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        Let us start at the beginning, shall we?




        With the start that was the end.




         




        —Qian, The Godless
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  Prologue




  The Spine of Ger had been made from stone, by hand. It ran across the Mountains of Mireea, along its peaks and valleys, an uninterrupted length that followed the vertebrae of

  the dead god, Ger, who lay beneath the mountains. The being who had been known once as the Warden of the Elements had been a giant whose head cleared the clouds, a figure that had been stationary

  until the final decades of his long life. His dark, scarred hands had held long, spiked chains with collars that, upon his fall, tore apart the land and created the crevasse that his long body

  would lie in. For hundreds of years after, his voice was heard in the rustle of leaves around him, in the storms above, in the floods of rivers and the crackle of fire that began by lightning. It

  continued long after Ger had finished building the mountain range around himself, a tomb wormed with mineral-rich excesses to hide his ravaged body, but died long before the last brick of the Spine

  had been laid. In the eleven thousand years since that final stone had been placed, only the roots of ancient trees had caused the Spine to alter its shape – large roots lifting stone, or

  hollowing earth beneath – though none had broken its flow and it stood now, old and weathered, its construction as subject to fiction as the god beneath it, the stone patterned green by mould

  and moss when covered and bleached by the sun’s exposure where the old, thick canopy fell away.




  Bleached by Sei’s cracked palace, the young soldier, Ciron, corrected himself as he looked up through the branches, at the second of the three suns that rose as the first set.

  The midday’s sun rises, the morning’s sun sets, but it is just the remains of the Sei’s home orbiting the bones of the God of Light himself. His horse walked beneath a

  thick, low branch, and he shifted around it. Sei had been the first god to kill another, though it had not been Ger, but rather Linae, the Goddess of Fertility. That act had begun the War of the

  Gods, though no one knew why he had done so, not even after so many generations. In class, the teacher – a young man who wore narrow, thick glasses that Ciron himself had envied – had

  argued that it had been a lovers’ fight. Why should the gods be so different to them, he said, and the class had agreed, much to Ciron’s distress. Even at the age of five and ten, he

  had known that such a simplistic answer was inherently flawed, based as it was in the desire of the individual to see him- or herself in the divine. He had spent a lot of time reading about the

  gods, spending hours in Yeflam’s public libraries and he knew that the gods had not been like them, knew that they had not been human, and that the reasons for their war were so difficult to

  understand because their very experience of life was so alien to that of any dreamed by humanity.




  ‘Boy, you’re daydreaming again.’




  ‘I’m sorry.’




  His voice sounded young, nasal and strained, and he heard a grunt from the older man ahead of him. ‘Don’t apologize, just pay attention,’ Ira said. ‘The trail is leading

  to the flooded shafts.’




  ‘Then it’s leading nowhere?’




  ‘Don’t be smart, boy.’ The other spat a stream of tobacco to his left. ‘What do you think will happen at the end of this trail if the raiders are standing

  there?’




  Nothing.




  No one would be standing there. Ciron knew that, so did Ira, but the young soldier was being paid to pretend otherwise. The thought made him angry, but he had not been in the Mireean Guard long

  enough to say that, especially to someone as senior as Ira. Besides, since Ciron had arrived, he had felt like he had been carrying a black mark because of how he had come to Mireea, the large city

  state that had formed itself behind one part of the Spine of Ger. Unlike the other new recruits who were drawn from the city, he had arrived from the Floating Cities of Yeflam, a letter in his hand

  a week after his sixteenth birthday, a week after his father had told him that he had purchased a rank in the Mireean Guard for his eldest son. On the day that he had said it, Ciron had thought

  that his father had meant it as a joke. Surely, his father was not going to send him to a city where all talk of the gods was based on fear, and would instead send him to the Universities in

  Yeflam, to study theology beneath the Keepers from the Enclave, to become the scholar that he dreamed of. But no, in a humbling moment, Ciron realized that his father had no desire to send him

  there, did not have the political will to admit to his peers that his son was a scholar, not a soldier, and so had done what others had done, and purchased him a rank in Mireea.




  ‘Remember,’ his barely literate father had said, the day after his birthday, ‘that you are our ambassador to Mireea, our hope and our future. Everything you do reflects upon

  us.’




  For the first time in his life, he had almost agreed with his father and told him exactly how it did reflect on him, but his mother had stood beside the short man and one pleading look from her

  had seen him swallow his bitter words.




  Yet, his father’s decisions had proved worse than Ciron had originally thought. The raids by Leera against Mireea and its outlying villages had begun to escalate into a war by the time he

  rode up to the Spine of Ger, and whatever safe, easy position he had hoped to find had been stolen from him in the first week. The sword he had been given was too heavy in his hands, the armour he

  wore had bruised his shoulders, and the rank his father had purchased was one step up from a squire. Before the first week was out he saw his first fight, felt sick during it, was sick after it,

  and managed to stay alive only because of those in his unit. To further insult him, on the trail back to Mireea, his unit had met the mercenary group Steel, a replacement for an earlier group,

  Mirin, which had left under a controversy he had never had explained to him. Yet, in Steel’s ranks were fighters as young as he, boys and girls already veterans, each one a rising star of a

  cheap fiction where he would be placed, in contrast, as a boy in need of rescue.




  Rocks skittered before him as Ira’s horse slipped, but the soldier was a decent rider, and his stocky body kept it under control. Ciron, only slightly more inept a rider than he was a

  swordsman, let his horse navigate the short drop, stroking her neck and murmuring his thanks when they emerged without stumble. She was an older horse, brown and white, a sturdy child’s

  horse. He had sighed when the sergeant had led her out for him, but the tall man – who had seen and anticipated the response – had said, ‘She knows the mountains as well as any of

  the men and women you’re with. If you get lost, she will return here. When you’re a little firmer on the land up here and a little better with the horses, I’ll find you a new

  mount, but until then, she will keep you alive.’ Since then, Ciron had been thankful with the choice. He had gotten lost twice already, only to have the horse lead him back to the unit. After

  the second time, Corporal Jennis had threatened to tie him to Ira’s saddle if it happened again, and he had flushed beneath her anger, impotent to respond.




  ‘Boy?’ Ira said. ‘You still with me?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You didn’t answer my question.’




  Ciron caught a bug on his neck, wiped the bloody smear away. He did not remember hearing a question, though to do so would mean admitting that he had been daydreaming, again . . . ‘Sorry,

  I did not hear.’ He began to say something else, but stopped and shrugged. ‘Sorry.’




  ‘Don’t apologize so much.’ Ira spat to his right this time. ‘I was asking if you’d been to Leera.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Travel is hard there during the wet season, but that’ll be over, soon.’ Above the pair, the green tinted canopy began to lighten. ‘We’ve been seeing their raiders

  coming up here more and more as the season draws to a close. Things are going to get worse than what we just left.’




  Ciron could hardly imagine anything worse. With half the week gone and the other half to come, his unit had found the burnt-out village midway through their patrol, the morning’s sun a

  solitary dot high in the sky. Following trails of smoke, they had found the remains of twenty-seven men and women laid out around a huge cooking pit, one woman on a spit above it. Ciron had been

  sick at the sight and smell, and though he had seen it before, he felt no shame – for even now, he could see the looks of revulsion on the faces of the others around him, and knew they were

  close to vomiting as well. It had also got him sent out of the village: the corporal had sent him out with Ira to follow a trail two hours old, a trail that all knew would end in nothing.




  The sound of a waterfall emerged and Ira slowed his horse at the edge of the canopy. When Ciron drew next to him, he saw the clearing the other man was examining. There, the green light gave way

  to the bright heat of the midday’s sun, leaving it looking briefly washed out and sun faded. In the centre of the opening waited a decaying wooden cover over an old tunnel, but the tracks

  went around it to the edge where the drop there led to the river and the waterfall that began it. After what felt like an hour, Ira slipped from his horse and, with one hand on his sword, entered

  the clearing.




