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CHAPTER ONE

LIA

I can taste the death in the air.

A burl has taken root in Barkcloth’s central library, leaving fifteen dead and the city drowning in fear. A crowd of officials leads us towards the library, their gaits stiff and their faces pale with worry. My stomach tightens. I finger the smooth hilt of my talon – a hooked sword with a barbed head that curves like a shepherd’s crook. Its long sheath knocks against my thigh as we walk.

We’d been bombarded with questions the moment we stepped into Barkcloth. Where has the burl come from? How did it form? Why did this happen? I wish I had the answers.

Sometimes the invisible threads of our cosmos get tangled. It happens without warning or reason and, when it does, those tangled threads spawn burls – abhorrent knots that warp reality and leave nothing but death in their wake. Nobody wants to hear that, though. Hey, sorry about that thing that appeared and killed everyone – it just, you know, happened.

That explanation never goes down well, so I stay silent and focus on the task at hand.

Wind ruffles the base of my cloak. I breathe through the rising panic. It’ll be fine. I’ve unpicked dozens of burls before. The only difference is that today, for the first time, I’ll be tackling the burl alone.

—Uh, hello? I’m here too, remember?

Ali’s voice echoes from inside my skull. She’s right, of course. I’m never truly alone. She’s a constant voice in my head; a shadow I can never shake. Wherever I go, she goes.

The crowd trudges on. Men worry the seams of their dark-dyed doublets while women pick at the threads of their dust-coloured shawls. Austere and stiff. Typical Barkcloth fashion, a far cry from the loose-fitting blouse that covers my leather harness, my wide-leg bottoms, and the simple sash around my waist that secures my talon’s sheath – all hidden beneath the black cloak embroidered with a golden bird, the symbol of our order. I pull up my hood and quicken my pace.

Auntie Ida and Master Crawly trail behind with their notebooks in hand, their own cloaks billowing in the breeze. Auntie Ida’s dark skin glistens, thick curls bouncing to the rhythm of her easy stride. Master Crawly sweeps strands of blond hair across his forehead and stares with a face as stiff as canvas. They’re both watching me. Testing me. Making sure I follow protocol during the burl investigation. If I take out the burl, I’ll have passed the field exam and earned my crest.

Only a handful of weavers our age have ever earned a crest. You need special approval to even take the field exam, and most weavers wait until after they’ve graduated the Academy before trying. That would have been the smart thing, but Ida thinks we’re ready, and Ali’s been harping on about it for months, so here we are. No backing out now. The other apprentices back at the Academy may not like me, but if I pass, they’ll at least have to respect me.

—Yeah, sure they will.

A chill breeze cuts to the bone. We pass through a silent city square where green-tiled roofs form jagged silhouettes against the overcast sky. Our small crowd creeps between abandoned market stalls and slips through streets of straw-thatched houses with narrow glass windows and dark, twitching curtains. It feels like the entire city is holding its breath. Can’t say I blame them. I’d be nervous too if my fate were in the hands of some scrawny seventeen-year-old girl.

—Or maybe they’re just holding their breath because of the smell. Someone needs to teach these people the art of indoor plumbing.

—You’re not helping, Ali.

I catch my lips moving and force them shut. It’s always a struggle to stop myself from whispering aloud whenever I argue with Ali. Another reason everyone thinks I’ve got a thread loose. There goes the crazy girl talking to herself again. Better for them to think I’m crazy than to discover the truth, I suppose.

We approach the sentinels guarding the quarantined area’s perimeter. Richer city-states would have their guards draped in reinforced leather and armed with steel sabres and lever-action rifles. Here in Barkcloth, the sentinels stand guard in archaic chainmail with antique muskets over their shoulders.

I advise the city officials to wait with the guards. Everyone looks so nervous. I want to tell them all not to worry, but the thought of speaking in front of a crowd this large summons an ache that gnaws at my insides. One official, a portly man with a wiry moustache, looks to me for reassurance. The best I can offer is a half-hearted smile. I pass the guards with Crawly and Ida beside me. The three of us march across the empty thoroughfare towards the library. It’s a similar style to the rest of Barkcloth’s grand buildings; a vast heap of chalky, rammed-earth bricks, stained-glass windows, and arched wooden doors.

‘Nature of the burl?’ Crawly asks.

I run my fingers across the invisible strands that make up the Fabric of Existence. Aqua, the strand embodying all liquids within the Fabric, has tangled with Aer, the strand that constitutes all the Fabric’s gases. ‘It’s too far out to know the precise effects, but I’m pretty sure it’s an Aqua-Aer tangle.’

Crawly nods and scrawls into his notebook. ‘Agreed. Good luck.’

Auntie Ida drapes an arm over my shoulder and leads us away from Crawly. She leans into me with a lazy slouch. ‘So, here we are. Your first solo burl. How are you feeling, Cotton-bud?’

‘Scared.’

‘Scared?’ Her lips curl sardonically, as if she thinks this entire test is a waste of time. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of.’

‘Except for dying.’

She kisses my cheek. ‘You’re every bit your mother’s daughter, you know that? She was fifteen when she got her crest. You could have too, if you went for it.’ Her lips brush my ear as she whispers words meant not for me, but for Ali. ‘That goes for both of you. Keep her focused.’ She glances back at the crowd across the thoroughfare. ‘These people are depending on us.’

‘I know.’

‘So, you’re good?’

‘Yeah. I’m good.’

I steady my shakes and approach the library. The gravel sounds like grinding bones as it crunches beneath my sandals.

—Breathe, Lia.

—I am breathing.

I walk up the library’s portico steps and slip through a slit between its heavy arched doors. Inside is a large hall lined with rows of mahogany bookshelves. A crimson rug stretches down the steps of a grand staircase like the drooping tongue of a monstrous hound. Specks of dust dance inside slivers of dim light that filter through narrow, murky windows.

