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Fromny early childhood, nmy Iife was paved with the nmpsaics of illusion, each
pi ece another tale of deceit —or delusion. A history of betrayal..
Betrayal of a child, and of children.

Betrayal of family, by those who thought they knew what was right.

Betrayal of their nation, by those who |oved their country.

Betrayal by fathers, of those they fathered.

Betrayal by friends, of those they |oved.

Betrayal by rulers, of those they rul ed.

This is a story of treachery: ny treachery, and the treachery of those who
betrayed ne.

It is the story of mrages, and of those who nmade them

It is ny story.

LI GEA
PART  ONE
CHAPTER ONE

When an enperor |aughs about you behind your back, you know you are in
troubl e.

When the person speaking to the enperor at the tine of his self-satisfied and
snmug anusement is the Magister Oficii, your imrediate superior and a nan with
a cruel sense of hunour, well, then you know you ought to find a way to nelt
into the floor and di sappear. If you can't do that, you stride up and down the
anteroomto the royal audience hall instead. The carpet, fifteen paces | ong,
showed signs of wear down the centre, so | knew | wasn't the first person to
pace while waiting to be called into the august presence of Bator Korbus, Lord
of Tyr, H gh General of Tyrans and Exaltarch of the Tyranian Enpire.

If I concentrated, | could feel the Exaltarch's presence in the next room |If
| focused nmy concentration, | could determ ne his enotions, although once
became aware of them | wondered if | hadn't been happier ignorant. He exuded
a ruthless confidence, like a wily feral dog delighting in its position as

| eader of the pack. And | knew the topic of his conversation with Mgister
Rat hr ox Li gat an was

me: why el se would | have been called here to wait while the two nmen chatted?
Rat hr ox headed the civil service, everyone knew that. Not so wi dely known was
his interest in personally directing the Exaltarch's Brotherhood Conpeers, of
which | was a femal e agent.

Al t hough | knew Rathrox well, his enotions were harder to divine through the
wal I's of the audience hall. | thought | detected a certain watchful ness, and
per haps an anused tol erance towards his enperor, stopping just short of

| ese-mgj esty. Even a civil servant as powerful as the Magister Oficii knew
better than to ridicule a ruler whose power was absol ute.

It was easy to imagine Rathrox, a thin grey man with yellow teeth, using his
caustic wit to amuse his enperor. Easy to imgi ne the sixty-year-old

Exal tarch, his handsonme face marred by the cynicismof his eyes, being anused
by Rat hrox's brand of cruel humour. (What | couldn't inmagi ne was what they
found so entertaining about ne.

Even as | specul ated, the Exaltarch gave a belly Il augh | oud enough to carry
through to the anteroom The two inperial guards outside the door affected not

to hear; | frowned. | was still pacing up and down, irritably because of the
unfam |iar feel of carpet beneath ny bare feet, but the laugh halted ne. It
was the kind of guffaw a person m ght nmake if they saw a slave spill soup in a

rival's lap. Under the circunmstances it was hardly encouragi ng, although I
couldn't imagine what |'d ever done to warrant the nockery of the Exaltarch
One of the guards gave ne a synpathetic | ook. He had been nore appreciative
when I'd first arrived, eyeing ny bare right shoulder, long | egs and the swell
of nmy breasts with a connoi sseur's eye, but his

appreci ation had died once he noticed the gracel ess way | wal ked and sat. Not
even wearing a fine silk wap threaded through with gold could nake ne
fem ni ne enough to please a man like that guard; the stylish wap of the

hi ghborn | acked allure when it was worn as if it were a large, hastily donned
bath towel. | had no pretensions to el egance, or even noderately good | ooks.



I"'mtaller than nost wonen, |ong-Ilinbed and muscular. My skin is an

unf ashi onabl e brown, and my hair the burnt-sienna col our of desert earth,
although | did keep it curled and highlighted gold, nore in keeping with
Tyrani an notions of beauty and fashion.

| felt someone approach the door and prepared nyself for its opening. A slave
appeared in the doorway and notioned ne inside; | obeyed wordlessly and, eyes
di screetly downcast, went to kneel at the feet of ny nmpnarch, just managing to
suppress ny distaste for the feel of carpet beneath ny knees. The sl ave
slipped away through a side door and I was left alone with the Exaltarch and
Magi ster Rathrox. 'My service is yours,' | said formally, and touched ny hand
to the hemof the Exaltarch's robe in synbolic subm ssion. The gold trinm ng
was knobbed with seed pearls and felt stiff and harsh beneath ny fingers.

kept ny eyes | owered.

There was a long silence and then an 'Ah' that was little nore than an
expell ed breath. 'So you are Ligea, the | ate General Gayed's daughter. Look
up, girl, and let me see you properly."'

| raised my head and ventured to return the gaze of the Exaltarch's assessing
eyes. | had seen himat close quarters once before, years ago. At the tine
he'd been returning to the city of Tyr at the head of his victorious troops
and in those days he was | ean and hard and arrogant, a politician-soldier
about to wrest

the [ ast vestiges of political power fromthe hands of his senile predecessor
and a divided Advisory Council. The arrogance was still present, but the

har dness had gone fromthe body into his face. H s physique was showi ng signs
of easy living —saggi ng chest, raddl ed cheeks, a belly |arge enough to nove

i ndependently of the rest of him—but his face said this was a man used to
bei ng obeyed, a man who knew how to be ruthl ess. No overindul gence woul d ever
eradi cate the brutal shrewdness of those cold eyes, or the harsh lines around
hi s nout h.

He was |ounging on a red velvet divan, at ease, the fingers of one hand
playing idly with the gold rings on the other. His nails were mani cured and
pol i shed, and he snelled of noonfl owers and nusk. Suspended over his head, a
long reed fan swayed to and fro to stir the warmair. There was no sign of the
sl aves who operated it; doubtless sone nechani smenabled themto performthe
task from an adjacent room

When he | ooked away for a monent to glance at Rathrox, | risked a quick | ook
nmysel f. The Magi ster | eant agai nst the cushions of another divan but his thin,
stiff body made no indent on the uphol stery, his hands were rigidly still. |
was unused to seeing himin the role of a subordinate, unused to seeing him
tense. He seemed out of place, like an ugly, foul-snmelling insect that had
flown into the perfunmed boudoir of some highborn | ady and didn't know how to
escape. Behind him a marble fireplace dom nated the other end of the room
flanked by a clutter of gilded furniture, painted anphorae and too many exotic
ornanents. Lion skins, the glass eyes of their heads powerless to express
outrage at the ignomny of their fate, were scattered here and there on the
carpet. A full-sized statue had its own wall recess, two figures

entwi ned in grotesque enbrace: a remnminder of the sibling founders of Tyr whose
rel ati onship had so repul sed the gods they'd punished the city with the

pl ague.

| wanted to let ny gaze wander around the room to nock the luxury of it, but
the one brief glance was all etiquette allowed ne. | had to give ny ful
attention to the Exaltarch

H s shrewd eyes lingered on nme, speculating. | continued to kneel, awaiting

perm ssion to rise, or to speak, but the only sound was the rmurrmur of running
water all around us. Tiled fountains set into the walls, or so | guessed.

had themin nmy own villa. They hel ped to regul ate tenperature, cooling the hot
air of the desert-season or, once heated, warm ng the cold air of the

snow season —but 1'd heard that in the pal ace they were thought to perform
anot her function as well. They nade it hard for slaves to eavesdrop

A mnute cramed by in silence while we stared at one anot her.



What the Vortex was so dammed interesting about ne?

| didn't dare let my eyes drop

'"You are not what | expected,' he said finally, in the smooth-accented speech
of the highborn. 'You may stand if you w sh.'

| scranbled to ny feet. T was only the General's adopted daughter,' | said.
"I'f you |l ook for signs of General Gayed in me, you won't find them Exalted.'
"No,' he agreed. 'And Gayed was ever a man of action. I'mtold you have nore

of a talent for deviousness, and are well suited to the nachi nations of the

Br ot herhood. Rathrox tells ne you have an uncanny instinct for the truth —or
alie —on the tongue of a prisoner. He says torture is al nbst obsolete

in the Cages since you took on the inportant interrogations.'

'Lies come easily to the tongues of the tortured, Exalted. They will say
anything to ease their pain. My way is better.'

"What is your way?

'To assess each reply and use, what? A woman's intuition? | do not know,
Exalted. It is just a knack | have. And if a man does not tell the truth —
well, a lie can sonetines be equally revealing.'

He | ooked at nme curiously, his attention finely focused. 'How | ong have you
had this ability?

"Since 1 was a child.' It had al ways been there, but 1'd | earned young to hide
it. Adults didn't take kindly to having their untruths pointed out to them by
a girl not even old enough to wear a wrap.

"A useful ability, | imagine. And we have a mi ssion for you where your skills
may be inval uabl e, Conpeer Ligea. You are Kardi astan-born, | believe. Do you
renmenber anything of that |and?

"Not hing, Exalted. | was barely three when ny parents were killed in the

Kardi astan Uprising and CGeneral Gayed took a liking to me and brought ne here,
to Tyr.'

"Yet |'mtold you speak the |anguage.'

'There was a Kardi slave-nurse in the General's household when | arrived. It
pl eased her to have me speak her tongue.' | thought, w thout knowi ng why | was
so certain, And you already knew that.

He gave the faintest of cynical smles and glanced briefly at Rathrox. The
exchange was worrying, and contained a neaning fromwhich | was deliberately
excluded. Once again | sensed their shared anusenment. Suspicion stiffened ne.
The Exaltarch sat up, reaching over to a side table to pour hinself a

drink froma carafe of green onyx. The heady scent of noonfl owers and nusk was
overpowering, catching in the back of nmy throat, and | had to subdue a desire
to cough. The room was cool enough, yet sweat trickled down ny neck and soaked
the top edge of my wap.

As the Exaltarch sipped his wine, | thought, Now. Now comes the whol e point of
this charade

"W wish you to go to this land of your birth, Conpeer Ligea,' he said. 'There
is trouble there neither our Governor nor his Prefects nor our Mlitary
Conmanders seem able to stem It has its origins in runmour; we w sh you to
show this runmour to be a lie, trace it to its source and eradicate it.'

"And if it is true?' | asked mldly.

He snorted and reverted to the rougher speech of the sol dier he had once been
"It can hardly be true. Not unless the burned can rise fromthe ashes of the
fire that consumed them A man died at the stake in the port of Sandnurram
for treason. There is now a rebellious nmovenent |ed by yet another traitorous
bastard, who the superstitious say is the same man. He is known as Mr Ager
Sone say that is his nane, others believe it to be a title meaning lord, or

| eader. Still others think it has something to do with the area of Kardi astan
called the Mrage. Perhaps he was born there.'

I inclined ny head to indicate | was absorbing all this.

"As is so often the case where Kardiastan is concerned, there is confusion,’
he added, his tone biting. T want you to find this —this soddi ng son of a
bitch, bring himto justice, and discredit any claimthat he is the sane
bastard as was executed in Sandnurram



| risked a puzzled glance in Rathrox's direction. All this was hardly a matter
for ny attention; still less

somet hing the Exaltarch would involve hinself in personally. | said, 'But
surely, our intelligence in Kardi astan —=2

There was venomin the Exaltarch's eyes, whether for me or his inconpetent
underlings or the whole conquered | and of Kardiastan | couldn't tell, but it
was unni stakable. '"If it was possible for themto find this man, or to squash
t hese rumours, they woul d have done so. This is a job needing a special person
with special abilities. Mgister Ligatan tells nme you are that person. | bow
to his judgenent, although — He allowed his glance to sweep over ne,

di sparagi ng what he saw. 'Are you up to such a task, Conpeer?

H s scepticismdid not worry nme; the thought of |eaving Tyrans did, but | knew

better than to allow any sign of my consternation to show on ny face. 'l shal
do ny best to serve the Exaltarchy, as ever, Exalted.'

"Rathrox will tell you the details. You are both dism ssed.'

A mnute later, still blinking fromthe abrupt end to the audi ence, | was

tying on ny sandals at the entrance to the anteroom and wondering just what it
was the Exaltarch had not told me. There was nuch that had been withheld,

felt sure

| |1 ooked across at Rathrox who was just straightening fromfastening his own
sandal straps. In the nuted Iight of the hall he appeared all grey; a grey,

| ong-linbed, mantis-thin man, waiting for ne. A man of prey. | said, 'Suppose
you tell me what all this is about, Magister?

"What is there to say? The Exaltarch asked nme to choose soneone to send to
Kardi astan. Wien | nentioned you, he was a little surprised at my choice, and
wi shed to nmeet you before giving his approval. He found it difficult to
bel i eve a worman coul d possess the —the necessary toughness for the job, even
though | did tell himyou have killed on Brotherhood business, just as al

Br ot her hood Conpeers must at one tine or another.' H's face was inmobile, as
ever. As a mantis is without expression while it awaits its victim Dedicated,
pitiless, patient... so very patient, waiting for the right noment to strike.
| did not like him but he was nmy nmentor and | adnmired and respected him for
his comm tment and cunni ng.

Honesty was not, however, one of his virtues. He was skirting the truth,
reluctant to utter an outright lie, knowing | would identify it as such, but
equally reluctant to be conpletely honest. There was sonething |lacking in his
expl anation. | asked quietly, 'Wy nme? Wy anyone? Wiy cannot those already in
Kar di astan deal with this?

He | ooked around. W had noved away fromthe inperial guards in the anteroom
but apparently not far enough for Rathrox. He took nme by the el bow and gui ded
me through an archway into the deserted hall way beyond. Even so, he dropped
his voice. 'Ligea, the Exaltarchy is only as solid as the soil it is built on
The situation in Kardiastan is far worse than the public here is given to
bel i eve. There we have built on a cracked foundati on and, unless sonething is
done soon, those cracks will becone canyons | arge enough to swall ow both the

| egions and the civil administration. Wrse still, cracks can spread.’

It was unlike Rathrox to be so frank, and even stranger for himto be so grim
about the state of the Exaltarchy. | said, carefully picking ny way through
the conversational pitfalls of a chat with the Magi ster, who could be vicious
when tetchy, T would hardly have thought Kardi astan mattered enough to arouse
t he personal concern of the Exaltarch. The pl ace

produces nothing of essential commercial value to us. The only reason we ever
felt the need to invade in the first place was because we feared Assoria m ght
beat us to it, in order to gain ports along the Sea of Iss within striking

di stance of Tyrans. But we've tamed Assoria since then; it has been our vassa
for, what? Twenty years?

He interrupted. 'If a desert l|land inhabited by shabby, ill-trained peasants
can nake a nockery of our legions, howlong will it be before other subject
nati ons —such as Assoria —sharpen their spears? W nust nmake an exanpl e of

t hese Kardi insurgents.'’



' Make a nmockery of our |egions? A few peasant rebels? It all seened rather

unlikely. | recalled the Exaltarch's bitterness when he had spoken of
Kardi astan. Rathrox's reason for involving ne night be valid as far as it
went, but it wasn't all; there was something | was not being told. 'And what

about the Brotherhood?

"There is no Brotherhood in Kardi astan.'

| stared at himin amazenent. 'No Brotherhood?" 1'd never had nuch to do
directly with either the vassal states or the provinces, but every Brother
knew we were responsi ble for security throughout the Exaltarchy, not just in
Tyrans. It had never occurred to ne there was any place where Tyr ruled that
was free fromthe mandi bl es of the Brotherhood. 'Wy ever not?

"You can't have a Brotherhood where there are no informants, where no one wll
spy on his nei ghbour, where no one can be bought, or cowed, or blacknmailed."’
He gave a thin smle. 'A point the public el sewhere tends to overl ook, Ligea.
They hate us, but it is they thensel ves who supply us with our power over
them Apparently the point is not overlooked in Kardiastan. They are ..
different. A strange people we seemto have been unable to fathomin even
twenty-five years of occupation.' The cold, specul ative | ook of the mantis
staring at its prey. 'Every single agent of the Brotherhood | have sent there
has been dead within a year.'

I was chilled by a depth of fear | had not felt in years. Chilled —and
stirred by the enticing whisper of danger. | said, 'You think I mght have a
better chance because | was born a Kardi, because | speak the | anguage,
because | could pass for one of them Because | once was one of them'

' Per haps. "' .

H s feelings rasped my consci ousness, as tangible as grit in the eye.

t hought, Goddess! How he distrusts me ... Even after all the years of ny
service, he could still wonder about my loyalty to him
W stood in the mddle of the marbled hall, both notionless, both wary.

Near by, the life of the palace went on. An anxious-eyed slave scurried past
carrying a basket of fruit; a small contingent of inperial guards marched by,
their sandal s squeaking on the highly polished floor. They escorted a royal
courtesan, as thickly painted as a backstreet whore, on her way to the
Exaltarch's quarters. She giggled when she caught sight of ne, her |ack of
manners as blatant as the trail of perfune she |left behind. Neither Rathrox
nor | took any notice.

| asked, '"So | amto be sent to a land said to be so hellish it's akin to the
real m of the dead? Wthout anyone asking if that was what | w shed."'

"It is unwise to disobey the order of the Exaltarch.'’

"It was your idea.’

"It is only a tenmporary thing. You will soon be back in Tyrans.'
| stared at him hearing the lie. 'You don't intend nme ever to return,' | said
flatly. "You think I will be too invaluable there." You wish to be rid ofne..

"Those in service to the Exaltarchy nmust serve where they are of greatest

val ue."'

| interrupted. 'And that is not the only reason which notivates you, Magister
Oficii. | think you have cone to fear ne. | amtoo good at nmy job. It worries
you that you cannot lie to ne, that | know the feelings seething behind that
expressionless face of yours. So now it conmes to this: a posting w thout hope
of recall. What is it they say of Kardiastan? A land so dry the dust is in the
wi nd i nstead of underfoot and the only water is in one's tears! | gave a
bitter smle. 'Is that how ny service to you, to the Brotherhood, to the
Exaltarchy, is to be repaid? You wouldn't do this, Mgister Rathrox, if Gayed
were alive. My father woul d never have allowed it." It was five years since
his death, yet | felt the pang of loss still.

'Ceneral Gayed put his Exaltarch and his nation before all else, as you nust.
The Exal tarchy has given you all that you own, all that you are. Now you nust
pay the reckoning.' He shrugged. 'Supply the information that will quell the
Exaltarch's rebellious subjects in Kardiastan and he will not forget you. Even
now your salary is to be raised to six thousand sestus a year, while you



remain in Kardi astan, and you go as a Legata, with the equival ent status of a
Legatus.'

My eyes wi dened. A Legatus was soneone with a special mssion and they carried
much of the status of the official who sent them If ny papers were signed by
Rat hrox, my power in Kardiastan woul d be extensive. It was telling that I'd
never heard of the fem nine formof the word. Such power was not normally
given to a woman. 'You nust be very afraid of me to have

obt ai ned those ternms, Magister Oficii. They are generous indeed. // | can
stay alive, of course. Nonetheless, | think |I would have preferred to resign

t he Brot herhood, had you given ne the option.'

"No one | eaves the Brotherhood,' he said, the words as curt as his tone. ' Not
ever. You know that. Besides, what would you do without the intrigue, wthout
t he power, without the challenge, Legata Ligea? The Brotherhood is your drug;
you cannot survive without it. You would never nmake a panpered w fe, and what
other alternative is there for you? H's voice softened a little. '"I'mtw ce
your age, Ligea. One day I'll no | onger head the Brotherhood. Take confort
fromthat thought.'

| hated knowi ng how well he read nme. | turned abruptly, |leaving him and nade
my way to the pal ace entrance. The sentries swung open the nassive carved
doors, then sprang to attention and saluted as | passed. |'d identified myself
as one of the Brotherhood on the way in, and they knew it paid to be
respectful to a conpeer

Qut once nore in the dazzling sun, | |ooked around in relief. I'd never |iked
needl ess |luxury and the extravagance of the Exaltarch's pal ace was stifling,
especially when coupled with the enptions still warring inside ne even now.
anger, bitterness, pride, frustration. |I thought | knew now why the Exaltarch
had been anused. The idea of sending a Kardi to deal with Kardi insurgents was
not without irony, and when the Kardi in question was a wonan raised as a

hi ghborn Tyrani an —oh yes, the situation was amusi ng. Unl ess you were the one

bei ng bani shed to a desert hell. The nuscles of ny stomach tightened in
rebel | i on.

Tyr, capital and hub of Tyrans —of the whole Exaltarchy —was ny hone; the
only hore |

renenbered. It was the centre of the civilised world, the place where

everyt hing began, where all decisions that counted were made, where things
happened. How could | bear to leave it?

| stood at the top of the stairs | eading down fromthe pal ace doors and | ooked
out over the Forum Publicum the heart of Tyr. It was the hour before siesta
and the Forum a mile in length, was crowded in spite of the m dday heat. The
usual m xed throng: slaves and anbling hi ghborn, merchants and work- st ai ned
artisans, strolling scholars debating a theory. Fountains jetted spray into
the air in the centre of the marbl ed concourse and water channels bordered the
edges. They even warned the water when the weather turned cold ..

Dam you, Rathrox Ligatan. | amto lose all of this.

| thrust back the rising bubble of anger and made i nstead a conscious effort
to absorb all | could see, as if by carving a bas-relief of images into ny
menory, | could ensure that at some time in the future | would be able to

recall themto assuage the enptiness of |oss.

On the far side of the square, the massive Hall of Justice brooded, its white
colums catching the sun. Wite-robed | awers were just enmerging froma
nmorni ng session with their lictors, arms full of ribboned scrolls, hurrying
behind. Only two days before, 1'd stood in the Praetor's chanbers there to
give evidence in canera at a treason trial; the accused had led a rebellion
against tax collection in one of the outliers of Tyrans. Two hundred people
had died as a result of his ill-considered revolt. He'd been condemmed, as he
deserved, and |I'd felt the satisfaction of a job well done. Qur court system
where even a common man coul d argue his case, was one of the finest

achi evenents of the Exaltarchy.

The next building along was the Public Library, separated fromthe Public
Baths by the tree-lined Marketwal k. If | entered the quietness of the library



readi ng room doubtless I'd find Crispin the poet or Valetian the historian
working on their latest creations; if | decided to bathe in the building
opposite instead, | would be bound to nmeet ny chil dhood friends, nost of them
now i dl e young matrons nore inclined to eye the legionnaire officers in the
massage roomthan to spend their time at the baths swimring, as | did. If |
wander ed down the Marketwal k, | could buy fruit fromAltan, or ice fromthe
Alps, or atalking bird fromPythia to the west. Jasper or jade, silk or
sackcl ot h, peppercorns or pheasant livers: there was a saying in Tyr that the
stalls of Marketwal k sold everything worth buying in the known worl d.

On ny right, across the square opposite the baths, was the arched entrance of
t he Advi sory Council Chanbers, used as gam ng roons ever since the Exaltarch
had di sm ssed his recalcitrant Councillors, never to recall them and beyond
that was the paveway to the Desert-Season Theatre, where two weeks previously
|'d seen Merius imortalise hinself with his powerful portrayal of the
mani pul ati ve Cestuous, whose tainted |ove for his sister Caprice had al nost
dooned the fledgling Tyr, and whose name was now synonynous with the despi sed
perversion of incest.

| shifted nmy gaze to the Acadeny of Learning on ny left, where, as a citizen
of Tyrans, | had often enjoyed the privilege of listening to the schol ars
debates. It had been an Acadeny schol ar who'd been in charge of mnmy education
fromnmy seventh anniversary day until |'d turned sixteen, a privilege not
often granted to girls. | sonetimes wondered why ny father, a man nuch given
to tal king disparagingly of '"a wonan's place', had all owed —no,

had encouraged —ny formal education. 'You have a mind, Ligea,' he was fond of
saying. 'Use it. Rely on it. Your enotions are those of a wonman: foolish,
unreliable and ruled fromthe heart. Ignore such stupidities. The heart is the
foundation of ill-nmade decisions; the mnd is where victories are forged.'
smled to myself: | could hear himstill, stern tones deliberately softening
when he spoke to me. Qthers may have feared General Gayed, the man they called
the Wnter Leopard after his snow season victories quelling the fractious
tribes of the Forests of Valur to the northwest, but | never did. To nme he may
have been firmand intol erant of nonsense, but he was always ki nd.

I lingered on the steps, renenbering him The pang of grief | felt was a
weakness, inappropriate for a conpeer, but | didn't care. | decided | would
head for his tonb at the other end of the Forum and pay homage to his menory.
A long wal k, although one | wanted to nake. Masochism in a way, | suppose;

not because of the destination, but because all | passed en route would rem nd
me of what | was about to miss. But | wanted those nmenories. | wanted to
absorb the essence of these symbols of Tyr. For they weren't just buil dings;
they were al so the commerce, the learning, the law, the sport, the religion
the arts: they were all the things Tyr stood for. W were a cultured, refined
peopl e who respected both the hunman intellect and the hunman body.

And Kardi astan? In Kardiastan, the soil was as barren as its cultura

herit age.

How woul d | be able to bear it?

Dam you, Rat hrox.

The Tenple of the Forum Publicumwas built to honour the deity Melete. O her
public buildings were

i mposi ng, graceful even, but the tenple was surely one of the Ioveliest
structures ever built by mankind. The roof floated above |ines of graceful
caryatids, each supposedly a |likeness of the Goddess in a different nood. The
pedi ments and fascia were decorated with coloured friezes and statuary, the
wor k of several centuries of the Exaltarchy's finest artists. Marbled col ums
glowed rosy in both the dawn Iight and the |last rays of dusk or, as now,

gl eaned white with painful intensity in the mdday sun

CGeneral Gayed's tonb was not in the tenple proper, but along the pilgrinms way
| eading up to the main steps. There was nothing ornate about it; | had
insisted on that. A flat oblong of marble marked his burial spot. Alife-sized
statue on a plinth engraved with his name was the only adornnent. Not a man
who liked frivolities, he would have approved of the tonb's austerity. | knelt



and prayed there, although my prayer was unorthodox. | spoke to him not to
any god, thanking himfor the compassion that had pronpted himto take a war
orphan under his wing in the heat of battle, for all the kindnesses he had
extended to ne as his adopted daughter. | blessed him as | had so often done
before. Wthout him | would have been a Kardi barbarian, and the thought was
the subject of a recurring nightmare 1'd had in nmy younger years. 1'd had a
narrow escape, and it was all due to him

After | left Gayed's tonb, | wal ked on up into the public concourse of the
Mel etian Tenpl e.

Melete was the city's patroness, the Goddess of Wsdom Contenplation and
Introspection. | always thought her a strange deity for a city ruling all the
| ands around the Sea of Iss by virtue of armed power. There were over a
hundred deities in the pantheon, many nore appropriate: Ccrastes, the

many- headed

God of War, for exanple. Or Sel ede, Goddess of Cunning. But no, our founders
had chosen Mel ete. People said the Goddess was the reason Tyr becane a centre
of learning and schol arshi p; sone even naintained the caryatids wept each tine
Tyr conquered another nation with bl oodshed rather than negotiation. | was not
given to such fancies, nyself.

| bought sone perfuned oil fromthe stalls littering the forecourt of the
tenpl e and went on into the sanctum | gave the oil to the priestess on duty,
and she used it to fill one of the votary lanps for ne. | lit it and knelt in
prayer before the statue of Melete, and then, as countless thousands before
me, kissed the cold marble of her feet. My prayers were for the success of ny

endeavours, and even nore for nmy own safety. 1'd long ago decided it was not
much use being a hero if you were al so dead.
Yet even as | prayed, | wondered if it were any use. The statue appeared

lifeless, and so very manmade. A. nman's vision of the perfect woman: nother
whore, temptress. If deities were so powerful, why did they not visit us in
person, as |legend told us they had once done? The old tales were full of
stories of people who spoke to the gods, but |I'd never met anyone who admitted
he'd seen a deity face to face. | had a sneaki ng suspicion the gods had

vani shed. Or that they were man's invention in the first place. Sacril ege,
knew, for the tenple told us we were all the creation of the gods, not the

ot her way around ..

' Domi na Ligea?

Startled, | turned ny drifting thoughts to the woman who stood before ne:
Antonia, the tenple's High Priestess. | had never spoken to her before, and
she did not normally chat to devotees. | remai ned kneeling and inclined ny
head. ' Reverence?

I'd heard she was brought to the tenple as a young girl, selected because of
her great beauty and virtue. Now she was nore matronly than beautiful, but
regal nonethel ess. And powerful. Had she w thdrawn the support of the Cult of
Melete fromthe Exaltarch, she could have threatened his power base —

al t hough, knowi ng what | did of Exaltarch Bator Korbus, he would have had her
assassinated first.

' The Oracl e requests your presence.'

She coul d not have astoni shed me nore. The Oracle7, The Oracle did not speak
to Ligea Gayed. In fact, the Oracle rarely spoke, and when it did, it was to
ki ngs and emperors or the very rich, not Conpeers of the Brotherhood or even a

general 's daughter. For one mad monent, | even wondered if the Hi gh Priestess
had m staken ne for soneone el se.
| stood, still puzzled. T am deeply honoured, Reverence.'

"You are indeed,' she said. Her voice was as dry as grape |eaves in autumm.
She found ny summons hard to believe too.

CHAPTER TWD

H gh Priestess Antonia took me behind the altar to the sanctum that area of
the tenple not open to the public. Deep inside the building, we entered a
smal I unoccupied room 'l mnust blindfold you," she said, taking a cloth froma
hook. She neant nme no harm | could sense that much, so | acqui esced. However,



with the blindfold on, | could see nothing and began to feel uneasy.

There was an odd noise, like the turning of a mllstone grinding wheat. |

t hought, Sone ki nd of openi ng nechanismfor a hidden entrance, and filed the
i nformati on away. Then she spoke again. 'There are stairs.' She hooked her arm
into mne to guide me. | resented her touch, disliking ny dependency on her

| oat hing ny sudden sense of vulnerability.

A strong scent tickled nmy nostrils, redolent of some kind of incense, and
after that | lost tine, and touch. | floated, weightless. | saw colours —al
shades of red, orange or yellow, each shade with its own snell: essence of
poppi es, w ne, sul phur, wet earth, fermenting yeast. | think I |aughed,

al t hough what was funny | could not have said. | heard the Goddess

hersel f whisper, chiding me for ny |ack of reverence. | was chastened, but
resentful nonethel ess. The next nonent that had any clarity was when Antonia
renoved the blindfold.

| was sonewhere else. | nust have wal ked there, but had no recollection of
havi ng noved, no nenory of tine passing. Vortexdam the conniving vixen,

t hought, as a senblance of rationality seeped back. The blindfold nust have
been soaked with something. She drugged ne. There was an irony in that, of
course; we of the Brotherhood were not unfamiliar with such tricks, but | was
not in the mood to appreciate the parallels. Goddess, | thought, if they
expose everyone who comes here to an elixir like that, no wonder there's never
been a coherent description of the O acle.

| was assailed by nore pungent snells, a mx of odours of the kind that m ght

drift froman alchem st's shop al ong the Marketwal k. | | ooked around. | was in
an underground cavern. Light cane only fromflanes burning in a bronze
container —a bow as wide as | was tall —set in the stone of the floor. 'The
Eternal Flane,' Antonia nurnured in my ear, 'lit by the Goddess herself at the
foundi ng of Tyr and never extinguished since. It burns w thout fuel.' She
believed it, too. | nodded, but wondered if it weren't fuelled from bel ow,

subt erranean gases, perhaps. | always was a sceptical bitch

She waved a hand at the wall of the cavern directly in front of us. 'That is
the Oracle.' She gestured again, this tinme at a pale young woman seated in
front of the wall. 'The words of the Oracle will be interpreted for you by
Esme, the Selected of the Oracle.’

Esme, as beautiful as a caryatid and alnost as lifeless, did not |ook at ne.
Her eyes were wi de and expressionl ess; her body swayed slightly. Behind her
somet hi ng crouched and murnmured, but whether it was a living creature or just
a strange rock formation, | was not certain. The drug had left ny nind fuddl ed
and ny senses blurred. My head was beginning to ache, irritated by the
vapours. My eyes watered. The flickering of the Eternal Flane nade shadows
dance and withe. The natural indents of the rough stone of the cavern wall
behi nd Esnme appeared to ripple. | sawin thema figure, huge, forbidding,
lion-like, maned —yet with a man's features centred in the otherw se feline
head. Eyes and nostrils and mouth were depthless slits boring back into the
rock, to viscera beyond. | shook nmy head to clear ny thoughts. Vapours wafted
t hrough the creature's orifices, smelling of brinmstone and pitch, the breath
of Acheron, fromthe netherworld beyond the Vortex, surely. And the being —if
such it was —nuttered. No | anguage | had ever heard before issued fromits

t hr oat .

| stared at Esne. She was young, though her skin had the unhealthy pallor of
the chronically ill, and her eyes remai ned unfocused. Her voice, when she
started to speak, was a nonotone, but it oozed truth. She believed all she
sai d.

| assuned she was supposed to be interpreting the munble of the Oracle behind
her as she intoned:

"Ligea will travel by land and sea and beast
To places new and far,
She will hunt the fierce hunter to the east

Who seeks our world to mar
And kills our noble enperor's time of peace.'



| blinked. One part of me hoped —wi th sardonic scepticism— that the
Oracle's poetry was better than Esne's translation. The rest of ne was

appal  ed by the

content of her lines. How could she know what | had only just |earned nyself?
| nmoved, attenpting to obtain a better view of the Oracle, but Antonia had a
firmgrip on nmy armand jerked ne back

Undeterred by my grunt of exasperation, Esme continued:

'"Wth powers to see behind the face,

Wth ears to hear a lie,

Li gea shall bring victory to this chase,

And deal death to traitors sly.

Al power in her w de enbrace,

None wi Il again deny

Li gea Gayed her rightful place.’

| was aghast. How could she —or the Oracle —possibly know of ny talents?
Acheron's mists, the Oracle couldn't really be percipient, could it?

Legend said so. History gave us records of prophetic verses, witten in far
nore nenorabl e poetry than this. The religious maintained that the Oracl e was
our conduit to the advice of the gods.

| felt sick. Damcm it, Antonia was listening as nmy secrets were spilled from
this silly girl's lips in infantile rhynes..

She droned on, the poetry even nore execrable.

"A Legata shall journey back to Tyr, To lay tribute at her ruler's feet;
Weath' d, feted, granted gifts of gold, Honoured at her nation's desire, Her
tale by poets shall be retold.'

Fortunately, that seemed to be all. Esne stared blankly at the opposite wall
in silence. The Oracle's

mur mur i ng conti nued, but there was no nore translation

Antoni a shook nmy arm 'That nust be all that is for your ears,' she said.
"Allow ne to blindfold you again —

| jerked my arm away and snapped at her. '"No. No nore dulling of ny senses.
Show nme the way out.'

Her eyes flashed, anger roiling with unexpected intensity. 'The Brotherhood
has no power here that we do not freely concede,' she hissed. 'All who cone
before the Oracle are blindfolded. This cavern is part of die Sacred \Way, not
a path for the undedicated to know. '

"Very well:'" | freed the end of my wap frommy wai st and wound it around ny
head to cover nmy eyes. 'Now | ead ne out.'

She was silent for a nmonent, then grabbed ny el bow and pulled nme after her. |
stunbled blindly in her wake for what felt |ike an age, but was probably no
nore than five mnutes. As far as | could tell, we traversed the cavern of the
Eternal Flane to sone kind of tunnel which ended in steps. W ascended these,
then | heard the scraping sound once nore and we were back in the room behind
t he sanctum

| unwound the end of ny wap. Antonia stood before ne, glaring. 'Wth the

Br ot her hood behi nd you, you think you are untouchabl e. But before the Goddess,
you are no nore than each intake of nortal breath. Al you are is easily

snat ched away, Conpeer Ligea.' Her use of ny title confirned her know edge of
nmy Brotherhood status, sonmething | preferred to hide from Tyr's hi ghborn. She
added, 'Don't nock the Goddess, or you will live to regret it.'

T wouldn't dreamof it," | replied, schooling ny tone to a careful neutrality.
There was no point in upsetting the Tenple High Priestess if it were

avoi dable. 'Nor would I nock the Oracle. It has given nme, er, food for
thought.' In truth, it had been worryingly accurate, but | wasn't going to
tell her that. 'l trust that what you and Esne | earned today remains unsaid to
others.'

"W are servants of the Goddess. W keep many secrets.'

Not quite the prom se | hoped for, but obviously all | was going to get. |
nodded to her and left the tenple.

Qutside, | had to narrow ny eyes against the glare of mdday light. My m nd



seethed with all | had seen as | descended the stairs to the Forum Publicum
The crowd there was thinning now that the heat was so intense. Mst of the
wel | -to-do had headed hone, |eaving the streets to the slaves and the poor,
but | had sonething | needed to do.
Noting the fineness of nmy clothing, litter carriers hurried up to offer their
services, but | waved them away and started to walk. | wanted to be al one
while | digested all that had happened. | slipped into the |abyrinth of
streets and alleys |leading to the poorer sections of the central city, the
area called the Snarls. The change from w de, well-kept public spaces to the
cl osed-in squal or of poverty was rapid; the stink of open drains and rotting
rubbi sh cl oyed as the crowds di sappeared. Beneath ny feet, the snoot hness of
wel | - swept pavenents gave way to the hard-packed earth of potholed | anes. No
mar bl e facades here, no creeper-shaded courtyards. The buil di ngs were of
crunbl i ng rough-hewn stone, the rooms cranped, the wi ndows and doorways narrow
and nean, the occupants |ean and tough. This was the other, nore regrettable
face of Tyr; but then, | supposed any centre as great as this city had to
attract the scavengers as well as the cultured. Mdst who eked out an
i nadequate living in the Snarls were not citizens, but a mix of nationalities
attracted to the capital of the Exaltarchy, thinking they
woul d make their fortunes. Sonme of themwere even right.
| halted for a nonment, my head aching and the taste in my mouth foul . |
couldn't even think straight. The Oracle had spoken to ne, Ligea Gayed, and
prophesied my future. Not nmany were so privileged. Wiy, then, did | feel so
besmi rched?
| pushed the feeling away and directed nmy thoughts instead to assimlating the
reality of my coming departure from Tyr. No nore desert-season eveni ngs spent
at the open-air theatre to hear a new conmedy i
fromCrispin; no nore sitting around a fire on a snow season night with the
Acadeny schol ars, drinking punch and discussing Asculi's latest treatise or
ar gui ng about why the seasons change; no nore pleasant hours spent at one of
Ner eus' s nusi cal eveni ngs.
Kar di astan. Desert hell. Uncultured |and of assassins and evil num na, of
wi ndstorns and rainless skies. May the wind of Acheron's Vortex take that
bastard Rat hr ox!
| had no tine, though, to dwell on the pleasant fantasy of an unpl easant end
for nmy Brotherhood nmentor, because ny thoughts were jerked back to the
present. Away fromthe safety of frequented streets, ny senses had
subconsci ously roamed outwards to becone aware of what was happeni ng around
me. It seened ny foolishness in crossing the Snarls while so richly dressed

was going to bring ne trouble: | was being followed. It served ne right;
ought to have known better. | should have taken a litter
| focused ny attention. The people in the houses | ignored; those in the

surrounding streets | allowed ny senses to touch, taking note of their
proximty, checking if they were a potential threat by testing their enotions.
| found an irate wonman and several sulky

children, a man consunmed with an as-yet-unsatisfied lust in the conpany of a
worman who seened unent husi astic —a whore perhaps? —and, out of sight down a
paral l el street, a crowd of young peopl e exudi ng drunken amusenent. No one
need worry about.

My foll ower was another matter. | flicked ny senses behind and felt his
enotions as a black cloud of violence and avarice, too full of mal evol ent
anticipation to be ignored. Damm the man. Around the next corner, | stepped

into the nearest recessed doorway of the lane to wait, and felt for ny knife.
It wasn't there, of course. No one carried a knife into an audi ence with the
Exal t arch

Wth grow ng badtenper and exasperation, | tracked the progress of ny pursuer
When he rounded the corner into the | ane and found I was no |onger in sight,
he hesitated a nonment, then began to run. | hitched up ny wap and stuck out a

foot at the precise nonent he drew |l evel; predictably, he sprawl ed face down
inthe dirt. | was on himbefore he had even determ ned what had happened,



pi nning himdown with a knee in the mddle of his back, immobilising himstil

further by twisting his right armup behind him | assessed himquickly: an
ill-dressed individual, foul-snmelling, not all that young, with neither the
strength nor the skill to resist. H s clothes were ragged, but | saw sone

enbroi dery on what was left of the collar: Quyr beadwork, unless | was nuch

m st aken. Rebellion within the Quyr region and | egionnaire attenpts to subdue
the insurgents had forced many Quyriots out of their mountain homes. Sone had
made their way to Tyr in search of a |living —honest or otherw se; doubtl ess
this man was one such

"What did you want, helot?" | asked.

