



  [image: cover]




  

  




  [image: ]




  





  For my sisters




  





  The Story So Far . . .




  It is a time of war for the beleaguered Free Ports of the democras, that confederation of islands strung across the Midèrēs Sea. Surrounded on all sides by

  the Mannian Empire, the Free Ports hold out when most other nations have already fallen, offering the only lasting resistance to the Empire’s domination . . .




  On the front line of this conflict stands the fortress city of Bar-Khos, its mighty walls stretching across an isthmus that connects Khos with the occupied southern continent. Bar-Khos

  has been besieged by the Empire’s forces for ten long, desperate years. If it falls, the rest of the Free Ports will likely follow. Defeat means the enslavement of them all.




  Now, with the surprise invasion of an imperial army behind Khosian lines, attacking the city from the rear, everything hangs in the balance . . .




  To the east, across the sea, lies the Alhazii Caliphate and its desert capital of Zanzahar. The Alhazii remain neutral in the war. Their power is founded on their monopoly of black

  powder, which they supply to both sides for profit. It is a monopoly based on their ancient trading partnership with the mysterious and advanced Isles of Sky, the location of which remains a

  jealously guarded secret. The Alhazii will do anything to stop the location of the Isles of Sky from becoming known. What they don’t know, yet, is that a covert network known as the

  Few, which works behind the scenes to defend the democras of the Free Ports, has already uncovered their secret. Indeed soon, the Few should have navigation charts showing the way. Charts that

  could change the entire balance of the war – if only they hadn’t recently gone missing . . .




  Meanwhile, two moons orbit the planet of Erēs. One of them, a water moon, shows signs of life . . .




  





  The Players




  In the midst of this war, several people hold the fate of the Free Ports in their hands:




  NICO CALVONE A young man returned from the dead; the son of Cole and Reese Calvone, and the recent apprentice to the old

  Rōshun assassin, Ash. Nico was recently slain in an imperial arena, far from his homeland of Khos. However, following a mission to the Isles of Sky by his Rōshun master and his father

  Cole, Nico was reincarnated by the strange technologies of the people of the Isles. He has since returned to Bar-Khos with his father, only to find that his mother has been kidnapped and enslaved

  by the invading Mannian forces. Together, father and son have set out to save her.




  BAHN CALVONE A Red Guard officer and field aide to the Lord Protector of Khos, the famous General Creed. After a reckless show

  of bravery at the recent battle of Chey-Wes against the invading Imperial Expeditionary Force, Bahn was captured by the enemy. Along with other Khosian prisoners, he was secretly indoctrinated by

  Mannian priests to betray the cause of his own people. He was then allowed to escape. Bahn returned to the besieged city of Bar-Khos, unwittingly primed with his mission of treason. Not long after

  his return he received a surprise visit from his brother Cole, a brother who fled the endless war many years ago. Even more surprising is what Cole carries in his possession – charts to the

  Isles of Sky: a chance of changing the whole course of the war. Without explaining how he came by them, Cole asked Bahn to take the charts and to pass them to the relevant Khosian authorities.

  Something which Bahn has not yet done, even as the invading imperial army masses beyond the wall.




  CHÉ A young man who was once an apprentice with the Rōshun, an order of assassin monks who offer protection to people through the

  threat of vendetta. Unknown even to himself, however, Ché was actually an infiltrator sent by the Mannian Empire, his mind manipulated so that he believed himself to be someone else. Upon

  deserting the Rōshun, Ché returned to the Mannian capital and became a Diplomat, an elite imperial assassin, and subsequently helped betray his previous companions in the

  Rōshun. He later joined the surprise invasion of Khos by the Empire’s Expeditionary Force. It was in Khos where Ché finally deserted his own side. After a brief liaison with a

  young woman called Curl, a medico in the Khosian army, the ex-Diplomat was captured and imprisoned by the Khosians.




  COYA ZEZIKÉ Famed Delegate of the League of Free Ports, and descendant of the even more famous philosopher Zeziké,

  whose teachings inspired the revolution of the democras more than a century ago. As a secret member of the Few, Coya Zeziké has travelled to Bar-Khos to lend what aid he can in their

  defence.




  SHARD THE DREAMER A refugee from the occupied southern continent, and a native Contrarè. After fleeing with her family to

  the Free Ports, Shard made her home in the Academy of Salina, where, as a student, she helped develop the burgeoning craft of rooking – the craft of covertly accessing and subverting

  farcrys, a form of exotic technology which allow for distant communications through the medium of the Black Dream. By now though, Shard is much more than an expert rook. She has become a

  Dreamer too, able to manipulate reality by accessing the bindi itself, the cosmic code.




  





  




  ‘If you cry freedom, start praying to


  your fiercest gods.’




  NIHILIS, FIRST PATRIARCH OF MANN,


  TO THE DEFIANT GREEN ISLANDERS.
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  PROLOGUE




  The Woman Who Fell from the Sky




  ‘Did I ever tell you about Horroco Pledge?’ rasped the woman through gritted teeth, clenched hard to stop them from clattering in the worsening vibrations of

  the descent. Already a sharp tang of blood filled her mouth from where she’d clipped the end of her tongue. ‘Only man to take a Yukka ride to the planet and make it back

  again?’




  She had to speak, had to hear the sound of her own voice just to prove that this was still real – that she was really falling faster than a bullet through the upper atmosphere of the

  planet, tracing a trail of fire across the sky like a falling star.




  Suddenly, a shudder ran through the protective Yukka shell all around her like a jolt of fear.




  Ocean gasped, swallowing down more blood. Her lanky body jostled in the harness fixing her to the curve of the shell wall, and she gripped the straps even harder, feeling them digging into her

  flesh. Something cracked loud and spirited overhead, but Ocean dared not look up to see. She knew it was the thick outer casing of the husk starting to fracture in the heat.




  ‘Horroco Pledge,’ she rasped again, heaving for air through her flaring nostrils. ‘One of those early hermit mystics, used to seek out the remotest islands of Sholos

  to live alone. Until even those islands were not remote enough. So the mystics turned their gazes to the planet overhead. They started hollowing out the Yukka seeds, and hitching rides inside them

  across the void. Hoping to find somewhere unpopulated, secluded, on that big fat planet of Erēs, even if they died in the attempt.’




  So startling, this primal terror gripping her body. Like she was a frightened child again, falling in a dream. Even her own throat seemed to have seized itself in a vicious chokehold, trying to

  throttle some sense into her as though there was still time for that, as though she wasn’t fully committed. Her years of experience seemed as nothing in comparison to this present, pressing

  reality; wrapped in flames and plummeting to the surface of another world, riding the seed pod of a tree that had flung its spore in the wildest gesture of hope and life across the void.




  A roar was pressing hard against her eardrums, the howl of scorched air through which she and the seed shell were plummeting. It was getting harder to breathe inside the hollowed-out husk, the

  oxygen thinned almost to nothing during the crossing, even with the tanks of blue-algae sloshing on the floor. But Ocean spoke aloud anyway, squandering what air remained on what seemed an even

  greater need just then – holding herself together through the shaking dignity of her own voice.




  ‘His pod . . . it came in too shallow. Skipped right off the atmosphere and ended up slingshotting all the way around the planet. He thought he was dead when his food and water ran out.

