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1


Two men came walking past first, porters or one-time porters, thick legs and bent backs and mean eyes. They spent a long moment silently scrutinising Seed and Dray and Quail. They didn’t make any threats, except in so far as their presence was a threat; their very existence was a threat.


Seed made sure to look straight back at them, without blinking or bowing his head. They were looking for moles, agents of the Those Above, and Seed was most certainly not that – just your average Fifth Rung slum kid, about at that age when it was time to get marked as a porter, or to get work on the plantations outside of the city. No different from ten thousand others on the lowest levels of the Roost, strutting about in worn pants during the late afternoon, faces dirty, looking to get forget-yourself drunk. He was big and he was tough, but there were plenty boys bigger and plenty men tougher; the Fifth Rung was the sort of place that bred rowdies and brutes and straight-up killers in great profusion. The only thing that made him noteworthy – and this might have been stretching the point – was his busted eye, the lid drooping, the iris lazy and unresponsive. He had never been a handsome man but there was a difference between being homely and being deformed, a difference he had had a long time to ponder in the two and a half years since a Barrow boy had beaten the scars into his face.


Dray and Quail couldn’t even claim that distinction, if being made ugly enough that you couldn’t get a woman to look at you without a couple of tertarum in your hand was a distinction. Seed did not think it was; in fact he thought it was quite the opposite. Seed thought what had been done to his face was the sort of thing worth holding a grudge about, and he thought also that there was no point in holding on to a grudge when you could even it up. This was the reason that he was standing against the wall of a run-down building a few minutes’ walk from the docks, getting eyeballed by a pair of Dead Pigeons.


One of the soldiers nodded, and then they both headed back upslope, and a moment later Thistle came strutting past, and whatever doubts Seed had about his errand were forgotten at the first sight of that arrogant smile, those eyes that were heavy and cold as a stone unearthed from the bottom of a riverbed. ‘Hello, brothers,’ he said. Seed couldn’t remember if he had ever heard him talk before; Seed didn’t think so. Seed didn’t like the fact that he liked his voice, which was deep and slow and seemed to emanate from somewhere far within his chest. ‘Walk with me.’


Thistle turned and headed east, headed east without looking back, and Seed hated him all over again, hated him as much for his arrogance as for what he had done to Seed’s eye.


Of course they’d been hearing rumours about the Five-Fingers for years – you could always find men foolish or mad enough to dream and even speak of retribution and rebellion and revolution, as you could find men foolish or mad enough to speak of climbing up the sky and casting the sun down to earth. The Fifth Rung had no shortage of inebriates and lunatics. But then, you couldn’t exactly call them madmen, not this last year, not with half the docks attending their secret rallies, not with all the whispers you heard of bulging coffers and gangs of well-trained hard boys. Rumours are like smoke of course, but still, you smell enough of it and you’d be wise to start looking for fire. And amidst the many other stories that spread swift across the lower Rungs, there was one of Pyre, the First of His Line, leader of the militant wing of the Five-Fingered.


Dead Pigeons they were called, after their preferred form of intimidation, birds left bleeding on the doorsteps of their opponents. To murder an avian was a capital offence in the Roost, as far as the authorities were concerned one more serious than theft or assault, worse than rape, worse even than carrying a weapon. A man mad enough to do that publicly was a man mad enough to do anything, and moreover a man who knew where you lived.


If this lesson went unheeded, they had other ways of making their point. A Cuckoo on the Fourth Rung renowned for a particularly severe brand of sadism was found butchered one morning in the whorehouse that he had frequented. A notoriously corrupt bureaucrat, famed even by the standards of his kind for avarice, cupidity and licentiousness, went missing on his way upslope one evening. He showed up two days later absent the small fingers on both of his hands and talking of nothing but redemption, of his own evils and what he would do to make up for them, talking of it loudly and frequently in the main thoroughfare running along the docks, having traded wealth and iniquity for the life of a penniless preacher. There were others – men disappeared into the sewers and men made silent from fear of such, and soon the Cuckoos, the Roost’s human guard, had come to speak quietly rather than with their characteristic belligerence, and would not go out in the evening except in the company of their fellows, eyes roaming and hands tight about their ferules.


It was to Pyre that this change was attributed, and the first bounty had gone out on his head a year past: five golden eagles, the Eternal currency, used only by those directly in their employ, the seneschals and high servants. Five golden eagles was more money than a man on the Fifth Rung would earn in a grim lifetime of labour, and though it doubled and then doubled and then doubled again, still it was not enough to bring word of Pyre’s location to the men who sought him harm. The Fifth did not give up its secrets so casually.


Seed did not care about any of that. The Five-Fingers could hold hands with the Four and jump in the bay so far as he was concerned. Seed had never given a thought to politics, never even given a thought that someone might. Life at the docks was personal, it started with your best friend and it ended with your worst enemy, and the distance between them was a few minutes’ walk.


Thistle led them towards one of the pumphouses, part of the vast engine that leeched water out of the bay and sent it, some several cables, some practical infinity, upslope. The pumps were what gave the Fifth its character, if by character you meant an unpleasant smell of wet and an ever-present slurping sound, like a drunken fart. Two men were half-lounging around outside it; not the sort of thing a passing Cuckoo would have flagged but Seed could tell them for what they were: more security for the boy-king of the Fifth Rung. One of them was large and dark and held Seed’s eyes unflinchingly, then opened the door swiftly and allowed them entrance.


Inside was a small stone chamber covered with a thick layer of junk and debris, for in years past the pumphouse had been the gathering place of the neighbourhood children, to get drunk and to boast and to try to while away the impoverished hours of their pointless lives. There was a thick pallet in the centre of the room that Thistle was even then removing, revealing a hole leading down into the earth.


‘The sewers?’ Dray asked, voice wavering, and even Seed, for a moment, looked less than firm. Because despite living surrounded by this great web of piping the men and women of the Fifth had no real idea of how the thing worked, except that sometimes it was filled with water and sometimes it was not, and when it was full then anything inside it would most assuredly be dead. There was a pumphouse near where Seed lived; it was a rite of passage to descend beneath it and swim across the subterranean river below, a journey of no more than five minutes, tip to tail, but even so everyone made sure to do it just after the last heavy flow had subsided, when the risk of flood was minimal. Seed figured that most of the rest of the boys on the Fifth must have a similar sort of ritual, and most of them displayed the same sort of prudence. There were a lot of ways to die, as Seed reckoned, and none of them seemed very good, but there weren’t many that seemed worse than being caught below ground once the slurps started going heavy, the rats screaming and trying to escape, you screaming and doing the same and both of you failing.


