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Dramatis Personae



THE DEMON SLAYERS

Nyr Illim Tevitch / Nyrgoth Elder—Anthropologist Second Class / The wizard of Lannesite

Lyn / Lynesse Second Sister—princess of Lannesite / Apprentice Wizard

Esha / Esharaeyn Wordbearer—emissary of the Coast-People

Alwer / Alwaeryn Porsir—servant of the Lannesite crown in Telm



THE BANDITS

Sendra / Sendroth Sorcerer—brigand chief

Ilmoth—witch

Kaille, Blennardt, Irkon, Dimo—brigands



THE COURT

Daimlesse Regent—the ruler of Lannesite

Cantiresse First Sister—her steward

Meli, formerly Melinesse First Sister—rebel, in disgrace

Gorsaeth Exile, formerly Gorsaonnon Consort—divorced, in disgrace

Sara / Saraesse Cousin Kin—Lyn’s daughter

Erinesse First Daughter—Daimlesse’s oldest child

Osteg—Daimlesse’s middle child

Allenesse Second Daughter—Daimlesse’s youngest child



IN THE PAST

Astresse Once Regent—Lyn’s ancestor

Ulmoth Sorcerer—a brigand warlord of long ago



PLACES

Sophos IV—the world, as named by Nyr’s people

Lannesite—the greatest polity in the region

Aenterland—a large polity on Lannesite’s border, now under its control; formerly ruled by Melinesse

Brackish Way—a small independent town on Lannesite’s border

Ceryon Enclave—a small independent town on Lannesite’s border, now under its control

Edmen—a small independent town on Lannesite’s border

Minian—a small independent town on Lannesite’s border

Telm—a Lannesite tributary town, administered by Alwaeryn Porsir






ARGUMENT

A WISE WOMAN ONCE SAID, we tell stories about ourselves, and that is what makes us human.

Once there was a girl who told a story about herself, that she was a princess who could recruit a wizard to fight a demon. And the tragedy of her later life was not that it was false, but that it was true just the once.

Once there was an old man who told a story about himself, that he was not a wizard and magic wasn’t real, and the tragedy of his later life was that it was not true, and the magic was.

Once there was another girl, who told a story about herself, and the story devoured her. This is all their stories, but mostly hers.






Sendra


THEY HAD RUN UNTIL Dimo died, and until Sendra felt as though he was dying, too. Not the hammer of his heart, the frantic wrench of drawing breath into lungs, but he’d taken a dart in the side. Sendra had gone through shock and pain, carried past them on a tide of adrenaline, but the wound had been sitting there and eating his strength like a hag strangling him. They had run until Dimo died, then probably some way after that because Kaille had Dimo’s arm across her broad shoulders, thinking she was helping the man along. Only discovering after the fact that the self of him had left the flesh of him. Her revelation brought Sendra’s own weight down on his bones like the strings holding it up had been cut and he crashed down into the turf.

They hadn’t even got that far. The fires of the burning encampment—their wall, their cabin, their store—were still visible, a beacon in the night. A beacon to run from, not to. And the soldiers would be spreading out, searching for survivors.

“Sendra,” Kaille said, “keep moving.” She was kneeling beside him as his chest heaved. Beyond them, Dimo also lay there, but without the fuss. Almost reproachful. Listen to you puffing and blowing. Just be dead like me, how much more dignity you’d have! Dimo had just seen in his fourth Storm-season. Not quite a grown man. Never would be, now.

The others—was it only three, still alive and still with him—squatted on their haunches, sat, or in Irkon’s case stayed standing, pacing, as though desperate to keep hold of some illusory momentum. As though he’d be able to save up all that wandering and just launch himself at the horizon when the soldiers found them.

“I’m done,” said Sendra. Said Sendreth Brand-Mark. His true name. Once just Sendr of the Enclave, when there had been an Enclave. But he’d earned Sendreth, the outlaw, the raider. A man who wouldn’t take the knee to laws, not take it lying down.

He was lying down now. Not to get up again, surely. Amazed he’d run this far with a dart hole in him, but the excess of strength that had carried him along was escaping through that gap in his hide now.

Irkon was demanding to know how the soldiers had even found the hideout. It was a hideout. That meant it was supposed to be hidden. And Sendra wanted to say, We all knew where it was. It only took one turncoat, or someone getting caught and talking. Better lose your fingers than your neck, as the saying went. Not as though any of the regencies went easy on bandits, and least of all Lannesite.

“Go,” he said to them. “Take off. I’ll…” He had been about to say, I’ll hold them here, but there was no here, no choke point or bridge a single hero with a sword could hold. There wasn’t even a them, because the soldiers hadn’t caught up yet. But he could hardly say, I’ll just lie here and die slowly, and expect that to count as inspiring last words for his followers.

Oh I have led you poorly, my friends. But then this was the history of every bandit gang. Maybe a handful got out of the game with all their digits, went somewhere new, started a fresh life with a false name. Most lived wild, died hard, and died soon.

“Get up,” said Kaille.

“I don’t think I will,” said Sendra. “My feet have come over all brave. They say they won’t run any farther.”

“Where the hell even are we?” Irkon demanded, because he was a brigand but a piss-poor outdoorsman. We’re literally in sight of our camp. Even at night you should know where we are.

“You go. I’ll bury Dimo. He should have a proper grave.” Utter nonsense. He imagined Kaille enumerating the different axes of the lie. One, if you can’t run you can’t dig a grave; two, the soldiers would catch you before you’d dug a foot into the earth and I don’t imagine they’d just lend you a spade and sit back to watch; three, if everyone who deserved a proper grave was to get one, we’d be turning the ground for a week. And that was true enough. Out of his gallant sixty-eight, he had no reason to believe that any more than the four of them had lived. When Lannesite planned an attack, they didn’t just go off at half-tension. Amazing any of us got out. Amazing how a nice defensive position can turn into a trap. We should have had a back door. Except whoever blabbed about their hideout likely wouldn’t have omitted that detail, and so they’d just have found a squad of soldiers with spears and gutbows all ready.

“Get up, Sendra,” Kaille said. Honestly he was impressed nobody had said, Leave him, he’s done for and just taken off. Genuinely flattering. But, as he reckoned he really was done, also useless. Discretion, valour, you know.

“This is the barrow country,” said Blennardt in that clipped accent of hers. “Haunted, not-so?”

Not that people didn’t go into the barrow country, or cross through it, but nobody lived there. A stretch of moorland warty with oval mounds, too regular and uniform to be natural. The bones of ancient regents interred within them, some said. Or the more fanciful notion that this was where the monstrous servants of Lucef Half-Elder had been entombed when the sorcerer-hero had come to the end of his long life. A few of Sendra’s people had tried digging into some of the mounds, but none had found anything more than dirt, nor had they kept at it long enough to find anything. There was a stillness and a strangeness to the barrows that put the chills up you.

Sendra reckoned the chills currently getting into him were because of the blood he was losing, and the barrow country could wait its turn. “Kaille,” he said. “I’m spent. I see my strength loping away there, between the mounds, and I want you to go catch it now. I’ll wait here till you get back. But if you wait with me, then we’ll all be eating Lannesite hospitality. Just this once turn coat on me, Kaille. While you’ve a whole hide to save.”

She sobbed. It tore at something inside him. Kaille, the broad-shouldered, the knife-woman, the ruthless, was crying over him. And she was a murderer and a thief, and she’d stood over more than a couple of merchants with a dripping blade when they’d held out on where the valuables were. And he was the same. So where had these noble sentiments come from, that she’d weep for a wretch like him?

Irkon yelped. From Sendra’s prostrate position, he had the impression of sudden movement, a little distance away where the man had wandered. Then a beat of silence, in which Sendra turned his head and found Irkon as gone as if he had been snatched away from the world by a demon. And then weak, furious swearing, slightly muted.

“Hell-now?” Blennardt demanded. She had her gutbow loaded—the fancy one she’d brought with her from wherever it was had exiled her and put out her eye. Fanciest weapon Sendra ever saw, in the hands of a woman with no depth perception. Like an omen, honestly, of how the whole venture was headed. I should have got out the moment she joined with us. Unfair, to put that on the shoulders of someone who’d only been doing their best, but, if a man was superstitious …

“Found a hole,” Irkon’s voice floated up to them. Because of course he had. If there was a hole to be found, then Irkon was your man for falling in it. And then, sure as rain follows cloud, “Done my ankle.”

Great, you can keep me company when the others run away. The others, then, being Kaille and Blennardt, fifty percent of his gallant brigands.

“Found a door,” came Irkon’s voice.

Sendra, who’d been very much looking forward to just losing interest in the world and then dying, frowned. “What?” he croaked.

“Door,” Irkon said. “Found a door. Down here.”

That actually got Sendra propped up on his elbows, no matter how much it hurt. It had Blennardt over there and peering down.

“Yes—so,” she reported. “Hole, is. Door, is.”

Maybe I really am dying right now and this is all in my head. Maybe they did leave me. In which case it couldn’t really hurt to go have a look, given that he’d still actually be lying here dying. He might as well satisfy his curiosity, if only in his imagination. “Give me a hand, here,” he said to possibly-not-really-there Kaille. Her broad shoulders were freed of the deadweight of Dimo, after all. She might as well do something useful with them.

She got him over to the hole, which was as advertised. About four feet across, and Sendra could see where the turf had just given way beneath Irkon’s weight. It went down about ten feet, which made it amazing that Irkon had just “done his ankle,” honestly. A shaft, in fact; square sectioned. And he could see the pale matting of plant roots writhing out of the top foot of soil, but below was oddly smooth for earth. Not to mention oddly still a hole, and not just collapsed in on itself.

Blennardt shinned down without a word. One eye, but her people could see well in the dark, whatever foreign place she came from. A moment later, her voice came out of the hole, “Door, is. Metal, is.” And then, “Yaik mas!” which was some oath in her own language. And then, “Open, is.”

Sendra met Kaille’s gaze. Neither of them needed to say, They’re not going to be looking for us down a hole. They’re not going to be looking for us through a magic door. The other thing neither of them said was, You’d have to be really stupid, to go into a magic door below the barrows.

But what was also not being said was, If you find a magic door below the barrows … you go in, right? Just to see what’s there.



Dark, down there. Enough moonlight from down the hole that Blennardt claimed she could see, still. Nobody else could, much. The door had, apparently, been shiny enough for Irkon to make it out, but it was gone into a slot in the wall, now. The wall that was of earth, but earth bonded together some way that Sendra could barely scratch with his nails. He could feel the slot, though, and it was definitely edged in metal. And there was a space beyond.

“Let me go first,” he said. “If there are traps…” And then found that his strength was just about sufficient to let him lean against the wall, so he nobly went first draped over Kaille’s shoulder. First into the dark, but it was Irkon who limped off and touched something. There was a loud crackle, and a yelp, and then light.

Not bright light, but a slow dawn here beneath the earth. A glimmer of flat silver from fist-sized bulges on the walls, like protuberant eyes. A smell of burning. Sendra was fully ready to see Irkon’s charred corpse ahead of them, because there must really have been a trap. Instead the man was sucking at burned fingers.

The light waxed, and gleamed off the bodies of monsters. He saw rounded, shiny carapaces. Jointed legs curled in upon themselves. Heads that were not even heads, but more like hands made of swords and hammers and torture-tools. Round blank eyes of glass. A half-dozen monsters, curled massively in death.

“The servants of Lucef Half-Elder,” said Kaille softly. And she was not under any circumstances a superstitious woman, but that was the legend about this place, so what was anybody supposed to think? And the thing about old stories was that they weren’t true, obviously. They were there to teach you important things about how to live and how the world was. Except, apparently, how the world was, here and now, was a repository for dead monsters.

After a while he began to laugh. A quiet snickering that turned into a whooping, despairing howl that wrenched dreadfully at his wound. “All the time!” he got out. “This was here all the time! We robbed! We killed! We brought the soldiers down on us! And if we’d known this was here we could just have dug it up like honest people and made a bloody fortune!”

“We were never honest people,” said Kaille. And true, they’d only been out here, each of them, because their lives had already fallen off the narrow course. But even so.

“All right, all right.” He was fighting for breath, fighting against the shooting pains that fighting for breath brought. “We could have … brought them to life! Become warlord-magicians. Defeated armies. Killed every bloody soldier they sent us.” Another shuddering laugh. Because that was one more story. The malcontent who finds the monsters and persuades them to do his bidding. The old stories of Ulmoth Sorcerer from a century back.

Something groaned, in the half-light of the chamber. A slow, heavy metal sound. None of the dead monsters so much as shivered, but abruptly nothing was funny.

Then something did move, out at the edge of the weird, dead light. Stepped out into view, and Sendra’s breath caught. They were going to die, now.

Or else they were saved.






Nyr


MY STUDENTS ARE AT WORK, each to their own natures. Three of the four are the Regent’s own children, because if you have children, and also a wizard at court, you have him teach them magic, don’t you? And so I try, but there is no magic, and I am no teacher, and also they are not the most diligent of students. Osteg, ten, does sums. Not what I’m teaching, but Osteg is like that. And sums are an element of what I teach, but insufficient to make a magician.

Of the three girls, seven-year-old Allenesse has finished writing down her equations in double time so that she can add the enormously elaborate borders she gives to everything: animals and plants intertwining in ways that bring back bad memories I can never explain to her. Erinesse, fifteen, has also bolted the meat of the lesson, so that she can attend to her correspondence. She already has a miniature court of adolescents who write petitions and flattery and poems to her, and as far as I can see she plays them off against one another in a most unpleasant manner.

Nowhere in the world—Sophos IV, this world—is there another teacher such as I, who could review my curriculum and make informed suggestions about what it lacks. It does lack, I am sure. I am, after all, not actually a teacher. I am an anthropologist, and not even a first-class one at that. If anyone tells you that knowing things and being able to impart that knowledge are close cousins, they’re a liar.

Second-class anthropology is not part of what I’m teaching. I am teaching something simultaneously rather more and less useful. To wit: magic.

Not actual magic, which doesn’t exist. There are only natural laws we cannot quite explain. So I wholeheartedly believe, despite some encounters in my past that resisted explanation to such a degree I had to throw my hands up and take it on faith, so to speak, that what was going on was science.

I crane over each shoulder in turn. Allenesse’s tangle of animals makes me squirm inside. The twisted, intermingled bodies of the creatures. My old eyes have seen unwholesome things, as befits a wizard. I shake my head, feeling a great emotional weight come loose and lurch about like badly stowed cargo in a storm. Joining all the other loose pieces of me. My systems are engaged, though—that part of my internal suite that lets me lock these negative feelings away for later dismantling. I don’t feel the doom and gloom of it, and can give them all my bright teacher’s smile. But it’s there. My little telltales let me know I am overdue some bleak and miserable decompression.

At last, I come to my final student, the favourite, the one who gets it. A two-season child like Allenesse—meaning eight years, Earth reckoning. Sara. Saraesse Cousin-kin, but to me she’s Sara. The one I’m teaching the real magic to, not just scientific principles. Sara, Lyn’s daughter.

Another weight comes loose, in the unregarded hold of my mind. These burdens we carry, that no port will take off our hands. We sail on and on with them, and they ram against the bulkheads and timbers. We tie them back up, but they always come loose.

I steal a look at Sara’s board. She is writing incantations, as she calls it. Meaning the chains of logic one might use, through whatever input was available, to instruct the machinery her ancestors deployed, when they came to Sophos IV. She has also started working with the very different schema of logic my own people used for similar purposes—harder to grasp but far more flexible once mastered. She is a precocious student. I do not know if Lannesite has a place for a wizard-cousin-aunt in the next generation, but if it doesn’t, she’ll make one.

I take up my place before them all. “Today,” I say, “on the motion of bodies, and how to calculate this.” I am a terrible fraud. I only know this stuff because it is in the database of my tower, and I’ve downloaded it into my personal head-storage. I am a worse teacher than I was an anthropologist. Most of my work is linguistic, turning the concepts of my own language and culture into words that the children—that anyone else on this world—might understand. Telling them the laws magic is built on, which is true for a given definition of magic.

Sara watches me brightly. She already knows this stuff. A magician could never ask for a brighter student. Faster even than her mother was. I have, I fear, indulged her too much, but she is precious to me. As much so as if she was mine. She is (the weight comes loose, shoulders into the vessel’s hull, so that the timbers shudder) all I have left of her mother.



My name is … well, that is complex. Like any wizard, I have many, but most are archaic, and those in a position to use them few and far between. The name that I was born to, on a world light-years distant, in a civilization I have not heard from in around three centuries, is Nyr Illim Tevitch. Nobody calls me that and nobody ever will, and these days I barely even recall it.

So, amongst these people, my name would be just Nyr, but they are particular about names, here. Familiarity like that is bestowed only amongst the close, indicative of a genuine fondness and intimacy. Good friends, old comrades, lovers. I would be Nyr, but there remains nobody in the palace to call me that. It’s hard to make friends, as a magician.

And so I am the Elder. My title, if you were speaking about me to some other. And I am Nyrgoth Elder to my face. The suffix of my peculiar station, because in this culture your relationship to the whole gets tacked on even when you’re an outsider. Especially so. So the children greet me respectfully as Nyrgoth Elder, their teacher. The adults, fearfully, as their court magician. The last of the old creator folk—which I am not, by the way, but I can tell them until I’m blue in the face and it always seems to reset, in their minds. The wizard of the tower, who should probably have stayed there, rather than coming here for … the wrong reasons, honestly. Professionally and personally. But I came anyway, and now I stay for Sara. For my apprentice magician, because she is a painfully bright star. So I slip further from proper anthropological practise. Instead of studying her people, I teach her about mine.

A terrible mistake. A waste of time. But it’s all I have to give her. What little magic remains in the world.



When they are working out the equation problems I have set them—displayed on the wall with the little projector I set up—I have another visitor. My heart sinks. I have retreated to this meagre role, as royal tutor. The bare minimum of engagement with the culture I find myself immersed in. Because the problem with turning up and claiming to be a court wizard is that the court starts expecting you to do wizardry to order.

It is not, of course, the Regent herself, come to call at my classroom. She has better things to do with her time, and one skill that the royal families of these kingdoms tend to be good at is familial delegation. Regents hope for three or four daughters, forming a tight-knit clique to govern under the aegis of the eldest. It didn’t quite work out that way for Lannesite, but the current Regent has at least one very capable sister left to act as majordomo, steward, chancellor and spymistress, and that’s who’s come calling. So, they want something from me. Something I will not, I suspect, be willing to provide.

“Cantiresse First Sister,” I address her. “What can I do for you today?” My most polite smile. Polite smiles come across a little differently, if you’re a head taller than most, with a long, melancholy face of a caste not seen amongst any of Sophos IV’s ethnic groups, a man entirely outside the regular composition of the world. And the horns. Cantiresse is, honestly, too composed and well mannered for her eyes to flick up towards them, but even people who have known me for years still stare. An affectation, certainly, but also the broadcast and reception hub of my implants, for when I still need to examine the world or speak to my tower.

I inform the children that I must talk with their aunt. They will have meandered from their work when I come back, each on their own path. Osteg will set himself addition problems, Allenesse will draw, Erinesse will probably have left to find her sycophants. And ingenious Sara? I guess she will be at my books again. The ones I had the tower print. The advanced study. The real magic. Not that magic is real, but just knowing some physics equations won’t let you pull the sort of stunts that I, as the Elder, am supposed to be capable of. For that you need the sufficiently advanced technology, and the magic words to make it do what you want.

Cantiresse and I retire to a nearby chamber where a servant has set out some chilled drinks and a jug of brittle rolled straws, made from hybrid grain flour and spices. A favourite of mine, as it happens, which Cantiresse knows. I am being wooed for some magicianly service.

“What would the Regent?” I ask her. I’ve lived amongst this family for long enough that they don’t all just remind me of Lyn, who in turn reminds me of their great-grandmother, who was the first of their line to trouble me at my tower and draw me into their world.

She regards me, face like a porcelain mask, hair pulled back tight into a bun. Cantiresse, alone of her sisters, has not married. Borne no child, professed no ambition for a dynasty of her own. Instead, she devotes her life to being the cushioning layer between the regent’s ambitions and the world, the oil that lets the machine work without too much friction.

Her look is cool. I’d say no love lost, except Cantiresse is a machine which wastes no energy in dislike or feuds. You’re useful to her—to her sister and the state—or you’re not. “The Regent beseeches the aid of the Elder,” Cantiresse says precisely. And what Daimlesse Regent probably did was demand. An Elder, however, is not swayed by demands. Hence the Regent sends her more diplomatic sister to beseech. Honestly, the traditions of court diplomacy in this region are complex enough even before you introduce a wild card like me.

“Your sister knows I will not lend my gifts in the matter of Lannesite’s territorial ambitions.” Because when Daimlesse was crowned, she had thought that her youngest sister’s friend the wizard would be hers to throw at every neighbour, a stick to be brandished to keep them all in line. My name was much used in diplomatic circles. There were, indeed, demands. And Lyn was still here, then, to fend them off, and help me establish a status quo where I would teach, and sometimes advise, but only on matters related to my being a wizard. A thing that I am not but have grown tired of trying to explain. Better a wizard than a second-class anthropologist, surely.

Lyn’s intervention put an end to the demands but not the beseeching. I have been asked to appear at various borders—not even do anything, just swan about looking magical. I have been asked to make threats—not even to anyone, just mutter dire and arcane imprecations in earshot of ambassadors. I have been asked, occasionally, to deploy the dread powers of my art and my tower and my monstrous servants—robots, drones, that sort of nonsense—against the enemies of Lannesite. I have, to my credit, refused to do these things, but it doesn’t stop them asking, and here we go again.

“Lannesite is under threat,” Cantiresse says, true to form, and through the deadening of my Dissociative Cognition System I feel my heart sink. Or at least, my heart schedule a descent for a later time.

I draw my wizardly self up to restate my position, re: getting involved, which is something Cantiresse well knows. I assume, then, she’s just going through the form of it so she can tell her sister she tried. But she raises a slender finger, and honestly, I might be the magician here, but she has so much more quiet authority than I ever did, so she silences me.

“There have been raids,” she says. “Several of the border protectorates have been attacked. The forces of our allies have been defeated, from behind walls and in the field. And our own, when we marched to aid them.”

This, in my opinion, is not worth the raised finger. I open my mouth to explain that none of this justifies the deployment of my dread magics, and she says, “This new brigand warlord calls himself Sendroth.”

I permit myself a raised eyebrow. “Calls himself,” I echo. The suffix tells a tale. Sendroth. Like Nyrgoth. A slight variation, because of how the language of Lans Vulgar likes to order its consonants, but still …

“Witnesses say he commands monsters,” Cantiresse tells me tightly. And I could still refuse, of course. I could demand such witnesses be brought to me, that I might cross-examine them before I credit any such business. Any rogue can claim to be a sorcerer. But then Cantiresse says, “This is Minian, Storisite and Edmen way. Lyn’s out there.” Her eyes on my face to make sure the dart lands. It does.

And if there is some wizardry involved with this bandit, that is my responsibility. Meaning, some local thug has somehow managed to get an old piece of machinery working, and is using it to terrorise the other locals. Exactly the sort of thing these women’s great-grandmother needed me for, a century and change ago. That is why I magnanimously say I will go take a look at this Sendroth Sorcerer, to see if there’s anything more than flummery backing him. Only for that reason. Not because it has been a year since I saw Lyn. Since I drove her away.






