

[image: cover]




To Greg Mele, swordmaster, fantasy writer and historian of Mesoamerica, without whom these books would never have been written
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Some Notes on Measurement


Characters in Against All Gods express distance in paransangs and stadia (singular stadion).


The parasang is approximately five kilometres, or the distance a fit man can walk in an hour of hard walking. It’s not an exact measurement. This is, after all, the Bronze Age.


The stadion is approximately six hundred feet (roughly two hundred metres, give or take). The foot is the measure of a man’s foot – not standardised. There are thirty stadia in a parasang in Noa and Dardania; fewer in the Hundred Cities, more in Narmer. But don’t be fooled; there are no standardised systems of measure. Every city measures everything from weights to distance, from grain to volume, in a different way. I have chosen to use the archaic Greek/Persian stadion and parasang (and the ‘foot’) to keep it relatively simple.


There is no money. This is a barter economy, and the relative value of gold, silver, grain or any other commodity varies from place to place and from transaction to transaction. Precious stones, like emeralds, rubies and lapis, are all useful for trade, but again, have no standard value.


There are no maps or charts, although Narmer and Ma’rib have ‘world pictures’ that begin to approach maps. People tend to express travel as a set of waypoints: ‘I went to A, then B, then C.’ Written down, these itineraries are the way pilgrims and merchants learn their routes.


Most people cannot read; the ability to read is almost a magic power. Scribes hold that power, and a good scribe can read most of the languages, ‘modern’ and ‘ancient’ of the world. There is no paper. Everything must be written on either papyrus (mostly in Narmer) or inscribed on clay tablets. Book-keeping and accounting, like reading, are near-magical powers.


Finally, the most durable metal is bronze. Iron is almost unknown, and its ownership is illegal and taboo. It is worth noting that a good work-hardened bronze blade is the equal or superior of much ironwork; only steel would exceed bronze, and bronze can be worked much more easily. This is an age of bronze, extended and enforced by the gods.
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Glossary of Names and Titles


Protagonists


Atosa – Chief jeweller of the Palace of Hekka.


Daos – An orphaned child with mysterious powers.


Era – An epic singer and dancer, swordswoman, abandoned daughter of a godborn father and a Narmerian dancer.


Gamash of Weshwesh – Godborn aristocrat, master magos, and past tool of the gods.


Hefa-Asus – A Dendrownan smith from the far north, in Poche. A great maker.


Nicté – A tough woman of Northern Dendrowna, apprentice of Hefa-Asus.


Pollon – Scribe, musician, archer, and man of reason. A little patronizing at times.


Zos – Godborn sell-sword, cynical and past his best.


Hakrans aboard the Untroubled Swan


Aanat – Master sailor, ‘captain’ of the Untroubled Swan, senior husband.


Bravah – Youngest husband of the family, a little jealous, a little too fond of anger.


Jawala – Strongest and wisest of the Hakran crew/family, senior of Aanat’s three wives (and with two fellow-husbands).


Miti – Youngest in the family, independent, and stubborn, wife of the Untroubled Swan crew/family.


Mokshi – Middle husband of the family, older, superb cook, steady and reliable.


Pavi – Middle wife of the Hakran family, veteran sailor and merchant.


Other Characters


Agon of Mykoax – God-King of Dardania.


Anenome – Short, blond, and long limbed, reputed the best warrior in the world, a godborn sell-sword.


Atrios the Great – War King of Mykoax, killed by his wife after the failure of the Holy War against the Hakrans.


Axe – Tall, dark, and old, a killer mercenary who has survived many wars. Partner of Anenome.


Bror – A stuffed bear.


Cyra – Goddess Queen of Noa, old and powerful, and very competent.


Dite – A mysterious, exotic and very powerful woman.


Hyatti-Azi – Former Hattussan prince, and a great captain among the Jekers.


Kussu – A market rat boy.


Makeda, Tisa, Theklassa – Three nomad warriors.


Maritaten – The new goddess-queen of Narmer, often referred to as ‘Lady of Narmer’ or ‘Lady of the High House’.


Mekos – God-King of Kyra, a powerful city-state too close to Narmer.


Mura of Samar – Pollon’s lover and landlady, a merchant of nomad birth.


Nannu – A persistent donkey.


Persay of Mykoax – A mad former slave and failed bull-leaper.


Spathios – Scribe for the god-king of Hekka.


Taha – A former slave from Py and veteran scout.


Thanatos – God-King of Hekka, neighbour to Kyra and very rich.


Thayos – Lord of Dardania, Captain of the Wave Serpent, a merchant and a pirate.


The Old Gods


Antaboga – The World Serpent. The Last Dragon.


Arrina – Narmerian Sun Goddess, lover of Enkul-Anu, now banished to the Outer Darkness.


Nanuk – Old pantheon god of the Sea, by his Northern name. In the south, Nammu. Sometimes a big man, sometimes a sea monster. Supposedly killed by Timurti.


Ranos – The Father and Lord of the old pantheon.


Shemeg – Old pantheon sun god.


Taris – Former Queen of Heaven and top god of the old pantheon, killed by Ara in the last ‘War in Heaven’.


Temis – Also the Dark Huntress, Black Goddess – One of the Sisters. Lady of Animals, sometimes a goddess of death and chaos. The only one of the old gods to still hold a place in the new pantheon.


The ‘New’ Gods


Anzu – The winged lion-headed god of rage and insanity, a dangerous killer.


Ara – God of War and Strife. Only marginally sane. Still, a Greater God.


Druku – God of Drunkenness and Orgies, who is tired of being treated like a drunk. A Greater God.


Enkul-Anu – Bull-headed God of the Storm. Master of the pantheon. Just trying to hold it all together.


Grulu – Goddess of Spite and Envy; completely mad or perhaps just senile.


Gul – God of the Underworld, Lord of the Hosts of the Dead. A Greater God.


Illikumi – A snake god, God of Liars, also many merchants. Not very powerful but very clever.


Lady Laila – A sort of demi-goddess. Apparently, just a servant. Apparently.


Kur – The underworld, where Gul and Urkigul rule as Enkul-Anu rules heaven. Seven layers of hells, most of them rumoured to be very cold.


Nerkalush – The son of Gul, a junior god looking to increase his power.


Nisroch – Herald of the Gods, a son of Enkul-Anu with plans of his own.


Resheph – A junior god with a high opinion of himself, son of the God of War.


Sypa – Goddess of Lust; a Great Goddess and consort of Enkul-Anu.


Tyka – Also the Blue Goddess, the Antlered One – The other ‘Sister.’ The goddess of death in childbirth, of fertility, of things reborn and things dying and rotting and being healed and reborn.


Telipinu – The chamberlain of the gods, son of Sypa and Enkul-Anu, a very junior godling.


Timurti – Goddess of the Sea, totally lost to age and madness. A Great God.


Urkigul – Gul’s wife, Lady of the Underworld. A Great Goddess.


Uthu – The ‘new’ sun god. Almost powerless.


Titles


Ra-wa-ke-ta – The champion of the god-king.


Ra-pte-re – The chancellor of the god-king.


Basilios – A great lord.


Wanax – A king who is not also an appointed god-king, a Dardanian term also used for generals and powerful lords.


God-kings – Mortals appointed by the gods to rule important centers, usually given immortal resin (ambrosia) to prolong their lives and powers.


Godborn – The literal descendants of the gods and god-kings, either the current pantheon or their predecessors. Few of them have any real powers, but their claim to superiority remains mostly unchallenged.





Prologue



Auza, Home of the Gods


‘What the fuck just happened?’


Enkul-Anu, lord of the hosts of heaven, He-Who-Holds-The-Thunderbolt, towered over the other gods, his size marking him as the most dangerous, the most powerful and the most beautiful god.


The other gods flinched away – even the older gods who didn’t fully understand … anything.


Enkul-Anu, god of gods, Storm God of Auza, sat on his great black marble throne. His skin was the polished deep red of carnelian; his eyes shone like molten gold in a massive bull’s head, with neither iris nor pupil, and his long black hair fell from his polished golden horns. He was taller than an elephant, and by his side was a great basalt bucket of thunderbolts that growled with suppressed power and showed malevolently in the Aura, powered by the souls of his victims ripped from their bodies.


He ruled the Great Palace of Heaven, the magnificent and many-roomed palace atop Mount Auza, Gate of Heaven, where megarons were layered, hall on top of hall, with working spaces and deep caverns hiding the many treasures and secrets of the gods.


