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Some Notes on the World


Characters in Against All Gods and Storming Heaven 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. Now growing to manhood at an extraordinary rate.


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.


Leontas-Zembah – A lion-killer and mercenary; a Godborn noble of Lazba.


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


Pollon – Scribe, musician, archer and man of reason. A little patronising 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 family.


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


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


Narmerians facing the Gods


Ahaz – Prince of Yahud, vassal of Narmer and all-round cool guy.


Ak-Arrina – A prince of the royal house and Maritaten’s distant cousin.


Hehet – A junior palace functionary.


Horat – Maritaten’s charioteer and informal military advisor.


Maritaten – Goddess-Queen of Narmer, although a rebel against the gods, often referred to as ‘Lady of Narmer’ or ‘Lady of the High House’.


Mari-Ye – Chief priest of Arrina, the banished goddess, and her civil advisor.


Seti-Anu – A prince of another royal house – Maritaten’s deadly enemy and occasional ally.


Timut-Imri – A mysterious and very powerful sorcerer.


Tudhal – Godborn sell-sword from Atussa, commander of the Sword Guard.


Zos’s Fleet


Trayos – Lord of Dardania, Captain of the Wave Serpent, a merchant and a pirate and a former lord of Trin.


Daos – Probably a supernatural being. Captain of the Trident.


Tuwinon – Captain of Shark, a pirate and former Mykoan noble.


Alektron – Helmsperson of Zos’ Sea Eagle, a veteran sailor.


Erithra – Helmsperson of Sea Eagle, a young fisherwoman.


Jianis – Eritha’s father, an old fisherman.


Orestas – Captain of Winter Gamble.


Rathor of Narmer – Captain of Revenge, formerly a slave of the Jekers.


Stilko of Lazba – Captain of In a God’s Eye.


Anturis – Captain of Porpoise. Southerner, former Jeker slave.


Leontas – Captain of Sea Lion, and leader of his own squadron.


Other Characters


Agon of Mykoax – God-King of Dardania.


Anenome – Godborn sell-sword; short, blond, and long-limbed, reputed the best warrior in the world.


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.


Drakon – A big, ugly man with a mysterious past. A veteran mercenary.


Dite – A mysterious, exotic and very powerful woman.


Eritha – A fisherwoman of Trin.


Hyatta-Azi – Former Atussan prince, and a great captain among the Jekers.


Kussu – A market rat boy.


Lan Thena – A tall woman from western Dardania, a veteran mercenary.


Lawesa – A former slave and clandestine leader.


Makeda, Tisa, Theklassa – Three nomad warriors.


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.


The Old Gods


Antaboga – The World Serpent. The last dragon.


Arrina – Narmerian sun goddess, former lover of Enkul-Anu, now banished to the Outer Darkness.


Aurora – Goddess of Dawn and Dusk.


Nanuk – ‘The old man of the sea’, Nanuck by his northern name. In the south, Nammu. Sometimes a big old man, sometimes a sea monster. Also God of Horses.


Ranos – The Father and lord of the old pantheon


Shemeg – Old pantheon sun god in the Hundred Cities


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 as 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 of many merchants. Not very powerful but very clever.


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 Greater 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 Greater God.


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


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


Some 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 centres, 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.





The Outer Darkness


Temis, the Dark Huntress, spun through the endless, featureless darkness of the void. She couldn’t breathe but then, as a goddess, she didn’t really need to breathe. The cold was a limitless, terrifying thing, but where a mortal body might have frozen, or exploded, she merely endured. The cold – even the absolute cold of the void – was not going to kill her.


She withdrew into herself, thinking her dark thoughts, most of which were about how her sister, the Blue Goddess, had set her up for a fall and walked away unscathed. And she spent an unfathomable aeon trying to imagine how Enkul-Anu could think she was in league with the Jekers when Temis herself had warned him of the whole plot.


That had provided her with some entertainment.


And then she began to imagine the revenge she’d wreak when she returned, but that led, with a kind of awesome finality, to the thought she was trying to avoid …


There was no return from the Outer Darkness, not unless you were released or rescued. Enkul-Anu had loved Arrina, and he’d banished her into the Outer Darkness, and the poor goddess of the Sun had never returned.


And Enkul-Anu had been obsessed with Arrina, whereas he flat-out hated the Dark Huntress.


She cursed, trying to see where it had all gone wrong.


It had seemed like any other petty crisis among the gods: Enkul-Anu had ordered the death of an over-mighty mortal, Gamash of Weshwesh. The Huntress had made use of Gamash herself; he was just the sort of ambitious fool that the gods loved.


But one of the insane godlings had got his orders mixed up, and killed Gamash’s daughter Irene instead. Why had that mattered so much? Temis spun in the dark, remembering.


Tyka, the Blue Goddess, had promised the man revenge, and the two sisters had found star-stone out on the edge of reality near the Outer Darkness, and thrown it to earth. It was an old ploy – something they did to annoy the other gods. Mortals would make weapons which could harm the gods, and the gods would react with war, terror and repression. Enkul-Anu didn’t know any other way. And the repression fostered further revolt, the ripples spreading …


Temis might have shrugged – the story was so familiar – if she hadn’t been so utterly cold.


And there’d been one other mistake: the same godling, sent to support one mortal kingdom against another, had managed to destroy the kingdom he’d been sent to support – and had been wounded by a mortal.


Oh, how I savoured that.


In response, her blue ‘sister’, Tyka, had rescued the mortal along with some others. She’d had her share in the choices; all expendable mortal tools. A craftsman, a bureaucrat, a dancer, a washed-up warrior. Not the heroes they usually used.


And then Tyka had put them aboard a ship full of pacifist Hakrans. Another very strange choice. As she examined the steps that had led to her expulsion into the Outer Darkness, the Huntress realised how much of the action had been driven by Tyka. How many of the choices her silent ‘sister’ had made.


She winced.


I thought I was in charge.


Then Nisroch had plotted against his father, Enkul-Anu.


And the foolish godlings, Nerkalush and Resheph, had plotted against Nisroch.


And the puny human ship had washed up on the beaches of the dead island, Dekhu, seat of the old gods. Her former friends and allies who she thought of as dead. And everything went straight to hell. Someone had killed the godlings; someone had released the ancient World Serpent, which pre-dated the realms of the gods.


All of the gods.


The island had exploded; the resulting cataclysm had probably hurried the environmental collapse, and it had certainly thinned the human population. The tidal wave alone would have killed so many …


Even floating alone and abandoned in the void, the Dark Huntress found tears frozen to her eyes.


Who released the fucking World Serpent?


She spun in endless, perfect darkness, alone, considering it all, as time passed.


She revisited all her own decisions, and those of others.


She repented her errors, but not her rebellion.


She imagined revenge.


She longed to return.


And more time passed.


Revisit.


Repent.


Revenge.


Return.


‘How long until I go mad?’ she wondered after six or nineteen cycles of repeating her own thoughts.


Not that long.


And then, with malign satisfaction: Without me, the wheels will fall off. Even now, the whole environment is collapsing, and the Jekers are an accelerant, and the Dry Ones are creeping in from the desert edge. A couple of centuries more, and …


That’s all I can hope for? A complete revolution, with the winner inviting me back. Nisroch? Not really up to it, and maybe dead, anyway. My sister Tyka? A plotter without power. Clever, though.


Sypa?


For the first time in forty cycles of self-recrimination and desire for revenge, the Dark Huntress had a new thought. About Enkul-Anu’s affair with Arrina and the former sun goddess’s spectacular fall from grace. She had secretly been leading an insurrection among mortals and trying to give them the secret of the resin that fed the gods.


What, five hundred years ago?


I always believed that story, the Dark Huntress thought, spinning silently in the dark. But with nothing to do but think …


Look at the aftermath: Arrina was banished to the Outer Darkness … Arrina, who was a threat to … Sypa.


And Sypa’s son Telipinu takes over the resin works.


Fuck, how did I fail to see this?


Regret.


Revisit.


Repent.


Revenge.


Return.


How long until I go mad?





Book One



Journeys





Chapter One



Zos


The damage from the explosion of the island of Dekhu and the resulting titanic wave was visible everywhere on the headlands of Hergos in southern Dardania. The islands off the coast had been washed clean of trees and shrubs, and the floating olive trees were a hazard to even the simplest navigation; the heavy wood lay deep in the water, invisible to any but the sharpest-eyed lookout. Above them, the heavy clouds of ash and the storm of heaven hid the stars and the sun, until the world seemed to lie under an iron-grey light.


