
[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Image Missing]


Copyright © 2019 Jen Williams

The right of Jen Williams to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2019

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 1 4722 3522 0

Cover illustration by Patrick Insole incorporating images © benntennsann/Shutterstock

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About Jen Williams

About the Book

By Jen Williams and available from Headline

Praise

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Chapter Thirty-four

Chapter Thirty-five

Chapter Thirty-six

Chapter Thirty-seven

Chapter Thirty-eight

Chapter Thirty-nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-one

Chapter Forty-two

Chapter Forty-three

Chapter Forty-four 

Chapter Forty-five

Chapter Forty-six

Chapter Forty-seven

Chapter Forty-eight

Chapter Forty-nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-one

Chapter Fifty-two

Chapter Fifty-three

Chapter Fifty-four

Acknowledgements

Find out where it all began . . .

Discover more Jen Williams . . .


About Jen Williams

[image: Image Missing]

JEN WILLIAMS lives in London with her partner and their cat. A fan of pirates and dragons from an early age, these days she writes character-driven fantasy novels with plenty of banter and magic, and in 2015 she was nominated for Best Newcomer in the British Fantasy Awards. In 2018, The Ninth Rain, the first book in the Winnowing Flame trilogy, won the British Fantasy Award for Best Fantasy Novel. The sequel, The Bitter Twins, was published in March 2018. Jen’s first series, the Copper Cat trilogy, consists of The Copper Promise, The Iron Ghost and The Silver Tide – all published by Headline in the UK – and the first two books in the trilogy are now available in the US and Canada, published by Angry Robot. Both The Iron Ghost and The Silver Tide have also been nominated for British Fantasy Awards. Jen is partly responsible for founding the Super Relaxed Fantasy Club, a social group that meets in London to celebrate a love of fantasy, and she is partial to mead, if you’re buying.

The Poison Song is the third novel in the Winnowing Flame trilogy.

Find out more at www.sennydreadful.com or follow her on Twitter @sennydreadful. 


About the Book

All is chaos. All is confusion. The Jure’lia are weak, but the war is far from over.

Ebora was once a glorious city, defended by legendary warriors and celebrated in song. Now refugees from every corner of Sarn seek shelter within its crumbling walls, and the enemy that has poisoned their land won’t lie dormant for long.

The deep-rooted connection that Tormalin, Noon and the scholar Vintage share with their Eboran war-beasts has kept them alive so far. But with Tor distracted, and his sister Hestillion hell-bent on bringing ruthless order to the next Jure’lia attack, the people of Sarn need all the help they can get.

Noon is no stranger to playing with fire and knows just where to recruit a new – and powerful – army. But even she underestimates the epic quest that is to come. It is a journey wrought with pain and sacrifice – a reckoning that will change the face of Sarn forever.
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For Ella and Daisy,
my two favourite witchlings


Chapter One

Ink. And paper. In this tower built with the silence of women, I have been given back my voice.

The room is still a cell, in a way. The walls are still black stone and my window is still barred, but when the door – of old, blackened wood – is closed, I cannot be seen. There is a bed, a place to wash myself, and a small wooden desk, with ink and paper and pen.

They will not know what they have given me. Winnowry agents are expected to write reports on their missions, and this is what the desk and its contents are for, but in it I see an extraordinary thing.

The curse of the Winnowry is silence and forgetfulness. So many women have entered these black towers, passing out of their lives and out of Sarn, into nothingness. Their lives end here, unremarked, and they are buried deep in the cold sand. Of them and their lives, their stories, nothing is known.

I have lived in that, have felt the slow creeping terror that I am forgotten by the world. Have watched women with pasts as colourful and as unique as tapestries turn to slow and silent stone as their humanity was leeched from them. Are you really speaking if no one can hear you?

But, ink and paper are now mine. In a small way these women’s stories will be recorded, and I will give them voices – even if they must be secret ones.

Extract from the private records of Agent Chenlo

‘Put that flame away! Unless you want to go back to your cell?’

The girl looked up at her, startled, and Agent Chenlo smiled to lessen the harshness of her words. These girls, she reminded herself, were not yet used to the licence they’d been given, limited as it was, and even less used to the idea that a misstep wouldn’t automatically earn them a freezing bath or a beating. The tiny lick of green flame that had been curling in the girl’s palm immediately vanished.

‘Put your gloves back on, Fell-Lisbet, and here, look.’ Agent Chenlo gently turned the girls to look back at the Winnowry. The small jetty they stood on was chilly and damp, and the little boat docked there smelled overpoweringly of shellfish, but the Winnowry remained its black, imposing self, looming over the fell-witches like a threat. ‘You see those windows there, that go all the way up the chirot tower? And those in Mother Cressin’s territory? A sister or a father may look out of those windows at any time, or even the Drowned One herself,’ she ignored the mutter at her use of this forbidden phrase, ‘and they could see us, huddled down here on this grey day. And winnowfire, even the tiniest flicker, will draw their gaze like that.’ She snapped her fingers for emphasis. She did not wear gloves herself today. ‘It is so bright, it is like a beacon to them. And do you think that if you are caught using your abilities without permission they will allow you to become agents yourselves?’

