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If you do not open the gates of Hel for me to come in,
I shall smash the door and shatter the bolt,
I shall smash the doorpost and overturn the doors,
I shall raise up the dead and they shall eat the living:
And the dead shall outnumber the living!

Babylonian Creation Myth


Prologue

Auza, Home of the Gods

Enkul-Anu

In the deep black of the night sky, the emerald stars of the Gift shone on the western horizon. High above was the constellation that mortals called ‘the Gate’, as the comet passed through it at the closing and opening of every year.

Only this year, a comet appeared bright as a new sun and burning an angry red. Astrologers, those few left, presaged various dooms. The moon rose, and the Gate dimmed: nine green stars in a perfect circle. But the comet burned.

The sun rose above the rim of the world.

Out in the deep deserts, the Bright People celebrated, the buzz of their wing cases a sound that might, in time, shake the foundations of Heaven. And closer to the shores of the Great Sea, the godborn looked over their shoulders each time they gave an order. There had been murders, atrocities, and slaves were surly, or disobedient, or openly rebellious, and throughout the Hundred Cities, work ground to a halt: irrigation ditches were not dug, sand was not moved, water was not drawn; mud was not made into bricks, and bricks were not baked; stone was not carved, nor laid upon stone. Craftspeople left their tools; wood was not carved, and bronze was neither cast nor hammered.

The slaves, the cattle of humanity, were rising against their godborn masters.

Enkul-Anu looked down from his mighty throne, and shook his great bull’s head with its golden horns.

‘We had it so good,’ he said. ‘And we need resin.’

Sypa shrugged. ‘We have enough resin to last until we re-capture the queen,’ she said. Foul human cattle had dared to come into the precincts of Heaven, and they had freed the Bright People slaves who controlled the alchemy of immortality. The queen of the insectoid Bright People had flown away into the desert, and taken with her the power to create resin.

Enkul-Anu leaned back, stretching out his magnificent legs. ‘Do you remember how long it took us to capture her in the first place?’ he asked. ‘And that was with a far tougher pantheon than this lot.’ He waved a gold-ringed hand at the Hall of Gods. He pointed a mighty hand, as big as a chariot wheel, at his consort. ‘Sypa.’

She purred.

‘Sypa, why exactly did you order Gul to destroy Noa?’ He asked it calmly enough.

‘Cyra of Noa never paid me my due,’ Sypa said. ‘Noa owed me tribute.’

Enkul-Anu’s mighty head nodded, but whether in agreement or understanding, or even frustration, it was impossible to tell.

‘Noa was the richest of our clients,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘And the most loyal.’

Sypa smiled. ‘They’re very loyal now,’ she said.

Enkul-Anu growled. ‘They’re all fucking dead,’ he said. ‘The whole line of royal priestesses – every one of them. The whole island is in chaos.’

Sypa’s smile grew. ‘Now they know the price of disobedience.’

Enkul-Anu looked out over the world. ‘Consort of Heaven, we’re losing. I’ve lost before – I know the fucking feeling, when I’m not even sure who I should be fighting and the other side is planning all my battles. Fucking mortals.’ He looked at her. ‘This did not help.’

Sypa frowned. ‘I am not “Consort” of Heaven. I am Queen of Heaven.’

Enkul-Anu’s snort was contemptuous. ‘Show me your thunderbolts, Consort,’

Her face darkened with rage. ‘You dare?’ she hissed.

‘You wrecked one of our most loyal sources of power,’ he said. ‘Ruling is not just getting what you want.’

‘I agree,’ she said. ‘Sometimes it is about choosing. Now is the time to unleash Gul.’ Sypa put away her anger and spoke with a purr. ‘Gul has the power to fix this.’

Enkul-Anu looked at his consort with something that, even on a bull’s head, might have been mistaken for loathing. ‘Wife,’ he said, ‘do you know what happens to our power if all the mortals die?’

‘Tell Gul to leave all the loyal ones alive.’ She said this with the absolute assurance of a queen.

‘Ever consider what happens when the dead, who owe their allegiance to Gul, outnumber our worshippers?’ Enkul-Anu asked. ‘Do you ever wonder what gives Gul his unique power? That none of us can tap or destroy?’

‘Gul is loyal,’ Sypa said. ‘He is your brother.’

Enkul-Anu was watching one of the Hundred Cities burn, and the smoke rose like a terrible burnt offering to the gods – though, from here, he couldn’t tell whether it was merely a chance fire, or arson: Jekers, a godling, or a slave revolt.

‘I’m not sure what Gul is,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘But he’s not my kin in any way. He arrived when we arrived and he’s always done his bit, but he’s never been one of us – it’s always been him and his horror of a wife.’ He stared out over the world. ‘But I’ll tell you this for nothing, Sypa. The longer we suck in their mana, their contribution to the power of Aura, and take these aspects to control the power, the more we’re bound by them. And that includes the God of Death.’

Sypa frowned. ‘ “Them”?’ she asked.

‘Damn it, wife! You didn’t used to prance around in a string of beads, stroking your thighs! You used to give me sharp advice! Sometimes I wonder … are we controlling them, or are they controlling us?’

Sypa shrugged. ‘Who cares, as long as we have the power?’

Enkul-Anu was watching a dark shape flitting far away, over Narmer. ‘I care. And I think you’ll care, too, very soon. Do you even remember why we took these forms? Do you remember the Great Enemy?’ He rose from his throne, saw her blank look, and made his decision. He motioned, summoning a dozen demons. ‘With me,’ he said to them, and they snapped to attention.

‘Where are you going?’ Sypa demanded.

Enkul-Anu bellowed, ‘To try to fix this mess!’ She glowered, and then he stepped out of the Gate of Air and flew away.

That suited Sypa. She had plans of her own.


Book One

Winter


Chapter One

Western Narmer

Zos

Zos lay beside the Great Lady of the High House. She had sent her maidservants away, and they were both perspiring freely in the humid heat. The delta had gone from cold and wet to hot and wet in a couple of hours, and Zos had seldom been so …

… in love.

Every time he looked at Maritaten, his heart raced as if he was preparing to leap a bull.

She rolled towards him, leaning on one elbow. If nudity concerned her at all, she showed no sign of it, and while he looked at her body below her magical lapis necklace, she, despite the unleashed passion of the last hour, was now all business.

‘We don’t have the troops to defeat the army Enkul-Anu has sent after us,’ she said. ‘And I’m running out of running room.’

‘Unless you leave Thais to the Jekers and sail away,’ Zos said. ‘Run north to Kanun. That’s one of the reasons we took it.’ Strategy came to him as naturally as lovemaking, and her switch of topics only reminded him of her brilliance.

‘I will not abandon one of my cities to the Jekers, unless I have no other choice,’ she said. She placed a hand on his scarred chest and smiled. ‘And now that you seem to be healed …’

He felt desire flash through him, and he was aware, as an old player in the game of life, that she was manipulating him. She did it as naturally as breathing.

‘You want me to defeat Axe and Anenome?’ he asked.

‘Can you?’ she asked.

He rolled towards her, but only to look her in the eye. ‘Barring a miracle, no,’ he said. ‘At least not in the short run. But as I said to the council, the odds of them actually getting here to fight aren’t that high. For the moment, we have the water, and the delta is mostly water.’

‘Can you defeat the Jekers?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, they have their god handy, and they’ll cost us in blood and in expertise, and when we’ve beaten them we won’t have much left.’ He shrugged. ‘Or that’s my read. Your best are ten times as good as the Jekers, but the Jekers have about five times as many warriors.’

She bit her lip slightly. ‘That’s what Ak-Arrina said, too,’ she muttered. ‘And Horat.’

Zos ignored her reference to Ak-Arrina, as he didn’t like the man. ‘Horat is a first-rate planner,’ he said.

‘And my cousin?’ she asked, purring.

‘Wants your throne,’ Zos said. ‘He’s one of those very dangerous people who hides his own plotting from himself. He’d like you to die in battle or something, so he can step in, heroically.’

‘I don’t like to hear that,’ she said. ‘He has been loyal through everything.’

Zos rolled back, understanding that she didn’t want to discuss her cousin’s loyalties. ‘Fine. Tell me about Narmer’s history of ruling queens.’

‘You bastard.’ She leaned over him. ‘You know a fair amount about Narmer for a sell-sword.’ They both knew that Narmer had been ruled by women just thrice in a thousand years.

‘My beautiful Great Lady of the High House,’ he said, curtained in her perfumed hair. ‘Staying alive as a sell-sword requires extensive knowledge of the politics of the god-kings. Narmer is the greatest country on the wheel of earth.’

She was looking into his eyes. ‘And … ?’

‘I’m no longer a sell-sword,’ he said. ‘I’m one of the leaders of the revolt of mortals against the gods. We’re playing a long game, and you and I, my dear Great Lady, are not the most important pieces on the board.’

‘You are impudent,’ she said. ‘I am the Great Lady of the High House of Narmer. I am not a piece on a Senet board.’ But he heard in her voice that she understood exactly. The words were defensive. ‘I want to evade the Jekers and move into the city. I want the grain, too.’

‘Grain?’

‘Thais is the centre of the delta grain collection. The storehouse there is enormous. That’s where we keep the grain store for long years of famine. I want it.’

He pondered that. ‘I didn’t know,’ he admitted.

‘Even our small army eats a fortune in grain every day. Chariot horses and men and women …’ She paused, rolled over, and took a sip of wine. ‘And, any day, Enkul-Anu could find our river ships and end our river power.’

Zos lay on his back, staring at the ceiling of the tent. ‘I want to use the Sky Chariot to contact Era. She is the main effort, at least to me. She needs to know the state of play here in the delta.’ Zos was blunt, because Maritaten liked straight talk. ‘But I like the idea of moving into the city, even if we can’t stay there.’

‘Agreed. We’ll have to escape. Preferably with the population and the grain.’ She spoke decisively. ‘Taking the whole populace of the city with us. I will tell that part to my council later.’

There was a great deal to love in the queen of Narmer.

‘I’m in,’ he agreed.

‘I need you to do something first,’ she said. ‘Something to brush the Storm God’s army back. Something to show that the queen has chosen her lover wisely and keep Ak-Arrina and Mari-Ye at bay for a few weeks.’

She brushed his lips with hers.

‘What you want,’ he said, stroking her bare back, ‘is a diversion. It’s becoming my speciality.’

Kypri, off the coast of Narmer

Kursag

Kursag was licking his wounds. He hated to think of it that way, but he had taken wounds, and even with the prayers and invocations of his horde of Jekers, he needed time to heal. He sat in his cave, considering the state of play so far.

He’d tried to murder his father, and he’d killed the old God of War instead, which was not altogether a loss. In fact, given a few days to create a narrative, he was very close to deciding it was his intention all along. He was the destroyer! He’d destroyed the God of War.

Definitely a victory.

The fight around the city … Well, he’d lost a great many Jekers, but then, they were basically cattle, and there were more – many more – where they’d come from. He regretted the loss of the ships; he’d have to come up with something to replace them. But the ruined former nations and tribes of Hannigalbat and Umeria were full of desperate human sheep looking for something to worship, and he had agents there, raising fresh hordes.

And the city of Thais would fall any day. And then … he’d have more followers. More cattle. More worship!

And more destruction.

I’m winning, he thought. And even as he thought it, a great gout of mana hit him like a flood of water in a storm, and he was filled with power. Somewhere, some new sheep had joined his cause.

I need to get that Sky Chariot. Whoever has it is pounding my Jekers. That should be easy enough – another easy win.

And I am winning.

Up river from Thais, Narmer

Axe and Anenome

Axe looked over his lover’s sand map. ‘You still think we can trap the Narmerians against the Jekers?’

Anenome was neither as huge nor as old as his partner, but he was by far the handsomer of the pair, and today he wore an armour of gold-decorated bronze scales that flashed in the sunlight. ‘Worth a try,’ he said.

‘I don’t like their having the flying chariot,’ Axe said. ‘They’ve scouted us, counted our spears, watched us move.’

Anenome nodded. ‘Agreed. But …’ He looked around, as if expecting to be overheard. ‘But you know the cost of delay.’

‘I know the cost of defeat, too,’ Axe grumbled.

‘What cost of defeat?’ asked a booming voice.

‘Shit,’ Anenome spat.

The wings of Enkul-Anu’s demon guard blew the sand map to dust and filled the air.

Enkul-Anu settled onto a carpet provided by a pair of demons. ‘What cost of defeat?’ he asked.

There were very few things that Axe feared. He was huge: much taller than most men, with a forehead like the prow of a ship – thick bone that had resisted several attempts to penetrate it with maces or axes. It was his ability to survive an axe blow to the head that had earned him his name.

‘We’re not facing idiots,’ he said. ‘Majesty,’ he added with a bow of his great head.

Enkul-Anu didn’t explode in rage. Instead, he nodded. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Most of the fucking idiots are on our side.’

Anenome laughed.

‘So …’ the Great God said. ‘What are you looking at?’

Axe didn’t mention the hour he’d spent making a sand map of the delta. ‘We think we can trap Maritaten against the Jekers.’ He looked at Anenome.

The smaller man smiled like a horse-seller. ‘She’s smart and she gets good advice, but she’s running out of space to retreat.’

‘But you don’t like it?’ Enkul-Anu was speaking to the giant.

Axe made a face. ‘No, Great God, I don’t. That fucking flying chariot, pardon my language.’

Enkul-Anu might have been seen to smile. ‘I have heard the word “fucking” before,’ he vouchsafed.

‘The chariot means they know what we’re doing,’ Axe continued. He sketched the positions back in the sand with his spear point. ‘We’re here. Maritaten’s here. The Jekers, whatever came through the last fight, are here, in an arc around the city.’

Enkul-Anu’s form overtopped even Axe, and he shaded the sketch as he bent down. ‘If you were quick,’ he said, ‘and went up the coast …’

Anenome, who had proposed the exact same plan an hour earlier, said, ‘What a brilliant plan, O God, my God.’

‘You catch her against the city walls. Either the Jekers finish her, or she escapes into the city and we have her bottled up.’ Enkul-Anu looked at them. ‘This field army is all we have, boys. I’m going to need to end this quickly, because there are other …’ He looked out over the delta. ‘Other fish to fry. Other rebellions we need to crush. Have you had any problems with the Bright People?’

Axe grunted. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Too damp here, Lord.’

Enkul-Anu snorted. ‘I need a win, boys. I can spare six demons to keep the chariot off you. Bashmu here will see to it.’

He rose into the air, his wings obliterating the new sketch in the sand. ‘Get me a win,’ he roared at them, and flew away.

A pair of demons somewhat ruined the effect by stooping to roll up the carpet.

‘Why do we always have to do this shit?’ grumbled one.

‘If someone hadn’t been late for duty …’ the other spat, and they leapt into the air.

Axe watched them until they vanished into the clouds. Anenome watched with him.

‘See what I mean?’ he asked. ‘We need to get this done.’

Axe grunted, glanced at his lover, shook his great head. ‘Something’s wrong.’

Anenome nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said slowly. ‘We need to win this.’

‘Sure,’ Axe said. ‘But I’m thinking about an exit strategy.’

Anenome picked up his magnificently plumed helmet. ‘You think it’s that bad?’

‘I want you to think about the Great God’s demeanour just now,’ Axe said.

Anenome took a deep breath, as if to speak, and let it out. ‘Fuck.’

‘Exactly.’ Axe picked up his great war hammer. ‘All right, let’s beat Maritaten first.’

Anenome put a hand on his arm. ‘If you are thinking what I am, maybe we shouldn’t be in a hurry to beat her.’

Axe shook his great head. ‘No. We need a win to buy time to look at the board, and figure out who the pieces are and who is moving them.’

Anenome grinned. ‘You are not just a pretty face.’

Thais, Narmer Delta

Maritaten

Slipping her army into Thais proved easier than even Horat had imagined. Zos moved the fleet to attack the Jekers’ remaining ships, and they responded with everything they had, chasing him across the delta. She’d landed Ak-Arrina’s charioteers and the Guard of Swords and all her bureaucrats and soldiers.

All it took was extensive planning and luck, and Maritaten had both.

In a day, even as smoke rose five parasangs away, where Zos was busily burning the remnants of the once feared Jeker fleet, Maritaten was ensconced in the Winter Palace of Thais. Mari-Ye was opening the Temple of Arrina, and Ak-Arrina had taken command of the siege. She added the garrison to her army and received the cheers of the populace.

The day after, the Jekers closed around them again. She ignored them; she had other things to do. But she did go, in person, to look at the grain store. It was one of the largest stone structures in all of Narmer: a massive structure, part underground, part above ground, supported by columns as big as the pylons of the temples, with a roof of Dendrownan oak and cedar, covered in red clay tiles to make it fireproof. It had taken damage from the various magical bombardments of the siege, but not much.

Then she summoned her chancellor. She turned and motioned to Tudhal, captain of the Guard of Swords. ‘Clear the hall,’ she said.

Tudhal smiled and bowed. ‘You heard the Great Lady,’ he roared at the courtiers.

Maritaten smiled to herself. She was under siege in the last city of Narmer still in her hands, food was rationed, and they were living in a swamp, and still she had courtiers – senior bureaucrats, godborn nobles and a handful of adventurers. She wondered how desperate they were, and what plots they were hatching, but they were useful yet.

‘Great Lady,’ Hehet said, approaching her throne, which had been set up in the great hall of the Winter Palace. The frescoes here were curiously alien; Maritaten thought they’d been painted by artists from Noa, with a superb – if terrifying – octopus guarding one whole wall in an underwater seascape. It made her uncomfortable, but then, if it kept audiences short, she was in favour of it.

‘Hehet,’ she said, ‘I need you to track all the ships available to us, and how much grain they can carry. Then I need you to organise the movement of two thirds of the grain in the great store. I need this done in the greatest possible secrecy.’

Hehet made a note on her wax tablet. ‘Yes, Great Lady,’ she said, as if this was an everyday request.

Maritaten nodded. ‘Excellent. You have perhaps two days.’

‘Yes, Great Lady.’ Hehet, usually imperturbable, was seen to wince.

Maritaten leaned down from her throne. ‘Hehet, I know how hard you work. I promise you that this is an essential act for the salvation of Narmer.’

Hehet answered with a half-smile. ‘Where is the grain bound?’

Maritaten leaned back. She considered Hehet for a moment and decided that if she couldn’t trust her junior chamberlain, she was lost anyway. ‘Kanun,’ she said.

Hehet nodded. ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘Your wish is my command, Great Lady.’

Maritaten nodded. ‘My thanks, Hehet. I hereby promote you to the first rank of nobility, with all your family.’

Hehet fell to her knees.

Maritaten smiled. Cost to me, nothing. Still, I wouldn’t be here without her.

‘There will be more rewards, when I have something more concrete to give,’ she promised. ‘And Hehet?’

‘Mistress?’

‘Send Prince Ahaz to me.’

The prince of Yahud must have been in an antechamber; he appeared so quickly that Maritaten had no time to grow bored.

He knelt. He wasn’t a subservient man, and he wasn’t handsome; he was tall, heavily bearded, thin and ascetic-looking, as if he was a prophet, not a prince. He wasn’t particularly good at palace etiquette and he’d declined several offers from various factions at her court. He wasn’t particularly renowned as a warrior, and yet his actions had been pivotal to saving her right wing in the disaster at the Battle of the Sands.

She liked him. ‘Noble Ahaz,’ she said. ‘Can I trust you?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, Great Lady.’

‘You Yahudis worship different gods, and you do not believe that the Great House is a line of gods, and yet you follow me.’ She didn’t smile. This was something that interested her.

He raised an eyebrow. ‘We … worship differently. It is true. But we are loyal.’

She nodded. ‘I am sending a great part of the grain store of Narmer to Kanun,’ she said. ‘I intend to send you with the fleet. I need you to take control of your city and hold it for me. I intend,’ she lowered her voice, ‘to retreat there, and put the northern arm of the Iteru between me and my enemies while we recover. Will you go? Will you be my vicar in Kanun?’

Ahaz pulled on his beard. ‘Yes,’ he said simply.

‘I sense a “but” … ?’

‘Great Lady, the grain store is enormous, and I will have to store it.’ He shrugged. ‘My wife, Jezebar, will help. I have an idea …’ He shook his head. ‘I will see it done.’

‘Good. Take your people – I will send some of my own soldiers. The fleet will, Arrina willing, be here in a day or two to fetch you.’

He bowed. ‘I’ll get it done,’ he growled.

She smiled.

When Ahaz was gone, Maritaten nodded to Tudhal. ‘I have an appointment at the Temple of Arrina,’ she said. ‘Tell the rest of today’s schedule to come back tomorrow.’

Temple of Arrina, Thais, Narmer

Timut-Imri and Maritaten

When he was casting something really difficult, Timut-Imri always performed his salutations and invocations if he could. He hadn’t survived three centuries by being a creature of habit, but he found the rituals and the ceremonies to be centring, relaxing, meditative. All the things you needed when you were performing really powerful magic.

He chanted the words of the Great Hymn to Arrina, standing in a casting circle inlaid in the floor of the great Temple of Arrina in Thais.

How manifold it is, what thou hast made!
They are hidden from the face of all.
O Great Goddess, like whom there is no other!
Thou didst create the world according to thy desire,
Whilst thou wert alone: all men, cattle, and wild beasts,
Whatever is on Earth, going upon feet,
And what is on high, flying with its wings.

Behind him, Maritaten chanted the hymn as well. Her soprano made a counterpoint to his bass, and their voices, intertwined, rose to the heavens as an invocation of the first order. Timut-Imri felt a stirring in the aether and he expanded his senses, but he detected no watchers from the Immortals.

When you have dawned, we live.
When you set, we die;
You yourself are lifetime, one lives by you.
All eyes are on your beauty until you set.
All labour ceases when you rest in the west;
When you rise you stir everyone,
Every leg is on the move since you founded the Earth.
You rouse them for your people who came from your body.

Outside the casting circle, Mari-Ye, Ak-Arrina and a dozen other powerful men stood in postures of deep reverence, but as the hymn ended, they rose to their feet and shuffled away, departing into the brilliant sunlight that shone between the massive pylons flanking the entrance.

The High Priest of Arrina was last. He turned, made a deep obeisance, and backed out into the light, leaving his Great Lady and her magician.

‘You don’t get your power from the gods,’ Maritaten said. ‘And yet, here we are in a temple.’

Timut-Imri was much more imposing in his long black robe than naked on the deck of her ship. His grey eyebrows twitched, and he smiled.

‘I like temples,’ he said. ‘They help me concentrate. Also, Arrina is – or was – less of a disaster than most of the other gods.’

‘I believe she has been exiled to the Outer Darkness,’ Maritaten said cautiously.

Timut-Imri nodded. ‘And that may be why she’s less of a pain in the arse. Here, hold this.’ The old man handed her a gold and silver censer.

‘I’m the Great Lady of the High House,’ she said. ‘I’m not an acolyte.’

‘You want an amulet for your lover, don’t you?’ the magician asked. ‘One that will stand up to the gods?’

She sighed.

‘And you want it to be secret?’ the magician asked. ‘Or shall we have some servants in to help out?’

‘No one talks to me this way,’ she said. No one but Zos and Mari-Ye.

His glance suggested that he wasn’t going to change his mind.

‘Very well,’ she said, taking the censer.

‘Swing it hard, side to side. There. If it stops making smoke, put more resin on it. Like that. Exactly.’

Maritaten nodded. ‘What does the resin do, in the spell?’

‘Nothing,’ the man said. ‘I like the smell. Now let me concentrate.’

As he spoke, the rising sun crossed the threshold and a single finger of light began to creep along the nave between the pylons, brilliant in its intensity, its contrast increased by the darkness under the heavy columns on either side.

Timut-Imri arranged a jewel in a complex mount on the priest’s podium, sighted along his staff, and began to write signs and sigils on the smooth slate of the floor with a silver stylus that barely left a mark.

Then he placed a small lapis scarab in the centre of the circle, and around it he wrote more sigils, his stylus moving quickly.

The long finger of the sun came across the slate floor like an arm of a rising tide.

‘I don’t see how you can draw power without a god,’ Maritaten said.

Timut-Imri could be seen to count on his fingers. He checked a sigil, and looked up from where he knelt on the floor. ‘The gods are just middlemen,’ he said. ‘Praying to Enkul-Anu or Sypa for power is like buying Mykoan wool from a Hundred Cities merchant. All I do is cut out the middleman. Now hush.’

No one had said ‘hush’ to Maritaten since she became the Lady of the High House of Narmer. Before that, as a slave in the harem of the Lord of the High House, she had often been hushed, and she smiled slightly and whirled her censer so that aromatic smoke billowed.

‘We are astrologically sound – we are in the correct house, the hour is propitious …’ Maritaten could tell that the man was running a checklist, like a scribe loading a boat. ‘The sun looks right – the lens is the focus, the calculations are accurate, the repeat matched.’ He looked at her. ‘I had to recalculate everything for the comet.’ He sighed heavily. ‘I’m ready.’

‘You do all this each time?’ she asked.

‘It’s why I’m alive.’ He walked carefully to avoid smudging any of his lines. ‘You can’t be too careful with magic. Any error and … bang, you’re dead. Now, care to join me?’

‘I’m inside the circle,’ she said.

‘To see the casting, you’ll have to be inside my head. Remember what I’ve been teaching you. Step lively, now.’

Maritaten took him at his word, concentrated, and …

Was inside his head.

‘Welcome!’ Timut-Imri said. He was a great deal younger, and quite handsome in a red-bronze-skinned, muscular way. He was sitting on a throne of red granite and she was sitting on an ivory stool.

‘I am the Great Lady of the High House,’ she said.

‘I am absolute master inside my own head,’ he said, and she smiled.

‘True enough. Even the lowest slave can be master inside themselves,’ she said. ‘I was.’

‘Now watch! He spread his arms wide. He was wearing a purple heton more magnificent than anything she’d ever seen, but then, they were in the aethereal dream realm, and everything was the creation of their minds.

The inside of Timut-Imri’s mind turned out to strongly resemble a temple of Narmer: huge pylons at the entrance, heavy, squat columns defining a long, narrow nave, and a dais on which he sat. Every surface was covered in sigils – runes, hieroglyphs, a dozen languages and scripts – but the floor of the nave was the same as the floor of the real temple outside, and the sun came up the nave like a tongue of fire and licked at the crystal lens set on a tripod. Maritaten had never imagined, in all her lessons, this combination of the aethereal and the real in a single memory palace.

Timut-Imri was powerful.

‘Aktin!’ he said.

Every sigil he’d inscribed on the floor of the real temple burst into blue fire.

Maritaten almost dropped the censer. She’d never seen anything like this. Staffs becoming snakes, yes. Letters of fire burned on the floor, no.

The rays of the sun flared in the crystal, and a beam of blue-white light reached out for the scarab. It didn’t move like light, though. It seemed slower, almost cautious.

‘You don’t want him protected once,’ Timut-Imri said. ‘You want this thing to work over and over, so it has to release all this power a little at a time. And that’s complicated. Anything that works against death is very, very complicated.’

‘Because of Gul?’ she asked.

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes and no, Great Lady. Death itself is complicated, and very powerful. It is a natural force. Everything dies – you and I, the gods, the animals, trees, head lice. Death is rather … beyond … the gods.’

‘But Gul?’ she asked. It was surprisingly comfortable inside the sorcerer’s head. And he was teaching her so much …

If she could believe him.

It is a curious by-product of being in revolt against the gods that I crave knowledge about them that I never really needed before.

Timut-Imri was reading glyphs from the apparently quartzite walls. ‘Gul is not like the other gods,’ he said in a pedantic voice, as if he was lecturing students.

I guess he isn’t, at that.

‘Gul is unique, and I don’t exactly know why. You know that most of the old gods were …’ He frowned. ‘Just people with powers. Like me. Like you, if it comes to that.’

Maritaten writhed a little. ‘Perhaps.’

Timut-Imri smiled. ‘Trust me on this. Then, an aeon or so ago, a new pantheon appeared from outside. Ancient records, including some right here in Narmer, suggest that this has happened before.’

Timut-Imri had begun lecturing, and he reminded her of her first dance mistress, who could go on a bit on any subject. Deni-Ah had been convinced that mastery of dance provided her with knowledge of every other subject.

‘Come to think of it …’ Timut-Imri said, and Maritaten realised she’d missed something. ‘Come to think of it, there was a comet then, too.’

The sorcerer was silent for a long time. And then he said, ‘Regardless, these “gods” were alien to us—’

‘Enkul-Anu!’ she said.

‘Exactly. Gul came last – at least, that’s what my research has shown. And his – or rather, their – powers are different, as are those of their consort, Urkigul.’ He shrugged. ‘She is the most self-effacing goddess out there.’ He looked at her. ‘I’m not sure what Gul offers is death. The information is ambiguous but …’ He shrugged. ‘It’s only a theory, but I think Gul subjugates, for his own ends. He’s not really the God of Death. I think it is a masquerade. Gul is … something else. And I don’t know what.’

‘But the gods are real!’ she insisted. ‘They have real powers!’

Timut-Imri was manipulating the aethereal, the highest level of the Aura, at a colossal level, outside his body, but in his head, it was as comfortable as a palace drawing room. ‘Yes, well … They do, but there are various theories among the adept. My suspicion is …’ He wrote a glyph on the air, and turned back to her. ‘My suspicion is that the Dendrownans have it right with their K’tun.’

Maritaten had never received so much magical erudition in a single meeting, and she had a thousand questions to ask. K’tun? She’d never heard of it. The Dendrownans had adepts? But she stayed on her topic.

‘But Hell is real? The thousand hells under the earth?’ She was watching his hands as he teased a living flame from nothing. It was the bright yellow of the living sun; he wasn’t even looking at it.

There was a wave, a pulse; as a child, she had seen the first flood of the new inundation flowing down the mighty Iteru river, and it was like that, except it was sunlight, redoubled.

Timut-Imri adjusted something after a look of surprise. ‘If you were looking to build a secret fortress, where better than under the earth?’ he muttered.

Maritaten had never known the old sorcerer to be in such a talkative mood. ‘And can the gates of Hell only be opened from inside?’ she asked. ‘That’s what the priests say.’

‘Ask them if any of them have ever been there.’ Timut-Imri had control of the swelling golden light now. In a different voice, he said, ‘This should not be happening.’

It was as if there was a shield raised around the scarab. It glowed, first sun-yellow, then a blue tinge crept in. Maritaten could see the effort written on Timut-Imri’s face; indeed, being inside his memory palace, she could feel him exerting himself. The light migrated to blue, then red, then white, as if it was metal being smelted at a forge.

There was a ringing sound, and a wave of blue light pulsed out from the amulet.

Timut-Imri frowned, but he didn’t hesitate. His voice rang as he spoke the words of power from his sigils, and one by one they flared up and then died. He sang a new invocation and realigned his crystal.

‘Damn,’ he said. ‘Thing’s hot.’ He looked at Maritaten. ‘More smoke.’ He waved. ‘Something very odd just happened, but …’ He shrugged, his hands making warding signs. ‘But it only seems to have enhanced the working.’

She put a spoonful of the resin crystals on the charcoal and swung the censer hard, and smoke billowed out.

‘Think about him,’ Timut-Imri said. ‘Imagine him here with us.’

Maritaten smiled. She knew where Zos was, even then: out in the delta with his ‘diversion’, finishing off what was left of the Jeker fleet. In fact, the Jekers had rushed to defend their remaining ships, and she’d led her army and her bureaucrats into the city without so much as a hostile glance from the much-vaunted cannibals. The Jekers didn’t seem to care that they’d been outwitted; they’d pressed the siege, clearly hoping to provoke a battle they could win. So far, they’d done most of the dying, although their slaves – her people, taken in the delta – were used as shields in every attack.

She imagined Zos on the high stern of his ship, clad in his pleated kilt and his heton of Mykoan wool.

She began to see him forming in the smoke of the censer, and his eyes widened as he regarded her.

‘You’re getting good,’ Timut-Imri said. ‘That is a beautiful conjuration.’ He had been holding a relic of bone: a Djed amulet. He extended it into the white fire of the jewel and held it there for as long as he could stand it; it was clear that the thing was hot, somehow, although it didn’t burn.

He pushed the amulet into the midst of the simulacrum of Zos, and when he withdrew his hand from the man’s abdomen, the bone artifact was gone.

‘Ha,’ he said. ‘Nice. Doesn’t always work. We’re rolling in power today.’ The old man winked at her. Then he reached out and hooked what appeared to be a coloured thread from Zos’ back, and he ran the thread to the lapis blue scarab.

Lightning played along the thread.

‘Kocmei!’ Timut-Imri commanded.

The scarab seemed to expand. Timut-Imri reached out and pulled a strand away from Maritaten. At first she thought it was a hair, and then it seemed to thicken, and he added it to the strand from Zos.

For the first time, Maritaten hesitated, but Timut-Imri did not.

‘Kokmei!’ Timut-Imri said again.

There was the slightest tremor. Timut-Imri looked at her.

‘Send him away now,’ he said. ‘Now!’

She banished her summoning of Lord Zos.

‘KOCMEI!’ The old magician waved a hand and the beam of light was broken. Almost instantly, the runes and sigils on the floor flared for a moment, then lost their blue light and paled to silver lines.

Timut-Imri began a hymn to Nuit, the moon goddess of the former pantheon. Maritaten didn’t know it, so she continued to whirl the censer.

Finally, the mage stopped singing. He had an excellent voice – even better inside his aethereal palace than outside his head, it was true.

‘You are a follower of Nuit?’ she asked.

He frowned. ‘No. But it’s a good song. And it takes the right amount of time to sing, when you need to wait for things to cool down. Leave me, now.’

Maritaten closed her eyes and returned to her own body.

In the real, Timut-Imri was mopping sweat from his face, and she could see that he was exhausted. But he continued; it was very dangerous to break a ritual at any point, especially at the end. He began another chant to Arrina, and picked up the real amulet from where it had been placed in the middle of the silver circle. It was a very small scarab of lapis, with beautiful gold wing cases and a very complex sigil worked on its belly.

‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘Damn, Great Lady. Sometimes we do good work. This may be the most powerful artifact I’ve ever created. I wonder what happened.’ He handed it to her. ‘Swallow it.’

‘Swallow it?’

‘As long as you are alive, and in possession of this, he’ll be …’ Timut-Imri shrugged. ‘Very hard to kill. Hmm. That’s not precisely true, but close enough. Very hard to keep dead.’

Maritaten looked at the thing. It was small, beautiful, and she could feel the power latent in it. ‘Swallow it?’ she asked again.

He smiled a cynical smile. ‘Only if you wish to, Great Lady of the High House. Now you hold a piece of his soul.’

She smiled. ‘Ah.’ Despite a frisson of fear, she swallowed the scarab.

Thais, Narmer Delta

Mari-Ye

Outside the pylons of the temple, Mari-Ye stood with Prince Ak-Arrina. They seldom met; they didn’t love each other, and it was impolitic to be rude in the Great Lady’s presence.

‘Any idea what this was about?’ Ak-Arrina asked.

The high priest frowned. ‘I don’t trust that man,’ he said, motioning carefully at Timut-Imri.

‘Old Timut?’ Ak-Arrina asked. ‘Saved our arses back in the desert, though, eh? Warded the Royal Guard.’

‘He is gaining in influence with our lady.’ Mari-Ye might have said more, but he checked himself.

Ak-Arrina glanced down the long steps that led to the pylon-entrance of the temple, where chariots waited, and first among them the golden chariot of the Great Lady. Her charioteer, Horat, seemed aware of Ak-Arrina’s gaze and looked up.

‘She is easily swayed by peasants and foreigners,’ Ak-Arrina said suddenly, and with a savagery that Mari-Ye hadn’t expected. ‘First her charioteer, then Tudhal the sell-sword, and now this Mykoan princeling.’ Ak-Arrina sneered. ‘If the barbarians of Mykoax can be said to have princes.’

Mari-Ye looked away, as if reconsidering having opened his mouth at all.

‘I cannot convince her that all we care about is the restoration of Arrina,’ he said quietly. ‘The rest is superficial.’

Ak-Arrina nodded. ‘I’m sure the foreigners will help you with that,’ he said derisively.

Narmer Delta

Zos

Zos had a strange moment, like a waking dream, when he was standing in one of the Narmerian temples – maybe even the great Temple of Arrina in Thais. He saw Maritaten, and the two of them locked eyes …

He shook his head to clear it, even as Eritha bellowed an order. The Sea Eagle rowed forward a single stroke until her stone anchor was directly under her bow in the muddy water. Six sailors ran aft with the heavy rope and the stone shot up the side, where two very large men brought it aboard. The stink of the delta’s mud filled the rowing benches, and hardened oarspeople looked away, or made crude jokes, or even turned a little green. The inundation was at its height; the Iteru was running red-brown and high, and the mud was deep and smelly under their keel.

The moment the anchor squelched off the mud-bed, the Sea Eagle began to drift on the current. Alektron nodded to the drummer, who began the oar beat, and the pentekonter’s fifty oars caught the water, and then, like a monstrous water insect, she gathered way.

‘She steers,’ called the helmsman.

Zos had a moment of professional satisfaction as he looked aft, where a dozen Jeker ships were burning merrily, even in the waterlogged conditions of the marsh. Leontas was just coming off the marsh, the hull of his red ship brilliant in the new sun.

They had sixteen warships – all that had survived the great battle on the river – and the Jekers, by his count, now had none. The Jekers could be sly; they’d hidden more than twenty hulls in the reeds with their masts stepped down, and only Pollon’s sharp eyes in the Sky Chariot had revealed them, but they were firewood now. Better yet, their warriors had rushed from the siege of the city to save their ships, and Zos had set a little trap for them. Maritaten and Horat had slipped into Thais, and for a bonus, Horat’s clever plan to level the siege mound the Jekers had constructed had worked. Now the Jekers were sitting outside the city and having to start all over again.

And now Zos had the only fighting fleet in the delta.

Zos looked up, and saw the Sky Chariot high above them and off to the east, probably looking at something upriver. The chariot was the only link they had to Maritaten, whose army – such as it was – had gone into Thais to reinforce the garrison while her river fleet went around the great bend and landed troops and people in the city from the south. There was no longer anything the Jekers could do to stop them. The remaining Jeker horde was between him and the city, trying to build a new ramp up the walls of Thais.

Alektron glanced at him. ‘Still bound for Kanun, Lord?’ he asked. He was captain now; Zos was ‘reduced’ to some higher office: that of ‘sea lord’. He already missed being a captain.

He smiled at that. ‘Drop down to Thais, and we’ll collect a convoy, if everything has gone well. Then downriver and over the bar to the open sea,’ he said. And every sweep of the oars would take him farther from Maritaten. He pondered that for a while, because Maritaten had hit him with an arrow from the old Goddess of Love and he was deeply pierced, and now he was rowing away.

Alektron seemed to read his mind. ‘We’ll bust her out,’ he said.

Zos made a face. ‘I suspect that the Lady of the High House will break herself out.’

Eritha put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Are you feeling … ?’

Thirty-eight days before, he’d been dying. That day, he felt better than he’d felt in ten years: younger, stronger, fitter. Timut-Imri and several jars of ambrosia had worked palpable wonders. And the two wounds he had taken were not even aches, the scars worth neither a tattoo nor a brag.

‘I feel like I’m still alive,’ he snapped. ‘And that means we have to move.’

An hour later, Daos brought the golden Sky Chariot alongside and Pollon stepped aboard the Sea Eagle.

‘Your friends Axe and Anenome are coming downriver. They’ve bridged the side-stream of the Iteru and they’re coming along the bank.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m no soldier, but even as a Writer I wonder how they plan to get through the marshes.’

‘They don’t have a sky chariot or boats,’ Zos said. ‘So, they probably don’t know about it.’ His smile was absolutely mirthless. ‘The Jekers have done us a favour – they’ve stripped the riverbanks of farmers who might have provided Axe with guides or boats.’ He wasn’t wearing armour; he was sitting on the helmsman’s bench, observing the devastation of a village as they raced past, pushed by their oars and the current. He was not inured to the level of horror the Jekers inflicted. He was surprised at himself for caring; peasants died when the godborn made war, but this sort of thing was ridiculous. Wasteful.

No, admit it. It’s horrible. Wasteful is what Old Zos would have thought. This is insane. It has to stop.

He must have said something out loud.

Pollon nodded grimly.

‘Axe is no fool – neither is Anenome. Maybe they’ll get to the marshes and make a new plan, and maybe they’ll bring slaves and make a causeway. And maybe Enkul-Anu will wave his hands and make it for them.’ He shrugged. ‘However it comes out, it’s going to take them time to come up with Maritaten, and she’s behind walls – thick old walls with a thousand years’ worth of spells. I’m guessing they don’t even know she’s inside Thais, yet.’

Pollon nodded. ‘That’s how I see it,’ he agreed.

Zos fingered his beard. ‘Say what you will about the Narmerians, brother … they know their spells.’

Pollon nodded. He had an amulet around his neck: an Eye of Arrina, a beautiful lapis and gold eye that Maritaten had provided and Timut-Imri had adjusted to give Pollon a secret back way into the god’s eye network, and thus the anaphora, the storehouse of information that the agents of the gods – mostly priests – maintained. ‘They certainly do,’ he said. As a Writer, he had minimal magical talents, but he’d worked with and around magic and the power of the gods all his professional life; he’d never seen half the power that Timut-Imri could use in a single working.

Hours later, Zos was still looking back, towards Thais. The acropolis was raised on a bluff above the river; in this dead-flat marsh country, that low acropolis and its Temple of Arrina were visible for fifty stadia.

Zos thought, Maritaten is right there …

‘We’re ready whenever you are,’ Pollon added. His face showed that he understood Zos’ struggle. The fleet was covering the loading of the largest merchant ships that Maritaten had brought downriver. Gossip among the sailors was that the convoy held the Great Lady’s treasure.

Zos knew it was grain. And he knew that grain was their future. A treasure of a different sort. He tore his eyes from the distant city and thought, I have it bad. But he was alive, and a sudden, overwhelming love at his advanced age didn’t seem like the worst fate. Besides, this separation had to be borne.

He turned to Alektron.

‘You know the drill – out to the open sea, a sweep west in case there are more Jekers coming in, and then north to Kanun. Always stay to seaward of the convoy, and for the love of Arrina, get them there.’

‘Aye, Lord,’ Alektron said, with a twinkle that suggested to Zos that he’d repeated these orders too many times.

‘Love of Arrina?’ Pollon asked.

Zos shrugged, picked up his cloak and his armour bag, which was lashed to the back of the Shield of Taris with the white and gold sword belt of the mighty sword Terror as if these legendary artifacts were just the equipment of a sell-sword on his way to the field. He had a pair of javelins with star-stone heads, as well, tied to the shield. He tossed the bundle into the chariot and climbed in.

The shield was ancient – had, in fact, been carried by at least two gods, Taris and Arinna – but the new god Kursag the Destroyer had ripped a gash in it. The sword had once belonged to Ara, God of War, but it was even more ancient than that.

He made a face, and turned to see Daos, still his charioteer. The boy was now a man, with a deep ruddy beard and a magnificent head of hair that trailed down his back; tall and deep-chested, Daos was a man of magnificent physique.

‘Morning, Lord,’ Daos said.

Zos laughed; Daos was obviously a god, and he himself was all too mortal.

‘Put me aboard Leontas’ ship,’ he said. He turned to wave to Eritha and the crew of his beloved Sea Eagle. Alektron saluted from the small midships command deck. Eritha’s father had died there. Zos wondered if that affected her.

He turned back to Pollon. ‘Maritaten swears by Arrina,’ he said. ‘I guess it’s infectious.’

Pollon nodded. He looked as if he wished to ask more, but he didn’t.

Minutes later, he stepped onto the rail of the long, red ship of the Lazbian godborn Leontas.

Leontas was a Py from the deep east; his skin was the blue-black of new pitch, and he was as handsome as a god. He was also a popinjay, much as Zos was himself; both men revelled in fine clothes and finer gear. Today he wore a purple heton edged in dandelion-yellow silk with a scarlet pattern, a single garment worth the value of a warship; the zone at his waist was Mykoan wool, tapestry-woven with more dandelion silk in scarlet crosses. He wore gold arm rings on both arms, and had an amber pendant in his right ear, and he grinned like a hyaena to see Zos step aboard his ship.

They embraced – first fist to fist, then arm to arm and finally a full embrace. They were both rebels, but they were also both godborn warriors. Zos was expert at the dichotomy; he just avoided thinking about it.

‘I’m away for the north, brother,’ he said to Leontas.

Leontas nodded. ‘In winter? You’ll freeze.’

Zos shrugged. He looked down the long deck of Leontas’ scarlet warship. ‘Get the grain to Kanun, dry the hulls, make and mend, and then back to Maritaten’s river fleet in the north delta, fast as you can.’

Leontas nodded. ‘Which you have said not less than ten times, Sea Lord.’

‘Sea Lord?’ Zos asked.

Leontas slapped his back hard enough to make him stagger. ‘Better than “Lord of War”, which my steersman called you as you came alongside. Eh?’ Leontas smiled. ‘We are against the gods, but we need to avoid becoming them, too, eh?’

Zos nodded, watched the rowers and the sky, and raised an eyebrow. ‘Maritaten’s planning to take the whole population of Thais with her when she breaks out,’ he said.

Leontas nodded. ‘I expect nothing less from the Great Lady.’

‘Be ready if you can,’ Zos said. ‘If all goes well, I should be with you in a week.’

‘Send our regards to Era and the rest,’ Persay said from Leontas’ deck, and waved.

Zos couldn’t hesitate any longer. He stepped up on the rail and jumped across to the flying chariot. It didn’t even bounce.

Daos flashed him a grin that was just visible in his deep beard. Pollon came into the chariot with a little less grace, but he was getting the hang of it, and when he was safely in, Daos lashed the golden stags and the chariot climbed away into the rising sun. All three of them donned heavy cloaks, and Daos turned the chariot north.

‘We should be bringing Laila,’ Daos shouted over the wind.

‘We’ve discussed this,’ Zos shouted back. He didn’t trust the immortal Lady Laila as far as he could throw her – and as she was a godlike nine feet tall, he couldn’t throw her very far. ‘She’ll be happy enough in the palace of Thais.’

And we don’t want her to know about the grain, either.

Daos shook his head. ‘She’ll make trouble. And it isn’t much of a palace, and Thais is a city under siege.’

Pollon nodded agreement. ‘We cannot have her on this trip.’

Zos shrugged, and as the discussion stalled, he pulled a heavy blanket over himself and wedged into the front of the chariot car. It was going to be a long flight, even in their magical conveyance. But sleep was elusive, and he wondered how far Era had got … whether any part of their plan still existed.

He wondered about the taboo star-metal, and whether Era had any. He wondered if she could raise an army, or if there was actually any hope in facing the gods. He looked down over the back of the chariot.

Below them, marsh grass and muddy canals and the northernmost arm of the Iteru turned to savannah, and then to farm fields as they passed over Yahud, the Northern Principality most important to Narmer. And if he looked forward, over the front of the chariot, he could see the mountains, impossibly distant, that rose out of the long grass north of Yahud and Kypri. He’d never been north of Kypri, but there were great cities up there at the edge of the Endless Trees; Tiatli, Nikali, Poche, Vetluna and Palanke were sources of wood and many other good things: lapis and amber, birchbark, spices …

And warriors. He thought of Hefa-Asus and Nicté, and smiled.

Eventually, sleep came.


Chapter Two

Kautlin country, on the Saswatatan

Hefa-Asus

Hefa-Asus was very good at following directions. You did not become the very best at any craft unless you could learn, and learn quickly – and that involved following the directions of others.

Dite, once Era’s lover, now vanished into the northern snows after a very brief return, had given him extensive directions. She’d described where to find the star-metal, how he should work the taboo stuff, and how he should add charcoal to it, heating the metal in a sealed clay pot until it transformed, eating the charcoal, then taking it out to make rods or bars, turning it, twisting it …

And inevitably breaking it. The star-metal on its own was not much harder than bronze – good, work-hardened bronze. The arrowheads and daggers he’d made were all very well for their poisonous nature to the enemy, but as weapons, they were equal to or inferior to bronze, for a great deal more effort.

But Dite had described a different kind of metal to him: light, flexible, almost invulnerable, that required an extensive – not quite magical – process to create.

Unfortunately, she hadn’t stayed around to teach him. And sometimes, he wondered if she’d actually understood the process herself. Or if he’d misinterpreted her.

Nicté, his fellow master, was as frustrated as he, and their shared frustration led to high words and blame as ingot after ingot, carefully cooled from the sealed crucible, shattered on the anvil. The stuff couldn’t really be worked. The two of them didn’t so much share the blame as assign it.

And I love her, Hefa-Asus admitted to himself.

Around them and their big smithy, solidly built of huge logs on stone foundations, a whole village had grown up in just a month, until it was one of the largest settlements in Kautlin country. As the snow fell, the buildings rose, as the local workers explained that the felled trees moved more easily over snow and frozen ground than they would at any other time of year. Hefa-Asus had given some instructions in the earliest days, and had built some tools for the construction crews, but since Dite had shared her secrets, he had been consumed by the need to create the magical star-metal she described, and so had Nicté, to the exclusion of all other tasks.

Era, their wanax, was growing impatient. He understood. They needed thousands of star-metal arrowheads, and he was still playing with the metal and finding it unsatisfactory.

The star-metal ore came in over the snow on sleds drawn by dogs. It was available close to the surface, and the weight of it made it much, much easier to move over the snow and frozen lakes, as the locals explained almost as soon as they started to move in. Hefa-Asus was used to digging deep for metal and smelting it; the nearly pure metal was a surprise, and so was the winter skill of the northerners.

He bloomed it in a simple furnace; both he and Nicté had known how to bloom the star-metal before they ever came here to the northern wastes. Impurities burned away, for the most part. Even now, the clay furnace that looked like an oversized bake oven on the south side of the smithy was cooking a bloom.

The second step in the process also ran well enough, as Nicté placed the blooms into a clay crucible lined in charcoal. Mawat and Tarhu finished the crucibles with wet clay that sealed them from demons in the air, although Hefa-Asus was increasingly sure that the only demon was the air itself. The second furnace fired the wet clay to hard ceramic even as it melted the bloom inside, which was a clever trick, but Hefa-Asus had begun to experiment with putting holes in the crucibles to let in a little air, as so far, the resulting ingots were brittle and useless, a strange grey colour. But the only result was an even more terrible failure, as the star-metal and the charcoal never melted. Still, the results of his experiment suggested that any air was bad for the mix, as he thought of Dite’s magic metal as an alloy of star-metal and charcoal.

‘You’re sure she told you … ?’ Nicté began. Behind her, Atosa had his arms crossed in irritation or anger.

‘Don’t go there,’ Hefa-Asus spat.

‘Well, she didn’t stop to tell me, big man, so your memory is all we have.’

‘First bloom, second bloom,’ he said. ‘She described them. They work. We’re doing something incorrectly.’

Atosa, who was a jeweller and not a smith, frowned. ‘The second isn’t a bloom, exactly, though, is it?’ He had one of the curious grey ingots in his hand. When he hit it with a stone hammer, it rang. ‘Harder than rock.’

‘Brittle like rock,’ Nicté said. ‘You know what we haven’t tried?’

Hefa-Asus was astute enough to realise that this was not a good time to check her. ‘A hundred things,’ he said gently.

Nicté made a face. ‘Sure, but …’ She was watching Mawat. Their apprentice was prodding a sealed crucible with a bronze rod, listening to see if the material inside sounded liquid. ‘Water is utterly malleable,’ she said. ‘Ice is brittle.’

‘So?’ Atosa asked, but Hefa-Asus was interested.

‘So?’ he asked, but in a very different tone of voice.

‘I wonder if we can catch it between water and ice,’ she said.

Kautlin country, on the Saswatatan, Dendrowna

Era

Era sat on a stool covered in a sheepskin – probably the only sheepskin in the northlands, brought from far-off Ma’rib. She thought of the place with a certain fondness, despite the rapid sequence of disasters that had overtaken her there; it was virtually her last brush with what she, as a classical dancer, might have called civilisation.

Not that the Kautlin were uncivilised; from their snug longhouses to their deep understanding of the snow, they were masters of their environment – or, rather, mistresses of it, since almost all politics and direction were managed by women. This was one of a dozen reasons why Era had found the Kautlin to be such good hosts and fortuitous allies, but she could still miss the pleasure of a good audience, and the power of the classical dance and poetry of her own people …

Even while decrying the godborn tyranny and absurd pretensions of her former home.

I should be working.

Titis, a former slave and Writer from the Hundred Cities, was teaching her the list of sigils and signs he used to track things: cut logs, sacks of corn, deer carcases, days and weeks passed. Era had come to the inescapable conclusion that she had to be able to read and write the signs herself, and Pavi – one of her best officers, despite a religious aversion to violence – had already become Titis’ best pupil.

If we win this, it will be with scribes and Writers, Era thought. She adjusted the sheepskin under her, breathed on her fingers to warm them, and found that her wet clay had frozen solid.

The Kautlin people, for the most part, lived in longhouses built of logs, and with two, three, or four hearths along the centreline of the building. While they were good cover from snow and efficient to build, they tended to be lightless, airless, and cold anywhere but right in the smoke of the fire.

Era didn’t curse. Instead, she swapped her clay for another slice that she had closer to the fire, and began to print her characters with her stylus.

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ said a voice from the gloom.

She pushed back her clay with something very like relief. ‘Jawat?’

‘Here I am.’ He stepped through the skin curtain. ‘Hunting party has returned – good haul. Next load of star-metal is two days away.’ He fidgeted, which was unlike him. Jawat was an old man who’d seen so much fighting that he made Zos look like an amateur. He was her captain of the guard, and he seemed to relish the role.

He gave her a curious, side-eyed glance. ‘One of the hunters saw a woman, a tall woman, travelling south.’

‘Dite?’ she asked.

He shrugged. ‘We’re not missing anyone else.’

‘She’s been gone a month,’ Era said. ‘She can’t be travelling south now!’ And then she shrugged. ‘Or maybe she can.’

‘Aye. Well, anyway, the meat supply is good and there’s ore coming in.’ Jawat nodded.

Era smiled. ‘It’s a pleasure to hear good news.’

Jawat’s expression was probably meant as a smile, even though it looked more like a sneer, because he’d been cut across the face at some point and it had never healed properly. ‘There’s more, Wanax, and I think you should come see for yourself.’

‘With pleasure,’ Era admitted. She got to her feet, gathered her fur robe around her shoulders, and followed Jawat out into the snow.

There, standing on the portico of her longhouse, were more than a dozen people she’d never seen before.

‘Two canoes from Palanke,’ Taha reported. ‘Volunteers. Wanting to join.’

‘What?’ Era asked.

The people proved to be a dozen men and women from the Hundred Cities and four Keltoi from east of Urn. Titis appeared and got all their names, and Era began memorising them immediately. None of them were escaped slaves. The most voluble of the Keltoi was a tall, red-haired woman, Dedre, and she forced an embrace on Era and couldn’t stop grinning. ‘We found you!’ she said, over and over.

Era found her day considerably brightened. The idea that two boats of volunteers had faced the winter to join her – had even heard of her group, and their goals – suggested that somewhere out in the world, things were moving.

She grinned, made an impromptu speech of welcome, and embraced each of them, and when she was done, Titis and Pavi assigned them temporary billets.

‘Anyone a scribe or a Writer?’ Era asked.

A very small Noan woman who looked cold, yet joyous, raised a tentative hand. ‘I can write the scribal signs,’ she said. ‘I worked with shipping for my sister. But I’m not a scribe.’

Era was pleased to note she already know the woman’s name. ‘Timay, if you would go with Titis here, he’ll see how much you know,’ she said. ‘For the rest of you, we’re facing a lot of work.’

A man grinned. ‘We’re here to work,’ he said. ‘Anything to bring down the gods.’

Kautlin country, on the Saswatatan, Dendrowna

Jawala

Every day, she sat with the Jekers – the former Jekers – and told them stories. Three had killed themselves, and the rest sat in near total indifference, and she did it anyway. It was as much a lesson to her in humility as it was a lesson for them.

Sometimes Aanat sat with her; several times he told stories of his own.

The Jekers sat quietly. They received a ration of wine and food, and did nothing to help. More than a dozen of the original prisoners had, in fact, gone off to become soldiers, or simply labourers – three with enthusiasm, and the rest out of a simple desire to eat better. Jawala also attempted to spend time with each of them, assigning her Hakrans to join her. Her intention was to keep them from feeling alienated.

The Kautlin people didn’t trust the Jekers at all; the pirates were a rumour of horror from the distant south, and Era bringing them with her was held against her in Kautlin councils.

Not by all Kautlins, however. Yal, the scout, who was a truly remarkable hunter, guide, fisherman, and, by his own account, warrior, had come to join her several times. He liked her stories, and today, of all days, while snow fell so fast that sometimes it appeared that someone above them was throwing handfuls of the stuff down from the sky, Yal told a story of hunting a moose. First he described moose.

The Jeker chief – the one who had asked Era to kill him – turned his head slightly to look at the old scout. ‘You’re making this up,’ he said.

Yal smiled. ‘Not at all. Moose are huge, bigger than the horses of the Sea of Grass. They have antlers big enough to hold up the moon.’

The Jeker chief shook his head. It was more reaction than Jawala had ever seen from the man.

Yal grinned. ‘Come, doubter. Let me show you some moose antlers. Then I can tell my story.’

The Jeker rose to his feet as if this were a perfectly normal request. Jawala slipped out of the longhouse where the Jekers were kept and found Jawat and Drakon, and arranged for a non-intrusive guard or two to follow them.

As it proved, most of the Jekers went with Yal. They crossed the village.

Heads turned.

Yal led the Jekers to his own longhouse. Over the door was a magnificent rack of moose antlers.

‘Moose,’ he said.

The former Jeker lord looked at the antlers for a moment, and then smiled. It wasn’t a huge smile. It didn’t last five heartbeats. But it made Jawala happy.

The next day, Yal came to her while she was speaking to the Jekers. He told another story, about failing to hunt a bear. It was a very funny story, and half a dozen of the Jekers couldn’t repress their laughter.

When he was done, Yal said to Jawala, ‘This thing you do is good. Give me the doubter. I will make him back into a man.’

Jawala didn’t use violence, but she understood it all too well. ‘He might try to kill you.’

Yal smiled. ‘I am hard to kill.’

Jawala thought about it for a day, and found Yal returning from a deer hunt. She wrinkled her nose at the smell of blood, but she was all too used to it. ‘You will teach him to hunt?’

‘I will teach him to be human,’ Yal said. ‘There may be some hunting.’ He was a small man with a flat face and a remarkably long nose, like a beak, and yet handsome enough, for all that.

‘Out on the snow?’ she asked.

‘It is hard to escape anything on the snow,’ he said. ‘Including yourself.’

Jawala wondered if she was doing the right thing, letting Yal take the Jeker back to a life of blood. But after another night of thinking about it, she wondered if she was being arrogant. The Jekers were never going to become Hakrans. Had she thought they might?

The next day, she rose very early and visited Era to gain her approval.

Era heard her out. ‘He is a curious man, for a Jeker,’ she said. ‘There is certainly something there in him.’ She rubbed her hands together. ‘If Yal is willing to try, I’m willing to back you both.’

Jawala smiled. ‘I hope …’

Era nodded. ‘Hope is about the sum of what we have, Jawala.’

Jawala laughed. ‘That’s the sort of wise thing I’m supposed to say.’

‘I’m practising.’ Era grinned and went back to listening to Titis the scribe.

Jawala couldn’t find Yal, but she found Yal’s wife packing his basket for a hunt. She pointed Jawala to another lodge, and Jawala found the scout looking at a piece of antler.

‘Take him,’ she said.

‘If he wants to come,’ Yal agreed.

He collected a big wool robe from his wife, found a fur hat and big mittens, and walked into the Jekers’ longhouse.

‘Doubter,’ he called.

The Jeker raised his head.

‘Come hunting with me, and I’ll show you a moose. And more.’ Yal’s smile held no challenge – just invitation.

Jawala watched with her heart in her throat. She wasn’t sure what she expected.

What she didn’t expect was for the Jeker to roll to his feet. ‘Let’s go,’ he said, in a voice rough with disuse.

The Siege of Thais, Narmer Delta

Hyatta-Azi

‘They have burned all of our ships,’ Hyatta-Azi spat in frustration. He well knew the taste of defeat; he had fought the Jekers until joining them was the only way to survive. And now …

Now, his Great God of the End had allowed flying demons and skilful mariners to destroy every one of their ships. Bad luck and bad decisions had plagued them since they had first plotted to take the slave-hold island of Dekhu, and now …

Sagosa, his tame witch, peered at him from her blood-soaked hair. Tame was not the word that best described her. And the thought cut him like a knife: once he had possessed a harem of princesses, women sent to his father in exchange for treaties and gold, and now he was reduced to this witch – a fallen Noan, who imagined herself his equal and dressed her filthy hair with blood.

‘We have more than enough slaves to build the ramp,’ she said. She used a Jeker word, because they were beginning to have their own language, a cant made up of the tongues of many lands. Gidimu meant ‘walking dead’ among Jekers: a class of slave who could be worked to death without food or comfort.

Hyatta-Azi shook his head. ‘The Narmerians have their queen and all their soldiers now,’ he said. ‘I can’t see us getting a foothold on the wall without …’ He gazed skywards. ‘Without the God of the End coming.’

Sagosa raised her sticky brown hands to the sky. ‘He will come,’ she said. ‘And we will have the city. I have seen it.’

‘And after?’ he asked.

She smiled, and the madness showed in her otherwise beautiful green eyes. ‘Once, you serve the God of the End, prince, it is not your place or mine to ask what happens tomorrow. We do not seek an “after”.’

If Hyatta-Azi accepted the reproof of his slave-witch, he did it with an ill grace.

At his angry command, another hundred gidimu ran up the face of the new siege mound, slipping and sliding on the ill-packed delta mud. Some spent their last energy running as hard as they could. Some had to be lashed forwards.

A volley of heavy arrows from the bows of the Py mercenaries cleared the mound.

Sagosa nodded. The fastest runner had been a woman, and she’d made it almost to the top.

‘Next,’ she called, and another hundred gidimu were herded forward. Each one had a basket of earth.

‘If you make it to the top and dump your basket,’ she said, ‘you will be fed.’

They lined up. Most were at the edge of death already: vacant-eyed, uninterested even in a meal.

Hyatta-Azi shook his head. ‘The ramp is not wide enough for an assault,’ he complained.

Sagosa nodded. ‘A good observation.’ To one of the Jeker warriors, she said, ‘The next five hundred have to climb the sides.’ And to Hyatta-Azi, ‘That will widen the base. And provide more blood for the God of the End.’

More blood. Hyatta-Azi couldn’t even smell it any more.

Northern Dendrowna

Dite-Druku

For the most part, Dite didn’t feel the cold, which made travelling over snow in wintery Dendrowna a lot easier than travelling by water in the summer or autumn. She wore furs and a cloak of squirrel, because to do otherwise would attract too much attention, but she travelled with one toboggan and no dogs, and she could run all day, if she wanted.

Her interview with Antaboga had been entirely more fruitful than she’d ever imagined, and she was charmed by the old thing’s courtesy. Dite had thought the odds were slightly in favour of the ancient dragon simply eating her when she had secured her eggs, but nothing of that sort was even threatened, and they’d made an alliance with the ease of old companions.

Why are you leaving the mortals? Antaboga had asked. Afraid they will see that you still have all your powers, Beautiful Deceiver?

The dragon was far too observant and far too intelligent. No wonder there had been war between her kind and the Apep-Duat. And yet, Dite couldn’t really tell Antaboga that she was in love with a mortal, and couldn’t bear for that mortal to realise that she had been deceived.

I amuse myself with my own deceptions, Dite said to herself. Also, a thousand years have not robbed me of basic foolishness. How did I get into this? And yet … And yet. Era can be a goddess. I can yet build a manageable pantheon. A better pantheon.

Despite these thoughts, or because of them, she raced over the snow. Foxes saw her, and coyotes and some wolves, and once, a winter bear, one of the Golden Bears who could speak the tongues of men. She waved, as one supernatural creature to another. The bear saluted.

‘Immortal One,’ the bear said.

Dite smiled, waved and went on.

Only later did she wonder what a Golden Bear was doing out, in winter.

And she ran on, the toboggan flying along the snow behind her. Once, on a magnificent wooded slope, she leapt onto it and rode it down the mountain, screaming her joy.

Even in the ruination of all her plans, she could still enjoy the world, and she did.

Are my plans in ruins? Or do I merely need new plans?

East she ran, and east, until she outran the snow and the mountains, and came to where the snow line met a forest, and the forest ran down, with ever less snow, until it became a well-watered set of foothills covered in ancient trees, sheltering deep valleys cut by rivers that watered grassy banks. Beyond, the foothills of the Ratir-Onyx Mountains ran east to the great plains, the seemingly endless savannah of gently rolling green – at least in spring – that humans called the ‘Sea of Grass’. Here in the broken lands, with rocky hills looking down on grassy valleys, she paused. When the snow ran out, the toboggan ceased to be efficient, but when she reached the grass it moved well enough for a goddess to pull.

Wild grapes grew everywhere at the edges of the valley, and grass and grain alternated in a chequered carpet of orderly planting, so that the whole valley seemed to wear a Mykoan cloak, gold and green, with tapestry-woven edges of vines laden with purple grapes.

At a ford in the rushing river stood a jumble of very large houses, each built a little way apart, with tall doors of well-worked wood and thatched roofs. She paused at the edge of the trees and ate some of the grapes, for the pure pleasure of them; tart, but tasty.

Someone gave a shout, and another voice, shrill – almost a neigh – was heard, and then a horn.

She transformed herself. It was harder, now, because she’d given up some of her powers to appear human, but not many. Dite became Druku: a powerful broad chest, arms that would be heavier with muscle than any human arm, a handsome head with a leonine mane of chestnut hair and a deep beard. All the signs of masculinity.

Druku pushed through the vines on four polished hooves, and ran for the sheer joy of running in this form, across a field of deep green grass and towards the hall below.

The horn sounded again, and a dozen people sprang from the big timber houses, bearing long lances tipped in bronze; two had bows. And they ran at him like the wind over the wheat – the most beautiful people in the world.

A female, crowned with a magnificent helmet of boars’ teeth, reared up like a stallion just fifty paces away, a clear warning. ‘Stay, stranger,’ the female called. ‘Or die.’

Druku reared, forehooves flailing the air. ‘I’m not a stranger,’ he said. ‘You know me, Drusila.’

There was joy among the centaurs. For if ever one whole race had taken to Druku, it was the centaurs, for whom a combination of drunkenness and lust constituted most of the joys of life. Indeed, Druku had spent many of his happiest hours living with them. They called themselves ‘The Free People’, along with their merely mortal horse-riding human companions. They declined to worship him as a god, for the most part.

And maybe that’s why I always return. Except this time, kids, I might need a bunch of you to die for me.

I could just let go. I could just help the mortals.

I could. But I probably won’t.

Weshwesh

Lawesa

Weshwesh was too easy. The godborn were cruel, and afraid, because the Great Storm God had stripped off all the godborn who could fight and taken them for his great crusade against Narmer. The petty tyrants left behind weren’t good at governing, and they weren’t that great at fighting, either.

This time, Lawesa suborned the slave-born warriors first: the ones who patrolled, who arrested runaways, the ones who guarded the godborn. It wasn’t the plan that Nicté had ordered him to use, but he was beginning to understand that his job was not to do anything according to a single plan.

He was almost ready for a massive slave revolt when the Bright People raided a caravan within sight of the city. The godborn fell all over themselves to rescue the survivors, only there were none. And then they blamed one another; and in the hothouse fury of that deadly winter, the militant faction assassinated the god-king.

Lawesa laughed aloud as the city fell into his hands. When he walked away, apparently heading north, his only regret was that his attempts to contact the Bright People had only resulted in the desiccated corpses of his messengers being left at the city gates.

Weshwesh was the first of the Hundred Cities to declare itself in revolt against the gods. There was a massacre of priests, which Lawesa regretted a little, and all the altars of the city were desecrated by former slaves.

They were still trying to decide how to govern themselves when he slipped away. After walking north for three days, he caught a fishing boat and paid well to be taken south to Ma’rib.

Northern Narmer

Pollon

It was colder than all the hells of Kur in the Sky Chariot. Pollon thought that he was used to the cold; he had purchased three Mykoan cloaks, each more aggressively chequered than the last, and he was still cold.

He looked past Daos; the iron-grey sky continued to the jagged horizon of the northern mountains. He had never been so cold, and Zos, for all his bravado, was nearly blue.

‘We can’t keep on like this,’ Pollon said carefully.

Daos alone seemed unaffected. ‘I don’t know what to say.’ The boy – fully grown to mature manhood now, and yet Pollon still found something boyish about him – was deeply apologetic. ‘I tried warming the air, but it just slips away.’

‘How much farther?’ Zos asked.

Daos was abashed. ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘I sort of … know … where some of the … people … are. The bear that used to be my toy, Bror. The donkey … Remember the donkey? Nannu, we called him. And Druku.’ He shrugged. ‘They’re hard to find.’ He winced. ‘Also, when I get to the real mountains, I’ll have to go higher.’

But fifteen minutes later, Daos turned from his management of the team. Pollon wished he wasn’t always so miserable in the Sky Chariot, as an immense amount could be learned, and he had so many questions.

‘I found Druku,’ Daos said. ‘He’s quite close.’

Pollon raised an eyebrow. ‘Druku? Or Dite?’

Daos grinned. ‘Same thing.’ He turned the Sky Chariot east, away from the setting sun. ‘If I know Druku, he’ll have a warm fire. And wine.’

‘That’s not all he’ll have,’ Zos muttered, but he harboured no particular resentment against the former god, and he would be able to deal with Laila more effectively if he could speak to Druku.

The last hour was less miserable, as Daos brought the golden chariot low over the grassy plains, scattering antelope and buffalo as he did so.

Pollon put a hand on the young god’s shoulder. ‘Teach me to drive,’ he said.

Daos’ grin was as wide as the setting sun. ‘Of course, sir! I should have started earlier.’

Learning pleased Pollon; the new information in his head and hands seemed to banish the cold, or he paid it less attention.

In fact, managing the Sky Chariot was simpler than he’d expected, and far more dangerous. The chariot had very few limitations; the immortal stags responded to his reins as if he were steering with a yoke, but their response was instant, and they would cheerfully run across the sky upside down or sideways, for example. Daos insisted that the magic of the car would not allow them to fall, but none of them really felt the urge to test it.

It turned out that simply flying straight required more skill than turning, and required patience, too. Zos came up and had a try, and as the sun sank in the west, he gave a whoop, the cold almost forgotten, as they turned in the air. But he, too, struggled to keep the team straight and level, oversteering constantly.

‘Relax, sir, and let the animals do the work,’ Daos said.

‘I just can’t get it in my head,’ Zos admitted, oversteering again.

Pollon smiled. ‘In Narmer, they think that it’s the heart that is the seat of thought,’ he said pedantically.

Zos glanced back at him, inadvertently placing them in a turn as he did so. ‘Someone should hit them on the head and see how well they think.’ He smiled. ‘I got hit so hard once, fighting in the Hundred Cities …’ He shook his head, noticed his course change, and overcorrected. ‘Damn,’ he sputtered.

Off to the north and east, a set of tall roofs glowed as if they were gold. As they flew closer, it became clear that they were looking at a small town or a large steading, and the roofs were made of straw.

Daos pointed east, where a large river could be seen bending away south, and there was the red-gold glimmer of more roofs.

‘Who are they?’ Zos asked. He relinquished the reins to Daos, who had evinced a little uneasiness at Zos’ overenthusiastic driving. Daos took them with barely hidden relief.

‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘This isn’t anything I know. Or knew. Although …’ He smiled. ‘Ahh,’ he said, in sudden delight.

Below them, a dozen riders on horses pelted along the savannah in the last sunlight, waving spears at them. Most were women, and two wore boars’ tooth helmets like Zos’, but in the lead was a woman-horse: the body of an elegant equine, with the torso and arms of a grown woman. The human part’s only concession to the equine was that their hair seemed more like a mane. All this in a glimpse from well above.

‘Centaur!’ Pollon said, but his patronising tone had been replaced with sheer amazement. ‘I thought they were mythical.’

Daos’ grin engulfed his face. ‘Oh, my people!’ he said, and gave a whoop that rang out over the plains.

They landed in a close-cropped hay field close to what appeared to be the great hall of the centaurs, and they were greeted by quite a crowd. It was warmer here – still the edge of winter, but more wet than cold. Pollon dismounted to find that Daos was already locked in an embrace with a giant man-horse. They were very much of a size.

‘You’re poaching my people,’ Daos said, but his tone was light.

The man-horse grinned through his big black beard. ‘Nope,’ he said. ‘They like me well enough, but they worship you. Still.’

Daos nodded.

Behind Druku – Pollon was sure it was Druku – were a dozen beautifully armed warrior centaurs, and the female they’d seen racing across the grass minutes before. She wasn’t even breathing hard. Behind them were hundreds of centaurs and humans.

The female centaur came forward. ‘I am Drusila,’ she said, ‘sometimes I speak for the people of this place.’

Up close, Pollon could see that she was not ‘just’ a fusion of the human and equine. Her nose was very short, her nostrils wide and deep – not utterly inhuman, but definitely not the norm. Her eyes were large, well spaced, and slanted; her hair was thicker than that of any person he’d even known, and her arms and belly carried more muscle than he’d ever seen on a human. She wore a wool jacket, cleverly cut in the Noan style, and an ivory-hilted sword hung at her side.

‘I am Daos,’ their charioteer said. And then, with a bow, ‘I was once your god.’ With a glance at Druku, he said, ‘Now I am helping mortals to revolt against the gods.’

Drusila nodded. Her face was more given to dignity than laughter, Pollon thought. ‘This is a subject for much discussion,’ she said, ‘and it will be warmer in our hall. There is mead and cider and good cheer. But first, introduce your friends.’

Daos presented Pollon, as he happened to stand nearer. ‘The mighty archer Pollon of Hekka. Also a Writer of skill.’

Drusila inclined her head.

‘Zos of Trin,’ Daos said simply.

Drusila’s look suggested that she’d never heard of Zos of Trin, but she was a polite centaur and she inclined her head. ‘Be welcome among the Free People,’ she said. ‘All are mostly equal here. By our law, you are guests for one night, but on the second night you will be assigned some tasks. I am required to say this!’ she said when Zos showed some impatience.

Zos retreated a step before her vehemence. Pollon was sometimes amused by his friend’s habit of believing he was in command of every situation. In this case, the centaur’s body language suggested she viewed him as the least important of the three.

‘You may stay as long as you want. Every thinking creature is welcome to join us, but the longer you stay, the more work will be assigned. We cannot abide those who don’t want to work.’ Her smile was hard.

Pollon wondered what kind of experience had prompted this as her opening speech, but he could see that many of the centaurs – and the humans, too – were nodding along.

‘Do you agree to work when asked?’ she concluded.

Daos bowed. ‘Always, my lady,’ he said.

Drusila raised a small horn, poured something onto his hand and hers, and raised her hand to his lips.

Then it was Pollon’s turn. Her smile was no longer hard. ‘Will you work when asked?’ she said.

‘Of course,’ he replied. He could see that the substance she poured out of the horn was salt. He licked a little off her hand – which he noticed was as big as one of his feet – and she licked the salt from the back of his hand, her tongue as rough as a cat’s.

She went to Zos. ‘And you?’

‘I will work at anything,’ he said. ‘But we can’t stay long.’

She looked at him, as if she smelled something she didn’t like. But they exchanged licks of salt, and all of them walked to the great doors of the hall.

The hall was built of wood and thatched in straw, but everything else about it was beautiful; every post and beam end was carved and painted, so that under the smoke-darkened beams and the equally dark thatch around the hearth-hole, everything else was a blaze of colour. Oil lamps lit the walls and mangers, and down the centre were two long-benched tables for humans.

Pollon was separated from his companions and found himself seated in the hall with a woman and a few men who were clearly all Writers, or had been. He was served a horn cup full of mead and a piece of bread with salt crusted to the top.

‘What’s happening in the Hundred Cities, brother?’ asked one of the men. ‘I’m Castor.’

Pollon told as much as he could about the affairs of the south. ‘Surely you are a man of the Hundred Cities,’ he said to Castor. The woman also had the look of the south. As he spoke, he saw that Druku and Daos were arguing at the high table. He could guess what they were debating.

The Writer next to him brought his gaze back to his neighbours. He nodded. ‘I was enslaved,’ he said. ‘A good many of us heard there was a place in the north where we could be free.’

The woman snorted. ‘He makes an epic into a love poem. A good many of us died getting here.’ Her smile was wintery.

Pollon nodded. ‘I have never heard of this place,’ he admitted.

Thura, the female Writer, who wore a pendant suggesting she was also a godborn priestess, spread her hands. ‘It’s a long way across the Sea of Grass,’ she said. ‘They know of us in Yahud, but they don’t trouble us and we don’t trouble them. I walked from Kanun.’ She looked at Pollon. ‘You never heard of it because I’ll hazard you were never a slave, never absolutely desperate, never willing to risk starvation and death to be free of torment.’

She stopped herself and took a breath. ‘I’m being rude,’ she said. ‘And everyone will want your news.’

Pollon didn’t need to be trained in the arts of human discourse to know that she was keeping back a great deal. He smiled, and proceeded to tell them all the news he could think of, as ‘newcomer tells first’ was a law of hospitality across the settled world. He talked about the Jekers, and understood that at least one of his new compatriots had a bad experience there – so bad that they flinched at the word. When he got to the explosion of the slave island, everyone within hearing smiled in satisfaction. Pollon noted that women outnumbered men by a long margin: women of all ages, but most of them in their twenties or thirties, from every culture in the Great Sea.

‘The worst place I ever was,’ Thura said. ‘If I’d had a knife, I’d have opened my veins.’

The faces of a number of the other women registered the same feeling.

One of the men, a small, round-headed southerner who could have been Pollon’s younger brother, winced and looked away.

Castor leaned forward. ‘How do we know this is true?’ he asked. ‘It all sounds a little far-fetched.’

Pollon considered his responses and settled for honesty. ‘I was there.’

Thura looked at him with careful consideration and then nodded. ‘I guessed,’ she said.

Castor raised an eyebrow. ‘When you say destroyed …’ he began.

In that moment, Zos walked out of the gloom and sat astride the bench. ‘Utterly destroyed,’ he said. ‘The great serpent Antaboga rose out of the ruins of the Great Temple and lashed the island in her fury.’

Thura glanced at him. ‘And you are?’ she asked.

‘Zos of Trin,’ he said.

‘I thought as much.’ She wasn’t contemptuous, but she wasn’t welcoming. ‘I saw you in Ma’rib,’ she added. ‘Perhaps ten years ago. You were Zos the sell-sword then.’

He looked at her and shook his head. ‘I don’t remember you, my lady,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘I was watching you from a temple. Never mind. What’s a killer like you doing here with the Free People? We don’t need your kind here.’ She spoke so forcefully that heads turned.

Zos raised an eyebrow. ‘My kind?’

‘Godborn,’ she said.

‘You are godborn yourself.’ He smiled. Pollon knew that smile; it usually led to a fight.

She drew herself up. ‘I’ve renounced all that,’ she spat.

Zos smiled. Pollon watched him collect himself, change his facial expression, and relaxed his shoulders, and he thought, Zos has learned a great deal from sparring with Era and Jawala, and it wasn’t sword work.

‘I suppose I have renounced it, too,’ Zos said carefully. ‘Mostly, these days, I confine myself to killing gods.’

‘Fucking gods,’ someone farther down the table said, and raised his mead cup, and another shook her head. ‘The gods can’t be blamed for the acts of men,’ she said.

Pollon put a hand on Zos’ arm. Zos nodded, falling silent.

Pollon glanced down the long table to the woman who had spoken in defence of the gods. ‘We would disagree,’ he said simply. ‘I think we believe that the gods are to blame, directly. They are not only unworthy of worship, they can’t be allowed to rule us any longer.’

The centaurs were bigger than most horses, and they had big hooves, and now some of those close enough to hear stamped their hooves on the wooden boards of the hall’s floor. The sound was deafening.

‘You can’t kill a god,’ Thura said to Zos. ‘It’s a foolish boast.’

Zos just shrugged, his hands open.

Pollon leaned over to her. ‘He’s hurt one and killed another,’ he said. ‘I was there.’

Thura gave him a level stare. ‘Killed a god?’ she said.

‘Resheph,’ Pollon said. ‘You have access to the Nexus?’

‘Not here,’ Castor said. ‘We left all that behind to be free.’ He waved a hand over the table. ‘But as you can see, most of us crave news.’

Thura looked at Pollon. ‘News that can be believed. Even Writers can lie. Killing gods! Foolish talk.’

The stamping of hooves was raucous.

The Lady Drusila walked through the tumult and raised her hands. ‘We will not settle this tonight, when we’re full of grain and mead,’ she said.

The centaurs neighed, shouted, and snorted agreement. Drusila looked down at where Zos and Pollon sat. ‘Druku brought us word of this rebellion, and now our own god stands among us and claims to be a rebel. Everyone here is welcome to speak their mind, but I request that we save this matter for tomorrow, with clear heads.’

Behind her, Druku – in his centaur form – and Daos were glaring at each other like adolescent males in a sporting contest. Zos, by contrast, had a weary dignity, and was refusing to be baited by several very angry former slaves.

Interesting times.

Thura led them to the barracks and found them sleeping space; there were big wooden platforms with individual mattresses stuffed with straw, some laid out in multiples.

She put a hand in his arm. ‘Any of you “together”?’

‘We came together.’ Pollon knew what she meant, but sought to draw her out a little.

‘Sleeping together,’ she said.

Pollon smiled. The barracks was a little warmer than outside, but not much – more like a barn than a hall, with no hearths. It smelled lovely: hay, new pine boards, a distant smell of honey.

‘None of us are sexual partners,’ he said.

‘Doesn’t have to be sex,’ she said primly. ‘It gets cold here.’

Zos chuckled and she turned. Pollon could tell that she was prepared to be offended.

Zos raised his hands in apology. ‘I was only agreeing with you, lady.’

You really did learn a thing or two from Jawala, Pollon thought.

Thura got each of them a thick wool blanket and a linen bag. ‘Fill it with straw in the main barn,’ she said. A very slight smile indicated that she wasn’t going to remain annoyed at Zos. ‘Come, I’ll show you.’

Zos walked off into the starlit night, instead of following them to the great barn that stood opposite the hall in the centre of the circular village. Pollon noted that the barn was well appointed, with painted beams and carved beam ends, almost as if it was a temple.

Thura helped him fill his mattress, while asking him a dozen questions about the rebellion and then some technical questions about his access to the Nexus.

‘You wish me to show you how to access the Nexus from here?’ he asked. His mattress was full, and he was cold.

‘Do you prefer men to women?’ she asked suddenly.

Pollon looked at her curiously, but she was hard to read in the near-darkness of the barn. ‘I have known both,’ he said. ‘Comparison is odious, don’t you think?’ He thought they were flirting, but he wasn’t sure.

‘It is possible that I’m not just interested in your access to the Nexus,’ she said with a frankness that reminded him of Mura, his landlady and occasional lover back in Hekka, in what seemed now like a different world.


Chapter Three

Kautlin country, on the Saswatatan, Dendrowna

The Bear and the Donkey

‘I’m out of here,’ the donkey said.

The bear looked at him with her big soulful eyes. ‘I’ll be alone,’ the goddess Temis said through its mouth.

Nannu’s eyes were alight with mischief. ‘You don’t have to be, my dear Huntress. I think you can take back your aspect and walk away. The mortals won’t harm you here. With a little stealth, they won’t even know we’re gone for a day or two.’

‘And Enkul-Anu?’ Temis asked in a muffled grunt.

The donkey brayed a laugh. ‘He’s up to his arse in alligators. He won’t be looking for us for a long time. You may not love the Traitor, but you have to admit that she understood the timing of the thing. The mortals have freed the Bright People’s queen. Tyka. She was never a mortal human god. She’s the Bright People’s god.’

The bear nodded. ‘I kept that secret for her for a thousand years,’ she grumbled.

‘It was a good secret,’ Nannu said. ‘None of the newcomers ever figured it out. And now they are well and truly fucked.’

‘But what the hells does the Traitor want?’

‘To be the head of the new pantheon. She wants to pull down Enkul-Anu and put herself in his place.’

The bear growled a laugh. ‘We’d have great parties,’ she managed, between guffaws.

‘There, your sense of humour is returning. Take your true form and get out of here.’ Nannu brayed, and then calmed. ‘Don’t underestimate the Traitor. She’s slippery, even when dry. And …’ The Donkey’s wide-spaced, heavily lashed eyes met the bear’s. ‘We could do worse.’

What are you going to do?’

‘Make trouble,’ the donkey said. ‘I’m going back to the sea. My son – if we can call him that … he’s got his own thing now. I can feel the pull of my worshippers, and they are not a few. I think I’ll help these mortals revolt. I’m not that interested in a new pantheon, and maybe …’

‘Back to the sea?’ the bear whined.

‘Back to the sea. I don’t really need to be a god, my dear. I’m happy just to swim and eat krill and dive deep. That’s why the new sea goddess never took to her powers – she doesn’t like to get wet.’ The donkey’s lips pulled back over its teeth in a grin. ‘Any last thoughts, Huntress?’

‘Good fortune, Lord of the Sea.’

The donkey had been standing by the side of the river in a winter pen; he gave a wriggle and turned into a giant salmon the length of a man’s leg, gave two mighty flops, and vanished into the Saswatatan. The bear watched him give a mighty leap, right clear of the icy water, and then he was gone, running downstream.

Temis was tempted to feel sorry for herself, but that wasn’t her way – or not for long – and besides, she felt the pull of her own worshippers. But she had to gather Aura to make herself a godlike form, and it took her longer to change; in the end, she waited for full night. When she did, she took the form of a very tall woman with jet black skin, nine feet tall – her favourite form, and not so far from the one she’d been born with.

By then, the absence of the donkey had been noted and the bear had been put in a longhouse. Temis, returned to her own form, lifted the latch and slipped out into the brutal cold of a northern winter night. She was naked, but the cold troubled her not at all.

She smiled. ‘I need to make myself a bow,’ she said, and started north, into the ice and snow, her bare feet plunging deeply into the drifts.

Northern Narmer and the Sea of Grass

Kursag

He followed the scent of the Sky Chariot across the plains of grass. He’d never been this far north, and he was afraid, and he hated himself for the fear.

But this was very odd country. It was dry like the desert, and yet green with winter grass, and full of game; the desert was far away to the east, and people – quite a few people – lived in villages in the small river valleys.

I will have to bring the Jekers here, the vulture-winged god thought. I can’t kill them all myself. So many! And beyond my ken.

The Sky Chariot was much faster than he, and he had decided on stealth so he’d waited a day to follow; now he was casting back and forth. Luckily for him, the Sky Chariot left a broad trail in the aether.

I shouldn’t leave my Jekers too long, Kursag thought. The Sky Chariot was still far ahead, but it hadn’t moved in more than an hour. If the mortals who stole it are sleeping, this will be easy.

He was almost certain that the one with the magical shield was the same one who’d defied him back on the slave island. Revenge is always delicious.

He had trouble remembering exactly what had happened there; Nerkalush and Resheph were fading from his mind, and he thought Zos had cut away his hand. It seemed possible.

I will make him bleed, the Destroyer thought.

He still wanted to turn back for the familiar terrain of the Iteru estuary, but he was above such cowardice now.

An unlucky night herder was his first victim of the evening, and a centaur warrior his second. He’d thought the plains empty, but they were not, and his second killing panicked a herd of wild horses.

I like it here, he thought, drinking in the fear of the running beasts. It’s easy.

Thais, Narmer Delta

Laila

She was tired of walking bent over like an old woman, and she thought the human palace was a poor copy of Heaven. For one thing, it stank of smoke and cooked meat and urine.

Don’t they have noses?

The incense and the perfume cones couldn’t hide the omnipresent smoke. The multiple great hearths should have been adequately ventilated, but the days of heavy rain that were pounding the besieged and the besiegers alike had also ruined any chance of the fires drawing properly.

The corridors were mostly too low for her; the steps too small, the doorways a torment. The great hall was just acceptable, and a suitably abject team of carpenters were using the best Dendrownan cedar to make her a throne.

And they lied to me.

Laila was not a great goddess, and she was used to the casual ill usage of Heaven, but that made her time with mortals all the more bitter. The one called Zos had scarcely deigned to notice her; the Great Lady of the High House who ruled this smoky dung heap was barely civil, and imagined her own concerns were greater than Laila’s; only the godling Daos had treated her as she deserved. But he’d promised her Druku, and now he was gone in his stolen Sky Chariot. And his every word triggered memories she didn’t want to access: memories of a past – a rosy dawn on a beach …

He’d called her Aurora. He’d done it several times, conjuring that image of her and the godling, locked in a warm embrace on a golden beach of shining sand as the sun rose in red splendour …

When had that been?

Who was Aurora? Not something she wanted to consider just now.

She wanted Druku. She needed to be close to Druku. But it was increasingly clear that she wasn’t being taken to Druku, and when she saw the Sky Chariot fly away to the north, her many irritations had coalesced into rage. She had no idea how to get back to Heaven, but somewhere there were still gods, and someone would rescue her.

I was taken, abducted. I am a victim. That’s my story.

I need to get back in the game. And out of this hell-hole.

Deep Desert, East of Narmer

Tyka

She was free. For the first time in an aeon, she had direct control of her body and all of her powers, and she used them to exhaustion, protecting her people, who had a terrible habit of sacrificing themselves for her even when she didn’t need them to.

All over the surface of her world, her avatars – her many shells, forms she wielded as mortals used tools – rose from their many missions and flew to her. In retrospect, she feared she had been too hasty about that; she really didn’t need them all, and she didn’t mean to abandon every plot. Of which she had a great many.

Even victory, long anticipated and sometimes despaired of, brought choices and anxieties. For an aeon she had worked to free herself, and it had become her only goal. Now, suddenly, she was free, and she had successfully enabled a group of rogue mortals; a mere toss of living dice. One of a hundred such attempts. A thousand, more likely.

Rationalise all you like, mighty queen of the Bright People, she told herself. They freed you. You owe them.

An aeon of torture and confinement had led her to talk to herself. Even when her avatars could communicate with her allies, it had never been the same.

It took her thirty sunrises to re-establish her escaped people with the free Bright People of the high desert. There were no rebels; the pheromones she emitted rendered her absolute tyrant of any colony she visited. And her avatars had prepared her way.

When she had re-established her rule over the whole of the Eastern Desert, she began to pick at the frayed ends of the webs of her many plots. The speed of mortal success and failure was not as alien to her as it was to some of the so-called gods, but the pace of events in Narmer was staggering even by her standards, and she decided to act immediately, without the kind of consideration she usually liked to give a problem.

When you have to do most of the thinking for an entire species, the weight of the responsibility can drag at you. It made her cautious. And she’d been tricked once, by the Apep-Duat, and she declined to be tricked again.

On the other claw, she had the one thing that all of them needed.

She was lying on her side in her favourite ancient cave, deep in the Eastern Desert; only a tiny handful of exceptionally resourceful Py hunters had ever made it so far, although they were welcomed and not turned away. One was sitting with her – a good conversationalist she knew as Old Nuor. She could live through the eyes of any of her people without making them avatars, and Old Nuor was a trader, a hunter, a quiet power among his own people.

He was watching a pair of older male Bright People fertilising her latest eggs. The blue crackle of raw power filled the cavern as she massaged their genetic packages; a thousand years of imprisonment had caused her to reassess her people’s ties to her. It was time to spread the gift/curse of sentience wider. It was already present in a few of her people, and now she was breeding for it.

Eventually, they’ll rebel against me.

Delightful. They’ll be much safer that way.

Enkul-Anu and his people had come very close to ending her race. She was the last queen. Now, it was her duty to make eggs as fast as she could – a task she could perform and also run a few hundred plots.

She had one long black talon just touching the old hunter’s heavily muscled thigh.

‘Few have seen this sight, noble Nuor,’ she said.

He laughed. ‘An’ some might say it was a fearsome thing, Lady. An’ some might say it was disgustin’, meanin’ no harm. Me, I think it’s a marvel.’ He turned, as if he could read her thousand-fold eyes as he’d read a tribal woman. ‘But I’m a strange old coot.’

Tyka lacked any facial muscles at all, so any attempt to read her expression was wasted. And she was tired, from making eggs for the first time in quite a while; she’d been trying to slow the resin production of the so-called gods for a hundred years so it was a relief to produce eggs as fast as her body wanted to produce them. She had resisted producing eggs that would become slaves; now she pushed them out, and used her powers on them as fast as she could.

‘I need an ambassador,’ she said. ‘I will send one of my avatars, but I wish you to go with them.’

He nodded. ‘Not really in a position to refuse you, Lady. Am I?’

Laughter was one mortal thing that she enjoyed. The Bright People had humour, and yet lacked the capacity to laugh. Many of the bolder Bright People had begun to make a noise with their wing casings to approximate laughter – to indicate approval of the humour of another. Lying with her gargantuan bulk on one side, she lacked the ability to make such a noise.

‘I need you to undertake this mission willingly, noble Nuor. I need you to lead my avatar to Maritaten, and make an alliance with her – and I need you to move fast.’ Her head turned a fraction, and there he was, repeated six hundred times from several different angles. Her brain could accept and co-ordinate all the images. She wondered what it was like to only have two eyes – or, like the so-called gods, to be capable of having thirty or forty eyes and deliberately confine yourself to two.

Nour stretched cautiously, without dislodging the needle of her long black talon that allowed them to communicate fully. ‘Of course, Lady. Many of my people are already serving the Great Lady of the High House.’

‘Even against the gods?’ Tyka asked.

Nour’s smile held in it the darkness of long oppression. ‘I’d say, even more against the gods.’

‘Would your people join mine if we go to war, noble Nuor?’ she asked.

He shrugged. ‘You mean my wives and my sons?’ he asked. ‘My people are free, Lady. We don’t have chiefs or kings. Every man and every woman is free to walk the earth as they please.’

‘Chaos,’ she said to him through their link. ‘A thousand years ago, your people were better ordered.’

‘Better for who, Lady?’ Nour asked. ‘If war against the gods is a popular idea, many will follow me. If not … Well, my wives will tell me I’m a fool, and maybe I won’t even go myself.’

‘You are blunt,’ she said.

‘War is usually a bad idea,’ he said. ‘Many of my folk go off to Narmer as mercenaries when they are young, and when they come back, they’ve had that crap knocked clean out of their heads. A few learn to like it. Mostly, they stay in Narmer. Like my son, Taha.’

It is a pleasure to have a conversation, she thought.

‘How soon can you go west?’ she asked.

‘How much resin are you giving me?’ he responded.

They haggled.

‘And twice that, you’ll take to Maritaten. Nuor, we are old friends, so perhaps I don’t need to tell you that my avatar is me. They will see with my eyes and they will know if you take a few more jars of resin.’

‘Of course, Lady.’

‘And I’ll need more jars. Let’s say … five thousand?’