‘Tree!’ roared Makeda. She was one of three nomad women from south of the Hundred Cities, a proven warrior with long scars on her forehead and torso and a fluttering black veil hiding her nose and mouth; her eyes were sharp enough to penetrate the gloom and the reflections of light on the waves.


At the stern, Lord Trayos made a precise gesture, and his two helmsmen turned the damaged ship slightly to starboard. They all felt it as the keel scraped through the sunken tree’s branches. Leaves boiled to the surface, as if the tree was a living monster spitting yellow-green bile.


Everyone on board had seen so much worse in the past days that no one reacted, beyond an exhausted sailor spitting over the side.


Trayos turned to the man beside him on the command deck: a tall, whip-thin man in a stained linen kilt and a gold and ivory swordbelt, bearing a sword so magnificent as to contrast sharply with the man’s rumpled, filthy kilt and his salt-stained brown cloak. Trayos was more richly dressed, with two gold rings, a fabulous amulet that glowed like a peacock’s tail, and a salt-stained kilt of his family’s red and gold tartan, but the man wearing the magnificent sword had the perfect carriage of a dancer and the muscles of a veteran warrior, and his face was set.


Zos looked ahead, over the bow, at the sharp brown hills of his native land. As a young man he’d vowed never to return, his disgraced and humiliated mother a weeping bundle at his feet as he piloted a small boat into the Great Green, the endless sea, towards distant Lazba and freedom.


Zos could almost see that bitter young man now. Indeed, he had the strangest vision: the past overlaid on the present; the fishing smack sailing on the opposite tack …


When they passed the long point where the mountain met the sea in the shape of the great stone lion, then he’d see the enormous bay of his father’s kingdom. His dead father’s fallen kingdom.


And Trin, once a mighty fortress topped with a palace, would be a ruin, as it had been throughout his adolescence. Kept that way as a sort of hostage by the ‘Great God-King’ of all-conquering Mykoax. And yet, deep in his heart, he always expected to see it as it had been in his youth: the temples shining and white atop tall walls built of stones so huge that men said that the gods must have wrought them.


‘Tree!’ Makeda roared again.


The helmsmen turned the ship a little to port, and she glided over the next wave, the reaching branches of a dead oak whispering against her sides like all of Zos’ ghosts asking to be remembered.


‘You are determined to do this?’ Trayos said.


He’d asked the same question four or five times since dawn had revealed the Dardanian coast, and it was clear that they would survive the storm.


Zos didn’t turn his head, or answer.


‘It’s a waste, my prince,’ the Dardanian pirate captain said.


He received no answer.


Pleion was the port of ruined Trin and now, of Mykoax. The huge wave born of the death of the island of Dekhu had broken on the long headland of the Lion, but the harbour had not escaped. The rising water had destroyed tavernas and warehouses all along the waterfront. Fifty war galleys were thrown high above the beach, and most were broken. The water was full of corpses and sea-wrack: wrecked ships; floating straw roofs; waterlogged bales of the famous Mykoan wool, and everything else – pomegranates and harvested grapes, half-submerged bales of grain, whole forests of cut lumber rising and falling on small waves.


Above the beach, perhaps half a hundred men moved like gidimu, animated corpses that necromancers used as eternal slaves. Just visible above them, a man in a chariot shouted orders.


He was motioning at the line of destruction at the tidal wave’s high-water mark, but even three hundred paces away, Zos could see that his head was turned to watch the ship come in.


Zos allowed himself a small smile. He understood the man’s amazement, because no ship should have survived that storm.


The rowers rowed, and the black ship crept in, her pitch-covered hull leaking in half a dozen places, her oar-banks thin on both sides from losses – dead men thrown over the side at the height of the waves and storm.


He must wonder if we are a ship of the dead.


‘I’m coming with you,’ said the boy, Daos.


Zos lifted an eyebrow. He’d been training the child, a little, but not enough for the boy to stand in a fight.


He shook his head, but his eyes widened.


‘You’ve …’ He felt like a fool. ‘You’ve grown.’


It was true. The boy, a whip-thin pre-adolescent of perhaps ten years, now looked like a muscled mid-adolescent. Narrowing waist, enhanced upper body …


When did that happen?


Zos had spent months contending with the supernatural – gods, demigods, the World Serpent – and yet, somehow, a boy achieving five years’ growth in forty days at sea seemed the most remarkable feat of all.


Daos looked down. ‘It’s confusing,’ he admitted.


Zos remembered his own adolescence, which had also seemed to happen at a ridiculous speed, and his slight smile became rueful and broad.


‘It’s always confusing,’ he said.


Daos shrugged. ‘Anyway, I’m coming,’ he said. ‘I’m your papista.’


‘Boy,’ Zos said without anger, ‘every papista I’ve ever had has died. In combat.’


Daos shrugged again. ‘I won’t die,’ he promised. ‘And if you take me, you won’t die either.’


It was moments like this that made life with the boy so very difficult.


‘The Dark Huntress told you this?’ Zos asked.


The boy shook his curly head. ‘Oh, no. Her voice is silent now. I just know it.’


Zos looked at the boy – really, at the young man. Behind him was Persay, the heavily muscled former slave with the bull’s head tattooed on his chest. His mad eyes were too open, too glittery, to be normal. But the man put a hand on the boy’s shoulder as if they were old mates.


‘I’ll be coming, too,’ he said.


‘As will I,’ Makeda said. ‘And my sisters.’


Zos closed his eyes and took a breath. Opened them and exhaled slowly, trying to blow the unreasoning rage out through his nostrils.


Behind Persay, the man in the chariot was motioning to the men around him, and to the ship.


Zos looked at Persay, and then at Makeda.


‘It’s over,’ he said. ‘Whatever adventure we thought we might have, it’s over. The revolt against the gods? It fucking died in the volcano. The plan? Fuck it, you don’t even know the plan. It doesn’t matter. You’re free people. Take your freedom and go!’


‘Great,’ Persay said. ‘I’m free to choose? I’m choosing to come with you.’


Zos felt a great sadness replace the rage.


‘Friends …’ he began.


Makeda shrugged. She didn’t speak in Dardanian, and she didn’t show any sign of understanding it. Instead, she spoke in Betwana, the trade tongue of the far east.


Pollon stepped up behind her and translated.


‘You are our war leader now. We choose you. We make war when you make war.’ She crossed her hands on her scarred chest. Both of her sisters did the same.


Pollon looked at her, and then at Zos.


‘Nomads aren’t good at taking no for an answer,’ he said, spreading his hands.


‘I’m going to die,’ Zos said. ‘Tell her that.’


Daos shook his head. ‘Not if I come, you aren’t!’ he said. ‘You don’t die. And anyway, Era is still alive, and so are Aanat and Jawala …’


Zos froze.


And then he looked down at the boy.


‘What?’ he spat.


‘Nanuk sent a sea monster to save Aanat and the ship,’ Daos said.


Trayos made a sign – a forbidden sign. ‘Nanuk, Lord of the Sea, is dead, killed by Timurti,’ he said. ‘It is forbidden even to mention his name.’


Daos shrugged. ‘Nanuk was never exactly a god,’ he said in his crackly adolescent voice. Daos was cursed with sounding like every assertive young male who’d ever lived, carrying no conviction or authority at all, and most older people were immune to it. ‘Nor did Timurti kill him.’


But his words …


‘They’re alive?’ Zos grabbed his papista’s shoulders.


Daos grinned. ‘And quarrelling among themselves.’


Pollon muttered, ‘That sounds believable.’


Zos puffed up his cheeks and exhaled explosively.


‘So,’ Daos said, ‘we all come with you, you will do this thing, and then you make a plan and we …’ he looked across the sea, ‘go to Narmer.’


Trayos brightened. ‘I have friends in Narmer,’ he said. ‘But what does this boy – this ephebe – know?’


Zos, caught between rage, revenge, hope, and some other emotions, felt he had to defend the boy.


‘He is a seer,’ he said simply. ‘An oracle.’


Trayos looked at the boy, touched his peacock amulet, and pulled a face.