  Ciron followed, stopping at the cover. ‘You don’t think they went into the tunnels, do you?’ he asked.




  ‘It’s flooded, boy.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘Look if you want.’




  Carefully, he reached for the cover. The wood cracked beneath his fingers, but it shifted, and the sun’s light caught on the murky water.




  The tunnels were mineshafts, sunk deep for gold, the gold that had given rise to Mireea and its first fortune. They were empty, now, but when they had given out gold, the mines had killed as

  many as they had made rich; now they just killed when people – children mostly – fell into the abandoned and flooded holes. People still believed that there was gold in the mountain,

  and there was, Ciron knew, if you knew where to look. In the second week of his time in the Mireean Guard he had heard that the Captain of the Spine was going to send divers into the flooded

  tunnels, and he had tried to get assigned to that duty to look for his gold, but the sergeant had shaken his head. He said that most ended in dirt and cave-ins, and that there was only the

  possibility of raiders, not gold, but he had misunderstood why Ciron had wanted to go. Some of the mines broke into the old cities beneath Mireea, the cave cities that men and women had built to

  honour Ger in the years after his fall. They were dark, haunted relics, boxed in by intentional cave-ins from the last days of those people, but it was rumoured that if you went deep enough, you

  could find the remains of Ger himself.




  Leaving the broken openings, Ira walked to the edge of the clearing. ‘No, they went to the edge and then their tracks stop. It looks like they leapt over.’




  Ciron approached, timid in his approach to look out and over at the waterfall, at the massive drop. ‘They didn’t, though,’ he said. ‘There’s a few scuffs here,

  where they went to the left.’




  ‘Yeah.’ The other man sounded pleased. ‘Tell how many there are?’




  ‘Two?’




  ‘Three, at most. Not the fifteen we’ve been following.’




  ‘That’s no different than before.’




  ‘No, it’s not,’ Ira said. ‘Come on, the corporal will want us back before the afternoon’s sun is up.’




  The fact that he had been right did not give Ciron pleasure. At school, proving himself had been important – necessary, even. He had needed excellent marks to prove to his father that he

  was dedicated to an academic pursuit, needed them to break down his resistance to the Enclave and the teaching that took place there. He saw the men and women who made up the ruling body of Yeflam

  as abominations. ‘Cursed,’ he said, once, when Ciron had been younger. ‘That’s the name we ought to give them officially. They’re not Keepers of the Divine.

  They’re cursed. They are the shattered sun and the black ocean of people, the burden that ordinary people have to carry.’




  An older Ciron had examples to counter him, had arguments to make, but his younger self had sat at the dinner table and stared at his plate. ‘I know you think I’m stupid,’ his

  father had said, the silence of his family an awfully familiar one in the face of his rages. ‘But when you’re older and you step out of the Floating Cities, you will talk to witches and

  warlocks and you’ll hear a different story about the gods. You’ll hear that they aren’t dead like you and me, but that they’re both dead and alive, that they have been dying

  for over fifteen thousand years, with their blood spilling into the ground, into the water, and into the air, spilling so that we breathe it and drink it and wade through it daily. That’s how

  the cursed get their powers – that’s why they’re such a danger to us. Outside Yeflam, people aren’t confused about that.’




  The silence between Ciron and Ira stretched out for the ride back to the village, the former thankful that the latter had not asked him any questions. Yet, soon, the younger soldier noticed that

  the silence between the two of them had extended, that it had now come to take the air, drowning out the susurration of insects and animals, the sound of mountain’s breath. The leaves on the

  trees did not shake, did not drop, and the green tinted light showed the thick, damp patches on Ciron’s jerkin, the sweat of fear.




  It was only when the horses began to hesitate in their steps that Ira finally stopped.




  Cast in a shadowed green, the soldier ran his thick fingers through his hair and flicked out the moisture. Slowly, he slid from the saddle. ‘Tie the horses here.’




  ‘Are you—’ Ciron stumbled, cleared his throat. ‘Are you sure?’




  The man’s hand hooked the bridle of his horse. ‘This is no time to be weak, boy. What lives on this mountain is telling us our friends are in trouble.’




  They weren’t his friends. He didn’t have friends. Yet Ciron shifted and lifted his leg, his new boots touching the ground with caution. Ahead, Ira was strapping his short

  sword around his waist and Ciron followed suit, fumbling with the long sword that the sergeant had given him on his first day. He then pulled out his bow. He was awful with both, he knew, and he

  felt that failing as he had in the first fight he had been in, the memory of it sharpening as Ira slipped through the trees ahead, his boots avoiding twigs and mulch, leaving no sound. Desperate to

  do the same, Ciron followed in an awkward, hesitant mirror of Ira’s steps that alleviated his noise only slightly.




  The bush turned thick ahead, but even as he pushed back branches and began to make his way up the rocky incline, the silence of the trail only grew. Each bent branch echoed loudly. Each step a

  clear signal to anyone on guard. Yet nothing responded. Passing one thick root striking darkly from the soil, Ciron saw a brown snake, thick and mean, as if it had been pulled from the ground

  itself. It was still, its tongue not even flickering as he passed. It watched him as it lay unmoving, a creature known to strike swiftly and deadly that was seemingly – impossibly –

  trying to draw as little attention to itself as it could.




  At the top of the rise, the village appeared, and further behind it, the green mottled stone of Ger’s Spine. The village was a collection of buildings and tents, a half-built village

  unofficially named Jand’s, after one of the dead they had found, Ciron had been told. Its small population was the reason for the attack, the corporal had said after they had taken the

  woman’s body off the fire, and it was bad luck that the squad was there now, rather than a week earlier. The Captain of the Spine had planned to draw in all the villages around Mireea as the

  raids grew, but a storm had kicked up and left them in Mireea for a week longer than planned.




  Gazing upon the village for the second time that day, Ciron did not at first notice any difference. The smell of smoke was in the air, the odour of cooked flesh and vomit mixed with it, the men,

  women and children lying across the ground . . .




  Only, there were more.




  Beside him, Ira stepped from the bush and into the village, the pressure of his boots on sticks and mud resounding loudly. His sword was drawn and he held it tightly in his hand. Caught off

  guard, Ciron scrambled after him, desperate not to be left alone, his imagination alive with horrors, his stomach starting to rebel against what he had seen and what he had not, images piecing

  themselves together in a slowly dawning horror. Side by side, he and Ira closed in on the bodies, the still form of the corporal becoming clearer and clearer. Blood pooled around her chest, but the

  flow had stilled long before.




  An arrow hit the ground between them.




  The two dived to opposite sides. Dirt flew into Ciron’s eyes and the hilt of his sword jammed in to his waist. He dropped his bow in a desperate attempt to clean his eyes. He heard Ira cry

  out and, through his blurred gaze, saw the other man hobble, a metal bolt sticking from his left calf. Horrified, Ciron watched Ira drop his sword, grab the bolt and, as he went to yank it out,

  topple to the side, a pair of bolts hitting his back and shoulder.




  Fumbling with his sword, Ciron began to run to his aid, but tripped. Stumbling, he glanced at his leg, but saw no bolt. But he could not see where the injury had come from, could not . . . and

  then, from the trees – the very trees he had stepped out of – emerged men and women, thin and pale beneath their leather armour, as if their muscle was being burned away.

  Raiders. Scrambling to his feet, ignoring the sharp pain, Ciron turned to run, to run as fast and as far as he could, only to feel a hard object punch into his stomach, piercing him as if

  he were fruit. His heavy sword hit the ground and, in shock, Ciron followed the line of its trajectory. There, a dark-haired man finished cranking his crossbow, and lifted it.




  His last thought was of how much he hated his father.