  All he had left was the supply of moondust he’d brought with him, hoping it might be a valuable commodity to the natives. So he ate it all and off he went, soaring in his mind while the pod

  shot off through the void, as alone as anyone has ever been . . .




  ‘Hey, you even listening?’




  With a grunt of effort Ocean forced her neck forwards. She couldn’t see the little swamp rat anywhere. He was no longer peering out from her pocket. Blinking the sweat from her eyes she

  gazed down at her juddering, suited body, and her legs ending at bare feet dangling just above the glowing floor.




  Look y’all, I’m flying.




  Ripping through the upper atmosphere of a planet!




  Ocean bounced around in her harness like an underweight jockey, her eyes widening as she stared down at the fiery glow now rising from the floor of the pod, all too aware of what she was looking

  at. It was the Yukka shell’s long-spent combustion chamber, which had first launched the mighty seed out of the water moon’s atmosphere with Ocean snug inside it, being burned away in

  the heat of their rapid deceleration. Now, parts of the floor itself were thinning to a vague translucency which seemed to be barely holding back the yellow blasts of heat.




  With a flash and a shudder the burning air pulsed even brighter, so that the space of the seed pod was filled with the flickering tones of flames.




  ‘Old Horroco . . .’ she gasped. ‘He said – he said that when he was soaring like that, all alone through the void, high on moondust and waiting to die, he tried

  calling to the Great Dreamer, and even deeper to the Source itself . . . But he gained no answer to his pleas. Or so he thought, until a miracle of good luck happened, and he got snared by the

  moon’s gravity so he made it back to Sholos. The only person ever to make a return trip!’




  Ocean grimaced at her own words. Even if she made it down in one piece, she was never coming back from this. She was never going home.




  Sweat dripped from her face and fell spinning in slow motion towards the glowing roar of the floor. She felt movement across her shoulder. It was Pip, her friendly swamp rat, digging his claws

  into the impenetrable weave of her skinsuit.




  ‘Hey,’ she said to the little rat, its hair banded with dark green stripes like blades of grass. ‘What happened to staying in my pocket?’




  The rat was going after a bug, she saw. A little moon bug that had caught a ride with them on their voyage, somehow hidden until now, sitting there on her upper arm with its silver carapace

  splayed open, beating its wings. Slowly, tenaciously, gripping on against the forces of free fall, Pip clawed his way towards it, his whiskers twitching.




  ‘You need to be doing that right now?’




  Her voice snagged the rat’s ear, for Pip looked up to meet her eyes. He snapped his front teeth together, then carried on towards the bug.




  Ocean reached out a hand towards him, seeing colours swimming across her blurring vision. For an instant she was struck with the sight of her hand shaking and swaying there in front of her

  – how her black skin turned bronze in the upward glow of the flames – and then she grasped the squirming rat and pulled him tight to her chest, tight to her heart, where his own tiny

  pulse raced in her grasp.




  Another shock sent the shell of the Yukka pod lunging sideways. Ocean cried out aloud, though her shout was near lost in the angry growl of the descent.




  Hard to believe the vibrations were worsening. She heard what sounded like a rip over her head, something forcefully separating. It was the worst of bad signs, the heat crisping the hoary outer

  shell and penetrating inwards, forming cracks where it was thinnest. It suggested she was coming in too steep.




  With a deep exhalation she projected her inner eye out beyond the husk to take in the roaring brilliance of its exterior, almost too bright to look at in the surrounding darkness of night.




  A jerk. A shudder. Part of the outer shell tearing off entirely.




  ‘We’re all right. We’re all right. We’re all right!’




  At last Ocean dared to look up, only to see the split forming right above her head and running across the woody curvature of the shell.




  ‘We’re all right. We’re all right!’




  Screaming at a thousand lems a second through air growing ever denser, Ocean’s voice juddered as though she was beating on her chest, the vibrations grown so bad now she was being shaken

  loose even from the straps holding her to the wall. She gripped harder to the harness and to Pip as she was thrown from side to side, her head rocking so violently she thought her neck would

  snap.




  ‘Shit!’




  Many of the seed pods didn’t make it to the surface intact, coming in too shallow or too steep. Fifty-fifty were the considered odds for a Yukka rider’s chances of survival.

  Sometimes the rider made it. Sometimes they didn’t.




  Dig deep, advised the disciplined core of her mind. You’ve lived or died on a coin toss before.




  Hard to focus though with her brains being scrambled in her skull. Ocean’s left arm and shoulder had somehow come loose, so that she was partly hanging free from her harness as she was

  thrown about, and coming looser with every heave. Pip squirmed in her grip to be free.




  It was all clearly madness to her just then – this mission she had taken on, this insane feat of will and desperate chances. Any moment now the shell was going to crack apart and the

  flames would consume her in their hungry need for life.




  But there was nothing she could do but hold on, and even as she thought that she was finished the roaring faded away just as quickly as it had come, replaced instead by a whine of passing air.

  Through the thin patches of the floor the flames were suddenly replaced by darkness. Around her, the vibrations became nothing but an occasional rattle.




  She was through the upper atmosphere, having shed most of her velocity along the way. In moments the wobbling pod righted itself with a deployment of leaf vanes trailing behind its fall. Again

  she checked with her inner eye, and saw the vanes flapping above in ribbons that caught the light of the moons, slowing her descent even further as they unravelled themselves to catch the air.




  She was still alive. She was going to make it.




  *




  Heavy, this world of Erēs.




  Even with the superior strength of her Patched body, Ocean had the impression of moving through water as she struggled from the fresh-cut hole in the shell’s top to emerge into a howling

  winter’s night.




  Freezing gusts narrowed her eyes to slits, blasting the great cloud of black hair on her head so that she felt the heft of it like never before. Below her, the seed pod bucked wildly in waves

  that tossed it this way and that, tilting sharply from one side to the other. In the moonlight its exterior looked scorched like some cauldron left too long in the fire, its hoary curved flanks

  still smoking. Steam hissed wherever waves crashed against them.




  Ocean gasped against a spray of salt water. The bubbling backwash glowed with a green phosphorescence, and when she looked about she saw that the whole surface was shining with it wherever the

  waters broke. She gasped again as she cast the bundle in her hands over the side, so that it landed with a limp splash on a surging swell.




  Instantly the object began to expand into the shape of a small boat.




  Grinning from exertion, Ocean clambered clear of the hole on her long and shaky limbs with a sleek carryall dangling from her back. She clung on to the ragged edge for a moment, caught by the

  sight of white water racing towards her glowing with threads of green. She managed a curse before the wave washed her away in its bubbling riot.




  Long moments of breathless scrambling for the surface, fighting against the drag of her carryall, the water, the colossal weight of the planet itself. For a desperate moment the woman found

  herself caught beneath one of the trailing leaf vanes of the Yukka pod, like coming up under a layer of sea weeds. But she didn’t panic. Ocean had been born in the water, and if she was lucky

  she would die in it too.




  But not today.




  She broke the surface crying out for air, scattering water like beads of green fire. Just ahead of her, the little swamp rat squirmed over the crest of a wave with his long tail leaving an

  emerald trail behind him, obviously headed for the inflatable boat. By then the craft had fully expanded, its tiny wheelhouse visible above the bubbling swells. Ocean surged towards it too.




