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  For my brothers




  


 





  The good man and the evil man are




  but one man, standing as




  shadow between day and night.




  

    ZEZIKÉ
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  PROLOGUE




  The Shining Way




  It was like being at sea, this plain of grasses that stretched to the brink of the horizon and beyond; the eyes filled with sky wherever they looked. In the milky brightness of

  day the twin moons hung lonely and high, the smaller of the two a pale white, the larger a pale blue, each cupped in darkness and clearly spherical in form; reminders, to any observer with

  knowledge or imagination, that the world of Erēs too was a monstrous ball tumbling through the nothingness, and that they were spinning with it.




  ‘Thank the Fool there’s no wind today,’ remarked Kosh, sitting poised in the saddle of his prized war-zel. ‘I haven’t the stomach for another burning.’




  ‘Nor I,’ replied Ash, and tore his gaze from the far moons, blinking as though returning to himself and the world of man. The air lay thick and hot today, shimmering above the stubby

  grasses that stretched between the two armies. The heat waves were causing the dark, glittering massif of enemy riders to loom with an unreal closeness.




  Ash clucked his tongue as his own zel tossed its head again, jittery. He was a lesser rider than Kosh, and his zel was young and still untested. Ash had not given this one a name yet. His

  previous mount, old Asa, had fallen with a ruptured heart in their last skirmish just east of Car; a day in which the smell of roasting meat had hung like a pall above their fighting, while the

  enemy Yashi were burned alive in the great wind-driven conflagration Ash and his comrades had sent gusting into their ranks. Later, his soot-stained face streaked with tears, he had mourned for his

  dead zel as much as for his comrades fallen that day.




  Ash bent forward and stroked his young zel’s neck with a gloved hand. Look at that pair, he tried to communicate to the animal by thought alone, eying the still form of Kosh and his

  trusted mount. See how proud they look together.




  The young zel skipped once on its hind legs.




  ‘Easy, boy,’ Ash soothed, still stroking the muscular neck of the animal, flattening the grain of its coarse hair, black as pitch between the bands of white. At last the zel began to

  settle, began to snort the fear from its lungs and calm itself.




  Leather creaked as Ash straightened in his saddle. Beside him, Kosh uncorked a waterskin and took a long drink. He gasped and wiped his mouth dry. ‘I could do with something a little

  stronger,’ he complained, and pointedly offered none to Ash. Instead he tossed it back to his son, his battlesquire, standing barefoot next to him.




  ‘You’re still sore at that?’ asked Ash.




  ‘You could have left me some, is all I’m saying.’




  Ash grunted, leaned between their mounts to spit upon the ground. Blades of tindergrass popped and crackled as they absorbed the sudden moisture. It was the same all across the plain; a constant

  background noise could be heard – like uncooked rice raining down on far shingles, as the secretions of the two armies wrought a chorus of similar minute reactions from the grasses beneath

  their feet.




  He looked right, over the head of his own son and battlesquire Lin, the boy standing there in his usual quiet absorption. Along the line, other mounts were prancing edgily beneath their

  riders’ attentions. The zels could smell the enemy war-panthers in the odd scrap of breeze, leashed within the distant ranks facing them in this nameless spot in the Sea of Wind and

  Grasses.




  The People’s Revolutionary Army were outnumbered today. But then they were always outnumbered, a fact that hadn’t stopped them from learning how to win against an enemy overly

  reliant on grumbling conscripts and the established hierarchical forms of warfare as laid out in the ancient Venerable Treatise of War. Today, the confidence of the old campaigners was apparent as

  they waited for the fighting to begin. This was it, they all knew, the big throw of the die; everything that either side could muster had been committed to this final confrontation.




  A cry rose up and spread along the ranks; General Oshō, leader of the Shining Way, cantering on his pure black zel, Chancer, past the lines of the Wing, the men who

  today would anchor the left flank of the main formation. A lance bobbed upright in his hand, a red flag trailing from it above the dust that coiled from his mount’s hooves. An image was

  stitched across the cloth: one-eyed Ninshi, protectress of the dispossessed. It was snapping and fluttering like a flame.




  Oshō rode with the easy grace of a man taking an early morning ride for the pleasure of it, as confident as the rest of the veterans of the Wing. Their strategy for

  this battle was a sound one, and it had been proposed by General Nisan himself, overall leader of the army and military hero of the revolution. They had voted overwhelmingly in its favour when the

  army had held its general assembly during the night.




  With the main body of their forces acting as bait for the overwhelming numbers of enemy Pulses, and with feints to the flanks designed to entangle the overlords’ predictable Swan’s

  Wings, the real killing stroke would be delivered by the heavy cavalry of General Shin’s Wing, the Black Stars, hidden in the long grasses to the south-west, directly behind the position of

  the Shining Way. With every Wing of the enemy engaged and ensnared in the action, they would sweep around long and fast, and in all the confusion take the centre of the enemy from behind, hoping to

  create the type of rout they had seen countless times before.




  ‘Today is the day, brothers!’ General Oshō roared with passion. ‘Today is the day!’




  Men raised lances and hollered as he passed by. Even Ash, not one for outward displays of enthusiasm, felt a rousing of pride as the men cheered and pumped their fists in reply. His son was one

  of them.




  A plume of dust rose around the general as he drew his war-zel to a halt. With dancing steps he turned the mount to face the far ranks of the enemy. At the sight of them the zel snorted and

  swiped its tail. Together, Oshō and Chancer waited as silence fell.




  ‘By the Fool’s balls I hope he’s right,’ grumbled Kosh with a nod to their charismatic leader. ‘It’s time we brought these boys home to their mothers,

  don’t you think?’




  It was a question hardly needing a reply.




  Around them, ranging through the ranks, the daojos whipped at the rumps of zels and shouted for the men to draw tighter in their formations, reminding them of their orders and the basic

  preparations for the fight.




  ‘I hear the overlords offered a casket of diamonds to any general willing to turn tail.’




  Ash flicked a grassfly from his cheek. ‘Phh. When haven’t they tried to buy us out? Today is hardly different.’




  ‘Ah. But today is the day.’




  They both chuckled, their throats hoarse from the smoke of the pipes and the campfires of the night before.




  It was true, what Ash had said. In the early days of the revolution, when the People’s Revolutionary Army was little more than a rag-tag force lacking confidence, cohesion or any notable

  victories to call its own, the overlords had offered each fighter in the army a small fortune in unchipped diamonds if they would desert to the other side.




  Some had defected to the overlords’ ranks – a great number in fact. But those who had refused the offer, who remained to fight on despite the sudden impossibility of their position,

  had found an unexpected strength in their collective refusal to sell out to those who would own and exploit it all. Amongst the ranks, where many had become demoralized by hunger, bitter losses,

  and the constant threats of capture or death, a renewal of spirit came upon them all, a sense of righteous brotherhood. It was the true beginning of the cause. From that time onwards, slowly but

  surely, they had begun to turn back the tide.




  ‘It does feel like an end to things, don’t you think?’ Kosh asked.




  ‘One way or the other,’ Ash replied, glancing down at his son.




  Lin was unaware of his scrutiny. The boy supported the upright bundle of spare lances in his hands, and the spare wicker shield upon his back. His eyes were wide with a fourteen-year-old’s

  sense of wonder. Specks of reflected sunlight shone in his dark pupils, the whites bloodshot from the heavy drinking of the night before. The boy had sat up late around one of the campfires, joking

  and throat-singing with the older battlesquires of their Wing.




  A different person, Ash now thought, to the half-starved urchin who had stumbled into their base-camp two years ago, having run away to join his father as his battlesquire. The boy’s bare

  feet had been shredded from a trek that most grown men would have baulked at.




  And for what? For the love and respect of a father who could no longer tolerate the sight of him.




  Ash felt a sudden kindling of pain in his chest; a sense of overwhelming shame. In that moment he felt the need to touch his son, to reassure him with the press of a hand, as he had with the zel

  a few moments before. He lifted his gloved hand from the pommel of the saddle and reached out with it.




  Lin glanced up. Ash gazed down upon the heavy brows and the turned-up nose that reminded him so much of the boy’s mother, and of her family, whom he’d grown so much to despise.

  Features that seemed not in any way to be his own.




  His hand stopped halfway towards the boy, and for several heartbeats they both stared at it, hovering there, as though it represented everything that had ever stood between them.




  ‘Water,’ Ash muttered, though he wasn’t thirsty. Without comment, the boy hefted up the bulging skin.




  Ash took a sip of the tepid, stale water. He rolled it about in his mouth, swallowed a trickle, spat the rest out again. Where it fell the tindergrass hissed and crackled. He returned the skin

  to Lin and straightened in his saddle, angry at himself.




