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			1. Make it matter

			He said to them:

			‘Life is death and death is life.

			To shed blood is to behold this holiest of transitions, the interwoven mesh of the world,

			The flow from shrieking life to rot and ash.

			For those who wage Her wars, who become Her swords,

			She will deem you shriven and holiest of holies.

			And you shall forever reside beside Her in the City of Blades.’

			And he sang:

			‘Come across the waters, children,

			To whitest shores and quiet pilgrims,

			Long dark awaits

			In Voortya’s shadow.’

			 – EXCERPT FROM ‘OF THE GREAT MOTHER VOORTYA ATOP THE TEETH OF THE WORLD’, CA. 556

			Somewhere around mile three on the trek up the hill Pitry Suturashni decides he would not describe the Javrati sun as ‘warm and relaxing’, as all the travel advertisements say. Nor would he opt to call the breezes here ‘a cool caress upon the neck’. And he certainly would not call the forests ‘fragrant and exotic’. In fact, as Pitry uselessly mops his brow for the twentieth time, he decides he would rather describe the sun as ‘a hellish inferno’, the breezes as ‘absolutely nonexistent’, and the forests as ‘full of things with far too many teeth and a great desire to apply them to the human body’.

			He almost cries with relief when he sees the little tavern at the top of the hill. He hitches up his satchel and totters over to the shoddy building. He’s not surprised to see it is almost deserted, save for the owner and two of the man’s friends, because life is quiet and slow here on the resort island of Javrat.

			Pitry begs them for a glass of water, and the owner, exuding contempt, slowly complies. Pitry gives him a few drekels, which somehow makes the man even more contemptuous.

			‘I was wondering,’ Pitry says, ‘if you could help me.’

			‘I’ve already helped you,’ the owner says. He gestures to the water.

			‘Well, yes, you did do that, and I thank you for it. But I am trying to find someone. A friend.’

			The owner and his two comrades watch him, their expressions stony and inscrutable.

			‘I am looking for my aunt,’ says Pitry. ‘She moved here after an accident in Ghaladesh, and I am here to give her the dispensation from the settlement, which took some time.’

			One of the owner’s friends – a young man with a formidable unibrow – casts his eye over Pitry’s satchel. ‘You’re here carrying money?’

			‘Ah, well, no,’ says Pitry, trying wildly to think up more of his improvised cover story. Of all the things Shara taught me, he wonders, why did she never teach me to lie? ‘Only the checking account and instructions for the dispensation.’

			‘So a way to get money,’ says the other friend, whose mouth is lost in an abundance of ill-kept beard.

			‘Anyway, my aunt,’ says Pitry, ‘is about so high’ – he holds out a hand – ‘about fifty or so, and is very . . . how shall I put this . . . solid.’

			‘Fat?’ suggests the owner.

			‘No, no! No, no, no, not really. She is’ – he curls his arm, suggesting a formidable bicep that is, in his case, absent – ‘solid. She, ah, is also one-handed.’

			All three of them say, ‘Aaah,’ and glance at one another, as if to say – Ugh. Her.

			‘I take it you are familiar with her,’ says Pitry.

			The mood among the three men blackens so much that the air almost grows opaque.

			‘I understand she might have purchased property around here,’ Pitry says.

			‘She bought the beach cottage on the other side of the hill,’ says the owner.

			‘Oh, how lovely,’ says Pitry.

			‘And now she won’t let us hunt on her property anymore,’ says the bearded man.

			‘Oh, how sad,’ says Pitry.

			‘She won’t let us look for seagull eggs on the cliffs there anymore. She won’t let us shoot the wild pigs. She acts as if she owns the place.’

			‘But it sounds, a bit, like she does,’ Pitry says. ‘If she bought it and every­thing, I mean.’

			‘That’s beside the point,’ says the man with the beard. ‘It was my uncle Ramesh’s before it was ever hers.’

			‘Well, I . . . I will have to have a talk with her about that,’ Pitry says. ‘I’ll do that now, I think. Right now. I believe you said she was on the other side of the hill, ah, that way . . . ?’ He points in a westerly direction. The men do not nod, but he feels a flicker in their surliness that makes him think he’s right.

			‘Thank you,’ says Pitry. ‘Thank you again.’ He shuffles backward, smiling nervously. The men keep glaring at him, though he notices the unibrow is staring at his satchel. ‘Th-Thank you,’ he mutters as he slips out the door.

			*

			Pitry regrets not defining the phrase ‘other side of the hill’ more precisely. As he marches along the wandering paths, it increasingly feels like this hill keeps producing other sides out of nowhere for him, none of which bear any sign of civilisation.

			At last he hears the dull roar of the ocean, and he spies a small, crumbling white cottage nestled up against the rocks along the beach. ‘Finally,’ he sighs, and he trots off toward it.

			The forest pushes him down, down, until he’s wandering a narrow thread of path with the forest brooding over his left shoulder and a rambling, intimidating drop-off on his right. He wanders along this stretch of road for a few yards before he hears something over the waves: a rustling in the forest.

			The man with the unibrow from the tavern steps out of the forest and onto the path, about twenty yards in front of him. He’s holding a pitchfork, which he keeps pointed directly at Pitry.

			‘Oh, ah . . . Hello again,’ says Pitry.

			More rustling behind him. Pitry turns and sees the man with the beard has stepped out of the forest and onto the path about twenty yards behind him, brandishing an axe.

			‘Oh . . . well,’ says Pitry. He glances down the ravine on his right, which ends in what looks like a very angry patch of sea. ‘Well. Here we all are again. Um.’

			‘The money,’ says the unibrow.

			‘The what?’

			‘The money!’ barks the unibrow. ‘Give us the money!’

			‘Right.’ Pitry nods, pulls out his wallet, and takes out about seventy drekels. ‘Right. I know how this goes. H-Here you go.’ He holds out the handful of money.

			‘No!’ says the unibrow.

			‘No?’

			‘No! Give us the real money!’

			‘The bag,’ says the bearded man. ‘The bag!’

			‘Give us the bag!’

			‘Give us the bag of money!’ shouts the bearded man.

			Pitry looks back and forth between the two of them, feeling as if he’s in an echo chamber. ‘B-b-but it doesn’t have any money,’ he says, smiling madly. ‘Look! Look!’ He fumbles to open it and shows them it is full of files.

			‘But you know how to get it,’ says the unibrow.

			‘I do?’

			‘You have a bank account,’ says the unibrow. ‘You have an account number. That account is full of money.’

			‘Full of it!’ shouts the bearded man.

			Pitry now deeply regrets the flimsy cover story he made up on the spot. ‘Well . . . You . . . I don’t . . . I don’t . . .’

			‘You know how to—’

			But then the man with the unibrow stops speaking and instead makes a very high-pitched, ear-rattling sound, a sound so strange Pitry almost wonders if it’s a bird call of some kind.

			‘I know how to what?’ says Pitry.

			The unibrow collapses, still making that odd sound, and Pitry sees that there is something shining redly just above his knee that was definitely not there before: the tip of a bolt. The man then rolls over, and Pitry sees the rest of a bolt protruding from the back of his leg.

			A woman stands on the path a few dozen feet beyond the shrieking man with the unibrow. Pitry sees one dark, thin eye glaring at him along the sights of an absolutely massive bolt-shot, which is pointed directly at his chest. Her hair is dark grey, silver at the temples, and her brown, scarred shoulders gleam in the sun. The hand she uses to steady the bolt-shot – her left – is a prosthetic, dark oak wood from mid-forearm down.

			‘Pitry,’ she says, ‘get the fuck down.’

			‘Right, right,’ Pitry says mildly, and he stoops to lie down on the path.

			‘It hurts!’ cries the man with the unibrow. ‘Oh, by the seas, it hurts!’

			‘Pain’s a good sign, really,’ she says. ‘It means you still have a brain to feel it with. Count your blessings, Ranjesha.’

			The unibrow shrieks again in response. The man with the beard is now shining with sweat. He stares at the woman, then at Pitry, and glances at the forest to his left.

			‘No,’ says the woman. ‘Drop the axe, Gurudas.’

			The axe falls to the ground with a thud. The woman takes a few steps forward, the point of the loaded bolt hardly moving one inch. ‘This is kind of a sticky situation, isn’t it, Gurudas?’ she says. ‘I told you two that if I caught either of you on my property again I’d expose a goodly amount of your innards to the fresh sea air. And I hate breaking promises. That’s what the whole of civilised society is founded upon, isn’t it – promises?’

			The bearded man says, ‘I . . . I—’

			‘But I’ve also heard rumours, Gurudas,’ she says, taking another step forward, ‘that you and your friend there used to lure tourists out here and rob them blind. Being as you have such a fluid interpretation of property, I’m not surprised you thought you could keep pulling your trick on land that I now own. But I just don’t have it in me to tolerate that kind of bullshit. So. Am I going to have to put a few inches of bolt in you, Gurudas? Will that communicate the message that you need to hear?’

			The bearded man just stares.

			‘I asked you a damn question,’ snaps the woman. ‘Where do I need to shoot you to free up your tongue, son?’

			‘N-No!’ says the bearded man. ‘No, I don’t . . . I don’t want to get shot.’

			‘Well, you do have a funny way of following that dream,’ says the woman, ‘since the second your foot falls on my property, the opposite is most likely to happen.’

			There’s a pause. The man with the unibrow whimpers again.

			‘Pitry,’ says the woman.

			‘Yes?’ says Pitry. As he’s still facedown on the path, the word generates a lot of dust.

			‘Do you think you can get up and step over that idiot bleeding all over my road?’

			Pitry stands, dusts himself off, and gingerly steps over the man with the unibrow, pausing to whisper, ‘Excuse me.’

			‘Gurudas?’ asks the woman.

			‘Y-yes?’ says the bearded man.

			‘Are you competent enough to come down here and pick up your friend and get his dumb ass back to your brother’s shitshack of a tavern?’

			The bearded man thinks about it. ‘Yes.’

			‘Good. Do it. Now. And if I ever see either of you again, I won’t be so generous with where I stick you.’

			The bearded man, careful to keep his hands visible, slowly walks down the path and gathers up his friend. The two of them hobble back down the path, though once they’re about fifty yards away the man with the unibrow turns his head and bellows, ‘Fuck you, Mulaghesh! Fuck you and your mone—’

			He shrieks as a bolt goes skittering across the rocks inches beside his feet, making him jump, which must be very painful considering the first bolt is still lodged above his knee. She reloads and keeps the sights on them until the bearded man has dragged his screaming friend out of sight.

