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Chapter One

Arren

ARREN’S HEART SCREAMED.

He fell back from the fireplace. The god in his chest was howling: Hseth! Hseth! Hseth!

‘Stop!’ Arren cried. He grappled with the tangle of twigs, moss and flame that filled the rift in his ribs. Fire licked the sides of his fingers, burning him.

Hestra, the god of hearths who lived where his heart had once beaten was usually quiescent, but now she shrieked the name of another. Hseth. The great Talician god of fire.

‘Please,’ said Arren. ‘Stop!’

She did not stop. Worse. Sparks ran down his stomach and landed on the floor. There, lint, straw, pine roots and tiny bits of bone sprouted, catching light in the fireplace where he had been kneeling. She was crawling out of his chest.

What had happened? They had been waiting for Hseth to return in glory, filling Arren with the power of the strongest fire deity to have ever existed, in exchange for the life of his friend.

Not a friend. Not anymore.

But Hseth had not returned, and neither had her promises. Arren’s god, Hestra, spilled out onto the hearthstone, dragging her heat and light from him and leaving a void of darkness. As she built herself outside of him, he fell back against a low table, gasping. First, she was a bud, a cocoon of twigs. Then the cocoon cracked open, splitting into the limbs of dried grass, moss and kindling. A face of branches and eyes of flame.

‘Hestra,’ he wheezed. With her gone from his chest, he could feel his blood cooling, the strain of his breaths. His death, it came at him like a wave, long held back by flame. ‘Please.’

 In Blenraden, the morning sun had struck open the sky, but here in Sakre, in the far west of Middren, the windows were still thick with the grey before dawn. The only wakeful ones would be the guards outside his room or the folks in the kitchens. They must not see him like this. He had built himself up as a godslayer, a breaker of shrines. No one could know he needed a god to live.

Hestra did not heed him. He reached for her, but she stepped backwards into the fireplace and disappeared in a hiss of anger.

And he was left with nothing. Less than nothing. She had vowed to keep him alive, had entreated him to speak to Hseth and understand the will of a god, his potential. She had helped him betray every law he had ever made. In a moment, all of it was gone. Without a word, she had left him to die.

The whims of gods. As fickle as a false spring.

Arren had never been so easily turned. But look what it had earned him: in Hestra’s absence, the world grew loud. Gone was the crackling of his heart, the warm rushing of his blood. Instead, he could hear the snap of embers in the fire, the sparks that hissed minutely as they died on the stones, the rain that thrashed against the window, thinning as the sky brightened. Most of all he could hear the desperate dredging of his lungs as they tried for air. It did no good, not without Hestra, his secret, his shame. Without her, he would be dead before the sun rose. All his hopes lost.

Help, he thought. Unbidden, his friend’s name crept into his mind. Help me, Elogast.

Elogast was not coming. He was in the east. Betrayed and wounded. Betrayed by him.

Arren was alone. He had sacrificed his closest friend, his brother, his one remaining love, for the power to change the world, and it had gained him only a pathetic death in a locked room.

A tap at the door to his chambers. Soft, tentative at first. He couldn’t answer. Then knocking came harder.

‘Your majesty?’

The guards. They had heard.

‘There were noises? My king?’

They could not find out this secret. Not yet. They weren’t ready.

The door shook on its hinges, the guard shaking the lock. Arren tried to drag himself upright.

‘Don’t . . . come in,’ he tried, but barely managed a croak of air. He fell on his side, knocking the table, and the compasses and writs he had spread across it clattered to the floor. His vision blurred. Hseth had promised him, promised him. Talicia and Middren, united as one, coast to coast claim of the Trade Sea. The beginnings of an empire, of indisputable love and power. He should have known their promises would come to nothing.

The door splintered, slamming back on its hinges and smashing into the wall hard enough to shake the dust from the tapestries. In came Knight Commander Peta, shoulder first. She drew her slender sword and cast around for an intruder, finding none. Just a mess of twigs, a crackling fire.

‘My king,’ she gasped in her alarm, dropping to her knees beside him. He struggled for air, for control, but he could not hide it now: no blood, no covering, just an open, empty wound. Peta’s eyes found the chasm in his chest, the darkness where death should be.

It had been years since the axe of the god of war had gone deep into his bones, ripping through his breastplate and cracking his ribs into pieces. The marks remained where the metal of his armour had made a mess of his skin, healing into dark red scarring threaded with Hestra’s smoke-script. That, a vivid black. A god’s promise.

‘Please,’ Arren whispered, though he did not know what he was asking for.

Peta’s face paled with horror, her hands hovering over his shoulders. Her eyes and mouth were lined by a life of hard living, her grey hair cropped, no-nonsense, close to her skull, and shining in the light that had crept through the dispersing clouds. She was upright and fierce, desperately loyal. One of the few aged generals who had not run in the worst days of the war, nor had she faltered at hanging would-be assassins from the gallows, one of them her own cousin. She had even passed his command to burn the Craier steadings to the ground. And he had lied to her.

‘My king, I . . . When?’ Her calloused hand hovered over the gaping space in his chest. When did this happen? How long had he lied for? It was too late now. He was dying again, and Elo wasn’t here to hold him.

‘The war,’ Arren managed. His vision swam, darkness crowding in at his eyes. Let them know, let them all know. He had tried to live. They should be grateful.

But the look on her face was not the disgust he expected. It was awe.

Arren had seen that look before. Given to his mother when she was queen. Given to gods. His commander did not hate him. She admired him.

Hestra and Hseth had assured him he would be dragged through the streets as a traitor if the world found he had harboured a god. They would think him weak like his mother, disloyal like Elo. He had believed them.

Arren’s brain raced as he neared death. It was what Elo always praised him for, his quick thinking, his decisiveness. What if Hseth had been wrong? What if he did not need her power to be loved? What if there was a story here, capable of winning their faith? That was how gods were made.

‘I gave my life for Middren,’ he said, resting his fingers on his open chest. ‘All I have done . . . for Middren . . .’

Peta nodded. ‘I know . . .’ she said.

The other knights were beginning to understand. Arren heard a creak as one, then another, then all of the guards fell to their knees.

But it was too late. Too late for this last grasp at hope, at love. His hand dropped to the floor. His breath faded. None of them dared say a word.

A spark from the fire leapt out just as the dawn broke through the clouds. The ember ran across the wooden floor, the carpet, racing up Arren’s arm and into the cavity where his heart had been. There, it bloomed.

Hestra. She took root in his heart and once more her power filled him, warming his blood and sending it rushing. His gasping lungs swelled with air, bringing light and life to his body. He breathed.

He gripped the commander’s arm, dizzy with the sudden change. Death to life. Dark to light, as the sun illuminated all of them in gold.

Another chance.

Arren forced strength into his voice. ‘It is well,’ he said, and sat up. ‘I am well.’ He had learned this on the battlefield, suffused with fear, breaths from death, to channel strength, power, certainty. He stood on shaking legs without Peta’s help, trying not to show how terrified he had been. His commander stepped back, scared to touch him.

