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For my folks, with love & gratitude







Susa, the great holy city, abode of their Gods, seat of their mysteries, I conquered. I entered its palaces, I opened their treasures where silver and gold, goods and wealth were amassed . . . I destroyed the ziggurat of Susa. I smashed its shining copper horns. I reduced the temples of Elam to naught; their gods and goddesses I scattered to the winds.
Assyrian tablet, 7th century b.c.e.



ACT I
Altars



You
PAY ATTENTION.
Pay very close attention.
This is how a city is born.
This is also how you are born, because you and this city are one. A single creature. An enfolded whole, more than coexisting. You and the city are the same being.
Aren’t you?
Anyway. The story goes like this. A princess from a distant land (it doesn’t matter which) was fated to give birth to a great hero, and so her father, fearing he would be usurped by his grandson, forbade her to marry. But he couldn’t stop her from looking out of her window and seeing the young soldier who paraded past each day in the courtyard. They married in secret and soon she was pregnant with his child.
(The story does not touch on what she was thinking, how she ever hoped to hide that pregnant belly from her father. And you can remember jokes about this part of the story, boys with half a blanket stuffed beneath their tunics saying in a girlish falsetto, “Oh no, Father, ’tis not a child, I have only gorged myself too much at dinner.” You all fell about laughing.)
There was a short period of marital bliss until the news inevitably reached the king. Of course, he was furious. The young soldier was executed despite the princess’s tearful pleas.
(Perhaps she thought there would be no need to keep the lie going forever, that the king would be moved by the conviction of his daughter, that he would show mercy on this small family once he saw how truly in love they were. Silly girl.)
The king could not bring himself to kill his only child, and so he ordered her cast out into the wilderness. By now she was very pregnant indeed. Heartbroken and weeping, she wandered barefoot for many miles and fell down dead at the bank of a river. But the baby lived on. It was birthed from the corpse, squalling, slimy and horribly alive. A snake came along and tried to make a meal of the child, but the child bit first and suckled at the wound as he would a mother’s breast. A passing farmer found the boy soon after with his mouth still clasped on the serpent’s tail.
The name of the princess is lost to history . . .
(Lost forever, though during your reign you will devote vast resources to trying to find some trace of her, this girl, who you can see in your dreams sometimes, her upper half in sleeping repose with a hand outstretched toward the water’s edge, her lower half a blur of shit and gore.)
. . . but the son was called Nivelus and immortalized himself by founding a city on the bank of the river where he was born. He called the city Nivela.
This is you. Part and parcel, blood and brick. Soul and city, forever intertwined.
• • •
There is another story, one of a brigands’ camp that swelled over time with plundered wealth, and of a first generation born through kidnap and rape. But that story is whispered, not inscribed in stone.



Wall’s End
HE SHOOK HER awake at dawn.
“Kirby. Kirby, wake up!”
She blinked at the darkness, and was taken over by a spasm of panic. “Balain? What’s wrong? Are we . . . ?”
The sentence trailed off, but her mind supplied the options: On fire. In trouble. Under attack. But the room was peaceful and the only smoke she could smell was a warm, fragrant scent coming from the fire pit, where last night’s kindling was still edged in amber. She could just make out the shape of their ma’s sleeping body. Broad hips and shoulders under the blanket, gently swelling foothills.
“Get dressed. Quickly.”
“Wh—?” Her fear cooled into suspicion. “Why are we whispering?”
“I found something.”
She propped herself up on her elbows. “Can’t you show me later?”
But the irritation was feigned. She could tell he was excited. It was infectious.
“I can’t explain now,” he said. “You’ve just gotta see. Come on, I’ll be waiting outside.”
Sighing (but quietly, to not disturb their ma) she got up, pulling on a shirt and boots and wrapping herself up tight in her cloak. The house was warm as a lung and she winced when she stepped into the cool air outside. Uncertain snuffling sounds came from the pigpen, layered with the last verse of the dawn chorus, bright insistence against the early lull. Mist kissed Kirby’s skin and dew reached up and pressed clammy hands into her boots. She shivered and stomped. “Balain, I’m cold.”
“Get moving then,” he replied, bouncing impatiently on his heels. He was 15, a year her senior, and looked somehow older and younger than his age in the uncanny way boys did around that time. “It’ll be worth it,” he said, noticing her glare. “Promise.”
With one last shake of the head, she fell into step behind him.
The village of Wall’s End did not lie at the end of the Wall. Not quite, anyway. A little ways past the furthest building the old Wall faded, crumbling in a V-shaped break that allowed safe passage on foot to the ruined city beyond. A few paces on it picked up again, rising almost to its former glory, and continued brokenly down to the distant sea. The village itself (sleeping still, though it wouldn’t for long) was only small, a determined huddle of houses, some free-standing, some leaning against the enormous wall that gave the village its name, cobbled out of stone and timber and useful parts plucked from the debris. At the center was a place where they kept the Wall bare. A small shrine lay there, half-melted candles fusing with the altar before a wicker likeness of the sun.
Balain led her westward to the break in the Wall. Through it Kirby could see a long desolated horizon, dominated by the blunted spike of the broch, the only building in the old city still standing under its own weight.
Balain was obsessed with the city—a forest of ruin so huge it made Wall’s End look like a pimple on a giant’s chin. Kirby spent half her life picking after him through the pyramids of rubble, clambering over rotted oak timbers carved with strange animals and braided with thick, bristling vine. He’d talk her ears off about the city’s forgotten days, rambling lectures that were some part myth and some part history and some part (she suspected) his own overzealous imagination.
The shape of the city’s name was a toy to her, a curiosity on the tongue: Balt. Like a heavy ball. Like the pip of a fruit from a faraway land.
But instead of crossing through into the city, Balain turned and headed southward, picking up a track into the marsh. “We’re going to the fort?” she asked, surprised.
He nodded, said nothing else, didn’t slow. She jogged to catch up.
The fort lay south of Wall’s End, over a soggy plain, atop a small dimple in the land that gave a good view over the surrounding marshes. They had to stare at it a long while before they arrived: a huge squarish construction, fronted by pillars, straight lines with vast gulfs of darkness between. The fort’s exterior was eerily well preserved. Time and weather had not done to it what they’d done to the city. To Kirby it seemed like magic. Balain said it was cement.
After a minute of trotting in silence, Kirby asked, in a medium-accusatory tone: “What were you doing in the fort, anyhow?”
“Investigating.” Balain had a spring in his step, a merry swing to his shoulders. He looked like he was onto something. “I’m such a fool,” he went on. “I’ve been looking in the wrong places all this time.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Looking for treasure in a sacked city. That’s just stupid.”
“Right.”
They came to a stream and Balain hopped onto a lichen-slick boulder to help Kirby across. A lark startled and rose from the grass with a trilling, reproachful cry.
“The fort was built by an invading army,” Balain continued on the other side. “You know what armies do, right?”
“Um . . .” She counted typical crimes off on her fingers. “Murder, kidnap, burn things down . . .”
“Yes, but also—they steal stuff.”
The land curved upward, breaking apart in a sudden rocky outcrop, which the trail zigzagged over. After they’d clambered to the top Kirby turned outward, huffing. She could see Wall’s End still slumbering in the distance and felt a jealous pang in her chest, wishing she was with the others still sleeping there. In the other direction, cutting like a hunting knife through bog and meadowgrass, was the old road. It had been built by the same people who’d built the fort and held the same obsessive, unnatural symmetry. Kirby’s nose wrinkled on instinct. Just looking at it gave her the creeps.
“You coming?” Balain called.
“Yeah.”
They rounded the sheer corner of the fort, the grass of the mound giving way to tiles, and came to a halt in front of the western entrance. The wind was stronger here, funneled through the central arch, tugging slightly at the tip of Kirby’s cloak. She could see a courtyard inside, caught scents of dust and strange shapes softened by moss.
Balain had dragged some stuff out into the shade of the archway. A jumble at first, the pile resolved itself into a pair of boots, a shield painted in worn-out red, a moth-eaten cloak, a cloth-bound staff leaned against the wall, and a pair of warriors’ helmets, copper mouths downturned in a fierce grimace, their eyeholes crusted sharp with rust.
“I found it in a chamber below the south tower,” said Balain. “Some kind of weapons room. Can you believe they left all of this behind?”
Kirby nodded, holding her silence. It looked like a load of junk to her.
“But that’s not the best part. Kirby of Wall’s End, feast your eyes on this!”
He picked up the bound staff, grimacing with effort. There was a metallic thud as he lowered the base onto the flagstones. The shape of it bulged oddly underneath the cloth. Bulged outward on either side, almost like . . .
Kirby gasped. “No.”
“Yes!”
Balain dropped to his knees and laid the package flat on the floor. He unwrapped it tenderly, the folds of yellowing cloth glowing pure white on the underside as he peeled them away.
The scabbard was scuffed leather with a blunt iron tip attached by a buckle to a thick shoulder strap. From the top end protruded a long handle of polished hardwood, carved at the pommel with a braided fern. The handguard curved downward to fit snugly against the casing.
“Did you . . . ?” There was a word for it, but Kirby fumbled for a moment to remember. “Did you unsheath it yet?”
The blade had to be generations old. Older than Wall’s End for certain. For all they knew, that scabbard held nothing but iron flakes.
Instead of responding, Balain grabbed the handle and pulled.
There was a shimmer like sunlight on a still pool where the metal met the light. It was perfect, whole, so polished it made even the impressive scabbard look rough and dull by comparison. Kirby leaned over and saw her own reflection, warped by the curve of the fuller and etched with intricate runes.
End to end, it was almost as long as she was. A mean, deadly, beautiful thing. In all their years of exploring the ruins of Balt they’d never found anything this well preserved.
Balain grinned. “Told you it was worth it.”
“Yeah,” she breathed. On a normal day she’d hit him or call him an arse and a know-it-all. But this was no longer a normal day. “Wow.”
“Look.” He indicated a rune on the blade. “This one means courage, and that”—his eyes glittered—“is the symbol for Iona. Goddess of Spring. Our goddess.”
She used to be, thought Kirby.
Iona, Iona, Iona. That name still lingered in Wall’s End, but only in the past tense, always tinged with wistfulness, longing and spite. When we had Iona. Since they stole Iona. In the days of Iona, long long ago. Balain was the only one who spoke of her as a living god.
But she was gone. Stolen. Everyone knew that. All anyone prayed to these days were the seasons, appealing to the mercy of Nature itself.
And Nature rarely listened.
Kirby hunched down and traced the line of the runes with her finger. Balain let her do it, but he was watching close. “I won’t get it dirty,” she grumbled.
“It means something, doesn’t it?” he asked eagerly. “It has to. Here I am, on the verge of becoming a man. Come on, Kirby, I am—”
Kirby had been rolling her eyes. “Uh-huh.”
“Here I am, on the verge of becoming a man, and then this sword finds me. That’s how it felt, Kirby, like the sword found me. And it’s her sword, with her name on it. Don’t you think it means something? I mean, it has to, doesn’t it?”
“What are you saying?”
His squeaky voice firmed up. “She’s calling me, Kirby. She wants me to get her back.”
Kirby looked back to her own concave reflection. A part of her wanted to poke fun at him for getting carried away; to tell him that he’d been telling too many stories, and convinced himself he was in one. And a smaller part of her wanted to say: If you get called off somewhere, what’ll happen to me?
But as Balain got to his feet—as he hefted up that gigantic sword and held it out before him, the point chipping a spark of amber from the dawning sun, breeze tousling his hair, proud and strong and fierce—she became quietly convinced that he was right. Her brother was a hero. If anyone could be, it was him.
He must have noticed her looking awestruck, because he blushed and lowered the blade and said, “Anyway. Just an idea I had.”
“Yeah, um . . . I dunno.” Kirby stood up as well, brushing the soil from her knees. “We should get home.”
“You go ahead. I’ll stay here.”
“Eh? Why?”
“I need to train.” He swung the sword, grunting through his teeth with effort and pain. The blade sailed over his shoulder and came to a halt, trembling, an inch above the earth. “One!”
“Train?” She crossed her arms. “Balain. You’ll catch a cold.”
“Don’t be a worrywart.”
“And what’ll I tell Ma?”
He turned to her, panting. “Cover for me, okay? If she asks, just say I’m . . . doing something important.” He hefted the sword again. “Two!”
The moment’s spell was broken: he was her big brother again, a child in a man’s body.
“Fine,” said Kirby, shaking her head. She turned back toward the trail. Home was calling.
Wall’s End was roused by the time she returned. Scents of porridge and wheat cake carried along from the cookfires, and she had to step aside to keep from tripping on a cockerel sprinting across the beaten earth. Someone called her name, and she turned to find their neighbor Mag, her hair tangled like a bird’s nest, eyes ringed by bruise-purple bags, clutching her youngest son with a single skinny arm.
“Good, you’re up,” said Mag briskly. “Could you hold him while I see to the pigs? Please? He’s been up all night.”
“Sure.” Kirby took him up gladly, a squalling toddler swaddled up in a drool-stained blanket. On being passed over he moved from a wail to a throaty, bellowing scream. The sound made her wince. But Kirby had been looking after the little ones of Wall’s End ever since she could walk, and she knew that screaming was good. It was the ones who fell quiet you needed to worry about.
Cooing in his ear, she found a tree stump nearby and sat down, folding her arms around his chest. “What’s wrong, eh, chicken?” she murmured. “Come on. Shh. Tell me.”
“I had—a—dream.” He was struggling to speak through the hiccups. “A bad—a bad—There was—”
“Oh no.” She hiked him up closer. “Shh, it’s okay now . . .”
He lapsed into sniffles and finally dozed, dribbling down her forearm. Kirby bounced him against her knee. She watched the clouds. A memory of last night was nudging at the edge of her mind. She’d been dreaming before Balain woke her up, some kind of nightmare of dark, twisting space, where the walls went up and up and the sky was locked off forever.
Then the little boy roused again, and the memory vanished.



Ash
ALEYA ROSE WITH the ocean wind.
Seabirds wheeled and cried out overhead. From afar came salt, hemp rope, casks of oranges. The image of the city swirled below like a strange kind of heat: bawling cats and bowls of spice and a pair of voices raised in anger and a child’s meandering song. No one element grabbed her focus. She felt, heard and inhaled it all at once.
Where am I? asked her mind, more out of curiosity than fear.
Everywhere, she responded. Nowhere.
But the feeling couldn’t last. Another thought intruded, yanking her downward: Today. It’s happening today.
She struggled in vain to put the idea aside, but it was too late. Now there were new thoughts elbowing their way to the front: Train and tired and tactics and fight and Queen of Heaven, what if I lose?
“Bullshit,” she said aloud. “I never lose.”
The wind seemed to grow quieter.
With great reluctance, Aleya opened her eyes. She was perched in an open window, legs folded over the edge, the city of Ash rolling out richly below her. Groves of fig and olive trees sprouted up between the whitewashed facades like weeds through ill-set tile. Here and there the streets broke open to make room for a market, a knot of activity where the sounds and smells pooled together. On the coast she could see the circlet, the protected harbor where garlanded royal ships floated on their own personal bay. Merchant boats dotted the open water beyond, speckling outward into the false forever of the inland sea.
A good view. Pretty as a picture, and about as real, for her purposes; a nice thing to look at and never to touch. If only she could touch it, leap down and get lost with the twist of a vine-shrouded corner.
Not today.
Aleya sighed and rolled out her neck. It was time to go. High time, judging by the shape of the shadows. Down the sheer face of the tower she could see the Ash Palace, including the southern courtyard where her trainer was no doubt waiting already. This was no day to arrive late.
She dressed quickly and kneeled before the gold-clothed altar at the foot of the bed. There was a bronze bangle set among the candles. She slipped it on, sealing it tight with a flat clasp carved in the likeness of God: a long-haired woman sleeping beneath a trifecta of stars. The Queen of Heaven was so small that her eyes were tiny scratches, her smiling mouth an upturned eyelash. But it was enough.
The scarring on Aleya’s palm itched. She eyed the intricately wounded flesh, grimacing a little, though the pain of the wound was just a memory’s memory nowadays. The pattern was dense and deep, stretching from wrist to fingertip, overwriting the natural lifelines of her hand.
Aleya returned to the windowsill. She raised the bangle to her face and whispered a prayer. For safe passage. Very delicately, she pressed her lips to the clasp. Then she touched the insignia against her open palm, right at the center, where the wound went deepest.
One last look at the city. Then Aleya raised her hand over her head and stepped out into the open air.
The bangle erupted. From the wrist downward her hand was consumed in something that was not quite flame and not quite starlight, a color that seemed to contain all other colors within itself. She knew of the other planets that were sisters to her own; perhaps, she fancied, this was the color of an alien dawn.
But really, there was nothing in the cosmos that shone like Idolfire.
Suspended by the bangle, Aleya floated downward like a ribbon on the wind, kicking her legs a little to guide herself to the open courtyard. Even with all the extra training recently, she could feel her shoulder muscles twitching with effort. But it felt good, too, moving under her own steam—under her own faith.
The courtyard rose below her feet and a waiting speck formed into the figure of her trainer, a lean woman in her fifties with a sword on one hip and a blunt, weatherbeaten face. She watched without comment as Aleya landed daintily on the tiles before her.
“Good morning, Taire,” she exclaimed with a bow. “My apologies for keeping you waiting, honored teacher. You look well.”
Taire did not respond, except to cast a pointed glance at Aleya’s wrist. Aleya looked down. Her hand was still on fire. “Fuck!”
She shook her hand out vigorously, until the last spark died with a lick of unearthly warmth. As soon as she was done, Taire reached over and flicked her sharply on the ear. “You could have walked.”
“I didn’t want to be late.”
“Then leave earlier. Burning Idolfire for something so trivial . . .”
“It’s my bangle, Taire.”
“Hmm.” Acknowledgment, not approval. “And did you sleep?”
Aleya shrugged. “I meditated.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
Aleya scowled. It was true, a few more hours wouldn’t have hurt. Her eyes felt like chips of flint inside her face, sharp and dry. But Aleya never slept well before a trial.
She’d spent the last few months proving herself to a gauntlet of the city’s highest scholars: tests of mathematics, linguistics, theology, astronomy, all of them conquered with ease. There was only one step left before she could move onto the next stage of her training.
Today, for the first time, she had to prove herself in combat.
“Come on then.” Taire led her along at the usual unforgiving pace. They passed through latticed shadows, stepping across well-kept courtyards where jasmine clustered around fountains of gold and brass. The Ash Palace was cool despite the sun’s heat. Aleya looked at the sky. A fine morning. If I was anybody else, I’d be enjoying it right now.
“Nervous?” asked Taire.
“No. ” She replied too quickly. Taire gave her a look. “I’m not,” she insisted. “When was I ever scared of a fight?”
She wanted Taire to agree, to reassure her that yes, she’d trained enough, this trial would be a breeze. But the old soldier only looked ahead. “Be careful, Aleya. That attitude of yours won’t help you in there.”
“When has my attitude ever helped me?”
A puff of air through Taire’s nose. Amusement? Irritation? It was always hard to tell with her. “And mind your tongue too. You’ll be judged on everything today, not just your ability to throw a punch.”
“Mm-hmm.”
“I’m serious. No backtalk. No fucking commentary.”
“Okay.”
“And if you get hurt say ‘Ow.’ Not ‘Shit!’ or ‘Fuck!’ or ‘Son of a flea-bitten bitch!’”
“Once! I said that once. And I was nine.”
“That’s what was troubling about it.”
They’d made it to the trial grounds. There was one entrance for contestants, another for participants. Aleya turned to Taire. “I’ll be good,” she said. “You just sit and enjoy the show.”
Then, something unexpected: Taire’s arm encircled her shoulder. “Show them who you are, fledgling,” she whispered, and kissed her on her forehead. She hastened away before Aleya could respond.
Aleya made for the other entrance, rubbing at the spot where Taire had kissed her. What was that? she wondered.
She pushed the thought aside. In the brief gloom of the tunnel, Aleya tried hard to swipe her mind clean of everything but the present. To return to seabirds and the salt-scented breeze.
For such an important trial, the setting was mighty sparse. There was slabbed seating for the audience, an upholstered stool for the judge. The fighting pit was a rectangle of freshly raked sand. A low ring of clay bricks marked the edge of the arena.
It was the smallest such arena in the palace, a place for private ceremonies and tests such as these. There was a small crowd assembled. She ignored it.
The challenger was already waiting.
He was a barefoot soldier in his late teens with a broad chest and thick, dangling arms. A boy, really. A year or two older than her at most. He was bouncing on the spot, boxing with the air, an exercise that seemed half warm-up and half intimidation. He had a good physique, but was top-heavy. Aleya took note of this.
He was making a show of not looking at her. Was he excited? Would he brag to his friends later about how he beat the spirit out of her, the infamous little demon-spawn? There were people in Ash who’d be willing to pay good money for the pleasure. But he was all composure, at least on the outside. Perhaps she’d imagined that arrogant glint in his eye. Perhaps not.
Aleya removed her sandals and took her place opposite him in the pit, rolling her shoulders. She’d already stretched out that morning, but she couldn’t bear to stand there like a lump of sod. Jangling, ticklish energy coursed under her skin.
Excitement, she told herself. That’s all this is.
The officiator stepped out from the sidelines. A retired soldier like Taire, though he was further past his prime, robed and portly, his hair beating a full retreat. They’d met before on less formal occasions, and she bowed her head in recognition. He nodded back briskly and cleared his throat. “Ritual dictates I explain the rules before we begin,” he said.
Straight into it, huh? Fine by me. The boy paused his bouncing to listen.
“This is a hand-to-hand fight,” the officiator went on. “Concealed weapons are not permitted. Gouging or scratching with fingers of any area, including the eyes, is not permitted. Concession from either fighter will not mark the end of the match. Instead, the match ends when the judge calls victory for one side.”
The officiator gestured to the man seated beyond the square. She’d been staring so hard at her opponent that she hadn’t even noticed who was judging the match. When she did, her stomach dropped.
It was her uncle Eshmer.
She had to fight hard to keep the shock from showing. Eshmer was gazing determinedly into the middle distance, ignoring her stare, while the officiator carried on droning out the rules. Neither he nor anyone else in the audience seemed to register Eshmer’s presence for the outrage that it was.
More than an outrage. With Eshmer presiding as judge, the trial was as rigged as a backstreet dice game. Fuckers.
Eshmer’s oldest son Irtu was a mere handful of years behind Aleya in age. Since the queen had no children, he ought to be next in line for the highest seat. Aleya alone—parentless, unmarried, without even a sibling to hide behind—blocked the flow of power like a cork in a wine jar. Her loss here would be highly convenient for Eshmer. Her death, even more so. It wasn’t even necessarily personal.
Though it was, of course. Very personal. Eshmer hated her. He’d always hated her. Under the pleasantries and the courtly nods and the How goes your training, niece? hatred pulsed like a living thing, and the feeling was mutual. Irtu was an irritant; a chubby-cheeked braggart who’d been boasting since he could speak about how he’d be King one day. But Eshmer was an adult, and cunning besides.
He scared her. He always had. That was the truth of it.
Familicide was an ancient and irrevocable taboo in the Ashalite royal family. They were not like the courtiers of other cities, slicing each other’s throats in an endless squabble for power. Ash respected blood, but it chose and tested its leaders. Hence why the city had stood firm since the dawn of man. Hence why they’d outlasted even that city which was called the greatest of all cities, the so-called City at the Centre of the World.
Ash was different. It persevered.
But this wouldn’t be an assassination, would it? she thought, feeling a creep of dread. Just an unfortunate outcome to a dangerous match. A tragedy.
It was a scant crowd: some guards, an officiator, a scribe, a handful of witnesses, Taire (expressionless again). It wasn’t too late to raise a complaint. But the story was already forming in her mind. The spoiled little bastard backing out of the match at the last minute, spineless and plotting, smearing her uncle’s name to avoid an honest fight.
There was no escape. He’d trapped her in formality.
She could feel rage rising and commanded herself to hold tightly to it. The choice was one between anger and fear: ignoring the former would mean giving in to the latter.
The officiator was finally done. “Bow to one another.”
They both complied. Deep in his bow, the boy’s gaze flicked upward. Measuring her.
“Positions.”
She took up a stance.
“Begin.”
Aleya was braced for an immediate offensive, but her opponent hung back, pacing. Over the boy’s shoulder was her uncle’s watching eyes. Aleya wanted nothing more than to curse at the both of them, but this was a trial, and trials meant regality. So for now she matched his rhythm, pacing and watching, mindful always of the arena’s brick border behind her, short enough to trip and sharp enough to hurt.
At last the challenger made his move. An arching right hook, followed by a left, which glanced off her chin. While she was backing up a whipping kick connected with her thigh. She held her stance but felt her eyes well up; that one hurt. Late-blooming pain rose from the punch to the chin, a meaner clip then she’d first thought. Sensing an opening, the boy advanced. Overconfident. She pivoted on the bad leg and kicked his torso with a satisfying whap. Pulled back for a second blow, but he’d already moved out of reach. Slippery little fucker. Okay then.
They were an even match in height but he had a slight advantage in range, which he’d noticed and was using well. She wanted to upset his equilibrium. Feed the boy some sand.
So far in the fight Aleya had been acting as a mirror, going left to his right, retreating against advance. Now she switched quietly to pursuit. Closing the distance, stepping in rather than out. Once she was in range she tried out a few short, flickering punches, testing his guard. Again he tried to duck away, but she followed this time, keeping the pressure up. His eyes behind the raised fists were watchful, calculating. Not quite ready to take the bait.
C’mon. C’mon. More little jabs. Just when Aleya thought she’d need some new trick to tempt him out, the boy exploded, choosing the space between two punches to drive a hard strike right into her unguarded face.
A mean blow. But Aleya saw it coming. Rather than counter, she pivoted, moving outside the punch, aiming a sweep at the back of his knee. It didn’t need much force, not from this angle. The punch was in motion and he was already off balance. The boy tripped. A rush of triumph—but no, it wasn’t a trip.
It was a lunge.
A sudden exchange of floor and ceiling. Pulled by the waist, Aleya went down with him, and hers was the rougher landing, winded as she smacked the ground.
Then Aleya did something stupid.
Wrestling was not part of her plan. She wanted to set herself upright and gain some distance, and so in a panic she turned away from her opponent, trying to quickly scramble upward. This was just what he’d been hoping for. He clamped an arm around her neck and started to squeeze.
Ah.
Shit.
This wasn’t an ordinary choke. He’d angled himself right over her windpipe, moving his whole weight over that small window of life. Aleya convulsed, trying to cough. She couldn’t. His arm was a noose. He was hanging her.
What had Taire taught her? Ten seconds maximum. Then she’d be unconscious. And not long after, dead.
In a normal match, this would be a good time for the judge to declare victory. What else could she do except die? The pressure in her skull grew, a kind of dull enveloping warmth, like her brain was the thing being squeezed rather than her neck. For the first time since she’d entered the ring, Aleya’s uncle looked her in the eye. Watching closely. Waiting to see the light fade.
Aleya looked back at him. She grinned.
Having pulled forward against the boy’s grip, she suddenly switched, arching her legs, driving her shoulders back and down. Her opponent fell but did not let go. He thought he could win so long as he had her neck, but he’d forgotten the arena had an edge.
There was a dull crack where his skull met the brick. The grip went slack. Aleya leaped to her feet and took up a stance, ready to fight on, but there was no need. The boy stayed down. He was out cold.
For a moment nobody in the room seemed to know what to do. The attendants glanced warily at one another. The officiator cleared his throat but said nothing. She could see Taire standing straight as a javelin, eyes burning with triumph—but there was no triumph, not until the judge deemed it so.
Eshmer looked at the warrior on the ground. The boy’s head lolled to one side, a trickle of blood running past his ear. Her uncle tightened his lips. Then at last, without even bothering to disguise his disappointment, he declared, “Victory to Aleya.”
At once, the tension burst; the officiator nodded, and there was a round of murmurs and sighs. Taire pounded her open palm with a fist, which was as close as Aleya had ever seen her come to whooping. She wanted to run and embrace her teacher, but the test was not yet done. She approached her uncle and kneeled before him. “I am grateful to accept.” Her voice was raspy, and she could feel a necklace of bruises coming on.
“On your feet.”
She rose. “I commend you for your valiance, Aleya Ana-Ulai, citizen of Ash.” Again, the distaste was evident. She wondered what bothered him more—their shared surname, or the victory she’d scored in front of him? Probably both.
“My eternal thanks, honored uncle.”
She smiled wide, and though it remained unspoken, her real message rung loud and clear:
Fuck you. I win.



Wall’s End
BY THE TIME Balain returned home, he’d been missing for hours, and he was visibly exhausted, cheeks so flush they were almost purple. His arms trembled as he pushed the door aside.
“Any luck with the traps?” asked Ma, her eyes flicking up from the loom in her lap.
“Not today,” he said. “Pass the oatcakes, Kirb.”
“That’s a shame,” she said, as Kirby passed over the last of the morning’s cakes and a browning apple-half she’d saved. Balain plopped down on the rug and tore into it, hungry as a dog. “You were out trapping, weren’t you, son?” Her fingers were busy with the threads.
“Of course, Ma.”
“You wouldn’t ask your little sister to lie for you, would you?”
“Never, Ma.” He grabbed her around the shoulders and kissed her on the cheek. “I could never get anything past my dear old Ma, not in a hundred years—”
She smiled, shoving him away. “Off it. You’re getting crumbs in my hair.”
It took the willpower of a river to keep Kirby from groaning out loud. Of course Balain would get off easy. Of course he’d get a pinch on the cheek, after she’d spent the whole morning clearing chicken poop as a punishment for telling such an obvious lie (“Nobody gets up before dawn to set a snare, much less a lazyboots like your brother”).
Not long afterward their ma ducked out, leaving the two of them alone. Kirby was pounding away at a bowl of barley, turning her feelings into flour. The heath flickered and spat.
“Don’t sulk,” said Balain.
“I’m not sulking.”
“Did she make you clean the chickens out again?”
No response.
“I thought you liked the chickens? You used to cuddle them like dolls and tell them stories and cry every time we—”
“When I was little.” She could feel herself going red even though there was nobody else around to hear. “I’m just sick of cleaning them out every time you get me into trouble.”
“Some things are more important than a bit of chicken poop.”
“Next time I’ll leave it in your bed, then.”
This shut him up for a while. It was a thinking kind of silence, she could tell. He was working on something. There were things in Kirby’s heart she just couldn’t articulate: she wanted to explain to Balain that it wasn’t fair, that she hated how Ma held her to a higher standard even though she was younger, and how Ma always said it was because Kirby was a girl and girls had to be tough in this world. But everyone knew the real reason was Balain looked just like their da and had all his charms and that was why her ma couldn’t say no to him, even though their da had moved on for greener pastures when Kirby was still a baby. And anyway it wasn’t Balain’s fault, only he seemed to always have the sun on him somehow and leave her sitting in a puddle.
One day, she thought, when I have my own children, I’ll treat them all the same.
“Let’s go out this afternoon,” said Balain suddenly. “I want to explain some stuff.” When Kirby gave him a look, he added, “And I’ll talk to Ma this time. Promise.”
Sure enough, when Ma finally came back he put on his “man-of-the-house” voice and told her, “I’m taking Kirby fishing.”
Ma looked skeptical, but she nodded. “Okay. Don’t stay out too late.” Her gaze turned on Kirby, sharpening. “You get that flour done before you leave. And get the floor swept and tidied. I don’t want flecks around everywhere. Understood?”
“The floor will be spotless, Ma,” Balain assured her, shooting Kirby a sidelong wink.
And so it was: he helped her, even though he hadn’t been told, and within the hour they were heading out again, Kirby with the fish basket, Balain hoisting the rod over his shoulder, whistling brightly. This time they made straight for the break in the Wall. There was no need to make a secret of it: it was a good long walk down to the sea, and the big river that cut through the ruins was flush with bream if you knew where to look.
A few Wall’s End folk called out in greeting as they passed, and Eider, Mag’s oldest, shyly asked if she could come along. She was Balain’s age, gifted with her mother’s amber hair and broad shoulders, and a pretty face that fell completely crestfallen at his cheerful: “Nope! Not today.”
Balain either didn’t notice the reaction, or he was kind enough to pretend not to see. When they were a few yards into the old city, Kirby turned and saw her watching them from the gap in the Wall. Kirby waved. Eider flushed, then waved back.
There was a different feeling in the ruin, compared to the fort. It was vaster, of course—Balt was once a city, and a great one too, as Balain loved reminding her. Kirby couldn’t imagine the number of people it’d take to fill up so many buildings. It was also in a much, much worse state. Even the slightest hill gave a view two or three streets ahead, given how crumpled everything was. In what survived she could see some remnants of the Baltish tastes: low circular buildings like flat cakes piled one atop the other, window holes that curved like eggs or rolled like rippling sand. Chaotic little grass-choked alleyways and byways flowing into one another with the confusion of rivers. There was ornate detailing on every surface, with branches and berries and birds and deer, and everything else that came to mind when you thought of spring. She spotted a nest tucked in the crook of an exposed awning and heard the trilling of real starlings in the rafters. A blur of anxious fur—a fox, maybe—vanished from view as they rounded the corner.
It was the better-preserved buildings that really gave Kirby the shivers. The shadowed entranceway, the open maw of a cellar, hatches long since burned or rotted away. A lot of it seemed precarious, ready to tumble at any time. Even the faintest gust of wind made the timbers creak.
“Stay close to me,” said Balain.
“’Kay.” She didn’t need to be told twice.
They’d slipped from speaking Bernic into the road tongue, the universal language of travelers; a blunt, flat-sounding thing, like a wooden spoon knocking against a pan. Balain used the road tongue as often as he could. On the rare occasions they got a visitor to Wall’s End, he’d harangue them to teach him as many words as he could stuff into his head, and took great pleasure in passing his knowledge on to Kirby. Their ma thought it was a pointless exercise, and for once Kirby agreed with her. They spoke enough to barter with travelers when they needed it—why learn more? Then again, she liked having something secret between the two of them. And it’d come in useful if Balain really planned on going away.
She set that thought aside. “So where’d you put the sword?”
Balain only tapped his nose. “Not telling. It’s not a toy.”
“I know that, I was just asking.” Now she was sulking again. Damn it.
“Tell me what you know about Iona,” said Balain. They were heading for the center of the city now, and the ground had started to slope upward.
Kirby sifted through her memory. Their ma didn’t like dwelling on the past, so all she knew about the old days came from stories from the older folks in Wall’s End, and from her brother’s ramblings. “She was our god.”
“Is,” he corrected sharply.
Kirby sighed. “Is. ”
“What else?”
“She’s the Goddess of Spring . . .”
“Spring. Fertility. Life.”
“That’s what I said.”
They came to a great hill ringed in concentric circles of stone and wildgrass, topped with a gigantic tower shaped like a clay jug—the broch. It had only one entrance, a squat archway dwarfed by the cobbled walls. No windows or fancy detailing here, just the blunt, ancient strength of stone on stone. The story of the city was writ plainly here at its center. The broch came first and the city sprang around it, buildings and streets striking out like the struts of a cart’s wheel, drawing strength from the old power at the center.
Balain found a narrow staircase and started to climb the hill, lecturing as he went: “So, this mound . . . there’s a bunch of tombs underneath. I don’t know how deep they go, but there’s lots of them. Maybe miles.” Kirby thought about the empty spaces worming beneath her feet and held back a shiver. A small voice urged her to take hold of Balain’s hand. She resisted. “When the city was sacked, some people had the idea to hide down there,” he went on. “They were the only ones who survived in the end. About a thousand in all.”
“A th—” Kirby paused for breath, bracing both hands against her legs. The mound was steeper then it looked. “A thousand?”
“That’s right. Do you know many people live in Wall’s End?”
“I dunno . . . Less than that . . .”
“It’s forty-six. Forty-seven, if you count Mag’s next baby.”
Kirby pondered this as they climbed the next few flights in silence. When they’d gained enough height to glimpse a hazy strip of ocean over the walls, she asked, “Did they run away?”
“Some did. Most chose to stay. They were the first ones to get the Wither.”
Ah. The Wither. Those two words alone sent a note of unease through her system. She knew about the Wither, of course. She knew which adults in the village had it; about half of them and a few of the old folks, too. But it was a shock hearing Balain speak the word “Wither” so openly. It was the kind of thing you knew, but never said you knew.
Because the Wither was a wasting disease. It shriveled your insides up. The babies came out sick, or more often than that, never came out at all. To put it in her uncle’s bitter, drunken words, the one and only time she’d brought up the subject of cousins: “Never. I’m barren as a mule.”
“You know what it does, right?” Balain asked.
“It’s a disease—”
“No.” He cut her off bluntly. “It’s a curse.”
“. . . okay.”
Balain had a fire in him and it was different from the boyish excitement from this morning. Something closer to anger. “Nobody will admit to it, but that’s what it is. We let Iona get taken away, and now every spring is deader than the last. I mean, just look at this,” Balain said, indicating the city with a careless sweep of the hand. “We could have rebuilt over time, but there were never enough people around to get anything done. C’mon.”
He vanished into the broch without another word. Kirby fidgeted for a moment in the open air—it was dark in there—then gave up, and rushed in after.
The chamber inside was huge, but felt . . . welcoming somehow. Sunshine fell through the ceiling at an angle, solid and brilliant, like shafts of light through cloud canopy at twilight. A handful of fruit trees, gnarled and leafless, grew from a great ring of earth, exposed roots intertwined. Right in the middle the floor sank inward, then raised again on a drystone altar that looked like a miniature model of the broch itself.
The altar, of course, was empty.
“The Ionan orchard.” Balain’s voice had dropped to a whisper. “These trees used to bear fruit all year round.”
“They’re beautiful,” she murmured.
“They used to be beautiful. Now they’re just a bunch of pretty corpses standing around waiting to turn into dust.”
A short, ugly silence. “Sorry,” he added. “It just makes me sad.”
Kirby wandered around the grove for a while, trying to imagine how it must have looked when they were all alive and bristling with greenery. Balain seemed locked in front of that blank altar. “I come here to pray sometimes,” he said. “Even though she’s gone. I can feel a . . . trace.”
Kirby nodded. She could feel it too.
“Don’t tell Ma.”
Kirby snickered. As if their ma would approve of any of this. “I won’t.”
The trees were so long dead it was hard to tell what kind of fruit they’d made, when those blunted, hollow branches still held a trace of life. She imagined apples pink as a blushing cheek, or soft, swollen, crushable plums, the kind so juicy they’d stain your hands for days after.
Balain had gone silent, and she could tell he was waiting for her to speak. There was a reason he’d brought her up here. This was all a lesson of some kind—he was always trying to teach her things, and he wouldn’t be satisfied until she proved she’d understood. 
“So . . .” she said, reluctantly. “You think . . . you think if you go and find her and bring her back, that’ll make people better?”
“I know it will.”
That certainty. Where did he find it?
“How far away is Nivela?” she asked. “Two weeks’ walking? Three?”
Balain’s mouth turned wry. “More than that. It’s at the end of the old road, over the sea.”
Kirby balked. She couldn’t imagine what kind of people lived over the sea. The rare visitors from other parts of Bern were weird enough: long-haired traders in colorful patchwork cloaks, babbling at each other in the road tongue, yanking along ponies ladled down with strange goods, obsidian mirrors and funky-smelling salves and strong, sour spirits. They were often surprised to stumble across Wall’s End, and Wall’s End was often surprised to be stumbled across. This far west most people assumed they’d hit the edge of the world. But that was further north somewhere, beyond the badlands.
“It doesn’t matter,” Balain went on. “I don’t care how far I have to go, what I have to do. I’ll get her back and then everything will be different. Better.”
She’d completed her circle of the chamber and joined him in front of that strange, empty altar. “I like things the way they are now.”
“I know you do, Kirb. I know.” He pulled her into an awkward brotherly side hug, patting her shoulder, and for once she didn’t feign disgust and shove him off. There was something in it, a kind of strange grown-up carefulness, a way he’d never acted around her before.
One day, long after this one, she’d find the word for it: pity.
But for now Kirby just gazed up to the broken ceiling. Soft white clouds were passing through the stone halo overhead.
It all seemed so simple in that moment. The Ionan grove was a held breath, a picture missing a piece. Balain would find that piece and bring it home and then, like he said, everything would be different. It would be better. Somehow. Of course, Kirby didn’t like it when things changed, and she hated the idea of him leaving, even for a month or two. But she agreed that the grove would look prettier if the trees were alive.
“Diplomacy ideally, but I’ll do it alone if I have to.” Balain had started talking again, mostly to himself. “That old tracker that came up the road last spring, he said Nivela’s been shut down for years. The timing is perfect. That’s why she found me now. That’s why she gave me Cursebreaker. It’s her way of saying—”
“Cursebreaker?” Kirby turned to him. “What’s that?”
“My sword,” he said, grinning. “Duh.”



Ash, Underneath
MOST OF ALEYA’S earliest memories started the same way; with whispers and stolen glances, and a child’s keen sense of unease.
This memory found her ten years old and deep, deep underground. Oily light licked the walls, and the whispers came from heavenly attendants, whose sacred duties were not so sacred as to keep them from muttering to each other, and whose heavy cloth hoods did not disguise their pointed stares.
“Ignore them,” said Taire, planting a hand between her shoulder blades and ushering her past. “Come on.”
Aleya tilted her head back, caught the attendant’s eye and smiled wolf-wide. The woman’s nostrils flared, and she whispered to her friend, “Did you see that? She’s goading me, the little bastard.”
“Shh.” The other attendant looked more alarmed than hateful. “Not here.”
A warning squeeze on the shoulder from Taire. A little later it would seem strange to Aleya that only her trainer came along for the ceremony, rather than any family. Later than that it would make a sad kind of sense. For now she didn’t dwell on it, and was only grateful for Taire’s warm shadow and her familiar soap-and-leather smell.
Aleya knew three things about what was about to happen. One: she knew all her older family members had gone through it, and all the city’s highest priests, evidenced by the strange, twining scars on their right palms. This ceremony would mark her as one of them, forever. No matter what they or anyone else thought about it. Two: she knew it was called shaking the hand of heaven, though this was just a metaphor and not a literal shaking. The “hand” would stay still. All she had to do was hold it. Holding the hand of heaven probably didn’t sound dramatic enough, that was all. Three: once the ceremony was over, she—Aleya—would be able to tap and channel the city’s greatest treasure.
“They’re just jealous they’ll never do magic,” she said, loud enough for the attendants to hear.
“Aleya.” Taire flicked her sharply on the ear. “This is an honor. Take it solemnly.”
“Yes, Taire.”
“And straighten up. This is a sacred place, for fuck’s sake.”
“Yes, Taire.”
Deeper down now. The floor sloped gently away. Aleya imagined she could feel the weight of the Ashalite Palace overhead, though she couldn’t, really. The lamps seemed to be further and further apart. Like time was slowing down, or like the tunnel itself was warping, extending itself as they went.
There was a fourth thing she suspected, but had not had the courage to confirm.
“Taire?” she asked.
“Yes, fledgling?”
“Is it going to hurt?”
Taire paused.
“Very much,” she said.
Ahead, through the distant, open entranceway, the Right Hand of Heaven glowed like an eye. She could already smell the coals.
• • •
After the combat trial, there was no celebration.
“Rest,” was Taire’s only command. “I feel exhausted just looking at you.” But Aleya was restless, despite the lack of sleep, buzzing like an urn full of bees and somewhat drunk on victory.
So she snuck out.
She was smart enough to know she was being stupid, but she couldn’t resist. She’d earned a little freedom, after coming so close to death—not that anybody else saw it that way. Taire insisted there’d been no subterfuge from her uncle: “He ruled you the winner, Aleya. Stop whining.”
Of course Taire didn’t believe her about Eshmer. Nobody ever did.
The power of her bangle was exhausted from that morning, cold and dim, and it would take another week of careful prayer before the Idolfire inside burned anew. But there was another treasure at her disposal. It lay not at an altar but in a locked box under her bed, alongside some other, less useful trinkets.
A leather-strap necklace bearing the symbol of Divan, the Kubalite lord of unyielding strength and, significantly for her purposes, boundaries. Divan had protected the walls of Kuba for almost a thousand years, so they said. The tiny jade hammer was scorched black at the base from the last time Aleya had used it, but she could sense some pent power within.
Burning Idolfire twice in one day—and with a foreign god, no less—was just the sort of behavior Taire would yank her ear off over. It was a flippant use of ancient magics, she knew, and borderline disrespectful to the people of Kuba.
But it was her mother’s necklace, and Divan had been her mother’s god. And Aleya had no qualms about taking something from her mother.
She grabbed a cloak and fastened on the necklace, wincing a little as she brushed up against the bruises. It rushed up on her. The memory of that clamped arm, squeezing.
Forget it. You won. That’s all that matters.
She took the stairs this time, setting her shoulders back and walking at a pace so nobody would ask where she was going as she strode toward the Dawn Gate. Palace watchmen held the gate at either entrance, guarding the way to the palace steps, a broad staircase arching over the lily-speckled moat.
Aleya walked a few yards to the right of the gate. After checking one last time for onlookers, she drew the necklace out from under her shirt, clasped it in her scarred palm, and whispered: Lord of Boundaries, open the way. She did not kiss the sigil, for the gods of Kuba were no gods of hers. Then she turned to face the wall.
Sure enough, the brickwork swallowed her hand like water. Aleya took a breath and stepped through.
It was thick. Damn it all, she always forgot how thick those walls were. It was terrifying to be swallowed up completely and take three full steps across blind, suffocating darkness (she didn’t dare try breathing lest she got a lungful of liquid brick). But then there was sea air on her face and sunshine warm against both eyelids. She stepped out into the open just a few inches shy from where the steps dropped down into the moat.
Phew. She checked the necklace and saw the scorch marks had grown to consume most of the hammer’s tiny handle. Good for a few more, but not too many.
The city watch snapped a salute, and she returned it with a courteous nod and then pulled up the hood of the cloak, hurrying into the streets of Ash.
It was past midday and the city was quiet, with most folks keeping to the shade of the awnings on either side of the road. She followed a familiar path, past hawkers and tradesmen on ponies and packs of giggling children sprinting around at knee-height. Her destination was surprisingly nondescript, given the valuables that lay inside: with its white columns and well-trimmed vines, it could have been any other stately home in the city. Only the increased guard and the steady foot traffic that flowed through the open gates hinted that something special lay within.
Aleya hopped up the staircase two at a time and hurried past the sentries into the first of several bright, high-ceilinged chambers. The house had been cleared of furnishings to make way for long tables, around which a small crowd wandered, stooping here and there to stare at the display. The collection was almost as old as the city itself, but the current queen was the first to make it available to the public. It was important, she said, that all the people knew their own majestic history, especially in times like these. “Times like these” meaning times of recovery. Postwar times. When the museum opened some 15 years before, the city had been reeling, dazzled with pain, a stumbling beast with a chunk of flesh torn from its side. This public museum was one attempt to close the wound.
Pottery fragments dating back 20,000 years. Snatches of clay inscriptions. An early sketch of the stars. Aleya walked past them all with hardly a glance, heading straight for the section called Treasures of the Callings.
They were small, these treasures. Almost nondescript. The inscription tablets gave away their true magnificence:
Parthe, thirteenth queen. She crossed the desert on foot and drew water from the deepest oasis of the plains. Here sits her canteen.
Ducal, the third king. He joined a merchant crew, crossed three oceans and brought back a fist of black rock plucked from the mouth of a young volcano. Here sits the rock. Note the bubbled aberrations.
Zila was always her favorite. The fifth queen had followed the merchants’ way eastward—further east than any Ashalite had ventured at that time—and brought back a scroll, a collection of stories in a pictorial language the Ashalite scholars couldn’t even recognize, never mind decipher. Thanks to Zila, they discovered the world was much vaster than anyone had imagined. No greater way to honor the Queen of Heaven than to push the boundaries of knowledge itself.
Each of those objects, many of them small, aged, plain to the eye, held a story of courage and daring, a mythic prelude to an epic reign. The better the treasure, the better the rule. That was the old superstition. And rational as she was, Aleya believed it.
As she walked down the museum steps and back into the street, Aleya’s skin prickled with a dearly held thought: Soon it’ll be my turn. Soon she’d venture out of the city in plain clothes and traveler’s boots, and bring back something extraordinary, something that would prove her worthy of a place in the Ashalite lineage once and for all. The final tests of all the tests that would show her, at last, to be worthy.
How pleasant that would be. To be finished with proving herself, and just be done and proved. Like leavened dough. She laughed, turning a corner, almost in sight of the lily moat. Ah, but what to bring? What would her treasure be? Maybe a jewel from the southeastern reaches of Ur. She’d always wanted to see what lay beyond the sands.
With her vision so full of dreams, she didn’t see the rock coming—not until it smacked her in the face.
Blood exploded from her lip and Aleya made a noise unbefitting of a future queen. The girl who’d thrown the rock stood a few yards ahead, panting. Even she seemed shocked at her own boldness. Perhaps she didn’t expect the rock to land, or at least land so hard. Aleya cradled her face. There was blood dripping through her fingers and she could taste her own lacerated lips.
Don’t panic. They were Taire’s words, not her own. Don’t panic. Breathe. Assess.
“I know who you are.” The girl’s voice was high and quivering. “I saw you coming down the palace steps.” People on the street were starting to turn, sensing a shift in the energy. This seemed to embolden the young rock-thrower. “How dare you show your face out here? Where’s your shame?”
Aleya flinched. Is this how it ends? she wondered bleakly. Mobbed to death within a minute’s walk from the gates? If a few more people started lobbing rocks she’d be in real danger. But for the time being, the gathered crowd was content to stare. And point. And whisper. It was worse somehow.
“Well?” the girl demanded. “Speak!”
Breaking into a run felt dangerous. Taire had drilled it into her a thousand times before: Act like prey, and prey you shall become. But what else could she do? Attack the girl? Argue with her through shattered teeth? Her pride bridled at the thought of having to defend herself against this crowd of leering strangers. She didn’t know these people. She didn’t owe them a single measly thing.
There was nothing else for it. Aleya withdrew her hand. She thrust her chin into the air and walked, no, strolled onward, her eyes drilling forward like nothing happened, like her face wasn’t sticky with blood, like there wasn’t a whole crowd of people gawking after her as she went.
It worked: nobody followed. Even the rock-thrower stayed where she was. But apparently the temptation for one last jab was too much for her to resist:
“That’s right!” she screamed. “Fuck off back to Kuba. Bastard!”
As Aleya gritted her teeth and walked away from her people, the charred jade hammer seemed to burn against her chest.
• • •
“Taire, you’re being—”
“Enough,” she barked. “Stop making excuses or I’ll have him sew your mouth shut too.”
Aleya balled her fists up on her knees. The doctor sewing her lip up was a study in diplomatic silence. He’d worked without a single word while Taire ripped into her for her carelessness, her selfishness, her absolute pig-headed stupidity. The needle was still hot from the sterilizing flame, and bit like a viper against the skin.
Aleya hated the medical ward. It was her least favorite place in the palace, probably the city. Good ventilation and constant cleaning didn’t hide the odor of death, of shit-tainted blood and ketoid breath and stinking ointments and the cloying scent of the long, low-burning oil lamps for the poor souls that had to stay overnight. Today it was empty, by Heaven’s mercy, so there was nobody but the attending physician to bear witness to her humiliation.
At last the upper half of the wound was stitched, and the doctor turned away to cut a new length of suturing thread. Aleya seized the opportunity. “Just let me talk to her,” she said. “I think the queen’ll—”
Taire shook her head. “Burana is busy. And you’re not going to change her mind on this. Trust me.”
“This is a huge overreaction. It’s not fair.”
Her mouth went tight. “Don’t talk to me about fair. You messed up. Accept it.”
“It’s not my fault they hate me.”
There was a long, painful, glaring pause, interrupted at last by someone clearing their throat. It was the doctor. “Excuse me,” he said. “Your lip.”
The cut had reopened and was weeping down her chin. She pressed a hand to the gash and carried on: “You can at least tell me how long I’ll be waiting for, right? Six months? A year? She can’t put the Calling off forever.”
Taire looked at her coldly. “Stop talking,” she said. “You’re spilling blood everywhere. Like I told you, we’ll wait till the signs are favorable.”
“When will that be?”
Taire snapped her fingers. The attendant nodded and moved in with the needle, saying in a quiet plea: “Please, just stay still.”
Aleya shut her mouth and looked up to the ceiling. There was a tangled fresco up there, songbirds and olive trees, all pallid whites and soothing greens. The last sight of many a dying patient. It took an effort not to grind her teeth. As she endured the second set of stitches, Taire said: “She’s angry, Aleya. More than that, she’s worried. I can’t tell you what’s going to happen. Just pray Heaven sends a sign, and soon.”
Okay, Aleya thought, reasoning through the pain. So it’s going to be a while. Maybe as long as a year. But not longer than that, right? Right? She wouldn’t leave me out of the family forever, would she? Heaven will send a sign. It must.
She just needed a signal from Taire. A nod, a kind word. Something. The old trainer always had at least a little comfort in times like these. The first time someone spat on her, the first time she lost a fight, the time she burst into tears because she couldn’t calculate the area of a trapezoid. But this time, Taire couldn’t even look her in the eye.
That was how Aleya knew she was truly, honestly, screwed.



Wall’s End
KIRBY NAGGED AND begged and cajoled and pleaded, but Balain refused to tell her where he kept the sword. Where he kept Cursebreaker. But she knew he was still training. As summer passed into autumn and the wicker sun at the village shrine was swapped out for a miniature bundle of wheat, Balain would arrive home most mornings just as she and Ma were waking up, sweating hard, that telltale flush rising in his cheeks.
With Balain determined to leave on his adventure, Kirby started to think about her own future too. She couldn’t live at home forever. There was only one other boy in the village who was the right age for her to marry. His name was Jarrow. He had sandy hair and a sweet singing voice and knew all the best places to find raspberries. Jarrow’s family had a house that backed onto a fine stretch of pastureland (an improvement on Kirby’s house, which backed onto a chicken coop), and they kept a gaggle of sheep up there, and in the summers the sound of Jarrow’s voice calling and whistling to the flock carried down like a meandering old love ballad.
They kissed, experimentally, in the grove upriver. He smelled like mint leaf and she found out later he’d been chewing some beforehand just in case, which ignited a warm, pitying affection for him which she figured were the first lines of love. They passed the time well together. There were a few more evenings in the grove. But then one evening she spotted Jarrow plodding home with his father. Jarrow’s father had a hand on his shoulder. They both looked gray, and when she called out in greeting, he only murmured back, his lovely voice hollow.
At home she found her ma cross-legged on the rug, fixing one of Balain’s shirts. He was growing like a beansprout that year and they could hardly keep up.
“What happened to Jarrow?” she asked.
Ma’s face darkened. “Ah. Kirby. Jarrow, he’s . . . well . . .”
“He’s got the Wither, hasn’t he?”
Ma looked sidelong at her. “Balain told you?”
Kirby nodded and her ma’s face folded with remorse. “Yes, he’s the latest. It’s a big blow for all of us. We’re . . .” A little cough. Tears? Kirby’s heart dropped. Was her ma about to cry? But the moment passed, much to her relief. “We’re all grieving it. A place can’t survive long without children.”
Kirby nodded. She remembered the sunlit altar, the grove of shriveled trees. Six aunts and uncles, all childless—how many times had Ma seen them go through it?
It’s cruel, she realized. Until that moment Balain’s story had lived in her mind like a poem, tragic and distant. Like the sacking of the city and everything else that had happened during the war that destroyed Balt for good. But it was here, and happening, and causing hurt.
For the very first time, she thought: Damn those Nivelans.
It wouldn’t be the last.
After Jarrow got sick Kirby monitored herself anxiously for symptoms of disease (she had helped out with human and non-human births and knew which parts to keep an eye on), but by the grace of mercy, everything seemed to be running normally. So she threw herself into learning the road tongue, because with Jarrow out of the picture, it was clear she’d have to marry a traveler like her ma had. Convincing a husband to move to Wall’s End might be tricky; Kirby hadn’t seen much of the world beyond the Wall and the woodland and the ruins and the coast. But she knew her home was beautiful, safe and quiet. She didn’t think it’d be any trouble to get someone to stay here, if they were already passing through.
There were other things keeping her busy too: Mag’s new baby arrived, a restless squaller who took an hour’s cajoling just to fall asleep, and she spent long hours in the night pacing and cooing when Mag and her husband were busy with the others, or just too exhausted to continue.
Sometime . . . When? How could she not notice? But sometime, in those months which rolled into years the way months unfortunately do, Balain stopped vanishing every morning to train. His exploratory jaunts into the city slowed to a trickle. Instead he became committed to helping around the house: chopping and hunting and fishing, all those “manly” things. Kirby overheard her ma bragging about her dutiful son and almost blurted out there and then, “You know he’s planning to leave, right?” But he’d sworn her to secrecy, and Kirby took her oaths seriously. So she said nothing. Not to Balain, not to anyone. Eventually, she stopped thinking about it at all.
That is, until the engagement.
• • •
“. . . together to celebrate the joining of our families into one. Why, it seems like only yesterday that they were two chubby tots playing in the grass. I still remember the day she was born. I was convinced she’d be a boy, but Nature, in her mercy, had other ideas. It was a fine morning, which was unusual for the season . . .”
Eider’s father. He always did drone on. They’d crammed the entire population of Wall’s End into the meeting house, just to listen to the world’s most boring ballad—the ballad of a doting father to his child. Balain and Eider stood side by side as he spoke, their faces uplit by the fire. He gripped her hand like the pommel of a sword. She flushed the same shade as her honeysuckle crown.
The mood in the meeting house was merry, despite the endless speeches. They’d slaughtered a sheep in celebration and the room was warm with bodies and beer and the scent of crackling mutton. Even the old folk in their wicker chairs were awake and alert and chattering. The couple kissed and drank from each other’s cups, and an auspicious date was selected for the marriage proper. After the rituals were squared away Balain spent a long time conferring with Eider’s parents. He kissed Eider again, on the cheek this time, and whispered something in her ear that made her throw her head back in laughter.
Kirby watched it all through narrowed eyes.
At last Balain settled down next to her, cup in hand, and said brightly, “Greetings, sister. Shall we toast to my happiness?”
“Have you told her?” she asked, keeping her voice hushed. It wasn’t hard to do under all the drunken chatter.
“Told her what?” Balain feigned confusion. “About my birthmark? No, but by the time she finds out it’ll be too late for her to change her mind.”
She jabbed him in the stomach. “That you’re leaving, you arse. The Iona thing. I know you’ll come home after, but shouldn’t she know?”
“Ah.” Balain’s face fell. “C’mon, Kirby. Going to Nivela? That was never serious.”
His tone was kindly, but still, she bristled. “You seemed serious enough to me.”
“I was a boy running his mouth.” He took a sip of beer, his eyes on the fire. “A place can’t survive without children. And that’s something I can make. So my place is here, doing that.”
She tried to study him through the corner of her eye, to pick apart his expression. There was defeat there certainly. A kind of steely determination. But he didn’t seem unhappy. He’d made his peace with it.
“Do you love her?” she asked at last.
“To bits,” he replied.
Then, finally, though she was disgusted with herself for it, Kirby let herself feel it. Feel the relief. It was wrong, but she couldn’t help herself: she was grateful he’d given up, that she wouldn’t be left behind, alone. Iona could wait another generation or two.
“To your happiness,” she said, raising a cup.
“Thank you.” They toasted, and Kirby went to take a sip, but Balain held a hand out.
“Excuse me. That’s not how you mark a joyous occasion, Kirb.” He linked his arm through hers and pulled the beer toward himself, yanking her off balance.
“Damn it, Balain, you’re spilling.”
“Take a sip! This is my feast. You do what I say.”
“Okay, fine.”
So she yanked her arm forward, pouring half the cup on herself as she drank, and he yanked it back, spilling his in turn, and then they were both laughing and stinking of hops.
“It’ll be nice,” she said, after an interim of comfortable silence. “Having you here.”
“Mmm.”
Across the hearth, Eider’s father was arguing loudly with one of Kirby’s uncles about trout. Their ma was holding court with the other Wall’s End women, bragging shamelessly about Balain. The rest of them were eating it up, Kirby could tell. Eider herself was making a matching engagement crown for her baby sister, who sat cross-legged in front of her, straight-spined with an eager grin.
“I hope your children take after her,” said Kirby.
“Me too.”
“We can raise them together. Yours and mine.” She spoke with a slight, unconscious smile. “That’ll be nice. I always wanted cousins when I was little.”
Balain didn’t reply.
“What?”
Again, he said nothing.
“What? Something on my face?” Kirby turned to him, half-laughing, but his expression made her stop.
“You should talk to Ma.” Balain nodded over to the crowd of women, avoiding her eye.
“Why?”
“Just talk to her, okay?”
“Balain?”
When Kirby got to her feet, he winced, grabbing her sleeve. “No, not now, but . . .”
“Why not now?” She yanked her arm away. “Since you won’t tell me.”
She stomped across the hall to where their ma was still huddled with the other women. Kirby waited a moment for someone to notice her, and when nobody did, she spoke over the noise. “Ma. Ma.”
Their ma dismissed the others with a flap of her hand and turned to Kirby with a sigh. “What is it? Sit down, don’t loom over me like that.”
Kirby sat with a thump. The chatter resumed around them, just as bright and merry as before. She could feel her brother’s eyes watching them from across the fire.
“Balain said I should talk to you.”
“What about?”
She shrugged, irritated. “I don’t know. I said about us raising our children together and he said I should talk to you. That’s all.”
“. . . Your children?”
Her tone. Her expression. The emphasis on your.
That was when she knew.
Knew, yes, but didn’t want to know. Wanted desperately to be wrong, for this to be a big misunderstanding. So instead of breaking down she said, exasperated: “Yes. Our children. His and Eider’s, plus mine and whoever. I’ll have to find someone who’s happy to stay in Wall’s End, but I’m still young. Even if it takes a few years, I’ll find somebody. I—”
Ma put a hand on her knee, and the words ran dry. Very gently, she said, “Kirby, you haven’t been bleeding, have you?”
“Bleeding?” It was a struggle to keep her voice from rising in panic. “No. Why would I be bleeding?”
“You’re 17 now.”
“So?”
“Most women . . .” Ma was going red. She looked about as uncomfortable as Kirby had ever seen her. “Most women bleed by now. If you haven’t started, that means it’s not working. Your, ah.” She paused and cleared her throat. “Your womb.”
Even now, coming far too late, she still couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud. Kirby was the one who had to put the words into the air.
“I’ve got the Wither?”
Ma nodded.
Kirby went still for a moment. Then she withdrew, pushing Ma’s hand from her knee. The feast babbled on around them, all of Wall’s End bright and oblivious. “Why didn’t you tell me? I mean—shit!”
Ma’s mouth went to a tight line. “Language, Kirby.”
“Answer the question!”
Later on, Kirby would think that if she’d only broken down and wept, her mother might have wept too. Perhaps, though it was unlikely, she might have even said sorry. But Kirby’s anger made her defensive. “I thought you knew,” she said.
“Why?”
“I thought Balain had told you. When you were off on one of your—one of your little quests together.” When Kirby didn’t respond, she added: “Didn’t you . . . well, wasn’t it obvious?”
Not to me. Not to me. Kirby couldn’t say that. The humiliation was already too much to bear. The women of Wall’s End were still gathered together, leaning in, voices low, breaking out sometimes into sudden cackling laughter. Three of them were Ma’s sisters. Kirby looked from them back to her ma and asked, as steadily as she could, “Who else knows?”
“Well . . .” It returned for a moment, that flicker of remorse. Then Ma composed herself, drained the feeling from her face, and said with a shrug, “Everybody . . .”
Kirby glanced over the fire. Balain was still watching them, one arm flung over his knee, his cup and his bride and everything else forgotten.
“I’m leaving,” she said.
“Kirby, don’t be a baby—”
She ignored her and headed for the door. A few heads swiveled as she went. She didn’t say a word, not even to Eider. There was no way to offer her congratulations without sounding bitter. Better now to put herself out of sight, and chew on her rage in private.
The air in town was sweet with the scent of recent rain. Grass glittered. Puddles gathered in the hardened soil. Fat drops hung full of light from the edges of the low thatch ceiling, fit to burst. Little Wall’s End, familiar, solid and whole. Kirby wanted to raze it all to the ground.
Beneath the humiliation and the anger, she was being eaten alive by the most vicious kind of grief there was: grief for something she didn’t know she could even lose. She couldn’t face it. Nothing felt safe to feel except fury.
Without any plan in mind she followed the Wall, walking to a familiar spot where a few fat boulders lay by the base. Once upon a time the people of Balt had rolled those boulders over the parapet to crush an attacking army, the Nivelans perhaps, or maybe some earlier invader. Kirby didn’t care. All she knew was that they made for a good seat. She sat on a boulder and leaned her head sideways against the Wall. Quiet fields rolled away toward the coast, heather and wildflower and bramble swaying.
Balain was with her, of course.
“Leave me alone,” she said. She could sense him hovering behind her, all full up with anxious regret. “Please. Go back to your feast.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I—”
“You thought I knew,” she finished. “Sure. Whatever.”
He took a seat next to her, half-perched on the boulder’s edge. Kirby had a hand pressed over her midriff. She was trying to feel for it, that part of her that was all dried up, like the trees in the Ionan grove. There was nothing. The sinister absence of any feeling, pain or discomfort anything else. Brittle and dead. Barren as a mule. Maybe their ma was right. Maybe it was obvious.
She felt so stupid.
A chorus rose up from the direction of the meeting hall. They were starting to sing.
“I stopped training,” said Balain. “But I still go sometimes. Up to the temple.” She ignored him. “I thought maybe we could go together. Talk to Iona. Times like these you need something to pray to.”
She snorted. “Iona can go to hell.”
Balain’s eyes widened. Nobody in their right mind would talk that way about a god, even a stolen one. But Kirby’s fury gave her the courage to taunt a bear. It was a rush. “This is her fault, isn’t it? It is, right? It’s her curse. A punishment for letting her be taken away. You told me that. You really think if I go there and close my eyes and wish really hard, she’ll send some magic down and fix me? Make me normal, like you?”
Kirby turned her head and spat. Balain didn’t even flinch.
“It’s worth a try,” he said softly. “Just come with me. Please? For old times’ sake.”
“No.” She slapped away his outstretched hand. “Damn you and damn your god.”
That, at last, defeated him. He turned away and headed for the ruins alone.
Kirby sat there for a long time. Piece by piece, the wind and the clear sky and the smell of rain-drenched grass wore away at her anger, or at least ground down the sharper edges, until she felt only exhausted and hollowed out and sad. Just as she thought that perhaps she should find her brother and apologize, something ripped the air apart.
It was a sound far more chilling than thunder, a cacophony of rock screaming against rock, like a concentrated landslide. Kirby leaped up. Panic cut through everything. Was the town—? No, it was too far for that. Sure enough, as she turned back to the village, the houses were just as she left them. Further away then. But where?
People came pouring out of the meeting house, and Kirby heard a wail of horror. They were staring in a daze through the gap in the wall. Staring at Balt, at the ruins, at the hill. She noticed it at once: an error in the skyline, a wrongness.
Where there’d once been the broch, the solid, familiar shape of Iona’s empty resting place, there was now only a titanic pile of rubble.
Damn you and damn your god.
Oh, thought Kirby, numb. She heard me.
• • •
Hope dies last, the saying goes. But still, it dies. More accurate to say that hope dies slowly, that hope fades out over the course of many long agonizing hours, like a soldier with perforated bowels, abandoned and moaning on the field of defeat.
It took years for hope to die in Wall’s End. Balain’s death was essentially the end, but still they limped on, trying their very best. Eider wound up marrying Jarrow despite his illness. The two of them needed company in grief, and they thought that one half might make a whole somehow. They tried. Oh, how they tried. When she finally fell pregnant the whole village seemed to hold its breath for months and months and months. There were new offerings every day at the seasonal shrine, fresh fish and herbs and bowls of beer. Everyone doted on Eider, but nobody doted harder than Kirby, who was around every day with bread and salves and blankets and teas. It’s bad luck to name a child too early, but Kirby couldn’t resist christening the baby in her mind as Balain the Younger.
Balain the Younger lived for two days only, and died in his mother’s arms.
After the burial Kirby took to the grove, a patch of young woodland that had sprung up inland about a mile north from town. The atmosphere in Wall’s End was devastatingly quiet and far too much to bear. At least here the silence was peaceful; just the cool indifference of Nature.
Kirby’s heart was in shreds, but she couldn’t work up the energy to cry. So she just wandered, crushing twigs and frightening foxes as she went, until she found a felled log to plonk down on. Still at last, she breathed deep and listened to the birds.
It was clear now there would be no more children in Wall’s End. There was at least a bleak comfort in certainty: that the village was dead, and she had killed it.
Deep inside her a small voice whispered: What now?
A few yards ahead there was an old tree stump large enough to predate the grove by many centuries. It was brittle and moss-shrouded, alive with bugs. Kirby thought about the dead trees in the Ionan orchard. Double-dead now, buried in the rubble.
In the dark hollows inside the stump she noticed something strange. A long shape, too thick and solid to be a branch. She cocked her head and the object glimmered.
At long last—almost a decade since she’d first laid eyes on it—Cursebreaker had found her again.