Sendra


THREE TYPES OF PEOPLE became Headman of a cantrev town like Edmen, Sendra reckoned. The fiercely committed who were asses because they constantly made trouble with their neighbours; the pawn of some local clique of families, not asses so much as the thin layer of breeches-cloth covering one; and then someone like the Headman of Edmen, who were the slavish pawns of other rulers, fit only to mouth their writ. That sort was the worst of asses and Sendra was out of patience.

Sendra had played by the rules the regents and nobles used between themselves. He’d brought a delegation, set his tent outside the walls of Edmen. Stone walls, solid; the immutable product of an earlier age that the township was squeezed in between, stacked two storeys too high with no elbow room. Plenty of Edmen soldiers were under arms on those walls right now, in case Sendra and his score of followers decided to storm the place on their own. Or in case the Headman decided that this wasn’t actually a meeting under diplomatic aegis, just some bandits it was fine to take and hang. The Headman had arrived with that course in mind, Sendra reckoned, and no amount of talk was going to steer him away.

Right now the man had puffed himself to say, “Edmen has never paid brigands to go away. Those that have tried us have regretted it. I am doing you the honour of meeting with you under formal flag, since you—”

“What I am asking of you is no more than you give already to the throne of Lannesite, in order that they remain a good neighbour,” Sendra said patiently. “I, too, wish to be a good neighbour. I can be a good enough neighbour that you’ll not need to give those chisellers in Lannesite a bushel.”

“Because we’ll have given the same to you,” the Headman spat.

“I am glad we understand each other.” For a moment Sendra thought the Headman would have some sort of attack—the medical kind—but the man’s purplish hue was just anger.

“Then let me tell you our word,” the Headman said. “Our word is that if you or your followers are seen within our curtilage henceforth then—”

“Before you make any difficult promises to keep,” Sendra broke in, “you heard word from Minian? Of what transpired there before the people welcomed us and gave us the best of their bounty? Or the Headman of Brackish Way’s proud pledge before he took to the river against us. Or—”

“You’d not be the first villain to ride a steed made of rumour,” Shon Headman said. It was a good turn of phrase. Sendra filed it away for later use.

He stood. He’d been slouched in the big wooden chair his people carried about to lend him some much-needed grandeur. Sendra wasn’t the most imposing of men, he knew. Lean enough, tall enough, his youth still clinging to him. But when people pictured a bandit warlord it was some superhumanly muscled monster, not Sendra’s lean physique. A great mane rather than his unruly sand-coloured mop. He couldn’t even grow a beard properly. So they’d got him up in hides and a red cloak and those sculpted bronze shoulder guards with spikes they’d found in Minian. The cloak always got caught underneath him when he tried to stand up; he’d nearly garroted himself. The spikes had written a whole weird alphabet of scratches on the back of the chair. It was hard being a warlord.

He had the gauntlets, though: articulated so finely he barely knew he was wearing them, made of something hard and coloured like leaded glass, each section fluted and elegant. He raised them, and a current of anticipation ran through his twenty. Kaille, Irkon, Blennardt, all the new recruits who’d been keen to wave his banner once they’d seen him in action. A fraction of those he had left at Minian and Brackish Way. The rabble who were his horde, but might one day be his army. Villains, murderers, thieves and renegades, but his.

He lifted his hands. The Headman watched, narrow-eyed, sneering a little at the theatre. The afternoon sun glinted on all the gauntlets’ beautiful lines.

Sendra was very aware of the others watching. Emissaries from neighbouring principalities and cantrevs, come to see just what sort of a problem this new bandit leader was going to be. And, amongst them, her. He’d picked her from the crowd instantly. Not entirely sure who she was, but plainly not some provincial busybody. Say what you like about the Regent of Lannesite—every state’s big sister in these parts—but she was smart. She’d not miss the chance to send a spy to observe the man trying to tweak her nose. So Sendra sought out the woman he’d pegged as Lannesite’s agent, met her eye for a moment as he thrust his hands out towards Edmen’s walls.

For a second nothing happened, and that would have been awkward. Then the keening wail came to him, like a chorus of agonised souls. He watched the ripple of disquiet go through them—his own people, too. But not her, not Lannesite’s woman.

His monster lifted off from the woodlands a mile distant, to come shrieking towards them fast as the wind. A great tarnished shell split with a snaggle of mismatched legs dangling below it. Its voice came from eight round throats set into its body, roaring with furnace breath so that the air rose off it in a shimmer.

The Headman fled back to his people. The monster had no time for them, though. Sendra gestured, hands and fingers, as he’d learned to do. A language of instruction entirely without words, that the thing’s keen glass eyes could perceive in the dark from the horizon.

He grinned. In that moment he was not just the brigand warlord. He was Sendroth Sorcerer.

It reached the walls. He imagined the panic there amongst the soldiers. The smart ones would be jumping down and risking a broken leg. The idiots would be levelling their spears or loosing their gutbows. Maybe there was even some artillery up there. A few big rocks or javelins they could launch.

The monster hovered over the walls for a moment. He saw it rock, so someone had good aim at least.

“These walls you’ve built,” he told the Headman. “I see why you’d want them to protect yourself from the ambitions of a neighbour like Lannesite. But we are here now and, under our aegis, no other shall trouble you. You’ll not be needing your walls, therefore.”

A crook of his index finger and the monster dropped. They all heard the shrieking as its jaws tore into the stone. A great cloud of white dust rose up. It looked like smoke, and maybe that’s what the others thought, but Sendra knew it was pulverised rock.

Only the light of the monster’s eyes pierced through it. Sendra lifted the middle fingers of his right hand. Stop, monster. He let the wind take the dust away so that they could see the wall was entirely breached, a strip torn from battlements to ground, the edges hanging drunkenly, loose blocks dropping. And he’d come here, close to Edmen’s bounds, as the Headman had asked. Close enough to be captured by a sudden strike from the defenders, as the man had thought. Close enough for a good demonstration, as Sendra had known.

The Headman made a choking, spitting noise, words deserting him.

Sendra lifted his other hand and two more screaming machines rose from the far wood and howled overhead.

“I will let you think it over, Shon Headman. The tribute, and what other gifts you think proper, to make things right between us. Perhaps Edmen, in its wisdom, will have me as its speaker; join Minian and Brackish Way in my confederation. Under my protection. For I will protect you from Lannesite, but who would protect you from me?” The fresh clamour, as the monsters set to work. Plain that, long before nightfall, there wouldn’t be two stones of Edmen’s walls still standing. Well, it would give the place a chance to expand. He was doing them a favour.

He looked to the other emissaries, who were seeing the future of their own little cantrevs and polities in Edmen’s spectacular dismantling. Sendra smiled at their ashen looks. Great women, haughty men, officials backed by powerful states, scions of noble lines. And here he was, Sendreth Exile, outcast and fugitive, who’d fled most of their borders at one time or another with their laws hounding his heels.

There were going to be some changes. The smart ones would be thinking how they could woo him. The foolish ones would go home and raise soldiers and build more walls, and he would look forward to adding their states to his growing coalition. The leaders routed, the populace would fall over themselves to sign up.

Lannesite’s woman stared back at him. Not outraged, not fearful, just thoughtful. And she let the others go first—a handful who would deign to kneel before his makeshift throne and at least speak polite words to him; a handful who reckoned they were far enough, or strong enough, that they could stand before him and make threats. Sendra did his best impersonation of gracious with the former, stared down the latter with contempt. We will come for you, his look told them. Nobody is too far; nobody is that strong.

And then it was her, striding over just as evening came. The walls of Edmen were rubble, by then, and the Headman and his escort had fled back to their utter lack of protection. The other emissaries had dispersed. It was just Sendroth Sorcerer, his monsters hunkered down nearby with their throats still glowing. Sendroth, facing down Lannesite’s woman. He was about to have his first proper conference with a representative of Daimlesse Regent.

Threats, probably. Demands. He looked her over and wasn’t sure. If someone had come to wave a stick at him, he’d expect a retinue, pomp and ceremony, better clothes. Fancier clothes. She was wearing a good approximation of the sort of thing a regular traveller might wear, but the fabrics used were … he couldn’t identify them. Nothing quite as he’d expect but everything exactingly made, not a stitch out of place. The copper gorget wasn’t at her throat, to denote a formal agent of the crown, but his eyes found it looped through her belt. What did that make her? At last he met her quizzical, challenging expression. A woman a few years his senior, a noble’s self-assured demeanour. Someone close to the throne.

“Sendroth Sorcerer,” she addressed him. “Call me Alint Crown-Mark.” The latter a catch-all for someone on royal business; the former patently false, a storybook character name, Alint and Alarno, generic protagonists of a hundred folk tales.

“Well then,” he said. “I take it you’re not here to surrender the country to my magical prowess.”

She looked at him for a moment, and he had the decided impression of being read. Her lips quirked. “If that’s what you’re waiting for, nobody has given me that sort of authority. I’m not exactly here with letters from the Regent. Just satisfying my curiosity.”

“Let me guess. You didn’t believe in the sorcery. It’s sad how everyone gets taught reason and politics these days, instead of the old stories.”

“Nine times out of ten it’s more useful,” she observed.

“Welcome to the tenth time,” he said. Another good line. Very ominous. And he fancied he saw a similar thought behind her face, as though they were playing a game with common rules.

She reached into a scrip and produced something small. A message, a gift? It looked like a little glass eye, the sort a very skilled chirurgeon might set in a socket. Then it lit up, from a candle’s luminance to a campfire’s, just in that tiny ball, and he understood. Magic.

“This isn’t my first tenth time,” she told him calmly. Sendra was acutely aware of how all his people had a hand to a hilt right now. He wanted to wave them down, but the light had transfixed him and he didn’t want to call the monsters by mistake.

She threw it at him. Because his reflexes were good, he caught it. There was a frozen moment when he thought he’d been utterly out-sorcered and was about to die. But the little crystal eye flickered and went out. He examined it. Just a globe of crystal.

“Light it,” she said, but he could find no button or switch, none of the usual accoutrements of magic, and it would not talk to him.

“My magic does more than yours,” he noted, because this was no time to be slack. “Will you go to your Regent and tell her about the walls of Edmen, perhaps? Are the walls of Lannesite Urban stronger, if it comes to it?”

“That’s not why I’m here.”

“You’re here to see whether I’m Sendroth Sorcerer or just Sendreth Outlaw.”

“I’m here to see that’s all you are. Nothing worse.” And there was something in her face, when she said it. He, the sorcerer whose monsters crouched beside his throne, shivered.

“And?”

“And my—the Regent will probably send someone to have a different sort of conversation with you, given the way you’re knocking over walls this close to the borders.” The prospect didn’t seem to delight her. “I’ve seen what I needed to see.” And she bowed—a hand to her sword, sweeping it back and up out of the way. A precise level of respect. Not his friend, but not spitting on his cloak-hem. A very classy style of razor. And he knew her, he reckoned. Surely there weren’t so many people in this part of the world who might pitch up with a magic gem and a relaxed attitude to sorcery.

Irkon stepped forwards to lead her away, and Sendra should have had someone else do it. That was his thought, in retrospect. Because Irkon was an idiot, and had frisky hands and a chip on his shoulder about women in authority. So obviously that wasn’t going to go well, but Sendra had Edmen’s surrender to think of, and the magic glass bead, and—

It wasn’t some effete yelp of outrage he heard—an ambassador laid hands on, propriety offended. It was a crackle and snap of power, the air suddenly gone to ozone. Irkon was, almost without transition, ten feet away from the woman and on his back, kicking and flailing like he’d been possessed by dancing demons. Everyone was staring.

Sendra stood and, still in the shock of it, thrust out a clawed gauntlet. The nearest monster lumbered into motion. He knew it was a mistake the moment he did it. An overreaction, and if he killed Lannesite’s agent then that was going to put everyone in a corner there was no easy way out of. He was already reaching out to modify his instructions—Give the woman a scare, show we’re not to be messed with—when she threw out a hand and the monster died on its feet. Sendra almost swallowed his own heart. The living connection he’d had with it, through the gauntlet, was utterly gone. She’d killed his monster with a gesture.

It is her. Who else could it be?

Everyone still seemed frozen, as though her magic was holding them as still as the seized-up old metal of the monster. Sendra forced himself to move. “Irkon, you twat, get up. Get some salve on your hand and in future remember where it does and doesn’t go.” And he was standing before the woman. Her gaze was wary, defiant, a woman who’d shown off more than she’d been intending to. Waiting to see if he’d set the rest of his force on her, and how that might go. He didn’t know how that would go.

“So you’re Lynesse Third Sister,” he said. “Or is it Second Sister now? Forgive me, the details of Lannesite genealogy aren’t of great interest to me.”

“Does the sorcerer intend to take a hostage?” she asked him. “Will we have a wizard’s duel, here and now?” I have bested your monster went unsaid. Effortlessly bested.

“At least you acknowledge me a sorcerer,” he said softly.

“I knew that, from the reports. But you are not a magician. And you are not something worse.” And that really did seem to be her focus. Not him ravening through the pissant little buffer states Lannesite had as its border marches, but that he was just a sorcerer. All the monsters in the world and they still find a way to make me small.

“Would you join me in my tent?” he asked her. “I have some wine. Or what passes for wine in Minian. The next town I have bend the knee will have a decent brewery or something, I promise.” Holding her gaze, and her meeting him boldly. A weird moment of connection, two people with magic at their fingertips, outside the world of the mundane. A lonely place to stand, most of the time.

She could walk out. He didn’t reckon his people would stop her. They’d learned a healthy respect for magic. And Lannesite had its own magician, of course. The Elder, whose title marked him out as something other and greater than human. Beyond mere Sorcerer. And he had taught some of his secrets, it was said, to one of the royal line. So she could walk out, but that would be weakness. Instead, she nodded briskly. His hospitality was not beneath her.

Inside the tent, Kaille was playing servant. She made a whole performance of it, slamming down goblets, pulling the cork with her teeth, swigging some herself and swilling it appreciatively before spitting on the floor. Kaille loved horrifying genteel guests, but Lynesse just looked amused. A woman secure enough that it was all just a play for her entertainment.

A couple of his people dragged his throne inside, because it wasn’t as though they travelled with an abundance of furniture. Lynesse Second Sister—yes, hadn’t something happened to the Regent’s eldest sibling?—settled on a camp stool easily enough.

“I really am here on my own recognizance, Sendroth Sorcerer,” she told him.

“You’re here to show me that Lannesite doesn’t fear me.”

She shrugged. “You’ll have heard rumours of what Lannesite can deploy against the sort of threat you can bring. They’re true. My advice, take your sorcery elsewhere. I’m just an apprentice, after all.” And you’ve seen what I can do.

“So Lannesite’s famed Nyrgoth will come destroy me, like your ancestor did that … what was his name?”

“Astresse Once Regent defeated Ulmoth and his monsters,” she agreed. “With the aid of that same Nyrgoth.” Speaking the name as if there was a little sourness to the taste of it.

“Doesn’t sound as though I’ve much chance, then. Me and my poor monsters.”

She gave him a look. A complex one. “I always wondered what sort of man Ulmoth really was. To reawaken the sleeping workers of the ancients and make them his vanguard. More than the stories say, surely.”

He’d have liked to pursue that line of conversation, but that was when she came in. A lean woman, younger than Lynesse, or looking so. Very pale, past white and almost into a translucent grey where you’d expect to see the bones and organs of her. Large eyes too wide, and the irises without colour.

Outside, he felt the connection to the dead monster spring back into being, the creature growl to life again. He tossed the little crystal eye over to the newcomer. She fielded it with one hand, plucking it from the air with an eerie precision.

A heartbeat later, it glowed in her hands, candle to campfire, and then blazing like the sun. Lynesse stared at her.

“Lynesse Second Sister, of the royal house of Lannesite,” Sendra said, “meet Ilmoth Elder.”

Ilmoth’s reflection-coloured eyes bored into the other woman. “Keep her, hold her,” she said in her whisper of a voice, that you always heard clearly. “The Elder is coming. Let him have no more warning.”






Nyr


THE RIVER JOURNEY FROM Lannesite to Telm gives me plenty of time to reflect on my general unfitness, but honestly it’s lost its sting. When I am in the downward swing of my moods and casting about for a cause to account for that effect, it is not poor work performance I seize on. I have done more good being a bad anthropologist than I ever did when I upheld professional ethics. Although sometimes it seems good isn’t really something I do.

That is the mood speaking. I have done worthwhile things, here on Sophos IV. Wizardly things, even. Ridiculous.

The greatest offence against anthropology that I commit, on a daily basis, is to be here, amongst these people. I am not of them. I am not even the Elder they name me. Not of the starfaring culture who came out here over a millennium ago to colonise this world. Who monkeyed with the relatively simple native biome to make it work for them; who founded a colony, then lost touch with Earth. Those ancient hands were not my people nor even my ancestors. They collapsed, back on Earth, and each colony was left to its own devices, to dwindle or develop as ingenuity and inheritance allowed.

My own culture arose on Earth later. Straits of necessity developed a less wasteful, more sophisticated technology than the original colonisers ever had. In our hubris, we decided we were eternal and the fruits of Earth’s prior efforts were of scholarly curiosity. Hence, we installed observers on various of the viable colony worlds to study the way the colonial cultures had developed. Which, on Sophos IV, meant a rather fascinating post-technological patchwork of little polities bound together in a net of intricate social conventions I still do not entirely grasp. There’s always a nuance that escapes me, but their system is generous enough to have an inbuilt place even for an actual wizard, in which being slightly off from all their mores is actually beneficial.

On other colony worlds, I believe, they held on to or rediscovered various levels of technology, even outdid their progenitors for all I know. Sophos IV’s biosphere never banked any fossil fuel reserves, though, so it’s human or beast-power, wind, or the river that carries me away from the court and towards this alleged sorcerer. Still other colonies have no more than sticks and stones—no accessible metals perhaps, or a catastrophic collapse beyond the nightmares of the Sophos colonists. Others are dead, and still more we never found. They were energetic, that first wave of Earth-born colonists. They were optimistic. They were desperate.

And we, the anthropologists, we were energetic, too, and I know now that we were optimistic, and it seems very likely we were also unwittingly desperate. Because, after a few centuries of study, no more word came from Earth, and my colleagues left to investigate and never came back, and it was just me in my tower. Me, sleeping and waking and finding nothing had changed, and slowly understanding that I was—for all intents and purposes—the last remnant of my own culture. Not the “Elder Race,” just some jumped-up johnny-come-latelies with a big opinion of ourselves. A candle that thought it was the sun. We flickered and went out, and the neo-feudal culture of Sophos IV goes patiently on.

I fight it, but the thought still oppresses me, when I am at my nadir and I’ve had to disengage the DCS and feel all the raw misery of it. That I am the last and only; that the best I can communicate to these people, of what I am, is that I am some sort of wizard.

Not just a wizard but a court wizard. After Lyn woke me in my tower and recruited me to go deal with a peculiarly troubling piece of business whose return I still watch for, I decided to stay. Not just go back on ice in the ludicrous hope that my long-absent peers would turn up with some footling apology. Just got slightly delayed around Alpha Centauri, good lord is that the time? I followed Lyn, joined the Lannesite court, became a part of it all, became their wizard. Albeit one who wouldn’t perform aggressive wizardry on demand, each refusal making myself less beloved of the Regent because she had very firm ideas on what a court wizard was for. But I will sally out to meet magic with magic. That remains my duty. And usually it isn’t magic. Well, I mean obviously it’s always not magic, because there’s no such thing. But usually it isn’t even not-magic. Just, you know, not magic. Someone with some sleight of hand and a sense of theatre, trading off the reputation of those who, in past times, re-awoke some of the ancient colonial-era tech. That’s how you get to be a sorcerer in this neck of the woods, and it’s happened enough that there are dozens of stories about the archetype. Stories this “‘Sendroth” seems to know very well, given how he’s playing to them.



Telm—the name is etymologically derived from colonial terminology signifying a communications routing station, a fact interesting not even to me—is a modest trading hub. Outside the borders of Lannesite but close enough that nobody looks to it for even nominal independence. The leading civic authority is a porsir, denoting that they owe their position entirely to the good graces of the outside ruler who installed them. Without, quite, being a mere functionary of the Regent. It’s complicated. That’s one thing my people never really appreciated, when we set up our anthropological long watches. We assumed that, because these people had fallen away from the technology of their forebears, they had necessarily also degraded into some crude sketch of a society that we—sophisticates as we were—would be able to entirely comprehend just by watching. And what actually happened—what, I suspect, always happens—is that, yes, the tech falls away but the social structures just keep becoming more complex. Until what we encountered was an intricate web of inter-relations, linguistic conventions and traditions that defied superficial analysis.

Makes introductions difficult, but I’ve chosen this particular river and this particular stopover because the man is known to me. An old friend, in a world where I, an old man, have very few.

Alwaeryn Porsir is, indeed, older. Not the hard young ne’er-do-well of my memory, but a comfortable man of middle years and spreading waist and the good-quality wardrobe of a mid-ranking official. When I enter his audience chamber he waves at me, and that’s not a local custom, certainly not deployed indoors, host to guest. But he waggles his fingers and I understand. He levers himself to his feet—he has a stick now, a bad knee—and approaches. About to clasp his arms about me in a bear hug, maybe, before remembering that doing so with a wizard is perhaps unwise. Stops in front of me, smiling. “You’ve not changed!” he says. “Look at you. If I didn’t know you as a wizard from the horns and from before, I’d know from that.”

I have changed. I have aged. But I also have a suite of genetic modifications that include anti-geriatric measures. Awake and outside the suspension facilities of my tower, I am engaging in a slow-motion dance with time that will, one day, come to an end. But I am only a little more decrepit than I was, and Alwer is older.

We clasp hands. Touch is rationed amongst these people—some plague event way back, I always thought. Skin on skin shows a trust and intimacy. And it means it is Alwer I am meeting with, and not Alwaeryn Porsir the official.

Alwer of the Five Fingers, they call him. When we met he was Alwereth, a criminal whose stump of a hand spoke of a harsh judicial process. When Lyn and I were in need, he put his life on the line for us when he had no need to. For that, I regrew his lost digits in my tower, rid him of the stigma of his crimes, whilst Lyn found him a place and work. Lannesite and major polities are mostly ruled by women, but there’s a stratum of what I can only describe as middle managers who are usually men, the post of porsir amongst them.

His people bring food and drink and, just as I feel that I’ve had all the good fortune I’m due, they bring another friend, one I’d not looked to see.

I stand to greet her, and for a moment it’s as though we conjure Lyn’s ghost between us. That fourth whose absence we all feel. For this is another of our demon-hunting expedition of years past. Esha, Esha Free Mark. Except, just as her people see the world as a river, so names, too, move downstream as the water shifts. Esha and Lannesite are no longer friends. But she and I are.

Esha’s old now, too. Or at least, her pale skin is creased and bluish, the way it goes with the Coast-people. The whites of her eyes are yellowed and her hair is silver.

“Well look at the three of us,” she says, voice a little croaky. We sit, and Alwer dismisses his servants. He’s the porsir of one of Lannesite’s satellite towns, and he’s meeting with the Regent’s court wizard and an agent of a power with whom Lannesite has had a lot of friction recently. This isn’t the sort of conference we invite eavesdroppers to.