"N-nothin',' he stuttered in shock. 'Was just wal kin' —
| tightened my grip. 'Your first lie,' | said. 'The next earns you a broken
bone. Wiay were you follow ng ne?

"I wasn't, Dom na —

| shifted nmy hold slightly and broke his little finger. He yelped in pain and
di sbel i ef .

"Why were you follow ng ne?

He was silent, so | began to apply pressure on his next finger

"Don't —+' he yelled, too |late.

"Were you after my purse? Shall | add a third finger to the tally?

He howl ed briefly, but increased pressure soon brought a nore conprehensible
munbl e of admi ssion. His disbelief had nelted into fear, his outrage vani shed
into a nunbed acceptance, a common enough enotion of the underprivil eged when
faced with their superiors.

" Any ot her reason?

"No —I| swear in the nane of the Goddess! Lady, please —
| felt the truth of his answer and rel eased the pressure a little. Odinarily
| woul d have continued to question himuntil | found a way | could use him

I'd have held the threat of inprisonment over himand enlisted himin ny arny
of informants, but now —what was the use? | was off to Kardiastan and had no
further need of informants... 'That could earn you a spell in the Cages, ny
friend," | said. 'But you're lucky. I'min a nmerciful nood today. Get going.'
| released himabruptly, and stood up. He scranbled to his feet, nursing his
injured fingers. He opened his mouth to curse me, saw the | ook on ny

face and changed his mind, then scuttled away down a side alley wthout a

wor d.

| wal ked on, rubbing ny aching head, wondering why ny distaste for what had
happened was so pronounced. Usually that sort of incident didn't worry ne.
This time, though, as the man's acidic hate for nme lingered in the air after
he had gone, | found nyself wondering if nmy talents, especially those that
gave me an awareness of other people's enptions, were worth having.

As a child | had been hurt again and again by ny uninvited know edge, unti
I'"d learned to build a wall around ny too-soft core. When |'d been very young,
I'd thought everyone felt things the same way | did, and |I'd gone on thinking
so, until Aenmid, ny Kardi slave-nurse, had di sabused me. She had drawn ne

asi de one day, nmking sure no one overheard us, to say, 'You feel things
others don't. You know things you shouldn't. And until you learn to contro
those feelings, to push aside that know edge, to ignore all that conmes to you

unbi dden, to squash it —until then, you will continue to be hurt. None of
this inner know edge of yours will do you any good, Ligea; don't listen to it.
That way it will eventually stop coming to you.'

At first 1'd tried to foll ow her advice. Then, one day |'d been saved from
unpl easant ness by knowi ng beforehand that some bullying young pl aymates of
mne were waiting in anmbush for ne in our villa garden. Aemid, | decided, was
wrong. The know edge coming to nme unbi dden m ght often have hurt, but it also
provi ded invaluable insights. Instead of crushing it, | nurtured it. |
practised, | trained nyself to listen, to be aware, to feel things others
couldn't feel, to know what shoul d have been unknowable. Slowy | learned to
coax nore nebulous intuitions into a coherent form

of awareness, to recogni se vague feelings about the empti ons of others as



information to be read and interpreted. The extent of ny abilities was ny
secret, and one | kept well. Aemid may have guessed | hadn't taken her advi ce,
but she never said. Gayed, and |later Rathrox, sensed | was different, that |
was nore perceptive than others, but | never explained ny gift to them I
never | et them know just how good | was.

Even so, it seenmed Rathrox knew too much, and now, because of ny abilities, |
was being sent to Kardiastan. Wrse, the Oacle was aware of ny abilities too.
What was it Esne had said about me? Wth powers to see behind the face. And
with her blurting that out, the tenple authorities —Antonia and her ilk —
woul d know t here was sonet hing odd about nme too, blast them The fewer people
who knew what | could do, the nore val uable ny power was.

| sighed. No matter what, exile was far too high a price to pay for ny talent.
The tangle of alleyways | followed led me into the heart of the Snarls, to
what passed for a prison in Tyr: the Cages. Lesser crimnals were sold into
slavery and usual ly never found thensel ves here. The Cages were for the nore
violent felons, for those awaiting execution, for traitors and insurgents.

The place had a stink all its own: sweat, excreta, disease, dirt and

hopel essness conbined in a sour foul ness perneating the air, a gangrenous
stench that always clung to ny clothes and hair even after I'd left the place.
| should have been used to it —ny job took me there often enough —but |
wasn't. It was never easy to accustomoneself to a place like that.

St acked |i ke chicken coops in Tyr's fow market, two high and two deep, the
cages lined a rutted all eyway

al ways sodden with the nuck washed from cage floors. Scum covered puddl es of
stagnant slinme made wal king a hazard; vermn lurked in every crevice. At

ni ght, and during the day too sonetinmes, sonme of themenmerged to feed on the
caged.

Each cage differed in size fromthe next: some were so cranped they could
barely contain a grown man bent double; others were |arge enough to house ten
or twelve adults —and did. Each had iron bars on all four sides, a slab floor
bel ow and a sl ab roof above. Each contai ned nothing but prisoners and bl ankets
rotted with urine. They were sluiced once a day, but there was no privacy, no
real shelter fromthe weather or fellow prisoners, no protection froma
sometines hostile public. In this, the desert-season, the place crawed with
flies and maggots, and reeked with fever. In the snow season, only the
generosity of people who donated bl ankets saved the incarcerated fromfreezing
to death.

To condemm a man —or worman —to a year in the Cages was as good as telling
them they had an appointment with the Vortex of Death, a passage to Acheron
The I aw courts of Tyr m ght have been fair and just, but the punishnment system
was run by denoted military men, disgraced |egionnaires. It was an irony

Rat hrox delighted in. 'True justice is to be found in the Cages,' he told ne
once, 'not in the verdicts handed out in pristine courtroons. | | oathe nen who
know t he theory of law, yet never sully their lily-white feet by walking into
the Snarls.'’

| ignored the Cages for the tine being and went straight to the Warden's

of fice, which was in a solid stone building nearby. Inside the door, burning

i ncense pebbles did their best to conquer the less attractive snells and the
nm asma of di sease wafting in

from out si de. The Warden hinself was out and it was the Sub-warden | saw, a
man cal |l ed Hargen Bivius. He was seated behind the Warden's desk when

entered, his feet on the desktop and a jug of wine in his hand. Hi s eyes
slitted with sullen dislike the moment he saw ne, but he didn't nove. 'Ligea,’
he draw ed, 'and dressed in all her finery, too. W are honoured. But careful
m dear, around here you could dirty the hem of your oh-so-pretty wap.'

| refused to be drawn to anger. 'Dorus the Jeweller's son —Markis, | believe
his name is —what cage is he in?

It took hima while to decide to nove. Finally he placed the jug on the desk
with careful deliberation and swung his feet to the floor so he could consult
a wax tablet in front of him A wi sp of incense snoke drifted between us,



swirling delicately as it was caught on his breath. Wth infuriating sl owness,
he ran a dirty finger down the colum of nanmes inpressed on the tablet and at
| ast gave ne the information | wanted. 'Nunber twenty-eight. One of our nore
| uxurious accommodations —it's high enough to stand up in, is nunber
twenty-eight. At your request, | believe. A lover of yours, perhaps? Hard up
t hese days are you, Conpeer?

| suppressed a sigh. "He's well?

"As can be expected.' The sourness of his breath drowned the aroma of the

i ncense stones.

"He is to be kept in good health.'

He gave an exaggerated bow. 'Anything to oblige the Magister Oficii's pet.'
"Think of it as obliging the Brotherhood, Hargen. And if you shoul d tornent

Markis for some petty reasons of your own, I'lIl see you face Brotherhood
wrath.'

He gripped the edge of the desk as if that was the only way he could keep his
hands under control. 'Ligea, nmdear, do you have any concept of how rmuch I
hate you?

| could feel his loathing without even trying. 'I have a fair idea. Just

renmenber, if anything happens to Markis, it will be Rathrox's wath you face,
not mine.'

Hargen Bivius had been a fell ow conpeer once, as well as a |legionnaire, unti
|'d decided the Brotherhood would be better off without him A gratuitously
cruel and petty-m nded nan who' d crossed nme again and again for no reason

other than sheer malice, I'd had no conmpunction about ruining his career. He
hadn't deserved the privilege of being a conpeer, and his behavi our had been
damagi ng the effectiveness of the Brotherhood. |'d enjoyed nudgi ng hi mal ong

to his own self-destruction. Apparently, he had finally figured out the part
I'"d played in what had happened to him his enotions raged at ne.

'One day,' he promised, 'I'll have my revenge.'

| heard the lie and smiled inwardly. Hargen had about as much resolution as a
snail without its shell. 'l doubt it," | said. 'Wne |oosens the tongue, but

it sel dom sharpens the wits and never stiffens the spine. O anything else for
that matter.' | nodded to himpleasantly and went out into the street once

nor e.

Assail ed by the stench of the Cages again, | alnost gagged. It was an effort
to turn to one of the duty guards and ask to be shown cage nunber

twenty-eight, an effort to breathe normally and ignore the rats slinking in
the gutters, their fur stiff with filth. | could al nost feel conpassion for
Mar ki s Dorus, even though he had played at treason. He was ei ghteen years ol d,
a panpered lad with an overzeal ous tongue

whod suddenly found out the world could be a vicious and unfriendly place to
the unwi se.

He sat al one, hunched up at one end of his cage, his hair matted, his clothing
filthied, his skin scabbed with dirt. Flies buzzed around his head. He | ooked
wel | enough in spite of the grime, and there was food and water in covered
containers at his feet. His famly evidently kept himwell supplied, which was
nore than could be said for some of the otiier lowife incarcerated around
hi m

| didn't bother to speak to him M/ business was not with Markis, but with his
father, and gloating over the law ess |I'd brought to justice held no
attraction for ne. The najority of those inprisoned here were nurderers,

rapi sts, kidnappers, traitors —nen and wonen warped with cruelty, dissipation

and greed. | knew t he hideousness of their crimes better than nost, but | took
no pl easure, as sone highborn did, in seeing themmired in nmsery. | wanted to
check that Markis was well, and that done, | turned nmy back on themall and

set off through the Snarls once nore.

It was a relief to emerge at last into the Artisan Quarter. The | aneways of
this part of the city may have been narrow, but at |east they were paved and
cl ean, the stone walls kept repaired and whitewashed. Doors and wi ndows were
shuttered and barred at this time of the day as shop-owners and househol ders



dozed somewhere behind them it was the siesta hour

When | reached my destination, Dorus the Jeweller's, | paused until | was sure
| was unobserved. | tugged at the bellpull, but it was a while before the door
was unbarred and opened. The man in the doorway stared at me, his expression
bl ank as he failed to recognise ne dressed as | was. Then his plunp face

pal ed. ' Conpeer... Holy Goddess —}' He gestured ne

i nside, but not before giving a swift glance into the street in an agony of
terror. 'Conpeer, if soneone were to recogni se you —-

'"No one saw ne, Dorus. Do you have the information?

'Yes, yes! Upstairs. But it's nmore than nmy life is worth to be seen talking to
you!' He indicated a chair in the darkest corner of his workroom 'Stay here,
Lady Conpeer, please. I'Il get it.'

| ignored the chair and wandered about the shop while he was gone, |ooking at
some of the silver pieces he had been crafting. | wasn't particularly
interested in jewellery, although | had a lot, inherited fromny adoptive
nmother. | never used any of it. The only piece | habitually wore was ny own
personal -seal ring. Still, | could appreciate the fine filigree done by Dorus.
He worked mainly in silver, and many of his pieces were set with polished
stones. | recogni sed the snmoky topaz of northern Tyrans, red and bl ack corals
fromthe Sea of |Iss, golden anmber fromthe Island of 1nge —and agates from
Kardiastan. | ran a finger over the cut surface of a |large piece of pink and
white agate, and tried to remenber why its geonetric patterns seened famliar.
A moment or two |ater, Dorus was back with a clay tablet. A pronounced trenor
in his hands pronpted me to take it from himbefore he dropped it. 'The names
of everyone involved,' he whispered. He made an effort to control the shaking.
"They'll kill me if ever they find out.’

'They won't hear it fromme.' | glanced at the list. 'You ve done a good job.'
| extracted a coin fromthe purse hidden in the folds of ny wap.

T don't want your tainted nmoney,' he said in revulsion. 'Some of themare ny
friends!'

'They are traitors, plotting the overthrow of their nonarch. They will get the
justice they deserve.'

"My —ny son?'

'"He is well, as | amsure you know. | doubt this sojourn in the Cages will do
himany harm | hope it will do himsome good. If this list is as
conprehensive as it |ooks, he will be released by nightfall tomorrow. | keep
my prom ses, Dorus.' | started towards the door, but a quixotic inmpulse nade

me turn back to say, 'Markis is a young fool who let his silly ideals get him
into trouble once, and may do so again. But he does love you. If you are w se,

you will tell himwhat you had to do to gain his freedom He will keep your
secret, and his fear of putting you in a simlar position again will keep him
out of trouble.' | had intended to keep in reserve the propensity of Dorus's

son to do foolish things, a lever | would be able to use against the jeweller
in the future, but what was the point when | wouldn't be here to exert
pressure on the handle? | flipped the gold coin in Dorus's direction. '"Use it
to buy hima new set of clothes. He'll need themafter three weeks in the
Cages.'

| energed into the deserted street, indifferent to the hatred that foll owed
ne.

| was used to it.

The nonent | entered the front hall of nmy villa on the fashionabl e side of

town, | was greeted, as usual, by a slave. This tinme it was Aem d, once ny
nurse and now my personal handmaiden. G ad to be out of the desiccating heat
of the desert-season, | sat on the entry stool in the cool while she undid ny

sandal s and knelt to wash the dust fromny feet with water snelling of |enon
bl ossom

| tried to relax and let the tensions of the day slip away along with the
grime. It wasn't easy. Wen | gazed around it was to | ook on sonething |I was
about to lose. | loved this house; | had been brought up here. | had played ny
first games on the terrace, read ny first books in the library, ridden ny



first horse in the garden, taken ny first |lover in one of the bedroons. After
the death of ny adoptive parents, | rid the roons of much of the ostentation
that had irked me as a child, so nowit was all | desired. | liked to think
had chosen the best of Tyranian style and rejected the nore florid
enbel I i shnent that Sal acia, ny adoptive nmother, had so admired.

CHAPTER THREE

The cool marbled hall, the elegant statuary decorating the wall niches, the
great fireplaces that burned whole logs in the snow season, the way roons
opened out on to fountained courtyards —1 loved it all. If | listened, |
could hear the splash of water mingling with the soft murmur of pink and grey
mel l owbirds. If | glanced through the archways to ny right, | would see the
vines, nowrich with fruit, that covered the atrium If | drew breath, it was
to snell the trunpet flowers and | enon bl ossom and just a wisp of freshly
baked bread fromnmy own kitchen ovens. If | reached out ny hand, | would touch
the soft velvet of the col d-weat her drapes we drew closed to keep the room
warm when the fires were lit and the wall fountains were heated.

This was the only hone | could ever renmenber having.

And | had to |leave it.

| | ooked back at Aenmid and waved a hand at the foot basin. 'Since when has

this been your job?' | asked, using the Kardi |anguage, as | always did when
talking to her. '\Were is Foressa —or Dini?
She gave a grunt. 'They're busy.' It was a lie and both of us knew it. Before

I could chide her, she blurted, 'Wat did the Exaltarch want with you?

| smled softly, touched that she had been worried. 'Something | never
expected: he wants nme to go to Kardiastan. Wth the rank of Legata, what's
nore.'

| was totally unprepared for the effect of this news on her. She junped to her
feet, dropping the sponge she had been using, and stood swaying, her fists

cl enched, her breath | oud and rough. The nornmal olive-brown tint of her skin
bl ot ched unevenly, the lines on her face burrowed deeper

"Aemid! Are you all right? What in Vortex has cone

over you?' | was awash in her enotions: joy and fear and panic in equal parts.
She didn't answer. Her eyes dropped to the sponge, but she didn't pick it up
Water ran in rivulets over the nmarble tiles. 'Wen? she asked at |ast, the
word a strangl ed sound in the back of her throat.

Seeing she was not going to fall, | released the supporting hold | had taken
on her arm 'l don't know, as soon as | can wind up ny affairs here and obtain
a sea passage. A week perhaps. | will have priority on any coastal vessel.'
'"Wnd up your affairs —=2

"It's very doubtful | shall be com ng back for a while. Wat's upset you so,
Aem d? Are you worried |I'Il |eave you behind, or that 1'll take you with ne?

| |1 ooked at her uncertainly.

"Could I —is it possible? That | can go with you?

"Well, of course, if that's what you want.' | was puzzled. 'l had no idea you
felt so strongly about Kardiastan. Al |'ve ever heard about the place seens

to indicate it's damed inhospitable; a hellhole with a climate worthy of the
Vortex of Deadi. Melete's heart, why would you want to return there? You

bel ong here by now, surely.'’

Aemid did not reply. She knelt and began to towel ny feet dry with trenbling
hands, her grey head bent.

I went on, 'l shall take Brand as well, and | shall keep a skeleton staff here
to maintain the house and gardens, but the other slaves will have to be sold.
| can always buy anot her household in Kardiastan. You may tell the others.
Tell them | shall see that they go to good hones.'

Aem d's head swung up in shock. 'There's no slavery in Kardiastan!'

| stared at her. "What in the world are you thinking of? Weren't you yoursel f
ensl aved there? And what of

all the newly arrived Kardi thralls you see here in Tyr fromtine to tine? O
course there is slavery in Kardiastan!'



'"Ch —yes. Yes, of course,' she muttered, flushing. 'l was just —For a

nmonent, | was renenbering how it once was.'
"Aemid, you haven't been there for, what? More than twenty-five years? You
were taken while the Kardiastan Uprising was still in progress, | know, but

that was a long time ago. Those wars are |ong over; Kardiastan has |ong been a
provi nce of the Exaltarchy, and where the Exaltarch rules, there is always
slavery. It is the natural order of things that the conquered should serve

their masters. Now go and tell Brand | want to see himafter | bathe. | have
the stink of the Cages on nmy skin and I won't feel clean until 1've washed.
You can send Dini in to do nmy hair.' She nodded, apparently in control of
hersel f again, but as she left the room | noticed her hands trenbl ed.

When | emerged fromny bedrooma while later, clean at |ast and dressed nore
confortably in | oose trousers and a long |l oose top, it was to find Brand

wai ting for ne.

Li ke Aenmid, Brand was a house slave. The red flecks in the brown of his irises
and the red flash over his forehead in his otherwi se brown hair proclained his
blood to be Altani. Altan Province was one of the conquered nations to the
south of the Sea of Iss —but Brand never spoke of his hone any nore than
Aemid did. He had been a gift from General Gayed to nme on ny tenth anniversary
day. Twelve years old then, a defiant boy, skinny and undersized. Now he was a
large man, taller by a head than | was, with a width to match his height and a
strength to match his w dth.

-'"Ah, there you are,' | said. 'Did Aenid tell you what the Exaltarch wanted?
He nodded. 'Yes, Domina. O should | say, um LegataV

A slave's existence had so instilled caution in himthat his expression always
had about as nuch aninmation as the standing stones of northern Tyrans. R ght

t hen, though, | suspected he was nocking ne, but | couldn't tell for certain.
O all the people |I had ever known, he al one was unreadable to ne. | said, "I

t hi nk you know dammed well that | don't care what you call ne, although a
little respect fromtime to tinme would be nice.'

'"OfF course, Domina.' The tiniest of pauses, then, 'Legata!

| resisted an inpulse to throttle him 'I do want to know what you think about
the posting to Kardi astan, however.'

"Ah.' Serious now, he considered a nonent before replying. 'l think the

Magi ster OFficii fears you.'

| nodded. 'And | fear you are right. I'Il be a long tine away. How do you fee

about it, Brand?

'Slaves don't have opinions on natters |like that, er, Ligea. Were you go, |
go, unless you will it otherw se.'

| gave hima sharp | ook, but | could not penetrate the mask he wore. He

i gnored ny glance with unruffled urbanity. Gods above, | thought, twenty years
as a slave, eighteen of themas my guard-servant, and none of it has destroyed
ei ther your dignity or your bloody pride, has it? Brand still knew his own
worth, and he showed the world he valued hinself. It often came as a shock to
strangers when they noted his bronze slave collar. My friends warned nme of the
dangers of allowi ng helots too nany liberties; | took no notice. My |ess
charitabl e acquai ntances spread the rumour | was besotted with ny own thrall

| was far frombesotted. In fact, at noments like this, | felt nore inclined
to strangle the man. 'I should sell you before | go, preferably to the Dom na
Aurelia,' | grow ed, nam ng the highborn wife of the Prefect Urbis of.Tyr, a
worman as stupid as she was frivolous. Her male slaves dressed in pink, had
their hair curled and their faces plastered with cosnetics. She'd nmade ne an

of fer for Brand once, after | visited her villa with himin attendance. 1'd
enjoyed telling himthat, just for the rare joy of seeing his expression
ghange.

He pretended to consider the suggestion. '"No, | don't think so, if you don't
m nd. However, a position as a guard in that whorehouse for the highborn in
Via Dolce, now ...'

| rolled my eyes. All | had heard fromthe slave quarters of the Villa Gayed
over the years suggested Brand didn't rmuch like to sleep alone. "Sorry to



thwart your anorous tendencies, Brand, but you are coming with ne to

Kardi astan. Naturally.'

"Naturally.' H's tone was as dry as crunbl ed brick dust.

More veil ed nockery, | supposed. | sighed inwardly and changed the subject.

' Somet hing el se, um interesting happened today."

He rai sed an eyebrow and waited, alert to my altered tone.

'The Oracle asked to see ne.’

Everything about himstilled. Wien | didn't imediately explain, he said, 'As
you say, interesting. Fromwhat | have heard, it is nmore normal for people to
beg to see the Oracle, than the other way around.'

| nodded again. 'Indeed. And as | understand it, there is quite often a
considerable ... donation to the tenple involved before the Oracle obliges.'
*»! He gave a half-smle. And you are not known for your generosity to
religious cults.'

" No.

'There was a deputation fromthe Meletian Tenple at the door today, asking for
donations for the Moon Festival. A coincidence, do you think?

"Probably. They cone every year. And are disappointed every year. They take
enough fromne at normal service collections.' Even as | spoke, though, | was
wondering. Was this all a trick to increase nmy donati on? Show t he power of
prophecy to the unbeliever in order to extract some of her wealth? | heard

tal es of unscrupulous tenple priestesses fromtime to time. It was no nore mad
than the thought that the Oracle had the ability to predict the future. No, |
t hought, / won't believe that. If the gods did indeed intervene in our
everyday life, if the Oracle always spoke the truth, then there would never be
di sasters such as the Kardiastan Uprising, or the earthquake deaths just |ast
year in Getria, our sister city in the nountains. W woul d have been war ned.
'So, what nessage was it the Oracle wanted to inpart? Brand' s question
abruptly grounded ny thoughts once nore.

"That's just it. Nothing much at all. Merely that | was going to take a
journey to look for a traitor and I woul d be successful and rewarded as a
consequence. Substantially rewarded.'

"And is that true?

"As far as | knowit, yes.'

"No details as to how you were to catch your prey? No hel pful hints?

' None. '

He had put his finger on the real puzzle of what had taken place, of course.
There had been nothing in what

| was told that was useful —so why was the message necessary?

| detailed exactly what | had seen and heard, marshalling my own recollections
i nto coherent order, disnissing the nore outlandish of my hallucinations. As I
recited Esne's actual words, his smle broadened into a grin. Wien | was a
child, Brand had acconpanied me to all ny school |essons; these days he stood
behind nme at every poetry readi ng, nusical evening, theatre performance,
Acadeny debate. He >

knew execrabl e verse when he heard it. He said, 'So, j

the Oracle is a bad poet?

"The worst. Or else Esnme is a poor translator.'

'They paint a rosy future for you. Alittle, um fulsome in the prom ses,

t hough, don't you think?

"Somewhat.' | frowned. 'The whole thing is odd.'

"You know what it sounds like to me? All that talk of "rightful place" and
bei ng weat hed, feted, honoured and cel ebrated in epic poetry? It's as if they
are saying: "You're not getting what you deserve. Go to Kardi astan and you
will get that, and nore." They are appealing to your sense of injustice.’

My frown deepened. 'I don't feel hardly done by!’

' They mght think you do. Do you believe in the Oracle, Dom na?

'"Inits connection to the divine? O in the truth of its predictions?

"Both.'

"Well, the tenmple priestesses maintain that if any of the gods want to



conmuni cate, they do so through the Oracle. But if a god is divine and
powerful, then why the need for an internediary? If we are to believe the
myths, in the past they spoke to people directly. So, do | believe in the
connection to the divine? Probably not. | amnore inclined to think none of it
is true, or ever was true.'

He remained silent, so | went on to the second part of his question

' Nowadays, people go to the Oracle because they want to know the future. They
want advi ce on the outconme of their nore nonentous decisions: whether to

i nvest noney, invade a neighbouring country, marry into a certain famly. From
what |'ve heard, the advice is often couched in such obscure |anguage it is
anbi guous and therefore easily noul ded afterwards to what happens. You know

the sort of thing: "Marry that wonan and a great commercial dynasty will be
founded."” No one actually says whose dynasty. The nore anbiguous it is, the
greater the chances the prediction will cone true.'

He nodded. 'd ever. But your prediction was not anbiguous. It clearly foretold
your success and rewards.'

| stirred uneasily. '"Up until today | would have said it was all a tenple
scam To nake noney out of the gullible. Now |'mnot so sure ...'

"You' ve not become a believer, have you?' His nockery mngled with anusenent.
"No,"' | snapped. Vortexdamm, | thought, why is it he always has the power to
needle me? | took a deep breath. 'Brand, they knew too much. About ne, about
nmy | atest orders. How coul d they possibly have known?

'"Wthout supernatural means? Coul d be any one of a dozen ways. Magister

Rat hrox told them The Exaltarch told them Soneone el se who knows told them
Per haps they have spies in the palace. Mdire to the point, why the whole

ri gmarol e anyway?'

"Why do you think? | asked.

Bei ng Brand, he considered thoughtfully before answering. 'Someone wants you
to go to Kardiastan, but is afraid you will refuse. This is a way to entice
you by appealing to your sense of justice and your |ove of

a challenge. By predicting a rosy future if you go haring off to do the

Exal tarch's bidding.' He chuckled. 'Woever it is, they don't know you very
well if they think you would be influenced by the muttering of a stone wall.'
| thought about that. The Exaltarch m ght believe | needed an incentive ..
and he had direct access to the Meletian Priestesses. | shivered. Was ny
presence in Kardiastan so inportant the Exaltarch would ask the priestesses to
fake a prediction fromthe Oracle? Terror flickered, nore tangible this tine.
And, keepi ng pace, that pleasurable frisson of excitement.

But there was a weakness in Brand's argunent. 'I'mhardly likely to refuse a
direct order fromthe Exaltarch,' | pointed out. 'Rathrox and Bator Korbus
knew fromthe very beginning that | would go.'

' Maybe they just want you to go willingly, believing you have a spectacul ar
future ahead. Rathrox knows exactly how anbitious you are. He nust guess you
would like to fill his shoes if he ever retires.'

| thought back to the neeting with the Exaltarch. To the feeling |I'd had that
| was missing sonething, that they weren't telling ne the whole truth. Bator
Kor bus had inplied Rathrox was keen to send nme, but that he, Korbus, was

dubi ous. Perhaps that wasn't quite the case. Ch, Korbus had been dubi ous of ny
abilities, true, but perhaps the Exaltarch was the one who wanted ne in

Kardi astan so badly he would stoop to anything to have me enthusiastic about
it.

| frowned again. It all seemed so unlikely.

| felt a monent's intense nostalgia for ny father, the man I had call ed Pater
| still mssed his advice. He'd possessed such a talent for seeing

ram fications, for visualising consequences. And al ways, always, his firm
reassurance had given me faith in my own judgenent.

' There were a nunber of messages for you today,' Brand said, changing the
subject. 'Donmina Curia has sent an invitation to a poetry evening in ten days
time —Segilus has apparently conpleted a new epic he wants to read to you
all. Schol ar Menet Senna wants to know if you'd |like a seat at the debate on



the validity of barbarian folk myths. A cloth nerchant sent some sanpl es of
tie-dyed silk newy inported from Corsene. That rather unsavoury fell ow who
calls hinmself Bodran of |ss says he has sone nore information to sell about
gol d-smuggl i ng, but he wouldn't deal with me so | told himto come back early
tonmorrow norni ng. Mazentius the Trademaster wants to know if you want to order
anything fromthe Western Reaches. He has a caravan leaving for Pilgath in a
day or two and said you might be interested in the papyrus they produce there.
It's supposed to be much better quality than what we usually get from Altan
Un | think that was all.’

Every word he said reminded nme of the life | would | eave.

| suppressed the sick feeling in my gut. 'l want you to take a nessage to
Rat hrox. A note fromme, together with this Iist of nanes. The so-called
Orsini conspirators.' | handed him Dorus's clay tablet.

He glanced at it and said, 'The fat jeweller came good, then, to save his
son?'

'"Yes. Damm it, Brand, it took me weeks to uncover that plot and now | have the
nanes, someone else is going to round up the plotters and reap the praise for
a job well done, because | won't te here.'

"Ah well, you've done sinmilar things to others often enough, and planned it
that way, too,' he said unsynpathetically. 'Crabs shouldn't expect their
fellow crabs to wal k straight.'

| opened my mouth to give an irate retort, then closed it again. There was
much truth in what he said. I'd a reputation for taking advantage of ny fell ow
Conpeer Brothers to further ny own career —and yes, sonetimes |'d pronpted
theminto the mstakes in the first place, as Hargen Bivius could testify.
"Huh,"' | said, a noncommittal grunt that could have meant anyt hing.

| gave a wave of dismissal, but before he left he asked, politely enough, 'Are
you going to issue a rel ease request for the son?

My friends were right: Brand could overstep the line. It wasn't his place to
query things like that. Still, with Brand | preferred honesty to a di al ogue
based on intimdation, so | let it ride, and answered him 'After Rathrox has
someone check the authenticity of the list of nanmes.'

He bowed his way out, passing Aemid on the way in.

' The Tribune Favoni us Kyranon to see you,' she said. Her tone was neutral, but
her face was pinched, accentuating the lines of niddl e age. Aem d did not
approve of the |egionnaire.

| pretended not to notice.

| hurried through into the entry hall where one of the | esser slaves was

begi nni ng to unbuckle the | eather and metal battle cuirass of the soldier who

stood there. 'Never nmind, Dini," | said. "I'll do that." |I smled up at the
| egi onnaire and took his hands in mne. 'Favonius —well met. | didn't know
you were back in Tyr. Welcone.'

He tapped his dusty cuirass. 'As you can see, | cane straight here fromthe

barracks. W got in late this morning.' He was a large man, of a size to match
Brand, but his colouring was pure Tyranian: blond hair, blue eyes and a skin
that tanned easily to snooth

honey-gol d. Hi s nose had been broken once and was now twi sted to one side; it
gave his | ooks a toughness to match the furrows and crinkles carved on his
face by the sun and wind. He was thirty-five years old, and he looked it. He

added, 'l have m ssed you, Ligea.'
| smled with genuine pleasure and started to work on the buckles of his
cuirass. 'I'mflattered, Tribune. How was the patrol ?

"Routine. Boring. Just the way we like it.'

"Liar. You rmuch prefer being attacked by barbarians or bandits or rebels so
you can prove, yet again, that the Exaltarch's Stalwarts are the best

| egionnaires in the empire.’

He | aughed. ' Perhaps."

"Where were you?' | asked, curious.

"I'n the nmountains beyond Getria.'

That didn't make nuch sense as the area was devoid of people, but | didn't



bother to think about it just then. | laid aside his body armour and sword

belt and said, '"Now if you'll be seated, I'll wash your feet.'
He grinned at ne. It was an honour to have the |lady of the house performthe
wel com ng ablutions herself. | knelt, undid his | eather greaves and sandal s,

and began to wash away the dust with | ong caressing strokes of the sponge,

each movenent deliberately sensual, ny lips slightly parted, ny eyes on his

face all the while. He stood it for a minute or two, then nmade a sound t hat

was al nbost a groan. 'You witchl' he whispered, and pulled me up onto his lap

| knocked the water bowl over, but neither of us cared. | just had tinme to

| augh before his nmouth clanped over mne with a need born of |ong abstinence.
i

An hour later, as he half-drowsed in nmy arnms on ny divan, | said, 'Ah,

Favoni us, | coul d al nost inagine

you haven't had another worman in the two nonths you' ve been gone.'

"I haven't,' he said, nibbling ny ear

'"Come now, a legionnaire of the Exaltarch's Stalwarts, one Favoni us Kyranon

wi t hout a woman? You'd be the | aughing stock of your fellow officers!’

He grinned lazily. 'It takes a brave man to | augh at a Kyranon. You have
spoiled me for other women. It's you | want and only you. O her women suddenly
seem —insipid.’

' Then doubtl ess you avail ed yourself of the canp youths,' | said lightly. Many

of the legion's slaves were chosen for their coneliness, and it was common
enough for legionnaires to help thenselves to what was avail able, even if
their preference was otherw se

"No,' he said. 'Not once. They hold no attraction for me.' He raised hinself
on an el bow. 'Ah, Ligea, you think I'mjoking, but it's true. There's only one
person | want on ny pallet. | w sh you'd think about naking this union of ours
| egal .’

| felt a pang of regret. He'd asked before, and ny answer had al ways been the
same. And yet, sonetinmes | wondered if it might not be pleasant to be narried.
He cane froma good provincial famly and such a marriage woul d have added yet
another layer to the legitimcy of nmy Tyranian citizenship. And, of course, it
woul d have hel ped his career to be narried to a general's adopted daughter.
snothered a sigh. 'It wouldn't work, Favo. And if you were honest, you'd admt
it. | have all the attributes of your ideal |over, but none of your idea

wi fe. The very things you admire in me now woul d be the snags that put hol es
in a marriage.’

' How so?'

"You adnmire ny independence, you like nmy fire and passion and lust for life —
but you would want to

tame me if | were your wife. You wouldn't want ne to be part of the

Br ot herhood for a start, would you?' Favonius was one of the few people who
was fully aware of the extent of ny Brotherhood connections.

He gave a quick frown. '"How can | feel happy with it? It's dangerous. It's not
work for a woman. It's —

| interrupted. 'It's what keeps ne alive, Favonius. | need excitenment and
chal | enge. But because |I'ma wonman |'mnot allowed to be a legionnaire or a
seamaster or a trademaster or anything el se adventurous or challenging. So |
work for the' Brotherhood. You would take that away fromme if | were your

wi fe —and then wonder why | was no | onger the woman you had fallen in | ove
with.'

"As ny wife you could follow the |legion, | suppose,' he said doubtfully.
"Wul d that be excitenent enough?'

"It would be eating the dust of the Stalwarts w thout being able to
participate in their battles. Could you do it?

He | ooked astounded. 7? A canp foll ower?'

"It's what you just asked of ne.'

He t hought about that and then started to laugh. 'Now that's one of the
reasons | |ove you: your conversation has all the spice of a new dish; you are
never predictably boring |ike other highborn wonen.'



"Try thinking of nme as a man and you may find me nore predictable.’

He shook his head, still smiling. 'I could never think of you as a man. Ligea,
| have something to tell you —which | shouldn't tell anyone, but | shal
anyway. |If a Brother can't be trusted with a secret, then who can, eh? The
Stalwarts are being sent to Kardiastan.'

| sat up, slack-jawed, feeling as if someone had pummelled ne with a fist in
the midriff. It couldn't be

true. This had to be a joke. O fate playing a trick? Both of us being sent to
Kar di astan at the same tine?

Finally I managed a stifled, 'Kardiastan? The Stalwarts on garrison duty?
Favoni us, never the nost observant of nen, didn't notice just how staggered
was. 'No. Active duty, as usual. We are to invade fromthe west.'

My astoni shnent grew. 'Across the Al ps? Riding? And then, 'lnvade? But why?
Kardi astan is already ours!' Inwardly, | funed. Wiy hadn't the Exaltarch told
me of this?

"That's what | always thought too, but it seems not all of it is.' He rolled
over onto his back and put his hands behind his head. He was frowning
slightly, as if he didn't quite believe what he was saying. 'The Exaltarchy

i nvaded Kardi astan, what, twenty-six years ago?'

" About that,' | agreed.

"It seens we invaded fromthe coast inwards, bringing troops by ship. But
there's one part of Kardiastan, in the west, bordering the Al ps, where no
Exal tarchy troops have ever been. The Kardis call the area the Mrage. An

i npassabl e desert separates this Mrage and the rest of Kardiastan.'

| began to take an even keener interest in what he was saying.

"The Mrage is a rebels' cauldron of intrigue and insurrection, with | eaders
there constantly stirring up trouble el sewhere. So we are to cross the Al ps
and take it.'

| stared at himin puzzlenent. T don't understand. If the desert is

i npassabl e, then how can this Mrage be part of Kardiastan?

"That's what | asked. Apparently it's only inpassable to Tyranians. The Kardis
don't have any

trouble crossing it. And don't ask me how that can be, because | don't know'
"Surely it's a sinple matter to find a gui de who woul d show us the secret.'
"You'd think so, wouldn't you? O fer enough noney, and soneone woul d obli ge.
O torture someone into explaining the trick." A worried note crept into his
voice. 'It has been tried, of course. Mire than once. Those who did set off
with a gui de —whether paid or coerced —never cane back.'

| rolled off the divan and began to pace the floor, forgetting |I was naked.
"It seens there's a lot | don't know about Kardiastan. Wich is strange when
you consider it's where I was born. Wen do you | eave, Favo? And how many of

you go?
"A legion under Legate Kilnmar, and as soon as we're fitted out. W'll |eave
fromGetria in about two nonths, | s'pose. Less perhaps.' Hi s eyes followed

me, appreciative. 'Keep this quiet. Wth such a small force, surprise is
essential for success.'

"Ch, it'll be a surprise all right. Munted on gordaks across the Al ps? You'l
be lucky if you make it alive.' At least | knew now why he'd been in the
nmount ai ns beyond Getria —they had been reconnoitring the route.

"Don't underestimate the Stalwarts. We'll be there. | just wish | didn't have
to |l eave Tyr again so soon. You and | see far too little of each other.'

That at least was true. The Stalwarts, for all that their permanent garrison
was in Tyr, were liable to be ordered away at any tinme if the situation in any
of the provinces or tributary states warranted it, which often seened to

happen. | had known Favonius for six years, but in all that time he'd spent
| ess than two years in Tyr.
| said, 'We have less tine than you think, Favo. 1'll be | eaving Tyrans even

before you do.' Briefly, | sunmarised my neeting with the Exaltarch. By the
time 1'd finished, the nell owbirds outside had qui etened and gone to roost in
t he bushes around the fishpond as dusk darkened the garden



Favoni us sat up, his forehead winkled in dismy. A klip-klip flewinto the
room the rhythmc flashing on its head still dimin the half-1ight, and he
swatted irritably at it. 'But that sounds as though it's unlikely you'll be
returning to Tyr for —for Ocrastes knows how | ong! That bastard of a Ligatan
How can you bear to work for a snake-eyed, ungrateful turd like that?

"I work for the Exaltarchy, Favo. Not for Rathrox, or for the Brotherhood or
even for the Exaltarch.'

"What d'you nean? They're all the same thing in the end.'

"No, they're not.' The klip-klip landed on the back of ny hand and | stared at
the perfection of its delicate winged body and its tiny flashing light as |
tried to put what | felt into words. T work for the idea of the Exaltarchy—
for what it synbolises. An enpire where everyone speaks the same tongue, an
enpire wi thout war or border disputes, where nations pay tribute to Tyrans or
becorme provinces, and have peace in return. Wiere a man can travel along the
tradeways and the seaways fromone land to another in safety.

"That is why | despise people like these Kardis, even though | nyself was born
one of them They stir up rebellion and bring trouble and death and fear. They
deal in terror. They destroy. They are the reason | amglad to work for the

Br ot her hood. The public fear us but, believe me, the prosperity of the
Exaltarchy is as much due to us as to you legionnaires. It's a pity people
forget that.'