‘Of course you have an oracle,’ he said. ‘Boy, do I die?’


The boy looked at him. Finally, he said, ‘Do you really want to know?’


Trayos flinched. ‘No!’ he admitted.


Daos smiled. It was a wintry smile, and it never touched his eyes.


‘No,’ he said. ‘Really, you don’t.’


Trayos looked out to sea. ‘Do I go … with glory?’ he asked.


Daos smiled again, this time with his usual youthful pleasure. ‘At the moment of victory, on the deck of a ship,’ he said.


Trayos snorted. ‘Can’t ask for better than that, lad.’


In the end, they all came: Lord Trayos; all his surviving oarsmen; the six former slave-bullies; Persay, Daos, Pollon, the three nomad women and Zos. They beached the damaged triakonter in the ruins of ten other ships and hauled her ashore over the driftwood.


As they tied her stem to a piling set well above the normal waterline, a scared-looking man approached cautiously.


‘The priest-lord tells me to greet you,’ the man said in careful Dardanian. ‘What land are you from? Are you living men or a ship of the dead? Are you friend or foe of our god-king Agon of Mykoax?’


Zos was up to his knees in filthy water, looking at the chipped black pitch and the deep wound below it in the boards of the ship. Trayos was no slouch about work; he was also knee-deep in the water, despite it being full of dead things, but his hand was on the stern where it met the keel.


‘She’ll have to be rebuilt, he said bitterly. ‘Or burned.’


One of the blows the ship had taken had torn the stern away from the planking on the port side. It didn’t look as bad as the other damage, but it was a deadly wound for a ship.


Zos ignored the herald, or speaker, or whatever he was – perhaps just a scared slave – and sloshed over to where Trayos stood.


He waved over the harbour.


‘We could build ten good ships out of these.’ He pointed at a pentekonter, a fifty-oared galley floating upside down and looking like a giant turtle, or a monstrous basking shark.


‘I’ll wager we could right her and row her away today.’


Trayos’ jaw worked. He clearly loved his own ship.


Zos glanced back at the herald.


‘We’re busy,’ he said. ‘When we’re finished, I’ll be happy to answer your questions. But we’re living men, just like you.’


Daos, very cheerful, put a hand on the herald’s arm. ‘You should hide until sunset.’ The man looked at Daos, who shrugged. ‘It would be the best thing for you.’


Zos looked at Daos. ‘Are you just going to oracle all the time?’


Daos shrugged. ‘No idea. It comes and goes, you know?’


Zos smiled. ‘No, thanks to all the gods, I don’t know.’


The herald was still looking at Daos. But then he turned and went back up the wreck-infested beach, and a moment later they could hear his respectful tone.


Zos looked at Trayos. ‘This will keep,’ he said. ‘If we live, we do our repairs. If we’re dead, who cares?’


Trayos sighed. ‘I love my ship.’


But he and his oarsmen picked up their spears and shields and followed Zos, as did everyone else.


Zos had a pair of javelins, an old bull’s-hide shield that Trayos had loaned him, and no armour at all. But he led the way, and Daos carried his shield. They negotiated the rubble, the storm rack, the shipwrecks and the corpses, bloated and venting gas into the fetid air.


Zos glanced at Pollon. ‘You really don’t have to come, old man.’


Pollon had his bow, and a handful of arrows. He shrugged.


Zos shrugged back, then looked back at all of them. He wanted to say something grand about time, and revenge, but mostly he felt sick and light-headed and he hated the sheer waste of all the death and destruction. He wondered, with a sort of hollow guilt, if it was all his fault.


Persay clapped him on the shoulder.


‘You are in a black place, my lord.’


‘I am,’ Zos said.


‘Lay waste your enemies.’ Persay smiled. ‘You’ll feel better.’


Zos shook his head. But the madman raised his spirits for reasons he could not fathom. And he stepped over the obscenely swollen body of an old woman, and managed not to step on a dead dog. Then he was in a clearer area with the man in the chariot and a few dozen of his workers, or slaves. They looked as if they hadn’t slept or eaten; more than half were naked.


He walked towards the chariot. He still wasn’t quite sure why he had to do this. But he did. Agon had to die.


The man in the chariot raised a hand. ‘Stop there,’ he said.


Zos kept walking.


The man’s charioteer was young, but he had the haughty bearing of the godborn. The other man in the box was clearly an aristocrat – a palace bureaucrat or retired warrior, or both.


‘When my lord orders you to stop, you stop.’ The man spoke with casual authority.


Zos kept walking. He was perhaps ten paces away.


The man in the chariot raised his bow.


‘Last warning, stranger—’


Zos threw his javelin into the unarmoured man’s chest. It wasn’t a perfect throw; instead of a killing shot it went in low, just over the groin, and the man rolled over it and screamed. The charioteer tried to gather his reins, but it was too late for that. He reached for his short sword instead, and Persay killed him from his blind side, a single cut up into the thigh. The boy bled out in seconds, a look of puzzlement on his face.


Zos, stepped up into the car. He hadn’t been in a chariot in years, but one didn’t forget; his toes engaged with the laced sinew in the bottom of the car, and the car rocked under his weight, but his knees flexed like a sailor in a storm.


‘Daos?’ he asked. ‘Can you drive?’


Daos smiled. ‘Of course, Lord Zos.’


He put the bull’s-hide shield on his back and stepped past Zos in the small car. His hands picked up the reins with the familiarity of long usage.


‘Hello, my lovelies,’ he said to the horses.


The two chariot horses were unremarkable but very steady, unmoved by blood and death – warhorses. They responded instantly to Daos; their heads came up, one snorted, and they both turned their heads.


Zos hardened his heart and used his right foot to dump the young charioteer’s body onto the bloody gravel. The priest-lord was still alive, and his pain-filled eyes followed Zos. Zos leant down, pulled the javelin from his abdomen, and finished him. He didn’t do it in anger or rage. Mostly what he felt was revulsion.


I’m not going to be much use as a warrior if I start feeling bad for everyone I kill, he thought.


The workers and slaves were open-mouthed.


Zos cleared his head, and looked at the assembled slaves.


‘I’m Zos of Trin.’ He hadn’t identified himself as Zos of Trin since he was nine years old. ‘I’m a mortal man like you who survived the storm. In answer to the priest-lord’s questions, I’m from here – my father was king of Trin. And I’m no friend or ally of the king of Mykoax – I’m his enemy, and I intend to kill him.’


Some of the locals were flinching away now; none of them were smiling.


Zos leant on the chariot rail, and smiled.


‘Best thing you can do is run home and hide until I leave,’ he said. ‘I’ll be done in two or three days.’ He crossed his arms. ‘Unless you want to be done with him, too, in which case …’ He glanced at Trayos. ‘In which case, we’re recruiting, and we’d be happy to pick up seventy or eighty good men of Trin.’


Terrified silence greeted him. But one man came forward immediately, and then another, and Trayos had his helmsmen start organising them to land the best of the wrecks and see if their hulls could be dried out.


Zos nodded. Then he stepped down from the chariot and pulled his javelin from the priest-lord’s corpse. It took more effort than he’d expected.


‘Bring a firepot or two,’ Daos said.


‘What?’ Zos asked.


‘We may need to burn something,’ the boy said, and smiled his prophetic smile.


A sailor fetched two clay pots full of coals.


‘Let’s go up to Mykoax, then,’ Zos said.


He cleaned the head on the man’s good robes. Before he turned away, people were pillaging the body.


The road from Pleion Harbour to the old citadel of Trin was straight and well-paved with huge blocks of stone. A thousand years of noble chariots and peasant wagons had worn ruts in the stone, but the ruts only made the travel easier, and the horse’s hooves were hard from a dry summer and rang like iron on the old stone.


Trin remained a ruin. The walls were intact, of course, because their titanic stones would be virtually impossible to move anyway. Off to the west, Gosa towered over the olive-tree plain, the mightiest fortress of them all. The old king of Mykoax had taken Gosa by stealth and treason, massacred its inhabitants and burnt its palaces, but none of that was visible from here.


Zos considered. He knew where the survivors lived; the refugees had moved to an island in the Ocean.


He shook his head.


I won’t need to plan after this. I can stop plotting.


