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  The White Tree Daily




  • Speaking to You Since 1032 •




  On the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Siege of Mireea




  by VYRA RIEMAL




  Once, the gods lived among us.




  My mother told me that. My father, as well. Both were born thousands of years after the War of the Gods took place, and neither would see a living god, not before their deaths in 1023, the year

  the Leerans laid siege to Mireea.




  They lived their lives in the aftermath of the War of the Gods. The remains of the gods lay around them, as familiar as the tree in their yard, as the bedsheets they slept beneath. Just as we

  do, my parents awoke in a world that was lit by the first part of the shattered sun rising. Throughout the day they would watch another two parts rise and fall. Outside the doors of their house,

  they lived on a mountain range that had been built around a god’s corpse. It was normal to them, as normal as the coast that turned all living creatures mad, as normal as the ocean that smelt

  of blood. They lived – as we all still do – among the remains of the divine beings who created our world. Beings who were dead, but also alive. Beings who were so alien to us that we

  can only theorize how they saw the world that they created. We suggest, now, that the gods experienced time as a whole, that their consciousness was so complex and large that none of them

  experienced time in the linear way that we mortal beings do. We believe that their holy bodies are being torn apart by time, by the collapse of their sense of self, so that the past, the present

  and the future have an effect on them. It is why their very essence and power seeps into our world and changes it.




  Neither my mother nor my father could explain to me why the gods went to war. In the same way, they could not explain to me why the Leerans laid siege to Mireea.




  My parents did not have the chance to understand it. They died, not by sword or arrow, not from any violent act by the Leerans, but from the plague that came to the city. It was through the

  kindness of others that I was cared for, but even those survivors of the siege did not understand, either, why they had been attacked. That understanding was months away, while a complete

  understanding would not be available for years, not until the diaries of those who were principal figures were found, or until they themselves spoke about what happened.




  From them, we (and by we, I mean historians like myself) have been able to make great strides into the lives of those who were important in the days before and after the siege. The work is not

  complete, of course: there are years that are poorly documented, months that are not spoken of, and days that have, strangely, ceased to exist in any recorded form. But we have made great advances

  in regards to our knowledge of Ayae and Zaifyr, two ‘cursed’ individuals, and the mercenary Bueralan Le.




  Ayae was one of the many children displaced during the Innocent’s seven-hundred-year war in Sooia.




  She arrived at the Mother’s Orphanage in Mireea at the age of five. Like others who grew up in state-run care, she did not speak in depth about her childhood. Many who met her noted that

  she did not refer to the name of the orphanage itself, or the matron who died, tragically, in a fire shortly after her arrival. (Her name was Germaine Tislr and she was, it seems, an unpleasant

  woman, but that is neither here nor there.) Still, conditions were not oppressive within the orphanage, and Ayae and the other children who were cared for within it were given an education. Shortly

  after completing it, she won a cartographer’s apprenticeship with the eighty-second Samuel Orlan. She was, by all accounts, an excellent apprentice, but there is no suggestion that Orlan

  considered her a successor to his name – though we do not know if he would have changed his mind, for history intervened before she finished her apprenticeship.




  Shortly before the Leerans laid siege to Mireea, Ayae was attacked in Samuel Orlan’s shop. A fire started while she was inside, but afterwards it was revealed that Ayae suffered not a

  single burn. Within days, she was identified by the Keepers of the Divine as a child of the gods; or, to use the more common term in Mireea at the time, Ayae was ‘cursed’. She was

  infected by the power of a god, by Ger, who lay beneath her feet. Many believed that the power would soon take hold of her and consume her, as it had done to others in the past, but it did not.

  Instead, the two Keepers, Fo and Bau, who had been sent to Mireea by the ‘cursed’ who ruled Yeflam, took it upon themselves to educate her. During that time, Ayae discovered that the

  two immortals planned to release a plague in Mireea, which would result in the deaths of thousands. This went against the orders that Fo and Bau had been given in Yeflam, and the deaths of the two

  Keepers allowed for Ayae and the survivors of the siege of Mireea to flee to Yeflam.




  Bueralan Le was originally born in Ooila, into a family of privilege and wealth. When he arrived in Mireea in 1023, however, he was the Captain of Dark, a

  small mercenary unit of saboteurs. He had been exiled from his homeland seventeen years earlier after taking part in a failed revolution.




  Bueralan and Dark came to Mireea upon the request of the Captain of the Spine, Aned Heast. They arrived on the day that Ayae was revealed to be ‘cursed’ and, indeed, the two met

  before she was attacked. Bueralan and Dark, however, would not remain in Mireea. The ruler of Mireea, the Lady of the Spine, Muriel Wagan, ordered Dark into Leera, to learn as much about the force

  that was approaching her as possible. In a last-minute addition, the famous cartographer Samuel Orlan joined them on the journey.




  Orlan had his own motivations for joining Dark, but it was not until they had entered Leera that his intentions were revealed. Orlan betrayed Bueralan in a town called Dirtwater, and the

  saboteur was taken captive. Shortly after, he was delivered to the Leeran general Ekar Waalstan.




  It was there that Bueralan learned that the Leerans had discovered a new god. Or, that she had discovered them. It is more likely the latter than the former, in truth. The new god had no name,

  but she inspired a fanaticism in her soldiers that Bueralan had not seen before. While imprisoned, he witnessed a number of blood rituals. During one such ritual, he discovered that Samuel Orlan

  had returned to Dark and had convinced his soldiers that they should continue with him to Ranan, the capital of Leera. He wanted them to help him kill the new god.




  Unable to free himself, Bueralan found himself back on the Mountain of Ger as the Leerans laid siege to Mireea. He was forced to lead the head of the Leeran priests into the lost city beneath

  Mireea, to a temple that had been built over the body of the god Ger. The priests planned to take the last essence of the god’s power and put it into Bueralan’s body to return it to

  their god. In a series of events that is not yet fully understood, a part of Ger intervened. Bueralan killed his captors and then rode to Ranan, only to discover that he was too late to save Dark.

  The child god within the temple had already killed his soldiers. However, she did not kill him, and neither did she kill the cartographer Samuel Orlan. Instead, she declared both

  ‘god-touched’, and released them with a terrible gift.




  In the long, complicated history of our world since the War of the Gods, readers will be familiar with Zaifyr by another name, that of

  Qian.




  Qian was one of the first ‘children of the gods’, one of five men and women who believed that they were gods. History would reveal that all five were simply ‘cursed’, as

  Ayae would be called, ten thousand years later. Yet, with the four other men and women, whom he called his brothers and sisters, he would conquer much of the world and begin the age known to us as

  the Five Kingdoms. That age would end with the publication of a book by Qian entitled The Godless. In it, he said that he was not a god. It is a difficult book to find now – it

  suffered, as did so much in terms of books and art, in the wars that followed after the Five Kingdoms ended – but The Godless laid much of the base from which we form our current

  understanding of the gods, and the men and women who are infected by their essence. Unfortunately, at the time of his writing the book, Qian had reportedly succumbed to madness, a result of having

  heard and seen the dead for so long. His brothers and sisters were forced to imprison him for a thousand years in a tower that they built in Eakar.




  Upon his release from his prison, Qian took the new name Zaifyr. He became something of a wanderer in that time. There are stories of him appearing in Gogair, Faer, even as far away as the White

  Empire. It is said that he came to Mireea at the behest of his brother Jae’le, who had been watching the Leerans’ god for years. It was here that Zaifyr met Ayae and helped her better

  understand her own powers. In doing so, however, he came into conflict with the two Keepers, Fo and Bau. When the former released a plague in Mireea, Zaifyr was brought to death’s door. In

  such a state, he met the Leeran god in the soul of a dead soldier. She offered Zaifyr the opportunity to join her. However, in doing so, she revealed that she was responsible for the purgatory in

  which the dead found themselves. She said that the dead, and the living, were hers to do with as she pleased. Furious, Zaifyr vowed to destroy her and, when he awoke, he killed Fo and Bau to set

  into motion the events that led the Mireeans to Yeflam.




  Imagine yourself there. As we pause to remember the Siege of Mireea this weekend, imagine how it felt to stand beside these three people. As you sit down to eat beside your

  family, or to walk through the displays, or read the histories that will be published, imagine yourself beside these three people who carried so many of our hopes unknowingly.




  Imagine:




  It is the year 1023. The calendar – a relatively new one, considering the world’s long history – is edging towards a new year.




  Mireea has fallen. Time has acknowledged Ger’s death. The mountain that he lay beneath is crumbling as his divine body rots. Lady Muriel Wagan and her captain, Aned Heast, have taken the

  survivors of their city to Yeflam, where they now must enter the deadly game of politics between the Keepers of the Enclave and the Traders’ Union. On the other side of the Spine of Ger, the

  Leeran forces are preparing to invade the Kingdoms of Faaisha. Betrayal awaits there. And in Leera, two men leave a cathedral, a terrible item in their grasp.




  The world I knew is being unmade; the world you know is awakening.




  Vyra Riemal is the noted historian and author of the Chronicles of Refuge. Originally born in the city of Mireea, she now makes her home in the city of Lumu in

  Yeflam and has done so for the last thirty-two years. She is the owner of the famous bookshop Surfacing at the End of the World, the only bookstore to have seen two sword fights, one knife fight, a

  friendly ghost, and an inordinate amount of romance. (Which was possibly the reason for both sword fights, but, she assures you, not the knife fight.) She shares the space with her husband, her

  granddaughter, and a pair of black cats who are ‘cursed’. Well. Most likely.




  





  




  

    

      She began with the words,




      ‘Do you know who is lying to you?’




      —Tinh Tu, Private Diary


    


  




  





  Prologue




  Leviathan’s Blood was what Ja Nuural’s mother had always called the ocean.




  He grew up a day’s walk from the coast and, in the early years of his life, his mother and he would make a pilgrimage to the empty beach each summer. They would leave in the evening, after

  the bright, broken shard of the afternoon’s sun had sunk, but the heat remained. In the dark his mother would hold his hand as she walked silently beside her brothers and sisters to the

  beach. In the morning’s light, his extended family would build a bonfire on the sand – often in the remains of the previous year’s – and they would eat and drink through the

  day and the next night. They would tell the story of how, on the day the Leviathan died, the blood from her body filled the ocean, raising the sea-level and turning the ocean black. For her part,

  his mother would tell the story of what happened to everything that had lived in the ocean. All the creatures in its depths, she said, were changed. Some were deformed. Some were turned violent

  when they had not previously been. But all had become poisonous to the men and women who ate them.




