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The Story So Far

For those of you who have had to wait a while for this book, I provide brief catch-up notes to Book Two so that your memories may be refreshed and I can avoid the awkwardness of having to have characters tell each other things they already know for your benefit.

Here I carry forward only what is of importance to the tale that follows.

Abeth is an ice-bound world with a thin strip of land known as the Corridor circling its equator, kept free of ice by an artificial moon. On Abeth there are four old bloods that show in a small minority of children:


	gerant (which means you grow very big)


	hunska (which makes you very fast)


	marjal (which can give you some of a variety of lesser magics, like command over shadows, water, air, rock, fire, etc. – sometimes more than one of these)


	quantal (which can give you major magics, including accessing the vast power of the Path, and the ability to weave the threads of existence to achieve more subtle manipulations of people and things)




The Missing are the people of a fifth tribe that arrived before these four tribes and were thought to have vanished by the time they arrived.

Important figures from Book Two:


	Yaz, ~16 years old, part of the Ictha clan. Yaz has the blood of the Missing and this gives her the special ability to control the stars. She also has quantal skills


	Thurin, ~18 years old, born under the ice, marjal with powers over water and fire


	Erris, ~5,000 years old. As a young man he was lost in the undercity, millennia ago, before the sun weakened further and ice covered the planet. The city adopted him. It’s unclear whether Erris is really alive or just a memory kept by the city. He now inhabits an artificial body that he built with the city’s help


	Quina, hunska, a quick-witted, sharp-tongued girl, ~15 years old


	Quell, ~17 years old, one of the Ictha clan. Quell was going to ask Yaz to marry him just before she jumped into the Pit of the Missing. He stayed in the north with her brother and clan when she went south in search of the Corridor


	Theus (age unknown), a spirit made from all of the undesirable traits of one of the Missing. His unbroken form came to Abeth from Earth as a simulation that was imprinted on a baby. Currently he’s possessing the iron dog, Zox, and was left in the tunnels under the convent


	Taproot (age unknown), an ancient simulation of a man named Elias Taproot, brought to Abeth by one of the four tribes of men that settled the planet together, arriving after the departure of the Missing. Currently he occupies an empty white box that Yaz was carrying when Eular confronted her


	Eular (age unknown), an old, eyeless man who is high priest of the Black Rock but also seems to maintain a role as a very important cleric in a different faith practised in the part of the Corridor in which Yaz has arrived. A now-destroyed Hayes gate (these are also known as haze-gates) in the Black Rock allowed the priests to visit the Corridor


	Jeccis, an old woman who is part of the Black Rock priesthood


	Krey, a young woman who is part of the Black Rock priesthood




Yaz, Erris, Thurin, and Quina journeyed south across the ice and reached the Corridor. The last few thousand miles of the crossing were achieved using a Hayes gate linked to another such gate beneath the Sweet Mercy Convent.

During the journey it became clear that the spirit known as Theus had possessed the iron dog, Zox, that they’d brought with them from the Black Rock to pull their sled. The creature that calls himself Theus is made from all the ‘undesirable’ parts of one of the Missing, carved out of that person before what was left of him ascended to some other plane/place with the rest of the Missing. Theus’s goal is to reunite with the rest of himself and have a reckoning with his fellow Missing who forced this unwanted purification on him.

The Missing came from Earth. They were the first of five waves of humanity that eventually ended up on Abeth as the stars started to die. The Missing were thought to have departed before the other four waves arrived, though a small number, rebelling against ascension, hid out in the far north and later mingled with the newcomers.

The Missing’s last instruction to their cities was that none should follow them – an instruction aimed at the city intelligences and their minions, with the intention of gifting them the world. Unfortunately, after the passage of millennia and the unforeseen arrival of more humans, the cities interpreted the order as being aimed at the new people and acted to undermine their civilization so that they wouldn’t have the means to follow the Missing.

The leader of the city minds, Seus, is now working to bring down the moon so that the ice will close over the Corridor and reduce mankind to an ever more tenuous survival on the ice.

Theus, like many of the Missing, was born on Earth and brought to Abeth as a machine-hosted intelligence, though as with Erris it’s not clear if he is truly alive or a copy of a man who is now dead. Where Erris was eventually downloaded into a realistic but mechanical body, Theus was imprinted on a baby. This was the baby seen in the prologue to Book One, the baby for whom the ice-witch Agatta predicted greatness and fire. The fact that Theus managed to ‘pull himself together’ and is able to function so well is a clear indication that, whoever he was before, he was an individual of exceptionally strong will and also someone who required the majority of his personality to be purified before he was deemed fit to ascend.

Yaz’s group acquired a new member on the ice – Mali, a novice from Sweet Mercy.

Almost immediately after their arrival at the convent, Yaz and her friends discovered that Eular, whom they had known as an elder among the Broken under the ice, and as the high priest of the order that lived in the Black Rock, was also maintaining the role of a powerful cleric in the Ancestor-faith practised in this part of the Corridor. Eular seems to be in charge and has falsely accused them of murder. He told Yaz she had come a long way to die.





CHAPTER 1

Yaz and Mali

Yaz had walked on water her entire life, and now in this place where it fell molten from the skies they planned to drown her in the stuff.

She knelt on the rock, staring down into a sinkhole at the water some forty feet below. A black depth waited for her, unrippled by the wind, untouched by the sunlight that reached only halfway down. The sheer-sided hole might have been poked into the stone by the finger of a god. The far wall lay more than ten yards away and on that side an iron ladder led down into the depths, marking the stone with rusty tears.

Even if the ladder were on her side it would have been of little help to Yaz. Her hands were held out to either side of her neck by a heavy iron yoke that had already scraped her wrists raw. The metal was hot, having soaked in the sun, which seemed to shine more strongly here on Abeth’s belt. To her left Quina knelt, similarly yoked, her ankles bound with rope where Yaz’s remained free. To Yaz’s right, Thurin then Erris wore the same iron restraint and watched the same dark waters.

Throughout all her troubles since dropping into the pit, Yaz had never come quite as close to death as that day fishing the Hot Sea when the dagger-fish had dragged her brother beneath the waves and she’d gone down with them, unable to let go. Here she was again, facing the same end.

The audience this time was much larger and far less friendly. Nobody would be paddling to the spot where she went down. None of them would try to save her.

Eular, who had been high priest at the Black Rock, was somehow a major figure in a very different faith down here in the green lands. Now he stood with his masked and eyeless face turned towards Yaz and the others from the far side of the sinkhole. Standing with him were the abbess and the two sisters superior: Mistress Path – or Sister Owl as she had first introduced herself – and Mistress Shade. Nuns and novices ringed the perimeter. None of them looked happy about the proceedings.