ACT II
An Adder in Spring



You
ARE YOU STILL listening?
Of course you are. This is your favorite part, isn’t it? The part about you.
Human You, that is, not City You, the brilliant living soul regrettably encased in flesh. You appeared like all heroes do: from nowhere, in a time of great need.
Countless generations had passed since the city’s mythic founding. Icons of the grasped snake were chiseled everywhere, in bridge keystones and over doorways and at the base of drinking fountains, and the steps at the Temple of Nivelus were washed weekly with calf’s blood. The people of Nivela knew deep in their hearts that they were special, the jewel in the heart of the land of Palgaro, destined for greatness. Sadly, this opinion was not shared by the rest of the country. When our story begins, poor Nivela is beset on all sides by wars with neighboring cities.
(Wars Nivela started, of course. Greedy little city. Always pushing her luck.)
And, oh woe, for the campaigns are going badly, and there’s talk among the other older, grander cities in Palgaro that they must unite to crush this upstart rabble once and for all. Famine follows war like night follows day and the people of Nivela are growing hungry. The good farmland all around is mulched with rotted flesh. Streets are deathly quiet even at midday, and nobody is eating well except thieves, maggots and crows.
Into these terrible times bursts a ray of sudden hope. She’s the talk of the city: a commander with the intriguing novelty of being female, gifted with exemplary courage and a talent for tactics. They call her “the Widow” for she mourns each fallen soldier as if he were her own spouse.
(And because your husbands have a habit of dying strange and untimely deaths. The first had his throat slit in an alley, his purse emptied. The second died on campaign. The third was found just a week into the marriage, choked to death with a fig lodged in his throat. “He always did eat too fast,” you said with a sigh.)
Though her origins are obscure,
(And dull: a glad-handing assemblyman, a clerk by trade and a bore by nature, the kind of man too busy trying to climb the social ladder to notice he has a child. Your mother was an enigma, a sad silent creature that existed only to agree with her husband and looked at you, in the rare times she did, with flickers of regret and fear. Humble beginnings indeed. Your only friends back then were the crows you tempted to your window with little crushed-up dead things. You’d feed them and stroke them and let them peck your palms bloody, and whisper your secret, ugly dreams. You often fantasized about going on your own Calling, like they do in the city of Ash—bringing home a mighty treasure and claiming queenship over all of Nivela. Alas, it will take more than a trinket or two before the city bends its knee to a clerk’s daughter.)
she burns through military college with the brilliance of a meteorite, surpassing her unfortunate gender to graduate with honors. For a time she languishes in the lower ranks of the Nivelan army, pointedly ignored for promotion despite her popularity among the common soldiers. Then, during an engagement against Tessi forces during that endless, grinding war, her reigning commander falls to a (highly convenient) stray arrow, leaving her to take up his standard and rally the soldiers to victory. The men threaten to mutiny if she is denied commandership any longer, and at last, reluctantly, it is given. With the Widow at the helm, the war slowly but surely begins to turn in favor of Nivela. She and her armies dart nimbly around the golden-green hills of Palgaro, winning victory after victory, never resting, refusing to return home until the job is done. Outlandish rumors begin to swirl: that the Widow is god-touched, heaven-sent, Nivelus reborn.
(You don’t play fair. That’s the real secret. Most of these “battles” are acts of carefully coordinated butchery, night-time ambushes, surprise encirclements, that sort of thing.)
At last comes the grand finale, as Nivela faces the combined military force of all her enemies on the field of battle. The tenor of the war had shifted: those venerable old cities of Palgaro that once schemed to strike Nivela from the map are now fighting for their very survival. This battle proves to be the Widow’s masterstroke. She beats a false retreat and lures the whole lumbering mass of the enemy into a narrow pass. The core of her forces are hidden in the mountains, ready to rain down hell.
(Ah, the old false retreat. A child could see through it. But war is an engine powered by the naivety of young men, their stupid courage, their impotent pride. The same gangly boys who sneered down their noses at you in military college will march into spearpoints because, however many may fall, they cannot imagine that they will die. You adore proving them wrong.)
What follows is known thereafter as the Battle of the Pass, though “battle” is a generous term for something so one-sided. Nivelan soldiers brag afterward about the ease of their labor, how it took so long for them to work through the mass of bodies that soldiers trapped in the center began to go mad. They killed each other, they threw themselves on their blades. A good number simply lay down and waited to die.
The war is finished. Palgaro bends the knee.
Now, it would be ungenerous to call you a sadist. All cities fight wars and the only real sin is losing. But the Battle of the Pass solidifies a few things already taking shape in your mind, suspicion becoming theory becoming a lived reality.
There is—how to put this gently—a clarity to violence. Violence is the true nature of things. A peaceful world is a false world, a world built on lies. Only in violence can we truly see one another, can we truly know one another, truly know ourselves. Perhaps you think your ideas are smarter or your world would be a better one. But can you crush me? Can you kill me? Do you have the tools and the ability to do that? If you can’t then you are worthless. But if you can, everything else about you has merit. The violence is the merit. It is the proof and the theory. It is everything.
Anyway.
The Widow’s army returns to a throng of citizens lining the streets, frantically waving banners and screaming her name. Petals fall on her procession like an early winter’s flurry. They will still be there the following morning, gathered in heaps at the side of the roads, crisping slowly in the sun.
“Widow” is deemed too gentle a word for the living legend that walks among them. In the backstreets and bath houses and parlor rooms of Nivela, they begin to whisper a new name:
Worldlord.



Ash
“ALEYA, ARE YOU listening?”
“Yes,” she lied, rolling over. Ina was sitting on the edge of the bed. Her shawl hung loose, revealing a smooth, perfect shoulder.
“If you’re listening, tell me what I just said.” Ina noticed Aleya’s gaze on her shoulder and yanked the cloth up. “Come on, Aleya.”
“You said you’ve been promoted. Congratulations.” Aleya stretched and then grimaced as her knuckles knocked up against the wall. The bed was too small, like everything else in the room: standard, sparse guard’s quarters, low on color and comfort, not so much as a single wretched mosaic to liven up the place. As a sub-officer she was at least ranked high enough to afford her own private space. But her books and trinkets and personal shrine did little to negate the feeling of being in a cell.
“Promoted to a post in Sanasar,” Ina said. “I’ll be a month’s journey away at least.”
She let her head loll back. “Yes, Ina, I know where Sanasar is.”
Ina dressed briskly, splashed her face in the basin and strapped on her sandals and buckled a shortsword against her hip. She looked every bit like a fine member of the Ashalite city watch, save for the bedhead. “I don’t know when I’ll get leave,” she said. “Not for a long time.”
“That’s a shame. We can see each other when you’re back, I suppose.”
“. . . No.” Ina seemed to make the decision as she spoke it. “No, Aleya. We won’t.”
“Okay.” Aleya propped herself up on an elbow. “So you’re ending this?”
“I am.”
“All right. If that’s your decision.” She flopped back onto the bed and shut her eyes. Through closed lids she could feel Ina watching her, brewing with upset. Just leave, she thought. Storm out in silence. I can’t do this today.
“You know, Aleya, you’re not what everyone says you are.”
“Oh, my gracious, thanks.”
“But you’re still an ass. You’re a total ass. It’s been a year since we—”
“Eight months.” At last Aleya sat up. Her own uniform was still scattered across the bare floor, save for the feather-steel cuirass which was draped over the stool. The thought of putting it on and marching out to face another day made her nauseous. “We got together at the Feast of the Pantheon, Ina. That was eight months ago.”
“See? You know, you just don’t care.”
“I don’t care? You’re the one breaking up with me.”
“It’s not that I want to break it off . . .”
“Then don’t. See? Easy.”
Ina shook her head, mute with frustration. Now, Aleya hoped, she would give up. But Ina took a breath, composed herself, and carried on.
“You’re only ever half here, Aleya,” she said. The words sounded rehearsed—Aleya guessed she’d imagined saying them many times already. “All you ever do is kill time. Not just with me, with everything. It’s exhausting. It’s like being with a wraith.”
A few impolite retorts came to mind—I wasn’t wraith-like last night, was I? Har har har—but Aleya bit her tongue. Dignity under attack.
“I know this isn’t the life you wanted for yourself,” Ina went on. “But for most people this is a dream, Aleya. It’s a dream to me, and I worked like a demon for it, okay?”
That seemed to mark the end of her speech. Ina looked over at her expectantly, and Aleya wondered what lines she was supposed to say to complete the scene. Nothing appropriate came to mind. She shrugged. “I don’t know what you want from me, Ina.”
“Forget it. I knew you wouldn’t listen.” She tucked her helmet under her arm and made for the door, muttering as she went: “Heaven help this city if they ever put you in charge.”
“Oh, fuck off—”
It was too late. She already had.
• • •
It was a sound she’d grown used to—hearty laughter falling silent as she came into view. They weren’t usually laughing at her, but the possibility always lingered in Aleya’s mind, souring her mood before the day even started.
“Line up,” she called, marching in at a pace. The soldiers fell in formation.
The drill yard was pleasant enough for a space where you trained for killing, shaded around the side with cloth awnings, swept regularly. There was even a drinking fountain to refresh the trainees after a hard day of smacking wood dummies and shooting bags of straw. That was where her section of the city watch gathered each morning.
She eyed the line for a moment. “Numen, where’s your sash?”
Another guard in the line snickered. Numen at least had the decency to look embarrassed. “Misplaced it, sir.”
“How did you—?” Aleya pinched the bridge of her nose. She didn’t want to entertain green-sprout horseshit today. “Never mind. Go to the command station and ask for a new one. The cost will be docked from your pay, plus a day’s wages.” Numen’s jaw twitched, and he looked ready to argue. “In any other military unit in any other city on the face of the earth, losing equipment gets you whipped,” she snapped. “Hurry up and go. If you’re back after midday I’ll double the fine.”
He left without further complaints.
“Right,” she addressed the rest of them. “We’re on the Dove Gate today. To me.” The squad fell in line and followed her to the city’s edge.
The Dove Gate was a wonder in a city of wonders: four stories high and wide enough to pass two elephants walking abreast, decorated with glazed bricks of lapis and gold and depictions of migratory birds in flight. Each bird was painted in minute detail, the swell and curve of their murmurations traced in black like living wind. You had to step back many yards to admire the gate in all its fullness. Really, it wasn’t meant to be seen as a whole, only in pieces, to overwhelm a weary traveler with a sense of wealth and power. An inscription at the top read:
Ash, where wisdom flocks.
• • •
Aleya loathed it.
She despised the suffocating dullness of checking papers and peering into wagons and explaining the basics of Ashalite tax law over and over again. She resented having to act as the face of the city bureaucracy, having the same conversations on repeat with dust-crusted, bleary-eyed travelers. The languages she’d spent hours honing for diplomatic use were now employed to say, “No, you cannot bring in this much wine without the correct seal from the imports office,” and “Applications to the Astronomers’ Institute must be made in person and prostitutes need a license to work in the inner city” (“I have a private contract,” she replied, pulling out a stamped tablet from the folds of her shawl. “Good till the end of the year, see?”).
It was shaping up to be the latest of several hundred blisteringly boring days, with plenty of excess time to ruminate on her last conversation with Ina. Then, from the incoming crowd, she noticed the bane of any watchman’s life—a slight commotion. Aleya headed toward it with a sense of irritable foreboding.
The crowd parted to make way for the spectacle. An exhausted pony dragging an open wagon, led by the chin by a traveler. The traveler was dressed in robes from the far south, but he spoke perfect Ashalite as he called out, “Make way, make way! Step back! Make way!”
On the back of the wagon was a dead rhino.
Aleya had never seen a rhino in the flesh before, but there could be no doubt that’s what it was. The bloated gray body lay splayed out, thick legs slung over the wagon’s side, doubled horns jutting over the opposite edge. Someone must have done something to preserve the poor beast as it traveled overland, since there were only a few flies hovering around its corpse, and not too much of a stink. The skin of its face was wrinkled and hooded like an old woman’s. The eye was tiny, a small pit of jelly staring blindly at the sky.
“Aleya?”
The traveler was staring at her, one hand still guiding the poor pony. At last, through the grime and scraggly beard, she recognized the face of her oldest cousin Irtu.
Aleya thought, You treacherous little rat.
This thought was directed at several people. Irtu included.
“That is you, isn’t it, Aleya?” Irtu scrutinized her face. “I’d know that scar anywhere.”
She scowled and wished for the thousandth time that she could go back in time and murder the girl who’d thrown that rock at her. “It’s me,” she said. “Keep your voice down.” People were staring. In her peripheral vision she could see other watchmen lingering to eavesdrop.
“Good.” Irtu raised his voice, and added with a stately nod: “That’ll save me some time. Alert the palace, cousin. My Calling is complete.”
• • •
The entrance to the banquet hall was guarded by a pair of lions frozen mid-roar, their jade teeth gleaming. Revelers streamed through from the courtyard beyond, bringing the scent of well-groomed greenery, underlaid with a hint of sweat. The table was covered with bowls of olives and grapes, dates and pomegranates, fresh bread, salads, sauces, huge platters of spiced beans, stewed goat and roast calf, fresh water, sweet wine, strong beer. They’d burned Idolfire for the occasion and the vaulted ceiling glittered with constellations, painted stars imbued with real flickering light. In a lavishly decorated alcove a statuette of the Queen of Heaven glowed faintly, powering the decor. Someone had left a cup of cold wine and a plate of meat at the altar for her trouble.
Aleya had her own plate of food, which she was picking apart as slowly as possible, trying not to look as sour as she felt. The feast, the lights, the trio of lyre players plucking away in the corner—all of it was for Irtu. To celebrate his ascension to the royal line.
Rat.
Irtu had positioned himself by the entrance to better bask in the incoming stream of praise and gifts. He’d bathed and dressed in a clean cotton tunic, but kept the wild beard, a badge of honor from his adventures on the road. Aleya was trying to observe his movements without obviously glaring, but the subtlety was a wasted effort. Irtu hadn’t glanced her way once.
They’d sat her between a bureaucrat from the Department of Seals and the head of the Potters’ Union. It seemed every union in the city had come out to celebrate Irtu’s ascension: the hauliers and the weavers, and the glassblowers and the brickmakers, and the butchers and the wagoners, all the artisans and courtesans, farmers and players and scribes. Of course, she thought. They can’t miss this chance to kiss the arse of a future king, can they?
And of course there were the elders, roosting in their padded seats like treasure-serpents, accepting compliments and favors and little handfuls of coins as they came. A few of them clearly recognized her, but she hadn’t received so much as a haughty nod. Idle old hogs. They had no clue what was happening on the grounds in their own city, nor did they care. Their only purpose, as far as Aleya was concerned, was to stay comfortable and preserve things just as they were. Future for them did not exist beyond the boundaries of another comfortable wine-drenched evening. Who cared about how things would be in five years? In ten? In a hundred?
Aleya’s grip on the cup tightened.
She’d hunted around anxiously for Taire, but her old trainer was nowhere to be seen. There was one other person Aleya was desperate to speak to that night, but getting a private word with the Queen of Ash was nigh impossible. Her place at the end of the table had been obscured by a swarm of people ever since Aleya arrived. Every now and then she would catch a glimpse of her: a flash of blue silk, a flourishing gesture, a low chuckle. But approach was impossible, at least for now.
“And what do you do?” asked the bureaucrat, turning to take stock of her. Aleya held back a laugh. Clearly nobody had warned him to watch out for the woman with the lip scar.
“City watch,” she said. “But I used to work at the palace.”
“Mm-hmm.” His eyes glazed over at the mention of the watch. “How interesting.”
The crowd around the queen was starting to thin out. She was alone and actually eating for the first time all evening. Aleya leaped up from her cushion and beelined for the end of the table. Unfortunately, that was the moment her uncle Eshmer chose to stand up too.
He was going for the doorway, perhaps to speak a word of warning to his son, whose drunken brags were growing louder by the minute. No doubt he wanted to ignore her as much as she wanted to ignore him. But courtesy forbade it. They paused, and Aleya made a slight bow. “Honored uncle.”
“Ah,” he said, regarding her evenly. “Aleya. So glad you made it.”
Eshmer was aging well. His eyes were sharp, like a swift’s, and he still walked with a soldier’s gait, chest out, hands slightly balled at his side. Only the gray threads in his beard gave him away as a man past 40. It had been months since Aleya had seen him last, and probably years since they’d spoken directly—not since her combat trial, in fact.
“I’ve come to offer my congratulations to your family,” she said.
“Warmly received,” he replied with a slight nod. “I hear it was you who met Irtu at the gate this morning.”
Aleya craned her neck slightly. She could see the queen just behind him, still alone, for now. “Yes, uncle.”
Eshmer looked thoughtful. “It bodes well that you were the one there to welcome him home. A good omen, perhaps.”
What the fuck is that supposed to mean? “Yes, I was fortunate enough to see his prize in the flesh. A rhino, isn’t it? Shooting that beast down must have been quite the challenge.”
“That was the dreaded thunderbeast of the south sands, with a dozen dead hunters to its name. Irtu killed it with a spear thrust to the neck.”
“That’s quite the display of courage. Considering the horn.”
“Yes.” Eshmer’s lips spasmed. “Considering the horn.”
From the edge of her vision, Aleya could see someone else striding toward the top of the table. The head of the Irrigationists’ Union. Shit! Literally! There was no competing with sewage, even for the queen’s niece. She had to get there first.
Aleya turned back to her uncle and offered another, deeper bow. “I’ll be sure to offer my congratulations to Irtu personally. Apologies, but if you’ll excuse me . . .”
Eshmer shifted a touch, blocking her path. “And how is life in the city watch?”
Her smile tightened. “Invigorating.”
“I heard you were made sub-officer. Congratulations.”
Keeping tabs on me, are you? “Yes, uncle. Honing the new recruits is always a pleasure.”
“Any challenges?”
“The usual. We take a lot of complaints, working the gate. I suspect we’ll see trouble soon in the outer city.”
“Trouble?” he said with polite interest. “Why?”
“Because.” She tried to keep the exasperation from showing in her voice. “Irrigation systems are breaking down all along the crescent, and we only allow native Ashalites to come and go freely day by day without a fine or any documentation, so they’re smuggling jars from the uplands and dominating the water trade and squeezing the f—” Decorum . . .“Squeezing all the blessed heavenly life out of the foreign tradesmen who work down there, who have no choice but to pay what they charge. There’s going to be a riot.”
A pause.
“How interesting,” he said.
Of course he wouldn’t understand. Aleya’s eyes flickered to the side. The irrigationist was getting closer.
“The city watch is a vital part of our protective infrastructure,” said Eshmer, unmoving. “Do you see yourself having a future there, you think?”
“A future? In the city watch?”
“Yes.”
“I . . .” The words died on her lips. She couldn’t think of a single appropriate response that would leave Eshmer’s nose unbroken.
“Aleya?”
Despite the regal bearing, the gold-trim tunic, the soft, commanding voice that held sway over the greatest city on earth, Queen Burana of Ash was also rather short. Neither Eshmer nor Aleya had noticed her arrive. The queen smiled pleasantly into the gawping silence.
“Excuse me, Eshmer,” she said. “I’d like to talk to our niece for a moment.”
He stiffened. “Of course.”
“Shall we?” She looped an arm around Aleya’s and led her away.
Aleya was scattered. Thrown, as if from a horse. She’d had a whole eloquent introduction prepared, but in the shock it was all forgotten, which was almost certainly the queen’s intention. Burana liked to have people on her own terms, not on theirs.
Aleya had always been wary of Burana. Awestruck, yes, and plenty affectionate. But a strong current of fear ran underneath it all. When she was a child Taire would come and “present” her to the queen, and Aleya would stand there with her arms fastened to her sides like a little carved soldier while her trainer listed off her latest achievements and failings. The queen would nod and ask Aleya some questions about what she was learning and what she liked, and she’d lisp back some answers she hoped sounded correct.
All these years later and it felt like nothing had changed. She was a head’s height taller than the queen, but in her heart she was still a child being tested.
“Honored Queen,” Aleya began, bowing.
“Please, don’t stand on ceremony with me.” Burana settled down easily on a cushion and motioned for Aleya to sit at her side. “I’ve had honored this and radiant that all night long. You think I need to hear it from my own family too?”
“Apologies.” She took a seat. “Burana . . .”
“Auntie Burana.” Her tone was like a slap. “I’m family, not a friend.”
Aleya winced, and sent up a silent plea for mercy to Heaven. “Auntie Burana, it’s a pleasure to see you. You’re looking well.”
She rolled her eyes. “Don’t flatter me, niece. I look terrible.”
No sense denying it. The queen’s face was etched deep with laugh lines and crow’s feet, and her hair was losing color fast. The difference between her and Eshmer was only a handful of years, but it could have been decades. It’s true what they say about the throne, Aleya thought. It saps your juices dry. There were other, more troubling signs. It hadn’t escaped her notice how quickly Burana had needed to sit down, nor how little of the food she’d touched. But a banquet was not the place to lay out harsh truths. Especially not with the queen.
“Well and young are not synonymous, auntie,” she said. “You should see some of the soldiers I’m given down at the barracks. They’re all skewer and no meat.”
Burana laughed, a great pealing thing that made the other diners’ eyes prick up in curiosity. “And how is life on the city watch, niece? I hear you’ve taken to it like a fish to pavement.”
“It’s not all bad. I’m learning a lot about our wonderfully intricate tax system.”
“And our people, I imagine.” Burana took a draft of wine and looked at her sidelong. Her eyelids were daubed with just the faintest smear of malachite, and under the heavenly light of the ceiling they shimmered strangely, like algae under clear lapping waves. “The Dove Gate is a keyhole, Aleya. Peer through it and you can watch the whole world go by.”
“I see.” Aleya’s fingers drummed on the table. “Is that why you abandoned me there?”
It was meant to be a light jab, but there was too much real pain in it. The queen raised her eyebrows. “No beating around the bush with you, huh?”
Aleya grimaced. Composure, composure. “I’m sorry, auntie,” she said. “That came out wrong. I’m just concerned, that’s all. Irtu’s younger than me. But he’s completed his Calling and I haven’t. If you die tomorrow—”
“Tomorrow?” Burana raised an eyebrow. “Do you know something I don’t?”
“If you die tomorrow,” she pressed on, “he’ll be the one crowned. I’ve been waiting ten years for the signs to become favorable. I’ve prayed, I’ve left sacrifices, I’ve kept up with my training . . . I’ve done everything right.”
“So what if you have?” Burana asked. That “call me auntie” warmth from moments ago was all gone. She held Aleya’s gaze with a flinty blankness. “There’s only one rule to power, Aleya: you never get what you want.”
Aleya felt her teeth start to grate. Plenty of Ashalite royals had failed their Callings and lived out the rest of their lives as ordinary citizens. Some had even died on the road. But nobody, not a single soul in the entire history of the Ashalite royal family, had ever been refused the opportunity to prove themselves. It was a wild break in tradition.
So was your birth, said a voice from within. Everything about you is against the norm, little bastard. Why would you expect equal treatment?
“You see that mural?” Burana’s voice cut through her thoughts. The queen gestured to the shimmering ceiling. “That’s Ulai, the sign of the Ram River. This is how the heavens were arranged on the night that Ash was born.”
Aleya looked up. Burana was right. She could pick out the horns and the great scaly tail in the painted constellations.
It was a chapter of history Aleya knew well, probably the first she’d ever been taught. Two farmers were collecting jugs of water on a dark night. They waded out far into the reeds, their animal-skin shifts hoisted up around their legs. All of a sudden the clouds cleared, lighting up the curve of the river with starlight and moonshadow. Through that break in the radiant sky the Queen of Heaven descended. She kissed their brows and gave them the gift of inspiration.
Those farmers were the first to divert the river’s flow. This was where it all began: Ash, Ur, the civilized world. Everything.
“Do you know what Idolfire is?” Burana asked, her gaze still skyward. She had a hand held gingerly to her face. Aleya could see a faint glimpse of the palm-scars that were a match of her own.
“Ashalite magic,” she answered. “The only true magic in the world.”
“Idolfire is pure faith set alight.” Burana’s voice had dropped to a murmur, her gaze distant, almost dreamy. “Can you imagine anything more dangerous? Yet here it burns for us, pretty as a candle.”
The queen paused for a long moment. Wherever her thoughts had wandered, she clearly couldn’t linger there long. She blinked, then turned back to her niece, businesslike: “I had a meeting with the Chief Astronomer this morning,” she said. “There was a star shower last night, beginning in the north and lasting for almost an hour. And I had a dream at the same time. This palm . . .” She opened the fingers of her left hand, unmarred by scarring. “This hand of mine. It was burning. With terror as well as with pain. It was dreadful. It felt like the whole world was on fire.”
Aleya was motionless. She didn’t trust herself to speak.
“I’ve decided on a Calling for you, Aleya,” said Burana. “But you’re not going to like it.”



Wall’s End
WINTERTIME IN BERN: the season of the dead. The time when the underworld rose to meet the underside of the earth, when the hands of the departed touched and befrosted the living soil, bloodless fingers like snowdrop stems working to break through. Those who didn’t shore up against the season would be gone by spring, melted away to the underworld, till winter came again.
They spent the whole season trying to talk her out of it.
“I know you want to help,” said Jarrow. “But do you think this is what he’d want? Nobody knows what’s really at the end of that road. Even if bringing what’s-her-name back would make you and me better, you’re still . . . I mean, the chances of success are . . .”
Eider didn’t mince her words. “You’ll die.”
Grief had done funny things to both of them: Eider was sharper, harsher, more decisive than the shy girl Kirby had grown up with, whereas Jarrow was even gentler, bowed by loss like a tree in high wind. Neither of them thought Kirby had any chance of making it to Nivela and back alive.
Kirby didn’t care. She was sick of feeling useless. The children she’d once bobbed on her knee were old enough to look after themselves now. In Balain’s absence she’d taught herself how to fish and forage in order to feed what was left of her family. She tried to absorb him in death, to become all the things he’d been that she wasn’t. She’d grown up measuring herself against him like a post. That’s what siblings are for, after all. She knew she was cowardly from watching his courage. Knew she was patient from watching him tap his heel. Who am I now? she wondered. How do I know?
Every time she came home from the hunt there was food waiting at the door, offerings of fruit, or salt meat, oats or bladders of barley beer. She’d asked repeatedly for whoever was leaving these gifts to stop, but nobody would admit to it, and after a while she realized there was no one person responsible. Every family in Wall’s End was making donations. They missed Balain. They wanted to help.
She was sick of her ma, too. They were polite enough to each other all right, especially when there were other folks around, but Balain’s corpse lay between them like a cold curtain of flesh. She’d heard it a thousand times from everyone: Nobody blames you. It wasn’t your fault. But never from Ma. Never from the person who mattered most.
So she started preparing, mentally and physically, to leave. There was a parchment map of some kind rolled up with Cursebreaker, a long paper ribbon scratched over with small mountains, crude rivers, vague impressions of the sea, the center inked with a thick unbroken line she took to be the road. Kirby studied the map obsessively. She wished she’d asked Balain about his plan in more detail. Ah well. One more regret for the pile.
When it became clear Kirby was bent on leaving, Eider stopped speaking to her at all. No hellos, no niceties, nothing. If they came across each other out in the village she’d find another place to put her eyes. Jarrow apologized on her behalf. “She’s not angry,” he said. “She just can’t bear it.”
Kirby nodded. “I understand.” Still. It still hurt like hell.
“It’s one thing for someone to die.” Jarrow, too, couldn’t quite look at her. He was fiddling with something. A blade of grass. Slicing his thumbnail down the middle, like when they were children, making grass whistles. “Our boy is gone, but at least we know where he is. After you go we’ll have no way of knowing if you’re even alive, or . . . or hurt, or anything.”
“Only till I come back,” she said.
“Right. Only till then.”
A pause. He put a hand on her knee, leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. There was no romance in it. Just loss.
“What, no mint this time?” she asked. He let out a tired laugh.
At last the dark months began to ebb, and not long after Kirby rose early to find a crown of yellow petals prodding through the blanket frost. Springtime had arrived, better known in the walking world as “Campaign Season.”
It was time to go.
• • •
“So you’re off, then?”
Kirby froze by the doorway. The flames burned low and the sky outside held only the barest touch of dawn. The plan of going to Nivela was a long-kept secret between her, Jarrow and Eider. Meant to be. Bugger.
Her ma was sitting up, wide awake, watchful. Kirby cleared her throat. “Yes,” she said tightly. “I’m off.”
“Very well. Safe travels.”
Kirby couldn’t believe it. That was all? No fight? No lecture? Nothing?
“What do you want me to say?” Ma asked with a shrug. “Don’t do it? You’ve made your mind up.”
“Ma—”
Then, the strangest thing of all: she laughed. It had been so long since Kirby had heard her ma laugh. It was a real one, too. There was warmth in it. “Oh, Kirby,” she said, shaking her head. “I always thought you were the smart one. You’re just as crazy as he was, aren’t you?”
Kirby bit her lip. Then she went and hugged her. They stayed embraced for a long moment. “I’m sorry,” she said, speaking into her ma’s hair.
“You’re long forgiven.”
As she pulled away, her ma grabbed her hand and squeezed it hard. Not an apology. Close enough.
Her travel sack was stashed under a kindling pile around the back of the house, next to the cloth-bound sword. Inside the bag were some preserved nuts and mushrooms, a fire flint, needle and thread, water bladder, strips of hide—all the lightweight, useful things she’d been stashing away over the winter. But there was something else waiting too. A second sack belted tightly to the first. Newer-looking. Kirby pulled back the drawstring and peered inside. There was food in the sack. Good food: salted meat in strips, dried fish, thick ringlets of apple. Someone had added a pot of pain salve. Someone else had left a hunting knife. Someone had rolled up a thick oil-coat blanket and stuffed it down the side. There was a roll of strong twine and a fish hook wrapped in cloth. All the treasures Wall’s End could muster.
She looked around, but the village was quiet. They must have stashed it the night before.
Her hand found something small and solid at the base of the sack, and she drew out a smooth edged river stone with a carving on the top. The scratchy illustration she recognized as the signature style of Mag’s second-youngest, the one she still called “Chicken.” He’d grown up to be quite the little artist, leaving etchings on every surface he could, slate and bark and stone. This one was his finest work yet, well-shaped grooves carved deep, stick figures traded for distinct shapes. It depicted a woman in gorse-flower holding a cup of sunlight, a sleeping hare tucked under her free arm. Kirby recognized the symbol from awnings and leavings all over the ruins of Balt. Maybe that’s where he’d seen it too.
Looking at the carving of Iona, Kirby was gripped by a feeling she couldn’t name. It wasn’t devotion.
I hope the real Iona’s not too heavy, she thought. Otherwise I’ll have to drag her all the way back.
She tucked the gift in her pocket and struck out for the edge of town, the sack resting comfortably on the left shoulder, the thick slab of a sword dragging down the right. Her hand was still clasped white-knuckle tight around the little stone when she reached the pitted edge where the old road emerged out of the marsh. She turned and faced home for a moment, the center of the world at her back, the edge somewhere in the mists ahead.
In that moment she was struck by the fierce beauty of the Wall itself, a mountain of stone thrust up from the heather, large enough to dam the skies themselves. It rose and fell with the rolling landscape. Far to the west, at the edge of human vision, she could see the Wall’s furthest extremity vanish into the glittering slate sea. She took it in one last time, swallowing her grief like a fishbone.
“I’ll do it,” she told the wind. “I said I’ll do it and I’ll get it done.”
Then Kirby turned around and started to walk.



Ash
WHEN THE FEAST was finished Aleya wandered the palace grounds in a kind of trance. There were still a few revelers scattered about. She passed hasty kisses in dark corners, clandestine business meetings, drunkards singing arm in arm. Nobody approached her. They’d see her in the corner of one eye and look away quickly, like she was a passing spirit, bad luck to acknowledge.
For once she didn’t even have the energy to be bitter. Her head was buzzing. Burana had ordered her to leave before first light, and said the equipment for her calling—plain clothes and a small sack of money—would be waiting for her in a trunk in the armory. In the meantime there was nothing to do and no one to say goodbye to. She was on her own. Like always.
So Aleya wandered. At least, that’s what she thought she was doing at first. As her mind roused slowly from the shock, she realized she was searching for someone. The smart idea was to rest, but more than sleep, she needed to see Taire. Why exactly, she wasn’t sure. To commiserate? Soak up one last lecture while she still could? They hadn’t seen much of each other since Aleya joined the city watch, and she figured Taire was enjoying the freedom from her old pain-in-the-arse trainee.
But still, she wanted to see her. One last time. Just in case.
Instinct and habit led her to the royal gardens. Calling them gardens was a classic Ashalite understatement. They were a sprawling wilderness in miniature, a fragrant paradise of olive, fig, pear and pomegranate, kept luscious year-round by a suspended aqueduct running 30 miles overland to the mountains. You could see the aqueduct from the palace’s western tower, a shimmering artery of clear water vanishing into the haze.
The gardens were closed to the public for the feast, and for a while she had no company but snuffling boar and deer flitting through the trees. There were coal burners dotted around here and there, but not nearly enough for the size of the gardens. For every glade bathed in flickering orange there were many yards of shadow.
Aleya heard a sweet two-toned cry and glanced up to see a whistle of feathers cut through the air overhead.
“Habi Habi Habi!”
She knew that voice. It was Taire, calling her falcon home.
Taire had taken up hawking in retirement. Birds need love, she said, and love takes time. Only after her stint in the Ashalite army was finished did she have enough freedom to train a bird properly. She’d raised her falcon Habi from a hatchling and honed her into a hunter unmatched in all of Ur. When Aleya was learning to fight, Taire always scolded her for being too brutish and loud. “Watch Habi,” she said. “Move quick and cut straight to the heart.” There was no need to guess which was her favorite student.
Aleya saw Habi dive down into the orange blossoms and darted in after. Taire was standing in a clearing near the center with a gloved arm held high. Habi fell on her, talons outstretched. She was on Taire’s wrist in a fluttering instant.
“T—” She was about to call out her trainer’s name, but something stopped her. It was late to be out hunting. She knew Taire used Habi to calm herself when she was stressed, and something in the set of her shoulders told her the old soldier was on edge.
Taire stroked Habi’s head and let out an uneven breath. “Good girl,” she murmured. Habi cooed in response, nudging fondly against her hand. The feathers of her tail shook with pleasure.
“How long are you planning to ignore me?”
A thrill of fear ran straight through Aleya. It was Burana.
The queen was sitting on a stone bench, arms folded, watching with a kind of amused impatience as Taire fed scraps of meat to her falcon. The sound of Habi’s beak snapping was the only answer to her question. “I’ve got all night, you know,” she added.
Still, Taire didn’t respond. At last Aleya understood the strange feeling in the air. She’d stumbled across an argument.
“Please, Taire. Don’t keep a sick old lady waiting.” Shit, Aleya thought. I knew she was ill “Just say your piece so I can go to sleep.”
“I’m thinking,” Taire replied at last, terse. “Not all of us can orate on demand.”
They’d always seemed friendly with each other, Taire and Burana, and Aleya knew they’d worked side by side in the early days of Burana’s reign. But still, bickering? At their age and station? It was almost funny.
The queen heaved a sigh. “Why do you think we make our leaders do these Callings, Taire?”
She dropped another chunk of mouse into Habi’s beak. “To test them.”
“We do that in private.”
The falcon nuzzled against Taire’s leathered palm one last time and then took off, flinging herself up beyond the reach of the burners’ light. Taire dropped her arm. It was an exhausted gesture.
“It’s propaganda,” Burana continued. “Most kings and queens win the people’s hearts with conquest, but we don’t want our rulers starting useless wars to distract the citizenry from failings at home. So instead they come to the throne with a ready-made backstory. Do you see where I’m leading with this?”
Holy Heaven, Aleya realized at last. They’re arguing about me.
“A quarter century is not enough time to heal from war. You know that better than anyone.” Taire flinched, but offered no response. “Aleya is a walking reminder of that disaster. People see her and they remember their grief. And their anger, too. You really think they’d let her rule?”
Say yes, she thought. Defend me.
But Taire only gazed up after the falcon.
“I’ve given her an out,” said Burana. “Either she gives up and makes peace with herself, or she succeeds and comes home with a story extraordinary enough to turn public opinion in her favor.”
“And what if she dies?”
It was strange: Aleya had trained under Taire since she was eight years old and had driven her up the wall more times than she could count. She’d seen her irritated, disappointed, exasperated. But never furious. Taire turned on Burana, her gloved hand clenched at her side. “You always said to tell you if I thought you were making a mistake. Listen to me, Burana. This is a fucking mistake.”
From where Aleya crouched the queen’s face was backlit, obscured. Was there regret there? Cold determination? It was impossible to tell. All she said was: “Thank you for your honesty, Taire.”
The chill silence returned, though Taire seemed a little calmer having spoken her mind. She paced a few steps around the grove before joining Burana on the bench. “I hate this,” she muttered, gripping the stone.
Burana placed a hand on her shoulder. The intimacy of the moment made Aleya feel guilty. She had no business seeing either of them like this, but she couldn’t bear to move.
“If only her father’s blood had taken root, we might not have such a problem,” said Burana. “But she looks so much like her mother, doesn’t she? A classic Kubalite beauty. She could snap Eshmer like a twig.” A dry chuckle. “Probably would too. Ah, you should’ve seen them going at it today.”
“Does he know about this?”
“Not yet.”
“Hmm.”
“And that gutter mouth of hers. By the light of Heaven. I’ve never heard anything like it. It’s your fault she swears like a soldier, you know.”
“I did my best, Burr.”
“I’m not complaining.” Changing tack, the queen asked, “Do you remember when I asked you to train her? You said—”
“Queen of Heaven, please, anyone else.” A laugh bubbled out of Taire, fading away as quickly as it came. “I remember the day she turned 19. All I could think was, she’s passed him by now. My little Elo.”
“You’ve honored him well,” said Burana.
That was all Aleya could take. She trod softly away into the night, leaving the queen and the soldier hand in hand, surrounded by the scent of oranges and old, heavy loss.
• • •
Most days the Temple of Heaven had a queue of supplicants a mile long, flowing out of the sacred gates and into the bustling streets of Ash. Even at this hour there was activity, though it was mostly priests and temple attendants hurrying around on their morning duties. They greeted her with a nod, assuming she was an early riser come to pay respects.
And she was. Legally speaking, Aleya was an ordinary citizen. Just another traveler, praying for safe passage before leaving home.
The Temple of Heaven was a lavishly tiled ziggurat striking upward from a swathe of plain earth. Scenes from the Ashalite creation myth were picked out in gold on the surface, shining rivers and bushels of wheat and thousands upon thousands of stars. The land around the temple was unadorned, perhaps the quietest, barest part of that whole heaving city, as if Ash itself was pulling away out of respect, giving the goddess her room.
Aleya stepped through the columned entrance and felt the air cool. Encased within the temple was . . . another temple. Slightly smaller, but no less lavish, built in the square style that was the hallmark of Ashalite architecture some 500 years before. Rather than tiles, the illustrations were carved straight into brick, a long winding relief showing the people of Ash lined up with offerings held high. Lamps flickered, illuminating the passage between inner and outer wall, through which the attendants hurried. She carried on, passing through into another temple, and then another, each growing smaller and plainer and older. Six walls of brick and stone and clay until she reached the final, the original resting place of the Queen of Heaven.
Compared to the outer temples it was little more than a shack—a turret of baked brick and mud mortar, windowless, unadorned. But for those who’d built it, hunters and nomads, it was a masterwork: hours upon hours of collective labor on something that would neither feed nor house nor clothe them, but existed only as a solid symbol of some ephemeral idea, and their own devotion toward it. It was the embryo not just of Ash but the whole modern world. A place where the stake of civilization was driven firmly into the ground.
The area outside the shack was crammed with yesterday’s sacrifices: half-charred incense cooling in a wide bowl, open jugs of wine speckled with drowned flies, wheat, grain and flowers. Aleya took a coin from her purse and laid it down among the offerings. It wasn’t much. But those coins, and the etched bangle around her wrist, represented her only wealth in the world. She hoped it would be enough. She looked askance at a waiting attendant, who nodded, her necklaces clinking softly.
“You may enter,” she said. And so Aleya did.
The ceiling was woven from brittle river reeds, carefully preserved over countless generations. The scent of clay and mildew still hung in the air.
Alone in the sacred heart of Ash, she kneeled and spoke the name of God.
“Tahlia.”
She was a simple statue compared to the solid gold imitations in the Ashalite Palace, a lump of carved limestone, with only three small chips of azurite embedded in her tristar crown. The Queen of Heaven was not affixed to her pedestal. In times of need she was carried out to the battlefield on a jeweled litter. The Idolfire that burned from that simple carving could swat away an army of thousands.
This idol had saved them during the war with Kuba.
The war where Taire lost her son.
Oh, well. One more corpse in the interminable pile of corpses in the mass grave of the accursed pointless war that had ruined her life before it could even begin.
Aleya glanced up. There were no pupils carved in the Queen of Heaven’s eyes. She looked everywhere and nowhere, all-seeing and yet blind. It was the time now to be solemn and proper, to issue thanks, to humbly prostrate. But when she tried to pray, her true feelings took over.
Thalia. Your people don’t love me. They’re never going to love me. I don’t have anyone. What
do I do?
The Queen of Heaven was not in the business of giving instructions. But Aleya’s soul sounded out a response in her stead: Earn it.
She uttered a prayer for herself, for her journey, for her city, and for the soul of young Elo, dead for as long as she’d been alive. Then she wiped her eyes and hardened her heart and made a final pledge:
I’ll find our treasure. I’ll bring it home. Queen of Heaven, Goddess of the Stars, Enlightening One, Tahalia, I promise this: next time you see me I’ll bring something much better than a measly little coin.



Bern: The Highway
“DAMN IT!”
Cursebreaker clattered to the ground. Three swings—that’s all she could manage before it slipped free.
Kirby extended her hand toward the horizon. She was shaking like a bough in a breeze from shoulder to fingertip. The effort of swinging the sword hadn’t bothered to stop at exhaustion, transmuting straight into pain. Add that to the ache in her shoulder from where she’d been hauling it all day and the pulsing cobble-sore throb in both her feet and she was more or less ready to unbutton her body and leave it behind.
She wondered if it was even worth trying to train. Balain said the Nivelans had all vanished. Surely the city was a ruin by now. Couldn’t she go and pick Iona out of the rubble? Even if there was someone still alive to guard the goddess, she couldn’t see herself defeating anyone in hand-to-hand combat. They’d die of laughter first.
Kirby sighed. These thoughts circled around her head all day like fruit flies, buzzing back no matter how much she swatted. In truth, the loneliness was eating up at her far more than the exhaustion. Almost a week’s walking and she was yet to see a soul.
The old road wound eastward, inland, away from the sea. The first few days were all spent in hills, low, wide and rolling, hares flitting through the stalky grass, and a pale sun hunted by distant rain squalls. At times the road would dip down a valley, and Kirby could spend a pleasant hour or two following the course of a gurgling burn. Life gathered down there like water in the creases of a cupped hand. She passed gnarled sycamores, nesting birds, bright patches of daisy and dandelion gathering over the water. But wherever possible the road kept its unnatural straightness and thrust straight up the flank of the hill to the ridge. The wind blew relentlessly up there, whittling away at her ears, and she could find almost no shelter save for a few patches of crumbling wall.
There’d been people in those hills once. She found traces: foundations of stone and timber, farming tools rotted with rust, vague etchings in the hillsides. They must have been victims of the same war that destroyed Balt. Kirby wondered how far Iona’s curse stretched. Had the people here known to hide when the soldiers came? Did they stagger on for a few generations, dwindling under the Wither like Balt did, until there was nobody left?
Now their homes lay abandoned, cairns leading the way to nowhere.
It was a relief when the hills finally gave way to low-lying territory. Foraging and trapping was easier where the woodland grew close. She could spend less time finding food and cover more distance in a day.
Her way, always, was along the old road.
There were moments when the road seemed lost to her forever, but it always reappeared, in a yawning gap between trees, or a curious sprouting of flint thistle on an otherwise bare patch of meadow, roots reaching buried stone. At times the traces in the land were more obvious, as whoever built the road had seen fit to cut a hollow deep into the earth, leaving exposed walls of dusty, ivy-shrouded rock. Kirby had no clue how they’d managed it. She imagined teams of workers boring forward like ants, hacking mindlessly at the soil with picks and shovels. What did they look like, those Nivelan soldiers? What did Nivela look like? Was it bigger than Balt? Would she know it when she saw it? How long did it take to cross the sea? Kirby mulled over these questions as much as she could to keep her thoughts from turning to home.
It was a double loneliness. She missed everyone in Wall’s End individually, but she also missed their collective presence, waking up to the smell of cooking smoke and the shrieks of the little ones and voices in the early morning. Sometimes she sang snatches of old ballads just to fill the time. But her voice sounded small and foolish without anyone else to sing alongside. Her misery mounted with each day, and she thought sadly about those hills, circling and blocking the way back behind her.
She had a dream about Balain, that she was playfighting with him like they did when they were little. Except this wasn’t a play. She’d pinned him down and was hitting him over and over in the face, screaming in the mute way of dreamers for him to stop. Stop it now. It wasn’t funny anymore. Just stop. She woke up feeling restless, strange and sick.
Then it started to rain.
Kirby had already endured a few showers since leaving Wall’s End, but this was of a different caliber. The air cooled and took on a taste like river moss and the sky curdled to a bruisy shade of purple. Then the downfall began: heavy, relentless, splattering drops that soaked through her hood and boots and sack, and seemed to seep even into the skin, watering down her blood. It was impossible to get a fire going. She chewed through raw rations and woke up shivering in the morning, bundled in the mud-splattered blanket. More than insufferable, it was dangerous. Kirby could feel the cold settling against her bones and knew if she fell ill here, her journey would be over before it began.
On the evening of the third day of rain the trees broke open and Kirby found herself looking down the slope of a knobbled, sheep-speckled pasture. At the bottom of a pasture lay a house. It was squat and solid-looking like the buildings in Wall’s End, wattle and thatch plastered over the outside. The chimney was smoking. Kirby’s heart leaped. Someone’s home!
Kirby strode down, wondering what she ought to say and what language she ought to say it in. Before she could decide for herself, the door swung inward and out of it came the oldest person she had ever seen. Kirby didn’t know people could even get that old. Her hair was a wild tangle, nails black, blotched skin loose on the bone. Most striking were her eyes, which had a kind of mist over them, pale blue and milky white.
“Stay there!” the old woman snarled. She was brandishing a birch-twig broom handle-first at Kirby. “I saw you coming down. You came from westward. Didn’t you?” The broom edge jabbed into Kirby’s cheek with surprising force, “You’re too solid for a ghost. A fairy then. Only ghosts and fairies in the west. What do you want? Come to snatch my baby away?”
Kirby laughed. She couldn’t help it, she was just too overjoyed to be talking to another person, no matter how crazy. The old woman spoke Bernic, albeit with a curious accent, so that was the language Kirby replied in.
“I’m not a fairy! I walked here, see?” Kirby marched on the spot to demonstrate that her boots were soaked through. “If I was a fairy I would have flown. Would you let me stay the night, if I help out a little?”
“Ah.” She narrowed her eyes. “Help out? A brownie then?”
“Like a brownie. I am a person.”
“Hmm.” She looked Kirby up and down, then slowly lowered the broom. “All right then,” she said, ushering her in. “You behave yourself. And don’t go playing any tricks.”
“I won’t. Promise.”
It had been a grand house once. The walls were timber, solidly made, and there was room inside for a family of five or six. There was meat and fish drying on hooks, bleached-bone talismans dangling from cobwebbed rafters, dirty straw scattered all over the floor. The blankets on the single cot looked mothballed, and vague hints of piss and mold lay under the pleasanter scent of stewing pottage. Also, there was a pig in the corner.
“Say hello to Mork,” the old woman instructed, pointing at the pig.
“Hello, Mork,” she said.
Mork was alarmingly big for a pig, more of a tuskless boar. He seemed thrilled to have someone new in the house, and rushed over, pressing his side against Kirby legs with a force that almost toppled her over.
“Where’s the baby?” Kirby asked, scratching Mork’s flank. There were no signs of a child amid all the squalor.
“Out,” she replied. “Have you eaten?”
Kirby eyed the pot and felt her stomach contract. “Not yet.”
“Get yourself settled,” she said, bustling over the stew. “You can be here till dawn. No longer than that though. Baby won’t like it. He doesn’t like people touching his things.”
“Okay.”
Kirby accepted a bowl of pottage. She wondered what had happened to the baby, if he was real or just something she’d conjured up for herself alongside the other specters. Or maybe . . .
A few chunks of soft meat floated amid the split peas in her bowl.
“Rabbit,” said the old woman. “Hop hop! Eat up!”
Kirby nodded and thought to herself: She’s not that crazy.
She ate quickly and got to work earning her shelter. There was a filth so ancient over the place that it would probably have been most efficient to burn the house down and start over from scratch, but she figured something was better than nothing. Kirby borrowed the weathered broom and swept out the mankier parts of straw, taking extra care to scrape away Mork’s leavings. She picked up the kindling and the larger chunks of peat scattered around the fire and piled them up a safe distance away. Buckets of fly-speckled old water and dry beer she cleaned out in the stream, along with the few utensils, cups and bowls, the pot. There were some woolen blankets scattered atop the cot in the corner. She took them outside along with a rolled-up rug and beat out all the dust she could, sending a fair few moths flying in the process. It was grim work, but satisfying. She hummed to herself.
During the cleaning she found an old antler comb, and once the shack was looking more presentable she began untangling the woman’s hair.
“Don’t fuss,” the woman said happily, wrapping her arms over her knees like a child while Kirby coaxed out the knots. The accusations of fairyhood were apparently all forgotten now. Once the hair was as neat as she could manage, Kirby braided it up out of her face, sealing it in with a small strip of leather.
“Isn’t that nice?” the woman said, touching a hand to the braids. “I hardly know myself.”
“You look lovely.”
Mork had trotted after Kirby as she cleaned, angling his belly for more scratches, but the excitement had clearly worn him out and he was now snoring loudly in the corner. Kirby was just about ready to curl up herself. The warm, smoky air and the steady sound of rain pattering on thatch was making her sleepy.
“Thank you for the shelter,” she said, wondering if she was still speaking as a brownie, or if the woman had finally come round to seeing her as a guest.
“It’s no trouble,” the woman replied, smiling at nothing. “He’s a good boy really. These things happen.”
“Uh-huh.” Kirby eyed the straw-strewn corner where Mork was resting. The room only had one cot. Guess I’m there tonight.
“Do you have a plan?” the woman asked brightly.
“Not really,” said Kirby with a sigh. “I’ve got a sword I can’t swing and a map I can’t read, and my boots are already falling apart.”
“Going somewhere better, is it?”
“Actually, I’m going to Nivela.”
“Nivela?”
It was eerie. The pond scum around her eyes seemed to clear, and she was looking at Kirby full on, one adult to another. “You’re going to Nivela?” Her head shook jerkily. “Oh no. Not that place.”
“I . . . have to go. I have to . . .”
“You can’t.” Her grip on Kirby’s hand was tight, urgent, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “People say it’s finished. Don’t believe a word of it. She’d never go down so easy.”
“She?”
“My great-grandmother saw her. She came by on that very road. The things she did . . .” The woman’s head shook again. “It wasn’t right. Some kind of foreign magic. It wasn’t right.”
“Are you okay?” Kirby leaned in, trying to steady her. She didn’t seem to hear.
“It isn’t dead. It’s waiting, only waiting. Full of young poison, like an adder in spring.” Her hand relaxed, leaving little half-moon dents in the skin where the nails had been. She looked at Kirby afresh, confused, and when she spoke again it was with the voice of a small child afraid of being rude. “ What was your name?”
“Kirby,” she said gently. “Thank you for the warning. Maybe you should get some sleep?”
“Yes, yes.” With Kirby’s help she got to her feet and hobbled over to the cot. “Good night, sweetheart. Let’s go say sorry in the morning, shall we? I’m sure all will be forgiven.”
“Definitely,” said Kirby, laying a blanket over her.
• • •
The scents of piss and pottage were drowned out by an overwhelming stink of beer.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” he muttered.
Kirby sat up at once and took stock of everything. She was alive with adrenaline. Clearly her body had sensed danger before her mind did. There was no grogginess. Everything came instant and clear.
The man was around 40. Details were hard to pick out in the half-light but Kirby got the impression of slabby, thick-veined arms, bloodshot eyes and a stooping posture like a bear on hindquarters. It wasn’t yet dawn.
“I asked what the fuck you’re doing in here?” he repeated.
“Your ma invited me in.” She kept her movements slow, like she was treading around a snake. One hand tight around the strap of her sack. Pulling on her boots one by one and rising up slowly, her back to the wall. Mork was still snoozing at her side. “She let me stay the night. Just to dry off some.”
“You wormed your way in.” His breath was a solid wall of hops. “Where are your friends? Are there more of you hiding out there?”
“No, it’s just me. I haven’t taken anything.”
“Bullshit.” The man’s voice rose to a roar: “Get out, thief!”
The old woman woke up, and was in a state of hysterics to match her son’s. “Keep it down!” she howled. “Stop that racket!”
“I’m going.” Kirby was backing away, both hands held up in entreaty. “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”
“Having your way with a helpless old lady. You must have no shame, you thieving little—”
“Enough with the noise! You bad boy, I told you—”
He whirled on his mother. “Shut up! What the hell are you playing at letting a stranger into our home, you stupid old bat?”
Kirby took the opportunity to dart past him toward the door, apologizing as she went. Later on she’d have to work hard to push away thoughts of what might have happened if the rain had kept up, if she’d gone thrashing into the dark and got lost in the woodland or plunged into a river or, worst of all, circled back to the house.
But it was a clear night, and the stars lit the way.
• • •
“Maybe she went back west?”
“No way. There’s nothing out there.”
At first Kirby thought she was mistaken, that she’d taken someone else for him. She’d had a rough night, snatching just a few hours’ extra sleep before morning came and urged her onward again. Cursebreaker was back on her shoulder and the road was back under her boots, and the previous night had receded to an uneasy dream, one she was all too happy to forget. She’d stepped a few yards from the road to pee behind a tree and heard a familiar voice approaching.
“This is the only safe route out of town,” he said. It was definitely him, the man from last night, the one who’d screamed at her to leave his house. “There were no tracks in the thicket. She was on foot. Can’t have made it further than a few miles.”
The voices moved further away, so Kirby risked a glance out from behind the tree. Three men. One of them had a stubby shortsword buckled to his hip.
Kirby couldn’t fathom it. She hadn’t taken anything, she hadn’t done anything, she didn’t pose any kind of danger. Why would they be chasing after—?
The realization settled over her. Oh. Right.
She knew what packs of men were like. Or at least, she’d been warned. It was one of the many reasons Eider had given to try and dissuade her from going off alone.
The thought entered her mind like a knife through the eye: I wish Balain was here.
Kirby heard the men heading home a few hours later, but she stayed hidden, keeping the road to her left as she crept forward through the undergrowth. She went on like that the next day, and the next, skirting around the edges of meadows and wading across unbridged streams. Only when three full days had passed did she return to the road. Even then she slept at night well out of sight of any travelers, with her back against a tree trunk and Cursebreaker resting on one shoulder. Once or twice she woke up terrified and her hand rushed to the pommel. But it was only a moth’s wing brushing against her cheek, or a lynx snapping twigs underfoot, or a hunter owl ripping the silence apart with a screech.



Jarra-Undur
ALEYA TRAVELED THE first few days by shaded riverboat, then cut across through the foothills, walking in the shadow of great towering aqueducts, the clear mountain air ringing with bells and goatherds’ cries. For a while her worries fell away and she allowed herself to enjoy the novelty of being on the move. On the other side of the hills she joined a merchant’s caravan heading west for the port city of Jarra-Undur. It was a remarkably pleasant journey. Though nowhere on earth could match Ash for beauty and advancement, Ur was an easy land to cross, a country of tiled drinking fountains and pepper-grilled fish stalls and wide, well-guarded highways. She’d earned a space in the caravan by offering her services as a guard, but there was little to do but stand around with her arms folded and a dagger on display. Banditry and hunger went hand in hand, and most of the people in those parts were eating well.
At Jarra-Undur she parted ways with the caravan and made her way to the docks to find passage to Palgaro. This was where she ran into her first real blockade.
In her old life, Aleya had grown used to the sounds of laughter behind her back. Laughter straight in her face was another matter.
“Palgaro?” the sailor scoffed. “You must be joking.”
“It was just a question,” she said, trying not to look huffy.
“The answer is no.” He turned around, shaking his head. “Palgaro. Like I don’t value my neck.”
There’d been bad stories coming out of the island of Palgaro for a while: scouts gone missing, unfriendly locals, poor trade. Clearly things had grown worse in recent years. Aleya spent the whole morning asking and couldn’t find a ship even making a stopover.
Despite all the frustration, she found herself enamored with the docks. The scent of the ocean seeped into everything: the thick, barnacle crusted ropes, the algae-stained stone, even the hauling mules. The Apse itself stretched away like a single flawless jewel, lapping at her ankles, beckoning her onward. Here was an ocean with so much more promise than the familiar inland sea, an ocean that connected all corners of the earth together. At its heart lay Palgaro. And at the heart of the heart, the once-great city of Nivela. The City at the Centre of the World.
That, Heaven help her, was her goal.
Nivela had conquered more land than any single power on earth before or since. Even Ash had struggled to resist the tide of her armies. Then the city imploded, withdrew her troops and locked her gates and cut off contact with civilization. The Ashalites wrote it off as the timely intervention of Heaven. They offered thanks to the goddess. They rebuilt what had been destroyed in the long sieges. And they tried their best, year on year, to forget.
But in the generations since the gates to the conquering city had not budged. Diplomats, spies, treasure-seekers, entrepreneurial merchants . . . all who tried to enter Nivela either returned dejected or didn’t return at all. It was not so much a city as a burn-hole in the map of the world.
Burana had talked a big game about her portentous dreams, but Aleya couldn’t help but wonder if the rumors were the real reason she was being sent to Nivela. Sure, Burana, just throw your bastard niece at the problem. That’ll work out fine.
And that was to say nothing of the treasure she was supposed to be hunting down.
Regardless, cowardly sailors were only a slight inconvenience. There might not be ships running directly to Palgaro anymore, but there were plenty going to Sanasar. And you could get anywhere from Sanasar.
“Oi!”
It took three oi’s before Aleya realized the man was talking to her. She looked at him, and he beckoned her over with an uneven grin. “Nivela, isn’t it?”
He was of a type rarely seen within the streets of inner Ash: salt-crusted, wind-burned, strong as an oak barrel. He had the skin of a man from north Ur, but his accent and clothes were a patchwork of a dozen different places.
“Ni—” She bit her tongue. “Who are you?”
A lax wave of the hand. “Don’t panic. I was told to look out for you.”
“Me?”
“Mm-hmm. Or for some Kubalite woman with a scar on her lip anyhow.”
“I see.” Of course. For a moment she thought she’d been identified, but Aleya didn’t look much like an Ashalite to anyone outside the city. Too tall, too shouldery. No match for that city of scholars and stargazers.
The man nodded to a ship across the docks—massive, double-sailed, its long flank dotted with oar holes, the prow carved to the shape of a screeching eagle. The deck and boarding ramp were both covered with people lugging crates and barrels aboard. “You want them. That’s where they’re bound.”
“I see. And who do I thank for the help?”
He shrugged. “Just doing as I’m told. There’s a message, too. Good luck, fledgling.”
Taire, then. Bless that old soldier. At least someone in the damn city was in her corner. She thanked the messenger and made her way to the ship. “You’re most welcome.” Once her back was turned she heard him mutter: “Crazy fools.”
The sailors there were an odd mix, some with the wan Palgaro complexion, but many even paler than that. The loading was being directed by a man with a braided beard, dressed in a thick yellow-and-red patchwork cloak in a style Aleya didn’t recognize. Wherever he’d come from, he was wildly overdressed for the weather. The smell of sweat-soaked wool radiated from his skin.
“Nivela?” he said, when she asked about passage. “So you’re a true believer?”
“Yes,” she replied, thinking, Sure. Whatever.
“Agrippus,” he said, and stuck out a hand.
She shook it. “Leya.”
“Listen, Leya,” Agrippus lowered his voice. Argh, she thought, even his hands are sweaty. “We’re looking to rebuild what was lost. All this trade isn’t for us to enrich ourselves. It all goes to the city. So if you’re looking to strike it rich . . .”
“I’m not interested in money.”
“No?” He stuck a thumb in his braided belt and appraised her with a long, sly look. “You’re Kuba, aren’t you? Bet you’d love to stick it to those smug Ashalite bastards. Once Nivela’s back on her feet they won’t stand a fart’s chance in a cyclone.”
“You think?”
He leaned closer, and Aleya struggled not to wrinkle her face against the stench of warm, biscuity fish breath. “I know it.”
She met his grin with a smile of her own. “Agrippus, my friend. That’s music to my ears.”