He would show no shame; nothing good would be built on shame. He stood tall, softened the planes of his face from pain into something gentler, then held out his shaking hands and showed his bare chest fully. The darkness within was now lit by Hestra’s fire, crowded with green moss and twigs.

The guards looked up at him, agape, uncertain. Uncertainty he could use. He saw himself in their eyes: a tale they could whisper, a myth he could build.

Hseth is dead. Hestra did not care for the crisis she had caused. Instead, her thoughts slammed into Arren’s mind, agonising. No acknowledgement, no apology. The great god of fire is dead. Her shrines broken, her power gone. 

Dead. Arren gritted his teeth. One damned crisis at a time.

‘We failed you,’ Peta whispered. Two of their guards deepened their bow, another gasped, horrified at the thought.

‘No,’ said Arren quickly. ‘No, Knight Commander. I gave my life, willingly, to kill the god of war and save our lands from destruction.’ That was not all true – Arren had not killed the god of war – but the truth didn’t matter. All that mattered was the story. The myths that made gods, brought them to life in their shrines. Stories bind hope and love to make it faith.

Peta touched her hand to the badge that pinned her cloak at her shoulder, the stag’s head before a rising sun, the symbol of Arren’s kingship. His defeat of the god of war, the gods he had risen beyond. Before his symbol had been a young lion, but that he had come to share with Elo; the king’s lion, so his friend had been called. Arren had to be something else.

‘I did what I must,’ he said softly. How many times had Hseth said such a thing to him? ‘A sacrifice is not a loss. We had to fight the tide of darkness, the chaos of the gods. We still fight it, we still must fight it.’ Hestra flared in his chest, and he put a hand there.

Wait, he thought towards her, hoping she understood him.

‘To bring sunlight back to us, to Middren,’ said Arren, threading his hopes together, ‘to bring ourselves back from those nights of terror, we all must be willing to give our lives, even if it hurts us, even if it challenges our very soul.’

Hestra was still. Arren let the light of the sun brighten his curling mess of hair, let the flicker of the god’s flame twist impossibly in his heart. He was vulnerable. A single briddite blade would end him here and now.

‘If you, too, will make such offerings,’ he said, ‘then pledge to me.’ He splayed out his hand and put it over the rift in his heart. Like sunrays, like his symbol. His story.

Peta dropped to her knees and copied him: hand over heart, fingers spread wide. The others followed, hand after hand. Hestra’s flames stirred again, this time with delight, sensing what she also desired, more than anything. Faith. For a moment, in their eyes, they were both more than they had ever been. More than his mother’s unloved son. More than a lucky prince who won a war and no longer had the commander who won it with him. More than a little god of littler shrines, chipped away and forgotten. Together, they were greater than his flesh, brighter than his crown. All he had ever wanted to be.

‘Sunbringer,’ said Peta. Arren almost laughed with half pleasure, half delirium. This was more than an alliance with Hseth, a reliance on her power.

This was him.

The others murmured with her. ‘Sunbringer.’

‘Sunbringer.’

It was not enough, not yet. He needed more. He needed a nation.

He must become a god.
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Chapter Two

Skediceth

THE RINGING OF HAMMER ON METAL MARKED THE END OF their journey.

Twenty-three days. Back over mountains forests and rivers.

Skedi wasn’t the only outlaw these days. Inara Craier, his heart’s companion, knew now that it was the king who had burned her home, and she had not been meant to survive. Her life itself it seemed was kept secret from Middren. Elogast too, the knight on the run, grizzled with pain and anger, and set on stopping Arren’s bloody ambitions before they swallowed the Trade Sea whole. For all the journey they had relied entirely on Skedi to hide their presence with his sweet white lies.

For the first time, he was needed, truly needed. And, now he was not so alone, he did not mind hiding. Nor did he regret leaving Blenraden behind, with its spectres of forgotten gods and broken shrines. It had been a fool’s errand to think he could find a home there on his own in a dying city, where no one needed lies.

So, when they had seen Lesscia rising on the horizon, as beautiful as a flower open on the wide river, dread filled him from his belly to his ears, and shivered the tips of his wings. On the road, they had been dealing with only ‘now’. Surviving. Being safe.

Lesscia was ‘next’. Skedi was afraid of ‘next’ and his place in it.

Still, he helped them shuffle past the makeshift steadings that crowded safer parts of the marshland, and through the afternoon crowds and food trade of the outermarket, whispering the lies he had practised to death: we are no one special, no one interesting, you have tasks to do, errands to run, places to be. He was too weary to discern whether it was his small power or the business of the city that protected them.

The evening bells had not yet rung as they passed by the guards at the gates, so the streets were brimful of noise. Runners carrying messages or delivering merchandise sped past, their barrows clattering on the flat cobblestones as they whistled loudly at people to get out of their way. Pilots of canal boats bellowed to each other over full hulls, ferrying to and from the harbour, side to side of the canals, under bridges and crashing against stone jetties. Inside the city, too, were artisans; tilers sitting smoking by their samples outside the factories, brushmakers selling the finest rabbit-fur ends, haggling with newcomers on prices. And researchers, biographers, merchants, travellers, arguing everywhere over hot tea, peach-infused hipgin, or charcoal-laced water, depending on their stomach.

It was a relief to find their way back to the residential lanes near Kissen’s home, where the ways were quiet and calm. They walked beneath the drips of hanging washing, or children playing in the street with black and white kittens. Kissen’s horse, Legs, swished his tail, impatient, knowing where he was going. He all but dragged Inara towards the smithy where Kissen had first brought them. Where her sisters were waiting for her to come back.

Inara’s quick steps faltered as they heard the song of the hammer, the sure clanging of a smith at work, and reached the large gate on its metal runners. It was open, and above it hung a crisply worked sign of gears and a hammer, telling passersby what lay beyond. Yatho didn’t work near the other smithies, where the ginnels were too narrow for her wheelchair. And smithing, Skedi had learned, wasn’t a common practice in Lesscia, the city of knowledge, so her experimental, intricate work had a home all of its own.

It was there, their destination, that Inara stopped completely. Skedi looked up through the satchel in which he had been hidden. He could see her colours, her emotions, churning in conflicting shades. Hard to read. Inara’s colours had once been jewel-like: corals and amethyst, citrine and emerald. Bright, unfettered joys and woes of childhood. No more. Day by day, the shine of her emotions had clouded with forest-murk and glimmers of the orange flame that had burned her home and had fallen with Kissen into the sea. Inara carried her journey with her, and it had changed who she was. It was strange. Gods did not alter so swiftly, not like humans.

But somewhere hidden within those shades of Inara’s was the sky-blue of her will. Her power that had broken Skedi’s lies, unravelled Elo’s curse, held the great god Hseth at bay. Power that did not belong to a human at all.

‘You’ve done so well, Inara,’ said Elo, stopping beside her. ‘It’s all right. I will tell them.’ Elo, too, had changed. The upright, cleanshaven man was now bent with fatigue and pain, shoulders dipped protectively towards his chest. His hair and beard had grown out, dry and unkempt around eyes that were shadowed with lack of sleep. The smell of his wound had lightened, at least, though the herbs tucked into the yellowed bandages on his chest still could not fully hide the stink of healing skin.

