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  On the nature of the demons, gods, and devils, from the common introduction to the cycle of histories of the devils’ wars told and sung by the Northron skalds:


  The demons—Though the demons may wander all the secret places of the world, their hearts are bound each to their own place, and though they once served and once defied the Old Great Gods and are no friends to humanfolk, they are no enemies either, and want only to be left in peace.


  The devils—In the days of the first kings in the North there were seven devils escaped from the cold hells where the Old Great Gods had sealed them after the war in the heavens, and their names were Honeytongued Ogada, Jasberek Fireborn, Vartu Kingsbane, Tu’usha the Restless, Jochiz Stonebreaker, Dotemon the Dreamshaper, and Twice-Betrayed Ghatai. And there were seven wizards, who desired to know yet more, and see yet more, and to live forever. The seven devils, having no place, had no body, but were like smoke, or like a flame. They hungered to be of the stuff of the world, like the gods and the goddesses and the demons at will, and as men and women are whether they will or no, and having a body, to find a place. So they made a bargain with the seven wizards, that they would join their souls to the wizards’ souls, and share the wizards’ bodies, sharing knowledge, and unending life, and power.


  The gods and goddesses of the high places and the waters—As all should know, the gods and the goddesses of the earth live in their own places, the high places and the waters, and are bound each to their own place, and aid those who worship them, and protect their own.


  The Old Great Gods—They watch and judge and cherish the souls of humanfolk after death and take no part in the affairs of the living world, save once only, when the pleas and prayers of the folk and the gods and goddesses of the earth themselves brought them into the world, to defeat and bind the seven devils . . . but afterwards the Old Great Gods withdrew again to their own place, to await the souls of humanfolk in the heavens beyond the stars.


  DRAMATIS PERSONAE


  [Freeborn Nabbani are listed by their personal, rather than clan, name.]


  Aoda (Daro Aoda)—A priestess of Father Nabban in Dernang.


  Ahjvar—Former assassin of the Five Cities cursed to remain undying in the world; now a companion to his onetime groom and shield-bearer Ghu; also called the Leopard. A long lifetime ago, prince and king’s champion (or rihswera) of the Duina Catairna in Praitan. See also Catairlau.


  An-Chaq (I)—A wizard-talented daughter of Emperor Yao of Nabban who fled west; mother of Ivah.


  An-Chaq (II)—Wizard, artist, stone-carver.


  An-Chi—Yeh-Lin’s daughter, a wizard who sided with her brother Min-Jan against their mother.


  Anlau—See Rat.


  Anri—Captain of the Wind in the Reeds, the imperial order of spies and assassins, under Emperor Otono.


  Ario (Zhung Ario)—a banner-lord of Zhung Musan’s army who defects to Ghu.


  Attalissa—Goddess of the lake and town of Lissavakail in the mountains called the Pillars of the Sky, west of Marakand beyond the Four Deserts.


  Awan (Shouja Awan)—A priest drawn to Ghu’s service, who had helped him years before when he was a runaway.


  Baril—Yuro’s second-in-command over the horses and stables of the White River Dragon, a slave of Daro Korat’s.


  Barrast—An ox, possibly a demon aurochs, of Grasslander legend; a constellation.


  Baya (Dwei Baya)—A banner-lady, niece of Dwei Ontari.


  Big Yen—General servant and compound watchman at the Flowering Orange playhouse in the Golden City.


  The Blackdog—Formerly the guardian dog-spirit of Attalissa, now bonded to its last host, the Westgrasslander caravaneer Holla-Sayan, as a double-souled shapeshifter.


  Bolan (Lai Bolan)—High lord of Argya, rebel against Buri-Nai, self-styled prince.


  Buri-Nai—Princess, later empress, of Nabban and eldest child of Emperor Yao; full sister of Emperor Otono, half-sister of Dan and of An-Chaq.


  Buryan—Praitannec caravaneer (from the Duina Noreia); member of Kharduin’s gang; cousin of Seoyin.


  Catairanach—Goddess of the Duina Catairna in Praitan, who cursed Catairlau to live as an undying host for the soul of Hyllau.


  Catairlau—A prince, wizard, and king’s champion of the Duina Catairna roughly ninety-some years before this time; counted among the kings of the duina by the bards. See Ahjvar.


  Chago—A slave horseman of Daro Korat’s; a contemporary of Ghu’s.


  Chichi—An imperial slave; drummer for Buri-Nai’s boat.


  Dan—Youngest son of the late emperor Yao; Traditionalist and rebel; sometimes uses his mother’s clan-name Dwei rather than the imperial Min-Jan.


  Debira—Serakallashi caravaneer of Kharduin’s gang.


  Deyandara—A Praitannec princess and singer; former student of Yeh-Lin’s. Ghu calls her “the little bard”; Ahjvar looks on her as a granddaughter.


  Diman—An assassin of the Wind in the Reeds assigned to Princess Buri-Nai’s household; later captain of the company.


  Dotemon—One of the seven devils, bonded with the Nabbani wizard, empress, and usurper Yeh-Lin.


  Dolan (Dwei Dolan)—An old peasant woman met by Ahjvar and Ghu in a deserted village in southern Alwu Province.


  Duri—Slave house-master at the castle of the White River Dragon.


  Etic—A legendary Grasslander hero; a constellation.


  Evening Cloud—See Niaul.


  Father Nabban—God of the high places of all Nabban, who came into being when all the gods of the land became one to defeat Yeh-Lin Dotemon during the devils’ wars.


  Faullen—A Praitannec warrior of Deyandara’s household.


  Gahur (Hani Gahur)—A lord of the Hani Clan; General Zhung Musan’s second-in-command.


  Galicha—Goddess of a spring in Denanbak, the deity of the chieftain Ganzu’s folk.


  Ganzu—Chieftain of a tribe in Denanbak.


  The Gentle Sister—One of the three great rivers of Nabban; formerly also a goddess.


  Ghatai—One of the seven devils, bonded with the Grasslander chieftain and wizard Tamghiz.


  Ghu—Stray who followed an assassin home one day from the streets of Gold Harbour and wouldn’t leave. Horseman, fugitive slave—saviour, so far as Ahjvar is concerned, and the dying gods of Nabban might agree.


  Gomul—Slave of the stables at the White River Dragon, who rescued the infant Ghu from the river.


  Gorthuerniaul—Praitannec translation of the name Evening Cloud. See Niaul.


  Gurhan—The hill-god of Marakand.


  Guthrun—Northron camel-leech, caravaneer of Kharduin’s gang.


  Hadidu—Nour’s foster-brother and widowed brother-in-law; priest of Gurhan in Marakand.


  The hag—See Hyllau.


  Haliya—An eastern desert woman in Kharduin’s gang.


  Hana (Zhung Hana)—First Minister under Emperor Otono.


  Holla-Sayan—Westgrasslander caravan-mercenary. See the Blackdog.


  Huong (Zhung Huong)—Brother of Ti-So’aro; imperial officer; governor of Dernang under Ghu.


  Hyllau—The ghost which possessed Ahjvar for much of his life.


  Ilbialla—A lost well-goddess of Marakand.


  Irtennin—A half-demon Grasslander hero of legend; a constellation. His tribe was said to have settled the Western Grass.


  Ivah—Grasslander wizard, caravaneer, scholar, scribe; daughter of An-Chaq (I) and of the devil Tamghiz Ghatai.


  Jang—A slave in the castle gardens at the White River Dragon; becomes one of Yeh-Lin’s pages and takes the Daro clan-name.


  Jasberek—The most mysterious of the seven devils; bonded with the wanderer Anganurth.


  Jian—One of the co-ruling sacerdotal queens of Darru and Lathi, who are also called the Wild Girls.


  Jilin (Lai Jilin)—Author of a classic treatise on the dramatic arts.


  Jiot—One of the two dogs who followed Ghu from Marakand; tan and black.


  Jochiz—One of the seven devils; bonded with Sien-Shava, a wizard from the islands in the ocean south of Nabban.


  Jui—Ghu’s other dog; white and grey.


  Jula—Orphaned child adopted by Prince Dan.


  Kaeo—Slave-actor and singer of the company of the Flowering Orange; of Dwei Clan before his impoverished and desperate mother sold him. An agent of the rebel Prince Dan, and possibly a prophet.


  Kangju (Nang Kangju)—An imperial wizard of Plum Badge rank; he is a dreamer of true dreams.


  Ketkuiz—A shaman of Denanbak, belonging to the folk of the goddess Galicha.


  Ketsim—A Grasslander warlord who followed Ivah’s father Tamghat until the latter met his end; then a mercenary in the service of the Lady of Marakand in the conquest of the Duina Catairna.


  Kharduin—A caravan-master, exile of a tribe of the eastern deserts; lover and business-partner of Nour; friend of Ivah.


  Kiaswa (Swajui Kiaswa)—An elderly priestess of the Mother. The Swajui clan-name is taken from the shrine of the springs of the Mother’s rising.


  Korat (Daro Korat)—Kho’anzi, or high lord and border lord, of Choa Province and head of the Daro Clan; a man of Traditionalist leanings; Ghu’s former owner.


  Koulang—Bithan-born son of Wolan; a caravaneer of Kharduin’s gang.


  Kufu—A slave in the castle gardens of the White River Dragon; becomes one of Yeh-Lin’s pages, taking the clan-name Daro.


  The Lady of Marakand—Late goddess of the city of Marakand.


  Lau—Name under which Rat serves in Princess Buri-Nai’s household.


  The Leopard—The byname by which Ahjvar was most recently known when he was an assassin of the Five Cities. He has used it on previous occasions as well.


  Liamin—Slave and personal attendant of Lord Daro Korat, trained as a physician’s assistant.


  Lin (Nang Lin)—name sometimes used by Yeh-Lin; quite possibly her original name, as the courtly “Yeh-Lin” is rather grander than the status to which she claims she was born.


  The Little Sister—One of the three great rivers of Nabban; also the long-gone goddess of that river, who became a part of Mother Nabban.


  Maka—An imperial soldier of Buri-Nai’s household troop.


  Marnoch—King of the Duina Catairna; betrothed to Deyandara.


  Meli—A weaver; a former slave of the Kho’anzi of Choa Province; a rebel and bandit.


  Mia—A slave and actress of the company of the Flowering Orange in the Golden City.


  Miara—Ahjvar’s lover, a widowed wizard murdered in Praitan long ago.


  Mikki—A bear—sometimes. A Northron half-demon. Also a carpenter.


  Min-Jan—Emperor of Nabban at the time of the devils’ wars; son of Yeh-Lin. His descendants use Min-Jan as their clan-name.


  Moth—Northron skald, storyteller, warrior, singer, devil . . . The name preferred by Ulfhild Vartu, q.v.


  Mother Nabban—The one goddess of Nabban, who came into being from the merging of all the goddesses of all the waters of Nabban to defeat Yeh-Lin Dotemon during the devils’ wars.


  Mulgo Miar—Pine Lord, highest ranked of the imperial corps of wizards, under Buri-Nai; defected to Prince Dan.


  Musan (Zhung Musan)—General serving Buri-Nai; victor in retaking Choa Province.


  Nai (Daro Nai)—A soldier of Lord Daro Korat’s household.


  Nasutani—A young Grasslander woman in Kharduin’s caravan-gang.


  Nawa—Eldest of the co-ruling sacerdotal queens of Darru and Lathi, who are also called the Wild Girls.


  Niaul—Dark bay Denanbaki stallion given to Ahjvar by Ghu, who did not quite steal him from Lord Daro Korat. Short for Gorthuerniaul, q.v.


  Nour—A Marakander wizard and caravaneer, lover and business-partner of Kharduin, whom he keeps on the straight and narrow, mostly. Close friend of Ivah.


  Ogada—One of the seven devils, bonded with the Northron wizard Heuslar. Rumoured slain in the north a generation or two previously.


  Ontari (Dwei Ontari)—A Dwei Clan lord, Prince Dan’s right-hand man.


