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What Has Gone Before


The World of Shamaya


Shamaya, a world orbited by planetary rings, is in the grip of an Ice Age caused by misuse of magic. The polar caps have encroached thousands of miles, engulfing huge tracts of land and constricting humanity into a narrower band of life, two thousand miles either side of the equator.


This magical catastrophe occurred five hundred years ago, when the dominant elite, powerful sorcerers known as Aldar, went to war. They may (or may not) have been a different race who ruled over humanity. They wore masks in public, used a destructive magic called mizra and lived long lives of decadence and cruelty.


The collapse of Aldar rule coincided with the discovery of a new form of magic called praxis. The antithesis of the unpredictable mizra, praxis emphasises discipline. The credit for discovering praxis is given to a woman, Gerda, a messianic figure within the dominant human religion revering the god Deo. Gerda is said to have slain the last Aldar god-king in his palace at Rath Argentium, triggering the Mizra Wars and the onset of the Ice Age.


Recent History 1000-1530ME (Magnian Era)


At the beginning of the Ice Age, millions of people were displaced, crowding into the equatorial continent of Magnia, the largest landmass free of ice. Three centuries of barbarism ensued, until the 1400s saw a renaissance in which the study of science and art was renewed and political institutions took on increasing democratisation. Personal freedoms grew, accompanied by new wonders from telescopes to clocks to gunpowder, through the alliance of education and the praxis.


But from the 1520s, those freedoms collapsed when the giant, backward kingdom of Bolgravia sought dominance. Using assassination, corruption and war, the Bolgravians defeated the Magnian royal house, then conquered their vassal kingdoms. By 1534, the Bolgravian Empire is dominating the Magnian continent, their rule based on fear and exploitation, military might and superior sorcery, thanks to a mineral called istariol.


Istariol and Sorcery


Istariol is a naturally occurring substance which, when utilised by a sorcerer, vastly increases their magical output. Any sorcerer can start a fire, but with istariol, that fire can be an inferno; a magical breeze may become a hurricane; a wave can become a flood. Istariol cannot be manufactured and natural reserves are now few; the Bolgravian Empire controls all mining and distribution, although there is a thriving black market.


Both forms of sorcery, praxis and mizra, require a sorcerer to bind with a familiar spirit which channels and enhances magical energy; they bond when the sorcerer first manifests power in their teens, communicating via words, symbols and gestures. Choosing a benign spirit accesses the praxis, but choosing a wild spirit results in mizra, which is illegal. In Magnia, all mizra-witches exist in secret, for fear of execution.


The Events of Spring and Summer, 1534 (as told in Map’s Edge)


In Teshveld, at the western edge of the Magnian continent, an imperial party newly returned from the recently discovered land of Verdessa demands aid from a local healer. One of them, a cartomancer (a magical map-maker), is suffering from a mysterious ailment. The Bolgravian lord commanding the mission menaces the healer and his daughter, demanding they save the dying cartomancer or face punishment.


The healer, Raythe Vyre, is an exiled Otravian sorcerer-lord living incognito. Surreptitiously reading the dying man’s encrypted journal, he discovers that traces of istariol have been found in Verdessa. He sees this as a chance to restore his fortunes and strike back against the empire. He is unable to save the man, and is facing exposure and death, so Raythe kills the Bolgravians and steals the journal.


Istariol must be mined, so Raythe recruits surreptitiously in Teshveld. Soon after, a caravan of three hundred souls quietly slips out of Teshveld, taking the northeastern Ghost Road. Accompanying Raythe are his daughter Zarelda and some trusted comrades: the Shadran blademaster Jesco Duretto, the Deist priestess Varahana, and the bearskin Vidar Vidarsson, a shapeshifting berserker.


The travellers comprise three factions: a third are Teshveld villagers led by Varahana and the healer Kemara Solus. The trappers and hunters are loosely led by Cal Foaley. The remaining third are the duplicitous Sir Elgus Rhamp’s company of mercenaries. Conflicts soon arise, mostly involving Rhamp’s men.


Despite Raythe’s best efforts, their exodus hasn’t gone unnoticed. Toran Zorne, a sorcerer-assassin of the Ramkiseri, the Bolgravian Secret Service, was already on Raythe’s trail. He commandeers soldiers and ships and sets off in pursuit, catching the travellers as they cross into Verdessa. As the ships’ cannons and marines prepare to annihilate the fugitives, all appears to be lost.


But the day is saved when Kemara reveals an unsuspected power: she is a sorceress, not of the praxis but the illegal and deadly mizra. Linking her magic to Raythe’s in a bonding called a meld expands their individual power, and augmented by istariol, they are able to destroy one imperial ship and drive the other away. A meld between opposing forms of magic is supposed to be impossible; it’s certainly far deadlier than any bond Raythe has experienced before. To allay fears, Raythe and Kemara keep her mizra secret by pretending she used the praxis.


The expedition follows the trail of the istariol out of Verdessa into the northern ice wastes, following a river that’s been frozen for five hundred years. They believe they’ve eluded the empire, but Toran Zorne is with them, pretending to be a wounded sailor they fished from the sea. He’s secretly using praxis to guide the pursuers.


Nevertheless, the travellers manage to stay ahead. They find a vast patch of fertile land deep within the ice wastes: a clear sign that istariol is present. At the heart of this region is an ancient ruined city built on an old hollow mountain – and floating above is the peak with a castle at the summit, broken away from it but tethered to the ground by giant chains. They have discovered Rath Argentium, once the heart of the Aldar civilisation.


But no sooner have they found this legendary place than they’re assailed by the pursuing imperial forces. Spotting campfires away to the east, Zarelda goes to investigate with Banno Rhamp, the boy she’s in love with – but they’re captured by a hitherto unknown tribe of people, the Tangato, a human tribe trapped here for five hundred years and believing themselves the last people alive.


During the imperial attack, Toran Zorne battles Raythe and Kemara, who he believes to be mizra-witches. But Zorne, defeated, falls into a canyon river and is swept away, once again believed dead.


While Raythe leads his people across the ancient bridge into the ruined city, the Bolgravians, out of gunpowder and taken by surprise, are annihilated by the Tangato . . . who then encircle Rath Argentium.


Raythe’s expedition has found the istariol, and so much more. But will they ever be able to leave?


The Events of Autumn, 1534 (as told in World’s Edge)


Fearing a Tangato attack, Raythe’s people have taken refuge in the ruins of Rath Argentium. However, the Tangato are curious and offer a parley, sending a young female sorcerer called Rima to treat with Raythe. They discover a common language, for Gengo, the Tangato ceremonial language, is the root language of Magnian, the language of Raythe’s people. Raythe pleads for time, and is given permission to meet the Tangato Queen.


Raythe’s daughter Zarelda, and Sir Elgus’ son Banno Rhamp, are prisoners of the Tangato. But Zar, a sorcerer like her father, has been claimed by Rima and her master Hetaru for the tribe. Banno, who’s in a concussion-induced coma, holds no value for the Tangato, so to save his life, Zar pretends he is her husband.


Raythe meets with the Tangato Queen, a masked woman named Shiazar, and her senior advisors. They reveal that the Tangato, who once served the legendary Aldar, survived the Ice Age because of the soil-warming properties of the istariol in the region, which they call the Fenua Tangato. Startlingly, Shiazar reveals that the Tangato elite, all female, are part-Aldar: they call themselves Yokei. The Queen demands that Raythe’s expedition depart, but allows them a month’s truce to replenish supplies. As a token of faith, the comatose Banno is returned to Raythe’s people for treatment.


Living among the Tangato, Zar makes the startling discovery that the Tangato sorcerers Hetaru and Rima are far stronger magically than even her father. They help her become more powerful by introducing her to maho, a style of sorcery that blends the best of the praxis (controllable and constructive); and the mizra (strong and fast). Rima takes her to Lake Waiotapu, where a giant mechanism of concentric metal circles remains, a sphere-gate built by the old Aldar. There Zar encounters Onkado, a likable young Tangato man from another tribe, and begins to see her captors in a new light.


Raythe’s plan is to extract as much istariol as possible from the mines below the city, then lead his people home, and initial searches of the mines are promising. During those explorations, Jesco picks up a ring that subtly alters his personality. However, Raythe’s plans are beset by treachery: Elgus Rhamp’s lieutenants launch a coup (not supported by Rhamp himself), intending to seize all the istariol, then abandon everyone else and run. On a bloody night, they come within a whisker of succeeding, but are defeated.


Raythe leads further exploration of the mine, but with disappointing results, which makes Varahana, a scholar as well as a priestess, start to think that the istariol is actually in the soil surrounding the city, not beneath it, and thus out of their reach. The Magnian refugees are in despair.


As the truce runs down, fresh crises develop: Kemara and Jesco, guided by the mysterious ring, discover a way up to Shiro Kamigami, the floating citadel, riding a flying stone platform up to the fortress. However, that drains the platform’s final energy and it crashes to the ground, trapping the pair above.