Many, if not most of the countless minor deities thronged the hall as courtiers, sycophants, soldiers and messengers, but he alone was seated. This was not the Hall of the Gods where all lay on their magnificent couches, nor the Hall of Judgement where no mortal ever passed; this was the Hall of Hearing, where petitions came, where the occasional mortal visitor saw an endless vista of heavy black marble columns supporting a massive vault of dark stone inlaid with a thousand scenes in ruby and emerald, ivory and diamond. In lurid, god-lit colours and glowing traceries, Enkul-Anu conquered his enemies, destroyed the former seat of heaven, overthrew Titans and demons and enslaved humanity, his brilliant scarlet skin carefully lit so that the eye could follow his triumph on every surface.


The other gods were represented: Ara, the God of War and Violence, slew Taris, the former Queen of Heaven of the former pantheon, on the steps of her temple on distant Dekhu; and Timurti rose from the depths, a hideous crustacean, to wreck a human fleet; Druku lay in drunken abandon in most scenes – he was after all, the God of Drunkenness and Orgies; Sypa, Goddess of Lust, consort of the Storm God, coupled with him even as they fought monsters.


And across the back wall, they all were represented lying in state – all the great gods in their aspects, and even the two Enemies: Temis, the Dark Huntress and Tyka, the enigmatic Blue Goddess, standing alone as if banished from the table of the gods. All in a magnificent mosaic of precious stones that was forever lit from within by mage-fire.


Enkul-Anu thought it was all lurid and rather tasteless, but it served its purpose. And he seldom really looked at it any more, because he had to watch his fellow gods all the time. A thousand years after their conquest of heaven, some weren’t wearing well.


Several of the older gods stood apart, or leant against the veined marble of the walls under colourful depictions of their own great deeds, but their slack faces and absent expressions gave an impression of inaction at odds with their youthful vigour and perfect immortal forms. They were silent, except for Timurti, the great Goddess of the Deep Sea, who muttered to herself, striking her immortal thigh repeatedly and rhythmically with her fist. Grulu, Goddess of Spite and Envy, stood alone and locked in her own world. Uthu, the new Sun God, was one of Timurti’s brood and not even able to make light yet, although he had her Bright Spear.


Because Arrina was the real Sun Goddess …


Enkul-Anu frowned and turned his gaze away from the ­deities that surrounded him, his senses tuned to the world below his feet. He looked down from Auza, sensing the rage of a distant and important worshipper – sensing that something had slipped. Somewhere over to the east, one of his mortal powers was cursing the gods. A mortal power who should have been dead. Too gods-be-damned much has slipped these days, Enkul-Anu thought. When we took heaven, it was different. What happened?


A thousand years – that’s what happened. Most of them can’t handle it. Senile fools. And the young are worse. Weak. Soft.


‘Summon the Herald of the Gods!’ Enkul-Anu bellowed.


He hadn’t meant to bellow, but almost everything sent him into a rage these days – perhaps because he had to do everything himself.


Fucking idiots.


A dark-skinned godling – one of Sypa’s many brats – tapped a magnificent gold-encrusted spear on the black marble floor and summoned the Herald of the Gods by name.


‘Nisroch!’ he intoned.


Teifani? Telafanos? Teolophi? Enkul-Anu couldn’t remember the young pup’s name. His chamberlain. Handsome. Definitely Sypa’s. He preferred his son by Arrina …


Her name could no longer be spoken aloud. She had betrayed him, and she was gone to the Outer Darkness for eternity.


Arrina …


He shook himself as his son, the herald, Nisroch, appeared on eagle’s wings, his feet touching the floor lightly as he landed – a huge waste of power, as he’d summoned a gate and stepped through it. The flight was some sort of artistic flourish.


Fucking idiots. We gave them too much power. They have no idea what they’re doing with it.


‘What just happened?’ Enkul-Anu roared.


Nisroch didn’t quite shrug. ‘All sorts of things, Great God. The god-king of Narmer is recruiting charioteers against your express order. The god-king of Kyra prepares to make war on Hekka. In Mykoax, the god-king—’


‘Someone did something stupid. At Weshwesh. I can feel the fucking stupid right through the scarlet marrow of my bones. One of you children …’


Nisroch blinked. And looked around. ‘I don’t like to carry tales—’


‘That’s what you do, herald.’ The great god glared down at his messenger. ‘You are my eyes and ears. My spy. You carry tales!’


The Storm God made a gesture, showing that in his hand he held a thunderbolt glowing with its own titanic energy.


No one in heaven was sure if Enkul-Anu’s thunderbolts could actually kill a god, but the balance of guesswork was that they would. And no one was in a hurry to be the one to test them. Even after a thousand years, the threat was enough.


Nisroch flinched away, all his elegance gone.


‘Resheph,’ he said. ‘Resheph … has slain … the daughter of a mortal.’


Enkul-Anu looked at his herald, and then around at the gods on their couch-thrones of ebony and gold.


Ara, God of War, looked blurrily at him.


‘My son,’ he said. He wasn’t always coherent, so it was quite a cogent statement. ‘My son!’


It was true. Resheph was Ara’s son.


‘What mortal?’ Enkul-Anu demanded in a voice like the thunder he controlled.


‘Irene, daughter of Gamash of Weshwesh,’ the herald said cautiously. He didn’t quite cringe away.


Enkul-Anu sighed heavily. He looked at the herald, and the thunderbolt glowed malevolently.


‘Fucking idiot,’ he said quietly. ‘Didn’t I send him to kill Gamash himself?’


Silence.


‘Didn’t I?’ Enkul-Anu bellowed at the great black marble hall of the gods. ‘Didn’t I so order it?’


The gods all froze; all except Sypa, who wore a winning smile, Druku, singing an ancient drinking song to himself on his couch, and Lady Laila, who was herself somewhere between godhood and serving status – Sypa’s confidante and everyone’s favourite …


‘You did,’ Nisroch admitted.


And then the greatest god, god of gods, tilted his head to one side.


‘Well.’ He sat back on his great throne.


And then he allowed himself a slight smile.


‘Why didn’t you say?’ he spat. ‘A has-been. His worshipping days are past and he’s not been good sport for twenty years.’ His laugh was as infectious as his frown was terrifying. ‘So … why did Resheph kill her? I ordered him to kill the old fool. Not the daughter.’


The herald shrugged, taking a subtle cue from his father.


‘Why do gods kill mortals?’ he asked rhetorically.


Enkul-Anu began to laugh. And when it was clear that he was amused, all the other gods laughed with him.


But then he turned, all business, to Nisroch.


‘Tell the king of Narmer to stop recruiting charioteers or I’ll fall on him with fire,’ he said. ‘And tell the king of Kyra to stick to something he understands, like incest. Make my views clear. And tell the king of Hekka …’ Enkul-Anu, great Storm God of Auza, smiled over a recent memory, and then glanced at his consort and turned away. ‘Never mind. Tell him he is in my thoughts.’


The herald bowed deeply. ‘And Resheph?’


Enkul-Anu shrugged majestically. ‘What’s a mortal life? Gods will be gods.’


Nisroch nodded. ‘Yes, Great God.’ He paused. ‘And Gamash of Weshwesh?’


Enkul-Anu found himself increasingly interested in his consort’s smile. In fact, she licked her lips, and when Sypa licked her lips, the results were staggering.


He waved a scarlet godly hand in dismissal.


‘He’s old – he’ll soon be dead, and he’s had his warning.’


‘But …’


Nisroch couldn’t follow his father’s decision-making. And he liked sending demons and godlings to kill mortals. It felt … important.


Enkul-Anu went over to Sypa, scooped her in his arms, and walked from the hall.


Nisroch sighed, and glanced at his half-brother, Telipinu, the chamberlain, ra-pte-re of the gods.


‘Any idea what this is all about?’ he asked.


Telipinu was a surprisingly friendly young godling, and they were half-brothers. He shrugged.


‘Never even heard of this mortal, Gamash,’ he said. ‘But my mother is all in a rage about Hekka. There’s a priestess there … Let’s just say the great Storm God’s been indiscreet.’


Nisroch shook his head. ‘Of course, that’s what it’s about.’


He went back to his secrets and his spies. He liked to know things. But some things he didn’t want to know.





Book One



The Rebels





Chapter One



Gamash


Rage. An old man’s rage.


The Temple of the Sisters in Weshwesh had more than a hundred steps – one hundred and forty-four, in fact, as the old seer had reason to know. But he climbed them without counting; indeed, without seeing them. Rage carried him, and as he leapt up the steps, his age and pain were forgotten in an anger that so enveloped him that, even as his old knees trembled, the weight of his daughter’s corpse was nothing; nor the spreading stain of her blood on his embroidered robes, nor the terrible wound where a sword had ripped across her womb and killed her and her unborn child.