But Narmer …


The old king Atrios had burnt the palace of Gosa, as his son had burnt Trin. No palace was allowed to stand except mighty Mykoax, rich in gold, and for his success Atrios’ son Agon had been rewarded with the ambrosia of heaven, the title god-king and the promise of immortality.


Zos looked back, amused at his own insanity. He was planning to storm Mykoax with thirty-three people.


Not so much planning to, as coming on the wings of the storm and making it all up as I go, he thought. And then darker thoughts leapt in. Here, I saw them take my mother. Here, I was made to …


He had sixty stadia of chariot riding to remind him of his home, his country, and his anger. Four hours, rolling along at a walking pace with his friends walking behind him, or walking himself. The ground above Trin was too steep for the chariot to roll easily when loaded, so Zos stepped down and walked with Pollon while the boy Daos drove.


‘Where did he learn to drive a chariot?’ Zos asked quietly, trying to fight his own demons.


‘When did the skin on the back of our hands become so smooth?’ Pollon asked.


Zos looked down and felt a stomach-turning moment of shock.


Pollon, in his pedantic way, went on, ‘The Dry One didn’t just heal us, my friend. It gave us the ambrosia of the gods. Or rather …’ His voice held a variety of strong emotions: discovery, curiosity, anger. ‘Or rather, it seems to me that the gods’ entire rule rests on a single product – the blood of the Dry Ones. Indeed, I might theorise about the so-called godborn …’


Zos, whose head had been lost in the scenes of his mother’s degradation and his own endless humiliations as a boy, snapped back to the present.


‘Huntress!’ he spat, and then managed a smile. ‘What will we do for swear words if we have no gods?’ he asked Pollon.


Pollon raised an eyebrow. ‘An excellent question. Perhaps words that refer to copulation and defecation – they were quite popular with my contemporaries.’


Zos blinked slowly. ‘I wasn’t really asking,’ he said, with almost a grin.


Pollon smiled. ‘I know. But it’s an interesting talking point nonetheless. And I made you smile.’


Zos put a hand on his shoulder, and the ghosts of his past edged away. ‘Bless you, brother.’


Pollon nodded. ‘But all kidding aside, I have a point.’


‘Which is … ?’


‘We should strike their supply of resin. Somewhere, somehow, the gods must take and store it.’ He looked at Zos. ‘This is only a theory. But if my theory is correct, the gods are simply mortals like us, with endless access to the resin of the Dry Ones.’


‘Fuck, no wonder the Bright People hate us.’ Zos shook his head. ‘Pollon, you are brilliant. But they aren’t mortals like us. You saw them when they were hit. Monsters.’


‘It’s only a theory,’ Pollon said. ‘And look, I’ve made you smile again.’


‘Storming heaven sounds even more foolish than storming Mykoax,’ Zos said. ‘Untenable. But striking against the source of their immortality …’


‘Unless I’m wrong,’ Pollon said.


Zos fingered his beard, thinking of the demons and the shapes they’d taken in combat.


‘You know what, brother? A year ago, I thought I knew a great deal about how the world worked. It was cynical and dark, but I understood it.’ He looked up at the enormous fortification of Mykoax high on the mountain above them. ‘Now I wonder if I understand anything at all.’


Pollon frowned. ‘I feel exactly the same. Are all godborn warriors as thoughtful as you?’


Zos shrugged. ‘Are all palace bureaucrats as brave as you?’


Pollon met his eye. ‘I’m not brave. I just cannot bear to desert my friends.’


Zos took in a breath of air, looking over the little army of men and women, and the road that fell away down the hills to the iron-grey sea under the iron-grey sky. Suddenly, his mood was lightened. Suddenly, he didn’t want to die. Revenge seemed petty, but he could see a world beyond revenge.


‘That’s all courage is,’ Zos said. ‘Making up excuses not to run away.’ He looked back up. ‘But you know what? I think Daos is right. I don’t think we die today.’


‘Of course I’m right,’ Daos said.


The road ran past the magnificent gate to the underworld that was the Tomb of Atrios, the enormous doorway capped by a monolith as large as a house.


‘Incredible,’ Pollon said.


‘You’ve never been to Narmer,’ Zos said.


They walked up the dusty road to the citadel of Mykoax, standing on the windswept mountain. There were people on the road – beggars, and pilgrims going to the tomb. All made way for the chariot, because only godborn men had chariots, and the godborn were lethal to ordinary folk.


Zos had remounted the chariot as they passed the Tomb of Atrios. He didn’t make an offering, or salute it, which made him feel odd, as he had always done so before. When he was a hostage.


An elite slave. Face the facts.


How it all came rushing back.


Persay gave a mad laugh as he passed the enormous gate and its bronze doors.


‘Dead is dead!’ he called out. ‘No matter what you put the corpse in.’


Pilgrims in the road made the sign of aversion, and a woman made the evil eye sign.


They walked on. The chariot rumbled over the smaller paving stones – the god-kings of Mykoax had never invested in roads as heavily as the god-kings of Trin, and Zos could feel it in his bones.


And then they took the last turn in the road, and there was the Great Gate. Above it a great god’s eye in lapis and gold, and above that two lions stood to either side of a massive stone pillar, their onyx eyes gazing out at the traveller.


It was clear that even here, the storm had done damage – perhaps not the lethal damage of the great wave, but rooves had slumped off houses, and just inside the gate, a tiled, whitewashed stone house had been reduced to rubble by a titanic stone flung off the wall. The high winds and scouring pumice had driven most people inside, and a continuous wailing from the temple atop the highest citadel suggested that the rest were invoking the gods.


Zos was a veteran of this particular palace-fortress and he knew that most of these people were palace professionals: scribes like Pollon, craftspeople like Atosa, entertainers like Era, warriors like himself. He glanced up at the megaron that faced the temple. His target, the god-king Agon, the terror of his youth, would be within its red pillars.


Made it this far.


There were guards at the gate, of course – four men in bronze, none of them a day over twenty, all with the marks of a night spent on watch and a day spent in fear. They were too young to know him.


Men in armour. It was odd; in his day they’d have been bull-leaper ephebes – warrior-athletes in training, naked but for a kilt and a sword.


Zos raised his hand in greeting. He didn’t have a plan past this point. He was still a little puzzled by the ease with which they’d come up the mountain. The mighty storm must have had more effect even than he’d reckoned.


‘My lord,’ said the loxos. ‘I must ask you to dismount and hand over your weapons. This is a very … difficult … time.’ He didn’t smile; he clearly took himself and his role very seriously.


Zos looked at him and realised that this young man was about to die; it was almost like being Daos. There was no peaceful way he was passing this gate; there was no possibility of mercy. And he didn’t like that.


But it didn’t matter, because when the chariot rolled to a stop, it all unfolded as if the future really was a predestined thing. Perhaps, if he hadn’t taken the chariot …


No. He wanted his revenge. He wanted this. Even though that serious young man had never done him any harm.


Zos shrugged. ‘Kill them,’ he said.


And it was done.


Because it hadn’t really occurred to any of the four men at the gate that they’d be attacked, they didn’t land a single blow. Persay killed one and tripped another, and the three nomad women finished them, and it was done. There was a surprising amount of blood on the cobbles, and the horses remained unperturbed.


Zos found that if he went with the inevitability, it was less unpleasant.


‘Drive on,’ he said to Daos.


The boy was smiling.


‘Jawala makes some good points,’ Zos said.


He was thinking about Jawala’s insistence that all violence was murder, and never justified. She was Hakran, a pacifist. And in his current mood, his dark revulsion was still over-balancing his desire for revenge.


Daos glanced at him, a very adult smile on his young face.


‘She certainly does,’ the boy said. ‘And yet, sometimes, someone has to put down a rabid dog.’


There had been enough bystanders to the killings at the gate that they could hear the screams in the town as the chariot rolled past the sacred enclosure, where the old god-kings were buried. In the ancient days they’d buried their kings inside the walls, and a circular tunnel led to the underworld.


Again, Zos had to fight the urge to propitiate their shades and make his reverence. He was done with all that, and the chariot rolled by with none of them making any sign of respect to the dead.


‘I can feel their anger,’ Pollon said. ‘The dead.’


‘They’re about to be much angrier,’ Zos said.


Somewhere above them in the town, a woman screamed, and a man called, and someone beat a bronze bell.


Zos’ chariot rolled on. The horses were flagging, but it was an offence against the god-king to ride a chariot in the upper town, and Zos had always imagined entering the citadel in a chariot.