The burl could be anywhere, so I unsheathe my talon, poised and alert. The blacker-than-black malora steel creates a warped halo of bending light around the hooked weapon. It’s feather-light, and I hold the blade out with my left hand while the fingers on my right stay ready to weave. I take my first steps up the staircase towards …

Crease, there’s someone there. A severed breath gets caught in my throat. A woman in a white dress looms on the landing, her face masked by shadows.

‘Hello?’ My voice echoes through the silent hall. ‘I’m with the Golden Palm. I’m here to investigate a burl.’

The woman stands silent.

—Uh, she’s not standing.

Oh. Right. The woman hovers a few inches above the floor. She turns as she floats, like a hanged man fastened to an unseen rope. Dark hair wafts about her crown like a ghostly corona.

So that’s the effect of the burl.

The thick Aer resists my movements. It’s like my body weighs more with each step. My clothes feel drenched, and my laboured breaths are thin gruel for starving lungs. Another step. Then another. A chill runs down my spine as I approach the corpse on the landing – a woman with swollen flesh and eyes that bulge from their sockets. Drowned.

—Gross. Make sure we don’t end up like her.

—Then stop distracting me.

My right foot misses the landing. I wave my arms, floundering as I float beside the dead woman. I was right – the Aqua and Aer have become so tangled that I may as well be floating at the bottom of a bay. The tangle’s likely to get thicker the closer we get to the burl.

I hold my breath, sheathe my talon, and swim through the Aqua-clogged Aer. Portraits on the walls bleed their paint in streaks and transform their subjects into melting apparitions. Lamps, chairs, papers, and books float sleepily beside the bloated corpses.

It’s hard to swim, and my lungs itch for a full breath. Time to weave. I channel my focus, allowing my consciousness to surge into my hands and touch the threads of the Fabric. Then, with a gentle tug, I pull at the Aqua in the Aer, unravelling the tangle slightly so I can move more easily along the corridor. Blood trickles from my nose as my body pays the cost of weaving Aqua. First law of weaving. Tug at the Fabric, and the Fabric tugs back.

I ignore the growing strain in my lungs and swim towards the half-open door. I bat away the drifting books, grip the door’s wooden frame, and pull myself through the gap.

There it is. The burl.

It’s a colossal twine ball made from tentacles that squirm the way a dead squid’s limbs never should. Half the strands look wet, like long strings of immortal mucus, while the other half – the tangled Aer strands – are ethereal things; shimmering spectres that flail within the gruesome knot. The burl, at least twice the size of a city stagecoach, hovers in the middle of the room, surrounded by more of its victims’ bloated corpses.

We’re in a vast chamber lit by the light seeping in from the glass dome ceiling. The burl is less than thirty feet away.

—What are you waiting for? Swim over there and cut the threads.

—Something’s wrong.

The bodies and furnishings aren’t floating. They’re locked in place like insects frozen in ice. I reach for my talon. At least, I try to. I can’t move. I’m stuck.

Oh, crease. The tangle’s made the Aer as thick as molasses. My body strains. My lungs scream.

—Calm down. Think.

Dread tightens around my neck like a noose. I’m going to drown, I’m going to drown, I’m going to …

—Lia! For Spinner’s sake, calm down. You can’t move your arms, but what about your fingers?

Fingers? Ali’s right, I can just about move my fingers. Means I can still weave. I curl my fingers and tug hard at the Aqua. I need it to move, to flow. My cheeks swell. Blood erupts from my mouth and dissolves into the Fabric.

Didn’t work. Tugged too hard. Aqua too tangled.

—Break it down, Lia.

Think, think, think. Aqua – liquid – flow – viscosity—

Heat! That’s it. The panic recedes as a plan takes shape in my mind. I pluck lightly at Aqua’s threads. No need to untangle. Just get the strands moving enough to heat them up. Blood gushes from my nose as my body pays Aqua’s cost. Blood loss, lack of oxygen, and water so hot that it almost blisters my skin.

—It’s only pain. Stay focused. It’s working.

Increasing the heat reduces the viscosity and lets the Aqua flow. The objects and bodies float gently through the room. I kick my legs and swim towards the burl. My body moves slowly. Too slowly. Need to breathe, need to breathe, need to breathe.

—Come on, we’re almost there.

A hard tug of my talon rips it free from its sheath. Left hand holds talon, right tugs Aer’s strands.

—You sure? Paying Aer’s cost is the last thing we need. Not much breath left to spare.

—Hot Aqua loosened tangle. Now just need a little push.

Shaking limbs. Vision blurred by dancing white spots. Might not make it.

—Yes, you will. You always do.

My fingers move fast. I weave a pattern of hot and cold Aer then tug hard. Aer’s cost takes its toll and snatches the remaining breath from my lungs. The pattern ripples through the Aer; ripples that build like waves; waves that form currents that launch me across the room and straight for the burl.

Lungs on fire. Darkness spreads. Body too heavy and thoughts too fuzzy and …

—Eyes open, Lia!

Ali’s voice – a slap to the face that keeps me conscious. I tighten my hand around my talon’s hilt and set my fading vision on the abominable knot.

My talon sinks into the burl, its curved razor edge hooked around a gruesome thread. I twist and pull and feel the blade slice through the burl.

Countless tiny droplets appear around the room as the Aqua and Aer untangle. For the briefest of moments, I hover motionless, my attention caught by the dazzling beauty of a million little drops glimmering in the light like a sky full of stars.

I fall to the ground with a thud. Everything else falls too, including the droplets that shower down for half a breath and leave the floor drenched. The burl’s threads turn black from the tear. The dying burl convulses in a wave of grotesque ripples, its threads squirming as they return to their rightful place within the Fabric. Some threads melt into pools of water on the floor; others fade to vapour as they rejoin the surrounding Aer.

I gasp and howl and pound my fists against the puddles. ‘I did it,’ I scream. The words echo through the silent chamber. I clamp both hands over my mouth and whisper into my palms. ‘I did it.’

—Never doubted you for a second.