The girls shuffled and muttered as one, picking at their scarves and casting shy glances at the towers. They liked Agent Chenlo because she gave warnings before punishments, and because she called the winnowfire an ability and not an abomination – at least when she was out of earshot of the other agents.

‘Come on, let’s get those barrels on board, or we’ll be late. Quickly now.’

The girls returned to the task at hand. Today was the beginning of their introduction to the business of the Winnowry, the daily and weekly tasks that kept the order going. They would load the barrels of akaris up onto the little boat, and make the quick crossing to Mushenska, where they would be unloaded again. They would then accompany Agent Chenlo to the trading house, where much of the akaris would be sold in bulk to the highest bidders. A unique drug that could only be crafted within the intense heat of winnowfire, akaris gave its user a deep, dreamless sleep – unless it was cut with a variety of stimulants, in which case the effects were rather more lively. Officially, only the Winnowry could supply the drug, and thanks to this little monopoly, they could happily charge through the nose for it. Once the akaris had been changed into useful coin, Agent Chenlo and the novice agents would return across the channel of grey water, and that would be that. Small steps, but important ones: learning how to conduct themselves out in the world, showing that they could be trusted. If any one of the four girls stepped out of line, it would be up to Agent Chenlo to admonish them, which could mean anything from a severe dressing-down to having their life energy removed to the point where they passed out. She was authorised to kill them, if she had to, and she carried the silver-topped cudgel, normally worn by the sisters, at her belt, but Agent Chenlo had never had to use it.

She watched them for a moment, rolling the barrels up the gangplank, observed by the wiry captain and a spotty cabin boy. The barrels were heavy and sometimes the fell-witches found the work too difficult, weakened as they were by years spent in damp cells eating gruel, but this group were making the best of it. Satisfied that they’d be able to manage, Agent Chenlo turned away to look across the sea to Mushenska, and all of the familiar ordinariness of the day was chased away by the sight of an impossible shape in the skies over the city; a nightmare coming into focus. She made an odd noise, somewhere between a yelp and a gasp, and heard the captain shout something. One of the girls let out a little shriek.

A dragon was flying over the sea towards them. It was a magnificent thing, covered in pearly white scales, its wings bristling with white feathers. It wore a harness of brown leather and silver, and there was a young woman sitting on its back, her black hair flapping wildly in the wind and a furious expression on her face. Agent Chenlo turned back and shouted at the girls.

‘Go! Get on the boat now. You,’ she gestured at the captain, ‘get them to the city. Cast off immediately.’

The man opened his mouth to argue, and she raised her hands in a clear threat. ‘Do it, captain, or I will sink your miserable boat myself.’

The novice agents were all either staring at the dragon – it was so close now, so close – or staring at her, their eyes wide. Agent Chenlo clapped her hands together once, sharply, and the spell broke. As one, the young women ran up the gangplank, and as they disappeared below decks, she felt a surge of relief. From the towers, bells were ringing as various people sounded the alarm all at once.

Chenlo hesitated on the jetty, uncertain what to do next. Knowledge of a number of recent events jostled for her attention, but one fact was clearer than anything else: as unlikely as it seemed, the dragon had to be a legendary war-beast from distant Ebora, and the young woman riding on its back had every reason to be furious with the Winnowry.

She began to run towards the main buildings. The dragon got there first, crashing into and through one of the high, spindly towers. Black chunks of rock exploded into the sky as the very top of the structure was smashed to pieces, and then, with a roar, the dragon turned, coming round for another attack. This time the monster landed on the tower that housed the sisters’ quarters, latching on to it with claws and tail. It brought its nearest talon up to a long window, sealed with glass and lead, and smashed it quite neatly. Agent Chenlo saw the woman on its back shouting something, and then, after a moment, she leaned forward and sent a barrage of winnowfire in through the newly gaping hole. Chenlo, still staggering towards the gates, felt her skin turn cold, as though she had been doused by a great wave of seawater. It was late in the morning, and most of the sisters would be at their duties, yet she doubted very much that the tower was empty.

Activity erupted at the chirot tower. A trio of agents mounted on bats flew out of its open roof, rounding quickly on the dragon, which was just lifting off from the sisters’ tower. Down on the ground, the doors leading to Tomas’s Walk sprung open to reveal several panicked-looking sisters, their faces smeared with soot. Behind them it was clear that the interior of the tower was ablaze, and one of them, a woman Chenlo knew as Sister Resn, ran up to her, the silver mask of her order still clutched in one hand.

‘You! Get up there and stop them!’

Chenlo spared her a glance, then looked up to where the other agents were engaging the dragon. Bright orbs of green fire danced across the sky, and were met with jets of violet flame.

‘Have you lost your mind? That’s a dragon! They’re going to get themselves killed.’

Sister Resn’s face turned red under the soot and her wet mouth creased with outrage.

‘You dare to speak to me this way, Agent Chenlo?’

