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  PROLOGUE


  She had been elsewhere, between lives, formless and timeless. There was a sense of hanging above angry water, of shapes sliding under the surface, of shadows rising to feed, hungry, yet unable to break through to where she hung. She both feared the shapes and was drawn to them. But when she tried to go down to them, something held her up: unbreakable strands threading around and through her. Where she herself was neither light nor shadow, these strands glowed blue and violet, glimmering like crystal. Together they were a tether connecting her to the world beyond, to a platinum sphere, her anchor. This, she knew.


  And so she had watched the shadows swirl and throw themselves against the divide, pressing against it, bending it, but unable to push through. On instinct, she tried to reach out, sure that if she could touch whatever separated them, it would part for her. However, the bands of light that protected her also fixed her in place.


  The shadows could not reach her any more than she could reach them, but they could whisper, and the sounds they made walked slow through the non-space, inching their way upwards. Though she had no bones in this place, no flesh, no blood, no limbs, the thing that remained had something of her senses, and she turned towards the whisperers, straining to listen.


  Words came, trickling into her consciousness. Secret words, forbidden ones. The kind that excited her. Yes! This was true. Recalling something of her old nature sharpened her resolve. She was a hunter of secrets. She was a hunter of demons.


  This time, like the times before, she told herself that she must remember what they said, that she must hold on to what she learned. It was important.


  The voices were not as one. Some feared her, some hungered for her, and others made senseless noise that buffeted, making her rock from side to side, like a pendulum of glowing wires, or a hunk of meat on a rope.


  But it was not meat that the shadows hungered for. They wanted memories, the very pieces that made up her soul. If they could tear one away, it would leave a space. Tear a second and the space would grow, becoming a burrow in her heart for them to hide inside.


  There was a change above her, a tightening of the blue-violet strands, and she knew from experience that she would soon leave this place and become herself again, whoever that was.


  The shadows sensed it too, redoubling their efforts, pressing so close that she was able to make out features, teeth and torn edges, ragged holes that allowed glimpses of muscle bunching naked inside.


  She could feel a tension now, a pull at her back accompanied by the desire to rise. But a new noise made her resist and hold where she was.


  Tucked within the writhing mass of shapes was a smaller, more human one, crushed, crying out, over and over: ‘Pari!’


  She knew that name. For it was her own. She knew the voice of the one crying out too. Someone dear, someone she loved. Peering closer, she saw his face bubble up from the darkness, set like a pimple on the back of some great beast.


  The features belonged to Arkav, her brother. But that was impossible! Arkav was in a young body, very much alive. He could not be here. Could not be here and there at the same time. Unless some part of him had been lost between lives, bitten from him when he had last hung in this place.


  Their gazes met, and he called out again, begging for her help.


  She fought to go to him but the strands held her tight, making her feel like a prisoner. This too, was truth. I am a prisoner, she thought, and knew this had long been the case.


  Then Arkav’s face was blocked out by the rush of shadows, of hungry mouths and the screeching of something tearing, of the distance between her and the angry dark shrinking in the blink of an eye.


  The strands of light grew tight about her, like a fist, and she was rising, as fast as the chasing shadows, then faster, leaving them and her brother behind.


  This time, she told herself, I will remember.




  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  Satyendra remained aloof through the celebrations, nodding his way through course after course. Tender meat that fell from the bone, vegetable sticks with just a hint of firmness, sliced fruits on baked biscuits; none of it registered on his tongue. He only sipped at his drink, not daring to let his guard down. Every moment he expected the Deathless to catch on to him. After all, they had lifetimes of shared experience he knew nothing about. It would only take one question or one mishandled reference, and then they would know. There was no precedent for a crime such as his, which meant the punishment would likely be long, painful and involved. Perfect for a Story-singer to dramatize.


  It made him wonder though. What if there was precedent? What if others had tricked the Bringers before him? What if the whole thing was a sham, and all of the Deathless were just terrified vessels, pretending to be immortal. He snorted at the thought and then discarded it. The others weren’t like him. Their armour accepted them. They fitted in. They belonged.


  I never will.


  But as the evening went on, he dared to hope he might make it. While Yadavendra was in his armour – a fact studiously ignored by all present – and the close proximity was making Satyendra’s face itch so much he kept his hands full to stave off the desire to scratch, it also kept the other Deathless at a distance. In fact, he suspected they were up to something. There seemed to be a social gap left between them and their High Lord. And me.


  He spent most of his time wondering whether he should mention this to Yadavendra or slip over to their side and ask if he could join.


  The other thing in his favour was Rochant’s reputation of being economical with his speech. While this meant he was occasionally bored senseless by the drunken gabbling of others, it minimized the need to reply and risk giving himself away.


  Several songs were sung in Rochant’s honour, and the courses were broken up with entertainments: jugglers, dancers and Story-singers. While these went on, he took the opportunity to study the other Deathless in attendance, hoping for insights.


  The easiest to watch was Lord Umed Sapphire, the High Lord’s elder brother. He’d settled into his seat early, and not moved from it since. The gold tattoo curling around his neck attested to one of his brutal deaths in the Wild, and his now cautious nature. Though Umed’s current body was well-worn and comfortably into its seventh decade, he delighted them all by getting up to dance. And over the course of the evening, Satyendra noticed that everyone of importance made sure to steal a few moments with him.


  He rarely hunts now but retains his popularity. I must learn his secret if I am to survive.



  When he looked at Lord Gada Sapphire, he found the other man already watching him. The two of them exchanged a respectful nod, but Satyendra did not like it one bit. There is little trust in those eyes and no warmth in that smile. It is like looking at myself with all the guile stripped away.


  Gada’s brother, Lord Vasin, seemed subdued, his mind elsewhere. Despite this, there were many attempts to draw him into discussions. The man was clearly popular, both in and out of the house, though it was hard to see why. In fact, Satyendra was disappointed. After hearing so much about the great hunter of House Sapphire, who had, among other things, faced down the Scuttling Corpseman and rescued him from the Wild as a baby, he had expected more. They call him a hero though I think Mother played a much bigger part in my survival. Funny how she gets so little credit. Her part in Vasin’s legend is forgotten as swiftly as my own is in Rochant’s.


  Then there was Lady Yadva, who in Satyendra’s opinion was by far the most dangerous. Yadavendra was the only one in the room that the monstrous Deathless deferred to, and then only to his face. Before he could ponder her further however, she was planting herself in front of him, and filling up his cup.


  ‘Drink,’ she said, clapping him on the arm. ‘You’ve a lifecycle’s pleasures to catch up on!’


  ‘That I have,’ he replied.


  ‘You’ve been missed. Father fair tore up the place when they took you.’ The beads in her hair clacked together as she shook her head. ‘Dark times. We’ve been holding our breaths all these years, waiting to see if you’d make it back.’ She met his eyes. ‘But I knew you would.’


  ‘Oh?’


  Her finger prodded his chest. ‘You’re too damned clever to go out like that. I knew you’d have another vessel tucked away or some kind of plan. That’s what I’ve always liked about you, Rochant. You know which way the wind is blowing before the Birdkin do.’


