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The continent of the Nine Lands - divided into Quaneenland in the north west, Tarsinland in the north east, Itahualand in the east, Adataliland in the south east, Mizitoland in the south west and Navretland in the west. The river Ae bisects the continent from North to South east. The continet is surrounded on three sides, north, east and south by ocean but the west borders the feverlands.







The story so far . . .


A shipwreck washes up on the shores of the Nine Lands containing two bodies and artefacts from an extinct species called the Scathed. It is identified as belonging to Jethar Mizito, who set off on a mission to find ‘Vunaji’, a land where spirits gather.


Temi Baker

In the capital, Nine Lords, lowblood Temi discovers her smuggler cousins have been killed. After being ‘cursed’ by a stranger, she returns home to learn that her brother has run afoul of the Chedu crime Family. Their representative, Harvell, forces Temi’s family to make illegal water votives for them. Meanwhile, the king has announced a war draft and plans to attack the feverlands, home of humanity’s enemies, the greybloods.

When her brother is found dead, Temi blames the Chedus and agrees to a plan of vengeance devised by the mysterious voice in her head. That voice belongs to the Chained Man, a spirit from the ancestral realm, who devours other spirits in order to gain strength. He sabotages Temi’s votives, resulting in the deaths of many people across the city.

After hearing someone calling upon ‘Vunaji’, Temi collapses. The Chained Man reveals that he is Vunaji and that someone is trying to take his spirit from her. To stop this, they lure a spirit of similar power and send it out into the mortal realm in Vunaji’s place.

Harvell, revealed to be an invoker, attacks Temi but Vunaji absorbs the spirit of her ancestor then kills her. During a large greyblood attack, Temi and the Chained Man defend a crowd of lowbloods who have become trapped. Temi’s dead cousins emerge through the body of the cat that has been following her, and help defend her. Temi’s aunt and mother join the draft on behalf of their household.



Lord Jinao Mizito

Highblood Jinao witnesses a greyblood named the Bairneater kill his mother, legendary warrior Sulin. The Bairneater demands that Jinao meet him in single combat. After finally Bonding his ancestor, Jinao does so, but the creature destroys much of Jinao’s home city when an Ahiki princen interferes. Jinao journeys with his brother Julon to face the creature again. Their plan to overwhelm the Bairneater fails, and the Bairneater kills Julon. Jinao is captured by local crime Family the Bhutens, who reveal that the Families are secret invokers. A child from the supposedly extinct Clan Kzani rescues him, but her people then tamper with Jinao’s Bond, resulting in Mizito now appearing in a more mortal-seeming form. Jinao learns that humans are descendants of the Scathed and that Clan Ahiki destroyed their civilisation.

Jinao successfully decapitates the Bairneater, with help from an ancestor of his own bloodline. However, the Bairneater’s severed head reveals that Sulin arranged for the Bairneater to prepare Jinao for a special Bond. The Bairneater, revived, then takes Jinao to monk Father Boleo, who has been waiting for someone destined to Bond a powerful spirit called Vunaji and then lead the people in rebellion. However, during the ritual, the spirit chooses Boleo instead of Jinao. The Bairneater blocks Jinao’s Bond with his ancestors and escapes. Jinao disguises himself as a common soldier and joins the war draft, meaning to hunt the creature down.



Father Boleo

Father Boleo returns home to Adataliland to find royal monk Father Emata investigating his work. Boleo successfully opens Jethar’s techwork carriage, which he has been keeping hidden, but the bodies within revive and attack each other. They are revealed to be Jethar himself and his good friend Cantec. Jethar kills Cantec in front of his spouse, Elari, and then falls into a coma. Father Emata discovers the carriage, but Boleo flees the palace on a secret mission for his ailing warlord, Daloya: Boleo is to locate the shrine said to contain information about ‘Vunaji’.

Boleo’s group is set upon by the Woodsmaiden, another named greyblood, and Boleo realises that many greybloods were once human. He learns that Vunaji is not a place, but a spirit, but finds that nobody can invoke it. He then receives a message saying the one fated to Bond Vunaji will be with them soon. The Bairneater arrives with Jinao Mizito.



Captain Elari

After hearing Cantec’s last words – It’s in the carriage. Find it – warrior Captain Elari resolves to obtain her spouse’s artefacts. A stranger named Lyela offers to retrieve the artefacts before Father Emata can get to them, in exchange for passage to Elari’s homeland. They return home with the artefacts to discover that many members of the clan household have been taken over by blue spirits. Lyela reveals that she discovered a note from Cantec, which asks Elari to kill Jethar Mizito. Elari offers to give Lyela an artefact she wants, in exchange for Jethar’s head.

Lyela helps Elari escape the palace, which is now under siege, and leads them to Jethar. Jethar explains that he only killed Cantec because he was under orders from the entity within him, which is hunting down the blue spirits. Elari agrees to let him go so that he can find the person who is controlling the spirits, believed to be in Nine Lords. Elari’s lieutenants escape, but Elari herself is wounded. Blue spirits push her out of her body and into an abyss.



Runt

Lowblood Runt ekes out a living scrubbing pots for the Chedu Family. In order to buy medicine for her dying brother, Runt is forced to sell the Chedus a pendant her father told her to safeguard. She is then summoned before Chedu leader Casten, who has discovered that the pendant can heal, but only when Runt uses it. She is given a job as healer.

When Runt tries to impress a lover by showing him that the water votives can summon the river spirit, the votive releases an entity that resembles the Chained Man, which then attacks and kills him. Casten’s business partners, the Sengs, arrive, angry at the damage to their reputation and the death of some of their kin. Runt hides as Casten and his remaining companions are executed, then emerges and heals them before the Sengs return to claim the building. While Runt is awaiting rescue from Casten’s superior, Gamani, Jethar Mizito arrives and Aan, the entity within him, attacks Runt as the source of the blue spirits. Runt’s brother and the others she has healed reveal they are now hosts to the creatures. Aan raises an army of greybloods in an attempt to overpower them, but the battle ends when the greybloods all fall still as an Ahiki princen arrives to take Jethar prisoner. Casten, Runt and her companions are rescued by Gamani, who is revealed to be Runt’s father.



Epilogues

Lucy’s father, the Bairneater, returns to his greyblood community with plans to attack the Nine Lands using knowledge from Sulin’s spirit. Sister Poju reports to her superior on the mission to use Temi and the Chained Man to bring down the king. She also reveals that Tunji is still alive. Lyela kills her father, the king.

A more detailed summary is available on the author’s website under ‘Books’.

Please find a comprehensive list of characters at the back of the book.







PROLOGUE Father Emata


As the sun set on the palace of Three Towers, Warlord Daloya Adatali’s birthday celebrations began.