Shiazar has called a major gathering of the Tangato, including the warlike Manowai tribe, led by the fierce Ikendo and his son Onkado, who Zar met at Lake Waiotapu. Ikendo challenges Shiazar’s leadership, claiming she’s betrayed her people by tolerating Raythe’s intruders. To her shock, her Yokei sisters uphold the challenge, which means her champions must fight a ritual combat. Rima is unaccountably missing, so Zar takes her place, and Ikendo’s champions prevail. Ikendo and Onkado are revealed as part-Aldar, the first males of their kind since the fall of the Aldar. Ikendo takes the throne and condemns Shiazar to death. Zar is also condemned, but is protected by Onkado, who claims her as his bride, while promising her he won’t abuse her vulnerable position. She reluctantly agrees, which infuriates Ikendo.


Rima went missing due to a treacherous attack by Ikendo’s servants, but Raythe finds and rescues her. Soon after, there is another arrival in the city: Shiazar has escaped and now throws herself on Raythe’s mercy. She and Raythe make a new agreement: he will protect her in return for her aid against Ikendo’s forces. Shiazar and Rima help Raythe to repair the flying disc, so that he can attempt a rescue of Kemara and Jesco from the citadel above.


Matters come to a head: Ikendo launches an assault upon the city, whilst his Yokei empower the sphere-gate, opening another way up to Shiro Kamigami. From there, Ikendo purposes to reactivate ancient Aldar weaponry and destroy Raythe’s people from above. However, Raythe and Shiazar have just ridden the stone disc up to the citadel, where a deadly struggle ensues for its control.


In the city below, Elgus Rhamp commands the defence, unaware that Ikendo’s Manowai warriors are slipping into the city from the rear, until Zar, who’s seen the troop movements, manages to escape the Tangato camp to bring a warning. Elgus is slain, but Cal Foaley, Vidar and Varahana lead a desperate final defence, praying that Raythe will return and save them.


In the banquet hall of Shiro Kamigami, Kemara and Jesco penetrate a bubble of frozen time, in which the dreaded Aldar prince Tashvariel the Usurper is still alive. Their arrival breaks the spell, bringing the insane Aldar lord into the present. Ikendo and the Yokei are slain by Tashvariel and Jesco and Kemara are at his mercy – until they unite, using Raythe’s praxis, Kemara’s mizra and Shiazar’s maho to slay Tashvariel. In the fight, Kemara loses her mizra familiar, and therefore her magic. Raythe and Shiazar are able to return to the lower city in time to effect a ceasefire and save Raythe’s people.


With Ikendo dead, Shiazar takes Onkado prisoner and reclaims the throne. She gives Raythe an ultimatum: he and his people must remain as her subjects. With no choice, Raythe agrees. Hostilities cease and Raythe’s people celebrate, although there are mixed feelings about remaining in the Fenua Tangato for ever.


However, their dreams of peace may be short-lived: Toran Zorne, thought to be dead, has returned to Magnia, where he is approaching Luc Mandaryke, Raythe’s nemesis. Mandaryke immediately vows to conquer these new lands for the empire – and to kill Raythe.









Prologue


Servant of the Greater Good


From the balcony of his suite in the Mandaryke family mansion on Kalla Vista Heights, Toran Zorne could see the beating heart of Perasdyne, the capital of Otravia, the greatest city of the western empire, its famed oak-lined boulevards gilded by autumn’s touch, basking in the afterglow of another prosperous day.


Thriving under imperial rule, Zorne mused, with dissent silenced, every threat to Order quelled and the Greater Good allowed to prevail.


It was nearly five years since the Otravian Republic had surrendered to Bolgravia. After initial victories, Otravia fell from within when imperial sympathisers, led by the Mandarykes, seized power. Zorne remembered it well. He’d been assigned to covert operations within the capital, specifically to silence anti-imperial voices. Lists of key Liberali Party supporters supplied by Mandaryke’s people enabled his team to reap a deadly harvest, easing the transition to the new Bolgravian-sympathetic rule. In many ways, he’d made Luc Mandaryke the man he was today, including his elevation to Western Governor of the Empire.


But that was the past, and now he wondered if he’d been right to come here. Rath Argentium was a massive prize, so protocol demanded he go straight to the Western Governor, but when it came down to it, Mandaryke wasn’t Bolgravian. Should he put ambition ahead of his duty to Bolgravia, he could threaten the imperial throne itself.


‘Master Zorne?’ a voice called from behind him.


Zorne had already detected the servant’s approach, assessed any potential threat and dismissed it. Without turning, he said, ‘Yuz?’


‘Governor Mandaryke requires you attend his meeting,’ the servant said uneasily. He was an older man, one who’d witnessed his nation’s ‘disgrace’, so his loyalty couldn’t be taken for granted. Zorne had noted the way his facial features tightened at the sound of his Bolgravian accent.


He hates me, and he may even be a rebel spy.


‘What is your name?’ he asked, staring at the man.


‘Rofort, sir,’ he replied, clearly discomforted at the attention.


‘Have you served the Governor long?’


‘Fifteen years, sir,’ Rofort answered, shuffling nervously.


Zorne mused on the different ways he could kill him. Dagger to the throat, or slam the back of his skull onto one of the balcony spikes . . . or just pitch him head-first over the railing? Luc Mandaryke wouldn’t question it: a Ramkiseri, a Bolgravian Secret Service agent, answered only to the Imperial Throne. Zorne had been a law unto himself for most of his career.


But whatever guilty secret Rofort harbours is likely just some abuse of status, he decided. And perhaps knowing he’s corruptible will be useful one day.


‘I know the way,’ he told Rofort. ‘Dismissed.’


He waited until the servant was gone, then faced the mirror. An impassive, clean-shaven face with iron-grey eyes framed by cropped brown hair looked back at him. It was an unsettling visage, when he wished it to be, and that suited him far more than being handsome. His tunic was clean, his jacket passable. Deciding he’d suffice, he turned his mind to the meeting ahead: another duel of civility, prestige and innuendo he’d rather avoid, but couldn’t. So he reset the little traps that would indicate if anyone entered the room in his absence, then wound his way through the guest wing to the governor’s ceremonial hall.


‘Under-Komizar Zorne,’ the doorman announced as he entered – and the room stopped. The novelty of meeting a known Ramkiseri was rare for most, though all senior officials would – unwittingly – have at least one in their household, monitoring them for the empire.


Just nine people awaited him in the vast space. These people would be his companions on the road ahead, his allies in name, but each one a potential enemy, and not least his host, Governor Luc Mandaryke. The governor, the highest representative of the Bolgravian Empire in Otravia, cut a flamboyant figure, wearing embroidered velvets so intricate that he looked like a walking tapestry. Blond, square-jawed and handsome, he was famed as a gentleman sorcerer and noble, the man all highborn Otravian virgins dreamed of, or so it was said.


Luc’s face lit up as he came to greet Zorne, as if he was the missing piece in a puzzle he’d been battling to complete. ‘Ah, the man himself! Toran, my friend, come and meet our fellow travellers!’


His wife had followed him: Mirella Mandaryke was an exquisitely beautiful woman, despite being in her thirties and a mother. Her dress was all delicate pastel hues, more like confectionary than cloth, and dripping in jewels. Her honey-blonde hair gleamed. Only her face didn’t shine: she wore a sour look as she contemplated Zorne.


Because of me, her husband is whisking her off the edge of the map, rather than leaving her alone here in Perasdyne. Zorne had no sympathy: Mirella had chosen her bed. With Great Houses came great risks, and House Mandaryke was the greatest in Otravia. And leaving her here would indeed be foolish. She’s a serpent.


Despite his distaste, he went to her first, kissed her reluctant hand, clicked his heels and bowed. ‘Milady, you are as fair as sunrise over Reka-Dovoi,’ he recited, a line from a Bolgrav poem. Then he faced the adherents Luc had assembled for the mission. ‘My Lords.’


‘Toran Zorne, you know my father by reputation, I’m sure,’ Luc said, introducing a vision of his own future: a stout, balding giant with broken blood vessels in his cheeks and suspicious eyes. ‘Premier Rodias Mandaryke, this is Komizar Zorne.’


‘Under-Komizar,’ Zorne corrected by reflex, noting Luc’s wry smile. He suspected the governor deliberately misspoke his rank to amuse himself. ‘I am honoured, sir.’


The Premier – officially the ruler of Otravia, as long as he did what the Emperor wanted – puffed up. ‘So you’re the man who lit this fire? House Mandaryke thanks you, Zorne.’


Touching the premier’s hand was a queasy experience, because treachery disgusted Zorne, even when it benefited his Emperor. Traitors to their own country could readily betray another.


We should have beheaded these scum once we seized this country.


But he hid his distaste and feigning camaraderie, turned to the next in line.


‘Toran Zorne,’ said Luc, ‘this is Ferdan Verdelho, Imperial Courser.’


