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Histories


Written by ONAEDO


Year 1029


After the Leviathan died, after her blood turned the ocean black and poisonous, there were no gods for over ten thousand years.


In 1023, that changed. The people of Leera cannibalized their homes and, with the material, built catapults and towers, and laid siege to the city of Mireea. The Leeran people claimed that they were the Faithful of a new, yet unnamed god, but it was not until the Mireean people retreated to the Floating Cities of Yeflam that she appeared.


Six years after that event, most people think Se’Saera was named there, and the Breaking of Yeflam was the first display of her power. It is not uncommon for men and women to claim that, as Yeflam’s stone floors were torn apart, a giant made from a storm arose and spoke her name. But that is not true. Se’Saera was named across the ocean, in the country Ooila, in the First Queen’s kingdom. Nor was her name said by any creature or being of immense power. No, her name was spoken by the saboteur Bueralan Le, a man who had been exiled from Ooila for over a decade, and whom our new god sent there to draw one of history’s monsters, Aela Ren, to him. Only a few know that Se’Saera’s first act after she was named was not to destroy a city, but to take the soul of a dead man and place it in the womb of a woman Bueralan Le had befriended. This first act of the newly named god, the cartographer Samuel Orlan wrote days after, was a most revealing one.


But few spoke about what happened in Ooila.


Instead, people talked of Yeflam, of its destruction, and of the trial of Zaifyr, the immortal man known more infamously as Qian.


Lady Muriel Wagan brought Zaifyr to Yeflam in chains at the end of the Siege of Mireea. In Yeflam, the head of the Enclave, Aelyn Meah, met Zaifyr at the gates of her giant stone city, and tried to convince him to leave. The two called each other brother and sister, and considered each other family. But Zaifyr would not listen to his sister. He had come to Yeflam to convince the immortals in the Enclave to stand against the new god and to go to war against her before she became too powerful. In the Siege of Mireea, he had learned that Se’Saera kept the souls of the dead in the world, in an endless state of hunger and cold, to fuel her own power. She had to be struck down, he believed.


What he did not know – what he could not know – was that the new god had already reached out to Yeflam. With the help of the Keeper, Kaqua, she had turned many of the immortals to her cause.


Zaifyr was killed by Aelyn Meah in the Breaking of Yeflam. The storm giant so many remember was her creation. Once dead, Zaifyr fell from the sky, into the black ocean, and was lost beneath the poisonous waves of Leviathan’s Blood.


There were others in Yeflam, figures who were important to history, men and women we must not forget.


The first of these was Ayae, the former apprentice to the great cartographer Samuel Orlan. She arrived in Yeflam with the refugees of Mireea. Because of her newly risen powers – at that point little more than the ability to control herself during a fall and to create fire – she was not sent to one of the barren islands beneath Yeflam, but allowed to live with two friends, Faise and Zineer. There she acted as an envoy between the Keepers’ Enclave and the people of Mireea. If the task was not a poisoned one when it was given, it could only become one. Ayae’s attempts to help the people she had grown up with were thwarted, her friends killed, and in her grief, she began to turn to stone. She was forced to confront the notion that if she did not learn to control her powers, they would change her in such ways that she would always be a slave to the divinity within her.


With the aid of Zaifyr and his oldest brother, Jae’le, Ayae found a balance. It did not come from books, but rather from Yeflam’s descent into civil war. She found herself fighting to protect the people of Mireea and Yeflam from the Keepers and Se’Saera’s own hideous soldiers. In that turmoil, Ayae did survive and, I would argue, flourish. She did what all great warriors have done in a time of need.


It is strange then, that in so few years, history has all but forgotten her.


It has not forgotten Aned Heast, however.


This former mercenary, a man who had lost not just his leg in battle but also his reputation, began the war against Se’Saera as Mireea’s captain of the guard. In the Siege of Mireea, he paid an expensive price to force a stalemate onto General Waalstan and the Leeran Army. It was one designed to give him time to rebuild the Mireean force. If he had stayed there, he might have still been known as the Captain of the Spine. However, a letter penned by a former soldier was delivered by a Hollow, a warrior from the Pacifist Tribes of the Plateau. There were no words on the letter, just an image, but it was an image that forced Aned Heast to return to the position he had held years before: Captain of Refuge.


What can be said about Refuge that has not already been said? How can I describe a group of soldiers who do not work for money, but who answer the cries of those most in need, and who have fought and died through the most terrible battles of history? The recounting of their deeds through previous volumes of Histories will have to suffice. It is enough to say here only that Aned Heast was not the first Captain of Refuge, but he was the last. Under him, Refuge had been broken in Illate by the Five Queens of Ooila. He had been one of the few to survive.


The letter that the Hollow, Kye Taaira, held demanded Heast’s return. He left Yeflam at night and travelled over the crumbling Mountains of Ger, through the haunted city of Mireea, to find the witch of Refuge, Anemone. She lived in the small town of Maosa, a settlement ravaged by Se’Saera’s soldiers. By the time Heast arrived, the old witch was dead, and in her place, her granddaughter stood, instead.


Yet it would be the two of them who rebuilt Refuge, the two of them who history would not easily forget.


Of Bueralan Le, the man who spoke a god’s name, we can only wish kindness. After the loss of his soldiers in Ranan, after his own blood brother was slain by Se’Saera and his soul given to Bueralan, after he sailed to Ooila . . . after all the tragedies of those days, and the days that followed his naming of Se’Saera, we can only hope that peace will find the former saboteur.


After the Siege of Mireea, Bueralan returned to his homeland in the company of Samuel Orlan. The two were the only survivors of the ill-fated mission Muriel Wagan sent into Leera, but it did not leave them allies. Every Orlan has had his or her own game to play, and the eighty-second Samuel Orlan was no different. When he and Bueralan arrived in Ooila, the latter thought it was but a matter of time before the former would betray him. When Bueralan presented himself to the First Queen of Ooila, Zeala Fe, and begged for his exile to be lifted, he thought that moment had come. But it was Orlan’s intervention that allowed him to be returned to his home.


What neither man realized was that Zeala Fe was in a difficult situation. She was dying in the fashion that only those with a protracted illness can, and her children had begun to plot against her. As if that was not enough, the stories of Aela Ren’s arrival in Ooila grew, and Zeala Fe knew she would need all that she had if she were to survive. A desperate, exiled baron was a man she could easily manipulate to serve this goal.


Yet, for all of Zeala Fe’s power, for all her cunning, she could not stand against the brute force of Aela Ren’s power.


Ren was the servant of the god Wehwe, who had died during the War of the Gods. Driven mad by the loss of his master, Ren gathered the other men and women like him – the god-touched, as they were known – and began to purge the world. He believed that if there was no god, there was no truth, or absoluteness. The horrors he committed in Sooia because of this are many and well documented. When word of a new god reached him, he came to Ooila in search of the man who knew her name. Aela Ren knew that for a god to be real, its name must be said by another, and that name must echo through all living creatures.


I have only my sympathies to offer to Bueralan Le. I fear little else can be done for him.






Aelyn Meah visited Leviathan’s End five years after the Battle of Ranan.


She was a diminished figure by then. Physically, she was tall and narrow, a sinewy white woman emotionally fed on regret and sorrow. The last was so palpable that it could be felt when she entered a room.


To the people who were not yet part of Se’Saera’s Faithful, Aelyn Meah was known as the Betrayer, the Fool’s Breath, and the Daughter of Lies. Over the last five years she has been hunted and attacked by people from all over the world. She has survived not through her own cunning, but through the will of our new god. Stories of Se’Saera striking down those who lift a hand against Aelyn Meah are not uncommon.


It is not a blessing, or even a kindness, that sees Se’Saera protect her. It is, ironically, a curse.


—Onaedo, Histories, Year 1029







Prologue


At the age of six, Eilona Wagan’s mother told her stories about the gods.


It had been her father’s idea. Eilona was a quiet child and, in an attempt to get her to interact with other children, he had taken her to an afternoon performance of Tall Tales, a popular children’s performer in Mireea. When the two arrived at the tent, Eilona had been so overwhelmed by the size of the crowd that she had panicked and her father had been forced to take her back to the Keep. The sight did not go unnoticed, but despite the potential embarrassment, her father returned alone and purchased all of Tall Tales’s books. One of Eilona’s lasting memories of him was when he returned and told her that, if she loved the stories, she could have Tall Tales come and perform for a smaller group. She told him that she did not care and he, for his part, ignored her. He sat down on the floor next to her and read. The afternoon’s sun sank while his deep voice shifted between a whisper and a shout, depending on whether the scene was one of solitude or of action. He introduced her to knights and maidens and to their worlds of horses and swords and gowns and evil wizards. He laid the book in his lap so that his long arms could stretch and flow during daring chases and sudden rescues. He even made the sounds of hooves thundering down roads and swords crashing into each other. By the time the moon had risen, he had enthralled her with the stories printed on the roughly cut pages. He had done such a good job that it became a ritual, and after he died, two years later, her mother continued it.


Her mother was a very different person to her father, however. Whereas he was tall, lean and dark-haired, her mother was solid and fleshy and changed her hair colour regularly. She turned it from red to black to brown and, occasionally, she mixed lurid bright blues and greens into it as well. After Eilona’s father died, it remained a sombre dark brown for nearly a year, as if, in her grief, a part of her had stilled.


Unsurprisingly, there were no knights and no maidens in the stories her mother told. Instead, she spoke of creation. She spoke of how a giant god tamed the elements and became their jailer with his huge stone weapons and long, long set of chains. She spoke of how the God of Death wandered the roads, and how he met with the stone statues of the God of Life in the first and last light of the day to discuss who had been born and who had died. She read stories of how the continents had been made by the hands of a woman, and how the sky was given currents and pattern by a man. She spoke about how fire was given to humanity, not stolen as others said, and how the first creatures to live in the ocean were commanded by their god to tell the humans who hunted them their names, so that they knew who they hunted and would do so with respect.


Even at the age of six, Eilona knew her mother’s stories were morals disguised as fictions. It did not surprise her. Her mother did not believe in a world of gilded cages or fanciful illusions and, with her father’s mortality now an event in both their lives, her mother would not indulge in it even briefly. Every fantasy she told her daughter had to have a point and a lesson. But it was not until much later that Eilona realized how rare the tales her mother told her were, and how they revealed in her a more educated mind than she had ever suspected.


When Eilona first learned this, she was far away from Mireea. She was in Zoum, in a small mountain town named Pitak, where the campus of the University of Zanebien lined the mountains like a series of old, broken guard posts. The nation of Zoum was defined by its bankers, by the solitary men and women who were called to witness deals, to act as proxies in sales, and to ensure that the finances of the world were kept in order. Most bankers believed that their work was important because there was no natural order in the world, but many people would have been surprised to learn that in the University of Zanebien, economics was not what was studied. It was, instead, a domain for philosophy. It was there, in these small classrooms, that Eilona discovered how her mother had pieced together her god-inspired tales from books so old that they survived only in half-translated copies, in rare editions, or in largely oral traditions. It was just one of the many surprises the university held for her.