  





  Beneath the Skin




  

    

      We do not know how the world was created. We do not know why it was created.




      Yet, there have always been stories, myths, ideals. Each one of these was a symbol in which meaning was encoded, an attempt to answer the question of how and why.




      As a child, a witch told me, just as she told all the children, that one by one, the gods had torn a piece of flesh from their body to form the world. When the gods took back what they gave,

      she said, the world would end.




       




      —Qian, The Godless


    


  




  





  1.




  ‘Your eyes,’ Illaan said to her, before the sun rose. ‘Your eyes are made from fire.’




  At the edge of sleep, tangled in their sheets and shaken by his rough hands, a deep fear was awoken again in Ayae. It took her back to the age of five, a month after her arrival in Mireea, when

  the matron of the orphanage said that rooms were warmer when she was in them. The large, red-faced woman had died days later when the oil lamp in her room overturned and, with a child’s

  logic, Ayae had blamed herself for her death. For years she feared she would awake surrounded by flames or suffocating in smoke, the cause igniting from her own skin. Such an offhand comment had

  resulted in years of paranoia. She had never forgiven the unfortunate matron her ill-timed words. Life was hard enough without thinking you were a freak: she was small, brown-skinned and

  black-haired, born in Sooia and in a minority among the tall, mountain whites who lived and traded in Mireea. Her dark brown eyes were a map of hardships that only a child from a continent torn

  apart by war could carry.




  A child, now an adult, who was seeing war again.




  Mireea was being raided. Villages were gutted by flame and sword, an event unforeseen by anyone. To a degree, it was unfathomable. Strewn across the mountain range that was referred to as the

  Spine of Ger, Mireea was the city that had begun as a trading post before turning into the capital of a borderless trade empire. In the North, where the Kingdoms of Faaisha sprawled, Mireea was the

  gate by which half their wealth emerged; in the East, the Tribes of the Plateau had for generations been pacifists and rarely travelled over the Spine of Ger, stopping there instead to buy and

  sell; everything they wanted they purchased in the stalls and fairs that ran in all but the wettest days; while in the South, the Floating Cities of Yeflam and the home of the Keepers Enclave

  claimed a quarter of their wealth came from trade with the Spine; and in the West, in Leera, the wooden kingdom of vine-covered fortresses and hot, steaming marsh, Mireea had funded the birth of

  the nation after war-torn refugees from icy mountain ridges had been forced across the world, to a new climate, and a new life.




  But it was from Leera that the raiders came.




  At first, Ayae believed that the attacks were minor, nothing more than robberies on the roads. There had always been bandits, she knew. Others had thought the same and there was reassurance in

  each other’s denial of the truth. But then trade stopped, letters between cities went unanswered, and the stories of priests, of churches, began to circulate.




  The ageing Lord of the Spine, Elan Wagan, moved to stop the raids – by treaty first, and then force; but his ride into the sweating swamps had left Mireea’s small army decimated by

  the enemy and he had returned haunted and blind. His wife, Muriel, petitioned for aid from the Enclave, from the body of men and women who were thousands of years old, who claimed to be in

  ascendancy to immortality and godhood, but who in the meantime were the most powerful of Mireea’s allies. In response, they sent two Keepers of the Divine, Fo and Bau, one old and one new. If

  any but the Lady Wagan had seen the pair since their arrival Ayae had not heard of it, but as Lady Wagan had began to build huge gates around the city while also hiring mercenary armies to

  supplement her own, Ayae suspected that the Lady had been told to expect the worst from her visitors.




  Composing herself in the warm quiet of the night, Ayae whispered to Illaan that he had only dreamed, that the horrors he had seen the day before had dug into his subconscious.




  It was one of the last raids that had seen Illaan return to her, the shadow in his already dark gaze haunted with memories. He was a soldier who – though Ayae would never tell him –

  was best suited to the mundane: organizing those under him and training new recruits, and then coming home to children and dinner. He was not a man who led soldiers to pick their way through

  charred buildings and the bodies of men and women he knew, one of whom was no more than a child. On his first night back, he sat in the stuffed cushions on the floor of her tiny house, silent, his

  long fingers flicking periodically at nothing. Now he’d woken her with a harsh whisper about her burning eyes.




  ‘It was just a dream,’ she told him, stroking his shoulders as he shuddered. ‘Nothing but a dream.’




  When he slept, he was cold to her touch.




  In the morning she awoke to an empty bed, the sight of the rumpled sheets bothering her. It felt as if Illaan was barely in her life lately, a crease in sheets that could be straightened.

  Rising, she found him with his long body bent over the fire that stifled the room, turning iron tongs as he cooked the last of her bread. It didn’t need to be cooked, but Ayae bit back her

  words and dropped her hand to his still cool shoulder. He smiled, but it was narrow and did not touch the rest of his pale face.




  ‘There are mercenaries arriving in the city. They meet where the markets were held,’ he said. ‘They sell swords instead of cloth, blood instead of corn.’




  ‘Are they not employed, then?’




  ‘They will be. We are expecting a new group called Dark. Lady Wagan has hired them, though she won’t tell us if they number a dozen, or a hundred.’ Brown cloth wrapped around

  his long fingers, Illaan turned the tongs. His voice, when he spoke, was heavy. ‘Do you know what kind of people sell their swords from one war to another for money?’




  ‘They’re just the kind of—’




  ‘People we don’t want,’ he finished. ‘They’re not their stories.’




  She squeezed his arm, said nothing for fear that the spark of anger in her would work its way out. What he had seen had been terrible, but she also knew that once the memory of it started to

  fade, his cynicism would follow. Ayae would not be the first person to welcome another company of men and women who arrived road weary, with glints of metal in boiled leather. But she was not the

  last person to acknowledge their importance, either: without them, the raids from Leera would have escalated into a full-fledged attack, and the city would have already been under siege.




  Illaan pulled out the toast, smoke trailing from the burnt edges. With a rueful smile, he said, ‘I was going to surprise you, to apologize for last night.’




  She ruffled his hair, made her way to the tiny kitchen. Beneath the floorboards was a small chute of hard ice, where she kept juice, milk, butter and occasionally meat. They froze on the edges

  when the rainy season came, but mostly they were kept only chill.




  ‘Maybe we should go out for dinner tonight?’




  He dropped the burnt toast on the board before her. ‘Tonight?’




  ‘No?’




  ‘Just . . .’ He poked at the burnt edge. ‘I was thinking I might go home tonight.’




  ‘You’re not still thinking of this morning?’




  ‘Yeah.’ Illaan shrugged, rubbed at his narrow face. ‘I’m sorry. I’m trying, but it was just so vivid. Your eyes. I swear the iris was alive. I could see each line

  in it, burning.’




  An angry reply was on her lips, but she pursed them together.




  ‘I’m sure you’re right, though,’ he continued. ‘It wasn’t – the bodies. I mean, I knew – one of them was only sixteen. They cooked him after they

  killed him. After they killed all of his squad. I just need some time to get it out of my head. That’s all.’




  ‘You’ve been gone two weeks,’ Ayae said, softly. ‘I missed you.’




  ‘I just need some time to myself.’ He did not meet her gaze. ‘That’s all. Just a night. A night so I can wash out what I saw from my head, get away from burnt bodies and

  Keeper talk.’




  ‘Keepers?’




  ‘They hide in rooms all day for fear that we will see them and have hope.’ Illaan picked a burnt edge from the toast, held it between his fingers. ‘In Yeflam they’re no

  different. They sit inside that giant white monstrosity they call the Enclave and rule by their so-called power, by their curse that makes the rest of us nothing but animals. They are not here to

  rescue the animals.’




  ‘Was one there with you?’




  ‘No.’




  She smiled to take the sting out of her words. ‘Then you shouldn’t let talk bother you.’




