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      Mist undulated beneath them. Or was it clouds? Was there even a difference?

      They had long since slowed to normal flying speed because they were far from any ley-circle and the zirichasa were getting tired. They had been flying for too long.

      Kantees shook herself. The difference between coming down through cloud, as opposed to mist, was that the latter would result in them ploughing into the sea. And that would be the end.

      But they were all tired and thirsty; the sun had been on them all day.

      She wasn’t even sure they were heading in the right direction any more. But Yenteel was. Whenever she queried him, he consulted one of his devices and just pointed. “North and west.”

      Yenteel was a strange one, and she still had no real idea what his intentions were. He tagged along and helped with his limited magic, but he was the one who had come searching for her in the first place. Ultimately he was the reason she was here on the back of a stolen ziri having rescued Daybian from the clutches of a cabal of the Taymalin elite. She was not sure how she felt about that.

      North-west was all very well, but how far did they need to go? They could not keep this up.

      Perhaps if they just glided.

      Her thought, by whatever magic tied her to her mount, became Sheesha’s action. He stretched out his wings with a slight arch in them. The other ziri followed his lead as they always did. She glanced over at Waileth who carried Levin and Tenical. If they had had a chance to redistribute the weight she would have… no, there were too many of them and too few mounts.

      Perhaps little Ulina with Levin, and Tenical with her. It might have been slightly better since Sheesha was the strongest. There was no way they could change now.

      “Kantees!”

      She turned to see Yenteel waving urgently to attract her attention, it was hard to make yourself heard in the air Once he had her attention, he pointed directly upwards. She looked to see the two moons, bright Lostimal and the smaller blood-red Colimar, hanging there, with only a short distance between them.

      “A feeding?” she called.

      He nodded furiously.

      “Which way?”

      He shrugged. Kantees sighed. What use was knowing when there would be a feeding if you did not know where it was going to be?

      The moons beckoned her again. If there was going to be a feeding there had to be a ley-circle nearby, the ziri could draw power from it and fly fast, perhaps to the coast. Then again, just because the moons aligned, did that mean there must be a ley-circle at that place?

      She did not know and it was too complicated a question to ask mid-flight.

      Colimar moved a great deal more quickly through the sky than Lostimal and when they stood together in the sky the power of the Mother fed the earth with her milk. Kevrey of Tander had been obsessed over the question of whether the ley-circles fed the moons, or the moons fed the earth through them. She had been taught it was the latter.

      She had travelled through them along the patterner’s path. She had seen countless feedings and observed what the power of the milk could do to plants, creatures and even the stones.

      Which, for Kantees, surely meant that there would be a ley-circle here. Somewhere. She looked up. The red disk of Colimar was touching Lostimal. They must be very close but all she could see was the mist.

      She ordered Sheesha down and he glided into a spiralling descent. The others followed suit without being given any instruction, trying to hold the formation they naturally adopted. The other riders were looking up too. The air bristled with energy. Kantees prayed to the Mother they were not directly in line with the feeding. Nothing good ever came of that. The power of the feeding destroyed the patterns that composed all things, even being close to the feeding caused terrible changes, sometimes creating abominations.

      It seemed the greatest power could cause the greatest harm. White light flickered to the side of them, perhaps a league away and towards the afternoon sun. Kantees turned and kept them gliding that way. A feeding did not last long but she did not want to be too close when it was at its height.

      The brilliant white light flickered again. She brought her hand to cover her eyes as the power flashed on and stayed. Kantees urged to Sheesha to fly faster and he obeyed without hesitation. She felt the power surging and Sheesha taking it into himself as if he were a reservoir. She did not know if the other ziri did this as well. But it didn’t matter.

      The Mother’s milk was now a vast pillar of solid brilliance. Sheesha was moving faster still. Kantees adjusted his direction to go around it.

      Below them the mists boiled, churned up where they contacted the pillar of light. Through the roiling fog, Kantees could see the sea and the feeding going deep beneath the surface, dimming and turning blue as it went. Waves beat against the light and simply vanished. There was no backwash or rebounding wave as you might get if you splashed your hand in a water trough. It was almost as if the light was not there and the waves went through it but she knew that could not be truth.

      Sheesha moved beneath her. He flexed his muscles and she knew he was ready to fly fast but something else caught her eye, deep in the water.

      On that first day when she had discovered the magic of the ziri and flown out across the sea from Esternes, she had fallen in but had been saved by a huge ball-like thing in the water. As big as the castle at Jakalain, though it lay with just the top at the surface and the rest submerged.

      Beneath the waves here, there was another one. She had no concept of scale but the brightness of the feeding illuminated it on one side and this one was completely submerged. It hung a short distance from the light.

      When Sheesha had succeeded in rescuing her from that ball she had seen two shocalin in the water near it. They were legendary creatures supposedly wise and as sophisticated as people, though they lived in the water. And now here was another of these balls floating beside a feeding. Just as Kadralin and Taymalin both attended the feedings, even if it was in different ways.

      The light of the feeding flickered once more and then disappeared. The world looked darker until her eyes adjusted. A thunderous roar erupted from below them as sea water poured into the space left by the light. A geyser rocketed upwards and soaked them all through.

      “Go,” said Kantees to Sheesha. Golden light burst around the entire group and they shot away. Sheesha folded in his wings and the other ziri did the same. Below them the mists reflected gold as they passed and the sun faded into insignificance in the beauty and power of their flight.
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      They crossed the coast and came a league or two inland to a place where a stream emerged from a wood, so that they had fresh water. From the air, Kantees had judged it to be less than a league across and the trees were not densely packed which she found reassuring. She had had enough unpleasant encounters with things that lived in forests.

      The ziri settled quickly, worn out after such a long flight, even if magic had carried them part of the way. Gally and Kantees tended the mounts, just as they had back at Jakalain. Letting herself go through the motions that had become habit over so many years was relaxing.

      Then as the afternoon became evening, they discussed what they should do next and tempers frayed.

      “We can’t pay for a patterner’s path,” said Levin, “because we have no money.”

      “We are three thousand leagues from home,” said Kantees. “We can’t fly all that way.”

      “Well, we could,” said Yenteel.

      “It would take a hundred days even if we didn’t stop to hunt and rest,” said Kantees. “We have to take the path.”

      “You think there’s a city near here with a circle?” Levin addressed Yenteel.

      “If we follow the coast we’re bound to find one eventually,” he said.

      “So you don’t know.”

      “It’s a matter of certainties and probabilities.”

      Levin shook his head. “Either you know or you don’t.”

      “We saw a village on the way in,” said Yenteel. “If there are people, there will be towns. Somewhere there will be a big ley-circle and people will have built their homes around it. That’s how you Taymalin do things.”

      “And the Kadralin are different, I suppose?”

      “Of course. We live with nature; you simply use it.”

      Kantees stood up and walked away from the group. Gally had gathered wood. The fire was pleasant, the sky was clear and it wasn’t cold yet. Perhaps it wouldn’t get cold here. She knew that the weather stayed warmer the further south you went. It was another one of those facts she had picked up from her first master.

      In those far gone days, she had thought she was being clever, sneaking titbits of knowledge. It turned out he had been educating her and she had not even known. But even so, she had very few skills that were useful. She couldn’t even read. It was not as if she wanted to be here. Now that she had rescued Daybian, as she had promised she would do, all she wanted was to get back to Esternes and search for her own people in the mountains.

      But they were stuck so far from there. Yenteel knew roughly where they were but Kantees had little idea of the world’s geography.

      “Do you mind if I join you?”

      She jumped, she hadn’t even heard Daybian approaching. It could have been anyone; it could have been some creature from the woods set to kill her. She shivered and glanced back at the shadows beneath the leaves and the moving lights of glowing insects.

      “It’s like the Talamyrth,” said Daybian.

      He hadn’t said a great deal since his rescue—not that he had had much chance. But he seemed subdued, not at all like his usual self. Which could only be an improvement.

      “No abominations trying to kill us,” she said.

      “Or suffocating protection spells.”

      She smiled, then realised he couldn’t see it in the dark. She knew this was the point at which she should ask him what had happened to him. But she didn’t really want to know.

      He stood there beside her without speaking.

      They were far enough inland there was no sound from the sea. But the night was not silent. Insects sawed and squeaked, hummed and buzzed. Every now and then there was a cry from some animal, then something the size of her head would flutter past.

      “I—” she started and then stopped again. She did not like Daybian but he had sacrificed himself so that she could get away. “I am sorry about Jintan.”

      “He was a good ziri,” said Daybian. “He was never fast enough to win any races but he was always willing.”

      “I never saw him race.”

      “You wouldn’t have been impressed.”

      She did not respond. It felt like a criticism. Worse than that, it felt like a just criticism.

      “I’ll get you home, Daybian. I promised your parents I would. Like Jelamie.”

      “You found him? Taymar be thanked.”

      “Yes, not long after…” She broke off, not wanting to go to that place. “He had been badly treated by the mercenaries but he seemed all right by the time we returned him.”

      “You brought Jelamie back, just as you promised, and then you came after me. It seems you spend all your time rescuing the male line of Jakalain,” he said.

      “You helped me.”

      “I did. But I was captured, you were not. I wouldn’t have known where to start without you.”

      “I’m no leader, Daybian,” she said feeling suddenly hot and angry. “Do not try to give me that mantle. I won’t wear it.”

      She heard him laugh quietly.

      “Don’t laugh at me.”

      “I’m not, really. But, Kantees of the Ziri, it may be a rag-tag group but you are our leader whether you like it or not.”

      She said nothing. She hated the name that Yenteel had invented for her. It was a strange sort of magic that had carried the name throughout Esternes.

      Yenteel had ruined her life.

      “And my leader too,” he said. “Even though you refused to have a tumble with me in the hay of Sheesha’s eyrie.”

      She smiled and looked down at the dark grass. “You are insufferable, Daybian of Jakalain.”

      “I know.”

      “I was worried about you,” she said. “But it seems you are perfectly all right.”

      “You were worried about me? So you do care?”

      “I only care that your parents might think I had brought back a substitute rather than the real thing.”

      “Good.”

      “What?”

      “I may be back to being my insufferable self, but you are back to being irascible,” he said. “Yenteel was worried.”

      “Yenteel can bury his head in a pile of ziri shit.”

      They both laughed at that. Then he stopped abruptly.

      “They know about the ziri magic, Kantees. They thought it was me at first but then they got the detailed reports of what happened at the Kurvin Port ley-circle. Then they knew it was you.”

      “Levin’s tried, he can’t do it, and I told him everything I know,” she said. “But he is able to make Waileth break formation. And I’m sure you could.” She did not know why she was trying to placate his hurt pride. She changed the subject. “I found out who the Dunor are.”

      “So did I.”

      Kantees closed her eyes and berated herself for being stupid. Of course he had, he was there.

      “They’re in league with Tirnia,” he said. “The emperor is powerful and rich; he will move against the west if he can, and what better way than if the houses are already fighting one another?”

      “Then I suppose we must get away as soon as we can.”

      He laid his hand on her arm to stop her from turning away. “Don’t touch me, Daybian.”

      He pulled his hand away. “I do not know this patterner, Tenical, can we trust him?”

      “He controlled the tekrak that was sent to abduct you, but he fell foul of the mercenaries as well. I saved his life at the same time as Jelamie. He owes us his skill, though he does nothing from the goodness of his heart. He’s from Hamalain, he worked for the Dunor but knows he cannot return because he helped us. He is here because he has nowhere else to go. Though without a tekrak to control I do not know what value he will be.”

      “Can he make a patterner’s path?”

      

      They returned to the fire where the argument was still in full swing without coming to any conclusion. And it was getting louder. She could not see Gally or Ulina, they must already be sleeping. The light from the flames flickered across the faces of Yenteel, Tenical and Levin.

      “I think you will only have to raise your voices a little bit more to be heard in Esternes and then someone will come to fetch us home,” said Kantees. They fell silent. “Tenical, can you create a patterner’s path?”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “I did not ask if it was simple, I asked if you can do it.”

      “It’s not like dropping a plank over a stream to cross it. It takes concentration and you must know the pattern of the circle you’re trying to reach.”

      “So, you know how to do it?”

      He looked up at her from where he sat beyond the embers. “Yes, I know how.”

      “That means we can find a circle, you can conjure the path, and we can cross back to Esternes.”

      “You don’t understand,” he said. “I only know one circle in Esternes.”

      “We only need one.”

      “But it’s Watching Pass.”

      Kantees shook her head. “That doesn’t matter, we’ll be coming out of it and flying away as fast as we can.” Tenical did not look convinced but he didn’t argue. “All that remains is finding one to start from.” She looked at Yenteel. “I don’t suppose you have a forbidden device capable of locating ley-circles?”

      “I have never even heard of such a thing.”

      There was a movement from Tenical. Kantees looked at him. “Is there such a thing?”

      “No.”

      She let it go. She wasn’t sure she believed him but even if there was a device that could locate ley-circles, they did not have one.

      “How big does the circle have to be for you to make a path?”

      “The more potent the circle the easier it is. If I try to use a weak one we could be on the path for many ten-days”

      Yenteel leaned in towards Tenical. “Does anybody know why circles are different in size and potency?”

      “No.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Yenteel. And you should stop baiting Tenical, he’s helping us.”

      “As you wish, Kantees of the Ziri.”

      She glared at him then took a deep breath. “Well, we have a plan then. We’ll follow the coast, ask at a village to find out where the nearest ley-circle is. Once that part is done we will determine how we may best arrange it for Tenical to make the path. And then we are back in Esternes.”

      “You make it sound simple,” said Levin.

      “I didn’t see you helping,” said Daybian.

      “At least I didn’t get myself captured.”

      “Shut up, both of you,” said Kantees. “The ziri have better manners. I’m going to sleep now and I expect the rest of you to do the same. We need to be fresh in the morning.”

      “What about a watch?” said Levin. He had never adopted the practice of sleeping under his zirichak’s wing like the rest of them.

      “Sheesha will warn us,” said Kantees and headed to where the big animal was curled up in its feathers. He lifted his wing when she pushed at him and she dug inside, finding Ulina already asleep. Kantees curled up and breathed in Sheesha’s scent as the wing came down and she went to sleep almost immediately.
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      The sun glowed through a misty dawn. Only the peaks of low hills to the north were visible, and the sky was blue only directly above their heads. In every other direction it was just grey.

      Kantees had to let the ziri go off on a hunt first thing because they had not eaten properly for a couple of days, but then neither had the any of them. In the past at least one of the zirichasa would have stayed behind, but on this occasion they all went. Gally gathered the riding gear that Levin used and set about cleaning it. He was happiest when he was doing those tasks he had grown up performing.

      Yenteel took Ulina down to where the water pooled and reeds grew up in the bank. Kantees went with them, leaving the three Taymalin to glower at each other. They had their specific skills but were as useless as she was at living in the wild, but she was willing to learn.

      Ulina wouldn’t lend Yenteel her little knife but was happy to use it to slice through the thick reeds and help trim them into half a dozen simple spears.

      “Just being cautious,” he said.

      Once they returned, Kantees tended the fire. The embers were still hot so despite the damp in the air, and the layer of wet covering everything, it wasn’t long before the flames were licking upwards once more.

      Yenteel and Ulina returned with a dozen silver-bodied fish.

      “That was quick,” said Kantees.

      Yenteel glanced at Ulina. “It wasn’t me,” he said. “The girl has a very sure eye and a steady hand.”

      Kantees poked the fire with a stick and sent up a cloud of sparks. They all knew there was something odd about Ulina and her murderous skills. All except Daybian, she realised, and then wondered whether she should warn him. It didn’t seem right that she might have to warn a grown man against the cold way a child could deal death.

      She did not think he was at risk. Ulina was not random in her violence, thus far it had always been aligned with Kantees’ needs. She and the child had made a pact, Kantees had promised the girl she could stay, but Ulina had not promised anything in return. Protection was not what she needed, it was care.

      Thankfully Yenteel seemed to know what he was doing with the fish. He had apparently gutted and cleaned them back at the river.

      Something moved in the mist. Kantees stood up so suddenly the dark shape skittered away and was lost.

      “Levin! Daybian! Tenical?”

      They emerged from the mist. Gally was still by the fire but looked up at her worried tone.

      “Gally is here, Kantees.”

      “There’s something in the mist,” said Kantees. “Stop cleaning, get on your feet.”

      “Not finished, Kantees. Gally wants to finish and make it shiny for Lord Levin.”

      “Lord Levin doesn’t mind, Gally,” said Levin. “Do as Kantees says. She knows what’s best.”

      Daybian had lost the sword he’d picked up at the island but he picked up one of the branches they had cut for the fire in one hand and a reed spear in the other. Levin had his sword. Tenical just drew closer to the fire. He looked up at the sky where the sun was now a bright spot well above the horizon.

      “Shouldn’t this mist have lifted with the day?” he said to no one in particular.

      Daybian kept looking round at the moving shapes. “Are those big chakisa? Or very tiny nachasa?”

      “This is not the time to be funny. I couldn’t tell but they’re bigger than the ones back in Jakalain,” said Kantees.

      “Bad beasts bit the Lord that Gally found,” said Gally. “They ate him!”

      “Tenical, Yenteel, can’t you do something?”

      The mist seemed to cling now and it was still cold. Ulina came up and grabbed hold of Kantees’ shirt, but she had drawn her little dagger and was holding it with a steady hand. Tenical didn’t say anything, he was not a brave man. Kantees was not sympathetic.

      “We need to build up the fire,” she said.

      Levin moved forward suddenly and swiped with his blade. Something screeched in pain but Kantees could see nothing through the mist, she even thought it might be getting darker. Above them the blue they had been able to see was turning grey.

      With Ulina’s help they piled all the wood on the fire, but made sure to leave space for it to breathe.

      Out in the mist a bird-like chirrup sounded. Then another. The sound did not echo but fell flat within the dank mist. The chirrups sounded from behind and to the sides.

      “We’re surrounded,” said Tenical, his voice wavering and uncertain. He backed as close as he could get to the fire without burning.

      Daybian reached back and replaced his branch with one that was burning. He pulled another from the fire and handed it to Levin.

      “Thanks.”

      Kantees stared into the convenient grey mist. “People can do magic,” she muttered. “Animals are magic.”

      The chirruping was increasing in speed and intensity, it was enough to drive you mad if you listened to it long enough. The animals were doing this. They were making the fog—so thick now even the fire seemed to be dimming while Levin and Daybian were just grey shadows.

      She saw the shape that was Daybian duck and then rise up as another shadow emerged through the fog. They impacted and Daybian heaved upwards. It was difficult to tell what trajectory the incoming shape had been on, but now it flew up over the fire, over Kantees and Ulina, and landed with a thud—and a sudden exhalation of breath—on the grass. Moments later it squealed and the chirruping hesitated.

      Kantees could no longer see it in the dark but it had been hurt and the others had noticed too.

      The chirruping started up again. Slower now but building. Kantees wiped the dampness from her face. On a whim she tasted it. Nothing, it was just water.

      Whatever these beasts were, it was clear they surrounded their prey and could create a fog so the victim could not see. Frozen in place, too afraid to move because it was surrounded and blinded, it would become dinner in no time at all.

      A perfect trap for creatures that did not think.

      “Ulina, take my hand.” Their fingers intertwined. “Put your dagger away. Stay with me.”

      “But I cannot defend you.”

      “It’ll be fine. Levin, Daybian, close in together, I’m coming to you. Say something so I don’t miss you.” The fog was so solid now that almost no light was getting to them. “Gally, look after Tenical, both of you come close. Stay together.”

      “What do you want me to say?” said Daybian. “I was always the most incompetent at extemporising a poem and I can’t hold a tune—”

      He stopped as Kantees grabbed his arm. “Gally? Levin?”

      “I’m here,” said Levin in her ear.

      “Gally has Tenical, Kantees.”

      “We’re going to run,” said Kantees. “Fast, and all together. Ulina, get on my back.”

      The girl climbed up then clung to Kantees’ neck with her legs wrapped around her middle. She weighed so little that, with the tension and excitement, Kantees barely noticed at all.

      Kantees reached out and grabbed Daybian’s coat. “Gally and Tenical, hold on to Yenteel, and hold hands.” It took a moment but they finally connected. “Levin, you go first. Use your sword. Daybian, you hold on to him.”

      “Anyone not holding someone else?” Silence. “Go.”

      Daybian’s coat was almost ripped from her hands as he started off, but she clung on and moved, seemingly dragging Yenteel with her, knowing that Tenical was at the rear. To be honest she considered him the least useful.

      For a few moments they wobbled together through the mist. She wanted them to run but it was impossible to go fast when they could not see the terrain and they had to keep a firm hold.

      They hurried through the chirruping beasts, time slowed, the creeping fear that she had been wrong seeped into her. Then she heard Levin whoop and the scream of a beast. The chirruping faltered as she burst out into bright sunshine. She released Daybian’s hand and stumbled forwards. Gally still clung to her back but within three or four steps they were all out of the fog. Another animal screeched in pain. There was a thud and she turned to see Daybian lifting his still-burning branch from the back of a four-legged creature that resembled a small wolf except its fur was covered in black and red blotches of colour.

      The head had a wide mouth and a lot of teeth. But the intense noise of their attack had faded and as Levin and Daybian laid into the creatures—at least two dozen of them—they turned tail and fled into the fog. Ulina slipped from her back and had her dagger out but nothing came their way.

      The fog itself thinned quickly and evaporated into nothing. Leaving their camp just as it had been as the sun was coming up. The beasts must have disappeared into the woods.

      Kantees shook her head. “I am not camping beside trees ever again. There’s never anything good that comes out of a wood.”

      “I’ll fetch the food,” said Yenteel and went back towards their camp with Daybian and Gally.

      Levin turned to her. “How did you know what to do?”

      “We’re not animals,” she said. “We don’t have to wait frozen in fear, in the dark. We can fight back. We can move.”

      She sat down where she was and lay back so the sun could warm her.

      Until a shadow fell across her face and she looked up. Tenical.

      “I am sorry I could not help.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Kantees and closed her eyes again. She didn’t need him pouring out his remorse. She simply was not interested.

      But the shadow persisted. She opened her eyes again.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “When I failed before people were not kind.”

      “I’m not kind,” she said, “but you are doing a good job of flogging yourself. You don’t need me to do it for you.”

      He didn’t go away but stood there blocking the sun. She sighed and got to her feet so she could at least look him in the face properly.

      “What do you want me to say?” she repeated. “Do you want me to say that you failed and that you do not deserve to have any dinner?” She turned away. “Is there any chance we could break our fast, Yenteel, are those fish still alright?”

      He looked up from the new fire he was trying to start. “Some insects got at them but they’re edible.”

      Kantees turned back to Tenical and shook her head. “Without you we couldn’t have rescued Daybian. You’ve done as much for us as we have for you. It would have been useful if you had been able to help us with those … things, but Ulina didn’t help, neither did Gally, or Yenteel.”

      He bowed to her in the way of the Taymalin. “Thank you for your gracious kindness, Kantees of the Ziri.”

      “Don’t call me that. There’s nothing special about me.”

      He met her eye and raised a brow. “How long will you deny a truth that is obvious to everyone else?”

      “As long as it takes for everyone else to stop deluding themselves,” she said.

      Ulina came up holding a piece of fish in a large leaf. “Yenteel wants you to have the first piece,” she said.

      “Does he?” said Kantees. “Am I testing it in case it’s poisonous?”

      A shocked expression crossed the child’s face and she stared at the fish. Then she broke a piece off the side and stuffed it into her mouth.

      “Ulina, no!”

      But it was too late. The girl swallowed the fish. Kantees grabbed the leaf off her just in case she decided to try more of it, if it didn’t kill her this time.

      “Tastes good,” said Ulina. “Would a poisonous thing taste nice?”

      “Probably,” said Kantees.

      “What’s wrong?” said Yenteel. “Wouldn’t Ulina give you the fish?”

      “I suggested it might be poisonous,” said Kantees. “So she ate some to test it. And that’s your fault, Yenteel.”

      “My fault? How?”

      “Because you’re the one who called me Kantees of the Ziri. You’re the one who’s trying to turn me into something I’m not. And that makes people sacrifice themselves. And that makes it your fault. Did you ever think of that?”

      “People make their own decisions, Kantees.”

      “You feed them lies and manipulate them. If they do something crazy because of it then you are the cause.”

      He looked at the ground but she could tell by the way he held himself he was not giving in. He looked back up at her. “Who has the ability to communicate their desires to the ziri? Who can make the ziri fly faster than an arrow?”

      She kept her mouth stubbornly shut.

      “Name me one person who can do that who is not you, Kantees, and I will gladly take back the name I have given you.”

      “You have to agree it’s a legendary name,” said Daybian who, it seemed, had wandered up behind her. “Better than Kantees of the Shit Shovel.”

      “It’s not me,” she said weakly. “It’s Sheesha.”

      “Just let me know when you find someone else who can do it,” said Yenteel and he stalked back to the fire. “The rest of the fish is going to be overcooked now.”

      With the argument apparently concluded Tenical and Daybian moved away to talk to Levin, leaving Kantees with Ulina, and Gally lurking behind her. Kantees went down on one knee in front of Ulina.

      “Are you feeling alright?”

      “I don’t think it was poisonous, Kantees.”

      “Don’t ever do that again, Ulina,” she said gently. “I swore I would look after you and I can’t do that if you’re going to taste my food in case it’s poisonous.”

      “You didn’t swear to protect me, Kantees,” said Ulina. “You said you would stay with me until I wanted to leave or one of us died.”

      “Gally will protect Kantees and Ulina.”

      Kantees looked into the face of Galiko, so sweet, innocent, open and honest. Where she was deceitful and unwilling to let anyone get close to her.

      “Thank you, Gally, but if I am truly Kantees of the Ziri, then it is I who should protect you.”

      “I am not dead, Kantees.”

      She smiled. It was a sad smile, but it was genuine. Gally could always make her smile. Ulina took a step forward and put her arms around Kantees who returned the gesture. And then Gally grabbed them both and squeezed. As his weight bore down on them Kantees felt herself overbalancing and she crashed to the side with Ulina still in her arms and Gally on top of them both.

      From nowhere laughter exploded from her and she could barely breathe. Ulina was giggling and Kantees could feel the thump-thump of Gally’s breathless laugh. Kantees let go and rolled away from them, still laughing.

      A shadow moved across her. “That looks like fun, can I join in?” said Daybian. He was holding something in his hand.

      “You Taymalin have no sense of humour,” she said through the mirth.

      “Oh, really?” he said and squatted down beside her. “No sense of humour?” He moved suddenly and she found her mouth full of fish. The shock of it made her breathe in and the fish went deeper. She choked on it and rolled over, coughing and spitting it out.

      A blur of something went past her as she coughed again and pieces of fish hit the grass.

      “Ow! Ow!” There was a short pause and then another cry of pain from Daybian.

      She heard Levin laugh.

      Her throat ached but seemed to be clear of fish. Looking up, she saw Daybian lying on the ground face down. Ulina was standing on his back with one foot on his neck. Kantees was glad to see she did not have her little knife in her hand.

      Gally was beside her and helped her to her feet. She coughed again but nothing came up.

      She thought of a dozen things to say to Daybian but none of them were polite and, it seemed, none of them needed to be said. Ulina looked in her direction and Kantees gave a little wave to indicate she should get off him.

      Daybian gave another grunt of pain as Ulina did something to his neck with her foot, then she stepped off. Kantees leaned on Gally even though she did not really need to, just so he felt useful.

      “You need—” She stopped, her voice was grating and it hurt to talk, but she wasn’t going to let him get away without some comment. She cleared her throat. “You need to work on that sense of humour, Taymalin.”

      She went to the fire and sat down. Yenteel offered her some more fish.

      “I’ve had enough,” she said.
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      “I’m sorry,” said Daybian.

      The ziri had returned and now needed to rest after gorging themselves on whatever it was they had found. With them back, Kantees doubted they would have to worry about any further attacks from the fog-making creatures. None of them had ever heard of such a thing, let alone have a name for them.

      It was strange encountering something like that. She was reminded of wolves but these creatures were smaller and they made noise, which wolves did not. Wolves moved like a single entity, always as if they had a single mind. She did not get that impression from these creatures. The only real similarity was that they clearly hunted in packs. ‘Fog-wolves’ was the name she decided on.

      But even that seemed strange. It was not like the old names they usually used. They had no old name for these. But then, neither did wolves.

      “Are you listening? I said I was sorry.”

      “Yes, I heard. I accept your apology.”

      “You know I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Am I forgiven?”

      “Honestly Daybian, I don’t care. You did something unintentionally stupid, and I paid the price. How is that different from anything you’ve done before with your life?” She regretted saying it the moment the words left her mouth.

      She could feel the words cutting in to him and the pain they caused.

      “I’ll go.”

      “No, wait.”

      “You have more insults for me? Yes, of course, Kantees of the Ziri, allow me to stand here while you cut my heart out. Better still, hand me the knife and I’ll do it myself. Will that be satisfactory?”

      Kantees closed her eyes and sighed. “I am the one who should be apologising to you.”

      “May I suggest, instead, that we put it all behind us and start fresh? I’ll stop apologising to you and you can do the same?”

      “Yes,” she said. “That seems like a good plan.”

      “Good.”

      Kantees took a deep breath. It was all very well talking about putting it behind them. The act of doing so was something else completely. But she would try.

      “I have a plan for getting through the ley-circle at Watching Pass,” she said.

      “You do?”

      “It’s the same thing I did when I was at Dakastown, but in reverse.”

      “Is that where you met Levin?”

      “Yes.”

      Daybian hesitated. “Do you like him?”

      “Like him?”

      “You know, like him.”

      “He’s got more sense than you,” said Kantees. “I like that in him.”

      “Oh.”

      Kantees gave her head a slight shake, she knew what this was about. With Daybian it was always about him. “But no, not in any special way.”

      “Good.”

      “I still have no interest in you either.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be able to change your mind on that.”

      “You won’t.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Yes, we will. Nothing is going to happen between us, Daybian, not soon and not ever. It would be best if you accepted that.” She took a deep breath, she needed to get off this subject. “I want to go over this plan and I want you to tell me what’s wrong with it. Can you do that?”

      “Criticise something you’ve said? Yes, I think I know how to do that.”

      

      They were on their way again. Yenteel had landed at a fishing village and asked the way to the nearest ley-circle. The villagers, it turned out, had no idea but they did know the nearest market town.

      “I could barely understand a word they were saying,” said Yenteel when they stopped a short distance further on, and not beside a wood. “And it was mutual.”

      “But they were Kadralin,” said Kantees. “I saw them.”

      “Language changes,” said Yenteel. “My master warned me about that. From what he said, it’s a miracle we could communicate at all.”

      “And who is your master?” said Kantees. “That is something you’ve failed to mention over the last few ten-days.”

      “I am not permitted to tell you.”

      Kantees knew there was no point trying to force the information from him but that did not stop her from getting angry again. All they did was try to manipulate her. At least no one would have heard of “Kantees of the Ziri” this far from Esternes.

      She did not push their mounts. She could tell Sheesha was still very tired after their escape from the island.

      To the north, there were mountains, she could not tell how far they were but only the upper slopes and snow-capped peaks were clearly visible. The lower reaches were lost in a haze of blue.

      It was so hot. There had been five-days in Jakalain when the sun had made the stone of the castle too hot to touch but those periods never lasted very long. But this was the kind of place where the sun was hot all the time.

      The grasslands beneath them undulated gently and rivers wound through the terrain like bright blue ribbons. Trees were few except where they clumped into woods along the rivers. But it was not a wilderness. The plains were teeming with life. Herds of unidentifiable grass-eaters cut swathes through the waving grass. They resembled the lukisa but had horns. The group flew over a lake where the shallow waters were white with birds.

      There was plenty for a hungry ziri here but no cliffs, or Ziri Tower, to make an eyrie.

      They kept the sea in view to the southwest but did not try to follow it as the coast thrust out for leagues and then curved back in to form bays where rivers poured into it.

      “There!” shouted Yenteel suddenly. Kantees realised she had almost fallen asleep, not that Sheesha would have let her fall. She looked where he was pointing. Several leagues ahead, a pinnacle of rock lanced from the ground as if it was some sort of giant needle piercing a green cloth.

      “Now that would be a place for ziri to live,” Kantees said to no one in particular. The tower they were approaching was considerably taller than a Ziri Tower, though.

      “Is that where we are heading, Yenteel?”

      “Taymar’s Shaft.”

      Kantees stared at him across the gently moving wings of the ziri. “You’re not serious?”

      “That’s what they called it, more or less,” he called back with a grin on his face. “And there’s the town at its base.”

      It took a while longer before they could make out the buildings on the ground, spread out across the plain. Then she felt the power. Or rather, Sheesha felt it and she knew it was there through him.

      She turned and shouted to the others, “There’s power here, can you see a ley-circle?”

      She scoured the terrain as they drew closer to the spire but there was nothing. No circle on the ground, no hole driven into the earth where one might have been below. She looked again at the tower, there were patches of green on it where plants had taken hold but there was no mistaking it, the tower was not natural. Its curve was perfect and the surface smooth.

      The height was astonishing. A hundred man-heights? Two hundred? And gently tapering to the tip—except there was no tip. It was cut off. Without thinking of the others, she urged Sheesha upwards and the ziri responded to her unspoken desire.

      The others simply followed because they had no choice.

      They climbed to the peak. And the feeling from Sheesha told Kantees everything she needed to know. This was the circle. She glanced into the sky. The sun was almost overhead but she squinted and saw no sign of the two moons. Sheesha landed on the smooth stone and Kantees slipped off his neck, landing both feet on the surface.

      The others touched down a few moments later.

      There was a wind but it was not strong, it blew with a constant pressure, and did not gust so seemed safe enough.

      The top was perhaps fifty paces across at its widest and a perfect circle. Patterns had been inscribed into the surface in concentric circles. They reminded her of the protective circle Yenteel had created, which gave her some concern but, unless someone activated them, they should be safe. Tenical was studying them intently already.

      Gally brought the ziri together into a tight group. His eyes kept flicking towards the edge, first one way and then another.

      Daybian and Levin stood a good distance apart, staring into the distance. She ignored them, doubting they would have anything useful to say about this spire. So she walked over to Gally.

      “If you sit down, Gally, you’ll feel safer,” she said gently.

      “Gally liked the Ziri Tower,” he said. “Gally doesn’t like this tower.”

      “I know, but sit down, or lie down. It will be better.”

      Gally did as he was told. He still did not look happy but he was less restless. The ziri crowded round him and also lay down so Gally was in the middle of them. Kantees could not decide whether they were intentionally helping him, or just following his lead. It didn’t matter, the result was the same.

      She noticed Yenteel waving her over.

      She crossed the lines of patterns. “There’s no feeding due for a two-day,” he said. “So we’re definitely safe.”

      Kantees wondered, not for the first time, what value there was in a device that could say when a feeding might happen, but not where. She was quite sure there was little chance they would be in the immediate vicinity of two feedings within just a few days of each other.

      “But this is a ley-circle?” she said, while certain that it was she was keen to have some corroboration.

      “It is,” said Tenical, who was now on his hands and knees, tracing the complex patterns with his fingers. “But it’s not a big one and it’s not up here.”

      “But I can feel it,” said Kantees, then wished she hadn’t. Both Yenteel and Tenical turned to look at her.

      “You can feel a ley-circle?” said Yenteel.

      “No,” she said. “No, I misspoke. I can’t feel it, but I know when Sheesha can feel it.”

      There was a querying noise form the ziri who poked his head up at the sound of his name.

      “Yes, Sheesha,” she said. “You’re very clever.” He grunted and lay his head down again.

      “Why did no one know of this ability in the zirichasa?” said Tenical.

      “Kantees is the only one who can do it,” said Yenteel. “So it’s never come up before.”

      “What do you mean this isn’t the circle?” said Kantees, keen to change the subject before Yenteel called her Kantees of the Ziri again. “There are ley-circles in the air, like the one at Dakastown”

      “There are,” said Tenical. “But most of them are on the surface, and so is this one. It’s below us.”

      “Then why build a tower? And why hasn’t it been destroyed by a feeding?”

      Tenical shook his head. “I can’t say why it’s been built, but your other question is easily answered. These patterns protect it.”

      Yenteel said nothing but Kantees could see he was hanging on Tenical’s every word.

      She shook her head. “That makes no sense. Why would anybody do that? Someone would have to be here to activate the patterns, and if someone was here during a feeding they would be killed, or changed.”

      “Probably,” said Tenical in an abstracted way that suggested he was no longer listening. His attention had gone back to the patterns.

      “Kantees!” shouted Levin from the far side.

      What now? She looked over and, for one terrifying moment, thought Daybian was gone. Then she realised the lump at the edge of the tower was Daybian lying down and looking over the edge. She headed across but did not go too near.

      “We found ropes,” said Levin.

      “I found ropes,” said Daybian.

      “There are some ropes,” said Levin, “stretching all the way down to the town. Someone’s climbing up.”

      “Three someones,” said Daybian.

      “How long before they get here?”

      “A while,” said Daybian. “It’s a long way, and on a rope ladder too.” He twisted his head round. “I could cut the ropes.”

      “Let’s not annoy them more than we already have,” she said. “We can just fly away.”

      This tower had not been part of the plan. They were being distracted. She headed back to Tenical.

      “Can you make a path with this circle?”

      “Not from up here. It seems as if it should be powerful enough but that power is down below. There doesn’t seem to be a way inside from here, apart from these holes.”

      Kantees hadn’t noticed them but now Tenical pointed them out the patterns were perforated with holes barely big enough to insert a finger. “What are they?”

      Tenical looked at her. “I have no idea.” He stood up. “If a feeding struck the circle, the rock’s pattern would be disrupted and would cease to exist.” He gestured at the circles. “These patterns are not like anything I’ve ever been taught. I have no idea what this tower is, or what it could be for.” His last words came out almost in a state of desperation, as if his lack of understanding caused physical pain.

      “Or who built it,” said Yenteel.

      Kantees glanced at Daybian and Levin, now both lying on the edge looking over. She turned back to Yenteel.

      “It can’t be,” said Tenical.

      Yenteel shrugged. “Do you have a better suggestion?”

      “We left them behind.”

      “This tower is not new. It could have been here a long time before we arrived.”

      “I cannot accept it.”

      “What are you talking about?” said Kantees.

      Yenteel turned his dark face towards her. “Slissac.”

      Her old master had pictures of Slissac hidden away. Tall and thin, the females as straight-bodied as the males. Cruel faces with hard lips. The reptilian race, masters of patterning, that had enslaved the Taymalin thousands of years ago, from which they’d finally escaped and made their way to this land, and made war on the Kadralin. And enslaved her people in Esternes.

