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For my treasures, my friends in the icy night
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Prologue

Treasure

Once, on a fine summer evening a long time before everything happened, when they were having something that was not quite a fight and not quite not a fight, Sparrow said to her, ‘That’s the real problem, Cod. By the time we met you’d already fallen in love with a myth.’

And Cod said stubbornly, ‘She wasn’t a myth.’

Looking back later, she realised she should have denied it. But there was no point. Cod was in love, hopelessly so, and there would never be a resolution. How could there be? 

Love is always unrequited between the living and the dead.

The catastrophe – love, that is, and her falling in it – happened when she was just nine years old. It found her in the form of a second-hand paperback, languishing at the bottom of a box of mildewed textbooks left on the street, maybe for donations, maybe just as rubbish. Passing schoolchildren wrinkled their noses at the box. It smelled like a still pond and the book most visible on top of the pile was a yellowed atlas of Yurean rivers. But those children were not like Cod. They had mothers who walked them to school instead of rising early to work the dawn shift. They wore thick wool coats buttoned under their chins instead of oversized hand-me-downs. Most of all they took for granted the sharp, almost sour scent of a brand-new book, a scent Cod only knew from birthdays and the most special of occasions.

By that time Cod was already a head taller than most of her classmates. She was quiet and gawky, shiftless in her baggy clothes, slow to make friends and quick to lose them. Haunting corners and staring at the clouds. Everyone knew she was poor, including her. 

But Cod, then and forever, had one great advantage – an instinct for buried treasure. 

Instead of passing by that unfortunate box like the rest of them, Cod dived in. She found her prize right at the bottom of the pile and peeled it tenderly free from the cardboard base. The book was called Ashan Myths for Children: A New Translation, by Professor D. Marr-Ahava. Underneath the title was a sketch of a grand pair of city gates, dazzling blue and covered in doves. Promising. Cod slipped it into her bookbag without a second thought.

She had a knack for reading books in the middle of class (the trick was to keep the book open on your knees under the desk, just out of the tutor’s sight) and read the whole thing cover to cover before the final bell rang. 

As the title promised, it was a collection of myths: coyotes tricking farmers, heroes slaying beasts, gods cavorting with humans, humans paying the price. One tale in particular stood out among the collection. It was called ‘The Eternal City’. The illustrations were nice enough, but the thing that really drew her attention was a line in the opening paragraph: Aleya Ana-Ulai never knew her mother. 

Cod’s heart panged with an unfamiliar feeling. She read on.



‘The Eternal City’ was clearly the author’s favourite story. Cod’s too. The world it described was strange, but the heroine was like a lamp leading her through it, connecting her to the past. When it was over she had an urge to do something she’d never done before. She read the story again. 

That was how her mother found her that evening, spine like a ruler, legs folded atop the blankets, totally engrossed.  She was back at the climax. The heroine was trapped in the labyrinth of the Evil Queen, bargaining for her life in a game of riddles. 

Strong but still wily, she answered the queen: ‘A house where a man enters blind, and leaves seeing? Why, it could only be a school.’

The queen’s face turned white, then red, then a deep, thundercloud purple. She balled her hands into fists and stamped her feet and screamed: ‘Cheater!’

But Aleya only smiled. ‘Is it cheating, your Majesty, to be smarter than you?’

This was one of Cod’s favourite passages. She’d been accused of cheating at school once or twice herself, because her grades were suspiciously high for a cleaner’s daughter. If only she’d thought of that comeback. If only Aleya had been there to tell them off.

Cod was so absorbed she didn’t hear the click of the lock as her mother came home from her second shift of the day, nor the tread of exhausted feet in the corridor. Even the spill of light from the open door didn’t rouse her. Only the question, pointed: ‘Where did you get that?’



Cod jumped, slammed the book closed. ‘It was free,’ she explained.

‘A gift?’ Cod’s mother didn’t like charity. 

Cod shook her head. ‘No, no . . . I found it. In a box, Mama. Nobody gave it to me.’

‘Oh. Good.’ Cod’s mother relaxed into the door frame. She nodded absently, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She’d been cleaning downtown, and the apron around her midriff made her look thin. A whiff of bleach. 

Cod waited for her to ask another question. Any question. What’s it about? What’s got you up so late, my little one? But her mother’s attention, an ever-precious resource to Cod, was already running dry. 

‘Aleya.’ 

Cod blurted the name out before she could think. Her mother glanced up, slightly startled. Cod was not prone to outbursts. She held up the book, hiding behind it, and tapped the page on an illustration of a muscled girl in a crown. A pretty girl. Cod thought so, anyway. Another reason she liked the story so much.

‘Aleya,’ Cod said again. ‘She was a hero. She lived a long time ago, see?’ 

Ah . . . Yes. I know that one.’ A slight smile on her mother’s lips, maybe nostalgia. Then it faded. ‘It’s just a story, though, Coda. She wasn’t real.’ 

