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This book is dedicated to all you ‘creatives’ out there, in this strange and scary time. We’ve all had to endure lockdowns and shortages, and some of us have faced loss, and many of us have had to live with the fear that our careers are very precarious, as our publishers, promoters and producers grapple with their own problems.

But it turns out that some of the big things that got a lot of us through all the stress of 2020-21 were music, movies and TV, and books. Thank you to those who produced the shows and songs and writing that got me through – and I hope that for some of you readers, this piece of escapism helps you to relax and, well, escape . . .
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What Has Gone Before

The World of Shamaya

Shamaya, a world orbited by planetary rings, is in the grip of an Ice Age, brought about by misuse of magic. The polar caps have encroached thousands of miles beyond their normal bounds, engulfing huge tracts of land and constricting humanity into a narrower band of life, two thousand miles either side of the equator.

This magical catastrophe occurred five hundred years ago, when the dominant elites, powerful sorcerers known as the Aldar, went to war. They may (or may not) have been a different race who ruled over humanity. They wore masks in public to add to their mystique, used a destructive form of magic called mizra and lived long lives of decadence and cruelty.

The collapse of Aldar rule coincided with the discovery of a new form of magic called praxis. The antithesis of the unpredictable mizra, it emphasises discipline. The credit for discovering praxis is given to a woman, Gerda, a messianic figure within the dominant human religion revering the god Deo. Gerda is said to have slain the last Aldar god-king in his palace at Rath Argentium, triggering the wars in which the Aldar unleashing massive destructive forces that saw their own race destroyed and caused the onset of the Ice Age.

Recent History 1000-1530ME (Magnian Era)

At the beginning of the Ice Age, millions of people were displaced as humanity crowded onto the equatorial continent of Magnia, the largest landmass free of ice. Three centuries of barbarism ensued, until the 1400s saw a renaissance in which the study of the sciences and arts were renewed and political institutions took on increasing democratisation. Personal freedoms grew, accompanied by new wonders, from telescopes to clocks to gunpowder, through the alliance of education and the praxis.

But in the 1520s, those freedoms collapsed when the large (if backward) kingdom of Bolgravia sought dominance. Using assassination, corruption and military might, the Bolgravians defeated the Magnian royal house, then conquered their vassal kingdoms of Norgania, Ferrea, Pelaria, Otravia and others. By 1534, the Bolgravian Empire not only dominates the Magnian continent, but has imposed a culture of fear and exploitation based on sorcery and a mineral called istariol.

Istariol and Sorcery

Istariol is a naturally occurring substance which, when processed into a blood-red powder and utilised by a sorcerer, vastly increases magical output. Any sorcerer can start a fire, but with istariol, that fire can be an inferno; a magical breeze may become a hurricane; a small wave a tsunami. Istariol cannot be manufactured and natural reserves are few; the Bolgravian Empire now controls all mining and distribution, although there is a thriving and lucrative black market.

Both forms of sorcery, praxis and mizra, require a sorcerer to bind with a ‘familiar’ spirit which channels and enhances magical energy; they communicate using language, symbols and gestures. These bonds are formed when the sorcerer first manifests power in their teens. Choosing a benign spirit accesses the praxis, but choosing a wild spirit results in mizra, which is illegal. In Magnia, all mizra-witches exist in secret, for fear of execution.

The Events of Spring and Summer, 1534 (as told in Map’s Edge)

In Teshveld, at the western edge of the Magnian continent, an imperial party newly returned from the recently settled land of Verdessa demands aid from a local healer. One of them, a cartomancer (a sorcerer and map-maker), is suffering from a mysterious ailment. The Bolgravian lord commanding the mission menaces the healer and his daughter, demanding they save the dying cartomancer or suffer violent consequences.

The healer is Raythe Vyre, an exiled sorcerer-lord from conquered Otravia. Surreptitiously reading the cartomancer’s encrypted journal, he discovers that traces of istariol have been found in Verdessa. He sees this as a chance to restore his fortunes and strike back against the empire. Realising he can’t save the cartomancer, Raythe kills the Bolgravians and steals the journal.