  The stories were laments from the ancestors of fishermen. The Nuural family had nurtured the words for generations and, on those long nights, Ja had lain beneath the smeared stars and dull shape

  of the moon and seen visions of men and women striding beneath the waves. He tried to hold his breath as they had – to hold it longer than any other person – and he imagined holding a

  spear made from the bones of a creature that had died in the intricate coral reefs of red and gold that had been the Leviathan’s shrines.




  He could still hear his mother’s stories, two decades after her death, when he walked across the sand as the father of his own adult child. He could still hear her voice clearly on the

  afternoon that he saw the ship Glafanr.




  He had come to check the rods that leant out into the black ocean. The remains of the day’s butterflies were beneath his feet, their corpses cracking in the sand and on the stone as he

  reached the rods and the nets that lay between. The lines had been set in the morning, shortly before the first of the broken suns rose, but the day had yielded little. The heavy lines were slack

  in the water; he was not terribly surprised. The night was a better time to catch and he hoped that by the morning the lines would be taut with an inedible creature.




  The heavy wooden rods had been attached to steel settings sunk deep into the rocks at the end of the beach. The coloured corpses of butterflies lay in wet circles at the ends of the poles but

  were mostly clustered around the spools of the catgut lines. The lines had enough length for most of the black ocean’s large creatures to tire themselves out on, but he knew that in the

  depths of Leviathan’s Blood were creatures that could break the line, even tear the rod from its setting and drag it away as if it were a twig.




  The rising tide had washed the catgut lines and butterfly corpses into the rock pool between the poles, tangling the lines of both rods. The pool – twice his size in length and easily his

  height in depth – had been cut by hand before a net was settled into its base. It was there that the men and women of the village would pull what they caught from the ocean and hold them for

  examination. There, the caught beast would be marked and, occasionally, transported elsewhere. The last thing Ja needed was for the lines and rope to be entangled by the morning, so he bent down to

  free the lines and carefully pull it out of the pool.




  It was when he stood that he saw the ship.




  A single ship, far out on the black waves, yet so large, so imposing, that in the fading light of the afternoon’s sun, he could see the red of its sails.




  Glafanr. He did not speak the word aloud. Aela Ren. He would not say the name of its captain, either. He— ‘The Innocent,’ he said in a voice that was not yet

  a whisper.




  Ja’s daughter, Iz, had been the first to tell him the rumours about the ship. Her dark, sharp eyes had pierced him to his chair when, two weeks earlier, she had burst into his hut,

  trailing dirt and bright midday sun through the door. She stood in the middle of the room and spoke rapidly, but quietly, like his mother had. There was little other resemblance: Iz was tall and

  lean, her skin a deep dark black, not the dark brown, heavy woman his mother had been. In his mid-forties, Ja had more in common with his mother than with his daughter. She took after her

  mother, his wife, who had died a dozen years ago.




  ‘The wreckage of a ship has washed up on shore,’ she had said. ‘The crew had been nailed to parts of the ship: to the hull, to the deck, to the mast, to the chairs. Nothing had

  been stolen: they wore their jewellery and their payrolls had been left intact. They were returning from Gogair—’




  ‘Some people,’ he said to her, ‘do not like slavers. They think their money is tainted.’




  ‘The deaths – they are his.’




  He told her that every wreckage, every lost ship, was attributed to Aela Ren. If it was not the man himself, it was Glafanr, his huge, stationary ship that had been moored on the coast

  of Sooia for seven hundred years. She knew that, just as he did. She knew better than to repeat the stories she heard. He had been pleased when she had nodded, when she had agreed with him and had

  promised not to repeat it in the village.




  The next morning, two young families, nine people in total, left the village. It was nine that he could not afford to lose, but he had not been surprised by who left. Both families had come down

  to the coast, lured by the gold in his work, by the Fifth Queen’s financial support for what he did; but neither had believed in the task. They had not understood why the witches did not do

  the work, why they did not work with the blood in the ocean, why they did not accelerate the process of breeding out the poison and disease in fish. He had told them the stories of what had

  happened to the witches and warlocks who had tried just that, but he did not believe that they accepted what he said. They had never stopped asking him why it was necessary to breed the fish the

  way they did, why they needed to breed both the large and the small, the dangerous and the sedate, and why all must have the poison of the ocean removed from their flesh.




  But they had not left because of the work.




  ‘It is him.’ The oldest of the women, Un Daleem, had been the one to tell him. A large, raw-boned woman with black skin, she wore a small dark stone around her neck like a blind

  third eye. ‘Aela Ren. He is coming here, to the Fifth Province. To Ooila.’




  ‘You do not know that,’ he said.




  ‘I hear the stories.’




  ‘There are always stories.’




  ‘It is different this time.’




  Her gaze never left the empty black waves and the long lines of sunlight that ran towards the village like blades made from the morning’s sun.




  ‘I have never believed the rumours of his arrival,’ she said, after a moment. ‘Not before this. My mother told them to me the day I was born and every day until her death. Aela

  Ren will come. The Innocent is coming. But I would tell her that Aela Ren has had his war on Sooia for seven hundred years. He will not leave that land. That is why no other country ever invaded.

  Why no one has gone to help the poor people there. But now . . . now is different, Ja. Glafanr has been seen. More than one sailor, more than one ship – you have heard that as well

  as I have. And now that wreckage washes up half a day’s ride from here? That was not the work of a raider, or a mercenary, or another country. That was him. That was the Innocent and his army

  and Leviathan’s Blood has brought the dead crew as warning to us.’




  That had been a week ago, and he recalled Un Daleem’s words with a chill as he stood on the wet rocks, staring at Glafanr.




  It is not the Innocent’s ship, he told himself. Red sails are used by more than one ship on the black ocean. And besides . . . besides, as he strained his fading

  eyesight, he could not see movement on deck.




  The ship was abandoned, surely. It was derelict and nothing more.




  The words felt more like hope than truth, but he repeated them. Ships struck bad weather. Ships tore their sails. Ships broke their keel. Ships were abandoned for many reasons, and Ja Nuural ran

  through the list as he made his way back along the beach, the afternoon’s sun setting in a dark orange light behind him.




  In the village he nodded to the few people he passed on the streets, but he did not tell them about the ship. If they noted that there was something strange about him – a tension, perhaps

  – they did not comment. The empty houses that stared at all of them with blank eyes gave them more than enough reason to think he was troubled.




  Three years ago, he had petitioned the Fifth Queen for funding, not just for his work with the fish, but for the village. The old Queen had died and it was said that the new one was sympathetic

  to what he was doing, so he wrote to her. Originally, he had named the village Stone River, but the name had never taken, and the people who lived in it, and those in the area, simply referred to

  it as the village. No capitalization, no title. He had used the name Stone River when he had petitioned the Fifth Queen, but when she had approved the funding for more buildings and new wells, she

  had signed it to Ja Nuural, ‘of the village’. Yet, despite her support, he had never been able to grow the village as he wanted, had never been able to attract enough people. Many of

  the new houses sat like the dark husks of the butterflies, waiting to be crushed and reborn. It was widely believed that the Fifth Queen would not fund him for another year once she found out how

  little her gold had bought.




  The thought entwined with the image of the ship – not Glafanr, but the ship, he repeated – and he thought of how much he had worked to build the village, how much

  he had sacrificed of his life, of his youth. He considered that as he walked out the other side of the village.




  The woods began shortly past the beach, and it was there that a series of large wide rock pools awaited. There were over twenty, including two large enough to hold five creatures that were twice

  the size of him. These large beasts had long, ugly teeth. Their grey skin shimmered beneath the surface when they were close, but the light disappeared when they went deeper – and they were

  often in the depths for days at a time. In the old books, fishermen had called them sharks, but Leviathan’s Blood had changed them. Their fins were made from hard bone and their dark eyes

  wept a black mucus at times of great anger and hunger. They had lost two villagers to the sharks over the last five years, but he still regarded the work as a success: three of the five had only

  known the clean water of the pool.




  In another year, perhaps, they would be able to pull out the original sharks and butcher their bodies for research.




  He passed the sharks’ placid pool, moving to the others. Each was still and silent. In the last of the pools he stopped at, a soft phosphorescent light had begun to emerge as the

  afternoon’s sun finally disappeared. Pausing, he watched tiny minnows dart back and forth, the light becoming a bloom that lit up the area. They were Ja’s favourite – caught not

  with rods, but long nets they threw out into the ocean from a boat. He would often spend the early hours of the evening watching them, enjoying their delight in the clean water, but he could not do

  it this night. Seeing the light, he thought of it as a beacon that would lead a single, awful man and his army up the beach from where they landed.




  The thought followed him to bed, but the sight of the faceless soldiers did not linger in his dreams. No, his dreams were of the deck of the ship he would not call Glafanr, and of its

  gentle sway and its silence.




  He dreamed that he was standing on it.




  Slowly, Ja approached the railing of the ship and looked into the ocean. The water’s surface was like smoke and he thought he saw shapes beneath it. Tiny shadows at first, like the minnows

  he had seen earlier. They flickered and flickered until, without any warning, a shape rushed beneath the ship, a beast so huge and of such monstrous, unprecedented, size that Ja could not take it

  in as a single creature. His mind worked furiously to piece together the shape, the mountain-like head, the sharp ridges of its back, the long, long tail that curved up as the beast turned in a

  spiral and began to descend into the water. It was like a country, a kingdom spreading out around him and, with a sudden onset of panic, Ja realized that the creature was plunging downwards only in

  preparation to rise. In his mind he saw it bursting out of the black water, its open mouth a huge, horrific cavern capable of swallowing entire nations in a single bite and plunging him into a

  world where his very being would be broken down, where it would be consumed by the acid of the beast’s stomach as if he were nothing.




  A hand touched his shoulder.




  ‘Father.’




  His daughter.




  ‘Father, you must wake,’ she whispered. ‘There is a boat approaching.’




  He wanted her words to be another part of the dream, but her hand shook him again, and he groggily opened his eyes.




  Outside his house, the light came from the stars and the moon, but by the time Ja had made his way to the beach, lamps had been lit, and the people of the village had begun to form a line that

  he had to push through. ‘I am sorry,’ Iz said softly, standing beside him on the start of the beach. ‘I saw it just before the two guards did.’




  Out in the dark water, a single boat approached, a single figure in it.