It nearly burst out of her then – a flash of anger, of rebellion. An urge to say, ‘Yes, she was.’ Cod couldn’t feel all that affection for a person somebody just made up. It felt belittling. Silly. She wanted to say so. But it would be many years yet until Cod finally defied her mother. She bit her lip. 



‘It’s late,’ said her mother, turning away. ‘You should be asleep by now.’  

‘Yes, Mama.’

But Cod didn’t sleep. She pulled the lamp under her blankets and carried on reading. 

‘Cheater, cheater!’ raged the Evil Queen. ‘Trickster! Fraud! Thief!’ 

‘Call me names all you want,’ said Aleya, smirking. ‘I still won. Now give me back the magic. It is mine by right and a crook like you has no business wielding it. Who knows what will become of the world if Idolfire burns again . . .’




Act I

It comes down to a simple question: What do you want to know?



The Brooch

The room was small and contained nothing but the bare essentials Cod needed for her work: a table, a chair, a glass cabinet, a small pile of labels and a pen. A fan stuttered high in a corner, letting slip little mouthfuls of sound from the carnival streets below. Pushed to the back of the table was a two-dial polished walnut radio receiver. Some twenty minutes ago the radio host had let out a yelp and shortly after the station signal flickered out. Since then the receiver had been quietly pumping blank static into the room. The static had become another form of silence, along with the whir of the fan and the smothered rumble of the unseen crowds.

Cod hadn’t registered the man’s cry nor noticed the lack of music. Her attention was consumed by the thing in the palm of her hand.

The holding hand was swathed in a black archivist’s glove that brought out the brightness of the object; the other was bare and held a pen. The pen’s inked nib hovered above a label. Across the label was written:

Copper alloy brooch. This simple peg and clasp design was fashionable across the North & Western regions of Dov throughout the Pre-Civil and Late Mythic Eras. However, the thorned flower etched on the base of the peg suggests this brooch is of High Bernic origin. Discovered during a sewage excavation in Old Asha among a small cache of coins and treasures dated to approximately LM150 (2200 in the past), its presence here in the former city centre suggests . . . 

Suggests . . . 

Again the pen wavered. In spite of the fan she’d worked up a steady sweat.

‘Dr Canalluny?’

Cod jumped and a fat drop of ink fell from the nib, drowning her final unfinished line. Her gloved fingers reflexively closed around the brooch, hiding it.

The intruder knocked belatedly on the open door, right below the sign that said Archivist’s Office. A museum assistant in his summer uniform, his ears all ringed up on one side like a typical Ashan youth. The name tag was too far off for Cod to read. Damnation. She’d have been introduced to him at some point, but his name had escaped her, as most names did. She offered him a thin, impatient smile. ‘Yes?’

‘You’ve got a wire.’ 

‘A wire? Saying what?’ 

Nobody ever sent Cod wires. She wasn’t important enough. The boy gave an apologetic shrug. ‘I don’t know. But it’s earmarked urgent. From Palgaro. Reception asked me to tell you.’ 

She nodded. ‘Okay.’’

Cod turned back to the brooch, but she could sense the assistant still lingering behind her. She looked at him again. ‘Anything else?’

A pause. He cleared his throat. ‘You’re from Palgaro, aren’t you, Dr Canalluny?’ 



‘That’s right.’

‘Well . . . I hope it’s not . . . ’ He twisted the tail of his shirt around in one hand. ‘I hope everything is well with your family.’

‘Right,’ she said. More formally, she added, ‘And with yours also.’

‘Thank you.’ 

He nodded once more and hurried out of sight. It was a ritual exchange of well-wishes, probably drilled into him by his mother long ago. The phrases one used to sweeten the bitter taste of bad news. Sending an urgent wire that distance cost half a month’s salary. It couldn’t be anything but bad news. He’d probably expected her to leap to her feet and dash past him to find out what calamity had befallen her people.

Instead, Cod turned her attention back to the brooch. 

There was no trade between High Bern and Ash during the Late Mythic Era, meaning this brooch was the first finding of its kind. Unless she was mistaken, which she wasn’t. Again her pen nib quivered in the air. No matter how much she wanted to, she just didn’t have the courage to write the truth: that the presence of the brooch suggested Aleya was not only real, but that she had a Bernic lover, just like the stories said.

Cod’s fingernail tapped against the copper fastening. 

Aleya Ana-Ulai, she thought. Here’s a little chip of your heart. Will you speak to me now?

She stayed in the office for another half-hour, thinking, musing, scribbling and discarding notes, before she at last flicked the radio off and headed down into the main body of the Asha Civic Museum. There was no need to rush. She already knew what was written on the urgent wire. There was only one thing it could be. Her mother was finally dead.

* * *

Given one word to describe herself, Cod would have said ‘avian’. It was her job, after all, to sum things up tidily to fit on a museum label, and in her opinion no word captured her essence better. She was bony and big-featured, narrow elbows that jutted out at each side, round shoulders, sharp collarbones, the sloping posture of a deskbound academic. Bird-like. When people paid her compliments they tended to mention her eyes, which were an unusual shade of amber. But Cod did not like her eyes. She found them creepy. 