But Thistle didn’t hesitate, not for even a second, and it was this that made Seed capable of doing the same, though Quail and Dray blanched white as chalk and were a long slow time following them down.


Seed descended hand over hand, and after a few rungs the darkness had grown all-consuming. He could not make out Thistle beneath him, nor the leather of his boots, nor the ladder in front of him nor the hands that held it.


‘Don’t fear, brothers.’ Thistle’s voice, ringing clearly from the black. ‘Our people have laboured beneath the mountain in days beyond memory, and she has not forgotten us. The demons live atop her and think they know her secrets – as if the owner knows more of a house than its tenant!’


Thistle had a lantern lit and hung before Seed made it all the way down, but its dim light failed to reach to the high far corners of the chamber. At either end were heavy floodgates, drop-walls of thickly forged iron. At different points in the day, according to no particular rhythm that anyone on the Fifth ever managed to figure, those gates would close, and the chamber would be flooded. This was not Seed’s foremost concern at the moment, however. In the dim light he could see the waters rushing down towards the bay, and the stone walls covered with moss, and also that Thistle was carrying a knife long enough to reasonably be called a sword. It must have been hidden beneath the travelling cloak that hung now next to the lantern, and Seed stared at it so nakedly and for so long that he thought Thistle must now be certain of his purpose, if he hadn’t already deduced it.


‘I welcome you then to the abode of the Five-Fingers. Perhaps it does not look like much, but it is ours, brothers, yours and mine, and a shack freely owned is better than a mansion entailed.’


There were three of them against Thistle’s one, was what Seed was thinking, and all three of them were carrying blades. But they were small things, shivs really, bits of sharpened metal they had found or stolen. The way Thistle rested his hand on his own weapon made Seed think that neither their knives nor their numbers would do them much good.


But it was too late to back out now – probably Thistle wouldn’t let him leave, anyway, and there were still those men waiting outside, likely with the same kind of weapon as Thistle was carrying, likely no less skilled. And then the thought of seeing the sun again, of the light shining on Seed and on the shame as yet unanswered, proved enough to spur him onward.


‘I guess you don’t remember me.’ He had said it a thousand times in his mind, a thousand times a thousand, and it had never sounded so foolish or so hollow.


‘Of course I remember – did you think that I would lead three strangers into our headquarters, what with half of our besotted species still doing the work of the demons?’ Thistle slipped his blade from its sheath so cleanly and so swiftly that Quail and Dray jumped clear back, and there was an instant when Seed felt sure that he would die in the sewers beneath the Rung, that his body would be food for the rats or float listlessly out to sea, his body and the bodies of his friends.


So when Thistle flipped it to him, hilt first, Seed was so startled that he nearly dropped it into the sewer water; and what a shame that would have been, something so beautiful and so deadly lost amidst the dark. He managed to catch it by the very tip of the pommel, found it was heavier than he had imagined, found that he now had no idea what to do with it.


‘You wish revenge,’ Thistle said. It was a statement but Seed heard it as a question. ‘I cannot blame you. It is all we are taught to do, violence, all we believe ourselves capable of. The demons prefer it that way, prefer us weak and broken and foolish, know that if we ever stopped feuding among ourselves we would recall our strength, as in days of old, and be capable of greatness.’


‘Stop talking like that,’ Seed said.


‘Like what?’


‘Like you’re on stage, like you’re giving a speech, like you’re so damn special.’


‘You’d rather I dip into that downslope chatter, ’ey boy? Rather I grab a few bullyboys so we can get a good scrap going? You’d rather I turned my sword on you, as I would have when I was Thistle, turned it against you and had half a dozen men waiting down here to do the same? I’m afraid I cannot do so. I have been reborn, consecrated in the service of something a thousand times larger than myself, something so vast and so beautiful that before it my life is as a scrap of paper near a flame.’


‘This is birdshit,’ Seed said, and when he said it his voice cracked, and when his voice cracked he swung the blade upright. ‘You might have the rest of the city conned, but I know you, I know you down to your bones. You’re a brute, same as me, same as any of us. Two years ago you was part of Rhythm’s crew, going to get the Brotherhood’s scar on your shoulder, a pimp and a thug.’


‘It is true, my ignorance was vast. For a time, before I heard the truth, before my light was kindled, I was everything that you say. I carried a blade in the service of a man, I leeched from my people, I was a thief and a thug. But no longer, brothers, no longer. Now I carry a blade in service of men, to restore their freedom, to lead them, bleary-eyed and blinking, into the dawn to come.’


‘You won’t be around to see it,’ Seed said, the tip of the sword pointing at the tender flesh of Thistle’s breast.


‘Perhaps. But it will arrive just the same.’


Seed found that his fingers were curled so tight round Pyre’s sword, Thistle’s sword he meant, this little Barrow cunt could call himself whatever he wanted but it wouldn’t put Seed’s eye back into place, would it? Wouldn’t make him pretty like he’d used to be, wouldn’t make the girls in the street stop turning away when he brushed down the boulevard. And fine, it wasn’t as if Seed hadn’t done things similar; there was that one dust-up with one of the crews to the east where he’d ended up breaking a bottle over some kid’s head, and Seed had never seen him again but had heard he didn’t talk so well any more – but so what? This wasn’t a question of fairness, this wasn’t a question of justice, this was a question of revenge, this was a question of clearing a slate, that was the only justice a boy from the Fifth knew anything about, could ever know.


The sword clattered loudly against stone.


‘What is your name?’


‘Seed.’


‘Seed is the name they gave you,’ Pyre said, smiling and shaking his head. ‘Boy they called Seed – there is someone you should meet.’




