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  For the wild


  


  If you chance upon your master

  on the road  kill him.


  OLD SAYING OF THE TRAVELLING TUCHONI
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  PROLOGUE


  Fast Falling Rocks


  Over the mans head a star was falling.


  He looked up as it streaked across the night sky, blazing in a display of unlikely brilliance, and had time enough to track its course as it fell through the constellations to the west, fading
  even as his own fierce spirit continued to wane.


  The old farlander blinked the sweat from his eyes, and forgot for a moment the ring of men that surrounded him in the fire-struck darkness, pressing closer even now; a thousand figures nervously
  eyeing his black skin and his curved sword, while beyond them thousands more surged towards the distant wall, roaring their fear and rage at its defenders.


  Instead Ashs stare lingered on the stars of the night sky, his thin eyes narrowed further by the bright twin moons hanging there in a deeper blackness of their own making, the Sisters of
  Loss and Longing.


  Right overhead  the band of stars that was the Great Wheel, glowing with faint smudges of colour. And there, low to the east  the red planet known as Obos by his people,
  its delicate string of moons stretching like a necklace from its body. Cold air swirled in his open mouth while the constellations shone with a hard intensity. Names of myth enshrined upon the
  cosmic sky: the supreme wilderness, he supposed, up there where anything could be possible; whilst here, down in the mud which clung so hungrily to his boots, there was only blood and carnage.


  Around Ash the heat from the thousand men formed a cloud of mist in the wintry air through which their faces stared at him, flickering in the torchlight.


  The enemy host bore features drawn from every corner of the known world, and languages too. Over the din and clash of the greater battle they jabbered their excitement, coaxing each other closer
  towards the old Rōshun who stood with bloody sword over those he had already slain.


  Not long now, Ash supposed, with a wipe of a hand across his mouth. He was losing blood fast from the bandaged wound in his side, and two arrows stuck out from his back like quills. Exhaustion
  hammered down on him in waves that he was growing too unsteady to resist.


  His balance suddenly swinging on a pendulum, Ash sagged against the belly of his fallen zel to save what little strength was left to him, aware that it could be counted in heartbeats now. With a
  grimace he spat the bitter coppery taste from his mouth; glanced back over the black and white stripes of the zel to his fellow Rōshun, lying dead against the
  creatures saddle.


  A cluster of arrows stood out from the Alhaziis barrel chest. Baracha stared with lifeless eyes that still caught the light of the moons, a fixed expression darkened with the tattooed
  words of his Prophet.


  At least you saved your daughter, Baracha. You were right to stop her. She lives now because of you.


  Past the heads of the enemy, explosions ripped through the air where the defenders shells rained down amongst the attackers. Roars sounded from the throats of men cutting each other
  down.


  Ash breathed deeply to quieten his racing heart, his many pains. He saw the naked steel in their hands and the ropes to bind him. He would die before he fell into their hands. He would rip open
  the wound in his side and bleed out right there in front of them all, before that happened.


  How did it come to this? he asked himself now through the fog of his mind, and it seemed that the closing pressure of the enemy was precisely enough to focus his memory, for suddenly it
  came back to him.


  Ash recalled the Great Hush and the hordes of kree deep in their warrens . . . His captivity in the Isles of Sky and his dead apprentice Nico . . . The tragic fate of the Falcon and her
  crew . . . All of it and further back, every step in his life leading him to the space and time he occupied now with his final breaths.


  Huh, the old farlander grunted with a tilt of his head, seeing the full picture of it at last.


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  Captive States


  In silence a young thunderhawk glided across the black surface of the canal, landing with a squeak from its pinned prey: a thick-bodied rat that had been squirming through the
  grasses by the waters edge. At once, another thunderhawk cried out from the opposite side of the water, a harrowing screech joined again by a third bird nearby, so that their triumph rang
  out across the moonstruck rooftops of the city, drowning out even the gunfire of the endless siege.


  Ash lifted his chin to the sudden hoots and howls that answered from the other side of the high wall he was facing, the animals of the menagerie provoked from their slumber by the sudden cries
  of the birds. His lips curled as a roar from a desert lion stilled them all, restoring silence again to the night. Nothing stirred save for the thunderhawk lifting off with its prey, and the soft
  tread of the night-sentrys boots as he strolled along the gravel path following the canal.


  Ash was well hidden here, deep within the shadows of a ruined and solitary archway by the edge of the water. He was sweating in this heat. It was like a Honshu high summer in the Sea of Wind and
  Grasses, those endless plains of his homeland where the tindergrass was so dry it exploded with each drop of sweat that touched it. At least the nights there had offered some relief, with the vast
  cloudless sky sucking the heat from the land. Here in Bar-Khos, the citys million stones seemed to release the heat of the summer sun all night long.


  He would be glad to be gone from here once the repairs to the skyship were completed, returned to the cooler climes of mountainous Cheem and the Rōshun order.
  Glad to be home.


  In the muggy darkness of the archway, his new apprentice occupied himself by chewing the inside of his mouth, bored like most youths with the simple task of waiting. Ash could hear it, the soft
  rhythmic clacking of the boys teeth, a sound not dissimilar to the canal water dripping occasionally from their sodden clothes onto the stone flagging.


  Click, click, click.


  Ash blinked rapidly, suddenly caught in this moment which he felt he had lived through before.


  There was a name in the old country for this kind of experience, way-wei, a vivid sense of having already lived the same moment, prompting nostalgia before it was even gone. With such a
  mood upon him, the old farlander studied the curly-haired, half-starved young man called Nico Calvone, eighteen years of age and primed with all the life still owed him  and wondered if he
  hadnt made a mistake by taking him on as his first and only apprentice.


  A few days ago, Ash had wakened alone in a Bar-Khos taverna from dreams of his past, of his life before the failed revolution. He had awoken to find himself not in his homeland after all but on
  the far side of the world, a dying exile blinded by tears and hearing movement next to his bed  this boy Nico stealing his purse  but thinking, for the briefest of moments, that it
  was his dead son instead.


  His son Lin, who had fallen all those decades ago in battle right before Ashs eyes  for all that Ash had promised to protect him.


  Amazing, the power of memories, to make him feel pain after all this time, like an accusing finger stabbing at his chest.


  Such times as those he would never wish to live through again. Yet somehow he had just made a promise to a different mother, Reese Calvone; having sworn to keep her son safe from harm. Safe
   in this line of work!