The istariol will need to be mined, so Raythe recruits among the local villagers, refugees and soldiers of fortune, many of them also fugitives. Soon after, a caravan of three hundred souls quietly slips out of Teshveld, taking the northeastern coastal road (the Ghost Road). Accompanying Raythe are his daughter Zarelda, a potential sorceress, and some trusted comrades: the Shadran blademaster Jesco Duretto; the Deist priestess Varahana, and Vidar Vidarsson, a bearskin, or shapeshifting berserker.

The travellers comprise three factions: a third are Teshveld villagers led by Varahana and the midwife and healer Kemara Solus; who have vital skills but lack military experience. Another third, trappers and hunters, are loosely led by Cal Foaley. The remaining third are mercenaries in the pay of duplicitous knight Sir Elgus Rhamp. Conflicts soon arise, mostly involving Rhamp’s men.

However, their flight hasn’t gone unnoticed. Toran Zorne, a sorcerer-assassin of the Ramkiseri, the Bolgravian Secret Service, was already on Raythe’s trail. He commandeers soldiers and ships and sets off in pursuit, catching the travellers just as they are crossing into Verdessa. As the ships’ cannons and marines prepare to annihilate the fugitives, all appears to be lost.

But the day is saved when Kemara reveals an unsuspected power: she is a sorceress, not of the praxis but the illegal and deadly mizra. Linking her magic to Raythe’s in a bonding called a meld expands their power, enabling them to destroy one imperial ship and drive the other away, saving the caravan. A meld between opposing forms of magic is supposed to be impossible; it’s certainly far deadlier than any bond Raythe has experienced before. To allay fears, Raythe and Kemara keep her mizra secret by pretending she used the praxis.

The expedition follows the trail of the istariol out of Verdessa into the northern ice wastes, following a river that’s been frozen for five hundred years.

They believe they’ve eluded the empire, but Toran Zorne has disguised himself as a wounded sailor they fished from the sea and is using praxis magic to guide the pursuing imperial forces.

Nevertheless, the travellers manage to stay ahead. They find a vast patch of fertile land deep within the ice wastes: a clear sign that istariol is present. At the heart of this region is an ancient ruined city built on an old mountain – and the spectacular sight of the peak floating in the air above the base, tethered to the ground by giant chains. There is a castle atop it.

To Raythe’s shock and amazement, they have found Rath Argentium, the Silver Citadel, once the heart of the Aldar civilisation.

But no sooner have they found this legendary place than they are beset from all sides, for the imperial forces have caught them up. Spotting campfires away to the east, Zarelda and her boyfriend Banno Rhamp go to seek aid, but they’re captured by a hitherto unknown tribe of people who call themselves the Tangato, pre-Ice Age humans, trapped here for five hundred years: they believe themselves to be the last people alive on Shamaya.

Meanwhile, at the height of the imperial attack, Toran Zorne tries to kill Raythe and Kemara, who he believes are both mizra-witches.

But Raythe and Kemara defeat Zorne, who falls into the canyon river and is swept away, once again believed dead. While Raythe leads his people across the ancient bridge into the ruined city, the Bolgravians, out of gunpowder and taken by surprise, are annihilated by the Tangato . . . who then encircle Rath Argentium.

Raythe’s expedition has found the istariol, and so much more. But will they ever be able to leave again?




Prologue

The Long Road Home

Toran Zorne woke to the sound and feel of words tumbling from his own mouth and realised from the dry rawness of his throat that he must have been babbling for hours, ‘Ruscht, consano, consano a multo, quaeso, lanista . . .’

Ruscht – heal me, heal me of it all, I beg you . . . repeated, over and over again.

And Ruscht, his familiar, had been dutifully doing exactly that.

I’m alive . . .

For a time, everything blurred but the sound of the churning river, the moaning wind, the call of birds and hum of insects, and the painful rasp of his own breath. Then taste and smell returned: the bitter tang of blood in his mouth and the aroma of damp earth.

Then came pain, the agony of still raw damage to his torso, the rending that steel had wrought on flesh, the exquisite torture of even the subtlest movement. He knew his own body well enough to know that despite waking, his survival was hanging by a thread.

But the worst ache of all was that of defeat. He’d been vanquished, cast down and washed up here to die alone.