			Pitry says, ‘Gener—’

			‘Shut up,’ she says.

			She waits a little longer, not moving. After two minutes she relaxes, checks her bolt-shot, and sighs. She turns and looks him up and down.

			‘Damn it all, Pitry . . .’ says General Turyin Mulaghesh. ‘What in the hells are you doing here?’

			*

			Pitry was not sure what to expect of Turyin Mulaghesh’s living quarters, but he hardly anticipated the graveyard of wine bottles and filthy plates he meets when he steps through the door. There is also an abundance of threatening things: bolts, bolt-shots, swords, knives, and in one corner, a massive rifling – a firearm with a rifled barrel. It’s a new innovation that’s only just become commercially affordable, thanks to the recent increased production of gunpowder. The military, Pitry knows, possesses far more superior versions.

			The worst of it all, though, is the smell: it seems General Turyin Mulaghesh has taken up fishing, but has yet to work out how to adequately dispose of the bones.

			‘Yeah, the smell,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘I know about the smell. I just get used to it. Between the ocean and the house, it all smells alike.’

			Pitry fervently disagrees, but is smart enough to not say so. ‘Thank you for rescuing me.’

			‘Don’t mention it. It’s a symbiotic relationship: those two excel at being idiots, and I excel at shooting idiots. Everyone gets what they want.’

			‘How did you know to be there?’

			‘I heard a rumour some Ghaladeshi was walking around the beaches asking for me, claiming he had a lot of money to hand off. One vendor at the market likes me, so he let me know.’ She shakes her head as she sets a bottle of wine on the kitchen counter. ‘Money, Pitry. You should have just hung a “Please rob my stupid ass” sign on your forehead.’

			‘Yes, I realise now it was not . . . wise.’

			‘I thought I’d keep a lookout, and saw you walking up the hill to Haque’s bar. Then I saw you leave, and Gurudas and his friend follow. It didn’t take me long to work out what was about to happen. You are welcome, though. That was the most fun I’ve had in a while.’ She produces a bottle of tea and a bottle of weak wine, and, to Pitry’s amusement, goes about arranging a drink tray, a traditional gesture of welcome in Saypur with its own subtle messages: taking the tea would be an indication of business and social distance, and taking the wine would be an indication of intimacy and relaxation. Pitry watches her motions: she’s become quite used to doing everything more or less one-handed.

			She places the tray in front of Pitry. He bows slightly and selects the open bottle of tea. ‘My apologies,’ he says. ‘Though I would be most grateful for the wine, General, I’m afraid I am here on business from the prime minister.’

			‘Yes,’ says Mulaghesh, who opts for the wine. ‘I figured as much. There’s only one thing could possibly put Pitry Suturashni in my backyard, and that’s Shara Komayd’s say-so. So what’s the prime minister want? Does she want to drag me back into the military council? I quit about as loud as anyone could ever quit. I thought it was pretty final.’

			‘This is true,’ Pitry says. ‘The sound of your resignation still echoes through Ghaladesh.’

			‘Shit, Pitry. That was downright poetic.’

			‘Thank you. I stole the line from Shara.’

			‘Of course you did.’

			‘I am, actually, not here to convince you to return to the military council. They found a substitute for your position.’

			‘Mm,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘Gawali?’

			Pitry nods.

			‘I thought as much. By the seas, that woman kisses so much ass it’s a miracle she can find the breath to talk. How the hells she made general in the first place, I’ll never know.’

			‘A solid point,’ says Pitry. ‘But the real purpose of my visit is to share some information with you about your . . . pension.’

			Mulaghesh chokes on her wine and bends double, coughing. ‘My what?’ she says, standing back up. ‘My pension?’

			Pitry nods, cringing.

			‘What the hell’s wrong with it?’ she asks.

			‘Well . . . You have heard, perhaps, of what is called the “duration of servitude”?’

			‘It sounds familiar . . .’

			‘The basic gist of it is that, when an officer of the Saypuri Military is promoted to a new rank,’ Pitry says as he begins digging in his satchel, ‘their pay is automatically increased, but they must serve in that rank for a set duration of time before receiving the pension level associated with that rank. This was because twenty or some-odd years ago we had a series of officers get to a rank, and then promptly quit so they could live off the enhanced pension.’

			‘Wait. Yeah, I know all this. The rank of general requires four years of servitude, right? I was almost positive I was well past that . . .’

			‘You have served as a general for more than four years,’ says Pitry, ‘but the duration of servitude begins when your paperwork is processed. And as you were stationed in the polis of Bulikov at the time of your promotion, the paperwork would have been processed there – but a good deal of Bulikov was destroyed as, um, you are well aware. This meant they were quite delayed with, well, anything and everything.’

			‘Okay. So. How long did it take Bulikov to process my paperwork?’

			‘There was a delay of a little under two months.’

			‘Meaning my duration of servitude was . . .’

			Pitry produces a piece of paper and runs a finger down it as he searches for the precise amount. ‘Three years, ten months, and seventeen days.’

			‘Shit.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Shit!’

			‘Yes. As your duration of servitude is not completed, when the fiscal year ends, your pension will revert to that of your previous rank – that of colonel.’

			‘And how much is that?’

			Pitry puts the piece of paper on the desk, slides it over to her, and points to one figure.

			‘Shit!’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Damn . . . I was going to buy a boat.’ She shakes her head. ‘Now I’m not even sure if I’ll be able to afford all this!’ She waves her hand at her cottage.

			Pitry glances around at the dark, crumbling cottage, which in some places is absolutely swarming with flies. ‘Ah, yes. Such a pity.’

			‘So what? Are you just here to tell me I’m getting the rug pulled out from under me, I’m off, see you later? Is there no option to, I don’t know, appeal?’

			‘Well, this is actually a common occurrence. Some officers are forced to retire early due to their health, family, and so on. In these instances, the military council has the option of voting to ignore the remaining time, and award the pension anyway. Being as you, ah, did not leave on the best of terms, they have not opted to do that.’

			‘Those fuckers,’ snarls Mulaghesh.

			‘Yes. But, we do have an option of recourse. When the officer in question has shown exemplary service to Saypur, they are often assigned to go on what I believe is magnanimously called the “touring shuffle”.’

			‘Aw, hells. I remember this. I serve out the remainder of my time wandering around the Continent “reviewing fortifications”. Is that it?’

			‘That is it exactly,’ says Pitry. ‘Administrative responsibilities only. No active or combat duty whatsoever. The prime minister has arranged it so that this opportunity is now being extended to you.’

			Mulaghesh taps her wooden hand against the tabletop. While her attention’s elsewhere Pitry glances at the prosthetic limb: it is strapped to a hinge at her elbow, which then buckles around her still-considerable bicep. She’s wrapped her upper arm with a cotton sleeve, presumably to avoid chafing, and he can see more of what looks like a harness wrapped around her torso. It’s clearly an extensive and complicated mechanism, and probably none too comfortable, which can’t help General Mulaghesh’s famously choleric moods.

			‘Eyes, Pitry,’ says Mulaghesh calmly. ‘Or have you not been in a ­woman’s presence for a while?’

			Startled, Pitry resumes staring into the piece of paper on the table.

			Mulaghesh is still for a long time. ‘Pitry, can I ask you something?’

			‘Certainly.’

			‘You are aware that I just shot a man?’

			‘I . . . am aware.’

			‘And you are aware that I shot him because he was on my property, and he was being an idiot.’

			‘I believe you have articulated this, yes.’

			‘So, why should I not do the same to you?’

			‘I . . . I beg your pa—’

			‘Pitry, you are a member of the prime minister’s personal staff,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘You’re not her chief of staff or anything, but you’re not just some damn clerk. And Shara Komayd would not send a member of her personal damn staff all the way out to Javrat to tell me my pension’s getting reevaluated. That’s why they invented the postal service. So why don’t you stop dancing around and tell me what’s really going on?’

			Pitry takes a slow breath and nods. ‘It is quite possible that . . . that if you were to do this touring shuffle, it would provide an excellent cover story for another operation.’

			‘Ah. I see.’ Mulaghesh screws up her mouth and loudly sucks her teeth. ‘And who would be performing this operation?’

			Pitry stares very hard at the paper on the counter, as if somewhere in its figures he might stumble upon instructions on how to escape this awkward situation.

			‘Pitry?’

			‘You, General,’ he says. ‘This operation would be performed by you.’

			‘Yeah,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘Shit.’

			*

			‘I mean, damn it all, Pitry,’ snarls Mulaghesh. Her wooden hand makes a thunk as she brings both hands down on the countertop. ‘That’s some dirty pool right there, holding an officer’s pension hostage to make them go off and get themselves shot.’

			‘I am sympathetic to your position, General. But the nature of the oper—’

			‘I retired, damn it. I resigned. I said I was done, that I’d done what I needed to do, thanks, leave me alone. Can’t I just be left alone? Mm? Is that so much to ask?’

			‘Well, the prime minister did suggest,’ says Pitry slowly, ‘that this might be just the thing you need.’

			‘I need? What the hells does Shara know about what I need? What could I possibly need?’

			Again, she waves her hand at her cottage, and again, Pitry looks at the reeking, filthy home, with carpets tacked up against the windows and one kitchen cabinet door askew, and the counters littered with wine bottles and fish bones and tangled, dirty clothes. Finally he looks at Mulaghesh herself, and thinks only one thing:

			General Turyin Mulaghesh looks like shit. She’s obviously still in tremendous shape for a woman her age, but it’s been a long while since she bathed, there are rings under her eyes, and the clothes she’s been wearing are in desperate need of a wash. This is a far cry from the officer he once knew, the woman whose uniform was so starched you could almost carve wood with the cuffs, the woman whose glance was so bright and piercing you almost wanted to check yourself for bruises after she looked at you.

			Pitry has seen someone in such a state before: when a friend of his went through a rough divorce. But he can’t imagine what Mulaghesh divorced herself from, except, of course, the Saypuri Military.

			But though this explains some of what he’s witnessing, Mulaghesh’s complete and utter fall from grace is still confusing to him: because no one – not the press, not the military council, not Parliament itself – has any idea why Mulaghesh resigned in the first place. Almost a year ago now she telegraphed the Continental Herald ten words: ‘I, General Turyin Mulaghesh, resign from my position on the Saypuri Military Council, effective immediately.’ And in one instant, her retirement papers were submitted, and she was gone. As with so many of Mulaghesh’s actions, what she did is inconceivable to any ambitious, motivated Saypuri: how could someone just walk away from the position of vice-chairman of the Saypuri Military Council? The vice-chairman almost always becomes chief of armed forces, the second most powerful person in the world after the prime minister. People pored through her interactions in the weeks before her resignation, but no one could find any hint of what could have pushed her over the edge.