  What if it all ended in tragedy once more?


  Ash swayed in the shadows of the archway, feeling the sudden pain in his chest pulsing up into his skull, where the vice that had been there all day tightened a little further. In the moonlight
  his vision dimmed for a few trembling heartbeats. The old farlander winced, chewing faster on the bitter dulce leaves bundled in his mouth for relief.


  His head pains had been worsening for months now. Soon he would be cast blind from them, unable to see at all, and then death would take him swiftly, as it had taken his father and grandfather
  before him, in the same way.


  Not long now.


  Nicos eyes were two lamps in the darkness. What? the young man muttered through a yawn, and the luminescence of his stare caught Ash for a moment, startled him. He
  hadnt realized he had spoken aloud.


  Instead of answering the boy Ash straightened, blew these ghosts of his away with a silent exhalation.


  He rocked his boots against the stone of the ground, rooting himself to the world again, to the heart of the moment and what needed to be done.


  Come, he said. Let us try this.


  
    *

  


  Quickly, Ash stepped onto the gravel path and crossed to the shadows of the wall, where he pressed his back against the stone and looked back to see Nico standing out in plain
  sight, bent over something as he tried to scoop it up with awkward sleepiness. It was the heavy wool blanket he had been carrying.


  Boy! Ash hissed at him sharply, chancing a glance along the path. The sentry was lost in the gloom.


  Against his back, the wall was ten feet high and topped with broken shards of coloured glass that glinted from lights on the other side.


  I still cant see why you had to wake me in the middle of the night for all this, grumbled the boy, throwing the blanket over the top of it.


  I told you. If you are to be Rōshun, and that remains to be seen, you must learn to perform your work when tired, exhausted even. Besides, we would not
  make it far with this in broad daylight. Now, give me your foot, he snapped, and cupped his hands into a stirrup. You go first.


  Nico studied him with narrowed-eyed suspicion. On the other side of the wall the desert lion roared again into the darkness. Ash imagined he could see the process of the boys thoughts:
  the memory of the recent gaol he had been imprisoned in for his theft of Ashs purse; the need to make a good impression here, on this man who had saved him from punishment in exchange for
  becoming his apprentice.


  Consider it part of the lesson, Ash prompted.


  A lesson in what, Im starting to wonder?


  Consider it courage.


  A roll of the eyes, and then the boy placed one of his new boots into Ashs hands, and in an instant had scrambled up over the wall. A fine climber, Ash noted.


  Just as quickly he followed after him, ignoring his protesting joints and the hammering weight of his head. Ash saw colours dance when he landed on the other side. He gritted his teeth and
  crouched down next to Nico, where the blades of long grasses hid them from sight.


  In the distance, he could hear the music of plucked strings and a woman or young boy singing. Ash parted the grasses to peer at the mansion up on the hill. The house was brilliantly lit up
  there, bordered by lawns struck by the light flooding from its interior. The odd scrap of laughter could be heard amongst the notes of music spilling from its open windows: people socializing on a
  patio, their shapes black against the open doorways. It was as though the siege of the city and the imperial army massed against them were only a distant dream.


  Your father, enquired Ash of his apprentice, while he scanned for nearby guards. You said he fought beneath the walls. What became of him?


  Dead, most likely.


  He went missing in battle?


  No, replied the boys quiet voice. He ran off on us. Deserted everything.


  Ash thought of the visitors vault in the gaol again where he had met with the boys mother, Reese Calvone. The way she had dismissed her younger lover from the room. The emotional
  armour she had worn about herself.


  Your mother. She still loves him.


  And hates him. Is this part of the lesson too?


  Anger in the boys voice. Clearly he was sensitive to questions about his family. It only made Ash want to enquire more, but instead he chewed the bitter dulce leaves for relief and stared
  out across the grounds beyond, staying his tongue.


  Below the mansion and its lawns, a large expanse of hedges ran out towards the perimeter wall where they hid. Gravel pathways threaded between them, past cages covered by sheets of canvas from
  which the odd noise of a captive animal arose into the night; the grand menagerie of the Santobar family, one of the wealthiest Michin bloodlines on the island of Khos.


  Come, he said, and they rose to amble onto a path that led into the menagerie, their boots scrunching lightly on the gravel.


  Loose coral, he noted aloud for Nico to see, difficult to run in, but the boy was peering around him nervously instead, as though an ambush or trap awaited them.


  Id feel better if youd brought that sword with you.


  I told you, we must not harm anyone tonight. If it comes to it, we will flee.


  At least with a sword you could wave it around a little, scare them with it.


  Ash had paused in front of a long cage not much higher than himself, fashioned by thin bars of tiq. Shapes could be seen moving inside the cage. Claws clacked on the floor. They crowded towards
  him, making soft snapping sounds with their beaks. Ash had never seen such animals before. Their bulbous heads swayed on impossibly long necks; their feathered bodies rested on bony stilts.


  You watch too many Tales of the Fish in the street, he told his nervous apprentice. A naked blade has a hunger for blood. It will seek it out or draw the blood to it. Either
  way, he stepped closer to the cage, reached out a hand as though to stroke one of the animals through the bars, it is rarely only a threat.


  The nearest creature poked its head out through the bars, stretched its long neck in an attempt to reach his outstretched fingers. Birds, would you believe. Here, try touching one. They
  are tame.


  Again that boyish suspicion. Still, Nico was game enough to reach out with a finger, and prod one of the feathered flank pressed against the bars.


  In an instant a beak came flashing out at him, snapping loudly as he snatched back his hand.


  Hey!


  Ash chuckled softly. Moved on.


  There were more cages, many more. Some were silent in their darkness, no sign of what might be contained within them. In others, the animals came to the bars in open curiosity. Monkeys hooted
  and grinned with their lips peeled back from their gums. A beaked kerido hung from the bars of one cage, its eyes round and forlorn. Stinkrats scurried through the sawdust of another. The last cage
  at which he lingered held a black panther, prowling back and forth as though demented by its confines.


  Frowning, Ash headed inwards. In the distance a lone guard patrolled the lawns around the mansion, but he spotted no one closer. Abruptly he stopped, raised a hand to stroke his stubby wedge of
  beard.


  Somehow, hed expected more of a challenge.