  ‘I’m sure it has changed direction many times in my absence.’


  ‘Oh yes.’ She raised her cup. ‘To the future. May the winds be ever at your back.’


  He copied her gesture, but sipped where she drank deeply. There was an energy to her that he found unnerving, and he was glad when she left.


  Aside from the Sapphire, two Tanzanite Deathless were also in attendance, but they had been seated at the opposite end of the table, and he caught only glimpses of them. Only two things Satyendra saw for certain, that they were not being made particularly welcome, and that neither seemed excited by the food.


  As each guest reached their limits, they came to pay their respects. Again, Satyendra was glad for Rochant’s reputation for being reserved, it meant he didn’t have to reach for much enthusiasm. The low level tension had proved to be exhausting and he was eager to spend some time alone.


  However, when it was Yadavendra’s turn to leave, he beckoned for Satyendra to follow, a command dressed up as invitation. They walked together in silence, until the High Lord was ducking through the door into his chambers. He immediately strode to the opposite side of the room and leaned on the windowsill, while Satyendra waited by the door, keeping as much distance between them as possible.


  ‘The house was in good spirits tonight,’ said Yadavendra, ‘did you see their faces, old friend?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Our people are pleased to see you return and they are pleased to see us whole again. Too often, house business stops one of us from attending a rebirth, or one of us is between lives. It is auspicious that tonight was different, a sign that things will change for the better. Yes! I feel it.’


  Yadavendra let out a sigh, and sagged a little, his enthusiasm flipping into plaintiveness. ‘While you were gone I did everything you asked of me. Even Sorn. They begged us for help, you know? Raised tributes, made sacrifices … I stood by and let them be taken.’ He lifted his head to gaze out of the window. ‘The others don’t understand. How could they? Do you think I could tell them now?’


  I have no idea, thought Satyendra. ‘A High Lord does not need to explain himself. Do so and they will think you weak. It will only invite more questions.’


  Yadavendra nodded sadly. ‘As always you speak the truth. Ah, but it is hard. My daughter hates me, and the others think I have gone mad. But you, old friend, you know the truth, don’t you?’


  ‘Yes, my High Lord.’ Even as he was replying, Satyendra’s mind worked furiously. Sorn’s destruction was by Rochant’s design? But why? It was his own settlement. If he’d wished to punish the people there were a thousand ways he could have done so. Ahh, but all of them would have involved taking responsibility. Somehow, he had the High Lord carry out his dirty work for him.


  Yadavendra’s shudder of relief was emphasized by the great crystal wings. ‘That simple words can bring such pleasure. Know that I never doubted your brilliance, but, as the years went by I found it harder to hold onto. You were right, of course, my sister was poison, and I’ve seen how that poison seeped into the house, corrupting everything. It’s easy to burn things away, but to rejuvenate them is beyond me. How to make things right again? That is the question driving everything I’ve tried to do since becoming High Lord. It’s all I want, you know. To make things right.’


  Satyendra fought to keep the sneer from his face. He’s trying to convince me of this rot and he’s not even convincing himself.


  ‘And I began to worry. It was you who warned me that Nidra’s soul was so evil, so warped by her compact with demons, so vile, that her Godpiece itself was corrupted. But what about Samarku Un-Sapphire’s Godpiece? Could that not also have been corrupted?’ He spun round, pointing his glaive directly at Satyendra’s chest. ‘I gave his Godpiece to you!’


  He wanted to flee but forced himself to be still, to stay calm. Rochant would stay calm. ‘You are wise to be vigilant, my High Lord. We must be most careful who we trust. Had I not come directly from the Bringers of Endless Order, I would advise you to test me as thoroughly as you must test the others. But you were there. You saw with your own eyes that I am no abomination.’


  Yadavendra was nodding now. ‘Yes, that is true.’


  ‘And have I ever given you reason to doubt my loyalty?’ Satyendra fervently hoped that Rochant had not.


  ‘No.’ Yadavendra banged the butt of his staff on the ground. ‘You have been a steadfast friend to the house and now you are back we can take decisive action. This pleases me … But still, sometimes I think about my sister and … did I go too far?’


  ‘What other choice did you have?’


  Yadavendra’s mouth worked silently for a moment, making ghosts of words that he could not bring himself to say. ‘I had to be strong.’


  ‘Of course you did, you are the High Lord of House Sapphire. All of the others follow your lead because you are strong. The strongest of them all.’


  ‘The strongest of them all,’ whispered Yadavendra. As quickly as it had vanished, his confidence visibly returned. ‘Now, enough of the past. Let us talk about the future. The other houses band together to challenge my rule. But what to do about them? They will make their demands tomorrow and I must answer, one way or another.’ His eyes narrowed accusingly. ‘You said they were all bluster, that they would never come if we looked ready to fight. I have armed my people and put them on the Godroad. I behave like I am hungry for war. My own people are scared of me, and it has not worked! All this,’ he lifted his glaive, ‘constant display of force. Years of it!’ he brought it down again, hard. ‘All for nothing!’


  It soon became clear to Satyendra that he was expected to conjure up a solution, something brilliant. It was almost too funny to be true! He, who knew nothing of the higher level politics of the Deathless, was supposed to be Yadavendra’s guide in the darkness. Out of his depth and only vaguely aware of the rules, Satyendra did what he had done his whole life in such situations: he bluffed.


  ‘You were wise to make them wait until after the feasting. Whatever their authority, they are coming onto your lands. I say, keep them comfortable but give them nothing.’


  ‘And when they invoke the authority of the Council of High Lords? What then? It is one thing to ignore a message, which, I tell you now, I have done many times. Quite another to refuse a Deathless to their face.’


  ‘With what power do they remove you? They are two Deathless with a handful of loyal subjects. You are six, with a castle stuffed to the brim of the finest Sapphire. What can they possibly do to you here, in the very heart of your power?’


  ‘Yes. Yes! You are right.’ His smile was only brief however. ‘But what if they make demands? What if they threaten me? I have already crossed so many lines …’


  ‘If they are foolish enough to threaten you here, then let them suffer the consequences. Make an example of them and the other houses will not dare to cross you.’ Yadavendra was nodding again so he decided to push his luck. ‘And might I suggest receiving them out of your armour? It will show how little you respect their authority, and be far more comfortable.’


  ‘Take it off?’ Yadavendra looked down at himself, as if surprised to find the armour there. ‘I could rest. It feels like so long since I just … stopped.’ He raised an arm, twisting it so that the gemslight danced along the sapphire plates. ‘I don’t know. There are so many enemies.’


  A perverse desire rose in Satyendra: to be there when the armour was removed, to know what was left of the man inside. What does it smell like in there?


  The High Lord dismissed him with a gesture. ‘I will consider it.’


  Yes you will, he thought, bowing and slipping out of the room. And sooner or later, you will become my puppet as surely as you were Rochant’s. He wanted you to take the fall for Sorn, that much is obvious. And for Nidra Un-Sapphire too. He was as corrupt as I am. Perhaps worse!