I beat the burl. I passed the test. Just wait till the other kids at the Academy find out.

And then the rush ebbs away like a receding wave that leaves darkened sand beneath my feet. I sheathe my talon, glance at the space where the burl once was, then stare at the surrounding wreckage. My eyes fix on the corpses scattered around the room. What’s wrong with me? All these people dead, and I’m here celebrating?

—All right, Lia. Let’s keep moving.

Inside the City Hall’s grand chamber, Barkcloth’s anxious officials sit around a massive oak table waiting to hear my report. Auntie Ida and Master Crawly sit silent beside me, letting me take the lead. I’d rather face another burl.

‘This is the third burl we’ve had this year,’ says an ornery woman with a sharp face and a cutting tone. ‘How can we prevent another?’

They all turn to me, and I deliver the standard response. ‘If you leave a few pieces of string in your pocket, they’ll eventually tangle. The same thing applies to the Fabric’s strands. Burls can’t be predicted, and they can’t be prevented.’ My quiet words are swallowed by a hostile silence. I don’t think they liked my answer.

—Tell them they can unpick their own creasing burls, then.

I get it – they’re scared. For most people, burls and burl beasts are living nightmares, twisted tales told in every city, abominations that lurk in the shadows of humanity’s collective terror.

But I’m a Golden Palm weaver. I’ve been trained to take on those tangles. Burls aren’t unknowable horrors; they’re puzzles to be solved. I can handle burls – it’s people that pose the real threat.

I force a reassuring smile. ‘If you ever need us, we’re only a few days away.’

Three angry officials ask three angry questions at once. Another stands and raises his voice. My smile fades. Did I say the wrong thing? I must have. I always say the wrong thing.

Ida raises a hand, silencing the room with effortless authority. ‘Let’s calm down, people. Everyone here knows the protocol. If you encounter a burl, evacuate, quarantine, and send the bearer birds.’

The sharp-faced woman shakes her head. ‘And what if we’re struck by a burl beast? One of those monsters attacked Alindi, and I hear it took your people a week to sort it out.’ Her words are an arrow that pierces my chest. My hand instinctively moves to cover my heart. Ida throws me a sideways glance and rests a soothing hand on my shoulder.

‘You already know what to do,’ Crawly says, his languid tone teetering between boredom and disapproval. The Golden Palm is an independent organisation that works with the leaders of Quilt’s city-states, not for them. Prideful weavers like Crawly and Ida tend to get irritated when city officials forget that fact. ‘If a burl beast appears,’ Crawly continues, ‘send the bearer birds and lock down the city.’

The furious official waves away his response. ‘Barkcloth needs a permanent weaver stationed here. Songket has one, and Suzani. Where’s ours?’

—These ratbags have a funny way of thanking the people that just saved their city.

Crawly frowns. ‘I’m afraid the Golden Palm doesn’t have the resources to allocate every city with its own weaver.’

‘Then perhaps it’s time we looked to the Cloth, instead. We’ve had some of their missionaries come to visit us, you know.’

The woman smirks triumphantly while Crawly and Ida weigh her words. If she’s telling the truth, this wouldn’t be the first time the Cloth have cast their threads into the Golden Palm’s territory.

Crawly shrugs. ‘If you wish to sever your ties with the Golden Palm, just say the word. I’m sure your citizens will love paying the Cloth’s tithes and bowing before their altars.’

Another official jumps in before tempers flare any further. He thanks us again for our help and finally ends the meeting.

I reach for the pouch inside my cloak and take out the Timesphere, its smooth surface cool to the touch. The numbers and hands glow like captured starlight against the orb’s infinite blackness.

Six-eighteen. Twelve minutes left.

An official escorts us from City Hall to the coach station stables.

‘Don’t worry about them,’ he says. ‘They’re just worried about the city. I think what you did was incredible.’ He holds my gaze for more than a moment.

My heart skips a beat, and I shift my eyes to the ground. ‘Oh … Thanks.’

‘As a writer for The Barkcloth Times, I’d love to know a bit about the weaver who saved us. Who are you?’

‘Who am I?’ I echo his question, the words laced with a longing I can’t name.

‘We have a standard template for press releases,’ Crawly interjects. He reaches into his cloak and hands him the paper. ‘Use this if you need to.’

‘Ah. Thank you.’ His smile deflates. ‘Well, this is the station. Thank you again.’

I watch him walk away, then cast my eyes above. The first faint flicker of the Loomstar twinkles in the darkening twilight sky.

The day scurries away and carries me with it, like the pull of weighted boots dragging me to the bottom of a river. Sounds shrink to a whisper while the colour drains from the world. Numbness spreads from my fingers, up my arms, and across my body as I sink into a familiar chasm that swallows me whole.

The night is here, which means it’s Ali’s turn to take over.




CHAPTER TWO

ALI

And there it is. The swap.

No high hits harder than the rush of taking control. Colours shine brighter. Sounds hit louder. I suck down the scents as we step inside the coach station stable – the musk of sweaty horses, manure, the damp hay’s mildew-must. Doesn’t even matter what the smells are. All that matters is I’m the one who smells them.

During the day, when Lia is in charge, I see what she sees. Feel what she feels. I can even hear the endless stream of word-vomit she spews from inside our head. But it’s all numbed. A step removed. Like I’m watching the world from inside a box of tinted glass, bound and gagged, unable to do anything other than whisper my thoughts to her. Then the night comes, the glass shatters, and Ali Kimeti comes out to play.

I take out Lia’s tight ponytail, run my hands through the thick cloud of wild curls. My fingers snag on a knot. Needs a brush.

—You need to brush. I brush our hair every morning.

I crick my neck from side to side while the coachman opens the carriage door. The leather seats groan as we squeeze inside, and so do I. Ida rests a hand on my bouncing knee. She knows how much I hate being cooped up in one place. Crawly glances at me from the corner of his eye. Probably thinks I’ve got post-burl jitters. What else would he think? Only Ida and Grandmaster Striker know the truth about me and Lia. To all the other weavers back at Nest, we’re just one person.