Another was the experience of how, with Eilona living abroad, she and her mother became closer. She would not say that they were intimate – Eilona could admit now that she left Mireea in disgrace and that the contact she and her mother had until she was twenty-two was strained – but each year she was away, she saw the references of her childhood unravel and felt herself draw closer to a greater understanding of her mother. When she finished her studies and was offered a job as a lecturer, she stayed, as much to further her knowledge of the woman with whom she had fought as a child and young adult, as to further her academic pursuits.


When her mother’s letter had arrived three months ago, Eilona had been relieved. News had reached Pitak that Mireea had been destroyed by Leeran forces and she had sent out letters to learn the fate of her mother and stepfather. But no matter her gratitude at the confirmation that both were alive, Eilona greeted the sight of the woman who delivered it, Olcea, with a terrible certainty.


It is much worse than has been reported, she thought as she met the witch. My stepfather is dead. My mother is crippled. A witch does not deliver good news.


Yet the letter the other woman gave to her was three pages in length and contained nothing personal. Instead there was a set of instructions for Eilona to deliver to investors and bankers throughout Zoum. It was, she thought, a letter that would have been surprisingly cold, even when she and her mother had been at their most distant.


Olcea, who wore layers of thick black and grey, sat before her while she read. Her wrapped hands rested on the table, while at her feet sat a solid backpack.


‘Is she well?’ It was the first question Eilona asked. ‘She is not injured?’


‘Physically she’s fine, but mentally?’ The witch offered a slight shrug. ‘Things are difficult in Yeflam.’


‘Is that why she sent this?’ Eilona had led them to an outdoor table made from white-painted wood. ‘It is – if I do what she says here, she will not be able to provide for herself, much less a nation.’


‘I have not read it.’


‘But she told you about it?’


‘In parts. It sounded as if she had bartered for something.’


‘What would be worth this much? This will bankrupt her. It will leave her with nothing.’


‘Your mother—’ The witch cut her sentence short and sighed. ‘Mireea is lost. The Leerans have destroyed it. Our home exists only in memory now.’


Eilona’s memories were not such that she would miss Mireea. She began to fold the letter along its creases. ‘But you still work for my mother?’


‘I made my life on battlefields.’ Olcea paused and, in that moment, Eilona saw the fatigue set deep into the other woman’s dark skin, the grief that was at its core. ‘I left before the first Leeran soldier arrived in Mireea. I am not proud of that, but I did. I had planned to go to Gogair to start a new life. I told myself that a slaver’s town always has use for a woman like me. That is what fear will do to you, child. Fear will lead you to betray who you are and it will cost you the image that you hold of yourself. My fear guided me all the way to Yeflam before I stopped myself. It was there that I realized I had spent too much of my time working with orphans to work for a slaver. I was still living in Yeflam when your mother found me. She did not spare me her judgement when she asked me to deliver this letter. I agreed because she was right in that, not because I thought she was right in what she wrote you.’


The conversation ended and Eilona escorted Olcea past the hedges and out onto the street before returning to the table and the letter. There, she sat until the afternoon’s sun began to rise. By then, she had reread the three-page letter, refolded it, unfolded it, and read it again.


She would do what her mother asked: there was no doubt of that, even though she disagreed. What she did not expect, however, was that in doing what her mother asked, she would feel a pull towards the Floating Cities of Yeflam and the ruins of her childhood home on the Spine of Ger. In the following days, as she travelled throughout Zoum, as she saw the bankers her mother named, the feeling increased. Like her, each of the men and women she met had a list of concerns about what was asked. Each asked to see her mother’s letter personally. All of them told her that what her mother asked for was a mistake. One said that her mother must be in danger. Another that it had to have been written under duress. When the last banker asked her to return to her mother to verify what was written, Eilona agreed. At the end of the week, she took her place beside Olcea in an old cart pulled by a hulking black ox.


Laena watched her go. Her partner wanted to accompany her, but she was still recovering from an attack of pneumonia caught on an excavation site in Faer, where the remains of a pair of statues created by Ain, the God of Life, had been found. Besides, Eilona told her, after she kissed Laena goodbye, her mother would probably be in charge of Yeflam by the time she and Olcea reached it.


She hoped that it was true. After a week of travel, she had almost come to believe it.


Then the new god, Se’Saera, was named.


For Eilona, the knowledge came upon her gently, but not without strangeness. When the morning’s sun rose, she discovered that she could not remember a time in her life when she did not know Se’Saera’s name, even though she knew, intellectually, that she had not known it for more than a day. In addition, it was a name with little context. Eilona knew only that Se’Saera was a god. She knew nothing of the ethics, morals, or structures that defined a god, that had defined the old gods.


For Olcea, however, the experience was less pleasant. She was physically ill after the name came to her and when Eilona asked about it, when she tried to help, the witch pushed her away. It was as if she had seen in the god’s name a horror that Eilona had not and her violent refusal to talk about it in the following two months did little to explain the experience.


Yet, despite the revelation of the new god, the most troubling news was of the destruction of Yeflam. It arrived in bits and pieces: from travellers, from papers, from conversations overheard in towns. The Keepers had begun a civil war, some claimed. The Keepers had been thrown out of Yeflam, said others. Eilona recorded what was said in the letters she penned to Laena. She wrote about hearing that her mother was alive. That half of Yeflam existed. That Se’Saera had been in Yeflam. That a civil war had broken out. That a war between Leera and Yeflam had begun. The story Eilona could piece together made little sense. When the mountains of Zoum gave way to the green plains of Balana and Olcea led them to the coast, she knew only that the danger her mother faced was worse than any she had faced before.


‘You will be able to send the letters to Laena in Zalhan,’ the witch said, sitting opposite Eilona in the cold night, the shadows blending into her clothes. They were near the town and the smell of blood and salt was faint in the air. ‘It does not have much, but it has a postmaster.’


‘Bankers take the mail to Zoum,’ Eilona said. ‘Or private messengers, like you. Postmasters are not welcome.’


Olcea shook her head. ‘Who would have thought the mail would be so sensitive?’


‘Bankers,’ she replied, but the joke, like all their jokes of late, felt flat.


In the morning, Zalhan presented itself as a small strip of a town in the distance. At first sight of it, Eilona felt as if she was approaching something ominous – a feeling she struggled to rid herself of as she drew closer. She tried to explain the sensation away as a simple response to being near the ocean after Se’Saera’s arrival. After all, the smell of blood and salt was the smell of the Leviathan’s death. And hadn’t Olcea told her that the slavers’ town was not known for its law-abiding captains? She had been very clear about that when she explained that it was here that the two women would find passage to the northern side of Yeflam.


‘There are no guards,’ Olcea murmured from beside her.


The gate, which was made from long pieces of white-painted wood that had chipped over the years, stood open and unattended.


The ox pulled the cart slowly into the town. A long main road – the only road – ran down to the dock, cutting Zalhan in half. On each side of the road were wooden buildings. Most of them were two storeys in height, but every now and then one reached three, and when it did, it did so as if it were a height that the structure knew it should not aspire towards. Each had been painted a variety of colours – blue, green, white, yellow and red – and, as the silence in the town continued, the colours lent an air of strange morbid festivity.


Eilona felt her dread increase. She could count over twenty buildings, but she could not see a single person on the street. Likewise, she could not see anyone on the wooden footpaths that linked the buildings together. Nor could she see the outline of a person through the windows. As the cart made its way down the road, it also became clear to her that she could not see any activity on the three ships moored at the end of the town. In fact, the only life that she could see belonged to the shadow of a large bird, flying high in the sky.


‘Stay in the cart.’ The witch pulled the ox to a halt and then reached behind for her solid pack. ‘You’ll be safe here.’


‘Where are you going?’ Her voice rushed out before she could stop it. ‘The town is empty!’


Olcea shouldered the pack and stepped off the cart. When her feet touched the ground, she paused. ‘There’s blood on the windows,’ she said, finally. ‘And you can smell the rot.’


The building Olcea walked towards was two storeys high and had once been painted a dark green. The three suns had faded it to a pale lime and, on the outside, there was a sign that depicted a ship inside a whale’s belly. Eilona could not make out the blood that the other woman spoke of, nor could she smell the rot, either. But as Olcea walked away from her and her sense of dread increased, Eilona left the cart. Once she touched the ground, she could suddenly smell the stench of decay. By the time she had taken two more steps, she could see the stains on the windows: dark smudges of handprints, as if someone had left them there while trying to open the window to escape.


Eilona caught up with the other woman as she climbed the steps of the inn. There was a buzzing sound now, and it grew when the witch opened the door.


The morning’s sun illuminated only the entrance, as if it knew the horror that it would unveil if it went further. Its limited intrusion on the room revealed not just the edge of a bar and the corner of an overturned table, but thousands and thousands of thick, fat flies. As Eilona raised her hand to her mouth to stifle the smell of the room, Olcea took a step forwards. When she did, a pair of lamps in the ceiling caught alight with fire and the shadowy blanket that lay over the room began to evaporate. Two of the table’s legs were revealed to be broken off. The table itself was cracked down the middle. Against it lay the body of a young woman, her head split open. Flies lifted and fell upon her like a shawl, crawling from her wounds, her mouth and ears. Beside her lay an old man who appeared to be sleeping, though by the angle of his neck and the flies that covered him, it was clear that he was not. Another man lay close to him. In his hand he held one of the table legs, the end a blunt, bloody mess that was also covered in flies. Another woman followed, and then another, and soon their bodies began to blend into each other as the density of the insects grew to such a level that the sex and identity of the dead was lost. All that remained was the horror of the massacre.


‘A witch,’ a woman’s voice said from above them. It was a strange voice: old, but deep and commanding. It ran through Eilona like a sharp blade across a brittle spine. ‘What kind of witch are you?’


‘A poor one,’ Olcea said quietly. Her face was still as she looked up the stairs, where the lamps revealed only a shadow. ‘I can steal a bit of the dead for light, nothing more.’


‘Ah, modesty.’ The first of the stairs began to creak. ‘But it is not necessary. In here, in this town, you should be who you are.’


‘I am nobody.’


‘I doubt that,’ she said. ‘Very few people lie to me.’


At the end of the stairs, the flies began to rise and buzz as a long staff hit the ground sharply. Then – as if they had been hushed – the sound of the insects began to subside. The woman who had spoken pushed through them and drew closer.