Chenlo shook her head in annoyance, unable to look away from the scene playing out around the towers. The bats were circling, brought into line by their agent riders, but it was clear they were terrified of the giant flying lizard. The dragon stopped breathing fire for a moment and surged forward, bringing its long tail around in a whip-crack movement that connected with the nearest bat, striking it from the sky. It fell out of sight, its rider struggling with the harness. The woman was still shouting, and one of the remaining two agents turned her bat and fled, heading directly out to sea. More sisters and fathers streamed out of the furnace rooms, several of them half dressed, while the dragon circled higher. One of the fathers was Father Eranis, every inch of smugness wiped from his jowly face.

‘It’s her, isn’t it?’ he spat. He wasn’t wearing any shoes, and his bare feet looked like ugly sea creatures against the sand. ‘That fucking lunatic has come home.’

‘Come home with a dragon,’ said Chenlo faintly. The last agent had been chased from the sky. ‘What did you think would happen?’ Taking advantage of their distraction, she turned the full contempt of her gaze on the fathers and sisters gathered behind her. ‘Sending Tyranny O’Keefe, of all people, to steal from Ebora? To steal the kin of, Tomas save us, actual fire-breathing dragons? As if Fell-Noon didn’t have enough reason to hate the Winnowry already.’

Eranis looked at her blankly, just as though he hadn’t been present in the many discussions where Chenlo had argued, again and again, that their plan was outrageously risky. She opened her mouth, unable to resist giving them another piece of her mind, when the dragon dropped down towards them. The fathers and sisters scattered, most running down across the sands, with a few heading back to the furnace. Chenlo stood her ground, wincing against the winds that battered her as the great white dragon landed in the courtyard, outside the enormous doors to the main Winnowry building. All those women, she thought, with a surge of terror, cooked alive in their cells.

‘Wait! You must wait!’

Fell-Noon turned, and Chenlo was reminded of how young the rogue witch was – barely older than the novice agents she had been training. She was wearing strange Eboran clothes, and the bat-wing tattoo on her forehead, a twin to Chenlo’s own, looked out of place, as though someone had scrawled it over a painting of a mythical figure in a book.

‘What must we wait for?’ asked the dragon.

Chenlo blinked. She knew, of course, that war-beasts could speak, but actually hearing that fine, cultured voice, being regarded by those burning violet eyes . . . that was something else.

‘Please,’ she held up her hands, too aware that such an action from a fell-witch was almost always a threat. ‘Please, Fell-Noon, the women in there have done you no harm. I know you must be angry . . .’

‘Angry!’ The young woman grinned wolfishly. ‘You don’t know the half of it, Winnowry dog.’

‘I urge you not to strike those who share your own miserable past!’

At this, Fell-Noon looked faintly puzzled. She shook her head.

‘I’m not here for them,’ she said.

With that she turned away from Agent Chenlo and she and the dragon moved closer to the enormous doors. She raised her arms, fingers spread, and an arc of green fire, so bright it was nearly white, burst from her hands. It hit the wood and iron of the doors and seemed to burn all the brighter, until Chenlo had to turn away, the heat and light crisping her hair and skin.

Such winnowfire, she thought, as the stench of burning wood and melting metal reached her. It burns hotter than anything I’ve ever seen.

There was an odd, crumping noise, and where an enormous door had stood for hundreds of years there was suddenly a gaping hole, wreathed in flames turned orange and red. Hot pools of molten metal snaked across the sand and grit towards her boots, and hurriedly she stepped out of the way. The dragon and her rider stepped through into the echoing space beyond.

‘Are all human structures so miserable?’ asked Vostok.

Noon shrugged, distracted. They stood in a part of the Winnowry that she had only seen once before; on the day they had brought her here, when she was eleven years old. It was generally known as the processing office, where girls, often very small ones, were made ready for their lives of imprisonment. Their clothes would be taken, along with any other possessions they might have on them. Clingy parents or relatives were removed and sent out a separate door, and the girls were told the rules: you will not touch another person, flesh to flesh, unless you are given permission; you will give the remainder of your lives in service to Tomas the Drowned, the figurehead of the Winnowry’s tyrannical order; you will work to heal the breach your very presence has made on the world; you are an abomination, and you will never forget it.

It was a dark and forbidding space, empty of any comforts or windows. There was the wide stretch of the foyer, and a line of doors on one side, where the Winnowry sisters kept their records and documents. In the centre of the space was a driftwood altar, where the girls were stripped and washed, and anointed with pale, powdery ash before being dressed again in the clothes of the Winnowry. Looking at it, Noon felt a fresh surge of rage close her throat.

‘What is it?’ asked Vostok, her voice lower than it had been. ‘I have not felt such turmoil within you before, bright weapon.’

‘It’s this fucking place. It brings everything back.’ Noon took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds. Somewhere, beyond this processing space, she could hear a great number of women – talking, shouting. They had heard the tower being smashed, had likely heard the sisters’ and fathers’ panicked exclamations. Some of them had probably even seen Noon and Vostok arrive through their tiny, smeared windows. ‘It’s like . . . it’s like a trap is hovering over me, waiting to put me back into my cell.’

Vostok tipped her long head to one side. She took up much of the space, looking like a great marble statue against the black walls.

‘Nonsense. This place could not hold you now. You will always be free. Remember why you came here.’