2


Eudokia had last seen Protostrator Konstantinos Aurelia, her stepson and the leader of the Aelerian armies in Salucia, eighteen months earlier, marching at the head of his themas down the great trunk road that led north out of the capital, the entirety of the city thronging the streets, shrieking their love of him until it seemed almost a physical thing, a brisk wind, a strong current. He had accepted the adoration with dignity, if not quite enthusiasm, as if this was one more trial to be overcome, and he would prefer to save his strength for those ahead. He had looked marvellous, absolutely marvellous, dressed as a typical hoplitai with chain armour and a standard short sword, but so broad-shouldered and gorgeous that women were said to faint as he passed by, to faint and be crushed beneath the uncaring hooves of the crowd. It had been the crowning achievement of his life to that point, the moment he had been fitted for nearly since birth; if it had been the end of his labours he could have retired knowing that no man had ever performed so skilfully.


Alas then, that there was still the war to be fought.


Six months they had been forced to wait at the borders of the Commonwealth while the Roost gave its consent for two slave nations to wage war – fine, he could not be blamed for that, nor for the long winter that had after been wasted. And the first part of this year’s campaign had gone well enough. They had finally met the enemy at Bod’s Wake, and if the result was not the signal victory that Eudokia’s propaganda machine had proclaimed it, still it had been the Salucians who had found themselves in rapid retreat northward, towards the heartland and the nation’s capital.


But that had been nearly four months previous, and the time since had been spent camped in front of Oscan, the themas diminishing daily and a second winter growing close. As the trees had budded and then blossomed and were now shortly to die away again, so had the gallant youth she had waved farewell to diminished. There was grey at his temples, a shade she found difficult to square with the immaturity he had somehow managed to retain from the first moment he had been presented to her, a tow-headed child of fifteen. He had on the same chain armour that he had worn while marching out of the capital, but it looked better used, no longer an affectation but as natural as the sallow skin it covered. His eyes were cramped, and uncertain.


He sat at his desk, as if so engrossed in his work he had failed to notice her arrival. A pretence, and not a particularly good one either, meant to show how hard he was working, how seriously he took his task though his efforts had not yet been crowned with success. By the gods, how she yearned for a man, a true man, and not simply a long-limbed boy!


‘Revered Mother,’ he said, rising swiftly. At least he had not forgotten that much. He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. ‘How was the journey from the capital?’


‘Tedious. As will be the next leg. How fares the child of my beloved Phocas, upon whom the hopes and prayers of Aeleria reside?’


Konstantinos made an attempt at stoicism, but he wasn’t very good at it and also he didn’t try for very long. ‘It is no easy thing, being the leader of men.’


‘Do tell.’


‘The Salucians have bottled themselves up inside the city, and they have provisions to last out the winter. Every day we lose ten men from disease, and it won’t be long until we start losing more from the cold. If they’d only come out and give fair battle, we’d roll right through them, but …’


It was almost as if they would prefer not to die, Eudokia thought. A clever people, the Salucians, but then again wit wasn’t everything. A well-timed jibe would not get you so much as a swift blow to the jaw, and whatever the poets might say, one doesn’t ride to battle holding a pen. ‘Heavy are the burdens required of great men. Broad must be their shoulders.’


‘It’s not like with the sea lords. The truth is they weren’t nearly so hard to kill as everyone made out. A ragtag bunch, and they had no walls to hide behind.’


Not for the first time Eudokia wondered if it had been wise to arrange the short series of naval battles that had cleared the southern coast of pirates and established within the minds of the more credulous citizenry – a group that apparently included Konstantinos himself – her stepson’s reputation for invincibility. The Gentleman Lion, they had taken to calling him, and it seemed clear he had heard the name.


‘The Salucians send peace offerings weekly,’ he informed her, as if she had not already known, as if there had ever been anything, down to the contents of his meal and the specificity of his toilet, that Eudokia did not understand better than did her stepson.


‘Yes?’


‘They have promised to make Oscan a free city, one without official ties to either of our nations. But I think if pressed, they would agree to allow for incorporation within the Commonwealth, provided we give sufficient guarantees that our expansion will cease thereafter.’


‘Honeyed words hide false promises. Weakened and tottering on the precipice, they offer something that is ours by right and soon in fact. In a few years, when they have rebuilt their walls and replenished their stocks, when they have hired mercenary armies from the east, we will see how firm their commitment to amity. We have not come to wound the Salucians, we have come to cripple them. To ensure that never again will the children of Aeleria fear the machinations of the bitch-Queen of Hyrcania.’


‘Every peace is temporary,’ Konstantinos said, and for a long moment he would not look at her. ‘And I sometimes wonder if the children of Aeleria would not be better served if their lives were frittered away less casually. At Bod’s Wake there were so many corpses that you could walk from one end of the field to the next without ever taking your boot off flesh. At night I dream of them, and I dream of Enkedri beyond them, and he asks me what was my purpose in leading so many to death, why my gain needed to be bought with their blood, and I have no answer for him, Mother, I have no answer—’


The sharp slap echoed loudly within the tent. ‘Revered Mother,’ Eudokia hissed, ‘and by the gods you seem suddenly so fond of, do not again forget it.’


It had been a calculated provocation, as was virtually everything that Eudokia did. And, like virtually everything Eudokia did, it had the intended effect. Konstantinos blinked twice, and the colour began to return to his face. He looked angry and ashamed, but at least he no longer looked like he was going to vomit on his trousers, or turn his knife against himself.


‘Men die,’ Eudokia said simply, ‘such is the purpose of men – or did you suppose mortality some recent invention of your own? The themas are blessed to expire in service of their beloved Aeleria, in service of her national destiny. To die is their burden. To lead them into battle is yours, as it was your father’s, and it shames me to watch you quiver beneath it. The world is filled with men, the world shakes them off, daily, hourly, every moment, unmourned and unconsidered, as a mutt does fleas. Would you be more than just a man? Would you be great? This is the price asked of you, the price demanded. It is no small thing. It is too much for most.’ Eudokia laid her hand along the high cheekbones of her nephew, let it rest there a moment, for one does not rule by the lash alone. ‘Be at peace, my beloved child. A great task has Aeleria asked of you, and she will offer the tools to complete it. The Senate, in recognition of the importance of your duty, has voted you three more themas.’ And what arm-bending had that taken; two of them had come from the Marches and she had been forced to pay a call on every senator with an estate in the hinterlands, offering assurances that the Marchers had been well and truly obliterated. Which of course had been her purpose in provoking them into revolt some years earlier, making certain of her western flank before moving east.


The news of his reinforcements spread across Konstantinos’s face like a shot of fine liquor, steadied his eyes and brought fresh bloom to his face. ‘Three themas?’


