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			Dramatis Personae

			

			

			Corinthium:

			Ferros

			Ashtan

			Megaloumos

			General Olankios

			Lara

			Aisha – Lara’s younger sister

			Gan, Tutor – Timian monk of the Southern Xan tribe

			Mikon – ship’s captain, Arcrana Isles

			Streone Lascartis – Innovator of the Great Theatre

			Lascartis, Gonarios, Trebans – old families of the city

			Lucan – Leader of Council of Lives

			Roxanna – his daughter

			Graco – Lucan’s servant

			Maltarsus – workers’ leader

			Marya – his wife

			Andropena – whore

			Parkos – general

			Carellia – former whore

			Gandalos – Cuerdocian officer

			Smoke

			Caradocius – legendary leader of the northern (forest) Wattenwollden tribes

			Stephanos – young man at cult ceremony

			Traxia – old woman at cult ceremony

			

			Ometepe:

			Atisha

			Intitepe

			His daughters:

			 Tolacca – priestess, 300 years old

			 Sayana – Youngest, 70 years old

			 Amerist – Warrior, 150 years old

			Asaya – Atisha’s childhood friend

			Old Gama

			Fant – dog

			Saroc – priest king, immortal

			Nak – mountain guide

			Bok – guide

			Poum – the One

			Muna – governess of the City of Women

			Besema – formerly ‘the One’

			Natara – maiden of the marana

			Yutil – formerly ‘the One’

			Novara – formerly ‘the One’

			One-eared Salpe – warrior

			Ravaya – maiden in city

			Tokat – Intitepe’s commander at City of Women

			Santepe – last defeated son

			

			Midgarth:

			Luck

			Freya

			Hovard

			Bjorn Swift-Sword

			Einar the Black

			Agnetha

			Stromvar

			Gytta – Luck’s wife

			Ulrich the Smith

			High Priest

			Peki Asarko

			Petr the Red

			Ut the Slayer

			

			Four Tribes:

			Priests:

			 Anazat – High Monk

			 Alon – assassin

			Hunters:

			 Gistrane (in Ometepe)

			 Karima – huntress

			 Korshak – Horse Lord

			Serimaz:

			 To Horse Lords, he was Wind Rider

			 To Seafarers, Shield from Storms

			 To Huntresses, Moonlight Hunter

			 To Priests, The One before the One

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			In the time before what some in their own tongue would call the cataclysm, and others the awakening, the planet was divided into four worlds. 

			Separated by unclimbable mountains and by unsailable seas, for many thousands of years the people who lived in each world knew nothing of any other, thought that they ruled the planet alone. Yet eventually in every world there was a story that linked them all: of a visitor who fell from the sky or who came from the ocean, half a millennium before our present days.

			The visitor brought gifts. Gifts that many, in their own tongue, would call curses.

			The one who came appeared differently to the different peoples – as man, woman or child. Was called Gudrun Gift Bearer in the North, Andros the Blind in the South, Tasloc Wave Rider in the West. And the first gift given, but only in three of the worlds, was immortality. A small number amongst them would be born and live for ever. They would discover it only upon their death and their rebirth. It could be neither chosen nor willed. Old men and young, women and babes, it could come to any. It was not inherited, although from time to time immortals did bear immortals. Most would watch in sadness as the one they’d married when young or the baby they’d given birth to grew grey, passed them and died. Thus everywhere was immortality seen as both blessing and curse. And it changed each world utterly, according to their separate ways and customs.

			The second gift the visitor gave to every immortal changed it more. For it was the gift of possession – possession for a time of another’s body and life – and again it was different in each of those three worlds.

			In the Southern lands, that would become Corinthium, immortals could possess another person, a mortal. Dissolve into them for a time, their own flesh gone, their spirit and mind transplanted. Wise men and women over the years believed that the visitor gave this gift so that immortals would themselves grow wise, having lived in another’s skin, in their minds and hearts – felt their pains, learned their longings, discovering how another needed to live, so they could be as shepherds to the flock and help all to live well.

			It is not what happened. For in that land it first became a sport, and then a way not to help but to control.

			And thus the gift was squandered.

			In the land of the North, that came to be known as Midgarth, the gift of possession was different – there the immortals could possess only beasts. All that ran, flew, swam or slid on their bellies across the ground were available to them. It took but sight, a moment of sinking, before their bodies were gone and human became animal. Again, for those who first received it, it appeared to be a gift for learning. To discover, for the brief time of possession, that animals were not lesser because they did not reason as man reasoned. That each – furred, feathered, scaled – deserved their place in their world as man did, with as much respect. Yet here, as in the South, this gift swiftly became a game, a chance to make a tale to be told before the hearth-fire on long winter nights.

			And thus the gift was wasted.

			In the third world, Ometepe, one immortal killed all others before the power of possession – which would be different there – was discovered.

			And thus the gift was lost.

			Yet what of that fourth world, the largest of all worlds, itself divided into four tribes, that would be known as saghaz-a, or Land of Joy? The visitor also came to it, though much later, only a hundred years ago. There she was called azana-kesh or ‘the one who comes before’. She gave each of the scattered, warring peoples of that world a different gift. Not immortality, not possession. 

			Hope. Hope in the form of prophecy. Of someone who would come to unite all worlds – but only if the four tribes first united themselves. 

			It took near one hundred years, of war and hatred. Until they were ready. When they were, azana – the One – was born. Not in their land. Far away. Yet by then a united people had found ways to climb unclimbable mountains, and sail unsailable seas.

			Now is the age of prophecy fulfilled. Now is the age of the darkness that gives way to the light. The end of the dominion of the Immortal. The beginning of the dominion of Man.

			The age of azana. The age of the One.

			

			(From scrolls found in a cave on the mountain of Gorach. Attributed to Smoke, the Hermit)

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			1

			Trial by Death

			

			Of the two men who lay beside each other on the ridge, watching the kidnappers’ camp, one was to take a mortal wound that night, the other a wound that would make him live for ever. Neither could know it, for the gods had not cursed them with the far-seeing eye. Neither would have cared if they had known. ‘Half odds are good odds’ was a law they lived by in the hills of the Sarphardi, where death was so easy to come by. Both would have taken the bet and gone to grave or immortality with a gambler’s accepting smile.

			Neither cared about anything other than what they did next. About that they cared a great deal and because of it the two men, closer than brothers, did what they rarely did: quarrelled, in short, angry whispers.

			‘Because I claimed it first.’

			‘Only because I did not think you would be so stupid as to do so.’

			‘Stupid?’

			‘As the chicken without a head. As the donkey following its tail. As the—’

			‘Ashtan!’ Ferros held up his hand to halt his friend’s comparisons before he went round the farmyard. ‘How often must I prove it? I am better at the closework.’

			‘Better?’ Ashtan reached to make a gap in the grasses before him and spat carefully through it. ‘You base this outrageous boast on one night in Atrau?’

			‘And that other in Quba, plus the dawn raid on Temir.’

			‘Pah!’ 

			Ashtan hawked another impressive amount of phlegm, bent to spit, and Ferros used the brief interlude of silence to deploy his winning argument. ‘Besides, brother, when I run from the camp dragging the girl and the boy with five screaming Sarphardi a pace behind, who is the more likely to make at least three shots in the dark?’ He smiled. ‘For I will reluctantly concede that, at night at least, you are better with a bow than I.’

			Ashtan, about to spit, swallowed instead. ‘By night, by day, in my sleep or drunk, I am better with a bow than you.’ He grunted, then shrugged. ‘Well, brother, if you are so keen to court death in the form of a spear up your arse, so be it.’ He still had the grass parted for the spit and peered through the gap again. ‘This is how it goes. I will be behind that pile of rocks there. You run straight from the fire towards me. When you reach that bush that’s shaped like a crouching leopard, you throw the kidnapped down. I take two of the bastards then, backlit by flame, you a third with your taka.’ He tapped the throwing knife, sheathed on Ferros’s forearm. ‘Drop, draw, throw. If the other two stop there long enough to wonder what is happening, I take them then. If not, see if you truly are good enough at closework to hold them off till I get there to save you. Again. Agreed?’