  A single man, he knew.




  ‘It’s okay,’ he said, finally.




  ‘What—’ His daughter hesitated, aware of the crowd listening to their words. ‘The children should be sent away.’




  ‘We do not know it is him,’ he said, not believing his words. ‘It is a survivor from a ship, that is all. A survivor.’




  On Leviathan’s Blood, a wave rose, and the small boat rose with it.




  ‘We will greet him,’ he said, as the boat rode the wave down, as the oars in it rose and fell in unison. ‘We will send three people down to help him pull his boat ashore, to

  help if the man needs help. We will tell him what we do here. We will be proud. We will tell him that we are trying to change the world. That we are fixing the damage that was done by the gods. We

  will tell him that, but we will be cautious. We will give crossbows and bows to others. We will make sure that everyone is armed. We will send the young children into the forest with the older

  children. We will not flee. We will not be ashamed of what we are doing here.’




  ‘Father,’ his daughter said softly. ‘We need not approach at all.’




  ‘We will not be afraid,’ he said.




  





  The Floating Cities of Yeflam




  

    

      In Leera, she is known as ‘our god’ or simply ‘the god’; but abroad she is called ‘the Leeran God’, or ‘the child’.




      The gods of the past were best described as a belief defined by function, but the child is not like that. The first descriptions of her to emerge were of a blonde-haired white girl, no older

      than seven; but after Mireea fell and the Spine of Ger began to crumble, other visions of her became known. In some, she was a baby, or a toddler; in others, a young woman, a teenager. While

      each may have been different, they were linked by her youth, defined by it, in fact, for it is from her youth that she crafts her identity.




      —Tinh Tu, Private Diary


    


  




  





  1.




  A thousand years ago, Zaifyr’s sister tried to kill him.




  She had not been alone. Aelyn had been one of four who had come into his kingdom, drawn by the reports of massacres, by the reports of madness.




  By his madness.




  In the ruins of Asila, in the city that shared the name of the country he ruled, Zaifyr and his family fought. They fought a day and a night. Yet, he could not remember how it had started. He

  could remember his family asking him to come with them. Could recall them telling him that they did not want to hurt him. But he could not remember who spoke those words. The dead had been so

  strong and vocal beside him that it was their words he heard before any others. They stood beside him – a new family, a family forever growing – and for the first time in his life he

  knew that he had made the dead happy. He had given them not just life, but themselves. He had made them as whole as he could. Oh, he knew that he had done that only through a horrific act; even

  then he knew that, but he was thankful for their happiness. They were no longer hungry. No longer cold. They could remember their names and who they had once been. In their joy, their bodies lit

  not just the city, but the whole nation in an unearthly blue glow. It remained until his family began to speak to him. Then the light turned bright and hard with their anger. The dead hurled

  themselves at his brothers and sisters. They tore at them. They burned all the new life that they had in them. And his brothers and sisters met them. Jae’le. Tinh Tu. Eidan. And Aelyn, the

  youngest. He did not know how she came to be behind him. He had lost track of her towards the end. That is all he knew. When he became aware of her again she was approaching silently between the

  broken walls and past the corpses of the men and women and children. She was dirty and bloodied, but she was not weak. She was never weak. Her hands flexed strong fingers. With little effort, she

  could break his neck. He knew that. As she drew closer, he realized that she no longer fought to subdue him. Perhaps she had been right to put that aside. Perhaps she was still right, even now.

  Beneath him, a series of thick lines began to split open along the ground, and the head of a massive construction began to emerge. It was Eidan’s creation, but it was the moment Aelyn had

  been waiting for. The rocky head gave way to a body, to thick arms, to huge legs. She rushed forward, she reached out . . . and as she did so, the cold hands of a dozen haunts closed around her,

  their bodies appearing out of the air as his power flushed through them. Not all the dead had fed on flesh and blood for weeks, not all had become as close to human as they would ever be again, and

  it was these dead that lifted her, these that wanted her, that needed—




  ‘Zaifyr.’ A thousand years later his sister Aelyn Meah, the Keeper of the Divine, the Head of the Enclave of Yeflam, stood before him. ‘Brother.’




  And it did not matter that she thought herself a god.




  He offered her half a smile. ‘Sister.’




  The two stood on a road, the Southern Gate of Yeflam behind her, and the Mountains of Ger behind him. He had not seen her in decades, but now he stood before her, his hands chained, a prisoner

  for killing two men who had been sent to Mireea on her word.




  ‘There is still time to turn away,’ she said quietly. She wore a pale robe of blue and her dark hair ran to her shoulders, grown out since he had last seen her. ‘Time to stop

  this.’




  ‘There isn’t,’ he said.




  ‘Don’t bring this war to Yeflam.’




  ‘I already have.’ He raised his manacled hands. ‘I killed Fo and Bau.’




  From behind her, voices rose. They did not come from the twenty-three men and women who stood near Aelyn and himself. In the centuries after Asila, his sister had remade herself and remade her

  empire. She drew to herself immortal men and women like herself – like him – and had taken the title Keeper of the Divine. She convinced each of them that they would one day be gods.

  She allowed them to stand beside her as she created an artificial stone continent across Leviathan’s Throat. Of the men and women who stood before him now, Zaifyr knew six. They had been

  alive before he had been placed in his crooked prison after Asila had crumbled. Before the hungry haunts had lifted Aelyn into the sky and begun to tear at her skin. Before the stone giant had

  reared to its full height. Before he had been forced to release her to stop the heavy hand coming crashing down on him.




  No, the sound of voices did not come from them. To him, the Keepers had nothing to say. But the long, tangled mass of people who lined the bridge into Yeflam, the people who called the

  artificial nation home, did. They had not liked Fo the Healer and Bau the Disease: the voices that they raised were not for them. The sounds of disapproval were aimed at the men and women who

  stretched behind Zaifyr, the Mireean people who had fled their home and come here for sanctuary. Most of all they were objecting to the woman who now left the head of the Mireean people and came to

  stand beside him as he lifted his chained hands.




  ‘Lady Wagan.’ Aelyn did not look at the woman who had led the people down the Mountains of Ger to Yeflam. ‘You have done me a service,’ she said. ‘You have done

  Yeflam a service.’




  Muriel Wagan, the Lady of the Spine, replied that she had only been respecting Yeflam law.




  Zaifyr smiled at her words.




  ‘I will offer you sanctuary for bringing my brother to me,’ his sister replied. ‘For bringing him to stand trial for the murder of Fo and Bau.’




  ‘We ask for no more,’ Lady Wagan said.




  Zaifyr had watched Aelyn try to prevent his arrival during the three-week march down the trembling Mountains of Ger.




  She had tried through her representative, Faje – a tall, soft-spoken man whose brown skin disintegrated across his body, leaving blotches of pale pink. He had attempted to convince not

  just Muriel Wagan and her people that they should not come to Yeflam, but Zaifyr as well. He had spoken to them about the need for Yeflam to remain neutral in the war between Mireea and Leera. He

  did not want war to spread over both sides of the Spine of Ger, he said. He tried to warn Lady Wagan away with dire predictions of how the presses of Yeflam would treat her and her people. He told

  her that the ‘free’ presses would be without mercy, that factions within Yeflam would seek to exploit both her and the situation. Those words, Zaifyr knew, were also meant for him. He

  had smiled when Faje had turned to address him with similar concerns. He had not needed to say a word to the mortal man. Faje’s dark eyes had reflected the knowledge that his words were

  falling flat before the charm-laced man, just as they did before Muriel Wagan.




  His companion to the meetings, Benan Le’ta, a fat white man who represented the Traders’ Union, had virtually hummed with pleasure in comparison. From what Zaifyr understood,

  Le’ta represented a political force within Yeflam that threatened the Keepers’ power base. Centuries of changing attitudes and new political ideals had given the Traders’ Union a

  hold in the Floating Cities, and the Traders had used it to argue for democracy, free markets and a form of self-determination that had found root in the dreams of the populace. The Traders’

  Union had not yet been able to break the hold of Aelyn Meah on Yeflam. The merchant Le’ta, who wore long, flowing clothes that hid the extent of his weight, believed that the arrival of the

  Mireean men and women, along with the trial of Zaifyr, would begin that process in such a way that Aelyn and the Keepers of the Enclave would not be able to maintain their grip on Yeflam.




  The man was a fool.




  ‘Lady Wagan.’ Aelyn raised her voice so that the people behind her could hear clearly. ‘The people of Yeflam are humbled to offer you and your people sanctuary on the island of

  Wila.’




  The people behind Muriel murmured, but the Lady of the Spine inclined her head and accepted the prison she was offered.




  Ayae had told Zaifyr a week ago about the offer. The former apprentice cartographer had been invited to the meetings hosted by diplomats on the road to Yeflam. She had gone reluctantly to the

  tents that the Traders’ Union had provided and listened to both factions talk to Muriel Wagan about her welcome in the Floating Cities.




  ‘Fo and Bau’s deaths will only get her so far. Bringing you to Yeflam to answer for killing them doesn’t give her free rein in Yeflam.’ The two of them stood beneath the

  night’s sky, the dimly lit tent she had emerged from behind them. ‘They won’t let the Mireeans in, either. Faje argued that neutrality is too important politically. He believes

  that there will be a peace to be negotiated with the Leerans, and that the Keepers will be able to preside over it.’




  ‘Le’ta agreed with him?’




  She nodded. ‘The people of Yeflam don’t fear her.’




  Her was the child, the gods’ only child, the force behind the Leeran army. ‘They will soon enough,’ he said.




  Her warm brown hand touched his arm. ‘The trial will go ahead in Yeflam. Benan Le’ta has insisted and Faje has agreed.’




  ‘Good. When my sister officially calls a trial, it will bring the others to Yeflam.’




  ‘What if they don’t come?’




  ‘They will.’




  None of his brothers and sisters would like it, but that was not the point. Ayae did not like it, either, but Zaifyr had, in the journey down the Spine of Ger, convinced her that it was the only

  way that they could fight the child. He had persuaded her of the necessity of fighting her, as well. Now he just had to prevail on his sister and his family, and convince the Keepers – and

  the quickest way to do that, he knew, was to frighten them with the return of Asila if they did not call a trial. To remind them, not just of the ghosts, of the dead, but of what happened after, in

  the empires that they had ruled.




  Zaifyr was led to the Southern Gate of Yeflam by Aelyn. With each step, he could feel the vastness of his sister’s power, a sensation akin to the long, clear sky turning its gaze on him.