      She wasn’t quite sure when that had happened but she allowed herself a grim smile. The Taymalin deified the one who led them out of slavery, and named themselves after him. Yet they could not resist committing the Slissac’s crime, as if they were somehow better than the Kadralin.

      “Yenteel, do you have a far-seeing device?” called Levin from the edge.

      Yenteel hurried over rummaging in his bag. Kantees followed leaving a concerned Tenical staring down at the patterns at his feet.

      “Put the loop around your wrist before you look,” said Yenteel. “My master would be very upset if you were to lose it.”

      Levin did as he was told. “Someone sit on me so I don’t go over, I need both hands for this.” Yenteel sat on one of his thighs. Kantees remembered what she had learnt about Yenteel’s likes and dislikes, and wondered whether he took particular pleasure in the action. Not that she had noticed anything previously.

      “You were right, Daybian.”

      “I told you.”

      “Right about what?” said Kantees.

      “They’re very well-armed and moving swiftly despite the climb.”

      “Kantees!” It was Gally. “Look!”

      She spun round and saw he was pointing up.

      “Tekrak,” she said quietly.

      And something else.
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      Half a dozen black shapes had detached themselves from the tekrak above them and were coming down fast. She couldn’t make them out against the bright blue sky, except their silhouettes seemed to have wings.

      The fire-tube of the tekrak was still burning and left a trail of thin black smoke across the sky. The patterner in control of it must have been driving it hard. She knew it wasn’t natural because, apart from its size, she could see the gondola hanging beneath it.

      How much time did they have?

      Not enough.

      “Gally! Get the ziri ready to fly.”

      She looked up to find there were now even more shapes coming down, she even saw one of them leap from the gondola. A human shape—with wings.

      There was the sound of a sword being drawn behind her. A glance showed her that Levin was prepared. Daybian had nothing more than a knife.

      “Ulina! Protect Daybian.”

      “No,” he shouted back. “Protect Kantees.”

      Idiot.

      The four ziri were up and stretching their wings. Kantees bit her lip and looked at Sheesha, he turned his head and one big eye looked back at her. She pointed at the figures coming down at them. Sheesha gave a screech and launched himself off the pinnacle and disappeared downward; the others followed.

      “Yenteel—” She stopped, she had no idea what to suggest as he turned to face her. “Do something useful.”

      He touched his forehead. “Yes, Kantees of the Ziri.” He pulled his bag open again.

      Tenical grabbed her arm. “You sent the ziri away? How will we escape? Oh—” Ulina’s patterned knife was at his belly. The child was staring directly into his eyes. He let go of Kantees.

      “There was no time,” she said. As if to prove her point a shadow curved overhead and tumbled into the stone. She thought she heard a crack as a bone broke. He did not get a chance to cry out as Levin slashed his blade into the man’s neck. The weight of the blow knocked him to the ground and he did not move.

      Yenteel rushed over and grabbed an arm of the body, dragging him towards the edge.

      “No,” shouted Daybian. “This way.” He pointed to the place where they had been watching the attackers coming up. Yenteel changed direction and with Daybian’s help they heaved the body over.

      Kantees checked above. The others were coming in slower. This one must have been headstrong and thought he would make a name for himself by landing first. Instead he would become an object lesson. She squinted up; there were too many of the men coming in to count, but she knew the gondolas did not hold unlimited numbers.

      “There’s more climbing the tower,” shouted Levin.

      “Cut the ropes,” shouted Kantees. Where are you, Sheesha?

      The first wave of perhaps ten were much closer and would land in moments. She could see their weapons glinting in the sunlight.

      “Tenical, make the path!”

      “I can’t, we’re too far from the circle.”

      “We’re directly above it! Try!”

      Four ziri flashed through with the sun glinting red, blue and gold from their feathers. They screeched in unison and the sound was deafening. They ripped through the descending attackers. Waileth, Looesa and Shingul grabbed one each in their claws. The screeching of the ziri was joined by the cries of the men as the dagger talons cut into them. Sheesha took one man in each claw, and squeezed. Kantees saw blood spurt from their wounds. Then he let go and they dropped.

      That was half of the first group.

      Of the rest, one missed the pinnacle and fell past. He must have been distracted by the ziri. The first one to land was in front of Kantees. He was as white as any Taymalin, and grim, his sword ready to take her life. Then his face changed to one of pain and surprise. He fell to his knees as blood leaked from his ankles. Ulina stepped over him and sliced through his neck with her knife.

      Daybian wrested the sword from the armsman’s hand as he died. “That’s better.”

      There was no time to dispose of the bodies now. Levin bludgeoned one in the head with his sword as the man came down. Somehow he managed to stay on his feet as he landed but Levin slammed into him and he tumbled over the edge.

      Whatever Yenteel had been looking for in his bag, he found it. Kantees couldn’t see what it was but cried out his name as another man came down almost on top of him. Yenteel ducked and rolled away towards the edge.

      A head appeared beyond the edge of the tower behind Tenical who was concentrating and oblivious. Kantees ran past and kicked the head as if it was an apple. The man did not lose his grip and though she had torn the skin from his forehead he just grinned at her. His eyes flicked at something behind her head.

      She ducked left and hit the ground, rolling away as one of the winged attackers came down where she had been. There was not enough room for him to land and he went over. From her prone position Kantees kicked the man clinging to the edge in the eye, he cried out but wouldn’t let go. She kicked again and again until he was no longer there.

      She rolled on to her back and looked up just as the ziri went through again and picked off another six. Looesa had decided he could do the same as Sheesha. But there were still too many.

      “Give me the chilafrah.”

      Kantees looked round to see Tenical glaring at her, his face strained. “What?”

      “The gift from your master. If you want a path, I need it.”

      Daybian and Levin stood against four attackers, they were doing well enough but there was blood on Levin’s shirt and there were more attackers descending, never mind those that were on the way up.

      Ulina was motionless nearby; her hand clasped the dagger and both were coated with congealing blood.

      “Kantees! The chilafrah!”

      “It’s in the bag on Sheesha,” she shouted back, unable to keep the anger from her voice.

      “Kantees!” That was Gally. She rolled over and got to her feet ready to protect him but Gally was not hurt. He stood in the open holding her bag. Behind him one of the gliding attackers was coming directly at him.

      “Gally, give Tenical my bag.” She tried not to shout at him, though she could not imagine how he was coping with all the mayhem. She just needed him to move to the side. These attackers did not seem to be able control their descent very well. But Gally was slow, he took time understanding her words. He took time finding Tenical in the chaos. He took time getting his big body into motion. Kantees suppressed a cry.

      Ulina ran at Gally. What he lacked in speed, she had in abundance, she was so light and so young. Gally barely even noticed, so focused was he, when she jumped up at him, pushed off his bent knee then launched herself from his shoulder directly into the path of the oncoming bird-man.

      It did not matter what reactions the descending attacker had. The knife was buried in his neck before he knew what hit him. But he had not been over the pinnacle and when his body lost its strength he slumped and the wings no longer carried him forward. Both he and Ulina vanished over the edge.

      Kantees suppressed her scream, desperate not to disturb Gally as he lumbered across to Tenical.

      “Everyone down!” shouted Yenteel. “On the floor. Grab the edge if you can! Gally, lie down now. There’s a good boy.”

      A gust of wind hit Kantees, she staggered for a moment. A second stronger gust pushed her towards the far edge.

      She threw herself down and dug her fingers into the grooves of the patternings in the stone. Wind whipped across her. She wanted to know what everyone else was doing, wanted to ensure they were all right, but the blast was increasing in strength. What seemed to be a piece of tree bark jammed itself under her chin as she held her head down.

      The wind noise increased until it was screaming across the open top of the spire. She couldn’t hear anything else. She moved her feet slightly until they too dug into grooves. It was the best she could manage as the blasting wind streamed around her trying to lift her from the stone and carry her over the edge.

      Then it died away and was gone. Shaking, she lay there nervous that it might return. And terrified she might lift her head and discover she was the only one still alive, alone on the pinnacle.

      “A little help?” said a plaintive Daybian.

      Kantees pushed herself to her feet. The piece of bark remained stuck to her face momentarily and then fell back.

      “You caught it. Good,” said Yenteel. “I wasn’t sure whether the patterning would continue if it went over the edge.”

      “Really,” said Daybian. “My fingers are going numb.”

      Yenteel was squatting near the edge, his clothes disarrayed. She turned to the sound of Daybian’s voice. She could see Tenical and Gally, and beyond them, Levin. No Daybian, until she spotted two sets of fingers gripping the edge. She dashed over as Levin knelt down and took hold of one wrist. Then he reached farther and yanked Daybian up.

      Kantees looked up. There was no sign of any of the attackers or the tekrak, they had been blown away.

      Ulina? Sheesha?

      Kantees scanned the sky in all directions. Nothing. Then a streak of golden light in the distance, and growing by the moment. So this was what they looked like when others saw them. She frowned, they were very obvious. Conflicting emotions tore at her, the joy at seeing Sheesha coming back and the loss of Ulina.

      “Tenical. Make the path. Yenteel, help him if you can.”

      “No thank you?” said Yenteel.

      “I’ll thank Lintha, next time I see her.”

      “You think she would have given me those patterns if I hadn’t satisfied her in the night?”

      “I’m sure you can be very proud of your performance,” said Kantees. “But right now we need to get away from here. They’ll be back.”

      The ziri broke out of the golden light and in perfect formation the four of them touched down. Ulina, still bloody, dropped from Sheesha’s back and ran to Kantees, who went down on one knee and threw her arms around the child.

      “I thought you had died.”

      “Sheesha caught me.”

      “Of course he did.”

      She released the girl from the hug but held on to her hand. Kantees went to Sheesha and buried her face in the feathers at his neck. “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      “Kantees.” Levin and Daybian were standing behind them. Levin’s arm had been put in a makeshift sling made from his shirt; Kantees experienced a wave of guilt for being too wrapped in her own possible loss to check on them.

      “What?”

      “How did they find us?”

      She hesitated and then nodded. “I was stupid. They knew we would make for a ley-circle and they could make paths to all the nearest and carry word.”

      “If it hadn’t been for Yenteel letting off wind,” said Daybian without the hint of a smile, but a dirty look from Yenteel. “We would be dead.”

      “On the positive side,” said Levin. “We now know how they are planning to deploy attacks from the giant tekrasa.”

      “But we have to get the message back to Esternes.”

      “That’s where we’re going,” said Kantees, slightly confused, then the light dawned. “You think they’ll be waiting for us at Watching Pass.”

      “Tenical is a Hamalain,” said Levin. “At best they will think he knows the circles at either Kurvin Port, or Watching Pass. They only have to prepare defences there.”

      “But we can’t stay here,” said Kantees. “And we must take a patterner’s path to be in time.”

      “That’s the way of it,” said Daybian.

      “What can we do?” said Kantees.

      “We were hoping you would have the solution to that.”

      “Me?” Kantees felt embarrassed that she sounded weak but why did they think that she would have the answer? Two Taymalin lords expected her to have a solution to the problem and deferred to her for it. A runaway Kadralin slave.

      Kantees looked at Tenical; she wouldn’t disturb him because he was focused on the patterning. Carving a route through the World Pattern to join two distant locations together. He was holding the chilafrah, the gift from her old master. Worth a thousand ziri, Yenteel had said. Perhaps more.

      She looked at the ziri and then back at Tenical. She knew a patterner could walk their own path which meant he did not have to maintain it from here while they went through.

      When the tekrak went through, it flew. Of course, because it couldn’t walk, but the patterner controlling it made it fly. Could ziri fly along a path? When she touched the sides of the path she felt nothing. She was touching the essence of the world and there was nothing to be felt.

      But it supported you if you walked on it. Usually they made the zirichasa walk through a path.

      Why not fly?

      As long as it was big enough. The Dunor might be waiting for them at the other end, but if they came through at full speed?

      “We’ll fly through,” said Kantees abruptly.

      “No,” and, “You can’t,” said Daybian and Levin simultaneously.

      “Why not?”

      “Because…” said Levin, but he had no answer.

      “Because that’s not what we do,” said Daybian.

      “And that’s why we have to do it.”

      “It’s dangerous,” said Levin.

      “Why?”

      “It’s ready,” said Tenical.

      Kantees looked but the path was invisible, of course, only Tenical knew its borders.

      “Is it wide enough for the ziri to fly?”

      “You’re not serious?”

      Her face conveyed the sincerity of her intention, and her unwillingness to have another bout of argument.

      “It’s wide enough.”

      “Do you have to keep hold of my chilafrah?” said Kantees, nodding towards the lump of stone in Tenical’s hand. Tenical looked at it and then reluctantly handed it back. It was warm. Kantees put it back in her bag.

      “You should put that somewhere safe,” said the patterner.

      “When you find somewhere safe, Tenical, let me know,” she said. “How long will the path be maintained?”

      Tenical shook his head. “I’m not sure, but longer than usual. There’s something strange about this circle, I think it’s the patterning. It seems to intensify the effects.”

      “Good thing for us,” said Yenteel. “Or Lintha’s pattern might have been a gentle summer breeze.”

      “Let’s go,” said Kantees.

      The zirichasa launched by dropping off the sides of the pinnacle and, following Sheesha under Kantees’ guidance, flew at a sedate speed towards the location Tenical had indicated. They flew in line, nose to tail.

      Kantees hoped the ziri would not be upset by the sudden transition into the strangeness of the patterner’s path but she trusted Sheesha to keep them together.

      She expected there to be some sensation as they crossed the boundary but it was no different than flying from day into night, just more abrupt. Sheesha made a surprised noise but Kantees soothed him and told him what a strong and brave ziri he was. His confidence transferred itself to the others.

      There was no way of knowing how long the path would be but in flight they would travel it much faster than walking. She felt Ulina’s grip on her waist. She encouraged the ziri to go faster and he did as he was told.

      Since they could not penetrate the walls of the path she had no concern about them going off course. A little faster, Sheesha.

      They exploded into fresh air and the deepest night.

      The circle was surrounded by fires that lit the ground and the trees, and a dozen tekrasa floating around the ley-circle, forced to fly in the dark.

      “Go fast, my love,” she whispered into Sheesha’s ear.

      The cries that went up from the defenders were cut off as the air about the zirichasa turned golden.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Kantees turned them west and north towards the coast, but away from Kurvin Port, and had Sheesha climb to a height well above the mountain tops they had seen in this area on their previous journey in the other direction. The sky was cloudy and there was very little to see except the velvet black, filled with dampness.

      Somehow this place had the right smell. She knew she was home, even if she had no real place to call home. They rose through clouds that made the darkness even blacker and emerged into moonlight. They needed to lose any possible pursuers. They might be slow but they were persistent and the golden trail of the ziri was something people would notice.

      She asked Sheesha to slow down and in a few moments they were blasted by the freezing night air.

      The ziri glided, lazily stroking the air with their wings when they needed to climb. Kantees closed her eyes. She had done it. They had done it. They had rescued Daybian from the heart of the Dunor. It was what she had promised and now she was free.

      “What time is it?” she yelled to Yenteel.

      “After midnight but not a lot,” he called back. “We should set down.”

      “Not until we can see,” she said. “Might fly into a mountain.”

      “Perhaps we could see the lights of a town, or a village.”

      “Give it some time,” said Kantees. “We only going down if there’s no choice.”

      Ulina’s grip around her waist had loosened which meant she must have fallen asleep.

      Kantees encouraged Sheesha to climb again, reasoning that they should be able to spot gaps in the clouds more easily if they went higher.

      “Are we going to hide on Colimar?” called Daybian from the back of Shingul. She looked over her shoulder at him and saw him pointing at the moon.

      “Going up so we can see down.”

      “I’m sure that makes sense to you.”

      “Well, yes it does,” she said to herself.

      

      Her plan bore fruit only a short time later as they reached a kind of border in the clouds where the solid surface beneath them broke up, leaving just shreds from there to the coast. Colimar was behind them and did not reflect on the sea but instead it was a great flat expanse of dark against the mottled ground beneath them.

      It seemed they were long past the mountains, because the ground beneath them undulated gently and was interlaced with rivers running down from the high hills.

      Here and there, as they slowly descended, they could see lights from fires marking villages and towns. Kantees was reluctant to make human contact and leave someone behind who had witnessed their passing.

      She allowed Sheesha to turn more north so the sea was to their left. An outcrop of hills protruded from an area of plains to the east. The hills were ringed by woods, which she did not like, but the hills themselves were free of trees. There were no human lights near them so Kantees steered Sheesha in that direction. The ziri had been gliding soundlessly the whole way down from the clouds. And as they came over the hills, Sheesha looped around them so they could be viewed from all sides.

      The only signs of life were sleeping kelukisa, similar to but smaller than their lukisa cousins, and in the dark they resembled small groups of grey rocks. They were not a threat and if they were living on these hills there could be no real danger.

      But Kantees still did not want to take any chances and had Sheesha finally land on one of the inner slopes so that they could not be seen from beyond the hills.

      She slipped down from Sheesha’s neck, took a few steps in the damp, close-cropped, grass, and stretched.

      “Kantees,” said Yenteel quietly. “Ulina’s asleep.”

      Kantees lifted her down while Yenteel got out a blanket which they wrapped around the sleeping child. Kantees put her down on the grass with her bag as a pillow.

      Colimar shone down, it was showing only half its face but the light was still bright enough to see by.

      Kantees looked down at Ulina; asleep she was the child she should be.

      “You know she’s Farahalek, don’t you?” said Yenteel.

      “I don’t want to know.”

      “She’s trained to kill.”

      “We wouldn’t be here without her.”

      “It’s inhuman.”

      “You mean to manipulate her and turn her into something she wasn’t meant to be?”

      He had the decency to shut up.

      A wave of exhaustion swept over her. She picked up Ulina again and turned to where Sheesha was curling up. She crawled under his wing and buried herself in his warm feathers. She was asleep before she had a chance to remind herself how tired she was.

      

      She awoke to a downpour. It was dry beneath Sheesha’s wing but she could not stay there. She gave it a little time to see if the rain was going to let up but it had clearly decided it was going to stay for a while. Good Esternes weather.

      The ziri were all still curled up, although she could see them peeking out from beneath their feathers. Gally’s feet stuck out under Looesa’s wing. Tenical was sitting on a stone huddled against the rain.

      “You’re in time for the midday meal,” said Yenteel beside a smoky fire on which she could see a small pot bubbling.

      He must have noticed her scouring the hills around them.

      “We’re safe, Kantees, at least as safe as we can be out here. You chose a good location. Levin and Daybian have already scaled the tallest hill—” he indicated the one opposite them, “—and confirmed we are fully surrounded by trees. They also found some collapsed buildings farther over on the edge of the woods. They thought it looked like a farm, though you can’t trust a Taymalin aristocrat to find his behind with both hands.”

      “I heard that,” said Daybian.

      “Though there’s nothing wrong with their hearing.”

      “You managed to get the fire going,” she said, crouching beside him. Whatever he was cooking up in the pot smelled delicious, and she put her hands closer to the fire even though it wasn’t a cold day, despite the rain.

      “I put some tinder aside last night, it was touch and go getting it going this morning, but I’ve had plenty of practice.”

      “I’ll try to remember that.”

      He gave her a side-long glance but did not comment.

      Daybian and Levin came up to the fire, water dripping from their hair.

      “How long are we planning to stay here?” said Levin.

      Kantees stood up. “You can go whenever you like,” she said, then realised how bad that sounded. “I didn’t mean I want you to go, but—”

      She realised everyone who was up was now looking at her. She hadn’t meant to say this so soon. “But there’s no reason for us to stay together. I’m going into the mountains to look for my people. You two,” she glanced awkwardly at Levin and Daybian, “should warn your people about the Dunor. Perhaps you should take Tenical as well.”

      “Are you planning to go into the mountains alone?” said Yenteel.

      “No, of course not. Gally and Ulina will come with me on Sheesha.”

      “And I?” he said.

      “You can go back to your master and tell him you failed.” She looked into his eyes. “Yenteel, I am not the person you think I am. Nor will I become the one you want me to be.” She looked up at the two Taymalin. “Is that plan all right for you?”

      Daybian ignored him. “I don’t think you should break up the team, Kantees.”

      “We’re not a team, Daybian, that’s just your imagination.”

      “You saved my life.”

      “Now you can go home and save Jakalain, so that you can become its Lord.”

      “I’m not in line for the seat of power,” said Levin, “what reason do I have to go? My family will side with the Dunor, I have no doubt, and I’ll never sit on the Otulain throne.”

      “Then help Daybian; if he returns alone with some crazy story no one will believe him.”

      “That’s true,” said Levin.

      “Sadly, it is,” said Daybian. “But then I’d be able to return to help you, Kantees.”

      “You and I will never share a bed, Daybian.”

      He held up his hands. “I did not even mention it.”

      “I know how your mind works, but look,” she said. “I can’t take you into the mountains. Gally and I, even Yenteel, are Kadralin, and Ulina is just a child. They won’t kill us.” Then she looked pointedly at the other three. “Your pasty faces will be your deaths, and give me trouble.”

      Levin was the first to nod. Then he knelt on one knee in the mud. “If you are ever in need, Kantees of the Ziri, I pledge myself to your aid.”

      Daybian followed suit. “Me too.”

      Kantees felt the tears in her eyes but was sure they would be hidden by the rain. “Don’t call me that.” But she choked on the words.

      

      It did not take a great deal of time for them to prepare to leave. The rain reduced to a light drizzle that was somehow more irritating than steady rain. She tried not to care as they waved and launched into the air, but she could not help watching until the grey shapes were indistinguishable from the clouds.

      “It would have been handy to keep the patterner,” said Yenteel.

      “I don’t trust him,” she said promptly, “and he’s Taymalin.”

      “I didn’t think you trusted me.”

      “I don’t like what you do but I don’t think you’ll betray me,” said Kantees. “But even if I tied you to a ziri, you would have come back.”

      “I would.”

      Kantees nodded. “We may as well get going.”

      “Do you have any idea where?”

      “Into the mountains.”

      “There are a lot of mountains.”

      “Somewhere the Taymalin haven’t gone.”

      “And how will you know that?”

      Kantees felt the heat rise in her cheeks. “I don’t know, Yenteel. All right? Is that what you wanted to hear? I have no idea how to find our people.” She thought it important to emphasise that they were his people as well.

      The rain stopped but everything, including the ziri, was soaked through. Instead of setting off, Kantees built up the fire, and the four of them crowded around it for warmth. Their clothes steamed.

      “It’s an interesting problem,” said Yenteel after a while. He dug out a stick from the fire and traced a large shape. “Let’s say that’s Esternes. Dakastown is here.” He made a hole at the bottom of the shape. “Jakalain there and Kurvin Port over here.” He ran a jagged line across the middle. “And that’s the cliff that divides the upper and lower parts.”

      “Someone was following me,” she said.

      “When?”

      “On my way to Dakastown.”

      “But you were ziri-back.”

      “I know but there were places I was delayed, and he always seemed to know where we were. I lost him after Cliffedge but he caught up again at the Ziri Tower in Dakastown.”

      “Taymalin or Kadralin?”

      “His skin was white,” she said; she hadn’t forgotten what the wise woman Lintha had said about skin colour. After all, if Daybian had taken her and she caught, what colour would the child have been? Not that she’d had any intention of letting that happen. She felt no attraction for him. In truth, she had never felt that sort of attraction to anyone. Yenteel more than made up for that imbalance since he apparently had no preference.

      “Did he try to harm you?”

      “I thought so when we first encountered him stirring up a mob of townsfolk to go after us but, after that, he seemed to be just following.” She hesitated. “Perhaps I was wrong about his intentions.”

      “Stirring up a mob against you? I don’t think someone could do that by accident.”

      “I suppose.”

      “But you haven’t seen him since?”

      “No.”

      “We won’t worry about him then.” He returned to his drawing and etched out an area to the east of Kurvin Port that extended to Jakalain, almost the whole way across Esternes. “And that’s the mountains. It took us a four-day to fly from Jakalain to the west coast, so that’s perhaps a hundred leagues. And the mountain range at its widest perhaps thirty leagues.”

      Kantees stared at his map and her heart sank.

      “It’s impossible,” she said.

      “Difficult,” said Yenteel. “Time consuming perhaps, but not impossible.”

      Kantees looked at him expectantly. He sounded as if he knew how to do it but all he did was stand up and move away from the fire.

      “How then?” she said, her voice tinged with annoyance.

      “You are Kantees of the Ziri,” he said. “You work it out.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “It’s a clue,” said Ulina.

      “What do you mean?”

      Ulina eyed Yenteel before turning her head to Kantees. “He thinks you can use Sheesha.”

      “And Looesa,” said Gally even though he probably had no idea what they were talking about. “We can see the map.”

      Kantees shook her head and stared at the scrapings Yenteel had made in the mud.

      “They aren’t going to be round the edges,” she said. “And from what we’ve seen of this end of the mountains there are a lot of Taymalin.”

      She looked over to where Yenteel was standing. He didn’t seem to be listening but he had the device that calculated feedings in his hand and was looking up at the clouds.

      “Everyone thinks the mountains are just that, all the way through,” said Kantees. “But the Kadralin wouldn’t be able to live if it was only mountains, there would have to be deep valleys to grow food and keep livestock.”

      “Or plateaus,” said Yenteel.

      “The mountains might just be a ring and there might be a place to live in the middle,” said Kantees. That was the moment she understood what Gally had said. “And if we were flying high enough we could see a wide area just like the map—and if Sheesha and Looesa were able to fly fast, we could scout the mountains in a day.”

      “A few days,” said Yenteel. “They would have to rest and feed.”

      “But if the people who lived there saw us, they could send a sign.”

      “They might.”
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      The sun came out in the afternoon and it was warm in its light, but there was still a cold breeze. The hills hid them from the rest of the world and it would have been an inviting place to stay, if she did not have somewhere else she wanted to be.

      She checked her bag and made sure the chilafrah was in it. The only thing she had to show for all that she had been through. That and the fact she had been manipulated all her life. But that ended now. There was nothing anyone could do, no leverage anyone held over her. Yenteel could say what he wanted, she did not have to listen, and any effect he had on people was nothing to do with her any more. She had no more need of the Taymalin world; once she found the Kadralin that would be the end of her journey.

      If they are there.

      She shook her head to clear it of such thoughts. That was Yenteel, and Daybian, and Levin. She knew she was right. They were there, in the mountains, and they were free.

      But if they are free why haven’t they taken their lands back?

      “I’m not listening to you.”

      Ulina looked at her and frowned.

      Kantees put a smile on her face. “Not you.” She made a point of checking what Yenteel and Gally were doing. Her smile became genuine when she saw Gally checking Looesa’s feathers and working down to his legs. It had been a long time since she had checked Sheesha for mites and parasites, he hadn’t scratched excessively so she didn’t think it was a problem.

      But she hadn’t checked.

      Yenteel had climbed to the top of the hill again and was looking out across the plain south to the mountains.

      “What do you see?” she called up to him.

      The sunlight reflected from the buckles on his belt and pack as he turned. “Nothing.”

      “Good.”

      He came down the slope in long strides. “Is it?”

      “It means we can leave and not be observed. Yes, that’s good.”

      “I’m wondering what the Dunor are up to.”

      “That’s not my problem anymore,” she said with a finality that stopped him from saying anything further.

      And it’s not, she told herself but the thought hung in her mind. Why do I feel guilty about it then?

      “Just as well the Taymalin can deal with it,” said Yenteel.

      “Yes. We’ve delayed long enough, Yenteel, let’s go.”

      The ziri ducked down to allow them to mount. Ulina put her arms around Kantees. It was a comforting feeling, she liked knowing that the girl trusted her.

      The two zirichasa leapt into the air with their wings beating hard to gain altitude. She glanced over at Looesa, he was strong. He could manage.

      They wheeled round until Kantees headed them out across the marshes. To where the mountains rose in the blue distance. With Looesa to the right and slightly behind Sheesha.

      Kantees had decided they would not fly high and fast. That way they would attract too much attention; if they flew low and at their usual speed it might take longer but they would only be visible to someone close by, and it seemed that few lived here. As long as they stayed clear of any major towns and ley-circles no one would see them pass

      Mid-afternoon they passed a small group of houses sited on the shores of a lake. Smoke rose from a chimney. They were only over it for a short time but she saw small boats moored in the shallow water and a small area of cultivated land with someone moving among the plants. She could not tell if they were Taymalin or Kadralin but, as Lintha said, perhaps the difference was not great enough to matter.

      As they headed into evening the land rose until the mountains became a wall.

      They needed to find somewhere for the night. The number of trees was also increasing and she was keen not to spend the night near any wooded area. Kantees asked Sheesha to climb; now they were away from the flat and open lands she felt more confident.

      From the greater altitude she searched for a safe spot but as the sun went down shadows filled the valleys and it was difficult to see what was below them. She turned them east to go along the edge of the range, probably following a similar route to Daybian and Levin.

      Kantees spotted a wide valley cut by a river that tumbled down from the heights and thought they might be safer in the mountains. She turned them to follow the river’s course.

      “There’s a road!” shouted Yenteel. She looked back and then followed his pointing finger. She stared down and realised he was right, in the dying light there was a ribbon of paler stone that ran along the edge the river. It pleased her because she felt it meant they were heading the right way.

      There was a place where the river crashed beneath them through a deep gorge. They followed its tumultuous course up past rapids and waterfalls. The road had disappeared off to one side but reappeared as they came out on to a green plateau with fir trees clinging to the mountain’s sides. The river widened here and split as it went around an outcropping of rock. The curved lumps of stone looked like a huge pile of ziri droppings. But it was protected on all sides by the river and did not possess a single tree, just some sparse bushes.

      A short time later they had landed and found a place on the shore where they could stand easily. The place was not silent with the constant splashing of the water and, in the distance, the low thunder of a waterfall. But it was still peaceful.

      While the light still lasted, they took a short hop across the water to collect wood for a fire and soon had it blazing. Kantees relaxed with her feet warming and her back against a boulder. This was how she had imagined her life would be—even though Ulina, Gally and Yenteel had not been part of her dream.

      The screech of a sikechak brought her awake. It was cold. The fire was just embers and the sky was clear. The great leathery predators flew in the mountains. The biggest ones, it was said, dwarfed a ziri.

      The snowy tops of the mountains she could see were highlighted with red. Colimar must be behind her. It had the light to tint shadows with blood but not enough to make the world properly visible. The small red moon in the sky alone was considered to be an ill omen but she did not believe in such things.

      A moving shadow to the right caught her eye. She turned her head but it was gone. Then she saw it again, soaring above the water of the river. Then it dived and vanished. She held her breath until it erupted from the surface and heavy wingbeats drove it upwards, the water splashing from it reflecting red.

      Was it a sikechak? She did not know, but it was very big. Sheesha grumbled in his sleep. Kantees got up stiffly and, after scanning the dark in a fruitless search for the flying creature, persuaded Sheesha to lift his wing and she tucked herself in beside Ulina.

      

      “Do sikechasa dive for fish?” she said to Yenteel as they ate some warmed-up salted meat.

      “That’s not something I’ve heard of,” he said.

      “What about hunting at night?”

      He shrugged.

      “I saw one dive last night,” she said.

      “There are diving birds,” he said. “But I’ve not heard of a sikechak doing that.”

      “I know,” she said. “I lived on the coast.”

      “How big was it?”

      “Half the size of Sheesha, perhaps. It was dark.”

      “But you saw a sikechak diving for food in the dark?”

      “I wasn’t dreaming.”

      “I didn’t say you were,” he said and swallowed the meat he had been chewing. “The world is full of wondrous things.”

      “Most of them are trying to kill us.”

      “Dakastown—” he started but she interrupted him.

      “I know about dakasa, I was brought up in Dakastown, and the ones in the lake behind the hills nearly brought Sheesha down.”

      “But you lived to tell the tale.”

      “Fog-wolves, circle-warped abominations, wolves, giant kichesa, not to mention nachasa.”

      Yenteel held up a finger. “To be fair, we did not encounter a nachak when we were in the south.”

      “I’m sure they would have turned up given a chance,” she said. “Let’s not forget flying soldiers leaping from giant tekrasa.”

      He laughed. “Yes, those too. But they weren’t flying, just gliding. I think those wings they wore had been patterned to bring them down gently.”

      They both fell silent. Kantees could not help but imagine a dozen tekrasa above Jakalain raining down soldiers on the fortifications and killing everyone within.

      I don’t care.

      Except that she saw their faces: Libbibet, Romain, Jelamie, the Lord and Lady, Swordmaster Erang, even the patterner Hokart. And she tried harder not to care.

      There’s nothing I can do.

      Something the length of a man lying down, and sinuous, moved through the water just below the surface. It went past, upstream, and was lost in the ripples and waves.

      “Did you see that?” she said.

      “Eel,” said Yenteel. He glanced at her confused face. “Like a snake but lives in water.”

      “I know. We need to be careful.”

      “I expect it was one of those your sikechak was after last night.”

      He was probably right. One of those could feed them for a five-day. But not the ziri.

      “How far do you think we are from the Watching Pass?”

      Yenteel looked at the sky, it was overcast; he looked at the mountains, and the river. “I have no idea.”

      “None of your devices will tell us?”

      “I have a device that tells us which direction we’re heading, I have one for far-seeing, and there’s the one that can calculate when a feeding happens.”

      “Nothing else?”

      “Isn’t that enough?”

      “Where did they come from?”

      “My master, of course.”

      “The master you refuse to tell me anything about.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Is he a patterner?”

      “I am not sure that you understand the meaning of anything.”

      “Why is it important?”

      “I refer you to my previous comment.”

      She stood up. “Fine. Have it your way.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “I will.”

      Kantees tested the wind with a damp finger. There was none. “I think if we get the ziri to take us across to the road we can walk while they hunt.”

      “Why would you want to walk when you can just wait a while and then fly?”

      “Because I always feel like I’m wasting time when we’re waiting for the ziri.”

      

      A short time later they were standing on stone slabs that led away in both directions. The ziri were already out of sight. Kantees wondered how they would find their prey in this place, but wild zirichasa lived in mountains so they must know where to find what they needed.

      In comparison to being ziri-back, walking was slow, though it did give more time to examine the landscape. A great deal more time. Far too much time in her opinion.

      The stones that made up the road had well-defined edges and corners, though they were clearly very old and some had shattered. Straggly plants grew in the gaps between them, and there was obviously no traffic to keep them from taking over.

      “We might be the first to walk this road in a thousand years,” said Yenteel.

      Ulina spent some time jumping from stone to stone, and Gally copied her.

      The river was wide and slow-moving here. Kantees thought she saw shapes moving across the surface. And that reminded her of the shocalin she had seen in the sea. But this was not like that, the sea-going shocalin were large and furry with big eyes. All she could imagine here were gigantic snakes. She hoped they didn’t have any strange patterning that allowed them to swim on land, or lure their victims into the sea.

      She sighed, her life had been so confined, first in the house of her old master, and then in Jakalain. She had learnt how to make a fire when she was young, of course, but that was inside with dry wood, being able to do it outside was always an achievement for her. She was unwilling to admit the truth that she needed Yenteel, as well as Ulina as her bodyguard since she had no skill with weapons. Galiko was the only one more disadvantaged than she and that was an unfair comparison since he had been born without the ability to learn.

      Without these people around her she would be dead.

      The valley in which the river ran curved to the left and the road followed it along the right bank. Each step revealed a fraction more of the vista. Cliffs climbing up on either side, snow-capped peaks behind, the water stretching out wide and flat and only disturbed by the eels.

      A screech met her ears and for a moment she thought it was the returning zirichasa but the wheeling silhouettes between the far peaks were not feathered. It was impossible to tell how big the sikechasa were at that distance. But somehow she knew they must be large. Certainly big enough to carry off a small child like Ulina, or perhaps a young woman like herself.

      “There’s a building,” said Yenteel. She turned her head and saw he was using his far-seeing device. She turned again to see where he was looking and could just make out a stone house the same colour as the stone of the cliffs behind it.
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      It took them a long time to walk the distance. Kantees was beginning to wonder where the ziri had got to. Even worry a little though she found it hard to imagine that two powerful zirichasa could fall victim to any creature—even a giant sikechak.

      The shape of the building resolved as they grew closer. Squat at only two floors, and rectangular in overall shape, it sat a short distance from the water and there was a clear path from the main doors, up some steps, down to the water’s edge, and even a short distance into it. Bushes clung to the sides of the building as if sheltering there and dark holes pitted the roof.

      The windows were strange and mismatched. On the lower floor they were small squares and rectangles set deep into the thick stone but for the floor above the windows were tall, thin and grouped in fives. And there were many of them stretching right across the front and the side that they could see, as if the builders had wanted to let as much light in as possible.

      If there had been any glass or other covering on the lower windows it was gone. But many of the windows of the upper floor still reflected the sky. Though not all. The main door was double width and constructed of solid wood. There were dark patches spread randomly across it and one place where it looked as if the wood had been scorched by flame. Kantees told herself it didn’t mean anything.

      They mounted the stone steps.

      “Do you think it’s safe?” said Kantees.

      “I see no sign of life,” said Yenteel. “Do you?”

      She shook her head and turned back to the building to see Ulina halfway to the roof. Kantees stopped herself from crying out, just in case the building was occupied. The windows were not the child’s target as she bypassed them and headed over the eaves and on to the roof tiles. She dislodged something and it fell to the ground with a thump. Just a clod of earth from the gutter.

      “Let’s try the door,” said Kantees. “If there is someone here we can distract them.”

      But the door would not budge, no matter how hard they pulled, even when Gally replaced Kantees to provide more strength.

      The scraping of a bolt being drawn surprised them all, Kantees backed away and then realised Gally was in front of her. She grabbed him by the arm and pulled him behind her.

      The door scraped as one side swung open and came to a grinding halt. Ulina poked her head out.

      “It was locked,” she said.

      “Is it empty?”

      “Nobody is here.”

      Kantees turned and scanned the sky as Ulina ducked back inside and Yenteel went through the gap. There was no sign of the ziri.

      “Gally, will you wait out here so you can wave to Sheesha and Looesa when they come back?”

      “Yes, Kantees.”

      “That’s good, we won’t be long and if you need us just call out.”

      “Yes, Kantees.”

      She turned and went sideways through the gap.

      “Kantees?”

      She stopped. “What?”

      “Can I sit on the steps? My legs are tired.”

      “Of course.” She glanced at the lake. “Just don’t go near the water.”

      “Yes, Kantees.”