Rage.


The Furies were coming to surround him. Not one, or two, but a murder and then a flock of Furies – an uncountable host of dull red-black wings beating in the air over his head. The souls of those unjustly killed, or so priests said.


Gamash had been a priest; ordinarily, he hated and feared the damned things, sent by Gul from the underworld to torment the living. Now they tasted his rage and his despair and they drank deep when they came close, and they were never glutted.


Those that drank deepest learnt her name, and sang it.


‘Irene!’ they sang. ‘Irene!’


A hundred discordant voices, and all they did was make his rage burn the hotter.


He had reached the top, his steps never faltering as he walked towards the one temple in all of Weshwesh that men feared – the one temple with no lush maiden, no fat priest, no well-fed keeper. Just the brown stains of the sacrifices on the old green marble.


He passed under the magnificent pediment forty feet above him, clear against the lightning-swept evening sky, where Tyka, the Goddess of Fortune and Death, stood over the reclining couches of the other gods and goddesses, the two gold rods of her sign, the occulae, radiating from her forehead and gleaming like a stag’s horns. And by her side, leaning in as if to speak, her sister Temis – the Dark Huntress – in black basalt with gold accents, wearing a man’s tunic and carrying a bow and a sword. It was like most of the other statue groups in the finer temples; the greater gods lay at their ease. There was the voluptuous Sypa, every sculptor’s favourite; and Druku, the god of drunken revelry, sitting on a stool, his beautiful male body the parallel of Sypa’s; the brutal God of War in gold and bronze – Ara, killer of men. In the centre stood Enkul-Anu, god of gods, storm lord of Auza, ruler of the universe, He-Who-Holds-The-Thunderbolt. He was flanked by a dozen others, every statue painted in bright colours and the whole lit brilliantly with auric magelight to show their eternal power, all of them facing the two ‘Sisters’. The ‘Enemies’.


No one was supposed to worship either of the Sisters. But they were occasionally appeased, and widely feared … and, truth be told, there were some worshippers. Secret worshippers. Especially of the Huntress.


Gamash no longer cared for the rules of men or gods. Nor did he look up. He knew the gods far too well already, and none of them were likely to help now.


None except the Enemy.


He entered the pronaos and no priest ran to stop him. There were silver vessels waiting for a sacrifice, but no acolyte to tend them, and no guards.


Tyka and Temis were too dangerous to need guards.


Rage carried him into the dark porch of the temple. The Furies above him lit his way with the glow of hundreds of red eyes and the beat of their glowing wings, which looked like red-hot metal in the imperfect darkness, and he went through the sacred door to the inner sanctum without a hesitation, almost wanting them to see his despair and punish his sacrilege.


There, in the deeper black of the cella, was the altar. Once a year it was choked with blood; but Tyka, the priestless deity, lacked the donations and the slaves that might have left her altar gleaming and clean in the Furies’ light. Every godborn aristocrat claimed descent from the dozens of gods, greater and lesser, who benighted the world, and they ran to serve their putative ancestors. But not one of them claimed to be the offspring of Tyka or the Virgin Huntress Temis.


Instead, the room stank – the cloying, sweet stench of rotting meat and old blood.


The man put his daughter down on that rank surface with a gentleness that belied his dark fire, and he had a moment of clarity to say her name aloud.


‘Irene.’


The one good thing. The one …


His voice echoed in the cavernous sanctum and mixed with the tiny Furies’ chant. They glowed red with his hate.


He raised his arms.


‘Temis!’ he said to the silence.


‘Temis!’ he cried.


He drew a bronze dagger from his robes, wiped it in his daughter’s clotting blood, and then slashed it across his own hand so that a long, slow drop ran down his wrist and fell on the altar.


‘Long ago I did your bidding, Huntress. Now all I ask is vengeance.’ He raised his bleeding hand, and said, ‘Tem—’


And She was there. An icy but gentle hand on his face, the crisp lapis-blue of her flesh and the golden horns above her eyes revealing her identity.


He sank to his knees in awe.


Not Temis. But Tyka. Not a remote voice.


A presence. An immanence.


Terror.


Tyka – whose name was too fearsome to speak, and so most priests called her the Enemy. But it was the forbidden name which came unbidden into his head.


The Blue Deity reached out with her lapis hand, and talons of shining, pure gold, and the same hand which had touched him now stroked Irene’s cheek, and came to a rest on her neck.


Where one gold talon pierced his dead daughter’s throat.


And Irene stirred, and sat up.


‘———Mine———’, Tyka said through Irene’s dead mouth. Her voice was hard, like the buzz of an ill-tempered hornet.


The Furies fled. Their red light vanished, and the deity’s blue light was the only light.


Even the old man, with nothing whatsoever left but death, quailed before the dark deity and her obvious anger.


‘Yours?’ he asked. The words escaped him before he could think, and he waited for her lash.


But his purpose remained. He raised his hands, no longer caring which immortal answered him.


‘I beg a boon!’


He fell to his knees and reached out a hand.


‘———Blessing-Curse———’ replied the corpse’s mouth, almost as quickly as he could speak, and Tyka reached out with her free claws. He shuddered and closed his eyes, and felt the deity’s touch as if a statue had come to life.


He could not withdraw his hand. And she was silent for so long that the cold became pain, and the pain became agony – agony that reached him even through his rage. The cold was incredible – seeping up the length of his arm and working towards his heart.


He waited for death.


But instead Tyka spoke – now with calm clarity, the sound of a perfectly tuned lyre playing.


He opened his eyes and saw her nails were no longer gold. They were black, like terrible rose thorns, and as he watched one punctured his skin. He felt it as pressure – the cold had stolen any feeling of pain – but he saw the black talon sink deep into his palm and then …


He heard her voice in his head.


I hear you! Your rage calls to mine, man, and I hear it and use it. Do not mistake me for one of THEM. I am other. I am neither human nor god but I will lead you to a vengeance.


He tried to meet her eyes but they were too intense, shining like molten gold. He couldn’t keep her black-blue face in his field of vision; it was physically painful, and he was so afraid that he could not form words. Thanks? Awe? Terror?


Listen to me, mortal man. My hand will touch the wheel, even as I touch you now, and the wheel will falter.


He fell on his face.


Her cold hand touched his head.


I mark you for my own. Now attend! When the stars fall, you will know my metal. Do with it as you must, and know my will shall be done.


The cold hand was drawing the warmth from his body. And in the place of that warmth came a terrible chaos …


Take this poisoned chalice, man. See how all you believe is a lie.


He couldn’t breathe as he wrestled with the weight of her meaning, a labyrinth of knowledge exploding within him with her words.


There are not four elements, and the world was not born in fire.


All of your magic is but the clumsiest structure for something infinitely finer, while the gods no more control the Aura than a cat controls mice.


I am no deity. I am neither man nor woman, and I am not immortal. Nor are any of your so-called gods.


Resheph killed your daughter in vengeance for your winning the battle of Vetluna years ago, and he did so on Enkul-Anu’s orders. He was ordered to kill you, man. But he is a fool.


There were no discrete words. It was a profusion of alien thoughts, images, conclusions he had never himself reached to problems he had never imagined – all growing in his head like summer vines in every direction – so that he wondered at the movement of planets he had thought were stars while simultaneously watching the formation of—


It was too much; his sanity was swept away in a moment of utter negation.


Everything you believe is a lie.


His world turned to absolute black, and then it in turn was shattered by the sound of a baby crying.


‘Tyka is taking my child,’ Irene said, in her own voice. ‘Oh, Father, I loved you.’


And then the old man was alone, his rage burnt out like a sudden fire of bark, leaving only ash, and he was weeping by a stinking altar.


There was no corpse.


No dead child.


It was as if Irene had never been.


‘Oh, Gods,’ Gamash said with a groan. ‘What have I done?’


He managed to drag himself down from the temple un­discovered, and when he awoke a day later, his slaves creeping about him in terror, his first thought was that his heresy was discovered.


His second thought was rage at the manner of his daughter’s death.


He was supposed to kill you.


But that rage led him to his memories, and that labyrinth within his mind – the untameable eternity of thought that Tyka had put in his head with her hand – and he fell to the floor, and his slaves feared he was having a fit and put him to bed.


The second time was better than the first, and he was a tough old man, a victor in twenty battles, a veteran of pain and humiliation and many defeats. He lay on his bed while slaves hurried to obey him, but his first foray into the vast complexity that now sat in his head and … he was lost again.