Yaz kept her gaze on Eular. She remembered the debris in the hidden room behind Arges’s statue back in the Black Rock’s temple: a shattered gate. It was clear now that the gate had been broken after Eular used it to escape to the Corridor, and that he must have used it many times before that day. His double life between the caves of the Broken and the Black Rock had been a triple life. He’d maintained yet another personality, using the wonders of the Missing to skip through time and space, supporting at least three separate existences. Somehow he’d carved out a position in the green lands among the people he claimed had blinded him. His manipulation of threads could only have taken him so far – the rest must have been down to external help. Seus must have been at work in this place for years.

From her place on the rim of the Glasswater sinkhole Novice Mali watched the four ice-tribers on their knees awaiting execution. Unlike them she had been allowed to stand, but like them she wore the yoke. The device was designed to restrain people with two hands, and Mali would have found it easy to pull her wrist stump clear, but Sister Cup had secured her elbow to the ironwork with rope. In any event, there was little Mali could have achieved with that arm free. The stump ached all the time and became agony at the lightest touch.

Oddly, when she didn’t look at the stump Mali could imagine she still had the hand. She could even wave the fingers or make a fist, almost as if there were a ghost hand there, and that in some parallel Abeth an unmaimed Mali occupied the same space. She’d even found that when it came to manipulating the invisible threads that join each thing to every other, it was her missing fingers that were the most deft, capable of feats of dexterity her fingers of flesh and bone were not.

Mali forced herself to look at the four ice-tribers who had saved her. Sister Pine stood behind them in the white habit of the executioner. Yaz and her friends looked so lost in Mali’s world, just as she had been lost in theirs. She remembered their tears of wonder when she’d led them out of the cave, as if the trees and bushes had been heaped mounds of gold and gems. Everything had amazed them: chickens, nuns’ habits, the archon’s horse … And now, a day after their arrival, they were all to be killed. Mali’s heart hurt worse than her wrist.

The trial in Persus Hall had been a farce. Mali had answered the archon’s questions, protested when he called her a liar, and hung her head when he laughed at her talk of gates that crossed thousands of miles in an instant. Archon Eular had called one of his Church guards to the stand, a woman he said had survived the ice-tribers’ raid in which the white box, later found on Yaz, had been stolen from a priest named Pather, who had sadly been killed in its defence.

The woman had pointed at Mali and with unwavering conviction had stated before the court and beneath the timeless gaze of the Ancestor that Mali had been with the raiders, though possibly a prisoner.

The tribers had, Archon Eular maintained, captured Mali on the ice, slaughtered her friends, and coerced her to lead them through the empire in search of plunder. Having murdered Father Pather and stolen Church property, they came to Sweet Mercy seeking new things to steal. It seemed, he said, that they had used unknown magics or poisons to break Mali’s will. It was the only explanation for her lies, unless of course she had turned willingly to their cause. Eular had produced the handful of stardust taken from Yaz and claimed it as an example of the corrupt magics of the ice they had used to twist Mali’s mind. He had snuffed out its light, claiming that he channelled the purifying power of the Ancestor, and had let the lifeless grains tumble through his fingers to the floor.

Yaz and her friends had said nothing during the trial. In fact nobody had asked them to. Sister Owl and the archon were the only ones who could speak to them, and Yaz had told Mali not to reveal that the two of them could understand each other. Sister Owl had watched the whole proceedings, stony-faced, saying nothing despite her curious interest in Erris. Apparently her respect for the office of archon prevented her from contradicting him in court. And, truthfully, what could the old woman say on the subject that did not come directly from the mouths of the accused?

So now Mali stood yoked beside the Glasswater. Her yoke bore a sigil that prevented her reaching the Path. She knew she wouldn’t be drowned, at least not today: the sigil made the yoke far too powerful to risk losing it in the mud fathoms down at the bottom of the sinkhole.

Although Abbess Claw had been largely silent during the trial she had been insistent on two points. Firstly, there would be no rush to judgement in the case of a novice of Sweet Mercy. If Novice Mali had been controlled then the means of that control would be identified and neutralized. Secondly, when Archon Eular had called for his men to take the tribers out into the square and behead them Abbess Claw had stood from her chair.

‘At Sweet Mercy we drown.’

The archon had raised a brow at that. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘We execute by drowning in the sinkhole.’

Archon Eular had shaken his head, the white mask hiding his expression. ‘I don’t trust that. I want their blood on the ground before me.’

‘You don’t trust drowning?’ Abbess Claw’s trilled laugh sounded all wrong. Mali had never heard the abbess laugh before. ‘Do you think the ice tribes are part fish, archon? I doubt they can even swim, though that’s immaterial; they will be weighted.’

‘Perhaps they have powers …’ Irritation coloured the archon’s voice.

‘Powers?’ The abbess raised a brow.

‘You have to ask? In this place where half your novices show the old bloods?’

Abbess Claw pursed her lips. As close to a shrug as Mali had ever seen. ‘And we have to scour the empire for them. And even then not one of the girls here can breathe water.’

‘I insist—’

‘Archon Eular.’ Claw lowered her voice though the whole of the Persus Hall could still hear her, its collective breath held as they watched on, amazed that the abbess would defy an archon over so small a thing as the manner of four foreigners’ deaths. ‘Archon Eular, you are new in your post and perhaps less familiar than you might be with the convents and monasteries that you now oversee on behalf of the high priest. Within the confines of this convent the laws by which we have lived for more than two centuries are paramount. Church law says these four must die. Convent law says it will be by drowning. It would be unfortunate for us to put your authority to the test so early in your new post over such a minor detail. Sister Owl will keep close watch on the prisoners and in the unlikely event that they attempt to use magic to escape their fall she will counter any such efforts.’

The archon drew breath to answer. Abbess Claw beat him to it. ‘But I will have tradition followed.’

‘Fine.’ Eular had thrown his hands in the air. ‘Drowning it is, then. I will be attending the execution so let’s make it as soon as possible.’

‘Thurin Ice-Spear!’ Abbess Claw called across the sinkhole. ‘You have—’

‘Not him. Put the girl in first,’ Archon Eular interrupted.

Abbess Claw turned her head slowly and gave the archon a hard stare. ‘Quina of—’

‘The other one! The darker girl.’

Despite her promise to Sister Owl, Mali started to try to force her way to the ice-tribers. She tried to see the Path but instead the damned sigil filled her vision, splitting her head with a wedge of white agony. ‘This is murder! These people helped me!’