			Ferros thought of continuing the argument – but they didn’t have time. ‘Agreed.’ He grinned. ‘Though one wonders who is the officer here, and who the mere soldier.’

			‘This, in your mother’s milk.’ Ashtan spat again, and grinned back. ‘Come! Let’s go kill someone.’

			‘It doesn’t worry you that they could be your cousins?’ Ferros asked, as they slid down into the gulley and checked their weapons. 

			‘These? Did you not note them by their fire? They are clan gelcha. Renowned fuckers of their own livestock. A disgrace. Besides,’ he inserted an arrow’s notched end into his mouth, pulled it out, its feathers now glistening and smooth, ‘one of them is Tamin the One-Eyed. He once laid his hand upon my sister Sorani’s arm.’ He placed another arrow in his mouth, drew it out. ‘Him I might just wound and make his death a long, slow pleasure later.’

			‘No.’ Ferros checked that his short sword slid easily from the sheath on his back, that the knives, one on each of his forearms, the cutter and the thrower, were secure. Then he drove three arrows tip first into the soil beneath the lip of the gulley and laid his own bow beside them. ‘Do not take the risk. There are five of them to two of us. They may fuck their own goats but they are still Sarphardi warriors. Besides, the girl and boy will be terrified. We must get them back to the city and their family swiftly. No time for slow pleasures.’ He rose to a crouch. ‘And that, soldier, is an order.’

			‘Sir!’ Ashtan placed his arrows in the quiver, picked up his bow by its buffalo-horn grip. His lips parted over teeth brightened by the light of Horned Saipha, the hunter’s moon, a crescent in the sky. ‘And again, in your mother’s milk.’ He spat, and rose too. ‘Go well.’

			‘Give the quail’s call when you are in position. I’ll reply when I am.’

			‘It had better be soon.’ Ashtan gestured with his head. ‘They have begun on the girl.’

			Ferros turned. His friend’s hearing was superb but even he could now hear the girl’s faint, desperate weeping, the boy’s pleading, cut off by the back of a hand struck hard across a face. His own face went ugly. ‘Go with the gods,’ he muttered, already turning away.

			‘And you, brother.’

			Sounds came clearer as Ferros emerged from the gulley and, crouching low, ran in a circle around the edge of the Sarphardi camp to its far side. The girl’s pleading, the boy’s weeping, the kidnappers’ mocking laughter … which halted for a moment as one of their horses snickered when Ferros ducked into their lines, and resumed when he’d calmed the beast with his hand and a whispered word. He could see the single tent clearly now over the mount’s shoulders, a dozen paces away. The fire on its far side made silhouettes of those within – two distinct figures crouched on the ground, the five tribesmen one monstrous blob above them. Then one detached, moving to the tent’s entrance, declaring his intention to piss before he got down to anything else, more mocking laughter following him. Ferros could hear the slur in it now – the merchant’s wagon they’d stolen along with the children had carried a large barrel of date brandy. So close to the city, this girl’s father had thought he would only need one bodyguard. But the raiders had been getting bolder of late and the bodyguard would have died first and fast, the merchant swiftly afterwards. 

			It had been chance and a jackal’s howl that had led him and Ashtan, out for a morning hunt, to the two bodies poorly concealed in scrub beside the road. They would have buried them well enough to protect them from scavenging animals, then brought a wagon from the port – if it had not been for what the dead merchant was gripping in his right hand: the doll of a soldier in full Corinthium armour. ‘They have a child,’ Ferros had said. There had been no time to do anything for the dead now, only to chase the murderers, and hope to save the living. 

			The Sarphardi might have had a night’s head start but they also had the wagon with the profit and the two riders had overtaken them by sunset. Now, by the one moon’s rise and the other’s fall, they would deal with them.

			This one first, Ferros thought, as the man walked a dozen paces off and lowered his breech cloth. He let him get midstream, let the ribald song start in the tent about acts to be performed in the famed brothels of Makat, before he drew his curved slicing dagger. By Saipha’s light he could make the throw with the other knife, but the man might fall noisily and he needed to be sure that Ashtan had reached his position before he startled the other four.

			Slamming his hand around the man’s mouth, Ferros pulled him close, even as the blade bit. Two sprays now, one diminishing, one fountaining. The warrior was large, bigger even than him, and the man bent, braced, stood tall, lifting Ferros from the ground. For a moment Ferros thought he might lose him, pressed his hand tighter against the mouth, wrapped his dagger hand around the huge chest. The man stumbled and Ferros rode him to the ground, lying atop him till life left.

			He rolled off, crouched and turned, dagger before him. But he didn’t think he’d made much noise, and the same reassuringly nasty song and sounds came from the tent. Then, from beyond it, came the quail’s cry – Ashtan, in position.

			There was no point in delaying – especially since his own warrior’s blood was up with his enemy’s sticky on his hand. He tipped back his head, echoed the cry – poorly perhaps, because the men’s voices stopped within the tent, while the girl’s and boy’s sobbed on. It didn’t matter much, not when his signal was immediately followed by his comrade’s voice.

			‘Attack!’ Ashtan yelled. ‘Soldiers of the Ninth, advance!’ 

			The shout had the instant and desired effect. The four warriors snatched up weapons and ran out of the tent’s front entrance. There wasn’t an entrance at the back but Ferros swiftly made one – jabbing the tip of his curved dagger into the hide wall and slicing down fast. Pausing only to sheathe one weapon, he drew another, the short sword on his back, then stepped through the slit. The girl and the boy – she maybe fourteen, he perhaps half that – were still crouched on the floor, clutching each other. Their eyes shot wide when they saw him but they didn’t scream. He might not have been wearing the full uniform of an officer of the Ninth, but he had the breast and back-plates, decorated with the unit’s serpent gods, and the green tunic beneath. And though the desert sun had tanned his skin as dark as any tribesman’s, it had also bleached his hair near white. Unlike her black-haired captors, she could tell in an instant that he was a soldier of the empire. ‘Up!’ he commanded, in a whisper. ‘Can you run?’

			The boy just stared at him. It was the girl who answered, ‘Yes! Oh yes!’

			‘Then on my word, fast as hares. Straight past the fire, straight down the path.’

			He stepped to the front flap and a swift glance showed him the Sarphardi half a dozen paces away staring hard into the night. Only one had a bow, with arrow nocked, the others their curved swords, the swordsmen also holding kite-shaped shields to cover them all. Ashtan began shouting more commands but even with these efforts, it would only be the matter of a moment before the tribesmen realised they faced a few men, if that, and not a squadron. The moment was his.

			The shield of the man he’d already killed was on the ground. Snatching it up, thrusting his arm through its hide grip, Ferros bent to the boy and girl. ‘Wait … wait.’ 

			An arrow, driven from short range into one of the raiders’ shields, knocked the man holding it a half-step back. ‘Now!’

			They burst out, the boy stumbling, the girl fast. Ferros grasped the sword grip in his shield hand, used his freed one to grab the boy’s arm and propel him forward. They were three paces past the fire when the shouts came. ‘Faster,’ Ferros cried, shoving the boy after his sister, turning in the same moment to thrust the shield out. An arrow thumped into it. Immediately he turned and ran again. When he reached the bush that resembled the crouching leopard, he grabbed both of the children and dropped with them to the ground. As they hit it, he heard a shriek from behind him, did not turn to look, did not need to. Good shooting, brother, he thought, rising, dragging the children up, running. Another half-dozen paces and instinct made him turn again, shield braced. Another arrow hit it, and he let the force turn him to run once more.

			He caught up with the children at the rise where they’d studied the camp. The children slid over it. He made a tally of the enemy: one dead at the camp, one dying on the path, three following. Three to kill. Odds nearly even. Smiling he stepped over the lip, dropped sword and shield, reached for his bow.