  Oro (Gar Oro)—A scout of Dwei Ontari’s forces.


  Oryo—Captain of the imperial bodyguard of giants.


  Osion (Daro Osion)—A woman of Dernang who joined Lord Sia’s rebels.


  Otono—Emperor of Nabban; brother of Buri-Nai, An-Chaq, and Dan.


  Raku (Daro Raku)—A Daro Clan lord, cousin of and military commander for Lord Daro Korat.


  Rat—A young woman of many talents; a Dar-Lathan or, as she would say, of Darru—or of Lathi. She may choose not to be specific.


  Rozen—A Praitannec warrior of Deyandara’s household.


  Rust—A camel belonging to Ghu, or at least stolen by Ghu, which comes to the same thing.


  Salar—An eastern desert caravan-mistress.


  Sand—Another camel, also belonging to Ghu.


  Sanguhar—An emperor of Nabban.


  Sen—A slave of the stables at the White River Dragon.


  Seoyin—A colony-Nabbani man from Two Hills; caravaneer and cook in Kharduin’s gang and cousin of Buryan.


  Shaiveh—Grasslander noekar, or vassal, of Tamghat’s; Ivah’s late bodyguard and lover.


  Shui—Young daughter and heir of the Denanbaki chieftain Ganzu, poisoned by Nabbani assassins.


  Sia (Daro Sia)—Daro Korat’s son; an adherent of the Traditionalist philosophy, rebel against the empress and an ally of Prince Dan. Not, however, someone remembered fondly by Ghu.


  Sien-Mor—A wizard from the islands south of Nabban; became the devil Tu’usha; sister of Sien-Shava.


  Sien-Shava—A wizard from the islands south of Nabban; went to the north and became the devil Jochiz; brother of Sien-Mor.


  Silla (Yeon Silla)—A poet beloved of an empress.


  Sisu (Gar Sisu)—A young imperial wizard of Palm Badge rank.


  Snow—A white stallion born on Father Nabban’s mountain. Belongs, so far as Ghu and the horse are concerned, to Ghu, whatever Daro Korat, the lord of Choa and legal owner of the horse, may have to say about it.


  Sohi—A Denanbaki woman, wife of the chieftain Ganzu and mother of Shui.


  Storm/Styrma—A Northron bone-horse, or necromantic creation made from the soul-memory and skull of a long-dead horse, of Moth’s. Currently misplaced . . .


  Sujin—A slave of Daro Korat’s stables who joined Sia’s rebellion.


  Sula (Lai Sula)—An imperial general under Buri-Nai.


  Tai’aurenlo—A god of “the burning hills” in Lathi, father of the three Wild Girls who lead the tribes.


  Tamghat—Name used by the Grasslander warlord and devil Tamghiz Ghatai at the time of his conquest of the mountain lands of the goddess Attalissa; Ivah’s father. His followers took the tribal name Tamghati from him.


  Tamareva—A woman of the southern islands living in Nabban; a dealer in mother-of-pearl and an agent of Prince Dan’s.


  Ti—A slave from the castle kitchens of the White River Dragon; taken by Yeh-Lin to be her page, she gives him her clan-name, Nang.


  Ti-So’aro (Zhung Ti-So’aro)—A Zhung banner-lady; officer in Zhung Musan’s imperial army who defects to Ghu.


  Toba—An elderly shaman of Dar-Lathi, counsellor of the queens.


  Toi (Lai Toi)—A deserter from the imperial army.


  Tu’usha—One of the seven devils, bonded with the Islander wizard Sien-Mor.


  Ulfhild—A Northron warrior and wizard, sister of one of the first Kings in the North; King’s Sword of Ulvsness; bonded with the devil Vartu. See Moth.


  Urumchiat—A Grasslander shaman and hero of legend; a constellation is named after him.


  Vardar—One of Kharduin’s caravaneers; of the Malagru hillfolk.


  Vartu—One of the seven devils, bonded with the Northron wizard Ulfhild. See Moth.


  Vixen—Deyandara’s dog.


  Wey (Shouja Wey)—Owner of the acting company of the Flowering Orange, and of Kaeo.


  The Wild Girls—Sacerdotal co-ruling queens of the tribes of the jungles and highlands of Darru and Lathi; human-born daughters of the god Tai’aurenlo.


  The Wild Sister—The greatest of the rivers of Nabban, and the goddess of that river, absorbed into Mother Nabban.


  Willow (Daro Willow)—Illegitimate daughter of Daro Korat’s youngest daughter.


  Wisan (Lai Wisan)—A wizard of the Plum Badge rank; the diviner who testifies at Kaeo’s trial.


  Wolan (Daro Wolan)—A Nabbani man in Kharduin’s gang, originally from Choa Province.


  Yao—Late emperor of Nabban, called “Bloody Yao.” Father of Otono, Buri-Nai, An-Chaq, and Dan.


  Yeh-Lin—A wizard of Nabban; formerly an emperor’s wife, usurper, empress, exile, and conqueror. Bonded with the devil Dotemon.


  Yuro—Daro Korat’s slave-born master of horses and later castellan; the man largely responsible for what upbringing Ghu had before he fled.


  Zial and Wujian—Legendary lovers in a quite-probably tragic Nabbani epic.


  PART ONE


  CHAPTER I


  Something stalked him through his dreams. She was hungry, reaching . . . Hyllau, reaching for him. The Lady of Marakand, but her face was burnt black, charred and flaking away like Hyllau’s and she closed her mouth over his, pressing down on him, tongue forcing . . . He caught her by the throat, to choke and throttle, to end this one slavery, at least—


  There was more strength than one might think in Ghu’s compact frame. He jerked Ahjvar’s arms open, away from his neck, and pinned him to the ground like a wrestler. Ahjvar woke as his head thumped the earth and the ground hit him hard in the back.


  Bunched muscles turned to water, as if he had run to the point of exhaustion. Ghu’s fingers bit into his wrists, forcing Ahjvar’s arms down as he leaned over him, a knee heavy on his chest. The blind dark of a cloudy night wrapped them; their fire was nearly smothered in its ashes.


  “Awake?”


  He couldn’t answer yet. Breath wheezed and sobbed in his throat.


  Ghu released his grip, cautiously, and Ahjvar rolled away, arm over his face, shaking, teeth clenched on the plea. He could not ask to be set free; he had promised, so he would not, not yet. But he had to swallow the words, choking on them. Let me go. Let me die now. I can’t do this.


  Ghu put an arm over him, pulled close and held him tightly, till his shuddering eased to mere shivering against a cold that was not the autumn air.


  “Hush.” The command was hardly more than a stir of air against him. “Listen. I was going to wake you before long anyway. They’ve caught up. We’re watched.”


  There was nothing to hear but his own harsh gasping, still too fast, too shallow, too loud.


  “Shh, shh. It’s all right, Ahj.” A hand on his chest, breath in his hair. Encircled, safe. The Lady was dead. Hyllau’s very soul was destroyed. He caught at Ghu’s hand, gripped it, but didn’t push him away. Lay still that moment longer, being safe and trying to settle his breathing, to be awake and sane and of some use.


  He remembered. They had been stalked through the hills all that day, since early in the morning. Six riders on horseback, never closing in, never letting themselves, they thought, be seen. Ghu had kept the dogs, white and grey Jui and dun Jiot, in close, though they had been alert and bristling, wanting to investigate. Most likely the six were after the camels and, if they had seen it, Ahjvar’s sword and the rings in his ears; they couldn’t think Ahjvar and Ghu had any other wealth, just two more masterless wanderers come east from the defeat of Marakand’s mercenaries at the Orsamoss. They might be ragged and growing gaunt with short commons, but to such men they would still be worth robbing. There was the gold and sea-ivory of the sword’s hilt and the camels were still in good condition, better fed than their masters. Ghu cared for them well and had stolen only the best to start with, not but what the Praitannec kings had owed him more than the price of two camels for their victory.


  When no attack came by dusk, Ahjvar and Ghu had made their camp with a careful eye to the ground. Trying to outrace the dogged pursuit, when they had no safe fastness to run to, seemed futile, as did making any great effort to lose them in the hills. Besides . . . they had been fairly certain who the six were. If the brigands lost Ahjvar and Ghu, they would only go looking for other prey, less able to deal with them.


  At Ghu’s insistence, Ahjvar had slept the first half of the night; he had insisted in turn that Ghu wake him, let him take the second watch. Ghu had done so, and Old Great Gods forgive him, Ahjvar had slept. He did not even remember lying down.


  He might as well be an invalid for all the use he was. His body healed. Wounds did, far more quickly than another man’s might. He had only clean scars to mark his road from Sand Cove to Marakand and the Lady’s well, to the battle at the Orsamoss and the burning tower at Dinaz Catairna. His mind, heart, soul, whatever, was another matter. A cripple. Even waking, there were long gaps in his days, as though his mind slept, or curled away small somewhere, leaving the body to manage the camel and the business of not falling. He would wake to awareness, though his eyes had never closed, and the light would be changed, the sun travelled several hours on its way, the land about them new.


  Ghu should have known better than to trust him.


  In some moods, he was strongly tempted to threaten to knock Ghu around the ears for treating him as a struggling child, letting him run, there to pick him up when he found he couldn’t. Even for a grumble that would not be meant or taken seriously, he wasn’t going to complain of the nursemaiding, though; it was Ghu who risked hurt, lying near to seize him back when the nightmares turned too foul. They might be only memories, festering unhealed wounds of the mind that he deserved to carry, not madness, no possessing ghost lurking in them, but even so . . . fast as Ghu was, the fading bruise on his cheek was Ahjvar’s doing, two nights old. It was the murdered shepherd who had woken the dreams again, when he’d been a week without them. He turned over, face-to-face, muttered on a sigh, “Sorry.” No atonement, and none for sleeping when he should have watched.


  Bar himself from dreaming? He had attempted it, briefly, a few weeks back. The nightmares had leaked foul and vicious into his waking mind, or his half-waking; the periods where he lost time and place and self turned to horrors, and that . . . that was worse. To be mad in the daylight world . . . He had burnt the woven knot of herbs he had made against the nights, but the spell had been already failing, too weak to hold against the strength of the dreaming.


  His sins; the dreams were his just punishment and atonement to bear for them, maybe, whether on the Old Great Gods’ road, or Ghu’s. He could not set them aside.


  “Watched? Where are they?”


  Neither dog was by them. He rose on an elbow to look. There. Pale, slinking wolf shape: Jui, just barely visible in the thinning night. The dog came up, keeping low, lay at Ghu’s feet, watching the deeper darkness along the willow-lined bend of the coulee, just where a pool of water still lasted. That was where Ahjvar would have been. The rest of the slowly rising land was open of any cover but the night, grazed earlier in the summer, though no herds were near now.


  “Four in the trees. Two up on the high ground, lying flat. They’ve been there a while.” Ghu sounded apologetic. “You needed to sleep.”


  That someone had been keeping watch after all made him feel no less shamed for his failure.


  “You get downstream, keep out of it.” Old habit, to make sure the boy was safe out of any killing when he went about his work in the Five Cities. But Ghu was not that boy.


  “And leave you alone? No, Ahj.” After a moment, Ghu added, “We knew they were going to come on us sometime, once they started following. It may as well be now. These are the same who murdered the shepherd.”


  Ahjvar had been a king’s champion once, and a king’s wizard, too, a long lifetime ago. The king’s wizards might divine truth from lie, when charges were brought for royal judgement, but those thus condemned might still appeal for the justice of the sword, a trial by combat within the circle of nine witnesses, which was generally only to have a more honourable death than the slow hanging that was the fate of wilful murderers and certain other most heinous criminals, the king’s champion being the best sword of the tribe. He did wonder if Ghu had gone so far as to make the two of them bait, if he had on his own decreed a trial by deed, to give the justice the little chieftains of this land might fear to exact from the lordless mercenaries when they travelled in gangs. He could not be certain any more what Ghu might and might not do, but the man would do it quiet and clear-eyed and whole. His simpleton groom—hah. He would trust Ghu’s instinct for guilt or innocence over any wizard’s divination, including his own, and Ghu’s judgement, too, and set his sword to serve what Ghu appointed.