‘What happened—’ Olcea paused and Eilona saw that the hand around the leather strap of her pack was wet with blood. ‘What happened here is none of our business. What you have done is—’


‘What I pleased.’ The woman drew closer, revealing herself to be of such an advanced age that it was impossible to determine just how old she was. Her brown skin was light, as if it had been hidden away from the three suns, but it was mapped with deep lines and creases. Her grey hair was short and thick and had once – not so long ago, Eilona believed – been shaved down to her skull. Eilona pressed her hand against her mouth and tried not to speak, tried not to ask how long the old woman had been sitting in this inn, how she had survived the massacre here, though she desperately wanted to. She could not understand how a woman of her age, a woman clearly of no means – she wore an old robe of black and white and an equally old homemade leather belt with a dozen pouches – had been untouched. ‘But if it helps you sleep at night,’ the woman continued, ‘they were slavers. Not all, but some. They had been running flesh to and from Gogair’s markets and bringing home a quiet profit.’


‘Are you a witch?’ Eilona said, before she could stop herself. ‘Did they try to make a slave of you?’


‘She could never be a slave,’ Olcea said quickly. ‘The girl means no insult, My Lady. She doesn’t know who you are.’


‘But you do.’ The flies drifted away from the old woman, refusing to settle upon her clothes, even after she had stopped at the edge of the natural light in the inn. It was there that Eilona saw the scars around the woman’s mouth. Scars made from a thread that had bound her lips together. ‘I ask again, what kind of witch are you?’


The other woman hesitated. ‘The kind your brother does not like,’ she said, finally.


‘My brother. . .’ She turned to the massacre that lay behind her, to the rot and decay that she had sat in for hours, if not days. ‘When I came to this town, I received a letter about him from my oldest brother. He told me that our brother was dead.’ She made a small sound of disgust. ‘I am not usually a violent woman. Of my brothers and sisters, I think only I can claim that as a truth, but not here. Not in this town. As I read my brother’s letter, one of the men here said that the new god would bring them prosperity. He even lifted a glass to the idea.’ The old woman turned from the scene she had been staring at, turned back to Olcea and Eilona. ‘Tell me, witch, the man that you have bound to you, the man you carry on your shoulder – can he crew a ship across Leviathan’s Blood?’


‘Yes.’ The word sounded as if it was torn from Olcea’s throat. ‘But I do not have the blood to last that long.’


‘Take what you need from here.’


‘I would rather—’


‘Take,’ the woman repeated, ‘what you need from here.’


‘I will need some time,’ Olcea said, her voice suddenly submissive. ‘A day at least.’


‘There is no rush.’ The old woman stepped past her, but paused at the door. ‘At least, there is no rush today.’


Before the witch could stop her, Eilona followed the woman out of the inn. ‘Wait,’ she said. Behind her, the renewed buzz of the flies had begun to drown out her voice. ‘Wait!’ She took a few quick strides until she was standing beside the old woman. ‘You did not tell us your name.’


The woman did not reply. Instead, she lifted her gaze to the sky, and from it, the bird that Eilona had seen earlier began to descend.


‘My name is Eilona Wagan,’ she said, a touch of desperation in her voice.


The bird, a strange, white raven, the likes of which she had never seen before, settled upon the top of the woman’s long ashen staff.


‘I am called Tinh Tu,’ the old woman said.




Devastation, Birth




What brought Aelyn Meah to Leviathan’s End was the funeral for the last Witch of Refuge, Anemone.


News of her death in Nmia, as recorded in the previous chapter, spread quickly throughout the nations of Se’Saera, delivered by her Faithful. Celebrations were organized in all the major cities. It was under this guise that I allowed myself a sombre funeral for the last active force of resistance against Se’Saera.


I do not know how Aelyn Meah heard of it. She made the journey alone and made no mention of who had told her about it. The crew of the ship that brought her to Leviathan’s End said only that she paid them a fortune. She stayed one night.


What you read here was recorded on that one night before the sun rose and she returned to her hidden home.


‘I do not remember what happened after Qian died,’ she said in response to my first question. She sat across from me for the entire night and was strangely honest with me. It was not until later that I realized that this was the first time anyone had asked her what had happened after she destroyed Yeflam. ‘The death of my brother awoke within me such a despair that all I remember of those first days are storms,’ she continued. ‘Awful, shuddering storms that tore a nation apart.’


—Onaedo, Histories, Year 1029







1.


Ayae shared a tent on Yeflam’s northern shore with Caeli. She had done so for close to four months, since Yeflam broke in half, and both she and Caeli had called the canvas box home without a clause for half that time. The two first named the tent ‘home’ after they erected it on the muddy shoreline, but the joke, made in storm-drenched exhaustion and fatalism, gave way to the reality of their lives. After a week, it was their home: they lived in it, just as thousands of others lived in the tent city that sprawled along the shore. Their small patch of land, halfway up the first hill that led within half an hour’s walk to the road into the Mountains of Ger, was theirs. The world inside the canvas was the world they could change and alter as they pleased, and so they littered the interior with small personal touches: Caeli attached a silver chain to the top bar of the tent that swayed when tremors from the crumbling mountains announced themselves and Ayae sewed patches of red, black and white into their grey blankets. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. Enough that, as Ayae sat at the edge of her bedroll, as she pulled the laces of her leather boots tight, as she buckled the hard, dark leather covers over the laces, she made sure that she did not leave a dirty trail across the fabric. Once she finished, her right hand dropped to her sheathed sword and, after she picked it up, she pushed through the tent’s flap. The tie that she used to lace it shut was an old piece of cloth from Caeli’s Mireean uniform.


Outside, the campfires illuminated thousands of canvas tents just like the one Ayae had left. From where she stood, the familiar sight of the camp left her less and less with the impression of a huge, burning beast that had been killed before the Floating Cities, and more with the feeling that she was gazing upon a community. She could still see the creature in the camp’s shape, but it was only at night, when the dark hid the torn centre of Yeflam in Leviathan’s Blood from her. It should have been the other way, she knew: the sight of the broken stone cities and the half-submerged wreckage that littered the ocean should have made her think of a giant monster that had risen from Leviathan’s Blood and torn apart Nale, but it was only during night that she could envisage the fantasy. Beneath the broken suns, the destruction was normal, a part of her daily life, like the tremors from the Mountains of Ger and the struggle for clean water.


Ayae buckled the sword around her waist, no longer feeling its weight. She had worn it since the night that Yeflam had broken apart, since the cart she was in made its way from Ghaam to Neela and then into the muddy land. On that night, the rain had sheeted down, and there had been little order and less shelter. Around her, now, the fires of the camp darkened and lightened her red-brown leather armour as she walked past, but on the night Yeflam broke apart, on the night the cart came to a halt in the mud, there had been virtually no light. Fires had been nearly impossible to keep lit. Aelyn Meah’s dark, lightning-lit storm giant had raged in fury in the centre of Yeflam, and they had feared that it would wade towards the shore, but it had not.


Ayae did not know why. She did not know then, and she did not know now, why the Keepers and the creatures that had emerged from the ocean did not swarm onto the shore. She did not know why they had not killed the people there.


What she knew was that, by morning, the storm giant was gone, and so were the Keepers of the Divine and Se’Saera’s monsters.


In their wake, Ayae was numb. It was in such a state that she was summoned by the two people who would seek to claim Yeflam – or at least its shorelines. She had met them in the first tent to be erected. It was no more than canvas on wooden poles, but it seemed almost decadent when she stepped beneath it and approached Lian Alahn and Muriel Wagan.


The former was the head of the Traders’ Union, a tall, white-skinned man who, in cold and precise tones, did little to win over Ayae. The latter was the ruler of Mireea, a nation that had been lost to the Leeran Army nearly a year ago. She was a middle-aged white woman who pushed out in fleshy smears.


The tent had no walls, and men and women could easily drift close enough to listen to the conversations. In the confusion, anger and fear that drove the morning after Yeflam had been broken apart, many did, yet both Alahn and Wagan pretended that they had no audience and offered Ayae a place to sit. They had no chairs, only a blanket that covered the ground, but she took it anyway. For refreshment, they offered only sombre condolences for the loss of her friend.


‘It is Zaifyr’s death that we wish to talk about,’ Muriel Wagan had said, sitting opposite her, her unadorned hands folded before her. ‘More specifically, his brothers, Jae’le and Eidan. It is said that they are still here.’


‘They are searching for their brother,’ she had replied.


‘Is he—’


‘They are searching for his body.’


She found the words difficult to say, then and now. For weeks, she awoke expecting to hear that he had emerged from the ocean. She expected him to tell her this while he sat in her tent, his smile – that half-smile of his – on his face, his fingers touching the charms woven through his clothes and hair.


‘Jae’le is the one searching for him,’ Ayae had said to the two before her. ‘He and Eidan have made a small camp by the shore. They will not leave until he has found him.’


‘And Eidan?’ Lady Wagan asked. ‘What does he do?’


‘Sleep, I imagine.’ When she had left him, the stout man had lain beneath a thin blanket in a tent, his wounds tended to by the pitch-black shape of Anguish, Se’Saera’s first creation, and first betrayer. ‘He can barely walk.’


‘Will those two Cursed fight for us?’ Lian Alahn asked, suddenly. He used the insult for them that was popular in Yeflam. ‘Will they be part of our struggle? Will they take up arms against their sister and this new god of hers, Se’Saera? Will they help us repair the damage that they have done? Will they take responsibility for what their kin has done?’


‘You should ask them yourself.’


‘I visited them this morning.’


She smiled faintly. ‘I hope you did not speak to Jae’le in that tone, then.’


The leader of the Traders’ Union straightened. ‘He is not a god,’ he said, his voice rising not for Ayae, but for those outside the tent. ‘Just as Aelyn Meah was not a god, nor any of the Keepers. Se’Saera has made that clear to all of us and I will not be treated by any of the Cursed as if I was an inferior man.’


‘Lian.’ Muriel Wagan’s voice had a quiet chill. ‘Now is not the time.’


His mouth opened, but he swallowed his words. After a moment, he rose and walked out of the tent.


‘People are afraid, Ayae,’ the older woman said, after he had gone. ‘They have lost a lot. The two brothers of Aelyn Meah have lost much, as well, but people are afraid of what they will do. There are no answers to what happened between the Keepers or Se’Saera. The ocean only washes up the bodies of their friends on the shore. There are stories that the Keepers carried Aelyn away, that the storm giant flung Se’Saera’s creatures out into Leviathan’s Blood. There are others that say they fought together. We are struggling to make sense of it all and people need to be reassured. I would give that to them, if I could. I would like to be able to tell people that they need not be afraid. That Jae’le and Eidan are not like the Keepers. I have not spoken with Jae’le, not yet. I haven’t had the time. But Lian has, and his requests have fallen on deaf ears – due entirely to his behaviour, I am sure. I would appreciate it if you could speak to Jae’le.’