Father Emata, Keeper of Truths, inhaled slowly as she swept her gaze over the feast hall. She had to admit, it was satisfying to know every soul here would soon play witness to Daloya’s death. Ah, but the Adatalis feasted like lowbloods: their music too loud, their voices too raucous, their clothes too bright, their dancing too wild. Gaggles of merchants from across the city laughed in riotous groups as they gossiped in the crude local tongue. Lords and generals and invokers had been arriving for days now, filling up Ewo City’s inns and mansions, piling into every corner of the palace. Father Emata, Keeper of Truths and Defender of the Realm, had watched them arrive with increasing relish. How wonderful that so many would be present to behold her moment of triumph.

Beyond the pillars, on the far side of the hall, sat the husk they had come to celebrate. Daloya Adatali: a man who should have died in the battle of Maadu, a man who clung to life now by the thinnest of threads. There he languished, propped up by a throne of silken cushions, his simpering young wife at his side. It was vulgar – disgusting, even – the way he simply refused to let go, unable to speak, unable to move, unable to do a single thing for himself. The man was an affront to nature, but very soon she would remedy that.

Tetolo, Emata’s apprentice monk, leaned towards her as the servants brought out more wine. ‘And you are sure that . . . killing one already half-dead old man is all it will take to fix this place?’

‘That man,’ Emata said, turning towards the bright-eyed youth, ‘is an infection upon the body of the realm. His corruption spreads like a disease. But if we cut the tumour out, the body will heal. Once he is gone, these capering fools will fall into line.’

‘You do not think the other lords will suspect us?’

Emata laughed lightly. Ah, to be so young, so naive. ‘Suspect us? Holy Brother, we have done nothing wrong. We have simply expedited the inevitable, and saved these people from a grievous threat. These are dark and dangerous times, my friend. Greybloods in the capital. Unrest in Intiqq. Our people are at war, yet these fools dance and sing, never realising how close they come to repeating the errors of the past.’ She held his gaze, because if he did not understand this, then he could not perform his holy duty. ‘The Ahikis rule us because our ancestors were incapable of governing themselves. If the Royal Clan had not taken their techwork and slain their rulers, our people would have destroyed themselves. A monk’s ongoing task is to prevent that from happening. Why else do you suppose the populace must never know their true heritage? If the people of the Nine Lands knew that they once possessed near omnipotence, this land would tear itself apart.’

One only needed to look at Daloya’s braying herd of offspring to see the truth of that. Emata could not imagine a more inept gaggle of prancing fools: Adadeji, the eldest – a block of muscle scarcely able to string a sentence together; Busino, that moon-faced giant with the mind of a child; and Morayo, a man so enamoured by the Forbidden ways it was a wonder the shadedaughters had not had him killed rains ago. Invokers all. How she loathed them and their veneration for the dead. Her warriors might now patrol the walls and fill the servant corridors, but that had not lessened the creeping, nauseating revulsion that she felt when she breathed the palace air.

‘This is self-preservation,’ she continued. ‘I suspect he is plotting to destroy us all.’

Tetolo laughed, spluttering wine onto the mat before him. ‘That shrunken old cadaver, bring down the Holy Orders?’

Emata lifted her wine cup in silent toast to the warlord she had finally outwitted. ‘Yes. That shrunken old cadaver.’

It had taken moons of planning, but Father Emata was not afraid of hard work. No monk of the Holy Orders was. A monk’s work was what kept the Nine Lands from sliding into chaos. And if her time in this corrupt city had taught her anything, it was that the realm currently teetered on the brink.

Across the crowded hall, Daloya’s wife, Captain Omadella, lifted her husband’s cup to his lips. Yes . . . let him drink. Let him drink until he was sick with it. Emata had trusted no one else to administer the poison, so she had slipped it in herself. Now, she could not take her eyes from the bottle of Jebbanese red that stood on the floor before her enemy. Half empty now. It would not be long. She had taken immense joy in noting who else would fall with him. Wraith’s Blood was deadly, but slow acting, and many had sipped from Daloya’s cup – for luck, because this absurd culture actually lauded those whose minds or bodies were not quite whole. Emata would enjoy watching them all fall.

‘Friends!’ Omadella said, standing, her voice carrying across the hall despite the noise. ‘Friends, my husband has arranged a special treat for you all! A performance by the most renowned arokin troupe in the land!’

Cheers and applause filled the air as a troupe of story-singers strode in from the darkened gardens: souls of every age, in a uniform of masks, beaded skirts and bare, painted skin. Emata allowed herself a little shiver of pleasure that these story-singers would witness what came to pass that night. Let them spread word across the land that Daloya had collapsed down dead at the hands of a vile crime syndicate: members of which Emata had already captured, and whose confessions had already been extracted. Let them relay how a royal monk and her many aides already stationed throughout the palace had swept in to help, apprehending the guilty, then discovering – to their horror – a vast conspiracy beneath the palace. Techwork! Forbidden relics of the lost Scathed people! Cursed artefacts humans were Forbidden to touch! Monstrous inventions that only monks could safely Cleanse and then destroy! What horror, to learn that Daloya had spent his whole life dabbling in these Forbidden ways. What outrage, that he had corrupted his own most senior monk, Father Boleo – currently still missing, despite her best efforts to hunt him down.

The drumming began: deep, throaty greatdrums accompanied by the high, lyrical music of talking drums. The lead arokin, an older soul in the mask of a black crane, began to dance, swinging an ornamental cane as they twirled and dipped. It was a slight, because Daloya’s personal guard had once worn masks like that, until Emata had confiscated them, along with their weapons. Those guards stood behind their lord now – twenty of them, rendered as impotent as Daloya himself.

‘He came down from the sky!’ the lead arokin sang, and the drummers took up the call, repeating the words in a local tongue. A second dancer joined the first, this one in a garish golden mask. The lead arokin wasn’t a very good dancer: they moved like an arthritic elder, bony knees knocking.

‘He killed our elders, one by one!’ the arokin sang, and the golden-masked dancer span, pointing at people in the crowd, who obligingly made gagging sounds or fell to the floor, to much joyful laughter.

‘He stole our land!’ the arokin continued. ‘He stole our wealth!’ The dancers darted among the spectators, snatching beaded necklaces from around necks and placing them around their own.

‘I do not like this song,’ Tetolo said.

‘Nor do I,’ Emata muttered. She closed her eyes. It surely wouldn’t be long now. ‘You know, Holy Brother, I do believe you were right. It is not enough to kill just Daloya. When we return home, I am going to recommend to the king that the entire Adatali line is quietly erased.’

The troupers had been slowly moving apart, and Emata realised as she looked up that the crowd had followed suit, revealing an avenue between the eating mats; an avenue leading straight from Daloya to her. The lead arokin danced towards her, swinging their cane . . . Rather long for a cane, she realised, and glowing almost like—

‘He sought to kill his servants!’ the man cried, lifting the cane into the air.

And from the end of the cane, the staff, a burst of light blossomed, filling the room with a flickering image. Her image. Father Emata, sitting on her dais as she had been only moments before.

It is not enough to just kill Daloya! her voice boomed, coming down from the ceiling, from the walls. When we return home, I am going to recommend to the king that the entire Adatali line is quietly erased.

