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“Now rise, fear not where none have gone, For then, at last, we may be one.”

THEY RAN LIKE A desert squall, a chaos of dust, legless and sprawling. They howled like a sandstorm because now they were close. They sensed it in their sands. They saw it in the trails of the fleeing Suhl. 

The ground was different here: no longer the crazed, hard-packed dirt of the plains, but lowland grit. A shallow slope climbed ever upwards towards the promise of hills, the ghost of a forest, the beginning of fully formed things. 

They surged on, snouts down, scenting a chance to change. 

And then, finally, it came. 

The gale of dust halted. The howls quieted. The ash fell. The palls of filth hovered, formless but for gigantic, half-made shoulders and black clouds between, in which blazed the fiery coals of eyes. Hungrily they surveyed the hills, the earth, the trees, and finally they saw some nearby rocks, sandblast-smooth, glistening in the morning light. 

There was a hiss of approval and they began to sway expectantly. One of them drifted forward and extended a streak of dust to touch the nearest stone.

It was not an instant change, but it was swift. Swirls of dust turned in upon themselves, gaining form and texture, until a hand appeared, as large as a boulder, with fingers like spears of stone. Then there was an arm, thick and massive, like a bulging plinth of rock. And next, a chest like a looming cliff. 

The creature filled that chest, heaving a gale through its cavernous mouth, and for a moment it was silent, its blistering eyes turned up to the skies. Then it let out a triumphal howl: a roar like rock cleaving from rock; like a mountain crumbling to dust.
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“Are you ready?” asked Sylas, rubbing his palms together.

Simia winced. “Not … sure.” 

“It’s just a tree, Simsi.”

Her eyelids flickered with irritation. “But it’s not, Sylas, is it? It’s not just any tree. It’s this tree. It’s the Tree of the Feather.”

Sylas shrugged and flashed her a grin. “Still a tree. Don’t worry. Paiscion showed me how.” 

Before she could reply, he bowed his head, closed his eyes and lost himself in his imagination. 

Imagining felt different to him now because he knew its power. He knew that it was just the beginning of something: something that reached far, far beyond himself. It was the beginning of Essenfayle. And so his imagination had carried him and his companions safely away from the Meander Mill, and from the attack of the Ghor and the Slithen. His imagination had guided him across the wastes of the Barrens to Gheroth, and Paiscion, and the Windrush, and the Dirgheon, where he had found Naeo, his second self. His Glimmer. And ultimately it was imagination and Essenfayle that had taken them on two mirrored journeys across two worlds: his to find Isia; hers to find Mr Zhi.

So now, as he imagined the spreading roots beneath the earth, and the colossal trunk swelling with sap, and the hundreds of limbs and branches above, his skin tingled and his breath quickened. Because he felt the stirrings of Essenfayle and he knew what was to come. 

The forest fell silent. Gone were the birdcalls, the rustles in the undergrowth, the murmurings of a chill winter wind. There was only quiet expectation. Pools of light warped as though seen through a lens, and somewhere above a bird took flight, sending down a shower of bronze leaves. 

Then Simia gasped.

A giant bough flew at her from above, sweeping over the forest floor until its forked limbs straddled her slim body, scooping her up beneath the arms. 

There was a shriek and then she was gone. 

She sailed upwards, kicking and flailing as she went. “Stop!” she cried. “Sylas! Make it STOP!”

Sylas craned his neck to watch her go. “Relax!” he called. “Just relax and you’ll be fine!”

An instant later two more branches caught him under the shoulders and flicked him skywards. In a trice, he was among the boughs of the great tree, rising through veils of leaves. Then he was at Simia’s side, watching her struggling like a cat caught by the collar.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you!” he warned, pointing. “It’s a long way down!”

Simia dropped her eyes and instantly slapped her arms round the branches, clinging on for all she was worth. 

“Get – me – DOWN!” she yelled. 

“Really, Simsi, it’s all right,” said Sylas, more softly now. “Remember, the tree’s trying to help you … you just have to let it!” 

He gave another grin, and with that he shot up in the air, borne aloft in a mighty wooden fist. When the branch reached its full height, it opened wide and he was passed on. Up and up he went, weaving through the tangle of limbs. 

“Just let it,” Simia grumbled reproachfully. But then she pressed her eyes closed and tried to relax. As the moments passed, the touch of the tree began to feel gentler than she had first thought, and the motion of the branch that held her was no longer jarring but a soothing sway. 

She took a long, deep breath and let herself go. 

Almost at once she was caught in a cradle of limbs and hoisted up. Timber fingers opened and closed round her, lofting her through clouds of green and orange leaves. She hurtled upwards, faster and faster, and in no time at all she found herself back at Sylas’s side. 

She beamed at him and cried out, but before Sylas could respond they were both dropped summarily on the span of a colossal bough. They staggered, teetering on its rounded top until they had regained their footing. Then even this mighty limb trembled into life and, with a low creak, began to climb.

“What did I tell you?” panted Sylas excitedly. 

Simia stared at her feet, as though her gaze alone might pin them to the branch. “This is what Paiscion showed you?” she gasped. 

Sylas nodded. “Come on! Race you to the top!” 

Suddenly two branches swept down and caught them up. These were slighter limbs, supple and whiplash-fast, and Sylas and Simia were less passed between them than thrown. Soon they were crying out with delight as they were juggled through the tangle of branches, darting this way and that towards the emerald roof. 

In no time at all, they were there, passing up through the last leaves to the brighter world beyond. Simia saw her chance and kicked against Sylas’s branch, sending it swaying high and wide, while her own carried her smoothly to a broad bough. She threw her weight forward and stepped on to it. 

“Winner!” she declared, throwing up her hands in triumph. But something about this sudden gesture set her off balance, and her arms began to windmill. The look of glee fell from her face. 

“Sylas!” she gasped, toppling backwards. “Help!”

Sylas lunged, but before he reached her the tree itself responded. In a flash, a narrow branch whipped about and thwacked Simia across the backside, knocking her forward and correcting her balance. 

“OW!” she yelled, rubbing her rear and staring accusingly at the branch. “It did that deliberately!”

Sylas stepped on to the bough beside her. “You kicked it, Simsi. What do you expect?”

She pursed her lips for a moment, then a grin spread across her face and they both laughed in the easy, companionable way that had become their custom.

“It’s so beautiful up here,” said Simia, finally noticing her surroundings. “I didn’t really see it last time.”

Sylas gazed at the breathtaking view of the Valley of Outs: the plumes of green and bronze leaves rolling down the hillsides; the long lake, implausibly clear and blue, sparkling even beneath a cloudy sky; the flocks of birds dancing and playing in the air above.