  When the time came, did he intend the other High Lords to remove Yadavendra, or did he have some other plan? With a thrill, Satyendra realized it didn’t matter either way. It’s up to me to decide his fate now.


  Pari had barely sat down on her bed when the old woman shuffled into her room. Though she hadn’t sung for entrance, Pari didn’t mind. She considered herself something of a patron for eccentrics.


  ‘Here you go, Lady Pari, a little drink and some fresh baked biscuits for your nighttime snack. I know good Lord Rochant is very fond of his Lady Pari so I’ve come here myself to see these got to you in good time.’


  ‘That’s kind of you, my dear.’ She didn’t mention that she’d come straight from a feast and done nothing but eat or drink for the last four hours. ‘Have we met before?’


  ‘Not to talk proper, no. But I’ve seen you. Seen you many times, I have.’ The cup and the saucer clinked as her shaking hands lowered them onto the table. ‘Careful with the biscuits, my lady. I know you Tanzanite like things a bit spicy, so I added some fire to them, if you know what I mean.’ She gave a yellowing smile.


  ‘Lovely. And your name?’


  ‘Oh, where are my manners? I’m just Roh, my lady. Served my whole life in the castle since I was a girl. Last time you were here, you looked even older than me and now you look more like my granddaughter. No matter how much I know, it still bakes my thinking parts every time I see it. Must be nice to go to bed all old and achy one day, and come back all fresh faced the next. Very nice.’


  ‘Nice doesn’t begin to describe it, believe me. But even this young face needs to rest.’ She gestured to the door.


  ‘Right you are. Good night, Lady Pari.’


  Pari decided to enjoy a few moments peace before calling on the servants to help her undress. It was late, she was tired, and the day had been frustrating. They’d all but been seated with the Dogkin during the feast, and virtually ignored by High Lord Sapphire. At least it had eased Arkav back into things gently. He’d seemed quite overwhelmed by the spectacle of it all. Tomorrow is going to be difficult for him.


  She idly picked up a biscuit and gave it a nibble. There was a pleasing kick of sweet warmth under her tongue. Not a bad effort for a Sapphire.


  Then she saw the note hidden underneath. She recognized the style immediately; it was from the same mysterious sender that had written a warning about the assassination attempt on Rochant at his previous rebirth. Like the last one, this was short and to the point:


  Your lover has not returned. A pretender claims his title and enjoys the trappings of his power. Once again, he needs you. Act swiftly.


  Pari put the remains of the biscuit back on the plate. She went to the room next door and found her brother surrounded by servants in the process of removing his clothes. ‘That may be a bit premature, my dear. The night isn’t quite over yet.’


  They quickly restored the paint on his face, and reattached his headdress of violet and gold leaf, before slipping away to leave Pari and Arkav in private. ‘I’m going to see if Lord Rochant really has returned to us and I want you to come with me.’


  ‘Isn’t it a bit late for that?’


  ‘No. I think it’s the perfect time to pay a visit. We’re more likely to see the real him if most of the castle is asleep.’


  ‘I’m not agreeing with you, but I’ll come.’


  ‘Thank you.’


  ‘How are we going to approach him?’


  ‘Gently. I can handle Rochant, whoever he is, but I want you there just in case I handle him in the wrong way.’ She had been aiming for a touch of humour to lighten the mood but the words came out flat, and Arkav looked concerned rather than amused.


  She took Arkav through the castle via a secret passage, one that Rochant has showed her years ago to allow her to visit him discreetly. The passage was just as low and winding as she remembered, but this time her knees were more than up to the challenge.


  When they’d crawled to the end she slid aside the panel – that was covered by a picture of a surprised young man – to admit them directly into Rochant’s bedchamber.


  She saw him sit up in surprise and spoke quickly. ‘Well, you didn’t expect me to use the door like everyone else?’


  He recovered quickly. ‘Of course not.’


  It was strange to be in Rochant’s room again. Familiar paintings covered the walls, each one was a portrait, and most were by different artists. Over the years, Rochant had told her about all of them, and she had forgotten almost every word. This was because she didn’t really care about the subjects, she just enjoyed watching his face when it was moved by passion. In the weak gemslight, Pari has the horrible feeling they were all staring at her. Rochant himself was definitely staring at her. Or, at least, the one pretending to be Rochant. Unlike them, he had been prepared for sleep, the paint stripped from his face, and only a thin sleeping robe covered his slender shoulders. His new body, assuming it is his body, was smaller than the last one but he had that familiar poise and sense of calm she’d grown so fond of. And yet something was off. Her heart did not lift as quickly at the sight of him.


  She climbed out of the passage and held out her hand to her brother as he did the same.


  ‘Lady Pari Tanzanite,’ said Rochant, rising. ‘Lord Arkav Tanzanite. I must say, this is … unexpected.’


  ‘Well, you know me, I hate to be predictable.’


  ‘Of course.’ He gave the slightest of smiles. ‘No one could ever accuse you of being boring.’


  ‘I wanted to see you.’


  ‘We’ve just been at a feast together.’


  ‘Hardly, you were at the other end of the room with your High Lord. I couldn’t even get close.’


  He tilted his head. ‘Is that why you’re here? To get close?’


  ‘Maybe.’


  He came forward and took her hand, bringing it to his lips. ‘It is a pleasure to see you again, Lady Pari.’


  Suns! Is he flirting with me? If so, he’s out of practice. She wasn’t sure how she’d been expecting Rochant to react to her. Anger, perhaps. After all, the last time she’d seen him, she’d abandoned him to Nidra’s mercy. But if this was Rochant, that meant he’d escaped Nidra, escaped the Wild, and outsmarted them all. This meeting could just be another part of his plan, but I can’t shake the feeling that this man before me isn’t Rochant.


  Her train of thought was interrupted by her brother, who had stepped forward to stand next to her. He was holding out his hand. ‘It’s been too long.’


  Rochant took Arkav’s hand and kissed it, and they stared at each other. There was something in the air between them, something she now realized had not been present a moment ago, when it was her turn. Does Arkav have a complicated history with Rochant too? Impossible! I’d have known about it. One of them would have told me. But looking at the two of them gazing into each other’s eyes, she felt a stab of doubt.


  To break the spell and nip the sudden growth of uncomfortable feelings in the bud, Pari spoke: ‘It is so good to see you back, my dear, and in such rude health. House Sapphire has been in a terrible mess since you were gone.’


  With what seemed like genuine reluctance, he released Arkav’s hand. ‘Things will be better now.’


  ‘Regardless,’ said Arkav, ‘we still have to discharge our duty. High Lord Sapphire must come with us.’


  ‘Is that why you’re here? You hope to turn me against my High Lord?’


  Pari ran her finger along one of the paintings as she replied, something Rochant normally couldn’t abide, as it left a stain on the glass. ‘Nothing so dramatic. We merely wished to see our dear friend once more. Tomorrow will be unpleasant, that doesn’t mean tonight has to be. This isn’t personal.’