Only half listening and uninterested in my phil osophy, he said nulishly, 'Dam
it, Ligea, we're unlikely to neet in Kardiastan. You won't be goi ng anywhere
near the Mrage. And what if Rathrox won't ever recall you to Tyrans?

The klip-klip flew fromny hand, its light brighter now This time Favonius
caught it and crushed it in his fingers.

| said, T shall face that scorpion when it raises its tail. For now, |I'Il try
to do what |'m being sent to do. And who knows, we m ght neet there. After
all, you surely won't return to Tyr across the Al ps. Once you've conquered the

M rage, you should be able to solve the problem of crossing the desert and be
able to return through Kardi astan proper.'

"You are scratching your left palm' he accused.

| 1 ooked down at my hand guiltily. It was a joke between us that whenever

was worried | itched the lunp —the size and shape of half a pigeon's egg cut
| engt hways —in the middle of my palm He stood up and came to take me in his
arms. T don't like this, Ligea. You are right to be worried. Kardiastan is a
strange place. |1've heard strange tales. They are an odd people."

| looked at him deliberately arch. 'l am Kardi,'

He lifted nmy hand and ki ssed the defornmity on the palm It was hard and solid
beneath his lips. 'And | ook how different you are!’

"I amnot odd!' | was careful not to be whenever | noved in highborn circles.
| kept my work for the Brotherhood as quiet as | could, and tried to appear as
Tyrani an as possible. | kept out of the sun and powdered ny face to lighten ny
skin, I had ny hair highlighted to make it nore bl onde than brown. | was
accepted as Tyranian. It was, after all, what | felt nyself to be.

He asked, 'Do you renenber Kardiastan?

'"No, not really. Except —

' Except what ?

"Ch, sonetinmes | have the faintest recollections. About a woman; ny nother,
suppose. My real nother. Sometines, sonething will remind nme of her. A whiff
of perfume, a particular |laugh, a certain colour. And then there's this.'

i ndicated the swelling on ny hand. '| seemto renenber her telling nme not to
show it to anyone. Goddess only knows why. | renenber it as being ..

different then ... sonmehow. Ch, | don't really recall, but my nother —ny
adoptive nother, Salacia —told me before she died that when the General first
brought nme hone | was so sensitive about the lunmp | would not unfold ny
fingers, not even when | was asleep. They coul dn't understand why. They were
going to force ny fingers up to see what it was | hid there, but Aemd
persuaded themit was better not to upset ne. She nmade me a glove to wear. And
in a couple of nonths | opened ny hand of ny own accord, | suppose when |'d



deci ded no one was going to worry about the lunp there.' | gave a wy snmle. T

must have been a funny little thing then. | couldn't have been three years
old, but | was obviously as stubborn as a cl osed nussel .

"You still are,' he said with a laugh. 'Ligea, | amdirty with the dust of ny
journey. |'ve spent nost of the day with ny backsi de pl onked in the saddl e of
a gorclak. | snell of sex and sweat and ani mal hi de —how about a soak in that

sunken bath of yours?

| tilted ny head. 'Wth me?

H s eyes twinkled. 'l thought you'd never ask.'

CHAPTER FOUR

| stood on the deck of the Flying Wndhover and reflected that, for all the
flying this ship did, it would have been better named the Wallowing Pig. | had
taken the first convenient sailing, and | was beginning to regret it. It
wasn't that | was so eager to reach Kardiastan; it was just that being cooped
up for so long in such a snall space gave ne an intimate understandi ng of why
a lion paces up and down in his cage. Four weeks, and we still weren't in
Sandnurram The seanaster blamed the weather and the cargo; the first because
the winds were contrary, the second because the wei ght of the Tyranian narble

we carried nade the ship unwieldy. So he said. | was inclined to think the
Fl yi ng W ndhover probably al ways noved |ike a pregnant sow.
"Way on earth are we taking nmarble to Kardiastan anyway?' | asked Aem d idly.

She was standi ng beside nme, |eaning over the rail watching the bow wave curl
back like fruit-peel before a knife.

She snorted. 'Let me guess: so that your soldiers and admnistrators can build
houses and public buildings to match their status. You people don't like to
live in

hones made of our Kardi adobe —not good enough for you. And we Kardis are
taxed to pay for the marble and the construction of course, because you say
the Exaltarchy's soldiers and civil servants are serving the Kardi people.’
"And so they are,' | said, nettled both by Aenid's criticismand her
del i berate use of the words 'you' and 'we'. | gave her a sharp look. | didn't
like the change 1'd noted in her ever since the first nmention of going to
Kardi astan. | liked neither the overt realignment of |oyalties nor the
suppressed anger | had detected once or twice. But it puzzled me too. Aend
was not in the habit of being provoking and |I'd never had to question her

| oyalties before. What in all Acheron's nmists was wong with the woman?

| tried to explain. 'Tyrans provides the soldiers for security and the

adm nistrators for efficiency, all paid out of Tyranian public coffers; so why
shoul dn't Kardi astan pay for their housing and for the public buildings,

buil dings that will belong to Kardi Province when diey are conpleted? There is
al ways a price for peace, Aemd.' | reached out —as | had often done lately —
to touch her enotions, and felt her confusion. Just then the predon nant
feeling was one of bitterness.

"Aemid,' | asked softly, 'what is the matter? You are not happy. Do you regret
coming with me?'

"Never.' The word was unconprom singly definite and | needed no speci al
intuition to know it was the truth.

"Then what is it?

"Menories. Just menories. The closer we cone — She | ooked away fromthe sea
to ny face. T have a son there sonewhere, if he survived. Al these years ..

| have tried not to renenber. Now | think of nothing el se.’

"1 felt as though one of the waves had just slapped cold water across ny
face. 'A son7. You left a child behind in Kardi astan? But you were —what,
twenty? —when you cane to Tyr, so he could have hardly been nore than a baby!
Why did you | eave hinP'

"Leave hin? | didn't leave, | was stolen! | was nade a slave, sold, because

ki cked a | egionnaire who put his hand between nmy | egs. Sentenced to the slave
bl ock for kicking a man's knobs.'

| was i measurably shocked, not so nuch by the severity of the sentence as by
its unlawful consequence. | protested, 'But it is not permtted for slaves to



be separated fromtheir young children!’

'Perhaps that's what the | aw says, but who cares about the words of the law in
the chaos follow ng a conquest? A woman sells better w thout encunbrances.'
"Ch, Aenmid —1 did not know. ..

" You never asked.'

The words were stark, summing up a lifetine of attitudes, and they stung. 'I'm
sorry,' | said at last, not sure just why | was apol ogi sing. For ny ignorance?
For Tyr? Even to nmy own ears the words sounded weak. |nadequate. 'As you say,
in tinmes of conquest ... Aenmid, do you have any way of finding out what
happened to hi n?

"None. | do not know who took him—or, in fact, if anyone did. He may have

di ed of neglect within days. He is lost to ne.'

| felt anirrational guilt and did not know what to say. Finally | asked,

soundi ng nore abrupt than | intended, if she would tell me nore about
Kardi astan. | added, 'After all, it is nmy land too. Wiy did you never tell ne
about it?

' The General forbade nme. The only thing he allowed was that | taught you the
tongue. That, he

wanted. Don t you renmenber how he used to question you about all | said to
you? He checked up on ne whenever he could.’

"He was interested in all | |earned.’

'Ch yes. Indeed.' The bitterness was there again. 'He made sure you were
brought up Tyranian, every thought in your head.'’

'"He adopted ne legally so that | could be a citizen of Tyrans. It is natura
he wanted ne to be loyal to his country, the country he made mine.' Tyrans was
the hub of the world, filled with people of every hue and varied custons, a
pl ace where nmy skin tone and the place of ny birth could be rendered
irrelevant by my citizenship —but only if | was seen to be Tyranian in every
other way. And | was. | was proud that every thought in my head was Tyrani an
| hid ny exasperation with Aemid and said, 'But tell me about Kardiastan.'

'Li ke what? As you yourself were quick to remind me, the place |I knew
twenty-five or thirty years ago is not going to be what's there now, is it? W
were free then! /was free...'

| was still casting about for a way to answer that, to give her sonme speech
about the benefits of Tyranian rule, when she poured out nore of her bile:
"Tyrans may have conquered our bodies, but there are two things the |egions
can never kill."' She beat the side of her fist against her chest. "Wiat's in
here. Qur essensa.'

| didn't know the word, so she added, 'The life-force in every Kardi heart.'
"And t he second thing?

She pushed herself away fromthe railing and | ooked me straight in the eye.

' The Magor.'

' The Magor? What is that?'

' The day you understand the Magor will be the day you renounce Tyrans,
Legata.' Wthout waiting to be dism ssed, she wal ked away across the deck to

t he conpani onway. | frowned at her back as she di sappeared bel ow. Aenid was
becom ng rmuch too forward; | hoped | wouldn't have to discipline her. | wasn't
even sure how to go about it. Anyway, Aemid, |ike Brand, was al nost famly.
Bought in a slave mart about the sane tinme as | had arrived in Tyr, she was
the only nother-figure | could renenmber with any clarity. | ran to Aem d when

introuble as a child; it was Aenmid who dried nmy tears. My adoptive not her

Sal aci a, had nostly ignored ne.

| sighed and was gl ad when Brand, who had been sitting on a nearby cargo

hat ch, noved across to ne, unbothered by the ship's roll. He'd spent nobst of
t he voyage out on the open deck and his skin had darkened; it was now a match
to ny natural colouring. Hs hair, on the other hand, had |ightened. The red
streak had becone a flash of copperish gold.

" Aemi d been upsetting you, Legata?' he inquired.

' Ch, shut up, Brand. | sonetinmes wonder if the two of you are worth the
troubl el



"Ah. Well, | do know of a renedy for that, of course,' he draw ed, fingering
his slave collar.

| ignored that and changed the subject. 'Brand, has Aem d ever spoken to you
about Kardi astan?'

He dropped the pose and was serious. 'Never, Legata. | wi sh she would. |'m
curious about the place nmyself. It's funny, that; |'ve net a nunber of Kard

sl aves over the years and there's not one who's ever told ne a thing about
their hormeland. Still, it shouldn't worry you; the Brotherhood nust have been
able to tell you anything you wanted to know. '

"You'd be surprised,' | said gloomly. "All | received fromny esteened
Brothers was a history | esson about

t he conquest. As renmarkable as it may seem they know not hing about the
Kardis. They don't even seemto understand nuch about the situation there now,
and yet we purport to rule the place." Even as | said the words, | wondered if
they were true. Perhaps it was sinply that the Brotherhood had not been honest
with nme. Rathrox, for exanple, must surely have known about the com ng
Stalwart invasion, yet he had not nentioned it, any nore than | was going to
mention it to Brand now

Distrustful old bastard, | thought, thinking of the Magister Oficii.

| continued, confirm ng ny thoughts with nmy own words, 'And this even though
Rat hrox Ligatan was actually there for a tine. Years ago, though. He was
assistant to General Gayed. Al though Pater wasn't in charge of the origina

i nvasi on; Bator Korbus was.' | nodded at Brand's startled expression. 'Yes,
the Exaltarch hinmself, in the days when he was H gh General and nothing el se.
But |I'm not surprised you didn't know, believe nme, taking part in that first
Kar di ast an canpaign is not something any of them boast about.'

Intrigued by the Exaltarch's personal interest in nmy mssion to Kardiastan, |
had done some research. As a result, | thought I now knew just what had
prompted the bitterness in Korbus's voice when he spoke of the land of ny
birth. Mire than twenty-five years ago he'd had his pride wounded and tine had
not effected a cure; on the contrary, the original injury had festered. The
Exal tarch hated Kardi ast an.

The t hought of a Tyrani an defeat apparently anmused Brand. He snmiled as he
asked, ' The canpai gn wasn't successful ?

"Tyrans was thoroughly routed at a place called the Rift. | gather it's a huge
val | ey gashing the country from

side to side. Rathrox described it to ne as a place of howing winds and

i nhospitable terrain. Wien our legionnaires tried to cross it, fearfu

wi ndst orns naddened their gorclaks and swept away their stores and canps. And
all the while the Kardis harried them So many sol diers were never seen again,
and those who did manage to retreat told strange tales.' | snorted in

di sparagenent as | recalled Rathrox's account. 'Such silly stories: warriors —
both nen and wonen —glowing with an eerie light, whirling winds that whipped
swords out of hands, |egionnaires who suddenly dropped dead wi th burn nmarks
scorched through their cuirasses ... Silliness to explain an inexplicable
defeat. What is true, and alnost as hard to believe, is that the |egions

i nvol ved were nearly wi ped out. That first canpaign was a disnmal failure, the
only tine Bator Korbus ever personally lost a batde. He returned to Tyr

i mediately afterwards. He left the problens to Gayed and Rat hrox and went
back to begin his bid for the Exaltarch's seat.'

'"So how did Tyrans win in the end?

An unexpected gust of wind hit the Flying Wndhover and we were dappled with
spray as she heeled. | said, 'There were other canpaigns in the years that
foll owed, sone equally disastrous. Eventually the |egions changed their
tactics. They used small groups of legionnaires in quick attacks and anbushes
and then they were nore successful. In the end, though, it was treachery of
one of the Kardi nobility that brought Kardi noses down into the dirt at the
feet of Tyrans.'

"One of the nobility? They had a royal |ine? A king?

"As far as | could find out from Brotherhood records, there used to be a kind



of royal oligarchy with a hereditary leader. Al administration was in the
hands of this ruling group.'

"It nmust surely have been quite large,' Brand remarked, shifting stance with
easy grace as the ship changed tack

'Yes. The nobles were scattered all over the country, but the highest rank
lived mainly in Madrinya, the capital. It was inpossible for an ordinary Kard
to nove into the ruling class.'

' The Exal tarchy has changed all that since, naturally,' he said, his voice as
bl and as his expression. 'Now anyone who proves his loyalty to Tyr can serve
in a position of inportance.'

Al t hough there was nothing to indicate he was nocking the Exaltarchy, | knew
he was. The normal nethod of rewarding loyalty wasn't successful in

Kardi astan: no one there wanted to serve Tyrans. And Brand nust have found
that out. He smled, a lazy smle in ny direction. 'Sailors,' he expl ai ned,
weaving a hand in the direction of one of the crew. 'They gossip.'

"\What el se have they told you?

' They say the ordinary Kardi was not even part of the armnmy back before the
Tyrani an invasion. That it was only the highborn who fought. Is that true?
'"Rathrox said as nuch, yes. He told ne there were runours saying the nobility
possessed speci al powers that made theminvincible, but that was al
superstitious nonsense, of course. Still, the nobles rmust have been fine
fighters, otherw se how could they have put whole | egions on the run?
Especially those led by a soldier like the Exaltarch? And |ater by ny father

Gayed?

'What happened to this highborn traitor?

| shrugged. T don't know.' | frowned again, renenbering. It had been Rathrox
who told me about the treachery leading to Kardiastan's fall and he had

been deliberately vague. 'The details don't matter,' he'd said. For once, I'd
been puzzled by his reticence. | was going to be working alone, so | would

need all the information | could get. Instead of giving it to me, Rathrox had
been evasive, even contradictory. The idea of a traitor did not seemto fit
wi th what he had earlier told ne about the Kardis never betraying their own,

t hus maki ng the work of the Brotherhood inpossible in Kardiastan. | sighed and
rubbed at ny left palmwith my thunb tip. 'He probably comm tted suicide,' |
said, in answer to Brand's question. 'I've noticed such people often do. They

can't live with what they' ve done. And this nman had done a | ot —because of
him alnost all the top stratumof nobility was slaughtered while they were
unarmed, attending a feast.

"Anot her full legion was sent from Tyrans after that, and General Gayed becane
H gh Commander for Kardiastan. A mgjor battle took place, which Tyrans won
this time. You see, with the death of so many of their highest nobility, the
Kardis lost nost of their mlitary commanders and civil |eadership. The war
wasn't entirely over, but Gayed and Rat hrox went hone to Tyr anyway. Fighting
continued in Kardiastan for a further five years. Just skirm shes mainly.'
turned to | ook out over the stern. A few seabirds with huge w ngspans crui sed
effortlessly in our wake, clipping the wave crests with their wingtips. 'You
know, it's strange —I| hadn't realised both Rathrox and ny father spent so

I ong in Kardi astan. They nust have been there all of four years. Neither of
them ever told ne that.'

Brand | eant beside ne as a small flotilla of fishing dhows di pped and wal | owed
their way out fromthe coast we had been followi ng, their hide sails taut with
the wind. The seabirds left us to follow theminstead. 'Were do you fit into
all this anyway?' he asked.

"I don't know the details. | was never told. | was just an orphaned Kard

child Gayed canme across sonewhere. As | said, he and Rathrox were recalled to
Tyrans soon after the victory followi ng the betrayal, and I went with them'
"You are probably the child of one of those noble famlies.' He snorted. 'The
Magi ster OFficii and the General would have |oved the irony of that.'

"I don't suppose for a mnute ny father knew who | was, or cared. In a war,
children get separated fromtheir parents all the tine. They get orphaned and



abandoned. And it certainly doesn't matter now. | am Tyrani an, and gl ad of
it.'

Brand | ooked back at me, expressionless. 'And now the Magister Oficii wants
you to put down the beginnings of a rebellion against Tyrans. One woul d al nost
think the ordinary people of Kardiastan are not grateful at being freed from
the oppressive rule of their nobility."'

There was no inflection of nockery in his voice, but | stirred uneasily

nonet hel ess. Suddenly nothing was as it had been; | was questioning things I

had never questioned before: Aemid' s |ove, Brand's loyalty, Tyrans's strength
| shivered and rubbed still harder at ny palm

' Legat af

| turned to see the Flying Wndhover's seanmaster trying to draw ny attention
to sonething fromwhere he stood inside the wheel house.

' Sandmnur ram '

| followed the line of his pointing finger and saw the brown bl otches of a
town agai nst the dusky blue of the coastline. Wth an unexpected feeling of
wonder, | realised this m ght have been the port | had sailed from sone
twenty-five years earlier. Perhaps | had

stood on the deck of a ship simlar to this one and had seen this sane scene
recede just as | would now watch it approach

In theory, | was com ng home —but to Ligea Gayed, this had never been hone,
and never would be. Way then did | feel fear: not of Kardiastan, but of what
it would tell me about nysel f?

CHAPTER FI VE

Sandnmurram the main port of Kardiastan. A bay that was a natural harbour

with the port buildings tiered fromits edge; a town on flatter |and beyond.

Fl at -roof ed, two-storeyed houses of brown adobe, unpl astered, unpainted,
squatting along the streets like cattle dozing in the sun

| sawit all with the eyes of a stranger; | had no recollection of ever having
seen it before. Beside nme, Aemd gripped the rail and stared, her enotions and
the avid hunger of her gaze so intense they startled ne.

The seamaster flag-signalled my presence on his ship as soon as we approached
the port, so | was net at the dockside by a | egionnaire escort. The officer in
charge offered ne a litter ride to the Prefect's house, but | preferred to

wal k. | wanted to survey this land, not because it was the place of ny birth,
but because the hunter needed to know the haunts of her prey.
'See to the luggage,' | told Brand. 'And keep an eye on Aem d.'

He nodded, and | set off on foot with the officer

My first inpression was one of nonotony. The streets were unpaved and narrow,
the brown of their

earth a mirror reflection of the plain brown walls of the houses. Burnt-sienna
brown everywhere, unrelieved by any other colour. No paint, no ornanmentation
no grass even. Trees were m sshapen gnomes with thick gnarled trunks,
arthritic linbs and spindl ed | eaves, growi ng only where the |anes swelled to
become public well-squares —where, greedy for water, they could nestle up to
the well itself.

The only flashes of colour were in the clothing of the |ocal people, people
who were al ways wal ki ng away, turning their backs, retreating into houses,

cl osing doors. The brown streets with their brown houses were unnaturally

qui et. There was no noi se of hawkers, no whine of beggars, no litter carriers
jostling for custom Even the pack animals —strange, dull-brown creatures —
padded al ong on soft unshod feet. Once or twice | did catch a glinpse of an

i nner courtyard, and had a brief inpression of flowers, of |aughter, of
animation, of life —but then the view would be cut off, the life killed by
the closing of a gate.

It was a while before | noticed the snakes. Then, once |'d seen one, | saw
themall the time. They were al so brown, blending into the ground as if they
were made of the soil. They coiled thensel ves on house steps, draped

t hensel ves al ong gate tops, dozed lethargically in the sun at the edge of the



well's. If we approached, they slid lazily away to the next patch of sunlight.
CGoddess, | thought, what sort of place is this?

And even while | saw its strangeness with nmy eyes, | also felt its
strangeness. The air brooded; nal evol ent, expectant. Never before had | been
so aware of atnosphere. A confusion of overwhel ning enotion rendered every
breath an effort. | was nade uneasy, troubled, tense, as though at any nonent
sonet hi ng

terrible was going to happen. Yet, when | tried to pinpoint the source of ny
unease, it slid anay fromnme, as slippery as a half-renenbered dream

| even becane accustomed to it. By the tinme | reached the Tyranian Prefect's
house —built of white marble, thanks be! —and was received by the Prefect
and his wife, |I'd pushed the feeling of oppression into the background and was
able to ignore it.

I'd read the Brotherhood intelligence report on the Prefect Martrinus, before
I'"d left Tyr. He'd risen through the ranks of the military nagistrates, froma
lowly position as a law court lictor to his present position, a change of
status made possible by his judicious marriage into a highborn famly from
Getria. Hs first reaction on seeing me was predictable: he was taken aback to
find I was a woman. | didn't blame himfor that. I'd never heard of a |egata
before, either.

Once he recovered fromhis initial surprise, he bowed | ow over ny hand in
greeting, evidently deeming it prudent to show extravagant respect for a

Br ot her hood Legata even though he did outrank nme. When he asked about ny first

i npressions, | gave a casual answer. 'It's a strange land,' | said.
"Everything is so different. This is the first tinme | have been so far from
Tyrans, you know. | amfilled with wonder. The nud-brick houses with such

thick walls, all the flat roofs —and what are those aninmals the Kardis use
for carrying their goods?

'"They call them shleths,' the Prefect said. He was a thin nman with shrewd
watery eyes and a nervous habit of tapping his bent forefinger against

what ever was to hand. 'A difficult word.'

Hs stylishly attired wife, the Prefecta Fabia, shuddered. | suspected she did
a lot of shuddering in

Kardi astan. ' An unpronounceabl e name for inpossible beasts,' she said, her

di staste thick about her. 'There are three kinds, you know. The little ones
that carry small packs, |arger ones that people ride and the huge ones that
are found further inland. On those, five or six people can ride in a howdah —
but we are content with horses and gorcl aks. These shl eths are heat hen beasts,
vi ci ous things of uncertain tenper.’

"And the snakes?

Anot her theatrical shudder. 'Ugh! They conme into the house, you know. They are
everywhere*. The Kardis feedxhem

"Are they poisonous?' | asked Fabia, glancing at the Prefect. He was busy
reading the letter-scroll | had brought himfrom Rathrox.
She shuddered. 'Praise the Goddess, no! |'ve tried to get the slaves to kil

them but they won't. These stupid thralls think serpents bring prosperity to
a househol d.' She paused to indicate the spread on the low table in front of
me. 'Legata, will you not eat a little of what we have prepared for you?' As
one of the waiting Kardi slave girls hurried over to pour water for ne to wash
nmy hands, she added, as if it were a self-evident virtue, 'W do not eat Kard
food in this house.'

| held out ny hands over the washbowl but, as the girl poured the water, she
suddenly gasped and dropped the ewer. It knocked the washbow flying,

spl ashing water everywhere. | junped up in surprise and chagrin, ny wap
soaked. | was wet and the water was cold. And then the girl's emotions hit ne:
shock, wonder, fear..

Dom na Fabia was both furious and hum liated. She slapped the girl and fussed
over me. By the time the nmess had been cl eaned up and | had convinced her it
was a minor matter, the Prefect was inpatient. 'The

Legata and | have business to discuss, Fabia. Ignoring the angry flush on his



wife's face, he waved her out of the room together with the sl aves.

"I abhor fuss,' he told me irritably, then reverted to a nore formal tone to
say, 'It is tine to discuss this letter you have brought.' He tapped his
forefinger on the letter-scroll. 'The Magister Oficii indicates | should give
you every assistance. But | do not understand, Legata, why it has been thought
necessary for you to cone in the first place. This matter is already cl osed.
The man in question, this Mr Ager, was executed by fire, as is customary for
i nsurgents. Hundreds of people saw himdie. There are runours, it's true, and
unrest. However, that is nothing new for Kardiastan. He died, and there was
certainly no resurrection of the dead, | assure you!'

He added unhappily, 'Do you know we still have the same nunber of garrisoned
troops here as we had in the years inmediately foll owi ng the conquest? And
every single one of them necessary. W can do nothing unless we are backed by

| egi onnai res. The Kardis never cooperate willingly. Not ever.' He |eant
forward to put sone food on ny plate. 'That incident with the slave just now —
it was probably deliberate. The girl will be beaten, but it will make no

di fference. Nothing nakes a difference to these people. Sonetimes | think they
are here to plague us, sent by the God of Acheron hinself.' H s forefinger
beat a dismal rhythm agai nst his knee.

"Perhaps if you were to tell me all you know about this Mr Ager?' | pronpted.
"Rurmours say he came fromthe quarter of Kardiastan that's on the other side
of the desert they call the Shiver Barrens, to the west. W never did find out
whet her that was true. The first we knew of him

was at a slave sale here in Sandnurram There were slavers from Tyrans wanti ng
stock, so we cl eaned out the prisons and brought others down from Madrinya and
simlar inland towns, but there still weren't enough. Well, you know how it is
at times like that —the |l egionnaires becone a little stricter and a little
nore provocative, the nunber of | awbreakers increases, and so you get enough
stock. '

| blinked, wonderin3 if |I had heard himcorrectly. They tailored their |aw

enforcenent to their need for slaves? The civil law courts didn't behave |ike
that in Tyr!
olivious to my reaction, he continued, 'It |ooked |like being a good sale. The

Exal tarch would get his sales fee, the adnm nistration here would get its
slice, and everyone woul d be happy. But there was a di sturbance during the
sale.' He took a deep breath but his tapping finger, now thrumm ng on the
tabl e, never paused. | tried not to stare at it. 'This man, this Mr Ager
appeared and posed as a bidder. Well, we were all surprised because he was a
Kardi. There's nothing to say Kardis can't own slaves, but it had never
happened before. They don't hold with slavery. However, he had noney so no one
guestioned his right to be there.

"Anyway, to cut the story short, suddenly the auction square was —well, |
know it sounds unlikely, but it was full of snoke and fire and col ours and
wind and noise ... it's hard to describe. |'ve never seen anything like it
And this man was at the centre of it.' Martrinus shook his head in disbelief
at the nenory. 'Everything was so confusing; it was so hard to see what was
happeni ng. The wonen were shrieking, gorclaks went berserk, people ran in al
directions, scream ng. Even the |egionnaires were spooked. Sonehow the sl aves
got free. The only thing nost of

us knew for sure was that this Mr Ager fellow was at the mddle of it all. He
seened to —well, glow.' Martrinus was enbarrassed, but ploughed on anyway.
"And he had sonme sort of weapon in his hand, a gigantic thing that shot
sparks. Well, one of the |egionnaires, who had a little bit nore sense than
the others, managed to render hi munconscious with a shot froma whirlsling.
Mr Ager was packed off to the dungeons, but we |ost the slaves —by then,
they'd just nelted away into the crowd. Wrse still, the slavers took fright.
They said they weren't going to trade in slaves who could escape from chains
inthe mddle of a public sale. There was nuttering about them being numi na
or some such supernatural beings. Needl ess to say, we've had trouble selling
Kardi slaves on markets throughout the Exaltarchy ever since.



"Mr Ager was tortured, but we couldn't get a thing out of him Not a thing.
He was sentenced to death by burning for inciting rebellion, which is high
treason, as | am sure you know. He was taken out to the main square and
chained to the stake. The fire was lit, but unfortunately the idiots who
supplied the wood nust have sent danp stuff. Instead of getting a | ot of
flame, there was enough snoke for a snokehouse. By the tine it cleared, the
flames were too fierce to see a damm thing. So that's when peopl e began to say
Mr Ager didn't burn at all, that somehow or other he escaped in the snoke.'
At the menmory, his eyes watered even nore copiously and he produced a square
of silk to dab away the noisture. 'Sorry about the eyes. It's the dust, you
know. Irritates. There's always dust here in Kardiastan.'

"Weren't there bones? Some human remai ns?' '| suppose so, although | don't
know t hat anyone checked at the tinme. You rmust understand: we were

hardly expecting a public execution to be questioned! The rumours didn't start
until much later. Felons executed by burning are not entitled to a narked
grave, you know. So any remains woul d have been thrown away.' He sniffed and
used the silk to wi pe his dripping nose.

'"Is that all you can tell ne about this Mr Ager? . 'Well, not quite,' he
admtted. 'There have been reports from other places since, some of themtrue.
Prisoners mracul ously escapi ng, whole patrols of |egionnaires di sappeari ng,
of ficers being assassinated. That sort of thing. And everywhere peopl e whi sper

about how this Mr Ager out of the Shiver Barrens is behind it all. Sonetines
I think the whole of Kardiastan is one big cal abash of whispered runours. It's
so damed hard to find out the truth about anything —no two Kardis will ever

tell you the same story, no matter what you do to them' He'd lost his initial
exaggerated respect for me and, formal tone forgotten, was treating nme nore
like a confidante. Hi s patrician accent faded into the roughness of a man who

spent his days with nmilitary officers rather than politicians. | felt sure his
wi fe woul d not have approved. 'Ccrastes* balls,' he conplained, "how!| hate
this place. Legata, |'mnot giving away any secrets when | say there's not a

Tyranian citizen, fromthe Governor in Madrinya to the | owest |egionnaire
cook-boy, who doesn't wi sh his tour of duty here was up.'

| kept ny face and voi ce expressionless. 'Did you know that the | and beyond
the Shiver Barrens is sonetines referred to as the Mrage?

"I'"ve heard the term yes.'

"Mrage, Mr Ager. Mrager.'

"It has occurred to us, naturally. That's why | don't think it was his rea
nane. He took it as a way of

maki ng peopl e think of this nmysterious place beyond the desert. It's a synbol
of hope to the ordinary Kardi —and a place that scares the crap out of

| egi onnaires. Over the years, various mlitary commanders have sent Goddess
knows how many patrols into the Shiver Barrens in search of the Mrage —on
foot, with horses, with gorclaks, with shleths. Every way you can think of.
And no one has ever returned. Yet Kardis are seen riding off on their shleths
in that direction, and back again, too.'

| nodded and changed the subject. 'This weapon you nentioned of Mr's; what
happened to it? You do have it, | assune?

Martrinus | ooked unconfortable. In his agitation, his forefinger was rattling
the edge of his plate. '"It's kept in the mlitary barracks, | believe.'

T would like to see it. And | would like to interview the | egionnaires who
tortured himand those who were responsible for his execution. In fact, 1'd
like to speak to anyone who saw himat close quarters, or who spoke to him'

' The Sandmurram M Ilitary Commander is away in one of the eastern towns. Sone
trouble or other. | shall arrange for his next-in-conmand to hel p you. Sone of
those you want to see may not be here any nore. This all happened sone twelve
nont hs ago, you know.'

| rose, fighting the feeling that the floor was a noving deck beneath ny feet.
"Al'l the nore reason why no nore time should be wasted. Prefect Martrinus, |

t hank you for your help and I would like to see the weapon and t hese peopl e
wi t hout further delay.'’



' Today?'

"Certainly. | have been idle I ong enough getting here.'

He swal |l owed his surprise. 'Yes, of course.' He rang for a slave and a |ad
appeared, an Assorian if his curly hair was anything to go by. 'Agam n here

wi Il show you to your apartnents,' he said formally. My tone had evidently
made hi mwonder if he had been too casual. 'As soon as | have nade
arrangenents, | will send sonmeone to fetch you.'

| rarely bothered to read the enotions of slaves. They were either a seething
mass of sullen resentnent and fatigued indifference, or they were vague
dreaners, escaping reality into thoughts of no inportance to nme. If they did
their jobs well, they were |like any other tool, easily ignored and irrel evant
until sonmething went wong, and | took no nore notice of themthan | would a
confortable chair or a sharp knife. But now, ny conplacency rattled by the
slave girl, | reached out to absorb the Assorian boy's feelings as | nounted
the stairs behind him And was i medi ately intrigued.

He coul d not have been nore than twelve, yet he possessed the cal m

sel f-assurance of soneone much ol der. He kept glancing behind to | ook at ne,
ostensibly to see if | were still followi ng, but his fervid enotions told
their owmn tale. He wanted to remenber everything about nme. Every detail. H's
passion startled nme, yet also struck a distant chord of chil dhood nenory. Oh,
goddess, | thought. That's me. The way | was once, aching to be an agent of
the Brotherhood... And then: J wonder who the sweet hells he wants to spy for?
On the next floor he opened a door, saying, 'Your roons, Domina.' He had cast
hi s eyes downwards, which was proper, but still his fascination to know ne
spilled out, enthusiastic, intrusive. It was an effort to ignore it. |
wondered if he were already spying for soneone. Martrinus? Fabia? The Tyrani an
Gover nor of

Kardi astan in Madrinya? O perhaps sonet hing nore nefarious? Too nany
political intricacies to be considered, and it was dangerous to tread where

t he ground was unknown. Reluctantly, | let it ride and did not question him
"Agamin,' | said, 'l wish to speak with the Kardi slave girl. The one who
spilled water on ne —I do not know her name. Tell her to cone here.'

He bowed and |l eft wordlessly; on the surface, the perfect slave.

VWhile | waited, | |ooked around with approval. The Prefect's house was not
unlike my owmn villa in Tyr, and the roons given to nme, overlooking a garden
courtyard, were cool and spacious. The furniture and carved statuary were
obviously inmported from Tyrans, all of good quality. There was even a head of
a youth by Mattias, one of the finest scul ptors of Tyr.

| was running admiring fingers over the perfection of the piece when the
slave, a frightened girl of about eighteen, arrived at ny door. Her face,
swol | en where Fabia had sl apped her, was also red and bl otched froma recent
bout of crying. She entered the roomand stood with her eyes downcast. She
wore an anoudai n, the form of dress the Kardi wonen seemto prefer —I oose
trousers and a long top. The bodice was fitted, attached to skirting split

i nto back and front panels.

"What is your name?' | asked, careful to sound neutral
'Qthenid, Legata.'

' Have you been beaten for spilling the water, O henid?
Her face tightened. 'Yes, Legata.'

" Wher e?

'On —on ny back.'

| wal ked across to her, turned her around and touched her back lightly with ny
left hand, trailing

gentle fingertips over the thin blouse in an attenpt to express my concern and
win her trust. As far as | could see, she had been bruised but not badly hurt.
Still, it nust have been sore.

The girl turned surprised eyes to me. 'The pain —it's gone!’

VWhile | was still trying to nake sense of that, she knelt to seize ny |left
hand and press her lips to the swelling there. It was all the confirmation
needed to tell nme what had startled her into dropping the ewer. 'Theura —=2



she asked, questioning. It was not a word I knew. And Goddess above, why did
she think I had taken away her pain? For that was what she appeared to
bel i eve.

"Qthenid, | need your help,' | said. 'Wiy did you get such a shock when you
saw this?" | pointed to the lunmp on ny palm

"Why, Theura — she began

"Silence, girl!' The words cut across the roomlike a sword slash. W both

| ooked around to see Aemid in the doorway, her eyes blazing with the intensity
of rage. Her enotion was so tangible to me it was al nost a physical assault.
'Keep out of this, Aemd,' | said, furious. 'Leave us.'

But Aenmid didn't go. She continued to address the girl, not me. 'Can't you see
she is not Kardi? She is Tyranian to her very essensa!l Go —

O henid whirled and was gone, w thout waiting for perm ssion

| turned the full swell of ny fury on Aemid. 'How dare you!' | raised ny hand
to strike her, nmore angry than | had ever been before with any of ny sl aves.
But Aenmid did not nove, nor did her eyes drop; it was ny hand that fell away.
"You stretch your luck, Aenmid,' | said, breathing hard. 'I own you; don't you
forget it.'

"I never forget it,' she said. 'Not for a mnute.'

"I'f I"'mwholly Tyrani an, whose fault is it anyway? You were the one person who
could have taught nme what it was to be Kardi, who could have told ne what the

meani ng of this is' —I1 indicated the swelling on ny hand —' but you kept
silent. You still keep silent.'
Her eyes fell and a slow flush coloured her face. 'Yes. | admit it. But I

thought if | told you, you mght tell the General and he woul d use what he

| earned to harm Kardi astan. Later | feared you would be the one to turn the
know edge against us. | couldn't risk it.' Her eyes begged for understandi ng.
"You don't want to know what it is to be Kardi; you want to know our
weaknesses so you know how to defeat us.'

"You are already defeated.' | took a deep breath to calmnyself. 'Tell ne what
Theura neans.'

"Nothing. It means nothing!' And then, knowing | would hear the lie, she

anended her words. 'It's a —a word designating rank. She was just being
polite, that's all. Legata, if you show your hand to any nore Kardis and probe
their know edge, you won't live |ong enough to use the know edge you gai n.
There' re people out there who would kill you, rather than have a Tyrani an

| earn our secrets.'
My jaw dropped. 'You threaten nme?

She wi nced. 'No! I —I warn. And you know the truth when you hear it. Be

war ned. '

"I'"1'l have you whi pped! And sol d!"’

| couldn't have said anything worse. | saw her resolve harden before ny eyes,

as though | had cast her spirit in stone with the power of ny words.
She nodded. 'That is within your rights. But I will see to it that any Kard

sl ave you buy to serve you in ny place will watch you and report what you do.
Legata, if you pose as a Kardi and show that hand of
yours as proof, you are in danger. You will learn too nuch, and no Tyrani an

who knows too nuch can be allowed to live.'
I shook with shock and outrage. 'You want me dead!'’

"No, child. I love you. | have always |oved you. You are right; it is nmy fault
you never becane Kardi, and it is a decision | have had to live with all these
years. | could have deceived CGeneral Gayed and taught you all | knew, but I
didn't. I will never knowif it was the right decision, because | can never

know what woul d have happened had |I followed the other road.'

| felt the love and pity and grief of the woman who had been ny nurse, but
turned fromit. Right then, I wanted to believe the worst of her, not the
best, and her resol ve had not wavered. Vortexdam her, she had as good as

adm tted she was now spying on ne. It sounded as if she were contenplating
passing on information to the very Kardi rebels | was hunting.

Her tone softened subtly, inploring. '| beg you, Ligea, don't nake your death



necessary. Hi de your hand. Hi de your know edge of our |anguage. Wal k the
streets of Kardiastan as a Tyrani an, one of the dreaded Brotherhood. Because
if you dupe Kardis into betraying secrets by using your know edge of our

| anguage and your Kardi |ooks, there will be a hundred thousand peopl e ready
to fling a knife into your back.'

"You're going to tell them' | accused. 'You are going to tell them| ama
Kardi who speaks the | anguage and is intent on betraying their |eader."’

She shook her head and her distress was filling the air. 'l don't want to tel
them They would kill you the noment you stepped out of the door! Just prom se
me you won't disguise yourself as a Kardi and | won't say

a word, | swear. And I'll stop OGthenid from nentioni ng what she saw in your
hand. | can't tell them' she added in a whisper. 'How can |1? You are like a
daughter to ne. But | need your pronise!’

| stared at her. She neant what she said; her truth was blatant. But did she
know ne so little? "Al'l right," | said, ny voice gravelled w th genui ne anger
"You keep quiet and keep Othenid quiet, and I will do my work as a Tyranian
I"mproud of ny citizenship, and | don't need to hide behind a Kardi skin. Now
| eave me. And be glad |I'm not ordering your whipping.'

She | eft, her back proud and straight.

'Coddess,' | nuttered. 'What is this Kardiastan?

| 1 ooked down at my pal mand rubbed the lunp. A childhood nmenory surfaced: an
old sl ave wonman with aching joints and gnarled fingers telling ne, after I'd
hel d her hand, that | had 'the healing touch'. And a nuch later adult

recol lection: a tortured prisoner of the Brotherhood spilling out his secrets
to ne in gratitude because he thought I'd alleviated his agony, when all | had
done was pat himon the armin symnpat hy.

| shivered. It was all nonsense ... surely?

