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Waking to the palest of clear blue skies it was long moments before memory flowed like muddy water into the here and now of crystal purity. It spread slowly, staining the day, rousing memories of all the things that soil a life. Pain. Loss. Betrayal. The line of corpses that littered her past; of enemies and of friends. She felt smothered by a powerful sense of failure.

It was much like the thin, dirty cloud that began to trail high across the sky. As she watched through the stultifying lens of her depression, the narrow smear grew longer, a faint oily brown dividing the blue. She watched, feeling too low to move, too dulled by sleep to react. Odd as it seemed, it was a long way off and little cause for concern save as a reflection of her mood.

As sleep receded, her nebulous mood began to take on definition. Something had torn her down and in the murky depths of her memory a shape was forming. As it took on clarity, so too did the vague sensations of her body. Feeling returned with pin pricks of pain to a numbed arm, there was a sudden deadening pain in her ears that lasted so briefly it was gone before it began to register, a momentary queasiness. And then a weight she had not really been conscious of stirring against her.

Detaching her half conscious gaze from the sky, Jeniche finally lowered her head to see Angilo looking up at her from where she lay, a wary expression on her face. Jeniche lifted her arm and Angilo untangled herself from the loose embrace and pulled herself upright, edging away a fraction along the wall.

“Are you all right?” asked Jeniche, frowning through still obscure memories.

“Don’t you remember?”

It was unlike her. She could normally spring awake and be fully aware. That she struggled to dredge something from her memory was troubling.

“What happened?” she asked, giving up the struggle and staring at Angilo.

Angilo squinted and massaged her forehead with her fingertips. “I... I read you. Last night? I couldn't help it. It was...”

Jeniche drew in a sudden breath as memory crashed its way back. She watched Angilo whose wariness was now overpainted with a slight frown.

“Overwhelming?” asked Jeniche eventually and then shut her eyes as she remembered the effect it had created.

“It was frightening. Yes. Like being hit by a storm all in one go. It came roaring, swamping, a dark and bottomless whirlpool of despair and anger. Is it... Is it like that in there all the time?”

Jeniche let out a sigh. “No. Well... maybe. It was just a low moment.” She passed her water bottle and watched as Angilo drank.

“And how is it now?” asked Jeniche, not sure she wanted to hear the answer.

Angilo shook her head. “No. It's... There’s nothing. How do you keep going?”

Jeniche shrugged. “One foot in front of the other. Because there's always something else to contend with. Because I dare not stop and let it—”

The air went dead in their ears again and they both felt a moment of unsteadiness.

“What was that?” asked Angilo.

“I have no idea,” replied Jeniche.

Some instinct for trouble however made her glance upward again to the dirty trail of cloud that was strung across the pristine mountain skies. It seemed longer now. Dirtier. She turned her head to trace it back to its origin. The north western sky was hazy and the thin line seemed to seep out of the general greyness. She frowned a moment. It made her think of a camp fire, but no camp fire threw smoke that high.

“I felt it a bit earlier,” she added, shaking off the final shreds of sleep. “It’s probably what woke me. But we have more pressing worries.”

Angilo looked blank for a moment. Then frowned just long enough for it to become a look of alarm and guilt. “Kenak.”

She scrambled to her feet and was forced to lean against the wall as her head span.

“Easy,” said Jeniche, climbing more carefully upright and standing in front of her. “You were unconscious for some while before it became sleep.”

Angilo began to fill in some of the blanks. “Your arm...”

“I'd try to let you read me if I thought it was safe. If I knew how. But you were unconscious. Kenak hadn't come back. I felt...”

“You kept me safe.”

“What else was I going to do after what I'd unleashed on you?”

They stood a moment in embarrassed silence.

“I've hurt enough people already,” said Jeniche.

“Not you,” replied Angilo.

“It comes to the same thing. But never mind that for now. Can you sense him?”

Angilo had already begun to open out, feeling for the familiar shape of Kenak’s emotional being. Living amongst a tight knit community, she had rarely had a chance to study individuals. Only since leaving Marinomar and encountering smaller groups elsewhere, whilst also being constantly in the presence of just one person that she could read had led her to a deeper understanding of what she was reading and of the distinctions between individuals.

For long moments there seemed to be nothing. Jeniche and Angilo stood silent and still in the early morning light beneath an increasingly sundered sky. Jeniche held her breath as if that might help and watched the dark banner slowly writhing above them; Angilo reached out across the great artificial plain of Ekador for the familiar trace of Kenak and tried not to start panicking.

“Ah.”

Jeniche turned her gaze to Angilo to see tension easing out of her body and a smile growing on her face.

“That’s why I had trouble,” she explained. “He's fast asleep. Not sure where but not that close.”

“Then we'd better set about finding him. He must have been wandering about when darkness fell. At least he had the sense to stay put. Even if he is snoring his head off somewhere, not caring about us.”

They grinned at each other, both a little sheepish.

The muffling was more intense this time as they gathered their things. It felt like someone had clapped the palms of their hands hard over their ears. Angilo bowed her head in pain, to be shaken off balance moments later as the ground skipped sideways.

Jeniche, who had staggered against the nearby wall, reached down to help Angilo to her feet.

“I think I need my sea legs back,” said Angilo, forcing a yawn to clear her hearing.

“Did that wake Kenak?” asked Jeniche.

Angilo listened. “Not completely, but I'd say he was surfacing.”

“That's one good thing, I suppose.”

“And that’s another,” said Angilo, nodding upward to the sky.

