
‘Ah,’ said Rostigan dully. ‘Well. She is a fine warrior.’
‘Not her,’ said Cedris.
A series of recollections flashed through Rostigan’s head, of their journey along the road to Althala; Cedris and Artanon walking side by side, chuckling and smiling; sitting next to each other at a campfire, slapping each other on the back; in a tavern, Cedris reaching over to seize Artanon’s mug and quaff its contents, while Artanon rolled his eyes …
Rostigan had not thought anything of it at the time, had simply assumed the men were good friends.
‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I see.’
He felt foolish and sad, as if he had unnecessarily exposed his readiness to give Tarzi away. He had half-imagined some future for her in which she was happy, and free of him and his dark ways. He had worried about what to say to Cedris, and whether it was right or wrong to say anything in the first place … all without reason.
Cedris, however, did not seem to take it like that. ‘Stand tall, Skullrender,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what you go to face, but you speak as if you’ve already failed. This is not the case, surely, else why go at all? And to seek me out in this fashion shows you have something worth returning to – for you must love your Tarzi greatly to care so much for her wellbeing.’
Rostigan felt a strange prickle behind his eyes. Do I? he wondered. Perhaps.
‘She’s a lucky girl,’ said Cedris, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘So just make certain you come back to her. Yes?’

Rostigan walked a yellow ledge between great gashes in the earth. Here, south of Ander, the land was still wrinkled with quarries, which was not surprising, for he had cut deep and long. Some were still active it seemed, for tools were strewn about, abandoned in some recent desertion. For a moment he saw slaves toiling, their hammers rising and falling endlessly, their eyes and mouths caked with grit, the clank of chains interspersed with the crack of whips lacerating flesh. He shut his eyes, shut it out, and when he opened them again, only dust swirled through the empty pits.
From away within the city walls, the sound of fighting issued up to a cloud of circling crows above.
My friends, he sent them, hark to me, and soon you will feast well – for your master Karrak has returned.



BROTHERHOOD
He moved along city streets he had avoided for three hundred years. Now that he was back, it all seemed threateningly familiar. Ghostly figures – the memories of his long-dead subjects – lined up to watch him pass, as if he were some kind of unwelcome parade. Perhaps their icy stares toughened him, put him in touch with the role he meant to play. The deep place was rising to the surface, or else he was sinking into it … either way, his past was making itself known to him. He glanced up at the distant castle, and remembered the first time he’d gone back there after the change, despite Mergan’s wish that the Wardens stay together. Mergan had not yet realised how divided they’d become …

‘No one else run off!’ Mergan shouted at those who remained on the Spire roof. Jillan and Salarkis had already gone, and everyone else was trying to work out what had happened. Expressions were vastly different – Yalenna was befuddled, Forger actually seemed happy, Despirrow was thoughtful and subdued, while Braston stared about in wonder. As for Karrak himself, he could not quite yet work it out. There was a heat and a coldness in him, as if he were clay just out of the kiln, doused in water. The distant thunder of battle, away towards the Pass, seemed like music calling to him.
‘Stay calm, everyone,’ said Mergan. ‘Something unexpected has happened to us.’
‘Well spotted!’ said Forger.
Braston crouched by Regret’s corpse. ‘I can see … but it’s miraculous! A whole new layer of threads. It’s like …’ He shook his head, apparently struggling to find the words.
‘Something leaks from me,’ said Yalenna, her voice rising as she spun about. ‘Can anyone else see that? It’s like I’m falling apart!’
‘There, there,’ said Despirrow, moving to put a hand on her shoulder. ‘It will be all right.’
She shrugged him off, and he scowled.
‘Please, everyone, stay calm,’ said Mergan. ‘Yalenna, you aren’t falling apart.’
‘How do you know? Can you see what drifts from me, old man?’ She stalked towards him furiously, and he raised a warning hand. She pulled up short. ‘Well?’
Mergan shook his head.
Karrak noticed Forger grinning maniacally. Upon realising he was being watched, the other Warden tried to smooth his expression and failed spectacularly – if anything, his grin grew wider. He opted to cover his mouth with his hands, though a muffled guffaw shot out from between his fingers.
‘We have to try to work this out,’ muttered Mergan.
‘I don’t know if it’s wise,’ said Despirrow, ‘to do so here. The Unwoven may come for us at any moment.’
Mergan was not convinced. ‘They haven’t bothered us yet, not even as their master fought against us. They are all at the Pass.’
Braston broke from whatever had captured his attention. ‘The Pass – the battle continues! We must let our people know they can pull back from that death trap!’
‘You don’t want them to finish off the Unwoven?’ said Karrak, hearing his voice for the first time since the change. It was as deep and dry as an empty well.
‘Finish off?’ said Despirrow indignantly. ‘Althalans are being slain in their hundreds while the Unwoven choke the Pass in abundance. There is no finishing off.’ His tone implied contempt for Karrak rather than any concern for the soldiers. For Braston, however, his words were a call to action.
‘It’s true!’ Braston exclaimed. ‘I must threadwalk to the Fields and call them off!’
‘We must stay together!’ said Mergan desperately. ‘We do not know what has –’
‘Yes, yes,’ said Braston impatiently. ‘Let us go together, then. Shall we agree to meet by the rocks where we camped the night before we entered the Roshous?’
There were nods all around, though Forger giggled and Mergan seemed hesitant. Karrak inclined his head dourly. He had no intention of going to the Fields.
‘Let us threadwalk then,’ said Braston, and they all fell to concentrating.
A moment later Karrak appeared in his father’s throne room, high up in Ander Castle. To his chagrin, both his father and older brother Borry were present, as were a healthy flock of nobles and courtiers. To be expected, he supposed. As he came together before his father’s ridiculous golden seat, gasps and mutterings sounded from all around. While most in the court had heard of threadwalking, not everyone had seen it done.
‘Karrak!’ cried his father, leaning forward in the throne. The man was rickety, his beard long, his moustache curling upwards as he smiled. ‘Praise the Spell, I feared to never see you again. My boy, how do you fare?’
‘Did you succeed?’ asked Borry, moving before the throne. ‘Is Regret no more?’
Bile rose in Karrak’s throat, his stomach quivering as he tightened up his still re-forming pattern. He wondered if Regret’s threads were a part of him still, or if he had somehow shed them on unravelling to threadwalk. He did not wonder long, however, as he looked upon his brother with fresh eyes. What he had previously considered a prideful demeanour, he now saw as imperious. His brother’s question, which once he would have leapt to answer, was instead impertinent and graceless. Even brotherly care – the way Borry came forward to support him as he faltered a little, and pat his back as he retched – was contrived and insincere. How had he ever admired this man? This prince who had stayed behind while others marched forth, using logic as his excuse – father hardly rules anymore … you know how heavily he relies on me these days – to cover his cowardice and ambition.
‘You are like a child,’ Karrak whispered, ‘stamping his foot and demanding respect.’
‘What?’ Borry recoiled slightly, seeming to doubt what he had heard. Then he stamped his foot, and looked amazed.
Karrak was a little amazed himself. He had done something with his words, something he had never done before – something which had made Borry do what he’d suggested.
‘Brother,’ said Borry shakily, ‘are you well? Someone fetch Prince Karrak a seat immediately!’
As Karrak slumped down, he found great anger building inside him, seeming to itch in his hands especially. He felt an urge to do something with them … like strangle his useless idiot brother or finish off his long suffering father once and for all and be done with it.
‘Is Regret dead?’ came his father’s voice. ‘Come, my boy, tell us that at least.’
Karrak rubbed his face. ‘Yes,’ he made himself say.
There immediately followed a clamour that startled him, and it took him a moment to work out what it was. Celebration. People were cheering, calling for food and wine, juddering him as they slapped his back or seized his hands to pump them. The nausea finally began to abate, and he rose to find himself surrounded by people all chattering questions about what had just happened. They almost drowned out his father’s wavering voice, but Borry bellowed for silence and they quieted.
‘Son,’ said the king, ‘you must give us a full report.’
Karrak stared through the windows that ringed the throne room, wishing he had chosen another place to return to. He needed to sit and think, to work out what had been done to him. The idea of having to explain was instantly tiresome.
A distant black speck rose in the sky and, as he watched it, Karrak was struck by how clearly he could sense it, how he could almost hear the dark thoughts ticking in its tiny black mind … could recognise, and understand, something of its hunger. Could empathise.
To me, he commanded, and the crow wheeled about towards the castle.
What a wonderful gift from the Spell.
‘Karrak?’
Annoyed by the distraction, he turned back to the expectant faces.
How dare you presume to make demands of me? You have no idea what has entered your midst.
He would wait, however, until he knew his new self a little better. Could he ignore the itch until then, to reach for his sword and smash it through skulls? Could he stand the growing ache in his belly, the hunger of crows? Perhaps.
‘There were eight of us,’ he said, ‘and together we set out towards the Roshous Peaks …’

Rostigan reached the pillared entrance of the library. A group of Tallahowan soldiers emerged from within, carrying various items of value – an ornate lamp, a painting, silver candlesticks, other oddments. No books, Rostigan noted with disdain. There were tomes in the library worth more than their weight in gold, but obviously these fools could not tell. Nevertheless they seemed happy with their plunder, showing it off to each other as they guessed at worth, until they saw Rostigan, and pulled up short.
‘Doesn’t look like one of ours, sir,’ muttered one.
‘You,’ said an officer, pointing his sword at Rostigan. ‘Did you forget to flee the city with the other rats, or are you on your way to hole up in the castle?’
As the soldiers laughed, Rostigan said nothing, but drew the sword from his back. Heavy, broad and long, the sight of it gave the Tallahowans pause.
The officer, at least, did not seem fazed, and shouted at the others. ‘Are you cowards? We have him outnumbered.’
Following the officer’s lead, they put down their spoils and fanned out around Rostigan. As they set about attacking him, he almost welcomed it, felt like a statue creaking to life. His sword cared not for their armour, or helmets, or any block from their weapons. His metal broke theirs, and drove shards of breastplates into breasts, helmets into heads. Perhaps they did not deserve what he meted out to them – if not for Forger, they would not be here – yet he disliked their stupidity, their thuggish ransacking of ancient buildings, their eagerness to attack a stranger. Besides, he had to harden himself. If he was to convince Forger of his friendship, better to approach with blood on his hands.
With the soldiers dispatched, Rostigan moved on. There was commotion coming from the direction of the castle, and the closer he got, the more Tallahowans he saw running about. They were looting stores, pillaging homes, upending carts and chests onto the street. He tried to move unseen through backstreets, for he did not want to hack his way through every step he took. Eventually, however, a group appeared around a corner ahead and spotted him.
‘Identify yourself,’ demanded an officer.
Rostigan planted his sword before him, resting his hands upon it.
Not every step he took.
‘He must be an Anderan, sir.’
‘Not one from the army. What’s the story, stranger? You have a mercenary look about you.’
‘Silence!’ snarled Rostigan, shoving the word firmly into their minds. The soldiers blanched, and several stepped back.
‘I am Karrak, Lord of Crows! King of Ander, past and future.’
The officer gave an unconscious shiver, but proved somewhat resistant to Rostigan’s power.
‘You … expect us … to believe that?’
‘I do not care a jot what you believe,’ said Rostigan. ‘You are but worms in the sun of my gaze. Now take me to Forger, or make ready for suffering. Choose quickly.’
The officer glanced around. ‘Well,’ he said, trying to sound sure of himself, ‘I’m certain that Forger would like to meet someone claiming to be Karrak. He can decide what to do with you. Follow us.’
Thus escorted, Rostigan experienced no more delays. They made their way onto the main road where an army’s worth of soldiers had been seemingly let loose to do whatever they chose. He wondered if he should feel any sorrow – this was his city, after all – and yet he could not quite shudder at the sight. His gaze was too far-seeing now for such sentimental outrage. He simply could not let it distract him.
Nearer the castle, Tallahowans collected out of arrow range of the Anderans on the walls. Others were closer, hiding behind buildings, or darting between bits of cover, firing answering shots. Every now and then a cry sounded as someone was hit.
It was hard to miss Forger – three heads higher than anyone else, the sun gleamed off sweat-shone muscles beneath his haphazard patchwork of leather bits and pieces. There was the bald head, the piercing blue eyes, the thin lips and the dinted jaw that Rostigan remembered so well. He was bloodied and wounded in various ways, though nothing seemed to hinder him much as he drew back on a bow to take aim towards a nearby tree. Soldiers obscured Rostigan’s view of whatever it was he aimed at, but, as the arrow flew, the scream it found made it easy to guess. As Rostigan moved onwards through the crowd, Forger’s victim came into view – a hapless Anderan tied to the tree, several arrows imbedded in his arms and legs.
Forger took aim again.
’I …’ The man’s head rolled as he tried to speak. ‘I don’t know, I swear!’
Jeers went up from the onlookers.
‘Tell us what you don’t know!’
‘How don’t we get into the castle?’
The arrow flew, thunking into the Anderan’s shoulder.
Very soon, Rostigan would be announced. He felt about for the nearest crow, which was not far away.
Come, he bid. I have a gift for you.
Warily it circled downwards.
You won’t be harmed, I promise. Look, there.
The crow glided under the tree, to alight on the arrow still quivering in the soldier’s shoulder. The man gave a grunt and blinked at this new arrival in horror. Forger lowered the bow, staring at the crow in amazement.
Take your prize.
The crow dug into the Anderan’s eye and ripped it out.
Forger spun about, scanning the crowd. Rostigan stood waiting to be seen. When Forger’s gaze settled on him, his mouth fell open in frank surprise.
‘Keep up,’ said the escorting officer, on realising Rostigan had stopped.
‘I’d get out of the way if I were you,’ said Rostigan.
Forger advanced, brushing aside soldiers like switches, trampling them underfoot. As his stride lengthened, people parted for him more swiftly. Fearfully the officer all but jumped from his path.
‘Lord Forger,’ the man squeaked. ‘We found him in an alleyway. He claims to be –’
‘Karrak!’ boomed Forger. He seized Rostigan by the shoulders and hoisted him up to his eye level. Rostigan sensed the power in that grip, wondered if there was any chance he could match it.
‘By the Spell,’ breathed Forger, ‘I recognise that glower anywhere. It is you!’ He looked like he didn’t know whether to hug Rostigan, or rip him apart.
‘Set me down.’
Forger blinked. ‘Oh! Sorry. I’m just … I wasn’t expecting … goodness me!’
Back on his feet, Rostigan strode past Forger towards the tree, and quickly Forger fell into step beside him. From the corner of his stony glare, Rostigan could see Forger staring at him in wonder, disbelieving that he was here.
‘What,’ said Rostigan, ‘have you been doing to my city, brother?’
That broke the spell.
‘Your city?’ Forger chortled. ‘I’m afraid you haven’t done much to shore up that claim, my dear.’
‘I suppose you’re right. Who is this man?’
They arrived before the tortured soldier, who was holding his head as far away from the crow as he could, while keeping his remaining eye firmly shut.
‘I don’t know,’ said Forger. He pressed down on an arrow, then released it, setting it vibrating in the soldier’s flesh. ‘Just a fellow we caught. I thought he might know about a secret entrance into the castle. They have those sometimes.’
‘I’d know if they did. So would you.’
‘Maybe they put one in after our time? It doesn’t matter anyway. Even if there was one, I doubt a lowly soldier like this would know about it. I’m just having a little fun.’
‘Mmm. Do you want me to ask him anyway?’
‘Certainly.’
Rostigan threaded words into the man’s head.
‘Soldier, tell us – do you know of any way into the castle besides the main gate?’
The man dared to squint his eye, and through flecked lips he spat his answer.
‘No, damn you!’
Forger shrugged. ‘They fought us on the city walls,’ he said, waving to the north, ‘but I think they expected to hold us back longer. Once we breached, they retreated to the castle. That was always the king’s plan, I think – you remember what a stronghold that place is, and there’s a whole army’s worth of them in there now. Not to worry. Battering rams are being made and we’ll eventually pound our way through the castle gate. Not much to do but wait. Care for a shot?’
He offered the bow.
Rostigan curled his lip. ‘Why not?’
‘Try not to hit anything important and we can make him last for a few more.’
They moved back from the soldier, who had heard every word of their exchange, and was beginning to blubber incomprehensively. Rostigan knew he would have to follow through with Forger’s suggestion in order to have any hope with him … unless …
Dig deep, he told the crow.
The crow stabbed into the soldier’s empty socket, all the way up to its neck, and skewered his brain. The man gave a shuddering, piercing cry, then mercifully fell limp.
Begone.
The crow cawed and flapped away.
Rostigan scowled. ‘Worthless creatures.’
‘They obey you, but only a little, eh?’ Forger was regarding him suspiciously. ‘That’s what you always said.’
He took the bow from Rostigan and flung it away.
‘Come. You and I have much to discuss.’

They found a tavern, empty and with a ceiling high enough so that Forger did not have to stoop.
‘Have a seat,’ Forger said, gesturing at the stools on one side of the bar as he moved around the other. He turned to the barrels and drew them each an ale, pushing Rostigan’s across to him like some hulking parody of a barman. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I would toast to brothers reunited, if I thought I could trust you in the slightest.’
‘I’m aggrieved to hear you say that.’
Forger shrugged. ‘Can you blame me? First you disappear without a trace, then word comes you’ve been helping Yalenna and Braston.’
Rostigan sipped his ale. Here it was time for a tale concocted, and he worried greatly that it would not be believed. As Karrak, he had been adept at telling lies – how else had he convinced his brother to murder their father in order to make his own attack on Borry seem justified? But he had also been able to use his gifted tongue to reinforce untruth. Neither Forger, nor any Warden, would succumb to such surreptitious seduction.
He told himself he did not need the aid of any threading. Had he not effectively lived a lie for many years? He had rid himself of the past, reinvented himself as the good warrior, even looked his own Tarzi in the eyes and made her believe he was a mortal man, without ever once stamping words into her mind. Maybe Tarzi could even help him here, with lessons in theatricality and staying in character.
‘Without a trace!’ he spat. ‘By the Spell, you have been a fool.’
Forger looked abashed. ‘What? Why?’
‘Do you remember the last night we drank together?’
‘Of course.’
‘We were at the height of our powers, our empire far-reaching, our neighbours turned vassals to be squeezed as tight as we pleased. I had just enslaved half the Plains, by the Spell! Did you think I would willingly give that all up? When our dreams were coming to bear, and further rewards were within our grasp, the sweet beckoning of lands unviolated?’
Forger frowned. ‘I did not. I suspected foul play, and thus I searched for you. But when even Salarkis could not locate you, I feared that you were dead.’
Rostigan slowly shook his head. ‘I did not die.’
‘What happened then?’
‘After we spoke, I fell to thinking. The corruption was growing worse, you remember, and I was drunk and dissatisfied, imprudent. So I went to the Spire.’
‘The Spire!’
‘Yes. I thought perhaps I could find a way to heal the Wound. What good in ruling the world, when it rots beneath our very feet?’
As if on cue, there came a rumbling, and they waited tensely as the room shook. A painting fell from the wall and glasses clinked along shelves, but it passed without further disruption.
‘I wanted,’ continued Rostigan, ‘to save the world, brother … for us.’
Forger shivered and drank deeply. ‘You should not have gone to that awful place.’
Rostigan slammed down his mug. ‘Bah! This ale is thin as piss. Is there nothing back there with a little colour?’
Forger fished about and drew a bottle from beneath the bar. He took a sniff, then poured thick amber liquid into both mugs. Rostigan was pleased – the drunker Forger got, the better. A slick of liquor down his throat might lubricate the swallowing of this wild story. Rostigan led by example, tipping back the mug as if he downed water, and wiped his lips with a grimace.
‘It is good, in the end, that I went to the Spire, though the cost was great indeed. I sat there for a long while, staring up at the Wound. Trying to work it out, you see … but perhaps I stared too deeply, too wantonly. I began to notice things about the patterns I beheld, behind the world’s veil. A remarkable thing, brother – I began to understand the Spell itself.’
‘No.’
‘Regret did, and he was born from woman just like you and I. Why couldn’t I learn to affect the Spell as he did? Thus I sat until I perceived the ebb and flow of things, of time and space. I stared into greatness, lost in a vast expanse of patterns, awed and afraid, and eventually I grew to comprehend what had to be done! How to stitch the Wound, seal it up forever! Ah!’ He took a slug direct from the bottle, and pushed it over to the wide-eyed Forger.
‘Why didn’t you then?’
‘I tried. I tried, oh indeed! But I came to the conclusion I could not do it alone. The process is difficult to explain, something I think I must show rather than tell, but it equates to a kind of a balancing act. I needed others of equal power to myself, or greater. Wardens working together might achieve it.’
‘So why did you not come to me?’
‘Because …’ Rostigan shook his head. ‘I had not realised … even now I am not quite sure where I lost it …’
‘What?’
‘Time, brother. During all this process of discovery, unknown to me much time passed. I had, in a way, disappeared into the Spell, where even Salarkis could not find me. When I came back to myself, lying there on the Spire roof, it was years later than I expected.’
Forger took a long draw on the bottle. ‘Horse shit,’ he growled. It was not so much a statement of disbelief, but rather anger that such a thing had happened. ‘I told you going there was a bad idea.’
‘I did not even guess right away, how long it had been,’ said Rostigan. ‘Excited by what I’d learned, I travelled to find you. Dead, I was told, imagine my dismay! All the Wardens dead. I was incensed, and for a while burned hot. I searched for anyone remaining, but each and every one of us … Even Braston and Yalenna, the good ones,’ he spat the word, ‘killed themselves, the idiots, thinking that would stop the corruption! Mergan was my only hope, but he was nowhere to be found. Dead too, I thought. Ah, and I howled, for you and my lost empire.’
‘You could have taken it back.’
‘Could I? When I had to start over, and knew the price of using our gifts better than ever? No. Instead I wandered, searching for threaders who might be able to help me, but none I found were powerful enough. WHAT CAN I DO?’ He rose from the bar, turned to kick a table over. ‘What can I do, I beseeched the Spell! Show me a way! Deliver me an ally! For years I have searched.’ He was tearing the place apart now, using his sword to smash chairs and slash paintings. ‘I shouted and called, but no answer came. After a time, I almost lost heart. I could neither use my gifts, nor heal the Wound by myself. And then, finally, after a long time waiting …’ He spun about, a cracked smile breaking ‘… the Spell shat you all back out.’
‘And still,’ said Forger, ‘you did not come to me?’
Rostigan could see the liquor was having an effect, making Forger emotional.
‘You could have told me everything,’ said Forger, ‘yet you went to Braston. You killed Stealer!’
‘Don’t get ahead of me,’ snapped Rostigan. He sighed, and stabbed his sword down amidst the broken furniture. ‘I did not immediately realise the extent of the Warden’s return. By chance, when it happened, I was near Silverstone, just after it had fallen victim to Stealer. I discovered empty space where the city had stood, and spied her fleeing the scene. I gave chase, caught her up. I was glad to discover her, thought I could make her see that she had to help me. I suppose I had forgotten what she was like. She did not care, of course, and was not remotely interested in serving the greater good, even when it was in her own damn interests to do so. She would not promise to stop using her gift, despite being the worst of us at causing damage. To rip entire things out of existence … not just cities and forests, but even the very taste of apples. You remember her, don’t you?’
‘Selfish,’ agreed Forger. ‘Unfriendly. Lonesome.’
‘Yes. And knowing she would keep wreaking ruin for winsome purpose, my hand was forced, brother. I killed her because I had to – I did not know the act would garner me her power. At least now that I have it, I can disavow using it.
‘I began to hear rumours that other Wardens were reappearing in the very places they had died. I did not know where you had been struck down, though, nor exactly where poison had overcome Despirrow … nor had I ever visited Dapplewood, where Salarkis met his end. Thus I was left with Yalenna and Braston, the only ones whose lives had ended somewhere I could travel to. I felt that they, at least, would listen to what I had to say. It was difficult, for I knew it was them who had killed you … yet I convinced them that time had changed me and, if nothing else, we shared a common goal. I persuaded them to help me heal the Wound.’
‘And did they?’
‘We were going to try, but Braston was distracted by discovering Despirrow’s whereabouts – you know the magnitude of enmity between those two. If you are with us, Braston charged me, you will help us stop him. I told him Despirrow was too valuable, yet Braston could not be made to believe that he would ever aid us. In order to placate Braston, I had to pretend to hunt Despirrow. I had opportunity to kill him too … I gave a convincing show of trying to do so, when in fact it was I who allowed him to escape. A good compromise, I thought … until he fled to you, and you killed him instead.’
‘For the same reason you did Stealer. He used his gift without regard for the consequences.’
‘I understand. I do not begrudge your actions. Anyway, with so many of us dead, I knew my options were dwindling. Braston’s end was unfortunate – I never thought I would say such a thing – but at least, with him gone, I was finally able to sway Yalenna into letting me appeal to you. I have promised her that, after we heal the Wound, her and I will finish you for good.’
‘Really?’ Forger had a slight slur. ‘That’s nice to know.’
‘Whereas in actuality, once we have used her, we can get rid of her! But that,’ he gave a wave, ‘can wait. Mergan – have you heard? – has gone mad with his internment and leads the Unwoven. He has convinced them he is Lord Regret returned!’
‘Mergan?’ said Forger incredulously.
‘Aye! Far from being what he was, Mergan is well beyond listening to reason. So while Yalenna is on our side, we can – listen, this is masterful – combine forces with her and the Althalan troops at her command, to kill the Unwoven and Mergan both!’
‘Why should we bother with them? Why don’t we go to the Spire and heal the Wound directly?’
‘Where is your sense of fun, Forger? To set our enemies on each other, to weaken them in one fell swoop? There is opportunity here not to be missed. Besides,’ he added, ‘did you not always hate the Unwoven? We will have to deal with them sooner or later. Why not sooner, while we have Yalenna’s help? As for Mergan, he can be the most formidable of all of us – would you rather face him alone, or with help? On top of which, once we free the world of his corruption, and take his threads, it may be easier to heal the Wound.’
‘I admit,’ said Forger, ‘it does sound rather appealing. Wait on, though … what of Salarkis?’
‘Still alive, far as I know, but Mergan has him captured.’
‘Captured? The slipperiest of eels?’
‘Yes, although I don’t know how. He managed to send us a message from the Spire, to let us know some of what has happened. Since then we have not heard from him.’
Forger drank again. ‘Nothing is ever simple.’
‘But it is! Come with me, join Yalenna and I in killing Mergan and his army! Be wise brother. Be wise, and then we can seal the Wound, and be rid of the others for good. We can be the last ones standing, possessing the strength of every Warden into the bargain.’
He held out his hand.
‘So, will you help me, brother?’

Forger stared at the offered hand, the warmth of liquor seeping through his brain. He was enough of a critical thinker to know he wasn’t much of one, and although he desperately wanted to believe Karrak, to simply accept all his claims and be done with it, it was all so very confusing. His friend seemed much like the man he remembered – all scowls and violence, his lank fringe falling across his glittering eyes, almost masking the furrows that crinkled his brow – but Forger had grown used to the idea that Karrak no longer loved him. Hadn’t he? Or had he been longing for a moment such as this, for Karrak to turn up and somehow explain away his previous actions? And, if that was the case, what bothered him now that his wish had been granted? He did accept that closing the Wound was an important undertaking in his own self interest, that the Unwoven were an imposing threat who needed dealing with, and that Mergan was a powerful enemy much better off dead, so did it matter what route he took to reach those ends?
‘Brother?’
Karrak still waited.
Well, thought Forger, there will be time to think it all through. No matter the truth, it would be prudent to appear malleable. Then he could watch his old friend for a while, and even if the perplexing tale turned out to be an elaborate falsehood, he could make Karrak do a thing or two to prove his loyalty in the meantime.
‘Of course!’ He clasped Karrak’s hand, took another swig from the bottle, and passed it over. ‘To brothers reunited, after all!’
‘Ha! Good.’ Karrak drank and flung the bottle away. ‘Empty! Why are bottles always empty?’
‘Let’s find another.’
As Forger rummaged under the bar, questions bubbled away in his head. He dare not ask too many – better to wait and watch, he thought – but maybe there was one or two.
‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘once we close the Wound, what of our gifts then? Can we continue to use them, or will they persist in degrading things?’
Karrak was drunkenly trying to slide his sword back into place across his back.
‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘I have thought about that, a little. I believe, from what I have discovered, that once the Wound is closed, everything will be much better. Think of it this way – as a normal, human wound. Say you rip off someone’s finger.’
‘A bit basic for the likes of me, ho ho!’
‘Just say that you do. Or someone else did. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. The point is, the bastard’s finger is off. Yes?’
‘Yes.’
‘Now, say you poke at the stump. You prod it, flick it, tap it with a spoon. Shove little twigs in there and twist them around. Various things like that.’
‘Sounds diverting.’
‘Aye, but don’t worry about that. Just think of the effect.’
‘Well … pain?’
‘But also blood. Pus. The wound would fester because you don’t let it alone. The more you prod it, the more filth leaks out. Yes?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, what if you did all those same things to an intact finger? Poke it, prod it, tap a spoon on it. Grind twigs and all that. What then?’
‘Nothing.’
‘That’s right, nothing.’
‘Well, maybe some itching from the twigs.’
‘Maybe.’
‘Or annoyance that you keep coming at me with a spoon.’
‘Forger, pay attention.’
‘I am. I’m just not sure I understand.’
‘The point is, when a wound is healed, or rather, when it doesn’t exist, things that would otherwise make it worse, no longer have any effect.’
‘Are you saying …’ Forger rubbed his forehead. ‘Are you saying using our gifts is like spoons tapping on the world’s hurts?’
Karrak gave a wonky smile. ‘Something like that.’
‘And the corruption is like the pus, the tainted blood coming out?’
‘Yes.’
Forger was thankful to finally find another bottle. He smashed the neck off and poured freely down his throat.
‘So,’ he said, ‘if we seal the Wound, we can still use our gifts?’
‘They won’t bother the Spell when it no longer bleeds.’
‘And you learnt this because you spent so long staring at it – you have come to understand well how it works?’
Karrak stared at him hard and nodded. ‘Indeed.’
Something was wrong. These explanations did not quite ring true … drunk as Forger was, suspicion did not fade away as he had hoped. Little contradictions and unanswered questions darted around his sluggish brain, just beyond reach of comprehension. Finally, he managed to grasp hold of one.
We absorb each other’s gifts now, he thought, when we kill each other. Why? Why would the Spell do that – why would it have made that change to the way things work – unless it wants its threads carried? And if it wants them carried, there must be some plan for them beyond letting us use them to tap like spoons against healed-up hurts.
With sadness, Forger realised he did not trust Karrak at all.
‘Not too hasty,’ he muttered. Not too hasty to believe anything yet, one way or the other. There had always been much he did not comprehend, and perhaps the definitive answers would come in the days ahead. Who knew why the Spell did what it did? He would not give his faith blindly, but would offer Karrak a chance to earn it. And even if he didn’t, well, it might be fun anyway – to kill Mergan and the Unwoven, and see what happened next.
‘What did you say?’ asked Karrak.
‘Nothing.’ Forger stood, swaying a little. ‘Now, come – if you really do have Stealer’s power, you can help me here in Ander. After that, I’ll accompany you.’
‘As you wish.’
‘Good. Then there’s a certain castle gate I want you to make a poem about.’
He clapped an arm around Karrak’s shoulder and, together, they lurched from the tavern.