  ‘If you say so,’ replied Rochant.


  Nothing! Not a flicker. He didn’t even care about the painting. She decided to test him further, letting her finger come to a rest under the subject’s chin. A weathered-looking woman in her last years, with pale road-born features. It was an ugly painting, but one she remembered Rochant was particularly fond of. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I haven’t seen this one before. Are people sending gifts already?’


  ‘Yes, you’re not the first to surprise me today.’


  It was strange. There was no sense of the lie in his features. He spoke with all of Rochant’s calm, but she had him now. This was what the Bringers wanted me to see. This proves that the note spoke true, and that the author is privy to my affair with Rochant, but knows nothing of my break from him.


  ‘Well,’ she said, ‘tomorrow is fast approaching, and promises to be both long and tiring. We must get what rest we can. Good night.’


  They returned to Arkav’s room in silence, neither speaking until the servants were dismissed again. ‘That was interesting,’ said Pari.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘It isn’t him.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘He’s quick though. Could it be that their High Lord has raised him as a new Deathless to replace Rochant? It seems illogical but this is Yadavendra we’re talking about.’ She poked him on the arm. ‘And what about you? What was going on between you two? I swear you’d have been teasing each other’s tongues if I hadn’t been there.’


  ‘I … it’s difficult to put into words.’


  ‘Now I really have to know.’


  ‘At first, I couldn’t see him at all. His face was a mask and his words were … untethered.’


  ‘I don’t follow?’


  ‘I couldn’t link them to him, to his heart. I couldn’t tell if his feelings were behind them or not. But then, when he was close, I saw him.’ Arkav looked past her and his pupils dilated, as if he were reliving the moment. ‘There is an emptiness inside him. A need that is constantly being held back. A hunger. Yes. I saw him, and he saw me. It was like looking into a mirror of the broken bits of myself.’ He gave her a shy look. ‘I like him.’


  ‘Sometimes, Arkav, and I say this with great fondness, I am convinced you will be the final death of me. Putting aside your feelings, important as they no doubt are, we’ve agreed this man is not Lord Rochant Sapphire. He might be Deathless, he might not. Either way, we need to let Lord Vasin know without drawing attention to ourselves. Preferably before tomorrow’s business.’


  ‘I take it you have a plan?’


  ‘No. But I will have by morning, count on it.’


  The suns were only just starting to rise as Chandni finished her morning preparations. Tradition had been served and, as much as she knew she should probably wait, she could not bear it any longer. She would pay her respects to Lord Rochant, and then put her fate in his hands.


  The last piece of the mosaic sat on her dressing table. It was a lower middle piece, and depicted the linked hands of the people in the picture. As she peered closer she could see that clasped between their fingers was a miniature version of the same mosaic, the picture partly replicated again inside itself. She wanted to get out the other pieces and finally complete the image but it seemed wrong to do so before she had seen her lord.


  It took her longer than usual to get ready. Being nervous did not sit well with her perfectionism. A hand she couldn’t feel didn’t help either. Luckily she had planned for all of these things, and allowed plenty of time to cater for her foibles.


  She was surprised to hear one of the young lads from the kitchens singing for entrance. She quickly hid the mosaic piece as he came in with some fruit and fish, and set in on her bedside table.



  ‘What’s this?’


  ‘Cook wasn’t sure if you’d be up for leaving your room today so she asked me to bring this up.’


  Chandni couldn’t recall the last time she’d eaten but her stomach was wound far too tight to even consider breakfast. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘And please pass my thanks to Roh.’


  ‘She asked for you to come down and see her, as soon as you were able.’ He rubbed at his ear and pulled a face.


  ‘Did you hurt yourself?’


  ‘Oh,’ he froze, and then unable to lie, looked at the floor. ‘That was cook, she said it was important that I tell you to go down, and she clipped my ear so I wouldn’t forget.’


  ‘She clipped your ear preemptively?’


  ‘Yes, Honoured Mother. Said it was a taste of what I’d get if I actually forgot.’


  Chandni frowned, not exactly approving, but not wanting to challenge Roh’s authority either. ‘I see. Tell her I’ll make time later, though I’m not sure when.’


  ‘Yes, Honoured Mother.’


  She checked her appearance one last time before setting out. The castle would be slow to wake today, she knew, which suited as there was not an ounce of smalltalk in her. The familiar twist and turn of the corridors took her to Lord Rochant’s chambers. She noted Zax and another of Yadavendra’s hunters by the stairs and two of her guards by the door. All four looked tired, no doubt they had been there all night.


  The morning shift are slow to arrive. I must have a word with the guard captain about that.


  She ignored the hunters and asked the guards if she might enter. After a short discussion she was allowed inside. To her surprise, Lord Rochant was still in bed.


  She bowed deeply. ‘My apologies, my lord. I’ll come back later.’


  ‘M—Honoured Mother Chandni? No. Wait. I’m awake now. What did you want?’


  ‘Two things, my lord. To see you with my own eyes and know you are returned to us. That is the most important thing of all.’ He was back. He was truly back. In her heart, she rejoiced. All of my sacrifice, and my Satyendra’s sacrifice, was worth it to see this.


  ‘And the second?’


  ‘There are things you must know, my lord. Things I did to protect your vessel and restore you to life.’


  He sat up. For a moment she thought there was a glimmer of excitement in his eyes but no, it was just the sunslight reflecting through the window. ‘I am listening.’


  ‘When the assassins came at your last rebirth, Satyendra was the only Honoured Vessel to survive. I fled with him into the Wild, and to survive there, to make sure he survived, I …’ She forced herself to keep looking at him ‘… broke your laws.’


  ‘What did you do?’


  ‘I made compact with the Wild. Once to keep myself alive, and a second time to keep my son alive. I intended to confess when we returned, but my son was sick, and I feared that without me, he would die. He struggled sometimes, but I helped him, and in the end, he overcame the taint of the Wild and brought you back to us.’


  ‘You made two deals with the Wild?’


  She lowered her head. ‘Yes, my lord.’


  ‘What were they exactly?’


  ‘The first was with a Hunger Tree. It saved me from the assassin’s poison and in return it took the nails from my middle finger and thumb on my right hand. They’ve never grown back.’ She showed him her gloved hands. ‘I’ve kept them covered ever since.


  ‘The second deal was for the Wild to protect Satyendra. I sacrificed the life of another in exchange for his. She was an exiled woman called Fiya, whose family had served our house long ago. She turned on us and I … did what I had to to protect your line. I don’t know which demon accepted Fiya’s body, but I know that one did.’


  ‘You killed someone, gave them to the Wild, so that a demon would protect your son?’


  ‘Yes, my lord.’


  ‘Is that why he was sick?’


  ‘I don’t know. So much happened to us there. A Whispercage tried to steal him. Perhaps its touch infected him. Or perhaps he caught something in the Wild. Forgive me, my lord, I hate to think that it might have been my actions that made Satyendra sick, but it is possible.