‘March-hardened veterans to a man,’ she said soothingly. ‘We’ll show these Salucians what it is to quibble with the might of the Commonwealth. Aelerian boots will echo on the cobblestone streets of Oscan, and you will be first among the throng. Your name will be sung centuries after your death, future generations of children will play beneath the shadow of the great statues they erect in your honour.’ Eudokia stretched her arm out, as if pointing to this vision in the distance. ‘All that a man would wish to possess, wealth and fame and fortune nation, all of it, yes, all of it, will be yours.’ Excepting power, of course – power would remain in the hands of that person most capable of wielding it, and Eudokia did not suppose there to be any question as to where that lay. ‘The strain upon you has been a terrible thing, and you have borne it manfully. But what great task was ever accomplished without sacrifice? One must wager to win, and the stakes in this game are not gold nor silver but blood and sinew and the spirit that animates them. The gods have set this task in front of you, and will not fail so long as you answer it.’


Konstantinos was smiling now, not broadly but the hint of it at least, eyes filled with visions of a future in which the world knew him to be everything he had always supposed himself to be.


Such a narrow thing, between arrogance and dejection! Best to bring him back down a notch. ‘And finally, you ought not let your guilt trouble you so, for the simple reason that you are not really in charge, and never were. If anyone will have to answer to the gods for this tally, it will be Eudokia.’ She smoothed out the folds of her robes. ‘Now if there’s nothing else, it’s been a very long day, and I could quite use a bath.’


Konstantinos was up swiftly, off to speak to an attendant and see to the Revered Mother’s demands.
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Coming through the basalt walls and into the Fifth Rung, Calla’s mouth had gone dry and her knees had started shaking like a drunkard’s hands. She had imagined that this was as frightened as she was capable of, that she had reached the very apex of her terror; indeed it was this ignorance that had allowed her to continue downslope, certain that she had reached her moment of truth, and that so long as she continued through it, pushed beyond it, she would find strength on the other side.


For a time this was even true. Her steps eased, she enjoyed a growing sense of confidence. The men who gave her passing looks did so out of lust and not because they saw through her disguise, which was identical to that worn downslope, homespun robes and boots that were more comfortable than lovely. She would betray herself when she spoke, she knew, but then there was some fair portion of the Fifth who had once been servants or workers on the higher Rungs and had lost those positions from misfortune or misbehaviour. And anyway she wouldn’t need to do much talking, only to listen and to remember.


But when Calla first heard the call of the pipes – like a fat man’s belch, mud leaking into boots, other, less pleasant things – and when they came into sight, splitting out from the depths of the sloping mountain on which the Roost was built, weaving through the crumbling tenements and one-room shacks and worn storefronts like the bleached bones of some long-dead giant, the full and unhindered force of her folly descended upon her. Alone, alone entirely, for the first time in her life beyond the reach of the Lord’s four-fingered hands, outside of the protection she enjoyed by virtue of who she was and where she lived, by virtue of being born in a portion of the Roost where the Eternal held a strict monopoly on the use of force.


She pulled herself off the main thoroughfare, set her back against an alleyway, watched the shadows gather, wondering at the time. There were no road signs below the Third Rung, at least none that Calla could identify. The landmarks with which she used to navigate upslope, the Perpetual Spire on the easternmost edge of the Rung, the Source rising above that even, the centrepiece and the highest point of the city, were long since lost from view. On the First and the Second the great clocks rang out at regular intervals, but downslope there seemed to be no public timepieces of any kind, and Calla felt as lost temporally as she was geographically, unmoored entirely from her life’s ambit.


When he had summoned her late the evening prior, Calla had known that there was something momentous afoot. For thirty-one years she had served the Aubade, Lord of the Red Keep, now the Prime, first among equals if not the outright leader of Those Above, and nearly ten of them had been as his chief seneschal. During none of them had he ever felt it necessary to call her after the end of her working day. At the very top of his vast citadel, illuminated by the fat autumn moon and its attendant stars, he had run through the situation, explaining the matter slowly, persuading rather than commanding.


‘I know what I’m asking of you,’ he had said, standing still against the evening, his four long fingers bent round themselves, shoulders straight, tendrils of hair like strong hemp twisting down to his ankles. ‘And would have you understand the same. It could be – it will be dangerous. But there are currents at work in the Roost that must be investigated, and they stir in corners of the city where no Eternal could be seen. I have put my trust in your line for half a dozen generations – will you give me the same honour?’


Calla would have said yes to anything at that moment, would have said yes out of sheer pride, even if she did not sense as well as the Aubade that her city was angled atop a precipice, even if she did not have, whatever he might think or know, as deep and profound a love for her home as did any Four-Finger.


Calla thought of that passion then, tried to recall some flicker of it, to kindle that flame into a light strong enough to illuminate a path forward. Late afternoon and the porters were making their last run of the day, bent-backed men carrying goods and foodstuffs upslope without complaint – or, anyway, with no complaint they thought worth voicing. The children of the evening were just beginning to shake themselves out from whatever holes they scuttled into during the day, the men dressed better than the porters and standing conscientiously and stiffly upright. Two women who could only be, even to Calla’s unpractised eyes, whores, lounged on the steps of a tenement; blank faces and bedroom eyes, not yet covered in the paint they would use to attract their evening coin.


A fat man coming out of a bar noticed her air of uncertainty, lurched over with a rooster’s gait. ‘Everything all right there, girlie? You lost or something? You need some help, maybe?’


Looking at him, unpleasant smile and chicken fat greasing back stringy hair, Calla was reminded again of who she was. ‘You might move downwind, and relieve me of your stench.’


The lounging whores laughed loudly and without kindness. The fat man scowled nastily, lust to cruelty in three snaps of a finger, like most of his sex. Calla ignored him and continued onward.


She could find the docks; anyone could find the docks, one needed only to walk downslope until one could walk downslope no more, until the mud streets gave way to cobblestone, the vast quay that girdled the eastern base of the mountain and stretched into the bay. On a different day, in different circumstances, it would have been something to see. Even early in the evening it bustled, foreigners and Roostborn. Silk-clad Parthans and servile Salucians and unsmiling Aelerians. Here and here alone among the vastness of the Fifth there seemed to be some semblance of order, the occasional custodian dressed in blue robes and carrying heavy ferules. As little interest or control as the Eternal and human authorities of the Roost had for the lower Rungs, the docks were a different story. Most of the Roost’s food came from the plantations outside of the city, the only avenue of work for a downslope youth who refused to turn porter, but everything else – ore and raw materials, trade goods, wine and ale – came from the surrounding nations, as tribute or trade, swallowed in the bellies of the towering wooden ships that obscured her view of the sea, transported thousands of cables across the Tullus coast, spat back out again here at the bottom of the Fifth Rung.