  Illaan shrugged, crushing the burnt remains between his fingers. ‘Sometimes,’ he said quietly, ‘talk is true.’




  





  2.




  After the door closed, a low, frustrated breath escaped Ayae. She had not wanted to argue with him after he had just come back, but it was difficult.




  Leaving the half-eaten burnt toast in the kitchen and walking to her wardrobe, Ayae considered that maybe it was for the best he wouldn’t be returning tonight. She knew that she was quick

  to attack verbally when frustrated, and Faise – a plump, brown-skinned girl who had grown up in the orphanage with her, her best friend now living in Yeflam – once told her that no one

  cut as hard and sharp as Ayae when she was angry.




  She dressed in brown leather trousers, a light black-buttoned shirt, and boots made from thin, hard snakeskin – her standard outfit when huddling over a large table, working on a new map

  for Orlan. She was very rarely seen in the front of his workshop and the elderly white man had no strict dress code, so Ayae dressed for comfort rather than style. It was also perfect for the

  morning’s martial training. When the lessons had begun over a month ago, Ayae had been initially reluctant: she could remember all too well the sway of the old ships on the black waves as

  they left Sooia, the country of her birth. The scrappy, flame-ridden, walled compound she had spent her first years in had slowly receded, the marks of battle scars she could see miles out, and for

  a moment she felt as if that ship were returning to it. As if she would wake and find the Spine of Ger similarly pitted and ruined. Yet, after a few days of the training, she found that the morning

  exercise focused her mind and alleviated the anxiety she felt about the raids. Exposure to the soldiers also made her realize that the Lady of the Spine’s plan to train her populace as a

  last-minute army was as much about empowering the people as it was ensuring that the Lady could protect her home, a notion that Ayae had begun to appreciate more and more as the training

  continued.




  She opened the door and stepped into the warm morning’s sun. Lady Wagan’s decision to train the Mireeans had come weeks before the first refugee camps on the north of the Spine of

  Ger had been established. On the day the ground was broken for the camp, the first company of mercenaries, Mirin, had arrived. By that night, however, the story of one Mirin soldier attempting to

  rape a young teacher was made known. His victim, one of those trained alongside Ayae each morning, had fought back and managed to stab him. Despite Lady Wagan’s swift retaliation against the

  culprit, Ayae felt as if the previous security she had found in the city, as a dispossessed child, was suddenly lost. That night, she had dreamed again of the refugee camps in Sooia, something she

  hadn’t done since she was a child. She dreamed of fire catching on the fabric of the tents, of the faceless figure of the Innocent, the immortal general Aela Ren, who had decimated her

  country and whose fear and reputation had spread where his armies did not. In the morning, she awoke to the news that Lady Wagan had dismissed the entire company outright and, on the following day,

  Ayae had stood at the window of Orlan’s shop as the mercenary troop were escorted out of the city, the body of their rapist left swinging on a gibbet over the main entrance.




  Along with the training, there had been further announcements that she was less enthusiastic about. Her house was in a modest neighbourhood, one built around narrow, cobbled paths that looped

  around blocks of four or five, and were hidden beneath a thick canopy of the trees lining the streets. It meant her house and the road had shade in the hottest parts of the day. Or used to have. As

  Ayae follow the cobbled path, she could see the empty sky and the morning’s sun – the first sun – above the single-storey, red and brown brick houses, a new, harsh sight after the

  dense canopy had been brutally cut back. The lumber from the trees had been taken into the main streets and used to build a series of walls and gates, blockades designed to cut off a section of

  Mireea a piece at a time if it was breached. It left the newly exposed skyline of the city jagged, as if an ancient fortress made from roughly hewn wood had raised its shadow amid the bricks and

  mortar and struggled to assert dominance over its modern descendant. Ayae guessed that it was supposed to be reassuring, a promise that the city’s populace would be defended, cemented by the

  straight figures of the Mireean Guard patrolling the wooden barriers in chain and leather, pikes and crossbows in hand.




  That saddened Ayae. With an adopted child’s logic, she had loved Mireea from the day the refugee wagon had entered the city, led in by representatives of an aid group that owned the

  orphanage and had brought the children across continents. It was so different from Sooia. There, the land was ravaged, the ground so hard that the bodies of her parents, like so many other parents,

  had lain above it in cairns of stone, a site still in her earliest memories: a pilgrimage made in a child’s act of disobedience that she could no longer remember the reason for. The hardship

  of the camps had made it an easy trip to begin with, a difficult one to endure, and by the end, her four-year-old self had learned no more of the people who sent her to safety as the

  Innocent’s conquering forces emerged on the plains. In contrast, Mireea, untouched by war, had been a place of security and peace after the death and bloodshed she’d been born into.

  She’d even found comfort in the stories her rescuers had entertained the children with, about the dead god Ger and his bones which lay buried deep in the mountain beneath them. It had been a

  camp fire story, part horrifying, part amusing, part comforting, and she had taken solace in it. If a god lay beneath them, surely nothing could harm her. Even now, looking upon the Spine of Ger,

  the huge monolith that ran along the entire mountain range, gave her a sense of calm, a barrier to the rising tensions surrounding her. It was said that the Spine followed the broken back of the

  god, that the stone sank into his vertebrae and that its path altered only as Ger’s bones sank further into the ground. After Ayae had walked up the two hundred and thirty-three steps to the

  top of the wall, the sight of the mountains around her and the empty blue sky left her with the feeling that she was standing on the back of a god.




  Today, however, what awaited her on the top of the wall were rows ten people deep made up from men and women, young and old. Ayae’s spot was behind a thirteen-year-old bakery apprentice,

  Jaerc, and next to two women, Desmonia, who worked in the bar Red’s Grin, and Keallis, one of the city’s planners.




  Shielding her eyes from the sun’s glare, Ayae saw Captain Heast, a lean, grey-haired man with his left leg made from steel, make his way slowly to the platform in front of everyone. It

  still surprised her that the old soldier joined them every day and led them in the stretching and light exercise. Once, she had seen him walk past her with a ring of blood seeping through the leg

  of his trousers.




  Behind him, two men took up positions by large drums, beginning a slow beat, accompanied by Captain Heast’s voice directing exercises. After thirty minutes of synchronized movements, the

  drums stopped and soldiers emerged in front of each column, wooden swords at their feet. She did not like sword practice: it reminded her too much of the camps, of the empty-eyed men who walked the

  walls, but she had come to accept it. In part, it had been made easier by the fact that she was paired with Jaerc, who was slim and quick and made a game out of it that did not begin to approach

  the reality of what real weapons could do. They had even begun to joke that it was a duel of apprentices, and that their masters gambled on who performed better; but she had seven years on him and

  a little more speed, and the contest invariably ended in her favour.




  With a grin, Jaerc broke the line and rushed forward to grab a pair of swords and a rope. The pair were seldom bothered in sword practice. Both were quick, did not fear a bruise and required no

  guidance from the soldiers who walked along the lines, helping others with basic instructions: how to hold a sword, how to thrust, how to block. Despite her reticence with the acts of war, Ayae had

  never had any trouble learning the first steps.




  After the rope line had been made, the young baker’s apprentice came in first, thrusting low. She met it easily. There was warmth in her limbs, an energy that she felt more keenly now that

  she moved around Jaerc, blocking and parrying, and then snapping high at him. Every time their swords hit she felt her grip tighten, her breath catch, and the energy in her press her forward. It

  almost got her caught twice, but a third and fourth time her attacks caught Jaerc – once on the thigh, then on his shoulder; the fifth time she moved too eagerly, and he slapped his blade

  against the side of her chest. Pushing that aside she readied to leap forward again, only to stop as she felt a presence behind her.