Jeniche looked up. The long, thin banner of cloud that had cut the blue was growing fainter. As they watched, it began to lose its dirty look, fading to a steamy wisp that twisted and braided as it dispersed.

“I don't know why,” said Angilo, “but it made me uncomfortable. We had all sorts of weather on the Gulf, but I've never seen a cloud like that. I didn't understand what it meant.”

Jeniche had felt uneasy about it as well. She watched the sky a few moments longer before turning her thoughts back to Kenak, looking back and forth along the broad way between the buildings where they had spent the night.

“We should, perhaps, climb up and see if we can see him from there,” Angilo suggested.

“You go,” replied Jeniche handing over her small telescope. “I'll stay with the packs.”

Angilo stepped into Jeniche's cupped hands and let herself be boosted upward. Her hands grasped the edge of the roof and she scrambled the last bit, her boots finding scant purchase on the smooth material of the building. On the flat roof she rolled away from the edge and stood up.

It only took a few seconds to orientate herself before she began to search, first with the naked eye and then checking any apparent shadow or anomaly with the telescope. Several times she scanned the whole complex of buildings, knowing he was there, but increasingly worried that she could not pinpoint him or see him.

And then a shadow where a shadow hadn’t been before caught her attention. After moments getting the telescope into focus, she was finally able to follow a forlorn figure as it wandered along, stopping to peer down one of the long thoroughfares between the precise buildings. With a relieved grin, she tucked the telescope under one arm and put her fingers in her mouth.

The shrill whistle startled Jeniche before it seemed to die in the vast open space. She looked up and could just see Angilo's hands as they waved about. A moment later, her face peered over the edge. “He's seen me. I'll stay up here until he's with us.”

“No doubt he’ll wonder what all the fuss is about.”

When Kenak finally arrived, notebook in hand, Jeniche was sitting in the growing shade of one of the buildings, searching through her pack for something to eat.

“No time for that,” said Kenak.

“Wrong greeting,” said Jeniche before she bit into a piece of dried fish.

“Where have you been?” demanded Angilo as she dropped down beside Kenak. “The least you could do is say 'Sorry'. We were worried.”

Kenak looked bewildered.

“Told you,” said Jeniche.

He looked from one to the other, emerged from his own concerns long enough to see their expressions, and decided his news could wait a few moments more. Adopting a contrite pose, much as he often had when a cadet in the Airship Service, he said: “Sorry.”

Jeniche and Angilo both sniggered and Kenak narrowed his eyes.

“Don't worry about it,” said Jeniche. “You gave us a scare. We're just relieved to see you.”

He looked dubious. Something else was going on, but he didn't want to ask. The odds were against him losing any sparring match with the other two.

“Where were you, anyway?” asked Angilo, taking pity on him.

“That's what I wanted to tell you. I found something. And the building was in such a bad state, cracks and everything, I didn't dare leave until I'd copied it and then it got dark and I didn't want to get lost. So I stayed where I was.”

“Slow down,” said Jeniche. “Start with what you found.”

“You really need to see it for yourself to appreciate it properly, but I sketched it.”

Jeniche took the notebook he was offering and opened it, flipping through the pages to the last set of drawings. Had she not already been sitting, her knees would probably have buckled. She stared at the drawings for so long that Angilo and Kenak began to exchange glances.

“This is accurate?” she asked, squinting up at him.

It was a silly question. Kenak could get lost in a two room house if he got distracted, something of a shortcoming for a Navigator, but he could draw with great precision.

“Have you seen anything like it before?” he asked.

A simple question. A world of pain in the answer. The glimmer of brightness that had grown in Jeniche's face sputtered and died, like the last of a candle flame.

“No. No. No. What have you done?” asked Angilo in a whisper.

Before he could respond, Jeniche stood and handed Kenak his notebook.

“How... Was this painted?”

“No. It's... carved. Into the... stone. New work. Fresh. Sharp edges.”

“Show me,” she said.

Jeniche buckled on her swords and then slipped her arms through the straps of her pack. Angilo struggled with hers, her bow dangling loose. Eventually she was organised and comfortable.

Kenak flipped a page of his notebook and turned. Angilo pointed him in the direction he had come from. He tried her with a silent question, wanting to know what had happened, but Angilo shook her head and shooed him away. He shrugged and began retracing his steps.

With Angilo following and Jeniche in the rear they trudged through the already hot thin air between the blank walls of the buildings. Empty windows, dark as night, punctured some of the surfaces, but they seemed random and pointless, much as the doorways. And inside, they all knew, there were empty spaces where nothing but dust had gathered. Nowhere was there any sign of recent activity except their own. Not even ghosts lingered.

A breeze as thin as the air blew up and drew languid, papery fingers across their faces. Far from offering relief it seemed to draw sustenance away from them. And with it, almost unnoticed at first, came a fine grey dust. When it got into their mouths, they raised their keffiyeh to cover the lower halves of their faces.

“It's falling from the sky,” said Angilo.

Shielding her eyes, Jeniche looked upward, saw a fine veil of grey dragging slowly across the plain, sifting downwards. Even as she looked, it passed over them and she turned to watch it fade away.

When she turned back, pulling the cloth away from her face, it was to see Angilo looking round for Kenak.

“Oblivious,” she said, shaking her head. “Kenak!”

Moments later he appeared, looking round the corner of a building. “I thought you were following. It's not far now.”

They caught up with him and stuck close as he threaded his way between the buildings, glancing now and then in his notebook at the sketch of his route. Jeniche was convinced they had crossed their own path at least once, but she let him get on with it, trying to keep the despair of the evening before from erupting again.