The docks, at least, were clearly signed, and Calla walked swiftly east along the wharf, then over a high-arching, white stone bridge, above a canal of water that had begun its journey as a droplet from the Source. Back on solid ground she turned upslope, following along with the portion of the Lord’s directions she had memorised. The Aubade had not told her how he had learned the location of the meeting – as the Prime he had access to whatever rudimentary intelligence service the Roost could claim – but however he had acquired it, Calla found it authenticated almost as soon as she had passed out of range of the docks. The Five-Fingered wore rough canvas trousers and colourless wool-spun shirts, and they wore them as if they were badge or armour, caging a potent and terrible force, one that might erupt into brutality at any moment. They stood at even intervals, watching the passer-by with a more than casual interest. About the same time she realised that her movement was no longer entirely self-directed, that without realising she had gotten caught in a current of pedestrians. They were feeding themselves into a vast warehouse a short way upslope, one of the massive standing structures built for holding stock, though this evening it seemed to have been repurposed. The current slowed and then stopped, the guards at the front inspecting each entrant.


With forward motion stilled it became impossible not to notice the innumerable contrasts that marked her out as alien. Not only her costume, which despite its rough make was finer than anything any of the other women in line were wearing, but her demeanour itself. The crowd stood in a fever of anticipation, nervous and enthusiastic, speaking with expectant happiness to the newly discovered friends in front and behind. Meanwhile Calla’s fear had again grown so loud in her mind that she felt certain it must draw attention, that at any moment the packed mass would turn as one and stare at her, first revealing and then punishing her deception.


Before she could make up her mind to leave, Calla found herself at the front, two men guarding the entrance and looking at her with serious attention.


‘Greetings, sister,’ said the smaller of the two. ‘You have come for the meeting?’


She nodded and looked aside awkwardly.


‘Do you know the word?’


‘I did not know I needed one,’ she said quietly, trying to appear meek and unsure of herself, a girl far from home, trying and not finding the guise particularly difficult.


The guards looked at each other, wary though not unfriendly. ‘May we see your brand, sister?’ said the larger of the two, still smiling but forceful, and coming towards her as he spoke, reaching his hand out to take hers.


She pulled it back quickly, turned her head behind her in the same moment, saw the line of people who were now staring at her with wary concern, knew that there could be no escape.


‘What seems to be the problem?’ a voice asked.


She would have known the speaker was important even if the two guards hadn’t snapped to attention, shoulders rising and levelling off, eyes straight ahead. It was the same tone of command that she might have given to a scullery maid or a new assistant at the bestiaries, assertive and self-certain. ‘She is ignorant of the password, and has declined to show her brand.’


‘This is your first time here, sister?’ the boy asked. Not boy, man, younger than Calla and shorter but with wide shoulders and round biceps. His eyes were dark and blunt as an extinguished torch, and they seemed somehow familiar, though she could not recall the circumstances of their last meeting.


‘I was told that all humans are welcome at the meeting of the Five-Fingered,’ Calla said. ‘That there is a man here who would speak something I needed to hear.’


‘The second is the truest thing in the world,’ he said, ‘though the first is sadly outdated. There are some so clouded as to imagine themselves our enemies, and thus precautions must be taken. May I see your brand, sister?’


Calla knew well the tone of voice, one she had often used herself, polite but unyielding. She brought the folds of her robes up from her wrist, displayed the ink that had been applied earlier that morning. It was good work, Calla knew, but not too good, nothing like the elaborate tattoo that ran up her other arm and to the nape of her neck, which she had powdered over with heavy make-up and which was now obscured by a length of scarf.


‘This would make you a worker on the cerulean section of the Second Rung, yes?’


Head halfway to a nod, another flicker of warning or terror and she turned it into a head-shake. ‘The third, my lord,’ she said, looking down as if frightened, no very difficult emotion to fake. ‘I am a maid for a family there.’


He did not smile, but there was some indefinable sense of easing. ‘I am no lord,’ he said. ‘Rank, title, these are lies created by the demons, meant to separate and weaken us. You are human, and thus my sibling, and there need be no question of hierarchy between us. I congratulate you on your courage in coming so far from your home,’ he continued, nodding to the guards and waving her inside, ‘and I welcome you to your first meeting of the Five-Fingers. Your future starts tonight.’


A stage had been erected at the back of the warehouse, though Calla could only make it out through the mad press of bodies, windows shuttering open and closed through the great wall of flesh. Elbowing her way to a clear view took the better part of ten minutes, and was an unseemly and unpleasant task. The crowd were porters and shop-owners and petty craftsmen and outright vagrants, they were small-time thugs and washerwomen, they were cooks and servants, they were human as she was human and as unrecognisable to her as the back of the moon. She ended up standing beside a family of five, a thick-shouldered husband and a homely wife, three young children standing seriously below them. After a while a man appeared on the stage, middle-aged, handsome, shifty-looking. Calla stared hard at his face, willing herself to remember, folding his image into the recesses of her mind.


‘Five years ago,’ he began, ‘I heard the truth, and was reborn Steadfast, the First of His Line.’


A cheer from the crowd.


‘Are you ready to hear the same, brothers and sisters? Are you ready to be reborn?’


A louder cheer, and longer, though when Steadfast brought his hands up it quieted with surprising speed, this mob of downslope ruffians, five hundred souls at least, every one staring silently forward with keen intensity, nothing to be heard but the occasional cough. And then Steadfast removed himself, and the man they had all come to see arrived from off stage. At first glance he did not seem like much, this man who had set the lower half of the Roost on fire with his words, who had drawn this crowd like bees to honey or wild dogs to raw meat. Near fifty, if Calla was to take a guess, though you would only say so by his bright white mane. His shoulders were broad and he stood straight and unbowed, and his eyes were clear blue even from a distance. But he was not handsome particularly, and apart from the hair there was nothing noteworthy about him.