			Which wasn’t there. Or it was, but not on the ground where he’d left it. He saw it then as it rose, with one of Horned Saipha’s moonbeams glinting on the iron arrowhead, and he realised, in the instant of life left to him, that he’d erred back in the tent. That there had been three warriors sheltering from Ashtan’s arrows, not four. And that the fourth was raising his own bow against him, the string already drawn all the way back.

			As the arrow entered his right eye, his last thought within the shock and the fear was that, after all, it should have been Ashtan who had done the closework, not him. His friend would never have miscounted. And because he had, he had killed them both.

			Some last thought, he thought, as he died.

			

			Ferros woke, naked, freezing, as the second of the moons, Blue Revlas, she of Night and Morning, was chased from the sky by her would-be ravisher, the sun.

			They had stripped him of his clothes and left him for dead. He understood why when he turned his head and the arrow, which had burst his right eye and gone on through his skull and stuck there, dragged across the earth beneath his head. It was the strangest sensation he’d ever felt, wood grinding on bone, accompanying the strangest sight: the feathers of a shaft the other side of his nose. Though he knew that it was his only wound, a mortal one, it was not the source of the awful pain. The rest of him was. His whole body was burning, inside and out. 

			He’d heard about the agonies of this second birth, far exceeding any that could have come at the first. People gossiped about it, speculating, wondering how they would face it if they were chosen. Books were written, of philosophy or tales, plays enacted in theatres exploring the theme. So few were born again, perhaps half a dozen a year it was said, to add to the small pool. Yet those few could come from anywhere, from the fleet or the army, from gutter to palace. In the central city of Corinthium, in one of the smaller cities like Cuerodocia or in his own home town of Balbek. A gift in the blood. It was said that two immortals conjoining had a better chance of having a child who was like them but it was never guaranteed. While the suicide cults that thrived and died out over the centuries were both illegal and unproductive, it was said that of all those who killed themselves in their rites only three had ever joined the immortal ranks.

			It was said, he thought, sitting up, swaying with the rush of blood to the head. Not by him. His parents had certainly not been immortal, dying in the last great plague that had killed one fifth of Balbek when he was five. The army, where orphans were sent, had been his life for the eighteen years since. And there, all speculation was discouraged. Handle what’s in front of you, the drillmasters pounded into every recruit. One life is good enough for a soldier. Seize its every opportunity – for glory, riches, honour. For love, if you can find it. Nothing else matters. 

			He had never sought to be immortal. And now he was.

			What would he do? What he always did. Handle what was in front of him – an arrow embedded in his skull. After that? Discover the source of the weeping that was coming from just over the rise.

			He touched the arrow on its feathers, moved it slightly. A shudder of nausea went through him. He was tempted to pull it all the way through but he knew just enough about immortality to know he mustn’t. Pulling any blade from a wound often killed the wounded. Even if he was immortal now, he could still succumb to death as he’d done when he was first shot. Hours more would pass before his immortal body healed itself again. And waking to the agony of rebirth was not something he wished to go through twice. It would also mean he wouldn’t find out who was crying so desperately, and why.

			Careful not to jog the arrow, Ferros raised his head above the lip of the rise.

			They were in a group, the living, the dying and the dead, clustered around a glowing firepit. Two Sarphardi warriors were on their backs, hands crossed over their torn and bloody chests, eyes closed but with open eyes painted on their lids. Sitting beside the corpses were the ones he’d sought to rescue, the boy and the girl. They were the source of the weeping. The three other men, each one clutching a knife or a burning, sharpened stick, were standing before a fourth. He was hanging upside down from a tree branch.

			Ashtan. 

			He was alive, barely. The wounds on his body caused by blade or fire, the blood pooling below him, showed that he had no right to be. Ferros could see his torn lips moving in prayer or curse. Curse, knowing him. He could not be far from his end, for even as he watched a warrior, the one with a single eye – Tamin, Ashtan had named him – thrust a flaming stick into the dangling man’s ear. His friend’s eyes went wide, but no sound came other than another muttered curse.

			Tamin threw down the stick as if it was its fault. ‘It is time,’ he growled. ‘We eat his heart and we go. The slave market at Buzuluk starts tonight and if we ride hard we’ll make it. These two will fetch a good price.’

			‘Better, since you didn’t have time to take your pleasure with her,’ said another.

			‘More interesting things to do.’ Tamin leaned down to the dangling head. ‘Is that not right? Did we not do interesting things to you, jackal of the Corinthians?’

			Ferros had always known that Ashtan could muster twice as much spit as any man living, and dispose of it more creatively. He did so now, expelling a wad into Tamin’s one good eye.

			‘Blood of snake!’ Tamin stepped back to the others’ laughter, rubbing his eye furiously. ‘Now I think there is time for one last interesting thing.’ He turned to his men, snarling. ‘You! Cut him down. You! Bring my horse.’

			Ferros heard the words but didn’t see them spoken because he was moving in a crouch along the rise using the protection it offered him. He circled swiftly to the tent. As he suspected, his armour, tunic and weapons were in it. Clothes could wait. He slipped on his two knife sheaths, picked up one of the Sarphardi kite shields, drew his sword and stepped out. 

			The man with the horse had just returned, holding the bridle. Tamin and the other man were attaching a rope to Ashtan’s neck. So focused were all three on this task that they didn’t notice Ferros approach, though he made little secret of it. The girl did see him and screamed. He couldn’t blame her. He could imagine what he looked like.

			It was awkward, fighting with the use of only one eye. Perspective was wrong, and he missed blows he should not have, cut parts he’d not been aiming at, was cut on arm and side, not deep. Two of the warriors survived his first assault, and both had managed to get weapons into their hands. But maybe it was the fact that they believed they were fighting a dead man that weakened them. Or maybe immortality compensated for his poor vision. When he’d killed the first man, he took the second’s overhead blow on the top edge of his wooden shield, let the blade bite deep, twisted then wrenched the shield down and to the side, and so pulled the curved sword with it. Then he thrust hard and straight, driving his point through the man’s neck.

			Tamin scythed a blow over his head. Ferros ducked, stepped back. Shrieking, the one-eyed man dropped his sword, turned and flung himself over his horse. ‘Yah!’ he cried, kicking his heels in. The horse, superb as all Sarphardi mounts, went straight into a gallop. But as his opponent mounted, Ferros too had dropped his sword and, even as the man’s heels dug into the horse’s flank, he drew his throwing knife. The horse had gone five paces when the taka took Tamin in the neck. He fell, though his mount kept going.

			Sound, which often went away when he fought, came back to Ferros now – the diminishing fall of hooves on earth, the rising cries of the boy, the weeping of the girl. What concerned him most, though, was the softest sound there – breath on the ragged lips of Ashtan, trying to form words.

			‘Quiet!’ he snapped at the girl, who obeyed instantly, drawing her brother to her, both staring at him in silent horror. In a gentler voice he said, ‘Fetch me water,’ and as they scrambled up and ran off, he turned back to Ashtan. Holding him, he used his slicing knife to sever the rope at his ankles, lifted him carefully down and laid his friend’s head in his lap. ‘Brother,’ he said, studying the havoc the Sarphardi had wrought, ‘I have to tell you, you do not look well.’

			One of Ashtan’s eyes was caked shut with congealed blood. The other was missing a lid. This eye moved nonetheless, taking Ferros in. A whisper came, though the Corinthian had to bend to hear it. ‘The monkey accuses the man of having a bare arse?’

			Ferros smiled. ‘How badly did they hurt you?’

			‘Those inepts? Hardly at all.’ A cough came from deep inside him, pink flecked the lips. ‘But they have killed me nonetheless.’ The one-eyed gaze moved over him again. ‘Is this a wound?’

			‘No. It is a death blow.’

			‘And yet you live.’

			‘And yet I live.’

			‘So. At least one of us will.’ Ashtan shook his head very slightly, winced and wheezed. ‘I think they’ve broken all my ribs. Other things. I am not going to be much help to you, my captain.’ He swallowed. ‘You should leave me. That horse you let go may lead others back.’