The three of us, remembering the four of us. And our missing fourth is close, I know. She’ll have been drawn to this Sendroth character like a fly to vinegar. But hasn’t come to meet with her former friend, her tutor, her …

Esha’s hand on my arm. “I know,” she says. “I miss her, too.” And not the same. What stands between them is politics, neither of their doing. But I am my own worst enemy, with Lyn. I and my ill-chosen words.

We sit, the three of us. We sample the beer, local, smooth on the tongue. Alweraeyn Porsir the prosperous small-town mayor, Esharaeyn Wordbearer, travelling emissary, spy and agitator, and me. Nyrgoth Elder, reluctant wizard.

“I imagine you’re wanting a boat, then,” Esha says, just right out there. And that’s simultaneously a loaded thing to say and cuts through a lot of difficult business which might have put Alwer in a tricky position. Control of the river traffic is currently the subject of considerable debate and even a little bloodshed. I reached Telm on a Lannesite barge, and there were soldiers on it even close to home. I will leave Telm, it seems, on a Coaster ship, and they’d look askance at carrying any Lannesite envoy, or at least charge over the odds. Esha is a friend, and she owes me. A berth is the least she can do. More than she should really offer, but the Coast-people are as large on hospitality as they are on clannishness. Apparently, I don’t even need to ask.

“One wonders if you’ve met with this man yourself?” I ask her. I construct the sentence carefully so that it contains the roots of its own polite dismissal if this counts as state secrets.

Esha’s open enough, though. “Not me but mine,” she says. “Ulmoth come again, they say. Lord of a monstrous host.”

“I mean,” I say, playing up the peevish old man, “I hope he is. If he’s just some thug in a funny hat I’ll not be best pleased. A wizard’s time is valuable.”

And they smile, because they know me, despite all the water gone down that river.

“I’ve not seen her,” Esha says next. Apparently, it’s going to be one of those conversations where my own input is mostly implied. I would have asked eventually. Almost a year away from court, away from her daughter, because of me.

It is good to see them both, but sitting here is like being in a haunted room. Haunted by her. Esha tells some tall Coast tales, and Alwer has some goings-on from the great and the good in Telm. I pass on news from the court, hoping none of it is salient enough to turn up in Esha’s official reports. But my face must speak for my heart, because we don’t mention Lyn again though she never leaves my mind.

The next morning there’s the boat. Alwer gifts me provisions I can’t possibly carry, and I understand he’s using my presence to thank Esha, where he couldn’t just give a Coaster barge free bounty without someone asking questions. Why did everything have to become so prickly? Well, I know: geopolitics, family feuding; a familiar tale if there ever was one. The crew are leery of me, so I spent most of the voyage belowdecks. I think about what I said to Alwer. What if there is no sorcerer? In truth, I will simply be glad if there is nothing worse. We’ve been waiting for another real problem for over a decade. Demons—meaning some class of presence existing at ninety degrees to my understanding of the universe, further removed from my culture’s science than that science is from Lyn’s people. Let it be just a local with some toys and a few command words. Let it be nineteen bandits in a robot suit. Let it be magic to the locals, but not to me.

By the time we tie up, I’ve worked out Esha’s people are trading with the brigands, because right now they’ll encourage anyone tweaking Lannesite’s nose. Esha’s barge has come to take their traders back on board, business accomplished. A swaggering band of them come with sacks and handcarts, away from a field where some tents are pitched. A town beyond, previously walled, no longer. Which tells a tale.

I reckon about two score people camped outside the town, hardly an army, save for the monsters. Hard to miss half a dozen colonial-era construction automata, battered old things that they are. Considerably bigger and clunkier than my own people’s machines, of which there are still a few feral examples around, plus plenty mothballed back at the tower. Bigger, clunkier and far less capable, and let’s give thanks for that.

I stride in, and I am marked. I’m wearing clothes of a decent local cut, but made in the tower from augmented fabrics. And the height. And the horns. And honestly, if you’re going to set yourself up as a sorcerer in these parts, surely you expect a visit from Nyrgoth Elder.

All eyes on me, therefore, when I reach the edge of their camp. And I’m not saying I’ve been working on my wizardly walk, but there’s a trick to it, to tell people you mean magic business. Honestly, between the old friends and the fresh air and the opportunity to be inscrutable, I’m building up quite the head of positive emotions, so that I let down the DCS and glow a bit with my own august importance. Always a mistake.

I peg the lad in the fancy chair as sorcerer material, mostly because of the signals and channels open in the wearables he has on. I’m just about to let him have my arcane opinion when I see, in the midst of his people, Lyn.






Lyn


ONCE SHE WAS LYNESSE Fourth Daughter, least regarded of the royal children of Lannesite. Then Lynesse Third Sister, on the death of their mother, and Lynesse Apprentice, who had learned some of the secrets of an elder age. And then, as the world had tilted inexorably into trouble, Lynesse Second Sister, a spouse, war, shame, and in the end her own part in all of it had become too much. She’d fled sisters and court and, especially, her teacher.

Seeing him there, Lyn knew she’d been hoping he wouldn’t come. That Daimlesse Regent would be slower to credit the rumours; that he’d be more mulish when asked. That Lyn would find only some thug with an old monstrous worker—robot, Nyr would say—that she could use her own skills to neutralise. So she could send back, Job done. And not have Nyr turn up.

She locked that away. Avoided it, as she always did her problems. Because Nyr was about to stroll into a trap, in that way he had of not reading a situation.

Lynesse Second Sister, roving agent of Lannesite: the identity she’d fabricated for herself when she’d left. Too many judging eyes at court, too many wagging tongues, and Nyr. The scorn of a great wizard whose sage warnings had been ignored. Leaving had been easier.

There was a time when life was simple. And of course it never had been, but somehow she’d gone through it as though it had, and life had indulged her. She had been the storybook warrior-princess, when Daimlesse and her other sisters had been learning statecraft. She had awoken the wizard in his tower and taken him to fight a demon, and it had all worked out.

Life, though, had been patient. Just when she’d thought she’d mastered it, there’d been a series of poor decisions on her part, and then … humiliation. The understanding that, this time, all those dull and sober cautions she’d received from her sisters and Nyr had been right. She’d reached the end of the storybook and the statecraft was all that was left.

And here she was, with a pack of bandits fencing her in. What was Nyr to think?

The peculiar prickling came at her collar. Magic. Except the first lesson in Nyr’s curriculum of sorcery was There is no magic. Usually as a preface to some patently magicianly feat. So this was an electromagnetic signal, the precise modulations of which carried encoded information. A signal originating in the horns Nyr bore, received and decrypted by her own shirt, that had been woven by spirits within the wizard’s tower.

So it was that a faint whisper of Nyrgoth Elder’s voice issued from the vibrations of threads in her collar, and he said, Are you in trouble?

She murmured back. “There is a second sorcerer. A woman. Calls herself Elder. Beware.” Almost a relief, to have a whole bandit camp and a couple of hostile sorcerers. Her and Nyr against the world. Almost like old times and no room for all that had come later.

Sendroth was warily greeting Nyrgoth Elder. Lyn could detect the man’s gauntlets sending their own signals to the great battered robots, readying them to act. She envied the fluid ease of his control system, the way some internal intelligence of the gauntlets translated flicks of his fingers into the painstakingly complex details that the robots required. A true wonder of the ancient world.

“You are the one who calls yourself Sorcerer,” Nyr stated.

Lyn saw Sendroth bite at his lip, just slightly. A child’s nervous habit, up before their elders. Nyr was everyone’s elder, by default. He had a reputation.

“Did Lannesite think it had a monopoly on magic?” Sendroth called. Every brigand there was staring at Nyr, waiting for him to explode in arcana. Some fingered their gutbows, the translucent strings taut, metal shot loaded. There were ways to shoot a wizard, she knew, but if Nyr had dressed in the appropriate vestments, he’d be a harder target than they thought. Since coming to live amongst regular people he had worked out a variety of ingenious defences.

She thought Nyr was going to fly off the handle, as he did if he’d been letting his feelings out of the box too much. She thought he might put on some grand spectacle because she was there to see—meaning her presence would have made everything worse again. Instead, he sagged a bit, possibly at the whole magic business which she knew he hated.

“I am not Lannesite,” he said. “Lannesite’s Regent would wish me constantly to use my powers for her civic ambitions. I am not moved.” She heard the weirdly formal way his words still sounded, in any normal language. She’s always after me to do magic, and I won’t, but in Lans Vulgar it came out very wizardly indeed. “However,” he added, “I cannot allow this.” A gesture at the robots, whose many throats shimmered with heat buildup. “It is the sole part of my oath that I have kept. That I shall intervene, when the things of the Elder age are raised to life. I’m sorry. You’re plainly very gifted to have managed it. There must be some other sphere that you can apply your talents to.” Not understanding how patronising he sounded. And she wondered if he had spoken to the warlord Ulmoth that way, back in her great-grandmother’s day. Faced down the man and his monsters, simultaneously self-effacing and superior.

Sendroth opened his mouth to speak, and the robots went silent, all of them. Not even a gesture, from Nyr. No need for magic gauntlets. Just as Lyn had done, all half-dozen monsters at once, still and dead as stones.

She saw Sendroth’s face, then. Bitter, frustrated, a man with no traction on the world. He moved his gauntlets, but there was nothing to hear the signals they sent out.

“Well, that is all there is,” said Nyr. “I understand you are people with a grievance against Lannesite. I … do not want to become embroiled in such matters, but if you have some message for the Regent, I will carry it. Otherwise…” And he looked at Lyn, obviously not sure what to do with her, or even if her identity was known to her captors. “Perhaps you would … allow this young woman to leave with me?”

She almost laughed at the awkward gallantry of it, because she was not young anymore, save to Nyr to whom she always would be. Let her go grey and lose her teeth and bear a score of children and he’d still think her a child. Which was part of the problem.

“No,” Sendroth said. Not entirely clear what it was in response to, initially. “You are privileged to walk in here cloaked in magic. To take what we have, that lets us pit ourselves against the might of your Regent. And why? Because you decide that such as we do not deserve these things.”

“I would do the same if the Regent had them,” Nyr said blandly. “As the Regent knows.”

“The Regent,” Sendroth said, “does not need them to enforce her will.” He had his fists clenched, sending who knew what signal to the dead robots.

Nyr sagged a little, the entirety of Sendroth’s thwarted rage just one minor matter to him. A small thing he really hadn’t wanted to get into. “You are brigands, are you not?” Slightly incredulous at the moral high ground the sorcerer was claiming.

“We were brigands, when brigandage was all that was left to us.” Sendroth advanced a step, fists half-raised as though he would just punch the Elder’s long nose. “Now we are more than that.”

The robots roared.

Lyn had been waiting for it. Around her, a thrill of fear and equal anticipation went through Sendroth’s people. Nyr, too, had been forewarned, thanks to her. He sighed, his stance communicating, I’d really hoped things wouldn’t get this far. Nobody could be as beset by ennui as a centuries-old wizard.

She mouthed into her collar, Be careful, and saw him glance at her, smile slightly. A look that said, You care? And of course she cared. He was her friend, despite everything, Despite her not being ready to see him again. Honestly, she was absurdly thankful for the whole sorcerer-bandit-warlord business because it gave him somewhere else to turn his arch regard.

The girl had come out, now. Ilmoth Elder, self-styled. Nyr regarded her. She was not tall, like he was. She had no horns, nor wore spirit-woven garments with magical incantations running through the threads. She had a power, though. Lyn felt it speaking from within her, beating like her heart.

“These beasts are mine to command, Nyrgoth,” she said. “You shall not have them.”

Lyn could not discern the signals then, just a great buzz of activity within unheard space as the robots searched for instructions. One by one the metal beasts shuddered and stamped, their cutting mandibles or grinding teeth flexing and closing.

Nyr’s eyes were narrow. “You are the one who styles yourself ‘Elder’,” he said, eyes flicking briefly to Lyn in acknowledgement of the warning. He said it a particular way, garnishing the word with suffixes that plainly said the girl was no such thing. A superior speaking to not only an inferior, but a braggart, a liar. And probably Nyr hadn’t meant it to come out quite so scathingly. He struggled with the language still.

She looked to Ilmoth for the rage of the young dismissed by the old—a familiar feeling from Lyn’s own youth. Instead, the girl’s face set hard. “I am Ilmoth Elder, and I know you, old man,” she said.

Nyr shrugged as though to say that, as he was the sole survivor of an antique age, and the world’s greatest magician, this was hardly surprising.

“Lannesite’s tame conjurer,” Ilmoth declared. “Ancient, moribund, heartless.” And she used a strange word for that, qualifiers of without emotion and the core of you torn out. Both of which could be literally true, of Nyr. And he hadn’t registered the nuance, because he never did. On the electromagnetic magical plane, Lyn felt the two of them explore each other’s reach, raising walls of interference and counter-signal about the rumbling monsters. Neither striking just yet, but sending out their insubstantial scouts and armies to out-manoeuvre the other.

“Impressive.” Nyr was frowning at last. “Accomplished. You are the one who’s taught this man his business. Or … no, given him gifts to raise him up as a sorcerer. So where does your own mastery come from…?” Thinking in words, as he sometimes did. And in his own language, too, so that Lyn could just about follow his meaning but it must have sounded like incantations to everyone there.

“Where does yours, save your privileged inheritance,” Ilmoth replied in the same tongue. Nyr’s eyes went wide a second later, and she added, “Anthropologist Second Class,” as though it was a curse, and the monsters roared into motion.






Nyr


SHE ALMOST HAS ME THEN. Because—What? How, even? A language that nobody on this world even knows, save for a scatter of command syntax I taught to Lyn. And I certainly didn’t teach her to call me Anthropologist Second Class because it’s not exactly a compliment.

It’s Lyn who saves me, in that moment. The woman—Ilmoth Elder—has one of those clunking great construction tools about to run its mining head through the space I’m standing in, but Lyn breaks from the press of brigands around her and gets in the way. Not fatally, or I’d not be this sanguine about things. Her escorts are watching the machines and not her, so she squirrels out and shoves a hand at the robot miner. My internal instruments detect the barrage of commands she sends it, activating safety protocols that override current instructions, deflecting its course, spinning it in place to the horror of everyone nearby. The bandits are getting well clear and Esha’s people are already far back, watching with interest. I’m still basically just standing there, wrongfooted by what Ilmoth said and by Lyn being here. Possibly this passes for wizardly unworldliness.

Then the pair of us are left at one end of a big cleared space with Ilmoth at the other and I’m recovered from the various shocks and it is on.

The one exception to my original prohibitions about getting involved. Where the technology of earlier ages interferes with what we snobbishly decided was the proper order of things here on Sophos IV. Notwithstanding they were a post-tech culture descended from starship-operating colonists, we wanted them to be nicely primitive and simple so we could write smug little monographs about them. When they got hold of the technology of their actual ancient astronaut ancestors, we were allowed to take their toys away. Looked at in retrospect, it’s an appalling policy but, though I’ve canned the rest of the rules, this one I somehow kept. When someone rocks up with a fistful of robots, call for the wizard.

It was what got me involved with Lannesite, the first time. Warlord Ulmoth, burning across the landscape with a horde and robots he’d liberated. Not a thug but a very clever man. I rode with Lyn’s great-grandmother to stop him, and it was exhilarating and very, very stupid, and remains a bright memory even my gloomy mind can’t retcon into something miserable.

So this Ilmoth—let’s leave aside the language and the Anthropologist Second Class—is just one more Ulmoth. She and her pet warlord, off on a robot-assisted bender through the small kingdoms on Lannesite’s border.

The robot that Lyn scotched is abruptly back under the control of—the witch? Can I call her a witch? The others are all moving. Half a dozen hulking, semi-functional machines equipped with a variety of what were supposed to be innocuous tools for moving and boring and shaping earth. But when you’re just a fragile human being, they’re terrifying weapons, industrial accidents waiting to happen. The brigands and Coast folk watch with awe and horror as they launch into the air or stomp across the ground, tearing it up with their metal feet.

I turn them off. Colonial-era tech is an order of magnitude less sophisticated than my own people’s. Their safeguards are child’s play to get past. I could have them dancing waltzes. I am not a showman, though. I stand before the clattering host and send the signal to deactivate them. I do raise an imposing hand, denying them their ability to go any farther. What sort of a wizard would I be otherwise?

I am rather enjoying myself, in this moment. I had left the DCS off, but the sheer adrenaline of someone trying to kill me leaves no room for the bleak moods. Also, Lyn is here, and we’re on the same side and fighting an actual witch together and that seems a good thing given how things were left between us. Oh God, The thoughts one has while fighting robots.

Anyway, the robots stop, and the couple that got airborne crash down, one in a manner that suggests there aren’t enough qualified mechanics on Sophos IV to get it going again. I hear Ilmoth give a shriek of rage at my cavalier dismissal of her forces, but this is how things are when you throw antiquated tech at this world’s premier practitioner of the scientific arts. I give Lyn a look.

“Did you—” I start and she shakes her head.

“She didn’t get your speech from me.”

I stride forwards, weaving around the stilled automata. I want to sit down with this young woman and ask her, What the hell? I try for a rather casual greeting, but my mastery of the language betrays me, because it is very very difficult to find the right register—not insultingly casual, not patronisingly formal. Left to my own devices I err towards the latter, so what comes out is something like, “Young lady, explain yourself!” Not exactly diplomatic. I should leave the talking to Lyn.

The witch turns the robots back on again. This isn’t something she’s supposed to be able to do. When I shut them down, I locked them, installed some serious security in their systems. Sendroth’s fancy gloves would not be dextrous enough to pick those locks, nor would Ulmoth be able to talk his way around them. I changed all the command codes and made sure that absolutely nobody save me would be able to get them moving. And yet they move. And I am right in the middle of them.

I throw my hands out, more out of an inadequate need for physical warding than anything else. Possibly it looks magicianly but every one of those things has wheeled its chattering, grinding, drilling mandibles on me and I am about to lose some fingers.

I fight her. In the unseen, unreal place that exists within and between those machines, I throw up barriers and sever the command lines she has somehow set up around my forbiddances. I conjure more complex barriers of encryption and equation, and find her undoing them with a feverish speed. It is a duel, an actual wizards’ duel, and I have time to think to myself, Is there no end to the ridiculous situations I find myself in?

On the physical plane, each machine lunges for me and falls still, and I move between them, a stately dance—I’d be running around like a mad thing only my legs aren’t up to it. My eyes are closed, but each machine is broadcasting its precise location to me, so I don’t need to see them. Partway through this I have the new revelation that she is there. In that space, like I am. And I have an inbuilt battery of augmentations, body, clothes, horns and all, allowing me to link to these digital spaces without a magic staff or crown or all the other toys past sorcerers of Sophos IV have relied on. I can detect the tower-crafted clothes that Lyn wears, and Sendroth’s gauntlets, but Ilmoth has none of it. She is magical in and of herself, and that is impossible.

She breathes life into her monstrous servants and sends them for me; I turn them to statues again. I open my eyes and meet her gaze. She is furious that I am holding her off. She resents me, not just Elder but Eldest, and what does that make her? At her back, Sendroth stands, just a man with some magic gloves. At my back stands Lyn, my apprentice, leveraging her own knowledge to ward the robots off. And Ilmoth is more than Lyn, but Ilmoth is not more than Lyn and I together.

And yet I cannot shut the monsters down beyond Ilmoth’s reach. She calls them to life over and over, and I am getting physically tired ensuring their jaws and my body don’t end up occupying the same space. I am going to need to bring this to a close, and that means doing something more than just repeatedly flicking the off switch.

I create a barrier of noise. It’s something I’ve had to do for protection, in the past. This time, instead of creating it around me to stop a signal getting in, I create it about Ilmoth. I isolate her, and the machines go still again. Properly still, her silent commands dissipating into static as they try to issue from her.

“Now, self-styled Elder—” I start—the bloody code-switching this language accrued since colonisation is a menace—and then the machines turn back on.

I go very cold. Very scared, all of a sudden. No signals have breached the wall of noise standing across the electromagnetic spectrum, between Ilmoth and her monstrous minions. Nothing has reached them, from her, and yet … I sense the very tail end of it. A signal, arising from nowhere, reaching into the machines and tearing away my bans. Commanding them into life once more. I have seen this before, this impossibility. The signal that need not cross the intervening space, from sender to recipient. When I encountered it previously, it was in a very bad place, and from a very bad thing. No other sign of the corruption here, in these machines, or in Ilmoth, but it is unmistakable.

In that knowledge and understanding, I almost get killed. The horror freezes me. Again, it is Lyn—less wise, more pragmatic—who physically hauls me out of the way of a blur of drill-heads.

Abruptly this is not just some arena for me to indulge my rusty wizardly—scientific—skills. I need to stop this now, because if there’s any chance that it’s that …

I formulate a string of commands to a robot, even as I’m giving ground. It’s inelegant, brutal even. And these machines weren’t designed with a self-destruct mechanism, but colonial tech overclocks easily and that means I can pit their systems against one another, push this, remove the safeties from that and—

An ear-raking shriek comes from the stricken machine. It fixes in place, shudders, then slips from a shudder to a vibration almost too swift to see. A moment later its main drive unit has various motive parts working in fierce opposition to one another and the machine tears itself apart. Shards of its carapace scythe into its neighbours, cracking shells and severing limbs, so that I down at least three from my single act of vandalism. I move on to the next.

Now it’s Ilmoth playing defender and me on the attack. She’s desperately trying to lock me out from her remaining drones, but I am relentless. Her techniques are admirable in attack, a versatile toolkit of electronic sneak-thievery to get past my best guards and wards, but in defence she’s smoke. I take out another and another. A piece of shrapnel whickers past me so close it nearly clips my horns. I’m so engaged in what I’m doing I don’t even flinch. Which comes across as very impressive, I’m sure, but would have looked stupid if the thing had been six inches lower.

Something erupts from one of the cracked metal bodies. I have a moment’s glimpse of it. A thing like a hand. Metal but also fleshy. Nasty; not exactly a scientific assessment but it looks nasty. It hits Ilmoth in the stomach. She staggers like she’s been shot.

There’s a ragged hole in the robes she wears. Beneath it: her midriff, mottled and scarred and … healing itself up. Where the thing went in. Into her. Into her flesh. Healing up like I can heal up, only faster.

Sendroth is tugging at her shoulder, recognising a lost battle. She screams—at him, at me, at the inadequacy of her slaves, at the fist of a thing that just burrowed into her. At all these things.

I kill off the penultimate robot. It’s already half-crippled from the demise of its fellows, off on one side going in circles. It makes a very satisfactory bang and vomits a plume of smoke into the air. Another thing scurries from the wreck, half runs, half leaps and is absorbed by Ilmoth’s flesh and what the hell even is she?

She almost gets me then, with my own devices. The last robot lumbers right up close, and I only understand at the last possible moment that she’s going to destroy it herself. Destroy it not just through mechanical sabotage but by triggering its reactor. And the old colonial machines aren’t actually that dangerous, not like my people’s. The fusion elements stop fusing the moment the chamber’s breached. But the release of stored power from the subsidiary systems will level and irradiate everything within several hundred metres. Me, Lyn, Ilmoth and her sorcerer, the bandits, Esha’s people.