Several people cried out, looking up for the source of the voice, but more were canny enough, were familiar enough with techwork, to understand. They looked to her. And their looks were not fearful. Their looks were full of righteous wrath.

Why else do you suppose the populace must never know their true heritage? Emata’s likeness boomed from the ceiling above.

The arokin drew closer, black crane mask seeming to mock as the staff they held continued its work.

I have the poison, Holy Father! Tetolo, just days before.

Daloya is not the first invoker I have sent beyond the pyre. Nor will he be the last. Her words, near a moon ago now, and in her private quarters. How had they managed to steal her words, even from there?

The glimpses of memory came swiftly now, her words overlapping each other in a hideous symphony.

Treachery is in Adatali blood.

Human, Scathed – there is no difference.

Our ancestors did not deserve to have their histories remembered.

She stood. ‘Stop this at once!’ she cried. ‘What – what trickery is this? That is not me! That is the . . . the twisted lies of a cursed relic!’

Stop this at once! That is not me! The staff made it a rhyme, and the talking drums took up the song as the drummers drifted towards her. Behind them, the nobles stood about in outraged clusters, many crowding towards Daloya for answers, some storming out into the gardens. Well, the latter would not get far. It had been a mistake to attempt to resolve this situation bloodlessly. This called for a stern hand.

Emata touched her staff. ‘Tell the Holy Brothers to proceed to phase two,’ she commanded in the Forbidden Tongue. ‘It is time to take the palace.’

No doubt this troupe would turn that into a song too, but the situation had already spiralled out of control. On the far side of the hall, Daloya’s personal guard spread out, surrounding him in a protective arc. What did they think they were going to do, just twenty of them and stripped of their weapons? She had only permitted these few to remain to serve as a reminder of her power. Over one hundred of her monks now patrolled the palace, skilled fighters all. The few Adatali warriors who remained were no longer permitted to carry arms. That had been one of Emata’s earliest directives. Granted, there were more invokers in this hall than she would have liked. A great deal more, in fact, she realised now. But she had ways of dealing with that, too. And if she died here tonight, it was a small price to pay for saving the realm from this reckless tyrant.

‘Enough!’ Father Emata twisted her staff round and pointed it at Daloya. The staff was the greatest burden a monk had to bear. Even now, after a lifetime serving the king, just touching techwork repulsed her. But rather she, strong of mind and will, than someone of lesser mettle. Techwork was the cursed poison of a time best forgotten, and if she could play some part in helping snuff such evil from the world, then hers was a life well lived. ‘Warlord Daloya Adatali, you are a traitor to your people, your homeland and your king. Anyone who stands at your side will face the judgement of the Holy Orders. You have spent decades hoarding Forbidden relics and dabbling in the Forbidden ways. Well, no more. I have taken action tonight, action of which you will swiftly become aware, to ensure that—’

Emata coughed, something foul rising from her stomach. Accursed Jebbanese spices! She steadied herself on her staff as the room swung around her. The arokin capered before her now, mocking her as the drummers sped up. She frowned. The tataus upon his shoulders were no clan markings. Why, they almost looked like a monk’s—

‘No,’ Emata breathed, as the man removed his mask.

Father Boleo. She had last seen him standing in the palace mango orchard, claiming ignorance of Jethar Mizito’s techwork carriage. He had fled that night, and somehow evaded the monks she had sent in pursuit. Yet here the foul old man stood. He wore no skirts of office, no sacred mask. But there was no mistaking that dancing cane. That was his holy staff.

‘You—’ she began, before the room lurched again. She looked round for Teloto, then realised he lay sprawled on the floor, staring at the ceiling, scarlet foam drying on his chin. ‘Teloto? Teloto, what—’

Her legs betrayed her, one knee collapsing, then the other. She tried to brace herself on her arms, but could not seem to will them to obey. The Wraith’s Blood. Somehow, they had switched the bottles.

She toppled sideways as Father Boleo, traitor monk, strode towards her. ‘I’ll take that, shall I?’ he said, reaching for her staff. ‘We wouldn’t want you injuring yourself with tools you don’t understand. You know, if you had taken the time to study the Forbidden ways at all, you would have detected all this.’

In the distance, she heard the trample of feet and the ring of weapons. Her warriors, closing in. All heads in the hallway turned to the darkness of the gardens beyond. She might not live to see it, but everyone who stood here would now die.

‘Batide!’ someone yelled. ‘It is time!’

Across the room, the unarmed warriors standing behind Warlord Daloya knelt and lifted their hands. Their leader, a lean whip of a man, raised his voice. ‘I am Nchali! Named Nchali Betswe Ijunti, for the ones who came before!’

Ah, yes. That charming tendency lowblood Jebbanese had for naming their children after fallen relatives. As the air was peppered with more names, something rippled. A light, appearing before Daloya’s personal guard. Hazy outlines, becoming solid, resolving into the forms of warriors armed with spears.

Cries of astonishment rose up as the warriors spread out. Invoked warriors. Not the sanctioned nine. Simple lowblood soldiers in black crane helms. She hadn’t truly known the depths of Adatali depravity until that moment.

‘Yes!’ came Omadella’s voice as she strode past the row of kneeling guards. Their invoked ancestors charged towards the gardens to meet Emata’s brave monks. And the spectators hastened out of their path, staring after of them in disbelief.

In awe.

In hope.

‘Yes!’ Omadella repeated, her sandals clacking on the marble floor. ‘Anyone may bond their ancestors. Any ancestor may return, if they are willing. Your king, your holy ones, have been lying to you, for millennia. But no more. From this day forth, Adataliland is no longer part of the Ahiki invaders’ so-called Nine Lands. Clan Adatali no longer serves the traitor king. Already, word has been sent to our siblings on the war front, ordering our retreat. Our people will not die in a needless war, while our true enemy sits safe within the Garden.’ She looked across at Emata. ‘The golden cloud of your people’s lies is being lifted, Holy Father, and my shrunken husk of a husband is the one who is doing it.’

Beyond her, Daloya still sat propped upon his cushions. Was the old beast smiling? They said he could no longer control his body, no more than he could speak, yet Emata was sure she saw something akin to triumph shining in his eyes.

‘My husband would like you to know,’ Omadella said, standing at Father Boleo’s side now, ‘that he has enjoyed the game the two of you have played these past few moons. He regrets that it must now end.’

Emata realised her chest was becoming heavy, seemed to be caving in upon itself, as though crushed beneath a stone. Why had she been so foolish as to try to take this place quietly? She should have razed the entire city to the ground and dealt with the consequences later. The smug, satisfied superiority she saw painted on Father Boleo’s lined face made her seethe with loathing. He, who had been scraped from the streets, who had been educated, who had been entrusted with the most sacred of duties . . .

‘My husband wishes you to know that he is only the first,’ Omadella said. ‘He has allies in every clan in the Nine Lands, and in the so-called barbarian lands beyond. The arokin troupe you saw here tonight will be travelling far and wide. They will be spreading the word. The time of Ahiki reign is at an end.’