Bern: The Highway
“FIVE DAYS?” KIRBY stared in disbelief. “That’s all?”
“Yup.” The cleaver came down with a thunk, decapitating another chicken. “More or less.”
After countless days spent picking her way through bracken and wild underbrush, frightened and weary and constantly, heavily alone, the country around Kirby had finally started to open up. She knew she’d find other settlements sooner or later, because there were tiny cube-shaped buildings marked on her map along the side of that steady inked road. And she knew from common wisdom that the land she walked across was called Bern, or the Bernic Peninsula if you’re fancy, and that the ocean which lapped the shores to the west of Wall’s End curved around somewhere and carved off great cliffs on the lower side. This too was marked on the map—a trio of waves, curved like talons, marking a hard break in the highway. But she hadn’t seen that other ocean yet. The people who’d built the old road had burrowed straight through the center of the island, narrowed in on Balt like a marksman’s arrow. Little tracks and tributaries sprouted off left and right, but she ignored them, sticking always to the wider path. And it was on that path that Kirby finally wandered into Bernic civilization.
At first she spotted them from afar: villages the size of Wall’s End, or even larger. There were tendrils of woodsmoke rising into the air, and lowing cows, and the ding ding ding of struck metal as a blacksmith worked away in an open yard. Forests retreated into trimmed acres of hunting ground, and in their place came swathes of fields plowed in perfect, rolling rows. Fat cattle munched on clover and dozed in the shade. Where the northwesterly reaches of Balt were all brown and yellow—deep, earthy bristling browns, yellow gorse flowers like sudden blood spray across the hillside—this corner of the land was painted in a trim and relentless green. Fruits seemed bigger here. Sweeter, too. Wild strawberries grew in the scrub, plump and inviting, big as a baby’s fist. The first bush Kirby came across she ate too many in a rush and threw up sweet pulpy vomit in a nearby ditch.
And of course, there were the people. The road, once a lonely track prodded apart by bramble and dandelions, became a well-preserved two-yard highway busy with peddlers and hunters, hauliers and families (children even, scrapping with each other in the backs of wagons, holding their parents’ hands). Kirby was still wary of strangers, but she couldn’t keep diving into the trees or hurrying along with her head down every time she passed someone else on the road. Eventually she had to brave it out and meet the other travelers face to face. Nobody gave her any trouble. On the contrary, the first few families she greeted on the road gripped their children tightly and returned her smiles with a white-lipped grimace, as if she were the scary one.
What’s wrong with them? she wondered. Is everyone like this outside of Wall’s End?
It took a few more awkward encounters for Kirby to realize the truth: they were nervous around her because she looked like shit.
She’d been on the road for at least a month by then, and her focus in that time had been on keeping warm and safe and fed and darning up the holes that kept worming into her boots. Staying clean had slipped lower and lower in her priorities, until it wasn’t on the list at all. So she waited for a warm day, found a clear stream far enough from the road or any towns, stripped off and waded in. Her whole body erupted in goose bumps from the knees upward, but she forced herself to go further, until it was deep enough to dunk her head underwater. She felt numb all over, and a sharp sting in the welts on her right shoulder where the weight of the sword dragged heaviest. Mostly, though, she felt relief. I should’ve been doing this all along, she thought.
Once her hair was back to feeling like hair and her skin was back to smelling like skin, she soaked and scrubbed her clothes, clouds of muck blooming underwater as she worked. She laid the clothes out to dry on the grassy bank and sat down, wrapping herself in the cloak to keep from shivering. Her freckled legs looked astonishingly white against the grubby green cloth.
The remains of a collapsed footbridge littered the water a little upstream. Long beards of algae grew from the chiseled blocks, curling with the current. Kirby rebraided her hair and watched as a river frog leaped over her feet and vanished into the grass. It was the calmest she’d felt in a long, long while.
At last, glowing and clean, Kirby returned to the road. She was excited to see if her bath had made a difference. She didn’t have to wait long—a stooped older man soon appeared up ahead. Kirby psyched herself up for the long minute it took him to hobble toward her. At last, too eagerly, she blurted out: “Good morning!”
“Morning,” he said, with a polite nod. “You headed down to Weavering?”
“I am!”
“Aye.” His eyes rose to the leafy canopy above them. “Lovely day for it.”
“Yes!”
“Mind you stay away from Kernel at the wool stall by the well. He’ll rip you off. He always rips new folks off.”
“Thank you!”
“Haha!” His face broke into a grin. “You can tell him I said that. I’m not scared of that silly little bugger. Well, safe travels.”
“You too!”
They carried on past each other. Kirby’s hand curled into a fist of triumph.
Weavering turned out to be the largest town she’d come across yet, a cluster of solid stone homes surrounded on all sides by combed pastureland. Oxen plodded slowly through the churning soil and oxen-drivers followed slowly after, bowed forward over the plow handles, feet driving deep into the mud with each step. In place of a green, the town center had a whole market, which was a totally novel experience for Kirby. There’d been no need for such a thing in a place as small as Wall’s End. She’d never seen a space outside so crowded, not just with people but cows and geese and goats; never had the experience of being bumped by multiple strangers as she tried to move forward, apologizing each time, turning too fast and jostling a third person with Cursebreaker’s pommel and getting sworn at. A hard-edged shadow loomed over the chaos. A Nivelan building. There was no mistaking the thing: it was twice the size as anything else in town, and just as perfectly made as the fort on the outskirts of Balt. Kirby squinted at the facade. She couldn’t even make out the seams in the brickwork.
The scale of Weavering was overwhelming, but it was at least busy enough that she didn’t stick out right away. With so many people around, she finally felt safe enough to walk up to somebody and ask for directions. For a guide she chose a woman in her forties plucking a chicken carcass at a meat stall. Her knuckles were feathered with gore and down and her eyes carried a stormy exhaustion, but something about the shape of her sloped shoulders reminded Kirby of her ma.
“Excuse me,” she said, gripping the straps of her sack. “How far is it to Nivela from here?” She was tense, remembering all too well the panic she’d induced the last time she’d uttered the word “Nivela” to a stranger. But the woman shrugged and said, “Eh, maybe five days’ walking?”
Kirby was astonished. “But I thought it was over the sea?”
“Not anymore.” The woman put her cleaver aside and gave Kirby a frank appraisal. “You look like you’ve come a long way. Another true believer?”
“Believer in what?”
“You know. The city. That it’s coming back.”
“Back?” she repeated, alarmed. They’d caused enough trouble the first time. Besides, Kirby was hoping to pluck Iona out of a dusty old ruin. A living city with soldiers and walls would be much harder to deal with.
“That’s what they’re saying,” the woman replied with a shrug. “We can only hope.”
“Hope?” She remembered the little husks of houses that dotted the hills. “I mean, they killed a lot of people.”
“Only the ones dumb enough to try and fight them,” she replied. “Life was better when they were running things. We had some kind of standards. Now it’s all backslid and we have to work like dogs for every little scrap.”
“Right.” Kirby’s tone cooled. “Thank you.”
The woman pointed the cleaver over her shoulder at the Nivelan building. “Ask inside the bathhouse. I heard some of them were hanging around there, recruiting.”
Kirby followed the woman’s directions, up the steps and into the looming structure. Her skin prickled as she stepped through the entranceway. The marble seemed to trap the cold and sharpen the shade. It was a strange, uncomfortable kind of luxury: benches of stone, iron mesh burners affixed to the walls, wide corridors that invited a draft. The chicken woman had called it a bathhouse, but all she could see beyond the antechamber was a vast empty tub with mold hugging what must have once been the waterline.
A gaggle of people stood in the entrance hall. It was obvious who among them was the recruiter, and who were the recruits. Most of them were ordinary Bernic folk in homespun clothing, muttering nervously among themselves or staring at the ground. The recruiter wore a scarlet robe over a bronze breastplate, and his hair was cropped short, just above the ears. More than the clothes, the man had a personality Kirby had never encountered before, like he was four drinks deep and trying to hide it, or hadn’t slept in a week. He stood tall, laughed loudly, seemed to draw the others around and toward himself. She’d soon learn that this was the semi-manic presence of a real true believer.
Kirby approached him and cleared her throat. “’Scuse me. Are you the party that’s going to Nivela?”
“That’s right!” the recruiter exclaimed, his voice echoing up to the ceiling. The man struck his chest twice with his fist. Seeing her confusion, he added with a smile, “That was a greeting salute. It’s polite to do it back.”
Awkwardly, she mimicked the chest strike. “Kirby.”
“You looking to be a soldier, Kirby?” he asked, eyeing Cursebreaker.
“Uh no. Actually—”
“I’m just messing with you.” He laughed, clapping her on the shoulder hard enough to make her teeth rattle. “Look at the size of it! Almost as tall as you are! Haha!”
She touched a hand to the crossguard. “It was my brother’s.”
“Don’t you worry. We’ve got plenty of other work that needs doing aside from fighting. A city needs artisans! Bakers! Engineers! That beauty can go in our armory.”
“Sure,” said Kirby, thinking, Over my dead body.
“Come on in, come on in.” He ushered her into the group. “Where do you hail from?”
“Wall’s End.”
“Never heard of it!” he declared cheerfully. “Let me guess, this Wall’s End place doesn’t have much of a future, and you’re looking to be part of something bigger than yourself, is that right?”
“. . . Yes?”
“Great! You see, Kirby, Nivela was once the greatest city in the entire world. We’re the beginnings of a crew looking to restore that greatness. Our future Worldlord has a plan to . . .”
On and on it went. Kirby nodded and occasionally said “Oh!” but she could have stood still and said nothing and the man wouldn’t have noticed. But he seemed, if nothing else, totally sincere in his convictions.
That night Kirby returned to the old road, this time as part of a group of aspiring Nivelans. They traveled on foot alongside a mule-drawn wagon full of supplies, sticking to the main road and camping in the open at night. She ate regular hot meals for the first time since leaving home, which almost made everything else worth it (she’d think this, even later on). But still a sense of unease hung over her. It had been years ago, but she was sure Balain had said Nivela lay over the ocean. Could he have got it wrong?
She tried to pry some answers out of the recruiter, but he was a difficult man to tamp down. All he said was that they’d reach the city soon and when they did, all would be revealed. He was friendly and upbeat, and kept giving her those big jangling slaps on the shoulder and promising everything would be all right. She decided to believe him, at least for now.
The other recruits were a loose collection of misfits, runaways and wayward folk. Some of them had converted fully to the dream of Nivela reborn, and spoke feverishly of the greatness that lay ahead. They made declarations like: “Bern’s been a backwater for too long!” and “We’re gonna take the fight to them next time!” Who was meant by “them” was never made clear. But mostly they were lost souls looking for a roof and a plate of food. “There’s safety in a city,” explained a hollow-cheeked woman not much older than Kirby. “Safety in numbers.”
On top of everything else, there was still the open question of what she’d do when she actually found Iona. The recruiter seemed like a nice enough man, if a little eccentric. Maybe if she explained what she needed the idol for he’d let her have it.
What use would they have anyhow, for someone else’s god?
• • •
The wind brought it to them first. That scent unlike any other, of salt cleaving the air. The ocean. Soon after came the sound of gulls. The road began sloping downward, and the country around them took on a arid, weatherbeaten kind of look: dry grass and sandy soil. Many of the people they passed on the road recognized the recruiter and greeted him with that same chest-knock salute. Some wore their own patchwork uniforms, banners, scraps of armor. At last, the little party crested a hill and clapped eyes on their goal for the first time.
“Behold,” said the recruiter, bringing the company to a halt. “Nivela. The City at the Centre of the World.”
A chorus of gasps rose up from the ranks of the recruits.
And Kirby thought, Uh-oh.
This was the problem. Kirby hailed from the middle of nowhere and by all rights ought to have been as impressed as the rest of them by what the man called Nivela. But she’d also grown up in the literal shadow of Balt, and knew something about what a great city was supposed to look like. Great cities had brick walls stretching from horizon to horizon, not a mile-long ring of wooden spikes. Great cities had circular watchtowers, not lookout platforms on timber struts. Great cities had streets, villas and temples and meeting halls. Though there was a cluster of Nivelan buildings at the center, the rest of the “city” was Bernic-style, uneven buildings cobbled out of drystone and mud-smeared thatch.
It was impressive for what it was certainly—a fortified coastal settlement, probably built by the Nivelan army to keep watch for attacks by sea. The wooden barrier ended at either side with a sheer limestone cliff, better natural protection than any engineer could provide. But a city, it was not.
It was the eastern ocean itself that stirred awe and foreboding in Kirby. She was certain now that her true goal lay somewhere beyond it, just like Balain had said. A restless horizon. Choppy. Gray melting into gray.
The recruiter was standing at the head of the party, drinking in the view. She came up to his side and cleared her throat. “Excuse me? Sir?”
He beamed down at her. “Yes?”
“I just wanted to talk to you about . . . I think I might have misunderstood something.”
“Misunderstood?” He reached out a hand and gripped her shoulder, his face carved with a smile. “You’re not thinking of leaving, are you Kirby?”
“I’m sorry, but I need to go to the real Nivela.”
It was a mistake. She realized at once: the man’s face went slack, and a new emotion passed over like the shadow of a cloud on water. “This is the real Nivela,” he said.
“No, it’s just . . . I wasn’t . . . I was going to Nivela.”
“And you’ve arrived.”
The other recruits began to draw away with pitying looks as Kirby spluttered: “It’s just, I need something out of the city, and—”
“You need something? So you’re saying you don’t want to help the greatest city ever founded conquer the known world in honor of our Worldlord and the God Nivelus?”
Kirby took a deep breath. She’d never been a good liar. “No?”
She knew it was coming, but still the punch seemed to arrive from nowhere. One of the recruits was standing behind her and backed away, giving her an uninterrupted path to the ground. They were still on the road and the cobbles smacked hard against her cheek. Through the dizziness she had the thought to raise her arm against another blow, but none came. The recruiter only stared down, white with rage.
“You’re helping us rebuild,” he snarled, “Whether you like it or not.”
He looked around and addressed the rest of the recruits. “Anyone else have a problem with my fucking city?”
Not a soul responded.
“Good,” he said. “Onward.”
• • •
Despite the diminutive size, “Nivela” was in a flurry of industry. There were buildings half-built, piles of timber and rubble, sounds of weaving, hammering, cooking, crafting, tending to small gardens. Banners fluttered from every peg bearing a crude symbol of a hand holding a snake. Ordinary Bernic people, some of them shivering in bizarre robed costumes, were doing the bulk of the work, while men in piecemeal armor and capes watched over with vacant expressions. Stagnant misery hung in the air.
The other recruits were herded into a building, while Kirby was hauled across to the central courtyard. She still had her possessions on her, but the recruiter had tied her hands in front of her with a thick length of twine like some kind of prisoner of war. In the corner of the courtyard was a great stack of crates and chests and timber barrels. It was guarded by a man in a similar costume to the recruiter, though the breastplate looked more like tin than bronze, and his cloak was more berry than scarlet.
The recruiter slammed his chest with his free hand. “Hail, my countryman!”
He saluted back. “Hail, my lord!”
By now Kirby had moved past ordinary fear and into borderline hysterics. These people were like children playing in costumes—murderous children, with real weapons, who’d kill you for pointing out it was all just a game.
“How was the trip?” asked the tin-plate soldier.
“Very good. We’ve got twelve true believers to add to the cause, only one runaway.” His grip on Kirby’s arm tightened a hair and she grimaced. “And you?”
“All’s well. Noble Agrippus has returned from his travels.”
“What has the noble Agrippus brought us from the shores of Ur?”
The soldier counted off on his fingers as he spoke: “We’ve got some funny-smelling spices. Dunno what we’re supposed to do with that. Sixteen sets of armor, plus swords and shields. I asked if we could get them in the Nivelan style and he said that’s all they had, so that’s all we’re getting.”
“Not much, assemblyman, but it’s a start. What else?”
“Few gold coins, few casks of wine, weird fruit, weird meat, lots of cheap pottery. And, uh, her.”
He stood aside. Sitting cross-legged among the crates and barrels was the strangest, angriest woman Kirby had ever seen.



New Nivela
Aleya
IT HAD BEEN the worst month of Aleya’s life.
Bad enough to be trapped on a boat doing sailor jobs and eating sailor food, sharing living quarters with a dozen stinking strangers and pulling on oars for hours on end whenever the winds failed. Bad enough that “Agrippus” took a shine to her, and spent long days recounting garbled, wildly untrue stories from his own life and from the history of his “Great city,” meaning Nivela, stories which any Ashalite child could have corrected. Bad enough that she had to humor him to keep her place on the crew. All of that would have been acceptable if they’d been sailing the right fucking direction.
When they stopped for supplies near Sanasar he’d assured her this was only a minor detour before circling back to the great city itself. But that night Aleya read the stars and realized that instead of going north toward Palgaro they were sailing west—and west, and west, and west some more, straight into the arse crack of the world.
Fledgling. One word, and she’d let herself be won over. A single word, one little flash of sentiment, and she’d been fooled. Worse still, she had no doubts who was behind the trick.
Eshmer. When I see you again, I am going to rip that goatee straight off your face.
There was no use voicing her objections with the crew, because everyone else on the ship was utterly devoted to the cult of New Nivela and would have killed her for so much as raising an eyebrow. So she played along, humored them, embellished her backstory as a Kubalite mercenary looking to ally herself with this blossoming “World power.” In the long voyage that followed she was able to pick apart the truth behind the blusterous propaganda. Though he’d christened himself Agrippus Nivelus Worldlord, the captain’s real name was Derk. Derk/Agrippus was a wealthy Bernic trader who’d begun entertaining delusions of grandeur after purchasing a cliffside Nivelan fort, and soon declared his intention to rebuild the city on the coast, with himself as the new Worldlord. It seemed there were plenty of people in Bern who longed for the yoke of the old occupation and were more than happy to join him in the enterprise.
By the time the muddy Bernic coastline finally appeared, Aleya was on the verge of flinging herself into the ocean. It was on the shore that she made her second fatal mistake—sprinting for the hills as soon as they made landfall, straight into the troop of armed “Nivelans” coming down to greet them. Now she’d been dumped in the courtyard alongside the rest of the cargo until Agrippus decided what to do with her, along with some terrified Bernic girl.
The Bern looked mousey, pale and underfed. Then again, that was how everybody looked in that joke of a city, at least to Aleya’s eyes. She hadn’t said a word, but Aleya could tell she was scared shitless just from the set of her shoulders, from the way her eyes darted from person to person, taking everything in. Her hair was copper-colored, braided at either temple, with jug-handle ears prodding out the side, and she wore thick, road-worn clothes, all grubby greens and muddy browns. She had a careless brush-spray of freckles from cheek to cheek. For some reason she had a longsword strapped to her back.
The two guardsmen chatted in Bernic, saying heaven knows what. Aleya had never bothered to learn a word of Bernic because she’d never in her worst nightmares imagined herself winding up in Bern.
Her leg still smarted from where one of the “Nivelans” had kicked her, but it didn’t hurt half as much as her pride. Fine, she thought. You want to wage war against the world? I’ll bring the fight right to your piss-stained doorstep.
Kirby
“Noble Agrippus said she’d be good for training up our glorious military in advanced tactical combat, but she tried to do a runner as soon as we made landfall.” The tin-plate soldier droned on. He seemed to find the entire situation bemusing. “I dunno why they didn’t just kill her. Noble Agrippus seems to think he can win her over.”
The recruiter nodded. “I must speak with Agrippus. Watch over this one till I’m back.” He grabbed Kirby’s shoulder and shoved her onto the ground.
“Probably shouldn’t be armed,” said the soldier, eyeing Cursebreaker.
The recruiter had been in the process of stomping away, but at those words he stomped back, grabbed her sword and threw it into the pile of cargo. Then he leaned down and jabbed a finger into her face. “Stay here.”
Kirby nodded, her mouth dry.
Now it was just the three of them in the courtyard: the tin-plate soldier, Kirby and the glowering woman from over the sea. From the shores of Ur, he’d said. A Urean then.
All Kirby knew about Ur was that it made a useful shorthand for far away. She remembered a day many years ago when the sea raft she built for exploring the caves on the coastline vanished from the beach after a nightly storm. Balain said it was no use searching for the raft, because it’ll have floated away to Ur by now. When she was little she’d been taught to admire swallows because they fly all the way to Ur just to keep warm in the winter. And if she took too long out on an errand, her ma would accuse her of going to Ur and back.
She certainly looked like she’d come a long way. The woman had darker skin and brighter clothes then even the most far-roaming traveler Kirby had ever met. Her expression was stormy, almost murderous, but it wasn’t an angry kind of face. She reminded Kirby of a deer somehow, with her thick lashes and big, grave eyes. The brilliance of her clothes shone through what must have been one hell of a voyage: a rich, sunset-orange shawl with a berry-blue trim, close-cut cotton undershirt and trousers with the color and apparent softness of clouds in May. Kirby wondered if everyone dressed like that in Ur, or if this Urean was someone special, some kind of merchant, or maybe a nobleman’s daughter. Also, she looked strong. Most of the women in Wall’s End had farmers’ strength, the kind that came with chapped hands and a bad back. This was different. Her muscles had shadows between them, blue against the skin. It was a trained kind of strength. Maybe she was a soldier? Kirby’d always thought of soldiering as a man’s job, but Ur was a different kind of land, so maybe over there . . .
“Paint a fresco,” said the Urean. “It’ll last longer.”
It was the travelers’ tongue. Kirby blushed, and responded in kind: “Sorry.”
“What?” The soldier glanced suspiciously at Kirby. “What did she say?”
“That’s the travelers’ tongue,” she said in Bernic. “Don’t you know it?”
“The what?” He scratched his nose. “No.”
“She was just . . . Well, I was staring, so . . .”
The Urean realized that she was the topic of discussion and began speaking up at him, rapid-fire words in an icy-calm tone.
“What’s she saying?” he asked.
“She’s saying, that she—” The words came out in a torrent. “She’s saying something about your mother. She says she met up with your mother. No, she’s going to meet up with your mother, and—” Kirby stopped, suddenly embarrassed. “Oh.”
“Hmm.” He stood up slowly, shambled over to the Urean, and struck her across the face. “Shut up.”
A line of blood dripped out of one nostril and wormed over her upper lip. She licked at this, never taking her eyes from his. Kirby tensed for another blow. But the soldier only shuddered and stalked away. “Freak,” he muttered.
It had been an exchange of power. And somehow, sitting in the dirt with her hands tied, the Urean had won.
“Hello?”
The moment came back into focus. Kirby had been staring open-mouthed at the Urean again.
Kirby shuffled as far forward as she dared, and said in her best travelers’ tongue: “Hello! Good to meet you! My name’s—”
“I don’t care. Listen. Do you want to get out of here?”
Kirby risked a glance around. Nobody was looking their way. It seemed they’d been forgotten for now. “Yes?”
“Good. There’s a dagger in the chest behind me.” She nudged it with the back of her head so Kirby could see which one she meant. “On the count of three I’ll charge this”—a string of words she didn’t know—“and you grab it.” Kirby glanced to the side. The soldier was sitting on a nearby barrel, picking at his nails. “Free yourself,” she said. “Then come free me. Okay?”
“Eh? But your—”
“One . . .”
“But your hands—”
“Two-three-go!”
The Urean leaped up and charged head first into the man’s back. He went down with a wail. Now there was no more time for thinking. Kirby staggered to her feet and ran forward, too scared to look head on and see if the Urean had got herself killed yet. She flipped the chest open and felt her heart drop to somewhere around her knees. There was no dagger, just a handful of coins scattered at the bottom of an otherwise empty chest.
She exhaled through her teeth. “Oh no.”
The Urean shouted, “Hurry!”
Maybe one of the others? There were at least a half-dozen other chests in that pile, and by the time she opened them all they’d both be dead three times over. She looked around wildly for a rusty nail or something . . . and spotted Cursebreaker, lying there just where the recruiter had tossed it.
Yes!
She grabbed the sword, wedged the sheath between her knees, and pulled the blade just high enough to nick the edge of the twine. It was awkward, but after a few frantic yanks the ropes began to give. From the ground she could hear swearing in multiple tongues and a grunt of pain that sounded like the Urean. She tugged hard, and at last her hands came free. She looked toward the fight. The Urean had her knee driven into the soldier’s groin and was holding onto his shoulder by the teeth, but he was fighting back hard, slamming his fist into her ribs over and over.
“Ears!” the Urean yelled, through a mouth full of shoulder. “Grab his ears!”
“I—I can’t!”
“Do someth—” A grunt of pain as he struck her again. Sooner or later the soldier would knock her off. Probably sooner. Kirby knew she had to do something now, and could feel Cursebreaker’s pommel sweat-slick in her own hands. One option. One obvious solution here. All that training and she still couldn’t swing the bugger more than three times, but if she could do it once and hit it right where she aimed then maybe . . .
Maybe . . .
Kirby let out a full-throated yell, partially to give herself some courage, partially to warn the Urean to get out the way. It worked. She rolled off just in time for Kirby to bring the sheathed sword down on the soldier’s head.
The scabbard met the man’s skull with a mighty thunk. He fell still.
“Is he—?” Kirby took a breath. “Is he—dead?”
The Urean spat blood and scraps of cape. “He’ll be fine. Quick, get my hands.”
As Kirby was slicing the ropes open she heard a cry, and saw to her horror a dozen people sprinting toward them across the courtyard. More toy soldiers, pointing and calling for help. The Urean gestured uphill, past the Nivelan buildings. “This way!”
Kirby followed, twisting to look back over her shoulder. “But the gate’s behind—”
The Urean ignored her. It was no use anyhow, as the way back to the gate was swarming with bodies. They dashed upward, past the potted Bernic houses and the stately Nivelan homes, past “true believers,” who put down the tools to watch in quiet bafflement as they went, followed soon after by a band of charging, shouting soldiers, capes fluttering out behind them, all the way to the outer boundary of the seaside fort.
To the cliff’s edge.
Kirby came to a halt. There was nothing beyond them but a suicidal stroll into the sea. “What now?” she asked.
The Urean looked at her. Her expression did not fill Kirby with confidence. “Well . . .”
“Stop.” 
Kirby heard the Urean let out something between a hiss and a sigh, and they both turned around, their backs to the cliff. Their pursuers had come to a halt a few yards away, clutching their mismatched weapons. The one who’d called stop wore a purple cloak over his Bernic woolens, his hair cropped short like all the rest, and was clutching a feathered spear. An absurd gold-plumed helmet clasped under his arm marked him out as the leader of the whole crazy band.
“Agrippus,” said the Urean.
“What are you doing, Leya?” The man looked so genuinely wounded that Kirby almost felt sorry for him. “You said you’d train my army. That you’d help me become Worldlord. Please, don’t do this.” The feathered spear clattered to the ground, and he held out both hands, entreating. “Come back to me. Let’s work together. It’s not too late.”
The Urean took a deep breath and screamed at him with a single eruption of weeks of carefully tamped-down rage:
“You! Are a fucking! Lunatic!”
She thrust one arm into the air, a bronze bangle caught the sun. “I’d rather kill myself than stay here!”
Kirby saw Agrippus go pale, and felt her own blood drain away in turn. “That was your plan?” she whispered.
“It’ll be fine.” The Urean moved closer to the cliff’s edge and Kirby went with her.
“Fine like we’ll survive? Or fine like we’ll be safe in the underworld?”
“Fine like we’ll be fine. Trust me.”
Trust me.
And she shouldn’t have really. If Kirby had learned one thing on the road it was to be less trusting, because outside the bounds of home and hearth it seemed nobody owed you anything, and more often than not they’d take you for all they could. Blind trust had got her close to killed twice already.
And yet. She decided to do it anyway. One more time, against all her better judgments. It felt right.
Agrippus took a cautious step toward them. “Leya, don’t be absurd.”
Kirby glanced back to the cliff. There was no path or ladder, just a sheer drop. “Should I do something?” she asked.
“You could pray.”
“Pray?”
The Urean shrugged. “Sometimes it helps.”
Another step from Agrippus. “Leya. I just want—”
He had no chance to finish. The Urean grabbed Kirby around the waist and plunged them both off the edge of the cliff.
Kirby closed her eyes.
She thought of home.
When she opened them again, instead of the hollows of the underworld, she saw the ocean. They were perched on a rocky platform, birdshit-slick, just a few inches above the water’s edge. The Urean was shaking her hand out like she’d burned it and muttering to herself in her own language, a series of words that sounded like curses and another that sounded like a name: Burana.
Kirby was gazing in wonder at her own unshattered legs. “It’s a miracle,” she said softly.
The Urean gave her a pitying look. “It’s Idolfire.”
She examined her sore wrist. Where there’d been a bangle, she now wore a circlet of black, crusted metal. “And it’s all used up. Fuck!”
Kirby glanced up. A slight bulge in the cliff edge hid the platform from view, at least from above. She had a thousand questions, but she decided to lay them aside and focus on the danger at hand. “They must think we’re dead,” she said.
“We can only hope. Thank Heaven we’re not dealing with real Nivelans. They’d have seen through that little show in a heartbeat.” She sighed and her sigh held the exhaustion of a thousand lifetimes.
Kirby sat down and wrapped her hands around her knees, scooching as far as she could away from the water. After a moment, the Urean joined her. There was a strange, fragrant scent on the woman’s skin, one she’d later know as bay laurel.
“I’m Kirby,” she said.
“Aleya,” she replied. “Charmed.”
Then there was nothing to do but gaze out at the water and listen to the pull of the tide.



Bern, of all places under Heaven
Aleya
THE BERNIC GIRL fell asleep. At first Aleya thought she was pretending to sleep out of sheer awkwardness—who in their right mind could relax at a time like that?—but they were sitting shoulder to shoulder, and Aleya could feel her breathing, deep and steady. She’d really nodded off.
Must be nice, Aleya thought. She fixed her gaze on the horizon and tried not to dwell too much on the extent to which she was totally, utterly, royally, irreversibly fucked.
• • •
Eventually she managed something, not quite sleep, but that stone-skimming thing in the shallows of consciousness, where you see the ley lines of the cosmos for just a second before something pulls you below or over. A little parade of dream-people lined up to give her a lecture. Taire, of course, and Ina, and the queen, and many others, ending with the hateful long-bearded tutor who taught her algebra when she was a child. He’d been a rotten old he-goat. If she made a mistake he’d make a great show of breaking the practice tablet in two. “You’ve rendered it worthless with your stupidity,” he’d say. “Start again.”
The first time she noticed a mistake on his tablet, she reached over and broke it down the middle, shoving the eye-biting clay dust into his face, and at last he snapped and tried to slap her—she’d known all along he’d wanted to—so she grabbed him by the beard and thrust her two front knuckles into his teeth. That was the end of their lessons together.
But still, it was his voice that found her in moments like these: You blithering little brute, you spoiled fool, you think you’re so clever, that’s your problem, you think you’re just so clever, you uppity Kubalite bastard.
Had he called her that? A bastard? Or had he only said it with his eyes?
When Aleya returned fully to the walking world, she found it a stranger place than when she’d left. A wall of fog had moved in from the sea. It was a type she’d never seen before, low and thick, like some hell-sent spider had spun cobwebs over the sun. The algae’d rock was beaded all over with collected water and she couldn’t see further than a few paces ahead in any direction.
Finally, she thought. A stroke of luck.
She nudged the sleeping Bern. “Now’s our chance,” she whispered. “Let’s go.”
Then there was an interval of tense focus as they edged along the jagged lower lip of the cliff. Aleya was grateful for the fog, but it still put her on edge to hear the scream of unfamiliar birds, their whirling bodies hidden in the mist. Barnacles broke underfoot and cold waters murmured underneath. The Bern stayed quiet. She seemed drowsy. Maybe it was shock.
Eventually the rock gave way to gritty sand, and they were at the lower edge of the same long foam-crusted bay where Aleya had made landfall that morning. Somewhere behind them lay the shadow of the false city. The fog hid it from view, but she could hear the echoes of voices and human activity drifting down.
“Let’s go inland,” said the Bern. “We’ve got to get onto the road.” She said “the road” like there was only one.
“Very well.”
They struck up the sands, deeper into the guts of that vast, intractable, mist-swathed wilderness.
• • •
The Bernic Peninsula. Could she have loved it, if they’d met under better circumstances? Perhaps if she’d been born with a poet’s soul, Aleya could have found something commendable, even radiant, in the mile upon mile of wet, shimmering bogland she trudged over, following the contours of the old Nivelan highway (her suspicions were correct: this was the only thing in the whole country that passed for a road). There was something to be said for the way the cotton buds shivered in the relentless breeze, and for the purple flowers that prodded out here and there among the peat. And didn’t a flat, colorless sky have its own kind of beauty, if only as a frame for the occasional cracks of blue?
Aleya stole a glance behind her, and said with a sigh, “I notice you’re still following me.”
Kirby was making no effort to hide it. The wretched “city” was long out of sight, but every time Aleya turned her head she saw that same pair of ears poking out of that same mud-colored hood. Heaven help me, I’m being stalked by a jerboa.
“I’m not following you,” Kirby replied. “We’re just walking the same way.”
“But I don’t know where I’m going.”
A laugh. “Me neither.”
“I don’t see what’s funny about any of this.”
“Sorry.” Kirby made an effort to look serious. “I’m just happy to have someone to talk to. It’s been pretty lonely since I left Wall’s End.”
There she goes again with that shit.
Oh, it had taken about five seconds for the whole story to come bubbling out. There was really no need for Kirby to admit to being lonely—it was painfully obvious from the way she couldn’t stop talking. So yes, Aleya knew everything about the Bern’s little quest, most of it against her will. She was mildly intrigued to learn there had been survivors after the infamous sack of Balt, and the resulting infertility crisis was a tragedy, for sure, especially if she burned a few empathetic calories imagining her own descendants huddled together in shacks on the outskirts of a ruined Ash. And the unfortunate brother, murdered by the wrath of the goddess. Or by structurally unsound drystone. But that was all just flotsam on the wind, in the face of the colossal fact that this was all not her problem.
Aleya had already explained, patiently, gently, that it was time for them to part ways. And Kirby agreed. Yet she was still there, a few steps behind.
“So what are you after in Nivela?” asked the Bern.
“I can’t say.”
Not just to Kirby: the details of her calling were a secret between her and the queen, until it was done. Then she could scream it from the rooftops in every corner of Ash. Probably would, too.
“You haven’t even told me who you are yet.” Kirby went on. “I mean, if it’s a secret too, that’s fine, I was just—”
“Aleya Ana-Ulai,” she said. “Ana is my family name, Ulai is the sign I was born under, Aleya was my father’s mother. And I come from Ash. Happy?”
“Ash.” A pondering look. “That’s famous, isn’t it? Is it the biggest city in Ur?”
“Biggest, oldest, grandest, best. Listen, do you even know where Nivela is?”
“It’s at the end of this road and over the sea.”
Like it was all so simple.
“Ash is a whiles away, right?” Kirby asked, when she didn’t respond. “What are you doing out here?”
There it was: the one question she didn’t want to answer. They passed by another crumbled shack, weevilled wood, mounds of dug soil and a rusting upturned cauldron, probably a home for some nesting creature. Abandoned shacks were common as weeds in Bern. Where were the damned people? The water sellers, the hawkers, the roadside food stalls? Where was the foot traffic? How did anyone live out here?
Aleya could feel Kirby’s eyes still on her, still waiting for an answer. “I was tricked by my uncle into boarding the wrong ship and sailed a thousand miles in the opposite direction,” she said. “If you must know.”
“. . . Oh.”
She should have lied. About the journey, and about her name too. But she didn’t have the energy. All she could think about was the time, the time, the weeks of wasted time, and Burana back in Ash somewhere coughing up a lung. Who knew what condition the old queen would be in by now? Everything around her, from the sting of the wind to the unfamiliar smell of the soil, served to remind Aleya how far she was from home.
No, there was no way she could have ever been fond of Bern.
She hoped that last declaration would kill the conversation for good, but Kirby only changed tack. She pointed to a trunk of stone by the roadside, chiseled end to end, and asked: “Do you know what that is?”
“It’s a Nivelan waymarker,” Aleya replied. “They left them everywhere they went.” Everywhere they conquered. She’d passed a fair few while traveling out of Ur. Useful reminders of an ugly past.
Kirby looked between her and the stone. “Can . . . can you read that?”
“Of course.” She leaned down, frowning at the dense text. “Erected in the Month of the Sleeper, in the eighteenth year of the reign of the Worldlord, she who stands on all four corners of the Walking World, holding Wealth, Strength and Wisdom in the palm of her hand, the immortal ever-enduring ruler, who bears of the lineage of mighty God Nivelus, sacred warrior and statesman, and founder of Nivela, also called the City at the Centre of the World, also called the Lord of Cities, bearer of the light of civilization, sacred cradle of enlightenment, in whose shadow even the gods may tremble. This way to Lordstep.”
At the base of the text lay the Nivelan seal—a fist formed around the body of a writhing snake. Aleya straightened up. “They’re all like that, it’s a typical . . .” She trailed off. Kirby was staring at her, mouth slightly agape. “What?”
Ah. Right. She’s probably never met someone who can read before.
Kirby said something in Bernic—it had the cadence of an oath—then added: “Who are you?”
“Nobody important.” She turned away, thinking, Not yet. Over her shoulder, she added, “Now please, please, stop following me. Seriously. This is the last time I’ll ask.”
• • •
Aleya’s first night in Bern was a bitter one. For a country that had once worshipped an idol of spring, it was cold, godless and bleak. At sea she’d at least been able to retreat under decks at night, but there was no such shelter here, just the canopy of some lumpen evergreen, and herself shivering beneath it on a carpet of damp and dying needles. She knew four different ways to make a fire and all of them had failed her. Bog-wet seeped into everything, especially her clothes, which were designed to keep heat out rather than trap it in. The moon hung like a holy toenail, and far below it Kirby’s fire flickered in the all-consuming black.
“Aren’t you worried?”
That was her opening line, standing with her arms folded at the edge of the clearing where Kirby had made camp.
“About what?” Kirby asked. More accurately, “Abuh wah?” She was nibbling something on a stick that had probably once been alive.
“Those cultists. What if they’re out looking for us? The fire could draw attention.”
Her face dropped. “You think they’d do that?”
“They might.”
“Right. I’ll get rid of it.” To Aleya’s horror, she began stamping the fire out.
“Wait, stop,” she protested, “Stop.”
Kirby paused. “But you said . . . oh!” Immediate concern. “Oh, no.”
Aleya tilted her head back and covered her eyes. It was no use. She’d started crying. Fat, hot teardrops rolled down both cheeks. “Argh. Fuck!”
She sunk down to the ground. Again: “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”
For once, Kirby stayed quiet. But Aleya could sense the Bern’s worried gaze. “I lied,” she admitted with a sniff. “I just wanted an excuse to come and get warm. Okay? Are you happy now?”
Kirby solemnly offered Aleya the glistening thing on the stick. “Eat. You’ll feel better.”
Aleya accepted, trying to hide her reluctance. A meal is a meal. “Thank you.” With genuine curiosity, she added, “How did you light the fire?”
“It helps if you raise them up off the ground a bit.” Aleya took a cautious bite of the meat. All sinew. How could an animal be all sinew? “Keep some kindling wrapped up and dry at all times. I had a lot of cold nights before I got good at it.”
Aleya pulled a few fine hairs from between her teeth, and mused. “Hard-won wisdom is precious as pearls.”
“Mm.”
The last few tears came and went. They were the closest thing Aleya had to seasoning. Her face was all warm and she felt deeply embarrassed about the breakdown, but the Bern was right: eating helped. Quietly, she finished her meal and felt her spirits stitch themselves together a tad.
This time of night in Ur there’d be a small chorus of insects buzzing unseen in the night. Even during her long month on the water, there was the ever-present lullaby of the waves and the snores of the sailors. But the Bernic silence was as unforgiving as the Bernic weather. The two women, their small hissing fire, and all around a cone of primal darkness. It was like sitting at the bottom of a well.
Something alighted on Aleya’s forearm. She startled, swore and swatted it away. “Fucking hell-sent—” Her fingers curled around the attacker. It was a leaf. She tucked her arms under her shawl and sighed.
“Colder than you’re used to, right?” remarked Kirby.
“Much.”
“How long did it take to sail here from Ur?”
“About 300 years,” she replied with a thin smile. “I was on that ship so long I had my bloods. Do you have any idea what it’s like to have your bloods on a boat?”
A pause so long she thought she hadn’t heard her. “No. Or on land.”
“Ah,” she said. “The curse. Yes. Sorry.” Taire’s voice: That was clumsy.
“It’s all right.” There wasn’t much emotion in her voice. This had the feeling of an old, familiar wound. “I mean,” she added with a laugh, “just look at me. I’m not an adventurer. The only reason I’m out here is that old cursed . . . curse.”
“You seem to be handling life on the road well enough.”
“I’m used to it. Doesn’t mean I like it.” She sniffed. “I thought by now I’d have my own family and my own home. My own little ones running around.”
“Life’s a bitch, huh?”
“Yeah. Sometimes.”
Aleya had the urge to offer something else, something comforting, but nothing appropriate came to mind. She could have unpicked the whole web of complicity, blame the Lord of Nivela, or the city that put her in power, or blame Balt for (if she was remembering her history right) provoking that doomed war in the first place. Blame the goddess. Blame her parents for firing her out somewhere without a future. Blame Ash, even, for creating the magic that began this whole wretched chain reaction.
“Thanks for the fire,” she said.
“You’re welcome.”
Within minutes, sounds of snoring drifted across the clearing. Aleya watched the skies. Muttered a small prayer to the Queen of Heaven. The bangle was all charred and useless, but perhaps Thalia was watching her from somewhere beyond the clouds. Help me get through this, she asked. No more mistakes.
She caught a few hours’ sleep and took off alone, while the birds were whistling forth a new day and the mist on the low bogland was just beginning to blush. She walked as fast as she could without jogging and didn’t once look back.
• • •
“Bernic Honeywine. Finest Bernic Honeywine. Finest sweetest strongest Bernic Honeywine. Come and get it, come and get it. Come and buy some for your wife.” The words chanted themselves over and over in Aleya’s mind as she trudged toward the coast. She’d heard a hawker call them outside a beer hall in the moneyed district of Jarra-Undur. There were no breweries in that wretched little settlement where she’d landed, meaning somewhere else on the peninsula there was real honest trade being done between west and east. That, or the beer hall was running a scam.
Lordstep was just the kind of grand name the Nivelans would bestow upon the place where they made landfall, the spot where the Lord herself first placed her great conquering boots upon the land. There was almost certainly a town there. A port town. A place of lively intercontinental trade. Finest Bernic Honeywine.
Please, Heaven, please.
The leaden blanket that had been suffocating the heavens finally broke up sometime in the night. Now the sky was anarchic: menacing, ragged-edged warship clouds that slapped her with a sudden shower every time she was on the verge of getting dry, tufted little scraps of vapor drifting apart in the open sky like a blown dandelion, and high, hazy coatings, almost too thin to see except as a blur around the edges of the sun.
Ever since she’d started looking up, Aleya had been jealous of birds. She hated being small, she hated being earth-bound, she hated that she could never see the upside of a cloud. What was the view like up there? If I could interrogate a goose and get the truth out of it, I would.
Bog gave way to a stretch of high open moorland, cut across with thin meandering streams and eruptions of rock. The changing weather painted the heather alternate shades of black and purple and golden brown. At some angles the streams were pure light, and with each flash of rain the soil seemed to exhale, pushing scents of living earth upward into the cool, purifying air.
Aleya was in no mood to appreciate it. She was hungry.
Sooner or later she figured there’d be somewhere she could barter for a little food, but there was no sign of collected human life save for a few lone smoking homesteads that dotted the horizon. She passed a handful of other travelers making use of the road—an older couple in scratchy half-cloaks, a scowling lad with a dog and some animal’s corpse slung over his shoulder—but nobody understood a word of any language she could speak. The couple looked terrified and sped up to pass her, and the boy glowered, picked up his dog (also glaring) and walked on.
At last the road cut down and through a small copse. A bunch of red berries clung to one of the trunks, just a step from the road, over a small dribbling burn. Finally, some luck.
She began piling them high in her hand. As she was wondering how to carry them all with her, a voice from behind asked, “What are you doing?”
Kirby. She’d caught up. Damn it.
The Bern had a hand gripped on the edge of her cloak and was looking at Aleya with pure horror. “Did you eat any of those?”
Aleya looked down. The berries were seeping wine-colored stains into the creases of her palm. “Not yet.”
Kirby tilted her head back. “Thank mercy.”
Slowly, Aleya lowered the berries down onto the ground. “I guess I should wash my hands.”
“Please. Yes. Quickly.”
She picked her way over to the burn and dunked her hands in, reddening the water as she scrubbed off the pulp. Hunger is making me stupid, she thought. She could sense the Bern’s eyes on her, filled with an infurating pity.
“Those weeds you’re standing in, though, they’re edible,” Kirby offered. “Leaves and flowers, all of it. It’s not too bad. And I’ve got some more dry rations in my bag. You should have some fish too. Keep your strength up. There’s a freshwater river up ahead. Once I get the chance I’ll stop and—”
“No.” After a breath, she added, “Thank you. I’m okay.”
Kirby sniffed. She folded her arms. Glanced up, down. Took a breath. “Listen,” she began. “I have to say this. And I’m sorry to be rude. I know we don’t know each other. But I just think I have to say it anyway.”
“Spit it out, by Heaven.”
“Aren’t you being a big baby?”
Aleya, crouched on her haunches, could feel her own stomach rumbling against the back of her knees. She thought, When you’re defeated, you’re defeated.
The river-fish was fine. Boney. It tasted like guts and mildew, and the exposed eyeball popped like a grape in her mouth.
“Not bad, eh?” Kirby asked eagerly, picking out the spine from the soft fish-flesh.
Aleya gritted her teeth and swallowed. “Sensational.”
• • •
They found a rhythm surprisingly quickly. Walking, resting, walking, resting, longer breaks to scrounge around for food and fuel. As company went, Kirby was better than the cultists. Less insane. Or at least less obviously insane. She would often stop to consult her map, a long parchment ribbon which appeared to chart the process of the highway down the peninsula, squinting at the reams rolling over her fingers, trying to make sense of the vague scribbles and definitely-not-to-scale markings. Her Nivelan (she called it “the road tongue”) was impressively fluent. And she kept the pair of them supplied with game. For someone so mild mannered, Kirby had no qualms about killing and skinning small animals.
There wasn’t much room for beauty on the road, but they found time for small vanities. Kirby started each day by scrubbing her face till her cheeks went pink and carefully redoing the temple plaits. If the water was still enough she’d lean over and frown at her reflection for a moment before pulling back with a resigned sigh. Aleya’s meager possessions included a bone comb, so she could at least keep her own hair—tar-thick and prone to tangle—from becoming a bird’s nest. If she passed a sprig of lavender she’d pull off a handful and roll it around in her hands like a miser with a piece of gold, smearing some petals under her jaw. Bernic perfume. You did what you could.
Each evening, while Aleya tried to coax the feeling back into her feet, Kirby would spend some time trying to swing the longsword. It was a wasted effort because she didn’t have the build for it and even if she did, she wasn’t eating enough to get any stronger—not with their diet. It was the kind of ironic punishment you’d find in a myth. Aleya had spent her time on the ship yearning to eat something fresh, and now she had to grow accustomed to the taste of throttled weasel roasted on an open flame. But it was preferable to starving, and she knew better than to complain.
The only real problem was the questions. No matter how many she dodged, the Bern could always think of more, and the longer they spent together the more far-reaching and bizarre they became. On their third night together, over a hitherto quiet meal (clubbed badger), Kirby asked, “So what does the sun look like in Ur?”
Aleya looked up from her stick-meat to check if she was joking. It appeared she was not. “It looks the same,” she said. “It’s the same sun.”
“Right,” said Kirby, nodding. “Right. I know that. It’s just, I heard it was bigger down there. Isn’t that why Ur’s so warm?”
The meat came away in long, flavorless strips. “Whoever told you that was either messing with you,” she responded through chews, “or not very smart. Or both.”
Kirby lapsed into silence long enough for Aleya to feel a prickle of guilt. Then she made a strange kind of noise.
Aleya perked up. “What did you just say?”
Kirby ignored her.
“It sounded like a sneeze,” she added.
Sulkily. “I called you an arse.”
“By sneezing?”
“I said it in Bernic.”
“Hardly a threatening language.” More chewing. Heaven, it was tough. “You can’t insult someone in a language like that. You sound too cute.”
Kirby lay down, hiding her face from the light.
“What’s the matter?” Aleya asked.
“Nothing.”
“Don’t tell me you’re flustered.”
From the darkness: another sneeze.
• • •
Gradually, mile by mile, Aleya felt her spirits start to lift. Yes, she was permanently freezing and her feet hurt like hell and she was living off foraged meals she wouldn’t have normally fed to a dog. But at least she was going in the right direction.
More signs of life popped up as they grew closer to the long-awaited town of Lordstep. Pastureland. Wagons. People. Kirby had a habit of saying hello to every person they passed, but the highway filled up so much that she had to stop, and Aleya allowed herself the pleasure of a few secret shreds of hope that maybe she really would see the back of this land before she died. Then from out of the too-green hills came a crown of ocean, and the bracing scent of fish found them on the wind.
They came upon it from above, on the pouting lip of a chalky cliff.
Lordstep.
It could have been worse.
Stone houses hugged the sides and came tumbling out to the very tip of the rocky sea, a blend of Nivelan and Bernic stylings—not unlike the fake city, but more cared-for and lived-in. A covered market ran a lively trade by the water’s edge, fed by a gray vein of donkey traffic. And in the little docks cut into the heart of the town, huge among the fishing boats, like an ox sleeping in a field of lambs, was a ship. It had massive sails ribbed in red and white, longer than they were tall, and a bulbous cutwater prow and two rows of oar holes. On the deck she could see real activity—stacks of goods, people standing around doling out orders while others hurried back and forth.
Trade. Commerce. They were merchants. They had somewhere to go.
Aleya managed to avoid falling to her knees and prostrating herself, but sent a silent promise to the Queen of Heaven that she would commission a mighty new temple in her honor one day. Eight stories high with an army of priests. Oh yes. Just you wait, Thalia.
“No sense getting excited yet,” she said aloud, speaking to herself as much as to Kirby. “Who knows where they’re going. Let’s find the captain.”
Kirby nodded, radiating excitement. “Yes!”
They tacked down the slope, tracing along a perilous footrail between the sailors’ shacks and the sea, all the way to the chaos of the docks. The captain was easy enough to spot; a bearded man in hearty middle age rolling out orders from his place atop a crate in the center of the crowd.
“There he is,” Aleya muttered. “Let me do the talking, okay?”
Kirby, lingering behind her, perked up suddenly. “Be right back!” she called, and hurried off toward the covered market.
The captain had a good grasp of the travelers’ tongue and didn’t balk at the suggestion of taking passengers. “Ammol’s off the table these days, so we’ll be setting off straight back to Sanasar. That work for you?”
Ten stories high with a moat, Thalia. I’ll slaughter a hundred calves a day. “Yes,” she said. “That works for me.”
“Money’s not much use to me.” His eyes wandered, and Aleya felt her smile tighten. “Those earrings,” he said. “They’ll do. One for you, and one for your friend back there.”
She’d forgotten they were even there. Two small half-moons of beaten gold.
“Make your mind up,” he said, turning away. “We’ll be gone before midday.”
Someone called her name, and she turned to see Kirby pelting back down from the market, clutching something lumpy in her hands. “What’s that?” she asked, eyeing the lump.
“It’s a cloak!”
More like a rag. Her eyes floated back up to the stalls. “How did you afford it?”
“I pointed you out and she gave it to me for free. Said you looked like you needed it.”
“A pity donation, huh? How nice.”
Aleya threw the cloak on. It was matted and had a briny stink about it, and scratched horribly against the skin, but it was good to have something between her bare arms and the chill sea air. “Thank you.”
She tutted. “It won’t keep you warm like that. You need to fasten it up. Here—”
Kirby fussed at the collar, knotting it tight together, pulling the wool up to better cover her neck. Aleya reddened, turning her face to the side. It felt strange to be fussed over. A novelty. Not unpleasant.
“That’s better.” Kirby patted at the knot. “So what did the captain say?”
“I’ll have to lose my last piece of finery, but . . . yes. We’ve got passage to Sanasar.”
“We?” She lit up. “So I can come?”
“Call it payback. For the fire. And the food. And this lovely garment here.” No use in keeping a single earring in, anyhow.
As they were boarding the ship, Kirby paused on the plank, gawping up at the masthead. A carving erupted from the planking, a figurehead with the lower half of a cantering horse and the upper half of a serene, naked woman.
“Why’s she—? I mean, why are her—?” Kirby said a word in Bernic and gestured at her chest.
“Her tits are out because sailors are as horny as they are suspicious.”
“Uh-huh.” Her gaze stayed fixed to the centauride as they climbed up the gangway. “Some tits.”
Aleya touched a hand to her ear. She hadn’t even noticed the earrings, but now she felt naked as a shaved bear without them.
Heaven, what am I doing?
Her supplies, her plan, and now the last little thing that made her feel like a woman, all gone like ashes on the open sea.
All she had to do was get to Sanasar. Once they were back in civilization it would all be easier to make a plan, and she’d be able to shake Kirby off with a clear conscience. It was a safe enough city for the Bern to get lost in. She’d be fine.
• • •
Aleya stayed in place at the rear of the ship as they weighed off, just for the satisfaction of watching the Bernic coast slip back into nothing. Every slap of water against the hull was another few yards closed between her and home. Not that she was going home. But still. She made some small talk with the captain, who had some understandable curiosity about what an Urean was doing all alone in the Bernic Peninsula. As they spoke, her attention kept drifting down to the deck. Kirby had sat herself next to one of the oarsmen. He was pointing to the oar holes and explaining something, and she was nodding with a look of interest. After some exchange of words he let her try pulling the oar herself. She clasped both hands and pulled until she was red in the face, unable to budge the thing, which the oarsman found hilarious. She let go, flushed and laughing.
She’ll be fine, Aleya told herself again. This is the right call.
The weather was fair to start with, but sometime in the mid-afternoon the air took on a quality like the inside of a beast’s stomach, close, moist and sinister. Clouds thickened. Aleya looked questioningly at the captain, who nodded.
“Storm coming in,” he said. “Don’t fret, we’re equipped for it.”
He barked an order down and the crew began preparing, lashing down loose supplies or chucking them below deck. She studied the sailors’ faces for signs of panic, but they seemed more bored than apprehensive. “You want to head below?” he asked.
Aleya shook her head, and the captain shrugged in a “Your-funeral-pyre” kind of gesture and got back to work. She’d found on the voyage to Bern it was easier to be in the open air when the weather got rough. Nothing worse than being locked in some tiny chamber like a pre-buried corpse surrounded by the grunts and farts of the straining oarsmen. Better to be out in the clear air, and monitor the action. Also . . . it was fun. She loved it when the mist kicked up and her stomach sank with the trenching sea. When the first big wave hit Aleya let out a whoop, then snapped into embarrassed silence when she realized the oarmaster could hear her from the deck. It worsened quickly, and soon enough the sky and the sea were matching swathes of bleak, churning, colorless fury, with the ship cleaving a determined path between them. The ribbed mast was billowed to the fullest and each wave felt more like a crash, whisking away the space beneath and returning it seconds later with a knee-buckling slam. The oarsmen were shouting in unison with each pull, less a song and more the steady footsteps of an approaching beast. Ha! Ha! Ha!
Just when Aleya was starting to entertain the idea of heading below, she spotted it. 
Another ship. Heading toward them.
It seemed impossible. Some kind of storm-mirage, a trick of the whisked-up light. But it bore closer and there could be no mistaking it. Nor could she mistake the sharpened bronze ram stuck from the base of the prow like a curling goatee, or the grinning canine mouth painted above it, or the green and black etching on the swollen sails.
The captain was at her side, face pale. “Urean,” he said. “Is that what I think it is?”
“Yes,” she said.
It wasn’t just a ship. It was a fucking Carthic warship.
There was a man standing at the helm, sword raised, cape aflutter, one hand on the buckling rope. She caught the words “Surrender!” and “Prepare!” over the yowl of the wind, but the rest were lost. Still the ship bore forward. They were going at full clip, but the warship was lighter and closing the distance quickly.
The Captain’s eyes widened. “Are they . . . trying to board us?”
It seemed so. But it was madness in that storm. The warship had a headwind and was rushing them fast. Too fast. The man at the helm looked panicked, and she saw a dozen bodies rowing desperately in the galley as a distant voice screamed for them to turn. But it was far too late.
The ships slammed together, and all was lost.



ACT III
Small Mercies



You
HERE’S A QUESTION.
How does an ancient form of magic, jealously guarded for countless generations by the oldest surviving city in the world, fall into the hands of a squabbling little warlord like you?
Seems outlandish, doesn’t it?
It’s almost enough to make someone believe in fate.
It was against the Ashalite forces that you first tasted defeat. How quickly your propagandists scrambled to explain that embarrassment away, to frame it as a stalemate, or a nasty work of subterfuge, some trickery from those debauched, arrogant Ashalites.
No. Just this once, let’s be honest. They beat you. You lost.
After the defeat, when you were done stewing and screaming and putting your feet through tables, you started to think. There had to be a crack somewhere in the Ashalite structure. If not in their walls, then perhaps in their psyche.
You were always so bitter about being denied your own Calling. Imagine the bitterness of someone who tried and failed. For every dazzling Calling myth in the history of the Ashalite monarchy, there was another person discarded, rejected, denied the fruits of their bloodline—all because they couldn’t pass some made-up trial.
Yes. Ash is a bitter old city. That has probably always been true.
Does his name matter? Now, after everything? It didn’t matter to his family, who were more than happy to turn him out of the palace. It didn’t matter to the tellers of history, who made no effort to pass it down. And it never mattered all that much to you. Only one thing mattered in the end: he was a man who did not receive the things he thought he deserved.
The bribes and the flattery were a formality, really. He’d have happily sold them out for free. All you had to do was plant the idea in his head and wait.



Nylophon
MOST OF NYLOPHON’S earliest memories started the same way: with pain, and sweat, and the promise of violence in the air as bitter and tangible as smoke.
This memory found him around 16 years old. He was drunk. They all were. Not blind drunk beyond the reach of reason. Just drunk enough to brave it. He’d thought himself invincible—oh, half an hour ago?—but the wine had gone to his bladder now and he was wondering how a man was supposed to relieve himself on the front lines of battle.
This was his first, after all. He was still learning the details.
They’d been standing on the plain long enough for the T-shaped strip of skin revealed by his helmet to start to blister. That and the urine were the only things bothering him now. Across the wide dusty plain he could see the rabble they’d come to fight, and he wasn’t any more afraid of them then he’d be of an anthill. That’s all they looked like, from that distance. Lightly armed ant infantry. Nylophon knew they were weak men: impotent, wife-whipped softskins, more used to the hoe than the spear, who were sure to flee in terror at the first sign of a real battle against real soldiers.
If only he could find some place to piss . . .
Someone grasped his shoulder. “Hold onto your breakfast, son of Carthe.”
It was Nachi, eyes glinting with mirth through the eye-slit. Nylo jabbed an elbow at his stomach. “Hold onto that.”
“You dog!” Nachi shoved back, making Nylo stumble into the infantryman to his right, who rewarded them both with a glare. Nylo straightened up. “I’ll have first blood,” he muttered, tightening his grip on the spear.
“Will you hell,” Nachi whispered back.
A high pealing trumpet sounded to advance, and the last aftershocks of laughter between them died. The enemy line was resolving from a faceless jumble into individual bodies.
“Speak my name,” said Nachi quietly.
“You are Nachikartus, son of Skafta.”
Nachi nodded. “Keep it well.”
“I will. Now speak mine.”
“You are Nylophon, son of Daxxies.”
“Thank you.” He inhaled, and then screamed at the top of his lungs, “Nachikartus!”
“Nylophon!” bellowed Nachi. The chorus rose up: each name had its bearer and its wearer, and they screamed for each other, banging spear to shield, sword to breastplate. The enemy was screaming too, but their voices were lost to the wind. Weak, like the rest of them.
Then the chorus stopped with the suddenness of a snuffed lantern. No order came, or at least no order that he could hear. The compulsion seemed to run through them all in a shockwave: Charge.
It felt like being in a dream. How many times had he thought about his first battle? How many stories and lessons had he absorbed over the course of his life?
But he couldn’t imagine it. Not until he was there.
Even in the midst of the thing it felt hazy, unreal. Surely it wasn’t his eyes which had just seen a man slit open from navel to throat. It couldn’t be his ears which heard the screams of the people caught under the hooves of charging cavalry, stomped into meat. It was not his body pressed forward by the bodies of the others into a bristle of blood-wet metal, toward the black cloud of arrows and the growing pit of the dead. If he was really there, he’d turn and run. So he wasn’t there. He couldn’t be.
Somewhere in the mist of mud-gore he heard a man scream. It was a voice he knew well, a voice he’d sung with. The strained tenor of the scream sounded like the voice trying to sing an impossibly high note. The voice gasped and tried again, and again failed to hit it. Nylophon went toward the voice. It was difficult moving sidelong in the chaos. His shield was up by his cheek. Something crunched into it and he had to stop and steady himself, eyes focusing on the tip of the axe head that jutted through just inches from his nose. This interruption made him furious and he shoved back with all his might, toppling the attacker and dropping the shield on top of him. He was lighter now. He ran. Where the voice had come from he saw a corpse dressed in Carthic armor. The armor was all standard issue, except for the plumed helmet. Nylophon knew that helmet. It belonged to Nachi.
But what was Nachi’s helmet doing on a corpse?
After that Nylo stopped trying to fight. It was too confusing. He wandered the crowd, not even flinching as an arrow zipped past his ear or a roaring blade cut the air inches from his shoulder. He just kept wandering. He didn’t know what else to do.
The next thing he noticed was very odd: a man holding a knife to his own throat. He was all dressed up like a statue of a hero, with a flowing cape and ram’s horns affixed to his head, the glint of his gilded breastplate still visible through the muck. It was a full suit of ceremonial armor, the kind that forced a man to waddle. No wonder he was going for the throat—there was little else to aim for.
All Nylo’s attention was on the man and his blade.
“All is lost,” said the gilded man. “I’ll not let you have me.”
The tip of the knife quivered. Nylo saw the pulse-beat fluttering under his chin.
“Have you?” Nylo repeated.
He moved forward a step, reaching to grab the blade away. But the gilded man was faster. Seeing Nylo approach made him spasm with a terror apparently more terrible than his fear of pain or death, and he stuck the thing inside himself up to the hilt.
Both eyes went wide. There was a rattling sound as he drew a punctured breath, and a few crimson bubbles formed around the slit where the knife was still buried.
Nylo thought: I’ve got to get that out of him. He pulled the knife away and the blood came after, dripping darkly on the earth. The man fell down dead at his feet.
Murmurs. A voice cried, “It’s Nylophon! Nylophon has slain the general!”
A delighted roar rose up from the crowd. And in a moment Nylo would compose himself, remember who he was and where he was, and what he had to do. Seconds after the roar rose up, Nylo would draw his own sword (for the first time in that battle) and hack the general’s head off, flinching as the blood spray touched his eyes, and raise it high above himself. He would meet the scream of the troops with a scream of his own and laugh heartily with the rest as the ram’s horns fell into the muck.
But when that voice first named him as the killer, all he could think was: It wasn’t me. Don’t blame me. Please. It’s not my fault.



Aleya
“WHAT DID YOU
say?” the Captain yelled. He was looking at Aleya like she’d gone insane.
The deck was in chaos. The blow from the warship had knocked them astern, leaving the broadside flat against the tide, and the storm-swollen waves were beating savagely against the groaning wood. With each blow a great sweep of seawater came through a gaping wound in the hull. Oars speckled the water’s surface, broken ropes whipped helplessly from the rigging. There was no way to turn around and soon enough they’d be ripped in two.
Not good.
Aleya could see the Carthic warship racing helplessly into the churn behind them and thought with some satisfaction that if they were all going to die then at least those fools would perish too. Cold comfort, but comfort nonetheless.
Aleya pointed to the prow of the ship, where the carving of a topless horse-woman thrust out over the waves, and bellowed at the top of her lungs: “I said, do you fucking pray to it?”
“The masthead? Yes! Our guardian—”
“Good.” Aleya began crawling up the prow, then a thought stopped her. She turned back to him and asked: “What’s her name?”
“Bertha.” The captain’s voice, hoarse from screaming over the storm, dropped to almost a whisper. “For my wife.”
She nodded.
It was a fight to climb to the tip of the prow and a greater fight to stay on it. Aleya straddled the ship, knees pressed tight on either side, and reached out to grab Bertha by the shoulders. Foam spittle splattered her from below. She blinked it away and held on tight.
The first time she’d inflamed an idol—a lifetime ago, another place, another person—Aleya remembered sitting cross-legged on the floor of her room with her mother’s tiny jade hammer of Kuba cupped in her scarred hand, swearing and grimacing for hours while the sun crawled across the bare wall. It was a long day of failed attempts before the greenish light had exploded between her fingers. This time she did not have the luxury of error.
A temple of the inner mind. That was how Burana had described the process. It was the only lesson she’d ever received personally from the queen—a single lesson, hard-earned. “Place your blessed hand on the idol. Create a temple of the inner mind. Pay attention.”
A simple enough order, to turn all that was sacred and revered and treasured by the human species into kindling.
Aleya shut her eyes. Hell and heaven and earth between them, she let it all drop from her awareness one by one. All that mattered was the place where her hand met the mast.
“Pay attention,” Burana had said. But that was the thing. Pay attention to what? 
A spark. A—
A presence. A kind of warmth.
• • •
There.
• • •
Her fingers curled. Aleya looked down. She could see the first flashes rising from the grain, shimmering and hungry under the skin. The masthead was infused. All that remained was to make a plea.
“Weather the storm,” she whispered.
And Bertha screeched.
The sound hit with the force of a driven nail. Even amid all the chaos, most of the crew dropped what they were doing to block their ears.
Aleya scrambled back onto the deck. She felt dizzy. Somehow the hammering of her pulse had become a cantering of hooves, massive and consuming, hitting her chest with quadrupled thunder. The ship lurched. Splintered planks knit back together; the whole thing rocked from rudder to stern. No, undulated, for there was an organic warmth and litheness underfoot that felt more like flesh than carpentry. The masthead screeched again, straining forward like a mare at full canter, her mouth alive and open, long neck wreathed in cold flame.
The ship was alive. Alive, and galloping.
“Bertha’s saved us!” cried an oarsman. He dropped to his knees and prostrated himself toward the prow, which was moving like a living thing, snorting and tossing its head. Others joined in, bowing and crying out in thanks. Aleya feverishly thanked all the stars in heaven for making sailors so damned suspicious.
Amid the prostrating crowd she could see Kirby clinging on to the mast. The instinct to drop down and worship had apparently passed her by. The Bern was watching the masthead with open, abject horror.
The ship surged. A break in the clouds appeared up ahead. Someone screamed it: “Land!”
Bertha worked desperately for the horizon, but it was too much to ask of her. She whinnied and shook her head, nostrils huge, lips peeled back to sneer against the wind. Silver-blue flames were eating down from the prow, hissing and spitting in the hail. Aleya felt moisture building under her hand and drew it away in revulsion. The ship was sweating.
Aside from Kirby and Aleya, there was only one person still not on their knees: the captain. He stared up at Bertha, transfixed.
“Come on, my darling,” she heard him whisper. “Just a little more.”
But it was fruitless. They were still at least a mile from the shore and the masthead was already going crisp at the edges, where the flames of the Idolfire left nothing but char. “She’s running out!” Aleya yelled. “We have to—”
He placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “I’ll stay with her.”
She wanted to argue, or to at least explain, but they were all out of time. And there was no convincing him, she could tell. His mind was set. Aleya hopped down to the deck, stumbling some as the waves rocked up against the disintegrating hull. A groan of splintering wood up ahead. The main mast was falling, snapping ropes like tendons as it went. Aleya sprinted toward it, past the bodies of the sailors still prostrating amid the rising brine, and screamed for anyone who could listen to fucking grab onto something now. Only Kirby seemed to hear her. She pointed at the fallen mast and Aleya nodded, and they both made to grab for it. She saw Kirby lash a rope around her arm, which struck Aleya as smart, then noticed she was still carrying her sword along with her sack, which struck Aleya as crazy. But she couldn’t even argue. The seawater had risen to her knees and they were plunging downward, as Bertha released one final, defiant shriek.
Then they were chin-deep in the bloodlessly cold water. There was more human screaming behind them as the ship finally buckled for good. Aleya forced herself to kick and called out for Kirby to do the same, because if either of them stopped moving that far out in the ocean they might never move again.
So they kicked—
And kept kicking—
Fighting a swell so vicious that Aleya found herself wondering why people worshipped anything other than the sea—
On, and on.
They didn’t speak. It felt like a vast waste of energy. After a time, when the screams of the sailors had long receded, Aleya realized she could pick out individual trees on the shoreline. Strange trees, they were. Thick and wild. Even through exhaustion she felt a touch of foreboding. It took another eternity of kicking and spluttering, feeling the sensation in her fingers and toes ebb away to nothing, before they at last came to a tiny cove where the tide seemed to fling them ashore in disgust.
Aleya stumbled onto the shingle and fell to her hands and knees, coughing. Kirby was sprawled out beside her, gasping for breath.
“Wait,” said Kirby. “Where . . . ? Where’s . . . ?” She turned over and touched her hand to the sword. With a sigh of relief, she flopped back down and passed out for real.



Nylophon
NYLOPHON RAMSLAYER, YOUNGEST commander of his generation, hero of the Battle of Macini. There were days when he almost believed it; moments where that mirage of that other man gained a solid form and he could pull on his leg-skin for trousers and wriggle into his torso for a shirt and become the person that everyone thought he was.
Not today, though. Not with the wreckage of the warship scattered all around him on all sides.
His squadron was sitting in loose formation on the rocky shore, in the shadow of the ruined ship. Huddled. They’d prepared for the western weather with furs, but the wind still bit like a rabid dog. He counted 37 heads there, including his own—they had set out from Carthe as a force of almost 50, but a spout of illness had sheared their numbers down and the chaos of the storm had stolen a few more. He’d sent the two smallest and fastest to scout out the surrounding area. So this was what remained: 37 of the greatest warriors in the world: lithe men with bullish necks and scarred skin, hardened in body and spirit from countless seasons at war, arms and equipment strapped on like they might charge a line of cavalry the next minute. Most of them were older than he was, but none more decorated, and thus none were in charge.
Ramslayer. It sounded more like a curse each day.
The men kept stealing furtive glances at him, waiting for orders that were by now long overdue. None stared quite so hard or quite as long as Halion.
Nylo and Halion were spear-mates of the same generation. They’d trained together in the proving yard and earned their feathers in the same year. Nylo had known Halion as a sneering, scabby little boy with a kick like a horse whip, but he’d grown up to be a popular soldier. Even now, somehow, he was making the others laugh—no small feat, considering the day they’d all had. Most of the men had cut their hair for convenience on the voyage, but Halion had kept it long and took care to comb it through every morning. Halion’s hair fell in silken waves, a stark contrast to Nylo’s thicket of tight curls. It was one of the things he’d envied him for when they were boys. One of many things.
Nylo made his way to the gathered squad and cleared his throat. “Men,” he began. “Brothers.”
There was a slight clattering of armor, a scrape of brass against brass, as the soldiers turned to him.
“I shall not mince my words,” he went on. “Fortune has spurned us today.”
Fortune. What a joke. It was his fault, all of it. Nylo had insisted on trying to turn back to the merchant vessel after the crash, and the warship’s rudder had snapped in two trying to resist the waves. Between that and the oars they’d lost in the collision, there was little they could do but drift helplessly until the winds carried them to shore.
Alone, this would have been disgraceful. But it was only the latest in a series of colossal errors by the newly minted commander. They were supposed to join a mercenary fleet in Ammol, but some navigational mishaps—How was a soldier supposed to tell the difference between a star and a planet anyhow? It seemed unmanly to even know—blew them off course. By the time the merchant ship came into sight they were a week behind schedule and running out of food. Nylo hoped he could resupply their dwindling morale with a little piracy, but . . . well . . . he’d never boarded a ship before, and he couldn’t well lose face by handing command to an underling, especially not in his moment of triumph.
“What’s done is done,” he said, forcing himself back into the present. “Our resolve will hold strong. We are men of Carthe.” He slammed his fist into his palm with a small wet smack. “Nothing can break us, not fortune nor bad weather nor any enemy, so long as we remain knitted together as a brotherhood. The lone arrow snaps in two but the quiver stays.” Halion’s lips twitched, and Nylo wondered if he was suppressing a yawn or a laugh. “The quiver does not bend. Am I clear?”
“Sir,” they barked in unison. Good men, they were. Trained for loyalty. But he could read exhaustion and hunger on each face. His speech had, if anything, exhausted them even more.
“And perhaps,” he picked up, “perhaps even, the gods have sent us here for a reason. There may be good fortune hidden within the ill.”
Skeptical silence. Somebody coughed.
“The merchant vessel we collided with screamed like a stuck pig. You all heard it, didn’t you? You all saw how it cantered over the water?”
A round of cautious nods. The scream of the boat had carried even through the noise of the storm. He’d seen it thrashing on the waves. Admitting what he’d seen was risky though. Always a chance they’d write him off as having visions. But if the others had seen it too, and could admit to seeing it, then perhaps his expedition was not beyond salvation.
“Before we collided, I saw an Urean woman on the prow. Given what became of the ship, we can assume this person was none other than an Ashalite witch.”
He paused, letting the implications of this statement settle in.
“We all know how the Ashalites have used their god-magic to cheat us of victory before. Some of you are even old enough to remember it.” He cast a significant look at the oldest veteran present, whose silver-streaked head moved in a nod.
“Just think . . . if we brought some Ashalite magic back to Carthe, we could wreak devastation the likes of which haven’t been seen since the time of Niv—”
“Sir!”
The cry cut him off. It was one of their scouts, aglow with excitement. “We just spotted smoke, sir. A settlement.”
Thank god! Nylo thought, but he made sure to keep his expression stately. “Very good. Lead the way.”
They fell in line and marched as best they could along the jagged coastline, picking over rockpools, going single file on occasion as the way became narrow and unwieldy. Nylo fixed his gaze and his hopes on the smoke tendril. It rose from a knot of trees on the coastline, and seemed smaller and more pathetic as they drew closer. The scout led them inland and they had to draw their swords to cut a way through the dense thicket.
Finally the promised settlement revealed itself: a single conical hut in a bare dirt yard. There was a lone goat tied up in the yard. It bleated nervously.
He called for the men to halt.
The door of the hut opened, and an old man in a homespun tunic emerged. A woman of the same age—his wife, Nylo guessed—tried to follow him out, but he turned and blocked the way. They argued quietly in their own language. His tone was desperate, hers steely. At last they reached some kind of agreement whereby he went out and she stayed a few paces behind him, guarding the door. Nylo could feel the men behind him, sense their impatience, the force of their hunger as physical as his own. Slowly, they moved to surround the couple.
The man approached Nylo and bowed once, twice. He held out his hands. He held a disc of what looked like barley bread, a turnip and a husk of dry fish. The mumbled words were all gibberish, but Nylo could understand the meaning: Take this and go in peace.
Halion was watching, one hand rested on his blade.
“I’m sorry,” said Nylo. “This isn’t enough.”
He gave the nod.
His wife had already accepted it. She had her eyes closed when the blow came from behind. But the old man lost his nerve. He turned and tried to run, blundering straight into Halion’s blade, which slid a great grinning slash across his belly. He fell into the dirt and began crawling toward her, mewling in pain.
Nylo steeled himself for the final blow. But Halion stood back and stared at him, smugly expectant.
“Your blade’s still clean, Ramslayer,” he said.
Taking orders from Halion was a concession of power that he couldn’t afford, but the man—oh, seven burning hells, one of the man’s intestines was trailing out by the hip—he was suffering with each inch of progress.
Nylo stood over him. The old man didn’t notice. He’d moved close enough to reach out and grasp his wife’s bare ankle. He paused there. Like he was waiting for it. Nylo gritted his teeth and drove his sword down into the back of the man’s neck and held it steady until he was still.
“That was poorly done, Halion,” he said, wiping his blade on the grass. “Even the lower castes deserve the dignity of a quick death.”
“He wanted to touch his wife one last time,” Halion replied. “What men would we be if we denied him that?”
A few chuckles from the soldiers. The old man’s hand was frozen in the pose of death, blackened nails against mole-blotched skin.
From the direction of the yard came a strangled, throaty cry, drowned out by a wave of cheers. They’d already slaughtered the goat.