			‘So this is what Shara’s become?’ Mulaghesh says. ‘She’s a blackmailer? She’s blackmailing me into doing this?’

			‘Not at all. You have the option of just doing the touring shuffle and not engaging in the operation. Or, you could forgo the shuffle and accept a colonel’s pay.’

			‘So what’s the operation?’

			‘I am told we are unable to reveal that until you have fully signed on.’

			Mulaghesh laughs lowly. ‘So I can’t figure out what I’m buying until I’ve bought it. Great. Why in hells would I want to do this?’

			‘Well . . . I think she hoped that her personal ask might suffice . . .’

			Mulaghesh gives him a flat, stony stare.

			‘But in the eventuality that it did not, she did ask me to give you this.’ He reaches into his satchel and holds out an envelope.

			Mulaghesh glances at it. ‘What’s that?’

			‘I’ve no idea. The prime minister wrote and sealed this herself.’

			Mulaghesh takes it, opens it, and reads the letter. Pitry can see pen strokes through the paper. Though he can’t read the writing, it looks to be no more than three words.

			Mulaghesh stares at this letter with large, hollow eyes, and her hand begins to shake. She crumples up the letter and stares into space.

			‘Damn it,’ she says softly. ‘How in the hells did she know.’

			Pitry watches her. A fly lands on her shoulder, a second on her neck. She doesn’t notice.

			‘You wouldn’t have sent that if you hadn’t meant it, would you,’ she murmurs. She sighs and shakes her head. ‘Damn.’

			‘I take it,’ Pitry says, ‘that you are considering the operation?’

			Mulaghesh glares at him.

			‘Just asking,’ he says.

			‘Well. What can you tell me about this operation?’

			‘Very little. I know it is on the Continent. I do know that it concerns a subject lots of people are paying attention to, including some very powerful people in Ghaladesh, some of whom are not wholly benign toward the prime minister’s agendas.’

			‘Hence the cover story you’re giving me. I remember when we used to do this stuff to dupe other nations, not our own. Sign of the times, I suppose.’

			‘Things do continue to worsen in Ghaladesh,’ Pitry admits. ‘The press likes to describe Shara as “embattled”. We’re still suffering from the last round of elections. Her efforts to reconstruct the Continent continue to be enormously unpopular in Saypur.’

			‘Imagine that,’ Mulaghesh says. ‘I still remember the parties when she got elected. They all thought we were about to start our Golden Age.’

			‘The voting public remains quite fickle. And for some, it’s easy to forget that the Battle of Bulikov took place only five years ago.’

			Mulaghesh pulls her prosthetic arm in closer, as if it pains her. Pitry feels like the temperature in the room has just dropped ten degrees. Suddenly she looks a great deal more like the commander Pitry saw that day, when the god spoke from the sky and the buildings burned and Mulaghesh bellowed at her soldiers to man the fortifications.

			‘I haven’t forgotten,’ she says coldly.

			Pitry coughs. ‘Ah, no. I don’t suppose you would have.’

			Mulaghesh stares off into space for a few seconds more, lost in thought. ‘All right,’ she says, her voice unnervingly calm. ‘I’ll do it.’

			‘You will?’

			‘Sure. Why not.’ She places the balled-up note on the kitchen counter and smiles at him. His skin crawls: it is the not-quite-sane smile he’s seen before on the faces of soldiers who have seen a lot of combat. ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’

			‘I . . . I’m sure the prime minister will be delighted,’ says Pitry.

			‘So what is the operation?’

			‘Well, like I said, you won’t know until you’ve fully signed on . . .’

			‘I just said yes, damn it all.’

			‘And you won’t be considered fully signed on until you’re on the boat.’

			Mulaghesh shuts her eyes. ‘Oh, for the love of . . .’

			Pitry slides one file out of the satchel and hands it to her. ‘Here are your instructions for your transportation. Please make note of the date and time. I believe I will be rejoining you for at least part of your trip, so I expect I will see you again in three weeks.’

			‘Hurrah.’ Mulaghesh takes the file. Her shoulders slump a little. ‘If wisdom comes with age, why do I keep making so many bad decisions, Pitry?’

			‘I . . . don’t think I feel qualified to answer that question.’

			‘Well. At least you’re honest.’

			‘Might I ask for a favour, ma’am? I need to return to Ghaladesh for some final preparations, but, considering today’s events, I . . .’ He glances at her various armaments.

			‘Would like something to defend yourself with on the road back to port?’

			‘I mistakenly assumed Javrat would be civilised.’

			Mulaghesh snorts. ‘So did I. Let me dig you up something that’ll look scary but you can’t hurt yourself with.’

			‘I did receive some basic training when I first joined the Bulikov Embassy.’

			‘I know,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘That’s what I’m afraid of. You probably learned just enough to be a danger to your own damn self.’

			Pitry bows as she marches off into the recesses of her home. He realises that he has never seen Mulaghesh walk another way: it’s as if her feet know only how to march.

			When she’s gone he snatches the balled-up piece of paper on the counter. This is, of course, a grievous violation of his position, not to mention a betrayal of Shara’s trust in him. I am such a terrible spy, he thinks, before remembering that he’s not actually a spy at all, which makes him feel a little less guilty.

			He stares at words on the letter in confusion. ‘Huh?’ he says.

			‘What was that?’ says Mulaghesh’s voice from the next room.

			‘N-Nothing!’ Pitry balls the letter back up and replaces it.

			Mulaghesh returns carrying a very long machete. ‘I have no idea what the original owner used this for,’ she says. ‘Maybe hacking up teak. But if it can cut lukewarm butter now, I’ll be surprised.’ She hands it over and walks him to her door. ‘So, three weeks, huh?’

			‘That is correct.’

			‘Then that’s three weeks to eat as much decent food as I can,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘Unless the Continent suddenly figured out how to make dumplings and rice right. And, ugh . . .’ Her hand goes to her stomach. ‘I thought for so long my belly would never have to deal with cabbage again . . .’

			Pitry bids her good-bye and walks back up the hill. He glances back once, surveying her bland, unhappy little cottage, the sands around it winking with empty bottles and broken glass. Though he’s never been involved in an operation – besides Bulikov, which he feels doesn’t count – he can’t help but be a little concerned about how all this is starting. And he’s not sure why a letter containing only the words ‘Make it matter’ could have any impact on whether it starts at all.

		

	
		
			2. A reliable old horse

			I have trudged through fire and death to come and ask you this: Can we not be better? Can we not do better? Are we so complacent in our comfortable lives that we can no longer even dream of hope, true hope – not simply hope for Saypur, but for humanity itself?

			Our ancestors were legends who remade the world. Are we willing to be so small-minded with our brief time upon these shores?

			 – PARLIAMENTARY ADDRESS BY PRIME MINISTER ASHARA KOMAYD, 1721

			She awakes in the night and tries not to scream. The scream rattles around in her throat, a hot bubble of air swelling up inside of her, and she flails around trying to find purchase on something, anything, her right hand twisting the bedsheets into a knot and the balls of her bare feet pressed against the stone wall. She pushes and strains as her brain insists she’s still there, she’s still at the embassy and it’s still five years ago, her arm trapped under the rubble and the sky thick with smoke, the whole world ruined and gone in an instant. She’s still turning over on the street, still glimpsing the young soldier facedown on the concrete, a dew drop of blood in his ear that swells and swells until it brims over, and a trickle of red weaves down his smooth cheek, the cheek of a boy.

			Mulaghesh listens for the waves. She knows the waves are there. She knows where she is. She just has to find something to hold on to.

			Finally she hears them: soft and steady, the gentle rise and fall as the waters scrape the sand on the shore, just a few hundred feet beyond her little cottage.

			You’re in Javrat, she tells herself. You know that. You’re not in Bulikov. All of that happened long ago. Just listen to the waves . . .

			She tries to remember how to relax. She tells each system of muscles to stop, just stop already, and she finally goes limp. It’s then that the pain seeps into her as every muscle remembers it’s been straining to the point of breaking.

			She takes a breath and moves her arms and legs to see if she’s strained or sprained anything. She aches, but she seems to be all right.

			She glances at her alarm clock. It’s not even midnight yet. But she knows she’ll get no more sleep tonight.

			Oh, well, she thinks. Only four hours to wait. She does not look forward to waiting on the docks for the ship to come in. She finds she doesn’t want to see people, or perhaps to be seen by them.

			Her gaze moves to the object to the right of the alarm clock: a human hand rendered in dark oak wood, frozen in mid-clutch. The artisan who made it for her said it would help her hold things, and while this is true, Turyin Mulaghesh has always found its pose slightly disconcerting: there is something painful about it, like the hand is so tense in its desire to grasp something that it can hardly move its fingers.

			Groaning as her stomach muscles protest, Mulaghesh sits up, takes the false hand and its harness, shoulders her way into its well-worn straps, and gently affixes the prosthetic to where her arm ends a few inches above the wrist. She wraps the soft cotton sleeve around her upper arm, then takes the four leather belts at the false hand’s end, ties them over the sleeve, buckles them, and draws them taut.

			She spends some time with the belts, tightening them, loosening them, adjusting them. It always takes time for everything to fit into the right place. She knows it’ll never be perfect.

			In the dark, General Turyin Mulaghesh tries to make herself whole.

			*

			Mulaghesh squints as the passenger vessel Kaypee slowly approaches the dock, a blinding knife of white on the dark tablecloth of the sea. It takes some time for her eyes to decipher that it is not moving incredibly slowly but is simply incredibly large – nearly eight hundred feet long. She sourly reflects that once her country reserved such effort and industry for warfare, yet now in its eighth decade of hegemony, Saypur deigns to put her vast resources toward decadent indulgences.

			But the ship is probably not the true source of Mulaghesh’s ire: there on the boarding dock, she is surrounded by families with shrieking babies and sulky teens, doe-eyed lovers still tangled in one another’s arms, and elderly couples emitting a beatific, contented glow as they stare out at the sea.