A knock at the door pronpted ne to pull nyself together. It was Brand, to tel
me a legionnaire had arrived to take ne to the Mlitary Headquarters. ' Cone
with ne," | said, suddenly in need of conpany. | laid a hand on his arm
feeling the hardness of his nuscle, taking strength fromhis solid reality.
"This is a nmad | and, Brand.'

He smiled slightly. 'l can't say | nuch like the idea of snakes on the
portico. Does it have a certain synmbolism do you think?

| tried to smile back. 'I hope not. Cone, let us begin to nmake the

acquai ntance of this fellow, this Mr Ager.'

CHAPTER SI X

| braced myself to face the street again. | was back anbng those seet hing

enotions that filled the air. Hatred dom nated. Hatred for Tyrans, solid in
its unity. The Kardis refused even to | ook at the |egionnaire who was
escorting us. Brand they stared at, intrigued. They considered ne with initial
i nterest, because of the darkness of ny skin, but once they'd taken in ny
Tyrani an wrap, ny bare shoulder, ny hair highlighted and styled in the
Tyrani an fashion, the glances would fall away, filled with contenpt.

Brand bent to whisper in nmy ear. 'They | ook at us as though they w sh us
dead,' he said.

'"They do,' | replied, with certainty. e
| felt unconfortable. Had fate thrown ny destiny into another wi nd, | m ght
have been one of these people. They | ooked so much like ne with their tan
skins, earth-col oured hair, brown eyes. A desert people who woul d have bl ended
into the brown soil and the burnt-sienna adobe of their buildings if it hadn't
been for the bright patches of colour in their clothing. The nen wore | oose
brown trousers, plain light-coloured shirts with full sleeves, sleeveless

bol eros, cloth belts —

and the boleros and belts were always in vivid, unpatterned prinmary col ours.
The wonen were all clad in the anoudain, and often the tops were brightly

col oured, orxadorned with a spray of enbroidery fromthe shoul der across the
sl ope of a breast.

| eyed themwith envy. | liked to wear trousers, but Tyranian custom frowned
on such informality outside the hone. | wondered if the highborn of Tyr would



approve of the anoudain. The long thin overskirt, slit alnmost to the waist on
either side, did lend a graceful femninity to the trousers underneath, yet
the wearer still had the freedom of novement trousers provided.

Anoudai n. .

The harsh light of the square flicked out and nenory swanped ny senses.

/ was in a tiny room being rocked with hypnotic rhythm | was drowsing, |ying
back in cushioned confort, a woman's arm round ny shoul ders, and the perfune |
associ ated with happiness was in nmy nostrils... until the noi se began. The
room |l urched. Screams, terrible screans of agony and anger. The wonman becane
anot her person, a frightening person, ripping away the filny skirting of her
anoudain to reveal the nore substantial trousers underneath; grabbing up a
sword —

/ cried out in ny panic. The woman turned to me, tenderness briefly returning.
"Hush, little one,' she said. 'Remenber, you are of the Magor. You must be
brave.' She took ny hand in hers and curled the fingers closed over the palm
"But fromthem —fromthemyou rmust always hide it. Do you understand, ny

preci ous? Always.' She hugged me and | ooked over my head to the woman who was
the third occupant of that tiny room T |eave her in your care, Theura. Do
what you can.'

And then she was gone, junping out with a ferocious cry.

Wien | nmoved to follow, the other woman held nme back and drew the curtains so
that | could not see —but not before I had glinpsed hell first. My nother

bat hed in gol den light, surrounded by evil, her sword cutting a swathe of red
blood ... gold and crinson, |ight and bl ood.

And | began to scream

The nmenory was abruptly, painfully, cut off. | tried to seize it again, to

bring it into focus, but it blurred away.

| knew part of me did not want to renenber.

"Are you all right? Brand asked, puzzl ed.

| took a breath, forcing nyself to nod. W were on the other side of the
square fromthe Prefect's house and | had no recollection of crossing the open
space to reach the white stone edifice dazzling in the sunshine in front of
ne.

Theura. That other worman in the roomof ny menory had been called Theura. And
just this norning, the slave Gthenid had called ne Theura ..

' The barracks,' the | egionnaire explained unnecessarily. The nunber of

gorcl aks tethered outside, all wearing nmlitary saddles, made it clear what
the building was. The aninmals did not seemto mnd the heat of the street;
their thick grey hides protected themfromboth sun and cold. | could never

| ook at themwi thout thinking of war. Wth their small mean eyes, their single
razor-sharp horn, the folds of thick skin they wore |ike arnour, the crue
spurs on nuscled legs built for endurance rather than speed, they | ooked as if
they had been created to be nobile battering rams. Machi nes of war, of death.
| thought of Favonius. He rode a gorclak

The Il egionnaire took us to nmeet Deltos Forgra, the centurion in charge, and
Del tos took us, w th obvious

reluctance, to see the weapon Mr Ager had used. Deltos was a tall, sad-eyed
man with a slow, neasured way of speaking, and he did not like the whole
subject of Mr Ager, or his weapon, a fact he made clear. 'The sword is
dangerous,' he said. 'W would destroy it if we knew how to.'

' Dangerous? Then why not learn to use it?'" | asked.

He gave a hollow | augh. 'We don't even know how to pick it up.' He lit a torch
and |l ed us down into the cellars under the barracks, then still deeper down
anot her flight of steps.

' Sweet Mel ete, wherever do you keep it?" | asked. 'In the sewers?

"In the furthest dungeon cell. There are eight |ocked doors between it and
daylight. Here we are.' He unlocked the | ast door and swung it open. In the

wi ndowl ess cell, a bundle lay on a table. Deltos renmai ned standing by the

door. 'That's it. It had to be pushed with staves onto the skin that waps it
now. Don't put your hand to it, Legata.' He nodded at Brand. 'You unwap it,



sl ave, but be careful not to touch it.'

| held Brand back as he noved to obey. "No. | wll."’
'Legata, if anything were to happen to you — Deltos began to protest, but I
was already unrolling the skin, spilling what it contained onto the table. At

first I thought it was just a sword. It was far fromgigantic; the Prefect's
menory was faulty on that point. It was, if anything, abnormally short. The
hilt and the hand-guard were ordinary enough, patterned but not jewelled. Then
| realised the bl ade was not forged nmetal as | had at first thought, but
translucent like frosted glass —and it was hollow The tip was open, the

edges razor-sharp. | reached out ny left hand to touch the hilt.
"Vortex, Legata, don't? Deltos cried. 'It's a spirit thing. Protected by —
Goddess knows what! Numina spells. | know it sounds ridicul ous.'

"Quite ridiculous.' A numen was an anoral spirit of ancient beliefs, not part
of our pantheon of deities. W weren't even supposed to believe in them any

nore. | turned to smile at him "It will not hurt ne, Centurion.' Somewhere in
nmy di stant menories, sonething told me | had nothing to fear. My hand cl osed
around the hilt and I lifted it fromthe table. It was as light as cork wood

and slipped into ny hold as though it belonged there. | uncurled ny fingers
and | ooked at the hilt again; there was a rounded holl ow there into which the
swelling on ny palmfitted when | closed ny hand. And the sword recogni sed ne.
Shock squeezed ny heart painfully, but | tightened nmy grip on it once again.
Deltos gaped as | held it up. 'Coddess! It took six men to carry it here. Six
men to lift it. And not one could touch it for the pain.’

| blinked at that extraordinary statement, but decided not to ridicule him He
bel i eved every word he said, so | decided to nake use of his credulity. 'Never
underestimate the Brotherhood, Centurion.' | wanted himto think it was ny

Br ot her hood associ ations that nade ne special, but |I knew differently. It
wasn't easy to quieten the fear —the fear of ny past, of ny blood, of what I
was —that jerked nmy heart to such unevenness.

| turned my attention back to the weapon that was not quite a sword. | slashed
it through the air, bringing it down on the table. Had it been gl ass, the

bl ade woul d have broken; had it been an ordinary sword, it would barely have
mar ked t he wood, because the force | used was insufficient to do nmuch danage.
Thi s

weapon sliced through the planks |ike a gorclak horn through horsefl esh.

' Goddess preserve us!' Deltos excl ai ned.

"A form dabl e weapon,’' | said, inpressed in spite of nyself. 'Tell ne,
Centurion, has anyone tried to steal this fromyou?

He shook his head. 'W spread the rumour we'd thrown it into the sea. The
Kardis don't know we have it. If 1'd had ny way, we would have thrown it into
the sea froma ship on its way to the Wld Waters.'

| smiled. 'You don't have it any nore. I'mtaking it.' | wapped it up once
again and tucked it under ny arm
"But, Legata, | can't let you do that! | don't have the authority —

' Perhaps not, but | do. The Brotherhood clains this weapon, Centurion Deltos.
Whul d you question the Brotherhood?

He was aghast. 'OF —of course not, Legata. But have a care.'

"That | will. Believe me, | haven't the slightest doubt of its potency. Now, |
wi sh to speak with some of the |egionnaires who actually saw this man, this
Mr Ager.'

"I"ll see to it.'" He ushered nme back upstairs. '|I have one of the nen who was
present during the torture sessions, as well as the officer who was in charge
of the execution. I'mafraid they are the only two who are here in Sandnurram
at the noment. \Wich one do you want to see first?

"The torturer, | think.'

"A man by the name of Achates. A rankman | egionnaire comng up to the end of
his time in Kardiastan. Not a torturer really, just an old reprobate who can't
keep out of trouble and is always given the jobs no one el se wants. He was
assisting only. The man

i n charge, Regius, died of blood-poisoning soon after.' He took us up onto the



second floor of the main wing of the building and indicated a door carved wth

mlitary notifs. 'You can use this office. | shall send Achates in to you
i mediately. Is there anything el se you require, Legata?
| shook ny head and he left. | |ooked across at Brand as we entered the room

"I don't want any word of this to cone to Aemid' s ears, Brand. Especially
not hi ng about the weapon.'

"As you wi sh. Do you want ne to stay now?'

"I'f you will." | would want to talk about this afterwards w th soneone

trust ed.

| went to the window to wait. The room overl ooked the Comrander's wal |l ed
garden. Several unfamiliar fruit trees and a nunber of flowerbeds were a
tangl ed mass of bl ossons —scarlets and purples and oranges predom nati ng.
"How bright the flowers are here!' | exclainmed. 'Have you noticed? Every
garden |1've seen seens to be overwhelmed with colour. It's as if the flowers
want to conpensate for the dullness of the trees and the | ack of grass and al
t hose brown buil di ngs.'

"Al'l that brown getting to you already, Legata? Brand asked. He sounded as if
he were secretly | aughing at ne.

'No, of course not. Wiy should it?" | |ooked at himsharply, but he was
opening the door in answer to a knock and had his back to ne.

The man who cane in did not ook like a soldier. He was a little too unkenpt,
alittle too knowing. | knew his type, though; |I had net it often enough
during the course of my work for the Brotherhood. He was the sort of fell ow
who woul d al ways be on the | ookout for a way to nake an extra sestus, but who
didn't like to take too many risks. He'd probably only

joined the | egions to escape trouble el sewhere. And he woul d have no
conpuncti on about uttering alie or two if he thought it would benefit him
'Legionnaire Achates? | inquired. I sat down at the desk in front of the

wi ndow and i ndicated he was to approach the other side of it.

He nodded, his glance roaning over ne in unconceal ed —but respectful —

appreciation. | said, 'l amLegata Ligea of the Brotherhood.' Hi s |ook
abruptly changed. Now he was deferential, but it was the deference of fear
not respect. 'l wish to ask you questions about the Kardi known as Mr Ager.'

The | ook changed again; there was an aninmal wariness in his eyes now, and the
fear | sensed deepened.

"What do you want to know, Legata?' Reluctance and trepidation warred wthin.
"First, describe himto nme.’

"Bout your height. Typical Kardi nud-colour skin and hair. Not overly

muscul ar, not like the slave you' ve got there.' He nodded at Brand. 'But no
weakling neither. Mdre like an athlete than a soldier. Handsonme sod, he was.
CGot a smle I'd walk a | eague or two to have: the sort of smile that charms
the wraps off the |adi es —beggi ng your pardon, Legata.'

'Did he speak Tyranian?

'"Ch, yes. Wth an accent, but passable.’

"What sort of torture was used on hin®

Achates stirred unconfortably. 'Ch, the usual. Branding irons, beating,
hangi ng wei ghts —

I looked at himin surprise. 'You' re lying. Wy?

The fear flared and he shuffled his feet.

"The truth, Achates.'

"That is the truth, so help nme, Legata.'

"It is not the truth.' Intrigued, | asked, 'Do you nmean to tell me the man
wasn't tortured at all?

"u He al nost choked on his alarm 'l didn't say that!'

'What did happen? Achates, |'mnot here to punish you. \Watever you say to ne
will not be repeated to any military authority. That is not the way the

Br ot her hood works. W deal with information —the truth. Tell nme exactly what
happened as you renenber it, and the only thing I'lIl tell your commandi ng

officer is that you' ve been cooperative. Lie to me, and you earn the ennmty of
t he Brotherhood. And | think you know what that means. We are not beyond using



the torture iron ourselves.'

He nodded with unhappy wariness. 'He was —Legata, he wasn't like no ordinary
man. He was a kind of —of nunen. Or worse.' He | ooked thoroughly m serable.
"If I do tell the truth, you'll call ne aliar.’

"Try ne.'

'Legata, | hardly believe it mself.'

" Achates, just tell nme what happened.’

He |icked his lips nervously. 'Wll, Rego —Regius, that is, he was in charge.
He did try to torture the fellow. But this Mr Ager, he could do things other
men can't. He could make things, um happen. Things that should never be able

to happen. | even —well, to tell the truth, I wondered if he could be a —
well, an imortal .’

| just stopped nyself fromsnorting. Inmortals were the offspring of a god, or
goddess, and an ordi nary human. Supposedly, they could not die of illness or

ol d age, although, as there were ways in which they could be killed, their
claimto true inmortality was suspect. They were reputed to have certain

magi cal powers. There were hundreds of tenple stories, religious-based nyths,
about how gods and goddesses cane down fromtheir heavenly hone in Elysiumto
seduce nmortal nen or wonen, but oddly enough all such stories seened to be
about the past. Fromtine to time someone woul d

1

cone forward to proclaimthensel ves an i mortal, but they were al ways
ultimately exposed as a fraud.

Once Achates started to talk, the story came pouring out of himas though he
was glad to be able to tell soneone. Mr Ager, he said, was brought into the
prison cells unconscious, with a lunp on the side of his head. The nonent he
showed signs of regaining consci ousness he was chained to the interrogation
table, initself a formof torture because the table was covered with uneven
prot uberances that dug into a man's spine. He'd answered the first question, a
request for his nane, readily enough: they could call himMr Ager, he said.
But when they asked ot her questions, he refused to reply, or gave
smart-tongued answers.

Regi us then ordered Achates to take the cane and beat the soles of the man's
feet, which he did. After a while Achates had the strange feeling he wasn't
actually touching the man at all; that the cane was stopped just short of him
as though an invisible sheet of glass covered his feet. The beating certainly
didn't seemto disturb Mr Ager. It didn't even seemto mark him

Regi us becane irate at the lack of reaction fromthe prisoner. He ordered the
irons heated and said he was going to put out one of Mr Ager's eyes to see
how he would enjoy that. Mr Ager showed no signs of worry. Then, when Regi us
held the red-hot iron up and began to cross fromthe fire to the interrogation
table, there was a flash of light and the iron suddenly nelted, dripping
molten netal all over Regius's hand. Mr Ager |aughed and none of them doubted
the Kardi had been responsi bl e.

They left himon the table that night and returned the next norning. Regius
was in terrible pain and

ready to tear the Kardi apart. They wal ked into the cell to find Mr Ager had
managed to free hinself fromthe manacles that had held him They were in

pi eces all over the floor, as if they had been cut. The wooden bar on the

i ron-reinforced door was al nbst broken through —and the bar was on the
outside. True, there had been a crack between the door and the door janb, but
it was just that: a crack. Wde enough for a papyrus sheet to have slipped

t hrough, nothing nore. Yet Mr Ager had been w thin a whisker of breaking out
of the room

None of them could di scover how he had done any of it. After that, they
doubl ed the nunber of chains he wore.

Regi us wasn't about to try heated irons again after what had happened the day
before. Instead, he ordered the Kardi to be suspended fromthe ceiling by his
arms, with his feet off the floor. Then a wei ght was hooked onto his
foot-manacles so that it, too, was off the floor. By this tine, they were so



rattled by the man's abilities none of themwanted to stay and watch. They
left himlike that, alone, for half an hour while they waited outside. Wen
they re-entered, at the very |least they hoped to find himsubdued, if not
begging for mercy. Instead, he was sitting on the floor, unhooking the weight.
The chain they had hung himfrom had snapped in two.

Again Achates licked dry lips. 'W was real scared, Legata,' he said. 'Me and
t he ot her assistant was beggi ng Rego to forget the whole thing, but Rego was
as riled as a fly-blown gorclak. So we doubl ed the chains and haul ed the
bastard up again. W'd barely finished, when the whole roomwas filled with
light, golden light. The pain of it was terrible, real bad. And Mr Ager told

us —in a voice as cal mas a woman nursing her
babe —that he was taking his pain and giving it to us, for as long as he hung
there. | sprung to the pulley chains to let himdown, right quick, | can tel

you, and not even Rego objected.'

They'd talked it over anmpbng thensel ves then, and decided they didn't want to
try again. They chained the Kardi in a cell with every chain they could find,
put a guard permanently outside and told the Commander that Mr Ager had been
tortured and wasn't talking. A day or two | ater he was executed by burning.
Rego died two weeks later, his hand all swelled up green and nasty.

And that's the truth, Legata,' Achates said, 'so help ne. It's not ny fault if
it sounds |ike one of themfolk nyths 'bout numina, You asked for the truth,
and you got it.'

T believe you, Achates. | can't explain what happened, but | haven't the
slightest doubt you have told ne what you think you saw.' | | ooked across at
Brand to see his reaction, but his face was inpassive. 'lIs there anything el se

| should know? What concl usions did you come to about his character?

"His character? Ah, he was used to being the cock on the m dden heap, that
one. Looked at us as though we were dirt specks on the floor."'

' Hi ghbor n?'

T would say. Proud bastard. Brave, I'Il give himthat. He was heaped about
with chains, lying in his own nuck, given no food, but he could still [augh at
us as though we were the bastards in trouble.' He gave a wary glance in
Brand's direction. 'Legata, if T could have a word with you in private, like

| nodded at Brand, who rose and left the room 'Yes, what is it, Achates?

"If you want to know nore, ask the Prefect's wife.'

| blinked. 'The Prefecta? Wiy woul d the Domi na Fabia know nore?

Achates gave a sly smile. 'She's a whore, Legata, begging your pardon. One of
t hem women who can't get what they need fromtheir man. She pretends she's as
pure as a virgin, but she likes to lay with the dirt. She pays me to bring her
down into the cells when the need is on her —waps herself in one of them
Kardi travelling cl oaks —and she wants the condemmed nen, no | ess. The worse
they are, the better she likes it.'

| gave no sign of surprise. |1'd heard stranger stories about even nore
unlikely people; it was the kind of thing those of the Brotherhood often

| earned about others. 'She cane and asked for Mr Ager?

Achat es nodded. 'She'd already seen him She was at the slave auction and he
took her fancy then. Couldn't have suited her better when he ended up in the
cells, condemmed to death. She came down the day before the burning. | didn't
want her to go to him not after all that had happened, but she can be a nasty
bitch.' He shrugged. 'So | let her have her way. After all, he had enough
chains on himfor a whole coffle of slaves and | checked to make sure they was
tight. 1 let her into the cell and waited outside, like |I always do. Usually
she cones out looking like a legionnaire that's just had the free run of a
brothel, but not this tinme. She was as white as fruit-pith. Reckon he'd just
about scared the piss out of her. She hasn't been back since. Ask her about
him and see what you get. But don't say | was the one as told."'

' The Brotherhood never reveals its informants,' | said. '"All right, Achates.
That will be all. See that the other man | want to talk to is sent in, wll
you?'



Brand ushered the second legionnaire in a nonment later. Hi s nane was Ci ceron,
a centurion nearing

retirement who obviously resented having his conpetence called into question
by a nenber of the Brotherhood —or, for that matter, by anyone. 'That Mr
Ager died,' he said flatly. 'He was burned to death. This man who's wanderi ng

around creating problens for us el sewhere is soneone else. | reckon Mr Ager
is just atitle. Wien the first one died, another took it over. There's no
nmystery, no fantastical escape, still less the resurrection of a dead man.'
"Way was there so nuch snmoke at his execution? | asked neutrally.

"I checked the wood beforehand,' came the defensive reply. "It was dry. The
only thing | can think of is soneone sprinkled something on it for its

nui sance val ue. The snopke was awful : horrible choking black stuff. | tell you,

Mr Ager was burnt to a cinder, but he probably suffocated to death in that
snmoke first.'

'"Were any of the crowd near the fire?

"No. The pyre was ringed with | egionnaires, at |east until the smoke started —
then they just ran. They couldn't do anything else. But it was Kardi sl aves
who coll ected the wood and brought it to the square in the first place. They
could have tanpered with it.'

'How was Mr Ager tied?

"Hi s hands were manacl ed to one another behind the stake. Wat el se was
necessary?

'He seened to have a knack of freeing hinmself fromlocked nmanacles,' | said
mldly. 'Did you search the ashes afterwards for bones?

He expl oded. 'No, we did not! Wy should we? The man was dead. It is customary
just to shovel up whatever is left, ashes and all, and throwit into the sea
so no one can gather the remains for burial. W don't want these people to
make martyrs out of their

crimnals. Come to think of it, though, | did see a |legionnaire retrieve the
manacl es, what was left of them They had cracked and bent, the fire was so
hot once it got going.'

"Who did the shovel ling? Legi onnaires?

"Hardly. Slaves, naturally.'

Sl aves, who m ght not have nentioned an absence of bones for reasons of their

own. | al nost sighed in exasperation; it was going to be hard to prove what
had really happened, one way or the other. Had he died ... or not? | said,
'Describe Mr Ager for ne.

"Tall, brown hair and eyes, your colouring, Legata —and fit —he had an

athlete's body. He | ooked surprisingly alert for someone who had been
tortured. Snelled as high as a rotting nidden, of course. Everyone does after
being in the torture cells. But he wasn't as weak as they usually are.’
'Did he speak?

"I asked himif he wanted the prayers of a priestess, and he | aughed."

" Anyt hi ng el se?'

He hesitated. 'Well, when | ordered a legionnaire to light the fire at his
feet, he said, "You'll be hearing of me, Centurion. Don't think to rid the
Exal tarchy of ne so easily."'

"What did you take that to nean?

Ciceron grimaced. 'That the Kardis would use his name to rally support for
t heir damed insurgency. There was an unusually big crowd at his execution
and the cromd was resentful. The place bubbled |like water on the boil —it was
al nost frightening. To be quite frank, |I was glad of all that snoke. It

cl eared people out of there.'

"Did you actually see the man burni ng? Be careful how you answer.'

"Wll, no," he said reluctantly. 'l can't say | did. Wen the snoke started
had to step back along with everyone else. My eyes were stream ng, | was
doubl ed up with coughing. By the time the snoke was gone, the flanes were
fierce and you couldn't see anything in there.'

"You don't think he could have been an imortal ?'

He gave ne a look as if | had taken | eave of ny senses.



| nodded. ' Thank you. That will be all."’

The man left, his resentment drifting after him and Brand | ooked across at
me. 'Was he telling the truth, Legata?

| picked up the weapon, still wapped in the pelt.

'"Ch yes, as far as he knewit. But if by some mracle

this Mr Ager freed hinself, neither C ceron nor

, anyone el se would have noticed. O so it seens to ne.'

'"Do you think he did escape?

"I doubt it. | suspect Ciceron is right. Mr Ager is nerely a hereditary
title, and we have to | ook for whoever has inherited it. Let's go back to the
Prefect's house. | want to have a word with the Prefect's wife next.'

"What are you going to do with the sword?
"Nothing for the time being, except keep it hidden. But it's apparently a
form dabl e weapon. Imagine if we could discover howto use it and make ot hers

like it. If we can't, well, it mght serve a purpose as bait. If Mr Ager did
escape, if he's still alive, then | rather think he would give a lot to have
it back. If he died, well, perhaps the new |leader will want it just as badly."'
"If he's still alive, then he's to be feared,' Brand warned. He eyed the

wr apped sword uneasily.

"So aml,' | said grimMy. '"So am1."'

* * *
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"You wanted to see ne?' Doni na Fabia was reclining on the divan in her private
quarters and, although polite, she did not bother to rise when | was ushered
i n. She was highborn, after all, and | was nerely adopted. It was a subtle

di stinction sonme people |oved to make.

| said, '"If | may.'

'"OF course.' She waved a | anguid hand at another divan. 'This heat is so
debilitating, | think. Wuld you like me to call a slave to fan you?

"No. | would prefer this conversation to be private.'

She raised a surprised eyebrow, her highborn arrogance quick to flare. 'Wat
can you have to say?'

"You know | hold rank in the Brotherhood?

'Yes.' She began to cool herself gently with a scented fan

' The Brotherhood keeps its secrets. Qur job is to hear of trouble before it
happens, to trap traitors before they have a chance to damage the Exaltarchy.
W do not judge. W nerely pursue the truth. W keep many secrets.'

' So?' she draw ed.

'"So, | want to know what happened when you went to see Mr Ager in his cel
bef ore his execution.'

There was the faintest of pauses in the fanning notion of Fabia's hand, but no
other reaction. 'l did no such thing.'

"I know you did, Domina. You asked this man to service your need, and
bel i eve he turned you down. | wi sh nmerely to know what he said. It may be of
use to ne.'

' How dare you insinuate sonething so, so disgusting!' Her indignation was

fal se; she was all anxiety.

She reached for the silver bell on a side table, but | was there first,

cl osing my hand over hers. 'No,

Dom na. You don't want anyone else to know of this. This is between you and
me. Do you know what it is to defy the Brotherhood? Have you any idea what it
woul d do to your husband's career? | can see to it that you never |eave
Kardiastan. O | could tell your husband —all of Tyrans, in fact —that you
visited the | owest scum of the prison cells."'

"You're hurting ne!'

| released her hand. 'You have only one chance, Domina. | will not wait. Wat
happened between you and Mr Ager?
She rubbed her hand. 'You bitch,' she said. 'I know you people. You'll have

this inscribed on a tablet for the rest of nmy life. And every tinme you need
something fromme you will get it. There's no escape once the Brotherhood has



you! Al right, all right, 1'lIl tell you. The bastard | ooked me up and down as
though I were the one who was lying in the dirt of my own waste and said he
woul dn't fuck me if it was his last day on earth. Which it was, of course.
Sarcastic bastard.'

'"So then you tried to seduce him

A slow flush started on Fabia's throat and noved up to her face. 'How do you
know t hat ?'

J know you. A guess nerely. It would be what | would do." If | had your kind
of perverted needs.

"Well, yes, | did. | slipped out of ny wap and put ny hands on him —where it
counts, you know. And he was as flaccid as a wilted flower. He | aughed. He
dared to laugh at nme and said | was as sexless as a neutered gorclak.'

| gave the faintest of smles. 'I don't suppose you let himget away with

t hat ?'

"I went to claw him There was nothing he coul d have done; he was chai ned up
like a bale of shleth

pelts. | would have made hi mas sexless as a neutered gorclak —

' But ?'

"I couldn't. He stopped me sonmehow. There was a sort of barrier —I couldn't
see anything, but it was there nonetheless. | couldn't get out of there fast
enough. He was a Kardi numen. There are nunina here, you know. Strange things
happen all the tinme, you'll see.' She shivered. 'Wll, | guess | always knew
if you play with fire you get burnt. Goddess, how | hate this country.'

| rose to ny feet. 'Thank you, Domina. | don't think | will need to put any of
this on file." | smled blandly and |l eft the room
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CHAPTER SEVEN

After dinner that night, I waited until the whole house was quiet and the | ast
of the slaves had gone to bed before reaching under ny divan to take out the
weapon | had hidden there. | examned it again, running nmy hand over the hilt,

touchi ng the snoot hness of the glass-like material in the short blade. It had
a —a perfection about it, a flaw ess essence to it, and | began to wonder if
it had not been crafted by nortal man. | considered the nyriad stories about

gifts fromthe gods: arrows fromthe Goddess of the Hunt, books fromthe God

of Wsdom dream powder fromthe Goddess of Sleep

Swords from ... Melete? Ccrastes? Ridicul ous!
| prayed to Melete, on occasion, | gave noney to her temples, but that was
nore habit or expedi ency than conviction. In ny heart of hearts, | was dubious

about the existence of any of the pantheon of gods and goddesses who
supposedl y governed the different aspects of Exaltarchy life. Yet, as | sat
there with that sword in ny hand, | felt it was somehow god-given. The idea
was so outlandish it confused ne, a confusion overlaid with the nenory of that
gol den

worman tearing away her anoudain and snatching up a simlar weapon..

Vortex, | couldn't have been born of a goddess, surely?
My whol e body rebelled at the thought. | was no imortal. | was just me, Ligea
of Tyr

And then the inner doubt spoke again: You are a woman who knows when ot hers
lie. Who senses enotions on the air as easily as pungent scents or evocative
sounds, who has a touch that apparently sonetinmes takes away pain. |s that
nor mal ?

| had faced death in Brotherhood service, but I'd never felt the fear | felt
right then. Inmortal. Doonmed never to age arid die, to be condemmed to watch
all I knew vanish into old age and death and dust, waiting for an end that
never cane... | could think of nothing worse. Better to be insane. Perhaps |
was. | sank down on ny knees beside the divan and rested ny forehead on the
sword hilt. | took calmng breaths and tried to clear the tendrils of doubt
before they coul d perneate deeper. | was Ligea. Brotherhood Conpeer. | was
better than this.

Unbi dden, ny m nd ranged outwards until it touched the famliar. Brand,



sl eepi ng sonmewhere below in the slave quarters. | cal med, and began to think
agai n.

Silently, | took up the sword and left ny apartnents. |If the Prefect posted
guards, they must have all been outside in the gardens or beyond the walls,
because | net no one. My bare feet made no sound on the marble floors as |
made ny way, after several wong turns, to Brand. | paused outside his door
checking with nmy senses that | did indeed have the right place. Then | took a
night lanp out of its niche in the passage and let nyself in, glad | had
insisted on a single roomfor him a privilege of a favoured slave. | shut the
door behind ne.

The room was not nuch bigger than a cupboard. A low table and a raised
platformfor the sleeping pallet were the only two itenms of furniture. | put
the lanp and the still-wapped sword on the table, next to an enpty jug, and

| ooked around. Brand, clad only in a loin cloth and half covered in a bl anket,
was sound asl eep and gently snoring. Hi s clothes hung on a hook behind the
door, his personal pack was on the floor —all he owned, if a slave could ever
be said to own anything. It seermed pitifully little after thirty years of
life.

'"Brand?' | asked quietly. He didn't stir. | sat on the edge of his pallet and
shook his arm Even then it took several rough shakes before | elicited a
response. At a guess, that jug had contained wine, and the Prefect's Tyrani an
sl aves had been nore than hospitable to an Altani freshly arrived with news of
Tyr. Brand had been feted that evening.

He struggl ed awake, befuddled with wine and sleep and still not opening his
eyes. 'Wo's tha ?

"It's only me, Brand. Legata Ligea.'

He opened one eye. And spoke, a tentative 'Ligea? The eye stared at ne,
puzzled, and then I felt the other enotion in him Wen he reached out a hand
to touch ny bare shoulder, | was —in ny astoni shnent —unable to nove. He

mur mur ed, ' Sweet Goddess ... | have dreaned of this, but never thought —
"No," | said in a rush, aghast, and leapt to my feet. | wanted to unhear the
words, to have themunsaid. 'No. You m sunderstand. | brought the weapon down.
| wanted you to hide it. | thought if I kept it in ny room Aemd would find
it, and it's inportant she doesn't know about it.'

He scranbled up, fully awake now, and coldly sober, hope dead in his eyes at
nmy rush of words. He cut off

his enotions fromne as he said, 'My apol ogies, Legata. | was half asl eep, and
| fear | had too much to drink this evening.' But even as he said the words,
we botii knew it was too |late to take back what had just happened. || 'On,
Brand,' | said, trying to hide how appalled I was. 'I'msorry. | never

guessed. You —you hid it so well."' But then, he always had kept his enotions

hi dden. Ever since we were children together. Damm, damm, dam.

"What was the point? I'mjust a slave and you had Tri bune Favonius.' He

gl anced across at me with a calculating | ook. 'He's not here now You nust be
m ssing him'

"Yes, but —Ch, Brand. Ch damm it, you are —you are like a brother to ne. |
don't think of you that way.' M thoughts were nore shocked: Acheron's mistsl!
You're ny slave! | couldn't be having this conversation. | didn't want to have
this conversati on!

"A brother? he said bitterly and then, echoing my thought, 'I'myour slave.'
He rai sed a hesitant hand to touch ny hair. 'l've never been your brother. And
a slave you could bed, for all that customdictates otherw se.'

'"But we were brought up together.' Don't say it, Brand. Don't say it.

' That doesn't make us siblings. And it's not | ove of Favonius that stops you,
either. You don't love him' He said that with utter certainty.

"No —no, | suppose not. He's a friend and he fulfils a need."’

"l could also be that. And I wouldn't ask for nore than | could have.' He
trailed his fingers fromny hair to ny face. 'I have |loved you since | was a
boy; in all those years, |'ve learned to be content with very little.' He bent

to kiss me, gently brushing ny mouth with his |lips and noving his hand to cup



nmy breast, but

bef ore he coul d deepen the kiss | pulled back. Hi s hand remai ned where it was;
the shining flecks in his eyes flickered.

"l can't, Brand.' For once, | could read his enotions, and | rather w shed
couldn't. | was aware of a deep bitter grief filling the roomand knew how
much 1'd hurt him He must have guessed it was nore ny disdain for a

sl ave-lover, rather than any sisterly affection, that stopped ne from desiring
him | felt shamed, and didn't understand why.

H s hand slipped away and his eyes dropped. 'I'Il take care of the sword,
Legata,' he said, voice neutral. He went to pick up the wapped weapon from
where | had placed it on the table —and found he couldn't nove it. Startled,

he withdrew his hand. 'Ccrastes' balls —it's so heavyl How can you lift it?
| was glad to change the subject and said, 'It is not heavy to nme. \Were shal
| put it?

He hesitated.

| quirked an eyebrow at him 'Ah, you too, Brand? What are you afraid of?

Num na?

He | ooked at ne, amused. 'If it is a nunmen's plaything, what does that make
you?'

| made a wy face. 'Wat indeed? Inwardly I just felt sick. | heard nyself
silently repeating the words, J amno immortal. Nor a numen. There are no such
bei ngs. Probably never have been ..

He tried to dinminish his unease with a laugh. 'Put it under the pallet against
the wall. It will be safe there. No one will find it.'

| did as he suggested and turned to go. 'Thank you. Goodnight, Brand.'

' Goodni ght, Legata.' There was a familiar trace of nmockery in his voice and
his enmotions were once nore veil ed.

Soft-footed, | started back to the main sleeping quarters of the househol d.
Gl lanmps flickered in wall niches, the snell of the burning nuted by the
perfunes added to the fuel. The halls were dimand silent. My thoughts were a
chaos of swearing. Wiat in all Acheron's damable m sts was the bl oody man

t hi nki ng of ? How coul d he possibly think I would respond to his | ovenaking?

| enbarked on another of those silly, futile conversations |I sonetines
conducted with nyself: Your fault, Legata. It was you who insisted on treating
himas a friend.

The reply: He is a friend, damcm it. That's the way | wanted it. The way |
still want it. | need a friend ... .

You wanted himin your bed. You wanted to say yes just then

| am not going to bed ny sl ave.

You coul d go back

Shut up! < | entered the corridor leading to ny apartnents. A single flane
still burned at nmy doorway, unnoving, as if pasted onto its |anp. O hers had
guttered, dinmmng the passage. | wal ked on, preoccupi ed, towards nmy door
passing the silent row of statues with their marble faces made grimby the
lack of light. And then that final lanp flame fluttered, dancing the shadows
of those carved watchers

Sonet hing had created a current of air at ny door

| stopped, uncertain of what | was seeing. The formof a man, yet he had no
solidity. A transparent and ethereal man, a painting done on glass. No

pai nting though. He noved.

| did two things at once, both instinctive. | stepped out of sight behind a
statue, and | drew ny knife. And stood nere, imobile, while all the hairs on
ny arns

rose up ... The man wal ked t hrough my door and into nmy bedroom | had cl osed
my door —and it was still closed. The man had wal ked t hrough t he polished

pl anks of wood. And di sappear ed.

| didn't believe in shades of the dead. | was neither superstitious, nor given
to hallucinations, nor easily deceived by tricks of the light or sleight of
hand. | wanted a | ogical explanation. Yet, as | stood there in silence,
peering out fromunder the armof a life-sized statue of Bator Korbus mounted



on a plinth, a shudder skidded up ny spine. | took a deep breath and tried to
renenber exactly what | had seen

A naked man about mnmy height or a shade taller. Miscular, as well sculpted as a
statue of a naked conpetitor in the annual ganes. | hadn't seen his face, but
a fluidity to his novenment spoke of a man still young in years. Hair too |ong
for a Tyranian. He'd worn it, Kardi-style, tied back at the nape with a thong.
H s skin could have been Kardi brown, although it was hard to be sure when he
had been so ... ethereal. | had seen through him | was sure of it, the way
one coul d see through a glass of white wine held up to the light.

A shade had just entered nmy room A shade from Acheron?

O a god perhaps, in sone ... otherworldly fornf

| couldn't believe | was thinking this. It was madness. \Wat was happening to
nme?

| stayed where | was, still motionless. | thought of rousing the househol d,
but quelled that thought inmrediately. | was a conpeer, not sone noondaft
madwonan. | couldn't admit to being scared of a shade. And if | said I'd seen

one, and no one else' did, then | was going to nake nyself an object of
ridicule. So | remained where | was, sweating even in the cool of the night
air, waiting for Goddess knows what.

Five mnutes later, the shade wal ked back through the door. No, not wal ked. He
seeped through the door. And stopped. And hovered, then slowy turned his face
inm direction, his features too transparent to be recogni sable. There was a
dark circle on the back of his hand, |ike a wound.

| held nmy breath. My skin prickled. It was dark where | was, and he was in the
light of the |anp outside ny door. If his eyesight was normal he would find it
difficult to see ne, hidden as | was. However, he was alert, poised, holding
hinself the way | did when | was sending ny senses outwards. | tried to sense
himin turn, but couldn't. Not unexpected, | suppose, seeing he was only a
ghost. Or a shade. O something el se equally intangible.

| thought: He can't see me, but he knows |'m here.

For a breath-halting monment, we stood |like that. And then he turned and

vani shed, gliding away |ike w nd-wafted m st.

Back in ny owmn rooma few mnutes later, | saw nothing to indicate sonmeone had
entered while |'d been gone. Nothing had been di sturbed. The floor was
spot | ess.

| shook, as if the foundations of nmy life were crunbling and | could find no
security. Too many things had happened that day; piling on top of all that had
preceded. The nother-figure of nmy chil dhood had threatened nme with death; the
sl ave- brot her of ny adol escence had proclained hinself |over; the abilities |
had were taking on new and frightening dinmensions in this, the land of ny
birth. | was either flirting with madness, or soneone had drugged nme into
seeing things that couldn't exist, at least not in the Iand of the living.

Per haps this was connected to what had happened back at the Meletian Tenple in
Tyr. A conspiracy to make nme believe in the gods of the pantheon? To have ne
consult the tenple priestesses, to seek out the cult of Melete? Wll,

wouldn't do it. | was the |logical conmpeer. | was the Tyrani an who bowed to a
goddess nore as a matter of conformity than belief. Who hoped there was an
afterlife awmaiting, in a not-too-daunting Acheron, after the Vortex had

whi sked her away from her body—but who was not wholly convinced of any of it.
Cone on, Ligea. You are the cool - headed conpeer. Think

| turned to the nore solid of ny reservations. | started to make a list in ny
head of the things that bothered me nost, trying —in vain —for dispassion
Who had wanted me to go to Kardiastan so badly they had connived with the

Mel etian Hi gh Priestess and the Voice of the Oracle to make it seemlike a
good idea? If it had been the Exaltarch hinself, Bator Korbus, then why? | was
not so inportant in the overall schene of things, was |?