Zorne assessed Verdelho, a dapper man with fashionable moustaches, as dangerous. There was an ages-old rivalry between the Coursers, who were emissaries of the Imperial Court, and the Ramkiseri. Their duties overlapped and they constantly came into conflict, something the Emperor apparently encouraged.


Next were two generals; one in Otravian red and the other in Bolgravian grey. ‘This is General Nemath Torland, who will command the Otravian division, and General Romoi Lisenko, who’ll lead the imperial division.’ It was mandatory that any military operation in a vassal state be at least half Bolgravian.


‘Zorne,’ said General Torland, who was one of Luc’s drinking comrades. He was a tall, elegant-looking man, with a somewhat feminine air that belied his reputation: when Otravia fell he’d been placed in charge of enforcing the imperial Perversion Dictates: exterminating Liberali subcultures – artists, playwrights and musicians who didn’t embrace the new regime, homosexuals, immigrants and the disabled, suspected mizra-witches, and anything else he decided might be a threat or liability to society. Torland had earned the nickname ‘Torcher’ for the number of people who’d been burned in his reign of terror. Zorne had met him before, and knew Torland disliked him. The feeling was mutual.


‘Under-Komizar,’ Romoi Lisenko greeted him. He had the reputation of being a blusterer with little talent, which fuelled Zorne’s fears that the governor was using this expedition to further himself, not the empire.


Zorne kept his face neutral as he bowed. ‘Exalted General.’


Luc turned to the sorcerers who would accompany the mission. All Ramkiseri were sorcerers as well as trained assassins, so rival magicians were therefore of prime interest. An army division typically had two or three senior sorcerers attached, plus up to a dozen juniors, who were beneath anyone’s notice. The two senior Bolgravian sorcerers were introduced as Tresorov and Drusyn; the elder was a hollow-eyed man with lank silver hair, the junior a skinny youth with uncertain features. Zorne had never heard of them, which was another concern: if the empire valued this mission as they should, they’d have sent better men than these no-names.


Mandaryke is stacking the deck with his own cards.


His unease grew when he turned to the final guest, the Otravian sorcerer. Non-imperial divisions were allowed only one senior sorcerer and despite her youthful looks, she radiated puissance. Her long hair was prematurely grey and her skin’s deathly pallor was accentuated by her white clothing. Her violet eyes looked empty.


‘This is Lady Teirhinan, of the Imperial Otravian Order of Magic,’ Luc Mandaryke told Zorne, his voice solemn. ‘We are honoured that the Order saw fit to lend us their best.’


Zorne knew the name, of course. Everyone did. Teirhinan Deathless.


Some called her a saint; others thought her mad – but no one said that to her face. He’d heard that she’d killed then resurrected herself, to enhance her power – that wasn’t theoretically possible, but in her presence it was hard to deny. ‘An honour,’ he murmured, recognising a kindred spirit: she was as single-minded as he was.


‘Master Zorne,’ she replied. Her voice was scratchy, her breath foul. ‘Your reputation precedes you.’


Does it? Zorne didn’t like having a reputation. Self-effacement was a defining credo of the Ramkiseri.


Luc Mandaryke stepped in. ‘Take a glass, my friends. This is a solemn moment. We represent Otravia and Bolgravia, working together to eliminate a dangerous rebel.’ He gestured and servants appeared with trays of sparkling wine.


Once they’d finished handing them around and had vanished again, Luc Mandaryke raised his glass. ‘Five years ago, when my father and I signed a treaty between Otravia and Bolgravia, there were dissidents who failed to see the wisdom of alliance, preferring to fight on in a vainglorious resistance. Tens of thousands died until we crushed it.’


And thus the victors rewrite history, Zorne mused cynically.


‘We have hunted down the ringleaders, and now just one remains at large,’ Luc said, ‘and now we know where to find him. Let us drink to the imminent death of Raythe Vyre.’


As they drank, Zorne tried to read Mirella’s face, but she was inscrutable. She met his gaze coolly, then looked away, leaving him none the wiser.


You were married to Vyre – and you betrayed him for Mandaryke. That makes you Otravia personified.


Ever since Zorne had arrived with his tale of Raythe Vyre, lost peoples and a legendary city surmounted by a floating citadel, utmost secrecy had prevailed. Mandaryke would need an army to seize Rath Argentium, and that required the cooperation of the Bolgravian military – but all Luc had told the imperial court was that Vyre had been found in Verdessa and a military expedition would be required to defeat him.


If we even breathe the words ‘istariol’ or ‘Rath Argentium’, every nation will seek to intervene, Luc had told Zorne, which made sense: istariol, the mineral that enhanced sorcery, was the most valuable commodity in existence. But Zorne worried that Mandaryke wanted it all for himself. Every day he wondered if it was time to inform his Ramkiseri masters. Luc had asked him not to, ‘friend to friend’, and Zorne had so far acquiesced. But Mandaryke was the only non-Bolgravian governor in the empire, an anomaly that had always worried Zorne.


I know they helped us greatly, but we should never have left these traitors in charge. The entire ruling class should have been massacred, starting with him.


Luc lowered his glass and gestured towards the far doors that led to the banquet hall. ‘Let us dine, my friends,’ he said grandly. ‘We have a long journey ahead of us.’









Part One


Stranger Here









1


Trust


Trust is hard, Raythe Vyre remembered reading somewhere. No one is self-sufficient, so we must lean on others, placing our lives in their hands. But how well do we know them? Just because we’ve shared food, laughter or a bed doesn’t mean they wish us well. Yet we must trust someone, because solitude is impossible.


Some days Raythe wondered whether he shouldn’t try disproving that theory by becoming a hermit, because sometimes the turmoil of daily life didn’t seem worth the risk of having another blade – metaphorical or actual – thrust into his back.


My wife left me for my best friend, who betrayed our country and everything I love. I’ve fought an empire and lost, and even out here, beyond the known world, I’ve been repeatedly deceived.


He wasn’t sure why he was feeling so gloomy, the morning after a miraculous escape from annihilation, but it had been costly. Of the three hundred who’d set out on this mad journey with him, barely two hundred remained. Most of the losses had been men, who’d borne the brunt of the fighting. Many widows had been left with children to feed; he could hear them now, mourning below.


But the real reason for his morose mood, he decided, was that all their tribulations had been for nothing. He’d promised them riches and freedom, but instead they were stranded with nothing to show for all their blood, sweat and belief. Last night, to stop the slaughter, he’d agreed peace terms with Queen Shiazar of the Tangato, and that meant they would join the Tangato nation – and remain here for ever.


I still don’t really know how I feel about that . . .


He was profoundly grateful to have survived, and to have found a way to save his people, but it was a high price to pay, giving up on everything they’d come here for. So much for their dreams of istariol and wealth, and returning to their homelands as free people. Now they’d never go home again.


I’ve failed them, which is pretty much the same as betraying them. And that was why, he reluctantly admitted to himself, he was hiding on the roof of the mansion they’d named Rim House, watching the dawn.


If he looked down, he’d see bodies lying around the grounds and piled up beside the crater rim fence, where the fighting had been fiercest. Instead, he looked up. Silhouetted against the pale glow of the planetary rings was a dark rock hanging in the air, tethered by four massive chains rooted in the lower slopes of the hill upon which Rath Argentium was built. Atop that rock, out of his sight, was the citadel, Shiro Kamigami, where another battle had been fought last night, a sorcerers’ duel against the deadliest foe imaginable. The after-images of that insane battle against a mad Aldar lord, in a place where time fluctuated and the past had come to life, still haunted him.


Shiazar, Kemara and I prevailed – but only just. We won the chance to move forward and fight another day. The sun would rise soon: life went on, and his people were his responsibility.


He stood, his joints creaking in the cold, reflecting ruefully that for all he was only in his thirties, he was no longer a young man. He shoved aside that unwelcome thought and gazed out over the ruined city, marvelling anew at the view.


Rath Argentium had been the seat of the Aldar Kings, a city built upon a hill so full of istariol that the peak had broken away and now floated above, leaving a massive crater. The city had been uninhabited for five centuries, but the Aldar had built well, and the place was surprisingly intact.


Beyond the city were plains, forests and hills, rivers and lakes – but for less than a hundred miles in any direction, for this miraculous place, lush and verdant by grace of the istariol in the soil, was deep within the Icewastes; that was how the Tangato had survived the Ice Age that devastated the rest of the planet.


Light footsteps brought him back to the present and he turned, not sure who he was expecting, but still surprised when a dark-skinned woman wearing a flax kilt and bodice and wrapped in a feather cloak appeared. Black hair billowed around her lively, pugnacious face.


‘Rima – what is it?’ he asked, worried some new emergency had arisen.


The young Tangato grinned at his anxious expression. ‘There’s no problem. The Queen merely asks that you attend upon her at noon. There’s much to arrange.’


‘That’s the truth,’ he sighed. ‘We must recover our dead and prepare them for burial, secure food and water and move back into the buildings we’ve been living in. That’s assuming my people don’t just shoot me for bargaining away their right to go home. They’ll take some convincing.’