  The old farlander cast his gaze around until it settled on a hut of small cages, where small colourful birds sat on perches within. They chirped and fluffed up their feathers at his
  approach.


  What are you doing? Nico demanded as Ash opened up the cages one by one, the birds chirping wildly now. The boy hissed and crouched down on the path as animal sounds
  erupted all about them, making a drama of their presence there. Ash was too absorbed in the birds hopping from the open cages to answer him. Some tried their wings first while others launched
  themselves straight into the air.


  A few lingered within the cages, chirping quietly, refusing to leave their captivity. It provoked Ash, those remaining birds fearful of their freedom. It spurred him further, so that he began to
  jog around the area, opening larger cages, even releasing the prowling panther so that it set off into the darkness with a growl.


  Are you mad? Nico whispered, then jerked around as a wolf pattered past him, though the animal only gave him a cursory, canine glance, seemed to be smiling with its toothy open
  mouth. Theyll know were here now!


  The young mans breathing needed working on; his sense of stillness.


  Calm yourself, boy. Focus on your breathing.


  Nico opened his mouth to protest but stopped, swung his head around in alarm.


  Ash had already heard them though. Clawed feet racing along coral paths towards their location. Guard dogs perhaps, or worse.


  Get behind me, he advised his stunned apprentice, and began the deep breathing exercise that would allow him to project his voice.


  For a short time the sound of running feet disappeared  the animals loping over grass  then returned with a splash of gravel, nearer now, off to their left.


  Ash swept around.


  The first creature came into view with a speed and muscled grace that made his blood sing. A banthu  a larger, running cousin of the kerido, no doubt trained to strip the flesh from men.
  First one and then two, three, four of the animals sprinting towards them.


  I knew you should have brought your sword!


  With his body telling him to run, the old farlander stepped forwards to meet the creatures head-on, throwing all his power into his voice as he did so.


  Ssqhuon! he exclaimed as he raised his arms high. Ssqhuon!


  He had only ever tried the trick with dogs  yet the animals faltered in mid-step, kicking coral up around them, and then they were drawing up in sudden confusion.
  Ssqhuon! he tried once more, risking another step forwards with arms flung high, and they clacked their razor beaks and turned to flee, speeding back from where they had
  come.


  I dont believe it, said Nico with a gasp.


  Calls now from the great house. Voices raised in enquiry.


  We must be quick!


  Ash scattered a pair of spotted cats with his stride, following the distinctive scent of tallow flowers in the air until he came at last to a darker area of ponds and marshy ground to the west
  of the menagerie.


  Here. This must be it.


  Frogs croaked in the darkness as he stopped next to one of the pools covered by domes of wire mesh.


  I doubt we have long, Nico said breathlessly, curious now.


  Then pay attention.


  Opening the lock took a matter of moments with his picks. Inside the wire dome, Ash hunkered down on his belly and looked out across the dark water, his exhalations sending tiny shivers across
  the surface. He saw a brilliant white tendril as thin as a hair rise and float amongst the surface tension before disappearing again.


  Fresh-water pelloma, he explained to the boy. The estate sells their eggs to the local restaurants.


  We came here for eggs?


  Precious eggs, renowned for their benefits to health and spirit. They will make an excellent parting gift for your mother.


  Nico was down next to him, panting fast. How do we get them?


  Put your hand in the water. Youll feel them.


  The boy gave a long, studied gaze at the black surface; saw another swirl of a tendril in the centre of the pool. Whatever that is, it looks dangerous.


  I can think of worse stings, but not many.


  Then you do it!


  I will, after you. Dont worry. I know how to deal with it if youre stung.


  They could both hear guards in the distance. A panther roared and a rifle shot fired out in response. Women screamed from the house.


  Nico was ready to bolt for it, he saw. No good for the boys confidence if he did.


  Consider it another part of the lesson.


  Of what, simple-mindedness?


  Call it trust.


  Admit it, youre making this up as you go along.


  Too early to admit to such a truth yet. Ash grunted and lifted his hand towards the water, prepared to do it himself, but the boy stopped him, slipped his own hand into the pool with a gasp.


  Feel around the edge until you come upon their bubble nest, Ash advised the young man as he groped frantically around the pool. The eggs are the size of your
  fist.


  Ash followed the trembling of the water. If they were in luck then the pelloma in the pond would be in their usual sluggish night mode. If not though . . .


  A ripple erupted in the centre of the pool. More tendrils broached the surface. Nico yanked his hand out with water and bubbles raining off it. He held aloft a small translucent egg in
  triumph.


  Here, the boy exclaimed and tossed it into his hands. Ash gripped the slippery egg and returned the boys gaze, which glanced towards the sounds of approaching guards and
  then back again, as though he no longer cared about their danger. His blood was stirred. The spirit of the challenge was upon him.


  He has heart, Ash thought with a surprising spark of pride, and realized then what the test had been tonight, and that Nico had just passed it; for heart, most of all, was the one thing
  Ash could not teach him.


  Thrashing in the water now. Ash was glad the boys hand was out of it and that hed been spared the pain and shock of a sting. Let him wait until later in his training for such
  lessons as those.


  Nicos teeth shone white in the darkness.


  Your turn.


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  The Great Hush


  In the afternoon daylight a fierce odour drifted from the hole, a stench that caused the flying insects to swerve away from its vicinity, seemed even to have leached the
  colours from the nearest fronds of tropical grasses.


  The hole was a vertical opening in the foot of a clay-brown cliff of earth, small compared to most of the other openings in the earth, the same size as the mouth of a wine barrel, though the
  daylight that entered a few feet inside it showed a tunnel widening downwards into blackness. The earth was hard and bare around it, covered with traces of a faint, milky membrane.


  Beyond the hundreds of other openings that pocked the base of the cliff, the ground was a pan of beaten earth with islands of faded grasses. No animals were to be seen but the hundreds of
  six-legged kree scuttling back and forth in their work beneath the afternoon sun, an orange disc way up past the highest flanks of the rift valley, way up in a sky that was like a wide river of
  running blue.


  From the tunnel a sudden sound emerged. The blackened tip of a velvety-blue limb protruded from the orifice to be followed by others; a young worker kree, squeezing its great size through the
  dimensions of the opening.


  It was out and away as quickly as it had appeared. Behind it, a long time later, the same sound of movement returned. Another limb extended from the hole  though this one had fingers, a
  hand, a greasy arm.