Two horses pull our carriage through the arched gates of Barkcloth’s pale city walls. The wheels creak and roll along the worn dirt path. We pass through miles of farmland before reaching the wild expanse of the Padded Plains. Crows soar across the pink and purple sky above. Pretty. Warm, too. The perfect evening to catch a drink on a tavern terrace or win some loops in a back-alley dice game. But hey, why do any of that when you can spend the whole damn evening stuck inside a tiny carriage?

—Just get some sleep if the journey is so terrible.

—No way. I’d rather stay up and suffer than sleep my life away.

—Could you try to suffer a little more silently, please?

‘I was going to wait until we got back to Nest,’ Ida says, ‘but you look about ready to tear your hair out.’

‘Huh?’

Ida reaches into her travel bag and hands me a spool of golden thread. Then she moves her fingers through the air as if playing on some invisible piano. Thread rises from the spool like a snake to a charmer. It floats through the air and weaves itself across my lapel in a series of loops and arches. Ida winces as the skin on the tip of her left ring finger peels away, crumbling into flakes of grey ash that dissolve into the Fabric. That’s the cost of weaving Terra – the elemental strand that makes up all solids in the Fabric. Not pretty.

Ida finishes the pattern and bandages her bloody finger.

‘Could’ve just used a needle, you know.’

‘Oh no, Cotton-bud. I want you to remember just how much your dear aunt suffers for you.’

‘Uh-huh.’

I rub my thumb over the encircled golden feather on my cloak. Our rest and rank. It’s the first major rung up the ladder, going from an apprentice to a crest. Of course, there are always more feathers to earn and more ranks to climb – up to the Masters of the Eyrie Council and, above all, Grandmaster Striker, who leads us.

Thought I’d feel different once we got the crest. Proud, or something. But then, I didn’t really earn it, did I? It was Lia who passed the test.

—Don’t say that. We did it together, Ali.

—If you say so.

The journey’s slow-going, and it’s almost eleven by the time we finally hit East Ridge Wharf. I burst out of the carriage, feeling the tightness and tension melt away as I twist and turn on the spot.

It’s quiet. No tourists, just thick-armed merchants carrying crates from warehouses to the shuttles at the dock. Dolomedes skippers patrol the wharf in pairs with peaked caps on their heads and rifles slung over their shoulders. We approach the skipper standing at the checkpoint by the pier.

‘State your business,’ he barks.

‘Golden Palm delegation,’ Crawly says pointedly, ‘returning from a burl investigation in Barkcloth.’

‘Identification.’

We hand over our badges – three leather patches with our names inscribed below the Golden Palm’s metallic emblem.

‘Shuttle passes.’

The skipper checks over our passes, then directs us to a mid-sized cargo shuttle at the end of the pier.

We wait for the merchants to board before making our way across the gangplank. The captain meets us on the shuttle’s main deck. An old, scarred skipper with a grey beard and three stars sewn into his cap. He removes the cap and lowers his head. We return his bow with the customary salute.

Time to cast off.

The crew, fifteen strong, gathers at the bow. One skipper catches my eye. She’s around my age with skin the colour of saddle tan leather. She sees me staring and meets my gaze with greenish-brown eyes that send a hot quiver down my spine. She smiles, then shifts her attention back to her captain.

The captain fingers the black river stone around his neck, then recites the River Psalm at the top of his lungs.

Spinner guide this shuttle forth,

From Warp and Weft to Port and Wharf,

Cross the blood that feeds the land,

Fate’s thread spun by Spinner’s hand.


He removes a golden pin from his cap, pricks his finger, and squeezes a drop of blood into the river. Each of his skippers follows in turn. An offering to the Great Loom River.

‘All right, skippers,’ the captain hollers. ‘To your stations.’

The crew scatters. Hefty clouds emerge from the shuttle’s smokestack. The shuttle lurches forward, crawling away from the pier before joining the river proper.

Two skippers check the lashing on a cargo hatch. No smiles, no banter, no nonsense – just tight jaws and taut focus. They may not be weavers, but skippers are still an integral part of the Trifold – the three intracontinental organisations that maintain the balance of power across Quilt. The Golden Palm weavers, the carders of the Cloth and the Dolomedes skippers. Quilt’s city-states would tear each other apart without the Trifold keeping the peace.

Crawly and Ida clock out for the night, escorted across the deck by a young skipper. Any weaver from the Cloth or the Golden Palm will tell you that mastering the Fabric’s strands takes years of dedication, but, in all fairness to the Dolomedes, learning to navigate the Great Loom – the river that stretches over ten thousand miles across the continent, binding thousands of Quilt’s city-states together – isn’t any easier.

I check the time. Quarter to midnight. Common room’s empty and the mess hall’s closed. Great. I pace up and down the deck, restless, antsy, wired. I hate this feeling – the frustration of knowing that time is slipping away while I stand around doing nothing. This is what pisses me off the most. Lia and I always swap at the same time. Lia takes over at six-thirty in the morning and I take control at six-thirty at night. She gets to come out during the day and yet she wastes all her time with her nose glued to books.

—Reading is not a waste of time.

—It is when you’ve got a big, bright world to explore.

And what options do I have when it’s my turn? Bars. Dice dens. A couple of late-night markets, if I’m lucky. The worst are nights like tonight when I’m stuck in transit.

‘Hey.’

It’s the girl I’d seen on the deck. The skipper with the greenish-brown eyes. She ambles my way with a thumb slipped behind her sword-belt. The way she moves raises the hairs on my neck. She leans against the railings beside me.

‘Hey yourself. I saw you on the deck.’

‘Yeah,’ she says, taking a pinch of tobacco from a small tin. ‘I saw you seeing me.’ She rolls herself a cig.

‘Got another one?’

—Smoking? Really? I thought you quit.

—When have you known me to quit anything?