  ‘They come,’ announced Kosh.




  ‘I see it.’




  Across the entire enemy front, a roiling carpet of dust began to rise into the air. The Yashi trotted forwards in their formations, high banners bobbing from the backs of riders, flying the

  colours of Wings and their shifting locations of command. Horns sounded; windwhirls wailed like calls to the dead, the sounds washing slow and rhythmic over the ranks of the People’s

  Revolutionary Army. Ash’s zel snorted, becoming lively again.




  On this flank alone, the overlords’ forces numbered twenty thousand at least, a deep mass stretching to the right towards the haze of the battle line’s distant centre. Their black

  armour soaked up the harsh daylight; helms bobbed with tall feathers. Sunlight sparkled from thousands of metal points, a bright dazzle amidst the dust raised by the advancing army, as the hooves

  of their zels crunched the tindergrass of the plain into pieces fine as powdered talc.




  Before the advancing Yashi, clouds of moths and flies rose up from the short grasses, and birds too in their thousands. They rushed over the heads of the People’s Revolutionary Army in a

  great crying wave of flapping wings, so many in number that the air cooled for a moment in their shadow.




  Below, the zels snuffled and rolled their eyes as a hail of loose feathers and guano droppings fell upon them. Lin hefted the wicker shield over his head to protect himself. Others along the

  line did so too, so that it appeared as though they were sheltering from sudden missile fire. Jokes sounded from the veterans, laughter even, the rarest of sounds this close to a fight.




  Ash wiped his forehead clear and surveyed the hardened men of the Shining Way, this Wing of the army in which he had fought with for over four years now; an old veteran himself now at the age of

  thirty-one. The Wing numbered six thousand in mounted infantry. They wore simple leather skullcaps tied down around their ears, white cavalry scarves knotted around black faces and wooden goggles

  to mask their eyes from the sunlight. Many of their armoured coats had long ago been painted with stripes of white like the zels the men lived and fought upon, and ornamented with the teeth of

  their enemy as lucky charms. Squinting, peering beyond these men, Ash could make out the great curve of the rest of the army, this great conglomeration of Wings.




  He wondered how many would return to their families and their old lives if they won here today. The revolution had become a way of life to them over the years, bloody and cruel as it was. The

  People’s Army was a home and family to them all. How would they cope with giving up the freedom of the saddle, the bonds they had formed with each other, the highs of action, when they

  returned to their farmsteads and their regular, mundane lives armed with nightmares and faraway stares?




  He supposed he would find out himself. If they won here, and Ash and Lin survived, he would return with his son to the northern mountains and their lofty village of Asa, to their homestead and

  his wife whom he hadn’t seen in years; try to forget the things they had seen and done in the name of the cause. Yet he would miss this life too. In so many ways, he knew he was better at

  this than he had ever been at supporting a family.




  Ash could feel the prayer belt wrapped tight like a linen bandage around his abdomen, its ink-brushed words pressing against his sweating skin. Within its bounds he carried a letter from his

  wife delivered to him only a week before. Her words, carved into a thin sheet of leather, had pleaded once more for his forgiveness.




  ‘Father,’ said his son by his side as the enemy grew nearer. The boy was holding aloft one of the lances, his face slick with sweat. Ash took it, and the shield too. On his left,

  Kosh’s son did the same.




  ‘Are you ready?’ Ash asked his son, not unkindly.




  The boy frowned, though. He leaned and spat in the same way as his father sometimes did. ‘I’ll stand, if that’s what you mean,’ he declared maturely, but he said so in a

  voice still unbroken with age. There was anger in his tone, at the perceived insinuation that he might run on this day, like he had in his first real battle, overcome by it all.




  ‘I know you will. I only ask if you are ready.’




  The boy’s jaw flexed. His stare softened before he looked away.




  ‘Stay in the rear, close to Kosh’s boy. Don’t come to me unless I signal, do you hear?’




  ‘Yes, father,’ answered Lin, and then waited, blinking up at him, as though expecting something more.




  The thin leather of his wife’s letter felt cool against Ash’s stomach.




  ‘I’m glad you’re here, son,’ he heard himself say, and his throat clamped tight around each of the words. ‘With me, I mean.’




  Lin beamed up at him.




  ‘Yes, father.’




  He turned and sauntered away, and Ash watched him leave as other battlesquires filtered back through the ranks. Kosh’s son joined him, slapping the boy on the back; a joker like his

  father.




  A soft thunder rumbled across the heat of the plain.




  The Yashi were charging.




  Ash pulled the goggles down over his eyes and the scarf across his face. Beneath him, he could feel the tremor of the ground transmitted through the bones and muscles of his zel. He glanced to

  General Oshō, as did every other man of the formation. Still the general refused to move.




  ‘With heart,’ he told Kosh.




  Kosh pulled his own scarf up. Some kind of awkwardness kept his gaze clear of Ash. One way or the other, they would probably never fight side by side like this again; comrades, brothers, crazy

  fools of the revolution.




  ‘And you, my friend,’ came Kosh’s muffled reply.




  They gathered their zels’ reins tighter in their fists as General Oshō levelled his warhead at the approaching enemy. Ash lowered his own lance.




  Osh’s zel sprang forward.




  As one, the men of the Shining Way followed him with a roar.




  


 





  CHAPTER ONE




  Beneath the Gaze of Ninshi’




  Ash awoke with a groan, and found that he was drenched in freezing sweat and shivering beneath a sky full of stars.




  He blinked in the darkness, wondering where he was, who he was, experiencing a moment of delicate affinity with the All.




  And then he saw a smear of light track high above him. A skyship, its tubes trailing blue fire across the face of Ninshi’s Hood, her one eye glimmering red as she watched the ship and Ash

  and the rest of the world turning beneath her.




  Q’os, Ash remembered with a sudden sensation of sickness in his stomach. I’m in Q’os, on the other side of the ocean, at the spitting end of the Silk Winds, thirty

  years in exile.




  The remnants of his dreams vanished like so much wind-blown dust. He let them go, the fading tastes and echoes of Honshu. It was a loss of something irreplaceable, but it was better that way.

  Better not to dwell on these things while he was awake.




  The light of the skyship faded slowly on its course towards the eastern horizon. It diminished in the hazy air above the city, occasionally blocked from sight by the dark, towering shape of a

  skysteeple. In the starlight, Ash saw his breath coil from his open mouth.




  Damn it, he thought as he pulled his cloak tighter about his neck. I need to piss again.




  Twice already he’d awoken in the night; once with a straining bladder, the other time for no apparent reason at all. Perhaps there had been a distant shout in the streets below, or a spasm

  in his aching back, or a gust of cold wind, or he’d simply coughed. At his age, everything woke him if he wasn’t thoroughly sodden with alcohol before he attempted to sleep.




  Grumbling, the old Rōshun assassin cast the cloak aside and clambered to his bare feet, his joints popping loud enough to be heard in the still air of the

  rooftop.




  The roof was a flat expanse of gritted pitch, and the grit felt sharp beneath the soles of his feet. It was little better to lie on, even with a spare cloak laid flat for bedding. He turned and

  looked at the tall prominence of concrete that rose at the centre of the grey, starlit space: a concrete cast of a great hand, its forefinger pointing skywards. Ash rubbed his face and stretched

  and groaned once more.




  He didn’t make use of the gutter that ran around the foot of the roof-edge parapet, or any of the small drainage holes in each corner of the roof, clogged green with algae. He didn’t

  wish to betray his presence to someone in the streets far below.




  Instead, he padded to the southern side of the roof as the city of Q’os lay silent all around him, the curfew still in place since the death of the Holy Matriarch’s only son. He

  lowered himself onto the adjoining rooftop with a throb of complaint from his bladder. This roof was flat and tarred too, though it was interrupted by the raised triangular skylights that served

  the luxury apartments beneath them. Each was pitch dark, save for the nearest.




  The widow, Ash thought. Up again in the middle of the night.




  Ash stood relieving himself in his usual spot, while he peered into the candlelit warmth of the apartment below. Through the sooty glass he could see the lady sitting at the dining table in a

  cream woollen nightshift, her white hair tied back with a bow. Her delicate, wrinkled hands were poised with knife and fork over a small plate of food as she chewed with deliberate care.




  Four days now Ash had been on his rooftop vigil, and each night he had observed this woman eating by herself without any servants in sight; sitting in the chill black hours next to the empty

  head of the table, staring off into the depths of the candle flame before her as she ate, her knife or fork occasionally striking the plate with a harsh ring that to Ash sounded, for some reason,

  of loneliness.




  He’d created a story for this night owl in his curiosity. A young woman of privilege once, a great beauty, married off to a man of high status. No children, though – or if there

  were, then long flown from her life. And the husband, the master of the house, carried off by illness perhaps in his prime. Leaving her with only memories, and a bitter lack of appetite save for

  whenever dreams of the past awoke her.