Someone put a knee into Mali’s spine and a gag into her mouth, pulling back until she was forced to her knees. Still she tried to fight them. Yaz was a powerful quantal and when she unleashed her power people Mali loved might die. Mali could warn the nuns, but even if she was believed Mali couldn’t take away the tribers’ last remote chance of escape, however doomed any such attempt might be. Worse still was the idea that Yaz’s efforts in rescuing Mali, pulling her from death on the ice through that distant gate, had drained her: she’d not used the Path to fight Haydies or his guards, even when the three-headed dog was on the point of slaughtering everyone. And although those events seemed as distant in time as they were in space, they were actually only on the previous day.

The abbess drew a deep breath, fingers drumming on her crozier. ‘Yaz of the Ictha, you have been found guilty of the crime of murder by a court of the Church. Sentence is now to be carried out. May the Ancestor have mercy and join your soul to the great tree.’ Abbess Claw made the sign of the arborat, one finger starting low, tracing the taproot, another finger joining to trace the trunk, then all fingers spreading as they rose to trace the branches. ‘Have you any last words?’

Across the empty yards Yaz frowned, her mouth struggling to shape unfamiliar words. ‘Priest … Eular … lies.’

The abbess gave a curt nod and Sister Pine pushed Yaz forwards. She fell without a scream and hit the water, vanishing before the splash cleared. Quina started to wail.

Mali broke free for a brief moment, howling behind her gag. The abbess glanced her way with an unreadable expression as two nuns wrestled her back down.

Abbess Claw raised her voice to execute a second sentence. ‘Thurin I—’

‘The other girl next,’ Archon Eular cut across her. ‘But let’s be in no hurry about it.’

Where Yaz had fallen the ripples were still spreading out towards the opposite wall. A scattering of bubbles rose lazily from the spot where she had gone under. For what seemed an age everyone watched in silence as the ripples faded away. One lone bubble broke the surface.

‘Making them wait is cruel, archon.’ The abbess raised her hand to signal Sister Pine. ‘At Sweet Mercy we are not cruel. We are just.’

Eular caught her arm and pressed it down, though Mali had no idea how he saw it. Or indeed how he had known that Yaz’s bronze skin was darker than Quina’s pale one. ‘Indulge me.’

Abbess Claw sighed and stepped back.

On the far side Erris pitched forward without being pushed. He hit the water with an enormous splash.

‘Stop them!’ Eular roared. ‘Don’t—’

But Thurin was already falling as Erris hit the water. With a desperate wail Quina fell to her side and rolled over the sinkhole’s edge, screeching as she dropped.

‘Stop them?’ The abbess turned to fix Archon Eular with a curious stare, head tilted to the side. ‘It was your sentence that demanded their lives.’

Eular stood staring at the churning water, fists balled at his sides, as if from behind the closed ceramic of his mask those empty sockets might see all the way down into the Glasswater’s murky depths.

   


CHAPTER 2

Yaz

Yaz had fallen much further before and into colder water, but never wearing an iron yoke that weighed half what she did and kept her hands immobile. She hit the water hard enough to leave her head ringing with the impact. In the next moment everything was bubbles and churning light, the yoke swiftly dragging her down. Terror surged, trying to force her last breath from her lungs. The depths into which she was sinking were black, beyond the reach of daylight, and she had no idea how long it would take her to reach the bottom. Already pressure was building around her, pressing on her chest to release its air, weighing against her eardrums and promising to crush her like rotten ice.

Thurin was supposed to go in first. Thurin was supposed to go in first. Eular had seen through their plan and now she was going to die.

She hit the bottom unexpectedly and black mud swirled, replacing the weak light from above with impenetrable night. The mud enfolded her in a slimy embrace. She fought against panic. She couldn’t tell if she was entirely within the muck or lying on some yielding surface. Somehow drowning in mud seemed worse than drowning in water. The yoke’s weight provided a definite sense of down but she couldn’t find any footing to right herself. Instead she forced herself to stillness. The air in her lungs would turn sour more swiftly if she struggled.

She lay in the cool embrace of the slime, knowing that the bones of others murdered in this manner must be lying all around her, the skulls of young girls most likely, watching her with blind, mud-choked sockets. She thought of Eular up above in the sunshine and wanted to scream, wanted to fight. Eular’s last-moment interference in how the execution was carried out had left their plan in tatters. Holding her breath would only drag it out. She could die now or live brief minutes longer while Eular revelled in her torment. She was glad he couldn’t see her. Once he had seemed a kindly old man, wise but vulnerable, a guiding hand. He’d tricked her well then, and once again he’d caught her by surprise in a final, fatal deception.

The air wanted out of Yaz now. It wasn’t just those fathoms of water pressing down on her chest: her body had taken what it needed from what her lungs held. It had to be expelled in order to draw another breath. Her heart pounded against her chest. Her blood thundered in her ears. Blind and deaf, out of reach of friend and foe alike, Yaz remembered the feel of her brother’s arm in her hands, her utter determination that she would not let go as the dagger-fish pulled them ever deeper. She had no memory of drawing cold water into her lungs, just the fight, the struggle. The end itself had been merciful oblivion. This time there would be no Ictha hauling her to safety as her boat broke the surface.

So many things could go wrong. Yaz was sure that they had. Where was Thurin? She was going to die alone in the dark. Murdered by someone she hated. Air escaped at the corners of her mouth, bubbling away despite her teeth being clamped together so tight her jaw ached. She was going to die. She was—

Strong hands closed around her legs. A moment later they were on her yoke, lifting her. Still she couldn’t see or breathe. Erris had found her. Only Erris could lift her and the yoke with such ease. She might still die but at least she wouldn’t be by herself. Her body began to convulse, air escaping her in bursts; the terror held at bay for so long flooded through her, blowing reason from its path.

‘Arrrrgghh!’ Yaz screamed out the stale breath and hauled in a new one.

Somehow she didn’t choke on it. Erris held her while she panted and gasped, unable to speak or even support herself.

‘Nooooooooooooo!’ Quina’s wailing suddenly assaulted them, followed by a loud splat that cut it off completely. A few moments later and she was somewhere near, coughing and spluttering, still trying to scream. ‘No! What? Urgh! What is this stuff? Hel—’ The mud reclaimed her.

A small flame sprang up. Yaz was still too busy panting and wheezing but she was able to get her bearings now. Erris was supporting her with his good arm and in the palm of his other hand he held a flame, just like the one he’d produced long ago in the caverns below the ice. The iron yoke was still around his neck, twisted at an odd angle, but he’d somehow got both hands free.