She rolls me a cig. Places it between my lips. Reaches for a match. The light of the flame dances in her eyes. I lean forward, letting the end of the cig brush the fire. I take a drag, twirl the cig in my fingers, and blow the smoke to the ceiling.

She pulls her bow-shaped lips into a smile. ‘Got a name, weaver?’

My smile falters for half a beat. For most people, a name is who they are. For me, it’s a reminder of everything I’m not. ‘No name,’ I say. ‘You?’

‘Chief Petty Officer Aziza Banks. Nice to meet you, No Name.’

Neither of us breaks the stare. She bites her bottom lip. A hot flutter sends my strands aflame.

—Why do you do this to yourself?

—Do what? Live my life?

—Pretend that you’re … That you could …

—Leave it alone.

—You just end up getting hurt.

—Leave. It. Alone. My time. My choice.

Lia’s words smother the fire between me and Aziza. The skipper takes a step closer. I take one back.

‘I should probably hit the sheets. Got a long trip.’

‘Want company?’ She stares with cautious optimism, the spark in her eyes not yet doused. I shake my head to stomp it out.

‘Got it.’ She spins around, raising her hand in farewell as she disappears down the deck.

I drift to my cabin, close the door and stare at the mirror. Bronze skin. Hazel eyes. Thick head of soft curls. Pretty, right?

Two eyes become one as I bring my forehead to the cold glass and stare at my face. Our face. Nothing is mine. Not my body. Not my life. I have to share everything with her.

—It goes both ways, Ali.

Not even my thoughts are my own. I pull off my blouse. Throw it across the room. Stare at the chest harness, a sturdy framework of leather straps and buckles made to contain the thing beneath. I undo the straps. Remove the harness. Choke back the rising vomit as I stare at my naked torso.

Two minds sharing a single body. Twins tangled in their mother’s womb, if Ida’s theory holds any truth.

I wonder what our parents thought when we were born. When, instead of giving birth to two healthy girls, our mother gave birth to a single wretched burl beast. Maybe it was the sight of us that killed her.

I run my fingers across the centre of my chest, across the flat tangled tumour of squirming grey and flesh-coloured threads. My burl. —Our burl.




CHAPTER THREE

LIA

‘Wake up, Cotton-bud. We’re almost there.’

‘My eyes peel open as light and sound snatch away the last remnants of a fading dream, the same dream that’s clung to our sleep for years. The same dream we always have. A hazy vision of two women – one searching desperately for something, the other with eyes that glimmer like colourful galaxies.

Are they my dreams, or Ali’s? We seem to share them, though the details always fade as we wake. But for a few fleeing moments, the feelings remain – wholeness, contentment, peace. We’re always happiest when we’re dreaming. Sad, when you think about it.

—Then don’t think about it.

I squint against the sun’s glare through the carriage window. Must have nodded off after we boarded. I stretch and yawn, my body drained and my eyes still heavy. Ali and I typically aim to get eight hours of sleep between us. Most days, that means Ali getting to bed at two-thirty and me getting up around ten-thirty. Our minds always drift off together, and when the swap jolts us awake at six-thirty, I usually just roll over, wrap myself in the blankets, and nod off for a few hours more.

Not today, though. Our shuttle had docked at seven-thirty in the morning, and since Ali refused to have an early night, our body missed out on a good three hours of sleep.

—Yeah, well, you still owed me a few hours from last week.

—How?

—When I went to bed at midnight so you could get up early for Frog-Face Forge’s morning workshop.

I rub my temples. This is my life – constant quibbles over borrowed hours, timetables, and bedtimes.

Our carriage cruises past the first few trees that mark the entrance of Fledgling Forest. I stick my head out the window and watch a pair of golden palm weaverbirds, their yellow feathers flickering like flames as they flutter from one tree to the next. I breathe in the soil’s scent and the sweet perfume of the forest’s blooming orchids. All the tension in my body slackens with the exhale. Then I remember what I’m coming home to, and the serenity dissolves like a fistful of foam.

I gnaw at a nail. I’ve passed the field exam, so I’m no longer an apprentice, but I still have two more years before I graduate.

Only around half of the Academy’s graduates take the field exam and actively hunt burls and burl beasts. The rest of the Golden Palm’s weavers end up in one of the other hundreds of vital roles that keep our organisation functioning: crafters, diplomats, researchers, administrators. As part of the Trifold, it’s the Golden Palm’s duty to help maintain the balance of power across Quilt. That’s why all Golden Palm weavers, even ones working in the field, have to complete the basic General Studies curriculum, which alongside daily instruction in Strand Theory, also includes classes in mathematics, politics, history, philosophy.

For me and Ali, that means another two years of snide snickers and common-room gossip while trying to keep our secret safe.

Our carriage slows beneath the tawny tones of Nest’s city walls. We pass through the southern gateway and pull into the south gate coach station. The coachman opens the door and unfastens our bags from the roof.

There’s a small crowd gathered by the station’s entrance. I spot my year-mates’ faces among them – Hetty, Len, Yusif – and a few other kids from the year above. Why are they here? Could Ida have sent a message ahead of our arrival? Do they know I’ve passed the test? Maybe they are here to congratulate me.

—Yeah, sure they are.

The crowd points my way. A tentative smile crosses my lips. They surge towards me. A thousand tiny feathers whirl inside my stomach.

I raise my hand and wave. ‘Hi …’

They walk straight past me and settle beside the carriage in the next bay along. The door opens, and my heart sinks into my sandals. Of course. They’re not here for me. They’re here for them.

Isiah Rayner – or just Rayner, as everyone calls him – steps out first, towering above the crowd. I can’t believe he’s only eighteen. He has dark skin, broad shoulders and thick arms, and sports a braided topknot with shaved sides. Next out is Egon Greer, cheerful and slender, his ruffled mass of cherry-blond hair catching the light as he beams a carefree smile. Last is Vale Cai. The weaving prodigy. She passed her field exam in her second year – just thirteen at the time. A feat unmatched in centuries of Golden Palm history. She swipes a strand of jet-black hair from her cloudy eyes as she steps off the carriage.