Skedi poked his head fully out of Inara’s satchel. He misliked its muck of mud and foraged food. Unfit for a god.

‘Must we tell them?’ he said, twitching his whiskers. He was a god of white lies, but this was cold, hard truth. ‘I do not like this. We could say we don’t know what happened, that she might still be . . .’

‘Please, Skedi,’ said Inara, her voice tight. ‘Please don’t.’

Skedi dropped his ears at her tone. They had all seen Kissen plummet into the sea. Even if she had survived the fall in Hseth’s arms, she would have drowned. It just felt wrong to Skedi to quench all hope, to tell a truth that would cause such pain.

Inara took a breath. ‘I will tell them, Elo,’ she said. ‘They know me. They should hear it from someone they know.’

Elo grunted with understanding. Legs, however, would abide no more waiting. He snorted, gave his reins a smart tug out of Inara’s hand and trotted straight through the gate, going nose-first for the trough. Trust a horse to know where their water was. The second pony, Peony, they had sold many days before for balm and clean bandages, but Legs they couldn’t part with.

Inara followed Legs into the courtyard, clutching Skedi’s satchel as he hunkered back inside, Elo a close and steady presence behind them. The courtyard was as Skedi remembered it: mud-beaten, criss-crossed with wheel tracks save for a small vegetable patch by the stable, out of reach of the milkgoat and thick with spring greens. The smithy was open to the air and one of its three furnaces was lit. By it, Bea, Yatho’s apprentice, was beating a long piece of folded metal. He wore a wool hat over his ears, despite the heat, and was humming gently to himself. The boy struggled when there was too much noise, but his colours seemed calm and focused. Yatho herself was standing with the aid of a metal contraption and a tilted saddle, rolling a wire through a compressing wheel. No one else was around, so Skedi poked his head back out of his hiding space.

Legs began drinking noisily, and Yatho looked up from her work.

‘You’re back!’ she said, her colours brightening to lemon yellow. She saw Inara first and lifted a lever to lower her seat, then unbuckled herself and moved into her wheelchair. ‘Thank gods, we were starting to worry . . .’ She rubbed her face, smudging dust, burns and freckles together with smoke-stains and sweat from the furnace. She had recently shaved her hair back behind the ears, showing more of her leafy tattoos.

Then she stopped, noting their silence, Elogast in the place of Kissen, and Skedi. Kissen had left to separate Skedi from Inara; she had not succeeded.

 The yellow faded, and instead the shine about Yatho became stained with a stormy, doubting grey, the colour of cold metal. ‘Where’s Kissen?’ she asked.

The change was so sudden, so complete, that Skedi knew she had been holding this fear just beneath her skin, like a breath she never fully exhaled.

‘Kissen . . .’ Inara’s voice stopped before she could speak and the darkness around Yatho deepened, thick with dread.

It will be all right, Skedi said directly to Inara’s mind. It’s all right.

Don’t lie to me, Skedi, Inara said, with a sharpness that made him shrink. She cleared her throat, and Elo put his hand on her shoulder, his own shades awash with pity.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Inara, her voice hoarse. ‘Yatho . . . she died.’

Skedi knew she was picturing it, the fall. Or worse, when she had told them to run, and they had obeyed.

Yatho’s darkness stretched out, filling the space around her. She stared ahead for a moment, her gaze unfocused, then looked down at her hands. Strong, muscled, empty.

‘Your sister gave her life in Blenraden,’ said Elo, unable to bear it as Inara shook. ‘Protecting Inara, Skedi and myself. She’s the bravest woman I’ve known.’

Yatho put her palms to her eyes. Skedi shrank to the size of a mouse. She was so quiet as her colours consumed her like a choking cloud, and it frightened him. Skedi wanted to save her from this truth, lie it away. But her grief was too much, too great, too deep. Such emotion was not in his power to change. He was not strong enough.

‘How?’ Yatho said, her voice so tight it was a whisper.

‘Hseth, the fire god,’ said Inara. ‘Yatho, Kissen told us what happened to her as a girl. They fell together, into the sea. She had her vengeance.’

Yatho let out a dry sound – a sob, or a laugh? Both? She looked over at Legs. Her eyes were dry, but Skedi could see the greyness sinking into her skin, curling around it like the vines of her tattoos. Her eyes roved to the house, to the gate, to the workshop. Skedi followed her gaze. There, on the wall, were the fine briddite pieces of a new prosthesis. For Kissen.

‘Did it hurt?’ she asked.

Inara and Elo hesitated. They both knew that death by flames was not kind. Skedi stepped in, a good lie if he ever told one.

‘No,’ he said. ‘It was quick.’

Yatho narrowed her eyes at him, though despite herself she was soothed. ‘Did you have anything to do with this, liar god?’

Skedi rustled his fur, but he found he didn’t have the energy to grow in size and pride. Days of making lies, averting curiosity, shielding them all, had taken its toll.

‘No,’ said Elo. ‘It wasn’t his fault. It was mine.’ Skedi twisted up to look at Elo, whose jaw was set and determined. Bad idea. Bad truth to tell.

‘Kissen gave her life for Middren,’ said Elo, ‘and for me.’

Yatho’s shades turned sharp, her anger tipping the darkness with green. ‘And why would she do that?’

Elo showed the bandages that wrapped his chest beneath his shirt. Even now, the wound still seeped, and the shape of Hseth’s great hand could be seen, darkening the fabric.

‘So I could kill the king.’
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Chapter Three

Kissen

FOR THE SECOND TIME IN HER LIFE, KISSEN WOKE IN THE arms of the sea god.

Everything hurt. The cut on her shoulder, the burns on her right leg where her half-melted prosthesis had seared her skin. The nicks, scratches, and aches of long weeks of fitful nights and being hunted through the wild lands. Her body was keeping score of its battles.

But now all was quiet save for the rush and breath of waves striking stone, dragging chiming pebbles and shells out, inch by inch, into the deep. It had been so long since she had heard the sound of this particular shore.

She opened her eyes with a snap. Above her, the sea god of her childhood looked out to the east, contemplating the water. Behind him, the sky was dark with evening and potential thunder.

‘Fuck,’ Kissen hissed, tipping herself out of Osidisen’s embrace and landing in an ungainly heap on the rocky ground. This shore was as she remembered it, though she had not seen it in almost fourteen years: filled with black stone rising and crumbling like an empire’s ruins. The cliffs surrounding them loomed high and dark, circled by cormorants.

Osidisen looked down. Here he had brought her after the fire god Hseth had destroyed her family, broken, orphaned and burned. His holy cove, known to all the village as the place the sea god would take his rest. Kissen touched her chest where she had carried the wish her father had made for her: his life for her life. The writing had turned from dark to light, the promise fulfilled, her father’s life gone.

‘Why did you bring me back here, rat-drowner?’ she said, her voice cracking. ‘I asked you to save me, not drag me back to nowhere.’ This was leagues from the Trade Sea where she had fallen from Blenraden’s shrines. Inevitably, she found her eyes drawn to the black cliffs north of the bay. There, as a child, she would have seen the struts of her village’s houses clinging to the edge, shaken by the wind and spray of the sea. No more. The cliff had fallen, the houses too. The village was gone.