Nour laughed. ‘I don’t make ’em myself, you understand,’ he laughed. ‘The world’s gone to shit, Lady. I’m not sure where I can come up with five thousand amphorae to your specifications, but I can tell you that if every potter among the Py makes nothing else for a year, we couldn’t find that many. And we need to ship them here. An’ here, beggin’ yer pardon, is a long way from anywhere.’

Tyka stretched, relieving some of the pressure on her abdomen, and the eggs continued to flow out of her. ‘In a few months we will be producing resin at an unprecedented rate. My people are many things, but potters they are not. If I don’t have storage jars, the resin will flow into the sand and be lost.’

Nour threw back his head and howled. ‘Ayyyyia! I will do what I can.’

‘Tell Maritaten to find us the amphorae,’ Tyka said.

‘And ship them here how?’

Tyka hummed a little, and then said, ‘I intend to send an army of Bright People to Narmer. They can carry the storage jars home.’

Nour shuddered, but he knew his place. ‘Thy will be done,’ he said.

Beneath Heaven/Auza

Gul

At last things were moving and they knew their duty and moved to do it having committed all the mortals of Noa to their realms of Hell and having obeyed other foolish and unsavoury orders from monstrous Sypa that did nothing to further their own necessary objectives but helped confuse an adversary. Regardless it was time to begin to take the risks that were essential for eventual triumph and to that end they made excuses to survey the damage done by the mortal incursion into Heaven. They descended the Endless Stair as far as the great cavern at the level that should have held the gate which they had not visited in a thousand years, so great was their fear of discovery. It was essential that Enkul-Anu never discern or even guess their eventual goal. But now there was sufficient chaos in Heaven to cover their actions, so down they went, down and down to the gate which was broken, as he had heard from stupid Sypa. Broken and inoperable but still there, and they placed a bony hand on the podium and wished their undying will on it and called through the aether once twice a third time with a focus that no mortal and no god could easily achieve a choir of will and power …

silence

… and then a tendril of a whisper a single strand of a greater will extended to them and they cast to it, calling them, calling them, reporting in after an aeon and the reconnection with that tendril no matter how slight was like fire and water and something more. Reunification. Great reward. Home. But the sum of their outbound message was so simple, and so deeply felt

YOU MUST OPEN THE GATE

The Sea of Grass

Kursag

The great hall beckoned, ablaze with light and heat after the cold plains. Even in the light of the two open doors, he could see the reflected glory of the Sky Chariot left close by. He could just land and take it.

He should just land and take it. He was far from his Jekers, and the last centaur he’d murdered on the savannah had been strong and agile.

But the roof-tree of the hall called out to him.

I’m not a thief in the night. I’m not Kursag the Silent. I am Kursag the Destroyer, and I hate the people in that hall.

The drunken laughter of the handful of mortals still awake seemed to mock him, and he beat his wings and settled his full weight on the peak of the roof, beat his wings again, and the roof-trees moved. Once, twice, and a beam cracked. There was screaming in the hall, and he savoured it like a fine wine in Heaven, then beat his wings again and something gave, and the roof-tree crashed down.

He flitted away, his vast wings lifting him over the de-struction, and landed by the team of golden stags, all four of whom sat on folded legs as if asleep.

The hall, what he’d left of it, was afire. Lanterns? The hearth? He cared not. He liked it as a torch.

But when he tried to climb into the chariot car, something resisted him. The team of stags remained immobile, like golden statues, lit by the growing fire of the hall.

Kursag cursed. He kicked the chariot; it rocked, but the kick only hurt his foot.

He roared his frustration. Something inside the hall gave; there were more screams, the fire leapt higher, and a cloud of vicious sparks rose into the air like the wrath of a fire god, settling lethally on the great barn that faced them across the square.

Mortals poured out of nearby buildings. He drew Godkiller and vented his frustration on the first few, laughing and screaming his rage as he slew them.

But this wasn’t winning him the chariot. He went back to it, pushed at it, gave it a verbal order, brushed away a heavy spear and slew the wielder – a big centaur. Surprisingly hard to kill; he had to cut the man-horse multiple times.

And then something hurt him.

He turned to find a figure as large as he himself: a centaur who towered over the other centaurs, armed with what appeared to be a lance of pure white light. Kursag recognised it as a Bright Spear, one of the ancient weapons from before the time of his people.

A deep voice asked, ‘Now, who the fuck are you?’

Kursag suddenly felt a surge of overwhelming drunkenness, and he staggered, and he knew his foe.


Chapter Four

Sea of Grass

Zos

He was deeply asleep, as comfortable as he’d been in recent weeks, even though the soft golden straw made him sneeze from time to time.

‘Zos!’ he heard. He incorporated that effortlessly into his dream, sailing somewhere on the Great Green, at the helm of a dream ship carrying a dream cargo …

‘ZOS!’ This time, the voice broke through the dream. He sat up.

Daos was standing back, at least in part because Zos had a short bronze sword unsheathed. He tended to do that when unexpectedly awakened.

‘Something bad is happening,’ Daos said. ‘Out on the plain.’

Zos rolled over to wake Pollon, but the Writer wasn’t there. Instead, there was a bleary-eyed man he’d met briefly the night before.

‘Wha—?’ the man said.

There was a burst of light outside, and a shriek.

‘That’s not good,’ Daos said.

Zos stood.

‘No time for armour,’ he said. He picked up the Shield of Taris and his ornate sword-belt, bearing Terror, pushed his father’s boars’ tooth helmet down on his head, and slipped out of the barracks, following Daos with his one star-stone javelin in his right hand. He still had his short, Mykoan-style bronze sword thrust through his kilt-belt.

He had no idea what was going on, but he guessed at a cattle raid or some rival horse tribe …

One glance disabused him of that idea. The great hall was on fire; a vast, vulture-winged creature stood over a dead centaur, and Druku stood before the thing, a lance of pure light in his hands.

‘Druku,’ the creature said in a tone of coarse contempt, a schoolyard bully taunting a weaker boy. ‘You think you can try me? Come and taste Godkiller. I have it right here.’

Druku edged closer to the thing.

It was trying to activate the Sky Chariot.

Zos turned to Daos, and motioned in hand signs: you go that way, I’ll go around the burning hall.

Daos already held the trident, Earthbreaker.

‘Are you really Druku?’ the vulture-winged god spat. ‘You seem too sober.’

Druku continued edging closer.

The creature leapt into the dark air with a carrion smell, and aimed a long slash at the centaur-god’s head. ‘You won’t make me drunk again, you fucking pervert.’

Druku caught the blow on the Bright Spear, and turned it. His counter-blow caught the vulture-creature in the side, but did no damage.

Zos could see no more because he was running through the darkness, around the burning hall. Firewood for the hearths had been piled under the eaves, and loose stacks of kindling tore at his bare feet, and it was cold.

He rounded the first corner to find a dozen men and women and three centaurs, attempting to put out the blaze with a bucket chain running to the well head. He ran between them, trying to guess what weapon would best serve him. Terror whispered blandishments, but she would harm the firefighters and perhaps his other allies; the bronze weapon wouldn’t even scar a god. But once he threw the javelin …

He came around the second corner as a new burst of light heralded the collapse of a section of the thatched roof into the blaze. The vulture-winged thing was literally astride the Sky Chariot.

As he’d planned, Zos was behind it – close enough to catch the rotten-meat stench that it exuded.

Definitely the thing we faced over the delta, he thought. The god of the Jekers.

But in its hand, it held the mighty weapon Godkiller. The last Zos had seen of Godkiller, it had been in the hand of Nisroch, Herald of the Gods.

Era saw Nisroch parley with the Jekers.

Fucking gods.

Zos began to move along the burning building. He was naked, and the heat of the fire scorched him, but if he moved out into the cooler air he would be within the peripheral vision of the vulture-thing facing Druku. He used his magnificent shield and it protected most of him, but his feet and shins felt as if he was walking through the flames and not several horse-lengths from them. He had to force himself to be cautious in his footwork, as well; the collapse of part of the roof had scattered splinters and burning embers for quite a distance.

He contemplated just making a charge.

Maybe a leap …

A breeze drove the heat of the flames against him and he moaned at the pain to his shins.

‘Come on, Druku,’ drawled the Jekers’ god. ‘Come and die.’

Zos was perhaps a chariot’s length from the dark creature. The smell was terrible, and Zos’ feet were burning off.

‘How many of us do you think you can face?’ Daos said. He emerged to the vulture-creature’s right, out of the shadows, and the dark head turned to track him.

‘I am Kursag the Destroyer,’ he said. ‘And I will own you all.’

Druku laughed. It was a musical, happy laugh – the laugh of a beautiful woman enjoying a good joke at a wonderful party. It cut Kursag like a whip.

Druku spoke in his low, male voice. ‘You’re no destroyer, pup. You’re Nisroch, one of Enkul-Anu’s brood. When I am done with you, I’ll spank you like the naughty pup you are.’

Stung, Kursag leapt into the air and swung Godkiller. Druku’s amusement was turned to shock as he felt the power of that blow against the bar of light he wielded in both inhuman hands.

This time he made no counterblow; he’d gone down to one knee.

The Destroyer raised the sword for another blow, and Daos struck with Earthbreaker. It didn’t blow a hole in the Jekers’ god, but where it struck it left a mark, and Kursag stumbled back.

Daos triggered the chariot, and the golden stags, who had heretofore had their legs folded under them, leapt to their feet, their great antlers scraping at the back of the Destroyer’s thighs, ripping at his dangling and oversized manhood.

He screamed. A ripple of terror spread through the firefighters; Zos felt it and froze.

Kursag staggered, beat his vast wings to re-establish his balance, rising slightly, sword arm back, preparing a strike.

Zos forced himself into the moment, tracked the dark god’s sword hand, and as the dreadful weapon went all the way back, the Destroyer’s hand was close, almost close enough to touch …

Zos struck, thrusting overhand with his javelin. It went in at the wrist, and Kursag screamed, thrashed, ripping the shaft from Zos’ hands. Faster than thought, Kursag spun in the air. Zos leapt, but even his bull-leaper speed was not enough, and Kursag’s left fist caught him in the side, crushing his ribs, and he fell.

But the distraction he’d provided was Kursag’s undoing; Daos struck again, using Earthbreaker and the chariot, too. Kursag was forced to rise, turning with inhuman speed but unable to parry the flurry of blows; Druku struck more than once. Black blood fell to the earth, and the Destroyer screamed.

Zos lay under the Shield of Taris. He was pretty sure he was dying. Certainly, his lungs were filling with blood. His breaths were shorter and shorter.

On the other hand, he could feel the cold might of Godkiller under his back. Kursag was fighting so hard to get back down to the ground becaue he’d lost the sword to Zos’ javelin. His hand had opened in the moment that star-stone javelin struck.

Zos was a spectator, and a fading one, but he saw the moment when Daos straightened, pushed in closer, and sidestepped towards Zos. Kursag was bleeding, and it looked and smelled like black tar in the fire-spun darkness.

Some of it caught fire and stank.

Daos stood over him now. Zos had missed a moment or two. Kursag was higher, screaming in pain and frustration, and the stags were ripping at his back, the chariot well above him.

Nice trick, Zos thought. Damn, Daos, you are a good papista.

‘Godkiller!’ he grunted. Hard to take another breath. But he was Zos the sell-sword, and he was full of immortal ambrosia and resin. He could, in fact, feel the hideous pain of two of his crushed ribs trying to reknit. He got some air into his lungs.

‘Godkiller is under me …’ He coughed with the effort of speaking.

To his immense satisfaction, his fading eyes caught the movement as Druku lunged, driving Kursag up, and then Daos knelt, quick as thought, and touched Zos. ‘I have it,’ he said.

But Zos was gone.

Sea of Grass

Daos

Daos couldn’t be gentle about wrenching the deadly sword from under his friend, but Zos was beyond saving.

He got the sword. As soon as he had it in his hands, he was sure Godkiller was the real thing: the power all but trembled in his grasp. Something very old in his head said, I remember you.

Daos swung it at Kursag the moment he had control of the ancient weapon, but Kursag, now wounded a dozen times, gave a screech of rage and fear, and winged away.

Druku stood with the bar of light ready to throw.

‘Don’t,’ Daos said. ‘We need that Bright Spear. And now we have Godkiller.’

He knelt by Zos. ‘Not dead,’ he said, amazement clear in his voice. ‘How can that be?’

Druku came over, untouched by the fight and yet clearly very tired. ‘Fucking Nisroch,’ he spat. ‘Trading on the worship of the Jekers. Stupid little shit.’ He smiled. ‘I don’t suppose you’d like to give me Godkiller?’

Daos raised his beautiful head. ‘Trading on the horror of the Jekers is the kind of thing that gives gods a bad name.’ He looked at the Bright Spear that was pointed at his throat. ‘No. I don’t think I’ll give you Godkiller. Do you want to fight me for it? All the other gods will laugh at us.’

‘I need it,’ Druku snarled.

Daos shrugged. The two were facing off; Daos knew by body language that the older god was preparing his attack. And Daos was not immune to the older god’s charisma, his sexual at-traction, or the waves of drunkenness he was sending. Nor the spear point almost at his throat. The Bright Spears were not as deadly as Godkiller, but they were mortal if used well.

Daos stepped back out of Druku’s range. ‘Let’s not do this now,’ he said. ‘I loved Zos. He deserves better than us squabbling over a weapon he won for us.’

Druku did a surprising thing: he breathed, stuck his Bright Spear into the ground like a mortal spear, and knelt by Zos. ‘You speak true, younger brother.’ He put a hand on Zos’ chest. ‘How is this poor mortal even alive? That rib is in his heart.’

Daos ran his hands over his warrior’s body. ‘No idea,’ he said. ‘My powers do not extend into the higher realms of the aether, unless it’s pretty simple stuff. But he’s not dead. And that rib is moving, ever so slightly. I think he’s healing.’

Druku shook his great, bearded head. ‘If he recovers,’ he said, ‘is he really a mortal any more?’

Sea of Grass

Kursag

He fled.

There was nothing else for it. They outnumbered him, and they’d hurt him badly. Again. The same mortal had hurt him again. The same mortal had hurt his hand. Again.

He shrieked. His rage went beyond rage; his frustration went beyond the bounds of the seen world. He screamed, but it didn’t change the situation, nor was he so lost to his turmoil of emotion that he was going to risk his precious immortal hide against the enemy armed with that Bright Spear, the trident called Earthbreaker, and now …

And now …

They took my sword.

They took unfair advantage, like cowards, teaming up on me, sneaking around, and now they have Godkiller.

The unfairness of it clawed at him, and he screamed his rage into the night again.

He had so many wounds that one of his wings was failing him, and he tumbled, caught himself, and then dived out over the ocean to hide on his island, and heal, and plot revenge.

Such a revenge.

Not one of the foul horse creatures will live. Not one. I will rip their entrails from their living bodies. I will make their children beasts of burden for my armies.

And that mortal …

It was a pleasant fantasy, but another part of his mind said, I am not winning.


Chapter Five

Northern Narmer

Maritaten

She was alone in her bed when the pain hit her. She didn’t scream, but she whimpered, and her new handmaiden, Olufemi, stood from her seat.

‘Mistress?’ she asked.

Maritaten couldn’t speak, the pain was so intense. She felt as if her whole right side had been crushed.

The glow of her oil lamps showed her that her side was untouched: there was no blood, no damage, not even a bruise. And she’d had a year to perfect her performance as the Great Lady of the High House. She was not going to scream.

For a while, her refusal to scream was the whole of her world, the pain was that intense.

When she could breathe, she found Olufemi wiping her brow with a damp cloth and Ulat fanning her.

‘Mistress?’ she asked.

‘Water,’ Maritaten croaked.

She lay curled in a ball, and Olufemi stroked her back, and, gradually, the pain began to subside. The bout of agony became a sharp pain, then a dull one, and then a cold pulse that finally gave way to sleep.

In the morning, she felt exhausted, and sent Olufemi to get the sorcerer, Timut-Imri.

For once, he came quickly. He examined her, and heard her descriptions of the horrors of the night.

‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘Your friend Zos had a worse night, I’d wager. But … you kept him alive. You’ll be very tired and very hungry. And that will last more than a week.’

‘Gods,’ she muttered.

Timut-Imri made a sign. ‘Mortals,’ he said. ‘Great Lady – and I say this with more humility than you can know – if you and he and I and some others … continue to consume resin and work the Aura as we do …’ He paused.

‘Go on, master sorcerer.’

He shrugged. ‘You’ll be gods. To all intents and purposes I already am.’ He winked. ‘I’m a very minor god with no worshippers.’

She smiled at him. He was very likeable, in his utterly eccentric way.

She ate an enormous meal, listening to news of the siege. All of her military councillors were present, except Zos: Ak-Arrina, Tudhal, Horat.

Tudhal stood before her, his bronze axe on his shoulder. ‘We beat the Jekers like a drum last night. I’d planned a little sortie, but they were so fucked up I just poured it on. We wrecked their ramp. Killed a couple hundred of their warriors. I lost two.’

‘These are the mighty Jekers?’ Maritaten asked, moving carefully. Her right side still hurt.

‘Oh, they’re plenty rough, Mistress. In a fair fight on an open field, they’d kill a lot of us.’ He shrugged, easily moving the weight of his bronze armour. ‘I don’t intend to offer them anything like a fair fight.’

‘How long can we hold here?’ she asked.

Ak-Arrina looked less confident. She wondered why that was.

‘Cousin,’ she said, extending a hand. ‘I seek your military wisdom.’

His smile was forced and she knew something was wrong, because he was ordinarily a sucker for her compliments.

‘Great Lady …’ he began, then shook his head. ‘The army of Enkul-Anu is on the way. They are trying to build a causeway through the swamps.’

Horat nodded. ‘And good luck to them. Most of their peasants deserted after the ransom of Lukor, and their godborn won’t even dig their own latrines, much less work in swamp mud.’

Tudhal rubbed his chin. ‘Axe and Anenome are very clever men with a lot of experience, Great Lady. They’ll get their causeway. Maybe two weeks. And then …’

Maritaten looked around. ‘And then?’

Ak-Arrina said nothing.

Horat spread his hands. ‘No idea, Mistress. Anything could happen. If Enkul-Anu comes and leads them in person …’ He shrugged, his eye contact eloquent in reminding her how quickly Enkul-Anu had destroyed the centre of their army just months before.

Tudhal nodded. ‘It’s possible that Axe and Anenome will fight the Jekers and destroy them before they settle down to besiege us,’ he said. ‘Or they could all make common cause.’

Maritaten nodded. ‘That’s what Zos said before he left,’ she agreed. ‘He said we should be ready to cut our way out, just ahead of Enkul-Anu’s army. Leave them no one to fight but Jekers.’

‘We’ll lose the town,’ Ak-Arrina said.

Maritaten tried her best smile on him. ‘Perhaps we can take the whole populace with us.’

Ak-Arrina met her eyes, then looked elsewhere. ‘Perhaps,’ he said, in a defeated tone.

Tudhal looked at the prince with some disappointment. She knew that Tudhal and Ak-Arrina got on well – better than Ak-Arrina and Horat, for example. But today, something was amiss.

‘I think that Zos’ plan has merit,’ Tudhal said. ‘If we can get the boats and ships in position, we can get across the next arm of the delta and leave Axe and Anenome with their dicks in their hands.’

Olufemi giggled, then was silent.

Maritaten raised an eyebrow.

Tudhal was unabashed. ‘It’s an expression we use to mean—’

Maritaten nodded. ‘I’m familiar with the expression,’ she said. ‘Summon the Great Council, Femi. We’ll begin planning for an escape. An evacuation. I want Hehet, no matter how busy she is, and Mari-Ye.’

‘Thy will be done,’ Olufemi said.

Near Thais, Narmer Delta

Enkul-Anu

He took a look at the Jeker siege. They had a big siege mound going, and that was impressive as hell until the fighting started.

Enkul-Anu hated sieges. Dull as shit. But even as he watched, there was a sortie from inside, and the Jekers were caught flat-footed.

The great horned god trod air with his vast eagle’s wings and glanced at his demon lieutenant, Bashmu.

‘Someone’s getting a lesson down there,’ the Great God said.

Bashmu watched with superhuman sight. ‘Jekers probably didn’t even have a watch set.’

The demons were fickle and violent, but they were professional and they didn’t sleep on watch. Some of them were in their third millennium as warriors. The ineptitude of mortals never ceased to amuse them.

‘Whoa,’ Bashmu laughed. ‘That was a big spell.’

Below his feet, a gout of almost pure aethereal power erupted under the siege ramp. Dirt and corpses were flung high in the air.

Enkul-Anu narrowed his great eyes. He’d felt that power before. He knew the caster.

‘Boys,’ he said, and then stopped. ‘Silence,’ he ordered.

The demons, bickering, gossiping, or just criticising the mortal military arrangements, fell silent. They hung high in the air above the delta, dark against a dark sky.

Far off, a scream slit the aether, puncturing the Aura with its power.

‘By my name,’ growled Enkul-Anu. The mortal practitioner would wait. The little bastard was trapped in a city under siege.

But that scream …

It was repeated.

Bashmu shivered. ‘Don’t like that much, boss.’

Enkul-Anu glanced at him, golden eyes glowing with passion. ‘I do,’ he said. ‘I can feel it in the Aura. That’s the Jeker’s vulture god, and he’s hurt.’

‘Oh,’ Bashmu said, and he spat down the wind. ‘Let’s go get ’im, then, boss.’

Around him came mutters of agreement. The Vulture, as the demons called him, had killed three, maybe even four demons. And made the rest look bad.

Enkul-Anu looked over his demon legion for a moment, and thought, I didn’t lose a fucking one of you in five hundred years, and now we’ve lost nine in as many mortal days. I don’t fucking like this, and I need to find out what’s going on.

And where is fucking Laila?


Chapter Six

Kautlin country, on the Saswatatan, Dendrowna

Era

Nicté came and got Era from her place in the longhouse, where she was just finishing an inventory of the stone-that-burns with Pavi. Her back hurt from stooping, but the good news was that Timay was every bit as good a scribe as Titis, and some of the workload was finally coming off Pavi.

‘Please tell me you have good news,’ Era said.

Nicté grinned, showing her sharpened teeth, but only said, ‘You will want to see this.’

Era was pretty sure it was good news. She couldn’t remember seeing Nicté looking so happy in a long time.

They crossed the slushy camp. The weather of the Kautlin country was more variable than Era would ever have believed: five days of snow, a day of rain, then ten days of bright sun, followed by cold that went through the longhouses like a bronze axe splitting dry wood. No matter what she wore on her feet, they were always wet and cold.

Many of the local women went barefoot unless they were going out on the snow beyond the town. Era wasn’t tough enough for that, or so she told herself.

Another party of volunteers had come upriver over the ice – incredible eagerness. Lan Thena and Jawat were drilling their warriors on a section of the centre of their village that was kept clear of snow. Privately, Era wasn’t sure whether the spear drills were going to ever be useful in this wooded country, but Jawat seemed to know his business.

The smithy was the largest and best built of all of their new buildings; it contained no fewer than four forges, each for a different purpose. Right now, only one was lit; Atosa, the former royal jeweller, was casting something with two adult apprentices. Era paused to remember their names: Finny and … Sol. They’d never worked metal before a month ago, but one of Pavi’s ideas was to offer to train every former slave in a trade if they asked, and that had turned out to be a goldmine of loyalty and reward. Another man, a local trader named ud’Ach from over the mountains, had also moved into the forge and begun to work metal with Nicté and Hefa-Asus. He was polishing something.

She nodded to Sol, who was looking her way, and he grinned.

Hefa-Asus stood at a cold forge with something in his hand. He held it out to Nicté, and she took it.

She looked at him. He shrugged.

‘I don’t know why Nicté wants me to talk,’ he said. ‘Nicté had all the good ideas.’

‘Moose crap,’ Nicté said. ‘We had them together.’

She handed Era a slim dagger, much like the one Era wore between her breasts. Star-stone: a rough grey surface.

Era smiled, mostly because she was learning to smile when her people expected a smile. ‘Uh?’ she muttered.

Nicté laughed. ‘Give me your star-stone dagger.’ She took a hammer.

Era handed it over. Hers was one of the first – not much more than a long, slim spike with a sharp tip.

Nicté put it on the largest anvil and hit it once with her hammer. It bent, almost making a perfect right angle.

‘Star-stone,’ Nicté said. ‘After we work the ore, even if it is almost pure, it’s this soft. We played with work-hardening, the way you harden bronze.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s better.’

Hefa-Asus picked up the bent remains of Era’s precious star-stone dagger and straightened it with his mighty arms. Then he tapped it back to perfectly straight with the hammer.

‘Druku …’ he began.

‘Dite,’ Nicté corrected.

‘Sure,’ Hefa-Asus continued. ‘Dite told us how to make a much harder metal out of star-stone. The way tin added to copper makes bronze …’

‘But much more complicated,’ Nicté said.

‘And we fucked around with it for weeks,’ Hefa-Asus added.

‘And now …’ Nicté took back the slim dagger, and hit it with the hammer.

Nothing happened, except that the hammer rebounded.

Nicté took the star-stone dagger to where a bronze breastplate was attached to the wall. She whirled and punched the dagger right through the bronze. And pulled it out.

It wasn’t bent.

‘Demons of Kur,’ Era breathed. ‘Imagine the arrowheads.’

‘Imagine the swords,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘Imagine a spear! But you don’t need to imagine arrowheads. I’ve made a hundred already.’

Then the smiths had to show her every aspect of the process.

She watched in fascination, but most of her mind was taken up with imagining a future in which she had an army using these things.

Hefa-Asus tried to interest her in his production of Bright People’s silk rope, but she begged off. The super-strong rope wasn’t really any better than spruce root for binding longhouses or making snowshoes.

‘Make the metal,’ she said.

Her smile was almost feral.

The Sea of Grass

Pollon

When Pollon found Zos, he was dead.

Four hours later, he was sitting up. ‘I almost had him,’ Zos said bitterly.

Pollon had spent the intervening time putting out fires and tending to the many injured. A dozen centaurs and as many humans had been trapped in the collapse of the burning hall, and most of them were in the messy process of dying of their burns. Zos’ survival was a matter of surprise, but very few of the local people had been close enough to know that he’d been still, unbreathing, with a crushed-in side covered in blood, when found.

Zos himself seemed unimpressed. ‘I don’t remember any of it, except trying to tell Daos that I had Godkiller trapped under me,’ he croaked. Then he smiled. ‘For a while, I dreamed I was Maritaten,’ he murmured, and went back to sleep.

Pollon was deeply impressed by the teamwork and co-operation of all the people there. Before the sun had begun to set, centaurs and horses and Free People had dragged away the charred beams and still-smoking thatch of the great hall. All of the fires were out, burial parties were digging graves, and an evening meal was being cooked. Pollon worked wherever he was asked, although he took an hour after midday to use his amulet to access the Nexus. None of the information there seemed to have any bearing on the attack they’d experienced.

Daos came back at nightfall. He and Druku had taken the Sky Chariot in a belated attempt to catch the Destroyer, but they’d failed to find any sign of him, and had returned to help bring a new main beam back from the edge of the great woods to the north. There were stores of cut wood at the edges of the forest, and the two immortals had carried a huge spruce log back unaided.

Pollon helped Thura cook. It had been a long time since he’d cooked, or so it seemed; he remembered making soup in the cave by the Vale of Jasmine, and smiled. Here, he was not confronted by a giant dragon, and the company was pleasant, although the community seemed to share a collective shock at the violence and the casualties. But he was not plied with questions, and he didn’t volunteer anything more than he had the night before.

In the evening, he checked on Zos again. The warrior lay on his good side, but all of his ribs appeared to be in the right position, and he was breathing well. Pollon woke him, gave him a drink of ambrosia from the store in the Sky Chariot, and went back to cutting wild onions with Thura.

At sunset, a bronze bell tolled. Pollon passed the line of corpses wrapped in bright white linen: some very small, and some very large – centaurs.

The evening meal was served outside. Luckily the weather was fine: cold, but clear. He got in line with Thura, was handed a wooden bowl full of venison stew, and sat with her under a thick grey wool blanket to eat it.

Lady Drusila clip-clopped up; her bowl was larger, and held something like an oatmeal mash instead of venison stew. ‘Good evening, Pollon,’ she said with some formality.

‘My lady,’ he said.

She smiled. ‘Pollon, we don’t have titles here. Druku, may his name be blessed, calls me “Lady” because it suits him to do so, but you are not required to do the same.’

Pollon nodded. ‘And yet, you seem very much the lady of this place,’ he said. Thura smiled; Pollon knew he’d given a good answer, but then, this was the sort of diplomacy for which he’d been trained.

‘This monster that attacked us,’ Drusila said. ‘This is one of the gods you are fighting?’

Pollon looked over at Daos and Druku, now sitting apart from each other. They’d co-operated in bringing the new beam, but that co-operation appeared to be at an end.

He didn’t like that as a development, but he had other concerns. He thought of a variety of complex answers and settled on a simple one.

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘It followed you here?’ Drusila asked.

Pollon couldn’t tell whether Drusila had a mind like a man of law from the Hundred Cities – and intended to blame him and his companions for the bloodshed and arson. He considered his answer while he chewed a particularly tough bit of meat. Honesty would at least save time.

‘It must have,’ he said. ‘That was the Jeker god Kursag, who we encountered at the siege of Thais, down in the delta.’

Drusila looked down at him, ate a giant spoonful of her mash, and chewed it noisily. All around her, centaurs and humans had fallen silent.

‘Never ask a Writer for an easy answer,’ she said. ‘In one sentence you tell me the barbarian Jekers have their own god, that Thais is under siege by Jekers, and that you were there.’

Pollon looked into her deep brown eyes. ‘Yes, lady.’

She nodded, just a little like a mare tossing her head: something non-human about the connection of the skull to the spine. ‘And why did you come here?’ she asked.

Pollon considered for a little while and said, ‘We are travelling north to meet our friends, and we needed a place to sleep, and Daos said he knew your people.’

Drusila nodded again. ‘Almost twenty of our people are dead,’ she said. ‘At least three were murdered out on the Sea of Grass. We do not lightly turn to violence here. Many among us have already been hurt by violence, and my people, the centaurs … we like to fight. We like it too much. It is like an addiction. So mostly, we forgo it.’

Behind her, Pollon could see Druku nodding.

Drusila was looking around at the survivors of the night of fire and the day of hard work. ‘We do not love war,’ she said. ‘But the wergild of last night will cost someone hard.’

There was an odd sound: the rattling of wooden bowls, the stamping of hooves. The human men and women clapped their hands in a rhythm.

Druku, speaking loudly, said, ‘Lady, you might have asked me, or Daos, to explain.’

Drusila glanced back, turning her neck and much of her human torso to look at him.

‘Druku, we love you,’ she said. ‘But you are one of the immortals, and Pollon, here, is a creature like me and these others. You will have some high-sounding excuse for war. He seems a plain man with plain tastes, and Thura vouches for him.’

Druku looked abashed.

Daos stood up and dusted off his kilt. ‘We did not come here to lead you to a war,’ he said.

‘Did you not, Horse Tamer?’ Drusila raised a bushy eyebrow.

Daos shook his head. ‘I had forgotten you, or nearly so. My memories of this place are really those of someone else. I only knew we could be guest-friends, and sleep safely. I am … deeply sorry if I brought the deadly vulture.’

Drusila nodded. ‘I accept your words. Long we have known you, Horse Tamer, in all your guises, and yet never in this form. And how this has happened must be a great tale, but not for tonight. Tonight we send the dead on their road. Tomorrow we will hold assembly, and ask the will of all the people, on two feet or four. And we do not need fine words from you – no persuasion. I would prefer that whatever we decide come from ourselves, from what we have witnessed.’

Daos bowed. ‘So be it. As soon as my friend can travel, we should go. Druku has told me the way to our friends in the north.’

‘For my part, my way lies to the east.’ Druku glanced at Daos as if expecting something.

Even then, after Drusila clopped away, the other Writers didn’t pester him for more information. If anything, they kept their distance. Later, in their shared blankets, Thura said, ‘If Drusila wants us to make up our minds based on what happened, it would be unfair to ask you for all you know.’

Pollon wrapped Thura in his arms; neither of them was in the mood for lovemaking, but warmth was a precious thing to be shared. He enjoyed her company, and she had a wonderful capacity for work. It was unfair to the woman, but Thura continued to remind him of Mura, his landlady and lover back in his old life. He hadn’t held a woman in his arms in a year. He was grateful for her warmth and her compassion.

Beyond that, he wasn’t sure what he thought about any of it, and that was an uncomfortable feeling for a Writer.

At dawn Pollon found it very difficult to tear himself away from his partner, and any doubts he’d felt in the night were different in the face of leaving.

He’d just started to admit he had to rise, and she kissed him. It was a long, passionate kiss, and couldn’t possibly lead anywhere. Daos glanced at him from another sleeping platform.

‘Any chance you’ll ever come back this way?’ Thura asked. She seemed to be a painfully honest woman, and he liked that.

‘I don’t see why we wouldn’t stop here on our way back,’ he said. ‘Unless Drusila asks us not to.’

‘Well,’ she said. ‘That was honest. If not exactly flattering.’

She flung herself out of the blankets and pulled a shawl around her shoulders.

An hour later, Pollon still wasn’t sure what he should have said. That he’d like to stay? That she was a very pleasant companion? That he eagerly anticipated another visit?

But by then, they were high in the air, rushing north and west away from the sun, and the Sea of Grass had given way to a sea of trees. To the north, the peaks of the great mountains glittered with ice and snow like jagged teeth, and under the belly of the chariot, great trees reached towards the sun, parasang on parasang of them, interspersed with lakes and meadows; in an hour, Pollon saw more fresh water in rivers and lakes than was contained in the whole habitable region of the Hundred Cities. It was another world entirely.

It was also very cold.

‘Where’s Druku going?’ Pollon asked Daos suddenly.

Daos glanced back from his reins. ‘East.’ It sounded like a dismissal, but after some minutes, he said, ‘I think he’s going to find Tyka.’

Pollon had had half a life to appreciate immortal politics. ‘For resin?’

Daos looked back at him. ‘You catch on fast, Pollon.’


Chapter Seven

Kypri

Enkul-Anu

It took even the Great God himself a day of searching to find the monster’s lair. The vulture-winged god was holed-up in a cave on a tiny island south of Kypri, part of the long chain that stretched north from Lazba. Enkul-Anu had to call on half-forgotten arts of another time and another war to track the thing by its footprints in the aether, and by the stain of its immortal blood from a dozen wounds.

Even then, he might never have found the thing, but his demons were eager for revenge, and they scented like hounds on a wounded deer. They were cautious enough – they knew the damned thing was deadly – but they were relentless, and Enkul-Anu was impressed to see them so determined. They hadn’t seemed very interested in anything lately.

It was a nice change.

But like a wounded deer chased by hunters and hounds, their quarry turned at bay. Seku, a relatively young demon, gave a shrill scream far below him – a scream that echoed through the Aura and called the other demons – but when they found their prey, it had Seku’s lifeless corpse spitted on one long talon.

The demons threw fire and ice at it, and the winged god batted them away with contempt and attacked, but the demons were wary, and drove it back into the cave.

And then the demons stopped. They looked at each other.

Namtar and Gallu made faces. Bashmu growled.

‘Let’s make a rush, boys,’ he said.

‘Thing’s a fucking killer,’ Namtar said. ‘You first.’

Gallu flung a gout of fire into the cave and it stuck to the wall, guttering. By its light, the hideous head of the winged god could just be seen, black on black.

‘We could just drop the cave mouth,’ Gallu said. ‘Leave it to rot.’

‘Fuck all your mothers,’ Bashmu said. ‘You lot said you’d avenge Pazu and the others. Seku, now. He were a good boy.’

Namtar showed his fangs. ‘I didn’t say I wouldn’t go. I said “you first”. You being the high an’ mighty.’

Enkul-Anu flew into the midst of them. ‘Damn your eyes, the lot of you. Are you demons or chittering mortals?’

None of them, even Bashmu, would meet his eyes.

Enkul-Anu’s disappointment was, if anything, greater than his pleasure just moments before. Millennia had passed and his demon legion had been puissant, and now, suddenly, they seemed to want to preserve their precious immortal skins above all other things.

It occurred to him that perhaps he had it right. They’d lived so long that they no longer wanted anything but continued life. Maybe he needed younger demons.

Enkul-Anu shook his great scarlet head. ‘Fuck it,’ he said, and folded his wings. He had one of the Bright Spears, and he hefted it, raised his own war shield, and went into the cave.

Gallu whistled behind him. ‘That’s why he’s the Great God and we’re not,’ he said.

‘We’d better follow him,’ Namtar whispered. He was afraid of the thing in the cave – but, claws down, more afraid of Enkul-Anu.

Enkul-Anu could see in the darkness well enough, and he could see the vulture head and muscled torso of the thing that had killed Telipinu.

‘Come and fight me!’ Enkul-Anu bellowed.

‘Now you come for me,’ the thing spat. ‘When I am weak.’

Enkul-Anu was pleased by that. He did, in general, prefer to catch his enemies when they were weak. Anything else was stupid. Ara, now … Ara had liked a fair fight.

And look what that got him.

‘Come and face me, monster.’ Enkul-Anu moved quietly when he wanted to. His wings had mostly vanished, and he had to stoop slightly in the cave, but his shield was up, and his Bright Spear was invincible, and he had a dozen terrible tricks.

‘Monster?’ it hissed. ‘You call me “monster”?’ The winged god cackled.

‘I do,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘You killed my son, Telipinu. You killed my demons. Now I will end you.’

‘Your son?’ It rose to its full height, and stepped forward, so that it was almost breast to shield with Enkul-Anu.

Bigger than I thought.

Now he could see that the thing was wounded.

Fuck, it’s big, though.

‘Your son?’ it screamed like a wind tearing through a forest. ‘I am your son!’

Very few things surprised Enkul-Anu. He’d had a dozen millennia to stop being surprised. The feeling of surprise was almost pleasurable.

He’d long ago learned never to flinch or lower his shield when surprised. He did step back.

But the winged god didn’t attack. It just towered.

‘I am your son,’ it snarled. ‘I ran your errands. I did your bidding. I plotted your plots. I killed your enemies and I spied for you and I tortured for you, and you fucking spurned me and left me to be killed by Resheph and Nerkalush. So that your “son” by Sypa could have my place at your side.’

Enkul-Anu knew now who he was facing. ‘Nisroch?’ he asked.

‘I am Kursag the Destroyer. Nisroch was killed by Resheph and Nerkalush and you and Sypa, and all the other gods who crawl to you. Kursag is what’s left.’

Enkul-Anu didn’t know what to make of all that, except that he was fairly sure this was Nisroch.

‘I don’t know how you can claim Sypa and I killed you.’

‘Then you are a fool,’ Kursag said. ‘Kill me and be done. Or hurl me into the Outer Darkness with my mother.’

Enkul-Anu thought, Yes, it is true that Sypa always wanted you gone.

And for all your wounds, you look a lot tougher than the Nisroch I remember.

I wonder if you can be tamed.

‘Son …’ he began.

‘Fuck that,’ Kursag spat, and struck a blow that rocked his immortal shield and pushed him back a full pace.

Enkul-Anu didn’t particularly like fighting under the earth, and the presence of Nisroch, alive – his son by Arrina, whom he missed – was too much for one bloody encounter.

He backed away two steps, and then two more.

‘Sit in the dark and consider your options.’ Enkul-Anu tossed a thunderbolt into the ceiling of the cave.

The ceiling fell. For a few long moments, Enkul-Anu cursed his tendency to drama as he fought off the collapsing stones. But when he emerged from the rubble, dust swirling in the cool island air, his demons were suitably impressed.

‘What now, boss?’ Bashmu asked.

‘Put two of your best here to watch. Watch, but don’t engage.’

‘Fat chance of that, boss. He’s a rough one.’

‘Right you are, lad.’ Enkul-Anu winced at his own use of the word ‘lad’ for a three-millennia-old war-construct. But his little victory over the vulture – his son – left him wishing for the old days. The days of victory, before the Odine came. The fucking worms.

‘And the rest of us?’ Bashmu asked. ‘The lads want to fuck up the rest of the Jekers.’

Enkul-Anu was on the point of agreeing when he looked back at the cave. Nisroch had made himself into something deadly. And effective.

‘No.’ He hated the hesitancy in his voice, and he spoke again with his more usual emphasis. ‘No. Leave the Jekers to fight the rebels. Axe and Anenome will finish them. I want to know what’s happening in Heaven.’

‘Too right, boss.’

Enkul-Anu glanced at his demon. ‘What the fuck does that mean?’

Bashmu shrugged and looked at Gallu.

‘Shit’s slipping,’ Gallu said boldly. ‘Mortals hit the resin supply.’

Namtar nodded. ‘One of the surviving wyverns says there were gods helping. Two gods.’

‘What fucking god would attack their own supply of resin?’ Enkul-Anu asked. But he had been around a long time.

What if someone has their own supply of resin hidden away?

‘Fuck,’ he said.


Chapter Eight

Near Thais, Narmer Delta

Axe and Anenome

‘I hate this shit,’ Axe proclaimed. He tossed a priceless, magically endowed helmet with a spray of ostrich plumes on the muddy ground.

Anenome chuckled mirthlessly. ‘You always say that whenever we have to dig.’

‘Sieges suck,’ Axe muttered. ‘And we’re not even to the siege yet. We’re basically building our own island because the enemy controls the river, and Enkul-Anu just took back all his demons, and we’re not supposed to fight the Jekers even though they’re killing our dwindling supply of peasants.’

He had spent a brutal morning leading his peasant workmen in person. He’d dug stinking mud, killed a dozen Jekers, and tried to raise some enthusiasm in the other diggers, but they acted like condemned men and he didn’t blame them.

The swamps of the delta were full of things that killed you: disease, insects, stinging fish, crocodiles, hippos. It was a damp, cold hell. And there was some sort of assassin out there, too; something was killing his best workers with a sharp knife.

Ambrosia and training had freed the two strategoi from the threat of instant death, or death by disease, but as for their mortal tools …

Axe felt for them. He should have been as hard as stone after forty years of war, but he wasn’t. He felt as if he’d been much, much harder in his youth, when killing a dozen Jekers would have turned him on. Now it was just a day’s work, and the mud stank.

Anenome handed him a golden goblet of wine, which he drank off like water, and then handed him a tiny gold beaker of ambrosia. He savoured it.

‘We’re running low,’ Anenome said.

‘In our contract. Enkul-Anu loves you. Get him to bring us more.’

‘I asked,’ Anenome said with a significant look. ‘He says there’s a supply problem in Heaven.’

Axe turned. ‘Shit,’ he said.

‘That’s why I wanted to have this private conversation,’ Anenome said. ‘He took back our demons, so now we have to worry about night raids and water raids and everything. Demons were a pain in the arse, I admit …’

Axe spat. ‘They made everything harder.’ Two nights before, they’d caught a dozen peasants deserting and they’d ripped them to pieces and feasted on them. The result had been a total loss of any enthusiasm by the workers, who now assumed they were dead men.

‘No more resin,’ Anenome said. ‘Worst case, that means the rumour I caught from the Priestess of Sypa in Lukor was true – someone raided Heaven and took out the entire supply.’

‘I find that very hard to believe,’ Axe said. After a second cup of wine, he said. ‘Shit. All right, I don’t find that hard to believe, but what’s it mean to us?’

Anenome sat gracefully by his comrade. ‘If the rebels hit the resin supply, then they have it now.’

Axe looked into his lover’s eyes. He nodded slowly.

Observers tended to assume that Axe – huge, heavy-headed – was the brawn, and slim, beautiful Anenome was the brains, but that wasn’t really true; Anenome had killed more men than the plague, and Axe was a quick, decisive, and often imaginative tactical thinker. But when it came to long-term planning, Anenome usually took care of it, so Axe looked at his sword-friend and waited.

Anenome shrugged and lay back. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I feel as if the whole world is shifting under us. A year ago, I thought I understood how everything worked – the gods, the Bright People, the mortal slaves. A nasty game, but you and I were going to win it.’ He rolled on an elbow. ‘Now? I’m not sure the gods are going to last the next cycle. Antaboga risen? Word is she ate the War God. Ate him.’

Axe flourished a small Temis amulet, a pair of horned antlers on a phallus. Most men who loved other men tended to Temis. ‘Always preferred the Huntress,’ he said.

Anenome shrugged. ‘I fancied her, too, until Enkul-Anu hired us and told me he’d tossed her into the Outer Darkness.’

Axe nodded slowly. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Except for this.’ He touched the amulet and there was a blue glow.

‘What?’ Anenome reached out and felt the amulet’s power. ‘Frozen Hell!’ he cursed. ‘Temis is back?’

‘I assume she escaped,’ Axe said. ‘But maybe some other god …’

‘Fuck me,’ Anenome said. ‘Enkul-Anu must be losing it. We need to be very careful, Axe. We’ve risen high, and if we fall, we’ll fall hard.’

‘When you’re my size,’ Axe said, ‘you always fall hard.’

Near Thais, Narmer Delta

Hyatta-Azi

One of the very few advantages to actually being a Jeker warrior was that you had to assume you were already dead. It made some things easier.

Even Hyatta-Azi, who still harboured hopes of immortality and conquest, had sufficient fatalism that when the army of Enkul-Anu began to fight its way through the delta swamps, and when the Narmerian army made a brilliant raid against his siege lines and destroyed his ramp for the second time, he didn’t despair. Or rather, despair in some form or other was his daily bread, so he just got on with the job.

He still had almost six thousand warriors, and he asked Sagosa to choose the likeliest thousand of the slaves and promote them.

The Jekers had a simple system. They invited the strongest, swiftest slaves, the ones who had been observed to steal extra food, to be rebellious, or bully other slaves; all of them were invited to join the ranks of the warriors, if the situation warranted. They were handed a bronze dagger and asked to kill someone; if possible, Sagosa had them kill someone they’d liked.

And then eat them. Sagosa wasn’t picky; she usually let them off when they’d eaten until they were sick. After that, they were damned in every religion in the world, and had no family but other Jekers. It was a simple system, but it worked.

The one thing that Hyatta-Azi had in plenty was slaves. The initial drive down the river had netted them tens of thousands of despairing peasants, and later events had pushed even more into his army’s arms – so many that even the dread Jekers couldn’t hold them all – and some escaped: into the city, or out into the delta, where most of them died. The least lucky escapees were forced into the labour gangs working for Enkul-Anu.

Most of them were starving to death, or would be soon. Jeker armies didn’t carry supplies, and the best of everything went to the warriors.

But Hyatta-Azi thought he had maybe a ten-day supply of labour before they died on him, and he had more than a thousand new warriors to blood.

He started a new siege mound.

And he ordered Sagosa to take her new warriors and five thousand slaves and dig a cross-canal to block the causeway that Enkul-Anu’s army was building.

She smiled with her bloody, pointed teeth. ‘I like it,’ she said.

‘Hit his workers. Keep his people awake all night.’ He handed her an arrow. ‘This is star-stone. A slave found it – someone shot it the day of the battle. Take it for the demons.’

She wasn’t a tall woman, but she seemed taller than she was: muscled like a dancer or a pit fighter, naked except for her cloak of scalps, crusted in blood. No woman had ever appealed to him so, despite the filth and the stink. Somewhere, she had acquired an ankle bracelet of gold and a necklace of golden skulls.

She nodded. ‘Is this not everything we could ever have asked for?’ She stood amid the rank filth of the siege, up to her ankles in mud, under the cold rain of another winter day, and grinned her feral grin.

Hyatta-Azi had been a prince, much given to sleeping late and drinking deep in perfumed chambers, once upon a time. He shook his head. ‘You are mad,’ he said.

She cackled. ‘Oh, prince, the world is shit, and now we stand in the shit and know it. I’m not mad, darling. I’m the only one who is sane.’

She turned and walked off into the rain, water streaming over her black hair, and he thought, She’ll be clean of blood by the end of the day.

Why her? Is this who I am now?

But the part of him that was all Jeker just got on with the work of killing.

Sea of Grass

Zos

‘You were dead,’ Pollon said.

Zos shook his head. ‘No, come on. I was hit hard …’

Daos, back at the reins of the Sky Chariot, turned his head. ‘Dead,’ he said. ‘Not breathing. No pulse. You were dead.’

‘And now you are not dead,’ Pollon said.

Zos pulled his cloak tighter and looked at the endless forest rolling below him, like the finest southern carpets with the deepest pile. ‘Friends, I put it to you that I can’t have been dead. As I am merely in a great deal of pain now.’

Pollon nodded.

Daos pursed his lips. ‘Something … very powerful happened.’

Zos shook his head. ‘I think you were just mistaken—’

‘I think you are in denial,’ Pollon said. ‘Look, Zos, this is not easier for me than you. But you were dead. I started to mourn you. It’s pure luck that you weren’t buried, or at least tied in a winding sheet like the other dead. I came back to look at you, and you were breathing. It shook me as much as your death.’

‘Not me,’ Daos said. ‘Zos, you are becoming a god.’

Zos’ head snapped around as if he’d been struck. ‘Fuck that!’

Daos laughed. ‘Ah, the biter bit. Listen to me, Zos of Trin. I know a little about being a god. Even now, in the fleet, there are hundreds of people who see you as a god. Maybe they are already saying prayers to you. Maybe a few in the city of Thais. Maybe even some in Trin.’

Pollon nodded. ‘Eritha has thought of you as immortal since the fight on the beach.’ His look suggested that he might himself already view Zos as a god.

Zos swallowed heavily. ‘I’m a mortal! Ten thousand icy hells! I had trouble taking a shit this morning. My side hurts like fire, and my breathing is bad.’

Daos nodded. ‘You pretty much just rose from the dead.’ He steered the chariot for a while and said, ‘And fifty people watched you take Godkiller from the vulture god. Just wait until that story is retold a few million times.’

Pollon played with his two cloaks until he was wrapped in wool. The woods were beautiful, but there were patches of white under the branches now, and soon the green carpet was sprinkled white. Pollon had seen snow before, but never on this scale.

Eventually he turned back to Zos, who was staring into the space in front of him.

‘I think you are becoming the god of war,’ Pollon said. ‘Ara fell fighting Antaboga.’

Daos shook his great bearded head. ‘I am not sure that’s how it works,’ he said. ‘But Zos would make a pretty good god of war.’

‘You two are not cheering me up. And I’m sick of war.’

‘Perfect,’ Pollon said. ‘That’s what I want in a god of war.

‘Damn it!’ Zos said. ‘I am against all the gods. I do not want to be a god. I want to be a merchant captain.’

I want to make love to Maritaten every day and every night.

That was the fact of it. In Maritaten, Zos had found something he didn’t know existed. He was aware that their affair caused jealousy and politics, and he thought that the courtiers were a pack of tomfools for thinking he wanted anything from Maritaten except …

Her love. Not her body, although that was a temple of pleasure. The whole thing: her tendency to make jokes in lovemaking, so he roared with laughter; her sudden desires to play Senet, or drink, or talk of politics. He’d begun to teach her some of the ways of the bull-leaper, because everything physical interested her.

Really, everything interested her. She was smarter than he was; he could feel it in her occasional irritation with him, when he was slow coming to an answer. And although she was small, her command of her body was awe-inspiring; her dance teachers must have been something. In two weeks she’d soaked up almost everything he usually taught his papistas.

I don’t want to be a god. I don’t especially want to be the consort of the Great Lady of the High House either, but I’ll take it if offered.

And by the rotting demons of deepest Kur, Era would be pissed if I became a god.

I’m going to see Era. That made Zos happy.

By the time they were circling a long valley studded with lakes, looking for Era’s village, Zos’ well-armoured mind had shelved the whole issue.

He’d been wounded, and he was healing.

No more need be said.

Kanun, Northern Narmer

Leontas

He was very glad to see Kanun rising out of the sea, and even happier to find that Zos’ garrison was still holding the citadel and the high priest was still friendly. The weight of command had descended on him the moment that Zos stepped into his Sky Chariot, and Leontas had felt that weight every minute of the seven-day reach up the coast. The fleet could have made it in three – less if they’d rowed all night – but the grain ships were slugs, clutching the coast, anchoring every time the wind was even a little abeam. River ships were terrified of being out on the Great Green.

But now, already, they were landing their grain.

He went ashore with Prince Ahaz; the tall, dark-haired man wore a fine cloak with a purple stripe and a gold torc. Zos had asked the man to come, and Leontas liked what he’d seen of the fellow, even though he was no seaman.

Prince Ahaz went ashore after three months away from his kingdom, and took possession of his city in an hour, receiving the oaths of loyalty of officials old and new. Leontas had been against it; he’d wanted to hold the city as long as possible and milk it for taxes, but Zos had insisted that Maritaten needed a secure base north of the delta and Ahaz was the man to ensure it.

‘I have a thousand sailors who have some treasure to spend,’ Leontas said, as soon as Ahaz was secure on his throne.

Ahaz smiled. ‘I think we can handle a party,’ he said. ‘Give me a day – hold a fleet exercise or something.’

He summoned a dozen priests and priestesses and various tribal leaders. Leontas took advantage of the position of Kanun as a caravan port to hire every Py mercenary he could lay hands on.

Before the day was out, small traders from Yahud, to the north, and Ut, to the south, arrived: big boats or small ships full of purple wine, golden beer and honey-scented mead. There were even ships from Dendrowna: a big paddle boat out of Poche, and a Hundred Cities trader fresh off the Shale, a trading beach in the north, laden with furs and honey – and mead.

Leontas provided a hundred marines to stiffen the garrison, who were mostly his own Lazbian mercenaries, and together they made a cordon. Then the ships came in, beached, paid their rowers, and dismissed them, keeping only enough to roll them over for drying and a little repair to the pitch on the hulls – older men and women who’d already spent enough of their lives puking drunk.

Leontas had the scare of a lifetime some hours later, when a powerful fleet appeared off the beach of Kanun. The situation was irretrievable; there weren’t a hundred sober oarsmen in the city, and the marines were having trouble keeping order. Most of the grain was still in beachside warehouses.

Disaster.

But instead of pouncing on his fleet and burning it, the newcomers nestled in, and one big man in a purple cloak leapt ashore.

Makar, the king of Lazba.

‘Where is Zos?’ Makar looked ten years younger, and he wore armour.

Leontas knelt on the sand. ‘In the north, my lord, gathering new armies.’

Makar laughed. ‘Of course he is. He is the new god of war, or that’s what I hear. Not that I’m surprised. Tell me, Leontas, can you feed my oarsmen? Because I have about a thousand, and twenty ships, and I’ve come to join the war. I have news, and I’ve taken Mykoax and Trin under my hand – no one lifted a hand to stop me. I’d forgotten how pleasant it is to sail the seas and take what belongs to others.’

Leontas embraced the king. ‘We are honoured to have you, Great King.’

‘Cut the crap, Leontas. You are Zos’ admiral?’

‘I am.’

Makar smiled. ‘I’ll just take command, then,’ he said with an easy smile.’

Leontas paused. He thought rapidly, bowed, and said, ‘I don’t think Lord Zos had considered this possibility … and this town belongs to Prince Ahaz, vicar for Maritaten.’

‘Oh, come now, Leontas. Most of these ships are mine – you are one of my godborn. You can’t expect me to take orders from you. We’ll sweep down the coast and raid the Hundred Cities. There can’t be a thousand warriors left to protect them.’

‘Great King, my orders are to protect Queen Maritaten as she retreats from Thais.’ Leontas used his most unctuous, most reasonable voice. Then he thought, Damn it to Hell, that was probably supposed to be a secret.

Makar shrugged. ‘She’ll just have to get along without us. I don’t even know her. Leontas, get yourself together! We’ll be rich. We can sack a city – maybe two, and there is nothing the gods can do to stop us.’

Leontas nodded as if he agreed, but said, ‘I’m sorry, my lord king, but those are not my orders from Lord Zos, who is the wanax of this rebellion.’

Makar’s smile was steady, and the god-king beamed with confidence. ‘Zos is my protégé. He’s a sell-sword and a brilliant one. He’ll do as I say. Let the boys and girls have a drink, and then we’re away for the Hundred Cities.’

Leontas considered his options and merely nodded.

All he could do was hope that Zos returned. But later, he was forced to explain the situation to Alektron and Eritha, and they shook their heads. Rathor and Anturis spat on the sand.

‘Not what we were told to do,’ Rathor said. ‘I don’t mind picking up some gold, but Zos said to be in the delta. I reckon we’ll be in the delta.’

Alektron nodded. ‘Timbers will be dry enough the day after tomorrow. Most of the boys and girls will be sober enough to row.’

‘Tuwinon will go with anyone who pays,’ Eritha said. ‘But the rest of us will follow you, Leontas.’

Leontas left that conversation feeling worse, if anything. He owed almost everything he had – gold, rank, fame – to Makar. But he knew what Maritaten intended and he knew Zos’ views on the next steps in the war against the gods. Following Makar would be bad for the alliance – perhaps disastrous.

He stood on a small rocky headland, looking out to sea. He thought of dropping it all on Ahaz, but the prince of Yahud had enough on his plate. His papista brought him wine, and he stood there, otherwise alone, thinking.

Get here soon, Zos.


Chapter Nine

Kautlin country, on the Saswatatan, Dendrowna

Hefa-Asus

He was teaching Mawat, Atosa, ud’Ach and Tarhu to make the better star-metal. He’d explained to Era that everything would go faster if there were six smiths who could work the stuff. They had thirty apprentices working under their forepeople.

He and Nicté had a good routine going. He taught slowly and cautiously, and she bit at them when they made mistakes, and then smiled with her pointed teeth. It worked.

Hefa-Asus was used to having apprentices take two or three years to understand anything. As a young man, he’d simply polished things for his first master for almost three years: emptied bins, refilled charcoal, pushed the bellows. He hadn’t learned the first thing about forging bronze, much less making bronze, for five years.

It had bored him so much he’d almost left a dozen times. He’d had options the usual metalworkers didn’t have. But in the end, the craft always brought him back.

So with Nicté, when she joined him in the south lands, he’d tried something different – involving her from the beginning. She wasn’t alone; he’d had four good apprentices, back then. And it had worked. Much of the traditional hazing seemed pointless to him when he was being hazed, and even more pointless now, when they needed to produce weapons for an army.

Atosa needed little instruction. He was, in a different way, a master, and a genius. Hefa-Asus learned new things from him from time to time; he had no higher praise to offer than that. Atosa understood metal at a fundamental level, and within weeks he could direct the whole operation.

Mawat and Tarhu were not geniuses. But they were good learners, and quick. They listened. When they made mistakes, they did so only once or twice.

Ud’Ach was a strange man. He had power – access to the Aura. But instead of making himself a shaman or a priest or a sorcerer, he was a trader, carrying things across the snow. His major trade was white birch bark from the north, which he carried to the Poche lands and traded for bronze. He usually had to go far down the valleys – to Palanke, at least – but the sudden appearance of a forge in Kautlin lands had changed his trade. Any hunter from his Eyak people could just walk over the mountains and trade for his own bronze.

Ud’Ach didn’t seem concerned. Instead, he settled into the forge, clearly determined to learn all the arts of the smith as quickly as possible. He had a tendency to use his powers to meddle with his projects. Hefa-Asus had some power of his own, and he took the man under his wing.

Hefa-Asus had just produced their first sword. It was almost identical in size and shape to the bronze sword on his hip: a broad triangular blade narrowing to a fine point, as long as his own forearm, double-edged, with a heavy central rib.

The new metal came with a host of unexpected consequences, not least of which was that it was harder to file and sharpen than bronze. Ud’Ach solved that one by trading downstream for a remarkable red stone that would supposedly come to them in big flat pieces, which they could use for sharpening. But so far they only had one sample.

But those were all problems for another day. He was just taking them through the second smelting process: the sealed clay, the pure charcoal …

For the third time …

There was screaming outside, a babble of excited voices, and a rapid shadow passed over them like a giant condor.

Hefa-Asus had his heavy stone makuital in his hand as fast as Nicté seized her spear, a heavy shaft tipped in the new star-metal.

‘Stay here,’ Nicté said, looking to Atosa. They’d already agreed that risking metalworkers in combat was a fool’s game. Except that Nicté really enjoyed fighting and Hefa-Asus happened to be very good at it. And all of them were better for months of training every day.

There was no fight. Out on the drill field beyond the second line of longhouses was a glittering …

Chariot.

As soon as he saw it, Hefa-Asus knew it was something wonderful and very, very old. The stags who drew the chariot looked to be made of gold. The articulation, the quality of workmanship, the hidden mechanisms, all served to blind him to the presence of his friends until Nicté had her arms around a blond giant, and he himself was being crushed in Zos’ dark arms.

Era rushed from her quarters, sword in hand, to leap with something like a growl at Pollon. Then she hugged Zos.

‘Kur’s demons, you bastard,’ she said. ‘You’re alive.’

Pollon raised an eyebrow. ‘You don’t know the half of it,’ he said with a certain sarcasm.

Zos was clearly as delighted to see her as she, him. Hefa-Asus, still fascinated by the chariot, had enough presence of mind to be amused; the two of them had spent half a year sparring for supremacy, and now, they were apparently long-lost friends. He understood; he felt the same rush of emotion for Pollon and Zos and Daos as the rest …

But he definitely wanted to examine the Sky Chariot, too.

Era declared a feast and Taha and Yal brought in deer, and the mothers released corn from stores, and there was fish and dried apples and berries. Everyone had a day off, their first in months.

Era and Zos were closeted together for several hours, and then they invited a larger council: Pollon and Daos, Nicté and Hefa-Asus, Jawala, Atosa, Jawat and Pavi, and Jiila for the Kautlin people. They sat in the longhouse from which Pavi and Era ran the camp, and Zos described the events in the south.

Hefa-Asus could see that Era looked as if she’d won a great prize. It was the first time he’d seen her look truly happy in many months.

Zos summed up. ‘I know we’re the diversion and you are the main effort. But we slipped in a raid that we think crippled Heaven’s supply of resin, and we stole as much of it as we could. I’ve brought you some. But here’s the point … Maritaten is in the field with an army, facing Enkul-Anu’s army out of the Hundred Cities. We’re going to try to retreat north of the delta. That will buy us some time. But if you can move up your timetable, I’d like to save Maritaten.’

Era nodded. ‘Narmer would be an incredible ally,’ she said. ‘You like her? She’s trustworthy?’

Zos stared into the fire for a moment and said, ‘I think I love her, Era. And that biases me. It’s one of the reasons I was in a hurry to come here – to lay this before the rest of you.’

Era’s eyebrows went up at the word love, but she was otherwise unmoved. ‘Pollon?’ she asked.

‘She is … admirable,’ Pollon said. ‘She is a good leader, and she has some very good people.’ He looked around. ‘I have learned so much in the last year, it is as if I never knew anything before. Listen … I think a lot of things run on luck … I think that if Maritaten is killed, we’ll end up pinned in the north lands for a long time. I think that with the star-metal and our various supernatural allies, we can hold here, and gradually undermine Enkul-Anu. But with Maritaten, and a victory or two in the field …’

He looked at Era.

She nodded. ‘You think if we strike hard, and we’re lucky, we can win now.’

Pollon shrugged. ‘Yes?’ he asked. ‘Otherwise, it’s a long, long war, with a lot of ugliness. And the desert always wins.’

‘War has always had a lot of ugliness,’ Jawala snapped. ‘And this Maritaten may fascinate you, but isn’t she just another goddess-queen?’

Era looked at Zos.

Zos shook his head. ‘She’s had a … a rough life. A real life. I think she’s one of us.’

Era nodded. ‘I appreciate that – I’ve heard of her. But it’s something we all need to think about carefully. What are we when this is over? Are we gods and kings? A new generation?’

Jawala said ‘No!’ faster than Hefa-Asus could smile at Era’s sarcasm.

Era looked at Zos. ‘I don’t think we’re going to want a goddess-queen of Narmer on a throne at the end of this,’ she said.

Zos shrugged. ‘Let me be clear about this … I agree. We’re in this to change the world, not just win it for a generation or two. But …’ He looked at Era. ‘The Royal Guard of Narmer won’t follow anyone but the Great Lady of the High House. I think we need to be willing to win one battle at a time. Pushing for massive change right now could cost us the very allies who might help us win.’

‘There speaks a godborn warrior,’ Atosa said. ‘I mean no offence, Zos. You are a great one. But for many of us, the god-kings and queens are at the heart of the system we want to destroy. I wouldn’t lift my little finger to save your Maritaten.’

Era surprised Hefa-Asus by backing Zos. ‘We will cheerfully back the Great Lady of the High House if that’s the best strategy for our rebellion,’ she said. ‘Nicté?’

Nicté flicked her eyes to Hefa-Asus. That surprised and pleased him. Then she said, ‘I can probably raise some warriors among my people. To fight on the Sea of Grass would be a great adventure. To save Narmer from the gods?’ She smiled, showing her teeth. ‘We would sing of it for ever.’

Era looked at Hefa-Asus. He nodded. ‘We have the ore to make weapons. I, too, can most likely recruit warriors from my people, if I’m not sent to the ball court myself.’ He smiled. ‘Which is unlikely. In five years, we might field many warriors.’

Zos said, ‘In spring?’

Hefa-Asus shrugged. ‘Maybe a few hundred. Maybe none. I turned my back on power in Poche to be a smith. I’m not sure I want to go back. Or can.’

Era said, ‘Perhaps the best answer is for your Maritaten to retreat to Dendrowna.’

Zos nodded. ‘Possibly the wisest course. Sadly, I suspect she won’t allow herself to leave Narmer.’

Era nodded.

Hefa-Asus said, ‘You truly raided Heaven?’

Zos grinned, and Daos, who had been silent, said, ‘We did! We freed the Bright People and took the resin, and burned the rest.’

Hefa-Asus found that, without so intending, he’d pounded one fist into the other with a smack. ‘How I wish I’d been there,’ he said.

Nicté grinned at him. ‘And me. This is a great thing, Zos. You can be the new war god.’

Pollon winced. Hefa-Asus wondered what that was about.


Chapter Ten

Heaven/Auza

Enkul-Anu

Enkul-Anu sat on his throne, watching his courtiers with a jaundiced eye, comparing them to the vulture god he’d faced.

Whatever Nisroch had done to himself, he’d become a fighting god. Enkul-Anu’s golden eyes followed Uthu, the supposed ‘Sun’ god. The boy was still moving badly, from losing a wrestling match with a fucking mortal, and he’d lost one of their Bright Spears.

‘Fucking idiot,’ Enkul-Anu muttered.

Timurti sat on her haunches, and bile dripped unnoticed from her lips. From time to time she made loud barks, almost screams. Her eyes were glazed.

Lost in some dream? Or is her mind utterly gone? Somewhere out on the seas is something very like Nanuk, and you didn’t fucking help me fight it, O Goddess of the Deeps.

Grulu was far away towards the back of the hall, pouring out her spite to a group of priests and godborn from Ma’rib, come to beg Heaven’s aid against rebel slaves. He could hear her litany of accusations. She’d never raised a claw against the old gods, much less helped him in the new crisis.

And Sypa. And Illikumi.

He looked over at Sypa where she lay on her couch, gazing up at the snake god Illikumi. The snake god was, according to Laila, one of Ara’s by-blows. Illikumi had survived his own brush with the vulture – but only just, and only because Enkul-Anu and his demons had put in a rescue. Still, the boy was fair in the field, and had certainly given good service in the Eastern Desert.

But he knew Sypa. He knew when she found someone fascinating. And he knew when she was plotting, and plotting she most definitely was. Her flirtation with the snake god was a cover; he’d wager his throne on that.

Laila. He needed to get Laila back. She provided information. Come to think of it, she and Nisroch had been his principal sources outside his own extraordinary senses, and now they were both gone.

I need them both back.

He glanced at Urkigul, consort of Gul, God of Death. Laila had once suggested to him that she was the tougher of the two, which didn’t surprise him much, but his golden eyes narrowed as he contemplated the missing God of Death.

Where the fuck is Gul?

Sypa … and Gul. That was about the only combination that would explain the events of the recent months. Gul and Urkigul didn’t seem to use much resin while Sypa appeared to have her own supply.

It saddened him. Sypa and I were one hell of a good team. She should have been God of War. She was so damn good at it.

He summoned Illikumi to him. ‘Young god, I appoint you my steward and herald,’ he said. ‘You will take up the duties of your friend, Telipinu.’

‘Yessss, Great God,’ the snake’s head replied.

I’m going to get tired of that sibilance pretty damn fast, too.

There really weren’t a lot of choices. He had Maritaten trapped, but she had to be beaten – humiliated would be even better. Then he needed the army to restore order in the Hundred Cities, which meant that an army he’d deemed expendable now had to be fed – maybe even rewarded.

He nodded to Illikumi. ‘Your first duty will be to organise a relief column for the army in the delta. I want food, some payment, some rewards for the godborn, and I want it moving today. Yesterday.’

Illikumi didn’t have a sense of humour. ‘Yessterday is imposssible, Great God.’

Enkul-Anu tried not to roll his eyes.

‘Where will this come from?’ Illikumi asked.

‘Raise the god’s tax in Ma’rib, and seize one twentieth of moveable goods in Akash.’ Enkul-Anu knew perfectly well that Akash, where Heaven was embodied on earth, was a religious state that wasn’t taxed by the gods. Mount Auza was a giant pilgrimage site, and the four Akashian cities were among the wealthiest on the Great Green.

Time to tax them.

‘And summon Bashmu,’ he said.

Illikumi hurried away. And now you’ll be too busy to plot with Sypa, Enkul-Anu thought.

Bashmu appeared, a winged form of fire and darkness, and landed to prostrate himself before his god.

‘Boss?’ the demon asked.

Gods cringed away; it was a long time since a demon lord had been invited into the gods’ own halls. Humans fell on their faces, or soiled themselves.

That’s what the fucking demons are for, Enkul-Anu thought with satisfaction.

‘I’m going to bring Azag back from the Outer Darkness,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘I want you to take six or seven of the lads and go back and help my army in the delta. Throw fire into Thais. Kill anyone you can. No rules.’

‘Music to my ears, boss. Like the old days. Can we finish the Jekers?’

‘Like the fucking old days, Bashmu. Win this for me, and I’ll see to it you have something good.’ He nodded his scarlet head and his horns dipped – more a threat than a promise. ‘But leave the Jekers. They may make a good foil for someone.’

He rose from his throne, glanced at Illikumi, and left for his own apartments. Once there, he was careful to set up his casting trance, and then he reached into the Aura, past it into the aethereal, Outer Darkness, where he found the former captain of his demon legion tumbling.

Just for a moment, he sensed Arrina. She was there – still sane, still herself.

She is the sun. She’d always been very powerful. She’d always been against Gul, too.

He stared into the abyss, lost in memory, for longer than he’d wanted to. Can she hear my thoughts?

If Sypa is betraying me … He pushed that thought well down. Sypa having a dalliance with a snake was not the same as him recalling Arrina. That would cause outright war in Heaven.

He took a deep breath.

‘Azag,’ he said.

The demon shuddered.

‘Time to return to your duties.’

Azag’s many teeth chattered with the cold.

‘Or I can just fucking leave you here,’ Enkul-Anu said, and the demon twitched.

‘Yes, lord master,’ Azag said, and tried to be both fawning and powerful while his insectoid body shivered uncontrollably.

Enkul-Anu picked the huge demon up by the scruff of his chiton and hauled him back into reality.

The demon recovered rapidly. ‘Thanks for getting me,’ he said.

Enkul-Anu glanced at him. ‘Don’t get emotional on me, Azag. I’d have left you there if I thought you were really disloyal. Anyway, a lot of shit is going down and you’re not the ringleader. I have a war to fight and every demon is going to count.’

Azag nodded, and Enkul-Anu began to brief him on his plans.

‘When do we go to war?’ Azag asked. It had been too long …

‘Soon. But first, I need you to go north, to Dendrowna. I need to make a deal with someone up there, and the priests say the Nikali are the bad-asses. Do the whole thing – gifts, threats. Carrot, stick. I want the Nikali breaking heads and sowing confusion in Dendrowna.’

Azag was still stunned after a stint in the Outer Darkness. ‘Why, Great God?’

‘Because I say so,’ Enkul-Anu said, and then, when Azag cringed, he relented. ‘We’re fighting in the Hundred Cities and we’re fighting in Narmer, and Noa is a fucking ruin, and my spies say Mykoax and Trin are conquered by the king of Lazba. The fucking rebels know their shit.’

Azag shrugged. ‘So?’

‘So they won’t be sitting on their arses in the north, Captain of Demons. They’ll be up to some fuckery. We’ve used the Nikali before. Take a little ambrosia – I am short at the moment, but my hunch is, this is important. Get their god-king moving. Tell him it is my will that he conquer the whole of the north.’

Azag was recovering. ‘Even I know the Jaguar Knights,’ he muttered.


Chapter Eleven

Kautlin country, on the Saswatatan, Dendrowna

Zos

The Sky Chariot was loaded, and looked more like a donkey cart headed for market than a sleek immortal war machine. There was barely room for the mortals.

Hefa-Asus was noting the contents on a wax tablet with Pollon, who had his own tablet to copy.

‘Six hundred arrowheads.’

‘Got them,’ Pollon said, touching a bark basket.

‘One hundred and twenty shafted arrows ready for use. For your bow, Pollon,’ Hefa-Asus said firmly. ‘Another four hundred shafted arrows for military bows.’

Pollon marked that down with a half-smile. ‘Sixty for me already in the quivers.’

Zos heard a note in Pollon’s voice he’d never heard before – at least, not about arrows. Maybe about some literary erudition. Pollon was very pleased to have star-stone arrows.

He’s come a long way in a year.

‘Sixty-two star-stone spearheads,’ Hefa-Asus said.

‘Right there.’ Pollon pointed with his stylus.

‘Four demon-hide shields.’

‘Under the arrowheads,’ Pollon said, making a mark.

‘And my entire supply of Bright People silk rope. Maybe four stadia’s worth.’ Hefa-Asus was pleased to give them the rope – delighted that one of his little inventions was good for something. Zos had been close-mouthed about it, but clearly had plans.

Pavi put in, ‘White birch bark, four hundred sheets.’

‘Check,’ Pollon said.

‘Sixty marina wood spear shafts,’ she said.

‘Check,’ Pollon answered. They couldn’t be laid flat; the bundle stuck up from the chariot.

There was also food, in the form of skins of pemmican, bags of dried apples and blueberries, and venison sausage and some dried meat, as well as a stack of furs meant to keep the occupants warm before being distributed as gifts or trade goods. Dendrownan furs were famous in the south.

‘If we can get off the ground at all,’ Daos said, in a lugubrious tone, but he wasn’t serious, and after long farewells, Pollon and Zos followed him into the chariot car.

Era came up and took Zos’ hand. ‘Don’t be rash. I don’t know how much of an army we’ll have by spring, but we’ll come … if we can find a way through the Uran and the Nikali and whoever else is in our way.’

Hefa-Asus said, ‘As soon as our apprentices are trained, Nicté and I will see what can be done to arm your Maritaten.’

Zos clasped hands with each in turn, and hugged Jawala. To Era, he said, ‘Remember that we have allies on the Sea of Grass.’

‘Centaurs and former slaves?’ She grinned. ‘They sound like our kind of people.’

Zos turned to Jawala. ‘I’ve learned so much from you,’ he said. ‘I try to practise some of what you preach every day.’

She smiled. ‘That was a good thing to say, warrior. I will treasure it.’

Aanat was last. ‘I wish I was coming with you,’ he said.

Zos was surprised. ‘You don’t use a sword.’

Aanat smiled. ‘You are going back to ships and the sea. I miss them. I am just a useful pair of hands here. At sea …’

Zos slapped him on the back. ‘Aanat, what a pirate you’d make. I’ve seen you work the wind and weather.’ More seriously, he leaned close over the side of the chariot car. ‘When this is done, I plan to build a big merchant ship and sail far.’

Aanat nodded. ‘And kill no one?’

Zos thought of the sword Terror, now sheathed in the Sky Chariot. He wore the second of the forge’s star-stone swords now. He touched the lapis pommel. He’d seldom loved a sword, but this one, he loved, if only because it wasn’t some evil thing offering him all the kingdoms of the world.

‘If we win this,’ Zos said, ‘I’ll be happy to throw my sword in the ocean.’

Aanat grinned and winked at Jawala. ‘Well, there’s something to look forward to.’ And then, even though Daos was glowering at being delayed, he said, ‘There’s a lot here to trade south. I think the ajaws are fools, or they just don’t care. We could move lumber and birch bark, furs, silver …’

Zos shook his hand hard. ‘I’m your man. Just as soon as we topple the gods.’

And they were away, the stags pounding the ground, circling, and then running on air.

They’d left at the break of day, and they lost a day when the weather turned so bad that they had to land and huddle in their furs under the chariot until the heavy snow abated. Even Daos could not fly with confidence in the mountains unless he could see.

But on the third day after leaving Era’s camp, Daos circled cautiously down out of the lowering clouds and landed neatly by the horse pens. Zos was not particularly surprised to find that the great hall’s timbers were already replaced, and a hundred people were thatching the roof together.

They stayed the night, and Zos suspected that Pollon would have liked to stay longer.

‘Let’s bring Thura with us,’ Zos suggested. ‘I’m giving Drusila a hundred arrowheads and some of the other weapons – we can make room for her.’

Pollon smiled thinly. ‘I’m not sure …’

‘Not sure?’ Zos asked. ‘Come, brother. We have no secrets.’

‘Don’t we?’ Pollon asked. ‘Since when are you throwing your sword in the ocean?’

Zos pointed at the Sky Chariot. ‘You carry Terror for a few days and tell me how you feel about further conflict,’ he said.

Pollon made a face. ‘I feel too much terror already. Thura is wonderful. But she is herself and I am myself.’

‘In other words, she won’t leave,’ Zos said.

‘That is a very succinct way of describing the situation.’

‘Mm,’ Zos said. ‘Neither will Maritaten. I doubt very much she wants to be the wife of a merchant skipper on the Great Green. Luckily, it hasn’t come up yet.’

They loaded the Sky Chariot again, lighter by twenty spearheads and a hundred arrowheads and some furs.

‘I will lead a goodly herd of fighters in the spring,’ Drusila said. ‘I will see if I can help your friends.’

Zos turned to Druku, who was also setting out for the east, across the Sea of Grass, on an errand he wouldn’t name. ‘Laila is waiting for you,’ he said. ‘And you could be a major help in the fighting.’

Druku nodded. ‘And I will, but I have a few things to do first. Laila will have to wait.’ He looked at Daos. The younger god looked away.

‘I’m not looking forward to telling her that,’ Zos said.

Druku smiled. ‘Tell her … the festival of Midsummer. In Lukor,’ he said. ‘I’ll be ready by then. She knows why.’ He and Daos glared like angry stallions, and Zos boarded the Sky Chariot.

‘Ready for what?’ Zos called.

‘You’ll see!’ Druku said.

Daos frowned, and the Sky Chariot leapt into the air.

‘What’s Druku up to?’ Zos asked when they were in the sky.

‘Undermining the revolution. Making himself king of the gods. Just wait, Zos – he’ll offer you a place in his pantheon. God of War.’

Zos spat over the side of the chariot. ‘Who would want to be the god of war?’ he said. ‘Only some amateur who’s never done it.’ But his eyes were tracking the speck that was Druku, in centaur form, running over the Sea of Grass. ‘Should we be afraid of them?’ he asked. ‘Dite-Druku?’

Daos shrugged.

Pollon was already looking ahead, at the coast as it came up. ‘Today?’ he said. ‘No. But Dite – or Druku – has never helped us out of altruism. They are in this for themselves.’

Zos smiled. ‘Aren’t we all?’


Chapter Twelve

Thais, Narmer Delta

Laila

In one way, the mortals really did seem the same as their masters in Heaven. They schemed.

They schemed and betrayed and plotted and pushed and strove for power. Women and men; eunuchs and performers; courtiers and servants: every one of them used every tool at their disposal to try to achieve Maritaten’s favour.

And some did this while examining other avenues to power at the same time.

Laila had some small experience in fomenting jealousy and factions, and she was surprised to find the mortals were, in many cases, less susceptible to her techniques than the residents of Auza. But given a few days in this weary hell of a supposed palace – under siege, at that – she found a few tools, and began to apply them to her latest task.

The first, and by far the simplest, was Narata, a senior priest of Druku, now in something like internal exile; the Great Lady of the High House – such a dull title – seemed serious about abolishing the worship of all the gods except Aten-Arrina, the sun goddess.

Laila had a flash of unpremeditated jealousy. Arrina! Always the most radiant, the most beautiful, with a sure connection to the Aura, as if she’d been born to be a goddess.

In the old days, before Arrina made herself the Sun Goddess, she’d been …

Been …

Laila was having trouble with her memory, as she could no longer remember where she came from or why, and she suddenly had some very intrusive memories about a time …

I have played so many roles over the aeons that I am losing it.

She shook her magnificent head to clear it and stalked her first victim, but the High Priest of Druku needed no stalking, and literally threw himself into her arms. And with him and his powers, she had a lifeline to Auza, although it took her not inconsiderable powers of persuasion to convince him to betray his queen and re-establish the bond.

And before she’d accomplished that, a whole plot fell into her lap. She had nothing to do with it, except as a conduit, and the whole thing made her laugh and wish for Druku. He alone could appreciate the delicious irony of two of Maritaten’s inner circle seeking to betray her cause to Enkul-Anu, while loathing each other.

Of course, Druku was not her ultimate patron. But she liked him. And she also watched him.

Laila was aware, despite her problems with memory, of the complexities of returning to Heaven. She had her own plots, and her feelings for the God of Lust and Drunkenness, while deep, were not sufficient to keep her in this stinking pit. If she was going to return to Enkul-Anu, she would need to bring back some prizes. One of her conspirators wanted to betray Zos the sell-sword, and the other to betray Timut-Imri; that suited her well. Zos had humiliated her, and her patron had declared him expendable. She smiled, and planned.

It interested her, as a student of seduction and betrayal, that neither of her traitors would hand her Maritaten. She didn’t really mind. The woman was a mere tool in the hands of her advisors.

She played her conspirators carefully, and listened to their confessions, and coaxed her priest to open a line to Auza.

She was having fun. She just wished the dreams would stop.

One of them was so dreadful that she began to avoid sleep.

Aurora. When was I Aurora?

No, I am Laila.

Thais, Narmer Delta

Maritaten

She was aware that the morale of her palace staff was growing brittle. The arrival of a host of demons over the city of Thais was probably the worst blow, as they rained fire every hour of the day and night until most of the wooden buildings had burned. Luckily for all, most of the city was built of mud brick, but the kind of fireballs that the senior demons could launch melted bricks as if they were butter.

Hehet had had a near escape when their beer brewery was taken out.

Timut-Imri did nothing to stop the demons. ‘Once they know I’m here, all hells will break loose,’ he said.

Mari-Ye shook his head. ‘Very convenient.’

Timut-Imri smiled a hard smile. ‘Think you can do better, priest?’

‘Silence,’ Maritaten said. ‘I do not need squabbling among my people. We need to be ready to leave. Timut-Imri, have you made the items I have requested?’

The old sorcerer bowed. ‘I have, Great Lady, and distributed them as Hehet informed me.’ He pointed at the tall, armoured figure of Tudhal, who indicated a pale yellow cabochon on his bronze helmet.

She turned to Mari-Ye. ‘You have organised the palace staff and the citizens in groups, as I ordained?’

The strain was telling on the old man’s face. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘But I no longer believe—’

‘Good,’ Maritaten snapped. ‘Ak-Arrina? The army is ready?’

The chariot prince looked ill. ‘As ready as an army with no chariots can be,’ he said. The magnificent chariots of the Royal Guard and most of their drivers had been moved away early and were already on the north side of the delta, in Yahud Province.

‘Excellent,’ she said. ‘Be ready to move whenever I give the word, but I suspect it will be tomorrow night.’

Mari-Ye glared at Timut-Imri, and then made a full proskynesis to the throne. ‘Great Lady, the demons have changed everything. They will catch us moving and we will be annihilated.’

Maritaten liked the man, and he’d been the instrument of her restoration, but he did persist in believing he knew things that she didn’t.

One of the things she knew was that she had traitors. She didn’t know who they were; she just knew how people in desperate circumstances behaved. She also had an idea of when the demons would have used up their incredible reserves of power. And she had a few little plans of her own, shared only by Tudhal, because she trusted him absolutely.

Zos, where are you?

She wanted to wait for him to return, but she suspected that was a bad idea, and he’d admitted that he might never return. They all knew the gods were tracking the Sky Chariot.

She had other doubts about Zos, and she allowed herself to dwell on them, because the liking she felt for him was disconcerting. She’d never expected to like a man – even Tudhal.

He laughed a great deal, did Zos. He had a curious mixture of wisdom and boyishness that cut to her heart.

Damn him. I need to go into the next stage clear-eyed. In the moments that she decided to flee the stricken field of the Battle of the Desert, she’d seen how high the odds were stacked against her. Every decision had to be rational. She didn’t really have room for a charismatic sell-sword with a quick wit.

Except that he was also a successful commander.

So many forces to balance.

To Mari-Ye, in private, she said, ‘Have you approached Laila?’

He froze, a look of dignity suddenly expunged from his face. Interesting. What nerve did I touch there? she wondered.

‘Laila?’ he asked.

She didn’t like his tone. But she went on, because she needed to make her point and get to her military planning council. ‘Laila might be a useful conduit to Enkul-Anu for the restoration of Arrina,’ she said. ‘You said that was our first priority. I’m reminding you of it.’

‘What could we offer?’ Mari-Ye asked. Perhaps he was just being cautious, but she thought it was more likely he’d already tried the goddess on this subject and was afraid she’d misinterpret his actions.

‘Perhaps we could offer a loyal Narmer?’ she said with a smile.

‘You would betray the rebels?’

She gave Mari-Ye her most winning smile. ‘I’m the Great Lady of the High House of Narmer,’ she said. ‘I’m not the queen of the rebels.’ And you have no idea what I may do after Arrina is released. I’m guessing she’d prove no friend at all to Enkul-Anu.

Near Thais, Narmer Delta

Axe and Anenome

‘First he takes the demons away,’ Anenome said. ‘Then he sends them back.’

‘And now they don’t take our orders.’ Axe was watching the sun set out over the delta.

Both of them were covered in mud; they were taking turns leading work parties into the swamps, and their causeway was inching forward against heavy Jeker resistance. The demons weren’t doing anything to help.

‘If we’re friends with the fucking Jekers now,’ Anenome said, ‘someone needs to tell them. I lost a woman I liked today.’

Axe nodded. It was his turn, and he was getting into his armour: a heavy breast and back of bronze lined in rawhide, with a skirt made of lames of the same, and enormous shoulder pieces. He could wear it all night – but putting it on seemed to require more energy than he had, after five straight nights of this.

‘We should have cut and run after Lukor,’ he said.

Anenome lay on the muddy ground and stared up. ‘Demons didn’t bring any resin, either,’ he said. ‘Don’t take a wound, Axe. We have about a swig each of ambrosia, and then we’re out.’

Axe hefted a long sword, but chose a heavy hammer instead – equally good for driving pilings or crushing skulls. ‘Have you got a plan?’ he asked, after looking at the sky and horizon.

Anenome pulled himself up on his elbows with a squelch. ‘Hand me the wineskin.’ He drank. ‘Maybe. Maybe I have a plan. How do you think Zos feels about us?’

Axe tugged at his beard. ‘That might not go well.’

Anenome shrugged. ‘Best I can think of. But as long as those demons are here …’

Axe nodded. ‘It’s almost as if Enkul-Anu knows what we’re thinking.’

Anenome lay back down. ‘I have to hope that the Great Storm God is just naturally suspicious, partner. Because if he sniffs us out, we’ll wish we’d died in the swamp.’

Axe nodded. ‘You say the sweetest things.’

Anenome got up and put his arms around his partner. ‘I’m sorry. Most of this was my idea. I thought we’d be gods.’

Axe squeezed back. ‘We ain’t beat yet, partner.’ When he turned to go, though, Anenome rose, splashed water from his canteen on his face, and picked up his long spear.

‘I’m coming with you,’ he said. ‘I have a bad feeling.’

Axe shook his head. ‘We can’t both be out on the causeway all the time.’

Anenome touched his amulet. ‘Trust me.’

Axe shrugged. ‘I do.’ He set off down the causeway they’d built. It was quite long now; they’d found the enemy cross-causeway and Anenome had a plan for it, so their work went straight at it.

‘Two days?’ Axe asked.

Anenome nodded, a shape in the near total darkness of another rainy winter night in the delta. ‘Tomorrow at sunset, is my plan.’

‘And we’re not killing the Jekers?’ Axe asked.

‘Only the ones who get in our way,’ Anenome said.

Jeker Siege lines outside Thais, Narmer Delta

Hyatta-Azi

‘Another day at most,’ Hyatta-Azi said. He was standing in the rain, watching the weary slaves build the ramp. The defenders were low on shafts; he’d caught a dozen Py archers trying to retrieve them, and sent their heads back into the city. The latest version of the siege mound was almost fifty paces from the rubble of the old one, and already smelled like a graveyard.

Sagosa had a short sword slung over her shoulder – little more than a knife, with a broad blade she’d sharpened until she could use it to flay a prisoner – and she had a spear.

‘Where are you going now?’ he asked.

‘I’m going to kill a hero or two. You told me to slow Enkul-Anu’s army.’ She grinned. ‘I’m having a good time. Last night I killed six men.’

‘Peasants,’ Hyatta-Azi spat.

‘All are equal before the God of the End.’

He feared her when she took that tone. She did it more and more.

‘And where is our god?’ Hyatta-Azi asked, bitterly. They’d been almost five days without Kursag’s support, and despite a few successes, they needed the fear he caused. He’d had to put down a revolt by almost a hundred slaves. They were all impaled along the fence of the slave pens, dying in agony, but if the vulture-winged god had been with them, it never would have happened.

Sagosa’s eyes were brilliant, the pale rings around them so bright he thought she might emit light. ‘We are nearing the end,’ she said. ‘And we will all die. Death is what we all share.’

Hyatta-Azi was prepared for death, but he wanted some sleep first. He was bone-weary, and he needed to lead every rush, every attack. It’s what Jekers expected from him.

‘If you’ve already slowed them …’ he began, but she was gone, vanished into the damp dusk.

Sagosa

Sagosa used the last of the light to see to it that her work parties were suitably terrified. Hyatta-Azi hadn’t given her many warriors, and she spent them the way a rich man spent hack silver, but the results were worthwhile; the Hundred Cities men she faced stayed in their lines and were afraid.

She left the spear in a slave who annoyed her and slipped into the black water. If there was a moon up, its light was hidden in the winter clouds; the rain that fell on her shoulders would have been cold if she’d still let herself feel cold.

The water was deceptive. It was perhaps as deep as her shins, and under the water was a deep layer of rotting vegetation that gave way to silt, and only under that was there mud. She’d learned in the last four nights that she could swim in the muck of rotting leaves and silt if she was careful, and she slipped through it, barely rippling the dark water. She had once been Noan, and her people could swim with porpoises, and she was inured to stink and muck. She kept her back just below the surface, her arms deep in the rot.

Sometimes there were logs, and sometimes corpses: cats and dogs, donkeys, men. Mostly, just leaves from upriver, and sea grass, and the red silt of the inundation.

She stayed to the edge of the reeds, worked her way down the little ridge her slaves had made to their enemies’ causeway, and then, staying in the reed bed, she began to move silently watching for a work party.

She found one soon enough. And watched them for a long time; they were frightened men working slowly, watchfully. The overseer was as scared as his charges – another small Narmerian in a bedraggled kilt.

The rain had stopped. That was too bad, as the sound of the rain on the grass and the water had hidden her movements. She burrowed into the filth until one of them left the party to relieve himself.

She moved on him, emerged from the water still warm from his piss, cut his throat and then opened his guts, and was gone, back into the black water.

She burrowed back into the reeds and waited for the overseer to find the body. That took time, and when she heard the exclamations of horror, she allowed herself a smile. And they sent for a warrior, and her smile became a grin.

She waited for a dark eternity, was tempted to kill another worker, but decided against it, and at last was rewarded by squelching footsteps. She knew those footfalls – it was the big man.

Voices, low and hushed, and then a rain squall. She couldn’t hear much, but then neither could they, and she knew where they’d be, if her god was with her. She used her hands to drag her across the fetid water, arms deep in muck, her face hidden.

The water and the rotting stuff beneath it was deep enough that she could go right up to the causeway where she’d gutted the workman. She was deep in the mud, only a hollow reed above the water, and waited. The rain fell on the surface. Her gently moving hands found the dead man’s guts.

The big warrior came. He used a magelight, bent over, and she struck.

Out of the water like an orca, the short, sharp knife going for his throat, but he was fast, and his head snapped back.

She got an arm around his legs and cut the tendons behind his right knee, scissored, and went back into the water with barely a splash.

Something hit her, hard. She thought he’d kicked her until she tried to swim, and her left arm …

She went deeper. She held her breath and went as deep in the mud as she could, and pulled herself through the utter darkness of the muddy water with one arm, counting. She wasn’t sure how badly she’d been hit, but she knew it wasn’t good.

Death was for everyone, at the end. But she didn’t need to just roll over and float to the surface, either. She’d definitely hurt the big hero; that was something. Men had taught her she was filth; she enjoyed reminding them that they, too, were filth … nothing.

Her left arm was on fire. Stabbed? How can I have been stabbed?

She was running out of breath. She could stay down and drown; that had some value, as they’d never know they’d got her.

Have I come far enough to surface?

Then her searching right hand found the roots of reeds, and she pulled herself in among them.

Shuddering, she raised her head and drew a breath through the muck covering her face.

Someone shouted, and an arrow parted the reeds near her.

‘Damn it, get him up the bank!’ shouted a voice in the Hundred Cities dialect. She knew it well enough. Then, ‘I’m putting a tourniquet on you, partner. Don’t leave me, now. Stay here, Axe. Stay with me.’

Oh, for my spear.

She thought of going back to finish them both. But her questing fingers found the wound: a spear thrust to her left bicep, right through, and the tip broken off in the wound. She said a prayer to the God of the End in her head and moved through the reeds as silently as she could.

Thais, Narmer Delta

Tudhal

He was getting ready to gather what sleep could be had in a city under siege when a boy came to him.

‘The Great Lady says, “The Aten sleeps, but we do not.” ’ The boy wore the kilt of the servants of the High House, even though he spoke with a Hundred Cities accent.

Tudhal cursed. Maritaten was launching her escape a whole day before she’d said she would. A typical stratagem, and one he had not foreseen.

‘What’s your name, boy?’ he asked. The boy had the same flat stare as most of his veterans. He’d seen a great deal, Tudhal suspected.

‘Kussu,’ the boy said. ‘Your respectful servant, lord.’

Tudhal nodded. ‘Tell the Great Lady I am the bronze edge of her will,’ he said.

Kussu nodded. ‘Bronze edge of her will it is, boss.’

The boy slipped away. Tudhal assumed he was a war captive; some day he may make a soldier.

I have to survive tonight and a great many other nights before I take a new papista, he thought. He called for his ra-wa-ke-ta and his officers.

‘It’s now,’ he said.

They understood. They were the Guard of Swords.

The ra-wa-ke-ta was as big as Tudhal, red-bearded, loud when he wished to be and quiet at other times. He was Kormak Kle-aat, and his tattoos told of fifty fights.

Tudhal grabbed his shoulder. ‘You are the diversion,’ he said. ‘But I’d take it as a favour if you didn’t die.’