  With a gasp, a heavily scarred face pushed its way outwards; a slick and gleaming skull with a crop of dark hair; eyes that were slits squeezed tight against the daylight. Finally a pair of
  shoulders popped out, and then the rest of the body slithered free behind it, naked, coated in oily grime, reeking of kree.


  With deep, sobbing breaths of air, the longhunter hauled out the net bag after him filled with clinking wooden jars.


  Sweet Holy Mercy! thought the man with relief as he finally rolled away from the opening of the kree nest, and lay back against the slope of earth wiping his eyes clear of grime, the
  scars of his face rough against his shaking palm. The longhunter gulped down the fresh breeze and shook with the elation roaring through him.


  He felt reborn, as he always felt reborn upon emerging into the light.


  Cole breathed deep until his shaking subsided, though the elation remained as a surging flow of his blood. The jars were still intact. The Royal Milk gurgled heavily inside them when he gave the
  netting a jostle. He looked up and watched countless kree coming back and forth across the ground before him, blinking as though in surprise.


  This is the last time, you hear me? Cole breathed to himself as he climbed shakily to his feet. The last time!


  
    *

  


  On those nights, returning alone through the wilderness of the Great Hush, Cole would bed down in his sleeping furs fully aware that he might never waken from his slumbers
  again, or worse still, that he might awaken as prey in the midst of some gory feeding frenzy; a few awful moments of agony and terror, he always supposed, a few brief glimpses of their barbed
  lashes thrashing against his face and the dark sheen of their carapaces, before he was gone.


  Cole felt this more strongly the longer he remained so close to the rift valley known as the Edge  an actual sensation like stones rolling around in his stomach and a light prickling of
  his scalp, knowing that he was prey in a predators land.


  It was the beginning of the cool season, the traditional time for expeditions into the Great Hush, this endless continent to the south of the Broken Spine of the World; for in the more tepid air
  the kree were slower and less likely to rush at you out of nowhere. It had taken him more than a month to make it from the Aradrēs mountains to the great
  rift valley of the kree, and a further week to prepare and then descend into the rift itself before returning with his haul of Royal Milk.


  Now, ahead of Cole, over the thousand and more laqs of grasslands he had ridden on his way here, a string of small supply caches stretched back all the way to the Broken Spine of the World, his
  only assured means of getting back to the known world without starving in the trying  for he would need the food stored in them, and the black powder to hunt for more. The line of caches was
  like a rope holding him over a void, and so he thought of them often, along with the haul of Milk he carried with him, and tried not to dwell on those things that could go wrong.


  All about him, as he headed home across the badlands bordering the rift valley, he saw sign of the kree everywhere: stripped trees and the bones of killing grounds scattered across the
  grasslands, where the kree had ingested the liquefied innards of large animals, entire herds of them.


  Diligently, each morning the lone man continued to smear himself from head to toe with the kree blood he carried with him, and smeared his remaining zels and his hunting cat too until they all
  stank from it. The reeking grease made his clothes stick to his skin, but Cole tolerated the discomfort, knowing that it helped to mask their scents from the native kree.


  It was his only protection in this barren land, that and making sure to keep his distance whenever he sighted the scuttling creatures through his eyeglass. During the nights he simply hoped that
  his camp would not be discovered by chance, and bedded down listening to the chirp of the small birds in their cage that would be his first and only warning of attack, brought all this way on the
  back of a zel.


  This close to the Edge, nothing lived on the ground but the grasses and trees and the small animals that buried themselves deep in their warrens during the hours of daylight. In every direction,
  the horizon maintained the same unremarkable flatness, save for the occasional grassy hummock standing there like an island, topped by stands of the strange boli trees. While riding, Cole would
  never tire of watching the trees at this time of the year, their crowns of resinous leaves ablaze with flames, trailing smoke into the sky that carried their sweet scents and seeds. Or at night,
  burning like stands of torches against the stars.


  The longhunter saw no birds in the sky, none at all. It was believed the birds were afflicted by the air here, afflicted in the same way that humans were whenever they stayed too long in the
  Hush, rendered infertile, melancholic, even mad.


  Indeed, his own moods only worsened, just as they had done during his previous solo expeditions. Cole snapped at the big cat that accompanied him whenever she got in the way; a lean domesticated
  prairie lynx with reddish fur and a manner more doglike than feline. Always she growled back at him just as moodily. The zels snickered and nipped at each others necks, and the birds in the
  small cage grew silent. He started talking to himself and the animals more often. It became hard to focus on simple tasks, and Coles heavily scarred face set itself into a permanent scowl of
  concentration beneath the brim of his hat.


  At night, the dreams oozed into his head whispering of dark and lonely things. Cole would waken with his hands trembling and his mind filled with isolation, wondering for the hundredth time why
  he was here in this forsaken place, why he insisted on putting himself through this misery year after year so far from home and family.


  But then he knew the answer, even if he did not wish to face it.


  Deep down, he knew that he was a coward.


  
    *

  


  It was the first wind of the night and it came without prelude, a sudden tussle of air that made the badlands all around him sough in their empty vastness. Its breath rattled
  the bare limbs of the tree beneath which Cole lay deep in troubled sleep, though the long-hunter did not stir.


  Above him in the tree, a solitary seedwing swung from a bare and twisting branch, the last of this years crop tugging as though for its release. Somewhere out in the corrugated badlands,
  a mott called out beneath a sky made bright by the low hanging moons.


  From his dreams the longhunter cried out and then fell silent. The cat too, curled and sleeping against him, whimpered in distress. Moonlight from the Sisters shone on Coles white, clammy
  face, painted shadows in the folds of canvas wrapped around the longrifle propped against the trunk, before they faded behind drifting clouds. The breeze across the Hush faded to a trickle.


  In the sudden darkness of his night camp, in the small wicker cage he had brought all this way, the pair of chirl birds suddenly ceased in their chirping.


  Nearby, where his three zels stood out as slashes of chalky white in the blackness, heads went up as the birds fell dead to the floor of their cage and a little bell tinkled into the night.
  Nostrils flaring, ears twitching, the zels scented the air and listened to the nearing murmurs in the ground.


  Still Cole did not awaken.


  From the east the pack of kree scuttled towards the sleeping mans position, the breeze carrying their hunting spores before them. In silence the predators split up to surround the camp
  from every direction, scrabbling on their six legs across the scrubby ground with tiny puffs of dust.