  Two days past, they’d come upon a shepherd slain with her dog, her hut burnt and her ghost confused and lost on the hillside, what was left of her flock still keeping close, sensing her there. Six, she had told them. Foreigners, four men and two women, and they’d killed her the previous day for the bit of barley meal and cheese in her summer hut and a couple of sheep they could have driven off unchallenged. She had had more sense than to face them; she’d been hiding in the thorn thicket, she and her dog in silence, but they searched and found her and dragged her out . . .


  Ahjvar and Ghu had buried the shepherd and the dog together, setting them free to take the road to the Old Great Gods, getting well away before her kin could come seeking her, to make mistakes about which wild and lawless wanderers might have done such a thing. The two of them could have been the warlord Ketsim’s followers, Praitannecman and colony-Nabbani together, Ahjvar dressed in battlefield gleanings and Ghu, barefoot, having worn through the soles of his boots, in a too-tight caravaneer’s coat scorched and shredded to rags.


  The road ran over a thousand miles through the hills beyond the eastern boundaries of the Praitannec kingdoms before it climbed to the dry uplands that became the eastern deserts, near enough now that sometimes the sun rose in the yellow haze of some distant, dust-bearing wind. These hills they travelled, though, were not so unlike Praitan, but wilder, emptier. There was dry scrub forest, the trees low and tangled, where reclusive demons, spirits of the land, watched warily as they passed: a blue-eyed stag, an owl, a white wolf without a pack. When they ventured into the shade of such woodlands, the camels paced crunching along paths drifted with past years’ curled leaves, brown and leathery, smelling of resin. When there was a demon, it would trail them, unspeaking, attracted to Ghu, uncertain about Ahjvar.


  For the most part, Ahjvar and Ghu had kept to the open lands, the rolling hills where lower scrub and autumn-yellowing grasses were grazed by wild goats and antelope and the sheep, asses, and camels of the semi-nomadic hillfolk. They were Praitannec kin, pale of hair and eye, skin an oak-tanned brown; Ahjvar could have passed for native here, but for his tongue. They spoke the same language, or near enough, but with a guttural desert-harsh intonation, not the singing lilt of the seven kingdoms farther west. They had no kings, only chieftains ruling tribes of a few families, which drifted seasonally up and down their hills between high summer camps and the stone and sod huts of their winter villages, nearly abandoned in this season, in the sheltered valleys. The goddesses of the shallow, stony rivers, like the gods of the hills, were quiet folk. If either had priest or priestess it would be only some gentle holy person living apart, half a shaman, or a wise elder who had settled to be companion of their god in their old age. Such gods did not always denounce Ahjvar as cursed or an abomination in their land, and sometimes the holy ones would offer them a meal and shelter for the night, drawn, like the demons, to Ghu. Sometimes they asked for the tale of the western upheavals and an accounting of why their lands, usually disturbed only by bands of young folk who took to caravan-raiding or an outbreak of reiving between neighbouring chains of hills, were so beset now with wandering bands of lordless foreign folk, desperate and rapacious brigands. Ghu would tell them of Marakand’s war on Praitan and the victory of the kings of Praitan. Ahjvar left the talking to him.


  Some of the mercenaries and Catairnan traitors, Praitannec warriors who had betrayed their queen, might be looking for honest work, hoping to find hire on the road or in Porthduryan, the town at the desert edge. Not many. The three cities on the coast south of Praitan would have been the better destination for such. Any who had come so far east as this were brigands now, even if they had not started out so.


  And what was there to tell the folk of the land that Ghu and Ahjvar were any different? Only the god-touched holy ones saw otherwise. The brigands certainly did not.


  Not long to wait now; enough light to see the shadow-shape of the dun dog Jiot, settling by the hobbled camels, who were likewise wakeful but chewing their cuds, unperturbed.


  Ahjvar reached over Ghu, feeling for his sword. He wouldn’t sleep with it within reach, nor a knife. He didn’t trust himself. His hand found the hilt, ivory and gilded bronze, the pommel a snarling leopard’s head. Northron work, very old. Lost heirloom of an ill-fated house. He slid it clear of the scabbard, laid it by his hip while he groped again and pulled his boots on, lay on his back. Ghu rolled over, chin on his arm, his forage-knife under his hand, that broad-bladed, angled tool that could cut a man’s throat as easily as an armful of fodder. Ahjvar still heard nothing, but he was not sure Ghu did either, or if in some way he might perceive what the dogs did.


  The trees along the coulee had solidified out of the thinning night. He could see them now, leaves hanging still, heavy against the windless dark blue. Mist crept off the pool, fingers of white snaking about the lower trunks. A shout. The trees birthed running shapes, a single figure pulling ahead. Ghu rose to one knee, ignoring them, watching up the hill. Ahjvar leapt the embers of the fire and went the other way. The woman in the lead was Northron tall, with an axe. Without a shield, he didn’t much want to deal with that axe face-to-face. He dodged at the last, struck low as she tried to follow him, cutting across the backs of her knees, and continued around to drive the circling weight of his long Northron sword up and into the following man’s belly, steel grating between the bronze plaques stitched to the man’s jerkin, bearing him down. A second woman came at his unguarded side. He abandoned his sword and the dead weight on it, hooked her feet out from under her, seized the hilt and shoved the dying man clear of his blade with his foot, and had the sword free again as the woman flung herself up and closed in on him, grim-faced. He might have asked her why it took six of them to kill one unarmed girl. He might have offered quarter and told her to run, if for no other reason than to show himself he did not have to kill her but by his own choice, yet there was Ghu, with no better weapon than a peasant’s knife. So that was his choice. They were convicted and dead anyway. His father would have hanged them.


  She was a Grasslander with a horseman’s sabre and the small buckler they used, and so was the last man of the four who rushed at him from the side, blade sweeping, braids flying. He had to turn between the two of them. Could have used a shield, yes, or a stick, or just about anything, really, to block that. It was a harried few moments, till he took the woman’s head half off. The blade had dulled its edge, scraping armour and bone, and he paid in blood for that delay in jerking his sword free, felt the man’s sabre skim and bite his warding arm, but it saved his face, and the man’s savage grin gaped as he ran him through. No armour. He pushed him down and cut his throat, a mercy he likely did not notice, and killed the crippled axe-woman on the ground as she tried to drag herself away, before looking around for Ghu.


  Both dogs were barking now, loud and angry, and Ahjvar, all unwilling, could hear the wailing of the confused and angry ghosts. No other human cries, though, now that the last woman was silent. A camel, finally, decided something was amiss and bellowed.


  There. Ghu rose from where he had crouched, wiping the blade of his forage-knife clean on a handful of grass. Someday I may have to learn to kill, he had once said, and, Not this day. It seemed so long ago. A lifetime’s journey. Even before that, they had argued over whether Ghu would learn to use a sword, once it began to seem inevitable that the boy was his, a stray cat that could not be driven off. Ghu had persisted in his refusal, but he surely had not tracked Ahjvar across half Praitan and hauled him from the Lady’s hell in the midst of battle without shedding blood.


  To mourn that sacrificed innocence seemed ungrateful of the gift.


  No. What Ghu had set aside to claim Ahjvar from the curses that held him was not a child’s innocence, but his freedom. A doom chosen before he would otherwise have done so, or one he might still have rejected altogether. He could have abandoned Ahjvar to the mercy and the death the devil Dotemon might have given him, and kept on his westward wanderings. But he had not, and so he was bound to the east, and Ahjvar would not abandon him. Not this day. That was all he could promise, yet. Each day anew—not this day.


  Sometime, too, the starveling boy had become a man, slight, but with a muscular grace and power in movement that ought to be turning the girls’ heads in some king’s hall, not . . . Anyway, he should have a better weapon than that damned peasant’s knife.


  “We should look for their horses,” Ghu called matter-of-factly. The torn ruin of the coat he had been wearing since Marakand was sprayed with blood. Not, Ahjvar trusted, his own, in that quantity, or he would not be standing. Ghu shrugged the filthy rags from his shoulders as Ahjvar crossed to him, frowned at the hand, still gripping his sword, that Ahj pressed to his left arm.


  “Bad?”


  “No,” Ahjvar said firmly. It was only seeping.


  Ghu made some exasperated noise. Ahjvar ignored him and warily took his hand away, but no great spreading of blood followed, so he had spoken truth. Shallow. He wasn’t the only one with a dulled blade.


  There were no ghosts hovering over the still humps of the dead Ghu had left. A man with his throat cut, neatly, if you could say that, and precisely. The other had been stabbed, a wide mouth of a wound ripping up through leather, between horn plates. They had carried Grasslander sabres and a spear.


  “You shouldn’t be getting in close like that. Great Gods, Ghu—”


  “Once I am in that close, there’s not much they can do.” Ghu considered the smallest man and hauled off his boots, caravaneer’s leather-soled felt.


  “You can’t take on a swordsman with a knife!”


  Ghu’s eyes flicked up at him, brows raised, but he didn’t deign to answer. And the boots appeared to fit. He considered the taller of the two, who likewise seemed mostly dressed for the caravan road. Not Ahjvar’s height, but large feet.


  “No,” Ahjvar protested.


  “We’re heading for the desert, Ahj. And winter is coming.”


  Ahjvar’s footwear was a horseman’s heeled leather, no warmth, and ill-fitting anyway. The last remnant of the Red Mask’s gear, uniform of the servants of the Lady of Marakand. He should be glad to be rid of it.


  “Robbing the dead. Fine. Take a sword, too, then. You need—”


  “Ahj, you think you can make me a good swordsman before we come to Nabban?”


  He had no idea what Ghu was capable of. “Maybe. Probably. Competent.” Ghu would not be merely competent, whatever he set his hand to, but not likely they would have the energy, travelling hard, to spare for such things when they made their evening’s camp. Ahjvar doubted he would, anyway. He wanted, right now, nothing but to lie down and lose himself in nothingness. A dream-free nothingness. “Probably not.”


  “Then don’t bother.”


  “And what if you can’t dance in and cut throats?” He crouched to clean in the grass his sword and the hand sticky with his own blood.


  “I hide behind you.” Ghu’s smile down at him was that of the innocent of Sand Cove. “Put those boots on.”


  Ahjvar took an undamaged shield from one of the Grasslanders for good measure, one of Ghu’s. He had stopped caring how he was hurt years ago, but it was Ghu going to pay, now, if he got himself laid out half dead in the midst of a fight. Half dead, or—whatever. He didn’t feel up to peeling one of the better-equipped out of their armour and Ghu didn’t suggest it.


  No sign Ghu had flung even the token handful of earth over the brigands he had slain, yet by the time Ahjvar trailed him down towards the coulee, trying not to cringe at feeling the shape of a dead man’s feet, the ghosts were silent and gone from the others too. A word from Ghu might be blessing enough. He supposed even they deserved it. Less blood on their hands than on his, whatever they had done, and yet theirs would be a long road to the Old Great Gods. It was unlikely the shepherd had been their only innocent victim.


  He gave in to having his arm bandaged before they broke camp and set out to follow the dogs, who found the horses downstream, though regretfully they turned the beasts loose to be claimed by whoever might find them. Trying to trade them wasn’t going to be worth the risk of being mistaken for part of some brigand gang themselves. They took what spare clothing from the saddlebags seemed a reasonable fit, and what gear would be of use, which was much of it. The greatest prize was a bulky Grasslander-style sheepskin coat, rolled tight and carried against the winter. Too small across the shoulders for Ahjvar, it was a loose fit on Ghu. They would be glad of it before they came to Nabban, he supposed. Even such things as a whetstone, a flint and firesteel, the woman’s axe—all might get them further on their road. A case of needles, which he dissuaded Ghu from trying out on his arm; it was really not all that bad. Blankets, food, a couple of purses of Marakander coin, a sack of barley, which the camels were going to need if they were to do more than meander, grazing as they went . . . Ahjvar left the looting to Ghu and went to sit by the stream, methodically working over his sword’s edge with the stone. It had seen little use, all things considered, in the last ninety years or so. Just as well, no doubt, from its maker’s point of view, or the blade’s steel edge would have been taken back to its pith; his weapons in the Five Cities had generally been less honourable ones, knives and poison and the garrotter’s cord.