			Mulaghesh seems to be the one person who hasn’t been reinvigorated by her stay on Javrat. Whereas everyone else is loose and open in their light, tropical clothing, Mulaghesh’s appearance is decidedly contained: her greying hair is pulled back in a taut bun, and she wears her immense grey military greatcoat, which conceals most of her false hand. The one tropical influence she allows is a pair of blue-tinted sunglasses, but their chief purpose is to conceal her puffy, hungover eyes.

			From behind the dark lenses she watches the young families, the fathers gawky and long-legged in their too-short shorts, the children awkward, mumbly, desperately earnest. She watches, envious, as the young lovers caress one another.

			When did such opportunities become closed to me? she thinks as she watches their clear faces, bereft of scars or kinks in their noses, or their smooth shoulders, which have clearly never borne the weight of a pack. She shifts her left sleeve so it covers more of her false hand. When did I get so old? When did I get so fucking old?

			She’s startled by a sharp whistle and sees that she’s been so lost in thought she completely ignored the ship’s arrival. She picks up her bag and tries her hardest to not think about the journey back to the Continent, the land where she fought a war in her youth, wasted decades of her life in bureaucracy, and lost a hand, all in the shadow of that nation’s dead gods.

			*

			To call the Kaypee sumptuous would be an understatement, but Mulaghesh has no eye for its latticed ceilings or expansive decks. Instead she marches straight to her cabin – not one of the nicer ones by a long shot – and waits for evening. She sleeps all the way through the ship’s departure, nestled down in the folds of her greatcoat. She forgot how comfortable it is, and as her shoulders and arms lose themselves in its fabric she is reminded of long rests outdoors, in the cold and the rain and the mud, memories that would be unpleasant for most but have gained a somewhat rosy hue for Mulaghesh.

			How sad it is, she thinks as she dozes, that on a luxury passenger ship I am cheered most by memories of miserable soldiering.

			The sky is purpled and hazy through her porthole when she wakes. She checks her watch, confirms it’s 1600, rises, and winds her way down to the Tohmay reception room.

			An attendant out front politely inquires which company she should be listed under. ‘Thivani Industries,’ she says. He checks the list, nods, and opens the door for her with a smile. Mulaghesh enters and walks down the narrow hallway until she enters the final chamber. Like the rest of the ship, it is ridiculously luxurious – How much did they spend on my damn ticket? – though, to her regret, the bar is deserted. The only person in the room sits at a table before a row of glass doors that look out on the wide, dark sea.

			Pitry Suturashni hears her coming, stands, and smiles. His face is a pale green colour, and there’s a stench of vomit about him. ‘Welcome! General. I’m glad you could make it.’

			*

			‘I’m going to assume,’ says Mulaghesh, ‘that the only reason I’m on this ship is because it was the first available.’

			‘You are correct in thinking that, though you are a valued resource, we would not normally opt for such transportation.’ Pitry hiccups and places the back of his hand to his mouth.

			‘You need me to get a bucket?’

			Pitry shakes his head, though he has to think about it. ‘As . . . unpatriotic as it might be for a Saypuri, I admit my seamanship is not . . . terribly accomplished.’

			‘Shara had a terribly sensitive stomach, I recall,’ Mulaghesh says as she sits. ‘You just had to show that girl a picture of a boat to make her paint the walls with her breakfast.’ Pitry’s shading grows more unpleasant. ‘This ship’s bound, I note, for Ahanashtan. Is that where the operation is?’

			‘No,’ says Pitry. ‘You will be taking a ship from Ahanashtan to your final destination. Though Shara has given me strict instructions that she would prefer to tell you about that herself.’

			‘Herself?’ asks Mulaghesh. She glances around the room. ‘Is she . . . here?’

			Pitry reaches down and picks up a leather satchel from beside his chair. He pulls out a small wooden box and places it on the table in front of them.

			‘What, is Shara in there?’ asks Mulaghesh.

			‘In a way,’ says Pitry. He slides a panel from the side of the box, revealing a brass tube that he rotates out so it points toward Mulaghesh. Then he slides the top panel away, revealing a small, oily black disc in the centre of the box. Pitry finds a small lever on the side of the box and cranks it for about twenty seconds. Then he hits a button and the box begins to hiss.

			‘Oh, what fresh hell is this,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘Another contraption?’

			‘One of the Department of Reconstruction’s interesting new projects,’ says Pitry, with a slightly hurt tone.

			‘The DOR never found a functioning thing it couldn’t fuck up,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘I dread what would happen if they tried to reinvent the toilet.’

			Pitry sighs again, takes a file from the satchel, and hands it to her. It has a fat, red wax seal on the front. Mulaghesh notes that the seal has no insignia or symbol. So whatever’s in it, thinks Mulaghesh, certainly didn’t come from any of the normal authorities.

			‘Crack it open when she tells you to,’ says Pitry.

			‘She?’

			Then a voice rises up from somewhere in the box, hissing, soft and somewhat sad, and sounding much, much older than when Mulaghesh last heard it: ‘Hello, Turyin.’

			‘Damn,’ says Mulaghesh, surprised. ‘Shara?’

			‘She can’t hear you,’ says Pitry. ‘It’s a recording. It captures sound, just like telephones transport it.’

			Mulaghesh squints at the box. ‘Where does it keep it?’

			‘Well, it’s . . . The sound’s carved, I suppose, into that little black disc bit . . . At least, I think it is. They had a bunch of graphs when they explained it to me . . . Anyway, I’ll leave you to it.’

			‘Pitry,’ says Shara’s crackly, ghostly voice, ‘if you’re still there, you can leave us now.’

			‘See what I mean?’ says Pitry. He smiles again and slips out the door to the balcony, leaving Mulaghesh alone with the box and the file.

			*

			‘I hope you’re well, Turyin,’ says Shara’s voice. ‘And I hope your time in Javrat has been comfortable. I apologise for approaching you with this task, but . . . everything aligned far too well for me not to make the ask. It’s been ten months, and you are still a general of prestige who has slipped from the public eye. And you also have good reason to be on the Contin­ent, touring nearly anything you like, and everyone will believe it’s solely to earn out your pension – your country doing you a favour before it puts, how shall we say, a reliable old horse out to pasture.’

			‘Shit,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘Don’t pull your punches . . .’

			‘It is, of course, unusual to appoint a general of your stature to such fieldwork,’ says Shara’s voice, ‘but even more than all the reasons I have listed, I believe that you are personally suited to this task for a number of reasons which I hope will soon become clear.

			‘I’ll explain now. This message cannot be replayed, so listen closely.’

			Mulaghesh leans in until her ear is almost right next to the brass tube.

			‘Two years ago, a discovery was made on the Continent: one of our installations stumbled across a curious, powdery ore along the mountainous, western coastline. This material went unremarked upon until, as part of an experiment, a team in the regional governor’s office tried to pass an electric current through it.

			‘What they discovered is that this material conducts electricity in a manner heretofore unseen. If you are unaware, no conductor is perfect – whether it is copper or steel, some electricity is lost along the way. But with this material, none is lost. None. And . . . some recent reports suggest that it possesses properties far, far stranger than that . . .’ A pause. ‘But I am not sure whether or not to trust these accounts. I will leave it up to you to judge when you arrive.’

			Something about that unsettles Mulaghesh. It’s something in Shara’s voice, as if to repeat aloud what she’d been told would make it all a little more real, and thus a little more disturbing.

			‘If we use this material to its fullest potential, then it would be nothing short of revolutionary for Saypur and the Continent – which could desperately use power and heating. Powerful industrial factions are very keen to make that happen right now. However, I have not allowed it to be processed on any larger scale. My primary concern is that our scientists and engineers are unable to determine exactly how this material does what it does. Normal conductors they understand: this they most certainly do not. And I am most distrustful of what we cannot explain, as you can understand.’

			Mulaghesh grimaces, because she absolutely does. If this material possesses astonishing properties, and if those properties can’t be explained, then it’s possible those properties are miraculous: the product or direct creation of one of the ancient Continental Divinities. Between the actions of Shara and her great-grandfather, the much-revered Kaj of Saypur, nearly all of the original Continental Divinities should be dead, and all their miraculous items completely dead and nonfunctional with them. So if this stuff is miraculous, thinks Mulaghesh, then maybe yet another Divinity isn’t as dead as we’d like it to be.

			‘You are probably now thinking, correctly, that I am concerned this material may be Divine in nature,’ says Shara’s voice. ‘This will probably cause you to wonder why I am sending you to investigate rather than someone from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, someone whose field of study is all things Divine and miraculous.’

			‘That would be correct,’ mutters Mulaghesh.

			‘The simple answer to this is that we did. Eight months ago. And after three months of studying this material, she vanished. Disappeared. Without a single trace.’

			Mulaghesh cocks an eyebrow. ‘Hmph.’

			‘Her name was Sumitra Choudhry,’ says Shara’s voice. ‘Her file is in the dossier Pitry has provided to you. As I said, she studied this material for three months, operating out of the Saypuri Military installation in the region. Her communications back became erratic, and then one day Choudhry was simply gone. Quite abruptly. Our forces in the region searched for her and found nothing. They did not suspect any . . . unusual foul play.’ There is a clink of glass, a bloop of gushing liquid – is she pouring a glass of water? – and the sound of a sip. ‘And I say unusual, because this material was discovered in Voortyashtan. And this is where you are bound.’

			‘Ah, shit!’ shouts Mulaghesh. ‘Shit! Are you fucking kidding me?’

			Another sip.

			Shara’s voice says, ‘I will give you a moment to compose yourself.’

			*

			Mulaghesh then says a lot of things to the little box. Mostly she tells it the things she’s going to do to Shara when she gets back to Ghaladesh, if she gets back to Ghaladesh, because isn’t there a one in three chance of her being murdered or drowning or dying of the plague in fucking Voortyashtan, ass-end of the universe, armpit of the world?

			And this is where Shara has sent her: to the worst possible hinterlands on the globe, the military outpost you get shipped to only if you sleep with or kill the wrong person.

			‘. . . don’t even care if they throw me in prison!’ Mulaghesh shouts at the box. ‘I don’t care if they draw and quarter me! I’ll do it to you in broad daylight, and the hells with your fancy titles!’

			Another contemplative sip of water comes from the box.

			‘You rip me out of Javrat and stick me on a boat to Voortyashtan without even telling me?’ says Mulaghesh. ‘That is bad form, bad form right there! Low character!’

			Another sip.

			Mulaghesh buries her face in her hand. ‘Damn it all . . . What am I going to do?’

			‘I hope you’re calming down now,’ says Shara’s voice primly.

			‘Fuck you!’ says Mulaghesh.