‘Up you get.’ Thurin was there too. Still yoked, he couldn’t use his hands to help Quina stand but he managed to right her with his ice-work and set her standing in the waist-deep mud that coated them all. A black dome contained them, rather like the one they had found Taproot in, but much smaller, affording only enough room for the four of them. And it wasn’t made of whatever Taproot had built his from. This was just muddy water. Somewhere, although Yaz couldn’t see it, would be a narrow vertical tube connecting them to the surface. To bring down more air all Thurin needed to do was push the water back a bit.

‘We had to throw ourselves in.’ Thurin’s voice was thick with strain. ‘That bastard Eular wanted to know you were dead before he sent the rest of us down. Probably knows about Erris. Definitely knows about me.’

‘He’ll wait up there until he’s sure we’re dead.’ Quina sounded as scared now as she had when the plan had been explained to her. Yaz didn’t blame her. Quina was clever enough to be scared. Yaz felt that perhaps she herself was not brave, but just stupid enough to be able to fool herself into optimism. Thurin at least had control of the element they were supposed to die in, and Erris of course could stay down here for a month without problems.

‘We need to move up higher,’ Thurin said through gritted teeth. ‘The less deep we are the less difficult it will be to hold the water back.’

‘And the more likely those up top will be to spot us,’ Erris said.

‘Got to do it,’ Thurin said, and the muddy water around their waists began to rise.

‘We can’t swim!’ Yaz gasped as the water reached her chest.

‘Time for Erris to show us how strong he is!’ Thurin snarled with effort.

Erris pursed his lips. ‘That would be easier with two good arms.’

‘None of this is easy,’ Thurin grunted.

Yaz had hoped that Thurin might be able to lift them all, and their yokes, and maintain the bubble around them, but clearly she’d underestimated how hard it was to work against the weight of all those fathoms of water above them. They needed the yokes off, then they could swim up with the bubble to a lower depth. She turned to face Erris. ‘How did you get free?’

‘Well, I’m not exactly free.’ Erris touched the yoke that still trapped his neck. ‘But I can do this …’ He folded his hand in a way in which hands were never meant to bend, narrowing it so much that it was obvious how he had slipped it out. But even if Yaz could get her hands free she needed the whole thing off her if she was going to swim up with Thurin’s bubble to a depth where it was easier to maintain.

Erris took hold of the end of Yaz’s yoke. She thought he would try the opposite end where the thing was locked closed with a rivet. When they’d hammered it home, hurting her ears with the crash of iron on iron and rattling her teeth, she had thought that it would be harder to remove than to put in. Instead he grasped the hinged end that had allowed the device to be opened then closed about her wrists and neck. He grasped it in his fist, curling his smallest finger around to press against the end of the hinge-pin.

‘Hmmm.’ Erris showed no strain but he wasn’t built like other men. He could exert his full strength and hold a calm conversation. ‘It’s tight. Are you sure you can’t reach the Path, Yaz? It would help a lot …’

A fresh wave of panic rose around Yaz faster than the water. If Erris couldn’t get the yokes off, and Thurin couldn’t hold the water back long enough at this depth, then, like holding her breath, all this was just doomed effort, merely a cruel prolonging of the process of drowning. She’d already come very close to sucking in a lungful of liquid mud and the thought of having to go through it all again made her want to break down in tears. The Path, however, remained hidden from her. She had used its power to forge many small stars into a single larger one, and then very shortly after in conjunction with Mali when pulling her from the ice through the gate. She could no more call on its power a third time in such a short span than she could breathe water.

‘Try mine,’ Quina suggested. ‘What?’ She met Thurin’s accusatory stare. ‘It might be looser. And if he gets one pin free he can use it to push out the others.’

Erris tried Quina’s, then Thurin’s, then his own. ‘The hinge-pins are too thin to press properly and the locking rivets are in too tight to move.’

Thurin looked pale. Small blood vessels had ruptured in the whites of his eyes.

‘We need something small and hard,’ Yaz said. ‘So you can press the pin out.’

But everything had been taken from them, their knives, food, even the stardust Yaz had collected from the miniature demons in Haydies. They were standing in black mud that might hide the bones of previous victims but little else.

‘Move to the wall!’ Quina started wading towards the black wall of water Thurin was holding back. ‘We can use the stone.’

‘It’s the other way.’ Thurin stumbled as he tried to walk and he nearly fell. For a moment the whole bubble was collapsing, the walls falling in towards them. Somehow, gasping in pain, Thurin righted himself and pushed the walls back. Quina, who had been momentarily engulfed, stood coughing and spitting.

The rocky wall of the sinkhole appeared after a few strides, slimy with mud and algae. Erris took hold of the end of his own yoke in one hand and used his inhuman strength to hammer at the wall. Chunks, chips, and shards of stone broke off beneath his blows. He scooped up a useful-looking piece before it sank into the mud.

‘Let’s try again.’ Erris brought Yaz to the wall and anchored the end of her yoke in the small hole he’d made in the stone. Then, using just his good arm, he lined his shard of stone up with the end of the hinge pin and pressed. The shard broke. He tried again with the thicker end, pressing the corner into the pin’s end. ‘It’s not working.’

Quina waded close. ‘Try mine.’

Yaz ceded her place, thinking Quina overburdened with optimism. She eyed the walls of water sealing them against the stone. The light of the small flame still flickering in Erris’s palm danced across the black and undulating surfaces. Soon she’d be drowning again.

Quina wedged the end of her yoke against the wall and Erris pressed a new stone shard up against the hinge-pin. ‘Come on! Come on!’ Desperation rather than optimism coloured her voice.

‘There!’ Erris cried. ‘It moved!’ He pulled the end of the yoke towards him, raising his flame. The pin’s head was no longer flat to the yoke, and beneath it a small fraction of an inch of bright metal showed. ‘Keep still.’ Erris gripped the pin head between finger and thumb. Slowly, very slowly, and accompanied by a tortured squeal of metal on metal, he pulled the pin out. A moment later Quina was struggling free of the yoke. It hit the mud with a splat and sank from view almost immediately.

Erris took the pin and used it to push out the pins of Yaz’s yoke, then Thurin’s and his own. ‘We’re lucky these weren’t better built.’

The instant Thurin was free he began to move the bubble up, with Yaz and Quina swimming to keep level with the air. Erris – too heavy to swim – called out before the water engulfed him. ‘I’ll climb the wall. It may take some ti—’ The water covered his outstretched hand, quenching the flame and plunging them into darkness again. Suddenly Yaz was terrified, splashing around blind, worried she might blunder into the bubble’s edge and choke.