‘Yes, you’re right.’ Noon climbed down from Vostok’s harness, and stalked over to the nearest door. She threw it open to find a room oddly like a kitchen. An alcove sheltered a blackened stove, and a great steel bucket containing long, pale branches of wood sat to one side of it. There was a huge sieve on a table and a great clay bowl underneath. It was, she belatedly realised, where they burned the wood to make the powder they covered the fell-witches with. Cowering behind the table was a pair of sisters, one still wearing a blank silver mask.

‘You,’ Noon addressed them tersely, ‘get me the keys. For the cells. Hurry up.’

The woman with the bare face cringed, but the one with the mask came around the table towards Noon, the heavy cudgel held in one hand.

‘Abomination!’ she spat. Her eyes, just about visible through the eye slits of her mask, were wild. ‘What have you done? What poison have you leaked into the world with your selfishness? In Tomas’s name, I command you to repent! You must be purged, child.’

‘Idiot. You’re all so bloody stupid it hurts.’ Noon lifted her hand and sent a blossom of winnowfire towards the woman, who danced backwards abruptly, letting out a little shriek. ‘Did you forget we can do this?’ She sent another small fireball, faster this time, and it landed on the woman’s wide skirts. In seconds she was aflame, throwing herself onto the floor with a series of desperate screams. Noon watched her trying to douse the flames for a moment, a tight feeling in her throat, before she turned to the other woman.

‘The keys?’

The woman nodded rapidly and led her to another room. It was well-lit and neat, with over a hundred iron keys hung on the walls, each carefully labelled.

‘Give me the keys for the bottom-most cells on the south side.’ When the woman hesitated, Noon shook her head. ‘I don’t have to burn you alive, you know, I could just feed you to the dragon.’

The woman turned white, and pressed a set of five keys into Noon’s hand. As she did so, Noon touched her face with her free hand, draining the sister’s life energy, and she dropped to the floor in a faint. ‘This is the end of it all,’ she said to the woman’s unconscious form. ‘I’m ending it all here.’

Back in the foyer Vostok was amusing herself by standing across the hole that had once been the front doors. There were Winnowry agents out there as well as a handful of sisters and fathers, and every time they drew closer to the building, Vostok would lower her long head and shoot great spears of violet flame towards them, scattering them all back. Eventually, Noon knew, they would gather their remaining agents together – perhaps calling back those who were in Mushenska too – and make a more determined assault. She did not have much time before everything became a lot more complicated.

Letting Vostok continue to hold the front doors, Noon went to the passage that led to the prison. This was the heart of the Winnowry. Here she found a pair of novices, young men who inevitably reminded her of Lusk, the novice who had helped her escape, so long ago. They were easily persuaded to unbolt the doors before they ran off and locked themselves in one of the office rooms. Taking a deep breath, Noon pushed the heavy iron doors aside, and stepped into the gaping space beyond.

It was bigger than she remembered, and strange. To her left, the southern bank of cells began, reaching up and up into the echoing void, a spindly web of steps and platforms rising with them. To the other side were the northern bank of cells, and there she could see women, all of them standing at the bars with their faces raw and shocked. The same set of grey clothes, over and over, the same crude bat-wing tattoo on the broad plane of every forehead. She wondered what she looked like to them. High above everything, crouched in the ceiling, were the huge water vats, which the sisters would turn on the witches if they got out of line. A shocked silence hung in the vast space, so heavy that Noon almost felt it as a pressure against her face.

‘Who are you?’ someone called down from the uppermost cells, and the shout shattered the silence into chaotic pieces. Someone else shouted, from much closer, ‘She’s Fell-Noon! The rogue witch!’ and then someone else cried, ‘But she’s dead! Agent Lin killed her, they said so.’

‘Listen!’ Noon raised her hands and shook the set of keys. ‘We’ve got to be quick. I’ll open the five nearest cells, and then those women can go to the lock room and get the rest. You have to let yourselves out.’ There was a rising cacophony at this, and Noon found herself shouting over them. ‘The way is free, for now! Help each other, and be fast.’

With that she turned to the nearest cells, and ignoring the look of shock on the woman’s face, rammed the first key home and turned it. Throwing the door back, she nodded to the woman. ‘Go, down the corridor. It’s the room with the door left standing open. Start getting the keys! This is your only chance.’

The woman nodded and fled, and Noon moved onto the next cell, then the next. A great roar was filling the prison as the women clamoured to be freed, and Noon found that her hands were shaking. It had never been this loud in here; before, the women had always been afraid to be loud.

‘Go,’ she said to the woman in the fifth cell, just as the first one was coming back, her arms full of iron keys.

‘There’s a fucking dragon out there,’ she said, her voice faint.

‘Good, brilliant, very observant. Can you do this? Can you get them out?’

The witch was joined by the others, and they began taking the keys from her arms, set expressions on their faces. Satisfied that she’d done what she could, Noon left the echoing space behind, relief surging through her, and headed back to the foyer. Vostok had broken through part of the wall to give herself more space to target the agents, who were keeping out of her reach on the backs of the giant bats.