  The zels tensed for flight, but the hunting scents of the kree seized them and froze their bodies to the spot, their muscles locked and trembling. They could make no sounds from their throats.
  Eyes rolled animal-wild in their heads. Cole too sniffed the air and croaked in sudden despair. Next to him the cat pricked up her ears, opened her eyes into slits. She tried to stagger to her
  feet, fell over onto her side. With a surge she tried again and forced herself up, where she stood rooted to the spot unable to growl, her glassy eyes staring out at the darkness, fixed on the
  motions of an approaching kree.


  Again the wind came, stronger this time. It was enough to tug the solitary seedwing in the tree above the man. Once, twice, three times it tugged before the seedwing detached itself with an
  inaudible snap and fell spinning towards the ground, where it settled on the mans right cheek.


  His face flinched.


  In an instant, Cole was struggling up from his sleeping furs with bile and the reek of kree burning his throat, knowing that he was in danger, and that his worst fears were about to come true.
  Instinctively, he swung for the longrifle and grabbed it up, then swung back again to appraise his chances, seeing the shivering rumps of his zels and the dark form of the cat rooted there on the
  spot. The hairs on her back were standing up on end.


  A zel cried out, and then something hidden by the darkness dragged it to the ground.


  No time for his pack or saddle. No time for anything but to run.


  Sweet Erēs, the Milk! he thought, seeing the bundle of jars sitting next to the bird cage, everything he had worked so hard to gain. But then he spotted
  the oily dark sheens of kree carapaces coming right at him, and he thought no more of anything but escape.


  Cat! the longhunter shouted as he ran for the nearest zel.


  At the sound of her name the cat snapped from her spell and launched herself snarling into the darkness ahead. Cole grabbed a fistful of the zels mane and leapt onto its back.
  The animal came to life beneath his weight, and he spun it around in a kicking panic, searching for a way out. Movement all around them now. He spotted the cat loping past, choosing a direction of
  escape.


  Yah! Cole yelled, kicking the zel to follow after her, and his young mount sprang forwards. Cole rocked into its lengthening stride and with his teeth tried to pull the canvas
  wrapping free from his rifle, jouncing wildly without a saddle and stirrups.


  He chanced a glance over his shoulder. The second zel was following behind them with white foam frothing from its mouth. Shapes were closing fast on its tail.


  Cole brought the wrapped longrifle down behind him and aimed it at the creature  his fingers seeking out the trigger through the canvas  and on the next upstride he fired, the end
  of the wrapping bursting into flames.


  In the momentary flash of light Cole glimpsed the zel falling, and instantly set upon by dark carapaces.


  The Milk! his rattled mind cried again, knowing it was lost to him now, a fortune in Milk; that they would sniff it out and bring it back with them to their warrens.


  Cursing bitterly, the longhunter leaned forward with the rifle held out to one side for balance, his muscles sinking deeper into the rhythms of his mount while he kicked it for all it was worth,
  keenly aware that other kree might still be in pursuit of them.


  They followed hard after the cat like refugees cast from a dream, man and zel bearing the last guttering light through the emptiness of the Great Hush, for the end of his canvas-wrapped rifle
  was still burning, trailing a thread of sparks and smoke through the long night.


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  Cheōs


  Halfway up the mountain path the Dreamer staggered and dropped to one knee, slapping a palm against the rocky track whilst the gusts roared and shoved at her back like bullying
  giants. Cursing, she raised the borrowed shield above her head again for protection against the falling hail, and looked out at the black storm clouds rushing in over the Painted Mountain, hardly
  believing what she saw.


  The hailstones were growing larger now, chunks of white ice dropping from the broiling sky the size of fists, hammering against the wooden shield in her grasp and bursting noisily all around her
  on the boulders and scree of the slope. In panic, a family of mountain goats brayed and scampered downwards in leaping kicks. The Dreamer gritted her teeth, pieces of ice almost knocking the target
  shield from her grasp. With keenly narrowed eyes she scanned for cover, and when she spotted a nearby outcrop and set off for it through the barrage, Shard was thinking fiercely: this is no
  ordinary storm.


  Beneath the overhang of rock, she bent her long body under its shelter and watched the deluge of ice turning the mountain slope white with frozen debris. Shivering, she pulled the fur collar of
  her longcoat about her neck against the blasts of frigid wind, and tossed the chipped and splintered shield to the ground.


  Shard gasped aloud, running a hand over her dark, slicked hair while she felt the mirrored half-mask growing chill against her face. It was the first real storm of winter here in the Free Ports,
  by far the worst she had ever seen on the island of Salina, and she was starting to realize how crazy she was to be out in it.


  Thank Erēs the hail was lessening, vanishing with a last few clattering strikes on the slope, though in its absence the blasts of wind grew fierce enough to pin
  her to the rock, flattening her dark hair and the black and white feathers sprouting from her collar.


  Should I risk it? she considered in all seriousness, but then a tree limb went whipping past in a gust and the air whistled in warning, and Shard leaned back to reconsider her
  options.


  Some help would be needed if she hoped to make it any further. Her numb hand plucked a vial from one of the many leather pockets on her belt, and she twisted it open, took a good long sniff from
  the powdery contents within it, bitter and numbing at the back of her throat. The Dreamer gasped from the dazzling effects of the narcotic now surging through her blood. Her eyes dilated, senses
  sharpening towards a point where time was slowing down. Details leapt out at her.


  A linen shirt flew through the air, flapping its arms as though trying to return to the washing line it had just been swept from. Not far from the lines of washing below, some of the garrisoned
  troops were trying to stop the zels in the corral from breaking out in their collective fright. Behind the struggling figures rose the white buildings and domes of Cheōs, her beloved Academy of Salina, nestled in descending terraces on a broad shoulder of the Painted Mountain, which itself rose as bare rock from the tree line below, ringed
  by bands of colour, stripes of ochre and honey.


  From the many chimneys, grey smoke blew to nothing in the blasts of wind. Sparks flew from the wires of the Sky Batteries hanging between the domes. Even as Shard watched it, a turning
  water-wheel on the side of the foundry seemed to slow in its motion. A few students hurried from the library across the open spaces, their feet kicking aside bits of ice, heading for the exotic
  gardens where broken glass gaped from the glasshouse roofs  worried, no doubt, over their personal crops of hazii weed and stimulants. Mandalay would be in a fine lather over the damage to
  her glasshouses, where the Observer grew all manner of experimental plants for their medicinal properties.