The world was retreating now. They thought her dead already, for both Omadella and Boleo turned away. A crowd of Adataliland nobles surged towards them, their outraged faces so strange in their bright celebratory clothing.

‘They will come to our palace!’

‘You should have consulted us!’

‘We have marked ourselves for destruction!’

‘You said we would be moving slowly!’

Omadella lifted a slender hand. ‘Return to your homes! Do nothing. If the Ahikis send warriors, let them through. If they question you, tell them the truth: your warlord ordered you to withdraw your battalions; it was not your choice. You had no knowledge of what was to happen here tonight, and you are indeed horrified by our actions. Should they seek supplies, provide them. Do not impede their passage. Cooperate with their every wish. They are not interested in you. It is my husband they want. Let them come. We are ready.’

‘They will destroy you!’ a voice piped up.

‘You can’t stand against the Ahikis!’

‘What happens when the warrior monks arrive?’

Their questions peppered the air, but Daloya’s youngest son – that prancing fop Morayo – darted among them, arms spread wide, uttering meaningless reassurances. Omadella, meanwhile, strode towards Emata, her ornate sandals clacking until they stopped a handspan from her head. She knelt, her face drawing level with Emata’s. Emata could smell her jasmine perfume and see the pores in the younger woman’s powdered skin.

Emata couldn’t feel her lips. Her words were slurred, but she formed them anyway. ‘They . . . will come. Warrior monks . . . they will . . . take your souls. Your dead . . . will be thralls . . . They will send . . . an army.’

Omadella’s smile glittered down, the only bright thing in a fading world. ‘Oh, we know. In fact, we are counting on it.’ She tapped Emata’s hand. ‘Do not fear, Your Holiness. We will send your spirit beyond the pyre. There, you will meet your ancestors, and they will turn from you, every one.’

It was cruel, too cruel, that Emata’s lifetime of service and devotion had come to this. That a man like Daloya, self-interested and corrupt, should triumph over her. The last thing she knew, before the darkness took her, was Omadella’s musical voice as she moved away.

‘Arokin! You have heard! Now go forth and sing!’






PART ONE Temi, Janzen, Boleo








ONE Temi


The streets of Lordsgrave District were not peaceful.

They hadn’t been since the day a greyblood army had risen from beneath the city to slaughter hundreds. It had been six moons since the Lordsgrave Massacre, yet Nine Lords’ easternmost slum had not recovered. Broken, abandoned buildings stood on every dirt road. Each household knew someone who had died that day, and each had lost two souls more to the king’s war draft. No one had forgotten how the bluehawks, the invokers, the entire city, had abandoned Lordsgrave District to its fate. A deep anger simmered just beneath the surface, and as the moons went on, it hardened into rage.

It shone in the eyes of the dockworkers down on the banks of the River Ae, as they watched galleys slide past, filled with millet and wheat and rice bound for highblood homes. It hung in the shadows with the beggars and vagabonds, whose cups were empty of alms, their clothes hanging from wasted shoulders. It flavoured every conversation at the newly risen shanties, where those fleeing the squalor of empty villages had set up home. It echoed in the shouts of children as they played on rooftops and in alleyways, children sent outside for longer each day as their elders worked more hours for less coin. It rose, unspoken, in the chatter around cookpots as stews were watered down and meals shared between ever more mouths. It was everywhere: in the stories sung at inns, in the chatter at the teahouse, in the glances of the whores, in the grumbles of the elders, in the gossip at the boreholes, in the cries of the street traders, in the very air itself. The streets of Lordsgrave were not peaceful, and Temi knew, as she stood at the bakery window that morning, that soon the simmering rage would overflow.

‘Monks coming!’ cried Maiwo, running in from the street. Temi’s cousin might have been only nine rains of age, but he knew when the family needed a warning.

‘How many?’ Aunt Selek called from behind the counter.

‘Five!’ Maiwo said, joining her. Temi looked round to see her willowy, powdered aunt pulling their special loaves down from the back shelves and into the sack they kept ready beneath the counter. Maiwo hefted the thing, his scrawny dark brown arms straining, and then disappeared into the kitchen just as the door banged open.

Nothing could clear the bakery faster than the arrival of Father Palui the Pure. As he strode into the bakery, trailing four burly monks in the golden robes of the Garden, their remaining customers slipped outside . . . all save Old Javesh, Temi’s neighbour, who stood leaning on his cane.

Palui’s bulging eyes swept the room, like some great bird of prey sighting its next meal. He reminded Temi of the giant tortoises Old Baba had told her stories about – long-necked and curious, every movement measured. Beneath the looping golden fabric of his robe, his sinewy brown arms were corded with dense muscle. The knuckles of the hand that gripped his holy staff – the crystal at its heart blinking – were as bruised and bony as a dockside fighter’s. Temi wondered who he’d punched today. She hoped they’d got in a few hits of their own.

‘Good day, Holy Father,’ Temi said as Aunt Selek glared at him from beneath her heavy brow. Temi’s Vushemi aunt had never been one to hide her temper, and that had only deepened since her wife, Yeshe, had gone away to war. ‘Afraid all we got left is Yennish black . . . what with the price of grain and all.’

‘Each of the loaves on the shelf, please,’ Father Palui said, turning to his burly noviciates. ‘And anything you can find in the back.’

‘You are not coming back here,’ Aunt Selek said, striding to the end of the counter in a rustle of skirts and beads. ‘This place, it is only for family.’

Father Palui eyed her. ‘You stand in the king’s city, upon the king’s soil, and all that lies within it belongs to the king. Please move aside. I do not wish to use force.’

His soft, whistling voice was all the more sinister for how mild his tone was. His face, too; he always wore the same half-smile, as though he had glimpsed beneath the surface of the world and knew every secret it had to tell.

Selek held his gaze for a few moments longer, then stepped back, muttering a string of Vushemi curses under her breath. Temi watched, powerless, as the monks strode to the shelves, pulling down the remaining loaves, tearing them open, then casting them aside.

‘Oi!’ shouted Old Javesh. ‘That’s good bread what you’re throwing away there!’

Temi kept her face neutral as the monks strode into the kitchen. She prayed that Maiwo had had the good sense to drag the sack to the back of the yard, but after a moment, she heard more shouts – Uncle Amaan, his child Mtobi – and then one of the monks returned brandishing the sack of special loaves.

‘Found this in the back, Your Holiness!’ he said.

Father Palui strode forward, his eyes bright. Since the first day he arrived on the street – the day Temi’s mother and Aunt Yeshe had gone to war, along with so many – he had been watching the bakery. He came to them several times a week, sometimes alone, sometimes with a swarm of golden monks in tow, to inspect the bakery, the yard, the family room, even their sleep room. He hadn’t yet found Old Baba’s workshop – not since Aunt Selek had moved the goat pen on top of it. But Temi knew it was only a matter of time. Father Palui sensed techwork, and however well the Bakers of Arrant Hill might hide what they did, eventually, he would find it.

