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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 BCE
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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 immortalised 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 centre 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 westwards 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 southwards, 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, funnelled 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 outwards 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 neighbour 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 harbour 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 centre, 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 downwards her hand was consumed in something that was not quite flame and not quite starlight, a colour that seemed to contain all other colours within itself. She knew of the other planets that were sisters to her own; perhaps, she fancied, this was the colour 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, honoured 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.’ Acknowledgement, 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 upwards. 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 upwards. 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 leapt 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, honoured uncle.’

She smiled wide, and though it remained unspoken, her real message rung loud and clear:

Fuck you. I win.
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