‘Bright weapon?’

‘Nearly done!’

Finally, Noon headed for the Sea Watch tower, arming herself with a fresh supply of Vostok’s life energy as she passed by. Through another set of doors and out into the small stony courtyard that existed between all of the towers. Paved with grey slate and dotted here and there with bat guano, it was as miserable a place as Noon had ever seen. Sometimes, women were left out here overnight as a punishment, with no protection from the rain and the cold.

‘Fucking place,’ she muttered, feeling a shiver work its way down the back of her neck. The Sea Watch tower was the official name for the space where the Drowned One kept her rooms; you were sent to her chambers only if you had been especially bad, or if Mother Cressin had taken a particular interest in you. At the bottom, Noon blew the doors off their hinges and stepped inside. It was all too easy to imagine the old woman crouched at the top of the tower like some ancient, wrinkled spider, smelling of old salt and watching over her precious Winnowry. The spiral staircase within was lit periodically with oil lamps, and the sea-wards side of the tower was punctured with tall, narrow windows, yet the place remained gloomy and damp. At the very top she paused, eyeing the door with some unease. It stood open, just a crack, so that she could see a tiny slither of the room beyond. Had she ever seen it partly open like that? She thought not.

Cautiously, Noon moved onto the landing, her hands held in front of her. Just as she’d decided that Mother Cressin had already fled, the door crashed open, revealing the sizeable form of Fell-Mary, the old woman’s personal bodyguard. A wall of green flame shot towards Noon and she half dived, half fell back down the steps immediately behind her. Several old wounds cried out in indignation, and she bellowed a few swear words.

‘It’s over!’ she shouted. ‘The women are freeing themselves, and there will be boats arriving for them soon. It’s over.’ There was silence from the landing. ‘Fell-Mary, you don’t have to babysit that awful creature anymore.’

Still there was silence. Noon poked her head around the corner, only to see Fell-Mary bearing down on her, her enormous hands reaching for her throat. This time, she lunged forward and grabbed the woman, skin against skin, and for the briefest moment felt the tug of a strong fell-witch trying to pull her life’s energy from her.

Bad idea. I’m stronger than you.

Putting everything she had behind it, Noon tore the woman’s life force out of her body, easily batting aside her own feeble attempt to do the same to Noon. At once she was filled with that vital, buzzing force, so much of it that her fingers tingled, while Fell-Mary collapsed to the floor, her eyes rolled up to the whites.

‘I bloody told you,’ she said, aggrieved. From within the room, there came a dry, rasping sound – the Drowned One’s idea of laughter.

‘Come in, Fell-Noon. Let me see what you’ve become.’

Noon summoned a pair of fiery gloves around her fists and stepped into the chamber. It was as cold and as miserable as she remembered. Narrow windows looked out across the grey sea, bare pieces of furniture made from driftwood were scattered to the corners, and a huge iron and glass tank filled with seawater dominated the room. The smell of salt was overpowering.

‘The rumours that have come over the Bloodless Mountains are true, then.’ Mother Cressin sat in one of her driftwood chairs, her skin the same chalky pallor as the wood. She looked wizened and tiny, a half-formed thing found under a rock, and for a moment Noon felt a sense of unreality threatening to overwhelm her. Why had she ever been frightened of this small, defenceless, cruel woman? She herself was the weapon, after all. ‘You belong to the Eborans now. Do they know what they’ve let into the heart of their world?’

Noon came fully into the room. Distantly she could hear the roar of Vostok’s fire, and the shouts of men and women. Soon, the boats she had paid for in Mushenska would be arriving at the small jetty, and she would need to be there to lead the women to their freedom. Time was getting away from her.

‘I’m giving you one chance to leave now. Get out and go. Get one of your agents to fly you away on a bat, or swim for it, I don’t care, but your time here is done. This whole shit show,’ she gestured around the room, taking in the entirety of the Winnowry, ‘is over. I’m ending it now.’

‘So you are truly ready to unleash evil on this world? For hundreds of years, the Winnowry has been the thin barrier between the abomination of these fallen women, and the sanctity of the outer world. In Tomas’s name, we have kept them hidden and safe, given them a chance to make up for what they are, and cleansed Sarn of their taint. You end that, and you will tear this world apart, and all for your own demented pride.’

‘I don’t give a shit about any of that fucking nonsense. Because that is exactly what it is – nonsense you and all the nasty little people who came before you made up to justify the torture and exploitation of women.’ Noon laughed, a sour bark of amusement. ‘Using us to make your drugs, offering tiny scraps of freedom to the women who would work for you. It’s just so fucking obvious. You couldn’t even come up with any good reasons! Oh, some man said it once, he was half mad from being drowned but, sure, let’s found an entire order of misery on his say-so!’

The Drowned One stood up, her feet encased in papery white slippers. The faint mocking expression had vanished, and there were two points of pinkish colour on the tops of her cheeks – the first time Noon had ever seen any colour in that dour face.

‘The fell-women are dangerous,’ she said, her voice low and tight with a boiling fury. ‘They kill, daily. They are a threat to every normal man, woman and child, and they are a threat to themselves.’ She straightened up. ‘You yourself are the best possible example of that, Fell-Noon. How many people did you kill at the tender age of eleven?’