“It really is,” he said wistfully. 

The sight warmed him, even in the chill winter wind. Looking at this, it was hard to believe all that had happened in the past days. He and Simia had been attacked and chased and hunted. They had braved the dark, bedevilled streets of Gheroth, and even the sewers beneath them. They had met the great Isia herself, and with her confronted the unthinkable – that it was she, as an innocent girl, who had riven the world in two. That it was she and the Priests of Souls who had split each of us from ourselves. 

And then there had been the Place of Tongues, teeming with Thoth’s hordes. And there had been Thoth himself. 

At times in those few days, it had felt that the world was coming to an end. And yet here remained the Valley of Outs, enticing, mysterious and beautiful, like a promise. A promise of what might be. 

His mother should see this view, Sylas thought. This was the kind of wonder she had discovered in her work and told him about as he was growing up. Mountaintops floating like dreams above the clouds. Rainforests like singing blankets of green. Caves like vaulted cathedrals beneath the earth. Places so marvellous to her that, when she had spoken of them, she had seemed to glow with a magical light. 

Yes, he thought, if anywhere might persuade her that there was good in this world, this was it. 

But even getting her up here would be a problem. The tree would be far too ‘impossible’ for her taste: as ‘impossible’ as the storm he had commanded on the Windrush after their escape from Gheroth, and the strange journey the ship had taken over the forest floor, when it had finally arrived at the Valley of Outs. It was an ‘impossible’ that she simply could not accept because it overturned everything she knew as a scientist and as a mother. 

This ‘impossible’ stood between them now, despite all their time together over the past few days. It was as though she was still in the Other, on the opposite side of the divide, unwilling to believe all that was in front of her. It was as if she was still behind that sheet of glass – the one that had covered the framed photo of her hanging in Sylas’s garret room at the top of Gabblety Row. 

And, if she found those things impossible, he mused, how could she ever accept the whole truth? Could she ever understand all that he had seen in the Temple of Isia, when he had eaten the Fruit of the Knowing Tree? The silver trails that passed between the worlds? The strange beauty of them, the dreadful truth of them? And how could she ever accept the truth of the blood that ran in their veins – hers and his. 

The blood of Isia.

“Come on, come on!” came a voice, urgent and sharp. “What are you waiting for?” 

Sylas and Simia turned towards the crown of the tree and saw Paiscion’s pale face in the doorway of a peculiar nest-like structure – a great weave of arching limbs that formed an entirely enclosed, perfectly hidden sanctuary at the very pinnacle of the tree. Merimaat’s Retreat. 

The Magruman pulled up the lapels of his smoking jacket against the cold and stepped out, beckoning to them impatiently.

“Quickly! QUICKLY!” he commanded. “There’s little time, and there is something you must see!”
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“No one knows how long Merimaat’s Retreat has stood sentinel over the valley, only that it seems always to have been here, as much a part of this magical place as the lake or the forests.”

SYLAS AND SIMIA MADE their way as quickly as they dared along the twisting bough, and stepped into the half-dark of Merimaat’s Retreat. The Magruman was standing at one of the two windows, looking out towards the distant Barrens, and something about his stance immediately set Sylas on edge. Paiscion was normally so poised, so straight-backed, but now he was leaning heavily against the window frame, his head resting on his forearm as he stared out of the opening. 

He grunted as they drew up beside him. “Look,” he said.

They gazed out, over the fringes of the valley and the nearest meanders of the river to the great swathes of forest beyond. Everything outside the Valley of Outs was now under a heavy frost, which made even that bleak and desolate place look almost beautiful. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary at first but, as they peered into the distance, their eyes grew wide. 

The forest was moving. 

The frost-capped trees were shifting to and fro, not in any wind but haphazardly, as though waving in distress. And then, between the winter-bare limbs, shapes flitted through the shadows. 

People. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of them. Some ran, others limped and stumbled, and others still dragged their companions along, crashing through the undergrowth towards the valley.

“It’s them!” exclaimed Simia, her eyes darting about with excitement. A smile began to curl her lips. “They’ve made it! They’ve actually made—”

She stopped short because now she had seen another movement behind them, in the trees on the fringes of the Barrens. This was not the erratic sway of a forest jostled by the fleeing Suhl, this was different. This was decisive and devastating. The trees behind the Suhl were being felled, toppling before some unseen, crushing force. And it too was heading for the Valley of Outs.

“What is that?” murmured Sylas.

“Something from the stinking depths of Thoth’s birthing chambers,” said Paiscion grimly. 

“But what?” asked Simia, her eyes still trained on the falling trees. “Ragers?”

Paiscion shook his head. “Something larger. Something longer in the making, which is why we haven’t seen them before.” 

Sylas turned sharply. “Shouldn’t we be doing something?” 

“Sylas, my boy, I am not sure there’s anything to be done,” said the Magruman. He removed his glasses and began rubbing them with an embroidered handkerchief. “I don’t fear for those poor souls you can see; they are already at the borders of the valley and, once they pass inside, they’ll be safe.” He placed his glasses back on his nose and gazed out at the furthest parts of the forest. “It’s those still out there in the wilderness that weigh heavily upon me. They are much too far away for us to help them. We must hope that they’re still strong enough to run, and that Espasian is there to defend them.”

Sylas couldn’t help thinking of his last memory of Espasian staggering down the steps of the Dirgheon, supported by Bayleon. How different he had seemed from that imposing giant of a man who had first led Sylas to the Passing Bell and journeyed with him across the Barrens. How long ago that seemed now. 

“But he looked so weak when we left him,” said Sylas. “He could barely walk.” 

“And yet do not underestimate him,” Paiscion shot back. “Espasian is a great Magruman – perhaps the greatest for this time. For a time of war. It was Espasian who led the Suhl at the Reckoning, and he who made Thoth pay so dearly for all he took from us. Our brothers and sisters could wish for no more powerful ally at their side, even if he does have that cursed Black in his veins.” 

Sylas gazed at the line of falling trees and the crushed wasteland behind. It was as though the grey Barrens were spreading like a contagion towards the valley, consuming all in their path. “But I don’t know how anyone could stop that,” he said. 

“Well, we must trust in Espasian,” said the Magruman, “because I’m afraid that the plight of our sisters and brothers from Gheroth is far from all we have to worry about.” He turned away and began walking towards the other window. “Come,” he said, glancing back. “See for yourselves.”

For a moment Sylas and Simia hesitated, then with mounting dread they joined Paiscion by the wide opening on the western side of the retreat.