Aleya
THE COVE WAS like a bowl gathering sea-gust, bleak under a velvet gray sky.
Aleya had moved up to the treeline and was trying her best to start a fire from some shredded bark. Flint and firesteel trembled in her hand. Everything was wet. She was fucking wet. Her hair was plastered to her face in damp tendrils. She’d rung out her cloak, grimacing as excess water splattered against the bleached pebbles.
But she was alive. They both were. Small mercies, indeed.
Wordlessly, Kirby picked herself up from the shingle and began to move along the shore, gathering an armful of limp, spongey seaweed fronds. The sodden clothes made her look small and miserable against the exhaling sky.
Aleya felt a squeeze of guilt. I should have left her in Bern. But she buried the feeling. Kirby had wanted to come—had insisted even. Besides, it was a desolate spot, that spit of land between the forest and the sea. She was glad not to be stuck there alone.
The spark finally caught. Aleya cupped her hands and blew, and relished the slight lick of warmth on her palms. Kirby plonked down next to her and began hammocking the seaweed on some twigs.
“My map’s ruined,” she said glumly. “It’s gone to mush.”
“I’m sorry.”
She shook her head. “Wouldn’t be any use out here anyway.” But the loss clearly stung.
“Are you sure that’s edible?” Aleya asked, eyeing the skewers.
“It’s good if you can get it crispy.”
“Uh-huh.”
They propped the seaweed over the meager fire. Kirby drew her knees up to her chin and stared toward the shore. “I can’t see the ship,” she murmured. “I hope they’re okay.”
Aleya prodded the kindling. “Probably dead.”
“. . . right.”
She went quiet for a long while. A tern swept down into the waves and crested again, a slip of silver held high in its beak. The seaweed curled and browned over the flames, releasing a sour, smoky smell that did little to stir Aleya’s appetite. She took a bite from her skewer and grimaced. The sea-slime had cooked off but the flavor was parchingly salty, with a fibrous texture that wriggled right into her teeth.
“This doesn’t feel like Bern,” said Kirby, chewing her skewer.
“It’s not. The storm blew us eastward. We must be in Gleatland.”
“Gleatland.” She tore off another strip of seaweed with a thoughtful expression. “Land of the Gleats.”
“Any other insights?”
“That’s it.”
Aleya cast a glance inland. There was nothing to see but waist-high bracken and high, thin trunks, repeating themselves like a reflection of a reflection into the distant gloomy reaches. Relentlessly green. Between that and the leaden sea she wasn’t sure which looked less inviting. “Gleats are wildmen,” she said. “The fiercest warriors in this part of the world. Friendly to their friends and very fucking scary to their enemies. Let’s hope they see us as friends, shall we?”
“Mmm.”
She sighed. “I’m more worried about that boat that rammed us.”
“The one with the painted mouth?”
“A Carthic warship.” She grimaced. “Soldiers. Carthe and Ash don’t get on. Historically.”
“What are they doing out here?”
“Heaven knows. But it’s bad news.” For me. For everyone.
Carthe was a mercenary city-state on the Scarran Archipelago, a scatter of islands off the Urean coast. They trained their noble boys into soldiers and sold their labor off to the highest bidder. Any scrappy border dispute between two neighbors, any reckless land-grabbing invasion, any old feud erupting like a summer storm . . . Carthe would get involved, make things worse and make themselves filthy rich in the process. When war had broken out between Ash and Kuba, the Carthic legions were there, fighting for pay alongside the Kubalites. They never managed to break through into Ash proper, but they helped themselves to the surrounding countryside, burning villages and putting unarmed farmers to the sword. It was part of what made the war so hideously scarring. They’d rebuilt the homes and replanted the fields, but the corpse-mulch lay deep and grew strange shoots.
“Maybe they got blown over the edge of the world,” said Kirby. “The soldiers, I mean.”
She nodded. “Let’s pray for it.”
Another pause. Aleya was about to make sure Kirby was speaking figuratively about the edge of the world, when she suddenly perked up and pointed to something over Aleya’s head.
“What’s that?”
Aleya twisted, and noticed for the first time—how the hell had she missed it?—that the bark midway up the trunk had been stripped away to make a kind of oval canvas, onto which someone had carved a small, scratchy image of a beast mid-howl. There was a sinister ambiguity to the beast, horned like a bull and tusked like a boar, with crude shading at the tip of each spike that she guessed was meant to evoke bloodstains.
“Mm.” She frowned. “A message, I guess. Welcome to Gleatland.”



Nylophon
AFTERWARD NYLO WOULD almost come to regret finding the house by the sea. There was a vegetable patch, some bread, food stores of salt fish and dried meat and mushrooms, and of course the goat, fresh enough to make up for being so lean. It was a feast—but only for one night. The hunger returned the next day, all the more bitter for having been kept at bay. Worst of all, they were still utterly lost. If he’d kept one of the couple alive they might have led him to a larger settlement, but without a guide they had no choice but to go thrashing blindly through that jungle of a forest.
More than anything else he yearned for a road. Travel was a nightmare. When they weren’t slicing across thorns they were half-sunk in viscous, stinking, sandal-stealing bog. From the knee down his legs were a topographical map of suffering: scratches and stings and throbbing, pustulous bites.
The men were thinking the same as him: To hell with this accursed wood. They’d been promised an easy time fighting and plundering in Ammol, not some Gleatish wilderness expedition. They were too disciplined to complain, but he knew they were frustrated. It bubbled under everything, souring the air like the stink from a shallow grave.
Nylophon sent the two scouts ahead again in the hope of finding another settlement. The first scout returned the following evening with something almost as good—news of their quarry.
“There was a fire on the beach and evidence of some cooking,” he reported. Nylophon was sitting cross-legged, warming his bug bites by the fire. “I don’t think they’re alone. Two people, maybe three. Judging by the tracks they’re going deeper into Gleatish territory on foot. Can’t imagine they’re moving fast.”
Neither are we, thought Nylo. Almost 40 men cutting through the undergrowth took time. He nodded, assuming a look like this was all part of his grander design. “Good. Any sign of . . . magic?”
The scout hesitated. “What would that look like, sir?”
“You know.” He didn’t. None of them did. “Skulls. Talismans.”
The scout slowly shook his head. “No, sir. Just more of those carvings.”
They’d seen several by now, those unsettling images of a horned beast that speckled the trees. He’d derided them loudly, laughing at the crude craftsmanship of the Gleats, how they marked their territory like pissing dogs. But the men were unsettled. Every time a new carving was found they’d grip their weapons and mutter uneasy prayers to Liax. If only they’d seen some glimpse of these wildmen, or anyone for that matter, the suspicious haze might have been dissolved. All they needed to do was get their blades through a few Gleatish warriors and morale would improve. But there was no evidence of life, except the carvings.
“We’ll find them,” he said, raising his voice so the whole squad could hear. “Witch or no witch, they can’t hide from us forever.”
“Then what?”
It was Halion again. He’d stood up, the center of a knot of men who’d been whispering among themselves by the adjoining campfire.
Nylophon narrowed his eyes.
“Sir. ” Halion added. “Then what, sir? What do we plan to do afterward? Respectfully, sir. Even once we find ourselves a witch, we’ll still be lost.”
Not if we have magic, Nylo thought. It was said that the great Nivelan army used Ashalite witchcraft to move across the world as easily as the wind. He’d seen for himself the tunnels they’d left in the mountains between Carthe and the sea: eerily, perfectly round, like a woodworm’s burrow. That was nothing compared to the other rumors and legends of that invasion, the evil miracles they’d wrought.
Ashalite magic was strong. If this witch could bring a boat to life, she could surely guide them out of the forest and achieve much else besides.
But Halion was disrespecting him in front of his men. Again. So in lieu of explanation, he smiled mockingly and said, “Scared of the woods, Halion? I’d have expected better from my own spear-mate.”
Halion’s eyes popped with rage. “Are you calling me a coward?”
“I’m asking you to trust me.” He raised his voice again, speaking to all of them. “Trust in me, my brothers, and we shall walk out of this forest a band of heroes.”
One of the gathered men muttered to Halion, and he sat back down. But his shoulders still shook with fury. Rightly so. In Carthe, no man could live with the title of coward. Suicide was preferable by far. Nylophon hoped he’d learned his lesson and would not be so quick to challenge him again.
They lingered a few hours at camp the following morning, but the second scout did not return. Nor did he find them the next night, nor the morning after. The woods had simply swallowed him up.



Aleya
THEY FOLLOWED THE river. Kirby suggested it. She thought that’d be their best hope of finding civilization, if there was any to be found in that endless wood. The river ran vast and strong, deep enough to sail across, splitting the coast a few miles south of the cove where they’d made landfall. The waters trended southeastward, which was more or less the right direction to go if they hoped to cut across the forest and break through to Ammol. The land of Ammol, which neighbored the clustering kingdoms of Klure, which was a short sail to Palgaro, in which the city of Nivela nestled like a giant tick. As for the distance . . .
Aleya tried not to think about it.
Progress was slow. Sometimes Kirby alighted on what she thought was a track, but the bracken would swallow it up after a mile or so, leaving them both dejected. Oftentimes they had to walk single file, brushed by light, lingering fingers of fern and shrub which rustled and whispered in their wake.
The Gleatish wood was a thousand miles away from the lovingly tended game forests of Ash, so courtly and trim. Even Bernic woodland looked tame in comparison. This was war in slow motion: torturous fusing of many trunks into a single mega-tree, felled oaks eaten alive by weevils and moss, malnourished gatherings of birch, dense tangles of branch and bracken with no clear indication of what was growing from where, the wet stink of rotting leaves. It was noisy too, a thrumming undertone of woodpeckers, nightjars, crickets and toads that seemed to stuff her ears.
Aleya had plenty of time to observe her surroundings, because she and Kirby were not speaking.
At first she assumed it was the horror of the shipwreck hanging over Kirby, making her quieter than usual. But no, this was simpler. Stupider. Kirby was in a mood.
Aleya tried to affect apathy because she had far bigger things to worry about at that moment and besides, Kirby was free to go her own way any time she liked, or at least say something if she had a problem with—
“What did you do to that statue?”
“Excuse me?”
The land had cleared enough for them to walk side by side, but Kirby was keeping her eyes firmly on her boots.
“Back on the ship,” she said. “You did something to it. Everyone dropped down and started yelling about miracles but I saw you up there doing something.”
Ah.
“I told you before,” Aleya replied. “It’s Idolfire.”
“What is that though?” Her voice was edged with irritation. “You said that before like it’s supposed to mean something to me, but it doesn’t. Can’t you just explain?”
Aleya felt her guard rising. What’s with that tone? “Do you have a problem with what I did?”
“It seemed, I dunno, perverse.”
“P—Perverse?” Aleya felt a well of affronted Ashalite pride and stomped it down.
“Look.” She sighed. “Think of it this way. There’s fire locked in driftwood. Set a spark and out it comes. That’s all it is. Just letting out potential for a flame. And this”—she held up her hand, scarred palm outward—“is just a way of making sparks.”
“I wondered about your hand,” Kirby said. “It’s beautiful.”
“Oh. Well.” She dropped it, surprised to find herself blushing. “Thank you.”
Kirby’s tone turned bitter again: “But it’s not driftwood, is it?”
“Well, no. Obviously.”
“It’s—”
“Sacred things. Images of gods.”
The river bent sharply, revealing a vast carpet of wild garlic. The air was sweet with it. Kirby dropped to her haunches, gathering it up by the fistful. “I guess that’s why they took Iona,” she said, speaking to the soil. “The Nivelans.”
“Yes.”
“For driftwood.”
Again, Aleya felt herself getting defensive. Calm down, she told herself. This isn’t the place for a fight. She leaned against a trunk and folded her arms. “I saw a carved stone in your bag. That was Iona, right?”
“Uh-huh.” Kirby wasn’t paying much attention. She was scrabbling in the dirt, plucking out the bulbs. “This’ll be so good. If only we had some meat.”
“Do you worship her?”
“No.” The answer came without any hesitation. Kirby straightened up, stuffing the bunches into her sack.
“So you don’t believe?”
“I believe. I just don’t worship. Not the same thing.”
She shouldered the sack, now sprouting a bouquet of fragrant green leaves, and turned away, carrying on along the river. There was a steep hill on the opposite bank, with rising legions of pine trees consumed in the upper reaches by tendrils of mist. The air had begun to sharpen as they went inland. It held a whisper of mountains.
It was a good moment to drop the whole subject of Idolfire. But Aleya couldn’t help herself. “Listen,” she began, pacing up to Kirby’s side. “Nivela never should have had Idolfire. It’s ours. I mean, it belongs to Ash. We have a duty of responsibility. The temple priests and the royal family are the only ones who can use it.”
Kirby looked at her sidelong. “And the Nivelans.”
“I told you, they stole it. Ash would never use someone else’s god.”
“Except before, on the ship, when you did.”
“And I saved your life,” she snapped. “Not that I’ve had any fucking thanks for it.”
No response.
They passed another carved beast. This one was larger, a little more detailed. Whoever had carved it had taken the time to drill an iris into the center of the monster’s wide, malevolent eyes. The carvings were popping up more and more frequently as they drew deeper into the woods. The beast facing forward, charging out of the carving. The beast with its head back, howling at the moon.
“Priests and royals,” said Kirby, staring at the carving. “Which one are you then?”
“Ah.” Damn it.
“Aha.” A sudden grin of triumph. “I knew it! I knew there was something special about you.”
“I’m the first Urean you’ve ever met. Are you sure that isn’t what you were noticing?”
“No, no.” She shook her head. “You have a . . . I dunno. A way about you.” Aleya was about to blush again, when she added, “It’s like you expect everything to go your way all the time.”
“Excuse me?”
“Like royalty would.”
“I—No, I do not.”
“You do. Like before, when—”
“Shh.”
“I was just—”
“Shhh.” Aleya stopped abruptly, holding out a hand. Something felt wrong. In a whisper, she asked, “Do you feel like something’s . . . watching us?”
Kirby paled. “I thought it was just me.”
But that wasn’t the problem, or at least not the only problem. Aleya could see something incongruous in the gloom a few yards inland, a scrap of color that stirred thoughts of home. Plum-purple fabric. She’d seen it recently, on a sash around the hip of a bare-armed Urean sailor, an oarsman on the ship they’d taken from Bern. A rich shade. She remembered admiring it.
Motioning for Kirby to stay still, Aleya drew a little closer, her mouth dry. A scrap of purple. Stained. Stretched over a mass of something organic in the crook of a vast oak tree. Easy enough to mistake limbs for branches, especially when they were bent like no limb should bend. Easy enough to confuse a human body with that of a terribly mauled animal. But there was no mistaking that sash.
It was the same oarsman, all right. He was very, very dead.



Nylophon
THERE WERE TWO of them together. Men in the dress of merchant sailors, scattered in pieces across a clearing. Nylo had seen his share of bloodshed, but this still managed to turn his stomach inside out. They were not man-made wounds. Something had ripped them apart. One of them still clung to life, though it was hardly a mercy. His intestines were wet upon the soil. Nylo did what he could to extract information from the one who survived, demanding to know what had happened to them, what had become of the witch. But the man was beyond the reach of reason. He only babbled like a child in his own language. One word in particular he spoke again and again, between short, terrified gasps.
“What on earth is he saying?” asked Nylo, drawing back. “Does anyone know?”
One of the soldiers cleared his throat. “It’s Bernic, sir. I think it means miracle.”
“Gods of our fathers,” he whispered. “Did she do this?”
But the man only babbled on. Miracle, miracle, miracle.
Soon after he died, taking his secrets with him.
Nylo tried to pass it off as a bear attack—“Creatures of the forest are unpredictable, they prey upon the weak”—but the troop was even more unsettled than before. The remaining scout refused to go ahead, claiming if he was going to commit suicide he’d rather do it by his own hand. There was even talk of giving up this witch-hunt and turning back to the coast.
Nylo could feel himself going berserk.
“Are you not men?” he demanded, whirling on them. “You want to go running back to the ocean, fine. I can’t stop you. But know you shall be considered deserters in my eyes and the eyes of your kin at home.”
They’d elected one of the older veterans to speak for them. He blinked away the spittle and said. “Sir, we have no wish to become outcasts.”
“Then don’t. Harden that trembling heart of yours and follow me.”
He cut blindly onward through the hateful undergrowth, stewing all the while.
• • •
His evening meal was acorns, berries and boiled nettles. One of the soldiers managed to catch a rabbit, but Nylo declined to take a bite. “Eat well,” he said. “Tomorrow we march again.” He hoped this show of leadership would soften the men somewhat, but they only shrugged and turned back to eating and talking among themselves. Now the lingering smell of roast meat drifting across the clearing was driving him to distraction. There were bones discarded in the leaf-strewn mud. The men had stripped away every trace of that scrawny gray rabbit-flesh, but perhaps there was still some marrow.
Nylo grabbed a handful of raw nettles and stuffed them in his mouth.
A warrior does not feel hunger, he thought, as fresh, bristling pain washed over his tongue. A warrior does not feel hunger. A warrior does not feel—
“On your feet.”
He glanced up. Halion stood over him, long hair tied back over his neck, a hand on the pommel of his sword. He hadn’t noticed the silence falling over the camp.
“What is this?” he asked.
Halion cleared his throat. “Nylophon of Carthe, I challenge you for the role of Commander.”
Nylophon paused. He affected a laugh. “Halion, you cannot be—”
“On your feet, I say. Unless you intend to fight me on your arse.”
They glared at each other for a moment, but it was clear Halion had no intention of budging. At last Nylo stood, feeling uneasy. He had to put an end to this. If only they could speak privately, perhaps he could talk him down, but—
“Do you accept?” Halion asked. “Or will you submit to me without a fight? The coward’s path is always open, Nylophon.”
“Stop this,” he said, in a low snarl. “Halion, this is not the time.”
“On the contrary. It’s long overdue.” In the private space between them, the dignified facade fell and Halion’s face broke into an ugly smile. “Why don’t we show these boys what you’re really made of, eh, Nylo?”
Nylo gripped the pommel to steady his shaking hand. “Very well.”
The gathering of bodies made them a natural arena in the center of the clearing. The men pressed around in a loose circle and he could sense more excitement and energy from them than he had in many a long week. There was nothing the Carthic forces loved more than watching a fight. Especially when it was a duel to the death.
Many different miseries were competing for Nylo’s attention in that moment: a rod of stiffness across his shoulders, a lightheaded hunger, the weight of the sword in his aching fingers. But the loudest feeling was terror. He was sick with fear.
This was not a fight he could win, and he knew it.
Boys were supposed to scrap with each other in the proving yard. Fights happened every day, both supervised and unsupervised, the bloodier the better. Each time he had gone up against Halion it had ended the same way—with Halion triumphant and Nylo gasping on the ground.
This is a blessing from Liax, he thought. An opportunity to prove myself at last. But the sight of Halion pacing, blade in hand, squeezed his heart with a small animal’s fear. All of a sudden he was ten years old again, held down by the shoulders while another boy’s bare feet slammed into his ribs.
Not this time.
They readied themselves in the traditional way, unarmored, wielding short blades only. This was how they liked their fights back home: short, decisive and bloody. The two men paced for a few moments, circling around the clearing. Rotted greenery crunched underfoot. Nylo tried to match Halion’s movements. He’d never got the hang of those slight, dancing steps.
Halion closed the distance in the space of a blink and attacked. Nylo’s sword went up. He defended himself with millimeters to spare, steel screaming. More came, from all angles.
An overhead slice—parry.
A wide slash to the side—parry.
One swift uppercut toward the armpit—parry.
Each glance of the blade sent jarring pain up to his shoulder socket. Nylo was barely keeping up. But he knew Halion could do better than this. They were wide, showy blows and he took his time with them, swinging his sword with exaggerated movements like a statue of a man in combat. Ignoring the painful aftershocks in his wrist, Nylo risked a quick slicing jab toward his side. But his blade found no flesh, only smooth, sliding steel. Halion had seen it coming. Invited it even. Instead of making a counter-blow, the other man spun him around, laughing as Nylo stumbled.
This was not a fight. It was a performance.
“What’s the matter, Ramslayer?” Halion called. “Struggling to keep up?”
Nylo leaped forward with a grunt, stabbing for his torso, but Halion knocked it away with easy contempt. “These men didn’t know you as a boy. I did.” Nylo was trying to circle again, but Halion kept hemming him in, forcing him backward with precise jabs.
“You were the weakling of our whole cohort,” Halion said. “Nothing compared to Nachikartus.”
Nylo dodged to the side, feeling the blade nick his ear.
“Nachi was the fighter, not you.”
A whisper of steel over his skull as he ducked. Halion was getting angrier. More precise.
“Nachi was the courageous one, not you.”
The nick on his ear must have been more of a split. It was weeping blood down to his collar.
“You hid in his shadow. Wore it like a cloak.”
Left, right. Wherever he stepped, Halion was there.
“It never made sense to me. How is it that you came out the hero while he rots—?”
“Shut up!”
The blade-point sliced deep into the meat of Halion’s hand and flicked clear above the wrist bone, traveled upward and came to rest an inch from his bare throat.
Halion’s sword hit the ground with a thud.
It felt good, better than almost anything Nylo had ever felt, to see that flicker of true fear in Halion’s eyes, the rubbery drooping of his handsome mouth, how the skin of his face contracted in sudden pain and he looked like the frightened boy he’d been when they first met. Two boys. Eight years old. Freshly ripped from their mothers, thrown into the shark’s belly of the proving yard, crying—but the tears had been beaten out of them soon enough, and not long after that they’d turned on each other and Nylo, as the smallest, had to bear a great deal of the abuse, including Halion’s famous whipping kicks. He might’ve died from the hazing if Nachi hadn’t taken a shine to him. That was the point of it. Let them weed out the weak among themselves. Save the adults the trouble of culling them. Nachi encouraged him to fight back as best he could, to bite and scratch if he had to, anything to prove he was a man. He remembered sinking his teeth into Halion’s shin as the bigger boy screamed.
Something dangled. A thumb. Halion’s thumb there in the corner of his eye, clinging on by a strip of tendon. No matter. No matter. He breathed through his teeth and said, “Nachi is dead. I am not. If you wish to know why, I suggest you ask the gods.”
I have asked them many times, he thought, and they have never answered me.
He withdrew the blade. Halion had closed his eyes to brace for death. They fluttered open and looked at him in confusion. A sense of great deflation fell over the clearing. Even Halion looked almost disappointed. A challenge that ended with both men alive was no challenge at all. But somehow, Halion dead was as unbearable an idea as Halion alive. He couldn’t choose between them. So he didn’t.
“Patch him up,” he ordered, turning away.
As a soldier rushed to Halion’s side, Nylo turned on the gathered men. He felt queasy, removed, not entirely inside himself. Rage was the only solid thing inside of himself. He held on tight. The blade of the sword still dripped as he raised it, pointing at all of them. “Kneel to me.”
They knelt.
“Now tell me. Who is your commander?”
They answered in hushed union: “Nylophon.”
“Correct.”
He cleaned and sheathed the blade and went back to his place beneath the tree. Eyes followed him. He did not turn around. There were no voices to be heard, except for Halion, still in the dirt where he’d left him, sobbing as quietly as he could.



Aleya
THE CANOPY CLOSING overhead was starting to feel like the lid of a tomb. Much as she hated Bern, Aleya was growing nostalgic for all the rolling fields and open moorland. At least she’d had a clear view of the heavens.
All she had for a North Star was the back of Kirby’s head. The Bern was still angry. Aleya was too. She was pretty certain they’d have fought again by now if they weren’t both so tense with fear. They only discussed practicalities: which direction to choose, which mushrooms to eat, when to take a break.
Aleya’s thoughts kept returning to the oarsman. Poor son of a bitch. He’d walked deep into the forest, or else been borne there by whatever killed him. Some type of creature that didn’t bother to eat its prey. Between them they had a hunting knife (Aleya kept it strapped to her waist) and the longsword Kirby was still hauling around. Would it be any good against a pissed-off bear? She thought of her cousin Irtu charging at a rhino. A spear would be better. A strong one.
None of this would’ve happened if that ship hadn’t charged us, she thought. Warmongering Carthic bastards. Heaven, if only I could get my hands on them . . .
They found another corpse upriver from the oarsman. This one was in a worse state, at least a week old and the meat starting to turn. He’d been wearing heavy furs. A Gleat. Aleya squatted down in front of the body, grateful for once to have a half-empty stomach. “Looks like the same attacker,” she said. “Something’s stalking around here. We should keep moving.”
“Right.” Kirby stayed a few paces off, her face half-turned away.
They thrashed onward. The forest offered nothing. No comfort, no signs of human life save for more of those accursed bark carvings of the thing with the horns.
And still it lingered. From the back of her skull and down the knobbled skin of her spine, whenever she turned. The feeling of being watched.
“How about a story?”
Kirby said it quite suddenly, just as they were getting ready to sleep. Or rather, just as Aleya was wondering how the hell she was ever going to sleep with those ruined corpses still burned into her memory. They’d put as much distance as possible between them and the bodies before setting up camp on a flatish splash of long mossy grass within sight of the river’s curve. Some of the dew-heavy stalks had caught up in the evening fire and the acidic burning scent still curled in the air around them, covering the more pleasant smells of roasted fish and garlic leaf.
“Stories?” she repeated. The moss was soft, at least. But even on fine weather days it seemed to hold a thousand years’ worth of damp. “Like what?”
“You know. Like the ballad of One-eyed Ignar. Or the Snowdin Skeleton.” Kirby gave her a nudge. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you bedtime stories when you were growing up in your palace?”
“I didn’t—” She sighed. “No. We didn’t do stories.” Just lessons. She was going to leave it there, but after another few moments listening to the carnivorous hum of the evening woods, she said: “Fine. If you must.” She just needed to hear a human voice, no matter what it had to say.
“All right.” Kirby cleared her throat and drew herself up with a self-important air. “Once upon a time, when Balt was in bloom and Thane Wald reigned from on high, there was a warrior by the name of Igni who had three stout sons all wanting wives . . .”
• • •
It came in the dead of night, distant and lonely as thunder, but still far, far too close for comfort. A howl of something inhuman. Aleya could identify the cry of a hawk or a leopard or a wild pack-dog, but this sound was unfamiliar to her. A demon screaming with a throat full of boulders. It made her whole body rigid with fear.
The campfire had died to embers, casting the barest light on the little glade. Nothing moved. Kirby was awake. Neither of them spoke, but Aleya could sense it. She had her arms around the longsword. Cuddling it, almost. Knuckles white on the sheath.
Aleya looked heavenward and whispered a prayer.
• • •
“How much longer are we going to keep following this river?”
They hadn’t heard another howl that night, but nobody managed to sleep a wink, and the mood was sourer than ever. Aleya asked the question about a mile after they broke camp, right after putting her foot deep into the maw of a rotted log. “I can’t take much more of this,” she muttered.
Kirby was unmoved. “If you have another idea, say so.”
“There has to be something smarter we can do than march along waiting to die.”
“Be patient. We just have to hope.”
“I need something more solid than hope. Look,” she pointed to the shore. “It’s bending northward. Ammol is southeast of here. We need to cut across.”
“How?”
“We just—”
“Just what?” she demanded. “Build a boat? Swim for it? This is what I was talking about, Aleya. You, you think you can do whatever you—”
Pshh-THUNK.
Aleya startled. It sounded like a whisper straight in her ear. She glanced over her shoulder. There was something sprouting out of the trunk behind her. It had blue-speckled feathers growing neatly from the edge. That’s impossible, she thought in a daze. Ought to be leaves.
Pshh-THUNK.
This time, she saw it happen. The arrow zipped clean past her ear and buried itself in the tree a few inches above the first. “Oh shit! Duck!”
Kirby fell to a low crouch, covering her head with both hands. “What’s happening?”
“Gleats,” she replied grimly. “What else?”
They’d been skirting around a thick swathe of nettles and brambles sprouting from the underside of a toppled birch. The base end of the birch still held a chunk of uprooted soil, a solid slab of dirt gripped with wormy roots and chunks of exposed rock. Aleya risked a glimpse over the top.
“Anything?” Kirby whispered.
She shook her head. “Those were warning shots. I don’t think they’re trying to kill us. Not yet, anyway.”
Kirby stood up and started frantically waving her arms, yelling, “Hello! We come in peace!”
“Get down, you stupid—” Aleya grabbed her by the shoulder and yanked her into the undergrowth.
“Don’t call me stupid.”
“Then act smart.”
There was a pause.
“Peace?” called a voice.
“Uh-huh!” Kirby called. “We’re not dangerous!”
Aleya covered her face with her free hand. “Don’t fucking tell them that—Argh!”
They both jumped. Somehow the Gleat was right there next to them, crouching in the underbrush. How she’d sneaked up so quickly Aleya couldn’t guess. She was peering at the pair with a kind of benign, predatory curiosity, like a baby hawk might study a worm. A quiver of those same blue-feathered arrows was slung over her shoulder and she had an impressive single-blade axe strapped to her waist. Her bulk was a match for Aleya’s, though she moved in utter silence and her hair was white as powder-down.
“Peace?” she asked. “Promise?”
Kirby nodded. “We were on a ship going to Ur but there was a really bad shipwreck and we managed to cling to the mast and get to the beach. And now we’ve been walking for days looking for—”
“Ah ba-ba-ba.” She held up a hand in the universal signal of, That’s enough, for the love of god. “Later. This way, please.”
“Okay. ” Kirby stood up at once, dusting herself off.
Aleya was not quite as enthused. “I suppose we can’t say no, can we?”
The Gleat grinned, proudly displaying a set of sharp, smoke-black teeth. “Ah. Haha. No.”



Nylophon
IT HAPPENED GRADUALLY. Halion had always kept pace near the front of the formation during march, but the day after the duel he began to drop further and further toward the back. He refused help, wouldn’t let anyone else even carry his shield, insisted angrily he was fine even as his steps grew slower. The wound where his thumb had been, clumsily bandaged with a scrap of scarlet cloak, wept blood and pus. By the time they made camp again his face was slack and ashen.
“Let me see.”
It was a mirror image of their duel the night before. Nylo standing over him, Halion sitting on the grass with his sandals splayed, looking up in a daze.
The other men were positioned a good distance away from Halion. Word had traveled that he was sick, and they steered clear lest the curse of illness rubbed off on them. Just a day ago he’d been the golden boy of the whole troop. Now he was alone.
Halion offered his wounded hand without a word. The skin of his arm had the glow of a brewing fever.
Slowly, Nylo unpeeled the length of damp cloth wrapped around the stump. It was a clumsy job. Carthic soldiers didn’t normally patch their own wounds, nor did they cook their own meals, or carry their own equipment. They were trained to do nothing except march and fight. The cloth was almost transparent, and when the final layer came away he flinched at the stench. It was a pit of foulness, oozing like a punctured eyeball. Around the stump the unwounded skin was raised and red. He probed it gently with an outstretched finger and Halion gasped in pain. The sweats had started in earnest now. His long hair was lank, clinging to the skull. Nylo drew his shortsword a few inches from the sheath and used it to slice off a strip from the base of his cloak. It wasn’t all that clean, but at least it was dryer then the pus-soaked bandages he’d discarded.
“We’ve spotted smoke on the horizon,” Nylo whispered, rebinding the wound. “It’s a settlement. A big one. Halion, if you can just make it one more day . . .”
“Spare your pity.” Halion’s eyes found him through a haze of death. “You should have killed me when you could. Look what you’ve done. You and your half-measures. Coward.”
The words came out faint, but Nylo couldn’t help glance over his shoulder to check for listening ears.
“What’s the matter? Scared they’ll hear?” Halion snorted. “Everyone knows what you are. They . . . they know.”
His gaze peeled away from Nylo’s, transfixed by some phantom high above. It took a minute for him to notice Nylo again. “Still here?” he murmured. “Why? Fuck off and leave me in peace.”
Nylo ignored the request. He sat sentinel at Halion’s side long after the westing sun had vanished behind the treeline. One of the men brought food, leaving it at his side with a bow and retreating quickly back to the pack. They respected him again. For now. Halion slipped into a sickly kind of trance, shuddering with each breath, his wounded hand cradled in his lap. Sometime in that long sleepless night, Nylo heard him whisper: “Not like this. Please, not like this.”
Whoever he was pleading with, they didn’t listen. The long-fingered light of dawn found him stiff and rigid, cheek resting on one shoulder. He was dead.
As Commander, it was Nylo’s task to speak the rites. “Father of Carthe, bear his soul home,” he said solemnly, closing Halion’s eyes one by one. “Carry him to the furthest field, as we who remain shall carry his name. Halion.”
They buried him quickly, wrapped in his cloak, just deep enough that the animals wouldn’t help themselves to the meat.



Kirby
HER NAME WAS Ermen, and Kirby liked her.
She seemed bemused by the two of them, and her black teeth often flashed in sudden laughter at Kirby’s questions, which she peppered her with constantly on the journey to the Gleatish settlement. Through the questioning she found out that Ermen was a hunter in peacetime and a warrior in wartime, and she also was a skilled metalworker, one of the best in her family. (Kirby showed her Cursebreaker and she said it was fine work, which pleased Kirby greatly.) Ermen had been out tracking when she spotted them stomping through the trees.
“Tracking what?” Kirby asked.
Her eyes flitted to the side. “A monster.”
“Something’s in the woods, right?” she asked eagerly. “We saw . . . we saw bodies. And we heard a howl. Do you think—?”
Ermen waved a hand mysteriously. “Ah ba ba. Later, later.” She said that a lot.
Aleya was less convinced by Ermen. She hadn’t said anything, but Kirby could tell. At one point, as Ermen was boasting about her talents as a warrior, she even rolled her eyes.
When Kirby asked after the rest of the sailors, Ermen only shook her head. “Nobody else is around. Just you two.”
She and Aleya shared a private grimace. Kirby was still struggling to get the image of the mauled oarsman out of her head.
“You two are also sailors?” asked Ermen. “Traders? You got lost?”
“That’s right,” said Aleya quickly, cutting in before Kirby could answer. “She’s from the Bernic coast, I’m from Sanasar. We’re merchants.”
“Hmm. Unlucky merchants. Haha.”
Kirby raised her eyebrows at Aleya, but decided to keep her peace. The truth was messy. Maybe it was safer to set it aside for now.
They followed her inland for another few miles, past a long section where the river bunched like a coiled adder, stopping at last by a vast bridge, an eruption of masonry that cut across the water in a single unbroken arc.
“We have to cross,” said Ermen. She didn’t sound too pleased.
“Wow,” said Kirby. “Where did that come from?”
Ermen’s face darkened. “Bloodletters made that thing.”
Over her shoulder, Aleya mouthed, “Nivela.”
Of course. Looking again, the Nivelan style was unmistakable: intensely functional and visibly seamless. No decoration. They’d paid no heed to the currents or the shape of the land. It was as if someone had pointed at the river and just said, “I want it there.” And there it was.
So they were here too, thought Kirby. Of course they were. Nivela almost conquered the world, didn’t it? “The world” included Gleatland. They’d probably built that bridge with that awful creepy magic. What’s-it-called. Idolfire.
Kirby wanted to ask Ermen about the bridge, but from the way she’d said “Bloodletters” it was clearly a sore topic. She ran her hand along the rail as they walked across, wondering at the inhuman smoothness of the stone. When they stepped into the mulch on the other side Ermen let out an audible sigh of relief. She made some quick gestures with her hands, warding off the ancient evil.
“Not far now,” she said. “Keep going.”
They fell onto a track, flattened grass and soil rutted by wagon wheels. Human activity, the first they’d seen in a while. Kirby wondered, belatedly, if she ought to be nervous about the Gleats. But Aleya was there. Just looking at the Urean, holding her in the corner of one eye, made Kirby feel at ease. Which then made her feel guilty. Bugger.
She hadn’t meant to give the Ashalite such a hard time. If it wasn’t for her Kirby knew she’d have cracked long ago, during the shipwreck, or when they’d found that poor oarsman. Aleya didn’t panic. She’d get cranky when things went wrong, or slip into a fierce and careful focus in moments of danger, but she’d never lost her composure once. No matter what happened she was as steady as the stars.
Aleya caught her staring, smiled thinly and looked away. Double bugger. She had to say sorry. Hopefully before the Gleats turned them into stew.
A few miles later they were finally clear of the forest, looking out over the Gleatish town. Stepping out of the treeline felt like breaking the surface of the sea. The track ended at the crest of a meadowed hill, looking down on a stretch of cleared land at least a mile wide.
“Welcome to my home,” said Ermen. “Lucky you made it. Haha.”
Based on her limited knowledge of the Gleatish people, Kirby had expected some kind of fairy village, a nest of birch-twig shacks hidden in the trees. But the town was as grand and as busy as any settlement she’d seen in the southern reaches of Bern, a thickly bunched concentration of woodsmoke and human bustle. Even Aleya seemed a touch impressed—not, Kirby suspected, that she would ever admit to it. Most of the homes were mossed triangles emerging from the earth, surrounded by uneven circles of pigpens and goat pens and small, carefully tended allotments. The homes backed onto a cliff with zigzagging stone steps carved into the side. At the crest of the hill stood a sturdy longhouse with a roof beam carved like a snarling dragon.
Ermen led them down the slope and into the town proper. Other Gleats came out to stare at them as they passed, and Ermen’s step took on something of a swagger, pleased with her twin prizes. Many of them had the same blinding white hair as Ermen, though there were ordinary brunettes in the mix. They were a solid-looking folk, taller and stronger than most Berns. Even the children were stocky, stomping around with their cheeks flushed and their noses running. A few of the little ones came out to watch as they passed. Kirby waved. Cautiously, they waved back, half-hidden behind their parents’ legs.
In the center of the town, in a clearing that backed onto the cliff, was a vast effigy of the same creature they’d seen carved all over the woods. It was some forty hands tall, carved from pale wood, with real tusks embedded into carved sockets. The creature’s brow was covered in fine detailing that reminded Kirby a little of the Baltish ruins back home, intertwined with ivy, birds, a shining sun. The statue was on a raised platform above an altar, a slab of stone where yesterday’s offerings were browning in the open air.
Kirby pointed. “That! What is that?”
“Krull,” said Ermen. She inclined her head toward the statue and said something in Gleatish that sounded like a cross between a prayer and a friendly greeting.
The base of each tusk glittered with a thin band of gold. It was a fine piece of work, and recently made; Kirby could still smell the pine. “It’s beautiful.”
“Not long finished,” said Ermen. “The first Krull was made of stone. Protected us for a long time in the old days. But it was stolen in the bloodletting.”
“You mean the Nivelans took him?”
At the word “Nivelan” a bolt of pure horror passed through Ermen. Her jaw winched shut, her body went still mid-stride. After taking a second to recover, she turned and spat pointedly on the ground. “Do not utter their name.”
Kirby nodded. Remorsefully, she added: “They took our god too.”
“The Bloodletters took much from many. Don’t speak of them.”
“Right.”
“The new headman built the wooden Krull,” Ermen went on. “Getting back to the better times. New headman, new Krull, new era.” She shrugged. “Same old shit.”
In Kirby’s ear, Aleya muttered, “What a cynic.”
Ermen dropped down to her haunches. Someone had left a dish of beer for the beast. It frothed at the edges. She inhaled over the rim. Suddenly she looked weary. Thousands of years old. “You said you saw bodies?” she asked.
Another wary glance passed between them. “Yes.”
“Torn-up?”
“Yes.”
“Where?”
Aleya spoke up. “West of here. Close to the riverbank.”
“Too close.” Ermen swore softly in her own language. “There have been others. Slaughterings all over the forest. A few days ago someone murdered the old couple on the shores to the north. Everyone’s asking Krull for strength to slaughter the enemy, but nobody knows who the enemy is. So we just pray and pray.” She got up again with a grunt. “We’re having a meeting with the other clans about the bodies. When it’s over, you’ll talk to the headman. He’ll have questions. Meantime, you wait.”
A crowd had started to form around them while they talked. Gleats of different ages in a loose semicircle, peering curiously, chattering among themselves. One of them motioned toward the big sword, so Kirby drew it out, that over-the-shoulder motion she still couldn’t pull off smoothly. The Gleats gasped at the shimmering blade. Using both hands and a lot of effort, she turned it to the light, and they let out an appreciative Ooohh. A small hand reached out to touch the hem of Aleya’s tunic. She swatted it away.
“Hey! Don’t you—” The child sprinted back into the crowd, shrieking with laughter. “Yeesh,” she muttered, sidling closer to Kirby. “What is this, a traveling circus?”
“We’re something new,” she replied. “You don’t get to see a lot of newness in a place like this.”
“Hmm. I guess you’d know.” Still, she looked gray.
“You don’t like crowds? They’ve got more people than this in Ash, don’t they?”
“If there’s too many staring eyes, sometimes I . . .” She shook her head. “Forget it.”
“They don’t mean any harm.”
“I said forget it.”
“Who are they, Ermen?” called a voice from the crowd.
“Merchants,” she replied, drawing herself up. “I found them wandering in the forest. This one is from Balt and this one is from . . .” she drew out the pronunciation with careful grandness, “San–a–sar.”
“Liars!”
It was strange to see such a tiny body hold so much force. The crowd parted, and through them came a Gleatish girl, no more than eight by Kirby’s estimation. She was a sinister little thing, with tightly plaited braids and a high forehead and eyebrows so white as to be almost translucent, tilting down her chin to fix them with her best malignant glare.
“Lundi?” Whatever power the girl held, she held it over Ermen too. The warrior looked almost cowed. “What’s wrong?”
“They’re lying!” she declared again, pointing at the two of them. “They’re not merchants. That one’s not from Sanasar, she’s from a place called Ash and she can do magic!”
“Magic?”
Aleya looked between them, raising her hands. “No, I can’t! ”
A current of shock ran through the gathered crowd.
“Is that true?” asked Ermen. She’d shifted subtly, placing herself between Aleya and the other Gleats. “Did you lie?”
“No,” she said hotly. “The girl is just making up stories.”
Ermen was unmoved. “Lundi is a prophet. The things she says are true.” The little girl stood behind her, arms folded, expression tyrannical.
Aleya scoffed. “A prophet? Come on. She’s a—”
“Ermen,” Kirby cut in, “we left a few things out, but we really are just lost.”
The crowd was getting agitated now, pulling closer. Ermen turned around and shooed them back. “Ah ba ba! All of you, go home! My find, my problem.”
They began trailing away, except for little Lundi, who stayed planted in place. It was hard to pin down, but it seemed to Kirby she was as much upset as she was angry (not that children her age knew the difference between one feeling and the other). Her lower lip was trembling in a classic not-gonna-cry motion. Cautiously, Kirby said, “Hello, Lundi, I’m—”
“You’re called Kirby,” she said sullenly. “I know. I know everything. I’m a prophet.”
Omnipotence must have been a heavy burden for Lundi. She glared at them some more, scrunched up her mouth, blinked away a couple of tears, took a cautious step toward Kirby, then stepped back, and finally declared, “I’m going!” and stomped off.
While this went on, Aleya was working on Ermen. “Sanasar, Ash, what does it matter? We’re just travelers. As for the magic . . .”
“Later,” said Ermen. “Explain to the headman. Meantime, wait here, don’t cause trouble.”
“But—”
“Forget it,” said Kirby. She sat down with a thump. “Come on. We’ll have to wait it out.” She patted the space beside her. Aleya hesitated another moment, then at last came and settled down.
“This is ridiculous,” she muttered.
“I know, but we can’t fight the whole town.”
“Watch me.”
But she folded her arms over her knees and waited. 
After a while three people emerged from the forest, unheralded, walking in tight formation. They were Gleats, but a distinctly different flavor of Gleat from Ermen and the rest: they carried shields painted like a bull’s eye and sported magnificent, braided mustaches. Ermen leaped to her feet and nodded at them as they passed. They nodded politely in return. The head of the group had a whole quartered hare slung over his shoulder, which he presented at the altar of Krull. They bowed and spoke in unison, before heading up the cliffside staircase to the longhouse.
A thick column of smoke had been pouring out of the longhouse chimney ever since they’d arrived. If the headman was still receiving new guests . . .
Aleya’s mind was clearly on the same track: “We’ll be here all day,” she groaned.
“What would happen if you did the thing on the statue?” Kirby muttered, nodding up at Krull. “The thing with the magic. like you did on the ship.”
“Infused it?” Aleya craned her neck up at the carving. “Bad idea. Krull is a war god.”
“So?”
“So, if we burn it for Idolfire, it’ll do what it knows best. War.”
“Oh.”
“That’s probably why they took the original Krull. The Nivelans, I mean. Imagine that thing charging at you on the battlefield.” Aleya shifted, trying to find a more comfortable angle on the ground. “Besides, I thought you said Idolfire was perverse.”
“Oh . . . erm . . .” She cleared her throat. “About that.”
The truth was, she still found it perverse. The way the living masthead had writhed like an animal in pain made every particle in her body scream unnatural. But it had saved them. Twice, if you counted the jump from the cliff. Just because she didn’t understand didn’t make it evil.
“I’m sorry,” she said at last. “I shouldn’t have said that.”
Aleya nodded. The matter seemed to be settled, but then she spoke again, quietly. “I’m going to tell you a secret.” Her eyes were on the treeline. “You can’t repeat this to anyone.”
“Okay?”
“Anyone, Kirby. Don’t even whisper it in your prayers.”
“I don’t pray.”
“Har, har. So you don’t.” A glance over at Ermen. The Gleat wasn’t paying any kind of attention. “There’s an Ashalite relic somewhere in Nivela. It’s called the Left Hand of Heaven. It’s twin to the relic that did this.” She wiggled her scarred fingers. “That’s why I’m going. If I can steal it back, they won’t ever be able to make Idolfire again. Not them, nor anyone else.”
It took Kirby a moment to absorb this. She knew, dimly, that she’d just been handed something gargantuan, bigger than she could really understand. The Left Hand of Heaven. Like something out of a myth. And Aleya, her eyes heavy and sleepless, irritably brushing the dirt from her thigh: she was mythical too. Well, Kirby had always known that. “Special” wasn’t a strong enough word. She was sure she could walk the world end to end and never meet somebody like her again. By sharing this piece of herself Aleya was trying to say the same thing she’d said the day they’d met: Trust me.
Kirby patted her on the leg. “Good,” she said firmly. “That’s good then. I’m sure you’ll find it. You’ll do great.”
Aleya let out a weak laugh. “You know, you’re the first person who’s actually said that to me?” Her hand found Kirby’s, and she held it for a second, idly tracing the knuckles with her thumb. “At least someone has faith in me.”
“You’re all by yourself, though. Isn’t that, I dunno. Dangerous?”
Aleya drew away. “Danger is the whole idea. I have to prove I deserve a place in the family.”
Some family, thought Kirby. But she kept that comment to herself.
The statue of Krull threw out spiked shadows as the day drew on, carving a porcupine’s silhouette on the boot-beaten earth. Ermen plonked herself down on a barrel while they waited it out. She drew out a shard of something and started knapping, striking at the stone with small precise movements, whistling as she worked. Every minute or so she’d lift it to the light and study the stone. Sometimes people would come up to peer at them, and Ermen would explain the situation in rapid Gleatish, shooing them away.
“Ermen.” Aleya waved. “Hey, Ermen.” The Gleat looked up from her knapping with a frown. “You don’t seriously believe that girl’s word over ours, do you?”
“Yes.” She went back to work.
“What if she got it wrong, just this once?”
“Look.” Ermen hitched up her trouser leg. Below the skin was a hideous scar, a mess of dead tissue that consumed half her shin. “Last winter I was attacked by a wolf,” she said. “Out alone in the cold. Stupid. I thought I’d die. But they found me. Lundi told them where to find me.” She rolled the material down. “There have been many such stories. I trust her.”
A small figure flitted around at the edge of the nearest house, where mossy thatch met mossy soil. Someone’s ears are burning, Kirby thought. It was just like before—Lundi couldn’t decide if she wanted to come closer or not.
It was possible the little girl did have some kind of sight. She’d never met one herself, but Kirby had heard stories about humans touched by the gift of prophecy. It wasn’t impossible. And they’d both felt like someone was watching them ever since they’d arrived in Gleatland. But Lundi wasn’t acting like an oracle—she was acting like a child.
So Kirby ignored her.
This was a lesson she’d learned long ago: if you want a robin to land on your hand, you don’t grab it from the branch. You put some seed in your palm and wait. And just like a robin, Lundi hopped closer and flitted back, closer and back, until she was only a couple of yards away, peering out from behind the knobbled fence posts of a pig yard.
“What does the little prophet want?” muttered Aleya. She was following Kirby’s lead, staring ahead and studiously ignoring the girl.
“Good question.” If Lundi had been listening the whole time, maybe something caught her interest.
“Psst,” Kirby whispered. “Lundi.” Lundi startled, but she didn’t run away. Good. “Do you want to hear what happened to Signar? Ignar’s youngest son. I never finished his story, did I?”
A long pause. At last, Lundi nodded.
I knew it. She was listening to us last night!
“I’ll tell you.” Where did I leave off again? Oh yeah, the giant bird . . . “Ah hem. So the great eagle carried Signar northward in her talons. She was going to take him to her giant nest on the edge of the world and feed him to her babies.”
Lundi emerged from behind the fence. “Feed?” she asked. “Like a worm?”
“Exactly. Then, just as they were flying over the forest, a giant snake popped out of the trees! It went straight for them. The big jaws went snap!” She clawed her hands together like a mouth. Lundi flinched. “The bird was terrified of the snake. It dropped Signar—straight into the snake’s open mouth!”
“No.”
“Uh-huh. It was big inside the snake’s belly, big enough to stand up in, just like a cave. But now poor Signar was trapped inside. He walked and walked, growing hungrier and weaker, until he finally saw something glowing faintly at the end of the tunnel. Can you guess what it was?”
Lundi shook her head. She had eyes like twin moons.
“The snake’s back end. It pooped him out.”
For a second she thought the girl hadn’t understood. She looked blank, uncomprehending. Then, gradually, her expression folded into one of utter, gleeful disgust. “Ewww!”
“You cannot be serious with this fucking story,” said Aleya, shaking her head.
“Don’t blame me. That’s just how I heard it.”
“Pooped out by a giant snake.” Little Lundi was still processing the finale. “That’s—ewww.”
“It was like going into a whirlpool,” said Kirby. “First his feet, then his knees, then he got squeezed.”
Aleya raised a hand. “Enough!”
She was already giggling, but it was Aleya’s reaction that finally made Lundi burst into proper laughter. They laughed breathlessly, until Kirby heaved a sigh and asked like it was no big deal: “So, how long were you watching us for, Lundi?”
“Since you washed up,” she replied.
“Wow.” Kirby nodded, making herself look impressed. “That’s a long time!”
“Yu-huh. I can’t watch all the time because I have chores, but I don’t have as many chores as I used to since I started telling everyone about what I see.” There was a proud glint in her eye. “My visions.”
What on earth? She looked over at Aleya, who seemed just as mystified.
“Ask her about the soldiers,” she hissed.
“Soldiers?” From the way Lundi pronounced it, Kirby could tell she didn’t know the word.
“Warriors,” Kirby explained. “A big group of men with swords and shields.”
“Oh, them.” Lundi pulled a face. “I don’t like watching the men. I hate them. They hurt each other.”
“You saw them?” Aleya sat up, focusing all her attention on Lundi. “How many did you see? Are they still together? Are they armed?” 
Lundi froze up. “I—um—I—”
“It’s okay,” said Kirby. “She’s just worried.”
“There’s a bunch of them all together.” She’d gone sullen again, picking at the edge of her sleeve. “I don’t know where they are. I said already I don’t like to watch them.”
“I see,” said Aleya. Quietly, she said to Kirby: “A ship full of Carthic soldiers is bad news. We need to warn them. If they find this place they’ll kill everyone.” She turned back to Lundi and said with forced brightness, “Thank you! That’s very helpful.”
“Lundi?” Ermen, who’d been pacing by the Krull statue, finally noticed them talking. “What are you two doing with her?” Her hand went very casually to the axe.
“We were just . . .” Lundi’s excuses petered away. She glanced back at Kirby, who gave her an encouraging nod. Then she said something Gleatish, faster and more eloquent than how she spoke in the travelers’ tongue. Ermen listened closely and nodded.
“Lundi says you’re liars, but you’re good liars.” She shrugged. “Good enough for me. You never seemed that dangerous anyway.”
“Finally.” Aleya hopped up, brushing off dust.
“Wait here.” Ermen hurried into one of the nearer houses, returning a moment later with what looked—and, oh light of summer, smelled—like a whole disc of barley bread. “As a sorry,” said the Gleat, handing it over. They split the loaf between them and devoured it right there, standing up. For once Aleya didn’t wrinkle her nose at the meal, but ate with a fervor to match Kirby’s own. It was cold and dry and a little air-stiff, but still. Bread. When it was gone, Aleya wiped the crumbs from her mouth and said: “I need to speak to your headman.”
Ermen frowned. “I said already. He’s in a meeting with other clans.”
“They need to hear this too. There’s dangerous men in the woods. Soldiers.”
“Soldiers?” She, at least, seemed to know what the word meant. “Fine. I’ll take you up.”
Kirby felt Lundi’s hand close around her own. “I’ll stay here, I guess.”
Aleya paused. “Are you sure?”
She nodded.
“Okay. I’ll be back soon.” She turned and followed Ermen toward the longhouse. Kirby could understand her apprehension. She shared it. Maybe it was because so much had happened, but it felt like a long time since either of them had been apart from each other.
“Kirby?” Lundi made a beckoning motion.
Kirby leaned down so they were eye level. “What?”
“Closer,” she said, still beckoning.
Kirby dropped right down to her haunches and cocked her head. “I’m listening.”
Lundi got close and whispered right in her ear: “You wanna see it?”
“See what?”
“My watching-place.”
Over on the zigzag steps, she could see Aleya and Ermen making their way upward. There was nobody else around to hear. “Okay. It’s not far, is it?”
“No.” She’s become impatient. “Come on, quick!”
It was only with a modest sense of foreboding that Kirby let the little Gleatish prophetess lead her by the hand to the edge of the ancient forest. They drew some stares from the other townsfolk, but Lundi’s presence seemed to calm them. Kirby was following along for two reasons. Firstly, she didn’t want to risk upsetting Lundi again. One bad word from her could drive them both out of town. Secondly, she figured if Aleya was going to speak to the headman, she ought to make herself useful too. Like solving a small mystery, for example.
They went out past the snuffling pigs and the bent bodies of smallholding farmers, along a pitted sheep trail that sliced up the hillside to the forest’s eastern boundary. This part of the woods had a different atmosphere to the jungle they’d journeyed through this far. Handsome, low-slung sycamores with footpaths winding around the trunks, passing enough sunlight between them for wildflowers—buttercup and lavender and rolling carpets of bluebells. It had the feel of a feral garden, and reminded her of the grove near Wall’s End, the one where she’d found Cursebreaker hiding all those months ago. It was peaceful.
“This way, this way!” Lundi was getting more and more excited as they went along, pulling hard. “Nobody’s ever seen my watching-place. You’ll be the first.”
“I’m honored.”
Kirby could hardly keep up, nor could she keep track of the twisting, circling trails they followed. When the land began sloping downward, Lundi turned again, stopping finally at the edge of a rocky outcrop. There was an opening, a human-sized entranceway where a vast boulder rested atop two valleys of rock.
“Lundi, I’m going to tell you a secret,” said Kirby. “I don’t like caves.”
“It’s a tunnel,” said Lundi, exasperated. It was true. Once her eyes adjusted, she could see a splash of light a little way down.
“Are you sure—?”
“Come on. Where’s your courage?”
“I’m coming, I’m coming . . .”
Kirby tried to follow, stopping when Cursebreaker’s pommel smacked against the cave entrance. She grimaced, ducked lower and crept in.
It wasn’t a bad cave, by cave standards. Black moss dripped overhead and the unlit corners teemed with unseen insects. But once she was through the entrance it was spacious enough to stand up, and the opening at the other end did a fair bit to offset the suffocating closeness. Lundi was ahead of her, standing on her tiptoes in that small allowance of light, peering into a natural alcove in the wall. Kirby sidled up to her.
“What did you find?” she asked, turning to look inside the alcove.
Kirby felt a primal jolt of wrongness. Inside the alcove, positioned to face them, there was a lamb with two heads.
It looked almost alive, save for the eyes: four flawless lapis beads embedded across a pair of unmoving skulls. But what about the rest of it, the snowy coat, the face? What kind of master craftsman could make something look so real?
At last Kirby’s brain caught up to her other senses, and she realized the thing before her was not a model or a living creature, but a carefully stuffed corpse. Fine though it was, she could see gold thread traced around the seams where the gray skin of the twin chins met the scoop of the neck. They’d folded real eyelids, thin and delicate as onion skin, over the cold blue eyes. Aside from those jewels, the rest of the body—the soft pink ears, so thin as to be nearly translucent, the squat little haunches, the hooves—was all too real. A perfect little freak of nature, lovingly preserved.
And it shimmered. All over, from nose to tail: a casing of faint flickering green, like the very soul of flame.
“Don’t touch it,” said Lundi. “It hurts to touch.”
“Okay,” said Kirby, thinking: I wouldn’t lay a hand on that thing if you paid me. “Did you find this?”
Lundi nodded. “It isn’t ours.” Which Kirby took to mean, it isn’t Gleatish. She could believe that. It was almost the inverse of Krull. Softly sinister. “You have to look into the eyes,” she whispered. “That’s how you do it.”
Kirby examined the lamb’s eyes. They were the blue of the ocean on a hot day, the perfection of a reflected sky, patterned with liquid silver. The smoothness of the jewels jarred with the lamb’s mottled skin, each surface highlighting the deadness of the other. The two central eyes faced forward, flat like a human face, while the two outer eyes bulged away toward the rocks. It seemed she’d have to look through the central ones. Assuming she really wanted to look.
Lundi could sense her fear. “You can do it,” she whispered.
So Kirby stuck her head into the alcove and looked.
If she’d known what was going to happen, she wouldn’t have dared.
First there was only blue. Then Kirby blinked and the jeweled surface gave way to something. A picture. It seemed to be in her head as much as it was in her eyes. She was looking down on herself from above, close enough to pick out the roots of individual hairs. In the fraction of a second it took her to recognize herself, she recognized Lundi, too, also seen from above. There she was with her head in the wall, and there was Lundi at her side, watching her anxiously. It was many kinds of startling. The unreality of an image within an image, warped like the underside of a clean brass bowl, and the novelty of seeing herself from a totally new angle. My braids are a mess, she thought through the wonder.
Just as Kirby was starting to adjust to the sight, the image pulled back, moving through rock as if it were water. Her stomach dropped. It was like being out at sea again, cresting over a giant wave. Now she was looking—at what, exactly? The cave. It had to be. She recognized the boulder that lay over the entrance, though it looked different from above. Everything did. The trees were especially strange, how they spread out into the soil. She was high up. Too high. This was wrong, unnatural, dangerous.
The image of the cave contracted, swallowed up in the canopy. The canopy which spread and spread. There was the town. The town? It was so small. But she could see the longhouse, up there on the cliff. Just a twig. A splinter. The forest was eating everything like some kind of carnivorous moss. More towns grew and vanished. There was the ocean on the edge of sight. Her terror grew with each leap, until she was sure she was going to fall upward straight into heaven.
“Kirby!”
She yanked her head backward with a gasp. She was on solid ground again, back in the cave. At some time while looking through the lamb’s eyes she’d braced her hands against either side of the alcove, as if her body was trying unconsciously to yank her skull away. She took a step back, blinking at the gloom.
“Did you get dizzy?” asked Lundi. Kirby nodded, not quite ready to speak. “Dizzy” didn’t come close to covering it. “You have to know what you want,” Lundi said wisely. “Otherwise it just shows you the whole forest.”
“What I want?” she repeated.
“Yu-huh. Like the sea. Go ask.”
“The sea.” Kirby had no desire to subject herself to that thing again. But . . . Come on, if a little girl can do it. She took another deep breath, squared her shoulders and faced the lamb.
“Show me the cove where we landed,” she whispered. “Um . . . please.”
A whisper of something against her cheek. A fleeting warm milk smell. Doubled stars.
Mother?
Then the blue dissolved again, and this time she was at least somewhat ready for the image to resolve before her. There it was, the same gloomy little cove where they’d washed up. She recognized the ship’s mast, bleached and rotten among the pebbles.
“This is now?” she asked aloud. Waves rushed in and retreated, leaving lingering fringes of foam. It looked quite mesmerizing from above.
“Yu-huh.” Lundi’s voice sounded distant, like she was speaking through a blanket.
“Can you ask to see people?”
“You can ask for anything,” she said.
“Okay.” She cleared her throat, and asked, a little embarrassed: “Can I see Aleya?”
The cove whipped off to the side. A blur of green, and then she was fixed to the ceiling of a vast hall, looking down at an oblong table. The walls of the hall were hung with shields, axes and animal skins, and the whole interior was ablaze with fiery warmth. The room was crowded and every seat around the table was full, but she found Aleya quickly. She was standing with two fists planted down. And—oh, no—she was shouting.
Voices swam up from the picture. She was yelling in a language Kirby couldn’t understand. The others were trying to cry her down, but she wouldn’t budge. Please be nice, thought Kirby with a pang.
Something tugged at her cloak. She pulled away from the lamb, less violently this time. “What’s wrong, Lundi?”
“I wanna see,” she said. “Kirby, don’t hog.”
“Sorry.”
She stood back and let the little girl peer through. It was easy to see how Lundi became so enthralled with the thing. In a lot of ways it resembled a strange, unholy toy—instant access to a thousand stories, all playing out in real time. It clearly hadn’t been built as a toy though.
If the Nivelans were in Gleatland, they’d have needed some way to keep an eye on the people, she thought. Maybe this was how they did it.
She looked at the two-headed lamb with renewed pity. It was extremely creepy, but there was no doubting the craftsmanship of the stitching or the clear value of the four jeweled eyes. Someone, some community, had spent a fortune in time and gathered resources to build it. Now all they had was an empty altar. Assuming that their temple still stood at all.
Lundi stepped back from the lamb with a dazed look. “Okay, you go.”
“What were you watching?” asked Kirby.
“My da.” Her face went red. She pushed Kirby back “Go on. Your turn.”
“All right.” Kirby stooped back into the alcove.
She pulled the image back again, slower this time, just to bring the town and surrounding woodland in view. It wasn’t all that scary, once you got used to it. She could see people going about their day, hurrying busily from place to place, unaware of their own smallness.
From the south, her eyes alighted on a sudden startling of crows. They rose up in a flurry, screaming, and the canopy seemed to rustle in their wake. Something in the trees. “What is that?” she murmured aloud.
The lamb showed her.
Kirby’s blood froze.