I fight her for it. We struggle for the soul of the monster and she almost wins. An outcome that would rid the world of both Elders at a stroke. I think she would rather be dead than lose, then partway through the fight I think she genuinely doesn’t understand the scale of what she’s about to unleash. She’s all terrible energy against my world-weary hard-earned finesse. She’s desperate to beat me and doesn’t understand the cost.

I kill the systems surrounding the reactor. I reroute the power. I bleed the energy stores. She fights me every step of the way and it’s far closer than I’d like, but when the machine-monster dies it’s in the regular way, not the nuclear option.

Of course that means it’s still exploding, and thankfully Lyn has the presence of mind to drag me to the ground as its seams start to give, so the broken pieces and percussive force fly overhead, upwards and outwards, not into me.

When I get to my feet, the brigands are already running, Sendroth and his witch amongst them. I call her name—I need to understand what the hell she is. I make it a command, senior to junior. The look she turns on me is venomous. I feel it like a blow, even across the distance she’s put between us. And I cannot hold her. I have no magic for that. And I am not up to running after her. I am suddenly very tired. The adrenaline runs out of me, leaving me hollowed out, a hollow that my impressive reserves of bleak despondency presently begin to fill. And then I turn. And there is Lyn.






Sendra


WHEN THEY STOPPED RUNNING, there were just the four of them. Sendra told himself that was because the rest had become lost, gone the wrong way, not kept up. Running through woods. Easy to lose track of your leader. The panic of it. The confusion, heart and breath clamouring in his ears. He’d run before. After the soldiers from Lannesite had broken up his gang, before he found the trove of monsters and met Ilmoth. And before that, when Lannesite had taken the Enclave. Run and kept on running.

But Ilmoth had seemed a signal that he wouldn’t have to run anymore. That maybe it was someone else’s turn. Perhaps, in the fullness of time, even the Regent of Lannesite might be moved to pick up her skirts and flee. He, the lord of monsters.

He had never been the lord of monsters. They had been gifted to him by Ilmoth Elder, the girl from the mound. And taken away by the Regent’s pet wizard.

They were sitting out at a cave in the forest. Not the product of the natural earth. One of those weird structures the ancients had built, just slabs fitting together. You could see grooves in the walls like serpent tracks. Under other circumstances he might have asked Ilmoth, and received some incomprehensible lecture in reply. Right now, nobody was interested in a history lesson.

Blennardt was binding a gash on Kaille’s arm, left by a piece of ruptured monster. She looked over at their fourth. So much, that look said, for magic.

Ilmoth was sitting at the mouth of the artificial cave. It was dark out there, raining, a manifestation of the exact way Sendra felt right now. He’d had such ambitions. A new Enclave, towns flocking to him. A land he could be regent of, where he’d set the rules and decide what was right or wrong.

Ilmoth said nothing. Just stared.

Sendra should feel angry, honestly—either at Lannesite’s wizard or his own—but he just felt hollow. The Elder hadn’t even chased them. Looking back, Sendra had seen him just standing with the woman, Lynesse Second Sister. Nyrgoth’s apprentice, by a rumour that Sendra was absolutely in a position to confirm.

That was another throw of the dice lost, too. Because for the kin of Daimlesse Regent, Lynesse had seemed almost reasonable. Interested, willing to talk. If he’d had a chance to sit properly with her …

She was just better at hiding the rot. That was what they taught you in Ceryon Enclave. That kind of power always rotted you from within. But she’d seemed … someone he could have talked to.

The other brigands hadn’t become lost. He knew that. Even Irkon, so good at losing his way. When your sovereignty was over opportunists, outlaws and thieves, you had them at your back only so long as you won. They’d seen his power dismantled almost casually by a single man. The Elder, horned inhuman, had destroyed all his poor monsters.

He was expecting it, when Blennardt stood. She had her cloak about her, and her fancy gutbow tied up in its waxed bag. “Well-so,” she said. She did him the favour of meeting his eyes. “The privilege, it was,” she told him. “An adventure. But…” Then Kaille was standing, too. Shouldering the half-empty pack she’d salvaged.

“No,” said Sendra, because Kaille had been with him since the start.

“It’s over,” she said flatly. “You saw. It doesn’t matter what we have. They’ll always swat us, the moment they hear us buzz.” Her face was ugly, vicious, defeated. Sendra watched the pair of them, knowing his eyes were begging, and that it only made him weaker. Watched them skirt round Ilmoth and head out into the night, where a good pair of legs might put distance between them and Lannesite’s reprisal.

He found his own legs standing him up. “Right,” he said, and knew that he was going to run after them. Be just one more troublemaker in a world of trouble, until they stretched his neck for it. Be nothing, in a world that didn’t know his name.

“No,” said Ilmoth. She had turned from the darkness and her face was coldly savage. “It’s not over.”

It looked pretty damn over to Sendra. He couldn’t even muster a spark of hope at her words. Her eyes sought his, and he was shocked to see pleading there. She was not someone who begged. She was Ilmoth Elder, mother of monsters. Except right now her children were dead and Ilmoth needed him. The bridge between her uncanny power and the world of human things.

“All right then,” Sendra said, making his voice as casual as he could. Wringing it dry of defeat and the destruction of his monsters. “Speak.”

“It’s not over between me and the Elder,” Ilmoth said.

“It looked over,” Sendra said tiredly. “He beat you, Ilmoth. No slight to you. He’s the Elder who brought down Ulmoth, thirty Storm-seasons ago. He’s been alive since the ancient times. He was always going to come and kick down whatever we built. Lannesite is jealous of its magic. But speak.”

“It’s not magic,” Ilmoth said flatly. One of those remarks she made, so evidently contradicted by everything she was or did. “He’s just the heir to a people who gifted him with toys. Toys outside and in. I know him. He is just an old man. A scholar.” And then some other words for what the Elder was, in that language she’d used speaking to him, the tongue of magicians. “I am as old as he,” she said. “And I have not grown old. I can beat him.”

He could find more followers, start gnawing at the edges of Lannesite’s power, but without monsters, without magic, he would only ever be a bandit. Not even enough to draw the ire of Nyrgoth Elder. Not enough to bring the Regent’s youngest sister to negotiate. He could already feel the Lannesite historians putting the final punctuation to his story, a man who would never rise to trouble their pages again.

“Speak,” he said a third time. There was power in that, wasn’t there? Commanding a wizard thrice, some such nonsense.

Ilmoth’s eyes gleamed, and he saw something move beneath her skin, below her collarbone. A knotted lump shifting there, like a fist pressing outwards. Not the first time he’d seen the trick; not something anyone could look on with equanimity.

“I have it,” she said. “Go with me and we will destroy the power of the Elder. More, I shall give you such gifts as no sorcerer ever had, Sendra.” There was a hunger in her voice. “I am going to claim my inheritance, and those who stand with me shall be lords of the world.”






Lyn


THE FIRST LEG OF their journey back to Lannesite Urban was on the Coaster barge. Awkward, diplomatically. Lyn hadn’t looked for the assistance. She’d have walked, just as she’d walked to Edmen when word of Sendroth Sorcerer had come to her. That had been most of her life since she’d fled home. Not a penniless vagrant, given the gorget she carried demanded lodgings anywhere Lannesite writ ran, but not a settled life. Each night a different roof over her, a different minor official put to the trouble of accommodating the Regent’s roaming troubleshooter. Lyn had done her best to be her sister’s ally in the provinces. She’d written letters, mediated feuds, dispensed justice, all the small things her station permitted. Made things better, where she could. Refrained from making them worse, where that was an option. She only wished her sister shared her attitude towards the wider world.

She’d been assuming Nyr would want to monopolise her attention, given how long it had been. Given how wrong it had gone, and how right he had been about it. Intolerably so, literally. She’d fled because she hadn’t been able to tolerate just how right he was, how wrong she’d been. All those arguments between them, the accusations she’d flung, scorning his vaunted wisdom, and in the end to look in the mirror and know she was a fool. A public fool. She’d have been the shame of her family if another sister hadn’t already claimed that coveted title.

Once there was a girl who told a story about herself. As a child, as a young woman, she’d been the idiot daughter who didn’t understand her sober responsibilities. Her mother’s despair, her sisters’ mockery. Except she’d gone into the world of children’s stories and fought a demon and brought home a magician, and suddenly she was Lyn who did the impossible, wizard’s apprentice and wonder-worker.

When her fall came, it was the most miserably mundane business, such as any woman might find herself embroiled in, and she’d walked into it because she was still living in stories. That was what stung. She could have endured a curse or sorcery, the failure of some great and arcane ambition. But not such a tedious and oft-told story. And Nyr had warned her and she hadn’t listened.

He wasn’t coming to her with his I-told-you-so though. He lurked in the cabin Esha had provided, and brooded. His mood was on him, and he hadn’t been using that inner shield of his to fend it off. She knew exactly how to help him with that—be there, at the edge of his notice, not intruding but lending strength. Have an ear for when he wanted to talk, a silence for when he didn’t. Be his friend. But she feared what he would say, from the depths of his bitterness, so she was not as good a friend as she should be.

She’d rather take time with Esha, but that, too, was awkward. Here, amongst the Coasters, there was little privacy. Esha had pawned a lot of her credit with her people, just agreeing to carry the Regent’s sister without fee. So they danced around one another, kept a politic distance, because the deck was a public space, the town square of the Coast-people. One more thing Lyn’s sister had ruined for her.

She could almost sympathise with Sendroth Sorcerer, honestly.

No, she could sympathise with him. Because he, too, was an ordinary person who’d walked into a story, and when you’d done that, the world was never the same. Never quite real in the way it had been before. Because you knew there was so much more to it. The world of the invisible, under and around and through the mundane. The world Nyr had taught her of, composed of electromagnetic waves and command strings and a people, her ancestors, who’d travelled between stars. The incantations that allowed Sendroth’s gloves to command his monsters to action and let her reach into their cold, angular minds and make them still and dead again.

She was a princess; Sendroth was a brigand. Perhaps those distinctions were less important than both becoming a part of that other world. Like Nyr. Like Ilmoth, whoever she had been. She found in herself a strange need to find Sendroth Sorcerer again, to speak as an equal, initiate to initiate. To understand his path and how it had changed him. Thus to learn about how she herself had been changed. Other than Nyr, who could she talk to about such things? And Nyr’s perspective was so far from her own, and his ability to put his mind into words came and went with the tide of his moods.

The first two days, she sat out on deck, brooding every bit as much as Nyr in his cabin, and no happier for doing so under the sun. And at the end of all that—because unlike Nyr she would not just sink herself into her miseries—she sought him out. Knocked at the door of his cabin, and then again, and called his name because he’d not be of a mood to answer the first rap.

He did answer, as though he could indeed be conjured with his name. Stared at her. Stepped back. Didn’t invite her in or tell her to go away. He was, she could see, in the teeth of the beast, as he’d once said. And she’d thought he meant an actual creature, but the beast was within him. Honestly, this last year she’d inherited one of her own. Perhaps it really was something that came with magic.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she cautioned, straight off. He stared at her, then broke into an awkward laugh.

“You came down here,” he got out, “to tell me that you don’t want to talk.”

“About it. But we need to talk about other things. The witch.”

He nodded but did not move from the doorway. She knew he knew he should step back, let her in, restore the diplomatic channels she’d severed when she left so precipitately. And he couldn’t make himself do it. He was an old, old man, set in his ways, like a shelled thing that has built a hard house around itself, and then finds it can no longer flex or grow. And she …

She had been a girl when they’d met. Barely adult, and still very much beloving of childish things like magic. Why else would she have decided that the answer to any problem was to recruit a wizard? and then it had been the answer, so those childish beliefs had carried her further through life than they ought. She had learned the business of wizardry—science, technology, Nyr would say. She had stretched out that credulous part of her life all her sisters had put away. And, because there was an actual wizard who did actual magic, nobody could really object. And that had been her and Nyr, an occult society of two, against the world.

She was not that child anymore. She’d seen out her ninth Storm-season, which put her into her middle years. Her eldest sister had assumed the throne. Lyn had taken up duties as befitted a supportive royal sibling, content with the magic she had.

She’d wed.

That had been it, of course. As a girl she’d thought Nyr might be one of those monstrous magicians of legend who, for whatever reason, desired young royal brides, and must be outwitted. And then, as she’d studied with him, she’d been aware that he, as a human being, had been fond of her, but their origins and stations, ages and natures had always complicated things sufficiently that she hadn’t needed to worry about it. And then she’d wed, and he’d taken it badly. He’d told her, straight up, that the man—Gorsaonnon, second son of an influential porsir—wasn’t good enough for her. That he was faithless, a rogue and an opportunist. She’d grown sick of his objections, and that had been the first rift between them. And then had come the word, by slow stages, soaking into the fabric of the Lannesite court. The man’s affairs, his promises in her name, his peddling of influence. And she’d denied it, refused to believe it, defended him to her sister, broken with friends who had tried to warn her. Until every single person in the world, it seemed, knew she was a fool, and only she was blind to it. Until it all came home at once, before the whole court, at Daimlesse’s insistence. The union broke and the man exiled by royal decree, because Lyn resisted any of the more politic options that would stop him from ruining her name. Every word Nyr had said about him had come true, as if he’d been some sort of prophetic wizard.

Public, shameful. A sign of poor judgment in one who was expected to be wise and just. That was bad enough, as was the new-renamed Gorsaeth hanging about the back-alleys of Lannesite politics still trying to trade on her name. Worse was Nyr. Because he had told her and she hadn’t listened; told him right to his face. Jealous, old, you just want me for yourself! Right before the truth came out.

When she was a child, and things became too much, she’d run away. The despair of her tutors and her mother, always. When she was a young woman, and nobody was crediting the rumours of a demon, she’d run off to find a wizard to help her in her supposed quest. And it turned out she wasn’t the grown woman as much as she’d thought because, faced with the excruciating humiliation of her faithless consort, she’d run again. Taken the gorget of a roving official, invented a role for herself in the provinces, fled the I-told-you-so of Nyrgoth Elder, wise and all-knowing.

All this, in the air between them, as she stood one side of his door and he the other. And then Esha arrived behind her with a clink of bottles and goblets and said, “Make way there, we’ve drinking to do.”

Esha Free Mark as was, Esharaeyn Wordbearer as her current status styled her. No ally to Lannesite or its Regent’s Second Sister. Lyn’s oldest friend. There was no resisting her. Moments later the three of them were in Nyr’s cabin, hunched about a hand’s span of little table folded down from the wall, as Esha poured out good wine.

“I know you two,” Esha said. “Obstinate, both. Wine loosens the tightest knots, they say.” She looked hawkishly from one to the other. “Well?”

Lyn met Nyr’s gaze and saw that, yes, they wouldn’t talk about it. He either couldn’t muster the fire for a good condemnation of her life choices, or had his own reasons for not wanting to. Instead, he said, “The demon.”

Esha eyed him sidelong. “A sorcerer and his monsters only…?” Not where she’d expected the conversation to go.

Nyr rubbed at his face. “I must find this witch, Ilmoth. I don’t know what she is. She’s trouble.”

He laid his cards out, Lyn speaking up where he started to sink back into himself. Ilmoth’s use of his language, her command of the machines that went beyond a sorcerer’s puppetry. And then his final revelation: that the voice passing from witch to familiars had not travelled as it should. Just manifested where it was needed. A decade and a half ago the three of them had gone into the Ordwood and faced a demon that was spreading its hideous corruption through the world, and that demon’s voice had skipped in just such an impossible way, bursting into the world from point to point without crossing the space between. Lyn knew enough, now, to understand why that was so wrong, by the precepts of Nyr’s science.

“My sister’s agents will listen out for word of her,” Lyn said. “But I don’t imagine she’ll be keen to announce her presence.”

“The Wordbearer of the Coast Folk cannot, of course, aid the Elder of Lannesite,” Esha said gravely, topping up the goblets. “But if they set up somewhere the rivers run, I’ll hear of it. Word will come to you.” Because the demon trumped politics, to those few who’d seen its corrosive influence.

They sat and drank a while more, then. Lyn waited and waited. Perhaps it was Esha’s presence, but the recent past was never raked up. Loomed like storm clouds over the pair of them, a burden of misery that must surely descend on them. But when the wine was done and she returned to her own cabin, the tempest remained unbroken.



They had to switch barges the next day, because the freedom of travel of Esha’s people was curtailed wherever Lannesite writ ran. One more way in which the world had become worse. As though the demon, in defeat, had pronounced some dying curse none of them had heard. But Lyn was grown enough, adult-wise enough, to know it only needed the hard decision of hard people like her sister. The world’s ills could not all be placed at the feet of demons and wizards.

When they reached Lannesite Urban, Nyr absented himself. He was not at formal court to see her being greeted coolly by Daimlesse Regent—the formal celebration at the sister returned, and everyone patently recalling the circumstances under which she’d left. The narrow look in her sister’s eye, intimidating as ever her mother’s was. After which she could see her daughter.

A year’s absence, so that the girl’s face had a moment of hesitation before she closed the distance. It wasn’t unusual—the raising of children was a business of aunts and cousins and grandparents even amongst the poorest, the mother free to ply her trade or enact the duties of her station. The business of servants and menials, too, if you were of the royal lineage of Lannesite. Tutelage and care was the business of many hands. A year’s absence was nothing. And yet Lyn thought, You’ve grown so tall, and meant, so far from me. Wondering what shape the straits of the court had pressed her daughter into, in her absence. One more perfect princess, fit to further Lannesite’s policy for her aunt the Regent?

They sat and talked, and she found that the fragile flame of the girl still burned as she remembered—the thing that made her like her mother had been at that age, wild and fey and unwilling to know the strictures of How Things Are Done. Sara had what Lyn never did, at her age: a wizard as her tutor. Already knew the principles as well as Lyn. Not merely the words that might command a monster but the whys behind them. Lyn still shrank from facing Nyr and raking up the thorns between them, but she felt a fierce stab of gratitude that he had nurtured that flame, in her absence.

“When you go again,” Sara told her, with the absolute assurance of a child, “I’m going with you.”

Lyn thought of all the wretched places her travels had taken her. Two Storm-seasons—seven, eight of the old years that didn’t really follow the seasons of the world—was far too young to travel, but …

She made no promises. She didn’t say no. Her own apprentice, already exceeding her in lore. Perhaps it might work out. What a myth they might make together. She should speak to Nyr …

Somehow, they’d come all the way to Lannesite Urban, the two of them, without either throwing anything in the other’s face. Old friends, after all. Tacitly agreeing territories on their personal map that neither would send an expedition into. She should talk to Nyr, because she could talk to Nyr.

Except she turned up, neat, presentable, at his chambers the next morning, and he was gone. Just a note left, in his own language, written simply, Gone to my tower. Can’t wait. Need to find the witch. The last word, only, in the script of Lannesite, because it wasn’t a concept he felt comfortable expressing in his own. This time it was the wizard who’d run away, leaving Lyn mired in the business of the court.






Nyr


I AM DOING IMPORTANT wizard things, that is what I am doing. I, Nyrgoth Elder, am returning to my tower, so that I might consult its familiar spirits concerning the origins and doings of Ilmoth, the witch.

I am running away.

I have waited a year for Lyn to come back. I wanted to go find her, out in the world. A lie. I have conceived of doing so. When my Dissociative Cognition System was active, cold logic told me it would only end poorly. When I turned the cursed thing off, my mood clamped like a cloak of dead things about my shoulders and weighed me down so that I could not stir from my rooms. And I had to keep up a brave face, for the child, for Sara.

The child of Lynesse Second Sister and Gorsaonnon Consort, the faithless, the rogue. Whom I warned Lyn about with all my wizardly authority, which she ignored. And, in doing so, I shifted in her mind from an ally into one more custodian trying to throw up walls around her.

When it fell apart. When it all came out, the truth of the man she’d married, the worst possible parts of me reared up and demanded I go and rub her nose in just how right I’d been. But even I am not so mendacious. Because, after all those harsh words between us, after I told her just what sort of grifter Gorsaonnon was, and she told me how I was bitter and jealous, and after the man was a grifter and his grifts only grew until even Lyn could not ignore it … After all that, I knew in my heart I hadn’t been right.

I am not, after all, the great social observer. Not even to the level of a second-class anthropologist. I had said all those things about the man, yes. Not because I’d actually noticed any of his misdeeds, though. He hid them from me as easily as he did from Lyn. Every word that came out of my mouth was indeed motivated by jealousy. I hated him because he took Lyn from me. And not even in a romantic rival sort of way, by then. Just because I was a lonely old man, and she was the one person I could talk to, and she wanted to spend time with her husband.

When Gorsaonnon did turn out to be a villain, I took no joy in it. All I saw was Lyn hurt, Lyn unhappy. And because I had been so venomous about the man, she couldn’t even come to me to commiserate. So she left. Left her sister, left her daughter, left me. And it was my fault.

I should have been blessing Sendroth and his witch for giving me a chance to see her again, but when I did, it just brought back all those words. My arrogance and possessive greed. And so, without Esha to mediate between us, I am running away.

And I do have wizard business at my tower. I do need to uncover the truth about Ilmoth. The witch. The demon-speaker. Not crusted over with the hideous mark of the thing that Lyn and I faced in the Ordwood all those years ago, but speaking with its impossible voice.

My tower is high in the mountains. A long trek, and a long while since I’ve made it. The ancient structure built centuries before by a fleet of construction drones that would make Sendroth’s monsters look like toys. Stocked with machines to give me every possible advantage. It brought me back from the point of death after we faced the demon. It kept me alive, stilled in time over the centuries. It contains manufacturing facilities to produce my augmented clothes and tools and whatever else I should want. If I should decide to truly abandon my profession I could take over the world quite easily, become the wizard-lord and command an entire civilization to bow down to me, the almighty Mage-Anthropologist Second Class.

There are other colony worlds out there, under our study. Perhaps that has happened. Or perhaps those worlds’ unruly populations turned up with sufficient torches and pitchforks that my fellow scholars were toppled from their ivory seats. Here on Sophos IV, though, we pretended to maintain our detachment from the local culture, which was absolutely aware of us and had made a place for us in its mythologising. We were magicians.

When I finally reach the door of my tower I feel about as unmagical as I ever have. Not that the rain has wetted me, nor the cold reached through my heated garments. My internal pharmacy has ensured that the walk was tiring but no more than that. It is the mood. Even though the DCS is active, I feel it like a great sack slung over my shoulder, that must be opened soon. The mood. The beast. Myself. Lyn.

A lot on my mind, therefore, as I stand before my own door at last. The sanctum, beyond which is all that belongs to my people. Starfarers, scholars, patronising bastards who thought my being here was a good idea.

There is a needle, protruding from beside the keypad. Blood sampling, a form of identification I do not need for the tower to recognise me. A handshake of systems, between it and my horns, and the door opens for me.

At no point do I ask myself why the needle is extended. Too much on my mind.

I am liaising with my systems as I stride into the narrow confines of my own entrance hall. An old, familiar rote of ritual as useless as half of what goes on at court. Any messages? I ask it, and of course there are no messages. Earth has been silent for three centuries and change. Hardly likely they’d get in touch now. What was I expecting? A snide little memo noting I’d set myself up as some sort of wizard and could I please stop?