  His arm throbbed and still bled sullenly, his head ached, and he would have lain down to sleep again if it were not for fear of the nightmares or some local chieftain’s handful of spearmen coming upon Ghu at his methodical robbery. Satisfied with the blade’s restoration at last, Ahjvar leant his head on the bole of a willow and found he had shut his eyes anyway.


  Nabban. Ghu was drawn east now as the geese were pulled north in spring. The empire was a land of what, in any other place, would be many gods protecting many folks. There were only two gods in all Nabban now—Mother Nabban of the rivers, Father Nabban of the heights—and they called Ghu home . . . but what followed on that?


  “You’ll like this.”


  He had slept. The sun was hot, even through the willow leaves, climbing towards noon. Ghu dropped something at his side. A stirrup crossbow cased in oiled leather, and a quiver, six bolts left. Good Gold Harbour work. He recognized the maker by the patterning of ships on the stock.


  “We could go back down to the Five Cities,” Ahjvar said.


  He had lost track of time, the passing weeks and the phases of the moon; they had wandered far from the road, their course more winding than a slow river of the plains, and some days he had not been fit to travel at all. Days. Weeks, maybe. He couldn’t say. He wasn’t sure where they were, except well east of the kingdoms of Praitan, nearly to Porthduryan, where the eastern desert road began. There was a second land route to Nabban, a way that ran south of the deserts, north of the eastern forests, but it climbed high into mountains before dropping to the free city of Bitha. Not a road for winter. The third route was by sea from the former colony cities, a dangerous voyage, very long; the coast was savage and the sea beset by storms, and yet it would leave behind the assumption that they were more of the warlord Ketsim’s brigands; Ghu, at least, would be in a known world on board ship. He had worked his way west from Nabban by sea. From here, the nearest port of the Five Cities would be Sea Town, far away south somewhere. Noble Cedar Harbour was seven hundred miles down the coast from there. It had been a long time since the Leopard had hunted in either. A lifetime, for other men.


  “I could easily earn enough to pay our passage by sea.”


  Ghu’s face went still, utterly without expression, black eyes dark as night, as ageless. “No.”


  Ahjvar hadn’t felt much but weariness and fear since the battle at Orsamoss, but that woke some spark of anger. Difficult enough, what Ghu set out to do, but he made it worse dragging Ahjvar with him, and the desert . . . “You want to try to cross a desert you know only from caravaneer’s tales, in winter, with what we can steal from bandits hardly better off than we are?”


  “You don’t kill for me, Ahjvar. Not like that.”


  He looked away. Ghu crouched down by him, took his arm, turned it to look at the deep purple bruises blooming on Ahjvar’s wrist. Brushed a thumb over one, as if to undo it. Or the rope scars beneath, and the mottled burns, livid, not yet fading to silver. “Besides, we still have your bracelets, remember?”


  He did not. So many things lost, but the memories he would leave by the wayside he could not shed. But yes, hazily, he remembered. Thick gold rings with leopard’s-head terminals, heirlooms, like the sword, of his house. Useful now and then over the years when he had needed to swagger as a noble of Praitan in some disguise about his work. Not robbed for the temple after all; they had been taken and restored; he had been sent out wearing them, her captain, her—don’t think of her. Bracelets. His. Gold. Wealth to outfit them for several journeys, but difficult to sell for anything near their worth. Difficult, in this land, to find anyone who could afford to buy, or who would want such killable wealth under their roof, in a land so brigand-plagued. In the cities, though . . .


  “We could buy passage fit for most respectable merchants, once we came to a place to sell that gold, ragged as we are,” said Ghu. “But Ahj . . . you want to be shut up in the close quarters of a ship? For months, if the season’s bad? Dreaming?”


  “No.” He kept his eyes on the water. He dreamed of water, flowing into him, burning in the lungs like fire, the deep still water of the Lady’s well. He’d gone into the sea once, long ago, when he had still hoped there might be a way to die and take his curses with him.


  “Come away,” Ghu said quietly. “They had still the haunch of a sheep. We might as well have the good of it, once we put enough miles between ourselves and this place to risk a fire. There’s bread to eat till then. And you do need stitches in that cut if it’s to heal clean.”


  Ahjvar nodded, trying to summon the will to move.


  “It was the coffee I meant you might like, actually. Not the crossbow.”


  “Coffee?” He looked around at that.


  Ghu laughed, shook a rattling cotton bag. “Nothing to grind it with, but there’s bound to be stones wherever we camp. Now—come.” As if he were one of the dogs.


  The dying gods dream of salvation, a gambler’s doomed hope. Do they see him? He thinks not. Their own dreams drown them: they dream of their child, cast to the winds—all their last and fading thought. Their hopes of him leak, and the prophets spill words of storm and a land made new.


  It will be so, but not by the heir of the gods.


  A gift to the emperor’s daughter, an ambassador from far, far in the west, sent to great Yao of Nabban, famed even in distant Tiypur, with tribute of sea-silk and cameo-work in onyx and agate, and drugs and dyestuffs and poisons. A rough, barbarian thing, the gift, a trinket that drew her eye, hers out of all those who looked on it, displayed in the mother-of-pearl-inlaid chest with the greater jewels destined for the imperial treasury. He had made it so, like a caravan-mercenary’s amulet, to prevent it being desired, and so lost to some imperial wife or favoured lord who would be no use to him. It would draw the one he sought: the lever, the stepping stone, the pebble of his avalanche. He had not been certain who it might be, but there was faint wizardry lingering in all Min-Jan’s descendants, their foremother’s legacy, and he had been certain the seed he sent would find some fertile ground in which to sink its roots.


  A door, to be opened.


  And so it has proved.


  CHAPTER II


  Mia leapt onto the stage flourishing a scarlet-painted wooden sword, the comet’s tail of her horse-hair wig swirling after her. The basswood mask, eyes edged in red to show the character’s devil-bonded nature, was also meant to show feminine perfection, a smooth, small-mouthed oval, subtly carved and tinted. Kaeo sprang before her with a shout and they fought back and forth, omitting none of the nine significant forms, each held a moment for the appreciation of the audience, who, here in the Golden City, the imperial capital, knew precisely what they should be seeing and would be loud in disapproval if there were any flaw in the performance. His own mask was a masculine mirror of the Yeh-Lin one Mia wore, manly perfection, the eyes outlined in gold, the faint colouring likewise mixed with gold dust. The pair of masks was the most valuable of all the troupe’s possessions save the theatre itself, carved by a master over a century before, heirlooms, and the master of the company kept them under lock and key in his own home, entrusting them to his slave-actors only just before each performance. Not the way to get to know a mask, to learn to live it. Kaeo would have hung his on the wall and meditated before it while learning his part if he had been able to treat it in the usual way.


  The Min-Jan robes were the real thing, cast-off brocades passed down through some upper servant of the palace, even if the armour was nothing but lacquered paper-pulp. Would any sane warrior have worn armour over a full court robe? Kaeo thought not. His mind was wandering and he sweated, though it was autumn and, even in the lands below the lower mouths of the Wild Sister, the days were cooling in a welcome manner, for all that the season brought storms to smash the shore and destroy the harvest.


  And to drive impoverished free peasants to the money-lenders, and to debt, and the selling of their children.


  Almost time. Mia rolled to Kaeo’s feet, arms flung wide. She was still the most athletic of the women, still boyishly slim; she was twice his age and complained of painful joints in the winter damp, though not where Master Wey could hear.


  “My son,” she cried, and sang the long verse about sparing the breast he had suckled, parting the neck of her robe, though not enough to reveal her still-high and lovely, well Kaeo knew it, bosom. It was an old play, much honoured, but what imperial woman these days would suckle her own child? The audience took it to show Yeh-Lin’s coarseness, her peasant origins, rather than as a touching plea for filial mercy.


  Some vulgarian called out, “Show us what you’ve got!” A figure moved, down by the raised causeway that crossed the courtyard from the encircling veranda to the stage. Master Wey did not stand for that sort of thing. The Flowering Orange company was one of the oldest and grandest of the many theatre troupes of the city. The heckler would be shown the gate, most ungently. Or possibly the canal, if he put up a fight and annoyed Big Yen, who would even now be forcing a way through the crowd, a stirring as though a pig marched through grass, unseen. But there was a second stirring, people moving from the gate, crossing the packed yard, and the audience pushing to move back. Those who had paid for a place and a seat on the veranda or upper galleries leaned to look down, distracted.


  Magistrate’s guard of the Osmanthus Moon district. Nothing to do with him. Could not be. Sweat trickled down chest and back, slicked Kaeo’s face. The air felt heavy, smothering, as if a typhoon were pushing up along the coast, but there had been no warning of it from the office of the Pine Lord of Wizards, no criers in the public squares. Kaeo blinked sweat from his eyes. Not a typhoon. He was abruptly light-headed, chilled and weak in the knees. Afraid. Dear Father Nabban, Mother Nabban, let him get through this. They pursued some thief who had taken refuge among the crowd, that was all.


  Mother Nabban and Father Nabban, the two gods of great Nabban, drifted onto the stage with little mincing steps, robed in white and black respectively. Their masks, white-haired, serene, were not as old as the Min-Jan and Yeh-Lin set, but were nonetheless done in the ancient style in which the faces of the gods were delineated strictly in white and black. They seemed to swim and pulse and turn to mist.


  Yeh-Lin—Mia—clasped his ankles. “My son, my son,” she moaned, which was not the line; she had spoken the line, his cue, and he had been silent, staring away at the misty gods, whose outstretched hands—no, they did not reach for him; they stood correctly remote and serene, hands tucked inside the sleeves of their robes.


  Kaeo dragged his attention back to her. “Foul mother!” he cried. “Murderess of the folk! Destroyer of the gods!”


  Which was not historically accurate. When Emperor Min-Jan defeated his usurping mother in battle on the Solan Plain, she was an ageing wizard, not a beautiful, immortal devil. It was later that she returned as Dotemon the Dreamshaper, to seize the Peony Throne and make war on the manifold gods of Nabban. Kaeo knew he read too much poetry, too much history. His mind overflowed with irrelevancies, distracted him—good to be distracted, there might be a wizard and who knew what a wizard of the imperial corps might pluck from a fearful man’s thoughts—the play, the play, he must think of nothing but the play. Concentrate. Breathe. It was too late to run . . . Line?


  He drew a breath, standing with the tip of the lacquered wooden sword on Mia’s bared throat, and began to sing. Min-Jan had shown mercy, of course. He was no matricide. He had exiled his mother, who had ruled as regent since his infancy, bade her be gone from Nabban and never return. A great and misguided mercy, the historians would say, and the one folly of his reign. She had returned a devil.


  He could not remember the words, but they poured through him. He could have sung Min-Jan in his sleep.


  The audience stirred, the silence gone sharp and deep. The drums whispered with his pulse. The flute rose and coiled around him, but it faltered, uncertain. Yeh-Lin—Mia, it was Mia, pinched his ankle, her hand hidden by his robes. Inside the mask, her eyes were wide and her lips moved.


  The leading pair of guards vaulted onto the stage and, at the back of the courtyard, a woman shrieked. As if that were a signal, the silence shattered. Shouting, cursing, wailing of children, as the nearer crowd surged and seethed and tried all at once to flee out the narrow gates, while those further back shoved and elbowed and tried to force closer to see.


  Kaeo’s knees gave way and he sank down on the boards of the stage.