Before them lay the now familiar view of the Valley of Outs, and nothing seemed amiss. Sylas glanced questioningly at the Magruman, but Paiscion simply lifted his chin to the far distance. 

Merimaat’s Retreat was so high that it surveyed far beyond the bounds of the valley, out to the plains beyond and further still, to the heart of the Westercleft Hills, and it took Sylas some moments to take in the whole scene. He swept his eyes across the entire landscape without seeing anything out of place. But then he noticed something peculiar. The furthest hills were not shrouded in white frosts, as were the others. They were black. 

At first he had thought that perhaps this was the shadow of some colossal cloud, but the sky was grey and there was no sun to cast any shade. With a shiver, he realised that this was no trick of the light. Something dark had engulfed the hills; something that, even now, was spreading, consuming more and more of the countryside, leaving not a glimpse of turf or tree. And, as he watched it creeping up another hillside, he realised what it was. It was a sea of figures – thousands, tens of thousands of them – a great tide of people and beasts surging on towards the Valley of Outs. Now he could see among them tiny pinpricks of colour: the bright red of what appeared to be fluttering standards, and the silver glint of bare metal catching the morning light.

“They’re … they’re all around us,” murmured Simia, as if lost in a bad dream.

“It seems so,” said Paiscion. “Just as your friend Triste predicted, they’ve come across the Narrow Sea and the Darkmoor. An entire division of them, by the looks of it. The young Scryer has done us all a great service – had he not warned us, we’d have been surprised by an attack from the west. Now, at least, we have had some time to prepare.” 

“How long before they get to the valley?” asked Sylas.

“Less than a day. Perhaps no more than a few hours.” 

“So it’s too late!” exclaimed Simia. “There’s no way out!”

Paiscion regarded her thoughtfully for a moment, and then he looked at Sylas, his eyes dropping slowly to the Merisi Band. “It will be difficult, but there is … one possibility.”

Simia followed his gaze to the band. “Which is?”

Paiscion regarded them both, seeming to consider what to do next. “Which is hard to explain,” he said. “Come, I’ll need to show you.” He turned to the window, then – seeming to remember something – he glanced back at them. “We should take the quick way down. Just do as I do.”

With that, he took a step forward and launched himself into empty space. He seemed to hang there for a moment, supported by nothing but air, then he fell quickly out of sight.

Sylas stared at Simia and Simia stared back. They both leaned out of the window and looked down. 

They saw Paiscion’s fluttering jacket, already a third of the way down the tree. The tree was alive once again, but this time its limbs were working more quickly, reaching out, catching and dropping its most precious cargo, so that, in another instant, he had disappeared altogether.

Sylas looked warily at Simia. Her cheeks had blanched to a sickly white. 

“After you,” she said without looking at him.

“Are you sure?” he asked. Then added hopefully: “Ladies first?”

She gave him a withering look. “The tree’s trying to help you, Sylas. You just have to let it.”
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“… and so I ask myself what new wonders will we discover, what new companions will we find when next we pull back the veil of the Other.”

SILENCE CAME TO THE broad clearing. The wind dropped away, the ferns and bracken fell still and the animals sat up, sniffing the air. 

Then, from the darkness between the trees, scores of pale figures emerged, making their way so quickly and quietly over the tangled undergrowth that their feet seemed barely to touch the ground. There were men and women, boys and girls, all of them pale and sunken-cheeked, adding to the impression that they were spectres. Wave after wave of them darted across the clearing, their filthy white rags flying up behind them, none of them making a sound, their tread passing lightly over leaves and twigs and leaving no sign of their passing. 

But, as the stragglers stole across the clearing, the silence was broken. A rumble echoed between the trees, startling birds and sending them fluttering and chirruping into the blank skies. Rodents and foxes bolted, following the fleeing Suhl. The undergrowth began to ripple and leap and, as the rumble became a terrifying thunder, the frozen ground buckled.

Suddenly two figures burst from a thicket. One was broader and more muscular, with a great mane of hair about his head and face. He supported the second dark-skinned man, who moved awkwardly and stiffly, stumbling every few steps. They made ground steadily rather than quickly, but when they reached the centre of the clearing they slowed and turned, eyeing the line of trees behind.

“Come!” panted the larger man. “Let’s keep on!”

He wavered on his feet, then mumbled something and dropped to the ground, sitting in the long grass.

“Espasian! What are you doing?” protested his companion. “They’ll be upon us in moments!”

“We – I – I must make a stand here,” said the Magruman, still watching the trees, which had now shed all their frost, trembling as though in terror at what lay beyond. “Even if we can outrun them, which I doubt, many of our sisters and brothers cannot.” He looked up, revealing a dark, handsome face bisected by a livid scar. “And I can’t lose any more today.” He did his best to smile reassuringly. “You go, Bayleon. Help the others to reach the valley.”

Bayleon stared at him incredulously, then he shook his great head of hair and slumped down on to the ground. “You stay,” he grunted, “I stay.”

Espasian rapped him sharply on the breastplate. “Don’t be a fool, man! Go!”

Bayleon crossed his arms. “I go when you go,” he grunted. “Just be ready to hang on to this big old beard of mine.”

Espasian regarded him closely, then smiled and nodded. He turned back to the quaking trees and drew a deep breath. He was quiet for a moment, seeming to turn into himself, steadying his breathing, gathering his thoughts. Finally he raised his arms but they faltered, seeming weak and uncoordinated, and his face crumpled with the effort. He growled and squeezed his fists tight. Gradually his arms became still and, as they did so, he opened his fingers wide.

At once the long line of spruce trees steadied, as though waiting for his command. He took another deep breath, brought his hands together in front of his chest, and meshed his fingers. 

All at once the trees came alive. The trunks creaked and cracked, bending to the left and right. By the time they slowed, they had bent almost double so that their uppermost branches swept the ground, twisting and snaking between one another until the limbs of each tree were indistinguishable from those of its neighbours. 

Bayleon breathed a low chuckle into his beard. “Bravo,” he murmured. 

The knitted trees had formed a thick, impenetrable wall, the height of four or five people. As Espasian swept his hands wide, so this wall grew, stretching beyond the clearing and deep into the quaking forest. 

It was just in time because in that instant there was a deafening crash as something struck the barrier. Timber shards were sent flying and tumbling into the clearing before the two seated men. Then came another collision, and another. Soon the forest echoed to the sound of scores of shuddering crunches and thuds all along the length of the wall. A hail of shattered wood flew up into the air and then peppered the ground. There followed a chorus of timber squeals, explosive cracks and rasping gurgles of sap. And then, with an almighty crash, the entire barrier buckled and swayed as though it was about to fall. 