These three are the only other weavers at the Academy who’ve passed their field exams. They’re a year above me and, according to the rumours, have taken on some of the worst burls and burl beasts Quilt has seen in decades. They’ve been away for weeks, tackling a beast up in the Dyed Barrens that had slaughtered the city’s armed forces.

These guys haven’t even graduated and already they’re being assigned such high-level burls. No wonder they’ve got so many admirers.

Rayner mutters to himself, jaw clenched as he barges through the crowd.

—You’d think a guy with that many fans could learn to crack a smile.

Everyone bombards Egon and Vale with questions and praise and affection. Each warm word deepens the hollow cavern inside my chest. I blink away the hot mist in my eyes and turn from the crowd.

—You all right?

—Like you said. No one cares about us. It’s my fault for thinking they would.

That’s the thing about hope. It’s a flower that grows between the cracks of the harshest stone. No matter how many times it gets trampled, it always seems to sprout again.

Auntie Ida hugs me from behind and kisses my cheek. ‘Cecil and I have to report to the council. I’ll see you later, all right?’

‘Sure. See you later.’

She squeezes my shoulder before slipping off with Master Crawly. Part of me wants her to stay, but she’s a Master of the Eyrie Council with enormous responsibilities. She’s got her life, and I’ve got mine. Half of one, anyway.

I haul my travel bag over my shoulder and head home.

Nest. Over fifteen thousand acres of bamboo-latticed libraries, lodgings, training halls, armouries, offices, and farms, all dedicated to maintaining the Golden Palm’s ancient traditions. At its heart stands the Golden Palm Academy, the place where fledgling apprentices become fully crested weavers. The place Ali and I call home.

I trudge through Rimway, the part of Nest open to travellers from Quilt’s city-states, and wade through the shrub-lined streets, passing through the crowds like a ghost. Silent. Invisible. Half a girl with half a life who’s barely even here. I keep to the shadows of the leafy palms as I head towards the Academy campus and step onto its grassy courtyard. The main campus building looms ahead, a colossal tapestry of bamboo woven into soaring spires and intricate arches.

Passing the field exam means I won’t have to team up with Auntie Ida all the time. She’s achieved the rank of Master, so she’s allowed to take apprentices out into the field. But now that I’ve got my crest, I can enter the field either on my own or as part of a small group – a flock.

The harsh sun glares down from a cloudless sky as clusters of kids lounge on the courtyard grass, their laughter tumbling freely from their chests. The sight of them twists my heartstrings into a bramble of thorny stems. Most field weavers team up in flocks to tackle the more dangerous burls and burl beasts. For a moment, I imagine what it might be like

—Don’t waste your time on fantasies. You know that can never happen.

I bite my lip and shuffle to my lodgings, a small room in one of the uniform huts located towards the south wing of the campus. None of my hut-mates are in, so I head to the bathroom, double check the door is locked, and turn on the tap. My eyes stay glued to the door as I bathe – for safety, and so that I don’t have to look at the disgusting tangle writhing across my chest.

I dry off and secure my harness before heading back to my room. I moisturise my hair at the bedside mirror, massaging my scalp and curls with lavender oil. Its soothing scent lingers as I unpack our travel bag.

The room’s in shambles. Bed unmade. Clothes on the floor. A pencil and notepad left on top of an uncleaned plate on the desk. Ali was in control when we left, so, like always, I spend my time cleaning up her mess.

—I told you I’d clean up later.

I’m not in the mood for an argument, so I ignore Ali and get cleaning. I start with the desk and pick up the framed picture of Ida, Striker, and our parents. A light-captured image taken when the four of them were barely older than Ali and I are now. Before the Caffoy Calamity, the disaster that would stitch their flock’s name into history.

A scowling young Striker stands with folded arms on the far left, towering over the other three. Auntie Ida’s beside him, a picture of impatience, with rolling eyes and a tongue poking the inside of her cheek. Our mother stands with a mischievous grin, her arm draped over Ida’s shoulder. Amara was a year older than Ida, but here they look almost like twins. And then on the far right stands a man with fiery-red hair, his hands tucked in his pockets, a shy smile on his lips. Our father, Sean.

Ali and I have always pieced together our parents from scraps – stories from Ida and Striker; tales from older weavers; a picture in a frame.

Amara, leader of the flock – brilliant, boisterous, daring. And our father, just as brilliant, but more gentle, quiet, and reflective. They both died fighting in the field before Ali and I were ever old enough to remember them, so it was Striker and Ida who raised us. We always suspected that, were they alive now, Ali would get on best with our mother, whereas I’d connect more with our father. I guess we’ll never know.

I put the picture back on the desk, finish cleaning, then head for the south wing common room, where most of the senior students hang out. I skirt around a group by the pool table, scuttle past the boys playing cards beneath the bay windows, and thread my way through dozens more idling on the sofas and chairs scattered around the room. Nobody looks at me. Nobody waves, smiles, or even pretends to notice I exist.

—What did you expect? Hey, Kimeti, congratulations on passing! We’ll totally forget about the past decade of craziness. Want to be our friend?

—The only reason people think I’m crazy is because of you.

—Please. You’re not exactly the smoothest skirt in the drawer. They’d tear you to shreds if it wasn’t for me.

—If it wasn’t for you then I wouldn’t have to …

I catch the eye of a boy at the table ahead and realise that I’m talking to myself. Again. The boy smirks. My cheeks burn. I move towards the back of the room, find an empty table and open my book.

It’s not just the way Ali acts when she’s in control. It’s the way she makes me act, even during the day. How am I supposed to have anything close to a normal life with her voice in my head criticising every thought, every action?

—Sure, blame me for all your problems.