      

      The interior was dark but her eyes soon adjusted and the dark shapes of Yenteel and Ulina resolved themselves. The place was a mess with mouldering remains of what had probably been furniture lying broken on the floor.

      Yenteel was staring at the stone floor as Kantees caught up.

      The light from the windows highlighted the shards of a broken, human skull. What she had taken for wood was scattered bones.

      “Somebody lost a fight here,” said Yenteel.

      “But the doors were barred from the inside.”

      “Whoever killed him could have escaped through the roof.”

      Kantees turned and went to the nearest window. Shattered glass glinted on the floor. “Or in and out through the window.”

      “Whatever it was,” said Yenteel, “it was a long time ago.”

      Kantees jumped as she thought she saw, out of the corner of her eye, a shadow pass one of the windows. She went to the door and looked out. She did not want to scare Gally but she wanted to make sure he was still alright. He was seated on the steps, turning his head as he scanned the sky.

      She looked out across the water. It was calm and the sun glinted off it. Small waves lapped against the shore. Everything was quiet. Even the sikechasa were silent.

      From here she could see the far end of the lake now, where the river tumbled down into it from a higher valley where the mountains pressed together.

      Where is Sheesha?

      There was a screech from the side of the building. The outside. Ulina! Kantees squeezed out and ran along the front, dodging bushes. Something moving on two legs shot out from the corner heading towards the water. Ulina was right behind it. The light glinted off her tiny dagger.

      Kantees did not pause to shout at Ulina to stop but launched herself down the slope in pursuit of both, though she had nothing to fight with even if she managed to catch up.

      She was taller, her legs were long, and she had an instinct to protect Ulina—even if the girl stood a far better chance protecting herself—and caught up fast.

      They broke through the bushes and Kantees saw what they were chasing. Not much larger than Ulina, it had two arms and legs like a person, but its overall colouration was green and grey, though Kantees was not sure where its skin stopped and some sort of loose clothing, if that’s what it was, began.

      Kantees crossed the roadway and passed Ulina in long strides. She hit the pebbly beach with a regular crunch underfoot as the creature reached the water only a few feet ahead of her. It did not slow down but leapt upwards to make a long low dive. It hit the water with barely a splash and vanished beneath the surface.

      Unable to bring herself to a halt in time Kantees stumbled into the water, up to her knees. It was numbingly cold. She stopped and stared out trying to see where it had gone but there was nothing but the steady stream of small waves lapping against her legs and on to the shore. Not that she could follow it anyway.

      And the ripple that moved crosswise to the rest.

      Kantees saw it but for a moment it did not register. She dragged one foot back and planted it on the shifting pebbles. She did not turn round but kept her eyes glued to the oncoming shape just below the transparent surface.

      She stepped back again. The water was now just at her calves. The next step and the next step. They were getting easier as she moved up the beach. But the wave was now streaking toward her through the water.

      And she was out, stumbling backwards across the uneven and shifting ground. But the thing kept coming. Then Ulina was running past her, ready to take on the beast but Kantees would not allow it. Her hand lashed out and she grabbed Ulina by the wrist. Kantees threw herself to the side, whipping Ulina round and towards her. As the eel shot up on to the beach, Kantees rolled away, shielding the child from the wide snapping jaws big enough to take a hand off, all the way to the elbow.

      But the eel did not care that it was on land and slithered after her—at least it doesn’t have legs—Kantees kept moving, pushing Ulina away and then sliding across the smooth stones after her. A steady thump-thump approached and got louder.

      Kantees saw a piece of wood swing hard, heard a splintering crash, and saw the sinuous head of the eel snap up and back, rising into the air and falling back onto the pebbles. Followed by Gally pounding the pole in his hands again and again into the creature.

      “Gally, stop.”

      He did not hear.

      “Gally! Stop! It’s dead.”

      Then all she could hear was him panting, his breathing coarse in his throat.

      Kantees clambered to her feet and pulled Ulina up. “Come on, Gally. Get away from the water.”

      Far out on the river she could see more movement and she did not want to be here when the water creatures came for their revenge.

      They stumbled up the beach. Kantees was exhausted and trembling. Just as she had been that time that seemed so long ago on the bell tower at Jakalain. The night when all her troubles started.

      “Yenteel!”

      He must have been oblivious to the events because he simply stuck his head out of the door as if nothing had happened.

      “We’re leaving now.”

      “But I found something.”

      She glanced back at the water. In one place, not too far away, the water was churning and boiling.

      “We’re in danger. We have to go right now.”

      There must have been something in her voice. He did not argue but popped back inside for a moment and returned with his bag.

      Kantees stared at the river. They needed to get away from it as soon as they possibly could. The road simply followed it but there looked to be a path leading away and up the side of the cliff.

      “That way.”

      

      From a ledge halfway up the cliff, they watched the creatures milling around the building; some climbed up on top and waved weapons at them. The water was filled with the shapes of eels moving about and crossing one another.

      “Ustecalin,” said Yenteel. “I thought they were a myth.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Nobody’s ever seen them.”

      “Whoever lived in that house certainly saw them.”

      “Gally has seen them,” said Gally very seriously.

      “And you saved my life, and Ulina’s,” said Kantees, ignoring the look on the girl’s face that implied she would have been perfectly safe. But she did not spoil the moment for Gally, who grinned.

      “Gally is a hero.”

      “You are,” said Kantees but the thought of him rushing into danger scared her. “You were a good hero today, but don’t be a hero again, Gally.”

      “Gally saved Kantees.”

      “Yes.” There was nothing she could say that would not crush him. She would just have to make sure he was not forced into that position again.

      The sun was going down but Kantees did not want to stop. “We need to be far away from the water.”

      They kept moving. When they found rough steps leading up a particularly steep section they knew that this was not just some animal track they were following. It took them until the sun had disappeared behind the mountains before they emerged on the ridge between the valley with the river, still glistening below them, and the next.

      They passed over the top of the ridge and the path led down the other side but as the light was fading it became harder to see.

      “We need to stop, Kantees,” said Yenteel.

      She scanned the sky. “Where are the ziri?” Every time she thought about them, the fact they were not here and should have been, her heart pounded and fear crept through her, numbing her fingers.

      “They’ll be fine,” said Yenteel. “Sheesha’s probably found a nice girlfriend to mate with.”

      “And Looesa?”

      “He’s acting as chaperone, and that’s why nothing’s happened.”

      Kantees knew she should smile but her head hurt.

      They found a place surrounded on three sides by rocks, but there were no raw materials for a fire. They were forced to simply lie on the ground using their packs as pillows. It reminded Kantees of the eyrie; she tried to force the idea away but all she could think of was Sheesha.
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      She slept badly and the cold seeped through her clothes in the time before dawn. The others were still sleeping so Kantees got to her feet quietly and walked out on to the hillside. Below her, not as deep as the valley they had come from, was an open green plain dotted with lukisa. They were probably big enough not to be concerned about sikechasa except perhaps the biggest.

      The path led down into the valley and she could see it winding away into the distance. There was a river in this valley too, but it was much smaller than the previous one and wound in great curves across the valley bottom. A group of lukisa stood in the water in one place, a movement caught her eye in the grass near to them. More than one movement. Wolves on the hunt.

      She watched in fascination as the creatures prowled forward so slowly it was almost as if they weren’t moving at all. There were ten of them in a wide half-circle. The lukisa were becoming restive. The wolves exploded into action, all at once, chasing in on the single nearest beast. The group turned to flee but they were not fast enough as the wolves all leapt on the same hapless beast. Kantees looked away as the river water darkened.

      “Wolves,” said Yenteel. “We had better be careful.”

      “They won’t be hunting for a while after this,” said Kantees.

      “Very good,” said Yenteel. “We’ll turn you into an experienced traveller yet.”

      “I learnt in my master’s house in Dakastown.”

      “I see, well it’s good knowledge to have wherever you learnt it.” He paused for a moment. “Is there any food?”

      “Why are you asking me?”

      “Well, you being the leader, it’s important you know this sort of thing.”

      She punched him in the arm.

      

      There was no food. They packed their bags and headed down the path as it sloped gently into the valley. The wolves could be seen devouring the remains of the lukik they had brought down.

      “Perhaps we could scare them off and see what they’ve left,” said Kantees.

      “You want to steal a meal from wolves?”

      “Just an idea.”

      “Once the hunters have finished with it,” said Yenteel, “they’ll drag the rest off to the caves the pack is living in.”

      “Do you know how to set traps?”

      “I do. If there are wolves and lukisa there will be smaller animals.”

      “Birds,” said Gally and he pointed to a clump of trees further down the river. Kantees turned to look. It was a whole cloud of birds—it was hard to tell how big the individuals were—swooping and circling. They must have been brightly coloured as blues, reds and greens flashed between and around the branches.

      “Something’s got them upset,” said Yenteel. A distant clamour of squawks and screeches slowly grew. Even the wolves paused in their eating to look.

      “Are they good to eat?” asked Kantees.

      “Perhaps, but you’ll get torn apart before you manage to cook one, even if you could kill it without being pecked to death.”

      “Oh.” Kantees looked up and scanned the sky again. She felt as if her heart was breaking, she had never been away from Sheesha for so long. “I felt safer with the ziri,” she said.

      “And they could have brought us something to eat,” said Yenteel. “But this is nothing, it’s been barely a half-day since our last meal. I once went without for a five-day.”

      “Why?”

      “Long story.”

      “We have time.”

      Yenteel glanced at Ulina and Gally. “It’s not a story that’s appropriate for younger and more innocent ears.”

      Kantees closed her eyes and shook her head. “The world is too dangerous for me,” she said. “When I looked after Sheesha in his eyrie I didn’t have to worry about anything except the next race.”

      “Or whether a certain lordling of our acquaintance would force himself on you. Or if you’d get sold to someone who didn’t treat you well. Or whether you would be beaten either for a good reason, a bad reason, or even for no reason at all.”

      “Shut up.”

      He did.

      Something was nagging her. It started as an itch at the back of her neck but intensified as they continued to follow the path with the open land downhill on their right. By the time they had descended to the grassland, the itch had turned to an ache. But still not enough to worry about, she just wanted to get some food, or find Sheesha and, of the two options, the second was the best.

      They reached a bend where the path curved away to the left, keeping on the edge of the grass and winding between bushes. The pain intensified and she felt as if she was drowning.

      “My head aches,” she said touching the back of her head. As she turned towards Yenteel, her legs gave way and her knees bent under her weight as if they had no strength. The ground came up fast but she could barely feel it as she passed out.

      

      She opened her eyes and blinked. Yenteel, Gally and Ulina were all looking into her face. Gally grinned but the concerned look of the others remained.

      “What happened?” said Yenteel.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You went down like a stone-struck sikechak.”

      The memory came back. “Oh yes.” Then she noticed her hands and cheek were stinging. There were grazes and tiny cuts on her palms.

      “You said your head ached.”

      “Thanks for reminding me,” she said because at his words the throb at the base of her skull returned. “It’s not as bad now.”

      “I think we should be more concerned as to why you have it at all.”

      “People get headaches,” said Kantees.

      Ulina held out a water skin. The cold liquid was refreshing but it only emphasised the emptiness of her stomach. The headache did not reduce in strength, instead it seemed to become more distinct.

      “How long was I out?”

      “Long enough for Ulina to go down the path a way and find a stream to refill the water.”

      “Too small for fish,” said Ulina.

      “Did you see where this path goes?”

      “Farther,” said Ulina.

      Kantees looked up at the peaks that surrounded them. She got the idea that each of them was a person staring down at her, a crowd of them looking over each other’s shoulders, just at her.

      “Kantees?”

      “What?”

      “I said do you think you can walk?”

      “Of course I can.” She pushed herself up and a wave of dizziness came over her. She thumped back down. “Perhaps.”

      Yenteel held out his hand, as did Gally. She hesitated, then took each hand and they levered her to her feet. She hung on as her head felt as if it was going to fall off.

      “How’s the headache?”

      “It’s alright,” she said.

      “Kantees, please, the truth, not what you think you want us to hear, or the way you want it to be.”

      She sighed. The world was becoming more stable. “It’s no worse than when I was sitting down. I just feel a bit dizzy.”

      Sheesha! She felt lost without him.

      Yenteel picked up her bag. “We’ll take it slowly. You lean on Gally. Ulina can bring up the rear so nothing can surprise us and I will follow the path in the front.”

      And we’ll cover less distance in an afternoon than a ziri would do in a couple of breaths.

      She leaned on Gally.

      “I will look after you, Kantees,” he said with real concern in his voice. It almost broke her heart.

      Yenteel moved off and Gally turned to follow, bringing Kantees with him.

      She took one step forward and screamed as her head felt as if it was going to explode. Instinctively she turned in to Gally and threw her arms around him so she would not fall over again. She did not want to pass out, she was not weak!

      The pain faded back to the dull ache.

      “Kantees! Talk to me!” Yenteel’s voice seemed to come from a great distance and she realised she had done exactly what she had not wanted to. She had lost consciousness while clinging to Gally and he had stopped her from falling over. In fact it seemed he had not moved at all as she was still looking over his shoulder at the valley.

      “Yenteel,” she said. “Please don’t shout.”

      “What happened?”

      “I turned to follow and my head hurt,” she said. It felt as if her jaw was loose and she was not forming the words properly but Yenteel seemed to understand.

      He was silent for a while and Kantees felt the clouds in her head drifting away. Her eyes were tired. She pushed herself gently away from Gally but kept her hand on his shoulder for support. His face was filled with confusion and concern.

      “I’ll be alright,” she said to him. “We just need to understand what’s happening.”

      She glanced down at Ulina. There was a tear on the child’s cheek; the moment Kantees stared at it the girl brushed it away with the back of her hand. She thinks I’m lying. Perhaps I am.

      “Do you feel ill?” said Yenteel.

      She tried to focus but the throbbing in her head drowned out everything else. “My head hurts.”

      “Let me check.”

      He disappeared from her line of sight and she felt his hand on her scalp. In the last few ten-days her shorn hair had been getting longer. She didn’t like it and it needed to be cut off.

      “I can’t see anything wrong,” he said. “Can you point to where it hurts?”

      She was loath to let go of Gally in case she fell over again but managed to point.

      “Does it hurt when I press?”

      She felt him pushing at her skull and then below the edge of it into her spine.

      “It’s just the same,” she said. “It doesn’t get any worse.”

      “Can you turn your head?”

      Kantees made sure she had a firm grip on Gally’s arm and shoulder and slowly turned her head one way as far as she could and then back the other way.

      “No change,” she said.

      “How about nodding?”

      “You’re running out of ideas,” said Kantees with a weak grin, which he couldn’t see because he was still behind her. Gally saw it though and he beamed his innocent smile back at her.

      “Just do it.”

      She put her chin to her chest and then looked up to the sky. A wave of dizziness hit her and she convulsively gripped Gally as she felt she was going to fall again, but the ache in the back of her head did not get any worse.

      “No change in the headache,” she said, glad to get her head back on the level. “But that one made me dizzy.”

      There was no response from Yenteel but he moved back to where he had been so she could see him.

      “I don’t know,” he said, “when did it start?”

      “The headache?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yesterday.”

      “You didn’t say anything.”

      “I didn’t think it was anything,” she said. “Besides it wasn’t very bad, just a slight ache. And it didn’t hurt at all when we were climbing the ridge.”

      It felt right.

      “What?” said Yenteel.

      “Nothing.”

      “You thought of something.”

      “It doesn’t matter, it wasn’t anything.”

      Yenteel took a couple of steps forward and put his face right in front of hers. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “It’s ridiculous.”

      “Just tell me.”

      “I thought it felt right.”

      “What felt right?”

      “I don’t know.” She wanted to scream at him but felt too weak.

      “Yes, you do.”

      She shook her head silently, her lips pressed shut. For the first time ever she thought he looked angry. At her.

      To her relief he stepped back again. He looked up the path in the direction from which they had come, then along the way they would go. His eyes narrowed as he turned round completely and faced across the valley.

      “Take a step back, Kantees,” he said without turning.

      “What?”

      “Backwards, take a step back. Keep holding on to Gally.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if you won’t tell me, I’ll have to do this the hard way.”

      Kantees shrugged, made sure she was holding on to Galiko, who smiled encouragingly, and took a small step back.

      The pain in the back of her head swelled ominously, she took in a sharp breath and stepped forwards again. It subsided.

      “Try sideways.”

      “Which way?”

      “I don’t think it matters.”

      After her previous experience she took a very small step to the left, and as her body followed her foot the pain increased. She moved back. The same in the other direction.

      “Worse?”

      “I’m stuck here,” said Kantees in a voice that was somewhere between a whine and a whimper.

      “Step forward.”

      “What’s the point?”

      He turned on her. “The point, Kantees, is that we are conducting an experiment and we only know that it hurts more in three of the directions you could go. There’s one more to try. So, if you don’t mind I would like you to take a step forward.”

      She took a deep breath and held it as she inched forwards. Gally moved back but still supported her. She gave him a smile. He grinned back.

      The pain did not increase. She moved forward more. Still nothing.

      Yenteel nodded. “Looks like we’re going that way.” He pointed across the valley.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Yenteel gave a short laugh. “Neither do I, Kantees,” he said. “But we have no food so we can’t stay here and if the only direction we are able to use is that one, then that’s the one we’ll use.” He looked thoughtfully at the green stretching out in front of them. “Besides, we might be able to catch something on the way.”
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      The first part of the walk was the worst, and the slowest. With her movement so limited Kantees clung to Gally and shuffled forward through the long grass. Memories of the nasty chakisa they had met shortly after they had escaped Jakalain kept coming back to her. No one had been hurt but the beasts were persistent and if enough of them jumped you they would kill you one small bite at a time.

      This was just the sort of place she expected to find them; she could imagine them liking the long grass where they could attack without being seen.

      But her fears did not materialise and, by midday, they had reached the river. The course they were forced to take brought them to a place almost exactly between the location the wolves had attacked the lukik and the trees with the cloud of multi-coloured birds. But now that they were down in the grass they could see neither.

      The ground turned wet and muddy before they emerged on the river bank. The water was moving swiftly and was wide, but it didn’t look too deep.

      “Can we wade across?” said Kantees, then looked at Ulina. Even if Kantees, Yenteel and Gally could, Ulina would easily get swept away. Not for the last time Kantees scanned the sky for any trace of her beloved Sheesha. And not for the last time she was disappointed. She knew Sheesha would be able to find them, they had hardly covered any distance in the last day, but if Sheesha was never coming back…? She pushed the thought aside again knowing it would return to haunt her at any moment when she let her mind wander.

      “Do we have any rope?” she said. “Perhaps a boat?”

      Yenteel gave her a funny look. “How’s your head?”

      “The same, the ache is there but no pain.”

      He turned back to the river. “I studied this at length yesterday. I’m sure it’s wider than it was.”

      “Meltwater,” said Kantees. “The snow and ice in the high mountains is melting as spring is coming in. River levels rise and they can flood.”

      “More of your book learning.”

      “You know I can’t read,” she said. “But I have ears and I lived in the shadow of the mountains most of my life.”

      “I don’t understand what your Master Kevrey was trying to do if he didn’t teach you to read. There is no greater weapon than the ability to read and write.”

      “Obviously I am not that type of weapon,” she said.

      “I wonder if he knew about your ability with the dragons.”

      “He liked to bet on the races,” she said. “But I never even saw a ziri close up, until I ran into Sheesha—” And that moment had been terrifying and wonderful “—and this isn’t getting us across the river.”

      “No.” Yenteel turned and stared at the rushing water.

      Kantees sighed. She was useless in this state, if the only thing she could do was walk forwards. Perhaps the ache in her head was a little reduced. It was hard to tell.

      “Stay still, Gally, let me test the pain once more.”

      She took a deep breath and braced herself then took a tiny step backwards. The pain did not increase. “Ha!”

      She took a bigger step back, still no change. But the third step brought an increase in intensity still not enough to cause her to collapse, but a warning. At least it was better, probably because she was walking in the right direction, whatever that right direction was leading them to. She thought about the fog-wolves.

      “Yenteel, what if it’s a trap?” she called to him.

      “What?” he said distractedly.

      “This thing in my head, what if some creature has made a pattern that forces me to walk towards them so they can kill and eat me. Or eat me before I’m dead.”

      “It hasn’t affected the rest of us.”

      “But we already know that I have some sort of contact with Sheesha, if not the other ziri.”

      “Well, if that’s the case we’re with you and can help you.”

      Kantees let the matter drop and tried moving sideways. That now seemed to be quite easy and even ten steps in each direction did not make her head any worse.

      “I can move around more freely,” she said having released Gally from being her support and walking down to the water’s edge where Yenteel still stood.

      “That’s good.”

      “What about a pattern?”

      “I don’t have anything for this situation. It’s mostly just healing and that protective pattern. We’ve used up Lintha’s gifts. Besides—” he stretched and yawned, “—there’s no additional power here that I can see.”

      “Why don’t we just walk across?”

      “Look at it, Kantees, that’s a lot of water and it’s very fast flowing. It would be so easy to get knocked off your feet and carried away downstream. I might manage it, Gally would probably be fine, but you would find it very difficult and Ulina would stand no chance at all.”

      The idea that had been forming in Kantees’ mind crystallised. “So we just all go together.”

      Yenteel frowned with a lack of understanding.

      “If we all go together, Ulina on my back to give me extra weight, we hold hands, no, we use your belt and Gally’s to make sure we can’t be separated. Gally and you walk down stream and stop me from getting washed away. We move slowly. Just like Gally helped me today. If any one of us loses their footing the others can hold them.”

      He stared at her. “That is very clever.”

      The mechanics of arranging the group was less easy than her simple description. The belt idea worked but only if they looped them around their wrists and held hands. The belt would catch them if they let go. Yenteel and Gally linked arms then Ulina did her climbing trick and clung to Kantees’ back.

      They stood there as if they were one six-legged beast. Then carefully they moved in tiny steps into the water.

      It was freezing. Kantees had not considered that, though knowing the water was flowing from the high mountains she should have realised. But it was not a great distance to the other side, they could make it.

      The icy water worked its way up her legs as they went deeper. Before it reached her knees she almost couldn’t feel her feet.

      “The water is very cold,” said Gally.

      “Yes it is,” said Kantees, feeling that simple agreement was the best answer.

      Then the pressure began to build up on her thighs and lower body.

      “Only one of us move at a time,” she said and found her teeth almost chattering. She had been colder in the winter nights in Sheesha’s eyrie but at least she had been dry and had hay to crawl into. Yenteel shuffled to his right, under prompting Gally did the same, then it was Kantees’ turn. And round they went.

      Each time she lifted her feet Kantees felt as if her legs would be ripped away from beneath her. Even with Ulina helping to hold her down the two of them together were not a great weight. Kantees tried to angle her body as if she was almost lying, and the force of the river washed the water up and over her back, making Ulina even wetter but she could hold her feet down better.

      Something touched her leg and she cried out.

      Yenteel and Gally looked at her in horror, perhaps thinking she might collapse in pain. But whatever had touched her disappeared in the swirls and currents. “S-s-sorry,” she said and this time her teeth did chatter. She clamped them together.

      Yenteel, Gally, Kantees; Yenteel, Gally, Kantees. They kept moving across, their progress slow but steady. Kantees had lost all feeling in her legs. But, with the help of the others, kept herself upright.

      Yenteel, on his turn to move, suddenly dipped to the right and almost went under. Kantees saw Gally’s muscles tense and Yenteel lifted.

      “Big hole.”

      Without discussion they moved a little upstream and then kept moving.

      It felt as if she was a legless thing in the water and that she had never been anywhere else. Her entire body was numb. She could not feel the hands of the people she was clutching. Finally, the ground sloped up and step by tiny step they made their way up and out.

      Then they were on the other bank, cold and dripping. Even Ulina was soaked through and her usually pale skin was like white parchment. Even though she was exhausted Kantees forced herself to her feet, staying aware of the ache at the back of her head she tried to sort out a fire.

      This side of the river had a high bank but it was not difficult to climb. She collected kindling and piled it up on the grass. The movement brought feeling back to her legs and feet though now they were crying out in pain as the sensation returned.

      She stopped and scanned the sky hoping for a sight of the ziri, as usual there was nothing. But there was a mist up-river. For a moment she panicked thinking it might be fog-wolves, but then realised it was too big. And getting bigger.

      Not getting bigger—getting closer. She felt the thunder before she heard it.

      Something coming? A stampeding herd?

      The shape of the mist became more distinct and she saw roiling clouds shooting upwards. A tree appeared and disappeared into the mist. The thunder grew. Kantees staggered to the edge of the bank.

      “Get up! Climb! We have to get away from the river. Now! For the sake of the Mother! Now!” She kept shouting. Ulina obeyed first and fastest. Yenteel was on his feet and dragging the bulk of Gally up. Gally saw the oncoming mist and heard the roar and moved swiftly too.

      They breasted the top of the bank. With a last look of loss at her pile of firewood Kantees and the others ran into the long grass away from the river as a mountain of water thundered along the channel, pouring out across the opposite bank which was on the same level as the river, but spilling over in great waves on to the higher side.

      The tree she had seen tumbling through the water earlier buried itself in the ground directly in their path. Then they were inundated and Kantees was pulled off her feet.

      

      It was the throbbing in her head that woke her, followed closely by the pains that seemed to be coming in from all over her body. She was lying face down on grass and could feel stones poking into her. The clothes on her back and legs seemed dry and hot, but underneath it was cold and damp.

      She pressed down and lifted herself up into a kneeling position. A rustling from nearby made her turn her head to see but the light of the sun was too bright and all she could make out was an unfocused green swathe. Kneeling didn’t make any part of her hurt any worse so she guessed she had not broken anything.

      After a short time, her vision cleared but all she could see was the green which went off into the distance and the mountains beyond. Turning to the left and right she couldn’t see anything she recognised. Almost without making the decision she pushed herself to her feet. The grass near her moved, not with the wind but something too short to be seen, causing the tops to move as it pushed its way through. She hoped it wasn’t those chakisa.

      It was as if the area had been hit by a great wind with flattened trees and bushes. Others torn from the ground and lying with their roots to the sky. She turned all the way round. The river was behind her. It looked as calm and serene as it had before except it was now almost a lake and extended away across the lower level on the other side.

      As she watched, the carcass of a lukik floated slowly past, one leg out of the water. That would have kept them fed for days. Her stomach grumbled in protest.

      Where were the others?

      Surely they would have been deposited somewhere nearby? But there was no sign. Perhaps she had been lucky and dropped quickly while they had been carried much further. She turned and looked at the ridge on the other side of the river. She searched for some sign of the path they had come down but she saw nothing she recognised. But that didn’t mean anything, there was no reason for her to be able to recognise anything.

      The only thing that suggested she had not been carried very far was the pain at the back of her head. It was not protesting that she was going the wrong way. Unfortunately it was still there and she was loath to test it by searching for the others.

      But what choice did she have? She would not be able to survive alone here in the wild. She must find them regardless of what the pain in her head wanted.

      She went over to the fallen tree, sat on the trunk and checked her bag. She still had her flints, and the chilafrah. A fire seemed the right thing to attract attention—and to keep away unwanted animals. The only problem was that everything had been soaked by the flood.
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      It took until the sun was well down in the afternoon before she managed to get a fire going. Her other decision, as she waited for enough tinder to dry, was that it would be best to stay in one place. With the magic in her head that prevented her from moving far in the ‘wrong’ direction, searching was not a good option.

      With the fire going and slowly building, she dried out larger twigs and branches to add, and the heat finished off the process of drying her out. She stripped off her clothes and let them dry through. In another world she would have been embarrassed and concerned about exposing herself, but there was no one to see her, and it wouldn’t take long.

      She collected as much wood as she could find before the sun went down, to make sure she had enough for the night. She dressed as the temperature dropped. If she had been Yenteel perhaps she could have made a protection spell to go around her and the fire. But she could not do patterning and, unable to read, she couldn’t learn how either. She was not sure that she wanted to even if she had the opportunity.

      She lay down close to the fire with her head on her bag and the pile of wood within reach so she could add more without having to move. The exercise of searching for wood had hurt at first, but the aches in her muscles and joints after the flood had mostly gone. Only the one in her head remained and it had decided not to bother her too much, at least for now.

      The sky was clear. The stars—the children of Taymar, she had been taught—shone in their perfection. She did not know what her own people called the stars. She couldn’t even speak Kadralin. What was the point of all this? Did she really think she was going to find her people? Even if she did, they wouldn’t accept her. She knew well enough that just having the same skin colour did not mean that everyone was friends.

      There was movement in the grass. She stayed completely still as a chakik emerged into the firelight. It was small. Perhaps one of the young. She had seen no sign of any others, it must have become separated from its…pack? Flock? Just as she had. It moved closer to the fire.

      Slowly Kantees moved her hand to one of the branches. The creature did not seem to notice her, its attention fixed on the flames. It couldn’t possibly understand but perhaps it appreciated the warmth.

      Kantees slammed the branch down on its head and her stomach growled in anticipation of food. She hadn’t eaten in nearly two days. Just water might sustain her for a while but she needed meat, and this little thing would have to do.

      She had never prepared anything like this but she had seen Yenteel gutting animals and knew the basics. She understood that eating the insides was generally a bad idea unless you knew what you were doing, which she didn’t. She picked a good-sized flaming branch and made her way to where the river continued to rush past, a man’s height above its level when they had crossed it. Wedging the flaming branch between two stones she set to work. Her knife wasn’t very sharp but she soon had opened the animal up and washed it out with the freezing water. She decided the scaly skin could stay on, gathered up some mud and packed the animal inside it, then went back to the fire.

      She had no idea how long it should cook, and no way of telling how much time had passed. She stared at the ball of clay among the embers as it dried out, blackened, and cracks appeared on its surface. Then the smell escaped. The beautiful, delicious scent of cooked meat. Her mouth salivated.

      “Kantees!”

      She leapt to her feet as Ulina ran out of the darkness. The young girl threw herself at Kantees and hugged her. Kantees closed her eyes and held the child’s body as if it was a lifeline to save her from drowning.

      “I saw the fire,” said Ulina. “I didn’t know who it was, I didn’t think it was you because you’re not very good with fires. I’m so happy it was you.”

      She was even happier when Kantees rolled the clay ball out of the fire, hit it with a stone and it cracked open, filling the air with the wonderful smell.

      If they burnt their fingers grabbing the juicy meat and stuffing it into their mouths they did not complain even once. It did not make a big meal, but it filled them enough.

      Ulina explained that when the wave hit she had been torn from Kantees’ back and been dropped a long way away. It was difficult to say how far but as soon as she had been able she had started to come back along the river.

      Kantees did not comment on how dangerous it was. This was Ulina, it would take a lot of animal, or man, to bring her down, as long as she had her knife.

      “Did you see any sign of the others?” asked Kantees even though she knew what the answer would be.

      “Not Yenteel but I think he will be alright,” she said and left any comment about Gally hanging. Kantees had the same thought: she could not believe that Gally could survive alone, even assuming that he had not simply drowned. Could he swim? It seemed unlikely, he worked with the ziri just as Kantees had. Neither of them had any reason or opportunity. If the flood had dropped her into the water instead of on land, Kantees would probably have drowned.

      “I’m sure they’ll both be alright,” said Kantees.

      Ulina looked at her. Kantees expected a comment about being a good liar, or even a bad liar in this case but instead Ulina nodded. “Yes.”

      Kantees wanted to have them both stand watches through the night, at least that would have been her plan but Ulina slipped into sleep almost immediately and Kantees could not blame her. So she decided not to worry and after throwing the uneaten skin and bones of the little animal into the fire, she lay down herself and was asleep the moment her eyes closed.

      

      The cry of a sikechak woke her. She rolled on to her back and stared up. Dawn hung in the sky and the stars were fading while the crimson eye of Colimar, almost full, hung directly above her. There was probably a Kadralin prayer for the red moon, she thought, but she did not know what it would be.

      Someone snored.

      Kantees frowned. It did not sound like Ulina. It sounded like Yenteel.

      She sat up and stared at the two man-shaped lumps lying on the other side of the fire. She shook her head as if she was trying to loosen the illusion and drive it from her mind. But they persisted. Yenteel snored again and then muttered under his breath.

      The other was Gally and the two of them looked bedraggled, as if they hadn’t dried properly. Kantees built up the fire then looked again as the flames gave better illumination. She couldn’t help but smile; for the first time she realised she was happier with these people around her than she was without them. And it wasn’t only because Yenteel was a better cook, or because Ulina was the one who could protect her, or because Gally’s simple honesty was so much better than the lies she told herself.

      

      When she woke a second time the sky was grey, and the branches she had added in the night had been reduced to ashes. She was the first awake again. Taking care not to aggravate the pain at the back of her head she walked around the camp. She was not too concerned, since she had made it as far as the river yesterday without pain. She just wished that she understood what was happening.

      The flood on the other bank seemed to be going down but that was of no real concern since they would not be going back that way. Big chunks of ice were flowing in the water now, rolling and turning as they bumped the bottom. Wherever this water had come from it must have been high in the mountains where everything was only just beginning to melt.

      She was worried that those little people with the eels might decide to follow them over the ridge, but even if they did Kantees did not think they would be bringing their vicious pets with them. If they were pets. There was just so much in the world that no one knew about. She had heard tales of the wild, of course, those spaces in between the towns and cities where monsters lurked waiting to kill and eat the unwary traveller, but she had never really believed them. In her imagination the hero had always flown on a ziri and the creatures on the ground could never touch them.

      And now she was the hero, except she had lost her ziri.

      She jumped back in horror as a huge mouth full of teeth rose out of the water. Then it turned and splashed back. The back of the creature rose up and its two wide wings spread out on either side. The tip of one wing caught the bank and the whole body slowly turned. It was dead. A dead sikechak of huge proportions, its body as long as she was tall. For a moment she simply stared in wonder at the dark, mottled, leathery skin and the cold empty eye that seemed to stare right back at her. It turned and began to move out into the main current once more.

      Then she realised.

      With a cry she took two steps forward and leapt into the water. The cold seemed to rip the warmth from her. She grabbed at the wingtip. It too was stone cold, but that was a good thing. She felt the bones beneath the surface of the skin and pulled hard. Her effort only succeeded in pulling her towards the dead creature, the opposite of what she intended.

      The current tugged at her feet. She grabbed the wing with her other hand and, leaning backwards, beat her feet against the water as hard and fast she could. At first the only thing that happened was that she moved away from it until her arms were at full stretch. The current refused to release the sikechak. Finally, she felt the weight of it resisting her. She glanced behind and saw she had come a long way from the bank. If she let go now she might drown in the attempt to get back. The sikechak at least seemed buoyant.

      They were heading into a curve in the river. Kantees kicked as hard as she could, she might not be able to drag the great thing directly the way she wanted but she might be able to steer it. Perhaps even slow it down as the current tried to carry it away.

      The bank drew closer and she redoubled her efforts. Something scraped across her back. For one terrible moment she thought of the eels and believed she might be torn to pieces. Then she realised it was a tree branch, or a root. The tree was almost above her and she was swept under its long thin branches dangling into the water.

      She wiggled round and hooked her leg on the root. The current was strong and the beast was large. With her body anchored, the force of the water tried to break her grip but she hung on as it changed orientation and swung in towards the bank.

      Taking a chance she released one hand and grabbed one of the long dangling branches. Gripping the end she wrapped it as many times as she could around the wing, as far up from the tip as she could reach. The sikechak had claws at intervals along its wing and she managed to use one of those to hook the flexible branch in such a way that it wouldn’t simply slip off.

      She relaxed as the branch took the strain. All she had to do was hang on to the end so that the turns didn’t unravel. The sikechak was caught. Climbing out of the water while still holding the end of the branch wasn’t easy but she managed it and stood shivering on the bank under the canopy of long branches, with half the wing up on the bank with her. She stood on it to prevent it getting away again, while she decided what to do next.

      She knelt down and carefully pulled on the wing and the sikechak’s head and body emerged from the water. It was not as heavy as she expected, but it was not light, so she would not be able to carry it.

      Her bag was full of water but its contents were unharmed. The dagger was getting blunt but she managed to hack off lengths of the flexible branches and laid them out. There had been pictures of the bone structure of such creatures at her old master’s home. It was interesting to see them in real life and to see how the wings folded. Very like a ziri.

      Using the branches as cords she tied the wings against the body, then awkwardly tied the head with its long and vicious tooth-filled beak. She almost felt apologetic towards the creature. But it would provide enough food for them all for several days. Finally she took one branch, hooked it through the bonds she had made and pulled the thing up on to her shoulders, while its feet dragged along on the ground.

      Despite the difficulty of capturing the beast as it floated down the river, she was not far from the camp and it was only a short time later she came into the area around the fire. Only to find them all still asleep.

      “I could have drowned and none of you would have been the wiser,” she said to no one in particular. She looked at the three of them. She wouldn’t kick Ulina because she was only a little girl, while kicking Gally would be unfair because he would think he had done something wrong. So she kicked Yenteel in the leg.

      He groaned.

      She kicked him again. “Wake up. I’ve brought food.”

      That worked. He rolled over, and then just stared at her. She could barely imagine what he might be thinking. Slowly he got up on to his knees and she dropped the wet and bound beast to the ground where it landed with a slap.

      “That’s a sikechak,” he said in a bemused way.

      “And I’m glad to see you alive too, Yenteel.”

      He got to his feet. “We saw your fire but by the time we arrived you were asleep. And you did not seem to want to wake up.” He grinned. “At least we didn’t kick you.”

      “Is Gally alright?”

      Yenteel nodded. “He was very difficult when he couldn’t find you but I managed to keep him calm enough.”

      “I’ll have to apologise to him.”

      “Kantees, if you hadn’t shouted that warning we would be dead.” He looked down at the flying monster at her feet. “And now you bring breakfast, so I must forgive you for not saving us any of whatever it was that gave off that delicious smell last night.”

      “It wouldn’t have been enough for four,” she said. “But I’m sure this will feed man-sized appetites.”

      “For a five-day,” he said.
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      They spent the entire day cutting up the sikechak and cooking its meat. Yenteel scouted for other ingredients but did not find much beyond some leaves that could be used for flavouring.

      Kantees found she could go some distance in different directions without it causing her any additional pain, which had been encouraging. She explored the local area with Ulina and Gally to see whether she was still limited in the directions she could go.

      Although she was not as restricted as she had been on the cliff, there were still limits up and down river. She had been moving too quickly at one point and the sudden searing pain knocked her to the ground. Ulina and Gally pulled her back the way they had come and Kantees recovered after a short time sitting down.