But when he spoke – at his first words, which were sonorous and bright, and which she could hear clearly though she was halfway back in the crowd – Calla understood.


‘What is your name?’


He allowed the silence to extend out again.


‘What is your name?’ he repeated.


This time there were scattered shouts of response from the crowd, Mouse and Hinge and Burr, downslope names without beauty or even much sense. On the First Rung and the Second, children were named after flowers and spices, after sweet-smelling plants, after precious minerals and things beautiful or thought to be so. Down here on the Fifth they seemed to title their spawn after anything that caught their fancy, with less thought than Calla might have given to her supper.


He did not ask the question a third time, only looked on disapprovingly, at those who had spoken and those who had remained quiet. ‘Those are not your names. Those are the names they have given you, lies that you have supped upon since birth, falsehoods swallowed down with mother’s milk. Untruths that have blinded you to your patronym, to your history, to your very future. In a time that has been forgotten, in an age the memory of which was obliterated, we roamed wild and proud across the land, with our own leaders and our own priests, blessed by the gods, free as man was meant to be free. Until the demons came,’ – voice dipping an octave into horror and hatred. ‘Without law or justice, thinking themselves divine, jealous of our innocence. They slaughtered your ancestors as cattle, and those they did not kill they enslaved, forced to labour for an unknowable eternity beneath the ground, out of sight of the sun, out of sight, they supposed, of the gods themselves. They broke us, and they thought we would remain forever broken. For generations beyond counting, you have laboured beneath that yoke, knowing nothing different, thinking, in your delusion, in your ignorance, that it was justified, that your bounds were ornaments, that your slavery freedom, that you were what they said you were.’


The crowd was not quite silent – there was still the rustle of clothing and heavy drawing of breath, here and there a cough or a mutter – but when Edom clapped his hands together it echoed loud and clear through the vast hallway.


‘It is time to wake now from this nightmare, my brothers and sisters. It is time now, finally, finally and long past time, that you free yourself from your delusions, from your bounds. Free yourself from the whoremongers and the child-poisoners, the gamblers with their loaded dice and false tongues, the knife-boys who come to your businesses and your homes and tell you that what little you have scrimped and saved and salvaged is not yours at all, that it is theirs. And above them, faceless and unknowable, three or five or seven cables upslope, the Cuckoos and their masters, Five-Fingered as you and I but made blind by their own self-hatred, by the depths of their loathing, by their desperate and foolish and impossible adoration of the demons. The world was promised you,’ Edom said, his voice rising until it filled every nook and cranny of the warehouse, until it extended into the furthest back corners, until it seeped into the mind and the heart and the soul of everyone blessed to hear it. ‘And it is to you to redeem that promise. It will be your strength that frees your children of their servitude, that will begin a new chapter in the history of your race. I am Edom, the First of His Line, and if a free heart beats in your chest, if you yearn for a future beyond that which they have promised, then you are already one of us, and must but speak the words.’


When it was finished, every man and woman and child packed into the warehouse, five hundred souls easily, matched the motion of the man on stage, reflected it, hands uplifted, fingers splayed, Calla making it along with them and not sure in her own mind if it was pretence.


Afterwards she left the gathering swiftly, well-graced with fear.




4


The Salucians could not fight for shit.


This had been Bas’s feeling twenty-five years earlier, and thus far he had seen nothing to force him to reconsider the opinion. The three themas he had brought from Aeleria were newly raised and largely unblooded, and he would not have given all of them for half of his beloved Thirteenth, still serving on the Marches far to the east. But they were chariot-bearers of the war god himself compared to the Salucians. Their infantry were all peasants, badly equipped and worse led. The nobles served in the cavalry, and they looked very impressive – their saddles were trimmed with silver and samite, and the pommels of their weapons elaborately crafted – and Bas supposed that it was their wealth as much as their lives that they sought to protect in similarly fleeing each conflict at the first sign of bloodshed. The only part of the Salucian forces that could fight at all were not Salucian, but foreign mercenaries called forth from distant lands by the promise of gold. The Chazar wielded a sort of hooked spear that worked well enough in pulling a man off a horse, and well enough in cutting him up once they’d done so, and had been the only reason that the battle at Bod’s Wake had not been a rout. But there weren’t many of them, and there were a damn sight fewer after Bod’s Wake. During the last war the Salucians had their numbers stiffened by large contingents of plainsmen, light cavalry having crossed half the length of the continent for the promise of steel weapons and men to use them on. But a quarter-century of grinding western expansion had sapped the marchers of their strength, and the Salucians were left in the unfortunate position of having to fight their own war.


No, the Salucians could not fight – but they could build, as the great stone citadel in front of Bas evidenced, and they could hide behind what they had built, and at the moment it seemed those two skills were enough to make up for the lack of the first. Four months they had been stuck outside of Oscan, the Salucians waiting for the weather to do what their blades and spears and arrows could not. The city had been the proximate cause of the war, a vague satellite of Aeleria, annexed by Salucia after the Commonwealth’s armies had been slaughtered by the demons during the last war. It was common knowledge within Aeleria, remarked upon often and in passionate tones, that the citizens of Oscan lamented daily the betrayal that had forced them beneath a foreign yoke, that they would with a moment’s notice rise up against their hated oppressors.


That there had been no such signs of pro-Aelerian resistance, not a message passed by arrow nor a throat-slit Salucian nor the dark black smoke of burning buildings, was something Bas had noticed but not remarked upon or felt any way about. The wheel was in motion – the wheel had, in fact, never stopped, its rotation a constant in the more than forty years with which Bas Alyates, called Caracal or sometimes the God-Killer, called worse things also, had walked above the ground. No doubt it had been in motion far longer, as ever man felt greed, as ever man felt hate, as ever man had grudge against man and the hands with which to answer said grievance. Bas did not consider the justice of it any more than he might the falling rain, or the kindled light of day that was just now rising over the horizon.


Morning coming but not yet arrived, and Bas made his way through the great Aelerian camp with the aid of a servant and a large torch. By far the larger portion of the army was still asleep, what was to come was still, hopefully and nominally, a secret and only those units who would be taking part in the assault had been alerted. As he grew closer to the walls Bas found the first evidence of the battle to come, men thumbing the edge of their weapons, checking the straps of their armour, sipping swiftly through their double ration of liquor.