  Turning, she found herself staring at a large, bald black man. The only hair on his face was white stubble on his chin, hair that looked to have been dyed to match the spiralling white tattoos

  that twisted across his bare arms, disappearing beneath his clothing, a dark shirt and dark leather leggings, laced together with white straps. On his hips he wore a pair of curved hand axes, the

  hilts wrapped with worn, sweat-stained leather grips.




  ‘You got good speed, girl,’ he said, his voice deep and heavy with an accent that betrayed his Ooilan nativity. ‘A natural eye.’




  The men and women around her stopped, while others accompanying him – three men and two women, road-stained, wearing similar black leather – watched.




  Turning to Jaerc, he said, ‘’Scuse me, son, mind if I borrow your sword?’ It was dwarfed in his grasp as he spun it around, his attention back on Ayae. ‘Now, the problem

  is, your eye and your speed are not entirely in sync. You constantly leave yourself open, which against anyone with experience is going to have you hurt. You got a name, miss?’




  She told him.




  ‘My name is Bueralan. This a problem for you?’




  She felt the gaze of the crowd on her. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m here to learn.’




  His grin was wide, revealing white teeth. ‘That natural speed you got, that’s more than what I have. I got some height and muscle on you, though.’




  ‘I would never have guessed.’




  Around her, the crowd laughed.




  ‘Go,’ he said.




  Ayae’s sword snapped up, quicker than she had thought she could move. He blocked, but only just, and she pressed her attack, adrenalin coursing through her. This was not Jaerc, but a

  mercenary, a seasoned soldier. A danger. This was the kind of man who had been drawn to the camp in Sooia, deserters, scavengers and thieves, men with no hope and no honour. That he probably

  wasn’t any of that was, momentarily, lost to Ayae. His name meant nothing to her. He meant nothing. The fury of her past, the worries of her present gave her a strength and speed so that she

  pressed the mercenary backwards, forcing the crowd to part, and felt a thrill at doing so.




  It was short-lived: Bueralan’s sword slapped her own aside, the force of it putting her off balance, and quicker than she thought possible, the wooden edge of his borrowed practice blade

  tapped her neck.




  ‘Balancing speed and eye,’ he said, ‘that’s a virtue that goes missed by many fighters. A lot will try to hack their way through you with the first, think nothing of the

  second.’




  ‘You backed up though.’




  ‘That I did.’ His nod was short, approving. ‘You caught me a little flat on my feet and it took a few steps to find my balance. If your swings had been a little more

  controlled, you might have had me.’




  Her eyebrow rose. ‘Might?’




  ‘Well.’ Half a smile lifted his right cheek. ‘In a real fight, I probably would have cheated.’




  Despite herself, Ayae laughed.




  ‘Learn to juggle.’ The big man handed the sword back to Jaerc. ‘Anything that helps with your hand–eye coordination won’t hurt.’




  Before she could ask him if he was serious, he nodded and walked through the crowd ringed around him. The men and women in leather followed him, except for one. He did not have the look of a

  mercenary about him: he wore a simple, loose-fitting shirt, his trousers tucked into riding boots. His plain, pale face and brown hair had nothing to recommend it and Ayae was not sure why he had

  caught her eye.




  ‘Do you know who that is?’ Jaerc asked.




  ‘Him?’ She turned, and saw he was looking at the big black man heading towards the podium. ‘No.’




  ‘That was the exiled baron, Bueralan Le, Captain of Dark.’




  Shrugging, not having the background knowledge about mercenary groups to be able to share Jaerc’s awe, Ayae turned back towards the other man who had been staring at her, but he was

  gone.




  





  3.




  According to the friends of the disgraced Baron of Kein, Bueralan’s greatest character flaw was that after seventeen years in exile, he showed no remorse. One day, his

  enemies said, it would be the death of him.




  Beneath the steely gaze of Captain Heast, that assessment – inaccurate, the subject of it had said more than once – returned to Bueralan. His lack of so-called remorse arose from the

  fact that he did not often think himself wrong, but he knew he had overstepped his boundaries with the girl he was walking away from. Heast, loyal, pragmatic, professional and capable of shocking

  coldness, did not appreciate others breaking his discipline, and would remember that: the captain had long ago earned the reputation as a man who had a library of memories, each of them

  meticulously annotated and referenced.




  ‘I see the wilds and my cousin have taught you nothing,’ the Captain of the Spine said evenly as the podium’s stairs creaked beneath Bueralan’s weight. ‘I was

  hoping for humility, at the very least.’




  ‘Only in death.’




  Their handshake was strong, firm.




  ‘She shows promise,’ Bueralan said. ‘A lot of promise.’




  ‘The apprentices of cartographers are not here for careers in warfare.’ Heast’s gaze swept over the men and women behind the exiled baron. ‘Your people can retire to the

  North Keep’s barracks.’




  Dark waited down the stairs, five in number, a mix of nationalities and ages clothed in aged, stained leather and bearing close-quarter weapons. Zean, who was all the family that Bueralan had

  left, stood at their head, tall and lean, an ugly knife on each hip and more hidden. Behind him stood the oldest, Kae, a pale-skinned swordsman who stood taller than Zean and whose left hand was

  missing the two smallest fingers. The sisters, Aerala and Liaya, dark-haired and olive-skinned, stood next to him, the first holding a longbow in her hands, while the second, younger and slightly

  smaller, carried a worn satchel over her sword. And lastly, at the end, stood Ruk, a white man with mud-coloured hair whose most blessed attribute was not the sword he carried but rather that he

  had nothing of note to distinguish him from another man on the street, not even when he spoke.




  As a whole, they were formidable, dangerous, but to Bueralan they looked mostly tired. It was not the journey that left them so, but the last job. Paid by a small lord in the equally small

  kingdom of Ille, the mercenary group had been hired for work that had been mean and dispiriting, a month spent cutting out the heart of a peasant rebellion in the poverty-stricken countryside. At

  the end of it, they had had enough money to pay a widow poor compensation for her loss and, as he looked over them, he saw the scars of that experience, the weariness that was not so much about

  flesh, as it was about soul. With a nod to them they left to follow Heast’s directions; when he turned the captain’s fingers were pressed against his leg. A faint ring of blood showed

  at the hip.




  ‘You ought to see a healer about that,’ Bueralan said.




  ‘I have.’




  ‘A real healer. Not the ones here that cover you in herbs and stitch wounds.’




  ‘You mean warlocks?’ said Heast coldly. ‘Witches? Heal with blood and pay with gold.’




  Behind them, one of the drummers hit his skin softly, testing it. ‘It would make it easier to climb stairs, at least,’ Bueralan said.




  ‘Ease is not something I concern myself with.’ Approaching the drummer who was tapping out a soft beat, he said, ‘I’ll take this man to see the Lady, Oric. Ten more

  minutes and you can begin cleaning up.’




  The limping captain led Bueralan off his podium, the latter slowing his pace for the former as he made his way awkwardly down the stairs.




  Ahead sat the Keep of the Spine. Set against the solid stone of the mountain, it used the natural formation as a wall and a foundation for its four tall towers, the dark stones giving it the

  appearance of having been carved from the mountain, rather than built into it. The illusion had been recently broken by a huge wooden wall that ran from the edge of the Keep down into the Spine of

  Ger itself, the hard, warm light of the sun following each angle of the construction.




  As the Spine’s Keep drew closer, Bueralan saw that the walls in front had been reinforced, and the grounds there reduced to flat dirt. There had been gardens, once, and though they were

  not renowned, Lady Wagan’s reputation as a proud gardener, the mercenary recalled, was because of the diversity that she had managed to grow in the tropical heat. As he followed the path up

  to the Keep’s entrance, he remembered that previously the grounds had been an array of clashing colours, a living, visual equivalent of the diversity that swept through the cobbled streets of

  Mireea, and the trade found in its markets.