‘My Queen believes strongly in your ability to talk.’


He snorted at the backhanded compliment. ‘How does the Queen fare?’


‘She has reclaimed her throne, Ikendo is dead and his son Onkado imprisoned, and all praise her for ending this conflict and asserting authority over your kind. Some are unhappy that she arrived in time to save your people, but most are just pleased to see peace restored.’


‘That’s nice,’ Raythe drawled. ‘Is Zar all right?’


When he’d been briefly reunited with his daughter last night, he’d expected her to rejoin him, but she’d chosen to return to the Tangato village where she’d spent months as a prisoner. She’d also announced she was married to Onkado, son of the man who’d usurped Shiazar’s throne: a man of Aldar blood.


Onkado did it to protect me, but it’s not been consummated, she’d reassured him, and rationally, he understood – but he hated his inability to protect her.


‘Zarelda is well,’ Rima reassured him. ‘Midday, just over the bridge, Rangatira Raythe.’


Shiazar had made him rangatira, or chieftain of his ‘tribe’, the Ngati Magnia in her tongue. He wasn’t yet sure if that was a gift or a curse. ‘I’ll be there,’ he told her.


She bobbed her head and was gone, and Raythe turned back to the dawn, to prepare himself for the arguments and anger he’d face today.


‘My Queen believes strongly in your ability to talk.’


It was all right for Shiazar: she was Aldar and was revered by her people. Magnians, on the other hand, viewed dissent against authority as their Deo-given right. But that attitude also made them resilient and adaptable, virtues they’d certainly needed on this journey.


Thinking about the Tangato Queen and her Aldar blood was its own maze of miracles. Though Shiazar was the child of an Aldar woman and a Tangato man, being ‘part-Aldar’ didn’t really exist: anyone with Aldar blood was Aldar, a being of innate sorcery, requiring no familiar to use magic. She usually wore a mask, but he’d seen her inhumanly beautiful, timeless face and been entranced. She was a courageous woman, dedicated to all her people, Aldar and Tangato alike. In the short time he’d known her, he’d come to admire her immensely.


The sun broke through the eastern hills; bouncing shards of colour fractured on the unseen ice sheets beyond the rim of the Fenua Tangato, a sight to dazzle even his tired, jaded eyes. Then Magga Kern’s roosters crowed and a baby cried in the rooms below, setting off others.


It was time to rejoin his people and face their music.


*


‘Kragga mor, Raythe, could you not have gained us something?’ shouted Relf Turner.


‘Did ye promise them our firstborn while you were at it?’ Ardo Myle threw in.


A storm of voices rose, some adding to the condemnation, others backing him, making the Rim House courtyard throb. They’d woken to grief, trauma and empty stomachs, all of which distilled into vocal anger.


He’d explained the terms of his deal with Shiazar the previous evening and they’d accepted it then, for anything was better than death. But now they’d slept on it, of course they had a thousand questions, picking away at details he couldn’t even answer—


‘Will these barbarians try and kill us the moment we drop our guard?’


‘What about our guns? Will we have to give them up?’


‘Can’t we ever visit Magnia?’


‘Can’t we even trade?’


‘What does being a ‘tribe’ actually mean?’


‘Who owns the land we’ve been given?’


‘What’s a kragging rangatira anyway? What if we want another leader?’


He was about ready to tell them to go ahead and restart your kragging war – but that would do no one any good; this needed to be worked through. ‘The Pitlord writes in the margins’ went the old saying: you had to get the details right in any contract if you didn’t want the knives to come out later.


Thankfully, he had some support.


Vidar Vidarsson, the gruff Norgan ranger, called out, ‘You’re damned lucky we’ve got a Raythe to pull our fat from the fire.’


Jesco Duretto told them some of what he’d seen in the citadel above, concluding, ‘Without Raythe and Kemara, we were all done.’


Even Kemara, who seldom took Raythe’s side, admitted, ‘You know what I think of Lord Vyre most times. Well, this time, he got it right – thank Gerda and Deo.’


But it wasn’t until Mater Varahana, the shaven-scalped Deist priestess whose flock included most of the caravan, rose to speak that the tide of anger began to ebb. ‘Shame on you all,’ she started. ‘We’ve been gifted our lives, when we all expected to die. This is the beginning of a process, and after Raythe’s meeting with the Queen at noon, we’ll know more. And we all know one thing for sure: he’ll be fighting our corner – as he’s always done.’


That took the wind from the protestors’ sails, and though there were still mutterings, most agreed that Raythe had saved them and the rest could follow.


‘But we do need those answers,’ Gravis Tavernier grumbled. ‘We din’ come’re to found a colony, least of all one we don’ even rule. We was always meant to go home.’


‘Aye, an’ go home rich,’ Lynd Borger added.


‘So did I,’ Raythe admitted. ‘I fought the empire for four years before this trek, and I intended to return to that struggle. But sometimes our destinies don’t match our dreams. If Deo has denied me my chance at revenge, I’ll accept His will, not fight it.’


If you want to win an argument, invoke God, he thought, throwing Varahana a grateful look. Even better, get a priestess to do it for you.


With that, the debate more or less fizzled out. Time was passing and there was much to do. They needed to reclaim their homes in the bridge district and start rebuilding their lives, yet again.


As he made for the doors, Raythe glanced at Vidar. The Norgan’s attention was entirely on Varahana, watching her with aching eyes. He’s in love. He’d seen the signs, and heard how in the midst of the battle, the bearskin and the priestess had kissed. When Varahana looked back at Vidar, he knew it was mutual.


Something else we’ll have to work out, Raythe worried, as he headed for the bridge.


Cal Foaley, the senior hunter, joined him on the road down. ‘Looks like the Tangato are keeping their side of the deal, Raythe. They’re recovering bodies but keeping clear of us, for now, at least.’


That was a major concession, as there were many Tangato bodies in the city. Raythe took it as a sign that Shiazar was in control of her people.


‘Keep your eyes open. I trust Shiazar, but some might hold a grudge.’


Foaley raised a thumb. ‘Already on it, Chief . . . or “Rangatira”, if you prefer?’


Raythe snorted humourlessly as they parted, but he was immediately intercepted by Kemara Solus, their healer and mizra-sorceress. ‘Lord Vyre,’ she greeted him ironically, as she fell into step.


‘Thanks for speaking up,’ he replied. ‘It’s appreciated.’


‘It’s the most I could do,’ she answered drily.


Up close, she looked terrible. She was naturally pale, like most redheads, but today she looked completely wrung out, her eyes bloodshot and her lips cracked. Her thick hair was matted and dirty and she was covered in bruises, cuts and grazes. Yesterday she’d lost more than most: she’d freed her mizra familiar, banishing that dark spirit. She was, right now, a sorceress without magic.


Back in the empire, mizra-witches like her were burned, and even out here, they hadn’t dared let anyone else know what she was. But she and Raythe shared a sorcerous meld. That was a rare occurrence, even between praxis-sorcerers – and unprecedented between the different strands of magic. They’d overcome much by working together. He feared what she was, but he needed her.


‘We’ll get you a new familiar,’ he said quietly. ‘I mean it. Our meld has saved our lives, and many times over.’


‘So you want me restored to being useful,’ she harrumphed, difficult as ever.


‘I value you, Kemara—’


‘How sweet – whereas I regard you as a half-arsed chancer who takes on massive tasks with no real plan or preparation, relying on wits and luck to pull you through.’


Harsh . . .


‘No one’s perfect.’


‘Kragga mor.’ She met his gaze. ‘Honestly? The mizra was killing me. I don’t want it.’


‘Fair enough,’ he said regretfully, and turned to move on, but she caught his arm.


‘I haven’t given up entirely. Rima has a form of magic she calls “maho”. She says she can teach me, as she did Zarelda.’ She sounded unusually hopeful.


‘I’m told it nearly killed Zar,’ Raythe warned, ‘and you’re our only fully trained healer and midwife.’


‘I won’t risk it until we’re through this mess,’ she assured him, then she gave him a hard look. ‘Will you really stop fighting the empire? Or were those just political words?’


Not long ago, he’d have died before giving up, but it felt impossible now. ‘I meant it.’


‘Look at you, going all “better man” on us,’ she snorted, before pointing upwards. ‘What about that floating castle? You’ve seen what’s up there: hourglasses that stop time . . . and enough istariol to level a mountain. We must have a say about how it’s handled.’


She wasn’t wrong, although it was uncharacteristically big-picture thinking for Kemara; she usually only fought her own corner. ‘Absolutely,’ Raythe agreed. ‘I’ve told Queen Shiazar she needs our help with it. She’ll keep us involved, I’m sure.’


Kemara raised sceptical eyebrows. ‘Your new sweetheart.’


‘She is not,’ he answered curtly.


‘Knew that’d rile you.’ Kemara drawled. ‘Go on, Lord Vyre, go and play at rangatira – and don’t give her an inch.’