But I am never alone, for my empire is with me.

That reminder, that pride, overrode defeat. He opened his eyes and found himself in a gorge, cast up in the shallows of a river, lying half out of the flow on the stony shore beneath high cliffs.

This river carries traces of istariol, he remembered: a river that flowed into a lake that became a glacier that inched towards the sea before becoming another lake, another river, meandering through Verdessa to the sea. This miraculous journey was only possible through the strange geography of Shamaya, where a motherlode of istariol could sustain life-supporting climate-zones hundreds of miles inside the frozen wastes.

A fragment of memory returned: Raythe Vyre, battered but somehow able to plunge his sword into Zorne’s gut. He rolled over, peeled aside the sodden remnants of his shirt and examined a livid, newly sealed wound.

It should have been fatal.

But I have you, Ruscht: you kept me alive.

A familiar keeping their host-sorcerer alive, even without instructions, wasn’t unique, but it was rare. The spirits weren’t terribly intelligent, but one thing even their wayward minds could grasp was that the human they’d bonded with must not die. And if there was one thing Ruscht was well-versed in, it was in putting his master back together again.

‘Abeo, Ruscht,’ Zorne breathed. Rest now.

The familiar squirmed in pleasure at his approval, then left his body. Magic was draining, and they both needed to recover. The familiar, invisible to everyone else, flew off, while Zorne lapped at the river-water until his thirst dissolved, then closed his eyes and let the tranquillity transport him into darkness.

*

He woke the next morning, or so he estimated, and found Ruscht inside him again. The wound was still painful, but it was sealing, entirely thanks to his familiar’s ministrations. It was nigh on impossible for a sorcerer to heal others using magic, but repairing oneself was instinctive. He drank again, then clambered painfully to his feet. It was time to leave.

He found a trail beneath the cliffs that went up and out of the ravine to a low rise at the south end of a plateau. When he’d recovered from the exertion and got his bearings, he realised that he’d stood here before, just a few days ago.

He’d been Moss Trimble then, one of the three hundred souls led here by the infamous Raythe Vyre. Trimble had been a simple person, a man of base habits. He’d been courting the healer, Kemara Solus, trying to get close enough to plunge a stiletto into her black mizra-heart, but her familiar saved her, just as Ruscht had saved him.

Only hers pulled her back from having her heart impaled – and then turned her into a killing machine . . .

Such was the potency of a mizra-witch – and Raythe Vyre had to be one too. It wasn’t through cunning or skill that they’d eluded the empire, but through the deepest evil known.

It occurred to Zorne that for the first time in his life, he was overmatched.

That notion haunted him all morning as he walked north, back towards an impossible city growing against the skyline: Rath Argentium, a place he’d never believed existed, let alone survived the Ice Age. But there was Shiro Kamigami, the legendary floating citadel of the god-kings, chained above the Silver City. It could be nowhere else.

He came in sight of the camp his Bolgravian allies had set up before assailing Vyre’s position, a hill-fort at the edge of the ravine, and a chill ran through him. The Bolgravian encampment had been utterly destroyed, as if a hurricane had blown through it, strewing bodies all about. There were dozens of the giant flightless phorus birds, each taller than a man, as well as thousands of vultures, picking over the carcases – but there were men present too, brown-skinned savages with black hair brandishing primitive spears and clubs, calmly looting the place. Remarkably, they were being directed by garishly robed women mounted on phorus birds.

How could a group of savages defeat a Bolgravian regiment? he wondered, shocked to the core, and then, Who are they?

He circled the destroyed camp, heading for the bridge spanning the ravine to Rath Argentium. Climbing a low hill, he found a troubling scene: arrayed on this side of the bridge were thousands more of the brown-skinned warriors, facing the city. They were singing some barbaric song, beating their chests and shaking their weapons, but making no direct attack.

On the bridge where Vyre and Solus had slain four imperial sorcerers and forced Zorne to throw himself into the river were even more of these savages, gathered before a throne surrounded by vivid banners. Around the throne were what looked like courtiers in brightly coloured robes and, of all things, masks.