Aleya
ERMEN CAST A quick glance back at Kirby as they headed toward the cliff. “She’s cute, hmm? But too scrawny. You need to feed her up more.”
“Actually, she’s the one that feeds me.” Not that it’s any of your business, she thought. Aleya had already endured a long morning listening to the hunter’s bragging.
“Haha!” Ermen gave her a nudge. “Nice for you. Must be.”
“I haven’t—it’s not—” Aleya held up her palms. “That’s not what we are.”
“Oh no?” Ermen’s eyebrows shot up. “I make good money. Could afford another wife if I wanted. You tell her that.”
“You tell her that, Ermen.”
“Hahaha. Okay. Haha.”
The cliffside steps were a fine bit of Gleatish engineering; Aleya could see the marks of individual hand tools, wandering grooves in the rock where a chisel had gone awry. Nothing like the too-perfect Nivelan stone. They picked their way up to the grassy clifftop where the longhouse stood. It was a shack, by Ashalite standards, but the longhouse was a touch impressive compared to the rest of the town. It was like the upturned hull of a sailing ship, stout at the base, with a serpentine curve to the walls. The entranceway was arched with protective runes, loomed over by that snarling, fork-tongued dragon. There was a small chimney vent in the dragon’s throat so that a trail of smoke poured out of its open lips. Nice touch. A circular dwelling lay off to the side—a private temple, judging by the scent of stale beer. She followed Ermen inside the main building.
The warmth enveloped her at once, sinking through the skin and bones and right into the marrow of her soul. Queen of Heaven, how long since I was last indoors? She’d been on the move so long she’d almost forgotten there was such a thing as houses, forgotten how sweet fire could feel when it bounced off walls instead of dissolving into cold empty air. Not for the first time, Aleya felt a stab of homesickness. She wanted hot clear nights and sand-kissed wind.
Ah, but what had her sweet Auntie Burana said about power? You never get what you want. Something like that.
They were in a small kind of antechamber, with straw scattered on the floor and antlers and skulls nailed proudly to the wall. Ermen went to knock on the door to the main hall, then paused and turned around. “How do I announce you?” she asked.
“Leya of Ash. Traveler.”
“Leya of Ash. Sounds like a queen. Haha.”
“Hilarious. Are you letting me in or not?”
Ermen knocked on the door and stepped through. “Announcing Leya of Ash, traveler.” She made way for Aleya with a grandiose gesture, really hamming it up, Aleya thought, as she presented herself to the assembled clans of the Gleatish forest.
The meeting hall was like an armpit. That was the first word that came to mind: armpit. Growing up in Ash she’d taken for granted those leafy, shady, lavishly ventilated mansions, curtains flung aside to better accommodate the date-scented breeze. This was the total inverse. A tight trapping of hot, sweaty air, meat and breath and the distinctive odor of wet wool. The table was U-shaped, with a pit at the center where an iron brazier burned high and fierce. Two dogs lay curled up in the flickering shadows. Wolfhounds, white-muzzled, rangy and huge. They might have come padding out from the forests of legend.
There were about a dozen Gleats seated in attendance, most of them lingered over by an aide on foot. She’d never seen so much facial hair variety in a single room. Mustaches and mohawks, goatees and close-shaved skulls, coiled, elaborate braids. On both men and women she saw sets of flowing locks that’d put the fanciest Ashalite nobles to shame. There was no mistaking the headman. He was a huge man sitting right at the head of the table, his broad shoulders heavy with furs, powder-blue eyes set deep into a round, open face. Had fate put him on another path he might have been called cute. But fate had made him Headman of a town in the heart of the Gleatish forest, and there was a flinty pragmatism to the way he appraised this intruder. Above his head were two axes, hung in a cross. They were burnished and chipped. Battle-worn.
“What d’we owe the pleasure to, Leya of Ash?” asked the headman. His Nivelan was flawless, though it bore a trace of the clipped tongue of his people. “Bit busy here. Sure you can see.”
“Ash?” one of them muttered in Gleatish. “Did he say Ash? What in Krull’s name is she doing here?”
I speak your language, arsehole, Aleya thought. But she kept her composure. “I’m sorry to interrupt, noble Headman . . .” She trailed off. Crap, I never got his name! “I have some urgent news that concerns everybody here. I’d ask you to kindly hear me out.”
The headman rested his chin on his knuckles and flashed a quick, mirthless smile. Aleya blinked. Black teeth. “They say Ash is the City of Wisdom,” he said. “You got some wisdom for us? That it? We could use some today.”
His eyes flicked over to the right toward another clan leader, a glowering woman with blue ink daggering from temple to jaw. She took the bait at once. “Was that a jab?” she demanded. “You think I’m not wise? Because I don’t listen to everything that comes out of your mouth? You say that now, pig-mothered little—”
With each word she rose further out of her seat, looming over the headman. An attendant grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back, almost slamming her down into the chair. There was a weariness to the gesture. Aleya guessed he’d had to do it a few times today already.
The headman held up a palm. “Peace. Let’s hear our new friend out.”
The tattooed woman folded her arms and turned her glare on Aleya.
“In brief,” she said, drawing herself up with what she hoped was an air of authority, “I was traveling on a merchant ship a few days ago. We were supposed to be heading to Ur, but we were waylaid, attacked.”
There was busy whispering from either side of the table, attendants leaning over to murmur Gleatish words in waiting ears.
“Pardon my interpreters,” said the headman. “Not everyone here speaks the Bloodletters’ tongue.”
“I can use Gleatish, if you’d prefer that to Nivelan.”
Big mistake.
Every single person around the meeting table turned at once and spat. Some spat into helmets, some into empty drinking cups, others on the floor.
“I’d ask you not to speak that name, Ashalite,” said the headman, wiping his mouth.
“My apologies.” Aleya forced herself into a chastened bow, trying hard not to look at the listening spots all over the floor. “I understand there’s been problems recently. Murders. People going missing. I think the ones behind it are the same men who attacked us out at sea.”
More chatter. The headman motioned for silence. “Who?”
“It’s Carthe. Mercenary soldiers from the Apse. They’ll be carving their way through the woods, taking what they need—that’s what they always do.”
“Mercenaries?” The headman’s expression grew ugly. “Soldiers for hire?”
She nodded.
“Who summoned them?”
Into the poisoned silence that followed, the tattooed woman said with a smirk, “A man too scared to fight his own battles. Who does that sound like to you?”
The headman exploded across the table, grabbing her by the collar before anyone—his attendants, or hers—could react. He pulled them nose to nose and snarled in Gleatish: “Did you bring mercenaries into my fucking forest?”
“Your forest?” she snarled back. “You arrogant bastard. How dare you accuse me!”
That was all it took. The whole table erupted, with members of either team trying to pull the two headmen off each other, roaring arguments, spilled cups of beer. They were one loose elbow away from a brawl. Aleya slammed both hands on the table and shouted in her best Gleatish: “Listen to me, for the love of all that’s holy!”
It worked. A few of them turned to her, including the headman, though he didn’t release his grip on the tattooed woman’s collar. “This isn’t the time to fucking squabble,” she went on. “Until these men are dealt with we are all in danger. You understand?”
“Who summoned them, Ashalite?” asked the headman. “D’you know? You’d better tell me.”
She sighed. “Nobody did. I think the stupid fuckers are just . . . lost.”
This killed the last of the tension. “Lost?” repeated the headman. “Lost?”
The tattooed woman let out a bellowing laugh. Nervous, incredulous chuckles ran around the room. Aleya did not join them.
“I’m glad you all can laugh at this,” she said. “Think about it. They’ll be desperate. Pissed-off. Starving. Once they find you . . .”
A high, keening scream rose from somewhere beyond the walls of the longhouse.
Aleya grimaced. “Never mind. Sounds like they already have.”



Nylophon
NYLO HAD ALWAYS heard how powerful bloodthirst could intoxicate a man. He certainly felt out of himself as he led the men thundering down toward the Gleatish settlement. Airy, almost. A heavily armed bit of flotsam. Then again, maybe it was the hunger. He was so, so hungry.
Though they’d caught them unawares, the little town put up a good fight. At the first sign of trouble people came rushing out of their homes, clutching their farmers’ weapons—hatchets, pikes, the family sword. The warrior in him admired their courage. The soldier in him sneered at their weakness. He’d advised the men not to go wild. Let’s see what they have, first, he’d said. So they did not engage any further than they had to, fighting only the ones stupid enough to charge them. Some middle-aged woman fell on him with a hatchet, screaming. He smacked her away with the flat of his blade.
“Peace!” he roared. “Let me speak to your leader!”
Some relented, some did not. A bony youth pointed toward the forted hill and shouted something in the barbarian tongue, before his mother dragged him away by the arm.
They marched—beating back the occasional charging wildman—in tight formation toward the center of the town, where some hideous tribal effigy loomed up on a platform in front of a steep cliff face. There was a line of warriors waiting for them there. More people than he’d expected, and armed. They were the inverse of a neatly organized Carthic troop, a clashing jumble of emblems and multicolored shields and mismatched weapons. There was no order to how they stood either, no kind of strategy. They were just watching and waiting.
“Men,” called Nylo. “To me.”
The troop fanned out behind him. Nobody moved to attack, but there was an atmosphere like spirit oil on dry straw.
Nylo ran his eyes over the assembled fighters. About a third of them appeared to be female (ergo, no cause for concern) but the men were sizable and strong, especially the blue-eyed, black-toothed giant in the middle. He had the air of a man in charge. Of course these savages would elect the biggest one to be the leader, thought Nylo.
An Urean woman lingered slightly behind the giant, arms folded, studying the soldiers with a kind of detached malice. His heart caught at the sight of her. The Ashalite. The last time they’d seen each other had been from the prow of opposing ships, a moment’s glimpse through the chaos of the storm, but he knew her at once.
“I am the headman of this town,” said the giant. The brute spoke Nivelan. Good. “I speak for the people here. Why have you come?”
“We have you encircled,” called Nylo. A brazen lie, but he was sure these black-toothed wildmen were stupid enough to believe it. “This needn’t be a slaughter. Give us what we need and we’ll be on our way.”
“And what do you need?”
“All the food you have. A guide to take us out of the forest. And,” he pointed at the Ashalite, “her.”
“Oh?” It was the Ashalite who said Oh. Her voice was clipped, and her face held none of the fear he’d been hoping for. She looked borderline amused. “And what do you want from me?”
“That’s none of your concern, witch.”
Her eyebrows shot up even higher. “Witch?”
“You have our terms,” said Nylo, ignoring her. “Decide quickly, Gleat.”
The giant shifted his weight from one foot to another. Only a small motion, but enough to set a shot of adrenaline clean through Nylo, readying for attack. But he only said, “We are not in the habit of selling out our guests.”
“You’re a man of Carthe, aren’t you?” called the Ashalite. Nylo grimaced. Would you shut up and let your betters speak? “You are, aren’t you? I saw your ship.”
“Yes,” he said at last.
“Then why don’t we settle this in the Carthic style?” She threw her arms out wide and said with a grin: “Fight me.”
There was a lull while Nylophon processed what he’d heard. “But you’re a woman,” he said at last.
“I noticed.”
“You won’t use your magic?”
“Magic? But I don’t even have my special wand.”
“Your special . . . ?” He saw the smirk, and realized she was mocking him.
“Don’t worry, little soldier. I’ll beat you fair and square. Ermen.” She held out a hand before the wildwoman at her side. “Lend me that axe, would you?”
Without a word, the wildwoman slipped a single-blade axe out of her belt and handed it over. It was just a well-made thing, braided on the pommel. The witch held it with a light grip. She had no other weapons and no armor and she didn’t look even remotely scared.
He cleared his throat. “I am Nylophon, son of—”
“I don’t care who you are. Stop pissing around and fight me.”
“Fine.” She’d left him no choice. He slipped off his shield and handed it to the nearest man, then stepped forward into the empty space between them. The strange Gleatish god loomed over the clearing, an ugly mess of horns piercing the sky.
This close to the Ashalite, he could almost smell the stink of wealth. Her clothes were well made, even if the journey had left them tattered, and her build implied a life with rich foods and spare time to train. It wasn’t surprising. The people in Ash revered their witches, held them up as priests and monarchs. What a wretched place. He felt none of the apprehension he’d had when facing Halion in the challenge. In a way, he almost pitied her. If only she’d come quietly, she could have spared herself this humiliation.
Nylo said, loud enough for his men to hear: “At the first sign of magic we’ll leap on you like a pack of dogs.”
“Feel free.”
Her jaw had the tightness of someone trying to bite down a smile. It irked him. “Is something funny, witch?”
“Nothing at all.” She studied the axe as she spoke, testing its weight. “Shall we begin?”
Then she attacked.
It didn’t last that long. True duels rarely do. Show fights—battles to make a point, to entertain a crowd—they could be dragged out long past their natural lifespan. Neither Nylo nor the Ashalite had any interest in performing. He had a slight advantage in height and reach and a significant advantage in arms. It was a little kindling-splitter, that axe. Each swing exposed her flank. But the blows came so quick it didn’t matter. Each cut looped into another and another, too fast to find an opening. And really, the axe was a distraction. Every time he blocked or parried it she’d follow up with a kick, a knee, a hand strike. Nothing fatal. Just enough to unbalance him, wear him down. Meanwhile, all of his strikes and counterstrikes cut into empty air. It was like fighting smoke.
At last he started to feel it. A trickle of fear.
There was no sound in the clearing except the music of their fighting: small, stifled grunts of exertion and pain, the song of metal on metal. Neither his side nor hers were cheering or heaping insults. That frightened him, too. The silence. And the pain building in his leg, where she’d struck him three or four times in the exact same place. The Ashalite’s humor was gone now. She fought him with a grim, busy air.
One more strike to the shin. One too many. His leg buckled, just a touch. Too much. She hit the sword sideways and it spun clear from his aching fingers.
He threw his hands up, and called, “Wait!”
No use. She snorted, spun. The blunt edge of the axe met his temple, and he fell backward into the pit of a silent mind.



Aleya
“EVERYONE!”
Aleya looked up, startled. She’d been examining the Carthic boy—alive, luckily for him, though unconscious—when Kirby’s shriek cut through the air. She came sprinting at full tilt down from the eastern edge of the forest, yelling for everyone to “Run now!” at the top of her lungs. At last she burst into the central clearing, completely oblivious to the troop of armed men that stood there. Lundi sat on Kirby’s shoulders, a pudgy hand gripping either ear. Kirby was a touch jug-eared already, and the effect, under better circumstances, would have made Aleya laugh.
“I came—to warn you,” she said, panting. “Something’s coming.”
“It’s okay.” Aleya turned a cold glance on the remaining soldiers, who were staring at their felled captain, thunderstruck. “These gentlemen were just leaving.”
The assembled clansmen behind her made a murmur of assent. The headman thumbed his battle-ax, and the tattooed woman (who’d leaped straight to his side, interestingly enough) drew a serrated knife from the folds of her tunic.
“Not them.” Kirby pointed desperately at the southern treeline. “That!”
Aleya looked where Kirby was pointing. As did everyone else, soldiers included. It was the same direction they’d come from, opposite the cliff. For a blissful moment there was nothing to see. Then the treetops shook, and from out of the trunks burst . . . something.
She heard the headman whisper. “What in the thunder—?”
The destruction was coming closer, rooftops collapsing inward and fresh screams piercing the air.
At first her mind said, Tsunami. But they were miles and miles inland.
Then it said, Bear. But the scale of the terror was too much even for a winter prowler.
Then the thing howled and the sound rippled in her blood. She’d heard that cry before. A demon with a throat full of boulders. In the split second before it was on them, bursting clean through a low Gleatish home with a showering of pine thatch, Aleya realized what it was.
Krull. The God of War had come home.
It looked like it had come a thousand miles, probably because it had. The tusks, banded with dull gold, were rust-brown with bloodstains. The muscled back, heaving, covered in a patchwork coat of moss and lichen. The horned feet flecked with gore and a continent’s worth of dirt.
This was the old Krull, the true Krull, the stone effigy that had been stolen all those years ago. Perhaps it had slept, or wandered alone after Nivela fell. Kneeling out of sight in a storehouse somewhere. But then the Gleats began to worship Krull again. Resurrected their lost god, renewed their faith, carved his image afresh into the trees.
They’d called him home.
Krull came through the line of soldiers. They cast away to either side, screaming. So much for the undefeated men of Carthe. In the clearing, Krull paced, casting its eyes from person to person. Each footstep shook the earth up to her knees. In scratchy oak carvings she’d seen that thing as a boar, and in the wooden carving in the center of town—a pale imitation, literally, of the monster before them—she’d picked out a kind of mutated rhino. But it was a bull. And any second now, it was going to charge.
“Krull.”
The headman kneeled. He pressed his forehead to the ground.
“Mighty Krull. I called for you.”
The monster turned to face him. Aleya thought, Oh light of heaven, no.
“Get up!”
Aleya was shocked to hear another voice scream out loud what she was only screaming in her head. It was little Lundi. She was leaning over the top of Kirby’s head, yanking the ears back so hard they were turning scarlet, and howling: “Get up, Daddy! It’s not real!”
“Lundi?”
He looked up, just in time to notice his god charging at him, tusks bared. The headman rolled—amazingly lithe for such a huge man—and watched with open horror as Krull, taken by its own momentum, clattered head first into the cliffside behind him. One of the tusks snapped away from the force of the impact, but this only enraged the thing further. It threw its head back and howled.
“It’s a fake god!” yelled Lundi. “The Bloodletters made it! It’s not real!”
The headman was white as cotton, but he nodded. The rest of the Gleats seemed to accept this, too. Well, shit, thought Aleya. I guess she’s a prophet after all.
Later. All of that could come later. Right now was the time to consider this monstrous statue, already lumbering around in search of another victim.
Aleya steadied her breathing. She weighed her options.
First: running. Not an option. Krull would pick them off one by one, starting with the slowest.
Second: Idolfire. There was that other statue. But they’d only just begun to rebuild their faith. If she destroyed that thing, who knew how much damage it’d do? Besides, the wooden statue was almost brand-new. What chance did a few months’ worth of worship stand against a thousand?
The elder Krull wasn’t going to burn out any time soon. It would go until its energy was spent. And in the meantime, it would keep killing.
There was only one option left.
“Suppose I am a witch,” she said quietly to Ermen. The Gleat’s eyes popped. “Suppose I have the magic that can stop that thing. Would you help me?”
Ermen looked stricken, deeply conflicted. But only for a moment. She tilted her neck left, right and flexed her shoulders back, loosening them. “On your word,” she said, fixing her eyes on Krull. Aleya decided Ermen wasn’t that irritating after all.
“All I need is to get my hand on the thing,” she said. “I can diffuse the Id—the magic that way. You just need to distract it. Okay?”
Ermen nodded. She set off at a pelt, calling out a high, undulating cry, leaping past just a whisper from the bloodstained horns. It worked: the statue keeled again, following her around. She could hear the groaning and scraping of the joints. It was fast too. Horribly fast. The tendons in the back legs rippled as it pushed off the ground, twisting sharply. Ermen pivoted again. Too slow by just a hair. This time it caught her, rightmost tusk tearing into the meat of her shoulder. Ermen didn’t even cry out. She kept moving, away this time, drawing it toward the cliff.
Some of the other Gleats had scattered; others were yelling, weapons drawn, goading it to Come here, monster, try me on for size. But Krull only had eyes for Ermen. It followed her at a heavy sprint toward the rocks. And Aleya followed right behind.
Ermen reached the cliff, jumped and kicked at the wall, launching herself to the side. There were bloodstains in the dirt where she landed. Her shoulder was in shreds. But she cleared it. Just like before, Krull couldn’t stop itself in time and slammed headlong into the stone. Just for a second, the statue was still.
It was enough. Aleya planted her foot on the stub of the broken horn and leaped upward, landing lightly on Krull’s back. All those sprouting horns were an advantage for her from this angle, good holds for the hands and feet. But as she tried to get a mount on the thing, it wheeled around, and her feet slipped on the moss, almost plunging her over the other side. She heard shouts, gasps of horror. There’d be no coming back if she was caught under the hooves. By the grace of Heaven her grip was firm, and she managed to haul herself back atop the statue.
Krull went still for a moment, searching for another target, and Aleya took the moment to lay her right palms on its back. The stone had a texture like fur and she was able to sink her fingers in, gripping hard even as the monster twisted beneath. She closed her eyes and commanded herself to be fearless. To pay attention. A bridge opened between skin and stone. A narrow thread of authority, soon to snap. Luckily she needed only one word.
“Rest.”
• • •
Aleya was sinking into maggoty earth.
And Krull said to her, I have tasted them.
• • •
Somewhere hot. Bare. Fierce. Far. Swarms of bodies parting.
Tasted their backs.
• • •
Miles of corpses crushed. Burnished shields. Bent spear shafts. Snapped. Helmets everywhere. Skulls underfoot like autumn leaves.
Tasted their brains.
• • •
Stench of death, death, pointless death. No honor. No courage. They always run. So hot. So hot. So empty. What happened to the branches?
Tasted their agony.
• • •
Skinny youth with a spear. Didn’t run. Stood square while the rest of them turned. Finally. Combat. Finally. Challenge. Glint on the spear tip. Dew in the morning. When was the dew? Died screaming the name of God. Who? Which god? When? Me? Where was I? Who was I?
Tasted their sacrifice.
• • •
Taste of lamb blood. Taste of deer blood. Taste of date wine. Taste of sage. Taste of nothing. For a long time, nothing. Cicadas. Flies. Then. Somewhere. A voice in the mist. Home.
• • •
And something deeper. The weight of a spear in hand. A human kiss on human lips. So long ago it hurts to remember. Something underneath.
• • •
I taste you now, Aleya Ana-Ulai.
• • •
I taste you now,
• • •
I taste—
I—
I—
I—
When she came back to herself Aleya was screaming, and she could tell from the rawness in her throat that she’d been screaming for a while. Somehow she was still straddled atop the statue. The world was just as she’d left it. It was amazing to be surrounded by so many living bodies. The shock of clean cold air.
Krull appeared to be charging through porridge, slower and slower with each step. Its eyes were growing dim. Aleya clambered down, swinging off the front tusk. She was grateful to her body, which could move automatically while her mind still buzzed with . . . whatever that was.
Ermen was on her feet somehow, shaken but alive, clutching her wounded shoulder. “Is it over?” she asked.
“Nearly,” said Aleya.
Boom.
Krull shattered like glass struck with a nail—instantly, spectacularly, into stone fragments so fine they were almost dust. Aleya threw up a hand to cover her eyes. A lick of green flame rose up high as the pent-up faith forced itself out and away. The last of the rubble fell, with a sound almost like hail pattering down. Then, at last, there was calm.
Aleya wiped the muck from her face and looked around.
The soldiers had scattered, taking their pathetic leader with them. Good riddance. Kirby was handing Lundi over to her father. She burst into tears at once, burying her face in his beard. He patted her back softly, murmuring, “Well done, little one. Well done.”
Ermen clapped Aleya hard on the back and didn’t say a word. For once, even she was speechless.
Gleats were emerging from their homes—some through doors, some through the gaping holes left by the charging statue—to stare in wonder at Krull. It did not look like the corpse of a freshly felled god. Just a heap of old rock lying on the grass. With the wind-weathered corners and the stains of ancient lichen, it might have sat there for a thousand years.



Nylophon
“RUN AWAY?”
Another memory. He was something between a man and a boy. It was high summer and there were pomegranate seeds stuck in his teeth. He couldn’t recall how they’d got their hands on such a rare treasure as a pomegranate, but the sweet-sour taste and the rich pop of fruit-flesh between his molars still lingered. He and Nachi were at the age where they had freedom to do as they pleased in the evenings. They often went to an abandoned barn right outside the city’s edge. The crumbled walls gave view to the Carthic farmland, long fields of breathing gold. Shapeless bodies of labor-caste men moved about between the rows.
It had been a triumphant day for Nachi. He’d sparred with their teacher and won, twice. There was a buzz around him. The older men were taking notice, arguing in whispers over who would claim him for their formation. Which made his sudden suggestion all the more preposterous.
“That’s desertion,” said Nylophon. “Have you lost your head?”
But Nachi was all in a dream, leaning back on his elbows, eyes out of focus. His biceps had a sweat shine on them. His hair, braided and tied back from his face, borrowed colors from the evening sun. “I hear there’s good land going cheap in northern Ur,” he said. “We could have a farm, you and I.”
Nylo shook his head. “Tending soil is no life for a man.” No life for a man like you. Nachi had the makings of a great warrior. Living out his days like someone’s servant—more than a shame, it was a travesty.
“Perhaps we could be different kinds of men,” murmured Nachi.
“I’m getting stronger, Nachi. I won one of every three matches today. That’s almost half.”
“I saw.”
“You don’t need to defend me anymore.”
“Think on it. That’s all I ask.”
And so Nylo thought. The rhythm of the days was relentless, but at night he’d lie awake and turn Nachi’s proposal over in his mind. At times the idea seemed impossibly seductive. He and Nachi on a veranda somewhere, sharing the fruit from their very own trees. Then the word coward would drop heavy on his mind and the image would shatter.
We should taste battle together, he thought. Just once. Then I will decide.
• • •
When Nylo woke up, he was sprawled out on the ground deep in the woods, and he was alone.
They’d left him.
Of course they had.
Perhaps they took me for dead? But a dead soldier deserved a proper burial. His men had abandoned him on top of the earth, left his body as a feast for wild dogs and carrion birds and whatever prowling, hungry beings stalked the woods at night. They had not lowered him into the safety of the soil. They had not said his name.
Of course not. He’d been defeated. By that woman.
It would have been different if Halion had killed him during their duel. He’d have been demoted in death back to a common soldier, and interred with the dignity that a soldier deserved. But this? This was unforgivable. The stain of humiliation would mark him forever.
Through pain and exhaustion and lingering concussion, he tried to wrench back the memory of the fight. How had she tricked him? When? Where? Which spell did she cast? Because it must have been a spell, some foul work of Ashalite witchcraft to turn his head and weaken his instincts. If only his men had stayed around long enough, he could have explained how he’d been cheated. That it wasn’t his fault.
Something rang in his head. Halion’s ghost, laughing at him. Whispering gleefully inside his ear: No more excuses, Ramslayer. They all saw what you’re really made of. You’ll die out here all alone.
He pressed his knuckles to each temple and screamed aloud: “Shut up!”
A pair of crows screamed and took off somewhere in the branches above.
They’d left him. So what? He didn’t need those treacherous sons of whores. Didn’t need a warship, didn’t need an army, didn’t need a plan.
All he needed was the Ashalite’s head.



Aleya
THEY STAYED A night in the headman’s house, sleeping upright in the glow of the hearth. Aleya didn’t tell a soul about what had happened when she laid her hand on Krull. The only one who could have come close to understanding was Kirby, and even then, she didn’t know how she’d begin to explain the . . . Possession? Vision? Putting it into words felt cheap. She’d never encountered anything like that before. Then again, she’d never encountered Nivelan idolfire, nor an idol that had run feral on its own for years. The memory was uneasy. She put it out of her mind.
Then the next morning, the two of them were delivered a solemn test from Heaven: the headman invited them to stay longer.
“Stay. Gather up your strength,” he said. “Ermen will lead you back to the Bloodletters’ road when you’re rested.”
She and Kirby exchanged a glance. Kirby’s mouth went into a hard line, and Aleya knew she was thinking the same thing. “Thank you, but we need to keep moving,” she said. The shipwreck had already thrown them off course.
Besides, if we stop here too long I don’t know if we’ll ever leave. A night in the meeting house was already more luxury than she could stand. With the threats both earthly and divine driven away, the assembly of clan leaders turned into a party. They handed around plate after plate of crispy unseasoned meat and enough cups of that weak, watery western beer that Aleya woke up the next morning with a headache. Diplomatic tensions dissolved, a half-dozen ballads were sung, and by the end of the night the headman and the tattooed woman were kissing in the corner of the meeting hall. Go figure.
At one point someone drew out a lyre and thrust it into Aleya’s hands, because one of the two or three things they’d heard about the great city of Ash was that everyone there was a master at the lyre. Completely untrue, but by lucky coincidence Aleya did know a few tunes, and dazzled them all with a slow, plunking rendition of “Seek me, Beloved, by the Mouth of the River,” the dreamy old lovers’ song echoing off the flickering walls. As for Kirby, she spent most of the night getting chased around by Lundi, teaching her Bernic nonsense songs, spinning her around by her pudgy little hands. When it was time to leave the next morning, it took them an age to peel Lundi off her. The little prophet had grown quite attached.
As promised, Ermen led them personally to the nearest Nivelan road. It was almost a whole day’s journey, but she had no qualms about it. “No problem,” she said, shaking her head when they tried to protest. “We owe you.”
Aleya warmed to Ermen in the end. The Gleat was good company and had a knack for finding quick routes through even the most hopeless undergrowth. At one point Kirby dropped back enough for her to ask, “So you’re not proposing?”
She meant it as a joke, but Ermen looked deadly serious as she shook her head. “She told me her story last night,” said Ermen. “She made a promise to return home. Shouldn’t break it. Bad luck. Dishonest.”
“How noble of you.”
Ermen shrugged. “Plenty more fish in the river, as they say. Haha.”
When they finally hit upon the road—Aleya could have dropped to her knees and kissed it—Ermen bowed and excused herself. “I’d go on, but my family is waiting,” she said. “Travel safe.”
They lingered to watch Ermen go, but after a black-toothed smile and a final merry wave, the woods swallowed her up all too quickly. Just like that, they were alone again.
“She was nice,” said Kirby at last.
“Nice enough to marry?”
“Eh?”
“Never mind.”
• • •
As they walked down the Nivelan road that cut clean through the endless wood, Kirby kept on telling stories. They all began the same way: “Once upon a time, when Balt was in bloom, and Thane Wald reigned from on high . . .” Aleya heard the story of how Thane Wald wooed Iona in the garden of the dawn of time, and the stories of their demigod daughters, who slew dragons and married princes and bore heroic children of their own. There were also the folk tales: The Snowdin Skeleton or The Witch and the Cobbler or The Great Worm of Blackberry Hill. They were very obviously aimed at children, but it made for a much-needed distraction. “You play music, I’ll tell tales,” Kirby said. “We could be a regular traveling troupe.”
“Uh-huh.”
“We need a juggler though.”
“If I see any, I’ll let you know.”
Even with the threat of Krull gone and the Carthic soldiers scattered to the winds, the forest road brought its own kind of challenges; namely, claustrophobia and monotony. Their horizon shrunk to a narrow V-shaped funnel of close-leaning pines, eking out the sky drop by drop, and Aleya spent each day on high alert for the kind of human predators that stalk unguarded roads—bandits, murderers, opportunists. They didn’t see a soul, but every odd rustle and distant low sent her hand straight to the knife.
The morning after Kirby finally finished her long-running ballad of Wald’s final grandson, who lost his firstborn child to a spirit in a game of dice and had to journey deep into the netherworld to get the baby back (“We’ve all been there,” Aleya said), the base of the narrow horizon parted, and they stepped past the final ranks of dark bare trunks and into an endless, open, rolling landscape.
Southeastern Gleatland. They were clear of the forest at last.



Kirby
A FEW DAYS AFTER leaving the woods behind, they passed through a village where somehow they didn’t have a single language in common; not the travelers’ tongue, nor Bernic, nor any of the languages in Aleya’s vast bank of knowledge. Despite total confusion on either side, the villagers let them spend the night in a tiny shed, curled up on the hay.
The next morning Kirby woke up, blinking and bleary, to the sound of hushed giggles and a strip of light shining right in her eyes. The village children were watching them through a crack in the door. She sat up and yelled “Boo!” and they all took off, howling with laughter. Aleya turned over and muttered something. Kirby was starting to pick out some Ashalite phrases and knew that one meant roughly “Please, fuck off.”
Kirby leaned back with a contented sigh. It was going to be a clear day, she could tell, just from the taste of the morning air. Not a spec of rain. And they were on the road again, too.
She wondered why she was in such a good mood. Something about that hay shed reminded her of home. It was probably the smell, she thought: soil and dung, and the perfume of sliced grass. A few sticks of hay had found their way into Aleya’s hair. It was so thick and there was so much of it, Kirby had wondered once or twice if she’d lose patience and cut it shorter. She was normally so practical. Then again, you had to be practical on the road. Didn’t make it your nature. The hair was one of the last things Aleya had of her old life, when she’d been a lady in the city. Okay, not a lady—she said she’d worked as a guardsman. But she could have been a lady. No doubt she was pretty enough. Those brown-green eyes. Imagine that hair all braided through with honeysuckle, like a Baltish wedding.
“What are you doing?”
Kirby glanced down. Without really noticing she’d started running her fingers through Aleya’s hair. She yanked her hand back, mortified, but Aleya only turned away and said: “Urgh. Don’t. It’s such a mess right now.”
“You want me to comb it?”
Kirby could feel herself going redder every second the question went unanswered.
Eventually: “Fine. Why not.”
So Kirby found the bone comb and, kneeling behind her, got to work straightening it out, finding and plucking out more strands of hay, plus flecks of moss and a few tiny stones she’d probably carried all the way from the Gleatish coast. Aleya drummed her fingers on the floor. “What’re you doing back there?” she asked suspiciously. “This is taking too long.”
“Just a quick pattern.”
“Don’t bother. It’ll only get ruined again.”
“Hush up.” She waved her away. “I’m having fun.”
Kirby picked up three strands and wove together a three-stream braid, hanging in a loop by either cheek and folded at the nape of the neck. She thought it was a shame they didn’t have anything nicer than a hide strip to tie it up with, but the effect was still impressive. The comb had brought out the natural gloss, and everything flowed together like black water over stone. “Turn around. Let me see you from the front. It’s not quite—”
The words stuck in her throat.
“What?” Aleya asked, staring at her. “Is it that bad?”
“No, you . . . No. It’s good.”
Another long, suspicious look. Then Aleya shrugged and turned away. “You’ve had your fun. Let’s get going.”
“Right.”
Kirby hastily gathered up her things and tried to clear the sudden panic from her mind. She’d almost blurted out, You look like a princess.
She told herself not to push her luck. Having someone to travel with was more than she’d expected, and—if she probed her own soul too deeply—more than she deserved. This, a person she could trust and talk to, was an impossible blessing. It was plenty already. It was enough.
• • •
The villagers set them along their way with a few strips of salt meat and some lumpy, purple root vegetables, both of which they were wildly grateful for. One of the women spent some time trying to convey something important, pointing down the road and gesturing hopelessly. It sounded like a warning. When it became clear that they could not understand, and were intent on carrying along the journey anyhow, she smiled sadly and kissed them both on the forehead and spoke some kind of prayer.
The meat couldn’t have come at a better time. With a single unbroken road, they were eating up the miles faster than ever before. Kirby’s boots were wearing thin and she finished most days hungry and road-sore. Still, it was hard not to feel cheered. As the days wore on she could sense a steady sweetening to the climate. The land was tamer here. Fragrant trees with edible nuts, fish-scale clouds, spiky, bristling grass peppered with wild orchids. Sometimes she could stuff the cloak in her sack and walk with her skin against the warm air. As they pressed on, a range of blue hills gradually emerged along the southern horizon. Once they were over those hills, Aleya said, they’d be in Ammol, a whole country closer to their goal.
The fair weather was rubbing off on Aleya too. Her mood was sunnier. Once or twice in the long stretches of silent progress, Kirby even heard her singing. Not loud and never for long. Just some quick, easy melody under her breath.
One night, with the song still lingering in her mind, Kirby felt bold enough to ask, “Why don’t you tell a story tonight?”
The road to Nivela was dotted with small forts and storehouses, most of them long abandoned. Some had been repurposed as sheepfolds or farmers’ cottages, with rickety fences around the rear and plank-and-cloth awnings affixed to the marble. That night they’d set up camp in the base of an abandoned watchtower, though the building had been so thoroughly dismantled it was hard to tell what it had been. All that remained was a pitted square of overgrown foundations and a wedge of what must have been the first floor, sheltering them and the fire from a steady sheet of mizzle.
When Aleya responded to the question with a withering look, Kirby added, “Just a little one.”
“I don’t know any stories. All I know is history.”
“Tell me some history then.”
“I don’t . . .” Something appeared on her face, a passing idea that seemed to hold a bleak kind of humor. “Okay. I’ve got a good one.”
“Go on. Don’t keep me waiting.”
“Fine. This story takes place in Ur. Twenty-eight years ago, a war erupted between the ancient Urean cities of Ash and Kuba. Kuba lies on the eastern shores of the inland sea, gateway to the sands—old and venerable and strong, not as old or venerable as Ash, of course, but—”
“The sands?”
“A desert. Imagine a beach, but bigger and dry. So, it was a notoriously stupid war—”
“Stupid how?” Kirby was slipping into audience mode, folding her legs and gripping her ankles and leaning forward. “What happened?”
“Maybe if you stop interrupting I’ll get around to it.”
“Sorry.”
“Like I said, it was a stupid war. Over love, of all things.”
Kirby was about to interrupt again, but remembered Aleya’s warning and forced herself to simply make an intrigued noise. A war over love!
“It sounds poetic, but it’s not,” she said, seeming to read Kirby’s mind. “War is war. It drives people mad and then eats them alive. Anyway . . .
“There was a certain king in Kuba at that time. He was an old man, old enough to have outlived several wives. One died of illness, I think, but the rest fell in battle. Kuba is famous for its warrior women, you know, in the same way as Ash is famous for its astronomers. Each of his wives were tall, strong, stoic and beautiful, and he loved them all with his whole heart.”
That initial self-consciousness was dropping away and she was warming up to the work of storytelling. It was something Kirby had noticed about Aleya—whatever she did, she committed to doing it well, with maximum effort.
“Around the time he was due to marry his fifth wife, the Kubalite Court entertained an important guest,” she went on. “A young Ashalite prince. His older sister had just ascended to the throne, so this prince was at a loose end. She sent him there as an ambassador, in the hopes of making some inroads with the Kubalite royalty. And to keep him busy. He was something of a . . .”—she cleared her throat—“cad. Apparently.”
“I like him,” said Kirby.
“A lot of people did.” Aleya shot her a sidelong glance. “Back then anyway. It’s one thing to carry on in the privacy of your own palace and another to fall for another man’s wife.”
Kirby’s eyes went wide. “The king’s . . . ?”
“Yup.”
Kirby whistled.
“If it was one-sided it wouldn’t have been a problem. But she fell for him too. They escaped together back to his home city.”
“If it had happened in reverse, if a prince of Kuba had run away with a queen from Ash, it might have been fine. Ash is not a dictatorship. You need approval from the Unions and the Council of Elders before you open hostilities with another city. But Kuba can go to war over a single man’s spiteful whim. And they did. And a lot of people died.”
Kirby let the statement hang. She had no interest in the battles. After a while, she asked, “What happened to them? The two that ran away?”
“The love doves?” Aleya smirked. “They were happy for a little while. Even as thousands died and the city of Ash crumbled around them, they found comfort in each other. But they didn’t make it long. She died during childbirth and he passed on not long after. Of a broken heart, so the story goes. I guess the baby wasn’t worth sticking around for.”
“The baby?”
Aleya jabbed a thumb toward herself with a grim smile.
Finally, it clicked. “You?”
“Me.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be. I’ve made my peace with it.” She tossed her head, shaking away some thought or other. “Anyway. So she died, then he died, then the King of Kuba died, thank Heaven, and the people who were left managed to scrape some kind of peace together. But the city never forgot. And they never forgave that baby either. They hate me. They—” A slight tremor in the voice. “They all hate me. All of them.”
A long silence.
For a moment Kirby wished, with the madness that people make wishes, that she and Aleya had grown up together somehow, that she’d known her for as long as she’d known Eider and Jarrow. She didn’t want this to be her life, her home, her story. She wanted to steal her away from it. Build a house for her somewhere quiet by a river. Braid honeysuckle into her hair.
But the moment passed. “Anyway,” said Aleya idly, “that’s the story.”
“Is that why they sent you alone out here?” asked Kirby. “On your . . .” She flailed for the right word. Mission? Journey? “On your quest?”
Aleya laughed. “I’m out here,” she said, gesturing to the damp, drizzling night, “Because, despite everything, I still want to rule.”
“Right.”
“You must think I’m out of my mind.”
Kirby let out a very unconvincing, “Nooo . . .”
“The Council of Elders is corrupt,” Aleya said abruptly. “That’s one thing. Maybe the biggest. They look after their own. We should have raised inheritance tax decades ago, but they’re paying the Unions Assembly under the table to vote it down, the grubbing old fuckers.” Now she’d started, Aleya seemed unable to stop. “Also, our tax policies are absolutely—damn it, what’s the Nivelan word?—they’re isolationist. If a foreign trader wants to set up a business in Ash they have to jump through a hundred more hoops. And why do prostitutes need three times the certification of any other trade? They have all of the responsibilities and none of the rights! There are whole districts of my city where people have to buy water because the irrigation systems are breaking down. And of course the water markets are completely unregulated. We spend a fortune treating people for cholera every year, but if we just invested in proper infrastructure then those costs would vanish. You know?”
Kirby had understood about a third of that, but she got the gist. “You want to help.”
“I want to fix things,” she said. “And I think I can. Much more than any of my shithead cousins.”
“You have cousins?”
“I have five cousins, each one brattier than the last.”
“Lucky.” Kirby sighed. “I always wanted a cousin. Or a younger sibling.”
Aleya looked genuinely repulsed. “Why would you want that?”
“I was always looking after someone else’s baby when I was little. I wanted my own so I could braid their hair and dress them up and whatever else. And I wanted someone to take my side against my brother. Because mercy knows my ma never did.”
“I thought you two were close?”
“He was still my brother. He once told me he’d do all my chores for a week if I could hold my breath while he counted to 60. I nearly passed out.”
“Kirby . . .”
“Another time he convinced me that my ma bought me from a witch in the forest for a bag of beans. He said I was a badger turned into a girl and if I stayed awake on a full moon I’d turn back. For years I’d toss and turn every—”
“Kirby! Behind you!”
A shadow fell over her, and at last, Kirby turned.
It was a Carthic soldier. Or at least, it had been.
The journey there had cost him dearly. He looked like an avenging spirit, cheeks scooped out from hunger, his cloak dirt-streaked and tattered, bronze shield weighting down one arm. It must have been a mythic kind of hatred that drove him onward. Kirby scrambled backward, but he hadn’t even registered her there by his sandals. All of him, all his energy, every cell of his awareness, was fixed on Aleya.
“On your feet,” said the soldier.
“Excuse me?”
That was all he had for a preamble. He fell on her with his sword. Kirby flinched, frightened to even look. But Aleya was unperturbed. She scooped his leg out with a hooking kick to the ankle and he landed face first onto the dirt. She hadn’t even bothered to get up.
“Nylophon, was it?” she asked. “Is this your idea of a rematch?”
The soldier’s response was lost as he growled into the ground.
“Excuse me?”
“I said you cheated!”
He burst toward her with the shortsword, swiping upward, aiming for the chin. Aleya had Cursebreaker in arm’s reach. She grabbed it, drew the blade half out from the sheath just in time to block the blow.
Cursebreaker shone the color of tempered moonlight. Kirby blinked, startled. Was it always that bright?
The blade twisted around to Aleya’s hip. She pulled it out a little further, striking the soldier’s face with the sharp end of the pommel. He fell back with a cry, one hand going to his nose. At last Aleya hopped to her feet. Cursebreaker was sheathed again, but she had a grip on the handle and a dangerous glint in her eye.
“Are you going to give up?” she asked. “Or do I need to beat you like a drum again?”
Blood welled between the soldier’s clawed fingers. He looked frightened. Almost ready to cry.
“Leave him.” Kirby put a hand on her arm. “Come on, Aleya.”
The soldier snapped his head toward her and snarled: “Don’t you dare condescend to me, you little worm.”
Aleya’s boot came crunching down into his face.
“Last chance,” she said. “Get out of here. Now.”
He paused, spat at Aleya’s feet, then turned and scrambled back into the darkness.
• • •
The soldier didn’t seem likely to come back that night, but they slept in shifts just in case. Kirby took first watch, drumming her fingers against her knee to keep awake.
“Sorry,” murmured Aleya. Her voice was thick with sleep.
“What for?”
“Your brother’s sword. I should’ve asked permission.”
“You don’t need to say sorry for that.” But in truth, Kirby was glad she had. It felt strange seeing someone else’s hands on it. Not wrong, but strange.
Another lull. Aleya started laughing softly. “I can’t believe he called you a worm.”
“Just go to sleep.”
“Okay, worm.”
“Sleep.”
“Okay.”



Aleya
THE FIRST SIGNS of trouble came as they drew closer to the mountains. The road, almost empty till now, began to slowly fill up. First it was lone travelers on foot, then small wagons and families, then whole convoys of slow, gray-faced people streaming from the south. They were clearly from Ammol: black-haired women wearing aproned dresses, their hair tied back in cowls, little children in wicker hats and tunics squabbling at their feet. There were few men of fighting age among the retreating crowd, and a fair number of injured. When they stopped for the night within sight of one of the convoys, Aleya left Kirby to guard their meager possessions and introduced herself to the closest family. She spoke with them for a long while and came back with a heavy grimace.
Kirby looked up. “War?”
She nodded. “War.”
“Bugger.”
“That’ll explain what our Carthic friends were doing so far west,” she mused. “They were probably hired to fight for one side or the other. Or both. Wouldn’t be the first time.”
Kirby was tearing off small, careful chunks of the salted mystery meat and dropping them into a makeshift pottage. The Gleats had gifted them a cooking pot. It was heavy as hell, but at least their food didn’t have a barky aftertaste anymore. Not that endless stews were much of an improvement. Aleya was still waiting to get used to the taste of unflavored mush. The meals had been growing increasingly meager as they drew closer to Ammol. The land either side of the road was scoured clean and the hamlets they passed had little to offer for charity or trade. Now they knew why.
But famine and war were the least of their problems.
Nylophon was following them.
He stayed a few miles behind them and often lagged out of view, but he was there, following doggedly along. It wasn’t easy to hide on that road, especially since there were so few people moving toward Ammol and not away from it. That, plus his big stupid shield caught the sun.
“I’m starting to feel sorry for him,” murmured Kirby. “How old do you think he is?”
“Don’t know, don’t care. We should sleep in shifts tonight.”
“I don’t think he’ll attack us in our sleep.”
“He’s been humiliated. There’s nothing he won’t do.”
“No.” She shook her head. “He wants to do this properly. Don’t you think?”
Sure enough, Nylophon presented himself at their camp a couple of nights later, demanding another fight. Aleya had been on the verge of drifting off when he emerged. She opened one eye and glared at him.
“You know what I want,” he said.
“Yes.”
It was a brilliant night. Her gaze drifted over his shoulder toward the heavens, to the constellation of the three dancers.
“Get up, then,” he said. “Before I—”
The first rock hit his shield with a metallic thunk. Then came a couple more, bouncing off his shoulders, clipping his ear. Small rocks, weak throws. Nylophon was under fire from a gaggle of children. They must have come from the adjoining camp—they looked like siblings, or at least siblings of war; a teenage girl, and two younger boys. Furious, all of them. The boys were yelling at Nylophon, rush of Ammolish obscenities too quick to follow.
The elder girl put it clearer, in Nivelan: “Get lost, soldier.”
Nylophon whirled on the children, sword bared. He looked left, right. Their parents were rising, noticing the commotion. Dangerous murmurs ran through the camp. Aleya felt a surge of admiration for the children. Try and hurt them, she thought. Go on. Give me one good reason.
He was certainly thinking about it. Aleya could almost smell the cooking brain-flesh as the soldier looked from person to person, attempting to make up his mind. He cast one last look at her, his face screwed up in toddlerish rage. Then he turned tail and scurried off into the night.
“You okay?” asked the teenager.
Aleya nodded. “Thank you. That was courageous.”
“Pssh.” She tossed her head. “They’re only big men when they’re in packs. Get one alone and he’ll run like a rabbit.”
“That’s the truth.”
“He comes back again, you call for us.”
She took her brothers by the hands and led them back to their camp.
They bickered for a while over who would take the first watch, and ended up shoulder to shoulder, swapping constellations. “That’s the Painted Lady,” said Aleya. “You see it? That bright one there is the crook of her neck.”
“Yes!” Kirby replied excitedly. “We call that one the Severed Arm.”
“. . . Oh.”
“That V-shaped one next to it is called the Cleaver. And that’s Igni’s Skull, with the two eye-points. That lower star is supposed to be his plucked eye hanging out by the stalk.”
“Why are they all so violent?”
“You know, I never thought about it.”
“Hmm . . . Oh, up there, you see?” Aleya traced it out in the sky. “Sort of a hook shape, and the four down below?”
“Eh? Wait, yes! I see it now.”
“Ulai, the Ram River. That’s my sign. The first river ever to be diverted by human hands, if the legend’s right.” A pause. “It’s long gone now. We think the ocean rose and washed it away.”
“Poor river.”
Aleya found herself hyper-aware of the warm patch where their shoulders touched. She was surprised and not surprised. It’s just a compulsion, she told herself. It’ll go on its own. She thought about Ina, and then, less tenderly, about her parents. She thought about Ash. But for once the pull of the present moment was too strong. This was a feeling she could not afford to feel. Not now. Not for her.
Nevertheless, there it was.
“Can I ask you something?” she murmured.
For an answer she had low, steady snoring.
Heaven’s intervention. It had to be. That was an impulse better ignored. Alone, she contented herself with the other pieces of night: the road, the stars and the convoy close by, their dotted campfires an uneven mirror to the canopy above.
• • •
Aleya wanted to pick up the pace the next day so they could leave Nylo well behind. But deep down she knew it was fruitless: he was a Carthic soldier, and if there’s one thing a soldier knew how to do, it was march. Sooner or later he’d catch them again.
They spent most of the day dragging themselves uphill, deeper into the unclaimed ranges that split Gleatland from Ammol. The Nivelan road cut a clean L-shaped groove along the hillside, thrusting ever upward, with perilous swathes of scree and drippy little streams shadowing either side. There was precious little life up there save for darting birds and squat, shaggy goats. Aleya watched the goats pick their careful way along the valley, envying them their hooves, their fearless ascent of the cliffs. At last they reached a grassy basin where the land flattened out around a glass-clear mountain lake, marking the upper reaches of the road. From here they could journey gently down to the next country. The meadow was a peaceful spot, gusts came down the scooped cliffside and over the plain, rippling grass and water alike. Aleya wondered if moorland and ocean shared ancient roots.
I’m getting dreamy, she thought.
No matter how hard Aleya tried to spend the time well—planning alternative routes, studying the landscape, conducting imaginary arguments with her ex-girlfriend, dwelling on the finer details of her inheritance tax policy—the long quiet hours impressed a kind of forced idleness. Her mind wandered. She started finding shapes in the clouds. That was what she was doing when Nylophon found them again.
It was coming on dusk, and the sky was streaked all over. Aleya had found an outstretched hawk’s wing sketched out in cumulus and was trying to assemble a beak and an eye. The soldier made no effort to be sneaky. His footsteps were blunt and heavy on the ground.
Somehow he looked even worse than before: his handsome curls were matted, his skin sallow and gray. “Hello again, witch,” he said. “You can’t hide behind a pack of children now.”
Aleya put a finger to her lips. “Shh.” She nodded over to a human figure bundled in a blanket by the fire. “The worm is sleeping.”
Nylophon’s gaze slid over Kirby and fixed again on her. Like last time, he didn’t seem to register her presence. “Get up.”
She got up with a sigh. “Let’s get this over with.” He drew his sword, and she added: “Not here, you ass.” 
Their dueling ground was a narrow sheep track just wide enough to stand on, atop a ridge a dozen yards above camp. On her right lay the meadow, the lake in the center like a coin of pure light. On her left, nothing. Nearly nothing. A fringe of friable rock, loose pebbles, and over that, a sheer drop. A thin waterfall nudged out between rocky peaks across the valley, dissolving into refracted mist before it could reach the river below.
Drama, she thought. This is what he wants.
Indeed, the soldier did seem more engaged and alert than any of their previous engagements. Once again he discarded his shield, facing her with only his shortsword. How sporting.
But the fight ended like the last two had, with Nylophon panting, splayed out in the dirt, sword knocked aside. He reached for the hilt. Aleya’s foot came down on the handle. And his hand. He gasped in pain.
Fighting Nylophon had been almost enjoyable the first time. Bothersome the second. Now, on this ridge in the gentle twilight, Aleya could feel the first stirrings of real anger. Kirby said she pitied him. Why? Because he was so young? She knew what Carthic forces had done in her country. Had read the reports, the grisly first-hand accounts. No doubt they were young too, those soldiers. Bloodthirsty little boys.
One more chance, she decided. This would be the last.
“This road leads to Ammol,” she said, pointing southeastward. “Follow it. If you’re lucky you’ll find your people there. Just follow the trail of corpses and wailing widows.”
He was still straining to pull his hand free. “I can’t go back. I haven’t—”
“Then lie. Just lie, Nylophon. Make something up! Say you were ambushed. Say your comrades fell to the barbarous Gleats and you’re the only one who made it out alive. Tell them what they want to hear. They’ll believe you.”
Nylophon went silent. This proposal seemed to strike somewhere deep. Slowly, she peeled her hand away. He took up the sword and got up.
Aleya looked back down the meadow. She couldn’t see Kirby, but she could see the trail of woodsmoke rising up from their little camp. She’d had enough of this nonsense. All she wanted was to curl up next to her and sleep.
Behind her, Nylophon grunted. The blade whistled through the air. Aleya moved without thinking, a low spinning kick, straight for the knees. It was the same move she’d used to knock him down back at the camp. An old favorite, because classically trained swordsmen like him never thought about the legs. And it worked. He staggered toward the cliff edge. The momentum carried him. All that armor. He was too heavy, too clumsy. His arms pinwheeled. She thought, I could grab him. A hand on the breastplate or around the cloak. It wasn’t too late. But what if he grabbed her, pulled her over too? Or she lost her footing? And—
And, anyway, wasn’t this easier? Just to be rid of him? Wasn’t this what he wanted? A warrior’s death? Did this count?
The point was moot. In the time it took her to make her mind up, he’d tottered over the edge and plunged out of sight.
• • •
Morning. Dew and birdsong, bleating goats. On the low path below the basin they passed another waterfall, a thread of water far back in a cup of silent earth. The gurgling made a small disruption in the held air of a glacial valley. It had been just the two of them since Bern, but here Aleya felt a sense of being truly alone together, their voices climbing halfway up the scooped hillside and falling back onto their heads.
She thought of the boy’s corpse given over to flies and eagles. Burial meant so much to the Carthic people. They were famous for breaking enemy lines to steal back corpses, so their brothers could be enveloped in the safety of the earth. She told herself someone would find him and make him a decent grave. She told herself it was what he deserved, to be eaten like any other animal. She told herself a thousand things. None of them settled.
“Are you okay?” Kirby asked.
“Yes.” Too quick, Aleya thought. Defensive. “My knees hurt and I feel like I slept on a porcupine. But other than that I’m fine.”
If only she hadn’t chucked the shield. It was a spur of the moment decision, throwing the heavy Carthic shield over the cliff after the soldier. Hiding the evidence? Was that why she’d done it? Hard to say. Her mind was a jumble at the time, and looking at the shield had made her feel ill at ease. She just wanted it out of sight. And now, in the cold light of day, she didn’t want to explain the whole mess. Didn’t know how to. Couldn’t.
Kirby was giving her one of those long, searching looks, the kind that made Aleya’s skin prickle. “Did you have a nightmare?” she asked.
“No.” Too quick again.
“Sorry. You just seem, I dunno. Disturbed.”
“Would you drop it? I said I’m fine.”
“Okay.”
I shouldn’t feel guilty, she thought. I killed him for both of us.
The words stayed stuck in her mind like twin splinters: Killed. Him.
The road took them down and down, into a gathering of yellow foothills. As the land evened out, something grew in the air around them. A new element, unfamiliar, sinister. With enough distance it could have been the wind, some strange and lonely current moaning through a narrow pass. Funny how wind could sound human sometimes. With a little more time the violence of it became clearer; this was not quiet and close, but distant and roaring.
Kirby cocked her head, frowning. “Is that a waterfall?”
If only. As the road dragged along the sound became more distinct. It was a clamor of a thousand voices, human and animal. All screaming.
The last of the higher hills stretched up to the side of the road. Aleya pointed to the peak and said, “We should get a better look.”
It was an awkward climb to the top, a steep leg-wrecking thrash that turned into a scramble as the scratchy scrub gave way to bare rock. She offered a hand and hauled Kirby up to the very peak. There was a perch up there that gave them a good view of the battle.
For that’s what it was, the thing they were hearing, and smelling too, by this time. An armed battle in full swing.
It was horrible to behold.
Aleya had studied warfare. Understood concepts like flanking, encirclement, piercing the center, cavalry, hoplites, equipment, supply lines. With her first glimpse of real warfare, she realized at last how absurdly sterile those words were. If they had any use at all, it was to obscure the unbearable reality: this was a large crowd of people killing each other.
It was playing out right below them, on an un-rivered plain, spacious enough to accommodate all the bodies. She was grateful to be so far from it, to be spared the more intimate details. The hacking. The mess. From this distance they were more like a pack of ants swarming over an apple core. The chaos played out beneath a localized storm cloud of slingshot and arrow fire. She wondered: Do the gods get nauseous, watching all this from above?
Also, she noticed—couldn’t help but notice, though she hated herself for it—that this battle was really more of a skirmish, with only a few thousand fighters on either side. When the story of the war in Ammol was written it would be little more than a footnote, if the history-makers bothered writing it down at all.
Still. The violence. She saw what looked like a lone cavalryman yanked from his horse. He flailed. Then the crowd closed in and the figure was gone. Even now, early in the engagement, the scent of spoiled bodies carried up the wind.
Aleya felt Kirby’s hand on her wrist. She was gray as a raincloud. “I don’t think I can watch this,” she said.
Aleya nodded, but didn’t move. It was mesmerizing, in its own terrible way.
“Come on,” she urged. “We should go.”
“In a moment.”
Something winked in the clear air above them. Aleya squinted at the sky. “Is that—?” 
• • •
“Okay. You’ll be okay.”
It was Kirby’s voice, coming from somewhere above. “Who’s okay?” she asked.
Kirby let out a gasp. “You’re awake! Don’t move. She said you shouldn’t.”
“Who said?” Just below Kirby’s chin Aleya noticed the feathered rear end of an arrow poking upright as if slotted in a quill. Her eyes followed the arrow downward. It was buried in her torso.
“You’re okay,” said Kirby again.
Liar, she thought. Then she was gone.
• • •
It was coming out of her mouth sideways. Nasty-tasting. Someone wiped it away. Kirby again. Kirby still. Was there a time when they’d ever been apart?
“She’s throwing up.”
“Least of our problems.” A woman’s voice, curt. She was speaking in heavily accented Nivelan. “Hold the rag.”
“Okay.”
A shifting of bodies. She saw a pair of tongs. “I’m going to pull on three,” said the woman. “You ready?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. One, two—”
Hey, Taire. What comes after two?
Taire?
Are you listening?
Watch this. I can do that kick you taught me.
Are you watching?
Taire?
Taire?
Did you see?
• • •
“. . . what would have happened to us if it wasn’t for you,” Kirby was saying.
“I know what would have happened to her.”
There was a hand gently stroking her hair. Aleya noticed this before she registered the pain, which was . . .
Well. It was. Once she was aware of it there wasn’t room for anything else.
“God must have a plan for this one,” said the woman. “She’s got the luck of a demon.”
God? thought Aleya. Which one?
• • •
It was not a break but only a minor fluttering interlude before she returned. She knew it couldn’t have been that long, because Kirby was still there stroking her hair just like before, though the room was darker. Or maybe her vision was fading. Hard to tell. She was deep in an ocean of pain and Kirby and that other woman—a doctor, she figured, or else she’d be dead—were up on the surface somewhere, faces distorted, talking among themselves.
They were in a house. Small, circular. Pale mud brick. Herby stink about the place. There was one bed, and Aleya was on it. Dangling from the rafters were the usual bits of peasant decor: a plucked bird, bones, tools. Right above the bed she noticed a beaded necklace with a carving of a fish.
“Ammol has gone to shit,” the doctor was saying. “There’s no food and no money for anyone who doesn’t take part in the madness. I’m only here because I patch the soldiers up.”
She was 40, maybe 50. Tough times. Hard to tell. A tattered white rag kept the greying locks from her eyes, which were ringed with exhaustion. Kirby’s too. They looked like they’d both been up all night.
“You two are traveling, right?” asked the doctor. “Take my advice. Go back to Gleatland. Get out of this country.”
“We can’t,” said Aleya. She had to tear each word out of herself like . . . well, like an arrowhead. They both jumped. “We can’t,” she managed, “Go back.”
Please. Heaven. I’ve wasted so much time already. There could be anything, anything happening at home. Burana could be dead for all I know.
An unreadable emotion passed over the doctor’s face, melting quickly into a scowl. “Then go forward,” she said. “Die. See if I care.”
“We can’t. We—”
“Aleya, shush.” Kirby’s tone left no room for argument. She turned to the doctor and said, gentler, “Isn’t there some other option? Maybe if we could get to Ur?”
“No boats to Ur. No boats anywhere.”
Aleya took Kirby’s hand and squeezed it hard, trying to press her feelings into the skin. Tell her. Make her understand.
“There has to be some way through. Please, we’ve come a really long way. Her especially.”
“Bah! What’s that to me?” The doctor was up and out of sight, muttering angrily to herself in Ammolish: “I patch them up, they go out and die. I patch them up, they go out and die. Every day against the current. Why bother? Lord my God, why do you test me at every turn?”
Kirby said nothing. She seemed to think it best to let the doctor work through this one on her own. After she was done bickering with her god (whoever that was), she came back and settled down next to Kirby, rag in hand. Dabbing Aleya’s forehead, she said quietly, “There’s an old passage. An ocean road. You take the southwestern route down to the coast and you’ll find it.”
Aleya squeezed Kirby’s hand again. Yes. That.
Warily, Kirby asked, “Is it safe?”
“Of course not. But it’s better than certain death.”
“Okay.” She nodded. “Thank you. So much.”
“Save it.” A strained pause. “I’m going for water.”
A door slammed, the rafters shook. The tiny fish amulet swam in the air.