‘Stop it.’ The dark space in Noon’s memory opened up as if summoned, a yawning pit she did not wish to go anywhere near. ‘Leave now, Cressin, or I will kill you.’

‘Can you still smell it, in your dreams? The boiling meat of everyone you’d ever known or loved? Do you see their smoking corpses when you sleep?’

Without knowing she was about to do it, Noon raised her arms and released Fell-Mary’s life energy in a solid ball of green fire. It shot across the room and exploded against the tank of seawater, which shattered with a deafening crash. Water surged across the chamber, rising briefly to the tops of Noon’s boots. Glass glittered everywhere, and the black iron frame of the tank was a twisted thing, black and misshapen like a body when it has been burned down to its bones – no, don’t think about that. Mother Cressin had been knocked to the ground with the violence of it, and was bleeding from a number of tiny cuts. She was a shrivelled white and red thing, her colourless hair sodden and clinging to her neck and forehead.

‘I’ve let you talk for long enough,’ said Noon. She could hear a gentle trickling noise as the escaped water made its way down the spiral staircase. ‘All of this shit has been going on for long enough.’

‘No!’ Mother Cressin raised her hand, and it was holding a curved shard of broken glass. ‘I will not die in the flames of an abomination.’ And in an awkward, painful movement, she ran the lethal shard across her own neck. The wound opened up like a second mouth, and a great surge of blood poured down the front of her rough-spun shirt, turning it crimson in an eye blink. She made some pained, gargling noises, one hand patting at the new hole in her throat as though she was unsure how it got there, and then she lay back against the black stones.

Noon stood for a moment, watching the puddle of blood as it mixed with the seawater and glass – whirls of bright crimson, seeping into the cracks of the Winnowry stone. All those years of fear and anger, and the woman was finally dead. Eventually, she turned her back on the whole mess and made her way down the stairs, taking care to step over the inert form of Fell-Mary, whose own clothes were now sodden with escaped water and blood.

‘Go.’ Noon stood up in Vostok’s harness, addressing the small crowd of fathers, sisters and Winnowry agents on the bleak stretch of sand. Behind them, a small ramshackle fleet of fishing boats were crowding the jetty while a long line of women waited to be taken away from the island. Looking at them briefly, Noon caught a mixture of expressions on their faces: joy, confusion, terror. ‘The Drowned One is dead –’ she ignored a handful of cries at this – ‘and there’s nothing left for you here. The Winnowry is finished.’

‘You murdered our sacred mother.’ It was a tall man with a gingery beard, his face smeared with soot. Noon recognised him as one of the fathers who had regularly escorted her to the furnace. ‘This is a dark day for Sarn, a very dark day.’ He shook his head mournfully.

‘She took her own life, if you must know.’ A thought occurred to Noon. ‘What happened to Novice Lusk, the novice who was in the chirot tower when I escaped this shit hole?’

‘He died. During . . . questioning.’ This was from one of the older agents she had briefly spoken to earlier. To Noon she looked to be around Vintage’s age, although she had a thick bolt of white threaded through her long black hair. She was tall and held herself without fear – Noon could feel Vostok’s reluctant approval – and there was a tattoo of an eagle at her throat; a much finer piece of work than the crude bat wing on her forehead. Dimly, Noon recalled the people of Yuron-Kai who had arrived, with many other humans, at the Eboran palace. This woman had been taken a long way from her home. ‘Fell-Noon—’

‘That’s not my name. Don’t call me that.’ Noon gestured to the women filing onto the boats. ‘Don’t call anyone that again.’

The woman nodded once, accepting this without argument. ‘Noon, of Ebora, I’m sure the women you have freed are grateful, but you have to understand . . . they have no homes to go to, no jobs.’ She paused, clearly trying to think of a way around the problem herself. ‘There’s no shelter for them tonight, no food in that city. They have no money to pay for it! Their families will likely not have them back, and most of Sarn harbours no love for fell— for these women. For us. Where will they go? What will they do?’ She brought her hands together, and clasped them in front of her in an oddly formal questioning gesture. ‘You have given them their freedom, Noon of Ebora, but they do not yet have their lives.’

Noon stopped. She wanted to look again at the women climbing onto the boats, to see for herself whether they were truly joyful, or whether they were now realising that she had released them into an uncertain future – but to do that would be to let the agent know she also had her doubts. Instead, she lifted her chin, and pressed one hand to Vostok’s scales. The dragon’s affirmation and certainty was a balm.

‘The Winnowry has money, doesn’t it? All that akaris you’ve been selling, you can’t tell me there isn’t a room in that place somewhere stuffed with coin. Use it, for once, for their benefit. And tell them to come to Ebora,’ she said, lifting her voice to address the entire crowd. ‘Sarn might not love them, or want them, but Ebora has more wisdom than that.’

With that, she let Vostok leap up into the air and take flight, pleased with how the shivering group of sisters and fathers quailed at the movement. The agent, however, the one with the eagle at her throat, did not flinch, and Noon could not help noticing that she watched them go with a thoughtful expression on her face.