  It enveloped him, as it always had, and smothered the powers of the other immortal men and women who moved to take control of the Mireean refugees.




  On the bridge, the crowd watched him and Aelyn approach. A carriage without horses waited before the gate and, as the two came closer, small twists of wind began to form around the empty shafts.

  Within moments, they had taken on the shape of two horses and their pale wind-born bodies had filled the leather harnesses of the carriage.




  Behind him, Zaifyr heard a shout, a voice issuing a command, but he did not turn to see who spoke, did not turn to see what was happening to the Mireean people.




  He stepped into the carriage and his sister, who followed, closed the door.




  





  2.




  The Yeflam Guard led the Mireeans to Wila with their weapons drawn. The refugees were unarmed.




  For a moment, Ayae resisted moving as the bodies of men and women pressed against her. The order had been given by one of the Keepers, a man with blue dye in his hair, but she had barely

  registered him, or any of the others.




  She had been against the idea of going to Wila from the moment she heard it mentioned in the small tents where Muriel Wagan held her meetings. It had instantly reminded her of Sooia, of the camp

  she had been brought up in before she came to Mireea. If she closed her eyes, she could see rough wooden walls, small dirty huts, and fear. Fear on faces. Fear in movements. Fear of every sound

  that came from beyond the large gate that they lived behind.




  One of the blue-armoured guards of Yeflam pressed a mailed hand into her back, but Ayae did not move. The guard pushed at her and then jerked his hand back as if he had been burnt. He met her

  gaze but, as he did, another hand touched her shoulder, and Caeli said, ‘Come on, come on.’ The tall blonde guard of Muriel Wagan repeated the words as she pushed Ayae’s shoulder,

  urging her back into the press of men and women who were being led across the bridge. The churning coast of Leviathan’s Blood gave way to Yeflam’s first city, Neela, but she saw little

  of the city before she was pushed down the stone ramp to Wila.




  ‘You happy?’ Ayae asked, once she was on the island.




  ‘You didn’t start a fight, did you?’ Caeli rubbed at the palm of her hand, the hand that had held Ayae. ‘This is no more than a prison.’




  ‘But without cells.’ Ayae followed the other woman’s gaze around the island. ‘Without walls.’




  Wila was a flat piece of barren land made from dirt and sand. Ahead, Ayae could see the farmlands of Yeflam across Leviathan’s Blood and, beyond them, the Mountains of Ger.




  If she turned, however, Yeflam itself came into view. It stretched along the horizon, marked by huge arching bridges linking a series of circular platforms. The platforms were so large that they

  were like slabs of earth that a giant had lifted from the ocean’s floor before resting them on a series of huge stone pillars. The thick columns were made from blocks of stone and dived into

  the black water, where they sank deep into the ocean’s floor. Around them, islands similar to Wila lay beneath the length of the artificial country, dotting the length of the ocean from

  horizon to horizon.




  It was not a new sight to Ayae. She and her oldest friend, Faise, had driven an ox-drawn cart from Mireea to the cities to buy supplies for the witch Olcea more than once. In those trips,

  however, the two women had never gone near the stone ramps that ran down to Yeflam’s empty islands. Instead, they had travelled into Neela, along its wide streets and past its factories and

  storage yards.




  Depending on which side of Leviathan’s Blood you approached Yeflam, Neela was either the first of the nation’s twenty-three cities, or the last. It was a Traders’ Union city,

  and you could find presses that were friendly to men and women of wealth and position and critical of people who had held power in Yeflam for a thousand years. There were another five cities that

  the Traders’ Union claimed as its own, the biggest of these being Burata, which connected to the eastern docks. In that city, you could buy anything, and it was there that Ayae and Faise had

  ridden to buy the supplies Olcea had wanted. In one of the free papers that were available in Burata, Ayae first read full-page articles using the term ‘cursed’ – the first time

  she had heard the word outside Mireea.




  The word had followed her for the last three weeks as well. After they had left the ghost-filled streets of Mireea behind, people had begun whispering it. At first, Ayae had been able to ignore

  it, but it had only become worse. The whispers began when she made her way into Lady Wagan’s tents and did not stop when she left: they continued when she queued for her rations and it was

  common whenever she and Zaifyr were seen together. The word was not always used with animosity. At times it was spoken with a neutrality – ‘The cursed is over there in the chains’

  – and at times with a grudging respect – ‘They both stood for us’ – but more often than not, it was said with anger. By the second week, she had been spat at, she had

  been blamed for the loss of Mireea – either because she had not done enough, or because she had done too much – and she had heard others tell Zaifyr that he was responsible for the

  ghosts he had shown them in Mireea and that he kept the dead in their purgatory because he took his power from their pain.




  ‘How can you listen to it?’ she asked, one night. ‘How do you not get angry at them?’




  ‘I don’t know them.’ He sat on a piece of grass away from where the Mireeans had made a cold camp, the moon and stars the only light around him. It caught on the charms of

  copper and silver that had been woven through his auburn hair and around his wrists. He held one of those, one made from bronze, in his white hand. ‘But,’ he said, ‘if I had just

  seen what happened to my friends and family when they died, I would probably blame the man who showed me as well.’




  ‘You understand them?’




  His eyes, green in the daylight but simply dark and depthless in the night, focused on her. ‘It is an easy enough thing to do.’




  Ayae made a face in disagreement.




  ‘Then they shout at you,’ she said. ‘It’s pointless to blame you for what has happened. Why don’t they realize that?’




  ‘Give them time.’




  She looked away from him.




  ‘You have time,’ he said mildly. ‘You will outlive every one of these people by thousands of years. You may outlive them by forever.’




  She had dismissed his words because she could not fully understand such a life. She could not imagine standing beside Caeli as the blonde in Caeli’s hair gave way to silver, while her own

  remained dark. She could not imagine Caeli’s skin wrinkling while hers remained smooth. She simply could not imagine herself held in time like a painting. Yet she could see in Zaifyr that he

  could imagine such things – in fact, did not need to imagine them. She could see the length of his life in the way he held himself in conversation with others, in the distance he kept from

  those who were not like him. She could see it in the way he talked of the world and its future.




  ‘Well,’ Caeli said beside her now. ‘We’d better start getting these tents put up.’




  





  3.




  The horses made from wind pulled the carriage through the streets of Neela, towards the huge stone bridge that led to Mesi, and from there, into Ghaam, where three bridges

  allowed Yeflam to unfold as if it were a dissected giant, its organs and veins open for all to traverse on.




  ‘I felt Ger die.’ Aelyn spoke as if she knew that his thoughts were about dead giants. They were the first words that she had spoken since the carriage door shut. She had sat

  opposite him, watching him intently, without anger. ‘It was a light touch, but I felt it nonetheless.’




  ‘There was little of him left when I arrived,’ Zaifyr said. ‘He didn’t have that burning hatred that the others have.’




  ‘It changed shortly after we had begun to build Yeflam. One day, it simply felt as if he had turned his gaze away.’




  ‘Like he was waiting for something?’ Beneath them, the carriage shuddered as its wheels left the ground. ‘Or someone?’




  ‘He was not waiting for anything. He was just—’




  ‘Maybe he was waiting for the child in Leera,’ Zaifyr interrupted. ‘Maybe he knew that long before we did.’




  ‘He was dying, Qian.’ She used his name, his old name, the name he had given himself a long time ago. ‘He had come to the end of time. What we felt was a dying god coming upon

  death. Nothing more.’




  Zaifyr did not reply. It was not that he disagreed – or that he strongly agreed, for to argue one or the other opened the concept of an awareness more intricate than he had thought the

  gods now had – but he was not sure how to respond to her. Before, she would have been angry at him simply for interrupting her. She would not have sat there and held his gaze until he had

  finished speaking, as she had just done. But it had been decades since he had last seen her and perhaps, in that time, she had changed. He had believed that Aelyn stored a lingering anger at him, a

  fury that had driven her to try to kill him. Since his release from the tower where his siblings had imprisoned him, he had not wanted to fuel it and had tried to show her a small respect by

  ensuring that he had no real presence in her new world. Now that he was in Yeflam, he expected her anger. He knew that what he was doing to her now was anything but respectful. In truth, he could

  only have been more disrespectful to her if he had arrived with a pack mule and Fo and Bau’s bodies strapped to its back. He deserved her hostility. He knew that, yet . . . yet here he was,

  sitting opposite his sister, unable to draw a spark of irritation from her by deed or word.




  The carriage begin to bank and, outside the shaking window, the clear sky revealed more of the Floating Cities of Yeflam.




  The cities did not float, of course, but at night, once the afternoon’s sun had sunk, the stone pillars that held the cities aloft blended into the black water and its shadows. Seen from a

  distance then, Yeflam did indeed look as if it floated.




  He had seen it first a dozen years ago from the deck of a ship. The stone docks had stretched across the black ocean like giant petrified fingers, their shape lit by the towers on the islands

  both before and after. At the top of each tower, massive cauldrons of fire consumed hideous amounts of oil to cast a light across the lanes that the ships used when approaching Yeflam. But it had

  been the length of the country behind the towers and docks that had caught his attention. There, millions of lamps ran along the bridges and into the cities and, for a moment, Yeflam looked like a

  giant funeral procession.




  Zaifyr had not seen its like before, but he knew, even as the ship drew up to the docks, that Yeflam had not been designed by Aelyn. He knew of only one being who could design such a city and

  that was his brother, Eidan. The realization had not surprised him. He knew that Eidan and Aelyn would have stood together after Asila. The two would not have been divided from each other, as the

  others had been. Yet, before Zaifyr had come to Mireea, Jae’le had told him that Eidan was not in Yeflam. He had left years ago, his brother said, and whatever calming influence he had had

  over Aelyn was long gone. It was one of the reasons, he said, that Zaifyr should not linger in the city.




  ‘Where are you taking me?’ Zaifyr asked, turning from the window.




  ‘Nale.’ Behind Aelyn the sky stretched in a long empty brightness. ‘I have a home there.’




  ‘No cell, then?’




  ‘There is a cell for you in the Broken Mountains.’




  ‘No.’ He smiled faintly. ‘I’ll not go back there. You know that.’