JOY
The dining hall of Ander Castle was a cavernous space, lined with recesses housing all manner of ferns and small trees in colourful pots. Despite the rampant looting going on elsewhere, finery still remained here – a golden edge around the tabletop had not yet been prised up, and jewelled lamps still hung from the roof on silver chains. Perhaps it was Forger’s presence, along with Karrak and the former king of Ander, that ensured no soldiers dared to ransack.
‘I hope everyone is hungry,’ said Forger. ‘I have spared the kitchen staff, your majesty, on the condition that they do an excellent job preparing our meal.’
King Hanry, who sat at the head of the table, under no bond beyond the hopelessness of his situation, gave a stiff nod.
‘Thank you for your mercy. I’m sure they won’t disappoint you.’
His eyes flickered, as if he were half asleep. Rostigan knew the man must be in shock. His castle, his city, his kingdom, had been ripped away more savagely than any heart could cope with. Adding insult was the laughter echoing down the halls, the crash and bang of chests overturned, cupboards flung upon, things being hauled away.
‘I wonder,’ the king ventured, trying to keep his tone even and respectful, ‘if I might see my wife?’
‘You have asked that already!’ snapped Forger.
The king was startled, for a moment, out of his daze. It was plain to see he did not comprehend why Forger kept him alive. He did not know what Rostigan knew – that Forger liked him. Had deemed him, in his own demented way, a worthy opponent.
Another crash sounded through the walls from somewhere nearby.
‘Do you mind, Karrak?’ said Forger.
Rostigan wondered what he meant.
‘Mind about what?’ he growled.
‘Well, this was your castle. I had, previous to our happy reacquaintance, told the soldiers they could pillage as they saw fit. I did not realise at the time I’d be returning here with you. So, if you want your castle back with all the trimmings, I can tell them to stop.’
Rostigan let a shadow travel over his face. How would Karrak have reacted to this situation?
A couple of soldiers appeared in a corridor through a doorway at the far end of the room, lugging clinking sacks.
‘Yes!’ Rostigan thumped the table. ‘I do mind!’
He shot a hand at the soldiers and everything in their chests exploded outwards, some of it scattering through the archway. The king gibbered.
Forger sighed. ‘No need for that, my dear. They were simply following orders.’
Forger went to the doorway and out, crushing gore and bent candlesticks under his sandals, to speak quietly with someone outside. Alone with the king for a moment, Rostigan was glad the man stared off at nothing. He did not want to have to look him in the eye.
Forger re-entered. ‘Commander Balen will see to it that they stop,’ he said. ‘Within the castle, at least. I can hardly take back my promise as far as the wider city is concerned.’
Rostigan grunted.
Forger unstoppered a bottle of wine and poured everyone a glass, playing the part of the attentive host. ‘Now,’ he said affably, ‘King Hanry … I met another Hanry recently, did you know? A farmer on his way to Tallahow to seek a cure for a lump in his guts. I told him my name was Hanry too.’
‘It was,’ said Rostigan.
‘Ah, that’s right! Back a way, but yes. Forger would be a silly name for a child at the outset, if you didn’t know he’d turn out to be one.’ Forger chuckled and shook his head. ‘Three Hanrys, yet such different lives. Funny to think about, isn’t it?’
Rostigan wished he could save the miserable king somehow, but there was nothing he could do. He did not think he could match Forger in a direct fight, and even if he snuck in the first blow and managed to kill him, the threads he stood to inherit did not at all fit in with his plan.
Was he evil for his unwillingness to make such sacrifice?
No. I have searched too long.
Besides, trying a surprise attack was no guarantee of anything. Forger might give the impression of being relaxed, but something told Rostigan he had not yet won over his old crony entirely. No doubt first blows were high on the list of things being watched out for. For the good of Aorn, the safest choice was to continue convincing Forger they were on the same side. It was the best hope of getting him to help with Mergan and the Unwoven, then on to the Spire. In the meantime, even small mercies, like directing crows to stab brains instead of eyes, would be suspicious.
‘Brother,’ Rostigan said, ‘since you are determined to show the king mercy, is there not some other sport to be had?’
‘What did you have in mind?’
‘Oh, I don’t know. It is with fondness I remember the puppet nobles of Galra.’ They shared a chuckle. ‘However, I am open to suggestion.’
‘Maybe after we eat,’ said Forger. ‘Speaking of which.’
Kitchen servants with stained aprons appeared through the doorway, escorted by Tallahowan soldiers. Their faces were reddened and teary, and they carried a huge tray on their shoulders, covered by a silver hood. With some difficulty, they set it down heavily on the table.
Must be a full boar, thought Rostigan, or a horse.
‘Plates!’ cried Forger. ‘Cutlery!’
Quickly each place was set. As someone leant over Rostigan to put a knife and fork by his plate, he felt a warm splish on his neck. He glared up at the plump old woman from whom the tear had fallen, and she blinked in fear, no doubt fearing reprisal.
‘I did not ask for salt,’ he hissed, and she receded with a whimper.
‘Now,’ said Forger grandly, rising to take hold of the silver hood, ‘your majesty, you will not find me ungenerous in victory. While you may have lost the day, I say you should live on sir, for a long time to come! Live on, knowing all that you have lost!’
Mightily he flung the hood away. Steam rose, scented with a pungent mix of herbs and spices, obscuring for a moment what lay beneath. As it began to clear, the king gave a strangled gasp.
Crouched on her belly, naked save for a skirt of vegetables, lay the queen. She had been quite a fat woman, and now it ran in liquid form from out the charred cracks in her skin. Her roasted eyes stared from under crispy lids, her open mouth stuffed with a bushel of limp spinach. The smell of her cooked flesh assailed Rostigan, and determinedly he buried the impulse to gag.
Forger rasped two knives together. ‘Shall I carve, your majesty, or would you like to do the honours?’
King Hanry, white as ice, gripped the table to stop himself sliding to the floor. He pushed away backwards, twisting from his chair on jellied legs.
‘You … ah … ah …’
He clutched his chest, unable to speak. The stream of his tears set off the servants, who had been made to do this thing – to season and spice and stuff their queen.
‘Oh, please, everyone!’ said Forger. ‘What a fuss! You have your lives, do you not? Now, it would be a shame if the queen gave hers wastefully, so I expect us all to tuck in.’
He slid a blade in behind her shoulder and began to cut. A moment later the king gave a guttural howl and crashed into him, kicking and punching as his regal robes flew about. Forger, unmoved and unmoving, raised an amused eyebrow at Rostigan. Then he planted a hand on the king’s brow, and, with a short sharp thrust, set him down hard on his buttocks.
‘Just finish it,’ wept Hanry. ‘Kill me.’
‘I think not,’ said Forger. ‘I have done you enough favours.’ He raised a laden fork to his mouth and took a tentative taste. ‘Mmm … a little well done for my taste.’
The king lurched to his feet, towards a balcony door. It was clear he meant to fling himself from the castle and plummet to his death. It was also clear to Rostigan that this was a good moment to prove himself.
‘Stop!’ he bellowed, the full force of his will behind the threaded word. He almost failed to break through the king’s misery, such a shield it was to his influence. He repeated the command, and the king stumbled to a halt.
‘Why not let him fall?’ said Forger. ‘Though his pain is exquisite, I admit, I have promised to be merciful.’
‘Piss and fire,’ said Rostigan. Some further torment, enough to show Forger that Karrak was really who he dealt with, might make all the difference. ‘You have gone to such trouble building this wonderful scene, brother. Only to have it end with a splatter?’
Forger raised an eyebrow as he chewed thoughtfully. ‘What did you have in mind? Yuck!’ He rounded on a terrified servant. ‘Too much pepper on her thigh!’
The king sagged on his feet, weeping. Rostigan stood and moved around him, considering him thoughtfully. ‘You want to die?’ he asked.
The king shot him a baleful look through red-rimmed eyes.
‘Well,’ said Rostigan, ‘convince me that you’re serious.’ He reached towards the table and levitated a knife to himself. With a twirl of his fingers he snapped it in half, the blade still sharp but not very long.
‘Here,’ he said, holding it out while he threaded his words. ‘If you really want to escape your wretched existence, you may use only this, and only on … hmm, shall we say your liver?’
The king stared at the jagged blade in horror. ‘It’s … not long enough.’
‘It will be,’ said Rostigan, ‘if you dig around a little first.’
He pushed the knife into the king’s shaking hand and turned back to the table, ensuring he wore a particularly feral grin. Forger was watching him carefully, and Rostigan held his eye until, maybe, something imperceptible shifted within it. Was it that moment, then, in which Forger came to truly believe? At least he had not noticed the extra little thread or two which Rostigan had woven into the knife before giving it over, that would enter the king when he broke his own skin and go in search of his heart.
‘Are you hungry?’ asked Forger. ‘Surely the Lord of Crows will enjoy to eat the dead?’
Rostigan did not mean to have any of Forger’s ridiculous feast, but he pulled back his chair anyway.
‘We prefer our carrion raw,’ he said.

Later they stepped onto the balcony to take in the night air and watch soldiers moving about the streets. Many had collected in the city’s taverns, and there was much whooping and hollering, and running amok. Off on a side street a duel was being fought, drunken men who had evidently not had enough of blood. Others circled, egging them on.
‘What of the citizens of Ander?’ said Rostigan.
Forger shrugged. ‘Many who weren’t soldiers have fled. Of those who remained, many are dead. Some were holed up in the castle. Hanry tried to take care of his own, it seems. How noble he was! And maybe there are others about, hiding and whatnot. I don’t really know.’
‘And the Anderan soldiers?’
‘Those still alive fill up the dungeons. They are free to join my ranks, or die. Or they are yours, of course, should you want them.’
Crows were circling and landing, as they had been doing all day. Their caws echoed through the streets, the majority of them concentrated at the breach in the northern wall, where no one had bothered to clear away the dead. Rostigan felt their pleasure like a thousand warm prickles on his soul – the rustle of their wings more transportive and calming than the sound of ocean waves to the sleeping. The crows in turn were aware of him, bound to him by some strange connection, some thread that should have belonged to the world. Not resentful, exactly, just aware.
‘They are remembering I’m their master,’ he said. ‘I have not fed them properly in years, but they will be pleased with me after this.’
‘Taking credit for my work, brother?’
Rostigan chuckled. ‘Something like that.’
‘You know,’ said Forger, ‘Braston’s gift is an amazing thing.’
‘Oh, yes?’
‘To see the injustice one creates … If you could have perceived the king, back there, as I did – what was radiating from him – oh, my …’
‘Special, was it?’
‘You have no idea. It heightens everything I do to people. It’s glorious.’
‘I’m happy for you.’
‘Hmm.’ Forger sipped his wine contentedly. ‘It’s much better than Despirrow’s.’
‘Ah?’
‘I don’t much care for time’s cessation. Gives me the shivers.’
‘You used it earlier today.’
‘For the last time, I promise you. I don’t like it. Nor does the world.’ He shot Rostigan a sidelong glance. ‘How about you? What do you think of the power you inherited?’
Rostigan was able to give what felt like his first honest answer all day. ‘I don’t like it either.’
‘No. It doesn’t feel right, does it? It’s not instinctive, and I don’t find it really occurs to me to use it.’
‘I know what you mean.’
‘I should have left it with him. Should have left him alive, I s’pose. I didn’t really gain anything from his death. Just got a little carried away.’
‘You stopped him from annoying everyone else.’
‘True, true. But it does feel like a waste of a friend. Well, not a friend.’ He smiled at Rostigan. ‘Not a true friend.’
Rostigan screwed up his face. ‘What are you going to want next, a damn hug?’
Forger laughed heartily and threw his hands up to the world, the wine flying from his glass.
‘I believe him!’ he sang out. ‘I do. Oh, joy!’
Below, a soldier was pulling a screaming woman along the cobblestones by her hair.
‘Joy,’ agreed Rostigan.



REGRET’S ARMY
‘Hurry up, you louts!’
Mergan was on the slope just outside the Pass, where a path only three or so paces wide wound haphazardly through the jagged V between the mountains. He watched from horseback as Unwoven hauled past carts, sacks or simply carried random objects in their hands. The Dale wasn’t exactly consistent in the resources it had to offer – there were things that had survived the ages, things that random Unwoven had been driven to make or grow, and things stolen in raids. It had taken some time to supervise the collection of anything useful and have it brought out to the gathering army on the Ilduin.
‘How many swords is that?’ he asked an Unwoven who rolled along a barrel in which swords clattered against each other.
‘How many?’ she repeated, her brow creasing.
‘One hundred and fifty two, for example.’
‘I’ve never had to count that high before, lord.’
Mergan grunted. ‘Carry on.’
Down on the Fields, spread out across the yellow grasses, Unwoven poked with interest through the growing stockpiles of supplies. Some of them liked the swords and armour, others apparently didn’t. A few had picked up bows, though there did not seem to be a great many arrows. Already some were feasting on the food he’d had to shout at them repeatedly to bring, for they seemed to lack any innate ability to plan ahead. If not for his commands, most of them would have left the Dale half-naked, without bread or water to see them on their way.
‘Lord Regret!’ said Scarbrow, arriving by his side. ‘You should come and have some rations while they are hot off the flame!’ He rubbed his belly in satisfaction. ‘I have had plenty of rations myself.’
Mergan sighed. Obviously the notion of ‘rations’ was not being understood. Well, the Unwoven did what they wanted, and that was that. Wasn’t that what had attracted him to them in the first place?
That’s right! What am I doing anyway, barking orders, counting rations?
‘By the breaking Spell,’ he exclaimed, ‘I do indeed feel like a hearty helping of rations!’
He made his way down the slope towards a roaring bonfire, where greasy-jawed Unwoven waved meat at him in greeting. Even as he joined them to tuck in with gusto, he couldn’t help but think they really should stop eating horses. It wasn’t like they had many left.
Ah, well – the Unwoven could run, and had the stamina to last. The question was, where should they go?
From the reports of his scouts (another concept he’d introduced to his people), forces from Althala and the Plains Kingdom were converging upon them from the south and east. From what he could gather, they would arrive at roughly the same time. He could wait for them here, then be off to new lands after they were dealt with … maybe to Althala? Perhaps he and the Unwoven would even stay there a while, enjoying what the place had to offer? They didn’t have to take over the world in one big swoop. They could do it slowly – unconfined by mountains, his children could breed with abandon and spread naturally. And he, their immortal ruler, could watch them dominate in every direction.
Don’t be stupid, he thought, and wondered what he meant. What had he been thinking about? Ah, yes – the two enemy armies. It would be unwise to wait here if they were going to arrive at the same time. Better to go to one of them while they were divided.
‘It’s time to leave,’ he told Scarbrow, picking sinew from his teeth.
‘My lord, do you wish dancers to watch us from on high, and send fliers to us when the time is right?’
Mergan glanced at the Peaks uncomfortably – the truth was he would prefer no silkjaws, but he could not think of a reasonable excuse. Besides, they would add a valuable swell to his ranks.
‘Of course,’ he said.
He finished the meat he’d been chewing and clambered back onto his horse. He would have to make sure that this horse, at least, did not get eaten.
‘Unwoven!’ he called. ‘It’s time for a really big raid. A raid on the world! How does that sound?’
Widespread nodding and grunting was his answer.
‘First we head east, to attack the Plainsfolk! Follow me!’
He gave a strange, undulating roar, kicked his horse, and off he rode.
Are they coming?
Thousands of voices issued up behind him, the ground shaking with their pounding feet. He glanced over his shoulder, saw that his people were leaving most of the supplies behind, and laughed.

Ahead of the Althalan army, the land stretched coarse and yellow all the way to the mountains. Yalenna rode down the line from Loppolo, who she still avoided whenever possible. He was surrounded by officers and cohorts, and growing bolder every day, though she supposed it mattered little. As long as he was pointed in the right direction, doing what was needed, what did she care if he considered himself ruler in his head?
She found her vision sliding to his pattern, to remind herself of the blessing she had given him.
May you always have happy dreams.
Somehow it did not seem right anymore – it had been given when she had been trying to comfort a king dethroned by her friend. Now that Loppolo was back in charge, it was too trivial – here was a man who spoke for many, which should keep him up at night. She waved her fingers at him surreptitiously, undoing the blessing, discarding its shreds to float away. In its place, she put something new.
May you make good choices.
There – more befitting, and not solely about him.
Other blessings left her too, random bundles off to find homes in those around her. If she had tried, back in the castle, to keep herself segregated from the populace, certainly that time was over. At least the general mood was improved by various good things happening to the people around her. A happy moment here, a newly discovered talent there, an old hurt removed, a past sin forgiven – it all added up.
To a cloud of corruption, she thought grimly.
Jandryn rode up beside her, holding something in his hand.
Things had been good between them since taking to the march. Perhaps it was because she had told him about his blessing, or because Rostigan wasn’t around to confuse things, or maybe just because they were finally aligned in a task. She did not question it too deeply, was simply glad that each night she had someone to lie next to. At first he had tried to keep his visits to her tent a secret. In a camp of thousands, however, even though they were careful to spend their time together quietly – sometimes more quietly than Yalenna cared for – it did not take long for rumours to circulate. Finally, she had been able to convince him that it did not matter. Why should he care if others knew about them? Because of some misguided notion of his about protecting her honour?
Walk up to the tent door and enter, she had told him, without care for who is watching.
He had come to see that, if anything, knowledge of his being the Priestess’s consort made other soldiers hold him in awe. Most of it was respectful, although there was some backslapping she did not care for in the peripheries, but she supposed she had to take the good with the bad.
Jandryn cleared his throat and held out a small blue flower. ‘Not many of these about,’ he said. ‘But when I saw one that wasn’t yet tromped on …’
She took it from him with a smile, while he scowled around at others nearby who were chuckling and nudging each other.
It was the first time he had done something like that in public.
You should be proud to be with me, she had told him.
I am. Oh, I am, I promise you.
It is permissible to show it.
Was there a future for them? Yalenna wasn’t sure. She didn’t even know if they would live through the coming days. Or, if she did make it to the Spire roof to give away her gifts, would that change things? Would all her blessings fade away? To be lucky in love … would the departure of such words bring her out of some trance, in which she considered Jandryn worthy, when really he was not? She decided she did not believe that any blessing of her own held such sway as to rob her of her senses. There was no doubt that she grew increasingly fond of him, and his silly way of taking everything extremely seriously. As a result, she found herself ever more concerned about his safety once they clashed with the Unwoven. He was full of bravado, eager to prove himself, and she feared he would charge too brashly into the fray. She promised herself she would look over him, and maybe she needed a ruse to keep him nearby.
‘You will protect me, in the upcoming battle,’ she said, slipping the flower behind her ear, ‘by staying close at all times.’
‘Of course, my lady,’ he said, looking pleased.
Something was happening over by the king. A threader – Kalia was her name, Yalenna remembered – was gesticulating excitedly.
‘Let’s go and see what the news is.’
They arrived to find the king stroking his chin furiously, as if he might milk wisdom from it. Around him his officers wore bleak expressions.
‘What’s the message?’ Yalenna asked.
‘From a Plainsfolk threader,’ Kalia said, ‘to the east.’
‘Where their army marches,’ muttered Loppolo.
‘What did it say, girl?’
‘Attacked by Unwoven. Too many. Silkjaws also. Are you close? Please aid us.’
Yalenna looked eastwards. Across the Ildiun she thought she could make out a blur that might be the distant battle. A few hours away at least, if they picked up the pace.
‘Tell them to retreat towards us if they can!’
Kalia nodded and set to concentrating, while Yalenna rode her horse out before the army, turning about to face them.
‘The Plainsfolk desperately need our help!’ she called. ‘Shall we make haste?’
An answering roar rose from the masses.
‘Make haste, then!’ she called. ‘Make haste!’

Rostigan allowed impatience to deepen his glower. Forger had dithered for a good few days after they had taken the city, despite Rostigan’s urging for them to be on their way. The main problem seemed to be that, while some of the army had departed to supervise the new slaves hauling loot back to Tallahow, Forger was unsure what to do with the majority who remained.
‘Should I set them marching again?’ he asked, not for the first time. ‘Set them towards Galra? How long will we be gone, do you think? I don’t want them reaching a new place without me.’
‘You’ve heard my counsel,’ said Rostigan. ‘Leave them in Ander as we go about our errand. They can rebuild the city’s defences in case others try to retake it. Then, once we are victorious elsewhere, we will return and decide the next step.’
Forger scratched his cheek thoughtfully. ‘Yes, yes. You are wise, Karrak.’
‘We have already decided this. You have chosen Balen as your proxy. Come, it is time to depart.’
‘Very well, very well. But how are we to journey to the Ilduin together and ensure we arrive at the same point? It’s all just one big yellow stain. What landmark do we both know? We can’t aim for the Pass, lest we appear in the thick of the Unwoven army. And the Plains Kingdom is too far away.’
‘Remember those three huge boulders where we camped on that first journey together? We stopped beside them the night before we entered the mountains.’
Forger frowned. He always had trouble thinking about his life before the change.
‘When we were eight Wardens united,’ prompted Rostigan. ‘I spent the evening jousting with Yalenna, and you argued with Braston over how to stew rabbit.’
‘I think so.’
‘All right then. That’s where.’
‘But what if they aren’t there anymore?’
‘They are. I saw them again a few years back. Are you ready?’
‘I guess so.’
‘Put on your clothes then.’
Begrudgingly, Forger put a shirt on to hide his leather. Then he pulled trousers up over his loincloth.
Alone in the throne room, they closed their eyes, and fell to concentrating.
As soon as they came into being, the distant sounds of battle reached them.
‘Well, thank goodness,’ said Forger, gazing up at the looming boulders. ‘They are still here!’
Rostigan ignored him, staring off across the Fields. Some way to the north, a great mass of figures clashed and clamoured, white puffs rising above them.
‘Looks like Plainsfolk and the Unwoven,’ said Forger.
‘Come on,’ said Rostigan, as his stomach began to settle.
Forger kept up with him easily, matching his jog with long, loping strides.
‘Would you like to ride on my back, Karrak?’
‘This is not the time for idle humour.’
‘I wasn’t trying to be humorous. Better to say to you, perhaps, that this isn’t the time to be prideful.’
‘Are you saying you want me to move faster?’
Rostigan increased his pace, yellow grass crunching under his heavy heels. To the south he saw a second, larger mass, moving towards the first. ‘Look, there! That must be Althala on the way!’
‘Who do we aim for then?’
‘Althala.’
It seemed the Plainsfolk had had much the same idea. They began to pull away from the Unwoven, retreating towards the oncoming Althalans. Left behind, the Unwoven milled about, apparently confused by the sudden absence of anyone to fight. A lone figure on horseback rode through them, shouting and rounding them up.
Mergan.
‘Never would have seen myself doing this!’ chortled Forger.
‘Listen,’ puffed Rostigan, ‘there is something you should know. The Althalans do not know me as Karrak – it would have made it harder to earn their trust, you understand. Yalenna is the exception, of course, but to the rest I’m known as Rostigan, which allows me to move amongst them with impunity.’
‘Very nice for you,’ said Forger. ‘What shall I be known as?’
‘I shall try not to introduce you to many, if I can help it.’
‘I sort of stand out, you know.’
‘Aye, but you can pass for being simply a very big man, I hope. Although maybe knock a head or two off yourself, if you wouldn’t mind?’
Forger narrowed his eyes as he concentrated, and began to shrink. It was a trick he had pulled before, and would be a little uncomfortable for him – as if he was a sock with a few too many rocks stuffed into it – but somehow that did not bother Rostigan. A few moments later Forger was on the verge of a height that could have been considered normal.
‘Hanry, am I?’ he said.
‘Hanry it is.’
As they continued on, Rostigan began to fear something which he had hitherto failed to consider. What if Tarzi saw them approach? What if she ran to him, flung her arms around him, kissed him? Such warm reunion would seem very much out of character, and he had mentioned nothing about her to Forger.
He swept his eyes over the Althalans, hoping she was towards the back, or somehow not with them at all.

‘Hold. Hold!’
Loppolo was at the head of the charge, so it took some time for his shouted order to filter back. Yalenna could sense his burgeoning panic, as if he feared being driven on all the way to the Unwoven, to be deposited at their feet. It was laughable really – did he really think anyone expected him to lead the army into battle?
‘Hold!’
She took up the call, riding crossways along the advancing line. The surviving Plainsfolk were beginning to arrive, buffeting the Althalans like waves breaking against a boat’s prow. Soon everyone was drawing to a halt, to collect up and reorganise themselves. Plainsfolk officers made their way towards the king, which was fine with Yalenna – let them talk while she worked out what really had to be done.
Across the way, the Unwoven had run out of abandoned pockets of Plainsfolk to kill. She could see Mergan among them and it made her cold. For a moment she remembered his kindly face, smiling as he made oddments dance around his tabletop in the School of Threading. It remained hard to reconcile this image of her old teacher with the wild-haired, frenetically gesticulating figure in tattered robes.
For a moment there was a lull as the two armies faced each other.
Yalenna.
She was surprised to receive the threaded message. She had not allowed herself to believe that Rostigan would arrive before the battle began – in fact had not thought to ever see him again, for his self-imposed mission had seemed so volatile. She craned her head, trying to pinpoint the message’s origin … and there, out on the plain, two solitary figures raced to join them.
I have Hanry with me.
Cautious words, chosen in case others picked up the sending.
If she had not expected Rostigan, Forger’s presence was truly a wonder. She had hoped he would see reason, of course, or somehow fall for Rostigan’s story, but it had been a dim hope indeed, and she felt instantly dubious about his presence.
Judging by their distance, they would not join the Althalans before the Unwoven mustered up, unless she could orchestrate some kind of delay. Maybe she would try reaching out to Mergan after all? If only to waste some time …
She needed something to keep his flitting brain interested, and it came to her at once.
‘Where’s Tarzi?’ she asked Jandryn.
‘I’m not sure.’
‘Find her for me, quickly.’
It was only a guess, but maybe the girl had been entrusted with Rostigan’s curltooth.