It was a quiet midweek day at the Civic Museum. She passed lone tourists, snaking trails of schoolchildren in their matching shorts and overshirts, yawning staff who nodded at her. Dust motes suspended in hot air. It had been seven years since Cod came to live in the Republic: three as a postgraduate student, four working her way up the ranks of the museum staff. The glamour had worn off as her Ashan grammar improved, but there was still a familiar pleasure in walking those halls. She loved the museum deeply. More than anywhere else in the city, this place felt like home.

They kept the most ancient exhibits close to the entrance, so the journey down to the reception took her backwards in time. It was like watching a bomb go off in a series of still images. In the Civil Era display cases everything was whole: she passed scrolls and gowns, weighty tools, a small pair of child-sized clogs. But by the time she was in the Late-Mythic exhibit there were only fragments of things. Pottery shards. Copper coins, a patina of rust like river-lichen over the surface. Scrabbled, dusty, nothing substantial. Remnants of ­remnants. 

Until she came to the Hall of Ancients. It was the oldest part of the museum, calculated to induce wonder the same way a temple did: huge domed ceiling patterned with tiles, solid bars of city sunlight. At the room’s very centre, up on a plinth, stood a small carving of a woman in a tristar crown. The skin was limestone, the stars azurite. Visitors were sometimes mystified as to why the statuette – only a couple of feet high and not all that lifelike – had such a grand stage, until they read the accompanying label and discovered they were looking at a god. 

Tahlia, Queen of Heaven. Goddess of Wisdom. Guardian deity of the First City, Ash. There was no way to know for certain, but she was estimated to be around 4,000 years old. 

It was a detour, but Cod couldn’t resist prolonging her journey a few minutes just to stroll through the hall and pay her respects to the goddess. She was the jewel of the museum, just like she’d been the jewel of the ancient city of Ash. Aleya’s city. Aleya’s goddess. 

 There were few other treasures in the Hall of Ancients, there to compliment the grandeur of the central attraction. One of them was a grey-gold circlet, alone under a glass dome, placed upon a plush pillow like a gift. Cod read the label, admiring her own work.

A flint bangle depicting a small etched image of the goddess Tahlia, Queen of Heaven, patron deity of the city of Ash from the Pre-Modern until the Middle Period, it said. Though small, the high level of detailing on the sketch of the goddess suggests this is the work of a skilled craftsman. This item recalls the enchanted bangle supposedly worn by Aleya Ana-Ulai on her journey to the Eternal City. 

There were a handful of references to the legend here and there in the museum, almost all of them penned by Cod herself, almost all of them shackled with that interminable word: supposedly. Supposedly worn. Supposedly used. This faceless, degraded Urean statue dated Late Mythic may represent a rare contemporary depiction of the ­legendary Queen. Cod had driven herself mad assembling that statue and spent many long nights wondering what ‘supposed’ features had been chiseled on the shattered head.

But perhaps now, she thought – perhaps with the brooch – it wouldn’t be much, but she at least had something physical to use. There was a paper in it at the very least. If she was smart and spoke around what she was saying, maybe some minor journal would pick it up and the idea of Aleya’s existence could gain a little traction. She’d begun to gnaw at the knuckle of her thumb. An inroad. Yes. This was a start.

Cod was planning to grab her tragic news quickly and get back to work, but there was more frustration at the museum reception. They didn’t have a copy of the message. She had to present herself at the postmaster’s office to receive it in person. ‘With ID,’ the receptionist added. ‘Stamped.’ 

Cod’s eyes drifted to the back of the reception. A museum assistant was fiddling with a radio receiver while another watched anxiously over her shoulder.

‘Should be right here,’ the assistant was saying. ‘That’s the channel. He was on air an hour ago. I could have sworn . . . ’ 

A thick, throaty crackle and a voice burst out from the receiver. ‘Good afternoon Asha, apologies for the interruption,’ it said. ‘The time is two-oh-five past the high sun, and we’re in the fifth day of the Painted Lady. For our next record . . . ’

It was a different voice from the one that had yelped and vanished earlier. The assistants exchanged a worried look, and one of them muttered, ‘Poor bastard. Do you think it was the Church?’ He mimed holding something up, pulling the trigger. ‘Ol’ dart in the neck?’

Cod snapped her fingers, and the assistants looked up. ‘You two. Back to it.’

They slunk off without another word.

Urgh. Cod could feel a foul mood coming on. All she wanted was to hurry back up to her brooch, but the postmaster’s office shut before the museum did, so she shouldered her satchel and plunged into the midday heat.

What hit her first was the light: a bright and close and overwhelming collision of midday sunshine shimmering on theatre bulbs, tram windows, store fronts, on a table full of sunglasses taking up too much of a busy patch of pavement. Light came winking out from a pocket watch raised and scrutinised by a man in a tradesman’s beard and robe, on the arc of water sprung from a drinking fountain, across a pile of glass swept away by a broom. Then came the taste of engine oil, the ripe smell of sweating skin and the mingled overflowing odour of restaurant back alleys as they threw out leftovers of every delicacy under the sun. The sky was a pure blue grid squeezed by high-rises and slashed across with wires. 