‘It might occur to you,’ said Osidisen quietly, ‘not to insult a god on his own land.’

‘It might occur to you that I don’t give a shit.’

She struggled to her feet, trying not to look at her warped and twisted prosthesis. She could sense the ache of her missing right limb below the knee. Phantom pain; her calf, shin, and ankle squeezed in a bone-splintering vice of agony. And so it should hurt; if the leg hadn’t been metal Hseth would have burned her through to the bone. But she wouldn’t look at it. Not yet. She had to convince herself that it was still her leg, and it would still hold her, or she would crash to the ground.

‘Tell me why,’ Kissen demanded. She didn’t want to be here, so close to her childhood pain. What would her still living family think of her disappearance? Her friends? Elo and Inara?

They would think she was dead. Her heart knotted in her chest, tightening her lungs. How could she tell them she was alive? She was weeks away from home on foot, and in a land whose god she had just killed.

‘The “why” is a warning,’ said Osidisen. His face drifted as he spoke, turning from a rush of water and a beard of foam into something more human. His skin hardened into flesh, the froth turning to grey-and-white strands of hair, though his body remained a cloak of waves, eating the light where it touched. A warning? This was the god who had watched her steps as a child, who helped her find good pools of cockles, who had helped her swim through stormy waters. What warning could he have for her? ‘An obligation,’ he added.

Kissen shook her head. His love had made her family a target, a sacrifice to Hseth. She wanted nothing from him. ‘You have fulfilled my father’s wish,’ she said through a scowl. ‘The promise that tied us is done.’

Osidisen laughed, his beard foaming and curling as he chuckled, disappearing further into the water. His hair ran green, turning into fronds of seaweed, then returned again. The light of the setting sun was golden, dancing over the foam of the waves until it met the purpling cloud of an incoming storm. She had been there for a whole day.

‘You waited half your little life to let me fulfil your father’s sacrifice,’ the god said. ‘Then you deliver me another boon.’

Kissen winced.

‘The fire god. Hseth,’ Osidisen continued. ‘She drove me out of these lands and my people’s hearts, to live on the secret wishes of fishwives and their folk. You gave her death to me—’

‘It was not for you,’ said Kissen through gritted teeth. It was for Inara, for Elogast. For her family. And herself.

‘This warning is what I will pay for it.’

It did not matter to him, her intention, only what was. She cursed under her breath. ‘You give me a warning, then what?’ she said. ‘Then you leave me here again? Demand another gift to take me home? What will it be this time? My finger? An eye?’

‘I swear to take you to those shores you now call home once the warning is done,’ said Osidisen dismissively, as if he had not brought her half the world away. ‘These are the whispers of the wild, of the water. You have had them before, but you did not understand them.’

When Middren falls to the gods, your kind will be the first to die.

The mutter of a nothing-god rose to her mind. A river spirit too big for its little pond had paid her threats with her last breath.

‘And I know,’ Osidisen continued, his gaze boring into her, as if searching for her soul, ‘you would not believe a god’s word, only your own eyes.’

There was movement out on the water; ships drifting under the storm clouds and a low veil of rain, some from the south, some from the north. Osidisen ignored them, his focus on Kissen. If he wished, he could press his voice inside her mind, impress his will on her and fill her thoughts with terror and drowning. Weakened as he was, he was still an old, half-wild god with many shrines. She ran a tongue over her gold tooth, then shifted to sit warily on the ground. Of all her weapons, only her cutlass was left, its briddite blade perhaps enough to sting Osidisen if he decided to crush her. Even the leather gloves she still wore, that she had used to drag Hseth down to the water, had been torn to rags, the briddite plates gone. She was at a disadvantage, and she didn’t like it.

‘Then what is my warning, sea god?’

‘War will come with summer,’ said Osidisen, ‘and Talicia will bring it.’

Kissen blinked, then scoffed. ‘I’m a godkiller, war is nothing to do with me. A game of monarchs and politicians, or greedy raiders. You yourself guided Talician ships to Middren’s shores in the years before I was born, and bore them back fat and bloody.’

Then, after a decade of raids and sunken ships, an alliance of Middren, Pinet and Restish had come for the Talician kerls and their raiding families. They had ravaged the coast and its people to ruin, and scattered their leaders’ bloodlines to the winds. Kissen had grown up on the edge of a Talicia that was a mess of feuds and corruption, petty battles, blood debts and starvation. Her parents had kept well clear of it, till Hseth came and brought wealth back with her.

‘This is no squabble over sails and sheep,’ said Osidisen. ‘Hseth plans invasion.’

‘Hseth is dead.’

‘Her will remains, and with it she will live again.’

‘Bah. That will take years.’ Even with the popular gods, it took time to build up the love of their followers, the sacrifices, the offerings, for them to manifest again at their shrines. Once revived, they still retained no memories of their previous life, so most gods never lived again after death, their followers instead drifting away to other gods still living.

‘Not this time,’ said Osidisen, his beard washing once more into his breast, his cloak running into the sand. ‘Hseth will return before the shortest night, sooner perhaps, and she will be reborn in the shape of the will she left behind her. The shape of power, the shape of war.’

Kissen bared her teeth. Fuck no. The crazy god of fire had had her chance and lost. ‘You’re spouting lies, old god.’

Osidisen bristled. He grew in size, and his body deepened into angry water. ‘I am no trickster god, like your feathered companion,’ he growled. ‘I am a god of the north seas, of water and storm. I am what I am, and I do not tell lies.’

Kissen’s hair rose with the intensity of his anger. How did he know she had been travelling with Skediceth, the god of white lies? She glanced past him at the ships, a foolish part of her hoping for succour. Something was odd about them.

‘Not three miles to the south,’ said Osidisen, pointing, his waters calming. ‘Beyond my reach from the shore. Go. See what I say is true.’

That was it: the ships, three of them, were low in the water, far too low, and dragging rafts that were barely visible above the waves. They bore strange cargo: small nests, it looked like, of metal and chains. Familiar. Like the smell of burning was familiar.

Kissen was wholly distracted now from Osidisen’s nonsense. The ships were coming closer. Another rounded the edge of the cove, from the direction he had indicated. It was the largest Talician vessel she had seen, not like the copper-trading vessels she had seen in Blenraden, nor even with the briddite on their bows they used to ward sea gods away. Perhaps that was why Osidisen hadn’t noticed them. Perhaps she could draw them in, beg passage further south, make her way home. To her family.

There was movement on the rafts, crews spreading out and using huge poles to tip the cages forward. Anchors? The first one tumbled into the water, quickly followed by the others, their placement marked by red barrel-buoys that splashed on the surface.

Osidisen flinched. Foam frothed from his hair and beard. Pain. He tore around to see what had happened, but then his right shoulder erupted in a spray of water. The god roared, and Kissen saw he had been struck by a briddite-tipped harpoon.