As they rose a faint light began to finger into the inky blackness. Thurin’s expression became less strained. Slowly the disc of the sky made itself known, rimmed by the mouth of the sinkhole.

‘Don’t go too high or they’ll see us,’ Yaz said.

‘They’ve got the light behind them. We’ll see them before they see us,’ Thurin said.

He reduced their rise to a crawl though, and shortly, distorted through the motion of the surface, shimmering figures resolved all around the edge of the circle.

‘How long do they need to watch for?’ Quina snarled.

‘Maybe they’ll throw Mali in too,’ Yaz said. ‘She did speak for us at the trial.’

Yaz trod water with the others, waiting. She looked to see if Erris was making progress beneath them but their legs were churning up too much mud to see anything. Time passed with agonizing slowness and still the audience above remained in place.

‘He’s keeping them there,’ Yaz said.

‘He knows about my ice-work,’ Thurin said. ‘He’ll be worried some of us might survive much longer than expected.’

‘It doesn’t make sense. He should have told them we had marjal and quantal powers,’ Quina said.

‘He thought he was going to have us beheaded,’ Yaz said. ‘So it didn’t matter. If he said at the trial we could do all the things we can then that might have caused awkward questions. And if he said it afterwards then that could have been even worse. If we’re so very rare then killing us might be considered a waste.’

‘Are they going to stay there all damned day?’ Thurin was hurting, Yaz could tell.

‘We could go a little higher,’ she suggested.

‘They’ll see us, catch us, and drown us again properly.’ Thurin shook his head.

‘Bring up some muddy water to hide us,’ Quina said. ‘I mean, not just here, but all over.’

‘It could work.’ Thurin frowned with concentration. ‘I doubt they do this often enough to know how much silt four bodies churn up. But … if I’m busy not drowning, keeping the airway open, and bringing up mud from the depths … this bubble might collapse. Fair warning.’

Yaz swam behind him and put an arm under each of his, closing them around his chest. ‘I’ll keep you up. You focus on the other stuff.’

‘But mainly the bubble not collapsing,’ Quina urged.

Erris’s head broke the surface some while later. It felt like an hour at least. He reached for another handhold, driving a hinge-pin into the soft stone before he fell back. ‘Hello.’ He looked up, blinking water away. ‘They’re still there?’

‘He is.’ Yaz resisted snarling. She had no proof that the small knot of figures still standing vigil at the side of the sinkhole were Eular and his guards, but she was sure of it even so.

‘How are you holding up, Thurin?’ Erris asked.

Thurin gave a pained grunt.

‘It’s getting darker,’ Quina said past chattering teeth. ‘At least there’s that. They won’t stay all night, will they?’

Yaz was far from sure how long the old man would stand there just to make sure they had all died. The water wasn’t cold. Cold water is called ice. An Ictha could swim in near-freezing water all day, but Thurin and Quina were beginning to suffer with it and even Yaz, to her shame, felt chilly after so long immersed in the Glasswater.

‘I don’t think there’s anything else we can do,’ Erris said. ‘Except rise higher as it gets darker. I could circle round to that ladder then try to climb up and kill them but doing it one-armed without a weapon could be tricky.’ He didn’t sound enthusiastic. Erris wasn’t a killer. Also, the sinkhole was only a couple of hundred yards from the start of the convent buildings and unless he silenced the watchers quickly they’d have the whole population of nuns and novices on them.

They waited. Erris began the slow climb around the sinkhole to the ladder since he couldn’t swim. When he left the air bubble Yaz felt suddenly alone. Thurin was better equipped to keep her from drowning but somehow it was Erris she associated most with safety. She wondered if either of them felt that way about her. She’d saved both of them before. But she’d hardly kept them safe.

Every now and then, as the sky darkened, Thurin would ease up a little closer to the surface to lessen the burden on his ice-work. Yaz trod water and meditated murder against Eular. Of all the welcomes to the green lands Yaz had considered, none of them had come close to being met by Eular and drowned in a hole. Thurin began to pant with the strain while shuddering with the cold.

‘We’ll have to fight!’ Quina stammered past chattering teeth.

‘Wait.’ Yaz pointed. ‘They’re leaving.’

Slowly the final group departed. One figure lingered longer than the rest, barely visible against the darkening sky, then at last they too pulled away.

Thurin immediately began to rise to the surface but kept just below it for another few minutes. At last he broke into the air. At first the night sky was a small circle at the top of their broken bubble, then moments later they were swimming at the bottom of a deep bowl-shaped dent in the water’s surface, and gradually it flattened out until they were simply swimming. The sky lay full dark above them, crimson stars reflecting in the water.

Slowly, making as little noise as possible, they swam across to where the iron ladder reached the surface. Yaz climbed out first since Erris had not yet appeared and both Thurin and Quina were so cold as to be barely able to grip the rungs. She helped the other two onto the ladder where they hung for a while, letting the water drip from their furs and hoping it wasn’t making too much noise.

‘Let’s go.’ Yaz began to climb. She’d reached about halfway to the sinkhole’s rim when it struck her that rather than getting darker it was getting lighter. She paused and looked at the sky behind her. A red glow was building rapidly, as if the sun were rising but at ten times its normal speed, chasing the stars from the sky.

‘What’s happ—’ Light reached into the sinkhole, painting the wall, racing down it as fast as Yaz might climb. A brilliant star, a thousand times bigger than any she’d ever seen, moved into view over the opposite rim of the Glasswater.

‘It must be the moon,’ Quina gasped several yards beneath her.

Moonlight proved warmer than sunlight and its intensity continued to build. The walls and ladder began to creak as they heated up. Yaz’s few remaining furs began to steam.

‘Keep climbing!’ Thurin called from below Quina, sounding somewhat panicked.

The heat hit Yaz like a blow now: her skin felt as if it were on fire. Below Thurin, where the light struck the water’s surface, it began to steam almost immediately.

‘We should go back?’ Quina asked.

Suddenly the coolness of the water seemed inviting, but Yaz climbed on swiftly. The moon was the thing Taproot wanted to save, the thing that kept these lands free of ice. It might be hot but surely it wasn’t going to kill them? It might feel as if she were burning but if it really got that hot then surely there wouldn’t be trees and grass.

Fast as she was, the fog rising from the sinkhole nearly beat Yaz. She stumbled onto level ground only to be overtaken by a white wave of mist that reduced visibility to just a couple of feet.