Why had the Prefecta's Kardi slave called me Theura? Did | really renenber
that word frommy chil dhood, but applied to soneone el se? | | ooked down at ny
palm at the swelling there that had so startled O henid she'd dropped a

pi tcher and earned herself a beating. It had been so inmportant to ne as a



child that | had tried to keep it hidden. No other Kardi |'d ever net had such
a lunp. Was it a curse, a blessing, an accident of birth that the Kardis had
some superstition about? What did it nmean? It had fitted so neatly into the
holl ow on the hilt of MrAger's sword... | should have asked if anyone had
noticed a lunmp on his hand. No, perhaps that wouldn't have been a good idea. |
didn't want to draw attention to my own.

| thought of the sword: how could it be so heavy to Brand that he could not
lift it, yet solight to me | could pick it up with two fingers of one hand?
What was | ? The bastard child of a goddess? |Imortal ? Someone who coul d see

t he shades of the dead? Kardi nobility? They say only the highborn fight in
Kardi astan ...

Remenmber —you are of the Magor... but fromthemyou nmust always hide it.

Al that had once been solid was dissolving. | shivered.

| did not know nyself.

CHAPTER EI GHT

Two days later, there was a report, which the Prefect inmediately showed to
me, fromthe city of Madrinya, capital of Kardiastan. A | egionnaire, who had
been present at both the slave auction in Sandmurram and at the execution
swore he had seen Mr Ager in the capital, very nmuch alive.

There was ot her news from Madrinya as well, none of it good. Wthin the city
itself, no less than four senior |egionnaire officers, all men known for the
severity of their treatnment of |ocal people, had been found slain. Al had
burn marks on their chests, and in each case there was no evidence to indicate
who was to blanme. In addition, there had been a steady stream of slave escapes
fromthe city. The situation was so dire some Tyrani ans were reluctant to

allow their slaves any freedomat all. Requests were being made for
| egionnaires to stand guard on the houses of high officials to stop further
r unaways.

Few of the escaped sl aves had been found. Even worse, a military caravan
carryi ng new supplies of weapons from Sandnurramto Madrinya was m ssing, gone
with as little trace as water poured into desert

sand. Forty legionnaires, their mounts and the carts of supplies they had been
acconpanyi ng had sinply vani shed between one wayhouse and the next. The only
clue was a report that a group of twenty or so shleth-mounted Kardis had been
seen in the area. 'Terror riders,' Prefect Martrinus nuttered.

The backstreets of every town whi spered of how a nan called Mr Ager, or

possi bly Mrager, was responsible, directly or indirectly, for all the deaths,
sl ave escapes and | egi onnaire di sappearances —but nothing was ever said

openly.

As soon as | heard all this, | made arrangenents to set off for Mdrinya.

I was glad to go. | hadn't seen any nore shades, but | had not been sl eeping
wel | in that bedroom either.

When | spoke to Prefect Martrinus about ny intended journey, he suggested we
take horses, but | asked for shleth riding hacks. My request had sent

| egi onnai res scurrying out all over the city searching for suitable nounts,
because our arny did not use them

Unlike the Prefecta, | liked the | ook of the aninmals. The size of sturdy
horses, they had coats of wool, large clawed paws rather than hoofs, and no
tails or manes. Their main divergence fromthe horse, however, was their
possession of a third set of linbs: long jointed feeding arns, usually kept
tucked out of the way in grooves along the sides of the neck. To eat, they
used the three digits at the end of these arnms to pluck | eaves or grass, which
t hey then passed to the nouth.

When we all assenbled at the arnmy headquarters on the day of our departure,
Brand contenpl ated the beasts with a jaundiced eye. 'Wiy did you decide on
them rat her than horses?' he asked.

'Because the Kardis ride them even though they al so have horses,' | said.
"Ah.' He nodded, follow ng nmy reasoning. 'The |ocal barbarians know best, eh?
He paused briefly to poke his riding crop at a snake trying to insinuate its
way into one of our still-to-be | oaded packs. 'Let's hope it's not the



breedi ng season. | understand they —the shleths, not the barbarians —have a
tendency to becone irascible when the fermales are on heat. It is comon then
for a rider to conplain of being pinched black and blue by the fingers of his
mount . '

| glanced at him but his face was bl and as he watched the thwarted snake
glide away through the dust, and I couldn't tell whether that |last remark was
a joke or not. Since the conversation we'd had in his room he had reverted to
his usual faintly amused, calmself. That night-tine exchange m ght never have
happened fromall the signs he gave. Once again, | was left with the feeling
that, for all we had grown up together, | scarcely knew him

"What do you think about our audi ence?" he asked a nmonent later, jerking his
head at a group of Kardi nmen and wonmen who were standing across the square,
wat ching the travel preparations w th inpassive faces.

| had beconme used to Kardis always turning away fromus; suddenly to be the
focus of Kardi attention was unsettling. The hostility of this particul ar
group was obvious to nme, as always, but this tine | could al so sense intense,
urgent curiosity. These Kardis wanted to know what was happeni ng. 'They're
just interested,' | said, but I was thinking: They are spying on us. | didn't
like the feeling.

Brand snorted, but didn't comrent. He said instead, 'Tell me, Legata, how do
we learn the trick of riding these beasts?

| "Aemid will teach us. She is famliar with them' | |ooked across at the

sl ave worman, who was standing patiently by the [uggage, waiting to nmake sure
it was correctly | oaded. She was wearing an anoudain —which |I certainly had
not paid for —as she always did now She delighted in enphasising her Kard
origins even as she discouraged me from publicly acknow edgi ng ny own.

I was still angry with her and had not solved the probl em posed by her
disloyalty. No doubt if | did anything to threaten the Kardis, Aem d would
warn them | did consider having her jailed under a mlitary guard, but the

t hought of incarcerating the woman who had raised me was ultimately
unt hi nkabl e, just as it was inpossible to consider selling her. In the end, as

much as the situation galled, | decided it was better to |let Aem d keep watch
on me. After all, | was an expert at manipulating things to ny own advantage,
wasn't |?

| turned my attention back to the preparations for our journey. The nounted
| egi onnai res acconpanying the three of us to Madrinya mlled around on their
gorcl aks. They were clad in their uniforms: short tunics |eaving their knees

bare, worn with the usual cuirasses, greaves, helnets and sandals. | nyself
had di scarded my wap for a tunic worn over |oose trousers, a Tyranian outfit
nmore comonly worn by artisans. | didn't care if it was unstylish; | was

determined to ride rather than endure the disconforts of a litter or cart, and
it was inpossible to ride anything wearing a Tyrani an wrap.

| caught the eye of the |legionnaire officer and asked, 'I'mtold the tradeway
i s paved the whol e di stance?

"That's right,' he agreed. 'Designed by Tyranian military engineers, built by
sl aves. An easy journey

now compared to what it used to be. Used to take four weeks in the old days.'
Al t hough most of Sandmurram was wholly Kardi, the admnistrative and
commercial quarters around the Prefect's residence had a distinctive Tyranian
face and this was the area where | had spent nost of my time. There was much
that was fam liar, toning down the strange. It was not until | left Sandmurram
altogether that | appreciated just how different Kardi astan was from Tyrans.
Qutside the town, even the Kardi sky had a character of its own: a vividness
to the blue nore intense than el sewhere, a clarity made nore noticeable by the
| ack of clouds. When | remarked on the lack to Aemid, her reply was a terse:
"It never rains in Kardiastan.'

I ndeed, numerous tracts of stony soil and sand nmade her assertion easy to
bel i eve. Nothing seened to live in these desol ate areas, although they had a
kal ei doscopi ¢ beauty. The sands were nulticol oured, often spread with
intertwined swirls of colour as though the wind had sorted out grains of



di fferent weights or densities to create patterns. Sonetimes w nd-bl asted
rocks were heaped in the centre of such patterns, their tortured shapes
struggling out of the sand like the petrified remains of |ong-dead nonsters.
And then, just when it seemed Kardi astan was a dead world, we would cone upon
a wide, gentle-sided valley where it was hard to believe it never rained. In
these lush vales, the soil was rich, the vegetation prolific and fl ocks of

wat er bi rds ski nmed azure pools and | akes. | liked the contrast, the abrupt
change fromthe hot reds and oranges and browns of the desert sands and stones
to the cool greens and blues of the |owlying areas between.

'But where does all the water cone fron?' Brand asked in wondernent. Aenmid's
expl anati on, begrudgingly given, was that in such [owlying areas water seeped
up fromunder the ground to create havens for life; it was only the higher
areas between that were dry.

Most of the valleys were settled by Kardis. Donestic animals grazed under the
wat chful eye of Kardi herders. WId coppices separated fields planted with
grain and other crops; fruit trees lined the neadows. Every so often
windmlls with hide sails punped water to irrigation systens. Villages and
towns were never built in the centres of these dales as m ght have been
expected, but on the edges where the soil was too dry and stony to be tilled.
The houses were of adobe and bl ended unobtrusively into the desert |andscape
beyond t hem

Curious to see the interiors, several times | stopped and asked an owner's
perm ssion to enter. The request was never refused, but we were never offered
the hospitality of a seat or a drink, either

Cool and diminside, the roons had stone-tiled floors and sinple w cker
furniture. | thought them spartan and was inclined to be disparaging —until |
saw what Tyrans had w ought.

Where the Tyranian civil or military adm nistration wanted wayhouses, they had
erected vast stone and narble buildings, usually on a | akeside, marking the

| andscape —as Brand asserted —Ilike gorclak turds in a flowerbed. For the
first time | found ny admiration for Tyranian progress was tinged with
enbarrassnent. | had once regarded such nmonunents as magnificent, synbolic of
the m ght and grandeur of Tyrans; now | | ooked and saw an oppressive | ack of

i magi nation, a desire to donminate rather than to bel ong. Wat was Tyrani an
suddenly seened to | ack grace and subtlety.

The Tyranian architecture out of a Tyranian context night have irked nme, but
my reaction to it appalled nme. | couldn't understand how |, who had al ways

| oved all that was Tyranian, could feel that way. This strange land with its
nmystic beauty was shreddi ng the solidness of the foundations on which | had
built my life, and I didn't want to | ook inside nyself to find out why.

Still, ugly buildings or not, | was glad enough to accept the conforts of a
wayhouse after a day in the saddle. To sink into a perfuned marble bath, to
have cl ean cl othes and a choice of seven or eight dishes at the evening neal,
to | ounge agai nst the cushions of a divan and listen to a slave play the songs
of Tyr —that was paradise, even if it neant putting up with the sullen
service of Kardi slaves, slaves who becane even | ess hel pful than normal after
t hey had spoken to Aenid

The worst part of the journey was the crossing of the valley that furrowed

t hrough Kardiastan |like a gorclak trail through snow Kardis called it the
Rift and it had a grandeur that was magni ficent when seen fromits southern
lip: red walls sliced downwards in colums and pleats to a flat valley floor
strung with | akes, far below. In the distance, two days' ride away, was the
north wall, just as steep and form dable. It took us a day to descend to the
val l ey on a zigzag path, and once we were there, we were buffeted by fierce
gales barrelling up the Rift. It may not have rained in Kardiastan, but it
enmulated it in that place. The wind swept up water fromthe | akes, mxed it
with red dust and whipped it at us in stinging slashes; by the tine we reached
the north wall, everything we had was danply pink, including the shleths.

At | east the shleths were stoic; the gorclaks were not nearly so conposed.
Even when the wind was at its



worst, the shleths shielded their eyes with their feeding arns and pl odded on;
t he gorcl aks tended to go berserk, baul king at every nmovenent, bellow ng their
di spl easure and di stress, swinging their great heads to and fro as if they
could shred the wind with their nose horns. Every | egionnaire had trouble;
several were thrown and others had their mounts bolt.

There were two wayhouses in the Rift, one clinging to the foot of the south
wal I, the other huddled up to the north face, neither with any permanent
staff. The continuous whi ne of the wi nd woul d have crazed anyone forced to
live there. None of our party slept rmuch during the nights we stayed in them
| suppose we all spent tine thinking about the |egionnaire caravan that had
vani shed sonewhere al ong the paveway to Madrinya ..

The arduous day's clinb out of the valley seenmed a pleasurable stroll after
the hell of the floor of the Rift, and by conparison the rest of the journey
was al nost a carefree holiday.

Aem d cried when she saw Madrinya. She had been born there, raised there, but
this was no longer the city of her childhood. That old adobe town with its
brown buil dings and quiet well-squares had | argely disintegrated in war and
conquest. Wiite Tyrani an marbl e and pink stone edifices now gl owered I|ike
ungai nly nonsters al ong what had been a wooded | akeshore, while the
once-fashi onabl e Kardi buil dings had begun to crunble into a senbl ance of the
Snarls, conplete with scumcovered drains, vernmin and the stink of poverty.
Even I, viewing the city first fromthe back of ny shleth, felt a nonent's
pang. It seenmed alien, an excrescence on the face of the |and.

' The Pavilions have gone,' Aenid whispered as we rode in through the
outskirts.

"What were they?' | asked.

'The palace ... and other buildings. They used to stand over there ..."' She
pointed to where the city's stadium built of |ocal stone, now stood. There
were tears on her cheeks. 'That's where the Magoroth died,' she added in a
whi sper. 'In the Pavilions.'

| 1 ooked across at her and felt a tw nge of anxiety. She had not stood up to
the journey well and now the shock of seeing the Madrinya of the Exaltarchy
rather than the Kardi city of her youth appeared to have shrunk both her body
and her spirit, as if by growing smaller, by being | ess aggressive, she could
avoid further pain. She was dimnished. | felt her depression like a black

cl oud hovering about her, darkening her spirit.

"W'| |l be at the Governor's residence soon,' | said, trying not to show ny
alarm 'Then you can rest. | shall make sure soneone attends to you.'

gl anced at Brand, reassuring myself that he, at |east, had not changed. He'd
enj oyed nost of the journey just as | had and now rode his shleth with the
same easy grace he possessed on horseback

Still, since that night in his room there had been a subtle shift in our

rel ati onship. He m ght have been the same, but | was finding it harder to see
himas a slave first, and a nan second. A man with a nan's desires and needs;
a man who saw nme as a desirabl e woman before he saw ne as his owner. | pushed
that unsettling idea away in a hurry. It was a conplication | didn't want to
deal with right then, not when | had a job to do in difficult circunstances.
Instead, | reached behind to touch the weapon | had stowed across the back of
nmy saddle. It vibrated

slightly at ny touch as though it were a living thing. On the journey | had
been very nuch aware of its presence, but oddly enough, the shleth did not
seemto notice its weight any nore than | had. | felt an intense desire to
meet this Mr Ager face to face, to find out what sort of man carried such a
weapon. If he were' still alive. It occurred to ne that if he were, then he
m ght present the greatest challenge of ny career as a Brother

| felt the famliar thrill of anticipation. The excitenent of a hunt, the
chal | enge of a cunning opponent, the false trails and wong turnings, the
sudden inspiration that solved a problem the unravelling of a plot: those
things | understood and | oved. Especially that final nmonent when everything
cane together, when the eneny fell into a trap of ny devising —it was as



satisfying as the climax of lovermaking. It made life wormliving.

I was suddenly gl ad Rat hrox had sent me to Kardi astan

Two hours later, the Governor was droning a bitter tirade about the country
and its heathen people into ny ears. Like nost officials | had net in

Kar di astan, he seened to have succunbed to a feeling of hopel essness, the only
bright point he could see in his future being the day he would return hone.

Kar di ast an had defeated him

"W' || never change these people,' he said. 'Never. My wife died here, you
know. They said it was a fever, but | know better. She died of a broken heart.
She coul dn't take being surrounded by hate every mnute of every day. | try to

explain to those back in Tyrans what it's |ike, but how can you put such
things in witing so that others can feel it as we do? | felt nyself

to be still young when | came here. | was anbitious then.' He ran a hand over
his bal ding head. 'Now I'mas old as the desert itself and fit only to sit in
the sun by the sea in Tyrans and renenber.'

| did not corment, saying instead, 'Tell me what you know of this Mr Ager.'
"Not hi ng. Except the Kardis still seemto think he's alive, and a | egionnaire
of ficer —a good man —says he saw him a few weeks back. Rumpur has it he
wasn't burnt to death and that he now runs a secret escape route for slaves,
spiriting themaway into the desert and so to this place called the Mrage.
Sone say he was the one who nurdered the officers; oners say he was
responsi bl e for the disappearance of the military caravan. That can't be true.
At least, he certainly couldn't have done all those things by hinmself. W are
not facing a single eneny, but a whole host of them —the whole Kardi nation
if you ask me. And they are slaughtering our nen w thout mercy. The |egions
call memterror riders. They are no better than savage beasts.'

"How bad is this business of runaway slaves?'

"Terrible. A nmost every househol d has | ost sonmeone; sonetines as many as hal f
their slaves.' He kneaded the worry lines of his forehead with restless
fingers. 'We hardly ever seemto catch those who escape. They just disappear
like norning mist in the heat of the sun. W tried to replace themw th paid
servants, but the Kardis refused to work for us freely. They have to be
forced. So now we seize people off the street for mnor infringenments and give
themterms of limted enslavement. | thought perhaps if they could see an end
to their slavery ahead in a year of two, they wouldn't want to escape. It does
seemto help.' He heaved a noisy sigh. 'What else can | do? Legata, presunably
this Mr Ager, Mrager, or whoever he is, is

some kind of a leader. If you can catch this man, we will be eternally obliged
to you. Wthout him perhaps the Kardis will |ose heart.' He spoke as though
he thought such a happening was unlikely.

"Il do mnmy best.'

"Are your apartnents, er, suitable?

‘"Ideal. | notice they have separate access to the street.'

"I thought —you being a Brother —it might be best — He trailed off,
enbar r assed.

"You were right. | do like to come and go unobtrusively. Should | disappear

for a few days at any tinme, please do not concern yourself.'

He nodded tiredly. 'Is there any way | can hel p you? The orders you brought
are explicit. You are to have every facility extended to you.'

'You have already very kindly arranged for a wonan to attend my slave and for

a physician to see her, but there is sonething else. | would |Iike the services
of a bronzesm th. Soneone who is discreet and absolutely trustworthy.'
He nodded again, with a total lack of interest. '"I'll get a mlitary man.'

H's despair irritated nme and | was relieved when | finally left his office and
headed back across the gardens to the apartnents where Aem d and Brand and

had been quartered.

Brand greeted ne at the door. 'Cuess what,' he said cheerfully. 'There are no
brown snakes in Mdrinya.'

"Don't tell me —they're yellow instead."'

He | aughed. 'You spoiled nmy line. No, there really are no snakes. But wait



till you see the beetles. They're the size of a man's fist, and they're
everywhere! Be careful not to tread on theny they spit back.' He pointed to a
blistered patch of skin on his ankle.

| grimaced. 'How s Aem d?

"Wirse. The Governor's physician has been. He says she's just worn out,
enotionally as nuch as physically. She has to be kept quiet for a few days. He
agreed she woul d be best sedated, just as you suggested.'

'"Good. This whole trip has been nmore of a strain on her than | anticipated.'

Still, 1 thought, this couldn't have happened at a better tine fromny point
of view ..

PART TWD

DERJA

The next norning, after the smth had left, | surveyed nyself in the mrror

wi th smug satisfaction and then showed nyself to Brand. 'Wat do you think?
asked and spun on ny heel so he could see ne fromall sides.

Hs |lips gave the faintest of quirks. 'Not particularly appropriate to your
personality."'

"Hmph. Whay do | have the feeling you nean that as an insult?

"Slaves do not insult their owners. It is not wse.'

| turned to face the mrror again. The woman who stared back was not the one
normal ly there. This woman was a sl ave, wearing a bronze slave collar around
her neck, and she was wholly Kardi. | smiled, and felt no guilt at breaking ny
prom se to Aenmid. How could she have ever thought |I would let her dictate the
way in which | served Tyrans? She knew me not at all.

| turned nmy head to see nyself better. My hair, instead of being caught up
hi gh on ny head, was free about ny shoulders. It was crinped because | had
slept with it plaited, and it |acked its usual artificial gold highlighting.
As a consequence, it appeared

T HAPTER NI NE

dar ker and thicker. The change nade ny face seem younger, but also nore
peasant-like. The anoudain | wore was typically Kardi: the bodice and the
panel s of the overskirt were pale green and enbroi dered, the trousers darker
My satisfaction suddenly vani shed. This wasn't nme. This was a Kardi wonan.

Di sgust crawled ny skin. O was it foreboding?

"You are unrecogni sable, Legata,' Brand was saying, 'but it takes nore than
clothes and hair to fool people.’

"Are you worried about ny command of the Kardi |anguage? | amfluent, | assure
you. Aemid taught me well. If | use outdated idions | can explain it away by
saying | have lived in Tyrans for years, as a slave to the Legata Ligea. Don't
worry about me, Brand. |'ve gone in disguise often enough in Tyrans.'

'"But never as a slave.' He reached out and touched ny collar. 'This does nore
than encircle your neck. It turns you into a chattel. A thing. You can no

| onger behave as though you have any rights to anything. A slave has no
rights. And don't forget, in Tyrans you had the Brotherhood behind you no
matter what hellish hole you stepped into. The Brotherhood is a |ong way from
here.' For a brief nmonent he deliberately unveiled his feelings so that | was
swept with his concern, his fear for ne.

| turned fromthe mirror, sobered, to stare at himin silence. "Ah,' | said at
| ast —a sigh of understandi ng and acceptance. 'Stupid of ne. How | ong have
you known | could read feelings as well as lies?

"Since | was a lad. It took ne alittle longer to find ways to hide ny
enotions fromyou; Wat do you do, snell then?'

| shook ny head. "No. It's nore |ike having another sense altogether. One that
interprets die way people

feel. | don't need to see the person, or hear them speak, and | certainly
don't need to snell them

He wanted to ask me nore, | could tell. | did not give himtinme to frane

anot her question; | didn't want to have to explain the inexplicable. | said,
"You are nmuch cleverer than | ever gave you credit for, Brand. | had no idea
you hid yourself deliberately. | always thought ny inability to read you was a



flaw in nmy talent —that what you did was nore, um instinctive, rather than
intentional." | forced a smle. 'I will be careful. Mreover, you will be
following me. Get me a water ewer fromthe kitchens, and then we'll go.'
Madri nya may have been a Tyranian city, but the area just beyond the
CGovernor's residence managed to retain its Kardi appearance. The street
leading to the well-square was of hard brown earth; the walls on either side
wer e adobe, the plainness of their facades broken only by the house gates.

| had no intention of lingering, but when | heard nmusic | came to an abrupt
halt. The sounds of several stringed instrunents being played in harnmony
drifted out fromone of the houses through a gate left ajar: Kardi nusic, a
pl aintive, mournful tune with a conpl ex counterpoint weaving through the

mel ody. It was the first nmusic | could renmenber hearing in Kardi astan and so
it should have been alien to ny ears —yet | was suddenly awash with | ongi ng,
so noved | stood as still as a tenple pillar, forgetting where | was going,
oblivious to the presence of Brand behind ne. The clothes | wore, the |anguage
| heard spoken around ne, served to reinforce sonething the music awakened.

I had thought of Kardiastan as a culturel ess, barbarian land. This nusic did
nore than give me the

lie, it stirred the Kardi soul | hadnt even known | possessed. The wench of
that mel ody pulled nme into another world, into nenories of childhood | had
tucked away out of reach

Pl ayi ng hopsquares. Being cuddl ed when | cried. Sitting on a man's knee
hearing stories told. Paddling at a | akeside. Loving and being | oved..

The thoughts | had then were of things that had never bothered ne before. 1'd
never thought a brown skin made ne a Kardi. |'d never thought an accident of
birth ensured nmy allegiance. | was Tyranian by inclination, by upbringing, by

desire, by citizenship. Yet now the nere sound of a few instruments made ne
guestion who | was.

Shaken, | bl ocked out the sound, quenched the nmenories and wal ked on. Don't be
stupid, Ligea. You are Gayed's daughter, educated to be a hi ghborn woman
of Tyr.

The wel | -square was a wholly Kardi scene too, but at |east it aroused nothing
in me except a vague distaste. By the tine | arrived, it was crowded. In
contrast to Tyr, the market stalls along one side conducted their business

wi t hout argumentative bargaining or noisy rivalry. | saw no beggars. In the
m ddl e of the square, in the scant shade of a defornmed tree, slaves and free
Kardis waited their turn to draw water. The stone well with its narrow steps
was only w de enough for one person to go down to the water's edge at a tine,
but those in the queue were orderly, chatting anong thensel ves, with no
pushing or jostling for position. They canme just for drinking water, | knew,
prof essional water sellers transported water used for general household
purposes up fromthe | ake i n anphorae on shl et hback

The use of such a primtive nethod of collecting water puzzled me. Surprising,
too, were the large spitting beetles lurking around the lip of the well, their
Wi ngs shining iridescent purple, their spit drying in dirty yell ow pools on
the brickwork. Wiy hadn't Tyranian culture prevailed here, as it had in nost
conquered cities? Wiy hadn't the administration replaced the well with a
public fountain or channelled water to the city al ong aqueducts? Wiy hadn't
they rooted out the pathetic excuse for a tree, planted parks, eradicated the
beetl es? How did the Kardis manage to maintain their identity so easily?

| thought | already knew the answer, even as | framed the question. No Kardi
ever cooperated on anything —and that nade change difficult, especially when
there was little | abour other than what the Kardis cared to supply.

Even as | hesitated at the edge of the group waiting at the well, | heard the
tail end of a conversation confirm ng ny thoughts. A youth was saying,' — and
so when he wasn't |ooking, | dropped the bag of grit into the mll mechani sm

Chewed everything up beyond repair in five mnutes. You should have heard what
he had to say! He was as wild as a whirlwind.' The lad | aughed. 'But the
barracks has had to buy its flour fromold Warblen ever since and | don't

think they'Il try to mll their own again —



I noticed the difference in being a Kardi anong Kardis i mediately. The
speaker had not bothered to | ower his voice at nmy approach, none of these
peopl e turned frommne, there was no hate hanging in the air around them

"New here?' a voice asked in nmy ear. | turned to find a girl of eighteen or
so, with large brown eyes and a pert, inquisitive manner, smling at nme. She
was

wearing an iron slave collar. 'l haven't seen you before,' she added.

| gave what | hoped was a shy snile

"Put the jug down in the queue first,' she said, indicating ny ewer. 'Someone
will nove it along for you. Cone and sit on the wall with ne.’

| did as she suggested. | glanced up the street as | settled down on the | ow
wal | bordering the steps to a house, to see Brand | oungi ng beside a horse
out si de a shop, as though he were caring for the animal while waiting for his
nast er.

"I"m Parvana,' the girl said. 'What's your nane?

"Derya.' It was a Kardi nane, of course, one | had chosen for nyself.

"\Where are you fronf

' Sandmurram —once,' | said and added the story | hoped woul d explain any gaps
in my know edge, 'but my mistress took ne to Tyr some years ago. We've only
just cone back to Kardiastan.' | stopped, afraid of saying sonething

i nappropri ate.

Luckily Parvana was happy to do nost of the tal king and before long 1'd

| earned her father was a street sweeper, her nother carded shleth wool for a
spi nner, while Parvana herself had sold twine for a string-maker. She was
new y ensl aved, bonded for deliberately untethering a mlitary gorclak which
had been tied to the gatepost of her house. Her termwas only six nonths and
she was working for one of the mlitary officers and his famly. As she told
her story, | realised there was one aspect of the Kardi |anguage, at | east
anong people of her class, that Aenid had failed to teach ne. Parvana used
swearwords with a flair and variety that spoke of much practice; unfortunately
| didn't know what nost of them neant.

'The (curse) work's not (curse) hard,' she was saying, 'but those (curse) sods
t hi nk we poor (curse) bints are only (curse) here to be (curse) screwed.' |
blinked. It was an inpressive string of expletives for one short sentence, and
Parvana hadn't repeated herself once.

However, | didn't need to know the neaning of the words to realise she was far
from phi |l osophi cal about her position; the only decent part of her day was
when she had to fetch the water; the rest was torment. The officer's wife
fondl ed her whenever she could and Parvana was sure it was only a matter of
time before she insisted on nore. Then, because they lived in mlitary
quarters, it was a constant battle to dodge randy sol diers, nmany of whom did
not have their wives or famlies with themand ached to relieve their
frustrations on any avail able fermal e. And sl aves were consi dered avail abl e.
Sitting there listening to this recital, | had a sense of unreality. The girl
was describing a life that seened nore fable than truth; did the Exaltarchy
really make sl aves of people for so little? What could it possibly be like to
be soneone's toy, to be fondled at will? Did | egionnaires really hunt down

sl ave worren to use as they pleased without fear of disciplinary action? This
was not Tyranian law. This was not the kind of civilisation the Exaltarchy was
supposed to extend to the conquered peoples of its provinces.

I must have let some of ny distress show on ny face, because Parvana said,

wi th numerous nore unidentifiable words in between, 'Ah, don't | ook so upset,
Derya. |'ve nmore or |ess decided howto wiggle ny backside out of this one —
if | can't escape, that is. I'mgoing to let the cat think she can bed ne
eventual ly.' She grinned. 'Maybe she'll get me a pretty

bronze neckl ace like yours, instead of this bloody big castration ring. And if

| play it right, she'll at |east keep the other pricks out of ny trousers.
What's the matter? You |l ook as if you' ve got a beetle up your arse —-
| saw ny opportunity. | made a show of | ooking around to nake sure no one el se

was listening. 'I have a problem' | whispered. 'I don't know what to do.'



As | had intended, ny secretive, conspiratorial tone inmediately had her
interested. 'What is it?

'Parvana, listen, ny owner was sent here from Tyr by the Brotherhood. Have you
heard of the Brotherhood?

She shook her head, her eyes already wide with wonder. She wasn't quite as
jaded as the rest of her conversation had suggested.

'"It's a secret, um cabal of men —well, nostly men, working directly for the
Magi ster OFficii. My owner was sent here by the Exaltarch hinself to find a
man the Tyrani ans know only as Mr Ager.'

I had worded the latter sentence carefully and was rewarded by her breathless,

' The Mrager!'’
| nodded. 'Yes. Parvana, |'ve been in Tyr. | don't know what has been
happeni ng here. | heard the Mrager was burnt alive in Sandnurram...'

She snorted. 'You don't want to believe what Tyranian sods say! OF course he's
still alive.'

| endeavoured to | ook relieved. Inside, | was perplexed. Could the man really
have survived? | said, '|I have sonmething of the Mrager's that nust be
returned to him Something | eft behind at the slave auction in Sandnurram And
| have to warn himof danger fromthe Brotherhood. |I rmust talk to him but I

don't know how to contact him What can | do?

Parvana's air of world-weary disenchantment vani shed fast. 'Don't worry —I
don't know any of

t hose col d-arsed Magor bastards, but we all know how to pass a nessage —one
that will get right to the balls at the top if need be. WIIl you be sent for
wat er tonorrow?'

I both heard and felt her breathless awe and guessed she wasn't as disparagi ng

of the Mrager as her vocabul ary suggested. 'Yes,' | said, 'I will." .' 'Then
be here. | shall tell you what to do then.' She junped down fromthe wall
"It's my turn to get the water. 1'Il see you tonorrow.' She gave a happy snile

and went to pick up her ewer, now at the head of the |ine because an obliging
sl ave had been nmoving it along in front of his own.

That was easy, | thought. But the Mrager may well be a different matter

What sort of man survived his own execution?

My thoughts were abruptly interrupted by a thunder of hoofs. | turned ny head
to see two gorclaks being ridden at racing speed down a | ane that disgorged
into the square. The riders, both junior officers, were whipping their beasts
and calling for a free way ahead. The people at the well scattered in fright
as the ani mal s pl oughed into them One ol der wonan who wasn't qui ck enough was
brushed aside, a child disappeared under churning | egs, ewers were smashed.
The first rider, |aughing, brought his whip down on a Kardi nman who shook his
fist at the racing nen. The other gave a whoop of delight and caught the
awning over a fruit stall as he rode by, so that the whole stall collapsed in
on itself, spilling produce

Then they were gone and the silence they |left behind them was deathly. The
child, ripped open fromthroat to pelvis by a gorclak spur, lay in a w dening
pool of blood so thick it seened bl ack. A worman rose to her feet, |ooked
around in a panic —and saw what

she didn t want to see. She sank down again, onto her knees this tineg,

twi sting her hands over and over as if she were participating in sonme strange
ritual of cleansing, of absolution. Her nouth caverned open, but no sound cane
out .

The square was filled with hate and | found nyself part of it, hating with a
bl ack hate, despising those |aughing nen for their casual mnurder, dreaning
revenge.

The crowd closed in on the body and the grieving nother. | slipped down from
the wall and went to fill my ewer, but ny thoughts were el sewhere.

"I"'ve witten a message for the Mlitary Commander,' | said harshly. 'See that
he gets it, Brand.' | had renoved ny slave collar —unlike other such collars
it snapped open —and |1'd changed ny clothing, but the atmosphere of the



square was still acid in nmy mnd

Brand took the scroll | handed himand, after a nod fromne, read it. He

rai sed a sardonic eyebrow. 'Harsh words, Legata.'’

'"Officers, Brand! Behaving like that! Fortunately the gorclaks had their
nunbers new y painted; it should be easy enough for the Commander to have them
identified and punished.’

"But will he bother? They only killed a Kardi child, after all.’

"That's what's the matter with this place,' | snapped, even though |I knew he
was deliberately baiting nme. 'The standards that apply back hone don't seemto
apply here. How can we earn the loyalty of the people we rule if we behave
like | awl ess ravagers oursel ves?'

He gave a cynical snort. 'You won't change anything with this note. Haven't
you | earned yet that any society practising slavery is innately unjust? Wen
you have

the power to make a free nan a chattel to be bought and sold, then it is you —
not the slave —who | oses humanity; you who becone a little |less than what a
man or a woman should be. The systemis marginally less arbitrary in Tyrans
simply because | esser nen |ike those | egionnaires are not at the top of the

nm dden heap there; they are near the bottom'

| wanted to deny what he was saying, to brush the words asi de because | did
not like them but the scene in the well-square stayed with,me. And | knew at

| east one part of what he was saying was true: the systemhere was arbitrary;
it was too dependent on the whinms of. individuals. Back in Tyrans, power was
di vided up: the Exaltarch, the Brotherhood, the generals, the highborn, the
nmoneynasters, the court praetors, the tenple priestesses, the trademasters —
everyone had his or her say. There were checks and bal ances even the Exaltarch
had to obey. But here, in Kardiastan? The Governor, the Prefects —they relied
on the legions to enforce the law and the only courts were mlitary ones. It
was a system, that could be easily abused; and in ny heart | knewmnmlitary
men were notoriously unwilling to discipline their own kind for crines
conmitted against civilians, especially subjects who were not even citizens of
Tyr ans.

"I am sure other outposts of the Exaltarchy don't have a simlar, um anarchy
as here,'" | said in protest. 'Besides, we only enslave those who have
conmitted a crine. Some would say that slavery is a preferable punishment to
other forms. In Assoria they used to cut off the right hands of thieves. In
Corsene they used to blind them Nowadays, in all the Exaltarchy, thieves and
other petty crimnals have a chance to | ead useful lives as slaves, well fed,
cl ot hed and housed. Society is therefore nore stable. Crinme is reduced. The
puni shment is nore tolerable. Wich is better?

'Legata, enslavement was just as arbitrary in Altan, where | was born, as it
appears to be here. Do you know why | was nade a slave? No, of course you

don't. You never bothered to ask. Well, now perhaps is the tinme for you to
learn —ny parents died. | was ten years old."'

"And —2' | pronpted when he did not go on

"That's it. | was ten and parentless. There was no one to protect ne. No one

to protect the property that was ny father's. It was stolen and | was sold
into slavery, with the open connivance of the |egionnaires stationed in Altan
Where was the crine that justified the sale of a grieving ten-year-old boy
into alifetine of slavery? That is the truth of your Tyranian civilisation
Legata. Certainly we have peace —but at what price?

| didn't want to think about what he was saying. | |ooked away fromhimto
pick up the slave collar again and fiddle with it. It felt weighty,
cunbersome, awkward in a way | hadn't even noticed when | was wearing it.
Brand stood quietly, waiting for sone acknow edgenent of the truths he
uttered. | should have scolded him Chided himfor criticising the Exaltarchy
that ruled him but the Altani and | had a - nore conplex relationship than
that. | said finally, 'You' ve never spoken like this before, Brand. Wy now?
"You've only just started to listen.' He held up the scroll. T shall deliver
this.' He turned and wal ked away, |eaving nme feeling upset and restless. It



was all too easy to renenber a pool of blood, black blood, seeping into a
worman' s clothing as she knelt, winging her hands..

The next norning, | thought about having Brand foll ow ne again, but | did not
want anything to jeopardise my neeting with Mr Ager. The Mrager. | would

ri sk going alone. Brand did not protest ny

decision; | would have been surprised if he had. W both knew bei ng a nmenber

of the Brotherhood often invol ved danger. W both knew | revelled in risk and
that nothing Brand said would ever change that.

Parvana was in the group of wonen waiting at the well. She nodded to nme and
drew me apart fromthe rest. 'Leave your ewer. I'Il fill it and leave it over
there, with the vegetable seller just behind us. You can pick it up any tine.
Now, see that neat-arsed hunk at the fruit stall on the other side of the
square?' ;, | |looked around. There was a nman, a Kardi with no slave collar
idly poking at sonme fruit on display while he chatted to the stall owner. |

put his age at about thirty, and took in his slimbut muscular build and easy
posture. | turned back to Parvana and nodded. 'lIl see him'

"In a mnute he will begin to wal k away. You nmust follow him He will take you
to the person you want to see.'

Across the square, the man bought some of the fruit, placed it in his belt bag
and, w thout glancing around, began to nove off even as Parvana smled

encour agenent and took ny ewer. | crossed the square and entered the I abyrinth
of lanes on the other side, keeping the fellowin sight. | tried to probe
ahead to see what his enotions were, but the alleys were full of Kardis doing
their early nmorning shopping and it was inpossible to separate one person's
feelings fromanother's. | was jostled by the crowd and found nysel f pushing
in an attenpt to keep up with ny guide.

It was ny fault, of course; slaves did not jostle |egionnaires. Slaves were
subm ssive and polite, not pugnacious. But for a nonent | forgot | was a slave
and shoved a | egionnaire out of my path. He grabbed at ny arm and yanked nme to
a halt.

Vell, well, he said, in Tyranian. What have we here? A willing slave wench
throwi ng herself into nmy arns?

| pulled away sharply and stepped backwards, only to find nyself seized from
behi nd. Another voice said, 'No, into mine | think, Xasus.' Laughter followed
as this second nman pulled ne hard back against his chest, his intrusive hands
fondling ny breasts. | stood rigid with shock

Two nore | egionnaires came up, grinning. 'Hey, what about us, Evander?' one of
t hem asked the man who was holding ne. 'l could do with a poke and she's not
bad —for a Kardi.'

"Way not?' the one called Evander replied. '"Let's find a place.’

"I noticed some sacks of grain stacked in the alley back there,' Xasus said.
"Just the spot.'

Hardly able to credit | was hearing this conversation on a crowded city
street, | twisted in ny captor's arns and said —in Tyranian —' How dare you!
Let me go, this instant or you'll find yourself feeling Brotherhood justice.'
Evander did not release nme, but the others | ooked stunned. 'Wo the Vortex are
you?' one of them asked.

"Ah, er, ny mstress is Legata Ligea of the Brotherhood, at present residing
with the Governor. She'll have you skinned alive and sold for slave neat if
you touch ne!'

Xasus backed off a little. 'Perhaps we ought to let her go,' he said to the
others. T don't want any shit with the Brotherhood. And |'ve heard of that
particul ar bitch. You don't cross her and get away with it. My cousin was a
tax inspector in Tyr until he ran foul of her. Now he's a scribe in Ganmed and
his name is mud in Tyrans.'

'Since when has a slave told a | egionnaire what he can and cannot do?' Evander
grow ed. 'Damm it, Xasus, you reckon any Brother is going to give a shit about
a slave?

"You'd better believe it,' | snapped. 'She's very fond of ne.’

Xasus held up both hands in a gesture of defeat. 'I'moff,' he said.