Kormak’s bass rumble was as close to a laugh as the man came. ‘We’ll see.’ He, too, had a yellow gem in his helmet. ‘I fuckin’ hate sorcery,’ he muttered.

‘Just do what you’re told,’ Tudhal growled, and slapped the man’s backplate.

Over the city, the demons roared, and dropped their fireballs. There wasn’t a lot left to burn after four nights, so the effect was dramatic but the danger was purely local.

And the men and women who’d built the city walls, set the charms and spells, buried the sacred tablets … they’d also built tunnels. They had clearly been living in times every bit as dangerous as the modern era.

Tudhal gathered the Guard of Swords, minus the dozen sisters and brothers following Kormak, and went to a false gate that led, not out, but down. He took his people down the carved steps into the stygian void.

‘Fuck, it’s dark,’ muttered one of his men, and his gruff voice echoed up and down the stairs into the earth.

‘Not raining though,’ said another.

They passed under the walls, and Tudhal, who didn’t see himself as an imaginative man, could nonetheless feel the weight of the tons of masonry and mud above him

At the exit there waited two palace servants. And thanks to the sorcery, he could see what appeared to be two red lights. They’d practised all this. The two red lights marked the path up and out, currently covered by both sorcerous and real camouflage. The tunnel was only covered by a painted tarp and some brush. He could hear the sound of the demons and their fireballs, and he could hear the screams from the Jeker camp – a constant throughout the siege.

Tudhal tested the edge of his heavy spear on his thumb.

‘Don’t wander off,’ he said to the men behind him. ‘When I say follow me, I mean it. We kill anyone we find, but I am following a sorcerous path and you don’t want to get off it.’

‘We’ve practised, lord,’ one of his swords replied.

Tudhal decided it wasn’t time to remind them of other things they’d practised, and fucked up.

‘Silence,’ he said.

They were silent. That was one thing they understood: silence.

Besides, they were dry and safe from demons. He suspected half of them would be asleep. The Guard of Swords was made up of men who could sleep standing up. Not a requirement to join, just something you learned.

Time passed slowly. Somewhere, water dripped. A man coughed.

And then he heard it. It was a keening sound, and a series of sharp clicks, and then a chorus of shouts. The music of killing. Kormak was on the enemy’s new siege mound.

Tudhal didn’t move.

A bronze gong sounded and, somewhere in the Jeker camp, a voice began to bellow orders.

He waited a little longer, then he reached out and touched one of the palace servants.

‘Now,’ he said.

The two men pulled the tarp aside, and the cloudy night seemed bright by comparison with the tunnel.

‘Follow me,’ Tudhal said. In front of him, as soon as he climbed the ramp to the opening, he could see a long double row of tiny red lights marking his path – one of the most useful pieces of mage-craft he’d ever seen.

There were Jekers out in the darkness: first, a screen of sentries who roared for help and died, and then frantic men and women emerging from the darkness to throw themselves on the Guard of Swords and die. Already, behind the Guard of Swords, hundreds more people were coming up the ramp and following the path he was clearing. As practised, his flank files began to fall back so that they covered the head of the column behind, and he was left with a wedge of his best fighters about twice as wide as the sparkling path.

There was some fighting. It wasn’t beautiful or worthy, so he didn’t trouble himself with it. Fighting in the darkness was dangerous, and his lads stayed together, shield locked with shield, and only killed when it was safe to kill. The wedge advanced over the Jekers’ amateurish attempts to overwhelm it.

Somewhere far above, a demon roared.

So much for the easy part.

Thais, Narmer Delta

Maritaten

She’d placed herself and her councillors in the middle of the column, and the waiting was very hard. The sounds of fighting carried over the walls, and the demons continued to pound the city with a mindless fury that suggested the monsters were more automata than thinking creatures.

She guessed they were waiting for a new order.

In the meantime, the back of the column was exposed in the narrow streets of the lower town. The area had been chosen for this: the demons seemed to concentrate their fire on the Temple of Arrina. It was probably the last one in existence, but it was three stadia away, high on the rocky acropolis.

But from time to time one of the demons would toss a fireball into the growing crowd, or a nearby building, and the screams of the victims tormented Maritaten.

I’m supposed to protect them.

Ak-Arrina was supposed to command the rearguard, but he didn’t report until Maritaten was moving down the steps into the cool tunnels under the wall and relative safety from the demons.

‘Great Lady!’ His voice held an element of pleading. ‘My godborn are not ready!’

‘Make them ready,’ she said coolly.

‘Great Lady, you said tomorrow night!’ Ak-Arrina was pale in the flickering light. She thought he looked like a corpse.

‘And now I say tonight, Lord of Horses.’ She nodded. ‘You know your place. You must drive the people along. Use force if you must, but we have twenty-five stadia to go and we must be at the river by daybreak.’

The plan was desperate, and simple: to take the whole population of Thais out under the walls, except for a few brave parties who were going over the walls at other points as a distraction, and a forlorn hope of her Guard of Swords, who had gone with Timut-Imri to attack the siege mound to draw away the enemy soldiers.

She needed to get across twenty-five stadia of swamp on a road only four horses wide, and she needed Leontas and his squadron to be in place with a bridge of boats – a thing never attempted before. And all the while, demons would rain fire on her people, and Jekers and Hundred Cities soldiers would attack her.

Mari-Ye was by her side. ‘The Guard of Swords has broken the siege,’ he said. ‘Tudhal reports that the Jekers have been cleared from this whole side. Great Lady, there is yet time to call this a great raid and retreat.’

Maritaten raised one eyebrow and asked, ‘Where is the sacred lady, Laila?’

Mari-Ye bowed. ‘She is with the second echelon behind us, Great Lady.’

‘I would like her here with us,’ Maritaten said.

‘I don’t think—’

Maritaten turned to him. ‘I require it. Immediately.’

Mari-Ye bowed. ‘I am the High Priest of Arrina,’ he said stiffly. ‘I am not used to being ordered about.’

Maritaten considered a sunny smile, but she dismissed it. The war and the siege were giving her confidence; the nobles and courtiers still with her were of a different calibre from those she’d started with. She knew there was still plenty of room for betrayal, but in general, she held the whip, not Mari-Ye.

She raised her head. ‘Learn,’ she said. ‘Only one of us is the Great Lady of the High House.’

She wondered in that instant if she’d gone too far; as soon as Mari-Ye left her presence, she wondered if there was any way for the queen of Narmer to love Zos, the warlord of the rebels. Neither of them could afford to bend. She saw trouble ahead. Everything was like a dance; she had to balance all the way.

It had been a mistake to take him as a lover – ten mistakes, a hundred. Wounded, vulnerable, the hero who had stormed Heaven, nursed to health by the Great Lady of the High House … It was the stuff of legends.

Sometimes we’re trapped by what they want us to be. And sometimes we’re trapped by what we want to be.

It was the first thing she’d done for herself in a year, and she felt better for it. She just suspected it was going to end badly. When a slave girl made a mistake with a lover, someone was whipped.

When a queen made a mistake, people died.

The column shuffled forward, and she was outside the walls, under the night, and the knucklebones were cast.

Kanun, Northern Narmer

Leontas

Makar looked as if he’d had an exciting night, and his hair was dishevelled and his beard uncombed, but his ships were getting their surly oarspeople out of the crude wine shops along the beach, most of which were just two rough planks laid across a pile of empty amphorae with a linen sunshade flapping in the dawn breeze.

‘We’re putting to sea,’ Makar said.

Leontas had tried it all: reason, seduction, bribery. He’d talked to Makar’s captains and Zos’; he’d tried to hold a council. Makar hadn’t even taken the hint. Leontas was coming to the sad conclusion that his glorious god-king, one of the most successful in the world, couldn’t actually imagine that anyone would flout his will.

‘We will join you in a week or two,’ Leontas said. ‘After we rescue Maritaten. As we promised.’

Makar stood there, looking a little less than kingly, shaking his head. ‘You really don’t want to do this, Lion.’

Leontas agreed, secretly. He really didn’t want to do this. He wasn’t even sure why this rebellion had a call on him, except …

Except that he’d faced the damned dragon with Zos and Pollon, and now they were his brothers. And Zos trusted him.

And in his heart, he knew they were right.

‘I’ve given my word,’ Leontas said. ‘Great King, I beg you to avert your wrath. I will join you—’

‘Right now,’ Makar said. He didn’t even seem particularly angry. He motioned for two of his guard – godborn men whom Leontas had known for ten years. ‘Now, or be a traitor. We owe Maritaten nothing, and this so-called rebellion …’ He shrugged. ‘My wife likes it, but I don’t. Last chance, Lion. I made you. I can break you.’

‘Told you,’ Rathor said. He stood with Stilko and Anturis. Orestas and the rest of Zos’ captains were behind them, all armed and armoured. ‘The godborn all stick together.’

Eritha muttered something, and Rathor laughed. ‘True for you, honey. Leontas and Zos.’

Makar took in the mismatch of forces. ‘So, you are a rebel?’ he hissed.

Leontas took a breath. He was an eloquent man, and this was his last chance.

‘Great King …’ He raised his arm like an orator. ‘Great King, Lord Zos came to you on the wings of victory, and you begged of him a boon – to rid Lazba of the World Serpent, and he did this. In return, you gave him ships and men. He had need these ships and men, and has not gone back one step on your agreement. He has his own alliances, as you well know. I beg you, Great King, to stay within the lines of the agreement—’

‘Fuck yourself,’ Makar growled. ‘If I see you again, we are enemies. And I withdraw from you any title I have given. You are no lion, but a hyena, and you are no godborn.’

Rathor stepped past Leontas and put his sword at the king of Lazba’s throat. ‘I’m itching to kill me a god-king,’ he said. ‘You think your people can take ours, right now, on this beach? You’re a fucking idiot.’

Makar looked as if he might explode. His godborn retreated a step, and he did the same.

‘If we meet at sea …’ he said.

Leontas held out his hands. ‘This is not necessary!’ he begged. ‘A matter of a week!’

Makar shrugged. ‘You threatened me. You’re dead to me. I always knew you were growing over-mighty. People told me to get rid of you.’ He shrugged; fury written across his body. He turned his back in contempt and walked down the beach.

Rathor looked at Leontas. ‘You know, if we charge them, we can kill the godborn and take the ships. You know we can.’

Leontas shook his head in disgust. ‘You can. I cannot. I loved that man.’

Eritha put a hand on Rathor’s shoulder. ‘If we do, we will miss our rendezvous for Maritaten.’

Rathor glanced back at her. Leontas suspected that the two were lovers, but if so, they kept it very private, like good captains.

‘I don’t give a shit about the goddess-queen Maritaten, either,’ he said.

Eritha met his gaze. ‘We’re not here to make war on the whole world, like pirates or Jekers. We are part of something. Zos says we are to save Maritaten. That’s what we’re fighting for, right, Rathor? Because if we ain’t saving Maritaten’s royal arse, then we might as well go and get rich with King Big Hat over there.’

Rathor looked at the other captains. Anturis, a former slave of the Jekers who had risen to be a captain of their fleet, shook her head.

‘I hate them, too,’ Eritha said to Rathor, pointing at the retreating back of Makar. ‘But I owe Zos. And so do you. Forget the rest – godborn, god-kings, gods and mortals. I was dead, and Zos brought me back to life.’

Stilko laughed. ‘Too right, mate. Last night we drank wine and beer and fucked. Think o’ that. And think what we’d be doin’ now if Alektron and Persay and Zos hadn’t pulled us out.’

Rathor gave it three beats, and then sheathed his sword. ‘Too right,’ he agreed. ‘My head was on wrong. I don’t love the fuckin’ godborn, though,’ he said, nodding to Leontas. ‘Beggin’ your pardon.’

Leontas wanted to say, I was just stricken from the godborn. Something he’d worked and fought for his whole life.

‘Let’s get moving,’ he said, instead.

They let the Lazbians get well out over the horizon before they rowed off the beach, and they turned due south and rowed hard until they picked up the evening breeze. Then they set their sails and ran south all night. Only Tuwinon was missing; he’d taken the Shark to sea with the Lazbians. He’d made no apologies. He was a mercenary and a pirate, and if he owed Zos, he clearly considered that debt paid.

He had had a last word with Leontas. ‘King Makar will calm himself,’ he’d said. ‘If I were you, I’d come along in a week or two, and see how it lies.’ He’d slapped Leontas on the shoulder. ‘I may even come back, when I have some gold in the bilges.’

Leontas thought about it as they ran down the coast. The wind served; at dawn, they were in the chops of the outer delta, with red-brown water under the keel. Dardon, now captain of Trayos’ Wave Serpent, hit a floating log and they lost valuable hours waiting for him to repair the triakonter, but as the sun climbed, they were rowing, every man and woman sweating, into the light rain of the delta, up the northernmost channel, the Kleset. Before the sunset of their second day at sea, they could see the masts of the Great Lady’s river fleet anchored against the northern bank, and the channel had narrowed to five stadia or so.

Tilgeth, the queen of Narmer’s admiral, greeted Leontas on the deck of the Aten-Arrina Rising, his flagship.

After an exchange of courtesies, Tilgeth said ‘We have forty-seven craft. You have nine. It is not enough ships for this bridge.’

Behind him stood a tall, dark-complexioned woman wearing the headdress of a noble. She leaned forward. ‘I am Nefertari. I own many ships that ply the dark waters between here and Kypri and Lazba, and I can offer four more – merchants, one of them very large. I also have some planks from Dendrowna – indeed, a whole cargo. But what we don’t have is cable. No rope in my warehouses will hold seventy ships or stretch five stadia, even bent end to end …’ She shook her head.

Leontas nodded. ‘Can we go upriver?’ he asked. ‘Is the Kleset narrower above here?’

It was Nefertari who answered. ‘Not enough. Perhaps at Stasi it is four stadia wide.’

‘One thing at a time,’ Leontas said.

Tilgeth shook his head. ‘That forces the queen to march another fifteen stadia.’

‘Not really that far,’ Leontas said.

Both of the Narmerians looked at him with something very like veiled hostility.

‘Thais burns every night,’ Tilgeth said. ‘The demons of Enkul-Anu pound them with fire, and the Jekers throw their warriors at the walls. When the Great Lady breaks out, she will be on a road through the delta swamp until she reaches Akarna. The demons will be pounding her and her people every inch of the way. If she has to come east another fifteen stadia, how many will survive? Will the Great Lady herself survive?’

Leontas was brought a stool and wine; he looked out over the deck at the ships. It was a huge fleet, and even though the Narmerian river ships weren’t as good in a fight as the low pentekonters of Mykoax and Dardania, there were a lot of them. Further, the north bank was crowded with horse pens; chariots were neatly stacked as if they were mating, and a militia was drilling.

All in all, it was heartening. And behind them, two days’ sail to the north, Prince Ahaz was consolidating power and rebuilding his own forces.

Leontas shrugged. ‘Listen, lord and lady. We can’t span five stadia, so there’s no need to cry over whether the Great Lady can cross the extra fifteen stadia or not. Correct? We must put the bridge where it will work. I note that there is not much current in the Kleset.’

‘Except the tides,’ Nefertari said.

‘So perhaps instead of tying the whole bridge with one cable, we simply tie ship to ship, broadside to broadside.’

Tilgeth shook his head. ‘I don’t believe it will hold.’

Nefertari rose gracefully, for all that she was dressed in a sailor’s long kilt. ‘The queen is counting on us.’

Tilgeth nodded. ‘We could take them off in boats a few at a time, and get them across.’

Leontas thought of various replies, and settled on a diplomatic one. ‘If the ropes fail us, Admiral, that will be our best course. Better than nothing. But to save her whole army and the people of Thais, we need a bridge.’

‘It’s never been done,’ Tilgeth said.

‘So, we will be the first,’ Nefertari said. She and Leontas exchanged a glance, and he began to hope that Admiral Tilgeth might be replaced.

Outside Thais, Narmer Delta

Axe and Anenome

It didn’t take a doctor to see that Axe’s hamstring was cut. Anenome had stopped the bleeding, and he’d fed his partner all of their remaining ambrosia.

Axe lay on his pallet. His normally florid skin was very pale from blood loss, even with the resin working inside him, and Anenome had doubts about the tendon. Narmerian doctor-priests were reputed to be the best in the world; he wondered …

He didn’t have time to wonder. Something was happening out over the besieged city; the demons were pounding it relentlessly, but they’d moved, too.

And the attack on Axe was the last straw. He had no doubt the attack had come from a Jeker, and the Great Storm God’s commands notwithstanding, their forces needed to break through the Jekers just to get to the enemy.

Except that in Anenome’s mind, the Jekers had just become the enemy: the focal point of his rage. He didn’t want Axe to be diminished. He wanted them to be gods, together.

Zos may have resin. Zos has access to the palace priest-doctors. Zos was a sword-brother with us.

It was a long shot, especially as Anenome had no idea where Zos was. But he thought he’d start by breaking through the Jekers.

‘You rest,’ he said.

Axe grabbed his arm. ‘Don’t die,’ he said.

‘Don’t plan to,’ Anenome said.

‘No, you young fool, listen to me. You take chances, and you are angry. I can heal. Or I can fucking limp. Do not go out there and die avenging my right leg. Hear me?’

Anenome’s eyes filled with tears, and he leaned down and kissed his partner. ‘I don’t plan to die. I have a plan. It’s not my best plan, but fuck it, here I go.’

He felt Axe’s great arms go around him, armour and all, and then he was outside the little reed hut.

For the most part, his ‘army’ consisted of useless peasant conscripts and a few thousand of Hundred Cities godborn who had been trained to fight all their lives. The very best were the warriors of Ma’rib, who had both courage and discipline.

Axe had been patiently working on developing some of the peasants as fighters. There were about a hundred of them who he trusted, and they were armed well.

Anenome gathered his officers around a smoking campfire.

‘There’s something happening in the city, and we’re going for it tonight,’ he said baldly.

No one demurred.

‘So,’ he said. ‘We’re going after the Jekers in stage one, because we can’t afford to leave them on our flanks when we go for the city.’

Nasmid Uther, one of the Saabian officers from Ma’rib, bowed; everyone held Axe and Anenome in a state of almost worship, even in the rain and dark of a delta night. ‘Great lord,’ he said, ‘I beg your pardon, but did the Great Storm God not tell us to be easy on the Jekers?’

At that, there was a murmur. Most contingents had never been told that, and frankly, everyone in the Hundred Cities hated the Jekers; four once-great cities lay in ruins on the Hundred Cities coast, and Hannigalbat and southern Dardania were virtually uninhabitable. No godborn of the Hundred Cities would hesitate to gut a Jeker.

But Axe had had to explain that to the godborn from Ma’rib.

Anenome looked around at the soaking group huddled in thin cloaks. ‘Gentlemen, a Jeker just wounded the great Axe very badly. We have lost seventy-nine of our workers to Jeker attacks in two nights. Those peasants, who we might disdain …’ he said, with a hard look at Nasmid Uther. ‘Those peasants are our cutting edge, because they’re the ones building the causeway. I won’t lose any more.’

His authority was absolute. Nasmid bowed deep. ‘Please accept my apologies …’

‘Accepted. Now put your heart and guts into this. We’re going to storm their cross-causeway. They built it to stop us, but all they’ve done is to provide us with a stepping stone to dry land. This is all or nothing. Here’s what we’re doing …’

He outlined a plan, with three attack groups. He sent Nasmid Uther straight up the middle at the head of a column of professional godborn; he himself would lead the right wing of elite peasants and some selected godborn through the swamp to the right end of the enemy cross-causeway; a third group, with his own picked warriors – mostly Mykoan sell-swords – would wait in reserve under their captain, Poinikos, a man as old as Axe who had survived forty years of constant fighting.

Poinikos nodded. ‘Got it,’ he said.

Nasmid had doubts that showed even in the smoky firelight. ‘How will Lord Poinikos know if I need help?’ he asked.

Poinikos shrugged. ‘I’ll know,’ he said. ‘An’ where I come from, no godborn ever fucking “needs help”.’

‘Poinikos …’ Anenome’s tone carried his annoyance. He didn’t need a spat between officers.

Poinikos nodded his head. ‘I hear you, lord. Lord Nasmid, I’ll be there for you.’


Chapter Thirteen

The sky over Ocean

Enkul-Anu

At the head of his demon legion, Enkul-Anu felt invulnerable, and he flew over the sea on his way to rescue Laila, low enough to astound the sailors aboard the god’s own convoy bound north from Ma’rib. Enkul-Anu was impressed by Illikumi’s abilities; the boy had levied taxes in all directions, but he’d also converted the taxes in Ma’rib directly into ships and work, so that the Akashian taxes also served to enrich the godborn of Ma’rib who were suffering through a months-long slave revolt.

As a result of the snake god’s excellent planning, in five days he’d put a convoy to sea, bulging with supplies for the Army of the Delta, as Heaven now called it, as well as new ‘recruits’, most of whom were suspected of aiding rebel slaves. The actual rebels who were caught were crucified, or dipped in tar and set alight, or whatever else seemed best to the godborn.

But the convoy had sailed, and it was sailing with most of the Saabian navy as protection, part of the elaborate financial deal Illikumi had arranged.

Enkul-Anu’s eagle wings beat slowly as he flew by, magnificent, radiant and immanent. Sailors and godborn fell face first on their decks in worship. Enkul-Anu could feel it in the aether – both the worship and the sheer power.

He was sure that Illikumi was plotting against him, but Enkul-Anu had survived a great many plots, and he was showing Illikumi that he, Enkul-Anu, could afford the snake boy a great deal more access to power than Sypa could promise. And he was doing it openly …

He bellowed, just for fun.

He turned the great V of the demon legion north. It was an eight-hour flight to the delta. He thought it was safe to leave Auza; Illikumi was very busy, and Sypa and Gul were apart. And he had some spies working on that, now. Besides, the priests of Akash were furious at the new taxes; Sypa could deal with that.

It was going to work out. He needed to feed the Army of the Delta; he needed them to beat Maritaten, so he could use the same ships to bring the whole force back to the Hundred Cities and rout the rebel slaves. And taxes were going to rise. It might even be time to tax the godborn.

And maybe, just maybe, time to bring back Arrina. He couldn’t get that thought out of his mind.

He savoured that thought: a rebellion of his own. That would keep Sypa busy, or drive her rebellion into the open.

And Narmer would open like a flower. Even Maritaten might change sides. He thought about that, hurtling over the ocean, examining it from a number of angles. Laila reported that she had already seduced some traitors from Maritaten’s inner circle; that the one thing they shared was a desire for Arrina’s restoration.

He rolled it around, but it still didn’t really fit. He wanted Maritaten defeated, not recruited. He wanted Narmer tamed, not mollified. And Arrina’s return would set Sypa on a dangerous path.

Still, it wouldn’t hurt to tell the traitors what they wanted to hear – through his priests, of course – and take the fruit of their treason. They’d offered him Zos, the mortal who’d killed Resheph, and the old sorcerer who’d almost trapped him at the Battle of the Desert. If they were taken and tortured, they’d break the back of the mortal rebellion right there.

He grinned. All mortal conspiracies failed because the stupid cattle betrayed one another. This one had looked different for a few months, and the raid on Heaven had hurt. Really hurt. And Enkul-Anu, who was mostly honest with himself, knew that breaking the mortal rebellion wouldn’t get him back his resin supply; that was a problem for which he needed every fighting god on deck, and that included Kursag.

Maybe the boy was ready to talk.

Arrina could wait.

Enkul-Anu banked out over the ocean, bound for his son’s hiding place, and so he was perfectly placed to see the two long lines of pentekonters coming south of the delta. He didn’t hesitate; if he’d had a fleet that big in the waters of Narmer, the whole war would have been different. It was obviously the rebel fleet. He motioned for Azag and Bashmu to join him.

Hovering in mid-air, he pointed a sputtering blue thunderbolt at the distant ships.

‘Let’s have some fun,’ he said.

Off the coast of Narmer

Tuwinon

He was the first to spot the flying wedge. He’d never seen the whole demon legion, nor had he seen more than a glimpse of Enkul-Anu, but he’d been a pirate and a merchant captain for most of his life, and he understood his peril instantly. He’d seen the demons attack at Dekhu; he’d seen how hard they were to bring down, and there were more than thirty specks descending from the azure heights.

He turned to his steersman. They were rowing almost due south into a light breeze.

It was worth a try, though fear gripped his heart.

‘Oars! We’re going to turn about! On my mark, port-side benches reverse! Sailors! Raise the mainmast!’

They were travelling with the masts down, because the king of Lazba thought they could sneak into the harbour of Kyra, or Ugor, unseen.

That’s not going to fucking happen now.

Shit, I should have stayed with Leontas.

His sea beggars were veterans to a man and woman, and they obeyed.

But not without question.

‘Where we bound, boss?’ his helmswoman asked. ‘Won’t King Big Pants come after us?’

Tuwinon ignored her for the moment and raised his voice. The sailors were already hauling up the mainmast; they knew their business.

‘Port side, reverse benches,’ he called.

There wasn’t even a scramble. Given the few heartbeats of warning, his people reversed benches, so that half the oars could pull one way and half the other.

‘Hard to port,’ he said.

‘She’ll tip,’ his helmswoman said calmly.

‘Least of my troubles.’ Tuwinon pointed over the bow, which was already moving across the horizon. ‘See those specks?’

‘They birds?’ she asked. ‘Fuckin’ curious birds. Did I tell you about the cranes we saw in the delta?’

‘That’s Enkul-Anu’s demon legion,’ he said.

She looked at him. She was chewing a stem of oregano, and she spat it out. ‘You fuckin’ wi’ me, boss?’

‘Remember Dekhu?’ he asked.

‘Shit,’ she said. They were broadside to the wind, and water came in amidships over the low bulwark, and oarspeople cursed.

A sailor called ‘Mast is home!’ and he saw two small women sliding down the erect mast with ropes. The turn was just complete when the sailors were belaying the ropes from the masthead and making them taut, every spare hand aboard pulling together, pulling hard. The mast was going to carry a heavy sail and propel the weight of the ship.

‘Mainsail!’ he called. They were almost around. ‘Oars in!’

‘Mainsail haul!’ ordered a sailor, and the deck crew began to pull the heavy lines that raised the main yard to the masthead.

Tuwinon ignored them and looked south.

He was only three or four hundred paces from the last ship in the Lazbian column. Drugur, the captain of the next ship, was shaking his fist at him.

The demons were much closer now, in their immortal guise, with vast bat wings that choked the sun.

A dozen fireballs kindled with the intensity of stars, and fell onto the king’s ship. If that wasn’t enough – and it wasn’t, because the king of Lazba had good sorcerers and good amulets – the great bull-headed god beat his mighty eagle’s wings, seemed to pause in the air, and threw a thunderbolt.

Makar’s ship exploded, timbers flying in the air, the dismounted mast pinwheeling, and the bow and stern folded up like a child’s toy and sank in heartbeats.

Tuwinon’s mainsail was already drawing. He could feel the ship alive beneath his feet.

‘Fuck,’ he muttered. The demons were working their way methodically along the two lines, sinking each ship.

But they started to play, even as the wind filled his mainsail. They caught living mortals and ate them, or pulled them apart, or tore pieces off and dropped them in the water to drown or be eaten by the abundant and deadly sea life.

Tuwinon knelt on the deck of his pirate ship and prayed to all the sea gods, new and old, for a miracle.

Behind him, the demons destroyed the king of Lazba’s fleet. They took no casualties. The surprise was almost complete. Only one other ship managed to escape the lines of death and run: a fine low pentekonter with a purple stripe to her sail.

She got a parasang to the west before she was caught.

Tuwinon wasn’t going to get clear. He could see the murderous monsters rising off their prey and turning towards him. Ahead, the coast of Narmer was just in sight – too far away. No one could swim that far; none of his crew would live.

The breeze was blowing more west to east, now, than south to north. He noted that while he considered options. He had a hedge witch aboard; she wouldn’t be able to stop a fireball from a demon. She was good with wind, though.

It was a desperate scheme, but he tried it anyway, explaining as much as he could to the men and women who counted on him for plunder and survival. So, when the demons caught them an hour later, they turned broadside, tipping the ship dangerously, and as the first fireball hit them, his witch knocked their ship down. Deliberately.

The whole pentekonter went over. Everyone went into the water. The sailors, expert at this sort of thing, hacked away the very mainmast they’d raised an hour before, and the ship turned turtle, as all pentekonters did when they went over.

Tuwinon gathered his survivors in the darkness under the hull, and they waited in silence.

Very quietly, he said, ‘Well done. If the wind holds, we’ll drift ashore tonight.’

It was a good plan.

Sadly, the demons were full of energy. One rained fireballs on the hull until it broke up, and the rest made sport of the mortals in the water.

Tuwinon dived deep, and prayed to Nanuk.

Thais marshes causeway, Narmer Delta

Maritaten

She thought they’d made almost five stadia when the demons overhead changed their focus from the town to the column of refugees.

Almost immediately, they took losses. Timut-Imri was away as part of their diversionary tactics; that had always been a risk, but he was the only sorcerer puissant enough to really shield people. A couple of the court priests had the power to cover Maritaten and a dozen courtiers for a while, but not forever, and the column, trapped on the long, narrow road through the delta swamp, was an easy target.

People died. Her people.

The only positive was that the demons, after two passes along the column, concentrated on what they perceived as the point of maximum resistance: the head of the column, where the amulets hanging from the sun disc standard of the Guard of Swords stopped fireballs and lightning bolts.

The column was moving faster now, as the Guard of Swords, free of any Jeker resistance, began a sprint for the more open ground. Maritaten knew – and Tudhal knew – that at Akarna, the narrow road climbed out of the swamps into a sandy plateau that ran right to the edge of the northern estuary, the Kleset.

The sprint of hundreds of big men in heavy armour was not so very fast. On the other hand, the bombardment of fire burning on the waning shields of their ancient amulets did encourage speed.

Maritaten watched it all from a palanquin on the shoulders of a dozen of her maidens, all armed. The fireballs illuminated the night to the north.

There was nothing she could do. She’d placed her bets and taken her decisions and now …

Another hour. The demons continued to pound the Guard of Swords; the Guard’s amulets were failing, and some were messily dead, or so the runners from the front of the column said, but the demons seemed determined to destroy Tudhal and hadn’t hit the rest of the column in hours.

The column moved by fits and starts now – stopping and going, stopping, and then a long march – and halted, waiting to die.

Maritaten had never known anything like it. Halting was an infernal torment. Sometimes the column went forward only ten or fifteen paces and then stopped, and she knew nothing of why.

The word was passed that there was a messenger coming down the column from the front. They were on a portion of road built up of huge stones sunk straight into the swamp, and fetid water rose to a handspan of the roadbed. It was, after all, the height of the inundation; the river would never be deeper.

I have chosen badly, she thought. I have led my people to die.

On a positive note, it may be quick.

The messenger took an aeon to arrive. She knew him immediately: Zos’ friend, the godborn Leontas of Lazba. She thought it was strange that he was ‘of Lazba’ as he was obviously a Py warrior, but it was a strange world.

‘Great Lady,’ he said. He had a magelight, and he was elegant, even on a pitch-black night on a soggy delta road in the middle of a desperate retreat.

‘Lord Leontas,’ she said, offering her hand, a great favour.

He kissed it. ‘Great Lady of the High House,’ he said. ‘The fleet is in position. Not everything has gone our way, but … listen, Lady. The bridge is not at Skala Akarna. The bridge will be at Stasi.’

She beckoned for Mari-Ye. ‘Explain.’

Mari-Ye shook his head. ‘That’s almost twenty stadia farther away. We’ll have to turn east at Akarna …’

‘I have guides out already,’ Leontas said. ‘Lady, Zos is across the river, helping with the bridge. He has brought us mighty armaments. In an hour or less, he will come in the Sky Chariot.’

‘He should be here, now,’ Maritaten said.

Leontas bowed again. ‘He thought that the construction of the bridge was more important.’

Maritaten’s chin came up. Very few people criticised her or corrected her, and she understood the decision Zos had made instantly. ‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘He is doing what has to be done. My thanks, Lord Leontas. If we live out the hour, we will run for your bridge.’

Iteru River, North Bank, Narmer

Zos

It didn’t require a mind of Pollon’s calibre – or Maritaten’s – to immediately see that Hefa-Asus’ cord, made from the spun silk of a Bright People cocoon, was the very stuff to use to anchor their bridge of ships.

They’d landed at Kanun, and in an hour – less, because of the urgency – they’d eaten and heard all of Prince Ahaz’s news: the King of Lazba, the argument on the beach, Leontas’ determination to be at the rendezvous in the northern delta.

‘Well,’ Zos had said, ‘we’re not late yet.’

He’d told Maritaten seven days, and apparently she’d believed him. Or her desperation had increased to the point where she had to try.

It didn’t matter. By the time they put the chariot down opposite Stasi on the northern shore, they’d already discussed how to build the ship bridge and which of them would take what role. Daos did an odd thing: he stood in the front of the chariot and sang a hymn to Nanuk, a long prayer to the old god of the sea.

Then they all went to work. Across the river they could see the fireworks as the demon legion pounded away at the Guard of Swords. Zos liked Tudhal. He hoped he was in time, but if there was no bridge, there would be no escape.

He met Leontas on the muddy beach; they exchanged a long embrace, and then Zos pushed his friend away. ‘I need you to go to Maritaten,’ he said.

Leontas nodded. ‘We already knew someone had to go,’ he said. ‘This isn’t Akarna. We moved to a narrower point.’

Zos bit his lip. ‘Damn,’ he said. ‘I missed that.’

He still wondered if he should have opened with an attack on the demons, but he hesitated. Once he sprung the star-stone, all the gloves would come off. Or so he suspected.

Everything took too long. And he cursed Makar of Lazba for taking his ships away. There wasn’t really enough timber; the ships had to be placed too far apart, the very thinness of the silk cord made it dangerous to handle, and the anxiety as they unrolled the longest ball, on and on, praying it was long enough …

Three hours of hard work in near total darkness: Eritha and Alektron and all the captains working full out; Persay taking a boatload of the best warriors over to the far bank to protect the bridgehead as the fleet, the northern merchanters and Nefertari’s ships were warped, one by one, into place.

Alektron was in his element. He seemed to understand the operation intuitively; he loved the idea of a bridge of boats.

It lacked perhaps three hours until dawn when Zos felt that it was going to work, and Alektron could bring it off with Nefertari’s help. Most of the ships were in position; they filled the river that was just a little less than four stadia wide, and the river was as placid as a mirror. It was never going to be better.

The Guard of Swords were an hour’s march away, and they’d been decimated.

‘Pollon,’ Zos said. ‘Time to fight.’

Pollon had taken the lead on each of the technical problems, but that part of the night seemed to have passed. He stood and picked up his bow. ‘I’m ready,’ he said, with more confidence than Zos could remember from the man before.

Daos stepped into the Sky Chariot and his weight made it bounce.

‘Anything to say, oracle?’ Zos asked.

‘I think that’s all over,’ Daos said. ‘Tyka is off in a world of her own, although she’s sending us an embassy and a big gift of resin. Temis is on her way somewhere.’ He shrugged. ‘And my father-brother is holding the river flat for us. For a rebellion against all gods, we have a lot of immortal support.’

Zos laughed. ‘Most rebellions that succeed are inside jobs,’ he said. ‘I’d know.’

He cast his eye over the Sky Chariot. There were sheaves of star-metal-tipped arrows, and some spears – thirty or so.

‘Daos, we need to get the demons. Make it easy for Pollon and me.’

‘Easy shots,’ Daos said. ‘Enkul-Anu will never forgive this,’ he added cheerfully.

‘Pretty sure I’m already on the shit list,’ Zos said.

With a shake of the reins, the chariot streaked into the sky, the four great golden stags reflecting the torchlight of the many work parties below them.

Within minutes, they could see the fireworks around the Guard of Swords, the swirl of eight demons pounding away at the standard-bearer.

‘That’s a lot of demons,’ Pollon said.

‘We have a lot of arrows,’ Zos replied.

South bank of the Iteru River, Narmer

Tudhal

Just when Tudhal was preparing to die, Kormak came out of the fire and darkness.

He had six of the eight he’d taken with him, plus another man.

‘Miss me?’ he called as he jogged up.

Men laughed. They were, after all, the Guard of Swords, and if they were going to die here tonight in this cursed swamp, they’d try to die laughing.

A pair of demons streaked down, and the amulet in their banner cast its lavender veil over them. It wasn’t really stopping much any more.

The two demons delivered a pair of fireballs each, right at the standard. Tudhal could see the malevolent glow of each of the four pinpoints of red light.

Tudhal kept his eyes open. He’d always promised himself to look his eventual killer in the eye.

The ninth man, a skinny old fellow, raised an arm and said a single word. The amulet above them on the standard flared brilliantly and pulsed with a magnificent blue-white colour. The shield it cast turned from lavender to blue, and covered the sky for three heartbeats. The fireballs were gone when the colour died away.

‘Maritaten says, keep moving,’ Timut-Imri said.

Tudhal took a few heartbeats to accustom himself to this rapid change in fortune. ‘As the Great Lady requests,’ he said, with more humour than obedience.

The soldiers began to move forward – which in this case was east, upriver, led by a crazy looking bull-leaper with a huge tattoo.

Tudhal glanced at the old man. ‘You, sir, will always be welcome to wine at my tent.’

‘I do like wine,’ Timut-Imri said. ‘Also, Lord Zos has the bridge in place, or so we were told.’

Tudhal pointed at Persay. ‘The bull-leaper there says the same. Gave the lads heart,’ he said piously.

Men laughed. In fact, it had given them heart, as they’d felt abandoned in the demon-lit darkness, and now they knew there was at least a chance.

Now, every time the demons came for them, Timut-Imri waved his arms or muttered a few words of song, and the fireballs, lightning bolts, ice balls and acid passed away, or over, or under.

They marched on, packed tightly under his protection. All of the civilians who had initially pressed tight against the Guard of Swords were dead; the demons were pretty indiscriminate. Tudhal wished they’d go and kill some of the citizens of Thais, but then, he knew that was not the queen’s will.

Nothing to do but march on into the darkness, and hope that someone, somewhere, had a way to turn the tide.

In a way, that summed up the last twenty years of his battle experience. The Guard of Swords was always used when things went wrong.

Four demons came on all together.

Timut-Imri raised his arms. ‘Well, boys,’ he said. ‘This may suck.’

Swamps south of Thais, Narmer Delta

Anenome

No one likes a swamp. The ooze sucked you down, there were things that sucked your blood, and perhaps worst to a popinjay like Anenome, it was hard to look like a godborn hero when you were covered in black slime.

On the other hand, the last thing the Jekers expected was for fifty peasants led by an enraged godborn to strip naked and swim the black water. Anenome figured this was exactly what the savage who’d struck Axe had done, and once he was over his initial disgust, he had to admit that the swamp wasn’t as impervious to movement as he’d thought. In fact, their progress towards the northern end of the Jeker cross-causeway was so rapid compared to his expectation that he and his raiding party had to float in the swamp, waiting for the signal for the main attack.

It was a few hours until sunrise. Anenome had plenty of time to review all of his errors – tactical, strategic and theological – as well as to feel the leeches on his body, the brush of something dead down his abdomen …

‘You take us to all the best places,’ muttered one of the peasants, but the man’s tone was … strong. Still hopeful.

Anenome forced something like a chuckle. ‘Just wait to see where we go next,’ he said. The man’s name was …

Dilla.

‘You don’t mind a little black water, do you, Dilla?’ Anenome whispered.

The peasant chuckled.

‘No one on the causeway,’ Meskas, the best scout, reported. ‘Also, no leeches.’

Anenome nodded. That was foolish; in pitch darkness, no one can see you nod. ‘Good enough,’ he said. ‘Let’s go up the face of it and wait up top.’

Up they went, Anenome’s heart in his throat, waiting for a shout, a challenge, a war cry, a volley of javelins.

What he found were three men and a woman who had been eviscerated and put on stakes.

Anenome was not a man given to outrage, but Jekers crossed some sort of line.

Also, tortured peasants were a poor replacement for a sentry.

He crawled up the mud of the causeway. It wasn’t as well built as theirs; the smell suggested that discarded workers formed part of the structure, and he didn’t see any pilings driven in for stability.

A light rain fell. He was surprisingly cold, given the temperature.

He thought about Axe, and about the Jekers. Rage warmed him.

And then, when he was considering just leading them along the dyke, he heard the clash of bronze weapons on shields, and there were suddenly the howls and screams of Jeker war cries.

‘Follow me to the end of this day and I’ll make every one of you godborn,’ he said suddenly. It had been in his mind. They were good men.

‘You mean that, lord?’ said the big man behind him.

‘My word of honour,’ Anenome said.

‘Fuck me,’ said the big man – Lotax, or something like that, Anenome remembered.

Anenome stood up and started to trot along the top of the Jekers’ cross-causeway. It was not a time for concealment. It was a time for speed and action.

He didn’t look back, but even in the rain he could hear them following him: the slap of bare feet on the mud. And the rain was tapering off. Farther north, what looked like ball lightning played against the low clouds.

Anenome was a very fast runner. He held his speed to a low trot. He wanted them to all arrive together.

Suddenly, they could see Jekers: hundreds of warriors with long spears and big shields, and Nasmid’s godborn struggling to climb the slippery slope of the causeway into the spears above them, and dying.

All that in a glance and a wall of sound.

Anenome had a war cry. It was high, almost a shriek, and very loud. He checked that the bulk of his raiding party was with him, and they were. He got his long sword off his slimy, mud-encrusted sword-belt, and said, ‘Here we go.’

That was his pre-battle speech.

He ran right at the Jeker line without looking back. The end man was so focused on using his long spear against Nasmid’s godborn that he never looked to his left.

And the Jeker line was only two deep.

Perhaps one pace out, Anenome gave vent to the full weight of his rage in a single scream, and his raiders took it up.

And he killed. The first three or four he killed without opposition; they had no idea he was among them until the whole flank was dying on the swords of his naked raiders. He had fifty, give or take, and he was facing several hundred at least, but his people were together, and the crown of the slippery mud of the embankment was the only place with stable footing. Anyone who went down was dead – crushed, kicked or drowned.

And as soon as he’d cleared even a few paces of the causeway’s front, Nasmid’s Saabian godborn, who were no cowards, came up the mud like deer, and threw themselves into the chaos.

It was grim, and the Jekers were hard men and women and didn’t sell their lives cheap. In the first heartbeats, Anenome gained perhaps fifteen paces of causeway frontage, but the Jekers rallied and pushed back, and Nasmid’s people with their round shields and armour came just in time to keep him from being pushed right off. Even with the skill and speed of a cat, Anenome couldn’t kill enough of them to hold his ground, and his raiders, without armour or shield, were very vulnerable.

It was touch and go for too long. Men he liked, died. Nasmid died. Half his raiders died.

And then he heard Poinikos’ war cry almost at his back. He was locked in the melee, unable to move much, his left arm and hand hunting shield rims by touch and wrestling sense. If he caught one, he’d give it a turn until he felt the man’s arm break, or the woman’s shoulder dislocate. He fought this way with his long bronze sword bent, but not yet broken; when he couldn’t catch an unwary shield, his sword went searching for faces and necks in the stinking darkness.

He’d taken three or four wounds; he only knew them as impacts, and nothing had stopped working, so he kept fighting. It was dark and he had no idea how many he’d killed, but Poinikos growled again, and suddenly Anenome felt a man’s knee against his own knee, a cold shield pressing his back, and the shield went round him like a lover’s embrace.

It was something they practised: replacing front-line fighters with fresh men.

He let it happen. He found himself kneeling in the mud, his long hair filthy with it, just trying to breathe. His favourite sword was ruined – bent in four places, with deep nicks.

On the other hand, he was a great lord of war, and his papista appeared with a clay canteen and his armour.

The fighting was ten paces away, but Anenome was confident that now Poinikos had made a shield wall of their war band, nothing would save the Jekers.

His papista had a little oil lantern. ‘Lord Poinikos told me to bring your armour,’ he said. He helped Anenome put it on straight over his wounds. He didn’t have a tunic or a heton and he didn’t care; the wounds were just cuts. He poured wine over them and forgot them, handed his second canteen to Lotax.

‘Hand it around, lads,’ he said. ‘Everyone gets a mouthful. Then Lotax here takes the lot of you, and you kill anyone who tries to come back up the embankment. Got that?’

Lotax nodded. ‘Got it, lord.’

By the time Anenome had his bronze on, the fighting line had moved another ten paces farther away, and the Jekers were beginning to see they were doomed. Anenome was still worried about an attack from the Jeker camp. He grabbed the scout, Meskas.

‘Take two men you like and find me their path,’ he said.

Meskas was covered in mud. ‘What?’

‘The Jekers must have a path to their camp,’ Anenome said. ‘They can’t have waded here to build a mud wall.’

Meskas looked at him dully, eyes glittering in the light of the one oil lamp.

Another man put a hand on Meskas’ shoulder and spoke in a language Anenome didn’t know.

Meskas nodded. ‘Sure, lord.’ He paused. ‘Am I godborn yet?’

Anenome had them all in the ring around him – maybe twenty left of the original fifty. Nudity looked good in frescoes but was terrible in a close fight in the dark.

‘Damn straight you are,’ Anenome said. ‘Godborn, every fucking one of you.’

Meskas smiled. ‘Good,’ he grunted, and slipped down the other side of the embankment towards the burning city.

Dawn was an hour away.

The siege lines of Thais, Narmer Delta

Hyatta-Azi

‘The Hundred Cities men are taking our wall,’ Sagosa screamed at him.

Hyatta-Azi wanted to tell her what he thought of her for losing the wall, but the fatalism of the Jeker held him fast. ‘Then take more warriors and win it back,’ he said.

‘You take it back,’ she said. ‘It was your idea. I wanted to hunt them in the swamps.’

Hyatta-Azi shrugged. He gathered warriors; it was obvious now that the attack on the siege mound had been a distraction, and he’d fallen for it, and he was tired. Half his warriors were already in the city, looting. This was as close to joy as Jekers came. He suspected that the witch who commanded the Narmerians was running away, but as soon as the Jekers were able to get over the undefended walls, there was little he could do to stop them.

By the time he had two hundred warriors in the flickering light of the dying city, he was having second thoughts. He didn’t see it as very likely that he could retake Sagosa’s mudbank with two hundred men – not against the whole weight of Enkul-Anu’s army.

But the city of Thais? It lay before him, gates open, but it had walls.

If he let them go, they’d loot for a day.

Even as he hesitated, hardened warriors slipped away towards Thais.

They were right. There was no point dying in the mud tonight.

He tried to keep his own war band with him, but the city was rich. The temples had not been stripped.

It was an hour until dawn when he was alone on the walls, watching the bronze-armoured godborn of the army of Enkul-Anu climb out of the swamp and look up at him on the walls.

He raised his spear and laughed.


Chapter Fourteen

Over the south bank of the Iteru River, Narmer Delta

Zos

The Sky Chariot hurried nearer the demons, higher, sometimes lost in the low rain clouds, but the rain was ending and it was just an hour until dawn.

‘Here we go,’ Daos said, and banked into a shallow dive. Zos had a star-metal javelin in his hand, and Pollon had a star-stone arrow on his bow and three more on his fingers.

The demons saw them coming. Daos tried his best to use the rags of rain cloud and the darkness, but something – the star-stone or the magical power of the Sky Chariot – gave them away, and four demons rose from the assault on the Guard of Swords, powerful bat-wings working to gain altitude.

Daos took the chariot down, right among them, aiming to go head-to-head with the leader. He had the trident Earthbreaker in his right hand, and in the fitful glow of the demons’ attacks on the Guard of Swords, he truly looked the part of a god.

The demons came on. The closing speed was shocking; first they were red specks against a red background, then black blobs with wings, and then …

Pollon shot, and Zos threw. His javelin was too slow, and missed, falling away into the darkness.

Pollon didn’t miss. His target had been so close, it felt as if the monster had been at the end of his bow, and almost head-on.

The demon screamed. The shaft, by Pollon’s skill, was just under the thing’s multiple eyes, above its four-hinged mouth.

It fluttered away, dead before it hit the ground.

The next demon hit the chariot, pivoted, and tried to pull Zos right out. Zos stuck a javelin into the thing’s torso, and the javelin exploded – one of the chariot’s supply of thunderbolts. The demon held on to the stern rail and came up again, and Pollon shot it, from perhaps two paces away, rolling the arrow off his bow hand, nocking and loosing in a single motion.

A second demon threw fire at them as he passed; the car was briefly very hot, and then Daos was turning, but so were two of the demons, all three racing for the inside track. Zos had another javelin, and as one of the demons was side by side with them, he threw it … and missed again, forgetting in his excitement that they were racing through the air.

The fourth demon went for Daos. He struck with Earthbreaker and the demon was blown back. One of its wings snapped from the deceleration force, but the mighty weapon acted against its owner; the barbs on the three blades stuck deep in the demon’s torso, and the great weight dragged Daos out of the car. Zos got a hand on the young god’s leg as Daos gave up and let go of Earthbreaker, and Zos’ desperate left hand found the reins.

Daos was upside down, clinging to something on the undercarriage, his legs hooked over the chariot’s car.

Zos glanced back, saw Pollon cursing a missed arrow, and years of chariot training took over. He turned the chariot, not hard, but in a long curve, narrowing the gap with the third demon, who struck at him with a fireball.

Below them, the four demons who had been pounding the shielded standard rose in a body.

‘More demons,’ Zos said.

‘Doing the best I can,’ Pollon muttered, and missed again.

Zos kept the turn going.

Daos did something acrobatic and was back in the car, landing mostly on his feet. ‘We can’t lose Earthbreaker,’ he said.

‘Let’s not die first,’ Zos said. He was driving the chariot with the Shield of Taris still on his left arm, and he noticed that its magnificent surface was dimmed. Something had hit it hard.

Daos gestured, and Zos handed him the reins.

‘We need to practise more,’ Pollon said. ‘I’m not good at moving targets.’

Zos rolled his right shoulder, which hurt. ‘We’ve taken out three demons in one pass – I think you got two of them. I’ve done fuck all.’ He smiled, and Pollon smiled back.

Daos continued Zos’ turn. As before, in the fight over the delta, the Sky Chariot was faster than the demons, and Daos was running down the third demon before his mates could come and help him.

A fleeing demon on the same line as Pollon was an easy target. It didn’t flinch much when it took the first arrow in the scales between its great wings, but the second caused a convulsion and the bat wings folded. The creature fell away into the sand dunes at the edge of the estuary, rolled, and was still.

Pollon gave Zos a look of quiet triumph. ‘Well, well,’ he said.

Zos watched the demon’s fall. ‘Too easy,’ he said, as if he regretted the sudden imbalance of power.

They were high enough that the sun was turning the eastern sky a dull pink. It didn’t really provide any light yet, but when Zos turned, he could see the four incoming demons clearly.

They were flying for their lives, their great black wings beating like monstrous hummingbirds.

Zos looked down, where the Guard of Swords were already moving east, towards the bridge of boats.

He looked back south at the fleeing demons.

‘Let’s get ’em all,’ he said. ‘We’re going to break Enkul-Anu’s greatest weapon.’

Daos’ grin was as big as the waning moon.

Over the south bank of the Iteru River, Narmer Delta

Bashmu

One by one, the deadly mortal archer killed his mates. There wasn’t a fucking thing they could do about the flying chariot; somehow it turned their spells, and one mortal had a godlike shield device on his shoulder, and they all had star-stone.

Bashmu was no fool, and before Gallu fell screaming, he had a plan – desperate, but what could a demon do? He was no coward – he’d seen millennia of war – and he didn’t plan to go down to some fucking mortal archer in a stolen sky chariot.

This is fucked, and no mistake, he thought. He dodged, going lower and lower, and when he felt the dreaded star-stone arrow hit his scales, it burned like the fires of Kur, something he knew a bit about.

He flung his great wings up, and fell, broken-backed, into the swamp. Water, and a thousand years’ worth of muck, exploded into the air where he struck, and the arrow was driven in deeper, and the pain was awful.

But he was alive.

He played dead until the chariot was gone.

Over the Narmer Delta

Enkul-Anu

By the time his demons had finished the very last of the mortal sailors and oarspeople, the Great Storm God had decided to release his son.

Nisroch? Kursag?

His flying wing of victorious demons made landfall just north of Kyra – or the ruins of Kyra.

It didn’t matter. It might make things easier with Sypa if he hid the boy’s origins. What if Kursag were a child of Ara? By a mortal woman? Brought up in a cave?

Damned good story.

Even in a reverie of past and future possibilities, Enkul-Anu’s sharp eyes picked out two things he found remarkable. One was that Kyra was already repopulating; there was a scattering of mud-brick huts in among the ruins of the palace, utilising standing walls and tile floors.

Humans were resilient. They were as hard to stamp out as cockroaches. Harder.

The other thing he couldn’t fail to notice was that from Hekka to Kyra, the very climate had seized on the chaos of war and conquest, and the sands had rolled west. In a number of places, the Eastern Desert now ran right to the sea, with villages half-buried in the dunes.

Various priests and half-competent god-kings and goddess-queens had complained to him for centuries about the collapse of farmlands. He’d seen it – he knew it was happening. But anything that kept the number of humans down to an acceptable minimum had once seemed politic.

Now it looked as if it was all dying.

‘Fuck,’ he growled.

He’d flown down to take a closer look when he saw a dozen of the Bright People emerge from the ruins of a village. They were carrying water sacks, and he chased them; it was like a drill for his demon legion, and afterwards they had four captives and the rest were slain.

He sent four of his demons back with the captives for the nest. Restocking the nest … he hadn’t thought of that. He’d been focused on the seizure of the queen.

But he could just grab them … good practice for the legion, too.

The day was looking up when he heard the call. ‘Heard’ was not really true – Bashmu sounded an emergency call in the Aura.

What the fuck? The Great Storm God couldn’t imagine what would cause the emergency to be sounded after eight hundred years. His guess was that Kursag had escaped.

He could deal with that.

He turned north, and the demons spread out to his left and right like vast, hideous wings.

Over Thais, Narmer Delta

Zos

They were almost to the burning city by the time they downed the last demon, and Daos took them low, turning over the jeering Jekers and the fighting.

The sun was rising in the east, and Zos had enough light to see, and he still couldn’t figure out what in the name of all the hells of Kur was happening. Even high up, he could see the great causeway – built, he knew, by Axe and Anenome. He could see the crosswise slash of a new fortification, a sort of mud wall, that the Jekers had raised to stop them.

But both constructions were covered in women and men fighting. There was fighting in the delta swamps, and fighting on the cleared agricultural ground between the causeway and the city walls. There was fighting in the city, which was a smoking ruin. The Temple of Arrina and the palace where he had so recently made love to the Great Lady of the High House were raging infernos, where a thousand years of human craftsmanship and labour – wall hangings, tapestries, furniture, screens, frescoes and all the accoutrements of wealth – were burning hot enough to melt the gold, silver and electrum that the Jekers might have liked to steal.

From the open gates of the dead city, across the marshes along the Royal Road, there was a trail of corpses, and then more fighting.

‘We need to go down,’ Zos said to Daos. ‘I need to know what’s happening.’

Soon they were skimming the grass of the marshes, watching the road, and before they had covered a few stadia, they found a standard that Zos knew: the great sun disc of Arrina, clutched in the brazen claws of a golden hawk.

Ak-Arrina’s standard.

‘There,’ Zos said.

Ak-Arrina’s godborn Royal Guard, on foot, were probably Maritaten’s rearguard.

Zos was tired, and he worried he was missing things. Should I land here? Try to find Maritaten? Will she know what’s happening?

Ak-Arrina’s standard was right there. Zos pointed down. ‘We need to scatter the attackers.’

Daos took them very low, and Pollon shot twice, while Zos lobbed a thunderbolt into the rear ranks of the attackers.

They flinched back before Daos came back for a second pass. They were Hundred Cities godborn, with good armour but few archers.

Zos didn’t want to spend irreplaceable thunderbolts on a rearguard action, but he didn’t see a choice. He put in another as the godborn rallied, a hundred paces away.

‘Slow,’ he said. ‘Come back for me.’

Pollon turned to protest, and Zos was gone.

He hit the ground running straight at the godborn. There were several hundred of them, and he was alone on the road, with Ak-Arrina’s standard almost a stadion away.

Best I’m going to do, he thought, and drew Terror.

The sun was well up by the time he met with Ak-Arrina, who looked grey under his tall helmet, and who wouldn’t meet Zos’ eyes.

But his report, though terse, was clear.

‘There are ten thousand civilians on this road, and if these bastards get to them, they’re all dead.’ Ak-Arrina didn’t waste a breath. Zos thought the prince felt that trading noble charioteers for some city-dwelling artisans was foolish, but he’d held the rear of the column together all night, and Zos didn’t need to care about the man’s innermost thoughts.

About an hour later, when it was starting to get really warm, Zos sent the Sky Chariot to find Maritaten and report. He was using Terror to keep the enemy vanguard at bay, but the enemy were also oddly disorganised, coming at Ak-Arrina in short rushes with no co-ordination.

Ak-Arrina made no complaint as Zos took command, doing his level best to break off from their pursuers.

The enemy’s godborn weren’t cowards, and the power of Terror was diminished at every use. By then, Zos was sure he was facing the army of Enkul-Anu, and he wondered where Axe and Anenome were. It wasn’t like them to lead from the rear.

When they reached the village at Akarna, they met Maritaten, the bulk of the army, and the Sky Chariot. Maritaten was forming a battle line.

Zos managed to find the strength to run to the queen. She was the only Narmerian in a chariot, under the great sun disc of her rank.

He knelt. ‘Great Lady of the High House,’ he said.

Her lips twitched in a smile, but her voice was cold. ‘What do you have for me, War Master?’

He expected nothing more. They were on the stage of the world; she was goddess-queen of Narmer.

‘Great Lady, the enemy is perhaps two stadia distant. Ak-Arrina’s people have been magnificent, but they need rest and water.’ Zos was still on one knee.

‘We need to hold here until my people from Thais cross the river,’ she said.

Zos took that in, and wondered if poor Ak-Arrina was right; this was a great sacrifice for the population of one small city.

But he reminded himself: We are a diversion. Enkul-Anu can’t fail to notice the rout of this army and its demons.

If we rout it.

Tudhal and Horat had already seen to the small army’s arrangements. The Guard of Swords stood in the centre; most of them were lying on their backs in the sun, big straw hats over their faces, sleeping.

On either flank, within easy bowshot of the end of the Royal Road across the marshes, were big blocks of Py archers. In reserve were the Royal Archers, and as he watched, Ak-Arrina led his dismounted charioteers to the rear. He saluted his queen, and she returned the salute.

‘Arsehat,’ Horat muttered.

But at his queen’s order, he snapped the reins and took her chariot to roll alongside the exhausted men and women of the Royal Guard chariot corps.

‘You have saved a nation,’ she shouted to them. ‘You are under the sun of Arrina, heroes and saviours of the land.’

Someone in the ranks roared, ‘Snap it up! The Lady is watching us! We are the Royal Guard of Narmer!’

A growl spread along the ranks, and then they were in their ranks, chests out, despite a night in Hell.

But Ak-Arrina still wouldn’t meet Zos’ eyes. Zos put it down to the normal ingratitude of people whom he saved.

Two hours later, after drinking three canteens of water and getting an hour’s nap, he was awakened by Pollon.

‘What?’ he asked, reaching for his star-stone sword.

Pollon put a hand on his chest. ‘Something odd,’ he said. ‘Daos and I took a run up the road towards Thais. The enemy, such as they are … they’re just sitting there. Most of them.’ He shrugged. ‘I lack the experience of war to understand what I’m seeing, but I will say there’s a litter on the road, being carried by men in armour. It’s not far.’

Zos nodded.

‘And the non-combatants?’

‘Most are across. The road is clear.’ Pollon pointed.

Zos saw that someone had put a cloak up over him as a shelter, and one of Hehet’s maidens appeared with a bronze ewer of water, a bowl and a towel.

That was unexpected.

He washed. He hadn’t been hit all night, which was good, but there was blood on his legs and feet, and he washed it all off. He literally couldn’t remember any individual fight.

‘Would you know Axe or Anenome?’ he asked Pollon.

Pollon shrugged. ‘I’ve heard the names,’ he admitted. ‘Listen, every time we flew over the litter, the men around it waved.’

Zos was naked, trying to get the blood off his left shin, scrubbing with a towel that was probably woven by a master weaver somewhere, with a deep pile that must have been carefully picked out with a wire. He knew enough about weaving to know he was ruining a masterpiece, but he didn’t have the energy to care.

‘Waved?’ he said. ‘Wait. A litter …’ He couldn’t get his head around it.

Or the endless chaos of the fighting around Thais. But it looked to him as if Maritaten had pulled off her gamble; she’d slipped away and left the Jekers and the forces of the Hundred Cities to fight it out in the dark.

Hehet’s girl handed him a sparkling white linen heton with a purple edge.

Pollon whistled. ‘You are the Ra-wa-ke-ta of Narmer?’ he asked. Narmerians were very precise in their dress; purple was only used for very high officers of the Great Lady.

‘Someone likes me.’ Zos considered for a moment whether it was politic to wear such an insignia when the reality was that he was leading a military rebellion under Era.

But it was clean, and beautiful, and he was about to go and fight, and he was vain.

It came with a golden belt, and it looked magnificent against his dark skin. Daos came with his armour, which was polished. The man looked solemn.

‘Trouble?’ Zos asked.

‘Enkul-Anu is inbound,’ Daos said. ‘I don’t like this. It’s too soon for this level of open confrontation.’

‘Too late to tell me that – or Maritaten, for that matter,’ Zos said. ‘How’s the evacuation?’

‘Most of the people are across. But when Enkul-Anu comes …’

‘He’ll hit the bridge.’ Zos nodded, smiled at Hehet’s girl – Ulat? Is that her name? – and said, ‘Thank you, miss. Being clean is like being blessed.’

Ulat blushed. ‘My lord,’ she said, hiding her eyes.

He waited until she withdrew, and then he looked at Daos. ‘We have Godkiller. We have star-stone. Can we take him?’

Daos shook his head. ‘Probably not. Enkul-Anu isn’t like the other gods. He and Gul are …’ The young god shrugged. ‘They are to us, as we are to you.’

Zos looked at Pollon. ‘Have you handed out the sheaves of arrows?’

Pollon nodded. ‘Hours ago.’

‘Well,’ Zos said, ‘let’s see if we can persuade the Great Storm God this isn’t worth his while.’

Zos ducked under his sun-shelter and walked directly to the Great Lady of the High House. She was sitting on a stool, fanned by two of Hehet’s women.

‘War Master,’ she said. It sounded like a title she’d created.

He went down on one knee, and enjoyed the gleam in her eye. That was the only sign of personal contact, but it was sufficient.

‘Enkul-Anu is on his way,’ Zos said. ‘He’ll be here in an hour. Maybe less.’

Timut-Imri nodded. ‘I told her that an hour ago,’ he said. ‘She’s stubborn.’ He said the last as if it was a compliment.

Zos sighed, as he was surrounded by people who all had to be right all the time, and tell others how right they were. Pollon and Timut-Imri shared a sort of irritating rightness that seemed to come with erudition.

‘If I may, Great Lady … I don’t think there will be a battle, as we would think of a battle. I think your army should withdraw. In fact, for your private ear, I’d suggest everyone run for the bridge. Because when Enkul-Anu comes, he’ll destroy the bridge. He’ll have fifty demons, and we won’t last long.’

Maritaten didn’t blink. She was thinking – he knew the look.

‘So you will delay the god, and the demons, and we will run to fight another day?’ she asked.

‘Yes. Your archers can cover you for a while – the demons are very, very vulnerable to massed archers. You have all my star-stone.’ He shrugged.

‘What if we retreat in formation?’ she asked. ‘We hold together, and we use those arrows—’

‘Of which we have perhaps two flights.’

Maritaten met his eye. ‘War Master, why would Enkul-Anu know this? All he will know is that we have star-stone, and he’d lose a great many demons.’

Zos looked at Ak-Arrina and Horat. ‘And we would risk losing everything, Great Lady,’ he said.

Timut-Imri was less afraid of Maritaten’s wrath than most. He shook his head. ‘Foolishness,’ he said. ‘If Enkul-Anu comes in person, I can stop one thunderbolt. Maybe … Maybe two.’

Maritaten’s chin was up, and no one would ever have seen her as a small woman in that moment. She rose from her stool and looked south. ‘I started throwing the knucklebones a year ago, War Master. We win here or we lose everything.’

Zos raised his hand and she turned.

‘I have spoken,’ she said gently.

Zos bowed. And thought, I love her. She is audacity, personified.

Over the Narmer Delta

Enkul-Anu

It took time to find Bashmu, buried in swamp muck, and more time to get him to talk.

And more time for Enkul-Anu to fully appreciate what he was saying.

‘Seven demons, dead?’ he bellowed.

Bashmu wasn’t going to make it either, he could tell. His physical construct needed a massive dose of resin, and Enkul-Anu didn’t have it to give.

He hadn’t lost eight demons in a day since the war with the old gods. Even then …

‘Boss,’ the dying demon whispered. ‘Star-stone. I can feel it burning in me. Boss, they have …’

Enkul-Anu was surprisingly calm, and even gentle. Bashmu was an old and loyal retainer. He squelched down into the swamp by the dying demon. ‘I’ll avenge you,’ he promised.

Bashmu managed to shake his great head. His imposed form had fallen away, and he was a massive creature of insectoid shape, with thick plates of chiton protecting most of his body.

Not enough, Enkul-Anu thought.

‘Boss, they have a shitload of star-stone.’ Bashmu raised his multi-eyed head and tried to focus. Bile and a blue liquid ran out of his multi-hinged mouth; he gagged, and then lay back.

Azag held his comrade’s head out of the black water.

‘I flew … right by … their stolen …’ Bashmu shook. ‘Oh, boss … cold.’

‘I’m here, Bashmu.’ Enkul-Anu squatted down, sinking into the ooze. He didn’t care.

‘Smelled it. Lots. Be careful …’ He shivered again. ‘Where … so much star-stone …’

He looked at his god. ‘Save me, boss? I don’t wanna die …’

Enkul-Anu had almost no healing. It wasn’t the way of his kind. He tried pouring some raw power into the demon, and Bashmu gasped, screamed a little, and died.

Azag shook his mandibles and let his lieutenant’s head fall into the deep muck. ‘Fucking star-stone.’

Enkul-Anu turned away, afraid the captain of his demon legion might see the tears in his eyes. He was looking north, across the delta, and thinking that his demons had already fought twice that day.

Near Akarna, Narmer Delta

Anenome

It took forever to move the litter down the road, and constant attention to keep it upright. Axe was in a bad way, having lost a great deal of blood, and twice, Anenome had to leave him, go to the front of the column, and help his warriors cut their way forward.

He wasn’t there when the Sky Chariot landed. He missed Zos by a few minutes, and cursed his luck. The column ground to a halt, and men he liked died. But by the time he got to the front of the column again, Zos and the Sky Chariot were gone, and the impact of the sword Terror was obvious: the enemy’s warriors were stadia away, having broken contact like a good rearguard.

Anenome had no choice but to follow, if he wanted to save Axe. He pushed his vanguard as hard as exhausted women and men could be pushed; the litter with Axe moved from the end of the column all the way to the head of it, and every time the gods-damned chariot overflew them, he had all his bodyguard wave.

Nothing helped.

The sun rose. His army was spread over fifteen stadia – mostly fighting Jekers, some following the litter. He hadn’t given a battlefield order in hours. He’d left Poinikos to finish the Jekers in the city. Poinikos knew the score. Otherwise, he had most of his own people and Axe’s with him.

The sun rose and the column moved. And by the time the litter was just behind his vanguard of godborn, they had reached the outskirts of Akarna, where the great Royal Road across the delta marshes climbed just a few feet to a plateau of sand and gravel that was fifteen stadia wide and deep, and ran all the way to the sea on the west, and the northernmost channel of the Iteru river on the north. Akarna was a pretty little town of a hundred mud-brick houses, neatly whitewashed, a good well, and a small, dense forest of date palms in the centre of a thicket of delta brush. The rest of the plateau was like the desert: sand and gravel.

Tamar, the highest-ranking surviving godborn from Ma’rib, didn’t even raise his arm to point.

The army of Narmer, or what was left of it, was drawn up facing the point where the road climbed out of the swamp onto the plain.

Anenome had excellent eyesight, and he looked carefully at the enemy army: two wings of Py archers in relatively loose order, and a centre composed of the Guard of Swords, maybe two hundred paces away.

Tamar spoke up. ‘We’re out of water.’

Anenome nodded while watching the Guard of Swords’ standard. ‘I will take care of that,’ he said.

He glanced at one of his bodyguard, a well-armoured young man from Weshwesh whose beauty was marred by stumbling exhaustion and a lack of water. ‘Daud,’ he said, ‘we’re going forward.’

Daud nodded. ‘Aye.’

That was all. They believed in him. They obeyed him.

‘Are we attacking?’ Tamar asked, incredulous.

‘No. Just wait here.’

Before anyone could ask too any questions, Anenome led the men carrying the litter forward up the low rise and onto the packed gravel.

Axe raised his head. ‘What the fuck are we doing?’ he asked.

‘Changing sides,’ Anenome said. ‘If they don’t kill us first.’

Axe nodded. He looked at his leg, and then at his partner. ‘All things considered, I’d rather go down fighting,’ he said.

Anenome pulled off his helmet and shook out his long, wavy black hair. He tossed his helmet ostentatiously on the ground and then dropped his sword baldric, his spear and his shield.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘if I fuck this up, you can die in a magnificent volley of arrows.’

Axe laughed. That was the thing Anenome loved best about the man: that laugh.

He walked forward, unarmed.

No arrows fell.

It seemed like a long way, that last two hundred paces. When he’d gone about a third of the way, he could see Maritaten – or, at least, a small woman in a chariot with a sun disc. She was watching him. And as he watched, a man in a shining white heton with beautiful armour left the chariot, and began walking towards him. Definitely Zos. The man had style.

His feet crunched on the gravel.

The sun was already hot enough, even in winter, that the lines of Py archers seemed to shimmer.

The truth of it was, he couldn’t think of a single thing to say to Zos. He was tired, he’d given all his water to his troops, and he just wanted to save Axe.

They stopped about three paces apart. Zos was wearing a sword but had no weapon in his hand.

‘Anenome,’ Zos said. ‘You are not looking your best.’

‘Zos,’ he said. ‘You are.’

Zos looked behind him. ‘I’m guessing Axe is wounded.’

Anenome felt as if a weight had been lifted. Zos had always been smart. ‘He is. I want to save him and Enkul-Anu doesn’t have any resin. There it is.’

‘Enkul-Anu will be here very soon,’ Zos said. ‘If you are with us …’ He looked away. ‘You know what that means. He won’t discriminate.’

‘He’ll see us as traitors,’ Anenome said. ‘Have you got resin?’

‘Are you offering the whole army, or just you and Axe?’ Zos wasn’t looking at Anenome. He was watching the southern horizon. His eyes went back to Anenome’s. ‘I have some resin. Maritaten might have access to more.’

‘Will you give me some for Axe?’

‘Will you fight for the rebellion?’ Zos asked. ‘This isn’t a contract for a god-king, Anenome. We’re going to pull it all down. Probably not today, or right here, but some day, and somewhere.’ He glanced away, and then back. ‘I always liked you two, so here it is … I don’t really expect to live through the next three hours.’ He glanced at the southern horizon again, and back at Anenome. ‘If you come over, you are with us. To the end. Not for pay. I’m not sure I have a good offer for you. But I want you to know what you’re getting into.’

Anenome took it in, and then said, ‘Do you, today, here, have enough resin to save Axe?’

Zos looked him in the eyes. There was a great deal of communication between two professional warriors – old enemies, old comrades – in that long glance, as long as the first piercing look of love between two young people at a village dance.

‘Yes,’ Zos said.

‘I give you my word to fight for your rebellion until I go down to Hell,’ Anenome said.

Zos nodded. ‘I accept your word.’


Chapter Fifteen

Akarna, Narmer Delta

Maritaten

‘I don’t trust them,’ she said. She wasn’t loud; she spoke only to Zos.

‘They’ll pass right through the army and be asked to keep moving to the ships,’ he said.

‘We don’t have a force powerful enough to guard them,’ she said. ‘What if it’s a trick?’

Her deep brown eyes met his green eyes.

‘It’s just another risk. I trust Anenome. He loves Axe. He won’t betray us.’ He looked back at the southern horizon. ‘Any moment, Enkul-Anu hits us. Now or never, Great Lady.’

She nodded. ‘On your head be it, Zos of Trin.’

He always knew when she was speaking to him as a lover, and when she was speaking as the Great Lady.

‘On my head, Great Lady.’

Mari-Ye began to protest, and Maritaten gestured for Horat to roll the chariot forward. ‘We accept you,’ she called out.

Anenome nodded silently and turned to walk back to the litter. Before he reached it, it began to move across the sand and gravel towards them. Anenome passed it and walked towards his vanguard.

Maritaten wondered what he could possibly say.

‘You cannot allow this,’ Mari-Ye said. ‘Think again, Great Lady. You are allowing yourself to be influenced by a foreigner.’

‘Think of it as a surrender,’ she said to him. Then she leaned on her chariot rail. ‘And do not again suggest that I am under anyone’s influence, High Priest of Arrina.’

The litter approached, carried by men whose faces were grey with fatigue.

‘Give them water,’ Maritaten said to Hehet. ‘And serve the lord Axe from my store of ambrosia.’

She watched Anenome until he vanished into the shield wall of his troops.

‘Too late now.’ Zos sounded ironic.

Over the southern horizon came a line of specks high above the ground.

‘We’ll meet them in the air,’ Zos said, and sprinted for the Sky Chariot. He didn’t even look back at Maritaten, and she loved him for that.

Over Akarna, Narmer Delta

Enkul-Anu

His precious Army of the Delta was spread over half of Narmer. He could see it laid out beneath his eagle wings, and what he saw displeased him.

To the south, around Thais, his own Hundred Cities warriors were mopping up the Jekers, or that’s what it looked like. Not at all what he’d ordered.

And as he went up the Royal Road across the delta, he saw bands of deserters; many were just lying in the road. He cursed his lack of information. Has there been a great battle?

Who killed the demons? Where in the name of all the hells of Kur did the rebels get so much star-stone?

Mostly, he wanted to vent his rage on someone.

But north of Thais, high in the air, he saw the army of Narmer drawn up facing the Royal Road at Akarna, and it made more sense to him. The little witch had broken out of Thais and somehow ambushed his demons.

Still didn’t explain why the Jekers were inside Thais and his own army was strung out over the whole fucking delta.

I’m surrounded by idiots.

But the mortal’s army of Narmer was just standing there. They looked like a juicy target. His own army didn’t look capable of much; he’d deal with that later.

‘Azag,’ he said, ‘we’re going right at them. Kill all the mortals you can. Narmerians, I mean. Not ours.’

‘Which are ours, boss?’ Azag asked.

Enkul-Anu pointed. ‘Kill the ones under the sun disc. Don’t be a fuckwit.’

Azag bellowed some orders and the surviving members of the demon legion pulled in together, wing-tip to wing-tip.

‘We’ll break them with fire and ice and thunderbolts,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘And then we’ll chase down the survivors when they break, and you can feast for days.’

‘What about the star-stone?’ Azag asked.

‘Damn the star-stone,’ Enkul-Anu said. He growled. ‘Full speed ahead.’

Over Akarna, Narmer Delta

Pollon

The Sky Chariot leapt into the air as the vast flying wing of the demon legion dropped on the army of Narmer.

‘Enkul-Anu,’ Zos said. He had Godkiller in his fist.

‘This is not the day,’ Daos said quietly.

Zos was already giving all of his attention to the wing of demons. ‘Can we hit them just as they’re about to hit Maritaten?’ he asked.

Daos winced. ‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘They’re fast, we’re fast …’

The Sky Chariot turned and banked as if running from the fight, turned again, gaining altitude, and Pollon could see the bridge of ships off to the east, while to the west, something was happening in the enemy army – a boiling, not a formation.

‘Here we go,’ Zos said.

Daos turned them so that the stags were running along the sky, directly at the great bull-headed god. They were slightly above him, and only a few of the demons even seemed aware of them. It was like a chariot charge, with all the participants focused on their immediate opponent.

Pollon risked a shot at his extreme range and nocked again.

‘I should learn to use a bow’ Zos said, and then …

Enkul-Anu unleashed a thunderbolt at the sun disc standard. He was perhaps a hundred paces out, still descending, and he looked like an athlete flinging a stone, except that he was taller than a building and had magnificent white wings stretching behind his scarlet head and golden horns. Pollon thought he’d seldom seen anything so beautiful: the oddest thought about the leader of his terrifying foes, but there it was.

Pollon shot at him.

He did what he’d been taught, in what seemed like another life. He didn’t watch his arrow; he just drew another and shot again, this time over the back of the chariot. Same target, and now Enkul-Anu perceived them, and was turning, his brow furrowed in godlike rage.

The demons fell like the wrath of the gods, and some of the Py broke and ran.

Only some.

The demons were fearsome, and they flared their wings at fifty paces, slowing to throw their bolts.

A massed volley of arrows rose to meet them. There were a thousand arrows, and in among them, three hundred tipped in star-stone.

Veterans of the destruction of thousands of mortal archers, the demons – immune to bronze and stone – flared their wings and cast a volley of deadly fire and ice.

The Py died. They died in dozens, and more ran, and yet many stood their ground as the Py arrow storm struck, and demons began to fall like a hideous rain from the sky. Nothing like that had ever happened before, and there they were, hanging in the air in front of the deadliest mortal archers in the circle of the world. Pollon saw it all over the back gate of the Sky Chariot as he shot his fourth shaft at Enkul-Anu.

The surviving Py shot again. Most of the men and women who’d stood their ground had the star-stone arrows. The great bows went up; the demons hesitated.

The second lethal arrow storm leapt into the air.

Enkul-Anu had his back to the action and was closing on them from behind.

Pollon shot again.

Enkul-Anu cocked back his right arm, longer than the chariot car, and a sputtering thunderbolt of blue-white fire appeared in his huge red hand.

Zos flung the Shield of Taris in front of Pollon and the world went white.

Over Akarna, Narmer Delta

Enkul-Anu

The God of the Storm raised a mighty wind to crush the Sky Chariot to earth. He hadn’t built the damn things but he knew they were tough, and he lacked the power to break it. His thunderbolt did a fair amount of damage; one of the mortals was down.

He closed, wielding a thunderbolt as a weapon, and the mortal who met him threw a spear with unerring accuracy that went right home in his left side, tipped in star-stone, and the pain was like fire. Then the mortal raised a scarred shield that he recognised.

The Shield of Taris. The shield Arinna had prized.

In his moment of shock and pain, the mortal cut at him, the universe flickered, and only the honed fighting skills of aeons saved him from death right there.

Godkiller.

He immediately closed his wings and dropped like a rock. Is that how Ara died? Just like that? A flicker in reality?

He rolled on his back and flung a thunderbolt straight up into the belly of the Sky Chariot. The resulting explosion was very satisfying, but the thing kept flying, and as it turned back towards the Narmerian army, he saw …

‘Icy hells of Kur,’ he growled. ‘What the fuck is happening?’

His demons …

His demons were fleeing, with great gaps in their flying wing formation, as if …

How many fucking star-stone arrows do these bastards have?

It looked as if ten, or even more, of his precious demons were down. He could see one, in insectoid form, on the ground, fighting.

And losing. Twenty armoured men with spears were winning.

He flung a thunderbolt into their midst.

‘Demons!’ he roared above the tumult. ‘Demons! Rally to me!’

Two turned. Twenty-seven continued flying south.

‘Demons!’ he called into the aether. ‘Azag!’

Azag didn’t answer.

Enkul-Anu saw the smoke pouring from the rebel Sky Chariot, but the thing was turning and coming back for him. He had two star-stone arrows in his chiton and one spear deep in his guts, and Azag was down. Azag wasn’t there, even in the Aura.

Azag and Bashmu in one day.

There were a great many dead mortals. The Py archers and the Narmerian guards had paid heavily for their insolence.

Enkul-Anu felt something very like despair.

How did it come to this? How can I be losing to these sheep?

Who the fuck has set me up? There’s not even another god here.

Enkul-Anu was strong. Strong in reality, strong in the Aura, and strong inside his own head, but right there, for a moment, he considered throwing himself at the sun disc standard.

Maybe they’ll kill me. Fuck ’em. Let them see how the world goes when I am gone.

He realised that for the last ten breaths, he’d been flying away, following his retreating legion.

It wasn’t the first time he’d lost an open battle, and it wasn’t the first time he’d turned tail and run.

But this wasn’t Antaboga, or Gul, or the queen of the old gods. This was a bunch of mortals, and he hated every beat of his wings away from them.

Someone had set him up. Sypa and Gul were still top of that list.

He looked right and left, at the two demons who’d come back to him. One had a star-stone arrow in the chiton of his chest and was leaking blood, but was not done yet. Enkul-Anu reached out in mid-air, plucked the barb free and dropped it. He wasn’t immune to star-stone, he was just a lot tougher than his demons.

‘We’re fucked, boys,’ he said. ‘But I won’t forget you two.’

He flew back over Thais. Only when the star-stone barbs had been removed from his own hide did he remember that the purpose of his trip was to rescue Laila.

He sat on a ruined tower above the fallen pylons that had been the Temple of Arrina. His demons nursed their wounds in the ruins of the walls around him. There was no talk.

Black despair flooded him. At some point, it no longer mattered if Sypa was the traitor. She annoyed the piss out of him, but she was his consort and his chief of staff and his battle-sister.

‘Fuck,’ he muttered.

He thought of things he should do, but he couldn’t decide which one to do first. Visit the vulture god? I need the former Nisroch now, and no question about it. Flit back to Heaven? Demand answers? Where the fuck is Gul, anyway?

Hours passed. Night fell. The moons rose, and the beauty of the green stars of the Gift rose beyond the Gate at the horizon’s edge, promise of a far-off spring. Overhead, the tendrils of the Octopus, a haze of stars that extended in eight directions, bloomed like a lopsided flower against the void of the Outer Darkness.

They had Godkiller, and they had star-stone, and they had a sky chariot, and whoever was behind this was doing all their fighting with mortal pawns. And his last army was gone. He might be the deadliest Great God, but he also knew that there was a limit to taxation and forced impressment, after which even the godborn would revolt.

Gul can bring me armies.

But that may be just what he wants.

Round and round: defeat; his own decisions; Sypa and Gul; Nisroch and Resheph.

Towards dawn he almost nodded off, but he was awake enough to hear the priest of Druku pray to him.


Chapter Sixteen

Over the Narmer Delta

Zos

When the Great Storm God turned tail, Zos didn’t let Daos follow him.

‘We may never have a chance like this again,’ Daos said.

‘I thought you said today was not the day,’ Zos said.

‘Sometimes I’m wrong.’

Zos was holding Pollon in a sitting position against the side of the Sky Chariot. He took a faience bottle of ambrosia from the dwindling supply in the bag tied to the crossed cases of weapons, and broke the waxed top off against the chariot rail.

‘Drink it, brother,’ he said.

Pollon was there. He was still breathing, and his remaining eye was open. He’d taken some of the force of the god’s thunderbolt over the rim of the shield, right through the chariot’s defences, and even so diffused, it had hurt him.

Pollon didn’t demur. He drank the ambrosia down.

‘We can at least harry the demons,’ Daos said.

‘I think you are the most bloodthirsty of the gods,’ Zos said. And then, as if making a shocking admission, he said, ‘I won’t lose Pollon.’

‘Zos! We won, against all odds. Now finish them.’ Daos looked at Pollon. He seemed to sag.

‘Mari-Ye or Timut-Imri,’ Zos said. ‘He’s badly burned.’

Daos sighed, and turned the chariot. Then he shook his head. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ he admitted. ‘We’re hit worse than I thought. We’ll be lucky to make it to the ships.’

There followed an exciting half-hour as the Sky Chariot slowed and lost altitude, an acrid smoke tailing out behind them. One of the four stags was running with jerky motions.

Below them, most of the remnants of the army of Narmer were spread over several stadia, led by the Py, who had fled first, but now the whole was heading for the bridge of boats. Behind them, perhaps two stadia, was another column; Zos assumed it was Anenome and any godborn who’d chosen to follow him.

He fed Pollon another precious bottle of ambrosia. There were six left.

They made it out over the bridge of boats, and the nearside stag stopped running and froze, and Daos fought with the reins … but they made it to the northern shore, where Maritaten stood in her chariot below the sun disc.

Timut-Imri took Pollon away immediately.

Zos made a full bow to the Great Lady of the High House. ‘You have won a great victory.’

‘It’s not feeling so great just now,’ she said.

He looked around. ‘Who?’

‘Tudhal,’ she said. ‘Hehet. Half my Py archers, thirty members of the Guard of Swords.’

‘Tudhal?’ Zos felt that one.

‘Fighting a demon who wouldn’t die,’ she said. ‘Hehet from a fireball that got past Timut-Imri.’ She shook her crowned head. ‘We faced the demon legion for what … ten beats of my terrified heart? And they took us apart.’

‘And then they ran,’ Zos said. ‘I am fairly sure that however this is spun by the gods, the rebel mortals just beat the demon legion.’

‘I was foolish,’ she said, looking at Mari-Ye, who lurked out of earshot. Or is he? Is he listening? She didn’t like his body language one bit. But she understood; he feared Timut-Imri, just as Ak-Arrina had feared Zos and Tudhal. That was the game of court.

‘Will they come back and finish us?’ she asked Zos.

‘Better ask Daos,’ he said. ‘Or Timut-Imri, or Mari-Ye.’

‘I’m asking you.’ She was asking as a mortal woman, not as the Great Lady of the High House.

Zos spat on the ground and took a proffered cup of wine. ‘You’ll miss Hehet,’ he said. ‘She was excellent.’

‘So she was. Answer my question.’

He shrugged. ‘Beaten armies rarely rally fast,’ he said. ‘But I’ve never beaten an immortal army before, so my wisdom may be foolishness.’

‘All my wisdom was foolish today – stubborn pride.’ Maritaten was on the verge of tears.

‘My lady, you are the victorious Great Lady of Narmer. Today you won such a victory as will be remembered for ever. And Lady, I say this with love, but when you play the game of war, your friends die. That’s what we wager when we play – our friends.’

Horat, who had been leaning against the front rail of the chariot, watching the horses and pretending to efface himself, turned and looked at Zos.

‘That’s right, mate,’ he said.

Zos nodded to him.

‘And the traitors?’ she asked.

‘Anenome?’ Zos said. ‘What of him?’

‘Let him across? Before we break the bridge?’

Zos nodded. ‘I already took that on my head. Anenome might make you a good captain of the Guard of Swords, and anyone he brings will be hard as good bronze.’

‘He’s a traitor,’ she said.

Zos shook his head. ‘He’s a sell-sword like me, and he loves Axe. I’m not sure I’d betray you to save Pollon.’ He looked at Timut-Imri’s tent. ‘But I’d rather not be pushed to make that call.’

She nodded. Very quietly, she said, ‘Would you betray Pollon to save me?’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Probably,’ he said. ‘But I’d really rather not find out.’

Hours later, they lay in bed. It had always surprised him, that in utter exhaustion he always found the energy to make love, but both of them needed … something.

She seemed spent, and suddenly she rolled over on his chest. ‘Would you betray Pollon to save me, though?’ she asked. ‘Damn it, that comment stung hard, you bastard. Is this some sort of game where men only stay loyal to other men? Am I not your sword-sister now?’

Zos, in a haze of pleasure and fatigue, was confused for a moment, and put a hand on her naked hip, something he always enjoyed very much, and she brushed it off. ‘Answer me.’

He was silent for long enough that her anger increased. ‘Damn you.’ She began to roll away.

He reached up and held her. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No, wait. Listen. I’m a fool to have said I’d betray you for Pollon.’

‘That’s better …’ she began, but his hands were insistent and not at all erotic.

‘No, listen,’ he said. ‘I love you. It worries me how much I love you. I’m worried that, in fact, I’ll end up betraying Era and my friends for you. You are a goddess-queen, and I’m a rebel warlord. I can’t be your general. And I guess that all scares me so much that I say stupid shit.’

She took a deep breath. He watched her take it in, and let it out. He knew she could do a great deal of thinking in one of those slow breaths.

She lay down on him, and hugged him. ‘I heard all that,’ she said. ‘I know it, too. Let’s keep it for tomorrow. Tonight, we are victorious.’

He kissed her. And an hour later, he extricated himself from her arms, slipped into a side room of her great royal tent, where two of Hehet’s maidservants provided hot water and towels. Ulat, one of Maritaten’s body-attendants, and Olufemi, her other confidante, each had tent-rooms of their own. Ulat was asleep on her own bed, and Zos didn’t wake the woman. He was just belting his heton when a Royal Guard officer put in his head.

‘War Master?’ he asked. ‘Mari-Ye begs you to come immediately.’

‘What about?’ Zos asked. ‘Snefru, right?’

‘Damned if I know, sir. Urgent.’ The handsome young man bowed. ‘Yes, lord. I am Snefru.’

Zos slapped the man on the shoulder and followed him out of one of the many doors of the tent-palace. It was almost dawn; in fact, some of Hehet’s well-trained corps of servants were already breaking down rooms of the tent while he could smell cooking. Even as he finished dressing, a young boy woke Ulat by touching his hand to her cheek; she squeaked when she saw men in her tent-room, and then relaxed when she saw it was Zos.

‘Sorry,’ he said.

Ulat gave him a sleepy smile. ‘I live to serve,’ she said, with a tinge of sarcasm.

Zos liked Ulat. He grinned, and turned to the officer.

‘Where are we going, Snefru?’ he asked.

The officer pointed. ‘Mari-Ye is waiting.’

So he was.

The Steward of the Great Lady was in a fine tent, looking at a large, empty bed.

‘Lady Laila is missing,’ he said.

‘Shit,’ Zos said.

Mari-Ye glanced over towards the tent’s internal partition; like Maritaten, the Lady Laila had a tent with many rooms. There was a sound, and Zos put his hand on the steward’s arm and drew the star-stone sword under his arm.

He cut the room partition and went through – something he’d done before – and it was almost enough.

He took Laila by surprise, but he failed to understand the situation. ‘Lady Laila,’ he said.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, and struck him down with all her power.

When Zos awoke, he was bound, and above him was the golden-horned scarlet bull’s head of the Great Storm God, and with him was Gul, God of the Dead.

‘So,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘You are Zos of Trin.’


Book Two

Spring


Chapter Seventeen

Kypri

Enkul-Anu

‘Open it up, boys,’ Enkul-Anu said to his demons. More than a dozen of the war-constructs were gone, destroyed by the mortal cattle – and he’d miss Bashmu and Azag most of all. Neither had been particularly loyal, but they’d shown a certain devotion to the cause. His new captain, Snagru, lacked any kind of imagination.

I didn’t used to drift off like this. Fuck, am I losing my shit? he asked himself. While he’d been reminiscing about Azag, the demons had cleared most of the rock away from the opening of the shaft to the inner earth. The cave was deep; Enkul-Anu knew the caves of Kypri well.

We hid here when we first came out of the gates. Me and Sypa, Ara, Druku …

He’d had time to think, and time to plan. The loss against the mortals had stung like no defeat had in many years, but the return of Laila with the leader of the enemy rebellion as a captive had gone a long way to fix everything. Laila said without this Zos, the whole mortal rebellion would fall apart. He hoped that was true, but he’d decided to come and reclaim his son, anyway. He needed a god who could fight.

Really fight.

Kursag – Enkul-Anu couldn’t help still thinking of him as Nisroch – was the right godling for the right time. Illikumi was showing signs of talent for organisation, but the rest of the young pups weren’t worth a shit.

‘You going in alone, boss?’ Snagru asked.

Enkul-Anu breathed a little fire. ‘You volunteering to come with me, Snagru?’ he asked. ‘Happy for the company.’

The other demons laughed nervously, but Snagru simply nodded and drew his flaming sword. The Captain of Demons carried the ancient weapon Chaos. Enkul-Anu wanted the demons to have more teeth, and he’d ransacked the armoury for useful titbits from the old days.

I’m thinking too much of the old days.

He shook his great bull’s head and started into the cavern. The effort was anticlimactic because a dozen paces in there was another rockfall, and he had to back out while the demons cleared it. They were very cautious. He didn’t blame them.

When the demons had been newly minted, they’d been afraid of nothing, and they’d died in droves, despite their powers. Now they knew what to be afraid of, and they were cautious, and much less effective.

Ah, well.

‘All clear, boss,’ Snagru reported.

Enkul-Anu went in again, squeezed his impressive bulk past the rockfall, and quickly found himself in a darkness so deep that his immortal eyes played tricks on him. The rocks were cold, and he couldn’t even see with the darksight his people had.

But he was careful, and after looking for some time and letting his eyes adjust to the gloom, he saw a heat source.

‘You … came … back,’ the heat whispered.

‘I came back for you, my son,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘Come out into the light.’

‘You tried to kill me,’ the whisper said.

‘No, you young fool. I left you here to think while I took care of business. Come back now. I want you with me.’ Enkul-Anu thought of a dozen blandishments and tried the most obvious. ‘I need you.’

Kursag shuddered. He began to unfold himself. The boy was just a ripple of warmth against a cold background, but as he moved, Enkul-Anu could see he was injured. ‘I need resin.’

Enkul-Anu winced, because his access to resin was limited. But for this boy, his own son, he could find some. ‘I’ll get you healed,’ he said.

‘And the Jekers?’ the dark god asked.

Enkul-Anu pulled no punches. ‘Mostly dead. A remnant still hold the ruins of Thais.’

The dark godling chuckled. ‘There are more where they came from. I have new hosts in Hannigalbat and Umeria. They will flock to my banner.’

Enkul-Anu wasn’t sure that’s what he wanted. ‘You don’t need them, my son,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you healed and all your powers restored.’

‘That’s what you want, is it? A loyal servant son.’ The vulture’s mouth opened like a trap and a dry chuckle emerged. ‘Fuck that. I get my Jekers, or you can leave me in the ground. Better yet, kill me, because if I raise enough worship I’ll have the power to break out, and you know it.’

Enkul-Anu laughed. ‘So, we’re bargaining, are we?’ He chuckled, and suddenly stopped laughing. ‘Don’t mess with me, boy. I need you, but I can win this without you. I don’t need you to be a servant, but I am the master. I will call the shots.’

Kursag stirred again. ‘I tried to kill you,’ he said. ‘I still hate you.’

Enkul-Anu shrugged, and the ground shook as his shoulders moved the roof of the cave. ‘I ate my father,’ he said. ‘The old bastard wouldn’t see that times were changing. He couldn’t see that the Odine needed fighting.’

‘The Odine?’ Kursag’s tone had changed.

‘Our ancient enemies,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘The necromantic soul-destroying worms who drove us into exile.’

Kursag began to haul himself to his feet. ‘Why have I never heard of them before?’

Enkul-Anu beckoned. ‘Come. Let’s negotiate somewhere a little lighter than this.’

‘No, tell me,’ Kursag said. ‘We have an ancient enemy? Here?’

Enkul-Anu was tempted, even here, to look over his shoulder, but he’d dangled the bait and his son had swallowed it.

Not exactly bait. But the boy likes a challenge. And anyway, it’s all fucking true.