			‘Which is why we leave now. All of us.’ 

			When he heard the brother and sister’s footfalls, he ripped away one of the dead warriors’ head cloths, tied it swiftly around to cover his nakedness. The girl carried a water skin. But she did not hand it over, just halted, stared … started when he reached and lifted it to squirt some water into Ashtan’s mouth, then some into his own. 

			‘The wagon,’ he said, ‘are the horses near it?’

			It was the boy who spoke. ‘They are in the traces, sir. They were planning on leaving, when they … when they’d finished with …’ His gaze went to Ashtan and he shuddered, turned away.

			‘Do you know anything of healing, girl?’

			She would not look at him but she did reply. ‘I have completed my first two years with the Healers’ Guild. I hope to be a healer one day.’

			‘That day is today. Do what you can. There are some unguents and herbs in my saddle rolls, wherever they may be. Cloths too. Battlefield medicine.’

			He rose, took a step towards the wagon, and her voice stopped him. ‘Thank you, sir. For following, for coming back. For—’ She broke off and he turned to look at her. She regarded him directly now, not flinching from his wound. A bold girl, then. ‘Can I … can I try to help you with—’

			She gestured and he lifted his hand, tapped the arrow, felt the shudder through the bones of his skull. ‘This is beyond your two years, young one. If I am to get us back to Balbek, this must stay where it is.’

			He turned, kept going, even when the boy’s voice came. ‘Are you … are you an immortal, sir?’

			‘I am now,’ he said, walking on. ‘May the gods pity me, but I am.’ 

			

			Immortal or not, it was the limit of his strength to get the wagon and its occupants to the city. Ashtan died not far from it, as night fell, Balbek’s lights already standing out against the purple dark of the great sea beyond. The girl could have done nothing more, his wounds too severe and too hidden for even the most experienced of the Guild’s healers. She wept, nonetheless, in great wrenching sobs, and Ferros was too tired to comfort her.

			The gatekeepers, two soldiers he didn’t know, tried not to show their shock, failed, let them through fast, dispatching a third to run a report ahead to the fort. They moved swiftly enough after that. It was reasonable timing, the hour of their arrival. The good citizens of Balbek were largely at home for their supper so the streets were not busy. It was the less good citizens who were about, soldiers off duty, frontiersmen, mariners, miners on leave from the copper workings at Ganhar. These spilled out before tavern or brothel doors and sometimes blocked the way. A whip flicked between the horses’ ears and close to a wine-reddened face moved most. Only once did a man, a barrel-chested docker, hold his place and curse Ferros – until he saw beneath the hood that really covered nothing. ‘Trachamea’s tits, boys, but look what we have here!’ he shouted, and others advanced to gawk and curse in turn. All could recognise a mortal wound when they saw one – an arrow through the head being one of the more obvious that any had ever seen. The resentment that immortality often caused, with immortals occupying almost every position in the highest ranks of army, temple and courts, was usually constrained by manners and the watchful eye of the state. Here, it was unconstrained by liquor.

			‘By Trachamea’s tiny tits,’ the docker of big chest and limited vocabulary called again, ‘soldier boy’s not so pretty now. Gods, but look at that split apple.’

			Hoots and jeers came fast. Someone seized the horses’ bridles and the twin pair jerked their heads, stamped their feet. 

			All I need, thought Ferros, so weary he’d have liked to lie down in the wagon beside Ashtan and sleep. But his duty was to the girl and boy quivering in the back and to his dead comrade lying beside them, to see him properly burned and his ashes scattered to the seven winds before the sun rose and set again. So he one-eyed the biggest man there, that same docker, still cursing and mocking, and considered. 

			Though he didn’t blame the man. He remembered joining in muttered conversations in barracks, resentments expressed at an immortal gaining promotion over a mortal better qualified. It had happened to him, twice, only making officer at the third attempt. The orphan son of a blacksmith could expect little else. Now, though, he’d been chosen, by which god he did not know. Mavros of the round shield, he suspected.

			He coiled the whip back. He was good with it, could pluck a sparrow off a gate post. Could pluck out a docker’s eye if he needed, too, even with only one of his own.

			Then he heard it – the rhythmic tread of rivet-studded sandals on cobblestones. Heard next the sergeant’s bellow of ‘Make way, there! Make way!’ A squad twenty-strong rounded the corner, breastplated and helmed, marching in perfect order, shield arms swinging, heavy javelins sloped across their shoulders. The crowd scattered down alleys, into yards. Only the big docker lingered and he but for the moment it took to look again into Ferros’s one eye, make an obscene gesture with thumb and curled finger, then slip through the door beneath the sign of a huge phallus pointing at Trachamea’s tits.

			‘Sir! We had word of your coming.’

			The sergeant was someone he knew, liked. Megaloumos. The man had fought in twenty campaigns, had seen everything. But even his eyes widened when he saw Ferros’s wound and realised what it meant, though it was the only concession he made to surprise. He swung up onto the wagon seat, took the reins and whip with a curt, ‘Allow me, sir. Yah!’

			As the wagon pulled away, his squad dividing before and after it, the sergeant glanced back, saw the girl and boy, and the body under its bloody shroud. ‘Ashtan?’ he asked.

			Ferros nodded. ‘Sarphardi raiders. We killed them, freed their prisoners. Ashtan—’

			His name. An arrow through the eye and a life to come completely different than he’d ever imagined for himself. It was suddenly all too much. Tears started to run from the one eye left and he laid his head on Megaloumos’s shoulder with a sigh.

			The sergeant stared straight ahead. ‘Nearly there, sir,’ he said softly. ‘Nearly there.’

			

			Ferros lay in the darkened room, naked under a thin sheet, his head propped up on a horsehair bolster, listening to the sounds coming through the window – of the fort, and, beyond it, of the port. They’d cleaned him up, tended to all his wounds save the biggest one, though the healer had snipped both feather and metalled tip from the arrow, leaving just a small length of shaft, ends proud each side of his skull which he would return to remove once the draught of poppy had taken a deeper effect. Ferros had been right to guess that its removal would kill him again for a while. Now, of course, he needn’t worry that it would. ‘We’ll keep you asleep for a day and a night. Let the body heal quietly,’ the surgeon had said. But when he’d tried to ask the man how it was possible for anyone, immortal or not, to survive an arrow through the head, the man had muttered about specialised knowledge, made the excuse of patients elsewhere, and left.

			From the first moment when the girl he’d rescued looked at him, to now and this healer, immortality had made everyone uncomfortable, even fearful. He was different now, for ever … for ever? … different. And in that cell, with his mind beginning to fog with the thousand questions he desperately needed answering, he knew only this: that he was the most fearful of all. At that point Ferros would have traded all his future life to be back the previous morning with Ashtan, to have never heard the jackal’s bark, never found the doll, never followed a stolen wagon’s ruts to this fate.

			He already felt some of the effects of the drug in the sinking of his limbs, as if each part of his body were a candle, blowing out one by one. Soon he could no longer feel his legs, his hips, his fingers. His mind was calmer, yet still active, sights and sounds of the recent days still playing there, defying sleep: moon glimmer on an arrowhead, the grinding of wood against his skull, a fountain of blood from a man’s neck, Ashtan’s torn lips, the girl’s screams, Horned Saipha waxing in the sky. Blue Revlas fleeing.

			His eyes closed at last – then opened immediately when the door was pushed in. He’d have to tell them to give him a few minutes. He truly didn’t want to be awake when he died and was born again.

			‘Do you sleep?’

			It was not the healer’s voice but another he knew. ‘Commander,’ he said.

			‘No, do not try to rise.’ General Olankios stepped closer, peered down. ‘How are you, Ferros?’

			‘Well enough for a dead man, sir.’

			The general smiled. ‘Dead but alive. Dying to live. You have entered the world of paradox, young Ferros, yours to dwell in … for a long, long time.’ The smile faded. ‘I pity you, soldier. Some think that immortality is the gods’ greatest gift. In my experience, like any thing given, it comes with too many obligations to fulfil.’