  Or perhaps she’s also wakened easily by her bladder, Ash thought, and grunted, and considered himself an old fool.




  A tinkle against the glass alerted him to the fact that he’d swung around too much in his curiosity, and was now splashing over a corner of the skylight. The flow ceased abruptly as the

  woman glanced up.




  Ash held his breath, not moving. He was fairly certain she couldn’t see him in this light; though for a curious instant he almost wished that she could.




  She looked down at the table again, returned her attentions to her meagre meal. Ash shook himself dry, wiped his hands on his tunic. He nodded a silent goodnight to the woman and turned to make

  his way back.




  Just then, a flicker of the candlelight caught his eye. A large fire-moth, alight with its own inner glow, bobbed around the candle flame as though in courtship. The flame fluttered against the

  briefest of touches. Ash and the widow both stared transfixed as the creature became ensnared in the flame. A wing stuck fast to the melting wax of the wick. The wing curled and crisped and

  ignited; the other beat a frantic rhythm as the moth’s body caught fire, and the other wing too, until the creature was a struggling form burning alive in a miniature, crackling pyre.




  Ash looked away, a bitter taste in his mouth now. He couldn’t bring himself to look back a second time. Instead, he scrambled up the brickwork of the wall as fast as he could, as though to

  escape the sudden images flickering unwanted at the edges of his vision.




  They came anyway. As he rolled over the parapet, for an instant he saw nothing but a young man struggling on a different pyre. His apprentice, young Nico.




  Ash sucked in a breath of air as one might do from a sudden, sharp knock. His gaze rose to the Temple of Whispers, the towering shadow wrapped by ribbons of windows lit from within. She was in

  there somewhere, the Matriarch, mourning her own loss; most likely in the Storm Chamber at its very peak, itself brilliantly illuminated. It had been lit like that for the last four nights Ash had

  been watching.




  He blew into his hands and rubbed them together for warmth. Always he felt the cold more these days. He noticed that his left hand was trembling, though not his right one. Ash clenched it into a

  fist as though to hide the shaking from himself.




  After a moment he sat down on his bedding and made himself comfortable before the eyeglass perched there on its tripod, aimed resolutely at the Storm Chamber. He lifted the skin of Cheem Fire

  and pulled the cork and took a short pull from it. For the cold, he told himself. To help me sleep. He tossed the skin next to his sword, which rested upright against the concrete

  hand, and the small crossbow with its double strings removed to keep them safe from the weather. He squinted into the eyeglass. Caught a vague passing of a silhouette in the wide windows of the

  Storm Chamber.




  Ash wondered how much longer he would have to wait like this, perched above the city of two million strangers at the very heart of the Empire of Mann. He was anything but an impatient man; Ash

  had spent the greater portion of his life sitting and waiting for something to happen, for an opportunity to present itself. It was a Rōshun’s main occupation

  when not risking his life in the final violent stages of vendetta.




  Somehow, this waiting felt different to him. It was no Rōshun vendetta after all. He was isolated here, without support, without even a home to return to if he saw

  this personal act of revenge through to its end. And his condition was clearly deteriorating.




  He had been surprised when the loneliness had first settled in amongst his grief, his guilt. It had come on that first evening he’d found himself alone in the city of Q’os, after

  Baracha and Aléas and Serèse had left to return to the Rōshun monastery in Cheem, the vendetta completed against the Matriarch’s son, his own

  apprentice dead by her orders. It had been a long night that, huddled in his cloak upon the safest vantage he had been able to find of the Temple, this playhouse rooftop, with a bleak desolation

  falling upon him.




  Ash lay back and pulled the cloak across his stiff body. He rested his head on a boot and locked his fingers across his stomach beneath the coarse cloth of the cloak. It was the first clear

  night so far in his vigil. Already the twin moons had set in the west, while overhead the Great Wheel turned as it always turned, as slow and fluid as a tide. To the right, low in the sky, hung the

  constellation of the Great Fool, with the sage’s feet hovering close over the earth. Above and further to the right of it, Ninshi’s Hood continued to watch over it all.




  He found himself gazing at the stars that formed the face within the hood. Most of all he stared at the single eye shining hard with its ruby light, the Eye of Ninshi. It was like no other, that

  star. At times, it vanished entirely from sight while its companions continued to burn, only to return several hours later, slowly brightening as before.




  To see the wink of Ninshi’s gaze, the old Honshu seers maintained, was to be absolved of your very worst wrongdoings.




  Ash gazed at the Eye unblinking. He stared long and hard enough for his own eyes to begin to sting and glimmer in their sockets, though still he stared, willing the star to disappear.




  He failed to notice his hand reach up for the clay vial of ashes that hung about his neck, and grasp it tightly.




  


 





  CHAPTER TWO




  Ché




  ‘The family hearth, friends, kinships . . . these are nothing more than the collective denials of the weak in response to the fundamental truth of our existence: that

  each us is driven by the impulses of self-interest, and nothing more.




  ‘Hence why the weak abhor accusations of selfishness. Why always they will offer charity and goodwill when it suits them. Why with great conviction they will talk of the spirit of a

  just society.




  ‘Yet take these people. Oppress them. Starve them. Strip them of their notions of solidarity until they are truly exposed to the real.




  ‘Then choose one. Tell him he may save himself if he kills another. Offer him a blade.




  ‘Watch as he takes the knife from your hand and performs the deed.’




  The Diplomat Ché raised a hand to his mouth to stifle a bored yawn, and for a moment heard the words from the Book of Lies squashing down to nothing in his ears. Beside him,

  the nearest Acolyte regarded him through the holes in her mask. He stared back at the woman, coolly, without blinking, until she turned away.




  Lazily, Ché looked around at the great windowless chamber filled with smoke and gaslight, and to the roof unseen in the vaulting space that rose hundreds of feet above them – so

  that here, within it, the mood was that of being at the bottom of a well. His attention settled on the sea of shaven heads gathered here on the eve of the Augere el Mann, the hundreds of priestly

  officiari of the Caucus, listening attentively to the holy words of Nihilis, the first Holy Patriarch of Mann.




  Ché couldn’t say if he believed in these teachings any longer, or if indeed he even respected the notion of belief itself – for what was it in the end, save for seeing

  the world how you really wished to see it, through personal experience and inclination and opinion? Rarely did it seem to bring you any closer to the truth, save by chance or by self-fulfilling

  prophecy; more likely it led into realms of delusion, of blinkered fanaticism.




  Instead, Ché liked to remind himself of the opening line in Chunaski’s forbidden satire, ‘The Sea Gypsies’: Beliefs are like assholes, for everybody has one.




  He folded his arms and shifted the weight on his feet so that he leaned back against the cool mosaic of the wall. It had been a long day, and still there was no end in sight. All he wished for

  was to be done with it, so he could get home to his apartment and relax in the comfort of his own company.




  Ché sought out the one face he was meant to be watching tonight. The assembly of priests filled the floor in seven thin wedges of seating: five for each of the cities of the Lanstrada,

  the Mannian heartland, with Q’os in the very middle, and another two for the regions of Markesh and Ghazni on the outer edges. The man he was looking for, Deajit, sat amongst the faction from

  the heartland city of Skul, several tiers behind the single chair that was positioned at their apex, where the High Priest of Skul, Du Chulane, was positioned in isolated silence facing the central

  podium to the fore. He couldn’t see the man for a moment, but then a priest tilted his head to whisper into his neighbour’s ear, and Ché caught a glimpse of him. The eyes of the

  young priest were downcast and hooded, as though he was half asleep or deep in contemplation.




  Ché sighed, relaxing even further into his slouch. He was hardly out of place here, observing from the perimeter of the chamber, where lesser priests stood between the occasional Acolyte

  guard, and others came to and fro through the doorways at the back of the room. Each year the Caucus came together in this place during the week of the Augere. Always the assemblies were held at

  night, a nod to the old ways of Mann, when once it had been nothing more than a secret urban cult plotting to overthrow the Q’osian dynasty. Always they went on until just before dawn.




  A rumble of rising thunder; hundreds of feet stamping as the sermon drew to a close. Officiari took the opportunity to leave their seats for refreshments. Others hurried to return. Deajit

  remained seated as a new speaker took to the podium, a man who announced himself as a tax officiari from Skansk. Deajit sat up in his chair as though suddenly interested.




  The new speaker launched himself into a passionate discourse concerning the failing crops in Ghazni. The boom years of intensive farming and overly irrigated fields in the eastern region had

  finally resulted in a crash in productivity. To maintain revenues, insisted the speaker, they would need to raise taxes for the new year and cut what public expenditure they could. It was enough to

  rouse another chorus of stamping feet.