  Over the gleaming dome of the sky observatory, used on cloudless nights to study the cosmos though closed now and shedding ice in the gale, she could see down the mountain slope to the coastal
  lowlands of the island and the blue sparkle of the Midrēs beyond, where a fleet of League warships patrolled for Mannian incursions.


  The sun was still shining down there. Apparently the storm was a localized phenomenon, streaming in from the west in a narrow band of dark clouds. More evidence that this was anything but
  natural. Shard wondered what they were making of it in the shack of exotics at the very top of the mountain, where wizened old Observers pursued their obsession of understanding and predicting the
  weather.


  Shard, are you there?


  The voice in her head came through the farcry she wore like a belt beneath her clothing, a warm and fleshy object pressed against her skin. For a moment she thought it was Remedy again, one of
  her rooks in her private eyrie further up the slope, contacting her to ask what was taking so long. But when the voice spoke again in her head she realized instead that it was Coya Zezik,
  her contact within the Few. Shard frowned with impatience.


  What is it Coya? This isnt the best time for chat.


  Trouble?


  A storm just hit the island. And one of my rooks is in trouble. Where are you anyway?


  Are we secure? Can we talk?


  Of course.


  Im on Breakers Island, a few hundred laqs south-east of you. Im using the farcry on my skyboat. Listen, Shard, Im with the Rōshun. I finally recruited their aid!


  The Rōshun? You found them? As usual, Coyas news was of the most surprising kind. Where were they hiding all this time?


  In Cheem, just like I said! The Empire has destroyed their monastery there. Now theyre keen to join us and take them on.


  The war, Shard realized with growing unease; he was contacting her because of the war.


  For ten years now the people of the Free Ports had lived under siege and blockade by the Empire of Mann. It was an ongoing struggle for their existence, in which the most crucial front lay in
  the easternmost island of Khos, where the famed city of Bar-Khos stood right on the throat of the Lansway  that bridge of land connecting the island with the occupied continent to the south
   blocking the Empires endless assaults with the colossal walls of the Shield.


  Shard had arrived in the midst of it a year into the siege, as a young girl and refugee from the southern continent. An awful and harrowing business, and she had been glad to be gone from it
  when her family had moved elsewhere in the Free Ports. But now the Empire was attacking again with all its might, stirring up the coals of the war once more. Already they had landed a force in Khos
  by sea, an Expeditionary Force that had threatened to storm Bar-Khos from behind  before General Creed, Lord Protector of the island, had stalled them by launching a surprise night attack
  with a much smaller army, in the process felling their leader in battle, the Holy Matriarch of Mann herself.


  Shard, Im going to Bar-Khos after I finish this business with the Rōshun. The city is in trouble. The Empire closes in on them again.


  A frown formed on her fine Contrar features.


  But I thought there was a lull in the fighting, now that the Holy Matriarch is dead? You said last week the Expeditionary Force were stalled in the middle of Khos, fighting amongst
  themselves?


  They still are. But now trouble comes from the south, in Pathia, against the Shield. An old villain returns to the scene of his crime. General Mokabi, previous Archgeneral of the Empire. The
  man who launched the first assaults against the Shield of Bar-Khos, and was retired when he failed to take the walls. Hes leaving Sheaf now with a quarter of a million mercenaries, intent on
  finishing what he started.


  Youre joking. How many?


  Enough, Shard, hes bringing enough to storm the walls of the Shield no matter how many reinforcements the League sends to the city. Bar-Khos cant hope to hold on without
  intervention.


  No doubt he was making it sound worse than it really was. Which was his usual tactic whenever he was about to ask her a favour, something else on top of all those things she was already
  undertaking for the Few  this secret network that she had somehow been made a part of, by Coya, yet about which she still knew very little, save that they were a scattering of individuals
  throughout the Free Ports, working behind the scenes to maintain the spirit of the democras  people without rulers.


  Well she wouldnt have it, not this time, not with everything they were already doing in aid of the war. For all that Shard knew, one of her rooks was up there even now in her eyrie losing
  her mind for the cause. They could give no more.


  Shard?


  Youve always said the Lord Protector knows what hes doing. I doubt he will make it easy for them.


  Creed? Hes still recovering from his heart attack. From what I hear hes hardly his old self.


  You havent spoken with him?


  He ignores my missives. But his people say hes in a bad way. Ill be travelling there myself soon to see what aid I can lend them. Many of us are heading to Bar-Khos right now.
  Its where we need to be.


  The lump in her throat grew sharper. She knew now what he was going to ask her, and Shard no longer felt the cold against her skin, no longer felt the wind at all.


  Shard, I need you to come with me to Bar-Khos.


  Now you really are joking. Have you any idea how much I have on my plate right now?


  Bah. So you always say whenever I ask you to leave the Academy. Youre the only Dreamer we have, Shard. Not to mention the best rook in the Free Ports. This time I really need you. The
  democras needs you.


  Im not your pet Dreamer, Coya. Im not here to be dragged in front of an army every time you need to scare them witless with some fancy light and dazzle show.


  That isnt  strictly  the only reason why I need you there.


  Then why?


  Because . . . youre Contrar.


  The woman straightened at that, banging her head against the overhang of rock. It was the last thing she had expected him to say.


  In blood only, she hotly replied. I was raised in a town, Coya. I went to school. Im no more Contrar than those fake totems your bodyguard keeps sending me for his
  own ridiculous reasons.


  He wants you, thats why he keeps sending you those baubles, Shard.


  I know what he wants  youre avoiding my point!


  Youre still Contrar, Shard, no matter how much you try to hide the fact. We need you. Marlo suggested the plan and hes right. If we are to save Khos, we must make
  another effort at gaining the aid of the Contrar in the Windrush forest, bring them into the war on our side. They can help tie up the Expeditionary Force indefinitely in the north, while
  the Khosians focus on dealing with Mokabis threat to the south. Which means I need to go there personally and speak with the Contrar. Which means I need our resident Contrar
  Dreamer along to show them whose side Im on. Which would be you, Walks With Herself, unless you know of another.


  Shard was twenty-three years of age, but she felt altogether older than her years as she crouched beneath the rock, blasted by the storm, feeling herself pulled this way and that by the demands
  of her abilities.