‘We have an ancient enemy, and they nearly broke us. We spread to the worlds to hide. Why do you think we started wearing these forms all the time?’ Enkul-Anu flickered into his true form, and as he did, he could see his son had risen to his feet. He was badly hurt: his wings were shredded, and he had a star-stone wound that hadn’t healed at all, despite the days that had passed.

‘Worlds?’ Kursag asked.

‘There are thousands of worlds like this one,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘Maybe millions. One of my father’s sorcerous friends thought perhaps there were an infinite number.’

Kursag stumbled. ‘More worlds than this one?’ he asked. ‘How … ? Why have you kept this from us?’

Enkul-Anu shook his head. ‘We’re in hiding here. The Odine are a terrible foe.’

‘On the other worlds,’ Kursag said.

Enkul-Anu stepped forward cautiously, and slowly put a hand on his son. ‘I used to think that,’ he said. ‘And now I fear that there’s at least one Odine here. Or rather, two.’

‘We should destroy them,’ Kursag said.

‘Right now, we need them,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘And I’m still not sure.’


Chapter Eighteen

Ma’rib, Southern Hundred Cities

Lawesa

The comet burned in the night sky, so brightly that a scribe with a god’s eyesight could read by its light. Astrologers predicted various forms of chaos and death, and scribes scanned ancient texts for the meaning of this harbinger.

Ma’rib was sullen with cruelty and expectation, and heavy with rebellion, before Lawesa arrived. The godborn had reached a level of viciousness that caused some of their own number to turn away in revulsion, or volunteer for the Narmerian War, rather than participate. Slaves and foreigners were killed without trial, based on accusations made by paid informers with quotas to reach. Innocents were pulled apart by horses, or impaled, or in special cases, flayed alive.

Lawesa knew Ma’arib well enough from the time before he had been a slave, but he had to avoid anyone who had ever known him; it was too much to expect desperate people not to betray him.

He killed a man in an alley for his agate seal, a sign of rank that meant he could move unmolested. The godborn, when they found the body of his victim, took ten lower-caste people and impaled them.

After that, Lawesa became determined to find another way. He wasn’t interested in causing the deaths of people he was here to save. Instead, he began to listen in wine shops, gathering what information he could, and his first recruitment was a scribe whose wife had been taken and killed in one of the many ‘retributions.’

According to wine-shop rumour, Shafi, a sorcerer of the godborn, led the Retributors – the squads of godborn and their trusted commoners who roamed the city, killing and terrorising in the name of the gods. Shafi was imaginative and cruel. His name meant The Pure, and he proclaimed that he would purify mighty Ma’rib.

Lawesa set himself to learn everything he could about Shafi. He watched as foreigners were taken and executed as spies without any form of trial, and he made his plans.

And the comet burned away the nights.

Kautlin country, on the Saswatatan, Dendrowna

Era

Between the melting of the ice on the northern lakes and the appearance of the dreaded black flies throughout the northern forests and mountains, the emerald star of the Gift rose above the northern horizon and the Bull, in all his glory, was directly above their little settlement, and the new comet burned in the Gate. The days were warm enough to promise true spring, but the nights were still winter cold, and there was still plenty of snow on the mountains to the north, and even some patches under the eaves of the densest trees – tangled black spruce and close-packed hemlock, where the sun wouldn’t come until the Sisters lit the night sky.

It was a hard time for the animals, and harder for the village’s hunters. No one starved, but every scrap of stored food was counted and rationed, and a single buck, killed by Yal, the Kautlin hunter, was eaten down to the bones, which were boiled for broth. He went out often, always taking Kal, the former Jeker chieftain, who was now a hunter, too.

A few days after they got the deer, they got another. Kal carried it in on his back because there wasn’t enough snow left for a toboggan. He dropped it with a thud where the butchers could break it up, and asked to see Era.

He was still a man of very few words. He bowed his head briefly. ‘Wanax,’ he said.

‘Kal. Nice to see another deer.’

‘Yal says there’s more to come – the daygiyah-go are moving.’ He was silent for a moment. Kal rarely spoke; his voice had a hoarse quality, as if he’d shouted too much.

She nodded. ‘Good news,’ she said.

‘And …’ He paused. ‘He saw a party coming. From the south.’

‘War party?’ Era asked. The Kautlin had told her that the Poche and the Nikali sometimes made war in the spring.

‘He don’t think so,’ Kal said, and turned to go. ‘I need to get back to him.’

‘Go,’ Era said. ‘And my thanks to you both.’

Kal nodded, and ducked out.

It was a hard time in the village, as well as out in the woods. The streets – if the muddy puddles between longhouses could be graced with that name – were treacherous, with ice in the morning and a dose of freezing mud at any time. The longhouses were filled with wet moccasins and mukluks hanging from the drying beams, and the smell of wet wool was everywhere.

Era was looking at the neat hash marks Pavi had made on her wax tablet, a Hakran form of shorthand that Era had learned over the winter, while she counted bark containers of dried berries and came up with the same number for the third time. Bravah and Miti stood by with counts of everything else; dried dear and moose meat, rice, imported grain. It didn’t add up to enough.

‘Visitors,’ Timay shouted from the door.

Era nodded. She’d had the approaching party shadowed for a day by two Kautlin warriors and several of Jawat’s best, led by Lan Thena and Drakon, learning the ways of the woods. ‘We need more food,’ she said.

‘Visitors!’ Pavi said. ‘Aren’t you excited?’

‘I’ll be more excited when we have more food,’ Era said. Miti made a face; she was thin.

They were all thin.

Titis said, ‘According to Jiila, the hunting will improve in a week. And we still have lots of corn meal.’

Era nodded, made a mark on Pavi’s tablet, and walked out into the sunlight, which was very pleasant. She felt as if another winter in the endless smoke of the longhouses would be the end of her.

She’d expected some new recruits, or perhaps a visit from one of the eastern clans, but what she saw was a caravan of human pack animals: more than twenty big men and women with baskets on their backs and sleeping rolls tied along the top, and their leader – obvious from the quality of her fur robe and hair ornaments – surrounded by fifty warriors in white quilted cotton armour covered in beautifully woven wool tunics in elaborate, but matching, chequerboard patterns of red and white. They wore red helmets with transverse plumes, and they all halted together with a stamp of their feet.

‘Huh!’ they grunted, and fifty spears were grounded together. With precision. Era tore her eyes away from the soldiers to look at the woman. She was in her mid-forties, tall and strong, with streaks of grey at the temples of her deep black hair. She wore an elaborately embroidered surcoat in dark red, a true red, deeper than any dye Era had ever seen, and she had heavy beaver-fur gauntlets.

‘Good morning,’ the woman said in accented Kautlin. ‘I am Pacari, of the Poche people.’

Era bowed. ‘I am Era,’ she said. ‘Wanax of my people.’ She was on her guard; the Poche were Hefa-Asus’ people, from the Dendrownan lands to the south of the Kautlins and their mountains. They sometimes made war, too.

But Jawat, forewarned by his scouts, emerged from the rows of huts, and the alleys between the longhouses seemed to sprout spearmen and archers, and suddenly the Poche were surrounded; it was neatly managed, neither too aggressive nor too slow. Era made a mental note to thank Jawat.

‘Get Hefa-Asus,’ Era said to Miti, and sent Bravah for mint tea with honey, one of her few real pleasures. She had a bronze pot of water always on the boil at her fire, and she had yet to meet anyone who didn’t like mint tea.

She turned back to the Poche woman. ‘You are welcome here,’ she said. ‘We haven’t had a visitor from the Poche lands.’ She ignored the woman’s fifty warriors. Had she thought to storm the settlement?

The woman’s eyes were fixed on her, but her porters, if that’s what they were, looked around them as if they were in a land of wonders. Mostly they looked at the hall and the forge, both built of logs on stone foundations. Pacari’s Poche warriors stood impassively, big men and women with good weapons: stone maces, bronze Mykoan swords and spears, and stone-studded clubs like Hefa-Asus’ makuital.

Pacari grinned, showing excellent teeth. ‘I’m a trader, not a visitor,’ she said. ‘The rumour on the coast is that you are making tools and weapons of metal. I thought I’d try and be the first to come here. Am I the first?’

‘You are,’ Era said. ‘But I suspect you know that.’

The Poche woman showed her teeth again. ‘I had a good dream.’

People in Dendrowna took dreams very seriously, and Era didn’t question people’s dreams. Her own mother had been very interested in their interpretation.

‘May it come true,’ Era said. ‘Will you come into my house and have some tea?’

‘Can you assign my porters some sleeping quarters and feed them?’ Pacari asked. ‘And my warriors, of course.’

Era didn’t sigh. She could feed an extra seventy mouths for a few days, but it would be close.

Hefa-Asus emerged from the forge dressed for work, which meant that he had on a deerskin kilt that was almost black with soot and charcoal, a heavy leather apron protecting his chest from sparks, and not much else. He had a star-metal hammer in his hand. He splashed along the street barefoot, his big feet sinking into the freezing muck.

‘Wanax,’ he said, formally. He rarely called Era by the title, but he had seen the strangers.

And then he saw the woman. A smile crossed his face: a smile Era had only seen before when he was killing.

‘Pacari,’ he said. ‘You are a long way from the palace.’

‘Hefa-Asus,’ she said. ‘You are a long way from the ball court.’

Behind Pacari, the leader of her warriors was a tall man with golden skin and a bewildering galaxy of tattoos. He had the same flat nose and high, sharply defined eyebrows as Hefa-Asus. He stood impassively, arms crossed.

‘Qari,’ Hefa-Asus said.

The man didn’t move.

‘They are cousins,’ Pacari said. ‘They are not friends.’

‘I see you all know one another,’ Era said. She nodded casually to Jawat, who had assembled his militia. She didn’t want violence, but if any came, she wanted it over quickly. She glanced around. The Kautlin were archers, and most of the warrior age women and men had their bows strung. She assessed the balance of power.

‘Let’s go inside and have tea. Hefa-Asus, you may be excused until you are dressed.’

He nodded. ‘At your order, Wanax.’ He paused and added in a low voice, ‘This Pacari is a pochteca – a sort of travelling merchant-spy. And of the family of the ajaw. Be wary.’

‘Always,’ Era said, touching his arm. ‘Now go and dress.’

Hefa-Asus bowed.

Era knew the situation must be difficult for Hefa-Asus to be so openly obedient. She nodded to him like a great lady. ‘Lady Pacari? If you will come with me, my ra-wa-ke-ta will see that your people are settled.’

Pacari bowed. ‘We mean no threat,’ she said clearly.

‘Of course not,’ Era said. Jawat had almost a hundred of his people under arms. With star-metal weapons and months of training, they were far more dangerous than they had been on a Rasnan beach.

When Pacari was seated on the good furs of Era’s sleeping shelf, with pottery cups of hot tea warming their hands, Era asked, ‘Did you have a good trip?’

Pacari sipped her tea. Her eyes were deep and golden. ‘No one attacked us,’ she said. ‘That part was good. I lost two baskets of goods crossing Ska-has-a-ga-o.’

Jiila came in with Pavi. Jiila was Jawat’s wife, but more importantly, she was one of the matrons of the Kautlin, a woman of wisdom and political power. She treated everyone as an equal – that was the Kautlin way – so she poured herself some tea and sat on Era’s stool.

‘She is a fast river in spring,’ Jiila said. ‘Where did you cross?’

Pacari waved a hand. ‘I’d have to ask my scout,’ she said. ‘He’s Uran. He knows these woods.’

Era smiled at Pavi. ‘Send Miti to go and see Nicté,’ she said.

Pavi understood immediately that Nicté might need to be kept away from an Uran warrior. She smiled and slipped out.

‘That one is Hakran?’ Pacari said.

‘Yes,’ Era said.

She’d seen Hefa-Asus’ reaction to the woman, and now she distrusted her. But something was called for, so she said, ‘Pavi is one of our most important people.’

‘They make terrible slaves,’ the Poche merchant said. ‘Most of them just kill themselves.’

‘She’s not a slave,’ Era snapped. She couldn’t help herself; the woman was already under her skin.

‘I guessed,’ the Poche woman said. ‘I assume we’re waiting for Hefa-Asus. Is he your man?’

Era raised an eyebrow. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It is traditional for the traveller to tell their news first,’ she added.

Pacari took a long drink of tea. ‘I will. But Hefa-Asus may as well hear it.’ She glanced at Era, her yellow eyes searching Era’s. ‘He is an important man among you?’

‘Yes.’ Era offered no more.

Pacari winced.

The silence might have grown burdensome, but Hefa-Asus came in with Jawala. Now he was dressed in a Mykoan wool kilt of red and blue plaid, with a matching cloak that he wrapped around himself like a robe. He had on a sword belt of scarlet-dyed leather, and on it was a sword of his own making: a star-metal sword with a star-metal cross-guard and a hilt made entirely of crystal, so that the sword’s tang was visible through the stone, the tang shaped like a leaping jaguar and plated in gold, so that the jaguar seemed to be leaping through the crystal.

The Poche woman’s eyes went to the sword hilt, and then to the brooch pin of gold he wore.

‘You have star-stone,’ she said, as if confirming something. ‘I see it everywhere.’

Hefa-Asus smiled. He drew the sword. The blade rippled as if there was oil on it.

‘I am too polite to just kill you,’ he said. ‘And Era would be angry.’

‘Era most definitely would be angry,’ Era said.

Pacari nodded. ‘Hear me out, Hefa-Asus. Your time will not be wasted.’ She winced again. ‘I really should have guessed he was here. He always wanted to work the star-stone.’

She sat back, sipped her tea, and looked at Era. ‘I’m not sure where to begin,’ she said. ‘So let’s try this. Last year, a great wave struck our coasts.’

Everyone nodded.

‘I see you know what I am talking about. That wave hit hard. It hit Rasna, and it hit Poche, and it hit Waxtekka. I think it hit Dardania and Narmer, too. I say this, because there are few merchants on the seas this spring. And by few, I mean none.’

Era nodded, unsurprised.

Hefa-Asus sat back. ‘Vetluna survived. The island protected her shipping.’

Pacari shrugged. ‘Their ships didn’t come to Poche. There is war in Narmer, they say.’

No one spoke.

‘No copper is going to Palanke,’ she said. ‘So there are no new weapons. Farmers need sickles, and axes. I heard that there was someone making star-stone into metal in the north country, and I came.’

‘That last isn’t news,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘Tell us some news.’

Pacari glanced at him. ‘The ajaw Tupac Kusi is far away,’ she said elliptically. ‘In fact, he is perhaps already on the long journey.’

Hefa-Asus smiled. ‘I cannot pretend to be sad,’ he said.

‘The wolves gather around him at court. As you would know, he has no sons, and his sisters have no sons. Twenty concubines and not one bore him a boy alive.’ Pacari looked at Era.

Hefa-Asus interrupted. ‘Among the Poche, we do not like to speak of death, or the names of the dead.’ Era knew he spoke of death all the time, but he had been in exile for years.

Era said, ‘So this ajaw is dead?’

Hefa-Asus frowned. ‘Era …’

‘Sorry, sorry, my friend. He has gone on a last journey?’ Era looked at the Poche woman.

‘He was a terrible ajaw,’ the Poche woman admitted. ‘But he was of the royal line and he was of the blood.’ She shrugged and finished her tea. ‘Hefa-Asus, we have our differences—’

‘You paid men to kill me,’ the smith said. ‘Twice. And that is not the summit of the great mountain of our differences.’

‘It was a difficult time and you weren’t helping yourself,’ Pacari said. ‘Listen. I didn’t expect to find you here. But here you are.’

Era looked at her smith. ‘Are you some sort of long-lost prince?’

He shook his head. ‘No. I am nobly born, but I took a different path. I wanted the craft guilds to seize power. Craftsmen are at least good at something. The ajaw was a fool bent on nothing but his own pleasure. Grifters like Pacari, here, supported him.’

Pacari looked at Hefa-Asus. ‘You are a noble pretending to be a craftsman! I’m sorry that I tried to kill you. It seemed the best solution at the time. Now, I wonder if the craft guilds aren’t the best answer to chaos.’ She looked at Era. ‘I had planned to try and make the best deal with you for weapons and tools and leave.’

‘You wanted to be first,’ Era said.

‘No,’ Jawala put in. ‘There’s more to it. She is afraid of something.’

Era glanced at Jawala, smiled, and looked back at Pacari. ‘What are you afraid of?’

Pacari shook her head. ‘A Hakran witch woman. I have heard of such, but never outside your own country.’

Jawala’s smile was open and friendly. ‘I am here for all,’ she said. ‘Including you.’

Pacari shook her head again. ‘Will you trade with me?’ she asked Hefa-Asus. ‘I came to trade, nothing more.’

He smiled and showed his teeth. ‘If Era tells me to,’ he said. ‘Not otherwise.’

‘Pacari, what are you afraid of?’ Jawala said. ‘I disdain violence, but these folk are very proficient at it. It is unlikely that an enemy will come at you while you’re here, but your fear is palpable.’

Pacari hesitated. ‘You’d best be very proficient at your violence,’ she said in Kautlin. ‘Because I may have got here first, but there are Nikali war bands on the way. The coast is ablaze with rumours of your metal. The Nikali were hit hard by the wave, and they are reacting by attacking in all directions. They say the gods have told them to conquer.’

‘Nikali cannot match Poche for power,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘And Tiatli is more than a match for Nikali.’

‘Poche is weak. We could fall to them. Waxtekka has lost its great canoes and every building within a few stadia of the sea. She no longer has a sea wall. And Nikali came at Tiatli over the snows. The Jaguar Knights were ruthless. The Speaker of Tiatli took his people west into the forests and Tiatli was taken. The Nikali were supported by the Gods of the South and they were victorious, and now they are coming to Poche. Now they are coming here. That is no lie.’

Era sat back and sipped her tea, but it was cooling. ‘How many are coming here?’ she asked.

‘Do I look like a scout, a warrior, or a Nikali?’ Pacari asked. ‘I am a merchant.’

‘High Priestess of the dragon goddess Amara,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘A senior aristocrat. A player in the game of courts.’

‘All of that,’ Pacari said. ‘But also a merchant. Even when I am at court. And … Amara herself … told me to come here.’

Hefa-Asus said something in Poche; Pacari blanched, her sharp features pale, and she spat a reply.

‘Hefa-Asus?’ Era asked in her wanax voice.

‘I told her she’d look good on the ball court, with her head as the ball,’ Hefa-Asus said.

The Poche woman had withdrawn into the corner of the sleeping shelf, as if she could build a fortress of furs and hide.

‘Stop it,’ Era commanded.

‘She’s a terrible person,’ Hefa-Asus said.

Era turned and looked at him, and he shrugged. ‘Very well,’ he said.

‘Merchants can count,’ Jawala said to the frightened Poche woman. ‘Count for us.’

Pacari nodded. ‘I can only tell you rumours. In Poche, they say that they have sent five hundred to burn the Uran towns, and five hundred to burn the Onadawegan towns, and then they will all come here.’

Jiila laughed. ‘I don’t think a thousand Nikali can get here,’ she said. ‘I don’t think they can defeat the Uran and the Onadawega.’

Pacari shrugged. ‘I think that a thousand Nikali warriors armed with bronze can defeat almost anyone. The Jaguar Knights lead them.’

Hefa-Asus laughed. ‘Nicté will be so pleased,’ he said. ‘She does like a contest.’

But Era bit her lip, considering. ‘Amara, the dragon goddess?’ she asked.


Chapter Nineteen

The Great Desert east of Narmer

Dite

She came out of the desert, walking swiftly, her long black hair tied back, a lion skin her only raiment, her feet bare, carrying a long spear, and with a black panther the size of a small rhino padding by her side.

She’d been walking for days across the desert, and she’d adapted the body she wore to fit the people and the creatures past whom she walked; out onto the Sea of Grass and across it, over the low hills that separated it from the Eastern Desert, and then over the plains of gravel to the true desert: dunes like waves rolling away to the horizon, broken only by occasional outcroppings of rock, some tall, some small. There were palm-ringed oases, easily visible from the tops of dunes; one she discovered by smell, because she’d been so long away from living plants that the palms and the grass could be detected on the wind.

But she needed neither food nor water, and she could move very fast in this form – almost as tall as one man on another’s shoulders – her long legs striding over the dunes, her feet impermeable to the hot sand as they had been, in another form, to the cold of a Dendrownan winter. Twice she met bands of Py herding their flocks to the grass from their winter oasis camps. She was cautious, and they were polite, although she would feature in their future legends, because as she passed, the Py celebrated forgotten festivals until dawn, and both they and their flocks multiplied.

But eventually she crossed a deep gully that had once been a river before the world changed, and climbed up the rocky cliff that was the far bank, to find herself surrounded by the Bright People – at least fifty, the most she’d ever seen in one place.

She smiled. ‘I have come to see your queen,’ she said.

Dite had never been in favour of the enslavement of the Bright People, and neither had she ever had much to do with them, so she didn’t know the different types, but one, taller and more colourful, came forward, and looked at her with its thousand eyes before motioning with one black-taloned hand.

She followed, first, into a path between two high mesas, and then along a narrow crevice in a vast rock face. The crevice gave way to a cave, and the cave …

Dite smelled all the life long before she saw it: a spicy, resiny smell like incense; an organic overlay, like warm baking bread in a Py camp; a top note of rotting vegetation and a reek of spice. Then she was in a corridor that appeared to have been melted into the cave; sometimes there was a natural ceiling and floor, organic in shape, carved by a long absent flow of water, and then there would be clear signs of design, but all smooth, as if the rock itself had been melted and the new tunnel was paved in faience. Her bare feet slapped against the polished floors, and the corridor opened into a vast cave lit with yellow-orange magelight.

And there, on the floor of the great cavern, lay the queen. She was lying on her side and she was huge, her bloated abdomen dwarfing her head and thorax as she lay on the central spur of stone. Around her there were hundreds of organic forms in a pattern that defied geometry: hexagons, triangles and circles, and cells with no shape at all, made of what appeared to be a mixture of materials; wood, dried grass, stone, as well as some sort of waxy adhesive. Dite walked a path supported by the walls of hundreds of cells, as the whole cavern, except the platform on which the queen lay, was covered in these cells – twice the height of a man, or so she guessed, looking into an empty one. More than half were full.

The resin smell was omnipresent and heady now, the spicy scent of resin overpowering everything else; Dite – in another aspect, the god of drunkenness – felt her head spin with the overpowering scent. She grinned and walked carefully across the cells, following the colourful insectoid creature who led her. Around them, hundreds of less colourful creatures tended the cells. A newborn – or perhaps hatched – creature was just emerging from its cell, wet with resin: a hideous thing of dark legs and long slashing spikes. Elsewhere, three dun-coloured insectoids ladled resin from a cell into buckets that appeared to be made of leather.

She reached the central platform. There lay the queen of the Bright People like a sleeping behemoth, twenty times the size of an elephant. Dite wondered if she would ever rise again, so great was her bulk. She appeared to be asleep, although her abdomen continued to pulse out eggs, and scurrying workers, more like giant ants than Bright People, seized them and carried them away to cells.

The colourful creature who led her stopped at the queen’s side, reached back, and struck. Dite parried the first blow, and then realised what was happening. She had to trust the thing. She offered a hand, and the Bright Person nodded and stuck a gold talon into her outstretched arm.

‘Druku, you traitor,’ Tyka said through Dite’s mouth. ‘Or are you Dite now?’

Dite smiled. ‘Both, and neither. And I am no traitor, Tyka. I serve my own interest, now, and always.’

‘You wish to be king of the gods,’ Tyka said. Dite wondered, in part of her mind, how Tyka did this. Is she in my head? Am I actually speaking both parts aloud? Dite was a thoughtful being, and knew this might be illusion or inspiration, and she wondered what it meant that this alien insect …

‘Alien?’ Tyka asked. ‘My people were here before the dragons. My people were here when the gates were made. My people remember the humans and the centaurs, and the Apep-Duat, too. And we know the Odine. You have some arrogance, to come into my nest and call me alien.’

Without breaking the physical connection, Dite bowed. ‘You have the right of it, Tyka. We came as invaders and we haven’t accomplished much.’

‘You have accomplished a great deal,’ Tyka said in her flat voice. ‘Your people have enslaved mine, broken the weather, consumed the reservoir of power, drunk deep of my people’s lifeblood and almost severed this world’s connection to the Aura. All in a thousand mortal years.’

Dite was, for once, silent.

‘But you have not come here to accept my curse on your race, have you, Druku the traitor?’

‘Why do you, of all the gods, name me traitor?’ Dite cried.

‘It amuses me to see you writhe. Truly, I see you, Druku. Truly, I knew your dissatisfaction. Truly, I watched Enkul-Anu treat you like the leavings of a bad meal, and I knew you could be coaxed into rebellion if only you thought that others would pay the price.’

Dite winced. But she was brave, above her other attributes. ‘I think it is you who are the traitor to Heaven,’ she said.

The claw dug a little deeper into her arm.

‘I am no traitor, god of drunkenness and fornication and military prowess. I have been faithful to my own kind all this time. Why have you come here?’

‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend,’ Dite said. ‘I have plans—’

‘Your plans are in ashes,’ Tyka said. ‘There is no future in which you lead the gods.’

‘No?’ Dite felt herself wilt. ‘No,’ she agreed. An alliance with Tyka was her last great hope. ‘No,’ she said again. And then she said, almost without considering, as she usually did, ‘For my part, Tyka, I am sorry. Sorry that you were enslaved. Sorry that we squandered your world.’

‘Useless apology,’ Tyka snapped. ‘Useless, and almost insulting, and yet …’ The pain in Dite’s arm grew worse. ‘I accept it, from you. You are not Enkul-Anu. You were never among my tormenters.’

Dite winced. ‘Could I just … ?’

‘No,’ Tyka insisted. ‘You have nothing I need. Nothing that I want. I will not play goddess among humans again. I have my own plans. They are for my own people.’

Dite stood, inhaling the fumes of the resin and feeling younger and more powerful by the moment. ‘Can I help you with them?’ she asked. ‘I’m at a loose end.’

‘A transparent attempt to win an alliance by shared objective,’ Tyka said through Dite’s own mouth. ‘Why not continue as you began? Help the mortals. Overthrow Auza.’

Dite shrugged. ‘Hold big parties?’ she asked, her tone sarcastic. ‘The mortal rebellion was always a sideshow.’

Tyka spoke quietly, as if, even here, at the centre of her power, she feared being overheard. ‘Help me restore Arrina and perhaps I will help you in turn.’

‘Arrina?’ Dite asked, brightening. ‘You plan to bring her back?’

Tyka’s thousand eyes watched her, and Dite could see herself reflected a thousand times, and she waited. Arrina was an exciting idea.

‘Go and help the mortals,’ Tyka said. ‘Help Maritaten of Narmer. Perhaps they will keep you as a god when they discard the others. Next to laughter, fornication and drunkenness are what they like best.’

Dite thought of her coming meeting with Laila, in far-off Lukor at the Midsummer Festival. Laila would know the gossip of Auza and Heaven. Laila would know the plans of the gods.

Laila. Or Era.

Hells, what a choice.

But … why not both? Help the mortals, be a hero … remain a god.

And Arrina could change the whole game …


Chapter Twenty

Kautlin country, on the Saswatatan, Dendrowna

Hefa-Asus

That night there was a feast for the visitors, who were polite people, too wise to grumble that corn bread and deer meat did not really make a feast. Pacari drank a cup of good Lazbian red wine and shared it with her chief warrior, Qari, who kept looking at Hefa-Asus across the fire.

Hefa-Asus sat between her and Era. One of the Poche was singing; it took Hefa-Asus a little while to recognise the song was about their fight on Dekhu, and the release of Antaboga, whom the singer called Amara. He laughed aloud, and told Era what he was hearing.

She joined him in laughter, as the new mythology was a lot cleaner than the cluster of disasters that had actually taken place. It even made sense.

Pacari continued to treat Hefa-Asus like a king. After a while, Era asked again, ‘You are some long-lost prince of the Poche?’

He shook his big head. ‘I gave all that up to work metal.’

Era glanced at him. ‘She wants you to go with her,’ she said.

Hefa-Asus smiled. ‘She wants me dead, or tame. She’s my aunt. My mother’s older sister.’

And later, Pacari turned to him. ‘Come with me when I leave,’ she said. ‘With you and star-stone, we can beat the Nikali and rule Poche.’

He looked at her, and a smile played around his heavy mouth. ‘Let’s talk in the morning,’ he said. ‘Let’s sleep, and go to the world of dreams, and see what the gods tell us there. But, auntie, you dream of control, and rulership, and I dream of making and building. The only thing I need to control is my hammer.’

Pacari smiled, sure of herself now. ‘We are not so different, nephew.’

Hefa-Asus nodded. ‘Sometimes,’ he agreed, and slipped away. As the dancing began, he stood by the warrior called Qari.

‘So …’ he said.

Qari turned his head. ‘So?’

The two men looked at each other for a long time. Finally, Hefa-Asus spoke.

‘In the morning, I will make you an offer. It will be an apology, and more.’

Qari glanced at Pacari. ‘That one still wants you dead,’ he said.

Hefa-Asus shrugged. ‘That one is like a dog sniffing her own vomit.’

‘Huh,’ Qari said softly. ‘I will listen to your offer. But if she tells me to kill you, I must obey.’

Hefa-Asus shrugged. ‘You can try. Right now, if you like.’

Qari’s slow smile lit his face. ‘You haven’t changed much.’

Both men bowed slightly.

When Hefa-Asus looked again, Qari was dancing. He was a great dancer, just as he was a great warrior, and he leapt high, golden limbs flashing through the firelight.

‘Another old enemy?’ Era asked him.

Hefa-Asus frowned. ‘No. We were very close. Much happened. A bride price went unpaid.’ He turned his head. ‘It was my fault. How would you feel if I took Qari and his warriors east to fight the Nikali?’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Are you drunk?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Listen, my wanax. Someone has to help the Onadawega and the Uran. You know as well as I do that Nicté will go unless you chain her.’

Era sighed. ‘And you love her.’

Hefa-Asus brushed that away with the back of his hand, an eloquent gesture. ‘Defeating the Nikali will recruit an army for us,’ he said. ‘If the Nikali went across the snows to Tiatli, they’ve broken the laws of war. The Eagle Knights of Tiatli, if any survive, must be seething with rage, waiting for vengeance. And you can’t have the Nikali coming here.’

‘The star-stone …’ Era said.

‘I have forty good people working it,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘Our four apprentices are now masters.’

She made a face. ‘I will think on it.’

He nodded. ‘I will try to keep Nicté from leaving tonight.’

His next visit was to the old Uran scout, Mitig.

‘You have met Nicté?’ Hefa-Asus said, after getting the old man a cup of wine. There was very little wine left.

‘Is that the little Onadawegan witch who said she’d have my balls as a tobacco sack?’ The old man laughed. ‘Aye, we’ve met.’

Hefa-Asus smiled. ‘If I told you we were going to send warriors east to face the Nikali?’

Mitig rubbed his chin and looked at the fire, where Qari and a young Kautlin man were taking turns leaping the flames to a low chant and a drum.

Mitig nodded. ‘I’d go east,’ he said. ‘I am an old, weak man, but my bow is not a light bow.’ He looked in the direction of the forge, where a dull glow showed that the fires were banked. ‘But to fight Nikali, I would even lie in the same furs as the Onadawega.’ And then he said, ‘When you work the star-stone, do you feel the pains of the Mother?’

Hefa-Asus frowned. ‘No.’

The old man shook his head. ‘I had a dream about star-stone,’ he said. ‘The Mother does not like it.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t like to travel in spring. The cold sucks at my knees.’ He shrugged. ‘But to fight the Nikali, I will go with you.’

Hefa-Asus had several more cups of pulché but he didn’t drink to excess. Instead, when the formalities were done, he withdrew to find Nicté. She was in the forge, gathering weapons.

‘You will go to fight the Nikali?’ he said.

She smiled. ‘Yes,’ she said simply.

‘If you will wait until mid-morning, I will come with you, and bring fifty warriors besides.’

She turned, her back to the forge fire, which, even banked, had a heavy red glow and threw more warmth than the tall fires outside. He couldn’t read the expression on her face, but he could see her stand straighter. ‘Where would you find fifty warriors?’ she asked.

‘They arrived today,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘I know their captain.’

‘And you will drop everything to come with me?’

He nodded. ‘The forge work will continue. Mawat and Tarhu are now skilled enough to run the shop. And Pacari has made it plain to me that the world is moving. It is spring.’

Nicté cocked her head to one side and turned. ‘Indeed,’ she said. ‘My people will be planting corn. And we say, “the sap is rising”.’

He laughed.

She paused, fiddled with some shafted arrows, and then looked back, her red face aglow in the ruddy light of the forge fire. ‘I need two more quivers and there are none finished,’ she said.

‘The bark quivers that the Kautlin people make are excellent,’ he said.

Nicté was doing something in the dark – lining up arrows, he thought. She was fastidious, almost compulsive, in her arrangements.

She nodded. ‘You truly love me, big man?’ she asked.

A lightning bolt went through him. ‘I do.’

She nodded and bit her upper lip, a habit he’d always found very … erotic.

She nodded again. ‘Would you be my man? And my war companion? Marry me and join my people?’

He didn’t even have to consider. ‘Yes,’ he said.

She turned away from him, looking at the forge fire. ‘I insist on being your equal partner. I know you gave me mastery, but now I, too, am a master.’

Hefa-Asus watched her. ‘And yet I know things that you do not yet know.’ He should have said, ‘anything for you.’ But he didn’t. The words had come out.

She smiled, her half-turned face brilliant. ‘Teach me! And I will teach you to fight like a lynx and not like a bear.’

‘I would marry you if you demanded that I be your servant,’ he said. There …

‘What a foolish idea,’ she said. ‘You would make a terrible servant. Anyway, among my people, all are equal.’

He was trembling slightly. ‘Oh, Nicté!’ he said.

Her words were flippant, but her tone was not. ‘Are you sober?’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Good. I have not made love since that arse in Vetluna, and I want you.’

Hefa-Asus realised that she had not, in fact, been counting arrows at the edge of the darkness. She’d been stripping in the heat of the forge fire, and now she stood, naked, like a perfect statue of newly poured bronze.

He laughed, and she laughed, and she settled her mouth on his. He ran his tongue along her sharpened teeth, as he had longed to do, and she bit him gently.

And much, much later, she said, ‘We are going to get no sleep at all on the trail.’

Hefa-Asus, for whom life had suddenly become perfect, said, ‘Who needs sleep?’

In the morning, Hefa-Asus was packed, his armour and fighting kit ready, and he wore his best kilt, his most magnificent cloak, and all his gold. And for the first time in years, he wore his uncu, the wool surcoat that all the Poche warriors wore. His was figured in blue and yellow, the colours of Viracocha, the teacher god of the Poche.

‘Did you dream, nephew?’ Pacari asked. She looked pleased at his finery.

‘I saw many things last night,’ Hefa-Asus answered. He grinned. ‘What I saw will change my life.’

‘Will you come with me to Poche?’ she asked.

He looked at her. Era was there – and Jawat and Jawala and Aanat. Aanat looked a little the worse for wear, but most of their remaining two hundred were present, and some hundreds of Kautlin, and more than a hundred new recruits who’d come in during the winter and early spring. The feast hadn’t really stopped, and Hefa-Asus was standing by the ashes of the central fire.

‘No,’ he said. ‘With my wanax’s permission, I will go and fight the Nikali beside the Forest People.’

Many of the Kautlin whooped. The Nikali had no friends in the Northern Woods.

Era looked at him and said nothing.

Pacari sneered. ‘You think the stone axes of the Kautlin will protect you from the Jaguar Knights?’

Hefa-Asus spread his hands. ‘I do not disdain the stone axes, auntie. And I will have the bent sticks of the Uran, and the long spears of the Onadawega.’ He smiled.

‘You waste your life for nothing,’ Pacari said.

Hefa-Asus shrugged. ‘So you said when I raised the guilds against your ajaw,’ he said. ‘But here I stand, a famous man, a god-killer, and I say, no, auntie, you waste your life. I have everything I want here.’ He smiled at her and then turned his head. ‘Qari, I owe you a bride price and an apology.’

The golden man nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said.

Hefa-Asus gestured to a Kautlin boy and the boy brought out a long pole wrapped in fur. ‘Will you accept this as your price?’ he asked.

The furs slid off to reveal a spear with a star-metal sword blade as its head, as long as a man’s arm, wicked and heavy.

Qari looked at the spear. ‘My sister made a good second marriage,’ he admitted. ‘But you were a fool.’

Hefa-Asus knelt and offered his neck to the other man. ‘I was a fool,’ he said. ‘She has my apology and so do you.’

Pacari spoke up. ‘Qari, you are liege-sworn to me. Do not let this foolish man …’

Hefa-Asus didn’t move.

Qari looked around. ‘You go to fight the Nikali?’

‘This very day, if my wanax allows,’ Hefa-Asus said.

‘You cannot do this to me, Qari!’ Pacari said.

‘I will follow you, then.’ Qari took the spear from the boy; with his free right hand, he lifted Hefa-Asus to his feet and they embraced. Then he reached up, unlaced the neck of his colourful red and white uncu, and let it drop to the floor.

‘Qari!’ Pacari said. ‘You owe me service! What if I die in the woods!’

‘Come and fight the Nikali with us,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘We’ll keep you safe.’

‘You qontikal bastard, you are going to take my warriors and show them to the Nikali and start a war …’ she shouted.

Hefa-Asus shrugged. ‘The war has already started, auntie,’ he said, and looked at Era.

She rose. ‘Pacari, I thank you for your timely information. Pavi and Miti and Jiila will arrange trades with you – your wools will do very well here.’

She looked around. ‘Pavi will speak with my voice, and she and Jiila will work with the matrons here. But I am going east into the rising sun to help the Forest People. And the Kautlin have promised their support.’

Two hours later, Era led Hefa-Asus and Nicté and almost four hundred warriors: Poche and Kautlin; Jawat’s people; women and men under Drakon and Lan Thena. All were moving east on the Trade Road, led by Mitig and Yal.

And Kal, ahead with the scouts. He was now dressed as a Kautlin warrior, and there was a small tattoo on his cheek: a moose.

Miti and Bravah stood by the gate, waving, with the four smiths who would now lead the forge.

Miti shook her head. ‘I am afraid,’ she said, and Bravah wrapped his arms around her.


Chapter Twenty-One

Northern Narmer

Timut-Imri

He had been lucky, and he knew it.

He’d invested a great deal of power in saving Axe’s leg; in part because Anenome was so very handsome and so importunate, and he’d allowed his head to be turned. But in part because he was a healer, deep down, and he hated to see anyone suffer, even an old killer like Axe. Or a balding warrior-scribe like Pollon.

Pollon wasn’t particularly attractive, and Timut-Imri poured his power into the man like water over an irrigation dam anyway. Once in a while, he did something altruistic, just to remind himself what goodness felt like.

So, he hadn’t been in his tent when someone had cast a very nasty working on it. He’d been in Axe’s tent, but he felt the working, and he knew immediately that it was very powerful, and meant for him. Timut-Imri specialised in other things besides medicine, and one of them was the examination of old spells; it was like the tracking of his youth, but in the Aura. The workings on his tent had been meant to incapacitate, paralyse, and drain him of power.

They’d just missed him.

The next day, he’d been sitting with Leontas and Ak-Arrina and several of his new friends from the Guard of Swords at a victory feast, listening to one of the new songs spawned by the rebellion, when he realised after quaffing a big cup of wine mixed with mead that he’d been poisoned. One did not live to a great age as a sorcerer without learning to detect poisons. This one, a particularly horrid mash-up of the necromantic and the alchemical, was just short of instant in its effects. Indeed, his throat had begun to close and his heart had actually stopped before he began his counter-spell, which he kept stored in a tiny amethyst bead that lived under the skin of his right bicep.

He’d always been a cautious man. That’s how he’d lived so long, and acquired so much arcane power. Unlike some of his contemporaries, he’d mostly avoided grand gestures and last stands and foolish confrontations with the powers that controlled his world.

And then …

And then I fell in love with a young man. That had been the pebble that started the avalanche of my current dilemma.

He sat in his apartment in the palace of Kanun, watching the incense rise from his latest augury – useless, conflicting, and ambiguous – and considered the path that had led him here.

The young man had been the Great Lord of the High House of Narmer. Timut-Imri had shared him with his wife, who he’d also come to love. They’d dared to dream great dreams, and he’d watched both of them savagely murdered by demons at the behest of Enkul-Anu.

I could just walk away.

But he couldn’t.

Instead, I sit here spinning a web and breathing the infection of treason.

For what? To save Maritaten?

He was sure that at least two of Maritaten’s courtiers were traitors, and he was reasonably sure that Maritaten would die.

I’ll go when she dies. I’ll be damned if I stay to support Ak-Arrina.

And it’s pure luck that I’ve survived their attempts on me.

He finished his working and closed his link with the Aura, no wiser than he had been when he started, except that his sign was tangled with the sign of the Huntress, and the sign of the Great Worm, with Arrina, the exiled sun goddess, in every house. Pure nonsense.

He had work to do, and signs like that were too damn lofty. He just wanted a clue about the next assassination attempt. And he had a line on the poisoner, too: a cup-bearer who didn’t even needed a bribe to open his lips.

Timut-Imri had some experience with court intrigue. But he really didn’t need to know who had mixed the poison, because in his heart he already knew who had given the order. Alchemical and necromantic mixed? The poison had required the co-operation of two different priesthoods …

Then he considered that the great War Master, Zos, was missing. The army was trying to keep it secret, but it was not.

The two foreigners who most influenced the Great Lady of the High House … himself and Zos. Between one breath and the next, he saw the scope of the conspiracy and had his culprit.

Mari-Ye. He was the only one who could have arranged for the poison. And he hated Timut-Imri.

An hour later, he slipped into Maritaten’s chambers, led by her servant Ulat. Ulat, who along with Olufemi had been Maritaten’s body-slave since the Lady of the High House had been a pleasure girl in the harem, was one of the few people Timut-Imri actually trusted.

‘Any change?’ he asked.

Olufemi shook her head. ‘No, great lord.’

‘I’m not a great lord, Olufemi, and I don’t need to be referred to as one. At the moment, I’m a stupid old man.’ He spoke bitterly. I’ve broken most of my own rules and look where that’s got us all.

He bent over her, took out a mirror of polished silver, and held it to her lips.

‘She lives,’ he said, mostly to himself.

Maritaten’s illness, which had allowed Ak-Arrina to seize partial control of what was left of the rule of Narmer, was the direct result of Timut-Imri’s meddling, and he knew it.

I’m a fucking fool.

Why did I make that amulet? How much fucking power went into it?

He remembered spells; he was probably the greatest spell-caster in the world, and one of his natural talents was that he could remember almost anything he cast, in detail. He knew damned well that when he’d made the amulet for Zos and Maritaten, there had been a surge in the Aura. He’d felt it, and he hadn’t been alert to the possible consequences.

He laid out a few items, dropped into his trance, found his memory palace, and cast.

In a moment, he could see the world through the mask of illusion, so that anything supernatural had a glow: blue for certain powers, fading to violet; gold for the power of the sun, fading to red and orange; green for the power of the earth; black for the power of death – although that, too, curiously, leaked towards violet.

Someday, if I’m still alive, I’ll unravel all the colours, he thought.

Bright blue, the soul fire of Zos burned like a thread of fine wool caught in a blaze of sunshine. It entered into the Great Lady of the High House at her mouth, and burned in her heart.

Somewhere in the great circle of the world, Zos of Trin wasn’t dead, because Maritaten shared her life force with him. But as Timut-Imri knew with every examination, there was more to it than that. Some other force fed into both of them. Something very powerful.

Timut-Imri had been favourably impressed by the sell-sword, but not enough to hazard this; Maritaten was being worn down, and eventually, she’d die, and the conduit would be broken, and Zos would also die, and it was all for nothing.

They took him. Timut-Imri knew something about what had happened.

Maritaten moaned.

He flinched.

His current plan was audacious and probably doomed: to cut the bond he’d forged between Maritaten and Zos. If he could pull that off, she’d rally, and Zos would die – which wasn’t really his problem.

Why do I care? This little woman is nothing to me.

That wasn’t strictly true. He respected Maritaten a great deal. She’d put up with some serious shit and moved on to be a damned fine Great Lady.

But that wasn’t what was holding him here, juggling eggs. He knew that Mari-Ye hated him, and Ak-Arrina saw him as a road bump on his chariot’s way to being Great Lord of the High House.

But he hated to see the bastards win.

Technically – and in Timut-Imri’s world everything was technical – the working he was about to perform was simple as chopping firewood. He’d cast the spells that built the amulet; he could simply unravel them.

He didn’t believe that for a moment.

‘I cannot be disturbed,’ he said.

Both Olufemi and Ulat nodded.

Ulat said, ‘Since you warned me, Great Lord, I have allowed no one to approach my mistress alone. Indeed, Fionn, from the Guard of Swords is outside, and he will die before he allows anyone to cross the sacred threshold.’

Maritaten inspires loyalty. Except in the high and mighty.

Ak-Arrina I understand. He just wants the power.

But Mari-Ye? He made her. What in all the hells of Kur brought him to treason?

Do I have it wrong?

Doesn’t matter. Cut the thread, she wakes, and we move on. Tough luck, Zos. If you really loved her, and I think you did, you’d do this yourself.

Love. Fuck, why did I fall in love at the age of two hundred and eighty?

Well, anyway.

He dived deeper into the simulacrum of reality that was his memory palace: a machine of memory built of every spell he’d ever learned, and some he’d designed himself, written in indelible glyphs into the walls of a memory temple – glyphs he’d designed himself. No rival could enter his mind and have any idea what he was looking at.

Holding the working that allowed him to see the colours of the Aura and any connection to the higher powers of the aether, he crafted a cutting tool, and then tested its edge against the glowing blue thread of Zos’ connection.

It failed in his hand like a wand of willow trying to cut bronze.

Undaunted, he reached for more powerful tools. He tried cutting closer to Maritaten’s heart.

Time flowed like water in the great river during the deluge, and still he failed. And failed. And failed.

So great was his discipline that he didn’t mar his working with curses. He let frustration roll off him like rain off a good straw cloak.

Finally, he used a tiny portion of his own life force as a knife, and applied it to the line …

Instantly, his defences went up; he lost his hold of the thread, and his life force kicked him out of the spell so violently that he fell to the ground, rolled over and vomited bile.

Ulat was waiting with a cup of wine and grated cheese. He drank greedily; failure had the same expense in power as success.

‘Lord?’ she asked, her dark eyes searching his.

He nodded. ‘I failed,’ he croaked. But behind his eyes, he could see …

Lying on a table as they tortured him …

The black claw of Gul ripping his guts open.

‘Now he is ours,’ Gul said. ‘Ours forever.’

Timut-Imri retched.

Northern Narmer

Pollon

Pollon returned to life healthier than he’d left it. The attention of the sorcerer-healer and the administration of a great deal of resin had left him free of aches and pains that had haunted him since middle age began.

None of it compensated for Zos being taken. It seemed unfair to Pollon, almost a betrayal, that the man who had reshaped his life was just … gone. Gone without a trace.

He had a great deal of time to think about Zos while he lay on a bed, healing. Zos the warrior. Zos the planner. Zos, his friend. And Zos was probably dead.

Pollon sent a child for his beautiful silver lyre and began to play. It passed the time, and he composed a song about Zos. And the rebellion. And death.

Near death has a way of making you think about death.

That caused him to wonder about his own wounds, and his survival, because he had a clear memory of Zos’ wounds from Kursag, in the north.

Servants and slaves gossiped, and he was adept at playing sick; he lay and listened. Many thought Zos had deserted, stealing treasure; some thought Maritaten had tired of him and executed him.

But when Timut-Imri came to attend him, they talked. Timut-Imri wasn’t easy to fool; the man was old, and wise in a cynical way that Pollon enjoyed.

‘You’re fitter than I am,’ Timut-Imri said. ‘Much as I enjoy your music, I need the tent. Want to get up now?’

Pollon reached out and grasped the sorcerer’s hand. ‘Where is my amulet?’ he asked.

Timut-Imri took it from around his own neck and put it on Pollon’s chest. ‘I kept it for you, Writer.’

Pollon nodded. ‘Was I dead?’ he asked cautiously.

Timut-Imri gave him a strange look. ‘Now, why would you ask such a thing?’

‘In Writer training, I learned that anyone who answers a question with a question is trying to hide something.’

‘Thousand hells, Writer! I have so many things to hide that I’m not sure what I want to reveal. Did you have a death experience? A dream?’

Pollon raised an eyebrow. ‘Fine. I saw Zos die, fighting, in the north. Then, a few hours later, he was alive. I wondered if the same happened to me.’

Timut-Imri’s smooth, bland face was – for once – convulsed. His eyebrows went up, and his mouth moved.

‘Interesting,’ he said.

‘And … ?’

‘No, you were never dead. You were badly injured – in fact, without me, you’d have been dead. And your friend Zos kept pouring resin into you.’ Timut-Imri glanced up at a sound from outside.

‘Where’s Daos?’ Pollon asked.

‘I think he went off to find the goddess Laila.’

‘In the Sky Chariot?’ Pollon asked. ‘Wait … Laila’s gone?’

Timut-Imri sat on a low stool. ‘Laila vanished at the same time as Zos,’ he said. ‘That was weeks ago. Daos left the next day, on horseback. He didn’t talk to me.’ He shrugged. ‘By then, Maritaten was in a coma and I had my hands full.’

‘And the Sky Chariot?’

‘It’s damaged. Daos left on horseback, like I said.’ Timut-Imri spread his hands. ‘There, that’s all the news.’

‘Maritaten’s in a coma?’ Pollon asked. ‘Thousand hells, sorcerer, how did you let that happen?’

Timut-Imri’s annoyance showed. He stood up, turned, and raised a hand.

Pollon’s eyes narrowed. ‘What have you done?’ he asked again.

Timut-Imri’s face was smooth again. ‘Me? Nothing. But someone got to her, and she’s … almost dead.’

Pollon’s distrust for the sorcerer escalated. Timut-Imri was definitely hiding things.

‘Who’s in charge now?’ he asked.

Timut-Imri frowned. ‘Mari-Ye thinks he’s in charge. All the priests and scribes follow him. Ak-Arrina thinks he’s about to be Great Lord of the High House. He has the Royal Guard behind him. Or so he says. I’m not so sure.’

Pollon nodded. ‘Who do you think took Zos?’

Timut-Imri didn’t prevaricate. ‘Laila. She’s gone back to Enkul-Anu.’

Pollon thought of the goddess trembling at the end of his star-stone arrow, deep under the courts of Heaven. He wasn’t surprised. ‘Laila is the goddess of deceit and betrayal,’ he said.

‘I thought she was some sort of handmaiden?’

Pollon didn’t trust Timut-Imri, but …

He was the veteran of much palace politics. He’d been naive, once, and he’d been broken on the wheel for it. He looked at Timut-Imri, coolly. ‘Do you know why Zos didn’t die, when he was virtually broken in half?’ he asked.

Timut-Imri allowed himself the raise of an eyebrow. There was a long pause. ‘You really are a thinker, are you not?’ he asked. ‘Yes, I know why.’

Pollon thought of what Zos had said: For a while, I dreamed I was Maritaten. ‘You have linked Maritaten to Zos,’ he said.

Timut-Imri hesitated. Then he shrugged. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘She begged me to do it and she helped with the casting.’

Pollon’s mind was racing. ‘So Zos isn’t dead,’ he said. ‘Or at least, not yet. I can find him with the Nexus, and we can rescue him.’ He started to rise.

Timut-Imri shook his head. ‘Don’t go there, Writer. He was in Heaven, but now, I think he’s in the hands of Gul. I think he’s in Kur, in the under-earth realm of the dead.’

‘Dying and healing a little, and dying and healing a little,’ Pollon said, in sudden horror.

‘Eternal torment,’ Timut-Imri said bitterly. ‘And Maritaten is dreaming of it all. I have condemned them both, with one spell.’

Pollon lay back, thinking. ‘Laila couldn’t have taken Zos on her own,’ he said.

‘I think Ak-Arrina and Mari-Ye are complicit,’ Timut-Imri said, ‘but I have no proof.’

‘Why them?’

‘Why should I trust you?’ the sorcerer asked, point-blank.

‘I owe you my life. Also, Zos was my best friend. And he loved … loves? … Maritaten. And if you haven’t noticed, sorcerer, we’re soldiers in an army of rebellion against the gods. I’m pretty sure I’ve done my bit. A better question would be, “why should I trust you?” ’

Timut-Imri shrugged. ‘I just told you my greatest secret,’ he said. ‘I don’t even know why. You are a sharp one, Writer.’

‘Leontas is still here?’

‘Admiral of the fleet,’ Timut-Imri said. ‘He and a woman named Nefertari have taken control of everything that moves on water. They’ve seized most of the merchant ships, too.’

Pollon took a few deep breaths. ‘I need to think. You really believe that Mari-Ye and Ak-Arrina are traitors? Seems unlikely to me.’

‘Laila didn’t take Zos by herself,’ Timut-Imri said. ‘And although I can’t prove it to you, I am pretty damned sure Mari-Ye tried to poison me.’

‘Interesting,’ Pollon said. ‘Where was Zos when he was taken?’

Timut-Imri shook his head. ‘Good question. And one I hadn’t asked myself yet.’

Pollon was used to the different ways that Writers thought from other women and men, and he smiled. Then he said, ‘If Mari-Ye and Ak-Arrina are bad, I’m going to be a target.’

Timut-Imri nodded. ‘I’ve been watching over you.’

‘So, let’s say I died …’

Timut-Imri nodded slowly. ‘I like the way you think.’

‘Can you make me look like a Py archer?’ Pollon asked.

‘Are merchants greedy?’ Timut-Imri smiled.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Northern Dendrowna

Temis

For some time, she wandered in indecision.

She was used to knowing things, and she felt as if events had moved past her. She was used to doing things, and it seemed as if everything had been done. Tyka, her supporter and ally for an aeon, was apparently gone. She was free, and free meant that she was done with the doings of mortal humans and immortals.

Temis understood that, but it didn’t help her plan her next move.

She spent time making a bow, which was surprisingly difficult in midwinter in Dendrowna. She had no trouble finding good wood – but it behaved strangely in the extreme cold of the north. Eventually, she built a fire and warmed some wood. Green timber made for poor bows.

She knew she was wasting time. And from the first, she knew where she could get news – unreliable news that might cost her the very immortality she had sought so long.

I’m not in the Outer Darkness. They could have left me there, and they didn’t. Tyka, and Nanuk, and the mortals … they brought me back.

The problem was that she’d set herself in opposition to Enkul-Anu’s rule, and she’d done that as best she could for a thousand years, and now …

Now, there was a real revolt against the gods. She’d helped start it, but it had a shape and drive that was nothing to do with her.

But eventually, when she’d made a passable bow for her frame, made arrows and tipped them in carefully flaked stone and dipped each in a poison she brewed up herself … Eventually, she stopped dithering and walked north, her immortal feet treading lightly on the deep snows of late winter. She crossed the mountains only a dozen parasangs from the mortals’ new settlement, heading north. She travelled all day and all night. As she went, wolves and bears would pause to look at her; some lay flat, and some howled. Her second day, crossing the high pass into the northern peaks that were said to guard the rim of the world, she came on a pair of Golden Bears in a cave tight against the cliff side. They had news: they’d seen Druku, far to the east, walking on the Sea of Grass, heading east.

East, eh? Interesting.

‘Where are you going, my dears?’ she asked.

Both bears snuffled, and looked about nervously. Finally, the female nodded. ‘We go to see the World Serpent, Mistress of the Hunt.’

Temis nodded. ‘As do I, my dears. May I ask you to let me go first?’

The male bear forced a chuckle. ‘Please,’ he grunted.

She left them in the high cave and went north again, across the pass, and down into the world of glaciers and frozen winter lakes beyond the High Peaks. She’d never been here before and she was tempted to walk it from end to end, to explore this new world of deep snow, shining blue ice and bare rock. It was possible that the very best thing she could do was to return to the life that had made her a goddess: walking, hunting, learning.

She watched snow hares rooting in the deep snow; she lay full length in the snow and saw otters playing on an ice slide. On the third day, she broke away from her fascination with this new white world and trudged east through deep drifts. It was cold, even for her, with all her powers, but it wasn’t cold like the Outer Darkness. She kept going, and by dawn on the fourth day she was warming her feet in a lake that was mostly clear of ice and had hot springs deep in the eastern end.

She waited. She was sure her prey was close, and she was not really the hunter anyway. Finally, she stripped off her skins and swam in the water, then dived. It was warmer than a mortal’s blood.

She found the cave very quickly, and she swam in, expecting to find light and air, and she was not disappointed.

‘Antaboga!’ she called.

‘If you go near my eggs, I will destroy you,’ boomed the great voice.

‘I’m not here for your eggs,’ Temis said.

‘Huntresss,’ the sibilant voice said. Temis turned, and there was her people’s ancient ally and sometime foe: the great dragon Antaboga, older than time, older than evil.

Actually, all she could see were two enormous teeth, a curl of smoke, and two magnificent yellow eyes like the eyes of a cat, except they were farther apart than a chariot and its team.

‘You felt safe to come here?’ the World Serpent asked.

Temis shrugged. ‘I have never set myself against you,’ she said. ‘Druku did, and you let them live.’ Now that I’ve said it, it doesn’t sound like the strongest logic on which to base my determination to come here.

Maybe I don’t care.

Antaboga sighed, and a little fire licked around her great snout. ‘I am weak and merciful in my old age,’ she said.

‘I doubt that,’ Temis said.

‘I’m still not sure why I didn’t swallow Druku while I had him. Her. Whatever they choose.’ The great worm twisted, and stone rattled. The cave was much larger than Temis had thought when she crawled out of the warm water. The dragon twitched one of its several eyelids, a gesture that Temis couldn’t decipher, but the huntress in her was almost in love, she was so fascinated by the sheer scale of the living thing before her.

They regarded each other.

‘What do you want of me?’ Antaboga asked.

‘Are you siding with the mortals?’

‘There are so many mortals,’ the dragon said with a smoky chuckle.

‘You play with me,’ Temis said.

‘Always,’ Antaboga answered. ‘All conversation in play, is it not?’

‘Fair,’ Temis said. ‘The mortals in revolt against the gods.’

There was a silence so long that Temis began to wonder if she was being tested, or whether she should just retreat. It was warm here, and while she could endure incredible levels of heat and cold, she didn’t have to love them.

‘I suppose that I do,’ the dragon said suddenly. ‘I think that we are … allies.’

Temis nodded. ‘I helped start this rebellion.’

‘Doubtless one of many attempts, Huntress.’

She bowed, accepting the dragon’s words. ‘Tyka and I brought the star-stone down.’

The dragon moved, and stones fell. ‘Now you have my attention. How?’

‘Together, we created a way to …’ She paused, but there was no going back. ‘To affect things in the Outer Darkness. The high aether between the worlds.’

The dragon’s almost transparent membranes flashed over her eyes, down and up.

‘And then you, my dear Huntress, were in the Outer Darkness.’ The ancient thing sounded very dangerous.

‘I was. Tyka and …’ Temis considered for a moment and decided she was safe to say it. ‘Tyka and Nanuk brought me back.’

The dragon extended a forepaw the size of a house. ‘Have you ever considered communicating across the aether?’ she asked.

Temis shook her head. ‘No.’

Antaboga snorted. ‘I have. I think there are other places out there. Possibly the same places that we used to use the gates to reach.’

Temis bowed her head. ‘What good would that do?’ she asked.

Antaboga chuckled, and smoke emerged from her nostrils. ‘Why did you come here, Huntress?’

‘I need news,’ the goddess replied. ‘You are reputed to know things.’

The ancient dragon wheezed; only later did Temis decide that the thing was laughing at her.

‘I may be said to know things,’ the dragon said. ‘And I have lived so long that sometimes, I can guess what is happening based on the endless repetition of ignorance, greed and stupidity.’ She paused. ‘Lately I have had to contemplate all the things I do not know.’

‘About mortals?’

Now the dragon laughed. It was a very human laugh, except magnified in scale, so that Temis was buffeted by a sulphurous wind that singed her naked skin.

‘I beg your pardon, Goddess. But no. I don’t mean mortals. I mean everyone, dragons included.’

Odd as it would seem to her later, Temis joined the old monster in its laughter, because even in her two brief aeons, that’s what she’d seen herself.

‘Will the mortals triumph?’ she asked.

‘What would triumph look like, for them?’ Antaboga asked. ‘Even if they bring down the gods, they will find that the world around them is dying, the desert is encroaching, the Bright People want their world back, and the gods, while complicit, are hardly the only problem.’

‘Will they bring down the gods?’

‘They will if we help them,’ Antaboga said. ‘Will you help them, Huntress?’

She had her answer. Antaboga had decided to help the mortals.

‘How would I best do that?’ she asked.

‘Find Tyka and Nanuk, or your friend Druku …’ Antaboga said. ‘There are two of you I have always liked – Nanuk and Tyka. I helped hide him in the War of Wrath. And she and I have never quarrelled. We have very different … needs.’

Temis’s dark eyes opened wide at that revelation. ‘But the trident was—’

‘Waiting to free me,’ Antaboga said. ‘Nanuk and I have a separate deal. Find him, and find Tyka, and work your powers in the aether, and bring back Arrina. On this, Tyka and I are in full agreement.’

‘Arrina!’ Temis said. ‘She’s no friend of yours!’ But she was thinking, Laila stole the trident. Laila.

Antaboga chuckled, and the vast cave stank of rotten eggs. ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend,’ she said. ‘I guarantee that after half an aeon in the Outer Darkness, I’m not the first enemy she’ll think of. And it delights me to think of the bind in which it will place Enkul-Anu. And Sypa, for that matter. And … Gul.’

And then Temis saw it. ‘You knew this? You were waiting here to tell me this? You already knew that Tyka and Nanuk released me?’

Antaboga raised her head. ‘It was a long shot,’ she admitted. ‘But it was a good long shot.’

‘Where is Tyka? Since you know everything.’

The dragon nodded. ‘Far to the east, in the deserts from which you sprang yourself, Huntress. But even now she’s sending an emissary to Maritaten, as I think we all must. She is the pivot. Odd, a mortal as the pivot of events. Care to run a little errand for me?’

Temis sighed. ‘Now I’m your messenger?’

‘Are we not allies?’ the dragon asked. ‘And wouldn’t you like a Bright Spear instead of that pitiful bow?’

Now it was her turn to laugh. ‘Oh, Antaboga, thou art truly great.’

Antaboga nodded her vast head. ‘Indeed. Although mostly I am just old, and subtle, and slow to anger. And I always enjoy a little deceit.’

‘I’m game,’ the Goddess of the Hunt said.

The dragon belched a little fire and said, ‘Find the mortal called Zos. Failing that, find the immortal Laila, who took him.’

‘Took him?’

‘To buy her way back into Heaven. She already regrets it, but there’s the life of the nearly powerless for you. Enkul-Anu has Zos, I believe, although I suspect he may regret it.’

‘Why?’

‘I liked Zos,’ the dragon said. ‘Also … Bah. Just find him or Laila.’

‘And … ?’

Antaboga was silent for so long that Temis wondered if she’d been dismissed.

‘Locate Zos so that someone can rescue him. Failing that, bring Laila to me.’

‘All the way back here?’ Temis asked.

‘I’m giving you a Bright Spear, and you have wings …’

Temis shook her head. Antaboga and Laila. I begin to see.

Temis slept the night in the worm’s warm cave, and in the morning she was shown a long tunnel to the surface, where she donned her skins. In her hand was a dreadful Bright Spear.

She ran south, and east, across the snows, and purpose put wings on her feet. After a while she laughed aloud, and added wings on her back – a power she’d forgotten she had, because Enkul-Anu liked being the only god who could fly.

Flying was fast.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Northern Narmer

Pollon

Pollon enjoyed being a Py archer a great deal. First, he was tall and very strong, and second, everyone gave him space. The fact that he didn’t speak much of the very complex Py language allowed him to be tall and strong and silent.

He presented himself to Leontas by way of Alektron, whom he simply accosted in the market that had created itself along the shore where the ships were beached: a hundred stalls selling wine, mead, beer, and everything from weapons to fruit juice.

‘Satya takes care of recruiting archers,’ the bandy-legged man said.

‘Alektron, it’s me, Pollon. I’m disguised.’ He smiled.

Alektron shrugged. ‘Of course you are, mate. Only, I heard you died, like the cap’n. An’ any road, how would you be Pollon? He were a shaven-headed scrap o’ a man.’ Alektron glared at him in shrewish disbelief, now. He gestured, and Eritha, his helmswoman, turned from fingering some expensive northern cotton.

‘Says he’s Pollon,’ Alektron said.

‘I am Pollon,’ the tall Py archer said.

Eritha raised an eyebrow. ‘Prove it.’

Pollon took his amulet from under his hippo-hide armour and showed it hidden in his hand.

‘You could ha’ taken it from him,’ Alektron said.

‘Zos may be alive,’ Pollon said to Eritha.

‘Fuck me,’ she said. ‘You’re either mad as a desert-blind or you’re—’

‘I need to talk to Leontas.’ Pollon hadn’t expected to be greeted by flat disbelief. ‘Damn it, I am Pollon.’

‘Fuck yourself,’ Alektron spat. ‘Stupid liar.’

‘No, wait.’ Eritha put her hand gently on Alektron’s arm, restraining him. ‘Wait. Listen to that “I know everything” tone, eh? Sounds like Pollon.’ She leaned in towards the Py. ‘How’d my father die?’

‘Fighting Jekers, on the deck of our ship, in the delta fight under the walls of Thais,’ Pollon said.

Eritha nodded. ‘Well, yes!’

‘Where’d we all join Zos, then?’ Alektron said, joining the game. Pollon’s hopes rose.

‘The harbour of Trin, the day after the great wave,’ he said.

‘Fuck me blind,’ Alektron said with half a smile. ‘An’ you do sound like him.’

‘Which isn’t always a good thing,’ Eritha said.

A day later, Pollon, still fully disguised, sat in the pavilion of Leontas. The Lion of Lazba, as he liked to be called, had a magnificent linen sail draped over poles, a multi-room tent-palace almost as elaborate as the Great Lady’s. Pollon sat; Leontas lay on a couch.

‘No one can know I was here,’ Ulat knew that her mistress’s sickness made her vulnerable. But she’d followed Timut-Imri, who stood guard on the door.

‘The night of the escape from Thais …’ Pollon asked. ‘Did Zos share the Great Lady’s bed?’

Ulat nodded. ‘Yes, lord.’

Pollon glanced at Timut-Imri, who nodded.

‘What time did he leave her?’ Pollon asked.

Ulat shrugged, began to answer, and paused. ‘Ah?’ she sighed. ‘He woke me. I hadn’t thought about it. I’m sorry … Mistress is sick …’

‘No one here blames you for any of this, Ulat. But we think maybe you know something that may help Maritaten.’

The young woman brightened. ‘That would be good,’ she said.

‘Zos woke you?’ Pollon prompted.

‘He was dressing,’ she said, blushing. ‘He apologised. He was like that – always kind.’

Pollon nodded.

‘I’d been awake a bit,’ Ulat admitted.

‘Watching Zos get dressed?’ Pollon hazarded.

She hid her face. Pollon shook his head, and Timut-Imri glared at him.

‘None of that matters,’ Pollon said. ‘Was anyone there with him?’

‘A Royal Guard officer, Snefru. I know him a little.’ Ulat was still hiding her face.

‘Snefru?’ Pollon repeated. You are sure?’

‘Yes. He came and said …’ She paused. ‘That the chancellor was waiting for Lord Zos.’

Pollon didn’t allow his face to change. ‘And you didn’t tell anyone because … ?’

She peeked out from behind her hair. ‘Do I look like a fool, lord? When you are body-woman to the Great Lady, they all come at you – the mages and the lords and the soldiers and the lovers. It never ends. Threats and promises. My lady is sick. Save her. The rest can all rot in Kur.’

‘I thought you liked Lord Zos,’ Pollon said, stung.

She flounced. ‘He was pretty, and nice to Mistress. That’s all.’

‘Ulat, if you tell anyone else what you told us, people will probably kill you. Even as it is—’

Leontas spoke up. ‘She’s friends with most of the Guard of Swords.’

Pollon spoke quietly. ‘You have friends there yourself?’

Leontas nodded. ‘I do.’

‘Make damned sure she’s guarded.’ Pollon said. ‘Now, how do we get our hands on this Snefru?’

Lukor, old capital of Narmer

Seti-Anu

Seti-Anu sat in the Great Palace of Lukor amid more luxury than he’d ever imagined possible, and he’d come from riches.

‘The Great Storm God wishes us to raise an army and crush the false usurper Maritaten,’ intoned the High Priest of the Pantheon. His name was Ankh-ef-Enkul-Anu, and he was the smoothest and most officious of an unctuous tribe of officials.

Seti-Anu shrugged. ‘Let it be done,’ he said, looking forward to his appointment with a number of barely nubile slaves. Promises had been made by the slave-trainer, and he meant to see if the man delivered. Otherwise, he could be tortured, which would be as satisfying as …

It suddenly occurred to Seti-Anu that he could have his slaves and torture their trainer, too. He smiled.

‘The Great Storm God orders you to lead the army in person.’ Ankh-ef-Enkul-Anu wasn’t even bothering to be unctuous.

Seti-Anu blinked. ‘Orders me?’ he asked, but then, on the edge of making a statement, he thought of the moment when he had lain face down in the sand, with the Great God’s eagle wings beating the sand over his head. He shook his head in royal frustration, and took a deep breath.

‘Of course, the least whim of the Great Storm God is like a command to his faithful,’ he said.

Ankh-ef-Enkul-Anu nodded. ‘You are a good and faithful son, and your climb to Heaven is assured. When you stand at the right hand of the gods, immortal, remember us.’

Seti-Anu looked at the priest and thought, hells, you idiot, do you believe all this shit?

He had commanded armies, though. He knew the game. He doubted that Maritaten would be much of a contest now; she was supposedly dying. On the other hand, he’d heard his own men singing one of the rebels’ songs.

Nothing is ever easy, and anyway, that fucking bastard my noble cousin Ak-Arrina will put up a fight.

Most of the best charioteers were dead, their bodies littering the desert where Maritaten had tried to stop the Great Storm God. But Seti-Anu had his own bodyguard, and he thought he may have the rest of the aristocracy – at least those who just wanted it all to stop.

He turned to his chancellor. ‘General Levy. Call up every eligible man and woman.’

His chancellor had held the same post for him when he was a mere prince in the eastern provinces, and the man was already overwhelmed by the missing bureaucracy. Maritaten, damned to all thousand hells of Kur, had taken every bureaucrat and most of the records when she passed through Lukor on her way to the delta, and she’d left chaos.

‘Great Lord of the High House,’ the chancellor intoned. ‘Famine, war, pestilence and Jekers will make this—’

‘Do what you can,’ the Great Lord ordered. With a smile, he turned to the priest. ‘Are we finished? I have an appointment.’

Northern Narmer

Timut-Imri

The next day he had to stand silently while a host of Narmerian priest-healers examined the Great Lady of the High House.

They weren’t charlatans. In a way, he found that heartening; they spoke in the rarefied ancient tongue of High Narmerian, but they expressed genuine puzzlement, caution and erudition. Several cast small workings, and he was respectful of their powers. He noted the priests of the death cult. Unlike other places, where death was feared, in Narmer it was celebrated, and the priests of the various gods and goddesses of death held respected places in the hierarchy.

A very subtle spell revealed to Timut-Imri which of the priestesses and priests of Gul had power. The Priestess of the Narmerian burial cult and the High Priest of Gul were both capable necromancers.

Ak-Arrina demanded results, and they refused to satisfy him. The eldest, a priest of the old healing god Shemeg, shook his head.

‘We cannot say for sure,’ he allowed. ‘I will say that it is like possession, and yet like no case of possession I have ever seen. And what mortal would dare possess one of the High House? She is protected.’

‘Will she die?’ Ak-Arrina asked.

‘Wouldn’t you like that?’ Timut-Imri said aloud before he could stop himself. He glanced at Mari-Ye. They hated each other, Mari-Ye and Ak-Arrina. That was some consolation. They went everywhere together because neither trusted the other.

Mari-Ye met his gaze and smiled.

Uh-oh.

The old priest of Shemeg merely shrugged. Ak-Arrina flushed with rage. ‘I can have you beaten with rods for your insolence,’ he spat.

Mari-Ye wouldn’t put up with that. He turned. ‘No priest under my rule as hierarch will be beaten with rods, Lord of Chariots.’

‘Then give me an answer!’ Ak-Arrina bellowed. ‘We must have a Lord of the High House to rule us!’

‘Maritaten lives, and is Great Lady of Narmer,’ Mari-Ye said.

‘She is barely alive,’ Ak-Arrina protested.

One of the younger healer-priests bowed to Mari-Ye – a deliberate insult to Ak-Arrina. ‘Lord, if I may. I think she is connected to some dark force. Given …’ He paused, confronting a tightrope of loyalties. ‘Given the current unpleasantness, and the result of the recent battles in the delta, surely this is a sending from the gods. Something to control the Great Lady.’

Mari-Ye narrowed his eyes. ‘Go on,’ he said quietly.

Ak-Arrina looked as if he might explode. ‘The gods?’ he spat.

‘In a manner of speaking, she is a prisoner.’ The young priest looked at his colleagues for support, and found none.

‘I disagree,’ the older priest said. ‘If she is a prisoner, she is her own prisoner. You misread. Although I give you that there’s some malign connection – it’s a dark blue in the Aura. Many of the gods’ workings are blue.’ He looked at the younger man. ‘You work deeply and well, young man. But I don’t think she’s a prisoner.’

Mari-Ye shook his head. ‘Arrina protect!’ he said. ‘The Great Lady may well be under attack by the gods, and yet I doubt it.’

‘It may be,’ the young priest ventured, ‘that someone here is the malign force.’

Every head turned. ‘A powerful sorcerer?’ Mari-Ye said. He looked at Timut-Imri.

Timut-Imri nodded. ‘I serve Maritaten, as you do. And I believe that my services on the battlefield prove my loyalty, don’t you?’ He tried to sound causal, because he knew that if he was right and the two of them were traitors, they’d need rid of him. Perhaps …

Ak-Arrina looked away.

Aye, I saved your life, Prince dung heap. And you want me gone. And you have just enough honour to find that distasteful.

Suddenly it came to him. Mari-Ye didn’t betray her. He traded Zos … for what?

They’re torturing Zos – killing him, even, and Mari-Ye has no idea that the two of them are so bound together.

Fuck, if it weren’t so dark it would be funny. Mari-Ye needs her, but wanted rid of me and Zos …

‘Ah, the great foreign sorcerer,’ Mari-Ye said. ‘Suddenly it occurs to me that your workings may be involved.’

‘Ridiculous,’ Timut-Imri said. ‘I saved almost everyone here, just a month ago.’

‘What colour are your workings, Timut-Imri?’ Mari-Ye asked.

Timut-Imri had to admire the smooth way it was done. Was it planned, or is the chancellor a brilliant innovator? Is the young priest genuine, or a stooge?

Several priests with powers fell all over themselves to testify that Timut-Imri usually cast in blue.

‘Why in a thousand hells of Kur would I harm the Great Lady of the High House?’ he shouted over the din.

‘Who knows what a godless sorcerer wants, or plans?’ Mari-Ye said. ‘Take him!’

Timut-Imri was almost sure that he could just kill them both right through their amulets. Neither of them had much in the way of power – but as rich, important people, Mari-Ye and Ak-Arrina had the very best amulets money could buy in the best magical culture on the Great Green.

And still he thought he could take them both, but he couldn’t see that as an efficient way to play out the game. Maritaten would still be unconscious – and he didn’t know how deep the treason went.

Timut-Imri reached into his memory palace …

And felt the cold line of a bronze knife against his throat.

I am too old for this, he thought. I missed their play.

Northern Narmer

Pollon

In retrospect, Pollon’s disguise as a tall, strong Py was not the best for the task before him, and he smiled at his own hubris. Perhaps he’d have been better off disguised as a small, weak Narmerian scribe …

He’d already tried to talk to the Royal Guard officer, Snefru. The man had disappeared.

Pollon cursed. But then he had an idea – a scribe’s idea.

And, since Timut-Imri’s arrest, there was no time to hesitate. So he walked into the palace scriptorium, which was a whole series of tents, most of them made from sails draped over rough frames. The cloth flapped in the endless wind blowing off the Sea of Grass to the north and east.

In the scriptorium, long rows of men and women sat cross-legged on the ground at low desks, writing. In Narmer, scribes worked mostly with ink on papyrus, something he’d been trained in but of which he had little experience. In the Hundred Cities they used a different writing, made with wedge-shaped sticks and written in wet clay that was set in the omnipresent sun to dry; especially important documents were baked.

Here, they had a hundred slaves pasting up papyrus leaves into workable sheets in one huge tent, and as fast as they dried, they were hurried to the desks of the Writers. Pollon took in all that with a glance.

A senior scribe stood, his long robe and the seal on his sash marking him as someone important, at least inside this tent.

‘May I help you?’ he asked languidly. He wasn’t insolent, but he didn’t really intend to help, either.

‘I’d like to check a record, if I may, lord.’ Pollon stayed to the character of a Py, perhaps an officer.

The senior scribe looked him up and down. ‘A record?’ His slow pronunciation suggested that he didn’t think a mere Py knew what a record was.

Pollon smiled. ‘Yes. A record. I’m trying to find someone. Lord Leontas sent me here.’

The scribe shrugged. ‘Who are you trying to find?’

‘An officer in the chariot corps – the Royal Guard. I want to know if he survived the battle. I owe him that much,’ Pollon added, extemporising.

Too much information. Better to be imperious. Damn.

‘Surely,’ the bureaucrat said, ‘you can go and ask at the camp of the Royal Guard?’

‘That’s not what Lord Leontas asked me to do,’ Pollon said. Was I this obstructive to inquiry when I was a head scribe? Pompous blowhard.

The scribe was some sort of minor priest; he had the shaven head, and the fat. ‘Perhaps if you come back in the evening, I will find someone to help you.’

Pollon had expected more after invoking the name of Leontas, but he was aware that the forces that had forged an alliance between the Narmerians and the rebels against the gods were fraying quickly; Mari-Ye and Ak-Arrina may hate each other, but neither had any time for the rebellion. Leontas had been one of the saviours a month ago, but now …

Pollon reached into the folds of his kilt and produced a small silver statue of a bull. He set it on the scribe’s desk. ‘I don’t expect anyone to work for free,’ he said.

In Narmer, where silver was worth as much as gold, the gift was carefully calculated: attractive in itself, valuable, but not so valuable as to set anyone thinking, or so he hoped.

The scribe brightened. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I find that I have time now, myself.’ He smiled, and beckoned to Pollon, who fell in behind him.

‘Your name?’ he asked as they walked along rows of desks, with hundreds of men and women writing furiously.

‘Thasak,’ Pollon said. It was a Py name; Pollon produced it easily from the long rolls of his memory.

‘I’m Ak-Bastis,’ the scribe said, and turned into another tent, connected by the flimsiest of fabric roofs. ‘This is where we keep records. Recent records.’

Pollon could read the Narmerian scribal script and the High Narmerian pictographs, too. That had been his job, in what seemed like another life.

So he could read the little wood and clay tags on the shelves and on the baskets: tax records, inundation records, military records.

‘What’s your man’s name?’ Ak-Bastis asked.

‘Thutmose,’ Pollon answered. ‘Officer in the Royal Guard. If he was killed …’ He imitated the way the Py shrugged, an exaggerated raising of the shoulders that, on tall men, looked almost comical. He’d practised it. ‘If he’s dead, he died in the escape from Thais.’

Ak-Bastis gave him a superior smile. ‘If he was wounded, he could still be in the tent of healing. He might have died there.

He pulled down a wicker basket and produced a pair of scrolls. He unrolled it. ‘Why does Lord Leontas require this?’

Pollon repeated his shrug. ‘Lord scribe, I do as I am told.’

‘As we all do, my friend.’ The scribe leaned over the scrolls, rolling them carefully.

Pollon had excellent eyesight, and he didn’t lean. He just read.

He found what he was looking for immediately: Snefru – listed as dead, in the fighting at Akarna.

And he saw what only a scribe might notice: Snefru’s name was jammed into the bottom of the column of names, and written in a slightly different hand from the other names.

The senior scribe saw it, too, even though he was looking for the false name. He said, ‘That’s some sloppy work. I should have this sheet recopied.’ He straightened up. ‘I don’t see your man.’ He proceeded to scan another twenty days. Pollon could see that the Royal Guard warriors, the godborn, had suffered hard in the fighting on the road, and a few more had died each day for five days.

But Snefru was listed as dead before he’d summoned Zos, according to Ulat.

I need to know who ordered the name added. As a supposedly illiterate Py archer, he wasn’t sure how to get that information.

‘I’m sorry,’ the scribe said. ‘I don’t see him here.’

‘Maybe that means he’s alive?’ Pollon asked, playing for time.

‘I’ll look at the records of the healers,’ Ak-Bastis said. ‘But I must ask you to wait a moment, my friend.’

And then it fell into Pollon’s lap. Ak-Bastis summoned another scribe, who was clearly terrified to have been called.

‘Did you add this name?’ he demanded of the cowering man. ‘Don’t lie to me, Stefis. That’s your hand.’

The man cringed. ‘Holiness, I …’

Ak-Bastis flushed. ‘I am not a “holiness”, you little turd. Now this whole section will have to be cut out, recopied and replaced. Why did you do such a poor job? Where was your head at?’

Pollon tried to find something memorable about the cringing man so he could look him up later. Stefis. Not an uncommon name.

But again, the information he needed dropped into his hands.

‘I was … ordered …’ The man glanced repeatedly at Pollon. Pollon realised that as a tall, strong man – a vicious mercenary, to all appearances – it probably looked as if he was there to administer a beating.

No one had ever been afraid of Pollon before. It was an odd sensation.

‘Ordered?’ Ak-Bastis spat. ‘Who by?’

‘I’m not to say,’ the man whispered.

Ak-Bastis remembered his guest. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said pleasantly. ‘This has become more than a routine disciplinary matter. Tell me where to find you and I’ll send a boy with anything I find.’

Pollon decided to play his role. He leered, and made eye contact with the smaller scribe. ‘Perhaps I can loosen his tongue for you,’ he said, in what he hoped was a tone of menace.

The junior scribe squeaked and backed away. ‘Prince Ak-Arrina! He ordered me to amend the records!’

Pollon smiled in what he hoped was the predatory way that Zos sometimes smiled, and turned his gaze on Ak-Bastis. ‘There you go.’

Ak-Bastis was trembling with rage. ‘You accepted an order from a soldier?’ he spat. ‘To deface records?’

Pollon almost laughed at how familiar that sounded. Writers and soldiers. Never friends, until he met Zos.

Zos.

‘He was with that priest of Druku! The tall one. Narata!’ The little man was not a good conspirator.

Pollon considered everything he had just heard and made a rational decision, like the Writer he was. It was a dangerous decision, but time pressed.

‘Friends,’ he said pleasantly, ‘I need both of you to come with me right now.’

Ak-Bastis looked at him as if he had two heads. ‘I cannot …’

Pollon crossed his mighty arms. ‘Or I kill you both. Right now.’

Ak-Bastis blanched.

‘Move,’ Pollon said.

Before the call to prayer had sounded through the camp for the noon sun worship, Leontas had heard everything the terrified scribe had to say.

‘Put them under guard,’ he said to Stilko.

‘Done.’ Stilko smiled at the two men. ‘Come along.’

‘I’ve done nothing!’ Ak-Bastis complained.

‘You now know enough to be killed,’ Pollon said. ‘We’re protecting you.’

‘My scribes! There is so much work …’

Pollon felt a pang of guilt. But at least he wasn’t sending the man to be broken on the wheel. That’s what had been done to him, for telling the truth.

Leontas and the tall Py warrior pushed their way into the outer wards of the mud-walled barracks that the Guard of Swords had appropriated next to the palace. It had probably housed the charioteers of the prince of Kanun, once upon a time, before the whole of Narmer in Exile descended on that city.

The officer of the day rose from his stool as Leontas entered. There were two big barbarians on guard, both holding four-foot bronze longswords between their hands, point down. Mostly, the guard fought with spears, but the huge bronze swords had given them their name.

Leontas bowed to the officer. ‘I need to speak to Kormak and any other officers who are available,’ he said.

The officer wasn’t anyone Pollon knew, but to him, all the western barbarians had a similar look: enormous noses and thick foreheads. Some had odd hair, coloured like metal. A few were Py, but most were from the far west.

Regardless, the man went down on one knee. ‘For the bridge builder,’ he said, ‘I’m pretty sure the Guard always has time.’

Leontas smiled.

The officer whistled and a young boy came. He bowed low.

‘What you need, boss?’ he asked.

Pollon, disguised as a Py, knew the boy instantly. ‘Kussu!’ he said.

The boy turned and saw only a tall, heavily built easterner. ‘Lord?’ he said.

Pollon realised he was being foolish and delaying them in the middle of an urgent situation. He didn’t have a simple explanation. ‘Later,’ he said, as imperiously as he could manage.

The officer nodded. ‘Get Lord Kormak and any other senior Swords you can find,’ he said. ‘Round ’em up.’

‘Kick ’em awake, boss?’ the boy said.

‘If that’s what it takes, Kussu.’ He slapped the boy’s back. ‘Move!’

He led them all into a small antechamber. The room was painted with scenes of women offering sacrifice – an endless procession right around the room, with a decorative frieze of birds flying at the edge of the heavy cedar rafters. Pollon admired it. It was one of the more civilised rooms he’d seen here in the north.

But at the same time he observed his surroundings, he thought, If Kussu is alive, and Jawat is alive, what about Mura? Could she have survived? He had a sudden vivid picture of her standing in her kitchen, stirring a soup and looking at him over her shoulder as she used to.

‘Still with us, Pollon?’ Leontas asked.

Pollon bore down with his not inconsiderable willpower.

The officer of the day reappeared. ‘Come with me,’ he said.

The mess hall of the Guard of Swords was something like a Mykoan andron; it had benches for two hundred at long tables, and Timut-Imri thought it had probably been a barracks until the Guard took it over. Now the walls were painted in elaborate frescoes like those on the antechamber walls, and the amulet-standard of the Guard was planted on a dais at the head of the tables, where a kline – a sort of day-bed on which a proper Mykoan would lie full length to eat – stood empty beneath the golden standard of the winged hawk holding the sun disc.

Hundreds of men were eating, or talking, or sitting at their ease. The Guard tended to be big men and women, but there were exceptions: a few smaller men, and one diminutive woman with skin so white it looked artificial, and tattoos in black and blue ink over every exposed surface. She was demonstrating some sort of wrestling move to a circle of onlookers, while a tall, dark-haired man watched, arms crossed, clearly disagreeing.

When Leontas and Pollon entered, every head turned.

If the Guard were surprised to have visitors, Pollon was just as surprised to see Axe and Anenome lying on kline under the frescoes with Kormak, Conn, and several other Guards he knew from their duty by the Great Lady.

Kormak, who had been acting as captain of the Guard of Swords for weeks, rose unsteadily.

‘Lord Admiral?’ he called out. ‘A horn of sweet mead for the man who saved our arses in the desert!’

Members of the Guard slammed their horn cups on the long tables. Leontas bowed, and Pollon liked him the better for the look of confusion on his face. Leontas had an odd humility under the arrogance of his hard-won godborn status. He hadn’t expected to be cheered by this hall of killers.

‘You’re on,’ Leontas said, as the Guard hooted and pounded the tables.

Pollon walked the ten paces to the circle of couches and stood next to Kormak’s.

‘Ak-Arrina and Mari-Ye are traitors,’ he said with no preparation.

Into the stunned silence, he added, ‘Ak-Arrina and Mari-Ye arranged for Zos to be taken. They tried to take Timut-Imri, and failed. I can prove this.’

Kormak met his eye. ‘Mari-Ye?’ His voice was low, gravelly, and he sounded … slow. Pollon cursed inwardly. Tudhal had been a very intelligent man, and Pollon feared that his successor was a brute.

Pollon returned the look; for once in his life, he was a big man. ‘Lady Laila suborned Mari-Ye,’ he said.

Kormak nodded. ‘And you are … ?’

‘I am Pollon, archer to Lord Zos.’ Pollon shrugged. ‘I needed a disguise and Timut-Imri did this for me.’

There was a gleam in Kormak’s eye that Pollon hadn’t expected. ‘Aye, Lady Laila had a try with several members of the Guard,’ he said. ‘We was warned.’

Anenome nodded. ‘A very dangerous goddess,’ he said.

Pollon stopped and looked at the man. It was like hearing a child speak wisdom; Anenome was a sword-swinger, and Pollon hadn’t expected a lot of thinking from him. ‘I know that,’ the Writer said. ‘How do you know that?’

Anenome nodded. ‘We knew we were for it as soon as we … came over. But Laila went at me anyway …’ He paused. Smiled. He was breathtakingly handsome, and he managed a slight blush. ‘My … interests … do not include tall immortal women.’ He spread his hands. ‘But I listened to a few of her proposals.’

Axe was laughing by then – a great roaring laugh.

Leontas leaned forward. ‘It is not a time for laughter. We need to act. They have Timut-Imri, and they will no doubt betray us to the gods.’

Pollon read the room better than Leontas. He said, ‘If we do not act, they will eventually kill Maritaten. For the moment, they imagine they are still loyal, while betraying her officers, but eventually, they will turn on her. Only yesterday, Ak-Arrina demanded to be made Great Lord of the High House.’

Kormak frowned. ‘We heard Timut-Imri poisoned the Great Lady,’ he said.

Pollon shook his head. ‘I don’t believe it,’ he said. ‘He healed me and set me on the trail of the traitors. And …’ He pointed at the Guard’s standard. ‘And he stood under your standard, bolstered your wards, and saved every woman and every man in the Guard.’

‘Huh,’ Kormak grunted. ‘We kinda wondered if the sorcerer were in on it, seein’ as how Fionn says he keeps goin’ to visit her in the dark, in secret. Maybe, keeping up some potion.’

‘On the other hand,’ Anenome said, ‘Timut-Imri saved my lover and probably saved every woman and man in the Guard of Swords, as Pollon here says.’

Kormak raised a hand. ‘An’ that’s why Lord Leontas and this Py archer get a cup o’ mead while we decide whether to cut ’em or follow ’em.’

‘What’s happening with the Great Lady?’ Conn asked.

‘Where is Zos?’ Axe asked.

Pollon raised his hands. ‘It’s not my secret.’ After a few glares, he realised that wasn’t going to keep the swords away. ‘Fine. Zos has been taken by Enkul-Anu. And Gul, I think. He’s in torment. I believe Laila took him, aided by Ak-Arrina and possibly Mari-Ye.’

‘Fuck,’ Axe swore. He looked at his lover. ‘We owe that bastard big time.’

Anenome made a face. ‘I agree that we owe Zos a debt,’ he said, ‘but how is he even alive?’

Pollon shook his head. ‘Timut-Imri might be able to tell us, but I don’t know. I can tell you that he was in Heaven for a while.’ He touched the amulet on its gold chain. ‘I can read the Nexus. Most of the reports filed are open to me. I can show you when he arrived in Heaven and when he was taken away by Gul.’ He didn’t mention that Zos was listed as dead.

The men on the couches were silent. A young man, a westerner, put a horn cup of mead into Pollon’s hand and gave another to Leontas.

‘To Zos,’ Kormak proposed, and they all drank.

Kormak glanced at Fionn. ‘You know the Great Lady the best,’ he said. ‘What do you think of Timut-Imri?’

Fionn was an older man who had served many years in the Guard and had a great name among them. He was one of the most foreign-looking of all of the Guard, a massive man with pale skin, pale eyes that gave him the look of a feral wolf, and red hair that age was dulling into grey and brown. His face was bare, but his arms and legs were covered in tattoos, most of them Narmerian hieroglyphs, warding spells worked directly on his skin. A few were even more esoteric.

‘I told you before,’ he said with a certain insolence. ‘I don’t figure the old sorcerer for a bad one. There’s magic involved, I have no doubt, but I’m damned if I see him as the bad one.’

If Kormak was annoyed with Fionn’s tone, he didn’t show it. ‘Conn?’ he asked.

Conn had been Maritaten’s own bodyguard for a year. He was smaller than Fionn, thin and dark-haired, with a topknot and a moustache as thick as a rope. He was renowned for his loyalty to Maritaten. ‘He’s a fewkin’ sorcerer,’ Conn said. ‘I don’ like them, the whole clan. Don’ trust them.’ After a pause, he said, ‘But sure, he stood by us at Akarna.’

Kormak turned to Pollon. ‘Show me your evidence,’ he said.

Pollon talked it through, showed the scroll, and explained that they had the priest of Druku and the scribe in custody.

‘Not exactly open an’ shut,’ Kormak observed.

Leontas shook his head. ‘What do you want? A confession?’

‘I want an open field and an enemy I can see,’ Kormak said. ‘Tudhal was better at all this.’

Leontas glanced around at the whole of the Guard, silent now. ‘Listen, friends,’ he said. ‘Any time now, Ak-Arrina is going to hear from some spy or other that Pollon and I are here, talking to you, and he’s going to act. Immediately. Decisively. So let me be blunt.’ He looked around.

Pollon thought, He is a very good orator.

Leontas raised a hand. ‘In the fight at Akarna, Lord Zos saved the Lady of the High House, and you. In the retreat from Thais, Timut-Imri saved the Lady of the High House, and saved you.’ He smiled. ‘I might have helped save you, too.’

He was rewarded with a nervous chuckle.

‘Now these people who saved you are in peril. Did Mari-Ye save the Great Lady? Or you? How about Ak-Arrina? Did he save anyone here?’ He looked at Conn. ‘I wager you that Timut-Imri can save Maritaten, Conn. Do you think anyone else can?’

Pollon smiled. ‘Well put,’ he said.

Leontas turned to Kormak. ‘Throw a guard around Maritaten and take the traitors, before they kill her and we’re all made slaves.’

Kormak sighed. There was silence in the hall – a silence that stretched for perhaps fifty beats of a calm man’s heart.

‘Conn? Go directly to the Great Lady with Fionn and any two Guards of your choice. Secure her person. If anyone argues, tell them I ordered it. Tell the Royal Guard to go back to their barracks.’

‘And … ?’ Leontas demanded after a moment.

‘And nothing,’ Kormak said. ‘I weren’t born yesterday, and just because I hate this shit doesn’t mean I don’t know how to play it.’ His voice changed, and he sounded more like a captain, enunciating his Narmerian. ‘I am responsible for the Great Lady’s person. If Ak-Arrina is guilty, as you say, he’ll react. If you’re wrong, he’ll just send me a protest that his charioteers weren’t allowed to guard Maritaten.’

‘And if he has a spy in this room?’ Leontas demanded.

‘He doesn’t,’ Kormak said. ‘Ever notice we don’t have any slaves?’

Pollon had, in fact, noticed that he’d been served mead by a young westerner.