Holding a white flag high, Yalenna cantered towards the enemy. A wicker basket bumped against her leg, filled with the choicest morsels she had been able to collect. Would Mergan speak with her? She was not sure.
Yowls went up from the Unwoven as she approached, but it was not them she cared about. She raised the flag higher, waved it about.
Mergan appeared, parting his lines on a brown mare, matching her trajectory into the space between the armies. When she judged herself about halfway, she drew up and dismounted. She took down the basket, pulled out a blanket and spread it on the ground. She set about laying out food in a pleasing manner – meat and jam, bread and cheese, fruit and berries. It was not quite the feast she would have liked to present him with, but a small addition would lift it from the common to sublime.
As he got closer, Mergan gave a laugh, meaner than any she had heard from him before. He leant forward in the saddle, lips pulled back in a sneer.
‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I wonder if you’re feeling hungry?’
‘Always,’ he said. ‘But if you think I don’t suspect some trick, I did not teach you very well.’
‘No trick,’ she said, sinking onto the blanket. ‘A proposal, no less. Come, will you join me?’
Warily, Mergan slid off his horse and sidled over. From the greedy twinkle in his eye, clearly he would not mind devouring everything he saw.
‘No poison?’ he said, lowering himself onto crossed legs.
‘Point something out and I’ll eat at it first.’
‘Good enough.’ He picked up a stick of dried beef, sniffed it. ‘You still harbour the notion that I can be turned to your will, no doubt?’
‘Wait,’ she said.
He eyed her suspiciously.
‘I am under no illusion,’ she said, ‘that you retain any love for me. Your actions have made that perfectly plain.’
‘My actions do not involve you, Yalenna. They were not made for or against you. You are arrogant to think otherwise.’
‘Nevertheless, I think that you have made poor choices.’
‘Oh?’
‘You told me you wanted to live, to feast. Yet you ally yourself with rabble who don’t know a ham hock from a hen’s hoof. You can’t tell me you’ve been enjoying a fulsome life in the Dale, replete with rich repast?’
‘Can’t I? You don’t know what you speak of.’
‘Perhaps. But consider this – just as you don’t owe anyone anything, you owe the Unwoven nothing either. So why choose them? Fight with us instead. Make your choice not arbitrarily, but with your own future in mind. In Althala, you could eat fine foods every day. Better than dirt-encrusted carrots and horse meat, I can promise you.’
Mergan frowned at her. He seemed to actually be considering it.
‘All you have to do,’ she pressed, ‘is walk away from those muddy brutes.’
He didn’t like that.
‘Those muddy brutes,’ he said, ‘have shown me more honesty and loyalty than anyone I have known.’
‘And how have you reciprocated? By lying to them about who you are.’
‘It is my right! Regret took everything from me, so why shouldn’t I have all that was his? And let me tell you something else – Althala is not yours to offer up. You see, I do intend to have run of the place, and not because it was given me by some slip of a girl as a retirement gift!’
‘Don’t lose your temper. You have not heard me out. There are other factors which may sweeten the bargain.’
‘Oh, yes?’
‘I could bless you.’
He scoffed. ‘You cannot bless Wardens.’
‘I can, if they open themselves to it. Imagine, Mergan, what it would be like if I granted you peace.’
His eyes crinkled. ‘Do not use that word on me.’
‘But it could be yours.’
‘Only if, as you say, I "open myself up”. You really think I trust you enough to offer you unfettered access to my pattern? If this is your attempt at sweetening, I find it bitter indeed.’
‘There is this, also.’
She produced a vial from her pocket, at the bottom of which lay a few dried crumbs. Mergan watched intently as she opened it and very carefully sprinkled the contents into a jam jar. She mixed them in with a knife, then spread a generous amount of jam on a slice of bread.
‘Curltooth,’ he whispered.
‘That’s right.’
She handed him the slice, and set about making one for herself. He eyed his closely, took a bite, and his eyes rolled back in his head.
‘I had forgotten,’ he said, before losing himself to ferocious chewing.
She took a bite too – why not? – and the jam on her tongue was like a thousand tiny exploding berries. Strange, that she could find a moment of blissful transportation in such a harrowing situation. Still, she maintained enough presence of mind that when Mergan finished and reached for the jam jar, she was ready to slide it from his reach.
‘One taste,’ she said, ‘yet there is more I could give you, much more. Imagine yourself sitting in front of a fire, eating curltooth-spiced stew, and mulled wine, and whatever else your heart desires. Cake! Tea!’
Mergan smiled agreeably. ‘It is a nice thought.’
The ground trembled and Yalenna almost dropped the jar. Behind her, the Althalans actually clattered as their armour shook upon them. Yalenna glanced around with trepidation.
‘The world is not well,’ she said, above the rumbling and the rattle. ‘The Unwoven do not belong, you know that.’
‘The Unwoven do not spread corruption,’ said Mergan. ‘They are a symptom, not the cause. It is the Wound which must be closed.’
He got a funny look then, as if he didn’t understand what he had just said.
‘Yes,’ urged Yalenna, ‘so help me close it!’
The trembling eased, died away.
‘Will you not help me, Mergan?’ she tried again, a plaintive note creeping into her voice. Had she reached him? Finally?
He was looking past her, and reluctantly she turned to follow his gaze.
Rostigan and Forger had reached the Althalan troops.
She braced herself for some violent reaction, yet Mergan merely looked quizzical.
‘Karrak and Forger?’ he asked.
‘I’m afraid so.’
‘They fight with you?’
‘For the moment. They understand Aorn is in peril. If it crumbles, we all lose.’
Mergan shrugged. ‘Lucky for me, then, that all I want is the rest of the jam!’
The jar flew from her hand at the same time as air slapped her hard across the face. Dazedly she looked up to see Mergan on his feet, clambering back onto his horse, while an outcry sounded from the Althalans.
‘I am not above a fair fight, Yalenna!’ Mergan called. ‘Find me in the battle, if you wish, though it’s always a sad thing to outlive a student.’
He stuck his hand into the jar as he kicked his horse, and was almost flung off as it jolted into a gallop. Clinging on with his legs as he bounced about, he licked his fingers joyously.
The ground trembled again, though this time for a different reason. With their Priestess attacked, the Althalans were charging, Jandryn heading them up wearing a mask of rage. From the other direction, the Unwoven started beating their chests and shaking their fists.
‘Get them, my children,’ Mergan shouted as he rode away. ‘Spread my touch throughout the world!’



FIGHTING TOGETHER
As expected, Rostigan and Forger attracted quite a few stares as they arrived on the outskirts of the army. Perhaps Rostigan was known to these people, esteemed even, but who was this towering man he brought with him?
‘What is she doing?’ said Forger, looking out at Yalenna and Mergan having their picnic.
‘Something she shouldn’t bother with,’ muttered Rostigan.
‘Skullrender.’
It was an officer.
‘Yes?’
‘The King is anxious to speak with you. Would you and your … friend … kindly attend him?’
‘This is Hanry,’ said Rostigan. ‘He’s a great threader, come to help our cause.’
The officer glanced at Forger nervously. ‘Of course. Now, if you will …’
A roar erupted, and Rostigan saw Yalenna sprawling, apparently attacked in some way by Mergan. Jandryn broke from the front to point his sword across the field.
‘Treachery!’ he bellowed.
From the midst of his soldiers, the king’s voice rose. ‘My people, we fight for all Aorn!’
The army did not need much more encouragement. They howled and charged.
‘Well,’ said Forger, ‘this is all very exciting.’
‘Quite,’ said Rostigan.
‘There are a lot of them, though, aren’t there? The Unwoven, I mean. And they are very strong, from memory. Even at five to one against, I wonder at our chances.’
Rostigan listened, his feet itching to join the bodies surging past them.
‘Not shying away I hope, Hanry?’
‘Not at all. Just wondering if you might do something to even the odds?’
‘What?’
‘Make up a poem, maybe.’
‘I cannot remove Regret’s creations, I told you that already.’
‘But what of the very ground beneath their feet?’
Rostigan considered the stampeding Unwoven. They were clumped together, as they would remain for the brief moments before the two fronts clashed. It would not be long, for overly eager arrows were already beginning to precede the Althalans.
‘I do not like to,’ said Rostigan.
‘A little more damage in the short term, will help set things right in the long term.’
‘Always an excuse,’ said Rostigan with a scowl, but he gave some thought to the words. If Tarzi were here, she would be able to come up with something. The thought distracted him, made him glance around – where was she anyway? Safe?
‘Time wastes, old friend.’
‘I need a rhyme.’
‘What fun,’ said Forger. ‘I’ve always wanted to try my hand at this. Hmmm. Okay, how about: Beneath trampling Unwoven feet, a bowl of earth lies there replete.’
Rostigan was surprised, to say the least.

With relief Jandryn saw Yalenna rise and move back to her horse.
‘Mind the Priestess!’ he shouted, turning his own mount sideways to shield her from the onrush, diverting it around them as she climbed back into the saddle. ‘Are you all right, my lady?’
‘Yes, yes,’ she said irritably. ‘It was not the worst he could have done.’
‘I certainly hope,’ he said, ‘it was worth it.’
He knew she had been trying to buy time for Rostigan to join them, but did not understand how one man, no matter how good a warrior he was, was worth risking herself over.
And then something absolutely astounding happened.
The entire Unwoven army, in the middle of their fearsome advance, suddenly dropped wholly out of view, a thousand howls issuing up in their wake. Hard to make out over the sound, were ghostly words drifting through the air, speaking something about the earth.
‘Looks like it was,’ said Yalenna. ‘Quickly!’
She rode on and Jandryn followed.
What had happened? Had it been an earthquake? Another crack caused by the corruption? There had been reports of such happenings, but Jandryn could not quite believe their fortune was good enough that one would strike here, at this opportune time. He stood up in the stirrups to see further over soldiers’ heads. Ahead, a great section of earth had seemingly caved inwards, big enough to swallow the Unwoven, and the Althalan army now spilled out around its edge. A couple of hapless souls, pushed forwards from behind, lost their footing and tumbled downwards.
‘By the Spell,’ Jandryn whispered.
The going grew denser as jostling soldiers tried to see what went on. Leading the way, Yalenna did not baulk at sweeping them aside with her magic, and Jandryn hastened to stay on the path she created. They arrived at the edge of the pit to see, some thirty paces below, a chaotic mass of Unwoven trying to untangle themselves from each other. Any of their horses still alive were screaming, assuredly with broken bones. The first wave of individuals were clawing their way free of the rest, up the concave sides.
An Althalan who had fallen was desperately trying to stay abreast of them, while behind him, another was having his head twisted around full circle.
‘Archers!’ shouted Jandryn, jumping off his horse. ‘Everyone else get back, make room for the archers!’
Other officers took up the call. Jandryn glanced about and saw an archer nearby staring fearfully at the edge without daring to move too close.
‘Give that here!’ he demanded, snatching the bow away, then roughly turning the man around to take arrows from his quiver.
‘But sir …’
‘Well, if you’re only going to stand there gawking …’
Jandryn returned to the edge, notched an arrow and loosed it downwards. It sunk into a climbing Unwoven’s shoulder, jolting it momentarily, but the creature sent a malevolent look upwards and kept coming.
‘Wind and storm, archers to the front!’ Jandryn bellowed. ‘Everyone else, back! Get back!’
At the continued calls, more and more archers appeared, and arrows began to pelt downwards. Jandryn himself sent shaft after shaft, but they did frustratingly little to hinder their tenacious grey targets. Once or twice he landed a shot through an eye, to make an Unwoven fall, but, for the most part, wounds inflicted were virtually ignored. Some, at least, hampered an enemy’s ability to climb – the right spot in an arm or a leg would cripple the bearer’s progress – and yet the majority of them stubbornly persisted. Those with multiple shafts in them profusely dribbled their foul white blood, and although they did not feel the pain of their hurts, they were thankfully drained by them nonetheless. Those who actually died slid downwards, impeding but not stopping the living. By Jandryn’s side, Yalenna was in the saddle threading furiously. At her beckoning, jets of dirt exploded up beneath climbers, knocking them backwards to take others with them. Whirls of wind whooshed around the pit, blasting grit into faces, sheering the slope to make it steeper.
‘Threaders!’ she shouted. ‘Threaders to the edge!’
Silkjaws which had been circling above began to dive. One swooped along the rim to Jandryn’s left, knocking a whole row of archers downwards. They tumbled towards the enemy, to be eagerly seized and torn limb from limb.
‘Threaders, watch the skies!’ was Yalenna’s new order. ‘Light torches! Protect the archers!’
Streams of fire leapt upwards, and ’jaws began to blaze. Others continued to batter the bowl’s perimeter, and a couple crash-landed just behind it, displacing more soldiers over the edge. Meanwhile, the first Unwoven were making it to the top. Several archers were grabbed around the legs and yanked down into the murderous upsurge.
‘Swords to the front!’ Jandryn shouted, casting aside his bow and taking a step back. A horrible head, large and emaciated with bright green eyes, appeared before him. Arms with every vein bulging hauled the body upwards, and Jandryn aimed a great swing. The Unwoven flung up a hand to protect itself, and the sword sunk halfway through its wrist, despite a force behind it that would have sheared the limb off a normal man. Dirt blasted the creature in the eyes and it fell away, almost taking his sword with it.
‘Jandryn!’ came Yalenna’s warning, and he glanced up in time to see bone claws outstretched. He flung himself down as wind washed over him, and the silkjaw slammed into Yalenna’s horse. The ’jaw rebounded and took off again clumsily, as the horse cantered sideways towards the edge.
‘No!’ Jandryn shouted, but the horse put its back foot over, and was suddenly falling. Yalenna struggled to be free, springing from the saddle at the last possible moment. As her horse fell from view with a terrified whinny, she slammed against the rim on her stomach, her lower half dangling over, her fingers digging into grass. Jandryn leapt, landing at full length to grab her by the wrists. Her eyes opened wide as a powerful force seized her from below.
‘It’s got my leg!’
He grunted, elbowing himself up to pull on her with all his might. Fear of losing her lent him strength, and she screamed as her arms lengthened with the strain. He ignored her pain – he had to, to save her – and bit by bit, hauled her over the side, until the grey hand wrapped around her ankle came into view, bone exposed where he had cut it previously. He could not hack at it again without letting go, and desperately cast about for the nearest soldier.
‘You! Quickly! Get this thing off the Priestess!’
The soldier leapt to obey, and in two more slashes the hand was severed. Dragging Yalenna with him, Jandryn stumbled backwards and they landed together in a heap.
‘Thank you,’ she gasped against his chest.
‘On your feet, Yalenna!’ he said, pushing her off.
Everywhere Unwoven were clambering free of the pit, driving the fighting back from the edge.
The Althalan’s short advantage had ended.

Falling suddenly into a pile of Unwoven was not something Mergan had expected, but he held onto his jam jar for all he was worth. With a crunching impact he felt the legs of his horse give way beneath him, and he was flung to land upon hard, thrashing bodies. As they struggled he fell deeper into their midst, making his way towards the bottom, until the light above was only visible in flashing slits.
What on Aorn had his enemies done?
How had they done it?
‘Get off the Lord Regret!’ sounded a voice. Holes appeared in the canopy of limbs as Unwoven were dragged away, and Scarbrow’s face appeared.
‘Are you hurt, lord?’
‘No. Just get me clear of this.’
Scarbrow and his warriors pulled other Unwoven off him, which was easy enough, for they wanted to get out of the pit themselves.
‘Stay with us, lord,’ said Scarbrow, as his troop formed a protective circle.
The sound of wings beating above reminded Mergan of the silkjaw presence, and he realised the fall had shaken his concentration sufficiently that he had dropped the camouflaging shimmer over his head. Quickly he recreated it, annoyed that he had to disguise himself from ‘his’ own pets. All around, Unwoven were working up the slopes of the pit, in spite of the arrows flying against them. One of his guards took a shaft in the neck and gave a nasty wet choke – then ripped the arrow out and flung it away.
Mergan put the jam jar in his pocket.
‘Up and out!’ he ordered.
‘Stay behind us, lord,’ said Scarbrow.
Mergan’s group were among the last to begin climbing. The slope grew steeper the further they went, and eventually Mergan was on his hands and knees.
‘Climb onto my back, lord,’ said Scarbrow.
Mergan followed the suggestion, clasping his arms around Scarbrow’s neck. The Unwoven was so smooth and bony, it was quite painful to hang on. He scanned about, diddling his fingers at the arrows that came at them, breaking them apart in the air. He thought he heard Yalenna scream, but could not see her.
Was this her doing?
Finally Scarbrow made it to the top, climbing up behind a line of Unwoven who were forcing the enemy back.
‘I can protect you better if you get off now, lord.’
‘What? Oh, sorry.’
Around them cries of rage and pain resounded – the Althalans and Plainsfolk fought bravely, despite their formidable opponents. Mergan retrieved the jam from his pocket and dipped his finger inside. Some grit had gotten in there, but he did not care. The taste of berries was still intensely pleasurable.
‘Kill them all!’ he bawled, his mouth and beard stickily red.
He set about following his own order, his vision sliding deeply into the realm of threads. Patterns pulsated everywhere, and he reached hither and thither to explode hearts, or rip out ribs, or stomachs, or eyes. After a while he found the approach too piecemeal, and raised his hands to gather up rays of sunlight, focusing them into a brighter beam that he then directed through lines of the enemy. Skin bubbled in its passage, and armour glowed hot as its occupants smoked and cooked. Scarbrow and his warriors slew any who came near, and the jam was very sweet indeed.

It did not take Forger long to realise what he had gotten himself into. The first Unwoven he faced looked him up and down with scorn.
‘You’re a big one, aren’t you?’ it said. ‘I may turn your scalp into a majestic cape!’
‘Dear me!’ exclaimed Forger. ‘It’s been a while since anyone dared speak to me like that.’
Threats were not the problem. As the Unwoven lunged towards him, his instinct was to give it pain. Its pattern, however, was barely discernable to his influence – because, of course, the Unwoven did not feel pain. He was reduced to catching its wrists in his hands and yanking them hard in either direction. It took a couple of tries, but finally he succeeded in ripping off its arms. As he booted away the angrily glaring torso, he marvelled at the strength of Unwoven flesh. Still, he was stronger, and if he could not rely on his powers, he would have to rely on that.
A sword would help though, he thought. The first blade he spied was in an Althalan hand, and he made a snatching motion to summon it to him. Its owner watched it fly away in surprise, and a moment later the distraction cost him his life.
‘Imagine I should feel guilty about that,’ said Forger.
He advanced on the Unwoven who had dealt the blow, but the sword had no heft and was a mere dagger in his meaty grip. He decided he preferred levitation and released the blade to shoot off before him. Maybe he could not easily affect Unwoven themselves, but he could still use other things upon them to his liking.
The floating sword slashed at the Unwoven, who batted at it like an annoying wasp. Concentrating, Forger steadied the blade, then lurched it up under the creature’s chin, busting through its skull to the other side. It was a strangely empty experience – without pain, killing was like swallowing food without tasting it.
Ah well, he thought, can’t have fun all the time, I suppose.
He looked for more things to pick up and hurl, and soon the air about him was dancing with dangerous objects. As he fought on, Forger began to discern glimmers of threads in a faint network between the Unwoven, almost beyond his own perception. There was something strange about their patterns – something on that curious level where Braston’s gift held sway. There came not the clarity of understanding that Braston sometimes delivered but, as time went on, Forger thought he could make something out of the relationship between the Unwoven and the world.
We should not exist. We should never have been.
‘Don’t worry,’ he said, slamming three swords at once into a neck from different directions, ‘I’m doing what I can about that.’

At times Rostigan looked slow and ponderous, but he always sped up at the last moment to be wherever he needed. When he swung, it mattered not if hands were flung up, or helms worn, or shields raised – his sword drove through metal and bone with equal ease, often down deep between eyes. Well had he earned the name Skullrender, and his allies took heart to see him among them. They fought valiantly, staying in groups as best they could, covering each other’s backs and converging on single Unwoven together. The Unwoven’s fierceness was working against them somewhat, as they attacked blindly and passionately as individuals, moving into enemy territory until they were surrounded. There was no order to them, no command structure, no plan beyond sheer brutishness. The Althalan officers, conversely, had trained their troops well, and any order given was quickly obeyed. At one stage Rostigan thought he saw a group containing Cedris, sinking his sword deep into a fallen Unwoven’s breast, and was surprised to feel a glimmer of pride.
Not only were the Unwoven uncoordinated, they also fought in a host of different ways. Some carried weaponry, others went without and leapt about grabbing hold of necks or brawling with their bony fists. Rostigan saw one bite a Plainsman’s face, chewing his nose right off as the man screamed and punched at the creature’s stomach with his sword. Another bound along the ground like a dog, swiping soldier’s legs out from under them.
All the while Rostigan kept an eye on Forger, staying close by and letting the other Warden’s trajectory inform his own. Forger was almost as wild as the enemy, likely to charge too far into their midst and get himself into trouble. If he died, Rostigan would probably be the one to inherit his threads – Yalenna seemed too far away – and Rostigan did not want them.
Let the Spell have them, he thought, once we coax him to the Spire.
‘You wish to fight by my side, brother!’ said Forger with a grin. Blades and shards whizzed around him, periodically shooting off to swarm nearby Unwoven, slicing them many which ways.
‘You’re no use to me dead!’ Rostigan replied, hanging back from the lethal debris.
Behind them the Althalans stood thicker, many still waiting for the opportunity to get into the fray. King Loppolo was amongst their number, surrounded by a dense barrier of guards, and with relief Rostigan saw Tarzi in that mix. For a moment their eyes met through the sea of swords and he found it hard to read her expression.
Had she forgiven him?
Her mouth opened in alarm and he spun to see an Unwoven bearing down on him with an almighty axe raised over its head. He ducked forward, coming up inside the blow, and plunged his blade through the creature’s guts to scatter bits of spine on the other side. As he pushed the body away and looked back to where Tarzi had been, he saw guards fending off two hovering silkjaws while Loppolo lay flat against his horse. Tarzi was nowhere in sight – had she been knocked from the saddle?
‘Eyes forward, brother!’ called Forger.
She’s all right, Rostigan told himself. Even if she wasn’t, he could not let her concern him now. He could, at least, do something about the silkjaws.
The lands about were scarce of crows, so it was taking a while for them to answer his call. Now he could finally feel them arriving, a flock of presences high in the sky, with more on the way. They were leery, however, of getting closer.
Hark, my friends, he called. Did I not feed you well at Ander? Come, aid me again, and I promise you shall gorge!
Black dots began to descend.
‘Take heart!’ he bellowed, rippling the words out to the minds of those around him. ‘Fight well and we can triumph!’
Determined cries went up in answer, as frightened or despairing hearts were bolstered with lent belief.
‘We will finish the Unwoven!’ called Rostigan. ‘Strike them from Aorn forever!’
The sky began to darken as crows swooped upon the waning silkjaws. Darkening a little too much, Rostigan thought – it could not be due to the crows alone.
The killing continued.

Though he was far away in the fighting, Yalenna could see what Mergan was doing – harnessing the sun’s beams to sear downwards, sucking light from the rest of the sky.
I don’t think so, old man, she thought. The elements are my domain.
She reached to the heavens and wrenched apart his pillar of light, scattering it in ripples back to the sky. Perhaps, she fancied, she even heard his angry cry above the rest.
‘Hold it down!’ shouted Jandryn, as two Althalans wrestled an Unwoven to the ground. He planted an armoured knee on its chest, and set about pushing his sword through its face.
Yalenna felt a growing need to seek out Mergan, for there was true anger at him, finally. Despite everything, she had never really believed he would go this far, yet he had consistently dashed all hope that he would come back to himself, even a little. With his sunbeam denied him, he was no doubt doing something else just as massively harmful, and there were few besides her who could stand against him. He needed to be stopped.
It was not, however, simply a matter of strolling to him through the throng.
Perhaps if she could round up Rostigan and Forger, they could cut her a path? She seized a riderless horse and swung herself upwards, searching about for them. Forger stood in the midst of a whirlwind of objects, while Rostigan hacked and slashed and bellowed all at once, loud words of encouragement which stirred the troops around him.
It would be difficult to get to them too.
An Unwoven came at her, and she blasted air at it, knocking it from its feet. Two more took its place, one of them smiling as it ran fingers through its shock of blonde hair.
‘You will like his touch,’ it said. ‘It will make you cold and eternal.’
It’s difficult to get anywhere, she thought, raising her hands.

Tarzi rubbed dirt from her bruised elbows as she got to her feet. She had flung herself from her horse when silkjaws had attacked the king’s party, but now they were gone – one reduced to limp strands and trampled bones, the other wheeling away mincing a guard in its claws. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to return to the saddle or not, but, as other mounts stamped around her, she decided it was the lesser peril. She would just have to be more careful about watching the skies.
Back on her horse, she saw that Rostigan moved about with that strange new arrival – a tall man who was obviously a powerful threader, though looking at him again, he did not seem quite so tall as before. Maybe he was simply further away?
She still wasn’t sure what to make of Rostigan’s recent disappearance. He could not have gone far without Yalenna’s help – though it was possible she had taken him somewhere and come back without him. Tarzi did not believe the claim about worm hunting, for he had been so cagey about it. Besides, while the worms needed to be dealt with, they were nothing compared to other troubles.
Cawing sounded and her gaze returned to the sky. Crows were bombarding the silkjaws, just as they had during the attack on Althala. Why did they help once again? Only one man had ever been able to command them, but surely he wasn’t here and lending his aid no less? In the face of such widespread violence she did not need much cause to shiver … yet the possibility of Karrak being present made her shiver mightily. The shadow he cast through history made her look about for an imposing figure astride a black warhorse, wielding a jagged-toothed sword, but she saw no one matching that description.
Crows were not the only strange occurrence on her mind. She was sure, when the Unwoven had fallen into the pit, that she had heard words echo out of the air. She had not quite caught them, yet the voice had been familiar. Or did the fact that the ghostly rhyme accompanied a miraculous disappearance, coupled with the knowledge that Rostigan had been there when Stealer had died, point her to some strange conclusions? He had told her, after all, that the threads of Wardens sought new homes when their hosts were killed.
‘Stay close, minstrel.’ This from Loppolo. ‘I don’t want to misplace you.’
There was pride in his voice, as if keeping her safe was an important duty. As if somehow it made up for him hanging back from the fighting.
‘Do not fear!’ Rostigan’s cry reached her ears. ‘We do the Spell’s bidding! We are supposed to win!’
She was strangely comforted, and some of her doubts faded. We are supposed to win. The thought stuck with her, pushed others away, lifted her spirits. She watched with a swelling breast as he continued to show the world how he had earned his renown. She would have a talk with him later, indeed she would, and get to the bottom of where he had gone, and what else precisely was going on … but in the meantime, perhaps it was simply permissible to love him with all her heart.

Forger caught hold of a flying sword, and something about it bothered him. It fit quite well into his grip – not entirely, yet it was unmistakably more comfortable than that first one he had tried. Was it bigger? He turned it for inspection, then took measure of himself against the people around him. There was no doubt about it – he had gotten smaller.
Nothing to worry about, he told himself. There was still great power coursing through him, and by no means was he at the end of his reserves, but the fact remained that while he used his gifts without causing any pain, he was spending without replenishing.
He heard a low moan from a soldier lying on the ground. The young man was badly wounded, with no telling if a healer could save him. Quietly, impulsively, Forger reached out his influence and thrummed the exposed nerve endings of the soldier’s wounds. The young man screamed, but there were plenty of screams, and Forger did not think one more would be noticed. With a little flush of pleasure he absorbed the garnered pain.
Karrak stalked up, flicking sticky white blood from his blade. ‘I think they’re thinning out,’ he said.
‘Or I have grown too short to attract their attention anymore,’ said Forger.
‘If that is the case, let us go in search of them!’
As they picked their way through the fighting, Forger kept an eye out for anyone else he might surreptitiously feed off.

Yalenna glanced around for whatever was next. To her surprise, it seemed like stocks of Unwoven were actually dwindling. The pit was empty save for arrow-speckled bodies, a few still writhing, and human dead. Over on the opposite side she thought she spotted Mergan for a moment. Unwoven were thicker there, for less Althalans had gotten around that far before the enemy had begun to pour out.
A bold idea struck her.
‘Don’t follow me,’ she said to Jandryn.
‘What?’
‘Please,’ she said, ‘just don’t.’
He would be all right, she told herself. He had a band of good soldiers with him who had killed many Unwoven together. If they survived, they could rightly call themselves veterans.
She turned and jumped into the pit.
‘Yalenna!’
She ignored his call and landed on the slope, her momentum carrying her downwards at speed. The earth was soft and her feet threatened to sink and make her stumble, but she conjured wind to help her balance. At the bottom the slope levelled out and she dashed across the centre of the bowl, leaping and dodging as half-dead Unwoven snatched at her. Upon reaching the other side, she channelled wind to boost her upwards, whipping her hair about in front of her eyes. Near the top she took a great last leap, summoning a final blast that lifted and carried her to rise the last few paces out of the pit and land on her feet.
Here, she was no longer among friends. Unwoven all around uttered a low collective hiss, and she reached for anything about them she could influence – a pair of pants, a leather belt, a sword, a steel helm – and flung objects together, dragging their owners with them. Unwoven staggered about, crashing into each other, pricking themselves with swords, butting heads. It was not enough to kill them, but it kept them at bay.
‘Make way!’ came Mergan’s voice. He appeared, hopping nimbly to avoid his stumbling minions. His eyes shone madly, and his face and beard were covered with jam. There was not much left, by the looks of the jar in his hand.
‘You’ve strayed off the path, my dear,’ he said.
This time she did not allow herself to get drawn in by his nonsense. She reached out with all her might, intending to crush the brain in his head. He gave a cry and pinched his brow. She added wind to her assault, directing it hard against all before her. Mergan staggered backwards, robe flapping, while his Unwoven struggled to reach her. One, with a crooked scar on his brow, crawled on his belly, and she sent a shower of dirt into his eyes that set him blindly pawing. Desperately she squeezed at Mergan’s mind, trying to squash it beyond recognition, but the next moment his pattern snapped back into shape – her ethereal grip soundly rejected.
‘I can’t believe you would do that!’ he gasped, with a kind of horrified indignance.
‘Why?’ she said furiously. ‘You do realise this is not a game, don’t you? The things you’re doing actually have consequences – wake up
why don’t you? The Mergan I know would be ashamed of you!’
He blinked at her, her words washing right over him. ‘Well,’ he growled, ‘if that’s the way you want to tussle …’
Perhaps she had been unwise to pick this fight. His influence seized her like a steel claw, digging in under her skin. Her wind died away like lost breath as she concentrated everything on keeping herself whole – on pushing him out whenever he tried to settle on a heart, an eye, a liver, a backbone. It was the most she could do to assert her pattern, but she could not be rid of him altogether, as he slipped painfully from one place to the next. Her bones began to throb. She fell to her knees. The scarred Unwoven rose to his feet but Mergan waved him away as his grip grew more insistent. He laughed, holding the jam jar higher, as if it was a trophy.
Jam was the least of what he deserved.
Yalenna lashed out, catching Mergan off guard with her target, and the jar exploded in his hand. Splinters lodged deeply in his palm as sticky remnants fell to earth. Mergan gave a wail of abject sorrow, which turned to hate so quickly that Yalenna thought his tears might evaporate as steam. He howled and both his hands shot to the sky.
She was hurled upwards as if loosed from a catapult, air whistling in her ears as she arced out over the sea of battling forces.