  ‘May I ask if you have felt strange since your return, my lord? Satyendra had an allergy to the castle’s sapphires, and resonant crystal could blister his skin.’


  ‘No. Any sickness your child had was purged when my soul returned.’


  She put her hands to her chest. ‘That is such good news. I had hoped but was concerned.’



  ‘Does anyone else know of your crimes?’


  She thought about Varg. He knew, and she doubted he would have told anyone else. But giving his name could place him in danger. She squeezed her hands together, aware that the nails on her left were digging into the skin on her right, but feeling nothing. ‘No, my lord.’ In this one thing, I will fail my house. I owe Varg that much.


  ‘Honoured Mother, your actions have doubtless saved my life, and for that, I, and House Sapphire, will always be grateful.’ When she looked up she found he was watching her, waiting to catch her eye. ‘However, you have broken our sacred trust and that cannot be ignored. After all, my people look upon you as a bastion of the house. You are an example to them. Let you be so in death as you have been in life.’


  The breath stopped in her throat. She had feared this, expected it even, but to hear it was something else. I deserve this. I do. And yet I feel angry. Cheated. I must not let it show.


  ‘Deathless,’ Rochant continued, ‘Sky-born, and road-born, all can rise by their action, and all can fall. You will go from my castle and you will enter the Wild. There, you will bring your life to an end. You will make two deep cuts in your flesh, one for each transgression, and then you will walk until the demons take you.


  ‘In recognition of your service, we will keep this between us. History will know only the good that you have done. Like your son, they will remember what you achieved rather than the mistakes along the way.’


  She felt dizzy, the blood rushing through her head, but she found the presence of mind to bow. ‘Thank you.’


  He got out of bed and crossed the room, putting his arms around her. It was an unexpected honour. She tried not to shed any tears on his shoulder as he whispered into her ear, ‘I will not forget you, Honoured Mother.’


  ‘When should I go?’


  ‘Immediately.’ He rang a small bell by his bed. ‘I will have my guards escort you to the gates.’


  She blinked. It was over. After all the years of worrying and hand wringing, of keeping secrets and telling lies, it was over. She bowed again, but he was already turning back to his bed. Her last sight of him as the guards led her away was of him gripping the headboard with both hands, his body softly shaking, and for the life of her, she could not tell if he were trying to suppress sobs or laughter.





  CHAPTER SEVEN


  As Arkav slept and the carriages rumbled along the Godroad, Pari considered the best way to achieve her secret meeting.


  The problem with secrets, thought Pari, is that they have a way of getting out.


  Overhead, the suns spun brightly while the forest rushed by on either side, a vibrant blur of green, brown and yellow. Their carriages were making good time, the earlier encounter at the tower almost forgotten now it was behind them. Almost. It seemed that once the Sapphire border had been breached, it was easy to travel their lands unmolested. While they had got a few odd looks from the road-born, most treated them with courtesy, their lives and manners untouched by the strangeness going on above.


  In fact, the fleeting glances she had seen of Sapphire settlements suggested a prosperous people. Though the Wild remained a constant threat, the worst of its ire was directed elsewhere, at Ruby and Spinel. No doubt the Sapphire High Lord would put it down to his inspiring leadership. Pari, meanwhile, suspected something more sinister.


  Soon, she would need to make a detour, which was problematic as she didn’t want anyone else to know her movements. Arkav wouldn’t betray her and their servants would be discreet, that went without saying, but if the Sapphire turned against them, no amount of discretion was proof against torture.


  Better that they do not know.


  ‘What is it?’ asked Arkav, his eyes still closed, his head resting against the cushioned wall of the carriage.


  ‘I thought you were asleep.’


  ‘I was. Your worrying woke me up.’



  She wondered what he was referring to. Do I grind my teeth? Mutter to myself? Or does he just feel it, the way I do? The way he used to. ‘I need to get out.’


  Without moving his head, he gestured to the door. ‘Don’t let me stop you.’


  ‘I wouldn’t, believe me.’ He chuckled sleepily and she realized how much she’d missed the sound. ‘I need to get out without being seen.’


  ‘And you want me to make a distraction?’


  ‘Yes.’ He sighed, and it was Pari’s turn to chuckle. ‘But you’re so good at it, at people, I mean. You always have been.’


  ‘Used to be.’


  ‘No,’ she replied warmly, firmly, and rested her hand on his. ‘Are. You just need to remember. Treat this as a warm up before we have to deal with the Sapphire.


  He opened his eyes so that he could give her a disbelieving look. ‘So you’re doing me a favour?’


  ‘Yes, I suppose I am.’


  ‘Thank you.’


  ‘You are most welcome, dear brother. Now, tell me what you have in mind.’


  He closed his eyes again. ‘Something brilliant.’


  ‘There it is again,’ called Arkav to the servants, as he leant out of the carriage window. ‘A Whispercage, I’m sure of it.’


  Pari sat crouched by the opposite door. She had changed out of her regalia and into clothes more fit for travel. Truth be told, she didn’t entirely approve of the plan. It seemed too likely to result in pain, hers, which was by far her least favourite.


  ‘No,’ said Arkav, sounding impatient. ‘Look lower, just on the edge of the sunslight, it’s there, keeping pace with us. Do you see it?’


  As the servants tried to assess the threat, Pari opened the door, marvelling at how much faster they seemed to be going than before. No doubt another side effect of this ‘brilliant’ plan.


  She didn’t think too hard about what she was going to do. This wasn’t the first time she’d thrown herself into the air without wings, and it certainly wasn’t the worst. A memory of being ejected from Lord Rochant’s castle came to her, of a great expanse of nothing between her and the cracked earth, and then another, of unknown depths into the chasm itself. In comparison the few feet between her and the ground seemed laughable.


  However, Pari wasn’t laughing.


  With a last look to her brother, she kicked out, sailing wingless through the air, clearing the Godroad and angling towards the dead stalks that lined its edge. Though contact with the Godroad was sure to kill anything of the Wild, the senseless hunger of the forest drove it towards the crystal again and again. Each time the vegetation would burn, the tips turning to ash on contact, the trunks and stems reduced to dry husks that formed a yellow-brown band between the road and the forest.


  With a soft crumping sound, Pari hit the bed of dead plants, rolling with the momentum several times to come up standing by the nearest tree. She kept close to it, taking advantage of the cover as she dusted herself down. Neither carriage was slowing, suggesting that her absence had gone unnoticed.


  She waited until they were out of sight and then made her way along the edge of the tree line, trying to find the sweet spot that would keep her obscured from passing travellers on the Godroad, yet still be close enough to minimize the chances of meeting any of the Wild’s denizens.


  While the suns blazed above her, Pari felt safe. Sometimes the ear-shaped leaves would tilt in her direction, but only for a moment, her presence not enough to wake the forest from its slumber. The smaller inhabitants gave her a wide berth, and aside from the occasional Birdkin, shouting at her from the highest branches, she felt alone.