			‘You are? I didn’t know.’

			‘No. Few do. I discovered that soldiers are less likely to obey a suicidal command on a battlefield if they are the only ones committing suicide.’ That faint smile came, went. ‘I only discovered I was immortal leading such an action. In the north, against the Wattenwolden.’ Olankios leaned into the lamp spill, the light reflecting from the dome of his head. ‘Could I not have found it out when I was young and handsome like you, rather than this old, bald, paunchy man?’

			‘So it is true? We do not age?’

			‘Maybe we do. It’s hard to tell. We certainly heal. This eye of yours will return, keener than before. It is one of the wonders of—’ He shook his head. ‘But I am not a surgeon. Nor am I here to tell you of the ways of immortality. You will learn those when you have recovered enough from these wounds to be sent on to Corinthium.’

			‘The great city? I’ve … never been. Balbek, these deserts, this is the only home I’ve known.’ Ferros swallowed. ‘I thought I might stay here, in the army, learn what I need—’

			‘You cannot. There are none here to teach you. Of duty. Of philosophy. Of … pleasure.’ He nodded. ‘All of which awaits you when you enter the Sanctum on the Hill.’

			‘The palace of learning? A rough soldier like me? They will think me a Sarphardi raider.’

			‘They will cure you of some roughness. They will leave some of it. They will use everything you are to shape you into what they need you to be: a true servant of the empire, under the gods’ special favour.’

			One question had pressed Ferros above all others. He reached through opiate clouds to find it. ‘General, I was to marry in the spring. May I still?’

			‘She’s not immortal, is she?’

			‘Lara? No. I … I do not think so. Is that possible?’

			‘It would be as unlikely as … as lightning hitting the same person twice. Which does happen – I knew a farmer in Otrano who—’ The older man smiled, yet there was no joy, only sadness in it. ‘No, Ferros. You have learned the first price demanded for the gift. If you choose to stay with her, she will age, you will not. At first it will seem a little thing, barely noticeable. Until she begins to run ahead of you, changing, greying. Claimed by time.’ He looked up to the wall, beyond it. ‘It is … awful.’ He focused on Ferros again. ‘And there is something else. That goes with Immortality. Perhaps I should not tell you but—’

			Noises in the corridor. The general straightened. ‘But they come and I must go. The healer will chastise me for keeping you awake. Wait!’ he commanded, as the door half-opened. ‘I really only came to you for this.’ 

			Olankios raised his left hand. The pale palm was blackened, covered in soot. ‘We burned Ashtan, with all the rites of a warrior. He is in the seven winds now – hunting, fighting with his clan, making love to a beautiful wife. He lives for ever in honour. And he travels with you always. Here,’ the general bent, drew a black circle around Ferros’s heart, ‘and here.’ He reached up, and drew a smaller circle on Ferros’s forehead. Ferros closed his one eye at the soft touch, then found he couldn’t open it again. But there was light behind the lid, and he smiled as he watched Ashtan vault onto his fastest pony, spit impressively then laugh before he galloped away.

			‘Blessings of the gods for your journey,’ someone said.

			He wanted to make the formal response, but sleep took him before he could form the words.

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			2

			The Temple of Love and Death

			

			In the Palace of Waters, all was ready. For a short time and for one purpose, it had been given over only to women. 

			Each one there had her task. Four tended the hot water that flowed from the mountain – the gift of Toluc, the fire god who ruled from his molten throne at the top of the world and for whom the city was named. They channelled his blessing through gates and stone sluices, maintaining the perfect temperature in each pool for its specific function – lingering, bathing …

			… birth.

			Three more women played music, two on wooden flutes, one on strings stretched over the shell of a turtle, sounds soothing as much as flowing water; whilst two others prepared cordials from the fresh fruit brought daily by runners from the fertile valleys below, mixing them with ground nuts and special herbs.

			There was one woman who had a task yet did not move, just sat, in the farthest corner, in the shadows. The others knew she was there – but only a few looked at her, and never more than once. All knew she wore a mask and those who’d seen it hoped they never would again. 

			Only one woman in the palace had no task, though she was the focus and cause of all the others. Yet if most of them prayed, it was Atisha who prayed hardest of all. 

			‘Toluc, God of Fire, bless me, help me, guide me. Intitepe, King of Fire, husband, lover, bless me, help me, pity me. Alam, Goddess of Childbirth, bless me, help me, protect me.’

			She prayed with her hands wrapped across her swollen belly. And though the words were spoken out, to goddess, god-king and god, the yearning of the prayer was all inwards, to that life within who kicked her even now. She knew that many of her prayers were useless, could not alter the child she carried. That had been decided long ago. Yet she could not stop. Stop and she’d think – and glance again into that shadowed corner. 

			It had been a while since her last contractions. They’d been going to move her into the birth pool but then the pain subsided, the hammering slowed and eased. Her back hurt so much, and the cushions they’d placed behind her on the couch were more comfortable than any submerged tile could be. Yet it was more than that – for from the couch Atisha could look out of the stone window arch at the next hill, at the palace upon it. If she stretched up she could even see the window where her chamber had been. Hers and his. Remember her life there.

			Remember him. 

			

			‘Hurry, Atisha, hurry! Can’t you hear his horns? He comes. Why are you always so slow?’

			Atisha looked onto the surface of the water in the bowl, away from her own eyes which she’d been painting, into the eyes of her friend. Even in the blurring of the liquid mirror, she could see that Asaya had overdone hers again. The purple stain circles behind them had the reverse effect than the one intended, making the actual eye look small rather than large. But there was no telling her. ‘This is how you catch a king,’ Asaya had said, compounding her errors with too much scarlet on her lips, the paint made from a certain crushed beetle, and too bright a dusting of gold on cheekbones – which, in truth, were too deeply buried in flesh to save anyway. But Asaya was her best friend and a sweet girl, full of easy laughter when she wasn’t preparing for her destiny, and Atisha would say nothing that would hurt her in any way.

			‘You are a treat fit for a god, my dove. Go swiftly, so you can find a place at the very front. I will follow.’

			Asaya took a step, hesitated. ‘I’ll be by the puma statue, at its left paw. It’s where he looks longest, old Gama says. Always.’ She bit her lip. ‘But the crowds! You’ll never push your way through to it unless you come soon.’

			‘Then I will. Go! Go!’

			Asaya went. When her friend’s steps had faded, Atisha looked back on the water’s surface, stuck out her tongue, picked up a wet cloth and used it to wipe all paint and stain away. Her mother, gone to watch the procession, would be especially annoyed.

			Rising, she shed the little she was wearing. Old Gama had also said that it would be an especially fertile year – a year, in fact, of lust, advising that all should dress to emphasise their womanly youth. She had – so now she unwound the chest cloth that had bound and lifted her breasts, followed by the loin cloth that had emphasised the swell of her hips and concealed little else, and dropped both of them to the floor. 

			The music of the procession was drawing ever nearer. Swiftly dressing in her simple short skirt, her long-sleeved llama-wool shirt, and her scuffed knee boots, she thrust her obsidian dagger through her belt, and went out through the back door. 

			A growl greeted her, followed by a whine of pleasure. ‘Come, Fant,’ she said, bending down and releasing the hound’s leash. He gambolled about her legs, giving little barks. All dogs were meant to be tethered for the duration of the festival, the penalties for not restraining them costly. She was not going to the arena, though, but the opposite way, up into the hills. And since there had been sightings of pumas, prowling close, daring and desperate after a tough winter and lean spring, she would need her dog. ‘Fant,’ she said, grabbing him by the muzzle and staring into his velvet brown eyes, ‘shall we go and see a god? Shall we, puppy?’