Across the bridge, in the fortified gatehouse, he saw movement, and the distinctive silhouettes of long flintlocks: Raythe Vyre had clearly got his people into the city, while this tribe of primitives – who surely must be some forgotten remnant of the Aldar Age – had slaughtered the Bolgravians. He pictured a surprise attack at night, taking from behind men who’d run out of gunpowder. It was difficult to believe and harder to stomach, but he’d seen the aftermath and had to reckon with it.

I’m the only empire man here – which leaves me with two choices.

For two years his sole mission had been to find and kill the treacherous Vyre, so duty demanded that he find a way into the city and split the man’s black heart. But that no longer made sense – not because he couldn’t do it, but because the stakes were now so high that failure would be unacceptable. He knew the tales about Rath Argentium, of its wealth and power. More importantly, for a swathe of warm land to exist this deep into the ice, the istariol lode here must be immense, the kind of power that could change history.

I can most likely kill Vyre, but if I fail, there will be no one to report back. The emperor will remain unaware of this motherlode – until it turns up in the hands of our enemies. That cannot be permitted.

Given that, his course was clear: he must return to his masters and report. That meant retracing his journey, alone and unsupported: thirty miles south, right to where this unfrozen land lapped against the glacier, then down the ice for another fifty-odd miles, a hundred miles or more through the Verdessa wilds to Rodonoi, the imperial port. From there he would need to sail hundreds of miles to Sommaport on the Magnian coast, and finally, two thousand miles by carriage to reach someone with the rank to deal with this.

A daunting journey, but Vyre did it, to bring his people here. I can do no less.

Zorne didn’t believe in Deo, so he didn’t bother to pray before setting out. He did believe in the innate destiny of the Bolgravian Empire, though – and his own superiority – so he turned his back on the incredible panorama of the mythic city, faced south and took one step, then another. One small man, on the long road home.




Part One

Across the Divide




1

Who Are These People?

‘Who are these people?’ Raythe Vyre wondered, gazing from the gatehouse tower along the stone bridge to the far side of the ravine that was protecting his small group of travellers from annihilation. Below him, behind a hastily thrown-up barricade of broken timbers and wagons, a thin line of mercenaries and hunters aimed flintlocks and bows along the span. Dozens more had found vantage points on the walls, while the women, children and old folk readied reloads and stretchers.

There’s just three hundred of us – and there are thousands of them.

For now, all he could do was squint through his spyglass and try to work out what they were facing. He’d never seen people like them, and he was widely travelled. They were all brown-faced, with plump lips and wide nostrils, and dark markings of some sort on their faces. Their bare arms were also decorated with patterned symbols. Their breastplates looked like boiled leather and their weapons were primitive for the most part, spears and bows, although the officers had curved swords, possibly of bronze, judging by the colour, and elaborate helmets of leather and metal. Right now, they were all singing a warlike chant that involved a lot of thigh-slapping and pulling faces. It was undoubtedly unsettling.

At least a quarter of the warriors were women, which was virtually unheard of except during the last, desperate days of the Bolgravian Conquests, when anyone who could hold a weapon had been conscripted, regardless of age or gender. But these women looked every bit as fierce and athletic as the men.

Even stranger, the two dozen advisors clustered about the throne of their female ruler appeared to be women. Their black hair was coiled in elaborate piles, they all wore brightly coloured robes and masks of shining red and black. They reminded him, chillingly, of mosaics he’d seen of Aldar women.

‘I count two thousand, give or take,’ said Jesco Duretto. A light breeze teased the black hair that framed his handsome, olive-skinned face. ‘And there’s nothing but smoke coming from the Bolgravian camp – I reckon these folk have killed them for us.’

‘They might have, but not for us,’ Raythe replied, returning his spyglass to the pale figure kneeling before the queen’s throne. Once again his heart nearly stopped at the sight of that slender fair-haired girl.

Zar.

Feeling his anguish, his familiar Cognatus, perched unseen on his shoulder in parrot form, shrilled angrily.

He’d been told many times that he was heartless and calculating, that he kept his feelings buried too deep, and perhaps that was just. Maybe the Revolt, with all the senseless slaughter and the loss of so many friends and allies, had killed something within him. But seeing his daughter like that made him howl inside.