The third time he awoke, he had some possession of himself, despite the omnipresent labyrinth, and he ate some figs and drank sweet wine and lay on a couch and stared up at the night sky.


A night sky that made more sense and less – that had new meanings. And had lost old ones.


He lay and watched the stars and tried to process what he had learnt, though it had been more violent than learning, as if a master had beaten some philosophy into a slave with a bronze rod, and he was still bruised – not least because he had prided himself on the depth of his knowledge, the power of his erudition.


I was the great warrior mage.


All gone. All wrong. All foolish and vain.


No wonder the priests call you the Enemy if this is your gift, he thought. But he thought it with wry amusement, not anger.


By the seventh day, he had remade himself. That is: he’d accepted the images of heresy in his mind and begun to try and work through them. Many were, mercifully, already fading; a mere mortal mind could not contain all the knowledge, all the thought, all the interrelations, that he’d been forced to accept.


He felt intellectually violated and satiated at the same time.


He cast a horoscope, saw that the Octopus was in the Gate and the Sisters were wandering, and knew that even the heavens reflected the new chaos in his soul. And the chaos to come.


There was really only one decision to make, and it was simple enough: accept the revelation and turn his back on everything he’d ever been and done, or refuse it.


His rage was still there. And because of it, he saw the revelation for what it could be, assuming it was all true, of which he was not yet convinced.


It was a weapon. A mighty weapon. He didn’t really think he would live to see it used, but he was as excited as he had been when he was young, and first learnt to make light in darkness using only the ritual binding of the sun. That magic was a lie, it turned out. A lie that worked, but a lie nonetheless. Understanding the roots of the lie made him almost ridiculously powerful; ironically, he no longer cared much for worldly power.


The old man chuckled to himself. He saw with the clarity of age and experience – a man who had done both good and great evil and knew the difference.


The truth will set them free.


After a great many of them die.


And will most of them actually be better off?


Every night, he watched the sky carefully. He always had; most things could be read in the stars, if you had the wit to see them and the time to learn what they were saying. It amused him that though everything he had learnt about reading them was based on falsehoods, in this one thing, the Lady Tyka was mirroring the other gods. Gamash had always been patient; patient as he learnt, patient as he taught, patient in destroying his old enemies, and now he was patient in the pursuit of his revenge. Sometimes he thought that he was mad – had he spoken to a god?


To the wrong god? The Enemy?


It was a crime just to say her name. How much worse to speak to her?


Had he really heard his grandchild cry?


Or had he thrown his daughter’s corpse in some hole, or in the sea, and the memory was lost to him, like the face of his wife and blood of his first kill? And now his broken mind spun fantasies or stars and planets and gates in reality …


But every night he went to the roof above his rooms in the tower of the inner citadel where the god-king – his great-nephew – lived in the constant squalor of adolescent bliss. He ignored the orgiastic moans and groans, and eventually the stars told him part of a tale, and then he guessed more, as he was, after all, a seer. And he smiled at the stars; a cold smile that his long-dead enemies might have remembered, except none had survived him.


Among the many changes, his access to the Greater Aura – the golden magic of the upper airs that powered all the most powerful arcanae – was increased tenfold. Or more.


The irony was not lost on Gamash; after a life of striving for power, he was suddenly almost godlike; and that only when he rebelled. The cold smile lingered.


He tucked that smile away deep now, and doddered deliberately to the king: the same king who had not saved his daughter, the same king who would not heed his advice. The god-king, who was young and stupid, in a world that seemed to value those attributes in a king very highly.


The real gods like their satraps to be stupid.


‘Great lord, serene god,’ he said, laying himself full-length at the foot of the ivory throne.


His knees creaked as he fell to them, and the champion lounging by the throne laughed. The warrior wore a great cuirass of hardened bronze and a helmet to match, with two long horns of a black ibex to show his status and a huge ruff of plumes. Bronze greaves encased his shins below a spotless scarlet kilt. He was big and handsome, just the way the god-king liked them.


But the god-king leant forwards.


‘Old man, lying on cold stone like that must be a torment for your bones. Get up! I can hear your joints pop from here.’


Warriors around the throne sneered. They saw themselves as lions, but the old man knew lions well, and these behaved more like hyenas.


He rose slowly, cursing his diminishment, his lack of grace, the laughing warriors secure in their bronze and gold. He was acutely aware of how small the god-king was, compared to the deity he had seen.


‘Great Serene One, I ask a boon.’


‘You are an old servant of this house. How can I refuse you anything?’ the young god-king replied.


He was beautiful to look at, and made more so by the kohl under his eyes and the elaborate gold breastplate he wore. It made him seem to glow; and he exuded an almost palpable glow of power. And he was performing a role, now: the great king is kind to an old retainer.


He glanced at his warriors for their approval.


But then he leant forwards.


‘Be quick, old man. What do you want? I have some entertainment on the way.’


Ah, entertainment.


The old man would have smiled. Because his revenge was very much a betrayal and, up until that moment, he hadn’t been sure that the golden god on his throne and the hyenas around him deserved what he had in mind.


Now he put doubt behind him.


‘My lord,’ he said, standing in the formal declaratory mode. ‘My lord, I have seen a great event foretold in the sky. I wish to be present for its occurrence.’


It was as if Tyka had put those words in his mouth. The truth. The pure truth.


‘Be my guest,’ the god-king said, and the derisory laughter of the hyenas rose in pitch. No one wanted him around, and now he would take himself away.


‘I will need money, a chariot, a horse and a driver. Two pack mules …’


His nephew’s attention had already moved on.


‘See to it,’ he said to one of the priests – a scribe.


The writer cut the relevant sigil carefully into a clay tablet with a stylus.


Behind the old man there was the sound of snarling. The sound of wild dogs raised the hackles on the old man’s neck, but he held his ground.


The warriors all turned to look, however.


The god-king looked, and then glanced down at the writer, who presented his tablet of wet clay on a slab of wood.


The god-king fastidiously affixed the magnificent carnelian seal from his belt, and the writer bowed deeply and backed down the dais to the old man.


‘Wet dirt,’ the god-king said. ‘It is the cheapest clay, and yet by these signs a man can order armies or gold.’


He said this, but none of his attention was on the old man. All of it was on the wicker cages which held his dogs.


The old man didn’t know what the dogs were for, and he didn’t want to know. He took his sheet of damp clay with a display of gratitude.


‘Bring the servant,’ the wanax ordered. ‘You know the one …’


He smiled, a wicked child about to pull the limbs off a human insect.


Gamash backed out of the great hall between the towering stone pillars and into the sun of the palace courtyards as quickly as he could on his untrustworthy legs. And then he picked up his staff where it had rested, untouched, against the marble, and he hobbled past the graves of the old kings to the palace ovens as quickly as he could. He didn’t want to know.


Or rather, he already knew too much.


I am old in evil, and so I will allow another innocent to go down. But now, I do it for a purpose. Because we will have our revenge. I have been promised.


Another old man, a baker’s servant of a low grade, or perhaps a former slave, with one eye and a spectacular facial scar, placed his wet clay delicately on a broad, flat stone and slid it into the oven as if he was baking flatbread.


In fact, Gamash thought that was probably what the man did, for the most part.


‘See that it comes out golden-brown and toasty,’ he said. His first attempt at humour since Irene’s murder.


‘Delicious,’ One-Eye joked. ‘Mind if I have a bite?’ He laughed. ‘Sorry, lord. Just my little way.’


The old man smiled. ‘No one calls me lord any more.’


‘Aye. Well, all the world’s nothing more than living hell, and then you die and your shade blows away on the wind.’ The slave shrugged.


Gamash reflected that the one-eyed man had always thought this, whereas he had once believed otherwise.


‘You may have something there, old friend,’ the old man said. ‘But the gods—’


‘Fuck ’em,’ the one-eyed man said. ‘Beggin’ yer pardon, lord. I’m jus’ an old fool.’


That one eye was bright and clear, though.


‘I have not heard many men curse the gods,’ Gamash said.


‘Don’t take two eyes to see that everything’s shit.’


The baker opened the oven door and extracted the clay tablet, now baked.


‘Don’t touch it, mind,’ he said.


‘You really don’t have to tell me that.’


‘You say that, lord, but palace fuckers get burnt every fucking day. And who do they blame? Me. Ten blows with the cane. Because they are, pardon my language, fuckwits.’ He looked down at the signs. ‘Could be yer death warrant,’ he said. ‘Who knows what it says?’