  It had been different last time he’d been here, Bueralan thought. Then as he’d walked through the famed markets of Mireea, and followed each turn of the cobbled road, he’d been

  accompanied by the clamour of merchants yelling, the aroma of food, of spice and tobacco. The best and most expensive merchants had been here, within easy reach of the Keep, but even in the

  working-class sections around yards and small houses, there had been stalls selling everyday necessities. But now, from the gate, through the wide roads that led to the poorer parts, Bueralan saw

  only a city that was defined by its silence. The archways in the Spine that had once been so full of people, bartering, a good-natured bickering, were now bricked-up lanes with mercenaries

  gathered, singly and in groups, waiting to see if they would be offered work by either the larger mercenary groups already hired, or by Heast himself. Beyond them, the woods that had pressed

  against the Spine were gone, making way for a wide, loosely packed killing ground of dirt.




  ‘Did he die well?’ Heast asked abruptly.




  ‘Does anyone?’ They were talking about Elar, Heast’s cousin, the man Bueralan had lost in Ille. ‘He died hard,’ he admitted.




  ‘Don’t we all?’




  ‘We were forced to cremate him before we sent him home.’




  Heast grunted, unsurprised. ‘Was the business finished?’




  ‘Yes.’ A silence fell between the two, awkward for a moment. ‘Do you not run the markets any more?’ Bueralan asked.




  ‘They stopped six months ago,’ Heast said.




  ‘And the city’s economy?’




  ‘You’ll get paid, Baron.’ The captain’s tone was dry. ‘You’ll not have to fear for your purse.’




  Bueralan chuckled. Both men knew the ritual, the mercenary’s concern and complaint about money, and how they used it. Both had fought for more than one lord and lady and found, once the

  dying began, that there was no money in the coffers to pay for their services. Some mercenary troops, especially the larger ones like Steel, worked for money that would be paid in ransoms, rewards

  and debts to be settled after the battles, but Dark did not take prisoners or petition for the safety of others. They were a small group, a private group who tried to stay out of the public’s

  gaze – unlike many other mercenary groups, they did not authorize cheap novels or plays about their exploits. Bueralan did not need to march into a city with flowers being thrown at his feet,

  accompanied by trumpet fanfares and mobbed by enthusiastic children. He did not need to look outside the window of his barracks and see youngsters re-enacting scenes from the fictions that were

  created from his exploits – in short he did not feel the need to be a hero or legend to anyone but the members of Dark.




  Seeing how other mercenary groups had been short-changed or unpaid, Bueralan had changed the way they operated and ensured they were paid two-fifths in advance, the rest on completion, and their

  rates were reasonable. Until, that is, special requests were made.




  It did not make him popular, but he wasn’t out to win any contests in that area.




  He liked the money, liked that no one would take on a job just to meet him in combat in an attempt to make a name for themselves, and liked especially that no one asked why an exiled baron

  needed to lead an army. He had, for a while, tried to keep his exile a secret, but the very nature of it made that difficult and, surprisingly, it had given him a reputation of trustworthiness, for

  it was clear that he was only interested in the money rather than feats of glory, that he and his company would get the job done, keep quiet and honest and then leave. Despite his attempts at

  anonymity, such was the nature of the fascination with mercenary groups that he was known in some quarters by enthusiasts with more passion for fiction than reality. The boy who sparred with the

  girl had known him, he was sure. Half a dozen others might have, as well. Ever since the fictions had become popular, it had become harder for people like him to keep a low profile, and the more he

  worked at ensuring that he and Dark weren’t in books, weren’t in songs, the more, it seemed, a select few spent their time trying to aggrandize their exploits into something glorious

  and thrilling rather than the blood, dirt and shortened life he knew were associated with his line of work.




  The two men passed through the gates, leaving the empty streets behind and walking at a steady, albeit one-sided limping pace, to the Keep’s heavy doors. These were made from the timber of

  ancient trees that had grown along Ger’s Spine. Inside, the scent of spice drifted through the air. It reminded Bueralan of the Plateau, where the vegan diets of pacifist tribes were

  similarly spiced – and where he had been, but once, officially – but the direction from where the spices came was not where Heast led him. They made their way down the hall, walking

  over warm tiles to a second grand door, where two guards revealed a spacious, well-lit room.




  Inside, the floor was decorated with a sprawling, circular pattern, and at its centre was a silver throne. High on the roof, an intricate array of lights shone and, with almost theatre-like

  drama, a white light was centred on the throne whenever the Lord or Lady of the Spine held court. The immense throne was a relic of an older age, recovered from the cities that had been built in

  the caves throughout the mountains, by a cult who had been outlawed during the Five Kingdoms, but who had been destroyed by the men and women who came to dig for a new life in the ground, for gold,

  the men and women who would later build Mireea. Heast led Bueralan past it without comment. Through a door on the other side of the room, a narrow corridor turned into a spiralling staircase where,

  at the end of several levels, a single guard stood. He nodded as Heast emerged and opened the door to reveal another large room.




  Inside sat the Lady of the Spine, Muriel Wagan.




  Despite her reputation for being strict with an iron will, she looked like a softer woman, verging gently into fat, her dyed red hair that hung like a younger woman’s ponytail over a gown

  of bright yellow and orange reflecting a mind that was anything but sharp and precise.




  ‘Your ladyship, I present to you Captain Bueralan Le,’ Heast said, his hands folding before him.




  ‘My Lady.’ Bueralan bowed his head. ‘A pleasure.’




  Her smile revealed discoloured teeth. ‘My Lord. Captain, how are you feeling?’




  ‘Fine.’




  ‘I’ll take that to mean in considerable pain, as always.’ Her smile was affectionate, taking no offence at his grunted reply. ‘Take yourself downstairs. Have that leg

  looked at.’




  The captain glanced at Bueralan.




  ‘Aned,’ the Lady of the Spine said, ‘don’t make me dismiss you.’




  With a faint inclination of his head, the briefest frown of displeasure slipping across his face, the soldier left the room. When the door shut, the affection left Lady Wagan’s face and

  she turned her gaze on Bueralan. ‘Dark,’ she said, her pale green eyes holding his. ‘Saboteurs.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘For your price, I could hire a small army.’




  ‘You already have small armies,’ he replied. ‘What you don’t have are soldiers who slip into the ranks of your enemy, who poison rivers and dams, who blow up bridges and

  collapse tunnels.’




  ‘And assassinate generals.’




  He shook his head. ‘Not often. Once – twice, it has happened, but both were opportunities taken advantage of, rather than planned. First time, the army was so small that it did fall

  apart without the leader. Second time, another man took the spot and the army kept moving. My advice has always been that you are better to cripple the body than to strike the head of an

  army.’




  ‘Aned speaks very highly of you, Captain,’ she said.




  ‘I’ll try not to disappoint him.’ He nodded to the chair. ‘Do you mind?’




  ‘No. I must confess, I don’t know much about you. Where did you meet my captain?’




  Easing into the cushions, Bueralan replied, ‘On the western coast of the Wilate in a port called Wisal. Merchants had hired a small army to conquer it after it declared its independence

  from the Southern League. The Wisal Governor put Heast in charge of fighting what was turning into an ugly little war over trade routes. I think they expected him to hire an army, but instead he

  took on a group of saboteurs. It was the first squad I worked for, and the job took two weeks and two deaths before the war failed to start properly.’ He met the Lady’s gaze.

  ‘He’s a fine soldier. In another part of the world, there are books written about him. Important books.’




  ‘I have read them.’ Behind her, a large window displayed the cut-back canopy of the forest. The morning’s sun had risen to its high point and threatened to flood the room.

  ‘He told me that Dark numbered eight, not six.’




  Stretching his legs out in front of him, he nodded. ‘Lost two in Ille. The first was Elar – he had been with us for six years. You can’t replace a man like that

  easily.’




  ‘And the other?’




  ‘He was new. This wasn’t the kind of work for him.’




  ‘Did he make the right choice?’