How she was there, Raythe had no idea, but so much was still unknown right now . . . Was this ruined city actually deserted? Were there other ways in and out apart from the bridge below? And were any Bolgravs still alive out there?

And most of all, where had these tribal people come from, and what would they do?

He was doing his best to conceal his anguish: people needed composure from their leaders, not histrionics. But inside, his stomach was roiling with nausea and fear.

‘Is Cal Foaley back?’ he asked Jesco. The hunter had set off at first light with a group of scouts to reconnoitre this ruined mountainside city.

‘He can’t be far away,’ Jesco replied. Looking up, he shuddered and added, ‘This is the strangest place I have ever seen, bar none.’

Raythe followed his gaze past the ruins of multi-storeyed stone buildings that crowded above their position, many with strange curves and crenulations more akin to art than architecture, to the huge floating rock half a mile above the ground, tethered in place by four giant chains, every link bigger than a man. Atop that, partially visible, was a fortress.

‘Rath Argentium,’ Raythe breathed. ‘The royal seat of the last Aldar King – and Shiro Kamigami, the floating citadel. I never believed either was real.’

‘Nor I,’ Jesco replied. ‘They say that when he realised that his reign was doomed, Tashvariel the Usurper locked himself and his courtiers in the banquet hall up there, and for three days and nights they ate and drank and screwed until they were utterly sated – then they took their own lives, rather than yield. They say he murdered his lover Shameesta before he killed himself, and that he haunts the castle still, raging against the gods . . .’

‘Enough with the ghost stories.’ Raythe grinned. ‘It’s quite scary enough already.’

Across the bridge, the fierce song and dance of the warriors ended and Raythe tensed, anticipating attack. But instead, another song began, this one mournful rather than a rousing call to arms.

‘It’s got a weird beauty to it, don’t you think?’ Jesco remarked. ‘I wonder who they are?’

‘They must be survivors of the fall of the Aldar,’ Raythe answered.

‘Holy Gerda! But if that’s so, why aren’t they in here?’

‘No idea.’ Raythe turned as boots thumped on the stone steps behind them and Cal Foaley, a lupine hunter with weather-beaten skin and tangled grey hair, appeared with his flintlock slung over one shoulder.

‘Boss. All the scouts are in.’

‘And?’ Raythe found himself instinctively matching his gruff tone.

‘Everyone’s accounted for, except your daughter and Banno Rhamp. We lost six, with thirteen wounded, in the hill-fort engagement with the Bolgies. Everything we could carry is inside, including all the large gear – we hauled it over in handcarts. We’ve got enough powder and balls for half a hundred volleys, and about as many arrows. Food for a week. No fuel for fires, but there’s trees we can cut down, and we’ve found steps to the river below. Varahana’s organising water containers and my cousin Skeg swears he’s seen fish.’

‘Do we have any way of catching them?’

‘Skeg was a fisherman – he’s working on it.’

‘Good. What about the city? Is it empty? Secure? Are there other ways in?’

‘Gan Corbyn’s scouted the periphery. He says the rivers completely encircle the city – it’s actually an island – and this is the only bridge. There was another one on the north side, but it’s collapsed, ages ago, looks like. The cliffs are sheer, but there’s half a dozen sets of steps leading down to the river, and some old stone docks. No boats, though,’ Foaley added, when Raythe looked alarmed. ‘They don’t look like they’ve been used for many decades.’

‘Let’s station guards at each stair, regardless,’ Raythe ordered. ‘The only advantage we have is that we’re inside and they’re outside. Let’s not lose that.’

‘Ahead of you, boss. I’ve got Rhamp’s mercs at each vulnerable point.’ Foaley’s tones told Raythe exactly what he thought of Sir Elgus Rhamp and his men.

‘About them—’ Jesco began, but Raythe shook his head.

‘Later,’ he said firmly.

Jesco and Foaley both scowled, then the hunter went on, ‘Most of the houses are wrecked and overgrown, but there are still many that are intact, enough to shelter us. Kemara’s set up her infirmary over there’ – he gestured behind the gatehouse – ‘and Gravis Tavernier has found what he reckons is an old inn – it’s still got its ovens and furnaces. And Matty Varte has found an old garden with plenty of fruit and vegetables. He didn’t recognise them all, but if they’re safe to eat – and why else would someone have been growing them? – there’s enough food for the short term.’