But Evander was not going to give up his prize so easily, and one of the
others was prepared to follow his | ead. The crowd around had thinned out,

gi ving us space; people were backing off, concerned, wary, not knowi ng what to
do. The oppressive hum dity of their hate for the | egionnaires hung in the
air, but no one actually noved to hel p ne.

| caught sight of the man | had been follow ng, as he came back to see what
had happened. He was broadcasting his concern before him as strong to ny
senses as incense is to the nose. Wth what | hoped was unexpected suddenness,
| sagged in Evander's arns and he lost his grin. Wile he was off-bal ance, |
whirled and jabbed himin the throat with stiffened fingers. It was a
deceptively harm ess-1ooking blow, but in the Brotherhood we called it the
Vortex-strike for its ability to send the recipient to Acheron. The jab was
hard, crushing his larynx and slamm ng into the bl ood vessel behind; the shock
stopped his heart as effectively as an arrow in the chest woul d have done.
didn't wait to see what happened; | was already running. Behind me | heard an
outraged cry of: 'The frigging helot has killed him Get her.'

My gui de saw ne com ng, turned and dodged into an all eyway, also running.
darted after him The |egionnaires, spurred by fury, were not far behind, but
nmy gui de knew what he was doing. W hurdled a | ow

wal I, dashed across a deserted courtyard and ski dded through an archway into
anot her crowded square. Back inside the crowmd he dropped to a brisk walk to
make our passage | ess obvious.

| risked a swift | ook behind. The | egionnaires were shouting to someone in
front of us: nore |egionnaires. My guide changed direction. He grabbed my hand
and pull ed me through another archway into a narrow | ane hemred i n by adobe
walls. The alley itself was a dead end, but several wooden doors set into the
wal l's, intricately carved, hinted at an illustrious past for the Kardi hones
behi nd t hem

W thout hesitation the Kardi opened a door and pulled me into the courtyard
beyond. Once it had been a spaci ous garden for a wealthy man's home, now it
was an untidy fow -run surrounded by crunbling tenenents. A nunber of

curl -feathered hens scratched diligently in the dirt. There was washi ng
hangi ng out to dry from al nost every saggi ng bal cony bordering the court, but

there was no one around. | was pulled across the open space to the unkenpt
straggl e of bushes against the wall on the other side. My guide forced his way
into the heart of them still drawning me with him | was about to protest that

t he bushes weren't thick enough to hide bom of us when he slipped sideways and
di sappear ed.

| turned to follow and found nyself squeezing through a narrow cleft in the
wal | and into a rectangul ar recess beyond. Its purpose | couldn't begin to
guess at, except to wonder if it had once been some kind of storage space.
There was barely roomfor us both. | was jamed up agai nst nmy gui de, my head
squashed down to tuck in tight under his chin, ny hips hard against his, ny
breasts flattened against his chest. The only place he could put his arnms was
around ne. He snelled faintly of spice and sweat —and squashed fruit. H's
belt pouch, oozing peach juice, was flattened between us.

"Huh,' he said, anused, and continued in Kardi, 'It wasn't nearly so small
when | was a kid hiding fromny sister here.'

"You live here?

' The whol e building was nmy father's house once. Now | have a single room
above. Can't say |'ve been in this cubbyhole for a few years, though.' He was

al nost | aughing. 'Sorry about this —lI'mafraid we're stuck here for a while.
I think the | egionnaires may have seen us di sappear into the lane; they wll
have every house searched. W will have to wait until they are finished."'

He had barely stopped speaki ng when we heard voi ces shouting and the startled
squawki ng of the hens in the courtyard.

"Pull the place apart if you have to,' someone said in Tyranian. 'If there's
as much as a mouse hiding in the building | want to know about it! Bring
everyone you find down here.' | didn't know the voice; it did not belong to

any of the |egionnaires who had assaulted ne. However, it was cl ear one of



t hose nen was present because the next words, spoken in | ower tones were,

"You, legionnaire —you stay here. | want you around to identify that
nmurdering thrall if they turn her up.'

The Kardi bent to whisper in my ear, 'Not a sound.'

| nodded and resigned nyself to waiting. The noi se continued: voices raised in
protest, the sound of breaking wood, running footsteps on stairs, children
crying, hysterical hens clucking their distress.

It was unconfortable squashed as we were. My back was pressed agai nst rough
adobe, ny arns were pinioned by his. | twisted ny head slightly to | ook out

t hrough the entrance crevice. The bushes grew thickly

to bl pck out rmuch of the light, but | could just see novenent on the other
side. The sane voice, now alarm ngly close, was saying, 'Check these bushes,

| egionnaire."'

Tension stiffened us both, and the novenment, as slight as it was, janmed us
still tighter against one another. A rustle in the |l eaves was an explosion to
nmy ears; someone was using their sword to poke into the branches. Sweat, mni xed
wi th dust, trickled down nmy neck, and ny slave collar seened unbearably tight.

| felt no fear; | was hardly in any danger from Tyrani ans. No one except the
Br ot herhood itself would dare to question the killing of a rankman | egi onnaire
by a Brotherhood Legata. If | were caught, all | had to do was explain who

was and what had happened. It wasn't fear that built the tension in me; it was
excitement, the provocation of the chase, the stinulation of pitting myself
agai nst anot her

The tension was pleasurable. | noved my head slightly to relieve the crick in
nmy neck and found ny face alnost on a level with the Kardi's, my nmouth
brushing his chin. H's snell was pleasant, his hard rmuscularity tenpting. No
hint of his enotions now reached nme; he had obscured hinself, just as Brand

did. I was intrigued.

He stirred against ne in turn. At first, | thought it was merely disconfort at
our cranped position. Then | felt the real reason for his unease pressing into
my hips. | jerked ny head sideways so that | could focus on his face. He was

| ooki ng at a point sonewhere above ny head. The light was dim but | thought I
could see a flush colouring his cheeks. Indignation swelled inside nme: how
dare he!

Before | could do anything to indicate ny displeasure, | felt himquivering.
It took nme a nonent

to identify the cause. Laughter. | had no way of expressing ny anger;

couldn't nove, and | certainly couldn't risk saying anything for fear of being
heard. | stayed rigidly still while the cause of his amusenent remained
abundantly clear to us both. Then, reluctantly, my lips twitched. The
situation was funny. Despite his |aughter, he was enbarrassed —but there
wasn't anything either of us could do about it. |I sucked in my cheeks and
tried to suppress the chuckles threatening to erupt.

H s head di pped and his |lips brushed m ne gendy, tentatively. | wanted ny
anger to return, but it stayed obstinately away. Hi s nouth closed over m ne
tender, then demandi ng as his tongue probed and | responded.

The sounds of the search outside continued. Irate officers snarled their
irritation, legionnaires vented their frustration in nuttered asides to one
anot her. Neither of us noved to break the kiss. Neither of us wanted it to
end. | could no longer distinguish the tension of desire fromthe tension
caused by fear of discovery. Wen the noises finally faded and di sappeared,
was hardly aware they were gone. Wave after wave of desire rippled, touching
m nd and body. Pleasurable tightness travelled across the surface of ny skin,
an unfamliar sensation matching the nore recogni sable pressure building in ny
| oi ns. Tension-desire invaded every inch of me, subordinating nmnd to physica
senses. Tissues swelled and warned and t hrobbed. |'d never experienced
anyt hi ng so pervasive and thought | would disintegrate if there was no

rel ease. Alarmslipped into the cracks between passionate hunger and an
overwhel mi ng yearning for this man's body. Goddess, | thought, |I've been
drugged. Again. But | didn't want to listen to the warning. In



that nmoment, | wanted nothing but to satisfy an all-encompassing |ust.

He broke away and | heard wonder in his voice as he asked, 'Bl essed cabochon —
a Magor? Who woul d have thought it?

The words meant nothing; | felt only annoyance that he had stopped kissing ne
when | was still alnbst incoherent with need. But he gave nme no tinme to say
anyt hi ng. ' They've gone,' he said and eased hinmsel f out of our prison
Wrdlessly, | followed, trying to dredge up the vestiges of ny equanimty,

hearing the whi sper of warning in ny mnd, yet unwilling to listen. No sooner

had | extricated nyself fromthe bushes than he had grabbed ny hand agai n and

was pulling me up wooden steps to the bal cony above. | did not protest —I did
not want to protest. My whol e body was throbbing.

I noticed nothing about the roomwe entered. | had already forgotten the

| egionnaires, | had forgotten who this man was, all | knew was | wanted him as

| had never wanted anyone before in my life, that | had to have himor die
wi th wanting.

Later, | Jiad no recollection of how!| canme to be naked, but I was and so was
he and he had entered me and ny world would never be the sane again. The
tensi on, which | had al ready thought unbearable, grew still greater until |

wanted to scream and scream and go on scream ng. But just as | opened ny
nmout h, he touched his left hand to mne and the world splintered around ne,
slivered into light and col our and sound and beauty and | ove and vel vet touch
and | wanted to die with the joy of it.

| floated in magic, in music, in perfune, in tangy peach sweetness, in soft
silk, in golden light, in an overload of sensation. Reluctant to descend to
reality,

reluctant to question, reluctant to have answers. Sure | had been drugged. Not
knowi ng how that was possible. Not caring. Horrified | had so lost all contro
over my actions. Appalled that | didn't care.

In the end, it was he who spoke first. He was lying beside ne, his glistening
naked body brown and nuscul ar and perfect to ny still-besotted eyes. He
propped hinself up on one armand allowed his glance to roam over the curves
of my nakedness. Then he touched a finger to the brown of ny nipple and said,
"You are the nost beautiful woman | have ever seen.'

| was accustoned to being considered too tall, too nuscular, too swarthy; not
even Favoni us had ever said | was beautiful. Yet | believed this man. | saw
the truth in his eyes even before he allowed nme to feel it in my mnd. | took
up his left hand and touched the swelling there, the swelling that natched
m ne in shape and size. 'Wiat did you do?' | asked in wondernent.

Y
' Have you never |oved one of your own kind before?
My own ki nd! Shock shivered through me. | wasn't one of these people! | shook

nmy head, trying to deny the truth. 'Wo —who am1?
"You do not knowV

' There was never anyone to tell me. | was brought up in Tyrans. Wat | told
Parvana wasn't quite the truth; I was taken to Tyr as a very young child."' |
shi el ded ny enotions fromhin | knew he had the same abilities | had. If 1'd
want ed, he could have read ne as easily as a scroll. The talents | once called
intuition were no such thing; | knew that now. They were all part of being

born different, of having a swelling in the mddle of the palm...

"You have a lot to learn,' he said.

"The first lesson was ... unbelievable.’

He | aughed. 'We shall take you to the Mrage.' He touched my slave collar
'Soon you'll be free.'

| studied his face. He was handsome, with eyes like mne: brown and tilted at
the corners. A wide nouth that constantly quirked up with anusenment, and white
even teeth. A nose that was just a shade crooked at the tip. Curly hair that
escaped the thong at his nape to fall forward over his ears. | liked his

| ooks. Very much. And | |iked the laughter | felt in him

And | was an agent of the Brotherhood. Snap out of it, Ligea.

| said, 'The Tyrani ans have sonething bel onging to the Mrager.'



'"So we heard.' He took a deep breath as though he were faced with a truth too
much to bear. Wth sudden intuition, | knew he had so far delayed nention of
it because he was afraid to hear my answer. 'His —his Magor sword?

T suppose so. It looks Iike a sword with a hollow, translucent blade.'

"It's here, in Madrinya?

'Back at the CGovernor's residence. The Legata brought it from Sandnurram The
| egionnaires said it was heavy, but the shleth carrying it didn't seemto
notice the weight.'

He cl osed his eyes, gripped by enotions he found hard to control. 'Ah. You
don't know it, beautiful one, but you've just saved ny life.' He gave a sigh
and col | apsed back into the pallet as though he had just shaken off a horror
that had ridden himlonger than he cared to acknow edge. ' Another few weeks
and the story of the return of the Magor to their rightful place in Mdrinya
woul d have had another hero.' He was

i | aughing at himself, but | didn't understand the

ram fications of what he was saying. 'This Legata, tell ne about her.'’

'Li gea Gayed of Tyr. She's a Legata Conpeer of the Brotherhood. W are
quartered in the Governor's residence.'

' The sword —can you get it? It won't be heavy to you.'

| nodded, but | was bew | dered. Way was he so trusting? He'd only just met ne!
"Can | really go to the Mrage? That was far nore than | had dared hope.
'Yes, naturally. Do you think we would | eave soneone of the Magor to thenV

| had to play this carefully. Better, | thought, to forgo neeting the M rager
until we were fully prepared ... Besides, | needed to know nore of what was
goi ng on.

| said, '"If | go back I won't be able to get out again until tomnorrow norning

— 1 gasped and sat up. 'Oh —the timel | shall be m ssed! And | have to pick
up ny ewer yet, too.'
He grinned at me as | began to throw on ny clothes, but he, too, started to

dress. 'I'll take you back through the alleys. You don't want to run into
those | egionnaires again. Did you really kill one of thent

I knew | had, and didn't mnd himknowing it; he would hardly be suspicious of
someone who'd killed a | egionnaire. However, | did not want himto think of ne
as a deliberate killer, so | shrugged carelessly and said, 'I hardly think so.
I just hit him Ch, Vortex, there are so many things | want to ask you!'

"And | you. Never nmind. Tonorrow norning: are you sure it will be possible for

you to bring the sword out of the house? If there's any danger, we can send
soneone in after it instead —

| froze. The shade in Sandmurram ... CGoddessdanm, had that thing been sent by
the Mrager? | pictured it again. And thought: It could have been this man's
twin... except that this nan was all too alive. | took a calmng breath and
said, 'No, there's no problem 1'll neet you at the well. WIIl you really take
me to nmeet the Mrager?

"Tormorrow. | promise. If you have anything precious anmong your things, bring
it with you. You won't be going back to the Governor's residence again. Sweet
damm, | can hardly bear to let you out of ny sight. Are you sure you'll be al
right?

| nodded, but | was distracted. | was staring at the floor, nmy mnd chasing an

illusive menmory. The tiles beneath ny feet were of brown and white agate,
quite unlike the usual cheap flooring of the few Kardi honmes | had entered on
my way to Madrinya. | glanced up at the walls: the adobe had been panell ed.
The wood was cracked and splintered, the tiles chipped and dirty, but once
this had been a room of sinple beauty —a nobl eman's house, perhaps, or sone
weal t hy Kardi nerchant. And sonewhere, faint in the edges of ny nenory, | was
feeling the cool snoothness of polished agate stone beneath ny bare feet as |
ran, |aughing, with other children ..

I finished dressing and | ooked back at him 'There is one other thing I'd |like
to know now.'

" Anyt hi ng."'

"What's your nanme?'



He started to laugh. 'Tenellin,' he said, chuckling. 'Friends call ne Tenel.
Lovers call nme Tern.'

Brand was waiting for ne at the door. He took the ewer and prepared to wash ny
feet, but | refused the service with sudden di staste and bat hed them nysel f.
Afterwards, as | undid ny slave collar in front of the mrror in the main room
of nmy apartnments, | renmenbered Evander's arns around ne and the | egionnaires
di scussing ny rape as if | hadn't been there ... Slave worman. Chattel. Less
than human. Less even than a valued animal. My eyes net Brand's in the nmirror
and then fell to his collar.

| didn't think | had shown himanything on ny face, but he gave the slightest
of cynical smles and said, 'So | guess sonething happened to show you what it
isreally like to be a slave.'

| put ny collar down on the desk. 'Yes.'

"I knew you would realise one day. In fact, it's taken a little |l onger than I
once thought it would."'

| sat down at ny desk and pulled a blank piece of parchment and the ink
towards me. 'You're a bastard, Brand,' | remarked and began to wite. When
had finished | heated wax, dropped it onto the bottom of the docunment and
inprinted it with ny ring seal. Once the ink was dry |I flung it across the
desk to him

CHAPTER TEN

He read it without expression. Then, raising his eyes to neet m ne, he said,
"I"mnot going to thank you for giving ne what was nmy birthright. But | think
you know that.'

| nodded. 'Yes, confound you. You know nme far too well, you Altani barbarian
But don't expect nme to like you for being right.’

"That's what ol der brothers, are for. To help their little sisters grow up.'
"You're sodding lucky | don't throw the ink at you. | shall make arrangenents
for you to be paid a wage in the future.'

"If I decide | want to stay in your enploy,' he pointed out.

| gritted nmy teeth. 'Yes. If. | shall also calculate what is owed you in back
wages fromthe tinme you entered ny service.' It was only while | was waiting
for his reply that | knew how much | feared he would | eave ne.

He knew it too, of course, which is why the bastard didn't answer inmediately.
He was punishing nme. 'Salving a guilty consci ence, Ligea?

I noted the lack of title, but didn't remark on it. "Allow ne that |uxury.

He grinned. 'So, apart fromthe fact someone treated you like a slave, what

el se happened t oday?'

What happened? A nan nmade | ove to me and showed me paradise ... '| have

prom sed to bring the sword tomorrow and they will take ne to the Mrager. In
fact, they have said they will take ne to die Mrage. Free nme from sl avery'
'They didn't doubt you?" Wthout asking for perm ssion, he sat down on the

di van opposite the desk and began picking at the fruit on a side table there.
I knew he was deliberately indicating what he

consi dered the only possible basis for any new working rel ati onshi p: | nust
consider himmy equal. | was disconcerted, stifled the feeling —but thought
he sensed it anyway, and was anused by it.

Dam it, 1'd just freed him but he was still a servant, by all that was hol y!

He ought to have shown nme nore respect.
He asked, 'And are you going to go to the Mrage with then?

| stood up. 'l don't know. To di scover the secret of crossing the Shiver
Barrens, to find out just what this Mrage is —that wasn't part of ny
mandate, but it may be even nore inportant than trapping the Mrager.' | began
to pace the floor, scratching ny left palm "I think | will decide what to do
once | see which way the dice falls tonmorrow. |1'll see what happens.’

Brand waved the paper | had signed. 'l see this is dated three days from now.

| amstill yours to command.'

| felt a twinge of shane. 'I wasn't sure what you would do once you were free
I"mstill not sure, and | may need your help in the next day or so.' | paused,

but he was silent, so | went on, 'l shall talk to the MIlitary Comrander



today. | want you to follow ne tonorrow, and | want |egionnaires stationed al
around the city within easy call, no matter where | end up. I'Il signal you to
fetch themif |I need them No signhal will nmean I'm going on to the Mrage and
the arrest of the Mrager can wait.'

"And if sp, then what? What will you do? How will you get back? Who will help

you?'

My lips twisted. "What's the matter, Brand? Worried | won't be around to pay
you what |'ve prom sed? Well, don't worry, I'll draw up all the papers

toni ght, and have them properly w tnessed."

H s eyes narrowed. 'lI may well be a bastard, but you can be even nore of a

bitch. Doesn't it occur to you |l may just be a little worried about you? That
I mght just help you sinply because you ask? You didn't have to postdate ny
freedom Ligea. Vortex take it, what you are proposing is nore than dangerous,
it's suicidal.’

"Il be all right. If there's a way in, there'll be a way back. You will wait
here in Madrinya for nme?

"Yes, I'll wait, damm you. And if | haven't heard fromyou in, um say, two
months, I'lIl come after you.'

"Now that would be suicidal. What | really want you to do is keep Aem d off ny
back. If she gets a whisper of what |'m doing, she'll be screamng it to every
Kardi in Madrinya and ny life will be worth Il ess than the contents of a
beggi ng bow .'

He | ooked disbelieving. 'She wouldn't hurt you.'

'She'd have ne killed rather than see anything happen to her precious

Kardi astan. Keep an eye on her. If | disappear into the Mrage, tell her 1've
gone back to Sandnmurram Anything but the truth. | shall |eave her manum ssion
paper with you just in case anything happens to ne, but don't tell her I'm
freeing her too. Not yet. How is she, by the way?

'Resting. She | ooks a shade better.'

"I"l1l get changed and go to see her. You go to the MIlitary Commander's office
and ask when it's convenient for ne to call.’

'Pl ease,' he said.

| stared at him unconprehendi ng.

"You may as well get in the habit of saying it now,' he told me. 'l shan't be
a slave much | onger.'

| resisted another urge to pitch the inkpot at him

When | went in to see Aemid, | made sure the lanp was unlit and the room was
dim | didn't want her to

notice I'd rid ny hair of its gold highlighting and its curls.

She still | ooked tired and old, but she was fighting back, a good sign. |

suspected that her physical weakness was as nuch caused by her nental state as
anything el se. She had held a dreamin her head for over twenty-five years,
and the reality diverged so nuch fromher vision that she couldn't cope with
it.

W tal ked for a while, neutral topics, then | asked, 'Aemd, did you bring any
xeta for ne from Tyrans?'

She shook her head. 'There .was no point. It has to be taken fresh or it
doesn't work.'

"I shall buy sone here then.' r "You'll be lucky. It doesn't grow here,
Legata.'

"It doesn't? Then what do wonen use?

"Adrink prepared froma root extract. But it doesn't work quite the sane way
as xeta. You can't just take one dose whenever necessary; you have to take it
every day, and it doesn't work well until you've been using it sonme tinme. It's

call ed ganeez.' >; 'Dam.’
"What have you been up to?' Aemid | ooked worri ed.
"Never mnd. Just a passing fancy. 1'll get some ganeez.'

"You don't normally let your loins do your thinking, Legata.'
Abashed, | said, 'No, | don't suppose | do. He just took me by surprise,
that's all, and his —his techni que was very good.' So good | couldn't put him



out of ny mind. Goddess, | thought, how can | have |ost myself so easily, |ost
who | am in this man's arms? Am | no better than those silly highborn matrons
back in Tyr, giggling over |egionnaire officers riding past on their gorclaks?
I'd had time to think about what had happened by then. Surely sonething had
enhanced nornal desire —

| flushed just thinking about ny lack of restraint —but it hadn't been a
drug. It had been sonething to do with the lunp in the mddle of ny palm

Sonething to do with being Magor, whatever that was. | wanted to be angry with
Temel lin, furious he had taken advantage of ny inability to resist the
stimulus. Instead, | just renenbered how good it had been

After | left Aemid, | had to deal with an irate Legate of the |egionnaires,

outraged that one of his nen had apparently been killed by a slave of mine. |
t hought of telling himl had done it nyself while on Brotherhood business, but
deci ded the fewer people who knew about that, the better. Instead, | told him
in freezing tones, that | had no such young slave girl, which a routine
inquiry in the slave quarters would have confirmed, and how dare he accuse ny
househol d wi t hout naking such a logical inquiry first? | then told himwhat |
t hought of his | egionnaires and his discipline, making it clear | had heard
about the incident with the gorclak race the day before, and that I'd al so
heard it said the slave girl was only defendi ng herself against rape. By the
time 1'd finished, the officer was not only staggered by the extent and
rapidity of Brotherhood intelligence, he was terrified that I was going to
report himto his superiors for failure to maintain disciplined troops. He

| eft apol ogi si ng and hunbl ed.

That night | tossed on nmy divan with the snmell of another man still in ny
nostrils and his soft laugh in ny ears. And | was honest enough to adnmit the
reason | was thinking of not having the Mrager arrested the foll owi ng day was
that | was none too sure it would be possible to capture himw thout involving
one of his underlings, a Kardi called Tenellin.

He wayl aid ne before | reached the well, grinning. He took the ewer from ne,
as well as the small bag of clothing I had brought al ong —but he was | ooking
at the other iteml| carried. The sword, well wapped to disguise its shape,
was tucked under my arm He touched it reverently, and the smle he gave was
as joyful as a child' s laughter. 'That's it!' he said, alnost as if he were
afraid to believe it. And then, awed, 'You just wal ked out of the Governor's
residence with it under your arn®

| nodded. 'Who was there to question me? The Legata went out herself this
nor ni ng. Anyone el se seeing nme | eave the villa would have assumed | was on her
busi ness. And believe me, no one woul d question her orders.' The evasions
slipped off nmy tongue as easily as water rolls froma gorclak's hide. |I had to
be careful with ny wording; this man had a lunp on his palm What if he could
read lies the way |I could? Tenellin would know I hid ny enmotions fromhim of
course, but then he did that to ne too. | had to assune that was nornal

behavi our for one of the Magor. For one of us. Goddess but that

CHAPTER ELEVEN

expression stuck in ny craw, as unwel cone as a fishbone.

"You didn't have any problens getting it?

'"None. She didn't think any of the slaves could Iift it, let alone steal it!"’
He gave back the ewer and took the sword from ne instead, his hands caressing
the hide covering, but he didn't unwap it. Tears glistened and his fingers
shook.

Tears? What in all of hellish Acheron was it about this sword that was so
dammed speci al ?

"I was worried about you,' he said. He was trying to change the subject, to
give hinself tine to regain control of hinself. | thought he was acting nore
as if he'd just had a reprieve fromdeath, than a nan who had just retrieved a
weapon for his ruler; | could sense relief so deep, nothing | ess seened to
make sense. Maybe that's it, | thought. Maybe this Mrager was going to kil
himif he didn't find it. Maybe it was Tenellin's fault it was lost in the
first place. He'd told me the day before that I'd saved his life, but I hadn't



taken hi mseriously. Now, | wondered.

| said, 'lI've looked after nyself for quite a while." | had to curb the desire
to reach out and touch him | had to hide the way | was ridiculously stirred
by his snmile, by his hair curling this way and that over his ears ..

"So | noticed. You did kill that man yesterday, you know.'

'"Did 1? Are you sure? | mean —I| guess | hit himreally hard, then.' M eyes
wi dened and | gave a slight shiver. It was neant for Temellin's benefit, but
suddenly it seemed genuine; | had gone straight froma killing to this man's
pal | et .

"Don't think about it. Here, let's be on our way' He took ny arm and gui ded ne
down a narrow |l aneway | hadn't used before.

"Termel, I'mscared. | know so little about you, or about what | am— My voice
wavered. | could be quite a good actress when | put my mind to it. It was al
true anyway; | was scared, but | was also exhilarated. | was a conpeer on the
hunt. ..

"What do you want to know?'

"Tell me about the Mrager. And about nme —us. VWat are we?'

"W are Magor. And the Mrager is the, well, nonarch, for want of a better
word. The ruler of Kardiastan by right of his bloodline and his Magor rank
There is no need to fear him he's very happy with you.'

'How can that be? Tenel, | amfrom Tyrans. | don't renmenber any ot her kind of
life. | amso —so ignorant! And that was true too. Rathrox had not nentioned
the word Magor to nme. No one had, until Aenmid used the termon the ship.

"Turn right here; down the steps.' There were two | egi onnaires com ng up
towards us, and he was silent until we had passed them Then he said, 'Soneone
taught you the Kardi tongue.'’

"A fellow slave. But she said nothing of what | am She was afraid Ceneral
Gayed would find out, | suppose.'

"You are returning the Mrager's sword; believe nme, he is delighted with you.'
He was |aughing at ne, and | |aughed with himand slipped nmy hand into his.
Acting ... or was |? In truth, | felt as though I was fifteen again and al

t hose years of being a Conpeer Brother had never been. The worman who had
killed and mai med and plotted and connived on her way to the top? She didn't
exi st, not then. That woman woul d never have felt this way, so swayed by

desire, by a sense of light-hearted self-discovery. | strove to renenber what
| was supposed to be doing.
An occasi onal backward nmental glance told nme Brand still followed; |I hoped he

had a better idea of where we were than | did. The |lanes we followed tw sted
and turned and divided confusingly.

The house we finally entered was a sinple adobe place of two storeys with a
nunber of small rooms. 'This is one of our safe houses,' he said, 'and it has
access to the escapeway, the route for freed slaves. Here you will neet sone
of the other Magor.'

| cast around and felt their presence: five people, two wonen and three nen.
Al their enptions as unreadable as Tenellin's —or nmy own. 'One of themis
the M rager?

"He is here.’

' Termel , how many Magor are there?

He knew I wasn't asking about the group in the roomat the top of the stairs,
and his face darkened subtly. 'Adults of all ranks? Not even five hundred."'
The question had upset him but | had no way of guessing why. | had no tine to
think about it, either; he was already ushering me up the steps. | was stil
weari ng ny sandal s and not only had no one cone forward to wash our feet, but
there hadn't been any water or bowls in the entrance hall so we could do it
ourselves. My feet felt dirty and the unfaniliarity of wearing shoes indoors
grated on ne. Did these Kardis have no sense of even the nost el ementary

hygi ene? | coul dn't understand why sonething as basic as wel conmi ng abl uti ons
and goi ng barefoot inside the house had not beconme part of daily life under
our rule. | had to hide a shudder of disgust and yet was glad of it. It
enabled me to remenber | was Tyranian, serving ny Exaltarch and on a m ssion



to cut into the heart of Kardi resistance.

A moment | ater, we joined the others. | knew without |ooking that they all had
swellings on their palns; | could sense that kinship to nme. In appearance
there was a saneness about them they were all under middle years —tall,

br own- ski nned, brown-eyed, brown-haired, handsone people with strength and
health in their bodies. But their |ikenesses went deeper than that. Their
facial structure, the tilt of their eyes —Tenellin included, they could have

been siblings. Wth shock, | was aware of ny own physical simlarity to all of
t hem

"Here she is,' Tenellin said. 'Derya.' | set the ewer on the table and he laid
t he weapon, still in its covering, beside it. 'And here's the sword back safe
and sound."'

The ol dest of them a tall, lean nman with premature slashes of silver-grey
through his hair, stared at it and whispered, 'Just like that? | can't believe
it!" He touched the cover, biting his lip. 'l suppose they nust have hidden it

underground,' he added finally, "which is why we could never trace it when we
tried back in Sandmurram' He carefully unrolled the hide. They all crowded
around to | ook, expressions rapt, sone of them even reaching out to touch the
bl ade as though they could not accept it was real. If ever | had needed
confirmation the sword was inportant to them | had it then

The ol der man appeared to be the nost noved. He, too, had tears in his eyes as
he touched the blade with his long fingers, the enotion oddly at divergence
with the hard, aristocratic lines of his face. 'You always did say you had a
feeling they hadn't thrown it into the sea,' he said to Tenellin, his voice

unsteady. 'You will never know how glad | amto see this. It would have been
an ill day for ne if my hand had ever had to close around the hilt of a new
sword.' There was relief in his voice, but I thought | caught an odd
furtiveness of guilt as well. There was sonmething faintly skewed about him as

if two warring parts within never quite neshed into the perfect whole he
wanted hinself to be.
Temellin gave a gentle smile. 'At |east you can stop worrying about that baby
of yours,' he said cryptically, 'and G etha can rest easy.'
The ol der man turned to nme. 'We are indeed grateful to you. My nane is Korden
You are wel come, for all that you were raised in Tyrans and know not hi ng of
what it is to be Mgor.'
"Well met," | murnured, aware his verbal welconme wasn't quite reflected in his
eyes.
"And this is Pinar,' Tenellin said. He indicated the person standing next to
Korden: a full-bodi ed wonan of about thirty-five, wide in the shoul ders and
hi ps, with generous breasts and long lithe I egs. Her face woul d have been
beautiful had she been able to keep it serene; as it was, lines of discontent
had tugged at the corners of her nouth and eyes so often they threatened to
become pernmanent. She inclined her head to ne, but didn't snile

The next man —hardly nore than a youth —was a fascinating nmixture of adult
nmuscl e, boyi sh enthusiasmand virile charm He did not wait for an
i ntroduction, but gave a broad snile and said, 'Wll net indeed, Derya. |I'm
Garis.' He was startlingly handsone, with tawny-brown eyes of a lighter shade
than nost Kardis, and |long curling eyel ashes any woman woul d have coveted. He
took nmy left hand in his and touched pal ms. A warm wash of wel cone ebbed
through me with the touch. | was noved, then suspicious. Atrick, | thought.
It could all be fakery. These peopl e have powers you know not hi ng about. .
The remai ni ng coupl e were introduced as husband and wi fe: Jahan and Jessah
They, too, touched hands with ne, and their wel cone seened genuine, if a
little nore restrained than Garis's. |ahan seened fanmiliar to ne, but then, he
| ooked a lot like
Temellin. | certainly couldn't renenber ever having seen hi m before.
| wanted to ask Tenellin, And which one is the Mrager? but was reluctant to
have ny fears confirmed. From what had been said, it nust be the serious-faced
Korden, already turning his attention away fromne and back to the sword. He
picked it up by the base of the blade and handed it, hilt first, to Temellin.



'"Let's see if it has been damaged,' he said.

Termellin fitted the hilt into his left hand. For a nonment it stayed as it was,
then the blade was filled with glowing gold Iight and was translucent no

| onger. A golden gl ow played al ong his skin, and menory awoke in nme. That

gol den woman, ny real nmother ... | tried to focus on that haunting
recol | ection, but details remnained el usive.

"Are you particularly attached to your ewer, Derya? Tenellin asked.

Blinking in surprise at the question, | shook ny head.
He pointed the sword at the jug and a beam of yellow |light shot across the
roomto burn a hole the size of a child's fist inits side. "It works,' he

said laconically. Then, before | could nove, he touched the sword point to ny
slave collar. 'Let's get rid of this, shall we? There was a flash of cold
light and the collar fell away into pieces on the floor.

"Sweet Melete,' | blurted, and sat down abruptly on the only avail abl e st ool

| raised nmy hands to nmy neck in unfeigned wonder.

"What rank are you, Derya?' Korden asked.

Shock froze ny heart. Surely they couldn't know | licked dry lips. 'Rank? In
—in what?

"\What col our is your cabochon?

| looked at himdoubtfully and began to breathe again. 'l don't know what you
mean. Wiat's a cabochon?' | had come across the word before, but | couldn't

think what it had to do with nme. As far as | knew, it was an unfaceted,
pol i shed genstone.

' The stone in your hand, the gem —what colour is it?

"I —stoneV

"You don't knowY

| shook ny head and | ooked down at ny hand. 'There's a genstone in there?

He nodded. 'Yes. It would have been there since just after you were born.'

"I didn't know O | don't renmenber knowing. It was always like this ... |
think. O was it?" | raised ny eyes, confused by tendrils of half-nmenory.
"There's very little | remenber about the tine before | left Kardiastan. | was
only three or so when | was taken to Tyrans.'

Pi nar interrupted, her voice harsh. 'That wasn't what you told the girl
Parvana. You only changed your story when you spoke to Tenellin. Wy?

| returned her stare, hoping an honest answer woul d vanqui sh the obvi ous
doubts she had about nme. 'l was afraid she wouldn't trust me if | said | had
actually been raised in Tyr.' | |ooked down at ny hand agai n and touched the
[ unp. ' Apparently, for the first fewnonths | was in Tyrans | refused to open
my hand. | think someone —mny mother? —had told me not to showit to anyone.
Oh, Goddess, was that because the genstone was uncovered then?" Menory
fluttered once nore. 'Was that why | kept my hand covered so |long? Until the
skin grew over the stone that was there?

It was Temellin who replied. "It could be. Until the invasion, everyone wore
t heir cabochons openly. W

kept the skin pushed back. Now we all keep them skin-covered, because we fee
the I ess the Tyrani ans know about them the better. It doesn't make any
difference to their efficiency if they' re covered or not. Can't you remenber
anyt hi ng about your life here in Kardiastan?

Efficiency? At what? | shook ny head. 'Not really. There was a wonman, sone
fighting, but it's all very vague now. What does the col our of the stone —
cabochon —nean?

" Anyone who has a gemis one of the Magor. But there are three colours. The
nost common is green. It is not as powerful as the others. Those who wear the
green we termthe Theuros. If you are a wonan and of the Theuros, you are
call ed Theura; a man, Theuri. The next nobst powerful is red, and that makes

you of the Illusos: an Illusa or an Illuser. The highest rank is that of the
Magor ot h. A Magoroth worman is a Magoria, the man a Magori. Their cabochons are
gold. It is the rarest power of all. It is fromanong the Magoroth that the

ruler —whether Mrager or fenale Mragerin —cones.' He waved a hand around
at the group. 'We here all have gold cabochons. W are all of the Magoroth.'



| tried to absorb all that at once, but there were too many bl anks. Powerful ?
The gens had some power? Their hereditary ruler could be a woman*. Acheron's
hell's, what col our was nmy stone? | itched to haul out ny knife and cut the
skin of my palmto take a | ook. | suppressed the desire. To start with, |
didn't want to reveal | carried a knife, and, anyway, the action m ght not
have been in keeping with the character of Derya. | preferred themto think of
her as meek, not aggressive.

"Terel, should you be telling her this? Pinar interrupted again, her face
pulled into a frown. 'After

all, we hardly know her. She could be a Tyranian spy. There's nothing to say
someone brought up in Tyrans will be loyal to us sinply because they are
Magor. Especially not when they are untrained Mgor.'

"Pinar is right,' Korden agreed. 'W should wait, Tenel, until we've had tine
to question her and ascertain the honesty of her answers.'

Temel lin | aughed. 'l have already,' he said.
He smiled at nme, but Korden mmintained a stern facade, backed up with an
under | yi ng di sapproval. 'Don't say anything else.'

Temel lin capitul ated. He shrugged, grinning at ne.

Al the time they were speaking, their enotions flicked around the room
subtly | oosed and then curbed as they reinforced the spoken word and | ayered
their conversation with tiers of unspoken meaning. It was too quick, too
skilfully done for me to be able to followin its entirety —a sublim nal
foreign | anguage. Its presence challenged nme, and nmy hunter's soul stirred
once nmore. They had picked the wong person to play games with ..

"W are being watched,' said Jessah suddenly. 'By a non-Kardi.'

They all fell silent, heads tilted as if |istening. Goddessdamm, | thought,
they sense Brand! Wiy didn't | think of that? OF course they can do all the
things | can —and nore besides. My heart sped up, nmy nuscles tensed, but |
was careful not to |ook interested.

'She's right,' said the youngest anbng them —Garis. 'Wat ought we to do?
"He's alone. Kill him' Korden said casually. 'Woever it is, he is not

Kar di .

| bit nmy lip in chagrin. T knowwho it is. It's Brand. He means no harmto
you. He's an Altani slave of the Legata's. He nust have followed ne.'

'So you have the positioning and recogni sing powers,' Jessah said in surprise.
"And without training. What el se can you do?'

| thought of lying, of keeping something back, but decided not to risk it.
"Sense the truth or a lie. Read enotions. Help people not to feel pain. That's
all.'" That's all? Stated so boldly, it sounded astonishing. |I felt sick
fessah's husband, Jahan, was excited. 'Wuy,' he said, 'she might just be an
IIlusal W nmust have a | ook!"'

' Magor take it, Jahan! Not now,' Korden grow ed. He turned to nme. 'Wat do you
mean he nust have foll owed you?'

| was careful to tell the truth. 'He saw ne take the sword. He nust be
following to make sure | amall right. He is very protective of ne.'

"Ch, a lover,' Pinar said with contenpt.

Korden frowned at Tenellin. 'How did you manage to mss himon the way here?

That was carel ess, Tenel. That kind of m stake could be fatal.' He nodded at
Garis. 'Bring himin, lad.'

"Shouldn't | go?" | asked. 'l don't want anyone hurt.'

Garis laughed as if that was a joke, and left.

"He won't hurt Brand, will he?" | asked, ny anxiety real. These peopl e had

power | knew nothing about, and | began to wonder if | were out of ny depth.
I "He won't have to,' Tenellin said easily. '"And we're not in the business of
killing non-Tyrani ans, especially not those who have al so suffered under the
yoke of Tyranian slavery. Quite the contrary.'

It seened he was right to be so little worried because a few mnutes |ater
Garis re-entered the room hol ding a dazed Brand by the arm 'He shields his
enotions,' he conplained. T can't read him How in the world did he learn to
do that?



'"He taught himself,' | said, '"in order to protect his privacy fromme. W grew

up together. He is like a brother to ne. He nmeans no harm Brand,' | added
reproachfully, 'why did you follow ne? The truth now. These people will know
if youlie." |I continued to speak in Kardi, but he had sufficient know edge of

t he | anguage to understand. He had grown up around nme and Aem d, after all

al t hough he didn't usually try to speak it.

He answered in Tyranian, taking his cue fromme, his tone heavy with reproach
"You shoul dn't be wandering around the streets of a strange city by yourself.
| didn't want anything to happen to you. | thought I might be able to help if
anything did. So | followed.' The truth, just not the whole truth.

Before he could say any nore he was interrupted by Jessah saying, 'Ungar's
com ng, and she's upset about something.' A noment |ater, another Magor Kard
cane in, a girl of about eighteen or so. 'There's sone kind of trouble,' she
said without preanble. 'There are |egionnaires everywhere. G ouped in al nost
every square. |'ve never seen so many. They're all tal king about waiting for
some kind of a nessage to act —

Pi nar gave ne a sharp [ ook, but she didn't say anything. She didn't have to.
Her suspicion was obvious; it flooded the room

"W'd better play it safe and get out of here, into the escapeways,' said
Korden, |ooking at Tenellin. 'W can't risk anything going wong at this
stage.' He allowed his suspicion to | eak as well

T heard there was troubl e yesterday,' Brand offered by way of explanation. 'A
| egionnaire was killed by a Kardi worman. They are | ooking for her.' He
continued to speak in Tyranian, but it was obvious all of them understood what
he sai d.