  The soaked and trembling rat was watching her when she finally hauled herself over the flexing side. Ocean flopped into the pool of water on the floor. She lay there for some time, next to her

  sodden carryall, unable or unwilling to move, snug enough in the self-warming layers of her skinsuit.




  When she lifted her chin to look at Pip again, the rat squeaked loudly.




  ‘I hear ya,’ she replied.




  Ocean planted a palm on the sagging floor of the boat and forced herself upright. She tried to stand in the tiny boat but almost fell over the side for her efforts. Her balance was way off. She

  gave herself a few moments then tried again, clutching at the inflatable wheel of the boat to right herself, swaying on her bare feet.




  Whoah. Big world!




  *




  At least there was some shelter inside the three flexing, transparent walls of the wheelhouse. Pip huddled out of the gale beneath the wheel, watching Ocean as she stabbed at

  the boat’s power nipple until algae lights glowed to life across the instrument panel. Heat began to emanate from the veins running through the floor. At the back of the craft, a row of

  squid-jets started pushing out water against the swells.




  She took a moment to catch her bearings, to centre herself, to bask in the weak light of the moons. Tatters of clouds trailed long and thin across the starry night sky. In all directions the far

  horizon was barely visible, even with the night vision of her Patched eyes.




  My new home, she thought, knowing there was no going back now.




  Strange, how normal it felt to be bobbing on the sea of an alien world. Yet Erēs was not entirely alien. Not even mostly so. It had been seeded long ago from the distant stars, just as the

  two moons above it had been seeded.




  They were humans here just like her. And for all that this planet remained in quarantine, isolated from all the other worlds, they lived lives of hope and struggle just like everyone else.




  Spray lashed across the wheelhouse. The boat’s prow rose high on a wave. Ocean took a device from one of her utility pockets, then turned it this way and that until a flashing light on its

  side started to blink faster. When she pointed it directly east, the light stopped blinking and stayed fully on – locked on the signal of a distant transponder.




  The signal of Juke, her hired accomplice on the planet.




  ‘East it is,’ Ocean declared, turning the wheel to bring them about.




  She could only assume their calculations for the launch timing had been precise enough – that she had landed in the Midèrēs Sea as expected, right there in the Heart of the

  World. Ultimately, she had aimed for the Free Ports themselves, but such precision with the Yukka seeds was a matter of luck more than anything else. She could only hope the islands of the democras

  were close by.




  With a last, lingering glance at the smoking Yukka pod, Ocean fed more power into the squid-jets and aimed the boat east into the prevailing waves, flexing her knees against the lifts and dips

  of the swell. She looked back again, though this time to the sky where the twin moons gleamed high and pale. She focused on the blue one, sweet Shilos, and all she had left behind forever.




  Ocean pulled a face, then set off into the blasting winds of her new world, headed for the Free Ports.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  Nico




  Through the night galloped a zel bearing a pair of riders on its steaming back, foam snorting from its muzzle and lathering the black and white stripes of its flanks. The

  animal’s lungs heaved like it was about to drop dead.




  ‘Yah!’ shouted the rider gripping the reins, whipping the zel for more speed. ‘Yah!’




  They raced down the shoulder of a hill following a muddy track in the darkness, barely able to see where they were going. Nico Calvone clung on to the back of his father’s coat with a grip

  made icy from the winter cold, his clothes still soaking wet from the earlier rain, bouncing up and down so badly he was at risk of falling off. Snowy pine boughs lashed past his face. Clumps of

  mud and snow scattered from the animal’s hooves as steam jetted from its nostrils.




  His father was going to run the animal into the ground like this. But since scenting what had seemed like rotten eggs on the wind, Cole had whipped the animal’s running lope into a

  full-out charge, and he showed no signs of slowing.




  Over his father’s shoulder, Nico glimpsed the Reach stretching before them from the foot of the hill, speckled with the lights of imperial camp fires. And there was Tume glittering in the

  distance, the city floating in a steaming lake whose black waters reflected the sister moons hanging above. A Khosian city that now lay in the hands of the enemy.




  ‘Simmer Lake,’ rasped Cole. ‘We have to hope your mother hasn’t reached Tume yet.’




  ‘You’re going to kill the zel like this!’




  ‘No choice!’




  It was fear that drove his father’s breakneck pace down the hill. Fear of what would happen if they didn’t reach her in time.




  Days had passed since they had come across the belongings of Nico’s mother on the road leading to their wild farm, way back on the southern coast. Reese’s things had been scattered

  around a deserted handcart, and tracks of slavers had headed off towards the enemy-held north. Riding a pair of zels, Nico and his father had raced all the way to the Reach following their trail,

  losing one mount to exhaustion along the way. Now the other zel was about to drop too.




  A ravine flanked the track on their right-hand side, dark and wide, flashing past dangerously close at times as the trail wound its way through the trees. As they rounded a turn Nico peered

  ahead, spotting something in front – a fire, burning brightly by the side of the trail, surrounded by the silhouettes of seated figures. Behind them he glimpsed a blackened cottage and a flag

  fluttering from the ruins of its porch, sporting the red hand of Mann.




  ‘Imperials!’ he hissed. ‘A guard post!’




  Cole lashed the zel even harder, leaning right over its neck so that Nico had to crouch forward too. In a full charge they thundered along the track towards the bonfire, where heads were turning

  now, a cloaked figure rising with a bottle in his grasp.




  The cloaked soldier stepped out onto the track and held up a hand to stop them.




  ‘Yah! Yah!’ urged Cole, but it seemed that the sight of the soldier standing in their way was the last straw for the poor zel, for just then she cried out and faltered.




  Nico nearly fell off as their mount reared up on her hind legs. He clung on as she collapsed to the earth beneath him, right there before the feet of the startled soldier.




  In the rising steam of the animal’s last breath, Cole and Nico sat in the saddle unmoving, like two fools trying to ride a dead zel. ‘Gods damn son of a bitch,’ panted

  Cole.




  ‘Well what do we have here, boys?’ cried the soldier in accented Trade, standing there gripping a bottle of wine, his other hand resting on his sword hilt beneath his thick grey

  cloak. Around the nearby fire sat his two companions. One was staring with drunken eyes while the other snored softly.




  ‘You have any zels hereabouts?’ snapped Cole impatiently as they climbed to their feet, looking about him. The imperial soldier tilted his head to one side, not liking Cole’s

  tone. The soldier was middle-aged and overweight, his double chin bulging beneath his bearded scowl.




  ‘Not since we ate them. What brings you out here in the middle of the night, then? Doing some scavenging?’




  Hearing the suspicion in the man’s voice, Nico joined his father’s side with stiffened legs, his sodden clothes sticking to his skin. A pair of dogs were growling under a nearby

  tree. He could see something hanging from one of its boughs.




  Nico observed the burnt-out cottage beyond the roaring fire, and behind it the black gulf of the ravine. He looked back towards the dogs that were jumping about under the nearby tree. His blood

  froze. From the boughs of the tree hung a pair of corpses – an old man and woman with whitened hair.




  The dogs were leaping up to take bites from the spinning corpses’ feet, which dangled as bloody strips of flesh.




  ‘Just stragglers,’ he heard his father say tightly. From the tail of his eye, Nico watched Cole slowly unbuttoning his longcoat for easy access to his blades. ‘Don’t

  suppose you’ve seen any slavers come through this way? We ran into some trouble back there. Got separated.’