			‘And I think you may be somewhat relieved when I tell you that the military installation in question is our regional governor’s quarters, Fort Thinadeshi. So, you will be in what is, I hope, a tightly controlled region. As you know, the fortress is located just outside of Voortyashtan proper, the urban area, so it will be a little more . . . civilised than the rest of the region.’

			‘That’s not saying mu—’

			‘This may not be saying much,’ says Shara’s voice. ‘We will also be providing you with a contact, someone who can help you acclimate to the situation in Voortyashtan. Pitry will have more on that.’

			Mulaghesh sighs.

			‘I need someone on the ground that I can trust, Turyin. I must have someone ascertain whether there is any reason to believe this new material has any Divine origins, as well as what happened to Choudhry.’

			‘What else do you want me to do, capture the sky in a damn beer glass?’

			‘You may prove uniquely suited to this,’ Shara’s voice says. ‘Because the new regional governor of the Voortyashtan polis is General Lalith Biswal.’

			The name is like a hammer upside Mulaghesh’s head. She sits in shock, staring at the little box.

			‘No,’ she whispers.

			‘As you both fought together in the Summer of Black Rivers,’ continues Shara’s voice calmly, ignorant of Mulaghesh’s distress, ‘I am hoping you will have some leeway with him, where most operatives would not.’

			His face flashes before Mulaghesh’s eyes: young, dark-eyed, smeared in mud, watching her from the shadow of a trench as the sky pissed rain down their necks. Though she knows he must be close to sixty-five by now, this is how she’ll always remember him.

			‘No, no, no,’ whispers Mulaghesh.

			‘And Biswal being about as brass as you are, I think he may be sympathetic to your cover story. He’s a veteran of the military’s petty bureaucracy and has seen many comrades go on the touring shuffle.’

			Mulaghesh just stares at the little box on the desk. What vast sin did I commit, she wonders, to be damned to a fate such as this?

			‘There is also the matter of the harbour,’ says Shara’s voice. ‘As you are aware, Saypur is cooperating with Voortyashtan and the United Dreyling States to try to create a second functioning international port on the Contin­ent. This should not, I hope, influence your mission in any significant way – but it is not an easy project, and tensions are running high in the region.’

			‘Great,’ says Mulaghesh.

			Shara then summarises some communication channels Mulaghesh can use to report back, codexes and tradecraft methods that will be provided to her. ‘However, this is only to be done in extreme situations,’ says Shara’s voice. ‘Due to recent . . . political pressures, if the nature of this operation were to come to light, it could turn out very badly. As such, I will have to be much more hands-off with you than either of us would likely prefer. But I have every confidence in you to navigate any obstacles.’

			‘Ah, shit.’

			‘I want to thank you for accepting this operation, Turyin,’ says Shara. ‘I can think of no one else I’d rather have in Voortyashtan. And I want to thank you for returning to me, even if it’s for this one operation. I will not claim that I completely understand why you resigned, but sometimes I think I do.’

			You obviously do, thinks Mulaghesh, otherwise you would not have sent that letter.

			‘Thank you again for your support, and your friendship, Turyin Mulaghesh. Your country honours you for the service you have given it – service in the past, present, and future. Good luck.’

			A hiss, a click, and the voice fades away.

			*

			The door to the Tohmay reception room cracks open. Pitry, who has been staring over the balcony at the moonlit sea with his hands behind his back, glances back and does a double take as Mulaghesh emerges carrying a crystal tumbler full of what looks like very expensive liquor. ‘Wh-Where did you get that?’

			‘Helped myself to the bar.’

			‘But . . . But we’ll have to pay for tha—’

			‘Did you know?’

			‘Did I know what?’

			‘That Shara was sending me off to damned Voortyashtan?’

			Pitry hesitates. ‘Well, I . . . I was somewhat aware you wou—’

			‘Fucking hells,’ says Mulaghesh. She quaffs the liquor, then winds up and hurls the tumbler over the edge of the balcony. Pitry watches as what must be a forty- or fifty-drekel glass disappears into the ocean with a plook! ‘Of all the places in the world to send me sniffing up the Divine! As if I’d ever want to. Haven’t I seen enough of all of that? When am I allowed to rest?’

			‘But you’ll be among familiar company, won’t you? General Biswal will be there; he’s an old comrade. Which is not to say that your heroic days are necessarily behind you, of course . . .’

			Mulaghesh’s face goes blank, losing all of its cynical swagger, and she stares out at the sea. Though Mulaghesh has not seemed pleased with this mission so far, this is the first time Pitry’s seen her genuinely afraid.

			‘He wasn’t my comrade, Pitry,’ she says. ‘He was my commanding officer. I thought he was dead, frankly. I hadn’t heard wind of him for years. How did he get appointed to regional governor of Voortyashtan?’

			‘Because the last one was assassinated,’ says Pitry, ‘and no one else would take the job.’

			‘Ah.’

			‘They thought he was the right man for the position, though. I understand General Biswal has a . . . a history of making do in contested territories.’

			‘That’s one way of putting it,’ Mulaghesh says.

			Pitry glances at her. ‘What was it like?’

			‘What, the Summer of Black Rivers?’

			‘Yes.’

			There’s a long pause.

			‘Do you remember much of the Battle of Bulikov, Pitry?’ she asks softly.

			‘I . . . I do.’

			‘Do you ever want to see something like that again?’

			‘It is, perhaps, cowardly of me to say so, but . . . No. No, I do not.’

			‘Smart choice. Well. I will put it this way: what Biswal and I did to the Continent during the Summer of Black Rivers makes the Battle of Bulikov look like spilled milk.’

			Pitry is quiet. Mulaghesh stares out at the sea, running the index finger of her right hand up and down the knuckle of her wooden left thumb.

			‘Get out of here, Pitry,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘I want to be alone right now.’

			‘Yes, ma’am,’ he says, and steps back through the door.

		

	
		
			3. Progress

			Saypur proudly claims that because it was a colony with no Divine assistance, it was forced to think for itself. We claim that because we were forced to innovate or die, we had no choice but to innovate.

			This is somewhat true. But it is the notes of Vallaicha Thinadeshi that allow us keen insight into Saypur’s sudden technological advances – many of which originate with the forgotten Continental saint Torya.

			From a smattering of mentions in Bulikov’s records of executions we can confirm Torya was a Taalvashtani saint who spent most of his life in Saypur, being sent there in 1455. As followers of the builder Divinity Taalhavras, Taalvashtanis were architects, engineers, designers, and machinists – people who tinkered with the rude materials of mortal life as well as the Divine miracles that supported so much of it.

			Torya grew so bored with his work on his Saypuri estate that he often pestered his servants to feed him distractions, treating them as puzzles and problems. Some of his creations involved wheeled shoes that allowed his servants to race up and down his lengthy hallways, as well as a stove that used convection to cook bread twice as fast.

			As far as we can tell, he did this solely as a cure for his boredom – not out of any charity.

			It was his Saypuri valet who realised the opportunity Torya presented. Over a series of months the valet fed him a variety of large-scale problems for him to solve, and Torya became so involved in his work that in 1457 he felt obliged to create a series of rules for the mortal world: laws of mathematics and physics that applied to reality without any Divine intervention, as well as some innovations that could easily exploit these rules. As Torya had access to countless Divine devices with spectacular properties, he was able to establish these rules both quickly and accurately.

			This soon proved revolutionary. The valet secreted out copies of Torya’s writings and had them sent all over the country. Within a decade Saypuris were farming with irrigation, building structures faster and better than ever before. But it was the creation of a small steam-powered loom in 1474 that brought unwelcome attention, for the Saypuri who created it lived in a Voortyashtani colony – and Voortyashtanis understood the nature of power and knowledge far more than the Taalvashtanis did.

			The Voortyashtanis realised someone had taught the Saypuris these methods, and quickly traced the information back to Saint Torya. The Voortyashtanis then executed every slave and servant who had come in contact with Torya’s estate, and petitioned Bulikov not only for Torya to be defrocked, but also executed. They won their petition, and Torya was brutally disembowelled in 1475 for crimes against the Continent’s colonies.

			But the Voortyashtanis’ victory was not complete: Torya’s laws persisted and were worked upon in secret. When the Kaj himself created his mysterious weaponry to slay the Divinities in 1636, a copy of Torya’s laws was one of his most heavily used references. And in the 1640s, when Vallaicha Thinadeshi began the great technological revolution that would secure Saypur’s place in the world, none of it would have been possible without the work of Saint Torya, performed just under two hundred years earlier.

			Saypur, being a proud nation, would not like to admit that a Continental contributed so much to the foundation of their technological achievements. But we forget another lesson of history when we do so: a slave will use any tool to escape their slavery, even those of their masters.

			 – DR. EFREM PANGYUI, ‘THE SUDDEN HEGEMONY’

			First the rain – the screaming, awful rain. The slap of the downpour is so stunning that Mulaghesh, who’s spent the latter part of her trip cloistered in her cabin aboard the Dreyling cargo ship Hjemdal, is almost stupefied by such brutal weather, and it makes her rethink the desire she’s had for the last two weeks: to get the hells off of this chain of boats and set her feet on dry land.

			But not this land, she thinks. Not any land that exists under weather like this . . .

			She shields her eyes, walks out on deck, and looks.

			She is faced with the wide, expansive mouth of a river – the Solda River, of course, whose waters once passed through Bulikov, the very city where she was stationed for nearly two decades. On each side of the river mouth are two vast, ragged peaks that slowly recede down to the waters in a rambling jangle of sharp, broken, blade-like stones. No wonder they call it the city of blades, she thinks. It all looks like rubble, as if the cliffs surrounding the city have been steadily collapsing – yet amidst the stones about the peaks are lights, streams of smoke, and thousands of glimmering windows.

			‘So that’s the city of Voortyashtan,’ she says grimly. ‘Well. It lives up to expectations.’

			Then she sees the harbour. Or, rather, what will one day be the harbour – maybe.

			‘Holy shit,’ she says.

			The main issue with reconstructing the Continent – the underlying aim of nearly all of Shara Komayd’s legislation – is one of access. There has only ever been one functioning international harbour on the Continent in modern history: Ahanashtan, which has always been Saypur’s key foothold on the Continent. But if you’re trying to bring aid and support to the entirety of the Continent, having only one way in and one way out makes it quite difficult.