‘Will you look at that,’ said Forger.
No arguments now, Rostigan sent his crows, more forcefully than he had ever commanded them before. Do exactly as I bid.

Half-dazed and slightly nauseous, Yalenna passed the apex of her climb. Forcing herself to focus, she tried to muster wind beneath her, but it did little to slow her fall. A rush of air to aid a leap from a pit was not the same as halting a downwards plummet, it seemed. She could not even send her influence downwards to soften the oncoming ground, for it was hidden by hard, spiky warriors.
Would she die? She wasn’t sure. If she didn’t, she certainly would be broken for a while. If she did, she hoped at least to land near Rostigan, for he was the only one she trusted with her threads.
A wing slapped her forehead, and something sharply tugged her hair. Leave me alone, she thought, imagining some silkjaw had come to bother her in these last, maudlin moments.
A dark shape floated across her vision and seized her by the flapping sleeve. Claws settled all over her, up and down the length of her arms, across her back, pinching her bare skin or grabbing onto hair and clothes. As the crows beat their wings, their multiple grips digging into her painfully, her fall slowed.
She could not believe that he had done this.
Rostigan.
Now a little wind did help, a gentle upwards draft – not enough to tear free the birds, just enough to buoy them. More settled on her as she flew over the upturned faces of amazed soldiers, angling towards the ground. Despite the help, she could tell the impact was still going to hurt, and she would be lucky not to break anything. Then, as she was nearing a crash, other influences took hold. She tracked them to Rostigan – and Forger – holding their hands up towards her. They steadied her as she descended and, as her feet touched the ground before them, the crows immediately dispersed. She wobbled slightly, blood rushing back into countless places, and with all manner of scratches, yet happy nonetheless.
‘Boys,’ she breathed. ‘Thank you.’
Rostigan nodded stoically, while Forger beamed.
‘Why, Yalenna,’ he said, ‘it has been such a long time!’

Mergan wept as he licked a thin piece of glass, the taste of jam masked by dirt and the blood welling from his tongue.
‘No, no,’ he whimpered.
Zero jars of jam, sung the interior voice.
‘Shut up, by piss and fire!’
Strong arms slipped under his, lifting him to his feet.
‘Don’t do that, lord,’ said Scarbrow, gently prising the shard from Mergan’s fingers. ‘The food is gone.’
Mergan nodded meekly. Absently he plucked splinters from his palm as he took in the situation around him. It was much worse than predicted. The inexplicable pit had set them on the back foot right from the start. On top of that, the combined might of the other Wardens, the ferocity of the enemy, the way his Unwoven had broken off on their own instead of fighting together, and the crows cleaning up the last silkjaws the world would ever see …
‘Tide’s end,’ he muttered.
There was an option left, something that would never occur to his children on their own. His beautiful, honest children, who would fight on regardless of things like odds, who were too pure to feel the fear that would save them.
It was something only he could bid them to do.
‘Retreat,’ he said.
‘Lord?’
‘I said retreat!’ shouted Mergan, blood spraying from his tongue. ‘Retreat to the Pass! Our people can defend themselves better from there.’
‘Are you sure, lord?’
‘Do not question me! Lord Regret bids retreat!’ He raised his voice for the benefit of all. ‘Pass the word along! Retreat! Your lives belong to me, they are mine to keep if I so choose!’
Scarbrow frowned, but took up the call. Quickly it spread – the Lord Regret bids us retreat – and thankfully, although it was a difficult order for the Unwoven to understand, it was even more difficult to disobey.
‘I will carry you, lord,’ said Scarbrow. Again he hoisted Mergan onto his back as though he were a little boy. He turned from the fighting to run as fast as any Unwoven could, with long legs and unending strength.
‘Follow me, my children!’ cried Mergan. ‘Follow, follow! To the Pass!’
‘Follow Regret!’ came the call behind.
Grey runners pelted after them across the grasses, as others more deeply ensconced in the battle broke free in dribs and drabs. They streamed around both sides of the pit, heading back towards the Pass.
A great cheer went up from the enemy forces, which cut Mergan to the core.
‘Retreat,’ he cursed, and buried his head against Scarbrow’s cold, hard neck.



LORD OF LIES
Evening fell, and the mood in the camp was more jubilant than Rostigan cared for. Loppolo was walking around with his entourage telling everyone what a good job they had done, the soldiers were laughing and carrying on, and despite the fact that grog was not part of anyone’s allotted rations, many people seemed to somehow be drunk. Rostigan knew that, after a long day of running and fighting, it would be unwise not to let the soldiers celebrate – but he did not want them celebrating too hard.
There was still work to be done, bodies to organise and a funeral pyre to be built.
‘Do not mix the Unwoven with our people,’ he told those doing the collecting. ‘Throw them into the pit and leave them there.’
No one asked why, and he supposed it must seem natural that slain enemies would be shown such contempt.
Leave them for the crows, was what he really meant.
He stood with Yalenna and Forger, with his arm around Tarzi, in the midst of the officer’s tents, staring into a fire. His lies were growing numerous and it was making life difficult. Forger kept eyeing Tarzi as if he couldn’t make sense of her, no doubt because of the obvious affection she bore Rostigan. She had rushed to him once she had been able, just as he had feared, and he chided himself for not mentioning her to Forger, pre-emptively inventing some reason why he kept her. Perhaps he had not ever really believed they would all make it to this point.
‘Tell me again,’ said Tarzi, slipping from his embrace, ‘how is it that you and Hanry know each other?’
‘Why,’ said Rostigan, ‘we were childhood friends – is that not so, Hanry?’
Forger raised his eyebrows, amused to be playing an impromptu role. ‘Yes, indeed,’ he said. ‘Like brothers, we were.’
‘And you came across each other again,’ said Tarzi, ‘while you were killing worms?’
‘Most fortunate,’ said Rostigan. ‘What a surprise it was to discover Hanry taking care of the same business as I. I could not have asked for a better ally.’
‘Then how is it,’ said Tarzi, ‘that you have not seen each other in so long?’
‘Oh,’ said Forger, and Rostigan tensed – if possible, he wanted to be the one making up this story – ‘I’ve been living far away for quite a time. I only came back when I heard about how much the world needed my help.’ He smiled and, although it seemed genuine, it still involved a lot of teeth. ‘Get moving, old Hanry, I told myself. Hurry up and do some good!’
Yalenna shuffled her feet. She was doing a passable job, at least, at not appearing uncomfortable while standing beside one of her greatest enemies.
‘And you two,’ continued Forger, cocking his head intently at Rostigan. ‘How did you two meet, precisely?’
‘Tarzi is a minstrel.’
‘That’s right,’ said Tarzi. ‘And when the great Skullrender crossed my path, I decided to follow him in case he did anything worth a song. As it turns out,’ she slipped a hand in his, ‘I followed a bit longer than anyone expected.’
‘I see,’ said Forger. ‘How delightful!’
Rostigan knew there would be questions later. Already he had a throb in the back of his head from keeping all his falsehoods in place. Why can’t we simply threadwalk to the Spire? Why must we kill the Unwoven first? Why don’t we behead Forger in his sleep and take his threads? Where did you really go and how did you get there? Who is this woman and what is she to you?
It was a relief when Loppolo wandered up, rubbing his hands and smiling gleefully. ‘My friends, no doubt we are proud of our victory?’
‘It is not victory yet,’ said Yalenna.
Loppolo was confused by her displeasure.
‘Remember,’ said Rostigan, in a milder tone, ‘the last time you and I fought the Unwoven, king? When I counselled pursuing them into the Pass to clean up the remnants?’
‘Indeed. But we were spent, Skullrender.’
‘Perhaps, and yet years later they return to cause us further grief. Loppolo, I tell you, there will be no victory until they’re all dead.’
Loppolo nodded, a little worried. ‘Still,’ he said, ‘that is tomorrow’s work. Will you not allow our folk a little cheer at their triumph today, at least?’
‘Not everyone is cheerful,’ put in Yalenna. ‘Many have lost friends, comrades … lovers …’
‘Thus we must honour the fallen,’ said Loppolo sagely. ‘The pyre is almost built. Shall we go? I will say a few words before it is lit.’
‘I’m sure you will,’ muttered Yalenna, almost under her breath.
As Loppolo led the way through the camp and out into the growing darkness, tensions flitted about the group like gnats. Tarzi dragged on Rostigan a little, causing them to fall back from the pack, which left Forger and Yalenna walking together. As those two glanced at each other guardedly, Rostigan hoped they were capable of remaining civil, and strained his ears to hear what they were saying. Tarzi, however, would not allow it.
‘He’s very odd,’ she whispered.
‘Who?’
‘Hanry. Who else?’
Rostigan sighed. ‘Yes, he has always been something of an outcast.’
He could tell that Tarzi was frustrated – but about what?
‘If you were just going off to kill some worms,’ she said, ‘why did you turn it into such a secretive thing? You’ve left me behind before to walk into danger … but this time you built it up like you were going to your death!’
Rostigan could not think of a way to explain it.
Maybe it was the recent regularity with which he had broken his old rules, or maybe he could even argue to himself that it was for her own protection, but he found himself doing something he had never done before. He threaded words directly into her mind.
‘I am sorry I upset you,’ he said. ‘I did not mean to be mysterious. Fighting worms was all I was doing, and running into Hanry was simply a stroke of good fortune. That is all, I promise.’
He didn’t like doing it. He had not done it before, and hoped to never have to do it again. It was one thing to manipulate a cowardly king for the good of the world, quite another to do it to his Tarzi. In his estimation, however, this qualified as a special exception. He had not asked for any of this. He would have remained content in his former quiet life, collecting herbs as he and Tarzi wandered, she a pleasant inconvenience in the way of his endlessly fruitless search, but the Spell had had other ideas. It was not fair or unfair, it just was. But if he had to live with it, well, he felt justified in minimising the damage to his personal life.
Just this once, he told himself. I cannot explain the truth to her without risking everything.
She nestled closer, happy again, her doubts dispelled.
Would he have the same luck with Forger when he came asking about Tarzi? In that circumstance he could not cheat with implanted belief.
He glanced ahead, curious as to how Forger and Yalenna were getting on. Forger, surprisingly, was chattering away happily, and Yalenna was smiling and nodding in response.
Excellent actors, the both of them.
Further on, Loppolo turned about, his sleeve to his mouth, for the stench of death wafted on them.
‘We’re here,’ he said.
Soon enough fires blazed beneath piles of the dead, as Loppolo spoke words to those who had gathered. Off in the night, crows in the pit squawked over a bounty of flesh, and Rostigan tried to suppress the pleasure that came to him through them. He wondered if he would be able to let himself feel anything freely, ever again.

Rostigan and Forger loped along on the outskirts of the army. A day or two’s distance from the Pass, there was less urgency about the march now, for the enemy wasn’t going anywhere, and there were plenty of soldiers who would benefit from a little healing time.
Forger took a stalk of grass he’d been chewing out of his mouth and inspected it, as if it were something extremely interesting. ‘You never mentioned her to me,’ he said.
‘No.’
Off out of earshot, Tarzi was riding with Yalenna and Jandryn, strumming away as she composed a song about the battle.
‘Well?’ demanded Forger.
‘I apologise,’ said Rostigan. ‘I simply did not think about it.’
‘I have never known Karrak to keep a woman.’
‘Don’t say that name!’ Rostigan did not have to manufacture his annoyance. ‘I had to fit in, do you understand? You have no idea what it’s been like.’
‘What?’
‘Being alive! Do you know how hard it is, to be the kind of man I am, yet unable to show it, or use my gifts? Do you think the good people of Aorn would have let me live, if they’d known such a toothless snake slithered through their midst?’
‘You could have used your gifts. Not doing so was a choice you made.’
‘No, it wasn’t.’
As if to prove his point, the ground tremored.
‘I had to live among them,’ Rostigan said. ‘Had to pass for a mortal. Thus I have taken more than one name over the years, and kept more than one lover too. Anything to seem like one of them. Do you understand?’
‘Maybe. But a committed lover is not necessary to create the distinction of normality. There are plenty of lechers in the world, brother. One more man who went from woman to woman would not raise a whole field of eyebrows.’
‘I had to learn to control my appetites, lest they run away with me. Had to practise restraint.’ Rostigan shot Forger the darkest glower he could muster. ‘She is not such a bad choice, anyway. Would it mollify you to know that I actually enjoy her? She has a pleasant voice, and other enthusiasms too, to keep a fellow satisfied. Besides, if I can fool the one held closest, I can fool anyone.’
Forger pursed his lips. ‘I see. But what will you do with her once we succeed in our plan? After we’ve healed the Wound and killed Yalenna, once we are free to be ourselves again?’
Rostigan shrugged. He thought about a callous answer, but somehow none seemed to fit with his prior justifications. ‘I imagine I will keep her, for a time at least.’
‘Really?’
‘We’ll see. Centuries can teach one patience, brother. I do not need every last thing in every moment. Besides, the use of my manhood is not in deficit. It is other muscles that ache to be flexed.’
‘Will she still love you though, if she learns who you really are?’
‘I can always twist her mind to my liking. Who’s to say I haven’t already, a little?’ A note of truth was always useful in lending credence to lies. ‘And if I decide I can’t be bothered with that, can you imagine the exquisite expression on her face when she learns who she has really been sharing a bed with? Such realisation would exceed the more mundane mutilations that come to us so easily, brother. It may even count amongst my greatest cruelties inflicted. Eh?’ He gave a mean cackle.
Forger nodded, as if convinced.

Mergan stalked back and forth, considering things from every angle.
‘More rocks!’ he ordered. ‘Up there!’
There were ledges in the mountainside above the winding path through the Pass, reached by steep and narrow ways, upon which his children were busy stockpiling rocks and whatever other projectiles they could find. Once upon a time there had been battlements up there, but these had since crumbled, and a few remnants of walls comprised the best remaining cover. That said, from those heights, simply crouching down was enough to remove one from sight.
Those Unwoven who knew how to use bows – not enough of them for Mergan’s liking – would be strategically situated among the rock hurlers. He had ordered them to teach others the skill as well, although ‘teaching’ was a rather alien concept, and he doubted many of the archers-in-training would prove effective in whatever time they had left. Still, they might surprise him.
‘There is not space for all up there,’ said Scarbrow. ‘Where shall the bulk of our people wait?’
‘Just inside the Dale,’ said Mergan, ‘ready for any who make it through the gauntlet. Be clear that they are not to disperse, back to raising cattle and making swords, or whatever they normally like to do. They are to remain in position.’
Scarbrow nodded. ‘And I will protect you.’
His sword would not be much good up where Mergan planned to be, on the highest reachable ledge, where the sweeping view gave him plenty of scope for magic.
‘No, I want you with our people inside the Dale. Make sure they stay where I have said. And get her down.’ He gestured at a pregnant Unwoven on a ledge who had apparently gone into labour.
‘You,’ called Scarbrow, ‘get down from there.’
‘Why?’ she answered, water dripping around her ankles.
‘You cannot fight while giving birth!’ shouted Mergan.
‘Why not?’
She set her jaw stubbornly and slammed her spear end to the ground, causing dust to fall.
‘You disobey the Lord Regret?’ called Scarbrow.
‘Oh, leave her,’ said Mergan, with a dismissive wave. ‘Let her hurl her newborn at them when they come for all I care.’
‘When will they come?’
‘Do you remember that helpful concept I recently taught you called “scouting”?’
Mergan did love his people, but it constantly surprised him how useless they could be.

As the army slowed to a stop, Yalenna considered the daunting Pass. Even from this distance, in the light of the setting sun, she could see grey shapes moving about the upper reaches, many well above arrowshot from the ground.
‘My lady,’ said Jandryn, ‘it is a death trap.’
She grunted in agreement. There was good reason why no one had ever been able to scour the Unwoven out of their Dale.
‘If we try to venture through,’ said Jandryn, ‘they will rain the mountains down upon us. Would that the Spell deliver some fortunate quake to shake them loose, like that which opened the pit beneath them.’
Ah yes, thought Yalenna, that convenient pit.
Loppolo sidled up, flanked by officers.
‘Priestess,’ he said stiffly, ‘I have been talking with my commanders and we cannot see a way into the Dale that does not result in ruin.’
‘Have a little faith,’ she replied, ‘in the powerful threaders you have with you.’
‘You have a plan?’
She glanced around for Rostigan. There he was, talking with Forger, gesturing at the Pass.
‘Perhaps,’ she said. ‘Let us make camp. We will attack tomorrow morning.’
‘But Priestess –’
She shot him a look to quiet his objections, and he glanced sideways at his officers.
‘We shall speak further tonight then,’ he said, ‘about how to address the problem. In the meantime, I will take your … advice.’
‘Very well.’ She turned away, heading towards the other Wardens, and Jandryn moved to join her. ‘Not now, Jandryn,’ she told him. He frowned, but she had no time for his insecurities just then.
As she arrived, Forger grinned at her. ‘My goodness, Yalenna! You look more radiant every day. Could it be that your young gentleman has warmed your once-cold heart?’
‘My heart was never cold.’
‘Ah. Only towards me then.’
‘Hanry, please … we must work together.’
‘Is that not what I’ve been doing?’ Forger looked exaggeratedly abashed. ‘I was merely trying to make conversation in the form of polite interest and enquiry.’
Yalenna found him infuriating, his affectations of normality doing nothing to endear him to her. She had no trouble remembering how far he was beyond redemption, and did not like him knowing about Jandryn. She could not, however, afford to treat him with open disdain.
‘I am sorry,’ she said, making a show of smoothing her hair. ‘I am a little on edge, is all. It is quite a task ahead of us, gentlemen.’
‘And the subject of our current discussion,’ said Forger. ‘I have been telling Rostigan my idea.’
‘And what is that?’
‘To wipe the mountains off the map!’ Forger smacked his fist into his palm. ‘Can you imagine it? Take the very Peaks from under them and oh, how they would fall. Can you see them falling, Yalenna – little grey bodies, tumbling to the ground? Even such hard heads as theirs would crack and break.’
‘What I see,’ said Yalenna, ‘is the world cracking and breaking before we have a chance to fix it. We cannot steal a whole mountain range! Who knows how such a monumental act would affect things? How it would speed the Spell’s degradation?’
‘Ah,’ said Forger sadly, ‘a shame.’
‘We do not have to go that far,’ said Rostigan.
Yalenna glanced at him hesitantly. ‘What do you have in mind?’
‘Stealer need not take a whole mountain,’ he said, ‘to make those upon it fall.’



THE PASS
It was a new day.
A pair of soldiers stood side by side, flexing their sword arms. They had been farmhands until not long ago, from a little village way down south, and wore a mishmash of armour assigned and earned.
‘They can’t expect us to march into the Pass,’ said Artanon. ‘The Unwoven will crush us before we’re halfway through.’
‘They won’t make us to do anything of the sort,’ Cedris replied. ‘Threaders are going to pave the way.’
‘Yes, so the king says, but he doesn’t say how. And the veterans say lords think nothing of sending soldiers to their doom.’
Cedris chuckled. ‘I wouldn’t believe everything you hear from those crusty old dogs. See, look at that.’ He gestured to the front where the Priestess cantered up to join Loppolo. She nodded to him, then turned towards the mountains.
‘Everyone, make ready!’ came an officer’s command.
‘I told you,’ said Artanon. ‘They’re going to get us killed.’ ‘Watch the Priestess,’ Cedris said. ‘She’s up to something, mark my words.’
Yalenna raised her hands towards the Pass, her face a mask of grim concentration.

Forger nudged Rostigan. ‘It’s time. Yalenna is putting on her show.’
Rostigan, to whom no one else was paying attention, nodded and began to speak.
Cornerstones and keystones keep the Roshous high, Perfectly in balance from the deep earth to the sky. A thousand tiny structures holding everything in place, Carrying the Peaks and propping up rock face. Holding back collapse from the floor of Tranquil Dale, Holding up the Pass, and the Unwoven pale.
Soldiers glanced around, startled by the sudden ghostly stream of overlapping words.
Rostigan ignored them, watching the mountains.

Mergan was situated up on his ledge with an excellent view of the enemy, wondering what they planned to do. He hoped – oh, how he hoped – that they would risk the Pass, giving his people a chance to pay them back for the indignity of the pit. He did not think it likely, however. Any half-decent commander would know that funnelling his army through such a hostile narrow space was tantamount to suicide. Nevertheless, they had come here, so surely they intended to take some kind of action. Unless they merely meant to ensure that the Unwoven were once again locked away inside the Dale.
A series of cracking, grinding, groaning noises sounded through the mountains. The ground under Mergan’s feet shook, and dust started to come loose.
What now, he thought, and then everything fell apart.
The ledge beneath him gave way suddenly, jolting his stomach into his throat. It hit some protrusion a few paces beneath, breaking into pieces, and he was flung against the mountainside. His nails raked down a newly exposed rock face until he found a jutting upon which to seize, holding on tight as stone rained around him.
No, no, no!
Other ledges were coming loose, and across the way a boulder smashed a vertical path down the mountain. Below Mergan, Unwoven were bouncing off each other as they fell, and against the sides of the Pass. As debris cascaded, bodies disappeared into a cloud of rising dust.
A greater rumbling sounded, and he twisted as he hung to look into the Dale. With a horrified, sickening despair, he saw motion on the mountains all around – peaks were crumbling, outcroppings collapsing, everywhere rock and dirt was sliding down slopes, quickly gathering mass and momentum. Widespread bellows of anger fast became muffled by a roaring Dale-wide avalanche.
How did they do this? he wondered. Nobody has this scope of power.
From above came the clatter of more objects, and he looked up in time for a hurtling stone to hit him square in the forehead. He was punched soundly from the rock face, his limp fingers trailing as he plummeted, unconscious.

‘Now is the time, gentlemen,’ said Yalenna.
No one made any indication they had heard her, for everyone gaped in amazement at the distant scene. The Pass was cascading in on itself, widening as it lost its sides, great clouds of dust billowing out over the foothills. A louder rumbling heralded the rockslides going on in the valley beyond, and even here the ground was shaking.
‘You … you really made that happen?’ murmured Jandryn.
Yalenna was too tired of lying to answer him.
Darkness fell across the land as if a hand had closed around the sun. Over the vibration of the earth, fearful exclamation broke out all around.
‘The … the Spell has failed!’
‘Ash and sorrow!’
‘She has broken the world!’
‘The sun is dead!’
‘Don’t panic!’ called Yalenna. ‘It will pass! Stay calm everyone!’
Daylight blazed back, making people start and blink – some sighed with relief while others remained pale with terror.
‘It’s not right, it’s not right …’
‘This corruption will take us all …’
‘King Loppolo!’ Yalenna barked, breaking the man from his glazed stare.
‘Priestess?’
‘Order your army forth!’
‘You, er … you want me to send our soldiers into that? They’ll be crushed!’
‘It is petering out,’ she said. ‘Look.’
Sure enough, the Pass was beginning to settle, the debris falling from its higher reaches lessening in volume, though from the Dale there still came the sounds of tumult.
‘By the time we get there,’ she said, hoping she was right, ‘it will have stopped. We must act quickly if we are to press this advantage. The Unwoven may be momentarily buried, but something tells me they aren’t lying still.’
Rostigan and Forger arrived.
‘We must go,’ said Rostigan. ‘Now.’
Loppolo nodded uncertainly, but his voice rose to give the order.

Soldiers picked their way up the foothills, the layers of collapsed rock making for uneven footing. Dust hung everywhere, limiting visibility to some ten or so paces. Footsteps crunched, people coughed, and the occasional sound of things falling sent nervous glances upwards at the mountains looming on either side.
‘Eyes open everyone,’ Jandryn said.
Yalenna took another step. A grey hand burst out of the ground to seize her ankle. She could not help but yelp, and tried to kick it off, but the grip was firm enough to make her lose her balance. As she fell backwards, hard on her buttocks, Jandryn appeared to hack at the arm. The hand came loose still clinging to her, and Jandryn drove his sword down into the ground from where it had appeared, until the rocks there stopped jostling, while Yalenna prised the bony fingers off her foot.
An angry yowl sounded and a badly bleeding Unwoven came stumbling through the dust, dragging a dead leg behind her, her face a twisted mess of hatred. Soldiers called to each other as they surrounded her and set about finishing her off. She screeched at them wordlessly, horribly, as she went down.
Yalenna decided she’d had enough of the dust. She summoned a wind to blow it away and gradually reveal the entire scene. The Pass was no longer a winding run between mountains, for enough of the slopes had caved in to create a wider, heaped incline into the Dale. A few dazed Unwoven were scattered about in various degrees of brokenness, some half-buried and pushing their way out of the ground. As the air cleared, they noticed their enemies and began to move more swiftly.
‘Kill them!’ called Rostigan, running past her. ‘While they are weakened!’
Soldiers hastened to obey, keen not to face an amassed group of Unwoven ever again. Their damaged opponents attempted to fend them off, but they were outnumbered and had little chance. Jeering and harsh laughter began to ring out, creating a strangely jubilant atmosphere. Every time Rostigan made fast work of some staggering Unwoven, soldiers shouted ‘Skullrender!’ like a victory cheer. Forger was there too, jumping up and down on the spot, where he evidently thought someone was trying to struggle free.
‘Priestess!’
Jandryn stood over a prone body smaller than the rest, tangled in a brown robe. As Yalenna went to him, he bent down and rolled Mergan onto his back. Despite everything, seeing the state of her old friend made her heart flutter – there was a large dent in his forehead where something had struck hard, and his ashen face was streaked with blood, his beard run through with grit.
‘He breathes,’ said Jandryn warily.
‘Warden constitution,’ she muttered. Did she wish he was dead? It would have made things easier. Now she had decisions to make.
Jandryn raised his sword while sending her a questioning look.
‘No,’ she said.
‘It would be unwise to leave such a dangerous foe alive.’
Over the incline she could see the top of the distant Spire at the far end of the Dale. If she could just get Mergan there, perhaps when the Spell reclaimed his threads it would suck the poison out of him. At the very least, he would cease to be so dangerous.
‘Have him bound,’ she said. ‘His fingers tied, especially – tightly, you hear me? Blindfolded too, gagged, and placed under guard by threaders.’
Jandryn looked uncertain, but her tone did not leave much room for argument.
‘As you say, my lady.’

Rostigan made his way up the incline. Larger pieces of mountain lay about, but nothing impassable. Forger accompanied him, blasting away anything in their path, while soldiers followed closely behind, wary of the shrapnel. Slowly and surely, the army was channelling through what had once been the Pass. Rostigan hoped the price had been worth it. The momentary disappearance of the sun had made him extremely uneasy. It always had, but being responsible for it was something else entirely. He felt certain now that it was linked to Stealer’s power, and fervently hoped he would never have need to use it again.
‘This is quite a day,’ said Forger, happily shattering a boulder. ‘Quite a day!’
They reached the apex of the incline, to look into the Dale beyond. On either side the slopes had been shorn of their uppermost layers, leaving behind smooth runs of earth and freshly exposed rock. Across the valley floor lay a thick carpet of rubble, which had raised ground level by several paces. Of the city running through the valley centre, many buildings had toppled, and of those still standing, only the upper levels now jutted from the ground. Ahead was a wide area of relatively flat debris, where bruised Unwoven dug about trying to unearth their fellows. It seemed there had been a great many of them collected here, probably waiting in case anyone managed to fight their way through the Pass.
Perfect.
‘Don’t let them regroup!’ Rostigan ordered the soldiers fanning out around him.
The Unwoven heard him, and those who were able to charged up the slope, some of them stooping to pick up rocks on the way. Rostigan ducked as one spun overhead, heard a grunt as it smashed into some unfortunate behind. He came face-to-face with a male who had an ugly scar jagging across his brow, but before he could swing, Althalans closed in from either side. The Unwoven twisted about, unable to defend himself against so many, and Rostigan did not have opportunity to land a blow himself. Soldiers surged around him, waves of them emerging from the Pass to pour into the Dale, swallowing up scattered pockets of Unwoven as they went. He slowed to a stop to watch the scene unfold.
‘Well,’ said Forger, by his side. ‘I think we succeeded.’
It was true – the fight was all but won. Those Unwoven who remained above the ground were no match for the overwhelming numbers they faced.
‘Clear them out!’ Rostigan bellowed. ‘Work through the entire Dale and leave no stone unturned.’
‘Will there be any sport left for us, I wonder?’ said Forger.
‘Could be. I want every last one of them dead. Maybe destroying them will balance out the stealing I had to do to gain us entry.’
‘I wouldn’t feel assured about that.’
Rostigan followed Forger’s gaze up to the Wound. It seemed to be growing larger, the edges throbbing, red tendrils whipping and waving, with great dark cracks spreading in all directions across the sky.
‘It is not the Unwoven to blame,’ said Forger. ‘You know that, don’t you? It’s good that we finish them, don’t mistake me – but they are defined by what was taken from them. Not like us, defined by what we never should have had. It is us to blame.’
Rostigan raised his eyebrows, surprised by Forger’s matter-of-fact tone and clarity. Forger dispersed the impression quickly with a mad grin.
‘Do you still think we can heal it, brother?’
Rostigan nodded. ‘But first, let us make sure the Unwoven truly are gone from Aorn. Perhaps the Wound is not of their making, but I still don’t want to have to do this again in another three hundred years.’
Forger chuckled.
They made their way into the Dale. As the sun climbed higher the army spread out in a line across the valley, picking their way through rubble, poking swords into any who tried to rise from it. They were effective enough that Rostigan and Forger saw little action. They wandered through the buried city and, after a while, paused by what had been a second-storey balcony. From beneath their feet came a scratching sound.
‘Too deep to dig its way out,’ said Forger.
‘A shame they feel nothing,’ said Rostigan.
Forger nodded vaguely, looking at his hands.
‘What is it?’ said Rostigan, though he suspected he knew.
Forger did not answer, but turned to consider the Spire. ‘When do we go up there?’ he said.
Rostigan rubbed his jaw. As soon as possible, was the answer, but he did not want to seem overeager.
‘Evening is not far away,’ he said. ‘Let the army scour through the night until any Unwoven able to unbury them-selves have been dispatched. Then, tomorrow morning, we will go.’
‘Very well. In the meantime, I see no reason to burn my power without reward of pain. I’m heading back.’
Inside the Pass it looked as if a camp of sorts was going up – or at least, a base of operations.
‘Do you wish to come?’
‘I’ll follow shortly,’ said Rostigan.
Forger shrugged and headed off.