‘That’s encouraging.’ Raythe replied. ‘Get Mater Varahana on it. She’s a scholar – she may be able to identify them. How’re the wounded doing?’

Foaley looked down. ‘Vidar’s the worst, I fear. The bearskin’s at death’s doorway. And Fossy Vardoe took a bayonet in the chest. Kemara reckons he’ll make it, though. The rest of the injuries are mostly minor.’

‘I’ll visit them when I can,’ Raythe said as the latest song ended. ‘Hold on, what’s this?’

A small cluster of warriors were forming up on the bridge behind a figure wearing a long cloak made of what looked to be red, green and brown phorus feathers. Raythe leaned over the battlements and shouted down to the men aiming flintlocks and bows along the arched bridge, ‘Don’t shoot at the group moving onto the bridge unless I order it.’

From his higher vantage, he watched the tribesmen advance. When he trained his spyglass on their leader he was surprised to see a young woman with lustrous black hair and strong, attractive features. Her face bore similar markings to the men and he wondered if it was paint, or even tattoos?

‘It may be a parley,’ he reported, repeating, ‘Don’t shoot.’

‘Aye, we hear you,’ the gruff voice of Sir Elgus Rhamp called from below.

They watched in silence as the knot of warriors crested the apex of the bridge, then stalked towards them. The strange way they were holding their spears, close to the bronze heads, made Raythe wonder if they were actually spears at all. The men were clearly apprehensive, but the young woman looked completely calm.

‘All right, listen,’ he called out, ‘Jesco’s going to fire one shot in the air, as a warning. It is not a signal to open fire! Understood?’

‘Understood,’ the voices chorused.

Raythe nodded to Jesco, who pointed his flintlock skywards and pulled the trigger. The hammer dropped and sparked and the gun shot flame and an iron ball into the sky. The sound reverberated in the ravine, scattering the circling birds.

The men on the bridge flinched, looking round in alarm, which confirmed Raythe’s suspicion that they’d never seen a gun before. But the woman spoke sharply and kept walking. A low murmur rose from his men below as she emerged from the press: she certainly was an impressive sight. Her feather cloak blew out behind her, revealing just a beaded kilt and bodice which left her waist and well-muscled thighs and calves bare.

‘Do I shoot again?’ Jesco asked, reloading swiftly.

‘Wait,’ Raythe said. When she was a hundred yards from the gatehouse, he called out, ‘That’s far enough—’ He didn’t expect her to understand, but hoped she’d infer the meaning.

She halted, and called, ‘Are you . . . Rat Weer?’

He blinked in surprise. ‘I am Raythe Vyre,’ he shouted back. ‘Do you speak Magnian?’

He saw the woman mutter to herself, then she called back, the words slow and awkwardly pronounced, ‘Your Magneeyan is like our “Gengo”. And my familiar can help translate.’

Below him, Raythe’s gunmen whispered, ‘Familiar? She’s a sorcerer!’

Or a witch, Raythe thought grimly, for the Aldar had used mizra, not the praxis. The masks the queen and her women wore suggested that if these people weren’t Aldar themselves, they clearly had memories of the long-vanished race.

This isn’t a conversation I want to have in front of my people, he decided.

‘May I approach you?’ he called.

She considered, then called, ‘Ae – that is “Yes”.’

He gave Jesco a wink. ‘Cover me.’

‘Sure . . . Rat Weer.’

Raythe snorted and descended, once again warning his people not to shoot anyone without his express command. Then he clambered over the barricade and walked out onto the span, feeling very exposed.

The woman came to meet him. Up close she was surprisingly young, a portrait of vitality, with an expressive face.

I wonder what kind of legend I’ve stepped out of in her people’s mythology?

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

She cocked her head, listening to her familiar, a lizard sitting on her shoulder, then said, ‘My name is Rima.’

‘I’m Raythe Vyre,’ he said, emphasising the pronunciation. ‘How can you know Magnian?’

‘This is not “Magnian” we speak, but Gengo,’ Rima replied slowly. ‘It was the use-tongue of the Aldar Kingdoms. It is not our first tongue, but we have preserved knowledge of it, and mahotsu-kai like me learn it.’