  Ché found that he was absently scratching his neck again, just beneath the right ear, where it still throbbed with a fast pulse not his own. It was the pulsegland implanted under the

  skin, responding to the same gland of a fellow Diplomat elsewhere in the chamber. Already, several times, he had studied the faces of the various priests and wondered who it might be, or indeed if

  there was more than one of them. But there was no way to know, save for approaching each and every person in the room, and so he stopped his scratching, and tried to ignore it as best he could,

  though his stare continued to roam.




  Ché turned inwards instead, letting his thoughts drift to pass the time.




  He thought of his plush new apartment in the southern Temple district, recently handed to him upon his return from his mission in Cheem; a reward from the Section, it seemed, for his recent show

  of loyalty. He thought too of the two young women, Perl and Shale, whom he’d been courting these last few months for sex and the pleasure of their easy company. Like a cat toying with a piece

  of string, he considered which one he would call on next for an evening of entertainment.




  Movement caught his eye. It was Deajit, rising from his chair at long last. Ché watched without turning his head as the young priest ambled to the doors at the rear of the chamber.




  He pushed himself from the wall and strode after him.




  In the bustle of the main corridor, the beat of Ché’s pulsegland slowed almost imperceptibly. He spotted Deajit ahead, the priest helping himself to a glass of wine

  from one of the banqueting tables that lined both sides of the hall. Attendants stood along the tables, explaining the more exotic items displayed there. Deajit sampled a small spoonful of lobster

  meat, then tried a mouthful of jellied marrow from a snow mammoth. He nodded his head in appreciation.




  Ché paused, and sought the cover of an alcove containing a bronze life-sized statue of Nihilis. With the First Patriarch’s strikingly dour features looming over him, features more

  famous now than when he had been alive, Ché removed a small vial from a pocket in his robe. He unscrewed the lid and tilted it upside down with his forefinger upon the opening. Carefully he

  closed it again, then dabbed the wet finger across his lips. For a second, the scent of something faintly noxious came to his nostrils, and then it was gone.




  Deajit was wandering into one of the side rooms along the main hallway, glass still in his hand. Passing a table, Ché snatched up a glass of wine too, and followed him inside.




  A viewing gallery ran around the upper half of the room. Ché stopped at the rail where he could see Deajit in the corner of his eye, then looked down on a smaller conference taking place

  below. A few dozen priests were in attendance, most of them strikingly young. Their faces were keen as they listened to a man speaking before a tall mosaic map of the Empire. The priest appeared to

  be discussing the two-handed approach to governance.




  Deajit sipped his wine and listened to the talk below. A few other priests lingered in the gallery, watching or muttering quietly amongst themselves. Ché remained where he was. He was

  careful not to touch his own wine, or indeed to lick his own lips.




  Of their own volition his eyes flickered over the details of the map, for he was a lover of such works.




  He observed the preponderance of white that represented the nations under Mann dominion, a whiteness that had spread across most of the known world like an encroachment of glacial ice. Then he

  studied the warmer pinks of those who still stood against it: the League of Free Ports in the southern Midèrēs, isolated and alone; Zanzahar and the Alhazii

  Caliphate to the east, sole suppliers of blackpowder from the mysterious, secret lands of the Isles of Sky; the smatterings of small mountain kingdoms in the Aradères Mountains and High

  Pash.




  He knew he would soon be venturing to one of those nations shaded in human pink, where he would be accompanying an invasion, of all things, to aid in the defeat of a people whom the Empire had

  branded their most dangerous of enemies; though Ché suspected it was more to do with their grain and mineral wealth than any real threat they might pose, not to mention their arrogant stand

  of defiance against the ideology of Mann. Still, it would be a chance to escape the confines of Q’os, all its fanaticism and paranoia and games of power that were the life blood of the

  imperial capital, and all the petty little tasks of murder that had remarkably become his life.




  Ché looked to the window that ran along the far wall at the level of the viewing gallery, gazing out north over the slumbering metropolis of Q’os. A few skyships ranged over the

  scene, their propulsion tubes leaving trails of fire and smoke across the starry skies. Below them lay the island city, a great handprint of glittering lights and manmade coastline pressed upon the

  black quilt of the sea.




  Ché traced the outline of the island-sized hand, until his attention came to rest on the First Harbour – that stretch of water between the thumb of the island and its forefinger,

  where pinpricks of night-lamps glimmered in the darkness; the fleet that would carry him off to war as soon as the command was given.




  ‘As Nihilis taught us,’ the speaker below him was saying, ‘and as we have practised and refined over the years of our expansion, to rule absolutely is to rule on the one hand

  with force, and on the other hand with consent. People must become complicit in their own submission to Mann. They must come to understand that this is the best and truest way in which to live.




  ‘This is why, when the order first seized Q’os in the Longest Night, it disposed of the girl-queen and the old political parties of nobles, yet still maintained its democratic

  assembly. And this is why the citizens of the heartland and the Middle Empire vote for the High Priest of their city, and those lesser administrators of their districts, in an act which we call the

  hand of complicity, the hand that allows the people a small say in the governing of their own lives, or at least the appearance of it. This is the secret of our success, though it is hardly a

  secret. This is what allows us to rule so efficiently.’




  Ché’s lips twisted at that. He knew it took more than the two-handed way for Mann to maintain its grip on the known world. He was a Diplomat after all, part of the third hand, the

  hidden way. As were the Élash, those spies and blackmailers and plotters of coups and counter-coups. As were the Regulators, the secret police; those who watched the masses for signs of

  dissent or organization, and who claimed everything a crime that ran contrary to the ways of Mann.




  He noticed that Deajit too was smiling as he listened. For an instant Ché felt the vaguest of connections with the man. Perhaps he was also involved in the third hand. For the first time

  he wondered what he had done to deserve such a fate as this, for his handler had said nothing save what needed to be done.




  But then Deajit turned and stepped towards the doorway, and it was time.




  Ché took a step forwards so that the priest brushed past his arm. In a flash, Ché grabbed the man’s wrist and spun him around so that they faced each other. A look of shock

  crossed the priest’s blunt features.




  Without warning, Ché planted his lips against those of Deajit, smearing them together in a harsh kiss.




  The priest shoved himself backwards with an angry gasp. He glared at Ché, and from the wrist he was still gripping Ché felt a shudder run through his body. ‘You should not

  betray the trust of your friends so freely,’ Ché told him quietly, as instructed, and released his grip. His own heart was beating fast.




  Deajit wiped his lips with the back of a hand and retreated from the room with a single glance cast back at Ché.




  For several moments he waited as those around him nervously avoided his eye. He turned his back on them, and took another vial from his pocket, and emptied some of the black liquid into a cupped

  palm. He washed his lips clean then rubbed his hands too. With the last of it he rinsed his mouth then spat it onto the floor.




  In the corridor outside, Deajit was nowhere to be seen.




  Like that, he cast the priest from his mind entirely, as though the young man was already dead.




  Boom, boom, boom.




  The Acolyte lowered her gloved fist from the massive iron door of the Storm Chamber, and stepped back to leave Ché standing alone as it swung open.




  Confronting Ché stood an old priest that he did not recognize. He’d heard that the previous portal attendant had been executed for mistakenly allowing the Rōshun into the Storm Chamber during their recent breach of the tower. It was said that the long crawl over the Crocodile had been his fate, and then the slow press of the Iron

  Mountain.




  With a moment’s hesitation, Ché stepped through the threshold into the chamber within.




  The Storm Chamber was much the same as the last time he had been summoned here, all of – what – one month, two months ago? He couldn’t recall. He’d found that his linear

  memory of time had become oddly scattered since his return from his diplomatic mission against the Rōshun, as though he no longer wished to remember the order of his

  everyday life. The chamber was empty tonight, though every lamp glowed with a bright, sputtering flame within a shade of green glass.




  ‘The Holy Matriarch will be with you shortly,’ declared the old priest, and then he bowed and retreated into a room next to the entranceway. Ché folded his hands within the

  sleeves of his robe, and there he waited.




  The pulsegland had slowed to the pace of his own heart now.




  Through the windows that wrapped the circular space, he could see Holy Matriarch Sasheen standing outside on the balcony amongst a small gathering of priests; a tall woman, wearing an

  uncharacteristic plain white robe, staring out over the rail at the black skies of Q’os as they conversed, their voices muted to murmurs by the thickness of the glass.