‘I do,’ the old man said. ‘See? There’s a chariot wheel. There’s a cart, and there are two donkeys.’


‘So there are.’ The baker laughed. ‘Although the great king, son of the gods, might have ordered a horse and two donkeys to drag you to death.’


‘Do you talk like this to everyone?’ the old man asked.


‘Only old people, lord. Those of us with one foot in the grave, we see things differently …’


He had an odd moment, because the one-eyed man’s smile reminded Gamash of …


Reminded him of something …


And when he turned away, he thought he caught the faintest whiff of the sea.


Five days later Gamash was riding along the edge of the sea, with the desert on his left and the black sea on his right, and yet his blood ran cold when he finally remembered.


The smell of the sea. And the rumour he’d once heard in a far off land that Nanuk, the old pantheon’s god of horses and the sea, had never been finished off by the new pantheon.


He’d seen an illegal statue of Nanuk once, a bearded giant with just one eye. And that smile was one which said, ‘I own you all.’


What have I gotten myself into this time?


In his dreams a blue woman brought him bolts of silver lightning, and he gave them to the most unsuitable people: a slave with a bull’s head tattoo; a dancing woman; a warrior; a scribe, but most of all a smith and his apprentice.


He cast bones. He made his sacrifices, and left the butchered sheep carcasses behind at every camp as he rode south along the ocean shore, and then into the desert west of Tur, the southern­most major town of the Hundred Cities. All of them vied for dominance on the eastern shore. Before he turned inland, he made camp in a circle of giant rocks on a headland that looked out over the sea. Ma’rib was perhaps five days’ travel to the south – a mighty city that distanced herself from the eastern shore. The great mountain of Auza, where the gods dwelt, was just a glimmer in the evening haze; it would grow more visible every day that he travelled south. As he passed pilgrims on the road, his bitterness and rage had swelled again.


The next camp had fires, and a festive atmosphere. There were pilgrims heading south to worship the gods at the mountain, and a caravan of tin traders coming north from far-off Akash, plus a whole clan of nomads.


The nomads were kind enough; they knew him for what he was, and they feared his magics and wanted his gold. He left them the cart and his young driver, who had managed to be afraid of him and contemptuous of his age at the same time.


The next day he turned his horse inland, away from the coast road, his two donkeys laden with fresh food following him.


After fifteen days of dreams and sacrifices and rage and sorrow, and one rapid flight from a trio of Dry Ones he’d seen hovering in the distance, he came to a rocky outcropping with a deep cave – a campsite, established here for many long ages. The nomads had told him where to find water. One of the donkeys had died, but the other was doing well enough, and the horse, which mostly walked by his side, seemed to like the desert. He let it wander in the rough grass by the cave, though there were many signs of the Dry Ones and he was very cautious about making loud noises. No one knew what the Dry Ones wanted, or why they sometimes traded with people and sometimes attacked them. There were tales of Dry Ones saving people lost in the desert, and as many of their attacking human settlements and killing everyone, leaving desiccated corpses and complete, ruthless destruction in their wake. They were tall, elegant, with insectile wings and features, said to be touched by the gods themselves …


His brain was spinning like a chariot wheel. He calmed himself, and built his little camp deep inside the cave – having checked the back of it first, from habit, to make sure his throat wasn’t cut in the night by man or Dry One. Then he ate sparingly, and watched the sun journey across the sky. The heat felt good as he lay back and sweltered in the sunlight, and his joints hurt less than they had in years.


That night a star slashed across the sky, burning so brightly that it left an afterimage on his closed eyes. He felt, or heard, its impact far to the south, in the Empty Lands by the distant sea of Badda Cas.


The next night there were several – probably more than he saw, because, with elderly frailty, he fell asleep.


The third night, the falling stars became a shower, which was perhaps the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. They descended like the spears of a victorious army of gods, slashing across the signs and sigils and goring the whole of the zodiac like an omen. The shooting stars lit the night so brightly he could see the sigils he’d traced in the sand – wards to protect himself from the dead and anything else wandering the cool night air.


After he nodded off the second time he withdrew into the cave and lay down to dream, and Tyka came to him and showed him a deep, smoking crater, and then seven more, in the midst of northern snows. He woke, cold in spite of the heat, and stupid with sleep as he fumbled for his cloak. He was just unrolling it to sleep when the sky …


Flashed …


White …


There was a light like all the lightning that had ever been and a sound like every thunder that had ever clapped, all together between one heartbeat and the next.


Only the rocky cave saved him, and even then, the ceiling shook; rock and dirt fell all around him and his hair was filled with dust. A wind burst down the cave and ripped his cloak away, plastering it against the far wall for a moment like a living thing, while a storm of sand and stones outside swept away his horse.


Then true lightning forked across the sky, and Gamash knew awe and fear. In its light he saw the gods, although he could not tell if what he saw was play or war. Their gold and ivory and scarlet and ebony forms were visible in the clear night air, passing low over the desert as if searching for something, and then they were gone.


He fell on his face and waited for death.


He awoke to a clear blue sky and a headache like a hangover, and climbed the mound above his cave slowly to survey the scene, then stopped, his mind almost unable to take in what he was seeing.


At his feet …


He looked away, and back.


At his feet was a great pit – a crater. The crater from his dream. The more he looked at it, the more it became manageable, at least in his head and his heart. It was more than a hundred paces across, and the air over it was distorted with heat.


He backed away to the relative sanity of his cave to sit down and take it in, and saw his horse’s carcass hundreds of paces away. As if deliberately avoiding the crater behind him, he spent the day butchering the animal. He wasn’t particularly good at it, but his skill was adequate to the task; he’d been a warrior once, and he’d hunted the great deer in the Rasnan wilderness far to the north and west, and bears in the woods of Dendrowna. It wasn’t too long before he set a dozen slabs of meat on the rock to dry in the ferocious sun; within an hour he’d been reminded that the apparently empty desert was full of scavengers.


It was three days before he could get to the black rock in the middle of the crater. On the first, he was understanding the surprise. For the next two he could smell the forbidden star-metal, but it was still too hot to approach.


Star-metal was taboo – a pollution of anything it touched. He had assumed that the Enemy would send him such; he knew what it was for, and he was fixed in his purpose. But to see it was shocking; to touch it was to touch a deadly curse, or so the gods told people.


And even when he could, it was too big and heavy to move, not even the width of a hair. It was almost three times the size of his head and shaped like a trumpet in reverse, the top pitted as if the contact with the gods had corroded it.


But the more he searched the crater, the more shards of the black stone he found. Shards he could collect, until he had picked up a dozen that together made half a donkey-load. He used his folded cloak to move them, and did his best never to touch them.


He survived ten days across the desert. Perhaps more remarkably, so did the donkey.


He rode along his own back trail, pleased that he could navigate his way back from camp to camp, until he reached the oasis where he had left the nomads.


They were gone.


Gamash walked on with the donkey until he returned to the pilgrim camps on the cliffs above the sea, and there he bought a pair of precious horses. Once he would have prayed. Now he didn’t bother. He watched the sea, ate with pilgrims going south, and then he rode south himself along the well-travelled road.


At some point, he admitted to himself that the hand of the Enemy was on him. If his survival in the desert was not enough, his travelling alone, alive and unrobbed along a path positively engorged with broken men and bandits, while carrying a pound or so of gold and a donkey-load of star-metal, was proof.


He rode south, along the edge of the desert, until he came to Ma’rib. He’d been there once before, as part of an embassy; he knew its towers and its great walls, the streets canopied in wisteria, the mountain that rose from the sea, crowned in hippogryphs, and its scent of manure and frankincense. And its reputation as a city of smiths.


He visited a dozen, and they all shook their heads. More than one threw him out angrily, and he moved tavernas twice in case they’d informed the king about his enquiries. He grew more cautious once he discovered how deep the taboo about star-metal ran in Ma’rib. He narrowly avoided a run-in with a godborn warrior, after which he sat in his inn and contemplated failure.


After an evening of too much wine he tried another tack, and met with a fellow seer – a man called Shafi he remembered from his embassy. His name meant ‘The Pure’, though he hadn’t seemed particularly pure to Gamash, and right now the man’s venality was a positive recommendation.


Gamash sent a request with some hesitation, knowing seers were like cats: they were territorial and didn’t tend to encourage visits. But age mellows even the most aloof, and the boy he sent returned with a positive answer, and his host, Shafi, a fellow seer, was convivial, at least at first, and didn’t poison him, or even offer grandiloquence. He merely declined to be involved.