‘And tell him what?’


‘Do not tell him anything,’ she said. ‘Simply ask him to understand the fear around him.’


That was how she had become the unofficial spokeswoman for the two brothers, the face for a nation of three, if she included herself.


It was Eidan who had responded to the fear, first. In the months that followed, the months where nothing was heard from the Keepers or Se’Saera, and the camp became more and more defined until it lit the landscape she walked through now . . . in those months, it was Eidan who came out to interact with the people around him. He let his beard grow out to hide the healing scars that ran down his face – the black lines that could be seen like matted hair – but he could do very little about the limp that he walked with, or the curled, unusable state of his left hand. Yet, it was exactly those things that made him amenable to the people of the camp, and when he told them that he would begin to repair his creation, when he told them that he would fix Yeflam, not a single person questioned or doubted him.


The cart Ayae used to drive herself and Eidan into Yeflam was kept in the stables. The mercenary Kal Essa had been given the task of guarding the stores of food and the animals, and it was one of his men who greeted her when she entered the stalls. Jaysun – a tall, white young man – already had a horse attached to the cart and Ayae climbed into the driver’s seat, took up the reins and released the brake.


No one questioned her as she rode through the camp. She was not an unfamiliar sight in the early hours of the morning, and would not be when, a short time later, she and Eidan rode onto the bridge into the empty streets of Yeflam’s closest city, Neela. There, the roads led out into the black expanse where the ocean met the sky, the division between the two marked by the remains of a violence that no longer appalled her.




2.


For a moment, Bueralan Le thought that he was still in Ooila, that he lay in the night-lit remains of his mother’s house, asleep beside the smouldering fire he had built.


He knew that he was not. He was on Glafanr. Recently, he had stood on the deck as the orange light from the afternoon’s sun disintegrated along its boards. From high in the rigging, up in the crow’s nest, he heard a lonely flute. Its music had followed him through dinner as he ate alone and it had stopped shortly before he climbed into the narrow bed he lay on now. He knew then, even as he allowed the memory to take hold, as he allowed himself to be taken back, that he had not ridden up the overgrown, muddy road to his mother’s house. He knew that the light had not shone into his eyes. He knew that the pain he felt from the shift of the saddle as he rode was an old pain, a pain four months absent. The lack of strength in his good hand as he held the tattered leather of the bridle was no longer one he felt. The splints from his broken arm were gone. The tall grey horse that was now stabled beneath the decks of the ship no longer needed to take a slow, easy walk to the front door. It no longer had to stand patiently while he struggled to dismount. It no longer had to bear his weight as he straightened, the pain of his broken ribs sending sharp pangs throughout his chest as he did.


I should be dead. He might have said the words as he pushed the door open, or he might have said them to the horse, or he might not have spoken them aloud. With each step he took across the cracked tile floor, with each step he took past the debris – the corpses of butterflies mixed with the ash from the fire he had built – Bueralan repeated the words. I should be dead. Before the remains of the fire, he began to emphasize a word: I should be dead. That, he knew, would be right. That would be fair. He had been beaten in battle. He had met a better swordsman. Death was the price a mercenary paid when he or she met their better.


He was not a stranger to death. His professional life ensured that, but so did his personal. He had watched his mother die in that very house, a death different to the ones he became so intimate with later. Bueralan never forgot how, on the night she died, he had taken his mother’s still hand and sat beside her. Her dark skin had been pale next to his and there was no warmth in her body. He would not say that she looked at peace – he would not say a single person who died looked at peace – but he knew that she was done with her physical pain.


His mother had made it clear that she did not want her soul kept in a glass bottle, that she did not want to be reborn at the expense of another. ‘That is the greatest crime of our nation,’ she had said. ‘We take because we are afraid, and in doing so we punish those who have not yet drawn breath.’ She was not afraid of death, she said. She was not afraid of what happened after, even though there were no gods to take her by the hand, to usher her to paradise. ‘We must not be frightened of death,’ she said, more than once. ‘It is a natural state for all of us.’


The witches had told her that her spirit would linger in the world, but she had not been scared of that, not in the way others were.


As a child, Bueralan had been taught by others – by his father, by tutors – to fear death. They had said to him that if a witch did not claim him shortly after his death his future would be one of oblivion. As he grew older, he had not believed them: he saw how death had become an industry in Ooila, one motivated by greed and by power. His mother had been right when she said that. Yet, Bueralan learned, she had also been wrong. In death, you did suffer. In death, you were subjected to generations of hunger and cold, and the slow, but inevitable loss of your sense of self. That was the legacy of the War of the Gods. Even knowing that, as he did now, he remained his mother’s son. Returning to Ooila had strengthened that bond. It had reminded him that an important part of death was to make way for another life. You were part of a cycle. All living beings were part of the cycle.


He had forgotten that when the new god Se’Saera handed him Zean’s soul, when she had promised that he could be returned.


In his mother’s home, the sword that he had carried from Leera had lain near the fireplace. It was a straight blade: simple in design, plain but solid in its make. It had been given to him by an old white man without shoes when he stepped out of the Mountain of Ger. Given to him before he knew that his friends were dead. Before he met Se’Saera. Before it became clear to him that he was no longer part of the cycle of life and death.


You are god-touched and you cannot die, Aela Ren had said. Not until a god allows you.


In the dark, stuffy room of the ship, with the sword beneath his narrow bed, Bueralan opened his eyes.


He should have died, but he had not. The god Ger had taken his mortality away in a final act that offered no explanation. Samuel Orlan had tried to tell him what had happened, but he had not understood it until the Innocent, Aela Ren, had broken his bones and left him lying on the ground. Not until he been left in an empty barn with his injuries, left knowing that his mortality was not his own, that the equality he shared with other men and women no longer existed in him. He shared a life now with men and women thousands of years old, and who, in their immortality, wore the faintest impression of the gods they once served. It had not been until he spent the night in the house of his mother that he had realized how what he had tried to do with Zean was what Ger had done to him.


In the bed across from him, he heard Zi Taela stir and cough and, quietly, he pushed himself to his feet.




3.


‘Don’t light the lamp,’ she said. ‘Please.’


‘What if I open the window?’ he asked, softly. ‘It’s still dark out.’


‘A little fresh air would be nice.’


Bueralan navigated the small cabin – no more than two beds pushed against opposite walls, split by a tiny table – to the small shutter that lay between them. The dark slick of the ocean greeted him when he pulled it open, along with the smell of blood and salt. Stepping from the window, he allowed a line of moonlight to slip into the room. It was by that light he saw Taela. Her large, dark eyes dominated her slim face, but it was not until she pushed her black hair back that he met her troubled gaze. She sat at the edge of the bed and, when she straightened, he could see the curve of her light green shirt and the ominous line of her pregnancy beneath it. He thought that she was more pronounced than other women were at sixteen weeks and he had tried to tell himself that it was because Taela was a thin woman, built from long, slim limbs, with delicate shoulders and hips . . . but when he thought that, his mind always returned to the sight of Se’Saera’s hand forcing itself into Taela’s mouth, the soul of another man in her hand, the first act of a newly named god.


‘You shouldn’t stare,’ she said. ‘It’s rude.’


‘There’s not enough light to know if I’m staring. You can’t accuse me.’


‘I just did.’ A series of coughs burst from her. When the last had finished, she said, ‘Is there water?’


It was on the table. The moonlight caught the white lines of his tattoos as he poured a cup for her, revealing straight, unbroken and unmarred black skin. ‘How do you feel?’


‘Fine.’ She took the cup, drank deeply from the warm water. ‘Okay,’ she said, once she had finished. ‘No, I feel awful.’


‘Sick again?’


‘No.’


‘Then what?’


‘I feel . . .’ In the moonlight, her face looked fragile. At any moment, she could begin to crumble beneath an unseen but known weight. ‘At times, I feel as if something is scratching at me,’ she whispered. ‘I can feel fingers against my stomach. Strong little fingers with sharp nails, trying to catch a piece of my flesh to tear a hole, to escape the prison it is in.’


‘Zean wouldn’t do that.’ It was all he could think to say. ‘If he’s there—’


‘What if he isn’t?’


‘He is.’


She lowered her head and, in doing so, folded into herself. ‘I don’t want this.’


‘Zean wouldn’t want it, either,’ Bueralan said, quietly. ‘I know that. When we reach land, we’ll find a way to stop it. All of it.’


‘He’s your blood brother.’


He did not disagree.


‘There’s no way to stop it,’ Taela whispered, folding her hands around the cup. ‘She won’t let us stop it.’


She was Se’Saera. The god was not yet aware of all their conversations: they had discovered that she could only hear you if her name was used, but that knowledge that not been gained kindly. Se’Saera had stopped Taela’s first attempt to abort the child in Cynama because the other woman cursed her beforehand. Bueralan had heard after it happened, after he had spent the night in his mother’s house and ridden into Cynama. He and the tall grey had approached the devastated city in silence. The air was heavy with sulphur and smoke, and the canals that cut through the streets were full of sluggish lava. It would not be until later that he heard how Joqan, one of Aela Ren’s god-touched soldiers, had coaxed the eruptions and fires out of the earth. Until then, he rode past the burned buildings and black paths with a numbed sense of horror. He saw no one on the streets, neither in terms of survivors nor one of Aela Ren’s soldiers, and the absence of either chilled him despite the oppressive heat. He might have turned around and left the city, but the horse never hesitated in its ride to the centre of Cynama. It did not stop until it was outside the remains of the First Queen’s Palace.


Samuel Orlan had stood alone before it. He was a small, bearded, roundish white man whose hair was coloured by greys and silvers and he wore the same stained clothes of brown and white that he had worn for the last week. As Bueralan’s horse approached, he did not turn his attention from the once elaborate building.


‘Where is Ren?’ the saboteur asked.


‘He is here.’ Orlan tugged at his beard. ‘They are all here, searching tunnels beneath the ruins. Taela is there as well. She took her. Do not say her name, I beg you.’


It would only be later that it was properly explained to him, but at the time, he shrugged and asked, ‘Did they find the Queen, then?’


‘No,’ the other man replied. ‘She’s not here.’


‘She escaped?’


‘I would not think so.’ Orlan’s weathered blue eyes met his. ‘But no one has found her body yet, so perhaps there is hope.’


‘Hope is not something we should hold to.’ He slid painfully from the saddle. ‘We’re nothing but prisoners, old man. Aela Ren told us both that when he collected us from that barn.’


The cartographer was silent for a moment, his fingers pulling tightly at the end of his beard once again. ‘Do you see the stones on my left?’ he said.


He meant the rubble of a broken pond. They were stained with dried blood, but he had seen other stains throughout the city. ‘What of it?’ he said.