  A wind blew through the courtyard, and the canopy that protected the stage cracked like a sail. Very dramatic, he thought, in some mad, distant part of his mind. Master Wey would approve. Something smashed. The tall ceramic pots of the orange trees flanking the gate had fallen. Trees old as the masks. As beautiful. As pointless.


  He was a dead man. His words were gone. He was alone, trembling, on a stage in the eyes of the city, and the play was ruined and he was a dead man. Mia scrambled to her feet and backed away, gulping sobs, as the guards laid hands on him, shouting for Shouja Wey, demanding, was this the slave Kaeo, was this Kaeo the actor?


  Kaeo was drowning, and a cold wind roared in his ears. He could not move. Kick, bite, curse—the boy he had been in another life might have done so, Dwei Kaeo might have hoped to fight and squirm away and run, but Kaeo of the Flowering Orange had learnt years ago that the only hope, ever, was to cower small inside himself and wait for it to end. Whatever it might be.


  Stupid. His only end was death. But still he could not fight.


  They dragged him from the stage and stripped him of mask and robes. Shouja Wey raged up and down, demanding to know for what cause they came to ruin the performance, did they not know that the second secretary of the office of the Pine Lord of Wizards was a patron of their company?


  Treason, the captain over the guards said, a spy of the rebel and heretic Dan. Wey, generally a most unviolent master, went silent and then kicked Kaeo in the ribs and turned his back.


  Kaeo understood and did not blame him. Mia wept and wailed, and half of the company wept and wailed with her. Fear as much as grief.


  They bundled him, shivering in his loincloth, out the gate. He walked stumbling and as if blind, the very paving stones of the narrow street between buildings and canal seeming to rise and fall like waves, the bridges betraying him, rising in unexpected humps, tumbling downwards. Boats on the canals. He ought to heave himself free and throw himself in to drown, but they had roped him between them.


  Shouja Wey and Mia were taken as well, and in the public rooms of the magistrate’s mansion on the broad South Branch Canal they were all beaten, slaves and master alike, while the magistrate demanded of him things Kaeo told himself he was too stupid to answer or even understand, told himself he did not understand, because he was so very far away and the wind, the roaring water, so loud in his ears. He heard Mia’s sobbing, like the crying of the children, the lost ones, lost Kaeo whose mother had sold him and his sister to feed his younger brothers, to put one more season’s seed into the grudging earth.


  Kaeo told them in the end, of course he did. He cringed and whined and grovelled and gave them the Islander woman who dealt in mother-of-pearl for the makers of jewellery—because they must already have her, or she was traitor. She was the only one who knew his name.


  She was dead. They let that slip, somewhere along the way. Her heart failed under the questioning. She had not been young. Dead, but not soon enough for Kaeo, to whom she had passed small packages, scrolls of poetry, classics wrapped in oiled silk and some secret messages, for those who could read them, pricked in the paper.


  Who did he give them to? He did not know. Men, women. Wey was a kindly master and did not object to his actors and musicians earning some little extra, when an admirer wanted to hire a performer for an evening of poetry recital or music or . . . other things. He took only the half-share the law allowed him, too. A slave might save for their own freedom so. Who did he meet? Kaeo might be hired for an evening of wine-drinking and poetry in some upper room, and find there was no party, no gathering of friends at all, only, perhaps, a private little dinner, one or two people, and he might be invited to join them, and he might be asked to sing or recite, because there had to be a reason for his absence and his meeting, did there not, and if you had Kaeo for the evening, of course you would want him to sing or recite. Was there anything else? Once, he did admit, he had spent the whole of the night. No, he did not know the names of that woman, either. No, she hadn’t paid him, not for that; she was a guard to the old man he had been meeting with and they had taken a liking to one another, he and she. Had he ever taken payment for such—sniff—services . . . ? Of course he had received gifts, but not that night. What was her name? He didn’t know; he hadn’t asked; she hadn’t said. A foreigner, Five Cities, a mercenary. Someone called him a common whore, then, and they were distracted, making him suffer for that. But they remembered their purpose after a while. Was her master a colony man too? No, he didn’t think so. He had no accent. How did he know them? There might be a phrase given, a line of a song, the old folk-ballad of the Brother Swans, and he would hand over what he carried. Never the same person twice, and they were always strangers to the city, he thought; he did not know their faces. The names they gave were only clan-names, Master Lai, Mistress Zhung, which was not the proper form, and often the clan and the accent or face were from opposite ends of the empire. There was even a man of Dar-Lathi once, who carried himself with the arrogance of a prince, and a woman with the ivory-cream skin of the north coastal province of Argya, who smelt so of spices she might have been a merchant, but her hands were calloused and her body hard with muscle. . . . He noticed these things; he kept them to himself as long as he could, and he had no true names, and they were gone, all long gone. The grey-haired man with the missing two fingers and the accent of Shihpan Province in the west he kept and swallowed. He had been only last week. He might not yet have left the Golden City for—for—Kaeo did not know, he did not know, how could he know? He only took the parcels and passed them on, he knew nothing of how they were marked; he never read them.


  Was it Prince Dan he served? The Wild Girls, the so-called queens of the rebel tribes of the jungles and highlands of Dar-Lathi? He did not know, he did not know, he only did what he was asked. . . .


  Prince Dan. The traitor, the rebel, the Traditionalist who defied the manifest will of Mother and Father Nabban and the blessed emperor with his lies of a return to a golden age that never was. . . .


  Eventually, Kaeo gave them even the eight-fingered man. He would surely have fled by now. He surely would flee; to arrest Kaeo so publicly was folly; all the city would talk of it. The governor of the city might have meant a warning to any rebel sympathisers: see, this celebrated actor, this singer beloved of so many—a traitor and a traitor’s death, even for him. But it would be another warning as well. It must be. Kaeo did not want to carry the Shihpan man’s death.


  His pulse was loud in his ears. Drums. The flute rose, coiling about him again, as in the dance of the battle. Yeh-Lin’s mask. . . . A great pressure of words, a flood drowning his heart. “Are you deaf that you can’t hear?”


  He screamed at them, spewing words like the vomit of too much wine. He could not contain the agony, the grief, the helpless wrath. “The children torn from their parents’ arms, the old hungry by the canals, the young dying alone far from home. We cannot comfort them, we cannot reach them, we cannot stand. This weight. They weep in the night. We cry out. Don’t you hear? The broken hearts. Children torn from their gods.


  “A storm comes, a dawn. From the desert comes the scouring wind and in its wrack and wake the land is reborn. The heir of Nabban brings the death of the gods and the birth of the gods and the rising of the folk. The years of the Peony Throne are ended.”


  Kaeo thrashed and twisted and screamed and drowned, and it was not his pain but theirs that flooded him, that tore his heart and poured from his throat.


  “Justice—mercy—the weeping folk set free.” A wind. A mountain wind, cold with ice, roaring through the sea-damp room. They did not feel it. They did not hear or see. They shouted and they tried to pin him against the wall.


  “—before he breaks his neck—”


  “—get him down, sit on him—”


  “—look out!”


  “Possessed.”


  “The word of the gods—”


  “You’ll be for the Isle yourself. A false prophecy of the dead gods.”


  “Blind! Blind and deaf! Don’t you see them? Don’t you hear them? Storm. Wrath. The Peony Throne is broken.”


  They beat him again, into red darkness and silence.


  Later, at the end of it all, there was a dry-voiced man, a wizard of the imperial corps, who, amid the smell of hot iron and smoke, read a sheep’s blade-bone cracked by the poker’s heat and said Kaeo uttered truth when he denied knowing the true names of any he met, the truth when he named himself a servant of the traitor Dan, seduced by his vision of a land without slaves, truth when he swore his master, Shouja Wey, and the slave Mia, his known lover, were blameless and ignorant of his treason.


  The questioner-wizard saved Master Wey and Mia, at least, named them innocent of all complicity in his treason, though Mia’s hand had been broken by then and she would never again make the smooth, elegant gestures of the seven-flowers dance or grip the painted sword; he had seen her on the floor, half-naked, seen the boot, heard the shriek. Could the wizard not have performed his divination at the start, and cleared them then, condemned Kaeo then, without all this pain?


  But there must still be testimony given, for the record. The clerk of the magistrate’s court kept smacking her lips, pointing her brush.


  Shouja Wey, his voice shaking, as if he were on the verge of tears: “Kaeo has been in my company for fourteen years now. I bought him as a boy, a singer, from the House of Canaries; they look out for likely prospects for me, talented youths. Oh yes, he was one of the best. To hear him recite ‘The Parting of Zial and Wujian’ would make a stone weep. Drunk? No, not before a performance, never. No, he has never shown any signs of taking opium, never spoken any improper sentiment against the blessed emperor, the Exalted, not in my hearing. I’ve never knowingly allowed my people to make improper associations. Well, yes, they do have followers. I don’t let them go with those I think might be harmful to them. Respectable people, I thought them. Merchants, ship-owners. How could I have known? The enemies of the Exalted are subtle. Yes, he can read, I did tell you that. A little, only a little. It is necessary, in my business, that they learn at least the—that they learn the syllabics. Acting is not a mere matter of recitation. As Lady Lai Jilin wrote in her treatise on the five true arts of the theatre, an actor must make himself the mask and the soul behind the mask. He must make the words his own. If they learn only from hearing another’s reading, they will never do more than parrot another’s reading . . .” Master Wey’s voice, which had woken for a moment into a lecturing passion, grew fainter again. “I don’t think reading the texts of the twelve classics could have led him into such wickedness. They uphold the virtues and praise the imperial family most highly. Half of them are about Glorious Min-Jan. I can’t account for it. I was greatly deceived in him. He never showed any sign of rebelliousness; he always seemed to accept the will of the gods and the place they had decreed for him most meekly. A most accomplished liar, born to deceive and betray.”


  The wizard’s voice again, dry, dispassionate. “He is in full possession of his wits. He entered into this treason and heresy of his own will, out of hatred for the Exalted and the gods and the master his fate and the will of the gods had appointed him. And as for the second matter—as for his heresy.” A hesitation. “He has spoken a false prophecy. He has made himself a vessel for the lies of the enemies of Nabban. His words were no true voice of Mother or Father Nabban, whom we know are weak and fading and do not speak. Their will is manifest in the will of the Exalted. To claim otherwise, to usurp the Exalted’s right to speak for the gods, is heresy. For that alone he could be condemned.”


  Kaeo’s eyes found focus. Floor of bare wood. Booted feet. Slippered feet on the worn brocade of a footstool, hem of an orange robe. Magistrate.


  “I have taken the oracles. I testify, this is so. The slave Kaeo of the Flowering Orange is a traitor and heretic, a knowing servant of the renegade Dan, an enemy of our emperor, the Exalted Otono, and of the gods of Nabban, a vessel of lies, damned by the gods themselves for falsely claiming to speak with their voice.”


  Magistrate’s court. He looked higher, to a grey beard, a face smooth with fat, eyes tiny and lost in the folds of it, a silk tasselled hat. The wizard, in a blue court robe with his badge of rank glittering gold on his chest, stood beside the magistrate.


  The butt of a halberd struck between Kaeo’s shoulders and he flattened himself, eyes, teeth, hands all clenched on the pain that burned white, blinding, deafening him.


  The dry voice, when he could hear again, said, as if bored, “He is only another of the tools of the renegade prince, and a rebel himself, a heretic who defies the will of Mother and Father Nabban, a traitor in the household of his master the theatre-owner Shouja Wey, and a whore who has given himself to strangers for money. He is corrupted and unclean. He is damned. You may do your duty to the Exalted with a clear conscience.”