      This time they tried to map the edge of the pain but the only impression Kantees got was that she was in some kind of tunnel and that, perhaps, it was getting wider the closer they got to the place from which it originated. It didn’t seem to make a great deal of sense.

      Back at the camp Kantees asked Yenteel about her blunted knife. He searched and found a flat stone then showed her how to sharpen it. The sikechak did not carry a lot of fat but they managed to get enough to pour on the stone to help with the process. When they ran out of oil they used water.

      Kantees watched as Ulina examined the bones left over. The ones for the wings were straight and very light. Ulina took out her blade and sliced off one of the ends then sharpened it with a few deft strokes.

      The girl slammed the bone point first into the ground where it went in a finger’s length and stuck there. The girl turned her attention to the others and very soon had a dozen very sharp bones of various lengths.

      “What are those for?” said Kantees.

      “The big ones are weapons.”

      “And the small ones?”

      She just shrugged. Kantees did not push it. The small ones could be used as weapons as well. After what happened with the eel, Kantees could not object. They all needed to be able to attack.

      Yenteel washed the sikechak skin in the river and had Ulina cut a scraping tool from a piece of the creature’s spine. He gave that to Gally and set him to work removing all the sinew and other bits still attached.

      “We can probably make something out of it,” said Yenteel. “Or exchange it for food or shelter.”

      Kantees nodded. Despite the pain in her head, she felt more relaxed now than she had since she escaped from Jakalain on Sheesha’s back.

      But the reminder of her ziri made her heart sink again. She did not know if she would ever find him. Certainly not while she had this pain driving her forward.

      By the time they were fully prepared, night was closing in again and they decided to stay another night. It was the longest she had stayed in one place for many five-days.

      She wondered how Daybian and Levin were getting on. They would have reached Jakalain by now; she hoped Daybian’s father would listen. He was a fair man—even if he saw nothing wrong with owning slaves. Would his experiences with her change Daybian’s mind? He wasn’t the sharpest sword but he had a good heart. He had never actually forced himself on her, he had wanted her to agree. She pulled a face. That would never happen, but then she smiled as she remembered how brave he had been in the cave at Kurvin Port. He was a good friend, even if he was an arrogant lump.

      

      It took them half a day trekking through the long grass to reach the base of the cliff on the other side of the valley. They had gone astray twice and Kantees had run into the wall of pain to put them back on course.

      No animal had bothered them but they all carried several of the hastily made bone stabbers tucked into their belts and the rest stored in backpacks. Ulina had been trying to teach Gally how to thrust with the longer ones. He seemed willing to try endlessly but lacked the killer instinct, which meant his thrusts were weak. This seemed to offend Ulina’s sensibilities. As far as she was concerned, if someone was going to use a weapon they had to really mean it.

      They passed the occasional family group of lukisa but none of the males seemed inclined to challenge them. Perhaps they saw people so rarely they were not considered to be a threat. Whatever the reason, they were unmolested for the entire walk.

      The incline started gently enough as the grass gave way to stones and boulders, all well-worn and it did not look as if there had been a rock-fall here recently. But Yenteel pointed along the valley’s edge to where a tumbled pile of rock stood out black against the green on to which it had tumbled. Even the side of the mountain looked as if it had a fresh wound, revealing bare bleak stone with jagged edges where all the rest was rounded and weathered.

      There was nothing like that here. It was all old and weathered with plenty of greenery growing most of the way up, even where the slope was almost vertical.

      “How can we climb this?” said Kantees in despair. “You might as well leave me here.”

      “Don’t be silly,” said Yenteel. “For a start it’s not as bad as it looks, and before we make any decision we must assess the extent of the magic causing your problem.”

      Kantees did not question his comment about the magic, there was nothing else it could be, although she had no idea how or why she should be afflicted in this way. There had been no one around to perform a patterning on her, and if it was a creature doing it, well, it made no sense; they only had magic to assist with their lives—usually to help them find food—but this was drawing her in across a very long distance.

      As far as she was concerned it must be a patterner.

      “What if it was something like a scroll,” she said suddenly as they paced the distance between the furthest points she could travel along the base of the cliff. “If I had triggered a trap over in the big river valley by the lake. Can that be done?”

      Yenteel did not respond immediately. “It’s possible, Kantees. But I don’t know how such a thing might work.”

      “I expect Tenical would know,” she said.

      “He might, but would he tell you even if he did?”

      They reached the far end of her free movement as the pain in her head increased. They had left Ulina and Gally at the other end.

      “Just stay there,” said Yenteel and he set off at a slow run towards a small tree. He climbed it and used his far-seeing device to focus first on Kantees and then the others.

      The day was warm but on this side of the valley the sun was occasionally obscured by the mountains. It wouldn’t be until later in the year that it would shine down on them here. But Kantees closed her eyes and listened to the insects. It was a very pleasant quiet.

      She heard Yenteel approaching and opened her eyes. He was frowning.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      She looked sceptical.

      “No, nothing, it’s just confusing. Of course I can’t give exact numbers but the distance between the edges here seems almost twice what it was back by the river.”

      “That’s not a bad thing, perhaps it’s wearing off.”

      “Was the pain any less when you got to the edges?”

      “No.”

      “Not wearing off then.” He hesitated. “Something else. On the far side of the valley you had no room to manoeuvre at all. Here you have a hundred strides or more. Which is good news for getting up there.”

      “What does it mean?”

      He shook his head. “I do not know.” Then he smiled reassuringly. “Let me think about it.”

      They returned to the middle and called the other two to come back. They ate cold, cooked sikechak. Kantees stood up and walked away from the cliff then turned and stared up at it. There was only one point where it became dangerously steep. And even then she could see a line of cracks running up and to the right.

      She was most concerned about Gally. He was large and round. He had lost a lot of weight since their escape, and had probably become stronger, but if any of them would have difficulty it was him. From what she knew of Ulina, the girl would have absolutely no trouble at all. She was light, small and, when they had met her in the village near Kurvin Port, the leader had told them how she liked to climb cliffs. Never mind the way she had jumped from tekrak to tekrak on the Dunor’s island.

      Kantees smiled as an idea came to her. She called Ulina over and pointed up.

      “You can climb this?”

      “Yes, Kantees, easily. Shall I show you?”

      “Wait, no, I believe you. Fetch a couple of those smaller bone daggers you made, I’d like you to try something.”

      

      In the middle of the afternoon Kantees put her foot on the first of the bone daggers that Ulina had hammered into a crack in the cliff face. She gingerly put her foot on it. It did not move. Little by little she transferred all her weight while she clung to the rock with her fingers, then slid her other foot up and across to the next one. Her heart was pounding, the fear of falling was strong but she had to keep going. Not just for her own sake but so that Gally would see that it could be done.

      The order of climb had been decided, while Ulina went back and forth across the surface as if she was a strange four-legged spider. Kantees would go first because she was the lightest of the other three and would be able to test the pegs. She was also well aware that Yenteel considered her to be more important than anyone else, so no one else got a chance to break the pegs before she went up.

      Yenteel next and Gally last. Gally tried to be brave but his fear was obvious. At Yenteel’s suggestion, they spent more precious time cutting the sikechak skin from both wings. They sliced them into thin strips and tied the pieces end to end, then plaited them for strength to create a rope. Once the first three were up they would send down a loop of it to Gally for just the difficult bit since it was not very long.

      Kantees made it to the top and joined Ulina. Yenteel was slower than Kantees but eventually he made it. They shouted encouragement to Gally but he only climbed a short way before his courage gave out. Kantees was debating what to do when Ulina simply climbed down again, making it look as if she was crawling across a flat surface.

      They could not hear what she said to Gally but he started moving again and this time Ulina went ahead of him telling him where to put his hands and feet. He reached the vertical section and Kantees tossed the loop over while Yenteel found a place to anchor it. There was only one small outcrop of rock that seemed solid enough and it was smooth with weathering.

      “You stand on it to stop it popping off the top,” said Yenteel. “I’ll hang on to stop it slipping.”

      From that point they couldn’t see what was happening below. Kantees watched the rope and every time it went slack she would take her weight off it and Yenteel would tighten it. Suddenly, the rope jerked Yenteel’s hands to the rock and pulled Kantees’ feet from under her. She fell as a cry came from below.

      “A hand, Kantees,” Yenteel said through gritted teeth. There was blood on his fingers. Kantees grabbed the rope and held it tight. Eventually it loosened again. Yenteel freed his bleeding fingers and Kantees stood back on the rope.

      Finally Ulina appeared, along with Gally’s two hands. Then he was up on the ledge with them.

      “Gally fell,” he said. “Very scared.”

      Kantees gave him a smile. “You were brave.”

      Yenteel was rummaging in his bag again, Kantees knew he was after his healing patterns. She took the bag from him and, after a moment’s hesitation, he let her find what he needed.

      “Let’s stay here for the night,” said Kantees. Being on a ledge above a cliff was not her idea of a good place to rest but it was wide enough to take them all. They did not know what they would discover over the next ridge and she would rather find out when she had slept and was refreshed.
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      They slept lying against the rock at the back of the ledge but it didn’t protect them from the rain that started during the night. They just had to endure it and the wind just added insult to injury as it whipped the rain at them horizontally.

      Kantees gave up trying to sleep. She sat with her back to the wall and her bag resting on her head in an attempt to reduce the onslaught. It hardly seemed worth it.

      There was little to see but she stared out into the wet blackness. Still her head ached. She tried to fathom what it could mean that, as she approached the thing—presuming it was a thing—that was causing it, it became less precise. It seemed unreasonable, if something was luring her in wouldn’t it become more accurate? More focused?

      She dozed with the question hanging in her mind.

      The wind had dropped but the rain continued to fall steadily. The view from the ledge was smudged grey and green with the occasional darker patch that represented trees.

      Yenteel’s healing patterns had mended his fingers on the outside though they still looked bruised and he rubbed them from time to time. No one said much. The rain dampened any pleasure they might have had from conquering the cliff.

      The climb from here was less steep and could be achieved by scrambling over the rocks. Yenteel tried to find the easier routes but it did not help a great deal. Plants grew from crevices and they seemed to thrive. It gave them something else to hold on to and pull themselves up.

      They finally reached the point on the ridge where they could see down into the next valley. The rain did not make it easy but from what Kantees could make out, it was a wide plateau. Higher again than the valley they had left. Streams and rivers made darker lines across the surface and trees were common, much to her disgust.

      The far side of the plateau where the cliffs rose up again were just shadows in the rain, with the tops of the mountains lost in clouds.

      Most importantly, they could see buildings—similar in design to the one by the lake—from which smoke was rising. Kantees’ heart beat faster in anticipation that she had reached her goal. Was this the home of the Kadralin? She felt like saying I told you so to Yenteel, but decided to wait until they were sure. The mountains had not been good to them up to now.

      “How’s your head?” said Yenteel.

      “Same.”

      “When we get down to the plain we’ll check how much space you have and make sure we’re still heading in the right direction.”

      “How?”

      Yenteel smiled. “Some of us have been taking note of the mountains and the direction we’ve been travelling,” he said. “Some of us think that this is not just some random magic and that we are being guided somewhere.”

      “And when you say ‘us’?”

      “I mean me.” He took out his far-seer and used it to look back the way they had come, then let it drop. “Unfortunately, the rain is a problem.”

      “We should get on,” she said, trying to hide her desire to see who lived in those houses.

      “We need to wait until I can establish the correct bearing.”

      “But the rain might not let up for days.”

      “Do you want to miss the place?”

      Ulina suddenly spoke. “You mean that?”

      They both looked at her, she was pointing out across the plateau. At first Kantees could see nothing out of the ordinary, then as she looked back and forth something dark caught her eye. Tall and thin, a black line grew out of the landscape, barely noticeable because of the rain. It vanished as the rain intensified.

      She looked at Yenteel who had his far-seer to his eye again, looking at where the line had been.

      “Can you see it?” she said.

      “Gone,” he said but he stayed still with the brass tube to his eye. “Get a stone, Kantees, draw a line that follows the line I’m looking in.” Kantees understood and cast around looking for something she could use to make a mark on the ground. But Ulina was ahead of her, she had her knife out and knelt beside Yenteel’s feet. Kantees saw what she was doing and went to stand directly in front of Yenteel. On tiptoe she looked along the barrel of the far-seer.

      Ulina cut a line in the stone between their pairs of feet.

      “Done,” she said and the two of them relaxed.

      Yenteel and Kantees looked at the line. It wasn’t straight and jumped from one rock to another but the overall direction was clear. Yenteel tried looking behind them again but the rain obliterated the view.

      “I think it’s the right direction,” said Yenteel. “It’s definitely not the wrong direction.”

      “I don’t want to wait,” said Kantees. “We’ve wasted enough time as it is.”

      “Wasted time?”

      “I lost the ziri and we’re crawling like babies across the world.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “How do you know, Yenteel?”

      He shut up.

      If she was crying they would never be able to tell with the rain.

      She shouldered her bag. “Let’s go.”

      Ulina was beside her in a moment and Gally was only slower because he was bigger. Kantees glanced at the slope before them. Rounded boulders all the way down. Easy to slip on, but not if they were careful.

      She set off and did not look behind to see if Yenteel was following.

      

      The descent was much as she had expected, though her foot slipped into a hole and she needed help getting herself uncaught. Yenteel said nothing as he gently eased her foot from the gap between the rocks.

      “Thank you,” she said as she retrieved what was left of her worn-out shoe that had been left behind. She looked at them all, their clothes were all threadbare, and in some cases torn through. They needed to get some new ones. Perhaps they could trade at this place.

      The houses had looked closer when they were on the top of the ridge but it took them until the middle of the day, crossing the many streams that ran through the plateau. There were herds of lukisa, far more numerous than the ones below.

      Finally, they found a track, which led them to a wooden gate set in a stone wall covered in moss with plants growing from its cracks, looking as if it had been made a hundred years ago, perhaps even more.

      The latch on the gate was simple and it swung open smoothly on its wooden hinges. What she found odd was the lack of patterns carved into its surface. That was what people always did. Whether the patterns had any effect or not, beds, chairs, doors, gates, window frames, they always had magic carved into them as protection or curses.

      She made a point of looking the gate over thoroughly but there was nothing.

      Yenteel watched her. “What is your interest in gates, Kantees?”

      “It’s unusual,” she said. She saw no reason to give him any clues, he was keeping secrets from her, why shouldn’t she treat him the same way?

      She headed off towards the buildings that could be seen among the trees ahead; there was no sign of any people yet. Yenteel was left staring at the gate.

      The track changed to what could be called a road. The surface was stone, though it was old and cracked in places. Again it was reminiscent of the one beside the lake. Not that she doubted these had been made by the same people, no matter that it had been a long time in the past. The one at the lake had been abandoned, perhaps because of the creatures that now lived in the water. This was still in use.

      On either side there were paddocks, a couple of lukisa in one, the others empty, then a cultivated area with rows of plants. Kantees imagined what it might be like to have a proper cooked meal with vegetables.

      The road continued past the houses through a small wood and out into the land beyond. The rain had lifted until it was a drizzle but the trees prevented them seeing any further. Though she was a little nervous of the wood, she assumed it would not contain anything unpleasant since it was so close to this farm. There had been no defences at all, so there was probably little risk here.

      A gate opened to a path that led to the door of the building from which smoke rose. The windows were the same as the one by the lake, small rectangles below and long thin ones above. Many of them were blocked by stone or wood. Of the others, the majority contained their glass, but others stood empty.

      “What should we do?” said Kantees.

      “Knock on the door,” said Yenteel.

      “Who?”

      “You.”

      Kantees knew he was right but that did not make it any easier. “Better it’s just one of us, I suppose,” she said. “So as not to be threatening.”

      “That’s what I thought,” said Yenteel.

      “I will come,” said Ulina. “I am only a little girl. I will not scare them.”

      “That would be their mistake,” said Kantees and Ulina gave a little smile.

      “A woman and a child seem very safe,” said Yenteel. “Gally and I will stand back here, well away from the gate so we don’t look as if we’re about to rush them.”

      “They are watching us,” said Ulina.

      “How many?”

      “I have seen five at different windows.”

      “Then they will have us outnumbered,” said Kantees and sighed. “I suppose that’s a good thing.”

      Ulina slipped her hand into Kantees’. “I will not let them hurt you.”

      “I know. You’re a good girl.” She looked up at the door again. “Let’s go.”

      She unlatched the gate and they went through. She turned back to Yenteel and Gally who were now sitting on the wall on the other side of the road. She didn’t think they looked dangerous, but how others might see them was something else. They had fought the Dunor and escaped. They had survived a night in a ley-circle occupied by monstrous men.

      But those had been clear enemies.

      Kantees lifted her hand and knocked on the door. This time she was hoping to see a black face, someone that would be a friend. She wanted this land to be a place where she could live and forget the world outside.

      Muffled voices engaged in frantic discussion on the other side of the door. She couldn’t make out any individual words. Then there was silence until the latch clicked.

      The interior was dark and the light from the door highlighted a man. Kantees realised she had been holding her breath and let it out when she saw that he was Kadralin.

      He was Kadralin. She felt like shouting it. She had been right. To the depths of the dark with Yenteel and his doubts.

      The man was dressed in a coarse woollen shirt, and dark trousers. He stared at Kantees and then his eyes dropped to Ulina. Perhaps there was a slight reaction when he saw her. Perhaps that was her imagination, but Ulina backed away slightly as if she was nervous, and moved behind Kantees.

      He said something. The words meant little but they sounded like a question.

      “I am Kantees,” she said.

      The man squinted.

      She tried again, touching her hand to her chest. “Kantees.” She put her hand on Ulina’s head. “Ulina.” She turned and pointed to the others. “Yenteel. Galiko.”

      The man grunted. A woman’s voice came from inside. Again Kantees did not understand.

      She touched her fingers to her chest again. “Kadralin, I am Kadralin.” Almost as if she wanted to convince them, though her skin told them what they needed to know, how could she be anything else?

      The woman in the darkness spoke again. The man muttered something angrily back.

      Kantees wanted to tell them everything. How she had dreamed of meeting her own people—ones who were free—since before she could remember; since the day she had heard they might exist when she lived in the house of Kevrey in Dakastown. Had her master deliberately said it so that she would hear? He had told her she was a weapon, had this been part of her forging?

      She could not allow herself to believe that everything she had learnt was part of his manipulations, so she stood here on the doorstep waiting for her people to invite her in.

      Why?

      She pushed that down. The why was obvious. She wanted to stop running and she refused to follow the path her Taymalin master had laid out for her.

      How can you know this is not the path?

      “Please,” she said, in part to silence the voice in her head. “May we come in? Is there anyone here who can speak our language?”

      Yenteel shouted something. Kantees frowned. She hadn’t heard him properly, she couldn’t make out what he was saying. She turned. He had come across the road and was standing behind the wall.

      Whatever it was he had said, he repeated it.

      “You speak their language?” My language.

      “No, Kantees, but the trader people on the mainland are Kadralin, they have a language that was once Kadralin, mixed with the tongue of the Taymalin. I can speak that, you know it, I have before.”

      She turned back to the man in the doorway. He had come out into the light and was no longer paying any attention to Kantees. He spoke slowly to Yenteel. Yenteel replied.

      The man nodded and went into the house.

      Kantees glared at Yenteel. “You stole it from me.”

      “I took nothing, Kantees.”

      “I wanted this, you never wanted it.”

      “You still have it.”

      Kantees found herself crying and cursed herself for being so emotional.

      “You asked me once why I was with you.”

      “I asked you a dozen times, you milk-puke.” She knew she was shouting but she couldn’t stop herself.

      He nodded. “My master told me to ease your way.”

      “You and your master manipulate me just like every other spawn of Taymar. Your skin may be black but your heart is as white as the Taymalin. I’ve had enough of it.”

      “But you need me now,” he said very quietly.

      If she had had anything in her hands she would have thrown it at him.

      Yenteel looked her in the eye. “Kantees, the farmer has invited you into his home. Are you going to ignore him?”

      “I won’t forget this,” she said. “And one day I will make you and your master suffer.”

      He did not say it, but she could see his response in his eyes: as if I have not already suffered?

      She turned away from him before she felt sorry for him. The man had gone from the doorway and instead there was a woman. She was smiling and holding out her hand. Kantees could not smile even though she felt only gratitude as she stepped inside the room that smelled of cooking, animals, and home.
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      It was odd how the farmers seemed out of place in this building. It was not something she could easily put her finger on. Perhaps it was because where there were cracks, old and mouldering, nothing had been done to fix them. That the windows were boarded up or simply left broken where they had no glass.

      Kantees followed the woman through the first room that seemed to be used as a dumping ground for old tools, chairs, and tables. It would not be possible to live in here. The kitchen at the back was tidier. There was a fire with pots above, something delicious was cooking. Perhaps the fact they had not had a properly cooked meal for quit some time meant anything would smell good.

      Two children, barely toddlers, were playing on the floor and looked up at the strangers. When they noticed Ulina, still at Kantees’ side, they stared. A girl carrying a pail entered from the door opposite, she glanced at the newcomers but went to the fire where she deposited the pail and spooned out water into one of the pots.

      The farmer’s wife turned and said something, pointing to chairs around a table. Kantees took a seat with Yenteel on one side—she ignored him—and Ulina and Gally on the other.

      Four wooden bowls were filled, and brought over along with flat bread. There were no spoons or other eating utensils. The smell was good and Kantees lifted the bowl to her lips. The liquid was almost hot enough to burn her lips but she slurped it and the taste exploded across her tongue. It was not that it was a particularly thick broth. But it was flavoursome and was the best thing they had tasted in days.

      After she had tasted the food the others followed her lead and ate. Every one of them used the bread to wipe the remaining liquid from the bowl. The farmer, his wife, and the children watched them eat.

      Kantees smiled her gratitude.

      “Gally?” she said. “Have you got the sikechak skin?”

      He shrugged the remains of the skin off his back, where it had been tied up with the rope they had made, and placed it on the table. Kantees stood up and looked at Yenteel. “Translate this for me.”

      “Keep it simple,” he said.

      “Thank you for your hospitality,” she said slowly, as if that might help them understand. Yenteel hesitated and then spoke in the language she so desired to understand.

      The man and woman nodded. Yenteel translated their response as, “It is our honour to help travellers from beyond the mountains.”

      “How do they know we’re from beyond the mountains?” she said, concerned that he might have said too much in his translation.

      Yenteel just nodded in the direction of Ulina. “And my version of their language is clearly not from around here.”

      “Alright, now say this: Please accept this gift of a sikechak skin.”

      “You’re giving it to them?”

      “Just tell them.”

      “It would be a lot easier to say it was for trade,” Yenteel said quietly. “Those are words I know.”

      But he did as he was told.

      Kantees pushed the package across the table. The farmer undid the ties and unrolled the skin. Even though they had used most of it to form rope, the remainder still seemed huge in the room. The children came to examine it, as did the farmer’s wife. There was much talking and they seemed impressed.

      Suddenly a stream of questions was launched at Yenteel. He answered as best he could and Kantees did not interrupt him, she expected to get a summary when they were done, but Yenteel said two words she recognised in quick succession and she was about to shout at him for daring to call her Kantees of the Ziri again, when everything went quiet.

      The farmer and his wife turned their attention to her with a look of what she couldn’t deny was fear, and sank to their knees. Their foreheads touched the stone floor in obeisance.

      “What have you done?” she demanded, expecting to see a smug look on his face but Yenteel was clearly as surprised as she was. But she wasn’t going to give him any benefit of the doubt. “You just had to do it, didn’t you? You had to call me that name.”

      The older girl was also on her knees with her head to the ground. Only the young children seemed immune, and were giggling.

      “Their reaction is interesting though,” said Yenteel.

      “You’ve scared them out of their wits,” said Kantees, her voice rising with her anger.

      “You’re not helping using that tone.”

      “One day I might just stick a knife between your ribs.”

      “You will do whatever you think fit, Kantees, but right now I think we should find out what’s going on. Don’t you?”

      She forced her voice to a more reasonable level. “I’m going to go outside. You talk to them and find out. Don’t upset them any more than you already have.”

      “I will do my best.”

      “Of course you will, you’re here to ease my way. Isn’t that how you put it?” she said. “I don’t trust you, Yenteel, but I have no choice. I can’t even tell you not to use that name because you will anyway if you think it suits your purpose. But just remember, no matter how much you think you’re doing it for me, the truth is you’re doing it for your master and he doesn’t care what I want.”

      He said nothing. She threaded her way round the back of the table and out through the kitchen door with Ulina following, as expected.

      

      “These mountains are the same ones that I saw from Jakalain but from the other side,” said Kantees as she and Ulina stood in the yard outside the back of the farm building. There were a number of other buildings, all of which seemed to hold livestock. Kelukisa yowled from one, and they could see the legs of something large shuffling behind the door of another.

      Further back was a paddock with three kichesa which were probably used for pulling the cart that sat off to one side. Kantees looked up, the rain had stopped and the clouds were tearing across the sky now.

      Kantees headed for the corral, avoiding animal droppings. At least the kichesa would be tame and they might want to be petted. Ulina walked along behind her, not saying a word.

      As they approached the fence one of the kichesa rumbled and took long solid strides in their direction. Its scaly tail lifted to balance it. Kantees held out her hand for it to have a sniff and then it approached closer and she rubbed it on the side of its solid neck, feeling the muscles move beneath the green and grey scales.

      It leaned down and sniffed her head, its breath puffing through her short hair.

      Seeing that there was no danger, the other two wandered over. The smaller one kept stopping to sniff the ground, as if it was pretending it wasn’t truly interested in these two new people who had turned up.

      “Are they safe?” said Ulina.

      “They just eat plants like the lukisa,” said Kantees. She turned to see that Ulina was standing a short distance away, her hand on the dagger sheath round her neck. “They are used to people. Don’t you have kichesa at your—?” Kantees broke off, cursing herself. She had resolved never to ask Ulina about her past.

      Yenteel had been right and Kantees knew it, had known it almost from the start. The only thing that explained Ulina’s skill at bringing death, and her lack of any emotion in doing so, was that she was Farahalek. A child stolen away and trained almost from birth to kill in a thousand ways and without remorse.

      “There were kichesa,” said Ulina. “But they were trained to kill.”

      Kantees looked at the three animals pushing at her, trying to get her attention and perhaps have her feed them a treat. They were half the size of a ziri but though their mouths might be filled with flat teeth for chewing, if they chose to bite they could rip a hand off. Or crush a head.

      “Kantees!” Gally called as he came out of the farmhouse. “Yenteel says to come back.”

      She sighed, grateful she did not have to hear any more from Ulina. She had enough pain of her own, she did not need to carry someone else’s.

      

      She turned away from the kichesa and Ulina, and headed back to the building. Gally waited for her and then followed her inside. The kitchen was empty of everyone except Yenteel and the farmer. As she entered, the farmer looked away from her and down at the ground. As if he thought she could strike him down where he stood with nothing but a look.

      Kantees stopped just inside the door, she had no desire to get close to Yenteel, and really did not want to know what he had discovered. She knew it wasn’t going to be good.

      “Well?” said Kantees when Yenteel failed to say anything for a long while.

      “He’s terrified of you because of the name I used.”

      “I know that.”

      “And why do you think that is?”

      “I’m in no mood for games, Yenteel.”

      He took a deep breath. “It seems that the ziri are not thought of kindly here.”

      She wasn’t sure what she had been expecting him to say, but it wasn’t that. “You mean they are wild and eat their lukisa?”

      “No, I mean the ziri are the enemy of these people.”

      “You’re not making any sense.”

      Instead of answering, Yenteel pulled out his device for calculating the time of the next feeding.

      “Put that away,” she said. “I’m going to sit down and you’re going to explain.”

      As Kantees pulled out a chair and sat, she heard footsteps behind her as Ulina came into the kitchen.

      Yenteel did the same and waved at the farmer to sit as well. He shook his head with a wary glance at Kantees. Yenteel did not try any harder but, with one arm on the table, he turned to face her.

      “This happened a long time ago. Urben here doesn’t really know how long but it was before the time of his grandfather, so that could be anything from a hundred to a thousand years or more. The people came here. The stories say they were fleeing from invaders who had greater control of the Mother’s power than they did.”

      “Taymalin.” She almost spat the word.

      “Probably. So perhaps it is a thousand years. It doesn’t really matter.”

      “It matters to me.”

      Yenteel closed his eyes for a moment. “At that time, the people rode the zirichasa, and everything was fine. They found places to live in the mountains like this, there were wild ziri here as well. The story is not clear at this point but for some reason the ziri turned on the people. At first, because it wasn’t expected, the ziri succeeded in killing many of the people but then they became organised and fought back. The ziri were just animals, of course, so the people were easily able to kill them and succeeded in wiping out most of them until they retreated back into the mountains.

      “But,” he said, “they still come out of the mountains and attack from time to time. And that’s how it’s been since then. These people are terrified of the zirichasa and will kill them given a chance.”

      Kantees stared at him. “That … that can’t be true.”

      Yenteel shrugged. “He believes it.”

      “Did you ask him when the last attack was?”

      “A farm was torn apart not far from here a couple of years ago.”

      “How do they know it was the zirichasa? Perhaps it was those eel-men.”

      “Ustecalin, river people,” said Yenteel in an almost distracted way. He turned to the farmer and said something. The man stood, went to an alcove and opened a box that was there. The thing he pulled out was bent in the middle but unmistakably a ziri feather. It was grey, from a wild ziri.

      Kantees felt herself grow cold and numb. It was impossible. “I can’t believe it,” she whispered. “You’ve seen them, Yenteel, was there ever anything but kindness from the ziri? You know they just race. Levin and Daybian, they ride them and race. You’ve ridden them for days. No ziri has attacked a person, neither Taymalin nor Kadralin. You know this.” She knew she was pleading with him, trying to persuade him, trying to make the story untrue.

      “Sheesha has gone, Kantees. We came to this place and he’s gone. Looesa with him.”

      “Then nothing has changed. We have to find them.”

      Yenteel said nothing. She was not sure if it was because he agreed with her, or because he didn’t.

      “Urben here is taking a cart to the market tomorrow. He said we can go with him.”

      “I don’t need to go to a market, Yenteel, I need to find my Sheesha.”

      “If he is in the mountains, Kantees, you can’t find him until we deal with the reason why you have such a terrible pain in your head.”

      She couldn’t argue. Suddenly she felt very tired. Lost, as if the world had been ripped from under her and she was falling through nothing.
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      The rest of the day passed in a strange haze for Kantees. It was as if the ground had been ripped from under her. They were given two rooms to sleep in on the upper floor. One for her and Ulina, the other for the men.

      There was little furniture, just a table and a pallet on the floor. The blanket they provided was thick wool and kept the two of them warm.

      She lay with her arms wrapped around Ulina, unable to sleep and trying to make sense of what she had been told.

      She had come here expecting to find her people. She had expected them to be strong, in the safety of the mountains. Over the past few ten-days her belief had been strengthened by the Ziri Towers sited at all the major cities. She knew they were built by the Kadralin and stolen by the Taymalin.

      Her people, the ones she believed in, had kept ziri. They had bred them and raised them, perhaps they had raced them and that had been usurped by the Taymalin as well.

      She had discovered the magic of the zirichasa, and that was something nobody had known before. Yet she had seen that trail of gold in the sky a ten-day ago. It had to have been a ziri and it had been coming from the direction of these mountains.

      There must be people here who still rode the ziri.

      The farmers were scared but Kantees did not believe the ziri would attack a human settlement without provocation.

      She slid her arm from under the little girl and sat up, leaning against the cold of the stone wall behind her. Much as she loved Sheesha, and cared about the rest of the ziri, she knew they were barely more than animals. Yes, Sheesha responded to her very thoughts. Yes, she could make him fly faster than the lightning. Yes, he was clever, but he was not a person. Sheesha did not have the memory that might make a person hold a grudge for a dozen years only to mete out their revenge when the opportunity arose.

      And they did not connive. If there was pain, yes they might remember the cause, but they did not keep that thought in their minds. They did not think about how they might prevent it from ever happening again, they simply avoided it. They lived in the moment. No thought of the future or the past.

      She knew the zirichasa. She had lived with them day and night for so many years. The idea they might attack humans out of some ancient spite was crazy. And if they had, it must be because someone made them.

      The thoughts tumbled around her mind. She stood up. The dim light of Colimar made parallel blocks of red on the wooden floor. Dust and dirt clung to the soles of her feet as she padded across to one of the windows and leaned against the wall, peering out.

      The fields and trees were shades of grey. The room faced in the direction she needed to go, and the black tower in the distance made a solid blank against the red-stained mountains and twinkling stars. A few clouds floated above, their edges tinged with red, while those near the horizon glowed with white which meant Lostimal would be rising.

      Someone was making the ziri attack people. That was the only possibility she could accept. Could it be the same someone who had made them turn on the population all those years ago? She shook her head; that seemed impossible—then she caught herself and laughed under her breath. What did impossible mean anymore?

      She had seen the machines at Cliffedge lifting barges heavier than hills. In just two days she had flown a ziri from Dakastown to Jakalain. She had ridden a tekrak that was bigger than a house. And fished a dead sikechak from a flooded river so that she and her companions could eat.

      No. This was no time for her old ideas of what was usual or likely. If the world did not match her expectations then she must see it for what it was, not what she hoped it would be. But perhaps she could twist its pattern, and make it in the image she wanted.

      Was that the height of arrogance? That’s what Libbibet liked to say to anyone who thought they might change the way of the world: “A wish can’t change the shape of the world, Kantees.”

      But she already had. The pattern of the world said she was a slave and that her place was with the Taymalin. The pattern of the world said that Daybian could have his will with her, that she lived or died at the will of her master, that she had no possessions.

      She had defied that pattern and here she stood. In the land of the Kadralin, in the heart of Esternes. Although some might say, “It’s the will of Taymar” or, “It’s the will of the Mother”.

      She sighed. If you couldn’t be in charge of your own destiny, were you even alive at all?

      In the distance the edges of a mountain glowed white as Lostimal emerged; it was nearly full. Its brilliance lit up the valley, the greys became shades of dark green. The red of Colimar lingered only in the deepest shadows.

      Did that mean anything?

      Perhaps it meant she should trust herself.

      She yawned. Trusting herself didn’t always seem a very good way of going about things.

      But she could try.

      The revelation had exhausted her and, though her head still ached, she made her way back to the pallet, lay down beside Ulina and slept.

      

      She seemed to have barely closed her eyes when Gally was shaking her awake. The light from the windows said it was still night though Lostimal had moved in the sky and, where there had been red bars across the floor, there were now white ones.

      “The farmer says it is time to go,” said Gally.

      Kantees did not argue but slid from under the blanket and shook Ulina.

      In a short time they were all in the kitchen where Urben’s wife had prepared some porridge which they ate quickly from wooden bowls.

      There were two carts waiting outside. Urben climbed up behind the lukisa of the first while a man they had not seen before sat waiting with the reins of the second pair in his hands.

      Kantees decided quickly and, with Ulina, got up on the first cart. She might not be able to talk to the man but she was not going to let Yenteel fill Urben’s ears with more nonsense. She glanced behind to see Yenteel and Gally squeezing on to the second. She looked down into the cart: most of the produce was in sacks and just formless lumps, but there were barrels which smelled of fish.

      Urben picked up a stick and slapped the rears of the lukisa with a sharp crack. They did not react immediately but after a few more hits they started to move. The carts ground their way up the path, out through the gate and on to the road. The paved stone ran out as they left the small wood beyond the farm.

      It was still night but the light of Lostimal, even though it was not full, was sufficient to make travel easy enough. As long as they stayed on the track it would be hard to lose their way.

      They crossed a wooden bridge that was barely wide enough for the cart and, although it had barriers along each side, they looked frail and she suspected an impact would smash them in a moment.

      The carts were slow. As the sun came up Kantees decided she was going to walk for a little while. She jumped down and strode ahead of the plodding animals.

      In the distance the tall black tower pointed like an insulting finger at the sky. As she stared at it the pain in the back of her head, that had become such a constant she barely even noticed it, throbbed and sent extra waves of pain through her shoulders and down her arms.

      She shook her head and looked away. She stumbled but caught herself and kept walking. She did not want the others to notice. But it confirmed what they had suspected. The tower was the cause of her problem. It was like a candle to night-time insects. She was drawn inexorably towards it, and when she drew close enough it would burn her. That was not something she would allow to happen. She was not some ignorant insect that did not understand that the light which mesmerised them would also consume them.

      It was good to stretch her legs. They had been aching from the climb yesterday after all the walking. This helped. The sky remained clear and Lostimal was heading towards the horizon when the sun poured its light into the valley just as they came to the brow of small hill. She stopped to let the cart catch up.

      The valley between her and the tower was laid out with streams winding through the fields and dotted with farms and collections of buildings. It was more populated than she had imagined. The river’s flood plain where they had arrived had no buildings at all. Perhaps flooding was common and the people had decided it was not worth the effort. If Kantees and her companions had arrived just a day later they would not have been able to cross.

      She climbed back into the cart and gave Ulina a hug.

      “You stumbled,” she said.

      “It was nothing.” She glanced at the child who was staring back with a knowing look in her eyes. I did not promise to always tell the truth.

      “It’s like the tower in the faraway place,” said Ulina, turning her gaze to the black digit.

      “Yes, perhaps the Slissac built this one too.”

      “Why not the Kadralin?”

      Kantees shook her head. “They may have built the Ziri Towers, but this is too…” she could not think of a word that encompassed the Slissac ability to channel the raw power of the Mother’s milk, “…too perfect.”

      Was it here before the Kadralin came? How old were these towers? History said the Slissac lived in a distant part of the world where they had enslaved the white-skinned Taymalin before the slaves eventually escaped their masters and fled here.

      But if there had been Taymalin and Slissac in that place, could there not have been Kadralin and Slissac in this one? And if there were, where did they go? And why did they not enslave the Kadralin? There was no tale of that ever happening.

      Suddenly she wanted to talk to Yenteel. She sent Ulina off to the other cart and had Yenteel join her.

      “You want my counsel?”

      “The headache returns when I stare at the tower.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      Kantees expected him to go on but he didn’t. “Interesting? Is that the best you can do?”

      “I don’t know what’s causing this.”

      “I think it’s a light for the night creatures.” She half-expected Yenteel to make a joke or deliberately misunderstand her.

      Instead he was silent for a while until he finally said, “Does that make any sense?”

      “Does it make sense for Sheesha and the others to fly away and not return? Does it make sense for me to be drawn towards this place or suffer pain?”

      “You’re saying there is a patterning at work here that’s affecting you from a distance of at least a couple of leagues.”

      “Yes, something that affects the ziri too,” she said.