‘That is where Taela tried to abort her child. Ren and his soldiers camped in this square last night. He left me on the edge of it like a dog, but even still, I was woken up by a scream in the heart of the camp. A scream from here – Taela’s scream as our new god dragged her out of the tent, her legs stained with blood.’


Bueralan closed his eyes and tried not to imagine it.


‘She dragged Taela before Ren and his soldiers and told her that it did not matter what she used – be it a knife or herbs – she would be unable to harm the baby growing inside her.’ His voice was heavy, weighed down by what he had seen. ‘She said that Taela carried her first true creation. Nothing would stop the child from being born.’


In the small cabin, Bueralan took the cup from Taela’s hands and, without a word, held her as she began to cry.




4.


‘Turn left here,’ Eidan said, lifting the lamp higher. ‘At the corner.’


Ahead, the fence of the factory yard fell in a twisted crush of wire. Through it and over it lay the end of the building’s front wall.


The debris forced Ayae to take the corner wide, but the black and brown horse followed the instruction placidly, and the rotted inside of the two-storey building soon revealed itself through a mixture of starlight and weak lamplight. It was different to the other buildings she and Eidan had passed: there was no scaffolding around it, no sense that anyone had begun to fortify the foundations that had been shifted months before. Instead, the factory looked naked and exposed, the cracked and broken walls somehow still upright, though she could clearly see the weight of the building sagging down the middle. But it was across the floor that most of the destruction had taken place: the forges had been shattered into shapeless masses before collapsing next to broken barrels, splintered handles and scattered piles of coal and wood. The damage lay beneath a ceiling of chains that had once been used to hold apparatuses, but which now fell in limp lines and broken knots.


As if to announce what had made the destruction, a shudder ran through the stone streets of Neela, and Ayae tightened her hands on the reins to keep the horse calm. The quake was different to the aftershocks that ran through the Mountains of Ger and into the camp. The latter had a pattern, an almost predictable series of tremors, whereas what ran through Neela was anything but. The tremors here were sharp and sudden, and every time she was on it, Ayae believed that it was possible the stone would break apart and send her tumbling into Leviathan’s Blood.


Yet, the tremors that ran through the city now were not as bad as they had been over a month ago. The whole city had shaken beneath its tremors then, but Eidan’s repairs had stopped that, and it now shook only in places. The worst of it was near the bridge that led into Mesi, and on into the largely residential city that was dominated by houses built tightly against one another. Eidan was confident that he could save both – ‘The pillars of both are largely intact,’ he explained – but he was not so certain about Ghaam, that city that followed Mesi. There, a generous slope to the stone roads and paths left everyone with the belief that it would soon plunge into Leviathan’s Blood.


Before Ghaam had become too dangerous to stand on, Ayae had walked to the end of it. Her path had taken her to the very edge of the city to gaze into the shifting mass of Leviathan’s Blood and the yawning expanse that existed between Ghaam and the next city, Guranatan. That side of Yeflam, Eidan said, was quite safe: the fall of Nale had primarily broken the northern side of the Floating Cities. Still, Ayae felt no comfort. She had relived her memories of the night Zaifyr died and tried to imagine what would have happened had she been able to reach him. No matter how she allowed the story to unfold, she could never convince herself of a different outcome. She would only have died beside him.


‘Here,’ Eidan said. ‘Here will do nicely.’


She pulled up the cart’s brake. ‘How do you know that one of the pillars is here?’


‘I feel every part of Yeflam, even those that have sunk.’ Slowly, he climbed down. ‘It is said Sil could feel the same in her creations, in the continents, just as I do Yeflam. She could hear them as I hear the pillars beneath me, telling me their weakness.’ With the lamp held in his good hand, the stout man limped along the street, his soft, loose clothes looking like an assortment of rags. ‘At least, that is what is said,’ he said with a hint of self-mockery, ‘and you know you can always trust what is said.’


Sil had been the God of the Earth. ‘How can you be so sure your power is hers?’ she asked, following him.


‘You can find her remains in the tunnels that lead to the Saan. You will probably never know this, but it is a unique experience to stand before the remains of a god still with your power. Hate is not strong enough a word for what they feel towards you.’


‘Zaifyr told me that if you stand before any god, you feel that.’


‘It is not the same. I have often thought that the gods hate all living things. It is not a theory everyone shares, however.’


‘Jae’le?’ she asked.


‘There are better things to ask Jae’le about,’ Eidan said. ‘Ask him if he has found Zaifyr yet, for example.’


‘I don’t want to ask.’


‘I have noticed.’ He paused and turned to her. ‘Why is that?’


‘It’s morbid, Eidan.’


‘Only now,’ he said. ‘Death used to be sacred. To think about it, to ponder it, was considered an intellectual field for philosophers. I remember reading in my youth a book that argued that it was only through death that the gods bestowed their pleasure and displeasure. I think of what that author wrote, lately. In the days when the gods stood among us, a funeral was an event for a town as much as it was for a family. Everyone came out to see what judgement was passed on the deceased. Decay was seen as punishment, youth as a reward. To be returned to a child was something else, however, for quite often the gods would return such a person to life, to live again, and in doing so, exile them from paradise.’


‘Did you ever see that happen?’


‘No. Only Jae’le and Zaifyr saw such things.’


In the broken remains of the factory, she heard a sound: a stone falling, as if it had dropped through a hole in a floor. ‘Are we being watched?’


‘By two men.’ With his good foot, Eidan began to clear a space on the road, pushing dirt and stone away. ‘But my original point was that we have honoured the dead differently throughout time. Jae’le and I are simply men from a different time.’


‘You should learn to cry,’ she said. ‘Aren’t tears enough?’


‘For our brother?’ He gave a small smile and shook his head. ‘It would depend entirely on whose tears they were, I believe.’


‘Then be angry.’


Indistinct sounds – words, she was sure – came from the building. ‘My brother is angry,’ he said. He lowered the lamp to the ground, but did not turn towards the sound. ‘I cannot make out what they are saying. The building is too damaged for that, but I do not believe that they are friends of ours. They are on the second floor, arguing.’


He would have trouble climbing the broken stairs. ‘I’ll check it out,’ Ayae said. ‘But, Eidan, if only Jae’le is angry, what does that leave you?’


‘Sad, mostly.’ He sank into a sitting position, both his good hand and crippled hand flat on the ground. ‘I had not thought to see our violence return.’


He meant Asila, of course.


Ayae stepped over a section of rubble and began to make her way to the factory. She was in clear sight of the two inside, but she did not hear anything, or see anyone, even as the light from Eidan’s lamp began to fade. She did not think of the men in the building as she approached it. Instead, she thought of Asila. It was not surprising: for Eidan, Jae’le and Aelyn, for all of Zaifyr’s family, Asila was always the point of return. They were obsessed with it, and their obsession had begun to lay itself in her. She had finally begun to understand that Zaifyr’s family did not return to it because of the madness he had suffered, nor because of the horrors he had unleashed: no, they returned to it because of the battle with him, because of what it had revealed of themselves, and because of the small, crooked tower in the Eakar mountains in which they had been forced to imprison him for a thousand years.


In the aftermath of that, their family had broken, and the world they understood had fallen away.


In the months since Zaifyr had been killed by Aelyn, Ayae had come to see Yeflam as the perfect metaphor for how the immortals viewed themselves in the world. Unable to form a unified whole, they had become two distinct entities, divided by what they had learned about themselves at Asila, and divided again by the violence that they had done to each other in Yeflam. It would take decades to repair what had been done to the physical nation of Yeflam, if it could be repaired. Eidan had been quite clear that he might not be able to save the cities that had sunk into the ocean. When he spoke, Ayae knew, he was not just speaking about his creation.


At the entrance to the factory, she paused. It was dark, but she could still see the damage inside. It was in worse shape than she had at first thought.


The walls sagged and the floor above her tilted down, as if it was ready to break apart and fall on her. Chunks of plaster and wood from both had crashed to the ground, mixing with the debris that the forges and tools had made, leaving the impression that the building had begun to weep in on itself. Yet, even with the sense that the factory walls could collapse around her at any moment, Ayae took a step forwards, her boots finding purchase between broken bricks. Her hand curled around the hilt of her sword and, above her, the chains attached to the ceiling began to catch alight with small flames, one after the other finding purchase on the metal. Ayae did it without effort, with an ease that she had become more and more comfortable with since the night Yeflam broke apart. Beneath the light, she continued forwards, until she paused in the middle of the room as a harsh voice caught her attention—


The floor above her shook.


And shook again as the two men had begun to jump on it, trying to bring the floor down upon her.


Darting forwards, Ayae made her way swiftly through the debris, the ceiling shaking after her as she closed in on the shadowed steel staircase.


The speed by which she came up the stairs and into the room surprised the two men. While both were startled to see her, neither hesitated to rush her, despite the fact that they were unarmed. As they drew closer, Ayae saw that the men wore old clothes, clothes that had been lived in for the last four months and showed the wear of that time, as did their faces. The first to reach her – a white, middle-aged man with shaggy, greying hair – threw a wild punch that she was able to step around easily, while the second – a black man of similar age, but with a head of short black hair – threw himself at her.


He hit the ground hard, causing the building to shudder, and both Ayae and the white man nearly lost their footing.


Ayae knew that the real threat was not the two men before her, but from the weakness of the floor. She could feel it sag beneath her feet as she took a step forwards to sway beneath the white man’s punch. Her right hand thrust out, palm flat into his stomach, but rather than hitting him with all her strength and launching him through the air, she held back, and he doubled over instead. Her left hand, following through, landed on the back of the man’s head and he fell to the ground unconscious. With a quick step, she lashed out with her right boot, and kicked the black man in the side of the head as he tried to rise.


‘Well done,’ a voice said behind her.
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Eventually, Taela asked if Bueralan could leave her alone, just for a while.


He pulled the door shut gently and made his way along the corridor, the low ceiling forcing him to hunch as he did. He glanced behind him, once, just once, as he stood at the base of the stairs that led onto the deck of Glafanr, but the saboteur knew that he could do very little for Taela: her pain could not be shared. Se’Saera’s violation of her had been terrible and intimate in nature, a rape by all definitions, and Bueralan knew he could do nothing to change this fact.


On the deck, the moonlit water lay in a smooth, black expanse, mirroring the wooden boards that he walked across.


Glafanr was a huge and ancient creature on Leviathan’s Blood. Despite its size, it glided through the waves as if it were a sleeker, smaller ship, and there was no doubting the terror it would strike into anyone who saw it coming for them. Standing beneath its five masts, Bueralan felt dwarfed. From the thick masts, sails made from a deep crimson unfurled, flecks of black littered through them. At the very top of the centre masts were two crow’s nests. It was from one of those that he had heard the sad melody of a flute earlier. No such music greeted him in the darkness as he passed beneath it now. Below the deck, behind narrow doors and in rooms that ran three levels deep before the hold opened up, Aela Ren and his army lay in their narrow beds, leaving the piloting of the ship to other hands.