  She looked away, turning to the window where Yeflam lay below. There, Nale had come into view. It was easily three times the size of any other settlement in Yeflam and sat at the artificial

  country’s centre, a massive city dominated by huge buildings, with none larger than the Enclave, the white tower where the Keepers of the Divine worked. Yet, as the wind-made horses began

  their descent, Zaifyr could not see the tower. Instead, he saw a series of sprawling estates, each of them kept behind high stone walls and steel gates. It was before a large, yellow-stone building

  defined by two towers that the horses landed, bringing the carriage to a halt.




  Her home. Aelyn’s home.




  Yet she did not live there. That was clear from the moment she opened the door and led him inside. Dust coated the long half-filled shelves and still tables and chairs that lay beyond the

  doorway. The air was musty and dry and tainted by the smell of blood and salt from Leviathan’s Blood. In Maewe – in the kingdom his sister once ruled – Aelyn had built a house

  identical to this, but the inside of it had flowed with air, with life, and with her. This house, Zaifyr thought as he followed her, was but a keepsake of the life she had left behind. It was like

  the churches he had found in rural communities after the War of the Gods. Each had been made as a place of worship while the gods had been alive, but rather than being a building that men and women

  and children could enter, the houses had existed as homes for the gods. Inside were items that the communities had associated with the god – books, idols, weapons – and each building

  had been sealed so that no one could enter. Reportedly, when the gods had been alive, the houses had been pristine inside, but by the time Zaifyr saw them, the remaining ones had been broken open

  like eggs, their insides scooped out for the sustenance they provided. They looked like Aelyn’s house, a monument of a time long gone.




  ‘Before you went to Mireea, Jae’le came to see me.’ Aelyn stood in front of a wine rack, her fingers running along the old bottles. ‘Not in person, of course. Just in one

  of his little birds. He told me that you would pass by. He said that he had asked you to come to this part of the world. He said that he was not interested in Yeflam. He was interested only in the

  war the Leerans had begun. I had already sent Fo and Bau by then, but he promised me that you would be no threat. He said that you had not talked to the dead since he released you.’ She

  pulled a bottle from the middle of the rack, grasping it by the throat. ‘Do you plan to keep those manacles on while we drink? Or will you lift a glass with them?’




  ‘I like—’




  Her free hand shot out, quicker than he could see. A moment later, he heard the black iron crack beneath her grasp. ‘I don’t need to pretend that you are a prisoner.’ She

  tossed the remains to the ground. ‘I know you’re not.’




  ‘No.’ Despite her actions, Zaifyr’s voice did not rise. ‘No, I hadn’t talked to the dead. Jae’le was right. But your Keepers did not leave me much of a choice

  in Mireea. Fo, especially.’




  ‘They were children.’




  ‘None of us is a child.’




  ‘They were, compared to you.’ She walked down a hallway to the back of the house, to a room that was flooded with light. A dusty, sun-faded table sat in the middle, a pair of chairs

  on either side. ‘But it does not matter. You’re here now,’ she said. ‘Here to stand trial for both their deaths. Here to abuse laws you do not respect. At least tell me that

  Jae’le had no idea that this would happen – at least tell me that this is not some plan that the two of you have created.’




  ‘I already told you that what he said was true.’ Zaifyr watched as she placed the bottle in the middle of the table. ‘He will not be happy, either.’




  ‘When has he ever stayed angry at you? Or you at him?’ Aelyn pulled two glasses from beneath the table and blew into each to clean the dust out. Once she had finished, she met his

  gaze. ‘I warned them, you know. Fo and Bau. I sent them a message, telling them that you would be there and that they should avoid you. I told them to treat you like Mireea and keep

  neutral.’




  ‘They failed Mireea as well.’




  ‘I know.’ A note in her voice suggested that the conversation was one that she had had before. ‘I do not want war, Qian,’ she said. ‘Those days are long gone for

  me. I had my fill in Asila. I had my fill before that and after that. Yeflam is a neutral country. I fought to make it so. I spent the last bit of fighting in me bringing it about. Now, instead, I

  am interested in education, in philosophy. I want to write about the nature of gods and how they influence our world. I want to prepare for the day that I will be a god – and I want to

  prepare the people for that as well.’




  ‘You’ve made a treaty with the Leerans, haven’t you?’ The realization occurred to him with a faint surprise. ‘With the child god?’




  ‘The Leerans call her that, not I,’ Aelyn said. ‘I imagine that the child is like you or me, and I expect this will prove true when I meet her. When the Enclave met the

  Leerans, it was through a woman named Estalia.’




  ‘Why would—’




  It was she who interrupted him this time. ‘Take a look around you. Yeflam is a nation that will number four million people within the decade. On Ger’s back, Mireea is nothing

  compared to us. Even to call it a nation is to believe it is something that it is not. If some other nation – and Leera is a nation – wishes to go to war with the Lady of the Spine to

  control her lucrative trade route, what is it to me? I own the oceans in this part of the world. Any treaty I have with Muriel Wagan is easily put aside to keep war from coming to my country and my

  people.’




  ‘Except now,’ Zaifyr said.




  ‘Except now.’ Aelyn’s hand did not tremble as she unstoppered the bottle. ‘Now Muriel Wagan brings me the killer of two of my brothers and I must offer her

  sanctuary.’ The wine that began to fill the two glasses was so dark that the afternoon’s sun could not lighten it. ‘The Leerans will ask me why I allow that and I will say that it

  is so my brother can stand trial for crimes for which he will never be punished.’




  ‘The Leeran Army is no threat to you.’




  ‘I did not say that.’




  ‘Then what are you saying?’ He picked up one of the glasses, one of his silver charms hitting the side of the glass as he did so. When she did not answer, he said, ‘The child

  is a real god. I met her.’ In the dusty room around them, haunts of dead men and women began to fill the room. ‘I met her, Aelyn,’ he repeated, ‘and she is not like us. She

  is not a piece of divinity lost in a mortal. She is divinity. She was pulled out of the earth in Eakar. Ask Jae’le, if you do not believe me. He saw it happen and did not tell us

  about it. But it does not matter. What matters is that she is not a complete god. She does not have a name and she relies upon the dead for her power, much like a witch, or a warlock. Only, unlike

  them, it is she who keeps the dead in our world. She who has locked them away from salvation or oblivion. It is she who creates the misery you see around you. If we do not strike at her, if we do

  not kill her now, she will visit that misery on us, and on everyone else in this world.’




  ‘When I met you,’ she said, after a moment. ‘The first time, so long ago now. When I met you then, you sounded like this. You and Jae’le both.’




  ‘He is not here.’ The ghosts around them began to fade, their shape disintegrating beneath the afternoon sun’s light, until nothing remained that she could see, or hear.

  ‘And I am not that man any more,’ he said.




  ‘I truly hope so, brother.’ In her hand the glass was still, the red wine untouched. ‘For that man left nothing in his wake.’




  





  4.




  By the time the last of the tents had been erected, pamphlets and newspapers had begun to fall onto Wila.




  The afternoon’s sun had sunk behind the black ocean when the pieces of paper began to settle on the dirt and sand. For a while, they went unnoticed: Lieutenant Mills, white and

  grey-haired, had finished recording who would share with whom when a piece of paper came snaking along the narrow lanes. It stuck on the cloth of a freshly staked tent, where it was picked up by a

  guard. Ayae was one of the next to pick up a piece. It was a single sheet of Yeflam’s dirt-coloured recycled paper, with the words GO BACK HOME written in big, block letters on it. When she

  showed it to Caeli, who stood next to her, the guard swapped her for one with a drawing of the Mireean people standing on the edge of Yeflam. They were tipping the great stone city as if it were a

  boat, tipping it into the waiting Leeran forces, which held swords and catapults and stood on the bones of their enemies. Ayae balled up the picture in her hand and turned to the stone platform of

  Neela behind her, where the city’s lamp revealed children throwing the papers over the edge gleefully.




  ‘Lovely,’ Caeli said beside her. ‘Just lovely. Nothing makes me happier than adults using kids to say what they’re afraid to say.’




  Ayae did not disagree. ‘I thought Neela was a Traders’ Union city.’




  ‘It is. Surely you’re not surprised?’




  She was, a little. On the mountain road to Yeflam, Benan Le’ta had assured Lady Wagan that the Mireeans would be welcomed in Yeflam. They were refugees, he said. He had walked through the

  crowd, shaking hands, greeting both men and women. People will be sympathetic to your plight, he had continued. They will understand. Aelyn Meah would have no choice but to release all

  of your people into the cities after a few days. He said that he would personally advocate it. The other representative, Faje, had made no such promises. Ayae had thought that Faise, who had

  arrived the same day as Le’ta and Faje, had been unnecessarily pessimistic when she heard what had been said. ‘Wila is a prison,’ Ayae’s oldest friend said to an unsurprised

  Lady Wagan. ‘All the islands are prisons. When you stand on one, you’re not standing on Yeflam, and you are not subject to Yeflam law. Basically, you have no rights.’




  Faise had arrived with her husband, Zineer. A slender, bespectacled and balding white man, he appeared sombre in comparison to his wife, who was small and plump and brown-skinned. She wore a

  green and purple silk shirt with black trousers over black boots, each article meticulously kept, unlike her husband, whose laces were frayed and the edges of his white shirt stained with ink. The

  two had been forced to wait until Le’ta and Faje had left the next day before they could speak to Lady Wagan. Ayae had been surprised when they told her that the Lady of the Spine had sent a

  letter requesting their presence. Still, she had been pleased to see Faise, happier than she had thought possible to spend a night beside a woman whose companionship was unconditional and who, in

  the face of the animosity that some Mireean people held, responded in a much less complex way than Zaifyr.




  ‘There is no excuse,’ Faise said, when Ayae told her why people were acting that way towards her, after she had told Faise that she had changed. ‘I mean, what if you decided to

  set their hair on fire?’




  ‘I’m not going to set their hair on fire.’ Though I’d like to. ‘I’m trying to be understanding. It is a difficult time.’




  ‘How about her?’ Faise pointed at Keallis, the dark-haired white woman who had been a city planner. ‘A hair-burning would teach her not to stare.’




  Despite herself, Ayae laughed. ‘Maybe,’ she admitted.




  Keallis was before her now, one of a handful of people who had been assigned the job of collecting the paper by the lieutenant. The tents were so tightly pegged next to each other that there was

  no room to avoid the woman as she and Caeli made their way past. Keallis regarded Ayae coldly, but if Muriel Wagan’s guard noticed, she gave no indication. They continued to the tent that the

  Lady of the Spine had taken for her own. It sat on the northern side of the island and was the largest in the makeshift city, though Ayae would not have said that that meant much. The tents that it

  was compared to were no more than narrow dirty pieces of cloth on a triangle of wood; Muriel Wagan’s tent was simply square and nearly normal sized.