Kissen scrambled to her feet. The cages, the chain. They must be briddite too, forged from bridhid ore and iron. Tipping them into Osidisen’s waters would make a wall he could not cross. No, a prison.

She hadn’t seen briddite used on such a scale since Blenraden.

Osidisen pulled out the harpoon and threw it back towards the boat, striking through its jib but doing no further damage. A second harpoon slammed into him, this one at the end of a rope that was quickly winched tight. Kissen could see someone on the ship in white, snapping out orders as they dragged the god onto his back and towards his sea.

This wasn’t a random attack: this was planned. A godkilling.

The god of her childhood cried out as his body hit the stones of the cove, the sound like the creaking of a ship as a storm took it. Briddite was more deadly to gods than any metal was to human. The salted smell of his inner flesh burned Kissen’s nose, the blood of old sacrifices mixed with ancient sea and smoke.

What could she do? What should she do? This was her job. She hated gods. She hated Osidisen. She had for years. She should feel satisfied to see the bubbles of salt pouring from his wound as he was hauled like a sack of haddock into the waves. Even if he had been her father’s lover. The protector of her mother and brothers. The god who had just saved her. So what if he was dragged to his death?

His dark-grey eyes bored into hers. Frightened, caught. Vulnerable. Like Skedi, like Inara.

She gritted her teeth, drew her cutlass.

He had remembered her, after all these years. He had honoured his promise. That was more than most humans she had met.

‘Shit,’ muttered Kissen. She brought the blade’s edge down on the rope, which snapped and hissed back into the water.

Freed, Osidisen grasped the harpoon and tore it out of his shoulder. He glared at Kissen, his flesh darkening, his eyes turning from grey to the black of the cold depths. He knew she had been one instinct away from finishing him herself.

With a roar, Osidisen lifted his hand and the sea surged in around them, flying up the cliffs in ragged sheets of water. A shield for her.

‘Get to my caves!’ cried the god, then threw himself into the salt waves of the briddite-tainted sea. The boats turned their harpoons towards the water, and one was quickly overwhelmed by a wave that tore through its sails.

What had she done?

Too late for regrets. All Kissen had to do now was survive. She moved, relying on her memories to guide her steps to the north of the cove. Each movement shook pain from her bones and reminded her that the prosthesis she relied on was irrevocably warped.

There, where she remembered, out in the water; a half-hidden split in the cliff face with the tide almost up to its brim. She sheathed her cutlass and leapt into the bitter cold, pushing forward with her arms and dragging her legs behind her. Waves surged around her, tossing her sideways, slapping into her nose and mouth. She struggled.

Then, the current came like a hand at her back. It pushed her into the shadow of the cliff, straight through the narrow entrance. She broke the surface, found air, and gasped for breath. The sea fell back with a suck and gasp and left her in the dark.
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Chapter Four

Elogast

PAIN COULD KILL A PERSON. THAT WAS WHAT HIS MOTHERS had told him. Exhaustion, grief, injury, heartbreak, betrayal. One needle to the heart could be healed, but a hundred would stop it beating. With his every breath, Elo felt the Hseth’s flaming hand in his chest, the pain of Arren’s betrayal and what he had done to him, to Inara, to Kissen. And the fear of what he might do next.

Now he sat in the home Kissen should have come back to, filling the space that she left for him, waiting to explain to her sisters what he had done. He had to make amends.

Not just to Kissen’s memory, but to Inara, who sat staring dead-eyed and tired at the empty hearth. Twelve years old, her mother lost, her home, and now her guardian. The girl had spent almost two fortnights digging willow-bark and boiling it to clear his wound, changing and tightening his stinking bandages, foraging for their food and hiding her face from him when she cried.

Arren would pay for making Inara cry.

‘They will understand,’ said Skedi softly, into the silence of Kissen’s kitchen. He was sitting on a large table amid paper and metal wires, fascinating twists and cogs of which Elo had never seen the like. This space was not like his mothers’ luxurious manors, or the hive of activity of the Reach or the Forge in Sakre. It reminded him a little of his bakery; sparse, but homely.

‘Don’t lie,’ whispered Inara. She was thumbing the remaining buttons of what had once been a very fine velvet waistcoat, now caked with dirt, its threads run ragged. Skedi’s ears flattened. It was not the first time she had dismissed his comfort.

‘Some lies are made with good intent, Ina,’ said Elo quietly, feeling for the poor little god. He couldn’t help but feel affection for Skedi. He was useful, caustic at times, but kindly overall. Elo had met worse gods.

‘Like you lying when you tell me it doesn’t hurt? Or like my mother lying when she kept me locked at home while leading a rebellion that got her killed?’ She turned her bright brown eyes to Elo. ‘Or Skedi lying, telling me that this is all going to be all right?’

Skedi shuffled on the table, he flicked his wings. ‘Have you lost all your faith in me, Ina?’ he said.

Inara softened visibly, and swallowed. ‘N-no. I didn’t mean . . .’ She paused. ‘Kissen brought us here,’ she said at last. Elo could imagine Kissen in this place, weary and cheerful in that crass, obscurely charming way of hers. ‘She didn’t know me, but she brought me home. And now she’s dead.’

Guilt. It filled them both to bursting. In all the days they had travelled there, when every step had been survival, they had not explored the emotions that choked them. Elo was used to it: the horrors of war had forced him to pack the fear, the grief and death down tight, folding it into dough to bake in the oven of his gut till it burned up in shattered, heart-tearing fragments. Even now, three years since the final battles, a shaft of light on metal, the scent of mud, a spray of water, and he was overwhelmed, his breath quick, his body aching. He had been a good soldier, his body healed well, and he still paid a price.

Worse, he had taught others to do the same; to push it down, close their inner heart, see nothing beyond the flash of their blades, the call of orders, the rush of their blood. To see people and gods as nothing but dust and desperation, their screams just the same as lightning. Passing.

And now, intentionally or not, he had taught it to Inara, to hide what she felt, to fester in unspoken shame. A child. Not a warrior.

‘Ina, none of this was your fault,’ said Elo, leaning over the bench to put his hand on her curly head. It was so ragged in plaits and knots that he had suggested cutting it short, but she had refused. ‘None of this burden is yours to bear.’ It was his. He had called the fire-god. He had put his faith in Arren. ‘If you need to blame me, if you need to weep, or scream, you can.’ He wished someone had told him this, but he no longer knew how. ‘You should.’

Skedi sat up on the table, his ears twitching, tense, as Inara looked up at Elogast. Her hand clutched her buttons so tightly her knuckles had gone pale.

‘I can’t,’ she whispered, her eyes dry. ‘I don’t think I’ll stop.’

‘You don’t need to stop.’

‘I can’t lose you too.’

Elo didn’t know if his heart could break again. He closed his eyes, unsure what to do. So he put his forehead on Inara’s the way his mothers did to him when he was a boy, to make him feel calm, safe. ‘I owe you my life, Inara,’ he said, honestly. ‘I will always be in your debt. If I am anyone’s knight now, I am yours. Your protector, your brother, uncle, father, villain. Whatever you need me to be, I’ll be it.’