Kirby
THE ROAD TO the Ammolish coast took them across the flatlands and down through a series of winding limestone gorges, following a river that was a fiercely unreal shade of blue. High walled towns perched atop the hills, dappled with white and yellow buildings that spread like blankets from peak to peak. They passed under bars of shadow, bridges that arched over the canyon at amazing heights, rickety pulley elevators that shot them straight up from the canyon floor. War hadn’t touched this part of the country too much, or at least not yet. There was food to be found and traded, and friendly faces on the road. And they seemed to have shaken off that poor soldier at last. Nylophon. Kirby hoped he was safe, wherever he was.
The land was safer, but in many ways it was worse than those long days cutting through the Gleatish forest. At least then they could both walk.
For the first hour or so after leaving the doctor’s home, Aleya insisted on carrying her own weight as usual, but her steps grew more and more staggered, and her face grew more and more pale, until at last she conceded to leaning on Kirby as a human walking stick. They had to break often. Aleya never asked to rest, but every few miles her grip on Kirby’s shoulder would tighten and she’d start breathing raggedly, and Kirby would have to insist on stopping, if only for a few minutes. The two of them would sit side by side in unhappy silence.
Nobody wanted to admit the obvious: that with Aleya so badly injured, they were more helpless than ever before.
Pretty though they were, the mountain towns were few and far between, and they spent long stretches far from any sign of civilization. They were a pair of women traveling alone. And neither of them could fight.
Kirby had wanted to stay longer at the house. It hurt to impose on the doctor’s kindness, but it hurt more to see Aleya on the move when she so clearly should have been resting. But she insisted. So on they went. The doctor had given Aleya a few sheathes of dried bark to chew on as she walked, but it was difficult to see if it made any difference at all. The pain surged and withdrew, but it was always there.
They stopped lighting fires, worried about what kind of attention the smoke would draw. The climate was warmer here, but nights were bitter and, worse in a way, dark. Kirby hadn’t felt so vulnerable since the long days in Bern before she’d met Aleya. She started training with Cursebreaker again, swinging it over her shoulder night after night. Huge, lumbering, clumsy, painful swings. But she had to do something.
“Useless.”
The word might have come from her own mind, but it was Aleya who’d spoken. She was leaning back amid the dry scrub, one hand held lightly against the bandaged wound. She’d been quiet so long Kirby thought she was asleep.
“It’s useless,” she said again, when Kirby didn’t respond. “You’re not going to defend anyone with that thing.”
Kirby swung again. The tip of the sword buried itself into the sandy soil.
“Did you hear me? I said—”
Kirby let out a long breath through gritted teeth. “I didn’t ask your opinion.”
She thought Aleya would snap back at her—wanted her to, almost—but she only sighed and rested her head back on the ground. Addressing the sky, she added: “I can teach you to fight, if you really want to know.” Another deep, painful breath. “That was my job, back in Ash. I trained people. Some were almost as weedy as you are.”
Panting, Kirby turned her attention back to the sword point. She hauled on the handle, grunting. Too late. Exhaustion had settled in deep, calcified. The blade wouldn’t budge.
“Tell me what to do,” she said at last.
For the first time in many days, Aleya cracked a smile.
“Lesson one. Put that damned sword down and go find yourself a stick.”
• • •
When she’d heard the words “ocean road,” Kirby had pictured something pleasant and impossible—a highway that lay atop the ocean, cutting through the waves the same way the road across Bern cut deep hedgerows in the hills. She imagined herself leaning down to trail her fingers in the water that raised up to, but never over, the edge of the perfect cobbles.
What she hadn’t pictured was a tunnel.
The entrance was slightly wider than a wagon and about 13 feet tall and it smelled briny, brackish, uninviting. The tip of the archway was inlaid with a carving of what looked like a hand with vast wings stretching out to either side. Dead center of the palm glinted a gold ring inlay, small, perhaps an inch across. They were maybe a half-dozen yards from the sea.
“Mune,” Aleya murmured, regarding the carved hand. “God of the Flood.” She turned to Kirby. “They tell flood stories in Bern, don’t they?”
She nodded. “It washed the earth clean a thousand years ago. Right?”
“Thousands, or tens of thousands, or hundreds of thousands. A natural disaster or the wrath of god or some human error. Sooner or later someone would come along and worship the flood itself. That was Mune.”
“Uh-huh.” Creepy. She liked this less by the second.
“An apocalypse cult,” Aleya went on. “They believe the world is long overdue for a second cleansing. Or, they did. They were driven out of cities a long time ago.” She looked back up at the archway. “I wonder where the powering idol is. The center, perhaps?”
“What do the words below say?” asked Kirby.
Aleya squinted.
“Eighty miles to Ur.”
“Eighty miles? That’ll take—”
“Days. I know.” Aleya grimaced. “I’d tell you to turn back, but I think that ship has sailed by now, as they say.”
“That ship turned into a horse and exploded.”
“Har har. I guess it did.” Aleya sighed. “May Heaven protect us both.”
She put her arm around Kirby’s shoulders, and together they staggered into the toothless maw of the sea.
• • •
At first, it was wondrous. Even Kirby could admit to that.
Every few hundred feet there was light. Twin globes on a post, warm to the touch, though they had the mottled look of ice. The light they gave off was not flame or sun but a pinkish, organic glow. Bioluminescence, Aleya called it.
But there was no need for it: the walls were water and the daylight shone through. Kirby was terrified to touch the surface of the walls, but Aleya wasted no time in plunging her hand straight inside. It enveloped her up to the wrist just like a pool on the surface. When she drew it out again it was soaking wet. She licked the edge of her fingertip and made a noise of approval. “Salty.”
She craned her neck up at the ceiling, which arched over them in a wash of impenetrable greens and blues. “We should probably watch out for sharks,” she mused.
“That’s not funny.”
“I suppose we should thank him,” she muttered.
“Who?”
“Mune.” Aleya’s gaze followed the progress of a fat stripy fish over the arched ceiling. A perch. He didn’t seem to notice the intruders. “I read a Munite prayer once. Holy Mune, hold us in your hands . . . I forget the rest.”
“Holy Mune,” Kirby repeated. “Holy Mune, thank you. Cheers, Holy Mune.”
Aleya gave her a look. “Be serious. Idolfire is powered by prayer.” She cleared her throat. “Holy Mune, hold us in your hands, wash us with your . . . Damn, what was it?”
They passed another of the strange glowing lamps. Each had that same carving of a winged hand with a lone golden ring in the middle, and Kirby found herself drawn toward the image. She wondered what to expect. Would the fingers wiggle, the palms wave? Would an eye open up in the center of the ring? She’d seen stranger things already since leaving home. Thankfully nothing came alive. The hands stayed firmly in place.
But fear was starting to gnaw at her.
As the tunnel sloped deeper, the filtered sunlight began to fade, until the water was so black it might as well have been solid rock. And it dripped. Nothing steady, nothing she could pinpoint, but every now and then, an echoing plip as some saltwater wriggled through the barrier. The thought of this tunnel having cracks was enough to fill her with ticklish, giddy fear. How deep were they now? How many tons of ocean were over their heads? She’d never thought of water as something heavy before, but she could sense the crushing weight bearing down on them, just a few feet or so above their heads. Holy Mune, hold us in your hands. She felt she couldn’t admit how frightened she was, because Aleya was already suffering so much without complaint. More than that, she felt like acknowledging it would make it somehow realer, more real than she could bear.
Worst of all was the absence of time. They had glowing waypoints every half mile, but aside from that (and their own growing exhaustion), there was no way to know how long they’d been down there, nothing to break apart the monotony, just mile after mile of undulating, impenetrable gloom.
Then Kirby noticed something strange. This deep down the carvings on the waymarkers were rough and waterworn. Some of the gold rings were nudging out from the soft coral rock. It wasn’t just the lamps providing light. The little rings glowed too, a faint greenish flame.
“Is that what I think it is?” she asked, pointing to the ring.
Aleya nodded. “The rings must be the power source for the tunnel. But I don’t know how . . .” Her face fell, the painful grimace giving way to horror. “Oh. Fuck.”
“What?”
“Munites weren’t accepted by the rest of the world. They used rings as a secret signal, a way of recognizing one another . . .” Her grip on Kirby’s shoulder grew tighter. “Queen of Heaven. How many of those rings have we walked past?”
She didn’t reply, but her mind answered: Dozens. Dozens and dozens.
All she could think to do was say the thing she always thought. “Damn those Nivelans.”
Aleya snorted. “Amen to that.”
Eventually they both grew too exhausted to carry on, and had to pick some random stretch of floor to eat their cold rations and try and snatch a few hours’ sleep. There was little conversation between them—Aleya too weak for chatter, Kirby too scared—but before they drifted off Aleya muttered, “Three-leaf tea.”
“Eh?”
“Northeast Ur is famous for three-leaf tea. When we get there we should have a pot.”
“Sure.” Kirby shifted a little on the floor. It was uncomfortable no matter where she lay. Alien, deep sea rock, never meant to be touched by human skin.
“Three-leaf tea and seabird stew,” Aleya went on. “And drenched olives.”
“What do they drench them in?”
“Everything, Kirby,” she replied dreamily. “They drench them in everything.”
That was how she drifted off, murmuring about food.
Eventually exhaustion won out over unease and Kirby slept as well. When she did, she dreamed not of the ocean or the flood, but of a woman. A familiar woman. They’d met some time before, though she couldn’t remember when. The woman wore a crown of thorns and dotted yellow flowers. Pinned under her left arm was the limp, scrawny corpse of a decapitated hare. In her right hand she held aloft a gilded goblet. The goblet overflowed with blood. It snaked down the woman’s bare arm and dripped from the elbow. And her face—there was no face. Or, there was, but somehow Kirby knew that if she looked at it, something terrible would happen. Worse than death. She tried to scream, but the woman tipped the goblet forward and all that blood waterfalled down into her throat, choking her.
When she woke up she was on her feet, ready to run to safety. But there was no threat. But no safety, either. Just lamps and rings repeating and repeating and repeating endlessly into the black.
She looked for Aleya. Still sleeping. Good. She hadn’t woken her up, at least, with all that flailing around. The Ashalite’s steady breathing was the only audible sound, along with her own heartbeat, and the irregular drip of saltwater.
It was a rare treat to see Aleya look so peaceful. Kirby had wondered more than once if she’d come out of the womb scowling. But here she was with her brow unknit, lips parted, dreaming some easy dreams. She was forever watching Aleya from the corner of her eye, stealing glances, checking for the pain and exhaustion she was stubbornly trying to hide. It was a relief to be able to just . . . look at her.
Kirby lay back down again, inhaling the slight scent of laurel. She inclined her head a fraction toward Aleya’s, closed her eyes, and listened.
• • •
They slept and woke and walked and slept once more, though neither pause felt very restful. Aleya gave up counting the waymarkers they’d passed; Kirby ran out of songs, or ran out of patience for the sound of her own voice vanishing into the unseen reaches of the ocean road. They had nothing between them but grim silence and the mutual determination to move forward.
And the rings. A ring for each lamp. A corpse for each ring. Those poor Munites. The apocalypse came early for them.
The first time she heard footsteps, Kirby thought it was an illusion. Another plink plink plink of seawater somewhere. But the droplets came in twos. Steady. Unwavering.
A set of footsteps. And they were getting closer.
“Must be another traveler,” she said to Aleya.
A traveler alone. A traveler who hadn’t rested since entering the tunnel, who was gaining on them. A traveler who was on the march.
Something was going wrong with Aleya and it wasn’t just the pain. She seemed drunk with horror, half-hanging from Kirby’s neck. “This isn’t possible,” she muttered. “No. No. Not possible. It can’t happen.”
“What can’t?”
“I killed him. I killed him in the mountains.”
Kirby looked up at her, horrified. “You what?”
She didn’t respond, lost inside herself.
Still the footsteps grew closer.
Shadows birthed him: that dream of a torso that people call a breastplate, two plated legs, a sullen, empty face. There was a noise like a millstone where the tip of the shortsword dragged along the ground at his side. They turned to face him. There was no sense running now.
“Hello, witch,” said the soldier. “It seems I’ve followed you into hell.”
At last, Aleya lost it.
“WHAT ARE YOU, A FUCKING WRAITH? she screamed. “LEAVE US ALONE!”
They’d come to a stop by one of the lantern waymarkers, and the Idolfire shining there did seem to have a hellish glint. He grinned.
“Perhaps I am a wraith,” said the soldier. “You shall not have peace while I’m still walking.”
Aleya deflated. The pain, the darkness, the walking, and now this. It was too much. Gingerly, Kirby unhooked Aleya’s arm from around her shoulder. She stepped between them. What was his name again? Aleya had mentioned it once. Something funny-sounding.
She tried: “Nylophon?”
The soldier blinked in dim recognition. Yes, that was it. Aleya made some noise of protest, but Kirby ignored it.
It wasn’t that she wasn’t scared. But by that point she’d been living with terror for days. Moving in it. Places like this, dark crushing places, they always made her think of Balain. Even when she wasn’t thinking about him she was thinking about him. One more horror didn’t do much to shift the mood.
“Nylophon,” she said again. “You can’t fight her right now, okay? She’s hurt.”
He scoffed, and directed his words over her shoulder. “First it was children. Now you hide behind your servant? For shame, Ashalite.”
“I’m not—” Kirby bit back a mad laugh. “Look. You want a fair fight, don’t you?”
“Fair?” Again, he addressed Aleya. “You use your damned magics on me and speak about what’s fair?”
“Hey.” Kirby got as close to him as she dared, put her hands on her hips, and said, “I’m talking to you.”
It worked. He noticed her at last. Like sheep shit on his boot.
“Stand aside, little one,” said Nylophon. The soldier’s voice was soft and dangerous. “I’m not feeling kind today.”
Kirby planted herself there, feet firm. She was trying to do that thing she’d seen Aleya do, the fierce regal look that could turn aside a charging bull.
It didn’t work.
The shortsword leaped in his hand as Nylophon moved for the kill.
• • •
“Give me the stick.”
“Eh?”
Back in Ammol. A sweet-smelling evening by that blue, blue river. The aftertaste of loquats—they’d been lucky enough to find a bush full—and pain in the balls of her feet where the boot leather had thinned to parchment. A cormorant circling over the lip of the canyon. Aleya with her hand out. Kirby staring at the hand, baffled.
“I thought you were teaching me how to fight,” Kirby said, handing the stick over reluctantly. It was a good one, a weighty switch she’d sawn off with their hunting knife.
“I’m teaching you how to win.” Aleya moved into a swordfighter’s stance, her feet aligned like she was balanced on an invisible plank. “You win by surviving. Okay?”
Kirby nodded. She didn’t want to argue. It took Aleya a lot of effort just to stand up on her own. Each move made her wince.
“Think weak points.” Using the stick, Aleya pointed them out on herself. “If someone attacks you and you can’t get away, you go for the eyes, neck and balls.”
“What if they don’t have balls?”
“A kick between the legs hurts no matter how the gods built you. But that’s only if they’re unarmed, okay? If not . . .” She moved the stick in a slow-motion swipe, resting it against Kirby’s side. “Let’s imagine this is a sword. Well, now you’re dead.”
Kirby looked forlornly down at the stick. “Damn.”
“Yes. A shame. Let’s try again, shall we? If a sword comes at you, don’t try and do anything clever—duck or jump or counterattack or anything like that. Moving back is good, but only if you have the room. The best thing for swiping attacks is to move toward and outside the arm. Pivot your body around, like this.” She stepped once, turning a fluid kind of circle. “Even a master swordsman can’t cut behind the elbow.”
“Like this?” Kirby mimicked the movement as best she could.
“Yes. But maybe faster than a pregnant elephant.” When Kirby’s face fell, she added, “Sorry. A good start. Now again, with the stick.”
They tried it over and over, picking up a little speed each time. Kirby’s side started to ache from being hit so many times with the stick, but Aleya didn’t relent. A sword would hurt more, she said. Kirby couldn’t argue with that. The light was nearly gone by the time she finally mastered the move. The switch whistled through empty air and Kirby was where she was meant to be, right by Aleya’s shoulder. She’d done it.
“Then what?” she asked eagerly. “Grab the arm? Go for a choke? Try and disarm them?”
A deft flick of the wrist, too quick for Kirby to even flinch, and the stick was up there right by her eyes. Aleya lowered the stick, reached over, and flicked her fondly on the ear.
“Then you run for your life, idiot.”
• • •
Now again. The lamp was just a step to Kirby’s right, and by that light she could see the soldier’s hand twitch toward the pommel of the sword. That was lucky. Another lucky thing: Nylophon was right-handed, just like Aleya, and about the same height, so the blow was almost exactly the same as the one they’d practiced.
Kirby moved without thinking, pivoting herself around the axis of his arm. It was not a perfect demonstration. Aleya’s version was smoother, more compact. But it did the job of keeping all her organs inside her stomach. She came to a halt behind him, stunned at herself.
It was a good thing she hadn’t leaped back. The blow went wide, probably wider than Nylophon had intended, all the way over to the glowing waymarker and into the carving of the winged hand and the golden ring buried within it. Half-buried. It was coming loose, like the others, and that stray blow from the tip of Nylophon’s sword was enough to knock it free.
The ring bounced on the ground, rolled on its rim for a moment, and then fell still.
There was a rumbling.
Aleya looked between the soldier and the ring. “What have you done, you fool?”
Nylophon’s face went slack with fear, and Kirby noticed, not for the first time, how agonizingly young he was. “I wasn’t . . . I didn’t . . .” He pointed accusingly at Kirby. “She—”
“It’s fine,” said Kirby hopefully. “It was just one ring.”
More dripping. More and more. From pitter-patter to a light summer storm. Getting steadily worse. Aleya shook her head. “This is a bridge made of nothing but keystones. It won’t . . .”
More rumbling. Then, deathly quiet.
Mune spoke.
A voice like a war horn carried on the wind from a distant slaughter. A voice like the cry of a leviathan filtered through an infinity of water until it was more feeling than sound, an endless echoing moan distorted by bubbles and the hissing of vents where the lands of the earth rubbed shoulder to shoulder. Little tics and shudders for now, but if ever the full tension came free it would let loose a shockwave that would drown the walking world. And the truth was it could come loose at any moment, and only the grace of unseen seismic deities kept them all undrowned. That was the voice, among a thousand other things she couldn’t recognize or name.
The voice said:
Lonely.
When Kirby recovered, she said, “We need to run.”
Nylophon had his hands clasped over his ears. He was moaning. No use. Mune was as much in their heads as it was in the waters.
Lonely.
Aleya was stock still. Deep, meditative. “Holy Mune, hold us in your hands, wash us with your fury, bear us aloft through the night-time of man.” Her eyes flashed open. “Did you catch that?”
Kirby nodded. “Holy Mune . . .”
“Together.” She held out an arm and Kirby looped it over her shoulder, and they began to stagger at a pace—but not run, because somehow they both sensed that running would enrage the flood like it would a wild dog—and spoke the prayer together. Down and down and down the tunnel. Nylophon turned and sprinted back the way they’d come, howling something in his own language, clasping at his skull like it was fit to explode.
They spoke it aloud together: “Holy Mune, hold us in your hands, wash us with your fury, bear us aloft through the night-time of man.”
Was it working? Kirby could taste the brine on her lips, feel puddles already gathering in the dimpled stone at her feet. Holding back the urge to run took everything she had. How far from the surface? Was the ground really sloping up, or had she imagined it?
And again, the voice of Mune: Where . . . ?
It said. And
Are . . . ?
And
I—
I—
I—
The walls bulged. A shape like giant fingers, grasping inward. Oh, it was so, so lonely at the bottom of the sea. Kirby spoke the words through gritted teeth. She’d never understood the difference between praying and begging.
“Wait!”
Prayer or not, the words were working, because when they jerked to a halt the summer storm became a fountain-flood, multiple concurrent spouts of water bursting from every angle. It must have been worse deeper in. Bad enough to make the soldier turn around.
Nylophon was soaked to the waist, and had a look of wild terror. “There’s no way back,” he said. “What is happening? What’s that voice?”
“Pray with us.” Kirby held out her free hand. “Three voices are better than two, right?”
He stared at the hand. Aleya tugged at her, the unspoken message clear: Leave this idiot. But Kirby pulled back. She couldn’t carry on. Couldn’t leave him. Not this boy. To be buried. Alive. Alone. Again.
“Come on,” she said.
Whatever objections he had, the terror won out.
Nylophone took her hand.
He joined the prayer.
The flooding slowed, at least a little.
They all staggered on together.
By the next waymarker they were wading up to the knees, and the sound of their three-voiced prayer was all but drowned out by the roar of falling water. But sunlight—faint, so faint, just a dribble still—gave shape and shadow to the underwater world beyond the walls. Kirby saw the knobbled outline of a coral bed. A dazzling that might have been a shoal of tiny fish.
Land was approaching. Blessed, lovely land.
Flooding up to the waist now. The water around Aleya was tinged red. Bloodsmoke. Her wound was open. We should probably watch out for sharks. Again, the mad urge to laugh. Nylophon’s hand was so cold in hers it felt like a hunk of skinned meat, more weight than sensation.
Glimpses of sand. A coil of rope rotting. Poor Mune, he could sense (He? Why did she think of a he?) he’d be left behind again, and let out a wail that carved a tract through their minds. Nylophon couldn’t stand it. He released Kirby’s hand and clasped his ears and screamed, “Stop! Please!”
But there was the day, dazzling, a block of blue and gold. Some mutual spell broke and they gave up on the prayer and made a staggering dash for the exit.
A set of steps. Two, three, four. Gasps of pain. They burst out into the open air.
So much to take in. Miles of wild coastline, flawless white sand, strips of exposed rock visible through the brush. A warmer sun than Kirby had ever known. She didn’t care about any of it. All she knew was Nylophon was no longer at her side.
“No.” She looked back. It was an arched entrance like the one they’d entered through, but down the steps lay nothing but hungry, lapping sea. “All that armor, he won’t make it.” She moved back toward the tunnel, but Aleya, still leaning on her shoulders, held her in place.
“Don’t you dare go back in there.”
“Let go.” She tried to budge the arm, but Aleya was serious. It was almost a headlock. “Get off me, Aleya.”
“Calm down.”
“Get off me now.”
“No. I’m not—ARGH!” Kirby had bitten into her forearm. Hard. “Are you crazy?”
Kirby swore at her with a mouth full of skin, kicking her legs. “Getyourdamnhandsoffme!”
More flailing. Swearing. The tide surged up about their ankles and blood welled in Kirby’s mouth. She could hardly taste it. All she could think about was that boy trapped down there, buried alive.
Then . . . a few yards out to sea, a curly-haired head popped above the waves. Spitting and sputtering, treading desperately above the tide. Nylophon, half-drowned and furious, without his breastplate, without his sword, without any of his Carthic trimmings. But Nylophon, alive.
The fight petered out. They held onto each other and watched from the shoreline as he screamed at the open sky.



ACT IV
The Civilized World



You
GET TO WORK spreading the wonders of your new technology around the walking world. Nivela is the greatest city on earth, after all. Everyone knows that.
(Everyone in Nivela.)
And unlike those selfish, jealous Ashalites, you do not want to keep all that progress to yourself. You want to share it, divinely generous that you are. People already call you the Worldlord. Wouldn’t it just make sense if you were made Lord of the World?
So out pour the armies. In come the diplomats. Bursting forth from your brand-new Idolfire Academies are the dedicated priest-engineers, their left hands still smarting from the scars, trained in the finer art of prying miracles from plundered gods. Let the squabbling masses of the earth have the fruits of civilization, the delights of civilization.
(And if they resist, let them taste the boot.)
And it’s easy, it’s just so easy to convince your people this is all for the greater good, especially as Nivela itself explodes with newfound luxury. City of brick, city of marble, city of electrified faith. Who here remembers disease? Raise your hand, please. Nobody? Oh, well. Have you tried these new dishes? Worn these new clothes? Our new subjects are so grateful to be saved from themselves, they let us pick and choose what we please from their cultures. It is as if creation is nothing but a vast silver platter for us to gorge upon. We conquered a city where they worship the sun. Now the streets are lit even at midnight. We conquered an island where they worship the rivers. Now, clean water runs from every tap. Isn’t it wonderful? The world is wide, and there is a god for everything.
Best of all, we need not feel guilty or even grateful, because all this wealth is our divine reward for spreading ourselves around. What’s best for us is best for everyone. Those who rise against us have simply proved themselves unworthy of the gift. Yes, it is all very, very easy in the end. This is the sweet lullaby that soothes the weary soldier to sleep after a hard day’s genocide.
• • •
(And what do you believe? By what set of philosophies do you justify so much death and destruction? A mind such as yours needs four words only: Woe to the vanquished.)
Ash, once the dominant power in all of Ur, is now a small isolated holdout alone in an ocean of Nivelan territory. But it is still a holdout. You spend years of your life trying to break down those walls. Countless lives and endless resources spent, and not so much as a foot through their lapis-crusted gates. After the third and final defeat, as you lay exhausted and roasting in that relentless Urean sun, news arrives—an excited courier with a message of chaos and betrayal on the edge of the world. The Bernic Peninsula is in uproar. The city of Balt has rebelled.
There are question raised: Should you go home first, consult with the city? Ensure you have support for a new campaign? Nonsense. Of course not. You are the city. You turn about your forces and set forth at once for the Apse.
The timing of this uprising could not have been better. You need distraction after the latest humiliation in Ash. You are hungry for catharsis. For victory. Blood.
Pay attention, Scoria.
This is the moment things begin to go wrong.



Aleya
IT WAS NOWHERE special, in the grand scheme of things: a seaside town with a temple and a market and a half-arsed defensive wall, white and emerald detailing carved with interlocking zigzags and sketches of clam shells, guarding adobe houses with uneven driftwood window frames and trenches of fresh sprouting herbs. The local temple was the finest thing in view by a wide margin, and even that was little more than a stepped roof and spire with smoke pouring out from a burner hidden somewhere at the apex. It had been at least a generation since the temple was last painted and the colors had the faded brilliance of an old gown. People watched them with a mix of curiosity and suspicion, pausing to stare as they hung laundry or beat out rugs, tended gardens or chucked scraps to their dogs. A cluster of rickety sailboats bobbed together in the harbor on the ocean side of town, and the scent of fish guts hung everywhere, a stink so ancient it had settled into the brick.
But it was Ur. It was home. Aleya could have wept for joy.
Their first port of call was a doctor to reclose her arrow wound. They followed directions and vague gestures to a house on the central thoroughfare. The man there stitched the wound up with what was definitely fishing twine while Aleya white-knuckled the table, and wouldn’t hear any word about payment. “Whatever you are up to, I want no part of it,” he said, waving his hands. “Rest for a while. Don’t tear my work up.”
For once Aleya didn’t need any convincing to take a break. The march under the ocean had been utter hell. Twice now on her Calling Aleya had found herself dunked in saltwater, but only one of those times did she have a gaping hole in her torso. It was not an experience she could recover from quickly.
When they exited the doctor’s she’d hoped to find the streets empty, but he was lingering there, gazing blank-eyed at a tiled arch. Nylophon of Carthe.
Without his armor the soldier boy looked ridiculous as a freshly shorn sheep (his curly hair didn’t help on that front either). The arms sticking out from under his shirt were scarred and gangly, hanging by his side from hunched shoulders. It was the pose of a man in utter defeat. He stumbled around after them from place to place in a daze. Sometimes he’d form a look of sudden resolve and march off, but he always came trailing bashfully back again. Kirby would greet him with a slight smile, and he’d nod, his lips tight.
Aleya just ignored him. She did not want this wretched excuse for a man dulling her good mood.
They couldn’t afford three-leaf tea or any of the other luxuries Aleya had been dreaming about for so many weeks, but the cheap cuts of preserved fish and semi-stale bread they were able to beg during the dwindling hours of the market were more than enough. For a camp they chose a spot outside the city walls, under a cloth awning that must have been some dubious trader’s stall. Once they’d eaten, Aleya leaned against the back of the wall and let out a long, wistful sigh.
So many things she’d forgotten to miss. Breeze that felt like a kiss instead of a knife-slash. Long-shadowed evenings, unbroken blue skies. Rugs hung out to dry over narrow alleys. Even the insects. How long since she’d seen a glitterbeetle nudging across the earth like a living jewel? Surely the bugs were not as pretty or as hardworking on the other side of the Apse. They didn’t even need to light a fire. The night was warm enough without it.
She and Kirby hadn’t discussed anything that had happened back in the tunnel, and she’d assumed they’d keep it that way. After all, she’d done Kirby the service of ignoring the massive bite mark that still throbbed painfully on her arm. She figured they could move on without any conversation about . . . other things. Then they ran out of water and Kirby asked Nylophon to go draw some more from the well by the city gates.
For a second the former soldier in him snapped back to life: “Fetching water is servants’ work,” he spat.
She shrugged, unusually cold. “Go thirsty then.”
He scowled, screwed his face up, went silent for a moment, then said “Fine” and stomped off toward the well.
“He seems more like himself at least,” said Kirby, watching him go.
“Mm-hmm.” Aleya had a few fibers of dry fish in her teeth. She was thinking she’d have to pick some work up soon, earn some money. Then they could really eat.
“You said you killed him, back in the tunnel,” said Kirby. “What was that about?”
She wasn’t looking right at her as she asked the question. Not quite. Across and past. Her expression was mild, but Aleya could sense the anger.
“Ah.” She threaded her fingers through her hair and pushed it back. “You remember that night in Ammol, when we camped up by the lake?”
“Yeah, I remember. I asked you if something happened and you said no.”
Aleya bristled. “Well,” she went on, “your little friend showed up again after you went to sleep. I tried to get him to give it up, but he attacked me while my back was turned.”
Attacked me, Kirby. The lunatic you were trying so hard to save.
“I kicked him and he fell off the edge of the ridge, and I figured he’d died in the fall. That’s what happened.”
She thought Kirby would be at least a little mollified by this, but the Bern only said, “So?”
“So what?”
“So when were you going to tell me?”
Irritation made her blunt. “I wasn’t.”
Kirby turned on Aleya at last, and the rage was there in full: “Why not?” she demanded.
“I don’t know?” She raised her hands. “To protect you?”
“Protect me from what? You thought he was dead.”
“Maybe I value your high opinion of me. Is that a problem?”
“How am I supposed to trust you when you keep secrets like this? You lied to me.”
“I don’t see how it’s any of your business,” she snapped.
“I thought we were in this together.”
“Since when did you decide that?”
“Since—” She paused. “What do you mean?”
“We never decided to travel together. It just happened.”
“Okay, but . . . come on, Aleya . . .”
“You invited yourself on that ship. I didn’t ask you to come.”
“You said I could come aboard!”
“Because I thought it would be safer to leave you behind in Sanasar.”
She regretted it immediately. Too bad. There was no eating up the words, now she’d spat them out. There was a tortuous lull. Then Kirby said, “You were going to leave me behind?”
“I mean . . .”
“Is that still the plan?”
Aleya snorted. “Obviously not. It was just, at the time . . .”
“What else don’t I know?”
“Nothing!” she exclaimed. “Only that. I swear I’ve been honest. I’ve been—I’ve been more honest with you than anyone in my life.”
“Stop lying.” Kirby had gone sullen. “You think I’m stupid, don’t you?”
“No.” She laughed, but it was an expression of panic. This whole thing had slid out of control and she didn’t know how. “I never said that.”
“You don’t have to say it,” Kirby insisted. “I can tell. If you think I’m a joke you can say it.”
“But I don’t!”
“How can I believe you?” A shimmering. Aleya hoped she was seeing things, but no, those were real tears. She hadn’t seen Kirby cry since . . . not since the arrow. She hid her face and took a shuddering breath.
“Kirby,” she said. No response. “Kirby, come on. I thought that way before. Things changed.” Again, nothing. She couldn’t say it. I’ll just show her. “Look at me, will you?”
“What?”
She kissed her.
When Kirby recovered, she only said, “To hell with you.”
They didn’t speak for three days.



Nylophon
NYLOPHON OF CARTHE. Soldier. Victor. Slayer of Rams. That man was dead as driftwood, nudged about by passing currents on the gritty ocean floor. Now he was Nylophon of Nowhere, sitting upon the rocks as despondent as an exiled king.
Not just king, but King of the Giants. In his hand a tiny goblet, a small mollusc prized from the underbelly of an abandoned fishing boat. He was living off that boat like a tiny scrabbling creature lives off the body of a dead whale, sleeping in its shadow and extracting breakfast from the rotting hull. A poor deluded king of nowhere, a castaway on foreign shores.
Once upon a time this king had two subjects. A witch and her servant. He’d traced them across town, accepted their offerings of food and (from the servant) some words of kindness. But now the witch had disappeared, leaving only the shabby thing with the longsword and the sack of radishes. She had amber hair and brown flecks all over her face and a wan Gleatish complexion, though her frame held none of the wildman’s honest strength. Apparently there were lands west of Gleatland. Who knew?
He thought she’d run away eventually (he had nearly killed her, after all), but she was mysteriously patient with him. He couldn’t understand why, but at that point he was beyond caring.
And another thing: she didn’t like to be called a servant. When he asked where her master was, she’d insisted the Ashalite was not her master, but when he asked exactly what they were to each other she’d flushed red right to the tip of her ears and stomped off into the ocean. She was still there now, her upturned face like some kind of speckled blowfish bobbing on the tide. He watched her from the shell of his boat. They made for a miserable spectacle. Still, being with her was better than being alone in town.
It was the smiles that unsettled him most.
People. Normal people, Urean peasants with their bright shawls and baskets of food, smiling at him in the streets, jabbering in their brutish desert tongue. They thought he was some lost foreigner of their own caste, and looked on with an amused kind of pity that made him furious. When he’d been chasing after the Ashalite, people had offered him food out of fear, like they were appeasing a passing spirit. Now they offered him scraps for free. Like he was a beggar.
Maybe it was the lack of armor, the lack of a sword. Maybe they could smell the stench of cowardice on him. In all his life he’d never uttered a prayer to any god but the God of Victory. What else mattered so long as victory was assured? But he’d cracked, down there in that awful tunnel. Held hands with a stranger and called the name of a foreign god.
There was a moment when he could have ended it all with a touch of dignity. Stayed down there at the bottom of the sea and let himself vanish among the barnacles. But the traitorous animal of his body took over, and he found himself screaming ribbons of bubbles, wrestling off the breastplate and unstrapping the greaves with numb fingers as his lungs closed shut and the asphyxiation drugged his mind. When he broke the surface he felt more triumph, joy and pleasure than he’d ever felt in his life.
Only now did his soul pay the toll. The shame of it. The stain of survival. He was a godless castaway in a distant land, with no comrades to his name but a sulking, floating peasant.
He watched her, nibbling on a mouthful of slimy sea-meat. What would they do when the molluscs ran out, he wondered? What would he do in general? With himself?
Perhaps he could find work as a mercenary (though who would hire him without even a sword?). And anyway, a stateless soldier working for pay . . . what was the point of it? Carthic soldiers loaned out their swords for the enrichment of Carthe, for the greater glory of the city, to prove the strength of the state’s ideals, courage, strength and brotherhood. Fighting for bread was hardly better than being a beggar. It was all in service of nothing.
“Where are you traveling to?” he called, over the lapping waves.
The servant’s reply bubbled just beneath the surface.
“What?”
“Nivela.” She stood up in the water, the lower half of her tunic all caked with sand. “The sea is so warm,” she said with wonder. “Is it always like this?”
He shrugged. “What would you want from some old ruin?”
“Aleya’s got her reasons, I’ve got mine. Don’t touch that.”
Nylophon startled away from the longsword. He’d laid his hand on it unconsciously, perhaps out of longing for his own blade, now gathering barnacles at the bottom of the Apse, alongside his breastplate and his greaves and everything else that made him a man.
She’s got her reasons. Nivela, Ash. It had to be something to do with magic. Maybe there was some treasure hidden there?
He turned the mollusc shell over. “Where is she, anyway? The Ashalite?”
“Dunno. Can you juggle, Nylophon?”
“What?”
“Juggle.”
“No. And don’t change the subject.” He chucked the shell away. “Don’t tell me you had a fight. Did she release you from service? Is that why you’re down here all alone?”
The servant looked down, oddly shy in her fury. He wondered idly if they were lovers, she and the Ashalite. It would explain all the tension. Fucking your servants was considered distasteful back in Carthe, but who knew how they carried on in the rest of the settled world?
“Well?” he asked. “Did I hit the mark?”
She turned her back to him and addressed the horizon: “There’s barnacle goo on your chin.”
He touched his face. She was right.
• • •
They found him later, after the Bern had wandered off and left him alone. One of those friendly faces from the town who had unsettled him with his smiles. A man, portly, dressed finer than the rest. At the sound of footsteps Nylo tried to hide himself, and when he realized it was too late, he tensed himself for a fight.
“Hello, my son,” said the man. “They told me I’d find you here.”
Nylophon startled. It was his own tongue. “You hail from Skarra?” he asked, still in the shadows. But it couldn’t be true. This man had not a spec of the islands on him. Skarran men did not grow large and soft. They did not speak gently.
“My father did,” the man said. “He taught me some.”
“He taught you well.”
“Thank you.” A wistful laugh. “He always told me my accent was terrible.”
Nylo sensed the man wanted to come closer, that he was hanging back out of kindness. He didn’t appear to be armed but there could always be hidden weapons, or helpers hiding in the shadows. Nylo’s mouth was dry. He yearned for his shortsword.
“I wanted to ask what you’re doing down here, son,” said the man. “All alone. We have no call for Carthic soldiers around these parts.”
“Do I look like a Carthic soldier to you?”
Hesitation. “I know that vest you’re wearing. My father owned one that looked much the same. He never touched it.”
“A deserter, was he?” The words were bitter as nettles.
“Yes. I suppose.” Nylo could feel the man studying him. “I thought perhaps you needed employment.”
“ No.” He said it quietly. “Gods of our fathers. No charity.”
“I’m offering honest work.”
“I cannot take it.”
“Why not?”
Nylo didn’t answer. He didn’t have an answer. The man spoke again. “My father . . .” A wince. He was searching for the words. “My father didn’t speak a lot about the past, but . . .”
“Enough.” Nylo’s fear was all gone now. In its place was revulsion. This man. This quivering tender-bellied thing. The decadent life he’d clearly led.
The life that he—
That he—
That he and Nachi—
Nylo threw a hand up. “Leave me.”
The man bowed his head. “Very well.”
He did not return.
• • •
Nylo slept a while. He woke up, his teeth gritted by sand, one outstretched hand oddly warm where it had been left in the sun. He was hungry. In that short, strange, feverish sleep, he’d dreamed of a place he’d never been. A place real and unreal, a garden of magic, a heaven of the past.
Nivela.
And some words drifted back to him. His own, of all things.
There may be good fortune hidden within the ill.



Aleya
THE INTERIOR OF a painted vase can stay bright long after the outside has faded. Tilt the thing gently on its axis, and with a growl of clay against baked brick you can peer inside and see the former beauty reveal itself. That’s how it felt when Aleya entered the temple in the center of that shabby fishing town. She stepped through the curved archway into an explosion of preserved color, abstract patterns untouched by the elements that somehow managed to evoke land, sky, ocean, stars.
What else? A faint smoky smell. A quiet priest in unfamiliar finery. Scattered worshippers praying on the stone benches. One of the worshippers was crying, rocking back and forth gently, thumb knuckles pressed against the forehead. Sobs, the brush of the priest’s broom on flagstone and, somewhere outside, the call of a whirling seabird, was all there was to hear.
Aleya approached the altar. There was a small statue there, a woman roosting atop a small hoard of candles and offerings. She was not the Queen of Heaven but some version of the same idea carried westward long ago. Tala, they called her. Mother from the Sky. Where the Queen of Heaven always cut a severe and regal figure, Tala was voluptuous and warm, overflowing with maternal care for the lost worshipper. Look, they’d even taken the time to carve a slight smile into her lips. The Queen of Heaven, bearer of the fruit of the civilized world, had never, as far as Aleya could recall, been known as much of a jokester.
Still, she felt a sense of distant familiarity. Perhaps more like a cousin than a mother. Not that she had much affection for her cousins. But yes. Still.
Aleya slipped the offering from her pocket. A charred circlet that had once been a treasured heirloom, the tiny etching of the Queen of Heaven warped beyond recognition. It seemed like a thousand years since she’d burned the bangle to a crisp while chucking herself off that cliff in Bern. At the time she hadn’t thought twice about it. Then she saw the rings of Mune down there in the tunnel, ripped from hundreds of corpses and scattered across the sea. Maybe Kirby was right; maybe Idolfire was a perverse, twisted kind of magic.
Kirby. The name alone was a hot iron in her mind. Each time she thought about that ridiculous, hasty kiss, her stomach curled with embarrassment and regret and desire.
In any case. It was time to give back the bangle.
She placed it up on the altar, kneeled, and closed her eyes. She waited for the usual truths and hopes to come bubbling out of her. But for once in her life, Aleya was all out of prayers. All she could think about was that fight. Each memory like a prayer bead she could work over with her thumb. Remember? Remember? Remember?
“You’re an awful long way from home, my friend,” remarked the priest.
Aleya’s heart froze: he’d clocked her as an Ashalite. How? Did her uncle have spies as far afield as this?
As her mind scrambled for an explanation, he added, “What brings you all the way from Kuba?”
Right. The height, the build. Aleya had been away from home for so long she’d forgotten how much she looked like a foreigner.
“A series of mishaps,” she said sourly. It was petty, but she couldn’t resist adding: “And I’ve never set foot in Kuba. I’m from Ash.”
She’d hoped to see some sign of embarrassment, but the priest only nodded and said, “Ah, the City of Wisdom. Lucky you.”
Off he went, nodding over his broom. Aleya tried again to pray.
Oh, faith, she thought. Oh, Heaven. What the fuck am I doing? I gave you back the damned bangle, can’t I have a little wisdom in return?
On smiled the cousin of the Queen of Heaven. Was it a mocking smile, or a pitying one? Probably the latter. She didn’t even know what she was asking for. Perhaps a door through time so she could step back to that day in Jarra-Undur and get on the right fucking boat. No, she’d go back further to Ash and break her uncle’s nose. No, further than that—back to the night in her parents’ bed, so she could smack sense into both of them before they made the biggest mistake of their lives. Before they made her.
Aleya opened one eye and snuck another look at Tala. Still smiling. Ah, what was the use of lying to God? Really, if she could pick, Aleya would step back two days into the past and sew her own mouth shut, like Taire always threatened to do.
Lucky you, he’d said. City of Wisdom. What a joke. All she’d ever had in her life was lessons, lessons, lessons . . .
Huh.
Aleya had an idea.
• • •
Tracking Kirby down proved to be a challenge in itself. Aleya walked the little town end to end, asking passersby if anyone had seen her friend with the greatsword. By that time everyone knew them by sight. Nobody’d seen her. One of the local children (a barefoot boy running after a yellow-white herding dog: little warlord and his steed) said she’d gone out of the South Gate a few hours earlier and hadn’t come back since. She patted him awkwardly on the head and headed out of the city. As she passed under the archway she glanced up to find a fresco tucked under the arch, leaping fish and curling waves. It reminded her of the ocean tunnel. An ugly memory. Had that really all been so recent?
Anyway. Onward.
She found Nylophon alone, sleeping off his demons under some gutted fishing boat. Asking after Kirby would have meant talking to him, which would have probably meant another fight, so she pressed on alone, stitches grumbling. There was no sign of her along the cliffs, or in the little smugglers’ hatch on the outskirts of town. Aleya felt a nibble of worry. Had she moved on already? Just like that, without saying goodbye? That thought filled her with the same blind panic that had made kissing her seem like a good idea.
Onward, onward, onward.
As the first touch of twilight came over the clear sky she spotted it: a familiar silhouette sitting atop the town walls.
The town likely hadn’t been under attack since the days of Nivelan occupation, and so the walls were neglected, left to fall apart in favor of the pleasures of peacetime. It didn’t take Aleya long to find a spot crumbled enough for her to scramble up. She wondered what had drawn Kirby up there. Homesickness maybe? How did this all compare to the mighty ruins of Balt? Did the Bernic capital outshine this place, or had it fallen so much that the two could not compare?
Kirby glanced up at her approach. She said nothing, but didn’t move away when Aleya sat at her side. Promising.
The view from the little wall went eastward, inland: rolling clusters of palm groves and fields and glittering spiderweb streams, the curve of a distant valley, and through it all the jarring slice of the old highway. Those Nivelans, great fetishists of the straight line. Their work was always unmistakable. Turning her head a few degrees, Aleya could behold the coast. Jagged rock and churning wave. A world so wide and still so far to go. Lucky you.
After letting the silence sit for a while, Aleya broke it with a loud, theatrical clearing of the throat. Kirby gave her a positively withering look (Heaven, did she learn that from me?), but held her silence as Aleya continued. “In the southern reaches of Ur there’s a famous pillar,” she said. “It’s called the Pillar of the Ancients. Once upon a time an Ashalite philosopher was traveling in those lands. He observed that at midday every summer solstice that pillar had no shadow in any direction. You know why?”
“I dunno.”
She sounded so mopey Aleya almost wanted to laugh. Instead, she said, “Think about it.”
“You said you didn’t know any stories.”
“This is a lesson, not a story. Now, come on. Where’s the sun?”
“I guess . . .” Kirby closed her eyes, holding the picture in her mind. “I guess the sun would be right above it, if there’s no shadow.”
“That’s right. The philosopher decided to do an experiment. He erected a pillar in Ash of the exact same dimensions and waited for the next summer solstice to come. At midday exactly, the pillar in Ash cast a shadow.”
Kirby waited for her to continue. She didn’t. “Okay?”
“So if the pillar in the south casts no shadow, and at the exact same time the pillar in the north does cast a shadow, what does that mean?”
Again: “I dunno.”
“We know the sun is right above the stick in the south.”
“I can’t—”
“Think about it.”
“I am thinking!” she snapped. “Damn it. I’m thinking, okay? But it’s not possible.” Kirby had her two index fingers stuck in the air. She’d gotten into it despite herself. Aleya could see the wheels turning: imaginary pillars, north and south, and a big orb of light directly above. “The light shines right down on them both so neither should have a shadow.”
“And yet the one in the north does. Bear in mind these are a long, long way apart.”
“Either the other column is bent, or . . . the earth is.” Kirby looked at her suspiciously. “You’re saying the earth has a slope?”
“Here’s another clue. He repeated the experiment the next year with a stick even further north. The shadow was longer. And the next year he did it again. Same result. The year after that—”
“—He went north again? Longer shadow?”
“No, the next year he died of plague. But if he had kept going north all the way into the northlands, the shadows would have got longer and longer and eventually it would have been night.”
Kirby shook her head. “That’s not possible.”
“It is. Dream bigger. Think of the moon.”
“The moon?” Kirby stared at her hand, index finger still raised. Gradually, she closed it into a fist.
“So you’re saying it’s a ball,” she said at last.
“Congratulations, Kirby of Wall’s End. You are now an astronomer.”
Kirby didn’t respond. She was staring at her fist.
“You’re not stupid, is my point,” she added.
“Thank you.”
“And . . .” She trailed away. How to put it? “I don’t mind. I don’t mind that I got blown over to the arse end of the world and had to sleep in the freezing cold and eat things I wouldn’t normally even consider to be food. I don’t mind that I got lost, that I got stuck, that I was hurt and scared and miserable and fucking—damp all the time. Because I got to meet you. Okay? You made everything worth it. So just, stay with me? Please?”
The time it took Kirby to respond felt like the longest few seconds of Aleya’s life. She was gazing at the cliffs. To the moon and the inky sea. Then she turned, and Aleya saw she’d been hiding a smile.
Kirby held her hand out.
“Together?” she said. “Promise?”
Aleya took it. “Promise.”
A comfortable lull. Aleya thought very seriously about kissing her again, then remembered the last time she did that they didn’t speak for days on end, then countered that thought with the thought that this was obviously the better moment, and she’d been denied so much, why should she deny herself this? And yes, whatever happened between them couldn’t possibly last, but time turned everything into fishbones and rust anyhow and it had been a long, long time since Ina and—
Kirby cleared her throat: “Some rules then.”
She blinked. “Oh?”
“You’re not allowed to complain about my food anymore.”
An indignant gasp. “I never complain!”
“You make a face.”
“That’s hardly the—” She relented at once. “Okay. No more faces.” Aleya searched for something to counter with, a rule of her own. “Okay,” she said. “But from now on if you’re snoring I’m allowed to kick you.”
A troubled pause. “I didn’t know I snore. You never told me that.”
“Well, you do. And I think I should be allowed to kick you.”
“A light kick?”
“Obviously.”
“Fine.”
“Fine.”
Kirby started laughing.
“What’s so funny?”
She sighed and leaned into the crook of her arm, a small thoughtless gesture which nevertheless made Aleya’s heart leap up like something had bitten it.
“When we were away from each other I realized I can’t sleep without the sound of your breathing anymore. I don’t know why, it just . . . Wait.” Kirby sat up suddenly and gave her a deathly serious look. “What about the other side of the Earth?” she asked. “Would you slide down if you walked far enough? Fall all the way off?”
“Well . . .” Oh, crap, Aleya thought. How do I explain that one? “No, you wouldn’t fall. Nobody’s proved it, but we don’t think there’s an up and down, only toward the earth, and away. The heavens stretch out in every direction.”
Kirby considered this idea. Then she relaxed into her again, contented. “Okay. If you say so.”
And there they were, as if summoned by name, the heavens themselves, speckling the dark corners of the eastern sky. It was dazzling. Had the stars ever looked that clear? Nowhere else in the world, except in Ur. No other time in her life, except for now. And maybe once, when she was very little, noticing the glorious belt of creation for the first time between the close-drawn canopy of the palace gardens, thickly scented with date and honey. Who’d held her then? Who’d gathered her up in their vast arms? It must have been Taire. Or maybe—just maybe—it was her father. She must have been very young if it had been him.
“They’ll never believe me,” said Kirby, lips moving against her cheek. “When I go home and tell them the earth is a ball. They’ll laugh in my face.”
“You can convince them.”
“I can’t. Not like you do.” Sheepishly, she added, “All I did these last couple days was sit around and think about you.”
“Cursing my bloodline?”
“Once or twice.”
“This isn’t strange for you, is it?” she asked. This. What a word.
“It’s—I dunno. It’s not something I’d have imagined. But it’s . . .”
“. . . what?”
“It feels familiar. Is that weird?”
It was not the deliberate absence of meditation nor the pieced together idles of a dream. This was real, solid, fragrant, warm. Like fresh bread, Aleya thought, and nearly laughed. She couldn’t remember why she’d ever held back in the first place. Truth be told, she couldn’t remember much about anything at all.
They kissed again, and she felt like she’d been kissing her all her life.



You
WHEN THE LORD of Nivela heard Balt had betrayed her, she notched an arrow and shot it at the sky. To the heavens she swore that the city would pay, and each night thereafter when she retired to her evening meal after a day of governance, she had an attendant whisper three times in her ear: Remember Balt, my lord. Remember what they did.
(Oh, I’m sorry. Are you surprised to be back so soon? The crucial hour is drawing closer, and there are certain things that must be reckoned with. Luckily this is one of the more well-documented chapters in your life. Widow, Worldlord, Soul of the City. Here it is: history, as you commissioned it.)
The journey to the traitor city was a long one. They loaded ships in the Month of the Sleeper, and arrived in the Month of the Morning, when the trees of the vast forests were just beginning to bud, and the yellow bells first poked out through long stems of grass.
It was a sweet-smelling time, but the sweetness would not remain for long. The Worldlord made landfall at the southeastern tip of the peninsula and moved northward like a tide of slow sap, extracting surrender as she went, mostly through bargaining, sometimes by force. Most of the Berns were smart enough to kneel. Mile by mile, town by plundered town, the isle was made theirs.
But the greatest challenge lay ahead. Northward, at the walls of Balt.
(Gods above, they were a miserable few months. You hated Bern. The climate was wretched, the food foul. Nothing agreed with you. Even the gloomy forests of Gleatland were better than that place. It might have been better left to your underlings, but you needed to distract yourself from the latest humiliating defeat in Ash, and mowing down those islands was an easy way to do so.)
After months of campaigning, negotiating, and navigating and constructing, much of it in the pissing rain, the first scout of the Nivelan army finally laid eyes on their target. Many of the soldiers were taken aback at the size of the city. Plenty of straggling towns had been crushed underfoot on the march over the isle, but none of those settlements had prepared them for the titanic scale of the capital. The walls came on them suddenly with a parting of hills—a mountain of stone in the heather, large enough to dam the skies themselves.
(You were not impressed. Anyone can build a wall.) 
Diplomacy first. It was the policy of Nivela to withhold violence until the last possible moment. The city did not strike without warning like barbarians, nor did it creep through the night like bladed spies. Why shed blood when no blood needed shedding?
(And more importantly—why plunder what you can tax?)
So, before making any overtures of violence, the Worldlord sent four of her best emissaries, armed with only a message parchment:
My name is known to you, as is my power,
it said.
Bring me a dish of soil from your gardens splashed with a palmful of your own blood as a sign of submission. Do this, and your city, your children, and
your animals shall be spared. To bind this gesture, we send gifts—a cup forged in the east, a compass from the south, and a carved hatchet from the north. Take these offerings and know that if you resist us, you resist the wealth, wisdom and strength of our territories, which stretch to every corner of the walking world.
The day fell to night with no response from the Baltish Thane. There was much pacing in the royal tents. At daybreak there came a cry of horror, when the light of dawn revealed the flayed corpses of the emissaries hung by their necks at either side of the southern gate. A message arrived soon after from the Thane.
If the Worldlord wishes to make us an appropriate gift
it read,
she should send us her own severed head.
Well then.
(You burst out laughing. The historians know better than to mention that, but it’s true. You were hysterical with rage. The messenger never made it out of your tent. He was the first Baltish casualty that day. First of many.)
Once the battle lines were drawn up, the difference between the two armies was painfully clear. The Nivelans were uniform, a mirage of leather and iron, organized according to class, rank and purpose. The Balts were a rabble. They clustered by family. Some were armored, but many more were shirtless, their chests painted in the color of their ancestral flags. They did not appear to be afraid.
For perhaps a whole tortuous hour the two armies faced down. Then, with a drone of war-trumpets and a many-throated scream, the Balts charged.
Oh the ballads that could be written, the songs, the tributes to their bravery! Oh the stories their children and their children’s children would tell around campfires of this day!
(Oh, how fucking boring it all was. Let’s skip the battle, shall we? Heaven knows you’ve seen enough of them. Balt lost. Obviously.)
When the surviving Baltic warriors retreated into the city, the Nivelans brought out their siege weaponry—living battle-rams scurrying forth on squat legs, tireless and unkillable—and as the gates shuddered beneath the assault, a terrible thirst rippled through the Nivelan army. It was obvious to them as soon as they saw the bodies of the emissaries hanging at dawn, but the Worldlord had confirmed it that morning, sealing the fate of Balt and all her people with two words: “No quarter.”
As the oak struts of the gate finally began to splinter, the Worldlord turned to her chief general, who stood rod-spined beside her litter. “What is the name of the Baltish god?” she asked.
“Iona, my lord. An idol of spring.”
She turned her gaze back to the city, resting her chin upon her knuckles. “Bring that god to me by sunrise.”
He bowed. “Yes, my lord.”
Soldiers stormed through the breached gates like organs from an open wound. Screams came after—first of horror, then of pain, then of grief.
By the time it was over, there were no eyes left open to weep for the dead.
• • •
(Ah yes. But what went wrong there, exactly? You put down a rebellion and bagged yourself a promising prize. Shouldn’t we file this away with the rest of your triumphs?
Except . . . it took a whole year to do so. Another year on the road, another year in the field. Back when you were the Widow you’d have shaken it off. But building up the Nivelan Empire had taken decades of your life, and this jaunt to the edge of the world was just one campaign too many. All that terrible weather, all that flavorless food. Some line was crossed, and by the time you came back to Nivela there was a fresh wariness in your attendants’ eyes.
You’d aged, Scoria. They could tell.)



Kirby
THE NIVELAN ROAD went in its usual stabbing fashion straight into the heartlands of the Urean countryside, eastward toward the Biylu, the lifeblood river of the continent. If they were lucky Aleya thought they could catch a ride on a riverboat and sail upstream straight to the great port city of Sanasar. “Not that we’ve been lucky so far,” she added. “But you never know.”
At first Ur didn’t seem that much different to Ammol, or at least not much more different than Ammol had been—warm and hilly. But as the journey wore on she started to understand why Aleya was so happy to be back. Each day had a thousand strange little wonders: skinny sheep with big flapping ears; rocks the color of baked clay, warm to the touch; scents in the air so strong you could taste them.
The plants seemed tamer in Ur, the trees more ancient. They passed olive groves like a legion of twisted old ladies basking in the sun. And there was an oceanic beauty to the way the land rolled on and over, on and over. Even the relentlessly unbending highway seemed caught in the current sometimes, curving under the high sun (which, as promised, was the same size as before).
As the coast slipped out of sight they came across fresh miracles—mountains cut like giant’s steps, with farms growing along them. The towns in that region came tumbling down the hillside. That held-breath tension of an encroaching war was all gone in these parts. She hadn’t realized how suffocating it had been until it lifted. Some nights if they camped near enough to a settlement, sounds of music would carry down toward them. Drums, bells, strings, laughter. It never bothered Kirby, no matter how loud they were. She loved falling asleep to the sound of humans being together. It had been far too long.
But these changes in landscape paled in comparison to the biggest change of all. They’d gone from two to three: Nylophon of Carthe was with them.
He presented himself at the crossroads just outside the fishing town, where the dirt track crashed up against the body of the highway. There was a little commerce happening there: a food stall, a peg with a dozy-eyed donkey tied to it, some wagoners resting in the shade. There was even another Nivelan waymarker, great guts of the earth yanked out and crusted over with the usual inscrutable symbols.
Nylophon was leaning on the waymarker, trying to look casual. It wasn’t working. His little sandalled toe-tapping in the sand gave the game away. One of the reasons Kirby found it hard to hate Nylophon, despite all the hateable things he’d done, was just how transparent he was. She saw the flash of nerves as they approached, and also how quickly he worked to hide it, drawing down a haughty mask.
“I have decided—” Wrong angle. He cleared his throat. “I would like, if you’d—” Humiliation worked across his features. “To offer you the honor of, that is—”
“Just shut up and come with us already,” said Aleya, walking past.
Nylophon gawped after her. “Don’t you want to know why I’m coming?”
“Not particularly.”
“So why are you coming?” asked Kirby, falling in step beside him.
“I seek plunder in the fallen city.”
“Plunder?”
“He wants magic,” said Aleya, still a few steps ahead. “It won’t happen.”
“We’ll see,” said Nylo, with a sniff.
“I’m only allowing this because it’s safer to have you in my sights. Please don’t test our kindness more than you already have.”
“It’s good to have you,” said Kirby, patting him on the back. The small gesture made him flinch. “Sorry.”
“Let us press on,” he said.
And so they became a trio.
Kirby knew Aleya was putting up with the soldier for her sake. It was a gesture of peace and she appreciated it more than she could put into words. They were more mindful of one another now, because of that promise they’d made, to carry on together right to the end. Because of the kiss. Kirby’s one precedent had been fooling around with Jarrow all those lifetimes ago. And though she felt sweet nostalgia toward Jarrow, and though she knew she’d always love him a little, the first thought she’d had when she tasted Aleya—the very first time, when she was still half furious with her—was, so this is what everyone sings about in the songs.
Not much had happened since then, but the atmosphere between them had changed, somehow on the scale of both an earthquake and a sparrow’s breath. More than anything else they were just far more comfortable with each other than before, physically closer, without the excuse of an arrow shot. Sometimes the air became charged—almost too tense—but mostly it was easy as breathing. They fell asleep on each other’s shoulders most nights.
It was strange. Kirby had thought there was only one happy part in her life, and that it had ended when her brother died. Now here she was, happy again. It was like sailing to the edge of the ocean only to discover another country waiting there. Or your own country, from the other side.
With Nylophon things weren’t quite so simple. As a travel companion he was hard to fault, keeping a good pace and never raising a word of complaint about anything. He didn’t question a single decision either of them made. If anything, he seemed relieved to have somebody to follow.
But Nylophon and Aleya argued.
They argued a lot.
For example: food. Eventually they managed to get their hands on some drenched olives, after a lengthy bout of bargaining (pleading) at a roadside food stall. Aleya cradled the olives tenderly in her hands like a wounded bird. They picked through them one by one, drawing out the flavors as much as they could, biting them in half, into thirds, quarters . . . anything to keep the richness going. Then Aleya caught Kirby giving her a look, and with a martyred sigh, offered a single herb-flecked olive to Nylophon. “Want to try?”
He screwed his nose up. “Absolutely not.”
Aleya, reluctant before, was now offended on behalf of her olive. “Why not?”
“That’s decadent food. It’ll weaken my mind.”
“Oh?”
Kirby knew from that “Oh?” that Nylophon had just stuck his manhood in a beehive, but the soldier didn’t notice. “Of course,” he replied, oblivious. “A civilization on the way up focuses on developing new weapons, tactics and strategy. A civilization on the way down focuses on . . .” A delicate grimace. “Sauces.”
Aleya let out a laugh, more a sound of disbelief than anger. “That is—Heaven, that is horseshit.”
“That is common sense,” he countered. “I mean, just look at Ash.”
“Ash?”
Kirby munched on an olive and willed herself invisible.
“Yes, Ash,” he said. “You’re known for great food, art, comfortable living. And how much territory has Ash conquered in living memory? None at all.”
“Did it occur to you that maybe we don’t want to expand?”
A wave of the hand. “Nonsense. You have to expand your territories. That’s what civilizations do. It’s the mark of a functioning society.”
“The mark of a functioning society is the happiness of its citizens.”
“Happiness is achieved through purpose. And for purpose you need self-control. Self-control means self-denial, the strength to turn away from temptation.” He pointed at the drenched olives still cradled in her hands. “One day it’s an olive. Then it’s some rich imported wines. Before you know it your whole society has flipped, with a woman sat up on the throne and the genius of men wasted on cooking. I mean, why do you think Nivela fell?”
Aleya’s smile widened. “Please enlighten me.”
“Simple. They let themselves be ruled by a woman.”
“Nivela had a woman on the throne when they conquered the world.”
“And if she’d done her duty and had a few sons, they’d still be in charge to this day.”
“You pea-brained little bigot.”
And on, and on, and on.
The bickering had a familiar cadence. It felt a bit like being home. And Kirby missed home, despite the beauty she’d found further along the earth’s apparent curve. She missed curling tips of fern, brown bracken, woodsmoke, heather, clover, nettle, the very thick sweet-smelling green of an untrodden meadow; she missed fat ladybugs and weevils and tiny caterpillars with their strange shock of fluff straining across the dirt; she missed Jarrow and Eider and her ma. She missed her brother. She always missed her brother, but somehow out here she missed him more.
She wondered what Balain would have made of Ur, the scenery, the finery, the people. She wondered what he would have thought of Aleya. They’d have argued too, probably. She imagined Balain would have delighted in yanking her strings, for she had so many to yank, but he’d have been impressed with her, too, her intelligence and her strength, her wit and her drive, and her subtle, mountain-moving acts of kindness. They could have been sparring partners. She could have taught him how to use Cursebreaker properly, rather than just lugging it over his shoulder over and over. She’d have put him through his paces and drilled the boyish smugness out of him. Now that was something she’d have paid to see.
“What are you smiling at?” Aleya asked, looking at her sidelong.
“Nothing,” she replied, reaching out to twine their fingers together.
• • •
With the terraced mountains behind them, the road grew quieter. For a while they had more farms and fields and huddled towns. Bridged streams. Music after sunset. Dozing through warm nights, the air scented with dates.
It was on one of those nights, when they were all supposed to be sleeping, that Nylophon broke the silence.
“Tell me, witch.” He was speaking softly, perhaps because he thought Kirby was asleep. “That magic of yours. Could it bring back the dead?” 
Kirby waited for the inevitable fuck off.
“I don’t know,” Aleya admitted.
“There’s a chance?”
“With the right fuel Idolfire can make all kinds of horrors.”
“I see.”
“But, Nylophon.” Sounds of shuffling. Like she was turning to face him. “You understand I would kill you, right? If that happened?” For once, there was no malice in the threats. “That magic cannot escape. Least of all to someone like you.”
A pause. Nylophon snorted. “Arrogant wench.”
“Ignorant ass.”
Her last thought, before drifting off, was: At last they’re starting to get along.
• • •
As they drew further eastward the towns and tributary roads fell away one by one. The land began to bake, growing flatter and dryer with each new mile. When they passed a rare fellow-traveler, a water seller driving on a skinny mule, Aleya asked him what lay ahead.
“This goes past the old site,” he said, nodding down the highway. “You won’t meet many people lingering around that place. Even the nomads steer clear of it.” He gestured toward the jugs. “You should buy some water before you—”
“—Why do people steer clear?”
He shrugged. “Snakes. Scorpions. Ghosts, some say.”
“Ghosts?” Nylophon repeated, his voice small.
He nodded. “So they say.”
Aleya pressed on: “What is this ruin? Did the Nivelans build it?”
The water seller shrugged. “Probably. It’s a good idea to—”
“Probably. It’s right next door to you. How can you not know?”
“Ma’am, you want this water or not?”
They bought a few sackfuls and carried on. Nylophon, after a long pause, said, “What did he mean about ghosts?”
Aleya was unperturbed. “It’s nonsense.”
“I dunno,” said Kirby. “If it’s something Nivelan . . .” She didn’t need to finish. They’d already had to deal with a fair few brushes with death dealing with weird Nivelan magic.
“I’m sure it’s fine.”
Now the land was becoming like one great unending carpet of thin gravelly soil. Every little weed and shrub had a blistered, defiant look about it. They started rationing out the water. There was some discussion of finding another way to the Biylu, but they decided not to bother. “The Nivelans always took the shortest path they could,” Aleya said. “We should keep to their roads if we want to save time.”
Eventually the last of the people-made things dropped out of view, and a winding, parching wind murmured incantations across the mouth of the open waterskin. They ran out of things to talk about. There was nothing to do but walk.
In the silent hours of travel Kirby thought some more about the underside of the world. Try as she might, she could not hold it all together in her mind: the cosmos as Aleya explained it, where the earth spun and the sun stayed fixed. She began to stare at her feet and picture a vast ball. She imagined herself staying in place and turning the ball with her feet, moving the land with each step. After a while the effect became hypnotic. Step by step, the world turned.
After a few days in the desert, something strange began to emerge from the rumpled landscape. What looked at first to be bleached and cluttered rock began to show evidence of tampering. Kirby’s eyes caught on neat aberrations, things that looked like the work of hammers and chisels rather than water and wind. The pieces grew bigger and the reality became impossible to ignore. It was masonry that littered the sand, not rocks. Some suggestion of an arch. A column-shaped memory ramping up out of the deep earth. They were like toy blocks dropped by the hand of a careless deity, everywhere, stretching for miles.
“It’s a city,” said Kirby, with wonder.
Aleya shook her head. “No. But it was.”
Kirby ventured a few steps from the road, and felt the soft crunch of pottery underfoot. She bent down and picked up a shard. Sand-bleached and unadorned, curling like citrus peel. Part of a jug, maybe. A bowl. “Did the Nivelans do this?” she asked.
Aleya shook her head. “This is far too old. There’s almost nothing left.”
Kirby turned the fragment over in her hand. The underside was darker, tanned, traced over by a simple landscape image of land, sky and moon. The moon had a mouth and two eyes. The mouth was full lipped and smiling, the eyes were strange. Long-lashed, with piercing irises. Kirby stared at the moon. It winked at her.
She let out a yelp and dropped the shard. Aleya’s head whipped up at once. “Scorpion?”
Kirby knuckled her eyes, blinking. The shards were all blurring together into one. “Nothing,” she said. “Let’s keep going.” Before I lose it completely.
They carried on. A strange, subdued atmosphere had fallen over the three of them. It all felt . . . what? Sacrilegious? Disrespectful? Like hiking through a tomb? It was easy to see where the rumors came from. The air of the desert was thick with ghosts.
A few miles on they reached the center of the ruin. At least, it must have been somewhere around there: the rubble rose and gathered at either side of a vast, dust-dry trench, the corpse of an old river. A river you could live off, a river you could worship. Every last drop of it, gone.
Nylophon wanted to get away, but the sun was hurrying under the horizon fast, and nights under those cloudless skies could be brutal. They made camp in an airy maze of broken brickwork and snatches of buried floor, building a bed for the fire from a circle of fallen roof tiles. Again, there was a feeling of profanity. But they had no other material.
“How like the Nivelans to find this place and never tell a soul,” Aleya said. It had taken a while, but the atmosphere was getting to her too. She was speaking too loud to try and fill the silence. “How like them!”
Nylophon wasn’t faring much better. He kept muttering to himself in his own tongue, glaring into dark corners as if a spirit might leap out at any moment.
They gathered together in a huddle. Luckily they’d thought to pack some extra wood, as there was nothing around there to burn except for shriveling little bugs. Nylophon normally wrapped himself up in his cloak and lay down a yard or two from the fire, but he stayed closer to the two of them that night.
“Do you know where this is?” Kirby asked, turning to Aleya. “Where it was?”
“Hard to say. The ruins are so large.” She paused for a long moment. “There shouldn’t be a city here. We’d know about it. Something this big couldn’t be forgotten.”
“Even you mighty Ashalites don’t know everything,” said Nylophon. “Make your peace with it.”
As the evening wore on, they noticed it. One by one. There was a light glowing somewhere in that maze of old ruin. What they could see was not the source of the light itself, but the light as reflected on some adjoining wall, pale as moonlight, but flat and even. Convulsing in place. There was no smoke and no sounds of voices.
A lizard mounted a broken pillar between Kirby and the glowing wall. It froze there, a frantic speck of life haloed in light, then scurried onward.
For a long while they all watched it together. Waiting to see if it would change, mutate, grow somehow into a threat. Nothing happened. Just silent, eerie flickering.
“I guess we should go see what that is,” said Aleya eventually.
“Yeah,” Kirby replied.
“Or we could just ignore it and try to sleep,” she countered.
“Yeah.”
“But it might be dangerous.”
“Could be.”
“What about your witchcraft?” Nylophon asked, looking at Aleya. “You can do something, right? Disarm whatever is doing that?” He nodded to the light. “Or kill it? Or at least turn it off?” He shifted a little in place, pulling his cloak closer. “It’s unsettling me.”
Aleya stood up. “Let’s go say hello to the ghosts, shall we?”
Kirby followed without a word, and it took a few seconds of sitting alone for Nylophon to scramble up after them.
The light became no less strange as they got closer. They rounded the corner, stepping into the remains of some vast corridor. On one wall—the source of the flickering—leaned a vast, broken tablet, almost a story tall. It was a work of decorative wall art, and it was moving, all aflame.
People. That’s what they were, mostly. A few plants and animals and sweet little adornments. But people were at the center of the thing. Dozens and dozens of them, each about a foot high. Some had matching beards and curved hats that gave them the look of a crescent moon. Some wore fish-scale gowns and star-crusted headpieces. Many more just had shawls. Tunics. Workday clothes. Their eyes were open, their expressions unreadable. They had bold staring eyes, like the moon that had so startled her before, their irises detailed in pinprick finery. What were they doing? Just people things. Tilling stone fields with stone tools. Throwing stone spears at snarling stone beasts. Raising stone offerings above stone heads. The movements were slow and semi-uniform and always drawn in profile, close in step but not quite the same, like stalks of grass bowing under the wind. Some scenes were isolated from the rest. In one corner, a skinny dog with a curling tail barked at nothing. In another, a lavish banquet ended in a sudden cliff’s edge where the slab had cracked and fallen away. And they were slow. Tree-sap slow, running-in-a-dream slow.
“I don’t understand,” Aleya said. She’d said that several times already as she paced around the slab, studying it from every angle. “Who are they? How could they . . . ?”
Kirby didn’t respond; her attention was fixed on a pair of dancers in the upper corner of the tablet. They could have been any gender or no gender at all, dancing for joy or as an act of worship or some melting together of both. They pulled together nose to nose, then split apart, arms flung wide. Because it was all so slow, it was easier for her to see the imperfections. When the figure on the right stepped back its tiny chest rose and fell, panting with the effort. As the figures came back together the one on the left overstepped a touch and was forced to nudge its foot back. Unlike many of the figures on the slab, they didn’t look outward, out of the stone. They only had eyes for each other.
“This isn’t right. It shouldn’t work.” Aleya was murmuring to herself. She sounded possessed. “I just don’t understand.” She looked back up at the tablet. “I . . .” A whisper. Just a slight, faint whisper. “I know that face.”
Kirby looked up. She tried to pick out which of the many figures Aleya meant. There was no way to tell.
“I know her,” she said again, insistent. “How do I know her? I swear . . .”
The tablets gave no answer.
They were slow, and their slowness suggested a lost speed. As if, year on year, the power had faded, and some day in the distant future they would all fall still.
On and on in their happy silence the people of the dead city plowed and built and ate and sang and spun each other by the hands. And all around them, miles in every direction, the bone-littered rubble bore witness.



Nylophon
WHEN THE OTHERS went back to their camp, Nylophon only nodded and said he would follow them soon. Once they were gone he stood before the slab as if he’d been nailed there. Staring up.
It was all frivolity, that moving wall of life. Half of the people depicted weren’t even doing anything useful. They were dancing and eating and lounging around. So it was a double kind of pointless; a distraction created in honor of distraction itself. It served nothing. But the longer he stood there, the stranger he felt, and the more the tears prickled up against the back of his eyes.
The same words over and over again appeared inside his mind: I should not have lived to see such a thing.
He knew he should have died already, in the ocean, in the mountains, in the forest, in his very first battle, falling in Nachi’s place. And yet there he was. Alone and breathing, bathed in light.



Kirby
THEY COULDN’T GO to sleep after that. Somehow it just wasn’t possible. Aleya had this dazzle over her. In the space of a moment her whole world had grown at once more frightening, mysterious and beguiling, and somehow, also, beautiful. Kirby knew the feeling well. She’d felt it ever since the day they met.
They found a place out of sight, just the two of them, a lofty place, where the pale foundations of the city looked like one of those flowers that blooms only in the moonlight.
The sand and the stars. Aleya’s arm soft against her own. A curl of hair in the hollow of her cheek.
Years on, after everything else was over, it was that moment that would linger longest in her mind. She’d forget so much, but somehow remember that. Long after everything else slipped away, she’d remember.