Asha had obliterated and rebuilt itself many times over the centuries, and it held onto that venerable past in the handsome museums and the knotted motion of the streets. Corners were tight and the rattlers and trams and occasional horsemen took them at frightening speed. No matter where you turned, no matter what corner of the city you ventured, there was music. It came through the open doors of the cafés and from the performer’s box at the covered market; from apartment windows as someone cranked their radio up or showed off the latest scratch-cassette, or just sang, because everyone from drunkards to children to visiting kings had the right to make their own song, and they exercised that right as they wanted, day and night. 

Asha. Always a carnival.

Cod had never been a people person and thought, before she came to the Republic, that she’d struggle with the human density. But it was the opposite. Here, at last, was a place where she could be truly alone.

A spare pull-rail clattered past. She jogged a few steps and caught it, one hand on the handle, two feet planted on the grille, sailing around the crowds as road mud flecked into her clenched teeth. The man ahead of her hadn’t noticed the waist cord of his robe coming loose. It flapped about his hips, tassels whipping with each turn, while he read the broadsheet clasped in his free hand. Cod peered over at the headlines. She got as far as the word ‘hostilities’ and lost interest, turning her gaze back to the streets.  

At the postmaster’s office they seemed to take an age and a half poring over her ID, but finally, with visible resentment, the postmaster stamped his sheet and presented her with a small sealed ­envelope. 

Cod walked back out to the front steps with the envelope in her hands. She forced herself to take a breath. This was the last moment of uncertainty, the final bit of ‘before’ before the ‘after’. One last glimpse of a world where she was not an orphan. Despite it all – no matter what she thought of her mother – it was a moment worth savouring. 

With that small ritual completed, she opened up the envelope and read the words printed inside. It read:

[[ HISTORIC DISCOVERY ]]

[[ COME HOME URGENTLY ]]

[[ WITH AFFECTION YOUR FRIEND DENALI MARR ]]

Cod crumpled the note up. ‘Shit,’ she said. 

But the word carried a breath of wonder.







Letters

When Cod arrived in the Asha Republic, the first letter she received was from Professor ­Denali Marr-Ahava, Professor of Ancient History at the University of Tessi, Chimic Foothills, ­Palgaro Interior, Palgaro. It was waiting for her at her new apartment in the deep city, a lone spot of warmth in that bare, unfamiliar room.

Dear Coda, it began. 

To think this letter will find you standing in the city of my ancestors. I know I am a silly old romantic but it fills me with a great deal of joy. How are you? How was your crossing? I hope the Stringed Sea – or the Apse to give her the proper name – is not too rocky. My ex-wife sends her regards as always. She thinks I am going to become even more insufferably eccentric without you around to share my ideas with, so please write regularly and save me from myself. In the meantime I will lavish the extra attention on my shrimp. They also send their regards.

Now to business: You will receive your reading list soon. Ashan scholars have a long and wretched history of selling their own books to students at a markup. Avoid the university bookshop and instead seek the Second-Hand Emporium in the Old City down by the riverside, at the attached address . . .

And on and on. Once she was done unpacking, Cod used the shell of her briefcase as a table and penned a response: Hello professor. All’s well. Warm here. Will write again soon. Cod. 

The second letter she received came a few days later. It was a stiffly worded update from the Palgaro Sanatorium, mostly dull legalese in reference to the welfare of ‘The patient, Mrs Canalluny’, which she scanned over. Cod’s mother was settling well into the sanatorium, it said, and not displaying any signs of violence, though she was ‘withdrawn’ from the other patients. Her mental condition was described as ‘stable’, which Cod found bleakly funny. If she was stable, she wouldn’t be there in the first place, she thought. When she was done reading, Cod filed the letter out of sight.

The third arrived after a week. It was much shorter than the first two. I miss your hollow parts, it read. The hollow of your hand, of your cheek, of your neck. Come home, please, please, or let me come there. I don’t care. I just miss you so much. It was signed with a sketch of a bird’s foot, but she knew what it meant: Sparrow.	

Cod read the letter twice over then took it to the hob and burned it.







Borders

Cod wasted no time in leaving. She requested and received compassionate leave from the Asha Civic Museum (rumours about her urgent wire had already spread among the staff and they didn’t ask any questions), and then hurried back home to pack.

Her apartment hadn’t changed much since she’d moved in. There were basic furnishings: an armchair she’d dragged in off the street still bearing the scratch-scars of an anonymous cat, an unlikely amount of books, a map on the wall that showed the outlines of the ancient city of Ash traced over the current Asha Capital. A sofa bed in sofa mode. 

What it did not contain, anywhere, was a trace of other people. Cod had grown into a solitary adult. She had colleagues and acquaintances, but that was it. Courtships fizzled out. She was accused of being unaffectionate, difficult to read. Disinterested. She shrugged it off. After her mother went to the sanatorium, Cod resolved to focus all her energies on her career. It was a lonely life, but a comfortable one. Back in her corner staring out the window. Away from the centre of things.