The girl sniffed, shifted slightly, then: ‘Be my commander,’ she said. ‘Teach me how to fight.’

Elo drew back.

‘I have power,’ she said. ‘I can use it somehow. To help. I’m sure of it.’

Elo hesitated. Could he use her for her strange power? Her ability to somehow communicate with gods, undo or control their power and will, could be valuable.

No. No matter how angry, no matter how powerful, Inara was owed a childhood.

‘I—’

A stir of footsteps in the hall, a creak of wheels on mud. The kitchen door smashed open, and a wild-eyed woman charged in. Her dark hair framed a delicate, scarred face, and her robes were the dusky greys of an archivist.

Inara stood, and Skedi moved too, flapping his wings in fright and leaping straight to Elo’s shoulder. The woman didn’t speak, but signed at Inara; deft, clean strokes of communication. This must be Yatho’s wife, whom she had gone to find. Telle. Inara had described the woman as calm, kind, but her gestures were sharp as blades, her expression beseeching.

Inara signed one of those she had taught him in their journey back. Sorry, sorry, sorry. 

Elo stood and stepped before her, holding up his hands, palms out in a sign of peace, though they trembled. Telle stared at him, then turned her ire his way. Her hands danced through a language Elo could only grasp by her face, and her face showed fury.

‘She says if you don’t understand her what’s the point of you being here,’ Skedi whispered.	

Yatho appeared at the door, out of breath, then touched her wife’s elbow, stopping her mid-sentence. Telle whirled on her, shaking, and the two stared at each other, the silence thick with feeling. Then, Yatho put on her brakes with one hand, stood up, and put her arms out to her wife. After a moment, Telle fell into them. Yatho held her tightly, kissing her neck, stroking her back as she shook with sobs. Inara grabbed Elo’s sleeve and held on.

After what seemed like a long while, Yatho and Telle broke apart. Telle helped Yatho into her chair, then went to the cask of water and scooped some up to cool her face and neck, before putting her hands on the side of the barrel to steady herself. This time, she made the sign. Sorry, then added something to Yatho. Her wife nodded to Elo.

‘Please. Tell us slowly, and clearly. I will translate anything she needs.’

Elo told the tale as plain as he could, from Arren begging for his help, to his brush with Canovan, meeting Kissen, Inara, Skedi and the demons. Yatho tapped at a small clockwork mechanism as Elo talked and the movement seemed to soothe her between signing.

Then he told them about Blenraden, his discussion with Aan, his fight with Kissen, carefully omitting their lovemaking.

‘You did it,’ said Telle out loud, before Elo had even come to the end. ‘You summoned the fire-god that killed her. That killed her whole family.’

Yatho put her item down slowly, carefully, as if afraid of crushing it. ‘Get out,’ she said, then pointed at the door. ‘Get out of our home.’

He did not know what would happen, said Skedi, his voice making all except Inara flinch as it bored into their heads. He did not ask Kissen to stay and fight her.

‘Forgive us,’ snapped Yatho, ‘if we do not trust a god of white lies.’

‘I thought I was saving a man who was family to me,’ said Elo calmly. ‘I had no intention of Kissen or Inara being involved. I intended to die.’

‘Then why didn’t you?’ said Telle, reading his lips. ‘You had demons and a god on your back, but here you are breathing where my sister is not.’ She stopped and rubbed her throat. Gods, he was hurting her by making her speak. Kissen would either be laughing at him now or throttling him.

‘The curse was broken,’ said Elo, not looking at Inara, who had drawn it from his flesh like poison. He felt her eyes on him, but Kissen’s family was a veiga’s family from Blenraden, whatever Ina was, she had to be cautious. ‘Kissen killed Hseth so we could run.’

‘Show us then,’ said Yatho. ‘This broken curse. Should be white, shouldn’t it?’

Elo hesitated. The curse she had unravelled had left no mark, because the god’s will had been pulled out of him, not shattered or completed. How had Inara described it? Like untangling colours?

‘The god Aan drew it out,’ said Skedi, his paws tightening on Elo’s shoulder. Elo resisted putting his hand up to stroke him. The poor god was trying to make his power useful, but Yatho laughed bitterly.

‘Lies,’ she said and signed. ‘All of it. Canovan is no demon summoner, all he can summon is a good hand at cards. Curses take more than a spat with a traveller.’

Telle, however, looked contemplative.

‘He must have been protecting something,’ said Inara. ‘The rebellion, my mother was part of it. She wrote to him I think.’

Yatho and Telle shared a glance, but Yatho shook her head. ‘He wouldn’t have tried to hurt Kissen,’ she said and signed. ‘And he’s no rebel.’

‘You’re wrong,’ said Elo. ‘He hated veiga, and knights, and he allowed innocents to die. A boy, an old woman. The curse was his.’

‘It is you who brings death where you walk,’ snapped Yatho. ‘Don’t lay the blame at another’s door.’

Elo flinched, a tremor catching him across his chest and shooting down to his hands. A string of memories pulled through his mind: wading coldly through screams as the faithful lost their gods, holding a young girl of six who had been sacrificed to a wild god of wolves, tearing an old man back from the ruins knights had made of his shrine. Could he truly blame Canovan when he had also accepted the collateral of war? Kissen, too, had died so he could live.

Perhaps he should have never left his bakery.

Inara took hold of his hand and squeezed. ‘Please,’ she said to Yatho and Telle, who turned towards her more warmly. ‘Let us prove it to you. Take us to this Canovan before this king finds other people to burn for his power.’
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Chapter Five

Arren 

YOU ARE NOTHING WITHOUT HER.

Hestra’s bitter whispers were nothing worse than Arren’s mind could conjure, though her voice was splinters in his head. He rubbed his eyes, carefully managing not to rub ink onto his brow. Two days since she had returned, and the hearth god spent every waking moment punishing him with sullen jibes. But, she had yet to leave, which meant she either had a reason to stay, or nowhere else to go.

Arren tried to focus on the map beneath his hands. A work of art, and true genius. His own. With information from his knights stationed across Middren, he had constructed it, piece by piece. As a squire he had been taught cartography; maps were useful, and detailed ones were rare. Usually the remit of knights, generals, not monarchs. But during Blenraden he had been both, and cross sections of the city had been essential. Now he had moved his secret planning from his chambers to his Smoke Room, he had enough space to thread together the pieces he had commissioned of each House’s lands into one great tapestry of knowledge.

You are a failure, a puny human, Hestra added. Hestra was wallowing, pitying herself and the loss of Hseth. An ancient god reduced to a groan. You were born a failure, as all humans are. I have seen them from my many hearths, dragged weak and squawking into the world. They live weak and squawking, and then they die much the same. 

‘I have heard such things before,’ said Arren, ‘and yet still I am alive.’

His brothers had mocked him, his mother despised him, and even his sister’s pity marked him out as least favoured of the Regna children. But where were they? All long dead. He had endured.