  The Lady of the Spine had a collection of pamphlets laid out in front of her when the two women entered. Two had drawings of Lady Wagan on them. She pointed at the one furthest from her and

  said, ‘That one isn’t a bad likeness of me – if I was to be holding a knife at your throat and had an army of ghosts behind me, that is. It even calls me the Lady of the

  Ghosts.’




  In the guttering light in the tent, Ayae could see where the responsibilities of the last three weeks – perhaps the last year – had left its mark on the woman. Her solid middle-aged

  body slid more easily into fat and her red-dyed hair revealed grey roots, while the bags under her eyes had darkened considerably. ‘The presses must have been printing these for at least a

  week before we arrived,’ she continued, the humour leaving her voice. ‘Preparing to drop this on us. How are people taking it?’




  ‘In their stride,’ Caeli replied. ‘A few will probably blame Ayae, either because she didn’t stop it, or because she’s here, but any excuse for those

  people.’




  She had noticed, then. Ayae offered a half-shrug to Lady Wagan. ‘It’s not important.’




  ‘You’re showing more dignity than they deserve.’ The older woman waved for them to sit on her cloth floor. ‘You’d think that they wouldn’t so easily forget

  what you and Steel did for them. Or that the cure for Fo’s disease came from Zaifyr.’




  ‘Some people haven’t forgotten,’ Ayae said, taking a seat.




  ‘Good.’ The Lady of the Spine began to pull the pamphlets together. ‘But still: when you get an offer to leave, take it.’




  That surprised her and she said so.




  ‘The Keepers won’t leave you here,’ Lady Wagan explained. ‘You may not be part of their Enclave, but you are one of their kin – you’re an inheritor of a

  god’s power. They won’t leave you here. They won’t be able to stomach it politically.’




  Ayae thought about leaving Wila, about stepping off the island that reminded her so much of her youth. ‘I couldn’t do that,’ she said, despite her thoughts.




  ‘You could,’ Lady Wagan said bluntly. ‘And you will. They may have allowed Aned to stay in Yeflam, but he won’t be able to do everything for us alone.’ She lifted

  the pamphlets. ‘And I doubt he’ll have any chance to advocate for us with the Keepers and stop these papers, either.’




  Ayae did not want to agree. Leaving Wila would be taking a step away from the shared responsibility of life on the island and the collective experience of pain that it held. She had not

  understood that when she had been a child in Sooia, when she had lived behind the walls, with adults fearful of the Innocent’s army, but in the years that had followed, she recalled fragments

  of the words that the adults had spoken and the importance of community. She understood the idea of a shared burden now and recognized the responsibility that people had to each other. It was

  something, even with people like Keallis, that Ayae felt was important, especially now, when she felt that she knew intimately what other Mireean people would feel in the coming months. She was

  about to tell Lady Wagan that when the tent flap was pulled back and the silver-haired white healer Reila led two men inside. A stretcher lay between them, and on it lay Lord Elan Wagan, a thick

  bandage tied around his face to hide the damaged sockets where his eyes had once been.




  ‘They would not take him?’ Lady Wagan stood, her body releasing a sigh as she did. ‘Not even for mercy?’




  ‘Le’ta said that he would be better here,’ the healer replied. ‘With people who loved him.’




  Ayae let her words go unsaid. With a brief nod, she and Caeli left the tent, leaving Muriel Wagan with her husband, with the burden that she had to shoulder alone, in the absence of her

  daughter. Ayae remembered that when Lord Wagan began screaming on the first night that they were on Wila. The sound, brief though it was, did not spare a single man or woman on the island, but they

  could return to a sleep that Lady Wagan would not find.




  Ayae lay in the tent she shared with Caeli. In the quiet that followed the screams, the guard said, ‘The sedatives are doing less and less.’




  ‘If ever there was a cause for mercy . . .’ Ayae said, staring up at the fabric roof. ‘But to spare him his pain . . .’




  ‘Is to deliver him to more.’ Caeli was silent for such a long time that Ayae thought that she had fallen back to sleep. But then, ‘I had the plague in Mireea,’ she said,

  ‘the first signs of it.’




  ‘You got the shot, though?’ Ayae asked.




  ‘Yes,’ Caeli said. ‘A day before you went into the tower.’




  ‘Good.’




  ‘I used to be like that planner, Keallis,’ she continued. ‘Well, not as bad. But I had my doubts. Cursed people were a problem. That was my opinion. My mother and father used

  to say it all the time. It’s not right to blame my parents, but when I think about where it came from, I guess it is them. Lady Wagan wouldn’t tolerate me saying it, so I kept it to

  myself, but still, it was there. I thought it.’




  ‘It’s okay.’ Ayae didn’t know what else to say. ‘Really.’




  ‘No, it’s not. You have to admit when you’re wrong. Maybe you don’t have to say it aloud, but you have to admit it.’




  ‘You don’t have to say it.’




  ‘But I am.’ Caeli fell silent, but this time, Ayae knew that she hadn’t fallen asleep. She knew that she lay on her back, staring at the low ceiling. ‘You know that she

  is right, don’t you?’ Caeli said, after a minute. ‘About leaving, that is.’




  ‘Yes,’ Ayae said softly. ‘I know.’




  





  5.




  The Captain of the Spine, Aned Heast, was not with Muriel Wagan and the Mireean people when they were led down to Wila.




  He had been sent into Yeflam two days before. On the night he left the mountain camp, he did so alone, on foot, and with no fanfare. He was, once all descriptions of him were reduced, a man who

  wore the decades he had lived beneath the broken sun with a sword at his side and a hand out for coin. Upon first sitting opposite him, many felt that his weathered features and pale-blue eyes

  belonged to a man who had little pity, who weighed their worth against the money he was being paid and little else. People had always said that of him: in his youth, men and women said that it was

  because he had suffered the loss of a young love; in the decades after he had lost his leg, people who met Heast said that something had broken in him, that a kindness that existed in the hearts of

  other men had left him with the limb. Neither version was the complete truth, but he did little to convince people otherwise. When he first lost his leg, enough men and women had known what else he

  had lost that their words had an echo of truth, but the words were now repeated by those who knew nothing about it. He was thinking of that when, an hour outside the camp, he discovered Benan

  Le’ta waiting for him at the side of the moonlit road.




  The merchant had not impressed Heast. A short white man, Le’ta’s weight rolled down him as if he was a pear, but with a square and stubby head atop his shoulders. It was he who, once

  the siege had been laid in Mireea, had sent the letters demanding that the two Keepers, Fo and Bau, be put in chains and brought to him, if the Mireeans wanted his help. It was an impossible

  request, but then, in Heast’s mind, Le’ta had planned an impossible scenario. The merchant imagined a public hearing of the two Keepers’ crimes in Mireea and he believed that such

  a hearing would provide him with leverage, if not against the Keepers, then against his own political enemies in the Traders’ Union. The sharp letters in Le’ta’s handwriting had

  admitted that to Muriel Wagan in the first week after Mireea fell. Indeed, when Le’ta first rode into the camp, Heast thought he was going to throw a tantrum and stamp his feet. If it had not

  been for the presence of Faje, and Aelyn Meah’s desire to keep Zaifyr away from the Floating Cities, he might very well have done so.




  ‘Le’ta will turn on us once we are welcomed into the city by the Keepers,’ Lady Wagan had said, hours before Heast left the camp. He had gone to her tent to bid her goodbye, to

  tell her of the orders he had given to his soldiers and to Lieutenant Mills, who would assume command while Heast was gone. ‘He is an idiot.’




  ‘You agree with what Faise said, then?’ Faise had arrived on the same day as the ambassadors and Heast had done everything he could to lose her and her husband in the camp while

  Le’ta and Faje were there. ‘That it will be nothing but a prison?’




  ‘It was plain to see before.’ Muriel looked tired. She had not been sleeping well, but he could not blame her for that. ‘Le’ta will try and use us as political leverage

  rather than work with us. It almost makes me wish that Lian Alahn had remained in power. It would have been a different situation if he had – but we will have to make do with what we

  have.’ She handed him a folded piece of paper. ‘Faise and Zineer will meet you at this location the day after we arrive.’




  He took the paper, pushed it beneath his old, worn leather armour. ‘Essa sent a note. He and the Brotherhood are in Yeflam.’




  ‘Good.’




  ‘He is not happy about it.’




  ‘The only person happy to go to Yeflam is Zaifyr.’




  Heast had not disagreed and, in the carriage that took him into the Floating Cities, Benan Le’ta echoed the Lady of the Spine’s words.




  He had shrugged off the merchant’s comment. The charm-laced man had made it clear that he had little concern with what was unfolding around him. He had shown the same lack of interest to

  the Mireean people who had thrown insults and spat at him after they left Mireea and the streets full of ghosts. The girl, Ayae, who had stood against Fo and Bau, had not fared as well beneath the

  insults: Heast had watched her move between patience and anger and, fearing that she might justifiably lash out, he had quietly told guards to shadow her. He hadn’t ordered Caeli to do it

  – she had other duties – but he had been pleased to see the former with her. He had ordered guards to shadow Zaifyr as well, but Zaifyr had seen them within an hour and, in a move that

  terrified his soldiers, Zaifyr approached the guards and told them that it wasn’t necessary. Heast related that to Le’ta in the carriage, while it took them over the bridge into Neela,

  as the morning’s sun began to etch across the black ocean, into Mesi.




  ‘They say he is a powerful man,’ the merchant said, ‘more powerful perhaps than the Breath of Yeflam.’




  ‘Aelyn Meah?’ He hadn’t heard that title in a long time. ‘Who can say? If he is her brother, then he ruled beside her long ago with three others.’




  ‘With a brother, a sister, and – ’ Le’ta smiled unpleasantly – ‘a lover.’




  ‘A lot was burned back then,’ Heast said with a hint of distaste at the other man’s comment. ‘A lot to hide who was who and what was what.’




  The smile slithered away. ‘Yes,’ Le’ta replied. ‘It makes it difficult to know anything for certain.’




  Shortly after, the merchant dropped him off before a small two-storey inn made from stone and wood. It was called The Minotaur’s Lost Eyes and the sign showed, beneath the words, a pair of

  eyes spiked through the centre. Le’ta said that it was a good establishment, a fine building of sturdy beds and discreet staff, and Heast assumed that he owned them. Just before he tapped the

  roof of his carriage to signal that it should leave, Le’ta said that he would come and visit him when everyone was safely on Wila. ‘We will discuss what we can do for the Mireean

  people,’ he said. ‘What kindness can be given to them in their time of need.’