As Forger made his way back towards camp, he saw various patrols moving around. The army was well organised, officers making sure ground was covered methodically. It was all very gratifying. One less super-strong preternatural army between him and ruling the world could hardly be a bad thing. The one annoyance was that there weren’t more wounded Althalans about whose pain he could exacerbate. He was hungry, itchy – all this fighting without the usual accompanying warmth to fill him up and keep him strong. Luckily, he soon found what he sought.
Inside a circle of rooftops, three soldiers stood talking. Suddenly an Unwoven erupted in their midst, showering grit, knocking the woman over and stabbing one of the men with a dull iron knife. The fellow fell onto his back clutching the hilt, the blade punched through his leather into a reddening stomach. The Unwoven snarled as it spun to face the remaining man, who cringed pathetically. Forger strode towards them, raising his hands. A rock shot off the ground to smash the Unwoven in the jaw. More followed, darting in and out until they cracked and were replaced. Quickly and brutally, the Unwoven’s hard bones were pummelled to a brittle soup inside a puffy sack of sagging, white-speckled skin.
Smiling, Forger offered a hand to the fallen woman.
‘Thank you,’ she said, with some trepidation, as he helped her to her feet.
‘Now,’ he said, with an air of great concern as he considered the wounded soldier, ‘what are we going to do about our friend here?’
‘Can you help him?’ said the other man.
‘Not I, but I can take him with me back to camp. There will be healers there, no doubt, much better at their art than I.’
He made a show of carefully weaving his fingers, and the wounded solider rose gently from the earth with a whimper.
‘Do not fear,’ said Forger kindly, ‘you are in good hands. As for you two,’ he addressed the others, ‘I suggest you join one of the larger patrols. Don’t get complacent – there are still powerful monsters lurking about us!’
They needed no further convincing – nodding earnestly, they set off for the nearest group.
‘Come along then,’ said Forger, levitating the wounded soldier out before himself.
‘Th … thank you,’ the fellow managed.
‘My pleasure!’
Forger trickled influence into the man, first using it to firmly close his jaw. His eyes widened in alarm as Forger moved on into his wound. Carefully, Forger tore at it internally, creating a series of pathways that ran around major organs, like worms curling around apples. The man tried to thrash, but Forger held his extremities in place, so it looked as if he lay still.
Forger gave a satisfied sigh. Maybe the agony emanating from a single soldier wouldn’t grow him back to full size, but it certainly took the edge off his craving. As he strolled along absorbing as much as he could, he fell to thinking.
Ah, Karrak – I do hope you’re telling the truth about it all.
In reality, much as it saddened him to admit, he still could not trust Karrak completely. Oh, it had suited his purposes to pretend that he did – he did actually believe the Unwoven needed wiping out, and Mergan too, tasks more easily accomplished with allies – but when it came to the bigger picture … when it came to the Spire …
As he approached the Pass he saw tents had gone up, and there were blankets laid out where wounded were being brought to healers. Soldiers trickled down the slope carrying bundles of torches – it seemed they were to work through the night, as Karrak had predicted. Yalenna was there and, when she spotted him, he waved cheerfully while simultaneously eking a few last morsels from his quivering bundle. Then he sealed the soldier’s throat and a few moments later the man was dead.
Yalenna came towards him with a healer on her heels. ‘Who have you got there?’
Forger let his shoulders sag. ‘Ah, alas! I fear I am too late.’ He laid the man at the healer’s feet. ‘Do what you can, good healer, but I fear I did not bring him to you in time. He took a terrible blow from an Unwoven, poor fellow.’
Yalenna stared hard at him, and he raised his eyebrows innocently.
What do your suspicions matter, dear Yalenna? You have to go along with it, don’t you? You need me, for whatever reason, and one death does not change that.
As the healer took away the corpse, Forger looked about in appreciation. ‘My, aren’t we a bunch of busy bees!’
Yalenna nodded. ‘We will coordinate from here until we’re certain they’re all dead. We do not want to vacate the Dale overnight, only to return and find it guarded once more.’
‘No need to explain yourself to me, I’m sure,’ said Forger. Then he spotted something in the healer’s area that made his eyes narrow. ‘Or is there?’
He stalked towards Mergan who was propped up against a rock, unconscious, bound tightly, with a bloodied bandage on his brow. A bloody bandage which told Forger he had been given care.
‘Hanry …’ said Yalenna warningly, stepping between him and Mergan.
‘What is the meaning of this?’ asked Forger in a low, dangerous voice.
There was no reason, as far as he knew, to keep Mergan alive. Killing him had, in fact, been part of Karrak’s justification for why they’d had to deal with the Unwoven before visiting the Spire – free the world of his corruption, he had said, and it may be easier to heal the Wound.
‘He might be able to help us,’ said Yalenna.
’What?
‘I know it is unlikely, but maybe I can talk him around.’
‘Are you as mad as he? He thinks he is the Lord Regret! He threw an army of Unwoven against us. We must kill him immediately!’
Their voices were attracting stares. Yalenna gestured for him to follow her away a little from the camp. He did so, curious as to how she planned to sell this.
‘Listen,’ she said, ‘we may need all the help we can get in closing the Wound.’
Forger shook his head. ‘What we propose to attempt is already risky enough. Do you think I would trust him while we stand so vulnerable? Even if you claim to have talked him around, I would not accompany him to the Spire. You will have convinced one volatile ally and lost another. Gained nothing.’
It was a good argument, and he was proud to have come up with it.
Yalenna sighed. ‘Mergan is my friend. Was my friend, anyway.’
So was I, he thought. Yet something tells me you would not argue to save my skin if it was me lying there, tied up and helpless.
‘But you are right,’ she continued. ‘We should not take him to the Spire. I was foolish to suggest it. However, if we succeed in healing the Wound, who knows what the effect may be on him? If he awakes in a better world, free of corruption, perhaps he will be well again?’
In which case, thought Forger, he will remain my enemy.
Despite everything in him screaming to finish Mergan off, his way forward was confusing. He was not at his strongest, nor among friends, were he to be unveiled. It all came down, really, to whether he believed Karrak or not.
‘Is there anything to eat around here?’ he muttered.
Yalenna looked somewhat relieved – perhaps she thought the change of subject meant he had accepted her words.
‘I’m sure we can find something,’ she said.
She went off looking – the Priestess of Storms, bent on her mundane task because she somehow believed that food would take his mind off his own unravelling future.
It would have been amusing, were he not so angry.



A NIGHT IN THE DALE
Salarkis stared across the Dale while his stomach grumbled. Mergan had not sent food in days, and the Unwoven who patrolled the Spire below no longer responded to his cries – did not even show themselves at the bottom of the steps. Could he leave now, if he could get past them? He was unsure.
From his high vantage, he’d had a spectacular view of the Dale collapsing in on itself. He still could not believe the great sheets of rock he’d seen rumbling from the hillsides to cover the city and, more importantly, the large gathering of Unwoven inside the Pass. The Spire had tremored mightily, making him worry it would fall. The valley floor has risen to the level of its entrance without blocking it, the hill it had stood on buried beneath. At the Pass, human soldiers had appeared, storming the Dale to kill its remaining denizens.
Had he dreamed it, he wondered? Did his deprivation cause him to hallucinate, to imagine an answer to his predicament? He looked again and it seemed real.
He suspected there were Wardens present, for what other possible explanation was there? Perhaps he could blame the failing Spell, but typically its degradation was random, while the avalanche seemed to be aimed squarely at the Unwoven. He thought the tiny specks moving about the Dale looked like Althalans, and could only hope that Yalenna or Braston was with them. Perhaps he could fashion another message, though his mind reeled at the thought of such heavy labour, and he had no way to tell who he would really be sending it out to.
Would anyone come for him? The sun was blurring messily into the horizon, and the thought of staying here alone held more terror than any previous night. Above him, the Wound rippled angrily, the cracks that grew slowly outwards from it so full of menace that he wondered how he would ever find sleep beneath them. He sat down at the top of the stairs, trying to ignore his thirst and think.
A commotion broke out in the room below. Swords clashed, followed by a heavy thump.
‘Who’s that?’ called Salarkis. ‘Who’s there?’
He thought someone stood just inside the door, out of view.
‘Sneaking inside of doorways?’ he said. ‘Breathing louder than a gust through dry leaves?’
‘I am not sneaking,’ issued up a familiar voice.
Salarkis tensed. He had been expecting some dull-witted Unwoven, if anyone.
‘Karrak?’
‘I told you not to call me that.’
Salarkis frowned, trying to remember the other name …
‘Rostigan!’
‘Aye.’
He rose and flew down the steps. Rostigan had come! He bounded through the doorway with such momentum, there was no other option but to throw his arms around the man. Was he reckless, to be pleased to see him? It did not seem, in that moment, like he had any other choice.
In the dark, Rostigan gently pushed him away.
‘Patience, Salarkis. It is not safe for you.’
‘What do you mean? Didn’t you cut through the last Unwoven to get here? They couldn’t have escaped you in the Spire, it’s all but one winding stair.’
‘I have slain those I came across.’
‘And the army – hasn’t it killed the rest? I saw it from on high. What of Mergan?’
‘We have captured him.’
‘Will you bring him here? The Wound, it could heal him, put him back the way he was!’
He tried to move past Rostigan, who held a firm hand to his chest and stopped him in his tracks.
‘First tell me how that works, precisely,’ Rostigan said. ‘Your message said the Wound took back your threads without any choice being given.’
‘I don’t know what more to tell you. It lifted me up, I blacked out … when I came to, I was myself. As you can see with your own eyes!’
Rostigan nodded. He reached to his belt, untied a small sack, and handed it over.
‘What’s this?’
‘Open it.’
Inside was bread and a water skin. Although Salarkis was famished, his stomach turned to see it.
‘Why do you bring me this?’
‘I want you to stay on the roof just a little longer.’
‘What? Why? I want to join you, to see Yalenna.’
‘Forger is with us.’
‘Forger?’ Salarkis paled.
‘Yes. I’ve convinced him I am the Karrak of old and have discovered a way to heal the Wound. Tomorrow morning, Yalenna and I will lure him up to the roof. He does not know that once he’s there, he will be robbed of his threads.’
Salarkis frowned. ‘So why do I have to stay?’
‘Because I had to account for you in my lies. I told Forger that Mergan had you trapped here – somewhat true, I suppose – and we cannot risk him seeing that you’re no longer a Warden.’
Salarkis went to object, but could think of no reasonable course other than what had been suggested. He had grown self-concerned, he realised – had forgotten the grander scheme of things, as hunger and thirst had driven him to distraction. For a moment he felt an old calm return, perhaps for the first time since changing back to a mortal.
He opened the water skin. ‘Well, it sounds like a masterful ruse. If it works.’ He took a sip. ‘Tell me, though – what happens after that? The Wound will need each and every one of us in order to truly heal.’
‘Forger carries threads from Despirrow and Braston.’
‘Braston,’ Salarkis echoed, sadly shaking his head.
‘You did not know?’
‘No. What of Yalenna? Blessings they may seem, but she is poison too.’
‘Yalenna will give back her threads also.’
There was one Warden Rostigan had not mentioned. Staring now at his unreadable stony face, Salarkis wondered if he dared to ask.
‘And you?’
Rostigan set a heavy hand on his shoulder. ‘That is the other thing,’ he said, ‘I wish to talk to you about.’

Loppolo turned up, finally, and despite Yalenna’s private feelings, she found it proper he was there.
‘Who would have thought,’ he said, happily rubbing his hands as he stared about, ‘that I would live to stand within the Tranquil Dale!’
‘You’re very lucky,’ said Yalenna dryly, which had the desired effect of assuaging his good mood.
As the sun set, groups of soldiers moved near and far about the valley. Shouting and sounds of killing were growing less frequent, however.
‘Shall I send out torches to the patrols, Priestess?’ asked Jandryn.
‘Yes.’
Loppolo nodded, as if the idea had been his. ‘No sense stopping when we’re so close to finishing, eh?’
Yalenna hardly heard him. She suddenly realised she could not see Forger … had not seen him for quite a while, in fact.
Where was he?

‘You should not walk alone, sir,’ said the officer, holding his torch higher.
Forger looked him over, and the soldiers accompanying him. He could bring them all down, here in the dark, and who would know?
No, he thought. Why risk it? Don’t get distracted.
‘This is still a dangerous place,’ said the officer. ‘Even for a powerful threader such as yourself. If you want to continue searching, why not come with us?’
‘I’ll be fine,’ said Forger. ‘Go about your business and leave me to mine.’
Without another word he walked off into the night. Dotted flares of brightness marked other patrols and, from here on, he meant to stumble across none of them. He moved quietly through the buried city, until he came to the clear area before the Spire. Up there, somewhere, if Karrak was to be believed, Salarkis was trapped. Above the distant roof, the Wound rim glowed red in the night. Karrak said he could fix it, but Forger didn’t feel safe even going near it. He needed proof, either that Karrak told the truth, or lied like a filthy cur.
He needed an Unwoven.
‘Now,’ he said, turning back to the buried houses, ‘where would I find one of you alive?’
He wandered a little, hoping to see some grey figure ducking behind a roof or chimney …
‘Ridiculous,’ he told himself, after a time. ‘Unwoven do not hide. The only hope is of finding one trapped.’
With that in mind, he looked for ways to get inside partly buried buildings. He did not fancy sliding down a chimney, but instead went from roof to roof, listening carefully at each for any sounds within. Could an Unwoven have been buried indoors when the Dale collapsed, now sealed up for him like a birthday present? It would not take much to rip through a roof, prise up a floor, reach down and pluck one out, if it were there.
As he considered his options, he heard the sound of rocks clattering not too far away.
‘What’s this now?’ he said. ‘Does fortune favour me?’
Around a house he went, to find the top half of an Unwoven sticking out of the ground – a young one, on the verge of manhood. The boy was scrabbling to get free, and hissed when he saw Forger approach out of the darkness. Forger chuckled, kneeling down just beyond reach of Youngster’s grasping hands.
‘Why, I’m happy to see you too,’ he said. ‘Much easier than hollowing out house after house!’
He seized Youngster’s hands and bent back the wrists until he heard them snap. Youngster started to bay in rage, but Forger backhanded him hard across the face.
‘None of that, please. Don’t want everyone else getting curious, do we?’
With Youngster suitably stunned, Forger hooked him under the arms and dragged him out of the ground like a stubborn root, badly scraping and gouging the lower half of his body in the process. Slinging the boy over his back, he turned towards the Spire. As he went, he felt a warm trickle down his back, and realised he was being drooled on.
‘Yuck,’ he said.
As he passed through the Spire entrance, Youngster started to awaken, so Forger banged his head against the arch for good measure.
Inside he went more carefully, letting his vision slide to the patterns around him. If Salarkis really was trapped somewhere in here, it was possible there were enchantments woven about the place. Yet, as he climbed, room to dark room, stairway to stairway, he saw nothing at all but the dimly glowing lattices of stone structures and the bodies of slain Unwoven. Had the soldiers been through here? He had not imagined they would dare, but maybe they had.
‘Maybe, maybe. So many maybes.’
With his perceptions so open, he began to feel the thrum of Youngster’s threads against his own. Difficult as Unwoven patterns were to work with, at such close proximity, and with the creature unconscious into the bargain, he sensed them more clearly than he had any Unwoven before. He stopped for a moment and set the boy down on a step to examine him. As with the others during the battle, he began to see something of injustice about him …
I should not exist, the threads seemed to say. I should have never been.
Faintly they wavered from the boy, reaching like grey tendrils, up the stairs.
‘What’s this now?’ whispered Forger.
The more he stared at them, the more he comprehended them. They wanted something, they pointed to whatever justice it was this dribbling creature deserved. And while, if it had been some fat noble squirming before him, Forger would have done the opposite of what the Spell considered fair, this time he actually wanted to know what it was.
‘You want to go up?’ he said. ‘All right, let’s keep going then.’
He scooped Youngster up like some grotesque baby in his arms.
Soon he arrived in a room where, through a doorway opposite, a stairway was touched by red-tinged moonlight. That, and a waft of cool, fresh air, told him he had reached the last room before the roof. The grey threads emanating from Youngster wriggled towards it, growing more frantic as he moved closer to the doorway – just close enough to see up the stairs, but not to expose himself to the sky above. Quietly he set Youngster down. If Salarkis really was in the Spire, the roof was the last possible place. For a time he waited, listening. Eventually he thought he heard a slight scuffle on stone and maybe an intake of breath. Was it Salarkis? Was he bound in some way, or did he move about freely?
Youngster let out something of a gurgle, and the scuffling ceased abruptly.
‘Who’s there?’ came a voice.
Forger waited silently, staring carefully up the stairs. After a few moments, he prodded Youngster in the stomach, garnering another exhalation.
A figure stepped into view at the top. Moonlight gleamed off soft skin … gone were the stone scales, the tail, the feathers! Salarkis was restored.
‘By the Spell!’ exclaimed Forger. ‘What has happened to you?’
Salarkis froze. ‘Forger?’
‘Indeed, it is I, still formed and fully fledged. But you, on the other hand, have been ruined it seems. Dear me!’
‘Forger, listen … don’t do anything drastic. There is more to this than meets the eye. Come up and speak with me. I can explain.’
‘Come up?’ Forger chuckled. ‘Are you serious, my love? You were a much better trickster once upon a time.’ He hefted Youngster into his arms, and the boy gave an unconscious grunt. ‘Someone will come up though, and we shall see what happens when they do!’ He swung Youngster back and forth a couple of times, gathering momentum. ‘One … two … three!’
He released the boy to go sailing up the stairs and land heavily at the top in the open air. A moment later Youngster’s eyes flickered open with a gasp.
‘Who is that?’ said Salarkis.
Some kind of force seized the boy, for he rose steadily from the ground. Forger crouched down to peer upwards, but from his awkward angle, Youngster quickly disappeared from view. What he could see, however, was the way the light of the Wound began to flash frenetically.
‘What’s going on Salarkis?’ he called. ‘Can you tell me?’
There was no answer, and Salarkis had stepped out of view. After a time the flashing ceased and the boy tumbled out of the air, back into a crumpled heap at the top of the stairs. Forger peered at him intently and – yes, yes it was true! No longer did Youngster wear the grey skin of an Unwoven, but was instead flushed pinker than a newborn! No longer did his hurts weep white ichor, but the red ooze of a real boy. His pattern shone clearly, colourful energies circulating atop the fainter, older layers that had, until now, been the all of him.
That which had been taken, was returned.
An unexpected series of images seized Forger. He leaned against the wall, trying to catch his breath as his heart pounded. Other Wardens had spoken about such a thing, and he had always sneered at the notion, never expecting it to trouble him … but now, before his eyes, he saw his life as it would have been, if not for the change.
Regret’s curse had finally found him.
He saw himself standing atop the Spire looking down over the Dale, where Unwoven moved about, many at the Pass which invaders were trying to storm. The city was intact, close to its original splendour, for its people had only recently been turned into Regret’s creatures.
‘I will save you,’ he promised them. ‘I will return and save you.’
A hand rested on his shoulder and he glanced around to see Braston. Beyond him, Mergan and the others were staring up at the Wound.
‘I am sorry,’ said Braston. ‘They do not deserve what’s been done to them.’
‘No need to be sorry,’ Forger said, forcing a smile. ‘I’ll work out how to put them right.’
Braston nodded kindly. ‘And I will help you, if I can.’
Forger remembered what he had not thought about for so long – that he had been born here, a son of the Tranquil Dale. His father had been an honest blacksmith, and he, taking to the bellows at a young age, had earned his nickname.
‘What a good little forger,’ his father would say, rustling his hair.
As a young man he had left the Dale for Tallahow, to seek his fortune and learn more about his threading talents. After he had gone, the once-peaceable ruler of the Dale had started to show his true colours. Rumours claimed, among other things, that Regret had made the people of the Dale go strange. They had become strong and savage, as if stripped of all capacity for suffering and human kindness, both. The Dale – his home – was closed to all, and any who ventured through the Pass were killed.
A disbelieving Forger had gone to the Ilduin, where he had witnessed raids and seen with his own eyes the shocking fate his people endured – twisted by their mad lord into something less than they had been, rife with carnal appetites and animal barbarity. Soon after that, Mergan had recruited him to kill Regret, and he had journeyed through the mountains with the other Wardens, seeking his revenge. He had hoped, once they succeeded, that his people would be healed.
‘Look!’ said Mergan.
From Regret’s corpse there rose bundles of strange threads.
‘Do not let them settle on you!’ cried Mergan. ‘Make your patterns robust!’
The bundles swirled, but the Wardens obeyed, and Regret’s threads bounced from them, finding no homes.
‘Up!’ said Mergan. ‘Send them up!’
The Wardens formed a circle, forcing the threads into a whirl, and they rose towards the Wound. With one final push they drifted through, into the greater scheme of things, where they belonged. As Forger watched them go, he made a silent oath – he would not rest, would never stop, until he found a way to restore his people. His father, his mother, his beloved little sister, would not be forced to live out the rest of their days as heartless monsters. He would free them from Regret’s foulness and give them back their humanity.
He would find a way.

Forger blinked, coming back to himself. What more might have become of him in that lost life, faded away like a half-remembered dream. Maybe he would have succeeded in restoring his people, maybe not, but he knew that he – that other he – would have never stopped trying. Instead he had forgotten about them utterly. And now, generations later, he had come back to this place and helped destroy them, enthusiastically complicit in the burying of his homeland.
At the top of the stairs, Youngster spluttered blood. He was broken and bleeding, not much more than a corpse in waiting. Devoid of an Unwoven’s toughness, his wounds were fast catching up with him.
‘Sorry, brother,’ Forger said.
Use of the word set his blood on fire. Karrak – his brother – wanted him to go up there, to the Wound that put people back how they belonged. Did that extend to Wardens? Was that what had happened to Salarkis?
‘Salarkis!’ Forger bawled. ‘By the Spell, I have had my moment – my moment of Regret!’
A pause, and then, ‘What did you see?’
Forger knew that Salarkis’s moment had changed him, softened him, stopped him being bad. Had the same happened to Forger? He checked himself as he crouched in the dark, sorted through his feelings … but no, he was the same. He knew he would have cared about the fate of the Unwoven in that other life, but in this one he was not troubled at all – they were but roaches, deserving of their fate. All he felt was fury at one betrayal after another.
‘You let this castrate you, Salarkis?’, he screamed up at the ashen-faced man. ‘One errant vision of a life that never was, made you so weak? You held the world in the palm of your hand, and chose instead to whimper and moan?’
How could you do this to me, Karrak? Now I have to kill you too.
Salarkis stared anxiously down the stairs. ‘Forger, please, listen to me …’
‘Do not follow me,’ snarled Forger. ‘I will set traps beyond your current skill to unravel.’
He flung up his hands, thickening the air to a barrier over the doorway, so he did not have to listen to any more of Salarkis’s woeful whining. As he turned away, a rage coursed through him so hotly it blistered the insides of his veins.

Salarkis sat with the boy, trying to knit his flesh back together and mend his broken bones, but he had taken too much punishment.
His eyes fluttered open, shining with terror.
‘What is … this … feeling?
’Pain,’ said Salarkis quietly, stroking his brow.
The boy groaned and began to shake. Then, with a final jerk, he fell still.
Salarkis sighed.
He went to the edge of the roof to put together a message. Maybe he could get it to Yalenna or Rostigan before Forger made it back to them.
He knows.
It was simple enough, yet, as before, it took great effort to weave together. He scraped the words out on the roof, then laboriously bound threads into the right shapes. With a heave, he sent the bundle out over the Dale, aiming at the Pass where camp lights twinkled.
From somewhere beneath, an influence reached upwards, snatched hold of the tenuous threads, and shredded them to pieces.

‘We must search for him,’ Yalenna said, but Rostigan hushed her and nodded at something over her shoulder. Out of the darkness Forger emerged, pebbles crunching under his feet.
‘Hanry!’ Rostigan called. ‘We were beginning to worry about you.’
‘No need to worry,’ Forger said cheerily. ‘I was just helping kill off a few more Unwoven. They’ve grown very scarce now – I daresay there’s almost none left.’ He gave a wide yawn. ‘My, but I’m tired. Should we get a bit of rest?’
Rostigan found his demeanour a little strange, but thought it best to nod. ‘Aye, for the best I’d say.’
‘Yes,’ said Forger, with a smile. ‘Tomorrow’s going to be a big day!’



GOING UPSTAIRS
Tarzi sat on a rock at the top of the incline, playing her lute as she looked across the Dale. In the soft light of early morning, dotted as it was with soldiers, there was an eerie feel to the place. Such a vast space, and yet so quiet and empty.
Down by the tents, Yalenna, Rostigan and the threader Hanry were making ready to set out. News had spread that the three of them were going to try to fix the Wound today. That was how Tarzi had first heard about it, for Rostigan had not returned to the larger camp on the Fields the previous night, as he had said he would.
She was curious what he might say to her now, if anything. She would not go to him this time, would simply sit and strum away, and see if he deigned her worthy to speak to. As he conversed with the others, he sent a look in her direction and a little nod that she did not return. Instead, she hummed the tune from an old song, felt the strings twang under her fingers.
Eventually he trudged up the slope towards her.
‘Hello, songbird.’
‘Statue.’
As if every movement drained his energy, he climbed slowly onto her rock to sit beside her. For a few moments she continued to play, murmuring the words quietly. Then he put his arm around her and her notes petered out.
‘You’re going to the Spire with Yalenna?’ she asked.
‘Yes. There may still be Unwoven in there. I can clear the way for her.’
Tarzi wondered if he would ever tell her the truth. She had finally worked it out, she thought. The first time she had not been sure, but the second time she had heard that disembodied, echoing voice as the mountains had been falling down, she had listened very carefully and grown certain – it was his voice. His voice. The realisation had scared and puzzled her but, given what she knew about Warden’s threads being passed on upon death, she had pieced it together. Rostigan had killed Stealer and, with no other Wardens around for her threads to settle into, they must have chosen him instead.
‘I understand why you didn’t tell me,’ she said.
Rostigan stared at her in poorly disguised alarm. ‘What?’
‘About Stealer’s threads. They went to you, didn’t they? When you killed her.’ She put her hand on his. ‘I’m not angry.’
‘No?’ He seemed confused.
‘I know you, remember? You’ve spent your whole life fighting evil, and then, somehow, you got it inside you. And you,’ she squeezed his hand, ‘are a good man. It must have been hard for you.’
Rostigan stared at the ground for a while, deep in thought. ‘It was,’ he said eventually. ‘It has been.’
‘But you did not use her power for evil ends. It did not twist you, as it did her. You are not a Warden.’
‘No.’
‘One of them should have been there to take the burden … but it was only you.’
‘Only me.’
‘Yalenna knows?’
‘I could not hide it from her.’
‘And she has made use of you?’
‘Yes.’ He gave a faint smile. ‘When did you work this out?’
‘Last night, as I lay wishing that you would come home. Well, to our tent, anyway.’
‘There was much to do. I had to keep an eye on … things.’
‘I know.’ She kissed his cheek. ‘But I do worry for you. You are going to the Spire, with Stealer’s threads. What if … I don’t know.’
‘Yalenna thinks she can heal me there. That the Wound can take away this corruption within.’
‘Please be careful. Come back to me as the man you are.’
‘Oh, Tarzi. I will, I promise.’ He sighed. ‘I should have known better than to keep things from you.’
‘You should have,’ she agreed. ‘We’ve been together long enough that I would have thought you could trust me with this.’
He frowned a little. ‘How long has it been?’
‘I’m not sure, exactly. It goes so fast, don’t you think? Almost thirty years, must be. Your face is no sundial by which to judge the passage of time – you are so unchanged, statue.’
He seemed surprised by her answer. ‘And you still seem like the girl I just met.’
She laughed. ‘Flattery. I have not been a girl for some time, though I never tire of you calling me one.’ Her expression grew sterner. ‘Now, don’t you hide anything so important from me again. Do you understand, Rostigan Skullrender? At the least I could have helped you with the rhymes! Honestly, some of those were simply embarrassing.’
He smiled faintly. ‘They served a purpose. They weren’t meant to be great works, sung throughout the ages, as your songs will be. Still, I take your point.’
Down at the camp, Yalenna watched them.
‘They’re waiting for you,’ said Tarzi.
‘Aye.’
‘See you soon, my love.’
He took a last thoughtful look at her, and she had no idea what went through his head.
‘Indeed,’ he said, and off he went.