Raythe felt his wonder deepen. ‘Then “Gengo” has become Magnian . . . Incredible.’

‘Ae. When I heard your daughter speak, at first I did not realise it was the same tongue, for her pronunciation is strange. But I have communed with my familiar since then, and attuned to your accents. Hence, we are speaking now.’

Raythe frowned at that: Cognatus could obey simple, well-drilled instructions, but not of the subtlety required to learn a language.

This Rima is young, but she’s got real skill, he realised.

He had a million questions, but one burning need, and that was to secure his people’s position. To that end, he put aside the mysteries and said, ‘I seek a truce.’

She shook her head. ‘The city is tapu. Leave it, and we can discuss truces.’

‘Tapu?’ It wasn’t a Magnian word.

She conferred with her familiar, then clarified, ‘This word tapu comes from our main tongue – “Reo”. Tapu means sacred and forbidden.’

Two languages . . . He was getting the impression that these were a people with two identities, one, the warrior culture; the other that of the silk and masks. Servants and masters? And they clearly recalled the Aldar.

He was careful to conceal his growing unease and awe. ‘We’re not leaving,’ he said firmly. ‘I wish to speak with your leader.’

‘She who leads us is Shiazar, Great Queen of Earthly Paradise, Guardian of Death’s Threshold, Empress of the Tangato and Serene Divinity of Light. You are not worthy to meet with her.’

Raythe doubted that even the Emperor of Bolgravia claimed so many titles. ‘I am Lord Raythe Vyre, Earl of Anshelm. I have met with rulers of larger nations than your own. I will speak with your queen.’

‘We have your daughter,’ Rima pointed out. ‘You do not set the terms.’

‘The life of one does not override the needs of the many. Do not threaten her.’

Rima mellowed her tone. ‘Your daughter is not threatened. My tribe have adopted her.’

Raythe was momentarily stunned. ‘She’s on a leash at the feet of your Empress.’

‘No unknown may bear weapons before the throne, and magic is a weapon. The cord resists sorcery. It is necessary for any unproven sorcerer who goes before our Queen.’

Raythe was impressed: such artefacts took skill to make. They might have primitive weapons, but that doesn’t mean their sorcery will be backward, he reminded himself. ‘Release her, and we can talk.’

Rima shook her head. ‘A sorcerer is sacred and must serve Her Serene Majesty. She will learn our ways and live as one of us.’

‘No, she will not.’

‘The alternate was to put her to death. Would you prefer we had done so?’

‘I warn you—’

‘Do not “warn”,’ Rima said sharply. ‘You have come as thieves to a sacred place. Go home, never return, and give thanks that your daughter’s service has obtained this for you. You have three days.’

With that, Rima turned on her heel and walked gracefully away as if three dozen flintlocks weren’t trained on her back – although Raythe suspected she didn’t know what a flintlock was. He replayed her words in his mind, thinking about what they revealed about her and her people.

‘Wait,’ he called.

She turned, head held high. ‘Yes?’

‘Was my daughter alone?’

The girl pulled a thoughtful face, then said, ‘Her husband is with her. He is also safe.’

Husband? Well, Zar wouldn’t claim to be married without reasons.

Keeping his face impassive, he asked instead, ‘What is required for me to meet Queen Shiazar?’

Rima considered. ‘Her desire to meet you. Perhaps it may occur.’ She turned once again and strutted away.

‘She’s quite a woman,’ Foaley breathed when Raythe got back to the barricade.

‘Rather wonderful,’ Jesco agreed admiringly.

Raythe stared after her as the men on the walls and below began to relax and chatter. ‘Right,’ he said eventually, ‘we need a leaders’ meeting. Cal, take charge here.’

After Foaley had saluted offhandedly and sauntered away, Jesco dropped his voice and said, ‘Raythe, Elgus Rhamp tried to change sides last night, then covered it up when the Bolgravian attack failed. You’ve got to deal with him, once and for all.’

Raythe shook his head. ‘It’ll have to keep for now. We need every man, and if I turn on Elgus, his men will defend him. But I will act, I promise, when the time is right.’