			The hills rose steeply from the back of her family’s plot of maize, gourds and potato. Deer paths crisscrossed the slopes, but Fant seemed to sense which one she had chosen today and Atisha climbed fast after him; breathing hard, she soon crested a small ridge, turning left along it. This trail ran parallel to her town’s main – only – road. She could not see it through its screen of thick brush but she could clearly hear the Fire King’s procession upon it: the deep bass notes of the hollowed logs, the wooden trumpets, the strum of thick strings on sea-turtle shells, the beat of sticks on huge hide drums, the drone of organs, their bladders expelling air. Under it all, the bird-like twitter of a thousand voices. She knew she could never distinguish a single one but fancied she could – Asaya’s. ‘Which one do you think he is? That one with all the muscles? Or him with all the gold? Here, Lord! Look here! Choose me!’

			Atisha remembered some of what her friend would be seeing. The musicians, the men of the court, each of them masked and dressed as the ball players they also were, as if for the ultimate game. But she’d been five when the Festival of Choosing had last come to town twelve years before and her memories had blurred. She was looking forward to refreshing them.

			Just as the procession began to enter the temple, she took another left path and swiftly reached her chosen spot – a rocky clearing, that directly faced the middle of the wide, many-columned white platform. The back row of stone benches was perhaps the height of twenty tall men beneath her, curving for about the same length, each row in front of it diminishing till the very last, which could seat only the elite of the village, the ten men of the council and their wives. The open space between them and the raised platform was crammed with all the maidens of the town, with still more shoving in. All but her.

			The music had built to a huge, tuneless cacophony – which ended suddenly. The silence took her breath.

			The craftsmen who had built the temple years before had known their business, had chosen the site partly because the hill on which she sat curved in such a way as to make any sounds performed, any ceremony enacted, wonderfully audible to all. She’d sat up there before and heard, with utter clarity, priests whispering the rites among the stone columns way at the back. Now, even though the dread of silent ceremony held all the people below, townsfolk and paraders, she still heard whispers, mainly from the maidens – ‘Is it him? Is it him?’ – as, singly, a group of masked men, one of whom had to be Intitepe himself, strode to centre stage. Each of them wore the ceremonial headdress, each face an animal mask – jaguar and puma, snake and eagle, others of fish, fowl, flesh, and all surmounted by a crest of the iridescent green and blue feathers taken from the osako bird; though under this magnificence they were dressed for the game, in simple brown tunics that reached to mid thigh and left the arms and shoulders, those muscular arms and shoulders, open to view and admiration.

			All the men were tall, slim, strong – heyame, the game that was also worship, required the build. Well, she admitted to herself with a grin, peering from one beautiful bicep and muscled shoulder to the next, I suppose I wouldn’t have minded being at the foot of the stone puma now for a closer look.

			The stage, the seats, the open area, all were filled. A settling came, a moment of held silence, not even a whisper now. Then at a signal from one masked man in the very middle of the athletes’ line – is that him? Atisha wondered, with the rest – noise burst forth from everywhere, music again from every instrument, ululation from every voice, from all upon the stage or before it, a great wave of sound that actually had her rocking backwards. Fant gave a little whimper, and took off into the bushes. He would scavenge around, not go far. He hated loud noise.

			The athletes were tumblers too, the game demanded it. Removing their ornate masks – they wore simple, tight-fitting leather ones beneath, concealing their identity still – to strikes of drum and trumpet blast they rolled, leapt, tumbled, flew. Many used the waytana, the sacrifice stone in the very centre of the stage, as a vaulting place, springing from it to flip through the air, even through the dancing flames of the brazier that stood beside the stone.

			Atisha gasped. She’d been too young to be taken to the temple twelve years before. Now she watched men soar like birds, defying the pull of the earth. She clapped her hands at each feat, stunned, delighted.

			‘Have you guessed which one he is?’

			The voice came from perhaps two arm-lengths away, loud because it had to be to top all that funnelled noise. She cried out, fell back, heels driving her away … from the man she now saw, squatting as easily as she had been, hanging from his knees, hands folded before him. 

			‘I am sorry to startle you. I did not know any way to make my presence known, other than speak.’ He smiled. ‘Are you all right?’

			He gestured to her legs, which she’d dragged across the rock to get away. She stood, looked down, rubbed off traces of stone. There was one little scrape in three lines, colouring red. ‘I’ll live,’ she grumbled.

			‘I am glad to hear it.’ His voice still had a smile in it though his face was serious. She studied that. It was ordinary, like his dress – a simple if well-made llama-wool tunic that reached to his knees and covered his shoulders halfway down his upper arm. It had a band of deep crimson around each edge, the colour denoting him as a scribe of some sort, a man of learning. A city man, for certain, with features that were leaner than those of the men of her lowland town, a smaller nose and his skin a lighter shade of brown. His hair was cut short in the city style, with a little grey at the temples and dusted through the black. His eyes were grey too, a thing unseen in the town, the province. Her father, his friends … everyone had brown eyes, including her.

			She squatted again, keeping the new distance between them. ‘You are of the court,’ she said.

			‘I am.’

			‘Then why are you not below?’

			‘I have taken part in so many ceremonies. To be truthful, I find them dull. I prefer to watch only a little – and look for plants. See?’ He opened his folded hands. In them were five small prickly balls, the size of sparrow’s eggs. ‘Do you know these?’

			She did. They were a muddy brown but as they grew and put out stems they would change into a range of vivid greens and blues. At this early stage, they were known by a rude name to do with a youth’s changing anatomy. She looked up, saw a smile in his eyes, as if he knew her thoughts. Frowned at the idea. ‘I do,’ she answered. ‘Paytaza.’ 

			‘When the plant is older, its sap holds healing properties. At least that is what I think. I am experimenting.’

			‘Are you a healer?’

			‘Sometimes. It is more a pastime.’ He opened a small leather satchel at his waist, dropped the plants in. ‘Though I think—’

			A deep-throated growl cut off his words – and the next moment Fant was there, teeth bared, hackles raised, eyes wide and filled with menace. The man’s own eyes widened – though, she noticed, did not fill with fear and he did not rise from his crouch. ‘My,’ he said, ‘but aren’t you the fierce one?’

			He stretched out a hand towards the drooling jaws and Atisha wanted to cry a warning. Not for him so much – but it wouldn’t do her or her family much good when Fant took a finger, as he had done to someone who’d threatened her before. That had been a fellow farmer though, not a man of the court. The least this would mean was the dog’s death. But she found she couldn’t make a sound, held, as Fant was held, by the gesture the man now made – a swivel at the wrist and a slow unfurling of fingers, one at a time. ‘There,’ he said, reaching further, fingers fully splayed now as Fant gave a small whimper, stuck out his tongue – and licked.

			She found words. ‘I … I have never seen that. Fant is not usually so friendly.’

			‘Fant? A good name.’ He shrugged. ‘I have had many dogs over the years.’ The man turned his hand, palm up, and the dog stopped licking to lay his muzzle upon it.

			‘Fant!’ she called sharply, suddenly annoyed. The dog jumped, then slunk over, dropped at her feet, and lay there twitching.

			The man pulled back his hand. ‘So we know why I am here,’ he said, ‘but why are you? You should be below, should you not?’

			‘It’s a better view from here.’

			‘Not for Intitepe. The fire king has good eyes but not even he could judge you up here.’

			Her annoyance, at this man’s calm, at Fant’s meek surrender to him, was with her still. ‘Perhaps I do not wish to be judged,’ she replied. ‘I am, after all, not a llama.’

			She turned back to the temple below, to the men leaping ever more frenziedly to a rising tempo in the music. His voice came. ‘No,’ he replied softly, ‘that you are not.’

			She didn’t look, but felt his eyes on her, over her. She sat, drew her legs up to her chin and her skirt as far over them as it would reach, wrapped her arms around them, focused on the crowd, swaying in time, clapping, chanting, part of the ceremony too, filling with a tension, yearning for a release. 

			He spoke again. ‘I must return. I have a small part to play in what follows and the king does not like delays. He can be most ill-tempered about it.’ Atisha didn’t turn, but saw him rise out of the corner of her eye. ‘Will you come with me? There is still time to put yourself in the fire king’s vision.’

			She still did not look, just said, ‘I am not dressed correctly. I am not wearing enough paint.’