  It took her a while to find the path – the trees had shifted many times since she was last here – but when she did, she was pleased to find it had been used recently. A short walk later and Pari came within sight of a familiar wagon. Time and travel had caressed it a little too eagerly, making it as rough and battered as its driver. The wheels had been repaired more than once, and the roof was mostly patches and thread, but it still looked robust, and Pari found herself smiling at the sight of it.


  As a Deathless, she took profound comfort in the familiar, each thing from her last lifecycle that endured was like an anchor, linking her to the present. A large Dogkin lazed in front of the wagon, a fat teardrop of white fur, five legs and just the one tail. Her name was Glider, and she looked up as Pari approached, barking in recognition.


  Pari stopped when she saw the Dogkin’s face. The last time she had seen the animal, it was injured, and had struggled to do its duty. Only Varg’s insistence had kept her from killing it. Old puncture scars were visible on Glider’s face, one on the left side of her jaw, the other directly above, on the temple, running down towards her left eye.


  To her surprise she saw that Glider’s human eye was open, glaring every bit as effectively as her canine one.


  ‘It’s only me, you stupid animal.’


  Varg’s shaggy head appeared at the front of the wagon. The first streaks of grey had appeared in his beard, which was trimmed shorter than she remembered it. Perhaps that was why he looked a little slimmer, a little sadder, but he seemed otherwise unchanged. He stared at her for a few moments, bushy brows coming together in a monstrous frown.


  ‘Oh’, she muttered, ‘not you as well.’


  His lips moved and she noted they were not forming the shape of her name. He wants to say ‘Priti’, the vessel who lived in this body before me.


  ‘Pari?’ He eventually asked.


  ‘Who else would it be?’



  He gave her a nod and then jumped down, resting one hand on Glider’s flank. ‘You look … uh …’


  ‘Thank you, my dear. I see you haven’t lost any of your usual eloquence.’


  ‘Shit. Sorry. It’s just you look like her until you talk. I didn’t think …’


  ‘Didn’t think what?’


  ‘That it would be this hard.’ He stared at her, then realized he was staring, then looked away. ‘She’s really gone, hasn’t she?’


  Pari pursed her lips. ‘Yes.’


  ‘Right. I knew she had. It’s just seeing you now makes it real, you know?’


  ‘Can we talk about this on the move? I have places to go and people to see, and I need to rendezvous with my carriages before they reach Lord Rochant’s castle.’


  ‘Where are we off to? Ami didn’t tell me much beyond passing on your message to come here.’


  ‘Sorn. And I’d add that we’re running late.’


  Varg took the hint and started to attach Glider’s harness, but when Pari went to climb onto the wagon, the Dogkin started to growl.


  ‘Calm down,’ snapped Pari, but Glider’s growl only deepened. ‘Varg, will you tell her that it’s me.’


  ‘I think she knows,’ muttered Varg under his breath. ‘That’s the problem.’


  ‘What did you say?’


  ‘Nothing. Come on Glider, calm it down, there’s a good girl.’ The growling continued and Varg took a deep breath. ‘Shut it, I said!’


  Glider’s growl settled into a grumble.


  ‘Honestly,’ said Pari as she settled into the back of the wagon, ‘I don’t know why you put up with her. We could get another Dogkin.’


  ‘Not like her we couldn’t. She saved my life, and not just mine either.’ Varg’s face took on a faraway expression, causing Pari to roll her eyes.


  ‘I wondered how long it would be before you started mooning over her again.’


  ‘Fuck off.’


  ‘I think the words you’re searching for are “fuck off, my lady.”’


  ‘Fuck off.’


  ‘You’re still determined to go back to little—’


  ‘Don’t say her—’


  ‘—Chandni then?’


  Glider threw back her head and howled.


  ‘What is it now?’



  ‘You said her name. Glider always does this when she hears her name. She misses Chand same as I do.’


  Pari held up her hands. ‘Unbelievable. Can we go now?’


  They both shouted at Glider until she settled, and then they set off, following paths that wove roughly parallel to the Godroad. Though few were brave or foolish enough to use the other paths, there were always some who preferred to travel unnoticed, enough that the way was mostly clear and easy to follow.


  ‘I trust,’ said Pari, ‘that Lord Taraka didn’t suspect you when you were in his lands?’


  ‘Nah.’


  ‘You’re sure?’


  ‘He wasn’t even there most of the time, and when he was, I kept out of the way.’


  ‘Let us hope that was enough.’


  ‘Mhn. So, once we get this business with Sorn over with, I’m coming with you to the castle?’


  ‘Yes, what of it?’


  ‘Then you’re going to get me a place there. Like you promised.’


  ‘Yes, Varg. Then I’m going to negotiate you a place there …’ She paused for effect. ‘On one condition.’


  ‘I thought training Priti for you was the condition!’


  She waved away his protest. ‘It was, but you must also stop calling the Honoured Mother “Chand”, at least in my presence.’



  A blush began to spread beneath his beard. ‘What’s wrong with that?’


  ‘Honestly? It makes her sound like some common object to be haggled over at a market stall. For example: I’ll take three bottles of honeywine and a bag of chand. You see?’


  ‘Piss off.’


  She chuckled. ‘I’ll take that as a yes. Now, let’s hurry, I want to be in and out of Sorn long before the suns go down.’


  Chandni stepped out of the Chrysalis Chamber into the courtyard, steeling herself against the sudden drop in temperature. Yadavendra’s hunters seemed more relaxed now that their High Lord was elsewhere, but no less dangerous.


  ‘Where is the Honoured Vessel?’ asked one, a man she had seen before but never been introduced to. He looked strong but in a way that intimidated rather than reassured. His hair was long, braided, and thrice-clipped to his back to prevent it moving during flight.


  ‘He is with our Gardener-smith, having his armour removed.’


  ‘And where are you going?’


  Such impertinence! She narrowed her eyes just a fraction, to indicate displeasure without making a scene. ‘I am going to ensure that the Honoured Vessel is able to join our High Lord in suitable attire as swiftly as possible.’


  ‘Alright,’ said the hunter, gesturing for her to continue.


  Chandni’s teeth ground with the force of her smile. ‘I will be back presently.’


  How dare he! She thought, sweeping past them and across the courtyard. She did not need his permission and she certainly did not need his approval!


  However the truth was more complicated. Chandni ran the castle and spoke for Lord Rochant in his absence. This meant that she was host and they were guests who should defer to her. However she was not Deathless, and the hunters served Yadavendra, who stood above all, including Lord Rochant. While acting under his authority, the hunters would feel free to speak and do as they pleased.


  As they have just demonstrated, most likely for my benefit.


  She did not think about what would happen if the hunters decided to enter the Chrysalis Chamber. Nor did she think about what would happen if Pik lost his nerve, or her Gardener-smith. These things were beyond her control. Instead she concentrated on maintaining a mask of calm and moving as fast as she could without appearing to hurry.


  Somehow she would have to get Satyendra from his room and into the Chrysalis Chamber without Yadavendra’s hunters or anyone else recognizing him. And she would have to do it quickly.


  So while she imagined everything going wrong and the sense of dread rose and rose within her like a tide, she nodded to those she passed as she would on any other day.