In one motion, Bayleon leapt up, seized his companion by the shoulders and heaved the Magruman to his feet.

“Come, Espasian,” he growled, swinging a huge arm about Espasian’s waist. “Time to let the Spoorrunner run!” 
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Two days had passed since the peculiar and disturbing events at the circles of stone, and people had started to believe that it might all be over. After all, who had ever heard of an apocalypse pausing for the weekend? And so cautiously at first, but with increasing appetite, people were going shopping. They stocked up on all the essentials, like bottled water, bread, candles, matches and chocolate. In fact, chocolate sales had never been so buoyant, and factories whirred around the clock to meet the demand for something comforting, sweet and, above all, ordinary.

Perhaps because of this sudden rush, the two roads that met at the corner of Gabblety Row were in a particularly irascible mood. They growled and snarled with the voice of many impatient throttles, and both seemed determined to claim the junction as its own. Each sent cars probing and jostling into the path of the other, and the result was foul-tempered deadlock into which everyone threw themselves with enthusiasm.

So it was that nobody noticed the black ooze bubbling up from a grille at the end of the terrace, and no one took any interest as it snaked over the pavement and glooped into the gutter. Passers-by stepped over it and hurried on their way, assuming that it was something to do with that most peculiar of buildings, Gabblety Row. So the Black continued its journey, pooling in the potholes and dribbling down drains. Once underground, it began a long journey through tunnels and sewers until, across town, it gushed from an outlet in the shadow of the Hailing Bridge. There it plunged deep into the passing river and was swept southwards on its journey through a world changed forever. 

For a homeless person, Duke, or ‘the Duke’ as he preferred to be known, was very particular. He always, for instance, wore a waistcoat and highly polished brogues, despite the facts that he slept in a cardboard box beneath a bridge, he ate little but baked beans and jelly cubes, and his hair was so filthy that it stood on end. But he believed that, in this slapdash world, there were certain standards that one must never let slip, and a polished shoe and a decent waistcoat were two among them. So the Duke had been quite put out when things had stopped conforming to any sort of standard whatsoever. 

First, there had been that howling in the middle of the night, which sounded like some kind of mountain wolf right here in town. And then there was the strange midnight meeting he had overheard on the bridge – between the boy and that wild-looking fellow called Espen – talking about bells and beasts and things that weren’t quite … decent. Just a week or so later there had been all those sirens, and helicopters, and people running about and making a terrible fuss. And now there was this strange black stuff coming from his personal water feature, the drain outlet. 

He had noticed the slick of blackness first thing that morning and, notwithstanding his own shortcomings with respect to personal hygiene, had wrinkled his nose in distaste. As a defensive measure, he had splashed on some salvaged cologne and put on his hat and gloves, but that had done nothing to stem the flow of the black substance. Later that morning he had peered at it through his monocle and, satisfied at its horridness, shifted his camp upstream. 

But what the Duke could not know was that this effort was futile because another outlet just a little further up the river – and another after that – were also disgorging the strange black substance. Neither could he know that, at that very moment, the Black was emerging all across the town, and the country, and indeed the world. It was seeping into sewers, swelling beneath paving slabs, dribbling from disused fountains. It was trickling into empty swimming pools, swilling along underground tunnels and bubbling into basements. 

And he was certainly unaware that just a short distance away, on Salisbury Plain, it was welling from Stonehenge as from a mountain spring.
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“… but these are the hollow words of the blinkered and the lost. My eye is clear and my mind is true. It is for us Bringers to strive ever onwards: to record, to understand, to bring our worlds to the union that has been promised to us.”

AMELIE TATE WANDERED THROUGH the forest, her eyes wide, like a child in a world of wonders. One moment she was peering up into the branches of the giant trees, trying to make out the shape of the leaves, or the plumage of some brightly coloured bird that surely could not be there; the next she was gazing, open-mouthed, at the span of a fern, astonished by its height and breadth. And as much as she marvelled, the scientist in her was filled with frustrations. What she would not do for just some of her instruments? And how could she be here without a camera, or her reference books, or her computer? 

But she was always quickly distracted by some new discovery. This time it was a plant with many yellow flowers dancing in the cool wind. She set down her basket and pulled a notepad from her pocket, turning quickly to a page she had headed No Right To Be Here – Extinct! She found a space and wrote Stinking Hawksbeard (Crepis Foetida) immediately below her other scrawled entries: 

Summer Lady’s Tresses (Spiranthes Aestivalis)

Downy Hemp Nettle (Galeopsis Segetum)

Narrow-leaved Cudweed (Filago Gallica)

Each entry was underlined at least once and some were followed by an exclamation mark. Amelie pocketed the pad, closed her eyes and drew a long breath of fresh, fragrant air. “Impossible,” she murmured. 

“Mrs Tate?”

She started and looked round to see a pug-nosed boy hopping nervously from foot to foot.

She got to her feet and smiled. “Please, I prefer Amelie.”

The boy winced and bit his lip. “S-sorry, Amelie, ma’am.”

She laughed and held out her hand. “No need for the ma’am either!” 

The boy stared at it, extended his own and gripped her fingers in a frenzied shake. “Filimaya sent me,” he mumbled to the forest floor. “They need you to come back to the Hollow. Right now, she said. Sorry, ma’am … Amelie … I mean, sorry.” 

Amelie retrieved her hand and smiled, picking up her basket of cuttings. “You’d better lead the way. I’m not quite sure where I am!”

The boy bowed and hurried gratefully away so that Amelie had to rush to keep up as they wove between the mighty trunks and traversed glades and clearings. Still she gazed about her, wondering at the trees that grew too tall, flowers that bloomed too bright, plants that should not exist at all. 

At last the boy led her up a bank of flowers and drew to a halt. “Here!” he announced, pointing to a particularly gigantic giant redwood tree. 

Amelie had already been in the Hollow more than once, but she still found the entrance difficult to see, even when it was pointed out. It was a dark opening beneath the massive root, partly covered by a curtain of ivy and vines. But, as the boy rushed forward and pulled back the green veil, it revealed itself at once: a large opening at least the height of a person, with a dim glow emanating from within.

“Ma’am,” he said, waving her inside with a deep bow.

Amelie opened her mouth to correct him again, but then thought better of it, and walked inside. It was clear that, as Sylas’s mother, she would have to accept a certain amount of deference from her new companions. 