Temel lin glanced at nme thoughtfully. 'Perhaps sonmeone recogni sed you on your

way here,' he said. 'l think you're right, Korden. Let's nove out now instead

of later. Al of us.' Intrigued, | noticed that once the decision was nmade, he
was stimulated by the situation rather than worried. The smile he gave ne was

one of controlled excitement. Goddessdamm, | thought, he's |like ne.

Pi nar was not so happy. 'There's another possible explanation,' she said, her
voi ce harsh to match the turbul ence of her suspicion. 'Wat have you done wth
your wits, Tenel? And what do we intend to do with this Altani fellow?" She
began to advance on Brand, and to ny surprise he paled and flinched away.
"There's no need for that, Pinar,' Tenellin said sharply. 'Brand cones.'

"You can't take a non-Kardi all the way to the Mrage,' she protested.

"We'll discuss it later. Let's go.' He touched ny arm 'Sorry about all this.'
He grinned and sounded cheerfully nonchal ant. Then he | eant over and said
something to Brand that | didn't hear. The others were already busy grabbing
up Kardi travelling cloaks, collecting packs from other roons and, as |
noticed with increased unease, strapping on Magor swords. W all went
downstairs again, where a portion of the floor tiles had been renoved in one
of the roons to reveal a set of steps |eading underground. A servant hovered,
waiting to replace the tiles after us.

"Here, Derya, you take this; it's for you,' Jessah said, and gave ne a cl oak
The steps | ed down into an underground passageway. It was pitch dark and
assuned soneone would light a torch; instead, Korden and Garis pulled

out their swords, and the way was illum nated by their uncanny gl ow.
W wal ked for a while through a | abyrinth of underground passageways, somne
natural, others excavated, and all obviously once well used. | would have

liked to investigate further, but we were hurrying and no one spoke. \Wen we
reached a cavern clamy with dribble on the walls and slickness underfoot,
Korden called a halt.

‘W'l 1 all be nmeeting back here once we've picked up our passengers,' Tenellin
expl ained to Brand and ne. 'You two can stay here and wait for us.'

'"Not alone,' Pinar said, her tone sharp

"Garis can stay,' Tenellin said. He nodded at the youth. 'Look after them'
"CGuard them' Pinar anended.

Once only the three of us were left, Brand said in heavily accented Kardi, "I
don't think I like her very much.'



Garis laughed and answered in the sane | anguage. 'She is a little abrasive,
isn't she? Desert sand in a storm You mght as well nake yoursel ves
confortable; it will be a while before they are back.'

Taking his advice, Brand and | found a dry spot and sat down with qur backs
against a rock to rest. Around us, drips of water play a syncopated tune as
they hit pools and puddl es. Conversation was desultory because none of us knew
quite what to talk about. Finally, a bored Garis wandered off to the other
side of the cavern where he started exam ning sonme of the glistening rock
formations by the light of his sword. Brand and | were left sitting in near
dar kness.

"I"'msorry," he whispered.

"Not your fault. What did Tenellin say to you back in the house?

i 'That | was to behave nyself or he'd carve out ny

balls. If I didn't give any trouble, he'd try to see that | ' kept
both ny head and my balls. He has a way with

words, this Tenellin.' He gave a twi sted smile and changed the subject. 'l
gather it was you who killed the |egionnaire yesterday?

'He had no manners.'

' Thought it sounded |i ke your handi work. What did he do? Tread on your toes?
"Alittle nore than that. Besides, | thought if | killed a |egionnaire, none
of the Kardi would question ny loyalties.'

' Goddess, but you can be a hard-hearted bitch, Ligea!'

| dropped ny voice still further. 'Derya. And that's right. I'ma Legata
Conpeer of the Brotherhood, remenber? Trained to kill when necessary.' But
even as | said the words | felt unconfortable. They rem nded nme too nuch of
Rat hrox Ligatan, and I no |longer wanted to be equated with him | stirred
unhappily. | had infiltrated traitorous groups in disguise before, but this
time something felt desperately wong with what | was doing. | wondered why.
WAs it because | was Kardi too? Because | was Magor, as they were —whatever
that meant? Because | had lain with one of their nunber and experienced

somet hing so sweet | would never be able to forget it?

'How do we get out of this one, Ligea? Brand asked.

" Acheron take you, Brand, Deryal Call nme Ligea in front of these people and
you might just as well slit my throat.' | took a deep breath. 'Just behave
yourself for the tine being and hope Aenid keeps her mouth shut.' He was
silent, so | asked, 'Wat did Garis do to you?

"He put his left hand on ny back, just a friendly clap in between the shoul der
bl ades as though he was

an old friend. And | could hardly breathe. I was so damm weak | thought | was
going to die. They scare me, L—Derya. Wen that cat Pinar cane at nme, with
her hand upraised, | thought she was going to do the same thing. Wiat are we
dealing with here? They can't be —well, they can't be gods, can they?' He
sounded as if he doubted his own sanity. 'O imortal s?

My heart skittered unconfortably. If they were gods or inmmortals, then so was
.

He added, 'They are going to question us. About Ligea. Wat she is doing
here.' | thought he was going to ask ne what he ought to say, but he didn't.
Instead, he said, 'Il won't tell any lies, Derya. Not to these people.’

| stared at him a churning mass of thoughts whirling in ny head, striving to
deal with the fundanmental change in our relationship. Brand was about to be
free of his collar. Free to choose his allegiance.

"WIl you betray me?' | whispered. The thought hurt nore than | woul d ever
have consi dered possi bl e.

"Do you know me so little?" he asked, and | heard his bitterness. T will say
nothing that will put you in danger, but I'Il tell no lies to save the

Exal tarchy or the Brotherhood, either. I'mfree now, Derya, and I'll choose ny
own friends and allies.’

| was silent.

He added, 'Anyway, they know a lie for what it is the nonent it's uttered,
don't they?



"Probably." | stared at my palm and had to resist the tenptation to reach for
nmy knife yet again. | would find out soon enough

Garis came back to join us then, and we spoke of other things. Apparently the
passengers Tenellin had referred to were escapi ng sl aves, a mass exodus of
some one hundred Kardis who had been hiding out in

safe houses all over the city. W —the Magor —would lead themto safety in
the M rage.

"How long will it take?' | asked.

"A few days. And please don't ask ne anything about the Mrage, because

don't know if | should tell you.'

| indicated the cavern. 'Can you tell us about this? Did you build these
passages, this cavern?

"Alot is natural. The rest was built by the people of Madrinya and the Magor
These were once underground cellars and cool roons, storage roons. \Wen
Madrinya fell to Tyrans, the underground portion of the city was hidden by the
Magor who survived. We have used it ever since.'

| tried to extract nore details, but he smled and ' didn't reply.

Gradual |y people began to arrive in the cavern in groups.

The ordinary Kardis were too caught up in their own fears to be interested in
us, but there were nore Magor with them even in anong so many people | could
sense that nmuch. They canme across and introduced thensel ves. They were
friendly, but distant. | saw Pinar talking to some of them doubtless warning
themnot to trust either Brand or ne.

And then they were all noving, a river of people flow ng through the di mess
towards a new life, and we were caught up in the current. Attuned to their

enotions, | felt their subdued jubilation, their suppressed excitenent. | said
to Brand, 'They are so happy! | don't think I've ever felt such joy fromso
many people all at once. It's —it's al nost contagious.'

Beside nme, Garis |aughingly swooped down on a toddl er who was giving his

not her probl ens. ' Eh, now, none of that, ny lad,' he said, and hoisted the boy
onto his back, where he eventually went to sleep, his head on Garis's

shoul der.

H s nmot her gave a sigh of relief. 'Many thanks, Mgori,' she said. 'He's been
a right proper handful with ne since his Dad died, but he obeys smartly enough
when the order comes froma man.' She was a short woman, her arms and | egs
balled with rmuscle, her torso thin. She was not wearing a slave collar, but
then none of those around us were, either

"Were you a slave? | asked, curious.

"Ch, aye. Me and ny man both.' She jerked a thunb at her son. 'He was born a
slave. Don't seemright, do it, that sonmeone can be born unfree? My nan, he
died a slave, and that don't seemright neither. He worked in the Master's
stabl es, and a gorclak gored him Took himthree weeks to die, it did.' She

| ooked at Garis with troubled eyes. 'My nother used to talk of the ol den days
when the Magor wal ked with us, and she said they were heal ers. Magori, could
you have cured nmy man if we could have got himto you?

Garis | ooked unhappy. 'I can't say. Perhaps not, if the injuries were very
bad. All we have is the ability to hurry along the healing process. W can't
work mracles, you know. But your man woul dn't have died in pain.'

The wonman shook her head sadly. "It will be good when the Magor rule our |and
once nmore. Don't let it be too |long, Magori. W are tired of waiting.'

Brand bent to whisper in my ear. 'So nmuch for all the things Tyrans offers:
the peace, the trade, the stability, the prosperity. Take note, Derya: nothing
is nmore inportant than being free. Free to choose one's own form of
government, one's own way of living —or dying.'

Garis, who had caught the end of this, said with

* suppressed savagery, 'They will have it, and soon. W,

too, are tired of waiting.'

| wanted to reply, to defend Tyrans. To defend a way of life. But | couldn't,
not if I wanted to maintain nmy new identity. And | had an unconfortable
feeling that any argunment | used would sound worn anyway. | thought sourly:



They' d rat her have anarchy and war than stability. They don't know how to rule
t hensel ves. They don't know when they are better off.

As if he'd heard nme, Brand added in a whisper, 'Did you enjoy your own taste
of slavery, Derya?

W wal ked for two hours in the sem -darkness and then the passage di sgorged us
into that brilliant sunlight and blue sky of Kardiastan. | |ooked around for
Temellin, to see himgiving orders, organising, directing the crowd. The
others of the Magor were equally busy, and there were still nmore of theml
hadn't seen before. The bare earth in front of us was crowded w th pack
shl et hs, howdah shleths and shleth riding hacks. |I marvelled at how all of
this had been brought together in such a short tine.

It seened the escapeway energed at the edge of the vale of Mdrinya, because
beyond the shleths a dry plateau stretched into the distance, the brown sands
mar bl ed through with red and gol d, the wi nd-scul pted rocks standing guard over
the patterning. When | glanced in the other direction, | could see the city

al ready separated fromus by the green of fields and trees.

"W cane that far under the ground?' Brand asked in awe. 'And their

organi sation —\Vortex take it, Derya, no wonder the |egionnaires can't catch
them'

| didn't reply.

Soneone handed ne a waterskin and | drank deeply before passing it on; it was
foll owed by sone grain-cakes. Only when | bit into one did | know | had been

hungry.

In a surprisingly short time we were all mounted, the children and the nore
elderly or infirmin howdahs, everyone el se on shlethback. | saw Tenellin
cajoling an aged man up into a howdah and heard himsay gently, 'Yes, | know

you'd rather ride, but I need you to keep an eye on these children in the
howdah. They need a strong hand.'

Several of the Magor stayed behind; others, including Korden, rode in the | ead
as guides. Garis remained with Brand and nme, chatting cheerfully on

i nconsequential subjects as we rode, ignoring the fact that neither Brand nor
| had much to say. Gradually Madrinya dropped out of sight behind us.

Just before nightfall we rode down into another valley and made canp not far
fromthe edge of a | ake. There were no signs of habitation, no farms, no
tracks —nothing to indicate anyone had ever been that way before. On the
val l ey slopes, thick forest alternated with; scrubby meadow, al ong the |ake
edge, marsh-willows jostled reed beds for access to the water. By the tine
Garis, Brand and | rode in past the outernost guards, hobbled shleths were
spreadi ng out along the shoreline to drink and feed, fires had been lit and
nmeal s cooked. Men were collecting dried reeds to use as beddi ng. Four-w nged
fisherbirds trailing long | egs wheel ed over the water in their evening
gathering flights, while tiny marsh nonkeys, scanpering along the reed tops,
chattered warni ng.

Bef ore di smounting, | paused a noment to watch Tenellin. He was cutting reeds
with his sword, his bare back glistening with sweat, the sw ngi ng novenent of
f his armfluid and strong. Desire tingled nmy skin \ unasked, and | clanped
down on mny straying thoughts. When a small girl toddl ed past on her way to the
water, Temellin dropped his sword and scooped the child up; she was far too
young to be heading for a | ake by herself. As | swng down fromny nount, his
| augh rang out over the canp.

It was not until | was sitting by the fire eating the hot coal - baked bread
stuffed with desert beans that | saw himagain. He was maki ng his way across
the canp, stopping first at one fire, then another. H's voice reached nme in
snatches: 'Don't worry, it's only a small cut... No, you're not slow ng us
down... He's a real handful, isn't he? But lots of fun ... Take care of that
sprain of yours, Vessa ...'

He had a cheerful word for everyone and peopl e responded accordingly, their
faces breaking into snmiles as he approached, their eyes following himwarmy
as he left. |I felt a pang of envy. He had sonmething | did not: the ability to
inspire trust and respect in the people he helped to lead. Al | had ever done



was make people fear nme. In that, | was nore |like Korden. Stern-faced and nore
taciturn, he al so noved anong the assenbled crowd. They listened carefully
when he spoke, nodding their acqui escence, their acceptance of his | eadership
—but their eyes didn't shine.

When Temellin reached us he lifted a hand to Garis and Brand, then touched ny
shoul der in greeting, unstrapped his sword and sat down. Soneone produced sone
food for himand he accepted gratefully.

"Everything all right?" he asked Garis, but didn't wait for an answer. 'Brand,
you rmust be the only person here who is still wearing a slave collar; let's
get rid of that, shall we? He unsheathed his weapon,

touched it to the collar and in a brief flash of light the bronze circlet
dropped away just as m ne had.

Brand picked up the pieces, held themin his hands for a nmonent, his knuckles
white, then flung theminto the heart of the fire. 'Thank you,' he said
quietly. "Alittle earlier than | anticipated, but why the turd not?" He

| ooked up and grinned at us all. 'Goddess, that feels good. Can | assunme | am
going to be allowed to keep ny head on ny shoul ders?

"If Derya trusts you,' Tenellin said between nout hfuls of bread and beans.

"l do. And | have known Brand since he was twelve.'

"Then that is good enough for nme.' Tenellin |ooked at me. 'Derya, |'msorry
I've had to neglect you; there has been rmuch to do.'

| smiled at him surprised by the anbunt of pleasure | took in knowi ng he felt
there was a need to apologise. "That's all right," | said. 'But | do have a
great many questions.'

He stood, brushing the last of the crunbs fromhis trousers. 'Conme for a walk
with ne.' | junped up with alacrity and he handed me ny travelling cl oak.
'Take this; it's always cold out here at night.’

W wal ked away fromthe canpfires down towards the water's edge. In the

dar kness the | ake was a purple sheet, the only noi se the occasional burp of
frogs. '"It's beautiful, isn't it?" he asked. 'These vales, they are all part
of what we are. We don't believe in Tyrani an gods. W believe that every
living thing has a life-force we call the essensa, a sort of personal spirit,
or personality. Therefore we must treat every living thing with respect.’

| alnmost snorted. 'You cut the reeds. You kill to eat. Is that respectful ?

He | aughed. 'Maybe not. W are also very pragmatic in our faith. But it's a
pl easi ng belief anyway, because

» it stops us fromwaste, or taking life unnecessarily. It's

better than having a god of war in the pantheon, surely! And to be respectful
to a living being seens better than kissing the feet of a marble statue and
praying for selfish desires to be granted, doesn't it?" It crossed ny nind
that this man had been well school ed, and back in Tyr he would have nade a
fine orator.

"l suppose so. |'ve never been nuch of a one for worshipping Melete. O any
other deity.'

Now that we were away fromthe light of the fires, he put his armaround ny
shoul ders. 'It seenms a year since yesterday,' he said. He touched his |eft
palmto nmine and I was awash with know edge of his desire for ne.

"Tem — | tried to remain detached. 'Is it always like it was yesterday?

' Between those of the Magor? Yes, it can be. But yesterday, yesterday was —
I've never felt quite that way' He ran a hand through his hair. 'I've never
behaved quite like that before. 1've never net anyone who had such an

i medi at e physical effect on ne.’

Neither had I. | was silent, aware of his bemused enbarrassnent seeping into
the air around ne.

"Derya,' he said finally. 'l think we were both taken by surprise. The Magor
are drawn —physically drawn.—to one another through the power of their
cabochons. Usually we keep .., well, we keep an al nbst unconsci ous rein on
that kind of desire. But you knew nothing of that, and | responded to what |
felt fromyou w thout thought. Next tine, if there is a next time, | want it
to be a conscious decision on your part, not just a gut reaction to a



stimulus. Besides, there are some things you should know before you tie
yourself to me, to anyone of us, with those kind of ties.'

"What sort of things?

The hesitation before he spoke was telling. 'I ama Mgori. After the

i nvasion, there were only ten of the Magoroth left —all children, of whom
Korden was the oldest. It is inperative nore such are born, but the only way
we can be sure that will happen is for a Magoria to have children by a Magori .
In any comnbination of ranks, the children are nore likely to be of the |esser
rank. But we need the golds, the Magoroth. We need them desperately, Derya,
because they are the ones who have the real power.'

"And you think I am not a Magoria? How can you know t hat ?

"I don't think it's possible. There weren't all that nany Magoroth children
even at the time of the invasion. W know who they were, and how they died, if
they did indeed die. As for those who lived, well, we know where they are,
t0o.'

I was flooded with disappointnent; it would have been advant ageous to have as
much power as they did. Then | woke up to the significance of what he'd said,
and al nost | aughed. The man was worried about me form ng an attachnent to him
Me —a Compeer of the Brotherhood! The idea of |losing ny heart to him to any
of them was ludicrous. | kept a straight face. 'So what you are saying is
that our, um wunion has no future. That sooner or later you will choose a
life-mate fromthe Magorias.' As if | cared.

Hs lips twisted. 'There's not all that nuch choice. There's only one
unmarri ed Magoria who's nore than twenty years old.'" He bent to pick up a
stone and then flipped it away across the water, where it bounced severa

ti mes before disappearing into the darkness. 'W —those of the Ten —we | ead
t hese people, Derya. One day we will lead this country.

None of us get to have that many choices.' He turned towards nme, his face
shadowed and enotions conceal ed.

In spite of my anusenment, | felt an unexpected lurch of regret at the | oss of
what m ght have been. What | had felt in his arnms had been physically
wondrous, and | was sorry | might never know it again. Still, | hardly knew

this man, certainly wasn't contenplating a lifetine conmtment, was even
intending to betray all he held dear: so why did what he was telling ne
matter? 'Never mind. | can live for the present and face the future when it
cones.' | |l ooked down at ny palm 'We're not born with these things inplanted,
are we? You said sonething about m ne having been in my pal msince just after

| was born.' Tell me | amnot a god, or an imortal. Tell me this is sonething
done to nme, by ordinary nen.

"Yes. Qur powers are usually latent or hard to access; it is the inplanting of
t he cabochon, the sooner the better, that allows the powers to reach their
potential. Children are later trained to use those powers. |I'mnot going to
tell you right now about how the cabochons are inplanted, or how the col our of
t he cabochon is deci ded upon. The cabochons are what make the Magor what we
are; without them we would be nere shadows of what is possible.’

'At death, what happens to the cabochon?

"It falls to powder. It can never be used again. And if it is renoved while
you live, your death follows. If it is accidentally cracked, then your powers
| eak away.'

| changed the subject. 'Korden doesn't like nme. But you said he would be
delighted to see me —

He was puzzled. '"No, | don't renmenber saying that. «»* VWhat ever gave you
that idea?

'You said the Mrager would —

' The —oh!" He | aughed. 'Korden is not the Mrager, Derya.'

'"He's not? Then who is?" But | knew already. 'Ch, sweet Melete —you7. You're
the —2' The one they couldn't torture, the one they couldn't burn. He was the
man | was sent to capture. | was so shocked at ny error, my knees buckl ed and
he had to put out a hand to hold nme. How could | have made such an el enmentary
m stake? Stupidity like that could cost me nmy life. | felt a numbing shane.



Where in all the nmists had | laid my conmonsense? Between ny |legs, for ne to
have been so easily overwhel med by ny physical response to a handsone man?
"Derya, what's wong? Does it matter that nuch?

T —No, | don't suppose so.' It was hard to speak, to put the coherent
deception together without uttering a lie. '"It's —just that —yesterday | was
just nme. And now !l find I've lainin a —a ruler's arns — | gave a weak
laugh. '1'"msuch a fool.' You could say that again.

He took ne in his arnms once nore and held nme, brushing my hair wth kisses,
crooning to ne as though | were a child. | felt Iike a child. Were was the
conpeer of the Brotherhood now? Where was ny strength, ny objectivity, ny
wits? Not so long ago, | had been one of the nost powerful wonen in the

Exal tarchy, now | was just a stupid female so caught up in the net cast by an
attractive man that | was no longer in command of ny senses.

"Was it you they tried to burn in Sandrmurran®?' | asked finally. Is it
possi bl e?

He nodded briefly, disnissing the incident as uninportant. 'Don't blanme Korden
for his mstrust of you,' he said. 'Or Pinar, either. They are both old enough
to remenber the invasion, the parents they

lost, the world that was destroyed. Korden is the ol dest of the Mgoroth,

anot her nephew of the last Mrager, just as | am yet | was the heir, not him
simply because my father was ol der than his. He finds that hard to remenber
sometines. He thinks he could do a better job than me, you see. It is a
situation that has made himnore than ny friend: he is ny conscience. He feels
it is his duty to keep ne from making mi stakes. And it is hard for him—for
Pinar too —to trust you because they | ook at you and see Tyrans.'

| nodded. 'I think —I think "Il go back to the fire. | need to think things
over.'

'"CGood idea. I, um wasn't thinking of coming to you tonight, Derya. There are,
er, conplications.'

"You mean Pinar, of course.' The only unattached Magoria over twenty; | knew
it with certainty. 1'd seen the way she | ooked at him

"W are not |lovers, not yet, and for the tinme being we go our own ways, but
she will be Mragerin-consort one day, and | would not insult her by lying in
the arns of a |over so publicly. Perhaps el sewhere, if you accept or want a —
a —tenporary relationship. If that reeks of hypocrisy, well, I'mnot in a
position to be honest. I"'mthe Mrager. I'msorry if that hurts you, but it is

the way things are.'

It should have been anusing. Here was soneone apol ogising for not taking ne to
bed, apol ogi sing because he was afraid he was about to hurt ny feelings. How
Rat hr ox Li gatan woul d have | aughed. He trained his conpeers to have no
feelings, to use their bodies without conmpunction to further the interest of
the task in hand. But | was nore intrigued than anused. | thought, How he
hates hinself for this! Tenellin was trapped in an inpossible situation, and
no matter which way he twi sted he would not |ike what he did.

| shrugged ny indifference. '"Wo am| to object? | have no clainms on you. You
did not speak to ne of permanence. | have known you for a little over a day. |
found somet hing special in your arms. | would like to find it again. | can
wait.' They were the words of a conpeer intending to use this nman and w ench
out the heart of the Kardi insurgents and their terrorism—but there was
truth in themtoo. | wanted to feel his arms about me again; | wanted to know
the secret of the way | had felt when I had lain in his arms. | had found
somet hing then that nost people never know, and it was hard to turn ny back on
it deliberately.

He touched ny face with gentle fingers. 'Don't talk to Brand about the
cabochons or such matters. It is better he does not know too nuch of what we
are.' He bent to kiss me, but the brush of his lips meant a return of the
menory of what his | ovemaki ng had wought the day before. It was far too easy
to be seduced by that recollection. | felt like a nmoth, blinded by the allure
of the torch, risking the scorch of its heat. | strove to tear nyself free of
the attraction.



' Goodnight, Ternellin,' | said, hoping | sounded coolly collected

| wal ked away from hi mback towards the canpfires, pulling ny cloak tight
about me, feeling 1'd just been spat out of a whirlwind. For the first tine,
my private life and nmy m ssion on behalf of the Brotherhood were at war and
didn't know what | was going to do. | was disgusted with nyself, with nmy |ack
of control over my enotions. Damm themall to Acheron —how could |I feel this
way ?

| battled to start thinking sensibly again, and when | did, my heart skidded
sonmewhere down to stomach

level. If Termellin was the Mrager, then his behaviour that day, and the day
bef ore, was strange. \Wat el se had been going on unnoticed by me because | was
too ¢ busy thinking with ny senses instead of ny head? If | understood the
situation correctly, Temellin was the | eader of an insurgency. The man who
woul d be ruler of the country, if they had their way.

But rulers did not normally go | ooking for |ost property in person, not even
preci ous property. They sent other people to do it for them Nor did they risk
their lives seeking out slave girls who could have been the bait in a rat

trap. Aruler was too precious to risk

And yet he was the Mrager; he hadn't been |ying about that. So what was goi ng
on? Wat had | nmissed? Wiy had he risked hinself to seek me out?

| was so engrossed in ny private mael strom| took no notice of the cl oaked
figure standing between me and the fires, until an arm shot out and cl utched
at me as | went to pass by. Startled out of ny reverie | |ooked up. It was
Pinar. 'Were's Tenellin?' she asked harshly.

| gave a vague wave of mny hand, knowi ng she could have sensed his whereabouts
if she had really wanted to know. 'He went back that way' | tried to nobve on
but Pinar's hand, resting now in between my breasts, stopped ne.

T know you for what you are,' she said. '|l can see what they are all blind to.
You nean to betray us.'

| did not deign to answer. | attenpted to brush past, but the hand stayed ne.

| was suddenly breathless, as if | had been running. 'Let me be, Pinar. You' ve
no cause for jealousy tonight,'" | said. But | could not pass. | felt her
cabochon push against ny heart, and the answering arrhythm a of the beat. |
staggered and tried to push her away, but my arnms felt weak. | wanted to
scream but no sound woul d cone.

"I can't let you kill us all," she said, her voice rough with dislike. 'You're
just a Tyranian brute in Kardi disguise. You sold your birthright. It's better
you die here, now, at ny hand. | don't care what they all say; | know I'm
right —

| could not believe what was happening. | was dying. | knew half a dozen ways
to kill using ny bare hands —and | was hel pless. | had just seconds before ny
heart stopped its beating. Goddess, J couldn't end like this, dead in this
desert world, aged not yet thirty. Not ne. My left hand crept upwards to
Pinar's breast, each inch closer a desperate act of will and pain with no
chance of ultimte success. This was power | knew nothi ng about. Magor nagic.

I was untrained, of a |esser rank —

| tried to send out mmy terror to alert the Magor, but | appeared to be
cocooned within a barrier of her making. And she let nothing slip by. | tried
to fight, but I knew nothing of the weapons —not hers, or mine

| fell to nmy knees, incapable of resistance, so weak | couldn't even whisper a
protest to the worman who was nurdering me. My left hand was no | onger part of
me.. It noved on w thout nmy know edge; it had a feeble life of its own and

was aware of it with a curious detachment. | saw it travel across the edge of
my vision, reaching out to touch her just as she was touching ne. The fingers
uncurl ed and the cabochon on the pal mrested against Pinar's breastbone.

And she smled, not even bothering to brush it away. 'Wat can you do?' she
whi spered, her triunph foul in my senses. 'I ama trained Magoria.'

In the seconds before death | renenbered ny nother, my real nother, bathed in
gold and blood, giving the battle cry of the Magor. Wirds | nust have
under st ood t hen, and renmenbered now. My lips



formed the shape of that heartfelt cry: Fah-Ke-Cabochon-rez! Hail the power of
t he cabochon!
| fell face down in the sand, blood rushing through me to obey the renewed

vigour of nmy heart. | lay there, gathering strength to me as if it were a
tangible thing in the air, to be seized on and inbi bed. Then warm strong hands
were holding ne, lifting me, hugging me to a nuscled chest.

" Tenel |in?

'Brand, damm you! Are you all right?

'She wanted to kill me. She tried —what happened?
"You flung her away fromyou.'

"I did? Were is she?

' She picked herself up and ran. She saw nme coning, | think. She was crying.
Are you sure you're all right?

| stood back fromhim 'Yes, | think so.' Crying? Pinar? Thanks — | took a
deep breath. 'You followed nme,' | accused, anything not to think about what
had just happened.

He shook his head. 'Don't flatter yourself. | canme out for a |leak. And then |
saw her, and wondered what she was up to. | saw you both, but | thought you
were just talking. It was too dark —Goddessdanmm, | alnost let her kill you
t hi nki ng you were having a conversation!'

"Never mind. I'mall right. Let's go back to the fire." | |eant against him
still weak. As we wal ked, | said, 'Brand, Tenellin is the Mrager.'

"Yes, | know.'

" You knew

"Yes, of course. That was obvious.' He turned his face to look at me in
surprise. 'Li—Derya, you didn't know

I was silent, shaned by his surprise

'You seemto have been uncharacteristically dense. And |I'm surprised you |et
Pi nar get within pissing distance of you, too. Couldn't you see the way she
has been | ooking at you? She | oathes everything you stand for and, unlike the
rest of these gullible folk, she has a pretty good idea just what it is you
represent. What worm has addl ed your wits?

| did not answer. He was right to ask the question, though

That night as | lay on nmy pallet of reeds, | tried to persuade nyself that al
| felt for Tenellin was lust: easily satisfied, easily forgotten once

sati sfied —and knew | was fooling nyself. Wien | |ooked at Tenellin, | lusted
—but | also saw, for the first time inny life, a man | recogni sed as being
the mrror of nyself. Termellin responded to power and responsibility and
excitement the sane way | did: he was stinulated. W fed on those things, the
way nmost folk thrived on security and routine. Challenged, we cane alive ..
W were two of a kind.

And that was, at best, intriguing, appealing, unsettling; at worst, worrying.
A mrror image had the power to shatter a reflection.

Such a man had the means to bring ne down.

The next day, | came face to face with Pinar as the norning neal was being
doled out fromthe pots at the fire. She gazed at ne, enotions safely
corrall ed behind her eyes. Tenellin and Garis and Korden were all within
hearing, so she was scrupulously polite. 'Good norning, Derya,' she said. 'How
are you feeling this nmorning? You | ooked as if you had some indigestion |ast

ni ght.'

'"Indeed | did." | held out ny plate for nmy share of porridge. 'Mist have cone
across something... rotten.'

"You shoul d be nore careful .’

"Ch, | will. In future.'

"Tell me, Derya, what sort of slave were you?

| had been about to turn away, but her words halted nme. Al instincts alert, |
wi shed | could feel through the barriers she erected. 'A reluctant one. \Wy?'

"Well, there are different kinds of slaves, are there not? Wores for the

mlitary brothels, for exanple. Pallet slaves for officers, that kind of
thing. | couldn't help but notice your hair has been well cut, your hands are



not roughened with hard work. So | wondered if
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Temel lin's voice cut across her questioning like a sword slash. 'Pinar, that's
enough. It's none of our business.'

She turned to him 'You are too trusting, Tenel. If she was a | ove-slave, then
perhaps it is foolish to trust her at all. Lovers can have loyalties to one
anot her, rather than to the land of their birth.’

"That's true,' Korden agreed. 'Anyway, |'d like to know why she has said so
little about this Ligea wonan. |'d have thought Derya would have told us al
sorts of things by now, wthout pronpting. A Legata of the Brotherhood is
surely a danger to us. W need to know what sort of person she is.'

'"Derya was no pallet slave,' Brand said. He sounded offhand, but they nust
have all felt his honesty. He continued, 'The Legata's taste is for handsone
mal es. Her present lover is one of the Stalwarts, an officer.' He sniled at

me. 'And believe nme, | wouldn't be hankering after Derya here if she preferred
worren on her pallet.’

Several people laughed at that, but I'd also felt the flare of suspicion from
others like a slap in the face. | glared at Brand as | sat down by the fire to
eat. Pinar and Tenellin remained standing and the | ook they exchanged was ful
of meaning, although only they knew what. 'Let it rest, Pinar,' he said.

' Pl ease.’

She went to get her breakfast, but | knew nothing had been laid to rest. Pinar
hated me and if at any time she thought she might be able to get away with it,
she would try to kill ne. The irony was that she was right. | was bent on
betrayal and she was the only one with the sense to see it. Korden's naturally
suspi ci ous character nmade hi mwary and distrustful, but he wasn't sure in the
way Pinar was. She knew, although | suspected jeal ousy was her foundation, not
evi dence. Poor Pinar. |,could alnost have felt sorry for her. At

| east | woul d never have ny thinking clouded by that kind of |ove and
jealousy. This, | thought, is a battle | can win in spite of ny Magor

weakness.

Brand, curious, sat beside ne and asked in a whisper if | were going to |let
Pinar get away with the attenpt on ny life. 'That woul d be nost unlike you,
Li—er, Derya,' he remarked.

"If I try to deal with her nyself, who's to say | would win? | al nost died
last night," | said. "And if | did do away with her, who would get the blane
for her death or disappearance?

"Why must you always think in such extreme ternms? You could just tell everyone
what happened.’

That was true, and they'd have to believe nme, too. But | wouldn't win any
friends anong the Magor by unmasking the nurderous intent of one of their
revered and cherished Ten. Better to |l et her nake a fool of herself, all on

her own. | was alerted now, and perhaps | could use her weaknesses to further
my own ends. | said to Brand, T will deal with her in my own time. The woman
tried to kill me. No one gets away with that.'

That nmorning Temellin asked ne to ride alongside him 'I want to talk to you

while we ride," he said. 'Korden is right. You should be able to tell us nore
about this Legata. How inmportant is she to us? W have had little experience
wi th the Brotherhood here, except when they tortured ordi nary people for

i nformati on about the Magor. But that was years ago. | think they finally
realised it never got them anywhere because we never tell the non-Magor
anyt hi ng about our novenents or where we hide. The freed slaves we take to the
M rage —they never return, you know. It is our price for their freedom
Anyway, after the Brotherhood tired of their fruitless interrogations of

t he non- Magor, we didn't see too nuch of themfor years. Until a couple of
weeks back. That's when we heard the Tyrani ans were expecting a high-ranking
conpeer to arrive in Sandmurram from Tyr. That worried us. W sent soneone to
i nvestigate, but they weren't able to find out rnuch.'

| felt the famliar surge of intoxication. That piquant thrill that cones wth



pl ayi ng a game of deception, pitting ny wits agai nst a worthy opponent. Even
nore delicious this time because he alnpbst certainly had no idea there was a
gane... 'That woul d have been Legata Ligea,' | said. "As far as | know there
is no one else fromthe Brotherhood in Kardiastan at the nmonment. She has been
conpl ai ni ng about that —about being on her own. CGossip in the slave quarters
back in Tyr said her main value to the Brotherhood is her skill at

i nterrogation.’

He may not have known nuch about the working of the Exaltarchy in Tyr, but he
had sense, this man. Sense enough to see the weaknesses in a story. He
continued, 'They say she is the daughter of a general. General Gayed the Baby
But cher. How did the daughter of a general get to be an agent of the

Br ot her hood? She is highborn! Her father was an honoured | egionnaire
commander, friend to the Exaltarch.’

Baby Butcher? | bristled, but kept a tight hold on ny emptions. 'Wll, people
don't explain things like that to a slave, you know. But runour in the
househol d said Gayed sent her to the Brotherhood because he didn't have a son
to give to the legionnaires. It was an odd thing to do, but the General was a
proud man who put his patriotismfirst, always. He was —well, honourable
woul d be the best word to describe him | suppose. He believed he had a duty
as a citizen of Tyr.'

He stared at ne, leaking strong irritation. At a guess, he didn't like the
word ' honourable', but | hadn't been about to |let the calumy of ' Baby

But cher' pass unremarked. He took a deep breath and returned to the original
guestion. 'Tell me nore about Ligea. Wat is she |ike?

My shleth reached out with one of its feeding arms and began to conmb the wool
of Temellin's mount, |ooking for blood-sucking lice, | supposed. | said,
"She's not yet thirty. She's tough. Hard even, but fair. She doesn't suffer
fools gladly. She would never m streat a slave, but people are afraid of her
She has a reputation. They say if you cross her, then you' re doomed.' Al true
enough.

"Are you afraid of her?

' She's never given nme cause.' My shleth edged closer to his, and | had to pul
it away. The two beasts were naking interested noi ses at one another, and

was irritated. | wanted to focus on our conversation, not be diverted by the
necessity of keeping overly anorous nounts separated, i

He said, 'You' ve given her cause enough to be angry now.'

| gave a smile. '"But | amsafe, aren't 1? |'msure you don't think she wll
find her way to the Mrage, do you?

"No likelihood at all. Wiy is she here, in Kardi astan?

"As | understand it, she is supposed to find you. They heard the runours you
survived being burnt at the stake. Her mandate is to find the Mrager and —
elimnate himas a danger to the Exaltarchy.'

"Why send her, and not somneone el se?

"Elysiums bliss! Is it likely a slave would know that?

He grinned at ne. 'Silly question. Sorry. | suppose | __, shoul d be
surprised you know as rmuch as you do.'

" Ah, slave quarters are the best place to hear gossip, believe ne. It's
amazi ng how nuch does travel between househol ds, and how accurate it is.'

He | ooked round and waved to Brand, beckoning himover. 'Brand,' he said as
the Altani drew up at his side, 'how well do you know the Legata?

Brand shrugged. 'How well does a slave ever get to know their nmaster? | was
bought for her when | was about twelve and she was ten. | was supposed to
guard her, as well as be at her beck and call. She was a little brat, full of
hersel f then. Rude, abrasive, spoiled, demanding. Used to get into one scrape
after another, nost of which I got blamed for. She inproved with age.'

' How so?'

'Learned to be a shade nore considerate. Learned that cooperation gains you
nore than belligerence. She's intelligent. Bit of a slow |earner with respect
to social relationships, but she gets there in the end. @Qullible sonetines,

t hough. "'



| glared at hi mwhen Tenellin wasn't |ooking. My nount, annoyed by the
presence of Brand's beast, acted as if he was equally peeved.

"Real ly?' Tenellin asked, disbelieving.

' She was used by her father to further his own grasping ends, but she could
never see it. She worshipped the ground he wal ked on. Still does, for all that
the bastard is dead.'

| gritted ny teeth and sl apped at the feeding armof ny nount.

'"So he didn't push her into the Brotherhood out of the kindness of his heart,
to give her a distinguished career?" Tenellin asked.

Brand snort ed.

"What did he want, then?

"I"'mnot sure. Sone said in the slave quarters "that he did it because his

wi fe, Salacia, didn't want her around,' Brand replied. 'That coul d have been
true too, because Salacia didn't care a pebble for Ligea. But Gayed didn't
care a rat's arse for her, either.’

'Brand exaggerates,' | said. '"He just didn't |ike the General.'

Brand nodded. 'That last is right. The man was cruel to the point of sadism A
bastard who was indifferent to the suffering of his underlings, even his own
sol diers. He was vindictive and unscrupul ous."

It was just as well my nount took that nmonment to nip at Tenellin's. It gave ne
an excuse to swear and drop back behind the two of them | could have w ung
Brand' s neck. How dare he speak of ny father that way?

The next two days were spent travelling through country much |ike that between
Sandmurram and Madrinya: arid plains and plateaux, with |ush shallow valleys
hunkering low in between. W kept away fromsettlenents; we saw no Tyrani ans,
al t hough I knew even this back country was regularly patrolled by

| egi onnai res.

When | had an opportunity, | told Brand exactly what | thought of him He
retaliated with sone remarks about purblind femal es, self-delusion and being
ruled by the enotions. Which was —ironically —al nost the sane spiel Gayed
had regularly dealt out to me when I was growing up. | called Brand a myopic
crank, so blinded by the hatred of a systemthat he couldn't see the virtues
of an upright man. After that, we nostly avoi ded each ot her

Gradually the large group split up, Tenellin evidently deeming it safer.
Smal | er groups were nore

manageabl e and |l eft fewer signs behind in passing. It was with relief that |
noti ced Pinar di sappear on the second day acconpani ed by a batch of ten or so
Kar di s.

| spent a lot of tine watching Temellin for signs that would tell me this was
a man who was nore than just a nman, that he was a being who coul d resi st
torture and his torturers, who could rise above his degradation to laugh in
the face of a woman cone to his death cell to use him who could survive a
conflagration lit to consune him | watched, but | saw none of it.

| saw only a man with a great deal of energy, who always seenmed to be on the
nove, cajoling, encouraging, urging those under his care. | envied the easy
camaraderie he had both with the ordinary Kardis and with the Magor

especially when | noted he also had their respect. If he gave an order, it was
obeyed instantly by the sane people who m ght tease himaround the canpfire at
night, or insult himwth cheeky banter in their nore rel axed nonents.
Wherever the Mrager was, there was |aughter, often his own. He |aughed a |ot;
not with the cynicismthat marked Brand' s anusenent, but with full-hearted
hurmour of the kind that came froma love of life, a love of mankind. And in

t he back of ny mnd, | wondered about that |aughter: how could he who mnust
have seen so nuch that hurt him still regard the world with such childlike
joy?