Under the desk she’d stashed a novel-thick file with all her correspondence from Professor Marr. They’d swapped letters faithfully ever since she arrived, and if anything he’d grown even more verbose over the years. Even after all this time it was a small thrill to hear from him – the author of Ashan Myths for Children, and maybe the one soul alive who really understood her from the inside out. She thought of the wire, of the 23 letters and 3 spaces it had taken to write with affection your friend. Typical Marr. Those niceties must have cost him a fortune. 

So why didn’t he tell her what he’d found?

Perhaps it was a trick. He was trying to pique her interest, knowing that was the most likely thing to tempt her back to Palgaro was her own carnivorous curiosity. 

In the first few years he’d often broached the subject of her coming home in some roundabout way. He’d mention how she ought to come and see the new generation of rainbow shrimp, or how he had some bright new student he wanted her to meet. My ex-wife is asking after you again, he wrote once. She misses having you around for dinners. Cod ignored the suggestions, and after a while he dropped them. Marr knew full well why she didn’t want to go back – which was all the more reason she had to go now. Whatever this discovery was, it had to be something good. A historic discovery in Palgaro, something of direct interest to her and the professor. There was only one thing she could think of. 

Whatever he’d discovered, it must have been connected to Aleya. It had to be. 

‘What is this?’

Mrs Devran. A handsome Ashan retiree in a belted dress, gem-speckled earrings and scuffed walking sandals. Though she was well-off enough to ride where she pleased, Mrs Devran abhorred trams and was terrified of rattlers, and spent her days stomping about the city like a goatherd. She held – wielded – a wad of paper in her hand as she strode into Cod’s apartment. 

‘A month’s rent in advance, Mrs Devran,’ replied Cod. ‘And I’ve asked you to knock before you come in here. Many times.’

‘Where are you going?’ she demanded. ‘And for how long?’

‘Home. About a month.’

Cod moved over to the desk and Mrs Devran followed her. ‘You’re travelling? Really? Now, of all times?’

‘Yes.’

Cod frowned at the textbooks. Which to take? She’d feel naked if she didn’t have at least one, but she didn’t even know what time period they were dealing with.

‘When was the last time you travelled outside the Republic, Cod?’ The Ashan accent had a natural melody, so that even her blunt-edged name sounded a little pretty in Mrs Devran’s mouth. 

‘Um. A while. Not since I arrived.’

‘Is your paperwork up to date? Your passport? ID?’

‘Should be. Hmm, these brushes need a clean.’

‘Discovery’ presumably meant dig. She hadn’t done fieldwork since her student days, but the tools were all still there in their cases, dusted with sediment.

‘Cod, don’t you read the news?’

‘No.’

A gift, she thought suddenly. She should take Marr a gift. He’d always talked about how much he missed the tea back home, hadn’t he? There was an unopened pack of three-spice on the shelf. Would that be enough? 



‘Listen, Cod, the political situation right now is not good. The Alliance have been issuing statements. The Procumbents are making arrests, expatriations . . . murders, even . . . Yech!’ Mrs Devran made a face. ‘They have these trained assassins with these evil poisoned darts. Just this morning there was another story of a politician found dead with a dart in his neck and one of their devilish little statues left on his—’

‘That’s why I don’t read the news, Ms Devran. Same thing every week. It gets dull.’ Cod shoved the box of three-spice in among the shirts and, after a moment, grabbed a slim textbook titled Panopoly: Gods of the Mythic Era. 

‘The Alliance is bad enough, but these Procumbents are crazy. They think their god is ordering them to war.’ Mrs Devran shuddered. ‘These are dark times, Cod. Outside of the Republic everyone seems to have lost their mind. It’s not the time to go gallivanting off to a foreign country.’

Cod shut the suitcase with a snap. ‘Foreign to you, Mrs Devran. Palgaro is my home.’

Mrs Devran’s mouth went tight. Cod took the opportunity to cut past her into the hallway, suitcase in hand. ‘Goodbye, Mrs Devran. Keep safe. I’ll bring you back some Palgaran cheese.’

The landlady looked after her hopelessly. ‘You are a useless girl,’ she said at last. ‘Useless, useless.’

‘I’ll see you when I’m back.’

‘I wouldn’t be surprised if you never saw me again,’ she called, raising her voice as Cod made for the stairs.

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ 



Don’t be ridiculous. Later on, Cod would bitterly regret that terse dismissal. She wished that, just once, it had occurred to her to be kind, to at least give the landlady a hug and to plant a kiss on her rounded cheek, to say thank you for worrying, thank you for noticing, thank you for always checking in, look after yourself, I’m so sorry, take care. 

But Cod would come to regret a lot of things. 

‘Spit on it.’ 

Cod had been moving as if in a dream, but those three words were enough to jerk her back into the present.