‘You have the mark of the gods on you,’ the Saabian seer said. ‘I can see it and it warns me to keep my distance. And what you seek is like incest – forbidden even to the powerful. Walk away.’ He leant forwards. ‘More wine?’


Gamash caught the note of duplicity in his voice and poured the second cup of wine into a hanging plant – a rare lotus that, in certain conjunctions of the stars, was reputed a powerful aphrodisiac. He made an excuse and left.


He went to a temple in the high citadel, a huge temple dedicated to the whole pantheon of gods, with a portico that allowed pilgrims a framed glimpse of the distant mountain of Auza, and he found a chapel with a lapis pillar, the only sign of devotion to the Blue Goddess. Here in Ma’rib the folk called her ‘the Blue One.’ Women thought she eased the pangs of childbirth, and men thought she aided fertility; Gamash thought both were a comment on people’s desires and fears. And not for the first time, he wondered who or what they were, and with what he had become … entangled.


But he was enjoying the entanglement, because he was doing something. So he filed in past the knowing gaze of a temple guard in a red cloak and nothing else, and there he made an offering, and prayed. He felt odd, praying, with her library of counter-knowledge in his head and her assertion that the gods were neither real, nor immortal.


A fly landed on the capital of the pillar – a ton or more of lapis lazuli, veined in gold – and when the fly lifted away the old man followed it hoping for a sign, but the fly went to the top of the huge columns and then out into the world. The seer decided that either she was toying with him, which was all too possible, or it was a false sign.


He had visited three anxious, dismissive, superstitious bronze smiths, and was going to a fourth when he saw a chariot parked at the mouth of the alley, and a file of soldiers lounging about, bothering the women who passed.


He turned away, collected his bags, and trudged to the city gates, regretting that he had let his donkey go. Before he even reached the gates, he saw a small boy with an enigmatic smile and, on an instinct, followed him.


The boy said nothing. But after the seer followed him a way, hefting a bag with some of the heavy fragments of black stone inside, he came to trust his instinct. The boy could in fact be a girl, or even a woman. Or even something arcane, because the faster he walked, the faster they moved, and remained the same distance ahead of him all the time.


They walked unchallenged through the south gate of the great city at the edge of the Empty Lands, and then south along the shore just as the sun was setting out on the western rim of the world, far away across the Ocean.


He followed them when they left the road. Paths intersected the trade road everywhere; this was one of many capillaries vanishing into the wilderness at the edge of the Empty Lands. He knew trails like this; the rules of kings and gods extended only so far, and there were always places like this on the edge: hard to reach; difficult to tax.


They climbed a rocky slope, the trail cutting back and forth on the slippery shale, and the sun sank, and so did the old man’s heart. It was a long and difficult climb to the top, especially carrying the bags of star-stone.


Once he reached the top, his guide was gone, but Gamash no longer expected anything else, and the desert was waiting for him. It was, so men said, the same desert he’d seen in the north, in Narmer. The dunes stretched away like waves of sand on a golden sea, but there at the base of the first dune was a hold – walled with mud bricks, painted in dried dung and whitewashed. With a well. And the reek of burning charcoal, although he could not see a chimney anywhere.


He walked to the low door in the mud-brick wall surrounding the hold. There was a bronze bell – a remarkable thing so near the terrors of the Empty Lands. The Dry Ones lived close.


He rang it. It had a comforting sound. The sound of civilisation, of the hands of men.


He waited.


It was good that he’d spent old age cultivating patience because he waited a long time; and likewise, he didn’t ring the bell again. Something told him not to.


A man answered, opening the wooden door – solid wood, the kind of wood that came from Dendrowna, far to the north. That door was more valuable than the bell and more out of place.


He was tall, like a Dendrownan. Very tall. And very well muscled and tattooed. Not ‘like a Dendrownan’. He was Dendrownan, from one of the big cities.


‘I’m working,’ he said in Trade, the simplified Dardanian familiar to all the peoples of the lands surrounding the Ocean. No annoyance – just a flat comment.


‘You are a smith?’ Gamash asked.


The man gave him a glance – the look of a parent for an annoying child. ‘Yes.’


‘I am Gamash,’ the seer said.


‘I am Hefa-Asus,’ the man answered. He inclined his head. ‘I suppose you want to come in.’


‘I do,’ Gamash answered.


Even when you feel as if you are in the hands of one of the immortals, a night at the edge of the Empty Lands was a thing to fear.


‘Come,’ said the man.


And without further conversation, he let the seer inside.


The smith had to bend almost double in the low entry tunnel. Even Gamash had to duck as they passed from the gate into the hold, and so he was doubly surprised after scrambling in the dark to emerge into what seemed like a low cave. Oil lamps lit it, and the red coals of a huge hearth with a mud-brick chimney overhead.


It was cool despite the heat of the forge fires.


The size of the forge was one thing; the four other people in the forge were another. Somehow Gamash had imagined that Hefa-Asus lived alone – a foolish notion, the sort of assumption that could get you killed.


There were four soot-blackened apprentices, young, and sweaty and big. Three men and one woman.


A woman smith. Gamash shook his head.


‘All this, and yet you answer the gate bell yourself?’


‘Always better that way,’ the smith said. ‘Fewer surprises. Less stupidity. What do you want?’


As he spoke, the woman and the biggest man took up a form like a clay log and held it upright in bronze tongs. Up close, the seer could see that all of them were covered in small burns and abrasions, and the tattoos of the north. One of them was singing, a high-pitched nasal song in a voice that would not recommend him anywhere, at least not in the Hundred Cities. His copper skin shone in the ruddy firelight.


The muscular woman manoeuvred the baked-clay log into place on the massive hearth and they set the thing upright and began to bank red-hot coals all around it. They worked quickly and with great efficiency.


Gamash could hear the spell that the northern boy was working. He sang of mixing, of making, of blending, of cutting, and of protection. It was a strong, old song, and Gamash admired it. He saw it bend the light and the air, and move the Aura, the background magic of the gods.


No. Not the gods. That was the old lie. It just was. The gods had nothing to do with the Aura.


Gamash smiled to hear the song, and after a few moments was able to recognise the Dendrownan language; Poche, he thought. He spoke it, a little, and had been there, in his war years.


As he sang, the boy tapped a crucible with a hammer. It made a good sound.


‘I am in need of a smith,’ Gamash said. ‘You are from Poche?’


‘Yes,’ Hefa-Asus said, watching his people work.


‘And yet you live here?’


The seer was genuinely curious; Poche lay at the margin of the vast forest of Dendrowna at the other end of the Ocean, all the way across the salt. Three month’s travel by sea, if the pirates and the Jekers didn’t get you, or the sea monsters or the Dry Ones.


The smith seemed annoyed to be interrupted. Gamash didn’t really blame the man.


‘What do you want with a smith?’ Hefa-Asus asked.


‘I’d like to stay the night,’ the seer said. ‘For starters.’


‘Of course,’ the smith answered. ‘We are at the edge of the Empty Lands. We never refuse bed or board to any traveller who is still human.’


A chill struck the seer. ‘Still human?’


Hefa-Asus gave him a glance, and Gamash shook his head.


‘And then I would like to know if you can forge this,’ he said.


Fifteen smiths in two days had told him that the black rock was not metal – a remarkable claim, as each one of the rocks weighed like metal and some had a dark shine like bronze but paler, almost like tarnished silver. He had taken an enormous risk, just asking them, but then, he trusted his blue deity.


Who said she was not a god.


Trust was an odd word.


Gamash opened his bag, and the smith took one of his black rocks.


‘Hmmm,’ he said.


The boy who was singing lifted his crucible. In one strong, practised movement, he poured molten bronze into the throat of the clay mould that the woman held upright in a volcanic mound of red coals. The metal flowed like water, and the mould smoked, and there was a smell, almost like blood. The smell of copper, and a little tartness to indicate tin.


Bronze.


Hefa-Asus tapped two of the black stones together and raised an eyebrow.


‘Star-stone?’ He dropped a flake on the stone floor, and it rang like the bell outside. ‘Hmmm.’


The boy pouring the metal was tempted to turn his head; you could see it, and you could see him resisting it as he continued the pour, and the second young man tapped the clay mould with a hammer.


The woman had a stone hammer, and she tapped the mould more rapidly, as if they were a pair of good drummers. The man’s hammer beat the rhythm; the woman’s was a melody, the song the other boy had sung.


The mould vented, and a little molten bronze ran over the side. The pourer stepped back.


‘A crime against the gods,’ the smith said conversationally. ‘Star-stone is sacred. Taboo. Not meant for men.’