“It's here,” said Kenak, startling her as he stopped abruptly in front of an open doorway. “But be careful as you come in. The ground inside here is... broken. There are cracks in the building.”

Angilo looked warily at the structure. It seemed sound enough to her, but she could sense Kenak's anxiety.

“I know it looks solid out here, but you’ll see inside,” he continued. “I really was scared it would collapse and be lost.”

As if to reinforce his point the ground shivered and dust danced and drifted slowly down to the ground.

They stood and peered into the interior of the building, allowing their eyes to adjust to the gloom. Angilo and Kenak held back, keeping to either side of the doorway so that when Jeniche entered there would be light enough inside for her to see clearly.

Kenak’s discovery was on the long wall directly opposite the door. The surface of the stone-like material was scored with deep, neat, precise marks. Jeniche stared, suddenly cold. Although the markings were clear, it took long moments for her to accept what she could see.

“I copied them as best—”

Jeniche held up a hand, not wanting to be disturbed. Unseen by the other two, her lips moved as she read the inscriptions. It wasn’t really necessary. She remembered the writing; understood its meaning well enough. At the same time, the words and their meaning felt like they belonged elsewhere.

She read them again, this time stepping up to the wall, stumbling on the uneven floor but not caring, tracing each symbol with extended fingers to better absorb them and make sense of what she read, hoping to anchor one reality to another. Light glinted from the silver ring on her thumb.

Even after she had read it a third time she still couldn’t quite believe it.

“What am I doing here? How is this possible?” Jeniche said it to herself, a whisper in the shadowy room.

“What is it?” called Angilo. “What does it say?”

Without replying, she turned and left the room, blinking in the daylight, unbuckling her belt as she went. After a brief exchange of glances, Angilo and Kenak followed. Angilo could easily read Kenak. He was puzzled, fearful. Jeniche, on the other hand was exactly like she had been the previous evening in the moment before her emotions broke down the wall and released an overpowering flood. Fearful of another emotional onslaught, Angilo hung back a step or two.

Jeniche crossed to the shadow of the adjacent building and there she gathered herself, holding out her belt for Kenak.

“Along the back.”

Kenak took it, looking round for Angilo. Sensing that Jeniche had managed to step back from the brink, she came closer.

“That,” said Jeniche pointing to tool work in the leather, “is my full name embossed on the inside of the belt.”

Kenak held the belt in one hand and struggled to turn the pages of his notebook until Angilo plucked up the courage to come closer still. Jeniche might have stepped back from the very edge, but she could sense how fragile it was, how easily it could crumble.

“The writing looks similar,” said Kenak.

“Similar. Yes. It’s Antric. My native language. The lettering on the belt is what I learned as a child. The inscription you copied from inside that building there is a much older, more complex form.”

“What does it say?”

“I... I'm not sure. No. That’s not true. It just seems... unreal. The first section is about a harvest, a gathering in. The second part is the name of a place. The final part is about an astronomical event.”

“A what?” asked Angilo.

“What does it mean?” Kenak wanted to know.

Jeniche took back her belt and let it dangle as she slumped against the wall. “That I've messed up in a big way, led you on a fruitless journey thousands of miles in the wrong direction.”
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“It's not all bad,” said Kenak, breaking the long silence that had fallen on them.

He and Angilo sat side by side in the shade, their backs against one of the buildings. She tried to hush him as he spoke. 

Jeniche looked up from her misery. The others couldn’t really tell if she had heard. She turned where she stood and stared down at them half-seeing. Only then did she seem to notice her belt still dangling from her hand. With slow, deliberate movements, she threaded it back through the loops on her trousers and buckled it up, fingers lightly brushing the metal cylinder containing Alltud’s ashes.

“I have drawn you both away from your homes. For nothing. Dragged you both into harm's way. For nothing. Travelled into this forsaken world built by giants and guarded by machines. For nothing. Tell me, Kenak, in all honesty. What is there good about it?”

“We met Angilo,” said Kenak, an edge of defiance in his voice.

Angilo touched his arm. “And I'd still be going round in circles,” she added. “Perhaps for the rest of my life. I'm not going back to that. Whatever else happens, I’m not going back to that.”

“And don't forget...” Kenak started.

“Forget what?”

“Well...” He was trying hard to think of a good point when the obvious one occurred to him. “That inscription in there. Who carved that? It's new, isn't it? Recent. They were here, Jen. The ones you were looking for. Pilgrims. In Ekador.”

Jeniche sighed. She knew they were trying to cheer her up, and Kenak did have a good point.

“Maybe,” she conceded. “But when I saw that message, understood what it meant, it just felt like the day got darker.”

“Perhaps because it really did,” said Angilo slowly, climbing to her feet and staring upward. Kenak hauled himself up from the ground as well. They were none of them sure how much time had passed since Jeniche emerged from the building, but it must have been longer than they realised because above them the whole sky had taken on an ochre tinge.

“Don't like the look of that,” said Kenak. And then as a faint tremor passed through the air: “Was that thunder?”

Jeniche picked up her pack and settled it on her back. “We can talk as we move.”

“Where to?”

She had stepped to the end of the nearest building as the others gathered their packs and was looking to the north when Kenak asked. “I was going to suggest retracing our steps. Going... home,” she replied. “But now I think a better plan would be: away from that.”

Jeniche pointed and the others joined her where she stood. Angilo gasped.