She stepped carefully down the earthen tunnel, feeling her way along its twists and turns until it finally levelled out. Here it opened into a cavernous hall lit by light beams that criss-crossed between mirrors on the walls of hard-packed earth. The ceiling was a complex weave of dark brown roots, most of which flowed from the very centre, like the vaulting of a cathedral. However, at regular intervals more slender roots dangled into the chamber, and from their very tips a clutch of glow-worms cast a warm light. Together these lights formed a Milky Way of glowing stars, but individually each had a purpose of its own, casting a halo of light over a bed of moss below. There were scores of such mossy beds in the chamber, glowing greenly beneath their very own light, and on some, patients reclined, receiving the attentions of helpers, who hurried to and fro. The Hollow may have had the appearance of some mystical sanctuary for tree elves, but it thrummed with all the efficiency of a hospital.

There was no sign of Filimaya, but Amelie made her way purposefully towards three beds that were set a little apart from the rest. As she approached, one of the patients pushed himself up.

“Morning, Amelie,” said the young man, running his hand quickly through his hair.

“Tasker!” she beamed. “You look so much better!” She peered at the dressing on his shoulder. “Truly it’s remarkable!”

“I can’t quite believe it,” said Tasker, patting the bandage. “Two doses of that Salve concoction and it’s almost completely healed. There isn’t even much pain!”

“Incredible!” exclaimed Amelie. “I’ve never seen anything like it!” She smiled again, but for a moment there was something troubled in her expression. Then she laughed dismissively. “But then here incredible seems to be quite the norm!”

“Yes, but nothing prepares you for it,” said Tasker, looking about him. “When I first came to, I thought I was hallucinating. If I will get myself shot, I told myself. But here it is, every time I wake up!”

“Well, if it’s a dream,” laughed Amelie, “I’m in it with you!” She glanced across at the other beds. “And how are they doing?”

Tasker shifted his attention to his neighbour, who was lying on his back, his bald head glistening beneath the swinging light. “I don’t think the Salve works so well on the Black, if at all, but your poultices seem to have helped. They’re both definitely much perkier – when they’re awake.” 

Amelie looked closely at the sleeping figure, wincing a little as she saw the black streaks running beneath the skin of his neck, reaching up to the wide-eyed tattoos on his scalp – the marks of a Scryer.

“In any case, Bowe is an ox of a man,” continued Tasker. “I’m sure he’ll beat the Black – whatever it is. And Naeo’s no pushover either. I call her Princess, you know, though she doesn’t really …”

He chatted on amiably, but Amelie’s attention drifted as she stepped past Bowe to the next bed. There Naeo was sleeping on her side. Her blonde hair had fallen forward over her face so that her features could not be seen. Her slender limbs were curled beneath a blanket but for one arm, which she had stretched out towards her father. Bowe had reached out too, and their fingers were entwined.

Quietly Amelie sat at the end of the bed. She reached out and gently drew back Naeo’s hair, her eyes tracing the face that seemed so young considering everything it had seen. It was a face that was at once a mystery and also wonderfully familiar, because something about it was undeniably Sylas. Amelie extended a finger and, with the tenderness of a mother, stroked Naeo’s cheek.

She was so engrossed that she did not notice Filimaya as she approached. 

“They’re doing much better, I think,” said Filimaya softly as she stepped into the halo of light. Her long silver hair was gathered in the customary plait, and she was wearing the richly embroidered robes of a Suhl elder, but as ever it was her radiant features that immediately drew the eye. 

Amelie quickly collected herself, then stood. “Yes – yes, I think they are,” she said quietly. “They’re still exhausted, but that’s hardly surprising given all they’ve been through.”

Filimaya offered Tasker a kind smile by way of greeting, then motioned for Amelie to follow, and together they headed back down the aisle.

“Thank you for coming so quickly, Amelie,” said Filimaya, still speaking quietly to avoid disturbing the other patients. “I think we’re about to get very busy, and so we will need much more of your poultice preparation – did you manage to find the ingredients you require?”

“Yes, and more besides,” Amelie said, walking swiftly to keep up. “You seem to have a little of everything in this valley!”

“Good. And you must use those resources while you can. Make enough for fifty or so treatments for us to keep, and some for Naeo to take with her. She’ll not long be in the valley, I’m afraid, and she’ll continue to need your poultice to ease the effects of the Black.”

“Of course,” said Amelie. “So … what’s happening?”

Filimaya nodded and gestured to the end of the hall. “You’ve noticed that the Hollow has grown since yesterday?” 

Amelie frowned at her, then turned and gazed along the chamber. Sure enough, in the shadows there appeared to be at least twenty or thirty new beds of moss, and above them new roots growing down from the ceiling, as yet without their complement of glow-worms.

“How – how can that be?” she said.

Filimaya smiled. “You have much to learn about the Suhl, Amelie. You see, we are the valley, and the valley is us. She knows our needs and she provides. When we are hungry, she gives us food; when we are sick or injured –” she gestured to the end of the hall – “she gives us this.”

Amelie was still confused. “But you already have so many beds.”

Filimaya sighed. “Yes, but it seems even they will not be enough.”

Amelie shook her head. “For … what?”

“For what is to come.” 
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“Have no doubt, even if the Glimmer Myth proves true, it will take a final push the like of which we can barely imagine to bring it to pass.”

ESPASIAN RAN, DESPITE THE fire burning in his limbs and the Black surging through his veins. He must not falter, not now, but the pain was becoming unbearable, and the world around him dim and pale, as though he was already in the realm of the dead.

“Keep going!” yelled Bayleon, barely audible over the exploding timber and shattering rocks. “It can’t be far now!”

They ran on, up a hill, crashing through thicket and bracken, weaving between trees and boulders. Bayleon was still strong, and his Spoorrunner’s instincts were as keen as ever, helping him to avoid the roughest terrain and pick out the quickest and clearest path. But still their pursuers drew ever closer. Glancing back, they saw something colossal crushing a nearby trunk and, moments later, two flaming eyes peering through a storm of leaves and splinters. For the first time they heard a loathsome cry, something between a gargle and a roar, which shook them to the bone. Then more fiery eyes appeared in the murk of the forest, left and right, streaking ahead to cut them off. 

“They’re on us, Espasian!” bellowed the Spoorrunner. “Can you fight?” 

Espasian looked at him with delirious eyes and tried to answer, but nothing came. Bayleon tightened the arm beneath his shoulder. 

“Then run!” he growled. “If we must die, then let it be in the chase!”

They plunged on, despite the riot at their heels and the rage of noise in their ears. 

Suddenly something slammed into Bayleon’s side. He gave a bearlike roar, but did not slow; he stumbled on, holding his flank. The splintered remains of a tree cartwheeled past them and skidded to a halt at their feet, sending them sprawling, but still they pushed themselves up and staggered on. They ran like men possessed, with wild eyes and faces set in steel; they ran until they heard nothing and felt nothing, until there was only the thunder of their hearts and the roar of blood in their ears.