I need to manufacture some aerial scouts to search for Ilmoth. Will she still be hiding behind some bandit-turned-sorcerer? There are other caches of colonial tech for her to unearth, no doubt. She’ll pick out their buried signals, however faint. I do not want to wait until this group’s new activities have grown sufficient to sound alarms within the court. I must find and talk to her, Elder to Elder, rather than as antagonists on the battlefield. Whatever she is, she is remarkable. Unique, hopefully. A terrible, existential threat to this planet, perhaps. But also a person, an individual, surely. Not just a pawn of the demon.

The demon. An unknown. I do not know if it was sapient, but it was certainly curious. It reached out and touched the world, played with the life it found there, abominably. Not evil, I think. Evil requires intent comprehensible by humans. Just a thing we had to be rid of or be consumed by. And here is Ilmoth, communicating her desires by those same impossible channels, yet just a woman, to look at her. A woman who knew my language and knew me.

Things I have not registered, as I am communicating with my systems, setting the fabricators into motion, plumbing my own records: the safeties and encryptions removed from the tower’s mind; the inlay—gold—pried away from some of the walls; the mud tracked over my floor.

What is a witch, to the people of Sophos IV? As distinct category as a sorcerer or a magician, a demon or a monster. Because these people have lost all of what their starfarer ancestors were, but their languages have a keen eye to subdivide the world. Like some ancient falconer who knows fifty words for grades and ages of hawk, they want to be absolutely clear what they mean when they label a person. A witch is a figure that turns up in myths and fireside tales. A wielder of magic who is linked to something, touched by it. Drawing power from an entity. A demon? Sometimes, but not exclusively.

I look up and she’s there. The witch. Ilmoth Elder. For a moment I think the tower has conjured her likeness—located her or found an old image of her. I even smile at my own cleverness, in phrasing my search enquiries so exactingly.

She’s in a doorway that leads to the deeper parts of the tower, the ones with the machinery, dug into the mountain. She stares at me, her face blazing with vindictive triumph. The way she looked when she thought she had me, during our duel. It will sound ridiculous for me to say, but it’s a good look on her. A woman who has mastered the world in a way that owes nothing to the usual scaffolding that society throws up. A pride in achievement that’s creditable, honestly. What, after all, have I ever achieved in my life, compared to that?

Then the other clumps in behind her. Sendroth Sorcerer, staring at me. Poised to flee, though he’d have to get past me to get out. And I realise they are physically there, inside my tower.

I make a rather querulous noise, an old man disturbed from his reverie. I reach out for my tower’s systems, intending to remonstrate with them for their slackness. What is this rabble doing inside?

That they are inside means that Ilmoth Elder—give the girl her proper title—has already found her impossible way into the tower’s systems. My systems. She found the door and its needle. She let it taste her blood, and it was the blood of Elders, and so the tower let her in. Through my horns, I connect with the tower, and she is already within it waiting for me. It hears her voice and does her bidding. The door closes at my back and will not open for me. And I fight her for command of it. In that moment, still and invisible, there is a furious tempest of commands and counter-orders as we wrestle for control of the single most powerful installation on the whole of Sophos IV.

Then there are hands on me. Actual hands, the gauntleted fingers of Sendroth on me, Nyrgoth Elder. I wait for my defensive systems to rebuke him but, through the tower’s permissions, Ilmoth has turned them off.

There is a blade at my throat. The steel edge of nothing more than a hand-forged knife. The great and powerful wizard is about to get his throat cut, and all the magic will gush out of him onto the floor. With the DCS active, I appreciate it’s exactly the right move for Ilmoth. I’m very calm about it. That’s the problem with the DCS. It doesn’t have that undignified scrabbling for survival that human emotion pushes you to. It can be rather too philosophical about things like certain death.

And yet Sendroth doesn’t strike, doesn’t want to, looks to Ilmoth for direction and she holds up her hand. Her face still shines with that hard triumph, so desperately pleased with herself that I would probably feel happy for her if I felt anything. “I have come into my inheritance,” she tells me, in my language. “I, the Elder, the last scion of my people. Or last but one.” And there is something in her face, a crack in her composure. A thing she needs from me that she should not, if she is what she says. I note it, say nothing, still trying to process what it happening, what I’ve lost. What the world has lost. I was never going to be the mage-lord in the tower, dominating the whole world with my advanced technology. But she might be, once she’s mastered what I have here.

“Who are you?” I demand, and she tells me, “You know me,” and has her people bind my hands, as though I’m just some common felon. And I have no magic to stop them.






Lyn


THE PREVIOUS REGENT OF Lannesite had been blessed with four daughters. And there was a story told about such happy circumstances. Not a story of magic, but of statecraft. That the eldest would ascend to the regency on their mother’s death, and the other three would be the dutiful siblings who bore her on their shoulders, supported her rule, made the family and the polity strong. Traditionally one to administer, one to lead the armies, one to be emissary to foreign courts. But that was just a story.

The situation then, when Lyn came back from defeating the demon. The Regent, Lyn’s mother, a strong woman, wise but stern. Stern, especially, with her own daughters. Intent on ensuring that they understood the gravity of their position and responsibilities. The same woman whom Lyn had struck sparks off so often during her childhood. Lyn, who preferred the stories with magic in them.

And the Regent had died, as paupers and monarchs must, for only wizards live forever. Died, and her shoes had been filled by Daimlesse First Daughter, who had been painstakingly crafted by maternal hands to be the very image of their mother. Continuity, strength, stability. Daimlesse Regent, ascending to the throne with a complete and rigid vice about her mind, trapped in her mother’s story of who the regent was and how she must act. Not, necessarily, who the mother had been and how she had acted, which had been more pragmatic.

Even so, had the world left her alone to rule, perhaps Daimlesse would not have become the regent she now was. But the story—the four daughters and their dutiful acceptance of their roles—was already unravelling as she took the throne.

The youngest always has a license to err. Lynesse Fourth Daughter had gone on quests, fought demons, called forth wizards from their towers. Yet somehow that had not been the stone beneath the wheels of Lannesite’s progress, to set everything rocking. Lyn’s transmutation from hellion child to wizard-in-training had made barely a ripple at court. The betrayal had come from Melinesse. Melinesse Second Daughter as was. Melinesse First Sister, as she became. The Regent’s strong right hand. Strong and ambitious.

Some years before, Melinesse had married the heir of Aenterland, a modest state on Lannesite’s border. Strong enough to make the alliance worthwhile but never a threat. On Daimlesse’s accession, it turned out that Aenterland Urban had always resented its neighbour’s pre-eminence, which resentment was passed to Melinesse like a gift at her wedding. Within a year of Daimlesse’s coronation, Melinesse made a bid to unify the two polities under her own rule. Goaded by her husband and his court, supported by everyone whom Daimlesse had not sufficiently pleased, she threw both nations into a war.

Lyn remembered. She had not fought, but found and reactivated an ancient aerial drone and gave scouting reports to her eldest sister, annoying and impressing Nyr in equal measure. And Melinesse had less support, and Aenterland less strength, than they had supposed. And the heir of Aenterland had been killed and Melinesse exiled, and that should have been that.

It was the betrayal, Lyn knew. When Daimlesse had been so painstakingly made into the shape of their mother, she’d been worked of something brittle, where the exemplar had been flexible. Having her own sister turn against her had cracked her. She saw enemies everywhere, afterwards. If her own eldest sister could turn on her, who might not?

Cantiresse—now First Sister, promoted—really was that perfect supportive sibling, the one the story mandated, but by the time she assumed the role of steward the damage was done. The state that she administered for her Regent-sister was one determined to control every border, eliminate or dominate every doubtful neighbour. Lannesite had awoken, and it woke raging.

A dozen small polities on its borders turned into tributaries. Others, that would not come to Lannesite’s terms, had been crushed, under the pretence they might become the pawns of others. The Coast-people, who had always plied the rivers freely without heed of lines on a map, were stopped at the borders. Lannesite feared enemies and, because of that, the list of its enemies mounted as it acted to secure itself. All this Lyn saw, and argued with her sister over behind closed doors. Made some headway, even, as sister and wizard’s apprentice. Then her own foolishness came to light, her husband whose schemes and swindles and affairs could no longer be hidden. So Lyn’s own currency at court was found to be adulterated. Her moderating influence on her sister was lost. And Cantiresse, the sister who had just stayed by the Regent’s side and played her part, had no agenda of her own, was content to simply find ways to make the Regent’s desires a political and fiscal reality.



In her imagination, any homecoming would be overshadowed with some sort of reckoning with Nyr. Some ritual acknowledgement of her own poor judgment. Probably something similar with her sister, too. The feckless Third Sister, only more valuable than the treacherous Melinesse because her failings were of negligence and not of malice.

Not fair. Not true. She’d taken the gorget of office, patched up small wounds around the outskirts of the body politic. Investigated rumours of the uncanny. Yet here she was, back in the palace at Lannesite Urban, feeling small and guilty. Recognising, at last, that these were just the feelings of her child-self, put on like clothes that should have been far too small, but somehow still fit.

And no showdown with Nyr. His turn to absent himself. The Regent? There would be a summons, and Lyn did not relish the prospect. She had opinions, concerning Daimlesse’s foreign policy, that it would be politic to keep to herself. Faced with her eldest sister’s imperious manner, she wasn’t sure she could.

Instead, what she received was a visit from Cantiresse in her rooms—hers from before the collapse of her marriage. She was listening to Sara read. Magic books, Nyr’s language. The child had already outstripped her in it. Concepts Lyn still wrestled with seemed to have just found a natural fit within Sara’s mind, the flexibility of the young.

Cantiresse hadn’t changed. Lyn would be prepared to bet that every hair on her head followed an identical placement to a year before. Neat in presentation and in mind. An inherent criticism of Lyn, the roamer.

“Does my sister wish to know when I’m leaving again?” Lyn asked, then saw Sara’s head jerk up, the daggers in her daughter’s eyes. More guilt, then. Like Nyr’s beast of misery, a wizard’s companion.

“Daimlesse Regent is delighted you’ve returned to the life of the court.” Cantiresse took a seat, her skirts sweeping, every movement a study in precision. She sits like an old woman with a bad back, Lyn wanted to say, but honestly, if Lyn ever reached old age and moved as gracefully as that, she’d be profoundly thankful.

“I haven’t, Cass,” she said. “I’m just … here.”

Cantiresse’s smooth smile didn’t waver. “Of course our wayward sister has returned to be of service.”

“She hasn’t.”

“To play her part in preserving our mother’s legacy. Lannesite is beset by enemies.”

“Lannesite is beset by former allies.” Because Lyn could never resist being drawn into an argument. “If they are enemies, we’ve made them so.”

Sara made a small squeak. Lyn was sure nobody here at court had dared voice the accusation in her earshot. But here the words lay, spoken.

“Let the causes be as they may, your duty remains,” Cantiresse said remorselessly. “Your sister requires—”

“I have put out fires, along the border,” Lyn said. “I have done small good acts. I have blunted the blade of my sister and Regent, where cutting deeper would only do harm. Let that be enough.”

“A duty that you alone—”

“Let it be enough!” Lyn clenched her fists. “Cass, I am with my daughter. Soon I will be gone. Give me this time.” Sara’s hand on her knee, recalling the child’s demands. Take me with you. But understanding better than Lyn the value of a united front between them.

Cantiresse sighed. “Lyn, you think my role here an easy one?”

“I think our sister makes it as difficult as humanly possible. And thankless.”

“A fair assessment,” Cantiresse said. “Daimlesse Regent cannot know the host of annoyances kept at arm’s length from the throne by my intervention. The things she is happier not knowing.”

“Then let me spend my time here and leave. You need not even tell her I’ve arrived, if you prefer.”

“Shall I tell her of what happened to Meli?” Cass said lightly. Lyn froze.

“Aunt Meli?” Sara whispered, because it was too great a thing to keep bottled up. The traitor sister, the conspirator, the exile.

“She doesn’t know?” Lyn said.

“I felt that the knowledge would only hurt her. That her own blood conspires behind her back even now.”

“Mama, what about Aunt Meli?” Another cutting whisper from Sara.

Cantiresse smiled, that cut-glass expression. “Sara, your mother cares deeply for her family. So that, after your Aunt Meli was exiled, for taking up arms against her sister the Regent, your mother took pity on her and found her a place. Anonymity. A farm, to live out her days in comfort. And wisely decided not to let your Aunt Daimi know, because it would only make her sad. There, now you, too, know this secret.”

Sara looked from one woman to the other, part pleased at being spoken to like an adult, part frightened by the sudden tension in the room.

“Cass,” Lyn said.

“Our markets are empty,” Cantiresse said. “Our river trade has atrophied. And yes, before you say the words, that is what happens when you cross the Coast-people and bar them from your borders. I advised against it. Our sister made her decision.” Tight lipped, dancing about the criticism. “We need to re-establish good relations. You, they know. You, they will talk to. Their Wordbearer’s message has come this very morning, seeking an airing of grievances. If I went, or any of the court, they’d load us with payments and penalties and such. You, perhaps they will wear softer gloves with.”

“Esharaeyn?” Lyn asked.

“Your old rambling companion,” Cass confirmed.

Lyn unrolled a map in her mind. All the places the Coast-people had moored at, back when they had free run of Lannesite’s waterways. Specifically in reference to other, more isolated landmarks.

“Sara,” she said. “I want you to show me you can pack wisely for a few days’ travel.” Contriving to hold Cantiresse’s gaze past the girl’s squeak of joy. “I’ll gladly meet my old friend Esha,” she said. “If matters of state come up, in our talk, well, so be it.” And she may have word on the witch and Sendroth Sorcerer, which she said she’d listen out for. And if we meet here then it’s only a step further to Nyr’s tower, and I can bear him that word as a peace offering and maybe Sara can bridge the gap between us.






Sendra


“I HADN’T BELIEVED IN the horns,” said Sendra, crouching by the man. “That they were real. I thought—when I saw you, I thought that they were just…” A hat. Some wizardly affectation. “She doesn’t have them. Ilmoth Elder doesn’t.”

Nyrgoth didn’t look at him. He’d not done anything wizardly, since they’d taken him. As Ilmoth had promised he wouldn’t. These last days, the man had just stayed in this cell they’d made, of a room in his own tower. Sitting on a shelf the wall had just put out like a tongue. Eating the food Ilmoth had coaxed the tower into providing. Refusing to help the witch unshell the secrets of the place, not that it had slowed her down much. Possibly Nyrgoth was doing invisible magic, battling Ilmoth on some higher plane. For all Sendra’s pretensions to sorcery, his gauntlets were mute. They’d given him no feedback since all the monsters had died.

He’d thought that, up close and defeated, the Eldest would seem just an old man. Perhaps there was some magic way to see him like that. Perhaps, if you plucked three eyebrow hairs and squinted through the tears, Nyrgoth would look just like some sad, grey old-timer. But Sendra couldn’t manage the trick of it. The man’s face, the way each feature sat, and all of them in combination. The clothes. The horns. Eldritch. Not a word he was particularly confident of defining, honestly, but it turned out he knew it when he saw it.

The wizard of Lannesite, who had slain a demon and defeated sorcerers, here in their hands. What concessions might the Regent make, to have him back? Or what works could he, Sendra, achieve, if he could put the creature under sufficient duress to do his bidding?

What works could Ilmoth achieve, if she could solve the riddles of the man’s magic tower?

Sendra had come here at her urging. A mad errand, but they were either mad or they were nothing. The Elder and Lynesse Second Sister had defeated Sendroth’s poor creatures. There would be no more walls torn down, no high-handed demands. No more life than a brigand’s, living where world met wild, always hunted, eventually hung. The fate of every poor man who wouldn’t knuckle under. And the fate of more than a few wicked ones, too. A just fate, in many cases. Not all brigands were paupers. Plenty of discontent within the upper classes save that, when caught, they were most often exiled rather than losing digits or lives. He clung to that, when called on by his conscience to examine his cause.

Ilmoth had led him in as straight a line as the landscape would allow, to this place. At its door, she’d riddled with its keeper until it had consented to stab her hand, then riddled again until it accepted her as Elder enough to let her in. She’d spoken to the spirits within, as Sendra had stared about fearfully at the uncanny, weirdly cramped interior of the place. If I was a great wizard, I’d have more space than this. And it was a tower but there weren’t even enough floors to justify the height. No grand view from the top. No observatory to watch the stars, though Ilmoth said that the stars didn’t go unwatched. She said that there was one star in particular—a fleet one, she’d show it to him some night—that was possessed of vast powers. She’d come here with the aim of … wooing it to their cause? This was where Sendra’s understanding tailed off. Ilmoth had been wroth, honestly. That was the precise word she’d used. Discovering that the spirits of the tower and the spirits of the star no longer communicated, so her demands and entreaties could not be carried up into the aether. Cursing the name of Nyrgoth Elder for so preparing against her. And then he’d turned up, as though called by her curses. At that point Sendra had known he’d well and truly stepped from the world and into a story of sorcerers, and he with no more than defective magic gloves.

Ilmoth hadn’t started pulling fingernails out of Nyrgoth Elder, though. That would have been a brigand’s play, surely. That was the sort of thing Kaille had been known for back in the day, with merchants grown close-mouthed about where they’d hidden the goods. Ilmoth had made her demands and Nyrgoth had said “It does not answer me. I am dead to it,” and apparently that had been more than just a gambit. Ilmoth had understood the truth of it, and declared, “Then I shall make it answer me,” and that was what she had been trying to do ever since. Leaving the wizard to do … whatever it was wizards did.

“I wondered if she’d cut them off you,” he said, of the horns. That did get a response, a wary flick of the eyes in a face still mumming disinterest. “Wear them herself. Or me. Sendroth Sorcerer turns up at Daimlesse Regent’s court wearing the horns of her pet magician. It would be a message.”

Nyrgoth Elder made a sour noise unbecoming of a wizard.

“A message I’d not want to send,” Sendra admitted. And the brigand king shouldn’t scruple, but he’d never been the kind to torture old men. “Not a step like that, which couldn’t be taken back.”

The man looked at him, at last. “And the walls of Edmen, that had stood for three hundred years?”

“Can be rebuilt,” Sendra said firmly. “Can your horns be regrown?”

The man’s lips moved, once or twice. Withered old-man lips, except they were thinner than Sendra was used to. Wrinkled in a different way, covering teeth too regular by far. “Probably,” he said at last. “Forgive me if I don’t look forward to finding out. What will it be, Sendroth Sorcerer? Use my tower to … unseat the Regent and be Headman of Lannesite?”

Sendra was about to reply that surely it wasn’t too great an ambition, now they had the tower. Except, he realised, that wasn’t what the Elder meant. Meant the opposite: that compared to all this—the tower, the star, the spirits—Lannesite was just a patch of dirt. The revelation shook him. He felt his horizons being torn down to reveal … space going on forever.

“Ceryon,” he said flatly. “You know it? The Enclave at Ceryon.”

He saw the man about to deny it, the whole of Sendra’s past and grievance just vanishing into the century-heavy memory of the wizard. Then the faintest of frowns creasing the brow beneath the ridges of his horns.

“You’re of Ceryon? The … Forgive me, it wasn’t headman or porsir they had there. Their chief person.”

“The Guide,” Sendra told him. “Our teacher. Our Enclave.”

“A … monastic retreat. Isolationists. Usually, some manner of mystical creed of improvement. Self-sufficiency and a refusal to accept the dominion of others.” A weirdly schoolmasterly delivery. The Guide of Ceryon had spoken just the same. Not information recalled naturally from the Elder’s mind, perhaps, but whispered to him by the spirits of the tower, still doing his bidding in small things despite Ilmoth’s best efforts. Then Nyrgoth blinked heavily. “You were caught between Lannesite and Aenterland, when it went bad.”

A surprise, to hear Lannesite’s own magician say bad, describing the start of that polity’s active domination of its neighbours. First Aenterland, where the Regent’s sister had tried to start her bid to take the throne, then everywhere within reach of Lannesite’s borders. Then everywhere within reach of that. A buffer zone that soon became a protectorate that needed its own buffer to protect it and then …

“I wasn’t the Guide,” Sendra said shortly. “But I was happy, there. We all were. Then Lannesite decided we couldn’t be happy. We couldn’t be, unless we were Lannesite’s. As though we’d have raised an army and marched on their city.” And they might have sheltered enemies of the crown, or played the spy game, or interfered in a dozen ways, but it wasn’t about that, Sendra was sure. It was that the business with her sister had made the Regent mad. A traitor’s knife so close, how could she trust anyone? How could she tolerate any within her reach who didn’t bow their brows to the dust?

“This is revenge then,” the Elder noted. “You want the Regent dead, her city rubble, her people in chains, for the loss of your Enclave? That’s where this takes you?”

Sendra opened his mouth. No words came out. The plan had been survive, and brigandage had been their path to that end. Then had come Ilmoth and her ill-fated monsters, and the bandit’s survive and grow rich had become a grand crusade. And he hadn’t just taken the stores and the treasures and burned everything. He’d had those headmen and officials up before him. He’d had them pay him tribute rather than just robbing them. He’d made them rob themselves, consent to their own impoverishment, because that was how Lannesite did it. That was how regents did it.

He wanted Daimlesse to notice him. He wanted her to fear. He wanted her, perhaps, to beg. He wanted her to feel what he had felt, when her soldiers had destroyed the Enclave on their way to rap the knuckles of her sister. It was revenge, then. And what was it they said, about revenge as a meal? Eat it, go hungry. Not a meal so much as kicking everyone else’s plate from the table for scorning to serve you.

If Ilmoth gives me the power of this place, what will I do? She’d said wild things about what the spirits could accomplish if she could master them. Remove Lannesite from the map, she’d said.

Nyrgoth was still staring at him from beneath beetling brows. A wizard, waiting for the answer to his insoluble riddle. Sendra almost asked the man’s advice, then. That was a wizard’s function, surely? A way out of the vice he was in, goaded by pride and loss, trying to hang on to honour. Not just a brigand. And perhaps that was how he’d let things twist themselves into this knot. Because the moment he gave up the magic and Ilmoth’s lures, then he was just a brigand, to be hunted or ignored.

Ilmoth returned, then. She’d been kicking about the other chambers of the tower, and from her face had plainly not found what she was after. “Leave me with him,” she told Sendra. “My kinsman and I are going to catch up on old times.”






Lyn


ESHARAEYN WORDBEARER. It was the Coast-people whose word she bore: her amphibious kin who had, since time immemorial, passed through the waterways of whatever land they chose. Daimlesse Regent was not the first to try to curtail them, nor the first to forget the lessons of history. They were not martial, fierce or numerous, but neither could they be fought with soldiers, ferocity or numbers. And where they ebbed, so did trade, for the word that Esharaeyn bore was that any who gave good prices to Lannesite would see none from the barges of the Coast. Meaning every piece of produce not grown within Lannesite’s borders only crossed them through a chain of profiteering middlemen, to reach the markets at three times the old price. Meaning everything Lannesite made for outside trade spoiled on the dock, or was sold for a pittance to opportunists. Lannesite was strong but it was being strangled by a hundred mooring lines whilst trying to assert control of its near neighbours and rattle sabres against farther powers.

None of those neighbours, nor yet the Coasters, had stirred when Lannesite had marched on Aenterland, where that rebellious sister raised her banners. Matters familial or political, it had been understood as the business of those two states only. No protest had been raised when Aenterland had ceased to exist as an independent state. They’d reaped what they’d sown, had been the consensus.