Beneath their feet, the ground shivered. They paid it little attention, transfixed as they were by a vision of the end of the world. 

Rising up from beyond the distant surrounding mountains to the north and west, back in the direction from which they had come, was a dark, roiling column of smoke reaching to the very top of the sky. It pierced a growing ring of darkness that rolled lazily outward in a series of vast, concentric waves. Flashes of lightning played about the pillar and as they stood, unable to move, they could hear a faint, continuous roar punctuated by explosive pulses.

“That's not a storm, is it,” said Angilo. “Please tell me it's not a storm.”

“Do you remember I was telling you about volcanoes?”

Still unable to move, they watched as the thick ring of cloud spread ever wider, obscuring the top of the pillar. Its hazy outer reaches began to obscure the sun, changing the searing white disc to a red orb that cast a dying bloody glow as twilight deepened in the morning.

“How can that be?” whispered Angilo. “It's broken the whole sky.”

The ground shivered again and a louder rumbling came from the mountain from which they had emerged the day before. Dust burst into the air as more sections of the façade began to crack and slip, vast boulders breaking apart as they fell and rolled, tumbling out onto the plain. Beside them the building shed dust and narrow cracks appeared in the wall.

As they watched, a ghost like curtain came billowing down the distant slopes at great speed and onto the plain trailing a ragged edge of dancing dust. It passed over them, hitting them hard, knocking the breath from their bodies, and shaking their very bones. They staggered as, all around them, the deep roar of the exploding earth split their ears and ricocheted from the flat faces of the buildings before passing on. Following behind, just as they began climbing back to their feet, they were assailed by a series of ear popping detonations.

Despite their battering, Angilo and Kenak were reluctant to move. What little shelter the buildings offered seemed better than walking out onto the broad, open plain.

“Come on,” said Jeniche, tugging at the other two.

She glanced beyond them and upwards at the ever-growing column of darkness that wove its way skyward, spreading out at some unimaginable height. The sunlight died even more, fading to the colour of drying blood, and the lightning became more prominent, lacing the vast pillar with violent energy.

“As long as it's not back underground,” said Angilo.

Kenak nodded his agreement as he tightened the straps of his pack.

They set off, making their way between buildings and then away from their rudimentary shelter to the open plain beyond. It had been bad enough before when it was quiet and empty. Now they could none of them walk without constantly looking over their shoulders, conscious that the spreading cloud was catching up with them and closing off the sky directly above them.

“Make for the next set of buildings,” said Jeniche. She pointed to a small cluster of structures a little way to one side of the path they had taken as the others peered behind them into the growing darkness.

They adjusted their course and then stopped on hearing a screaming whistle followed by a brittle explosion. 

“Was that a mosket?” asked Kenak, head turning this way and that, his nerves already frayed.

“It can't have been. We're too far from—”

A whistle tore down on them and something shattered close by, showering them with fragments that stung and drew blood.

“It came from the sky,” said Angilo in disbelief.

More began to descend.

“In which case...” Jeniche started to say, but the others were already running.

The deadly rain began in earnest as they sprinted toward the distant set of buildings. Small black stones slammed into the ground at their heels, splintering, peppering them with pain. The vast white plain began to turn grey. And the darker it became, the noisier it grew.

By the time they reached the buildings, bruised and bleeding, the shower of black stones had stopped. In the deep gloom they collapsed against the outside of a wall, slithering down to sit panting, trying to draw in clean air that was no longer there. Beneath them the ground trembled. Above them the cloud spread darker and wider.

Jeniche began to inspect the cuts on her bare flesh and the others did the same. There was nothing serious and it was soon cleaned up with a damp cloth, but the cuts stung. Kenak picked up one of the stones. It was sharp and light. A cinder. He stood and looked out across the plain of Ekador. It was covered. The scale of it scared him. Hundreds of square miles coated with what the volcano had ejected. It might be many miles away but he suddenly felt they were far too close.

Ash began to fall. As with the stones it was sparse at first, the odd flake here and there drifting down. It rapidly became a blizzard, blocking even more light.

“It's like snow.”

The first flake that he inhaled, disabused Kenak of the comparison. He was still coughing fit to burst when they dragged him into the shelter of one of the structures.

“Will we be safe here?” asked Angilo as they damped their keffiyeh and wrapped them round their faces.

They looked at Kenak. He was still wheezing and tears streamed from his eyes, but he managed a shrug.

“We rest for a while, then decide,” said Jeniche.

She peered out through one of the window spaces. The first heavy fall of ash had abated and now it seemed to come in waves, each one increasing the nauseating odour that filled the increasingly stale air. The vast plain that had been almost white when they woke that morning was now gone in the gloom, covered first with black stones and now with brittle grey flakes that drifted through the openings and crunched beneath their boots as they moved about inside their shelter.

“The message,” said Kenak after they had been sitting awhile, trying not to disturb the ash as it filtered into the room.

Jeniche sighed loud enough for the other two to hear, despite the damp scarves wrapped round their heads.

“What about it?”

“You said that part of it was a date and a place.”

“A place and an astronomical event. But, yes.”

There was another silence, but Kenak was not going to be put off.

“Explain.”

“Explain what an idiot I've been?”

“You haven't,” said Angilo. “You're angry, but you're not an idiot.”

The others turned their swathed heads toward her.

“No,” she explained. “I'm not reading you. Everything's tightly walled up again. But I've been learning new skills. Watching. Listening.”

“Yes,” admitted Jeniche, nodding her head. “I'm angry. I have been angry for a long time. Mostly at myself. Because I'm an idiot.”