  ‘A team came through this afternoon,’ piped his seated companion, a younger fellow swaying on a varnished dining chair. ‘Had some fine women with them too.’




  ‘Did you see a red-haired woman amongst them?’ Nico blurted. By his side his father sighed.




  ‘Red hair? Sure. Best looker of the lot. They wouldn’t let us have a taste of them though, the bastards. Precious cargo.’




  ‘How long ago?’ asked Nico.




  ‘I suppose that would have been this afternoon sometime.’




  ‘You say you were with those fellows?’ asked the overweight soldier, studying them closely. It was Cole he didn’t like the look of. Something about the way Nico’s father

  was leaning over the saddle of the fallen zel.




  His hand was going slowly for his sword when Cole swung back with the longrifle and aimed it square between the man’s crossed eyes. ‘Easy,’ Cole suggested. ‘No sudden

  moves now. Nico. Grab his sword there.’




  Nico drew the blade from the man’s scabbard. The alcohol on his panted breath washed over him, hot and rancid.




  By the fire, the younger fellow was still sitting there, blinking in confusion.




  ‘On your feet, soldier!’ Cole snarled at him and he jumped up like he’d been struck by lightning, toppling the chair behind him. The young man looked sober all of a sudden as

  he stared at the sword in Nico’s grip and then at Cole’s rifle.




  ‘What do we do with them?’ whispered Nico to his father.




  ‘What do you think we do with them?’




  ‘You don’t have to do this,’ said the big man with the rifle at his head.




  ‘You really don’t!’ wailed his companion. ‘Take what you want.’




  ‘You think you deserve our mercy?’ snarled Cole. He was truly angry now. ‘You come here to enslave our people, and you think you deserve our mercy?’




  For a moment they all just stood there, gasping their steamy breaths into the night. Their companion snored away on his chair.




  The dogs were still snarling and leaping up at the corpses. The sight of them hardened Nico’s heart. He knew what needed to be done. He grabbed at the younger man’s cloak and shoved

  him towards the tree. ‘You too!’ he snapped at his companion on the track, jabbing his sword at him. ‘Cut down those bodies. Give them a proper burial like they deserve. Maybe

  then, my father here will go easy on you.’




  ‘Easy?’




  ‘Maybe he’ll make it quick.’




  People will do anything, Nico reflected, if it means tasting a few more sips of air before their end. Working slowly, the drunken shambling pair of soldiers hacked down the bodies from the tree

  then kicked the dogs away with their boots.




  ‘We don’t have time for this, Nico,’ grumbled his father, keeping his rifle aimed at them.




  ‘We’ve time.’




  They stood there watching in silence as the soldiers heaped rocks onto the two bodies stretched out side by side: someone’s parents and grandparents. By the time they were finished they

  were both slick with sweat. The younger fellow bent over to vomit, moaning and shaking with fear. Cole marched up to him. He pressed the rifle barrel to the fellow’s temple until he

  straightened, then planted it on his forehead and jabbed it hard so the soldier stumbled backwards, headed for the ravine behind the cottage.




  ‘Please, you don’t have to do this!’ the young man pleaded, for he could see over his shoulder what they were headed for.




  ‘Keep an eye on the other one,’ Cole growled, leaving Nico standing there with his blade pointed at the fat man’s armoured belly.




  The big man licked his dry lips, eyes flicking this way and that.




  ‘I have a wife, I have children!’ hollered his companion through the gloom. They had stopped now at the very edge, and the man looked down and sobbed with fear.




  ‘Yeah? So do I,’ rasped Cole. He still had the end of the barrel pressed against the man’s forehead. ‘Now jump.’




  ‘Hist!’ cried the young soldier. ‘Do something, will you?’




  ‘Like what, Tylen? The lad has me at the end of a sword.’




  ‘Please,’ he called out to Cole, and Nico saw the fellow flinging off his cloak before fumbling to take off his armour. ‘I’ll take it all off. I’ll walk away,

  I’ll desert! Just please, please, let me get back to my wife and my children.’




  ‘Jump,’ said Cole with steel in his voice, and he prodded the rifle so the man tottered backwards over the edge.




  ‘No!’ he wailed as he toppled into the ravine.




  Nico’s heart was hammering away. His throat was dry. He looked to the remaining soldier standing before him. The man glanced down at the sword gleaming between them.




  He’s going to jump me. I should finish him now!




  Nico had killed a man before, but that had been in the midst of action; not like this, in cold blood against an unarmed opponent. In his hesitation he saw the fellow’s stare harden, and in

  a moment of slowing time Nico watched dumbly as the soldier knocked the blade aside and went for him, his hands grabbing for his throat. He was twice the bulk of Nico and they both went down hard,

  his foul breath pouring over him. Nico grabbed wildly for the knife in his belt.




  A loud crack sounded above him as Cole rapped the man’s skull with the butt of his rifle. The soldier slid off him, unconscious or dead Nico couldn’t tell.




  ‘Give me a hand here,’ heaved Cole, and together they dragged him over to the ravine and rolled him over the edge.




  Nico stumbled back towards the fire. It was like some awful dream of murder that he couldn’t awaken from. The third soldier was still snoring drunkenly next to the flames. They grabbed him

  by the arms too and dragged him to the ravine, where they tossed him in after his companions.




  Sweat was beading Nico’s forehead. He walked back to the track without looking back; without looking at his father.




  He could see clouds forming overhead, bringing with them a sudden breeze, stirring the pine trees all around him. Nico felt a few cool spits of rain.




  Great, he thought, more rain; as though he hadn’t just helped cast three men to their deaths.




  His father grimaced as he looked to the north towards the lake and the distant lights of Tume.




  ‘Let’s go.’




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  Bahn




  So tired was Bahn Calvone that dream time and waking time seemed to have converged into one bleak continuum, in which he existed in some kind of twilight world between them

  both. Phantoms played at the edges of his vision, thoughts twisted and crawled in knots of endless obsession.




  He couldn’t recall when last he had slept properly. Whenever Bahn tried to rest he was tossed this way and that by dreams that were as bizarre as they were disturbing. Dreams of leering

  monsters. Dreams of torture and breaking points. Dreams of a violent father, who in real life had never been anything but gentle.




  No longer could he close his eyes without fearing what was to come. Even sleep, the final refuge, was now denied him.




  Up here on the edge of the cliff the sea breeze blew at Bahn in fierce gusts, scouring his narrowed and red-shot eyes with frigid blasts. Yet his tears were mostly of his own making, cast from

  despair and exhaustion, fat drops spilling down his face and plummeting into the gulf of air below his feet.




  Bahn was sweating slightly despite the breeze cooling his skin, as though he was still touched by lingering fever from his recent bout of dysentery. His Red Guard armour felt heavy today, his

  sword, his hobnailed boots, even his head with its dark moods and even darker thoughts, all bearing him down. Behind him swept his cloak, barely fastened at his neck, tug-tugging him back from the

  edge even as he leaned over it, swaying above the high and pitiless fall.




  Down there, at the very foot of the cliff, were the countless tilted roofs of the Shoals, that notorious shanty-town clinging to the thin coastal fringe of Bar-Khos; shacks on stilts with planks

  strung between them, necessary for the tides that flooded the rocks during every storm surge. Smoke tussled amongst streaming clothes drying from lines. White water crusted the rocks along its

  edge.