			A soft chuckle came. ‘As long as I have known him, I don’t think I’ve ever known Intitepe’s choice to be swayed … by paint.’ A pause, then, ‘Maid?’

			It was a command to look, and though she wanted not to, she found she couldn’t resist, just as Fant had been unable not to lay his head on this man’s hand. And when she’d turned he asked, ‘What is your name?’

			She didn’t want to tell him. But again she found she couldn’t stop herself. ‘Atisha,’ she said. 

			‘Atisha.’ He bowed his head. ‘It has been an honour.’

			He was gone, slipping through a bush. Fant rose, shook himself from nose to tail tip, went to the bush he’d vanished through, lifted his leg and pissed. ‘Oh,’ Atisha said, ‘aren’t you brave now?’

			She looked again to the temple below; but her eyes were unfocused, and for a long while she saw only a blur of leaping shapes; even the music, still rising in pace and pitch, appeared foggy to her now. He took my name, she thought. He didn’t give me his in return.

			The music played ever more frenziedly, the tumblers kept tumbling. Then, suddenly, loud cymbals crashed, the music ceased, bringing focus to her ears and eyes. The athletes moved to the back, and three priests came forward. Two of them held a mountain sheep, a full-grown ram, dragging it to the waytana and up a ramp to the stone’s red-stained summit. There the beast stood, its thick horns curling like a crown, king of its world and fearless despite the crowds. It had been kept for the years since its capture in idleness, groomed and hand fed, only for this moment. 

			The third priest wore long purple robes and an ocelot mask. In his left hand he held a staff of blackwood, his own height tall, surmounted by a face that matched his mask. In his right hand he held an obsidian dagger. Handing his staff to a servant who crouched nearby, he raised the dagger high. 

			The crowd was utterly silent. The earth seemed stilled, with only the faintest of breezes sighing though the stone columns. The high priest nodded and the two others threw the ram onto its back. Only now did it struggle. But the men were strong and skilled, splaying the beast’s limbs, avoiding its sweeping horns. Stepping close, the high priest plunged the dagger down. 

			Blood spurted in a great arc, reddening the faces of the other priests, reaching the front ranks of the maidens pressed below, who groaned but did not cry out. For a few moments the only sounds were the squeals of the dying beast and the breeze which had strengthened and was now moving in the flags.

			The priest delved, sliced … then ripped the heart out. He turned back to the crowd, raising the organ high into the air as the animal behind him shuddered into stillness. When its last twitch came, the priest lifted the heart yet higher then hurled it into the brazier. Coals spattered, flames shot to the sky. Yet the smoke that came was not grey but yellow and red. The crowd cried out at that, and the priest, taking back his blackwood staff, raised it high and shouted, ‘Colours of fire, colours of the sun, colours of the burning mountain. The gods have spoken.’ Then rapping his staff three times onto the stone of the platform, he began to intone the prayer all knew.

			‘Toluc, Fire Mountain,

			Mother, father, brother God,

			Seed giver, life giver, heat giver, 

			Hear our prayers.’

			Atisha murmured the response with the crowd. ‘Hear all our prayers.’ Beside her Fant gave a little growl, as if responding too. 

			The priest stepped back. One of the twelve now walked forward, and the people gasped as one at the approach of their king who was also their god. Strange, she thought, leaning forward. I didn’t notice anyone in a condor mask before.

			Other than that, he was no different from the other ball players, in his simple tunic. And yet he was completely different. For he was Intitepe, the Immortal, twin god with Toluc the volcano, and Atisha found herself standing with no memory of the action of it, wondering how she hadn’t distinguished him straight away from the others, so distinct was his power. She could see waves of colour surrounding him now, as if he had tethered a rainbow. When he raised his arms, purple, green, red, blue and violet wings rose with them, as if the condor would take flight. Suddenly, keenly, Atisha regretted her choice, the need to be apart, beyond another’s choosing. Beyond his. For the eyes of the condor, most far-seeing of all birds – else why did it rise in the sky so high? – were lowered now to the young women surging forward, with their arms thrust out in appeal. She could be among them but she wasn’t. She was, as she so often was, above, separate, removed.

			Still, his words reached her clear and clean. ‘It is the time of choice,’ Intitepe said, his deep voice flowing. ‘A hard, hard choice, when the beauty and intelligence of the maids of this province are so multiplied before me.’

			It was a formula, she was sure, repeated in all twelve provinces, every twelve years, when this moment came. And yet he said it as if for the first time.

			He gave a sigh. ‘Alas, I may choose only one. And I have. I choose—’

			The maidens pressed forward. Atisha leaned, as close to the cliff edge as she could without toppling over it. 

			‘I choose—’

			His voice sang out. Two of the other athletes came forward, reaching up to each side of the condor headdress, laying their hands on it. Intitepe clasped his own hands before him, as if in a prayer to his brother in the sky, the sun. Then he opened them, and raised them over the crowd. All waited for them to lower in that breathless moment of choice. Instead, they kept rising, up, up, up above all the heads, colour flowing in continuous waves from each arm, focusing like a beam of irresistible power sent up the mountain.

			‘I choose … You!’

			The coloured waves hit her and she reeled, staggered back, somehow did not fall. Looked again to see the two men beside Intitepe remove the condor headdress in one sharp lift. She could see, clearly again now, the faces in the crowd all turned to gaze up at her in wonder, rage, shock. That shock a match for hers as she looked into eyes that she knew, even if she could not see them from there, were a special kind of grey. For they belonged to the man who’d sat beside her. The man who was also a god and who spoke again now.

			‘I choose you … Atisha.’

			

			The cramps hit her, in a gut-twisting, savage, sudden wave, and she cried out. A woman was there, instantly. Atisha did not know her, nor any other in the temple of birth. She knew why that must be. If the decision of the gods went against her, there would be no friend to pity her or, worse, attempt to give her aid.

			It did not mean they were unkind. ‘How goes it, little doe?’ asked the one with lines made by smiling and age around her eyes, crouching beside the couch. 

			‘I don’t know. Aaah!’ Atisha bent at the sudden force of the pain. ‘I think it may be close.’

			‘Time to bring you to the pool, then.’

			The pain doubled as they helped her stand, another older woman coming to support her on the other side. But when the wave eased a little, enough, Atisha pushed her gently away, bent and snatched up the one thing she’d brought from the palace to the temple – a puma, the length of her forearm, made from llama skin and its wool, and stuffed with river reeds.

			The older woman smiled. ‘I can bring your poppet, child,’ she said.

			‘Thank you. I have it.’

			Tucking it under her arm, she let the women help her towards the pool. The pain was intense, but there was one tiny, tiny hope in it: the hardness under her arm, pressed into her side – for within the puma was a dagger with a razored edge. 

			They removed her shift, lowered her into the pool. The water was beautifully warm and eased, for a brief moment, the terrible pains in her back. A moment to pray again. 

			Please, Alam, goddess, please, she said, but only in her head, the thought directed inwards. 

			Yet even as she prayed for her child, Atisha also prayed for something different – strength and courage. She knew that, over the years – the centuries! – and in this same place, others would have prayed the same; others might also have hidden, beside the birthing pool, an obsidian dagger. There were no tales of any succeeding in using it. 

			Perhaps that means it is my time, she thought, and prayed again. 

			The cramps returned, harder, much harder. She let out a cry – and heard its echo, slipping her again into memory. For the last time she had made love to Intitepe had been in this same pool. Most of the time the building was used for pleasure, not royal birth. Aztapi, the blue moon, had risen and fallen six times since that night …

			

			She’d been atop him as she liked to be, as he liked her to be, the pressure that had been building within her for the hours that they had made love, that had been released in smaller waves before, let go now in one huge surge, like the mountain of water that would sometimes crash upon the coast after an earthquake. Her cry was loud, unrestrained; his shorter, quieter – for the pool opened to the sky and the valley below and he had told her once that he did not think his people wanted to hear their god making love and taking the same pleasure in it as ordinary people.