Lyn was bitterly aware that what Daimlesse had taken from that conflict was that Lannesite’s strength and sovereignty were sufficient that it could rewrite the maps as it liked. A lesson that had been true until it had become false, as all such lessons are. Now they were overextended, beset by dissent where their writ ran, resistance where they sought to impose it. The Regent had finally understood that if she could not winnow the list of her enemies by force, she must try diplomacy. Hence Lynesse Second Sister meeting Esharaeyn Wordbearer on the deck of a barge on Lannesite waters. Lyn with her gorget at her throat, Esha with a great white scale at hers, formal emissaries.

At Lyn’s back sat Saraesse, her daughter, dolled up as a princess of Lannesite for all as if Lyn was about to arrange her union with some barge captain’s six-year-old. Looking very grave. Aware of what was going on and how to comport herself. As serious as the scribe and the couple of honour guards she’d been allowed.

And the negotiations dragged on. Esha’s face was cold as marble, as though a stranger were wearing it. She gave no ground, knowing that if her people didn’t have the leverage, this meeting wouldn’t be taking place. Lyn had her own list of concessions and inducements, hard lines Cantiresse had told her not to cross. Somewhere between the circumferences of their positions was a narrow sliver of common ground where both sides would grumblingly accept what was on offer, if only they could find it.

I am the right person for this, at least. Lyn knew Coaster etiquette better, and their pride. She knew to couch offers in terms of a recounting of past deeds and alliances, to root any new state of affairs in the tangle of the old. Hearing the gaggle of traders and talkers behind Esha rustle and murmur, gauging their moods and tolerances. So that, after some hours of careful exploration, she and Esha could happen on that country that lay between What Lannesite can accept and What the Coast demands, and measure out its boundaries. Find a wording that the scribe could set down and take hotfoot back to Lannesite Urban and Daimlesse. Hope against hope that the Regent’s own pride would not stand in the way of her seal and agreement.

She sent the guards with the scribe. Sent away her suffix and her Second Sister, too, so that it was just Lyn and Sara left on the deck and, facing them, just Esha.

“Will she take it, do you think?” the Coast woman said. Her own gaggle had gone belowdecks or onto their own boats. Just the three of them stranded at the high tide mark of the negotiations.

Lyn shrugged. “If not, doubtless she’ll fault me for it.” Then glanced guiltily at Sara, who was too young, surely, to know the subtleties of it. Of her decades of friendship with Esha, of sibling rivalry with Daimlesse.

“Come to our boats then,” Esha said. “Bring the sprat. We’ll find work for you.”

“Then it really would be war,” Lyn said soberly. A young Coast boy came up with warm flower tea for them all, and then another two of Esha’s kin, and a sullen-looking man between them. Someone who looked oddly familiar, to Lyn’s eye.

“New recruit?” she asked.

“Not one that we’ll be keeping long,” Esha said. “But we picked him up within your borders.”

Lyn frowned. “Wait, he’s one of Sendroth’s?” The man who’d had his fingers burned from being over-familiar with her.

“And on his way to find his sorcerer, after the showdown you and Nyr had.”

Lyn frowned. “You picked him up within our borders?”

“And will carry him out again, rather than hand him over to your justice,” Esha said firmly. “In exchange for which, he tells me readily that the sorcerer is in Lannesite, and his witch, too. Word is out, amongst the outlaws. Sendroth has new sorceries and seeks new followers.” She looked from Lyn to her daughter. “I don’t tell you this as Wordbearer, and I don’t tell you so it can find its way to the ear of the Regent. But so it can find its way to Nyr, whom I owe.”

Lyn nodded. “I understand.”

“Nyrgoth Elder beat the witch and the sorcerer,” Sara piped up. “He had better magic.” Loyally proud of her teacher.

“That he did, and I saw it myself, Sprat,” Esha agreed. “Must be good, to know what whatever comes into the world, your own magic’s stronger.”

Lyn thought of the witch, though, and how she’d spoken to Nyr in his own words, and wondered.






Nyr


SHE SITS DOWN ACROSS from me. Ilmoth Elder, the witch, the … what? There is no sign of the very distinctive mark of the demon as we saw it in the Ordwood. Impossible, surely, to manifest the demon’s powers—which are themselves impossible—without showing its touch. If I was actually a wizard I would be outraged at the breach of some kind of law of sympathy or similar nonsense. Being a scientist, I reserve my judgment …

Her look, to me, is challenging, superior, triumphant. The witch has triumphed over her rival. Or else: “How is it,” she says, in my language, “that you are so very far from your brief, old man?”

I stare at her, determined not to rise to the barb.

“You had one rule,” she says. “Don’t get involved. So you’re some sort of court wizard now. How does that work?”

I rise to the barb almost immediately. “You are lecturing me? You, who are playing, what, kingmaker with your thug there?” Unfair to Sendroth, based on my conversation with him, but I am all about the point scoring right now.

“Some of us have other briefs,” she says casually. “Did you really think our interest in this world was merely academic?” Trivialising my centuries of study here. Fair enough, honestly. But …

“Us?” I ask her.

“Earth,” she says. “We people of Earth. Who would voyage all this way merely to make scholar scribbles about these primitive people? Don’t you think they would have sent spies, an advance force?”

I stare at her. “Advance of what?”

“Our army,” she tells me. “Our conquest of this world.”

“Um,” I say, because this conversation is going places at a run, and I’m an old man and can’t keep up.

“Now, Nyr Illim Tevitch, you are going to open a link to your satellite so I can talk to Earth.”

The name almost covers all the other weirdness. Nobody has called me that in a long time. There is a moment when she is plainly some superior branch of Earth interest in Sophos IV, and I am just an anthropologist. We’re obviously supposed to be working together and I, despite my years, am the junior partner. Except, of course, I can’t do what she asks.

“The satellite?” I ask dumbly.

“Let me speak to it, so that it can take my words to Earth,” she says.

“It thinks I’m dead,” I tell her. It was a side effect of how Lyn and I dealt with the demon. That part of me the satellite registered, that told it where I was at all times, was removed from me. Heartless, as Ilmoth herself described me. Removed, so it would register my death and retaliate with its orbital weaponry to obliterate my body and prevent it falling into primitive hands. Obliterating both the demon’s access to this world and my existence as a relevant concern in its systems.

“Then correct it. Shout loud enough that it knows you’re alive,” she says. “I will tell Earth to commence the invasion, and we can go outside and watch the ships arrive in glory.” And she smiles, and it’s quite an unhinged smile, though not as unhinged as what she’s just said.

“The ships,” I say.

“The ships,” she assures me, “that will come from Earth.”

“And we’ll … go out and…”

“Watch them arrive,” she says. That smile is wider now, and part of me is waiting for it to just split her right open and reveal the demon inside.

If she had access to the satellite, she could indeed send a message to Earth. Earth could potentially send some ships back. Relativity being what it is, we’d be out on the mountainside for rather a long time.

I have absolutely no idea what’s going on. She’s talking nonsense, but in my language, and nobody from this world knows my language. “An invasion fleet, from Earth to…” I get out, before a wrenching bray of a laugh escapes me. She looks furious. Honestly, my expression is probably so patronisingly Well, actually that she’d be justified in killing me on the spot. I am, for a wild moment, the disappointed teacher sneering down his long nose at a poor student. And she has access to the written records of the tower, and encrypted transmissions, my reports and logs. It has taught her my name and my language, but she has not processed the wealth of rather dreary data. Hence her slight misconception about, say, travel times between stars, which means …

“You are not of my people,” I tell her.

She flares up, eyes wide, furious. “Just because I have no horns—”

“You are not of my people,” I say. In the resulting silence between us, I hear something. A resonance; a depth in her that is not physical. A voice, perhaps, that is not her voice. I scrabble for it, but there is only a fractured moment of failed communication, nothing I can understand. A demon? I don’t know. It comes to me without obvious origin, as though there is a third with us, muttering to itself so I catch only fragmentary words.

She grins. “Well, I reckon that’s fair,” she says, and she’s speaking a different language. Neither mine nor the local argot. Honestly, it’s one I’m rusty in. I take a moment to echo what she’s said, translating it. An old language, dead. It should be dead. I studied it a long time ago, because it was relevant to my work here. The language of another venture into space.

“I’m none of you latercomers, arriving here on this, our, world just to sate your curiosity,” she tells me, in that archaic tongue. “But you there, you’ve stolen my title, Nyr Illim Tevitch, in letting them call you Elder. Letting them think you’re of the folk who placed them on this planet. Your people are newcomers. A doomed appendix of a world we long ago left behind.”

I’m probably not looking as impressed as she wants because I’m struggling with the language. It’s somehow simultaneously casual and portentous, every utterance full of conversational conventions and yet constipated with solemnity. Did people really speak like that, back when they first colonised this planet?

“You are…?”

“One of the true Elders, old man. The great folk who first made this world ours. Who took the life we found and tangled it with the life of Earth till we’d a world fit to live in. Our children forgot, and fell into primitive and squabbling ways. But we remained, undying, watching over them. Just as you pretend to protect the world from the old machines, so we protect the world from you, the false ones from Earth, who pretend to be wise and don’t belong. This is our world.”

The colonisers were not immortal, or even particularly great by my people’s standards. So we have always believed. We have their records; we have reconstructed their tech and languages. We are their superiors in every way. Except we are also, as a people, extremely fond of ourselves, and so what if we just misunderstood? Got it all wrong, as I, here, have mistaken so many things. We were a culture born to hubris. What if we were never the pinnacle of Earth civilization we always thought?

She laughs at me. “Which of us is Elder now, hm?”

Then Sendroth is back, his eyes wide. “Ilmoth!” he barks. “I’ve found them. Monsters, in a room below. A score of them at least. Can you wake them?”

I hadn’t even thought, but the brigands are still approaching this within their historical tradition of sorcery, meaning reactivating useable old tech.

“They are the workers that built this tower,” Ilmoth tells him, in Lans Vulgar. “No, not even that. They are the spares, replacements. I shall wake them, and each one of them shall be tenfold what any of your former monsters were. But more than that, within this tower is a forge that can build more monsters. An army of them, enough to consume the world. Is that not so, Nyrgoth Elder?”

I mean, no. Not an army. But quite a few before the stocks of fabricate are depleted. Which also means …

“Not merely builders,” she says, as though reading my mind, “Warriors. Monstrous soldiers that can obliterate whole towns with the fire of their eyes.” She grins at me and says, in that ancient colonists’ tongue, “Alas for your scholarly vows, Nyr Illim Tevitch.”

Something moves within her ragged clothing. Something writhes, as though she has an animal against her skin. It pushes to her neckline. Not against her skin; within it. I see it bunch like a fist, before it carves its way out of her. She flinches with the pain of it, but it knits her skin up behind it. Now I look, I can see old marks and mottlings that must be what’s left of similar exits.

It is a thing that seems between flesh and metal. Like a spider; like a hand. Not quite a machine, not quite a living thing, not quite … there. A twist to the heart of it, as though I can look into it and see …

I shudder. A distance within it, that pierces through the little space it occupies, and the space that Ilmoth occupies, and the world. A distance none of it can contain, yet it’s there. I have seen the phenomenon before. But not so bound. Not contained within this many-legged frame. I do not know what it is I’m looking at, save that it is like the demon.

Sendra eyes it, unhappy but without surprise or horror. When the thing flails off, he follows willingly enough. Heading down, towards the robots and the factory.

I want to throw it all in Ilmoth’s face. I want to tell her none of what she’s said makes sense. Because none of it does make sense. The old colonial machines were trash compared to what Sendroth found below us. If her “Elder” people were so grand, how could that be the case? And if they have been building their knowledge and technology ever since the colonisation—whilst letting their descendants transition into post-tech feudalism—why would my poor tower be of the least interest to them? All valid points, and I could probably get up her nose with any of them, but they are not the priority.

“Tell me,” I say, “about the demon.”

Ilmoth frowns slightly. “The…”

“The demon,” I tell her. “Within you, or allied to you, or … perhaps you conjured it in a circle of salt for all I know. Maybe that is actually a thing that works.”

“There are no such things as demons,” she tells me, as though I’m stupid. Or, no—as though I’m some credulous primitive. And I hope I didn’t sound quite so arch when I was having this conversation with Lyn all those years ago.

“What was that,” I demand, “coming out of you, just then?”

She looks at me as though I’m mad.

“The thing that…” And another one is moving, creeping under her skin, around her collarbones. My gorge rises. It’s horrible. And I can sense the distance, that other axis of space that isn’t x, y or z. The impossible depths to her. “What is that?”

“What is what?” She’s not gaslighting me, not mocking. She’s sincere. She doesn’t know.

I do something then, that I should have done days ago. I do the very basic due diligence of checking the tower’s records. It took her blood, to let her in. And her blood shouldn’t have prompted the tower to let her in, but she obviously got into my systems and persuaded it. But I saw the needle. It took her blood.

Indeed, it took both their blood, so the tower would know Sendroth and not try to expel him. Two recent samples on file, full genetic analysis and I can cross-reference them against the extant database of samples collected over my centuries of study. I can tell Sendroth’s from the Y chromosome. Beyond that, only the sampling date lets me pick out Ilmoth. Set against my records, her genetic makeup tells me nothing surprising, which tells me everything, which tells me nothing.

“What are you?” I just ask her, straight up, because I see the heredity of her and it accounts for precisely nothing. Just one more local, without any markers that place her apart in time or space. “Do you even know what you are?”

I hear the echo within her again. The other voice, like a broken moment of a radio conversation. Is it wearing her? Instead of an arch in a forest, is she the gate to where the demon is? Has it learned from our banishing of it all those years ago? And yet … the thing Lyn and I confronted was not this. Was not patient or hidden or subtle. Dear God, of all things it was not subtle! Not a thing that could come back sheathed in a human skin and talking all this nonsense about elder civilizations, comprehensible words in three languages, learning from my own damn records here in the tower and … believing each nonsense story she gives me. Crediting each word as it leaves her mouth. But what is speaking, and what moves within her, and what is in control…?

Something flickers at the edge of my awareness. My extended electronic awareness, creeping about my own tower’s systems like a mouse for fear of Ilmoth detecting me. A new presence. Not demonic, but a terrible source of anxiety nonetheless. Because I am in a very dangerous position, in a place become a monstrous threat, and now Lyn has come to join me.






Sendra


IT WAS A MATTER between wizards. That was what he told himself. And if you’d asked a juvenile Sendra what a wizard would be like, he’d not quite have described either of the Elders, yet at the same time, both of them. Nyrgoth’s brooding and impenetrable allusions; Ilmoth’s arrogance and swift anger.

It seemed likely she would kill her rival, steal his magic, some such thing. That Sendra even pretended he was permitted opinions on the matter showed that he wasn’t the most suited to being either a bandit chief or a sorcerer. Growing up, his teachers would have said he was the most suited. Always skiving from his lessons, shirking his chores. The Enclave of Ceryon had been one of a dozen little communities like grit between the palms of larger states. Places where people walked a delicate line that kept them free of the taxes and the authorities of regents and headmen. Founded to teach and live by moral rules. They had survived by never having so much that someone would come take it off them. Strong walls, strong ideals and impoverished land that they scratched a living from. The history of this part of the world was full of such places. At its heart, a handful of teachers who preached the simple, self-sufficient life. And Sendra was wise enough now—after the Enclave had fallen—to understand that such places had a life expectancy anyway. A few generations saw them fall apart, turn to brigandage or become some tiny despot’s little slice of tyranny, a regency in miniature. Ceryon had lasted three generations without falling to any of these fates, and young Sendra hadn’t known any different.

They’d always thumbed their noses at Lannesite, their big neighbour. Always known that the opposing pressures of rival states would ensure that Ceryon retained its little bubble of independence. That was how it was, the froth of smaller polities like Aenterland and Edmen and Minian forming a protective skin around Lannesite’s ambitions. Until the Regent’s sister had married into Aenterland and stirred things up, and the big beast of the region had discovered there was nothing stopping it imposing its writ on everything around it. Ceryon had refused to open its gates, pay the tithes, kneel to the laws. Ceryon, halfway between Lannesite and Aenterland. Sendra reckoned that Daimlesse Regent probably couldn’t have pointed to the place on a map. The Enclave had never been an objective, in and of itself. Just in the way.

He’d been a hellion in his youth. He’d hunted, stolen a little. Snuck out and been too much in the backyards of Ceryon’s neighbours, seeing what wasn’t nailed down. After his home ceased to exist as a community, easy enough to parlay that into brigandage. And even in that he’d failed. Made just enough of a nuisance of himself that Lannesite’s people had come and smashed his camp and his gang. Again, doubtless Daimlesse Regent hadn’t even known he existed.

Then he’d found Ilmoth, beneath the mounds. Ilmoth and her monsters. For a brief moment she’d made him Sendroth Sorcerer, and the name had spread far enough to trouble even the throne of Lannesite.

She promised even more, now she had command of Nyrgoth’s tower and the old man himself at her mercy. Leaving him to stand out here at the tower’s door in the chill air, and wonder … why? Given the grand and uncanny creature she plainly was, why bother herself over his petty ambitions? Surely the Regent of Lannesite was as insignificant to her as Sendra had been to Daimlesse Regent? Yet he spoke and she listened. He styled her as his advisor, brigand-wizard, and she wore the mantle without complaint. Even now, talking about controlling the whole world, commanding moving stars, creating armies of monsters, all these were being placed at his feet, in his cause. A cause that would rupture at the seams if he forced it to encompass such gifts.

At the mountain’s foot was a town. There, he’d found people whose lives were lived on the shadow-side of Lannesite’s law. Poachers, smugglers, all doing a grand business now the Coast-people had cut off every waterway past the nation’s borders. He’d put out the word that Sendroth Sorcerer sought followers. Probably there’d be a handful gathered already, waiting for him. Vagabonds, outlaws, the displaced. Maybe even Kaille and Blennardt again, penitent over abandoning him. A man could dream. Perhaps the little village would see such a convocation of villainy as Lannesite had never known. And he would appear to them with his new monsters, with his wizard. With Nyrgoth’s head on a stick, perhaps. It would give heart to all Lannesite’s enemies, that the Regent’s wizard was dead. But Sendra took no joy in the thought. He hoped Ilmoth had some more nuanced plan than that.

Ilmoth promised much, but thus far she had delivered. The tower was theirs. And he thought, bitterly, that this could have been the greatest of all Enclaves. A place where his teachers wouldn’t even have needed to scratch at the earth, but could have lived and taught and contemplated their philosophies. Instead of which it would breed monsters to break a throne.

His gloves twitched about his hands. The magic ones, the glass gauntlets Ilmoth had given him. Soon there would be new monsters, and he reached out to see if he could feel them yet, eager for his commands. A host of arcane beasts waiting to do his bidding. Not quite yet. Ilmoth was still mastering the intricacies of Nyrgoth Elder’s tower. But there was … something.

Something outside the tower. Sendra frowned. A voice, speaking in that way his gloves could hear and his ears could not. Communicating nothing but presence, as though magical things needed to remind one another of their location from time to time. Probably there were many outgrowths of Nyrgoth’s domain amongst the rocks, here in the cold high passes.

Curious, he ambled over, breath pluming, drawing his cloak about himself. Warm enough in the tower, but out here it was bitter.

Tucked into the rocks, within sight of the tower’s door, was a child.

He blinked at her. She looked … two Storm-seasons, maybe? A long hard climb from that village where the brigands were gathering, and she wasn’t dressed like some farmer’s kid. Dressed well, and slightly strangely. A noble’s child, surely, with gold at her throat, and clothes of … of a weave he didn’t know but had seen before.

She was staring up at him. Perhaps she was afraid, but not as afraid as a lone child should have been. Her eyes flicked to his gloves, and in that same moment his gloves heard her, or some accoutrement of hers. Magic. The things of wizardry, speaking to one another.

“You’re the sorcerer,” the kid said, and “Who the hell are you?” Sendra demanded.

The child’s eyes flicked past him, and if he’d been on his game he’d have realised they weren’t alone. He was too thrown by her sheer presence, as though she was some changeling the tower had made, like those old stories about the Elders creating life from written incantations and phials of blood. Then the sword-point touched his cheek and he went still. The child watched with large eyes. Not eager to see his blood shed, but not necessarily against it, either. An observer, sworn not to interfere.

He turned very slowly. Normally he’d have held his hands out, but he didn’t want it to seem that he was invoking magic. It was her, of course. Lynesse Second Sister. Now he saw her face, the familial resemblance in the child was easy to mark. Her own sorcerous clothes were silent, but probably that was because she’d wanted to sneak up on him.

“Your own kid as bait,” he said, trying for cool, very aware of the sword. “Harsh.”

“She’s supposed to be hiding while I scout,” Lynesse said to him. “What have you done with Nyr?”

Her friend, Nyrgoth Elder. And Sendra had anticipated some grand armed response from Lannesite eventually, preferably after Ilmoth had resurrected a pack of monsters for him to use against them. What he hadn’t expected was someone just casually paying a call on the Elder because they were an old friend.

“What even are you?” he complained. Because there was an order to the world, important to none more than those who placed themselves outside it. What point being an outlaw if everyone else was just going to disregard the way things worked? “You’re the Regent’s sister. You don’t just wander the world like a…”

“Brigand?” she asked. There was a wicked look to her, catching him on the point of the argument as well as the blade.

“Good banditry needs to know where to come home to, and how the land lies. Your wizard is the prisoner of mine, princess. I might be a sorcerer and you might be an apprentice, but neither of us have any skin in that game. It’s between them.”

He was aware of the child staring at him furiously. Another bloody apprentice, he guessed, got up in magic clothes and come to see her favourite magic uncle.

“Go away,” he told them both. “Ilmoth is dangerous.” He reckoned Ilmoth wouldn’t stir herself about these two visitors escaping. They wouldn’t matter, to the witch.

Or maybe Ilmoth would stir herself, if she reckoned she could use these two apprentices against their master. He weighed that, and found he didn’t want it.

Lynesse still had him at the sword’s point, though she’d drawn in her arm so the weight wasn’t straining her. “‘Go’?” she said, thoughts plainly running parallel to his. “You’re a poor brigand, you know that?”

“What brigand I am, your sister fashioned. Blame her for the workmanship,” he told her flatly. “I just wanted to live in Ceryon. What ills I have wrought, what villain I’ve become, it’s all from your family’s quarrels.” And then, bitter, furious at her just in that instant, “I only wanted your damn sister to know what she’d ruined.”

He sat down on one of the oddly squared rocks that littered the pass before the tower’s gateway, evidence of its ages-ago construction. “You can’t guess what it’s like, to have the world so big, to be so small, that regents and powers will just crush all you ever knew and never realise. Like a bug you kill while turning over in your sleep. Listen to me, Lynesse Second Sister. Go away, please. Take your child and go. You might be my enemy, but I don’t wish Ilmoth’s wrath on you.”

She regarded him levelly for a long time, then slipped the sword back into its sheath. Sat down herself; held an arm out so that her daughter came to her.

“My sister is learning about what she’s ruined,” she said. “And about time.”

He blinked at her. At the gorget hanging from her belt. Simultaneously an official of Lannesite and not, caught between two tales. She tilted so the tower’s light gleamed on the heraldry there.

“Let it be this way,” she said. “Nyr is my friend. I will help him if I can. And I know that this”—a tap at her sword hilt—“is no use in there. Not in the tower. Not against the witch. So let it be this way. Let me be an emissary of Lannesite, come to treat with Sendroth Sorcerer. Let me stand in for my sister, in recognising what has been ruined, and what might be put right.” She hugged the child to her. And she could hardly send the kid off down the mountain on her own, but if it had been Sendra’s daughter he’d never have taken her into such a place.