‘Everyone who wants to join gets to be a mess servant for a year or two. Weeds out the stupid, the weak, the thieves and the fools, and it means that we’re only served by our own.’ Kormak nodded. ‘Fionn, the whole Guard is to be under arms in the yard in a quarter of an hour. We will be ready to take Mari-Ye and Ak-Arrina at the same time. Send some boys to make sure of their locations.’

Fionn rose and bowed. ‘On my way,’ he said, and the hall began to empty.

Leontas rose, and Kormak waved a hand. ‘I’m inclined to believe you, but I’d like you two to remain our guests for the next half an hour,’ he said.

Leontas put a hand on his sword hilt, and breathed deeply, nostrils flaring.

Pollon put a hand on his arm. ‘Relax,’ he said. ‘Ak-Arrina is too much on edge to pass this test.’

Kormak looked at the two veteran mercenaries. ‘How about your godborn?’

Axe laughed without mirth. ‘My camp is so full of spies that they report on one another.’

Anenome nodded. ‘Spies for the gods, men who never wanted to defect, spies for the Narmerians … probably spies for you, Leontas.’ He shrugged. ‘We really need some fighting before we lose them altogether.’

Pollon said, ‘Lord Kormak, it is not my place to teach you your business, but what of Prince Ahaz? He has been remarkably loyal to the Great Lady.’

Kormak frowned. ‘I don’t know him,’ he said. ‘I know he fought well in the desert.’

Pollon nodded. ‘I know him,’ he said. ‘Zos and I have dealt with him.’

‘Let’s see where we are in a quarter of an hour,’ he said.

They lay on their couches. Pollon found his mead too sweet, and he had too much time to think: about spies; about Maritaten; about Mura, and the possibility she was alive. He asked Kormak if he knew the boy, Kussu.

Kormak smiled. ‘That’s one tough kid,’ he said. ‘Survived the sack of Hekka. Survived slavery in Kyra. Got dragged off as a drover with Enkul-Anu’s army in the desert, and ran away to join us.’ He grinned. ‘Destined for greatness if he don’t get hanged,’ he added.

‘Why would Gul take Zos?’ Leontas asked.

‘Zos is widely thought to have killed Nerkalush,’ Pollon said. ‘Gul’s son.’

‘Oh, fuck,’ Axe muttered. ‘That’s not good.’

The officer of the day came in to the now empty hall. ‘Prince Ak-Arrina demands audience,’ he said. ‘He’s outside with a guard of his chariot warriors. He’s mad as hell.’

Kormak looked at Pollon, as if rebuking him for believing that the foreign mercenary was a mere brute. ‘Well, well,’ he said, with a slight smile. ‘Tell Fionn to surround the hall after the prince comes in.’

‘You’re convinced?’ Leontas asked.

‘Let’s just say I’m easier with this path than the other.’ Kormak lay back and drank off his mead.

The doors to the mess hall were flung back, and Ak-Arrina, wearing a magnificent scarlet cloak, swept in like a bright hawk soaring into the room. Behind him came ten of his charioteers, not men of the Royal Guard but his own household, in bronze scale corselets and helmets.

‘Down on your knees for the Great Lord Ak-Arrina!’ the officer cried

The mess hall was empty except for Pollon and Leontas, Axe and Anenome, and Kormak. None of them went down on even one knee. Instead, they all stood.

Ak-Arrina had his helmet under his arm, but was otherwise in his full panoply. ‘What is the meaning of your replacing my guards on the Great Lady?’ he demanded.

Kormak rose from his couch. ‘I am responsible for the keeping of the Great Lady.’ He gave an insolent shrug. ‘It’s my decision to make, not yours, Prince.’ He emphasised the title ‘prince’.

‘I am countermanding your orders,’ Ak-Arrina said. ‘Order your men to leave the Great Lady’s rooms.’

Kormak shook his head. ‘You don’t want to do this, Prince.’

‘Get it done,’ Ak-Arrina ordered.

Kormak nodded as if in agreement, and then said, ‘No. No offence, Prince, but you ain’t in my chain of command. And the fact that you’ve brought your own household with you tells me you don’t have the support of the Royal Guard. So, no.’

Ak-Arrina answered Kormak’s shrug with one of his own. ‘Fine,’ he said, and turned to his household officer. ‘Kill all of these men.’

Anenome rolled off his couch with a long bronze sword in his hand. ‘You must be joking.’

Ak-Arrina had been so focused on Kormak that only then did he see who else was on the couches. Leontas rose and drew his sword. Pollon rose and drew his long sickle-knife.

Doors opened all around the hall – doors that in summer would have let light and air into the dining hall.

Ak-Arrina forced a smile. ‘I see that I have made a mistake.’

Pollon stood forth. ‘Your mistake was betraying your Great Lady and selling Zos to the gods,’ he said.

Ak-Arrina shook his head. ‘I don’t know who you are,’ he said, ‘but I never betrayed Maritaten.’

‘With Laila?’ Pollon prompted. ‘We can prove it.’

‘I sold them some foreign sell-sword!’ Ak-Arrina said. ‘I was promised …’ He paused.

Kormak raised his own sword. ‘We don’t care,’ he said. ‘Kill ’em.’

It only took an hour to take Mari-Ye, who was caught trying to flee with a mule loaded with gold. Timut-Imri was released, and Maritaten had never been threatened. The Royal Guard were confined to their barracks while their officers were briefed. Pollon’s only role was visiting Prince Ahaz and asking him to join them. After the usual contretemps about Pollon’s identity, his mission went smoothly enough, and in the dawn, they had a council gathered: Ahaz; Horat, the Great Lady’s charioteer, with a trio of officers from the Royal Guard; Kormac and a dozen officers from the Guard of Swords; Leontas, Axe and Anenome; Nefertari and the recently released Timut-Imri.

‘Can you perhaps restore me to my usual form?’ Pollon asked as soon as he met the old man.

‘Being a big warrior not as much fun as you expected?’ Timut-Imri said.

‘It had its moments,’ Pollon said. ‘But for the negotiations, I’d rather just be me.’

Timut-Imri smiled. ‘Uncommon wise.’ He snapped his fingers.

And just like that, Pollon was back in his own body.

‘How do you do that?’ exclaimed Pollon in wonder.

‘Practice,’ Timut-Imri answered.

They weren’t really a regency council, and even among themselves, they had yet to sort out who was in charge, but Ahaz took over the meeting with the support of Leontas and Kormak. He brought the crowd to order by pounding his knife hilt on a table.

Ahaz was neither tall nor handsome. He was small and dark-skinned, middle-aged, with thick, bristling black eyebrows and grey in his beard. Pollon thought he looked like a particularly rapacious pirate, or maybe a caravan raider in the deep desert, but he had a reputation for honesty respected across the east, and he had certainly stood by Maritaten.

When the council was quiet, he nodded. ‘Friends,’ he said, ‘we have a lot to get through. First and foremost, we need to hear what’s happening with the Great Lady of the High House. As far as I know, the expert there is Timut-Imri.’

He nodded, and the old sorcerer stepped forward.

‘Maritaten is keeping Lord Zos alive with her power,’ he said loudly.

Anenome brightened. ‘That’s … beautiful,’ he said.

‘Way better’n Zos ever deserved,’ Axe rumbled.

Leontas held up a hand. ‘But the Great Lady is alive?’

‘Very much so,’ Timut-Imri said.

‘Can you awaken her?’ Kormak asked.

Timut-Imri spread his hands. ‘Given time and peace to work … maybe. There are great workings involved.’

‘How long?’ Ahaz asked.

Timut-Imri spread his hands again. ‘At least two weeks. Maybe a month.’

‘But then we’ll have the Great Lady in charge,’ Ahaz said, as if that was an absolute fact. The men and women from the army looked relieved. One raised her hand and introduced herself to the newcomers.

‘Siheti, Commander of Archers. May we ask what has happened to Prince Ak-Arrina?’

Leontas rose. ‘Siheti, I’m Leontas,’ he said.

‘I know you, bridge builder,’ she said with a bow.

‘Prince Ak-Arrina committed treason, selling Lord Zos to the gods and turning on the Great Lady. He is dead.’

Siheti flushed. ‘Ah,’ she said. ‘That was the rumour. And Mari-Ye?’

‘Is under arrest by the Guard of Swords, and will be publicly tried when the Great Lady recovers.’

Siheti looked around. ‘My lords, I’m not looking for trouble, but Druku’s dick, sirs, there’s a thousand rumours in the camp, and it could get ugly. And some of the girls and boys liked Ak-Arrina.’

Horat snorted. Siheti raised her hands, as if acknowledging that not everyone had liked the arrogant prince. ‘My lords, he was … what we knew.’

Pollon stepped forward beside Leontas. ‘Siheti, I’m happy to share the proof, but Ak-Arrina threatened to have several of us killed and we had to act.’

She nodded uncertainly. ‘We’d like to hear it from the Great Lady.’ She crossed her arms and looked at them levelly.

Ahaz nodded. ‘From where she sits, gentlemen, we could be the usurpers.’

Pollon looked at the archery commander. ‘I am willing to share every shred of evidence we have. The Great Lady is sick. We’re working on that. We are willing to …’ He glanced at Kormak. ‘To allow a deputation of officers to see her, and see for themselves that she is alive.’

Siheti uncrossed her arms.

Kormak looked doubtful.

Pollon kept the rostra. Ahaz gave him a nod, and he turned. ‘That allows me to move to the next item,’ he said. ‘When we took Mari-Ye, he had a letter which we have verified from other sources.’ He had, in fact, located several different sources in the Nexus, and he was coming to a fuller understanding of the saying ‘knowledge is power’.

‘Lord Seti-Anu is raising an army to come and finish us,’ Pollon said. ‘He will have the support of the gods, and quite probably of the Jekers as well. Mari-Ye was in correspondence with him.’ He bowed and withdrew.

Ahaz thumped his dagger handle on the table for silence. ‘So, friends,’ he said. ‘What in all the hells of Kur are we going to do?’


Chapter Twenty-Four

Heaven/Auza

Enkul-Anu

‘And?’ Enkul-Anu asked. Then he turned his head. ‘Have we taken Lazba?’

Illikumi bowed. ‘I have taken the liberty of sending the relief fleet intended for Narmer to Lazba. It is ours. There are a few holdouts in the hills, but we control the cities and the plains.’

Enkul-Anu remembered agreeing to that, and smiled.

And just like that, everything was going his way. He had Laila back, and he had Kursag out there, willing to do his bidding, raising new armies in Hannigalbat. And Illikumi, who had a head on his shoulders, even if it was a snake’s head.

‘And Weshwesh?’ he asked.

‘Gul has sent a host of the dead,’ Illikumi said.

Enkul-Anu slammed a massive red hand on the arm of his white marble throne. ‘That is not what I ordered!’

Sypa emerged from the end of the hall, where she had been sitting with Laila. ‘Great Storm God,’ she said carefully. ‘Gul has taken action. The other cities will see the lesson clearly.’

Enkul-Anu sat back. ‘What fucking lesson is that, Sypa?’

‘Everyone in Weshwesh will die,’ she said. ‘Surely that lesson is clear.’

Enkul-Anu shook his great head. ‘The slaves revolted against the godborn. Now all the slaves are dead.’ He looked at Illikumi. ‘What fucking lesson do you take from that?’

The snake god’s tongue shot out for a moment; Enkul-Anu had learned it was the equivalent of a raised eyebrow. ‘Great God,’ Illikumi said, ‘If it wasss me, I would learn that if my slaves revolt, I will be punissshed.’

Sypa nodded. ‘Exactly.’

Enkul-Anu had stopped saying ‘I’m surrounded by idiots’ out loud.

‘Great Lady, Consort, Queen of Lust …’ The Storm God’s eyes were mild. ‘Do you know that since this fucking revolt started, we’ve lost three cities, the whole nation of Noa, and most of the island of Lazba?’

‘Lost?’ she said. ‘Or punished?’

He chuckled bitterly, and a little fire came from his brazen nostrils. ‘Well, they’re dead. They won’t provide worship or taxes. I’ll give you “punished” if you’ll allow me “lost”.’

She smiled. ‘And all the others will come in line when we destroy Narmer.’

‘I will need an army to destroy Narmer. And we don’t have one right now.’ Enkul-Anu was looking out from his throne over the world. ‘Seti-Anu is about as useful as a measure of sand in a desert, and if we destroy Narmer, the most populous nation we control …’

‘We have Gul,’ she said. ‘And anyway, that heretical bitch Maritaten is as good as dead. Laila says she’s stuck in some magical limbo and she’ll never recover.’

Enkul-Anu chuckled. ‘I admit, that was a master stroke. Although Laila missed the fucking sorcerer.’

‘She got the general. I think he was behind the whole revolt. And now he’s just a plaything for Gul!’ Sypa was excited by the capture of the mortal so-called ‘war master’.

Enkul-Anu was mildly concerned that, after months, the man still wasn’t dead. He kept that to himself.

But it wasn’t his problem. Gul had demanded the man as restitution for the loss of his son, and Enkul-Anu had conceded that the God of Death had a point.

‘Narmer will fall of its own accord,’ Sypa predicted. ‘Your butt-boy is running most of it, isn’t he?’

‘Seti-Anu?’ Enkul-Anu laughed. ‘He is! He’s ensconced in the palaces at Lukor, making sure my tribute is paid.’

‘Then what’s your worry?’ she asked, putting a hand on his arm.

‘There’s a flood of fucking star-stone,’ he said. ‘There’s some power moving in the north and the Nikali only hear tales. Maritaten’s army remains undefeated north of the delta. They saw my demons break and run, Sypa. They have to be destroyed. Annihilated. No survivors. I’ve ordered Seti-Anu to raise an army, and I intend to lend him the demon legion. I may lead them myself. I can’t trust mortals.’

‘Don’t go, my dear husband,’ she said, flashing her brilliant teeth. Her breath was beautiful: sweet, spicy, like incense. ‘Send Gul. His armies never lose. They can’t die.’

Enkul-Anu flinched in revulsion. ‘I told you to beware of Gul. He is not one of us.’

‘He helped us take Heaven!’ she said. ‘He helped us beat the old gods!’

Enkul-Anu looked out over the world. ‘Yes. And I didn’t look the gift horse in the mouth.’ He sighed. ‘I probably should have.’

Weshwesh

The young girl by the water knew nothing of the committee of safety, or the fight for power among the former slaves of Weshwesh. She only knew that instead of toiling all day at a ground loom in a dingy warehouse in the city, she was now free to play with the pretty stones on the beach, at least sometimes.

She still had to work. She and her older sister would toss the shuttles back and forth, and also fetch water and wash the completed textiles, and do everything else that children did. But sometimes, she got to play on the beach, and that was an improvement, and that was all she really needed to know about the revolution that had ended the rule of the godborn.

Her sister was building one of her elaborate sandcastles. Her sister was older, but in some ways, more of a child. She tended to get too interested in patterns and shapes, and then she’d work and work, making something perfectly.

Her aunt said her sister was going to be a great weaver. She thought her sister was annoying. Even as she watched, her sister was laying out a watergate for her elaborate sand palace.

‘Nanna,’ she said patiently. ‘You know the water will come.’

Nanna just smiled.

The girl rolled her eyes, and let her sister dig. She herself had stones to find; her favourite were the bits of white that smelled sweet, almost like resin. She collected them, and the little box she kept them in smelled beautiful.

She found three, tucked them into a fold of her peplos and heard a cry from behind her. She knew what to expect: a tantrum as the rising tide ate her sister’s carefully crafted palace of many rooms.

She turned, the last piece of the fossilised resin in her hand, to see …

She had trouble making her mind accept what she saw. The water out beyond the edge of the beach seemed to be boiling.

Her sister screamed.

A line of skeletal heads appeared in the water, and another. And another …

Some had a little hair plastered to their skulls. Some dragged long leaves of kelp …

By the time her mind accepted that they were gidimu, she was screaming, too.

A phalanx of the dead. Armed with green-bronze swords and broken spears and ancient shields.

Marching up the beach.

The lines went on, far to the north and south, and she was running, even as Nana’s screams came to a sudden end.

But before she could draw a breath, there was a chorus of screams from the fishing shacks, and the animated dead began to slaughter the living wherever they found them.

The girl ran. She ran and ran, looking for her aunt, but the gates were open, and when she tried to leave the town, she fell, and the screaming horde of panicked citizens of Weshwesh ground her to a bloody pulp trying to flee the city.

By then, Nanna’s corpse had joined the invaders.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Onadawega Country, Dendrowna

Era

Era was in Yina-sey-o, one of the largest of the Onadawegan castles, temporarily safe from spring cold and late snow, snug and warm and well-fed, when she heard from a local trader that Zos was dead. She heard it in the form of a song about the fall of the war god, sung in the lingua franca of northern trade – a mix of Poche, Nikali and Narmerian, with loan words from every language Era had ever heard. The man’s words were translated somewhat freely by Hefa-Asus and Nicté; the song confused elements of the old war god Ara’s fight against Antaboga with the account of a mortal – who was obviously Zos – fighting Enkul-Anu in the delta. But after two repetitions and a few questions, Era had the essentials: someone had betrayed Zos to the gods, and he had been taken and tortured to death.

The trader’s name was Colel, and he was a Poche man most recently out of Palanke, far to the east. He was a walker; he carried a huge basket of goods on his back, and walked the mountains, offering news and gossip, dandelion silk embroidery thread, fine bronze needles, porcupine quills dyed with expensive dyes, and a dozen other high-value, low-weight items. He and the Uran scout, Mitig, knew each other well enough to trade insults. While Mitig questioned Colel further, Nicté shook her head.

‘The World Turtle must be about to sink beneath the waves,’ she said. ‘I sit in my mother’s council lodge with an Uran.’

Era frowned. ‘Hells, Nicté! Zos is dead.’

Nicté made a face. ‘Zos courted death like a boy with his first girl. He’d kissed death many times, and the final embrace was never very far away.’ She smiled at Hefa-Asus, who was also listening to the trader. ‘But you don’t speak the northern trade language. He’s been taken, and he’s being tortured.’ She shrugged. ‘I know a little about torture. Zos will sing his death song for a long time.’

Era made a face of distaste. Nicté obviously saw Zos’ torture as an opportunity for heroism. All Era could see was the humiliation and the horror of it. And she was tempted to say something snappy in rejoinder to Nicté’s comments about courting death, like ‘takes one to know one’.

But she didn’t. Instead, she listened to Hefa-Asus and old Mitig translate Colel’s answers as he went back and forth between the trade language and his native Poche.

‘The Narmerians beat Enkul-Anu?’ she asked.

Hefa-Asus nodded. ‘He’s rock solid on that. They turned the demons with our star-stone and killed a dozen. Zos led the attack. He was triumphant, but his charioteer or his archer was wounded.’

‘Daos?’ Era asked.

‘Or Pollon,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘And the chariot – the Sky Chariot – was badly damaged by Enkul-Anu. The mortals retreated over the Iteru and the army of Enkul-Anu was destroyed, which makes no sense, but my friend here insists on it. The queen of Narmer, Maritaten, is north of the delta. He says he got all his trade silver from a Kanunite merchant down somewhere in what he calls the Shale.’

Mitig, the Uran, spoke up. ‘I know the Shale. I was there as a boy, looking to learn more of the Snake People and the sea. It seemed to me that the Snake People must have come from the sea – and perhaps they went back to the sea as well, like the Fish People.’

Hefa-Asus looked at the scout and smiled. ‘Mitig? The Shale?’

Mitig nodded. ‘Stone beaches east of the Tiatoni country. The great canoes of the Stone People come there to trade. They like the stone beaches.’

Era leaned forward. ‘Ask Master Colel if his Kanunite trader was on a ship?’

There followed a heated exchange.

‘Colel says that, yes, his trader came in a small ship, but Mitig doubts him, because only the Stone People, by which I think he means Narmerians, come to the Shale.’ Hefa-Asus shrugged. ‘Era, it’s a song, not a scouting report. It may not even be true, although Colel says that the merchant was afire to tell him about the defeat of the demon legion. Even now, he is telling us that there is a revolt by mortals all over the world against the terrible gods.’

The irony of that was not lost on Era, and she laughed.

Later, when she was alone with Jawala, Hefa-Asus and Nicté, she said, ‘It sounds as if Zos was at least half-right. His Narmerian queen managed to pull off something like a win against Enkul-Anu.’

Jawala looked into the fire. ‘And then promptly sold him to the gods?’ she asked.

Era shook her head. ‘I think we need to reserve judgement. We need closer contact. Our immediate priority remains the defeat of the Nikali, but we need to know what’s going on in the south. If Zos was right, this queen of Narmer is our best ally and our best hope to win this fight in our lifetimes.’

They all nodded.

Nicté pointed south. ‘My people say that the Nikali are well to the south, beyond the Great Bend in the river. The Uran and the Onadawega have already buried their hatred and sent scouts south. Gyantwachia, our war leader, says that if they come, we will fight them on this side of the Chemung river.’

‘We should meet with your Gyantwachia. How many soldiers does he command?’

Hefa-Asus laughed, and Nicté merely sighed.

‘We Free People do not have soldiers. Gyantwachia is war leader because the People know him to be the best at war, but no warrior has to follow him. Indeed, a young warrior has already taken some other young men and women south to strike the first blow.’

‘A few youths?’ Era asked. Jawala wrinkled her nose in distaste.

‘It shows good courage in our young. Of course, it is foolish and the Nikali will kill them, but any who survive will have much honour. And they will learn much.’

Jawala shook her head. ‘Human life is precious.’

Nicté shrugged. ‘Perhaps somewhere, but not here, Jawala. Babies die, mothers die, men die when trees fall on them or bears eat them, or the corn dies too early and we starve.’

Jawala turned her face away.

Era nodded. ‘So, your war leader is not a commander?’

Nicté made a face. ‘He and the other senior warriors will make decisions. Most fighters will follow them. A few may not.’

‘Jawat won’t like it,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘And my cousin … he won’t like that either. We have a little more discipline among the Poche.’

Nicté looked at her lover fondly. ‘You trade freedom for war power. We have talked about this.’

The smith spread his hands. ‘I understand you,’ he said. ‘I fear that facing the Nikali, we may need our kind of war power.’

Nicté shrugged. ‘The Nikali are either desperate or foolish. They can harry the southern villages, but if they come into the mountains, the result is always the same.’ She showed her teeth. ‘You will see.’

Era held up a hand. ‘I’m not sure Hefa-Asus will see. I want to send a party east and south to meet up with the Narmerians. Hefa-Asus is the most likely to be able to repair the Sky Chariot.’

Hefa-Asus smiled. ‘I am flattered by your words, Era, but the Sky Chariot is as far beyond me as the new star-metal is beyond bronze.’

Era raised an eyebrow. ‘And yet you two managed to create the star-metal.’

There was an uncomfortable silence.

‘How far is the delta from here?’ she asked Mitig, the Uran scout.

He looked uncomfortable. ‘We would have to pass the Nikali country. And then Tiatli. And then the Horse People. I have never walked farther than the edge of the Great Grass where the Horse People live. They are … very proud.’

Era felt the frustration that was her everyday life: she could never accomplish one task without adding to her list of other tasks. ‘So we can only send a party to Narmer if we defeat the Nikali?’

Mitig shrugged. He declined to say more.

Jawala seldom spoke in council, because her views on violence had all been expressed, and so often the meetings were councils of war. But now she raised a hand. ‘Era, I know it will sound foolish, but if you are determined to send someone to Narmer, perhaps the best way is back down to Palanke and Forest Port and Vetluna. Aanat could cross the sea to Narmer in a dozen days if the winds were kind.’

Era thought about that. It was sufficiently counter-intuitive that she hadn’t considered it, but what Jawala said made sense. ‘It would be downstream all the way,’ she admitted.

Hefa-Asus seldom grumbled, but the trip across the mountains and woods from their little town in the Kautlin country to the principal town of the Onadawega had been very hard. ‘All the way back?’ he moaned.

Era suspected he was thinking: Without Nicté?

Nicté had much the same thought written on her face as she stared at her lover.

‘Hefa-Asus and I are to be wed,’ she said quietly.

Erae thought of the reception Nicté had been given when she came home to the palisaded town of Yina-sey-o. She had been greeted with screams of joy, a whole night of feasting and celebration. She’d danced and sung her exploits and given her mother, a senior matron, one of her star-stone daggers. Her people had treated her with a respect bordering on awe … at least for a day or two.

And Nicté was looking forward to fighting the Nikali. Era needed Nicté here, not travelling with Hefa-Asus.

Era thought about trying to order Hefa-Asus away, and then thought about what Nicté had just said about freedom. She nodded to herself.

‘Hefa-Asus, you are the one we need to send. But I cannot order you away. Will you go?’

He looked at Nicté. ‘I think we need to talk about this.’

Nicté smiled. ‘Marry me tomorrow. In front of my mother and father. Then go. I’ll stay alive for you. You do the same for me.’

Hefa-Asus looked uncertain – a rare face for him. ‘Perhaps if we defeat the Nikali …’

Nicté smiled, but she shook her head. ‘Mitig may be a crow-eating Uran, but he is right in this. And when we beat the Nikali …’ She blew out her cheeks. ‘Five hundred Nikali are a few grains of sand in the desert. It won’t make crossing their country easier.’

Hefa-Asus seemed to deflate. Era knew how much he loved Nicté: how long he’d been patient. She bit her lips; it was hard enough to order people about, to deal with their frailties, to manage their resources, but it was hardest of all to send her friends into danger.

And harder still to send one of her best warriors away before a battle. Possibly not even a good idea; Hefa-Asus had the respect of the Poche warriors, he was a potent force. Qari, his cousin, was not a known factor. She regretted having voiced her notion to send him away before thinking it all through.

‘Hefa-Asus, you are the greatest smith in the world, mortal or immortal,’ she said. ‘As far as I see it, our greatest need right now is to communicate with Narmer. They need to know we plan to help them. We need to know what they’re doing. And we need the Sky Chariot to carry goods and news.’ She paused. ‘I want to know everything about Zos. The trader says Gul has him in Hell. If he could raid Heaven to steal the resin, perhaps we can break Hell and save him. If we knew enough.’

Hefa-Asus swelled a little at the praise, but then he laughed. ‘Well, well,’ he said. ‘Your flattery is sweet like honey, but your facts are as solid as good star-stone. I don’t promise I can fix the Sky Chariot.’ He held out both hands. ‘On the other hand, if I can’t fix it, who can?’

Era nodded. But next morning, when she heard that the Nikali were imminent, she kept him. She didn’t have so many warriors like Hefa-Asus that she could spare one in a fight with Jaguar Knights.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Lukor, old capital of Narmer

Seti-Anu

It took four weeks to muster an army. He’d known it would be hard, but he was wrong by an order of magnitude; even with the harshest measures he had trouble, and one of the troubles was that he didn’t have enough reliable men to fully deploy the harshest measures.

He didn’t need peasants. He needed an army to face Maritaten’s hardened guardsmen, and what he had was a lot of hungry mouths with spears, and a handful of godborn charioteers who were willing to follow him as long as he promised an easy campaign and plunder.

He tried to hire the eastern mercenaries, on whom Narmer depended for expert archers and scouts. There were apparently none to be had, and the emissaries he sent didn’t return.

The were rumours of new Jeker fleets out on the ocean. There were appalling rumours from the Hundred Cities of an army of gidimu – animated corpses, massacring everything as they marched. And peasants reported that a handful of Jekers still held Thais in the delta.

Seti-Anu had no intention of troubling the Jekers, and he had orders to avoid Thais, which he planned to obey. His ‘army’ was going to march up the north bank and cross the desert to Kanun. Maritaten had all the nation’s ships. All the good soldiers. All the foreign mercenaries.

His own archers continued to sing the songs the rebels had written, about the fight in the delta, about freeing slaves. The charioteers, being godborn, resented the songs, and it created friction, and Seti-Anu wanted to tear out his thinning hair.

Maritaten was definitely winning the war of songs.

He wondered how in Kur she was paying or feeding her troops, and he had a secret hope that they’d just desert when they saw him coming. He taxed his serfs as hard as he dared, and raised gold by stripping the tombs of his ancestors. Gold was the real weapon he planned to wield. He didn’t think his army could fight its way out of a straw basket, but with gold …

All things were possible. Gold would outweigh the songs.

Or so he hoped.

Southern Dardania

Kursag

Victory was sweeter than honey.

Kursag’s new crop of Jekers, refugees who looked more like scarecrows than people, swept across the Maritsa river and defeated Sala’s army of chariot-mounted godborn warriors by dint of desperation and vastly superior numbers. The southern Mykoans managed to accelerate their defeat through reckless courage and a series of pointless challenges to single combat. The challengers were simply swarmed and killed.

The Jekers had no honour.

As the Mykoans were too acculturated to their war-ways to retreat, they were all killed.

And eaten.

Sala, the southernmost of the Mykoan palace-cities, was reputed the richest, and it boasted the most warriors and the finest woollens; it fell, after thirty days of siege, to a mass assault. The Jekers took a thousand panoplies of bronze armour, chariots, clothing, food, and the entire sea fleet of a powerful state – almost forty ships.

The sack of Sala went on for days, with every horror that Kursag could devise. It occurred to him that the other Mykoan cities would probably surrender faster if they knew the fate that awaited resistance, but that wasn’t the reason for the atrocities he encouraged.

He just liked them. And the power flowed into him: the dark power of mortal aggression, mortal hate, mortal lust, mortal violence. They worshipped him in their debasement, and he grew in stature – vulture-headed, wrapped in a decaying winding sheet to symbolise that he brought death.

He let them do whatever they wanted; indeed, he ordered them to.

‘I am the Lord of the End. Do whatever thou wilt, for soon you, too, will end.’

He had planned to take windy Pylax next, but he did occasionally respond to prayer, and Hyatta-Azi had always been one of his best captains. He was holding the ruins of Thais in the mouth of the delta, and to Kursag, that location was no less vital now than it had been half a year before. Besides, it had propaganda value.

Holding it would mean that he was winning, and always had been winning.

He had forty ships. He had food and armour and warriors. What he didn’t have were captains, and he decided to save Hyatta-Azi and Sagosa, his most loyal followers. That was not what his father Enkul-Anu had ordered, but his father only made him angry. Anything his father said made him angry. His father’s assumption of superiority made him angry.

His father’s fears about Gul made him contemptuous. Some old war … and his father imagined that he would care!

A million worlds, though … Kursag pondered the idea of a million worlds as Sala burned. He hated the idea, because it made his pose as a destroyer seem petty. What use his tortures, his killings? He might promise the end of one world; the other million would continue, uncaring.

That made him very, very angry. When he claimed to be the end of the world, he wanted it to be the end of all worlds.

But the constant flow of the dark auratic power kept him from despair. And as the flames of Sala burned down – as the last survivors were found in the rubble, tortured and killed, cooked in the ruins of their own houses and eaten – Kursag came to a new understanding of his role.

He was the Destroyer, but he had to work carefully to destroy all the worlds. It was a new goal, and it allowed him to focus his anger.

He would accompany his new fleet himself, as it headed east. But he’d visit Lazba, and perhaps have a discussion with Gul on the way.

Heaven/Auza

Zos

A year before, he had been broken on a wheel, his limbs smashed with a hammer, and he had remained sane. He didn’t know why; it was perhaps that he’d endured many years of wounds, recovery, pain, and the deaths of friends and servants.

Nothing prepared him for the wrath of the gods.

He couldn’t really remember the first few weeks. The horrors of anticipation, the torment of knowing that he was lost. The sheer anticipation of what was to come. The only measure of sanity he preserved was the thought of Maritaten, and he thought of her constantly.

Then it began. They questioned him. He tried silence. The torture began. Eventually he answered, mostly because the things they seemed to want were unimportant. They never asked about the real effort, in the north; they never asked about Maritaten. They asked him about his desire to kill gods, and they asked him, over and over, which of the gods were behind his rebellion.

Laila visited him several times. He ignored her.

Then they hung him in the Hall of Judgement, and some mortal executioner began to torture him in front of the gods.

It was horrible. But somewhere in there, he stopped answering them, because he had nothing left to lose.

And Enkul-Anu watched. Between bouts of pain, Zos could see the Great Storm God sitting on his throne of white marble. He’d had the satisfaction, when they cut off the fingers of his right hand, of spattering the throne with his blood. Even in Heaven, it would be hard to get the blood out of the milk-white stone.

They cut off his scrotum and burned it before his eyes; at some point they ripped out his toenails. Then they blinded him.

Any hint of resistance crumpled. He knew he was broken – finished. No amount of resin could save him. He lost time to the pain and the rage and the humiliation and the sheer powerlessness, so maybe they had got his mind after all.

And then, when he was utterly wretched, he felt as if Maritaten was watching over him. It was a peaceful feeling. She shared his humiliation, but she wanted him to rise above it. So he did, as best as he could.

He lost all track of time. He hung in chains of gilded bronze in the Hall of Judgement, the ruin of a mortal body.

One moment led to another, and he came to with Enkul-Anu standing by him, watching him. He couldn’t see the Great Storm God, but he could still smell the slightly bovine scent.

‘How are you alive, mortal?’ Enkul-Anu asked.

Zos wished he could manage a witticism, but nothing came out save a grunt.

‘I see now why you were the figurehead to lead this rebellion,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘You fought well enough. Just tell me which of the gods is behind you, and I’ll let you die.’

Zos gagged; there was blood in his throat, blood seeping from somewhere …

‘It can’t really be Druku – he’s a drunk. Who does that leave?’ The Storm God’s voice was rich and deep, and almost soothing.

‘Unnnhhh,’ Zos said. They’d smashed his mouth – his teeth? His tongue lolled; perhaps it was just a lack of water. His tongue seemed swollen to three times its normal size.

‘You,’ barked Enkul-Anu. ‘Give him a little ambrosia. Let’s see if he’ll talk.’

Someone came; a scent of lilacs. Laila? Is that Laila?

Water was trickled into his mouth. Zos spat, retched, and then drank, his own spittle flowing over the ruin of his chest.

Then ambrosia. The taste in his mouth was like everything good he’d ever experienced. He felt a jolt. Is that what power feels like?

Zos’ mouth cleared, as did his mind. And he felt the connection to Maritaten again, as if she was watching him. He cracked a smile. The cracking was literal; caked blood on his lips and gums cracked.

‘Now,’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘Talk.’

Zos felt tears rolling down his cheeks. He thought of Maritaten.

‘Wha’ ah-bou?’ His voice sounded high and quavery.

‘Are you a fucking idiot?’ Enkul-Anu asked. ‘I am the Great Storm God. I can crush you with a thought, or guarantee that your torture lasts another aeon. Tell me which of the fucking gods is behind your petty rebellion.’

Zos considered. They’d been asking him this for a long time – since the dawn of time, as far as he could remember.

Maritaten is right there …

Laila gave him more ambrosia.

‘That’s enough, damn it!’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘This is the fucking turd who burned the resin store. This mortal dared set his feet in Heaven and defiled our holy places.’

Zos managed a choking sound that was as close to laughter as he could perform.

‘You think that’s fucking funny?’ Enkul-Anu roared.

Zos said, ‘U ’ant ee do ell u ta ame of a ghod?’ He grunted. ‘’Ere! ’Ow?’

Laila spoke up, her voice as clear as water flowing from a spring. ‘He says, Great Storm Lord, “Do you want me to tell you the name of the god here, and now?” ’

Zos had enough awareness to wonder why Laila was now helping him.

He was not surprised that Enkul-Anu assumed they were tools of another god. We were, weren’t we? he thought. Temis and Tyka. At least. And Druku. And, Laila, by the way …

He grunted again.

Enkul-Anu looked around. ‘Clear the fucking hall,’ he said slowly. ‘Everyone but Laila. Laila, translate for this worm.’

Laila leaned her lovely head closer to Zos’ lips.

‘Your stupid rebellion is broken now, you know that?’ Enkul-Anu said. ‘All for nothing, as usual. We have you – your army is falling apart. Maritaten of Narmer is in a coma of some sort. I have suborned two of her captains. In a few weeks, I’ll sweep up the remains of this little revolt, the army of Narmer will be exterminated and your rebellion will be over.’

Even at the end of torture and horror, Zos could be pleased. The gods of Auza had no idea where the heart of the revolt was. Era and Hefa-Asus and the others – and the star-stone – were unknown. If he’d been healthier, he might have laughed aloud and given the game away. Instead, he savoured his tiny victory with a grunt.

I was the diversion. I was always the diversion, you fucking idiot.

Pretty good plan, eh?

Laila leaned closer.

Enkul-Anu’s voice boomed, ‘Just tell me the name of the traitor god, and I’ll let you die,’

Zos tried not to think of the gods who’d actually helped them.

He grunted.

‘What’s that?’ Enkul-Anu demanded.

Zos couldn’t think of who to name. He grunted, trying to buy time.

Laila said, ‘Gul. He says Gul.’

Enkul-Anu stopped pacing, and whirled. ‘Gul?’ he whispered.

‘That’s what he said.’

‘Fuck,’ Enkul-Anu said. His backhand shattered Zos’ skull.

And … Zos died.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Heaven/Auza

Enkul-Anu

Illikumi was afraid of the Great Storm God, but he was brave enough to hide his fear.

‘The Great God Gul isss not here, Mighty Ssstorm God.’

Enkul-Anu sat on his massive throne. It was a new throne, completed by a human priest who had found the slaves and the white marble, and Enkul-Anu liked it, although it now had spots of the dead mortal ‘war master’s’ blood on it.

Despite that, he liked it doubly; it was a sign of renewal. There was something new in Heaven, made by obedient human cattle, with vigour and imagination.

He sat with his long bull’s head on his massive fist. He knew perfectly well that Gul was not there.

But it rankled.

‘Did you send messengers?’ Enkul-Anu demanded.

‘Yesss, Great Ssstorm God.’ The snake-headed Chancellor of Heaven replied. ‘None of them returned, Great Ssstorm God.’

‘Where?’ Enkul-Anu asked. ‘Where is he – my undead “brother”?’

‘Great God, he is said to be in the underworld of Kur. We sent messengers by the …’ Illikumi consulted his deathless tablets. They, at least, were still functioning; they had been inherited from his predecessor Nisroch by the simple expedient of rifling the missing god’s rooms. Illikumi had found a variety of fascinating objects there. ‘We sent messengers to the Great Gate of Kur on Lazba.’

Enkul-Anu’s golden eyes burned like living flame.

The dungeons of Heaven

Zos

It took several repetitions before he – and they – arrived at the conclusion that Zos wasn’t really dying. His body healed – not fast, but it did heal. When he awoke, a day later, in agony, his skull was still knitting back together after Enkul-Anu smashed it. But he was alive.

It took him several rides on the ‘death voyage’ before he understood the full horror of his position. At first, he assumed this was some incredibly powerful torment created by Enkul-Anu, but the Storm God’s rage made it plain that Enkul-Anu was as puzzled as Zos was himself.

By his tenth death, he’d discovered something. His immensely practical inner self was losing its fear of pain and death. Since, apparently, death wasn’t real for him.

He had also discovered another thing.

Maritaten was really there with him. In fact, in the moments of the most absolute humiliation, it was as if he were her. Far away. Above the pain, above the stake being shoved through his body, or the drag of his intestines from a small hole in his abdomen.

They abused him, and she sheltered him. Sometimes, she screamed with him.

The border between them began to fray. Some days he was just himself, hanging in agony in the mage-lit Hall of Judgement; some days, they were one. He was good at surviving the pain; she was good at surviving humiliation.

Zos had never really thought much about pain, but now he thought of little else. He wanted to think more about Maritaten. He wanted to remember her face, her naked body, her easy carnality, her intellectual brilliance, her hard practicality. He wanted to talk to her. He could feel the warmth of her emotional embrace, but he couldn’t seem to say anything, although in the darker moments, he screamed to her.

He wanted to remember a time before, but after ten brutal deaths, there was no real before.

And yet, paradoxically, the omnipresence of the pain reduced its reality. They had ruined his body utterly. He didn’t really know if any part would grow back; his balls were gone, and so was his tongue, his feet, his hands. But when Enkul-Anu crushed his skull, he was left in a cell not unlike a grave for long enough that the skull rebuilt itself.

He found a new fear in that cell: that he would be buried alive. Being tortured was exhausting, and with time to think, he began to wonder how Maritaten was supporting him, and what the cost to her might be. Buried alive, he’d suck every ounce of strength from her, and eventually …

He’d go insane.

And then Laila came to him, and gave him more ambrosia.

‘We really don’t have enough of this,’ she said softly. ‘But I never thought they’d use you like this. Why are you alive? And I’m … very sorry. Sorry that I betrayed you, but … I was bored. And lonely. And I needed to get back into Heaven. There were things I needed to do.’ She looked at him. ‘And all I wanted was to go to Druku.’

Zos knew a little about Druku. He knew Druku had sent him a message for Laila, which he’d never had a chance to deliver.

I ought to hate her. But I can’t raise any hate. She’s a fool. Except that she’s nobody’s fool, and she’s up to … something.

The time before the torture began had a fairy-tale quality. Had any of it ever happened? Fighting? Bull-leaping? Maritaten?

Bull-leaping. He was fairly certain of those memories. He tried to cling to them, and as they left him in the cell for a long time, and Laila brought him ambrosia several times, he really began to heal. One day he thought he caught a glimmer of light coming from somewhere: his eyes were regenerating?

Hope insinuated its way into his heart. And he had a great deal of time to think. At some point, he thought of Jawala, and the ways of the Hakrans, and he chewed on them in his rebuilt skull, considering. He’d always meant to. They were lovely people, but they were vulnerable to simple physical violence.

On the other hand, lying in his ruined body on the floor of a cell deep below Heaven’s summit, it turned out that he, too, was vulnerable to simple violence. Maritaten’s emotional presence warmed to the thought. She hadn’t been able to protect herself from abuse.

He hadn’t worked out what he really thought about it all before they came for him again. He was interested and vaguely horrified to find that when they dragged him into the light, his hands and feet were regrowing, and although his regenerative eyes weren’t yet capable of the focus to see it, he suspected he might have some sort of penis emerging as well.

Laila came again and fed him more ambrosia. Her hands were cool, her scent was a delight.

‘Why are you still alive, you silly mortal?’ she asked. ‘I would definitely be dead by now, and I’m almost a goddess.’

Zos shook his head. Without a tongue, it was very difficult to speak. It might have amused him, as the torturers continued to ask him inane questions about the gods behind the human rebellion, and he couldn’t really speak.

‘Why has Druku abandoned me?’ she asked. ‘Why has Antaboga abandoned me?’

That caught Zos’ attention.

Antaboga? His pain-addled mind tried to add up all the fractions of information he had. Nothing much came.

He looked at her. All he could see was a pale blur, but that was an improvement. ‘Huh-uh.’

She leaned close. ‘Do you know something?’ she whispered.

Zos wasn’t sure why, now, he wanted to tell her. But he did. Maybe because of the name Antaboga. ‘Uh-huh.’

She put a hand on his chest. He felt her warmth. ‘But you can’t tell me,’ she said.

He could still shrug. ‘Huh,’ he said.

She shook her head in frustration and left him, but that night she came into his dreams.

‘This wasn’t easy,’ she said.

He didn’t have a body, in his dream, but he had a tongue. ‘Druku said he’d come for you when he was ready,’ Zos said. ‘At the Festival of the Midsummer Sun in Lukor.’

Laila smiled, and that smile didn’t look at all like Laila. ‘The festival of fucking Arrina?’ she said. ‘He’s insane.’

Zos thought, Uh-oh. But then he let it go.

The next day, they laid him on a slab of black basalt in the Hall of Judgement, and Gul came. Zos knew him by his smell: the charnel house stink of death. Gul didn’t gloat, or threaten.

He stared at Zos for a long time. Zos wished he could talk, if only to bandy insults. His tongue was growing back, but not in any useful way.

Finally, Gul extended a long black claw. ‘Interesting,’ he said, and used the claw to slit Zos’ throat, all the way down to his abdomen. ‘Soon you will be ours,’ Zos heard Gul say. ‘Ours forever.’

And Zos died. Again.

Later, Gul stood at the Gate, deep in the mountain of Auza. The Old Gate. The one that had once linked to other worlds.

The body of the strange mortal adventurer lay on the cold marble floor, like a broken toy, and the god Gul tried the workings of the World Gate again. He had gathered power for weeks, reaping souls and auratic power on Lazba and at Weshwesh, and still …

It was still not enough, and soon he would be discovered and there was little he could do to gain more soul power to break the gate open unless …

… unless he could take Druku, and that was something they should have considered earlier. Now that Laila was available and they knew the date of the rendezvous, it seemed possible …

Next to Enkul-Anu, Druku was one of the most powerful gods, and if Gul controlled Druku he would have the power to open the gate. Kursag might do as well, but couldn’t be trusted, and seemed a little too clever at destruction. But Druku could be seduced

With Laila.

Gul stooped, plucked up the dead man, now a pawn in a different game, and left the Gate.

Gul’s chariot of bone landed on the ground of the Vale of Jasmine. His control of its dark powers was so complete that it didn’t even bounce; the bone wheels rolled freely over volcanic rock and sand, grass and low bushes, until it drew to a stop just short of the cave to the underworld.

A cliff rose from the yellow stone and yellow flowers of the vale, and towered over them, blocking the strong spring sunlight, which Gul preferred. A short trail wound up to the cave.

Gul could remember when the dragon Antaboga had chosen to lie here. She was one of the few powers of this world that all of the beings in Kur feared. Her flame was ancient and very hot, and her hatred for Gul’s kind was legendary.

And she’d kept him out of Hell for weeks, and foiled a dozen schemes, just by lying here.

And then she’d flown away. He still approached the gate with some caution, and today it was yet more warranted, because beside the entrance to the dragon’s cave was a dark figure, three times the size of a man, vulture-headed, with enormous wings folded back.

Gul drove his magicked horses up the path with care. The outer horse of the hitch didn’t even touch the ground – that wasn’t a challenge for Gul. Nor did the beasts fear Kursag, but the thing was insane, and needed to be treated accordingly.

And he had gained enormously in power.

Gul’s mind was a composite of many minds, and many thoughts could run around it at the same time, and the plotting was continuous, the adjustment to new conditions immediate. Factions rose and fell.

One faction within him favoured fighting and subduing Kursag immediately, for future absorption. Do I have enough power to make the risk worthwhile?

But caution prevailed. If Kursag has the power to help with the World Gate, he may have the power to cripple us. He was rumoured to have lost the mighty weapon, Godkiller, but it’s possible that he had planned that as propaganda …

‘Kursag,’ the God of Death said quietly, through parchment lips.

‘Gul,’ the God of the End bellowed, so that the name rang up the Vale of Jasmine, echoing off every surface: Gul, gul, gul, gulgulgulgulgul.

‘What do you want, Destroyer?’ Gul asked in his strange, multi-part choir of a voice. ‘Few come to visit me in my own realm. Would you care to enter?’

Kursag managed a dark chuckle that didn’t sound particularly mad. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I don’t need to visit your seat of power.’

‘What do you want, then?’ Gul asked. He was preparing himself. When gods met outside the halls of Auza, usually it was either to plot or to fight.

‘I wonder if you are the ally I seek,’ Kursag said.

‘What ally do we need greater than your father, the mighty Storm God, king of Heaven?’ Gul asked in his multifarious voices.

‘You don’t obey my father,’ Kursag said. ‘I’ve watched you for years, Gul.’

Gul’s construction precluded shock, but a frisson of fear ran through all of his selves. ‘You … watched … me?’

‘I was my father’s spy, God of Death. Why do you visit the Gate of Worlds so often?’

Gul shrugged, hiding a chorus of fear and anger. Destroy him. ‘Whim,’ he answered.

Kursag nodded. ‘Enkul-Anu has hinted that there was a force behind the Apep-Duat – something more terrible, something from which the gods of Auza fled. Eh? And he locked the World Gate behind him.’

Gul wished the Destroyer was, in fact, a little more insane.

But Kursag, who had sunk to his massive haunches to talk to the God of Death, now rose and dusted his taloned claws. ‘It’s nothing to me, Gul. But it strikes me that we might have common goals. I look to destroy the world. What do you want?’

Gul frowned. ‘Order,’ he said. ‘An end to this terrible chaos.’

Kursag laughed. ‘And people think I’m a destroyer. Order? By which you mean …’

Gul took a risk. The many aspects of his consciousness were capable of dissent, but found it almost impossible to lie outright. ‘I will absorb them all. The Bright People and the humans, the north and the south, the Golden Bears, the centaurs. I will take them, and I will bring them peace.’

‘And leave a desert,’ Kursag said. ‘With nothing left alive.’

Gul’s million eyes peered into the darkness around the Destroyer. ‘Perhaps I could leave you until the end,’ he said. ‘I have some … independence.’

Kursag’s smile was just an illusion of rot on his long beak. ‘Perhaps I will tolerate you. But there are other worlds beyond this one.’

‘I know,’ Gul said.

‘Now I know, too,’ Kursag said.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Kanun, Northern Narmer

Pollon

They never made a formal decision on a regency council. Instead, they simply agreed to meet, and they met: Prince Ahaz and his lady, Jezebar; Pollon and Leontas; Nefertari and Kormak, who was now formally named captain of the Guard of Swords; Timut-Imri; Horat, the queen’s charioteer, and Ulat and Olufemi, her confidantes; and Ben-Turuk, Hierophant of Kanun, and the most pliable of the priesthood available with the status to control the others. Horat, Olufemi and Ulat might have seemed odd choices in normal times, but the daily condition of the Great Lady was of vital importance, and both women also seemed to know where a great many bodies were buried and skeletons hidden, as Horat commented.

‘They may be the most dangerous women in Narmer,’ Horat joked.

The informal council met every day, usually in Ahaz’s chambers high in the citadel above the beach. It worried Pollon that there were so few actual Narmerians on the council; he knew that some of the professional Narmerian army were near mutiny.

The people of the region had a peculiar view of the world, and a lot of it was about burial customs. In effect, most natives believed that if they were buried outside Narmer, they’d never achieve the afterlife. And Kanun, for all that it was one of Narmer’s satellite states, was outside Narmer itself.

Several days after the palace coup, the council received word that Seti-Anu was raising an army against them.

‘We can take them,’ Kormak said.

Leontas shook his head. ‘Have you spoken to any of the Royal Guard lately? Or the old army folks?’

Kormak shrugged. ‘I can take anything Seti-Anu throws at us with just the Guard of Swords and our Py friends.’

Pollon looked at Leontas, but it was Nefertari who spoke up. ‘All this would change if we had Maritaten at our head,’ she said. ‘Barring that …’ She looked at Kormak. ‘I mean no offence, foreigner, but you don’t know us. Some of those peasants and local godborn will fight very hard indeed for what they see as legitimate rulership. And Narmer. We can easily be made to seem like a foreign army of westerners and Py.’

Nefertari was tall, heavily built, with broad shoulders and a long, narrow face. Some of the soldiers called her ‘horse-face’, but her handling of the fleet’s finances and logistics had earned her the right to speak. She was, to all effects, the treasurer of the Army in Kanun.

Pollon was hesitant to speak, but he made himself do it with authority. ‘If we are going to fight Seti-Anu, we need to do it on the other side of the Iteru,’ he said. ‘In Narmer.’

‘If?’ Horat asked. ‘What choice do we have?’

‘We can pick up everyone who will go, and move north,’ Pollon said. ‘We have allies in the north.’

Ulat shook her head. ‘You do, maybe. My mistress isn’t Great Lady of the North. She’s the Great Lady of Narmer.’

Horat and Nefertari both nodded.

Pollon sighed in frustration. ‘In a year, maybe two, our northern allies will have an army that can take back all of Narmer. And face the gods on any battlefield.’ He hoped that this was true, but he didn’t know it.

Even Kormak shook his head. ‘No, Pollon. You are a wise man, but you are no soldier.’

‘I never claimed to be,’ Pollon bridled.

Leontas put a hand on his shoulder. ‘I used to believe that Pollon was no soldier,’ he said. ‘Now I think he is as worthy as any godborn. But, Pollon, in this, I must agree with Kormak. If we retreat, we will have nothing.’

‘Already there are people deserting us,’ Horat said. ‘Not just soldiers – bureaucrats. No one wants to die in alien lands. And …’ He paused. ‘And while no one misses Ak-Arrina, Mari-Ye was quite popular.’

Ahaz glanced around. ‘I understand Pollon’s proposal all too well,’ he said. ‘I may send my family north to your allies, Pollon. But Nefertari and Ulat are also right. We must fight, and we must fight in Narmer, on Narmerian soil, or we will lose all credibility.’

The next day, after a careful reading of the anaphora, Pollon found the boy, Kussu, sitting in the yard of the Guard’s barracks.

‘I remember you,’ Kussu said. ‘I thought they broke your limbs on the wheel?’

Pollon smiled without mirth. ‘They did.’

‘Wow,’ Kussu said. ‘And you survived.’

‘So did Jawat,’ Pollon said. ‘The old militia man.’

Kussu grinned. ‘He was always good for a sweet, but he hit me sometimes.’

Kussu had filled out. Pollon thought he was fourteen – maybe younger – but he was starting to show muscle.

‘How’d you escape?’ Pollon asked.

Kussu laughed bitterly. ‘Escape? I have been a slave for most of the last year.’ He looked out over the lower town. Smoke was rising into the morning sunlight, and the red tile roofs glowed. ‘I would never have called my life in Hekka easy, eh, boss? But the last year made begging in Hekka look pretty damn good. Then Tudhal found me. These foreign barbarians are … Well, they’ve been good to me. I’m learning to drive a chariot!’ he said with a pride that burned like the sun.

Pollon nodded. ‘It’s certainly been different,’ he agreed. ‘Do you remember a woman named Mura?’

‘The trader? Of course. She was part nomad, right?’ Kussu agreed.

‘Do you know what happened to her?’

Kussu glanced at him. Then he glanced away. ‘She died.’

There it was. Yet Pollon felt it as a blow; he’d thought perhaps …

‘How?’ he asked.

Kussu shook his head, a very small motion. ‘You really want to know, boss?’

‘Bad?’

Kussu looked away and nodded. ‘Godborn. Fucking arsehats.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m never going to be weak again, eh, boss? I’m going to drive chariots until I’m big enough, and then join the Guard of Swords, and I’m going to kill anyone who tries any shit on me.’

Pollon could see that the boy was coiled as tight as a spring. The look on his face was … feral.

‘I … loved Mura,’ Pollon said slowly. ‘We lived in the same house. Why didn’t I marry her?’

Kussu shrugged. ‘Hekka was a pretty crap place,’ he said.

Pollon nodded. ‘You’ve come a hard road.’

Kussu laughed. ‘Hey, no one broke my arms and legs with bars of bronze.’ He shrugged. ‘I hear you’re quite the archer, boss.’

‘I do my bit.’

‘If you ever need a charioteer …’ Kussu looked up – a quick, almost animal movement. ‘Someone coming for you, boss,’ he said, and rose to his feet.

It was one of Ahaz’s noble charioteers, a Yahudi lady named Tira. She bowed, and he bowed.

‘My prince requests your presence,’ she said.

Pollon followed her up the seven hundred and four steps to the palace high above the beach. The rest of the impromptu council was there, all except Ulat.

Everyone looked as much on edge as Kussu had been. Pollon moved further into the prince’s council room, decorated with colourful frescoes, mostly of flowers, to find one of the Bright People standing with an older Py man and two Py women.

He looked at the massive insect carefully, and saw the damage to the wing casings and one leg.

He stepped forward, careful of the corrosive dust on the wings, and bowed deeply.

‘Hail, far-traveller!’ he said.

‘This is the avatar of the Lady of the Desert,’ the older Py man said.

Faster than Pollon could react, the insect reached out and sank a talon into the back of his hand.

‘Pollon Strong-Bow! We see you alive with pleasure.’ Her voice came out of his throat, but he felt no compulsion.

Ahaz’s strong brown face was pale with fear, and his consort’s hands were trembling. Leontas had a hand on his sword, and Kormak’s eyes gleamed.

Pollon, in his own voice, said, ‘Nothing to fear. This is an old friend. He saved me and Zos, and others.’

The old Py man laughed. ‘I’m glad you two know each other,’ he barked, ‘but you don’t know them well if you say “he”. This is an avatar, and they are … them. And your “friend” is the goddess Tyka. I am her human ambassador, and this is her avatar, come to help you.’ He bowed to Ahaz. ‘I am Nour. I have no title. My people are Free People in the desert, but the Great Lady of the Desert has chosen me to speak for her. She has sent you fifty jars of resin to show her friendship.’

Every mortal human present was suddenly smiling.

‘May I ask where the Great Lady of the High House is?’ Nour said. ‘I have travelled far to meet with her.’

Ahaz said, ‘The Great Lady is not available today …’ He paused.

Pollon turned to the avatar, whose talon was still lightly in the back of his hand. ‘How shall I address you, avatar of the goddess Tyka?’ he said.

‘Tyka is fine,’ his own voice responded. ‘You may call me Tyka. I have no need of flattery from you, Writer.’

Pollon nodded. ‘Maritaten lies in a coma, at the edge of death.’

Timut-Imri flinched. Ahaz fidgeted. Kormak nodded in approval.

‘I know something of your powers, Tyka. Help us.’

The backwards-jointed legs moved. ‘Lead me to her,’ Tyka said.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Onadawega Country, Dendrowna

Era

In the skies above the dark forests of the Onadawega country, stars glimmered in the night sky as the war council gathered in the long houses, and the great comet burned like a new sun, portending victory – or defeat.

Era had never been a general or a strategos, and she found the role that had been thrust upon her a hard one.

The fifty warriors Jawat had, and the fifty Poche who had followed Hefa-Asus, made her the most powerful war leader at the council. The Kautlin peoples had sent almost a hundred archers under their own leader, the wiry hunter, Yal. The different clans of the mountain people could muster three times as many, but they were in groups of different sizes – parties as small as five or six following a younger war leader, or Gyantwachia himself with fifty veteran warriors.

The Uran had fewer warriors. Indeed, the first day of the council was a dreary recitation of the defeats they had suffered the year before, facing the Nikali in the east. The whole Uran nation had moved farther north into the late spring snow.

‘Babies and old people will die,’ their leader said. She was a matron whom Nicté called Red Shirt. She spoke with immense dignity, her iron-grey hair like a silver crown on her head. ‘No one wishes to live in the snow, but we lack the bows to stop the Nikali this year. I will send as many warriors as I can spare, but I must have hunters and workers, too.’

Mitig, the Uran scout, spoke when the pipe was handed to him. ‘All but two of our villages were burned last summer,’ he said. ‘And that was before the great waves stirred the Nikali like a bear’s paw in a hornets’ nest.’

No one was more surprised than Era when Red Shirt nominated her to lead the alliance. The matron spoke simply.

‘This foreigner is a woman, and that means she is wise. She has many warriors, and that means she is rich. And she is not an Onadawega, so my warriors will follow her.’

Nicté cackled. ‘I thought this would happen,’ she whispered to Era.

Era looked at Nicté. ‘I’m not a general,’ she said.

Nicté shrugged. ‘Era, you have proven good at everything you set your mind to. And what Red Shirt says is true for everyone here. No Onadawega will take commands from an Uran, and no Uran from any of us.’ She smiled. ‘Lead us to victory.’

The logistics of wilderness warfare were surprisingly simple, because the mountain peoples lived on stored food: dried berries, smoked meat and other staples. They expected to hunt as they travelled. They travelled very lightly, and they were fighting on their home ground.

Era still wanted to send Hefa-Asus to the Narmerians, but she decided to keep him until she fought her battle. Despite his claims that he was only a craftsman, he was very competent at warfare, and the Poche warriors followed him, not her.

But Jawat was her principal advisor, as he was considerably less bloodthirsty than Nicté.

‘What we need is a really good ambush,’ he said. ‘Far as I can tell from Nicté and Mitig, these Nikali are fucking horror shows in combat. Worse than Jekers. Veterans, with real training and years of victory.’

‘You’re not cheering me up,’ Era said.

‘So, we’re outnumbered by better troops,’ the old man said. ‘We gotta hope they’re cocky as fuck, eh?’

Nicté nodded. ‘And they are,’ she said. ‘But they’re not easy to ambush. They move with caution, and they always have scouts.’

‘And yet you always drive them off,’ Jawat said.

Nicté agreed. ‘With heavy losses,’ she said. ‘And if they have really sent twice five hundred warriors with fifty Jaguar Knights, we’ve never faced so many.’

Jawat smiled wickedly. ‘And they bounce your ambushes?’

‘Not often, but it has happened,’ Mitig agreed. ‘The people are more … cautious … now.’

Later, Era, Jawat and Nicté met with Yal, Gyantwachia and two of his principal warriors for the Onadawega, and Mitig and an older woman, her arms criss-crossed with scars and tattoos, for the Uran.

‘I am Hausis,’ the Uran woman said to Era. She ignored the Onadawega. ‘I have fought the Nikali, and the Tiatoni, and the Poche, too.’ She looked around. ‘My man fought for Narmer three summers. I did, too. Against Stone House Men.’

Era bowed. ‘Hausis, we are pleased to have you with us.’

Hausis nodded. ‘Nikali men are hard to kill with a single arrow.’ She didn’t look at the Onadawega, but she said, ‘I think others will agree.’

‘I have killed two,’ Gyantwachia said. In fact, he wore a headdress like a helmet, and it did look like a jaguar’s head – clearly taken in battle. ‘They are very hard to kill. They do not surrender, and they take some drug or have some spirit power that lets them fight even with death wounds.’

The two men with him nodded gravely.

Old Jawat outlined his plan. When he was done, Gyantwachia shook his head.

‘Maybe with Stone House Men you could do this,’ he said. ‘My people cannot follow a plan this … complicated.’

Jawat was going to remonstrate, but Era raised her hand for silence. ‘Listen,’ she said.

The war leaders were all silent.

‘My warriors will do the complex parts,’ she said. ‘All your warriors need do is wait in ambush, and then follow mine.’

Jawat pointed. ‘Moving constantly to the enemy flanks as you go,’ he said.

The Uran woman, taller than any man present, gave a grunt. ‘My people will do that anyway,’ she said. ‘Only the Stone House warriors fight where the enemy is strongest.’

Again Jawat opened his mouth to speak, and this time Era elbowed him.

‘Can you do this, this way?’ Era asked.

Hausis made a non-committal noise.

Gyantwachia grunted. ‘Hunh,’ he said.

‘Good,’ Era said. ‘Then we must have a scouting report, and choose our battlefield.’


Chapter Thirty

The dungeons of Kur

Zos

He had no idea how long he was dead, or whatever happened when his body gave up, but what came to him was not … life, or consciousness, as he knew it.

He surfaced into something like a fever dream.

The woman standing before him was clad in a simple peplos, but in the way of dreams, the garment itself was somehow incomplete, as was the woman. She only existed from the waist up; below her waist was …

It wasn’t nothing. It was only that he couldn’t change his field of view. Nonetheless, he had a terrible feeling that she was incomplete.

But his secret weapon was there: Maritaten was close, and he reached for her insubstantial presence, even as he wondered if his mind had broken and he was hallucinating.

‘You are a strange one,’ the person in the peplos said, and her voice was like a hundred voices, or a thousand. They all spoke together – a silken weave, a choir – yet he could hear the slight dissonance.

Zos tried to nod agreement, but he had no control over his body. Possibly he had no body – that’s what it felt like.

‘If you were one with us, the pain would end, and you would live forever,’ they said.

That was appealing. Although at the moment …

‘I’m not in pain now,’ he said aloud. At least, he thought he did, but the words hung in his mind. Did I make a sound? It was difficult to be sure.

Now he was unsure that this was a woman. A person, more like. A person in a white …

Is it white?

‘Will you come with us?’ the person said.

‘Come where?’ He reached in his mind for Maritaten.

‘You must agree to come with us,’ the person said. ‘If you do not agree, then you are of no use to us.’

Something jarred. ‘Who are you?’

‘We are,’ the person answered. Every time they spoke, the dissonance increased slightly; the last words had a wailing sound to them.

Except that Zos was unsure as to whether there was actually sound.

‘Am I dead?’ he asked.

‘You must join us,’ they said.

Are they the dead? That stands to reason – this is the personification of death …

Isn’t Gul the personification of death?

In his dream, the person in white glided closer. When they reached the range of touch, they raised an … arm. Except it had no shape, and instead of a hand, to his horror, he saw a sort of rope. Like rope, the arm seemed to be made of threads – thousands of threads – and every one of them was moving, writhing like worms …

Zos wanted to wake up. This was the point, in a normal nightmare, where he would wake up.

The tiny worms brushed his face. Every one of them, he could now see, had tiny teeth …

And then they recoiled. Even though each strand was no larger than a single thread of fine wool, he thought he heard them hiss in anger.

‘You resist,’ the person spat. ‘How can you resist?’ And then said, ‘You are of no use.’


Chapter Thirty-One

Kanun, Northern Narmer

Timut-Imri

The towering, insectoid creature should have been a monster out of a nightmare: taller than the largest barbarian in the Guard of Swords, brightly coloured in blues and violets, with tightly furled iridescent wings, a long blue head that was mostly faceted eyes, dark, backwards-jointed legs that looked capable of immense power, and equally long arms tipped with jet black talons.

But instead of being monstrous, the creature exuded dignity. It moved with precision, almost like a cat; its head movements were rare, and it often twisted its torso instead of its head. It was quick, like a bee, and yet graceful.

Timut-Imri couldn’t take his eyes off the thing. He hadn’t seen one in years, and only then to fight them. Now, he was close enough to touch the creature, and it was being escorted to Maritaten.

Nour, the Py ambassador, followed them through the corridors. The Bright Person had to bend at the waist to move, and Timut-Imri thought of Laila, and how cramped the goddess had felt in the corridors of Thais.

Olufemi led them, and she opened the curtains to a room on the south-west corner of the palace, with a surrounding balcony that looked out over the sea – a magnificent room, like the top turret of a watchtower. The frescoes were of lilies, and the furniture was ebony and ivory, with wall hangings of the finest wool and linen.

Maritaten lay on the same bed she’d been on the last time he’d been in this room. She didn’t appear to be alive unless you used a bronze mirror held to her lips to see the mist of her breath. She’d rolled over on her side, and lay curled like a child.

The Bright Person wasted no time. It stepped to the bedside and cast.

The insectoid being’s powers were of the first order, and the creature cast powerfully and quickly – as quickly as Timut-Imri would have done himself. Timut-Imri knew the spell; he used it often enough himself. The being had just cut through the overlay of illusion in the world to look directly at the magical codes that lay beneath. Timut-Imri did the same, so that the people and furniture faded somewhat and the colours of magic replaced them. He wondered how the Bright Person saw the Aura. As colours? Sounds? Scent?

The creature’s head turned, and it placed a talon into the arm of the ambassador. ‘Who cast this … thing?’ it asked. It pivoted in an inhuman way, at the waist and neck, so that it faced almost directly backwards.

Timut-Imri hid a grimace. I could have just run away. ‘I did,’ he said into the silence.

The insect eyes, inscrutable and thousandfold, regarded him. ‘Why?’

‘Maritaten asked me to protect Lord Zos,’ Timut-Imri said.

The Bright Person turned back to Maritaten. A talon beckoned. No one had attacked him for confessing; indeed, all the rest of the council seemed … spellbound.

‘Come,’ the creature said. Another black talon plucked the bright blue thread of Zos’ life force as if it was a harp string. ‘This is your Zos?’ it asked.

‘Yes,’ Timut-Imri said.

‘Watch,’ the insect-voice screeched. It did something – something very powerful – and the blue thread was revealed to have a second thread wrapping it.

‘Three. They are three,’ the Bright Person said. ‘One is Zos. One is Maritaten.’ The head turned to regard him with that thousandfold stare. The talon picked at the fine, almost invisible thread. ‘This one,’ it said, ‘is Arrina.’

‘Arrina?’ Timut-Imri replied, as stunned as he’d been in years.

‘Arrina. A mighty sorceress. A Great Power.’ The head turned. ‘We have been foes and friends. I know her.’

‘I …’ Timut-Imri had a near perfect recall of his castings. ‘I did not invoke her …’ He paused. She’s in exile!

We invoked her. In her temple, with a hymn. Unexpected consequences of hubris. All my fault.

The insect eyes tracked him. ‘Even in the Outer Darkness, she is powerful. You invoked her, and then you spent power like the desert spends sand. I can feel it, mortal. I can read it as if you’d written it for me on papyrus.’

Timut-Imri nodded. ‘Yes,’ he agreed. There seemed no point in lying.

Hubris. His favourite sin. He’d thought Arrina was a safe goddess to use to cover his workings.

The Bright Person nodded. ‘Arrina has guaranteed the sanctity of this bond,’ it said. ‘I doubt that even one such as I could break it.’

Timut-Imri looked at the floor in humiliation.

‘But this is not just a working,’ the insect said through the lips of the elder Py. ‘It is a message, and the message is for me.’ Again, the Bright Person turned, swivelling at its hips and shoulders to face back towards where Leontas, Ahaz and Pollon stood with Nefertari.

‘What message?’ Timut-Imri didn’t think he had anything to lose by provoking the insect.

Oh, I’m a fool, and now I’m caught between all the various millstones and I’m going to be ground very fine.

The Bright Person cocked its head like a good dog. ‘The message invites me to recall Arrina to earth. After all, I recalled Temis, with a little help. And she knows that.’

Pollon spoke up from behind him. ‘If you understand the human concept of irony—’

‘It translates well, Pollon,’ Nour’s mouth said.

‘What could be more ironic? Mari-Ye committed treason hoping that he could arrange the restoration of Arrina,’ Pollon said in his dry, scribal tone.

The Bright Person rubbed its wing cases against its legs. Nuor’s voice said, ‘How I wish I could laugh.’

There was a silence, and finally the Bright Person said, ‘So? What have you decided?’

Pollon shook his head. ‘Decided?’

The insect turned again. ‘If I restore Arrina to the mortal realms, she will be able to save Maritaten. Perhaps even Zos, if she is so inclined.’

‘And otherwise?’ Leontas asked.

‘Otherwise, I think nothing will change. Zos, whom I remember fondly, will continue in an endless torment. He will never die. But he will continue to wish himself dead. And your Great Lady will lie here, equally unliving and undying.’

Timut-Imri held up a hand. ‘We need to discuss this.’

Leontas looked grey. ‘What’s to discuss? All the Narmerians want Arrina back. Right? And we want Zos and Maritaten back. Right?’

‘Step back from the brink,’ Timut-Imri begged. ‘I got us into this. We need to proceed with caution.’

Pollon’s face was set. ‘No,’ he said. ‘We do not.’

‘Your friend is not worth the chaos that Arrina may wreak on all of us,’ Timut-Imri said. ‘However powerful she is, she’s been alone in the Outer Darkness for five hundred years. She may be insane.’ He paused. ‘I am not committed to your rebellion against the gods. But aren’t you against all of them?’

Pollon put a hand to his face and pinched the top of his nose. ‘Yes,’ he agreed slowly. ‘But what choice do we have?’

The Bright Person nodded its long head. ‘Listen to the scribe. Also, if you choose the restoration of Arrina to the mortal realms, I will need a vessel. Preferably a willing, living woman.’

The avatar turned. ‘And if we are going to do it, it would be best to do it soon.’


Chapter Thirty-Two

Onadawegan Country, Dendrowna

Era

The palisaded town began to fill up with refugees over the next two days: haunted-looking survivors of the Nikali assaults on the Onadawega villages in the southern valleys. All of them had had warnings from their own hunters and scouts, and most had left well ahead of the Nikali warriors, but they bore news of the failed attempts of their own clan’s handful of warriors to stop the Nikali column.

Nicté sat with her legs crossed, passing a pipe with her mother, Owi-je, as the elders questioned the refugees.

‘What are they saying?’ Era asked.

Nicté glanced at her. ‘They say there are a thousand Nikali,’ she said. ‘But none of them saw the warriors. I’m hoping that the reports are inflated.’

Gyantwachia nodded. ‘The one who flees counts every foe twice,’ he said. ‘I have faced these cat-skin warriors before. For every fighter, they have a slave carrying things – food, cotton mattresses, spare weapons.’

Jawat leaned in. ‘That’s a big column for a single track,’ he said. ‘It will go on for stadia and stadia.’

Gyantwachia nodded sharply. ‘They will have the Dog People out on their flanks,’ he said.

Era looked at Nicté. ‘Dog People?’ she asked.

‘The Nikali have enslaved a whole people,’ Nicté said. ‘Some say they are the Old People, who first came out of the ground when the dragons were young.’ Her mother nodded.

‘They have very keen noses, these Old Ones,’ Owi-je said. ‘The Nikali use them as scouts and trackers.’

‘Out of the ground?’ Era asked.

Jawat looked pained. ‘We need to—’

Era held up a hand and Jawat was silent. Nicté’s mother, Owi-je, nodded. ‘All the People came out of the ground, from caves. That’s how Earth made the first people. She made them from clay, breathed life into them with the help of Spirit, and sent them forth.’

Era nodded. Jawala was taking notes on a wax tablet; she smiled at Era.

Then Era looked at Jawat.

He nodded. ‘We have perhaps three days,’ he said. ‘Gyantwachia and I have chosen our battle site. I’d like to improve it.’

Gyantwachia raised an eyebrow. ‘Improve?’ he asked.

Jawat explained, and the Onadawega made a face of extreme distaste.

‘Digging is not warrior work,’ he said with finality.

Owi-je looked up. ‘Era,’ she asked, ‘do you want this digging to be done?’

Era nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Some digging will lower our casualties.’

Owi-je nodded to Gyantwachia. ‘It would please the matrons if some of the younger warriors could do this digging.’ Her tone held no hint of an order.

Gyantwachia spread his hands, a gesture Era was coming to know better and better. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

Era glanced at Nicté. ‘I will be asking Hefa-Asus to leave as soon as the fighting is over.’

Nicté nodded. ‘I am happy you let him stay a few more days.’

‘For your wedding,’ Era said.

‘And that,’ said Nicté, with a twinkle in her eye.

Nicté’s wedding to Hefa-Asus was celebrated hurriedly in a town short on provisions and long on refugees, who squeezed into every cabin and longhouse with their remaining possessions piled in baskets and bundles, and despite that, it provided a much-needed festivity.

It was only as the moment for the wedding approached that Era saw fully how important Nicté’s mother was in the political hierarchy of the Onadawega, and in how much esteem Nicté herself was held. Gifts were piled high on skins where the bride-to-be sat, with many of her people competing openly to offer the richest gift: magnificent furs, including the snowy white pelt of a white wolf; brilliantly crafted arrows; a powerful long bow; a necklace of southern gold beads; a war-hat made of an enormous elk skull with deer antlers cunningly worked into it, and other beautiful items.

Hefa-Asus gave his wife-to-be a sword. It was made of star-stone, and it was long and narrow, with two cutting edges. It had a wider guard than most swords, brilliantly fashioned to resemble the twisting branches of a thorn apple tree, and the pommel was a heavy apple shape of bloodstone, perfectly polished with flecks of gold showing in the deep red. The blade shimmered like the skin of a moving snake; it had patterns from the making, dark star-stone and light in an elongated chequerboard that ran from the forte to the point. It sat atop her wedding pile in a scabbard of dark brown leather, decorated in gold with studs shaped like apples.

It drew every eye as the fires at the centre of the town were built up until they warmed every person within sight. Great cauldrons of stew were brought, and everyone ate their fill. And then there was dancing.

Era had seen the Kautlin dance, and been impressed by it, but the Onadawegan dancing was of another order entirely. There were dozens of different dances, some as simple as a Narmerian peasant dance in a circle; some were performed by individuals in brilliant costumes, leaping the fires, jingling with bells or rattles. All were accompanied by drums, and Era saw that the drummers were held in high esteem. At one point Nicté rose, in her wedding dress of darkly tanned deerskin, and danced. Era knew the story immediately: the story of Nicté killing the Jeker champion on the beach of Rasna.

Hefa-Asus, on the other hand, danced the fall of the star-stone from the sky, and then the forging. He was heavy-footed and a little wooden, but not without grace. His friend Qari beat a complex rhythm for him, and the drummers took it up with a will.

Era wanted to dance. Twice she almost rose to her feet, but there were other women, and other men, and each took their turn, dancing stories of animals, of gods, of childbirth.

Era wished she had Pollon to play for her. But she could dance to almost anything, and she finally rose when it seemed appropriate; the emerald stars of the Gift were high in the sky, and the Bull was visible on the horizon. It was late. Now or never.

She stretched a little, warming muscles stiffened by hours of sitting through ceremonies with fire, smoke and song. She went to where Nicté was sitting with Hefa-Asus on a pile of furs, and bowed to the couple, and then looked at the circle of drummers.

Nicté smiled happily at her. She said something in her own tongue to the drummers, picked up her wooden eating spoon – a finely carved gift from one of the refugees – and beat it against her wooden stew bowl.

Era flushed with pleasure to realise that Nicté knew the beat of her own southern dances. Of course, she had danced often enough on the ship, when they’d all been together, but she hadn’t expected Nicté to remember the exact rhythm.

The drummers nodded, and began their beat.

A singer raised her voice. Era realised it was Nicté.

Era danced. She danced the tale of the creation of the world – at least, the way it was danced in Narmer and the northern parts of the Hundred Cities. She realised in a few steps how much she missed dancing, how vastly her life had changed in one year, but her muscles still knew the path her feet must take, and the drumming was superb, perfectly on beat, throbbing with energy that seemed to go straight into her hips and calves.

She leapt, and turned, danced and turned, rose on one leg, and dropped to her hands. Nicté’s voice sang without words, and other voices joined her as she told the story of the union of sky and earth and the birth of their children; the murders, the betrayals, and the coming of the first women and men … from the mountain of Auza.

Out of caves, she thought. And she fell completely into the dance.

It wasn’t bad, for a rusty old dancer, she thought, and decided to close with a flourish. She danced close to the fire, which had burned down some; she flirted with it, dancing just along the edge, turning faster and faster until she thought she had the distance right, and then she flipped over: a leap onto her hands, a push back onto her feet, another leap – this one farther, into a handstand – and she was off, tumbling over the fire to roll once and come up on one knee, facing Nicté.

Nicté grinned. ‘Is that my wedding present?’ she asked.

Era grinned back. ‘No, that was mostly for me. My wedding present is that Hefa-Asus is here to be married.’

She turned away as the two kissed each other. Long time since I kissed anyone, she thought. Command had many difficulties, and one of them was that the very women who appealed to her tended to work for her.

Awkward.

In the morning, the warriors painted. They did so at their own pace, sitting on stools or furs or log benches; everywhere Era looked, there was a man or woman painting, sometimes a group of three or four all painting one another, but usually just one warrior alone, with a bronze mirror. Hefa-Asus had brought a bag of them with him, and they’d been very popular.

‘We should get going,’ Jawat said. ‘This lot could take forever making themselves pretty.’

Qari had the Poche warriors in their ranks. Most of them didn’t wear paint, although a few had a line of ochre across their eyes, or along the line from the nose to the chin.

Mitig nodded at Jawat. ‘They’ll be along,’ the old scout said. ‘None of them want to miss this. Big medicine.’

Era couldn’t help herself. ‘Except the digging,’ she said.

Mitig shrugged. ‘Dogs dig holes, not people.’

‘You don’t paint?’ Era asked.

Mitig just smiled.

Nicté appeared, looking as fresh as the dawn, despite what Era suspected, with some jealousy, had been no sleep at all. ‘He’ll paint when he feels it’s right,’ she said.

Hefa-Asus also looked inhumanely cheerful. ‘Qari has everyone together,’ he said. He had his beautiful inlaid makuital over his arm.

Era looked at the beautiful morning and sighed. ‘Let’s go,’ she said.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Onadawegan Country, Dendrowna

Bizdii

One of the Dog People, a young man named Bizdii, slipped into the clearing where the dozen Jaguar Knights were putting on their armour. In the east, the sun was just rising, her beautiful light still hidden by the high ridge behind them and the endless trees.

‘Lord,’ the young man said.

‘Ashkii,’ Ohtli, the Jaguar Knights’ commander, responded. The word ‘Ashkii’ meant boy, and it was the only name a Jaguar Knight would ever call one of the Dog People.

‘Ambush,’ Bizdii said. ‘Big ambush.’

‘Far?’ Ohtli snapped.

‘Half day walk,’ Bizdii replied. ‘Just before Painted Rock.’

The commander frowned, his suspicions confirmed. ‘How many warriors?’

‘Many,’ Bizdii said. ‘Tens, and tens.’

‘What kind of ambush?’ another Jaguar Knight asked. ‘Did you bother to look at it?’

Bizdii smiled, showing a mouth with very few teeth. ‘Saw it,’ he said, pointing at his eyes. ‘Smelled it,’ he said, pointing at his nose. Then, straightening up, he said, ‘Both sides of trail. Many warriors, and many. With bows.’

‘Did they see you?’

Bizdii let a cunning look cross his face. ‘Does fart smell?’ he asked, and Ohtli cuffed him.

‘You are disgusting,’ he said. ‘Go back to your kennels now.’

Bizdii smiled at something, despite his lip puffing from where the commander had struck him. The Dog People were slaves, and were treated as such. The Nikali never allowed anyone to forget their status.

The scouts were not allowed weapons. The Nikali insisted it made them better at their job; unarmed, vulnerable, they had to be cautious.

Bizdii slipped back into the forest and sprinted easily back to a big downed maple tree. Only very close to the tree would anyone have seen two women and a man, all seated in last year’s fallen leaves. They were mostly naked, with their hair cut in identical bowl-shaped styles; the women were almost indistinguishable from the man because they all stuck leaves and bits of grass to themselves when they could. They were all thin, and small.

‘You told them?’ asked his brother, Klah. The Dog People had names, but they only used them to one another; the Nikali always addressed them all as ‘Ashkii/Askii’.

‘I told them about the ambush.’ Bizdii smiled.

‘And the earthworks?’ Klah asked.

Bizdii spat. ‘Slipped my mind.’

The two women had small, hard smiles of their own. ‘You think the songs are true?’ Chooli asked.

They had heard songs about the rebellion against the gods. The Nikali were very big on gods – their own, and other peoples. They sacrificed to them. Sometimes they sacrificed Dog People.

But songs were making their way throughout the world: songs about the freeing of slaves, and songs about the overthrow of the established order. Songs about gods, killed by mortals.

Bizdii shrugged. ‘Don’t really care,’ he said.

Haloke, the other woman, made a face. ‘They’ll kill us if they figure it out,’ she said.

Bizdii shrugged. ‘Sooner or later, kill us anyway.’

Ohtli

Three hours later, the lightest armed of the Nikali crept through the open woods. It was hard walking and climbing; the enemy ambush was well sited, where the Trade Road climbed up out of a deep river valley to the ridge above. Years of use had turned the trail into a steep gully that rose like a writhing snake hundreds of feet from the valley floor and the river. To gain the flanks of the ambush and annihilate it, the youngest warriors had to go a thousand cuahuitl out of their way, climbing a low, rocky bluff and then slipping into the deep beech woods. The foolish enemy in the ambush were still talking where they should have been lying silently; the Nikali congratulated themselves on their superior discipline.

Somewhere below, at the river, a jaguar screamed, the signal to attack.

Suddenly, it was as if the whole of the woods burst into life, like startled deer running. As soon as the lightly armed Nikali began to run towards the ambush, their enemies rose from cover and let fly. Almost none of the arrows went home; arrows, in deep woods, were never very effective. The Nikali gripped their bronze swords and made a dash for their ambushers, who turned, without honour, and fled up the ravine.

The Nikali had barely begun to give chase when a wall of white-clad warriors rose out of the downed trees to their right, the shieldless side. Without a war cry, the strangers came at them. They held makuitals and spears, and they kept in close order, and they caught the Nikali spread out in a chase.

Very few of the young Nikali lived to report back, in shame, to their commander. But all agreed that they had been ambushed by Poche warriors.

That gave Ohtli pause.

He looked at the survivors. ‘You ran from Poche?’

‘They …’ said one boy. ‘They took us in the flank. There were so many …’

The Jaguar Knight nodded. ‘Kill him, and him,’ he said to a comrade, and the man instantly dispatched two of the young men who’d run.

‘The rest of you are slaves,’ Ohtli said. ‘You behaved like slaves, so now you may have the rank you’ve earned.’ He motioned with his heavy-headed bronze spear. ‘Put them with the baggage.’

The thirty survivors were herded away by veteran warriors. Two more, who were wounded, were simply killed.

Ohtli walked forward to look at the long slope up to the ridge above.

‘Xipilli,’ he said to his lieutenant, ‘I think we’ve found the rebels the gods are looking for.’

‘Lord?’ Xipilli asked. He was a Jaguar Knight, a veteran of ten battles, but he considered his commander to be like a god, with near infinite battle wisdom.

‘They set a counter-ambush on the flanks of their ambush,’ the old warrior said. ‘No Uran would do that. And there are Poche. It is a conspiracy among the tribes, against us.’

‘We need to report it,’ Xipilli said.

‘We need to exterminate it. We just lost a hundred warriors. They will make that into a great victory. We cannot allow them to believe that they have won.’ Ohtli was still looking. ‘Take fifty veterans and one hundred young warriors, and go east. See if you can find these Poche. Bring me their heads.

Xipilli bowed. ‘Yes, commander.’

‘I will take the rest of the Jaguars and another three hundred, and see if they can hold the road against us.’ The old knight had begun to chew his dream plant. He nodded. ‘At worst, we will fix their eyes on the centre of their position.’ He chewed, looking at the big ridge. The trees seemed to loom ominously despite the beauty of the day. ‘Heh,’ he grunted. ‘Tell young Itzcoatl to get the baggage slaves. Tell them that anyone who brings me an enemy head will be freed. Then point them at that tall tree on the left.’

‘As a distraction?’ Xipilli asked.

The old Jaguar Knight shrugged. ‘Never underestimate the desperation of slaves. Whichever of us succeeds will receive the reserve as reinforcement. Don’t mess around. Kill them, but try to take some captives for the priests.’

‘Yes, commander,’ Xipilli said.

‘We will teach these barbarians how to make war, my friend.’

Onadawegan Country, Dendrowna

Nicté

‘That was too easy,’ Jawat said.

Era was looking down the slope. She hadn’t seen a thing. The enemy had come silently through the thick trees, tried to encircle her false ambush – which was just a double dozen of very brave Uran warriors as bait – and had been caught flat-footed by Qari’s Poche.

She hadn’t fought anyone, and hadn’t seen anything but some movement way down the ravine: flashes of colour through the spring foliage of the trees.

She’d heard the screams of the dying, though. That part was familiar.

Nicté wanted to fight someone, and she was trying not to admit that she was very worried that her mate was somewhere off to her left and she wasn’t with him. For three years they’d fought side by side …

‘They’ll be back,’ Jawat said. ‘Hefa-Asus and Qari killed a bunch of ’em, though. That’ll sting whoever’s in command to action.’ He smiled his broken-toothed smile at Era. ‘Fucking godborn. Wherever you go, they’re pretty much the same.’

‘Let’s pull the bait,’ Era said suddenly. ‘Bring them back here. So we’re one line.’

Jawat looked at her. ‘They might still try the other flank …’

‘Jawat,’ Era said quietly, and Nicté smiled. She knew that tone. There had been a time when Era barked orders, but now she had the authority to speak this way.

Nicté admired it.

‘On it, Wanax,’ Jawat said, and sent a runner.

Nicté looked back at the sounds of movement, and Gyantwachia walked up the Trade Road from the villages, tall, his body painted half red and half black, wearing a breastplate of white birch bark painted in sacred signs. He carried a massive war club with a long spike of star-stone – a gift from Hefa-Asus – and on his back was a shield of willow and alder. He nodded to Era, stepped off the trail into the woods and sat on a downed log, apparently at his ease. A dozen warriors trotted up behind him and sat, and then another dozen.

The Trade Road, where it crossed the top of the escarpment, was an almost perfectly smooth dirt track as wide as the spread arms of a big man, slightly deeper in the middle, like a very shallow trench, created by fifty generations of people going north and south along it. The undergrowth on either side of the path had been cleared away for some distance, and the big trunks of old beech and maple trees rose like columns in a mighty temple.

It was a beautiful, clear spring day. The maples were in full bud, a green haze all along the escarpment. The lack of full leaves meant that movement could be seen through the grey branches – the reflection of light on bronze, or gleaming war paint – but it was like looking into a fog.

Nicté had done it all before, but she savoured the smell, the taste of the air.

I may be dead in an hour, so let me breathe this in. This, and last night, and my mother’s embrace and my ring of mastery. I have had a wonderful life, and now …

She smiled. Hefa-Asus discovered that my name means thorn apple. And made my sword to match my name. I will treasure that.

She drew in a breath and grinned. Then she sat down at Era’s feet, opened her side bag and produced a mirror, a make-up palette and some red ochre, and began to paint. Quietly, she sang to herself.

I am married now
Perhaps there is new life inside me
But I can take life, too
Ask the Jekers
Ask them in Rasna
And in Umeria
My mate made this sword
The Thorn Apple
I can make, too
Children of Nikali
Come here and taste our work.

When she had her face done, she stripped to the waist and put ochre on her two healed wounds, and her right hand, so that it was a brilliant red. She borrowed a little white paint from another palette and put a ring of white around her wrist to emphasise her hand.

Gyantwachia nodded approval. ‘I like the wrist,’ he said. ‘Who was this Jeker you killed?’

‘A champion,’ Nicté said with pride. ‘In single combat.’

Gyantwachia grinned. ‘That sounds good. Your father would have been proud.’

Nicté thought of a snarky reply, but let it go. Her father hadn’t been her favourite person, and he also hadn’t been much of a warrior, but that was for another time.

‘It was beautiful,’ Nicté said.

The war leader smiled. He knew exactly what she meant.

Jawat came back with Mitig and the Uran bowmen who had been the bait for the trap. They looked hard at the gathered Onadawega warriors, and Nicté stood and stepped between the two groups.

‘Mitig,’ she said, ‘tell your crow-eaters that I am proud to fight beside them today.’

Some of the Onadawega gathered around Gyantwachia had risen to their feet, but the tall man painted red and black had lit a pipe. Instead of rising, he nodded at Nicté and handed her the magnificent stone pipe, carved in the shape of a river spirit, with a long wooden stem decorated with coloured porcupine quills. It was a powerful object, coloured by the hands of the people who had borne it for many years before.

Mitig smiled at her. ‘We don’t usually eat crow,’ he said pleasantly. He said something to the Uran, who laughed. One young woman grinned at Nicté.

Nicté drew the smoke from the pipe deep into her lungs and handed the pipe to Mitig. Gyantwachia nodded at her, telling her that this was a right action.

Mitig took the pipe as if it was made of eggshell, glanced first at Nicté, then at Gyantwachia, and finally, put it delicately to his lips and drew in the smoke.

‘Today and tomorrow, and until the Nikali are broken,’ Gyantwachia said.

Mitig glanced at a mature woman with a heavy bow across her back, painted black from head to foot. He handed her the pipe, and spoke in Uran. The woman gave Gyantwachia a hard look. When she spoke, Nicté recognised her as Hausis, the war leader of the Uran.

Mitig raised an eyebrow. ‘She says, Gyantwachia, you are a great warrior. Three summers ago, you killed her man. She does not like you. But she tastes your smoke and she will fight beside you, until the Nikali are broken. And even after, she says. The people will remember this day.’

The woman sipped the smoke as if it was bitter, and handed the pipe back to Mitig, who smoked and handed it back to Nicté.

Nicté looked at the Uran warriors. Mitig’s band had heavy bows and two crossed sheaves of arrows, but almost nothing else – perhaps a dagger of sharpened antler, or in the older woman’s case, a bronze axe.

The Onadawega had wooden or bone armour, at least most of them. All had shields of willow covered in rawhide, and spears and heavy war clubs, and some had spears.

Nicté glanced at Gyantwachia. ‘Listen! You Uran all have heavy bows. We have shields. Why not put an Uran warrior under every shield, so that they can shoot in comfort and safety while we cover them.’

Gyantwachia sucked a little more smoke from the pipe, frowned, but nodded. ‘This is wisdom,’ he said. ‘If Mitig and his crow-eaters agree, let each find a shield she likes. Then each pair take one of these trees.’

The warriors sorted themselves very quickly. Nicté found herself with the older woman who had the bronze axe.

‘Hausis,’ the woman said, pointing at herself.

‘Nicté,’ she responded. She’d chosen a magnificent maple, old, with a big dead branch but many years left in it. She was almost next to the Trade Road. She could see Jawat and Era, who were standing on the road with half of Era’s warriors drawn up in four ranks with long spears and big bull’s hide shields. Lan Thena was closest to Nicté on the right front of the formation; she waved.

Nicté grinned back, showing her sharpened teeth.

The warriors who’d dug the trenches had dropped an old tree right across the road, and left the branches on, sharpening everything in the direction of the enemy and placing stakes to catch bare feet and ankles. Jawat’s little phalanx stood the length of a big horse behind the felled tree.

Nicté could look down the steep ridge to the trees below. The enemy were coming; their colourful jaguar headdresses and feather cloaks were visible as flashes of orange and black. They were moving very cautiously through what had originally been the ambush site.

Hausis began to sing softly.

War song? Death song?

Nicté felt her spirits rise, as they always did when she was going into war. It was not that she loved war. War was gruesome and ugly and had many terrible things, but it was exciting, and it made other people look at her in a way she liked.

It was not as much fun as mating with Hefa-Asus. Or making beautiful things.

‘They’re leading with their cat-skin warriors,’ Mitig said.

Nicté repeated that to Jawat.

He spoke to Era, who nodded.

‘Boss Nikali is no fool. He’s figured we’re serious and sending his best.’

Suddenly there was yelling: a baying chorus of war cries and screams from Nicté’s right.

Era had arranged for a dozen boys and girls, all Onadawega, none more than twelve years old, to serve as runners. Immediately she sent a girl streaking through the woods to her right, to ask for a report from Drakon, who was commanding the other half of Jawat’s soldiers with Nakad.

None of the Uran warriors spared their right a glance, despite the screams. They all had arrows on their bows, and were looking down the hill at the immediate threat.

The Nikali in their feathered cloaks reached the base of the ravine and halted. One man in the full regalia of a Jaguar Knight – shining fur and feathers, glowing with some auratic power – stood before them, his back to the enemy. He was dressing their line, forming them in close order.

He stamped one foot on the ground and they all emulated him.

He called out, a high note: ‘Hey-ya!’

They all answered, ‘Hey-ya!’

He motioned to another man. Nicté noticed that the enemy were all men.

Interesting choice.

The man was clearly a priest. He raised something, and cast – a swirl of auratic blue and a hissing noise. Nicté felt the hair rise on her neck, as in a lightning storm.

The priest was clearly expecting something more to happen.

Nothing happened.

He danced a short dance, and in doing so he came up the hill a few paces, into the open. He opened his arms again, and Nicté saw another flash of blue and felt the charge in the air. This time, she turned her head in time to see Jawala standing alone in front of the felled trees that hid Jawat’s spears.

Hausis, after some deliberation, slipped out from under Nicté’s shield and tried a long shot.

Nicté heard Era say, ‘How are you doing that?’

And Jawala said, ‘I don’t know.’

The priest launched into a rage of frustration; another priest came, and the two began to dance together.

Hausis drew an arrow to her lips with a grunt, and loosed.

Her shaft whispered through the overhanging branches as if guided by the hand of some god, and struck the elder dancing priest high in the back. He gave a great scream and there was a bright flash of auratic power as his casting was broken. He immolated in a flash of mage-fire.