It was the second day of her journey. To get home to Palgaro she had to get to sea. To get to sea, she had to leave the Republic and cross Alliance territory, and make nice with the border patrol. She had to concede a little something to Mrs Devran – it was even more of a pain then the last time she’d come over. The queues were longer, the atmosphere more strained. But it wasn’t apocalyptic. The bodies moved irresistibly towards the barrier, and while a lot of soldiers stood around with their batons, they hadn’t found cause to smack anybody yet. Cod had no interest in getting smacked. So it was genuine surprise, rather than any sense of outrage, that made her pause when the guard presented her with a small portrait of the Holy Icon of the Church of the Procumbents and ordered her to spit.

The glass screen was plastered with stains and held a faint whiff of rubbing alcohol. Behind the glass was a small gilt image of a fish. The border guard used two fingers to slide it across the desk towards her. His red-rimmed eyes studied her from under the cap. 

‘I’m not a . . . ’ Procky. She almost said it. Cod cleared her throat. ‘I don’t belong to the Church. This is—’



‘Then you’ll have no problem.’ He tapped the glass with his fingernail. ‘Quickly. There’s a line.’

Cod looked down at the miniature. She felt uneasy, but it wasn’t her god. She leaned over and loosed a gob of spit onto the fish. It came out thicker than she’d meant, hanging by a thread before landing with a disordered plop onto the glass. The officer wiped the portrait with a spritzed cloth and returned it to the drawer. ‘You can go.’

She hurried on through the border gates, feeling oddly humiliated. All around her there were confused and shaken-looking people wiping their mouths. Families all clutched together. Harassed-looking tradesmen. The grime on the depot skylight made everything look dirty and the paved floor was scattered all over with travellers, sitting hunched over or trying to snatch some sleep with a duffel bag for a pillow. It was the same on the rail-tram: more people than seats, a squeeze too tight for even the conductor to slip through. Cod slotted her suitcase between her legs and stood against a corner with her arms hugged over her satchel. Farmland and mountains surged past the open window. Somewhere further down the carriage a baby was keeping up a steady, pitiful wail.

Cod checked her watch. It was another five hours’ ride to the ocean.

This had better be good, professor. 

She spent a night in a joyless downtown hotel listening to the drunks and the feral cats yowling in the unlit streets below, followed the next morning by a long interview with the border patrol at the port (‘Labels? At a museum? In Asha? The city? They pay you for that? How much? At your age? How old are you anyway? Twenty-eight? Hmm. We’ll have to conduct a search . . .’). An Alliance officer plucked out the underwear piece by piece from her suitcase and threw it into a loose pile while Cod watched on, gnawing at her thumb. The straps of her bra moved about in the ocean breeze. 

At long last the officer threw the things back into the case (not even bothering to fold them again) and dismissed her with that same curt phrase: ‘You can go.’ 

Cod didn’t even glower at him. She was just glad it was over.

The atmosphere at the port was as bad as the depot. An air of disorder and distress, exhausted travellers at the end of their tether resting where they could. Only when she was aboard her Palgaro-bound ship did Cod feel she was able to breathe again. The rope snapped tight as the free-sail rose high in the air, a tethered canvas cloud halfway between the deck and the sky. The ship’s nose lunged and she felt under her feet the strain of the rudder working to twist them northwards, over the sea.  

Right then, it really hit her: I’m going back. 

At first she tried to work up on the deck, but the other passengers (there were only a handful of them and they’d made a point of getting jolly with one another) kept trying to include her in their friendly conversations. So she locked herself in the cabin and carried on, her wrist pressed against the paper so it wouldn’t slide off with the bucking waves. It was a paper on the brooch. Or it would be if it was ever finished, or published, two vast unlikelihoods at that moment.

I have identified three primary reasons behind the current consensus that ‘The Eternal City’ is a fable, she wrote. 

No skeletal remains matching Aleya Ana-Ulai’s description were found during the Under-Ash Royal Catacomb dig Civ.177. No trace of a hyper-advanced city like that described in the story (Nivela, the Eternal City, City at the Centre of the World, etc.), has been found despite extensive searching on the coast of Palgaro, and though trans-oceanic trade was vigorous around this time, the evidence to support a Palgaran naval empire is slim. This is a graver issue – a missing corpse is one thing, but it seems unlikely that a city of that scale would vanish without a trace.

And then, of course, there is the matter of the magic . . . 

The words trailed away. Magic. Divine idol-magic specifically, which Marr translated as Idolfire. Flights of fancy from before the Civil Era, before rationality took hold, before science, progress and democracy. Even the Church didn’t profess to work miracles. This was the main reason Cod had so much trouble persuading people that Aleya was real. The magic was an obvious fiction, therefore so was she. She’d spent years unpicking the stories, trying to separate plausible history from allegorical myth, but so far she’d had no luck. Aleya and Idolfire were frustratingly intertwined. 

Cod reached into her inner pocket and pinched her fingers around the item stashed there. Even without looking she knew it by feel – the perfect curve of the ring, the time-dulled bite of the needled clasp.

Stealing the brooch had been an impulse decision. No, not stealing, she corrected herself, borrowing. Her only crime had been to skip over a few pages of paperwork. A personal loan would have been approved eventually, she just didn’t have time. Besides, nobody would miss it. They didn’t even understand why the brooch mattered so much in the first place. It was as good as hers.