			Yet as the Continent’s climate changed – growing steadily colder with no Divinities to miraculously warm the weather – there became only one remaining decent warm-water port: Voortyashtan. Which happens to sit on the mouth of the Solda River, which, if brought under control, would give the entire world access to the inner recesses of the Continent.

			And long ago, Voortyashtan did once possess a harbour. In fact, back in the days of the Divinities, it was far, far larger and busier than any harbour the contemporary powers could ever aspire to. But it was put to unspeakable, monstrous purposes – purposes that make modern Saypuris shiver to think of even today.

			‘Every obstacle,’ Shara used to say (before her own career became mired in its own obstacles), ‘is always an opportunity.’ Would it not be a tremendous symbolic victory, she asked, if Saypur built a new harbour in Voortyashtan and put it to good use? Wouldn’t they all sleep a little better at night knowing Voortyashtan, that most backward and dangerous of cities, was slowly being modernised, led along like a mule is led by a dangling turnip?

			So it was decided that the Department of Reconstruction, with the approval of the polis of Voortyashtan, would reconstruct its ancient harbour, thus bringing swift aid to the other half of the Continent, and probably making Voortyashtan the second-richest polis on the Continent in the meantime.

			But as to who would do the actual work – that was another issue. Saypur, being a naval nation, naturally had a dozen contractors and companies willing to do the job – but for Saypuri prices, all of which were astronomically high. For a while it seemed the harbour would never be built without some outrageous financing miracle, but then the newly founded United Dreyling States – having overthrown the corrupt Dreyling Republics a mere three years ago, and desperate for income – came forward with a series of bids so low that Saypur wondered if the Dreylings were using slave labour. But in the end, the Southern Dreyling Company – or SDC, as many prefer – finally captured the prize and signed the contracts.

			Though from what Mulaghesh last heard, the construction of the harbour has so far proven to be more difficult than anyone anticipated. She remembers hearing about how some tremendous wreckage from the Blink blocked up much of the Solda River’s mouth and would have to be removed. And if she recalls, all of SDC’s most brilliant engineers were still scratching their heads over it.

			Yet now, just outside the Solda Bay, she sees that they seem to be making headway. Remarkable headway, in fact.

			In the mouth of the bay is a forest of dredging cranes, each 150 feet high, all in lines radiating outward from the shore. Some of the cranes are building other cranes, reaching farther and farther out to sea, while the ones closer to the shore are deconstructing the cranes at the back. It’s a brilliant, confusing, impressive mess of construction work, and for a moment Mulaghesh wonders if these mechanisms are here to repair the ruined mess of Voortyashtan or if they’re here to tear it down. The shore behind the cranes is awash with activity: tiny timber structures and makeshift piers all fuelling the work taking place in the bay, reforging this ruined metropolis into what could one day be the trade capital of the western coast of the Continent.

			But where’s the wreckage the cranes are supposed to be hauling away? From what Mulaghesh can see, the Solda Bay is wide and clear.

			‘We’ll have to cut a sharp turn here, ma’am,’ says the captain of the Hjemdal. ‘Might wish to hold on tight.’

			‘Cut around what?’ says Mulaghesh. ‘It damned well looks like we’re in open seas to me, Captain.’

			‘Stand on the port side and look down, ma’am,’ says the captain, ‘and you might catch a glimpse of it.’

			Mulaghesh does so, holding tight to the railing.

			The ship veers beneath her. Dark water washes up the hull. She sees nothing, but then . . .

			There is a disturbance in the current a few dozen feet out: the surface of the water is rippled where it ought to be smooth. She squints, and sees something down below . . .

			Something white. Something wide and smooth and pale, just below the surface of the water. As the Hjemdal cruises by she spies the faint outline of an aperture in this white surface below the water – a long, thin gap, pointed at the top and flat at the bottom. As they near she sees moulding lining the gap, and a shutter hanging off of one ancient, rusted hinge.

			Then she understands: It’s a window.

			‘That . . . That was a building,’ she says aloud, looking back. ‘There was . . . There was a building under the water back there.’

			‘Welcome to old Voortyashtan,’ the captain says with false cheer, waving at the mouth of the Solda. ‘Though you can’t see much of it these days. It’s moved, y’see, about three hundred feet. Vertically, straight down.’ He grins and laughs wickedly.

			‘It’s underwater?’ she asks. ‘Wait . . . The wreckage that’s blocking the Solda is the city itself? How have I never heard of this?’

			‘Because someone would have to survive to tell you,’ he says. ‘This here bay is practically a minefield, ma’am – hence why we won’t be going much farther – and once you make it ashore, and you’re among those wild Contin­entals, why . . . I’m not sure if your odds improve any.’ He stops when he spies a small cutter making its way through the forest of cranes. ‘Ah, here’s your escort, ma’am. I’ve no doubt you and them’ll have plenty to chat about.’

			*

			The cutter zips across the bay, ripped back and forth by the howling winds. Mulaghesh shields her eyes from the gales as they draw close. The area’s not totally bereft of civilisation, she sees: farther down the west coast stands a tall, beautiful lighthouse, its slow, revolving beam lancing out to dance over the waters. Beside it is a large, colourful wood-and-stone structure that feels very out of place amid dark, dreary Voortyashtan. Large banners festoon the stairs leading up to it, each embroidered with the letters ‘SDC’.

			‘They’re certainly setting up shop, aren’t they,’ mutters Mulaghesh.

			The cutter pulls up to a pier just east of the lighthouse, which is deserted except for one person, who stands at its end with a flick of glowing cigarette ash suspended in their shadow. Besides this, all she can spy is their thick, sealskin coat with its hood up, wrapped tight about their face.

			Mulaghesh awkwardly descends the rope ladder to the pier, forced to compensate for her false hand. The figure at the end of the pier waves to her.

			She remembers what Pitry said as the Hjemdal shipped out: We’ve secured you a source, who will contact you when you arrive.

			She asked: Who is it?

			The best possible resource, the chief technology officer of the whole of SDC. They should know absolutely everything about what’s going on in Voortyashtan. Though now that she thinks about it, Mulaghesh realises he never actually told her the CTO’s name.

			Mulaghesh walks down the pier, her bag slung across her shoulders. ‘Are you here for me?’ she shouts to the figure.

			The figure just waves again. As Mulaghesh comes closer she sees another SDC badge on their breast, though this is of a bright yellow colour with a gear insignia below, suggesting something different.

			‘Thank you for meeting me here,’ says Mulaghesh as she approaches. ‘But it won’t mean much if I drown to death in this rai—’

			She stops as the figure pushes back their hood.

			She expected to see some dour, red-faced, glowering Dreyling, a foreman or dockworker with an abundance of scars and burst blood vessels and a receding hairline. What she did not expect to see is an intimidatingly beautiful Dreyling woman in her mid-thirties, with high cheekbones, bright blond hair, and glacial blue eyes set behind a pair of austere spectacles. She’s tall, over six feet, which means she towers over Mulaghesh. The woman takes a massive drag from her cigarette, flicks it into the sea – it sizzles angrily, begrudging its abandonment – and smiles at Mulaghesh.

			And Mulaghesh sees many things in that smile. She sees charm, wit, and a roiling sea of cleverness; she sees a sharp, diamond-hard attention, recording everything that’s witnessed; but what Mulaghesh sees most in that broad, white smile is an unshakable, concrete confidence that its owner is at any given moment the smartest person in the room.

			The woman says, ‘Welcome, General, to the polis of Voortyashtan. I hope our crew treated you well?’

			Mulaghesh stares into the woman’s face. There is something familiar about her that she can’t quite place . . .

			In her mind, Mulaghesh removes one of the young woman’s eyes, adds a brutal latticework of scars, and replaces her charming smile with a look of implacable, lethal menace.

			‘By all the hells,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘If you’re not the kin of Sigrud je Harkvaldsson, then I am a dead fucking dog.’

			The charming smile evaporates. The young woman looks at Mulaghesh, astonished, but instantly recovers: she gives a delighted laugh, though her eyes can’t quite match it.

			‘You have a head for faces, General!’ she says. ‘You are correct. I am Signe Harkvaldsson, chief technology officer of the Southern Dreyling Company. And you, of course, would be the famous general Turyin Mulaghesh.’

			‘If you say so. You know, I feel like someone could have told me it’d be Sigrud’s daughter I was meeting here. Why couldn’t they get me someone at the military base?’

			‘Because that’s where Sumitra Choudhry disappeared from,’ says Signe coolly. ‘And I don’t particularly think your minister trusts everyone there right now.’

			Mulaghesh glances over her shoulder. ‘Why don’t we find someplace else to discuss this?’

			‘Certainly. I’ve arranged for you to stay with us at the SDC construction headquarters, just outside of the city.’ She points in the other direction, toward the SDC building beside the lighthouse. It’s about a thousand times more hospitable-looking than Voortyashtan.

			‘That works fine for me.’

			‘Excellent! Then please follow me. The train to the SDC headquarters is waiting for us.’

			‘You have a train just for your headquarters?’

			‘More for the work on the bay itself. We can’t ship resources to the river mouth – we’re here to specifically amend that situation. So we ship them to an easier spot, outside of the city, and use a train to bring them here.’

			‘All to build a harbour for the Continent,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘Seems like it’d be easier to just make a new one somewhere else.’

			‘But this isn’t just a harbour, General. It’s a gateway to the Continent itself!’ She points to the two peaks above the Solda River. ‘Past those gates – or what’s left of them – lies a water passage granting access to nearly the whole of the Continent! And no one’s been able to use it in decades! Yet soon, in a matter of months, we’ll be able to’ – she opens the door to the train’s sole passenger car – ‘well, throw the gates back open.’

			Mulaghesh glances back at the peaks. ‘You keep calling them gates. Why?’

			Signe smiles. ‘That’s a very interesting question. Come aboard, and I’ll tell you.’

			*

			The tattered cityscape of Voortyashtan slides by as the train picks up, replaced by tall white cliffs. Signe lights another cigarette – her fifth so far, Mulaghesh gauges. There’s something distinctly mercantile about the Dreyling woman: her hair is tied back and parted in a fashion Mulaghesh knows is now quite chic in Ghaladesh, and she wears a close-cut, collarless black jacket with a flap that hides all buttons, paired with slim, dark trousers and glossy black boots. A tremendous grey scarf sits in piles around her neck, going right up to her chin. Mulaghesh feels Signe would fit right in at some high meeting of a company board, spitting out numbers and calmly allaying the fears of stockholders. Which is probably exactly what she does, Mulaghesh reminds herself.