  Coals crackled in the stone fireplace in the middle of the room, the smoke drawn up through an iron chimney that disappeared through the floor of the bedrooms above it. Next to the fireplace

  stood another map of the Empire, the same in fact that had stood there during his previous visit: a sheet of paper pinned to a wooden easel, printed with black ink, still marked with the rough

  pencil strokes denoting proposed movements of fleets for the forthcoming invasion of the Mercian Free Ports. A semicircle of leather armchairs faced this cosy space; elsewhere in the room were

  other chairs, and long settles covered in throws of fur, and low tables with bowls containing fruits, burning incense, pools of liquid narcotics.




  This is where they made it to, Ché suddenly thought. This is how far the R shun made it when they tried again. Right here to Kirkus, her son.




  He could hardly picture it. The Rōshun, one of them a farlander by all accounts, striding through this very room in search of their victim, their route marked by a

  trail of dead and wounded leading all the way down to the lowest floor of the Temple of Whispers. He doubted if even Shebec would never have made it this far – Shebec, his old Rōshun master, more skilled than any other save for one.




  Ash, he thought with an intuitive certainty. It had to be Ash.




  But then Ché considered it. Was it even possible? Ash would be in his sixties by now if he still lived at all. Could he have managed something like this at such and age?




  Whoever it had been, Ché could not help but admire them. He had always been drawn to ventures of risk and audacity, and he found a sly smile creeping onto his face. The Temple of Whispers

  breached by an army of rats, of all things, and three Rōshun intent on vendetta.




  Without warning, deep laughter bubbled in his chest, and he stopped it only by biting his inner cheek until the sensation passed. Ché cleared his throat and composed himself.




  The map on the easel drew his eye towards it.




  Another venture of audacity that – a sea invasion of Khos no less. Ché glanced through the windows once more at the gathered priests, then found himself stepping up to the map for a

  closer inspection.




  It had been modified with various additions since last he had seen it, though the main details remained the same. Two arrows swept south-east across the sea of the Midèrēs to range along the islands of the Free Ports; two diversionary fleets, both of which had departed the week before to engage the fleets of the Free Ports, hoping to lure any

  defending squadrons away from Khos. Next to these, in fine pencil marks, were scratched fleet sizes, travel times, other notations. Question marks abounded.




  A third arrow ran from the capital of Q’os to trace a sea-course to the far eastern island of Lagos, with more numbers and queries scrawled alongside it. Then, from Lagos, a fourth arrow

  swept down to Khos – the First Expeditionary Force, the invasion of Khos itself.




  He was near-lost in studying the details when Ché realized – with a sudden start – that he wasn’t alone in the room.




  He glanced across to an armchair so hooded and deep that he’d failed to notice the creature that sat within it; Kira, mother to the Holy Matriarch of Mann. The ancient crone was asleep, it

  seemed, her ancient hands folded across the white cloth of her robe. Ché released his breath and peered closer. Glimmers could be seen from beneath her eyelids, two slivers of eyes.




  Was she watching him? Had she seen his stifled laughter?




  Ché felt the hairs rise on his arms. He was as shocked by his lack of perception as he was by her sly observation of him.




  Kira dul Dubois: one of the participants in the Longest Night fifty years before. Rumoured to have been a lover of Nihilis himself; rumoured even to have been involved in his death six years

  into his reign as the first Holy Patriarch. It was like being in the sights of a silversnake.




  Slowly, he stepped back from the map, hoping as well to move beyond her line of vision. He cleared his throat as he resumed his position in the centre of the floor, and refused to look at the

  old woman again.




  At last the glass doors to the balcony slid open and the priests began to file through the room. A few cast furtive glances in his direction as they left; he recognized one of them as a priest

  from the sect of commerce, the Frelasé. Behind them came Bushrali himself. Ché had expected the man to be dead by now after failing to uncover the Rōshun

  hiding in the city. But no, after much political manoeuvring to save his skin, here he was, still alive, still even the head of the Regulators. Perhaps the rumours were true, then; that he held a

  blackmail dossier on every High Priest of Q’os.




  Still, the man had not entirely escaped punishment, Ché saw. He’d been fitted with a Q’os Necklace, an iron collar sealed around his neck, fixed to a length of chain that

  ended with a small cannon-ball, which he cradled in his arm as he stepped past. He would be expected to wear the necklace for the rest of his life.




  Only Sasheen and a single bodyguard remained outside, the woman lost, it seemed, in her thoughts. Ché felt a draught pressing against his cheek through the open doorway, though he could

  only faintly hear the city beyond, unusually silent in these recent weeks of enforced mourning. When Sasheen turned and stepped inside the Storm Chamber, she was holding the bridge of her nose

  between thumb and forefinger as though burdened with a headache. Her bodyguard remained outside, slowly patrolling around the balcony. She approached a stand of steaming bowls and bent to inhale

  from one. With a gasp she straightened, her face flushing.




  Sasheen’s eyes flared for a moment when she saw her Diplomat waiting there for her. She moved past to the fire with her hands held out for warmth.




  ‘Is it done?’ she asked with her back to him.




  ‘Yes, Matriarch.’




  ‘Then sit. Warm yourself.’




  He wasn’t cold but he did as instructed anyway, choosing a leather settle before the fire. He maintained an upright pose, his hands folded, breathing deeply, resisting the urge to scratch

  at his neck. After a moment, the Holy Matriarch left the burning coals and sat down beside him, close enough for their knees to touch.




  He could smell the scent of mulled wine on her breath, and realized she was drunk.




  The leather of the settle creaked as she folded one long leg across the other, her robe parting along a slit to show the soft cream of her thigh. Compared to her usual attire, the robe was a

  plain affair, but still it was smaller than it needed to be, so that the cotton stretched tightly over her curves. Below its hem, the nails of her bare feet were painted a vivid red.




  ‘Bushrali tells me they will not come for me, for killing their apprentice.’




  ‘The Rōshun?’ ventured Ché.




  Her eyes narrowed in annoyance. Do not play coy with me.




  Ché shook his head. ‘It’s unlikely. The apprentice wasn’t wearing a seal. It’s only on behalf of seal-bearers that they seek vendetta.’




  She considered his words; glanced across to the sleeping form of her mother before she next spoke. He noticed then the red welts on the side of her neck, running down beneath the collar of her

  robe. They looked like the heat tracks left behind after a Purging.




  ‘But this will be personal to them,’ she ventured. ‘A public humiliation. A murder of one of their young.’




  She considers this now, Ché reflected. Long after the act is done.




  ‘No, they don’t think in such terms. They have a code of sorts. Vendetta is a matter of natural justice for them, or at least a simple matter of cause and effect. They abhor revenge,

  though. To seek vendetta for their own personal reasons would go against their own creed in every way I can think of.’




  ‘I see,’ she said, and her tone was one of lightness, perhaps amused by the idea of such a principle. ‘Bushrali said much the same himself. I wanted to hear it from you too:

  someone who has lived with them, and been one of them.’




  Ché could not help but look away at that moment, even though he knew it would betray his sudden discomfort. He almost jumped as he felt her hand pat his leg. Ché met the

  Matriarch’s chocolate-dark eyes, and saw something different in them this time, a softness.




  Sasheen smiled.




  ‘Guanaro!’ she called out to the room. ‘Is it time for breakfast yet?’




  The old priest in attendance emerged from the side chamber next to the door. He nodded and went back inside, where Ché could hear gruff orders being given, and the clatter of chopping

  boards and cupboard doors being opened and shut.




  ‘Some buttered sandshrimps, perhaps!’ she hollered after him.




  Sasheen settled back, watching the fire in the hearth before them. Her hand restlessly stroked the leather arm of the settle. ‘I have not given you my thanks yet,’ came her quiet

  voice.




  ‘Matriarch?’




  ‘You performed a great service in leading us to the home of the Rōshun. You proved your loyalty to me, and to the order. That’s why I requested you as my

  personal Diplomat in this,’ she waved her hand towards the map, ‘scheme of ours. You understand?’




  Ché offered a shake of his head, and watched her turn to regard him.




  ‘I go forth to war on one of the riskiest ventures we have ever attempted. Once I leave this sanctum I will be as vulnerable as any other. Not only from the enemy, but from our own people.

  General Romano for instance. He would pluck out my eyes given half the chance. So,’ and she smiled once more, a tight fleeting thing, like a confession, ‘I will need those around me who I

  can trust with my life, who I can be certain will follow my commands. Who can get a job done without qualms.’




  ‘I see,’ replied Ché.




  She did not seem entirely satisfied by his response. Sasheen turned to fix herself a hazii stick from a table next to the settle. ‘I’ve given the general order. We leave with the

  fleet for Lagos on the morning after next, to join with the Sixth Army in Lagos.’




  Ché felt a little flutter of anticipation in his chest. For an instant, he looked at her with the cold eyes of a murderer, hearing the rasping voice of one of his handlers in his mind,

  telling him what he must do should the Matriarch show weakness or be exposed to the possibility of capture during the campaign.