  The question had never been asked of him and, as the light filtered into the upper half of the room, the saboteur paused. ‘Any mercenary will tell you, people come and go in this

  work,’ he said, finally. ‘Sometimes, they have debts to pay. Other times, they’re just going from one place to another. Mostly, mercenaries are just soldiers who only know this

  work and there’s either no place at home for them or home has changed. Occasionally, a man or a group gets famous, but most don’t last that long. It’s different when you’re

  a saboteur. It is not a thing you can pick up and put down. If you know your job, you know too much. You keep professional, because you work for people you like, and people you don’t.

  Sometimes, it is just numbers and maths and theories, and sometimes, you get paid to kill men and women, to poison wells, to kill crops and to steal cattle. At times, it is a hard thing to do to

  look in the eye of someone. Other times, you get paid to slip into a war you don’t want to be part of, to spend time with people you don’t want to spend time with. You’ve got to

  close off the enemy like a good soldier does: it is steel on steel, but it’s harder when you share drinks with them for a month. You realize no one is born evil, just as no one is born pure,

  but the job is a lot easier if you keep the morals straight with the people you work with. The boy’s first job was one I regret, a choice we made that we ought not to have made, and the price

  we paid was high. At the end, he thought we were a little too much like assassins and wasn’t ready for a life of sleeping on the cold ground, eating last, dying first, and watching warm bits

  of silver and gold spend quicker than you could kill for.’




  ‘A surprisingly philosophical response,’ Lady Wagan replied. ‘Why then do you continue with it?’




  ‘My poetry sells poorly.’




  Lady Wagan laughed. ‘Would you like a drink, Captain?’




  ‘I rarely say no.’




  From beneath her table, the Lady of the Spine produced two glasses and a long, straight bottle of laq, a clear liquor from Faaisha. She poured a generous two fingers into each, and pushed one

  forward to the edge of the table.




  ‘This war that I am engaged in is a terrible waste,’ she said, leaning back into the light. ‘Mireea is a neutral trade city. A city that runs off mathematics, I have heard it

  said. Whether you believe that or not, it is a city where only coin is worshipped. Your race, creed and colour do not matter – so long as you understand that the market can reward and punish

  you for both at the same time. This war has damaged my coin. No doubt you have seen my empty streets. My closed stores. Before the first force is sighted, it has cost me what is most

  important and ruined my belief in my neighbours.’




  Bueralan’s thick fingers closed around the glass. ‘Your treaties?’




  ‘Have ensured that all legal trade has been cut off from Leera. Anything else will require me to renegotiate at the cost of my financial independence.’




  The candid response surprised him. ‘You’ve not heard anything from Rakun, then?’




  ‘The King of Leera has made no demands and sent no diplomats. No one has heard from him in close to a year.’




  ‘A long time.’




  ‘A long time for a lot of rumours, but let’s assume he is dead.’ Lady Wagan lifted her drink in salute, finished it in one motion. ‘The last envoy I had from Leera

  claimed to work for a general by the name of Waalstan. Rumours – whispers, really – suggest that he is a warlock. I have no information as to whether that is true or not; what he wanted

  was to begin digging into the Mountain of Ger. He offered a token amount for the rights, but the land he wanted to take was so large that he cannot have thought I would be anything but offended. He

  didn’t even offer a reason for wanting the land. I pointed out that the gold was mostly tapped, and the envoy told me that there were other precious things in the ground. You can use your

  imagination. Anyhow, after I told this envoy no, I heard nothing. It had been three seasons since we saw crops from Leera and five since there was any trade in fish or meat, and I figured that they

  would have to return soon enough, but then the attacks began, and the cannibalism followed.’




  ‘They’re starving?’




  ‘Your guess is as good as mine. No one I have sent has come back with information. Not spies, diplomats or mercenaries.’




  ‘Dead?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How did you hear that?’




  ‘I didn’t, but the border of Leera tells many tales. The only rumour we have heard relates to two years of stories about priests.’




  ‘Priests?’




  ‘Yes.’




  Bueralan placed his empty glass on the table. ‘Any particular god they worship?’




  ‘They want to dig up the mountain, Captain,’ she said, the sun dipping further into the room. ‘There has been nothing officially said, and this close to Yeflam, I can

  understand why. But the rumour is that they have put priests in positions of power, though they are probably nothing more than witches and warlocks. There have been a few signs of rituals in

  campsites, and my husband’s torture was not the work of a simple man. I assume that the general is nothing more than the man with the largest bag of blood by his side for use in their blood

  magic, but regardless the information suggests I am caught in a holy war – or the appearance of one. I need to know for sure, however, and that is why I have hired you and your soldiers. I

  need to know who is running Leera’s war. I also need to know what kind of feeling is in the country, whether food and water is low, how big an army it is, and how deep the chains of command

  run. I need to know if they can be stopped before a siege is laid, or if it will be a longer, more drawn-out path to victory.’




  ‘But you would win?’




  Her smile was easy, confident. ‘Mireea is a small nation, but not a poor one. I will use my resources wisely.’




  ‘Indeed you will, ma’am. Dark could do with a few days’ rest before you send us out, if that’s possible.’




  ‘The wet season ended a week ago in Leera. Take a day or two, but don’t wait too long. The roads will start to fill up soon.’




  He nodded, pushed himself up, ready to leave.




  ‘Captain?’ The Lady’s gaze was intent, unwavering. ‘Speed and accuracy is important. There are already spies in my city.’
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  The inside of Orlan’s Cartography smelt faintly of incense. A decidedly religious odour for a man who, Ayae knew, viewed himself as anything but that.




  She let the door close, the chimes sounding as it did, and did not bother with the lock. Ayae crossed the warm wooden floor, the maps on the walls around her a recollection of past and current

  events. Each was a finely detailed study of roads, borders and names, both current and obsolete, all of which fetched tidy sums. Ayae had still not gotten used to the money involved, especially for

  the older maps, and she doubted that she ever would. It was the oddities in these prices that struck her: how the slanting script of an Orlan two hundred years ago was worth far more than the

  initialled maps six hundred years old. She had been told – lectured, she remembered with a smile – that the younger Orlan’s maps had been mostly lost in a fire a century and a

  half ago and their scarcity therefore increased their value.




  Samuel Orlan was an important symbol. To say that there had always been one was not quite right, for the original Orlan had lived and died before the War of the Gods. He had been famous, but had

  become more so after the war, when the world had been so different. But a second Samuel Orlan did not emerge until early in the Five Kingdoms, where in the huge libraries of Samar, a slim man had

  stumbled across the original maps and taken it upon himself to make new ones. Since then, there had always been a Samuel Orlan – male and female, with the cartographer’s final

  apprentice taking over the name, the legacy and the work of ensuring that the world remained mapped. Ayae was still constantly amazed at the stream of men and women, wealthy and famous, who came

  from afar to the shop to look for a particular map, or to contract the current Samuel Orlan for a specific job for fees of such amounts that she could scarcely judge them real.




  The first time such a customer had come and left, Samuel had laughed at her expression. ‘You can make a fortune with the name, if you take it on after me. If not, well, you’ll still

  likely make a fortune, just without the necessity to grow a beard. It is tradition, you understand.’




  A part of her felt guilty when he said that, for both of them knew that she would not be the next Samuel Orlan, but the guilt was not long lived. She did not have the dedication that Orlan had,

  did not have the sheer skill he displayed. But she loved the work, deeply appreciated the time that Orlan took to teach her his skills, the growing skill her own hand had, and the joy that came in

  seeing a piece of land or a continent come together on the parchment she worked upon. Both she and he knew that he had given her a skill that would enable her to live comfortably for the rest of

  her life, to fund her while she followed the other paths of her art, to the portraits and illustrations that were her first love.




  Behind her, the door chimes sounded.