“‘Let me be’ doesn’t suggest it’s true,” he observed.

“I can make it true,” Lynesse told him flatly. “If I can leave here with a story that my sister can be made to accept.”

He noted the language, and what it might say about the sympathies behind it. He stood.

“You’d better shift that to your throat, princess,” he said, of the gorget. “If you’re going to be on the crown’s business. If you’re sure.” One more chance for her to save herself and her child from wizard business. But then, if they were both the old man’s apprentices, perhaps they’d always have been caught in the fallout. The witch kills the wizard, his apprentices kill the witch, the sorcerer kills them, and where does any of it end? Just the sort of idiot blood-and-thunder saga he’d liked when he was a child and foolish.

“Come on then, if you’re coming,” he said, feeling like a man with no good choices. When they stood, the child was casting about like she was listening for something.

“You hear the witch in there?” he asked her, because he could, too, or his gloves could. The ghost-words Ilmoth was plying the tower with, to get it to do what she wanted.

“I hear a big voice that is the witch,” the child told him solemnly. “And I hear a big voice that is Nyr. And a little voice that speaks under them. A little voice in a hundred pieces.”

He frowned at her. My gloves, she means? The tower itself? But it wasn’t that because, somehow, her mentioning it had opened his ears to it, just for a moment. A weird, fleeting voice, here and there and everywhere and in none of the spaces in between. Strange and plaintive and utterly inhuman. And then gone, as though it never was. And he met Lynesse’s gaze, and she was as thrown by it as he was.






Nyr


“TELL ME,” I SAY, “how you became a part of this.” Because What are you? seems to be more than I’ll get out of her. More than Ilmoth Elder—that thing I’m talking to that answers to the name—is capable of encompassing. The more reasonable question reactivates her scornful look, but that’s almost a relief.

“Sendra, he came to me amongst the graves,” she said, and now she’s talking my rusty old language again. A choice of dead tongues, between us, and none of them hers. “He sought my help.”

A fork in my path here. Do I ask why she—as whatever species of Elder she’s laying claim to—would even bother with the provincial ambitions of Sendroth Not-Yet-Sorcerer? I mean, why would anyone? Except, yes, I did, with Astresse and then with Lyn, but I had good reason. I was … following a narrative, I suppose, that said I could interfere under particular circumstances. Which I made sure I could twist to fit circumstances, because I was old and bored and lonely. And Ilmoth’s actions also fit a narrative, but it’s not one from my people nor of the original colonisers. A narrative of the people of this land, that the hero—brigand in this case but Sendroth plainly sees himself as wronged—seeks aid from a magician, and is gifted magic, and becomes the avenging sorcerer. A folk tale of Sophos IV, oft-repeated. Lyn was following a variation of it when she came to me that first time.

Lyn hasn’t gone anywhere. She’s closer, in fact. And her signature seems … doubled? I try to make contact, but I’m leery of alerting Ilmoth. Not the best time for a house call, Lyn.

So I don’t ask Ilmoth Elder about her motives. Instead I do my best to tie her up with a deeper question. “And before that? As you are an Elder, where were you for all those centuries? You never called on me here, one wizard to another.”

“You think yourself so important,” she says scathingly. But she is here in my tower, plundering my secrets. I manage an arch look, a proper Elder’s expression. It infuriates her, but at least her fury is focused on me.

“I have been biding my time,” she tells me. “You in your fortress, brooking no competitor, destroying any mere sorcerer who raised themselves to push against the mundane powers of the world. Jealous of any who might rise to threaten your dominance.” And now, apparently, I am dominant again, the great wizard-lord and not the latecomer intruding on someone else’s domain. And this is Sendroth’s narrative, yes, but it is also the way the witch and the wizard clash, in many tales. One the old and powerful, the magical establishment; one the newcomer, raw but strong and … assisted by some other power, sometimes. Some wickedness to draw on, to threaten the other’s stone-built strength. It goes back to old Earth stories, and it goes back to power struggles within the colonial administration and later recoveries of working tech. Sometimes the wizard is an evil tyrant who must be overthrown; sometimes the witch is a wicked upstart who must be put down. No narrative model for the pair of them just getting on, apparently.

Or there is. It occurs to me then, but is gone from my head in the next instant because Lyn is at the very gates of the tower. Go away, I send via back channels to the necklace she wears. My voice a ghostly whisper in her ear.

No, she says bluntly. And the other her says, It’s a rescue and I realise there aren’t two Lyns. It’s Sara. She’s brought Sara.

And here I sit with a witch who may be a demon or a vessel for demons, or … some damn thing I have no idea about at all.

I am going to set it all on fire right now. Because, if I’ve kicked off the fight with Ilmoth, however that’s going to go, at least Lyn won’t walk into the spiderweb of our negotiations and end up as leverage against me. At least Sara won’t be in danger. “None of this is true,” I tell Ilmoth.

She bares her teeth at me. “You think yourself so wise,” she tells me. “Your people, so smug, so sure of themselves. And where are they now?”

All true. Practically reading my mind, or at least my diary. I don’t let it derail me. “You are not of my people. You are not of the coloniser people. You have access to the tower, and it tells you things you half understand. You regurgitate them to me because they sound right to you. You fit them into stories like parts to an engine, trying to make them run. But I’ve seen your blood, Ilmoth. Your heritage, written out and analysed. You’re from here, a local, present-day, Sophos IV standard. No different to anyone else within a hundred miles of here.” Not one of my people, whose genetic heritage is different enough—through time’s work and our own—that we’re close to being a different species. Not the colonists, possessed of Earth genetics a millennium out of date, having to be engineered to produce descendants fit for the biochemical signature of this world, even after all their terraforming efforts. Ilmoth is a modern local and, because my work tracked the way that certain epidemics leave a signature in the blood, of antibodies and genetic damage, I can give you the circumstances of her birth within five years and twenty miles. Ilmoth Elder is no more than twenty-four. Six Storm-seasons at most, as the locals—her people, Lyn’s people—would reckon it.

“I am—” she says, shouts, almost shrieks, and I tap into the tower’s own systems, whisk the audio out from her grasp and shout back at her from every wall and corner.

“You are not! What singles you out and makes you a witch is what is within you. Your passenger. Your familiar.” Speaking in Lyn’s language now so that Lyn will hear and understand. “What is it, Ilmoth? What lives under your skin?”

She flinches back from me and the boom of it. “There’s nothing!” she yells at me. “I am Ilmoth Elder. I have beaten you, old man! I, with my power, with my magic!” Answering me in the same language, her own language. Words collapsing into some regional accent beneath the stilted legend-speak she was putting on.

Lyn is there, entering the room, hearing this. Lyn and Sara both. And, with them, Sendroth Sorcerer. A captor and prisoners, I think, but they’re not standing like that. He’s more like a servant come to usher in the pair of them. And I know he’s seen the things that live under Ilmoth’s skin, and must know Ilmoth herself hasn’t. They do not exist for her. She edits them out of her world, no part of her story. His witch is mad, but she gives him power, so he must live with it. Or perhaps mad is not the word.

“What is this?” Ilmoth demands of her sorcerer.

“An emissary from Lannesite.” His eyes flick from me to the witch. “To negotiate.”

Ilmoth’s eyes flash and the skin under her robe bunches and squirms. A high, thin singing, like a chorus, or tinnitus, from many places simultaneously. When I try and locate it, it’s gone, but I hear Sara mutter, as though in reply.

“You would lower yourself to treat with them,” the witch tells Sendroth. Her champion. Her reason for being. And it’s nothing like love. Not handsome Sendra come to win the heart of Ilmoth Elder. It’s that without him there’s no story. And without that …

“Wasn’t that always the plan, though?” Sendroth says. “Make ourselves strong enough that they had to come to the fire and talk? To accept they couldn’t just keep pushing. Hold to their own borders. Stop eating up the world a spoon at a time? And look, here she is. Someone who understands what we’ve got here.” And that doesn’t make sense either. How would word of their activities have reached Lannesite in time for some formal response like this? No, Lyn came here after me, when I ran away from her. And she walked into this, and is somehow making a far better job of it than I did.

Lyn tilts her gorget. The emblem there is one I can trace back to a rather menial shipboard liaison officer’s rank, suitably ornamented. How does this impact with Ilmoth, who has access to all my scholarly nonsense, but none of the context to know it as nonsense. The unspoken scaffolding my peers would have taken for granted, that allows it to hold up as any kind of coherent structure.

“My sister, Daimlesse Regent, has sent me into the world to undo some of the harm her ambitions have done,” Lyn says. “Which harm I recognise. So let us talk.” A look, to me, assessing if they’ve harmed me. “You, me, Sendroth, Nyrgoth. A parliament of magicians here in the Elder’s tower. Surely, from this high place, we can find some perspective.” Very elegant.

“But who’s the other one?” Sara says. “The little voice?”

Abruptly I need to talk to Sara, but it’s my turn to be ignored, and Ilmoth’s to speak.

Lyn has put forwards a proposal to appeal to wizards. We four, we wise ones, we can find a compromise that mere regents and brigand chiefs cannot. Works for me and also for Sendroth, it seems. No magician, barely a sorcerer, just the puppet of the witch. But perhaps not the villain, either. A man whose life got ground between the gears of history, trying to fight back. He and Lyn, standing as though it’s the pair of them—the regular, normal people of Sophos IV—opposing we mad wizards. Except Ilmoth may or may not be mad, but she’s not a wizard. She’s a vehicle for something else. Something demonic. And, within that, she’s a woman of this world, and doesn’t think as a wizard might. She knows only the way the myths go, and in the myths magicians are seldom rational creatures.

“No,” she says. “Sendroth. We do not talk. We do not compromise. We have the tower. We shall have the satellite.” Hammering alien words into her sentences, for where the local tongue won’t stretch. “Talking is for when they have some threat to hold over us. We’ve won, Sendra. We have them.”

“The whole of Lannesite—” he starts, and she cuts him off.

“We can destroy it. Cast down the walls. Make the Regent kneel. Exterminate her whole line and have you on the throne.” Fierce, her hands clutching at the air and the future, her eyes wide. “Isn’t that what you want, for what they took from you? We can do it. Not just a handful of old monsters. An army, a plague of them! We can have the world, Sendra.” Begging him to see what she sees. And, when I should find her ambition hideous, her vainglory terrifying, instead I see something piteous in her. Because she wants it for him. She doesn’t want to be the witch-queen of Sophos IV, the power behind the puppet throne. She wants him to get what she things he wants. Not for love, but because …

Because without him she is an empty vessel, sans purpose or reason.

Under cover of all that, I manage to speak to Sara’s necklace. Show me where you hear the little voice.

Her eyes go wide but I’m the only one looking at her. Sendroth Sorcerer is shaking his head, saying “That’s … too much.” A look from him to Lyn, a connection between them. The sane ones, in this little room in my tower. The thread that leads back to a regular, comprehensible world that’s not on fire. “Just put them back in their borders. Teach them they can’t just trample the world…”

Here, Sara shows me. And she’s a good student. And—I find—a child. Meaning she doesn’t approach things like I might, or even Lyn. She’s tracked dozens of little moments of signal. All the intrusions of the thing within Ilmoth. She’s trying to put them together as though they’re some sort of continuous sentence.

No, I tell her, because to me it’s monstrous. It’s the demon, prying open a way back into our world. But to Sara it’s a puzzle and she keeps trying to line all the pieces up. It’s talking to me, she tells me, and I tell her Do not listen and know she can’t help but open her ears to it. Her mind.

Sara, no. And Lyn is focused on the adults talking, and Sendroth knows nothing of it, and Ilmoth … is the source of these signals, which she sends out into the world like familiars, and doesn’t know she’s doing it.

“And would they stay there?” Ilmoth demands of her sorcerer. “How long, before the Regent raises an army, finds another wizard, comes for you? You have to destroy them, Sendra. You have to rule.” Because that’s what the sorcerer does. It’s what Ulmoth would have done, a hundred years before, had I let him. The logic of these things, ruts in history ready for each new generation to be driven down. The way these things are told.

Sara shows me what she’s found in the gaps between. I expect a signal: numbers, the complexities of machines to machines, but it’s not that. A piecemeal thing that doesn’t add up to a whole voice until you take all its distributed parts and put them together.

Hello? I send into that reconstructed channel, wondering if I will receive a blast of demon-noise, the electromagnetic equivalent of its hideous mark, of its impossible physics. What am I speaking to?

And the voice, coming back to me in my own language, in the slightly stilted and prissy tones of my own studies and reports, To whom are you speaking?

What are you? I press, and the answer returns to me, What am I?

I, the Elder, the wizard, the scientist, shiver, meeting Sara’s eyes across the room. She’s smiling, like it’s a game.

Sendroth says, “She has a way this can work. She can bind Lannesite,” and Ilmoth shoots back, “No, she can only help Lannesite bind you,” and I want to raise a hand for silence, get them all to shut up so I can work out just what Sara’s led me to. But Ilmoth is loud with rage, and I understand she’s loud because the space inside her is hollow. It resounds with the sound and fury of her, and signifies? Signifies nothing.

The demon never spoke. Or, rather, I heard its voice but the voice was alien. Not just a different language but a line of communication that admitted to no concepts or principles I could understand. This is … echo, obviously. But as though an echo was trying to speak. Tell me about yourself, I say, and I tell you about myself it replies. Linguistically correct, but iteration, not repetition.

Lyn says, “My sister will listen. Because of the power you have here. And because she is already starting to realise that the answer to dissent is not simply more force. That all you get, if you take violent control of your neighbours, are more neighbours who like you less. And because I will stand with Sendroth, in this.”

I lose the tenuous thread of the connection. “What?” I demand, and “What?” Ilmoth says, and “What?” Sendroth himself asks.

“A sister’s betrayal started this,” Lyn says. “Set Daimlesse on this path. Let it be the same to end it. The towns you took, Sendra—evicted my sister’s client headmen from—they didn’t just follow you because you had followers with swords. They were waiting for someone to give them an option that wasn’t imposed on them by Lannesite. They’d follow you still.”

“They might,” he allows. “If I offer them more than Lannesite did. Which isn’t hard. And if they believe I can win.”

“Then I will help you,” Lyn tells him. “Because I’m sick of it. It has to stop. And so I’m stopping it.”

“No!” Ilmoth says. “This isn’t how it goes!” Furious, scrabbling at the shifting shape of the situation. “Sendra, you can’t. You have to bring war, that’s how it has to be. The monsters, the fighting!”

“The defeat,” he finishes for her. “Ulmoth, all the others, defeated. Battles and deaths, and none of it ever worked.”

“But that’s the way!” Ilmoth shouts at him, and then, “Does it matter, if you can destroy Lannesite first? I can give you Lannesite. You can destroy it now!”

And in that instant she’s finally loosened the knot she’s been working on, since she came to the tower. I feel the contact with my satellite flare into being. Her voice here, transmitting to up there. Not to call out to Earth, because there are light years and no guarantee anyone’s listening. But the satellite itself is a weapon. The sword with which I killed the demon, now in the hands of Ilmoth.

“Lannesite,” she tells Sendra, “will burn.”






Lyn


THE TOWER SHOOK. NYR’S TOWER, that had been built, not by the ancients, but those more powerful still. The tower that was magic in the world, to anyone within a rumour’s flight of Lannesite land. Nyr had cried out. He was on his feet, grasping towards something up above. She sensed a maelstrom on the wizard’s plane, where their invisible voices sped and cried. A battery of unseen lightning between the tower itself and the sky.

And, because she was Nyr’s student, and because of what they’d been through, she understood. The satellite. The thing that had been Nyr’s servant and master both. It had existed to protect him and carry his words to his far home, but also to enforce the rules he was bound by. She had seen it act, when it thought him dead. A lance of fire from the sky to destroy all that was left of him. To keep his secrets from her people. She remembered his shame, explaining that. What it said about the Elders, and how they looked on Lyn and her kin.

There was a shriek and a rumble from deeper in the tower, below their feet. Sendra’s eyes were wide. “The monsters,” he said. “A whole cave of them. They’re waking. Ilmoth,” he shouted. “Ilmoth, stop!”

“I am the Elder!” the witch cried out. “This is my inheritance!”

“You are not!” Nyr told her. “What are you? What is in you. Ilmoth, who were you?”

Which was more than Lyn could parse, right then. She had her hands on Sara, pulling her daughter away from the magicians, towards the door of the tower.

A word lodged in her mind. Monsters.

She found them—their own distinct voices. Six, a dozen, twenty. Signals announcing that they were active and ready for service, like polite workers should. To her mind it sounded like many voices howling within the earth.

There was nowhere within the tower for monsters to issue from. The interior of Nyr’s domain was cramped, closed. Her mind caught up with her just before she could hustle Sara into the outside air. With sudden understanding she hauled the child back.

The rock beyond the threshold exploded outwards, chunks of it thundering down the slope of the mountain and starting fresh rockslides wherever they landed. Dust fountained into the air, darkening the sun. The first monster emerged from its long sleep.

She knew it, or its kind. One had trailed Nyr on their way to face the demon, and carried the pair of them back to his tower after they had called the satellite’s fire down. That had been aged and battered, though. This one gleamed new, springing into the air and hanging there without wings. Twin rings on its back distorted the world around it, holding it impossibly suspended in space. Its jaws, that were a dozen metal cutters and claspers, flexed and spun. Intellectually she knew they were just testing functionality, but it looked like a promise of mutilation to human eyes.

Another crawled out of the hole it had left, extended its rings and lifted into the air. A third was following, and her necklace told her of the voices of those queueing below. A whole bestiary that had been sleeping for centuries, now woken by the witch’s call. Enough monsters to tear down every wall in Lannesite, perhaps the world. Not the lumbering things that Sendroth had been master of, but elegant, gleaming, deadly.

Workers, she thought. Only workers. And yet the merest labourer of Nyr’s people was more than all the armies of her own.

Lyn! Nyr’s voice, coming from her neck, and Sara’s, too. Listen to me. I am—A rough pause, and she knew he was fighting on another plane, even as he spoke to her. I am trying to undo a rather big problem, right at this moment. I can’t do anything about the robots. His people’s word, the god-like workers the Elders commanded. I’m stripping them of their security filters, do you understand me? I’m setting them to take commands from anybody. If you can—

“I’ll do,” Lyn told him, or at least spoke and hoped the words were carried to him. She clutched Sara to her as the first of the monsters dropped down, its teeth tearing at the open doorway of the tower.

The door slammed shut. Did I do that? she wondered. No, Sara had. Sara, who had heard the same words from Nyr, and taken them to heart. Who had been learning at the wizard’s knee since she was old enough to talk. Sara, who’d grown up a child of a different tale, as though Nyr had snatched away her daughter and replaced her with a changeling of his own people.

That should give us a moment’s peace—she thought. But the girl twisted in her arms aid said, “No, you don’t have to!” and the tower’s metal door crumpled like cheap tin. The workers had built this place. They could tear it down. The whole gate was ripped free, trailing the snakes and guts that had connected it with the rest of the tower. She saw one monster rise up with the prize in its jaws, and the next seamlessly took its place. Too big to force its way in, but it set about the doorway with a will, carving the opening wider with effortless strength.

She sent her commands to it. Stop. Sleep. Go away. It shuddered, reversed, its mouthparts cycling. Another took its place. She tried to speak to all of them at once but the witch’s unseen influence was dancing from one to another, undoing everything that Lyn did. No, not even the witch. Malevolent sparks seemed to dance from one machine to the next, doing the witch’s will even as she focused on her battle with Nyr. She even saw them in blurs and scuttling shadows, leaping from monster to monster, animating each with fresh intent. Every monster she warded off was replaced by more. Others out there seemed to be fighting one another, the shrill of tools and the shriek of tortured metal piercing in the ears. The sky was occluded by dust and black smoke.

“No!” Sara shouted. “Not like that!” and Lyn didn’t know what she was talking to.

“Nyr,” she said, “I can’t hold them back—”

The wall fell in, beside the door. A fresh monster’s head rammed through it, nothing but a glittering maelstrom of diamond teeth.

I … came Nyr’s taut voice, can’t … help right now. Lyn. The satellite is … almost overhead. I can’t … let her … And then his actual voice, out loud. “Ilmoth, listen to me!” And, through Lyn’s necklace again, What is she? Lyn, I think I’m going to have to do something desperate.

The monster carved its way through the wall, thrust itself in. Lyn was still trying to hold the doorway, where the possessed workers buzzed and clustered, chewing at the stone, clinging to the outside of the tower. Every command she gave was obeyed, but only momentarily. She heard an echo, patiently reversing each instruction, setting the monsters back to their destruction. The witch’s familiar spirits, speaking within the monsters.

Sara, speaking back. And they would not have it. Whatever she was telling them, it was anathema to them. The thing that moved the monsters was hurling them, not just at the humans in the tower, but at Lyn’s daughter, desperate to silence her.

She caught up Sara and hauled her back, and the monster thundered through the wall entire, tearing its own wings off in its desperation to get inside. Dust flooded the air, lining every throat with grit. Lyn fell back, sending a furious volley of instructions and forbiddances to hold the others at the door, trying to locate the monster right before her in the conflicting tempest of signals that filled the room, as blind to its electromagnetic presence as she was to its physical one. In her arms, Sara fought her as though desperate to throw herself into the monster’s maw.

Those spinning teeth lunged. Lyn turned her back to it, cradling Sara against her, for all the good it would do.

She felt a new barrier cast up before it, like a wall of iron its teeth couldn’t bite. She opened her eyes against the grit, craned backwards to see what it was.

Sendroth Sorcerer, standing between her and the robot in the clearing air, hands out as though he had suddenly come into his true power. Nyr had opened the things to all commands, and apparently that meant the brigand’s gauntlets as well. And he was Ilmoth’s ally; perhaps that meant they’d be slower to harm him than Lyn.

She put a hand to his shoulder, so he’d know she was there.

“I am trying to hold them,” he got out, between clenched teeth. And of course he had never studied Nyr’s language or his science. To Sendroth, sorcery was all it was. He had magic gloves to command monsters and he was using them as best he could. It would work until Ilmoth—or the thing that was her ally—found a way around the logic of it. Yet it seemed to bind them even more than the logic chains she’d been using, the science of it. As though the robots themselves believed in magic.

“Just talk to me,” Sara shouted. “I can help you!” Speaking to that thing only she could hear.

From behind the barrier Sendra’s gloves created in the minds of the monsters, she set to dismantling their will, setting them against one another, flying them off on impossible, endless quests. Hearing Sara talking to herself, to the little voice. To the echo that inhabited the witch.

Nearby, Nyr cried out in despair, and she felt the end of an age break around them.






Nyr


THROUGH ALL THIS THUNDER and wrack I am engaged in psychotherapy with extreme prejudice. I am talking to Ilmoth. To whatever it is, that is Ilmoth Elder.

I am also talking to Lyn. I am talking to my tower, and trying to speak to the satellite above. To tell it, For the world’s sake no! But it tells me, with clipped politeness, that I am dead, and therefore have no access privileges. Whereas Ilmoth has convinced it of … I don’t know what? Some mad story just like everything she has is a mad story. A sequence of identifiers and codes and provenances, woven from whole cloth, that somehow inform the satellite that she is an Elder—I mean, a latercomer, one of my idiot genius people. Someone the satellite should listen to. Someone with the sort of executive privileges that I never had, because there’s no way the wretched orbital would discharge the big guns just on my whim, but apparently Ilmoth has persuaded it that she’s entitled to give the order.