“Yes, you're an idiot. So all the more reason not to blame yourself.”

Angilo gasped.

Jeniche laughed and stopped with a sob. “He said it to you as well?”

“I'm sorry,” said Kenak. “He said it to me quite a few times.”

“Don't apologise,” said Jeniche. “It was just the kick in the backside that I needed.”

“Is this...?” asked Angilo.

“Alltud? Yes. You would have liked him. He would have liked you.”

“Even though I can...”

“Probably because you can.”

Angilo grasped at Jeniche's sleeve as she felt a great wave of warmth and anguish. Jeniche reached across with her other hand and squeezed Angilo's wrist by way of comfort.

“Are you all right?” asked Kenak, leaning forward.

“Fine,” lied Angilo. “A bit short of breath, that's all.”

“All of which,” said Kenak as he watched Angilo carefully through the veil of his keffiyeh, “has diverted us from the question.”

“A place and a time,” chipped in Angilo, grateful for the distraction. Jeniche was a deep well into which she had no desire to fall.

“The place was easy, although it was a shock seeing it incised there on that wall inside the building.”

“What place?”

“The place I was born.”

“Your home country?” asked Kenak. “Antar? Surely the inscription was longer than that?”

“Oh. It was. Longer and much more precise.”

“Your home town?” asked Angilo.

“No,” said Jeniche. “The very building in which I was born and raised.”

“How is that even possible?”

“I stopped asking that question many years ago, Kenak.”

“But the house you were born in? How could they know? I don't understand.”

“Do you think I do? I'm... mystified. More than that, I'm scared.”

“But how is that...” Kenak dug into his pack and pulled out his notebook. He turned the pages until he found the drawing he had made of the inscription. “How does that tell you that's the building you were born in? Is it a street name?”

Jeniche shook her head. Dust fell. She took the book and the other two leaned in to see the page. It was not easy now that darkness had fallen. It could have been midnight instead of midday. Jeniche fetched out a precious stub of candle and struck her flint to light it. She looked at the inscription again for a moment, gathering her thoughts, gathering her courage.

“I was born and raised in a building I know as the Dhalar. It stood outside the south gate of the city of Jhilnagar on its own in a field between the mountains and the river where it flows toward Lake Kalota.”

“Your family lived there?” asked Angilo.

Jeniche gave a bitter laugh. “No. I had no family that I know of. I was raised by a mad old crone called Palna who knew as much about raising a child as I do. Probably less. We lived alone in the old building. I don't know what it was originally. A summer residence, maybe. A temple. But we shared it with spiders and ghosts. Sometimes you could hear the ghosts. Down in the deeps of the earth.” She shuddered at the memory of the dark cellars.

“But what's this got to do with—”

“I'm getting there, in what seems to be my usual circuitous route.” No one laughed. “The rooms we used were all near the main door. They were decorated with strange symbols and inscriptions. I was taught many alphabets and languages, some of which I've never since come across. Strange puzzles as well.” To the annoyance of the other two, she stopped for a moment, recalling again how those puzzle games had come in useful. Almost as if... She dismissed the thought. “Where was I?”

“Puzzles. Strange inscriptions.”

“Yes. Over the main doors of the Dhalar was a stone lintel with a faded carving. Time and the weather had worn it smooth almost to the point of illegibility. But not quite. I remember it vividly. And it's the only place I've ever seen it in that precise form. Until now.”

There was a thoughtful silence, both Kenak and Angilo resisting the temptation to peer at Jeniche.

“And the time?” asked Kenak.

“Astronomical event.”

“How does that pin it down? They happen regularly.”

“Some are rare.”

“I take it this one is.”

“If I've read it correctly, yes. Very rare.”

“So?”

Jeniche pointed to the inscription. “This bit here represents the Sun. These, the planets. This one is Zehar, the second planet from the Sun.”

“Ven,” said Angilo. “The star of the morning and evening.”

“That's the one. Well every so often, if you have the right equipment, you can see it pass across the face of the Sun.”

“What time of year?”

Jeniche shook her head. “There’s more. I can’t remember the exact figures, but once every hundred years or so you get two transits about eight years apart. This one,” she pointed to the drawing in Kenak's book, “if I’ve kept count of the years correctly, is due to take place...” She muttered under her breath. “In about a year and a half, just before the winter solstice.”

The others could hear she was close to tears as she said it. Already grown fainter as the stub was consumed, the candle flame guttered and died.

“If I’d just had the courage to go north, to Ynysvron, and then home,” said Jeniche into the gloom.

“To Antar?”

“No. Makamba.”

“So you wouldn’t have come here and seen the inscription. And you wouldn’t have been in the right place at the right time.”

“Enjoying my blissful ignorance. Instead of which, I’m here.”

“But why here?” asked Angilo.

Jeniche and Kenak looked at her.

“I don’t mean you. Us. The people who left that message. Whoever they were can’t have known you’d be coming here, could they. And why send you or whoever understands the message all the way round the world?”

“I... I don’t know.”

“Well,” said Kenak. “We'll just have to find an airship and make sure you get home in plenty of time so you can find out.”
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In other circumstances they might have had a quiet laugh. Instead, Jeniche climbed to her feet and crossed to the window opening. Her feet crunched on the gritty flakes of ash, sinking into the drift where they had dropped in through the gap. Kenak’s comment had just reinforced the hopelessness of their situation and she could hear Angilo hissing at him, asking him who was the idiot now.