And then, all at once, something changed. They realised that they could hear the thump of their boots on the earth, the crunch of dry leaves, the rustle of the undergrowth as they passed. The clamour of falling trees was dying away, and no longer were they assailed by the enraged cries and snorts of the beasts. 

They faltered, glanced at one another and then looked back.

To their astonishment, the forest was in motion. Just as before the trees were leaning this way and that, weaving together to form an impenetrable mesh. Still the two men stumbled on, but now all of the trees they passed sighed, creaked and closed tight behind them, their branches coiling and grasping until one was indistinct from the next. It was as though the entire forest was drawing about them to keep them safe. The crazed cries of their pursuers could still be heard, furious and desperate, but already they were nowhere to be seen. 

Bayleon and Espasian fell to their knees, gasping for breath, and looked at one another in bewilderment. 

“Is this you?” gasped Bayleon.

Espasian looked back at the woven forest and shook his head, still disorientated and confused. “No,” he panted. “Not me.” 

Bayleon frowned, but then, slowly, his face widened into a grin. He glanced about him as though seeing the forest for the first time. “The valley!” he cried, suddenly laughing for joy. He turned and slapped his companion on the shoulder. “We made it, Espasian! We’re in the Valley of Outs! This is her doing!”

The Magruman looked blearily at the trees about him and noticed a canopy of green and bronze leaves. A weak smile formed on his lips. “I think perhaps you’re right,” he said, looking back the way they had come. There was still no sign of their pursuers, but they could be heard raging at the barricade of trees. 

“Do you think it’s strong enough?” murmured Bayleon. 

Espasian nodded. “Those creatures made short work of my efforts, but they’re nothing compared to the magic that binds the valley. The more those beasts try to force their way in, the faster they’ll find their way out.”

“Let’s hope you’re right,” grunted Bayleon. He glanced about. “And let’s hope our sisters and brothers made it too.” 

“No need to worry about that either,” said Espasian, nodding at the trees. “Look.”

Bayleon turned and squinted into the gloom of the forest. Suddenly he started. 

Just visible in the half-light were a thousand bloodless faces peering round trunks and over bushes and boulders. For some moments they simply stared, gazing between the two men and the lattice of trees as though assuring themselves that it was safe. Then, slowly, they came forward, revealing their thin, malnourished bodies clad in filthy rags.

“Help me up!” hissed Espasian, holding out an arm to Bayleon. 

Together they staggered to their feet and, as they hurriedly brushed themselves down, a murmur rose from the trees. It came from the gathering of Suhl, whispered at first, but now growing in strength and volume until the forest echoed with their voices.

“Espasian!” they chanted. “Espasian! … Espasian! … Espasian!” 



   
[image: Image Missing]

“It will be a black tide – ruinous, irresistible – and there is no shore it will not reach.”

THE SILENCE GNAWED AT Sylas and set him on edge. He had become accustomed to the gales of birdsong that swept back and forth across the lake, the sounds of animals in the forest, the chirruping of cicadas. But now the Valley of Outs was quiet, and a new foreboding hung over its pleasant glades and wooded heights. 

He hurried to catch up with Paiscion and Simia, who were striding ahead along the base of a cliff. He felt better when he was around Paiscion. Despite everything, the Magruman seemed bolder and brighter than ever, utterly changed from the mournful, taciturn man they had first met on the Windrush in Gheroth. He walked quickly and spoke with a new energy, and even his tired old smoking jacket now glowed resplendently in the early-morning light. 

They walked on together a little further before Paiscion stopped abruptly, his head in the air, as though sniffing the wind. Then he turned slowly about, looking up at the peaks of the hills. 

“They’re close,” he said. “Very close. But she’ll be ready.”

“Who?” asked Simia, looking around. “Who’ll be ready?”

The Magruman peered at her over his spectacles. “The valley, Simia!” 

“The … valley?” she repeated. 

“The valley!” declared Paiscion cheerfully. Then he turned and set off up the path that skirted the cliff. “She’s quiet now,” he called, “but soon she will wake, you’ll see! Keep up! We’re almost there!”

Sylas and Simia dutifully followed, trudging up the path that they had taken with Triste a few days earlier, on their way to the Garden of Havens. What an age ago that seemed now, Sylas thought. He remembered the meeting of the Suhl, and their confusion and terror as he had come together with Naeo, and the message that had appeared on the Merisi Band, burning with an enchanted fire.

“In blood it began,” he murmured, turning the silvery-gold bracelet on his wrist. “In blood it must end.” He shook his head grimly. How very true that seemed now.

“What’s that?” asked Paiscion, stopping and looking round.

“Nothing,” blurted Sylas, embarrassed that he had spoken aloud. He glanced about. “So – are we going to the gardens?” 

Paiscion shook his head. “Not quite. We’re going beneath the gardens.”

Simia’s eyes widened. “Into – into the mines?” she asked excitedly. 

The Magruman gave a nod and walked on.

Simia dropped back and whispered in Sylas’s ear: “Remember? Triste showed us the entrance to the mines on our way into the gardens.” Then she added with some relish: “They’re forbidden!” 

“Not to us!” called Paiscion.

Sylas and Simia both started. They had forgotten Paiscion’s talent for eavesdropping. 

“Aren’t they all closed up?” asked Sylas, remembering Triste’s warning. “Something to do with the Black?”

“They are rather overrun with the Black, yes, but they’re quite accessible,” said the Magruman. “We speak about the Black more to deter intruders than anything else. We have good reason for keeping the mines from prying eyes.” He lowered his voice. “They contain something priceless. Something more valuable than all the gold in Gheroth.”

Simia exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Sylas. “Which is?” 

“Which is not liquid nor gas nor solid,” said the Magruman. “Which is neither wet nor dry.” 

She gazed at him blankly. “I don’t get it.”

“The old name for it is Quintessence, but others call it the fifth element. The one that unites the other four.”

Simia shook her head. “What elements?” she asked shortly.

Paiscion looked over at Sylas and raised his eyebrows. “I think you know the answer to that, Sylas?”

Sylas stared at him in confusion, and then his mind flew back to something Isia had said to him in the Place of Tongues. “You have mastered the earth, and the fire and the water,” she had told him. “Now, master the air!” 

His eyes widened. “You mean earth and air, fire and water!”

“Precisely so!” exclaimed Paiscion. “The earth that feeds us, the air that fills our lungs, the fire that warms us and the water that gives us life.”

“So what does this fifth element do?” asked Sylas.