Soon the cabin window darkened and nothing could be seen through it but sliced moonlight on the waves. Cod gave up working and climbed into the cot.



She hadn’t seen any other ships departing the port aside from hers. The other vessels were still shackled there on the south coast of Yure, free-sails folded neatly on each prow, crews pacing about anxiously aboard. What’s happening to the world? she wondered.

Overhead she could hear the sounds of chatter and laughter from the other passengers, all still wide awake, relieved beyond measure to have escaped that stewpot of a country. And somewhere leagues below – maybe she was dreaming now – the quiet blip of military submarines, nosing about like sharks in the depths.

* * *

The city of Tessi was known for two things: the school and the bells. 

In Palgaro anyway. Outside of Palgaro it was not known for anything and would have hardly passed for a city at all, more a notable mountain town still trapped in the pre-Civil Era. It was formed of an unsolvable puzzle of narrow side streets, corkscrew staircases and small-windowed cobblestone spires, impressive monoliths of granite and red tile built to house the famous Tessi bells. There was one bell for each district, rung three times a day to signal the start, midday break and the end of the workers’ shifts. 

Tessi was above all else an uneven city. Off-kilter buildings propped up against one another with squat bridges, waterfalling streams, tantalising glimpses of the nearby peaks picture-framed by vined facades. This was deep into the Palgaran interior. It lay in sight of the Chimes, that great Palgaran mountain range that ate up the heart of the country. Even in the city centre you could taste snow caps in the air. 



Aside from the typical markets and civic halls, Tessi boasted the remains of a Procumbent church (a cracked egg in the skyline, bombed, rebuilt and bombed again, guarded always by the stern stone watchbirds), and of course the venerable Tessi University, a royal relic showing its age after a good few centuries of use. A two-platform tram station provided the primary artery to the outside world.

A backwater. She hadn’t missed it. 

Cod’s shins were sore as she trotted down the steps from the tram station. There was a slicing pain in her neck from the satchel strap, and she was sleepless too, tossed around all night in her cot in the bowels of the kite-ship. She hadn’t done so much moving around in a long time. Tessi was more or less as she remembered, though Alliance innovations had tendrilled in. There were rattlers crawling busily through the pre-Civil streets, and papers screaming news about the latest international squabble between East and West, the forces of Alliance Progress and the dastardly Church. They even had a cinema now. Closed for repairs, but still. How modern.

Cod’s gaze moved about the crowds. Who did she know? Who could she look out for? School acquaintances? With any luck they wouldn’t recognise her. She’d hardly mingled in her youth. Who did that leave? Marr would be in his office at the school at this time of day. Her mother was miles away, interred in the Palgaro Sanatorium down by the coast. Marr’s ex-wife Elan was probably tending to her herb garden on their terrace. There was nobody else in the town who knew her well. 

Except, of course, for Sparrow. 

She’ll have left Tessi long ago, thought Cod. But still her eyes kept roving around in search of that mane of russet hair. Just in case.



Funny how it all becomes so sinister in retrospect. She’d wonder at it later – when did she feel the first prickle of wrongness? On the station steps? In that final stretch of cobbled uphill leading to the school? Nothing was out of place, only some rattlers parked sloppily and abandoned on the pavement, unremarkable on any other day. She turned a corner and saw the fountain, a familiar old meeting place at the centre of the school courtyard, scarred about the base where some long-dead revolutionary had chipped off the royal crest. A dove or two settled on the stone soldier’s shit-splattered head. But there was no human activity, no students lingering by the water or killing time on the grass. Only arched shadows and an unkempt lawn. Quiet. 

Cod felt uneasy. 

She crossed the courtyard and pushed her way through the double doors that led into the body of the school. Closed – weren’t they normally propped open that time of day? The lobby was filled with bodies: half a dozen people standing around with a strange sense of unspent purpose, like children waiting to be told what to do. Some clutched drinks. One man was hunched over, elbows resting on his knees, kneading his forehead. 

Marr was not among them. 

A floorboard creaked underfoot and they all looked at her at once. A few of them were crying. The silence that followed was punctuated by a single, miserable sniff. 

And just like that, she knew. 







Lamb Stew

The Tessi University library had the smell of three kinds of dust all mingled together: page dust and carpet dust and the dust that clings to abandoned windows, muffling the light. 

Cod was in her nest. She was reading.

Building the nest had been the work of an entire afternoon. A pillow here, a blanket there. A couple of almond biscuits stolen from a tin in a drawer while the receptionist’s back was turned. It had taken some searching, but she’d managed to find a nook in a quiet aisle, a spot among the shelves nobody else seemed bothered with.

There was just enough light left for her to make out the words on the page. The biscuits were only small, so she’d limited herself to one bite each time she turned the page. That rhythm of a burst of nutty sweetness with each minor cliffhanger – combined with the fact that she was truly, genuinely alone – made little Cod about as content as she could be. All she had to do now was stay undiscovered until everybody left. 