When she turned to go, he called, ‘Wait – why don’t you come with me? You’re a sorcerer – a mahotsu-kai, as they say here. They’ll accept your right to attend. And you’re worth listening to – even if you think I don’t.’


He doubted she’d ever thought of herself in such a way, despite being part of his leadership group from the first day.


But she shook her head. ‘We’ve got to move the wounded back to the infirmary, and two women are close to labour. I can’t waste time jawing with the high and mighty.’


He went to protest, then let her go. Chances are we would end up arguing in front of the Tangato chiefs, anyway. No one needs that.


He went to meet the Queen of the Tangato.


*


Zarelda Vyre was washed and dressed early. Today would be her first time attending upon the Queen. Nerves and the trauma of the previous day had kept her awake most of the night and now she was yawning as she sat at her door, watching the Tangato village come to life.


Her secret wedding to Onkado, her escape and frantic flight to the city still made her head spin. But she knew her warning of the Tangato attack from the rear had saved lives. And she’d survived the fighting – although she’d hated having to kill – and now they had a truce. She was still struggling to take it all in.


But her thoughts were mostly of Banno Rhamp, who she’d thought she loved; and Onkado of the Manowai, who’d protected her when no one else could.


She and Onkado hadn’t consummated their marriage, so by Magnian law, it could be annulled. But it wasn’t a Magnian marriage, Zar thought, so who knows? And if it is annulled, I’ll lose my right to plead for his life and Shiazar will be obliged to execute him, to prevent him from becoming a rallying point for another coup.


It should have been simple: let Onkado die and the problem went away. She could go back to her people and marry Banno, and everyone would think she’d done the right thing.


But in all the chaos, Banno had broken her blind faith in him. The young warrior Hekami had saved her from drowning, but Banno, thinking Hekami was attacking Zar, had killed him. When she’d confronted him, shocked and upset, Banno had struck her.


‘He hit me,’ she whispered aloud. He’d given her a ‘tap’, he’d said – like men do to hysterical women.


She wasn’t sure she could ever forgive him for that, so after her father had accepted terms, it’d been easiest to plead tiredness and return to the Hiriwa village, trusting in Shiazar’s authority that she’d be safe, and giving her time alone to think things over.


And as for the new treaty and the prospect of staying here for ever? Back in Magnia, Father and I were fugitives and all we did was run and hide. But here, I’m a mahotsu-kai serving an Aldar Queen!


And then there was Onkado . . .


She remembered standing with him before Kuia, the Tangato priestess who’d married them, and how his unmasked Aldar face had amazed her, beautiful and eerie as a mountain at dawn, a lord of light and air. And how brave and noble he’d been, and thoughtful.


He could have had anyone, but he chose to protect me, even though it enraged his father.


Perhaps it was just chivalry? But what if it was more? Banno was solid, eager and comforting, but utterly earthbound. Onkado’s mystery fascinated her. She’d always wanted a life that was more than ordinary, and she firmly believed that had planted the seed of sorcery inside her. I want to find out more about him. Admitting that to herself made her gut churn, but it didn’t change her mind. She remembered her mother Mirella saying ‘we’re so alike’ – meaning, she was drawn to shiny things and tenacious in pursuing them. She pushed that thought away; she hated thinking about her mother, who was a Mandaryke now.


Just then, Rima appeared, calling, ‘Are you ready? The Queen’s about to leave.’


They pressed noses in greeting and Rima grinned and brushed her fingers over Zar’s ridged chin, which bore similar tattoos to her own. ‘It’s your first time attending her in counsel, so just follow my lead – and stay silent unless you’re invited to speak.’


‘Will the chiefs accept me?’


‘Of course – the Queen commands it. You’re one of us now.’


Clearly not everyone thought so, judging by the surly looks she got from the rangatiras and mahotsu-kai of the sub-tribes gathered outside Shiazar’s wood-and-bamboo palace. The gaudily coloured royal palanquin awaited, with four bronze-skinned warriors dressed in ceremonial flax kilts waiting to heft it. To Zar’s eyes, Tangato culture was a strange mix of almost barbaric simplicity and intricate beauty.


A gong sounded, silk-screen doors opened and the Queen emerged.


Yesterday, Shiazar had descended from Shiro Kamigami holding the head of the usurper Ikendo, with Onkado, his son, kneeling at her feet. She’d been masked, armoured and drenched in blood: a true Goddess of War.


Today, she was clad in beautiful emerald and yellow silks, which, Rima whispered, symbolised peace. Her mask was yellow too, rimmed with leaves of oak and laurel, and her hair was piled up in a delicate tower. She was once again the remote, doll-like figure who ruled with a light – if absolute – touch.


Everyone fell to their knees and pressed their foreheads to the ground, even those chiefs who’d actively supported the usurper. That was expected to be forgotten now.


Zar ran her eye over the rangatiras, wondering what her father would make of them. Sitoko of the Wakatoa tribe, a big man and reputedly cunning. Natomo now led the Hiriwa, his predecessor having died in Ikendo’s revolt. He was a silver fox who looked more politician than warrior. The Tanuahi, the second biggest tribe, were led by plump old Monarohi, who stood with Kuia, his tribal sorceress. Behind were Ihanodo of the Puketapu and Ranakodo of the Rotomaho, allied and of an age.


Shiazar walked past the five rangatiras, acknowledging each before halting before a sixth figure, a kneeling woman. ‘Anata ha darei?’ she asked, in her cool, musical voice.


Who are you? Zar’s familiar, Adefar, translated inside her head.


The woman, who looked about Zar’s age, raised her head. ‘I am Haru. Ikendo was my husband. I surrender myself to your will, Great Queen.’


‘Are you with child?’ the Queen asked.


‘No, Great Queen.’


‘Do you have living children? Clearly Onkado is not yours.’


‘No. And I knew nothing of Ikendo’s true nature,’ Haru said meekly.


The Aldar used ‘flesh masks’ made of real human skin to move incognito among the tribe, Zar knew, but it seemed improbable that this woman hadn’t even suspected that her husband and his son weren’t human.


Nevertheless, Shiazar chose leniency. ‘There will be no retribution. You are an honoured widow, entitled to all that brings. But who now claims leadership of the Manowai, Ikendo’s tribe?’


There was a stir among the warriors, then a burly man stepped forward. ‘I am Kotabashi, shoganai of the Manowai. As warleader, I submit myself as temporary leader of my tribe, until a new chieftain is appointed. Our mahotsu-kai are also dead, so only I have the experience.’


Zar shuddered, remembering the two Manowai sorcerers who’d tried to murder her; she knew it was mostly by luck she’d managed to kill them instead.


‘What of Onkado, son of Ikendo?’ Shiazar asked.


‘Onkado is a traitor to your rule,’ Kotabashi replied warily. ‘The penalty for treason is death – yet his wife refuses his execution.’


Everyone looked at Zar, who was that wife. The doubtful inflection he’d placed on the word ‘wife’ was unmistakable. He’s testing the waters, Zar sensed. Would Shiazar truly execute an Aldar, one of her own kind? Would she punish the Manowai for Ikendo’s revolt? Did she even countenance Onkado’s marriage?


Why the Tangato had a law allowing a spouse to prevent the execution of their partner, Zar had no idea. Perhaps it came from the early days of the Ice Age, when they could ill afford to lose anyone, even a criminal.


But I bet it suits Shiazar just fine to have the Manowai, the most dissident tribe, shorn of a true voice, she thought. Even though Kotabashi clearly thinks he should be rangatira now.


Shiazar considered, then said, ‘It’s not right that the Manowai do not sit upon my council of chiefs, and Onkado cannot be both rangatira and Yokei. The Manowai have my permission to elect a new rangatira. In the meantime, you may represent the Manowai.’


‘I shall serve her Majesty as if I were rangatira of my tribe,’ Kotabashi vowed.


‘Then come, all. The sun is high and there is much to discuss.’


Zar glanced at Rima, who gave her a firm nod. With Hetaru dead, Rima was now the senior sorceress of her tribe, and that made Zar her second. Here she was, barely sixteen years old, and from another culture, but somehow on the Queen’s council. She held her head high and joined Shiazar’s entourage like she belonged there.


Conscious of Kotabashi’s hostile gaze as she passed, she looked back suddenly and made a hand gesture Rima had showed her: the first two fingers placed to the eyes in a backwards vee: it meant You’re not worthy, so look elsewhere, more or less. Everyone saw, and Kotabashi went puce, but he dared not retaliate.


Making enemies wherever I go, she grinned inwardly. I’m a true Vyre.


*


Banno sat hunched over the body of his father. They’d found Sir Elgus Rhamp’s corpse near the gatehouse, and his remaining mercenaries – just a score left, now – had cleaned him up, combed his hair and beard and laid him in repose. Elgus had led the defence heroically, everyone said; even men who didn’t like him praised his spirit in that desperate last hour.