As they were just about to depart, a yell came from the healers’ area.
‘He’s awake!’
It could only mean one thing, and Yalenna sighed at the awful timing. Aware that Rostigan and Forger came in tow, she went to Mergan, who was moving his head about as if he could somehow see through his blindfold. The blow to his brow had mostly healed, and now looked no worse than a nasty bruise. If not for the bindings and the threaders standing guard, he could be right back to his dangerous ways in moments.
‘We should kill him,’ said Forger. ‘It only makes sense.’
Yalenna reached forward, concentrating air at the tip of her finger. She touched it to Mergan’s brow, releasing a small, powerful burst, and his head snapped back, unconscious once again.
‘Rostigan,’ said Forger, ‘you cannot tell me you support her in this.’
‘We will deal with it later,’ Rostigan said. ‘He isn’t going anywhere. Let us first worry about the Spire.’
He stared hard at Forger, and Yalenna knew what message he tried to convey.
After we heal the Wound, we can kill whoever we want.
She was included in that list, she knew.
Forger sighed theatrically and turned away.
Yalenna caught Jandryn’s eye, and he gave an almost imperceptible nod. His orders were clear and unquestioned, thanks to Rostigan’s gifted tongue – after giving the Wardens a head start, he was to bring Mergan to the Spire after them.
She would heal as many of them as she could, this day.
‘Let’s get going,’ she said.

They made their way through the dusty, buried city. Ahead the Spire towered, and as Yalenna stared up at the distant roof she almost saw herself darting along its edge, dodging strange multicoloured bolts sent out by Regret. She shivered, and the vision faded.
‘Like old times, eh?’ said Forger. ‘Off to the Spire, to set things right, haha!’
Yalenna gave what she hoped was a friendly nod. All they had to do was get him to the roof, and that would be the hardest part done. Once he had been taken by the Wound, she would gladly follow, and give it all back. Her immortality, her blessings, her strength – all gone, and good riddance! No more grand responsibility, no more weight across her back. No more worrying about simply being. She would be mortal again. Normal. It was a fate that seemed tantalisingly close, yet she could not relax, could feel no happiness about it until Forger had been dealt with. It was as if great uncertainty loomed in the way of great uncertainty.
One thing at a time.
‘Ah,’ she said, trying to play along, ‘I’m glad to have you with us, Hanry. Despite our difficult history, at least we see eye-to-eye on this.’
‘No more corruption,’ he said, nodding. ‘Nothing to stop us using our gifts. It may not all be roses and friendship afterwards, of course, but at least we will be free to quarrel without destroying the world we covet.’
I do not covet the world, she thought.
‘Let us, at least, agree not to fight in the Dale,’ she said.
‘We will be drained after healing the Wound, I suspect.
Besides, we have all of time to sort out our differences.’
Forger chuckled. ‘Very diplomatic. I agree – it would be best to concentrate on solving this problem without having to look over our shoulders. The task is too important to sully with personal issues.’
His words seemed much too reasonable, and distrust did not evaporate.
Rostigan, for his part, did not say anything, merely trudged along sullenly.
Soon they reached the Spire entrance and Rostigan led them inside. The dark antechamber had been scrubbed of mould, but its odour still hung faintly in the air. Adding to the smell was the corpse of an Unwoven, slumped by a stairwell leading upwards.
‘Soldiers must have come through,’ said Rostigan, moving past the body.
‘Excuse me if I shed my disguise,’ said Forger, removing the shirt that hid his leather. ‘No need for it here, and I do hate the way cloth sticks to me! I don’t know how you ladies do it, in your dresses.’
Yalenna gave him a weak smile.
‘Tell me, brother,’ Forger continued, trotting after Rostigan up the stairs, ‘what do we do once we reach the roof? In regards to this healing we must accomplish, you have said very little about actual technique.’
‘It is something best demonstrated,’ said Rostigan. ‘Be assured, once I can show you, it will all make sense.’
‘Excellent. I look forward to it.’
As he spoke, Forger passed by a large crack in the wall, and light played over a mean expression that did not match the tone of his voice. Yalenna swallowed nervously.
Is he really going to fall for this?
They passed more dead Unwoven and Yalenna worried they would fuel Forger’s misgivings. She knew that Rostigan had secretly come here to speak to Salarkis. She wished now, however, that he had done something to hide the bodies.
Yalenna set her jaw firmly. There was no point worrying about things she could not change. She was locked into this, one way or another. She tried her best to seem resolute, as if she suspected the others would turn on her after they succeeded, and yet for the greater good it was a sacrifice she was willing to make.
After a long climb, they reached a room from which steps through a doorway led up to sunlight. Rostigan moved to a cracked porthole passing for a window, to stare out of while he rubbed his chin.
‘I need to centre myself,’ he said. ‘You both head up, if you like. I will follow momentarily.’
‘Of course!’ said Forger. ‘We’ll just head up ahead of you. Yalenna? Ladies first.’
He stood aside from the doorway, holding a hand towards it.
This was never going to work. She and Rostigan had spoken about this moment, of course – he would go last, and she, if they needed her too, would go first. Neither of them thought it likely that Forger would volunteer to lead the way, but perhaps, if she went first, it would demonstrate there was nothing to worry about – as long as Forger followed closely enough that they came within sight of the Wound at roughly the same time. Rostigan could always give Forger a little extra push once he was on the stairs, if he needed one. However, now that they were actually here, she was not so comfortable with the idea. There were too many doubts in her mind, to be the first of them diminished.
‘I think,’ she said, ‘the honour should go to you, Hanry.’
‘No need to call me that outside of mortal company.’
‘But you have come the furthest, given up the most to be here.’
‘I have not given anything up. I will return to it shortly.’
‘Of course.’
Rostigan was trying to catch her eye and urge her up, but she ignored him. Forger glanced at the stairs, made a move as if towards them, but apparently changed his mind. It had been foolishly optimistic to think that he would unsuspectingly bounce on up, and Yalenna had ruined that slim chance anyway, by being cagey about going first.
‘It just doesn’t feel right,’ Forger said, ‘to go ahead alone. We’re all in this together, aren’t we? So, let us take the steps together!’
Yalenna felt some small relief. ‘Yes, together! Come – shall we even link arms?’
Forger laughed harshly and his smile took on a vicious quality. ‘Did you really think me so stupid?’
Yalenna and Rostigan glanced each other.
‘What do you mean?’ said Rostigan.
Forger waved at the doorway and there was a ripple in the air – something had been hovering there indiscernibly, plugging the way.
‘Can you hear us, Salarkis?’ Forger called.
There came a quick scuffle on the roof and, ‘He knows!’ yelled Salarkis. ‘He knows, he knows!’
‘So damnably stupid,’ said Forger, ‘that I would readily volunteer to have my gifts stolen away?’
A loose piece of stone slid out of the floor and flew at Rostigan. He flung up an arm and it cracked against his elbow.
Forger chuckled. ‘You hurt me, brother. I wanted so badly to trust you, yet you lied to me from the start.’
Yalenna shot a hand at the window to summon wind, funnelling it to a concentrated stream, aiming to push Forger towards the stairs. He laughed, gave a wave, and it diverted around him in streams.
‘Oh, how it must have cost you, Priestess, to be nice to me.’
He gestured at her, caught hold of her clothes and dragged her towards him – he was so strong! Frantically she tried to push him away, but his influence wrapped around her fingers and stilled their wiggling, as her heels scraped along the ground.
‘Rostigan!’ she cried.
Rostigan stepped forward, sword drawn, one hand raised for threading.
‘No you don’t,’ Forger said, manoeuvring her swiftly between them. She found herself staring into Rostigan’s worried eyes.
‘Let her go,’ he said.
‘Gladly.’
Suddenly Yalenna was whistling upwards, the world growing rapidly brighter. Her arm thwacked painfully against stone and she spun, to land in a disoriented heap. Pushing herself up, she blinked around her.
She had been flung onto the roof.
‘Yalenna!’
Blearily she saw Salarkis, as the mortal man she remembered, and almost gave him a smile … but it dropped away from the corners of her mouth as her eyes turned upwards.
The Wound pulsed, and she gasped as she was seized in its power.

Forger’s influence came at Rostigan like a hundred winding snakes, which whipped around his sword arm to tie themselves in knots.
‘Why did you do it, Karrak?’
Rostigan grunted, trying to shake free.
‘Tell me what really happened to you,’ said Forger. ‘Where did you really go for all that time?’
‘You … wouldn’t understand.’
‘Come, at least try to explain.’
‘I had a moment of Regret.’
Forger scowled. ‘So what? So did I. Do you know what I saw? That I would devote my life to restoring my people, who we have just wiped from the face of Aorn. That I would get back my mummy and daddy,’ he was spitting now, he was so angry, ‘and my little sis … oh, but I loved her the most, I think. Yet instead of saving her, I left her trapped in grey flesh, while I gallivanted about doing whatever I pleased. The most I’ve seen of her since? Perhaps some likeness, unrecognised at the time, in the face of a distant descendent, who I happened to be slaying.’
Rostigan broke Forger’s grip for an instant, and was wrapped again more tightly than before.
‘I’m sorry,’ Rostigan said.
‘Sorry? Ha, at least you make me laugh. There’s nothing to be sorry about, my dear. Do you know why?’
‘You’ll tell me, I suppose.’
‘Because it didn’t change me! I don’t care, you see? I didn’t let some momentary imagining turn me into a piteous, blubbering mess!’
Forger pushed and Rostigan slammed against the wall. He slid to the floor, wondering how he had managed to avoid cracking his skull. Forger was too strong. That was the whole reason for trying to trick him onto the roof of his own accord. How miserably the plan had failed.
Rostigan became aware of a crumbling sound and looked up at the porthole window. Cracks ran out from it in all directions, bits of stone coming loose as it grew larger. He shoved off the wall moments before it fell away entirely, the whole side of the room opening up to daylight.
Forger moved past Rostigan to the edge. He gave a satisfied sigh as he took in the view, nostrils flaring as he breathed deeply. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘is it not a sweet thing, to taste such fresh air? Is life not full of innumerable pleasures? So wonderful, isn’t it Karrak?’
Rostigan wondered if he dared try to rise. ‘Come to the roof with me then,’ he said. ‘Forger, I beg you to consider it. No matter what you currently believe, once you have rid yourself of the Spell’s threads, you will thank me for bringing you to this place.’
Forger got a faraway look. ‘I imagine you are right,’ he said sadly. ‘But you aren’t going to talk your way out of this one, old friend. Such a silver tongue you have, I always thought, for one so seldom used! Is that how you keep it so shiny?’
He stooped to grab Rostigan’s cheeks, forcing them together to squeeze open his mouth and inspect his tongue. Rostigan was surprised by the motion, but not so surprised that he didn’t immediately lunge with his sword, which rasped from the ground to sink into Forger’s arm. Forger leapt backwards with an annoyed wince, cradling his injury.
‘You beg me?’ he said, disbelievingly. ‘Beg? Storm and ash, such a word to fall from Karrak’s lips. I don’t even know who you are anymore.’
‘So what will you do? Kill me, take my threads?’
Forger gestured with his dripping arm and Rostigan slid towards the gaping wall.
‘I don’t care,’ said Forger, ‘the tiniest bit about your threads. I just care that you die.’
His muscles tensed, poised to send Rostigan over the edge.
‘Wait!’ Rostigan yelled.
Forger paused. ‘Yes?’
Fly fast, my friends! Fly fast and help me now, and I will never call on you again! You will be free, as once you were!
A flock of them down at the pit, picking stringy meat from dead Unwoven, hearkened to his call. It was not so far away, as the crow flew.
‘What is it?’ Forger demanded impatiently.
‘Let me go to the roof, at least,’ said Rostigan. ‘Lessen the corruption while there is this chance, so you may rule the world for longer. You know that you can kill me easily, and Yalenna, once we are our old selves.’
Forger frowned. Then, slowly, he unspooled his grip.
‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘The heat waves you cause before my eyes have made me short-sighted. On your feet then. Get up those stairs.’
Rostigan nodded and planted the tip of his sword on the ground as a prop to help himself up.
‘And leave that sword where it is,’ added Forger.
Rostigan stared at him darkly, but nodded. As he got to his feet, he made as if to drop the sword.
A shadow scythed in through the open wall and smashed into Forger’s face. The bird’s beak sunk so deeply into his eye that it was momentarily trapped, and immediately went into a frenzy, scratching its claws and beating its wings. Forger roared and staggered backwards, seizing the creature to wrench it free. He blinked rapidly, one socket an empty hole framed by black-feathered lashes, the other containing enough hate for both. As he focused on Rostigan charging, his hands went up too late – a great swipe of the blade sent one of them spinning away, to bounce wetly across the floor. More crows swooped in, flying against Forger, and he retreated under the onslaught until he was stopped by the opposite wall.
‘Enough!’ he roared, and a series of popping noises filled the air as bones broke simultaneously in multiple birds. A shockwave blasted forth, sending those that followed spinning out of the tower.
Rostigan sent out his influence, and Forger returned with his own – where the two met, they deflected each other to fall away, cascades of power showering to the floor.
‘Your hurts find you weakened,’ Rostigan grunted, though the effort of keeping Forger at bay was still very great. ‘And you have erected a shimmer, I sense, to stop my birds finding their way in.’
‘I … will … rip … your …’
‘I could perhaps tear it down, but I am thankful for the way it divides your concentration.’
Angry as he was, Forger managed to look a bit uncertain.
‘I realise,’ said Rostigan, ‘it’s quite a choice. Take your chances with the crows, or maintain the shimmer and face me with lessened strength?’
Footsteps sounded from the stairs to the roof, and in his periphery Rostigan saw a figure emerge. A new stream of influence leapt at Forger.
‘Look at you, Salarkis,’ Forger said through gritted teeth. ‘So … soft …’
‘I think not,’ said Salarkis.
Rostigan knew that his new ally was not half as strong as either one of them. He had to push hard to keep Forger contained, lest his influence ripple out to the side and burst Salarkis’s heart. For some reason, he felt a moment of gladness that protecting the man had become a priority.
‘Get off!’ shouted Forger, sweat beading his brow. Out of habit he gestured with his severed stump, as if there was still a hand there to weave at the air. Rostigan wondered if his eyes were playing tricks on him – when they had first arrived in the room, Forger had needed to stoop under the roof, but now he stood with clear space above his head.
He was getting smaller.
‘You were foolish to come here,’ said Rostigan, ‘if you knew I would betray you. You have been too long without causing pain, and look how it has shrivelled you.’
‘It’s not fair!’ screamed Forger.
Now Rostigan could almost see it – as Forger continued to expel power, he was shrinking in size.
There came the sound of movement on the stair-well below.
‘Stay back!’ called Rostigan. ‘All but the threaders!’
‘I can’t spare them both from guarding Mergan!’ answered Jandryn’s voice.
‘Send one then, you fool!’
Moments later a white robed threader bounded up the stairs to join them. Her influence was the meekest of them all, and immediately Forger managed to snake a stray tendril along the floor which Rostigan could not stop. It whipped up into the threader to explode her brain, her eyes turned bloodshot as she toppled. The slight victory gave Forger hope, and he redoubled his efforts to reach Salarkis.
‘Watch out!’ Rostigan called, as rivers of threads twined against each other. He successfully contained Forger once again, and was startled to realise he was actually gaining ground.
‘Shall I aid you, Skullrender?’ came Jandryn’s voice.
‘Stay back!’
He could not risk Jandryn – out of any of them, Yalenna deserved her happiness. If he could just get Forger in hand himself …
‘I think I’m able to bring your shimmer down,’ he said. ‘There’s quite a few birds out there now, eager for a peckin’.’
‘No! No!’ Forger blinked his remaining eye furiously. ‘You can’t do that!’
With a quick swipe over his shoulder, Rostigan tore the shimmer apart. Outside the cloud of crows wheeled about to stream towards the revealed opening. As the first of them flew in, Forger managed to divert a few small strands to break them in the air, but others dodged the falling bodies. Forger could not hold them all back, as well as fight Rostigan and Salarkis, and he knew it.
Just like that, time stopped.
As all threading ceased, the release of pressure sent Forger pitching forward. He landed on his knees, head slumping to his chest. He was shorter than Rostigan now, by just a little.
About them, crows hung in the air, their beaks murderously open, eyes gleaming wickedly. Salarkis was frozen too, his hands poised to continue fighting.
‘You are spent?’ said Rostigan.
Forger groaned. ‘Curse you.’
He raised his head to glower tiredly, his empty eye somehow seeming more accusing than the other. His body was coated in sweat, running down to mingle with the blood from his weeping stump. His patchwork of leather sagged around him, stretched too big for him now. He was still muscular, under it all – a muscular, normal-sized man.
Rostigan cut a strip of cloth from his trouser leg and tossed it over. ‘Bind yourself.’
Forger stared at the offering.
‘Bind yourself,’ said Rostigan, ‘if you want to live. After you give back your gifts, you will no longer heal so easily.’
Forger howled at him, long and hard.
Rostigan waited.
Finally Forger was reduced to coughing, and Rostigan waited for that too.
‘You have a choice,’ he said presently. ‘I can kill you and take your threads myself. Ido not want that, but you cannot be allowed to keep them. Or you can walk yourself up to the roof.’
Forger hissed.
‘Yes, you will turn into someone else,’ said Rostigan, ‘but at least you’ll still exist. Isn’t that something? He – you – will be glad he is not you anymore. And, once it is done –’
‘Once it is done,’ shouted Forger, ‘I will be full of woe for the rest of my life!’
Rostigan raised the sword to Forger’s breast. ‘Choose.’
For a long moment Forger looked away. Then he felt for the strip of cloth and tried to wind it around his wrist. With only one hand to tie it, he didn’t have much luck.
Rostigan slid his sword into place across his back. ‘Let me help you,’ he said, going down on his knee.
Forger did not resist, only grimaced a little as Rostigan pulled the bandage tight.
‘On your feet,’ said Rostigan, rising.
Shakily, Forger got to his feet, carefully avoiding the crows frozen mid-flight. ‘What about these,’ he said. ‘Will they come for me when I unstop time, while the Wound rises me up, helpless in the air?’
‘I will call them off.’
A tear rolled down Forger’s cheek, mirroring the blood from his empty eye.
‘I only wanted to have a little fun, you know.’
‘I know.’
‘Didn’t you also? You did some terrible things in Ander, trying to make me believe in you.’
‘I did not enjoy that. It was just to get you here.’
‘Curse you,’ Forger breathed, without much feeling. Haltingly he turned and went towards the stairs. At the doorway he paused, his back still turned.
‘You’re going to do it too though, yes? Give back everything to the Wound?’
‘That was always the plan.’
Forger nodded.
‘See you soon then, brother.’
Slowly he walked up the stairs and disappeared from view.
Rostigan stood waiting. A while passed, but Forger had nowhere else to go. He would start time soon enough, and then Rostigan … he glanced around … Rostigan would be in a tower full of confused crows, whose quarry, as far as they could tell, had simply disappeared. He turned to the missing wall and blanched to see how many more were hovering just outside.
I should really get down, he thought.
Sound rushed back all at once, the room full of cawing, frenzied crows. Rostigan dove to the hard stone as the beats of wings peppered his back. Somewhere in the feathered cloud, Salarkis cried out in panic.
‘Get down!’ Rostigan shouted.
Begone! Begone! You are free to be lordless, free for all time!
The birds squawked and circled, battering each other, striking against walls. A few slipped down the stairs where Jandryn waited with Mergan, to be met by sounds of alarm.
Out! Out! Back the way you came!
Crows who were able began to turn about and spill from the opening. Others were stunned, and waddled along the floor giving low squawks. They collected at the edge, fluffing themselves up, until they had recovered sufficiently to launch. As the room emptied Rostigan checked on Salarkis, who was lying prone nearby, a little scratched but mostly intact.
Jandryn’s head appeared at the lower staircase. ‘Where’s Yalenna? Is she hurt?’
‘She’s fine,’ said Rostigan, as he shooed away a couple of lingering birds who were eyeing off the dead threader. ‘Come, Salarkis, we must fetch Mergan.’
Salarkis nodded and got to his feet.
In the room below, on a stretcher between two soldiers, Mergan lay bound and blindfolded, watched over by the remaining threader.
‘Take him to the roof.’
Salarkis gestured and Mergan rose from the ground with a muffled exclamation of protest. As Salarkis manoeuvred him up the stairs, Rostigan stared hard at Jandryn and the others.
‘Now,’ he said, ‘be off. I will see that all goes well from here.’
‘No,’ said Jandryn. ‘There is no reason –’
‘Go,’ said Rostigan, implanting the word squarely in all their heads.
Jandryn got a dazed look. ‘Come,’ he told the others. ‘We will wait at the bottom.’
Rostigan watched them leave. Was this the last time he would manipulate another person’s mind? he wondered. During the past day he had forced many beliefs into Jandryn’s head – that there was no need to ask why he was to follow Yalenna with Mergan, or who precisely Hanry was, and to ignore any threading which he saw Rostigan do. He and Yalenna had pre-empted eventualities so thoroughly – what would the poor man do with all the loose connections in his head? Questions might return to him in time, it was true, but perhaps they were best left for Yalenna to deal with.
Rostigan returned to the upper room to find Salarkis waiting for him by the stairs, still levitating Mergan.
‘What are you waiting for?’
Salarkis shrugged, and turned to float Mergan onwards to the roof.
As a mortal, Salarkis had proven no longer immune to Rostigan’s persuasion either.
For the last time? Certainly, if he went upstairs and gave back his gifts.
Across the steps a red flare reflected as, somewhere above, the Wound pulsed.
‘Well,’ he said.



RESTORATION
Yalenna opened her eyes. Her cheek pressed against dark stone, so smooth it almost seemed soft. She ran a finger over it, beneath the cocoon of her own snowy hair. Had she been here before?
Something was different. She felt as if she was smaller in her own skin. She was …
She raised her head.
Salarkis sat not far away, a pleasant smile on his boyish face.
‘Hello, Yalenna,’ he said. ‘How are you?’
She frowned. It was a good question. ‘What happened?’
Salarkis’s smile grew. ‘Why, you succeeded!’
Slowly he looked upwards, and she turned her head to follow his gaze. For a moment she was confused – what was she supposed to be looking at? There was nothing there. And then she realised.
The sky above the Spire was clear.
Except for … yes, there was a slight kink where the Wound had been, something like a faint scar, with a small round circle in the middle, a last little opening. It was far from the gaping hole it had been, and no threads waved from it like bloody ribbons, no cracks spread out into the sky.
Small in her own skin … because nothing seeped from her anymore.
‘I am …’
She sat up, put her hand on her chest.
‘I’m …’
‘You’re a young woman,’ said Salarkis. ‘Nothing less.’
Tears prickled her eyes and he moved closer to gather her into a hug. She found herself clutching him, crying freely on his shoulder.
‘But,’ she gasped, ‘what happened? Where are the others?’
He wiped some of her tears away. ‘You are the last to wake.’
‘Forger?’
‘He was here.’
‘Mergan?’’
Mergan too, and Rostigan. They have all given back their threads. They did not want to wake you – Mergan, mainly, said it was wise to let you rest, and come back in your own time.’
It was too much. The tears did not stop.
‘Where are they?’
‘They have gone down and out. I said that I would wait for you, since I am used to waiting here. Would you like to go find them?’
‘Yes, yes.’ She let him help her up. ‘Let’s go.’
They went down the stairs into the Spire. She was light on her feet, as if a great weight had lifted … almost too light, almost off balance. She could feel that she was not as strong as she had been, though she could still see the threads, still reach and touch them.
‘We were the most powerful threaders in the world, weren’t we?’ she said. ‘Yet I feel as weak and delicate as a dandelion.’
‘It will take some getting used to. You are still strong, take it from me. As strong as any person has the right to be.’
A burning need to see Jandryn rose in her. She was thankful, so thankful, to discover that she loved him still … and was indeed free to love him as much as she wanted. Her time as a Warden was finally over.
‘Here we are,’ said Salarkis. He stood aside from the Spire entrance, holding his hand through to the light. For a moment she remembered Forger doing the same thing at another doorway, not so long ago, and was almost afraid … but she took a deep breath and stepped through.
The Dale was just as she remembered. Patrols trod the ruins and mountainsides, the sun shining bright on freshly exposed surfaces. Towards the edge of the city she saw two figures walking – was it Rostigan and Forger?
Just ahead, looking over it all, stood a brown-robed figure with his arms crossed, the breeze rustling his long grey hair. Seeing him made Yalenna’s skin prickle, and her footsteps almost faltered, but she forced herself to keep going. He would, after all, be dead but for her, and she had to know if saving him had been a mistake.
He tilted his head slightly, seeming to sense her approach. Slowly he turned, and she saw the face she had known so well, before it had become twisted with malice. The madman’s gleam was gone from his eyes, his unblinking stare now dull and weary. It touched her only briefly, before sliding to some far away point.
‘Mergan,’ she said, drawing to a stop.
Grey strands wafted across his face. ‘Ah,’ he said, as he refocused. ‘There you are, sweet child.’
For a moment they stood regarding each other, unable to find the words.
‘How are you?’ she asked eventually.
The question seemed too prosaic for what lay between them, yet he nodded earnestly. ‘The fug is lifted,’ he said. ‘Or lightened, maybe, is a better way to put it.’
‘It wasn’t you,’ she said quietly. ‘You know it wasn’t.’
‘It did not seem like me, did it? And yet,’ he shook his head, ‘I don’t think I’ll ever get the taste of horse flesh from my mouth.’ He shot her a sudden, appraising look. ‘I remember you though, amongst the rest, and that’s a blessing. So strong, and working against it all, all alone. I’m proud of you.’ His eyes returned to the middle distance. ‘I’m sorry Braston is not here.’
‘Me too. But …’
Had she really been alone? Somehow, despite knowing she had sometimes felt that way, it was not how she remembered it now.
‘Salarkis,’ said Mergan, as the man joined them. ‘It’s good to see you too.’
‘We just saw each other,’ said Salarkis, his lips quirking wryly.
‘That doesn’t make it untrue, does it?’
Yalenna was glad to hear a hint of warmth creep into Mergan’s tone, even if it was not for her. Maybe it was because Salarkis had never been as close to Mergan as she had. There was less lost between them.
‘Ah, look,’ said Salarkis. ‘The rest of our number.’
The two figures were approaching. When Rostigan saw her, he smiled widely – a charming, knowing smile, such as he’d worn before the change, as opposed to the strangled snake she had seen pass for a smile on him more recently. Beside him, Hanry walked downcast. There were no lumps under his shirt – odd to see him without his leather – and a stained bandage wound around his head, another around the stump of his hand. Rostigan touched his arm, murmured something, and he looked up and saw her. His eye crinkled, his expression turning to dismay.
‘Yalenna,’ he said, reaching out shakily, then withdrawing as if he dare not touch her.
‘Hanry,’ she said, moving to embrace him.
Strange, that such an impulse came to her so fast, when she had not dared to close a similarly small distance with her old teacher.
Forger was limp and hopeless in her arms, and spoke with the stop-start nature of someone trying to get words out between sobs.
‘How … can I … ever ask … for forgiveness? Oh, my. I have done such awful … such terrible … do you know how many …’
So many things. Too many.
‘It wasn’t really you, Hanry.’
‘But it was! I remember it all. I thought it was fun, do you understand? I thought it was nothing. Ahhhhh …’
As he crumpled against her, Rostigan rubbed his back.
‘It will take some time,’ he said.
‘Looks like you went down fighting,’ said Yalenna.
Hanry gave a pained laugh. ‘I did, I did. This is the least of what I deserve.’
‘No, Hanry. You helped heal the world.’
He drew back and looked away, wiping his nose with his stump.
‘And you?’ Yalenna asked Rostigan.
He nodded. ‘I’m all right. I already had centuries to come to terms with who I am. Broke the spell myself, you could say, so the change is not so shattering for me as it is for poor Hanry here.’
‘Poor Hanry,’ Hanry repeated. ‘My … the people I killed … and poor Hanry, you say? Oh, but my family, my little sis, she’s so long gone – I can never get her back! Never, never …’
He wept and wept, and it seemed to Yalenna that he would indeed need time. She hoped there would be enough in his mortal life.
‘Where’s Jandryn?’ she asked suddenly.
‘He wanted to come to you in the Spire,’ said Rostigan. ‘I bid him not to. As it turns out, while he was waiting for you, he discovered something.’ He pointed off past the Spire. ‘A cave, where the worms spawn. He is there now, organising their destruction.’
Yalenna felt her happiness momentarily threatened, that there was still such work needing to be done.
‘The Wound is not yet fully healed,’ muttered Mergan, staring at the sky. ‘Almost, very close, but …’
‘Maybe with the end of the worms, it will be,’ said Rostigan. ‘And after the last of the Unwoven die in their rocky graves, and the last silkjaws are hunted down, or fall apart.’
‘Maybe,’ said Mergan. ‘At least nothing will crumble now, I feel sure. No leaves spinning forever, no babes born with tentacles for limbs.’
Babes born, Yalenna thought. No Warden had ever had a child, but now, well, maybe she could?
‘I’m going to find Jandryn,’ she said.