  It is fine. Everything is fine. Convince yourself and they will believe it too.


  The familiar distance to the bedrooms seemed to have doubled, and were it not for the guards at the end of the corridor, she would have burst through Satyendra’s door, rather than pausing to sing for entry.


  He didn’t immediately reply and it enraged her. On top of everything else I have to endure his petty protests! Very aware that the guards were watching her, she gave them a polite smile and they saluted.


  It is fine. Everything is fine.


  From where they were standing it was possible for someone in the room to reply and the noise not to reach them, so she nodded, as if she had heard Satyendra give her permission to enter, and strode inside.


  The room appeared empty at first glance. Of course it did! Satyendra was still hiding in the wardrobe. He wouldn’t come out until he’d heard the knock. They’d agreed long ago that unless he heard the knock he should assume it unsafe.


  He’s only doing what I told him to. She felt bad about her earlier frustration. No wonder the guards were looking at her strangely, to them it would appear as if she was asking for permission to enter from an empty room!


  It is fine. She thought as she moved over to the frosted glass. Everything is still fine.


  She gave the knock, a rapid succession of beats with very brief pauses, three, two, three, five. Considering what a hateful thing it was part of, she’d been surprised how much she’d enjoyed setting it up. There was a pleasure in taking on a challenge, and Satyendra had worked with her, one of the rare times when they’d both pulled in the same direction.


  He didn’t come out straight away, so she gave the knock again, sharper, her barely repressed anxiety coming out in the notes her knuckles made on the glass.


  When there was no response a second time she pulled open the door and it was all she could do not to scream.


  Satyendra was not there.


  Do something, Chandni! She urged herself, and yet she remained rooted to the spot, repressing the uncharacteristic urge to break something.


  If she could work out where Satyendra was, she might have a chance. She knew his favourite haunts, and his secret ones. Even the courtyard he went to when he thought she was distracted. But if he’d left the room, surely the guards would have seen and recognized him?


  I’m doomed. My Satyendra is doomed. We are all going to die a horrible and painful death. There will be a trial that will last for ever as they strip the flesh from our bones and the dignity from our souls, and then we will be cast into the Wild.


  No. Everything is fine. It is fine. I have to make a plan. Stay with the plan and it will all work out.


  After selecting and folding a few of Satyendra’s best clothes, she left the room, making her way swiftly – but calmly! – back towards the Chrysalis Chamber. Without the armour, Pik would be discovered as a fake within moments, provided the person looking knew him. Yadavendra did, but as far as she knew his hunters did not, and from what she had seen, they were hardly conversationalists.


  She would get them to escort Pik back to Satyendra’s room and then she would make up an excuse, say that he was feeling too ill to eat. She could even use Pik’s instability on the Sky-legs to her advantage; claim it as the first signs of sickness.


  Then, she would have time to scour the castle, find her son, vent her anger, and prepare him for the High Lord. It was a good plan. She could already feel the tension starting to ease.


  As she reached the courtyard however, she heard jeering.


  The hunters had not moved from their position, though they watched the other inhabitants of the castle openly, aggressively, staking their claim to the courtyard. The poor souls that had to pass them did so at a scurry. Unfortunately the apprentices had no choice but to practise in the courtyard, and it seemed Yadavendra’s hunters were not impressed by what they saw.


  Alongside the need to carry out her plan, Chandni felt an urge to put the hunters in their place. Until Lord Rochant’s return, the people here were under her protection, whether that threat came from within or without.


  They made way for her as she approached, but only just. The space between them was slight, forcing her to duck if she wished to pass beneath their crystal wings.


  Instead of going through she came to a stop in front of them. ‘I don’t know your names,’ she said.


  The one who she had spoken to her before smirked at his fellows before replying. ‘I’m Zax, leader of the High Lord’s hunters.’


  ‘You misunderstand, I was not asking for your name, hunter. I was making a statement.’


  His smirk disappeared and he inhaled deeply, making his chest expand. ‘I don’t follow.’


  ‘I’m saying that if you were worthy of introduction, the High Lord would have made one. He did not. He simply said that you were here to help protect my son. To help me. Do you understand? You are here to help me.’


  Zax understood now. He nodded but she saw his fingers tighten on his spear. Clearly the man had poor self control. Though that saddened her, it also hardened her resolve.


  ‘So there is no misunderstanding, I will make myself crystal clear: you will do what I say, when I say it, and nothing more. If you shame yourselves in my house again, I will pass that shame to the High Lord. Do you understand?’


  They all straightened at that, speaking in unison: ‘Yes, Honoured Mother Chandni.’


  She noted that the gap between them had suddenly got wider and passed through it, head held high. She also noted that they all knew who she was, which proved her point rather nicely.


  The Gardener-smith had been busy while she’d been away. Each sapphire piece of armour had been lovingly removed, polished and returned to its stand, leaving a diminished Pik shivering in a corner, despite the heat. Though he was wearing Satyendra’s clothes, he had never looked less like her son.


  ‘Put the cloak on,’ said Chandni.


  ‘But it’s so hot in here, Honoured Mother.’



  She didn’t bother answering that, glaring at Pik until he’d put on the cloak, and then pulling the hood as far forward as she could. ‘Are you ready to go?’


  Pik shook his head. ‘I can’t. The hunters are out there!’


  ‘Yes. They’re going to escort us back to Satyendra’s room.’


  ‘But they’ll see me, they’ll know I’m not him.’


  ‘Not if you keep your head down and your mouth shut.’



  ‘But they’ll know!’ repeated Pik, the last word stretching out into a whine.


  Before she could reply, a familiar voice came from behind her, making all three of them jump. ‘For once, I’m afraid I have to agree with Pik.’


  She span round to find Satyendra standing there in a servant’s cloak, a sly smile on his face. For a moment she couldn’t decide whether to hug him or hit him. ‘What are you doing here?’


  ‘Isn’t it obvious, Mother? I’m saving us.’ He began to shrug out of his clothes and she got Pik to do the same, facilitating the swap.


  ‘That was brave of you,’ she said, ‘but foolish. The hunters must have seen you. How are we going to explain that?’


  ‘The hunters see what they want to see,’ scoffed Satyendra, ‘a servant, nothing more. Besides, they were too busy recovering from the dressing-down you gave them.’


  ‘You saw that?’


  ‘I did,’ his smile broadened, flashing in the bright light of the chamber, ‘and I loved it. I think one of them was trying not to cry.’


  ‘It was my duty. I took no pleasure in it.’ He raised his eyebrows and she couldn’t help but smile. ‘Well, perhaps just a little.’


  ‘You were magnificent,’ he said.


  ‘Thank you. Now, the High Lord is waiting. Are you ready to be magnificent?’


  ‘I suppose so.’


  ‘I said: Are you ready to be magnificent?’


  He sighed. ‘Yes, Mother. I am ready, willing and able. Delighted, in fact.’ He offered his hand. ‘Shall we?’