Theophilus sat on a small travelling stool, staring at the walls with no great excess of enthusiasm. ‘Legatus,’ he said, making a vague effort to rise and salute, stopping once he received Bas’s expected gesture to remain seated.


Compared to most of the rest of the soldiers under his command Theophilus was a veteran, an old hand, a year on the Marches and nearly two here in the east. And in truth there seemed little enough of the boy Bas had first met, well-formed but soft, and so desperate to make a good impression as to be near worthless. He had blooded his sword and had swords blooded against him. He had worn calluses into his hands with a trench shovel, had shat out his innards with flux, had drunk too much and vomited on his boots, had grown hard, mean little eyes. And if all that wasn’t enough, you could tell he was a true soldier by the face he wore, mute and unmovable as a stone, saving all energies, physical and mental, for some great future trial and having none therefore to fritter away on excess feeling or unnecessary speech.


‘They’re ready?’ Bas asked.


‘They won’t get more ready before the morning.’ He waved to his adjutant – squat-shouldered, pug-nosed, a name Bas had never learned – and the man ran over to refill his cup of coffee.


‘If their spies haven’t told them you’re coming, they’ll figure it out by the time you mass ranks,’ Bas said. ‘Subterfuge is out, so don’t make an attempt at it – go hard enough at them and they’ll bend, go a little harder and they’ll break.’


‘Then I’ll see you inside,’ Theophilus answered, taking the mug from his boy.


Nothing else worth saying and Bas did not attempt it. In truth, he had little enough role to play in the day’s events. Bas had spent the better part of the last ten years on the Marches as Strategos for the Thirteenth thema, responsible ultimately for everything it did, every bent pike and late patrol, every failed stratagem and dead soldier. As Legatus in the western army, his purpose was less clear. Konstantinos was responsible for overall strategy, the leaders of the individual themas were responsible for executing his commands. Bas got the sense at times he was little more than a mascot, like the donkey the Thirteenth had kept that one summer when he had still been a pentarche, a spotted thing that someone had taught to drink whiskey. What had happened to that mule, Bas tried to remember, staring up at the walls? Yes, they had eaten him when winter came. A man of greater imagination might have supposed that an unprepossessing portent.


‘Then you will attack today?’ she asked from behind him.


Bas did not smile, though there was a brief second where it looked like he might. She moved with such grace and silence, it still astonished him, even having seen her daily or near daily for the better part of two years. ‘You know I can’t say.’


‘You do not need to. What else would explain the commotion in camp, and your mustering at the front?’


What else indeed? The only time Bas had ever seen another Eternal they had been locked in mortal combat, and so Bas was not entirely sure of how the Sentinel of the Southern Reach compared to the rest of her species. He had the vague sense that they were not as diverse in type as humans, though he couldn’t have said for certain if this was true. She resembled humanity in the way that a horse resembles a mule, larger and finer and better formed. He was not sure if other men would call her beautiful; with her eyes that were like slabs of amethyst, with her fingers that would have stretched a fair length of his forearm, with her height and her tiny, beak-like nose. He was not entirely sure if he thought her beautiful either, or at least he did not allow himself certainty on the subject.


The Roost claimed ownership over all the lands of the continent, by right of their ancient presence, predating not only the Aelerians, who had only come to the continent a scant three centuries before, but even the Salucians and the Dycians and the Marchers, who had resided there for millennia prior. In the eyes of the Others the human nations were their vassals, demonstrated this fealty by yearly tithe – as well as, in theory at least, obeying their commands. The Sentinel of the Southern Reach had accompanied the Aelerian army to remit these orders, though in practice she did little more than observe and occasionally comment in a fashion more acerbic than practical. Bas had named her Einnes to facilitate their communication, though as Bas was the only human with whom she spent any time in conversation, he was also the only one who used or even knew of this name.


‘And you will lead them, then, Slayer of Gods?’


‘I had not thought to do so,’ he said, which had been true before she had mentioned it, though now that the thought had been introduced he had to admit that it held a certain interest.


‘It is one of the many things that I do not understand about your species – Those Above would be ashamed to demand a thing of another, rather than to accomplish it ourselves.’


‘Your slaves would likely dispute that point.’


‘My slaves are too well-trained to dispute with me upon anything.’


He could never tell if she was joking. ‘Fair point.’


‘The gate seems well defended.’


‘We’ll take it,’ Bas said, a pinprick of pride for his army and his men. ‘Theophilus knows what he’s doing. And the Salucians have no love of war.’


‘And you, Legatus? Are you so enamoured of that mistress?’


‘She’s always been good to me.’


‘Let us hope her affection remains undimmed,’ Einnes said, purple eyes still as the surface of a stone. ‘Watch yourself, Slayer of Gods. Die today and I will lose the chance to kill you.’


‘We wouldn’t want that,’ he agreed, watching as she slipped back to her tent, then stalking off to the front of the camp.


The great western gate of Oscan, where once long trails of caravans had entered on their way to the market, where pilgrims and travellers had received their first view of the great border city, had long months earlier been closed, garrisoned by men with short bows and curved blades. It was the most obvious point of attack and therefore the most heavily fortified; there would be nothing clever in today’s battle, no stratagems or tricks, only muscle against muscle and steel against steel. The hoplitai getting ready to force it had traded in their customary long pikes, were making do with the short stabbing swords that were their secondary weapon. A picked contingent of the largest and strongest had been assigned to shoulder the turtle, a giant aegis of beaten steel and hardened leather, proof, hopefully, against the arrows and stones and heated oil of the Salucians. Chalked up and down its sides were clever blasphemies in Aelerian and vile profanity in gutter Salucian, and at the end was an iron-beaked ram. Driven with sufficient force this might be enough to cause a breach in the gate through which the rest of the force, and the army behind them, might enter. Such, at least, was the hope.


There was no horn to sound their charge, the Aelerians still holding out some distant hope of surprise, only a sudden bellow from Theophilus, deeper and more forceful than Bas would have credited him. And then the turtle – well, it did not surge forward, being large and ungainly and vastly heavy, but it went forward at least, half-giant Aelerian hoplitai churning the mud, the rest of the thema following close behind, drawn swords and half-shields. A howl from the walls in answer, a howl and a rain of arrows; Bas could not see them but he could hear the chorus of bowstrings and then the screams of his countrymen, a steady and odious depletion, but it did not slow the charge.