			She loved hearing him, feeling him, seeing the release in his slate eyes. Since coming to the city, after the great ceremony of joining, they had made love often. Though not, at the beginning, often enough; for he had eleven other maidens to accommodate. Yet as the blue moon waxed and waned, she’d been sent for more and more frequently, until it became clear to all that she was ‘the One’. He still occasionally took another, had to, to keep the peace in the marana, the house of Chosen Women. On those nights Atisha slept alone and, sometimes, usually, wept. Always, though, he sent for her the next day, and she forgot her tears in their joys, and their joined bodies.

			Sometimes, too, he went away. His empire was vast, and in far corners of it farmers got angry or minor lords ambitious. A while before he’d been going to deal with one in Palaga, the northernmost province, and he did not know for how long. She’d wept at the news; couldn’t bear the thought of not touching, of not being touched, before he left. So she came to him when she should not have – for all in the house of women knew their most fertile times and were careful. Now, after three full passages of aztapi he’d returned and sent for her straight away. To her great joy. To her greatest fear. 

			Because tonight was different. While making love with him, she’d been as lost as she ever was, could almost forget. Now, slipping down beside him into the pool, she could only remember.

			‘My heart,’ Intitepe said, opening his arms. She went straight to her place, her cheek against his shoulder, his left arm enfolding her. Pressed against him so she could feel his heart, its rapid beat, slowing, slowing. ‘Do you see it?’ he said, and she looked up at him, as he nodded again towards the sky. She followed his gaze, tried to pick the one light out of the myriad there this night. Frowned. He laughed, and reached a finger to stroke away the lines on her forehead. ‘Remember, my love. Find the Spider, its left eye, the leg below that. Do you see?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Follow the leg down, past the cluster of seven monkeys?’

			‘I see them.’

			‘There. The brightest one. The one I named for you. At-i-sha.’ He drew out her name, relishing it. ‘You are immortal too now, for you will for ever be remembered in the skies.’

			When he’d first told her, first helped her trace the stars and find the one he’d chosen for her, she’d been overjoyed. Now, with what she had to tell him tonight, joy had gone. Yet she couldn’t speak of it. Not yet. So instead she said, ‘I hope my star is far enough away from all the others you have named. I wouldn’t want you getting confused when you look at it in a hundred years and think of someone else.’

			Sometimes, when she dared to raise his past, he would get … not angry, he was rarely that, but distant, distant as those stars. Now, though, that laugh came again. ‘Ah, my puma,’ he replied. ‘I knew from our first conversation upon that hilltop that you would never simply accept and let things pass.’

			‘As other star-named women have done?’

			She said it sharply, and he moved away from her a little so he could look at her. His eyes held no laughter now. ‘I have told you that I name very few. Only the One, and not even many of them.’ He looked skywards again. ‘But you also have always known the sweet sadness of this.’ He sighed. ‘I am the fire king, immortal. Perhaps I age but if I do, so, so slowly, whereas you—’ He broke off and looked down at her again. ‘I cannot love you for ever. But I can love you completely now, Atisha. And see you for ever in the stars.’

			‘I know. I know!’ she said fiercely, pulling him close again, feeling for his heart. She knew he loved her, as he had few others. So maybe, maybe it was time for her news? But still she couldn’t speak directly to it, not yet. She had to ask something first. Had to.

			‘But you don’t only see love in the stars, do you? You see death there too.’

			He stiffened, looked up. She thought he might try to push her away, so she dug in deeper. ‘You wish to speak of this now?’ His tone was cold. ‘After we—’

			He did not like to talk of it. Tonight, she needed to make him. ‘Yes. I need to understand. That’s all I have ever needed to do, with everything. It is who I am. It is why I believe you chose me, over all the prettier girls.’ She reached up, took his jaw, turned him to her. ‘Tell me.’

			The jaw in her hand clenched – but he did not turn away. ‘I have named a star for each of my dead sons.’

			She had to make him say it. Tonight, she had to. ‘The sons you killed.’

			He flinched but still did not look away. ‘The sons I killed.’

			She was the one who had to look away. From the pain in the grey eyes she loved. ‘Why?’ she murmured. ‘I do not understand.’

			‘Of course you do. Because of the prophecy.’ He did move away then, rose to look down on her, water running from his long, slim, muscled body. ‘You know this.’ Yet even though he knew she did, he repeated it anyway, as if repeating it made it even more true. His tone had none of his honeyed warmth now, was as frigid as the snows on the southern mountains. ‘Saroc, Priest-king and my immortal enemy, before I threw him into the mouth of Toluc, my brother god, to dissolve his flesh for ever, prophesied that a son of mine would do the same to me – just as I did to my own father.’ He took a deep breath. ‘So I hunted down and killed every one of my seven sons. Threw them into Toluc’s destroying flames – and named a star for each one. I took their lives – and gave them immortality. For now they too live for ever in the night sky.’

			She wanted him to stop. Could not let him. ‘And if a woman bears you a son, you give that baby to the flames too …’

			‘I do not. The priest does. I—’ He broke off, looked hard at her, his jaw clenching. ‘By Atoc’s five wounds why do you talk of this now? Why?’

			He was never angry with her – rarely with anyone, that she’d witnessed. What did a god who had everything need with anger? But she saw fury now, quailed before it, the flames in his eye, in his voice, his whole body rigid. She wanted nothing more than to sink back, touch him, calm him, begin to slowly make love to him again, lose herself in that, in him, under the stars. But death was in them now as well as love and she had to know. ‘So this is the last of it, that I don’t understand,’ she whispered. ‘Answer me this and I will let it be.’ She fixed him with her gaze. ‘If you believe in the prophecy enough to kill every son, how can you not believe that it will come true, despite all your killing?’

			He was the fire god. Immortal, with the wisdom of five centuries of life lived, and the certainty of countless more to come. She knew he must already have considered this, every time he was forced to, as she had forced him to this night. And looking up into his eyes now, she saw that he had, for there was fear in them, a moment of weakness in one who never showed any. And his vulnerability in that moment overwhelmed her, for though he was a god he was also a man, just a man. 

			She rose up, engulfed him in her arms, held his frozen body tight to her, tried to melt him. Before she knew him she had accepted, as all in the empire accepted, those occasional sacrifices, the climax of great ceremonies. Indeed, she had believed, as all believed, that his brother gods in the sky had only sent him a son to be sacrificed. A price, a terrible but holy price to be paid for a realm without war, without slavery, with abundance for all. The babies made the lava of Toluc rich with their bones, their flesh, their blood; and the lava enriched the land.

			She had believed in it – until it was her womb that was filled. Until it was her who might bear a son, only to see that son cast into fire. From the moment she felt life stir inside her, she believed it no more.

			He began to shake. And – a miracle! – he was crying. Yet from his sadness she took a joy. For these tears could only mean one thing: that he loved her enough to do what must be done. To change the way it had always been. She would be a star for ever but their son never would be.

			She pulled away from him then, looked deep into the flowing eyes, with love, that love reflected back. She knew, she was certain now, had seen the man-god’s sadness. Was certain too that she had discovered the way to banish it in him for ever. His At-ish-a. So when she said, ‘I am with child,’ she said it in joy not fear.

			He started. His arms rose and fell. He stared at her for a long moment, his face, his eyes unchanging. She could feel both their hearts now, beating faster. When at last he spoke, there was neither honey nor ice in his voice. ‘You are certain?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘How?’

			She smiled. ‘You know how, my love.’

			‘You mistook your times?’

			‘I did. It was the night before you went to campaign in the north. You sent for me. I … I had to come.’

			‘And will you … ?’ He paused, swallowed. ‘Will you have it?’

			She’d considered it. There were ways. But she felt the joy still. ‘Oh yes,’ she cried. ‘Yes I will!’

			He stared at her for a moment longer. Then he nodded, looked above her, then back down. His eyes were filled with infinite kindness when he reached his hand to touch her cheek. She laid her face in it and closed her eyes, waiting for the words that would change the world. 
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