Aleya
“SO YOU TWO are lovers now, is it?”
Kirby nearly choked on her breakfast.
Nylophon posed the question quite casually, while strapping on his sandals. Aleya folded her arms and braced herself for him to say more. But he only fiddled with the shoe straps, wearing a mild expression that simmered her blood.
“What?” she demanded at last. “No lecture? No treatise on morality?”
He shrugged. “I was just curious.”
Aleya made a gesture of appeal to the heavens. “Oh, joy and wonder. So he’s a raging bigot in every possible way but a friend to the homosexuals.”
Kirby still said nothing. It was amazing how red she could go—all the way to the ears—but later, when they were back on the road, she whispered to Aleya, “Don’t you think he seems sad?”
Since breaking that camp in the morning Nylophon been walking a half-dozen yards ahead of them with his shoulders slumped, looking for all the world like a kicked puppy. Aleya wrestled her eyes back from rolling out of her skull.
“Boo hoo,” she muttered. “So he’s not getting laid. That is not our problem.”
“Maybe he’s . . . I dunno.” Kirby had her eyes fixed on the back of his curly head. “Thinking over some past heartbreak.”
Aleya could tell she wanted to cheer him up, was practically straining to go and give him some comfort. “Fine,” she said, releasing her with a throwaway gesture. “But if he doesn’t behave himself I reserve the right to kill him.”
Kirby pulled her down by the hand and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you.”
“It’s fine,” Aleya said, flushing. “Go.”
And so she did, trotting along the path and calling out Nylophon’s name. Aleya slowed her steps to give them extra space. She’d long ago given up on seeing Nylophon as a danger. No, these days he was just a nuisance. But having him around seemed to make Kirby happy, and her cheek still burned from the kiss, as did the rest of her, so . . .
So, so, so. It had been like that for a while now. Every morning the sun rose and seduced her with its promise. She’d become a priestess of the moment, a worshipper of the new day, and already her thoughts were straying southward, to the evening—
Groaning shins brought her thoughts back from the reverie. The Nivelan highway was cutting a steep switchblade path up the side of a chalky hill, raising them slowly out of the great dust basin that cradled the ruins. Normally Aleya would have had no problem on the climb, but after the last few days of desert walking she had precious little energy to call upon. The waterskins were all empty and the food supplies were just about dry. There was a reason people had abandoned that place, that corpse of a city. When the river went dry it took everything with it. That city, so pregnant with ghosts. She still couldn’t identify the face she’d seen on the wall, but it felt close somehow, just a breath away. If only—
A cry came from up ahead. Kirby’s voice. Raised enough to catch on the wind. Panic broke over and flooded Aleya’s mind. All the exhaustion was gone and she sprinted up the hill hard enough to spike pain in her arrow wound. It was two voices. Kirby and Nylophon both yelling. Attacked together, or in a fight? She had her knife in her hand and not so much as a tremor in her heart at the thought of sticking that blade in the Carthic boy’s neck. Pain, thudding in her legs and slicing into her side. But she was just a few steps away from the hilltop.
Aleya stopped.
Kirby and Nylophon were whooping and hugging one another, screaming pure evaporated triumph into the air. In the distance, laying over the flatlands like the silver-skinned leviathan serpents of myth, speckled with boats, flanked by wheat fields, ashimmer with life, was their goal: the great River Biylu, resplendent as ever.



You
PASSED THROUGH THAT place too, by the way. The old city. The ruin where the carvings dance. Your priest-engineers couldn’t find any use for that strange unrooted power, and the sight of it unsettled you, so you had your people destroy it. They took hammers to wall reliefs. Crushed pottery underfoot. Burned what little remained that was burnable and chucked dirt and tar over the rest. By the time you were done there was a lot less light flickering in the desert after dark.
But a little something escaped your notice. A little something always does.



Aleya
IT BEGAN THE same way it always did in her nightmares. A sinister feeling on the edge of her vision and a single face framed in the crowd, turned toward her while all the others looked away. High cheekbones and a curling mustache. Coastal features. Hooded—well, half the people in the market were hooded, because the midday sun in Ur took no prisoners. He could have been anyone. But he knew her. She knew he knew her, just from the tenor of his gaze.
On instinct she met his eyes and held them level for a moment. Her whole insides were coiled and ready for whatever came next, but nothing happened. The man returned to what he’d been doing (haggling with a baker) and the market, held suspended for a moment, came back to life around her: the shouts of the vendors and the braying of animals and the color and the scents and everything. It was only Aleya who remained frozen. Her blood was liquid dread.
She didn’t bother knocking when she made it home. She burst into their room and began throwing their meager possessions together in a bag, startling Kirby, who was sitting on their bed darning a sock. “We need to go,” she said.
Kirby lowered the needle. “Now?”
“Yesterday would have been better. But failing that, yes, now.”
For almost a fortnight they’d been in the riverside city of Gi-Huber, gathering energy, and more importantly money, for the next leg of the trip. They were back in the civilized world now, back in the land of coin. From here on out everything would be costly—going upriver to Sanasar, and catching a ride to Palgaro, and all the supplies along the way.
So they’d busied themselves. Aleya had offered her help to some laborers building an old storehouse near the city center. Mud brick was forever falling away, so there was always work for those in the maintenance trade. They owed the room to Kirby, who’d somehow talked herself into a job in the beer hall on the lower floors. It was a low-ceilinged, pillow-strewn den that stank like the day after a wedding. Kirby’d lug the jugs around and stumble through the two or three phrases Aleya had taught her in the local tongue, and the customers (moneyed locals, for the most part) would almost piss themselves with laughter. She was more a talking parrot than a server. But they threw thin little coins at her between fits of hysterics, which she took care to gather up from the floor at the end of every night.
Nylophon was no help. Too proud to take on any menial jobs and too anxious to figure out anything more complex, he really had no skills other than fighting, and this was a land of long and sleepy peace with no use for a hired blade. Since they arrived in Gi-Huber he’d mostly just slept and eaten on the floor of the little riverside inn. It was, Aleya felt, more like having a cat than a travel companion. A brutish, misogynistic cat.
But when he went out wandering, and it was just the two of them—well, it was good to have a bed again. It had been far too long.
That was the problem though. The comfort, the normality. Gi-Huber was infused with the loveliness of the marshes. They had feather-soft reed mats and painted reed walls and thick woven reed baskets strong enough for hauling rubble, fragrant oven pits full of bread and clay-baked fish for sale on every corner, and the constant motion of the river trade with hauliers and hawkers and hand wagons careening past. After the countless nights on the road it felt like a corner of heaven. Aleya had allowed herself to be lulled by it, this nice little domestic delusion, this intoxicating routine, this regular pleasure that felt almost normal. And in doing so she’d forgotten that cities held their own dangers. Cities in Ur specifically.
“What’s happening?” The question came from Nylophon, sitting up from his bundle on the floor, bleary-eyed with his curls mussed around.
“I’ve been recognized.” Aleya dropped to her knees to yank the sheathed hunting knife from beneath the bed. “That might not have been the first time either. We have to—Damn it, where’s my shirt? We have to go.”
Nylophon’s head swiveled as he watched her rush about the room. A smirk crept onto his lips. “Are you being followed, witch? Trouble with the law?”
“None of your fucking business,” she snapped. “Get ready to go or we’ll leave you behind, you ass.”
“Aleya.” Kirby was looking at her with open concern. “Why don’t we take a deep breath and—”
“Later.” She paused at last, to kiss her. “I’ll explain properly, I promise. But first. My shirt.”
Kirby screwed her mouth up for a moment, then relented. “I washed it. It’s drying outside.”
“Great.” Her gaze pinged back to the cot. “Nylophon. Up. You ass.”
• • •
Aleya had long loved the scent of the ocean. The scent of the river was a murky facsimile: thicker, more soupy, salt swapped out for mildew. But there were headier perfumes to inhale down at the docks of Gi-Huber. Spices and fine things traveled all year long through the arteries of the continent, spilling out and dissolving in the guts of the sea, and they piled up in the air wherever the boats gathered, strong enough to spin her head.
There were two directions to pick from only—upriver and down. They needed to go down, for which Aleya thanked the grace of Heaven, because paddling against the current cost extra.
It didn’t take long to find a passenger barge that could take them. It was an amazingly harmless looking thing, a pudgy reed raft with huge curved edges and a prow modeled as—well, if Aleya had to guess she’d say it was supposed to be an eagle, but time and weather had worn off the fierceness, so they appeared to be boarding a giant floating pillow with a pigeon at the helm. Perfect, she thought. Just get us the hell out of here.
The ferrymen were a stoic pair, dipping their long, smooth oars into the glass-clear Biylu and pushing the craft on without so much as a grunt. As they left the shore Nylophon alternated between anxious glances back to land and anxious glances down at the base of the boat, where unseen currents slapped and caressed the skin-thin hull. Clearly he didn’t trust Urean craftsmanship. The journey cost them per person per day, and Aleya resented every penny she’d palmed out for the soldier’s passage. He’ll get tired of following us soon, she thought. He has to.
They were among about a half-dozen passengers, including a bearded man with sleepless eyes, and—to Kirby’s irrepressible delight—a baby, sheltered in the folds of the man’s cloak. She rushed to fuss over the child, who blinked and gurgled wetly and kicked his sock-clad feet and yanked on her braids as she greeted him in her own style of babbling baby-Bernic. After a few minutes of this the man handed the baby over to her with an exhausted smile, and said to Aleya in Urean, “Tell her she can have him as long as she likes.”
Then he leaned back on the curved edge of the raft and fell asleep.
Kirby scooched closer, hoisting the baby up on her lap. “Want to say hello?” she asked.
“Uh, sure.” Aleya leaned in closer. He smelled like goat’s milk and perfumed bile. The small toothless mouth hung up like a tent flap and the eyes, huge shimmering droplets that went a little crusty at the corners, were all full of her. She frowned. “He’s staring holes into me.”
“He must be amazed at your beauty, eh?”
She tilted her head left and right. The eyes stayed glued to her.
“What about you, Nylophon?” Kirby looked over to the soldier. “Want to say hello?”
Nylophon was feigning disinterest, but even Aleya noticed how his eyes kept darting back to the baby. He shook his head and muttered something under his breath about women’s work. Kirby propped the baby upright, loosing a little dribble onto her fingers. “Want to hold him?”
Nylophon’s distaste turned to alarm: “Hold?” he spluttered. “How? I can’t—”
“It’s easy, see?” she said, demonstrating. “Just keep his head upright like that. And don’t let go obviously. Go on, just try it.”
Before Aleya could make any comments about handing a stranger’s baby over to a Carthic soldier, she’d deposited the little living bundle into Nylophon’s arms. The baby looked happy enough, though Nylophon was so stiff you’d have thought he was holding a bundle of glass daggers. A passing current jostled the raft and he readjusted himself in a panic, moving to keep the head upright like he’d been instructed. The baby stretched out, kicking a little against the crook of his elbow, but quickly settled down again.
Nylophon cleared his throat. “Heavier than I’d have guessed,” he said.
“You’re a natural,” said Kirby.
“Empty flattery.” Nylophon waved a hand to the child, who reached out and snatched on tight to his pinkie finger. A sudden, booming laugh came out of Nylophon. “Gods of our fathers, what a grip!” he exclaimed. “He could be a master swordsman!” Aleya was startled. She’d never heard him laugh like that. “A few years on and he’ll be a mighty challenge,” he said. “Grow up strong for your father, yes? Won’t you?” 
The baby grunted, yanking away at the finger.
“He’s listening.” Nylophon glanced up at them eagerly. “Did you see that? He heard me. Too smart for a swordsman. A general, I think. He must be.” 
“How about a life of peace?” asked Aleya. “You think he’s got enough brains for that?”
For once, Nylophon didn’t even notice the barb. The baby had picked up on his mood and started giggling, which made Nylophon happier, throwing up shadow-puppet hands and tickling him on the edge of the nose. “Did you hear that?” he whispered. “Yes, master general? Are you listening?”
The little general cooed like a dove, and writhed about.
“So much for women’s work, huh?” Aleya muttered, giving Kirby a nudge.
But Kirby didn’t respond. She’d turned her face away, out toward the riverbank, and only when she glanced back did Aleya realize she’d burst into tears.
• • •
Summer was moving into the marshes of central Ur like a newlywed wife in a grand family home. Day by day she made subtle adjustments, marking the place as her own. There was the heat, of course, and the ice-bath nights that followed. Flowers died, crops blossomed. The river rose, and the farmland on either side of Biylu became an endless mirror-meadow, a sky farm, harvesting clouds by the square mile. Farmers waded about with their cotton trousers hoisted up above the knees, singing hymns to summon the rising waters: Come home, sweet water. Settle down, sweet water. Come home, come home, come home.
Aleya wondered idly if the Nivelans had ever got their hands on that power. Were there idols and effigies made to the god of the rising river? Did any of the farmers whittle an image of the deluge? If not, they were safe. Even the Nivelans couldn’t capture a song.
Her thoughts often meandered back to that dancing woman in the ruins. She still couldn’t figure out what had bothered her about the portrait, but that didn’t stop her from trying. It was like a locked puzzle box in the center of her mind. She would prod and poke and examine the thing from all angles, never quite able to coax it open. The frustration would have driven her younger self berserk. But Aleya was content to let the mystery sit. For now, at least.
So onward and downward they traveled. Days of peace swatting flies on the water, nights of peace on the land, where the travelers and the cargo-hauliers sat around a communal fire to talk and eat the dusk hours away. Gradually, through the slow and tedious hours, Aleya let herself relax again. Gi-Huber had been the problem, she decided. Far too cosmopolitan, far too Ashalite. The similarities to home had made her paranoid. Now she was on the road and on her Calling again, and Ash and its politics and her squabbling family receded to a safe distance. In fact, almost everything seemed far away at that time. She and Kirby never spoke about futures beyond the next day or, at a stretch, the day after next. It was an unspoken rule between them that they only broke once. Kirby had been in a quiet kind of daze and didn’t notice she was in the oarsman’s way until Aleya snapped her fingers below her nose. “Kirby. Move.”
She startled, shifted up at once. “Sorry.” She gave Aleya a funny look, and said, “I was just daydreaming. About you coming home.”
“Back to Ash?”
“No, my home. Back to Wall’s End.”
Aleya grimaced. “Quite the dream.”
“That’d be nice, wouldn’t it? Having you there. You could meet my friends. My aunties, my elders. You could meet my ma.”
“It would be nice if it were possible. You know it’s not.”
“Right. I know.” Kirby made herself smile. “It was just a dream.”
She didn’t mention it again. But that exchange lingered in the back of Aleya’s mind. It was a splinter that sank deep and didn’t heal.
• • •
It was an unusually hectic night in the riverside camp. They’d crossed paths with a merchant fleet coming upriver from Sanasar, huge sleek vessels that crowded the Biylu from end to end to the very visible irritation of the two ferrymen. The disruption continued on land, where each merchant had a tent the size of a small house and an army of panicked servants to attend to it, buying out all the food stalls and draining all the fresh water. The barge crew was shunted over to a sad patch of land far from the shore.
After the evening meal, Kirby and Nylophon sought out a flat arena and started playing “chuckstick,” an inscrutable Bernic game with a mile-long list of rules that, as far as Aleya could tell, boiled down to knocking bits of kindling over with other bits of kindling and running around in circles and whooping. The kind of thing you had to resort to with long winters and no public theater.
Kirby had spent several nights training Nylophon in the finer arts of chuckstick, the latest in her ongoing attempts to tame the Carthe out of him. Was it working? Hard to say. He seemed to like running in circles, at least. Sometimes their fellow travelers joined in with the games, but there was a blanket of exhaustion over the river riders tonight. The folks who weren’t already splayed out on bedrolls were hunched over and drowsy-eyed.
The merchants’ camp by contrast was one great revel, obnoxious laughter and music and multiple bonfires and what smelled like a roasting calf. Every now and then someone from that camp would stumble over to theirs looking for a quiet place to piss, and Aleya had the pleasure of telling them to fuck off and let the regular people rest. She made a game of it, figuring out where they hailed from based on the cut of their fine clothes, then dismissing them in the appropriate language.
The game of chuckstick came to an end, but Aleya waved off Kirby’s offer to come and sleep. She felt restless and irritable and couldn’t say why. Maybe my bloods are coming, she thought. Maybe it’s the moon.
But no. It was a full moon that typically foretold madness, and tonight it had thinned to just a sickle in the sky—the same as Aleya’s first night in Bern, all those moons ago.
Footsteps from the merchants’ camp. Aleya glanced up. The latest visitor was more ambiguous than the others. He wore a long draping cloak that could’ve come from anywhere in Ur, knee-high boots in the east-coast fashion and a tattered rag of a scarf pulled up about the chin. Long curtains of dark hair framed his face. Before she could decide on a language to berate him in, the man held up a hand, and said in Nivelan, “Please. Can I sit? I need a break from the party.”
A hoarse but well-educated voice. One of the merchants probably. “Why not rest in your tent?” she asked. “I’m sure it’s more comfortable.”
His cloak moved in the motion of a tired shrug. “Canvas doesn’t do much to smother all the noise. Besides, I heard a rumor that there was a lovely young woman over here who can swear at people in seven different tongues.”
Despite herself, Aleya smiled. “Eight, soon. I’m working on my Bernic.”
“How interesting.” He settled down before the fire with an old man’s grunt and tugged the scarf below his chin. “Ah. That’s a good little fire.”
It was the goatee that gave him away. Rough and overgrown where it had once been neat as a pin. But she knew it. And by that, she knew him.
“Eshmer,” she said.
Her uncle regarded her sadly. “Hello, Aleya.”
Without turning her eyes from Eshmer’s, she tried to cast her awareness out, listening for bodies sneaking in the marshes, trying to sense the creak of a drawn bowstring. Nothing. Disbelieving, she asked, “Are you alone?”
“I have some attendants,” he said. “They’re not here.”
They’d switched to Ashalite. It had been a while. Tthe language of home tasted strange on her tongue.
“Where are they?” she asked.
“Sleeping in my tent.”
“How many?”
“Two only.”
“Are they armed?”
“Of course.”
“Are you armed?”
Eshmer raised his hands—scarred and unscarred palms. The folds of the cloak fell open, showing no sword or scabbard, or even so much as a breastplate. Just a sweat-stained shirt. “Defenseless,” he said.
It put a dent in her fear, but only a slight one. It was dizzying. Both to see him, and to see him so reduced. He looked a decade older than he had at Irtu’s banquet. She wondered, briefly, if she was dreaming. Couldn’t she think of something better to dream about than him?
Eshmer held his hands to the fire and let out a sigh. Over in the merchants’ camp, the pipes and lutes and goatskin drums fed music into the vast stomach of the night. Close by there were only the sounds of people sleeping. Troubled fabric. Mournful sighs.
“How is Burana?” she asked at last.
“Still alive, if that’s what you mean.” Aleya gave him a look and Eshmer added, “She’s being well looked after. I promise.”
“As if I’d believe—” Calmer. Calmer. She gripped her knees and wished Kirby was beside her. “Do you have any proof of that?”
“You’ll have to take my word for it.”
“And just what is your word worth to me, uncle?” His face went grave. “Why are you here? How did you even find me? Tell the truth, or I swear in the name of Heaven—”
“Constant, restless searching is how I found you,” he said. “I’ve been on the road for . . . maybe two months.”
As absurd as it was—as little sense as it made to her own reality—Aleya could believe it. He looked like a man who’d been long since torn from the comforts of palace life. The fact she’d mistaken him for any other traveler was enough testament to that.
“As for the why . . .” Eshmer held up a finger. “One reason.”
She folded her arms. “Go on.”
“To talk.”
“That’s all?”
“That’s all.”
“You spent two months on the road so we could talk?”
“An honest conversation,” he clarified. “Without all the niceties and pretty words.”
“Honest? Okay.” She chewed her cheek for a moment, sizing him up. “Jarra-Undur. You tricked me. Why?”
“I wasn’t responsible for that deception.”
She scoffed. “Now uncle, I thought we were being—”
“It was Irtu.”
“Ah.” Now that gave her pause. Eshmer was capable of a lot, but throwing his son to the lions? “How do you know it was him?”
“He told me himself. He thought I’d be . . .” His lip curled in revulsion. “Pleased.”
“Weren’t you?”
Now it was his turn to give her a look. “Oh please, Aleya. You think I’d stoop to that? Heaven’s mercy, I know we have our differences, but that is too much.”
“Horseshit!” she burst out. Remembering the sleepers nearby, she dropped to a furious, tumbling whisper: “Horseshit, Eshmer. You’re playing innocent now? You—You’ve never backed me for a moment. You tried to sabotage my combat trial, you were going to let me die—”
“Die?” he spat back, outraged.
“Weren’t you?”
“Be serious, Aleya. I wanted you to lose, I never would have let you get hurt.”
Again, “Horseshit.”
He leaned forward, his eyes flickering in the fire. “How dare you accuse me of such a thing. You . . . you . . .” The anger melted. “You think so little of me?” he asked. “All this time, you’ve seen me that way?”
For a moment she was thrown. No, she thought. Resist. It’s another trick. “Don’t you dare try and make me feel guilty.”
“I want you to have a long and happy life.”
“Pshh—”
“—Off the throne.”
“Aha!” Again, too loud. Somebody murmured in the shadows beyond the fire. “You admit it. Just because I’ve got a little bit of foreign blood—”
“No.” Eshmer slapped a hand to his knee. “Will you listen to me for once in your damned life?”
It worked. She faltered.
“You really think this is all because of your mother?” he went on. “None of that would matter if you knew how to behave. Aleya, you have a terrible attitude. You’re rude. You’re brash. You’re convinced you’re right about everything. And worst of all, you have no decorum. It’s one thing to win over the populace, but what about the nobles? What about the Council of Elders? I can see the contempt you have for them, you don’t even bother to hide it.”
“They deserve my contempt.”
“Of course they do, Aleya. You think Burana likes those old fools? She can’t stand them any more than you can, but they’re still the Council. Anything they can’t vote down they can buy off. You come to the throne and spike their taxes and cut off all their precious privileges and who knows what else, then someone loses patience and poisons your wine, and the next thing you know, my only brother’s only child is dead.”
He stopped suddenly and drew a long, shuddering breath through his teeth. The conversation he’d walked across the earth for seemed to be draining the life out of him. His sand-blown cheeks were flushed almost pink.
He resumed again, in a more measured tone. “There are other options than becoming the least popular monarch in the history of Ash, you know. The city guard, for instance—”
“So a fate worse than death, is it?”
A weak chuckle came out of him. Aleya laughed, too. To think there was a time when that dullard’s job was her biggest problem. Over in the merchants’ camp the pipes were becoming woozy, the drums arrhythmic. The evening had almost worn itself out.
Eshmer got up. For a moment she thought he’d simply walk off, but something even more surreal occurred: he lowered himself down to one knee. “I swear it before the Queen of Heaven,” he said. “On the sun, the moon, the stars. I swear it on the life of my wife and the life of my idiot son. I’m not your enemy. I never was.”
Aleya swallowed. “Fine,” she said. “I believe you.”
“Thank you.” He spoke with real relief.
The fire began to wilt and splutter. Aleya got up and hunted around for more kindling, glad for a diversion. Eshmer took a seat again. That air of courtly formality was all gone and he’d become an old man again. “I’d offer to help,” he said, “but you know, Callings have rules, no aid from the family . . .”
“Har har.” She fetched the three peeled logs they’d been using for chuckstick and balanced them over the fire, blowing gently, coaxing the wood to a healthy crackle. “You know what I’m seeking, don’t you?”
“Yes. When Burana told me I nearly slapped her. But . . .” A weary shrug. “She’s right about one thing. Stealing back the Left Hand of Heaven would make a great story. Hell, getting blown across the Apse will only add to the myth.”
“Hm. Maybe.”
“Speaking of . . .” A sly tilt of the head. “Who’s that foreigner you’re traveling with?”
“He’s a Carthic runaway.”
“You know that’s not who I mean.”
“She’s just a friend.”
He peered at her for a long time. “No,” he declared at last. “I don’t think she is.”
“Excuse me?”
“You smile when you lie, you know. You get that from your mother.”
Aleya started. “You knew my mother?”
“Of course I did.”
Still fussing with the fire though the wood had long since caught, and keeping an effort to make her voice casual, she asked: “Oh yes? What was she like?”
“Quite the woman. Tough. Smart. Resolved. Nothing like your father, except that she too was a fool for love.”
“Makes sense. He died of a broken heart, huh?”
His tone turned scornful. “Don’t tell me you believe that old wives’ tale.”
She didn’t reply. Her mind was blank. Gentler, he added: “It was a heart attack. Not quite the same thing. Believe me Aleya, he’d have given anything to watch you grow up.”
There was nothing she could say to that. Nothing she wouldn’t choke on, anyway. Aleya stood and tilted her face up to the sky. The stars were shimmering. She pressed her fingertips against her eyes and felt like a fool.
Eshmer waited in polite silence for the tears to pass.
“I am seeing this through,” she said, with as much dignity as she could muster, though she was still sniffling. “Please, please, don’t try to talk me into coming back, uncle, for the love of Heaven. I’ve been through so much already, you can’t possibly imagine—”
But Eshmer shook his head. “You misunderstand. I’m not here to bring you home.”
“. . . What?”
“Ash has had some troubles since you left,” he said with a rueful smile. “There was a riot in the outer city. Water prices. We got it under control in the end, but a half-dozen people died. It all happened just as you said it would.”
Aleya said nothing. For once she took no pleasure in getting it right.
“After the riots, I began thinking,” he went on. “About the city. About where we are now and our future. I asked Irtu what he planned to do with his kingship, and all he had for me were pretty words. None of your fire. So I thought some more. I prayed on it. I searched the sky for omens. Then Irtu told me what he’d done and I knew for sure.”
She was almost scared to ask: “You think I can rule?”
“You must.” He grimaced. “As your uncle I want to keep you safe. But the city comes first. This is what’s best for Ash.”
What’s best for Ash, huh? Aleya moved around to the edge of the fire, settling back down to face Eshmer again. She felt unmoored.
When she’d lived every day inside its walls, the city felt undefeatable. No, it felt inevitable. It was as much a fact of reality as the sea and the sky. But somehow out here it had shrunk down to a single word. An idea. Ash. Real for as long as people believed in it, and not a moment longer.
“The Hands of Heaven were forged in Ash.” Aleya was speaking to the flames. “They were, weren’t they?”
Eshmer glanced up, puzzled. “Yes. Everyone knows that.”
“But what if we stole them?” she cut in urgently. “Or traded them, or inherited them from someone else? What if the history goes deeper than we thought? And what if the gods . . .”
Eshmer pursed his lips. She thought he would scold her—this was practically blasphemy—but he only tilted his head and asked: “Do you have a theory, Aleya?”
Aleya paused. She couldn’t put it into words. “Not a theory,” she said. “Just a feeling.”
“Hmm.” He pinched at the finer strands of his tattered beard. “I have only ever infused an idol once. What I remember most was the smell when the magic finally caught. I remember thinking, So that’s the smell of God. And you know what it was?”
“What?”
“Sweat. A woman’s sweat.”
It was back on her mind again. That figure of a woman, dancing in the night.
Eshmer leaned back. “Ah, maybe I imagined it. Who knows.”
That “who knows” had a wistful quality. Wistfulness wasn’t something she’d ever associated with Eshmer.
Aleya knew she’d changed on her Calling. Maybe it was the same for her uncle. Maybe he too was not quite the man he’d been when he’d stepped out under the Dove Gate.
“If you find out, let me know,” he said. “I’ll be praying for you, Aleya. We all will.”
Then he heaved himself to his feet and made his way back toward the little city of tents and revels from whence he’d come.
• • •
“Who was that?” Kirby murmured, half asleep, when she lay down beside her.
“A friend,” said Aleya. “I think.”
“That’s nice . . .”
In a moment she was snoring again. But still Aleya stayed up, musing over the conversation, running it through her mind like the steps of a dance. My only brother’s only child. A heart attack. What’s best for Ash.
And as she finally started to slip off, and her mind drifted outside the bounds of reason, she remembered again that face she’d seen, dancing in a panel on the wall.
• • •
By the time she woke up the merchants had packed up and slipped away. The land between them and the river was swept, clear and bare. Were it not for the scorch marks where the bonfires had burned, they might have never been there at all.



You
HAVE NO ENEMY but time. Your seventieth birthday has come and gone and your body, quietly treasonous for many a year, is rising into full rebellion. You have no partner, no children, and no friends save for a baby crow you’ve been rearing in your private mews. The crow eats steak and lamb and honey-dipped fruits, and occasionally parts of your fingers. Oh well. Love is pain.
With paternal tenderness and acrobatic delicacy, your advisers raise the question of succession. It’s hardly worth thinking about, honored Worldlord, one must consider the future . . .
Yes. You quite agree. One by one, from every outpost and occupied territory, you begin to withdraw your troops back to Palgaro, inviting the finest and most high-ranking to return to the city itself. The assemblymen are baffled. What if rebellion breaks loose in the provinces? No fear of that, you counter—nobody has dared to raise a hand against you since the sack of Balt.
Is the city in danger? Of course not.
Have the troops shown signs of mutiny? Nowhere. They are loyal to a fault.
None of your entourage has the courage to directly ask why? And you don’t waste any breath explaining yourself. As for the soldiers themselves, they return gladly. You’ve promised them homes, pastureland, generous payouts, early retirement—everything a working soldier dreams of. Unlike your advisers, they do not pester you with questions. Their trust in you is unkillable.
Each returned division is received with a parade. The partying goes on for weeks, wave after wave of soldiers from all corners of the map ride in slow, grinning procession through the streets. You watch them arrive from your private balcony, throwing your hand up in an occasional salute as they point and bow and cheer, keeping the other clasped around a cup of wine. From this distance they cannot see how frail you’ve become.
Behind you, upright on a shrouded altar, Iona lies in wait.



Kirby
WHEN ALEYA SPOKE about cities—when she described Kuba and Jarra-Undur and, wistfully, Ash—it often sounded like she was describing people. She didn’t seem to notice it, but she used human language: friendly and proud, upstart and cruel. How many times had she cursed about Nivela as if the city had its own malignant will?
When they’d first come to Gi-Huber, Kirby had been too overwhelmed to pay real attention to the character of the town. She was too busy trying to survive it, clinging to Aleya’s elbow in the ruckus and wondering how there could be so many people in one place at once, and each of them with someplace different they urgently needed to be. But after a few days something of that person-ness started to emerge. Gi-Huber was, according to Aleya, young and hungry. It was a marsh city that was forever falling apart and rebuilding itself, and half the chaos in the thoroughfare was caused by construction teams clogging the roads. It was not that tall and not that grand, but it was as dense as a beehive and humming with just as much venom and sweetness. In the smaller towns in Ur people would stare curiously at Kirby and Nylophon, a pair of obvious foreigners, but nobody in Gi-Huber gave them so much as a second glance. They were too busy forming lines, treading on toes, hawking, spreading trinkets out on embroidered blankets, having a fit when a pack of children ran over the trinkets, feeding their donkeys and curling up to sleep.
Young and hungry. Yes, it fit.
So what, then, was the personality of Sanasar?
Well, it was certainly pretty. Enchantingly so. Palm-lined avenues and paved canals and enough space that people could stand back and admire each other. And they had reason to admire. There were so many colors of dye that, from above, the main thoroughfare looked like a rainbow, and the citizens, men and women alike, were so stately and glamorous that Kirby had to constantly scold herself for staring. The architects of Sanasar must have had some kind of game to see who could build the most extravagant tower, and in each quarter of the city they’d put forth their best efforts: ziggurats weeping greenery and columns of stone wound around with stairs and three-pronged temples piercing the sky with gilded antlers. The city had a guardian deity of its own, a bare-chested man with a twinkle in his eye and a full beard that was either braided with flowers or had the power to grow them. The god’s true self—his idol—was locked deep in a temple in the central square, but you could find carvings of his likeness outside the city gates and in grand archways, and some unexpectedly unglamorous corners too. At one point Kirby went to sip from a drinking fountain and found him winking at her from underneath the water, his face a shimmering mosaic of tiny tile shards.
Yes, Sanasar was pretty. But the beauty was a diversion, sand in your eyes. The city would dance with you and pick your pocket and leave you the next morning, hungover and strung-out. Half those pretty streets were closed off to travelers. Nobody ever kicked you out, but the patrols would glare at you until you made a swift exit. This was not an open city. Nor was it a safe one: two streets in and Nylophon was caught in a shouting match with a man who’d slipped a hand in his pocket. The thief yelled something, ripped his wrist free from Nylophon’s grip and pelted away.
Aleya was more than happy to translate the man’s shout: “He said, it’s not my fault you’re broke.”
Being broke was a problem, because everything in Sanasar had a price. Aleya said she had a friend at the Ashalite Embassy, but it cost them a couple of coins just to get directions, and a couple more after the first person set them on the wrong path.
Eventually they found the promised friend. She turned out to be a tall, graceful woman wearing a feathered cuirass, poised at the head of the small troop of guards outside the embassy gates. When she saw Aleya her eyes popped about an inch out of her skull. She motioned for the three of them to wait with a furious gesture, then assumed her soldierly pose again, staring at nothing.
After a while the guards were relieved, and Aleya’s friend led her troop inside the building. She emerged a while later, unarmored, with her hair down, and stormed across the square toward them. The words that came streaming out of her mouth were all unfamiliar to Kirby—Ashalite, clearly. A bright lyrical language, even when it was being used to scold someone, which was clearly what was happening here. She was absolutely livid.
“Please,” said Aleya, speaking over her, “In Nivelan, please, Ina, they can’t—”
“You pig.” She switched effortlessly. “You absolute pig. What are you trying to do to me? I almost had a stroke.”
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”
“You couldn’t send word ahead? A message? Anything? Do you know what they’re saying about you back home?”
“The usual, I imagine.”
“They’re saying you’re dead. Where the fuck have you been? I can’t—” Her voice broke and she pulled her into a hug. “Oh, Heaven. It’s so good to see you.”
“You too,” said Aleya, her voice muffled by the other woman’s shoulder.
Ina pulled back, looking her up and down. “You look well, for a corpse.”
A cough. Kirby felt a hand tugging at her sleeve. Raising his voice, Nylophon declared, “We’re going to go now.”
Ina turned to them. “No, please stay.”
“We’ll be a few hours.” He was speaking with the cadence of a particularly ungifted actor. “We have things to do. Errands.”
“Come to the Tilapia when you’re done,” said Ina, pointing to a shaded alley around the corner of the tower. “It’s just down there.”
“Yes. Goodbye.”
He marched off, pulling Kirby by the sleeve. Once they were out of earshot she yanked herself away. “What’s with you?”
“Don’t give me that impudence,” he said. “You should be thanking me.”
“Why?”
He raised his eyebrows. “You really want to hang around with Aleya and her old lover all day?”
Kirby winced. “I dunno. I don’t mind. I’d rather hang out than leave them alone, I mean . . .”
“Don’t you trust her?”
“Of course I do, it’s just—”
“Then stop complaining. Come on, I need to walk . Sitting on that boat has made my muscles weak.”
For the next hour or two they marched around the lavish streets of Sanasar, with Nylophon giving her his thoughts on the architecture (overdone) and the clothes (impractical) and the people (uppity, weak, decadently minded).
“I pity the god of this city,” he said. “It seems the only thing these people have faith in here is money.” He gestured to a lavishly dressed young man sleeping off his hangover under the awning of a bridge. “This is what happens when men grow up without even a day’s real training. I bet even you could take that limpet down in a fight.”
And on, and on. Kirby knew he was trying to be kind in his own way, keep her distracted. But her mind kept backstepping to Ina’s smile at the embassy. At last she couldn’t take it anymore. As Nylophon was explaining why the flowerbeds of the suspended gardens were a waste of good drinking water, she burst out: “Let’s go and find her. It’s getting dark.”
Nylophon heaved a sigh. “Very well.”
• • •
The Tilapia turned out to be a beer hall, marked out from the other buildings by a painted sign with a fish leaping from a stream. It was a soldiers’ den, not exactly seedy, not exactly upscale. Rows of unfinished wood benches rather than silk pillows on the floor, and hassled servers rushing about with jugs and plates of skewered meat. There was a small portrait of that same flower-bearded deity tucked on the wall behind the door, his cheeks etched to a merry blush.
Ina and Aleya were huddled together near the center of the heap, deep in some intense, multi-hour conversation, rapid Ashalite words pinging back and forth across the table. Aleya had her brow furrowed, she was nodding, looking at Ina like she was the most interesting thing in the world. Kirby was ready to make an about-turn, when Aleya spotted them and stood up, waving her arm. “Over here!”
“We’re in luck,” she said excitedly, as the two of them squeezed over. “There’s not a lot of ships running to Palgaro these days, but there’s a fleet heading eastward the day after tomorrow that’ll make a stop on the southeastern coast.”
“Day after tomorrow?” Kirby repeated. “That’s . . . so soon.”
“Isn’t it? Heaven is smiling on us at last.”
She turned back to Ina and picked up the chatter wherever they’d left it.
Kirby and Nylophon made small talk and took turns nibbling from the dried-fruit platter on the table while the two women caught up. Whenever she could, Kirby would sneak a look at Ina. She was pretty as a lynx and had a musical way of gesturing as she spoke, painting the air with a dried date before popping it into her mouth.
Aleya declared something to the table, recognized the blank looks from Kirby and Nylophon, and added in Nivelan: “I mean, I’m going to find the public room.”
“Me too,” said Nylophon, standing.
Kirby tried to give him a look that said: I don’t care if you’re about to piss yourself, don’t you dare leave us alone. But the plea went unseen.
So then it was the two of them, alone in the booming crowd.
“Kirby, was it?” Ina asked, back in Nivelan again.
“Yes. And you’re Ina.”
“I am.”
Kirby was determined not to seem as intimidated as she felt. More than beautiful, Ina seemed so—collected. Like nothing unplanned had happened to her since the day she was born. So it was startling when Ina suddenly grabbed her hand, and, squeezing it hard, whispered, “For the love of Heaven, can’t you talk her out of this?”
She gawped. “Out of what? Leaving?”
“Yes.”
Kirby was flabbergast. “We know it’s going to be dangerous.”
“Dangerous? It’s suicide.” Ina wasn’t angry so much as urgent. Terrified. The words came in a stream: “People don’t go to Palgaro anymore. Ask the sailors. If they have to spend a few nights there, they sleep on their ships, they go as soon as they can. Even they can’t explain why. Something is wrong. It’s like the whole country is sick.”
“Right, but—”
“That’s not mentioning the city. Nobody’s been inside Nivela since they shut the gates. These days people can’t even get within sight of the walls. They either turn back or they vanish.” Her grip tightened. “She has to turn back. Please. And don’t tell her it was my idea. It has to be yours. Say you’re scared. You want to stay here. Anything.”
Kirby swallowed. She looked down. She told herself not to be a coward.
“I’m not the begging kind,” said Ina. “But if you want me to get on my knees, I will.”
“It’s okay.” Gently, Kirby unpicked Ina’s fingers from around her hand. “I’m sorry. We made a promise to go together. I don’t think either of us can turn back now.”
A long pause. Then Ina let out a wistful kind of laugh, took a draft of beer, and said: “Well, I tried.” She leaned on her hand with a sad smile. “That’s all I ever seem to do with that girl. Just try and try and try.”
Kirby was struck with a double guilt: for failing to help her, and for being so cowed by her in the first place. They loved the same person. That had to count for something.
“You know, she makes me feel so stupid sometimes.”
The words seemed to blurt themselves out. Kirby felt herself going red to the ears, but Ina only waved a hand like she was swatting something, and said, “She makes everybody feel that way.”
“Right.”
“Anyway, you didn’t know her before,” she added. “She used to be worse.”
“Really?”
“Yes. Much. Always . . .” Ina paused. She tapped her foot and tossed her head impatiently, “By Heaven, how long are you going to waste my time with this? She was always like that. You know?”
Kirby laughed. It was a good likeness. “Yeah!”
“I don’t know what happened out there on the road, but,” Ina hunched back over her bowl. “She’s softer now. More curious. You know, I think she paid more attention to me this evening than she did the whole time we were together. Isn’t that tragic?”
“Um.”
“Sorry.” Another swipe of the hand. It occurred to Kirby for the first time that Ina was not completely sober. “I’m rambling like an old woman.”
“Don’t worry about it. I . . . wait.” Ina had stood up. “Are you leaving?”
“I have to,” she said. “If I hang around I’ll only beg her not to go, and she won’t forgive me for it. I’d rather leave her with better memories of me, you know? Just in case.”
Just in case. “Don’t worry about us,” Kirby said, trying to believe it. “We’ll be fine.”
Again, there was that sad little smile. “I hope so.” She patted her once on the head. “Good luck, stranger.”
With that, she slipped away into the crowd.
• • •
Nothing else of interest happened during their time in Sanasar, except Nylophon got into another fight with a pickpocket and won, and Kirby blew a few spare coins on a new pair of earrings for Aleya, who made a long speech about wasteful spending before hurrying over to the nearest fountain to check her reflection. They were a cheap approximation of the fine jewelry she’d sold in Bern: thin copper slices beaten and folded into a pair of dull-colored moons. It didn’t seem to matter.
“I guess they’ll make a lady of me yet,” Aleya said, tilting her chin side to side. “Har har.”
She was in an irrepressible good mood. Kirby played along, but inside her stomach was curdling with a new foreboding. She hadn’t told her what had happened with Ina. Just in case.
All that summer sun and still their final day in Sanasar slipped by as fast as if it were midwinter. They passed a night under a bridge on the shabby side of town, hidden from the armed nightly patrol whose exclusive job seemed to be to keep people from sleeping anywhere for free. Sanasar—a kiss on your cheek, a hand in your pocket.
Then it was morning and the enormous docks, which were like a miniature city unto themselves, and the ship and the crew in the place they’d been told to find them. For a moment Kirby had the wild, leaping hope that something would go wrong and they’d be forced to stay longer. But no, it was all too painless. They were welcomed aboard with a grunt and a nod and by noon she was watching the garden-ziggurats of Sanasar shrink into dreamy miniatures. So long, civilization. Nice knowing you.
To keep her spirits high, Kirby tried to work up a vision of a grand homecoming. She’d plant a new grove. Kneel down and pray to the Goddess of Spring. Hug her mother again. Hug her friends. Sit in the evening in the Wall’s shadow, and feel that intangible warmth of something restored.
But it was no use. The dream was all wrong, because Aleya wasn’t in it.
Kirby really, truly did believe the world was a ball. They’d spent a whole evening sitting above the docks at Sanasar, watching how the trade ships slipped hull-first over the horizon. But as they sailed on toward Palgaro, she had a sense that the earth was tipping, and that they were rolling toward some unlit, unfathomable abyss. It was an absurd, nonsensical thought, but she couldn’t shake it off: that maybe the edge of the world lay not around the edges, but at its center.



You
IONA, IONA, IONA. The Lady of Spring. Damsel of the Gorse-flower Crown. Cupbearer. Lambcuddler. At first she seemed to you a poor fit for Balt, for a city of warring clans that only coalesced into a state after centuries of violence, a people who hung sharp axes above their children’s beds and bragged about their ancestors slaying demons at the edge of the world.
But the Baltish saw no contradiction. In those harsh lands they know well enough that springtime only came after long winter. They watered her orchards with blood.
But forget Balt. She’s dead, for all intents and purposes, and will quietly collapse into an embarrassment of herself over the next century or two. Let’s return to Nivela, where life yet pulses in the streets.
Now the city is at an impasse. The soldiers are home, the guesthouses are full, the party has come to an end. The people are waiting to hear what comes next. Most assume it will be another campaign, though at this point, what’s left to conquer? A fresh push eastward? Will you send a fleet out to the edge of the Apse? Nobody’s sure, but it makes for a good topic of discussion as they all work off their great collective hangover.
At last comes the edict. You announce from your balcony that every man, woman and child inside the city must come to the Temple of Nivelus. The old and infirm must be carried, and those that refuse will be corralled by the soldiers, who now outnumber the citizens 2:1.
There is to be a sacrifice. So goes the rumor.
The crowd gathers in a disordered mass at the steps of the temple, surrounding it and massing in a swell and spilling down into the adjoining alleyways. The wealthiest—those who can pay for balcony seats in the adjoining homes, or else are hoisted up on litters above the rabble—can spot the small wooden statue set alone up on a podium. It is not Nivelus but a new idol, one they cannot recognize even among the vast pantheon of stolen gods. Once the people are in place, you summon your general and give the order: “Seal the gates.”
You have given everything to the city. It is time you were repaid.



ACT V
Where All Roads Lead



Kirby
THE WORLD WAS ending very gently in Palgaro.
The coastal city where they made landfall seemed normal enough. It rose around the docks in a great amphitheater, the stubbled buildings covered in a white plaster that made them look like lumpen molars. And in those open alleyways where the blinding white of the plaster sat right next to the clarifying blue of the sea, the world looked unusual and lovely, like a painting of a dream. But the deeper and higher they ventured into the curved streets the more they noticed how much the place was lacking the trimmings of a real city—lacking in graffiti, street cats, wailing babies and donkey shit. Everything was quiet and spotless. A clean new wall, waiting for a fresco.
They bought some supplies at a streetside stall, and the seller handed it over without even trying to haggle. As they walked away there was a scraping of hinges and a whoosh of drawn cloth. She was packing up shop. Soon after a man came by and said they needed to be clear of the city limits by sunset.
“We lock the gates when it’s dark,” he said, the travelers’ tongue rolling easy from his mouth. “You’ll want to be out of here by then.”
There was no way to tell if this was a gently worded warning or a placid kind of threat. Kirby had questions, but Aleya silenced her with a hand on the arm. “Let’s get going,” she muttered. “I’ve seen enough.”
They climbed uphill toward the gates, marching to the beat of a thousand slammed doors.
Nylophon sniffed. “You’d think we had the plague,” he said.
As soon as they stepped beyond the outer walls, unseen gears hauled the city gates closed behind them. It wasn’t even sunset yet.
This would turn out to be one of the friendlier stopovers they made in Palgaro. There were towns deeper inland where no one spoke to them at all. People handed goods over wordlessly, like back-alley dealers, and that was only if the markets themselves were open. Sometimes the gates were locked by the time they arrived, as if some lookout had seen them coming and sprinted back to warn the others. But the strangeness of the people was only a prelude, a foreshadowing, for the real problem: the all-consuming strangeness in the land.
They spotted it on the horizon first: the aberration up ahead, where all the color seemed to dissolve into the sky. It had been a long time since they’d passed a town and between the three of them they could sense something was wrong. The colorless wall came closer. Gradually, the living and the dead country melded together, until they were fully inside the wasteland that must have once been central Palgaro.
The highway cut through softly sifting heaps of gray-brown ash, giant molehills with no structure beneath, draped over with swirls of pebbly white grit like hail that fell and never melted. Small, emaciated trees sprang through and shivered in the wind. There was nothing alive that they could see except for streams of fat marching ants, and crows as big as dogs that screamed at each other in the late hours of the night.
The road was horribly exposed, but there was no other route they could take. When they tried to venture off the raised cobbles they found out the ash was just a topsoil over a depthless trench of sucking, viscous clay. Nylophon had the worst of it: the clay stained his bare skin, left strips of deeper, deader brown when he peeled his sandals off.
“Red-blooded hell,” he muttered. “This country is cursed.”
That was the only word for it: cursed. Brutally, irrevocably cursed. Whatever was going on in Palgaro made the Wither look like a joke.
Of the people still remaining in central Palgaro, they had only one glimpse. They came charging down from the east on horseback, their body rendered shapeless by armor of peeling leather and rusting steel, with a helmet so burnished as to be nearly black. It took a long time for them to close in, for each detail to become visible. The helmet had a long hooded slit along the center. Kirby thought: How can they see out that thing? And the horse: How could an animal be so fast at that size? It was huge like an ox, with a sweat-stained pelt and eyes bulging with fury. She hadn’t seen anything like it, not since that living statue of the god Krull. She heard Aleya scream at about the same moment she noticed the mace.
They all dived away; Kirby and Nylo to the left, Aleya to the right. The person—soldier? bandit?—cantered close and swung for Aleya, aiming the weapon low at an unbroken charge. But she was clear of it already, rolling through the clay.
The three of them scrambled back up and toward each other and Aleya screamed at the retreating rider: “Come try that again, you pig-fucker!”
But the pig-fucker never did. The sound of hooves on stone faded away, and the rider shrank down and down, to the size of a flea, then nothing. Galloping frantically the whole time like hell itself was on their heels.
“We must’ve scared them off,” declared Nylophon, dusting off his bare arms.
“Of course,” said Aleya. “It was spine-chilling, how quickly you dived out of the way.”
He turned on her with a scowl. “You did the exact same thing, Ashalite.”
“We’ll see who flinches first if our friend comes charging back up the road, shall we?”
“We shall.”
Even their bickering had a hollow ring to it. They were both frightened, not just by the horse rider, but that whole landscape, so anathema to life.
They came across the first fort after a half a day’s walking through the ash. It was almost identical to the one on the outskirts of Balt: same brutish, blocky exterior, same shaded inner courtyard, same doors with the bolts rusted shut. When the three of them finally had the courage to venture inside the unguarded doorway, they found a tiled well full of clean water and sacks of fresh—well, fresh enough—supplies. Grains and root vegetables and strips of salt meat. It still smelled like summer in there. Specifically, it smelled like summer in Palgaro: honey and citrus and apricot blossom.
There were more forts posted along the roadside as they ventured deeper inland. Each time they came across one they would stop and resupply, never once happening across another soul. No human soul, anyway. Once, while peering into the shimmering depths of the well, Kirby was startled by the sight of a frog, tiny enough to fit on a coin, with slim, elegant dancer’s legs. It kicked up onto the back of her hand and froze there, caught by sudden terror. Kirby didn’t dare breathe. She could feel the frog’s panicked heartbeat against her knuckles. Then it kicked off again, down into the gloom of the well. Kirby stared after it with longing. That was the greenest thing she’d seen in days.
“Someone must still be using this road,” Aleya mused, trailing her fingers through the sack of grain. “Maybe our friend on horseback.”
Kirby had another idea, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud because the thought alone made her want to sprint back to the ocean. It felt like the food was there for them somehow. Tempting them onward. Making sure they didn’t starve. Up until that moment the highway had been little more than an object to her. In a way she took comfort from it, from the consistency, and from knowing there was some distant branch behind her that reached all the way back home. But that thing under her feet was a Nivelan thing, a work of stolen magic, just like that poor raging beast in the forest and the moaning graveyard under the sea and who knew how many other horrors. Perhaps the road had a will of its own. Perhaps they had followed that will and, mile on steady mile, it had led them here, to this country. Right where it wanted them to be.
• • •
Out of a colorless plain speckled with the memory of long-dead crops, past the husks of towns and charcoaled groves, under an ill wind and a leaden sky, at the tip of that relentless road, Nivela, the City at the Centre of the World, rose like a boil from the skin of the land.
It was tall. Taller than the tallest ziggurats in Sanasar, and all bunched together, too. Great cliffs melted into spotless walls, with the mightiest extremities of the city just visible over the top of the buttress, an impossibly dense jumble of bridge-linked spires. Here and there along the outer wall a grate loosed long waterfalls from hidden canals, tumbling into a nest of streams that snaked out into the flatland.
Aleya, Kirby and Nylophon blinked at the city like prisoners beholding the sun for the first time in years.
Aleya was the first to recover.
“Right.” She folded her arms. “How do we get in?”
There was a pause while Nylophon finished praying. He opened his eyes and seemed alarmed to find the city still there. “Gods of our fathers,” he said. “It could be the moon.”
“Sewers are raised, gates are closed,” she went on, ignoring him. “There must be some other scurryway, but it’ll take a while to find it. Maybe if we get closer. Kirby?”
Kirby’s attention had caught on something. An odd shape clung to the top of one of the towers, like a growth on the trunk of a tree. A lone aberration in all the perfect marble.
“Kirby.”
“I—Right.” She nodded her head, and said with a conviction she didn’t feel. “Yes. Let’s get closer.”
Thin dust eddies kicked up by the wind moved over the flatland like passing spirits. Kirby glanced up again, looking for the strange shape. It was gone.
Their journey ended where the road did, bluntly, at the base of the city steps. The steps were massive and bare, slicing inward and upward through the body of the cliffside. At their apex lay the city gates, two slabs of stone, unadorned except for the great stamp of the city crest spread over the center: a tight fist closed around a writhing snake, with a blade-thin fault line tracing only the faintest suggestion of an opening.
The gates were closed. Naturally.
For a long moment Kirby was hypnotized by the meeting of path and city. The stone of the highway was rougher, scuffed. Boots and hooves and uneven wheels had laid their mark upon it. But the stone of the steps looked brand-new, clean and fresh as a Sanasar gown—which was a cleanliness she could recognize, now she’d been to Sanasar and admired their gowns. The steps flowed up and up and in and in. They seemed to be eternal. She remembered a place in the far west where the pitted edges of an old road ate into the marshes. It was dizzying. She took a few steps backward, and then a few more, trying and failing to fit the scale of the city into her head.
Aleya pointed to a small passageway next to the gates, tucked away at the bottom of the arch. “That’ll be for the gatekeepers,” she said. “Might be a way through, if it’s open.”
Nylophon looked doubtful. “I don’t imagine . . .”
His voice trailed away as a shadow fell over the sun. The three of them looked upward.
Someone took a knife and cut some ragged-edged hole out of the sky. And the hole was growing. And the shape was growing closer. Closer, with each beat of its wings.
Wings? she thought. Who said wings?
No, this thing didn’t flap and flutter. It stayed perfectly still. It was the air and the earth that coursed around it, invisible currents bent to the creature’s will. Bent under its strange, slender, feathered armpits. Torn away by the grasping claws.
Claws?
Kirby realized two things at once, and both of them too late. One, that the thing in the sky—the magpie? crow?—was not small and close but enormous and far away, a trick of the eye revealed as it grew rapidly closer and filled up her whole vision from wingtip to wingtip. The second was that it was aiming for her. Falling down with its talons outstretched, like it was any other bird and she was any other grub. A dim familiarity. She knew this story. It was the great eagle that carried off Signar in the old legend, Signar and the Eagle. That was it.
Oh good, Kirby thought with relief, as the monster descended. I guess this is only a dream.



Nylophon
ALEYA WAS SPRINTING for the city steps when he caught her arm. “Wait!”
He could feel his own hand trembling. It was hard to speak, harder to think. Pure adrenaline kept him upright. “Stop.”
He knew what she was running toward—that small doorway by the gate. There was a glow from inside that caught the eye like the first evening star, a light he could have sworn wasn’t there before. Inviting them in. Beckoning.
Nylo glanced overhead, but the thing with wings, the thing that made a weak parody of the word bird, was gone. And Kirby with it. It had plucked her off the ground and vanished back over the walls before any of them could even react. That sight alone was enough to make him lose his head, and he might have done, if Aleya hadn’t lost hers first.
He pulled her back from the steps. “Wait a moment.”
Aleya yanked her arm away. “Don’t you fucking touch me.”
“Very well.” He stepped back. Somehow her reaction forced a calmness out of him. As if there was a finite amount of panic and she’d taken the lot of it already. He raised his hands and said as calmly as he could: “We mustn’t go in there. It’s a trap. Let’s walk around the perimeter until we find another entrance.”
If we don’t get snatched first. Oh, burning hells. There’s nowhere to hide from that monster.
The fear, the fear. It was like a bell ringing over and over in his mind. One thing to be charging into battle and screaming another’s name. Another to look up, unarmed, into a clear summer sky, and see outstretched talons descending. His pulse just wouldn’t stop. He could hardly hear through it.
Aleya was trying to compose herself. She drew three long, deliberate breaths, then turned and said slowly, “Walking around the perimeter will take days. I don’t care if you think it’s a good idea or not. I am going into the city now.”
“Aleya—”
“No. We are not going to stand around talking while she could be—”
Eaten. Aleya couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud. She’d gone green. It seemed like the kind of thing a creature like that would do. Eat someone alive. It was a wretched fate for anyone, much less your lover, or—
Or whatever it was that Kirby had become to him. A friend. That was no way to lose a friend.
“She’s fine.” He said it because it had to be true.
“You don’t know that.”
He sensed she was about to run off again. “Wait,” he said. “Look at me.” He slapped his chest desperately. “I’ve got more meat on me, don’t I? But it went for her. You, me, we’re a better meal, aren’t we? It wasn’t hunting. It was . . . It was something else. I don’t—”
She pushed him off. “You’re babbling.”
“Please, Aleya, you can’t go in there. You mustn’t.”
“Goodbye, Nylophon.”
Without thinking he made a grab for her arm again, and this time she countered not with words but with a fist. Nylo stumbled back, dazzled. He forgot where he was. There was blood in the cracks of his teeth.
Aleya’s voice seemed to float out of nowhere. “You know why I don’t like you, Nylophon?” she hissed. “It’s not because of your beliefs, abhorrent as they are. Or your arrogance. Or your pathetic fighting skills. It’s not that you’re the broken product of a broken culture, because, hell, that’s not your fault. I hate you because you’re a spineless fucking coward.” He spluttered something in protest. She wasn’t listening. “You have neither the will to live nor the courage to die. You just follow people around like a child. Like a lost little puppy. And now, now, you want to tell me what to do?” Her finger struck him twice in the chest. “Fuck. You.”
Then she was gone, sprinting up those steps two at a time, into the doorway which he couldn’t help but think of as the city’s open mouth.
For the first time since he’d lost everything, Nylo was alone.
He looked balefully up at the gates for a moment, swallowing his hopelessness, his fear. Then he turned around and started to walk.
• • •
At the base of the cliffs the sucking clay soil of the surrounding land was replaced with a gritty, gravelly undersurface, which scratched at his bare skin but at least provided enough traction to walk across. When Nylo came to the first of those shallow canal-sprouted rivers, he hoisted his pack overhead and waded through, grimacing at the slap of ice across his midriff. There was a sharp downward slope and the water rose past his waist, then almost to the armpits. Hidden currents beckoned his ankles. But he pushed on, emerging onto the other side with a small hoot of triumph. Up ahead dozens more rivers, just like the last.
As he trailed his lonely way around the edge of the city, Nylo’s fear of the thing in the sky gradually fell away. He had the sense of being forgotten, of being some tiny grub writhing unseen up the slope of a mountain.
Fine, he thought stubbornly. Grubs can be mighty. They can struggle on despite their wretchedness. I’ll show you what a grub can do.
You being . . . he wasn’t sure. Aleya, perhaps. Or Nivela itself. The city was a pale potbellied carnivore squatting in the upper edges of his vision, and he tried not to stare up too much, as if he might draw its attention. Nylo just walked. And as he walked, he thought.
He was surprised to find no anger in himself toward Aleya. A punch was a punch. He’d been hit plenty of times in his life. Teachers. Other boys. His father, though those memories were way back and hazy. And as for what she’d said—yes, it stung. It riled him. But there was truth in it. That stuff about following her like a puppy. If she hadn’t agreed to take him along, he’d probably have stayed on that beach in west Ur until the tide washed him away.
He hadn’t really known Aleya back when he hated her. He’d marched across the earth in pursuit of a specter, and at the end of it found someone unexpected. Yes, she was arrogant and opinionated and prone to bouts of typical feminine hysteria, but she was a good leader. Decisive when it mattered, without ever letting the troops—that is, himself and Kirby—feel too powerless. Most of the time her calls were correct, and most of the time, in a moment of crisis, he’d have listened.
But losing someone you loved could cloud your reasoning. Nylo knew that. He knew it all too well.
Another river to trudge across. The skin of his legs had gone completely numb. The city steps had long since vanished from view and everything smelled rotten, including himself. There was something spoiled in that water. More dust eddies rose and passed on the flatlands. They seemed to him from that distance like spirits in formation, ghostly forces on the march.
For the first time in weeks, Nylophon thought of his lost men. Did the Gleatish forest swallow them all up? Did they escape northward, start new lives? Could a survivor or two have struggled back to Carthe to tell the story of the disaster? It would make a great tale. You couldn’t ask for a better villain. Gather round, men, for the story of Nylophon Ramslayer, the greatest fraud our city has ever seen.
Nylophon Ramslayer, last member of the mythical lost troop, the man who brought magic to Carthe, to the honor of the gods.
Nylophon . . . Nylo . . . whatever became of him?
A hole in history. A ghost. A blot. Another dust-wraith drifting on a distant plain.
The next river was only a few inches deep, a dozen yards of passing slime. He looked up the cliffside and saw the opening where it dribbled free from the bowels of the city.
There was no metal grate over the cover. He’d found a way in.



Aleya
NYLOPHON WAS RIGHT, of course.
She knew it was a mistake, running right into the doorway. She knew. Once she caught her breath and took a second to think, once she wasn’t aflame with fear anymore, she could see he had a point. But by then it was too late. As soon as she stepped through the gatekeeper’s door it slammed behind her, and nothing on heaven or earth could get it to move.
The door led to an empty chamber, at the end of which lay a gate leading into the city proper. Through the slats of the gate she caught a tantalizing glimpse of inner Nivela, a great empty thoroughfare, a wide road lined with steep buildings, and tattered banners hanging from the awnings high overhead. At some point the Nivelans had run out of space, and rather than expanding beyond the safety of the walls, they went up. The scale of it felt uneasy. Like standing at the bottom of an ancient canyon, or glimpsing the base of an ocean drained long ago.
The street ran a clear unbroken line to the vanishing center. But the gate was locked. She had no escape save for the staircase in the corner. The only way forward was deeper in.
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
“Hey,” she called, shouting up at the ceiling. “Who sealed the damn door? Come out. Show yourself!”
Nobody appeared. No great voice from the heavens, no watcher from the rafters. She really was alone.
Aleya lapsed into an embarrassed silence and climbed the stairs.
The stairway led into a warren of cold, empty barracks. Cold bunks, crisp fresh sheets still laid out. An armory. The doors kept locking behind her, and there was only one way through in each room. There was the unpleasant sense of being herded. As she traveled onward the rooms became grander, the furnishings more plush. Rough wood swapped out for cloth and marble. Lifeless, hyper-realistic art. It was chokingly claustrophobic. But at least she had a roof over her head now. She wasn’t keen to have any more time under the sky after . . .
Aleya squeezed her eyes shut.
She wondered if Kirby was dead already. Crueler things had happened. Stranger, maybe not, but crueler for sure.
Nylophon’s voice interrupting her own thoughts: She’s fine.
The memory brought up a reflexive scowl. Don’t you try and comfort me, you ass. She wished he was with her, so she could say it to his face. Wished he was with her in general. Funny how quickly she’d got used to his lanky presence.
She told herself not to worry. She’d learned the hard way how difficult it was to kill Nylophon of Carthe. He’d be okay. He’d survive. If he didn’t, how would she ever look Kirby in the eye?
And if she lost both of them . . .
She shook her head. Forward. Find the sky.
Chambers on chambers. Hard to say how long she wandered for. Eventually she came to a dead end, a small plain room of windowless, drafty stone. The room was empty except for two things: a rabbit and a knife.
The rabbit was alive. Barely. Its back was clearly broken, bones jumbled under the amber fur. One of the slim legs kicked over and over in a helpless spasm. The rest of the body was stiff. Coiled up, bathed in pain.
“You think this is funny?” she asked of the ceiling. To a cobwebbed corner of the floor, she demanded: “Where are you? Are you watching?”
The room was quiet in the way that gods can be.
The knife had the look of a priest’s tool. The hilt was carved with what she thought was a braided rope, until she noticed the fanged jaws unhinging at the base of the hilt.
Nivelans and their fucking snakes.
It was obvious enough what they wanted. They. It. She. The city. Aleya paced the room, looking for a way out, knowing she wouldn’t find one. Nothing around her was visibly enflamed, but she could sense Idolfire everywhere, in air and matter, in the very space between the molecules. That feeling had been building ever since she slipped inside the barracks. It was like the whole city was an altar.
The scarring on her palm itched.
Back to the rabbit. Silent, kicking. The longer she waited, the more it had to suffer. Aleya lifted the knife, testing her finger against the blade. “I don’t even know which god it’s for,” she said to the silence.
It didn’t matter, of course. Ritual is ritual.
Aleya made her decision. She took the rabbit up with both hands, whispering softly as it kicked against her, turned her back to the table, and, with a quick, economical twist, broke the creature’s neck. It went still. She laid it on the floor and wished the stone was soil. Then she went back and picked up the knife. Held it firmly. Splayed out her left hand and said aloud: “If it’s blood you want, you can have mine.”
Aleya brought the knife down.