  Barkbeaters was the derogatory name for her people, the indigenous Contrar of the region. In the city of Sheaf where she had grown up, the local Pathians had treated her kind
  like dogs  those Contrar living there after their tribes had been pacified, driven from the diminishing forests of northern Pathia to work whatever sweat jobs they could find in the
  cities. Shard barely knew what it was to be Contrar, save for old myths told by her parents and how to sing songs during dances and, much later, how to pretend she hadnt noticed the
  fascination of eyes upon her features and the grasping of preconceptions.


  I cant, she told Coya firmly. I have too much going on here to just drop it all and leave.


  Shard!


  Contact me later. This isnt a good time right now.


  With a command of will she broke the connection between their two farcrys, then offered a shake of her head and a few worthy Contrar curses to the gale; another legacy of her
  parents.


  Coyas words echoed in her mind like ghostly accusations.


  How she loathed this war with the Empire, resenting the time it robbed from her studies of the raw bindee, her attempts at exploring these abilities she still barely understood as a fledgling
  Dreamer.


  Thank kush her parents had gotten her out in time, not long after Pathia had fallen to Mann. And thank kush she had gone on to find her place in this world, right here on the slopes of the
  Painted Mountain, in this academy which welcomed anyone of ability regardless of their fortunes or their blood or their gender, and which supported itself and its students largely through donations
  and outreach colleges in the towns and city, where its name of Cheōs, reflecting the spirit of open-minded learning, had become synonymous with wisdom itself.


  After so many years spent studying here, Shard held a deep love for this place where she now lived as a rare prize to the Academy, a Dreamer in residency  indeed the only Dreamer in the
  Free Ports. Certainly, she had no wish to leave again any time soon.


  Absently, Shards gaze was drawn to the open palm of her hand, where the rainbow colours of her glimmersuit swirled like oil on water, a transparent second skin that lived upon the
  entirety of her own.


  Before the storm had hit, shed been down in the culture-tanks checking on the latest experiment for the glimmersuits  trying to create a method that would reproduce them from
  samples taken from her own. But the results remained unsatisfactory, the secrets of the second skin still largely a mystery; something else the Few would no doubt be pestering her about soon, even
  as Coya tried to persuade her to drop everything and come with him into the maws of the war.


  Shard, please respond.


  Coya, Im serious, this isnt


  Its Remedy, cut in the voice of one of her rooks.


  What is it?


  Just suggesting you hurry if you can. Moons worse than we thought.


  Is she conscious?


  Her eyes are open. But I dont think anyones home.


  Thunder cracked the sky open, shook the mountain and the air and the juices in the pit of her belly. All day Shard had carried a feeling of sick anticipation in her stomach without knowing that
  it was for this moment now. Moon had been her finest, her brightest. Now the girl was likely gone.


  Stay clear of the Black until I get there. Im doing my best.


  Understood.


  Lightning flashed and struck the iron conductor of one of the domes, for an instant coursing along the dangling lines of the Sky Batteries.


  The Dreamer could do little about the lightning just now, but at least she could do something about the wind. When the height of her narcotic rush began to subside at last, Shard knew she was
  deep enough to work a glyph, and pictured one in her mind, a golden shining thing she had crafted from the bindee with such occasions in mind.


  Her glimmersuit began to warm against her skin, colours swirling faster across the backs of her hands; a conduit of her will, rousing itself to the raw bindee around her. For three years now she
  had worn this second skin upon her own, ever since stepping from a hidden pool in the Alhazii desert; the shell of living liquid reaching into every orifice of her body, never to dry. Yet still she
  could feel the touch of things. Still she perspired.


  When Shard willed the mental glyph to life the wind around her fluttered and began to lessen. She stepped out from cover, the worst of the gusts deflected around her by the subtle manipulations
  of chance some distance upwind.


  Normally it took little effort to maintain this kind of glyph, for it was always easier to manipulate non-living things such as the movements of the air. But she was still drained from last
  nights work, and her mind was buffeted by the elements. She needed to be quick.


  Shard ducked out from the rocks and hurried upwards along the track, propelled by the steady eagerness of the wind. At least it was no longer trying to barge her flat to the ground.


  She was panting by the time she reached the steps leading to her eyrie, though she maintained her pace as she stamped up to the log house above, perched on an outcrop of rock amongst a lone
  stand of shaking dwarf pine.


  Reaching the front door, Shard dropped the glyph in her mind and stepped inside, her longcoat suddenly billowing with air.


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Terravana


  In the frigid darkness of a cave the farlander Ash stood alone, smiling to himself in reverie.


  Through his mind and heart ran a memory of his lost apprentice Nico; the night in Bar-Khos when they had stolen into the menagerie, creatures calling out into the darkness all around them. The
  boys sly humour as he turned from the pond with the dripping egg in his hand, thrilled at his own bravery.


  Your turn!


  A smile tugged at the corners of the old Rōshuns mouth. Eyes opening to slits, Ash gazed into a small alcove carved into the wall of the cave, where a
  candle flickered warmly, blackening the rock above it with smoke.


  The small alcove had been empty when they had first arrived here a day earlier by skyship, at this ancient island Hermitage in the sea. Now it was swept clean and occupied by the candle, along
  with two stout urns of clay.


  In the larger urn were the bones and ashes of Oshō, leader of the Rōshun order, his friend and mentor fallen in the defence of
  their monastery in Cheem. Next to it, the smaller vessel held the remains of his young apprentice Nico, months passed now since the boys death in the far imperial capital of Qos.


  Swaying in something of a trance, the farlander was filled only with the lingering impressions of the boy who still haunted him, still lived on in his mind where his son and his wife also lived
  on, all three in some way entwined. At his back, the never-ending growl of the Terravana lulled Ash into a peaceful stillness, sent a vibration through his bones that soothed the pain in his lower
  spine. He basked in the strange sounds, carried along by their rhythms and the flow of emotions washing through him.


  A place of memories, this cave in the side of the sea cliff. So Meer the fake hedgemonk had told him. Its curious flute of singing stone was said to stir the past into life again.