‘You don’t sleep, Bueralan.’ Se’Saera stood at Glafanr’s bow. She wore a simple gown of white that, along with her white skin and blonde hair, caught the moon’s light and left her with an ethereal quality. ‘Yet again.’


‘The night is the best time to be awake,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t you agree?’


‘I merely guide the ship at night,’ she said. ‘It is my gift to the men and women who sleep beneath us – who sleep as they have never slept before.’


The night that Bueralan had ridden out of Cynama, the night he had begun to ride towards Dynamos and the hulking shape of Glafanr, Samuel Orlan had told him that Ren and his soldiers had not slept since the War of the Gods. On the day Linae fell, the cartographer said, sleep had been taken from them. As the old man spoke, the sky above them had been tinged red, turned that colour by the fires that burned in the city, by the lava that had awakened before they left. In that light, the men and women around him of Ren’s army looked gaunt and malnourished.


‘Imagine the gift she gives them,’ Orlan had said. ‘The weight she lifts from them with a simple gesture.’


To the new god, Bueralan said now, ‘You buy them cheaply.’


‘I have not bought them at all.’ Se’Saera’s gaze left the black ocean and met his. ‘They are the mortal instruments of gods. They were once figures of glory. They will be once again.’


‘I don’t wish for glory.’


‘I know. I have treated you poorly, Bueralan. I do not apologize for it, but I do acknowledge it.’ She turned away. ‘I can see now that I rushed to consume everything around me. To consume the world of my parents. My Faithful were at times affected by this. But with a name, I have grown . . . more aware of the world. One day, you will understand this.’


This change in the god’s personality still unsettled Bueralan. At first, he had greeted it with relief, but it was not until he rode out of Cynama that he realized how deeply it bothered him. When she first appeared – after he had said her name – she accused him of conspiring against her with others. She had been much like the child he had met in the cathedral in Ranan. There, he would have said that she hated him, that she held the death of her Mother Estalia against him, and saw conspiracies and enemies everywhere. But that had not been the case since he had said her name.


‘We will find the wreckage of a ship tonight,’ the god said to him. ‘I saw it in a dream. An hour before dawn, the wreckage will appear to you and I. You and Aela will swim over to it. You will search for the First Queen.’


‘The First Queen is dead. She did not survive your attack on Cynama.’


‘You said that in my dream. You wore that sword Aela allowed you to reclaim and you held it tightly, as if you would use it.’


The sword still lay beneath his narrow bed. ‘What did you say next?’ he asked.


‘I said that I agreed,’ she said. ‘But I do not. The First Queen still lives. You will find evidence of her escape on the wreckage we find.’


Bueralan’s only relief from her change came from this, came from the fact that she did not consider herself a complete god.


He had discovered it by accident, having overheard the new god and Aela Ren in the remains of the First Queen’s palace after he had entered the ruins. As the midday’s sun rose high, Bueralan had walked down a set of broken stairs and into a massive web of passages and cellars. He told Orlan that he was going to look for Taela, but mostly he wanted to be away from the smoke and the smell of sulphur. After a short, painful walk, the dark passage around him shifted and earth rained over him as the foundations of the palace’s remains threatened collapse, he considered turning back to the daylight.


It was then that he heard Se’Saera’s voice.


‘The paintings are of Mahga, of the Fifth Kingdom,’ she was saying. ‘They were commissioned to show its splendour. Its decadence.’


‘Rivers that run with gold,’ the Innocent replied. ‘It is surely what the Five Queens sought to remake in their reign.’


‘No.’ It was Taela who spoke, her voice cracking, as if it struggled against itself and its use. ‘No,’ she repeated. ‘Zeala Fe did not want to remake Mahga. She showed me these paintings. She spoke about how it was a mistake to try and recapture it. How we had to break away from it.’


‘In this matter, she was correct.’ Bueralan could not tell if Se’Saera’s voice leaked through the cracks in the wall or if it drifted up the passage he stood in. But he remained still, afraid to move and lose the sound. ‘Mahga was Eidan’s kingdom. Few could rule as he did.’


‘Eidan believed he was a god. His brothers and sisters shared that belief.’ It was Ren who spoke then, his voice calm. ‘They left their kingdoms once they realized they were not.’


‘I have seen parts of it,’ Se’Saera said. ‘The past is strange to me. It feels to me as the present does now. Last night I dreamed that Eidan returned here even as he did not.’


‘The gods saw all of time at once. It was not linear to them. It will not be linear to you, once you have gathered all the power of the gods to you.’


‘I once considered him an ally, Aela. He turned on me and spoke against me in Yeflam.’


‘What did he say?’


‘He passed judgement on me. My parents had left a messenger to tell the world that I was not their child. He agreed with it.’


‘Was the messenger one of us?’ the Innocent asked.


‘No, he was a cursed mortal. His name was Lor Jix.’ Se’Saera said the name without emotion and it was there, at this moment, that Bueralan began to realize just how much she had changed. ‘He had been a priest of my mother, the Leviathan.’


‘Yet you are a god,’ he said. ‘It is not just your name or your presence. I see you gather the remains of the gods to you. You are them, even if they did not wish you to be. I was never told the reason why the gods went to war. My master, your father, did not share that with me. The same is true of all of us. But we were their mortal instruments. We can see the divine in the world. We saw it in the pretenders. We saw it in the unfortunates who could not control it. We have seen what has happened when the divine has been broken apart as it has. I cannot imagine that any priest, cursed or otherwise, could look upon the world and believe that it is better for what the gods have done.’


‘Yet Lor Jix did,’ she said. ‘But it does not matter. I see now that my parents could not exist as I did. I see that they could not accept that. As you said, I am them. With enough time, I believe Eidan will understand this as well. Before he dies, he will ask for forgiveness from me.’


If Aela Ren replied, Bueralan did not hear it.
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Xrie stood casually on the stairs behind her, his right shoulder against the sagging wall. A slim man only slightly taller than Ayae, he was a combination of elegance and steeled resolve that lent him an air of command. He stood before her in dark leather and a dark red silk belt, both immaculately kept, demonstrating a certain fastidiousness in his personality that emerged more strongly in his organization of the Yeflam Guard. Before Xrie arrived in the Floating Cities, before he left his family and descended through the twisting mountain passes to the world outside his homeland, he had been known as the Blade Prince of the Saan, but in Yeflam, where Ayae had first met him, he had simply been called the Soldier. He had been a Keeper of the Enclave and the Captain of the Yeflam Guard and, in both, he had been loyal to Aelyn Meah. In those days he had dyed the ends of his brown hair blue and let the colour run through the silk that he wore; but now the dark red of the silk belt also streaked his hair in a violent denial of the people who had betrayed him months ago.


‘Don’t clap,’ she said drily, responding to his earlier praise. ‘The floor might give way.’


‘I try not to talk too loudly in here.’ He spoke softly as he walked up the stairs towards her. ‘We’ve closed off a lot of the buildings to stop people moving into them, but factories like this are difficult. And dangerous.’


Xrie and the Yeflam Guard had organized the evacuation of the northern side of Yeflam the night Zaifyr died. If you spoke to any soldier who served under him at that time – any soldier who stood beneath the sheeting rain and struggled to erect tents and organize people and help loved ones find each other – you would hear only pride in their voices. They would speak of how Xrie had been selfless, how he had done what the other Keepers had not, and worked for them, for Yeflam. If you spoke to the people Xrie had saved, opinion was more divided. Some agreed with his soldiers, but there were others who still believed him to be Aelyn Meah’s servant.


‘This building is part of our regular sweep through Neela.’ He glanced at the two unconscious men. ‘I know them,’ he said. ‘Tan and Casa. They were some of the first to work on the bridge into Neela. I have not seen either for over two months.’


‘Now you have,’ she said.


‘Not the way I wished.’


Ayae knelt beside the white man – Tan – and rolled him onto his back. His face might once have been handsome, but it was now drawn and pinched with hunger. As she grabbed the front of his shirt to begin lifting him, however, the thin fabric that he wore gave way and revealed the edge of a tattoo on his chest. She heard Xrie grunt in recognition as she pushed the filthy clothes aside to reveal the tattoo of a whole sun on his chest. The centre of it held smaller versions of the complete sun, flames within flames.


‘Se’Saera’s mark,’ Xrie said. ‘Over the heart, as always.’


She turned to Casa. ‘Let’s see if his friend also has it.’


‘They never travel alone, Ayae.’


She knew that, but she reached for the shirt, regardless.


Shortly after, the two stood outside the factory. They had carried the unconscious men past where Eidan still sat, his eyes closed, and lowered them onto the back of the cart. As they did that, Xrie’s soldiers emerged silently from the surrounding streets. They numbered ten, no more than a scouting unit, but each of them wore the dark red of their commander.


‘They are better off dead than returning to the camp,’ Xrie told her as he stared down at the two men. ‘There will be no mercy for them.’


‘There is little mercy for anyone,’ she said.


‘But it is worse for those with Se’Saera’s mark.’


Ayae did not disagree. The first sightings of the tattoo had appeared after the storm had broken and when the camp had begun to take shape. Ayae had seen a young man dragged out into the dirt streets and lynched by his friends one morning, his body stripped to reveal the tattoo.


Similar stories arrived from across Leviathan’s Blood. Without the Enclave, the Floating Cities of Yeflam had fallen under the control of individual governors. The correspondence that came – most of it through Lian Alahn’s contacts – revealed a fractured nation. Barricades lined the bridges, new laws were enforced, and anyone not born in the ‘new’ nations of Yeflam was looked upon with suspicion. Ayae was not surprised that the camp had received no aid since it had been established on the shoreline.


Before her, Xrie motioned to one of his soldiers for some rope. With it in his hand, he took a step to the cart, but as his boot touched the edge, Casa sat up slowly, but with a strangeness that was immediately noticeable.


‘Yeflam,’ he said in the voice of a young woman. ‘It saddens me to see it like this.’


Xrie took a step back, drawing his sword as he did. ‘You are not welcome here, Se’Saera.’


‘I am welcome everywhere in my world.’ Casa’s head tilted as he gazed at the soldiers, who had also unsheathed their weapons. A lopsided smile crossed his face, as if the sight amused him, but he said nothing to them. Instead, he turned to Ayae. ‘Surely you welcome me here? You who have seen so much of this suffering world.’


She did not reach for her sword, though she wanted to do so. ‘No.’


‘No?’ the possessed man echoed. ‘You have spent much too much time with Eidan and his family.’


‘What is it that you want, Se’Saera?’ Eidan emerged from behind the cart, the lamp in his hand. He spoke casually, as if he alone had been unsurprised by her appearance. ‘I have no time for your sermons.’