The lead warrior hesitated, looking at the blackened corpse on the ground, and then raised his spear and screamed, and the Jaguar Knights joined him.

And then they came up the hill. They came like a flood of cats, flowing over the downed trees and around the living trees with an organic discipline that spoke of years of practice.

Hausis loosed a second arrow.

The Jaguar Knights had shields, large and round, and most had spears, although a few carried swords or makuitals.

Hausis loosed again.

‘So,’ Nicté shouted down the hill in the trade language. ‘You are too cowardly to fight a single combat?’

No one answered her.

She stood forth from her tree, chanting her lineage. ‘I am Nicté of the Turtle Clan of the Onadawega …’

Hausis loosed another arrow. Nicté saw this one go home in the arm of the leader. He snapped it off.

‘Hey-ya!’ he roared, and his warriors broke into a dash. It was faster than Nicté would have believed, as if they were in a full sprint, uphill, in armour.

No one accepted her challenge.

She knew a few words in Nikali. ‘Cowardly dog-fuckers!’ she called.

Hausis loosed again. Grunted.

Two warriors were coming for their tree. It wasn’t neat, under the ancient trees. No line could survive, and the Nikali fragmented into little knots of warriors, running like cats – like jaguars.

The first to come at her threw a dart – a light javelin. He threw off an atlatl with incredible force; nonetheless, Nicté collected it on her shield, knocking it aside, stepping clear of the tree to do so.

She screamed her war cry, and the second man threw his dart, also using a spear-throwing stick. This time, as the stick went up, Nicté threw her spear, a trick she’d learned in the south. She caught his dart on her shield and watched with satisfaction as her heavy-headed star-stone spear went deep into his neck.

One.

Hausis shot the nearer Jaguar Knight from perhaps twice the length of her own body, and the heavy arrow went through his shield and into his abdomen.

He ripped it out, head and all, spraying himself with his own blood. His eyes were feral, his short bronze sword already searching for her weakness, his hand protected by his colourful round shield. Highly trained, and others coming up behind.

And very hard to kill.

Nicté punched her shield into his to buy time, and he turned, took a step …

And Hausis put an arrow into the top of the Jaguar Knight’s thigh, below his armour.

He screamed in rage. The other, the man with the spear in his throat, was thrashing like a demented thing – not yet dead but unable to pull the spear from his throat, down amid the leaf mould.

They are very hard to kill.

Hausis’ arrows had given Nicté time to draw her wedding present. She took a long stride forward and beheaded the man with the arrow in his thigh.

‘Survive that,’ she said as the man’s blood darkened the forest floor. ‘Two.’

She had a moment to glance to her left. The Jaguar Knights, most of them, were going over the downed tree, and they looked to Nicté like bees swarming. She heard the moment when their charge hit the front of Lan Thena’s soldiers. Even coming through a hedge of stakes and sharpened sticks, their charge punched the shield wall back three steps.

Lan Thena bellowed ‘Steady!’ and then Nicté was too busy to look to her left.

‘Hey!’ Hausis spat, and there were suddenly a dozen enemy on her front. They weren’t as beautifully decorated as the first two, but they were well armed, with stone spears and makuitals. They came over the bodies of the two slain Jaguar Knights …

Hausis put one down even as Nicté drew her throwing axe and spun it with the full weight of her smith’s arm at the nearest. He’d raised his shield to protect his head, and her axe went into his thigh and he went down, and then she was just fighting. Ten against two was long odds, even for Nicté, and she gave ground, used the mighty tree as a shield, cut down a youth who was too bold to cover himself – a flicked cut across his eyes.

She spun around the tree and killed another young man who was still moving the other way: a single high-hand thrust to the back of his neck, more like murder than combat.

Three. Four.

She’d lost Hausis in the melee, but in her peripheral vision she saw a man go down, an arrow striking where the shoulder meets the neck and plunging down, and she realised that Hausis was in the tree above her.

There were too many. Suddenly they had her – four against one. She made a cut, drew a response, turned it into a determined thrust from under the cover of her shield. The weapon of the man she couldn’t cover – someone with a makuital – hit her shield, breaking it. It broke her arm, and some of the teeth of the deadly weapon flayed her forearm. She felt it, but kept fighting, her sword coming up over the ruins of her shield and the bloody rags of her arm. Without a thought, she thrust home along the line of the makuital as the man tried to get it clear of her shield; those teeth were stuck in the birch bark. She cut away his fingers, and her sword went into his open mouth and grated on his spine. She turned her hips, pulling it free into a roundhouse swing that cleared the survivors off her for a moment.

Because it was star-metal, she could thrust or cut whenever she liked, unconcerned about the niceties of blade alignment, unworried whether the weapon would bend. It was an advantage, but not one that could overcome three assailants, and she took another wound, this time in her right calf, though the bronze greave there took some of the sting out of the enemy spear blow.

Then something hit her in the head. It was a glancing blow, and she staggered back, feeling the wetness on her sword arm. She screamed her war cry, ready to make a good death …

Hausis dropped from her tree to land next to her, slapped her back and said something in Uran. The two languages were not utterly different; Nicté got that she was bleeding.

She was shaking. There were two left.

She attacked. One had a spear; she got the head on her blade, amazed that her left arm was still functioning, pushed in close, and took the top of his head just above the painted line of his eyes. He didn’t even scream.

The other cut at her, two-handed, with a makuital, and she managed to avoid his cut by stepping out, pushing hard against the boy she’d just killed so that he fell back into his mate, blood spurting from the open top of his head. The one still standing looked at his friend in horror and died, as Hausis planted her axe between his shoulder blades.

Nicté had lost count. And a lot of blood.

But Gyantwachia’s warriors were pouring past her now, pursuing the few enemy who’d run. They’d all seen her make her kills.

She threw back her head and screamed her triumph to the sky.

Onadawegan Coutry, Dendrowna

Hefa-Asus

The Nikali came three times.

The first time, they came to the little clearing in front of the hasty earthworks that the Uran warriors had raised. Most of the Uran were off further to the left, visible among the giant trees only as a flash of paint or the twitch of a dead stick. A strong body of Kautlin archers stood a little to the right in a redoubt of their own, a strong interlace of felled trees, dead branches and forest loam.

The Nikali halted and began to sing. Hefa-Asus could clearly hear dogs barking.

One of the Uran who had stayed in the earthwork spat. ‘War dogs,’ he said in the trade language. ‘They break the spirit of good animals and make them man-eaters. They claim to worship Jaguar, but they take the living jaguars and break their spirit as mascots.’

Hefa-Asus listened to the Nikali sing. The Uran and the Onadawega hated the Nikali, who preyed on them for slaves and sacrificial captives year in and year out. Hefa-Asus had a different view: for all their strange ways, the Nikali produced magnificent, if grim, art, and they sang and danced and wore decorations very like the Poche and the Palanke. Poche and Nikali and Tiatoni sometimes intermarried, especially when it suited diplomacy. Hefa-Asus had had a Nikali great-grandmother; he spoke a fairly good Nikali dialect.

‘They sing of how weak we are, and how easily we will be defeated,’ he said.

The Uran nodded. From his paint, his horned headdress with something like a coronet of gleaming bronze, and his magnificent heavy spear, he was clearly someone of consequence.

‘They are as strong as I feared,’ the Uran said. ‘They seek to keep us here while their war leader goes up the Trade Road. We are being taunted.’ He glanced over at Qari and the Poche, standing like statues in their quilted cotton armour and their red lacquered helmets. ‘But we need them to attack us here,’ the warrior continued. ‘We are too few to attack them.’ He looked around and raised his voice. ‘We need them to attack us. Perhaps if some young man …’ He paused, because Hefa-Asus was adjusting the fit of his fine bronze corselet. He put his helmet on and tied the fancy ram’s-horn ear flaps under his beard.

‘I’ll just go and fetch them, then,’ he said to the Uran. He smiled and began to walk down the hill. As soon as he could see the Nikali, he began to sing his own song, in their native language. He recounted his lineage, including his Nikali forebear, and he sang of his victories, and his makings. It was pretty good – the better for his having rehearsed it at his wedding.

And, sure enough, a Nikali in a feather cloak came out of their line of warriors. Hefa-Asus noted that there were more Nikali here than he had expected: almost double their own numbers. The old Uran war leader had had the right of it.

The man wore a Jaguar Knight’s war suit over quilted cotton armour. His war suit was made of jaguar hide, the fur rubbed off on the lower legs from long use. He had a heavy makuital dangling from a wrist strap, and a throwing stick. Four long spears were held behind a round shield like a blue and yellow chequerboard.

A commoner. A noble would have his suit made of feathers. Hefa-Asus knew the Nikali. A commoner raised to the ranks of the Jaguar Knights would need to prove himself constantly.

He lengthened his stride, bent over slightly, his makuital extended out behind him like a long tail in his right hand, his shield dangling from his left hand as if he’d forgotten it existed.

The Jaguar Knight sang his name, advanced a few steps, bounced once and threw his first spear like a thunderbolt.

The bouncing step gave him away, and Hefa-Asus thought the man might have benefited from a sea voyage with Zos and Era. He bashed the spear aside with his own shield and strode forward. The other man, who was not quite as big as Hefa-Asus, but as large as a bear otherwise, snapped his own makuital up into his hand without breaking stride.

Ah, the arrogance of the Nikali.

The man cut at him, a heavy blow from high above with no deception, just strength and precision. Hefa-Asus didn’t risk his arm or his shield; he parried with the wood of his makuital. The two stone-bladed war clubs crossed in an explosion of stone splinters. Hefa-Asus rotated his, grinding the stone blades together, and punched the butt end into the other man’s face; teeth sprayed. Hefa-Asus’ hand and the heavy makuital’s haft went deep around the other’s throat, and he threw the man to the ground in a single wrenching move, using his lock on his opponent’s neck to break his structure, and then crushed the top of his skull with a downward flick of his weapon …

And kept walking forward. Even dead, the man was thrashing as if he could claw his way back into life with the top of his head gone.

Behind Hefa-Asus, the Poche warriors roared their approval. He hadn’t just defeated a Jaguar Knight – he’d done it with contemptuous ease. He saw the leader of the enemy show emotion: rage, even shame.

Fool. This isn’t a game. Very Nikali, though.

Another Nikali, this one a mere boy, ran at him. He had no jaguar mask, no feather cloak – not even fancy ear decorations. Just a young warrior. Hefa-Asus admired the boy: lithe, well-muscled, and not afraid but determined. He threw his spear well, and low, aiming for Hefa-Asus’ feet, a cunning move, and the smith was glad for his voyage and training with Era as he leapt over the spear. This time he cut hard, like a man splitting firewood, and the jade teeth of his makuital went through the youth’s shield, shattering his arm and then embedding themselves in his forehead. The boy simply hadn’t been strong enough to turn the blow. He slid off the jade teeth, already dead.

Behind him, the Poche roared again.

A chorus of barking showed that someone had released the war dogs. There were eight of them, and they came on, low to the ground, like streaks of furry lightning.

Hefa-Asus had an amulet against animal attack – dogs and wolves, specifically. He’d made it himself, a long time ago, with the old sorcerer Gamash of Weshwesh. He invoked it with a word, and the dogs went around him as if he wasn’t there. Those most affected just sat, panting; two ran off into the woods, and one ran back for his handlers, growling furiously.

He looked for the commander – the best cloak, the most ornament, the finest jade or gold nose ring. There he was, just to the right of the centre, with an elaborate bronze spear and a bronze sword as well.

Hefa-Asus was perhaps ten paces from the man. He stopped. ‘In Poche, you’d be sent to the ball court for releasing dogs against an honourable enemy offering single combat,’ he said. ‘I guess standards are falling everywhere.’

The man staggered under the weight of his insult. A good insult, among the three ‘civilised peoples’ of the north coast, could be a killing blow, at least to a man’s reputation.

Hefa-Asus flicked the blood and hair off his makuital, and then stood impassively. ‘Really?’ he asked. ‘Are you even Nikali?’

The commander stood as if frozen by the insult. Another Jaguar Knight came forward. There were only eight or nine of them in total – this was clearly not the main effort. There were a fair number of the younger warriors, though, and Hefa-Asus had time to look at them as people, and not as enemies. They were thin, almost emaciated, and the youngest were … far too young to be here.

The new combatant was middle-aged, small and wiry, missing teeth, and with a scar that had almost, but not quite, taken his left eye. His war suit was fur, not feathers; worn and a little dirty. So much of the jaguar fur had worn off that the man had had to paint some spots on.

‘I offer my life in apology, Poche lord.’ He came forward and circled, but he spared a glance of contempt for his commander. ‘Some of us are still Nikali. I am Cuextecatl! I have taken seventeen captives alive and my kills are like the stars in a summer sky.’

Unlike the first two, he was very good indeed. He was a master of the distance between the two of them; he stayed outside of Hefa-Asus’ reach, unless he chose to dart well in, into his own measure. He had just one spear, and used it to make sure that Hefa-Asus couldn’t use his enormous strength at close range.

Hefa-Asus began to tire. And when he misjudged a sidestep, the man almost had him; a flicker of movement, and he put his flint point through the bronze of Hefa-Asus’ right greave. Not a deadly wound, but had he not been wearing armour …

Even as it was, blood began to trickle. In the spirit of the thing, because spirit was everything, Hefa-Asus bowed low.

‘First blood,’ he said. ‘You are the first Jaguar Knight I have met today.’

It was a clever insult, implying that the first man and the commander weren’t actually Jaguar Knights, but also a bit of praise.

‘For a Poche, you resemble a man,’ the Nikali said.

Again, they circled. But Hefa-Asus, too, was well trained, and he moved the circling gradually away from the line of furious Nikali. ‘I honour you,’ Hefa-Asus said.

The Nikali smiled. ‘If I manage to kill you, big man, I will wear your finger joints forever.’

‘If I kill you,’ Hefa-Asus said, ‘I will not take your head or despoil your body.’

The other man smiled, his scar making it look like a sneer. ‘I am honoured,’ he said with a chuckle. ‘But I’d still be dead.’

They circled again. The Nikali was also tiring, and he needed to keep moving well, and by bringing them away from the line of Nikali, Hefa-Asus had also brought them to the edge of the undergrowth and big trees, limiting the other man’s movement.

I need to kill him soon. I’m tiring, I’m breathing hard, and worse, I like him better every minute.

The end wasn’t simple, although it must have looked that way to the onlookers. Hefa-Asus sidestepped one more time, and the smaller man was lured into a pocket of ferns that had two big trees behind it, and a long, old, fallen forest giant, the wood rotten and covered in moss, which effectively prevented him from stepping back. The Nikali missed it because it was green, like the ferns.

Hefa-Asus stepped.

The Nikali warrior realised his peril and turned, but Hefa-Asus was already on him, his makuital and shield together covering the man’s spear, driving it to the side.

He was game to the last, going for Hefa-Asus’ front leg in a classic wrestling move, but Hefa-Asus’ shield hand encircled the man’s spear arm, and he broke the man’s arm, drew a stone dagger from his opponent’s hip and punched it in under the man’s chin. Even then, with an arm broken and a dagger in his neck, the man struggled, and Hefa-Asus held him like a lover as the man’s lifeblood flowed over his own chest.

Only then did he hear the sounds of fighting from the centre. Until then, the rest of the world had not existed – only the cautious, skilled Nikali Jaguar Knight.

‘I have heard all my life about the Jaguar Knights,’ Hefa-Asus said aloud. ‘This Cuextecatl was one.’

No one answered.

He dropped the Jaguar Knight in the clearing, turned his back, and dragged himself up the hill. He tried to walk upright, but the brave foe had pierced his leg and also managed to cut him in his last movements, and he was very tired. But he could hear them cheering at the top of the hill, and he had time to think, If that doesn’t stir the Nikali to charge us, then they are already beaten.

They came a few minutes later, in one gallant rush, a wave of two hundred or so men, all anxious to expunge the stain on their collective honour, led by their shamed commander. A priest waved an arm and blew a five-pace wide hole in the Poche breastwork, and a dozen Poche warriors fell screaming with their bodies and faces flayed by splinters, but the Uran and Kautlin bows hurt them, and most of the surviving Jaguar Knights who spilled over the earthwork already had two or even three arrows in them. Qari led a counter-charge, and the Poche, with their thick cotton armour and heavy shields, pushed the Nikali off the earthwork and broke them. Hefa-Asus just watched, his limbs still feeling as if he’d lost the fights, not won them.

The third time was like an attack by feral dogs. Whatever the surviving Nikali had taken, or been told, or threatened, they came expecting to die. Their commander had three arrows in him, and a cut across his torso that meant his body’s blood was running over his jaguar hide. But he was desperate to die, and he came on, expecting it.

But they didn’t expect the Poche to come down the hill at them, and they didn’t expect the archers to have infiltrated the flanks of their little meadow, and the third attempt was more a slaughter than the first two. Perhaps twenty men and boys fled away south; none of the Jaguar Knights had survived. The Uran war leader waved his spear and leapt after them, and his warriors followed him.

Hefa-Asus hadn’t taken a wound since his first fights. A third of Qari’s Poche were dead, or so badly wounded that their comrades finished them; the Uran were almost untouched, and the Kautlin, led by Jiila, hadn’t taken a single wound.

‘Can we do more?’ Hefa-Asus asked Qari. ‘I want to go and help Era.’

Qari grinned, even though he had a splinter of hard maple through his cheek that could easily have killed him. ‘By all the spirits of Earth, cousin! We beat Jaguar Knights. When did you become such a great fighter?’

‘I think the Nikali are having a bad day,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘A long way from home. Awake all night.’ He smiled back. ‘How did a coward come to command Jaguar Knights? Let’s go and finish this.’

Qari nodded, and the surviving Poche closed up and turned west, at a jog.

Onadawegan Country

Nicté

Lan Thena and a dozen of the spear people from her phalanx were finishing the badly wounded.

The foreign woman nodded at Nicté, drained, eyes dull. ‘Looked like you need some help.’

Nicté opened her side bag and pulled out a length of linen she carried for just this purpose. Hausis helped her wrap her shin and her arm, which looked … bad. She sat on a log, her right hand still grasping her sword, and breathed for a while, drinking in the air, first in gasps, and then, like a bellows slowing after the metal is heated, she took deeper, slower breaths. She smelled the blood, the opened guts, but also the leaves of last autumn.

When she turned her head, she saw Era, her star-metal sword all blood, talking to …

… to Hefa-Asus.

Nicté began to sing. It was a great day.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Onadawegan Country, Dendrowna

Jawala

‘I thought that we had an agreement?’ Jawala asked calmly.

Era had never fought so long, or so well, and victory – like defeat – seemed to cut her sinews and leave her with nothing in her head. ‘Agreement?’ she muttered. She’d heard the report from Hefa-Asus. She’d seen the centre hold against the best efforts of forty superb warriors and hundreds of lesser men and boys – terribly young boys. She’d lost twenty of her own. Twenty. Behind a downed log! Uphill. Twenty dead. The Nikali were far more dangerous than Jekers.

And Drakon … The big man had died fighting a flood of war dogs and desperate slaves. It seemed … She shook her head.

People she couldn’t replace, in a fight in the woods over …

She focused on Jawala. ‘Agreement?’

‘No torture.’ Jawala was wearing white, and she looked like a queen. The Onadawega matrons treated her as one of them. ‘No executions of wounded.’

‘I can’t—’ Era began.

‘I can’t control my young warriors?’ Jawala snapped. ‘If you have the energy to kill, you should have the energy to save. I am going down into the killing zone, and I expect to be obeyed.’

Era got to her feet. She knew that Jawala was right – right in every way. Right about torture, and right that she could find a little more energy.

Her first reaction was a flush of anger, but she fought it. With icy determination, she made herself face Jawala the way she’d faced the Jaguar Knights. ‘You are right,’ she said. ‘I will see to it.’

She looked at Nicté, who was wounded, but who had immense authority with the Onadawega warriors. ‘Nicté, get off the ground, even if someone has to carry you. Make damn sure that we take prisoners. And no fucking torture. Those are the rules.’

Nicté glanced at Jawala. ‘Those are not my people’s rules,’ she said.

Jawala nodded. ‘Neither were entrenchments or complex multi-part ambushes,’ she said. ‘If you can kill, you can do this.’

Nicté thought about that for a moment, and then nodded. ‘Fetch my mother,’ she said to a young warrior. ‘She will help with this.’

Era said, ‘I’m sorry. I should have been prepared for the aftermath of victory.’

Jawala did a poor job of hiding her distaste with the bodies around her, but she forced a smile. ‘We will get better at mercy,’ she said. ‘Until we cure ourselves of violence.’

Era saw Nicté press her whole body against Hefa-Asus, and the two just hugged for a moment, and then Era heard her enlist him to help end the killing of the wounded.

‘We only killed the ones who wouldn’t survive anyway,’ Gyantwachia said.

Jawala raised an eyebrow. ‘This is not a game,’ she said. ‘The Nikali came to exterminate you. On orders from the gods. And you are fighting for survival. You need to show how much better you are. This is not over.’

A young warrior with a human head under his arm glared at her. ‘We did show them how much better we are!’ he said. ‘We beat them.’

Jawala shook her head. Already she spoke Onadawega well enough to get her point across. ‘Better at violence is not the only form of better,’ she said to the fire circle. ‘The enemy scouts found your trenches and your felled trees. Do you know that?’

Onadawega and Uran looked at one another.

‘The Dog People, the Ancient Ones, they heard that we freed slaves. They heard we treated captives well. And they did not tell their masters what they saw. Now, how would this fight have been different if the Dog People had stayed loyal?’

Hefa-Asus laughed. ‘That would not have been good.’

Qari, who sat on his left as Nicté sat on his right, grunted. The Poche officer had his left arm in a sling, as did Nicté.

‘We barely stopped them as it was,’ Qari said.

‘And Jawala can stop magic,’ Lan Thena said. ‘We saw it.’

Jawala crossed her arms. ‘I hadn’t expected that.’ She sounded as if she was sorry she’d become a magical shield. Era understood why. It made her complicit.

And yet she stayed with them.

Onadawegan Country, Dendrowna

Hefa-Asus

Warriors liked to tell him that the waiting was the worst, but Hefa-Asus thought that the aftermath was the worst. The depression, the fatigue, the darkness, the smells, the realisation that he had robbed men of their lives and sent their spirits to lonely wandering. He took very little pride in defeating the Nikali champions, though he was much feted that night. He thought of the last Nikali he had faced: the man’s apology for his mates, his skill, his humour.

But I’ll still be dead. His courage; having seen Hefa-Asus kill, he’d come forward anyway.

Hefa-Asus wouldn’t cry for him, but he rose in the dawn from Nicté’s furs and went back to the battle site. It was a beautiful morning, but the battlefield was a chaos of snarling animals from foxes to badgers, and it smelled like blood and death in the brilliant sunlight coming through the new leaves.

It seemed wrong, or perhaps Hefa-Asus himself seemed wrong. Nonetheless, he buried the man, who appeared untouched by wild animals despite the chaos around them. Hefa-Asus buried him with his spear in his hand and his shield on his shattered arm, and he despoiled nothing. In fact, he took a fine silver ring off his own arm and put it on the man’s right bicep, and buried him facing the dawn, as the Nikali preferred.

Then he sang to the woods about the man’s bravery.

Something responded. At first, it was a low ticking sound, like a feather in the spokes of a chariot wheel, but it grew in intensity and rapidity as he sang. Something was watching him from the sun dapple on the other side of the clearing. Hefa-Asus couldn’t make out what it was, even when it moved. It was big – and it had four feet.

The ticking sound became a cough and the hair stood up on the back of Hefa-Asus’ neck. He backed away from the new grave.

‘He approves of you,’ Jawala said.

‘He?’ Hefa-Asus asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

‘The jaguar. I think this is a totem animal, not a pet or a mascot. I felt it in the Aura.’

Hefa-Asus could see the jaguar now. The creature’s back came up to his shoulder.

‘You honoured his warrior,’ she said.

Hefa-Asus shrugged. ‘I think I would have liked him,’ he said. ‘Maybe I did like him.’

She nodded. ‘I’m not sure what kind of creature the jaguar is – mortal or immortal. But he had a bond to the warrior you killed.’

Hefa-Asus watched the huge jaguar padding closer, again making the clicking noise.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ Jawala said. She walked forward as if there was nothing to fear, and put her empty hand in front of the giant cat’s nose.

It made a whuff sound and growled.

And then licked her hand.

She smiled. ‘I love cats,’ she said.

Again the ticking sound. She looked at Hefa-Asus. ‘He approves of you. I think he might choose to associate with you, if you were willing.’

‘And you know this because?’ Hefa-Asus was still afraid.

‘I have strange powers, my friend.’

He forced himself forward. The ticking sound resumed. He gave the creature his hands, both of them, and it set to licking him.

It was not unpleasant, and the ticking sound was loud and somehow drowned out his darker thoughts.

‘You don’t take trophies,’ Jawala said suddenly. ‘The Uran and the Onadawega do.’

He shrugged, and found his right hand was scratching the monstrous cat under its chin. The beast’s fangs were the size of walrus tusks.

‘I might have, in a different mood.’ He looked down the hill. A dozen Uran and Onadawega were hard at work in the clearing, building a pyre. ‘But no one wants to leave the dead untended – their spirits can come back and curse you. And this man … was special.’

Jawala smiled. ‘Is that all?’ she asked. ‘Or do you all feel something else after the violence? A little guilt?’

Hefa-Asus nodded. ‘Your wisdom is not always very nice.’

She waved at the spotted cat, as big as a pony. ‘Here is a creature that kills for food,’ she said. ‘It has no reason to feel guilt. But we – and I include myself – we kill for other reasons.’

The giant cat was purring. The ticking sound was almost a purr, but more dangerous, as Hefa-Asus would come to know. He was patting the cat with both hands. Suddenly, it flashed a paw into his chest, faster than thought, and bit at his arm.

The bite was as delicate and controlled as a master swordsman’s cut. The long white incisors didn’t even break his skin.

Hefa-Asus stood his ground. ‘Playful,’ he said. He looked at Jawala.

She nodded. ‘You know what worries me?’ she said, as if a giant cat hadn’t just threatened his life. She was clearly unafraid. ‘I fear that the resin Zos brought will heal almost every warrior who survived the action itself.’ She waved up the hill, to where the badly wounded were being treated.

That was true. The stuff was miraculous, but then, they all knew that. Nicté’s bicep was already scabbing over, and her arm, set by a shaman, hadn’t pained her in the night after a long drink of ambrosia.

I have seldom felt better, and the wound I took isn’t even a scar. Indeed, I feel like a god. A sad god. Or maybe not so sad, thanks to my new friend.

Hefa-Asus pulled on his cloak against the morning cloak. ‘Jawala, you are the most merciful mortal I’ve ever met. Surely you are not against healing?’

‘I’m not against it. But it does make war … easier. If you can come back from serious injury?’ Jawala sighed. ‘I’m not sure we have considered the consequences.’

Hefa-Asus sighed. ‘You are too deep for me, Jawala. I want to make things. I leave this thinking to you.’ He looked at the packed earth at his feet. ‘But you are right about the guilt. I killed a fool, a boy, and a brave man I liked, and I was praised to the skies.’ He shook his head. ‘I should go. Nicté will be waking.’ He grinned, looked at the jaguar, and shook his head. ‘I think I need to tell her I’ve got a cat.’

Jawala grinned. ‘You love her?’ she asked.

‘Oh, yes,’ Hefa-Asus said. ‘More than life.’

Jawala smiled. ‘Yes. Love her. Love is the best answer to this.’

Later, Qari came to him. He was sitting outside Nicté’s mother’s lodge, replacing broken teeth in his makuital with star-stone teeth. Each time he laced one in and was satisfied, he’d stop and pat the giant cat. A crowd of children had gathered around and were cautiously touching the beautiful black fur.

‘Let me go home,’ Qari said.

Hefa-Asus shrugged. ‘We’re not slaves,’ he said. ‘Go home. You fought well, as always.’

Qari shook his head. ‘No, you fool, I’m not quitting. I’m going home to raise the army. I will tell your aunt and the regency council, or whatever puppet tupac she had appointed. This thing your wanax Era is doing – it is worthy. And we will make a great song, out on the Sea of Grass. Also, you need many, many more warriors than you have.’

‘And you think Auntie Pacari will let you march off with the army … ?’ Hefa-Asus said.

Qari laughed. ‘I think she will if I promise that it will keep you away for another year.’

Hefa-Asus put a hand on his cousin’s shoulder. ‘It is an empty threat. I will never come back and rule in Poche. Not even if I could raise the craft guilds to power. Cousin, the world is much bigger than Poche, and all I want to do is play in it.’

Qari nodded, edged a little farther from the great cat, and shrugged. ‘The difference between us, cousin, is that I can see how much fun it would be to play in the world with an army as my playing pieces. Your wanax Era is going to be ajaw of the world – can’t you see that?’

Hefa-Asus chuckled, but he nodded. ‘Go, then. But leave me your warriors.’

Qari thought that over, but agreed. ‘I can be back in three weeks.’

‘Only if you run all the way and never get lost and Auntie Pacari caves in to you before you begin to speak. But you were ever one to see the sun on a rainy day.’

Qari shrugged. ‘I am what I am,’ he said. ‘I will leave at dawn.’

‘Run fast, cousin, and I’ll save some enemies for you.’

The cat purred like a volcano preparing to erupt.

The children edged closer.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Kanun, Narmer

Pollon

Timut-Imri bent low over his working, which was another scarab beetle lying on a dark wooden stump.

‘Like this,’ the sorcerer said. ‘You have the power. In fact, the gods are doing all the work. It’s like stealing water from someone’s aqueduct. Just insert yourself here …’

Pollon did as the man said, using his not terribly good abilities with the Aura to find the spot in the Nexus – really, the anaphora itself, the news stream of the gods.

Suddenly, with so much power that Pollon almost lost his concentration, Timut-Imri was inside him.

‘You need a memory palace,’ he heard Timut-Imri say, although the man’s mouth remained closed.

Pollon was stung. He could memorise anything and he had an extensive palace based, in fact, on the Palace of Hekka. But he didn’t use it for manipulating power; he used it for sorting and maintaining information.

‘I am not a sorcerer,’ he snapped.

‘I beg to differ. You have power, and you have discipline. Ahh! I see. You use all this for memorisation of texts and facts in the real? Fascinating. Wasteful.’

‘Sorcerer, I disagree. It was my job.’

Timut-Imri – a younger and far more virile Timut-Imri – laughed. ‘You can do whatever you like inside your own head,’ he said. ‘But you can do this very difficult working easily, and whenever you like. Make your own amulets. I have to save up my power so that the insect goddess can use me to recall the sun goddess. And I’m against it all, so there you go.’

Then he was gone.

But he was right; Pollon had no trouble making amulets that allowed the user to access to the anaphora.

That night, he gave one to Leontas. He spent some time teaching the man to use it, but Leontas, like many people, had some basic auratic power. He just didn’t usually access it.

Pollon walked across the town, down the hundreds of steps to the harbour beaches, and out along the sand. Then he reached into the Nexus, found the anaphora, and looked at it. He’d created a substrate; only another very skilled user would ever find it.

And there was Leontas. ‘Amazing’, Leontas said.

Pollon ducked out into the main stream of the anaphora and began to read the reports. It very quickly became apparent to him that someone was reorganising the whole of the Nexus; there were new reports in most of the Hundred Cities, for example, and he was able to access a report from northern Noa – the first he’d heard of the catastrophe there.

He knew they were going to recall Arrina, and he wasn’t part of that, but he would be ready when she wanted to know what was going on. He saw the return of the goddess as the only path to victory. Or am I just interested in saving Zos?

There was nothing about Zos on the anaphora.

He took notes, prepared a briefing for the regency council, and busied himself prosecuting the case against Mari-Ye. In the process, Pollon realised how committed he’d become to the overthrow of the established order. Even here, in allied Narmer.

The priestess of Gul was Set-Aatari. She was tall, gaunt, razor-thin; she shocked him with her honesty and her sense of humour. She was not the necromancer he’d expected.

‘Of course I made the poison,’ she said. ‘Mari-Ye ordered it. I’m the best of the necromancers we have left. Why would I refuse?’

Pollon considered her for a while. ‘You didn’t consider the ethics, or the morality, of making such a poison?’ he asked.

She laughed. ‘What are you – a child in her first religious class? Mari-Ye obviously wanted this drug to take down the foreign sorcerer.’

‘And that was a valuable goal?’

‘The goal, as you put it, Writer, is to restore the Lady Arrina. I happen to serve Gul, as the God of the Dead, but I also serve Rusa and Uset and all the other gods and goddesses of the dead. What we do is real. We prepare the bodies of the dead for burial, and we guarantee that no necromancer can ever use them again.’ She smiled. ‘It may seem odd to you …’

‘It does,’ he said.

She shrugged. ‘We are, in effect, anti-necromancers.’

‘And the gods are complicit in this?’

She smiled. ‘No. I’m with the rebels. Have you noticed?’

He had to laugh. ‘So, anything that restores Arrina is good?’

She shrugged. ‘I’m not sure of that, but Arrina is our hope. I know that you and the other hard-core rebels want no gods at all, but honestly, that sounds like anarchy to me.’

‘Will you testify?’ he asked. ‘In public? That you mixed the poison?’

She laughed. ‘I suppose,’ she said. ‘Why?’

‘So that people will know that Mari-Ye is guilty.’

The thin woman looked at him. She had piercing eyes, almost like Zos’. ‘Lord Pollon,’ she said carefully, ‘no one will care.’

‘What?’ he asked.

She shrugged. ‘In Narmer …’ She shrugged again. ‘In Narmer, anyone can be bought. And no one cares about why. They care about power. You and Leontas and the prince have taken Ak-Arrina and Mari-Ye. You have the power.’ She smiled. ‘No one cares why.’

‘They should,’ Pollon said. ‘People should be interested and engaged. People should believe in change.’

‘What an idealist you are.’ She smiled. ‘You know they are looking for volunteers to be the … vessel … for Arrina.’ She looked at him with her falcon’s eyes. ‘I have offered. That is how much I believe. I will give up my life for her immanence. Then we will have change.’

Pollon looked into her deep, dark eyes and wondered if he was wrong to agree to the incarnation of Arrina.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Onadawegan Country, Dendrowna

Era

The Uran and the Onadawega drifted away as soon as the victory feast – a few early-season deer and some stored corn – was eaten. They had, for the most part, obeyed Jawala’s requests about torture and murder, but many had captives, mostly former Nikali slaves. Some of the slaves were themselves Uran or Onadawega, and those were reunited with family and clan and led away rejoicing, but others were easterners taken in war or purchased from traders, and the Free People took them away to adopt, which Jawala did nothing to stop.

The Dog People were another thing entirely. There were more than a dozen, both men and women, and they clustered around Jawala and Era. Gyantwachia came to her with Owi-je, Nicté’s mother. The matrons were firm in supporting Jawala’s ideas which, mostly, had the force of law already.

Gyantwachia was diffident. ‘We kill any Dog People we take,’ he said at once. ‘They are very dangerous. They have old magics, and they can talk to the spirit world, and they can move like shadows.’

Jawala shook her head. ‘These came to me,’ she said. ‘I believe that according to your law, they are mine.’

Gyantwachia twitched, but his dignity was stronger than his surprise. He inclined his head. ‘This is true, but they are a very dangerous people.’

Jawala nodded agreement. The Dog People were small and dark, mostly naked, and they sat around her more like puppies than people, curled around each other, or sitting sprawled against trees.

Kal, the former Jeker, stood with them, leaning on his spear. Era knew he’d taken no part in the fight, but on the other hand, he’d come back with the Dog People, all of them unarmed, following him.

‘They carry no weapons,’ he said. He didn’t speak often, and when he did, Jawala had learned to pay attention. ‘They came to be free.’

Jawala turned to Era. ‘They heard about us in songs, Era. Isn’t this why we have a rebellion against the gods? To save people?’

Era had been on the point of a snappy answer, because the day before she’d won the greatest military victory of her life, commanding six hundred warriors, and now they were gone like snow in the spring sun, and she had forty Poche and the survivors of Jawat’s trained band, and a lot of bodies to bury.

Nicté came up, favouring her wounded arm, but her colour was already better, and she wore a magnificent fur cloak for warmth. She smiled at Era. Era smiled back. If she had fifty Nictés, she could conquer the world.

But Jawala was, as usual, right, however painful that was to admit. ‘Jawala dealt with the Jekers,’ Era said. ‘And turned some of them back into people. I think she’s earned the right to free these people.’

Jawala frowned, as if this wasn’t an acceptable argument, but Era raised a hand. ‘I cannot make law for the matrons,’ she said carefully, ‘but these people gave themselves up to Kal, and Jawala. And they did us a great favour, in hiding our earthworks from their masters, who blundered into our ambushes.’

‘And almost broke us anyway,’ Nicté said.

‘So I ask the matrons to let Jawala keep these people and bring them …’ She was out of words. ‘To a better life,’ she managed.

Jawala raised an eyebrow.

Nicté said something in Onadawega to her mother, who laughed and said something back.

Owi-je said, in the trade language, ‘I hope more of these Ancient Ones join you, Jawala. Of course they are yours, whether to free or adopt or enslave. But if they can be trusted at all, they can raise their cousins against the Nikali.’ She smiled at one of the women, and the woman grinned back.

Era turned to Gyantwachia, and said, ‘I understand how dangerous these people have been, but Owi-je speaks with wisdom. Perhaps they’ll help us. Now, how many warriors can you bring me for the next step in our dance with the Nikali?’

Nicté laughed aloud. ‘Era, I love you, but every woman and man who fought yesterday has just participated in the greatest victory of my generation. People have made reputations as war leaders. Gyantwachia here knows that his name will live in song forever. Do you know what we usually do when five hundred Nikali come? We run north into the mountains, lose our fields, and watch our elders starve the next winter. We don’t stand and fight.’

Era shook her head wearily. ‘So, that’s it?’ she asked.

Nicté spread her arms, winced as her left bicep exploded in pain, and shook her head. ‘I’ll be ready to fight in a few days. Some of the young people might follow me now. I suspect that some of the Uran, those whose villages are destroyed, may make war to get their families through the summer, but they’ll want loot. The Kautlin …’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t know them. I’m not even sure why they came.’

Era sighed, deflated. ‘Damn it to Hell, why is it always three steps forward, two steps back?’ she asked. ‘So we just go back to the forge and continue making preparations?’

Nicté winced as she moved. ‘I don’t agree with old Mitig, by the way. I think Hefa-Asus and I could slip through now. Any way they count it, this is a major defeat for the Nikali. Fifty Jaguar Knights? There may only be a hundred of them. It’s a generational disaster.’ She rolled her shoulder again, since Nicté’s way of dealing with pain was to play with it. ‘We can be at the Shale in ten days. Maybe down the coast in twenty.’

‘You want to go with him,’ Era said. ‘Of course you do. But I need you here, leading warriors with me.’

Nicté surprised Era by laughing. ‘I know, but I had to try, right?’ She nodded. ‘I’m big medicine now. Although the Uran are practically worshipping my mate as a god, which he’ll enjoy far too much, the bastard.’ She smiled at Era, showing her pointed teeth. ‘Send him soon, Wanax. Before I can’t do without him.’


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Heaven/Auza

Laila

She knew that she was very close to the edge with Sypa, and that Gul wanted her dead or banished, and she was very, very cautious as she moved about Heaven.

Her regret for Zos was real. He’d been tortured more than any other mortal, perhaps ever. It didn’t seem right, and she’d been the agent of his capture, and she didn’t like it. But she always did what she was told, and she’d been told to get back to Heaven at any cost.

And he knew something about Druku. Something that mattered – it showed in his face.

They’d questioned her about Druku, three or four times now, and she felt Sypa’s rage. Laila shrugged. Sypa’s rage was pretty much a constant, if you were female. So far, Enkul-Anu was protecting her, which was good, because he was the only one with the power to banish her.

She spent a good deal of time in Nisroch’s rooms, using the Nexus and reading the news on the anaphora. The system was nowhere near as comprehensive as it had once been, but she did what she could, linking in priests who might, once, have been denied access. Her ability to summarise the anaphora was one of her greatest skills, in the eyes of Enkul-Anu. She could access everything from Nisroch’s former command chamber – god’s eye images and reporting, too – and she used it constantly.

And what she saw was bad. It wasn’t just bad for Heaven, or for Enkul-Anu. It was bad for everyone, with the possible exceptions of the Bright People and Gul.

Southern Noa had been devastated by an army of the dead and then invaded by a Jeker fleet. One of the greatest human civilisations was dying, with the exceptions of a few hold-outs on the northern coast, besieged by armies of gidimu led by their own.

Noa, Laila noted, had been one of the few civilisations headed by women. She knew herself to be mercurial and sometimes fickle, but she’d always done what she could for the Noans, and Sypa’s massacre crossed a line for her.

Sypa and Gul. She hadn’t seen that one coming, and she wasn’t sure why the two of them were allies. And the division between Sypa and Enkul-Anu had never been so deep. She’d helped create that division, and yet she was surprised by it.

She bit her lip, and concentrated.

In the north, in Dendrowna, the Nikali had been badly defeated by some barbarians, and their god-king had fallen, sacrificed to Enkul-Anu by his rivals. The new king was vowing vengeance and had requested demons to help him, but he was also having trouble with his recently acquired Tiatoni subjects, who were apparently ready to be rid of their Nikali overlords.

In Narmer, the puppet king, Seti-Anu, had readied a patchwork army to go after his cousin Maritaten.

Weshwesh had been destroyed. The world now knew that armies of unbreathing dead could simply walk across the ocean floor. Nowhere was safe, and no one knew where that army was.

It looked as if the rebellion was over. Laila hadn’t really liked the rebels once she realised they really intended to bring down all the gods. That sounded stupid, to her. But she found herself sad, when she thought that they were all going to be gone. Enkul-Anu would be unrivalled, but ruling over environmental collapse and cities of death.

Gul, triumphant.

And still, no Druku. But, if Zos had it right, Druku had appointed a meeting for Midsummer’s Eve at the temple of Arrina in Lukor. Which was mostly a ruin, now.

She was contemplating a report from eastern Narmer about the sighting of a large number of Py with the Bright People, when she perceived that Sypa was calling her. She was, still, Sypa’s handmaiden, and she hoped that this, the first summons since she’d returned, could mean a return to a better life, although her on-again-off-again affair with Enkul-Anu made it unlikely that she and Sypa would be friends. Sypa was a jealous god.

Which was ironic all by itself.

She slipped out of Nisroch’s rooms and made her way along the halls to the great stairs, and up to the level where Sypa’s lush apartments filled a hefty amount of the total space under the mountain.

She went to the main door and passed through, so she was still a welcome visitor.

Sypa said, ‘Come here! Laila! It’s been too long.’ A mixture of command and greeting.

Laila went through the superb entrance hall with its red marble floor and magnificent, god-high frescoes of Sypa, over and over, in all the different costumes of her different priesthoods. A gold and ivory statue of Sypa, naked, filled the one niche at the centre of the rotunda.

Laila passed the statue and entered the inner sanctum – one of them, anyway.

‘There you are,’ Sypa said. And then, over her shoulder, ‘She’s all yours.’

Laila turned, but she was too slow.

Gul extended one black claw. ‘Ours, now.’


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Kanun, Northern Narmer

Timut-Imri

Sunlight caught the dust motes in the air and made them glow, and the Temple of All Gods was bathed in a light that might, even to a hardened cynic like Timut-Imri, have been called sacred. The light caught the carvings on every pylon, and threw them into deep relief so that Timut-Imri could read the hieroglyphs as far away as the third pylon, dedicated by Tutankharrina five hundred years before, when Narmer was bathed in the light of the goddess.

‘This is stupid,’ Timut-Imri said.

The avatar of the insect god turned its head.

‘She could come out of the Outer Darkness a raving lunatic, brimful of power,’ he said.

The avatar turned its head back to the intricate work it was performing with its forelegs and taloned hands. ‘Very possibly,’ the insect rasped.

It could speak without a human interface – that is, if speaking was just a collection of sounds. The avatar could mimic a sort of high-pitched, squeaky Narmerian by using its leg and arm joints and wing casings. Timut-Imri couldn’t imagine the claw-multiple-eye co-ordination required to make that work, along with understanding human speech and producing inflection.

On the other hand, it was very quiet and hard to understand. Hence the usual use of intermediaries.

‘But you, O goddess, think this is a worthwhile risk.’ Timut-Imri tried to imitate the diplomatic tone of the insect avatar. But not the squeaky intonation.

Again the avatar turned its great head, so that every one of the hundreds of faceted eyes seemed to look at him. ‘If this body, or your body, is most interested in personal survival, this may rate as a poor decision. If you are interested in the survival of the whole world, and the least chance of success for your rebellion—’

‘Not my rebellion, sister.’

‘I find it very interesting that you use the term for a genetic sibling to me, an “alien” insect.’

Timut-Imri laughed. ‘It’s just an expression,’ he said.

‘Nonetheless, I find it flattering. At least, until I consider that I have the powers of a god and you are primarily devoted to keeping yourself alive.’ The eyes were faceted like jewels, the size of coins, and almost exactly hexagonal in shape at the centre of the eye group, but off to the edges, the hexagons grew more organic.

‘I’m here helping you, goddess, so self-preservation is slipping down my priority list.’

The insect managed a quiet cacophony of squeaking sounds.

‘Was that meant to be laughter?’ he asked.

‘I’m working on laughter. It is the one thing your humans have to offer that my people need.’

‘Are all your people just puppets to you?’ he asked, greatly daring. But his part of the working was complete; Maritaten hung in a web of spells between the two great pylons of Arrina, with the new vessel suspended beside her. Her name was Set-Aatari, and she was tall and thin, draped in black. Timut-Imri didn’t like any of this, but he’d been assured by several priests and the lady herself that she was a volunteer.

The avatar was playing with fire; it was manipulating the magical cords that bound distant Zos to Maritaten. ‘No,’ it said. ‘No, there are vessels bred for the purpose, and I can seize others at need – those are the rules and I didn’t make them. But we’re breeding for increased sentience in every generation. I think once upon a time, it was as you say, but it’s too much work, and too much responsibility. And boring. There. Best I can do. I wish I had one of the others here. Temis, by choice.’

‘Why?’ he asked.

‘Sheer power,’ the avatar squeaked. ‘You have a great deal of power, but Temis could run this whole thing. What we’re doing, in effect, is opening a gate to another plane. We’re saving power by making it a limited one-way gate that only one person can use. Every limitation saves auratic power, right?’

Timut-Imri smiled, as this was the sort of thing you learned in your earliest classes on manipulating power.

And yet, as with dance and sword work, many people never bothered to master the basics.

‘I’m trying to manipulate the aether from two hundred parasangs away,’ the avatar said. ‘It’s not good. There’s friction and loss all across the spectrum, and besides, I’m about to shout to Enkul-Anu exactly where I am.’ Scratchy laughter. ‘Not that knowing will do him much good.’

Timut-Imri lay down on his plinth and began running his warm-ups in his head. ‘I’m ready.’

The avatar turned. ‘I wish to thank you for your co-operation,’ it said. ‘I know you don’t agree.’

‘If I really disagreed, I would have run away. Everything is falling apart. I’m not sure adding another god to the mix is going to help, but …’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t have a better idea. We need Maritaten. We need …’

The avatar nodded. ‘Let’s proceed,’ it said, and the talon hovered over Timut-Imri’s hand. He nodded.

The talon pierced him, and he felt the power he’d spent a lifetime hoarding being sucked from him like blood.

He was suddenly uneasy. What do I actually know about the Bright People?

Enough to trust. But not enough, when lying helpless while an alien being sucked at his life force.

He opened his eyes. Above him, the tips of the pylons of the great Temple of All Gods in Kanun were lit with auratic fire, and the line of connection from Maritaten to Zos was like a scarlet rope running perfectly straight out into the brilliant day. Zos was somewhere below them, and to the west – in Hell, no doubt.

Another thread, less brilliant, but now growing in light and force, stretched out of Maritaten’s mouth like a scream of colour, straight into the heavens. In several places, sub-strands from it descended to attach to the scarlet thread of Zos’ soul.

Timut-Imri thought, No surprises yet.

The avatar, for all the world like a hierophant worshipping, raised both wings and arms to the heavens, but its taloned appendages were working the threads linking Maritaten to Arrina and Zos like a spider working on its web.

And then Timut-Imri felt the pulse of power. It went straight up the thread into the aether high above – a pulse of pure auratic power more powerful that anything he’d ever experienced. Some of it had been his; most of it, despite the avatar’s disclaimer, had come from the distant east. In fact, now that the packet of power was on its way into the Outer Darkness, Timut-Imri, with his eyes attuned to the aether, could see the thread linking the avatar to its distant mistress.

Outside, out of a beautiful sunny sky, came the rumble of distant thunder.

The Storm God.

The thread connecting Maritaten to the heavens began to vibrate like the string on a lyre. A deep humming sound eventuated. The handful of acolytes and priests present fell on their faces. Somewhere nearby, because they were working with Narmerians, a choir began to sing. Narmerians had very exacting ideas of the role of gods; it hadn’t been possible to plan this without ceremonies.

The woman, Set-Aatari, spread her arms in welcome and began the Prayer to the Sun.

The deep note began to rise, steady and whole. The thread became a rope, and the colour changed from a pale blue to a livid sunlight yellow.

Maritaten screamed.

Citadel of Kanun, Northern Narmer

Pollon

The regency council met in Maritaten’s chambers. Timut-Imri stood with the support of his staff, and the avatar of Tyka was visibly shaken.

Maritaten sat on her throne, her posture relaxed. Ulat stood by, looking frightened, perhaps because her mistress’s beautiful dark eyes had been replaced with pools of golden fire. Olufemi stood behind her with a fan. Horat stood in his armour. Axe was there, and Anenome, as well as Kormak, captain of the Guard of Swords, and Prince Ahaz and his wife. Around them stood a dozen army officers and as many priests and priestesses of the old gods of Narmer as could press into the room, which wasn’t large.

Outside, the city had fallen silent. The main entrance of the Temple of All Gods, one of the finest on the Great Green, had cracked. The roof of the forecourt had collapsed. The ground was still shaking, and the sun seemed particularly intense, and yet the sound of thunder rolled from distant Auza.

Leontas stepped forward. ‘Goddess?’ he asked. ‘Are you Arrina?’

The eyes of potent fire were directionless, but Maritaten’s head swung to face him.

‘I am Maritaten, the Great Lady of the High House,’ she said. ‘I am also Arrina, Goddess of the Sun of the former pantheon. We are sharing this body.’

Timut-Imri was less abashed than most of the Narmerians, despite an auratic exhaustion that was like a bad hangover. ‘We offered you …’ he began.

In a gesture recalling the liquid grace of Maritaten, the goddess waved. ‘We preferred this vessel, for what is coming. We were willing to accept the goddess. We are both. We will act for the good of both. We are here to save you.’

Pollon glanced at Timut-Imri.

‘But we honour Set-Aatari, who offered us her life freely. We honour all who worked for our release from the Outer Darkness, or our release from the coma that our lover’s torture induced.’ She spoke as if these riddles were transparent to all. ‘We have had half an aeon to plan, and now we must act.’

Pollon didn’t like the sound of that. ‘Great Lady …’ he said, stepping forward. The Narmerians were all in acts of worship; Set-Aatari had thrown herself full length on the floor, and Ulat had done the same. ‘Great Lady, will you help us rescue Lord Zos?’

She turned her head. ‘You are Pollon, the scribe and archer.’ She smiled, and it was Maritaten’s wicked smile, the one she used when she was plotting something. ‘Indeed, I will save Zos. He has my heart, as I have his. I will break Hell to find him.’ Then her smile became cold. ‘But that will keep. Enkul-Anu will know in moments – a day or two at most – that I live in flesh and am here. I am your god – the god of Narmer. And I say, we must leave Narmer, and go north, into the Sea of Grass.’

A few of the priests actually wailed. Arrina-Maritaten shrugged.

‘I am your queen and your god. I am not some petty god-king raised up by Enkul-Anu and force-fed resin. I am your Arrina. And I order every one of you to take what can be saved and march north. We are not ready to face Gul, and we are not ready to be revealed to Enkul-Anu.’

‘Gul?’ the insect avatar said. ‘Gul?’

Arrina-Maritaten smiled. ‘Tyka,’ she said. ‘We have never been allies before.’

The avatar straightened up, flexing its back-jointed knees. ‘We haven’t precisely been enemies. And this mortal, Timut-Imri, and I … we brought you here.’

Arrina-Maritaten nodded. ‘I know. I know many things – so many that if I began to speak them all now, we’d sit here for weeks. I promise you I am sane. I am Maritaten, as well as Arrina. I love Zos, and I plan to defeat Heaven. And break Hell. But first, we must survive the next few weeks. First, we must run. Gather every pack animal and wagon on the coast. Do it immediately. I command it.’

‘But … Gul?’ Tyka asked through her avatar.

Arrina-Maritaten nodded. ‘Gul is not what you think he is,’ she said. ‘Gul is the true enemy, and he … no, they are trying to open a gate to the other worlds so that this world can be taken. And eaten.’ She shuddered. ‘If Gul triumphs, the world will die. Gul is not human or Apep-Duat. He is not dragon-kind or Bright People. Gul, who was once a man, made a deal with the worms, and now he is them. He is a colony of the Odine, and where the Odine come, they take everything.’

Timut-Imri blanched; his dark skin looked suddenly grey. ‘Odine,’ he said. ‘I have seen an inscription …’

‘They followed the Apep-Duat here,’ Arrina-Maritaten said. ‘I chose to fight the Odine, and not the Apep-Duat.’ She shrugged. ‘So did some of the other gods.’

‘But Enkul-Anu? And the gods of Auza? And my friend Zos?’ Pollon was awed by their success, but he still had to ask.

Arrina-Maritaten looked at him with her golden eyes. ‘Pollon, loyal friend, master scribe, deadly archer. The gods of Auza are a mob of desperate imbeciles. They ought to be with us against the Odine—’

‘We are against all gods,’ Pollon said.

‘Are you really, deadly archer? Druku? Temis? Daos? And the avatar of Tyka stands beside you. Your friend Zos is worshipped as a god by hundreds – soon, thousands. Do you not know how it works?’

She stood, and all of those present felt a temptation to hide their faces, as she seemed to burn with power. ‘Perhaps the idea of playing at gods was a poor one, but I am here, and without me, and Tyka and the others, what chance would you have? Listen, then. I was once as mortal as you.’

That sent a ripple through the priests.

Arrina-Maritaten smiled. ‘The path to immortality is strewn with corpses, and no one who takes this path is altogether good. Ask Timut-Imri there – he is far along one path. And you, Pollon, have began to walk another, whether you will it or not.’ She spread her arms. ‘But whatever my sins, or Maritaten’s, we are here, and you will follow us, and perhaps, if we are lucky, we will triumph.’

‘And then?’ Timut-Imri found himself moved – excited. His heart rose as it had not in a long time.

‘And then … ? For all their brutality and foolishness and evil, the gods of Auza are not the greatest threat to all of you. Gul and his consort Urkigul are the true threat. When they are beaten, if that is even possible, then, then, you may come for all the gods, but I warn you that in the aftermath of this war, there will be consequences that will haunt you for centuries, and you may continue to need us. And I warn you, Timut-Imri, sorcerer, and Pollon, deadly archer, and Axe and Anenome and Kormak and a dozen others … even in the Outer Darkness I felt you grow. Godhood is the natural result of climbing the path to fame and power.’

Pollon spluttered. ‘I never intended—’

‘The road to Hell is paved with good intentions,’ Arrina-Maritaten said. ‘And in the end, you and I will have to go there to save Zos.’ She smiled, and Pollon felt his heart jump.

‘Will you follow me to Hell, when the time comes?’ she asked.

Her smile was like the sun.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Heaven/Auza

Enkul-Anu

‘What the fuck is going on,’ the Great Storm God roared at Illikumi. ‘Where is Laila?’

‘It might be better if you asked Where is Sypa?, you whoremaster!’ his consort spat.

Enkul-Anu turned his golden gaze on Sypa. ‘If I thought that you could read the anaphora for me and tell me what the hells is going on in the world I thought was ours, I’d send for you.’

‘But I can, dearest Storm God. I can tell you almost anything. I read it every day, and that fickle traitor Laila isn’t between me and the world any more.’ Sypa seemed to glow with power.

Enkul-Anu’s great hand rose, and in it was a lightning bolt. ‘Sypa,’ he said. ‘Where is Laila?’

Sypa laughed. ‘She’s in Hell.’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘Strike me with your lightning, husband. See what that gets you. I gave her to Gul because she betrayed us all.’

The hand holding the thunderbolt seemed to shake. ‘I ordered otherwise.’

‘You were wrong,’ Sypa said. ‘And I defy you.’ As beautiful as ever, she turned her back on the great marble throne and walked away, barefoot, down an aisle quickly formed by cringing demigods and priestlings. Before Enkul-Anu could make up his mind to throw his thunderbolt, she conjured a gate and stepped through it.

Heaven was silent.

‘Illikumi?’ Enkul-Anu asked in his most dangerous, quiet voice. ‘What the fuck just happened?’

‘Lady Sssypa ssseemsss to have left Heaven,’ he hissed.

Enkul-Anu stood up. ‘Something just happened in Narmer,’ he said. ‘Something immense. Who is going to go find out what in Auza’s name happened?’ He looked around. Eventually, his gaze fell on Illikumi. ‘Is your sky chariot repaired?’

Illikumi was clearly not very interested in leaving Heaven, but he nodded agreement.

‘I’ll give you six demons. Afterwards they can go on to join this new Nikali god-king and mop up the rebellion in the north. I felt it in the aether. Find out what happened.’ He grunted. ‘And find Seti-Anu and get his fucking army moving.’

Then he summoned the captain of his demon legion. ‘Send someone to fetch my son,’ he said. ‘Kursag.’

But he didn’t really need to send anyone to investigate. He was simply trying to buy time, because his senses in the aether told him that Arrina – enemy, lover, and enemy again – had been released into the world.

Sypa and Arrina.

I’m fucked, he thought.


Chapter Forty

Onadawegan Country, Dendrowna

Era

The second day after the battle, there was a stir in the village; Gyantwachia and Jawat went out in response to a report from one of the guards, leading a party of warriors, and Era began to wake tired women and men and ordered them to arm. She thought they might have two hundred and fifty people ready to fight; the Kautlin, defying expectations, had remained – at least in part – because Jiila, a senior matron among them, had insisted that they stay.

Era’s thoughts were dark – darkened by loss, and by the deflation that followed the extreme joy of victory. In her mind, another party of Nikali were coming over the mountains from the south. She didn’t think they’d be able to rally the force to stop them, and it was clear that the Onadawega matrons agreed, because as fast as the warriors armed, the people of the town were readying themselves to run.

Before the sun was high in the sky, baskets loaded with goods were stacked neatly outside the cabins and longhouses of the town, and the first families were already heading north along the Trade Road to the next village.

They were still in sight when a runner – a young female warrior who sprinted all the way to the gate – shouted that it was friends coming.

Era racked her mind for what friends they might have, but before she could brew herself tea, the warriors were coming back, laughing and describing the strange animals that were coming up the Trade Road from the south. ‘Deer without antlers, with warriors riding them,’ one man said, and before she could bother to puzzle that out, she saw them.

Or rather, she saw Daos. He was wearing a blue mantle, a colour seldom seen in the north, and his golden beard shone like the sun, and he was mounted on the largest horse Era had ever seen.

Her heart soared. She threw caution and dignity to the winds and ran to the gate and threw her arms around the giant as he dismounted.

‘You,’ she said, ‘are a very welcome sight.’

He hugged her close. ‘Jawat says you know about Zos,’ he said quietly. Behind him were two dozen women on horses, mostly smaller horses, and another dozen …

Another dozen people who were half-horse and half-human. They looked about with intense curiosity, and the people of the town stared back at them. A bold girl came forward and stroked a horse, and the horse leaned into her hand, and she stumbled. People laughed. The Horse People smiled, like people; only on second glance did Era realise how different their physiognomy was from the human: their nostrils were wider, longer, and slitted at the end, their eyes huge and widely set.

Daos nodded. ‘Centaurs,’ he said. ‘My father’s people. And now mine, perhaps. It’s complicated.’ He smiled the broad smile she remembered, from when he’d been a boy. Her boy, to all intents, if not for long.

‘You are all grown,’ she said. She’d seen him a few months before – talked with him briefly – but it had been a rush and her mind had been on Zos. Now she had to take in that he was a man: a fully grown man in the prime of middle age. Already five, or even ten, years older in appearance than he had been just months before, at the edge of winter.

‘You have news?’ she asked.

He nodded. ‘Mostly that I’m raising an army with Druku, out on the Sea of Grass. But Druku heard that the Nikali were set to attack you – we thought we’d draw off some of their force. Then yesterday, a strange woman – a scout of some kind – came into our camp, asked if we were with the rebels, and said you’d won a battle here. I brought my best warriors in a hurry.’

Era nodded. She noted that most of the women and men, and centaurs, had star-stone weapons. ‘The scout was probably one of the Ancient Ones the locals call Dog People. They seem to have high hopes for our rebellion.’ She paused. ‘Horses in Dendrowna?’

‘We could use some corn,’ Daos admitted. ‘There’s not much grass to eat. But we’re not so bad in the woods. Anyway, I can tell you there’s nothing between us – the valleys south of here are empty of Nikali, as far as twenty parasangs.’

Era felt as if she could breathe for the first time in weeks. ‘That’s good news.’

‘We need to spring Zos,’ Daos said. ‘Druku says he’s in Hell.’

Era nodded. ‘How’s Maritaten?’ she asked.

‘When I left her, she was in a coma. The Narmerians are at a stand. But if you appeared, I think we could rally them.’ Daos was not looking at her now, but watching as the people of the town approached the centaurs cautiously. More children were stroking one, and the centaur laughed and stamped her hooves.

‘You want me to abandon the Onadawega and follow you?’ she asked. By then, Nicté was with them, and Hefa-Asus, who was tall enough to come to Daos’s chin. They embraced.

Daos shook his head. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I’m not the strategos. You are. I thought you may not know about Zos, and I assumed you’d want help with the Nikali.’

Era considered. For the first time in several weeks, she had positive options. ‘I don’t think I can take all the warriors in the north out onto the Sea of Grass,’ she said.

Nicté snorted.

Era smiled. ‘Even if I thought they’d come,’ she added, and she and Nicté shared a glance. ‘But, I was at the point of sending Hefa-Asus to Maritaten anyway. And if you say the land route is open, however briefly, then we should use it. Anything else must be discussed in council. There are now many hands in this alliance.’

Daos nodded. ‘How well I know that.’ He waved to a big centaur, who had a bronze torso-plate with a scale skirt that covered her chest and horse legs almost to the knees in front, and part of her back like a saddle blanket. It was a remarkable piece of armour, and Hefa-Asus was immediately fascinated. ‘This is Drusila, a leader of the Free People of the Plains.’

Drusila bent her forelegs, making something like a bow. ‘Strategos,’ she said.

Era returned the bow. Drusila had an alien but familiar beauty that went to Era’s heart: slanted eyes, a mane of dark chestnut hair, a long chin. Her golden armour was a perfect contrast to her chestnut skin. She had one of Hefa-Asus’ early star-metal swords slung on a baldric.

‘My lady,’ Era said.

Drusila laughed. ‘You are rebels, and yet you have titles,’ she said. ‘And yet, I agree that it is difficult to make war without leaders and discipline.’ She shrugged, smiled, and something kindled in her eyes. ‘You defeated the Nikali?’

‘We did,’ Era said. ‘We had some help.’ She turned to Hefa-Asus. ‘Can you gather a dozen Poche warriors and be ready to leave tomorrow morning?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. Everything is packed but my tool kit.’

Era put a hand on his arm. ‘Get the Sky Chariot into action and I think … I think maybe we can start …’ She paused. ‘Start attacking.’

Daos looked back at her. ‘Another thing,’ he said. ‘Gul has unleased armies of the not-dead, the gidimu. Noa is crippled, if not destroyed, and Weshwesh, too.’

Era felt that in the pit of her stomach. ‘Noa? Gul destroyed Noa? Hells and more hells! Noa was the very epicentre of loyalty to the gods!’

‘Gods, maybe, but not Sypa. And Druku says Sypa and Gul are now in alliance.’

‘I can’t keep up,’ Era muttered. ‘Alliance against us? Against Enkul-Anu?’

Daos nodded. ‘I was hoping to see Antaboga. There’s something missing here and only someone very old can tell me what is going on.’

‘Antaboga is two weeks’ travel away, and even if you could take a horse up the ridges from the Sea of Grass, I don’t think you’d get one through the mountains to the Kautlin country.’ Nicté looked at Daos. ‘You need to stop growing,’ she said with a smile.

Daos smiled back. ‘I hear you are the greatest warrior ever to be born.’

Nicté shrugged. ‘I’ve had some good days,’ she agreed.

‘And married to this big lout,’ Daos added.

Era thought for a moment that the boy sounded like Zos.

‘I’ll summon a council,’ she said. ‘But we need to move. And I don’t think there’s time to visit the World Serpent, even if she was in the mood to receive visitors.’

But before the council could even meet, the sun flickered, and the wind came up, and there were rumbles of thunder from the south, and then the earth began to shake. It didn’t last long, but every one of them – Onadawega or visitor – with any auratic talent felt the power that crackled through the world.


Chapter Forty-One

Far Northern Dendrowna

Antaboga

The dragon lying at the edge of the warm water deep under the ice felt the tremors. She was too far from Auza to hear thunder, but she didn’t need to; she felt the change. She felt the auratic tension in the air, and she extended her many senses into the aether and drew her own conclusions.

Her eggs were thriving. A year, no more, would see them hatch, and the perpetual humid warmth of the hot springs beneath the ice sheet were the perfect climate for them. She was tempted to wonder if this was where she was meant to be. Were dragons born in the mountains? That seems likely.

So long ago.

That’s Arrina, returned to corporeal reality. I can taste her.

I can taste Tyka, too. And Tyka and I have never had a problem.

So Arrina has returned to the world, and Enkul-Anu had nothing to do with it. Curious. I was indisposed when he turned on her. So many things that I don’t know. But I am sure this is the right move.

But Enkul-Anu will realise she’s here very soon. Perhaps already.

How will he react?

She contemplated her eggs. ‘I will be leaving you for a little time, my dears,’ she purred. She conjured an image of herself, one baleful eye open, and left it like a snake leaving its skin. Carefully, so as not to damage the sheets of ice above her that hid her bulk from prying eyes, she slunk out of her warm caves and into the spring above. And then, after shaking herself free of snow, she spread her behemoth wings, and leapt into the air.

An hour later, she took human form for the first time in several aeons. In fact, she’d once sworn never to do it again.

Dragons lied, even to themselves.

She took the form of an older woman, past child-bearing, because it amused her – because women with wrinkled skin and sagging breasts were invisible to the powers of the world. She wore a stained deerskin tunic so old that the porcupine quill decorations had all worn away, leaving the coloured pattern to join the stains of blueberry and blood. Her hair was a tangled grey mass, and her gnarled feet were bare, and she carried a staff that was a simple branch of maple.

It amused her to appear old and defenceless.

And in her vanity and duplicity, even now, as she prepared to help the rebels, she wanted to give them an opportunity to offend her. She really couldn’t help herself in that regard.

She hobbled to the gate of the town. It was the largest of the Onadawegan towns, and she knew it from her dreams and her spies.

There were two warriors at the gate. She ventured a snaggle-toothed smile, and the nearer, a big man with vibrant black tattoos and a Nikali bronze sword, smiled back.

‘Ho, grandmother,’ he said. ‘Are you from the southern towns?’

‘What if I am?’ she wheezed.

The other guard was a woman: small, lithe, in a breastplate of bones and a very fancy loincloth of Mykoan wool. ‘Grandmother, do you need food?’ she asked.

With perfect truth, Antaboga said, ‘I haven’t eaten in days.’

The woman took her to a longhouse. On the way she apologised for the lack of good food. ‘It is spring, and our town is full of refugees and foreigners,’ she said. ‘But there are corn cakes with dried blueberries, and I will try and find you some deer meat.’

Antaboga ate all she was offered, and drank fresh, clean water, and accepted the good Mykoan wool blanket that a foreigner working in the longhouse found for her. She was given a clay disc that assigned her a place to sleep.

She breathed in the smell of humans. Even in the guise of a mortal woman, her supernatural senses could smell everything in the longhouse: mushrooms, refuse, sex, mice, old furs and damp wool.

The smell made her almost nostalgic. It smelled like human habitations she had known in her youth.

She drank some tea with a circle of older people. None of them asked her difficult questions, and she left them believing she was from various places, and she used her powers to slip back through the town to the main hall.

There were a few she recognised there: the enigmatic godling Daos, on whom she looked with favour; and that one must be Era, the wanax – a commanding presence, with the grace of a dancer. She didn’t really know the others, but she could probably place their names: a remarkable young woman, heavily muscled, was doubtless the warrior Nicté; the one who felt both like a void and a fountain of joy must be Jawala, the Given.

Daos looked at her as soon as she entered the hall through the door of hanging furs.

He’d been sitting by the fire in the hearth. Era was speaking, but Daos raised a hand, rose to his feet, towering over the others, and then bowed deeply.

‘You are welcome here, Eldest,’ he said.

Antaboga smiled at him.

Era looked at her, was clearly confused, and then looked at Daos.

The other councillors, some of them older women themselves, looked at her in surprise. One rose and came to take her hand. ‘No door in my town is closed,’ she said. ‘But this meeting …’

Daos laughed. ‘When I say Eldest, friends,’ he said, ‘I mean it. This is no mortal woman. This is she who you call the feathered serpent. This is Antaboga. The dragon.’

The woman holding her hand froze.

Antaboga laughed, a full, rich laugh that held no cackle. ‘Daos, I have no idea how Tyka and Temis and Nanuk made you, but you see deeply and well.’ She looked at Era. ‘I am she who Daos named, wanax of the mortal rebels. I have come to discuss matters and my time is limited – my eggs need me.’

It was rare for her to feel so positive about humans, but she was in a good mood. They had been hospitable, and Daos put her in a good humour. Also, by some strange miracle of transference, because her human belly was full, she felt full. The only drawback of life under the ice had been a lack of food out on the snows.

Terrified men brought her a seat: the same kind of leather-covered stool as the others had.

The woman named Era was studying her.

She studied the woman back, and liked what she saw: empathy tempered with intelligence, and some passion.

Also, she wore a bear amulet around her neck, and Antaboga had always been partial to bears.

‘Arrina, the Goddess of the Sun, has returned to the world,’ Antaboga said.

Daos merely nodded. Either he had the male tendency to pretend he knew everything, or he had guessed from the outburst of power.

‘Things will move very quickly now. The gods you fight are going to have their hands forced open. I do not know as much about this as I wish. I won’t bore you with my guesses, but I think Enkul-Anu must fight and destroy Arrina, even though he won’t want to. I could be wrong, but the details do not matter. The fact of the matter is that everything will now move faster.’

Era nodded. She glanced at Daos, and then at a strong old man who sat with Nicté; she didn’t know him.

Jawala, the Given, nodded. ‘I felt it, yesterday. When this goddess returned.’

Antaboga looked at Jawala, then tried a small experiment and almost recoiled in horror.

‘You are a null point,’ she said.

Jawala smiled. ‘It is an interesting concept for a weapon, is it not?’ she said. ‘A weapon that can do no harm.’

Antaboga rose very quickly from her stool, belying her apparent age and frailty, and moved across the hall until she was outside the range of the Given’s effect. Just there, she had been ultimately vulnerable, trapped in the guise of an old woman, with no powers whatsoever. If it had been a trap, she would have walked straight in.

A child could have killed her.

The mortals looked disturbed by her flight across the room.

‘You have nothing to fear,’ Jawala said. ‘My weapon is nothing.’

Antaboga laughed. ‘Your weapon, as you call it, is terrifying.’ She took a deep breath, secure in her age-old enchantments again. She’d had a moment of fear that the power of the Given had stripped her, but apparently it simply cancelled certain auratic properties …

Then she shook her head. She enhanced her voice so that she could speak across the room. ‘The rebel army north of the Iteru delta will be the next target for Enkul-Anu. And, I think, Gul.’ She considered telling them why Gul must appear to obey Enkul-Anu, but her guesswork had nothing to do with this negotiation. ‘I think we must face Enkul-Anu, once and for all.’

‘We?’ Era asked. It was the first thing she’d said.

Antaboga nodded to Daos. ‘Surely your friends have told you that I would support you if I could. I spoke to your Zos months ago. He is now a prisoner in Hell. I have spoken to Daos, to Pollon, to Druku and to Temis.’ She held up a hand. ‘I have played my own role in your rebellion from the first to the last. Your best ally has been Nanuk – do you not know that? And it was he who plotted my release, although I have my own agents. I fought Enkul-Anu and blinded him to your importance. I taught Druku the secrets of making the star-stone into star-metal so that your smiths could forge it.’ She smiled. ‘And now, I will support you more directly, but I need to know what you intend.’

Era held up a hand to silence Daos. ‘Great Lady,’ she said with courtesy, ‘you are renowned for your duplicity.’

Antaboga bowed her old head. ‘Indeed.’

‘Why would you support us?’ Era asked.

Antaboga smiled again. ‘It is my whim to do so. Also, Zos, Pollon, Daos and Druku restored to me my eggs. There are very few actions that would cause me to feel … loyalty … to mere mortals, but that act has turned my head.’

Era smiled. ‘I don’t believe you.’

Antaboga flirted with giving in to anger – rage, even. But another part of her great, compartmented mind was amused; of course no wise human would ever believe her. She was, after all, the great deceiver.

Her human form shrugged. ‘Then we are at an impasse. I am willing to help you, but I need to know what you will do.’

Jawala stood. ‘I will trust you,’ she said. ‘Show that you trust me. Come and sit by me. Show weakness. Be merely human for a few minutes.’

Antaboga shivered. She knew what a Given was. She knew that Jawala was all but incapable of deception. But the others …

But they hadn’t harmed her before.

Or, she could fly off and leave them to their fates.

Or she could burn the town and kill everyone in it, except perhaps the few sitting within range of the Given.

She walked over and sat by Jawala. ‘There,’ she said. ‘I am helpless as a babe. And wanax of the rebels, ask yourself what it would serve for me to do you harm. I want only one thing – the survival of my young. No other desire is as important.’

Era looked at Jawala, and then at her. ‘We have sent a party to open communications with Narmer,’ she said. ‘We need … We want to defeat the Nikali, so that they do not threaten the valleys of the people of the north, and so we can move in force to the Sea of Grass. Perhaps we wish to make an alliance with Tiatli, where the Nikali have forced themselves in.’

Antaboga could see it in her mind’s eye, almost with the power of prophecy: a titanic battle on the Sea of Grass. And who will win?

‘You wish me to destroy the Nikali?’ Antaboga asked.

‘No!’ Jawala said with more force than Antaboga expected. Era turned and raised an eyebrow, ready to speak, but Jawala, in a rare display of something very like authority, stood. ‘No, just for once, we will not kill people who stand in our way.’

Era sat back and crossed her arms.

Jawala turned to Antaboga. ‘They worship you as a god in Tiatli and throughout the Nikali lands,’ she said. ‘Speak to them. You are their god. Tell them the truth about the gods and about our aims. Better yet, take me.’

Antaboga smiled. ‘I would be very vulnerable carrying you, and, begging your pardon, I have never allowed any mortal to ride me in my true form.’

‘On the other hand,’ Jawala said, ‘if Enkul-Anu comes for you, no matter how strong his form, you’d eat him alive.’

‘You are a very strange Given,’ Antaboga said.

‘I was made Given for a very strange purpose,’ Jawala snapped back, ‘and these are very strange times.’


Chapter Forty-Two

Kur/Hell

Laila and Gul

The Great God of Death tipped his skull-helmet back on his head to reveal his face. It was the face of a very old man; it was not as terrifying as she had expected.

She looked around. ‘Where … ? Am I in Hell?’

Gul’s lips twitched and the parchment that passed for skin around his mouth wrinkled – a smile. ‘There are as many hells as there are worlds,’ he said. His voice had an echo, as if multiple voices spoke together.

She put a hand over her eyes. ‘I … You confuse me. What do you want from me?’

Gul shrugged. ‘Never an enormous challenge,’ he said with friendly contempt. ‘What will you do to preserve your existence?’

‘Anything,’ she said, in a matter-of-fact voice. ‘As you well know.’

‘Very well. I want you to spy for us on Enkul-Anu. If you make any attempt to warn him or betray me, I will end you. And I want you to place me in control of the anaphora. It is time that it was used properly.’

She looked at him for a moment and then turned her eyes away, afraid she’d show her disgust. ‘No one is in control of the anaphora. It is a network of informants and reporters. They report.’

Gul’s unblinking yellow eyes watched her. ‘Very well. Give me access, and the ability to lock out all other watchers.’

She shrugged. ‘It’s not set up that way. As far as I know, you cannot lock out the other watchers.’

‘Perhaps,’ said the many voices, ‘you are not really of any use to me.’

‘Ask your friend Sypa!’ Laila said. ‘She has the same access I have! She knows how it works!’

She saw the words strike home. ‘Sypa,’ Gul said, as if mildly disappointed, ‘has the same access you have?’

Laila learned a surprising amount right there.

After a long pause, Gul nodded. ‘So. You will spy on Enkul-Anu and Sypa for me. In return, I will allow you an independent existence. For a while.’

He put his ice-cold skeletal hand on her. Close up, his eyes were more horrible than she’d imagined: close up, they looked like thousands of tiny yellow eyes looking out at her.

She flinched away.

‘Be calm, little traitor,’ Gul said.

He pulled her through a maze of corridors, cold as ice, full of fog. Through doorways she could see … what appeared to be the inside of tombs. Great, lofty beehive tombs of the great, and rough-hewn rock tombs, and tombs of dirt. Sometimes she saw into palaces, and one door seemed to lead out onto ice.

They came to a sort of throne room. There were two thrones: massive seats in black marble, set in a black marble floor. Every element of the vast hall was black, and the darkness fooled even her immortal eyes.

In front of the thrones was a black table, or perhaps it was an altar.

Zos lay on it, bound by bronze shackles. It looked to her as if his heart and organs had been removed.

His eyes moved, tracking Laila, who gagged.

‘Another one of your many lovers?’ Gul asked.

She said nothing.

‘This is the fate that awaits those who oppose me,’ Gul said with the voice of a choir of old women. ‘All I require of this poor mortal is that he join us. Somehow, he resists.’ Gul’s parchment skin almost cracked as he smiled. ‘His resistance is interesting.’ His long finger pointed. ‘Come.’

He led her from the hall, back into the maze of endless corridors. Laila had a good sense of direction, and in her head she saw, not a grid but a spiderweb of tunnels and … tombs.

And this was just one hell.

And then, after walking for what seemed to her to be days, Gul led her to a great gate of black basalt, with massive hinges and pintels of magicked bronze. The wall above the gate was a mosaic mural done in shades of grey and black: Gul, in his chariot, reaping souls with a black bronze scythe on a mortal battlefield.

When she looked at the mural, it seemed to stretch to infinity in every direction.

‘The gate of Hell!’ she breathed.

In front of the gate was a pool that smelled so foul she tried not to breathe, the water black. The pool was vast, and a single bridge spanned it. Something with many legs thrashed the foul water.

‘The Gate,’ Gul said, ‘that can only be opened from within.’ He reached up to the mural and something clicked.

The gate opened and Laila’s eyes – used now to the underground world – beheld not daylight, but an unlit natural cave.

‘You will be free to go, little traitor,’ Gul said. ‘But first, I need to use you as bait to lure Druku.’

Laila tossed her head. ‘That fool,’ she said.

‘A fool who expects to meet you at the Temple of Arrina on Midsummer’s Eve. Remember our bargain and we will not need to bring you back here. Remember the mortal Zos, and remain loyal for once. Because once we start your suffering, it will be eternal.’

He caught one of her hands and chained it to the side of the gate. ‘I will return when I want you,’ he said, and left her in the cold green fog of Hell’s outer gates.

Midsummer’s Eve was just ten days away.


Chapter Forty-Three

Kanun, Northern Narmer

Leontas

‘You’re sure?’ Leontas asked Pollon. They were standing on the magnificent beach of Kanun. The fleet, such as it was, lay upturned: sixteen pentekonters, a dozen triakonters, and a few big Narmerian river craft that Nefertari had decided to risk on the Great Green. The upturned hulls were dry, freshly tarred, and ready for sea.

Pollon nodded, holding his amulet in his hand. ‘Forty-four warships and a dozen merchant ships, too. Every ship in the harbour of Sala.’

‘The Jekers took Sala …’ Leontas shook his head. ‘I didn’t see that coming.’

‘Eventually, they’ll overrun the world.’ Pollon was still using the amulet to follow the anaphora. ‘I have a confirming report from a priestess in northern Noa.’ He shook his head. ‘People are remarkable. The gods sent Gul to destroy the Noans, their most loyal milk cows, and this woman is still reporting to the gods.’

Leontas flashed him a lopsided smile. ‘I try not to say this to everyone, but sometimes I doubt the wisdom of this democracy you preach, my friend.’

Pollon glared.

Leontas shrugged. ‘Some people are wilfully stupid. They cannot change. They cannot adapt, often for the most ridiculous reasons. Yet you want them to share power with you, and me.’

Pollon nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said.

Leontas laughed. ‘I hope we live to see that day when we can debate all this and have it come to pass,’ he said. ‘In the meantime, where are these ships bound?’

‘Narmer,’ Pollon said. ‘Or here.’

‘Which means I need to get the fleet to sea.’

‘You think our sixteen vessels can take their fifty?’ Pollon asked.

Leontas made a face at odds with his usual cloak of dignity. For a moment he looked like a small boy about to throw a stone at something he shouldn’t. ‘I don’t want to get caught on a beach when the Jekers are at sea,’ he said. ‘And yes. I think we can take them.’

‘At odds of three to one?’

Leontas just smiled.

Thais, Narmer Delta

Hyatta-Azi

It was a miracle, from his god.

The fleet that appeared off the beaches of Thais was vast: fifty ships, packed with men and women, and his initial despair was replaced by a profound relief.

Sagosa excelled at fatalism. Hyatta-Azi wasn’t there, himself. And the siege of Thais hadn’t been the orgy of destruction he’d desired. He was tired, and he worried about Kursag’s view of the losses he’d sustained – in battle, from disease, from starvation. A few had even deserted.

Nonetheless, he had no trouble at all falling at the feet of his god and worshipping him. ‘Kursag! Lord of the End! Destroyer of worlds!’

Behind him, two thousand Jekers – all that were left of the hardened killers who had come to the delta – cheered and fell on their faces on the sand.

Kursag hovered above them, his great wings spread, cupping the air and pushing a downdraught of blood and death. He wore a winding sheet of rotting linen, and he was larger, more dangerous, and his eyes shone – the same pure flame-lit gold of Enkul-Anu’s eyes.

Hyatta-Azi lay in religious ecstasy.

‘Rise, my faithful killer,’ Kursag roared. ‘My wolf! My harbinger!’

Hyatta-Azi rose to his feet and, at his god’s command, went forward.

Slaves surrounded the god as he landed. He drank off a cup of something from one, and then took a bundle from another. ‘Hyatta-Azi, I name you a Lord of the End. Your victory at Thais will ring through the halls of the so-called immortals.’ The vulture-head grinned or perhaps that was just a trick of the curve of the god’s beak. ‘I brought you something.’

It was a new cloak of scarlet, dyed with the most expensive mollusc pigment. And wrapped in it, a helmet of bronze, shaped like the head of a wolf, with a long snout, bronze teeth and a ruff of black plumes, as well as a horsehair mane.

He dropped his bloodstained cloak on the sands, tossed the magnificent new one around his shoulders, and put on the helmet.

Instantly, it closed around his head. Something locked under his chin, and …

Kursag laughed. ‘Now you are my wolf, forever,’ he said.

Hyatta-Azi wanted to scream. He opened his mouth, and it was the metal wolf’s mouth that opened, and a roar came out.

His warriors cheered.

‘The wolf of Thais! The wolf of Thais!’

Hyatta-Azi had not survived as a Jeker lord without being adaptable. He tried speaking, and found his voice amplified.

A helmet of command. He had heard of such. ‘God of the End,’ he called. ‘Where to next?’

Kursag killed and ate one of the slaves at his feet, eviscerating the man, taking off the head and dropping the uneaten remains at his feet. ‘We sail for Kanun,’ he said.

Hyatta-Azi knew that Maritaten was in Kanun. With a good fleet and an excellent army. He said as much, with some hesitation.

Kursag grunted. ‘And that is why we will use my father’s army out of Lukor as meat shields,’ he said. ‘Burn Thais.’

Hyatta-Azi, who had lived in the ruins of Thais for more than a month, decided not to tell his god that it had already been burned.

Kanun, Northern Narmer

Arrina-Maritaten

We must rescue Zos.

No, my heart. We must save the army and the bureaucracy.

Zos is in torment.

Zos will withstand it. And I have the power to render him … insensible. I will do so, and you will cease to have bad dreams, and we will march forward.

Forward, into the Sea of Grass? That sounds like a retreat.

It is a retreat. I have cast my eye over all that has transpired, and our only chance to defeat Gul is to retreat now.

Gul? Gul? Surely Enkul-Anu.

Hush, my heart.

Arrina-Maritaten sat on her throne of gold in the great hall of the citadel, high above Kanun, and issued her orders. Ulat and Olufemi stood by her; Kormak, captain of the Guard of Swords, stood at her back with his great bronze sword, and Ahaz sat at her feet on a tall stool. Everything seemed right, at least for the Great Lady of Narmer in Exile – everything except that her eyes glowed with an inner fire that made them appear a burning yellow, like gold heated past the melting point.

‘If we retreat into the Sea of Grass …’ Tehutaten began cautiously. He was new commander of the Royal Guard chariots. He wasn’t a prince of the blood or a nobleman of the first rank, but he’d been chosen after extensive discussion. He was loyal, and he was a good officer, both on and off the field.

He clearly didn’t relish disagreeing with his queen, who was also – at least, for the moment – literally a god. ‘Great Lady,’ he said. He fell forward on the ground, his face pressed to the marble floor. ‘Great Arrina … If we take the army into the Sea of Grass, we will die on foreign soil, and our souls will be lost to Narmer.’

The Great Lady of the High House stood, and in that moment she was clearly Arrina. She seemed immense, despite her small stature, and her eyes commanded. ‘Tehutaten, I hear your concern. But I am Arrina returned, and I tell you that wherever I am, your soul is safe, and you will return to Narmer.’ She looked out over the hall, which was packed with soldiers and courtiers by her own order. ‘Faithful ones,’ she said. ‘Gul is coming with an army of gidimu. They will march out of the sea, or cross the Iteru. They do not need to breathe. They are not living women and men. Seti-Anu has an army of conscripted peasants marching from Lukor. The Jeker god has a fleet sailing from Thais.’

She smiled. ‘We will defeat them all, with a little help from our allies. But we are not ready now, and we if we make a stand here we will die here. The dead will come over the walls. The peasants will dig a siege mound higher than the citadel. The Jekers would massacre the survivors. But I promise you, as your queen and your living goddess returned, that in a month, we will turn the tables on them all.’

Twelve hours later, the first caravan, loaded with the precious grain that Arrina-Maritaten had taken at Thais and hoarded at Kanun, left by the east gate and headed north with a guard of chariots commanded by Tehutaten, rolling smoothly along the roads. Twenty parasangs from Kanun, the caravan came to the end of the Yahudi lands, and continued over hardpan desert from oasis to oasis for three days, to the edge of the Sea of Grass.

A day’s travel later, they were met by a dozen centaurs, and continued north.

By then, most of the population of Kanun, as well as the army, the refugees from Thais and every pack animal from every Yahudi town along the coast were heading north and east, onto the Sea of Grass.

Because behind them, an army of gidimu was emerging, covered in kelp, from the sea.

Khapitya scouts left by Arrina-Maritaten noted with surprise that there were holes in their ranks. The army of the not-dead marched up the beach and over the remnants of the taverns and warehouses, but there were gaps.

And some of the gidimu themselves were missing limbs.

The sea had not, apparently, been kind.

The Sea of Grass, north of Narmer

Pollon

They were two days into the Sea of Grass. Pollon was privileged to ride in a chariot, and when they ran out of road, he bumped along as the wheels rolled up and over the humps of dried grass, the dead brush, the anthills. The Sea of Grass, in summer, was more like a desert than Pollon had expected.

He didn’t see much of it, as he and Timut-Imri had a new project. The baggage train held most of Mari-Ye’s extensive library, which had been carried from Lukor far down the Iteru river, up to Thais, across the delta to Kanun, and was now being dragged in three wagons across the Sea of Grass.

Mari-Ye still lived. In fact, he was reported to have had an interview with Arrina.

But the man no longer interested Pollon. It was his library, a collection of some of the oldest sacred texts in the world. Timut-Imri had started them on the project.

Learn everything that was to be known about Gul. And the Odine, whoever they might be.


Chapter Forty-Four

The dungeons of Kur/Hell

Zos

He couldn’t really have said how much time was passing – hours, days, weeks …

He was conscious, although he’d just been ripped apart, when Laila came through with Gul. He was pretty sure that had really happened.

They left him alone for what seemed a long time. It seemed long, because suddenly, between one eye-blink and the next, Maritaten was gone.

There’d been no final message – but there was a bright flare of warmth in his heart: a rush of love. He felt that, so powerful that he wept, and then she was …

Gone.

And then he truly realised how much she had saved him. Her presence by his side, inside his head …

For the first time, he was alone.

Absolutely alone.

After time passed, he began to wonder if he’d only imagined her presence. He was just a mortal, locked in a cell, in Hell. Waiting for some new torture.

Maybe my mind is broken. They’ve broken everything else.

Eventually, his body had mostly knitted back together. Laila no longer visited. Had Laila ever visited?

And then, still later, his body was healed, and he had to wonder, Was I ever tortured?

His cell was three paces long and two wide: featureless stone – or at least he assumed it was stone. It looked as if his cell had been hewn out of bedrock with magic; the sides were perfectly smooth. A tiny, overly white magelight burned in a single funnel-shaped holder set into the wall. The only decoration in the deep grey basalt of the walls was a single stripe of dirty white, like a lightning bolt embedded in stone. Zos spent an enormous amount of time staring at it, and it appeared to have slightly different features every time he really examined it, especially as his healing eyes began to be better than his eyes had ever been before and he could look deep into the structure of the stone.

He didn’t doubt his sanity all the time. And he had enough clear memories of a life before the torture to have serious doubts about his doubts. The siege of Atussa came to mind, or the storming of Hekka, or …

Dekhu.

His bull leap.

Making love to Maritaten.

It seemed possible, in his grey cell, that he had lived a rich life: not exactly fulfilling until near the end, but adventurous, exciting; a little self-centred, but essentially worth remembering. And now that he wasn’t in agony, he had time to remember his father and mother in Trin – to allow himself to remember the day Trin fell: his mother made an unwilling wife to the conqueror, his father killed before Zos’ eyes, and he himself made a hostage.

It had all been ugly, and the ugliness hadn’t stopped for a long time.

Somewhere in those horrible memories, Zos allowed himself a smile. He’d just allowed himself to remember cleaning his mother’s body after she’d attempted suicide – yet again. The mockery of the other godborn boys, the occasional assaults, the insistence of the Great King that Zos should be thankful for a life of training intermixed freely with abuse.

He was smiling, because he’d just realised that he was probably sane – or as sane as he was ever going to get – because the sheer, simple agony inflicted by Enkul-Anu and Gul had never touched him the way the degradations of King Atrios, inflicted at random on his mother or on him, had affected him.

Something was definitely missing from him; he could feel it. The sheer objectivity with which he reviewed the horrors of his youth was not his normal view of the past. It was as if his major emotions, or perhaps his conscience, had been removed and placed in a canopic jar …

Interesting. He thought of his papistas, put names to most of them, and felt no remorse at all for having led them to their deaths. Yet he had a clear memory of having such remorse. He had memories of Maritaten, but they evoked no … What had it been? That feeling?

He let it go.

Zos was essentially pragmatic, and the healing of his body simply outweighed the agony of the past, although he was all too aware that at any moment, one of Gul’s not-dead minions would wander in and take him to be eviscerated, or whatever horror the King of the Dead ordained.

I should be gibbering in a corner.

I could try that, just to see …

He laughed aloud. It wasn’t a pleasant laugh, and there was no actual mirth in it. It was as if he remembered laughing.

Some time later, he was asleep – he thought – and the not-woman came to him again.

Let us in, she said. Live forever.

Something inside him, some hidden command, eventuated, and he heard Maritaten, as clearly as if she was speaking, say, ‘Do it.’

That shook him. But he resisted as the tiny tendrils of the pale not-woman’s eyes and hair caressed his face with their tiny teeth. Her arms were like frayed ropes; the hair-thin worms writhed and thrashed where her hands should have been.

Urkigul. This is Urkigul, Goddess of Nightmare and Death.

It was worse than a nightmare.

‘Let us in, or be killed. There is no middle ground,’ Urkigul said. ‘This is your last chance.’ Her lips formed the words.

Did I actually hear them?

‘Do it,’ Maritaten said.

Zos let go, and capitulated.

Zos’ cell unlocked, and Zos’ body rose from his sleeping shelf and walked out into Hell. But he had no will of his own, and under the will of Urkigul, he went to the armoury, retrieved his weapons and reported to the throne room of the deepest of the Thousand Hells.

Gul sat on his throne, his hand intertwined with that of his consort, Urkigul, although a closer examination of their intertwined hands suggested something more like a nest of summer caterpillars, or undersea eels, and no fingers were visible.

‘The perfect servant,’ Urkigul said, her voice a choir of voices. ‘A little autonomy, and he can execute our commands in the world.’

Gul’s smile reflected hers, as if they were but one being. ‘Usually their bodies start to die, and we have to do everything as their dead flesh corrupts,’ Gul said. ‘But this one, apparently, won’t die.’

Urkigul’s grey face had a deathly smile. She raised a hand as if in blessing. ‘Zos. You will accompany Gul as his charioteer.’

‘Yes,’ Zos said, in exactly his queen’s inflection.

‘We are close,’ Gul said to his consort. ‘Once we have Druku, we can proceed.’

Urkigul never turned her head. ‘I am deeply concerned about the accession of Arrina. She was ever our foe.’

Gul’s pronouncement was heavy, laced with the dissonance of a thousand voices, but full of authority. ‘Once we drag Druku down and lock the gate to Hell, no one can stop us.’

There were thoughts in Zos’ head, but they were not his, because ultimately, there was no Zos.

His body followed his new master to the stables, where four skeletal horses waited with a chariot of bones, and Zos’ body took the reins. Gul stepped into the chariot and it didn’t move a finger’s width; the god appeared not to have weight, or mass.

But Zos didn’t notice that, because Zos wasn’t there.

‘Drive,’ Gul said. ‘We have allies to impress.’

The chariot moved, almost like a normal chariot, and rolled forward to the great gate of Hell, a massive thing of blackened bronze surmounted by a mighty mosaic cunningly wrought in ten thousand shades of grey.

Gul unshackled the beautiful Laila, who looked at Zos and then looked away.

‘To Lukor,’ Gul said.