Gamash was old enough to know the value of silence.


So, apparently, was Hefa-Asus. But then he looked up with a smile.


‘Tell me, persistent seer. Do you dream of a blue woman?’


Gamash blinked. ‘Yes.’


‘Then I have waited a long time for you,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘I came here for this, more than three years ago.’


The smith dropped each of the pieces, one by one, on his filthy, cinder-strewn stone floor, and they rang like metal bells; but the twelfth, the largest, made a different note, and he put it aside.


‘There’s an impurity,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to take it out.’


‘You’ll work it for me?’ Gamash asked.


The smith smiled. ‘I assume you want a sword fit for a hero?’


Gamash looked away, the memory of his murdered daughter rushing back.


‘No,’ he said. ‘I would rather a dozen spears. Or a hundred arrowheads.’


The smith’s smile widened. ‘I like to make spearheads,’ he said. ‘Though it will take time.’ He sat back, brushed his lank hair from his eyes, still staring at the stone. ‘Star-stone has a smell, one the gods can detect. The moment I begin to work it, the sand begins to run through our hands, and when the last grains fall, the gods will strike us dead.’


Gamash pulled at his beard. He didn’t know whether the smith was completely insane or whether this was all part of getting too close to immortal things, so he nodded, as if he understood.


Hefa-Asus met his eye. His eyes were neither bright nor fevered, nor did they have the hard glitter of the broken mind.


‘The moment I begin to heat this, the gods will know.’ He put the bag down. ‘I must sleep on this – both how, and when, to forge it.’


‘The Blue Lady told me …’ the seer began, amazed at his own temerity.


‘She spoke to you in a dream?’


‘I saw her.’


Now he had the smith’s attention.


‘You met the Blue Lady?’ he asked.


‘Yes. They told me where to find the star-stone. They showed me more of it, in the snows of the north.’


Hefa-Asus gave a half-smile, half-frown that was at once amused and bitter.


‘I came all the way here, apparently, to meet you. I built a secret forge to prepare for this, and now …’ He glanced at his apprentices. ‘Fucking gods. Do you think you can find the star-stone in the north?’


‘With help,’ Gamash said. ‘A great deal of help.’


He explained that there was star-stone as close as the desert west of Tur. The smith waved a hand, dismissing it.


‘The gods will retrieve most of that,’ he said. ‘I guess it was left as a distraction.’


‘It was left?’ Gamash asked.


‘This is an old game,’ the smith said with a wry smile. ‘You’re just a new pawn in it.’


Gamash struggled with that for a moment, and then returned to smaller worries.


‘So you think we should head for Dendrowna?’


‘Yes. You’ve been?’ the smith asked.


‘As far as Palanke, in my prime.’ The seer looked at his ancient hands on the low table. ‘I was a kind of warrior, once.’


The smith’s hands were knotted with heavy work and heavy blows.


‘As was I,’ he said. ‘Once this is done, we’ll need to get out of here very quickly.’


‘A ship, then,’ the magos agreed. ‘Which means Ma’rib, which will probably be full of people looking for me.’ He frowned into the oil-lamp flame.


‘We’ll be cautious. All we have to do is buy a boat.’


The old magos shook his head. ‘You want to exercise caution? I’m in rebellion against the gods. My life ended when my daughter died.’


‘Hmmm,’ Hefa-Asus rubbed his chin. ‘I hadn’t thought of it as rebellion against the gods.’ He was quiet for a long time, and then said, ‘But I suppose you are correct. We are rebels against them.’


Gamash nodded. ‘And I suppose you are correct – we can rebel. But we can still act with caution.’





Heaven



‘How much star-stone fell?’ Enkul-Anu asked with quiet fero­city.


There were more than a dozen of the younger deities gathered before his throne in the Hall of Judgement. Nisroch hated going to the Hall of Judgement; its black basalt interior was gloomy and threatening and too dark for any version of ‘paradise’. And the Storm God most frequently used it as the hall of humiliating his underlings.


Nerkalush, one of Gul’s sons – something in the pantheon of the dead – had a belt of human skulls that Resheph admired; the two of them were loud and stupid with youth and power. Resheph, the war god’s son, already had a title – God of Pestilence During War. Nisroch thought it was a terrible title, but the adolescent god gloried in it.


‘I bet I can kill more mortals than you,’ Resheph bragged.


‘My dad’s the god of, like, death,’ Nerkalush said in his strange sing-song voice. ‘Like, war is awesome for killing, but death … man, it’s death. I can kill more mortals than—’


‘We could have a contest,’ Resheph said.


‘Cool,’ Nerkalush said. ‘I mean, with powers?’


Enkul-Anu raised his left hand, showing the thunderbolt pulsing in his palm.


‘Are you two fucking idiots?’ he asked harshly. ‘No, I know you are fucking idiots, but are you actually too stupid to shut up in my presence?’


Nerkalush flinched. Resheph grew brown with rage.


‘I’m not a fucking idiot,’ he said. ‘You can’t call me—’


Enkul-Anu reached out, grabbed him by the neck and flung him into the wall.


‘Moving on,’ he said.


Resheph slumped to the floor. Servitors hurried to help him; ambrosia was provided, which he swallowed hastily. The beautiful honey-coloured resin worked its usual miracle, and his body knitted; bruises healed.


Illikumi, God of Serpents and Liars, raised a tentative hand.


‘Ssstar-ssstone fell in the Eassstern Dessssert,’ they hissed sibilantly.


Nisroch looked away. Illikumi was a virtually powerless god who would say anything to get attention. Also, their scaly skin and androgynous form was … off-putting.


He took a half-step forwards.


‘Great God, I have reports on the fall of star-stone and I have queried our usual sources.’


The gods had monitors all across the earth – spy devices called god’s eyes that were installed in most palaces and temples. Nisroch was constantly attempting to broaden the reach of the god’s eyes, and his Watchers – mostly junior priests recruited for their devotion – were the fastest growing part of the god’s bureaucracy. Together they formed the Nexus; Nisroch’s spy service. It was his power base in the endless struggle among the junior gods.


He liked to imagine that eventually, he’d be able to watch a sparrow fall, anywhere in the world.


Enkul-Anu leant down from his throne.


‘Do you fucking idiots know what star-stone is?’ he asked.


Nisroch raised his hand.


‘I know you fucking know,’ the storm god snapped to Nisroch. ‘The rest of you?’


Illikumi raised a scaled talon. ‘It isss … deadly,’ they hissed.


Enkul-Anu narrowed his eyes. ‘Not bad, worm.’ He looked around, golden eyes burning with his power. ‘It’s fucking iron. There’s no other iron on this world. I made fucking sure of that before we came here. It’s deadly to us. And every time our enemy wants to make trouble, she drops some iron. So go and fucking find it, before she raises an army of her stupid pawns and tricks them into fighting us. It’s messy and wasteful. Do you understand?’


Nerkalush looked scared. Resheph was contemptuous. Nisroch had known the score before he was summoned, and enjoyed knowing it. Illikumi was impossible to read, as they appeared to have no facial muscles – just a snake’s head. Telipinu, the new chamberlain and aspiring storm god in waiting, looked excited; it was his first chance for action.


Nisroch worried about Telipinu; he was the child of Sypa and Enkul-Anu, destined to be a favourite.


And my mother is banished to the void, he thought.


The junior goddesses and one of Sypa’s handmaids just nodded; in Nisroch’s view they were only there to look nice. And there was Lady Laila; she didn’t have a god title. She did something for Sypa, and Nisroch wanted her; her athletic body, black hair and brown skin were more to his taste than the lusher figures of the handmaids. He tried to get her attention, but she was talking to one of the other women. Some nonsense, no doubt. No one expected the goddesses to find the star-stone.


He’d do that himself, and get the credit. And perhaps put some of it away …





Chapter Two



Era


Era was lying face down in pig shit.


Short of killing herself, it seemed the best way to avoid gang rape and slavery, so she lay there, wishing that she’d left Hazor a day earlier as she’d planned, and hating the idiot men and their endless wars, and hating the gods even more.


The smell was incredible and the foulness beyond outrage. But Era had not survived so long by being shy of a little dirt.


She rolled onto her side and tried to breathe. One of the three pigs nuzzled at her, and she saw its teeth and felt a sharp moment of fear through her disgust. She’d heard that the scum lords fed their victims to pigs, and suddenly playing dead seemed dangerous, too.


‘Pigs!’ shouted a male voice. ‘Fucking pigs!’


‘Pork on the hoof!’ called another.