			But her hands are an anomaly: when Signe removed her gloves Mulaghesh expected to see smooth, soft, perfectly manicured digits. But instead her hands are hard, callous, cracked things suggesting years of brutal labour, and they’re smudged and smeared with black ink, as if she’s been handling cheap newspapers all day.

			Mulaghesh shivers as a draught snakes into the train car.

			‘Late winter,’ says Signe. ‘It’s quite harsh here, as it is for the rest of the Continent. But Voortyashtan sits on the Great Western Current, ensuring its waters will never freeze over. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be here.’

			‘What a pity that would be.’

			‘Perhaps so. It does bring with it a great deal of moisture. Did you know, for instance, that Voortyashtan is the flood capital of the world?’

			‘Another charming trait to recommend it. As if its history wasn’t enough. Is it Voortyashtan or Voortyavashtan? I’ve heard it both ways’

			‘A common issue. Cities on the Continent often had two or more names – one for the spiritual aspect of the place, and the other for the worldly, the mundane. They might have been two literally different cities occupying the same space, one being an extension of the other’s reality. No one’s sure. But Voortya is dead – so Voortyavashtan, the spiritual aspect of this place, is no more.’

			‘Leaving only Voortyashtan. Shit. What a fucking headache, these names.’

			‘You’ve no idea. The contracts are a nightmare, and maps are very tricky. Taalhavras apparently had a half-dozen realities built into Taalvashtan, so they had to redo the road signs about twenty times after the Blink. But after the Battle of Bulikov, some Continental cities and polises find themselves forced to decide which world they wish to reside in. What do you know about Voortya, General?’

			‘I know she’s dead.’

			‘Besides that.’

			‘I know I like that she’s dead.’

			Signe rolls her eyes. Smoke pours from her nostrils.

			‘Fine,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘I know she was the Continental Divinity of war and death. I know she was terrifying. And I know her sentinels once essentially controlled the known world, shipping out of this very bay by the thousands.’

			‘By the hundreds of thousands,’ Signe says. ‘If not more. And you are correct that she was the Divinity of war and death, but she was also the Divinity of the sea – something many forget. Likely because her martial exploits are . . . much more memorable.’

			‘If by that you mean her sentinels killed and maimed and tortured Saypuris by the millions, yeah. That’s pretty memorable, for us. Maybe a little too memorable.’

			‘True. But what many forget is that, as the Divinity of the sea, most of her domain was built on the sea. The original Voortyashtan, as we understand it, was one giant, floating city, constructed on many docks and plinths, or perhaps floating on the sea itself. Either way, we’ve gleaned from its current position that, whatever its methods of support, they were definitely miraculous.’

			‘You mean because it’s at the bottom of the bay.’ This part of the story is familiar to Mulaghesh: there’s hardly a part of the Continent that wasn’t devastated when the Divinities were killed by the Kaj, which caused all the miracles that supported the Continent’s way of life to abruptly vanish – an event known as ‘the Blink’. If the original city of Voortyashtan was allowed to float on the ocean by miraculous means, that would definitely explain why it’s currently playing home to the fish of the North Sea.

			‘Correct.’ Signe flashes her cunning smile. How the hells does she keep her teeth so white, Mulaghesh thinks, irritated, if she smokes so much? ‘What you see now of the city was not the city. Just the entrance portion of the Voortyashtan of old. Those two peaks east of the city aren’t mountains, General – they’re the frame of a door.’

			Mulaghesh chews her cigarillo. ‘So modern Voortyashtan is built on ruins of the old city’s gates?’

			‘Correct. And the original city now clogs up the Solda, causing massive seasonal flooding downriver and preventing one of the grandest rivers in the world from becoming a passageway of incredibly lucrative trade.’

			Mulaghesh laughs wickedly. ‘So your job here is to give the whole of the Continent an enema, is that it?’

			This doesn’t even put a dent in Signe’s smile. ‘That is one way of putting it, yes.’

			‘And you actually think you’ll make this rendition of the schedule?’

			‘Oh, well . . . In truth, my current calculations suggest we’ll beat the latest iteration of the dredging deadline by nearly three months.’

			Mulaghesh stares at her, mouth open. ‘You . . . You think you’ll beat it?’

			‘Yes,’ says Signe mildly.

			‘You’ll beat this deadline that keeps getting pushed back years?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you’re not being completely and utterly mad?’

			‘Not to my knowledge, no.’

			‘How do you think you could possibly manage this?’

			‘I don’t begrudge you your skepticism,’ says Signe. ‘For years, SDC struggled with figuring out how to dredge the bay, how to rectify this decades-old damage done by sustained catastrophes. But eventually our engineering staff came up with a solution: modular component processing.’

			‘What?’

			Signe smiles, and Mulaghesh realises she’s just given the expected reaction in Signe’s little presentation. ‘We can’t work from the outside in of the Solda Bay – there’s a whole undersea city between us and, well, the city. So we decided to work from the inside out. We broke down the two main pieces of equipment – a crane, and a cargo ship – into their most basic components. Simple, cheap, functional components requiring the least amount of effort to put together and take apart. Then we made a small landing depot a few miles from Voortyashtan where we could get to shore’ – she motions out the window toward the approaching lighthouse – ‘and built track that would allow us to ship the components closer to the bay. Once we could get the components to the mouth of the Solda, and once we got our first two cranes built, the game was over.’

			Signe takes a nonchalant puff from her cigarette. Mulaghesh studies her, waits, and finally asks, ‘How was it over with just two cranes?’

			‘Why, get two cranes in the right places, and you can do anything. First they built ships and piers. Then they built four more cranes farther out in the sea, one on either side of each of them. Then those four cranes hauled up rubble, loaded up the ships, and built eight more cranes out into the sea, one on either side of each of them. Then the eight new cranes hauled up rubble, loaded up the new ships, and built sixteen new cranes . . . and then thirty-two, and sixty-four, and so on, and so on. This is a gross simplification, but you get the idea.’

			Mulaghesh looks at the forest of cranes out the window. ‘So all that out there took . . .’

			‘The state of the project, as you see it today, took just under twenty months to produce.’

			‘Are you serious?’

			‘Yes,’ says Signe, with a very slight pout of vanity. ‘We’re told the Solda has already stopped flooding downstream – something your old station of Bulikov will be glad of. And one day, very soon, parts of the Continent that were once completely isolated and cut off will now be linked. Pretty soon the rejuvenation of the Continent will truly begin.’

			‘Whose brilliant idea was all this?’

			‘Oh, why, the credit belongs to a variety of teams, as each component and each step in the process required incredible oversight and planning, and—’

			‘It was you, wasn’t it.’

			Signe pauses just long enough to satisfy modesty. ‘I had the idea on a . . . somewhat grand, abstract scale. I did formulate the modular process and oversee its sourcing and detailing, yes. And portions of the arm design are mine. Though there were countless other SDC teams that played their part.’

			‘I guess you don’t get to be chief technology officer for nothing.’

			‘Who can say? My position is the first in the company’s history. We’ve never had a CTO before me.’

			‘So . . . how exactly does a member of the Dreyling royal family come to have a hand in all this?’

			Signe blinks, confused. ‘Dreyling royal family?’

			‘Your daddy is, unless I’m forgetting, the heir to the Dreyling throne?’

			Signe exhales slowly through her nostrils and taps her cigarette ash into the ashtray in the armrest. ‘The United Dreyling States are a free democracy now. We no longer cater to a monarchy, or to the pirate kings like we did back during the Republic days.’

			‘Even if that monarchy was originally yours?’

			Her eyes glitter. ‘It is not mine, General. It was never mine. And that has nothing to do with the harbour.’

			‘So you’re saying your father has nothing to do with your position here?’

			Signe pinches out the end of her cigarette with her thumb and forefinger, her skin hissing as it touches the ash, though her face registers no pain. Those calluses run deep, thinks Mulaghesh. ‘My father, General,’ Signe says slowly, ‘has terribly little to do with anything significant happening these days, as far as I can tell. And if you want his opinion on the matter, I suggest you find someone who would know more than I do. Or, moreover, someone who would care to know.’

			Signe looks up as the train comes to a halt. The white shaft of the lighthouse hovers above them. Signe’s composure immediately returns, the clever smile blooming back on her pretty face. ‘Ah! We’re here. Allow me to take you to dinner. I know it’s late, but I’m sure you’re starving.’ Without another word, she strides off the passenger car, leaving Mulaghesh to struggle with her bags.

			*

			Mulaghesh and Signe dine in the private dining room just below the control rooms for the lighthouse. It’s clear this is reserved for the upper echelons of the company: Signe had to use multiple keys just to get to this part of the building. Their server – a Dreyling boy with a wispy half-beard – enters and exits through a secret panel door beside the bookcase in the corner. Everything about the room is designed for privacy, a place to hold conversations and do the real work once the formal meetings are done, though it feels like an extremely upscale whalers’ inn: everything is dark, ornate wood, and most of the walls are covered in the bones of unsettling sea creatures, some with harpoon barbs still lodged in them.

			‘One way to keep a skilled workforce,’ Signe explained to her when they entered, ‘is to give them every creature comfort. These men have come out to the end of the world to risk their lives – so even if they are hard labourers and seamen, we give them the best chefs, the best entertainment, and the best accommodations money can buy.’

			But Mulaghesh also notes that the accommodations are quite perman­ent. One wouldn’t build such a site if one wasn’t intent on staying for a while. And if they truly expect to get the harbour ready in a matter of months, then what comes after?

			From this angle she can see Fort Thinadeshi: a dark, squatting, massive installation on the cliffs just north of the lighthouse. Its most immense cannons are pointed at the city, threatening to rain death down on them at any second. She wonders how the Voortyashtanis must feel with those cannons pointed at them day and night.

			‘You’re briefed on the situation?’ asks Mulaghesh quietly.

			Signe picks up her napkin and delicately dabs at the corner of her mouth. ‘Sumitra Choudhry. Yes.’

			‘So,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘What can you tell me about her?’

			‘She came here a half a year ago. Sent to investigate some discovery made just on the outskirts of the fort.’

			‘Do you know what discovery that was?’

			‘No. When I volunteered to be your contact here they made it very clear that, for me, this was a need-to-know situation, and I did not need to know that.’ She sniffs. ‘Anyway. At first Choudhry stayed up at the fortress, but then she started coming down and asking questions of my employees. I chose to handle it for the company. She seemed quite . . . disturbed.’

			‘Disturbed?’