Gerda herself will raise him up, some were saying, although why Deo’s maiden would interest herself in a backsliding bully like Elgus, Banno had no idea. And heroic or not, everyone in his company had perished, apart from the twenty-odd married men he had permitted to retreat, under Tom Corday’s command. Tom was sensible and competent – not the usual type of man Elgus hired – and he’d been running things since, collecting bodies and preparing them for burial, ensuring any bequests were handled properly.


Banno knew he should be taking charge, showing he could lead, but that would mean opening himself up for challenge and possibly mortal combat. I don’t give a shit about that, he thought numbly. I’m glad the old bastard is dead and I don’t want the captaincy. Elgus had been a treacherous thug, not at all what Banno aspired to be. His grief right now was for himself. I’ve ruined it with Zar . . . I’ve ruined everything.


Why he’d slapped her, he could no longer say. They’d both been overwrought, having barely survived drowning in the river, and she’d been screaming at him about that stupid Tangato, and his hand had just swung. If he could have recalled that blow by cutting off that errant limb, he would have.


I thought that savage was trying to kill her – why can’t she understand that? he asked himself for the thousandth time.


Clearly, he needed to talk to her.


Abruptly, he realised that the room has gone silent: the priestess, Mater Varahana, had entered with her shadow, the hulking Norgan bearskin, who was oozing menace.


‘Our sympathy for your loss, Banno,’ Varahana said gently. ‘I’m here to give Gerda’s Final Blessing. Have you chosen the grave goods?’


Deo, I’ve not given it a thought.


‘Um . . . his sword is, uh, a family heirloom . . . His Gerda medallion?’


Varahana gave him a kindly smile and made the holy signs over Elgus’ body. He’d been killed by enemy sorcerers, who’d broken his neck, but there were no other serious wounds. A gravesite on the other side of the bridge had been chosen, and a mass burial was planned for the next day.


‘Are you all right, lad?’ the priestess asked softly, for his ears only.


When he nodded bleakly, she patted his arm, then moved on to the next body, Vidar close at her side. The watching mercenaries had shunned her religious services at Elgus’ behest, because Varahana supported Raythe Vyre, but soldiers were notoriously superstitious, and by extension, religious. Now everyone had bowed their heads and were mumbling prayers for the fallen.


When they left, everyone turned to face Banno.


The time had come.


I’ll stand down – let the company carry on without me. I don’t care.


But before he could speak, Tom Corday stepped forward and said, ‘So, this was always the Rhamp band, and as far as I can see, it still is. Anyone got words to say on that?’


Banno blinked, then he thought he understood. Tom had always been Number Two – perhaps he doesn’t want to be Captain, even though he’s the best soldier left?


But he wasn’t necessarily the best swordsman . . .


Banno held his breath, waiting for the challenges to rain in, for drawn blades and blood.


No one said a word for what felt like a month.


Then Tom Corday nodded, as if it was just as he’d thought. ‘It’s settled. Banno leads. Lad? Who’s your lieutenant gonna be?’


Banno swallowed. ‘Uh, right . . . You – you, Tom, of course it’s you.’


‘We’ll give your Pa a good send-off, lad. I promise ye that.’


Corday’s eyes told Banno who was really in charge.


The next few minutes were surreal as the mercenaries – every of them considerably older than him – filed up to Banno to kiss the hilt of his sword and pledge their loyalty. He kept having flashes of them pulling hidden knives and stabbing him, a waking nightmare he couldn’t shake.


Finally it was over and he was left alone with Tom, who asked, ‘So, what’s on your mind?’


To Banno’s surprise, his mouth opened and he just vented, from some deep pit of fear and rage inside him. ‘I want to ask Raythe kragging Vyre what in the Pit he thinks he’s doing, bowing and scraping to some Tangato whore and selling our lives into slavery when he promised me his daughter and said he’d make us all rich. Instead, what’ve we got? Nothing! Nothing at all, except friends and fathers to bury. I want to take what we were guaranteed and get out, whether Lord bloody Vyre likes it or nor.’


Abruptly his brain caught up and he slammed him mouth shut. He realised he was shaking, as if he was having a fit.


The grey-flecked sandy-haired veteran shook his head. ‘Nay, lad. That’s gone. There’s no will for that any more. The wild lads who would’ve backed you on that are all dead. Those left are family men, level-headed enough in their way – like you when you’re calm. Think about what you’re saying. We’re thousands of miles from an empire that has beaten us all down. If we walk back into it with a handful of istariol to peddle, we’ll be betrayed to the Bolgies and kragged over in pretty short order. Here, well, we’ve got a bit of freedom, and we can finally get out of the killing business. Raythe Vyre’s a tricky bastard, mark you, but he knows when to accept the hand that’s been dealt. You do the same and you’ll be fine. Maybe even win your girl back, too.’


Banno thought about that. He was self-aware enough to know that he was no rebel, and no real leader either. But at least Tom hadn’t invoked the old codes and claimed the company for himself by the usual means: murder.


‘Then what are we now?’ He wished his voice didn’t sound quite so plaintive.


Tom smiled mildly. ‘Lad, the Rhamp mercenary company isn’t needed any more. In truth, it’s been nothing but a festering sore on this journey. When it’s time, we’ll disband it.’


Banno swallowed, trying to imagine life outside the trade he’d been born into. They’d rampaged through the western empire, always on the run from someone, leaving a trail of death, violence, theft and abuse. He couldn’t think of a single place that would be happy to see them back. And yet, it was all he’d ever known.


‘But what will we do?’


‘What all people should do: honest work. Me, I always fancied carpentry, and Deo knows there’ll plenty of work in these old ruins.’


Banno hung his head, but after a minute, he looked up. ‘I like animals.’


Tom smiled. ‘We ain’t got much in the way of horses left, so we’ll be needing to breed more. When it’s time, talk to Jed Vine; he’s organising the livestock.’ He clapped Banno’s shoulder, then his eyes shifted to the body of his former commander, laying on the table like a dead king. ‘Good luck, Banno. You’re the only Rhamp worth a damn.’


With that, Tom left Banno to his vigil, one last night with his father, before he could bury him and hopefully forget the kind of man he’d been.









2


No Easy Answers


Someone had marked out a circle with Shiazar’s throne at the southern end, facing the bridge. The Tangato chiefs and their entourages sat on mats around the open space, facing inwards. The introduction of a seventh tribe – the first new one in centuries – had thrown out the symmetry of the traditional seating arrangements, forcing the ritual-obsessed Tangato to devise a new pattern that didn’t insult any of the rangatiras by implying demotion. In the end, Raythe was positioned opposite the Queen, which was fine by him – it gave him the best view.


Weirdly, there were big, colourful kites tethered to the ground behind each tribal mat, giant silk contraptions larger than a man. Naturally, he didn’t have one. As they arranged themselves, Zar hurried over and pressed noses in the Tangato way. ‘Kon’ika, old man.’


‘Old?’ he snorted. ‘What’re these kite things?’


‘Autumn is the wind festival, Rima says,’ Zar replied. ‘The kites are sacred.’


‘What isn’t, here?’


‘How is everyone, Dad? About the new treaty, I mean.’


‘They’re pissed off at me for forfeiting the right to go home, but they’re grateful about not being dead. So they both love me and hate me, as usual.’


‘You’ll win them over. You always do.’


He could see Rima was gesturing madly. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Get to work.’


She scuttled back as the Tangato rose and sang a hymn to the Queen, emerging from her palanquin in a spectacular robe of green and yellow silk, with a similarly hued mask.


He couldn’t stop thinking about how lovely she was behind it.


Shiazar took her throne, Rima thumped a stave into the ground, and the meeting began. It was conducted in Gengo, the language of ceremony among the Tangato, which was helpful, because Gengo was more or less the same as Raythe’s native Magnian.


Firstly, the chieftains stated their names and tribes and pledged to give faithful and true counsel. The main tribe, the Hiriwa, who were roughly four-tenths of the Tangato, always spoke first, then came the Rotomahau, who wore beards, followed by the Tanuahi with blue tattoos, the Manowai with their narrow crests of hair, the red-tattooed Wakatoa and the Puketapu, who had a uniquely geometric tattooing style.


Raythe assessed each in turn, wondering who would emerge as allies and who as enemies. Sitoko of the Wakatoa was brawny but spoke shrewdly; Natomo of the Hiriwa was sleek; Ihanodo of the Puketapu and Sinokodo of the Rotomaho could’ve been brothers, while old Monarohi of the Tanuahi looked a little vague. The Manowai were represented by their warleader, Kotabashi, who looked ambitious and angry.


And then there was him, newly made rangatira of the ‘Ngati Magnia’, who numbered only two hundred foreigners. Everyone gazed disapprovingly, but no one challenged his presence – perhaps because he’d been at their Queen’s side when she’d returned from the floating citadel with Ikendo’s head in her hand.


‘My people, let me speak of the situation we are in, and how we will deal with it,’ Shiazar began. ‘Outsiders have found our lands, and they tell of a greatly altered world beyond the fields of ice: a place where masses dwell, constantly at war, where all things are commodities to be traded by “kings” and “emperors”, without consideration of right or wrong.’