  It was hard to see anything with the tears smearing his vision, though Bahn was well past stopping them.




  Let them flow, let him weep, demanded his shaking body.




  Still, he had a hunger to see the world around him just then. A hunger like never before in fact, trembling here so close to the edge and the end. It was all he could do to keep clearing the

  endless tears from his eyes, like a field medico wiping desperately at a pair of arterial, bullet-sized wounds in his face.




  He’d never understood those enemy prisoners who chose to be blindfolded before the firing squad; perhaps because Bahn had always held a slight fear of the darkness. To him it made more

  sense to want to see it all at your very end, turning your eyes to the sky and your heart to times worth remembering – not the premature blindness of your impending death.




  Bahn blinked fast to take in the Lesser Bay of Squalls, and the squadrons of warships manoeuvring against each other in a prelude to battle. From the eastern harbour another Khosian convoy was

  making a break for it on the long Zanzahar run, several dozen ships headed for their sole remaining trading partner beyond the Free Ports, and their only source of black powder.




  Turning his head, he looked westwards to the other side of the Lansway and the Bay of Calm, where skyships were circling each other in the air, cannons booming. Strings of enemy Birds-of-War

  swooped in over the more sheltered western harbour, dropping bombs amongst those vessels heading out to safety or fast returning from elsewhere in the Free Ports. A few enemy skyships circled the

  Mount of Truth, and the building on its flat summit that was the Ministry of War, where Bahn worked as a field aide to the Lord Protector, General Creed. Shells burst around the ships from the

  Ministry’s defences, leaving puffs of dirty smoke that studded the air as they thinned into haze.




  Bahn felt the concussions of the battles deep in his bones, though otherwise he was numbed to all that he saw. He gazed down towards the district of All Fools, sprawling between the two harbours

  across the throat of the Lansway, and then his stare roamed out along the land bridge stretching across the sea to the far southern continent.




  Through the misty air the multiple walls of the Shield were barely visible today, dark forms rising across the waist of the Lansway to stand in the way of the Imperial Fourth Army, or what was

  left of it now, bogged down in Camp Liberty after their General Mokabi had been slain, his countless mercenaries flown or killed along with him. Beyond the foremost surviving wall, Bahn could just

  make out the muddy waters where the sea had flooded in around Mokabi’s forces, killing a hundred thousand or more, and holding off any further attacks from the south.




  After ten long years it was a strange sight to see the walls of the Shield standing in silence like that, now that the heavy guns had mostly been moved to the northern wall and the newer threat

  facing them there instead – the arrival, in the midst of winter, of advance forces from the Imperial Expeditionary Force, who had invaded the island from the sea.




  He thought of his home to the north of the city, and his wife Marlee who had shared it with him for all this time. The mother of his children, a woman he still adored. Marlee would be in the

  local temple at this time of day, praying for the safety of everyone but most of all for her loved ones – her own side of the family, and those of Bahn’s: Reese and Nico and even that

  crazy fool of his brother, Cole, still somewhere out there beyond the wall.




  His only surviving brother, returned after all these years of absence. Only to run out again as soon as he’d gotten here.




  What else should he expect from a brother who had never been there for Bahn when he’d needed him the most – those times in which the siege and the war had come close to burying him

  in their traumas? Cole had run off years ago to escape it all, his own mind near-lost in the tunnels beneath the Shield, fighting in the darkness as a Special.




  Had his brother visited their mother upon his unexpected and brief return to the city? Bahn supposed there hadn’t been time, and that he would have said so if he had. Still, he pictured

  his mother opening her door to fling her arms around Cole, hailing the hero son now returned to save them all with his charts to the Isles of Sky. So clearly proud of her eldest surviving son,

  while she barely tolerated Bahn’s visits at all, the son who remained a lingering disappointment for refusing the path she had wanted for him, a path of monkhood.




  It was just as well their father was long gone from this world. He would have beaten seven shades of blue into Cole if he had been alive upon his return, and Bahn would have enjoyed seeing

  it.




  Except that wasn’t right.




  Their father had never raised a hand to them in his life, remaining a mild-mannered man to his dying day.




  Why was Bahn now thinking otherwise?




  I’ve lost my mind, said a voice in his head as though not his own. I’m starting to believe I’m someone else.




  He had been this way ever since his captivity by the Mannians after the battle of Chey-Wes. Ever since the Mannian priests had drugged and tortured him, whispering thoughts into his breaking

  mind and planting suggestions he could no longer recall, save for one: report to a particular address in Bar-Khos, once he had escaped.




  And he had escaped, Bahn and several other Khosian officers. Though only now did the truth strike home. The Mannians had allowed them to escape. They had wanted them to return to the city.




  Bahn rocked on the balls of his feet, looking straight ahead again, swaying forwards over feet planted right at the crumbling edge of the cliff.




  Do it!




  He tried to think of his wife again, his daughter, his son, needing to clutch on to them for all that they meant to him, which of course was everything. But they were like drowning figures swept

  away in the welter of his thoughts, lost beyond his grasping.




  Do it now while you have the strength to!




  Bahn leaned forwards into the wind, blinking fast. A shape was hovering in the air directly before him. Bahn stared at it through his tears. It was a sea piper, its broad golden wings extended

  to catch the updraught rising from the cliff-face, close enough that he could see its bronze breast feathers ruffling in the breeze.




  The bird was watching him, drawn in some way to his strange manner.




  Swaying forwards Bahn leaned out further towards the animal, lifting his arms from his sides like wings. The sea bird drifted closer, piping out its sweet voice as though to stay him.




  For a moment he was reminded of a different time and place, of bright song birds darting about on the breeze of a summer’s day. A holiday with his family on his aunt’s rice farm in

  the northern hills. His brother had been there, and Reese and their quick-tongued son Nico, along with Bahn’s own wife and son. Vividly he recalled the burning days when multicoloured fish

  had flitted between the stalks of rice as though in play; indeed how the fish had toyed with them, darting in and out between their feet while the family ran splashing through the fields in

  increasing circles, laughing the joy of it into the summer sky.




  It was them that he did this for, Bahn reminded himself now, steeling himself to jump.




  ‘Are you all right, son?’




  The voice behind him sounded old and frightened.




  Bahn leaned back, clearing his throat.




  Next to him an old woman appeared, nearly as close to the edge as he was. From the corner of his eye he glimpsed white hair beneath a tartan shawl. She carried a scrap of bread with her, and he

  watched her toss a morsel out to the sea piper, who snapped it up in its beak.




  ‘Cold day,’ she remarked, and was kind enough not to look around at his blustered condition.




  ‘Yes,’ he replied, suddenly shivering hard.




  ‘I’m sure there are better days for it, son. Days other than this one.’




  ‘Better days?’




  ‘Aye. Better days.’




  She tossed another lump of bread, standing there in the manner of someone not intending to leave any time soon.




  Wiping his face clear, Bahn took a reluctant half-step back from the brink, feeling his strength draining away. He knew he wouldn’t do it now, couldn’t do it now. The moment was

  gone.




  Instead he turned away with a grimace, heading back to the path he was so desperate to be free of.




  *




  Along the cobbled road Bahn marched onwards through the city heights, set upon this course now, his soldier’s cloak tugging like a billowing side-sail, his boots

  inordinately heavy. There were few people about in the streets of this wealthy district, though Bahn kept his head down anyway, lost in himself, his thoughts a ragged sea with waves of bleak

  confusion washing away what was left of him, crashing around the stony hardness of his two eyes.