‘What now?’ asked Vostok. ‘You have won a great victory here today, bright weapon.’

‘Yeah.’ Noon nodded, narrowing her eyes against the sea wind. ‘It was a long time coming.’ But privately she kept returning to the agent’s questions, and the sound of blood trickling down cold stone steps. ‘Let’s go home.’


Chapter Two

Fell-Almeera

A new girl came in at the gates today. Like most new girls, she walked with her head down, her shoulders slumped. I could see from my place in the courtyard that she was shivering, although it was a warm day. The sisters and the agents with her did not seem to notice, and she was taken through to be given her new clothes, and to be instructed in her new rules. Be quiet, do not get angry, touch no one, do as you are told.

Her name is Almeera, and she is from Talrisan, a kingdom of Jarlsbad. I will add further details to this record when I know more.

Almeera is twelve years old, she had a mother and a father, and two younger brothers. When she talks of these two brothers, she cries. The ability only manifested in her recently, within the last year or so, and she is so frightened of it, sickened by it almost. You can tell she is afraid of her own self now, holding herself away from others in case the ability manifests without her say-so. I am on hand during her initial meeting with Mother Cressin, and Almeera tells the old woman that she had nightmares about accidentally hurting her little brothers; that she saw them screaming in her dreams, their smooth brown skin bubbling up like pig fat in the fire. Mother Cressin nods and tells her that she is corrupted, that she is a vessel of evil and a stain on the world, but that if she does as she is told, she can help heal the wounds she has created.

I watch Almeera for a few days. She is quiet and makes no attempt to talk to the women in the cells around her, and even as I am frustrated with her for this, I become annoyed with myself; she is a child, taken from her family. Perhaps in time she will grow stronger and find some anger inside herself, but for now I fear I can do nothing for her.

Here are some details about Almeera of Talrisan, that I was able to uncover from the agents who collected her from Jarlsbad: her mother makes beautiful, colourful pottery that they sell from a shop that is also their home, right on the town square; in the yard of this shop is a place where old clay has spilled, and, once, Almeera and her brothers pushed their hands and feet into it – their marks can still be seen in the hardened clay; the sign on the shop is a bright yellow bird. Things to remember about Almeera before she was Fell-Almeera.

Extract from the private records of Agent Chenlo

Hestillion stood on the broad back of the corpse moon, surrounded by a thick and stifling darkness. High above, an unknowable distance away, was a slither of light, and this was what she focussed on. It looked like a narrow crack, hardly wide enough to push her fingers through, but she knew that the Jure’lia ship she stood on and all the other remaining Behemoths – broken and confused as they were – had passed through it, into this underground place. She shivered, despite the warmth.

‘How are you feeling now, sweet one?’ Her voice in the utter silence was a pebble dropped into a silent pool. Her words rippled outwards, returned to her distorted by the uneven walls with their alcoves and hidden spaces. In the darkness, a shadow moved. The longer they stayed down here, the better Hestillion was able to see in the dark, and Celaphon’s great blocky head swung into view. He had found himself a ledge on the stone walls large enough to accommodate his considerable bulk.

‘I feel ill,’ he said. His silvery white eyes were the brightest thing in the gloom. ‘I feel ill all the time.’

Hestillion nodded, her hand stealing up to rest against the blue crystal protruding from her chest. Through it she could feel the constant presence of the worm people, like hot hands against her skin. ‘I know. I feel it too. This conflict –’ She paused, uncertain how to describe the sensation. She felt as though she kept losing her footing, as though the ground were shifting under her constantly, and in her chest her heart would beat with sudden violence at random moments. If she reached out along her connection to the Jure’lia, the feelings would only grow worse – all was discord, all was confusion. Celaphon, with his own crystal resting in the centre of his head, could feel everything she could, with the added pain of his own mutant body. ‘It’s tearing them apart.’

‘Tearing us apart,’ said Celaphon. The big dragon shifted on his perch, and Hestillion heard the gentle rain of debris as a small avalanche of stones and grit fell down into the space below them. ‘How will you fix it?’

Hestillion rolled her eyes, confident that Celaphon would not see it. ‘I? How will I fix it? Not everything is for me to fix, sweet one.’

The dragon grunted. ‘You are the clever one, little green bird.’

Uncertain whether to feel flattered or patronised, Hestillion looked back to her feet, and ordered the oily skin of the Behemoth to peel back for her. After a moment it did, revealing a grey tunnel into the interior, softly lit by the glowing fronds that grew straight out of the walls.

‘I will go and talk to her again.’

‘Good,’ said Celaphon. The lights from within had blinded her for a moment, and the dragon became a disembodied voice somewhere to her left. ‘I will stay here. The air is fresher.’

Inside the corpse moon, everything was too quiet. The ever-present hum, which Hestillion barely noticed these days, stuttered and clanged, growing louder and stopping, or becoming a vibration strong enough to turn Hestillion’s feet numb inside her boots. The frond-lights flickered often too, occasionally turning off entirely, or even, on a number of unsettling occasions, sinking back into the pliable walls.