Shrouded in the mist and shielded from the worst of the heat, Yaz helped Quina then Thurin off the ladder. A few moments later the wind changed and took the fog with it, leaving them exposed to the moon’s full glare. And Yaz, fresh from near-drowning, now hit by the night-time ferocity of a moon ten times brighter than the summer sun, curled up on the rock with her arms about her head.

   


CHAPTER 3

Yaz lay coiled on the hot rock, sure that her hides were not only steaming but smoking in the intensity of the moon’s light. She’d never felt anything like it. The air seemed to sear her lungs with each breath.

The sound of heavy footsteps on the ladder told Yaz that Erris would soon be joining them. She tried to raise her head and squint but even through closed eyelids the light was too intense and she returned her arm to its place across her face. A moment later his hand, already dry, closed on her wrist.

Yaz couldn’t tell how long the heat and the light lasted. Like her near-drowning earlier in the day it was almost certainly shorter than it felt and it felt like forever.

Finally the light dwindled and died, departing as swiftly as it had come, and Yaz opened her eyes to see the last of the mist leaving the sinkhole in tatters, stained red with starlight. The rock all around her was hot to the touch and her skin felt burned. Echoes of the moon’s light still dazzled her, leaving her vision unable to penetrate the night out on the surrounding plateau.

‘Wow.’ Quina uncurled and sat, blinking. ‘I wonder how often that happens.’

Thurin crouched beside her, massaging his forehead. ‘Once a year would be enough for me.’

‘Every night.’ A new voice spoke from the darkness. ‘Without it the ice would join hands across the Corridor and there would be no life save that of the tribes.’ Sister Owl came closer and the starlight offered up her outline. ‘When I was a child it was a journey of a hundred and fifty miles from the cliffs of the southern ice to those of the northern ice. Now it’s barely a hundred. Without the moon we would have been swallowed up long ago.’

Yaz stood, suddenly angry. ‘Yes, we survived. Thanks for your concern.’ She’d nearly drowned. Thurin’s ordeal had been just as bad. ‘You couldn’t have moved Eular on more quickly?’

Sister Owl spread her hands. ‘You told me yourself that he knew young Thurin is water-sworn. Left to his own devices I believe the archon would have stood watch until dawn. In the end Abbess Claw had to arrange for a summons to arrive demanding his presence at the cathedral in Verity. Fortunately the archon’s long absence from the city has vexed the high priest and on learning of Eular’s proximity she was quick to insist that he present himself immediately. With luck she may even refuse to confirm his appointment. It’s rare for archons to choose their successors, after all, and in cases of sudden death these transitions of power come under closer scrutiny.’ The nun blinked and widened her eyes. ‘Forgive me, I’m rambling. The curse of old age, I’m afraid. Follow me. We must get you out of sight. The archon left three Church guards to watch the Glasswater and the longer I keep them befuddled the harder it is to unthread the confusion without leaving some memory of that lack of memory. Indeed—’ She clamped her wizened lips tight, frowning at her wandering tongue, and turned to lead them away.

Yaz followed. Mali had told her the old woman was a teacher, used to holding forth before a class of novices. Clearly brevity was not her strength. Even so, Yaz had a sudden desire to be sitting among a group of such girls with the time to listen to Sister Owl’s ramblings. She was sure Sister Owl had a vast amount of knowledge stored in her head that she desperately needed to learn if she was to survive in this strange iceless land of blazing moons and unknown faiths.

Sister Owl led them through the dark, deserted convent. Yaz saw no one, no lights burned, but she felt watched. Yaz and her friends were, Sister Owl had explained, balanced on a delicate edge in the midst of a hidden conflict. A conflict that would determine the fate of the Church and hence the empire.

Yaz remembered how Sister Owl had come to the prisoners during their brief confinement before the trial and had spoken to them, confident none of the Church guards that Eular had left to oversee them would know the language of the north.

The ancient woman had hobbled up to the gates of their subterranean prison and peered through the iron bars to where Yaz and the others sat in chains.

‘The Ancestor is a many that speaks with one voice,’ she had said. ‘Whereas the Church is a single entity that speaks with many voices.’ She had wrapped a gnarled hand around a bar and drawn herself in close. ‘I’m not about to wash the Church’s dirty …’ She struggled for the right word in the tongue of the north. ‘… hides in front of strangers I’ve only just met, but suffice it to say that I have been engaged in a secret war for the heart of our faith since before Abbess Claw was an itch in her mother’s belly. There are forces out there’ – she waved her arm at the stony walls – ‘forces that have long been seeking to infiltrate both the Church and the royal family, seeking to subvert both to ends that I don’t yet fully comprehend but which are certainly not in the best interests of our people. I do not trust Archon Eular’s motives, no matter what level of support he might have within the highest circles. Long ago Sister Cloud foretold the coming of the made man, a prophecy spoken only for my ears. She left no instructions but I can’t imagine she intended for me to stand by idle while he and his companions were put to death.’

‘So set us free,’ Yaz had said. ‘You must know that these bars can’t hold us. We’re trying not to start a battle. We don’t want to fight you. But Eular is our enemy from the ice and we won’t let him kill us.’

Sister Owl had pursed her lips and frowned. ‘It’s complicated. Faith is simple but religion … that can become tangled. Abbess Claw guides this convent in service to the high priest. Our laws must be obeyed or chaos will replace them and a much larger battle than the one you worry about will start. Our abbess is a clever woman, though. You might think she chose her name because of the damage a claw can inflict. But in fact it was the ability to cling on to impossible edges and climb despite the odds that inspired her.’

Yaz thought of the hoola that had once attacked them on a tall pressure ridge, navigating the near-vertical ice as if it were flat ground thanks to its fearsome claws. ‘And how does your abbess hope to obey the law without killing us?’

Sister Owl smiled. ‘The law says that you must be thrown into the Glasswater sinkhole, secured in iron yokes. And the law—’

‘That’s not going to happen,’ Thurin snarled from the back of the cave. ‘I’d rather die fighting.’

‘And the law’, Sister Owl continued undaunted, ‘must be followed. The made man will not, I imagine, be inconvenienced by submersion in water?’ She looked at Erris.

‘No.’ Erris inclined his head.

‘And you, young man, so eager to fight, you share my own marjal talent for manipulating water, do you not?’

‘I do.’ Thurin still sounded angry.

‘As a child I would swim in the Glasswater with my fellow novices on rare occasions when we felt brave enough to dare the cold. On one such dip I amazed and dismayed my fellow novices by vanishing beneath the water and staying there far longer than anyone could hold their breath. It was, on reflection, a cruel trick and I regretted it immediately on returning to the surface …’

‘You brought air down with you,’ Thurin said, uncertain. ‘I could do that.’