‘There’s the bacon!’


She closed her eyes and prayed to her goddess, the Virgin Huntress Temis.


Hazor had started out well enough. Era had played in a waterfront taverna, eaten squid, drunk decent wine and bought a new cloak. She knew the arc of a town – arrival, fascination, the early days of wide appreciation, the increasingly insistent pawing of men, the rising anger from the spurned – and eventually, if you stayed too long, it all turned to shit …


It was like a bad refrain. Always the same notes.


She’d stayed too fucking long. She’d been distracted by the dark-haired beauty with the cow eyes who came from the brothel every night after work, and who had become a rare and eager partner, and Era hadn’t had enough eager partners that she wanted to spurn one, especially one so very …


It is very difficult to wallow in pig shit and think erotic thoughts, and Era had a stab of horror at what her dark lady might be enduring, now they were both caught in a city under attack.


‘Gods! Stinks like the fucking underworld.’


‘They’s just pigs,’ the first voice said – the youngest.


‘Stay with ’em if you like ’em so much,’ said the thicker voice. ‘Fuck ’em if that’s what you fancy.’


Era lay perfectly still in the muck and tried to tune out the snorting of the pigs and the debate between men who would kill her if they knew she was alive, and tried not to listen to the fighting further away, or the screams of desperation. Hazor was dying, taken by storm. Era had no idea how it had happened or where the attackers had come from, or even who they were.


But she knew the sound of a city falling to storm. It was a horrible song, melding the screams of dying men and the despair of free women whose fate was to become chattels. Combing wool and making babies who were destined to become more warriors and more textile workers in turn.


Protect me, Huntress!


The keening sound was rising. The high-pitched screams suddenly redoubled.


The attackers must have reached the Temple of Sypa, full of godborn women praying for protection. They always prayed. Though Sypa never did shit to save them.


The godborn make great slaves. They believe in authority. Who had said that? Her mother?


Had the men left the pigsty?


Era was trying to breathe shallowly, without moving, but terror and the stench combined to make that excruciating.


Are they still fucking there or not?


Terror, as Era knew, had no time limit.


Another pig snuffled at her.


She wore a long woman’s heton that, prior to the pig shit, had been of good quality, saffron coloured, utterly unrevealing, and the shoulders were pinned with long, straight bronze pins – every woman’s last line of defence.


She moved slowly, subvocalising a song-spell to keep the animal placid.


The pig kept nuzzling her, with more interest now, and she remembered that flash of teeth.


So much for that.


She pulled one of the pins from her shoulder, and stuck it in the pig. She did it viciously; she had no hesitation in hurting anything.


Huntress, are pigs even part of your kingdom?


The pig gave a short scream, and it retreated rapidly.


‘What the fuck?’ said a man.


He wasn’t a big man, but standing above her, silhouetted against the sun, he looked like a Titan. He was one of the three who’d been talking.


Era wasn’t a big woman. But she was a dancer, trained to an exacting standard in Narmer, and she came out of the slime like a dreadful, stinking, vengeful apparition.


‘Gods!’ The man stumbled back and hit his head against one of the posts. ‘Ara Sword-God! Fuck!’


It occurred to Era that a woman coated in pig muck probably didn’t look human.


Era wasn’t big, but she was fast and graceful and she had an opportunity. She went over the railing, the drenched, shit-slimed wool of her heton like a snare to catch her, and some part of the fabric caught on the wood of the sty and ripped.


She still got a hand into the man’s throat. A knee into his groin. And again.


He had no real armour – just one of the armour-shaped linen tubes they put on poor men to make them brave.


‘Where are the other two?’ she asked.


‘Gods!’ the man said. He was choking with pain and from the reek of her.


Stinking. Her new weapon.


Era looked out into the street. There were a dozen fallen bodies, though most weren’t dead. Not yet. Two men were beating a naked woman, their blows thudding home. Their victim wasn’t moving.


Bile rose to gag Era.


‘They went to take slaves …’ the man whispered. ‘I stayed … I had pigs at home …’


Era thought about that for a single beat of her heart. Here was a good enough man that he had stayed with the pigs instead of going to capture slaves.


Too bad.


Her pin sank into his temple in the soft spot and he died, and she let him fall.


She was smaller than he was, but she wasn’t weak. She directed his fall onto the pigsty railing, and then lifted his feet and tossed him in.


Pigs, it turned out, really did eat people.


As the sun began to set, someone set fire to part of the upper town, and Era understood who their attackers were.


Jekers.


She saw their lords, their commanders, in their horned bronze helmets, herding their slaves to the beach.


She saw them in the squares of the city, as they made fires, and roasted the dead, and feasted on them in celebration of their victory. They offered rare meat, carved from the fallen, to the newly captured men; those who ate, they accepted as their own. Those who refused, they killed.


And roasted.


Then she saw something she wasn’t supposed to – something that made her squint in puzzlement and not in horror.


Something came out of the heavens like a thunderbolt, leaving a streak of brilliant light across her retinas, and landing in a sweep of broad eagle’s wings and a cloud of dust that hid its true form for a few moments.


One of the gods was among them.


For a moment, despite her distaste for them, Era hoped for the rage of a war god to smash the hideous cruelties of the Jekers. To deliver some revenge for the pointless slaughter.


When none came, she moved. She slipped from the safety of the barns and slaughterhouses, the pigs and sheep and cattle, into the narrow streets where the poor lived.


Everyone was dead.


She stepped over corpses with their hearts cut out, over men carved up like farm animals. She moved as cautiously as she could until she could see into the dust cloud …


Her own smell choked her. Hopelessness choked her. But before she could run, she had to know if her love had survived.


She got to the taverna; there were the beaded curtains, the hanging oil lamps, the rough outside tables at which she’d been happy. So happy. Her dark-eyed Puduhepa had worked here, lain with men, lain with her.


Puduhepa was still here. Era found her lover on the wine- and bloodstained packed earth – a big woman from far-off Atussa, who’d died with a bronze dagger in her hand.


Somehow, that freed something in Era. Some day, she’d weep for the woman, but death with a bloody dagger in hand represented a better end than those Era had imagined for her. She breathed deeply, crawled under the taverna tables from where she could see into the main square to the lower town. And crawled on.


And on. Closer and closer to the main square.


And there he was.


A god. Taller than the biggest Jeker with the biggest helmet, he towered over them, gleaming in gold and lapis and jade, his massive white eagle’s wings beating from time to time, or twitching, as if to show his power.


There was no revenge here. The god was talking to the Jekers.


Behind the god, women and children – the survivors – walked hollow-eyed like the unquiet dead – of whom, Era knew from experience, there would be quite a few by morning. A few hours ago, they had been worshippers. Now they were slaves.


Only this morning, they had been smiths and scribes, mothers and daughters.


She choked on her rage at the waste, her hatred for the brutality. But the long lines of slaves were expressionless; there was no hope here, and no revolt.


Long lines of women and children, mostly; a few men had been deemed worth keeping. And the smell of death, and fire, and cooked human flesh. Even covered in pig shit, it made her gag.


The broken captives were herded west, through the port and along the seaside beach on to the ships, the Jekers jabbering in a dozen foreign tongues and her own, and she hated them, including the god. Most of all when they laughed – aggressive laughter from large men, pleased with their simple brutality.


Eventually the god turned, and in a single, beautiful motion, leapt into the sky. In that moment, Era saw the golden staff of his office, and knew him.


It was Nisroch, Herald of the Gods.


What betrayal is this? she wondered. Our gods strike against us now?


As she watched, the most brazenly attired Jeker, a huge man in a green cloak lined in what she saw with sickening certainly was human hair, began to bellow orders. He was meticulous; demanding that supplies be found and water refilled.


She knew him. Or rather, she’d danced for him when he’d been a prince among the Attusans, visiting Narmer. Hyatti-Azi, she thought. Someday.


As soon as the herald left them, the Jekers began to shout, to prod their captives, to move faster. By sunset the ships had lifted their anchor stones, pushed their sweeping bows off the landing beaches and into the water, and were gone into the Great Green. Era was alone with the moans of the wounded and the silence of the dead, and the smell of burning wood, burning flesh and pig shit.


The gates were open, the guards dead or fled, as she walked out into a lovely evening. The Maiden star was rising, brighter than all the rest, and Ara was already an angry red in the north. The Gift constellation shone over the water, a perfect circle of brilliant emerald stars.


There were bodies everywhere. The Jekers had landed north and south of the city, too, she could see – trapping the fleeing people and butchering them, killing the men, taking the women and children.
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