‘I came to speak to you. I stand on the deck of Glafanr and I talk to another just as I talk to you. I am different, now that I am named. I have expanded. I am no longer the small figure you once knew.’ Casa’s arm rose awkwardly to hold a hand out to him. ‘I have come to extend an offer in exchange for your return. To you, my betrayer. You, whom I swore to destroy. I offer you a chance for redemption.’


‘I have no desire to die.’


‘To give yourself to me before death is to save your soul.’


Eidan grunted. ‘I have seen how you hoard souls to use their power.’


‘So you deny me a second time?’


‘And a third, if I need.’


Casa’s arm did not lower and his nod of acceptance was awkward, as if the muscles of his neck had weakened. ‘I will see your love soon.’


‘Bid her good day for me,’ Eidan said, placing the lamp on the ground.


‘I will be in the company of Aela Ren when I meet her.’ Se’Saera paused as a tremor passed through Casa’s body, but at the mention of the Innocent’s name, Ayae’s hand fell to her sword. ‘He and his god-touched soldiers serve me now. You will not be able to stand before them.’


‘I do not fear the Innocent or his soldiers.’


Ayae, her hand tight around the hilt of her sword, did not share the sentiment.


A gurgling laugh escaped the possessed man. ‘Why do you defy me, Eidan? I can remake this world once I am complete. I accept that my parents did not break themselves apart for love. It pained me to hear it in Yeflam, but I will preserve this nation for that reason. It was here that the failure of my parents became clear. Here that their messenger, Lor Jix, told the world that they tore themselves apart so I could not be whole.’ The words began to sound from Casa’s throat strangely, as if he could not properly carry the emotion that the god had. ‘I will repair what they have done, Eidan. Do you not want to see that?’


‘You forget.’ He reached out with his good hand and curled Casa’s finger backwards, snapping the bone. ‘I have seen what you create.’


A snarl emerged from the possessed man’s throat, but as it did, the skin there began to bubble and fold and then, suddenly, split in a gush of blood. A gagging sound followed, as Casa began to choke on his own blood. Before anyone could react, his head fell backwards as the bone in his neck let out a rotten crack. Eidan, still holding Casa’s hand, found himself holding the limb alone as a similar sound announced its departure from the whole.


‘These bodies are so weak.’ Se’Saera’s voice came from Tan, who rose from the back of the cart awkwardly, wet with the blood of his friend. ‘I will fix that.’


‘Your creations are flawed,’ Eidan said, still holding the other man’s hand. ‘You make only pain and suffering.’


‘You speak of those who failed me.’


‘No, I speak of you,’ he said. ‘As I have lain in my tent healing, I have wondered what convinced me to serve you and then so easily break away. I have thought about what I have seen and what I have been shown. I have begun to believe that others have made it so that I have seen you for yourself.’


The tension that coiled through Tan’s body suddenly left and he laughed a young woman’s laugh: carefree and innocent. ‘You cannot see the world as I can, Eidan. My thoughts are not what they once were. They are more complete. I dream of fate now. It is the most beautiful and complex sight to behold. I see how futures and pasts and presents overlap and cross. How they hide one another and then they reveal each other. It is amazing. Fate twists around us so much that every conversation is an echo of another. Even this moment has echoes. I see you reach for me. I see the Soldier cut deep into this man’s head. In both, the little flame stands terrified by the mere mention of the Innocent. This is divinity. This is truth unfolding before me.


‘But Eidan,’ she said, ‘I assure you, I promise you, that in all those fates you die.’
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When the heavy rain slowed to a slick drizzle, the Captain of Refuge readied his soldiers.


Heast had spent much of the night next to a thick tree, watching the Faaishan bushland and cleaning water and condensation from the spyglass he used. A lean, grey-haired man closer to sixty than to fifty, he was fit enough to climb the tree beside him for a better view of the Leeran soldiers he was watching, but he did not attempted it. His left leg, covered by worn leather pants, was a heavy, steel appendage bonded at his thigh. It bent and moved awkwardly and, in the dry, it made climbing a tree difficult; in the rain, it made it impossible. Because of that, Heast stood in the shadows of the tree and, with the moon hidden behind a grey slate of clouds, counted what he could of the sentries in the blurred mix of dark that was slick across the glass eye. Fortunately, not one of them had altered his established routine.


After a week of watching the camp, Heast knew the location of each of the fifty-three tents inside it. He had memorized the distance between the seven fire pits that made a line through the middle and counted the number of steps from the last fire to the roughly built stables at each end of the camp by watching dozens of trips made by soldiers he did not command. And he knew that there were a hundred and twenty-two horses packed tightly inside the two buildings that bookended the camp, eleven more than the number of Leeran soldiers in the camp. But he also knew that twelve beasts had been allocated into pairs to pull the six wagons that lay on their sides as makeshift walls – and he knew also that the one lone Leeran who had arrived without a horse had done so because he did not ride.


It was a sizeable force, but more importantly, it was the Leeran command post for the western conquest of the Kingdoms of Faaisha.


Quietly, he gave the order to prepare to his runner, Ralen, a young, olive-skinned boy of fourteen. As Heast began to fold up the spyglass, the boy melted into the bush.


A pair of scouts had found the camp after a Leeran raiding party had come to the empty town of Maosa. Heast had left the two women there just for that purpose and they had waited three months before the Leerans arrived. By the time the force arrived in Maosa, Heast had left, not just with the soldiers from the town, but also with all the men and women who had been bartenders and seamstresses and everything between. He had taken them into the dirty scrubland and set about forging them into a small army.


Into Refuge.


‘They’ve begun to move, Captain.’ Ralen spoke softly as he emerged from the dense bush. ‘Corporal Isaap asked if the witch would be making fires so that they could see.’


‘He knows there will be no fires.’ Isaap was a soldier who had been, before Heast arrived in Maosa, a First Talon – a rank translated roughly to that of a captain. ‘I will speak to him after.’


‘I don’t mean to get him into trouble,’ the boy replied. ‘He meant no disrespect, I am sure. He is just nervous. None of us have ever fought—’


‘I have.’ Heast’s pale blue gaze met his. ‘Trust in me, boy, and you will live.’


Ralen swallowed his words and nodded.


But they were not Refuge.


Not yet.


In all the incarnations of Refuge that had come before, in the one that Heast had first served in, and in the one he had led, the soldiers of Refuge had been defined by a certain assurance that the soldiers around him now did not have. For the most part, it was not their fault: the majority of them had not been soldiers professionally, and those who had, had been poorly trained, and their ranks defined by wealth and favours. Most of them, Heast knew, would never be anything like the soldiers who had served in Refuge before, and many would not have the chance to become that. How many would fall tonight, though, depended on one Leeran, Kilian.


He was one of Kye Taaira’s ancestors: a long-dead soldier whose soul had been drawn out of the soil of the Plateau by the new god, Se’Saera, and placed inside a Leeran soldier. Taaira told him how Kilian had been imprisoned in the land thousands of years ago by the shamans of the Plateau and, upon his release, had been bonded to the body of a Leeran soldier. The tribesman – a large white man with brown and red hair and a thick beard – had sensed Kilian first, before Heast had seen him lumbering through the camp. The Ancestor, as he was known, was a tall figure, taller than most men and women had the right to be. If Heast had taken it upon himself to describe the warrior to another on paper, he would have written that he stretched outwards, as if the soul of the Leeran he had been bonded with had tried desperately to push the dead man from him at the last minute, but had succeeded only in smearing him further through his body. Because of that, Kilian could not wear armour properly and had taken to strapping bits and pieces about him, giving him the appearance of a teenager playing with a child’s costume.


‘Do not underestimate him.’ Taaira had spoken to the soldiers after Heast had requested he did so. They viewed the tribesman with trepidation and repeated among themselves the belief that he did not have any blood in his body, that he was a man the shamans of the Plateau had rendered Hollow, both in fact and name. For his part, Kye Taaira, believing that he understood the nature of their fear of him, would speak to them with a certain briskness, as if he had experienced it before. ‘When he was alive, Kilian was known as the Iron Soldier. It was said that he would not break under any circumstances: be it starvation, be it injury, be it loss or torture, he could endure it. It was said that when you joined the warlord, you were given a trial by Kilian to measure your worth. The trial was one of torture. It was designed to see at what point you would break. But rather than administer it, Kilian would endure it beside you. He would suffer every burn, every break, every humiliation, until either you broke or you came as close to death as he would allow.’ Across his back, Taaira carried an old two-handed sword, a weapon that all the soldiers who stood before him had been ordered not to touch. ‘Only the best of the soldiers did not break. Only those that Se’Saera has returned to life now passed his test. Only they hung near death on the racks and in the chains beside him. It was beside him that the worst of Zilt’s army were made.’


The men and women listening to the tribesman had shuddered at his words.


For Heast, the real problem with the Ancestor was that he did not sleep. Each evening, he would retire to a tent that was too small for him and stare out from the pinned back flap, watching every movement the Leeran soldiers made. On the first night, Heast had thought that Kilian was watching for Taaira, or for him, but as the nights drew on, and the Leeran soldiers avoided his gaze, Heast began to put aside the thought.


To his left, a slight trill ran through the bush. Beside him, Ralen repeated the sound. He then heard it repeated to his right.


The sentries had been marked.


Heast took a deep breath and let out a short, sharp sound, different to the others.


He began moving immediately. Ahead of him, he could hear the rustle of bush, the sound of men and women – the sound of his soldiers, of Refuge – rising and rushing into the camp.


Heast knew that he would not be able to match their pace. His steel leg sank into the muddy ground with each step, and he was forced to drag it a little each time he pulled it out. But he did not allow himself to be concerned by that. If he had had two legs, he would still not have kept up with the youngest of his soldiers, not at his age. As he stalked towards the camp he listened for changes in sounds around him, for the first clang of a sword against another, for the first sound of a voice that was not one he recognized.


It was the latter that he heard before the other.


The cry of ‘Soldiers!’ sounded from his right. A second word began, but Heast could not make it out before it was cut off abruptly.


‘Ralen,’ he said without turning. ‘That will be Sergeant Bliq’s unit. Spot them and report the situation to me. Quick now.’


As the boy began to run through the bush, the first of the camp’s tents came into clear view before Heast.


It was at that time that he heard the sound of swords ringing against swords.


A small ditch lay in front the first tent and in it lay a Leeran soldier. With an approving eye, Heast noted that the throat had been cut while he had been held, face-first, into the mud. He did not spare the body more than a glance before he stepped from the ditch. He came out from beside the tent, glancing into its open flap to see the limbs of dead men before taking in the sight of the camp before him.


‘Captain.’ Ralen emerged from behind him, his breath ragged. ‘Sergeant Bliq has the north side secure.’