‘The law demands only that you be yoked and thrown in,’ Sister Owl said. ‘The wording does not explicitly state that you be killed. If you were to emerge unscathed then the abbess would consider justice to have been served and the mercy of the Ancestor to have fallen upon you. It would however be prudent to keep this miraculous salvation a secret for a while.’

And so it was that after their emergence from the Glasswater Sister Owl led them swiftly into the heart of the convent. She took them below ground, passing down a short flight of stone steps and through a doorway into a long, hand-hewn chamber with three windows at the far end piercing a thick wall. Abbess Claw was waiting, seated behind a table on which a single candle burned. The convent’s murder teacher, Mistress Shade, stood beside her. Yaz had learned a few things about Sweet Mercy from Mali on the long night before her execution. In addition to Sister Owl’s instruction in the ways of the Path, the arts of battle were taught by Mistress Blade. In Shade class the young novices were taught the arts of murder and deception. Mistress Shade was a surprisingly young woman who looked wholly unsuited to hiding in the shadows while waiting to stab someone in the back. Her pale skin seemed to glow, where her very blonde hair escaped her headdress it caught and returned every scrap of light, and she was small, barely taller than Quina. Even so, Yaz sensed something dangerous about the nun.

She wondered if the chamber was a place where novices were taught. It smelled of many strange things, few of them natural.

The abbess indicated that Yaz and the rest take seats at the smaller desks facing hers. Yaz squeezed in, Quina took a chair from behind the desk next to her. When Thurin and Erris had found places the abbess spoke and Sister Owl translated.

‘She asks that you tell us all you know about Archon Eular.’

And so for some time first Thurin then Yaz recounted the adventures that had taken them from the distant north to the green centre. Stories for which there had been neither the time nor privacy after Eular had made his accusations. Abbess Claw watched and listened without expression. Even the most outlandish elements of Yaz’s story concerning Eular, like his ability to pass decades in timeless sleep and to step across vast swathes of ice using gates left behind by the Missing, didn’t so much as raise an eyebrow. When Yaz spoke of Taproot, a man older than the four tribes’ existence on Abeth, a man without a body who existed in fragments and partial copies haunting the minds of great cities, then even Abbess Claw’s impressive composure was tested. But she made no interruption.

At last, when the tale had been told, Abbess Claw spoke with Sister Owl and Mistress Shade for a while. Yaz understood none of it and had no reason to expect to, but to her surprise their conversation seemed tantalizingly close to making sense. Yaz wondered about the bond she had with Mali, a bond that allowed her to understand the novice without knowing what any of the words actually meant. Maybe this was an additional effect, seeded by that connection. Or perhaps it was just wishful thinking and the others were also sitting there believing themselves on the edge of understanding.

Early on Owl looked up at Yaz. ‘If this ancient of yours, this Taproot …’ She frowned at the name. ‘If he says you and you alone can open the ark using four shiphearts – then why did Eular want to see you dead?’

Yaz blinked. She hadn’t fully considered the matter. Eular had been furious with her, and Seus was too. That had seemed reason enough. But their anger was a small thing set against the scale and duration of Seus’s larger ambitions. ‘I can only guess that Seus doesn’t know the ark can be opened that way. Eular wanted me when he thought I could help his army take the ark so that Seus could use direct force to break into it. However long it might take. Now that dream is gone they just want to kill me.’

Owl nodded thoughtfully then returned to her conversation with the abbess and Mistress Shade.

Finally Owl turned back to them. ‘Much of what you’ve told us is very strange and surprising. It seems clear, however, that our interests align in terms of our desire to find out more about Archon Eular and expose any hostile power that stands behind his advancement in the Church. This power appears to be the one you name as Seus, a creation of the Missing abandoned to madness when they departed. It seems that this Taproot-in-the-box is vital to disrupting Seus’s efforts to seize control of the ark, yes?’

‘Yes.’ Yaz nodded. She wasn’t sure how much the nuns believed but clearly some of what they’d been told accorded with results of their own investigations.

‘So the box that Eular took must be recovered before he is able to hand it to Seus.’

‘Yes,’ Yaz agreed. Though she didn’t know if the box would need to be physically placed in the hand of some metal body Seus had made. She also didn’t know where the city of Seus might lie, but all Eular had to do was reach one of the gates he used and then distance suddenly became meaningless.

‘The abbess says that I have convinced her it’s the Ancestor’s will that we aid and shelter you as far as our laws allow. Clearly you can’t go wandering the Corridor without speaking the language or knowing how our society functions. You and Quina will be able to stay with us in the guise of novices and we will teach you enough that you’re not immediately arrested as soon as you step off the Rock of Faith. Erris and Thurin are more of a problem as their presence for more than a day within the convent for anything but official visits is forbidden.’

‘Tarriska entra Eular,’ Erris said.

The abbess and both nuns looked up sharply at that.

‘You speak their language?’ Yaz gasped, both amazed and slightly annoyed.

‘I do now.’ Erris nodded. ‘It’s related to one of the main marjal tongues. It’s taken a while to update my database. Millennia of linguistic drift can be hard to compensate—’

‘I don’t even know what language you’re speaking now,’ Quina interrupted. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘I told them’, Erris said, ‘that Thurin and I would go after Eular. I can speak the language and have a much better chance of navigating cities and towns than any ice-triber, no offence intended. Thurin can help me. His tricks can come in very handy.’

‘You’re not going alone!’ Yaz said.

‘I won’t be alone.’ Erris smiled. ‘I’ll have Thurin with me.’

Yaz shook her head, a strange panic rising in her chest. ‘That’s not what I mean and you know it! We didn’t come all this way together just to split up as soon as we arrive.’

Erris said, ‘You and Quina need to learn about this empire. You can’t be walking around gawping at everything. And the nuns clearly have a lot to teach you both.’

‘What? You and Thurin don’t need to learn it too?’ Yaz was aware she was raising her voice but couldn’t seem to do anything about it.

‘No boys allowed. Remember?’ Erris grinned annoyingly. ‘And I already speak the language. You can teach us the rest later.’

‘You’ll need our help to find the archon,’ Sister Owl said, trying to steer the conversation out of the developing squabble. ‘He’s going to see the high priest, but after that—’

‘What do you call the city we can see from your convent?’ Erris asked.

‘Verity,’ the nun answered.

‘He’s going there,’ Erris said. ‘Even if I hadn’t set up a locator link with Taproot’s box before it was taken I would have known that.’

‘How could you know?’ Yaz turned to stare at him.