  Now that he was facing the prospects of life again he had little interest in his surroundings. Yet he would have to, for he could barely recall the address of the villa he had previously visited

  up here, and so he forced himself to look about at the spectacle of mansions all around him, seeking anything that looked familiar.




  Bahn had been born and raised in the city of Bar-Khos. Yet he had never walked through this district of Cherry Heights before this week. Here above the shanties of the Shoals, on this blustery

  hill overlooking the city and the sea, the wealthy Michinè patricians had built their mansions after tearing down the Pale Palace of the High King, survivors of a revolution that had swept

  their fellow aristocracy from the rest of the Mercian Isles.




  Now though, it looked as though half of them were gone anyway, for behind the high walls many of the mansions appeared to be deserted, their windows boarded up and front gates wrapped in chains.

  Bahn caught sight of a house that he seemed to recognize, taller than all the rest with turrets like decorative watchtowers, and then on the opposite side of the road he spotted a mansion of pink

  stone.




  This was it.




  Bahn glanced back at last, remembering to check that he hadn’t been followed, then stepped across the street towards the house. Suddenly he stopped in his tracks.




  A fellow Red Guard was coming out through the iron gates he was approaching. Bahn squinted, seeing that it was the old staff sergeant Chilanos, one of the men he had been imprisoned with after

  the battle of Chey-Wes. He hadn’t seen the man since their escape to Juno’s Ferry together, where dysentery had claimed Bahn’s body for the better part of a month.




  ‘You made it then,’ declared the old staff sergeant upon sighting him, and although Chilanos’s tone was a pleased one, his eyes were as raw and exhausted as his own.




  Perhaps he was suffering from nightmares too. The man had been tortured by the Mannian priests during their captivity, same as the rest of them. In the freezing cold they had been held in a pit

  with other survivors of the battle, while the priests had taken them one by one to be broken with pain and mind-altering drugs, feeding them bitter suggestions that even now Bahn could hear

  whispering through his blood . . .




  ‘The others,’ said Bahn. ‘I hear they all made it back too.’




  ‘Aye. Save for Bull. No one knows what happened to him. Maybe he didn’t make it.’




  Or maybe he deserted, considered Bahn.




  A clatter of wheels sounded behind them and they turned as a rickshaw hurried past, both remaining silent until it was gone.




  ‘It’s good to see you well, Staff Sergeant.’




  ‘And you, Lieutenant.’




  They did not shake hands in farewell. Neither did they ask the other what they were doing there. They didn’t need to. Old Chilanos pulled the cloak tighter about himself and stepped out

  into the wind. In moments, Bahn was alone once again.




  Before him the gate lay open, leading through a well-kept garden to the house. He approached it slowly, pausing on the threshold of the front door as it opened in front of him into darkness.




  The sky was close and bright over his head, a thing hanging in suspension readying itself to fall.




  Bahn stepped inside.




  *




  ‘Sit down,’ ordered the withered crone over her shoulder, croaking out the words as though she could barely muster the breath for them.




  The room was hot and stuffy from the wood-burning stove squatting in its corner. Shutters sealed the windows from outside so the only light came from a thick candle perched upon the table top.

  Bahn loosened the scarf about his neck and sat down noisily in his armour. She was the same ancient woman he had spoken with the last time he had been here, drawn by a compulsion of his mind,

  though he could barely remember it now, just another fragment of waking dream.




  Kira, he thought she was called.




  With skeletal hands she tossed a bundle of sticks into the open stove, as though the room wasn’t yet hot enough. Her bones creaked when she slowly straightened, then creaked some more as

  she shuffled around to face him in her loose white robe, tilting her shaven head forward, her withered scowl pierced in many places.




  A priest of Mann.




  Near the door a figure sat at another smaller table, his back turned, writing something into a notebook. He did not look their way. In the far corner a second man sat in the shadows, two eyes

  gleaming, watching on as the old witch Kira blew a fine white dust across Bahn’s startled features.




  Time slowed instantly. The thud of his heart was like a distant, monotonous thump against a door. When Bahn sneezed he lost all sense of himself for a moment, and when he came back his head was

  reeling, lost and confused. It felt as though his whole body was melting away. From the corner of the room something ticked away loudly, tick tock, tick tock. The sound of it was

  lulling him into a kind of waking dream.




  ‘You know why you are here again, soldier?’ she suddenly asked him, and she tilted up his chin so he had to look right into her eyes, black and bottomless. ‘Shall I tell

  you?’




  Bahn swallowed hard.




  ‘It is time to begin the city’s downfall, that is why.’




  ‘But . . . my home. My family.’




  ‘If you succeed, their lives will be spared when Bar-Khos falls. Your family will be free to leave. They may go anywhere they wish. Do you believe me, Bahn Calvone?’




  Her eyes bore into his mind. Tick tock, tick tock.




  ‘I— Yes, I believe you.’




  She studied him long and hard, seeking the truth in him. But Bahn had nothing to hide. To lie was to know the truth in the first place, and he barely knew where his words came from any more,

  what was real and what was not.




  ‘You are still a field aide to Creed, the Lord Protector?’




  ‘I – think so.’




  ‘Good. Then all you need do is follow your orders at the appointed time, and all shall be well.’




  Tears were gushing from his eyes again. Bahn blinked at the old witch with his mouth falling open, gasping.




  He thought of his brother again. He thought of the charts to the Isles that Cole had given into his care, now sitting at home within a drawer, neglected. Bahn wanted to tell her about them so

  that their weight could be taken from him, but a small core of self-preservation still remained inside him, just enough to prevail.




  ‘And what – what are my orders?’




  ‘Oh my child, you have the sweetest task of all.’




  The old woman leaned towards him, and Bahn tried not to flinch as her rancid hot breath washed over him. Her screwed-up features hovered ever closer, two hate-filled pits for eyes amongst the

  wrinkles of her spite. Bahn knew then that the old woman was mad.




  ‘You are the one who gets to be remembered most of all.’




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  Nico




  It was raining hard in the heart of Khos, darkening an already gloomy wintry morning in the city of Tume.




  The rain pounded against tarpaulins stretched as roofing across the steamy yard, loud and close and dramatic. At the edge of the yard Nico Calvone stood where it was least crowded, wrapped in a

  coat still wet from the night before and the day before that, just like the rest of his clothing.




  Nico couldn’t recall when last he had been so thoroughly soaked for so long. And so cold! Even standing next to a brazier of burning coals did little to thaw him out, for all that steam

  rose from his clothing to join the swirling miasma hanging above the crowd.




  Midwinter on the island of Khos was no time to be travelling about like this. Nico should be indoors before a roaring fire, yet here he was in occupied Tume, surrounded by the enemy; cold, wet

  and hungry after their desperate ride here to the high Reach.




  All morning they’d been searching the Mannian slave markets of the city for his mother. He had seen cage after cage of Khosian captives, men and women alike waiting miserably to be sold,

  but she hadn’t been amongst them.




  Nico ground his teeth together and tried to stay calm, tried not to think the very worst.