Halfway up the sacred way that led from the circle of ancient graves to the upper town’s temples, a line of armoured men barred the road. The road was narrow; it ran from the magnificent stone wall on the right to the cliff’s edge on the left, with a seven-hundred-foot drop to the dry stream bed far below.


‘Ready?’ Zos asked his charioteer.


Daos grinned. ‘Born ready,’ he said.


The chariot was going up a steep slope behind a pair of tired horses who’d walked all the way from the sea, and probably had walked half as far again that morning, and yet, as Daos tightened the reins, their heads came up. He said something to them in a language that Zos didn’t know, and their tails swished once, making an eerie sound.


Zos didn’t need to look back to know that his little war band was gathered behind him.


‘Go,’ he said.


The chariot horses leapt to full stride without further word or whip – fatigue falling away. The cart lurched forward so hard that Zos, trained from youth to fight this way, was almost flung from the car.


Daos, leaning forward, toes curled over the axle, looked like the living embodiment of a charioteer, reins in his left hand, and his long trident held aloft in his right.


The bronze-clad warriors waiting in two ranks across the cliffside road had perhaps forty paces to decide how to deal with the oncoming horses and chariot. It was rare a chariot attacked formed men; the cars themselves were too lightly built to survive the collision, and horses don’t particularly like planting their delicate legs among squirming men and their sharp edges.


No one had told these horses, or this driver, that.


Perhaps ten paces from impact about half of the warriors, including all those closest to the cliff edge, elected to either shuffle back or away from the cliff’s edge.


Zos said, ‘I haven’t done this in a long time,’ and dropped his cloak.


Perhaps three paces from impact, he leapt up to plant one foot on the chariot rail, flung a javelin down into one of the bronze-clad warriors from above, over the man’s tower shield, like one of Enkul-Anu’s thunderbolts … and went forward over the rail to land on the chariot pole between the horses. His landing wasn’t perfect, and he used his free hand on the offside horse’s back to stay on the pole as they burst through the dis­integrating formation. His second javelin took a brave man in the mouth as he tried to rally his men, and over his shoulder he saw another warrior, braver than the rest, lean out and stab at Daos.


Daos turned the thrust with the haft of his trident, just the way he’d been taught. And then he stabbed the man, his blow perfectly timed.


The man turned to ash.


And they were past, racing up the long curve of the Sacred Way as the rest of the men who had tried to hold the road dissolved into a cloud of dust.


Daos hauled on the reins, slowing the horses and twirling the trident over his right hand like an acrobat as he drove with his left. They trotted all the way to the top. Only the three nomad women and Persay could keep up; the rest of his people and Trayos’ sailors were left behind.


‘Did you see him?’ Daos said. ‘If you hadn’t trained me, he would have killed me. Right there. I have seen it.’


Zos shook his head. He had nothing to say.


The road forked at the top of the Sacred Way; to the left and right it ran to the palace quarters, but straight on, through the High Gate, lay the palace megaron and the temple.


To the east, out over the sea, lightning flashed in black clouds, and thunder rolled high in the air.


The chariot came to a stop just short of the gate, and Zos put his back against the chariot rail and rolled back into the car.


‘Are you hurt?’ Daos asked.


Zos shook his head. ‘Only my pride,’ he admitted. ‘I am not as practised as I used to be.’


In fact, his lower back was on fire and his groin …


‘Let’s do this,’ he said.


He leant forward, the chariot rolled through the open gate of the sacred enclosure, and people began to scream.


To his right rose the Temple of All Gods, the Pantheon. Like every other pantheon in the world, its great frieze depicted all the Great Gods in their aspects: Enkul-Anu sat in judgement; Sypa, his consort, lay on a couch, divine and beautiful; Druku lay opposite her, raising a bunch of grapes; Ara, God of War, stood by in armour; Timurti somehow stood despite having a fish tail instead of legs, her arm around a dolphin. And at the other end of the portico, the Dark Huntress and the Blue Goddess were alone, angry, left out of the feast.


Because he was in the chariot car, he was almost at eye level with the priest raising his arms to the enormous golden statue of Enkul-Anu at the east end of the temple, where it could be seen from far out on the Ocean on a clear day. Behind the statue, the cliff fell sheer for six hundred feet to the rocks below. A dead boy lay across the altar in front of the statue, his throat cut, his viscera spread across the altar for augury. The carcasses of two more child-victims lay where they’d been thrown from the altar like rubbish.


Zos smiled, not because he approved of the scene, but because any lingering scruples fell away when he saw the rubbish heap of children.


A tall man in the prime of life, handsome, bearded, and wearing a long robe of magnificent mollusc red, embroidered with poppies and ravens, came to the steps, his face red with rage.


‘You defile the sacred places, stranger, and for that your life is forfeit.’


Zos was not a splendid figure, as he’d often imagined himself to be in this moment; he didn’t have a billowing scarlet cloak, nor a helmet of boar’s tusks on his head, nor golden armour. He was splattered with blood, naked but for his filthy linen kilt.


And his back hurt.


But the smile stayed on his lips.


‘I’m no stranger, Agon,’ he said. ‘I’m your humble slave Zos, son of Urystes, whom you killed.’


Zos stepped down from the chariot car as Daos stopped the team, and walked up the steps of the temple alone. The nomads were still in the gate while Persay stood, relaxed, by Daos and the chariot.


Agon narrowed his eyes. ‘You fucking idiot,’ he said.


‘Kill him,’ he said to his guards.


There were a dozen or so around him, and more across the great marble square, on the steps of the megaron, the palace hall. And more were coming up the side steps from the barracks.


Zos waited, savouring the moment. For the first time he believed. He believed they might overthrow the gods. Because he was in arm’s reach of Agon, and no one had stopped him.


Two huge men pulled Agon to safety behind them, and the guards drew their swords.


And then Zos drew his.


There were some mortals who were relatively unaffected by the sword Terror, the sword usually carried by Ara, God of War. Men and women who’d faced their direst fears, or succumbed to them and then finally emerged, battered but unbroken: they could face the sword eventually.


But when Zos drew it, it was like a punch in the gut, and the more noble and thus unsullied a person was, the less resistance most of them had. The godborn guards fell away like chaff before a wind. The nobles and palace functionaries thronging the temple screamed almost as one, as if the scream were some continuation of their hymn to their distant and terrible gods.


Zos began to kill. He was sparing and cautious, like the trained warrior he was. He didn’t waste energy on leaps; he used simple thrusts instead of heavy cuts.


Terror killed, and every death fed the dread sword, so that the waves of terror crashed down ever stronger, ravaging even the strongest heart. Some of the older people died in their terror; many leapt from the temple wall to end themselves on the rocks far below.


Zos didn’t worry about the worshippers. He killed the guards, and out in the courtyard Persay slaughtered the other guards. The former slave was apparently unmoved by the lethal waves of fear. Even the nomad women paused in the gate, gathering themselves, but Persay danced and blood flowed on the white marble.


Until finally, as he’d always imagined, Zos had Agon before him, thrashing on the stained marble. The man was screaming in fear; he’d fouled his clothing, and writhed, unseeing.


Zos found it all curiously anticlimactic. He’d dreamt of killing Agon since he was fifteen, and now that he had him … ‘I only hope that your worst fear was me, returning,’ Zos said. But Agon was a tool, however willing, and behind Agon stood the gods.


With the remarkable strength that the Dry One’s healing had given him, Zos lifted the god-king of Mykoax, carried him to Enkul-Anu’s altar, and threw him onto it, and ran Agon through the throat bole so that the great king’s blood mixed with that of the children his priests had just sacrificed.


Zos looked up at the statue and raised his arms like a worshipper.


‘Hear me, Enkul-Anu,’ he said, and the statue flickered.


Zos still held the sword, Terror, naked in his hand, while Agon’s blood ran down the carved channels in the altar, feeding the link to the Gods.


‘Hear me, Enkul-Anu!’ Zos called.


The statue’s features began to grow in animation.


‘Hear me, Enkul-Anu!’ Zos roared like the power of the sea, the magical third time.


And the great god was made manifest.


‘You dare?’ the god bellowed. Only his head was animated; the rest of the statue was stone.


Zos spat into the great god’s face.


‘You’re next!’ Zos shouted.