*

Sir Elgus Rhamp stared along the bridge, quietly simmering. He should never have joined this cursed expedition. I should’ve knifed Vyre and claimed the bounty instead.

The dream that had lured him was now right here: Rath Argentium, and above it a rock so riddled with istariol that it floated, a miraculous place indeed.

But this expedition has cost me two of my sons – maybe three, ’cause no one knows where Banno is – and it’ll probably be the death of me.

His two lieutenants, grey-bearded, calculating Crowfoot and swarthy, belligerent Bloody Thom, joined him. Raythe Vyre wanted a meeting, but he needed their thoughts before that. He found a secluded courtyard and waved his seconds in.

‘How’re the lads?’ he asked the pair, once he’d assured himself they were alone.

‘Their heads are spinning,’ Crowfoot replied. ‘Floating castles, lost tribes, Aldar ruins? It’s like we’ve fallen off the edge of the world.’

‘But most of all, the lads don’ know what side we’re on,’ Bloody Thom added. ‘Last night, we were about to help the damned Bolgies, then we kragged ’em instead. Deo knows we hate those bastards, but Vyre needs to go down – so damned right our heads are spinning.’

That was fair. Changing sides twice in one night was a first for them, but it’d been a crazy situation, and as it turned out, he’d made the right choice.

‘You were there: Jesco Duretto and his lot had the Bolgies cold – and then those savages hit their rear. If I hadn’t two-stepped us out, we’d have gone down with them.’

‘You didn’t know that was coming, Elgus,’ Crowfoot replied. ‘You made that call purely on gut.’

‘And my gut got it right,’ Elgus boasted, slapping his ample girth. ‘Sometimes it ain’t the logic but the feel, and that attack din’t feel right. Vyre’s people had the high ground and the Bolgies wanted us to charge into their guns. I pivoted, and I was right to.’

Bloody Thom got it, he could see. He understood that while large battles were decided by numbers and firepower, skirmishes like last night got settled by luck and cosmic energy. And three times now, Vyre had led his caravan safely out of the empire’s jaws.

The gods are with him, my Pa would’ve said.

Focusing on Crowfoot, who was all about numbers and tactics, Elgus said, ‘Vyre has the upper hand, and Duretto suspects us. We play along and wait our moment.’

‘Elgus, even if that Bolgrav force was wiped out, they must’ve told their superiors where they were going,’ Crowfoot replied. ‘They’ll be back and we need to be gone – with a shitload of istariol – before they do.’

‘Maybe, but it’s just as likely that Bolgrav force was operating on their own. Who’s to know if they left adequate directions? Verdessa’s a new settlement and things are loose in such places. And in case you’ve not noticed, there’s an army of savages out there,’ he replied. ‘Until we know more, we play along. Got it?’

Both of his lieutenants grumbled into their beards, but at last they grunted assent.

‘Look, I’m chewed up over it too,’ he told them. ‘But I’ll see us right. I always have.’

With that, he headed for Vyre’s meeting, readying the lies he’d need to hide what he’d done last night. But his thoughts constantly returned to his one remaining son.

Banno was last seen with Zarelda Vyre and she’s a prisoner – so where’s my boy?

*

‘Well?’ Crowfoot growled.

Bloody Thom hunched over, seething. ‘Elgus is deluding himself. I reckon we’ve got two, maybe three months before the empire returns. By then, we’ve gotta be gone.’

Crowfoot considered. ‘Aye, a month for anyone who escaped to reach Rodonoi, a month to get their shit together and muster, then a month to get back here. Three months.’

Thom leaned in and murmured, ‘You reckon he’s still got the balls for this?’

‘I don’t know,’ Crowfoot admitted, and that was painful to say. They’d all been through so much together, all the chaos of the imperial conquests and the rebellions. ‘He’s got to assert himself with Vyre or that slimy Otravian will sell us all out, you watch.’ He enumerated their enemies, finger by finger. ‘Jesco Duretto. Vidar Vidarsson. Kemara Solus. Mater Varahana. Cal Foaley. Vyre himself. Six backs, six knives.’

‘Aye. And maybe seven, if Elgus don’t see us right,’ Thom growled.
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At the edge of the map, there’s no going back...
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