  “The slave Kaeo, an actor of the Flowering Orange company,” said the magistrate, slowly, so that his clerk missed no word. “He is a man in full possession of his wits, not a foolish child led astray. The testimony of his master proves it, for all Wey of the Shouja Clan wants to believe otherwise, being a merciful man. By his own testimony under the question, confirmed by witness of the arts of the Plum Badge Diviner Lai Wisan, servant at the feet of the Exalted, this said Kaeo is a spy of the traitor and heretic Dan. He has spoken heresy and treason in the hearing of servants of this court. He has pretended to prophesy, which is heresy and blasphemy. He was named a fellow-conspirator by the spy Tamareva of the Islands. He has confessed to meeting with agents of the rebel Dan and passing on to them documents obtained from Tamareva, injurious to the rule of the Exalted Otono and the peace of the land. For doing so he is found to be a malicious enemy of order and peace. For the treason he has committed, the slave Kaeo’s life is forfeit. For this treason, he will be delivered to the imperial guard for a traitor’s death on the Isle of Crows. And for his blasphemy, once he is dead, his body will be given to the sea, without prayer or blessing. Kaeo, formerly of the Flowering Orange company, do you understand?”


  A magistrate’s guard kicked him where he knelt, face to the floor. A hero might have defied them. A prophet of the gods, dedicated to restoring justice and the right of every man and woman of the land to stand before them, might denounce the court and emperor and all. In the end, he was only a slave, and the words he had, the poetry of the plays, belonged to others.


  “Have him flogged,” said the magistrate. “Demonstrate to the Exalted and the gods our contempt for his blasphemy.”


  Footsteps departed, shuffling slippers, slapping sandals, boots. The guards kicked him to rise and he could not; his joints were water, and he trembled and could not push himself from the floor. They dragged him.


  Not to the hands of waiting imperial guards. Not yet.


  “They’ll come for you in the morning,” one jeered. “You’re bound for the crows. A nice day out for the palace.”


  They hauled him to a bare stone room, where the tide’s damp lay in the corners and watermarks made white lines of salt on the wall. A high niche held a statue of the Exalted to look down over him—blankly serene, no emperor and all emperors, and no reference to the gods at all. They turned Kaeo face to the wall, wrists tied to iron rings, and took a cutting whip to his back. Why? Because he was so vile a thing, so loathsome. Because they were filled with hatred, fat with it, and must spew its poison somewhere. In the end, the world turned dark about him and he slid away and left it behind.


  CHAPTER III


  Ahjvar, Ghu thought, had nearly forgotten the dead shepherd and the mercenaries-turned-brigand they had lured to a judgement at the blade’s edge, though he wore a dead man’s boots and his sheepskin coat was bought with plundered coin in Porthduryan. They had come, at a guess, over six hundred miles since then on the desert road—a rutted track marked by dung, the occasional bones of camels, and cairns over the graves of men and women dead on the way—crossing sandy yellow hills and a waterless plain of broken black slate, back into a land of tightly folded ridges, all gravel and sand and thorny, winter-dead things.


  A dead man, too.


  He should have ridden by. For all the harshness of the land, the long days on short commons, and the scouring dust on the cold, dry wind that cracked lips and fingers and sucked the moisture from your very throat, Ahj had been well, as if the clean desert horizons gave him space to begin to find a way back. He had been over a month without the worst nightmares; it was like watching him return to life, to see him take an interest in the world again, in ordinary things: the herds of antelope in the sand hills, the shower of falling stars they watched half one night in the black land, which Ahj said came every year in this season, though in Sand Cove the winters had been rainy and it was the ever-changing sea they had watched when they sat out by summer nights, while before . . . before there had been no one to tell Ghu such things. He had never known Ahj at such peace. A fragile, new-born peace, needing space and calm and silence in which to sink enduring roots.


  But then there was the dead man. He should have gone on, except that the last well had been brackish, and their water was low, and the dogs, with one accord, turned onto the well-used trail that plunged into a deep valley before he had quite sorted out that his unease and the smell of something dead, along with water, was their awareness, not his own. Even then, he might have called them back, but Ahjvar had leapt down to lead his camel on the precipitous path, and so Ghu followed.


  Vultures climbed from behind a wall of interlaced thorn brush. Their wings brushed the air with a noise like pines in the wind.


  “He’s several days dead,” Ghu said, while Jui and Jiot sniffed, lips curling in distaste.


  No need for a dog’s nose to smell that. Rotten-sweet in the sun; what ragged flesh remained to the bones had been shielded by clothing. And seared flesh, like old cooking. Overhead, the vultures circled, waiting for the human presence to be gone. The man looked to have been a hermit: a body in a robe of undyed wool, barefoot. He lay half in the ashes of his own firepit, sleeve burnt away, hand and arm, what was left of them—cooked.


  The ghost of the man was there, a faint presence. Aware, but not pressing. Not present enough to take form that Ahjvar could see, or Ahj was ignoring it, Ghu was not certain. Ghosts had visible form for Ahj, as they did not for him, but Ahjvar had turned away, gone to the wall to look over at the camels.


  Smell of burnt flesh.


  He should have ridden by. But they were here now. Ghu ducked into the low doorway of the domed drystone hut, pushing the sheepskin curtain aside.


  “Ghu?” Ahjvar muttered something about fools and half-wits, which sounded more like Ahj and reassured him, before crawling after.


  The hut held nothing but a pile of dingy sheepskins for bedding, a few baskets and leather sacks hung from pegs driven between the stones, and some hand-shaped pots and bowls.


  “Don’t take the food,” Ahjvar said. “We’re not so far gone this time that we need to steal a dead man’s stores, are we? Leave it for the truly desperate.”


  Ghu was not so sure of that. They lost time by hunting everything from antelope to speckled sandgrouse, so as to leave more of the dried peas purchased in Porthduryan for the camels, and he was not certain how far yet they had to go and whether they truly gained anything by such diversions. He had asked about the road, but estimates of the stages of the journey varied wildly. There was still a dividing of ways before them, a choice between longer and easier, or shorter and more dangerous. Winter deepened over them. The real killing cold was yet to come, but even now, though the sun stood at noon, the shallow scrape of the well outside the thorn fence here had been iced too thickly for the camels to break. They would water after and then be on their way, though the recently broken ice was going to be another sign to the unseen caravan that followed them that there were travellers ahead. He knew it was behind by the dust when the sun slanted down into the west, and every time they turned aside to hunt, it gained on them.


  “Maybe,” he said, about the food. There wasn’t much. A small sack of peas, another of millet, a brick of tea, partially carved away, shrivelled garlic. A very meagre existence the hermit had lived. Various dark and dusty herbs, carefully sorted into bowls and little bags, did not smell like anything for cooking. “Ahjvar?”


  Ahj came crouching over; he couldn’t stand upright. Even Ghu had to duck. Ahj rubbed leathery, dry black things that might have been some sort of mushroom, sniffed his fingers and shrugged, but held up a fistful of wizened, once-fleshy roots, scraping a little of the scabby dark skin away with a thumbnail to show fibrous yellow flesh. “This one I know. We call it tranceroot. Poison yourself with that, all too easily.”


  “Wizards use it?” Maybe that was what had killed the man. Fallen dead and into his own fire.


  “I don’t,” Ahjvar said pointedly, and returned it to its place. “It comes from the desert, though. One of the shaman’s nine holy herbs, I think. The apothecaries call it dreamer’s yellowroot in Nabbani.”


  He hadn’t heard of it by either name. It probably meant, though, that this was a holy man of the tribes whose territories lay hereabouts. But not a priest with frequent visitors.


  “We should go.” Ahjvar had a tight, weary look about the eyes again. It wasn’t the death; it was the burning. Ghu led the way back outside, leaving even the brick of tea. They had plenty of that, at least. Now, if there had been coffee . . . hah, the Leopard of Gold Harbour wouldn’t be above looting coffee, no.


  “Yes,” he said, but when Ahjvar headed for the gap in the thorns he turned aside to crouch by the corpse, taking up a handful of ashy dust.


  “A wandering god?” The ghost’s voice—thought, perhaps, more than voice—was soft, bemused. “So far from your land. A river. Are you? A man and a river? Are you come here seeking answers?”


  “No.”


  “They do come.”


  “Who?”


  “The folk.”


  Ahjvar stopped and turned back to him, knelt down, a careful hand on his shoulder. “Ghu . . .”


  “Do you see him?” he asked.


  “The ghost? Old man. Yes. A little. Thin old man.”


  “Wandering god. And a web of bone and fire. Why do you hold this man here, when he should be gone to his road?” Not accusing, just mildly curious.


  “Don’t.” Ahjvar backed away. “Ghu, let him go. Come away.”


  “A wandering god. You should hurry home. They’ll take your land from you.”


  “Who will?”


  “A fallen star.” The thought drifted, attention sharpened. “A lie. A hungry fire. The road . . . it calls, and I cannot answer. Let me go?”


  “Would you have us bury you? Do you have kin near, someone we should take word of your death?”


  “Oh, let the birds feed. They are the desert. I am the desert. Let me go back to the desert, bone to dust. It was always kinder than kin. They would have taken me back to snuffle and dribble in their tents, scolded and babied in the smoke and the squabbling. Better it came this way, quiet and quick and kind. I only fell, a little pain in the heart and I fell, and . . . and then I was free. Why do they make death so difficult? They will find the bones, when they come again, and bones are all we are, bones and dust and the fire of the stars . . . You ride to war, young wandering god. Is it worth it? Why do the gods demand the blood of their folk to feed their land?”


  “Why say so? It’s the folk who make war, not the gods.”


  “Not you. Not your land. Not the one who hunts you.”


  “Who?”


  “A lie. False god, false truth, false hope for a dying land. A waking devil. Is she? Not she, hunting, but you are the quarry none the less. A false true god, yes, hunting. Take care, young river, take care lest you fall and fail and fade and leave an emptiness and an empty folk that will welcome what crouches quiet, waiting, in the west and reaching fingers even into . . .”


  “Ghu!” Sharp fear in Ahjvar’s voice.


  The presence of the ghost drew in on itself, shivered small and weak and afraid. “You should not linger on the way, child of river, child of mountain.”


  Ghu held up a hand to Ahjvar, who stooped to take up a handful of sand and would have cast the ghost away with it.


  “Do you say I do?” he asked. Ahjvar swore and turned his back.


  “I say nothing. I only dream. I would drink the tea and dream true visions for you, wandering child, but . . . I am gone. Am I gone?”


  “You’re dreaming still.”


  “I do dream. I always did. They are heavy, dreams. Too great a weight to bear, sometimes. They said I should not have killed him, because he was my brother, but what choice did he give me? But the dreams are heavy. Must I bear them to the road?”


  “The road takes all.”


  “So the gods say.”


  “So the gods know. Go, find your way.”


  Ghu scattered the ash and sand, sat back on his heels, dusting his hands and watching Ahjvar, standing now in the gap in the thorn fence, looking away. Something had frightened him, and nothing waking ever did. Some echo of nightmare.


  Old man. Seer. Hermit. Murderer?


  Gone to his road now, anyhow. And wanted his body left to feed the birds. Well, it was a rite among some folk, or so he had heard, and why not? Ghu straightened the disordered limbs at least, scrubbed his hands in the sand, though dead flesh was a scent hard to lose.


  “He wished his body left for the birds to clean,” he told Ahjvar, who only gave a jerky nod. “He died of his age, is all, his heart failed and he fell over where he sat. Nobody meant to burn him. It’s all right. Go break the ice so we can water?”


  Another nod. The camels were nosing at the ice, the dogs waiting patiently by. Ahjvar used the axe to cut a hole, filled their depleted waterskins before the animals drank. Ghu cast a look around the horizon of this long hollow in the grey-gravelled waves. Nothing to show that anyone had been or gone in the past days, but the wind might erase all tracks. It felt like the whole of the world for a moment, empty, desolate, lifeless.


  “Wait,” he said, and went back for the peas and millet. Ahjvar leaned on his camel’s shoulder and shook his head at the sky.


  “I have no idea,” Ghu said, “how far we have yet to go.” He made the sacks fast to the baggage frame behind the saddle, about his camel’s second hump.


  By noon, when they would usually halt to rest the camels for an hour or two, they had come to a fork in the road; the dividing of the ways of which he had been warned, so many weeks ago. North or south? He knew which pulled him.