  In the cool air of the cave, the column of white rock behind him rose from the flattened floor into the jagged roof overhead, glittering with the same mineral deposits that sparkled across the
  walls. There were small holes along the height of the Terravana, like nostrils on the undersides and uppersides of carved knobs of rock. The deep growling sound was coming from these openings; a
  panting, wavering, never-ending force of air gusting up and down within the hollow column itself, a growl accompanied by the distant booms of crashing waves far below.


  The first holy men of the Hermitage had carved and refined what theyd found in this cave until they had achieved what they believed were perfect notes of harmony. For fourteen hundred
  years the same sonorous tones had been echoing in this space without interruption, longer than the Oreos of Lagos had been standing, older even than the city states of Markesh; and now they rode
  through Ash too, physically vibrating the fibres of his being.


  The hermit shamans were gone now, their community of Istafari having faded into obscurity. Now all that remained was the ancient sea-cliff Hermitage itself and its empty spaces running through
  the solid rock, echoing with old ghosts.


  Ash blinked, staring at the candle flame as it flickered in a sudden draught. He glimpsed a bonfire on the sandy floor of an arena, Nicos face smothered by the rising flames before a
  crossbow bolt shot into the boys forehead, one that Ash had shot himself from the heights of the Shay-Madi, hoping to end his misery.


  I had to do it, he told the trace of the boy that still lingered on. There was no other way, or I would have taken it.


  Silence, save for the wavering tones of the Terravana.


  Perhaps the sudden pain in his head was an answer. Ash winced and chewed on the bundle of leaves in his mouth all the harder. How long was left to him now, he wondered . . . A few months
  perhaps. A few weeks even.


  There was a time when such reflections would have spurred him to seize the moment for all that it was worth, to make the most of his time while he still could. But now the knowledge of his
  nearing demise seemed only to lessen the long weariness of his soul. In a way Ash would be glad to lay down the struggle, glad to rest his bones in peace.


  Only one last thing left to do, if he still had the time.


  Ash stared at the urn of Nicos ashes and wondered once more if it was possible, this desperate plan of his.


  Chasing miracles, my boy. What more can I do than that?


  
    *

  


  Ash, my man. Ive been looking for you all over.


  Ash turned his head to see a crooked figure standing in the tunnel that led out to the steps carved on the side of the sea cliff, blocking what little daylight made it this far. It was Coya,
  leaning on his walking cane as he stepped closer into the dim glow of the candle.


  And now you have found me.


  Thanks to Meer. He suggested you might be hiding down here.


  The old farlander exhaled softly and regarded Coya with his hooded gaze, this man who had flown the Rōshun from their destroyed monastery in Cheem to here, the
  deserted island Hermitage that was their new sanctuary in the Free Ports. Coya stood hunched over his cane by the burdens of his contorted body, though his young face looked serene within its frame
  of lustrous blond hair.


  High on the hazii weed again, as so many of these people in the Free Ports seemed to be, where the growing of the weed approached a form of artful worship, and where the herb itself was used for
  all kinds of ailments of both body and mind, including the aching joints of Coya.


  How goes the unpacking?


  Noise and dust everywhere. Though your people seem in good spirits. I think theyre satisfied with their new home.


  He referred to the surviving Rōshun, many of them apprentices, up above in the empty chambers and passages of the Hermitage carved by its community of shamans
  now long gone.


  Aye, you did well to bring us here, Ash consented.


  Coya Zezik, Delegate for the League of Free Ports and member of that secret network known as the Few, lowered his head by way of acknowledgement. You seemed lost in thought when I
  entered, he remarked. Thinking of the past, by any chance?


  A little. Meer warned me this place can bring memories to life. Something about the sound that it makes.


  He said nothing more, for he had come here to be alone and the desire still persisted. Coya cleared his throat, perhaps sensing as much. Still, he did not leave, instead favouring Ash with his
  striking gaze, this fellow in his mid-twenties whose stoop and walking cane gave him the appearance of a withered old man.


  Here was a person who made the most of his appearance as best he could, as witnessed by his oiled blond curls and his manicured nails and his elaborate, splendid robe of cream silk; a vanity
  that seemed incongruous to the rest of his modest ways, though not, Ash supposed, for the direct descendant of the spiritual rebel Zezik, philosopher of the democras.


  Thirty years in exile living as Rōshun, Coya murmured. You farlanders have come a long way since your cause was broken all that time
  ago.


  He spoke of the old country, Honshu, and the failed peoples revolution there, and of the three old farlanders still alive within the order.


  Our cause was never broken, grumbled Ash. Only betrayed.


  Coya eyed him standing there with his sword leaning against the wall within easy reach. Im told youre still something of a revolutionary, in your own way. You like to take
  on tyrants when you can.


  I hear glamour in your voice, Coya. Careful you do not make a romance of things from afar.


  Afar, Coya chuckled dryly. Revolution is my business, Ash, or hadnt you gathered that yet? Ive been studying our uprising here in the Free Ports ever since I
  was a youth, the good and the bad of it. Even now, more than a century later, that same revolution carries on thanks to people like myself, people who help this experiment of the democras to
  survive.


  He was speaking of the Few, Ash knew. That invisible web of individuals scattered throughout the Free Ports and perhaps further, chosen how or why he didnt know, but working for
  the benefit of the democras, otherwise known as the Mercian Free Ports.


  The network was still mostly a mystery to Ash save for what little Coya and Meer had so far offered him, just enough to know that they could be trusted, perhaps, and that the equally secretive
  Rōshun could work with them, for they shared a common enemy after all, and they were both followers of the Way with its emphasis on Balance In All Things.
  How long the Few had been around and how powerful they really were seemed a matter best left unspoken. He suspected they had been here since the very beginning, working through shadow-play and
  cunning as they did even now.


  You were lucky here in the Free Ports, said Ash at last. Your revolution turned out well for you and is yet to be subverted. You have nurtured a respect for the land and the
  spirit here. The people have a voice that is heard, a say in their daily lives free of masters.


  In Honshu though, even before we were betrayed, we did not know if we were fighting for a different set of rulers to replace the old. And in imperial Qos, their own revolution
  spawned the Empire of Mann, and their sham representation of those they govern. A revolution that is also ongoing even now.


  Bah, said Coya with a scowl. Theirs was a coup without the support of the people. Besides, madness always lay at the heart of the Mannian cult. What can you expect from a
  people who worship their own selves and believe that everything is to be exploited? No wonder they spawned an empire of oppression. No wonder they hate the Free Ports so explicitly, and try in the
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