“My dear Sylas,” cried Paiscion, “Quintessence has been helping you all along!” His eyes drifted down to the beautiful bracelet round Sylas’s wrist.

Sylas raised it so that it glowed liquidly before their eyes. “The Merisi Band? Isn’t it just gold or silver?”

“It may at times seem like gold, but at others it looks like silver, does it not?”

Sylas stared at the band, which, even now, seemed to change before his eyes. “I thought that was just a trick of the light.”

“No, Sylas. No tricks. Quintessence! Think about it. Think about how the band sometimes changes form – from solid to liquid, liquid to vapour.”

Sylas ran his fingers over the smooth surface of the bracelet, thinking about the moment Espasian had first placed it on his wrist: how the band had tightened, as though it was some living thing. Then he remembered his first meeting with Naeo, in the Dirgheon, when the band had divided into twin trails of vapour, one silver and one gold, to form two new bracelets. 

“And the Merisi Band isn’t your only experience of Quintessence,” continued Paiscion. “Cast your mind back, Sylas. Where else have you encountered it? Retrace your journey, right to the very beginning.”

Sylas thought back to the start of his adventure, to Gabblety Row, and the Shop of Things, and Mr Zhi. He thought about the Samarok full of Ravel Runes, and the strange hound that had appeared in the churchyard. Then he remembered the deafening chime that had woken him, and the chase through town, and the— 

“The bell!” blurted Simia. “The Passing Bell!” She turned to Sylas. “That was bright silvery gold, remember? And after it rang, it just melted away into the ground! Like it had turned to liquid or something!”

Paiscion smiled and nodded. “What else?” 

Sylas’s mind was already racing. “What about the mirrors?” he said, remembering their strange sheen. “The Glimmer Glass that Mr Zhi showed me in the Shop of Things?” 

“And the Glimmer Glass you showed us on the Windrush!” exclaimed Simia.

Paiscion chuckled. “Yes! Another creation of the Merisi: two perfect sheets of Quintessence, so pure that they reflect all of you – your two parts as one. You and your Glimmer. The Merisi are very fond of Quintessence. Just think of the Glimmertrome.”

Sylas’s eyes grew wide as he thought of the peculiar object Naeo brought back from Mr Zhi, which allowed her to see through his eyes, and him through hers. “That’s right!” he said excitedly. “The needle that sways from side to side – that’s silvery gold too!” 

“So now you see,” said Paiscion. “These Things and many more are forged of Quintessence. And they could be made of nothing else.”

“Why? What’s so special about it?” asked Simia. 

“What’s so special?” spluttered Paiscion. “My dear Simia, Quintessence is the perfect blend of all natural things – of earth and air, fire and water – of the very fabric of the world! If any substance might mend what is broken, overcome the rift between our worlds, it is Quintessence!” 

“Oh,” said Simia. “Right.”

Paiscion turned to Sylas. “So now do you see how important it is to your journey?”

“I do,” murmured Sylas, gazing at the Merisi Band. 

The Magruman turned and continued up the slope. “Of course,” he said over his shoulder, “the only problem with Quintessence is how to get hold of it.” 

Sylas frowned and hurried after him. “But you said there’s Quintessence in the mines, didn’t you?”

Paiscion grunted. “Yes, but sadly there’s very little left. Once the mines were full of it. It pooled below the Living Tree, but over the centuries, as we experimented with ways to heal the division between our worlds, we have mined it remorselessly, some for our own purposes, some for the Merisi. Now we’re down to the last traces.”

“But if there is some,” said Sylas, “and we can get hold of it, what will we do with it?” 

Paiscion arched an eyebrow. “Well, I rather think that will be up to you and Naeo. But just consider for a moment the power you have found in each other. If we use a little more Quintessence to make that bond all it can be – to bind two parts of a broken soul – it may just give you the strength you need to—”

“To escape the valley!” interjected Simia. “Yes, I get it!”

Paiscion smiled. “Good. I’m glad.”

Before long they came to the top of the slope, where the path came to an abrupt end at the face of the cliff. The Magruman walked over to an overhang of vines and pulled them back to reveal the dark opening that Sylas remembered from his last visit: the tunnel that led to the Garden of Havens. 

They were all about to step inside when something made them stop in their tracks. It was a rumble punctuated by sharp cracks and tremulous booms, which echoed across the lake and startled birds into the skies. 

“What was that?” breathed Simia, her eyes wide with fear. 

Paiscion glanced round the valley, then suddenly turned back to the entrance and pushed them ahead, into the darkness. “Go!” he said anxiously. “Go! There’s no more time!” 

They hurried down the tunnel in silence and almost complete darkness, trailing their hands along the cold, damp walls to keep their footing. Then came another of the clamorous booms. This time they felt it beneath their fingertips, reverberating in the rocky bowels of the hill. 

“They’ve reached the valley!” said the Magruman, hurrying them on. After a few more paces he stepped into another passage leading off to the left. They walked down it a short way until Paiscion halted. Suddenly there was a sharp crack, followed by a blinding flash of light, and a new orange glow filled the passageway. It illuminated Paiscion carrying a flaming torch, his features ghoulish in the flickering light.

“Follow me,” he commanded. “And do not – on any account – touch the walls. The Black is everywhere. If you need to hold on to something, use the ropes.” 

The halo of light before him, he headed off down the passageway. Sylas and Simia glanced doubtfully at the ropes fastened like a handrail to one wall of the passage, then stuffed their hands into their pockets and hurried after him. 

They descended a long flight of rough-hewn steps, which snaked left and right, descending deep into the rock. More passages led away on either side, but Paiscion took none of these and rushed on. When they finally reached the bottom, he paused to make sure that Sylas and Simia were keeping up, but as soon as they were down he plunged on into the darkness. A few paces on they began descending another flight of steps, this one so uneven and slippery that Sylas and Simia had to use the guide ropes to steady themselves, hoping all the while that the wetness in their palms was no more than water. 

There was a scent of decay in the air, like rotting leaves, but also something more unusual. Something Sylas could not quite place. It was sharp and chemical, a little like the science labs at school. 

After all his years in Gabblety Row he had come to believe that tight spaces no longer worried him, but the more he thought about the immensity of rock above him, its surfaces glistening with Black, the more his chest began to tighten. 

All at once the Magruman stopped. They could see him standing stock-still, silhouetted against the torchlight. He was staring ahead at something. 

The air felt different here, colder and more humid, and the echo of their footsteps had changed too. 