  He looked for his father amongst the tight press of bodies, the officers and priests and camp followers of the Imperial Expeditionary Force, reeking of damp clothes and stale sweat, gathered

  here in the slave yard to buy some fellow humans. But he couldn’t see him anywhere. Unconsciously, Nico rested a hand on the pommel of his sword for reassurance. One wrong word here, one

  mistaken step, and these people would be on him like wild dogs. At best, he’d be thrown into one of the cages along with the other Khosian civilians unfortunate enough to have been

  captured.




  He wouldn’t let that happen, he’d already sworn to himself. He would go down fighting first.




  Flames crackled in the brazier. They kept snagging Nico’s gaze, a reminder of his previous captivity in the hands of the Empire and the terrible things they had done to him.




  Easy. Remember why you’re here.




  They were on the outskirts of the island city here. Around them lay the eternally warm waters of Simmer Lake, bubbling with the rotten-egg stench of sulphur. He’d never been to this

  remarkable Khosian city before. And now it lay half ruined in the hands of the enemy. Overhead, through the scudding rain clouds, Nico glimpsed one of the moons shining pale and blue in the even

  paler sky. It looked as though it was falling as the clouds raced past on either side.




  The image brought to mind the old farlander, drawn unbidden from memory. Ash’s fascination with the moons and the stars and everything else up there in the sky, a fascination that Nico

  shared.




  More memories of his previous life, slotting into place at random. Since his resurrection they’d been doing that, Nico’s memories coming back to him, moments scattered by time but

  returning one after the other, settling into the blank spaces of his mind.




  What do you see? he’d once asked the old farlander around a camp fire during their short time together, seeing Ash studying the night sky.




  Wonder, the drunken farlander had replied. The beauty of all creation.




  Nico remembered how he had scoffed like a careless child from the other side of the hot coals at Ash’s sentimentality, so unexpected from the old assassin, drawing a scornful glance his

  way.




  Cast a single glance around you, Ash had asserted. Go on. Look from any shore, from any piece of ground you stand upon, and you will strike upon beauty, some wonder of the Great

  Dreamer. It is always worth remembering how much beauty there is in this world.




  What about the rest of it though? Why is so much of life a nightmare too?




  Why? The old man had blinked as though the answer was obvious. Because all life is free will. So shit happens.




  But still, so much suffering!




  Most of it we make that way.




  But why?




  Why? Because mostly we are insane.




  Hardly. Not all!




  No. But enough of us. Those who live in fear and greed and envy. Those who are not wholly human, but are fractured inside, separated from themselves and everything around them. Who seek power

  and dominion over others.




  Such people damage the world in their madness. They damage other people. And that damage lives on, creating ever more insanity. Sometimes even creating entire societies in its image.




  Unless, somehow, it is stopped.




  Still the blue moon kept falling through the sky to the west. It was the first time Nico had thought of the old Rōshun in days, since sensing the farlander’s death in the breaths of

  the wind and the intuitions of his heart.




  He grimaced, not liking the memory. Not liking the thought that Ash might have been right. That insanity could be infectious, passed on from one to another until whole nations could become

  insane.




  Yet what was that at the front of the noisy yard, if not a validation of Ash’s words – that block of wood perched alone in the rain, with a woman, a young woman, shivering, naked and

  chained, standing atop it?




  Looking at her again, Nico fought an urge to rush over and cover her with his sodden coat, and to help her away from this cruel place with what dignity remained to her. But instead he stayed

  rooted to the ground, still ruled by his reason. Just another dripping figure amongst many.




  Smoke and steam hung in the air, trapped by the sheets of canvas stretched taut above the heads of the gathered people. Many smoked from wooden sookahs wrapped around their forearms, taking the

  occasional puff from stems at their wrists; an affectation common in imperial Q’os, he recalled, one borrowed from the Alhazii. Others took snorts of firesnuff or drank strong spirits. They

  seemed warm enough with the press of so many bodies. Yet the front of the yard, where the wooden block stood alone, had been left open to the elements, as though these dealers and buyers in slaves

  liked it that way, having these captives exposed beyond even their sudden, shameful nakedness, standing there in the rain.




  It was another way of breaking them, he supposed. Another way of stripping the captives of their remaining spirit, of rendering them something lesser than human.




  Destroy a soul, rang the old Alhazii saying in his mind, and you destroy a whole cosmos forever.




  If this wasn’t insanity then he didn’t know what was. In the charged atmosphere beneath the dripping canvas they were bidding on the woman with the same calm methodology as a cattle

  auction, clusters of people sniffing and clearing their throats in the damp air, faces clammy from excitement. Amongst them stood the craziest of all, a few white-robed priests of Mann. Wherever

  they moved the crowd parted in fear before them, their shaven heads gleaming with oil and their faces covered in silver piercings, surveying all with a cool appraisal, masters of their world.




  Nico exhaled the fear from his muscles with a long and steamy breath. He was glad to be off to the side here, out of the stifling press where faces had loomed like impersonations of the living.

  Dabbing at his forehead with a dry hand, the young man took in the little silver-haired sea monkey where it was chained to a drum, beating out with webbed hands a fast and skipping heartbeat to the

  shivers and quakes of the naked woman on the block.




  White smoke was drifting over the creature and into the rest of the space, cast from a row of incense burners and the beating fan of a young boy. Its stench cloyed at the back of Nico’s

  throat, made him feel light-headed and reckless within his tingling skin. Something narcotic that loosened the senses. If the bidding was anything to go by, the smoke was having a similar effect on

  everyone else, their voices pattering faster and faster as the buyers worked themselves into a fervour.




  Up there on the block, the Khosian woman sputtered in the freezing downpour and tried to wipe her face clear of rain, huddling and shivering in her irons before their hardened stares. She could

  be no older than he was, eighteen or so years of age, and the sight of her exposed body pulled strings within his own. But then he saw the misery in her face again, and all such desires fled

  him.




  She’s brave, Nico thought, seeing how she held back her tears.




  They didn’t seem to see her standing there though. Not a daughter. Not a sister. Not the river of life running through her. Only something to be purchased and subdued. Once again Nico

  fought an impulse to save her.




  Where are you? he needed to know, casting about for his mother or his father. Disgusted with it all he looked away again, over the bubbling surface of the lake, where sure enough he

  struck upon something beautiful, just as Ash had said so: twin moons riding now across the morning sky, flanked by breaks in the clouds.




  He blinked his tired eyes, spotting something else in the sky now, a flicker of fire coming closer. A pair of skyships, locked in a dogfight, cannons growling and spitting flames, sweeping out

  above the lake. Nico watched as an explosion rocked the hull of the nearest vessel, lighting the underside of its great canopy of gas. He spotted a Khosian flag flying as the skyship turned away

  sharply, and sped with its thrusters blazing towards the south, trailing smoke and fire. Headed back towards Bar-Khos on the coast, he thought, the last line in the sand, where even now the

  majority of the Imperial Expeditionary Force was approaching the city walls.




  No one seemed to be paying the air battle any mind. It was a world within a world here, this gloomy space beneath the canvas, lit here and there by a flaring lantern.




  Faster still came the beats of the drum while the bidding intensified. The boy with the fan was yanking on the sea monkey’s chain to make it drum faster, and waving the fan faster too to

  waft more of the narcotic incense into their midst. The smoke was starting to get to him.




  Someone jeered in the crowd, shouting something at the naked woman. One of the slavers was slapping her flank with a cane to get her to turn around.