  “Which?” Ahjvar asked.


  Ghu considered the horizon and their choices, trying to discount the pull in his blood, trying to think of Ahjvar, and the camels, and the husbanding of their strength. Both roads led, in the end, to the border town of Dernang. South, they had told him in Porthduryan, had better wells, a safer road, but was a longer way by several stages, maybe a week, maybe more. They had also told him he was a fool to think of setting out on the desert road without the protection of a caravan. One lamed camel, one mistaken path, and they would die, especially at this time of year. Only a few caravan-masters would have risked the journey even then, and in a few weeks more, they said, it would be too late altogether to set out. But what choice had he had? The caravan-masters of Porthduryan had eyed Ahj askance, a tall Praitannecman with a mane of yellow hair and an untidy beard, blue eyes fever-bright in a face gaunt and grey-tinged, shadowed like old bruising. He startled at sudden movements and flinched from anyone who passed close enough to touch, hand on his sword. They said they were not hiring guards, nor grooms, no, nor cooks. Not, at least, if they had to take on Ahjvar as well as Ghu. He had not told Ahj of that part of it. Nor of the caravan-mistress, a fox-tattooed woman of the eastern deserts, who had made him another offer. He might have taken her up on it; she had been good-humoured and not overly pressing, handsome, too, dark and lean and clean. Not an unappealing offer, by any means. He’d done worse, endured worse, willing and otherwise, but she hadn’t wanted Ahjvar along either.


  “That one’s mad,” she had said, with a jerk of her head back towards the tea-house doorway. Her braids, all wound with silver rings, had danced and tinkled. “Watched you prowling about town with him trailing like your shadow. Wondered about you, but him, I’ve seen those eyes before. Boy I used to know went off as a mercenary to fight in Nabban’s wars in the south. Came home, married the girl who’d been waiting for him, cousin of mine. Don’t know what had happened to him in the wars, but he was broken like that. Smothered her, one night, and cut his wrists. That friend of yours is the same. Dangerous mad, the sort that’s quiet till someday he kills for no reason and maybe takes someone else with him. You don’t want to be the one standing next to him when that time comes.”


  “He’s not mad,” Ghu had said. “He’s getting better.” Which was perhaps not quite the contradiction he had meant it to be. And he had collected Ahjvar, waiting propped against the wall outside because he would not go into a crowded room, and they had gone back to the hill of the god and the shepherd-priest who let them shelter in his shed in return for Ghu’s help doctoring the lame asses and coughing sheep of the hillfolk. Neither god nor priest spoke ill of Ahjvar; they had left him space and quietude. It was Porthduryan had set Ahjvar sidling and tense as a misused yearling, but he hadn’t trusted Ghu to be safe there without him. He would do better by the time they came to Nabban. Ahjvar healed. He must.


  Ghu rather thought it might be the silver-ringed eastern desert caravan-mistress whose caravan trod so close on their heels. She had been preparing to leave about the time he decided Ahj would be better off if they went on their own, and that he himself could not wait in Porthduryan all winter. Travelling as they did, they should have pulled well ahead of any caravan that followed, but with so much wandering aside, they lost what they gained in travelling light and at a faster pace than the heavily laden baggage train could maintain.


  Time. He should not feel time gathered and began to outrace him, flowing like the tide. But it did. Ghu knew it. Powers moved of which he understood nothing, except that Nabban lay beneath their uncaring feet.


  They left the camels, already fed from their nosebags, browsing some twiggy brush that Ghu trusted wasn’t poisonous, to climb the nearest height. The northerly branch of the trail continued more easterly, heading down into a sinking, stony land, ridged and tightly folded. To the southeast there were higher hills, yellow-dun with old grasses between the drifts of sand, and the right-hand road angled into these, rising, falling, curving. It was clearer, the same well-trodden, well-dunged track that they had followed all this way. The northerly route was more difficult for the eye to follow. Southerly, too, lay the lands of the eastern desert tribes, pastoral, nomadic folk from whom so many of the eastern road caravaneers came. Their gods were many and small; they drifted between them on their yearly cycle of grazing, so that the folk of one tribe, one family even, might be born to different gods, depending on the seasons of their births.


  “South?” Ahjvar suggested.


  Common sense said it was safer to stick to the better-travelled road. The caravan-masters knew what they were about. Yet, there was that caravan behind. It would likely swing south of the badlands. Most did. The flowing tide tugged at him . . . You should not linger on the way.


  “The northerly road is straighter,” Ghu said.


  “And worse terrain,” Ahjvar countered. “Stone.”


  It was lying up a day with a lame camel, a blister turned to a deep sore in the sandy one’s pad, that had first let the never-seen caravan creep up on them. He had remembered caravaneers’ talk in the market of Dernang, of patching a camel’s pad. Eventually, they had improvised a boot for her instead. It seemed simpler than trying to truss her, just the two of them, and stitch a patch to the pad itself, and the boot had lasted long enough for the foot to heal, though he’d done something to speed it and to keep any other sores from going so bad or deep.


  “I know,” Ghu said. “But I think nonetheless . . . the left-hand way. We’ll try the badlands.”


  Ahjvar didn’t debate the point further, only nodded. They headed back down to the camels, mounted, and set out again. Yes. The northerly road pulled at him, drawing him.


  “Maybe we’ll be able to buy grain from the tribes in Denanbak, if we go among them,” he said, mostly to drive that fish-on-a-line feeling from his mind. “We’ll come to settled lands sooner this way. We’d run short of feed for the camels and food for ourselves both before we came to Dernang or even to the winter camps of lower Denanbak, if we took the southern route here.”


  “Does that matter? We have no money left. Do we?”


  “A few coins,” Ghu said guardedly. He had no idea if any trader of Denanbak would even take the three diviner’s coins he carried, they were so old. Maybe they’d have some value for the weight of the blackened bronze. There were Ahjvar’s bracelets, though. A lord of the west, decently outfitted as such, could sell his barbarian gold if he chose, though they would melt down the lovely work, no doubt, and never see the beauty in it. Truth was, he would like to see Ahjvar wear them again, well and whole and bright in the sun on a good horse. . . . “The gold—it’s the same problem, bring trouble after us, I think, selling or trading it in that land. Better to wait for Nabban and the cities. But I have a book I can sell. A thing like that won’t draw half a chieftain’s hall out after us the next night in hope of more as the bracelets would, but they would take it, thinking to sell it on to some caravan wizard.”


  “You have a book? Ghu, you can’t read.”


  “It’s not my book.”


  “You can always be counted on to have something that doesn’t belong to you. Purses. Horses. Camels. Now books. I thought gods were more upright and moral. Let me see.”


  “It doesn’t matter, Ahj. It was a friend’s, but she’s dead in Marakand, I think.”


  “Let me see. You’ll have no idea what it should be worth, will you?”


  Ghu, with reluctance, twisted around to root through the bag closest behind his saddle. What he passed to Ahjvar was a fat leather scroll-case, worn, but well cared for. Ahjvar slid the scroll out and unrolled the first pasted paper page of it, to study close, fine Nabbani writing. Ghu craned to see. There was also an illustration of a lord and lady, sun and crescent moon raying their respective heads, and an ornate seal stamped in red, a flower surrounded by characters, which overlaid the elegant calligraphy of the title. Another few turns and Ghu could see bold black lines making little blocks of tracks down each page, surrounded by much dense writing.


  “The hexagrams for coin-throwing,” Ahjvar said. “The book’s called The Balance of the Sun and the Moon. Nabbani divination.”


  Yes, Ahjvar could probably read it. He said he had learnt to read the court characters long ago, when to pass the years he had studied for a lawyer in Star River Crossing. Why, he didn’t seem too clear on himself. Maybe because the Leopard, or whatever he had called himself in those days, had needed some cloak of respectability.


  He also said, small wonder they had turned to a syllabic script in Yeh-Lin’s day, and generally from there he moved on to the subject of Ghu learning to read. Not this time, no. Ahjvar said only, “Your friend was a wizard.”


  “Yes.”


  “The Red Masks.”


  “She was taken by Red Masks, she and another man I met, another wizard. If they were made Red Mask by the time I freed you, then they were already dead, Ahj. You didn’t kill them.” He added, because Ahjvar kept looking at him, “I couldn’t go after them. I had to follow you.”


  In silence, Ahjvar rolled the book up and returned it to its case, handed it back.


  “It’s old,” he said. “It’s valuable, yes, but not uncommon. Something every Nabbani wizard would have a copy of, but this is a fine one, beautiful calligraphy, worth a decent price for that alone. And it’s stolen. It has the seal of the imperial palace library stamped on its first sheet.”


  Ghu shrugged. “Better to sell it before we come to the Golden City, then.”


  If they did. He had not thought about where they would go in Nabban, but . . . there must be destination. A time and an ending. A place. A chill touch on his spine. He had kept Dernang and the castle of the lord of Choa ever in his mind, never looking beyond. But that was the half-wit boy again. He could not wander blind and trust to the winds of chance. Not now.


  CHAPTER IV


  The sound of the wheeling gulls was loud overhead, and the crows clamoured . . .


  The man whined like a miserable dog. They were tearing his dirty loincloth from him, leaving not a rag for his modesty, shaving his head.


  That a human being should come to this. His bruised and bloody face, his raw back, turned her stomach. It was wrong. Whatever the treason, the heresy, he had committed, it was wrong. He could have been a monster, a cannibal, a tormentor of children, and yet such a death as this would have been wrong. Of course the empire would execute those who worked against it, the spies, the rebels, which this man had been; one expected that; one knew it one’s doom when one took on such a task, but a headsman’s axe made a sufficient end. He had been taken by prophecy in his agonies, they said. When the gods of the land moved a man to speak and their words were met with this . . .


  The man’s entire body was blackened and swollen in broken lumps; blood seeped down his legs; his hands were crusted black with it. Why the magistrates bothered with torture, when they had every right to send at once for an imperially-licensed diviner . . . but that was not how things were done in the Nabban Bloody Yao had made.


  Kill him and have done with. It had been this Emperor Otono’s father who instituted the death of disembowelling. His brother had rebelled against him, and Yao had made certain his death taught his lords and generals a lesson of loyalty, and perhaps his own children too, though it did not seem they had learnt it well. There was one prince dead by suicide while still a youth and a daughter who had fled, pursued by assassins for the defiance of fleeing. Rumour was, whispered most warily, that she, wizard-talented and permitted only the most minor of studies, in accordance with Min-Jan’s law forbidding imperial daughters and sisters to wield any power, had secretly achieved the rank of Bamboo Badge, the highest tier under the Pine Lord. Or perhaps rumour exaggerated and lost Princess An-Chaq had been only Plum or Palm. No matter. No second Yeh-Lin, Min-Jan her son had declared. Imperial women were also forbidden holding any minor office, or undertaking any scholarship even of a non-wizardly bent, or having lovers, male or female. Might as well smother them at birth, in Rat’s opinion.


  Most recently Dan, the youngest prince, had risen in rebellion, fleeing the palace for his maternal Dwei-Clan cousins in Shihpan Province in the northwest the night after his father’s death. Yao had died of an apoplexy this past spring, falling dead from the Peony Throne in the act of condemning to death his Minister of Festivals in a rage. A punishment of the gods, striking him down? The Minister had been executed by Emperor Otono as his first act in his father’s memory, followed by the proscribing of Prince Dan as traitor and heretic. Dan was inspired by such very prophecies as this man had spoken, the fool’s dream of the golden age the Traditionalists celebrated, a time when lords were answerable for how they used their folk, the emperor a mere priest of a land of petty princes and shrines, and slaves were debtors with a term to serve, no more. Or unknown.


  Interestingly, Dan had not been condemned for the murder of his father. Too evidently an act of the gods.


  Rat was not so certain. She had not been in the palace, then, but what she had seen since . . .