  The next day, after the Mireeans had been led to Wila, Le’ta found Heast in the common room of the inn. Heast had a collection of newspapers and pamphlets laid before him, having flipped

  through most of them already.




  ‘You were there, I trust?’ Le’ta asked as he bobbed through the tables in the mostly empty room. He did not wait for the Captain of the Spine’s response before he began

  to claim how well it had gone, how he had seen fear in Aelyn Meah’s face, how the crowds showed that she did not have their support. Heast, for his part, had seen the Keeper’s face in

  the carriage as it drove by. From that brief glimpse, fear was not the word he would have used. Resigned, perhaps. But the horses made from wind had drawn the carriage away and, by then, his

  attention was on the other Keepers and the Yeflam Guard. They had barely contained a riot as the Mireeans were led to the island with Muriel Wagan at their head. The pamphlets and papers before him

  had been given out in that crowd by men and women for free. Le’ta, upon seeing them, said, ‘Ah those disgusting rags. Printed by presses not on Neela, I assure you.’




  ‘Is that right?’ Heast said, leaning back in his chair. ‘You’re all innocence, are you?’




  ‘Captain, now is not the time to question our trust.’ The merchant sat and, in doing so, revealed the man a handful of paces behind him. ‘May I introduce you to Commander Bnid

  Gaerl of the Empty Sky?’ he said.




  ‘We’ve met before.’




  He was a tall white man a handful of years younger than Heast. Yet he appeared older, the lines in his long face leaving him with a craggy, liver-stained visage in which dark eyes sat deeply. He

  wore expensive armour that was mostly a light chain mail, and over his shoulder, beneath the cloak of dark blue, he bore a heavy two-handed sword.




  ‘Well,’ Le’ta said, turning back to Heast. ‘I trust that it was in favourable conditions.’




  ‘He was the Captain of Refuge then,’ Gaerl said, his voice deep and heavy. ‘But he shed that title like a snake sheds a skin. He’ll shed the title he has now the same

  way.’




  ‘Refuge no longer exists,’ Heast said evenly. ‘The rank no longer has meaning when there are no soldiers.’




  ‘Your witch still wears the title.’




  ‘By all means, tell Anemone to stop.’




  ‘Commander. Captain.’ Le’ta appeared surprised by the animosity, but he must have known of it before he entered the inn. Over a decade ago, Gaerl – Heast refused to use

  the self-appointed rank of commander – had tried to use the name Refuge for his own mercenaries. ‘We are not here to talk about old difficulties or, indeed, the men and women that you

  have known in your service to the world of coin. Instead, we are here to ensure that all that can be done is done for the Mireean people.’ He tapped one of the papers on the table. On the

  cover was a picture of Muriel Wagan and, around her, an ocean of bones. ‘It is a difficult task when stories like the ones here are being printed. We can all agree on that, I’m sure. It

  will be difficult to do anything for Lady Wagan and her people if they are linked to this monster.’




  ‘They need blankets and food,’ Heast said, turning back to the merchant. ‘Lady Wagan has given me access to Mireea’s finances to provide for them on Wila. I would like to

  begin with that as soon as I can.’




  ‘Of course, of course.’ Le’ta frowned slightly as he said the words. ‘But I warn you, it may not be as easy as simply buying and shipping goods. We will be required to

  petition the Keepers to allow us access.’




  ‘I will speak to Xrie,’ he said. ‘We should be able to avoid that.’




  ‘The Soldier?’ Gaerl frowned. ‘The Captain of the Yeflam Guard is not an easy man to get an audience with.’




  ‘It can be done.’ He did not look away from Le’ta. ‘I’d also like to request a personal favour, if I could?’




  ‘Of course,’ Le’ta said, just once, this time. ‘What is it?’




  ‘I’d like to meet with Lian Alahn – privately.’




  ‘He has fallen considerably from favour with the Traders’ Union,’ the merchant replied. ‘He is not even currently in the country. I am afraid he will be able to do little

  for you.’




  ‘It is a personal matter concerning his son,’ the Captain of the Spine said. ‘That is all.’




  





  6.




  Bueralan Le sat in the shell of a building, the moon’s light seeping through trees to fall through a broken roof, where it offered little solace to a man in grief.




  He had been unable to save Dark. Kae. Liaya. Ruk. Aerala. Zean. He repeated the names to himself each night, an act of punishment in his suffering.

  He saw them again, each of them fallen in the cathedral. Saw the candles flicker along the walls, the light wavering over the dead. He heard the sound, a shifting mass, in the rafters. Then he saw

  Kae first. Saw Liaya and Ruk together. And after them, Aerala. Next, he saw the blonde-haired child at the end of the cathedral. She stood at the top of a small dais in a simple dress of white. She

  was but a handful of steps from Zean’s body, as if his oldest friend, his blood brother, did not matter. Bueralan could close his eyes and remember the green eyes of the child. He had been

  ready to die. Then the child had stepped towards him and said, ‘I have a gift for you.’




  A soul.




  Zean’s soul.




  After, the child had called him god-touched, had said that he could call on her – only when what is at stake is innocence, she said – and she released Samuel Orlan into his

  care, but those words, those actions, were like shadows around him. She spoke but he felt only the crystal she had given him. A chill had begun to settle into the black skin of his hand as he held

  it, had begun to numb it to where his white ink tattoos began on his wrist. Outside the cathedral, he placed it in a dark leather pouch, but he could still feel the cold. Even so, he threaded a

  piece of leather through the end of the pouch and tied it around his neck and let the chill settle against his chest. It would lie there until he returned home.




  He knew instantly that he would be returning to Ooila, to where the witches of his childhood blew dark expensive glass bottles from which pieces of glass were taken for the living to wear around

  their necks. To where the bottle was whole once again after the death of the man or woman who had worn that piece. To where the family took the unearthly remains of their loved ones and entered

  into a long-established network of barter and purchase to ensure that the bottle would sit on the nightstand of a pregnant woman in a good family. The soul would be leached into her womb with every

  sip she took from the bottle, drawn down into the foetus, to search for a perch in the newly created child, to find life again.




  The Mother’s Gift, they called it.




  ‘Break the damn thing.’ The rough voice belonged to Samuel Orlan. The old white-haired cartographer had almost had his throat crushed by a creature made from shadows in the cathedral

  and it had not yet healed. ‘Don’t sit there with it in your hands all night again,’ Orlan muttered from where he lay. ‘Break it. Smash it. I’ll get a stone from

  outside for you to do it. Better than what she has planned.’




  ‘Your conscience has no place beside me, old man.’ Above him, the swamp crows that lined the rafters shifted, awoken by the sound of his voice. ‘Zean is dead because of you.

  They’re all dead because of you.’




  ‘You would be too, if you’d come with them.’




  ‘But not you.’




  The cartographer grunted sourly as he pushed himself into a sitting position.




  ‘Why didn’t she kill you?’ Bueralan asked. ‘You’re not worth a thing compared to the people who died.’




  ‘She didn’t kill you, either.’ He coughed, rubbed at his throat. ‘She’s not a god yet.’




  The answer offered little. In truth, little made much sense after the cathedral. Outside, Ranan had been empty, and though Bueralan had felt as if he was being watched, he had not seen a single

  person on the streets, or in the broken buildings. Both his horses were gone too. The tracks led off down the main street, and then disappeared into the thick sweltering marshes of Leera, but only

  for a step or two. The tracks stopped suddenly and neither Bueralan nor Orlan had been able to pick them up again. With one sword between them, they had been left to walk through the marshes and

  swamps, their direction mostly eastwards. The nearest port was Jeil in the Kingdoms of Faaisha, though Bueralan knew that it was not truly near. It would take weeks to walk there. Weeks, he had

  told himself, without food or water.




  On the first night out of Ranan, they had been found by eight Leeran raiders. Both men had slunk into a line of trees that offered some protection, and they had collapsed, exhausted. Bueralan

  had meant to split a night’s watch with Orlan, but the old man had stumbled into a deep sleep, and his own grief had swamped him and kept him awake. He had not heard the raiders approaching

  until all eight were around him.




  He did not reach for his sword, did not stand. ‘Go on,’ he said. ‘I should never have walked out of that cathedral anyway.’




  A man stepped forward. His teeth had been filed down and his white skin was sunk against his bones, as if he was being consumed by a disease. ‘She sent this for you.’ The raider

  dropped a heavy sack on the ground. ‘To reach Jeil.’




  He didn’t reach for it. ‘I don’t want it.’




  ‘You’ll starve before you reach the border,’ he said. ‘The old man before you. She has seen it.’




  ‘Then why would I take it?’




  ‘Because she has seen it.’




  He asked another question, an angry question, because on those nights his grief gave way to anger, but the Leeran raider did not respond. A moment later, he and the seven men and women who had

  stood around Bueralan disappeared.




  Beneath the green-tinted light of the morning’s sun, Bueralan and Orlan had tipped the sack open, scattering fruit, bread, and water across the ground. It had been the meat that had given

  them pause. It was a square, cured, and as the cartographer picked it up, Bueralan said, ‘I don’t think we should eat that.’ Despite having not eaten for two days, he felt

  repulsed by the shape of it. ‘No telling what it is. Could be human.’




  ‘Smells like pig,’ Orlan said.




  They had left it there without further conversation.




  It had been the only time that the two of them had agreed on anything. Since then, they had niggled at each other, prodded and probed. Bueralan’s anger had been the source of his

  antagonism. Orlan’s was guilt, he assumed. The old man had not apologized for what he had done – not that it would have meant much if he had. Orlan hadn’t given much away, either.

  He hadn’t explained why the child had called him god-touched. Why she had not killed him. Or why, in his words, she was not quite a god yet.




  





  7.




  Kal Essa was a man easily remembered. In the final days of Qaaina, in the days when the Oolian Queens were burning not just lives, but an entire nation, a heavy, spiked mace

  had struck Essa across the left side of his head, tearing open his skin. It had been a glancing blow and the skin had been stitched back together in the field, but as often with such makeshift

  work, it left scars. In the Captain of the Brotherhood’s case, it left a series of heavy, spider-webbed lines that ran from eye to ear in white scar tissue.