He leant over, reading a tiny scroll from a bird, and updated a fort’s holding capacity in House Vittosk’s land to the far east, then added a model of a ship to the Belhaven harbour in Restish, to mark another built. Well, that country had almost as much to recover from the god war as Middren, and Middren’s reserves were all but empty. Or, they had noted Arren’s shipbuilding in Middren and were trying to match boat for boat. His lands were more vulnerable than they had ever been, and the eyes of the world were on them. On him.

Talicia, to the north, had no reports. Everything he had known had been from Hseth. She had promised him godhood, the fealty of her government, dominance over the Trade Sea, but now there was nothing. No missives from her people, their priest-leaders, who had sent him written treaties. Enough. He no longer begged at other tables, and he would not wait on a dead god’s promise. His position was too precarious.

He struck Talicia off with a daub of his brush, then paused and considered another black mark he had made. Right across central Middren, the heartlands of the Craiers.

You see, you are uncertain. Guilty. Your heart wavers. 

He had been angry when Lessa Craier had presented a petition to the council, signed by some of the oldest and strongest Houses and traders in Middren, demanding that he reinstated gods to their lands. Hseth had told him how to show them all his strength, his conviction. Show that Lessa Craier could not usurp him with paper and make him a boy again.

Your knight said there were children killed, Hestra pressed him. 

‘People are pieces,’ said Arren coolly. ‘They roll off the board and clear the field for play. I mourn them, yes, but I do not regret it.’

Lessa Craier had no child. The records said her firstborn had passed in the chaos and sicknesses that plagued Middren during the war, and after. The others would have been servants’ children. A pity, but no more piteous than the bodies he had seen already. Elo, of all people, should understand that.

‘That is the problem with fire gods,’ Arren added. ‘You think only in absolutes.’

The god hissed, her fire crackling and singeing Arren’s shirt. He winced, but his shirt was only singed. He had chosen the Smoke Room not for its smoking fireplace, nor the incense placed in braziers by the great brass balcony doors and latticed stone, but for the black stains on the ceiling from a fire that had almost destroyed the Reach in Arren’s great grandsire’s time, and the scent that remained. No matter how much Hestra burned his shirts, she could make little difference. It also commanded a view of the supplicants’ courtyard, where knights or courtiers knelt as punishment. It was good that they knew he was watching. Especially now the rumours were spreading that he had sacrificed his life in Blenraden, and that flame now occupied his heart. He had carefully mentioned nothing of the god. No one spoke that out loud. Not yet.

You are nothing, she spat, nothing, nothing. 

Arren sighed. Hestra was born in hearthstones, from families wanting safe houses and full bushels. If insulted, she could spit flames, burn bread, turn a small fight into bloody anger. Her strongest curse kept a person cold for the rest of their lives. But she was not as cutting as Arren’s mother, or as brutal as his brothers. But he needed her, and her power over his life was more than she had ever tasted.

‘I would truly be nothing, my hearth, my heart, without you,’ he reminded her gently, and felt her flame flicker.

Flattery will not win me to you.

And, like most fire gods, she really was not a good liar.

‘You are not a prize to be won,’ said Arren. ‘It was you who chose to come back to me when you could have let me die.’

I had nowhere else to go. Her flame dimmed with mourning, and with regret. My shrines are paltry few now. So, as he suspected, she had not returned to him out of loyalty. How then to make her stay?

‘And here you are,’ said Arren, ‘the king’s life, my chest your hearth. You are safe with me.’

Hestra thought for a moment. Then: Your safety means nothing. You kill what you love.

That did hurt. He breathed out. Elo’s face flashed again in his mind, the hurt, the betrayal; when Hestra had taken him to Blenraden in her twig form, he had seen it as clearly as if he had truly been standing before Elo and telling him he had to die. His ‘knight’, as Hestra called him, was now anything but, yet still he roamed so widely in his thoughts. ‘I do what I must,’ he said, ‘so that I may keep my promises. To Hseth, while she lived. To you, now, in her stead.’

What have you except a bickering land of water and mud? You want to command the Trade Sea, but barely control your own subjects. She crackled again, and sparks burst out onto the map. Hseth promised me a world on fire. Humans once more huddling around their hearths, praying to me to keep them safe. 

The embers almost caught this time on the precious map, and Arren slapped them out, his palms stinging with his haste. A few snaps of twigs between his ribs told him she was laughing.

‘You are not the first to doubt me,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘If you desire it so, then return to your little hearths and your littler dreams. But while you are here, I will live out mine.’

Whatever Hseth might have retorted was interrupted by the bells clanging out the new hour from the highest towers of the Reach. The other fortresses of Sakre soon followed – the Shield on the west coast, and the Forge to the south – and finally the city itself picked up the clamour, sending clouds of gulls flashing into the blushing pink sky. Beyond the fine trellises and pillars of his balcony, and the green stretch of the Reach gardens, the stinking, hilly, winding streets of Sakre looked almost beautiful. He couldn’t see the Forge from this view west, but over the great harbour the flags of the Shield were flying, telling him that all was well.

It was time. Time to test their faith, before the whispered rumours turned to accusation, before this fomenting rebellion used the Craier destruction to retaliate.

He put down his brush and pushed his curling hair back from his circlet. If he still had a heart, it would be hammering, but all he could feel was Hseth’s surly flame. Still, his hands shook, as if they remembered the rush of terror that would rattle his ribs when he had to speak to the queen, or if there was a grand event at court for which he was expected to perform.

The sound of spear-butts rapping twice onto the tiles outside his door announced his visitors.

‘Enter,’ Arren called.

The guards opened the doors, and Arren caught the scent of musk and sandalwood before its owner stepped in. The Gods Commander, Risiah. He had dark, wily eyes that darted from the ceiling to the fireplace, to the map, before he had set more than a foot inside the room. Since being elevated to this new post, commander of the Crown’s godkillers, he had been cleanshaven. It really did nothing for his chin, which was rather too close to his neck, though the poorly stitched scar across it did give him some edge of authority. Risiah had not been Arren’s first choice for commander, but he was one of the few well established veiga in Middren who had at least some connection to the nobility. Godkillers had once been the lowest of the low, and even with the king’s approval, the profession was notoriously dangerous and disliked. But Risiah was the fifth son of a lesser House from near Fellic-Farne in the north, so his appointment had caused some flattery and no offence.

Behind him, however, was Commander General Antoc. The nephew of the present Lady Tiamh, whose wealth in the west made her a worthy ally. Arren had given him charge of the standing army of layfolk after the war, and he had proven himself a stern and conniving commander. Twice Arren’s age, the pompous bastard wore each year as if it were his own circlet of gold. His hair was dappled silver, and he had the assured posture of a short man with a large weapon.

At least Peta was with them, and eyeing Antoc with clear dislike. Arren would have made her head of the king’s army and its trained knights even if she hadn’t been a cousin of the southern House Crolle. Her authority outstripped theirs, and this rankled Antoc in particular. Arren had no doubt he had found some gripe to accost her with before they came inside.

The three commanders made their salute. The new salute. Open palm, fingers splayed out on their chests like sunrays. Antoc a step behind the others, half-smiled as he did so, as if he found it amusing. Though, when his eyes found the dark hole of embers in Arren’s chest, the expression faded.

Arren lifted his chin. He did not hide Hestra’s flames now.