Father Palui snatched a loaf from the bag and tore it open to reveal a blackened hollow in the middle. ‘What is this?’ he said, holding it up like a talisman. He threw it at his noviciate, then tore at another, to find the middle much the same.

‘Looks like mould,’ Old Javesh said, sucking on his gums. ’Ere, you selling them, Tem? I’ll take whatever I can get – got ten hungry mouths at home to feed.’

Father Palui touched the bread with the tip of his staff, as delicately as if it were a wetwoods python. The crystal at its heart began to glow, Forbidden glyphs sliding across its surface, faster, faster. Temi wished, not for the first time, that she shared her brother’s skill for that secret language – ancestors preserve Tunji’s soul. But from the tightness in Father Palui’s jaw, she knew that he had discovered nothing.

‘Not sure why that keeps happening,’ Temi said quickly. ‘Must be something to do with that last lot of rye we got.’

‘Take them all,’ Father Palui said, sweeping his eyes across the bakery again. His gaze came to rest on her. ‘That is not mould.’

‘You will not!’ Aunt Selek said, striding forward to take the sack back.

‘Auntie,’ Temi said softly, as Selek pulled on the sack of bread.

‘Oh my, what’s happening?’ came a soft voice, and there stood Mama Elleth, Temi’s Yennish grandmother, a round, pale-skinned, white-haired woman. She wore a striped Yennish smock still dusted with flour, and the bemused frown of an elder who no longer quite understood the world.

‘They are thieves!’ Selek declared, as the monk wrenched the sack from her hands.

‘These items are being confiscated,’ Palui said. ‘They pose a threat to king and kingdom. Now please stand aside.’

‘Well now, that is a lot of words,’ Mama Elleth said pleasantly. She turned to Temi. ‘Temi dear, what is the holy man saying? Something about taking food from hungry locals?’

If Mama Elleth was good at one thing, aside from baking, it was sowing unease with the sweetest of smiles. Every Lordsgrave resident south of the river knew about her sharp eyes and even sharper mind, but to these monks, she was the picture of a bumbling elder.

As the monks strode out into the street, Old Baba lifted shakily from his chair beside the door, hand wobbling as he steadied himself on his cane.

‘How the fuck did he know they were in the bread?’ Temi muttered as she followed. ‘I thought you said he wouldn’t be able to detect them?’

A warmth slid up her arm from the scar a spirit witch had given her a lifetime ago. The heat blossomed in her chest, as enticing as Jebbanese red, as forbidding as the flames of a pyre. A burst of emotions uncurled in Temi’s mind – amusement, irritation, condescension and that familiar, barely contained fury. The sensation coalesced into a voice that echoed in the recesses of Temi’s mind.

[What does it matter?] Vunaji said. [He will find nothing, I assure you.]

‘Aren’t you going to stop them?’ Old Baba said, pointing after the monks.

‘Leave it, Old Baba.’

But her grandfather ignored her, hobbling after them and shouting, ‘Stop this! Bring back our bread!’

Within a heartbeat, half a dozen people had emerged from the wooden shacks and mudbrick huts of Arrant Hill.

‘What’s going on, Old Uncle?’

‘You all right?’

‘Hoy, monk – what’s in the sack?’

Once, the people of Lordsgrave would never have dared speak to a monk in anger. But that had been before the Lordsgrave Massacre, before the holy ones abandoned the district in its time of greatest need, before the monks marched hundreds of its people to a doomed war. So when Old Baba hobbled after them and took hold of the sack, nobody in the crowd trailing behind him sought to intervene.

Then it happened. One of the monks pushed Old Baba back, and he went tumbling to the ground with a soft ‘Ah-ah!’

‘What the fuck?’ cried Jumiki, child of the woodcutter at the bottom of the hill. Their fist snapped out – reflexively, really; just an instinct, and the monk who had pushed Old Baba crumpled to the ground.

Temi had known that the district was at breaking point. She had known that something would have to change. But she hadn’t imagined that it would be her own family that caused it.

‘Did you see?’ cried Mama Elleth from the bakery doorway. ‘The monks attacked an elder!’

Father Palui turned to Jumiki. ‘How dare you strike a brother of the Holy Orders!’ He lifted his staff, the crystal at its heart beginning to glow.

‘Bring back our bread!’ one of the Jumiki’s friends shouted, before lunging at the sack of loaves. Meanwhile, Father Palui swung his staff round and caught Jumiki in the side of their head.

Jumiki fell, blood seeping from the wound to soak into the dirt of the road. The air seemed to still as they hit the ground. Mama Elleth, the elders outside the inn, Old Baba – sitting up now . . . everyone had become motionless.

Then Jumiki’s friend jerked a knife from her belt and screamed, ‘Bring back our bread!’ before plunging it into a noviciate monk’s neck.

Chaos. As the scene before her descended into a brawl, Temi ran into the street. Selek was already helping Old Baba to his feet when Temi joined them.

‘We need to get inside,’ Temi said.

She glanced back to see Father Palui holding his staff high and shouting in the Forbidden Tongue. Then he removed a twinkling artefact from beneath the folds of his robe, and a shimmering circle appeared around him.

More of Jumiki’s friends poured in from the surrounding streets – all out of work, all thirsty for something. The remaining monks were soon buried beneath a swarm of pounding fists. Wood and stones flew, some hurtling towards Father Palui where they struck his sphere of protection and dropped, useless, to the ground. Temi saw no hint of fear on his face. But when he looked up, his eyes cut straight through the madness to land on her.

[I believe this situation may swiftly escalate,] Vunaji said.

‘No, really?’ Temi snapped as she bundled Old Baba and Mama Elleth back inside. Someone was brandishing the bread sack like a war banner while shouts of Bring back our bread! sounded from a dozen mouths.

‘Perhaps we should shut the shop, dear,’ Mama Elleth said, reaching to turn the sign to closed. ‘That’s probably enough excitement for one morning.’

Temi watched the Lordsgrave Riots unfold from the top of the hill she called Bakery Mount.

By mid-morning, Jumiki’s friends had marched to the monastery down near the banks of the Ae, their numbers swelling with each street they passed. The chants of Bring back our bread! seemed to echo from every corner of Lordsgrave; a battle cry taken up by the entire district. It was appropriate, Temi supposed, with the city still under rations – at least, for lowbloods. There was not enough food, not enough work, not enough of anything to go round.

Near highsun, Temi’s yellow-haired, pale-skinned cousin Kierin came picking his way up the dry grass of the hill behind their house.

‘What the fuck’s going on?’ he said. ‘People was trying to break into the warehouses. Rewin had to knock about five of ’em into the Ae.’

‘Riot,’ Temi said.

‘Someone said it started at our bakery.’

‘Yeah,’ Temi said. ‘Well. They made the mistake of attacking Old Baba.’