  ‘You will miss the Augere then,’ he said.




  ‘Yes,’ Sasheen acknowledged, searching for a match as she spoke. ‘All those hours of tedium parading myself to the chattel.’




  Smoothly, Ché rose and crossed to the fire, feeling her eyes tracking him. He lit one of the rushes standing in a clay pot on the hearth, brought the burning end of it back to Sasheen,

  who was indeed watching him with amused interest.




  She placed her fingers against his hand to steady the tip of the rush. Her kohl-rimmed eyes flickered up to meet his own, her lips pursed softly around the end of the hazii stick. He felt a

  pulse in his thighs, his groin.




  Stop it you fool. You know she is this way. Using her charms with those she must rely upon.




  He settled himself amongst a cloud of hazii smoke, whilst Sasheen turned back to the door of the side chamber, perhaps drawn by the smell of frying butter. ‘Are you hungry?’ she

  asked him. ‘I did not bother to ask you.’




  The thought of sharing a meal with her, here in this chamber at the top of the world, filled him with a sudden discomfort. ‘No, thank you. I’ve eaten already.’




  Sasheen studied him for a lingering moment. She looked at her bare leg and then back to his face. Her hand on the arm of the settle stopped moving; it slapped once, lightly, against the leather.

  ‘You heard, I’m sure, that we caught up with Lucian at last. The Élash snatched him from Prince Suneed’s court in Ta’if.’




  ‘Yes. I heard.’




  She rose with a soft rustle of her robe and padded across the rug to another table next to the fire. A large, round glass jar sat alone on the tabletop, filled nearly to the brim with a white

  liquid. There came a sound of glass scraping against glass as she unscrewed the lid with care. Sasheen rolled her right sleeve up to her elbow; leaned forward and took a sniff of the substance

  within.




  ‘Royal Milk,’ she said, without taking her eyes from it. Ché blinked. He’d never seen the Milk before, only knew of its existence, the excretions of a queen Cree from

  the land of the Great Hush, renowned for its powers of vitality.




  The wealth of a small kingdom lay inside that single jar alone.




  Even from here, he could smell the liquid over the sweetness of the frying butter and sandshrimps. It was an unpleasant scent, like bile. With care, Sasheen dipped her hand into the white liquid

  within. She grasped something and began to pull it out; a handful of matted hair.




  A scalp, Ché thought . . . but then the rest of it followed: a forehead, a pair of closed eyes, a nose, a mouth fixed in a grimace, a dripping chin, a roughly hewn neck. She held

  this apparition over the jar as the white liquid ran from the severed head and her own hand like quicksilver.




  It was the severed head of a middle-aged man, Ché could see as the Milk flowed clear from it. Dark hair turned grey at the temples. A wide full mouth, a long nose, sharp cheekbones and

  brows.




  As the last drop dripped clear of it, Sasheen swung the head over the table and settled it by its ragged neck on the dark surface of tiq.




  The face flinched in pain or surprise. Ché stiffened where he sat, his wide-eyed stare fixed on the thing before him. The Matriarch backed away from the head as its eyes flickered open,

  blinking to clear them, bloodshot and tormented. White Milk spilled from the corners of its lips as it saw Sasheen and glared.




  ‘Hello, Lucian,’ she said to the thing.




  The head closed its lips, seemed to swallow a mouthful of air.




  ‘Sasheen,’ the man croaked in a strange, wet voice, almost belching the word.




  Ché’s eyes darted to the Matriarch then back to the head. It was Lucian all right. Sasheen’s one-time famous lover and general, one of the first of the Lagosian nobility to

  join the ranks of Mann when the island had first fallen to the Empire – before he had betrayed her, by leading the Lagos rebellion in fighting once more for independence.




  Ché had witnessed the pieces of his hung-and-quartered corpse hanging in Freedom Square, with the soldiers stationed below them chasing away the hungry crows. He’d thought that had

  been the end of the man. It seemed though that Sasheen had other ideas for her ex-lover.




  The Holy Matriarch turned her back to the head. She smiled at Ché, sudden mischief in her eyes.




  Sasheen raised her right hand to her mouth, licked her fingers one by one. Even as Ché watched her do this, he could see the blood rush to her skin, her eyes begin to dilate even further.

  She finished with a greedy smack of her lips.




  ‘Nothing like it in this whole wide world,’ she said breathlessly, and took a step towards Ché, hungry for something.




  Once more Ché fought an absurd impulse to laugh. It only worsened as she leaned down towards him, becoming a jostling pain in his chest as she placed her hand against his cheek, pressed

  her mouth hard against his own. Her tongue darted, parting his lips.




  So easy to kill her, he thought, right here and now, if his lips had still been smeared with venom.




  The taste of the Royal Milk was like nothing he had ever tasted before. It was neither sweet nor sour, bitter nor salty. His tongue began to sting, and then to go numb, as Sasheen continued to

  kiss him.




  ‘Whore,’ came the strange belching voice of Lucian from behind her.




  And then the rush of it hit Ché, like a breath of fire blossoming through the blood-ways of his body. It jolted him out of his tiredness in a snap so that his blood surged, pounding, and

  a sense of weightlessness overcame him, filling him with light instead, and air, and the first real glimmers of lust.




  Sasheen pulled clear with a moan, and glanced quite obviously down at his crotch. She whirled away with a satisfied smile.




  He gasped, close to losing himself entirely, and sprawled back against the settle as though falling.




  Two pulses, he thought distractedly. I have two pulses in my neck.




  ‘Ah, breakfast,’ she declared, as the old priest entered with a tray of food.




  Ché tried to move and then thought better of it. He clung to the settle as though he would fly from it at any instant, while the sounds of Sasheen preparing to eat filtered towards him

  from far behind.




  ‘What is this?’ snapped her voice. ‘I can hardly see them, they’re so small.’




  ‘Sandshrips are always small this time of the year, Matriarch. They are still young.’




  ‘What? And they can’t be fed up a little? And what’s this? Grubby marks everywhere. I suppose the kitchen staff are also too young this time of year to keep the silver

  clean?’




  ‘My apologies, Matriarch. I’m still training the new replacements in the proper ways. It will not happen again, I assure you. I can have something else prepared, if you

  wish?’




  ‘And wait even longer? No. You may go.’




  Ché looked at the grim face of Lucian glowering at him with his maddened eyes. With a loll of his head Ché looked to his right, where the old woman Kira still sat unmoving.




  There was a definite glimmer beneath her eyelids now – those bird eyes of hers staring across the space at Ché as though they could see right through him.




  Ché closed his own eyes and soared.




  


 





  CHAPTER THREE




  Without Wings




  Whoah, thought Coya, as a gust of wind buffeted the figure that dangled between the two skyships, and set the man swinging like the pendulum of a clock.




  ‘Hold there!’ shouted the startled deck charge, raising a palm to the crewmen heaving away on the secondary line. At once they stopped hauling, and stood there frozen in their

  positions, watching the swaying figure with the uncertainty of men who’d never attempted this feat before, and were aware of its possibility only because others were telling them of it.




  Out there in the gulf of air between the two vessels, bobbing from the line strung between them both, the figure on the wooden chair opened his mouth to shout: ‘In your own time,

  gentlemen!’




  Coya smiled despite his concerns for the man.




  ‘Bring him in, Seday, quickly now,’ he told the deck charge smartly, and although Coya appeared young for his twenty-seven years – young even with his body stooped over a

  walking cane – the men snapped to with the respect of earnest sons for a father, and started to haul on the rope once more.




  Just then another gust hit, stronger than the previous one, setting the distant figure pirouetting again on his seat. Coya heard the wind pressing against the silken envelope overhead, saw how

  the two skyships were drifting from their relative positions. Manoeuvring tubes fired along their sides, at the hurried commands of their captains. Still, the skyships drifted slightly apart, the

  line playing out on the far Khosian deck. The slack was lost, causing the man to bob even more dangerously beneath its tightening length. With an inrush of breath, Coya leaned forward with his

  weight on his walking cane and his hand clutching the ebony grip tightly.




  To lose this man now could very well equate to losing the entire war.




  ‘Quickly now!’ he urged, without taking his gaze from their charge.




  The figure was well past the halfway mark and nearing the ship at last. He looked calmer out there than Coya did merely watching from the deck. With his feet dangling over an abyss of several

  thousand feet all the way to the choppy sea below, he was turning his head to take in the rugged coastline of Minos, and the bay in which the city of Al-Minos lay like a gleaming pearl. Drawing

  closer, Coya saw his long black hair whip around his wind-reddened face; his hands with their many plain rings; his heavy bear-skin coat covering his great bulk.