Paiscion raised his torch and, by some trick of Essenfayle, extended its circle of light. The walls had disappeared, and Sylas realised that they were no longer standing in a tunnel but on a wide ledge, staring out into a vast black cavern. It was so broad that the light did not reach the other side, and it towered to the height of a house, where a great tangle of roots and stalactites hung from an unseen ceiling. Sylas looked down, but then immediately leapt back in surprise. Tentatively he leaned forward again and saw himself staring back. It was his own reflection captured in an immense, mirror-smooth pool.

“This is the Source, the heart of the mines,” said the Magruman, his words setting off a babble of echoes. “Most of the Quintessence was found right here, in this chamber. It was once a bright, magical place. They say the miners could barely work for staring, such was the beauty of it. There was Quintessence everywhere, flowing up the walls, all the way to the roots of the Living Tree, only to drip back down in an endless shower.”

Simia studied the dark, dank cave. “So … what happened?” 

“The Quintessence was mined and taken away. The Passing Bell alone used up much of what was in this chamber. Now, as you can see, the Black fills every crack and crevice from which we have taken Quintessence. For reasons we don’t quite understand wherever the Quintessence has been the Black tends to follow. Or … or perhaps it’s the other way round. We really don’t know.”

Sylas gazed into the darkness. “It doesn’t look like there’s any Quintessence left at all.” 

“You’re right,” said Paiscion. “But there remains one last corner of these mines where the Quintessence was left untouched. We kept it for just such an emergency as this.” 

He ushered them on and they moved carefully round the ledge. Every surface was coated in the wet, seeping blackness, and they were forced to turn sideways, edging along with the Black oozing behind them and the pool stretching out ominously below. They were making fairly swift progress when Sylas suddenly saw something out in the shadowy centre of the pool. He stopped and narrowed his eyes, and saw to his surprise a small wave spreading across the surface.

“Did you see that?” he said, in a low voice.

A little ahead of him the other two halted and peered into the dark. 

“See what?” asked Paiscion.

“I’m not sure,” whispered Sylas. “But I think there’s something out there.”

The Magruman extended his torch and instantly the flames flared, burning brighter and illuminating most of the chamber.

They all drew a sharp breath. 

The centre of the pool was no longer smooth and still. It was heaving upwards into a mound of churning, oily Black. It swelled even as they watched, rising higher and higher into the chamber, feeding from the pool.

Suddenly the Magruman turned. “Quick!” he bellowed, beckoning frantically to Sylas. “Run!” 

With that, he hurried off along the ledge, dragging Simia behind him. Sylas followed as fast as he dared, struggling to make out the path by Paiscion’s dancing light. He quickly forgot about the Black streaming down the walls and after a few paces he collided with an outcrop of rock, almost staggering over the edge. Still he kept on, eyes on the ledge, trying not to be distracted by the shape that loomed ever larger in the corner of his eye. 

Up ahead he saw Paiscion and Simia falter and then stop altogether, giving up on their escape. They were staring out over the pool. Sylas followed their eyes, skin crawling, and peered into the darkness.

Something huge was now towering above them, something made of the Black. It was not the featureless mass Sylas had glimpsed before but something with the hunch of shoulders and the bulge of a drooping head, dripping with the oily Black. 
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“If we know only our side of the divide, are we not sleeping? Do we not see in half-truths, as in a dream? I think sometimes of those lines in Shakespeare: ‘We are such stuff as dreams are made on, and our little life is rounded with a sleep.’”

THE BLACK WAS NO secret now. The fountains and ditches, wells and gullies that had hidden its arrival suddenly drew the eyes of nations. Passers-by gaped in horror at the swelling blackness, caught between fascination and the urge to flee. Children stared in wonder from classroom windows, nudging friends to come and see what was happening in the swimming pool, or the playground, or the nearby park. 

The Duke retreated into his cardboard home and slowly raised his monocle to his eye, gazing in disbelief at the middle of the river. Even the junction at the corner of Gabblety Row finally fell silent as the occupants of cars stared with mounting terror at the Church of the Holy Trinity, where something monstrous and dark was rising above the ruins. 

And then, all over the world, the Black took shape – not one shape but several. First, it took a form with stooped shoulders, a large head and long, pendulous arms. When black tusks grew from its black jaws, it could be seen for what it was: a kind of ape – perhaps a baboon – powerful and lithe, like a king of beasts. 

Even as everyone recoiled, it changed. Its shoulders remained hunched, but its black arms folded into its body, its legs wasted away and its head became longer and narrower. Something grew from its snout: a long protrusion that curved and tapered to a cruel point. Soon it was unmistakably a bird, with distinct predatory features, like an ibis of the ancients. Spectators in forecourts, car parks and village greens gaped in astonishment as the great bird turned its head and surveyed the world, its beak dripping Black.

But it had not yet found its final form. Once again it began to change, keeping the hunch in its shoulders and the droop of its head, but its feathers becoming a glistening cloak with an open hood. Its wings grew crooked hands, twisted with age, and these it drew forward, the fingers knitted as though in prayer.

And then, with lips hidden in shadow, it spoke.

“Wake,” it said. “For you have been sleeping.” 

It spoke in a cacophony of thousands of voices, young and old, male and female, monstrous and tender. 

“You have wrapped yourselves in dreams,” it continued. “Now, wake from your little lives and I will tell you the truth of things.” It leaned forward as though imparting a secret. “Our world is made of opposites: day and night, summer and winter, male and female, the face and the reflection. It is time for you to know your reflection.” 

The figure swelled then, growing to a new height and raising its hands to the hood. Crowds shrank away and small children whimpered with fear as, slowly, it drew back the blackness. Beneath was a dark, endlessly changing visage, with eyes that grew and narrowed and swam across the face; a nose that was at once large and small and pug and fine; cheekbones that sometimes protruded and sometimes supported full, youthful cheeks. Each spectator saw faces in that malaise, but no two saw the same. 

“We are the face in the mirror,” said the voice of many. “I am Thoth, Priest of Souls and scribe to the gods. Behind me stands a world unknown to you, a people and an empire of which you know nothing. We are your second self.”

Across the world, crowds of people turned to one another in bewilderment and terror, but before they could speak Thoth continued.

“Since the beginning, you have lived in a borrowed light. Your world was spawned in the image of our greater realm. We yielded to you an equal measure of Nature’s bounty, and with it a chance to forge your own path. But, from the start, you forsook the gods that raised you from the void. You forgot the Empire that gave you life. You cast down the teachings of the ancients. You sought your own power, reaching beyond the Four Ways given to us to find a Fifth. The Way you call science.” 

He uttered the word with tight-lipped contempt, spitting rather than speaking it. He laughed an empty laugh and bellowed: “Science! As if all can
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