‘Fuck me,’ Kierin muttered, dropping down at her side. ‘There’s a full-on war happening in Ida Square – about two hundred bluehawks and more monks’n I ever seen in my life! I swear some of the Families sent their fighters out, too, just for fun.’

In the distance, over the sea of bamboo rooftops, a plume of thick, black smoke snaked into the air.

‘It’ll calm down by highsun,’ Temi said. ‘Come on, let’s go inside.’

But at highsun, Temi stood at the bakery window, unable to nap, still watching the street. In the city beyond, the fires raged on, the sour, acrid smell filling her nostrils. A group of youths ran past, faces covered, brandishing lengths of wood. Not long after, two dozen bluehawks marched past in formation.

[The spark has been lit, it seems.]

‘They need to fucking unlight it before the whole district burns.’

[Your holy ones won’t let that happen. There is too much of interest to them here.]

Temi supposed that was true. It wasn’t just the dozens of dormant greyblood bodies that still dotted Lordsgrave. It was the Lordsgrave Wall itself, that newly risen ring of blackglass that now encircled the entire district. Each day, monks swarmed its length, sweeping away the flowers and trinkets locals had left to remember those who had died trying to climb its smooth length.

Temi smiled to herself as she thought about what Aunt Yeshe would have said. It’s all them greyblood bodies cursing us. That’s why the city knows no peace.

Ancestors, but she missed her aunt. She missed her gravelly voice and her filthy laugh and her stern tongue. And she missed her hugs, and the way she always knew how to raise a smile, and how certain she was about everything, how she always knew which way to steer the family to keep them on course. Without her, the family was rudderless, adrift. Mama Elleth and Aunt Selek might try, but it wasn’t the same. Without Yeshe, they weren’t whole.

‘Got any paratha?’ a voice said, and Temi started as someone rapped on the glass.

Haarit. That was his name. A member of the Bhuten Family. He had a smiling, pleasant face, but she’d seen the steel behind his eyes the very first time he’d walked into the bakery. She thought he’d given up visiting, after the last time she told him she had no interest in an arrangement with his Family. She knew what the Bhutens were. Another criminal organisation, just like the Chedus, and she had no interest in anything they had to offer. He leaned on the glass, his black topknot falling to one side.

We’re closed, Temi mouthed at him, then made to turn away.

‘I thought you might like to know why the monk doesn’t just kill you all,’ he called through the glass.

Temi paused.

[Do not let him manipulate you.]

Temi strode to the door and jerked it open. ‘What you talking about?’

‘Why have you been ignoring our invitations?’ Haarit said, cocking his head to one side. Temi guessed he was close to thirty rains of age, and he had the compact, economical frame of a skilled fighter.

‘Because I ain’t interested in your Council of Elders.’

‘Well, you should be. Because it’s the only way your family is going to survive.’ His eyes dropped to her arm, and the scar that linked her to Vunaji. ‘That thing you brought out the day Harvell Chedu got killed—’

‘Nothing to do with me.’

‘Yes, yes, course it isn’t. But that thing you brought out marks you as an invoker. The only invokers in the land are the Nine Clans. Anyone else is . . . unsanctioned.’ Haarit paused as a cart crashed down the hill behind him, one of its wheels aflame. A group of bluehawks marched after it, dragging with them several people in chains. ‘This is madness. They’re going to start executing people in the streets if it continues.’

‘What is it you want?’

‘I told you. You need to present yourself at the Council of Elders, before your fate is decided for you. My Family is willing to . . . sponsor you.’

‘For a price.’

He grinned. ‘Everything has a price. But as I said, I came today with information it might interest you to hear. Your grandfather has been providing that monk with . . . bespoke services. I believe that is why you haven’t simply all been killed.’

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Don’t I? Where does your grandfather go, each morning before highsun?’

‘He goes for a walk to the convent, to ask the ancestors to watch over my aunt and my ma.’

‘Is that what he tells you? Curious, then, that one of my scouts saw him meeting a senior monk and passing him a . . . package.’

Temi felt a twist of unease. ‘You’re lying.’

‘They’ve spotted him three times now.’

‘Old Baba’s got lock-hand. He can scarcely hold his own cup, let alone make . . . whatever it is you’re insinuating he’s making.’

Haarit held up his hands. ‘Just letting you know what we saw. Do with it what you want. Consider it a gift from us – a demonstration of our good intentions.’

‘We don’t need you.’

‘Yes you do. The Chedus or the Sengs will come for you. You disrupted their business and you killed their kin. It is only a matter of time. The monks will come too, once they’ve got everything they need out of your grandfather.’

‘Let ’em try.’

Haarit held her gaze, his dark eyes glittering. ‘Why don’t you bring your ancestor out? Let me talk to them myself. I’m very curious. The rumours have painted . . . quite the picture.’

Temi stared at him, and let Vunaji pool in the tips of her fingers, her brown skin glimmering with blue light. She closed her eyes, until she could feel the heat of him tugging on her pores, and more: she could feel Haarit’s ancestor, too, swirling just beneath his skin. A woman . . . Sombre, quiet, calculating. ‘I can feel her,’ Temi said. ‘Bhuten. She’s . . . confused. Scared. She’s trying to shrink away, but there’s nowhere for her to hide. Maybe I should let them meet.’

She opened her eyes, and to her satisfaction, Haarit had taken a step back, his lip curled in distaste. His family tatau – a dark beetle and some kind of spear – glowed pale orange as he stared.

‘I like you, you know,’ Haarit said, forcing nonchalance back onto his face. ‘But you must realise your days here are numbered. My Family can offer you protection. When you’ve changed your mind, come to the Laughing Tiger teahouse on the corner of Spire Street and the Royal Causeway. Come alone. I promise you’ll be safe. Then we can discuss terms.’ He patted her hand. ‘I’ll see you soon.’

Then he dipped his head in a mocking bow and strolled back into the sunlight. Temi watched his guards join him – two burly fighters, who melted out of the shadows of the building opposite. As they headed down the hill, Temi muttered, ‘What’s he mean with all that? Old Baba hates the monks.’

[Yes. But they wield power over you all. You know there is another option.]

‘No. I told you a million times already. No.’

[What is it you fear from the ancestral realm? Or what is it you fear from me?]

‘It’s not about fear. What you do is wrong.’

[If we return and continue to strengthen me, I can protect you all.]

‘Strengthen you by letting you eat . . . whatever those spirit things are, so you can steal their power?’ Her thoughts drifted to the way Vunaji had sent Harvell’s captured ancestor to cleave the woman in two. ‘I don’t trust you. I didn’t want you to kill Harvell, and you knew I didn’t. But you did it anyway.’

[Then strengthen me so that we can part. When I am strong enough, I can return fully to the mortal realm.]

The door clicked open and there stood Mama Elleth, a cup of tea trembling in one freckled hand.

‘Everything all right, dear?’ Temi’s grandmother said, offering her the cup.

‘Yep,’ Temi replied, taking it. ‘Thank you, Old Mama.’