It was an ugly summation, ignoring many good things, but Raythe had to admit she wasn’t wrong. When everyone looked his way, he said, ‘It is so.’


‘So miserable is their world that Rangatira Raythe’s people fled,’ Shiazar continued. ‘They arrived here by chance, not knowing we existed. They came to mine istariol, the use of which we forbid; and brought pursuit behind them. This triggered turmoil and suffering for us all.’


Again, harsh but true.


‘But his Magnia people are not without virtue or value. Moreover, it is not in the way of our people to kill when restraint will suffice, nor to face a threat without seeking first to understand and disarm it. I have fought alongside Rangatira Raythe as hitoshii and he is not lacking in courage, skill or honour.’


She paused and let that sink in: Aldar sorcerer-warriors once fought as hitoshii, in pairs or trios, a sacred bond. To invoke this honoured Raythe greatly – and caused obvious disquiet among the chiefs.


‘You all know the terms that he and I have agreed,’ Shiazar went on. ‘The Magnia tribe are given the bridge district in which to dwell, and in time, they will have land outside the city to cultivate. They will give their allegiance to the Tangato throne, and never leave our lands. This, Raythe Vyre has sworn.’


‘Have all his people so agreed?’ asked Natomo.


‘They have,’ Raythe replied. Kind of . . . mostly.


‘But other outsiders may come,’ Shiazar resumed. ‘His people fled a larger tribe: the Bolgravian people, who have huge armies and an uncontrollable lust for istariol and conquest. We must be prepared, and in this, Raythe’s people have a key role to play. They understand that world: they have fought in its unending wars and lived in cities that dwarf even Rath Argentium. They are not harbingers of doom, but a sign of hope. For this reason, they must not be plagued or shunned, however much you might blame them for the turmoil visited upon us.’


She fell silent and Raythe watched the chieftains digesting their Queen’s words. He admired her even more, for confronting their fears head-on and seeking to disarm them.


‘What of the “flintlock” that kills from afar?’ the Manowai warleader, Kotabashi, demanded. ‘We must take them away.’


‘We do not steal from our fellow tribes,’ Shiazar replied sternly, before turning to Raythe. ‘However, I do command that your people create these weapons for the Tangato and teach their use.’


Everyone looked to see his reaction.


His first instinct was to refuse: their exclusive use of flintlocks felt critical to their survival: if the secret of their making was handed over, they risked becoming disposable.


But in reality, we’re at the Tangato’s mercy regardless. A few guns wouldn’t save us.


‘As you wish,’ he replied, imagining the uproar among his own people. ‘But they’re not easy to make and it takes time. The powder is simpler, but we will also need lead for the shot.’


‘The earth is bountiful,’ Rima put in. ‘And many hundreds of flintlocks were captured from the Bolgravian force who followed you here.’


He had no idea how many weapons they’d captured. The Bolgies had been taken by surprise; they’d run out of gunpowder and were weak from travel, Raythe knew. ‘We will be happy to work with you on mastering those weapons,’ he reiterated.


‘Thank you,’ Shiazar said. ‘Let this be a token of faith between us.’


The Tangato leaders bobbed their own heads, and Raythe was struck again by how cowed they were. These were hard issues to deal with, integration of foreigners into what had been a closed society for five hundred years, but they were accepting her words without dissent.


She and I went up to Shiro Kamigami, the floating citadel, a place not just forbidden but dreaded, and came back with the head of her enemy and a new alliance. They’re scared of us, however much they might pretend otherwise.


That suited him just fine.


It was to the citadel that Shiazar turned next. ‘You all know that Rangatira Raythe and I ascended to the forbidden citadel of Shiro Kamigami above. The Usurper, Ikendo, sought to seize it, to use what powers he could gain there to destroy those who opposed him. We had no choice but to prevent him.’


The circle of Tangato leaned in, listening intently. Shiro Kamigami had loomed over them all their lives, yet no one had been up there in centuries.


‘You also know that when our ancestors survived the fall of the Aldar, they forbade the use of istariol,’ Shiazar went on, ‘for it had become the bane of our Aldar masters, amplifying their powers to the point of self-destruction. But now we know that in Magnia, the Bolgravians use istariol as a weapon. They will rape our land for it, and will destroy us in doing so. They outnumber us, and they have far deadlier weapons. So we have no choice but to embrace that which we fear. Istariol can protect us, not just from the ice, but from such enemies. Each of our mahotsu-kai must become the match of ten enemy sorcerers – for that is how many they may face.’


Most of the assembled mahotsu kai who advised the rangatiras looked wide-eyed at this terrifying vision of the future.


‘Does anyone here even know how to use istariol?’ one of them asked.


‘I do,’ Raythe stated. ‘I place this skill at my Queen’s disposal.’


‘You are very free with your promises, Rangatira,’ Natomo said sceptically. ‘Can we trust them?’


Raythe sensed Shiazar’s annoyance, but he was well-used to criticism. ‘The road that brought me here has taught me that community makes us stronger. The rebellion I fought in to save my country from the Bolgravians was hopeless, for we were vastly outnumbered. But we took all-comers, no matter their race, religion, nationality or background, accepted their differences and learned from their strengths. By the end, our army had men and women of seventeen different nations and eight religions, and together, we defeated Bolgravian armies twice and thrice our size. We performed miracles.’


‘Then how did you come to lose?’ Natomo sniffed.


Raythe had to bite his tongue, because the friends he’d lost were still an ache in his heart. ‘Because when a five-fold advantage is insufficient, Bolgravia sends tenfold. Sometimes miracles are not enough.’


‘Then your gods are weak,’ Kotabashi remarked offhandedly.


‘Gods don’t fight our battles for us,’ Raythe answered, temper still in check. Arsehole.


Shiazar broke the rising tension by speaking again. ‘Ikendo erred in seeing Raythe’s people as an enemy. His second mistake was to treat me the same. He concealed his existence for forty years before emerging to usurp the throne – and see what it has cost us: a dozen of my sister Yokei lie dead, and many warriors. For five hundred years we Yokei forbade a male Aldar to be born, because we feared their aggression. The first to appear after all that time vindicated that fear. But he failed, and I still rule.’


Her warning was clear, and the tribal leaders bowed their heads.


Shiazar turned to Raythe again. ‘Rangatira Raythe will instruct all of our mahotsu-kai in the use of istariol. There are rooms full of it in Shiro Kamigami – enough that the mining ban can remain in place.’


And once again Raythe found himself agreeing to something that his people would probably baulk at.


In for a copper, in for a crown . . .


Shiazar went on to promise each tribe would have zones of the city, with instruction from Raythe’s ‘experts’ on how to repair the plumbing, drainage and housing. ‘We have a short window of time,’ Shiazar told them. ‘When the world comes knocking, they must find us prepared.’


She was putting up a bold front, but Raythe knew it could take years for the Tangato warriors to be fully equipped with guns and comfortable with using them, let alone resettling rural villagers into a city of stone that had been falling into disrepair for five centuries.


It’s the work of a lifetime, but we won’t be given that long a reprieve.


At this point, the rangatiras and their advisors began debating which parts of the city they should be allotted, bartering this well against that blockhouse, that square against this watchtower. His own site was agreed and well-established, so Raythe tuned it all out, enjoying the sun and wind for a while.


At least an hour later, he realised that Rima had directed a question at him. ‘Rangatira Raythe?’


He blinked and looked up. ‘Ah, apologies,’ he muttered. ‘What was that?’


Rima frowned. ‘In your opinion, what should be done about Shiro Kamigami?’


The citadel contained a massive istariol stockpile, and who knew what else. There were the bodies of Ikendo and the Yokei who had followed him, as well as Tashvariel and all his court, mostly cut down by the mad ruler himself in the carnage that had ensued when the Aldar usurper’s bubble of frozen time failed.


‘It’s too dangerous to allow access,’ he replied, ‘until experienced sorcerers can secure it.’


Shiazar’s barely perceptible nod told him he’d said the right thing.


‘Rangatira Raythe and I will lead that exploration, as we have been up there. It is a matter of the highest priority.’ She looked around the circle. ‘Is there anything else?’


Raythe saw a few of the chieftains think better of voicing their thoughts.


‘What about Onkado?’ he said, when it became evident that no one else would ask.


Neither Shiazar or Zar looked happy to have the matter raised. ‘It’s under consideration,’ the Queen answered. ‘He and your daughter are legally married, which cannot be lightly put aside.’


‘It’s not been consummated—’


‘That is of no moment in our culture,’ Shiazar replied. ‘Marriage is a religious and legal binding – it can be entered into before birth. Physical union does not alter those bindings. A spouse has the legal right to appeal to the throne for the sparing of a condemned partner, commuting even a death penalty to imprisonment.’


‘But my daughter—’


‘Zarelda chose to appeal and I have upheld that. She is alive thanks to Onkado, and now she repays that debt.’