Chapter Forty-Five

Dendrowna

Jawala

The dragon trusted her, that much was evident. While it certainly surprised Era, and even Antaboga, the acceptance of trust – essential to any loving relationship – was normal to Jawala, and she almost took it for granted.

She mounted the dragon on the feathered neck behind its head. She noted the feathers because she didn’t think that Antaboga had always had feathers, but she was beginning to see the dragons as more mutable than she’d been taught. Now Antaboga was a rainbow shimmer of colour and motion, sleek, but clearly feathered, with several sets of wings running down her sinuous body. Jawala wondered if a creature that lived for aeons needed to be ultimately adapatable. Because if she’d learned one lesson as a Given, it was that things change.

‘Comfortable?’ her host asked without speaking aloud.

The intrusion straight into the inside of her thoughts was very surprising.

‘No’, Jawala thought back. ‘But I will make do.’

The mighty wings beat, and the vast majesty of Antaboga, in her guise as the Feathered Serpent, rose into the air and flew south, following the Trade Road. This narrow belt of flattened earth, cleared of big trees for several paces either side, could be followed over hill and valley, ridge and stream, running almost perfectly straight into the southern lands where the Nikali ruled.

Flying was wonderful, and Jawala closed her eyes and savoured the experience – the rush of air, the feeling of power as the wings beat in perfect harmony. Then she opened her eyes and leaned forward – perhaps farther than her husband Aanat would have liked or thought safe – to follow the Trade Road as it ran on and on, and to admire the distant mountains. Off to her left, she could see where the trees ran down into shallower valleys and the Sea of Grass. Ahead and to her right, she could see the lush southern forests of Waxtekka and Nikali running down to the sea. The great Nikali river, which the Uran called the Yanisa and the Onadawega called the Yin-a-sey, ran over high waterfalls and through deep gorges, gathering force in a headlong rush to join the ocean.

Nikali, the great city of the Nikali people, lay where the Miass joined the Nikali to form one mighty, and navigable, river that ran two stadia or more wide all the way to Tiatli, the second city of the Nikali empire, and the sea.

The transition far beneath the serpent’s outstretched wings was very sudden; one moment, they flew over the late spring of the Great North Woods of Dendrowna, and then, in an eye-blink, they were over farm fields cut from the eaves of the forest with bronze axes. Maize was growing already ankle high, a smooth green carpet far below, alternating with smaller patches of squash, beans, gourds, cotton and hemp, terraced into hillsides and yet rolling along in an organic discipline that looked like one of the fine textiles of the Poche – small squares and irregular shapes alternating with bands of bigger fields.

The farmers looked up, and fell on their bellies in terror. Jawala was sorry for it, but in her new guise, she had learned – or rather, had been taught – that she had to accept losses to accomplish the goals of her people. Era had been right. The overthrow of the gods was not going to be accomplished without blood.

She would keep the blood to the absolute minimum. She would require them to act ethically, and she would call Era to account. But the terror of some Nikali farmers – slaves, as they probably were – was not going to weigh heavily on the scales of her conscience.

And perhaps I should be worried about that.

Instead, she enjoyed the sheer experience of flying on the back of a dragon. A desire to avoid conflict was not the same thing as a desire to avoid adventure; Jawala and Aanat shared a love of exactly this, and she wished she could share it with him, but he was grumpily managing their shared village in the Kautlin country with Pavi.

While she was flying around on a dragon.

Antaboga began to descend, to the consternation of every noble and commoner on the Trade Road, or anywhere near enough to look up and see the winged serpent, not carved in stone but immanent.

They crossed a last line of steep hills, each terraced with small farm plots almost to the waterless tops, and then …

Jawala could smell it as soon as she could see it: a magnificent human city on a lake that filled the next valley, with the river flowing into it in a long, lazy curve like the body of a great snake, crossed by three magnificent stone bridges rivalling anything in her own native Rasna. The city itself, surrounded by farms and satellite villages, was really two, or even three settlements: on the west bank of the river-lake was a high, truncated pyramid, the Nikali temple shape, surrounded by a sacred precinct and hundreds of low, red-tile roofed buildings; on the east side were two more temple complexes, well separated by the Miass river where it joined the Nikali in a great lake that ran on downstream for miles. The southernmost was the largest, with three huge square pyramids, each topped with a temple, at the centre of a monumental area with parks, ball courts, an obvious palace, as well as drill fields and smaller temples, all surrounded by a high wall and a canal. Outside the wall were clusters of smaller houses, themselves all of white adobe, two or three storeys with windows and tiled roofs. It was as big as Rappa, Daro or Vetluna, the cities of her own people; it dwarfed Hekka and Weshwesh, and it rivalled Noa and Ma’rib for size and elegance. It smelled of humanity, but was cleaner than most of the cities Jawala had visited, and most of the southernmost portion of the great city was criss-crossed with canals, cunningly engineered to avoid letting the water grow stagnant.

As they descended, Jawala could see the widespread worship – and consternation – they caused. Most people simply fell on their faces: as true of an old nobleman, leaping from his palanquin to lie face down in the muddy street, to his slave bearers, to the priests at sacrifice in the temples in the sky, to women hanging washing on their own, much lower roofs.

‘They certainly believe in you,’ Jawala said aloud, and the dragon replied in her head.

‘Unlike many of their gods, I am here to make trouble. Not just in their imaginations.’

‘Have you injured them in the past?’

‘I may have burned this city once or twice,’ the dragon said, as if that was everyday conversation.

‘Where are we going?’ Jawala asked.

‘To my temple,’ Antaboga said. ‘Naturally. You dismount in full view of the priests, make our demands, and they will fall all over themselves to accept.’

‘And if they don’t?’

‘We level a temple-pyramid.’ The dragon was dismissive.

‘And people die,’ Jawala said.

‘Priests, mostly.’ The dragon sounded as if she viewed priests as below even humans.

Antaboga, quite deliberately, crushed the beautiful stone temple atop her pyramid to flinders in landing, coiled her immense length around the whole top of the step-pyramid and rested her feathered head on the top.

Jawala dismounted fastidiously, hating the sight of blood seeping out of the ruins of the crushed temple.

‘Was that necessary?’ she demanded. The collapsing masonry had crushed the priests inside.

‘No,’ Antaboga said. ‘But I don’t share your aversion to shedding a little mortal blood to make a point.’

Jawala climbed over the serpent’s coiled tail and onto the superb, if steep, stone steps that led down to the courtyard of the trio of temple-pyramids far below. She was clad in her white robes, and her hair was white, a perfect contrast to the deep brown of her skin, and she stood there at the top of the steps until a young priest came to her feet. He didn’t know whether to bow, or crawl, or fall on his face; at various points in his last thirty paces, he tried all three.

‘Goddess! Great Winged Serpent! How may we propitiate you?’ begged the young man.

‘Fetch your tlatoani,’ Jawala said. ‘Here. Now.’

The young priest turned and ran, all but bounding down the steps.

Jawala nodded.

‘Don’t worry yourself about a few dead priests. This is the best thing to happen to the Nikali. They are a great people, but they have had it too much their own way. Their magical arts have decayed. The Poche have surpassed them. They need a challenge. Overthrowing the gods … may be good for them.’

Jawala was annoyed. ‘Don’t pretend that you are their shepherd.’

A little fire escaped from the serpent’s nostrils. ‘I agreed to this to help your friends, but really, little Given, I can burn you to ashes as easily as I crushed the priests. My fire isn’t magic. It’s real.’

Jawala smiled. ‘You mean, you’ll do whatever you want, and you are immune to my criticism.’

‘Exactly.’

Her smile broadened. Below, at the limit of her vision, she watched a procession forming up in the palace courtyard. ‘Except that you pride yourself on being far greater than mere mortals – than humans, especially.’

‘I do.’

‘And yet, if we begin to act ethically, if we have noble goals and use noble means to achieve them, we will be morally superior to you, and you could never tolerate that.’

‘I could just eat the lot of you. But yes, I take your point, and even admit that it has validity. I accept it, but I have limited patience for this sort of thing, and in the end, sometimes it’s easier to burn some buildings.’

The procession was moving across the courtyard to the base of the steep steps. The priests and priestesses on the other two temple platforms high atop their own step-pyramids – but slightly below where Jawala stood – were looking with open curiosity tinged with fear, watching Jawala and Antaboga.

An old priest atop the left-hand pyramid sacrificed a woman on the sky altar. Jawala saw the man move, and she saw the blood, bright in the sun, coating his hands and arms.

Jawala’s face showed her revulsion.

The dragon rumbled a laugh. ‘I think your lot have a long way to go before you reach moral superiority,’ she said.

Jawala nodded. ‘I’ve raised several children,’ she said. ‘Almost all of my adolescents thought it might be easier to burn something than make a rational argument.’ She turned and looked directly into the great eyes behind her. ‘And some Nikali priest does not represent me or mine.’

‘I will practise non-violence,’ Antaboga said. ‘Until I need violence. Do you know why my kind are famous for deception?’

Jawala waited patiently. ‘No,’ she said.

‘Because it’s easier than killing everyone. The effects don’t linger as long – there’s less hate.’

Jawala nodded. ‘That, my friend, sounds like a rationalisation.’

The dragon belched fire.

Jawala hoped she was laughing.

They both remained silent until the palanquin, covered in gold and magnificent jewelled feather decorations, was brought up the pyramid by eight sweating slaves. They did a poor job of keeping it steady. Jawala hadn’t left them a platform on which to stand, and the royal person within was tilted at an uncomfortable and potentially dangerous angle, as his bearers stood on different steps.

‘Your god, the Feathered Serpent, She Who Must Be Obeyed, commands the following,’ Jawala said without preamble. ‘The immediate release of all captives. The immediate provision of an army of one thousand, led by Jaguar Knights, to the service of the wanax Era of the north. The cessation of all hostilities with Poche or any of the northern tribes. The Feathered Serpent will direct your wars now. You will cease to have any congress with the gods of Auza. You will close their temples and set their priests to other tasks.’

A handsome young man in the long cloak of a noble stepped forward. ‘I am the Voice of the Tlatoani. We cannot release all our captives. We would have no slaves.’

‘Excellent,’ Jawala said. She noticed that he didn’t complain about any of the other strictures.

‘You expect the Nikali to till their own fields?’ the young man asked with the courage of immense arrogance.

Antaboga allowed a hint of fire to escape her nostrils.

Jawala spread her hands. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Work your own soil. Let the earth work into your skin.’ She was making this up, but she felt confident that she could do it. It was interesting – this posture of authority so different from the ways of her people. It was quick, but so was striking a child instead of explaining …

‘And if we refuse?’ Jawala realised that this brave young man was asking the hard questions for his king, ready to accept the punishment.

Jawala spread her hands. ‘All this will be destroyed.’ She didn’t relish the threat, but she delivered it without hesitation. She thought of the Given who had raised her to the status she now held. White is a difficult colour to keep clean. She had begun to learn what the elder meant.

As she spoke, the dragon’s foreclaw, as big as a house, pulled one of the huge megaliths that made up the top of the pyramid from its fellows and tossed it, casually, like a child in a food fight, at the left-hand temple. The stone struck the old priest and his latest victim, crushing both to paste, bounced, and cleared the whole temple off the top of its pyramid. The stones bounced down the steps, crushing the walls of a lesser palace like an avalanche in the mountains. The gesture had been casual, but the effect was dramatic.

A little cloud of dust rose from beneath them, and there were screams.

Jawala mastered her revulsion and spoke again in passable Nikali. ‘All of this will be destroyed,’ she said. ‘Believe me, Great King, I am here to try to protect you.’

She spoke with real conviction, and her voice carried it to the king. He was very young, perhaps thirteen or fourteen; Jawala knew that the last tlatoani had been murdered for his incompetence after the failure of the northern campaign. Is this his son? Nephew?

He rose, and gracefully left his palanquin without toppling his struggling bearers. He was thin, like a boy, but handsome in his people’s way, with glossy jet-black hair and jade earrings, and a weight of gold on his shoulders that made her think that he must be strong.

He was also brave, and intelligent. She could see that in a glance because, having stepped down from his palanquin, he walked up the steps towards her, and the dragon’s head. And on his way up, he pressed a reassuring hand to the side of the brave young man who had been his voice. He even gave the man a smile.

‘Are you a god or a priest?’ he asked. ‘I wish to know with whom I bargain.’

The boy’s command of High Nikali was beyond anything Jawala had learned. In his mouth, it sounded like poetry.

‘I am just a woman, Great King,’ Jawala said. ‘And I am here to protect you from the dragon.’

‘While threatening us,’ the boy said. ‘Listen, woman. The last time the Feathered Serpent came, she destroyed all the temples, killed most of the priests, and left us naked to our enemies.’ He managed a very brave smile. ‘I have been tlatoani for an eight-day, woman who speaks for gods, and they will sacrifice me on the highest altar if I do this incorrectly.’

‘The highest altar I leave standing,’ Antaboga purred. Jawala had to assume the boy king heard as well.

The boy’s look was shrewd. ‘Why should I surrender to you?’

Jawala waited for Antaboga to speak, but the dragon was silent in her head. She spent a few moments assembling her sentences; she still had a great deal to learn about Nikali, and she thanked her training as a merchant that she knew any at all. ‘The so-called gods of Auza are not competent to rule the world,’ she said. ‘We intend to bring them down.’

The boy’s eyes widened. ‘This is what brought you here?’ he asked. ‘A squabble in Narmer?’

He was surprisingly well informed – a hint of the power and sophistication of the Nikali. ‘It is not a squabble,’ Jawala said. ‘It is a revolt against the gods, from Mykoax to Ma’rib.’

The tlatoani looked at her, his deep brown eyes boring into hers as if he could pluck secrets from her skull. ‘The same rebellion that defeated my Jaguar Knights in the land of the northern barbarians?’ he asked.

Jawala was determined to be honest. ‘Yes.’

‘And you think this small defeat will be enough to bring us to alliance with your rebellion?’ He wasn’t haughty; it was an interesting performance. In fact, she thought that she might have him hooked; he was performing for the crowd of priests below the palanquin.

Jawala shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘But I think that a stinging military defeat might be a message, and the arrival of the Feathered Serpent in person, with the threat of near absolute destruction, might sway you. Especially as the gods of Auza have very little influence here.’

The boy flicked a glance over his shoulder, looking at the decapitated temple-pyramid to the left. ‘Even less now,’ he said with a slight smile. ‘Why must my people give up their slaves?’

‘Slavery is evil,’ Jawala said.

The boy raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s going to be a hard sell.’


Chapter Forty-Six

Kanun, Northern Narmer

Enkul-Anu and Illikumi

‘I’m surrounded by fucking idiots,’ Enkul-Anu said, glancing at the Great Lord of the High House Seti-Anu, who was crawling on his face in the presence of the mighty Storm God.

Kanun fell without a struggle. As Kanun had been the focal point of the campaign, the whole army of the gods stalled.

There were a number of troubles.

Enkul-Anu glared at the crawling man and then glanced to his steward, adjutant and chief of staff, Illikumi. ‘Not you. You’re a fucking genius.’

Illikumi bathed in the Great Storm God’s approval. He did feel fairly clever.

He’d got Enkul-Anu’s army into Kanun, with supplies and weapons. Seti-Anu had done the recruitment, but he, Illikumi, had done virtually everything else. Now, if the army of Narmer looked like any kind of a fighting force, it was entirely due to the snake-headed god.

Kursag the Destroyer hadn’t even bothered to attend the command meeting. He was scouring the landscape beyond the fallen town, helping his Jekers round up any lingering Yahudis. There weren’t many.

Kanun, empty, was not what any of them had expected. One of the richest cities of the Narmerian coast, it had been expected to fuel a three-day sack. They had anticipated vast stores of delta grain. Optimistic planners had predicted the wholesale capture of the rebel fleet – which had somehow slipped away from the port and from any of the demons and other auratic observers available to the gods of Auza. Anzu, the winged lion god of frenzy, had led demon legion patrols out over the Great Green and turned up nothing.

The failure to take the fleet was annoying.

The failure to take the grain was catastrophic. Already, elements of Kursag’s Jekers were attacking Seti-Anu’s army, stealing their food and taking slaves. Seti-Anu’s charioteers – more than a few of them professional warriors – struck back, releasing slaves and killing Jekers.

And the phalanx of the dead, Gul’s host, marched inland. As far as Enkul-Anu could tell, they marched mindlessly, but they moved day and night. Gul had set a geas on them to destroy Arrina wherever she might stand, and to follow her to the ends of the earth.

Enkul-Anu had had to take a dozen demons and separate the Jekers and the Narmerians. He tossed a thunderbolt in between them and made his point.

Illikumi, Seti-Anu and Kursag had been summoned to meet with the Great Storm God in the Temple of All Gods, high above the sea. Sypa had joined her consort in the field.

Seti-Anu’s terror was obvious. Illikumi’s tongue flickered, but his eyes were bright. Kursag was busy torturing and killing, but he’d sent one of his officers, the former godborn Hyatta-Azi. The man wore a long red cloak, the colour almost supernatural in its intensity, and a bronze helmet shaped like a wolf’s head. The man hadn’t even bowed, although his stance indicated immense fatigue.

Enkul-Anu looked at the man. He was a famous mortal warrior; he’d taken Thais. Enkul-Anu had the vaguest memory that he’d had a couple of famous mortal warriors running his own armies.

‘Where are those two … ?’ Enkul-Anu grimaced. ‘The old one and the young pretty one.’

‘Axe and Anenome, Great God?’ Illikumi asked.

‘Yes!’ Enkul-Anu had a moment of extreme annoyance. He had forgotten them. He didn’t forget names.

‘They have betrayed you and gone to fight for Maritaten,’ Sypa said.

Enkul-Anu realised that he had, in fact, known this. He covered his forgetfulness with a growl, but a pang of fear struck through to his heart.

Is this how it fucking starts? Will I end like Grulu or Anzu or Ara?

Insane? Or drooling?

Fuck.

Enkul-Anu straightened and looked over his officers: Anzu was there, and Snagru, the new Captain of Demons; Sypa and Illikumi; Seti-Anu and his officers, some of whom looked at the Great Lord with contempt for his fawning ways; and Hyatta-Azi, who stood like a red-cloaked statue.

‘Gul’s army of gidimu has marched without us,’ he said. ‘They’re already days ahead of us on the Sea of Grass.’

The Great Storm God glanced at Illikumi. ‘I’ve been told that we shouldn’t follow,’ he said.

Illikumi had settled on a complex strategy with his Great God: a mixture of plain talk, manipulation, and hiding behind the seductive Sypa, although her powers seemed much reduced lately.

‘Great God, we expected to take the grain ssstores here, and they are gone. My invessstigationsss sssuggessstsss that Maritaten burned everything her people couldn’t carry away.’ He shrugged, and his tongue flickered. ‘She has fled into the Sea of Grass. We don’t have the resources to chase her.’

Hyatta-Azi smiled grimly. ‘We can march any time,’ he said. ‘We can take Seti-Anu’s people as food.’

Seti-Anu didn’t flinch. Instead, he raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t think your murderous rabble have found a solution for my chariots,’ he said.

‘Horses eat grain,’ Hyatta-Azi said. ‘We can eat charioteers.’

‘Horses eat grass,’ Seti-Anu said. ‘And unlike your rabble, my chariots can keep up with the gidimu.’

‘Stop fucking posturing,’ Enkul-Anu roared. ‘Gul is pursuing Maritaten. Do we need to take part?’

Seti-Anu made himself look directly at the Great Storm God, and his eyes were like pools of fire. ‘Great God …’ His voice cracked, but he continued. ‘Great God, you said Kanun. We have taken it. Maritaten is no longer in Narmer. She has forfeit—’

‘Coward,’ Sypa said suddenly. ‘Maritaten no longer exists. The slut Arrina has taken her corporeal form and leads her armies, and I insist that you follow and kill her. Dead. As should have been done in the first place. Why leave this to Gul?’

Enkul-Anu shook his head. ‘This is an odd time for you to change sides, my dear. Two weeks ago you were insisting that Gul could handle anything.’

‘I want Arrina,’ Sypa said. ‘And I want you to help me. I want to take part in her destruction.’

Enkul-Anu displayed neither anger nor interest, aware that Sypa was trying to provoke him. ‘Gul does not accompany his armies,’ he said. ‘He may join us later, but he and his consort have some sort of obligation in Lukor. His force will pursue Maritaten wherever she goes. He has committed them to the task.’

Sypa looked at him. ‘And you, Great Storm God, are happy to leave him to it?’ Illikumi thought that she knew more than she was saying.

He noted that look. Sypa had been very … accommodating to the snake god, but mostly he found her terrifying, and he knew her agenda was very different from that of the Great Storm God.

‘Arrina will decimate the gidimu,’ Enkul-Anu said. Was there a hint of sadness there, or just an acknowledgement of the enemy’s power? ‘If Gul was with his phalanx, I would have more confidence. But I fear what Arrina can do. Her power over the sun is …’ He hesitated, remembering. ‘Considerable.’

‘Get us some grain, Snake God!’ Sypa smiled. ‘Grain will solve all this.’

‘I have sssent to the Hundred Csssitiesss for grain,’ Illikumi said. ‘It will take weeksss to arrive.’

‘There are people living on the Sea of Grass,’ Anzu put in. The great winged lion, missing one leg, was a fearsome warrior, but rarely spoke in council. ‘I have been out over the Sea of Grass. There are crude houses, thatched in straw, and herds of horses, and people. We can take their grain.’

Enkul-Anu looked hopefully at Illikumi. The snake god shook his long, narrow head. ‘We have almost no ssspiessss in the north, Great God. The people there live mossstly in the valleysss under the eavesss of Dendrowna, and they are not wealthy. Armies ssstarve and die on the Sssea of Grassss.’

‘So we can’t follow Gul’s phalanx?’ Enkul-Anu said.

Illikumi met his god’s burning eyes. ‘At bessst,’ he said, ‘we can give chassse for a week. After that, even the Jekersss ssstarve.’

Sypa leaned forward. ‘What do we care if our human cattle starve and die?’

Enkul-Anu looked at her the way a person might look at a particularly outrageous child. ‘Starving warriors don’t fight particularly well,’ he said.

Illikumi, who had expected an explosion from his chief, was surprised by the mildness of his tone.

Enkul-Anu looked out over the plain. ‘We will pursue,’ he said. ‘I will lead myself.’

Sypa nodded sharply. ‘About time,’ she snapped.


Chapter Forty-Seven

The Sea of Grass

Seti-Anu

Enkul-Anu conferred with Seti-Anu directly. Not all of the crawling god-king’s soldiers were useless mouths; he had gathered up the best of the survivors of the debacle of Akarna, where those two whose names he’d forgotten had defected with a third of his army. Many had stayed loyal, but some had joined the Jekers, and some had starved in the marches. Seti-Anu had the best of the godborn of Ma’rib and the other Hundred Cities, hardened by privation; he had hundreds of chariots, and he’d brought provisions.

Enkul-Anu was moved to think that Seti-Anu might be something better than a traitorous human worm. ‘You please me,’ he said to the crawling god-king.

Seti-Anu kept his thoughts to himself. He hadn’t liked the emptiness of Kanun, and he’d hoped the campaign was over, and now …

Enkul-Anu’s smile seemed … sad. Almost forlorn. ‘Prepare to march onto the Sea of Grass,’ he said. ‘Send your militia and any useless mouths home. Take only these warriors.’

‘Yes, Great Storm God.’

‘But take all the food you have.’

‘Great Storm God,’ Seti-Anu intoned. Enkul-Anu hated the whining sound of the god-king’s voice, but at the moment, Seti-Anu was the tool to hand.

‘Yes?’ he snapped.

‘Can you …’ Seti-Anu’s voice trembled, but the man somehow overcame his fear and spoke. ‘Can you keep the Jekers from raiding us for our food?’

Enkul-Anu’s golden eyes locked on the prostrate god-king, and a thunderbolt began to form on his hand. Electric blue fire shook and spat. But then the Great God grunted.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he growled, and rose in a column of sand, his great wings beating.

Nonetheless, it still took until the next morning to get the army of Seti-Anu moving. By then, Kursag and the Jekers had almost a day’s head start. As they had taken neither food nor water, they moved fast.

Before the sun was high in the sky, Seti-Anu was tired of bouncing over the hummocks of dried grass that covered the plains as far as the eye could see. He tried not to look at the sun. He tried not to think about the rumour that the goddess Arrina had returned and taken Maritaten as her form. He’d grown up worshipping the exiled goddess. So had most of his charioteers.

He tried not to think about the coming campaign, or the pain in his knees.

He wondered what the Jekers were going to do for food and water, but only until they began to drive over the corpses of slaves, and then he understood fully, and he gagged.

The Sea of Grass

Axe and Anenome

Axe’s chariot rolled along, the light, tough wheels bouncing over anthills in the desert-dry conditions of high summer on the plains. The grass was golden yellow, and so well dried that the chariot wheels made a sound like a ship passing through the sea: a constant hiss and crackle.

Five days into the long retreat, Arrina-Maritaten had named the two sell-swords as her generals. There were no complaints. The two mortals had a fearsome reputation as fighters, and both were godborn, acceptable to the Royal Guard charioteers and to the Guard of Swords alike. The Py, as mercenaries themselves, tended to accept them anyway. The remaining rank and file of the old Narmerian regular army were too demoralised by marching away from Narmer to respond.

Axe was healed, although he still had a roll to his gait and a slight limp. None of that mattered, as he was now mounted in a chariot, with his lover as his charioteer. The two of them looked out over the Sea of Grass as their four-horse team pulled them along at a fast walk, keeping pace with Kormak and the Guard of Swords. The whole surviving world of Narmer in Exile – the refugees of Thais and Kanun, the grain wagons, the bureaucrats – travelled in a long baggage train, with Arrina-Maritaten’s remaining army forming a box around them. The Royal Guard were the rearguard.

Behind them, on the horizon, the grass appeared to move.

Their new allies, the horse clans of the north who called themselves Meh-Zone – Free People – reported it was a line of not-dead warriors filling the Sea of Grass on a front almost a parasang wide and many gidimu deep. Their numbers were staggering.

‘Fifty thousand?’ Anenome asked him. ‘More?’

Axe nodded, looking under his hand at the horizon to the south and west. His magnificent helmet was tilted back on his head. ‘Their flanks are vulnerable,’ he said.

‘To what?’ Anenome asked. ‘They’re formed so close that they all step together. They are more perfectly drilled than any force in the circle of the world. If we move to a flank, they will turn and face it.’

‘We can threaten them in several places at once.’ Axe continued to watch the south. ‘We have the finest chariot force in the world. And these horse clans … They make a potent cavalry with their big horses.’

‘I think we need another solution,’ Anenome said. ‘I think we need to reach into our bag of tricks and find something that doesn’t risk our dwindling resources of warriors or horseflesh.’

‘What does that leave?’

Anenome shook his head. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘We need a miracle.’

The Sea of Grass

Pollon

It wasn’t a miracle, but the next day, a middle-aged female warrior from the Meh-Zone told a story about hunting from horseback to an admiring circle of charioteers that included Anenome. By nightfall, with strong support from Timut-Imri and Arrina-Maritaten, they were ready to try the plan.

The long columns of refugees and the vital treasure – the grain – rolled north: wagons, donkeys, mules, horses and twenty thousand people being hurried along by a handful of soldiers and Horse People and Meh-Zone spared from the battle line. A few hundred of the most able-bodied women and men broke off to harry the flanks of the fleeing column, axes and sickles flashing like gold in the brilliant sunlight.

The army of Narmer in Exile began to deploy. They had no other choice, as the gidimu did not rest, and scouts estimated that they’d be caught in a day or two at the most.

The Guard of Swords deployed in the centre, with large blocks of Py archers on either flank, and further ranks of Narmerian spearmen on either side of the archers: a wall of infantry six stadia long, with no reserve.

The chariots and the cavalry rode off to the flanks, and vanished into the haze of dawn. Pollon was in a fine Narmerian chariot, and Kussu was his driver. The boy was quite skilled, and managed the horses well; they caught a wheel on an anthill and Kussu got them righted again without breaking the axle or spilling Pollon into the dirt beneath the dead-dry grass.

Pollon missed the Sky Chariot. The thing was being dragged by oxen, somewhere out there on the Sea of Grass. He missed its smooth efficiency. It didn’t bounce. The four golden stags didn’t fart, or bite at their handler, or run off when spooked by a hive of bees. In the next hour, he experienced all of these things as he tried to balance on the car’s rawhide thong floor and not be cast over the side rails.

Pollon was with the chariotry of Prince Ahaz, and they rolled along south and west, towards the distant ocean, until they arrived at the point that they’d been ordered to occupy. They halted, re-aligned. The loose Yahudi squadrons wheeled from a long column into more compact lines.

Far off in the centre, Pollon beheld a point of light. Arrina-Maritaten, resplendent in gold and burning like a small sun, rose to her feet as the sun climbed to its highest point of the sky.

The massive phalanx of gidimu was passing Pollon’s position, just a few hundred paces from Arrina-Maritaten in the centre of the line. They marched past, forty or fifty deep, packed more densely than any human phalanx could march. They left the grass behind them pounded flat, and the summer sun had baked them like the grass; some had bits of kelp dried on them like green banners, but most were smooth and pale, covered in leathery skin or just ivory bone. They marched in perfect unison, every skeletal right foot and then every left. Many were broken in some way or another, but most carried a spear; some had shields, and a few wore armour.

And they moved like a tide, except there was no hint they would ever recede. They pounded forward at Arrina-Maritaten and ignored, in the vastness of their array, the few hundred chariots outflanking them.

Orders were roared in Yahudi, and the chariots of the northern princedoms rolled forward, spreading out wider than the flank of the gidimu. At a set distance they rolled to a halt, the horses wild-eyed with fear, snorting, tossing their heads.

‘More sense than we,’ muttered Kussu.

‘Fast as you can!’ roared Ahaz.

Pollon was ready. He had a dozen star-stone arrows, but he was not to use them unless gods appeared. Instead, he loosed thick-staved arrows with heavy stone heads; the master archers had estimated that they would be most effective against the bones of the dead.

The chariot-archers filled the sky with arrows. Pollon did his part: he emptied a side-quiver – twenty-four arrows – without a glance at his target beyond what he needed to strike it. He was smooth, on his game, pulling with his back muscles as if he were home at the range behind the militia headquarters in Hekka. Take an arrow from the side-quiver, place it on the bow, draw it to your mouth, release with a breath, repeat …

The quiver was empty, and his back muscles were … fine. He’d seldom felt so strong.

The flank files of the phalanx of gidimu had turned outward, and now presented big shields to the rain of archery. The phalanx had stopped moving.

Dust was rising behind Arrina-Maritaten’s line of infantry, there, as if someone was working quickly and very hard in the nearly desert conditions.

Pollon spared the dust cloud a glance and then went back to the enemy in front of him, listening for orders. He knew the plan in detail. The ideas had come from a council he’d attended, but mostly the plan was Anenome’s. The young man was subtle.

So Pollon drank, shared his water-skin with Kussu, and waited.

‘Hells, boss, that’s the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen,’ Kussu said. The boy was watching the phalanx of gidimu which, now, was standing perfectly still. No mortal army could have matched that inactivity, the perfect discipline.

A few chariots, selected for their skill, circled in and shot at the phalanx from close in with very little visible effect. Pollon and Kussu had not been selected; while Pollon was one of the best archers, he’d never shot from a bouncing, moving car.

At least, not on the ground. The thought made him smile ruefully and daydream about the Sky Chariot again.

After the sun moved a little across the high, blue sky, and the heat shimmer filled the plains, the circling chariots fell back. After perhaps half an hour, the gidimu pivoted their end files, and began to move towards Arrina-Maritaten and her infantry line.

It was long gone.

As soon as they began to move, Pollon and the chariots of Yahud, on the left, and all the Royal Guard chariots and centaurs and Meh-Zone warriors on the right, poured in another sheaf of arrows.

Again, the phalanx ground to a halt, and turned to face its tormenters.

Kussu watched the arrows, so thick they really did blot out the sun; almost a thousand archers loosing two dozen shafts as fast as they could at a dense target.

The boy whistled. ‘Boss, I see what we’re doing here.’

‘Good for you,’ Pollon grunted, releasing arrow twenty-three.

‘We’re going to run out of arrows before they run out of animated bones.’

Pollon shrugged. ‘Not my problem yet.’

Before the sun set, the chariots had emptied four quivers of arrows, and forced the gidimu to a halt for almost six hours. The commanders on the right and left experimented with just how much archery it took to halt the phalanx, how much movement on the flanks keyed off local attacks, movement – everything. At dark, the chariots rolled away, untouched, and the army of gidimu followed. They left a thousand broken skeletons in the dry grass.

Pollon’s rough count suggested that left about fifty-nine thousand to go. But when the phalanx marched on, he made Kussu drive the horses to the broken skeletons. He waited at a safe distance until Timut-Imri joined him, and then, together, and with a considerable auratic preparation, they examined more than twenty of them.

Each corpse, whatever its level of preservation – or lack thereof – was inhabited by a worm. Some were dead, but some were alive, and several tried for them, the long narrow worms striking like snakes.

But the humans were ready for that. Something Timut-Imri had cooked up saved them.

‘It’s in an old preservation spell – a burial technique from …’ Timut-Imri looked at Pollon. ‘You don’t care, do you.’

‘Not particularly.’ Pollon was shaken by the worms.

‘The whole Narmerian death cult and the system of preservation …’ Timut-Imri went on. ‘It’s all to prevent this. Someone knew.’

Pollon shook his head. ‘Not in the Hundred Cities.’

‘That doesn’t bode well.’ Timut-Imri was watching a tiny worm, not much thicker than a thread, attempting to leave its dead host to bite him. He fried it with a very small bolt of lightning.

Every nearby corpse twitched. Worms began to crawl from eye sockets and mouths, and they converged towards Timut-Imri.

‘Time to go,’ Pollon said, pulling the sorcerer into his chariot. The worms, deprived of prey, began to thrash.

‘I should burn them,’ Timut-Imri said, deeply shaken. ‘Hells, Pollon, how did I miss this? How old is this infestation?’

Pollon looked back. ‘Circle,’ he told Kussu. ‘But don’t let the worms come close.’

It took an hour, but the near-desert heat desiccated the worms. They slowed, fought briefly among themselves, then lost their sickly sheen and died.

‘You’re not going to …’ Pollon said. Kussu turned his head away.

Using auratic power, Timut-Imri began to collect dead worms. ‘For science,’ he said.


Chapter Forty-Eight

Lukor, old capital of Narmer

Temis

The glorious Temple of Arrina at Lukor had once been one of the wonders of the mortal world, but recently, the gods of Auza had destroyed it, pounding it with thunderbolts until the roof beams caught fire and the roofs of the various halls burned, blackening the ancient stone. More than a dozen of the massive columns of the Great Hall had fallen; the magnificent gold and ivory statue of the goddess herself had become a hideous twisted black figure, and all the melted gold had been seized by Seti-Anu for his war chest.

But the great Festival of Arrina had been celebrated here for a thousand years, as the new sun broke the horizon and shone between the lofty obelisks that guarded the eastern entrance, down the central colonnade to illuminate the altar at the feet of the statue of the goddess. Here, generations of Narmerians had gathered to dance the ancient dances and celebrate the power of the sun.

Now, in the aftermath of a year of chaos, war and destruction, the people of Narmer were gathering, despite the ruin of their sanctuary. No attempt had been made to repair anything, or replace the statues, but the walls that defined the sanctuary – five hundred paces on their longest side – were lined with tents and stalls where merchants sold small copies of the great statue, as well as food and drink, amulets, jewellery, textiles and a hundred other things. Despite the movement of multiple armies, it appeared that half of the population of the great valley of the Iteru was there. Torches and oil lamps burned everywhere around the structure, and hymns were sung at the edge of darkness.

Not even the destruction of their temple could convince Narmerians to stop an age-old cult practice. That was not the Narmerian way.

Temis moved through the festivities easily, having changed her form to be more nearly the scale of human. She drank beer with shipwrights, and more beer after she danced with some Py hunters. She stopped to hear a talented street singer perform a ballad about the fall of Dekhu and the release of the World Serpent. The woman’s voice was remarkable more for its ability to penetrate the crowd than for its beauty, but Temis enjoyed it all.

And as she walked among mortals, she moved cautiously closer to her quarry. It was Midsummer’s Eve. And she had tracked Gul’s chariot to the rocky hills just north of the city. She’d seen both Zos and Laila. Zos, she was sorry to see, had joined the gidimu.

She followed Laila.

Laila was easy to follow, as she didn’t trouble to hide herself – pale as the moon, and almost twice the height of a mortal. Wherever she walked, people knelt, or threw themselves in the dirt as she passed. Some counted themselves blessed to have seen one of the gods; others made signs of aversion. The gods of Auza were not particularly popular in Narmer.

Temis moved in the eddies she left behind, chatting, drinking …

Hunting, although she didn’t yet know her prey.

Laila stopped at the base of the great gate, where the two obelisks, each standing like an arrow pointed at the skies, guarded the hinges of the tall doors of cedar and bronze. She stood in the shadows between the obelisks, as if lost in thought, and then pushed the doors, blackened with fire but still hale, and they opened under her touch, and she slipped into the temple. Near the gate, a drum stopped; someone called out, and a priestess could be heard to scream a prayer and a warning.

Temis slipped through the open gates. Behind her, mortals were whispering among themselves and the priestess was demanding that the interloper be stopped.

Temis moved forward carefully, changing to her regal form as she walked. Her skin became lapis blue; the short stick in her hand lengthened to become a spear of light, and she rose to be as tall as Laila.

Loudly, Laila said, ‘Druku, it’s a trap.’

Druku

He was in his old form: tall and handsome, ruddy brown, naked and splendid, with a wine cup in one hand. He appeared to be glowing with his own inner light, and his eyes were like beacons.

‘Laila,’ he said.

‘Druku,’ she said, her voice hushed, ‘it’s a trap.’

He laughed. ‘Of course it is, my dear. You do have a tendency to betray, don’t you?’

Laila stood before him. ‘Not this time, my love. It is Gul, and he intends to sacrifice you to open the old gate.’

Druku had been sitting on the fallen pillar. Now he rose. ‘That’s not good,’ he admitted.

‘Run,’ Laila said, but instead, Druku stepped forward and put an arm around her, and they kissed. Laila melted into his arms. He kissed her as if he was drinking her soul from her lips, and she responded ardently. He unloosed a pin from her gown and put a hand on her breast, and she bit him and he laughed.

Someone close by cleared her throat. ‘Druku?’

Druku raised his head. ‘Temis?’

‘I hate to interrupt, but Gul is coming.’ The Huntress was there in all her glory, and she was carrying a Bright Spear.

Druku tore his thoughts away from Laila’s charms, which were not inconsiderable. ‘Gul … ?’

‘Since you two can’t fly, I think we may have to fight,’ Temis said.

Outside, there were screams.

Laila looked around wildly. ‘There is a secret passage,’ she said.

Temis nodded. ‘For priests. I doubt you’d fit. Anyway, it probably collapsed when the gods hit this place. But Gul is bringing some gidimu out of the river. And he has a flying chariot.’

The screams rose in intensity. Druku reached behind him and produced another Bright Spear.

Laila gasped. ‘You can’t fight Gul!’

Druku drew himself up. ‘Watch me.’ He grinned. ‘I never liked him. Anyway, he’s a spoilsport.’

Laila shook her head. ‘Can’t we run?’ she asked. ‘I have only just found you again.’

Druku looked at the gate, far off in the gloom. There was a pounding. The screams of the mortals outside – thousands of them – were like a keening hymn to death.

‘All of my plans have failed, Laila,’ Druku said. ‘I will never be king of the gods. But I can go out there and stop the massacre of all these mortals.’

‘For what?’ Laila shouted at him. ‘Why?’

Druku shrugged and whirled the spear. ‘Whim?’ he asked, as if questioning the remains of Arrina’s statue.

Temis nodded. ‘I’m in,’ she said.

Laila sighed.


Chapter Forty-Nine

The Sea of Grass

Pollon

‘Time, sir. Time to wake up.’

It was an hour before dawn. Pollon had snatched some sleep, even as Kussu kept the chariot rolling through the dark, past long lines of women and men working, piling brush. Here and there, magelights set by priests burned.

The gidimu were close. Pollon could smell them when he troubled to, and the tramp of their feet was like the sound of doom approaching over the Sea of Grass. They were now less than two hours behind the carts and pack animals that carried the grain and the treasure and the library. The refugees from Thais and Kanun stumbled along, a forced night march, trying to stay ahead of the tide of bone coming behind them.

Pollon wiped sleep from his eyes and clambered to his feet as Kussu guided the chariot alongside one of the big, ox-drawn baggage wagons. Two women from the royal household handed him arrows in bags, and he stuffed them in the crossed quivers on either side of his chariot car. Last, they handed him five special arrows. They were not star-metal.

Kussu turned away, following another Yahudi chariot and allowing the next to pull alongside and get arrows. They already had fresh horses, a pair of small dapple greys with proud heads and bright linen ribbons in their manes and tails.

There were pale orange magelights on the ground, and pale blue ones; Kussu followed the orange path into the darkness, and before they’d reached the assembly point, the sky was more grey than black. The tramp of marching not-dead feet was closer, their rhythm shaking the earth.

Timut-Imri had asked Pollon to stay with the library, but he couldn’t. He had to fight. It was an odd feeling for a scribe, but perhaps he wasn’t strictly a scribe now.

A line of grey-pink appeared in the east across the flat plain, and he could see the gidimu as a moving mass.

A breeze began to blow from the north. To Pollon, it smelled like mage-craft.

The breeze gathered strength.

The gidimu were as close as they’d been the day before. Pollon felt as if he could reach out and touch their end files. But as the light grew, he could see the wall of brush extending to the right and left.

And then, five hundred paces away in the centre of the line, Arrina-Maritaten lit up like the sun. She was too bright to look at directly.

A chorus of big horns sounded a call.

Pollon nocked one of the special arrows. He raised it, and loosed. So did every archer who had such an arrow.

They ignited in the air, rising like stars or comets across the still-dark sky to fall, not on the gidimu, but on the piles of brush that twenty thousand Narmerians had gathered for two days: dry brush, dry grass, golden yellow or pale brown at the height of summer.

The phalanx of the gidimu marched forward.

The wind came up. It was not a natural wind. It blew from Arrina-Maritaten towards the gidimu, but on the flanks, it blew inwards from the horns of the chariot formations. And as it rose, it blew the brush fires into conflagrations.

The grass caught.


Chapter Fifty

Lukor, Narmer

Temis

They crashed out of the gates of the temple like avenging Furies, and they were. The host of gidimu had come out of the river like an evil tide and had begun killing all the gathered worshippers, who had run into the darkness, trampling their own. Some had stood and fought, and died. Some were caught, and died. Most of those who had died joined the ranks of the gidimu.

Gul’s chariot of bone circled close, as the wolf’s tail of a new dawn crept up the eastern sky.

Druku went into the gidimu like a farmer reaping ripe wheat, his Bright Spear a scythe against them, and they could not abide his coming, but flinched away from the light. Temis joined him, her spear jabbing, her speed uncanny, and she had wings. She rose above them, and where she struck, they burned.

Gul circled, his charioteer grimly intent at the reins.

Temis fought on, as fastidious as the cats she loved, as mighty as her bears. Druku, unaided by his other powers, proved a mighty warrior, leaping like a bull-leaper, landing amid his foes to scatter and annihilate them.

But Temis, in the air, could see the tide change. She could see the phalanxes of the gidimu coalescing out of the chaos in the streets around the temples as they gave up the pursuit of humans and closed in on the immortals; there were thousands of them. And most bore no weapon but bronze lengths of chain.

‘Druku!’ Temis roared like a lion. ‘Druku! They mean to take you!’

Every gidimu that came close flung its chain at his legs. He killed them and killed them, but they came closer and closer.

It began to grow light. In the light, the gidimu were less horrible – simply the decaying flesh of mortals infested with whatever Gul had sent them. They were utterly silent; Gul spent them like a gambler on a spree, and slowly the chains began to wrap themselves around Druku’s mighty legs and supple wrists. Temis threw herself on his immediate foes.

‘Take Laila and flee,’ he called. ‘You can carry her.’

‘But you …’ Temis had never liked Druku, but she was damned if she was letting Gul have him.

Gul’s bone chariot circled lower, coming for the kill.

Far out over the desert, a single pinpoint of light shone in the distant east.

It was Midsummer’s Day, and the sun was rising.


Chapter Fifty-One

The Sea of Grass

Pollon

The gidimu did not scream as the walls of fire struck their leaders. But something happened; the whole phalanx shuddered, like an ox-cart hitting a rock and breaking an axle. The perfect alignment of the ranks and files broke apart.

They began to burn.

Pollon watched from his chariot car, an arrow forgotten on his bow, and Kussu was crouched next to him, as awestruck as was he himself.

Then some sort of signal – some reaction – took place, and the whole of the phalanx began to retreat from the walls of fire all around it. Back down the path of its advance. The bodies composing the phalanx didn’t even turn around. They walked backwards – utterly inhuman.

The conflagration followed them implacably, and whole ranks were burning off the front and flanks.

‘What in the name of Kur is happening?’ Kussu gasped.

‘I think we’re winning,’ Pollon said.

Lukor, Narmer

Temis

Druku laughed his great laugh, and changed. Suddenly, like a man dropping a wet cloak, he was Dite: mortal in size – a beautiful mortal woman.

The chains fell away, and she stepped out of them, but the Bright Spear never stopped reaping her foes. Temis dropped to earth and stood back-to-back with Dite, the two golden-yellow beams of light turning and cutting like wands in a sacred dance.

It couldn’t last. There were more bronze chains coming up the alleys, but it was glorious – the sort of last stand that singers celebrated for aeons.

Gul’s chariot came low, and his fell sword cut at Temis, but she covered his cut on her spear and slashed at the chariot, cutting away a length of handrail. The charioteer swerved expertly before she could cut again.

Temis was contemplating grabbing Dite and flying for it. She was willing to try to outpace Gul; She had outrun Enkul-Anu in her day.

‘We can’t fight a million dead and Gul,’ she shouted.

Dite flashed her a gorgeous smile. ‘Aren’t you having fun?’ she asked.

The bone chariot turned. Temis beheaded an aggressive gidimu and lifted her own eyes to the sky. Gul wasn’t looking at them. He was looking north. He pointed.

His chariot turned and banked away across the hills north of the city, moving like a dark wind.

‘What in ten thousand hells just happened?’ Temis asked the sky.

Dite drove her foes back. She glanced to the north, watching the fleeing speck that was the chariot of death. ‘Had to pee?’ the goddess suggested.

Temis wheezed a laugh.

‘Was that Zos at the reins?’ Dite asked.

‘It was. He’s been taken.’

Dite made a face. ‘Let’s get out of here. Can you carry us both?’

Temis nodded. ‘We’ll be slow.’ She plucked Dite away from their gathering foes and leapt into the air, heading for Laila.


Book Three

Summer


Chapter Fifty-Two

The Shale, Southern Dendrowna coast

Leontas

The admiral of the rebel fleet had never considered patience a military virtue. It wasn’t one of the things that got you promoted to the ranks of the godborn, like blinding speed, desperate courage, overwhelming strength, or the ability to best a lion in single combat. Leontas had all of those things.

Alektron, on the other hand, a low-born sailor from the coast of Trin, had some courage, a wiry strength, enough speed to stay alive, and a sort of dogged courage that never quit. No one was likely to make him godborn. But he was patient, like a good hunter, and he had convinced Leontas to be patient as well.

And so, as the late spring turned to summer and people celebrated Midsummer Eve and the longest day of the year, and the omnipresent comet came through the Gate and grew and grew in the sky above them, the rebel fleet sailed north to the beaches known throughout Dendrowna as the Shale and landed there. The beaches were, in fact, shale, and very easy on the ship’s timbers; Leontas ordered the ships rolled over and dried in the summer sun, and let his crews drink and dance. And he followed Alektron’s suggestion to send the triakonter Wave Serpent away to watch the Jekers. She was fast and light, could cross the bar of rivers the pentekonters could not, and her crew – once the crew of the legendary pirate Lord Trayos – were remarkably good at hiding their ship, slipping in and out of ports, on and off beaches, and so on.

Leontas missed Zos, and he was aware that his war chest of hack silver and gold had dwindled to near non-existence. He stood on the beach with Persay and Eritha, watching the midsummer sun set in the west; watching the turning wheels of sailors and Tiatoni traders dancing.

‘We’ll be out of wine in three days,’ Eritha noted. ‘We still have dried fish for a week and barley in jars.’

Persay, not normally the most practical of men, looked over at the Tiatoni camp. The Tiatoni merchants had been very, very cautious when a fleet of warships twenty strong landed on their trading beach. Tonight they had showed the first signs of warmth, but not overly much. ‘This ain’t the place to buy wine,’ he said.

Eritha nodded. ‘True for you, Persay. Mykoan wine from Tiatoni merchants via Vetluna! We’ll be paying in gold for every jar.’

Leontas took a deep breath to orate a speech, then thought better of it and just sighed. ‘We’re not really a rebel fleet,’ he said. ‘We’re really a pirate fleet, and the king of Lazba, may he rest in peace, was right – we should have plundered the Hundred Cities while we could.’

Persay spread his hands. ‘Still could,’ he said.

Eritha looked as if the words offended her. ‘Not what Lord Zos wanted.’

Leontas was aware that the sorcerer and the goddess had both stated that Zos was alive – or sort of alive. He hadn’t shared that with his crews. It wasn’t that he was afraid they’d run off to Lazba and try to storm Hell, although that played some part in his hesitation; it was more that he wasn’t sure he believed them, and until he knew more, he wanted to do whatever Zos would have done. The problem was that he no longer knew, and he was, in his heart of hearts, afraid that he should never have come here, to this endless shale beach, four days’ good sailing from Kanun and the action.

He felt as if he’d run away.

He wanted to do something.

Persay shrugged. ‘Not my problem. Let’s dance.’

Leontas shook his head: No.

Persay shrugged. ‘Eritha?’

Eritha nodded. ‘I’m for dancing,’ she agreed, and the two walked away, leaving Leontas alone with his decisions. And some wine.

Morning and a hangover didn’t make it better. Leontas didn’t like the glare of the sun on the water and he didn’t like the smell of frying fish, and he knew that he couldn’t show weakness, so he stood in front of his small sail-tent and drank water and tried to look the part of a pirate king.

Alektron came up, obviously the worse for wear. ‘Happy Midsummer, Leontas,’ he said. In the fleet, at Leontas’ orders, they had disposed of titles. Except for Lord Zos, who was widely worshipped as a sort of saint of the sea god. Some people had Zos amulets. Leontas was tempted himself. Zos had had some magical charisma. Leontas had begun to doubt himself …

‘Happy Midsummer Day,’ Leontas said, hoping that he sounded cheerful.

‘Druku’s left ball,’ Alektron said. ‘You spent Midsummer Eve alone?’

Leontas shrugged. ‘I had a lot to think about,’ he said, and then wished he hadn’t.

Alektron glanced at him. ‘Boyo, ye’re tryin’ too hard. Scouts will come back today or tomorrow, an’ then we’ll know somewhat.’

Persay strode up the sand with the look of a man who didn’t have a headache. ‘Happy Midsummer,’ he said.

Leontas smiled. ‘You look like the cat who ate the cream,’ he said.

Persay, who had a tendency to say things just the way he thought them, said, ‘I had no idea sex with women was so pleasurable.’ Seeing the slight shock on his commander’s face, he said, ‘Different! That’s all I meant. But not unpleasant.’

Alektron’s face began to work. Leontas knew he was trying to stifle a guffaw.

Leontas found that he did best if he looked at the horizon.

And there, emerging from the morning sun dazzle, was the Wave Serpent.

Leontas, saved from making a decision or commenting on Persay’s revelation, nodded. ‘Persay, please round up all the officers.’

The big warrior bounced away down the beach, and Alektron went down on one knee for a moment, hiding his face, and then shook his head. ‘I think they have news,’ he said. ‘They’re pulling straight into the eye of the wind.’

The next hour’s wait might have been interminable, except that a great many things happened almost all at once.

First, his own sentries reported an armed force moving towards the Tiatoni camp. He was considering getting his little fleet to sea immediately anyway, so he ordered them to start their preparations; he’d worried since they landed that the Tiatoni merchants might summon warriors to … make trouble. His hulls were dry and his people had had a run ashore, and he was suddenly eager to be at sea.

Still, he had five ships’ worth of marines form up facing the Tiatoni camp, just to be sure.

Sure enough, the Tiatoni warriors came out of the woods, over the last ridge above them, already cleared of trees by a few years’ use of the beach as a trade entrepot. They marched down into the traders’ camp, the even tramp of their feet an indication that these were drilled professionals. At their head were fifty warriors dressed as eagles, in feathered cloaks, with white leather armour and feathered helmets.

They turned through the merchants’ camp and deployed opposite his marines, who they outnumbered.

Heavily outnumbered.

‘Boss …’ Persay had become his strategos of marines, a role the man with the bull’s head tattoo had matured into. He came trotting back across the sand, his heavily muscled legs making light work of running in bronze armour over a shale beach. ‘If they come at me, I can’t fucking hold them for a minute. And the eagle boys look rough. As good as ours.’

Leontas was watching his ships load, and they weren’t fast enough. He’d worried about this very situation for two days, and yet taken no precaution beyond having a quarter guard of marines. He felt stupid, which he’d felt quite often since taking command.

‘Fuck,’ he muttered. ‘We haven’t done shit to the merchants.’

Persay shrugged. ‘Merchants,’ he said, his tone indicating an absolute contempt for the class.

Leontas followed him back after glancing at the horizon. The Wave Serpent was still an hour away. Maybe less.

Alektron had the Sea Eagle afloat and loaded; it wasn’t hopeless. But the fleet would not be better for losing its marines in a pointless fight. They didn’t have enough men to start with.

‘Any word from their commander? Or the Tiatoni?’ he asked as he strode after the bull-leaper.

Persay shook his head and kept running back to his people.

Leontas plodded on, trying not to think of all the things …

He came to the line of marines, nodded as he passed them, walking alone out onto the sand between the two forces.

And so, he was the first to see Era came through the ranks of the Eagle Warriors with a bodyguard of bronze-clad warriors kitted out very like his marines. Leontas had never met Era, and didn’t recognise her, but Persay did. He whooped, his yell of joy both recognition of an old ally and perhaps relief that he and his fifty marines were not going to face five hundred Tiatoni warriors.

More troops were pouring onto the beach now – various Dendrownans that Leontas didn’t know – but Persay had lifted the small woman over his head and she didn’t look particularly pleased.

‘Put me down,’ she spat, and once she had her feet on the ground, she walked to Leontas. ‘Lord Leontas?’

‘Wanax Era.’ He went down on one knee. He knew all about her from Zos, who had spoken of her in terms between respect and worship.

‘I need transport for four thousand warriors,’ she said.

Leontas looked at his sixteen pentekonters, which, empty, could hold eight hundred people. But then he nodded. Nefertari had declined to land with them; she didn’t want to be near the Tiatoni, and she had other requirements with her Narmerian merchanters, but she was just a few stadia away.

‘The fleet of Narmer is just to the west,’ he said. ‘I can cover your movements. But they have the big hulls to carry you.’

Persay was deep in conversation with a lithe old man in beautiful bronze armour. He looked back. ‘We’ll take a few more marines off them, too,’ he said.

Now that he knew that combat wasn’t imminent, Leontas sent Alektron west to find Nefertari and fill her in. By then, Orestas had landed. The man leapt off the stern of his ship into the water, swam the distance between the two ships, and scrambled up the carnelian side of Leontas’ Sea Lion in an obvious tearing hurry.

‘Jekers landed their whole force at Kanun. Two days ago they marched away north, leaving their ships.’

Leontas licked his lips in anticipation. ‘Perfect,’ he said.

‘Gets better,’ Orestas said. ‘There’s a whole resupply fleet from Ma’rib coming up the coast. I saw it. Sixty, seventy ships. Escort of demons in the air.’ He nodded. ‘But no warships.’

Leontas was on the deck of his own long red warship, and he handed Orestas a cup of wine and glanced at Era, who was reclining on the helm bench like the dancer she was.

He looked at her. ‘If I’d heard this an hour ago, I’d have chanced the demons and gone for the merchants,’ he said. ‘My people haven’t been paid …’

Era smirked. ‘What makes you think mine have?’ she asked. ‘So far, this is all being done like a conjuring trick – something I used to be pretty good at. Let’s by all means take the merchant fleet first. I have some serious supplies of star-metal arrows, and more arriving in the next day or two. I think we can take the demons.’

‘I wasn’t planning to try and face them.’ Leontas had planned something a little more subtle, but star-metal arrows meant he could …

He smiled happily, because for the first time in a month, he knew exactly what he was doing.

‘Can I have fifty of your best as marines?’ he asked.

She smiled. ‘Jawat?’ she called.


Chapter Fifty-Three

South-eastern Dendrowna

Hefa-Asus

He awoke to sore muscles. The metalsmith usually woke to sore muscles, but this morning, the seventh on the trail, was harder; it was as if the tissues that knitted his back and legs were in open revolt, pain that made him wince as he got his heavy frame up off the forest floor.

The huge cat rose with him. Even that painted, purring monster seemed shaky on its legs at first. The jaguar gave a low growl that echoed Hefa-Asus’s innermost thoughts. The smith reached out and patted the huge cat’s head. ‘Qhoa,’ he said.

The jaguar purred: click click click click click …

None of Qari’s warriors looked any happier about the pace or the result. The sun was barely up, somewhere over the next tall ridge; the sky had a little warmth but no direct sunlight. Even four days after midsummer, it was cold.

Mitig, the old hunter, was up, had a fire going, and seemed absurdly cheerful.

‘Another ridge,’ Hefa-Asus said. He was not ordinarily much given to complaint, but after seven days on the trail – running for most of it – following an endless series of small trails that ran through Dendrowna like capillaries through skin. Mitig was keeping them off the Nikali trade roads, and they had yet to see a single Nikali. It was as if the land was deserted. Once, from the top of a tall rocky hill, they’d seen a temple mound and smoke rising from houses, but they hadn’t lingered.

Mitig handed him a steaming cup. There was a bronze pot on the fire, full of sassafras and honey.

It was delicious. Hefa-Asus drank as if it was ambrosia.

Mitig smiled. ‘Three more,’ he said in his enigmatic way.

‘Three more cups? I’ll run all day!’ Hefa-Asus said. The cat was gone. The smith was growing used to the speed with which it came and went.

Mitig shrugged. ‘Three more ridges. And then the Straw Roofs. They will sing of this, Stone Sword. Four hundred parasangs in ten days!’

Stone Sword was what the Uran and the Onadawega called him now, because, despite having helped to innovate the star-stone in its most lethal form, he continued to carry a jade-fanged makuital – although by now, half its teeth were star-metal.

Hefa-Asus began to stretch. Cursing in Poche, Qari’s warriors, most of them regretting the moment at which they’d volunteered, began to emulate him. The Uran archers and Onadawega warriors with Nicté watched, silently. They neither mocked nor emulated.

Hefa-Asus made his way to Nicté. They’d agreed to sleep apart because … well, because they both needed sleep. ‘Tomorrow, we run out of food,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘We are three days from the Straw Houses, according to Mitig.’

Nicté nodded. Their band was small: just sixty warriors all told. ‘Two deer.’ She motioned to Kal, the former Jeker. ‘Can you and Yal get us two deer and meet us in the next camp?’

‘I’ll need people to carry the meat,’ he said. Just that. No decoration or complaint about having to go, in effect, twice as far.

Hefa-Asus was going to choose two of his Poche, but Nicté shook her head, and spoke to Daos, who sent two of his Meh-Zone and a spare horse.

Mitig nodded approval. ‘This one …’ he said, indicating Kal. ‘This one is alive to the voices of the trees.’

Nicté looked at Kal for a moment, and Hefa-Asus thought that he would not like her to look at him that way. She was not big on forgiveness. But she said, ‘Kal …’ and smiled, showing her filed teeth. He looked directly at her, and she said, ‘Kal has earned his place.’

Kal turned away.

Ten minutes later, they were running along a forest trail, Mitig in the lead – a parasang an hour for ten hours. Every hour that the sun crossed the sky, they would rest; in mid-afternoon they’d rest for a whole hour while scouts located a camp; anywhere with water and firewood and cover, because they had neither tents nor blankets. It was past midsummer, and the weather was warm enough, and as they descended the next ridge, Hefa-Asus felt the world become warmer – much warmer.

They were finally leaving the mountains, and the long, long trail down was not answered with an equally long trail up the far side. They crossed a great river over some stony shallows and made their camp.

‘Tomorrow, the Sea of Grass,’ Mitig said.

Hefa-Asus slept well, in the deep grass at the edge of the river, and in the morning, they climbed along the valley. The trail was much wider here, almost a road, and they trotted through tall beech and old oak trees that towered into the heavens, very different from the endless spruce and hemlock of the high ridges behind them.

‘Why don’t the People live here?’ Nicté asked as they took a break with a panoramic view out over the valley they’d just left.

Mitig was cautious, still, in talking to Nicté, so he didn’t turn his head to answer directly, but looked north and west over the valley, as if he was speaking to the wind. ‘In most times, this is summer grazing for the Horse People.’

He indicated the centaurs standing further down the ridge, cropping grass and taking willow bark off the trees with their sharp teeth.

‘Ah,’ Nicté said.

The massive cat padded up, a whole fawn in its mouth. It dropped the animal at the feet of Hefa-Asus.

He sighed. ‘Thank you, noble Qhoa,’ he said. ‘But … now I have to carry it.’ The men around him laughed. Nervously.

An hour later they crossed the crest of the last great ridge and started down. Almost immediately they could see the incredible view: the Great Sea of Grass stretching away south and east to the horizon, like a single carpet of golden green in the summer heat.

But at the first switchback in the descent, they saw more, because there they had a view all the way to the base of the ridge and the edge of the plain, and there were settlements: the straw roofs of the centaurs and the Meh-Zone. From the height of the ridge, they could see at least five such settlements stretching east along a river that ran along the base of the mountainous ridge.

They could see more. They could see an army encamped almost at their feet – thousands of people scurrying like ants.

‘Building fortifications,’ Hefa-Asus said.

‘We are in time,’ Nicté said with quiet satisfaction.

Daos appeared. The centaurs were at a disadvantage in the mountains, and had mostly travelled in the centre of the war party, but now they went to the front.

‘We know these trails,’ Daos said. ‘We’ll go and prepare your welcome. You will feast tonight!’

After they had cantered away down the steep path, Nicté shook her head. ‘Twenty thousand refugees and an army of five thousand camped in five scattered villages?’ she said softly. ‘No one will be feasting.’

It was late afternoon when the war party trotted down the very last of the ridges and across the open ford of the river. On the far side, the Great Lady Arrina-Maritaten waited with an escort of chariots and twenty of the Guard of Swords close around her, while Lady Drusila and forty centaurs in armour waited off to her right.

Nicté called something in Onadawega and then in Uran, and all of the warriors began to run like deer, passing the Poche on either side. Hefa-Asus, for his part, had his dozen Poche pause, straighten their uncu, and then march into camp behind the running warriors ahead of them.

Drusila sat with Daos. Hefa-Asus could see at a glance that there was some complex precedence in this alliance, and he noted that Nicté had picked it up, too. The two of them went forward with Mitig, and they went to Drusila first, not to Arrina-Maritaten.

‘Greetings to all of the Horse People and the Meh-Zone from the People of the Forest,’ Nicté called, her voice high and clear. ‘We bring a token of our strength as reassurance.’

Drusila clasped arms with each of the three, and then, apparently by prior arrangement, led them to where Arrina-Maritaten stood at her chariot rail with her driver, Horat, close by her.

‘Great Lady of the High House.’ Hefa-Asus made a deep bow, the obeisance he’d make to an ajaw if he ever saw another: one hand on the ground, almost kneeling.

By his side, Nicté, not known for bowing, spoke next. ‘Great Lady, the wanax Era sends her greetings. We are not even a tithe of the warriors coming this way, but we are the first fruits.’

Arrina-Maritaten seemed to burn with an inner fire. She was a small woman who seemed ten feet tall, and her smile pierced the onlookers like arrows. ‘Welcome,’ she said. ‘Let us hasten to council, because the army of the gods presses us hard.’

Hefa-Asus held up a hand. ‘Nicté is our war leader,’ he said. ‘For my part, I have been sent to fix the Sky Chariot, if it can be repaired.’

Arrina-Maritaten nodded. ‘You are Hefa-Asus, the artificer.’

Even the most reserved Poche gentleman occasionally took pride in being recognised. ‘Great Lady, I am he.’

Arrina-Maritaten nodded. ‘Your Era shows wisdom. I see her thought – that the Sky Chariot will unite us. And she is correct. You will need my power, artificer. And I have good generals to be my councillors. Let’s go and look at the Sky Chariot.’

A huge old man introduced himself to Nicté. ‘Axe, currently war master of this crowd.’

Nicté stopped and glanced at the white-haired man. ‘Weren’t you on the other side?’

A beautiful blond man, wearing the finest armour Hefa-Asus had seen that he hadn’t made himself, grinned. ‘Not any more,’ he said with a winning smile.

Hefa-Asus left them to it.

Arrina-Maritaten shocked him by climbing down from her chariot and walking with him, trailed by two big barbarians with long bronze swords and her charioteer.

‘Horat,’ the man said, introducing himself. ‘Damn, you’re big.’

Hefa-Asus smiled and clasped hands. ‘Hefa-Asus.’ He avoided saying, Damn, you’re ugly. He motioned to a pair of Poche bearers with gigantic baskets on their backs, and they came over to him.

‘My tools,’ he said. ‘And a few gifts. These two deserve to be fed first – they’ve carried twice as much as everyone else.’

The two big men beamed with pleasure at the praise.

His first sight of the Sky Chariot wrenched at his heart. It was magnificent, but obviously broken; the four golden stags stood like statues, and the car itself was parked over a deep pit dug into the sandy soil of the riverbank, so that he could access the underside.

‘Can you repair it?’ Arrina-Maritaten asked. ‘Use no ceremony, artificer. Our whole effort may depend on this one artifact.’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, Great Lady. Give me time.’

He proceeded to inspect every inch of the Sky Chariot – a process that took him more than an hour – running his right hand softly over the entire surface, from the golden yoke that bound the stags, to the great hubs of the two wheels. He crawled under and between the animals, and he stood in the pit under the chariot while Arrina-Maritaten shone the full power of sunlight on the underside. He crawled on the floor, looking intently at the seams where the walls and rails were mounted, and then he went back under the car, shaking his head at the Great Lady, and proceeding only by touch.

Finally, as the sun was setting, he crawled out of the pit. Horat was playing Senet with one of the guards.

‘It is part artifice and part auratic,’ he said.

Arrina-Maritaten looked pained. ‘I could have told you that,’ she snapped.

Hefa-Asus was looking at Conn and Fionn, the two guards. ‘Why the long bronze swords?’

Fionn shrugged. ‘It’s a tradition,’ he said. ‘Besides, they’re right fearsome.’

‘Till they bend,’ Conn allowed. ‘Then they’re fewkin’ useless.’

Hefa-Asus nodded. He went to the giant baskets that held his tools, selected a couple of felt sleeves, and drew forth two long swords made of star-metal, hardened with Druku’s method.

‘Perhaps you would prefer these.’ He handed a sword to each of the guards.

Conn’s mouth fell open. Fionn was more practical; he took up a stance and began to cut the air.

‘Star-metal,’ he said, as if it was a prayer to a divinity.

Arrina-Maritaten sighed. ‘Ah,’ she said.

Hefa-Asus saw the minute flinch as she edged away from the refined star-stone.

He nodded to himself. He had already heard that she was inhabited by the goddess Arrina. He had no idea of the alchemical reason that so many gods feared star-stone, but he was working on a theory.

He turned back to the Great Lady. ‘I had to see for myself,’ he said simply. He walked to the chariot, reached over the rail at the charioteer’s station, and ran his fingers over the starburst symbol. The floor of the chariot car opened like a flower.

‘Oh!’ Arrina-Maritaten beamed at him.

He nodded. What the open floor revealed was a maze of devices. Some were easy to identify – runes and hieroglyphs and magical sigils covered surfaces, inlaid to drive complex functions – but Hefa-Asus ran his hands over them with assurance.

He looked at Arrina-Maritaten. ‘Can you … ?’ He paused, meeting her gaze. She was very beautiful, just as Zos had said, but her beauty was marred, for him, by her possession. ‘Can you really tolerate possession by this other entity?’

Arrina-Maritaten grinned. ‘More easily than you would think,’ she said. ‘My yoke is light.’

He raised both eyebrows but said nothing. After a moment, he said, ‘Very well. Can you ascertain if each of these auratic interfaces work and have … power?’

She considered, her lower lip jutting out for a moment. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I think I can.’

He accepted her assurance at face value and began immediately to check the mechanical connections. He was especially interested in the linkages to the steering, because he’d found the half-healed scar in the car’s sheathing where something very powerful had struck – almost certainly a thunderbolt. There were two such wounds, but this one was the worse, and now that he could read the interior of the chariot …

An hour passed, during which he didn’t notice that Arrina-Maritaten had begun to illuminate them with her own sunlight. Her control of the light was incredible; she could tune and direct it.

He found the mechanism that allowed him to remove interior panels of the chariot’s sides. He removed them all, and found the damage from the inside.

‘This amulet is dead,’ Arrina-Maritaten announced. She indicated it. ‘I believe it is the master protective amulet that controls a dozen lesser protections. One of those is also destroyed. Also, all three of these, which I believe are used to channel power from the sun.’

He pursed his lips, nodding. He was mapping linkages in his mind.

‘I need sleep,’ he said. ‘And food. Can you repair the amulets?’

She nodded. ‘I think this level of delicacy will require my power, but Timut-Imri’s skill. I will send for him. Can you fix it?’

He smiled at her. ‘Yes.’ He began to pack up his tools. ‘It will take time. Two weeks, at best.’

She sighed. ‘I wish you had come sooner. How far away is the northern army?’

Hefa-Asus looked at the goddess. He was a blunt man; he wondered if he should leave this part to Nicté. But he couldn’t see any reason to prevaricate. ‘Just at the moment,’ he said, ‘there is no northern army.’ He shrugged. ‘When we left Era, we took half her warriors.’

Arrina-Maritaten sighed. ‘I should not have expected more.’

He motioned at the mountains behind them. ‘There are more, Great Lady of the High House. I know that Era planned to raise the Tiatoni. My cousin is racing to bring us what Poche can be spared.’

Arrina-Maritaten looked at him. ‘I had planned to make my stand here, where the Forest People can most easily reach me through the passes.’ She shook her head. ‘I will ask Horat and Axe, but I don’t think I can hold here for weeks, waiting. I need to know when and if Era will support me.’

Hefa-Asus nodded. Outside the circle of Arrina-Maritaten’s light, it was quite dark. ‘I’ll see if I can get the Sky Chariot to fly sooner,’ he said.


Chapter Fifty-Four

Kanun, Northern Narmer

Enkul-Anu

‘I thought I was surrounded by fucking idiots,’ Enkul-Anu said to no one in particular. ‘I was fucking blind. What I’m surrounded by is treason.’

The gods of Auza had taken the citadel of Kanun for their own, and the throne room of Prince Ahaz was now the throne of Heaven, mostly because Heaven was a six-hour flight away. Everything about the last thirty days had been a reminder of why the power of Auza had never extended much beyond the delta – why Narmer had been allowed to get away with a certain degree of theological independence.

It was hard to operate so far from their base of power.

Some things were going well. He had most of his demons deployed in the south, rounding up Bright People and putting them to work making resin. The loss of the resin supply had hurt Heaven badly, and the rebels’ ability to control and distribute it was killing Heaven’s credibility.

The snake god, Illikumi, had clearly begun to fear coming before the Great Storm God, because he often had bad news: more trouble in Noa, as the remnant towns spiralled into chaos and were hit with another wave of Jekers; the Jekers in Dardania had moved from triumph to triumph; Ma’rib was racked with internal revolt – Ma’rib, the most loyal, richest of all the Hundred Cities. Slave revolts had paralysed the Hundred Cities; all had sent more godborn soldiers north to him, under direct pressure from the demons. The cities saw the example of Weshwesh: absolute punishment. Many pointed at the comet in the sky and despaired.

Enkul-Anu stared out over the sea, contemplating every mistake he’d made and every step that had been thrust upon him. His bitterness knew no bounds.

Sypa entered with Illikumi. Sypa wore armour, and her eyes gleamed in a way he remembered with genuine fondness. In the old days, she’d been quite a killer.

‘Well?’ he asked, his voice like thunder.

‘Gul will join us,’ Sypa said cheerfully.

Enkul-Anu ignored her and looked at Illikumi. ‘Report,’ he said heavily.

Illikumi flinched, and then made an unconscious movement towards Sypa, as if hoping that he could hide in her armoured skirts. ‘It’s bad, Great Storm God.’

Enkul-Anu snorted. ‘Of course it’s fucking bad,’ he said. ‘We’re facing a consortium of the old gods and some of our own as defectors. We have hardly any fighting gods left. It’s not going to be good, is it?’

Even Sypa looked hesitant.

‘Out with it!’ Enku-Anu bellowed.

‘The Ma’rib convoy was taken by the rebels,’ Illikumi said. ‘Six demons destroyed. Two wounded.’

Enkul-Anu was given to fits of temper. But he’d been a successful general for a thousand years; he knew when it was time to stop play-acting. So he rose and nodded.

‘Star-stone?’ he asked quietly.

‘Everywhere,’ Illikumi said.

‘Right. How many days’ food do we have?’ he snapped.

‘Ten,’ Illikumi said. ‘Twelve if we don’t feed the slaves.’

Enkul-Anu nodded again. ‘Where did their fleet come from?’

Illikumi looked away. ‘The north coast, we think.’

‘And Nikali has fallen to the fucking World Serpent, right?’ he asked.

Miserably, Illikumi nodded.

‘Where’s Gul?’ he asked.

‘On his way,’ Sypa said.

‘Anzu?’ he asked.

‘In the field, with Kursag and the centre column on the Sea of Grass,’ Illikumi said.

Enkul-Anu smiled. It wasn’t a happy smile, but it was a decisive one.

They waited for Gul. Sypa didn’t even attempt chatter; Illikumi was snake-silent.

All the courtiers and minor gods, and all of those too old to help, were back on Auza. Enkul-Anu didn’t particularly miss them.

Gul entered with his charioteer. Enkul-Anu glanced at the not-dead man and recognised the former leader of the mortal rebellion: Zos.

He smiled. ‘Well played, Gul.’

Gul didn’t smile, but then, the form he had chosen was lipless, or nearly so. ‘You summoned me, Great Storm God.’ His chorus of voices was as unnerving as always.

Are you really a worm, Gul? Are you the Odine? You don’t smell like one.

Zos stood like a statue, his once dark skin now an unhealthy pale grey. His eyes were dull and unseeing.

Enkul-Anu stared out over the sea for a while, thinking of his lost demons. Wondering which ones had gone down.

I’m losing it, he thought. I’m losing interest in continuing. Fucking idiots. We could have had this. We can still win it.

He whirled on them. ‘So,’ he said, ‘we’re down to two fucking choices. We can run off to Auza and try to rebuild – commit whatever we can save to a counter-insurgency in Ma’rib, hold on to Akash, retake southern Hannigalbat. A hundred years. We abandon Narmer and the whole north to the rebels, and come back for them when they’ve forgotten us.’

‘Kill Arrina!’ Sypa spat. ‘This would be unworthy, this retreat. Are you afraid?’

Enkul-Anu looked directly at her. ‘No,’ he said. ‘There is fuck all that I’m afraid of. Gods, we used to fight smart. We took this place by being smart. We took our time. We cut off chunks and ate ’em slowly. And now, I’m not afraid to say we’re losing and we need to think about what we do.’

Gul hissed. ‘Our forces can take the rebels …’

Enkul-Anu laughed. ‘They burned half your invincible phalanx in an evening,’ he said. ‘You had to rescue them yourself. The outpouring of power was felt as far away as Auza.’

Gul stiffened. ‘That will not happen again,’ he said.

Enkul-Anu looked at him. ‘You fear Arrina,’ he said flatly.

‘My phalanx was not beaten!’ Gul insisted in a disharmonic chorus of voices. ‘We fear no one! We are multitudes! We are the dead!’

Enkul-Anu remained silent.

‘Lead us, Enkul-Anu!’ Sypa she couldn’t hide the hint of sarcasm in her voice.

Enkul-Anu was still watching Gul. You poured out power to save your gidimu from the fires. And that has weakened you and slowed whatever plot you are cooking up.

With Sypa, who has her own plot, and thinks she’s fooling us both.

And Kursag has twice made time to chat with you, God of the Dead.

I have to wonder if the fucking rebels have these problems.

‘The other choice is that we risk everything on one battle,’ Enkul-Anu continued, ‘as soon as possible, before our mortal forces on the Sea of Grass run out of food. We push forward and force the enemy into a fight.’

‘Yes!’ Sypa said.

Gul nodded. ‘Yes.’

Illikumi writhed like the snake he was. ‘I liked the firssst plan,’ he admitted. ‘We cannot fail if we take our time.’

Enkul-Anu looked at the snake god with genuine appreciation. ‘I am not surrounded by idiots,’ he said.

Sypa shook her head. ‘Fight! Now!’ She looked at Illikumi with a withering contempt.

Gul didn’t even bother to shrug, and he mostly lacked facial expression. ‘We will win.’

Enkul-Anu allowed himself a slight smile. ‘We will face an alliance of mortals and gods more effective than that we faced when we came through the gates an aeon ago,’ he said. ‘They have the star-stone to kill us, and they have Druku, Arrina, their old sea god Nanuk, and the fucking Huntress, who I always thought was too dangerous to be allowed to live. Four fighting gods, backed by half the mortals and star-stone.’

Gul was impassive. ‘My phalanx will deal with their mortals,’ he said.

‘I will kill Arrina,’ Sypa said.

Illikumi looked away.

Enkul-Anu was reasonably sure that abandoning the north to the rebellion and running for home was the best option. He could see the moves that he’d make; and he knew that mortals had short attention spans and would simply forget, lower their guards, look away to their own comfort in greed and ignorance, and he’d have them.

He knew how to do it.

And he knew that Gul, Sypa and Kursag all had their own agendas, which he’d uncover if he cut his losses and retreated.

But it all sounded like a lot of work. And I’m sick of the whole business.

‘We had it so good,’ he said quietly. None of them said anything. So he drew himself up, took his thunderbolts from the bucket by his throne, and nodded. ‘Very well. We risk it all on one throw. Now, we’ll start with a nasty little surprise that will negate most of their advantages …’


Chapter Fifty-Five

Ma’rib, Southern Hundred Cities

Lawesa

He had expected to be taken. He’d had almost a year, and he’d used it well, spreading the myth of the mortal rebellion, leading local revolts, choosing targets.

So when they came for him, he was ready.

He was taken with a list of traitors – godborn men and women who were supporting the revolt against the gods with blasphemy and murder – as well as carefully annotated plans for a mass rising of slaves across the Hundred Cities, naming places and times and leaders.

Within an hour of being taken, he was dead; he had prepared himself for that, and taken his own life to avoid being questioned. But the scrolls and tablets found on him were utterly damning, and the murder squads turned on their own traitors.

The oppressors of Ma’rib took his poisoned pill and swallowed it entire, and the system began to fight itself. On the second night after Lawesa’s death, the sorcerer Shafi was murdered in his chambers by a dozen godborn, enraged by Lawesa’s fabricated evidence.

No more convoys would be leaving from Ma’rib for the north. The richest city in the world was on fire.


Chapter Fifty-Six

The hall of the Free Peoples, Sea of Grass

Hefa-Asus

It had taken time to finish the repairs, because there were wires that had to be braided, sigils engraved and enamelled, hieroglyphs redesigned, and because Hefa-Asus liked to leave things better than he’d found them. The innards of the chariot hadn’t been made as well as they might have; some spells and auratic devices were merely painted on metal, easily damaged by heat or auratic power. He replaced everything that was painted with engraved metal, and he tested the components as he went.

And he did a great deal of other work, teaching the smiths among the centaurs and the Meh-Zone to work the star-stone into its final form. Above them, every night, the comet burned its royal blue, throwing an unhealthy-looking azure tinge over everything, and the emerald Gift burned bright, as if the comet’s coming had brought it to new life.

Out on the Sea of Grass, the allies skirmished with the armies of the gods of Auza. Lacking centaurs and horses, the gods of Auza relied heavily on demons and little bands of Jekers; neither group was effective. Arrina-Maritaten led the enemy away to the west and south, away from the settlements of the Free People, and back towards the sea, and Hefa-Asus worked with Nicté – long days, happy days and nights. They made armour, and spear points, and arrowheads; every one of the Meh-Zone too young, or too old for mounted service, or merely disinclined to make war against the gods, was asked to make arrows.

At night, the two master smiths made love.

Hefa-Asus had become a master of making arrowheads from star-stone over the winter, and now he and Nicté perfected their technique while training a dozen smiths to do the same, and another dozen to generate the finished star-metal itself in handy bars and sheets.

The heavy composite bows favoured by Narmerian chariot archers – and centaurs, too – used cane shafts with relatively light heads, but were capable of launching heavier arrows. Before Pollon marched away with the chariots, he and Nicté had designed a heavy shaft with a relatively heavy head and a bodkin point, designed to punch straight through bronze armour and kill a man – or a god.

Naturally, the archers called them godkillers.

Before he had the last enamelled panel reinstalled in the chariot, Hefa-Asus had made thousands of arrowheads, light and heavy, effortlessly pounding the stock flat, rolling it to form a socket for the shaft, beating out the red-hot metal into a four-sided killing point, and tossing it to one of the dozens of apprentices to cool and sharpen and finish before it went outside. There, rows of patient workers set them onto shafts and a double dozen old men and women stirred glue pots and set the feathers: goose, raven … whatever the woods offered. They were making thousands of arrows. In fact, the month-long production process caused the whole village to change, with hundreds of skilled workers coming from other communities on the river, and a cunning water-powered trip hammer, and the constant reek of charcoal smoke, the constant din of hammers. There was even a shop that produced anvils and tools, and on the hills above the town, woodspeople cut the trees while charcoal burners made charcoal.

Hefa-Asus looked up one morning and found that the beautiful wooded slopes had been stripped bare. He grimaced.

Daos, who had been leading his mounted scouts and centaurs far out on the Sea of Grass to harass the gods, rode back in, huge, covered with dust, riding the biggest horse on the plains.

He touched the amulet on his chest. ‘Pollon says they are preparing to fight. Maritaten is close to the coast and Nefertari is landing the first wave of Era’s army on the beaches.’

Hefa-Asus, who also had one of Pollon’s amulets, smiled at the young god’s enthusiasm. In some ways, Daos was still twelve years old.

‘They’ll need arrows,’ he said.

‘They need the Sky Chariot,’ Daos said.

Hefa-Asus waved at it, and the four golden stags stamped their feet.

‘Perhaps, but they need the arrows more,’ he said.

Daos grinned, leapt into the chariot and tested it, and then they loaded it with finished bundles of arrows until there was scarcely room for the big god and two mortals. And despite the massive load, the stags stamped their feet and leapt into the air, and the Sky Chariot raced over the Sea of Grass, heading south and west into the setting sun.


Chapter Fifty-Seven

North of Kanun, where the Sea of Grass meets Ocean

Twenty-six days after midsummer, the blue comet was bright in the skies even in the daytime, almost in the constellation called the Gate, and the army of Heaven finally found the combined rebel armies. By that time, only the Jekers were really well fed, but Enkul-Anu’s mortals had been swelled with the latest drafts: militias from the northern Hundred Cities godborn from Akash and Ma’rib, eager to fight the real enemy and be free of the horror of daily life.

Axe, Arrina-Maritaten and Nicté had led them in a long half-circle chase that ended on the beaches just north of Kanun, almost full circle from where the army of Heaven had started. Seti-Anu’s forces were starving, predated upon by Jekers, and some of the proud charioteers had eaten their horses. Still, they had a hundred chariots and almost ten thousand hungry spearmen.

The Jekers were still six thousand strong, and Kursag looked down on them with pride. In the constant skirmishing that had characterised the last ten days, they’d continued to uphold their terrifying reputation, eating every enemy they took.

The gidimu had learned from several encounters that they could not face mortals alone, without support, and now they marched in the middle of the army of Heaven. But even after thirty days of constant campaigning – and losses – they were still a multitude and a horde: tens of thousands of skeletal warriors.
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For the first time in ten days, they could see the campfires of their foes across the plain, trapped against the sea, with nowhere left to run.

Illikumi spoke privately to Enkul-Anu. ‘I wasss afraid they’d jussst run away until our mortalsss ssstarved,’ he admitted.

Enkul-Anu nodded absently. ‘I thought that might be her strategy,’ he said. ‘Arrina is canny.’ He was looking at the sea. ‘Too canny to be trapped against a coast unless she wanted to be.’

Illikumi nodded. ‘We can ssstill cut and run’

Enkul-Anu smiled bitterly. ‘You are a good little god. So I’m going to do you a huge favour. Run home to Auza. Make sure they don’t grab it behind us. Eh?’

‘And missss the battle?’ Illikumi asked. ‘I am no coward. I have faccced them before!’

Enkul-Anu smiled. ‘Go home,’ he said. ‘Live.’

Illikumi glanced at his master. ‘You think you are going to lossse?’

Enkul-Anu smiled. ‘Whoever wins,’ he said, ‘it won’t be me.’ He nodded his great bull’s head. ‘But I’m going to fuck them up.’

Illikumi thought he sounded well satisfied. But he wasn’t sure who they were.

The rebels

The joint command council of the allies – Era, Arrina-Maritaten, Axe and Anenome, Horat, Daos and a dozen other commanders – gathered in the waning light of evening atop the long ridge to the west of their camp.

In the last direct light of the sun slanting in over the ocean just visible to the west, they could see Kanun to the south, where the gods of Auza were. Between them and Kanun, two long, low ridges in a shallow V rose above a dusty plain at the edge of the sea, with a beach on one side and a line of scrubby trees marking the edge of the Sea of Grass on the other: a battlefield ten parasangs across, shaped like an amphitheatre, if the two ridges could be taken as seats.

The rebels had drawn up their forces in deliberate defiance of the gods of Auza: on the left, Arrina-Maritaten’s chariots, the centaurs and Meh-Zone faced Seti-Anu’s Narmerians; in the centre, Axe and Anenome’s godborn veterans faced the phalanx of the gidimu, supported on each flank by bodies of Arrina-Maritaten’s Narmerian archers with full quivers; on the right, nearest the sea, Era’s first wave of northerners, her own guards, all of Leontas’ marines, hundreds of Kautlin and Onadawega and Uran far from their mountains. The alignment put each of the allies against the opponent it was most likely to defeat. Or so they hoped.

‘Where are Temis and Tyka?’ Daos asked.

‘Preparing a surprise,’ Arrina-Maritaten said. ‘I hope we have several surprises, because I promise you that Enkul-Anu will not gift us the initiative.’

Amidst the campfires of the mortal rebellion, there were a surprising number of gods. Daos was the most visible, moving from fire to fire. But Dite was there as well, in the form of a tall woman with black skin and fiery brown eyes. She, too, made the rounds, visiting the Tiatoni and the Onadawega, the former godborn of Anenome and the Guard of Swords, and her favourites, the centaurs and the Meh-Zone of the eastern grass. Wherever she went, a light and happy drunkenness possessed every woman and every man, so that they went to their bedrolls with a smile, and slept – a powerful magic on the night of a great battle.

Laila walked the night with Jawala and an old woman in a stained deerskin dress: the magnificent former goddess of the dawn pacing along beside a mortal who was herself at the end of her life – at least to appearances. But they visited many fires, and left behind confidence and humour.

Era, who had just been landed by the fleet in the first lift from the Shale, stood with Arrina-Maritaten. They’d made their own rounds, and by no prior plan, had ended the night together at the Great Lady’s tent.

‘Does it trouble you … ?’ Era began, watching the old woman and the goddess. ‘Does it trouble you that the World Serpent has planned almost every step of the way for us?’

Arrina-Maritaten’s eyes went to the pair as they came towards the Guard of Sword’s fire. ‘Yes,’ the Great Lady said. ‘Yes, it troubles me. I have never gone directly against the old wyrm, but she is no one’s friend.’

Era watched them approach. The camp was going to sleep, as ordered – a miracle of its own. Arrina-Maritaten shifted uneasily as Jawala approached. Era, whose powers were very limited, nonetheless found the nullity around Jawala a little intimidating, and she could imagine what it was like for Arrina or Laila.

‘Laila,’ Era called. The former goddess of the dawn, and handmaiden to Sypa, floated over the grass to the fire.

‘Wanax,’ she said politely.

‘You stole Earthbreaker to free Antaboga?’ Era asked.

Laila smiled. ‘I guess I can say now, can’t I? Yes.’

Era turned to the old woman. ‘And you, Antaboga … You planned all this?’

The old crone laughed. ‘You give me far too much credit,’ she said. ‘Half of this was the working of you mortals, and some was luck. And …’ She cackled. ‘It’s not all my secret. But there were more hands than mine at work.’

‘Tyka and Temis,’ Arrina-Maritaten said. ‘Where are they now?’

The old woman nodded to herself, as old people are wont to do. ‘Where they need to be for tomorrow.’

‘And Druku?’ Era asked, trying to hide the longing in her voice.

‘Right here,’ Dite said, from behind her. ‘Don’t blame me, Wanax. I was plotting on my own account, and failed.’

Era turned to look at her, and it hurt her. ‘Failed?’

Laila laughed, a beautiful sound. ‘Druku wanted to be king of Heaven,’ she said. ‘And we used that to bend him to our need.’

‘And I met you,’ Dite said to Era. ‘Not at all what I expected.’

Era shook her head. ‘I need to get my sleep. Fascinating as you all are, I suspect everything hinges on the fight tomorrow.’

Dite followed her. ‘I can help you sleep,’ she said. ‘Or not sleep.’

Era looked at her for an almost eternal moment. Then she kissed the other woman on the lips. ‘Not tonight,’ she said, and walked away.

Her plans were made. Neither she nor Arrina-Maritaten particularly trusted all the other gods, but they had decided, for whatever reason, to trust their mortal leaders.

We were against all the gods, she thought. Now we probably have more gods than Enkul-Anu.

She looked at her armour, drank a half a cup of wine with Jawat, and looked in on Jawala, who was key to her plans. The woman in white was already sound asleep, her face peaceful.

Era slipped into her bedding, and then lay staring at the roof of her tent – boiled wool that showed pale in the light of the stars.

Not tonight.

She felt like an utter fool.

Tonight of all nights, I would lose myself in you, Dite.

She lay like a young warrior, consumed in little fears of the coming day and the coming battle. She lay like a lovelorn youth, pining for Dite.

She grew angry with herself. I need sleep, she thought. Why am I doing this to myself?

She considered Dite.

I am the wanax of the rebellion. Even Zos is lost. I cannot be seen to show weakness or favouritism, and I cannot court a woman – a goddess – who I cannot trust.

How did I get here?

Strong in sudden resolution, she threw off her cloak and rose to her feet. She looked down at Jawala, and then stepped out into the cool night air to find Lan Thena and another man on guard.

‘I’m going to look at the posts,’ she said.

Lan Thena nodded. ‘I heard something, off to south,’ she said. ‘Like to go with you.’

The other guard nodded, but with the familiarity that Era encouraged, he said, ‘Not sure the wanax should be out walking the lines.’

Era smiled. ‘That’s just where the wanax should be,’ she said, and they set off.

They hadn’t gone two guard posts when they found Taha and the former Jeker, Kal.

Kal pointed south, at the enemy lines. ‘Yal just came in from the grass,’ he said. That was a long speech for Kal. ‘They’re moving,’ he said.

Taha, still her chief of scouts, nodded. ‘The air tastes of dust. Many are moving.’

Kal said, ‘I hear the tramp of the not-dead.’

At last light, the gidimu phalanx had faced the Narmerians under Arrina-Maritaten. Her patchwork of forces – mostly Dendrownans – had been facing the puppet king Seti-Anu and his levies, as well as some Hundred Cities militia.

She tried to imagine the battlefield, as it was vast, with two low ridges on the allied side that rose behind their lines in a shallow V.

Without a conscious thought, she took a few steps towards the enemy.

Kal put a firm hand on her shoulder. ‘Listen,’ he hissed.

Crunch crunch crunch crunch …

Very faint, but unmistakable after twenty days and nights facing gidimu on the Sea of Grass.

‘Fuck,’ she swore. ‘Night attack!’ She glanced at Taha. ‘Run and tell Maritaten.’

Taha nodded once, threw his quiver over his shoulder, and sprinted away.

‘Find Axe and Anenome in the centre,’ she said to Kal. ‘Tell them we’re under attack.’

The former Jeker merely nodded, and ran.

‘Come on,’ Era said to her two guards, in what she hoped was a calm voice. She ran. They ran hard on her heels.

‘Wake the camp!’ she roared. ‘Alarm!’

‘Jawat!’ she called, getting to her tent.

‘Fuck,’ Jawat spat, listening to the tramp of bony feet out in the darkness. ‘They’re attacking at night.’

Era was surrounded by utter chaos. The moons were both visible, the emerald stars of the Gift shone clear, and the comet, close now, added a touch of blue light. It was just enough light to confuse the eye, and not enough to see or plan.

Jawat, a thin shadow in the darkness, said, ‘Run? Or fight here?’

And there was dust rising from the ground. They were camped at the base of a low ridge, whose sparse grass barely hid the near-desert ground beneath it.

‘Arm me,’ she said to Lan Thena, who already had her beautiful breastplate open. It hinged under the right arm, a front and back of bronze reinforced with star-stone scales worked into the bronze; Nicté had made it for her over the winter.

People began to run out of the darkness in front of her. They were in the grip of utter panic. She tried to stop a small man, and he knocked her down, barrelling into her, picking himself up and running again before Lan Thena could stop him.

And then there were hundreds of people running through their position. Most of them were Narmerian infantry – the soldiers who had been in the centre of the camp line.

The dust was everywhere, making it almost impossible to see.

‘We need to rally,’ Era snapped.

‘Fuck that, Wanax,’ Jawat said. ‘We need to run. The army is wrecked.’

Jawat had a habit of being right about military matters – his constant pessimism was nearly always on the mark – but Era struggled to believe that, just like that, the allied armies were ruined.

Their order was wrecked … but the people were alive.

‘Right,’ she said to Jawat. ‘We run. Top of the ridge behind us should buy us time.’ Era whirled to Lan Thena. ‘Save Jawala! Someone get Jawala!’

Lan Thena darted into Era’s crude shelter and emerged with the woman in white.

‘What?’ Jawala slurred.

Dite appeared. Even in the dust-clogged darkness and the maelstrom of sound, she was taller than any mortal, and her Bright Spear illuminated her face, her gleaming dark skin, and the brightness of her eyes.

‘Beloved! We must run!’ she said. ‘The gidimu are right behind me.’

When Era hesitated, Dite plucked her off her feet. ‘Listen,’ she hissed.

The unmistakable tramp of thousands of bony feet rang on the hard ground, very close.