Angilo had added her own knot to the tangle. And it was true. Why had that inscription been left here in the middle of nowhere, a vast and long-deserted...? Jeniche shook her head. She didn’t even know what this place was. It might be Ekador. It might be the place where the land met the sky, but what was the purpose of it? Who had gone to the trouble of sculpting and levelling mountains?

Alltud would have had an answer, she thought with a sigh. Maybe not about Ekador, but he would have had a practical solution to their current situation. She would probably have argued with him about it and then done what he said. And he would not have made anything of it. Until they were safe. And warm. And fed. Then he would have teased her. Tears washed dirt from her cheeks and she wiped them away with a corner of her keffiyeh.

She stared out into the darkness at noon. It took long moments to realise more changes had occurred.

“The ash has stopped falling,” she said over her shoulder. “And it’s getting lighter.”

The other two stopped their whispered argument and joined her, peering out into the gloom.

“Is it over do you think?” asked Angilo.

“There's a breeze,” added Jeniche. “Look.”

“That's wrong, surely,” said Angilo after watching spindizzies of ash dance across the ground. “Shouldn't it be blowing away from that...?”

“Eruption,” said Kenak. “Maybe it's acting like a chimney, drawing everything toward it.”

“But it's miles away.”

Their gaze was inevitably drawn in the direction of the thickening column of smoke and ash now that it began to appear again through the surrounding gloom. It seemed bigger and heavier than before, wilder in its writhings, lit more frequently with a filigree of lightning.

As they watched they became conscious of a sound at the threshold of hearing, of a vibration that reached deep inside them, creased the air in painful pulses, to a counterpoint of far distant firecracker crackle.

The spectacle was horrifying and hypnotic. It was almost too big to really comprehend or accept, dwarfing everything in their experience. And the clearer the view of it became, the more they all wished it had stayed hidden.

“How high is the sky? Kenak?”

“What?”

“The sky. How far up does it go?”

“We don't really know. Airships never go much above five thousand feet above sea level, although the record is close to fifteen thousand. That's just under three miles. There were attempts in the past to go higher but you get all sorts of problems with breathing and it's much more difficult to control the machine.”

“And how high are we?”

“It's anybody's guess, but we climbed for weeks and breathing was hard even before we had all this ash and other muck in the air.”

“So how tall is that column of... is it just smoke?”

“No. A volcano throws gas and rocks and ash upward.”

They stared at the vast and growing dirty column that rose from beyond the surrounding mountains.

“So how tall?”

“It has to be miles.”

Angilo said nothing. She had been glad to get away from Marinomar, but adjusting to the vagaries of what was laughingly called solid ground was taking her a lot longer than she had expected.

“Can we go?” she asked. “Please.”

“Have you noticed the lightning has stopped.” said Kenak.

“That's not all,” added Jeniche.

Angilo sighed, but she too was caught, mesmerised by the overwhelming vastness. And as they watched they realized what the subtle changes meant, what it was that Jeniche had noticed. Whatever force had impelled the smoke, dust and worse into the sky had spent itself. For long moments the roiling column seemed to be at a standstill and then they noticed its base was thickening.

“Oh,” said Kenak. “The whole thing is collapsing.”

“Time to do what Angilo wants,” said Jeniche.

With care they shook out their keffiyeh and re-swathed their heads. They did the same with their packs, knocking dust and ash from them before settling them on their backs. And with a last glance at the huge plume, they began to crunch over the layer of ash, picking their way through the small group of buildings and continuing their journey away from the eruption.

Try as they might, it was impossible to walk without kicking up ash. To avoid smothering each other, they walked abreast a few paces apart, trudging through the gloom. Step after step, minute after minute, growing into an hour, and then another seeming to get no closer to the far edge of the plain.

Above them the sky was still a ceiling of darkness spreading slowly outward, too thick to allow any sighting of the sun. What faint light there was reached them from the far east and they plodded on in that direction. Behind them, the column still stood although it was now noticeably much thicker at its base. Whatever else was happening there around the volcano itself was obscured by the surrounding mountains.

They shuffled on, tired of the gloom and the need to breath through cloth, of the itching of their skins and the constant irritation in their eyes. It was the stuff of nightmares. A dark, destructive force behind them that could bring down death at any moment, a landscape unlike anything they had ever encountered, flat, dark, covered in a grinding ash, and a feeling that although they were striving forward, they were getting nowhere as nothing around them changed. Even their footsteps quickly filled in behind them as if they didn’t properly exist.

So darkly spellbinding was their trek that Kenak and Angilo did not immediately notice when Jeniche fell headlong into a pit. It was Angilo, constantly checking the appalling column of destruction over her shoulder, who noticed Jeniche's absence first. For long moments she fought to understand.

“Kenak?”

Equally lost in the nightmare, Kenak took time to respond. He eventually stopped and looked round.

“Where's...?”

They both began to retrace their steps as best they could. It wasn't too long before they came across a narrow pit in the bottom of which sat Jeniche.

“Are you all right?” called Angilo.

“Just deciding whether to laugh or cry,” replied Jeniche as she stood up.

“What is it?” asked Kenak peering down into the pit. “Are those steps?”

“Yes. Hard ones. And then they level off for a bit. Probably used to be a door here. Just a dark hole now.”

Taking care on each step to avoid turning an ankle on loose stones hidden by the ash, she rejoined the others and they resumed their journey. This time they all kept their senses about them. Jeniche had been lucky, they all realised.

“Another one here,” said Kenak pointing to a narrow opening.