  ‘Hey!’ Nico shouted with his blood boiling over at last, though his voice was lost in the noisy bray of the crowd. ‘Hey!’ he yelled again, but then a hand grasped his

  coat fiercely from behind and yanked him backwards, kept on tugging him all the way to the rear of the crowd then clear of them entirely, until he was out from beneath the shelter of the awnings,

  and getting wetter.




  ‘What are you playing at, you want to get us caught here?’




  Cole’s heavily scarred features scowled at him from beneath his wide-brimmed hat.




  ‘Did you find anything?’ Nico hissed back at his father, his voice near drowned by the downpour.




  Cole nodded, wiping the scowl from his face. Behind him a tarpaulin flapped in the background, revealing the buildings of Tume through the sheets of rain, the Khosian city floating on its island

  of lakeweed.




  ‘They had a red-headed woman here yesterday,’ answered Cole. ‘Sounds like she was a handful too.’




  ‘Where is she then?’ he shouted back, before casting about for a sign of his mother, looking again for a sight of her red hair in the far cages. Again his father grabbed a bundle of

  his coat in his fist.




  ‘She’s already been sold,’ he growled with pain in his eyes, though his words sounded strangely flat as he spoke, as though detachment was the only way he could utter them.

  ‘She was bought by a pimp yesterday, and taken south with a dozen others as pleasure slaves for the front.’




  For a moment Nico shut his eyes and focused on his breathing, just like Ash had once taught him. It was all he had just then to master his sudden, impotent rage.




  ‘They’re taking her to Bar-Khos?’ sounded his strangled voice in his ears.




  ‘Right back where we started. Your mother’s taking us on a big circle. We need to leave now.’




  In a way he should hardly be surprised. This whole awful nightmare ride through the occupied Reach had been a wild fling of the dice from the beginning, borne on a desperate hopelessness that

  neither of them had yet to admit.




  In their haste they had run both their zels into the ground. And now they would have to hurry south again, back towards the front lines of the war, in the hope of saving her before she reached

  the imperial forces besieging the city.




  ‘This is your fault,’ Nico spat, rounding on his father, unable to hold it back any longer, and he felt himself stepping over a line that could not be recrossed.




  ‘My fault? How is this my fault?’




  A curious sensation, standing off to his father like that, chest to chest, shaking with anger. Cole’s own cheeks flared red but Nico only glared back at him, past caring, wanting it this

  way.




  ‘Yes, your fault for running out on us. Your fault for making us fend for ourselves in the midst of a war. That’s why we’re both standing here now, isn’t it, because

  you’re a coward who ran away?’




  His words struck a ringing silence.




  Somehow he expected his father to lose his temper, even to strike him, like he had that one time before, years ago, on the night before Cole had left. Indeed he hoped for it, so that this time

  he could have the satisfaction of striking him back. But it seemed that Nico hardly knew this scarred man any more. For his father only turned and walked away through the pouring rain, head

  down.




  ‘Sure, walk away,’ Nico yelled after his back, wanting to drive the knife home. ‘You know it’s true. If she dies it’s on you, all of it’s on you!’




  And then he clamped his mouth shut, realizing he couldn’t take back the words.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR




  High Priest




  It was growing light on the Mount of Truth, a new day rising. Far below Kira dul Dubois, the streets of Bar-Khos were already filling with activity and muted noise: street

  markets going up, refugees rising from their alleyway shanties, couriers galloping past jams of carts, soldiers marching for the northern wall. The first puffs of smoke rose from the city’s

  many chimneys. Bells rang out and dogs barked at low-flying skyships patrolling overhead.




  Such a strange and thrilling feeling to be standing there just then, the Mannian High Priest thought to herself with a sly satisfaction.




  To be here on this hill on the southernmost limits of the enemy city, surrounded by a population who would tear her limb from limb if they discovered who she was; even as the Imperial

  Expeditionary Force amassed before their northern wall in the newest chapter of the siege.




  What a thrill, Kira thought, to be so close to the Bar-Khosian Ministry of War too – that brick building standing on the hill’s broad crown above her. Headquarters of the Lord

  Protector himself, General Creed, and the Bar-Khosian defences.




  Kira barely noticed the stiff sea breeze tugging at her cloak and hat, causing the trees of the hill’s parkland to thrash their branches like angry sticks. Despite the weakness of her

  ancient body, the disguised priest stood impervious to the gusts and the frigid air. It was nothing like the winter they were going through back home in the imperial capital of Q’os, where

  ice and snow had locked the great metropolis in their grip for months. Nothing, too, for a Mannian priest hardened by years of regular Purgings.




  She had heard of the Mount of Truth from her people’s ten-year-long siege against the Shield – a hill that stood on the southern edge of the city, affording a view over the mighty

  southern walls that rose one in front of the other, boxed in on either side by smaller seawalls. From here, in the thin light of early morning, Kira could see how the surviving walls of the Shield

  stretched across the Lansway, that narrow bridge of land connecting the island of Khos with the southern continent – one of the few remaining frontiers of the Empire.




  Just beyond the ruins of the furthest walls, just beyond a flood of dull seawater that covered a good portion of the Lansway, lights glimmered from what remained of the besieging imperial forces

  here in the south. Forces hunkered down around the rubble after ten long years of siege had ended in calamity.




  By all accounts it was a mess down there. Even now they were fishing bodies out of the flood waters.




  A reported two hundred thousand mercenaries had gathered on the isthmus as winter had closed in, drawn by General Mokabi’s call of riches and plunder if only they would storm the walls of

  the Shield once and for all. But once again the Khosians had shown themselves to be as wily as they were stubborn in the defence of their homeland. Just as they had lost their foremost wall to

  Mokabi’s unstoppable forces, they had sprung a trap against his insanely huge army, flooding a section of the Lansway with seawater right in the middle of the assault. Tens of thousands of

  mercenaries had drowned as the sea had rushed in at them.




  A hundred thousand, some were even claiming.




  And General Mokabi himself, ex-Archgeneral of Mann, had fallen too, his corpse found mangled and broken by the side of a road. Murdered like a common soldier in the night; Mokabi, hero of the

  Empire, conqueror of the southern continent and architect of this latest invasion of the island.




  Rōshun had been responsible, her people were reporting. The very same order of assassins who had waged vendetta against her grandson, Kirkus, next in line for the throne, until

  they’d killed him. The same order of assassins supposedly wiped out by an imperial commando raid that she herself had initiated in retaliation.




  Yet here they were again, these assassins, these Rōshun, wreaking their revenge by joining the Khosians against the Empire. No doubt they were behind the nightly assassinations of officers

  that had been happening in the forces to the south, and would no doubt start occurring within the imperial forces now gathering across the northern plain.




  Kira found herself glancing about with a sudden paranoia, as though silent killers might be closing in on her position. But it was only her heightened nerves at play, she knew, the jumpiness of

  an infiltrator lurking in disguise amongst an enemy people. For all her bravado, Kira had been this way since first arriving in the city over a week ago, brought here under the cover of darkness on

  a small skyboat to the sanctuary of their rented cliff-top mansion.




  Her stomach would curdle at the thought of being captured by the enemy. Yet in a different way she would relish these fears, welcoming the fact that they drew her from her depression, made her

  feel alive once again. So alive in fact that she had insisted on coming out on this dawn walk to the Mount of Truth, even though it had involved a ride in a covered cart across the city.
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