At the base of a mountain, only just visible above piled debris, was the mouth of a cave. Jandryn stood on its cusp, gesturing and calling orders, as soldiers tramped inside. Yalenna was relieved not to have to enter the cave herself to find him. When he noticed her, he immediately seemed extremely bewildered.
‘Priestess!’ he said, rubbing his brow. ‘I left you? I’m not sure why – I wasn’t aware I had, until just now!’
She laughed. ‘It’s not your fault, Jandryn.’
She had no patience for any more talking, and kissed him there more deeply than she ever had in public before. A few soldiers paused at the cave’s entrance to whistle and catcall. As she came up for air, he scowled at them, but she could tell he didn’t really mean it.
‘Jandryn,’ she said, turning his face back to her, ‘do you know?’
‘Know what, my lady?’
‘I’ve given back my threads. I’m just a woman now.’
He looked pleasantly surprised, yet raised an eyebrow. ‘Just a woman? I don’t think I’d choose those words, exactly. But …’ He began to mull over some of the implications. ‘You are … I mean … you will age?’
‘I will.’
‘Not that I minded the idea of a wife who stayed young forever,’ he added. ‘But I did wonder what might happen when I grow old and bent, and you …’
He caught himself, and looked sheepish.
‘Wife?’ she said, taking her turn to raise an eyebrow.
‘Well, I … it was just a passing fancy … I did not mean to be presumptuous …’
She quickly shut him up.
After a time, she remembered where they were, and glanced at the cave.
‘What’s going on in there?’
‘Oh, you know, just another day in the Althalan guard – there’s a magical swamp hole from which the worms seem to emerge. We’re filling it up with rocks.’
‘But what about the soldiers, aren’t they in danger?’
‘Well,’ said Jandryn, ‘of course, but the worms are most deadly when folk get caught in their spell.’
‘Yes? So that is worrying, is it not?’
He laughed. ‘Priestess,’ he said, ‘no one is in danger of a dour mood today.’

Tarzi paced back and forth, idly plucking her lute without really producing any sound. She had seen, as had everyone, rocks fall from the upper levels of the Spire as if some explosion had occurred, followed by the arrival of a great cloud of crows, circling and cawing like mad things. She had seen the Wound flash a number of times, and after each instance it contracted, until finally it drew in its cracks like the tendrils of some retreating sea creature. Whatever had gone on up there, it seemed that Yalenna had succeeded – but where did that leave Rostigan?
She decided she could not wait anymore, she simply could not bear it. Without escort she broke suddenly from the camp, heading out into the Dale.
‘Tarzi!’ came a call behind her. ‘You should not go alone, it isn’t safe!’
She sped up, ignoring whoever it was. She would not sit and wait, she had waited long enough! She started to run, uncaring of the heads that turned to watch her. She must have looked somewhat comical, dashing along with her lute in hand, yet no one laughed.
Someone was trailing her – the soldier who had yelled after her, probably. From the sound of his footsteps he was catching up, as she began to run out of breath.
‘Tarzi,’ he said, moving alongside her. ‘It’s all right! I don’t want to stop you. I just want to make sure you travel safely.’
She had winded herself, she realised – how long had it been since that had happened? – and slowed down to a stop. As she bent over trying to catch her breath, a hand touched her shoulder. She glanced up at the man, and he smiled back with friendly eyes. He had grown a little, it seemed to her, since she had last seen him – maybe not outwardly, but somehow within.
‘Cedris?’ she said.
‘Yes.’
She found herself inexplicably happy to see him.
‘Where are you rushing off to anyway?’ he asked.
Salt stung her eyes.
‘Rostigan,’ she said. ‘I don’t know … I don’t where he is!’
Cedris rubbed her back. ‘Not to worry, Tarzi … look, he’s there.’
She tried to see where he pointed, but her vision was streaming and she could not make Rostigan out amongst the blurry figures approaching through the ruins. She wiped at her eyes desperately.
‘Where, where?’
‘There, Tarzi. He’s right there. See?’
And there he was, trudging along with a few others, a twinkle in his eyes as he sent her half a smile. She did not even register who else was in the group as she rushed to him.
‘Songbird,’ he managed to say, before she next to smothered him.
‘Are you well?’ she asked, squeezing as hard as she could.
‘Yes … my goodness, girl … it’s all right. Everything went according to plan.’
‘And did you … are you …’
‘There, there,’ he said, stroking her hair and kissing her forehead. ‘I’m the same old Rostigan you’ve always known.’

Hand in hand, Yalenna and Jandryn returned to the Pass, watched with interest by Loppolo, who waited with his officers.
‘Priestess!’ he called.
‘Give me a moment with him,’ she muttered to Jandryn, as she disengaged. ‘A word, my king?’
‘The Wound is sealed?’ he asked eagerly. ‘The threat is past?’
‘Yes, Loppolo.’
She folded her arms, wondering if the time would ever come to forgive this man. Then again, perhaps forgiveness wasn’t necessary. Did either of them really need it? Perhaps she would simply try not to think about him very much from now on.
‘You should know,’ she went on, ‘that I am no longer a Warden. At least, not in the sense that you understand. There are, in fact, no Wardens left.’
‘But what of Forger? Is he not in Ander? Must we not go and defeat him?’
‘Forger’s magic is undone. He will trouble the world no more.’
‘And Karrak? Were those his crows? We still have not …’
‘That is all I have to say about that, oh king. You need not do anything but believe it.’
Loppolo stroked his chin, but the idea seemed to appeal to him. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘that is excellent news. And so, er, you… you are no longer …’
‘I am no longer a threat to your rule,’ she finished. ‘If that is what you’re getting at.’
He frowned at that – not quite the display of jubilance she had expected.
‘But … well …’ He shot her a funny look. ‘You are still a powerful threader though?’
‘I am.’
‘So,’ he lowered his voice, ‘I had better remain a good king, even without anyone pulling my strings, as it were.’
Maybe he did want forgiveness, after all.
‘I hope so, indeed,’ she said. ‘Chances are that I’ll be in Althala for a time.’ She nodded towards Jandryn and the king understood. ‘So, I will be watching.’
Loppolo drew himself up straight. ‘You won’t have to. Which is not to say you aren’t welcome to. But I will try not to give you any further cause to … intervene.’
She gave him a tight little smile. ‘Good.’
‘And maybe,’ he said, ‘you will finally allow me to throw a celebratory feast?’
The keen look in his eyes softened her just a little.
Why not?
‘I look forward to it,’ she said.



PARTING WAYS
A couple of days later, a small band left behind the yellow grasses of the Field to move into greener land. They travelled among others, for plenty who had harkened to Braston’s call from further afield had decided it was time to return to their homes. Only the original Althalan forces stayed on in the Dale, to ensure that Regret’s creations were truly finished – and with special instruction that any Unwoven able to be captured instead of killed, were to be taken up the Spire. So far, however, none had been found.
Jandryn remained with his guards, but Yalenna was confident she would see him again soon. In the meantime, it seemed right for the Wardens to take this final short journey together, after all they had been through.
The first town they came to was a bright little place, full of happiness and rejoicing. Somehow they managed to find a tavern with enough space for them all and, after dumping their packs in their rooms, secured themselves a table in the corner of the bar. Drinks flowed and food piled up, and Yalenna experienced a lightness of heart that seemed entirely foreign, and yet, so welcome.
Sitting beside her, Mergan upended the last dregs of his mug and set it heavily on the table. Opposite, Rostigan gave him an exaggeratedly rueful look, and pushed over a newly brimming jug.
‘Still got your appetite, I see,’ said Yalenna, nudging her old teacher.
He looked a little troubled by that, and ceased reaching for the jug. ‘It seems a bottomless pit,’ he said. ‘Be assured I will not let it run away with me again. Although … if you did happen to have any more of that curltooth …’
‘I got it from Tarzi,’ Yalenna said, nodding at the minstrel who was charging around between tables playing her lute as hard as she could while others egged her on. ‘You’ll have to ask her.’
‘Ah. Well, maybe I shall. She might be kind to an old man, eh? I don’t want much, just a pinch – enough to stir into a jar of jam.’
He gave an uncertain chuckle, and she patted his hand. ‘It’s all right to enjoy yourself.’
Mergan smiled sadly. ‘Perhaps.’
A thought struck her, though she did not like it. ‘You aren’t … that is to say, did you ever have your moment? Maybe it even affects you now?’
‘Nay, my dear, I do not think so.’ He lowered his voice. ‘I don’t need some odious deliverance from beyond the grave to look back upon the sweep of things gone wrong and judge myself deficient. The fact is, I may already have had my moment a hundred times over in the tomb, but how would I differentiate it from what I really felt, or feel now? For so long I have dreamed of how things might have been … such a curse would lack distinction to make it recognisable.’
Strangely, Yalenna found herself vaguely annoyed. ‘Here,’ she said, filling up his mug. ‘You’re too old to mope about it for the rest of your life.’
‘Perhaps you’re right. But give me another day or two, at least.’
In Mergan she saw glimmers of his old self, unlike the most sorrowful member of the group. Hanry – his injuries attended to, wearing a patch over his eye, and now standing about the same height as Rostigan – was a fragile wreck, never far from tears. Sitting here amongst friends, at least, she had seen a few hesitant smiles cross his face.
‘So,’ said Mergan, patting his mouth with his sleeve, ‘what will you do now, my dear?’
‘Head to Althala,’ she replied. ‘Though I might wait here for Jandryn. Or perhaps I will travel slowly, take in the countryside on the way.’
‘Good, good.’
‘What about you?’
‘Me? Hmm. Well, I suppose I’ll return to Althala too. Maybe even try to trace my lineage.’
His look was somewhat haunted – Yalenna knew he had left behind children, and granddaughters, when he had been sealed up in the tomb.
‘Although,’ he went on, ‘perhaps I should take another journey first.’ He raised his voice so it carried across the table. ‘There is hurt in Ander, I hear.’
Hanry froze, a slice of cake halfway to his mouth. Miserably, he put it down.
‘Perhaps I shall visit the place,’ Mergan went on. ‘My skills may be of use in restoring the city. And, of course, if anyone wants to come with me …’
He left the question hanging, and they all stared at Hanry. After a moment, he gave a stiff nod.
‘I will accompany you.’
‘Good,’ said Mergan. ‘I will be glad of the company. I can keep an eye on your hurts as well, my boy – make sure they do not fester.’
‘Thank you,’ said Hanry.
‘Maybe I’ll come too,’ said Salarkis. ‘Don’t really know what else to do with myself, and I certainly wouldn’t mind stretching my legs.’
‘Yes,’ said Hanry, waving the cake at him. ‘You’ll have to get used to walking everywhere now, won’t you?’
‘As will we, if he’s coming with us,’ said Mergan dryly.
‘You think you’ll find any resistance in Ander?’ asked Yalenna.
‘The way I hear it, Galra and Sortree already march to free the city. Without a certain influence over them, I doubt the Tallahowans will prove too fearsome. I’m sure that by the time we get there, there will be little to fix but a few broken bones.’
Forger’s influence gone, she thought. Have all my blessings faded too?
She sipped her ale. She did not care.
Tarzi bounced past, stopping by Rostigan to aim a string of notes at him.
‘He won’t dance!’ she cried, forlornly casting a hand to her brow. ‘Oh, but he never dances with me!’
Rostigan frowned with distaste. ‘Skullrender,’ he said, ‘does not dance.’
‘What a fool!’ declared Mergan as he rose. ‘May I take his place?’
‘Of course!’ said Tarzi, managing to offer an arm while she continued to play. ‘Though in return you must tell me of your battle with Lord Regret. No minstrel in three centuries has had an eyewitness account to work with!’
‘Ah, I would be happy to! You see, it was a dark time, and a terrible tyrant ruled the north … so I scoured the land for the best threaders I could find, a group who would become known as the Wardens …’
She twirled him away into the crowd, and Yalenna was gladdened to see it.
‘He doesn’t know what he’s in for,’ said Rostigan.
Yalenna sighed contentedly. Sitting together, sometimes laughing, taking simple pleasures, watching Hanry eat his cake … it seemed but a taste of what was to come. For a moment she saw Braston sitting across from her in an empty chair … and beside him Despirrow reclined in his fancy robes, and they chortled away with each other like they used to do. Even Jillan was there, for a moment – the quiet, thoughtful girl she had been before earning the name Stealer. How she had loved her gardens and growing things … had even found flowers to pick on the way through the Roshous Peaks.
Yalenna raised her mug.
‘To old friends,’ she said.

Later that day, Yalenna ventured outside and found Rostigan smoking his pipe on the porch. He gazed off down the town’s main street, which had been decorated with coloured string and bundles of blooms. People everywhere were carousing joyfully, and children ran about between their parents’ legs.
‘Look at that,’ she said, leaning against the rail.
He smiled slightly. ‘Yes.’
‘So, you managed to dodge a question in there.’
‘Oh?’
‘What will you do now?’
He pursed his lips as he restocked his pipe. ‘Tarzi is keen to be off,’ he said. ‘Always itching to travel, that one, and Aorn is full of taverns waiting to hear her newly spun tales. I think she’s worried that other minstrels might get ahead of her and muddy the stories to which she has borne witness.’
‘I thought the tale’s content did not matter? It’s all in the telling.’
‘Exactly,’ said Rostigan. ‘But either way, Tarzi thinks it should be her to capture our exploits in verse. Otherwise it would be like they never even happened.’
‘Well, if you ever visit Althala, be sure not to drift through like a ghost, won’t you?’
‘I promise.’
There was something else, though she was loathe to discuss it. Not in the face of such celebration.
‘Something troubles you?’ said Rostigan.
‘It’s just … well. I asked a couple of locals, and it seems that apples have not regained their taste.’
‘I heard the same.’
‘And word is that Silverstone has not returned.’
‘This too, I have heard.’
She studied him carefully. ‘You’re sure you really went up? You gave it all back?’
He gave her a hard stare as he puffed on his pipe. ‘I did.’
‘Then why haven’t Stealer’s takings come back into the world?’
He shrugged. ‘How can we know what happens to threads reclaimed by the Spell? I’m afraid the things that Stealer took may have been sucked in with the rest. Maybe one day the Spell will spit them out again, maybe not. It may not happen until we’re all long dead. After all,’ he waved a hand, ‘it took three hundred years to bring you lot back.’
Yalenna nodded. She did not want to dwell on it. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘it’s a small price, I suppose, given the one we might have paid.’
‘Indeed.’
‘And what of … your search?’
‘For her?’ He shook his head. ‘Perhaps I grow tired of chasing that which I already possess.’
Yalenna smiled, and stood on tippy-toes to kiss his cheek.
‘I’m glad for you.’
He nodded, tapping out his pipe. ‘Come, Priestess, let us return to our fellows … I think we both deserve another drink.’

Rostigan loped along, too slow for the bundle of energy who bounded ahead of him in fits and spurts. He chuckled at her and, the next time she ventured too close to him, grabbed her by the arm.
‘No rush, Tarzi,’ he said. ‘The road will wait for us.’
Indeed the road stretched long before them and, for the first time in a while, it was just the two of them on it together.
‘We’re not getting any younger,’ she wheedled. ‘And if we don’t hurry, we won’t make it to the next town before sunset!’
‘Good,’ he said.
She sighed exaggeratedly and tried to match his ambling pace. Despite her best efforts she kept overtaking him, then having to wait.
‘Honestly!’ she said, hands on hips. ‘You don’t just look like a statue – you move like one!’
It wasn’t so bad, he thought. They would wander again, stay here and there, and he would sit and smoke his pipe, and listen to her stories. Maybe Tarzi was not the object of his search, but what did that matter, really? He loved her some, and they had come this far together. If she happened by in the meantime, well, she could wait. After all, he had all the time in the world.
With that understanding, came a certain relaxation. He would never push Tarzi away, never put either one of them through that pain. Why do it now, when they had already been together for, what had she said? Decades.
She saw him considering her, and poked her tongue out. It was a girlish gesture, in keeping with how he saw her, belying the crinkles at the corners of her eyes, the slight sag of skin at her elbows. Ah, such a tenacious little thing she had been – to catch his gaze and trick him into taking her with him – and still was, despite her advancing years.
He would outlast her, that was the way of things. And then, someday …
Silently he made a promise to the Spell.
If I do find her again … if you deign me deserving of a second chance … then I will give you back what is yours. I will return to the Spire and surrender it all.
Until that time came, however, he would live as he had lived before – frugal with his power, buried deep inside, until it was almost forgotten. It hadn’t been him to bring the corruption to a head, and he did not think that one Warden continuing to exist would do Aorn much harm. There were the apples, of course, and Silverstone … and a corridor of trees in a wood somewhere, a bridge, and a fish stolen from a stream … but he had done enough for the world that he could live with his decision. Besides, it wasn’t like those things would never come back. It would just take a little time.
He could still be hard, it seemed, when it was needed. He’d had to be, to put so many untruths into people’s heads – to fool Tarzi, and Jandryn, in those last days of battle, to have committed the acts necessary to convince Forger of his friendship. Had to be, to make Salarkis believe he really had gone to the roof and given back his threads. To lie to Yalenna’s face, after everything she had done.
How can we know what happens to threads reclaimed by the Spell? he had asked her. Should I really give up something, had been his actual thought, that I have searched for, for three hundred years?
That was the problem with lies – it wasn’t the telling, but the keeping, which proved most difficult. Guilt could riddle a person until they felt the need to expose themselves, as if they could not continue on without first laying bare their infected soul. It was a selfish thing, really, to hurt others with such revelation – just because one was too weak to keep a secret and live with it.
Ah, well. He had an advantage in that regard, he supposed. It would all sink eventually, like everything did, down into the deep place.
‘Look!’ said Tarzi.
She had found a tree which hung heavy with the spiky fruit she liked, and jumped up on the spot trying to grab one. Rostigan drew his sword and used it to lower a branch down within her reach.
‘Make sure you pick a few,’ he said. ‘Who knows when we’ll be along this way again.’



EPILOGUE
‘Wait! Hanry, come back here!’
The father was exasperated with his small clan, his young children running about everywhere, getting in the way of the cart he pushed. Beside him, his wife was much calmer.
‘Let them go,’ she said. ‘Children will be children.’
She smiled at him reassuringly – he always worried too much, and saw danger wherever he looked, even on this well-worn path over hills between woods, where the smell of greenery mixed with the salty tinge of the sea.
‘Can you hear the waves?’ called their eldest daughter. She was more excited than the others about seeing the ocean for the first time, as she’d been promised this trip for a while.
‘Not yet, dear.’
The youngest, a little boy, came racing up the hill proudly clutching a prize.
‘What have you got there, Hanry?’
He held it up and, seeing what it was, his parents chuckled to each other.
‘Why are you laughing?’ asked Hanry. ‘Look, it’s pretty – I found a whole tree of them!’
‘He doesn’t know,’ said the father, shaking his head. ‘Well, how could he?’
‘What?’ demanded Hanry. ‘Is it poison?’
‘No, nothing like that.’ The mother took the fruit from her son. ‘It’s an apple.’
‘An apple?’
‘Yes. They look nice, but they don’t taste nice. Legend says they used to, but I don’t believe it.’
‘Try it Hanry!’ cried the eldest daughter.
‘Yes, try it, try it,’ urged the younger one.
‘Can I?’
‘Well, it won’t do you any harm. You won’t like it though, I’m warning you.’
Hanry needed no further encouragement. He snatched the apple back, bit into it deeply, and his eyes lit up with pleasure.
‘See?’ said the father. ‘Like clay in your mouth, yes?’
‘But it’s delicious!’
‘Don’t joke, Hanry.’
‘You try it!’
The boy offered the glistening fruit to his mother. Tentatively, she took a small bite.
‘My goodness,’ she said.
She handed it to the father, who remained disbelieving. Upon tasting it, however, his expression turned to amazement.
‘How can this be? Hanry, show us where you found this!’
The little boy pointed down the hill, to an apple tree growing at the edge of a floodplain … and, as they looked, both parents gasped.
‘What is that place, father?’ asked the eldest daughter. For there, resting amongst the hillsides, was a beautiful silver city, where none had stood for many years.
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I very occasionally wonder what direction my life’s path would have taken had my birth not been foretold a hundred years before I actually emerged from my dead mother’s womb. If the prophets had not given all the necessary directions as to how I could be recognised, and what I would be, I fancy I would not have the same view now as I do from my windows. If, if, if … if there was any point dwelling on things unchangeable.
Instead, a century ago, on a certain day at a certain time, every single prophet in the world stopped what they were doing and saw my future. Forks were dropped clattering to plates, conversations halted mid-sentence, the dreams of the sleeping were pushed aside and the same vision clouded every set of eyes. What they saw: a man with blue hair who possessed the power to end the war. For which side? Unclear. How? They couldn’t say. The only other thing they knew (the way we just know things in dreams sometimes) was that I would be born within the next hundred years.
In beginning this tale, I choose the hour of that birth. I call it ‘that’ birth because I do not exactly think of it as being ‘my’ birth, as you may grow to appreciate. Be that as it may, my prophecy was alive in the world, and a race between shadow and light was being run.
And it was a dark and stormy night. Of course.



MOMENTS OF FATHERHOOD
A man stood in a hut in the forest, staring into a mirror. Lines scored his face like tributaries, feeding the purple delta beneath his eyes. He’d torn at his bushy brown beard, and tears had fallen heavily, like the rain that would come. He heard the screaming again, a high-pitched wail he’d been powerless to stop; it spiked out of memory to stab at his heart.
‘What is it?’ he asked his reflection. ‘What has happened?’
His eyes focused, and in the mirror he saw behind him reflected that which was real. Twisted sheets, sprawling limbs, blood. Her hair shining too vividly for her to be dead. His wife, Mirrow.
An unbidden image flashed into his mind: a shovel-load of dirt hitting her face. He lashed out against it, shattering the mirror. If only the pictures in his mind’s eye could be smashed away so easily.
He sat down next to Mirrow’s body. Pushing her hair back from her pointed ears, he remembered when it had been blonde, not this freakish blue. He forced his eyes further down the bed to the baby she had died expelling. The child they had hoped for these last three years. She had been so happy to discover she was pregnant.
‘Little man?’ he whispered, reaching out to touch the baby’s foot.
The baby did not stir; it just lay still, breathing quietly, eyes closed. It was a strange way for a newborn to behave, and the man did not know what to do. In his heart he believed the child would die, but his mind danced around this belief as though it were a pit full of spikes. He did not know how he would cope with double grief. He probably wouldn’t.
‘You just rest,’ he said, patting the boy. ‘You just sleep, little man. So you can wake up healthy.’
He was almost scared to touch the boy, scared his shaking hands might clumsily break whatever sinew kept the child tied to life. Why did the boy have blue hair too? Why had his wife’s turned such a colour? Again he saw dirt, her face, and he knew that leaving the terrible duty undone was driving him insane.
He found himself standing outside the hut with a shovel, asking himself where she’d like to be buried. His gaze fell on the flower garden. It was the place.
His shovel bit the soil.
Clouds gathered in the fading light and a sprinkling of raindrops heralded the storm. It could have been raining fireballs for all he cared. When it was done, he climbed out of the grave and leaned on the shovel. For a merciful time his mind went blank. Around him the storm whipped into a fury, and it took a thunderclap to stir him. The grave was beginning to fill with water. Maybe, when he put her down there, the water would cover her and he wouldn’t have to shovel dirt onto her face after all? He almost laughed.
‘How dark the day,’ he shouted at the trees, ‘when one must hope for such things! How could you let this happen? She loved you as much as I loved her, and still you let her die! Do you hear me, Vyasinth? One of your fold comes home!’
With the weight of grief making it hard to breathe, he re-entered the hut. No change with the boy, and certainly no change with his wife. Unable to bear the sight of her lying there, he bore her up and out of the hut, into the driving rain. Over the grave, he rested his face against the cold skin of her neck. ‘Mirrow,’ he choked raggedly. By the time he lowered her in, the rain had cleaned her body of blood. A long time he looked upon her, burning her features into his mind to scar them there forever. Then he began to shovel dirt.
With the grave filled, he promised that tomorrow he would bring the boy out and they would say goodbye together. ‘And when he’s old enough, I’ll tell him of you, Mirrow. Everything about you. You will not fade easily from our lives, I swear.’
If he lives, came the treacherous interior voice.
Corlas remembered the prayer she had asked him to repeat if ever she died. It had always made him angry when she brought it up, and he would gruffly inform her that she was not going to die with him around to protect her. ‘You cannot take on every danger with an axe, my woodsman,’ she’d reply. He hated that she’d been right.
The prayer was in the same language as her songs, and he’d learned the words surprisingly easily. Mirrow had always maintained that it was because of his Sprite ancestry, but he had never truly believed her. How could he? He didn’t see meaning in the way a leaf twirled to earth, or hear voices in the trees, or see faces in streams. He didn’t remember generations of ancient peoples who had gone before him – blood memory, as Mirrow called it. ‘The Lady told me I am almost pure Sprite,’ she’d said. ‘I’ve many of the old talents that are lost to our kind. Perhaps with you it was only a very distant relative who had Sprite in them and so it is not so easily seen. Yet you are Sprite nonetheless.’ And he would smile and remain silent, because he knew the idea pleased her.
Summoning it from memory, Corlas spoke the accursed prayer. The wind howled, sharing his despair, and earth blasted from the top of the grave. The trees surrounding the clearing shook violently, twigs and leaves ripping free. Sticks and stones took off from the ground and Corlas heard the whiz of objects hurtling by his ears. Underneath the wind came the whispering of unearthly voices. A chill seized him as he realised that the spirits of the wood were all around, churning the air. The fear faded, however, as, although the wind roared loudly, he didn’t feel the slightest breeze. And then, for a moment, he thought he saw her. In the fork of a tree by the clearing’s edge, some twenty paces above the ground, she stood watching. Taller than a mortal woman, with arms like branches and fingers like twigs, her face was impossible to make out in the dark. A voice spoke to him clearly above the others, seeming to come from all around … and he understood that the forest loved Mirrow as he had, and that her spirit was safe. Then the Lady was gone, replaced by whipping branches and rustling leaves, and he wondered if he had seen her at all.
Shivering, he went back inside. There, he stared at the bed for a long moment. Then he glanced from left to right. As he tore the sheets off the bed, confusion fast became horror.
The child was gone.

Corlas clutched his beard. Had he gone mad with grief? How could a child vanish? Had he moved the child and not remembered? Surely that wasn’t possible.
It was a small hut that Corlas had built, just one room with simple furnishings – a bed, table, rug by the fireplace, and the cot he had made for the new arrival. It took only a moment to sweep it with his eyes and find no sign of the child. He kneeled down and looked under the bed.
Amber eyes stared back at him.
Corlas fell backwards in surprise. Under the bed, on hands and knees, the child was alive! The boy regarded him curiously, with open, seeing eyes. Corlas stared back in disbelief. He didn’t know a lot about babies, but he certainly knew they did not see and crawl and … climb off beds? … when they were but hours old. The child had blue hair, the same shade that Mirrow’s had turned with her pregnancy. Was it the work of spirits or demons? No, surely not. Corlas had grown to trust Whisperwood since he’d come to live here and he didn’t think it would allow such a thing.
The child burped, and giggled at its own wit. Suddenly Corlas relaxed. This child was no demon spawn. This was his son. He blinked as the thought sank in, then reached under the bed to seize the child under his chubby arms and hoist him out. Standing, he awkwardly arranged the baby against his chest, staring down in wonder. The child, unnaturally aware, stared back at him.
‘A son,’ Corlas breathed. He rocked the baby, who cooed gently. Corlas smiled, cracking the lines of grief on his face. Happy tears fell, and splotches of dried blood on the child’s skin ran afresh. ‘A son,’ he repeated. ‘I have a son!’ He held the baby aloft and shouted the words. The baby looked a little worried and Corlas laughed with joy.
Setting the boy carefully on the bed, he busied himself stoking an almost faded fire back to life. The room began to warm, and Corlas heated water in an iron pot. He bathed the child, rinsing his downy blue hair.
‘I thought you might escape me, boy,’ Corlas said. ‘You lay so still.’
His drowsy eyes slid closed, and he dreamed of his wife. Most his time with Mirrow had seemed like a dream anyway.