Auza, Home of the Gods



Enkul-Anu cut the link to Mykoax and fell back onto his couch, shaken.


He was almost alone, except for the three sisters who waited on him night and day – unimportant human slaves. But none of the other gods had witnessed this humiliation. One of the slaves bent to wipe the spittle from his immortal face, and he killed her with an angry swipe of his hand, hurling her broken body across his private hall.


A mortal worm had dared …


And he had Terror.


While I lie here, wounded by the World Serpent.


This isn’t funny any more.





Chapter Two



Era


‘We need to get out of here,’ Era told her council, and Hefa-Asus nodded.


‘It’s like one of the hells of Kur,’ the big man said. ‘The hell of rotting corpses.’


He was looking out from under the big awning rigged out of one of the Untroubled Swan’s spare sails, spread over her long spar above the high stern. Ashore, as far as the eye could see, there were dead people and animals – cattle, sheep, dogs and cats – all washed up by the power of the titanic wave and the subsequent storm, now bloated and rotting in the now-bright sun. And the devastation continued inland for stadia on the low, flat, sandy soils of southern Rasna, home of the Hakrans. Along the beach there were six other ships. All the survivors, she suspected, of the forty ships that had sailed from Dekhu before the island exploded.


Perhaps half a thousand survivors, amid the devastation of Rasna.


Jawala looked up. Her hair was a tangle, her eyes bloodshot, and her hands were cut and bruised because she had spent the last two days burying bodies. These were her people.


‘It’s our fault,’ she said heavily. ‘We killed them. You killed them. This is what violence does.’


Aanat’s and Pavi’s hands bore the same marks. They looked at each other, and then each put an arm around Jawala. She tried to shake them off for a moment, and then, as if their bodily warmth had broken her reserve, she, the strongest among them, began to weep.


Era had enormous respect for Jawala and her people – but she didn’t agree at all.


‘No, Jawala,’ she said. ‘The gods did this. The same gods who have been trying to destroy your people for hundreds of years.’


Jawala didn’t raise her head.


Era went on, ‘We cannot stay here. There’s not enough food, and we have to mend our ships, which means docks and workers. And we, at least, have a cargo to trade.’


Hefa-Asus shook his head at her. ‘We cannot try Poche. We’re too weak.’


Aanat looked up from his wife. ‘Don’t you think Poche will be in much the same state as my poor Rasna?’


Era sat back, her chin in her hand. ‘An excellent point.’


Nicté nodded sharply. ‘All the coastal cities in Dendrowna will be in chaos,’ she said with bloodthirsty satisfaction. ‘Nanuk’s balls! We should just go, take what we need, and run for the mountains.’


Hefa-Asus looked deeply unhappy. ‘But the Poche kingdoms have the power to resist the gods. And the will.’


‘And also the will to capture us and rip our hearts out,’ Era said. ‘Or so you have told me.’


Hefa-Asus shrugged. ‘We will have to negotiate, regardless. But it will be better for everyone if we negotiate now, rather than a year from now, when we need to ship our star-stone weapons. Iron does not really kill mortals any better than bronze or stone – not at odds of twenty to one – and you don’t want to face the Kuhl Ajaw of Nikal and his Jaguar Knights with some former slaves.’


Era shrugged. ‘I’ve never even heard of Nikal,’ she said.


Aanat spread his hands as if her ignorance was not his business. ‘I’m not fond of soldiers,’ he said. ‘But the Jaguar Knights are … terrifying.’


Pavi nodded. ‘As are the Eagle Knights of the Tiatoni.’


Nicté tossed her head angrily. ‘My people face them every season …’


‘Enough,’ Era said flatly. ‘I understand that they are fearsome. Very well. But the fact remains that we need to get out of here, as soon as possible. And I like the notion that the Poche states may be weak. Can we … ?’ She looked at Aanat. ‘Can we make a deal without bloodshed?’


Aanat narrowed his eyes. He looked at Jawala, as if Era’s needs were not paramount in his hierarchy of needs, but then he looked back at her.


‘It’s what we do,’ he allowed. ‘We negotiate. And perhaps doing this, and avoiding violence …’ He shrugged. He was tired, and emotionally empty; seeing his civilisation dead on a beach had marked him.


Jawala looked up. ‘I helped kill my people,’ she said. ‘I don’t think I can live with that.’


She turned and left, climbing down the short ladder to the middle deck and the cargo holds.


Aanat watched her go but didn’t follow, his face lit as much with anger as with regret.


‘Pride is selfish,’ he said bitterly. He looked after her with more anger than Era had expected.


Era’s entire waking life was consumed with other people’s problems, and there was a level at which she didn’t really like people, which wasn’t, apparently, a bar to good leadership. People stole, and hated and were afraid; they refused to do work that was clearly in the common interest, denied the obvious, started foolish rumours, were jealous, petty and vain. She saw it all every hour, as she tried to get the four hundred and sixty-five surviving former slaves and the crews of the ships that had survived the wave and the storm to unite, build a camp, find wood, repair the ships, gather food and prepare to depart.


It was all like wading through mud. Every problem solved led to new problems, most of them created by the people she was trying to save. She directed that they build a storage centre for the pithoi of grain that Dite was recovering, so people argued about the grain’s distribution. She asked for latrines to be built, and they stared at her with dumb animosity.


‘I’m not a slave any more,’ one man said. And he was applauded for it.


However, Dite began to recover grain in fairly sizeable amounts – the stored grain of a generation of thrifty Hakran villagers. Some pithoi held olive oil, or salt fish, all sealed against the sea water, all recoverable, when you had a former god to do the digging. And use her godlike powers of seduction and persuasion on unwilling workers.


Era knew that loosing Dite on the former slaves was morally questionable, and she did it anyway.


And Taha, her Py scout, ranged farther and farther. He brought back a dozen donkeys, alive; then he and five more former slave-soldiers used the donkeys to range more widely. That was the day that the first warehouse to store food was finished; the day that Aanat persuaded the former slaves to dig latrines, the day that another surviving ship came ashore with seventy starving people and a pair of former slave-warriors holding them at bay with spears. And the day that Jawala put on an orange robe, walked down the beach, spread out a straw mat, and knelt, facing the sun.


Era saw her, a spot of orange against the drab beach. Everything still stank of death, even when they’d buried or burnt every body within a stade, as best they could.


‘I hate this place,’ Era said. ‘I know it was your home …’


Aanat was watching his wife. Tears were streaming down his face.


Era looked at him. He was a tower of strength – always working, always steady – and here he was, weeping openly.


‘Aanat, get it together. We’re going to make it. The warehouse is up – we’ve got all the timber we’ll ever need. Tomorrow we begin repairs …’


He was sobbing, and as she watched, he fell to his knees, his face a moving mask of despair.


Then, without warning, he leapt over the stern, landed on the packed sand below like a much younger man, and went running down the beach. He ran like a drunken man, or an old man – almost waddling.


Era didn’t know what was going on, but her immediate assumption was that it would be bad. She jumped from the stern and followed him.


He ran down the beach towards Jawala, and she sat in orange dignity on her mat. He ran like a man racing death, and she sat, restfully watching …


She was only a dozen strides behind him when he came up to his wife.


‘You cannot!’ he screamed.


She had a nearly blank expression on her usually animated face. She said nothing.


‘Jawala! You cannot do this!’ he yelled. ‘Jawala! All is not lost! You have spouses and responsibilities!’


Nothing.


‘Jawala! For the love of all the gods, you cannot leave me alone like this!’


Nothing.


Era caught Aanat’s arm. ‘What’s happening?’ she asked, though she could guess.


Aanat pushed her away with more violence than she’d expected – anger, shock, emotional turmoil. The man was beyond distraught. But Era was a dancer, and she avoided the fall, swayed, and caught his arm.


‘Aanat,’ she hissed. ‘I’m surrounded by people who seem to be bent on self-destruction. Don’t you join them. What in all Kur is going on?’


Jawala stared into the sun, almost serene. Almost. Except that Era, through her training, could tell that the Hakran woman was listening – was, in fact, fully involved.


‘She is going to die,’ Aanat spat. ‘Killing herself, by starvation.’


Jawala stared into the sun, which now lit her orange robe like flame.