  ‘By the time the paperwork was done, two men were waiting for me outside the office,’ Essa said, after Heast had stepped through the back door of the building he had bought. The

  expanse of empty floor waited to be filled with produce, with blankets, with whatever Heast could buy to fill it. ‘They followed me across Neela and into Maala. It was nearly a whole

  day’s ride in those carriages. They’ve set up a rotation outside the hostel we rented – about eight of them – but they’re easy enough to lose and find again when we

  need them.’




  ‘I had two following me before I came here, as well.’ At the far end of the room were two people, a man and a woman, who were doing a lap of the emptiness. ‘Did any follow

  those two?’




  ‘No.’ Essa turned to Heast. ‘I told them to be careful with Gaerl, though.’




  ‘But they ignored you,’ he said.




  ‘They shrugged it off.’ The mercenary spat on the floor. ‘They don’t know him the way we do, Captain.’




  Faise and Zineer drew closer. They carried leather satchels full of paper, full of orders and statements and purchasing plans. Already, in the week since the two had met Muriel on the mountain,

  they had begun to set up a series of false names and long paper trails to hide the details of the majority of what they bought. They had helped Essa with his purchase and, Heast knew, it had been

  reported to Benan Le’ta, but the act, much like the purchase of the factory they stood in, was one of misdirection. He wanted the merchant to be watching Essa and him. That way, the majority

  of what Faise and Zineer would soon be buying would be kept from view, the paper trail lost while the Mireeans gained their leverage over the Traders’ Union.




  ‘We’ll start buying farmland next week,’ Faise said, after they had greeted Heast and then crossed the stone floor to stand next to him and Essa. ‘We’re going to

  start on the northern side, on farms that are near to Mireea. Some of that is already owned by Muriel Wagan, and the loss of Mireea will make the sellers a little easier to shift.’




  Heast took the map she handed him. She had circled the lots of land. ‘Who do you plan to use as a buyer?’ he asked.




  ‘A Zoum banker,’ Zineer said. ‘A lot of the world’s coin routes through there and the bankers are often used to represent buyers. We were lucky that one was in Yeflam

  when we needed her.’




  ‘How long until it becomes public, do you think?’ He passed the map back to Faise. ‘Before the Traders’ Union and the Keepers realize?’




  ‘A pattern will start to emerge after a month or two,’ Faise said. ‘Lady Wagan wanted us to run an aggressive purchasing campaign, so they’ll be alerted to the loss of

  their assets reasonably quickly.’




  ‘Then it’ll be the money they follow.’ Zineer gave a slight shrug. ‘That could stretch on for years.’




  ‘Don’t plan on that,’ Heast said. ‘Captain Essa and I have soldiers tailing us. If you aren’t being followed already, it won’t be long until you

  are.’




  ‘We understand that.’




  ‘Get a guard,’ Essa said bluntly. ‘Some of my boys and girls will do well by you.’




  ‘That will draw attention to us straight away.’ Zineer pushed his glasses up his nose, smiling ruefully. ‘The work we did for you here is very easily explained by anyone

  watching. My wife is Mireean. She has friends who are being kept on Wila. We’re helping with the clothing and food. But if we are seen to do more than that, I am afraid something will look

  wrong very quickly. Benan Le’ta is well aware that we are completely broke and in a lot of debt.’




  ‘He was the one who ruined us, after all,’ Faise said.




  After they had gone, Essa called them foolish children. Heast responded by telling the other man that they had a point.




  ‘And when things get up and running?’ the mercenary captain asked. ‘In a couple of months, my boys and girls are going to be spread out across these farms that those two will

  be buying, ready for the crop season. There’s not going to be much we can do to help Faise and Zineer then.’ He made his way to the edge of the factory floor, where a leather backpack

  lay. There, he pulled out a long silver container. ‘Cold coffee.’ He shook it. ‘You tried it?’




  ‘No,’ Heast replied. ‘I saw the Soldier yesterday, by the way.’




  Essa held out a tin cup to him. ‘How did that go?’




  ‘He agreed to send the tents and food down to Wila. He wants to look through what we send first, but we can start buying now.’




  Yet, as he tasted the not-quite-chilled coffee, Heast admitted to himself that the meeting had been a strange one. He had ridden one of the large, sixteen-horse carriages to Nale two days

  earlier. He had not seen one that size before – it was essentially two carriages joined together – but the driver managed it much like the carriages that were of one piece and pulled by

  four or eight horses. From the latter half of the day, after the carriages left Ghaam, the Keepers’ Enclave had become the lodestone by which the journey was made. It sat on the horizon like

  an artificial mountain on an artificial land, a building formed from long white tunnels of stone, built to mirror a large spiral that rose into the sky. The walls were lined with windows and, even

  from a distance, it gave the appearance of a thousand glass eyes that watched you.




  The roads of Nale were swollen with congestion and, beneath the gaze of the Enclave, the carriage made its way past the tall, thick buildings that struggled to match the elegance of the white

  tower. By the time the carriage came to stop at a huge depot on the edge of the city, the afternoon’s sun had set and Heast had spent a whole day travelling. He had left Mesi just as the

  morning’s sun had begun to rise without warmth. Throughout the day, he had seen fellow passengers come and go, and bits and pieces of their conversation had sifted around him. Some of it had

  been about the Mireeans: ‘They bring the Leerans here,’ one old man had said. ‘But we should not be afraid of that,’ another old man had said in reply. ‘The Yeflam

  Guard—’ ‘Gogair is unhappy,’ a young woman said. She held up a paper. ‘It says right here: “The ambassador met with the Enclave to discuss what could be a

  violation of important agreements.”’ He heard a young man, not realizing that Heast was there, refer to him as the Captain of the Ghosts, even. But mostly, he heard men and women

  arguing whether it was their fight or not. Some said that they had heard that there were priests in the Leeran army, in the Faithful, and that made it Yeflam’s fight. Very few people

  mentioned Zaifyr, or the deaths of Fo and Bau; beneath the multi-eyed gaze of the Enclave, it did not surprise Heast.




  The Keeper of the Divine, Xrie, had greeted Heast at the front door of the barracks. The building was a huge four-storey complex, and the Captain of the Yeflam Guard had led him up the floors

  without a hint of pride in the building itself. He was a handsome brown-skinned man, and his handshake was firm and confident, but when he paused to point something out to Heast, he seemed to be a

  soldier at practice, a soldier in training. Xrie looked no older than twenty-two or -three, but Heast knew that he had been the Captain of the Yeflam Guard for over forty years, and when he stopped

  to point out the men and women around him, to speak to them by name and rank, they responded to him crisply and loyally, as to a figure clearly beloved by his soldiers.




  Heast had met Xrie only a handful of times since he himself had become the Captain of the Spine. He had sent a prisoner, and picked up two, and they had met when the last treaty between the two

  states had been signed. Still, they had an easy formality that, once the two were in Xrie’s office on the top floor, allowed for an agreement to be reached that new tents, new clothes and

  food and water had to be taken down to Wila. ‘In its current state, the island is entirely unacceptable,’ Xrie had said, at the end. ‘You have my apologies. I was told by Faje

  that the Traders’ Union was going to supply the shelter. What is down there is what they provided.’




  ‘The politics of kindness,’ Heast had said drily. ‘We’ll have a warehouse soon that we’ll send items from.’




  ‘I’ll be honest, Captain, I am not a fan of the current pacifism that is in vogue with my kin,’ the other man continued. ‘It is hardly surprising, given who I am, but

  what happened in Mireea was a message for all of us. That was its point. We were to pay attention to it. The stalemate that you reached between Mireea and Leera diluted the message a little, but it

  still remains true that one day Leera’s General Waalstan will bring his army to Yeflam. His new god will demand that.’ Or, Heast thought, your old gods will demand

  that. ‘But on a personal level, it greatly disappoints me that I cannot tell the Captain of Refuge that we will stand beside him on the field.’




  ‘Refuge appears to be a popular topic,’ Heast had answered. ‘I expected it from Bnid Gaerl, but from you? My duty is not to Refuge any more.’




  ‘You will have to forgive me, Captain. I am well aware of your duty to Lady Wagan.’ In the narrow windows behind him, the last of the afternoon’s sun had begun to fade.

  ‘But I am not a man who forgets war’s loyal servants. I would be a poor man if I did. However, I should say, it is not just myself who remembers. Your history was raised with me this

  morning by a writer from one of the papers in the city. Despite my reluctance, I am afraid that you will soon be well known in Yeflam.’




  ‘Unlike Zaifyr.’




  ‘We call him Qian, but your point is taken,’ Xrie had said. ‘My kin have kept him out of most of the print shops. It is part of the politics of pacifism.’




  Heast was, by his nature, rarely surprised by what happened in the corridors of power, be it by a crown, a sword, or an immortal hand. A good soldier, he once heard it said, accepted what was

  laid before him. He thought of the thousands of eyes from the Enclave and added to himself that a good captain learned to anticipate.




  Holding the tin cup in his hand, Heast took another sip of the not quite cold coffee.




  ‘This is really awful,’ he said to Kal Essa. ‘Did you pay for this?’




  ‘It was better before the ice melted,’ the other man replied sourly, before he tipped it on the ground. ‘There’s a bar around here. I’ll stand you a drink

  there.’




  





  8.




  On the fifth morning Ayae spent on Wila, the morning’s sun rose in a dull, flat light, but the smell of blood and salt rose strongly off the ocean. She sat in the opening

  of her small tent. Unable to sleep well – she felt stifled and restless in the fabric – she had eased herself quietly into position to watch the first sun rise. With one foot pushed out

  of the flap of the tent and the other drawn up against her chest, Ayae gazed at the grainy edge of the island, at the black ocean that soaked the light and the stone ramp that led up to the flat

  base of Neela. There, a line of sky blue cloaks revealed the guards. Usually, half of them faced the island, and the other half out into the city, but this morning all were facing away from the

  island. Ayae could not make out why they were turned but, she admitted to herself, it did not matter. Yesterday, before the third sun sank, the guards had stopped children who had arrived. They had

  been loaded with papers to throw over the edge, and the boxes had sat there beneath a lamp all night. This morning was probably no different, she thought – until the guards parted. They moved

  apart to reveal a single man leading a horse and cart down to Wila.

OEBPS/html/docimages/map.jpg
NG

AN

2R

=
—a]

Ootta ¢

[ f e

) e A
@§ oy = - @Q?
DR = ;\@3%5 S &l





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
BLQOD

% om the sea