‘Quiet day, eh?’ Elleth said, coming to stand beside her.

‘Very uneventful,’ Temi said, with a smile.






TWO Janzen


Tree-felling was the most important job in His Golden Majesty’s Blessed Reclamation Army. Or so Janzen Farmer had been told. And who was he to question? Janzen was a lowblood of no particular lineage; dependable, loyal, quick to obey, slow to question, and utterly indifferent to the intrigues of the invoker clans. Janzen was a man who knew his place. Janzen was a man who kept his head down. And if, on occasion, some southerner commented on Janzen’s uncanny resemblance to the missing, presumed dead, Lord Jinao Mizito . . . well, that was mere coincidence, as he was quick to remind them.

Yes: Janzen Farmer was a loyal lowblood of no particular lineage, but tonight, he would desert His Golden Majesty’s army.

‘Look at them prancing fuckers,’ Mellia muttered, nudging Janzen in the ribs.

Janzen straightened. The sun was setting, which made the feverlands easier to look upon. Towering trees loomed above them, the searing colours of their canopy garish in the halflight. Flowers as large as Janzen’s chest opened their petals then pulled them tight, as though the passing of day and night was happening in mere heartbeats. Boughs grew as the humans toiled below, then withered and turned to ash, before sprouting shoots again. Everything around him seemed locked in a ceaseless race of birth and decay.

There were no insects here, no lizards, no birds, no snakes, but the feverlands seemed to breathe, to sigh, to press in upon those humans who had no choice but to work within it as it stole their breath and blurred their vision and dulled their senses.

A cavalcade of highblood warriors appeared, jogging out from among the trees, heading back to camp: Clan Mizito warriors, flanked by golden-robed monks. A single invoker led them. Janzen could not name the man, but he had a hard, jagged face and wore a scale-armour chest-plate. Janzen could just make out the black and silver eagle of his ancestral tataus. The invoker’s quartet jogged ahead of him. One, a burly woman with a captain’s tataus, held aloft a severed head with skin of gleaming silver.

‘Behold!’ she roared. ‘Behold! Invoker Tareno Mizito has slain the Leaf Dancer! Behold!’

‘That ain’t the Leaf Dancer,’ Mellia muttered. ‘They say it has branches sprouting from its head. Just looks like a normal greyblood to me.’

Mellia claimed to be fifty-nine rains of age . . . a single season shy of the upper limit for conscription. True, almost all her teeth were gone, and her face boasted more crevices than the Umaji Gorge, but who was Janzen Farmer to question? His Golden Majesty’s entire war camp heaved with wizened elders who claimed to be exactly fifty-nine rains of age. Mellia’s remaining strands of wispy hair danced in the wind as she watched the highbloods pass.

Janzen forced himself not to think about what would become of Mellia once he left. They had been tree-felling partners for a moon now, working the two-sided saw together, but Janzen had quietly been shouldering the bulk of their work. Tree-fellers were executed almost daily for being too lazy, too weak or too slow. He silently begged the ancestors to see that Mellia’s next partner would also shield her from that fate.

A strange urgency overcame Janzen, a warning. A moment later, the captain brandishing the severed head shouldered into him, sending him crashing into the tree at his back. Janzen’s head smashed into something jagged, and then he was down, down in the way only a lowblood with too little food and too much work could go down: swiftly, and without the strength or will to rise.

The rest of the invoker party thundered past while Janzen cradled his ringing head. They didn’t know what it was to spend all day dragging a saw through trees four paces thick, while the forest pressed in around and overseers screamed to make haste, make haste, you lazy dog. They didn’t know what it was to watch your counterparts collapse with exhaustion or be crushed by falling boughs, or to watch them succumb, frothing at the mouth, to the feverlands’ foul miasmas. Janzen had built up enough silent rage to slay a hundred Bairneaters – had that been something of interest to him, which, of course, it wasn’t.

Once the last clan warrior had jogged past, Mellia was at his side, hand on his cheek as he blinked up at the shifting kaleidoscope of the canopy. ‘Come on,’ she said, lifting his head. ‘Before Kumbo catches you.’

Janzen pushed himself into a seated position. All around him, the tree-fellers of Opal Company slowly returned to their work. Most toiled in pairs, dragging double-ended saws through monstrous tree trunks. Others hacked at smaller plants with axes. There stood Wilung, who spoke only Ilutano, a lowblood Cagai tongue. There stood Uji – or so Mellia had named her, for the girl seemed unable to talk. There stood Gojin and Balu and the one known as Mint, and a large man nicknamed Two-Spoons. These were souls Janzen had come to think of . . . not as friends exactly, because Janzen Farmer couldn’t risk having friends. But he had a kind of wary affection for them all. And they looked after each other. Which made what he would have to do that night all the more difficult.

‘Here, you stupid lump,’ Mellia said, slipping a small bottle out from beneath her tattered tunic. ‘Drink.’

‘Where did you get that, Old Auntie?’ Janzen said, sipping, and finding some kind of strong spirit burning its way down his throat.

‘Kumbo’s secret stash.’ Mellia chuckled. ‘Balu stole it, after Kumbo gave Uji all them lashes. Don’t think the greedy fucker even knows it’s gone.’

She took his hands. Her skin was as delicate as butterfly wings. Then this elder who was certainly far older than fifty-nine rains helped him to stand—

Something whistled past Janzen and slammed into Mellia’s gut, sending her sprawling.

‘No dawdling!’ Kumbo growled. He was a scrawny, round-shouldered man, his long black hair shot with white, his face jagged as a cliff. ‘Get up.’

Mellia coughed lightly as Janzen held out his hand.

‘Did I tell you to help her?’ Kumbo snapped.

Janzen slowly withdrew his hand. It was a hard truth, but Janzen had learned all about the devastating power of highblood indifference. Kumbo truly did see them as vermin, as things barely human. Interchangeable, indistinguishable.

‘Do you have something to say, tree boy?’ Kumbo said, as Janzen realised, too late, that he’d been staring.

Why yes. Yes, Janzen did have something to say. He was the son of the greatest Mizito invoker who had ever lived; the son chosen to Bond the most powerful spirit from beyond the pyre, a man destined to spearhead a rebellion, a man who had taken the head of the Bairneater and lived to tell the tale. He was a soul at whose feet Kumbo would immediately fall if he saw the tataus currently bound up in dirty rags; a soul so far above Kumbo in social standing that, in ordinary times, their paths would never even cross. Yes, he had much to say, but instead, Janzen Farmer, lowblood nobody, dipped his head.

‘No, Captain,’ he replied. ‘Nothing to say.’

‘I should bloody well think not,’ Kumbo said. ‘You need to watch how you look at me.’

Kumbo stomped away, and Janzen resisted the urge to ask the man how he was supposed to watch himself look. Instead, he offered his arm to Mellia, who hauled herself to her feet and flashed him a ragged, toothless smile.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

The man on the next tree along, that hulking boar Balu, leaned towards them. ‘You all right, Old Auntie?’