The main door opens. Everyone gawks at Egon and Vale as they walk in and settle into the chairs by the bookshelf. Rayner’s notably absent, but that doesn’t stop half the room from crowding around these two, begging to hear about their fight against the Dyed Barrens beast. The girls at the table beside me whisper frantically to each other.

‘… glad to see they’re getting on again. I thought their flock was breaking up after Arthur died.’

‘… was so sad when he died. You think they’ll stay as a three or find someone to replace him?’

Someone sits at my table. ‘Hey.’ It’s Len, a year-mate with slicked-back hair and a smile that reaches his back teeth. Why is he talking to me? ‘I heard you passed your field exam. Very impressive.’ I scan Len’s words for hidden venom. ‘So, what was it?’ he asks. ‘Burl or burl beast?’

I can barely hear him over the throbbing in my ears. ‘I … um …’

Hetty slides into the chair beside Len. She’s so pretty, it almost hurts to look at her. Her attention snags on the golden crest stitched onto my lapel. ‘Didn’t waste any time stitching that thing on, did you?’ Before I can reply, she says, ‘I guess it pays to have an aunt on the Eyrie Council.’

—You’re really just going to sit there and take that?

Len shakes his head. ‘Hetty.’

She bats her eyes. ‘What?’

‘Look,’ Len says to me, ‘me and Hetty were thinking of applying to take the field exam, too. We can’t let those guys hog all the glory.’ He glances at Egon and Vale. ‘Maybe you could help us train for it?’

‘No. I can’t.’ The words are faint. Almost nothing at all. ‘Sorry. I just – I can’t.’ I scramble for my book and hit the table with my knee, knocking over a glass of water that spills across the table and onto Len’s leg. ‘Sorry.’ I grab a nearby napkin and clumsily dab at the dripping liquid on the table.

Hetty smirks. She weaves the Aqua from his trousers. Blood floats from her nose in a trickle of crimson droplets that dissolve into the Fabric.

‘I don’t know why you bothered,’ she says to Len. ‘I told you she’s got a thread loose.’

Len turns his back to me. ‘Would have been good to have the Grandmaster’s pet give us a hand. Was worth a try.’

They talk like I’m not even here.

Hetty’s smirk sharpens to a knife’s tip. ‘Was it, though?’

The icy knot in my stomach burns with bitter frost. My napkin drops to the floor. No one looks up as I scurry back to my room. I slam the door shut, fling myself onto the bed, and bury my face in the pillow.




CHAPTER FOUR

ALI

Hunger hits the second we swap. Len and Hetty really got under Lia’s skin, and she’d bawled her way straight through lunch.

Those rags are lucky the sun was still up. If they had tried that with me …

—It’s over now. Forget about it.

Right, they’re not even worth thinking about. I peel my face from the damp pillow, let out my hair, and wipe Lia’s tears from my eyes. Time to eat.

The canteen’s packed. It’s so loud I can barely hear myself think. I grab a tray, scoop a fat heap of rice and lamb stew from the pots at the serving counter, then take a seat at an empty table and shovel down the food.

Len and Hetty sit a few tables away from me. They’re joined by Rish, a big kid with large hands and sturdy legs. The three of them take turns glancing my way and snickering. They’re talking about us.

—Ignore them. You said yourself they’re not worth thinking about.

I put down the spoon, hide my hands beneath the table, and weave.

I hear their words as clear as day despite the distance, feeling for the vibrations of Len’s voice as it travels through the Aer. Weavers tend to have a maximum range of about thirty feet, at best. Manipulating anything beyond that is like trying to tie two blades of grass together with your tongue. Better weavers have a bit more range, and Lia and I are better than most. That’s one advantage of not having friends – a lot more time to practise.

My fingers twitch beneath the table, catching Len’s words in the Aer before they dissipate into silence.

‘… don’t know how she passed,’ he says. ‘Have you ever seen her weave?’

Hetty scoffs. ‘No one has. She’s been getting private lessons from the Grandmaster for years, but she’s never been in any tournaments – barely even shows up to morning lectures. I’m telling you, it’s only because of who her parents were. She’s always had special treatment.’

Rish nods along like the loyal dog he is. ‘She’s not like us. Never lived in a proper city. Most of us passed the sensitivity test and came here when we were, what? Nine? Ten? But she was raised in Nest. Probably why she’s such a freak.’

I release my grip on the Fabric and catch my breath. If Ida was here, she’d tell me to breathe. Help me loosen and douse the flaming knot in my stomach. To keep calm. But she’s not here, and my eyes are still sore from Lia’s tears, and those toerags keep staring and laughing and the flaming knot tightens and burns and launches me from my chair.

—Calm down. Take deep breaths and count to …

I’m leaning over their table before Lia can finish her thought. ‘You got something to say to me?’

Hetty bites her lip. Len stares at his bowl. I put both hands on the table and lean in, my nose an inch from Len’s cheek.

‘What about you, pretty boy?’ I flash the back of my teeth through a crooked smile. ‘You think I’m cute? Go on. Tell me how cute I am.’

—Ali, please. Everyone’s watching.

Hetty’s lip quivers. ‘Leave us alone, you crazy bitch.’

I laugh, as if by instinct, and then I have Hetty’s hair in my hand while she screams and claws at my wrist.

The canteen erupts into a chorus of, ‘Fight! Fight! Fight!’

I drag Hetty to the floor by her hair. Len tries to pull me off, and an elbow to the nose sends him to his knees. Rish launches towards me, and I release Hetty’s hair just as he reaches for my shoulder. I sidestep, kick the back of his knee, and send him flat on his face. The cheering reaches a manic crescendo. Rish hauls himself up, ready for another attack. I can take him.

Rish freezes. The canteen’s cheers dissolve into the frantic scraping of chairs against floor. Everyone takes their seats, all noise melting away into a sudden, eerie silence.

A heavy hand falls on my shoulder. ‘Good grief,’ comes the gravelly voice from behind me, appearing from nowhere and without warning, like he always does.