And it’s taken the satellite many years of recharging after I tricked it into disintegrating the demon, or the demon’s access point into this world. But it has been years. Years of living amongst these maddeningly fascinating people, growing incrementally older, making mistakes and watching the world grow worse. Up there, silent and watching, my old familiar spirit has regained its terrible power, and now it won’t heed me when I tell it, No.

The air is a chaos of electronic speech, like an arguing crowd. My commands, Lyn’s, those gloves the brigand has. And, interweaving through it, Ilmoth. Her commands—I catch them being born within her. I see them flower within the systems of the robots and the tower. The clash of static and countersignal is nothing to her. Her commands simply manifest where she needs them to be. And I hear the other speak back, each time those holes in the world open. Speak back, but not to Ilmoth. A hundred fragments of conversation, like trying to debate a shattered mirror. But someone is debating it, and it isn’t the witch and it isn’t me. Sara, it is. The child, putting the murderous puzzle together without understanding that she’s assembling a bomb. I try to tell her No, but right now nobody wants to listen to the wizard.

The witch is all I can grapple with, so I speak to Ilmoth. I force her to see her own blood data, her genetic plot. She is just one of these people, that I have given up immortality and the detachment of my people to live amongst. Is that not enough? Who is she and what happened to her?

“I am Ilmoth Elder,” she says. And, in the electric space between us, lightning dances and she writes the story of her life for me, and thus does not unleash the satellite on the world.



Born on Earth, sleeping out the light years, come to Sophos IV to take possession of it. To come into her inheritance, as the witch-scientist of the unseen and buried things. Her right, to choose a champion to sit upon the throne of the planet, emperor of all the nations of the world. Looking down on poor Nyr Illim Tevitch, the blinkered academic in his ivory tower, that she has now taken possession of. She, the ancient, the eldritch, the Elder.



And none of that is true, and I tear it down, go through it with my red pen like a curmudgeonly teacher. I mark her as failed and tell her to try again.

“I am of the ancients who brought people to this world,” she tells me, and this does not unleash the satellite on the world, and if I can just keep her occupied long enough …



Born on Earth, a thousand years before my time. Sleeping out the light years, come to the world that her folk had their own name for, with a cargo of cold sleepers and embryos. Reshaping what they found on the planet, with an arrogance my own folk would echo, so that it was fit for human habitation. And then, her people an ebbing tide, remaining on, immortal, all-knowing. One of the Ancient Folk passing into myth, their tools and toys become the degrading playthings of those who would come later and call themselves sorcerers. Acting now because I, the intruder, the impostor, dared call myself “Elder.”



And none of that is true, either. I tear up her fiction of what the original colonisers were, that is closer to the myths Lyn espoused than any evidenced truth. All this time the malign star of the satellite is approaching the House of Lannesite like a piece of genocidal astrology.

“I am,” she says, over and over, and I say, “No,” and show her, with my science and my reason, why each story cannot be. She is not lying to me. She believes each contradictory account, even those whose internal lack of logic should sink them before they’re ever submitted for my disapproval. But she clings to each in turn like the survivor of a wreck seeking anything to save her from sinking. Simultaneously the destroying angel and the desperate drowning woman.



Born here, as her heredity shows. No star-travel, no immortality, no magic. A woman—born where? What kin? What life? All stripped from her until she found herself lost, alone, starving, dying.

And I cannot mark this as true or false. We have fallen below the great cosmic truths I can arbitrate on. It might be true. A hundred such stories occur every day. Does that make them any less real or important to those who suffer them? I cannot say “Yes” or “No” to this account because it is hollowed out, cored of information. A mere shell.



In a buried place, fallen. Amongst dead monsters. Still. Dead. A corpse in the moment of transition from the last dregs of a living human being. Something came to her. A voice. Something clutched at her. A hand. A thing like a hand. A terrible bargain. But she reached out into the dark and there was nothing else to clasp to.



It strikes me that all these accounts of hers, of who she is, come to me from outside her. A story of Ilmoth Elder told by another. They are not her stories. They are the stories that are built around her like the casing about the caddis. Built out of the cultural references of this time and place, and then out of the data leached from my tower. Artificial and false and protective, because inside is …

In the eye of the storm, as the tower cracks around us and the monsters assault its walls, I ask her, “Who are you, Ilmoth?” and she doesn’t know. I ask her, “What has come to live inside you?” and show her what I mean. The creatures that move under her skin and burst from her flesh. I show her recordings from the tower’s own systems, that she has access to but has prevented herself seeing. Because she does not want to know what she is. Any of her stories is better than that self-knowledge. And I feel that. I am a man who seldom enjoys being himself. I would have been happier just calling myself wizard and to hell with it. Better than facing up to Anthropologist Second Class (failed). Better for Ilmoth than understanding that she …

Was dying. Three breaths away from being a corpse amongst the monsters. Where it/they found her. The things like hands and spiders, like flesh and machine, like and unlike the demon. The things that are telling these stories about her, because she so desperately needs a story. That began her anew, severed from her own past, because they so desperately needed …

Ilmoth has no stories left, now. A void where a woman should be. She has the personality, the awareness, the self of her, but no memories, no past. It gave her life and strength, but it could not give her the woman she had been. Maybe that was a kindness, given where that woman’s path had led her.

We stand there in the heart of it, she and I, all illusions stripped away. I, no wizard; she, no witch. No person. An echo in a body given a second chance at life. In that moment she cannot bear it, and I cannot blame her. I always meddled too far. We who believe ourselves wise do not understand the hurts we do with our truths. Lyn can tell you that.

The moving star nears its apogee. The horoscope is drawn. I tell it to stand down and it tells me I am dead.

The machines are silent. Ilmoth is silent. Lyn and Sendroth look back at me, waiting. Have we won? Has my lecturing finally achieved something? Sara’s lips move.

“Who is that voice?” Ilmoth says, just quietly. Puzzled, and, overlapping with her, Sara demands, “Just tell me. I can’t understand when you’re talking all at once!” A child’s complaint. A child speaking to something terrible. But grammatically correct. Not all talking at once, but one thing, talking all at once, distributed, broken apart. Now without even Ilmoth’s thin stories to unite it.

It bursts from the witch—one of the hand-like things that I see as if through troubled water. A demon thing; a machine thing. It seems to hover for a moment, before launching from her, even as the other things within her clasp the wound closed. Arrow-like it flies. I grasp for it, but I never had the reflexes that would require.

It hits Sara like a fist, like a bullet. She makes a small, shocked sound. Doesn’t fall. For a moment there’s a terrible wound in her chest. Then it’s gone. It’s gone because it’s inside her. Lyn is screaming. I think I am, too. And Ilmoth …

Ilmoth saw, as if it were the first time. Perhaps it devours her memories of itself. She saw the thing squirm from her own flesh and strike the child. I see a maelstrom of justifications and self-deceptions whirl in her face. Fragments of identity: Elder, Ancient, Witch, victim, none of them sufficient to paper over the gaps. Her mouth opens and she lets out a shriek of self-loathing. Unable to stave off the truth any longer. That she had given up, that it came to her, that all she has is just the empty shell this thing built around her. This thing that she has gifted to Sara now. In that quiet and silence, the appalled echo of what has been done, I see the pattern of her.

Ilmoth—or the power that moves Ilmoth—is in the tower and in the monsters. Physically, the phantom hands of her, serving as loci for the signals. Each one receptor and transmitter, forming a net that is her familiar, the thing like a demon that stitches together all these stories because she needs to be complete. I cannot root it out and I cannot countermand it. And in the absence of any coherent Ilmoth to dissuade, it will send the signal to the satellite. Machine-like, following its last received instruction. I have, therefore, one option left to me. A somewhat apocalyptic one.

Honestly, in my bleakest moments, with the DCS turned off, I’ve considered it. Perhaps it’s something I should have done years ago.

Ilmoth, desperately clutching for meaning, reaches for the satellite and its power. The single stab of burning power that will obliterate Daimlesse Regent and her throne and palace and quite a lot of the heart of Lannesite Urban. And this sort of thing is exactly why my rules work, because there is a difference between Sophos IV realpolitik as traditionally practised, and how things go when someone gets hold of an orbital strike laser.

I kill my tower.

That is the course left to me. Absolutely, unequivocally. Any more temporary measures would just let her start the whole show up again. And so I switch the whole damn thing off, yank the plug. The last wizard left in the world has turned out the lights.

For a “big red button” approach, the result is surprisingly quiet. The monsters go still. The tower stops shuddering. Quiet descends. And, unseen by anyone, undetectable even by me, the satellite passes on its orbital round, untroubled. A mobile star in the firmament that, I hope, portends nothing at all.

Sara is sitting down, looking dazed. Alive, but … inhabited. Lyn, holding her, calling to me, telling me to drive it from her daughter. But I have unfinished business, and with the DCS up I can ignore the fact that this girl, my student, the child who means the world to me, has become something terrible. Instead, I wait to see if Ilmoth can still speak to the satellite. if her signals can leap the distance, demon-like, without needing any regular channel. But that leaping seems to be confined to the physical presence of her crawling familiars. Without the tower to open a channel, the satellite is beyond her reach.

“No,” she says. Not a great cry of despair, just a small word. She sits down. “I am,” she says, and then waits to see what will fill the gap. Our gazes meet, the pair of us almost equally curious.

Outside, the monsters, that had stilled in the moment of my tower’s death, rumble thoughtfully. Her familiar resides within them, the beast with many hands. They growl. They shudder. They say:



Born here, into a wild and dangerous power. Ilmoth the witch, scion of the worst magics. Placed in the world to cast down the complacent Elder and his rules. To transmute brigands into princes. To crush thrones. To upset the order of the world for no other reason than that she can.



Sendroth would probably say there’s no harm in upsetting the order of the world. I don’t feel I have any moral basis from which to gainsay him. And it’s a story. The story of Ulmoth, the outsider, the underdog, given leverage against the established way of the world by magic.

The monsters roar. I look into Ilmoth’s eyes.

“You know it’s not true, either,” I tell her. “Please. Can you help the girl? What are they, the things in you?”

Her eyes meet mine. I see she doesn’t know. She can’t. They won’t let her. Knowing, she would understand that her self-image is a fabrication, and who can live with that level of cognitive dissonance?

“I know.”

A small, brave voice. Sara, in her mother’s arms. “It was trying to tell me, but it was … in too many places. So I told it to tell me properly.”

“Tell it to get out of you,” Lyn said, and Sara shakes her head.

“It’s talking to me,” she says. “The little voice.”

The robot that came halfway through the wall of the tower shudders and flexes its limbs. Its mouthparts move again. If it destroys us, Ilmoth can fall back on those stories again, without any cantankerous scientist-wizard to gainsay them. Rather that than the raw wound behind all those torn-away stories. I can understand that. I’ve felt that way myself.

“Wait,” I tell Ilmoth, in the hope that she still has any leverage in the situation. “I know you.”

The hope in her eyes is terrible. She waits.

“There was a witch,” I say. In Lyn’s language, because my own won’t really serve this story. “She did rise to threaten the kingdom. She did have a champion whom she set at the throne. But first she studied, with the Elder, the wizard. She was his student, before she rose to challenge him. That’s how it goes, I think.” And God, it’s been a long time since I was told that sort of story. It’s been centuries, and light years.

At the same time, Sara is speaking. A singsong little voice, putting into words what that other is telling her.



Born elsewhere. Or made, or a combination of the two. Formed by a people who truly merited the labels of Ancients and Elders. Combining inimical sciences into a single artefact. They, who had encountered the demon or its world, but had been wise enough to understand it. Foolish enough to harness it, master its principles and weave it into their technology.



Sent outwards from that distant world. Arriving here. For what? Invasion, exploration, study? Demon anthropologist, second class? Except in that journey—long light years or moments of wrenching transition, it had all been lost. The reaching hands of that elder civilization, severed at the wrist, finding themselves upon a world, without a purpose. Buried amongst the relics of another time. Encountering a human being in the extremity of her need. They and she, both seeking a reason to set them in motion again. Sharing between them only scraps of myth, stories. Witches, familiars, sorcerers, Elders.



All there is. A lost familiar in search of a witch. A machine seeking instructions. I don’t know what it is, save incomplete. I don’t know what Ilmoth is, save the thing that provided completion. And now Sara, too, has her uncanny familiar.

The jaws of the robot slow until their teeth are visible, then further until they’re still. Outside, the other monsters have frozen like statues. Around us, the tower is no more than dead stone.






Everyone



Lyn

They had found the largest space possible, for Nyr’s laboratory. It wasn’t a wizard’s tower, though Lyn reckoned he actually had more room here than he had in his abandoned home. More, that was, until he’d moved in all the machines and parts he’d salvaged from the old building’s corpse. Those parts, he’d explained to her, that hadn’t been too reliant on mediation from the tower’s guardian spirit—its operating system—which he had killed to save Lannesite. An act of self-sacrifice and heroism that nobody there would even understand, let alone acknowledge.

Here he had a machine that could assist healing. Here he had some of his archives, the data recovered from the cold banks where it lay, though Nyr said such retrieval seemed hardly worth the effort. Here, too, he had such tools as he could save, that would allow him to analyse the world. Which he was currently applying himself to. Probably, she thought, so he didn’t have to talk to her.

Sara was here, too, helping him. One of the wizard’s two apprentices. The good one, people said. It fit a lot of stories, that Nyr should have a benevolent and a malign apprentice. It seemed decently mythic.

Was Ilmoth malign? Lyn studied the woman, wondering who she had been, before. It wasn’t as though this part of the world was short of the displaced and desperate. Lyn’s own sister was to blame for that, as much as anyone. Who knew what Ilmoth would have been, and what the things would have been, had they not come together in such tumultuous times?

What Ilmoth was now, was Nyr’s shadow. Hungry, intent, learning everything he taught her. She was the witch, and she would one day become greater than her master and overthrow him. That was the narrative Nyr had gifted her. A problem kicked into the future, but perhaps that future need never come. Certainly, the Ilmoth that was building herself back up around that story hadn’t gone to cackling or cursing or evil, just that dreadfully intent study. As though, if she understood enough of the universe, she would have the perspective to make herself a full person. Lyn shivered. She didn’t like Ilmoth, and she didn’t like her daughter’s fate being intertwined with the woman’s. But that was outside her power. Even Nyr said he couldn’t intervene in it.

There were drums outside, trumpets. It was time to be formal, and full, and adult, and put magic aside for a little while. After all, she had done the pragmatic thing. Made her own sacrifice.

“Nyr,” she said. “Are you coming to … bless the peace or something.”

“I don’t think,” he said, over his shoulder, “that the representatives of the Regent really want to see me here. Given this court wizard has moved courts. Only make things worse, don’t you think?”

And that was probably true, but she shifted and wrung her hands and couldn’t make herself go out there. The cord between her and the Elder pulled taut.

“Are you angry?”

He paused, and for a moment she thought he was going to deny knowing what she meant. A lie, but not one she’d call him on, and they’d just go on with it all unspoken between them.

“I have no right to be,” he said, very neutrally. “And a wizard’s wisdom does not extend to such human things as who his friend marries.” He looked up from his instruments at last, the glow of their screens paling his skin. “Lyn, I love you, and that is a word that holds a thousand things, and neither your nor my language has the vocabulary for it. I will love you as a friend, and be the richer for it.”

“And with your wards down?” she prompted.

A wan smile. “They are.”

She turned to go—the sound of formality being assembled now had a definitely expectant air to it. She turned back.

“You never said I told you so. After Gorsaonnon…” The last time they’d been in this position, her about to wed.

Nyr regarded her for a long time. “I didn’t know anything, back then,” he said at last. “I was a fool and a bad friend. And Sendra isn’t Gorsaonnon. And this is politics, anyway. A subject about which anthropologists know less than they think.”

“And now?”

He smiled, very slightly. “And now I am still a little sad, but I will put it with all the other small sadnesses of life, and be happy for you.”

She embraced him, head against his chest, his bony arms around her, then went out to meet her sister.



Sendra

Not Daimlesse Regent, of course, who refused to travel out to Edmen for this travesty. Cantiresse First Sister, though, the Regent’s right hand. Here with pomp and ceremony and a sizable retinue to bear the Regent’s greetings to her sister. Not merely sister in blood, now. Her sister, one regent to another.

Sendra found her profoundly intimidating, honestly. If he’d known this was what he’d be getting as a sister-in-law, he might have had second thoughts.

Lyn came out, at last, to stand beside him. The youngest sister. The wild one. He’d heard all the stories now. The girl who’d gone chasing wizards and fighting demons. Nyr’s apprentice. The rebel, who was standing against Daimlesse Regent. The confederation of Edmen, Minian, Brackish Way, Telm and a half-dozen other towns, united under Sendra. Under Sendroth Sorcerer and Lynesse Regent, because they had a wizard and his witch apprentices and a dozen monsters to back them. Power enough that Lannesite couldn’t just send its armies over the border. A full stop to Daimlesse’s poisonous ambitions.

Daimlesse must be raging fit to explode. Cantiresse First Sister’s face was calm, if cool. Sendra had no idea if she was filled with resentment or glad that Lannesite’s destructive expansion was finally at an end. He watched the handing over of sealed scrolls detailing goodwill, the formalising of boundaries and treaties, acknowledgements of the rights of the Coast folk and other third parties. The tedious diplomacy of it all. Lyn walked through it, practised as anyone brought up at court. Just as well one of them knew what they were doing.

He was aware of eyes on him, through the ceremony. Oh, mostly people looked to Lyn and Cantiresse, but he’d spotted Kaille in the crowd, and probably there would be Blennardt, Irkon, others from his crew. He would have a lot of old and crooked friends come tap him for favours now his big chair had found a home in an actual palace. The new confederation was going to have a lot of poachers-turned-gamekeepers in its civil service. Probably the actual unregenerate bandits would find it impossible to do business in, where every minor official knew how the game was played. My job to keep them honest. Lyn’s to handle the upright and law-abiding people. Or law-making, like her sister.

The marriage between the two of them was pure convenience, he knew. The people wouldn’t just accept one more daughter of Lannesite on the throne, whilst Lannesite wouldn’t have accepted him. The pair of them together were just about tolerable to all concerned. And yet Sendra looked sidelong at Lyn, now, and understood that his career of banditry had, at this late moment, delivered to him a jewel beyond all measure. One he would work to be worthy of for the rest of his life.



Lyn

She hadn’t been looking to marry again. Certainly not to a brigand chief and sorcerer. But it had been the way that she’d seen, to put it all back in its box. A clash between sisters had started Lannesite’s campaign of border expansion. Now another such clash had ended it.

And he was no faithless gold-digger like Gorsaonnon. Sometimes a brigand-sorcerer turned out to be an honest man, or close enough. And Sara liked him. Even Nyr liked him a little. It was enough. It solved a problem. It wasn’t the story she’d intended to be a part of, the princess and the bold bandit chieftain, but it would do.

She caught him looking at her, towards the end of all the ceremonial tedium. Unguarded, oddly vulnerable, and she found herself thinking, I can live with this. And clasped his hand, the calluses of sword and hard living there.

At the end of the business, it was for her and Cantiresse to embrace, sealing the peace and the treaties.

“Daimlesse is probably still breaking plates back in Lannesite Urban,” her sister said to her.

“She’s a grown-up,” Lyn murmured back. “She’ll get over it.”

Late that night, she passed by Nyr’s laboratory again, finding his uncanny lamps still burning there. He was deep in his researches by then, both his apprentices gone to bed, and most of the rest of the town just mopping up the dregs of celebration.

“It hasn’t killed you yet, then?” she said.

Nyr straightened from the lambent screen he had been reading from. Nearby, just lying on one of the tables, was a hand-like thing. Translucent, occluded, hard to look at. Incomplete. He’d severed some fingers, examined some parts of it. Nyr was trying to understand the familiars. The devices that had given Ilmoth her second life as a witch. The devices that spoke to one another like demons, that Sara had heard and invited. That lived within Lyn’s daughter and whispered to her of arcane secrets even Nyr did not understand.

The dissection subject was one that Ilmoth had coaxed from within her. The thing inhabiting Sara had not emerged. Even the thought twisted Lyn’s guts. And yet Sara herself had already refused to even speak of giving it up, a child with a horrible new pet. They tell me things, she had said. Special things. And too much knowledge, already, in her child’s eyes. The terrible understanding that Lyn’s daughter was going to become something other, greater, elder. More than her mother, more than her teacher.



Nyr

And so it’s down to me, Doctor Nyrgoth, to give the prognosis. I know that Lyn wants desperately for me to tell her it’s all going to be all right. That I, the wise wizard, the clever scientist, understand everything. That Sara can be unmade back into the girl she was. A demon-ectomy, and everything put right. I can’t tell her that. We’ve had enough of stories covering over things that aren’t there.

“Those parts of it I can actually study are … interesting,” I say. An understatement. “The mechanical elements, the principles behind them. Not something that’s arisen out of my technology, but yours.”

Lyn frowns. Her technology is steel-working, counterweights, the wheel. Then she gets it. “The … Ancients?” Her creation myth. Those who came from the stars in their long boats, bringing the seeds of people and animals and all things to the world …

“Those colonists went to many places. My own folk found plenty of worlds where human civilization had been cut loose to live or die. All fallen from their spacefaring roots, as you have here. Hence our rather patronising program of anthropological study.”

Lyn nods.

“But it’s been over a thousand years since that first wave of colonists. A long time. A lot can happen.” I peer down at the partly dissected thing. It still lives, I think. Just taking it apart and removing its organs hasn’t killed it, because a portion of it exists … elsewhere. Invisible and intangible but interacting with the rest in a measurable way.

“I think,” I say, “that on one world they encountered something like our demon. Maybe the very same entity. Maybe there is only the one. But they met it and, instead of falling prey to it or destroying it, they did something I never dreamt of. They tamed it. They learned its principles, built a technology about it. Then they sent it out into the universe. Not … through space, as we travelled. Through that other medium, the demon’s place. Sent them here.”

“For what reason, though?” Lyn asks. “Is it an attack? They … didn’t seem to know.”

“They left their purpose behind,” I agree. “I think their intent couldn’t survive so alien a journey. Whatever the reason for these things, when they arrived they were just … a bundle of potential. I’m sorry, Lyn. I can’t take it out of her. It … won’t let me. Sara and Ilmoth are something more, now. Something new. But it may be for the best.”

I wait for the anger. Justified, surely, at my dispassionate analysis. But she’s too much of a wizard herself; she understands me.

“Someone’s out there,” I say, and Lyn nods soberly. Picturing, perhaps, a tide of strange, hapless things materialising across the world. Empty of meaning, desperate for some engine to drive them. Latching on to any story that would justify their existence, just as Ilmoth did.

Or perhaps their makers will be next. Gods, true elders, anthropologists to look down on my people as we looked down on Lyn’s.

I have Lyn, the apprentice magician. I have Sendra, the sorcerer. I have Ilmoth and Sara, the witches with their familiars. We have our monsters, and these few tools salvaged from my dead tower.

I look into a future, and see a new age of magic, and this world will have need of wizards.
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