“Why would anyone build like that?” asked Angilo. “The whole thing is mad. What use is it to anyone?” There was real anger in her voice, driven by constant fear.

No one had time to answer, or even think of an answer. Beneath their feet the ground began to dance and the air was filled with ash lifted by the vibrations, cutting their vision down to just a few feet. It's why they didn't see the larger waves approaching, the solid surface of the plain rippling like water. The first one passed beneath them, lifted them clean into the air and threw them down.

As they lay, the ground continued to heave them up and down offering them no chance to gather themselves. In the confusion, all Kenak could manage was to scramble toward Angilo and grab her arm, drawing her close. It seemed to go on for a long time. As it began to subside and Kenak thought of climbing to his feet, some instinct made him cover Angilo’s head with his body instead. A whistling scream filled the air, growing louder, stopping abruptly as something heavy hit the ground nearby and shattered.

“Jen?!”

“Here! Find a pit!”

“This way!”

Jeniche homed in on Kenak's call as more screams fell through the air and exploded around them. They dropped in a heap onto the hard stone steps as dull red shrapnel tore the air above them. Untangling themselves was made difficult by the need to keep their heads down and because the ground would not keep still.

A small gobbet smacked into the side of the pit by Angilo's head and stuck there radiating heat.

“We need to get deeper.”

Angilo hesitated a moment.

“That or die,” said Kenak, flinching as more debris whined angrily overhead.

His fear was more than enough to overcome her own fear of the dark beneath the ground, of being trapped, of drowning in the earth.

Rolling from side to side as the ground heaved and groaned, they picked their way downward, exchanging one darkness for another. The sound when it came knocked them from their feet just as easily as the ground shaking. They tumbled down the stairs, deafened and concussed, fighting for breath, to lay dazed in a pile, their only source of comfort a pale grey rectangle that represented the upper world from which they had barely escaped.
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The split second of blissful ignorance on waking was swiftly banished by the noise that had woken her and the memory of what the noise meant. Thunder tore into the stifling darkness as Jeniche struggled upright. Following the main blast was a succession of smaller crashes and crackles and a sound much like waves sucking at the pebbles on a beach.

“What now?” asked Kenak, his voice groggy.

“I'll go up and have a look,” said Jeniche.

“Wait. How...? Where is up? Angilo?”

“Can't you see?” asked Jeniche.

“Here,” said Angilo. “Right beside you.”

There was shuffling in the dark, but Jeniche was already heading toward the steps, her moving silhouette a darkness in darkness that the others sensed rather than saw. As she turned the corner that led to the stairway, her shape was outlined in grey for a moment and was then gone.

Ash collapsed beneath the weight of her footfall on the stairs as she climbed. It was marginally lighter here and she could see the smouldering lumps that had come crashing down earlier, driving them to seek subterranean refuge. As she neared the top, she slowed even more and edged her way up until she could peer over the rim of the pit. Still fuddled by her exhausted sleep it took long moments before she could orientate herself and make sense of what she could see.

They must have slept for some time for it was night and the world was on fire. At least, that was her first impression. A hazy moon backlit heavy cloud. To the east a narrow band of clear sky was filled with stars. Yet her gaze was not drawn in that direction for more than a few seconds. The rest, the clouds, the surrounding mountain slopes, the ground at her feet, all were painted with a lurid orangey red that pulsed in time to the distant eruption. It was almost as if the world had ended.

Although now mostly swept clear of ash, the vast plain was littered with debris. The buildings where they had spent the night and where Kenak had found the inscription were gone. She spent a long time looking for them through her telescope, not able to take in that they had simply vanished. From her low vantage point, she was eventually able to make out a dark patch which she assumed was a hole. A big hole.

Beyond that, in the smoke hazed distance, the mountain through which they had been chased by hexapods had collapsed in on itself even more. It was less than half its original height, nothing but a pile of rubble. And so complete was the destruction, something told her it was far from accidental.

But that paled into insignificance when compared with the terrifying sight beyond the north western mountains. It had been frightening enough before. Terrifying. Now it turned her cold. Because as they had moved eastward and the vast column of roiling grey shot through with lightning had collapsed, the peak of the volcano had become visible through a gap in the nearby mountains. Steam and dark clouds rose from a dark cone, underlit with a hot glow. Faint orange sparks littered the slopes, fading to darkness.

Mesmerised she stood and watched. The volcano looked quiescent, but the ground still trembled beneath her feet. And there was a deep huffing and hissing as if some gargantuan set of bellows stoked the glow until that, too, faded away.

She was in the act of turning away when a vast plume of fire shot skyward with sudden violence. As tiny sparks of fiery orange soared up and out in eerie silence, Jeniche began to count.

At five, the glowing cinders were still climbing, arcing outward in perfect curves. At ten, they had curved over the peaks of their trajectories as if moving slowly. At fifteen the tiny specks began to hit the dark slopes of the volcano, bursting into bright new cascades, painting the whole mountain top with light as they rolled and tumbled, breaking apart until it was nothing but rivers of fiery brightness.

At seventeen, the sound hit her. A deep, thunderous physical force that squeezed her whole being, leaving her dazed. It was followed by a long growl that echoed back and forth across the plain, laced through with a fusillade of crackling explosions.

A tall, twisted plume of dark smoke drifted away from the blast and, once more, the fiery glows faded until the mountain was a dark shape against the moonlit night sky.