      He looked for a moment as if there was a but on the tip of his tongue. The left-hand lukik of the team choose that moment to defecate. Kantees closed her eyes as the smell was strong enough to make them sting.

      Yenteel gave a choking laugh. “Potent stuff.”

      The farmer also laughed and said something.

      “He says we are unweaned milk-babes if the lukik shit seems that bad.”

      “You can tell him I shovelled ziri shit all my life.”

      “Given their attitude to zirichasa I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      Kantees silently agreed.

      Yenteel took a moment to gather his thoughts. “But whatever this patterning is it doesn’t affect the rest of us, or this fellow.”

      “But, as you are so keen to point out, I have a connection to the ziri, well, to Sheesha anyway.”

      Yenteel looked at her and then turned to face the tower. “This is smaller than the one in the far south, but it’s similar and that one had no effect on you.”

      “I know,” she said. “But I need some sort of protection, do you think you can do that?”

      Yenteel sighed. “I’m no patterner, Kantees. I can follow instructions but I cannot create new patterns.”

      “What about the protective shield you used in the Talamyrth?”

      “It creates a ward, yes, but only in the form you saw when I used it before.”

      “You can’t do anything then?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      They fell silent. Kantees glanced at the black tower and winced as pain daggered through her head.

      “It’s going to get harder for me the closer we get,” she said. “The more it fills the sky the more chance I have of seeing it.”

      “We could cover your eyes.”

      “It may come to that.”
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      The landscape crawled by. Walking would be faster.

      They had passed a collection of houses where people—every one of them dark-skinned as she was—came out to stare as they passed. There was no emotion in them and as soon as the carts had passed, they just went back into their ancient and patched homes. Nothing seemed to be new.

      Farms became more common, and less isolated than Urben’s.

      Finally, they reached the outskirts of the town. The buildings were all old here too and people watched idly from upper storey windows before disappearing back inside. The streets were busy, though not many paid them any attention, they seemed intent on going about their business. She took pleasure in the fact that every face was some shade of Kadralin. None here were obviously tainted with Taymalin blood.

      She shook her head, no, that was not the right way to think. Unfortunately, the shake seemed to re-awaken the throbbing even though she was not looking at the tower. Then Yenteel jabbed her in the arm.

      “What?” she snapped. She immediately regretted her tone but was not inclined to apologise for it.

      “Haven’t you noticed?”

      “Noticed what?”

      “The noise.”

      She was about to say there wasn’t much noise when she realised that was his point. She stared at the people moving back and forth, carrying baskets, tools, or bundles; they seldom spoke. There was so little sound she could hear the cart wheels grinding on the stone road.

      “Folk tales,” he said quietly. “Stories for children.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The Lord’s beautiful daughter cursed by the Kisharuk to die—”

      “But saved by a powerful sorcerer who cast a pattern that held her, her family and all their realm in sleep for a hundred years,” said Kantees. “The Curse of Eftena. Yes, what of it?”

      “You asked me to believe in a pattern that could reach across leagues and bend the will of the ziri. And,” he said, “I scoffed at the idea because nothing could be that powerful.”

      “You agree with me then?”

      “We’re looking at it.” A sweep of his arm took in everyone around them. He peered round her at the farmer and spoke to him. The man seemed to come awake and replied briefly before returning to his reverie.

      “What did he say?”

      “I asked him how far it was to go, you saw what happened.”

      “What did he reply?”

      “Not far.”

      A shop protruded into the main street and the road went around it to the left. Kantees’ head was hurting constantly now. As the cart rounded the bend, market stalls came into sight. Crowds moved through it but there was no sound of barkers calling their wares. It was not silent but only the rustling of cloth and a low murmuring disturbed the air.

      Until Kantees screamed.

      Black stone grew from behind the crowd. Chiselled patterns intertwined up the precipitous walls. At the sight of it, the closeness of it, pain slammed through her head as if she had been attacked with a hammer.

      In the eerie quiet of the town her voice bounced off the black wall and struck her back, redoubled. She squeezed her eyes shut from the pain and slammed her hands over them, digging the heel in. The image of the black tower hung in her mind’s eye as the pain reluctantly receded.

      “Kantees?”

      It was a voice she knew but it seemed to be coming from a long distance away. Hands touched her and she pushed them away in terror. She dared not open her eyes, and kept both hands covering them so she remained in the utter dark.

      “Kantees, listen to me.” Yenteel. “You need to get down from the cart.”

      “I can’t open my eyes.”

      “Can’t?”

      “Dare not.”

      “Pain?”

      “You cannot know.”

      There was a pause. She realised the cart had stopped and the strange quiet of the town continued around them.

      “Kantees?”

      “It’s all right, Gally. I’m all right.”

      “Kantees screamed. Kantees is lying.” He sounded as if he was telling her off.

      She gave a short humourless laugh. “The tower makes my head hurt. I can’t look at it.”

      The cart moved as someone climbed up to her left. The farmer was still on her right, he had not moved nor spoken since her outburst.

      “I’ve got something I can use for a blindfold,” said Yenteel. “Once that’s in place we’ll get you down and find somewhere to stay.”

      “I saw an inn on the road as we came in,” she said.

      “Yes, but there’s one here on the main square.”

      “I’d prefer one further away from the tower.” She tried to maintain a semblance of control in her voice but even she thought she sounded desperate.

      “Let me check this one out first,” he said as if he were talking to a child. “Twist round to face me. I’ll start to wrap this around your head. Remove your hands when you feel it. Keep your eyes shut.”

      She turned on the cart bench. “You don’t need to worry about me peeking,” she said as she felt a pressure on the back of her head. A coarse cloth touched the back of her hand and she removed it slowly. No light seeped in as Yenteel wrapped it around the front.

      With her both hands free she put one on the backboard of the bench and rested the other on her stomach self-consciously. The blindfold went round her head three times covering from her forehead down to her cheeks. He was being thorough.

      “Can you turn so I can reach the back to tie it off?”

      She didn’t move.

      “Put your hands on the blindfold if you’re worried it might fall off.”

      The side of her mouth twitched in an almost-smile. That had been her exact concern.

      Finally the blindfold was tied and she tentatively dropped her hands. It seemed firm enough.

      “I’m going to climb down. You slide to the end of the bench then we’ll help you off.”

      She could remember the side of the cart, the position of the footrest, but being unable to see put a terror in her heart. The sudden idea the ground might not be there swept through her. She pushed it away as ridiculous but the uncertainty stayed with her.

      She held out one hand and felt Yenteel take a good hold. Then two large strong hands took her wrist and hand on the other side.

      “Gally will not let Kantees fall.”

      She felt as if she could weep. Yenteel’s other hand slid up to her armpit and Gally’s did the same. They lifted her down. The ground was there when her feet came down. Yenteel’s hands loosened and she compulsively gripped both. She was unsteady and the realisation that she might lose her way and her friends swept away all bravado.

      “Don’t leave me.”

      

      Yenteel secured a room at the back of the inn. She had been forced to climb three flights of uneven and creaky stairs. She had felt the presence of the other people around her but, just like the town itself, the place was curiously quiet. But that was not at the forefront of Kantees’ mind, she was scared and she could not place the source.

      “Tomorrow,” said Yenteel, “once you’re rested, we will examine the tower in more detail.”

      Fear wracked her and she could barely understand what he was saying.

      “There’s something strange here, something that’s causing you to have your headaches,” he said. “If we leave without solving it, you’ll just get them back.”

      She said nothing. He was probably right but it was difficult to focus.

      A small hand pressed against the top of hers. Ulina.

      “I do not like this place, Kantees.”

      She heard a chair scrape against the floorboards. “Let’s get the blindfold off.”

      Kantees panicked. “Is it safe?”

      “We can’t see the tower from this side of the building.”

      For some reason she did not trust Yenteel’s words. “Gally? Is it safe?”

      “I cannot see the tower, Kantees.”

      “The window looks out on the stables and the place smells,” said Ulina.

      Kantees jumped as someone touched the back of her head.

      “It’s just me,” said Yenteel.

      He pulled against the cloth, jerking her head back, as he untied the knot. Then the pressure diminished as the cloths came away from her skin. Catching on the bristly hair protruding from her scalp.

      She said nothing for a few moments, then, “Why is the room so dark?”

      “The room is light, Kantees,” said Gally.

      “That’s not funny.”

      She felt the air move in front of her face and slapped at something there.

      “My fingers, Kantees,” said Yenteel.

      “Open the shutters, Yenteel, please,” she pleaded.

      Hands gripped her by the shoulders.

      “Let go of me!”

      She wrenched herself away from the hands but overbalanced the chair and fell back slamming her head against the wood. She rolled on to her hands and knees, scrambling to rise as someone grabbed her shoulders.

      “Kantees, stop.” Yenteel’s voice was not angry, not sharp but pleading, as you might speak to a frightened child.

      She pulled away again and stumbled forwards until her shins slammed into something and she fell forwards onto a straw-filled pallet.

      And it was black. Everything was black, not a single hint of light. Even if the shutters had been drawn, even on a cloudy day full of rain, there would be light leaking in through the gaps. But for her there was nothing.

      “I cannot see,” she whispered and then sobbed. “I cannot see!”

      

      Lying on the pallet and facing the wall with her eyes shut she could pretend the dark was just a temporary thing. The day would come, she would open her eyes and everything would be visible once more.

      Someone brought them food. She was not hungry but she could not refuse when Gally insisted that he feed her. It was stew and well-cooked though she did not recognise the flavour of the meat. She did not care.

      “Use your healing patterns, Yenteel.”

      He did not respond.

      “Yenteel?”

      “Sorry, Kantees, I was thinking. Yes, I could do that—” He hesitated.

      “You don’t think it will work.”

      “It is intended to deal with physical injury, for use by someone with little skill. It is not a refined spell. I don’t know that it will do any good.”

      “What worse harm could it do?”

      She took his further silence as agreement. He bound her head once more and had her lay down again. Feeling him scraping the patterns across the surface was strange and when the chant started she felt a strange tingling in her eyes and across her forehead.

      But when he had finished and they unwrapped her eyes she was as blind as ever.

      “What does it look like?” she asked.

      “Your eyes?”

      “What else?”

      “They do not look any different.” His voice had an underlying strain though he tried to sound unconcerned. “The pattern had no effect?”

      “Some tingling.”

      “Much?”

      “No.” She sighed and turned her head as if she was looking around the room, but she did not even know how big it was. “Is it still daylight?”

      “The sun has gone down.”

      “I can’t smell any candles.”

      “We haven’t made any light.”

      “Why not?”

      “It did not seem fair.”

      She bit back scornful words. They were feeling guilty for…what? Not having lost their sight as well?

      “Don’t be foolish.”

      She heard him get up and move away. Heard the flint clicking as he made a small flame.

      “And we could do with a fire in here,” she said and suddenly felt her voice was too loud. Though she knew Ulina and Gally were in the room she could not hear them and she felt alone. But she did not want to show weakness, did not want to scare Gally any more than he must already be.

      Where is Sheesha?

      “Ulina?”

      “Kantees?” Her voice came from not too far away, and down. Kantees imagined the girl was sitting on the floor; she turned her head and looked in the direction she thought the child must be.

      “Would you sit with me?” She tried to make it sound as if it was something of little consequence. But when the weight of Ulina pressed into the straw beside her Kantees grabbed for the girl’s hand, after a moment’s groping she found it. Kantees clung to Ulina’s cold, thin and tiny fingers as if they were a lifeline against drowning.

      “The tower must be the key,” said Yenteel. “It was the tower that gave you the headaches, it was the tower that brought us here. It was looking at it that blinded you. Tomorrow we will investigate.”

      “Have you asked anyone about it?” said Kantees.

      “No.”

      “Wouldn’t that be a good idea?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “You suppose?” Kantees raised her voice. “Why not do the obvious thing?”

      “I’ll ask in the morning.”

      “Ask now.”

      “You’re not well.”

      “You think I don’t know that, Yenteel?” she shouted and then moderated her voice, forcing herself to calm. “This is an inn. There are people downstairs, people you can talk to. Ask them about the tower. Find out everything you can, let us not go out blind tomorrow.”

      “Try to rest,” he said.

      His heavy footsteps stomped across the room, the door opened and slammed behind him.

      “Why is it such a hard thing to do?” she said out loud.

      But neither Gally nor Ulina answered.
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      She had not believed she would sleep but whether it was the strain of the day or the midnight black of her vision, she did. But it was not dreamless and in her sleeping imagination she could see.

      Once more she walked the land from the river to where they had been attacked by the people Yenteel thought a legend. Climbed the hill and looked out across the land toward the tower. But now it reached from the earth to the sky and pierced the heart of Lostimal while Colimar was blood red along its sides.

      The terrain seemed to be no barrier as she walked towards it. Her stride ate up the distance and she approached the tower. She grew as she walked until it was almost as if she was flying, until her head broke through the clouds.

      She reached out to grasp the tower. It was like a stake driven between sky and earth. For a moment it resisted her until it snapped in two.

      And where it was broken, blood poured and rained upon the ground. Curious as to where it flowed from she lifted the broken shaft and looked closer. The falling liquid resolved into the bodies of men, women and children.

      Falling and screaming.

      With the sudden horror that she had killed them, she flung the tower from her. There was a screech behind her and she turned in sudden happiness as a giant Sheesha stooped down on her to claw at her massive face.

      She woke screaming. There was nothing to see. She screamed in the terror of darkness: something clutched her. She fought back thinking it was Sheesha once more. But arms enfolded her and as she gasped for breath she heard Gally’s voice in her ear.

      “Gally is here. Gally is here. Kantees is safe.”

      And she broke down sobbing and continued to cry for a while, clinging to Gally.

      “Is it day?” she said finally.

      “Dawn is coming, Kantees,” he said. “There is light at the window.”

      She strained her ears hoping to catch some sound that confirmed his words. People talking, animals moving, anything. But the town was quiet.

      “I am scared, Gally.”

      “I will look after you, Kantees.”

      “I know you will.”

      But you cannot save me from the terror. Not knowing whether it is day or night, or who is here.

      The first bird of the morning sounded in the distance. She recognised the sound of kichesa snuffling in the stables. The pallet creaked beneath her as she moved. Every sound went some way to help define the world around her. It was far from complete but each one made it more real.

      “Is there a stick I can use, Gally?”

      “What sort of stick?”

      “One I can hold in my hand, something with which I can strike the ground. Hit the walls.”

      My world will be small. Only as far as I can reach but I will know it is real.

      “Gally can fetch one, Kantees, but Gally must let you go.”

      “Here,” said Ulina. She sounded grumpy. A small hand grabbed hers and thrust something into it. Kantees felt the rough bark.

      “Thank you,” said Kantees. “I’m sorry I woke you.”

      “Woke the whole inn and half the town I expect,” said Yenteel from a short distance away.

      Kantees felt the stick, it was not comfortable in her hand but it would serve. She waved it in front of her—and struck something.

      “That’s me,” said Ulina.

      “Sorry.”

      “Where I came from those who were so afflicted did not live,” she said.

      “I am glad we are not there,” said Kantees. And she realised it was the truth, despite the fear, despite the prospect of darkness, she would prefer to be alive than not. Though perhaps she might not feel that way in the future.

      “Yenteel?”

      “What?”

      “Tell me what you discovered about the tower.”

      He groaned and she could almost hear his joints as he climbed to his feet.

      “Did you drink much?”

      “Not a great deal. This is a strange place, Kantees. Never mind that you have been blinded by a black tower simply for looking at it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They have a potent brew, an ale strong enough to knock out a lukik, and they drink it here in huge quantities. Until they pass out, but there’s no carousing, no singing. They all simply drink until they put themselves into a stupor.”

      “But did they talk?”

      “Hardly at all.”

      “But you asked?”

      “I believe this is my story, Kantees?”

      “Sorry.”

      “I doubt it.” She heard a chair scraping across the floor. “I said you would have woken the inn and the town with your screaming? I doubt it.” There was the sound of him groaning as he stretched and then the chair creaked as he sat in it. “I managed to catch one or two between surliness and oblivion. But they told me little except that the tower is alive and they have to feed it.”

      “With people?” said Ulina.

      “Maybe little girls,” said Yenteel.

      She snorted. “I will kill it first.”

      “You might anger it with your little knife. I don’t think even you could kill it.”

      “Did you learn anything useful?” said Kantees.

      “Neither of the men had heard of it making anyone blind before—the townsfolk are all fine.”

      “And so are you.”

      “Just you with the headaches and then the blindness.”

      “What else?”

      “I asked about the zirichasa.” He stopped there as if unwilling to continue.

      “And?”

      “I’m sorry, Kantees, if you thought the people here might be like you with the ziri, or at least ride them. They don’t. It was the most emotional response I got out of the men I was talking to.” He stopped again.

      “Just tell me.”

      “They’re scared of getting eaten.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “You don’t know anything about wild ziri, Kantees, perhaps they do like eating people, they certainly might consider taking a child.”

      “I would defend myself,” said Ulina. “But I wouldn’t kill a ziri.”

      “I don’t believe it, Yenteel. There are stories, Kevrey knew them, the Kadralin at Jakalain knew them. The Kadralin flew the ziri, that’s how it always was. Even Romain said so.”

      “This is the reality.”

      She heard someone moving about in the inn below them. A door opened and slammed shut in the courtyard.

      “Let’s have some breakfast, then I want to go to the tower myself,” she said.

      “This problem hasn’t interfered with your desire to be queen,” said Yenteel.

      She did not know if he was being serious or trying to lighten her mood. But just being able to talk for a while had made her feel better and for that little time she had not thought about her affliction.

      

      Breakfast was procured. But she was scared to eat because she was unable to see the plate or what was on it, and the others would see her. In the end, Gally fed her. Kantees clung to the mug of thin watery ale as the only thing she could control. Her mood became more dismal.

      It was still early when she was guided carefully down the stairs. Gally had even offered to carry her but she refused. The idea of both of them taking a tumble—perhaps with him landing on top of her—did not appeal. So he went down first while she followed holding his shirt with one hand and the banister with the other.

      Gally was very apologetic as he ran her into a chair but he learnt how to guide her. In the end she hung on to his arm. It was at the moment they left the inn and stepped into the damp air of the street she realised she had not put on a blindfold.

      “You’re looking right at it now,” said Yenteel. “I think it’s done its worst.”

      Yenteel had said her eyes looked normal, and she could feel them as they turned left and right to the sounds, and as if she was trying to see her environs. But she still felt self-conscious, as if the fact she could not see meant there was something strange about her.

      So she just focused on the stick and held it ahead of her, moving it back and forth. It caught on the ground more than once when she let it drop. She was not sure it helped but it made her feel as if she was doing something for herself.

      She knew when they passed along a tight alley because of the way the sound changed and she was able to tap the wall to her left.

      “The tower seems to be completely encircled by houses,” said Yenteel. “It’s almost as if they don’t give it any consideration at all.”

      They left the alley but the same path continued, the gravel and stones beneath her feet had not changed. Then they stopped.

      “What’s happened?” said Kantees.

      “Nothing,” said Yenteel. “We’re here. There’s a slope up ahead of us, not even Ulina’s height, grass growing on it and that goes right up to the tower. Smooth and black like the other. No question it was made the same way. It tapers slightly just like the other, too. I’d like to see the top.”

      “I’d like to see anything.” When Yenteel did not respond, she realised it had been a cruel thing to say. “Sorry.”

      “You have nothing to apologise about, Kantees. Mine was a poor choice of words. Still, this one is different to the other tower.”

      “Different how?”

      “The other one was circular. This one has straight sides, well, this side is straight.”

      Kantees thought about it but it was all so far out of her experience she could not imagine what that meant. “What do we do now?”

      “You could try touching it.”

      She hesitated, then nodded.

      Gally tugged at her but she disengaged her arm. “No, Gally, I’ll do it myself.”

      Using the stick to find the bank she edged forwards. She knew she was probably being excruciatingly slow as far as they were concerned, but she did not want to trip. Being unable to see was exhausting, as she tried to fill in what she was missing by straining her other senses. Carefully she edged up the gentle slope with the damp blades of grass brushing against her legs.

      The stick struck a hard surface; using it to balance she moved up a little further and stretched out her hand. She expected to touch cold stone, perhaps moist from the morning dew or rain.

      What she felt made her whip her hand away in a moment.

      “Why didn’t you tell me there was mould on it?”

      Kantees could imagine Yenteel leaning forwards. “There’s no mould.”

      “Have you touched it? It’s cold and spongy. Sticky too.”

      “It’s stone.”

      “Touch where I touched.”

      Yenteel’s sudden exclamation of revulsion told her what she needed to know.

      “You can’t see it?”

      “I can,” said Ulina. “When the light catches it.”

      “Gally sees.”

      Still silence from Yenteel.

      “There is something there,” Gally continued. “It’s all round. It goes off this way and round the other.”

      Kantees edged back and this time was grateful for Gally’s support.

      “We are being watched,” said Ulina in a voice that barely carried to Kantees’ ears.

      “Who?”

      “More than one. Some from windows, they think I cannot see them moving in the dark. And two from the street at the other end of the alley.”

      “Threatening?”

      “I see no weapons.”

      “What do you want to do, Kantees?” said Yenteel. He still treated her as the leader despite her infirmity.

      “Why are these people not blind, Yenteel? Why are you not blind?” She asked the questions in anger but as she said it realisation washed over her. “Why did our ziri leave? Why are there no others here among the people who used to understand them? Why would a ziri attack a farm? Why am I the only one affected by this thing?”

      “Because,” said Yenteel, “you are almost zirichak yourself.”

      Ulina hissed. Gally laughed.

      “Don’t say it, Yenteel,” said Kantees. Inside she could feel a bubbling laughter. It felt wrong and out of place, she desperately wanted to hold it in but it would not be denied. She held her mouth closed as she choked on the hysteria that threatened to consume her.

      “Is Kantees ill?” asked Gally worriedly.

      She clasped his hand in an effort to reassure him, not daring to open her mouth. She coughed once and burst into raucous laughter.

      “Kantees?” said Gally. “What is wrong?”

      But she could not answer. She doubled over as she was wracked with laughs that forced their way from deep inside. Every lie she had told, every time she had denied Yenteel’s words, every moment she had pretended nothing was different. They poured out of her.

      Then she heard Yenteel roar with laughter.

      Gally’s grip on her arm tightened and she knew they were scaring him but she was helpless against the flood of release. Her breathing was ragged and she had trouble breathing in against the involuntary wracking of her laughter.

      “I’m … all … right.”

      Then Ulina started, a quiet giggle that sounded so strange. She could not recall hearing Ulina laugh before, she was always so serious—just the same as Kantees.

      And finally Gally. A strange laugh that caught in his throat as if he was uncertain of it, as if he feared it.

      Kantees ceased to resist the emotion bubbling up from within. So many years of fighting, arguing, secretly denying everything she was told, relying only on herself. Now broken because without these people who laughed with her she could only die.

      The passion burned away. The laughter broke up and evaporated like mist in the morning sun. And she felt as if the weight of her entire life had been ripped away. She was light-headed but knew that was because she had not been able to breathe properly.

      The others stopped too but they could not have experienced the release she felt.

      She sighed and patted Gally’s hand.

      The world was still black but somehow it was less oppressive than it had been.
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      “Better?” asked Yenteel.

      Kantees nodded and then realised she did not know if he was even looking in her direction. “Yes, Yenteel, I am improved.”

      “They say laughter is a good medicine.”

      “I was not expecting to taste it here.” When he did not respond she continued. “Ulina? Are the people still watching?”

      “They are,” she said. “And there are more of them. The ones at the windows are no longer hiding in the dark but stare openly.”

      “Those are not the ones we need be concerned about,” said Kantees. “What of the more secretive ones?”

      “They remain, and continue to peek.” She made a derisive noise. “They are very unskilled.”

      “One wonders,” said Yenteel, “what it is they expect to see.”

      “Something happen to us, of course,” said Kantees. “Who builds a town so close to a ley-circle?”

      “They did at the other tower.”

      “I see the power of this one below us, and when the mother feeds it there would be more than enough to twist those who live nearby.” Kantees could almost feel the questions building in Yenteel’s mind. “Ask no questions now. We did not meet the people who lived at the base of the other tower. Perhaps they would be quiet like those here, perhaps not. But the answers to all my questions are here.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “We will find the way in,” she said.

      

      It did not take long. With Yenteel in the lead, Ulina in the rear and Gally guiding Kantees they made their way along the first length.

      “It’s not a square base,” said Yenteel as they turned a corner. “But this side is straight too. It has either six or eight sides I think.”

      “Why would it be different?”

      There was silence.

      “Yenteel?”

      “I’m thinking.”

      “I cannot see you think.”

      “I’m sure it would be truly miraculous if you could.”

      “I’m more interested in the destination than the path.”

      “I have no idea, but the same effect can be achieved by different patternings. Just a different way to channel the power of the Mother.”

      “Arrogance,” said Kantees. “Thinking one can force the Mother to one’s own will.”

      “There are arrogant people in all races, Kantees; Taymalin, Kadralin and, I expect, Slissac too.”

      “If the story of Taymar is true then that is a certainty,” said Kantees.

      They reached another bend. Kantees was only aware of it because she tried to go forwards while Gally pulled away from her. She found it hard to rely on him, not because she didn’t trust him, but because their relationship had always been the other way around. She had been the one who looked after him.

      But she had not lost sight of what she had learnt from her laughter, and tried to simply trust instead of being in command.

      “Still no entrance,” said Yenteel.

      But Kantees knew they were getting closer. She could feel it. From inside the tower she could sense the pull. It called to her—to part of her—it drew her in. It told her that great pleasure waited for her.

      “What about the mould?”

      “There’s more of it,” said Ulina. “It covers the whole surface now.”

      “And our audience?”

      “It grows.”

      “What of the secret followers?”

      “I can’t see them any more, too many other people.”

      And Kantees realised she could hear them. They did not speak. Silence was a way of life in this place. But she could hear them breathing and the rustling as they moved, as well as the footsteps and shuffling as they followed.

      Yenteel spoke again. “Are we going to our deaths, Kantees?”

      She was tempted to treat the question with levity but there was concern in his tone.

      “No,” she said. “Whatever it is, it wants me. If you can’t feel it then it is not for you.”

      

      They took another turn. The sound from the otherwise silent crowd was oppressive now and Kantees could sense the anticipation. The feelings from the tower were somehow reflected in the people around them. It reminded her of the lusts and passions that exploded when there was a great feeding, but all held in check waiting for something to happen.

      “I see the entrance,” said Yenteel. “It’s halfway along this side, and there are six sides. The skill in the making of this tower is astonishing,” he said. “The grass that grows to its edge seems completely normal. Yet this place must have a feeding at least once per year. The people too. Untouched.”

      “They are not untouched,” said Kantees. “But it’s not the tower that has done this, it’s what’s inside.”

      They came to a halt.

      “I shall go in alone.”

      All three of her companions cried “No” at the same time, which made her smile.

      “There is a hunger here,” she said.

      “Then you must not go,” said Yenteel.

      “It is calling me alone.”

      “Gally will go. Gally will be eaten instead of Kantees.”

      Kantees shook her head. “It’s difficult to explain but I am sure it doesn’t want to eat me. This is something else. But it doesn’t want you, it wants a ziri and I am the nearest thing to that. If I don’t go in, I will be trapped here blind and unable to leave because the headaches will afflict me until they send me mad or kill me. It is both a lure and a stick. It says I will find pleasure inside, while beating me if I refuse to go in.”

      “This is not good,” said Yenteel. “The tower may prevent the Mother’s milk from creating abominations beyond its walls, but that is precisely what you will find inside.”

      “I know.”

      “I will come,” said Ulina. “I will kill any abomination.”

      “Except this one,” said Kantees. “I may not know what it is, but it is either very large, or there are very many of them. Too many, or too big even for you.”

      They did not argue any longer. Though she could not see the crowd Kantees found their presence to be disturbing. She could not imagine how much worse it must be for her friends. Like a wave that hung above, threatening to engulf them at any moment.

      “No more arguments,” she said. “The sooner I begin, the sooner I’ll be back.”

      She hugged each one in turn. She cared for each in their own way, even, much to her surprise, Yenteel.

      “I will not be long,” she said as if she was telling Sheesha she was leaving the eyrie to fetch something from the lower floors.

      “Be careful,” said Yenteel.

      “I cannot see,” she said. “You cannot imagine how careful I am going to be.”

      “Take my knife,” said Ulina.

      For a moment Kantees was tempted, but shook her head. “I cannot take a weapon,” she said. “If I did I might be tempted to use it.”

      Gally said nothing but she heard him sniff as if he was crying.

      “Show me to the entrance, Gally.”

      

      It became cold and damp inside the tower almost immediately. She imagined the darkness came down just as sharply but, since she could not see, that was not a concern. She touched her stick to the ground. It did not seem to have the mould on it. With great care she moved forward, rhythmically moving the stick to the right, touching it to the floor in front of her and then beating to the left. She would simply have to hope the passage remained tall enough she did not bump her head.

      One short step at a time she moved forward. The first stretch was narrow and she felt she was moving through the wall of the tower itself. Certainly to maintain such a height they must be very thick. Her stick came up against a barrier in front and, poking around, she discovered the passage turned right. It occurred to her, too late, that she might not be able to find her way out. But she did not try to remember her route, just followed the way laid out for her. If she survived, she would find the way.

      If it had been unnaturally quiet outside, she strained to hear anything beyond the tapping of her stick and the brushing of her soles on the stone beneath her feet in this place. The silence alone was oppressive. At least, in this place, she could pretend the darkness was simply because she had not brought a light.

      She came out into an open area and the power of whatever lived in this place overwhelmed her. She staggered forward into a wall covered in the same slime she had felt outside, but so much thicker, and she thought she felt something inside it, long and thin like sinew. As she pressed against it a burst of light exploded in her head and pain ripped through her. She fell to her knees, ripping her hands away. The light faded and with it the pain.

      She placed her hands flat on the ground with her stick pressed beneath her palm. She inhaled the dank air in long exhausted breaths. The place reminded her of the path through the World’s Pattern in its strangeness but if she ever walked that road again she would not fear it, and would welcome it compared to this place.

      The World’s Pattern was life but this place seemed to leech the life from her. It grasped and clung as if it wanted to consume her, and yet it would not. It held back. It had other plans.

      “I will not reach the end of this on my hands and knees,” she said out loud. The sound of her voice did not echo but died away as if it too had been consumed.

      She got back on her feet. The power still pressed in on her but she could bear it. It had only been the shock of it, and the pain from the slime that had brought her to her knees.

      There was nothing left for her to do but keep moving inward. She tried to imagine what this thing could be, what distortion of the Mother’s Milk had caused this monstrosity. Did it change every time there was a feeding? Or simply remain what it had become? Perhaps it had learnt to bear the magic in the same way she could tolerate its power.

      The warped men in the Talamyrth must remain sufficiently human to continue to live and breed but they probably understood the danger and kept away when the power of the Mother poured down into their ley circle.

      She was forced to turn left. Her stick did not click against the walls now, it touched only the ooze that coated it. But the floor remained clear.

      Perhaps the tower itself, focusing and controlling the magic did something to it that meant the abomination did not change. She shook her head. She had no way of knowing. She suspected that even the most learned patterner of the Taymalin would not be able to answer it. Perhaps those who built the tower could.

      Then the stick struck something in the middle of the passage. She came to an immediate halt. She willed her eyes to work but even if they had, she doubted there was any light in here. Where her lack of vision had brought her to tears before, now she found it frustrating.

      Using the stick she tapped at the barrier to find it reached only to her waist in height, seemed thinner than it was long, had a curved shape and, she gave it a poke, was firmly attached to the floor. There was space on either side of it and, if she was careful, she should be able to round it without touching the walls.

      But she wanted to know what it was, she did not want to leave something dangerous behind her.

      There was only one way she would be able to do that. She went down on one knee and edged towards it. Finally she was close enough to stretch out her arm and touch it with one finger. It was smooth but ridged. Tiny bumps like waves and the whole surface like frozen ripples. It was hard but not wood and not as cold as you might expect stone to be.

      Her tapping had not been wrong about the overall shape, she used all her fingers and even her palm as she gained confidence. The thing did not possess a single straight edge. It was all curves, like something alive. But this was not alive, and she was sure it was not going to hurt her. She knocked against it with her knuckle and it made a dull noise as if it was hollow.

      It was thin, she had not been wrong about that either, and the top ridge suggested it was made of two pieces that might be prised apart.

      And that was when a memory of her life before Jakalain came to her. In her master’s house on the sea at Dakastown, among all his strange and wonderful collection, there had been an area set aside for those things collected from the sea. And she had often touched them, the sea urchins with and without their quills, the skeletons of fish, and the collections of seashells. The most uninteresting of which, next to the huge spirals, had been the one he had called a clam. A pair of curved and ridged shells joined to make a perfect seal.

      Just like this.

      She jerked her hands away.

      The sailor who had brought the clam shells, though they were barely a hands-breadth across, had spoken of ones bigger than a man that lured prey into their mouths and shut up tight on them. Her master had suggested the man was exaggerating but he was in earnest.

      Kantees did not for one moment—and had not then, because she was young—disbelieve the sailor. Here was one, though why it should be high in the mountains in a tower a dozen leagues or more from the sea, she did not know.

      It might be dead.

      When she tended to Sheesha at Jakalain, they rarely saw the harvest of the sea but sometimes the races were at Dakastown or Kurvin Port. And Sheesha loved to eat the shellfish. She never needed to open a shell for him, if he could not crack it with his teeth he would dash it against the stone floor until it broke open and he could feast.

      She concentrated on her memories. Given a choice, like any animal, he would eat the fish first because they required the least effort and were swallowed whole. But then he would attack the clams even though their shells were tougher than most.

      And she had no idea what that meant and she did not much care for shellfish.

      But here was a giant clam in a place it should not be. Was this the abomination?

      Perhaps she would learn by going deeper. It was certainly what she felt she wanted to do. She shook her head. No, it was not what she wanted to do but it might be what the power that pressed in on her from all sides desired. And if that was the case, she would, perhaps, be safe, at least until she reached her destination.
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      She slipped carefully past the inert clam, avoiding contact with the walls as well. The slime that coated everything except the floor also confused her since that did not seem to be anything to do with a clam.

      But she moved forward. If there were any other doors or entrances to rooms and passages, she was unaware of them. The walls continued to be covered by the slime, perhaps any alternative routes were blocked. It gave her the strongest impression she was being guided to one specific location.

      Another, smaller clam blocked her way. This one was as inert as the first but its angle made it more awkward to pass.

      Hunger grew in her belly. It took her a few moments to realise that feeling was not normal. She did not know how long she had been moving—though she had been going very slowly—so a feeling of hunger was not a complete surprise. It became more of a surprise when the desire to eat increased to the point where she felt she would eat almost anything.

      She knew it must be the magic of the creature but knowing that did not make the hunger pangs any less potent.

      The effect made her feel as if she was tearing in two. The thinking part of her looked and observed. It analysed what the magic was doing, but it could only do it because that part of her that was more zirichak was fighting to escape. It was plain to her now as she stood in darkness, perhaps it was she who was the abomination after all. The ziri inside wanted to rip open and devour the delicious shellfish in front of her.

      It wants me to eat it?

      She might be able to stand to one side and analyse, that did not mean she understood.

      Have I got any choice?

      Could it want to poison her? She shook her head, no, there would be much simpler ways to kill her if it wanted to. It had blinded her, how easy would it be to drop her down a hole, or into the mouth of an open clam?

      She squeezed past this one and moved on. There was another clam, smaller again, only coming up to her knee. Then two more that were barely bigger than Gally’s hands. The power was beating down on her so hard now it was hard to think. The ziri in her was desperate to eat and she needed all her concentration just to hold it in check.

      A burst of light and pain drove her to her knees again. This time it did not let up and it was a while before she realised her hand was in a puddle of slime on the floor. She wrenched it away but the aching in her head took a long time to die away.

      Eventually her head cleared sufficiently for her to think about moving on once more. She reached out and put her hand down—straight on top of a small clam. Convulsively she yanked at it. It ripped away from the floor and the ziri part of her took over. She shoved it as far as it would go into her mouth and clamped down.

      Her jaw hurt from the effort and it made no impression. She grabbed it again and smashed it into the stone of the floor. And again, and again. She turned it a little and hit it down again. A piece of shell broke off, flew up and scratched her cheek.

      It was working! Using both hands she pummelled the ground with the edge of the shell. More bits flew off. She felt a crack form across the length of one side. Again! Again!

      It shattered and something slimy slipped out across her fingers. She jammed it into her mouth and swallowed convulsively, choking as bits of it got stuck and broken shell tried to go down too. She forced it down with a feeling of elation and joy at having succeeded.

      She felt it slipping down into her stomach and the desperate hunger faded.

      Rationality returned and the horror of what she had just done took over.

      She shoved two fingers into the back of her throat in an effort to make it come back up. She coughed and retched, but her body was stubborn and held on to the meal it had been tricked into eating.

      “Why?” she shouted but her voice fell flat. The intense oppression of the magic of the creature that lived here lifted slightly.

      Was that it? The compulsion to go deeper was gone. The need to eat had all but vanished.

      She found her stick and whipped it to the side where it struck the slimy wall. It made a dull slapping sound but there was no other reaction. The creature, if it was just one creature, was too big to even notice.

      There was nothing left to do but leave. She had done what the creature wanted and she had not even seen it. Because there was nothing to see, and even if there had been she was blind.

      She made it to the second clam blocking the way before pain wracked her stomach. Her muscles cramped and she doubled over in momentary agony. She gripped the walking stick compulsively as she fell to her knees on the cold hard stone. For the briefest moment she wondered if it had deliberately poisoned her after all, but the pain dissipated almost immediately. She climbed to her feet once more and stood straight. A thought came to her, and where the need to eat had been from the outside this one was from within: She needed to leave, to fly from here. This time Kantees suppressed it. She was not an animal.

      It had made her eat and now it wanted her to do something else. Perhaps if she had been a ziri, the command would have been simple and clear. If she had been only an animal she would not question it.

      She was tired of being manipulated, whether it was by a human, or a monstrous sea creature that did not belong in the mountains.

      But her refusal brought back the pain. So she stumbled in the direction of what she hoped was the exit, tapping the floor and walls as she went. She did not realise how fast she was moving until her thighs slammed into the rough surface of the first clam. She cursed it with the name of the Kisharuk and edged round it.

      Her thoughts were confused as she tried to sort her true intentions from those being forced on her by the monstrous abomination that occupied the tower.

      She tasted fresh air and breathed it deep. It did nothing to clear her head but she blinked as something moved in front of her. She stood stock still.

