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To Jim Skinner
Who helps me tell the shadow from the light
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Dramatis Personae

Corinthium:

Ferros, also known as Arcturien of the Wattenwolden

Lara

Roxanna

Makron

Zok, doorman

Severos, ‘King’ of Asprodon

Graco, drug dealer

Andronikos, legendary hero, mortal

Cosara, young lover

Fruka, Lara’s mother

Brankos, Lara’s father

Aisha, Lara’s sister

Arak, caravan guide

Gan, Timian monk

Havlos, Balbek exile

Speros, City Guard Captain

Saghaz-a (Land of the Four Tribes):

Anazat, High Monk

Gistrane, Huntress 

Korshak, Horse Lord

Karania, leader of the Huntresses

Baromolak, King of the Horse Lords

Framilor, captain of the Seafarers

Toparak, monk

Ometepe:

Intitepe

Sekantor the Savage, pirat

Besema

Sayel, Besema’s lover

Toman, Intitepe’s officer

Midgarth:

Luck

Atisha

Their children:

   -   Bjorn

   -   Freya

The dead gods:

   -   Freya

   -   Hovard

   -   Bjorn Swift-Sword

   -   Stromvar, Dragon Lord

Warkan, wolfhound

Marla

Gytta, Luck’s dead wife

Ulrich the smith

Tiny Elric, Ulrich’s son

Peki Asarko

Petr the Red

Brena

Wattenwolden:

Malvolen, High Chief

Domen, Wattenwolden warrior

Haldan, also known as Stauren of the Wattenwolden

Sirene

Melgayne

Poum


I am Sirene.

A name that will do, in this place where now we meet, which is no place. In a form that you can hear, which is no form. Sirene is the name I am known by in the world of four lands you set me to watch. There, I am the distillation of a plant, a way of seeing you gave to the world. Here I am thought, moving through your minds.

You wish to know what have been the results of your three gifts.

The first, immortality, an inheritance in the blood, passed on randomly to a few, differently in three of those lands.

The second, the ability for those immortals to possess another entity.

Finally, to another people, a different kind of gift: Hope. Hope in the prophecy of the One, come to save them all.

I can tell you much of it – but not everything. For I may only see each world when people in it use me, travelling within the smoke in the glass. I cannot tell you what transpires with those who do not travel, only what the traveller observes or learns. Yet enough do use me and so I can report most of what happens, what has happened, what may yet happen.

It has been nearly sixteen of their years since last you summoned me.

The largest of their lands is an empire and a city both known as Corinthium, though renamed by its conquerors Saghaz-­
a-akana – ‘The Little Land of Joy’. Most who live there call it rather ‘The Land of Little Joy’ because many of their former pleasures are gone, replaced by a formal, restrictive worship of the One.

Of all the lands, I see that one most easily, for many there travel with Sirene. One man is the clearest, the monk known as Anazat, leader of the conquering Four Tribes of Saghaz-a. It was Anazat who travelled with me most to begin with, who used me and his belief in the One to change the whole world utterly. With a world so vast, so different in all its parts, its problems are vast as well and this requires Anazat to move constantly between lands. So he has left two immortals in charge of what was Corinthium, to rule it for him and for the One. Makron is one. He lets me see some things there, for he uses Sirene to communicate if not to travel, and so lets me in. His wife, the immortal Roxanna, does not use me. I glimpse her through him. This allows me to see their great ambition: to rule separate from Anazat. To restore, perhaps, the control of the Corinthian Immortals. Their control at least.

Their opportunity is fast approaching. For Anazat will be distracted by what has transpired in those other two realms – Midgarth and Ometepe.

In the north, since the battle known as ‘The Coming of the Dark’, in which the majority of the immortals there, whom they named gods, were killed, a man named Peki Asarko has ruled on behalf of Anazat. A sexually deviant tyrant, he has subdued most of the realm in the name of the One, putting down with great cruelty any brief flarings of rebellion. He is one of my most devoted followers and I see his desires clearly: to rule Midgarth alone and throw off any restraints of the sort Anazat puts upon him.

His problem, and his master’s too, lies in the far west, on the island of Ometepe. For the only immortal male there, Intitepe, is finally poised to crush the revolution that exploded when he left his lands for the new world he’d discovered. When he does, he will want to return to Midgarth and claim what he was promised: its throne. He does not follow me but he has advisers from the Four Tribes who do, the monks. And they show me a god who does not think to stop at Midgarth.

For Intitepe, you will remember, is the father of the One. And though at first he tried to kill the child – fearing an ancient prophecy that, just as he killed his own father, so his son would kill him – he has now come to believe something quite different: that since the One is neither son nor daughter but both, so father and child are destined to jointly rule the whole world.

The whole world. From Toluc, the volcano that is his brother god in Ometepe, across the waters to Midgarth, and beyond that through the Lands of the Four Tribes, Saghaz-a. Finally to what was the empire of Corinthium itself. He has only seen that in visions told him by his advisers, those monks sent by Anazat. He sees it as his place of destiny. Where he will be emperor of … everything.

As you have realised, there is an element missing. Something on which everything else depends. Someone.

The One.

The child who is neither man nor woman but both. The child who is now nearly sixteen of their years old.

Poum.

If the child lives. For they – I have come to think of Poum in the plural – disappeared fifteen years ago. Vanished into the high mountains between Midgarth and Saghaz-a after that same Coming of the Dark. Only Peki Asarko knows in which direction they headed and he has told no one, not even Anazat, fearing that if the One was brought back and established as the God of All Worlds, his own power would end. Anazat has organised searches all over the world and has found not a trace.

The god known as Luck, and the child’s mother, Atisha, have kept the child hidden all this time.

It is strange. Of all who ever journeyed with me, the one that roved the furthest, who revelled the deepest, was this same Luck of Midgarth. I believed that he was bound to me for ever in chains he could never break. But he has not journeyed with me once these fifteen years. He has a will as strong as anyone I have ever encountered, across the galaxies and throughout 
time.

Yet this I know – he plans to return to me one day. For just before he betrayed Anazat and vanished with the child, he asked for, and was given, not a supply of the distilled drug but the plant itself.

Somewhere at the top of the world, Luck is creating his own store of me.

I know you do not fear. Why would you, when you have lived so long, have the power to change worlds almost on a thought? Yet I will tell you – this Luck has come closer than anyone you have ever thought of to being able to see you. For he asked me, when last he travelled with me, something I’d never been asked before.

He asked me why I am.

I am Sirene. I do not lie, or evade questions. So I told him. Told him that I was the watcher. Told him that I watched for you. Told him of the gifts you gave to the world, two of which he had received – immortality, and the power to possess.

Then I answered his question. His why. Told him that you gave each of the peoples those gifts to see what they would do with them.

He was not pleased to hear that he was a part of what he called ‘an experiment’.

Still, you are the only true immortals, are you not? He cannot threaten you.

However, this I believe – that if he has survived, he has been living with the answer to all mankind’s hopes, the source of all its worship, and so many of its dreams.

He has been living with, and shaping the mind of, the One.

We cannot know what powers the One will have until Luck allows me to see. Until he travels with me again. And next time, I believe he will not travel alone.

I am Sirene. I have told all I know. Now I will return to learn the rest. When next we meet, I shall tell you more.
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