A click of a distant switch and the darkness around her doubled. They were shutting the library down for the night. Another light went out. And then another. Cod could just make out the page. It’s okay, she thought. So long as I can read.



But the fear was a physical thing; the nest had started trembling with her, blankets and all. She hadn’t thought about what it would be like to be trapped in the library alone, unable to get out until morning came.

‘Excuse me, miss?’

The last glimmer of brightness from some desk lamp still on in the adjoining aisles was blocked out by a figure of a man. He was backlit and faceless, but there was a fairy-like glow in his thinning hair. ‘Sleeping overnight is not allowed,’ he said. ‘I’m very sorry.’

Cod was almost scared speechless. But she’d come prepared. ‘Yes it is,’ she told the figure. ‘I checked the rules. This is allowed.’ 

At least, it wasn’t not allowed. All they talked about in the library rule book was loans and returns and not making a mess. It didn’t say anything about staying past closing time. 

The man bowed his head. ‘I’ve been outwitted. Can I join you then?’

He moved closer, settling down a few feet away on the other side of the aisle. She could see him a little better from that angle. He was medium-old and dressed in a way she only knew to describe as stuffy, and sported a thick, bristling, caterpillar moustache. Cod watched him cautiously, her grip tight on the book.

‘Won’t your mother be worried?’ he asked. ‘Wondering where you are?’

Cod shook her head.

‘Your father?’

Another shake, more vehement. 

‘Ah. Very good. I understand.’ 

The fear was starting to fade now. This man was the very opposite of dangerous. If anything he seemed like a dolt, sitting down in the dust on his own and going along with everything she said. She started reading again, hoping he’d take the hint and leave.

‘May I see your book?’ he asked.

Reluctantly, Cod held it up for him to see.

‘Ashan Myths for Children.’ A small nod of approval. ‘That’s one of mine.’

Cod looked up at the intruder with renewed respect. ‘You wrote this?’

‘Yes. That’s my name on the cover.’ He lifted his chin up, proud. ‘I translated it, too. Into Palgaran.’ 

The longer she looked at Professor D. Marr-Ahava, the stranger he seemed. He wasn’t from Palgaro. Darker skin and coarser hair than most of the men in town, and she’d never seen a Tessi man wear a moustache like that. Plus his words had a slight texture to them, almost a purr. 

‘Are you from Ash?’ Cod asked, taking a guess. 

‘The Asha Republic we call it now.’ He inclined his head. ‘But yes, I am.’

‘Wow,’ she breathed. Aleya’s home city. Maybe he was one of her descendants! She hesitated, wondering what question to start with, but Marr beat her to it.

‘Have you ever had Ashan food?’ he asked. ‘I make a good lamb stew. It’s a very traditional dish. She probably ate it too. When she wasn’t off adventuring anyway.’

‘Who?’

He pointed to a name on the page. Cod followed the path of his finger and read slowly: ‘Ah–ley–ah.’ 

She felt a small thrill. He knew her too. Of course he did, he’d written the story!



A look of approval from the intruder. ‘That was a very good pronunciation. Most foreigners—’ 

‘Was she real?’

Cod hadn’t meant to cut him off. But it was a question she’d been dying to ask, not just the author but anyone, ever since she’d picked up that book of legends, which she was reading now for the dozenth time. She expected irritation. Instead the man made a thoughtful expression. 

‘That’s a good question,’ he said. ‘Most people say no, probably not. But she might have been. It’s a topic of some debate. Isn’t it interesting? By the way, you must be hun—’ 

‘What do you think?’ she pressed stubbornly. ‘Do you think she was real?’

A pause. I’ve done it now. Cod’s stomach twisted. She waited for the man to explode at her, the same way her teachers did when she acted too clever. But again – this would happen many times throughout their friendship – he surprised her. 

‘There’s not much evidence,’ he said at last. ‘But between you and me, yes. I think she was real.’

‘Me too,’ said Cod. ‘When I grow up I’m going to prove it.’

Cod was shocked at herself. She hadn’t thought about proving anything before. But she’d felt some impulse to impress him and the words had just come tumbling out.

‘I don’t doubt that you will,’ he said. ‘Do you want to try some?’ When she looked at him blankly, he added: ‘My stew. For research. Yes?’

‘Oh.’



Cod didn’t see how eating anything could count as research. That was something you did hunched over at a table late into the night, alone. He must be very proud of his stew, she thought. He wants to show it off. That impulse to please him was still there, alongside a little bit of pity, so she nodded and said: ‘Okay. Thank you, Mister Marr-Ahava’

‘Very good, very good.’ The man got up, grunting and bracing a hand on the wall. ‘Phew.’ He dusted off his behind. ‘Let’s go.’ As she was gathering her nest up, he added: ‘Marr is my real surname, by the way. Ahava is just my star sign. But my friends call me Denali.’

‘I’m Coda,’ said Cod. ‘I don’t have friends.’

‘I’ll be your friend, if you’ll have me.’

He held out a hand. After a pause, she took it.

‘Okay,’ she said.

‘Thank you so much,’ he said. And somehow she knew he meant it.
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