  Suddenly, Coya felt his pulse grow faster from the sheer anticipation of the Lord Protector’s presence.




  ‘Easy, lads,’ General Creed boomed as they pulled him roughly onto the decking; and suddenly there he was, towering over them all, feigning an easy nonchalance when in truth Coya saw

  only exhilaration in his eyes.




  The crewmen released the general from his safety harness while Creed clapped a few shoulders for good show. He stepped forward to shake Coya’s offered hand.




  Coya scented hair oil, and that awful spiced goat’s cheese so beloved of these Khosians.




  ‘I’d hoped you were joking when you suggested an underway transfer,’ remarked the old general. ‘We couldn’t have met on the ground, eh?’




  Before responding, Coya caught the eye of Marsh, his own bodyguard. Marsh scowled at the gang of crewmen still pressing for a better look at this living legend from Bar-Khos, and shoved them

  without ceremony towards the rest of the crew gathered on the opposite side of the deck.




  ‘Too dangerous,’ Coya admitted when they were at last beyond earshot, while Marsh stationed himself close by, watching everyone on deck through his dark-tinted refractors. His eyes

  could be seen blinking through the lenses on the back of his head.




  ‘Someone else was hit?’




  ‘Last night in Al-Minos. The visiting League delegate from Salina had the misfortune of being strangled in her sleep. That’s eight assassinations in the last two weeks. Which would

  suggest a coterie of Diplomats is now at large within the city.’




  The Lord Protector nodded without expression, keeping his thoughts to himself.




  Together they watched as the transfer line was reeled back aboard the Khosian skyship that had borne him all this way from Bar-Khos. The vessel fired its tubes to assume a patrol around the

  Minosian vessel they now stood upon. In the silence, Coya studied the man’s profile in an attempt to judge his present condition. Creed had visibly aged since they’d last met over of a

  year and half before. The greying at his temples had spread into streaks of silver; the lines deeper now around his eyes. All of it from grief, Coya knew from the reports he’d been

  hearing.




  ‘How are you, anyway?’ he asked the Lord Protector. ‘I hope your journey was a smooth one?’




  ‘Smooth enough. I only regret that our meeting must be so brief.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Coya. ‘The Khosian council must fret whenever you are gone from the Shield for so long.’ At that they both smiled, knowing it to be true. As their eyes met,

  unspoken between them lay the question of why Creed was here at all. ‘Still, it’s good that we can meet for this little while at least. A meal is being prepared for us in the

  captain’s cabin. If you wish, we can retire to some comfort and be out of this wind for a while.’




  Creed responded with a look that said he was seldom accustomed to thinking of his personal comforts. He glanced towards Marsh and the many crewmen still watching them, the captain of the ship

  included. ‘I’m too old to be skulking around in fear of a few assassins, if that’s your concern,’ he said. ‘Let’s enjoy the fresh air while we talk, and then we

  can eat.’ He paused as he looked at Coya, who was stooped and wrapped heavily against the cold. ‘Unless of course it would be better for you . . . to be inside.’




  ‘I’m fine here, if you are, thank you,’ Coya replied crisply, and bowed his head politely.




  The motion caused him pain, as all movements did. Even at his relatively young age, Coya had the arthritic bones of an ancient man. ‘Please, at least allow me to indulge you in some chee

  while we talk.’




  Creed welcomed the offer. Within moments the ship’s galley boy was standing before Marsh with two steaming leather cups of chee in his hands, the lad’s mouth hanging open in wonder,

  looking between the impressive figure of the Lord Protector and the curious display of Marsh dipping a goyum to sample the chee. With a single tendril dangling in the hot liquid, the fist-sized bag

  remained the same neutral colour of greyish brown. Satisfied, Marsh allowed the cups to be passed into their welcoming hands.




  ‘How’s that pretty wife of yours?’ Creed enquired through a waft of rising steam.




  ‘She’s well. She sends you her blessings.’




  How generous, Coya thought, to ask after my wife while still grieving for his own.




  ‘You never did tell me how you hooked her. Blackmail, I’m supposing?’




  ‘No need. She’s crazy about me. And I of her.’




  ‘Love then. Mercy help you both.’




  Creed’s dry wit caused Coya to blink in amusement.




  ‘You must come and stay with us when circumstances allow it. You would like it there. Rechelle ensures the house is filled always with life and other people’s children.’




  For a moment Coya thought he had said too much. But then Creed replied, with warmth, ‘Yes. I would like that.’




  They sipped their chee as they stood by the railing gazing down at the vista of land and sea below, the coastline of Minos slowly sliding by as the ship drifted around in the wind.




  The city of Al-Minos shone in the afternoon sunlight, the greatest Free Port in all the Mercian islands. Around it swept the arms of the bay, the white beaches darkened by crowds of people and

  clouds of red kites flying. The cityport was enjoying a festa this week, and even the presence of the First Fleet in its harbour, outfitting for battle, had done little to dampen the holiday

  spirits of the populace. Coya’s wife was down there somewhere in the heaving streets of the city, with his parents and his sisters’ many lively children – or perhaps by now they

  were watching the horse flapping on Uttico beach, and placing bets with their spare chits while wolfing down fresh quaff-eggs from the communal feasting pits.




  He felt a pang of regret that he wasn’t with them today. Coya had been dearly looking forward to spending the day with his family, of forgetting it all for a short spell at least.




  ‘Zeziké Day,’ Creed announced suddenly, as though noticing the kites and the thronged beaches for the first time. ‘You know, I’d all but forgotten.’




  Coya shrugged. ‘You’re a Khosian. It’s to be expected.’




  ‘We do celebrate the man, you know. Just not quite so fervently as you fanatics here in the west.’ He spoke lightly, but as he did so he observed the distant celebrations with

  something unspoken in his expression, a kind of longing, perhaps. Coya could only imagine what it was like for the man and the rest of the people of Bar-Khos, huddled as they were behind walls

  unceasingly subjected to bombardment and assault, living day and night on the edge of extinction.




  ‘I’m only chiding, Marsalas. It’s hardly as though you haven’t enough on your plate already.’




  The general straightened and cleared his throat. When he met Coya’s gaze, it was from one lonely height to another. ‘It must be hard on you also. They must expect a great deal from

  you, your people. The living descendant of the great philosopher himself.’




  ‘Hardly a burden compared to some.’




  Coya desired to change the subject, for he was not comfortable discussing his famous ancestry to the spiritual father of the democras. He observed the many warships in the harbour, and was

  reminded, though he hardly needed a reminder, of the Mannian fleets now heading their way.




  ‘The revolution is one hundred and ten years old this year,’ Coya stated. ‘One hundred and ten years since we toppled the High King and the nobles who thought they would take

  his place. Yet I wonder, sometimes, when I’m alone and feeling not quite as hopeful as I should, whether our waking dream of the democras will survive for very much longer.’




  ‘The Free Ports are hardly beaten yet.’




  ‘Come, now. We’re not far from it, Marsalas. We hold on by the skin of our teeth. The Mannians strangle our trade routes to the outside world so we are forever close to starving.

  Zanzahar remains our only life thread, and subsequently exploits us for all the resources that it can. Bar-Khos barely holds the line in the east. League fleets barely hold the line at sea. And in

  our collective resistance, we become each day a greater threat to the Empire’s dominion. Because of us, every morning the world wakes to the knowledge that there are other ways to live than

  Mann. It is why the Empire loathes us so fiercely. It is why it will not cease until it has defeated us, or is finished itself – and Mann hardly looks as though it’s about to

  fall.’




  ‘It has happened before. Great empires have been resisted and cast back upon themselves. It can happen again.’




  ‘Yes, of course. And even then, if that were to happen . . . would the ideals of the democras still survive, I wonder? Or would we have paid too much for our victory? Would we have too

  much a taste for war by then, and a need to exact our revenge?’




  ‘After the Years of the Sword, we settled again in peace. We can do so again.’




  ‘We settled because our victory was itself our revenge. We were sated because the nobles had been overthrown. And even then the creation of the democras was a close-run thing. Such times

  of transition are always chancy, Marsalas.’




  Creed listened without expression. ‘I’ve missed our talks,’ he declared suddenly, and Coya could only agree with him. He took a sip of chee, feeling himself relaxing into the

  gentle motions of the ship.




  ‘What news have you heard?’ Creed asked him. ‘Any movement in Q’os?’




  Coya released a hot breath of air. ‘Our agents are no further in discovering the timing and destination of the invasion. It would seem to be the best-kept secret in the Empire just now.

  All we do know is what they can see with their own eyes. The invasion fleet of transports remains anchored in the Q’osian harbour. The men-of-war which left port already have been spotted

  again by our aerial longscouts. There’s no doubt any longer. They are on a course for the western Free Ports. Another sighting arrived this morning of a second possible fleet approaching from

  the north-east.’