			‘Yes. I wondered if she was slightly mad. Bit loopy in the head, if I may say so. At some point in time she had suffered a head injury,’ says Signe, gesturing to her left brow, ‘a white bandage here, so I wondered if that was it, but I wasn’t sure.’

			‘How’d she get injured?’

			‘I’m afraid she didn’t say, General. She asked us a lot about geomorph­ology – the way land is formed. I suppose that because we were doing all this work on the bay, she thought we would know something. But we’re just fixing damages done a few decades ago, not millions of years.’ She points out the window to an area just west of the fortress. ‘People would see her wandering the cliffs with a lantern at night, looking out to sea. I’m told she looked like a painting – the maiden awaiting the return of her beloved, or whatever. Like I said, we thought she was mad.’

			‘Then what happened?’

			‘Well, then one day we got word she was just . . . gone. I heard rumours it took the fort some time to even realise she was AWOL – that’s how odd her movements were. They conducted searches out as far as they could, but found nothing. And that, quite seriously, is all I know.’

			‘Would any of your employees know anything more?’

			‘Possibly. Why? Would you like to talk to each and every one of them? How much time do you have, General?’

			‘I was thinking you might have an alert you can send out. A notice to all SDC employees to come forward if they ever had any contact with Choudhry.’

			‘Well . . . we do have a system somewhat like that, but it’s usually reserved for emergencies, an—’

			‘If you can put that alert through I’ll be quite grateful, CTO Harkvaldsson.’ Mulaghesh studiously ignores Signe’s irritation. ‘But what I find most curious right now is – why you?’

			‘Why me what?’

			‘Why are you the one to help me, of all people? You’re not involved with anything at the fortress. And I’m surprised SDC can spare their CTO to help out on a clandestine military operation.’

			‘Oh, they can’t. Not really. Though we did just go through one of the more difficult crane sitings, so that does make it a little easier. Less burdens upon my back.’

			‘So why you?’

			‘I’m familiar with the country, the culture,’ says Signe. ‘I was raised just outside of this polis, after all.’

			‘You were?’

			‘Yes,’ says Signe. She kneads her napkin in between her finger and thumb. ‘I’m a Dreyling, certainly. But after the coup we couldn’t stay in the Dreyling Shores. There were plenty of people who wished to see me and my family dead. So we had to hide away somewhere. Voortyashtan was closest, and the least likely place for anyone to look.’

			‘What did you do when you got here?’

			‘Survive, mostly. And little more than that.’ She smiles, and there’s a touch of bitterness to it. ‘So, after thirty years here, I know the culture. I know the people. I know the geography, and I know the history. And I have resources that you can’t get at the fortress without raising questions.’

			‘But you don’t actually want to help,’ says Mulaghesh.

			‘Does anyone actually want to help in a clandestine investigation?’

			‘Saypur says, “Dance”, you say, “How many turns?” Is that it?’

			‘Hm . . . True enough,’ Signe says acidly. ‘Your nation does have mine by the delicates, as one might say. But there is also the matter of your reputation.’

			‘My reputation? And what reputation is that?’

			‘General Mulaghesh,’ she says, ‘you are, whether you like it or not, something of a celebrity. You’re not only associated with the prime minister of Saypur, you are also associated with the death of two Divinities. And you’re also associated with an unimaginable amount of destruction and devastation done to the city of Bulikov, damage that city still hasn’t fully recovered from – if it ever can.’

			‘I couldn’t have helped that!’

			‘Possibly. But, nevertheless, your reputation is such that your very presence in this city makes me wary. It also makes a lot of investors wary. Voortyashtan is an old friend of violence. The concern is that you, as innocuous as your cover story may be, could be a catalyst.’

			‘So what? They think I’m going to show up and destroy the city?’

			‘You forget that these people have cannons pointed at them day and night,’ says Signe. ‘And although you might have developed a reputation as something of a cautious taskmaster in Bulikov, there are still many rumours surrounding what you did before your stint as governor.’ Signe smiles so wide Mulaghesh can see her molars. ‘None of it’s confirmed, of course – but you and General Biswal have some kind of special connection to the capture of Bulikov during the Summer of Black Rivers, don’t you?’

			Mulaghesh says nothing.

			‘Continentals fear you, General,’ Signe says. ‘They fear Biswal, especially. And they fear those cannons. And now you’re all in the same place. I think their concerns are quite valid – don’t you? So it’s wise that someone has to keep an eye on you. It might as well be me.’

		

	
		
			4. The black room

			I do not envy Lalith Biswal. He made what was likely the most difficult choice of his career, if not the whole of the Summer, and I believe no matter what he chose he knew he and his soldiers would be punished for it – if they survived, which he surely thought unlikely.

			Perhaps history will one day be a better judge of him than you or I shall be. For though the Yellow March was likely the very thing that turned the tide during the Summer of Black Rivers, such was its nature that we cannot ever acknowledge that it actually happened.

			 – LETTER FROM CHIEF OF ARMED FORCES GENERAL ADHI NOOR TO PRIME MINISTER ASHARA KOMAYD, 1722

			Mulaghesh sits at the window of her spacious room, staring out. The view is gorgeous – Voortyashtan is like a wall of fireflies below her – but she cannot bring herself to enjoy it. Not after that conversation.

			Just what in the hells have I gotten myself into?

			She walks back to her bags, rummages about, and takes out something wrapped in an old scarf.

			Mulaghesh is not an eager neophile, but she knows efficiency when she sees it, which is why, unlike many commanders her age, she took the time to train in firearms. Her favourite is this particularly vicious little piece of technology: a short, thick, snubby little contraption called a ‘carousel’, which earned its name because of its cyclic design of five little barrels each containing one shot, rotating to the next with each squeeze of the trigger. The carousel is much easier for a person with one hand to load and unload than most other weapon systems, as you just need to pop off the empty barrel cylinder and pop on a full set. She hasn’t used it on a live target yet, and frankly hopes she never has to, but she places it on her nightstand, just in case.

			She lies down on the bed. Tomorrow, she’s decided, she’ll go to the last place Choudhry was seen: Fort Thinadeshi.

			She shuts her eyes and tries to listen to the waves outside.

			Don’t forget where you are. Don’t forget where you are.

			*

			Mulaghesh wakes at 0500, grabs a portfolio for notes, commandeers one of the few telephones in the SDC headquarters, and phones Fort Thinadeshi. The tinny voice of an on-call sergeant answers, surprised: they expected her, but not this soon. She’s in luck, though, as General Biswal is present at the fortress, having returned from a tour of other installations in the region, and can indeed make time on his calendar for her. ‘Provided the car can make it down to you in time, General,’ adds the sergeant.

			‘Why wouldn’t it?’

			‘Well, there’s really only one road down to the city from the fortress, and it’s a little . . . variable in quality. It’s the only road in the city that will tolerate an automobile, but even then it’s a stretch.’

			‘So don’t bring any cups brimming with hot tea, is that what you’re saying?’

			‘That’s about the cut of it.’

			‘Great.’

			When the auto arrives it’s hard to believe there’s a functional vehicle underneath all the mud and moss and sprays of gravel, which stick to the sides like barnacles on a ship. She’s happy she wore her fatigues rather than her dress uniform. ‘Holy hells,’ she says when the driver hops out. ‘I damned well hope the wheels stay on.’

			Then she looks at the driver and does a double take. He’s a young man, short but fit with a well-trimmed beard. He would be considered quite handsome were it not for his rather weak chin. But there’s something familiar in his face, especially in the way he’s grinning at her.

			He gives a sharp salute. ‘Morning, General. Ready for the trip up?’

			‘I know you,’ she says, stepping closer. Then in a flash, she has it. ‘Damn. Sergeant Major Pandey, isn’t it? From Bulikov. Is that you?’

			His grin practically glows, pleased and proud. ‘It is, ma’am. Happy to see you again.’

			She remembers him a little more than some of the other soldiers she had under her command in Bulikov: he was captain of the barracks rowing team, which practiced in the summer on the Solda, much to the displeasure of the Bulikovians. And she remembers he was a wickedly talented swordsman, sparring with a liquid grace that even Mulaghesh, who was no slow hand with a blade herself, found remarkable.

			‘You went and got yourself all grown up, I see,’ she says. ‘What in the hells are you doing all the way up here?’

			‘Mostly driving, ma’am,’ Pandey says. ‘Turns out there aren’t too many soldiers up here knowledgeable with automobiles, so I’ve been stuck with this noble duty.’

			Instinctively she looks Pandey over, checking his arms and legs for a sign of injury, his cheeks for any hint of malnourishment, his teeth for any sign of scurvy. He’s not yours anymore, she thinks. He’s Biswal’s now – or, perhaps, he’s his own. ‘Well, I hope you’ve honed your skills. I need to get up the cliffs and quick, but I’d like to do it in one piece.’

			Pandey throws open her door. ‘The road is a vasha string, General,’ he says, referring to the Saypuri instrument, ‘and the auto my bow. I’ll give you a grand performance.’

			‘If you can drive half as well as you can talk, Pandey,’ she says, climbing in, ‘I expect I’ll be fine.’

			Ten minutes later Mulaghesh watches out the window as Voortyashtan lurches by, the auto pitching and yawing like a boat in a storm. She spies tents and yurts and ditches and alleys, makeshift structures that can hardly bear the brunt of the wind. Standing throughout this disordered sprawl are tall, curious stone formations, tottering, misshapen cairns that run in lines along the Solda. Something about the cairns disturbs her, but it’s difficult for her to say what.

			‘It’s like a damned refugee camp,’ says Mulaghesh.

			‘It would be similar, General,’ says Pandey. He points at one of the cairns. ‘Were it not for those.’

			‘What do you mean?’ She looks closer at one as they drive underneath it. It’s much taller than she’d anticipated, twenty or thirty feet, but she spies the suggestion of human features on the bulbous top of one towering cairn: the shallow dimples of eyes, the soft bulge of what could be a nose. She examines the others in the distance, searching for the divots of shadow at their tops, and sees the same.

			‘Statues,’ says Mulaghesh. ‘They’re statues, aren’t they?’

			‘They were, once,’ says Pandey. ‘Rumour has it they guarded the Solda, greeting those who floated down to the old city, passing through the gates.’ He nods at the two peaks along the river. ‘The change in climate’s been none too kind to them.’

			She imagines what they might have once been: tall, human figures dotting the shores, perhaps splendid and regal, now beaten and twisted into something barely recognisable, staring down forever at a missing city. ‘What must it be like, living in the shadows of these things?’
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