‘All good. Fucking highbloods.’

‘Fucking highbloods,’ Balu agreed.

‘Yeah,’ Janzen said, in his best lowblood accent. ‘Fucking highbloods.’

Janzen lay on his back, watching insects dancing at the summit of the tent. Strange that he now found these biters a comforting sight. All around him, the tree-fellers of Opal Company snored softly; twenty, all told, packed head-to-toe in a tiny, sweltering tent. They’d be fine without him. Of course they’d be fine. If there was one thing he’d learned about lowbloods, it was how resilient they were. They spent their entire existence swallowing their rage and trudging doggedly onwards while life threw horror after horror at them. They didn’t need him.

Janzen reached slowly beneath his sleeping mat, to the hollow in the earth where he’d hidden his painstakingly assembled supplies: a blanket, won in a game of tenken; slices of seedloaf siphoned off his morning rations; the water gourd he’d stolen from the woman who liked to torment Uji. And most valuable of all, a silvercloth mask he’d taken from the desiccated corpse he’d found hidden in some bushes. Everything he would need to continue his pursuit of the Bairneater.

We are coming. All of us. And this time, we will not retreat.

‘Oi, what you doing?’ Mellia hissed up at him.

He could just make out her narrowed eyes in the darkness of the tent. ‘Nothing!’ Janzen said, lying back.

‘Don’t let Kumbo make you do something stupid,’ Mellia whispered softly. ‘You know what happens to them as tries to run.’

‘I’m not trying to run. I . . . was stretching.’

‘Stretching, eh? What’s that lump under your mat, then?’

‘Um . . . wine?’

Mellia laughed softly. ‘You know, I heard a rumour that there’s still souls out there hunting the Bairneater – members of the party what left to avenge First General Sulin. I even heard a rumour that they never did find Lord Jinao’s body, and that perhaps he’s still hunting.’

‘Then I wish them well,’ Janzen said.

‘I wish them well,’ Mellia echoed. ‘Honestly, the way you talk sometimes! Anyway, if I was to meet one of these fools what’s still out there chasing the Bairneater, I’d tell ’em to save their energy. I’d tell ’em that if the thing can be killed, this army’ll do it. A thousand invokers! Two hundred thousand warriors! Why would one lone man think he could take down a named greyblood better’n that?’

‘It would be a fool’s errand indeed,’ Janzen said.

‘How’s about I look after that wine for you? Looks uncomfortable to sleep on.’

‘No, thank you. I scarcely feel it.’

‘Suit yourself,’ Mellia said, pushing up into a seated position. ‘You know what, I ain’t sleepy. Too hot in here. Reckon I might stay awake tonight.’

‘Go to sleep, Old Auntie. Please.’

‘Nope. Don’t reckon I will.’

Janzen felt his throat tighten. In the darkness, her hand found his. He let her squeeze it, then said, ‘Very well. You stay awake. I’m going to sleep.’

He rolled away from her and closed his eyes. He let his own breathing slow while listening keenly to hers. She fought it well . . . twice, he heard her breaths deepen, then abruptly speed up again. Fighting to stay awake. Fighting to help him.

After what seemed an eternity, he heard the soft crumple of her body falling sideways. He rolled over slowly, to see that she had collapsed, snoring, onto Gojin’s leg.

‘I’m sorry, Old Auntie,’ Janzen whispered as he stood. ‘Thank you for trying.’

Silently, he retrieved his pack from beneath the sleeping mat and picked a careful path through the landscape of sleeping bodies. He’d never dreamed, when he’d arrived in the war camp, that leaving would be so difficult. But then, the war had proved to be very different from his expectations. It wasn’t noble battles and songs round the fire. It was hunger pangs and damp bedding and reeking latrines and, above all, an endless, grinding monotony.

And friendship. Friendship in the most unexpected of places.

‘Ancestors watch over them all,’ Janzen said, and then he slipped out into the night.

A thin drizzle bathed the sea of tents in a silvery glow. From within each came a symphony of soft snores – and, on occasion, the moans of some night-time tryst. Janzen picked his way towards the empty darkness of the cleared land, ignoring the hammering in his heart. There was nothing to fear. There were no greybloods out there. And with the rain, visibility would be especially low. The monks and perimeter guards would not be looking Janzen’s way, for what soul would be fool enough to flee into the feverlands themselves?

A sound interrupted Janzen’s thoughts, followed by that whispering urgency he had sensed so often of late: warning him of danger. Up ahead, the colourful, glowing bulk of the treeline was still hazy. But drums echoed from it. Scouting drums. Three drumbeats. Three more. Then three again.

Greyblood sighting.

At once, the call was answered, taken up all around as messengers passed the warning across the war camp.

‘Shit,’ Janzen muttered. Truly, he was ancestors-cursed, if the very night he chose to flee was the first night of a greyblood attack. Only fifty paces now lay between him and the glittering swell of the treeline, so he ignored the shouts behind him and sped up. This distraction was good. It would make it easier for him to lose himself to the wilds.

‘It’s an army!’ he heard someone yelling. ‘A bloody army!’

Then a scout came sprinting out of the foliage, arms waving wildly. ‘Greyblood army!’ she screamed, and then she was flying, launched into the air by a great force. Her arms flailed as she plummeted face-first into the mud, a spear protruding from her back.

Janzen froze. That spear was longer than any human weapon. He was still staring when what sounded like the roar of the ocean rattling over stones rose from the west.

Chittering. The chittering of countless inhuman voices.

The eyes appeared first, their unmistakable yellow glow punctuating the dark like stars. Three pairs, then ten, then too many to count, until the entire treeline was alight with them.

A roar sounded at Janzen’s back and he turned to see a mass of Cagai warriors in battle skirts and grasspipe chest-plates pelting towards him. They would see him, he realised. As the screaming warriors bore down upon him, Janzen opened his mouth, preparing his excuse, preparing to explain away his travelling sack—

The vanguard washed over him like a wave, knocking him flat. Mud filled his mouth. Sandals trampled his chest. He extended a hand, only for it to be crushed beneath more feet.

Of course. He was invisible to them, just as he had been invisible his whole life. So he lay still, breathing through his nose and waiting as the cacophony of battle reached his ears. When the thunder of their feet finally passed, Janzen rolled onto his hands and knees and buried his sack in the dirt.

‘Mizito! Spirit of my fathers! Hear me!’

Something tightened in Janzen’s throat as the familiar words reached his ears, and he turned to see the sky to the north crackling with light from the ancestral realm. It was too dark for Janzen to recognise the invoker, but their pull on the ancestors lifted the hairs on his arms with its power.

‘Mizito! Spirit of my mothers! Hear me!’

Up ahead, greybloods came loping out of the trees, wave after wave of them charging to meet their enemy. All along the length of the feverlands border, as far as he could see, yet more of them came. No wonder the west had been quiet: the enemy had been preparing. This was no raid. This was no scattered few. This was a coordinated attack.
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