  They were condemning the victim as a false prophet now, too, as if they could kill him two and three times, pile crime upon crime. Had he cursed them in the name of his gods, of Father and Mother, whose poor wandering dreams he had tasted, as they tortured him? She hoped so. She remembered the actor, the voice that seemed as though it spoke to you and you alone, giving living breath to the old, old poetry of the plays.


  The land wanted to change, yet Mother and Father vouchsafed no clear visions at all to their servants in these times, unless the vague words of prophets—drunk, mad, imbecile, as though such fragmented and open minds caught the edges of another’s uneasy dreams—were truly holy. Some few might truly be moved to speak by a god’s hand falling upon them, Rat supposed.


  She could hardly deny that the gods might reach out and touch their folk, after all.


  Emperor Otono stirred unhappily on his little folding chair, the only one who might sit here. She might hope conscience made him uncomfortable, that he might suddenly declare an end to this, order someone to behead the man and have done with, but Otono, from what she observed, was a man who would cling to what had been done, because it had been done. Weak. Uncertain. Cursed by the gods, it was whispered in the palace. Three wives, as permitted an emperor under Min-Jan’s law, but childless. An epidemic of croup had swept through the palace around the time of Yao’s death, and many children had died, slave, free, and imperial. All six of the emperor’s sons and daughters.


  Poison or wizardry rather than disease, Rat would have said, but the imperial physicians and the wizards of the corps said otherwise. Rat considered that they were blind fools, but it was not her place to say so, being a slave in the household of the elder princess, Buri-Nai, Otono’s full sister.


  A slave, and yet she wore court robes of silk and had jewelled combs—the jewels were only glass, but nonetheless—fixed in her cropped hair. The nobles were like a garden of scented flowers, bright, sweet, whispering—whispering robes of silk, so thin, so fine, almost iridescent, so heavy in their multilayered wonder. Whispering voices hidden behind painted fans, as if they viewed an entertainment and must discuss it as it happened. Compare it to previous such entertainments. The emperor’s robes were the grandest, the most translucent, held the most colours: a garden of a dozen red flowers in shades ranging from palest rose to deepest carmine, each just short enough to expose the embroidered hem of the one below, with an over-robe of cloth of gold. His broad sash was a red so dark it was nearly black. His cylindrical cap was cloth of gold as well, and an array of golden, ruby-headed pins fastened the bun at the nape of his neck. She saw the glint of them as he turned his head to murmur some word to the captain of the Wind in the Reeds, the imperial assassins and spies, who stood at his side. He wore gloves, not to sully imperial hands with any touch of the mundane world, and his slippers were embroidered in golden thread on crimson.


  This was how you dressed to watch a man be torn apart to die?


  The princess was an echo of the emperor in the same imperial colours; Rat, who was called Lau in the palace, was the woman who held her parasol.


  Captain Anri of the Wind in the Reeds did not watch the prisoner, but the courtiers. There were others, who looked like slaves of the court and carried no obvious weapons, but whose eyes watched all about. One of the princess’s ladies was such. Diman.


  The wizards of the imperial corps wore many-layered court gowns too, but their outer one was a deep, clear blue. They worked by rote and book and dared nothing that had not been well-tested and attested and set down.


  No priests. The priests of the Father and Mother were not in favour at court these days. The last attendants at the shrine of the Father in the palace gardens had quietly withdrawn to some hermitage after Yao’s death. Otono’s anger had at least been confined to destroying the shrine and ending all imperial gifts to the thousand others throughout the land.


  Rat touched the amulet she wore about her neck, against her skin. A hidden trinket, a river-stone with a hole worn through it, strung on a leather thong. Comfort. Promise. Not of a god, as the barbarians of other lands might wear amulets of their gods when they went travelling far from the land of their birth and their folk. Promise of the memory of a god.


  The prisoner whimpered, wailed, wordless. The sound trailed away into sobbing, then dissolved into screams as the executioner’s assistants laid hands on his raw flesh again. They bound him to the brass rings set into the stone table that was the only man-made structure other than the wharves on this islet, which lay just beyond the sandbanks and breakwater walls of the lagoon.


  To be disembowelled alive, gutted like a fish and unpacked, spread out for the gulls and ravens . . . that was what was meant by a traitor’s death. He screamed and screamed in his animal terror, not yet touched with the knife.


  The emperor’s bodyguard, the full troop of eight giants, none under seven feet tall, stood ranged behind Otono, a half-circle about him. For a moment, as if in the corner of her eye, half-seen, and yet not seen at all, there was light, gathering nowhere and everywhere, as if it might pour through from somewhere, make—someone, the prisoner, the executioner, the emperor, someone or anyone—a blazing beacon of flesh, a fire shaped in human form.


  There was no time to gather any defence against it, to know what it might be, breaking into the world, where it might unloose itself. All in a heartbeat.


  There was a great shout that bypassed the ears.


  A sound like thunder, and the rock beneath her feet lurched. Branched lightning struck, searing the eye. Not from the blue sky; it arced over the table, snapped between rocks. The earth heaved. Waves leapt, flinging spray into the air from the far side of the isle. The executioner lay dead, a charred sprawl, smoking. The table was shattered and fallen. She could see the bare and bloody foot, that only, of the condemned man, a lightning-broken shackle beside his ankle. The rest of him was hidden behind the shattered table from which he had been spilt. The emperor lay flat on the ground among his guards and his wizards and his ladies. All that, Rat saw in a single flash as she fell sideways, deafened, blinded, but sound returned in voices screaming. To lie stunned, to gather her wits, to try to comprehend . . . no time. Move. Act. She crawled to where she could look again.


  They were stirring all about her, the fallen flowers of the court, the bright silks, the guards in gilded scale and silk-swathed helmets. They clambered like clumsy, uncertain kittens on all fours, mewling. The emperor’s parasol-bearer sat up on her knees and wailed, pawing at the emperor, who flopped all limp and slack as she hauled him into her arms. Foolish woman. She should be giving thanks to the Old Great Gods she was spared.


  The emperor was certainly dead. That fine silk was scorched black over his heart. One of the giants dragged the parasol-woman away, shouting. So much shouting.


  “The gods!” A wizard stumbled to her feet, hands clapped to her ears, her coiled braids shedding their pins and tumbling down. “The gods, the gods have struck down the Exalted!”


  Well, someone certainly had.


  “The emperor is dead!”


  “Wizards of Prince Dan!” someone else cried.


  Old Great Gods, were they fools? This was no wizardry. But the old Pine Lord did not deny the possibility. He was among those who failed to stir.


  “The wrath of the Old Great Gods!” Princess Buri-Nai staggered to her feet. “It is the wrath of the Old Great Gods!” She jerked her arm away from the giant who presumed to seize her. “Diman, come. We must save him.”


  “Who, princess?” The assassin had shed the outer layers of her court robes. Beneath she wore leather armour, snug leggings. No sword, but a long knife in each hand, putting herself between her princess and the glowering giant who would have been a hero and carried her to safety.


  “The prophet! The prophet of the gods.”


  “Princess, he’s fried,” Diman said bluntly. Rat had an unholy urge to snicker at that coarseness. Shock.


  “Exalted,” Buri-Nai said.


  Rat felt as though her heart stopped, as if the world held its breath, though none but she and Diman had heard.


  Diman gaped. Her face was painted for court, powdered pale, eyes outlined in blue, mouth made small and red. It hid the pock-marks that scarred her. Now her gaping made her a theatre mask, an expression of shock or horror.


  Not a plot between the two of them, then. The Wind in the Reeds were better actors than that.


  The Pine Lord, maybe? But he had died in the attack. Some other wizardry—but Rat knew the taste of wizardry in the air and this lightning had not been—


  —had not been any work of the gods, either. No.


  “The gods have struck down the emperor for the death of their prophet!” someone cried. “We are all damned, we are all damned!”


  Very likely.


  Diman’s mouth snapped shut. “Exalted Buri-Nai,” she said, and pushed past Rat, who was fumbling with stupidly shaking hands to retrieve her parasol, as a good attendant should. But she followed close, courting a blow from a princess always too quick with the sharp edge of her bamboo-bladed fan, to see for herself what horror lay beyond the broken table.


  The prisoner was not dead. His eyes stared at the sky, dark, dilated, and his body shook with little panting breaths.


  “Prophet of the gods,” Buri-Nai said, stooping to him. She pulled off a glove, laid a hand on him, his skin against her forbidden imperial skin. Rat was not certain what she was seeing. Concern? Prurient curiosity? Theatre? He was cold and sweating and gritty with ash blowing from somewhere. “Prophet of the gods, do you hear me?”


  Theatre. Others had followed—two wizards of Bamboo rank, Captain Oryo of the giants, the First Minister, the Master of the Treasury, the Lady Governess of the Wives.


  “Prophet of the gods, do you hear? Do you see me, know me? I am Buri-Nai, daughter of Yao and heir to this land now. I am the chosen, the fulfilment of your prophecy. The line of the sons of Min-Jan is ended, as you foretold. I am the Daughter of the Old Great Gods, and you have been deceived by the lies of the devils, to think Nabban’s salvation lies elsewhere. Do you know me?”


  The man blinked. His lips moved, swollen and bleeding. Shaped a word, maybe. His eyes drifted closed.


  “Bring him,” Buri-Nai ordered, looking over her shoulder. Captain Oryo frowned.


  “You heard the Exalted,” Diman said. “You’ve witnessed the judgement of the gods, captain. Bring the prophet, as the empress commands.”


  Empress.


  The space of a breath, two.


  Buri-Nai straightened up. “Captain Diman—”


  It was the captain decided Oryo. A glance back at the dead, at Anri the captain of assassins sprawled unmoving by his master.


  “Exalted Buri-Nai.” Oryo bowed, stooped to gather up the limp and senseless prophet. Shouted names, orders, and they were engulfed in the giants. They formed around the princess—empress, if she survived the day to come. Rat was only an adjunct, like the parasol itself.


  Some of the court had already fled, their boats seeking the gap in the breakwater, oarsmen driving them into the lagoon, frantic with terror, frantic to be the first to carry the news.


  Dan, far in the north and his rebellion going badly, was emperor now, by Min-Jan’s law, but by the time news of his brother’s death and an empty throne reached him, Buri-Nai would have the reins of empire firmly in her hands, if she were not dead. Her sudden seizure of power was not so mad as it might seem—if it was sudden at all, which Rat might doubt. Dan’s Traditionalists called for an end to slavery, a diminishment of the powers of the great lords and of the very emperor. The lords, save those inclined to the gods, and certainly the court, would rather not see him take the Peony Throne. But a woman, a defiance of Min-Jan’s law—and “Daughter of the Old Great Gods?” An unheralded revolution in religion . . .


  There would be chaos. Anarchy. There would be . . .


  The nebulous opportunity that had been foreseen, that had brought her here.


  No time to delay, for any of them. Rat followed meekly as Diman helped the empress into her own boat—they were taking the emperor’s body in his.


  Buri-Nai’s boat left the choppy waters of the open sea to follow the emperor’s back across the green waters of the lagoon. Her boatmen bent their backs to their oars in silence, broken only by the creak of rowlocks and the tap of Chichi, the drumming girl who kept their time. The Old Great Gods had never entered into the affairs of the living world, save only the once, when the seven devils warred over the world. Was even the rot of Nabban enough to call them back? Rat doubted. And did not the oldest stories of the wars say that the devils, in their final act of rage and hatred, had sealed the road of the heavens against the passage, not of human souls, but of the Gods?


  Prophets, minor and—so even the priests of the shrines said—mostly deluded, wandered the land, imprisoned, flogged, even executed by magistrates in almost every town. There was a commonality in some of their claims, the priests would admit, in secret, to those they thought—sometimes mistakenly—could be trusted. The destruction and salvation of the empire, the rebirth of the gods . . . More rare was mention, often from the most mad, of a messenger of the Old Great Gods in the west, but those who raved of that never spoke of Nabban and Nabban’s fate. Even the priests of the shrines did not speak of any return of the Old Great Gods into the world.
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