‘But you could reject her appeal?’


‘I could, but I haven’t. We do not take lives lightly here.’


Raythe bit back his retort. There was nothing to be gained by arguing the point here, especially as Zar wasn’t helping him out.


With that, the formal meeting ended with a prayer to the Aldar gods.


Raythe went to Zar, who had begun reeling in the sacred Hiriwa kite.


‘What’s the kite actually for?’ he asked.


‘It’s religion, Dad. It’s probably placating a wind-god, or symbolising universal harmony, or something like that.’


‘Ah. So, are you going to visit your own people?’ he added, which was the real thing he wanted to ask. ‘Your friends want to see you.’


‘Soon,’ she muttered, hauling on the rope. ‘I need more time to think. Onkado did help me, Dad. I owe him.’


He searched her face and listened to what she wasn’t saying. There was an unexpected edge, a hint of curiosities and longings he’d heard in many young people’s voice, but not so often in hers.


‘What do you think of him?’ he asked sharply, thinking, She’s too young.


‘I think he’s . . . honourable. He didn’t . . . take advantage . . . And he worked with Kuia to help me escape.’ She lifted her tattooed chin defiantly. ‘I don’t know how sincere you are about staying here, Dad, but this is where I belong. Magnia was horrible.’


His heart lurched: he’d always known she missed her mother more than she’d ever admit, just as he did, and until now, she’d always spoken longingly of Otravia. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Aie. Watashi ha Tangato desu, ima,’ she replied. Yes. I am Tangato, now.


‘What about Banno Rhamp?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know if he’s right for me any more.’


Gerda on High, she’s sixteen going on sixty! But he tended to think she was right.


‘Be careful about Onkado,’ he warned. ‘We don’t know how an Aldar thinks – you might feel indebted to him – and you are right to feel that – but he may see you as nothing but a playing piece in some elaborate game.’


‘I’m a Vyre,’ she replied, sticking her nose in the air. ‘I’m nobody’s pawn.’


He grinned, wishing she was still young enough to piggyback home. ‘Good girl.’


Rima joined them, saying, ‘My Queen wishes to return to Shiro Kamigami first thing tomorrow. You are to bring whoever might be of value.’


‘Of course – but I’ll tell her so myself.’ He could see Shiazar was being loaded into her palanquin, but there was another matter he wanted to raise, for her ears alone. Patting Zar on the shoulder, he hurried forward, only to be blocked by a warrior brandishing one of the lethal Tangato spear-clubs.


‘He may approach,’ the Queen said, as she took her seat.


Raythe hurried forward and knelt, admiring her green and gold mask, which was beautifully intricate and artistic, like a swirl of autumn leaves. But he longed to see her face.


‘Thank you, Majesty. There’s another matter, which I couldn’t raise openly.’ He glanced at the four bearers, burly warriors all, and decided none of them could understand his words. The other chiefs and mahotsu-kai were watching curiously, but none approached.


‘What matter?’


‘A decade ago, the Bolgravian navy found an island kingdom that had been isolated since the Mizra Wars, much like the Tangato. There was a large native population, at least fifty thousand – but in ten years they were all but gone – not by violence, but slain by diseases the Bolgravians were already immune to.’


Shiazar visibly flinched. ‘Immune? How so? By sorcery?’


‘No, not magic. Because of the millions of people, new diseases often arise, kill by the thousands and then become a minor irritant, as the survivors are those who are less susceptible. They still carry the disease, but now have an immunity. But those islanders had never met these diseases, so they had no such immunity, no defence.’


Shiazar’s voice dropped to a horrified whisper and she leaned away from him. ‘You’re saying that your people could spread such diseases among my people? Oya maa!’


Before she panicked, Raythe put in, ‘We have learned how to fight such infections – Kemara, Varahana and her holy sisters know what’s needed. I think we can prevent widespread loss of life, but the integration of our people with yours needs to be carefully handled. That’s all I’m saying.’


She gave a jerky nod and he wished again he could see her face and read her emotions.


‘Thank you,’ Shiazar said, finally. ‘But isolating your kind from ours carries other perils. We must foster community, least we allow our differences to become irreconcilable.’


‘But if sickness comes?’


‘Then we will overcome it.’


That felt extraordinarily naïve to him. ‘You don’t know what it’ll be like – I’ve seen plague-cities and they’re a living nightmare.’


‘From what you’ve said, these sicknesses will come regardless, so we can only slow the onset, yes?’


He bit his lip. ‘Aye. But the slower the better.’


‘But if we keep our peoples apart, the sense that we are each other’s enemy will become embedded. That is the greater risk, to my mind. I trust in our ability to fight what sickness may come; but I do not trust the warriors in either community to remain at peace. We must forge friendship, regardless of the risk.’


This wasn’t the reaction he’d anticipated. ‘What did you have in mind?’


‘Among the Tangato, we have many festivals. Autumn is the time for the Matsuri-Tako, the Kite Festival. Do your people fly kites?’


‘Of course – well, when we are young.’


‘Are you no longer young?’


Taken aback by the warm humour in her voice, he failed to find a comeback before she’d dropped her curtain. The bearers lifted the palanquin and carried her away, leaving him gazing after her with a restless itch in his heart he hadn’t felt in years.


Not since Mirella, he realised guiltily. And if that’s not a warning . . .


He sighed, waved farewell to Zar and Rima, then headed back across the bridge on his own.


*


Theft was almost unknown among the Tangato, according to Rima. Possessions were more or less communal, except for family heirlooms. Their houses didn’t even have doors.


So locking someone up wasn’t done lightly, and it normally relied not on barriers but honour. Onkado – the son of a usurper, one of the worst crimes – was given a small hut and made to promise not to escape. Because he was both Tangato and Aldar, he wouldn’t even try.


But even though Zarelda was legally his wife, her visits to him were disapproved of.


‘Forget him,’ Rima urged. ‘Ask the Queen for an annulment and move on.’


Perhaps that’s what I’ll do, Zar thought. But not without understanding it all properly.


So here she was, with Rima as her chaperone, outside Onkado’s stilt-house. The guard looked unhappy, but she and Rima were mahotsu-kai, so he stood aside.


‘Are you sure?’ Rima asked, yet again. ‘You don’t have to do this.’


‘Yes, I do,’ Zar replied. She took a deep breath, then plunged through the bead curtain, Rima close on her heels. Inside the dark room, she could just make out Onkado, sitting cross-legged on a mat before a smouldering fire.


She caught her breath.


There were many legends about the origin of the Aldar, but the Tangato believed they were once human. Certainly his face was almost human; but that almost was crucial. It was the differences she saw first. The intricate swirls of delicate tattoos on his cheeks and chin accentuated his narrow features and intense dark eyes; his ears had an elongated aspect, but it was his teeth and jaws that differed most. They were longer, sharper and more powerful, with a touch of the feline: nine parts human and one part cat, perhaps.


And entirely beautiful.


‘Onkado?’ she said, more breathlessly than intended.


‘Zarelda,’ he greeted her, and the music of her name on his lips made her shiver. ‘Rima. This is unexpected.’


She sank to the ground, as Rima had taught her, keeping her knees pressed together demurely in maiden stance until she was resting on her right buttock, thigh and calf. Beside her, Rima sat cross-legged, peering belligerently at him.


When Zar first met him, Onkado’s flesh mask had allowed him to pass as human. He’d been friendly, interesting and curious, and she’d liked him. But the second time, she’d been in the Arena, part of the team fighting against him for the Queen, although they hadn’t crossed blades themselves. On their third meeting, he’d whisked her to a shrine and married her. They hadn’t even kissed, let alone discussed feelings; it had been an act of survival.


This was the fourth time they’d been together, and he took her breath away.


‘Are you well?’ she asked weakly.


He glanced around the dilapidated hut with understated irony. ‘I am fed, rested and left alone, thus far. I am told that I will not face execution, because of you.’


She nodded, but instead of thanking her, she was taken aback when he said, ‘You believe you have done me a kindness, I see that. But it’s a cruelty.’ He sounded defeated. ‘In truth, I would rather die than rot my very long life away. I am Aldar, and we are cursed with longevity. Put me aside and permit me a swift, honourable ending.’


Her throat caught. ‘But—’


‘Zarelda, I ask you this,’ Rima interrupted. ‘Would you end the suffering of a wounded animal, or watch it die a slow and painful death?’


Tears welled up in Zar’s eyes. ‘No, this is wrong,’ she blurted. ‘Surely there must be some other way? Onkado had no choice but to follow his father’s lead—’


Rima flared at that. ‘Ikendo’s men captured me so I couldn’t protect the Queen, and Ikendo intended to kill me himself. He forced Shiazar into suicide, and she escaped only by slaying her own sister, who Ikendo had seduced to his cause – and you think that Ikendo’s only son had no knowledge of this? He is as guilty as his father and I wish he’d shared his father’s fate! It sickens me to breathe the same air as him.’
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