As she made her way to the centre of the Behemoth, she thought of Celaphon’s words: tearing us apart, he had said. Although Celaphon was a war-beast born from the branches of the great tree-god Ygseril, he was now wholly a creature of the worm people; the queen of the Jure’lia had fed him, nurtured him, and when his body was sufficiently twisted, had embedded the blue crystal into his flesh and joined him to their great web of minds. And where her war-beast went, Hestillion must follow.

The wall in front of her spasmed open, revealing the enormous blue crystal that was the heart of the Behemoth. Kneeling in front of it, her mask-like face rapt, was the Jure’lia queen.

‘You are still here, then,’ Hestillion pointed out. When the queen didn’t reply, she strode across the chamber to join her in front of the crystal. A familiar image flickered within its depths, but she ignored it, looking down at the queen instead. Her amorphous, almost humanoid body was folded and creased in on itself, her long fingers – each fully as long as Hestillion’s hands – neatly intertwined in her lap. ‘You must come away from it now. Can’t you see? Things need to be fixed.’

The queen nodded, but she did not move. ‘But it is all broken, Hestillion Eskt of the corpse moon. Can you not see it? Can you not feel it, in your heart?’

‘I can, actually.’ Hestillion grimaced, pressing one hand briefly to her breastbone. ‘I feel like I might drop in a swoon at any moment, and it is most disagreeable. Celaphon, too, feels this illness. It is time to – to snap out of this funk.’

‘Funk.’ For the first time, the queen lifted her head and looked at Hestillion. The smooth white planes of her face were streaked with a watery, greyish fluid. ‘What is funk?’

Hestillion shook her head. ‘We must repair! We cannot hide here forever, can we?’

Slowly, the queen rose to her feet, unfolding like some elaborate paper confection such as Hestillion’s mother had made when she and Tormalin had been children. ‘We have always done so, before,’ said the queen, towering over Hestillion. ‘When we battled you in the past, and found ourselves pushed back by your creatures and your people, we would retreat, underground, and slowly we would grow ourselves anew, to be ready again.’

‘Except you’re not doing that, are you?’ Hestillion tried to control the sharpness in her voice, and failed. ‘Because of this,’ she gestured to the crystal, and the new, strange memory contained within it, ‘you sit in the ground and rot instead.’

The queen twitched, as if struck, then reached out one long finger towards the crystal. ‘We do not understand it,’ she said. ‘How can this displace what we are? How can this be strong enough?’

Reluctantly, Hestillion turned back to the crystal. Within it, there was a shimmering image of her home in winter. The Eboran palace could just be glimpsed in the background, the shining gates standing open, the plaza crowded with people. Humans, she corrected herself. Humans dressed in thick furs and gloves and hats, while their strange lurid tents and travelling vehicles were dotted around. And in the middle of this chaos stood, of all people, her cousin. Aldasair Eskt, wearing the old-fashioned blue frock coat that she had seen him in often enough, a dusty moth-eaten thing he had been ludicrously attached to. In the vision he looked lost, his auburn hair tumbling over his shoulders and an expression of faint perplexity on his face. As usual, when she saw her cousin, Hestillion was filled with the urge to grab him and give him a good shake, but this was just a memory, placed within the crystal by the human man Bern Finnkeeper. Once, the crystal had held something quite different – a memory of another world, almost too alien to look at; a memory in the great chain of memories that had held the Jure’lia together. The human man had inserted his own memory and broken that chain, throwing them all into disarray.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Hestillion. ‘You’re the one who joined the human to the Jure’lia when we took him prisoner. Do you see now how that was dangerous?’ The queen tilted her head slightly, and Hestillion moved swiftly on. She didn’t wish to remind the queen that it had been her who had led Bern and Aldasair to freedom, afraid as she had been that they would turn Celaphon against her. ‘What’s important is that you banish this memory that is hurting us, and restore the old one. Can you not do that?’

For the first time in weeks, the queen seemed to come back to herself somewhat. Her eyes narrowed, and her fleshless lips pressed together.

‘It is not so simple, Hestillion Eskt. We can banish it, but the memory that the crystal once held is gone. When the human pushed his own memory on it, it ceased to exist.’

‘You can’t replace it with something else?’

The queen looked perplexed. ‘Like what? That unique memory of a long-ago world is lost, I cannot simply replace it. We cannot.’ All the previous solidity seemed to drain out of the queen’s form. ‘Besides which, we must know why this memory,’ she reached out to the crystal, ‘is so strong. So solid. It vexes us.’

‘Well, this . . . disruption is vexing me.’ Hestillion crossed her arms over her chest. ‘We have crawled down into this hole, and it appears we are simply rotting here, and you will not do anything to stop it. Celaphon and I did not join ourselves to the Jure’lia to be so easily defeated. Do you know what we have given up? What we have sacrificed to stand with you?’ An image of the Eboran boy Celaphon had killed during the battle over the Tarah-hut Mountains briefly threatened to disarm her completely, but she pushed it away. ‘We have kept our side of this pact. Now you must fight too, queen of the Jure’lia.’

With that she turned and left the chamber, heading for her own quarters while her heart thundered in her chest.
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