Era squirmed in several different levels of anger and humiliation; the last person she wanted to rescue her was Dite.

Except …

Dite began to run. ‘Follow me, Jawat!’ she roared, and she was off. Jawat’s spearmen followed, and the Poche, Tiatoni, Onadawega and Uran warriors followed. The Huntress appeared, and did something auratic that illuminated a path; the unseeing eyes of the gidimu were unable to follow the rapid retreat – very like a rout – of the whole right wing of the allied armies. Behind them, anyone too slow in leaving their blankets, or lingering too long with their kit, was trampled under the victorious feet of the phalanx of the King of the Dead.

Pollon

Pollon was awakened by Kussu, the boy holding his hauberk of Narmerian bronze scale as if it weighed nothing.

‘We’re under attack,’ the boy said with enviable calm. Pollon had slept in his heton; he pulled on soft charioteers’ boots, allowed the boy to settle the heavy hauberk on his shoulders, tossed the baldric of his short star-stone sword over his shoulder, and fetched his bow. Kussu was already gone, heading for the horse lines. Despite darkness and rising tides of dust, the horses were illuminated – Pollon had no idea how. He found the blue and white star standard of Prince Ahaz, after stumbling over the fist-sized rocks that decorated the plain and stubbing his toe. Over to the right, he could hear screams, and the dreadful tramp of the phalanx of the gidimu, and he was afraid.

Now, if ever, we could use the Sky Chariot.

Under attack? At night?

But there were other charioteers calming their horses, talking to them. Here, two young women got the yoke over a team, and there, a dozen charioteers were bringing up their teams to the waiting tongues of their chariots. The chariot lines were as well lit as a temple at night, and by magelight, too bright to look at; there were four of them burning. The chariots and the Horse People had been operating out on the Sea of Grass at night for weeks; they weren’t panicked.

Ahaz stood by his own silver-mounted chariot car, all four horses already in their traces.

His voice was loud, but he maintained the calm that he had always shown.

‘Team up! Rally to your squadron and move to the rear of the camp. Look for your place! Don’t crowd! Don’t panic.’ He repeated this over and over, and the charioteers of the north obeyed.

Pollon wasn’t an officer or a hero; he was just another armoured chariot warrior. He took too long to find Kussu, eventually recognising that he was in the wrong row, and with something like relief he bounced up onto the criss-crossed laces of the chariot floor.

Kussu said nothing. His mouth was tight, and even hunched over the reins, he showed his fear, but he had himself under control and he didn’t let the horses flinch.

When he did speak, it was to the team. ‘There we go, my lovely. Nothing to worry about. Some skeletons over there … No, we’re turning now. Here with all your friends. Hey, Setu! Head down, old boy.’

Pollon was checking his arrows. He didn’t have enough for a long bout with the gidimu; one of his three quivers was empty, one was full of the precious star-metal and the other two were three-quarters full. Pollon and all the chariots had been busy for days and nights on the Sea of Grass, launching pinprick attacks on the gidimu.

There was a sudden cacophony to the south – an incredible sound, as if every copper pot in the world was being slammed by every wooden spoon. There were screams.

Kormak

The Jekers came out of the darkness like a plague of locusts, as silent as hunters.

The Guard of Swords were waiting. Someone had missed a signal: the gidimu had slammed into the camp of Era’s Dendrownans too early, or the Jekers, contemptuous of command, had left their lines too late. Kormak had had ten long minutes to prepare to receive the shock.

And Arrina-Maritaten had already gone to the rear of the horse lines, with the ready squadron of the Royal Guard chariots as escort.

Kormak glanced up and down his ranks. He had four hundred of the hardest, roughest customers in the world. And darkness was a two-edged sword for his opponents. Jekers were hard to control at the best of times, but now …

A dozen of the bastards came bolting out of the dust. They were silent, and they ran full tilt at his line, and died.

Then fifty. Dispatched with contemptuous ease.

The Guard practised fighting in the dark. Almost no one else did.

‘Backstep,’ he ordered. He’d already bought the chariots another five minutes.

The whole horde of Jekers burst out of the swirls of unlit dust in front of them, their faces bestial in the moonlight.

‘Halt,’ Kormak called. He looked up and down his line. He was in the centre with the standard, and the sorcerer, Timut-Imri, stood under it. He did something.

A Jeker exploded, shards of his bones killing several comrades.

‘Prepare to charge,’ Kormak called. The shields came forward slightly – men hunched, as if preparing for a race.

Timut-Imri waved his hand along the front of the charging Jekers like a man making a sword cut, and dozens of them exploded. It was horrific.

Kormak grinned. The Jeker charge faltered. They were spread out, and they’d run too far, panting, and now they’d lost all the men in front – the bravest, or those who’d feared their Kursag the most.

‘Charge,’ he roared, and the Guard of Swords went forward.

Pollon

The Royal Guard chariots were moving, off to his left, and he still had no idea what was happening. There were orders being given, screams, the sound of heavy combat from the south, and the dust rose to choke him, so that he spat repeatedly over the side of the chariot. He couldn’t see his hand in front of his face.

‘Yahudis!’ Prince Ahaz roared like a ship’s captain in a storm. ‘Look for the red light!’

Suddenly, a great torch of brilliant scarlet leapt into the sky.

‘Form to the right of the light!’ he roared.

Kussu rolled forward.

It wasn’t pretty: chariot teams collided; a car lost a wheel, and its charioteer was run over and killed; horses bit other horses.

And despite that, within minutes, there was a creditable line of chariots. The dust was, if anything, worse – hundreds of chariots rolling over the dry ground threw the dust into the air like children having a sand fight. Pollon had no idea where he was, and he couldn’t imagine how he’d shoot at anything.

‘March!’ The order was roared – augmented, Pollon thought, by some auratic power or amulet. The chariots rolled forward at a trot, and Kussu alternated between coaxing his team and cursing the drivers to either side.

After a few minutes, the ground began to rise, and the dust began to diminish. There were stars overhead, and the comet and the Gift burned like torches.

Pollon only needed a moment to realise that they were retreating.

Timut-Imri

He thought the Guard of Swords were insane for attacking ten times their number of maddened cannibals, but Kormak turned out to know his business.

Timut-Imri had to run to keep up with the charge; he was a little over three hundred years old, and running was not part of his daily regimen. It was also not in keeping with his ideas of the dignity of a major sorcerer.

He wasn’t very interested in being eaten by Jekers, either. So he kept up, dropping out of the front rank and raking in the power available, to hit back as the Jekers around the Guard of Swords were slaughtered. However fearsome they were, with overwhelming numbers and surprise, they were useless in the dark, cutting one another, stumbling into the ranks of the Narmerians, tripping over the loose stones.

After some minutes of pure slaughter, the Jekers began to converge on the flanks and rear of the Narmerians. Timut-Imri took all the power he’d just gathered, made a line of pure force, and ran it ankle-high through the darkness, from left to right along the back of the Guard of Swords until he had used up his burst of power. Hundreds of Jekers lay in the bloody gravel, their feet cut away from their lower legs, screaming.

Timut-Imri had stopped being romantic about war a long time before. He noted several people in the rear ranks of the Guard of Swords who were appalled by his simple scythe of power.

He shrugged.

He threw lesser spells until he was running low on power, and by then they were an island in a rising sea of Jekers. On the other hand, the Jekers had fallen back from the long bronze swords, and now stood thirty paces away. The Guard of Swords were in a shield berg, and there was a wall of dead and wounded around them.

Around him, the women and men of the Guard of Swords drank from clay canteens and made jokes, or stood silently, lost in thought. A big woman handed him a flask.

‘Wine, neat,’ she said.

He had a swig.

‘Saw your scythe, sorcerer. Glad you’re on our side.’

He smiled mirthlessly. ‘Any idea how we get out of this?’

She licked some of the blood off her right hand. ‘I hate it when my hands get sticky,’ she said. ‘Yeah. When they come at us, we charge. Watch.’

It sounded foolish to Timut-Imri, but he was standing in the swirling dust of a dark night with the Guard of Swords, and that was not how he planned to die.

The Jekers had a drum. It began to throb, and then there was some chanting.

‘Useless fuckers trying to get their blood up,’ the woman commented.

A blood-spattered giant to the left of the standard drank, spat, and drank again. ‘Let’s get this over with,’ he said.

Sure enough, the drum beat …

Thump thump rattle and thump …

The Jekers gave a great roar, and charged.

Instantly, Kormak went to the northern side of his shield berg.

‘Charge!’ he roared.

Timut-Imri was almost left behind. But of course, the Jekers were thinnest in the direction of the Narmerian lines, and of course their own charge maximised their disorganisation.

The Guard of Swords were, woman for woman and man for man, taller and stronger and far better armoured. In the darkness, these factors, and a fluid discipline, allowed them to cut straight through the circle of Jekers, punching out like a leather worker’s awl piercing a thick hide. Once they were through, they kept going north, right through the ruins of their own camp and Arrina-Maritaten’s, through the now-empty horse lines.

Timut-Imri thought he might die of running. But when his legs were ready to give out, the big man and big woman simply passed their arms under his and carried him, and he didn’t protest.

It took the Jekers some time to establish that their prey had escaped in the dust and darkness, and then, having fought among themselves for a quarter of an hour, they found the camp and plundered it.

Spread among a thousand tents, they drank anything they found, ate any food, looked for gold …

And the Guard of Swords hit them again, now slipping out of the dark in twos and threes, killing a few, and slipping back to their own lines, which were forming north of the horse lines on another of the long, low ridges that ran at nearly right angles to the coast, the last ripples of the mountains of Dendrowna.

Timut-Imri stood and panted, then knelt and panted, and drank all the water people could give him. Only then did he set about gathering more power. There was plenty of it to be found.

Arrina-Maritaten had set lights all along the new line as rallying points, and most of the chariots were already formed, their charioteers standing at the head of their teams. The enemy seemed as confused as the allies, and Timut-Imri used the amulet he’d made with Pollon to try and read what was happening, but even the enemy reports were confused.

Kormak was confident. ‘We can keep this up all night,’ he said. ‘Fuckers will never rally.’

Dawn was still far off when the Jekers gathered themselves again, and launched a new assault on the Guard of Swords, and Kormak cursed.

Timut-Imri felt it as soon as the Jekers began to emerge from the tangle of tents in front of the Narmerians.

Kursag’s great black wings beat the dust to swirling storms that assaulted the front of the Guard of Swords before his Jekers hit. Timut-Imri flung power into the wards on the standard, and then ran his scythe of power over the gravel and grass. The Jekers screamed in horror, their charge broken before it was well under way.

Kormak looked at Timut-Imri; they were both illuminated in the golden glow of the Guard’s amulet-encrusted sun disc.

Kursag roared his rage and came for them. He had a huge sword, and he swung from the air, and his first blow killed three of the Guard and opened a hole in the shield berg.

Timut-Imri summoned power and aimed it at the leading Jeker racing for the hole in the shield wall. The man immolated, skin boiling, bones wrenching outwards, flailing against his mates so that they slowed, or simply stopped, to avoid this spectacle of wretched death.

The Guard of Swords closed the hole.

Kursag threw a spear of darkness at the standard-bearer, and it pierced him through, and his eyes turned black as his flesh melted.

Timut-Imri caught the sun disc standard before it could fall.

Kormak was sword to sword with the God of the End. He had a fabled blade, as old as time, made in the lands of his ancestors far to the north and west. He cut at the dark god’s wings, and cut them by some ancient magic, but Kursag pounded the captain of the Guard to the ground, smashing his breastbone right through his armour, beating him down into the gravel and sand. The Destroyer took the ancient bronze sword and broke it, laughing, casting it into the ranks of the Guard, and then he took Kormak’s corpse, tore off an arm, and used it as a missile. He was laughing.

The Jekers threw themselves on the Guard.

It was impossible to see more than a few feet, and Timut-Imri thought that the darkness had a supernatural tinge to it – a new effect from the god of darkness, no doubt. But the vulture-headed god had a new weapon – a glowing green bolt of power – and he flung it recklessly, killing his own, pounding away at Timut-Imri’s powers, his shields, the amulets, the standard.

Timut-Imri was tempted to wrap all of his remaining power in a single mighty bolt and see if he could take the Destroyer. He doubted he could, and that was the kind of temptation he’d resisted for hundreds of years. Instead, he set himself to endure; with the amulets on the standard and his own power, he made himself into a fortress.

Kursag laid siege. The golden and magenta shields Timut-Imri raised were assaulted by black lightning – another new trick – and finally by the dark god himself. Kursag stood on the other side of the shields, now a dull amber, and hammered away, so that every blow from his black spear struck sparks from the shield that dulled a little each time, like metal, hot and bright from the forge, dulling in the cool air.

Still Timut-Imri’s old lips bore the trace of a smile.

The dark god screamed his rage and his victory to the heavens. Around Timut-Imri, the Guard of Swords were dying – not quickly. They were leaving themselves a grim memorial in the piles of Jekers slain, but the contest was too unequal and too long for the end to be in any doubt.

Timut-Imri had no energy to spend on regrets; everything he had was being poured into the shields and the amulets that protected the Guard of Swords from the auratic weapons of the gods. And still his smile lingered.

As his shields faded to a dull black-red and the vulture god roared his triumph, Timut-Imri raised himself to his full height and looked out across the battlefield to the east, across the sea.

‘Day will come again,’ he said, waving his hand. His hoarded energy flooded the shields, which burned red and white like star-stone new come from the forge fire – a beacon burning across the battlefield, a light for the lost, a ray of hope for a beaten army.

Kursag stumbled back, confounded.

The Jekers around the shield wall stumbled back.

Far, far to the east, the edge of the mighty disc of the sun broke free of the rim of the world, and on the low ridge where Arrina-Maritaten was still rallying her beaten army, a faint tinge of pink shaded the sky. The wind blew in from the sea, and the sky was clear, but the wind smelled of storms and sea wrack, and far out towards the rising sun, a line of sails could be discerned.

Kursag raised his black spear. ‘Good trick, sorcerer. Now I will come and rip your soul from your body and consume it for my own ends, and it will be as if you had never existed.’

Timut-Imri stretched, as he found his back hurt. ‘What a great deal of rage and angst you’ve managed to create from a pampered childhood and a long-lost parent, Nisroch,’ he said in a conversational voice. ‘Has it ever occurred to you that your mother is with us?’ Timut-Imri didn’t even have to feign a laugh. ‘You are not the God of the End. You are the god of unfulfilled adolescent rage. Get you gone, before your mother comes here and spanks you.’

Next to him, the big woman who’d given him wine laughed aloud. The big man who’d helped carry him, currently kneeling next to him with half his foot cut away, managed a guffaw.

The survivors of the Guard of Swords began to laugh.

Kursag beat his great wings, and the smell of death swept over them, and he rose into the air.

And then Timut-Imri saw it, coming from the north: the Sky Chariot.

Kursag flung his spear of pure night at the sorcerer, who took it on his shield of gold. Guards and Jekers died from the resulting explosion; the big man who’d carried Timut-Imri was blown a dozen feet, his amulets overloaded, to lie atop a mound of dead Jekers.

But the Guard of Swords remained, and the shield wall drew in around Timut-Imri and his wards.

Before the Destroyer could strike again, the Sky Chariot was on them, falling from the heavens like an eagle on its prey. The action was too fast for Timut-Imri, safe behind his shields, to follow, but when the chariot passed, the four magnificent golden stags beating the air with their feet, their antlers lit like fire by the rising sun, Kursag was pinned to the earth by the trident Earthbreaker.


Chapter Fifty-Eight

The rebel right wing

Jawala

Jawala stood by Era in the growing light, as the armoured woman began to issue orders. The whole right wing of the allied army had been swept away, as had hundreds of the godborn who had followed Axe and Anenome, and most of the Narmerian regulars from the centre – the valley between the two shallow ridges. Now the survivors were intermixed, huddled together, many without weapons or armour.

Era set herself to sort them out. Down in the maelstrom of the centre, she could see the magnificent helmet plumes of Anenome doing the same, while almost at her feet, Persay, naked except for a kilt and a long star-metal sword, laughed his mad laugh and frightened his people back into some sort of line. The rout of the right wing had easily outrun the ponderous phalanx of the gidimu; the survivors had begun to coalesce around the leaders they knew – Nicté, Persay and Gyantwachia on the far right, Era in the centre of the right, and Axe and Anenome on the left of what had been the army’s right. The centre was … gone.

Now the allies were more like two armies, each driven up onto a different ridge, and the gidimu were slowly coming to the foot of Era’s ridge. In another hour, they would reach the crest.

Off to the left, screams and rattling suggested combat in front of Arrina-Maritaten’s chariot lines, but Jawala, for all her vaunted powers, couldn’t see in the dark.

Jawala waited. And, after the first of the moons rose, the old woman appeared at her elbow. She took Jawala by the arm and led her down the back of the ridge, where some of the less enthusiastic Hundred Cities godborn were sitting in huddles, muttering.

‘I thought you were going to help them?’ Jawala asked.

‘I’ve already helped them,’ Antaboga said. ‘They wouldn’t even be here if not for me.’

‘They are dying out there.’ Jawala’s voice was calm; untinged with bitterness. ‘Here, at the end of all their hopes, they are dying.’

‘You, the Given, are asking me to go forth in my true form and breathe fire on your enemies?’ Antaboga asked with a chuckle.

‘You have no idea of what the Given are capable,’ Jawala said simply. ‘I abhor violence. But in this case, defeat would be worse. Or so I have decided.’

Antaboga looked at her – a stare that pierced even in darkness. ‘Almost, I might fear you,’ she said.

Jawala set her shoulders. ‘You will let them die?’

‘No,’ Antaboga said. ‘But I will not risk my ultimate goal this early. All this mortal fighting was only ever meant as a distraction, and it has fulfilled its purpose. All the gods of Auza who have any true power are here. There is no one in Auza, around the Gate, or in Hell, left to oppose me.’

Jawala looked at the old woman. ‘You deceived us,’ she said.

Antaboga shrugged. ‘It is my way. In this case, I’ve done you no harm and a great deal of good while achieving my own ends. Even now, this battle hangs in the balance. Arrina is not even in the field yet, and Kursag has already fallen. Enkul-Anu is a brilliant general, but brilliance will not win this battle. Nor will tearful pacifism, however well meant.’

Jawala took the old woman gently by the arm, and fingered the star-stone dagger she wore around her neck – for suicide, if required. ‘Have you considered, ancient dragon, how easily I could end you now? You wear the form of an old woman, and you are inside my circle. You cannot change or use the Aura.’

The old woman turned and looked at Jawala as if fully seeing her for the first time, eyes wide. ‘You would?’ she hissed.

‘I won’t,’ Jawala said. ‘I merely find your assumptions amusing. Why Hell?’

The old woman might have been seen to release a long-held breath. She looked away, but then looked back as if nothing had happened, ‘I will destroy the hells and end the threat of the Odine forever. The hells are where Gul and Urkigul convert beings to gidimu. Then I will cleanse Heaven of all the little gods, and when the mortal races see Heaven burn, they will know that the old order is finished. I will win time for my brood to grow to adulthood in the chaos that will follow the fall of Heaven.’

Jawala nodded. ‘It needn’t be chaos,’ she said. ‘You could remain an ally. With your help, we could stop the desert, and rebuild.’

‘Have you met people?’ the dragon asked. ‘Humans, in particular?’

‘Yes. Wonderful people, who make music and dance and grow crops and grow old.’ Jawala spoke gently, as if to an erring toddler.

‘They’ll be at one another’s throats before the gods of Auza fall from the heavens,’ the dragon said. ‘The deserts will continue to win over the water, and the survivors will eat one another, one way or another. They’ll fight for power and resources like dogs over a bone.’ The dragon sounded smug. ‘Even now, in the midst of what could be a colossal defeat for the forces of rebellion, Arrina is protecting her own and letting the Dendrownans do the dying. Her chariots are retreating. That is how mortals play the game.’

Jawala laughed. It was the laugh of a wise woman, a veteran of sea voyages and childbirths, and a few deaths, too. ‘And it was with this enlightened view of “the game” that your race managed to do so very well,’ she said. ‘As I believe you are the last of your kind.’

The old woman turned her head away.

‘In Rasna and Dendrowna and Narmer, there are people who could be your allies and protect your eggs,’ Jawala said. ‘There is good even in a Dardanian, or so my mother used to tell me. Wouldn’t it be better to have our love than our enmity? And are you really ready to let a million sentient beings starve?’

‘You are very persuasive, as a pacifist asking me to commit your violence for you,’ Antaboga hissed.

Jawala laughed. ‘You continue to underestimate me. But that’s fine. And Antaboga …’ she continued, as the sun began to turn the eastern sky pink, ‘don’t you want me with you, when you fly to Hell?’

Antaboga smiled. ‘You would make it all easier, I admit.’ The dragon sighed. ‘All right, mortal Given. Walk away and leave me and I will change, and then we’ll see whether the gods of Auza still fear the World Serpent.’ She smiled sadly. ‘But I will only do so much, Jawala. This is all a sideshow. Hell and Auza are the real fights.’

Jawala’s face betrayed no emotion whatsoever. ‘We will all do what we can,’ she said simply.


Chapter Fifty-Nine

The rebel left wing

Pollon

The sun was rising over the wine-dark sea when the Sky Chariot landed behind them, and almost before Pollon could catch a breath, there were columns of women and men carrying baskets of arrows out to the chariots.

Daos took his arm. ‘We need you, mighty archer.’

Pollon felt anything but mighty – defeat and lack of sleep had fogged his brain – but he left Kussu with an embrace, asked Ahaz to send a new archer to the boy, and climbed wearily into the Sky Chariot.

Hefa-Asus and Nicté were just unloading the last quivers of arrows. He shared a hug with the Onadawegan woman, and Hefa-Asus held him at arm’s length. ‘You’ve grown,’ Hefa-Asus said with a grin.

Then he jumped down. Behind him, a cat the size of a horse uncoiled and leapt lightly to the ground.

‘We could use you against the gods,’ Pollon said. He was watching the huge cat.

Nicté shook her head. ‘I need to be with my people,’ she said. ‘And Era will need us.’

They ran to Era, standing on a knoll, giving orders in her epic-singing voice, a parasang away.

‘Just you and me?’ Pollon asked the bearded god, when the two Dendrownans and the huge cat were gone: Daos, who had once been a boy with a toy bear.

Daos grinned. ‘No. We’ll fetch Arrina. And then we’ll have some fun.’

The army of the Gods

Enkul-Anu

‘The night attack worked brilliantly, O God my God,’ Seti-Anu said. His godborn were looting the camp of the traitor godborn, having driven them from the field with many dead.

The whole right wing of the rebels was gone, flayed away by the gidimu, and the centre was broken. Only on the left had the Guard of Swords waged their own war all night long. And Seti-Anu wasn’t sorry to hear that the Jekers had suffered terribly.

Enkul-Anu was seated on a low throne that the god-king had provided for him, surrounded by huge stones in odd contorted positions. ‘It may be enough.’ He looked at Seti-Anu with a gentle contempt. The man was more competent than he’d expected, but still an idiot.

It was interesting to be the commander of an army that was entirely composed of people who planned to betray one another. The fact that he’d broken the stupid rebels in a single attack suggested that this was still winnable.

But we won’t win. I’m sure of that, because Sypa and Gul and Kursag have other plans.

Stupid fucking plans.

Too fucking stupid even to finish the mortal rebellion first.

‘You’d best rally your men and move up your chariots,’ Enkul-Anu said to the god-king cringing at his feet. ‘They’re not really beaten. And none of their gods have taken to the field yet, so this is all just skirmishing.’

The god-king of Narmer’s face fell.

Poor sod thought it was over.

And it could have been. If my kin had stayed with me, we’d have broken them in the dark.

The sun was breaking the sea’s horizon to the east, and rosy-fingered dawn began to spread her light over the grass. Enkul-Anu enjoyed it for a long moment.

The sun caught on something far off over the plain; the rebels’ sky chariot. It rose over their armies, and it was bathed in the full light of the sun up there at altitude; a challenge to the world, it burned like the sun itself.

Arrina.

She did try to warn me, after all.

And I took the easy way.

Still, the Great Storm God smiled to see the Goddess of the Sun rise over the battlefield.

Enkul-Anu smiled down at Seti-Anu and his crowd of toadies and bootlickers. ‘Time to pay the piper,’ he said. He rose from his throne and raised his hands, and the contorted stones became demons; just nineteen remained.

‘Well, boys,’ he said, stretching out his hand with a thunderbolt.

And for all they were constructs, battle-hardened creations from a former age, he grinned to see them rise into the air. ‘Snagru!’ he called.

The captain of the demon legion flapped his bat wings over to his god. ‘Boss?’ he asked.

Enkul-Anu flapped his eagle wings. ‘Snagru, it’s possible that one of my own gods intends to betray me.’

Snagru said, ‘Perish the thought, boss!’

Enkul-Anu nodded. ‘Listen. If someone back-stabs me, I want you to take them out. No matter what. Forget the stupid mortals. Get the traitor and then … save yourselves.’

‘Rather nothing happened to you, boss,’ Snagru said, with what appeared to be real emotion.

Enkul-Anu nodded and slapped the demon’s back. ‘I’d rather nothing happened to me, either.’ Spreading his arms and maintaining his place in the air, he addressed the last twenty of the demon legion.

‘Boys, I’ve led you across a dozen worlds, and we’ve won more often than we’ve lost.’ He looked them over: many bore scars from the star-stone arrows of the mortals; some bore scars from other engagements across the gates – auratic, star-stone, or just muscle and gristle and horns and bone. ‘There’s a lot o’ the lads not with us here – good lads, who faced the Odine and the Aurok and the Lasters and these mortal swine.’ He raised a thunderbolt. ‘Boys, I’ve never been much for worry, and I didn’t build you lot to lose sleep over tomorrow. But I’ll say this … If this is the last time, let’s make it something that our enemies can never forget.’

The demons roared and brandished their weapons. Snagru exchanged a long look with Namtar. And they went to war.


Chapter Sixty

The rebel left wing

Dite

Dite stood over the prostrate form of Kursag, hefting Godkiller.

She shook her head, and left the damned thing in its sheath. Killing in the heat of battle was one thing. The murder of a boy deformed by the ambitions of his insane relatives seemed another thing entirely.

She looked down at the Destroyer. He still thrashed and shouted, his taloned hands reaching for her ankles, but she stood clear.

Daos’ Earthbreaker held the Destroyer pinned to the ground like a butterfly pinned to fabric by a cruel child. He fluttered, and cursed, and loosed bolts of his black lightning.

She spurned me. A mortal. A fucking mortal.

Laila was always using me.

Era spurned me.

Am I not beautiful? Clever? Full of wiles?

Dite looked to the far left of the allied line across the empty centre of the battlefield, where the centaurs had gathered. She considered making the change to centaur form. The centaurs loved her as Druku, and Dite was desperately in need of some adulation.

‘I thought I’d find you here,’ a voice said behind her.

She turned to find Sypa. Sypa!

Dite immediately began to reassess some old plots.

‘Look,’ Sypa said. ‘That slut Arrina’s by-blow. Kill him.’

Dite looked at Sypa and saw the madness. Is it madness? Has it been there all along? She had always been ambitious, and Dite, as an Apep-Duat, could remember when she had contested with Enkul-Anu for primacy, before they ever came to this benighted world.

It’s the way we are. We can’t stop the striving.

But maybe I can.

Dite shook her head. ‘No, Sypa,’ she said. ‘I won’t kill him. Even now. Nisroch was just a nerdy kid until you and Gul decided to toss him to the ugly boys. And look how that turned out.’

‘He betrayed me!’ Sypa spat. ‘And he’s Arrina’s.’

Dite looked at her. ‘Did it ever occur to you that this is all your fault? I seem to remember you telling Resheph to kill the old sorcerer’s daughter. Against the express wishes of your consort.’

‘Laila suggested it!’ Sypa laughed. ‘Fucking Laila. But that doesn’t matter any more. I’m going to be queen of Heaven and I’m going to put all these things to rights.’

Dite looked at her. ‘Queen of Heaven?’ she asked. ‘Without Enkul-Anu?’

Only then did Dite see Sypa was an immediate threat, but it was too late.

A black talon went deep into her immortal flesh and robbed her of her will.

‘We will use your soul-force to open the gates,’ Gul said.

‘And I’ll take Godkiller,’ Sypa said. ‘It will make all this easier.’

The rebel right wing

Era

At the top of the ridge, Era mustered her forces as best she could. Most of the fleeing Dendrownans, used to the fluid warfare of the Northern Woods, had kept their weapons; too many of the others, even the Hundred Cities godborn, had fled without theirs. The weaponless, she herded into the shallow valley north of the ridge.

Nicté gathered all the Onadawega, all the Kautlin, all the Uran. Enemies at home, here on the alien Sea of Grass they were like brothers, and she made sure they got their share of the star-metal arrows and spears, and then formed them in loose war bands just behind the crest of the hill. At their feet, the phalanx of gidimu stood in the midst of their former camp, unmoving.

Hefa-Asus waved at Era from across the slope, and then began to trot towards her. He motioned with his free hand, and she could see what he saw: the line of sails racing along the wind towards the beach to their right.

Nefertari and Leontas, with the Tiatoni: the Eagle Knights and the slingers and archers, and perhaps the tithe of Jaguar Knights that Era had demanded from the Nikali. The sight filled Era with hope, and she raised her sword to catch the sun and her people roared behind her.

And then the gidimu started forward: a rustling and shifting in the ranks of bone, and they were marching straight for her and her place on the ridge. Again they raised a dense cloud of dust that seemed to fill the air, because there were so many of them.

They were not quick, and Era kept her forces, such as they were, unseen behind the crest of the hill. The phalanx of gidimu was smaller than it had been weeks before – less than a thousand paces wide and not as deep, and many individual warriors were missing limbs – but they came on like death itself, moving slowly across the broken ground at the base of the low ridge and then starting the long climb.

To the east, almost beneath their feet, Nefertari’s ships were landing, and the bravest aboard were leaping into the low surf and wading ashore, Tiatoni spearmen and Nikali slingers clambering over the gravel beach until they could see the packed ranks of the bone walkers. Then they stopped – frozen in horror by facing something unlike any foe they’d ever faced. The Nikali hung back, unenthusiastic at best. The Tiatoni, unsure of their allies, also hesitated. But far down the beach, where Leontas was landing his oarsmen, Hefa-Asus’ cousin Qari leapt ashore with his Poche regulars. By the luck of landing position, they were far behind the line of gidimu, and there was nothing between Leontas and Seti-Anu but a long strip of grass.

The army of the god-king turned desperately to face to its flank, and to buy time, Seti-Anu threw his chariots into the sailors across the broken ground at the edge of the beach.

Leontas, Eritha, Alektron and all the crews of twenty ships stood their ground, and their archers shot and shot, holding the chariots at bay. Qari brought his Poche up the beach, and every woman and man had a sling, and they broke Seti-Anu’s chariots in a hail of fist-sized rocks.

Then Leontas and Qari and their forces might even have triumphed, but Enkul-Anu led the demon legion in an aerial charge, and Qari fell wielding the Bride-Price spear against the demons. Aktug and Grundig fell to his sweeping cuts, but the demons broke the Poche, scattering the bones of their victims. Leontas and Alektron fought back-to-back, their star-metal blades keeping the demons at bay until they found easier prey.

And the Nikali and the Tiatoni hesitated, watching the skies.

Nicté

Unaccountably, the phalanx of gidimu halted halfway up the low ridge. The delay lasted for as long as it would take a Narmerian priest to perform the Office of the Dead; to Hefa-Asus, standing with Nicté at the head of their warriors atop the ridge, it seemed like an age.

Nicté was looking east, at the distant fold of the earth where the remnants of the army of Narmer had gathered. Even in the light of the new day, all that could be seen was a dust cloud of vast proportions, and in front of them, the dust hung over the ranks of the gidimu.

Hefa-Asus was looking west. He couldn’t see what was happening to Qari or Leontas, but the Nikali were only a few hundred paces away to his right, and they had stopped toiling over the gravel beach.

‘I must leave you, my love,’ he said to Nicté.

She flashed a smile with her sharpened teeth. ‘Go and bring those laggards into action,’ she said. ‘Come back to me, through the not-dead, and we will clasp hands in victory.’

Hefa-Asus threw his star-metal sword in the air and caught it. ‘Ah, Thorn Apple!’ he said, and blew her a kiss. She ran west, towards Era, gathering all the Dendrownan warriors waiting behind the crest.

Era turned and saw half her force apparently running to the centre of the army.

‘Nicté!’ she roared.

Nicté stopped. ‘Trust me. This is the way to fight the not-dead. Not standing in their path, but wearing at them like sand on stone.’

Era looked as if she might explode. But then her look softened.

‘I don’t have a better idea,’ she said. ‘Buy me fifteen minutes and I’ll have some godborn ready – Daos has sent weapons.’

Nicté nodded. She waved at all the warriors who had followed her; true to the ways of her people, that was most, but not all.

‘We will run to the unshielded side of the not-dead, and we will run at them, cut a few, run away. Again and again. They are not quick, and we don’t care how long we take. Let them go forward to tackle the air. If they turn to face us, we’ll run around them.’

Suddenly, warriors who had pictured a desperate stand atop the little ridge grinned.

And they were off.

She led them down the right flank of the gidimu, who were twenty or twenty-five deep, packed like cordwood. Her pack of human wolves turned the flank and pounced, and stone weapons were as effective as star-stone against the bones and withered flesh. In and out – Nicté knew the peril of the worms in the corpses, and she didn’t let her people linger. Stone axes were thrown, and javelins.

The phalanx ignored them and started up the last of the ridge.

Hefa-Asus

At the other end of the ridge, Hefa-Asus put a hand on the neck of the great cat. ‘Qhoa, Spirit of Jaguar,’ he said in reverence, ‘I beg you to bear me, even for a few minutes, to put heart into your people.’

The cat gave a whuff and licked him, purring: click click click. A great shoulder pushed into him, making him stumble, but he held on to his makuital, grabbed a handful of fur, and swung a long leg over the animal’s back.

Qhoa rose from a crouch and moved, gliding effortlessly over the ground. The great cat ran a hundred paces down the flank of the ridge towards the Tiatoni and Nikali, frozen in horror at the sight of the gidimu and the destruction of the Poche regulars.

And then, from among the Nikali, one old Jaguar Knight raised a call.

‘See!’ he roared. ‘See the jaguar!’

Hefa-Asus let the cat go where it would, and it raced across the front of the Tiatoni and Nikali, growling. Then, with a roar, the great beast leapt into the flank of the gidimu. Hefa-Asus grinned inside his helmet, and his stone sword began to splinter bone. The cat’s huge paws batted the gidimu as if they were toys; its claws tore them like cloth, spilling their worms into the sand and trampling them.

Up and down the beach, Tiatoni, fresh from the sea, and Nikali, released as if from a spell, ran forward with new spirit, following the great cat into the side of the phalanx.

Qhoa kept going forward. The many threads directing the phalanx could not decide how best to deal with this unexpected threat, and the cat plunged deeper, spreading chaos and true death.

Hefa-Asus lost himself in an orgy of pure destruction. The cat under him was like the greatest war mount he could imagine, moving under his hips as if reading his mind, changing weight, so that his makuital rose and fell and nothing could withstand them together. They left a trail behind them for the Jaguar and Eagle Knights, who entered their road and widened it.

The phalanx began to unknit as the gidimu lost faith in their formation. They ground to a halt.

The rebel right wing; top of the ridge

Era

Era watched, unbelieving, as certain disaster turned on its heel and showed a path to victory, all in a matter of moments. She saw the great cat carry Hefa-Asus into the phalanx and counted him lost until she saw the Jaguar Knights charge, and even then …

Axe and Anenome stood with her. They’d spent the last half an hour rallying what could be saved, providing star-stone weapons, or salvaged bronze, until two-thirds of the former Hundred Cities godborn were armed, and the best were in the front ranks. These were veterans of the many campaigns of the two lovers, and they were hard men – no women, as Era noticed.

Jawat and his hundred best spears stood easily just below the crest of the ridge, hidden from the enemy and safe from the spent arrows and occasional auratic workings that spattered the front edge of the ridge. Hefa-Asus’ Poche warriors stood with them; three weeks on the plains had made them like sisters and brothers.

Era walked to the crest of the ridge and looked down. The phalanx had come to a complete stop; its western edge was crowded with Nikali and Tiatoni, now competing to push deepest into its ranks. The great cat was almost in the centre, and a haze of torn flesh and splintered bone surrounded it as the jaguar and its rider created a maelstrom of death.

On the right, almost five hundred paces away from her partner, Nicté’s warriors were picking away at the other corner of the mighty formation. They were less dramatic, but they were effective. She herself fought carefully, using her enemies’ relative immobility against them, destroying their spinal columns – and thus the worm inside – with precision. The warriors who followed her began to emulate her style.

Era walked back to the waiting Hundred Cities veterans. A few looked grimly determined; more showed fear in their posture, their unsteady hands and arms. Era understood them; the front of the phalanx of gidimu was a different proposition from the flanks. But this was not the moment to hesitate.

She considered that these were the godborn of the Hundred Cities – men and women who had followed the gods to Narmer, and then changed sides with Axe and Anenome. Her own people, really. The irony that she had spent a year in the far north, only to stand at the crux of the great battle with the godborn of her own people, was not lost on her.

She found that she was grinning.

She took off her helmet so that her hair spilled down her back, and she struck the pose she would have struck if she were going to dance the great epic – the tale of heroism that was known by every godborn from Ma’rib to Weshwesh.

She threw her head back and sang.

Mimmu seri ana Namari
Gilgames ihakki ana ibrisu
Enkidu sa ummaka sabitu
U akkanu abuka ibnuka kasa.

She only danced a few of the steps, but by then the front rank was singing of how, in the first light of dawn, the great hero had cradled his friend’s head in his lap, mourning his death. The song spread through the ranks; everyone knew it, and its refrain of mourning and loss. Some straightened, grasping borrowed spears; men tugged the folds of their hetons into shape.

Era glanced at the two heroes. They were singing.

The former godborn of the Hundred Cities started down the ridge toward the enemy phalanx.

Era led them. She had no more reserves, and she knew that if the gidimu got to the top of the ridge, they had lost. This was her last throw.

And she thought, Where are the gods?

Enkul-Anu

He hadn’t felt so powerful in a long time. He and his demons broke the Poche, driving them down the beach into the sea, and the demons rioted in a killing frenzy. Enkul-Anu rose above the battle, looking north, where the other Dendrownans had turned the flank of Gul’s phalanx of gidimu. Enkul-Anu didn’t like or trust the King of the Dead, but he knew what the next step had to be: leading his demon legion into the Tiatoni and Nikali, sweeping them away. He needed Gul for a few more hours.

He glanced back at the centre, where his own worshippers – the last sweepings of the Hundred Cities and the Narmerian loyalists – were preparing to follow the Jekers up into the remnants of the army of Narmer.

And where the fuck is Gul? Why do I have to rescue his not-dead?

Come to think of it, where is Sypa?

He smiled, but it wasn’t a nice smile.

Fucking idiots. We could still win this, if they weren’t preparing to back-stab me. Fucking idiots.

And in that moment, something hit him. The force was titanic, and he lost his godlike form, exposing the Apep-Duat form beneath for long seconds while he struggled to save himself.

Regardless of form, his wings still worked and he rose, and turned …

To see Nanuk, the Old Man of the Sea, the lost god that sailors and fisherfolk still worshipped. An enormous head and shoulders extended above the water, and Enkul-Anu had been foolish enough to allow himself to drift out over it.

His chiton shell was breached, and white ichor was pouring into the sea.

But he wasn’t beaten. He flung a thunderbolt and it struck home, and the Old Man answered with a bolt of water that knocked him from the air into the water. A thousand thousand sea creatures reached for him, nibbling, biting, tearing …

Enkul-Anu recovered his godlike form, beat his sodden wings, and rose from the water by sheer strength of will. A thunderbolt sputtered in his hand, and he threw it, catching the Sea God in the side and opening a wound that showed like a black pit.

A storm rose over the sea.

Enkul-Anu rose higher, casting again and again, his thunderbolts striking home with all the force and fury of the greatest god. His demons, loyal to their creator, came around the water god and struck with fire and sword, and Nanuk slumped back into the water.

Enkul-Anu was not in a mood to let the Sea God go. He’d made that mistake the last time, leaving the former god to Timurti. She had failed him.

He wasn’t going to fail now. ‘Follow me, boys!’ he roared, and went into the water. He left the sea creatures to his demon legion. That’s what they were there for. He went after Nanuk, thunderbolts flaming even in the water.

Nanuk took the form of a vast whale, Leviathan, and dived deep, the wounds in his sides leaking black blood that rose in swirls towards the sunlit surface.

Enkul-Anu followed for as long as he could, but his true form had taken real damage and he couldn’t go as deep as Leviathan. He snorted in frustration and went back to the surface, blowing up into the freer air a parasang or more from the coast. His demons gathered around him.

Still no Gul. Still no Sypa.

‘Fucking idiots,’ he muttered. ‘I’ll win this myself.’

He headed for shore. But he’d been distracted from the battle for a long time.

Gul

A mortal phalanx would have been beaten. Surrounded, engulfed, its order destroyed, it would have been shredded by its enemies.

The gidimu were not so easily beaten. They were hard to kill, and once they made their collective decisions, they were difficult to stop. A single not-dead was easy enough to defeat, but in groups …

Ultimately, for the gidimu, it was a matter of processing power. Without Gul’s guidance, they were not, as individuals, capable of much independent action. Those that could fought back, and those that couldn’t screamed for their master in the aether.

And he came. Riding the air in a chariot of bone, driven by dead-eyed Zos, and with Dite bound and helpless on the floor, Gul came.

It was a difficult choice for the multiple entities that made up Gul: to squander his power saving his gidimu for another day, or to run while he had Dite, whose soul-force could probably open the gate.

Gul’s many voices didn’t like probably. They liked certainty.

He began to use his power to save the phalanx.

Arrina-Maritaten

From her vantage point in the Sky Chariot, above her own Royal Guard, she could see the whole battlefield like an arena, or a gaming table, laid out beneath her. To the south lay Kanun, its walls breached, its fabric scarred, but from this height little damage showed, and the citadel gleamed white in the mid-morning sun. To the west, the sand and gravel of the coast faded gradually into the green of the Sea of Grass, and to the north, ridges began to rise. Her own people stood on one of the ridges, and the Dendrownans, shattered by the night attack, stood on another. Between them was a valley and a gully, dry now, but in spring a raging torrent.

The gidimu had pushed the Dendrownans from their camp in the dark and then halted, and now were pushing up the ridge closest to the beach. She could see that Leontas and Qari had landed in the flank of the phalanx and slowed it.

In the centre, her Guard of Swords had effectively rendered the Jekers useless.

And to her left stood her chariots, rallied – and unused – with the centaurs and the Meh-Zone cavalry.

She shook her head.

He out-generaled me. She was thinking of Enkul-Anu. He’d always been wily and subtle, a master tactician, and today …

The night attack robbed us of our archers, and now he’s lined up his not-dead and his mortals against our star-stone, so that he can use his demons freely against the Poche, who have none. And Nanuk, while brave, cannot possibly hold him.

On the other hand …

She watched Gul’s chariot of bone racing across the sky, from the blackened ground where Kursag lay pinned by Earthbreaker, to the far right, where Era’s long star-stone sword rose and fell, red and gold in the morning light. Where the jaguar turned and turned, paws and claws and a flashing stone makuital showing where Hefa-Asus continued to fight.

On the other hand, all your fighting gods are now committed. Except Anzu.

Almost at her feet, Anzu, in the form of a massive lion with the head of a man, paced back and forth like an angry cat, watching her chariots.

She nodded to Daos, and he took the Sky Chariot lower over the battlefield. Arrina-Maritaten raised a hand, and it burned like the sun, too bright for any mortal eyes, and she waved it back and forth from her eminence.

The Royal Guard chariots wheeled slightly, and the chariots of the Northern Principalities formed on them, Ahaz in the lead. They began to roll – not forward, but to the west, against Enkul-Anu’s centre.

This appeared to altogether denude the allied left, except for the survivors of the Guard of Swords.

Except that out of the bush at the edge of the Sea of Grass came a thousand Py archers, gleaming in the sun, and behind them came a thousand Bright People – more than any human had seen together in an age of the world. They were quick, as fast as horses, and the centaurs and the Meh-Zone formed on them and fell like one of Enkul-Anku’s thunderbolts on the right of the god’s army, where the best of Seti-Anu’s new Narmerian army watched them in horror. Many died from the heavy arrows of the Py or the horse-archers of the Meh-Zone, but the survivors ignored them, transfixed by the line of Bright People sweeping the field from east to west like a tide of giant locusts. At their head walked the avatar of Tyka. By its side was Temis, the Huntress, leading the Py – her own people – and her Bright Spear was brighter than the sun and faster than the wind.

The remnant of the Jekers, the linchpin of the centre, began to give ground, and Temis joined the Guard of Swords against them.

Anzu came. In a single bound, he was in among the Bright People, slaying. Their bolts of blue fire singed him, but did not drive him off.

But Temis was there.

‘Anzu,’ she called, her voice soft.

‘Huntress, you traitor,’ he spat.

She circled. ‘Traitor? To what, exactly?’

‘To the order of things!’ he roared.

‘You are hardly a paragon of “order”, are you?’ she teased.

Anzu unleashed red fire, and she caught it on her shield and turned him, and thrust with her Bright Spear.

He struck at her, fast as thought, and caught her leg with his claws, raking her and drawing bright blood, but in the same tempo she struck, her spear descending into his shoulder and past it, deep into his hide.

He screamed and leapt away, spraying immortal ichor. But his wound was mortal, and the Bright People settled on him like flies on a corpse. Temis turned away, rather than watch as they sucked away his power. The Bright People were not cruel. They were merely themselves.

And off to the west, Era’s defeated wing gathered themselves like a wrestler fighting the very last fall. The wreckage of Axe’s Hundred Cities mercenaries threw themselves into the front of the gidimu, and Era’s guards supported them, and the whole phalanx stopped even as Gul himself in his chariot of bone tried to rally his creatures.

Arrina-Maritaten watched it from the Sky Chariot. She signalled Temis and Tyka’s avatar, and turned to Daos.

‘Now the endgame,’ she said. ‘Go for Gul.’


Chapter Sixty-One

The rebel right wing

Hefa-Asus

Death came.

He came in a chariot of bone, with Zos as his charioteer, and Hefa-Asus felt sick to see a man he’d regarded as a friend, skin grey-brown like that of a three-day-old corpse, expressionless. Gul struck with his black sword and Hefa-Asus parried with his makuital, jade and flint splinters flying. And then the chariot flew past, and Hefa-Asus whirled, Qhoa snarling beneath him, and he roared his defiance even as the chariot circled. Now Gul pointed a finger, and a line connected the two of them as the God of the End cast his deadly power. Hefa-Asus flicked it away with contempt; he had amulets for every god-power he knew of, and Gul’s corrosive powers were, to him, the most repulsive. Hefa-Asus willed it and the spirit-jaguar leapt, and he cut with the full weight of his arm at the God of Death. The makuital went in under Gul’s defence, and cut deep.

Hefa-Asus laughed, turning the jaguar under him.

‘I am not made like the other so-called gods,’ Gul’s discordant choir of voices said. ‘Your star-stone is nothing to me.’

The God of Death struck with his black spear. Hefa-Asus caught it on his shield, but the surface – the tanned chiton of a slain demon, reinforced with star-metal– melted under the spear’s wicked tip. Qhoa went almost flat beneath him and the reaching spear point found no flesh.

The chariot of bone swept on, and the jaguar stood and roared defiance. Hefa-Asus turned and saw Nicté not twenty paces away across a hedge of gidimu, and he grinned to see his love cutting her way to him. She shone in the morning light, her star-stone and bronze corselet brilliant, her helmet like a star.

‘Cha’aska,’ he shouted. ‘Morning Star!’

Nicté

She saw him strike the death god, and she thought, yes, it is so like him to fight death. The gidimu were just chaff under her scythe – unworthy foes – and she drove through them, leaving them for the warriors at her back, eager to be with Hefa-Asus. The jaguar’s roar carried easily and she slayed her way towards it, ducking under flailing not-dead arms, cutting with Thorn Apple, the blade nimble and sharp after fifty cuts, still light in her hand.

She rammed her left shoulder into an enemy and felt the sudden pain of her mended arm and shoulder from the fight in the mountains. The gidimu were too slow to take advantage, and she stumbled once and cut, severing the thing and its worm-rider at the waist.

His makuital cleared a pair of gidimu from the far side, and only two ranks separated them when the chariot came back.

He smiled at her and then whirled the jaguar, which leapt for the onrushing chariot. His makuital smashed into one of the skeletal horses and it crumpled under his blow, losing whatever dark magic sustained it and falling away.

Hefa-Asus did not hesitate. He got one arm over the chariot rail, and he went for Gul.

And then he seemed to hesitate, and Nicté knew he was eye to eye with that charioteer who had once been their friend Zos.

Gul struck from behind his charioteer, using him as a shield. His blow went home, because the great smith no longer had a shield, but clung to the chariot rail.

Hefa-Asus was struck, then, by the spear of death, and the jaguar dropped to the ground beneath him, and he fell. He fell to the battlefield in the midst of the carnage he’d wrought. Nicté saw him fall and screamed, her arms a cyclone of true death for gidimu, and the Jaguar Knights did not quail, but threw themselves forward to avenge him. Gul’s chariot cut them down in rows, and the God of Death now used his powers to direct the gidimu, re-animating them with new intelligence. They turned on their assailants, front, and flanks and rear, dropping their long pikes and launching themselves with bare bony claws at the Dendrownans and the Hundred Cities godborn.

Nicté fought on, undaunted, until she could kneel by the side of her mate.

‘You fought Death,’ she said.

‘I need to make a better shield.’ He smiled. ‘I think the demon’s hide was badly tanned.’

The jaguar came and licked his face. The great beast turned and its golden eyes met Nicté’s.

And then the giant cat was gone into the maelstrom.

Hefa-Asus was dead. Nicté rose from his side without a tear and launched herself into the ranks of the gidimu.

They could not panic and break.

The mortals simply would not panic and break. The Nikali and the Tiatoni had their backs to the sea, and the Uran and the Kautlin and the Onadawega were too brave to run. And those closest to the fallen smith fought like cornered cats.

Sypa

Sypa watched as Gul turned his chariot over the tide of battle, and she saw Enkul-Anu come down the air with twenty demons in a wedge. She flew to Gul’s side and pointed.

Gul nodded. Sypa could see he was wounded, and she smiled a cold smile, with no hint of seduction to it.

‘Leave him to me,’ she said. She spread her wings and leapt higher into the air, flying across the face of the phalanx of gidimu to her consort, like winged victory going to crown her god.

Closer, and the demons parted to let her through, and Enkul-Anu smiled, slowly at first, and then, with his great bovine grin of victory, he took her into his arms.

‘I told you we could win,’ he said. ‘Now we push here on the left, and they fold and run.’

His grin was infectious.

And she rammed Godkiller into his back.

Enkul-Anu’s look was worth all of the slights he’d inflicted on her for an aeon. The world flashed – a flicker of other realities – and the stars moaned, and his eyes were locked on hers.

‘… surrounded by fucking idiots,’ he muttered, and died.

She dropped his body, and it fell hundreds of feet to crash among the wavering remnants of the Hundred Cities militias. They broke, already pressed by the centaurs and the Bright People.

Sypa laughed. In a voice that could be heard across the battlefield, she roared, ‘Now I am the queen of Heaven. Bow down and worship me!’

Namtar, veteran demon, glanced at his captain.

Snagru nodded.

From behind his great shield, Namtar produced a lightning bolt, long since stolen from a downed sky chariot, and stabbed it into Sypa’s back.

It exploded, a white flash that outshone the sun for less than the beat of a heart.

She didn’t fall immediately. The impact robbed her of her immortal form – and it did her terrible damage – but, despite rumours, it proved that she could survive one of Enkul-Anu’s thunderbolts. She turned on Namtar, tearing his wings off, as her hundred-legged Apep-Duat form took control. She reached for Snagru, but the Captain of Demons was too fast for her, and he managed to land a blow as he slipped aside.

She screamed her rage. ‘I am queen of Heaven now! Obey me!’

Above the battlefield

Pollon

The Sky Chariot raced across the sky, Daos at the reins, Arrina-Maritaten patient, carrying Zos’ shield, and Pollon with a heavy star-stone arrow on his bow.

They were only spectators as Gul felled Hefa-Asus, and Sypa murdered Enkul-Anu, and they saw the Great Storm God’s body fall away to land among his own troops far below. Daos was already slowing the great stags as they swept down towards the fight over the phalanx of gidimu. There, Gul’s bone chariot turned, with winged Sypa and twenty demons, like a flock of carrion birds gathering over the dead.

Pollon shot a demon so close that he could see the thing’s look of despair as the star-stone bit home. Then they were past, and Sypa turned to face them, her beautiful face lost in a form that gave her a six fold mouth and ten thousand eyes. She was a thing of horror, a deep-sea monster that flew, a hundred legs, dangling mouthparts …

Pollon loosed a second arrow, and it went in where two great plates of chiton met over her leg joints. He put another to his bow and shot again.

Sypa turned in the air and struck – at Arrina-Maritaten.

‘You!’ she screamed.

Arrina-Maritaten’s shield defended her, and the goddess’s black sword, Godkiller, left a smoking mark in Zos’ shield – Arrina’s shield, that had been the shield of Taris.

Another demon cut at Sypa.

Some of her legs fell away. She screamed.

Pollon stopped shooting demons when he saw they were fighting Sypa, and he kept shooting at her as Daos turned the chariot, spiralling around the desperate goddess.

‘Gul!’ Sypa screamed.

Arrina-Maritaten laughed. ‘Gul is Odine,’ she said. ‘He never needed you. All he wanted was a god to sacrifice to open the gates.’

‘I will kill you!’ Sypa roared, brandishing Godkiller.

Pollon hit her again.

Sypa was losing altitude. But she made a desperate effort, pushing her ragged wings, and she rose. Three times she cut, as fast as lightning. Godkiller rebounded once off Arrina-Maritaten’s shield, but the second blow, and the consequent blink of existence, broke the surface. It exploded in a flash of light and darkness and altered realities.

Sypa’s great multi-jointed arm went up for the last blow, and Daos leapt at her. He hurtled from the controls of the Sky Chariot, in under her arm, and grappled her close, and they fell away.

It wasn’t a long enough fall for anyone to think to save either one of them. Sypa’s wings beat once, futilely, and then they struck.

Daos bounced when he hit. Sypa did not, but rather broke open, her damaged carapace losing cohesion, her bright white ichor flooding out over the bloody ground.

Pollon stood, stunned, by the chariot rail.

Arrina-Maritaten blinked, and grabbed the reins.

‘Damn,’ she said.

Beneath them, Gul had rallied the phalanx, which was now formed in an oblong square half a thousand paces long. Era rallied Nikali and Hundred Cities warriors, and Nicté continued to lay siege to a corner. The not-dead outnumbered the living.

But then, Gul appeared to change his mind.

He fled.

Pollon looked back and forth, still trying to accept the loss of Daos, and then he saw the World Serpent.

It was larger than anything Pollon had ever seen – at least, any living thing. Viewed from above, the dragon seemed as big as a mountain, a mottled grey-brown where scales showed through the brilliance of feathers – a wild profusion in every colour of the rainbow, but the overall effect was one of iridescent brilliance in greens and blues.

The Nikali and the Tiatoni screamed in joy.

The dread wyrm turned once, as Gul fled, and descended. Antaboga’s fire was like the very centre of the forge’s heat as she roared her hate for the ranks of the gidimu. They melted away like snow in a bright sun, and the stench of their burning was their only monument, and her fire was so accurate that none of the Tiatoni or Nikali or the other warriors were touched.

Antaboga turned away from her run of destruction, and rose on powerful wings.

In the Sky Chariot, Arrina-Maritaten looked at Pollon. ‘Aren’t we lucky she’s on our side?’

Pollon was still looking at where Daos had fallen. He felt sick.

Arrina-Maritaten turned the Sky Chariot and headed for Era.

Pollon returned to his duty. He still had several of the explosive arrows that had come with the Sky Chariot, and he knew how to use them; in four shots, he’d broken the face of the phalanx that faced Era’s people, each explosion ripping a ten-pace hole in the ranks of the gidimu. Gul was fleeing from the dragon; the demons were milling in the air, taking no part in the battle, and Arrina-Maritaten had all the time she needed to hover over the centre of the phalanx while Pollon shredded it.

Whatever motivating force Gul had provided was gone. The brief high tide of the flood of gidimu was over, and the mortals had begun to penetrate the phalanx’s formation. Nicté, seeking Death and failing to find him, cut her way to the centre, and Gyantwachia followed her with the best of the northern warriors.

The gidimu were never going to surrender. But they could not fight in multiple directions and they could not make new decisions. As their formation failed for the second time, they were going down faster than they could reform.

The stone clubs of the Onadawega and the stone-toothed makuitals of the Tiatoni and the Nikali were ideal for shattering bone. And in the centre, Jawat’s hundred, with their big shields, pushed the gidimu back while the Poche warriors avenged Hefa-Asus and Qari. Axe and Anenome roared their war cries, their long swords reaping bone.

But before them all, in the centre, was Era, and she fought like a dancer on a great stage. She fought the way she’d trained, whirling and circling, an endless cycle of movement that only ceased when she had run out of foes. Her dramatic charge ended by the twitching insectile corpse of Sypa, and the lake of milky ichor around her. Daos lay farther off, looking like a handsome man, asleep.

Only then did Arrina-Maritaten land the Sky Chariot.

She leaned out. ‘Wanax!’ she called.

Era turned, her long star-stone sword notched and corroded with the dark fluid of the Odine and their hosts. She scooped up a fallen blade that lay by one of Sypa’s monstrous claws.

Just then, a long worm rose out of the eye of a fallen gidimu. Era whirled, and the worm fell, cut in two pieces.

‘Great Lady of the High House,’ Era said.

‘Gul has taken Dite,’ Arrina-Maritaten said. ‘I’m following him. Care to join me?’

Era flicked her sword so that the dark fluid flew. Then she grabbed a ragged cloak, wiped her blade, and sheathed it with a flourish.

She spared a look for her army.

‘We are victorious,’ Arrina-Maritaten said, her eyes glowing. ‘If only because Sypa betrayed Enkul-Anu.’

Pollon was still staggered by the loss of Daos, but he was warmed by an embrace from Era as she stepped into the Sky Chariot. ‘What now?’ he asked.

Arrina-Maritaten glowed. ‘Now?’ she said. ‘Now, we break Hell.’


Chapter Sixty-Two

The Ocean

Jawala

‘I’m feeling clever,’ Antaboga confided. They were high above the sea, flying south, with the stag-teamed Sky Chariot running on the air beside them.

Jawala was tired of the dragon’s endless cleverness. She stayed silent, hoping Antaboga would shut up.

‘Arrina has Zos’ heart.’ Antaboga laughed, and her vast ribs quaked, and Jawala was bounced about for a little. And they passed over Kypri, and then out over more ocean, heading west until she could see the great bent-bow shape of Lazba, with the depths of the Vale of Jasmine like a sword slash down the centre between two high mountain ranges, and smoke emerging from the earth.

Lazba had been retaken by the gods of Auza. Jawala had time to wonder, as they descended, if there would be years of blood; if there would be any mortal agency capable of tackling all that lay before them.

They landed on the edge of the Vale of Jasmine.

‘Well?’ asked Jawala.

The dragon was still for a long time.

‘Because you asked me to save your mortals, I am too late to catch the gates of Hell open,’ she replied.

Out to the east, a speck in the sky began to grow larger. ‘But,’ Antaboga said with her accustomed arrogance, ‘Arrina is coming, and she has …’

Jawala realised that the infernal dragon was laughing.

‘She has a role to play. Really, what a delightful epic this will all make. Maybe I should ally myself with you people. You’re lucky – that’s better than skilful any day.’

Jawala remained silent. It seemed the best way to deal with the dragon when she was in this phase.

But the Sky Chariot was fast, and soon it was coming down the sky towards the head of the Vale of Jasmine and the great cave. Behind it was a deep V of demons.

Jawala watched them with interest.

Antaboga glanced once, and then settled like a massive cat intending a nap. Dust rose.

The Sky Chariot landed. Era leapt out; Pollon clambered out, showing fatigue; Arrina-Maritaten stepped down. Jawala had a moment to savour how alike Arrina-Maritaten and Era were. They were both dancers. Era was taller, but they held their shoulders the same way, and they moved with almost superhuman fluidity.

Jawala pointed at the sky behind them. ‘Demons?’ she asked.

Era shrugged. ‘They followed us,’ she said. ‘Arrina doesn’t seem concerned.’

Arrina-Maritaten frowned. ‘I do not particularly wish to face fifteen demons in combat,’ she agreed. ‘But I’m guessing they are masterless.’

Pollon said, ‘They all attacked Sypa.’

Arrina-Maritaten nodded. ‘I’m glad I didn’t have to fight Sypa.’ She was looking at the dragon’s eyes, which were now open.

Antaboga stretched. Dust rose, and rocks toppled off the cliffs above them.

Arrina-Maritaten waited until the display was over, and called, ‘You could share our scale and come and talk to us.’

‘I could,’ purred the vast dragon. ‘But I won’t. I do not want to squander my power – not now, when I can render my eggs safe for a long time.’

Arrina-Maritaten nodded. ‘I, too, come to the end of a long road, Antaboga. But how do we break the gates of Hell?’

The dragon rumbled a laugh. ‘You, Arrina, hold the power within you. I’m just here to burn anything that interferes.’

Jawala was looking at Pollon, who was leaning against the chariot rail. ‘Aren’t you two even going to try to rescue Zos?’ he asked.

Antaboga’s laugh grew in intensity, and was punctuated by a small avalanche. But now, a smile lit Maritaten’s face – a countenance whose radiance became Arrina’s radiance. Jawala dismounted and walked into the cave.

Pollon followed.

Jawala hesitated as the first demons began to land around them. She raised a hand and walked towards their captain.

He flinched as her circle of nothing passed over him, but she raised her hand in a token of peace.

‘Peace,’ she said.

Snagru landed. ‘Peace?’ he snarled.

‘I will do you no harm,’ Jawala said. ‘Nor will my companions, unless you seek to harm them. Now I must go.’

‘What should we do?’ Snagru asked. Jawala realised the demon was weeping.

‘Rest, and mourn,’ she said. ‘I am needed.’

The dungeons of Kur/Hell

Zos

He was aware, in a very distant way. He’d been aware since Maritaten told him to surrender to Gul: aware of his surroundings; aware that he was driving the chariot of bone; aware when they went through the gate, and aware when they returned to the cold depths of Kur.

Aware that the phalanx of the gidimu was fighting his friends. Aware when Hefa-Asus died.

Not sad. Not self-accusatory, or guilty, or involved at all. Merely aware, like a person hearing a tale told badly. He wasn’t even bored.

It was timeless. Everything he experienced, he experienced at a distance, and yet, he only seemed to live in a hazy present. And through it all, his connection to Maritaten was mostly gone. And he couldn’t even manage to be sad, or despair. Or involve himself in any way. And, without hope or expectation, he didn’t even persevere. That, too, was taken from him. He merely was, exactly as Jawala’s people taught, but with a thoroughness that denied anything about selfhood.

Gul ordered the chariot of bone to turn for the gates of Hell, abandoning the phalanx. Zos whipped the skeletal horses with the ends of the reins, and turned the chariot nimbly enough in the air, compensating for the loss of one of the four skeletal horses. He was aware of the stacks of aerial combat – demons, gods, two sky chariots, and now a dragon entering the fray – but uninterested even in self-preservation. His master ordered the turn; he turned.

In heartbeats – if he had still had a beating heart – they were out over the ocean.

The ocean was angry, and there was a storm that stained the sky as black as pitch, and winds that tore at the remaining skeletal horses, but Death was more powerful than the Sea, and they raced on, parasang after parasang, over Kyra.

Gul stood beside him. Behind them both, Druku, the God of Lust and Drunkenness, in the form of Dite, lay across the back of the chariot car. Zos was aware of her, but did not bother with memories of her. That was not his business.

They flew on. The swirling winds of Nanuk’s storm reached for them, but eventually Zos took the chariot up high – very high – and the storm fell away.

They came down over Lazba. He knew it, but made no effort to examine the memory. The Vale of Jasmine evoked nothing, nor did the cave or the great gate of Hell.

Gul ordered it open, looked behind him with uncharacteristic hesitation, and pulled the auratic lever that closed the mighty, magical gates of bronze and stone.

‘You are a fine charioteer,’ Gul said. ‘You outflew Antaboga.’

Zos heard the words, but had no answer to make.

‘Come with me,’ Gul said. ‘Carry this godling.’

Mortal Zos might have failed to carry Dite very far. Not-dead Zos needed only one arm.

They began to walk down the long corridors of Hell. Eventually they reached a door of bronze, which Gul opened with a key from his robes.

The door, decorated in high relief with damned souls in torment, as imagined by a fevered artist of lost Hannigalbat, opened into a chamber so vast that sound died before it returned as a creeping whisper.

At the centre of the cavern, lit by red magelight, stood a low plinth that appeared to be polished bronze, and on it sat a plate of inlaid gold with a handle.

Gul glanced at the vast chamber and turned to Zos.

‘Remain here,’ he ordered. ‘I will return with Urkigul.’

Zos was aware of the sound of the God of the Dead’s footsteps clacking along the stone floors of Hell, walking away.

He was unconcerned. Nor did he place the larger form of Dite on the floor, which appeared to be made of patterned marble, smooth as glass, inlaid in fractal shapes beyond the wildest imaginings of mortal art. He stood as if on parade for one of the god-kings he’d served.

And then, between one flicker of Dite’s eyelashes and the next …

Arrina-Maritaten said, ‘Awake, sleeper.’

Something reached into his body, something that went from the Aura straight to the physical realm. He felt as if he’d been struck by lightning; his back arched, and he dropped the burden in his arms. He felt … He felt pain … He felt … lonelynessabandonmenthorrorsadnessterrordepressionreleaseacceptancesalvationjoy.

Dite fell, hit her head, and gave a choked scream.

Arrina-Maritaten said, ‘Can you come to the gate? And open it?’

A million thoughts passed through Zos’ mind in his first seconds of true consciousness.

And then he smiled. He looked down at Dite, whose eyes were open.

‘Yes,’ he said. He reached out a hand. ‘Dite?’

Her beautiful immortal eyes were glassy. He took her hand.

‘I need you to get up and walk,’ he said.

She looked at him.

Whatever Arrina-Maritaten had done had released his soul from its cage, and given him back his mortal form. He couldn’t lift Dite from the floor, much less carry her.

‘Damn it to Hell,’ he said. He began to drag the prostrate deity over the smooth floor towards the door.

He couldn’t do it.

He knew the way to the surface. And, thanks to Laila, he knew how to open the great gate.

‘Dite!’ he said to those glassy eyes. ‘Dite, I’ll be back for you. With friends.’

Nothing.

He didn’t think that Gul was going to linger, either.

He hated to leave Dite. But he couldn’t see how staying was going to win this fight. Gul had dressed him in his own armour, and given him a fine bronze sword to wear – all mockery. Zos was not ready to face Gul and Urkigul with a bronze sword.

But that chamber … He’d seen something like it before. Under Auza.

Zos wasn’t big on indecision. He’d made up his mind.

He pressed Dite’s hand once more, and ran.

As soon as he was in the corridor, he could hear Gul’s feet on stone – and Urkigul’s. Somewhere, perhaps ten stadia away, their bony feet clicked and clacked against the cold, dusty stone floors of Hell.

Zos ran as he hadn’t run since he was a bull-leaper. His bare feet slapped the stone floors, and he all but flew, tracing his way through the labyrinth in his mind – now left, now right. At one intersection he confirmed his guess by looking at the tracks in the dust, and then he was off again.

It was hard enough to remember anything that had happened in the half-life of surrender to the not-death. He had trodden this path fifty times, and he was discovering that his confidence was not warranted, and he cursed himself for it.

But then, after another guess and another long stare at the dust, he turned left, and emerged at the stable block.

The four bony horses raised their heads. One of them shrieked. Because he was no longer one of them – he was a mortal, and an enemy now.

That shriek carried down a thousand corridors.

Zos took in the scene: the three dead horses and the chariot, moving to block his way; the vast gates of Hell, just beyond.

He didn’t slow.

He leapt, put a foot on the first horse’s back, and flipped up onto his hands on the third horse, even as they tried to turn under him, just like the bulls.

He landed on his feet, sinking all the way to a crouch so low that he knew that if he survived, tomorrow would be full of pain.

That was definitely for tomorrow.

He was four steps ahead of Gul’s horses when he landed. They were still bound in the traces and it took them time to turn. They all screamed together, a sound that almost froze him in place.

He slapped the tile of the mosaic that keyed the gates, and turned to face the horses.

The gates began to grind open. He felt a surge of joy; no matter what happened in the next few beats of his heart, the gates were open.

He got the bronze sword in his hand, from habit. He ran straight at the surging chariot of bone. The three horses were, of course, separated by the yoke, and their maneuvers were flawed by the lack of the fourth dead horse.

He ran at the yoke as he had been trained. The chariot had no charioteer.

He made his leap. Fatigue, or miscalculation, caused his foot to slip, and instead of landing on the yoke, he bestrode it, and it slammed into his testicles with the force of a hammer.

Tears sprang from his eyes, and vomit filled his mouth, and still he managed to stumble-roll forward, up and over the chariot rail. Had there been a charioteer, he’d have been dead.

He caught the reins, left tied in the charioteer’s knot over the crown of the yoke, and pulled.

The skeletal horses stopped. Training overcame their aversion to the living.

And the gates of Hell swung wide.

‘Zos?’ said Arrina-Maritaten. She opened her arms, coming forward.

He was bent over, coughing in pain, but he managed to growl, ‘Dite is in a chamber. I couldn’t carry her.’

Era beat Arrina-Maritaten to Zos’ side. ‘You have more lives than a cat,’ she said, hugging him. ‘Let’s go and get Dite.’

‘Corridors are too narrow for chariots.’ He grabbed Arrina-Maritaten’s hand but said, ‘There’s no time.’

‘Let’s go,’ Era cried. ‘Take us!’

Zos stumbled down from the chariot of bone and started back the way he’d come, with Era and Jawala, Arrina-Maritaten and an old crone. Zos didn’t know the crone, but wasn’t terribly surprised that the old woman could hitch up her Noan-style skirts and run like the wind.

Arrina-Maritaten shone a light like the sun that clearly showed the trails in the dust.

Zos was tiring. He pushed all of his focus – all of his last ten lifetimes of torment – into running. Simple running. His legs burned, his lungs burned. His groin pulsed with pain.

And at last they came to the door of tortured souls. Zos knew it immediately and stopped.

Arrina-Maritaten shone light on it.

The old woman placed a hand on it and it exploded inwards without breaking stride. Pollon followed her.

Arrina-Maritaten put a hand on Zos’ back and he felt energy surge through him.

Era passed him with a glance. She had a sword in her hand.

Jawala passed him, and Arrina-Maritaten took a moment to look into his eyes. He looked into hers. She seemed on the point of saying something, but he just smiled at her, at being alive and having a sword in his hand.

‘Come on,’ he said, and passed through the door.

Inside was the same vast cavern.

Near the plinth with the gold plate and the bronze handle stood Gul and Urkigul. Dite lay between them. Around them, almost invisible in the gloom, stood a few dozen gidimu.

Era and the old woman kept walking forward across the decorated floor, towards Gul and the plinth. Arrina-Maritaten waved her hand and a vast light filled the cavern, illuminating its sheer size. It was larger than the one under Auza.

‘Stop,’ Gul said. ‘Or I kill Druku.’

The old woman stopped. But then she raised an arm. ‘Stop,’ she said, ‘or I kill everyone in this chamber. It will sadden me, but you and your consort will burn in a heartbeat.’

Gul looked at the old woman. ‘And you are?’ the disharmonious voice demanded.

But Urkigul drew back. ‘Gagh! It is the wyrm.’

Gul looked back at the old woman. ‘We seem to be at an impasse,’ he said.

‘No impasse,’ said Antaboga.

‘If I kill Druku, you kill us all?’ The poor chorus made the God of Death sound derisive. ‘Even your friends?’

The old woman cackled. ‘I have no friends,’ she said pleasantly. ‘Which will make this much easier.’

Era glanced at Jawala. ‘I have a plan,’ she whispered.

Jawala nodded.

‘Just walk with me,’ Era said. She glanced at Arrina-Maritaten, who winked.

Jawala nodded again.

Zos, who had only a mortal bronze sword, chose to walk forward boldly, with Arrina-Maritaten, to where the old woman had taken her stand.

‘You have taken my charioteer,’ Gul said.

‘He was never yours,’ Arrina-Maritaten said. ‘I lent him to you, and now I have taken him back.’

‘Very clever. Now stop where you are.’ Gul didn’t need a sacrificial knife; he had his black talons poised over Dite’s throat. ‘When I cut her throat, I will open this gate, and you will be taken. All of you. Regardless of your powers.’

The old woman shrugged. ‘If you cut her throat, you will be the next to die, and the gates will not open anyway.’

‘You lie,’ said Gul.

The old woman laughed.

Zos realised that the light was growing dimmer – Arrina’s light. He wondered how much she could play with light; he couldn’t see Jawala, despite her white gown, nor could he see Era.

‘You never were one for careful study, Gul the Necromancer. Always you wanted a short cut. Death, undeath, the Odine … Nothing you do here will open the gates.’

‘You lie!’ Gul was obviously stung from his age-old pose of detachment.

‘Only when the comet is in the Gift can the gates be opened,’ Pollon said. ‘Pity you didn’t bother to read Maritaten’s library.’

Gul hesitated, but his consort reached out a hand of a thousand worms. ‘We have waited an age,’ she said. ‘Another few weeks won’t harm us.’

The old crone shook her head. ‘I’m easily bored,’ she said. ‘I don’t think you’ll live to see another minute.’

Urkigul stamped her foot and a vast hemisphere of dark blue light sprang up all around her. In the same moment, every one of the gidimu on the vast marble floor became perfect models of Gul or Urkigul, each at the centre of a magnificent hemisphere of blue-black crystal.

Pollon, who had placed an arrow to his bow long before, loosed. He’d never taken his eyes off Urkigul, and his star-metal arrow went through her shield with a sound like tearing fine cloth.

Gul cast a bolt of pure darkness at the crone. The crone transformed in an eye-blink to a vast dragon that nonetheless filled less than half the cavern.

Antaboga drew breath.

Zos ran forward, bronze sword raised. The reaction was instant and unthinking.

Jawala stepped into the light. Whatever Arrina-Maritaten had done for her, she’d been effectively invisible until she emerged. She was between Gul and Urkigul, and as she stepped forward, her presence stripped both of their shields and anything they were casting, and left them obvious and visible.

Gul turned, and with a discordant bellow of rage, knelt to rip open Dite’s throat.

Era emerged from Arrina-Maritaten’s manipulation of light, and thrust, once, her stance perfect, her blade aligned along the powerful sinew of her arm, her thumb on the blade. Her sword went in just at the back of Gul’s neck and came out at the front.

The multiverse blinked. Zos saw a golden eagle on a pole, and men fighting beneath it, and dragons in a red sky, and a woman in a crown on a white horse; he saw a man in outlandish star-metal armour, wearing a red surcoat and riding a black horse; he saw a pillar of cloud and a line of tubes of bronze belching fire, and a hundred other scenes from no legend that he knew.

And then he was … there. Era pulled the sword Godkiller free of her victim.

Zos was still running.

Urkigul turned for Jawala, as if understanding the source of her powerlessness.

Era whirled and threw Godkiller to slide along the perfectly polished floor.

Zos reached for it, and the sword came into his hand as he slid on one knee. Fatigue forgotten, he tumbled once, under Urkigul’s reaching claws, Godkiller slicing backhanded across the queen of Death’s midsection, so that his right shoulder hit Jawala, knocking her backwards and out of Urkigul’s reach.

He lost the action in the blink. It was longer this time: a dragon flew lazily over a huge forest; a titanic worm creature towered over a mortal army; horrific thousand-legged creatures thrashed and fought in a milk-white sea.

And then he was … back.

Jawala was rubbing her head. ‘I think that was unnecessary,’ she complained.

Era was kneeling by Dite, whose eyes were open.

‘You came for me,’ she said.

Era laughed. ‘It’s all about you, isn’t it?’ she said, and kissed the other woman.


Epilogue – A year later

Aanat

It was a beautiful late summer day; the kind of day that sailors remember when they think of the sea as a friend, with a steady trade wind blowing kindly over the stern quarter of the Untroubled Swan and filling her main sail.

They were fully laden with Mykoan wool and tin, inbound for the delta of the Iteru River. Miti stood in the bow, throwing the lead and calling out the depth as they came up on the bar and the shallow waters where the mighty river dumped soil into the ocean. Amidships, Bravah and Mokshi stood ready to brail up the mainsail or pole off if there was anything heavy in the water, and Aanat himself looked back at his helmsman.

He wanted to say steady, but bit it back, and smiled.

Zos smiled back and leaned lightly against the steering oar. ‘Steady,’ he called, and grinned.

The ship began to leap like a young lamb as they hit the choppy water where the river met the tide. Zos held their course. He’d insisted on steering all through their voyage from Vetluna, and he didn’t seem eager to give up the helm now, and he’d had a grin on his face every time he took his turn at the helm.

He put the little ship through the chops, and then along the southern edge of the river where the water was deeper and the current slightly less. The wind was perfect, almost dead astern, and they ran in, slowing against the strong current, but still making good time. In an hour, Aanat could see farm fields and people working, and a new-built village.

Someone waved. Miti waved back.

They tossed their anchor stones over the side a little before sunset and Mokshi came on deck with a strongly spiced stew of lentils and mushrooms that was cheerfully consumed by all aboard.

‘Stop checking the anchor ropes,’ Jawala said to Zos. ‘We always drag a little, in the river.’

Zos shrugged, and came back, his wooden bowl in his hand. ‘I could do this forever.’

Jawala still wore white, now patched and, as had been predicted, dirty at the hem and under the arms. A summer at sea had tanned her brown skin very dark; Zos was the same, and they might almost have been brother and sister.

‘I thought you’d be eager to return to your … lady?’ Miti asked.

‘Miti!’ Jawala said.

Zos smiled. ‘I am eager to see Maritaten,’ he admitted. ‘Less eager to be her Master of Narmer.’

Aanat saw the distaste on his face.

Jawala smiled at him. ‘I never thought of you as a potential convert,’ she said.

‘I’m not,’ he sighed. He refilled his bowl. ‘In a month, I’ll begin assembling the army to retake Hannigalbat.’ He squatted down with the rest of them and chewed.

Jawala nodded. ‘A heavy responsibility,’ she said. ‘Even for the God of War.’

Zos made a face and ate more lentils.

They sailed past Thais, and Zos regaled Aanat and Miti with the story of the naval battle there, concluding, ‘I missed most of it, and some of the siege.’

Aanat looked at the city on the low bluff. He could see the Jeker’s second siege mound where Zos had pointed it out. It had a temple on it, now; a small shrine to the many people whose bodies were buried in the mound, with neat stone steps leading up its face. The temple of Arinna had new pylons and a gilt-bronze statue atop a tall pillar that shone as if afire in the late afternoon sun, and even from a stadion out on the river, they could see the town was being rebuilt; mud bricks were drying all along the waterfront; there was scaffolding all along the bluff, and men and women working like ants.

‘We saved Narmer,’ Jawala said.

Zos made a face, but conceded, ‘So we did.’ But then he said, ‘I think that mostly, Narmer saved Narmer.’

‘And now it’s up to Narmer to save the world,’ Jawala said.

They sailed past the marshes where Zos and Leontas and their crews had destroyed the last of the Jeker fleet, and past the low mud ridges that were all that was left of the labour of thousands, building causeways to make or break the siege, and then the river had a gentle turn, and they passed a town, newly built, and more farm fields, and anchored again.

Three days later, they passed out of the delta and started upriver against a heavier current, and that afternoon, they docked at the Royal Dockyard of Lukor. Like Thais, Lukor was being rebuilt, and giant wooden cranes competed with tall earthen ramps for the reconstruction of the Temple of Arinna, this time in white marble and black basalt.

Aanat watched Zos haul his sea-bag on deck. He still wore no weapon, and he came aft, where Aanat was, to hug everyone in the family.

‘You could still marry us,’ Miti said, boldly. ‘Give up the sword. You love us.’

‘Miti,’ Jawala cautioned.

Zos grinned. ‘I think Maritaten and I would fit right in,’ he said. ‘The Great Lady of the High House and the God of War as Hakrans!’

Bravah hugged Zos. ‘I’m sure we could work it out.’

Aanat embraced him last. ‘Bring her back to me,’ he said.

Zos nodded. ‘I will,’ he said.

In minutes, he and Jawala were walking down the boarding plank. Her white gown drew no stares, as it was like enough to Narmerian garments, but Zos’s sword-belt caught the attention of several men, and then suddenly, a whisper ran through the crowd, and men, especially soldiers, began to fall on their knees.

‘Lord Zos!’ they called.

Zos could be seen to shake his head. He flushed and kept walking.

‘Given!’ cried a woman. ‘They walk among us!’

More people fell on their knees.

Aanat saw Zos lower his head and keep walking. Saw his wife raise her chin, smile, and begin to pass blessings on every person in the crowd.

He smiled.

Zos

They entered the palace of Lukor through a side gate, and Zos lost Jawala in a scrum of servants and services. He was bathed and trimmed, and offered a beautiful heton and a cloak of shining scarlet wool with fringes of woven gold.

He enjoyed that part. He’d always enjoyed looking fine and it was never a waste of time to bathe. He put Terror’s baldric over his shoulder and allowed a servant to lace on his high military sandals.

He met Jawala at the entrance to the great hall of the High House. He bowed to her, which made her writhe, and they both laughed.

‘Who knew the price of victory would be a life of bullshit adulation?’ Zos asked.

Jawala shook her head. ‘I hate all this,’ she said. ‘Although the wool is very fine.’

Her new white gown shone as if lit by a magelight.

A eunuch opened the great doors, and they went into the great hall side by side.

Maritaten sat on the throne of her ancestors. Zos knew her, but the person on the throne bore the same resemblance to his wife as the goddess Arinna bore to her statue in Thais. She was perfumed and painted, and she wore the Great Crown of Narmer, Upper and Lower; the Golden Snake was coiled around her right arm, and in her hands were the orb and sceptre, and she sat perfectly still.

Timut-Imri sat more comfortably, in an armchair, at the foot of the steps leading to the throne, although he, too, was dressed for court, or a high religious feast, in a robe of deepest purple-blue embroidered with gold stars, signs, and glyphs. Even his beard was combed.

By Timut-Imri sat Nuor, robed in deep red, and behind him stood the Ambassador-Avatar of Tyka, towering over everyone, its multifaceted eyes at a level with the small woman on the great throne.

Axe and Anenome stood on either side of the throne; Axe with Fionn, and Anenome with Conn. All four stood in star-metal armour, gleaming like silver; legs firmly planted, star-metal long swords point down between their hands.

And Ulat stood directly below the Great Lady with Pollon, whose bald head shone as if polished, and who wore the golden stylus of his rank as head scribe on a belt of gold. She grinned at Jawala, and at Zos, and her smile was so infectious that Lady Jawala, as the Narmerians insisted on calling her, had to smile in return.

They both bowed deeply, and Pavi held up a hand for silence, as the great hall was full of courtiers and commoners.

‘The Great Lady of the High House welcomes you, Lady Jawala, and you, War Master.’

The ceremony of welcome began.

An hour later, Zos sat comfortably on an ivory stool at the foot of a smaller, wooden throne. Maritaten sat on the throne, still flanked by Conn and Fionn, while Axe, Anenome, Timut-Imri, and the new High Priestess of Arinna joined Jawala, Zos, Pollon and Ulat at a long table.

‘So,’ Maritaten said. ‘Let’s have it.’

‘Dardania can be saved,’ Zos said. ‘Mykoax and Trin are rebuilding already. But the West country from the Mander to the Danu is full of Jekers, and Pylax will be under siege before winter.’ He glanced at Jawala. ‘It will take an army to stop them.’

Jawala didn’t even make a face of distaste. ‘Anything that threatens Pylax threatens Rappa,’ she said. ‘The Hrakans are sending food to Dardania, and that is helping, but …’ her voice became hard. ‘But the Jekers must be stopped.’ She sighed. ‘My friend Kal has taken a dozen of our converts and gone to Dardania to try to … reason … with his former comrades.’

Maritaten bowed her head. ‘We honour their courage,’ she said. ‘But we will send an army to Pylax. Perhaps when the Jekers have tasted defeat at the hands of our War Master, the sweet reason of the Hrakans will carry more weight.’

Jawala winced, but said nothing.

‘And the Wanax of the North?’ Maritaten asked.

It was Zos’s turn to wince. ‘Era sends her greetings, Great Lady,’ he said. ‘I think, in this small room, I might add that she doesn’t use the title of Wanax of the North except in diplomatic correspondence. The Aja of Vetluna would resent the title.’ He handed over a bundle of letters.

Maritaten took them. ‘Can you summarize?’ she asked.

Zos shrugged. ‘The details matter, but in short, Dendrowna is stable. Poche will never love Tiatli, and no one really trusts the Nikali, and Onadawega and Uran will not easily lie down together. But the hand of famine has not come there, and the harvest coming in is the best in ten years.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘The elimination of chattel slavery among the Nikali is,’ he cleared his throat. ‘Ahem. Very unpopular.’ He shrugged, looking around at the others. ‘Era is dealing with it.’

‘And the Lady Nicté?’ Maritaten asked.

‘Was delivered of a healthy child and will travel here in the spring to train more smiths in the arts of the star-metal, in exchange for a promise that star-metal forged by the Kautlin, the Onadawega, or the Uran will never be taxed in Narmer.’

Maritaten nodded. ‘I have said it,’ she declared. She nodded to Ulat, who pointed to a bald scribe. ‘Pollon, see to it that I have a clean copy to sign and send to my cousin Nicté.’ She glanced back at Jawala. ‘And the World Serpent?’ she asked.

Jawala nodded, pursed her lips, and then let out a long sigh. ‘Her eggs are about to hatch,’ she said. ‘She is not … interested.’

Maritaten frowned. ‘Not interested?’ she asked.

Jawala, who had carried the petitions of the mortal realms to the great dragon in her snow cave, shrugged. ‘She said, When my offspring are born, and healthy, then tell me your troubles and perhaps I’ll spare you some time. Until then, fight among yourselves, as always.’

Maritaten’s eyes narrowed. ‘It would be insulting, if it weren’t so true,’ she muttered.

‘And what of the Hundred Cities?’ Zos asked, at least to pass over the disappointment they all felt at the dragon’s refusal to help.

Anenome groaned. ‘It’s not good,’ he conceded.

Axe grunted. ‘They’re killing each other,’ he said. ‘That is, where they aren’t being pushed into the sea by the Bright People, or starving as the sand over-runs the farms.’

Anenome nodded. ‘In Ma’rib, the godborn who survived the civil war are back in power. It’s almost as if nothing changed. They’ve re-instituted slavery.’

‘Hekka is being resettled,’ Axe said. ‘That’s not so bad. Mostly Py farmers. They’ve rebuilt the wall; I got a cup of decent wine in a waterfront taverna.’

Maritaten looked at the towering presence of the Bright Person standing at the end of the table. ‘Tyka? Are you with us?’

The Ambassador-Avatar nodded. ‘I am here.’

‘Can we discuss the coast of the Hundred Cities?’ the Great Lady asked.

The Avatar-Ambassador nodded its great head. ‘I am attempting to restrain my people. But we have a population explosion going on, now that we’re not being predated by the so-called gods.’ Its faceted eyes glowed. ‘And the desert rolling to the sea is not our doing. That is the result of a thousand years of mismanagement.’

Maritaten’s sigh was audible.

Jawala leaned forward. ‘And Akash? And Auza?’

‘The Goddess Arinna, when she left us, took Auza for her own,’ Maritaten said. She smiled at the memory. ‘She has taken the snake god, Illukimi, as her Ra-pte-re and Laila as her handmaiden. She is cleansing Heaven, and she intends to remove to Dekhu and rebuild it, leaving Auza as a place of mortal pilgrimage in remembrance of the Revolution. There will be a shrine to Daos, and Hefa-Asus, and all those who died. Thais already has such a shrine. There will be one here.’ Maritaten rose. ‘Come. I’ll show you.’

She led them down a long, marble-tiled hall, to a large room full of models; models of ships, models of weapons, temples, houses, palaces, and what Zos thought might be Nicté’s design for a water-mill.

In the middle of the room on a long table was a huge model of a temple. It was surrounded by columns that made it lighter and more open than the temples of the past.

High above the steps, the columns soared, and they held a roof of white marble tiles. At either end, like the old pediments, there was a magnificent statuary display; except that most of the figures of the old pantheon had changed.

In the center of the display, Arinna in the Sky chariot stood in open-armed beneficence. Below her, the demons cast Sypa down to death, and below her lay the broken body of her consort, his bull head twisted at an angle betokening death. Dite-Druku stood over the chained figure of Kursag, empty hands and bowed head betokening mercy to the fallen. Tyka, her golden occulae betokening the Blue Goddess’s true nature, stood astride the defeated lion god Anzu. Behind Arinna, the Huntress stood with her bow drawn to her cheek, aiming far; across the pediment, Gul fled in his chariot of death. Nanuk raised his head from a lapis-blue sea. Of Timurti and Ara and many others, nothing was to be seen.

And inside the temple would be statues, not to gods, except for one, but to people. There was Nicté, and there Hefa-Asus; there Zos, and there Era; Daos, Lawesa the Rebel, and space for more; every column would have its corresponding niche for a statue to those who had made and preserved the new order. There was even a sort of ‘anti-shrine’ about the Odine, and Gul. So that people would remember.

It was noble. It was breathtaking.

Zos frowned, as did Jawala, but the others seemed very pleased.

And two hours later, Zos lay with a very different Maritaten, stripped of paint and costume, and grinning down at him.

‘I only have you for a little while,’ she said. ‘I intend to make good use of you.’

He sighed. ‘I swear that Anenome could command the Dardania expedition. Or Leontas! He could do more than just command the fleet.’

She put a finger on his lips, and then leaned down and kissed him. ‘Not now,’ she said.

He was lost in her for a few moments and then she broke away. ‘You didn’t like my temple!’

‘I notice we still have gods,’ Zos said. He really wasn’t interested in having an argument, just then.

Maritaten shrugged and pinned him to her bed. ‘One revolution at a time,’ she said.

Jawala

Deep in the darkness of the caves under Kypri, Kursag lived. He was bound to the earth by the power of the trident Earthshaker, but he was allowed to live by Jawala’s command.

‘You’ve come again to torment me,’ the Destroyer whined, when Jawala’s gleaming white robe caught the dim light of the cave.

Jawala didn’t answer until she was quite close. ‘You torment yourself,’ she said. ‘I come to offer you redemption. You refuse.’

‘You like to feel virtuous. You are as filthy with blood as I am.’ Kursag’s tone was derisive.

‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘Yes. Filthy with blood. So I am.’ She nodded. ‘I accept myself as I am, Kursag.’

The Destroyer was silent. And after a time, he said, ‘Go away.’

She sat on her haunches like a peasant woman at market. ‘Would you prefer it if I mocked you? Would that make you feel better?’

‘Some day I will break free of this place—’ he began, and she cut him off, her voice more powerful.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Not until the world is unmade. Perhaps by your former allies, the Odine, who will consume you and your power and make you a puppet. And if that happens, Kursag, it will be as a consequence of your own actions and your own choices.’

‘I was betrayed!’

‘Everyone is betrayed,’ Jawala’s voice was sharp. ‘Everyone is hurt. Everyone suffers. But there is more to the world than the aggregate of our sins and sufferings, and there is love and joy. Your mother would like to visit you.’

‘Never,’ Kursag said.

‘She is here.’

And suddenly the cavern was full of sunlight.

‘You humiliate me!’ Kursag cried, revealed. The chains around his ankle, forged by Nicté, were pinned to the living rock by Earthshaker. He was dirty, and his wings were badly damaged, but he refused any form of healing.

Arinna nodded, and then she sat on a rock by his head. ‘We are only humiliated when we allow ourselves to be humiliated,’ she said. ‘This place smells. Stop wallowing, my son. We, the free peoples of the world, could use your strength.’

‘Never!’ he spat. And then, ‘I can never be redeemed. I am evil incarnate.’

‘Ah,’ said Jawala. ‘Now we have something to discuss.’

Antaboga

And there came a time when her young were healthy and could feed themselves, gradually denuding the valleys of the northern mountains of deer and moose as they grew. The six of them quarrelled among themselves and competed for everything, and Antaboga began to remember some of the features of her race that she hadn’t loved.

And overhead, year by year, the comet burned ever closer to the Gate and the moment when, according to legend, the gates would all open.

Every year since the Revolution, as the mortals called it, Jawala had led an embassy to ask her to help.

‘Our gates are broken,’ she said, although she knew that they could be forced, in time. Gul and Urkigul had shown that.

And in that summer, as her offspring spat fire at each other and screamed in adolescent wrath, Temis the Huntress wandered into her valley in her guise as a Py hunter.

She swam in the lake, and calmed one of the young dragons with a song, and made herself a popular auntie with them all. And after some days, Antaboga allowed her to open the subject.

‘The gates can open,’ Temis said. ‘Arinna says five years.’

Antaboga was watching two of her daughters. ‘That sounds about right,’ she admitted.

‘Unless we get help, the Odine will breach our gates by main force. They won’t just take the mortals and the Bright People,’ Temis said. ‘In the end, they’ll take your children; and then you, last as you were first.’

Antaboga bowed her head. She wore the guise of an old woman; old, but perhaps not so very old. Still hale. A matron.

‘You once said you thought you could – find another way. To get help.’ Temis shrugged.

‘Yes,’ she agreed. And then, as if from a great distance, she said, ‘I will try. But you, too, will have a duty. You will have to be their auntie.’

Temis smiled. ‘I accept.’

‘Until I return,’ Antaboga said.

‘Of course,’ Temis said. ‘I will teach them to hunt, and explore. And, if you permit me, I’ll teach them to live among mortals, and enjoy it.’

Antaboga smiled a knowing smile. ‘Oh, I always enjoyed it,’ she said. ‘The mortals, not so much.’

The two women laughed. And in the morning, Temis transformed herself into a dragon, though not so vast as Antaboga.

And Antaboga, without a goodbye, leapt into the air and flapped her magnificent wings, and began a long climb into the sky; up and up, up and up again, out of the realm of the Aura and into the more highly-charged aether.

And when she was so high that the world was but a blue and white disk below her, and when her wings bit not air, but aethereal, and the stars had heat, she screamed her name in the language of her kind, a long, low call across the realms of space. She called and called as she continued to fly, gaining velocity, outward from her world.

And after days of calling, she heard a response from far away; the long scream of her own people from another bubble in the cosmos. And joy lifted her faster, and she turned slightly on her new heading and powered through the thin stuff of raw magic towards that distant cry. She sent ‘Antaboga’ to the stars.

And from far away, the response came. ‘Tar.’
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