‘Go back to her.’ Heast stared down to the southern end of the Leeran camp, to where the sound of fighting had become louder. ‘Tell her she is to issue commands to finish securing the side and then to bring her unit to the south. Tell her the Ancestor is not yet dead.’
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The Ancestor lifted his rain-slicked face to the night sky and howled. The noise pierced the sound of battle as if he were a lone wolf who had been cornered, as if he were a beast calling out to others in his pack, to the soldiers who might still be alive in the camp.


The sound drew Heast along the muddy road. He had passed the Ancestor’s tent just before and seen that the ceiling had been torn away. But it was in the tracks at the front, in the slippery prints of both boots and hands that a sudden push into a standing position was revealed, followed by a charge. The Ancestor had known that the attack was coming, and that left Heast troubled. Taaira would have led the assault on this part of the camp, so it was unlikely that one of his soldiers had given away the element of surprise. Yet, Heast knew that the tribesman would have found the tent empty when he arrived. At that point, he would have realized the danger, and the need to correct it quickly. In setting out after the Ancestor, he would have passed, as Heast did now, the bodies of three men and two women from Corporal Isaap’s unit. They had been ferociously hacked open, the tracks telling how Kilian had thrown himself at them, leaving Heast surprised that the Corporal and the last of his two soldiers were not among the dead. He found them shortly after, when the rest of the camp revealed itself, the three soldiers with Kye Taaira.


Behind him, he heard Bliq and her unit running up the muddy road, but he did not turn from the sight before him.


The Ancestor was forcing his way to the stables at the end of the camp, carving a trail with sheer ferocity. In each of his large hands, he held a great axe, and he wielded both in long, deadly slashes that forced any who came close to him to duck and weave backwards. Taaira had gathered up the majority of small units that had surged to the south-eastern part of the camp under Heast’s command and pushed them into a larger force – fifty, he counted – with Taaira in its centre. The glow of his old sword was visible to Heast even through the hardening rain, and the light of it made it clear that the tribesman could not find the space to strike at the Ancestor. The latter had gathered a small force of thirty Leerans around him in his charge and their discipline had given him the advantage.


Heast was not surprised. In pure numbers, he had three soldiers for every Leeran in the camp; but in terms of trained and seasoned fighters, he did not have the same dominance. There had been seventeen veterans left in Maosa when Heast took command, and another ten, like Isaap, who had been pushed into ranked positions they were not ready for yet. In many ways, he viewed his small army as a mirror of the Leeran force as a whole, which had been forged of the nation’s military and its people. It had been brought together under a new god and the command of General Waalstan and, though Se’Saera had bonded her soldiers together through blood to strengthen them, the truth was that a year of steady fighting had eroded the distinction between the two groups, a difference Heast was easily aware of in his own.


‘Sergeant Bliq.’ He addressed the short, thickset, olive-skinned woman beside him. ‘The Ancestor is making his way to the stable. If he gets there, he’ll try to run to another outpost. Sergeant Qiyala has already recognized the danger and is drawing the southern units to her. I want you to reinforce the defensive line she is making there.’


‘He’ll turn.’ She was one of the veterans: all his sergeants were. ‘When he sees that, he’ll simply turn. Let me grab the others and reinforce this side first.’


‘When he turns,’ Heast said evenly, ‘I want you to charge him and break the Leerans that are supporting him.’


She grunted sourly. ‘That’ll leave you in the open, sir.’


‘Do you understand the order I have given?’


‘Yes, Captain,’ she said, and began down the road, past the collapsed tents and dead men and women.


‘Ralen.’ Heast turned. ‘Tell Anemone she is needed.’


The boy ran to the left, through the tents and into the bush, his eyes wide.


Heast had done as much with the men and women from Maosa as he could. By and large, he was satisfied by their progress, but without seasoned soldiers to fill their ranks, they would struggle against the Leerans. Worse, he would simply be unable to press hard against General Waalstan—


The Ancestor turned.


At the sight of Heast alone, Kilian charged. His large feet tore up the ground as he stretched out his arms, his axes extended like wet metal wings.


Behind the Ancestor, Bliq let out a loud cry and, supported by Qiyala, the two units surged forwards.


The Leeran soldiers took a step back to defend themselves, but could not organize enough of a defence before the swords of Heast’s force crashed through in an ugly and brutal violence. Worse for the Leerans, the actions drew in the surrounding soldiers who had held the ring with Taaira and relieved the tribesman of the defensive act he had been maintaining. Rather than follow the soldiers into the battle, however, he began to chase down the Ancestor.


Heast dropped his hand to the hilt of his sword, but did not draw it.


The tribesman was struggling to close the gap between the two. For every two steps that the Ancestor took, he was forced to take four. It was clear that he would be unable to stop Kilian before he reached Heast. Yet the Captain of Refuge did not move.


In the centre of Kilian’s elongated chest was the ghostly shape of a man. The shadowy figure was twisted and hunched, as if a great pain had been inflicted on him. Ignoring the bloodshot gaze of Kilian, Heast focused on the real face of the Ancestor and thought how small he appeared in comparison to the body he possessed, how tiny and cruel his appearance once. Lost in the sight of it, Heast did not flinch as the large man drew closer and closer and the first of his axes lifted to come crashing down—


Only to find that it would not.


Roaring, the Ancestor lifted his other axe, but that too was suddenly weighed down, as if a dozen hands had caught it and stilled it with all their strength.


‘I have a witch,’ Heast said calmly. ‘She will hold you long enough for the Hollow to reach you.’


A moment later, Kye Taaira’s heavy sword burst through the Ancestor’s back.




9.


The wreckage appeared an hour before dawn, just as Se’Saera had said.


Beneath the last of the moonlight, it was not at first clear what had caused the ship to wreck. The rocky beach stretched around the broken hull like the jaws of a giant animal, itself torn apart by the act of destruction on the vessel. The imagery lingered in Bueralan’s mind as he rowed through the choppy surf to the wreckage and grew stronger when, near to the broken hull, Aela Ren reached into the black water and pulled out a limb. It was a man’s arm, brown-skinned and thick with fat and muscle quickly going to rot. In the pale light, the Innocent turned the limb over in his own brown, scarred hands without revulsion. As he did, Bueralan brought the small dinghy along the ship’s shattered bow, turning around the broken edges to gaze at the front that had been torn out, as if by the teeth similar in size to the rocks that lay in the water before the hole.


It was in that wreckage that Ren lashed a rope to a beam to hold the dinghy in place. After he attached it, the small man disappeared into the dark of the hull, leaving Bueralan to pull the oars in and follow him. As the saboteur stepped onto the deck, a match sparked and a lamp that sat on the ground bloomed, the light slowly revealing the bodies of men and women across the broken deck.


Each had been torn apart, ripped as if they were but raw meat.


‘Mercy,’ Bueralan whispered.


‘There is no mercy here.’ The Innocent lifted the lamp, the scars along his arms running back and forth like lit wires. ‘It is doubtful that there is mercy anywhere in the world, any more.’


Bueralan knelt beside one of the corpses, one close to the broken edge of the hull. There, he reached for the piece of silver that had caught his eye. ‘Mercy is the name of this ship.’ He pulled the small badge from the blood-slicked collar and held it up. ‘This is Captain Islan’s mark. This is her ship. She docks in Leviathan’s End.’


‘Leviathan’s End is not a nation,’ the other man said. ‘It has no fleets.’


‘Captain Islan is a mercenary.’ The badge had an empty flag beneath an undefined face. ‘All mercenaries call Leviathan’s End their home.’


‘Not all do. You know that as well as I do. But tell me—’ Ren’s lamp shone over a black-skinned woman, her body encased in black-and-red armour – ‘How did one of the First Queen’s soldiers come to be here?’


Bueralan stared at her face, the bone crushed and, in places, ripped away.


‘Do you know her?’ the Innocent asked.


‘No.’ He turned the badge over in his fingers and rose to his feet. ‘What could have torn off her face like that?’


‘A human hand.’


Bueralan wanted to disagree. As he examined the other bodies, he saw indents in the armour that had been made by hand, grooves that his hands could fit into. Despite his thoughts of a giant monster, it was clear that no such creature had attacked Mercy and dragged it to the shore. It had not been such a far-fetched thought: there were creatures that lived in the depths of Leviathan’s Blood that rose from the floor only to hunt the men and women who rode across its surface. It was not common, but when they did rise from the ocean bed to take a ship, they did so with long, clear tentacles that splintered hulls and decks. They crushed men and women and broke their bones as if they were nothing but a child’s toy before pulling them down into the water along with the ship. Over a decade ago, on the north of Gogair, Bueralan had seen exactly that. For weeks after, lone bodies had washed up against the shore, each of them a study in pain, but a pain that was not kin to what he saw now.


‘Three humans, to be exact.’ Aela Ren shone the light further down the hull. ‘Each of them clearly much stronger than a normal man or woman.’


‘Like you?’


‘Like us,’ he corrected.


‘You didn’t answer my question.’


When he turned, the glare of the lamp caught his skin, and the scars along his face ignited. It was as if the lasting impression of trauma that his god, Wehwe, had inflicted upon him at his death had broken through. ‘No. There are two men and one woman who are not with us,’ he said. ‘But the nature of the destruction is not theirs.’


Ahead, a part of the deck they stood on broke away, revealing the hold beneath. Both men approached the edge and, as Ren swung the lamp out far to light what was below, dozens of crates were revealed. Leviathan’s Blood had flooded most of the hold, but in that inky dark water, none of the crates floated. On them was a soldier bent at a terrible angle, with wood both around and through him, as if he had been the cause of the break in the deck, as if he had been slammed into it, then through it, before he crashed against the crates and tore them open. The jagged edges revealed silver and gold bars, bars that no one had made an effort to even try and loot.


‘Someone was fleeing,’ Bueralan murmured.


‘The First Queen was fleeing,’ Aela Ren said. ‘It could very well be that what Se’Saera saw in her dream was real.’


‘She said that we would swim to the ship,’ he said, unable to disagree with the other man fully, ‘but we did not.’


‘Quite true.’ Above them, the top deck of the ship groaned. ‘And she made no mention of those who caused this.’


The stairs that led onto Mercy were narrow and empty, and Bueralan followed the Innocent up them, his hand on the hilt of the sword the other had let him reclaim.


He was not sure what he expected to find at the end of the stairs, though he knew that there would be more dead. Indeed, the first thing that the light of Aela Ren’s lamp shone across was the broken body of a sailor. But it was not the debris of men and women that drew Bueralan’s gaze once the bloom of the lamp shone across the wide deck of Mercy like a piece of fallen sun. No, rather, it was the three figures that knelt on the deck, their heads bowed, and their arms folded across their chests that he turned towards.
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