      Her eyes were open but what she took for light did not change as she placed her hand across them. Even when she blinked the greyness did not alter. She turned round and the light, if it was light, seemed to come from behind her. Except that it was still visible. As if she had eyes in the back of her head.

      The drive within her coalesced on the grey light. That was the place she must reach, just as the tower had been the lure before. Whatever was in her now could see the light and was showing her. She turned once more and faced the sullen greyness.

      It was just another untruth. Her life was filled with them but this one would punish her if she did not follow it. She took three steps forward and ran into the stickiness of the wall. She realised she had dropped her stick. Another reason to curse this place.

      Unwillingly she used the wall as a guide, tolerating the cold damp unpleasantness of it until it dropped away from her and she needed to turn left to stay with it. The grey lure was still in the same direction, she was not approaching it directly but she was still moving toward it, so there was no retaliation from the thing that possessed her.

      The air moved against her cheek and she thought she heard someone talking. And came to a stop.

      What could she tell Yenteel and the others? Gally wouldn’t understand. Ulina might dive into the tower to take on the creature. She shook her head, she couldn’t tell them the truth, only Yenteel. But what could she say? That it decided it didn’t like her and sent her on her way? Gally would accept that but Ulina wouldn’t.

      The ache in her stomach intensified. She had been standing still too long and the creature didn’t like it.

      Tell them nothing. If they have nothing to react against there will be no excuse for rash actions.

      “Your life is filled with lies, Kantees of the Ziri.” She said the words out loud expecting them to echo but they fell flat and dead against the softness of the slimy walls. She took a step forward to alleviate the pressure within.

      “I will have to sleep, monster,” she said. “You cannot drive me forever.”

      “Kantees?”

      Yenteel’s voice sounded as if his head was wrapped in lukisa wool.

      “I’m here,” she called back. “Don’t come in. I’m on my way out.”

      The wall seemed to be heading in the direction from which his voice had come so she followed it until she felt the sun’s warmth on her skin and almost fell as Gally wrapped his arms around her. The air was filled with the susurration of a hundred silent men and women breathing.

      “What happened?” asked Yenteel.

      “I can’t talk about it now,” she said, trying to sound commanding, as if she knew what she was doing and was in control. “But—” How could she say this without it sounding bad? “—I need to keep moving. The thing that was pulling me in is now driving me away.”

      She could not see the day, it was as lost to her as it had ever been, but she could see the grey glow that seemed a very long way off. She pointed. “I have to go that way.”

      The ache was already growing so she unwrapped herself from Gally and addressed him. “Gally, you must guide me as you did before. That way.” She pointed again. “Let me hold your arm.”

      “There are many people, Kantees,” he said as she took hold of him.

      “Ulina, you must clear the way for me if they do not move.”

      “Should I kill them?”

      “No, but threaten, perhaps a pinprick if you must. Let us not provoke them unnecessarily—”

      Even though they will do nothing, she thought. They do not understand what is happening even though they have been here for so long not a single one of them, not even the oldest, will have seen what has just happened before. Perhaps they have seen zirichasa lured inside only to emerge a while later and fly off. Never a person.

      “—but I do not think they will be any problem.”

      “I will fetch our belongings then,” said Yenteel. “Walk slow, Kantees, so it is easier for me to catch you up.”

      “If you can find something to ride,” she said. “I would appreciate it.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      She heard his footsteps depart.

      “We must move,” said Kantees and then directed a thought to whatever it was inside her. What’s the point of hurting me if it prevents me doing what you want?

      It did not answer but the pain eased as she headed towards the grey light it put into her mind.

      

      They had left the town and were heading out into the fields when Yenteel finally caught up with them. She knew from the thump of padded reptilian paws he had managed to acquire at least three kichesa.

      The animals padded past at a trot.

      “Can you stop?” asked Yenteel, his voice coming from a position some way above her.

      “For a while,” she said. “How did you pay for them?”

      “I didn’t, they were donated.”

      Kantees flopped down where she was. The ground was damp but she didn’t care. She pressed her hand into the mud and imagined what it must look like. Would she one day forget how things looked? Would she press her hand into mud and be unable to imagine it squeeze out between her fingers? That possibility scared her more than the fact of being unable to see.

      “Donated?”

      “Yes.”

      “You didn’t pay for them?”

      “No.”

      “How long before they notice?”

      “I have no idea but I don’t think they’ll be giving chase.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s not in their nature.”

      Kantees frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You saw them. They’re barely more than lukisa themselves. They don’t care for the places they live in, make no repairs. They don’t talk unless they have to and they go through the motions of survival, but I think Ulina could have struck down every single one of them in the crowd that watched and not a single one would have lifted a finger to stop her.”

      Kantees was silent.

      “They won’t be coming but, in the meantime, we have three healthy rides.”

      Kantees put out her arm and Gally was there in a moment, helping her to her feet. She brushed the drying mud from her hand. “Let’s get moving then.”

      With help from both Gally and Yenteel she got up into the saddle of the animal. It wasn’t like a ziri, it was more like riding piggy-back with the kichek’s head directly in front of her.

      “Ulina, you ride with Gally.”

      “I want to ride with you. We always ride together.”

      “This is different, and I have a special task for you.” The girl did not argue—perhaps her interest was piqued—so Kantees continued. “That’s the direction I need to go.” She pointed. “I want you two to scout ahead and make sure there’s nothing in my way because if there is a barrier I won’t be able to stop for long.”

      “Should I remove the barrier?”

      “Only if you can easily, or with Gally’s help.”

      “If the barrier is a person?”

      “Don’t kill anyone unless you are threatened.” Kantees could almost see the disappointment on the girl’s face. “And Gally is in charge.”

      “What?” Ulina almost screeched.

      “Gally is in charge because he’s older.”

      “But—” Ulina stopped and Kantees was very glad of it. Gally had little enough self-respect and did not need to be told he was not fit to be a leader. He believed that completely. Kantees was not entirely sure this was a good idea but she needed to get the two of them away so she could talk to Yenteel.

      “Gally is in charge, unless there is fighting and then you are in charge.”

      “Yes, Kantees.”

      Gally rumbled his agreement although she could tell he was not happy about the responsibility.

      “Off you go then, and quickly, I cannot stay in one place for long.”

      There was the creak of straining leather as Gally got into the saddle and then some grunts as, she assumed, Ulina climbed up with him. After a couple of goodbyes there was only the sound of kichek pads going off into the distance.

      “Can you guide my mount, please, Yenteel?”

      Moments later they were on the move too, but at a slow plodding pace.

      “So what really happened?” he said.

      It did not take long to recount the details of her experiences in the tower.

      “Clams? Really?”

      “That’s what it felt like,” she said. “And zirichasa really like them—to eat, I mean.”

      Yenteel did not respond for a long time until finally he said, “There are insects that plant their eggs in another animal.”

      “Yes.”

      “I suppose something could allow itself to be eaten to do the same.”

      “Yes, the pain I had shortly after eating.”

      “The host doesn’t usually come out of it very well.”

      “I know.”

      They both fell silent.

      “But the fact it’s driving you in a certain direction might mean something.”

      “Of course it means something,” she snapped. “And I doubt it affects what’s going to happen to me in the end.”

      “There must be something we can do.”

      Kantees shook her head. “I wish there was. I mean, I hope there is. But right now all I can do is follow the light in my mind.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Sorry, I was angry.”

      She heard him snort with laughter. “I’m not sure I could be as calm as you are if I had been blinded and then potentially impregnated by a monster clam.”

      “There’s no point in falling apart.”

      “No,” he said. “But people don’t always think logically when things become impossibly difficult.”

      “I suppose not.”

      The sun must have gone behind a cloud because the warmth went from her exposed skin. A sudden gust whipped across her head. She could even feel the hairs on her scalp now. She needed to have it shaved off. Perhaps she could trust Ulina to use her knife; Kantees did not like the feeling of the bristles on her scalp.

      “What are we going to tell the children?” said Yenteel.

      “Nothing,” she said.

      “I agree not telling Gally, but Ulina isn’t stupid, she knows there’s something wrong.”

      “When has there not been something wrong, Yenteel?” If I had ignored Sheesha that night my life would be so much simpler.

      But now she was lying to herself and she knew it. If she had not flown Sheesha and raised the alarm, the raiders would have taken Daybian. Then they would have come back for her when they realised they had got the wrong person. And there would have been nothing to stop them. She would have ended up on the island of the Dunor where they would have either killed her or persuaded her to work for them. Her train of thought stopped and she squinted as if trying to see the truth.

      “I don’t know why the Dunor wanted me.”

      There was a notable hesitation before Yenteel answered. “They knew there was someone who could control ziri, obviously. I expect they wanted to see if they could use that skill either directly or perhaps even copy it.”

      “Or they simply wanted to stop me.”

      “Or that,” he said. “When you catch up with them you can ask them.”

      “I wish Daybian was here.” The words slipped from her mouth before she could stop them.

      “Levin too,” said Yenteel as if he had not noticed.

      “Yes, both of them.”

      “Tenical?”

      “Only if he’s piloting the tekrak,” she said. “Other than that he’s not worth much.”

      “He might have a better idea of what to do about your problem.”

      He might.
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      They made good progress heading roughly to the north and west. To fill in the silence that came between them, Yenteel took to describing the surroundings.

      “We’re on a track.”

      “I can tell.”

      “There’s a small river and we’re alongside it.”

      “I can hear it.”

      “What you can’t hear are the clouds, the hills or the fields.”

      “I can smell lukisa dung.”

      “That’s on the road, I think they must have driven some into the town in the last couple of days,” he said. “There are fields close to the road, wheat and some small green plant with a bulbous body.”

      “Like the tekrasa?”

      “A lot smaller, even smaller than the migratory ones, and they don’t have a fire-tube.”

      “That wouldn’t be useful if you were permanently rooted to the ground.”

      “Unless you planned to engage in warfare against your small green neighbours.”

      The idea was so ridiculous that Kantees could not help but laugh. “Perhaps they might join forces against the humans that come to uproot them in the autumn,” she said. “And send out emissaries to seek assistance from all the other green vegetables.”

      She fell silent. Unfortunately, it felt all too similar to what had happened, except she was the victim.

      “I’m sure we’ll find a way to deal with your problem.”

      She hesitated and then lifted her chin. “What else can you see?”

      And so it went on. Yenteel describing what was in the distance, the low hills with lukisa grazing on them—

      “I told you there were lukisa.”

      —to the broken-down but still occupied farm buildings. They crossed and recrossed the river, sometimes there were wooden bridges, and other times through wide fords where her feet and ankles got wet.

      Yenteel warned her they were coming up on Gally and Ulina.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “Not that I can see.”

      Kantees considered how people took that phrase for granted. She couldn’t see anything at all and if he lied to her there was nothing she could do about it. She had to trust him.

      It had been barely a turn of Lostimal since that night in Jakalain. As a keeper of the zirichasa she had an eventful life, but compared to this she might as well have been sleeping like Eftena.

      They stopped and she listened as Gally told them that there had been nothing dangerous and nothing to stop Kantees from moving towards the place she had to go.

      He said all this before she had even managed to climb down from the kichek. Her legs were stiff and she held on to the reins as the only thing solid and stable in her world.

      “Gally does not know how to care for kichesa,” he said very seriously.

      “They’re a lot like ziri,” said Yenteel.

      “They have no feathers,” said Gally.

      “No.”

      “They do not fly.”

      “No.”

      “They eat grass and not meat.”

      “You see,” said Yenteel. “You know a lot about them.”

      Kantees could imagine the puzzled look on Gally’s face, he would not understand Yenteel’s word games.

      “Yenteel is playing, Gally,” she said. “But he is right, they both have their riding tack and I expect it’s very similar.”

      “It is a bit the same,” he said.

      “You need to look after it the same way. And the—” She stopped and looked up with her sightless eyes.

      A golden line traced a path above her and off to one side. Somehow she focused more closely on it and it resolved into two. It was as if a steady hand was drawing across the blackness of her mind.

      She pointed up. “What’s that?” Though in her mind she already knew the answer.

      “It looks like ziri,” said Yenteel. “Flying fast.” But he did not sound certain.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “They’re below the clouds.”

      “Of course, you wouldn’t be able to see them otherwise.” Kantees concentrated as if she could somehow force herself to see them. After all, if she could see their trail, why not the ziri themselves?

      “The clouds are low and they aren’t zirichasa.”

      One moment they were heading past and away. Next they changed direction sharply. Kantees could only agree with Yenteel, no ziri could alter course when using a pattern to fly so fast.

      Something else could fly like a ziri.

      “They’re coming our way,” said Yenteel, his voice suddenly nervous.

      A small hand grabbed Kantees’ wrist and dragged her to the side. Unable to see the terrain, and surprised, she stumbled and fell. The reins of the kichek were jerked violently from her hands as she came down on her knees, and Ulina pressed her into a lying position. Kantees barely managed to get her hands up in time to prevent her face smashing into the dirt.

      She could still see the bright lines as they extended down from the sky towards her.

      A growing whistle filled the air and something went past. She could feel the buffeting wind and the kichek snorted. The paths of light in her mind diverged and each curved round and back towards them.

      “What are they?” she called.

      “Melinasa,” hissed Ulina from somewhere higher than where Kantees lay helpless. Melinasa? Those birds they had found with the Farahalek assassins?

      The trails stopped in her mind. They must have ceased to use the pattern and reduced to normal flying. Ulina grunted.

      A moment later there was a shrill squawk that cut off. Moments later one of the trails started again and the melinak climbed fast, turning away from them as it did so. Heading back the way it had come.

      “They found us,” said Yenteel.

      “I got one,” said Ulina in a voice that implied she had failed for not killing them both.

      There was a pause. “It will be dinner,” said Gally.

      Kantees climbed to her feet and stood unsteadily. She knew the others were around and the kichesa stood nearby but without something to hold on to she felt lost and vulnerable. But she did not want to appear weak.

      “What do you mean ‘they found us’?” But she did not really need an answer. It seemed the melinasa could be used for more than just carrying messages. “It’s my fault.”

      “Your fault?” said Yenteel.

      “I don’t know how but I don’t think they had seen us until I tried to see them better.”

      “See them better?”

      “It’s hard to explain, but just like I see this grey light I have to travel to, I could see the trail of their magic. I tried to look more closely, to see what they were. I thought they might be ziri.”

      “You were hoping it was Sheesha,” said Yenteel, his voice very close now. She desperately wanted to reach out and cling to him, instead she just nodded.

      His arm went round her. “I understand.”

      “We’d better get moving,” said Kantees. Her heart sank as she realised she could not escape her past. “We can’t afford to wait until the Dunor catch up with us.”

      They sent Ulina and Gally on ahead once more after Kantees gave them, as best she could, the direction of the glow. She was not sure but it might be forming into something.

      “We’ll be reaching the foothills by the end of the day,” said Yenteel, and told Ulina not to go in but wait a short distance from them. There was no telling what lived in the mountains, apart from wild ziri and sikechasa capable of carrying off a whole kichek, not to mention a man or small girl. Ulina did not say anything about being able to look after herself this time.

      They mounted up and set off at a steady walk. Over short distances Yenteel would have the kichesa trot which they seemed to like, but Kantees found it hard to maintain her seat if there was too much bouncing. She couldn’t see the terrain to know when there would be dips or rises.

      “The melinasa can do the same trick as the ziri,” she said during one of the periods when they were walking.

      “So it seems.”

      “The ziri I thought I saw, before we rescued Daybian, it must have been a melinak.”

      “Is that important?”

      “No.”

      I pinned my hopes on it being a ziri. I told myself it proved there were Kadralin riding the zirichasa here in the mountains. I am here because I wanted to believe it. I wanted it to be true.

      Yenteel said nothing as they trotted for a while. “Do you think your ability to see patterns is caused by the thing inside you?”

      Kantees hesitated. Her old distrust of Yenteel surfaced, caused by his need to make her into something that she wasn’t. She had never wanted to be Kantees of the Ziri. He had wanted her to become a symbol and that is exactly what had happened. But a symbol of what?

      “I’ll tell you, if you tell me who your master is and the real reason he sent you.”

      “All right,” he said finally.

      “You first.”

      It started to rain. She felt the drops falling on the bare skin of her head and arms. It soaked into her clothes and made them heavy. It hissed as it landed on the fields around them.

      “I’m from an area near the Thousand Mouths, south of Faerholme. I grew up free. I worked in the map-makers guild where I learnt to read and draw. I was going to be properly apprenticed when Master Florian visited.”

      “Who’s he?”

      “The Grand Master of Patterners.”

      Kantees was unimpressed, every trade had a guild, and every guild had its grand master. And patterning was a skill like any other, it could be learnt even if you lacked the natural talent.

      Yenteel apparently gave up waiting for a reply and continued. “I don’t really know why he singled me out, he had been talking to others in my guild, perhaps they said something. So I was summoned into his presence, and he offered me a job.”

      “You’re not a patterner.”

      “No, and I said as much. ‘That’s why I asked you’ was what he said.”

      “What sort of job?”

      “It doesn’t have a name, I don’t think, but I was to perform tasks for him. I thought he just meant being a servant, getting food, perhaps carrying messages, that sort of thing. You might call it envoy but it was less official and I have no rank in the Patterners Guild. I was part of his personal staff.”

      “And you said yes rather than be part of a proper guild, even though you’re Kadralin.”

      “I spent my life working with maps, Kantees. I wanted to go to these places not just draw them. Visit the cities I had painstakingly copied. See the mountains, the lakes and the people.”

      She would like to see the mountains, for a moment her lack of sight tore at her. She did not think she had given any visible sign but then Yenteel quickly said, “Sorry.”

      She pulled herself together and stared at the grey light ahead of her. “It doesn’t matter. Was this your first task?”

      “Oh no, he started me on easy things.”

      “Like fetching food?”

      “He never asked me to do that,” said Yenteel and she could tell he was smiling from the tone of his voice. “But he did want me to deliver messages. Short distances at first, then a day or two of travel. Then long distance using a patterner’s path.”

      “I suppose he didn’t have to pay, being the Master.”

      “He always paid.”

      “Well, that was decent of him.”

      “You don’t sound as if you think much of him or my job.”

      “He’s not Kadralin, is he?”

      “It’s not the same on the mainland as it is here.”

      “No, you said, the Kadralin aren’t slaves.”

      “They’re not.”

      “But do they have any power, Yenteel?”

      He paused. “You sound like you want to start a revolution.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it, I’m just a blind slave girl, what good am I?”

      This time he stopped talking completely. Kantees knew it wasn’t his fault but it was just another way the Taymalin ruled and held the Kadralin down. We were here first. But there was nothing she could do about that.

      “I’m sorry,” she said quietly as the two kichesa plodded through the downpour. The air had become colder too and she felt as if they had been gaining altitude although she had no reason to think it. She took a deep breath. “So, this Florian sent you to find me?”

      “He did. He told me there was someone at Jakalain who was a Fahain of the zirichasa, and that I must make sure she stays safe and is allowed to grow.”

      “A what?”

      “Fahain.”

      She waited for further enlightenment.

      “It’s a Slissac word for someone who is a natural master of patterning.”

      “And he knew I was a girl?”

      “Yes. Master Florian is the most powerful patterner in all the world, as far as I know.”

      “Throws lightning bolts? Summons monsters? I’m surprised he needs you.”

      “His knowledge of patterning is beyond anyone, that’s why he’s the Arch-Mage.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Why didn’t he come himself?”

      “He had other matters to attend to.”

      “I haven’t been safe.”

      “Safer with me than without,” he said. “But you have been allowed to grow.”

      “I think he’s just another arrogant Taymalin. A meddler.”

      “You’re not the only person to call him that.”

      They rode on in silence for a while. The rain poured more heavily for a dozen breaths and then blew away, leaving them dripping. The kichesa did not seem to mind one way or the other.

      “Your turn,” said Yenteel.

      “Since I am supposed to be Fahain, do I need to? You have it all worked out. It was you that chose to call me Kantees of the Ziri wasn’t it? Not his idea.”

      “That was my idea. Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re not the only person who thinks the oppression by the Taymalin is bad.”

      Anger roared up from her belly. “So you thought it would be a good idea to turn me into a symbol of freedom? You did it because you wanted to prove a point? With no regard for what it would do to me? Someone of your own race?” She paused only to take a breath. “In fact never mind that I am Kadralin, you would abuse anyone just to be right? It does not bear thinking about. I thought you were my friend.”

      “I am your friend.”

      “No, you are only here because some Taymalin patterner told you to come, and you choose to trample on what few freedoms I have claimed for myself, for your own ends. That is not a friend, Yenteel. It seems my mistrust of you was entirely justified.”

      “If you are Fahain then you are the person to lead our people.”

      “You presume too much! And look about you! We have no people! They are lukisa in the thrall of a monstrous abomination—that is using me, just like you!”

      “I believe in you.”

      “You can be eaten by the Kisharuk for all I care. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m blind.”

      “‘The hero is forged in the flame of chaos.’”

      “Zatek dung. Don’t quote that bastard Taymar at me. This is all his fault.”

      “It was the Slissac who enslaved the Taymalin and created the Kisharuk.”

      “So they escape their slavery and the first thing they do is enslave us. They learnt a lot from their previous masters.”

      Yenteel stopped talking.
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      A cold wind sprung up as they arrived … somewhere. Yenteel had not bothered to describe their surroundings as they passed through them. It made the journey tedious. But it was over for now. She could smell the smoke from a damp fire and the welcoming voice of Gally was a relief from the silence.

      “Gally and Ulina stopped where Yenteel said we should,” he said as he helped her down from the kichek. Her legs were stiff. “Gally gathered the wood and Ulina made the fire. The melinak is roasting.”

      Kantees forced herself to smile but she did not know if Gally was looking so she thanked him, though her voice cracked as she did so. Her scalp itched and she ran her fingers across the bristles.

      “Can you shave my head, Ulina?”

      “Yes, Kantees.” She was close by.

      “I’ll see what we can have with the bird,” said Yenteel.

      He seemed distant and did not project the usual familiarity. Kantees pushed aside the guilt. He had no right to do what he had done. He had destroyed what little life was her own. She chose not to remember she had promised to be more honest with herself, nor the fact that if he had not come to Jakalain, she would be with the Dunor even now.

      “Anyway, it’s nonsense,” she said.

      “What is nonsense?” said Gally.

      Kantees cringed. She could imagine the faces of Ulina and Gally, one frowning, the other bemused. She had not intended to say the words out loud but somehow, being without sight, it gave her the impression she was on her own. “Nothing.”

      So she sat on a log facing the fire and letting the flames warm her. Something flickered in the dark of her blindness: A sliver of light that moved and weaved close to her head. Kantees jerked away at first but Ulina put her hand on Kantees’ shoulder and held her still as she used the little knife and attacked the bristles. The slick blade slid across Kantees’ skin, and she could see it, just as she had seen the potent patterns of the melinasa. And she watched it moving around and across her head—feeling it at the same time. Since the magic of the knife could pierce metal without hesitation, the growing hair presented no barrier whatsoever. Ulina had Kantees turn to bring the fire’s light on a new area and it took very little time for Kantees’ scalp to be smooth once more. She sighed with relief.

      What did it mean that she could see strong patterns, or perhaps intensely focused ones? She directed her attention to the grey patch that remained her goal. It was brighter than it had been.

      “Are Lostimal or Colimar in the sky?”

      “There are clouds,” said Ulina.

      “Not at the moment,” said Yenteel in a dull unemotional voice.

      She heard him rummaging in his bag and there was a pause. “A feeding is due tomorrow around sundown but I don’t think that will be here.” He paused again. “And another one on the next day, though a little earlier.”

      Kantees could not help herself. “So soon?”

      “The paths of the moons are complex but if they have two intersections without much time between, the locations will be far apart.”

      “If someone can devise a machine for predicting the feedings, why can they not predict their locations too?”

      Yenteel was silent for so long after her words that she thought he had chosen not to answer. It was long enough for her to notice the beginnings of a headache. The thing inside her would not let her be; how was she supposed to sleep?

      “There are such devices,” he said at last. “The patterners have them.”

      “Taymalin patterners.”

      “Yes, but…” this time she was sure he paused for dramatic effect, “…the circles themselves know and those who are sensitive can feel the changes.”

      “Kadralin?”

      “I expect so.”

      

      She tried to sleep. Perhaps she did doze for a short time but the nagging thing inside her grew in intensity. The night was cold and she did not want to get up. How could they possibly travel through this terrain in the dark? She laughed at herself. She was always in the dark now, and she had to rely on the others for everything.

      Perhaps the night was nearly through and the dawn was beginning to paint the horizon with grey. But she knew in her heart it was not the case. The air tasted dry and the ache in her head was such that she knew she would not be able to sleep. Her destination glowed in the distance. Was it a ley-circle? Or some other site of power? What drew the thing within her to that place?

      Where was Sheesha? She felt the cold trail of a tear extend across her cheek as she lay on the hard ground. Why had he abandoned her?

      In the quiet she could hear the other three breathing. Gally’s exhalations were deep and long, Ulina breathed more quickly, and lighter. Yenteel’s she could hardly hear at all. There was little to distinguish him from the quiet bubbling of the brook nearby.

      She sat up and pulled the blanket closer around her. It had often been colder than this in the Ziri Tower when she tended Sheesha, but never had she felt so alone.

      “How is your head?”

      Yenteel’s voice made her jump even though he had spoken very quietly. It crossed her mind to ignore him but that would be childish.

      “It hurts.”

      “Do you need to move on?”

      She wanted to say no. She did not want to inflict her illness on anyone else. But this was not something she could lie about. In the end she said nothing at all.

      After giving her enough time to respond, she heard him climb to his feet.

      “I’ll be a moment,” he said and stumbled away from the fire. She was not embarrassed by him having to relieve himself, at least he did not have to have help finding somewhere private.

      He returned a short time later. “Shall we leave the others behind?”

      “Gally stays with Kantees,” said another voice.

      Kantees sighed. Everything she had ever done just added more guilt.

      “We won’t be able to travel fast,” she said. “You could just stay here with Ulina and catch up in the morning.”

      “Gally can sleep anywhere,” said Ulina. “Even on the back of a kichek.”

      “What about you?”

      “Let me ride with you, Kantees, and I will keep you safe so you can sleep.”

      Yenteel sighed. “I’ll just stay awake for everyone then. But there’s one problem.”

      Kantees turned in the direction of his voice, a sudden fear in her heart. “What?”

      “Kichesa can’t travel by night, especially not in this cold.”

      She sighed with relief. Is that all? But it was true, they were just big lizards, they hated the cold, and getting them to move at night was very hard. The ziri had feathers to keep them warm, and she knew from experience that night-flying was not a problem for them.

      “I can’t stay still,” she said. “I’ll have to walk.”

      “Then I would suggest that I accompany you,” said Yenteel, “while Gally and Ulina look after the animals. They can follow on with the dawn.”

      Kantees did not like it. She felt she was abandoning them, but there was little choice. She was not sure whether they could make enough speed to outrun the pain inside, but it was better than remaining still.

      It had not even been a single day since she had been inside the tower. They could only have travelled barely three leagues, four at most, from the town, and the tower would still be visible behind them—for those who had the eyes to see.

      Rather than walk side by side, Yenteel had her walk directly behind him holding on to a rope that he tied to his belt.

      “This way,” he said, “if I manage to find a deep hole and tumble inside you can just let go. And there is no risk of you falling into one on your own if you were by my side.”

      In truth it made no real difference to her. Since she could not see him who cared which direction he was from her? Besides, the ache really was turning into pain and she needed to be moving.

      They did not speak for a long time. Yenteel kept up the best pace he could moving, as far as she could tell, along the track they had been using. She had no way of telling how much time had passed and she dozed on her feet as she stumbled along behind her guide and the pain diminished to a dull ache.

      She came awake abruptly as she walked into his back. “Sorry.”

      “No need.”

      “Why have we stopped?”

      “Can you indicate the way we need to be going?”

      The glow of her destination was clear enough, which reminded her of something she had almost thought about earlier that night, but her thoughts were like a river of mud. She couldn’t place it.

      “Which way, Kantees?” he said with more than a hint of annoyance in his voice. She knew she couldn’t blame him, he had been awake most of the night.

      “Where are you?”

      His hand came down on her shoulder and she shrunk away. He removed it.

      “No, it’s all right, I was just surprised.” She lifted her arm. “Just rest your hand on my forearm—or can you see it?”

      “There’s little enough light, Colimar is making a bad show between the clouds.”

      She focused on the greyness in her mind and concentrated on where it seemed brightest. Carefully she turned until she was sure her hand was pointing in the right direction. It was very difficult to tell.

      “Unfortunately that’s as I suspected,” he said.

      “What?”

      “The path we’ve been following is turning to go along the base of the hills. We have to go up but there’s a large wood in the way.”

      Kantees groaned.

      “I am aware,” he said. “All the luck we’ve ever had with woods has been bad.”

      “Is there no way around?”

      “It’s difficult to tell in the dark.”

      “Well, if there’s no choice.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “So am I.”

      “It’s not your fault, Kantees.”

      She took a deep breath. “I mean I’m sorry about earlier.”

      He said nothing for a while, then: “I’m not sure you have anything to apologise for.” There was another long pause. “Let us save that for daylight, we need to move on.”

      “Perhaps we don’t,” she said. “The pain has diminished, perhaps we can get some rest here. If we move off the track Gally and Ulina won’t be able to find us.”

      There was another pause though not as long. Yenteel laughed to himself.

      “What’s funny?”

      “Oh, I was nodding in agreement.”
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      The air was even colder when Kantees came awake once more to her throbbing head. But she had slept and she had not dreamed. She realised it was strange that half of her was warm though the cold wind slid across her newly shorn scalp. And the part that was warm was pressed against something softer than the ground.

      For the briefest moment she thought she was lying with Sheesha. Then she realised it was Yenteel. She had fallen asleep the moment she had settled in the dry gully he had located just off the track. The sides protected them from the wind and even a boulder was a sufficient pillow.

      She lay there enjoying the brief moment of warmth but then he stirred as if waking. She was about to push herself up when she saw a bright streak above her, slicing through the darkness of her mind’s eye.

      “Don’t move,” she hissed. “Melinak.”

      She did not know if he had even been fully awake but she felt his body tense.

      The line did not change direction, and streaked away until it faded from her view. Not that she had any idea of how far that stretched for such a creature.

      “It’s gone.”

      “I suspect we would be safer in the woods,” said Yenteel.

      “Against them seeing us, yes,” said Kantees. “But what of other creatures?”

      “Who can say?”

      “I think I attract them.”

      “A jinx?”

      “Perhaps it’s my magic.”

      “That would not be a very useful ability.”

      Kantees pushed him away and sat up. It was strange. She heard all the gossip and the lurid tales of what went on between men and women. She knew the details of what one did with another—had even seen it in the beasts. Sheesha himself had been taken to breed with females.

      She knew all about it and, the way the women spoke of it, there was a desire that consumed them, like a fire in dry kindling. And they would nod at her and she would pretend she understood what they were talking about. But she did not. She lay here with a man and there was no heat in her heart, nor her loins. Not even the smouldering of damp moss.

      She had never felt it.

      She heard him sit and then stand, his boots crunching on the gravel.

      “How is your head?”

      “Tolerable for now,” she said. “How does the wood look?”

      “Point the way for me.”

      She did so.

      “Is that directly towards your destination?”

      “As well as I can judge.” Being unable to see your arm meant it was hard to be precise about it.

      “You said it was a glow, is it a single point of light or is it spread out?”

      “Spread.”

      “Can you indicate the limits on either side?”

      She tried. He was silent for a while.

      “The wood seems to be the only route if we go direct.”

      “And going round?”

      “Perhaps it will not take us too far out of the way.”

      She heard the distant sound of thumping feet. “They’re coming.”

      “Excellent, we shall break our fast. If we have time.”

      “We have time.”

      

      Kantees did not think she had ever heard Gally sound so relieved. As they ate dry biscuits from Yenteel’s bag and washed them down with cold water, Gally kept saying how glad he was that they had not been lost. So she hugged him until he stopped. And then she hugged Ulina even though she doubted the girl would admit she needed it. Then again, Kantees was not sure whether it was for Ulina’s sake, or her own.

      “I believe I also deserve a hug,” said Yenteel.

      “I will decide when hugs are deserved,” said Kantees.

      “As you wish, Mistress Kantees.”

      Her anger flared like wild magic. “Do not ever call me that again!”

      “I’m sorry—”

      “I am no one’s mistress!”

      And then she burst into tears. Ulina grabbed her around her waist while Gally’s massive arms engulfed her head.

      She forced the sobs back down inside and shook the two of them off her. “We need to move. My head hurts.”

      They packed up in silence, mounted the three kichesa and set off.

      “There’s a river running through the middle of the wood,” said Yenteel. “We could follow its course.”

      “That’s still going through the middle of the wood.”

      “It will be faster than going round.”

      “No.”

      He did not argue again. They forded what she supposed was the river he had mentioned. It was not deep, but seemed quite wide.

      “We could probably do with catching something to eat,” said Yenteel.

      “No stopping near the wood.”

      “There’s no need to be quite so fearful.”

      “We nearly died twice in woods.”

      “Third time’s a charm.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      

      Time passed and she could feel them climbing. And there were no trees, as far as she could tell, but she was not comforted.

      A pattern of three straight lines appeared in her mind somewhere to the north of them.

      “How far are the trees?” she hissed. The delay in response was too long. “How far?”

      “Five hundred paces?”

      “We have to get under them, now! Melinasa!”

      There were no more questions. One kichek pounded away while hers suddenly lurched forwards, twisted to the left, and increased in pace. “Don’t lead it!” she shouted. “Run!” And with that she jammed her heels into the flanks of the animal. Its casual trot became a headlong run.

      Terror flowed through Kantees as the creature thundered across the ground. She knew it wouldn’t allow itself to crash into anything, it was not stupid, but careening headlong was terrifying, especially when she had no idea what was coming, except that it involved trees.

      She had to half stand in the stirrups so she was not shaken from the saddle, but ducked low behind the kichek’s head to avoid branches. They crashed into the trees, among snapping undergrowth, and branches that caught and tried to pull her off the animal’s back. Her clothes ripped.

      She yanked back on the reins and tried to bring it to a halt. Reluctantly it did so. She slid from its back, still holding tight to the reins, and crept under its neck to provide more shelter. The melinasa might see some people, they might see a kichek but they wouldn’t see her.

      The gold streaks were still coming their way but the whole flight into the trees had not taken much time. But if they had been seen, the melinasa still might not have changed direction. Yet. They were going to fly directly over anyway.

      Then, to her utter amazement, another streak of gold came into view, and where the spying birds were tiny, this was massive. Like a broad stroke of golden paint across the sky. It curved upwards, seemingly intending to intersect the path of the three lines. The lines came to an abrupt stop and moments later, so did the wide band of colour. She shook her head, not understanding.

      “Ziri!” shouted Gally in delight from some distance away. Moments later she heard the unmistakable sound of wingbeats that made the air shudder. More felt than heard.

      “Hush, Gally, wild ziri will eat you.”

      But she knew the thrill, desperate for it to be Sheesha. The loss and the separation from him flooded through her and a wave of grief took her. Even as the ziri above them made a meal of the melinasa, she slumped to the ground and wept for her lost love.

      A thin line of gold awoke in her mind once more, skimming away from them.

      And then all was quiet again. And Kantees prayed there was nothing in the woods that would eat them.

      

      “They’re gone,” said Yenteel from nearby. She had heard the slow thump of his kichek’s pads on the leaf mould beneath the trees.

      “The ziri?”

      “Yes.”

      “One of the melinasa got away.”

      “Perhaps it didn’t see us.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Gally did not see Sheesha,” said Gally. It seemed the kichesa had managed to stay close even among the trees. Which reminded her that they were still in the woods.

      “Is it getting dark? Is there any mist in the trees?”

      “No, Kantees.” Gally’s voice sounded confused. Kantees closed her eyes, even though it made no difference. She needed to be more careful with the way she dealt with Gally. Her lack of sight did not give her the right to hurt him.

      “Sorry, Gally, did you recognise any of the ziri?”

      “Gally did not look too much, Kantees, because Gally must hide from the melinasa.”

      She realised he was feeling guilty because he had peeked. “That’s all right, Gally, it was important to check. Are Yenteel and Ulina still here?”

      “I am here,” said Ulina. “Yenteel has wandered off. He does not fear the woods.”

      Kantees resisted the temptation to say that was because he was an arrogant fool. “His kichek is still here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s get out of the trees then, he can find us when he comes back from whatever he’s decided to do.”

      She was still holding on to the reins of her mount and realised that she could orient herself with the glow from her destination, and also how the slope ran. They had been climbing with the glow to her left at an angle. So if she had the up-slope on her left and the glow slightly behind, she would be heading out of the wood. The fact she could manage that on her own gave her considerable satisfaction.

      “This way,” she said, and gathered up the reins of the kichek and managed to remount without assistance. If she walked she could easily bump into a tree, but mounted she was safe from that embarrassment.

      “Kantees?”

      “Yes, Gally?”

      “There is much firewood.”

      “Leave it, Gally. We need to get back into the open as quick as we may, there’s no telling what might be lurking in this place.”

      Her plan went well, though an encounter with a leafy branch reminded her that she needed to keep her head low. But she could feel the change around her as they left the trees behind.

      The glow behind her eyes was stronger now, they must be close. She did not want to wait for Yenteel, but neither could she abandon him.

      “I see him,” said Ulina. “He’s carrying something.”

      “What?”

      “Looks like a bird.”

      “He is holding a melinak,” said Gally with conviction.

      Kantees dismounted. This was probably going to take more time than she wanted.

      “Tell me when you think he will be able to hear my voice without me shouting.”

      There was a long pause until Ulina said she thought he would be able to hear her now.

      “What are you doing wandering off without telling anyone? I was in half a mind to leave you behind.”

      “I saw it come down, the zirichak who caught it just dropped it.”

      Kantees nodded. “They are tasty. I might forgive you.”

      “It’s not dead.”

      “And you brought it here? To me?”

      “It can’t send a message back, Kantees, it must go back with its information.”

      Kantees knew she had been told that but it did not stop her being annoyed. Besides, what was to stop some clever Taymalin from concocting a pattern that could work from a distance? They might be looking at the four of them even now and preparing to send armsmen after them.

      She did not think the Dunor would stop at anything in their attempt to locate her. After all they were already combing the mountains for her using these creatures.

      “If we’re not going to eat it why did you bother bringing it back?” She hesitated. “Why didn’t the zirichak that caught it just finish it off and eat it?”