  Ayae turned from the parchment she was examining, her hand resting on the large table that dominated the room. A man of medium height stood in the doorway. For a moment she did not recognize

  him, until the sheer ordinariness of him, the plainness of his white skin, close-cut brown hair and loose white shirt and trousers, sparked a recognition:




  This morning. The Spine.




  ‘We’re not open yet,’ she said, her voice so soft that she was forced to repeat herself. ‘You’ll have to wait half an hour.’




  ‘The door wasn’t locked.’ The man’s voice was polite, easygoing. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to just walk in.’




  Yet, her hand gripped the table tight. ‘The sign was on the door.’




  He smiled, a faint, half curve of his lips. ‘That’s quite the work you’re standing next to. The masterpiece of an artist.’




  The map across the table she gripped was easily three times her width and a foot taller. Kept under glass, it showed the world as it was commonly known, with Orlan’s confident, strong

  lines and use of colour as much a signature as the one in the corner. What set this map apart was that the corpses of the gods had been worked into the landscape: the Spine did not follow the spine

  of Ger, but was the spine, with Mireea the connective vertebrae to the neck and shoulders.




  ‘I asked you to leave,’ Ayae said, a flicker of annoyance alighting in her stomach. ‘Don’t make me ask again.’




  ‘You’re not going to ask again.’




  Anger sparked. ‘Leave now. There are strict penalties for thieves. You don’t want to be on the wrong side of Lady—’




  ‘Lady Wagan does not interest me.’ Stepping up to the table, the man gazed down at the map. ‘What is beautiful about this map – other than the craft that is, and we must

  always admire craftsmanship, child – what is beautiful is the gods. So many maps, so many lives are empty of them now. But not here, not on this mountain, not where Samuel Orlan lives. No, he

  understands that we sail upon the blood of the Leviathan, as sailors say.’




  ‘You need to leave,’ Ayae said, releasing the table, her anger strengthening her resolve as she walked to the door. ‘I don’t appreciate being followed. I don’t

  appreciate you thinking you have a right to come in here uninvited.’




  Unconcerned, he ran his hands across the glass.




  ‘I said—’




  ‘I heard you.’ He turned to her. ‘Don’t you feel uncomfortable here?’




  The table began to smoke, as if deep in its frame there was a flame, a single spark that was struggling to get out. With his hard, grey eyes holding her gaze, the oh-so-ordinary-looking man who

  was clearly not so ordinary left the table.




  Ayae whispered, ‘Who are you?’




  ‘I have no name,’ he said softly, his pale hand closing around her arm—




  Her free hand slammed heel first into his chest.




  It was a desperate blow, but it caught him off guard and caused him to stagger back. Yet he did not release her. Quickly, Ayae drove her foot down onto his. The man made no sound and fear

  threaded through her unlike any she had felt before. Behind her, the wood in the table ignited, and flames began to rush along the edges, spreading like burning pitch across broken tiles.




  The flames jumped, leaping from the table to the wall, and Ayae panicked at the sight. She broke free and turned for the door, grabbing the handle; a hand grasped her hair and wrenched her back.

  Twisting, she slammed the heel of her hand into the nameless man’s arm, hitting the forearm hard. Behind them, the flames found parchment, ink, paint, chemicals, and glass and black smoke

  ripped out. The man flinched, caught in the blast. Horrified, she tensed to strike out again, but the man turned and threw her against the wall – threw her into the flames.




  Ayae screamed and slapped at her clothes, at her body – unable to feel pain, but sure, more sure than anything that her flesh was peeling, turning dark, that the fire was devouring the air

  around her, thrusting its smoke into her throat, and aiming to choke her. The fire leapt and twisted around her and the nameless man, his hands black, reached for her. Through watering eyes, her

  body twisting to get out of his way, out of the fire’s way, she could do nothing – nothing but scream as, behind him, the fire took form, and a hand reached out and grabbed the head of

  her attacker, wrenching it back as a smouldering blade ran across his throat.




  There was no scream.




  No blood.




  Nothing.




  Flames roared, but Ayae had gone still. She had to move, she had to get out, but she could not. Flames cascaded across the ceiling, a mix of orange and black. She heard glass pop. A

  part of her screamed. A young part, a child’s voice.




  Then hands were on her roughly, were dragging her like a heavy weight to the door. Smoke hid the sky, and she felt a cloak drop over her, felt it smother her, wrap around her tightly as she sank

  to the ground, the trembling setting into her deeply before unconsciousness took her.




  





  5.




  When Ayae awoke, she was in flames.




  They flickered without heat, hitting glass as if she were trapped inside a bubble, and they were searching, probing, trying to enter her. Fingers curling she grabbed sheets, exposed toes

  following, her panic subsiding as her consciousness registered the lamp directly above. Rising, Ayae pushed a hand through her hair and gazed around her. She was in a long, wide room, with dozens

  of empty single beds. The emergency ward of Mireea. There were guards at the door and windows at the top of the wall that showed the night and the moon – the remains of a dead god,

  the thought came unbidden.




  She was in no pain. Pushing back the blanket, she saw her bare legs and arms beneath the simple shift she had been dressed in. Outside of the taste of smoke in her mouth, there was no indication

  that she had been in a fire.




  The same could not be said about the room’s other inhabitant. Wearing clothes stained by smoke and burnt by flames, he was a man of medium height, pale-skinned with long auburn hair. On

  the floor beside him sat a pair of ash-stained boots and a canvas duffle bag, a long, leather cloak resting over it. The strangest thing about him were the thin chains wrapped around his wrists,

  the bands a mix of silver and copper threaded with tiny charms made from gold, copper, silver, glass and leather. The charms were not isolated to his wrists, for she could see thin chains tied

  through his hair and one pierced in his right ear.




  ‘So you wake.’ His voice had a strange accent, one she could not place. ‘I think they were going to bring a prince, eventually.’




  ‘Have I been here long?’ Her voice sounded smoky and harsh. She coughed to clear it.




  ‘Since this morning.’




  ‘You – you pulled me out of the fire?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Thank you.’




  His right hand touched a chain on his wrist. ‘It was luck. I heard screaming and went in. I found you in need.’




  Footsteps emerged outside the door. Ayae hesitated, then said, ‘Did you – did you kill the man in there?’




  ‘No.’ He had dark-green eyes, darker than any she had seen before, and they met hers evenly. ‘You want to avoid him,’ the man littered with charms said. ‘If you

  can.’




  The door opened and Reila, the small, grey-haired, white healer, entered. ‘There will be guards coming for you soon, Zaifyr,’ she said, though her gaze was not on him. ‘Pull on

  your boots.’




  ‘They have holes in them.’




  Ignoring him, the healer’s small hands pushed aside Ayae’s hair, and pressed against her forehead. ‘How do you feel?’




  ‘Fine.’




  ‘You’re warm,’ she said softly. ‘Still warm. Like you’re smouldering beneath your skin.’




  ‘Don’t say that,’ Ayae whispered.




  The healer’s words were too close to suggesting something that, beneath her skin, in her blood and bones, was a touch of a god, that she was cursed. It was the name that men and women in

  Mireea used for people with a god’s power in them, the name repeated up to Faaisha aloud, but the name that was whispered in the streets of Yeflam behind the Keepers’ backs. It was the

  name that implied countless horrors, stories told of men and women who, since birth, looked normal, acted normal, until one day they split down the chest as arms grew from their body, or their skin

  began to melt.




  To be cursed meant that, inside you, was part of a dead god. Their very beings broke down around you, their blood seeping into the land, into the water, their last breaths polluting the air,

  each act freeing their divinity, leaving it to remake the world without restraint, leaving tragedy in its wake, creating madmen such as the Innocent and terrible empires such as the Five Kingdoms.

  The remains of the dead were nothing but pain and suffering that ordinary people had to endure.
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