‘Fuck,’ muttered Era. Very briefly, she considered striking the woman. ‘Jawala, you are a leader! Every one of our people values and respects you. This is like desertion, and you’re doing it in front of everyone, like a fucking attack on my authority.’


She stepped up close to the Hakran woman.


Jawala gazed into the sun.


‘Damn it, woman!’ Era spat. ‘We need you!’


Nothing.


Era turned on her heel to find a dozen of their rescued former slaves watching.


‘Perfect,’ she muttered. ‘Aanat, come with me.’


Aanat wasn’t listening. Instead, he was kneeling in front of his wife, staring into her eyes.


Era shook her head and went back to the Untroubled Swan.


By evening, Aanat was also in an orange robe, staring at the horizon where the sun would rise.


Era stood on the stern of the Untroubled Swan with Pavi.


‘Will you all follow them?’ she asked.


Pavi looked down the beach, made a sign over her heart, and shook her head.


‘No,’ she said. ‘I love the world too much, and I lack Jawala’s courage. And her pride. She thinks we are the cause of all this.’ Pavi shrugged. ‘I think that’s foolishness.’


‘Can you talk them out of it?’ Era asked.


Pavi gave her a look of surprise, even shock. ‘Oh, no,’ she said. ‘It’s a noble thing they do.’


Era looked at her. ‘What?’


‘It’s not easy, starving yourself to death,’ Pavi said. ‘It’s atonement, and it’s not my place to take it from them. If they can do it …’ She shrugged. ‘They’ll be saints.’


Era was bitter. ‘Some people …’ she began, but she realised that she needed Pavi and her other three spouses, Miti, Bravah and Mokshi, more than ever. So this was not a good time to belittle their culture.


She went down the beach to the shed and pen that housed both Nannu, the donkey they’d brought from Ma’rib, and Bror, the bear who’d once been a toy bear. The two seemed to get along quite well, which was definitely not the strangest thing that was going on in her world.


Era put her arms around Bror’s neck, and she snuffled Era for a bit.


She cried a little, but mostly she just enjoyed the smell of the bear.


And she trusted Bror, which was more than she could say of Dite, her bedmate.


‘Daos and Zos and Pollon, all lost,’ she wept into the bear’s fur. ‘And now Jawala. I’m left to pick up the pieces.’


The bear patted her, but gave no answer.


The next morning, Taha returned with three of his scouts and two women on donkeys. They were Hakran, and they made a sign over their hearts when they saw the two orange robes, and then they came down the beach and greeted Era.


Taha pointed at them. ‘I’m going to need a translator, lady,’ he said. ‘I went above the tideline, and there’s a whole city there – thousands of Hakrans. These two are from a village right on the tideline.’


The tideline was the point, several thousand paces inland, where the great wave had reached its highest point on the coast of Rasna, and deposited its toll of corpses and straw roofs and logs and everything else it had scoured off the coast.


Pavi arrived, began to speak to the two women, and then she burst into tears and embraced each in turn.


‘Rappa is not destroyed!’ she said. ‘The eint ki devar held!’


Era shook her head. ‘What’s Rappa?’ she asked. ‘And what’s an eint ki devar?’


Pavi smiled through her tears. ‘Rappa is the greatest city on this part of the coast, and the eint ki devar …’ She was thinking hard, and it showed on her face. ‘A huge wall to stop the rising floodwaters in spring.’


Era brightened. ‘We should tell Jawala and Aanat,’ she said.


Pavi frowned. ‘They are dead.’


‘What?’


‘When a suitor puts on the orange robe, they are dead. One doesn’t speak to them. If they fail the test, they may return to the living. But it would be rude to interrupt them now.’ Pavi spoke firmly.


Era took that on board and nodded – not in agreement, but in acceptance. Later in the afternoon, she made the time to go and stand in front of the orange-clad couple.


‘Your people are not dead,’ she said. ‘The sea wall of your great city held.’


It was a little like talking to a wall. Neither made eye contact. She wasn’t even sure that she was getting through.


‘Pavi says you are like dead people, and I shouldn’t bother you.’ Era spread her hands. ‘Jawala, you are the wisest of us, and I need you.’


Nothing.


Era had never felt so alone. So deserted. It was almost like betrayal, and it made her feel savage.


Like my godborn mother, walking off and leaving me, she thought, but that wasn’t exactly fair. But she was angry, and not in a mood to be fair.


Farther along the beach, Jawat was drilling his militia of former slave-soldiers. They had a terrible mishmash of weapons, many of them made for show, but every man and woman had a good spear with a sharp bronze point, and many of them had huge shields shaped like pinched cowrie shells – a whole bull’s hide.


The militia looked good; they raised her spirits a little. These were her people, and she needed their loyalty and commitment, so she walked across the sand, nodded to Jawat, and smiled at them.


‘Where’d you get the shields?’ Era asked. ‘You, what’s your name?’


A big man, perhaps the ugliest man she’d ever seen, grinned. ‘Ship we came in on had a cargo of bull-hide,’ he said. ‘I’m Drakon.’


‘And there was more dead bulls on the beach,’ a small woman said. ‘I’m Lan Thena.’


Era gave her a look; she wasn’t small at all – she only appeared small next to the ugly brute next to her. She had only one breast; that was curious. Her ‘Trade’ was accented with Dardanian.


Jawat smiled. ‘They came yesterday, on the floater,’ he said. ‘Actual soldiers.’


The giant with a face of a demon grinned at her. ‘We’ve come a long way to join you,’ he said. ‘To fight the gods.’


Era just looked at him. ‘Fight the gods?’ she asked quietly.


‘Bright People told us,’ he said.


Era looked at Jawat, and then back at the giant and the tall woman.


‘Welcome,’ she said, and headed back down the beach. Actual volunteers? She suddenly felt much better.


The next day she oversaw repairs and found the former slaves who’d been carpenters. She thanked fortune that she had not one but two shipwrights among her flock – both careful, silent men who counted out timbers and chose tools carefully from their limited supply, and looked entirely competent. Later, as she allowed herself a breather, watching the first serious repairs on the seven ships on the beach, her lookout spotted another ship coming in. This one was in a terrible condition.


It took sixty men and women in boats to pull the dismasted hulk ashore through the surf. The captain was strapped to the tiller, and wouldn’t give it up until he felt the keel grate on gravel. His crew looked as if they’d be haunted by the voyage for the rest of their lives, and there were corpses on the deck.


Era could see at a glance that some of them had been picked at. And eaten.


There were about thirty former slaves still alive aboard. The crew had put the hatch covers over the holds and chocked them closed.


‘They came at us while we were trying to fish the mast,’ the captain said. The man was utterly exhausted, slumped on a rug at Era’s feet. ‘They were insane with fear …’ He shrugged. ‘We had to kill some, and drove the rest below. Gods, we tried. Twelve days at sea, in that storm, no food, not much water …’ He looked at her as if she could grant him absolution.


‘Who are you?’ she asked.


His fat merchant ship was out of some southern yard, but she didn’t know him.


‘Huy,’ he said. ‘Call me Huy.’ He looked past her. ‘I’m from Narmer.’


‘How’d you find your way here?’ she asked.


Pavi came and squatted bonelessly nearby. The Hakran woman gave Era a look that meant she had something to say, or report.


Huy shrugged. ‘If you get dismasted mid-ocean and you don’t turn turtle or sink, this is where you come,’ he said. ‘The wind and current bring you here.’


Pavi nodded.


Era frowned. ‘I thought all these ships followed us.’


Pavi rolled her eyes. ‘In a few days the other stuff will start coming ashore,’ she said. ‘It always does. The corpses. The ship’s timbers.’


‘The Jekers,’ Huy said.


Era looked back at the Narmerian captain. Her heart wasn’t sinking; it was going cold.


‘What Jekers?’ she asked.


‘The sea’s full of them,’ Huy said. ‘Dismasted, half awash, or intact. Only the gods know how many of them sunk. But there’s plenty left. We saw them.’ He looked at her, the fatigue making black thumbprints under his brown skin. ‘The slaves who attacked us were going to turn Jeker,’ he said. ‘We heard them talking about it.’


‘Demons of Kur,’ Era swore. ‘Get some sleep, Huy. When you’re up to it, I’ll assign you some people and you can repair your ship.’


He managed a very slight smile. ‘Any chance of a cup of wine?’


She shook her head. ‘Fresh water is the best I can do.’