  ‘Hmmf.’




  ‘Yes. That was my reaction.’




  The general set his cup down on the rail, his hand still clasped around it.




  ‘We need League reinforcements now, Coya. I know a feint when I see one. If the invasion fleet lands in Khos, we will need our coastal forts fully manned. At present, they can resist

  little more than a strong wind.’




  ‘Your League delegate still maintains otherwise – you know that, don’t you? You have enough men at present, that is what he assures us.’




  ‘Ach. What do you expect from Chaskari? He’s Michinè. You know how much they fear changing the status quo. Look at how they bind my hands and make us cower behind the

  Shield, hoping that the Imperial Fourth Army will simply vanish. It’s no different with all the Volunteers the League has sent to aid us over the years. The soldiers live amongst our people.

  The people see how they are, without superiors, without doffing their heads to authority. They remind everyone in Khos that they are members of the League and equal to all as a democras. They

  remind them how the Michinè are only there at their bidding, that they are leaders given the responsibility of leadership, not of rule. You should hardly be surprised that the Khosian

  council resists my requests for more Volunteers. That is why I’m asking you personally, as a favour: send them anyway.’




  ‘But, Marsalas, what more can I do? I’m bound hand and foot by the constitution, you know that.’




  ‘Send them anyway. Let us worry about the consequences after the storm has arrived.’




  ‘General. Believe me, I’d dearly love to dispatch every Volunteer that we could, and to do so now. We all would. Khos is our shield and every citizen of the League knows it. But the

  League cannot meddle in the affairs of a fellow democras, especially not at the request of one man – even if that one man happens to be the Lord Protector of Khos himself. We may only send

  reinforcements if they are requested of us by your delegate. It’s up to you to change your own council’s minds on this.’




  ‘I’ve tried, damn it.’




  ‘Then you must try harder.’




  Creed glowered at the cup in his hand. ‘What of your people? They’ve interfered before in Khosian affairs. They can do so again.’




  Coya frowned. ‘That was before my time, Marsalas. And we should not talk of these things here. I’m sorry. There’s nothing more the League or anyone else could do for you right

  now. We must wait and see.’




  It was an end to the discussion, and Creed breathed loudly through his nostrils and stared at Coya with all the force of his will. Coya held his gaze, not flinching; inside, his body was tense

  and pulsing. General Creed was like an arrow in flight. When you blocked him, you felt the physical shock of it.




  The Lord Protector muttered something, squeezed his fist upon the rail. Coya could only sympathize with the man, though he sensed that they were still skirting the heart of their meeting, the

  full reason why Creed was here.




  ‘We could have corresponded on this,’ he ventured. ‘You hardly needed to come all this way in person.’




  ‘No.’




  They fell to silence, each buffeted by the wind. Let him settle his temper first, Coya decided.




  The skyship was turning to windward, bringing the world around with it, so that Minos drifted away to the left and the striking cobalt of the sea filled their eyes. Coya could see a hint of an

  island chain to the far east, little more than hummocks of rock extending south-east in the direction of Salina. He imagined the loose collection of islands beyond Salina, stretching all the way to

  distant Khos at its easternmost point over six hundred laqs from where they were now; the archipelago of the Free Ports and of the democras, people without rulers.




  Along with the egalitarian participos of Minos and Coros and Salina, if you took the time to travel the Mercian Isles, you could come across islands that elected councils by lottery and believed

  in no personal possessions at all, or were based on administrative matriarchies of the old tradition, with simple cottage industries and tightly controlled tariffs on trade, or were free-for-all

  enclaves like those of Coraxa, fierce individualists living in loose tribes and scattered communities. Even distant mighty Khos was represented in the League, where the last vestige of Mercian

  nobility, the Michinè, had somehow held onto power following the sweeping years of revolution over a century before – albeit aided by many concessions to the people, and by endless

  centuries of sieges and invasions that had made the Khosians, as a nation, mutually reliant on those who paid and maintained much of their defences.




  The varied democras of the Free Ports, based on the dreams of a political prisoner who had died centuries previously – a philosopher whose blood was running through Coya’s veins even

  as he thought of him now – were the same only in that they shared the common ideals of the League constitution, at least in principle if not always in action, and that they were all part of

  this unique experiment in rule by the people. It was hardly a utopia they had created here. No one and nothing was ever going to be perfect. But perfect or not, they had fought for a free and fair

  way of living, without slavery or exploitation of others, and on most islands they had achieved some working approximations of it.




  And now this speculation of invasion, ringing in his mind day and night, a jangly disjointed series of anxieties and teetering hopes. It was hard to think of anything else just now. Only last

  night, Coya had experienced a dream that had caused him to awake in a shaking, sweaty panic.




  In his dream, he had imagined the imperial capital of Q’os as a monstrous quivering thing pulsating at the absolute heart of Mann. Its tendrils had flowed outwards across the world of

  humans in the form of self-fulfilling credence, reaching deep into the minds of people as they slept, and even more so when they were awake; whispers upon whispers that told how life was a vicious

  competition and nothing more, how human worth was to be found only in those measurable effects of status and materials either gained or given, how man must prey always on man, how those who would

  be free must first of all enslave. In his dream, the whispers had flowed never-ending until it was all the listeners could do but believe in the words and follow them, and their neighbours the

  same, and their neighbour’s neighbours, so that the needs of the monstrosity were pulsing through them all, and they were inflating with the ugly power of it, becoming the words themselves

  and making of them a reality – and all the while the monster gorged, and the world itself grew crazed and barren.




  All his life, Coya had loathed and feared the tyranny of Mann. And now this impending invasion, these Mannian fleets heading straight for the people of the League with their intentions of

  conquest; causing him nightmares in the coldest hours of the night.




  ‘There’s another matter I must raise with you,’ Creed announced, stirring from his own musings. ‘Something I can only discuss in person.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘If I’m right, and the Mannians invade Khos rather than Minos, then full martial law and all its powers will fall into my hands. I want your people in the Few to know that I will use

  that power only as intended, in the defence of Khos. Nothing more.’




  ‘Really, Marsalas. Not here.’




  ‘Then where else? Time is short. I need the Few to know that I harbour no plans of becoming a dictator.’




  Coya shook his head. ‘I would not have supposed it, anyway. Still—’ Coya faltered, his mouth open.




  Marsh had caught his eye. Something had changed in the stance of the man, a sudden alertness that would have gone unnoticed had Coya not know known him for the better part of his life.




  ‘I’m certain your words will be well received,’ he continued as Creed followed his gaze: both of them looking at Marsh, at the bodyguard’s hands now reaching beneath his

  brown leather longcoat for something in the small of his back. ‘You have nothing to fear from us, believe me. You are wise enough not to allow such power to ruin you entirely . . . Besides,

  you know too well the consequences, should that ever occur . . .’




  Coya blinked in surprise as Marsh lifted a pistol in his hand and aimed it towards the crew.




  The crack of the shot went right through him. He stared in shock at his bodyguard, standing there like some duellist with his right leg extended forwards, his other hand still beneath his coat,

  a puff of smoke dispelling in the wind from the end of the raised gun. Coya followed the line of the shot and spotted a man toppling backwards onto the deck, while crewmen around him shouted out in

  surprise or dived for cover. The victim was a monk, he saw, one of the pair of monks who had come aboard to bless this august occasion of their meeting.




  Another bang went off nearby, loud enough to burst his heart. Creed shouted something by his side as chunks of debris whistled past them.




  A wash of black smoke blew across their position by the rail. He had time enough to see a second monk leaping towards them, something round and black in his hand, and Marsh pulling another

  pistol from his coat, then firing it, before the smoke engulfed them entirely; and then Coya was sprawled on the deck with a great weight pressing down on him, and another bang tried to squeeze the

  insides out from him.




  When the smoke cleared, Marsh was still standing there with his hands now empty save for a knife. He was turning to track the monk vaulting over the rail to his death.




  Coya gasped as the man vanished over the side.




  ‘Are you all right?’ asked Creed, patting him down before helping him to his feet.




  Coya found his voice again. ‘I’m fine, I think,’ he said as he stooped awkwardly for his cane. ‘And you?’ he asked, as he leaned on it for support and looked up at

  the general. ‘You seem to be bleeding, on your head, there.’




  Creed dabbed at his head where a shallow wound ran crimson. The general frowned then turned to look over the rail. Coya was curious too.




  Below, a great distance below, a canopy of white drifted down towards the surface of the sea. As the wind carried it in the direction of the coast, he saw a man dangling beneath it, the burned

  orange of his robes unmistakable.




  Creed shook his head in obvious fascination.
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