      “We may never know the answer, Kantees, but I didn’t bring it here for that. I want you to have a look at it.”

      “Is that a joke?”

      “No.”

      All the time he had been speaking she could tell he was getting closer. She got the idea he was going to shove the melinak in her face. She stepped back and bumped into her kichek. “Keep that thing away from me.”

      “Seriously, I want you to look at it.”

      “I’m blind,” she hissed.

      “Obviously, but in your blindness you seem to have developed the ability to see powerful patterns.”

      “Changes.”

      “What?”

      “They are changes in the World Pattern, that’s what I see. I think.”

      “Can you explain what you mean?”

      She sighed. “The World Pattern is always around us. If I could see it, I don’t know, perhaps it would be like having eyes that worked but it’s even in the air we breathe so perhaps it would all be a blur or a fog.”

      Yenteel said nothing so she continued. “But if something disturbs the World Pattern, makes it change in an unusual way? I can see that.

      “How long have you known?”

      “Since you asked me the question.”

      He went silent, almost as if he had forgotten the creature he held in his hands. She wondered if it was bleeding. She heard its feathers rustle in a sudden movement. A sound that reminded her of Sheesha when he moved in his sleep.

      “How can you know what the World Pattern looks like?” said Yenteel.

      “I didn’t say I did.”

      “Yes, that’s just what you said.”

      “I know what I said, Yenteel, and I did not say that.”

      “Not literally, no, you did not use those words, but you said you see changes in the World Pattern. How can you know whether it’s a change if you don’t know what it’s like in the first place?”

      She stared at where she thought he was standing but was fully aware she might be staring just over his shoulder, or at his chest. It was difficult.

      “I don’t really see the point you’re making.” Which was a lie and she jammed her fingernails into her palm as punishment.

      “Look at this melinak, Kantees.”

      “I don’t know where it is.”

      “The melinak is in pain, Yenteel,” said Gally suddenly. “Kantees, it is hurting.”

      Kantees felt uncomfortable. “You’re right, Gally. Either put it out of its misery, Yenteel, or heal it. You have the skill.”

      “You want me to heal this thing that’s spying on you?”

      “It’s not the melinak’s fault. Heal it and I will do as you ask. Otherwise you may as well wring its neck now and we’ll roast it. We could do with another decent meal.”
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      Yenteel grumbled about the conditions placed on him but they found a hollow that provided some shelter where they could make a camp. It was midday before they had organised themselves enough for Yenteel to perform the healing pattern on the creature.

      In some ways Kantees was sorry he had agreed. She thought of roasted melinak again was pleasing. But if they healed it, they would not be eating it.

      She could not help directly but suggested they bind the creature’s wings, just to stop it flapping about in an effort to escape. It was a technique they would use even with fully grown ziri if they were badly hurt—they could do themselves more damage in their panic.

      “His wing is broken,” said Gally as he helped Yenteel bind the creature. “He has been bleeding from his body. Many feathers are lost and one eye is gone.” He sounded so matter of fact as he described the injuries. Kantees could only imagine how it would look on a ziri, how it would be if it was Sheesha who had received those injuries.

      “Give him to me,” she said and held out her arms.

      “Gally has tied his beak. He cannot bite.”

      But he did squirm, at least a little, when he was laid in her outstretched palms. She brought him in close but just let him rest against her. Poor thing must have been in terrible pain, and confused. It did not need a healer or a special power of the mind to know that.

      She closed her eyes and tried to focus her attention on the bound beast in her hands. She did not know what she was looking for, she did not know what Yenteel thought might happen as she did this. But she knew that something like this belonged to the art of the healers. It was not a knowledge that had been written, or drawn, or that she had overheard her old master talk of back in Dakastown.

      But it was something she understood nonetheless; she had seen healing patterns at work, and listened to what Yenteel said. How can a healer put something right in a pattern if they do not know how the pattern should be in the first place?

      Did that mean they always fully understood the life patterns? No. That did not make sense and it was not something spoken about. No, that was not it. It was a natural order to the World Pattern, or just the pattern of a melinak wing. These things were the way they were because it was right for them to be so. And if they were broken or damaged, then they were simply wrong. A healer could sense a wrongness and knew how to put it right.

      She felt Yenteel gently marking the cloth they had used to bind the animal.

      What did it mean then that a pattern could be used by someone as unskilled as Yenteel? Someone without that natural talent? And what did it mean that a patterning could be woven into the fabric of a scroll in such a way that its power could be released by any person with the key?

      She did not know for certain but she suspected that these Taymalin patternings were simply a way to force the patterns of the world into a semblance of normality. That they too were “wrong” but simply better than what existed.

      There was something Kevrey of Tander had said many times, usually when he was annoyed at one of his customers “Chaos is easy. Order is hard.” She had never really understood it until now.

      She tried to do as Yenteel had asked, she “looked” at the creature. He probably thought she might see something in the same way that she did the streaks in the sky. But there was nothing.

      Until he started the chant. She almost dropped the melinak as the explosion of light overwhelmed her. Yenteel could not pause though he must have seen her reaction. She appreciated that degree of calm and control, she doubted she would have managed it.

      After the initial flood the light diminished, or perhaps she simply became used to it. But that in itself gave her pause. Would a flash of power like that be visible to wolves and others like them?

      The shape of the melinak in her hands now became obvious. The magic of the healing was not focused only on the animal’s injuries, it pervaded its entire body with no differentiation. She could not tell if it was changing anything but had to assume it was since Yenteel had done it before successfully.

      Then she saw Yenteel. His hands were clearest as they glowed with a golden light. That power flowed like a stream from the rest of him. The pattern shaped the healing and drew its strength from him.

      Yenteel finally stopped his chanting, but the power continued to flow, though it was fading. How did he know when to stop? Did it matter? She had never asked a healer but then, before now, it had not been something she even thought about.

      “Let’s get something to eat,” said Yenteel and she heard him stumble away. The magic had drained him.

      Gally took the melinak from her.

      She sat down where she was and thought about what she would tell Yenteel when he asked her what she had seen. Perhaps the truth.

      

      They ate. Yenteel questioned her and seemed satisfied with her answers but she knew he had a thousand more that grew in number the more he found out.

      “Why do you have to know all these things?” she asked in exasperation as the questioning continued. “Why can’t you just say ‘This is the way it is and I am content’?”

      “Because you never push for answers and more answers, Kantees,” he said.

      She frowned and bit into a biscuit.

      “I am what is called a Natural Philosopher, Kantees.”

      “So you ask endless questions, and there is no answer to most of them.”

      “True, but how will I ever learn without asking? The world has a natural order, and I want to know what that is.”

      “I think you and my old master would have got on very well,” she said. “Though he, at least, made money from his knowledge, which seemed a great deal more complete than yours.”

      “That is my loss,” he said. “The Brothers and Sisters of Taymar do not favour those who ask questions like mine.”

      “I can understand why, it’s irritating.”

      As she expected, he questioned her about what she had been able to perceive as the pattern took effect. In the end, she told him everything since she could think of no reason why she should lie.

      

      After they had eaten, she said she wanted to move on again, the driving power within her was once more making itself known. She was sure they could reach the destination before nightfall.

      It did not take long before they were mounted again and heading up the slope. Kantees worried about the melinak that had got away. And worried about the one Gally now cared for, what would it do once it had fully recovered? Gally had presented it with some biscuit which it had snapped at and eaten. He announced he thought it also ate meat because it had sharp teeth like the ziri. It really did seem to be a smaller cousin, the fact that it could weave the pattern that allowed it to fly fast only confirmed it.

      But would this one go flying back to its masters when they released it? It was just an animal, it did not understand help and betrayal. Although that made her think of Sheesha, perhaps he did not think he had betrayed her by abandoning her.

      Had he been caught in the trap of the creature in the tower? Had it infected him too and forced him to fly somewhere? The ability to fly would have saved her a great deal of pain.

      Her kichek came to a stop as the ground flattened. They must have reached the top of the ridge behind the wood. The glow was much stronger now, below her and slightly to the left, and was changing from grey to gold.

      “Ziri,” said Gally.

      “What?” she said in sudden desperation. “What ziri? What are you seeing, tell me.”

      “A tower, Kantees, not so big as the other one but the same, Slissac not Kadralin. And ziri flying round it.”

      “Ziri?”

      “Lots of them.”

      “I can see twenty-three,” said Ulina. “Different sizes, their colours are mostly black, grey and white.”

      “Wild ziri,” said Gally.

      “Is there any blue? Any gold?” asked Kantees, trying to keep the desperation from her voice.

      “We can’t go down there,” said Yenteel.

      “That’s where I have to be,” she said. “If I don’t go the pain will increase until I cannot bear it and it drives me there anyway.”

      “They’ll tear us to pieces.”

      “Gally will go with Kantees.”

      Not for the first time, Kantees felt as if her heart would break. Gally was braver than any Taymalin hero, and the most loyal of anyone she had ever met.

      “No, Gally, I need to go down there, but you don’t.”

      “Gally must help Kantees.”

      “I don’t want you to be hurt.”

      “Gally does not want to be hurt, but Gally must guide and protect Kantees from the wild ziri.”

      She hesitated, she knew him well enough to know that when he got an idea in his head it was difficult to dislodge it.

      “Kantees never did bring a gift back from Dakastown in exchange for Gally’s coin. Gally must protect Kantees until she gives him the coin or a gift.”

      She broke down in tears again. He was right, she had broken her promise but he had said nothing about it until now. He was a better person than she was. She sniffed and rubbed at her eyes.

      “You can come to help me cross the land between here and there. It won’t do any good if I fall down a hole.”

      “Then Gally will not get his present.”

      “No.” She did not laugh but stopped to clear her throat which was choking up again. “But when we get close you must stop. I do not want you to be eaten by ziri because then I will have no one to give a gift to.”

      Her argument was ridiculous but it seemed to make an impression.

      “Gally will stop when Kantees says.”
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      Yenteel gave her a backpack and she took some water, biscuits and her chilafrah. Even that was blank to her inner eye, though Tenical had claimed it was a powerful artefact for storing magic.

      Yenteel had described the terrain in more detail. They had topped a ridge which led down into a valley with a river moving from left to right, he suggested it might flow round and down into the plateau they had just left. Beyond the river was a cliff which, he said, was pock-marked with caves and behind the cliff were the mountains. The tower had been built close to the cliff and the river flowed around it on this side forming a natural defence.

      “The tower is built with six sides, black stone and tapering to a flat top. It’s just like the one in the town, but smaller, the way Gally said.”

      “It’s built on a ley-circle,” said Kantees.

      “Probably.”

      “I was not guessing.”

      “I see,” he said. “There will be a feeding soon but there is no moon in the sky and from my observations it will be happening very far away from here.”

      “But another one tomorrow.”

      “Yes, there’s no way of knowing where that will happen.”

      “There is a way of knowing,” she said, “you told me.”

      “Which is not something we have at our disposal.”

      They made short goodbyes and with Gally leading her, the two of them set off down the slope. Ulina had not argued and not asked to come with her.

      Kantees’ mind wandered as they descended into the valley. Through long grass in some places, and rocky screes in others, where she had to cling to him to avoid falling. She was not sure if he was taking her by the best route or simply going in a straight line but she was not going to query or criticise his choices.

      This might be the end of her tale. Those people who had learnt her name and called her Kantees of the Ziri would find she never returned. Would she slip into the legends? Would her struggle in the wilderness become a story told by firelight? Perhaps she would inspire the enslaved Kadralin to rise up and break their chains.

      But she was not a fool, she knew where that would lead. They would try to kill the Taymalin, but not all of them were bad and it would be a crime committed in her name. She did not think she wanted to be worshipped by murderers and cursed by victims.

      Then again, if she were gone and her pattern dispersed, she would know nothing of it, so why did it matter? Except that it did. She felt guilt for a future that had not even happened. Perhaps she would simply be forgotten and life would just go on the way it always had.

      The only problem with that argument was the Dunor. If they were not stopped they would kill Taymalin and Kadralin alike, and bring their armsmen-carrying tekrasa and soldiers with the flying devices to every realm. They would usurp the power of every Taymalin lord that opposed them, and that meant Jakalain.

      If she failed here, who would stop the Dunor? And, if she escaped this trial, who said she would be able to prevent their rise? Why was it up to her anyway?

      She sighed heavily. It was the Dunor themselves who had made it about her. And her old master, Kevrey of Tander, was a fool. He had sent her away to protect her, for which she was grateful, but he did not know what he had done by allowing her to learn about the world.

      It seemed he had not realised she was more than the sum of his oblique teaching.

      She could see strong patterns – changed patterns. Perhaps she had always been able to do so, but it was only the loss of her sight that showed it to her. It was hard to think of becoming blind as a benefit but it had at least taught her this about herself if nothing else.

      Finally the ground seemed to flatten out and she assumed they must be at the valley floor. Yenteel’s description had given her little more than a sketch for her imagination. She could hear the river now, along with birds calling to one another. The glow in her mind’s eye was there in front of her, changed now from grey to only gold—the power of the Mother’s milk.

      Then a sound she had not heard in what seemed a long time and yet was barely more than a seven-day ago. The call of a zirichak. It boomed a challenge across the valley floor and echoed off the cliffs. Others took up the cry until caller and echo became a single raucous shout that echoed forever.

      “Have the ziri taken flight?” she asked.

      “No, Kantees.”

      Gally was standing beside her. She turned and directed her eyes to where she thought he might be. “I’ll go on from here alone, Gally.”

      “There is a river.”

      “Does it look deep?”

      “Some places.”

      “Is there a ford?”

      “Gally thinks he sees one.”

      “Take me to a place where the tower and the ford will be in a straight line. I can see where the tower is—” not a complete lie “—so if I walk towards it I will cross at the ford.”

      “Gally should go with Kantees.”

      “I do not want you to be eaten by wild zirichasa.”

      “Gally does not want Kantees to be eaten.”

      “I won’t be.”

      That answer seemed to reach the limit of his ability to argue, though she hated herself for lying once more. But how could she allow him to do something that would only get him killed?

      “Besides,” she said, “who knows how to look after the melinak except you?”

      “Gally will find the place for Kantees to start.”

      And they might not eat me, she thought. It did not seem logical that the creature would drive her to this place if the only thing that would happen was that she would be eaten—and the creature’s egg along with it, if that’s what it was. That was not a good plan.

      But I am not a ziri. She could not disagree with her own argument but the hope that she could survive this was the only thing that kept her going. No matter how unlikely it seemed.

      In the tower at Kurvin Port she had thrown herself out and down the cliff. Had she truly thought she would rather die than allow Trimiente Hamalain to harm Sheesha? It was true she would rather die than that but there was always the thought inside that one would not die.

      And she had not, because Sheesha had saved her. Perhaps blind luck would save her now. She snorted at the phrase.

      “Is Kantees all right?”

      “I’m fine, Gally. Are we close?” They had been walking with the tower glow on her right and she hoped that Gally had properly understood what she was asking.

      “This is the place, Kantees.”

      She turned to face the glow. “And the river ford is in front of me?”

      “Yes, Kantees.”

      Now all she had to do was start walking and leave the last of her friends behind.

      “Goodbye, Kantees.”

      “Gally…?”

      “Yes, Kantees.”

      “Let me embrace you.”

      The sound of his feet shuffled on the gravel and his huge arms went round her. She stretched as far around him as she could and rested her cheek against his chest.

      “Thank you, Gally.”

      “Why do you thank me, Kantees?”

      “You have been a good and loyal friend. I can trust you and that is the most important thing I know.”

      She could feel his rumbling voice through her skin as he spoke.

      “You can trust Ulina, Kantees.”

      “I know.”

      “And Yenteel.”

      “Do you trust him Gally?”

      “Yes, Kantees, Yenteel is clever and wise. Gally knows about ziri more but Yenteel knows more about other things.”

      “I think you are wise, Gally.”

      “Thank you, Kantees.”

      She held him for a few moments more but she could feel him becoming restless at such a powerful show of emotion. She let him go and reoriented herself to the tower.

      Carefully she took a few steps forward, it was just gravel here as far as she could tell.

      “Wait, Kantees!”

      She stopped abruptly as she heard Gally come up behind her.

      “Yenteel said Gally must not forget but Gally almost did forget then Gally remembered.”

      “What is it?” She almost feared to know but instead of saying anything further Gally thrust a thin branch into her hands.

      “Yenteel said that Kantees would not let Gally go to the tower. Yenteel told Gally to give Kantees this stick so Kantees would not fall down a hole.”

      “When did he get the stick?”

      “Gally saw Yenteel carry it from the trees with the melinak.”

      “Mother’s milk! I hate him.”

      “Kantees hates Yenteel?” said Gally in a worried tone.

      “No, Gally,” she said quickly. “Not really hate, it was a kind gift, I was just surprised because I did not see him bring it from the woods.”

      “Kantees is blind.”

      “Yes.” I hate him because he knew I would do this on my own and would need a stick to help guide me. It seems I am very predictable.

      “Is that everything he said, Gally?”

      “Yes, Kantees.”

      “Good, then I shall go, be sure you stay this side of the river.”

      The stick was a good length and not too heavy so, as she moved forward, she was able to touch the ground ahead.

      The ziri started up their cry again and it echoed across the valley, as if they were heralding her hesitant approach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      The gravel continued underfoot. Every now and then there were large boulders which she went around rather than attempt to step on or over. There was no telling what was on the other side. The sound of the river increased in volume and she felt its spray.

      The warmth of the sun was on her back. She had not asked Gally what time of day it was but perhaps it did not matter.

      The surface of the ground changed, there seemed only to be boulders now. This might be a ford but that only meant the depth of water was not too great, and the current should not be enough to carry her away. It did not mean it would be easy.

      She knelt down and used her hands to feel the rocks. They were wet with spray from the river but they seemed to be flat. Not only that but she could feel a gap that ran straight into the water. It was less than a hand’s-breadth in width. These were flagstones that had been laid deliberately.

      Perhaps the people who had built the tower had made a flat surface through the ford to make it easier to move carts. She stood again and placed her left foot on the stone. It was solid and it was, as her hands had found, quite flat. Though she must take care not to slip.

      She brought her other foot up and tested further in. She could feel the water pressing against the stick’s tip but the surface seemed to continue flat as she suspected. She shuffled forwards.

      A downdraught hit her from behind followed by a crunch in the gravel. It was not enough to knock her off balance, but she knew a ziri had just landed behind her. It grunted and the pitch suggested it was a juvenile. Probably just curious but if it decided she was food it would still be big enough to take her arm off with one bite.

      She had never dealt with wild ziri but she had heard stories. They were predators after all, and they would kill to eat if they could get away with it. A juvenile was small enough that a person might be something dangerous to tangle with. It would keep its distance for now.

      Unless it realised she was blind, in which case she would be easy meat.

      She kept moving. The ziri probably had a pool where they bathed, but they did not like to get too wet because once waterlogged they could not fly. That Sheesha had rescued her from the sea had been a testament to his loyalty.

      If only he were here now. She did not doubt he would be able to dominate any wild zirichak.

      The water was up to her ankles when another ziri landed behind her followed by squawks and throaty growls, probably for the best position to watch this strange creature crossing the river.

      Thankfully the surface of the ford under her feet remained smooth and solid, although the water was now around her calves. The current was quite strong and the water icy cold.

      Then her stick went down a hole and she almost stumbled forward. The resistance of the water around her legs helped her retain her balance even while it threatened to pull her feet from under her. She could only assume the water level was higher than usual. They had already experienced the flooding on the plateau, this was probably part of the same melting of snow and ice in the mountains.

      Setting her feet apart for better stability, she investigated the hole. It was not wide, no more than the span of two hands, but it was deep and cut into the stone as far as she could reach in either direction.

      She could not imagine why it was there but this was not the time. Carefully she stepped over it and continued. It seemed the groove was at the lowest point of the ford because now she was heading up a gentle incline and the water level decreased.

      The breath of wind from a ziri’s wings hit her from the front and multiple crunches of gravel came from in front of her. She stopped for a moment. And listened to the squawks and grunts of the animals now in front of her. At least one of them was a full adult and the younger ones were making submissive noises.

      She could stand here in the water until one of them decided to attack. Or she could keep moving. Of the two options waiting for death while her feet froze in the water was the least appealing so she started up again, shuffling forwards, beating the ground ahead with the stick.

      Then she was out of the river and she could smell the unpleasant breath of more ziri than she was able to count. The glow of the tower was directly in front of her and, she guessed, so was one of the adults. She was so focused on the creatures surrounding her that she failed to notice the end of the flagstones and, as she stepped forward, the ground was not where she expected it to be.

      She lurched forward until her foot landed hard on the gravel. She gave a little cry and flailed with the stick, trying to keep her balance. The stick hit something soft and yielding.

      Around her there was uproar as the more distant animals grumbled and shrieked in tones that were both familiar and alien. And in that moment something grabbed the stick and tried to wrench it from her hand. Convulsively she gripped harder and was pulled forwards.

      “You can stop that right now!” she yelled at the top of her voice.

      There was momentary silence. Her face was stung by wind-driven gravel as several of them must have taken off. She recognised fear in some of the calls—that would be the juveniles—defiance in others.

      The one that held her stick still gripped it, but she hung on. While it was holding on it was not biting her, and as long as she presented a strong face it might still be uncertain whether tackling her would be a good idea. For the briefest moment it loosened its grip and she managed to whip it out of the ziri’s mouth.

      She could tell this was a big one, fully grown so probably male.

      When Kantees was eleven years old she had been taken to the ley-circle at Dakastown. Her master, Kevrey, had not told her why. The mere idea that she should accompany him was unheard of. She was just a slave. He had not even told her she was being sold to Jakalain, but why would he? Did you tell a kichek when it had been bought?

      Something had gone wrong and a young male zirichak had got loose. Its wings were still bound but it could run. Kantees had been walking a few paces behind her master when there was an uproar behind her. She turned to see the young ziri, still much bigger than her, coming directly toward her at a run.

      She did not jump out of the way but waited for it. At the time everyone had said that she had been lucky and the ziri must have calmed down just in time. But Kantees had always known that was not the truth. The ziri was Sheesha and in the moment of their meeting, something had happened between them.

      And here she was facing a wild ziri that she could not even see. But she was older now, she knew so much more of the zirichasa themselves, and now she knew much more about herself.

      She spread her arms. “That’s enough of this.”

      She could still feel the creature’s hot breath on her. With a simple snap of his jaws he could have taken her head. But he did not.

      Time dragged out. And nothing happened. Around her she could hear other ziri moving, occasionally snapping at one another, grumbling and making squeaking noises. These were signs of contentment.

      Then the one in front of her grumped and she could hear it sit back on its haunches and felt the wings fold in. It had decided she was not a threat.

      Kantees of the Ziri, she thought humourlessly.

      

      Kantees dropped her arms gratefully, they had been getting tired. She looked around in her mind’s eye for the glow of the tower, or perhaps it was the ley-circle beneath the tower but, for a moment, she could not see it.

      She frowned. The glow had diminished even though she was now almost on top of it. She moved forward and heard the ziri shuffle out of her way.

      Using the stick to make sure there was nothing difficult to get over she moved ahead, toward the remnant of the ley-circle’s magic glow. If she was able to perceive changes in the World Pattern what did the glow mean? And what did it mean if that glow was disappearing?

      She kept moving. As far as she could tell the sun was gone from the sky and the air was becoming chill. Around her she could still hear the rustling movements of countless ziri. Wild zirichasa, she reminded herself, creatures that would treat people as food given half a chance.

      But not her.

      The stick hit something at ground level. Another large stone. She poked higher up to judge whether she could go over it, or be forced to go round it. But the stone was big. Awkwardly she dragged the end of the stick upwards along its surface. At least her own height.

      Reaching out, she placed her hand on the cold stone. It was perfectly flat. The kind of surface that could only be achieved by the hand of man—or Slissac. Or one of the other intelligent races that kept themselves to themselves and avoided humans. She could not blame them.

      It seemed she had reached the tower.

      And the glow of the ley-circle was almost gone.

      She could not understand it. How could the power of the circle disappear? But why did anyone think it was a constant? Even those who supposedly knew about such things, the patterners and the followers of Taymalin, she had never known them speak of it. Not that she knew many, but even Kevrey, a man who trod the line between knowledge and blasphemy, had never spoken of anything like this.

      What if the strength of the ley-circles changed all the time? After all, when they were fed by the moons their power must be far greater. And no one was ever really clear as to whether the feeding truly came from the moons, or if it went the other way. That particular argument was one that did exercise those who thought about such things.

      Had she discovered the truth?

      A cold wind blew past her and through her threadbare clothes. She shivered. Did this tower have a door like the other? Carefully she traced her way around it. Until she reached an opening. No door but at least it would protect her from the wind. But what was inside?

      The grump of a ziri sounded behind her as she hesitated in the doorway. She froze for a moment and then turned slowly to face the sound.

      The ziri snuffled. It was barely any distance from her and she could smell its breath.

      A low growl rumbled from the ziri. She almost cried out but did not want to scare him.

      “Sheesha?”

      He grumped again.

      Did he not recognise her? It must still be light and even if he could not see her he must be able to smell her. That was why he was snuffling.

      “Sheesha,” she said again, making her voice clear so he would know her properly.

      But there was no familiar response. He continued to snuffle at her.

      Then she knew what it was. Whatever that thing had put into her, Sheesha could sense it and it made him wary.

      The glow from the ley-circle beneath her feet had gone completely, whatever power the place had possessed, it was all gone. But her scalp prickled as if one hundred needles were being poked into it all at once. She rubbed her hand over it in case something was touching her but found nothing.

      Sheesha growled. She knew the sound, there were other ziri who raced that Sheesha simply did not like and he would growl at them. She did not know if he thought they were threats or he was simply warning them away. She tried to imagine that Sheesha was making the noise to warn off other ziri nearby but in her heart she knew the truth. The growl was for her.

      She was not the Kantees that Sheesha had known.

      The prickling sensation in her scalp extended down her back, and across her arms and legs. It was almost as if something was attempting to pull her into the tower. She held her hand tighter against the stone but it felt like ice.

      I need to get away from the tower.

      She took a step forward and the intensity of Sheesha’s growl increased. Reversing direction, she stumbled backwards as the pull from the tower increased.

      What is this?

      She flailed with one hand, trying to grab the edge of the doorway, and missed it. She toppled backwards and fell inside.

      Blackness. So deep the darkest night would be the brightest day.

      She tried to cry out Sheesha’s name but no sound left her body. The raging torrent of utter darkness tore through her. It took everything from her. She could not move. She was not even sure she had a body. All she had was thought, and the strange sight that allowed her to perceive the World Pattern.

      But there was no pattern here. Only a flood of chaos without structure and without design. Everything it touched was ripped apart.

      Chaos is easy, order is hard.

      But she was not ripped apart. Though she could feel the onslaught striking at the edges of her being, and even eroding part of what she was, it built back in other places. She focused on the rebuilding and it went faster. More quickly than the chaos tried to take her apart.

      Chaos is easy, order is hard.

      She could feel her strength coming back as she concentrated.

      And she felt her body. She felt the stone beneath her, more than that, she saw it. This chaotic flood that poured down on and through her was not affecting the stone of the tower. Turning her attention to it she could now see the patterns within it. The strange patterns that responded to and focused the chaos. Directed it where the builders had wanted it. Patterns that reminded her of Ulina’s knife.

      Order is hard.

      She was already exhausted by her journey and the lack of proper food. This strange feeding was taking the rest of her strength. If she did not get out, the part of her that was Kantees would be stripped away and gone forever.

      She forced herself to roll over but did not waste time turning round, instead she backed her way out from the tower on all fours.

      The Taymalin patterners must know about this was her one thought as her head came free of the cascading unpatterned chaos. Apart from the prickling of her skin it was as if nothing had happened. The Slissac who built this tower had known, the Taymalin’s pattern lore came from the Slissac. They knew and they told no one.

      It was as Yenteel had said. There was a feeding somewhere far distant. Kantees knew exactly where. At a ley-circle on precisely the other side of the world from here. Perhaps the chaos filled the gap left by the feeding, if it went upwards to the moons. Or perhaps it balanced the power that came down from the moons into the circle. She did not know. But she did know they were balanced.

      Sheesha growled viciously behind her.

      “Shut up, Sheesha. I’m thinking.”

      And Sheesha fell silent.
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      “Kantees.”

      She thought she was dreaming. She opened her eyes but if she had hoped the chaotic magic of the tower had somehow changed her condition, she was disappointed. Beneath her, the glow from the ley-circle had been restored. As far as she could tell the circle itself was some distance underground but the tower prevented it from distorting the terrain around it during a feeding.

      “Kantees.” The voice hissed quietly again and a small hand came down on her forearm.

      “Ulina?” Kantees placed her other hand on the girl’s and gave it a squeeze. It was quiet and the only sounds of sleeping ziri were a long way away. They had gone back to roost in the caves. Even Sheesha.

      “Yenteel wants to talk to you.”

      “You shouldn’t be here, it’s dangerous.”

      “You are not dead,” said the girl. “And I am very quiet.”

      Kantees could see the girl’s tiny blade moving with her. And there was something special about the sheath as well—there would have to be for it to be able to contain the blade. She knew now the blade had, in some fashion, been forged to bind the raw chaos into its structure.

      “Let us go.”

      Kantees stood up and felt the stones beneath her feet. Despite the hunger she felt fresh, wide awake and her mind was clearer than it had been in a long time. As if she had been shriven.

      Order is hard.

      Ulina took her by the hand and led her along the path. The water of the river was freezing, but she relished it. She had realised the groove down the middle was to allow the passage of water during the height of summer when the river become no more than a brook.

      It was obvious now.

      Ulina turned off the path, they crossed a grassy area and stopped. Kantees found herself engulfed by Gally hugging her so hard it hurt. She did not protest and allowed him to express himself in the only way he knew how.

      When he was done, she found his hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’m happy to see you too, Gally.”

      “Shall I hug you, Kantees?” said Yenteel.

      She smiled, though she knew it was night and he probably wouldn’t see it. “If that is what you want to do, Yenteel, I will not protest. I will even embrace you in return.”

      To her surprise he did, and she returned the favour as she had promised. He did not cling for as long as Gally had done.

      “I didn’t think you would survive,” he said, there was a crack in his voice. “When you faced down the big male, my heart was in my mouth.”

      “I had just had enough of their behaviour,” said Kantees.

      “It almost looked as if you were welcoming death.”

      “It seems I have never done that,” she said, and if he did not understand what she meant she did not feel inclined to explain herself. “You interrupted my sleep, I would like to get as much as I can. I think we will have a busy day tomorrow.”

      “Shall we move back to the ridge?”

      “That would be a waste of time. Here is as good as anywhere, safer probably, after all what predator would invade a ziri fortress?”

      “Yes, but what prey would sleep there?”

      “I am not prey, Yenteel. Things have changed.”

      

      She woke to the smell of roasting meat and sat up abruptly. In the far distance, the ley-circle in the town, beneath the big tower, was glowing brighter. She was right.

      Moments later came the sound of Ulina’s light footsteps. “Kantees, Sheesha and Looesa are here. They are behaving themselves and seem happy.”

      Kantees climbed to her feet, overbalancing slightly on the uneven ground. “Bring me to them.”

      Ulina took her by the hand and led her a short distance. Then Sheesha growled.

      “Kantees, Sheesha does not like you,” said Gally from a short distance away.

      “He doesn’t like what the clam put inside me. I’m infected and he smells it.”

      “Does that affect your plans, Kantees?” said Yenteel from the other side, it seemed she was the last person to rouse.

      “No,” she said firmly. “If either of you is holding them let go now and back away.”

      “Why?” said Gally. “Kantees must not scare Sheesha and Looesa.”

      She was surprised at his defiance, but pleased. He needed to learn to be independent, especially now that things were going to change.

      “I will not do that, Gally, but we must be allowed to ride, so I must persuade him.”

      “It might help if you told us what you’re planning, Kantees,” said the reasonable voice of Yenteel.

      “That’s easy,” she said then stopped and looked up. Her mind’s eye showed streaks of golden light coming across the sky. “You didn’t kill the melinak for food, did you?”

      “No, of course not.” Yenteel sounded hurt at the suggestion.

      “Good. I think I’ll be needing it later.”

      “But it will return home to tell the Dunor we are here.”

      “I hope so but not yet. Unfortunately, those will.” She pointed into the sky.

      “Gally will ride Sheesha and he will eat them,” said Gally.

      “No need,” said Kantees. She visualised the big male that had threatened her yesterday and indicated the food flying through the sky. Within a handful of breaths, first one then two more golden arrows shot upwards from the caves in the cliff.

      “Kantees?” said Yenteel.

      “We must keep this place secret from the Dunor.”

      “But what did you do?”

      “It doesn’t matter. You said there will be another feeding today?”

      “Yes.”

      “I know where it’s going to be.”

      “How?”

      “That would take too long to explain just now, but we will be returning to the town and that’s why we need the ziri.

      “Ulina, guide me closer to Sheesha.”

      “He doesn’t want you here.”

      “I know but he must carry me.”

      Once more the girl took her hand and brought her slowly down the slope towards the river. In the distance there were calls among the wild ziri and she could hear them launching into the air, no doubt more of them going after the melinasa.

      She could hear Sheesha’s breathing and a low grumble from deep inside. The sort of sound he made when he was uncomfortable with a situation that was not an outright threat.

      “Move away now, Ulina. Just in case he gets upset.” Not that I want that to happen.

      So she talked to him. He had heard her voice for almost his entire life, from that first day when he had stopped in front of her, already taller than she was, and fully capable of killing her. Nothing had changed.

      She talked in a low calm voice describing how they met; the races they had been to; the time he had won; and when he had lost; she talked about Daybian. She talked about anything, while Looesa lay quiet behind Sheesha, and above them the wild ziri screeched and tore at the bodies of the melinasa they caught.

      Every now and then she took a small step forward until she could feel his breath on her face. She had hoped he would settle enough to lie down but he remained alert and upright. It was not that she feared he might harm her, she thought he knew her well enough to avoid that, but could she overcome the fear he had of what was inside her?

      It was a strange relationship the clam creatures had with the zirichasa; at once being their prey, and the way the clam reproduced itself. The World Pattern conjured a lot of strangeness in the form of animals and plants.

      Kantees lifted her hand. “Want me to give you a scratch behind the ear, Sheesha? You know you like that, when’s the last time someone did that for you? Just let me touch you.”

      Sheesha roared and reared. Kantees ducked.

      “Sheesha, be good!” shouted Gally. “Sheesha, be good! Be good!”

      Everything stopped except for the sound of Gally pounding up to them at full speed. Still shouting angrily at Sheesha.

      Sheesha went still and all Kantees could hear was his breathing, ragged and fast. Kantees stepped backwards a few paces, then turned away. Gally stopped shouting and whispered to the ziri so quietly Kantees could not make out what he was saying.

      She slumped down. All the energy and purpose she had gained in the night leeched away, leaving her more hopeless than she had ever been. As long as she had not been trying to achieve anything more than find her own people it did not matter what success or failure she had. But now, when she felt she had a true goal, to be rejected and thwarted by the only one that she ever really trusted.

      A hand came down on her shoulder and she jumped.

      “You never did tell us your plan.”

      “It involved getting back to the other tower as fast as possible.”

      “But that would cause you pain. It might kill you.”

      “It’s the only way to deal with this once and for all.”

      “I see.” He went silent for a short time but did not remove his hand from her shoulder. “So if there was a way to get a ziri to carry you?”

      “They won’t do it,” she said, her voice almost breaking. “You saw what happened.”

      “Yes,” he said, “but you didn’t.”

      “I do not think much of your manners.”

      “I was not being rude, Kantees, nor trying to hurt you by reminding you of your condition. I was stating a fact. You could not see what happened, you only know how Sheesha reacted.” He gave her a moment to absorb what he had said then continued. “I was watching both last night and just now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s true, both Sheesha and that male yesterday did not like you.”

      “They wanted to kill me.”

      “No, Kantees, they were scared of you.”

      “It amounts to the same thing.”

      “Not quite,” he said gently. “The females and smaller males barely reacted to you at all. Looesa was perfectly relaxed and you weren’t far from him.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I don’t pretend to know what’s going on inside the mind of a ziri, I don’t know if they are like lukisa but those have one male in charge of the herd. Sometimes another male will arrive and try to take over—are ziri like that?”

      “I don’t really know, Yenteel. We only look after the tame ones. All I know is that, sometimes, the males at a race will try to face off.”

      “I know that when I called you Kantees of the Ziri, I was trying to manipulate you, and the people around you—”

      “You were right, though. I know. But don’t get cocky, I’m still not happy about it.”

      “I promise I won’t.”

      “Liar,” she said, but not in an unfriendly way. “You’re saying they see me as a rival, but how does that make any sense? I have always been just Sheesha’s keeper and he was always happy with that.”

      “The thing inside you,” said Yenteel. “It must do something, either physically or perhaps some sort of pattern, that sends the message that you are a big dangerous ziri and too much of a threat to fight.”

      “I’m forcing them to give way to me.” Then she gave a short laugh. “And I thought that male backed down because I told him I was fed up with his interference.”

      “Perhaps that is what it was,” said Yenteel—though Kantees thought he was just trying to make her feel better. “It doesn’t matter. Sheesha is even more confused just because he does know who you are but you’re also this other thing.”

      Kantees nodded. “You’re saying that I could fly Looesa?”

      “No, I was going to say that Sheesha probably just needs time to adjust.”

      “That’s no good,” said Kantees. “We have no idea how long that might take. We need to get moving as soon as we can.” And we don’t know how long I’ve got before this thing eats me.

      She reached up with her hand and Yenteel helped her to her feet.

      “When’s that next feeding due?” She could see the ley-circle in the distance pulsating.

      “Not too long.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “We have to get there just before it starts. If we’re too early or too late, the pain will be too much.” And I will die.

      “You’re judging the pain against your plan?”

      “I have to rid myself of this thing, Yenteel, can you make me a healing pattern?”

      “We have tried that.”

      “This will be different,” she said. “I just need you to draw it and give it to me. I will do the rest.”

      “Who’s going to do the chant?”

      “Please, Yenteel, just do it and do it quickly, we don’t have much time.”

      It was at that moment she heard Gally shout. “Kantees! Look!”
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      “What’s happening?” said Kantees in desperation.

      There wasn’t an immediate response, then Yenteel spoke. “A tekrak just came over the cliff.”

      Kantees cursed herself, of course, one of the melinak from earlier must have got away.

      “Do they see us?”

      “Two brilliantly coloured ziri with a group of people in a grassy field? Yes, they see us.”