‘Your majesty.’ Peta spoke first. She had kept close by him since his incident two mornings before, like a shield on his back. Where Elo should have been.

‘Thank you, commanders,’ said Arren. ‘I trust you are well.’

‘Are we here to see what you have been planning then, my king?’ said Antoc, three shades south of insolent. Risiah was scanning the map, his expression impassive. The work dominated the room, spread across a table fit for a dozen. ‘Perhaps a way to feed the army you have twiddling their thumbs on barren fields,’ Antoc added. ‘Are the council’s coffers still low?’

‘Have you been much in council of late, Commander Antoc?’ said Peta mildly as the bells of the three Sakrean fortresses pealed to a halt.

Antoc scowled. Only the leaders of the great Houses were permitted on the king’s council: traditionally, commanders’ advice was sought separately. Though, that was when there had been only one commander of the knights.

‘The standing army were promised pensions,’ Antoc said. ‘By the king’s previous knight commander.’ He cast a glance at Arren. ‘I see fewer ships, fewer stalls in the market, fewer delegates from our neighbour lands. I have eyes, and a mind to use them.’

‘You also have a sharp tongue that likes wagging,’ said Arren. ‘Careful it doesn’t cut your mouth.’

The silence that followed was full of daggers. Risiah’s eyes glittered with amusement. As the youngest and poorest of the commanders, he was roundly ignored.

‘I only mean, your majesty,’ said Antoc, after a moment, ‘that unpaid soldiers become angry. Angry, unpaid soldiers forget their loyalty.’

‘Do you forget yours?’ said Peta. She didn’t need to move to suggest threat. She was like a boulder on a precipice, ready to fall.

Antoc sniffed, twisted his neck to crack it, then bowed his head just slightly. ‘My apologies, your majesty.’

‘Sunbringer,’ said Arren. Oh, to gain this little victory . . .

Antoc’s eye twitched, but he swallowed whatever he wanted to say. ‘My apologies, Sunbringer.’

Arren smiled. He had often wished he could make Antoc kneel in the courtyard below, but this small capitulation tasted just as sweet.

Still, the man was right. He put a voice to fears that plagued Arren’s dreams: a bored army full of rage, and only one way to point it. Towards the king who had promised them the world.

He needed to do something, something powerful to sharpen swords and minds and secure his standing.

‘My friends,’ Arren said, stepping forward to the map. ‘Commanders. See what I see.’

Risiah didn’t need to be told twice. He had clearly been itching to get near the parchment. ‘This is quite magnificent,’ he said, fingers tracing over the north coast. Peta was more reserved. Arren had showed her the small pieces of the map based on the information from her knights, but not all of it re-inked with meticulous detail and bound as one. ‘Middren is so detailed, so beautifully coloured . . .’

‘It is not a painting,’ said Arren, annoyed. ‘It’s a battle plan.’

Risiah and Antoc shared a glance, then Antoc looked to Peta, who gazed stoically back. Arren let them sit with the idea, showing them he was not afraid of silence. Not afraid of anything.

‘You understand what happened to the Craiers,’ said Arren.

Only the slight paling of Antoc’s neck over his stiff velvet collar suggested he had any idea what Arren was talking about. Risiah became very still, then cleared his throat. ‘They were stoking rebellion, my king.’

So, the veiga was informed, but not smart enough to keep his mouth shut. Still, it showed he had a hankering for Arren’s approval. Antoc, however, was waiting to see how the pieces would fall.

‘Yes,’ said Arren. ‘And gathered the arms to fight it. The council did nothing. They do not understand action, not like we do.’ He was admitting he had acted against a House without the consent of the council, the king’s council. He was taking them into his and Peta’s confidence. Would Risiah and Antoc pull back, cowardly, or lean in and understand what he was offering them? A space in his inner circle, where even the Houses had no claim.

‘The king meted out his justice swiftly,’ said Peta. ‘But most arms have not been recovered. The threat remains.’

Antoc cleared his throat. He would play this game, Arren had no doubt. But he would play it for himself. ‘It was a bold choice . . . Sunbringer,’ he said. ‘But the Craiers have many friends.’

‘Many of whom have spent the best of this month denouncing them,’ said Arren, indicating four letters pinned to the map. ‘Vittosk and Graiis, Geralfi and Tulenne.’ Antoc blinked, and Risiah looked relieved, but Arren had not finished. ‘Still, Vittosk and Tulenne have tripled their personal guard.’ He touched the banners on the map. ‘Lesscia suffers pamphleteering and pilgrimages, and the Geralfis have been consulting with godkind.’ Risiah coughed, his eyebrows raised. Gods were his domain.

‘How do we know this, your majesty?’ he said.

‘Because,’ said Arren, ‘strength is strength, but information is the lever.’ That was a phrase from Elo, direct from his mothers. ‘Information is what I have been sending our knights to gather.’

‘The knights you have been sending as peacekeepers?’ asked Antoc. ‘I thought they were just . . .’

‘Twiddling thumbs?’ Arren interrupted, and Antoc fell silent. He was pleased to see the commander lost for words, for once. Arren had used his knights to lay out his lands like a game of chess, seeing its strengths, loyalties, weaknesses, as he and Elo had done during the war.

Elo always won at chess. But that was small scale. This was more ambition that Elo had dared to dream.

Your veiga hides his colours, Hestra whispered to Arren. And your elder questions your authority.

Arren took a breath. ‘You are right to worry about paying our troops,’ he said. ‘But the money is there, the council simply won’t release it. The Spurrisk lands to the north and Yesef to the south have had their biggest crop yields in a decade, yet our stores in Weild rot and in Sakre run low. I do not trust them to act in good faith. Not like I trust you.’

The implication was clear: choose him, and fuck the council. That at least made Antoc smile.

‘So when you speak of battle . . .’ said Antoc, stepping closer to the map. They were the only ones in the room, but he lowered his voice conspiratorially. Arren had him, he was sure. The man had a wearisome cockstand for power and influence, but it was something Arren could use. Risiah was harder to read, Hestra was right, but veiga rarely made headway if they were easy to manipulate.

‘The battle is within,’ said Arren. ‘The loyalties of our lands are still split between our Houses. Our people desire certainty, they want to know where the power lies. With us.’ His blood warmed with Hestra’s interest.

‘Commanders,’ he said, ‘we together hold the largest army ever gathered in Middren. We fought for our lands. The three of you stood at my side in the heat of war when half the nobles ran.’ Arren could practically see the shine in Antoc’s greedy eyes, he could certainly see the glow of pride in Peta’s. This, he had never seen when he had faced his mother, this was light he never could conjure. His hands stopped shaking.

‘We are the destroyers of gods, the bringers of light, of hope to our hearths. The people do not owe the Houses their safety: they owe us. It’s been three years since Blenraden, let us remind them of what we achieved, march as victors back through our lands and show the might of our armies.’

Arren hoped Hestra was listening. Antoc’s shoulders settled a little, he shifted his feet slightly apart, lifted his chin almost imperceptibly. A march. That sounded easier than a fight, would not necessarily risk
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