His eyes opened. He was sitting on the banks of a clear stream just outside Whisperwood, against a willow tree in the shade. The heat was slow and thick, and running water the only sound. For the first time in a long time, he was at ease. The ache of the wounds given to him at the Shining Mines had finally begun to fade.
Movement by the water caught his attention. On the forest side of the stream, someone emerged from the trees. She kneeled by the water, singing in a language Corlas hadn’t heard before, but which resonated with him somehow. It was beautiful. Her wild hair shone gold in the sunlight, her small ears were pointed. She ran her hands through the water, fingers slim and graceful. She looked up and saw him watching. He felt awkward, a hulking battle-scarred warrior sitting in the shade, staring silently at a beautiful girl. He thought she would run and was filled with sadness. Instead, she smiled in greeting.
‘Are you from the healers’ valley?’ she called.
‘Yes,’ answered Corlas. The word floated by itself, oafishly alone.
She jumped to her feet and began to wade into the stream with no regard for her dress. He tried to rise, but his body creaked, and before he knew it she was kneeling at his side.
‘Don’t get up,’ she said. ‘You’ve been hurt.’
‘Some months ago now, miss,’ he said, dumbfounded by how bold she was. ‘I’m almost healed.’
Her blue eyes were shot through with orange flecks and turned up slightly at the corners. He realised she had Sprite in her blood, and a strong dose at that.
‘The wounds, yes,’ she said. She touched him where his flesh was tender, and his surprise doubled. ‘But not returned to vitality, I think. You should spend some time in the wood – you’d quickly return to your full self.’
‘What do you mean?’ he said.
She laughed heartily. ‘Why, because of your Sprite blood of course! The wood looks after its own.’
He chuckled, though confused. ‘I have no Sprite blood, miss.’
At this she laughed even louder. ‘You don’t even know that you have Sprite blood?’
‘I don’t see how I could,’ said Corlas. ‘I have none of the marks. Though you do, stronger than I have ever seen.’
‘Seen? Seen?’ she repeated, eyes flashing. ‘Do you mean pointy ears and twice-coloured eyes? I am talking about the blood underneath your skin!’
She reached up to put her hands on his forehead. He froze, unwilling to move lest he startle her.
‘There it is,’ she exclaimed. ‘Bubble, bubble. You need to learn to look underneath the surface, my fine fellow.’ She leaped to her feet. ‘I think you should come for a walk in the wood!’
Corlas was enthralled. Right then he might have joined her if she’d announced she was walking to the moon. She grabbed his arm to haul him to his feet, and he rose clumsily, still marvelling at her forwardness.
‘Are you not afraid to go walking alone with a strange man?’ he said.
‘Alone and with?’ She chuckled. ‘You make no sense. Besides, you are not just a human man. I certainly wouldn’t allow one of them to catch sight of me by the stream.’
He allowed himself to be led into the water, the flow soaking his trousers.
‘And I never,’ she whispered in his ear, ‘would let one hear me sing that song.’
‘What did it mean?’ he asked. ‘Your song?’
‘Don’t you remember?’ she said.
‘I have not heard it before.’
‘Not with your ears.’ She smiled and thumped him on the chest. ‘But maybe your heart remembers.’
She sang again, and something within him stirred.
They walked into the forest, which he hadn’t left since.

The Lady Vyasinth wafted through the trees above the hut. She would have to become more involved again, she knew, as she had been when Mirrow was very young. Back then Vyasinth had appeared to the girl almost every day, to look after her and teach her the ways of the Sprites. Mirrow had been supposed to pass the knowledge on to her children, a plan which, sadly, had died with her. Vyasinth now regretted having ignored Corlas, offended by his refusal to believe what he was. She would have to put her qualms aside, unless she wanted the child to grow up in ignorance, as good as an end to all her hard work. Yes, she would speak to Corlas, but not now, not yet – for there were strangers in the wood, presences that pricked at her far-reaching awareness. Why are they here? she thought, even though she knew the answer, knew with a horror like an inversion of the joy she’d felt when Mirrow’s hair had turned blue with her pregnancy. Arkus and Assedrynn coveted that which was hers.
Her ire increased as she thought of those two. Everything was their fault! How she longed for the days when there had been only one type of magic in the world – Old Magic, as it was now called – which had existed when the two gods had ruled together. Arkus, God of Light, and Assedrynn, God of Shadow, had once lived in duality and balance – night and day, water and fire, certainty and uncertainty, truth and dreams. There had been only one Great Well, where all souls journeyed upon death to become part of a collective. That had changed when the gods had gone to war. They had closed their domains to each other, and come to one final agreement that made it possible for one to destroy the other: to break the Great Well. Each god had drawn out his own aspect from the Well, shattering the duality that had previously existed. The souls of those not fully dissolved had suffered the most, their very beings wrenched apart. Vyasinth remembered vividly their cries.
After that, the Old Magic had no longer worked. Instead each god created a new Well of his own, in his own domain, so that the souls of his people would go to him alone. With shadow and light thus divided, a creature could be born only of one or the other. Born of light returned to light in death, and born of shadow returned to shadow. Vyasinth had seen it as a violation of the natural order and, unlike the other minor gods, had refused to side with either Arkus or Assedrynn. As punishment they had banished her here, to Whisperwood; meanwhile, her people suffered greatly.
The Sprites weren’t like the luckier creatures of the land who had more easily survived the division of magic. The Zyvanix wasps, for example, had always built their hive cities in the arid plains of the north. Their neighbours, the Varenkai, were bronzed farmers, growing food under the sun in open fields. These were folk of the light, and Arkus had always been their god. The Varenkai’s pale cousins, the Arabodedas, lived by the sea in the cloudy south; here, deep water offered up food and life and icy winds drove their robust ships. There were the Vorthargs who dwelled in caves, and the Graka who lived in the storm-laden Bentemoth Mountains. These were all folk of shadows, and their god naturally became Assedrynn. They had made the transition quickly, instinctively.
The Sprites, however, were folk of the forest in whom Old Magic was strong – after all, trees keep their roots in shadow and leaves in the light, relying upon a balance of both. Robbed of balance, the Sprites had died in their multitudes. Only those living in Whisperwood survived, for with Vyasinth’s presence it became the only place in the world where Old Magic could still exist. The survivors weren’t many, and had been forced to interbreed with Varenkai, so their blood had thinned over generations. Soon there had been no true Sprites left, only half-breeds or less, beings who could survive outside Whisperwood. As they had spread out into the land, all vestiges of culture had been lost and no more souls returned to Lady Vyasinth and the Well that was Whisperwood.
In Mirrow, Vyasinth had sensed, for the first time in centuries, almost pure Sprite blood. She had decided it was time to rebuild; her sorrow finally replaced with purpose. She had called Mirrow to the wood, and time had even brought her a suitable mate. When Mirrow’s hair had turned blue with her pregnancy, Vyasinth had guessed that the child would be born special … and maybe she could even hope for more than simple rebuilding. Maybe she was to be delivered a champion.
It was then that she had decided to give Mirrow the Stone. She had never told her that it was special, created when the Great Well was broken, retrieved by Vyasinth before she was cast down into the world. It would make a fitting weapon for a blue-haired hero.
And yet others had discovered him too. Now, despite what they had promised her, Arkus and Assedrynn trespassed in her domain.



A CONVERGING IN WHISPERWOOD
Battu’s consciousness dissolved from his body and melted down the sides of Skygrip Castle like black butter. He trickled down stairwells and spread over balconies, seeped through cracks and curled around doorways. Sometimes it was useful to travel so slowly and widely. With his awareness diffused, he gathered impressions of all that he touched. In his broadest moments he could feel the castle itself, as if he were a glove over an enormous hand.
Skygrip rose a league into the sky, a cyclopean tower of black stone. At the top rested a globe of rock twice the width of the tower that supported it, from which four stone spikes reached up to the sky. From between the spikes rose a thick stream of vapour like a slow-moving hurricane, feeding upwards into the Cloud. The Cloud, which covered all of Fenvarrow and kept it safe in shadow.
Skygrip had been built by Kryzante, the first Shadow-dreamer. Legend said he had carved the castle from a single piece of rock, once called Mount Mokan. What power must he have possessed to shear the slopes from a mountain? To carve the tower and its sceptre peak, to hollow the corridors and caverns within? He must have had help from the gods, thought Battu. Curse their arbitrariness.
He reached the fortifications at the base of the castle and gathered himself together. From there he sped north over the mountain’s old foothills, through the capital city of Mankow in the blink of an eye, and out across the Ragga Plains. Beyond the ringlet of the five goblin cities he found the bulk of his gathering army. Thousands of soldiers marched the earth flat. Teams of engineers moved between smoking war engines. Battu was pleased by the convincing display – it looked very much as if he was preparing for war. The Throne of Kainordas could not help but take notice, even if he suspected it was nothing but an enormous diversion.
Onwards he travelled, to rockier lands. Here a fine mist hung suspended in the air and made the Stone Fields slick. Battu slipped easily through a cobweb of cracks, covering an expanse of nothing much but rock and twig, and came to rest at the edge of his realm.
The border divided the world into perfect halves, from east coast to west and further out to sea. Above Battu the Cloud ended, and during the day a wall of light fell unhindered to earth. The border was harder to see under the moon, but was there nonetheless – a darker line across the ground where the Cloud’s shadow fell.
Only a few shadow creatures made their homes this close to enemy lands. There were huge malformed moths, which sometimes crossed over in pursuit of the moon. There were quick and viscous shadowmanders – lizard-like things that hunted across the border. Battu noticed one now, a blood red flash that slipped from rocks and darted into Kainordas, becoming briefly visible as it wrestled a brown beetle. A second beetle scuttled away in alarm, and the mander leaped to kill it too – though it only brought one back to Fenvarrow to eat. It seemed that shadowmanders killed creatures of light more instinctively than hunger dictated. Battu admired them. If only they were bigger.
Other common but more pathetic denizens of the border were spirit creatures known as the Trapped. These were creatures once born of light, which were now consigned to a different life. Leftovers from the Shadowdreamer Assidax’s war, shaped by the constant panic of being so close to their homeland and yet unable to cross the threshold, they were the slightest of the undead. The best to be said about Assidax, thought Battu, is that she’d caused the enemy such heavy losses. Those who had been resurrected by her would never find their way to Arkus’s Great Well, even once their bodies had rotted off their souls. They were shadow creatures now, and they would go to Assedrynn.
The Trapped sensed Battu’s presence in the shadows and drifted clear of him. One made the mistake of flashing past and he seized it instinctively, as a cat would snatch a flashing object. The thing twisted pitifully in his ethereal grip.
Who were you?
The Trapped couldn’t remember. Its weakness filled Battu with disgust and he focused his power to destroy it. Somehow it felt what was coming and writhed eagerly. It wanted peace so desperately, it would gladly go to the Well of its ancient enemy. If Battu had been in his body, his stomach would have turned. He pushed the wretched thing away, denying it the mercy it sought, and it wailed soundlessly in despair.
Battu spread out along the border like oil on water, searching for a point of safe access into Kainordas. There was none to be found. Despite the storm in Whisperwood, here the skies were clear and the moon shone brightly. He didn’t dare travel into Kainordas on such a night. There was too much risk that a shadowline would break and cut him off from his journey home. He would have to rely on other eyes to know what went on in Whisperwood tonight. He sped along the border with another destination in mind.

Alone in his tent, the goblin Turen pored over his maps, wondering where to strike next. As he stooped to place pins in likely targets, chill water from the ice lantern above dripped onto his neck. He straightened to rub it over his tar black skin, welcoming the cool sensation.
Around him were camped several hundred goblins and Arabodedas – the pale men of the south. This was one of six such encampments along the border, all of which had been making forays into Kainordas. Turen’s command had tallied the worst of the damage so far, and he meant to keep it that way.
A dry, deep voice spoke behind him. ‘Commander Turen.’ Fear flushed him with adrenaline, but he managed not to start. In the darkest corner of the tent rose a darker shadow, a man-shaped void with uncertain edges.
‘My great lord,’ said Turen, bowing. ‘You honour me with –’
‘Report,’ said Battu.
Turen swallowed, forcing himself to raise his eyes and meet a stare he could not see. ‘I’ve placed scouts and archers along trade routes to Holdwith. We don’t venture within a league of the fortress, but instead harry their patrols and shipments. Six days back they sent forth a sizeable force to scour the countryside, but we retreated across the border and suffered few losses.’
‘New prospects?’
‘The outlying village of Lerinsk is heavily guarded, but I’m confident I can lead a sneak attack against it. I would aim to cull the guards without entering the village, but that would look like an aborted attempt to penetrate.’
‘Do it,’ said Battu. ‘The Throne’s gaze must be retained.’
‘Very good, my lord.’
Battu’s shadow wavered in some unseen wind. ‘I am combining your encampment with those of Golt and Salindy,’ he said. ‘You’ll be in charge.’
Satisfaction suffused Turen, but again he held his emotions tight. ‘As you wish, my lord. Thank you.’
‘I am not overly pleased with Salindy’s efforts thus far,’ said Battu. ‘And although I want no undue risks taken, in battle there will always be risk of some kind.’ His shadow grew larger, creeping up the walls of the tent. ‘Feel free to risk her.’
‘I understand, lord.’
‘Reinforcements will arrive shortly, and war engines from the ringlet. Marshal them as if we are planning for full-scale invasion. Continue to harass in the meantime.’
‘Yes, lord.’ Turen’s curiosity fought with caution and he dared to venture a question. ‘My lord, may I ask … do we have the child?’
‘Soon,’ said Battu.
With that, the Shadowdreamer receded like smoke flowing backwards. The tent’s shadows returned to their normal selves. Turen stood a few moments longer just to make sure, then let out a long breath. He turned to his maps and stuck a pin into Lerinsk.

Elessa Lanclara broke free of an entangling vine and slid down an embankment. She was a slightly plump young mage with a fair complexion, blond hair and sapphire blue eyes. She wore a white dress of office that had seen better days. As she reached the slippery rock of the gully below, Dakur was waiting to steady her. He was a blade, assigned as her personal guard – a stocky fellow of medium height, with tanned skin, short, dark hair and a square jaw. He wore thick trousers and boots, and a leather vest that did little to keep the rain from his shoulders. At his side hung a long sword with a bronze hilt. The two of them were Varenkai, humans of Kainordas, land of the light.
Once Dakur was certain Elessa had her footing, he turned to frown at the stream that gushed through the gully. It flowed high and fast in the storm, but Elessa knew he worried about things more dangerous than currents. There were many reasons why Whisperwood was known not to be a welcoming place.
On either side of the gully towered the tall grey trees that populated the wood, their crisscrossing branches waving in the wind like a spider’s web. On the gully floor, pale rocks shone where moonlight found them, and reflections of the running water danced across their faces. Elessa shivered, and not because of the rain. She wasn’t quite ready to believe the stories about this place, but nonetheless moved a step closer to Dakur. Maybe she just didn’t want to believe them.
‘I could float us across,’ she suggested.
Dakur scratched at the beginnings of stubble. ‘No,’ he said. ‘We don’t know who else is running about in this accursed wood. You should save your power.’
‘My power won’t be worth much if I’m at the bottom of a stream being chewed to bits by a fisherman’s bane!’ Elessa snapped.
A half-smile flashed across Dakur’s face so quickly she wondered if she’d imagined it. ‘We’ll cross by foot,’ he said. ‘I’ll stand upstream. If anything happens, float yourself out of danger before you worry about me.’
‘Dakur –’
‘Banes prefer still waters anyway, I think. We should be safe.’
Locking hands around each other’s wrists, they stepped into the stream. Instantly they were up to their waists in rushing water, struggling against a forceful flow. Elessa scanned for movement upstream, but the water churned too violently to see anything beneath the surface. The undercurrent dragged at her dress and things unseen brushed her legs. She hoped they were leaves and twigs.
Moments later they emerged on the opposite bank, scrabbling across rocks until they stood beneath trees. Elessa realised she was still holding Dakur’s wrist and sheepishly let go. She pulled up the soaked sleeves that clung to her arms and they slid right back down. Despite the determined expression she wore, she was scared. She glanced at Dakur – thank the light he was with her! If he hadn’t been, she didn’t know what she would have done. Found the courage to go on anyway, she suspected begrudgingly. Damn it all! she thought, suddenly angry. There should have been another mage here, and an experienced one at that, not a fledgling like herself! She squeezed water from her hair.
She’d been serving at Indereen, her first posting as an overseer. She’d barely knocked the dust from her bags when a dispute had erupted with the neighbouring town, Ridgeway. The people of Indereen had been clearing a group of crystal trees – so called because their leaves were transparent and brittle like delicate glass. During the clearing, many of the leaves had been shaken free, to drift spinning in the breeze, down the valley into Ridgeway. The leaves had razor-sharp edges, and the streets and surrounding fields of Ridgeway had been covered in dangerous shards. One small boy had lost an eye to a floating leaf. The dispute had been heated on both sides.
In the middle of Elessa’s mediation, a loudmouthed healer had arrived at the town inn. He’d boasted of how he’d travelled alone into Whisperwood – a foolishness compounded when he’d strayed from the path to scour for rare herbs. He’d happened upon a couple living in the wood, something which was strange enough in itself. Stranger still, the expecting mother’s hair had turned blue with her pregnancy. The healer speculated excitedly to anyone who would listen that surely this meant the woman would give birth to a blue-haired child, the mark of the prophesied child of power.
The standing orders from the Open Halls were very clear when it came to the prophecy. The hundred years since its foretelling were almost up. Any hint, rumour or even lie regarding a child with blue hair was to be investigated immediately, and Elessa knew the Halls had chased many of late. Nothing she’d heard of sounded as plausible as the healer’s theory. She’d questioned him herself and it was very difficult to lie to an overseer. It had instantly become her bound duty to ascertain the truth of the claim. She had left Indereen immediately, sending out messages to other mages nearby. None had yet joined her.
If indeed she discovered a child with blue hair, she would take it as quickly as possible to the Halls – no matter what the parents wished. Despite the potential presence of the enemy, it was this thought that worried Elessa the most. Surely, she thought, the parents will see that a child destined to break the balance between shadow and light will be hunted by the forces of evil. It must be protected from the Shadowdreamer. She almost lost her footing as she clambered across sprawling roots. And surely they must already love their child and not want anyone to take it away. As should be their right.
She silently prayed that the Shadowdreamer had no knowledge of this blue-haired woman. Reports said Battu had instigated a series of skirmishes along the border. Many conjectured they were the precursor to a full-scale invasion, stronger than when Battu had attacked the Shining Mines four years before. Mages and soldiers had been sent to the border in droves, which had made it difficult for Elessa to find support along the way. She hoped Battu was distracted with his warmongering and his gaze was far away from this place.
She knew it was a foolish hope. Battu’s net reached far and wide.
She wondered whom he had sent.

Slashing through the undergrowth, Rhobi’s mood grew fouler as steadily as time passed. He was drenched, but it wasn’t that that angered him – in his homeland, the cold and damp were as common as air. No, it was his commander who made him grind his claws inside his fists, raking furrows into the skin of his black palms. Hiding his hatred had become almost impossible.
Tyrellan was his commander’s name, but if Rhobi had his way it would never be written on any gravestone. The thought made him grin in the dark, and rain pooled atop his black lips. Maybe he could control his hate after all; he just had to remember that Tyrellan was as good as dead.
The rain slated at all angles through the forest canopy. A few paces ahead Tyrellan pulled back a large fern, flinging droplets on himself but making little difference to his already wet stare. He remained silent as he stared off through the trees, his orb eyes as black and still as deep water.
Rhobi struggled to hold his tongue, but his patience evaporated faster than a teardrop on a fire. ‘Anything there?’ he asked, barely managing to keep terseness from his voice.
Tyrellan ignored him completely. Rhobi scowled, his claws curling around the pommel of the sword at his side. He longed to unsheathe it, to ram it into Tyrellan’s back and deliver a blow that would leave him enough time to realise from whom it came. That was important – Rhobi didn’t want Tyrellan’s soul floating away before he had a chance to gloat.
Rhobi was from a noble family, one of the highest amongst the Black Goblins. Despite this, Tyrellan extended him a lack of regard he’d never experienced before. You imagine yourself protected by a hierarchy of titles, Tyrellan, he thought. You underestimate the hierarchy of blood.
Still, Rhobi knew he had to pick his moment wisely. He’d wait until they got the child safely away from the wood and then, on the journey home, Tyrellan would die. All the glory for the mission’s success would go to Rhobi. Fazel wouldn’t care. Fazel didn’t care about anything and had no need for glory.
‘What do you see, Tyrellan?’ said Fazel now.
Rhobi glanced at the mage curiously. Only a few had ever seen Fazel’s face, and Rhobi knew that if they ran into opposition tonight, he would be one of them. Rain rolled over the brown cloak that enveloped the mage, his hooded gaze turned downwards, as ever.
Tyrellan turned his head slightly at Fazel’s question. ‘There’s a light,’ he said. ‘Not far.’
You never ignore Fazel, thought Rhobi. And he’s nothing but bones and rot. Soon enough, you will be too.
For a moment the wind picked up, whipping Rhobi’s stringy hair into an orgy of snakes, ripping apart falling raindrops and turning them to spray. The gust passed on, howling through the trees like a maddened spirit. Rhobi shivered.
Fazel sighed.

Battu travelled back to Skygrip quickly, speeding up the tower to the sceptre peak, to the long window that ran the length of the throne-room wall. The throne room itself was long and rectangular, the roof but ten paces high. At one end was a dais on which stood Refectu, throne of the Shadowdreamers. Beside the throne was an arch veiled by a curtain of shadow, the entrance to the Shadowdreamer’s private study. Opposite the dais was the throne-room entrance, a simple doorway leading to a winding corridor. The rest of the room was largely featureless. The walls were smooth though not flat, as ripples and imperfections showed in the surface of the rock. Cut into the walls were alcoves in which stood goblin guards, their faces shadowed beneath heavy helms, still as statues.
Battu’s body remained where he’d left it, gazing out the window over Fenvarrow, and for a moment he stared himself in the face. Then he drained into himself, like water filling a bottle, until he was contained in his own flesh. It always seemed a little tight after travelling as a flowing shadow.
He was a large man, broad of chest, with a head that seemed too big for his body. Silken black hair hung from a flat skull, down past his ears and longer at the back. His broad nose sat above thick pale lips, and his eyes were tiny creased pits. A dark cloak billowed around him, its movement independent of any breeze. It seemed to meld with the shadows, the edges of the cloth indistinct and shifting. He blinked his earthly eyes, feeling again the cold breeze that came through the window, leaving the ledge shiny with a coat of condensation.
Battu hadn’t returned for the use of his own eyes, however. It was Fazel’s gaze he sought, the one undead created by Assidax who remained under Shadowdreamer control.
Assidax, a powerful necromancer, had cut further into Kainordas than any before her. She had been able to animate undead legions from bloody battlefields even as the fighting continued. Every death fed her army, tipping the balance inexorably towards a shadow victory. Battu had seen glimpses of those battles in the shadowdream – Kainordas soldiers frozen in terror as their once-comrades rose from the earth as new opponents. As land had fallen under Assidax’s control, the Cloud had grown to cover it. She had aimed to cover all Kainordas, but had made it only as far as Kahlay. In a desperate push the Kainordans had beat her back, and at the end of her reign, Fenvarrow was no larger than at the beginning. Remnants of her necromancy still remained, undead creatures over whom control had been lost.
When Battu had received his orders from the gods, he had put together special strike squads to move around Fenvarrow destroying undead wherever they found them. It seemed the gods preferred to add these souls to the Great Well than to leave them wandering about trapped in bones. The only ones Battu had left untouched were those pathetic souls on the border, for they made the Kainordans fear to cross.
Fazel, the mage, also remained, for he was unique amongst the creatures Assidax had created. She’d tied his soul to the throne Refectu, bound it with twines of shadow, enslaving him to whomever sat there. It was well that, in this at least, Assidax had shown foresight. Fazel made for a most powerful minion.
Now, Fazel had a bug-eye implanted in his skull, a magical parasite through which Battu could see what Fazel saw. Battu regularly put them into his servants, or sent them flitting randomly into Kainordas in the hope that they would find an unknowing and useful host. The bug-eyes were bred in vats deep in Skygrip, and Battu was never satisfied with how many he created. He sought always to widen his network of spies, willing or otherwise.
One of his eyes unfocused as its vision was replaced by what Fazel saw in Whisperwood, far to the north. The undead mage was plodding at his usual pace. He never made any more effort than necessary in carrying out his instructions, and seeing what Fazel saw usually served only to frustrate Battu. Fazel’s hood hung low and he looked at nothing but the ground in front of him. Sometimes Battu had to watch for hours before Fazel would glance up. He was sure the mage seized upon every small rebellion that the strict confines of his servitude allowed. Fortunately, he did not have to wait long this time before Fazel raised his eye.
The two goblins – Tyrellan and the other one – were walking through trees ahead. Just visible through the driving rain and dense foliage was a light. Battu saw it for only a moment before Fazel’s gaze became downcast once more. It was long enough for Battu to learn what he wanted. His minions in Whisperwood were drawing close to the prize.

‘Curse this rain!’ growled Dakur. ‘I can’t see a damned thing!’
‘We’re still west of the path, aren’t we?’ said Elessa. ‘We must be close, unless that healer got his directions wrong. Or maybe he “tested” some of his herbs and imagined the whole thing.’
Dakur smiled to himself. He knew Elessa must be terrified – the soft-faced girl had only just finished her training a few months ago and, while she was a talented mage, she had little real experience. Yet here she stood in much-feared Whisperwood, dress soaked through, hair slick against her skin, brave-faced and determined.
He cast his eyes about. ‘I can’t tell. It’s darker than an Ebon’s arsehole out here.’
Elessa bit her lip. ‘We’re running out of time, I think. We must hurry.’ Then she blinked. ‘Dakur!’
‘What?’
‘I saw something. A light! Just for a moment, but I saw it! Come on!’
She ran off ahead, and a moment later he saw it too, twinkling through the trees. The wind picked up, prickling him with leaves and twigs, making him shiver. There was something of presence about it, and Dakur felt like an intruder discovered.
‘Infernal forest,’ he muttered to himself and hurried to catch up to Elessa.
The wind passed on.

Corlas went to his son, who was sitting up in the cot looking troubled.
‘Don’t fret, little man,’ he said. ‘It’s only a storm. We’re safe in here tonight.’
His eyes came to rest on Mirrow’s pendant, lying atop the table. She’d taken it off, along with everything else, for the birth. She’d wanted to have the child outside, before the trees, but when the trouble began he’d moved her back into comfort and warmth. He wondered now if he should have moved her at all, and the thought twisted painfully in his gut.
The pendant hung on a chain of black gold and was the size and shape of a small rock. What was remarkable was the strange pattern that shifted about its surface, a coalescence of greys, blues, black and white, tinges of orange and yellow. It was not colour so much as light, shining from within the stone. The Lady had given it to Mirrow when she’d been small, and she’d worn it every day he’d known her.
‘Here, little man,’ said Corlas, slipping the chain around the boy’s neck. The boy held up the stone for inspection and was instantly entranced. ‘Bit long on you now, eh? You’ll grow into it. Now you’ll always carry something of your mother with you.’
There was a knock on the door.
Corlas was so startled he almost jumped. Of those few strange souls who dwelled in the wood, none would come calling in a storm like this. Quickly he took his axe down off the wall.
‘Who is it?’ he called.
‘Representatives of the Open Halls!’
An old worry, long forgotten, slammed to the front of his brain. Surely they couldn’t have tracked him down here? Surely they didn’t care enough about one man’s desertion after all this time had passed?
Maybe they were lying.
‘Go to the window!’ Corlas shouted, pulling back the curtain.
Two bedraggled forms appeared beyond the rivulets of rain: a woman in a white dress with hair plastered to her scalp, and a man with a sheathed sword wearing the badge of a blade. They were telling the truth, it seemed, but why were they here? If it was him they had come for …
Still holding the axe, he unbolted the door and stepped backwards. It banged open in the wind, sending rain flying into the hut. The woman and man ducked inside, obviously relieved to be out of the storm.
Corlas gestured at the fire. ‘Warm yourselves,’ he growled.
The two moved to the fire, but the woman seemed anxious and kept sending glances at his son. Corlas did not much care for the scrutiny in her eyes.
‘Why are you here?’ he demanded. ‘Have you wandered from the path?’
‘Yes,’ said the woman. ‘But with a purpose. My name is Elessa Lanclara and I’m a mage of the Halls. This is my personal guard, Dakur.’
Dakur nodded.
‘Why do you come to my home?’ said Corlas. ‘We do not tend to get travellers through these parts. At all.’
Elessa glanced at Dakur, who was matching Corlas’s stony expression. ‘Would you mind if I looked at your newborn?’ she asked.
‘Indeed I would,’ said Corlas, knuckles whitening on the axe. In truth, he hoped he would end up trusting this Elessa enough to let her inspect the baby. There was something strange about him, and she was a mage … as well as a woman. ‘Your purpose first,’ he counter-offered.
Impatience crossed Elessa’s face. ‘We’re in danger here,’ she blurted. ‘All of us. The child especially.’
‘What?’
‘The Shadowdreamer seeks your child. His forces approach even as we speak. We must move from here, now!’
Corlas rolled his massive shoulders. ‘I have heard tales less wild that turned out untrue,’ he said. ‘And if any shadow creature tries to harm my boy, it will feel my axe just the same as you.’
‘You fool!’ hissed Dakur. ‘Can you not see what your child is?’
Corlas glanced at the cot. The boy was staring through the bars with wide eyes.
‘Untrusting of you, I think, like his old man,’ Corlas replied.
‘Have you never heard the prophecy, woodsman?’ said Dakur. ‘Concerning the birth of the child of power? The one who will upset the balance between good and evil?’
Something stirred in Corlas’s dormant memories of nights spent in taverns, drinking and gambling, talking of greater things and rubbish.
‘The child who will be born with blue hair?’ prompted Dakur forcefully.
Corlas shook himself. Those nights had been many years ago and he recalled them little. ‘I do not concern myself with popular superstition,’ he replied levelly.
The woman was staring distantly out the window, biting her lip. She did not seem to be paying attention any more.
‘Popular superstition?’ said Dakur with a scowl. ‘It has been written so for a hundred years! You cannot –’
‘Quiet, the both of you!’ Elessa snapped, her voice charged with such power that Dakur and Corlas instantly fell silent. She was still a moment, head tilted, eyes glazed. Then: ‘It’s too late,’ she said. ‘They’re already here.’
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