Nylophon
REACHING THE OPENING was a trial in and of itself: scrambling up a sheer wall, digging his fingers into slime-coated, crumbling rock, thrusting himself up by the tips of his sandals. He had to zigzag from dry patch to dry patch, or else endure the places where the dribbling sewage had polished the cliffside to a moist, frictionless sheen. Eventually he gained enough height that return became impossible, and the fear pivoted on its axis, from tugging him back down to pushing him higher, urgently higher, to the safety of a level surface.
The rim of the tunnel was damp and furred with algae. He would have held onto anything else if he’d had a choice, but there was nothing, and the moment when his forearms slipped under him as he wriggled over the lip was one of the most frightening in a life that had known no shortage of fear.
But he made it. Panting, damp, with an exhausted tremble all through his fingertips, he stared down at the curved floor of the sewer tunnel. Again, that image of the grub came to mind. See? he thought, addressing no one. See now what a grub can do?
He stumbled to his feet and slicked back the sweat-drenched hair from his eyes. The tunnel swallowed itself up before him, while overhead the weight of the city walls bore down, all dark and dripping and heavy as the world.
He moved forward in a blind half-crouch, still shivering from his repeated river-dunkings. The water, cold before, now had an unsettling warmth. Nylo was reminded of that terrible tunnel under the ocean. Those long hours of stumbling into the darkness with the tip of his shortsword scraping along beside him, his body alive with pain, his mind that had no room for anything save for the Ashalite’s demise.
Aleya. That was her name.
He prayed she was okay, wherever she was.
At last, some change in the gloom up ahead. Sunshine squeezed out through a metal hatch, reachable by a series of foot and hand holds chiseled into the wall. The lid shifted with a push, and Nylophon clambered out onto the street, wincing at the light.
The city streets were all white detailed in gold, or gold detailed in white. Everywhere he looked he had to squint. Again, Nylo had that sense of looking at the moon, or (impossibly) standing somewhere on its surface. Balconies, alcoves, shadowed courtyards, straight-edged facades wreathed with hanging plants, pale cloth awnings, storefronts, benches, trim rows of flowers. The decorative plants were all green and flowering. Where the road curved to meet the gutter there were small mounds of rose petals gathered in the side of the road, still holding a touch of color in them.
The air held the sweetness of summer. No, it was fresher and cooler than that. This was the smell of spring.
Footsteps struck the pavement behind him, and Nylo whirled to see a half-dozen men in polished armor walking toward him in perfect step.
“Ah!” He threw his hands up. “Sirs, I can explain.”
The soldiers did not speak a word. On instinct, Nylophon stood aside. They marched past without a turn of the head, like blinkered stallions.
“Sirs?” he said. “Can you hear me?”
It appeared they could not. At an intersection the small troop came to an abrupt halt, turned about-face in perfect formation, and headed back the way they came, while another group of men—almost identical, except for some variance in height—passed unacknowledged behind them.
Over the course of the next few hours, Nylo observed the Nivelan army with uncomfortable fascination. They were perfect specimens of discipline: he never saw a man so much as yawn or shift his weight from foot to foot. Sometimes he’d try again to get a response, waving or shouting from a safe distance. No luck. They, like the buildings, were remnants of what the city had once been. They could no more observe him than the walls could. He was not so stupid as to try and actually touch the men, and they were not so cognisant as to see he was there. So Nylophon was at a lonely impasse.
Also, he was lost. There was no easy way to orientate himself in that endless tangle of marble and stone. He had a vague idea that he needed to get up (birds tended to nest high, after all), but every time he thought he’d found a path to the rising center the streets would envelop him again. Apparent shortcuts turned into useless detours, obvious paths barreled into dead ends.
Nivela remained a mystery. Well-tended gardens and not a soul to stroll in them. Bathing houses, their waters clear and steaming, untroubled by even the ripple of another body. Untended stores. There was a stadium with seats for an army and a half, gathered around the empty oval of an arena. As he crossed the stalls he caught faint scents of roasting pistachios, sizzling meat and stale wine. But there was nobody there. It was as if the people had got up and left all at once, intending at any moment to return.
After a while he started to get hungry. He crouched out of sight on the steps of some mansion and ate dry rations by the handful out of his sack and thought, with a keen, painful longing, of the evenings he’d spent around the fire in Ur, the food and the stories, the strange Bernic games he and Kirby had played. He even missed arguing with Aleya. What would they fight about, he wondered, if she was here now?
Here you are, Nylophon, she said in his mind. A city without weakness! A city without art! Without mess! Without pleasure! A society of only soldiers. Are you happy? You must be. This is what you chose, isn’t it? This is what you turned Nachi down for. This. For a place like this.
He wiped the crumbs from his mouth. “Silence, witch.”
Then, a sound came from above that frosted his blood. It was a sound he had forgotten to fear. Wings beating mercilessly against the air, and a scratchy, ear-splitting cry. He scrambled up and pressed himself flat under the awning, taking a breath before he risked a cautious, trembling glance upward.
There must’ve been some mighty currents flowing up above the city. The crow rode the wind with the ease of a loose rag, frayed wings flung outward, nudging its enormous body up and down. It hovered loosely for a moment, then flapped and flew on, deeper into the city.
I can’t lose it. Nylophon stepped out of his hiding spot and began jogging along the street, trying desperately to keep his eyes on the bird without poking too much out of the shadows. He rounded a corner just in time to see it slipping over the adjoining rooftops, vanishing from sight once again. “Damn it!”
Seething, Nylophon looked around. He’d been so fixed on the bird he’d lost track of his surroundings. This was one of the grander, wider avenues. It ended with a many-columned facade of a great temple, perhaps the temple of the city, which sat in the center of that dense neighborhood like a crashed star, dome smoking, streets cracking away. On any other day the majesty of that temple would have stopped Nylo in his tracks, but today he was beyond the reach of awe.
Another pair of soldiers was marching past. “Sirs!” He ran after them. “Can you hear me, sirs? Please, say something. A nod. Anything.” He matched pace with them, speaking to their steely profiles. “That bird. Where does it live? Please. It took my—my—my friend. Please. I feel I’m losing my mind here, brother, I can’t—”
The day of wandering Nivela had frayed his patience, and those endless striking footsteps were enough to cut the thread altogether. He grabbed the nearest soldier by the shoulders and shook him hard. “Damn it, can’t you hear me?”
The march stopped mid-step. The soldier rested the hilt of his spear on the pavement and turned, with a quiet groan of metal, to look at Nylo for the first time.
As did every soldier on the street.
Probably the whole city too.
“Ah,” he said. “Damn.”
• • •
Nylophon ran. He ran like he never had in his life. There were four or perhaps five soldiers in pursuit and he was unarmed and alone and going to die. It didn’t matter how fast he went because they never seemed to get tired.
The hard road beat against his feet like a hammer and his lungs were stretched out, burning dry, his breath the loudest thing by far in that tomb of a city. He was looking for alleyways, side streets, anywhere he could vanish into. Nothing. Every door he tried was locked.
A spear thrust had already clipped his shoulder, and the pain was terrifying not for its own sake, but because he knew he’d soon be feeling much worse in his back and his legs and his neck and everywhere else. He’d seen what happened when a lone man got mobbed by a group of spearmen. They’d surround him in a huddle and turn him into a porcupine. And there was Halion in his mind again for the first time in a while. That final prayer nobody bothered to answer. Not like this. Not like this.
He wished he’d stayed with Aleya. At least then he wouldn’t have had to die alone.
A narrow turning. He took it too fast, dashed forward like a drunkard, tripped on some loose chunk of paving on the ground and went sprawling. From the ground he cast a desperate, reckless glance backward, just to gain the measure of his own doom. He saw what had tripped him up.
It wasn’t a paving stone.
Gods of our fathers.
He wasn’t forsaken yet.
Nylo wobbled to his feet. Something of the joyful old bloodlust rose up in his gorge. Fear and fury make such happy neighbors. As the soldiers rounded the corner, he addressed them in Nivelan, on the off chance they could understand him.
“Come at me,” he said, “You soft-skinned cowardly sons of whores.”



Aleya
IT WAS ONLY a few inches of wound below the knuckle, but the cut hurt like hell. Aleya shook a good few droplets of blood onto the altar then quickly found a scrap of cloth to bandage herself up. What the fuck am I doing? she thought, with adrenaline-clarity. She must have pissed the city off irrevocably by going against its wishes, by wounding herself instead of the rabbit. Surely it would not let her proceed from here. She’d be left in that locked room forever, to starve.
Then the floor began to rumble.
It was the strangest sensation in the world. Aleya felt herself rising, though she hadn’t moved. There was a pushing pressure in her legs and a sinking in her guts. She swore, stumbled with the keeling floor. There was nothing to grab onto so she leaned against the wall and prayed. By Heaven’s mercy it was over quickly. A thump, a sigh of powdered stone, and the room was stationary once more.
Aleya pushed at the door and found it unlocked again. She stepped through. Even before she glanced down she could feel how far she’d risen. The air up here was cooler, and held a mountainous chill. She was at the edge of a walkway high above the guts of the city. Crowding the sky ahead was the central palace, a dense overgrown nightmare, an unlovely meshing of organic growth with inorganic design. Buttresses from buttresses. Towers diseased with windows. Below: the city. Thin streets forever. An artist’s sketch of a strange pale maze. A dozen steps ahead lay a tower much like the tower that lay behind her.
She heard it then. A sound from above, of feathers beating the air.
Aleya’s courage turned to water. She dashed madly forward for the cover of the next tower, feeling a nightmare sappy slowness in her limbs, and aware of the thing bearing down behind her, closer and closer. The entrance rose up. She flung herself inside with a scream. Behind her came an explosion of talons and frantic thumping wings, straining to fit through the too-small doorway.
It was real. Flesh and feather and a huge, jellied eye, which she could see as it tilted its enormous head to glare at her through the entrance. The bird’s beak struck the stone floor like a pick. Fury. Oh, Heaven.
Bloodstains, she thought. Check for bloodstains. When an animal feasts it makes a mess.
There were none that she could see. No clumps of gore in that flurry of feathers, no scraps of skin in the nails. No scraps of homespun cloth or copper hair. The relief was strong enough to make her nauseous.
Wretched, unholy creature. She had no clue where it had come from, but she was certain it wasn’t a god.
There was another open doorway on the other side of the tower, and through it she saw the monstrous bird rise higher. It vanished into the upper reaches of the palace. Gone. For now. Had it dropped Kirby off somewhere up there? Was it guarding any more treasures, even the treasure, the Hand of Heaven, the relic she’d been sent for? Either way she had to get closer.
There were only another half-dozen yards of clear, roofless walkway between her and the central palace. If she ran, then maybe—
But there was someone waiting there. A figure. Something broad and hulking, shaped vaguely like a man. He wore the feathered cuirass and plumed helmet of an Ashalite soldier.
The face peering out of the helmet was familiar too. She could see something of Burana’s small, smiling mouth, and he had a nose that could have been her uncle’s.
But the man was a stranger. To her, at least.
“Who are you?” she called.
No answer.
“Hey. What’s this costume? Are you mocking me?”
The man’s expression was bland, impossible to parse. It reminded her of a street dog dozing on a hot midsummer day. Impossible to know from the shine of its small black pupil if it would bite, or run, or waddle over and lick her hand. Was he a hire of the Nivelan army? Or just a soldier playing dress-up?
She took a step forward. The man’s hand went to the hilt of his sword. She stepped back. The hand withdrew. Two steps and the blade was halfway out. Back again. He sheathed it. Predictable as a mirror.
“I don’t want to fight you,” she said. This time, she spoke in Ashalite. A flicker of recognition in the man’s eyes. “Can you understand me?” she asked, reaching behind her, for the snake-hilt knife stuck in her belt. “Listen then, if you are my countryman. This is your last chance. In Heaven’s name, step aside.”
A convulsive movement in the man’s mouth. He was trying to speak. Fighting the very muscles of his mouth.
“I said, in the name of the Queen of Heaven—”
The lips wrenched open. In Ashalite: “To hell with that slut.”
She stopped. “Excuse me?”
“Fuck her.” He was trying to smile. Speaking through his teeth. “Fuck Thalia.”
It was the rabbit all over again. Aleya could sense the provocation. She knew she was being toyed with. But there were some things you didn’t walk away from, no matter how much you should, no matter how foolish it may be.
Aleya drew the knife. “Tell me your name, at least,” she said. “Before I beat the life out of you.”
“Sorry.” His lips wrenched wider. “I forgot.”



Kirby
KIRBY.
Kirby, wake up.
She came back to the world with a gasp of terror. Then she blinked and rubbed her eyes and tried to remember what had scared her so much. She was fine. She was safe. She was . . .
Where, exactly?
An uncommon softness against the skin. Kirby looked down. It was a double bed and she was alone in it. Above the bed was a window too high to glimpse out of, letting in a dribble of daylight. And all around her, in that dust-dancing air, the smell of a suspended spring. Fruit on the vine so sweet as to be near rotting. Sun-warmed grass. Manure, and buttercups, the bodies of drowsy animals.
Kirby was testing her sides for peck marks before she remembered why. There’d been a huge, huge buggering . . .
Bird.
A dream. Had to be a dream. But when did she fall asleep?
Wall’s End. It had to be. Some glum summer night with chicken feathers still stuck about the knees of her trousers.
And everything since?
A flight of fancy.
And this?
A nightmare.
Another one. She was used to them. If only she could puzzle her way back to the walking world. There’d be her ma with some fresh list of chores, scolding her for sleeping in, and the sound of some new mewling baby in the next house over.
And her brother. Where was he?
She sat up and scrutinized the room more closely. Her things were resting in a bundle at the foot of the bed. The rolled blanket, the sack of goods. But no sword. Panic rose in her gorge. She’d dropped it. Damn!
Why? Why did the sword matter so much? When—?
A chain of memories flashed through her mind. When it was finished she gathered that strange blanket about herself and sobbed into it. She stayed like that for a while.
When it was over she looked around, trying to get her bearings. The room was circular, with one door only. Kirby slipped out of the bed, pulled on her boots (they’d been left with the rest of her things, minus the sword), and went to the door. She tested it with a tentative push and, finding it unlocked, stuck her head out into the chamber beyond.
It was high and narrow and cold. Not quite frigid, but too drafty to ever get warm. She glanced left and right and saw repeating corridors lit by those same small lofty windows, the bared teeth of a grinning sky. In its endlessness she was reminded a little of the road under the ocean. And the high sheer walls were almost like the Temple of Iona, back when it was still standing. But really, she’d never seen anything like this place, not in all her years of life.
So why did it feel so . . . familiar?
She heard a clanking of footsteps down to the right. A soldier. He had not an inch of skin visible: a full cloak over a breastplate over a leather jerkin, gloves, high boots, and that same slitted helmet the rider had worn before on the road inland, though she sensed it was a different person underneath.
She stuck a hand out of the doorway and waved. “Excuse me?”
The soldier ignored her and marched on down the corridor with broad drumbeat footsteps. Dun, dun, dun.
Strange.
It didn’t matter. She had to find Aleya. And . . . the other thing. The thing she’d come for, which her heart (though not her brain, just yet) connected with that sweet fresh-flower scent lingering in the air. But Aleya was what mattered. Aleya came first.
Kirby started making her way deeper inside, hunting for a fresh room, some sliver of an exit, something. It bore on and on without even a bend. Uncomfortably narrow. There weren’t even any alcoves to duck into, never mind a doorway.
Sounds of a scuffle came from up ahead. Something appeared in the vanishing point of the far corridor. It was sprinting headlong toward her.
Kirby froze. Her panic was total. There was nowhere to go but back the way she came, and the thought of running for her life down that throat of stone, pursued by some monster . . .
But no, this wasn’t a monster. It was a woman of around her own age, with bare feet peeking out from under a wine-red gown. She came to a screeching halt half a yard in front of her and exclaimed: “You found me!”
It was the first new person she’d clapped eyes on in a long while. Big, dark, deep-set eyes, irises flecked with amber, a broad mouth, an arched nose and a dramatic shock of velvet hair. A striking face, a face designed for coins and frescos, a face that could be recognizable even chiseled in profile or etched on a signet ring. But there was something else too, something subtler. Kirby thought: I know her. I’ve seen her in my dreams.
“About time, too,” the woman added. She straightened up, shoving back that great bushel of ringlets from her eyes.
The words sounded natural in her mouth, though it took Kirby a moment to realize why. She was a native speaker. This was the travelers’ tongue, as it was meant to be spoken. Kirby’s grasp of the language had grown a lot over the last few months, but still the words tumbled out almost too fast to follow. “What shall we do now?” the woman asked. “Talk? No, not yet. Make yourself at home first. Are you hungry? Starving? Famished? Yes, food, then maybe some time, then we talk. Go on then. Bye!” Then she shouldered past Kirby, heading deeper into the corridor.
Kirby turned, reached out and caught the woman by her arm. Her skin felt warm and alive. “Sorry,” she said. “Please, what’s going on?”
The woman’s smile widened. She reached over and clapped both hands together an inch from her face; Kirby flinched back, startled. When she opened her eyes again the woman was gone.
“What the hell? ” she asked, speaking to no one. Her voice echoed hollow down the chamber.
• • •
The woman didn’t reappear, but further along she found a door ajar, and a half-dozen platters of food, some foreign and some familiar, laid out on white cloth as if for a feast. A small burnished ornament winked out from the center of the table. An iron ball with a funny pattern. Her eyes slid past it, straight to the bread bowl.
No. Kirby shook her head. I can’t. This place was a dreamscape, an underworld, a fairyland. You didn’t eat the food in fairyland, that was just common sense. Not unless you wanted to be trapped there forever. So she backed out the way she came and resumed looking for an exit.
Still, the scent of bread . . . Damn it. Nylo had been carrying all the rations.
Poor Nylo. She hoped he was okay. Aleya too. No, Aleya would be fine. She was always fine. She was probably waiting for her somewhere now, tapping her foot. Worrying and pretending not to. Wait for me, she thought. I’m coming.
More silent soldiers barged past as she searched for an exit. Each time they did Kirby would flatten herself against the wall, somehow certain that if she didn’t they’d walk right over her. She tried calling out to them in Bernic, Nivelan, even the few words of Urean she’d learned from Aleya. Not a chance.
After an eternity of wandering she found a corner where the frigid air came in motion, tugging slightly at the skin. A breeze. That meant an exit. Kirby picked up the pace. She could almost smell the sunlight even before she saw it.
But instead of a street, she found herself on a balcony. And beyond the balcony’s edge: Nivela. Bright as a wheatfield, vast as an ocean, still as a buried tomb.
For a moment her brain keeled. She hadn’t expected to be up high. But then again, there’d been . . . a bird. Hadn’t there?
Again, she shook her head. All she had to do was get down. There had to be stairs somewhere, or a ladder, or—
“You should see it at night.”
She was standing with both hands on the rail. The woman from before. “All these windows glow like a swarm of fireflies,” she said. “I can’t describe it. It’s like an image from another time.”
It was the same face, but something was different this time. Her cheeks were hollower, her amber eyes shadowed and sleepless. Had she sprinted herself to exhaustion perhaps? “Do you want to see something?” She gestured down over the rail. “Right now down on that walkway there—”
“—Are you real?” Kirby asked. It was absurd, but she couldn’t escape the feeling she was talking to a ghost.
“As real as you are, sweetheart.” The woman pouted, faux-pitying. “What’s the matter? Was the food not to your liking?”
“I’m not hungry.” It came out more childish than she’d meant it to.
“I’m not trying to trick you,” she said. “Really.”
“Right.”
Aleya. She missed her so badly. She’d missed her ever since she’d woken up, but now she could really feel it. What would Aleya do right now? What would she say? Something bold. And direct. Something like: “Where’s Iona?”
The woman’s gaze had drifted back over the railing. “Iona?” she repeated. “Spring? Goddess of?”
Kirby nodded, jaw tight.
“She’ll be in her grove. Turn back the way you came and walk to the end of the hall, take a left, then a right, then another left. Cross over the bridge and go through the tunnel. You’ll find her there.”
A moment of gawping. Kirby thought: She mustn’t understand. “I’ve come to take her home,” she said. “Back to Balt.”
“Help yourself.” Kirby waited for her to say more, but she only made a shooing motion. “Go on. Do your best.”
She took a few steps back, then turned and broke into a run.
• • •
Left, right, left, bridge, tunnel. Kirby pressed on blind. It seemed too good to be true, but the woman hadn’t lied: the second left spat her back out into the open air. A bridge like the last unsnapped lyre string, strung high over a pit of masonry.
There. On the other side. A blunt windowless tower. Even without the woman’s instructions, she could feel it in her bones. Iona was in there.
As she stepped out across the bridge, an eerie sound floated up from close by. Whispers. From the base of her satchel.
Kirby’s hand found the small, hard thing at the bottom of the bag and drew it out. She raised it to her ear and heard, like the ocean’s roar inside a seashell, the sound of a little boy’s voice, whispering in Bernic: “If she gets sad or if she has any trouble or gets scared in the dark or—”
Kirby dropped the carving with a yelp. It shimmered and the crude carving that Mag’s little boy had made writhed about underneath. She didn’t have the courage to look closer. Flame ate over the surface in seconds, leaving behind a leaden lump of char.
Silence again. The whole air of the place had a tension to it, as thick as the scent of wildflowers. Breathable kindling. One spark and it’d all go whoosh.
Kirby took a studying breath and pressed on, over the bridge and into the tunnel, which was low-ceilinged and unlit, save for a soft glow up ahead.
And then she was there: the Ionian Grove.
As she stepped inside she was hit with a dreamy sense of doubling. Half a dozen apple trees, all in the greenest, freshest bloom, their roots wound up in the flooring. And up above, that circle of sky. It was just like the broch. Not from the outside, which was a pure Nivelan block, but on the inside, the curve of the pockmarked walls, the freshest scent of moss.
And on the altar was the goddess herself.
Iona.
She was . . . not what Kirby had expected.
She’d expected bronze and silver. Imagined gemstones by the dozen embedded in the lamb’s coat and real gold flowing from her sunlight cup.
None of that. She was about a foot high and carved from rough oak, visibly cracked and stained with age like an old barrel. The lamb was small, oddly flat where she cradled it close to her body, and the cup was more of an etching against her chest. Her eyes were cast down mournfully toward her altar.
All this way for a lump of wood, Kirby thought sadly. She was surprised by her own bitterness. She probably ought to kneel, but . . .
But—
No. Not to her.
Besides. Aleya was waiting. They were all waiting. There was no time.
She reached up and grabbed hold of the idol.
• • •
Somewhere nearby a woman’s voice said softly:
• • •
What’s another skull what’s another hundred skulls what’s a thousand what’s ten hundred thousand what’s it take to take it back drop seeds into a porous gore-sunk loam with bone flour scattered about the roots of it and a shiny coat of loose swimming organs . . .
The voice was like a wasp’s egg hatching in her head. It wasn’t just words. It hurt.
. . . deep deep down and fat maggots and dreams of death and teeth and tongues and eyeballs and all the other wretched things they bring me when they come to my altar and the screams and the press of the bodies and the little ones stomped underfoot under the blazing midday sun and they . . .
Kirby was trying to pull away and couldn’t, and the voice only came faster.
. . . slit the belly of a goat slit the belly of a man debreast any creature from navel to chin let it all come tumbling out at my bare feet what’s another blue . . .
No escape or end to it, just word after word after word.
. . . skinned corpse or a boot-stomped face or an axe-cloven cradle or a punctured womb what’s it matter what’s it matter really that now that I . . .
Now that I . . .
that I . . .
I . . .
I . . .
• • •
When Kirby came back to herself the first thing she saw was her own hand lying limp on the flagstone. She was on the floor of the grove and there was bile on her lips. Green bristled sweetly overhead. It might have been home.
But everything was hopeless, hopeless. Her vision blurred with tears.
Iona god was mad. She’d come all this way for nothing.
• • •
“Welcome back.”
Kirby’d staggered out of the grove with her whole skull humming, almost toppling over the edge of the walkway in her hurry to escape. She had no direction in mind, only a vague sense that she needed to find Aleya, needed to see her and sob into her shoulder. Instead she found the stranger again. The woman with the amber eyes.
The woman was alone—she always seemed to be alone—in a plush padded alcove that opened onto a view of the city. There was a thick necklace of bay leaves around her neck, and she had a thumb and forefinger clasped around one stray leaf, pinching it idly, as if she couldn’t decide whether to pluck it. Kirby somehow managed to feel through everything else a flicker of annoyance, because Aleya’s skin had the scent of bay laurel, and this person had no place plucking Aleya’s plant.
Out beyond the city walls the hills were smeared in evening light.
“Did she speak to you?” the woman asked. “Iona, I mean.”
Kirby didn’t answer.
“Terrible, isn’t it?” A slight smile, creasing the skin. There were fresh lines traced there now. Fresh threads of silver corkscrewing along from her temple. “He whispers to me in my sleep sometimes, you know.”
“Eh?”
“Nivelus. That cunning old snake-grasper. I don’t know how he’s doing it. I never touched him.” For a moment she looked troubled. Like she really needed this to be understood. “Not him. Not our god. I never defiled him with that magic. He shouldn’t be . . . speaking.” She reclined again. “Maybe I’m just going mad. That would make more sense, don’t you think?”
A pause.
“Don’t answer that. Aha! Your face. It feels so nice to have someone else to talk to.” While she was chuckling to herself, Kirby cast a glance back to the door. “Oh, don’t try again. You won’t survive.”
“I came here to—”
“I know. Trust me, I know.”
Kirby noticed, for the first time, where she was: that same chamber from before, with the chairs and the endless platters of food.
As she noticed that, other more important things began to drift from her attention. I came here to what? What had she been about to say?”
“Sit down, Kirby,” said the stranger. “It’s time we had a talk.”



Listen, Sweetheart
TAKE IT FROM someone that’s been alive for a long time. There’s no dignity in suffering. Pain is pain is pain. So you’ve made your grand show of penance. You came all the way here. Left your home. Risked your life. You did it! Well, you didn’t. But Iona was never the point, was she? The point was to prove that you were so, so, so sorry. And now you have. Which raises the question of what to do next. Iona won’t be going home with you, clearly. Meaning whatever you were hoping to fix will stay broken. Yourself included. My, how sadistic the gods can be. You don’t know the half of it. Balt was not a peaceful city. It was a great one. Weaned on slit throats and severed heads. Even if you could take her with you—and again, you can’t—you don’t have what it takes to build Balt back up to what it was. Face it. That dream was dead from the start. But it wasn’t your dream, was it? This isn’t what you wanted. What do you want, Kirby? When was the last time someone asked you that? When was the last time you asked yourself? That’s okay, you don’t have to tell me. I know the answer. You want her. You want to be with her. And there’s a way for that to happen. All you have to do is stop chasing the pain. That’s all. It’s that easy. I did it. Besides, aren’t you sick of it all? Aren’t you tired? And aren’t you hungry? Starving? Famished? You really should have something to eat.



Aleya
SHE’D KILLED HIM twice and he still wasn’t dead.
He. The Ashalite. Whatever his stupid name was, this thing had taken a series of wounds that would have stopped most in their tracks, but each time he’d simply staggered for a moment then thrown himself back into the fray. When fatal-adjacent didn’t work, Aleya gritted her teeth and went for the neck. It was a clean, deep slice, right through the windpipe. It only made him angrier. The cuts hung on him like they would on a piece of cold meat, purple-black blood congealing around the openings. And he kept ranting, all the time, about Ash. Whore goddess. Ungrateful family. On and on.
With the sliver of her mind left open for thinking, Aleya thought: he must be my ancestor. Idolfire had been stolen, after all. Given how closely the secret had been guarded over the generations, there was a good chance the Nivelans had had inside help from the royal family.
He must have been the traitor in question, all those centuries ago. Which made him her kin.
How was he still alive? Then again, how was anything within these walls alive? How was the city so well preserved? Who’d made the beds in the barracks as if they might be slept in at any moment? Who’d left fresh food for them in those empty forts along the highway?
All she knew was there was a will and a malice to it, and that she was far, far too close to turn back now. She was becoming more exhausted by the second, and the more they fought the more alive he seemed to become. Soon enough she’d become too worn-out and make an unsurvivable mistake.
Then she saw it, up on the highest spire. A chance to win.
Carefully, gradually, Aleya began to move backward.
“Retreating?” asked the Ashalite. “Already?”
She made a feint, deliberately sloppy, drawing him closer by a few steps, then paced back again.
“Arrogant swine, ” he said. Every time he spoke there was a whistle from the gash in his throat, like a ghost whispering in mimicry. “I’ll show you.”
“Sure,” she said. Just keep your eyes on me. She didn’t dare look away from him, lest he notice the same thing she had. “Show me.”
A few more steps. He wasn’t following fast enough. Aleya felt the first overtures of panic and bit them down. Watching him, while watching hope come closer in the corner of her eye.
“City of weaklings,” he muttered.
Come on, come on.
“City of fools. Turn me away?”
Just a little closer.
“How dare . . . It was mine.”
“Oh, cry me a fucking river.”
This somehow cut deeper than the knife had. He glanced slowly up at her. “Cry?”
“What did you want?” Her voice rose up into a taunt. “A crown and a sword and a kiss on the toes? Just for being born?” They were ever so close, and ever so short on time. “Why? Why should you be owed anything?” Oh, Ina, she thought. How did you keep yourself from screaming this at me three times a day? “You could have used what the gods gave you to make something of your life. Now look at you. Pathetic sack of shit.”
“I could have been a king,” he snarled. “I could have been great.”
Aleya stepped back through the doorway, gripping it by the sides, leaning back as far as she could away from the sword thrust. “Yes,” she said. “You could have been.”
A whoosh from behind, and a crackling cry. Talons enveloped him whole. His head, his legs. And that shimmering, gorgeous cuirass. Trust a crow to go for the shiniest thing in sight.
The fight bled out of him at once. He went limp, like a cloth doll, and offered no fight as the bird bore him up and away.
Aleya gasped, drew the back of her hand across her forehead. Heaven, Thalia. That was for you.
Then she sheathed the knife and sprinted for the palace.
• • •
The Left Hand of Heaven had gravy on it. A treasure so sacred that its twin had only been glimpsed by a small selection in a lineage of human eyes in the ancient city of Ash, buried underground, guarded preciously day and night. Someone had carelessly dropped it on a platter, right between the roast lamb and the grapes.
This banquet hall was the first and only open room Aleya had found in that nest of corridors, and when she glimpsed the relic through the doorway she thought she was hallucinating. But it was the real thing: the patterns were a match for her own. There was warping and a few burns around the intricate metalwork where it had been warmed and doused clumsily, over and over again. How many people had laid their hands on that thing since it was stolen away? How much death had this little item wrought?
It hadn’t been heated and couldn’t leave a scar, but instinct told her not to touch it with her bare skin. She found a handcloth among the pile of banquet junk and wrapped up the relic, then tied the cloth onto her belt as a kind of pouch.
“Happy?”
Aleya glanced up. There was a woman sitting at the head of the table.
On her way through the palace Aleya had passed groups of circling soldiers, evidently even less alive than the Ashalite had been. This one was different: she had keen amber-flecked eyes and a touch of pink in each cheek. Very much living. When Aleya’s hand rushed to the bundle the woman added: “Keep it. I don’t need that thing anymore.”
It can’t be, Aleya thought.
“I wanted to thank you for the show.” That hair. That profile. Was she mistaken? “It was great entertainment. Using the bird.” A flash of laughter. “Inspired. You probably couldn’t hear me clapping from all the way up here, but I was.”
Cautiously, feeling a small but growing urge to run, Aleya asked: “Are you who I think you are?”
She shrugged.
Her eyes tracked over to the side. “. . . Kirby?”
It was. Alive, whole and uneaten, but also wrong. Aleya’d rushed over to embrace her, but faltered just short, sensing something amiss. There was a piece of what looked like barley bread in her hands and she was in the process of tearing it slowly apart, scattering the crumbs about the table. She’d never waste food like that.
“She’s fine.” Scoria popped a grape in her mouth and asked pleasantly: “Are you hungry?”
“No, I—”
“Do you want to have a seat.”
“No,” she repeated. Damn it, I’m losing her mind. “I—we’re not staying.”
Scoria reached over and clapped her hands an inch from Kirby’s face. She dropped the bread and glanced up, blinking. “What do you think?” Scoria asked. “Should she stay?”
“Wha—?” Kirby looked over at Aleya, suddenly very awake. “Yes. Yes.” She grabbed her by the arm. “Stay here.”
“What?”
“Stay with me here.”
“I’m not—” This was about more than sitting down for a meal. “What is this about?” she murmured. Quieter, “Did she threaten you?”
Kirby shook her head. “I’m just being a little selfish.” Her fingernails were digging deeper into the flesh of her arm. “I can be a little selfish, just once.”
“Kirb, you’re hurting me . . .”
“You can’t go back to that city. It’s not safe.”
“What are you talking about? Ash? It’s my home, of course I’m going back.”
A plaintive little look. “But you said they all hated you? ”
Too far. Aleya stood back, tearing her arm away. There were half-moon cuts in the skin. “Seriously, what the fuck is wrong with you?”
“How many generations do you think the Ashalite monarchy has left?”
Scoria. Aleya had almost forgotten she was there. She’d been watching all of this play out with detached interest, but the show seemed to be boring her now. “That’s not a rhetorical question, Aleya. Do you want to know? I can tell you if you’d like.”
Aleya stayed silent. It’s a game, she told herself. A lie.
“I can tell you one thing for sure. If you go back there and elbow your way onto the throne, it’ll shrink by quite a lot.”
The bait was too good to resist. “What in Heaven’s name are you talking about?”
“Chaos,” she replied easily. “Chaos! Those cute little ideas of yours. Pure chaos, all of them. You give the people a little power, they get a taste for it and ask for more. Things begin to break down. Before you know it, the rabble have taken all those pretty statues of your ancestors and chucked them in the river. They’ll burn down everything they built and teach their children our ways were barbaric.”
“Our? Please don’t lump us together, for the love of—”
“Why not? History will.”
A game, a game, a game. But she didn’t have the look of a liar, that strange creature from another time, and her words had a way of wrapping themselves around the mind. “Not only will this happen, Aleya, but if you saunter into that city and claim your place in the seat of power, it will happen much, much faster. That’s what happens when you give people a taste of freedom. Rot will set in. Rot, shit and decay.”
“Well.” Aleya swallowed, but her mouth was dry. The smell of the food was getting to her. “Rot, shit and decay. Some would call that fertilizer.”
Scoria snorted. “Oh, please. I know bluster when I see it.”
I can’t listen to her. She turned back to Kirby. “Do you even know who this is?”
“Um.” She glanced up. “That’s Ria.”
“It’s Scoria. The Worldlord. She—” Heaven, where to even begin with that list of crimes. “This is all her fault.”
“She says I can be useful here.” Like that meant anything.
“Iona needs a priest,” said Scoria. “A worshipper. Ideally a Baltic one. I used to stay 21 all day long and now look at me.” She scowled down at herself. “Hardly mid-afternoon and I’m already pushing 50.” A sigh. “If I’d have known how useful Iona would turn out to be I’d have shown more restraint, but . . . you know, the passions of youth.”
“She doesn’t worship Iona.”
Scoria shrugged. “She’s terrified of her. Same difference.” She rapped a finger on the table, looking sly. “And it would be nice, wouldn’t it? To live somewhere you want?”
“And then what?” Aleya whirled on her. “You go mad? Forget your own name?”
“Only if you’re the forgetful type. Petty, arrogant men, dullards only good for holding swords. Of course they’d slip away. They were hardly here to begin with. You’re smarter than that, aren’t you?”
Am I? she wondered. “What about the rot spreading outside?”
A vague wave of the hand. “So there’s been a little overspill . . .”
“Overspill? It took us a week to walk through that mess.”
Scoria blinked. She looked genuinely taken aback. “A week?”
“Yes. A whole fucking week. Palgaro is half-dead already. What do you think will happen when it reaches the Apse? This could spread who knows how far.”
“Fuck Palgaro,” she said bluntly. “Fuck the Apse. Fuck the world frankly. I offered them the future on a silver platter and they spat it back in my face.”
“You’re out of your mind.”
“No, Aleya, you’re out of your mind. You think I’d offer this to anyone? This is paradise! The two of you can stay here and do—” A meandering gesture “—what you want to do, forever.”
Aleya tucked a loose braid behind Kirby’s ear, tried to lower her voice so Scoria couldn’t hear. “Come on, Kirb. What about our promise?”
“I . . .”
Steady, heavy footsteps from beyond. One of the armed men appeared in the doorway and stood there, helmet drawn, blocking the entrance. The threat was implicit. One soldier she could probably disassemble, but there were hundreds more where he came from.
Kirby groaned into her hands. The soldier advanced.
Aleya looked over to the Worldlord. “Call your dog off, Ria.”
Scoria snapped her fingers. “Out!”
But the soldier kept coming. There was some kind of weapon slung over his shoulder. A shock of recognition ran through Aleya at the sight of the weathered hilt. And his gait, that was familiar too. Scoria noticed nothing. She looked through him. “Out, I said. Are you dented in the head?”
The soldier took the edge of Kirby’s hand ever so lightly. Just the pinkie finger. And squeezed.



Kirby
NYLOPHON OF CARTHE. Nylo. Poor little soldier boy. Of course he’d always echoed her brother in his own sad way, her hopeless cloth-and-straw hero, forever bargaining with fate. That’s why she’d been so desperate to keep him, after all. But when Nylo took her hand like that someone else came to mind. Someone weaker, who could only struggle. And when she recognized that ghost she had the sudden sense that he’d been there all along, a small haunting over her shoulder.
It was Eider’s son she thought of. Balain the Younger.
He’d wanted to live. She knew it from how he’d wriggled about in her arms, from the way he’d cried and cried, stealing air by the lungful. It had taken two sunsets to kill him. Two whole sunsets, and him so weak, so thin-skinned, all vein and no blood. What a warrior he’d been.
And yes, there were a thousand places to lay the blame, and the guilt still dwelled inside her like an organ. But when she felt him grasping at her finger again it was miraculously simple. It was Her. This woman. This wretched city.
It was a terrible punch. Sloppy. Weak. Slow. Limp in the wrist. The form was poor and she overstretched herself, causing her to fall forward on her target. But Kirby had the element of surprise. And Worldlord Scoria, she who stood on all four corners of the walking world, she who ate the past for breakfast and dreamed a thousand futures, for once in her great protracted life, did not see the blow coming.
Kirby wrenched herself up and kept punching, screaming in Bernic: “I’ll break my hand against your face, you nasty rotten sallow-skinned evil old sow!”
Blood and wine went flying. More clumsy, furious punches, glancing off the skull.
Kirby felt herself being hauled away by the armpits and was about to go feral on whoever was doing the hauling, until she saw it was Aleya, and saw that she was frightened. “We’re running,” she said.
“Just let me—”
“Now.”
Scoria stayed as she was, sprawled on the ground, oddly rigid, with her shoulders hunched tight. She touched her hand to her face and examined her own bloody fingers with something like wonder. Then she started to laugh. It was not the laugh of a person wholly tethered to reality. She was sharing a private joke with forces in the room that only she could see.
“Ah,” she said. “Diplomacy first. Diplomacy first. No, we do not—what was it he said to me?—old snake grasper—creep through the night like bladed spies—, no, not us, not us.” Her amber eyes found Kirby’s and she told her brightly: “I’ll have her skinned for that.”
They bolted.
• • •
Three steps from the door and Nylophon was roaring with laughter. He clapped Kirby hard on the back even as they were running. “Tremendous!”
Aleya was not amused. “You’re not the one about to be skinned.”
Kirby was too out of breath to make idle chatter with anyone. “The sword,” she managed. “Where’d—? Where’d you—?”
“I found it!” he shouted. “It came to me. I am not forsaken!”
Aleya flinched. “For the love of Heaven, Nylophon, please lower your fucking—”
“Left!” Kirby bellowed, because they were about to sprint into the wall.
“Are we going somewhere?” Aleya asked.
“Yes.” The further she got from Ria—from Scoria—the easier it became to think. “Iona.”
Iona. The whole place stank of her. She was seeped deep into the city, hooked by the roots. Kirby hadn’t been able to steal her back . . . but Aleya could.
They belted down the narrow halls of the palace, following Kirby’s shouted (half-guessed) directions whenever they came to a turning. Nylo took the lead. Something had got into him. He seemed madly alive, like the day he’d crested from the oceans of Ur and screamed into the open air. If a soldier or two blocked the path forward, he charged forward and barreled them out of the way before the other two could catch up. “Whore sons! Cowards! Weaklings! Worms!”
“Are you drunk?” Aleya demanded, as he sent the fifth one sprawling.
“Battle-drunk, witch! You should try it sometime!”
They had to take a pause, because the other two couldn’t keep up with Nylophon’s pace. As soon as she could breathe again Kirby grabbed Aleya by the shoulders and said, “I am so sorry.”
“It’s fine. You weren’t yourself.”
“Look at your arm,” she wailed. It looked like she’d been savaged by an angry chicken.
“It’ll heal. ”
“Listen.” Kirby cast an anxious glance back the way they’d came. “About Iona. I’ve seen her. She’s propping this all up. You just need to do it—that thing you did before.”
“I know.” A wince. “But, Kirby, I was thinking—you remember what happened in the woods? And on the ship? They both . . .”
Kirby’s face fell. “Exploded. Right. Yeah.”
Of course. How could she be so stupid? She’d already seen what happened to those things once you took the magic out. Even if they survived the blast, it meant going home empty-handed. But they couldn’t leave her as she was.
Aleya’s voice interrupted her thoughts: “I have an idea.”
“An idea?”
“Yes.” She seemed as collected as usual, but there was a faint, manic glint in her eye. “Or a theory. Or . . . What are you doing?”
While they were speaking, Nylophon had got down on one knee.
“I apologize, Aleya,” he said solemnly. “I should not have deserted you.”
“I . . .” Aleya coughed. “Don’t. You were right.”
“It doesn’t matter.” He lowered his head. “You are our leader. I’m sorry.”
Raw discomfort worked over Aleya’s features. This had to be the first time someone had ever kneeled to her, and it was clear how much she hated it. What kind of person would enjoy something like that? Kirby watched as she bit back a series of jokes and dismissals, composed herself and finally said, “On your feet.”
He stood up with an expression of relief.
“You’re forgiven. Now let’s go.”
The smell of spring grew stronger as they moved deeper inward. There were no more soldiers, and she wondered if Nylophon had scared them off. They made another turn at a place she recognized, until at last they burst out—and over—the threshold of the final door, out onto the bridge. Across the bridge was the tunnel, the one and only entrance into the grove.
The gate to the tunnel was closed.
Aleya rattled the gate’s grille. They could see the glow of the grove through the slats. “Oh, you bitch!”
Kirby twisted behind her. It had been quiet, but the bridge was filling up with armored bodies. They’d been lured into a trap.
A fresh wave of hopelessness washed over Kirby, stronger even than before.
“It’s okay,” Aleya muttered. “I can figure something out. I can—”
“Aleya, it’s useless.”
“It’s okay. We’ll be fine. I need—Fuck.” She’d looked behind them and clearly regretted it. More soldiers. “I just need a minute.”
I’ve killed both of them, she thought. How much more death?
“Stand back.”
The command came from Nylophon.
He drew the sword and in the same motion brought it sideways in a great swipe. The blade sailed clean through each bar like sapling twigs, burying itself with a thunk in the wooden strut on the other side. The grille wobbled like a drunkard and fell backward.
No time to bask in wonder. They ducked into the gloom of the tunnel. Kirby turned and asked, “How did you—?”
She was speaking to nobody. Nylophon wasn’t with them. He was still at the mouth of the tunnel, feet square, facing what had become a small army gathered on the walkway. Too many to fight, or at least too many to win against. But the advance had slowed. There was a wariness there. They were scared of him.
“Nylo?”
He adjusted his grip. “I can cut them down.”
Kirby wavered for a moment. Then she ran back and grabbed his elbow, tugging hard. Nylo didn’t budge. “This isn’t funny. Come on.”
“I am Nylophon of Carthe, son of Daxxies, lover of Nachi. Speak my name.”
She paused. “Eh?”
He was deadly serious. “Speak it. Now.”
“Nylophon. Of Carthe. Son of Daxxies. Lover of . . .” They were advancing. How many? Fifteen? Twenty?
“Nachi,” he repeated.
“Lover of Nachi.”
“Who am I?”
“Nylo, we don’t have time to—”
“Speak my name, damn it!”
“Nylophon of Carthe, son of Daxxies, lover of Nachi!”
Kirby clasped a hand to her mouth. She’d screamed it right in his face, out of sheer frustration more than anything. But Nylo only smiled. He looked proud.
“Keep my name well, Kirby of Wall’s End. Speak it to your children someday.”
He lowered the blade.
In the brief, searing moment before the crowd enveloped him, she saw the sword was alight and the color of dawn.



Aleya
IN THE MOUTH of the grove of the blood-drenched Goddess of Spring, the air hummed with pent energy, and for a second Aleya was truly awestruck, too much to even move.
If I prayed right now, she thought, it’d come true. I know it would.
Then Kirby came crashing into her back. She was sobbing.
“Where’s—?” But there was no need for Aleya to finish asking the question, or to wait around for an answer. Kirby’s face said it all. “He didn’t.”
“Get that thing off that damned altar,” she said, pointing. “Get it now.”
It, as in the goddess. Iona and her innocent smile. She was pure Bern, roughhewn and unassuming, with all that secret death-touched madness locked deep, deep within. They couldn’t waste a second of the time Nylophon had bought them. But—
But.
“Kirby,” she said. “Listen. Do this with me.”
“No, no, no.” She started shaking her head. “I’m not touching that thing again. It’s . . . It’s not . . .”
“I think we have to talk to her.”
“Who?”
“Iona.”
All along, for weeks now, some part of her mind had been consumed with it: the certainty that the face she’d glimpsed among the dancers in the desert ruin was the face of God. It was the Queen of Heaven. Thalia. Back before. In another life.
Human hands had made the idol. And when they did, they’d had a human face in mind. That was the nucleus. The seed. The flash of warmth. Heretical as it was, as little sense as it made, she knew there was a person in there.
But Aleya didn’t know how to explain it without sounding insane, and even if she could put it into words, she didn’t have time, and even if she did have time . . .
She didn’t need it. “Please,” was all she said. “I need you for this.”
One long, slow, shuddering breath. Then Kirby stepped up to her side. “Right.”
“Ready?”
A nod.
“We’ll grab her together on three, okay? One, two, thr—”
• • •
That voice again.
• • •
what’s another skull what’s another hundred skulls what’s a thousand what’s ten hundred thousand what’s it take to take it back drop seeds into a porous gore-sunk loam with bone flour scattered about the roots of it and a shiny coat of loose swimming organs deep deep down and fat maggots and dreams of death and teeth and tongues and eyeballs and all the other wretched things they bring me when they come to my altar and the screams and the press of the bodies and the little ones stomped underfoot under the blazing midday sun and they slit the belly of a goat slit the belly of a man debreast any creature from navel to chin let it all come
tumbling out at my bare feet what’s another blue skinned corpse or a boot-stomped face or an axe-cloven cradle or a punctured womb what’s it matter what’s it matter really that now that I—
Now that I . . .
I . . .
I . . .
“You?” she asked.
It took great effort for her to speak. But after the first time it was easier. She managed to ask:
“Who are you?”
I . . .
The voice seemed to find itself, and said at last, I am the Goddess of Spring.
Bernic. They were conversing in Bernic. She wondered how she could understand.
She wondered why she was wondering such a thing.
She wondered who she was.
But this question did not matter, because there was a second (third?) person there, and she had to speak to them, she needed to reach them.
(Why?)
(Which . . . ?)
“Who are you?” she asked again.
There was a bad season, she said. The barley drowned.
“Who are you?”
A whole month of rain. We thought it was the second coming of the Flood. But instead we had a winter. And my littlest had a rattling cough.
“Who are you?”
The oldest looked after the littlest. Then she got the cough as well.
“Who are you?”
I lost both of them.
“I’m sorry.”
It’s like having your stomach removed. Losing a child.
Some half of herself agreed. Some other half of herself thought it was time to change the question.
“Who were you?” she asked.
A carver. A mother. A shepherd’s daughter. I didn’t leave the house for a year. They told me it was madness.
“That isn’t madness,” she said gently.
No. I didn’t think so.
“What happened?”
I carved a little portrait.
It was only ever me.
A little picture of myself.
And I . . .
I . . .
I was thinking . . .
All I was thinking . . .
That on the other side of the winter that took my children . . .
• • •
My god, there has to be a spring.



Kirby
IT WAS A block of stone the size of an overbred hog and it was about to fall on Aleya’s head.
Kirby screamed aloud and dived on her, knocking both of them down, and the block exploded onto the ground a half a yard clear of where they landed. Powdered thorn and buttery petals shot out into the air.
Kirby cast about wildly. This was not another vision. This was happening. The tower was in collapse. The bouquet of gorse overflowing from the altar was dying before their eyes, blackening and shriveling up, the rot spreading rapidly out from the central circle where Iona was.
No. Where Iona had been. Kirby looked down and found the carving clutched in her own hand. She was so startled she nearly dropped it.
“Did—?” Aleya was blinking back to reality. “Did it work?”
Kirby lifted the idol to show her.
“Fuck!” She looked at her with wonder. “You beauty!”
Madness and collapse and imminent danger, and still somehow Kirby couldn’t resist grabbing the soft cotton of her collar and pulling her into a kiss. Then another stone fell, obliterating one side of a nearby tree, Aleya pushed her off, saying, “Not now not now not now—”
The walls swayed woozily. The floor, too. The exit was still clear and they scrambled for it, avoiding a third tumbling block, and then a fourth.
They plunged into the tunnel.
She didn’t look back.
A succession of thunderclaps as the tower fell in behind them. Panicked breath in the dark, clumsy running. Kirby’s grip on the idol was slick with sweat. Had the tunnel grown? How could it have? The world stretched out and faded away.
Then . . .
Daylight again. That same slender walkway. And Scoria, waiting, alone.
The Worldlord didn’t have a single mark on her hands, but her bare feet were red from where she’d stepped over the corpses that crowded the bridge behind her. A scrap of scarlet somewhere in the pile. Kirby gripped Iona closer to her chest and felt Aleya tense.
But the Worldlord did not appear to be looking for a fight. If anything, she seemed lost, glancing puzzledly from side to side. She was even older now. Seventy at least. Kirby almost felt bad for punching her, seeing her in such a state. Then she noticed the pair of them staring at her and became herself again.
“Vandals,” she said calmly. “Murderers. Swine. Primates. Arrogant bastard.” The last one was directed toward Aleya. “Reckless, arrogant, grasping little whore-born bastard. Do you know what you’ve done?”
Aleya didn’t so much as flinch. “Get out of the way,” she said.
“I hope your little throne is worth it. Remember, hemlock’s bitter, nightshade’s sweet.” The mocking smile faltered and that lost kind of look came over her again. “What was I . . . ?”
Scoria spun around, and it looked like she would stumble clean over the edge. But she righted herself at the last moment. “Look at it,” she said, speaking to the city. “There will never be another place like this again. Never.”
Maybe it was the true grief in her voice. Maybe it was the angle, how the sweep of the horizon reminded her of the scattered ruins of Bern as seen from up high. Maybe it was the crookedness of the spires and the meandering streets, the little flaws, so unmistakably human. But for a moment, Kirby could see it, too. Nivela was beautiful.
“Maybe,” Kirby cleared her throat. “Maybe someone will come along and . . . you know, do some good with it.”
Scoria smiled. It was a strange smile, fond and cruel.
“You stupid child,” she said. “I am the city. It dies with me.”



You
ARE TAKING IT all with you.
Start with the villas at the city perimeter, sending fault lines across tile and terra-cotta, opening a crevasse on a perfect lawn and eating each mansion into the earth. Let the beds fold and the bedrooms with them. Death to each well-tended terrace. Fuck these kitchens. Let it die.
You move inward. Hit the pleasure district, crushing a honeycomb of satin-hung love nests with an idle clench of your fist. Boil the public pool. Obliterate the theater.
In the covered market, ornate fountains spout oily mud and collapse inward. Statues shake and shake until their heads wobble free and shatter on the pavement, grimacing as they go. You feel the monument to Nivelus you commissioned in your first year of office come apart with shocking ease.
The temple is next. You kick out the columns one by one until the whole front awning keels over in a whole inglorious heap.
(Okay, you can admit it. That was fun.)
Now you’re starting to hit your stride. The column they erected after you conquered Tessi—gone. The bridges and the sewers and the libraries—gone. Those power stations and the miracles you wrought from them, the light and warmth and color, the walking carriages, the network of voices, the vases of suspended music, the healing baths—gone. Whole neighborhoods perish with a curl of your finger, including a certain shoddy apartment near the assembly house where once upon a time a little girl and her grandma said their secret prayers and tended to their rooks.
As the city comes down, the sentinels for each district are dying sad second deaths. You almost feel sorry for them, your poor, oblivious boys. First they lose grip on their weapons. Then their knees buckle. For a time they writhe face-down on the ground like helpless fish, arms swinging back and forth in an attempted march, until decay shoots up their spine and at last they fall still, entombed by the collapsing street. So much for your eternal army.
With a thumb and forefinger, you pluck your last treasure out of the sky. She lets out a sound of astonishment, of innocent surprise, and hits the ground soon in an explosion of blood and feathers. A nudge of grief. Oh well. Love hurts.
Amid all this destruction, two blazing specs of life remain. You can sense them running full tilt for the gates, slowed a little because the fools are carrying the corpse of the soldier boy between them. There’s time enough to bury them under—
Ah, but what would be the point? The life they’ve chosen is punishment enough.
You let them go.
You let it all go.
You open up the gates and let time do the rest.



Palgaro
IN THE TWISTED shadow of an olive tree, lone survivor of a long-obliterated grove on a hill overlooking the sea, there was a block of stone turfed up by roots. They sat there for a while.
They’d run out of things to say to each other. But the ship would not wait forever and only one of them was climbing aboard.
At last Kirby slapped her knees and stood up. “Right,” she said. “Take care of yourself.”
For a response she had only a grimace and a fleeting squeeze of the hand. Kirby understood. It hurt too much. She thought if she hung around any longer she’d lose her mind again, so she let go and started walking down without another word.
About halfway to the shoreline she heard the sound of footsteps pelting toward her. She turned around. “Wha—Ow!”
Aleya had grabbed her by the face. Smooshing both cheeks together, she said, “Listen to me.”
“I’m lishning.”
“I need you to have a great fucking life.” Still squeezing. “A great one. Okay?”
“Okay.”
“Promise me.”
“I promish.”
She let go at last, kissed her for as long as she could bear it, then turned and ran headlong back up the hill.
For half a second Kirby stood there, rubbing at her cheek, smiling. Then she carried on back down to the ocean.
And . . .
Miles from there, from anywhere . . .
A mound. An enormous sword buried standing upward. A strip of scarlet cloak tied to the pommel, resting against the hilt. All around it, patchy grass struggling up through the ash. This small monument would not be found for many years and the people who eventually discovered it would not be able to read the words scratched on the hilt. But they would understand the meaning.
Here lies a warrior.
The scrap of cloak stirred and lifted, dancing on a slight, growing breeze.
A fair wind in Palgaro. It was the first that had blown in that land in a long, long time.



They
VANISHED FROM EACH other’s lives.
(Of course they did. What else could happen? There was more than just an ocean between them. But there was an ocean too. This was a time when the world was large.)
Quietly, diligently, day by day, they pursued the lives they’d chosen in lieu of eternity. The Bern turned around and walked all the way back to her home, the ruin. The return journey was an adventure unto itself, perilous and long, and by the time she arrived her feet were almost destroyed and she was not alone.
(Yes, she found another pair of shoulders for her to lean upon. Why not? Love isn’t a well you draw until it’s dry.)
There was a long night of celebration in Wall’s End, of dancing and singing and crying. Nobody mentioned the curse. They were just happy to have her home.
The Goddess Iona’s long journey was not yet over. She moved house several times, from a stool at the head of a feasting table to an open altar to a covered tent and eventually to a small walled temple, cool and often dripping, hardly big enough for two worshippers at a time. Making a home that was worthy of her would be the work of multiple generations. But everywhere she went, no matter the season, the goddess kept around herself a little halo of green. And with the budding, an unspoken hope.
Wall’s End changed. More travelers came calling and some even chose to stay.
(A curiously high number, almost as if summoned. But let’s not fall prey to base suspicion.)
They were people from all corners, traveling for all sorts of reasons, wary or bright-eyed or dead on their feet. A fair number came down from the north, the supposed edges of the world. Kirby explained, patiently and many times over to anyone who would listen, that the world did not end, but kept going and going. A few of them even believed her.
So Iona was raised up as goddess not of a hamlet but of a small, growing town. And she in her tiny temple was presented with a new kind of tribute: handmade woven artworks and nettle beer and vegetable bouquets. They told her stories. They wreathed her in honeysuckle like a new bride. Regardless of what lay in their hearts, the language of worship came back to the people with surprising ease. Ritual and rhythm. Short, cautious prayers. And one fine morning, they laid at her feet something the goddess had not met with in a long time: a living bundle. A child. Christened in sunlight and anointed in dew.
(The child’s mother asked the goddess for her blessing in the tone you’d ask an old friend for a favor. But perhaps she’d earned the right to be a little bold.)
When the next generation came along, the adults decided among themselves to keep the story of Iona’s theft a secret. As far as the children knew, their goddess had been there among her people since the garden of the dawn of time. They were raised in a more innocent faith and paid her tribute without hesitation. And she in return delivered many a pleasant spring.
Kirby fattened. She aged. Long after her ma—who lived to become Grandma—had passed to the underworld, she was startled to find her mother’s face waiting for her in a pond’s reflection.
She was happy . . .
(Really, she was.)
. . . but from time to time she’d find a long black hair among her things and would have to walk into the woods for a while, leaving her family to wonder what had come over her. They were kind enough not to ask. That small privacy was how they paid their respects—not just her husband and children, but all the people of Wall’s End. They didn’t pry. That great lover of the bedtime story had one tale she would never tell.
(These Balts and their family secrets. I suppose old habits die hard.)
As for the Ashalite . . .
The story of her adventure was chiseled into mountain sides and wrapped around columns. It was performed in beer halls and theaters all over Ash, molded into verse and lifted as a song. An early version of the tale arrived home before she did, and by the time she stepped through the gates of the city a small crowd had gathered to cheer her on. She flinched when one of them threw something, but it exploded soft as a kiss on her shoulder. A fistful of petals.
Burana was right. They loved her. They would love her for the rest of her life.
(In some ways this frantic worship was harder to bear than the hatred, but Aleya hid her unease. The “Aleya” of their story was only a character. She played the role as best she could.)
Auntie Burana remained an enigma to the very end, and Aleya could never quite figure out how much of what happened had been according to the old queen’s design. But she found a good friend and adviser in Eshmer, and even managed to repair things with Irtu and his brothers. Really, she was just too busy for resentment. Rule was everything. It consumed her in more ways than one.
The people of Ash agreed that her reign was a pleasant one. Her only flaw was a reputation for cheapness: they complained that the famous heroine was more interested in civic repairs than theaters and gardens and other delights. The one exception was the new temple she commissioned in honor of the Queen of Heaven. It was eight stories high, and in the intricate wall relief wrapped around the exterior, among all the usual symbols and finery, was a small image of a dancing woman.
(Future scholars would argue if she was a servant or a whore, never suspecting that the ambiguity was the point.)
Just as predicted, Aleya’s reforms to the political structure of the city—small at first, but gradually growing more radical over time—earned her no friends among the elite. Fending off assassins became such a regular chore that she joked it was her only remaining exercise. The stress of living life constantly on guard began to mark itself across her face, and she rarely ate proper meals. Aleya aged rapidly. She thinned. But she persisted in her life’s work, elevating and democratizing the unions while stripping the old families of their power, even her own.
(“If I didn’t know any better,” Eshmer said one night, “I’d have thought you were trying to end the monarchy altogether.” She only smiled.)
Meanwhile, the story of Aleya’s Calling sprouted legs and walked away. It traveled far beyond the city walls and swept over Ur, growing as it went, taking on thrilling new chapters and unexpected twists. The official, cliff-chiseled version of the legend made no mention of any companions on her journey, but rumors always swirled, especially as the years wore on without her ever producing an heir.
(The only person who ever knew the entire truth was Taire. The old soldier treasured the story as carefully as a baby bird, keeping it safe until her final days.)
Her cousin’s children had a careful education. Lovers came and went like seasons. And she slept in a smaller room than her predecessors, on the very edge of the palace. There was a cellar below that room where the gameskeepers would sometimes meet in secret to gamble, and they reported, in the tone of men who’d seen a wraith, how the sound of a lyre would find them from above in the small hours of the morning.
The windows faced westward, toward the road, and the amber mountains, and the river that fed the sea.
And so they lived.
And you remained dead, buried in your tomb of a city.
Which leaves only . . .
Who?
I?
I.
I . . .



I
WAS THE ONE thing you never noticed.
Well, you’re not alone in that.
Nobody saw me until it was too late.
A baby left out by a river to die. There was never a princess. They just couldn’t feed me, that’s all. Someone found my body and made up a better story. For comfort. So here I am.
A good source of water, a tired group of people, a fire. A tale. A tiny grave. Pay attention. This is how a city is born.
What do you think Idolfire is? Power? Time travel? Faith set alight? Maybe it’s all just a story in the end.
My story isn’t over. I know. I’m still here. Sleeping in my temple.
(What’s left of it.)
Nourishing the worms.
But one day they’ll find me. Someone will come along to lovingly brush the dirt from my cheeks. They’ll admire my eyes, huge as fists in their flawless lids, and with precise tools and brushes they’ll spend hours clearing the debris away. And when they’re finally done they will stare down, panting, mute with wonder, and behold this holy thing birthed from the body of the soil.
• • •
Who knows what stories they’ll tell about me then?



Epilogue
THERE WAS NO night in the sky just yet. Only birds, and the promise of an evening yet to come. And what an evening it would be. She could tell from how the clouds scurried past they were in for a kind of show rarely seen. At least, rarely seen where she came from. Sunsets in Ur were always spectacular.
The guardsman was looking her up and down. He was a man-child, half her age at least, but without his approval she couldn’t step through that dazzling lapis archway and into the city hidden beyond.
“No documents.” He frowned. “Where’d you come from?”
“A while away,” she said.
He shuffled his mind around while she, uninvited traveler, stranger in a strange land, shifted from foot to foot. “This is the Dove Gate, isn’t it?” She craned her neck up at the ancient archway, and recited, “All wisdom flocks to Ash.”
His eyebrows shot up. “You read well for a foreigner.”
“I can’t read. I just know that’s what it says. Somebody told me.”
“Uh-huh.”
More shuffling. At last she said, “Could you send a message to the palace?”
“The palace?” A skeptical look. “I mean, I can try. We don’t often hear back these days.”
“That’s okay,” she replied. “Just say, it’s Kirby. Kirby made it. Tell them that.”
• • •
Ash was every bit as good as she’d been promised. Better, even. Like a whole world unto itself. So lively. And so mixed up! An open city, with different kinds of people piled on top of one another. And the food. Every street someone was cooking something somewhere and the scents were intoxicating. She felt she was strolling through the kitchen of the gods.
Kirby’s guides had none of the city’s cheer. Two lavishly robed attendants had collected her from outside the Dove Gate and were now leading the way (gently, but briskly) toward the center of the city. They did not speak much to her or to each other, but there was clearly a tension there.
“Excuse me?” Kirby signaled to the closest one. “Am I getting a . . . ?” She paused. There was a proper word for it. “Am I getting an audience?”
A stiff nod.
“Now?”
Another nod. “Privately.”
She studied the attendant’s face in profile. “What’s wrong?” They were making an effort not to look at her. “Is she sick?”
A twitch around the eyes.
“Poison?”
Another twitch.
“Please,” said the other attendant softly. “No more questions.”
Kirby shut her mouth.
Over the palace moat—she glimpsed fish as bright as fresh fruit flitting about in the waters—through another set of thick walls, into the interior, a maze of fronds and fountains, occasionally opening to a glimpse of that jungle of a garden. There was a bright, busy atmosphere inside. Chatter. Swishing robes. It seemed nobody was too worried about the queen’s sickness, or they were pretending not to worry, or they hadn’t been told, or some combination of the three. Heads turned wherever they went, diplomats and scribes and errand-runners all trying to suss out the origin of this road-beaten intruder.
Kirby felt herself flushing. She wished she’d been given time to prepare for the “audience.” Scrub her face, at least. But the attendants seemed hell-bent on smuggling her straight to their destination.
The deeper they went, the quieter it became, until the three of them were alone on a veranda on the western perimeter. The vined arch cast long, thin shadows. They gestured for her to go inside an unmarked doorway, drew a curtain behind her and left.
Kirby looked around the room. There were too many things to notice at once: a bowl of petalled water. A small altar. Incense. An open window and a glimpse of the city through it. A bed. Vases. Pillows. Everything was neat, but there was an air of neglect around the place. And all those sweet-scented things. There were too many. As if someone was trying to cover up the smell of death.
In a small voice, she said to the emptiness: “Hello?”
Something moved on the bed. “Over here.”
It was Aleya.
Mother of mercy, Kirby thought.
She’d shrunk.
Aged too, of course, a little silver at the temples, a little smudged under the eyes. But she looked so reduced. The bed seemed to be swallowing her up.
“Fuck,” Aleya said, stirring. She sounded hoarse. “It’s really you.”
“It is.”
“Did they warn you?” As in, warn you about me.
“No, but I guessed.”
“Isn’t it amazing?” Aleya lifted her hands from the sheets. “They said I wouldn’t make it more than . . . a day, and yet here I am, clinging on. Har har. Oh, stop that.”
Kirby had started crying.
“Stop that,” Aleya said again, firmer. “Don’t you pity me. I chose th—” She craned her neck up and squinted, and noticed at last that Kirby was in fact bawling with joy.
“It’s just s—so good to s—see you,” she wailed, and fell on top of her, ignoring Aleya’s yelps of protest. Life had made Kirby stronger and her hug was lung-squeezing.
Aleya patted her weakly on the back. “You too. I—Oh.” Kirby’d started kissing her on the neck. “Okay.”
“I missed you so much.”
More tenderly, this time, “Okay.” Aleya wiped one of her tears away with her thumb. “Look at you,” she said, with approval. “I knew you’d be fine.”
And for a moment there the lost years meant nothing. They held their own weight, of course, and so much had happened, and she had so much she wanted to tell her, so many stories, but it didn’t change anything. It didn’t matter how much time had passed, or how much they’d both changed. They were both still fundamentally themselves. Kirby was almost drunk with relief.
The trembling in Aleya’s thumb brought her out of it. “What about you?” she demanded, pulling back and gesturing exasperatedly to her bedridden body. “What is this, eh?”
Aleya shrugged. “I pushed my luck one too many times. It happens.”
“I told you to take care of yourself.”
An affronted gasp. “Excuse you. I was extremely careful!”
“Clearly not enough.”
“I hope you didn’t come all this way to scold me—”
“—Are you dying?”
The pause grew steadily into silence. Aleya turned away.
Kirby felt her throat go dry. She kicked off her boots and laid down next to her, feeling belated guilt for the finery with her road clothes, and said at long last to the ceiling, “This place is beautiful.”
“Ash?” She could hear the smile in Aleya’s voice. She was still so proud of her city. “Yes, I know.”
“I can’t believe people built such a thing.”
“I can.” With effort, Aleya made a gesture toward the heavens. “People,” she said. “They did all of this. They should have it. They ought to . . .” Her energy faded, and the arm drooped. “. . . have it. I’m so tired, Kirby.”
“I know.” Stubbornly, she added: “But you’re not dying.”
“Oh, good. Tell my doctors, they’ll be delighted.”
“I mean it.”
“And why are you so sure, pray tell?”
“I just am,” she said. “I have a feeling. There’s more to come.”
Aleya’s hand found hers. “This is enough for me,” she whispered.
The light was changing around them. Somewhere out on the horizon it was happening, that spectacular sunset she’d been promised, a crown of flame over the western hills. Latest in a series of thousands. Prelude to thousands yet to come. And tomorrow it would begin again, as the inland sea led the city ever eastward.
Kirby thought about their time on the old highway. All the fires they’d lit. All those evenings Aleya had made sweeter just by being around. How many days and nights did they have left to spend together? How many dawns, how many dusks?
How many times would the earth spin round?
The same again and more, she thought.
Darkness fell. From the bed beside her was the sound of labored, careful breathing.
Kirby closed her eyes and started to pray.



Author’s Note
Idolfire was born out of concurrent obsessions with a few different periods of ancient history. I’m going to explain them a little here, so read on if you’re curious.
The first and most screamingly obvious is the Fall of the Roman Empire. A small city conquers most of the known world and suddenly collapses, leaving behind ruins that puzzle many generations to come. In my home of Northumberland there’s a Roman road known as “The Devil’s Causeway,” because the Anglo-Saxon settlers who discovered it couldn’t imagine it was built by human hands. These half-buried tendrils of Empire once criss-crossed the whole island. Some of them are tarmacked highways now, while others like the Causeway have all but disappeared, faint scars in the hedgerow visible only from above. If you’re UK based and have a curious spirit, feel free to consult your OS map and find the nearest one. It may be closer than you think.
The other main source of inspiration was Ancient Mesopotamia, a multi-millennia span of early human history where cities were dreamed up, built, and conquered and collapsed. Ash, Aleya’s hometown, has a more Sumerian vibe (advanced and worldly, they see themselves as the shepherds of civilization, plus there’s all the ziggurats), but I stole a fair few details from the Assyrian capital of Nineveh, an absolute marvel (those gardens! those aqueducts!!) which was at one time the largest city in the world.
The concept of Idolfire itself was inspired by a war long after the Sumerians that is nevertheless Mesopotamian. A people known as the Elamites sacked Babylon and stole the idol of their god Marduk. The idea of being able to physically steal someone’s god and take it home as a trophy lit my brain on fire and we sort of went from there. And in case you were wondering—yes, the Babylonians did manage to get their god back. The story of Marduk’s theft and rescue is told in an Assyrian text known as the Marduk Prophecy which, as far as I’m aware, contains zero lesbian romance. But in all fairness I haven’t checked.
History is always happening on top of itself. In his memoirs, Greek mercenary Xenophon recalled stumbling across a vast wall, fifty feet high and fifty feet broad, the fragment of a once-great city that was conquered and laid to waste. He described the site as originally belonging to the Medes. But he was wrong. The city was Nineveh. Sacked, abandoned, and forgotten even to those that dwelled among the ruins, but with walls still tall enough to blot out the sun.
Xenophon’s adventures are a great tale unto themselves. He was involved in a disastrous military campaign in Persia and wound up stranded hundreds of miles into enemy territory, and recounts in Anabasis (literally “the expedition”) how he and his comrades fought their way back home. It’s not a harrowing story, especially if you consider the perspective of the ordinary people Xenophon’s soldiers trampled over on their journey.
There’s one passage in Anabasis that has never left my mind. Xenophon was marching at the back of his formation. The mood was low: mountains, snowstorms and enemy attack had shaved their numbers down and left the Greeks exhausted. From far ahead came the sound of screaming. Xenophon assumed they were being attacked again, so he mounted a horse and raced as fast as he could to the front, the screams growing louder all the while. At last he was close enough to pick out words: The sea! The sea!
They were screams of joy. After months of relentless fighting and travel, the homesick Greeks had finally clapped eyes on the ocean.
Thank you so much for reading Idolfire. I hope the long road leads you home.
—Grace Curtis, Newcastle upon Tyne, 2024.
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