  Nobody else was quite as rude as Lord Lakshin Opal but all made it clear he was tolerated rather than welcome in their own ways. Lady Anuja Ruby kept to her rooms, no doubt conserving her energy, and the other Deathless actively avoided him, though he was sure his name was often on their lips.


  He constantly worried about his affairs back home. Had High Lord Yadavendra noticed his absence yet? Did his mother need him? What if there was an attack on one of his settlements? Though things had been eerily quiet in the Sapphire lands of late, he couldn’t help but fear that now his back was turned, the creatures of the Wild would stir once more.


  But he could not leave the Ruby High Lord’s castle.


  To do so would be to confirm the worst suspicions of the other houses. If he was going to win their trust, he had to stay until he had proven himself. He needed to triumph. And so he felt a guilty kind of relief when he was urgently summoned by Lady Anuja.


  As before, she sat in the Ruby High Lord’s throne. Now that he knew about her injury, it was easy to see that she still suffered from it. ‘Lord Vasin, please be welcome and attentive. I have news.’


  He grasped her wrist, and she his. ‘I stand ready.’


  She smiled, though it barely reached her tired eyes. ‘Good. Fourboards is requesting a hunt and I need you to go in my stead.’


  ‘Fourboards? Again?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But it’s only been … this is unbelievable!’ The idea of a third hunt in the same place in less than a year was so absurd it was all he could do not to laugh. ‘It makes no sense. Where will they find more tributes? How will they sustain the losses?’


  ‘Fourboards has called for aid. It has offered a sacrifice and we must answer, except …’ she gestured at herself, ‘for me to hunt would mean the end of this body. If things were different I might risk it, but my house needs one of its Deathless in the living world, and so I turn to you, Ruby-friend. Will you lead a hunt in my name?’


  ‘You honour me.’ This was an understatement, and more than he’d dared to hope for – she was giving him a chance to show that, in the right hands, House Sapphire could be trusted again. However, in the current climate, putting him in charge was controversial. The Opal and Peridot Deathless had been here longer, and had hunted around Fourboards before. They would not be happy. That too was an understatement.


  ‘Is that a yes?’


  ‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘I’ll leave at once.’


  She nodded in relief. ‘Good,’ she said, and then a second time, to herself. ‘That’s good.’


  Vasin spoke his thoughts aloud. ‘This is all connected somehow, I’m sure of it. The repeated attacks, the way the demons went after you, even what Quiverhive was up to on the Godroad.’


  ‘I agree. But I don’t know how or why. This is beyond me, Vasin. I need to bring my mother back now or there won’t be a House Ruby left when she returns.’


  He paused to look at her. This was a Ruby matter, and not his place, but he had grave misgivings about a rushed rebirth. Subtlety had never been his strength, and Anuja sighed when she saw the expression on his face.


  ‘An urgent summons for the Bringers of Endless Order is already on its way.’


  ‘You know they won’t like this either.’


  ‘I do, but it is my decision to make and my burden to bear.’


  ‘Forgive me,’ he said, bowing.


  ‘Of course. I have neither time nor energy for pettiness. Now go, prepare yourself, and take care with my hunters.’ She lowered her voice. ‘They are brave but their wings are fresh, and their spear-tips clean.’


  ‘I will look after them as if they were my own.’


  She inclined her head, dismissing him. ‘Hunt well and thorough, my friend.’


  Sa-at hid in his favourite tree, trying not to think about food. He should have found something hours ago but he’d been too miserable. Now it was dark and he had no choice but to wait until morning.


  At least the tree was comfortable, the branches wide and curving, forming perfect resting places for his back and bottom. It hadn’t always been this shape, but it had taken pity on him when he was small, and in return he had fed it, given it gifts, and the two had grown together.


  He liked to sleep squished between the branches in a ball, feet propped up, knees tight against his chest. It gave him the sense of being held, the pressure of his own legs reimagined as the pressure of another.


  Crowflies had settled on his feet, warming them. Despite the comfort its closeness brought, Sa-at still sniffled from time to time, punctuating the night with comments like:


  ‘It isn’t fair.’


  And:


  ‘Why are Gatherers so horrible?’


  And:


  ‘I hate them. Stupid Tal. Stupid Rin.’


  And:


  ‘Next time I’ll let the Spiders eat them all.’


  The Birdkin regarded him but didn’t answer, the tilt of its head communicating a most profound boredom.


  ‘Next time I’ll …’ Sa-at trailed off, then sighed. ‘I hope Tal is alright. If I see him again, I’ll tell him how I saved him and—’


  Crowflies cawed derisively.


  ‘—How we saved him and then he’ll be our friend. I wish I could see him again.’


  Sa-at sighed and his stomach grumbled.


  Crowflies yawned.


  Eyes, normal and faceted, closed, and the two slept.


  When Sa-at woke again, it was still dark, Crowflies still sat on his feet, and a second Birdkin had arrived. It too had black feathers though its beak was grey rather than white.


  ‘Hello. I’m Sa-at. Are you a friend of Crowflies?’ It shrieked at him in reply, and he nodded. ‘Thought so. I don’t have any food, but you can shelter here if you want.’


  A third Birdkin arrived, pushing through the leaves to stand next to the second one. Then three more came, all of the same stock.


  Crowflies got off Sa-at’s feet and hopped onto a nearby branch.


  He had the feeling that something was about to happen, there was a sense of familiarity about it, the way the nerves and excitement jangled together in his tummy. A seventh Birdkin settled inches from his head, an eighth, next to Crowflies; who he noticed was standing differently from normal.


  There was a uniformity about the Birdkin, and the more of them that arrived, the more alike they became in demeanour. The soft dark of the tree began to change, began to breathe, becoming a thing of its own. And within that feathered dark, a head emerged. Not a human head, but a thing much like it in shape. Its eyes were large, multifaceted orbs, it’s nose a sharp triangle, the other features lost to the shadows. It pressed itself gently upon Sa-at so that their foreheads touched. There was a gentleness in the gesture, quieting but not quite dispelling his fear.


  It spoke, and its voice issued soft from the assembled beaks, making the branch hum against his back.


  ‘So the seed has become a stripling.’


  At the sound of its voice, Sa-at remembered:


  It is Murderkind.


  Its name is Murderkind.



  ‘Still quick. Good, this is good. I have need of quickness.’


  ‘I know you. Are you my friend?’


  ‘A blood-bound friend am I, and a greater friend you’ll never have.’


  Sa-at smiled at that, he liked the idea of having a great friend, it made him feel special. ‘Did you come because I was lonely?’


  ‘I came to grant your wish, and you came to grant mine.’


  Sa-at wanted to help but he was no fool. Though he knew Murderkind meant him no harm, knew it deep in his bones, he had grown up in the Wild and had learned not to agree to anything hastily. ‘What do you want me to do?’


  ‘There is a changing of the tides, a shifting of the powers. I wish to know what it means. Many demons flock to the Scuttling Corpseman’s banner, many dance to its tune. This, I know. It is not right. This, I know. How the tune plays out, I know not.’


  ‘You want me to talk to it?’
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