‘There are only a few arks in the Corridor. Each was at the centre of a great city of the Missing. They were built above ground though time’s covered them over since. It seems mankind erodes cities just as effectively as the ice. But the other ark cities – there were over a thousand at one time – are all under the ice, scraped away with the arks they housed. Vesta, my city, the city the Broken scavenge, it used to have an ark, you know? It was there in my time. And the city we saw when we were climbing up to the convent, this Verity of theirs. It must sit on the ruins of the Missing’s ark-city of Veritas. On our source world—’

‘The source world!’ Sister Owl widened her eyes and made the sign of the tree but in reverse, her fingers coming together along the branches to trail a single finger down along the taproot. ‘Truly Sister Cloud saw your arrival a hundred years ago, Erris the made man. The Ancestor stands upon the source world. The taproot reaches back through an untold darkness of years to the seed that was planted there.’

Erris frowned, clearly not comfortable with his inclusion in the nun’s faith. ‘As I was saying, it seems that when it came to naming some of their cities the Missing drew on one of the ancient mythologies from the early civilizations of the source world, a mythos developed by the Greeks and adopted by the Romans. The city minds haven’t all renamed themselves after a stolen mythology – some were already named that way by the Missing who were the inheritors of that culture. Your city of Verity stands on the ruins of Veritas. The Romans said that Veritas was goddess of truth, and Zeus’s daughter. Daughter or not, the truth is that Seus wants Verity’s ark open and under his control.

‘Eular is clearly heading for the city, for his audience with the high priest. But when she releases him he won’t have to go anywhere else to hand Taproot over. All he’ll need to do is reach the undercity and Taproot can be sucked out of that box into Seus’s network. It’s important that we stop him, and quickly.’

The abbess spoke, having been offered brief translations as Erris said his piece. Sister Owl translated back for the benefit of the ice-tribers. ‘You’ll get nowhere without knowing the layout of the city and the workings of the Church. The abbess can’t commit a Grey Sister to help you without compromising the convent too much. She says that Novice Maliaya has already been accused of being enchanted by your magics, and as such she would be an ideal guide. If caught we can use that excuse and proceed to “cure” her. Additionally, we can say that she was sent alone to visit healers in the city because the loss of her hand requires more care than can be offered in our sanatorium since the death of Sister Hearth.’

‘If Mali’s going then Quina and I are going too,’ Yaz said firmly.

Thurin looked exhausted but still managed a crooked smile. ‘Yaz, the fact that we need Mali is the best argument for you staying here. We can’t keep on having Mali escort us everywhere. We need you and Quina to take advantage of this place and learn everything in an environment where making a mistake won’t get us all killed.’

Yaz opened her mouth to undercut him with her counter-argument. And found she hadn’t got one. Instead she folded her arms and gave him a furious stare before turning it on Erris who at least had the grace to look away.

   


CHAPTER 4

Mistress Shade left the chamber briefly and returned with Mali. Unlike the senior nuns, Mali hadn’t been included in the plans regarding the sinkhole, in part so that her unfeigned distress could help convince Eular that the execution had been successful. The news had been broken to her shortly after being dragged away from the sinkhole, and when she walked into the chamber Yaz could practically see the sparks flying from her eyes. To be fair, though, Yaz had had to share the agonies of the amputation and cauterization of Mali’s hand. So, sharing the distress of drowning merely balanced the tally. And Mali would have known without being told that Yaz wasn’t dead. She just needed time to relax and examine their bond.

Under Abbess Claw’s stern regard Mali made no verbal recriminations, and on hearing that she was to guide Erris and Thurin around Verity she recovered some of her good humour. She even smiled when Abbess Claw left the room, and Sister Owl explained that Eular was the target of their expedition. Primarily the return of the box he’d confiscated from Yaz.

‘The surreptitious return,’ Mistress Shade cautioned. ‘The archon is not to know who took the box. Neither is anyone else. If you recover it from his smoking corpse, Novice Mali, you will not graduate my class. And more importantly you will plunge this convent into a great deal of trouble, from which it will not emerge unscathed.’

‘Yes, Mistress Shade.’ Mali kept her head bowed.

Whoever this woman was, Yaz could tell that this chamber was her domain and that she ruled here with an iron rod.

‘He’ll suspect us as soon as the theft is noticed, and it will be noticed swiftly,’ Erris said. ‘The only way to delay that discovery is to take Taproot and leave the box.’

‘But we need the box. That was the whole point of going into Haydies!’ Yaz surprised Erris by understanding him.

‘We still have this.’ Erris reached out to tap the needle that had somehow not been taken from Yaz’s hides during their captivity and attempted execution.

‘But the Taproot we need can’t fit into it.’ Yaz pulled the needle free.

‘We’ll have to work something out.’ Erris took it from her fingers.

Mistress Shade arched an eyebrow at the exchange and then continued, ‘If I had a free hand, I would send a Sister of Discretion, but nobody would believe a Grey Sister to be so ill disciplined as to act independently in such a matter. You understand, novice, that if this goes badly I will deny all knowledge of you and support any punishment that your captors deem appropriate.’

Mali nodded. ‘I do, Mistress Shade.’

‘Good, then at least I’ve taught you something during your years in my class. Go out there with these tribesmen, Maliaya, and make Sweet Mercy proud of you.’

A moment’s silence followed, during which nobody seemed to know whose turn it was to talk.

‘You mean right now?’ Mali asked.

The nun opened her hand towards the door. ‘I believe that was the third lesson in discretion – there are times to hesitate and times to act.’

‘But …’ Yaz tried to think of a reason for delay.

‘We’ll be fine,’ Erris said.

‘Probably.’ Thurin seemed less confident.

‘Probably,’ Erris agreed. ‘But we’ve been on a knife’s edge for … well, ever since I put on this body, if I’m honest. So what’s changed?’

‘What’s changed’, Quina announced, ‘is that we won’t be there to save you if we have to stay here.’

‘You’re always going to stay with me?’ Erris raised an eyebrow, softening the words with a smile.

‘I just don’t want you to go.’ Quina had the courage to say out loud what Yaz was thinking. She was looking at Thurin now. But it was Erris who moved in and hugged Quina. Yaz’s father had used the same hug to end similar arguments.

Mali, taking her cue, embraced Yaz, being careful with her stump, which even though coated with the nuns’ sweet-smelling poultices, clearly still troubled her. This second hug led, despite Mistress Shade rolling her eyes, to a general hugging where Yaz found herself squeezed in the arms of first Erris and then Thurin. With only scant furs on she could, for the first time, feel the actual shape of them against her, both lean and hard
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