      She thought quickly. “Yenteel, get the pattern drawn for me. Please very quickly.” She heard the distant roar of the tekrak’s fire-tube. “Gally! You ride Sheesha.”

      “Gally rides Sheesha?” He sounded both scared and excited.

      “Yes, I want you to just keep circling round the valley, don’t get close enough to the tekrak for them to shoot you with arrows.”

      “Gally understands arrows, Kantees.”

      Of course, they had already been in a fight for their lives with Farahalek when they were flying the tekrak. Kantees, Sheesha and Ulina had arrived late to that fight. They had won the day then, they could do it again.

      “They have men with those wings dropping down towards the tower.”

      “What are the ziri doing?”

      “They don’t look happy but they aren’t attacking yet.”

      “Ulina?”

      No answer.

      “She’s gone,” said Yenteel.

      Kantees already knew what the child would be doing. “She’ll be after the men in the tower.”

      “The tekrak is not coming this way,” said Yenteel. “If they can secure the tower their patterner can make a path back to Watching Gate or somewhere else.”

      “We need to move now, at the very least to provide a distraction for Ulina.”

      They would have to assume Yenteel’s theory was right without testing it but she knew what she needed.

      “What do you want me to do?” said Yenteel.

      “What’s happening at the tower?”

      “The ones that have already landed have taken up a position in the tower. They keep peeking out but they’re scared of the ziri, I think.”

      “What about the tekrak?”

      “Looks like it’s manoeuvring to land on the top.”

      “The ziri won’t see the plant as any kind of threat. We must stop them opening a path…” She hesitated, being unable to see made this so hard. “Yenteel, we’ll go on Looesa.”

      It took a few moments for him to use one of his bandages to create the healing pattern which he rolled up and gave to her. She pushed it into her bag, next to the chilafrah. She stared towards the far tower and the increasing glow of the ley-circle.

      “Gally is on Sheesha,” he said as he took her by the hand.

      Kantees waved in the direction she thought Sheesha was.

      “They’re up.”

      “I hope he stays out of trouble,” she said.

      “You demand a lot of people, Kantees.”

      “I’m only asking him to stay away.”

      “And he wants to protect you but you won’t let him,” he said. “And for me, I don’t want to get into fights but you insist on putting me in harm’s way.”

      “There and I thought you were sent to protect me as well.”

      “I wasn’t planning on being at the centre of a battle.”

      “Don’t worry, you probably won’t be.”

      As predicted Looesa did not object to having Kantees ride. It still felt odd to her. He felt different. Awkwardly she slid back as far as she could to allow Yenteel up in front of her. She put her arms around him and pressed her cheek against his back.

      It was terrifying to be aboard a ziri and not to be in control. Not only that but to have someone so incompetent in charge.

      Then she laughed inwardly at herself. She had been riding a ziri for as long as Yenteel. But she had spent half her life around them, and it was those years that made all the difference. Looesa lurched upwards, his wings pushing the ground away from them. Kantees wondered if sitting this far back was as uncomfortable for the others as it was for her. The bones in Looesa’s back were poking into her and very uncomfortable. Kantees did not want to put saddles back on the zirichasa but perhaps they could compromise with a cushion.

      She tried to relax as Yenteel turned Looesa to the right. With a great effort she let herself lean only as much as Yenteel did, followed his motion as much as she could. No matter how wrong it felt. She knew he was just doing it wrong, he was not in tune with the ziri in the way she was. It was almost as if he was thinking about every move, trying to get it right, trying to match the motions—when all you had to do was just feel the beast and understand what it was doing.

      “Change of plan, Yenteel.”

      “Really?”

      “Get me into one of the caves.”

      “An empty one?”

      “What good would that do?”

      “You want me to drop you off in the cave of a wild ziri.”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “No, I’m sure you don’t, but you aren’t the one who’s blind. You aren’t the one who’s probably destined to be food for a hatchling shellfish. I know what I’m doing.”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      “Just do it.”

      “Do you have a preference?”

      “I can’t see.”

      “Sorry, I forgot.”

      She chose not to respond to his sarcasm.

      “I’m not even sure I can persuade Looesa to do it.”

      “Just come in along the cliff face, make a quick landing. I’ll drop off, and you can fly away almost without a break.”

      “Let me try it once first.”

      “Just do it, Yenteel,” she said and then added more gently. “I trust you.”

      She wasn’t sure whether his failure to respond was because he didn’t believe her, or because he was worried about it but she felt Looesa’s speed increase. If she had even managed to see a fraction of the valley, she would have an idea of where they were. Instead she had to guess and trust Yenteel. Her only reference point was the ley-circle and they were moving away from it.

      “Which way are we going?” she said finally as the air grew colder.

      “I’m heading upstream,” he said. “Then I’ll turn and come down along the cliff. I saw a few big caves where the lip sticks out. I’ll aim for one of those. Don’t get off the wrong side.”

      “And the right side is?”

      “The left.”

      “We seem to be going a long way.”

      “I wanted to look at something.”

      “We need to get back otherwise Ulina is going to try and kill them all by herself.”

      “I haven’t forgotten.”

      She was about to order him to go back when she felt Looesa change direction in a tight turn and accelerate.

      “I saw what I needed,” said Yenteel.

      She hoped they had not spent too much time on this side trip just to satisfy some idle curiosity.

      “The caves are coming up,” he said. “I’ll count you down to one.” She felt him instruct Looesa to slow by leaning back. The ziri responded well, though he did not have the precision of Sheesha—though that might have been a lack in Yenteel.

      “Jump on the left,” repeated Yenteel. Kantees adjusted her position, moving back a little and bringing her legs up. She gripped the back of Yenteel’s tunic. “Three-two-stop! No!” She managed to stop herself though she was now standing on Looesa’s back and holding Yenteel’s tunic.

      “Next one … three-two-ONE!”

      She hesitated for a fraction of a moment in case he changed his mind again. Looesa’s talons scraped on a rocky surface and their speed dropped almost to nothing. Kantees launched herself forward, past Yenteel’s left shoulder, pushing herself off from Looesa’s wing. She came down with a crash on stone that smelled of ziri shit. “Be careful!” was Yenteel’s parting cry as ziri claws scraped on the rocks and she felt the blast of wind as Looesa took to the air again.

      “I must be crazy,” she muttered as she pushed herself up. Her knees were badly scraped and her palms burned. She wiped them on her shirt and adjusted the pack she wore. There was little in it apart from a knife, flint and kindling, and the chilafrah. And the rope she needed. She did not know how the magic worked but she thought the chaos of the—what would it be called instead of a feeding? The draining? Other choices involved juvenile male humour. Whatever it was called, she suspected the chilafrah would probably have given up whatever magic it might have acquired.

      Something grumped and snuffled. The sounds echoed through the cave.

      Kantees got to her feet. She could feel the wind at her back so she knew she was facing more or less into the cave. It would not do to walk off the edge. The ziri in the cave would see her outline clearly but, if Yenteel was correct, she should be perceived as a dominant male.

      She heard human shouts below and a scream that did not sound like it came from one of her friends. Ulina had probably done something unpleasant to one of the armsmen. Kantees did not think she would ever get used to the idea of an assassin-child.

      But there was little time to waste. The ziri had not attacked her outright so that was a good sign.

      Kantees took halting steps forward, allowing a short space between each one. The ziri moved, giving Kantees a better idea of where it was. She did not approach it directly, but also did not want to give it a chance to escape. She had the rope out and the loop wide, though she did not want to use it.

      Instead she began to sing. She was not good at holding a tune but that had never bothered Sheesha, and Kantees had liked to sing before her world had changed. Since then she had not had much of a chance. So she took it now.

      They had spoken about the Curse of Eftena the other day, so she sang the ballad of the Sleeping Girl and the Prince of the Dark. Her voice cracked on the higher notes but Kantees didn’t care, she was sure the zirichak was settling. The males crooned when they were about to mate, so perhaps this was the same sort of thing. Kantees seemed like a male, and she sounded a bit like one. That meant this ziri was, conveniently, a female. Males were notoriously hard to manage, that’s why they preferred to bring them up from an egg in captivity rather than find young ones in the wild.

      The breeding process had also accentuated the colours. Not that it would have made any difference in this dark cave. Kantees caught herself—she didn’t know whether the cave was dark. Though it probably was. It didn’t matter.

      She moved closer still, still aware of the noises from outside, including screeches from Sheesha—she was certain it was him. She pushed worries about what was happening from her mind and focused on the zirichak in front of her.

      Kantees could hear the ziri breathing. Females were quite docile during mating but could snap at the male. This was a fully grown female as far as she could tell. Kantees reached up and moved her hand behind where she thought the animal’s neck should be.

      Feathers.

      Kantees pressed her hand in and felt the female shiver. But there was no snapping and no growl. So far so good.

      Kantees stroked the neck gently and stepped closer. It felt good to be so close to a ziri, to be stroking the feathers, to breathe in the scent. The ziri moved her head and Kantees froze. Then found herself being sniffed in return. Kantees resumed stroking and the ziri continued to relax.

      The ziri was going to panic when Kantees tried to get on its back but if she could get the rope round its neck just so that she did not fall off. Kantees had never tried to break a new ziri into riding, it just wasn’t the way things were done at Jakalain. Those bred in captivity were given harnesses and saddles to wear from a young age, and weights increased slowly so that when the final day came, they were used to it.

      But she had heard stories.

      The interruption of the stroking had meant that the ziri became impatient and pushed herself against Kantees. She smiled, it reminded her so much of how Sheesha behaved, it seemed the wild zirichasa were little different to the tame ones.

      So Kantees scratched, stroked and crooned as the ziri became even more demanding. The animal settled lower, lying on the ground to receive the attention of this strange male. Kantees dropped the rope over the neck and reached down to get the end so she had it fully encircled.

      If the ziri noticed it gave no sign. Kantees gave herself a count from ten to one as she moved carefully but steadily along the neck to the wings, dragging the loose loop of rope and scratching as she went. The ziri gave no sign of alarm, perhaps expecting to be mounted—but not in the way Kantees intended.

      Kantees reached the count of two and felt the position of the wings, they were spread loosely, as they would be just in advance of mating. Giving a silent apology for the betrayal she was about to commit, Kantees took firm hold of the feathers and pulled herself up on to the back of the ziri as fast as she could. She found the ends of the rope and twisted them around her hands, and tucked her legs under the wings.

      There was a moment when Kantees thought the ziri had not noticed what she had done.

      Then it bucked. Shook itself from side to side. Twisted its head to try to snap—Kantees was ready for that one and gave a sharp kick with her heels. The ziri launched itself forwards, but the rope held Kantees firm. And then they were in the air. They dropped like a stone with the cold wind blasting through Kantees’ thin clothes.

      But Kantees was airborne! It was all she wanted. She was on the back of a ziri and flying. As the ziri pulled up to avoid dashing herself into the ground, Kantees was jammed firmly into the animal’s back. There was a jerk and a screech from the ziri as it did hit the ground, just for a moment before the powerful wings bore them up again—it was not used to the extra weight and misjudged the dive.

      It flew up almost vertically as Kantees hung on to the rope, and gripped with her legs. Thankfully she was still in that position when the ziri decided to flip over to dislodge the creature that clung to her back. Kantees did not fall.

      Then came a careening ride as the ziri flew back and forth, changing direction, climbing and diving, anything it could to get Kantees off her back. But she could not maintain that for long, and finally was flying straight. But if Kantees thought it was over, she was wrong.

      The ziri landed to resume the bucking and twisting. Kantees was grateful it didn’t decide to roll, that would have been very painful. Having failed again, the ziri took to the air again, but Kantees had limited time. She needed the ziri under control.

      This was the part she was not sure about. She knew she and Sheesha had some kind of connection, but she had assumed that had come about from being with him for almost every moment of the day and night for years.

      If that was true, this would not work. Even though it made no practical difference, Kantees closed her eyes and rested her hands on the animal’s neck. She concentrated and imagined that her pattern was mixing with the ziri. That they were not two but one. They were the same, and that Kantees’ desires were the ziri’s desires.

      The ley-circle was now behind them, and a good distance away. Kantees wanted to go back there.

      The ziri seemed to pause in the air then continued in the same direction.

      Kantees growled in annoyance and tried harder but she felt what little connection she had achieved slipping away.

      Chaos is easy— “Go away, Kevrey,” she muttered. “You also said patterns do not respond to force.”

      And what is making an effort if not force?

      “You think you’re so clever.”

      She relaxed again. It was hard, she was aware she was not present for whatever was happening at the tower. All her friends could be dead by now, and she could never survive alone in this world without her sight.

      But she must relax, she could do nothing about what was happening without a mount she could control. She let her legs go loose, and relaxed her grip on the rope. The ziri did not try to throw her off. Kantees lay back between the powerful wings that beat and stopped, beat and stopped. Memories of Sheesha came to her mind, he liked to play, she hadn’t played with him in so long.

      The sound of distant thunder rolled over her and was gone.

      Sheesha loved to fly—even before she had stolen her first ride with him, she knew his love for being in the air. To him it was perfection. That thought stuck to her and she realised it was true for this ziri, that it was true for all zirichasa. Flight was the one truth of their existence.

      It was her truth as well. If there was one thing that made them the same, it was that.

      The thought that she really must return to the ley-circle crept through her mind. The ziri banked hard but Kantees was safe between her wings. As the ziri accelerated Kantees hooked her legs under the wings and pulled herself into a sitting position. The rope was gone, fallen to the earth somewhere behind them, but Kantees knew she wasn’t going to need it any more.
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      The power of the ley-circle was a beacon and although she could not see what was going on, she was able to circle it. There was something different about how everything sounded. There were ziri in the air but the sound of the river was much stronger than it had been before, had it broken its banks?

      She could hear no sounds of fighting, no screams of armsmen. Had she been gone so long the fight was over? If it was, where was the tekrak? Kantees knew her ziri would not fly into the thing, but if there were armsmen with bows, Kantees would never see them. Which brought her back to the fact there was no sound of fighting.

      Then she smelt it. There were times of the year when everyone went into the fields to kill the migrating tekrasa. They had to be allowed to land, and their fire-tubes go out. Then they were chopped up, releasing the gas they made to lift themselves.

      Sometimes people would do that too soon and the fire-tube would ignite the gas, the result was an explosion and a pungent smell of something gone bad. That was what she could smell. Someone had set the tekrak afire, the thunder she heard must have been the thing exploding.

      The top of the tower would be empty—if there were no armsmen on it. But if the tekrak had exploded, those inside would be dead.

      She pictured the tower, or at least a smaller version of the tower in the town, and made sure she meant the one right by this ley-circle. The ziri seemed to understand and descended directly into the glow. Kantees recognised the change in wingbeats and braced herself as the beast touched down.

      Unwilling to be stranded on top of the tower, Kantees did not dismount. She hoped the others had seen her. But for a while, all she could hear was zirichasa calling to one another from all directions, and the river swirling and splashing in a tumult—quite unlike the way it had been.

      “I suppose I should give you a name,” she said to the ziri and stroked the feathers of her neck. “Tabata.” Kantees nodded to herself. “She was a great racer though I never saw her. She was Sheesha’s dam and came from Otulain. Though I suppose you’ll just go back to being a wild ziri when it’s all over here.”

      The air thudded with the wingbeats of a big ziri.

      “Kantees is riding.”

      “Gally! What’s happened, where’s Ulina? And Yenteel?”

      “I am here, Kantees,” shouted Ulina from a short distance away—not the same direction as Gally’s voice. “Is your ziri safe?”

      “I don’t know, I think so, but perhaps you should stay back for now.” There was no telling whether Tabata would decide to attack or not, though Kantees did not think she would. “Gally, is Sheesha hurt?”

      “Sheesha is strong, Kantees. Sheesha was kind and let Gally ride like Kantees.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Gally flew the golden pattern on Sheesha.” His voice was ecstatic—and so it should be. Even Levin had not been able to do that but then he was only Taymalin. “How far did you go?”

      “Gally did not go far but bad melinasa had come with the men. Sheesha ate them while Ulina killed soldiers and Yenteel made the river big. Then the tekrak was a big fire.”

      Another set of wings came down on the top of the tower. Kantees did not think it was as big as Sheesha, they were getting crowded here.

      “Yenteel?”

      “Kantees,” he said. “I see your plan worked.”

      “My plan?”

      “You ride a wild ziri.”

      “And you thought that was my plan?”

      “It’s not?”

      “I wanted to ride Sheesha,” she said. “What did Gally mean, make the river big?”

      “You’re not the only one with plans, Kantees. That flood down on the plateau happened when the ice broke in the mountains. Our little detour up the valley was to see whether the river here was also dammed.”

      “And you undammed it?”

      “I did, with the help of Looesa and a little patterning.” He sounded very pleased with himself. “Ulina kept the attackers inside the tower—I don’t think they realised what was happening until the water was on them.”

      “Then I cut their tekrak open,” said Ulina. “I didn’t know it would explode.”

      Kantees was on the verge of telling Ulina she shouldn’t have done something so reckless, but it seemed she was not familiar with how tekrasa worked, and besides, Ulina would always do dangerous things.

      “The feeding is almost on us,” said Kantees. “We have to move. Ulina, please ride with Gally.” She urged Tabata to turn around, and she did so. Kantees pursed her lips. “Do not be surprised at anything that happens, just follow me.”

      “I gave up being surprised a long time ago,” said Yenteel.

      Kantees gave Tabata the gentlest of kicks and she tumbled over the edge. They swooped down, gathering speed, then Tabata stretched her wings. They caught the air and the dive mutated into a fast climb.

      Once again using the well of energy beneath as her centre, Kantees had Tabata fly in wide circles. Then she focused herself. She must not use force, she must use what she learnt in the taming of Tabata to stretch out and encompass the flying beasts around her.

      She closed her eyes and held out her arms as if they were wings. The zirichasa worked together, and when they employed the patterns to fly fast there was just one that was in charge. The others flew with them and obeyed them. Even when flying normally the ziri flew in exact positions.

      Of course, Tabata was not the most powerful ziri in the valley but, as Yenteel had shown her, Kantees was. Even if it was only because of the thing living inside her.

      “Kantees!” It was Yenteel’s voice from behind and to the left. “Looesa and Sheesha have moved into positions behind you.”

      It was working, but only with the ziri that she had known all her life. Though they were submitting to flying behind a wild animal they had not even been introduced to. She needed the others, she needed them all.

      What did the ziri want? They were lazy, mostly they wanted to eat and to sleep. Unless it was to fly and hunt. Well, she was offering them an easy hunt, and probably more food than they would eat in a five-day. They should all join the hunt.

      “Taymar’s teeth!” said Yenteel. He did not sound happy.

      “What’s happened?”

      “I’ve been moved down the hierarchy,” he shouted. Kantees was not sure exactly what he meant but he sounded further away.

      “That male you faced off yesterday, he’s taken my place on your left, I’m now directly behind in the third rank.”

      “How many in the formation?”

      There was a pause. “About fifteen.”

      Kantees grinned and encouraged Tabata to climb and make wider circles.

      “More joining,” shouted Yenteel.

      “Where’s Sheesha?”

      “Sheesha is here,” said Gally from her right. “Sheesha and Gally and Ulina are more important than Looesa and Yenteel.”

      “That is true,” said Kantees.

      She felt as if she was growing, as if she could feel each additional zirichak in the formation, as if she was becoming them.

      “Formation is changing shape,” shouted Yenteel. “It’s not a flat arrowhead any more, it’s like …” Clearly a comparison failed him.

      She turned her head. “The pointed roof of a round tower with me at the top and the rest spreading out behind in all directions.”

      “Yes!” This time she could tell he was completely bemused. How could she possibly know?

      “How many?”

      “I don’t know…” he shouted back.

      “Forty-three,” shouted Ulina.

      The time had come. The only ziri left behind were those too young or too old to hunt.

      Kantees had only seen the tower in the town in quick glimpses, but she knew where it was. It was plainly visible to her mind’s eye now, its glow brightening in the distance. They had only the smallest time left.

      She pointed Tabata in the direction of the town. They drew power from the tiny ley-circle below and, behind the blindness of her eyes, Kantees watched her whole world turn to gold.

      The distance of perhaps ten or twelve leagues was traversed in the time it took to count three fingers.

      She wondered what it must have been like to see the vast golden patterning of the ziri come storming up from the horizon and flash across the town. Perhaps the people were too numbed by the influence of the abomination that infested the tower to really notice. But it did not matter, they were not the target.

      Zirichasa loved to eat these creatures, they were a delicacy—and this time they would be a feast. Whatever patternings were used to keep the ziri away, Kantees had blasted through them. This creature, or creatures, did not think fast. It barely thought at all.

      When the golden magic dropped Kantees stared down at the restrained power of the ley-circle and brought to mind the creature. It lay there on the surface and there was more of it inside. Enough to feed the entire flock of ziri. Just waiting to be eaten.

      A pain shot through Kantees’ head. It was starting.

      She launched Tabata down. She felt her control breaking down as increasing numbers of the ziri caught the scent of their favourite food and launched themselves out of formation, wanting to get at it first.

      Kantees envisaged the entrance and hoped Tabata would get the idea—it was just a cave like any other. A ziri would not be afraid of that.

      As they hit the ground Kantees saw the ley-circle flare then subside. The feeding would happen at any moment. Kantees suppressed her instinctive fear of being near a feeding. The Slissac tower would channel the power and prevent it from causing abominations. The rooms inside were also untouched, whatever the tower did, nothing outside or inside was affected.

      This abomination had survived in the tower for countless years. The people had lived around the tower with no harm.

      I hope I’m right. If I’m not either the feeding or the pain will kill me.

      She could hear noisy eating all around her, and a slightly echoey sound that told her some of the ziri were already inside. She urged Tabata forwards as a knife seemed to slice from temple to temple, and she suppressed a scream.

      “Kantees! The feeding is due.”

      She focused through the agony. “I know, come on!”

      “Inside?”

      She did not have the energy to answer and just pushed on, keeping her aching head low as Tabata made her way through the corridors. The ley-circle flared again and again. Kantees realised she could see the walls. Their substance seemed to form a barrier to the raw energy of the patterns.

      The pain in her head was pure agony now and she was having great difficulty keeping her attention on Tabata, but the ziri seemed happy enough to keep going.

      A flash of white light illuminated the corridor. For a moment, through her pain, Kantees thought that she must be able to see again, but realised it was the power of the feeding. It always flickered before the raw energy formed the column of brilliant burning white light that joined the land to the moons.

      She was here. At the centre.

      The ground hit her hard as she tumbled from Tabata’s back but the pain of the fall was nothing compared to the hammer pounds in her head. She did not know what was driving her, as she crawled towards the pillar of dazzling white at the heart of the tower.

      Hand-over-hand she dragged herself across the floor to the light. Somehow, she managed to get herself to her feet as her head felt as if it would explode. Perhaps it really would. She fumbled in her bag and located the rough material of the healing pattern. She pulled it out and stretched it out, holding it in position around her head.

      She focused on it as best she could through the agony. As she wavered before the light, it came to her that it was very cold. Like ice.

      It flickered.

      Now, she thought and fell forward into the brilliance of the Mother’s Milk.
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      “Drink this.”

      An arm reached round behind her shoulders and pulled her into a sitting position, then a wooden cup pressed to her lips. She was not sure what she was expecting but it was water, tepid and tasting as if it might have been in a bottle for days. She took several sips, which showed her how thirsty she was.

      She could smell ziri shit but, opening her eyes, she could see nothing. Beneath her was smooth stone, below that was the settled glow of the ley-circle. Whatever the Slissac tower did during the feeding, it did not affect the ley-circle itself.

      Her body seemed to have little strength, and her head was tender. But there was no pain.

      There is no pain.

      “How are you?” said Yenteel.

      “Alive,” she croaked.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “Everywhere.” She felt him tense as if he was ready to fetch a ziri to carry her back to the other tower. “But not in my head.”

      She took a deep breath.

      “How did the plan go?” he said.

      “Did we win?”

      “The abomination has gone,” he said. “Eaten. Clever you.”

      “The ziri?”

      “Mostly gone, though they left some gifts behind.”

      “I can smell them.”

      “How are your eyes?”

      “Is there any light?”

      “Some.”

      “Still blind then.”

      “May as well take that blindfold off, how did that work?”

      “All right, that part of the plan would not have worked.”

      “Nobody wanted to disagree with you, but no, it was crazy,” he said, “flooding the valley, now that was genius.”

      “It was clever.”

      He tried to untie the cloth but failed, in the end he just slid it off her head. She rubbed her eyes.

      “I can see the ley-circle below us,” she said. “And I saw the feeding.”

      “No one will ever believe I was inside a tower when a feeding struck and I lived to tell the tale.”

      “The ley-circle flares when a feeding is coming.”

      “That’s how you knew?”

      “No, that was just before.”

      “So, how?”

      “I could feel it.”

      “A true Kadralin then.”

      “If that’s what Kadralin can do,” she said. “I don’t know. Perhaps it’s just something Kantees of the Ziri can do.”

      “As well as tame wild ziri,” he said.

      “That too.”

      “And lead a hundred ziri across the sky in a golden pattern and into battle.”

      “It wasn’t a battle, it was just food. And there wasn’t a hundred.”

      “That’s what the story will say.” He shifted his position. “Can you stand?”

      With his help she got to her feet though it felt as if all the strength had been drained from every part of her body. Lights flickered inside her head.

      “My backpack.”

      There was a pause until he thrust it into her hands and she swayed uncertainly. “Are you all right?”

      “I got flashes when I stood up.”

      “I’ll carry you.”

      “No—” But it was too late. She felt like a child and was angry at herself for not being able to walk unaided. Then the flashing started behind her eyes again as he walked and bumped her along. Shutting them helped.

      His boots crunched over something, she hoped it was clamshell. She hated the creature that had been here, for what it had done to her.

      The air became clearer as they approached the exit and she took a deep breath.

      “Stop at the door,” she said.

      He did and let her down. “You’re pretty heavy for someone so scrawny,” he said but he didn’t let her go entirely and made sure she was able to stand.

      She took a deep breath. Being free from the pain, and even the threat of it, was a tremendous relief. Lights flickered and blurred in front of her, moving back and forth as she swayed a little in the cold night air.

      Night?

      She turned her face upward. Pinpoints of light swarmed above her, then blurred as her eyes filled with tears.

      Trying to keep her voice steady she said, “Tell me it’s night, Yenteel.”

      “What?”

      “Night, tell me it’s night.”

      “Yes, it’s night.”

      “And the sky is clear?”

      There was a pause. “You can see?”

      “I can see.” Then her voice was lost in the sobs of joy.

      

      She thought her encounter with Ulina and Gally might give her bruises. His delight at her being able to see again was enthusiastic, even Ulina could not suppress her pleasure and kept holding up different numbers of fingers and insisting Kantees count them.

      That’s revenge for my lies, Kantees thought but she did not mind at all. She was happy to count them as it confirmed the truth, and she no longer had to hold down the hope she had felt the whole time.

      They sat in a corner of the inn where they had stayed that first night. Kantees ate slowly, relishing the real food and the ability to use the utensils on her own. The place seemed noisier than it had been before, as if the death of the abomination had lifted a weight from the minds of the townsfolk, every now and again there was even laughter.

      But it did not take long before Kantees became restless. She got up from the table, the others stood too.

      “I’m going for a walk,” she said.

      “We’ll come,” said Yenteel.

      “No—I…I need to be alone.”

      “Kantees wants to talk to Sheesha,” said Gally.

      She laughed and put her hand on his shoulder. “Yes, Gally, I need to see him, find out if he has forgiven me.”

      “Sheesha is strong,” said Gally. “Sheesha knows there is nothing Kantees has done wrong.”

      Kantees did not say I hope you’re right aloud.

      The night was very cold and illuminated only by the dim red light of Colimar—already on its second pass since the feeding. The world was black shadows edged with blood.

      She walked between the houses and stared up at the vast black tower. She shook her head, the Slissac had tried to tame the feeding—but where were they now? It was a lesson the Taymalin would not learn. The Kadralin had never been under the thrall of the Slissac, but they had suffered because of the Taymalin. Did that mean that if they rose up they would become like their masters?

      Did the victims always become the oppressors when given the chance? How could you stop that?

      She shook her head and focused on getting round the tower to the entrance without tripping. It was strange how she did not fear it, even when she stood at the entrance and stared into the inky blackness. Perhaps it was the smell of ziri that drifted out that comforted her, even ziri shit. After all she had lived with that smell most of her life.

      She listened to the gentle breathing of a ziri at the first doorway she came to inside. It wasn’t Sheesha, at a guess she thought it might be Tabata. Kantees was surprised at that, she had expected the female to go back with the others once they had finished eating the abomination.

      An animal snorted in its sleep and Kantees smiled. That was her Sheesha. Homing in on the sound she found him in another room. Of course she couldn’t see him but then she had plenty of experience of that—but not with him. It struck her that Sheesha had not known she was blind, the ziri had run away before they reached the town. And had not wanted to acknowledge her yesterday.

      Everything had been caused by the creature that had lived in this place. Or creatures. She had not been able to get a clear idea whether it was one or many.

      It didn’t matter, it was gone now.

      Sheesha had little interest in the past, everything for him, like all ziri, was in the now. He probably wouldn’t even remember that he had been scared of her.

      She hoped that was true.

      “Sheesha?”

      Nothing.

      “Sheesha.”

      He made noises with his mouth and she heard his tail flop heavily. He really was sound asleep. Then he grumped which was a sound he only made when awake—though it seemed a very sleepy grump. And then he yawned and she could smell his breath. That creature certainly was not good for his digestion.

      “Your breath smells, Sheesha.”

      Grump.

      “Can I come in?”

      Silence—which meant nothing, he just wasn’t very talkative in the middle of the night, and who could blame him. Taking short careful steps she moved into the room. She should have brought a candle but these few days of blindness had already broken her of so many habits.

      “Where are you?”

      He made a long grumbling noise which allowed her to identify where his neck and head probably were. Kantees got down on her hands and knees, then crawled slowly towards his head. At least she wanted to give him a chance to back away if he did not want her.

      Suddenly his head came down solidly on her back, grinding her knees and forearms into the ground. Then he rubbed his chin back and forth as if he was using her as a scratching post.

      “Ow,” she said without much conviction. She was used to it. Sheesha could be very selfish.

      She rolled to the side and sat up. In the dark she found his neck and scratched between the feathers. “You’ve probably picked up some nasty parasites by playing with those country ziri. They don’t look after themselves the way I looked after you.”

      Grump.

      “Don’t pretend you liked being away from me.”

      Grump.

      “Well, I enjoyed being away from you too. You’re just a pain and a drain on my life. You know, women of my age are usually married with children.”

      Grumble.

      “Yes, well, no, I am not interested in that, but that is not the point. If I was, you would be in my way.”

      Silence.

      “No, Daybian does not count. I certainly have no interest in him. He wanted to force me.”

      Grump.

      “I know what he said, but I also know what men are like. And, as I said, I have no interest in anything of that nature.”

      Sheesha burped noisily.

      “You’re disgusting,” she said without any malice. “No, girls don’t interest me either, since you insist on asking, though I think that is a very personal question.”

      Sheesha laid his head in Kantees’ lap and licked his lips. Since his head was much larger than her lap, licking his lips involved much of what she was wearing as well which pulled on his rough tongue. She idly scratched the top of his head between his eyes.

      “You’ve forgiven me then?”

      Quiet grump. She gave him a shove and stood up. “Don’t you dare try to go to sleep on me.” Using her hand to guide her she walked along his body and gave him a kick. He rolled over and curled round.

      Kantees climbed under his wing and with his heart beating slowly in her ear and the susurration of his breathing she fell asleep in a single breath of her own.
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      Light broke through from the front entrance of the tower, reflected from the smooth walls and floor, and illuminated the room she was in with grey light.

      She crawled from under Sheesha’s wing and sat on him. He was awake but clearly had no intention of moving. Considering how much he and the rest of the ziri had eaten the previous day she doubted any of them would be moving at least until tomorrow.

      The Dunor were still after her and their setback at the other tower would not stop them for long. She might have a few friends, one of which was a murderous child, and some zirichasa but the Dunor had hundreds of patterners, armsmen and the Farahalek.

      What the Dunor wanted, as far as she could tell, was complete control of the lands of the Taymalin. Piecing together what Levin and Daybian knew, some of the noble houses had got together and decided they wanted everything. They must have some powerful patterners on their side, one’s that had discovered how to control the big tekrasa and could use the melinasa for more than just sending messages the way the Farahalek did.

      If it were not for the fact they were after her, she would have let them do what they wanted. She had no interest in what the Taymalin did to one another.

      She paused. I really should stop lying to myself.

      She cared. About Daybian and his family, about Levin. The Hamalain were part of the Dunor, and they were very unpleasant people. She would like to see the disgusting smile of Trimiente Hamalain torn from his face, she’d like to see him shovelling ziri shit.

      But that meant she had to do something. And it meant she couldn’t stay here. The first attack had not been well-conceived, but the Dunor would be gathering their forces against her and if they attacked this town there was nothing Kantees could do. She must draw their attention away from this place as soon as she can.

      She heard Tabata hiss just as a shadow moved in the dim light.

      “Gally means you no harm, ziri.”

      There was no further sound apart from heavy footsteps.

      “In here, Gally. I’m with Sheesha.”

      His outline appeared at the door. “Kantees is well?”

      “Kantees is very well,” she said. “And so is Sheesha and the other ziri but they have eaten way too much and will be useless for another day at least.”

      “Yes, Kantees, and Gally has had his breakfast but Yenteel wanted to know if Kantees was hungry.”

      “Very hungry.” She slipped from the back of Sheesha, who grumbled for a moment and then rolled over with his back to them.

      Instead of heading straight out into the light, Kantees checked the nearest rooms. She hesitated at the door to Tabata’s room, then went inside. Gally hung back.

      “Tabata,” she said loudly enough to get the attention of the wild zirichak. “This is Gally, he knows as much as I do about the care of ziri.”

      Tabata opened an eye and looked around. Kantees gestured for Gally to come closer, he walked over in slow steps, not walking directly at the ziri but towards the wall nearby. Kantees smiled, even she hadn’t done something that sensible. When he was close he turned to face the ziri, but again not directly and he knelt down.

      “Gally says hello to Tabata.” He looked up. “That is a good name, Kantees.”

      Tabata eyed him and sniffed, then closed her eyes.

      Gally stood, turned away and headed for the door. Kantees followed him out.

      

      She ate slowly but cleaned the plate that was piled high with cooked meats, bread and butter. She was taking a long time over it, so Gally and Ulina, who had already eaten, left.

      “This food is a lot better than it was a couple of days ago,” she said between mouthfuls. She looked out at the room. People were talking animatedly with a lot of hand waving and gestures. An old man in the corner had a stringed instrument and seemed to be trying to get a tune out of it. Kantees did not think he was doing a very good job.

      “The whole town’s changed,” said Yenteel. “There was an argument outside earlier, people just stopped to watch it. They were even hanging out of the windows to see what was happening.”

      “That creature must have been doing something to them.”

      Yenteel nodded. “I still don’t understand how it could even survive. I asked someone how long it had been there and he didn’t know what I was talking about. As if they did not even know it was there.”

      Kantees waved her knife to show she heard him but her mouth was full of the delicious food. They fell silent until she had finished and leaned back. There was a weak beer to wash the meal down. She drained her mug.

      “How do they feel about ziri now?”

      “No one seems to want to bother Sheesha and the others in the tower, but I’m not sure they were aware of the others. They flew off as soon as they had finished eating.”

      “The tower concentrates all the power of the feeding into a single column right in the centre.”

      “You saw it?”

      “Fell on it.”

      “And you lived?”

      “Not even growing an extra arm or turning into a clam.”

      Yenteel studied her hard. “You have changed though.”

      Kantees shrugged. “Has my hair turned white?”

      Yenteel took a moment to get the joke then threw back his head and laughed out loud.

      “You have changed,” he said. “The other Kantees was not really one for humour.”

      She gave him a serious look. “I think we need humour, Yenteel, for what’s coming—that’s if you want to stay with me. I can’t make you, of course.”

      He sobered. “Well, I have other orders that say I stay with you anyway, so we can bypass that question. What are you going to do?”

      “Let’s find Gally and Ulina,” she said getting to her feet. “This involves them too. And I don’t want to repeat myself.”

      

      Yenteel was right about the town, it felt completely different to before. The sense of slowness and apathy had been replaced by energy and emotion. The streets were busy and people went about their business with enthusiasm. Her biggest surprise was when she saw someone outside their house with the door off, making repairs to it.

      The most noticeable thing before had been the lack of maintenance. When things broke or became unusable they just left them.

      “I suppose this will stretch right across the valley.”

      “Perhaps even further, we have no idea how far the abomination had managed to spread itself. I can’t imagine this is the only valley of Kadralin in the mountains.”

      Kantees nodded and they walked on in silence, just watching and listening.

      When they found Gally, he was underneath a cart, lifting it on his back so that someone could replace a wheel. Ulina was idly cutting slices of stone from the wall around a well. They joined her and sat watching the work.

      It did not take long but by the time it was done there was a small crowd of about twenty people watching Kantees. Gally came over, stretching his back and grinning from ear to ear.

      “Gally helped!”

      Kantees smiled too. “Gally did. You helped very well. No one else could have done that except Gally.” If it had been possible for his grin to widen, Kantees was sure it would have. “We have some serious talking to do,” said Kantees. “But I don’t think we can do it with an audience.” She inclined her head in the direction of the people watching them.

      “Perhaps you’d better talk to them first,” said Yenteel.

      “Why me?”

      “You’re the leader,” he said. “And it’s you they’ve come to see, I imagine.”

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Make time, Kantees,” said Yenteel sternly. “You need to talk to them.”

      She frowned at him but the new Kantees was less argumentative.

      “You’ll have to translate.”

      She took a breath and turned towards the crowd with a smile on her face. It had not been a genuine smile when she started but she saw their faces, and every one of them was Kadralin.

      But a town of Kadralin. Her people. This was the place she had set out to find, and she had succeeded. Eventually.

      It took barely twenty paces to reach them but by that time she had transformed and could barely contain the emotion within her.

      “Hello,” she said, taking in their faces—wrinkled and smooth, some hair black and some white, youth and age. “My name is Kantees—” for the briefest moment she hesitated, “—Kantees of the Ziri.”

      

      ~~ This story is concluded in BATTLE DRAGON ~~
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      If you enjoyed HERETIC DRAGON, why not write a review on the site you bought it at, or on Goodreads (even both).

      

      The story of Kantees concludes in BATTLE DRAGON (taupress.com/battle-dragon),
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