‘Striker,’ I say, panting. The sheer weight of that massive hand brings me back to myself. I look at the floor. At the blood. Striker digs his fingers into my shoulder.

‘You’re not back half a day and already you’re causing trouble.’ He releases his grip. ‘My office. Now.’

Galen Striker, Grandmaster of the Golden Palm weavers, closes the office door behind him. A giant of a man, he ducks to avoid the ceiling’s low beams. He scratches the salt-and-pepper stubble across his face and runs a hand through his thick mop of greying hair.

Ida’s there waiting when I arrive. She sits on the leather sofa beside Striker’s desk with a bewildered smile. ‘Already, Ali?’

‘Those rags need to watch their creasing mouths.’

‘Aye,’ Striker says, ‘whereas you have the mouth of a Spinner’s Saint, I suppose?’

I fall onto the sofa beside Ida. ‘So, what will it be this time? Kitchen duty? A month cleaning the latrines?’

‘I didn’t bring you here to punish you. There’s something we need to discuss.’

He has a strange way of talking, Striker. It’s not his accent – the rich, sleepy cadence typical of the Padded Plains’ northern cities. It’s the rising inflection at the end of each sentence, as if the last word of each thought was bubbling with suppressed rage. Every few seconds, he’ll pinch his lips together. Wrinkle his brow. Intake a sharp breath through his nose, like he’s never more than a few moments away from exploding. I’ve always loved that about him.

He rubs the stump on his left shoulder where an arm once was. Never a good sign. ‘I’m sending you on an assignment,’ he says. ‘You’ll be joining a flock.’

I sit up straight. ‘What? You know I can’t.’

‘Aye, but this job’s too big for one person.’

‘Then send someone else.’

‘You’ll want to be on this one, Ali. You and Lia both.’

‘Why?’

Striker stutters, almost like he’s trying to force the words out. ‘We’ve received reports of someone in the city of Chambray breaking the taboo.’

—He can’t be serious.

The stew stirs in my stomach. The taboo is … Well, it’s the taboo. ‘It has to be a mistake, right? A false report?’

‘We didn’t want to believe it either,’ Ida says, ‘but this comes straight from Chambray’s Major General. She’s an old friend. We trust her word.’

For weavers, the taboo is about as deeply ingrained as the urge to avoid spreading human waste over your lunch. It’s an innate revulsion. An instinct.

Never weave a living creature’s flesh.

‘We don’t know whether it’s a lone actor or a group,’ Striker says. ‘Whoever they are, they’ve been weaving flesh to create bespoke burl beasts for rich clients who’ve been keeping them as pets and playthings.’

Another violent wave of nausea stabs at my gut. Creating burl beasts? Burl beasts are supposed to be random aberrations. Just like burls are unpredictable anomalies formed from tangles in the Fabric’s strands, burl beasts are born when the flesh of living creatures gets tangled up. Lia and I are lucky, in a way. As lucky as a burl beast could ever hope to be. Our bodies got tangled in the womb, but because we’re identical twins, the result of our tangle isn’t so obvious. You mix an apple with an apple and you’ll get something that looks like an apple. It’s only the burl in our chest that gives us away. ‘We believe,’ Striker says, ‘that Chambray’s fleshweaver probably has access to the Greybook.’

‘The Greybook? But that’s a myth.’

‘No,’ Ida says. ‘It isn’t.’

I jump from the sofa. Greystone was evil, but the man was a genius, and the Greybook is said to contain boundless knowledge on the patterns that make up the flesh of living creatures. He wasn’t just a fleshweaver. He was the fleshweaver.

‘If the Greybook is real, it might have a way for us to …’ I can’t even allow myself enough hope to finish the sentence.

Striker finishes it for me. ‘If there is a way for you and Lia to separate, then we may well find the answers inside that book. We want you two on a mission to Chambray. Bring the Greybook back here. Your aunt and I will then do everything in our power to separate you girls.’

Everything in their power. The implication looms over those words like a dull flame lighting some back-alley horror. Still, even that’s not enough to douse the hope.

—Lia, this could be it. This could really be it.

—But … I don’t know. The danger … and Chambray? That’s on the other side of the continent.

‘What does Lia think?’ Ida asks.

‘She’s scared.’

‘Because she’s smart,’ Striker says. ‘The Cloth has a tight grip on Chambray, and if they discover what you are during your investigation, they’ll kill you. You’ll also have to guard your secret from the others in the flock. If they find out about your burl, they’ll be duty-bound to cut your threads. But if you want my honest opinion, I think it’s worth the risk.’

‘Your burl …’ Ida says, her voice softer than usual. ‘We’ve never seen anything like it before. It’s been stable so far, but who knows how long it will stay that way.’

She doesn’t say any more. She doesn’t have to. Lia and I spent most of our childhood imagining in gruesome detail what might happen if our burl ever grew out of control and began tangling with anything – anyone – that happened to be close by. My hand falls to my waist by habit. Stupid. I’m not even armed.

Striker breaks the silence. ‘Ida and I have been searching for a way to help you girls since the day you were born







TEMPEST

First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Tempest

Text © A.B. Hamilton, 2026

The right of A.B. Hamilton, 2026 to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

eBook Conversion by Jouve India Pvt Ltd.

ISBN 978 1 444 93560 8

Tempest

An imprint of Hachette Children’s Group

Part of Hodder & Stoughton

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,
 8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie).

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.readtempest.co.uk

The website addresses (URLs) included in this book were valid at the time of going to press. However, it is possible that contents or addresses may have changed since the publication of this book. No responsibility for any such changes can be accepted by either the author or the publisher.


ops/images/part-01.jpg
I IS

\‘II/ e A 3 : - —






ops/images/title.jpg
LG

A.B. HAMILTON





ops/images/9781444935608.jpg
s S
i

)
THE WORLD'S UNRAYELLING
AND SO ARE THEY.

(AB. HAMILTON

N

LR A I I LT I A

.
— =2






ops/images/map.jpg