In the still-black morning and past the mass of hoplitai Bas could not see the gate breaking, but he could hear it, the clatter of the turtle’s head, the squeal of metal sounding strangely like the screams of men. And then the screams of men as well, not so loud bur protracted, as the hoplitai and the Salucian garrison met at last, sharp things drawing blood in the dark.


The dawn came slow, and Bas could not will it on faster. Battle was joined but the outcome yet uncertain. A crowd had gathered, neighbouring hoplitai and pentarchs waiting expectantly, cheering occasionally – though at what Bas could not be sure; it was still too dark to have any idea who was winning. Some ways back, a head taller than the rest of the crowd, Bas could make out Einnes, purple eyes taking in the carnage.


War is a sluggard, war is a lumbering, shambling, slow-footed behemoth, war is a thousand men making a thousand small decisions slowly and generally unwisely. Nothing ever begins on time, no one is ever where they are supposed to be when they are supposed to be there. War is an overloaded wagon with a creaking axle, mud-stuck, pulled forward by a beat-up mule. Except every so often when it is not – when it is transformed into a charging stallion, or a downward-streaking hawk. Bas sometimes supposed, amidst the endless drudgery of his day-to-day tasks, turning boys into killers and killers into corpses, that he continued on as the Caracal simply because there was no other alternative; and then one of these single sterling seconds would arrive, and Bas would again recall his purpose.


Up and past the Aelerian defences so swiftly that none had thought to stop him, past an arrow-shot hoplitai, the first of the day’s casualties but not the last, and thoughtless he reached down and grabbed the dying man’s shield, bellowing as he went, a bronzed battle horn loud enough to be heard above the tumult. His blade whistled from its sheath, Roost-forged steel red as the last moment before sunset, lighter than a switch of willow and stronger than a hand’s breadth of cast iron – the stories called it the Caracal’s Claw, or sometimes Red Wind, though Bas had never been known to call it anything, or at least not that anyone had ever heard. He pushed past the loose back rank of soldiers, a sudden shower of arrows doing nothing to slow his passage, though one struck the man next to him just above his hauberk, a death swift and sure, and another would have struck Bas’s shoulder had he not batted it aside with a movement of his shield, reflexively, without noticing, something that would have been impossible except for one man in a thousand, and for that man would be the most extraordinary deed he might perform in a long lifetime of war. As a pebble dropped in still water or a rumour whispered in a schoolroom Bas’s arrival spread its way through the hoplitai, who surged forward in answer to the Caracal’s example.


The west gate was broken, the bottom of the portcullis shattered, the top hanging impotent, but behind that the Salucians were staging an admirable last stand behind a line of barricades, though not for long, no, by the gods, not if Bas had anything to say on the matter. He found himself suddenly among the packed front ranks of hoplitai and then past them, to the very lip of the fortifications. A spearhead caught itself in Bas’s shield and he roared and pulled his arm backward and ripped the lance out of the hands of its wielder, cast both to the ground, and then he was atop the wall and down it, and his men were coming furiously behind him.


The Salucians preferred their swords single-edged and slightly curved, and carried half-moon shields, and generally were not any good with either of them. But the soldier in front of Bas then proved an exception to the rule, and he didn’t seem frightened of Bas either, and this was rather a surprising thing because everyone was afraid of Bas, not just the enemy either, anyone with a set of eyes and two grains of sense and even a fair number of men who could not claim even these meagre distinctions. But this Salucian was not – beneath his conical cap of boiled leather his eyes were dark and grim and unflinching. The Salucian was brave and the Salucian was fast, and the Salucian knew enough of combat to realise he needed to move swiftly against Bas, to swell in tight and negate Bas’s superior reach. What the Salucian did not know was that Bas, for all his more than forty-five years, was still as strong as any man alive, and when they locked their blades against each other Bas planted his legs and tensed with his shoulders and he sent the Salucian hurtling back towards the men swarming to reinforce him, sending three of them tumbling and then falling upon them, once on the attack Bas never relented, not for a single instant. It is a fact that no man is invincible or even particularly difficult to kill, that four men or at the very most five, armed with a long length of wood and a bit of sharpened metal at the end of it, are a match for the fiercest warrior who ever lived. It is also a fact that it is not so very difficult to make five men forget this truth, think of nothing but their own flesh and their own future.


Bas’s blade arched above his head, the full rays of dawn blinding bright, then dashed in among packed flesh, heedless of wood or chain or steel. One wide sweep of Roost-forged steel tore the arm and shoulder off a pockmarked pikeman and a return stroke severed the top of his comrade’s skull from its bottom, leaving blood and brain to spray off onto the tight ranks of men. Two stray bladesmen, experienced enough to work in concert, attempted to do so, the first closing in tight with him, the second hoping to edge off to his side, and both dead in no more time than it would take a chick to peck seed, two swift motions leaving meat on the ground below.


Bas’s soldiers, seized with his savagery, surrounded by the force of his presence, swarmed past him as well. It was too close for spears, it was nearly too close for swords, it was flesh against flesh, and the tide of the Aelerians overwhelming, continuing onward because they could do nothing else, the Salucians recognising this and scattering.


Bas roared as he killed, and so he roared a great deal.


The battle won, his men sprinted past him to take care of the few remaining defenders and to take their terrible reward among the beleaguered populace, the traditional seventy-two hours of plunder, rapine, savagery. Riches stolen and churches befouled and women dragged screaming from their homes. It was not the first battle that had been tipped by the appearance of Bas Alyates, the Caracal, the Killer of Gods, the mailed fist of the Empire. Had not he been the first to feel Dycian soil beneath his feet, climbing the siege ladders with two arrows sticking out of his hauberk and his left shoulder puckering from hot grease? Had he not carried the city of Eiben, in those series of grim half-wars against the border countries standing between Aeleria and Salucia, his sword work not yet masterful but his strength and speed without human comparison? Was he not, alone among mankind, the equal of an Eternal, no, not the equal, the proven better? Leaping back atop the barricade, the world, Bas roared at his soldiers and they echoed it back, near to fifty and still tougher than any man living; what he’d lost in speed he made up for in technique, and he had not lost a step in savagery, no he had not, and was she watching? Was she watching? By the gods, was she watching?
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