Huy nodded, and drank more from the clay cup he’d been given.


‘I am thankful for it,’ he said.


He rose very slowly, like an old man, finished the water, and tottered along the sand to where his ship, the Arrina’s Daughter, was beached. Her round hull might have been almost comical, it was so tubby, except that it had survived where so many other ships had foundered.


Era looked at Pavi.


Pavi clutched her knees. ‘The two women that Taha brought in,’ she said. ‘Taha and I let them go with a donkey.’


Era was too tired to argue. ‘Not my nice Nannu?’ she asked, and then worried she sounded tyrannical. ‘We’re a little short of donkeys.’


Pavi shrugged. ‘I’m not good at saying no to my own.’


Era nodded. ‘That’s not so bad.’


Pavi gave her a ‘woman of the world’ look. ‘That’s just the beginning,’ she said. ‘Many of the people are planning to … well, at best, to down tools and walk away.’


Era sat back and wished she had wine.


‘What the fuck?’ she spat.


‘At worst, they might mutiny and kill you,’ Pavi continued.


Era crossed her arms, something that she knew she did far too often. Her right hand went to the star-stone knife she wore on a cord around her neck. She made herself be calm. She thought of Jawala. The old Jawala.


Pavi shrugged again. ‘Era, no one knows the plan here but you, and maybe Dite. You’re utterly close-mouthed. But we all know that we’re repairing the ships to run up the coast to Dendrowna, and half the people here don’t want to go to Dendrowna. They want to go home.’


Era’s face set hard. ‘Who are the ringleaders?’


Pavi shrugged, her Hakran calm unruffled. ‘I’m not an informer, Era, and that’s not the way to settle this. They were slaves, and we freed them. Or did we?’


‘What are you saying?’ Era stood up.


Pavi looked up at her, squatting on her haunches, apparently relaxed. ‘Are you going to hit me, Era?’


The two women looked at each other for a long moment, and then Dite came around the stern of the ship. She had a rag of brown cloth tied around her loins for modesty, and a double circle of clay beads around her waist; she had a net bag of wooden nails over her shoulder and a stone hammer in her hand, and she was shining like wet, black marble.


She smiled at Era, whose heart began to pound.


I have it bad, Era thought, and she did. And I can’t trust her as far as I can throw her.


Which, considering Dite was taller than the tallest man on the beach, was not far, for all Era’s wiry strength.


Dite, who had been a god. Or so she said.


She sat on the rug as if she’d been invited, and drew up her legs.


‘Force won’t fix this, my beauty,’ she said to Era.


Pavi nodded at Dite. Era was immediately, ridiculously jealous.


Pavi and Dite?


Dite’s tastes were almost universal.


Era tried to get her head and heart back on her command problems.


‘What do they want?’ she managed. She didn’t quite spit.


Dite raised her lovely eyebrows. ‘They want to go home,’ she said. ‘As Pavi has already noted. And we should send them home with our blessings.’


‘Damn it to Kur’s seven hells,’ Era said. ‘Hefa-Asus said we needed three hundred people! If half of them go home, we’ll have fewer than two hundred!’


Dite smiled. ‘But the two hundred who come with us will be willing. And the hundred who leave will spread the word, which we need. We need some songs about the fight at the island. We need a couple of hundred survivors out there telling people that the gods can be defeated.’


Pavi smiled very slightly. ‘We need to make good on our promises to these people. Otherwise, we’ve just stolen someone else’s slaves to use their labour ourselves. That’s not “freeing” them.’


Dite smiled. ‘That too,’ she said in a tone that suggested that she didn’t care a whit for the morality of the situation. She looked radiant, well-rested, and her eyes promised …


Era forced her rising lust down and said, ‘It was never my intention to force anyone.’


Pavi took a breath, and then another, deeper breath. ‘Thanks.’ She hid her thoughts well, but her relief was palpable.


Era watched her go, and thought, What am I becoming? Does she think me a tyrant?


Dite’s unquenchable eyes caught Era’s as she rose to her feet. ‘Just let the laggards go,’ she said. ‘Some of them are just barracks lawyers. Some can’t see that they’ll be slaves again in two weeks.’ She shrugged. ‘And when did you last rest? Relax? Drink water?’


Era sighed. ‘I know.’


‘And I know exactly how to help you with all that.’


Era shivered, but she took Dite’s hand.


After an hour of lovemaking, through an ecstatic haze, Era said, ‘Am I becoming a tyrant?’


Dite leant over her, her heavy breasts just touching Era’s belly.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I have a lot of experience of tyranny, and that’s where you are headed.’


Era sat up. ‘Damn it, you know how to kill a mood.’


Dite sat back. ‘You asked,’ she said. ‘Was I supposed to lie?’


‘I’m just trying to get this done!’ Era said. ‘They need direction!’


‘And so said every tyrant in history,’ Dite said, and then, ‘That’s enough political chatter.’


She went back to their former occupation with a relish that made it impossible for Era to stay angry. Or indeed, to stay much of anything.


The next morning, Era summoned her officers, such as they were: Pavi, Dite, Jawat, Hefa-Asus, Nicté, Atosa, Taha, the carpenters and shipwrights. She served them all water with her own hands, and then went around the circle and asked each for a report.


The carpenters had the warehouse up and had inventoried all the cargoes from the eight ships on the beach, which had then been moved into the warehouse, which was just a giant shed built of driftwood logs and roofed in palm fronds, in the local way. But it held all their cargoes and all their store of grain, and they were working on a second warehouse to store water pithoi.


The shipwrights reported that the Untroubled Swan was complete and ready for sea, as was the Mykoan merchant ship Sea Snake. Three more of their ships were under reconstruction.


But the term ‘their ships’ drew a howl of protest, and the captains and ship owners made it plain that they wanted no further part of this.


‘Your soldiers forced us to carry these slaves,’ Hackaput of Karthos said. He was a small, dark man with bright green eyes, a master trader of the Hundred Cities trade guild. ‘Fine. We did. We risked our lives to do it. Now I want my ship repaired and I want to go. I have a family to feed. And no idea what the wave did to the Hundred Cities.’


Era looked at him, and raised an eyebrow, and he subsided.


Old Jawat, their drill master and the effective commander of her former slave troops, smiled a hard smile. Era smiled back, but shook her head slightly.


Then Hefa-Asus spoke up. ‘I have most of the star-stone made up.’


Indeed, his forge had been running round the clock since they’d landed. Nicté had led a dozen smiths in making bronze items for ship’s repairs; she’d even made some saws. Atosa was becoming adept at working the star-stone into fine stuff; he’d been playing with making wire, but he spent most of his time managing the carpenters because he seemed to know all the trades and skills.


But Hefa-Asus worked in secret, and they could smell the bitter tang of the star-stone as he worked.


He held up a knife very like the one Era wore around her neck.


‘I’ve made a few of these,’ he said and she nodded, excited, but not wanting to show that in public. ‘We need to find the rest of the deposits,’ Hefa-Asus said.


Era nodded again. ‘We’re working on it,’ she said firmly. ‘Jawat, report.’


He was the most muscular old person she’d ever seen, and slavery had done nothing to bow or break him. His hair and scruffy beard were white, and he had a scar that should have killed him, going across his face and through his nose, leaving it barbed like a fish hook.


‘Fifty-nine fit for service. Training is going well – archery is the hardest. I’m taking the fat off the lardies and putting back as muscle on the skinnies.’ He smiled his mirthless smile. ‘I wouldn’t want to take on a boatload of Dardanians or a big canoe of Dendrownans, but we’re better than we were and getting better every day. And the new pair are excellent.’


Era was delighted. ‘Thanks, Commander,’ she said.


‘Fuck, don’t “commander” me,’ he said. ‘I’m an old wabish.’


Era shook her head. ‘Here, you are Ra-we-ke-ta.’


The champion and commander. A word used by every nation and people. And titles mattered.


The old man flushed. ‘At your service,’ he said, obviously pleased. ‘No fucking way did I ever expect anyone to call me that.’


Era glanced at Nicté and Hefa-Asus. Nicté smiled.


‘All the star-metal is ashore, dry and stored in fleeces we took from …’ She looked at the merchant, Hackaput, and her innocent smile decorated her lips for a moment. ‘We took from our friends. We salvaged everything that went into the water.’
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