Her first instinct was to think something was wrong with her eyes. Perhaps the blast. She blinked, squeezed them tight for a moment. Yet when she opened them again, the volcano continued to expand, the slopes bulging outward. A whole mountain growing. And almost before she was able to accept the reality and start to worry about it, the mountain began to collapse. Just for a moment she thought it was going to return to its original shape. But it kept collapsing, folding slowly in on itself, dropping until it vanished beyond the nearby skyline of peaks that surrounded the great plain.

Jeniche held her breath. For a few seconds she thought it might be over. For a few seconds more the feeling that she was wrong grew within her. Glancing round, she made sure she knew where the steps were. Looking back toward the volcano, she was just in time to see the whole horizon leap upward in a vast convulsion of blazing rock.

What before had appeared as tiny specks thrown into the air were this time sizeable chunks disgorged from the explosion. Mesmerised she watched as they slowly grew in size, following precise arcs through the dark sky, growing and growing until she could see their shapes spinning, cracking, glowing from within, growing and growing until they were the size of houses, their slow motion suddenly turning into death speeding toward her.

The nearest lava bomb gouged into the surface of the plain close enough for her to smell as she ducked, fragments screaming past her head as she threw herself down the stairs. At the bottom she looked back up to the oblong of lethal sky to see more bombs screaming overhead, scrambled out of the way as a glowing fragment tumbled down after her.

She watched it as it reached the bottom step and gradually began to deform, oozing over the lip of the step, giving off great heat and a deeply unpleasant smell.

“Do we have the makings of a torch?” she called into the darkness behind her.

“Where are we supposed to find wood down here? In the dark.”

“Rags. Any rags?”

“Not wearing much else, to be honest,” said Kenak.

“Here,” said Angilo.

They groped around in the dark until they made contact, Angilo handing over a bundle of cloth.

“Stand back,” said Jeniche as she drew a sword, wrapping the cloth round the point. She edged back to the bottom of the steps and touched the cloth to the glutinous blob of lava. The smell of charring cloth overwhelmed the odour of rotten eggs and then a flame began to burn.

“Won't have much time,” said Jeniche as she held her sword aloft. “No way up for now. We need to see if there's another way out of here.”

Angilo groaned. She did not want to go down into the dark; but on the other hand she was none to keen to go up into the dark either. Kenak yelped when he realised the cloth that Angilo had handed over had been her shirt. She was already pulling on another top as Jeniche passed, a grin on her face. Kenak began to cough.

“Smoke,” he said.

He made a quick check in the already fading light to make sure nothing was left behind and followed the faint flickering into the darkness of a tunnel. The ground shuddered alarmingly beneath their feet as an added reminder of their peril, not that any of them needed or wanted reminding.

In the uncertain light of the burning rag, they threaded their way along a passage and down another long flight of steps. At every turn of their subterranean journey, Kenak marked the wall with charcoal as an act of defiance against the deep fear that gripped him. They had no way out above and down here there was nothing either, except perhaps more hexapods.

Ahead, the light flickered and failed as the last of the rag burned and fell from the tip of Jeniche’s sword. In the absolute dark they huddled together beside the last wall they had seen.

“Might as well sit,” said Jeniche. “I had hoped...”

“It’s all right,” said Angilo. “We can always go back up. Later. It may have stopped and we can get away across the plain.”

A click and sparks leapt, igniting the wick of a candle stub. The flame wavered and then steadied. Jeniche and Angilo looked at Kenak who returned their look.

“What?”

“Any other sources of light you’ve got tucked away in that pack of yours?” asked Jeniche. “A lantern, maybe?”

Even in the dim light of the candle they watched as Kenak’s face turned crimson. “I was looking for food. I didn’t think.”

“Idiot,” said Jeniche, but there was no anger in her voice.

Angilo just grinned at him and shook her head.

“Food’s a good idea, though. We should eat. Sort out our resources. Think things through a bit.”
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Thinking soon became another exhausted sleep. At least, it did for Angilo and Kenak. Jeniche sat on in the dark feeling the volcano’s fury through the trembling floor on which they had settled, a constant reminder of her folly and all the dangers into which she had led the other two. She knew they were both with her of their own free will, were both capable adults each in their own way, but it did not lessen the burden she felt, the guilt, the inescapable anguish.

To stop herself sliding into her own inner darkness, she felt round for her pack and quietly as she could, she slid out the panichep. It took a few moments to turn it the right way round in the dark and rest it on her lap, a few moments more to calm herself. She knew she was setting herself up for more disappointment, but it may just be that having rested, the machine would show some spark of... life? Which just went to show how little she knew about anything at all.

With a mental shrug, she pushed the thoughts away as she had been taught all those years ago in Gyanag. When her mind was calm again, she reached out to the panichep. If nothing else, it had some kind of lantern that might be useful. And there, as if conjured by magic, a tiny glimmer little brighter than a firefly. Jeniche almost cried and then wondered at herself that she could become so attached to a machine.

Careful not to extinguish the faint glow, she began to engage with the machine, looking for ways into its own little darkness. Much of it was closed to her. There was no way to get it to fly, no way to get it to see, which was a real disappointment. Whatever gave power to the machine was almost completely exhausted. Like the rest of them.

Despite that, she sensed that something there was still working, talking to her in a way she did not understand. So much for her ability with languages. She continued to ‘listen’, trying to make sense of the fading stream of information, aware only of a repeating pattern, one that grew in urgency as it finally became silence.

Jeniche felt her skin crawl, huddled over that faint light, conscious then of the others as they began to stir.
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When Angilo woke, she was cramped, covered in grit and stones, and
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