"I's he always so good-hunmoured?' | asked Garis once as we rode side by side.

"Terel lin? Most of the tine, yes. That's the kind of fellow he is.' He | ooked
across at the Mrager with an expression that was al nost tender. 'But he's got
a tenper, too. Cabochon help you if he ever loses it. H's

tongue coul d sizzle a carcass over cold ashes, and he's not beyond | ashi ng out



physically, either, when he's really riled. Takes a lot to get himthat nad,

t hough,' he added. 'And his anger always has an understandabl e cause.'

"You look a lot like him Are you rel ated?

"Only distantly. My parents were not Magoroth. |'m one of those odd cases
where a hi gher rank emerges from marri age between | ower; it happens
occasionally. But the others —they are all related. Each rank tends to marry
peopl e of their own rank, you see, because no one likes to dilute the Magor

bl ood they have, especially not now Korden and Tenellin and Pinar are al
first cousins. Jessah and Jahan are brother and sister, Ungar is Korden's
wife's cousi—

'But Jessah and Jahan are married, surely!' | protested.

He nodded, unconcerned. 'Yes. That's common enough anpbng the Magor. It makes
for strong children, both in body and Magor abilities.’

| was shocked. Brothers married sisters? 'That's disgusting. It makes for
idiots, too," | said finally, my distaste as strong as bile on the tongue. In
Tyrani an nyt hol ogy, our nation had been brought close to ruin by the

i ncestuous | ove of Cestuous and Caprice, Tyr's early founders. Al though
repeat edly warned by the gods, they had been defiant, continuing their

rel ationship until the gods had punished them —and Tyr too, for condoning

t heir behaviour. Their children were born crippled and warped. They'd grown up
to rule the fledgling nation, but their lives of corruption, heedl ess

di ssipation and final madness had brought the city to financial and mlitary
ruin. Plague and fam ne had followed. It had taken Tyrans generations «*»

to prosper after that.

"Idiots? Garis smled. 'Anong comon fol k perhaps, but not with us. In fact,
it is encouraged as a source of strength.'

"It's —unnatural. Horrible!" Some of ny revul sion nmust have conmuni cat ed
itself to ny nount because it shied nervously and flapped its feeding arns. It
took me a monent to bring it under control again.

"Why unnatural ?* Garis asked. 'You are judging Kardis by Tyranian | aws, but
such rules are nmeaningless to us. To be able to reinforce sibling love with
sexual | ove is considered a bl essing anong the Magor.'

I was silent, unable to find the words to convince hi mhow wong he was.
"Derya, Tenellin said | could explain to you anything to do with our custons
or history, as long as |I don't tell you about how Magor powers work for us.

You tell nme what you don't know, and I'll try to explain so you can understand
us better.'
Wary, | thought: Even Tenellin has his reservations... there are sone things

he doesn't want nme to know yet. Be careful, Ligea. The Mrager is no fool
Aloud | said, 'Anything you tell me will be new Perhaps —tell me why
Temellin is the Mrager. What makes a M rager?

"His birth. The eldest child of the Mrager becomes the next Mrager or

M ragerin when the Mrager dies. If there is no child, then it goes to the
next in line, male or female. Tenellin has been Mrager since he was a child,
when the | ast Mrager, his uncle Sol ad, died during the Tyrani an invasion
Naturally, a new Mrager has to be of the Magoroth.'

'What happened to Tenellin's parents?

' The sane thing that happened to all Magoroth adults during the invasion. They
were killed. By a treachery we don't really understand. Did you know

the Tyranians like to call those tinmes the "Kardi Uprising"? As if their

i nvasion of our soil was legitimte, and our defence of it was illegal!"’
'What happened?’
"Well, it started with several different invasions. The first was turned back

at the Rift. It was foll owed by various skirm shes over the next couple of
years or so, one of which killed the heir to the Mrager —Solad's only child.
A cousin to both Tenellin and Korden. But otherw se none of these snall
battl es seenmed particul arly dangerous.' He frowned, angry enotion ripping
through his barriers in a cresting wave, even as his ire broke through in his
words. ' They were so stupid, our forebears, Derya! They were so sure of their
powers that they failed to plan, failed to keep a proper watch on the coast,



failed to train the ordinary Kardis as support troops and so on. Mrage be

t hanked, Tenel has ten tines the sense of his uncle, Mrager-solad. And he has
| earned by watching the | egionnaires.

" Anyway, one night, at the height of the Shimrer Festival —that was our major
yearly celebration in those days —soneone led a small band of the eneny into
the heart of the Pavilions in Madrinya. This was about, oh, twenty-five,
twenty-six years ago now. The Magoroth were seated in the main hall for the
Shi mer Feast, all of the Magoroth gathered fromall over Kardiastan. Tyrani an
archers shot themdown fromthe gallery. Every wearer of the gold cabochon
over the age of ten was killed. Archers have a greater range than cabochon
magi ¢, you see.'

Dam it, | thought, Rathrox must have known this! Wiy in all Acheron's |ayers
of hell didn't he tell ne?

But no matter how hard | tried to think of a jrational reason, none cane to

m nd. Rathrox had

al ways been secretive, but to send an agent out into the field wi th inadequate
know edge was f ool hardy, and Rathrox was no fool. He'd done it deliberately...
why? So that |'d fail? Be caught? Killed? O did he think I'd succeed anyway,
and the reason he hadn't told me had sonething to do with ny past history?

Garis hadn't noticed nmy abstraction, and was still telling the story of the
Shi mer Festival feast. 'And none of the Magor were armed with weapons: it was
customary not to bring weapons into the feasting hall. Wth the Magoroth dead,

including the Mrager, Solad that is, the Exaltarchy was able to claimthe
land as theirs.'

"And t he younger Magoroth chil dren?

He counted them off on his fingers. 'Pinar, Tenellin, Korden, M asa, Jessah
Jahan, Selwith, Berrin, Markess and G etha. Ten of them They were al
somewhere between three and ten years old. They had been sent to the Mrage
just before the Festival —on, well, training | suppose you could call it.
They went with their Theuros and Illusos teachers. It's strange they were away
at the tinme of the Festival, and in retrospect no one can understand why

M rager-sol ad sent them Sone people think he nust have had a prenonition
Anyway, it saved their lives. And mne too, perhaps, because | amthe son of
two of those teachers, although | was born rmuch |ater

' Those wearers of the gold under three years old didn't escape the nmassacres.
They weren't old enough to be sent away, so they were all in the palace for
the festivities. They were killed in the nurseries by the |egionnaires. They
sl aughtered all the babies, Derya. Every one.' His rage whirled around him
unrestrai ned. 'Sonmeone betrayed those who attended the Festival. W have never
found out who. It has

al ways seened unbel i evabl e, because the betrayer must have been one of the
Magoroth. Only a Magoroth coul d have raised a ward around the feasting hal
strong enough to hide the approach of |egionnaires, only a Magoroth coul d have
renoved it to allow thementry.' He shook his head in a nmix of distress and
rage. T don't suppose we'll ever find out who now By the time the

| egi onnai res had finished, all the Magoroth in the Pavilions were dead.'
"What's a ward?' | asked

"A kind of magical barrier. An invisible wall that can stop people, or even
Magor ot h power, from passing through.'

He stopped, obviously wondering if he'd said too nuch, so | changed the

subj ect.

"Did any of the | ower-ranking Magor —the Illusos and the Theuros —did they
escape”?

'Ch, yes. Most of them Most weren't at the feast. But they don't have
Magoroth powers. They tried to resist Tyrans, but they weren't powerful
enough. Sporadic fighting occurred for years, but once the tradeways were
built and the legions could ride fromone end of the land to the other in a
matter of days, there was little hope. Worse still, until Temellin grew up a
bit, no newborn Magor children received their cabochons. Ch. Um | guess |
can't explain about that just now, though



"Gradual Iy the | ower-ranki ng Magor gave up the fight and came to the Mrage
for safety and to offer their services to teach the Magoroth all they knew W
have been trying to strengthen ourselves ever since, to nake our powers even
greater than those of our parents, until the tine when we are strong enough to
sweep the legions into the sea. For sone time there have been those who have

t hought we have sufficient

power, but Tenellin still won't allow a full-scale insurgency. He says we have
to ensure the next generation first, in case we are killed.'
"But it is beginning, isn't it, your rebellion? | asked. 'Your aimis first

to disrupt Tyranian society in Kardiastan. To nake Tyrani ans uncert ain,
nervous.'

'"Exactly. Tenellin says it is inportant to free slaves for just that reason.'’
Not to nmention the nurder of |egionnaire officers, the terrorising of those
who used the trade routes, the di sappearance of caravans.

He continued, "It brings the common folk to our side. After all, there is a
whol e generation of Kardis who have grown up having no first-hand know edge of
t he people of the Magor. They had a right to feel abandoned by us. W have to
di spel that feeling. Nothing Tenellin does is wthout reason,' he added, and
there was no mistaking his pride in his Mrager

"But he hasn't done nuch towards ensuring the next Magoroth generation if he

hinself hasn't married,' | replied. 'O has he been begetting bastards al ong
t he way?'
He | aughed. 'Perhaps. But not Magoroth ones. Although, to be honest, | don't

think that's likely, either. Tenellin takes his duties as Mrager too
seriously to flaunt hinself Iike that. Anyway, he was married at eighteen
like many of us. Hs wife was M asa, one of the original Ten. She was, um
barren for many years. Then, when she did conceive, she had a difficult tine.
She died, with the baby unborn, just last year. It was an awful tine for
Temel lin, but nowit seenms he will marry Pinar once the mourning period is
up.' Garis the romantic sighed, his eyes troubled. 'He doesn't have all that
much choice. As Mrager, he should marry a Magoria and Pinar is the only one
of

age who is not spoken for. | don't think he likes her that rmuch, although she
is his cousin. It is sad.'

"And the others all have children?

'Ch yes. Korden and G etha have ten! And another on the way.'

"Al'l Magoroth.'
"OfF course. And we have been lucky, too, in the nunber of such children born
to Theuras and Il lusas. Altogether there are forty-eight Magoroth children in

the Mrage. And many nore of the |ower ranks. So now Tenellin feels the tine
has come to nove agai nst the Tyranian presence in our land.' H's tawny eyes
danced at the prospect. 'Tenellin says the break-up of the whole Exaltarchy
will start here, in Kardiastan.'

CGoddess, the man had the gall of a gnat biting a gorclak! He didn't really
think it was possible to bring about the downfall of the greatest enpire ever
concei ved, did he? The Exaltarchy stretched over half the known world ... |
decided to keep that thought to myself, and changed the subject. 'Wat is the
Mrage like, Garis?

He | ooked unconfortable. 'Temellin says | shouldn't tell you that.'

I hid a sigh. | thought perhaps | was going to becone quite tired of hearing
Garis say, Tenellin says ..

He went on, 'He'll have time for you soon. The last of the other groups |eaves
us today. Then there will just be you and me and himand Brand. | think he
wants to know you better before you see the secrets of the Shiver Barrens and
the Mrage. W risk much to show you, if you are a traitor. Anyway, you'll see
for yourself soon.'

| gave an involuntary | ook at Tenellin where he sat on his shleth at the head
of a group of Kardi ex-slaves. He was smiling and | felt ny throat tighten
just at the

t hought of himturning that smle on nme. | forced nmy attention back to Garis,



who was asking, 'But won't you tell me a little about Tyr? Does water really
travel fromthe nountains along bridges? Do they really have public ganes
where everyone is naked? Is it true the Exaltarch has orgies every night and
has an insatiable appetite for slave wonen?

"Well, | know he has an appetite for wonen, yes,' | said gravely, answering
the last. 'And wine too. But he made the Exaltarchy what it is; he extended it
froma few tributary neighbours to all the nations bordering the Sea of Iss.
He couldn't have done that if he spent his time indulging in drunken orgies.
The Exaltarch is an ex-soldier and he has a soldier's discipline.’

He gave ne a puzzled glance. 'You sound al nost adniring.'

"I am Only a fool would not respect what the Exaltarch has achieved.
Approving of it is another matter.'

"She's right, Garis,' a voice behind ne said. | turned in the saddle to see
Korden had ridden up. 'But what we have to decide,' he continued, addressing
me, 'is whether you are one of those who approves, as well as adnires.'

' Slaves do not usually approve of those who run the systemthat nmakes them
slaves in the first place.'

"One would think it illogical, wouldn't one?" Korden was nothing if not
urbane. 'And yet | have seen it happen with slaves who were raised in slavery.
They know no other life. They are brought up to believe it is a just state of
affairs. They may even | ove those who enslave them giving up their lives for
their owners if the situation arises.' He considered me thoughtfully.

' Sonetines people are irrational beings. | do not

di strust you exactly, Derya, but you will have to prove
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your loyalty before | give you nmy trust. | do not have Tenellin's faith in the

bl ood running in your veins. Tenellin is our Mrager, but he is not an
absol ute nonarch. He rules by covenant and nust listen to others of his kind.

Be warned: there will be those who watch you and who will turn the power of
the Magor on you if you prove faithless.' Wth that, he switched his attention
to Garis. 'l came to say goodbye. This is where | leave with nmy group; | wll

see you on the other side of the Barrens.' He stretched forth his left hand
and Garis touched palnms with him He nmade no such gesture to ne.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

W slept at night wapped in wool | en bl ankets, under the shelter of waxed
sheeting strung up on poles to keep the dew off. After Pinar had left on the
second day, | kept wondering if Temellin would cone to ne at night, but he
never did. During the day, if anything, he avoided ne. He didn't have to try
hard: there were al ways people claimng his attention, always problens to be
sol ved concerning the ex-slaves. After Korden left on the fourth day, he
didn't have that excuse. There were only four of us left —Brand and Garis
being the other two —but he only cane to ne the next norning.

He woke ne just at first light. 'Cone,' he whispered, '|I have sonething to
show you. A wild shleth.'

I rose and followed him brushing the sleep fromny eyes as | went. He led ne
out into the desert, using his sword for light, but keeping the glow of it

subdued. 'l thought you might like to have a |look at this,' he said, pointing
to where a lone shleth was using its feeding arns and feet to excavate a deep
hole in the sand. 'It's about to give birth.'

The beast finished its digging, and knelt down in the hole. Al nost inmmediately
it began to strain, and

within minutes it had passed a bl ood-streaked , | eat hery sac about
the size of a cat, oval in shape, into

the hole. The shleth proceeded to cover up its newborn w th sand.

"What is it doing? | asked in astonishment.

'They bury the sac in sand and pronptly forget about it. It's like a |arge,
hal f - devel oped egg. Wien the young is fully developed, it uses its feeding
arms to dig out to the surface where it can fend for itself.’

"Shleths don't feed their young?

"Kardi s speak of shleth's nmilk the same way Tyranians refer to hen's teeth or



Assorians tal k about snake feathers. The young will grow up on the edges of
the | ake here, feeding on the grasses.'
He turned towards nme. 'We have tried to raise the young fromthe tine they dig
t hensel ves out, but we've never had success. They survive best by thensel ves
for a year or two. Which has a di sadvantage for us —we have to catch and tane
themlater on.' He reached out and drew nme to him kissing me gently on the
lips. It wasn't the kind of kiss | wanted fromhim 'It has been hard not to

' he said, and nade a vague gesture with his hand. T want you so badly. Yet
| shouldn't be here with you now. It has no future.'

"It doesn't have to have a future, Tern. In fact, | amnot in the habit of
considering a future for ny rel ati onships.'
"No, | don't suppose slaves can. | find it hard to i magi ne what it must be

like to be enslaved. But now? You can have a future, Derya. You can plan to
have a husband, a family, lots of children ...'

T can't say children have figured much in nmy plans either.' That was certainly
true. I'd never considered having any, and had taken good care | wouldn't.
"What's the matter with just here and now?' At |east

this time | was well fortified with ganeez to prevent conception

He didn't need nore of an invitation. The shleth had wandered away, but we
stayed there on the sands and found sonething in each other's arns as nmagica
as the sword he carri ed.

And yet, later, lying in nmy blankets back in the canp, | wondered if it hadn't
been a m stake. Wen he clasped his palmto nmne and we joined for that noment
intine, we gave sonething to each other and gai ned somet hing from each other
t hat changed us both. W forged connections —in Magor magic, in physica

| oving. W fashioned bonds that |ingered on afterwards in a way |'d never
experi enced before in any lustful coupling.

W forgot bonds could also be fetters.

"That's it?" | asked Tenellin. 'That's the Shiver Barrens?

"That's it.'

The two of us pulled up our nounts on the top of a stony rise. A red-rock

sl ope of a few hundred paces | ed down to an expanse of sand that appeared to
stretch on forever. Beside us Garis and Brand al so halted, and al

conversation ceased.

After the initial question, | was speechless. Any words woul d have been too
mundane to express the cascade of overwhel mi ng enotions swanpi ng nme at that
monent. \Whatever | had expected, it wasn't what | saw then —there had never
been a place in ny logical world for anything like this.

From a sky of unforgiving blue, unbl em shed by cl oud, the sun screaned
full-voi ced down on the desert sands, relentless, scorching —and the sands
responded. The grains rose up to greet the heat of the

day and gyrated for the sun god, as sensual as a sem -naked dancing girl

di scardi ng her veils.

The Shiver Barrens danced ..

They noved in patterns that wove and unravel |l ed, forned and disintegrated in
shimers of light and dark, and as they danced they sang a whi spering song of
seduction. The whorls and streans of sand grains reached twi ce the height of a
man, pouring through the air fromthe ground and back again |like waiths of
mst in awnd. But there was no wind. The sand noved of its own volition
every particle self-propelled, yet each obeying sone cosmc |aw that
orchestrated its nmovenment into this tidal dance.

| watched in wondernent, and remenbered being a child at our cliffside holiday
villa on the Sea of |ss, watching schools of fish swming in the ocean far
bel ow —t he annual run of sardines along the coast. Sometines the sharks woul d
pierce the shoals in vicious thrusting stabs, and the fish would whirl away,
turning and twisting in skeins of light and dark, each with a mnd of its own,
yet performing its part in perfect unison as the swarmng mass split and
rej oi ned.

Such were the dancing sands-of the Shiver Barrens.

And as they flowed and re-fornmed, clustered and seethed, they sang. Not in



words, but in soft sound just out of range of ny understanding, half heard,
like the far-off tinkle of wind chimes, the patter of raindrops on water, the
soughi ng of a breeze through pine needles, the soft licking of a cat's tongue
on kitten fur.

In a dream | urged my nount down to the edge of the Barrens, where rock gave
way to dancing sand. | dismunted and | eant forward to hold my hand out and
catch up some of the grains bouncing in the air —but they couldn't be
captured. They jiggled away from nme, teasing

"Try your left hand,' Tenellin said at ny elbow This time | caught them and
they nestled in nmy cupped palm tw nkling at nme, purple and silver and gold

and grey ... slivers of colour. They tickled my skin until | released them and
they flew away, humming their song of joy.
"What do you think? Tenellin asked softly. But | refused to be drawn; | stil

had no words. He stood cl ose behind and put his arns around me. 'Can you hear
it?

'"Ch yes.'

'"Only the Magor can hear the song...'

"Does it nmean anything? | keep thinking that if only | could listen a bit

better, 1'd be able to understand what it is saying.'

He was dismissive. 'There's nothing to understand. It's just a meaningl ess
nel ody. "

He believed what he said, but | couldn't shake the feeling. | was al so

pai nfully aware of his body agai nst mne. Renmenber, Ligea, you are a conpeer
"Why can't the | egions cross?

'They don't know the secret. They ride out, not knowi ng the further you ride,
t he deeper the dance becones. At the edge, where we are now, the firm ground
is just a pace down; the pain of the grains brushing your skin would be
bearabl e.' He waved a hand towards the horizon. 'Qut there the sand dances
above your head. You breathe it into your nostrils, you gasp and it dances
into your nouth. It fills your ears and abrades your skin. You start to bl eed;
just pinpricks to start with, then your nouth and nose and ears trickle bl ood
and your skin is rasped raw and the pain maddens you and your mount. You try
to return, but you cannot see which way safety lies. Your clothing is shredded
and you yourself are flayed to a mass of

I
. A :
bl eedi ng, skinless flesh. Wen the sand finally chokes you and you cease to
breathe, it is the mercy you have prayed for. The Barrens are cruel to those
who trespass in ignorance. Even to us, the Magor. For sone reason, our —our
abilities are limted here. The sands do not obey our nmagic.'
"But there is a secret —
"Yes, and tonight you will discover it.' Hi s cheek rested against nine; his
voi ce caressed, although his words were gravid with warning. 'The Shiver
Barrens are the Mrage's protection from Kardi astan, just as the Alps are its
protection on the western side, from Tyrans. And after today, you and Brand
wi Il both know the secret...'
He trailed fingers down the side of my neck to my breast, then swung ne to
face him 'Don't betray us, Derya. Pinar and Korden think the |egionnaires who
were all around the safe house in Madrinya had sonmething to do with either you
or Brand.' His hand still cupped ny breast, tantalising me through the cloth.
"I cannot believe that. Not when | have lain in your arns and felt your
trueness, but | amnot foolish enough to think I am always right. W all have
the ability to hide our enotions fromone another, although not our lies.' He
| ooked back to the top of the slope, where Brand stood staring at us both with
an expressionless face.
'l asked Brand about those |egionnaries, and he refused to answer. He said if
| doubt you, then | should talk to you, not him He gave the same answer to
Pinar. | wish he had been nmore ... straightforward in his replies. Pinar and



Korden are now convi nced he won't answer such questions plainly because he
knows we'll' catch himout in alie.’

"It was Legata Ligea who ordered the | egionnaires out in force,' | said, with
perfect truth. 'She wants to

catch the Mrager. You. Wat else can either of us say? Ligea is not in the
habit of tal king to her handmai dens about the details of her plans. And as for
Brand, he cares for nme. He doesn't like to see others distrust ne, or treat ne
like sonme kind of crimnal. He is angry with Pinar.'

He | ooked up at Brand agai n.

"I's he your |over, Derya?

"He is a brother to ne.’

' That does not nake any difference to a Magor.'

"So |I've been told. It does to me. A wealth of difference.'

'He does not think of hinmself as your brother.'

" No.

He put his left palmto mne, reinforcing his words with his flow of enotions.
"I have not had a wonan other than you since the death of ny wife. After she

died, | desired no one until | put my arnms around you and felt something so
powerful it could not be resisted. | loved ny wife, Derya. It hurts even now
to think of her. And yet, she never nade ne feel the way you do. | wanted her
yet it never made nme ache just to look at her, as | do when | | ook at you.' He
rel eased me and stood back a little. 'You have had tine to think, Derya. Do
you still want me on your pallet, knowing that's all we'll ever have?

"Yes.' The word jerked out. I felt | was physically incapable of giving any

ot her answer.

He nodded and leant forward to brush his |ips against ny forehead. 'Warn Brand
that if he thinks to |l eave the Mrage before he has gained ny trust, | wll
kill himbefore he reaches the edge of the Shiver Barrens as surely as the sun
rises. As | would anyone who woul d betray Kardiastan to Tyrans. And now we
will set up canp here for the remai nder of the day. W

will nove only after sunset. W nust rest; it will be a |’ long ride
tonight.' He turned away, calling to Garis,

giving orders, smling his friendship and goodw I I.

I wondered what had happened to his | aughter while he had been speaking to ne.
I went over to Brand and gave him Tenellin's warning.

"Charming fellow,' he said. 'And how | ong have you been bedding this scorpion

nmy sweet?
| bristled. 'The slaking of my appetite is no business of yours, Brand.'
"No, nmore's the pity. But renenber, scorpions have stings in the tail. It

doesn't pay to play with them' He grinned at me, but there was little hunour
init.

| tried to sleep under the nakeshift shelter they erected, but the heat was so
intense it seemed to shrivel ne, making ny skin too small for my body,
squeezing me into too small a space. The rock beneath ny sleeping pelt seared
as if | were nmeat basting over a fire. And the nusic fromthe Shiver Barrens

teased, prom sing sonething just beyond nmy understanding. | still felt that if
I could only concentrate, | would be able to conprehend the words and arrive
at some eternal truth ... but | could never quite hear. | rolled over to watch
t he dance, the endl ess novenent that was col our and sound as well, and was

again a moth fascinated by a flame. Could such beauty be deadly? | felt |
could walk into the dance, be part of its glory —and energe unscat hed. Yet
Temel lin could not have been lying; | would have known. And the | egionnaires
who had set out to cross the sands had never returned.

Gradual ly the dancing slowed, as if the grains grew too heavy for the air,
sinking lower and lower until their noverment was stilled and the ground was
qui et and purple under the | ast rays of the sun

| slept.

When | awoke, the ground sparkled with frost. Once the warnth of the day was
gone, no longer enticing the sand to dance, the Barrens were cal m and
virginal, a white-clad bride breathlessly awaiting the sweet violation of the



weddi ng ni ght.

Temellin and Garis were dismantling the canp. Brand passed food to nme and

ate hurriedly, infected by the eagerness of the others to be away. 'Wy didn't
we start to cross at sunset? | asked Tenellin. 'W'd have had nore tine.'

' There are patches of quicksand out there. Ri de over one of those and our
mounts woul d fl ounder and sink. We'd be nired. And once again the Barrens
woul d have cl aimed the unwary. The ground has to be hard for us to cross.'

| understood then. W'd had to wait, wait until the tenperature fell to
freezing as it did each night under those cloudless Kardi skies. Until the
sand grains were bound together with the sparkle of desert dew frost; unti

the ground was frozen beneath the feet of a nmount.

Only then could we start our journey.

| rode with Tenellin beside me, Garis and Brand and the pack shleth dropping
away behi nd, each of us careful to make our own path across the crust. To have
foll owed the tracks of another woul d have been to risk breaking through the
surface. If | |ooked back, | could see the pawprints the shleths | eft behind,
but when | | ooked ahead, Temellin and | could have been the only people ever
to have crossed the Shiver Barrens, ever to have nade a mark on that virgin
white

As we rode, | realised why a horse or a gorclak could never have nade that
journey and lived. Their small feet would have broken through the surface.
Only a

shl eth could cross the Shiver Barrens. They spread out their pads to the size
of serving plates and used a fast-wal king gait that spread their weight evenly
on three legs at a tinme. The constancy of the speed they maintai ned was

i npressive; a glance at the concentration on Tenellin's face convinced ne it
was necessary. If we didn't reach the other side of the Barrens by dawn, we

di ed. Lo T

We rode in silence. Tenellin travelled in a world of his own as if he |istened
to voices only he could hear, yet | did not regret the I ack of conversation

I, too, wanted to listen. | wanted to listen to the song of my own body, to

t he sound of the footbeats of ny nount, to the nowstilled nusic of the sands,
echoes of which | still seenmed to hear. Above, the purple softness of the sky
with its blue points of light and swirls of Stardust; below, the sparkle of

bl ue-frost and the crisp crunch of paws... No, there was no need of words.

was beyond them

W had no tinme for rest. Safety was a night's ride away; the pace had to be
steady and relentless. Occasionally Tenellin would draw his sword and swing it
inan arc in front of him Each tinme, when it flamed briefly, he would nmake a
slight adjustnment to the direction of our ride.

When we passed a dozen silent frost-covered figures, half buried in the sand,
hal f exposed in a naked tatter of bone and desiccated flesh, we did not stop
Temellin did not seemto notice them but my , heart clenched painfully as

recogni tion came. There could be no m staking the lance still clutched in a
fl eshl ess hand, the clasp froma mlitary cloak |odged in |eathered skin, or
the netal |inks caught on the white curve of ribs, gleaming in the starlight —

all that remained of a cuirass. And beyond the nen, the

skel etal remains of animals with pitted and pockmarked horns in the niddle of
bone-white skulls. Appalled, |I averted ny eyes.

In predawn light | had nmy first glinpse of the end of the Shiver Barrens: a
dark sil houette across the horizon ahead, a continuous jagged line of a | ow
ri dge agai nst the mauve of sky. Tenellin spoke for the first time. 'That's the
first Rake,' he said. 'That's safety.'

Dawn cane: a shaft of light that shot across the plain from behind, sending
our shadows racing ahead to touch the stone of the Rake, now col oured the
ebony-red of newly shed bl ood. The shl eths qui ckened pace, aware tinme was
slipping away fromthemw th the darkness.

"Don't worry,' Tenellin said frombeside me. 'We will make it.'

But soon | was doubting his words of reassurance. The crispness was gone from
beneat h the paws of our nounts. They were forced to slow as the crust broke



slightly each time a foot landed. Alittle later, when | |ooked behind, | saw
sand escaping fromthe confining surface wherever the crust had cracked. The
grains weren't truly dancing as yet; the sand bubbl ed, broke and fell back
only to bubble and burst again. Ahead, the white plain was white no | onger
the frost had nelted.
"Termellin — | began. Fear and excitenment ningled. | knew ny eyes shone.
"Trust ne.' He laughed and let | oose his enptions. He was exhil arated,
revelling in the race against tine, the possibility of death, the joy he
anticipated. 'lI'Il get you there. Believe ne, there's no way |I'll be cheated
out of what | intend to have today.'
Yet by the time the Rake was within reach, the soft sound of the song of the
Shi ver Barrens murmnured
-t

im
anew. The shleths were floundering, alnost wallowing as the grains rose up to
batter at their legs. On their |ast desperate run to the rock ahead, they even
unfol ded their feeding arnms and used the balled fingers as an extra pair of
feet, anything to give them added purchase on the restless sand. Behind, our
tracks were a ploughed furrow through a barren field.
And then we were safe. The rock was beneath us and our nounts hal ted, heads
hanging |l ow with fatigue.
Gari s whooped and | aughed. 'Ww —that was terrific!’
Brand shook his head and muttered somet hi ng about youth and i diocy.
I 1 ooked around. The |engthwi se red crease of the Rake, slashing across the
sands in a seemngly endless ripple, was no nore than ten mnutes' ride
wi dt hways in the flatter places. But it wasn't often flat. It was a naturally
carved fl ounce of curves and caves and fissures accentuated by |ight and
shade. In the sun, the red was al nost blinding; shadows cooled it to mahogany
and rust. Such were the tortured convolutions of the rock that sone niches and
corners were always shadowed, and in these places pools collected the run-off
of dew and frost.

Al this | hardly noticed just then. | was | ooking across one of those flatter
areas and seei ng what was on the other side of the flounce —and in ny
fatigue, ny heart plunged. Al | could see was sand and nore sand. The Shiver

Barrens began again on the far side of the Rake, stretching as far as the eye
coul d see.

Wth a speaking glance at Brand, | slid fromny shleth.

Temel lin di smount ed besi de nme and cane over, his eyes synpathetic. 'It takes
five nights to cross the

Shiver Barrens, Derya,' he said. 'There are four stone ridges like this one,
slicing through the desert fromone side to the other. W mnust reach one

bef ore dawn of each day. As you can see, on a Rake there is shelter and water
and shade and firmground. Here we are safe. You can even bathe. There is no
need to | ook so miserable.’

He grinned at nme and suddenly |I didn't feel so tired.

We found a shaded cave where we could water the aninals and feed themthe
fodder cakes we had with us. Another recess carved into a cliff provided us

wi th shade. However, after we'd eaten, Tenellin disappeared. | sat waiting,
and was not di sappoi nted; when he returned it was to beckon ne away fromthe
others. | joined himout in the sun once nore, wincing in the already savage
heat. '|I have found a place,' he said. 'Cone.’

He held out his left hand and instead of giving himmy right in return, |
reached across with nmy left. The touch of his cabochon to m ne was the drug
needed to reassure myself that | was desirable —and desired.

He had found a cave for us, a hollow rounded and snoothed |ike a scooped- out
nmel on hal f, just big enough for the sleeping pelts he had thrown down. A
little lower, there was anot her rounded dip, also shaded, full of ice-cold
wat er .

He took ne in his arms and whi spered, 'Your bath awaits, ny lady.' But in the
end, it was the bath that had to wait. Once we were naked and in each other's



arms, we could not stop the flane of enotion denmandi ng instant physica
consunmation. W were intoxicated with each other, drunk on the snell and
taste and touch of each other; unbearably aroused by our desire, then
inebriated with its satiation. At that

nmonent, the idea any action of mine could lead to the death of this man was
utterly unthi nkabl e.

Afterwards, lying side by side, |I found nyself crying with the wonder of it
all. He lay there, naked, perfect —scul pted thighs, hard buttocks, taut

l ength of nuscular leg. Qur left palnms were still clanped together so we could
feel every nuance of each other's enotion, or at |east those we cared to
share, but when | wondered how | would ever be satisfied again with a | esser

| over, when | renmenbered | was supposed to betray him | shielded ny guilt
fromhim And there was, even then, a part of ny brain thinking through
possibilities. Like: if Tyrans wanted to prevent the Kardis from crossing the
Shiver Barrens, then all they had to do was kill all the shleths. O: the
Stalwarts need not cross the Al ps; they could commandeer shleths and cross the
Shiver Barrens just as the Kardis did. They could wench the Mrage from Kard
control, and that woul d weak havoc on the Kardi heart and soul

But | had no way to get that nessage to the Stalwarts in tine. They woul d
cross through one of the world s nost treacherous nountain ranges, enduring
horrors | could hardly inmagine, in order to serve their country and their

Exal tarchy. To bring peace to a warring nation and a people who coul d not
accept the natural order of subservience to a superior culture..

W drowsed, then bathed together and nmade | ove again, this time with a nore

| ei surely passion, although the culmnation was as intense as ever. | fel

asl eep' naked in his arms and did not wake until it was dark

Temel lin had gone and | was already chill ed.

It was Garis who had awoken me. He was shaking nme by the foot, his voice ful
of laughter.

'Derya? Are you awake? Tenellin says it's tinme to get

up:

| stirred and sat up. | was still naked.

"Now that's a sight I'd walk all night to see!' he exclaimed. He rolled his
eyes and grinned. 'You are inconparable, Derya.'

| pulled the sleeping pelt up over ny nakedness. 'Scat, Garis.'

"Killjoy,' he said, not noving.

"Scram Garis!'

"I"mgoing, |I'mgoing! Termellin wouldn't appreciate too nmuch appreciation
anyhow. But I'mglad for him Derya. | really am' This |last was said w thout

t he banter, and then he was gone.

| was glad, too —for nyself. For now.

W were on the fourth Rake.

| lay awake and watched the patterns of water reflections on the cave roof. A
pretty dappling, a nmoving artwork. Beside ne Tenellin lay replete with

| overraki ng, his face young and contented in repose. | resisted the tenptation
to kiss him and touched ny cabochon to his instead. | felt his dreaning
pl easant dreans of contentnent. | wi shed this journey could go on forever,

that I would never have to face the decisions awaiting nme on the other side of
the Shiver Barrens, that | would never have to nmake a choice between desire
and duty; between a man and an obligation; between Kardi astan and Tyrans,
between the land of nmy birth and the land of ny |oyalties.

| turned my gaze back to the roof of the cave and tried not to listen to the
song of the Barrens.

Sonet hi ng was nmoving the surface of the water outside to cause that dappling,

and yet 1'd felt no wind. Puzzled, | rose, dressed and stepped out into the
bl azi ng heat of the day. The tiny pool tucked away in anmong the rocks was as
flat as oil in a lanp. | |ooked back at the cave roof: the dappling had

vani shed.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
My skin prickled warning.



Cone. | heard the voice singing in the dance, the invitation clear and
unequi vocal . And knew i medi ately this was not the voice of the Shiver
Barrens; this was no nel ody of nmovenent, beautiful but meaningl ess; this was
somet hing quite different.

It was we who woke you, we who ruffled the water. Cone.

Appal l ed, | asked in a whisper, "Wo are you?'

W are the Mrage Makers. Cone.

M rage Makers? What in all Acheron's mists were Mrage Makers? ' Cone where?
Into the dance.

"You would kill me?

You will not die. Cone.

"I dare not.' In fact, | thought I was probably not having this conversation
| was dreanming. Or | had a bad case of sunstroke.

You do not dream Nor are you ill. You listen to our song. As we listen to

yours. Come. It is your time to receive what is yours to own, your tine to
hear what is yours to know, your time to hear the song of your birthright.

| felt an all-consuning terror and shook my head. | started to back away,
thinking to wake Terellin. 'I will not listen.'

Cone, you who call yourself Ligea.

The horror | felt then was stultifying. Sweet Melete. It knows who | am
Temellin will kill me. | thought those words in nmy head, but they answered,

t hose voi ces, nonet hel ess.

O course we know. Are we not the Mrage Makers? And are you not of the Magor?
The sun beat down at ne, yet my horror was as cold as frost. | dared not wake
Temel lin. Instead, | gathered

the tatters of my shredded courage, and wal ked to the edge of the Shiver
Barrens to |l ook into the dance. There were patterns within patterns, and
somewhere | / thought | saw shapes —w spy shapes in relief against the
patterned background.

"No," | said. 'You entice ne to my death. | will not go.' Yet the fast beating
of my heart was not just generated by fear; there was also that wetched | ove
of danger urging ne on, telling me: this could be the greatest adventure of

your life ...
You have a duty. You are the Mragerin.
"Turds. | amnot Tenellin's consort, nor ever will be.' And with those words

cane a pang of regret. But | had no time to think about that.

You are the Mragerin. W have no know edge of what will be, only of what is.
What is cannot be denied. Refuse to cone to us now and toni ght we shall break
the frost beneath the feet of your nmount and draw you under. Neither way will
you cone to harm but this way is better. Cone.

| |1 ooked back at the cave where Tenellin slept, and I was torn

What must be, nust be, the voice said gently. Conme. The tone contained no rea
hint of threat, in spite of the words. There was no nmenace, nor even
seduction. It was nore the reasoned tones of a teacher, gently adnonishing a
reluctant pupil.

And | went. | stepped away fromthe rock and began to wal k into the dance.

| felt nothing. The sand did not batter ne; the only thing that touched ne was
the caress of the song, the Shiver Barrens' song, rippling along ny skin and
into the weave of ny being. The danci ng sands rose hi gher and hi gher around ne
as | wal ked, yet parted before ne as | noved. Wi st-height, shoulder, chin —I

gave
one | ast | ook back at the safety of the Rake and was submerged.

The music of the sounds was al nost unbearable in its beauty. | heard and saw
and felt and snmelt it. Purple light bathed nme; | was | ooking through a m st of

noverrent and sonmewhere beyond | could see the fornms that were there, but not
quite visible. When | stared at themthey slipped away |ike el usive dreans,

al ways just out of reach, just unknowabl e.

| did not hear the voice again; yet, surrounded by the music, | heard neaning
bei ng woven into the song of the Shiver Barrens, meaning coning from

somet hing, or things, that were not the Barrens. There was no need of words. |



heard and under st ood.

When the nusic twisted | saw a Magor sword suspended before ne. The song wove
itself fromthese things calling thensel ves the Mrage Makers, to the sword,
to ne, and | knew it was nine; all | had to do was to fit my cabochon into the
hollow on its grip and it would belong to ne, could never be turned agai nst

me. | reached out and closed ny left hand around the hilt. It nmelded to ne,
throbbing with a desire to be used.

This is your Magor sword. Still the nusic spoke to me, slotting know edge
wordl essly into ny mind. There is a responsibility that comes with this
weapon. This is not the sword of Tyrans which drinks blood for the sake of
power; it is the sword of the Magor, an instrument of service.

' Service? To whon?' | asked.

To the Magor. To Kardiastan. To those others of this |Iand, the non-Mgor. Use
it for personal gain, pursue corrupt goals, and you break the Covenant made by

your forebears with those they called the Mrage Makers. Are you willing to
accept this gift?

My hand tightened on the hilt. It was part of nme ... | could no nore have
refused it than | could have denied ny hunger for Tenellin. Yes, | whispered
inmy mnd. Yes, | accept. The response was enotional, irrational even. It was

not possible to serve Tyr and the Brotherhood at the sane tinme as the Magor
Yet | accepted the sword and ignored the contradiction.

Inside ny head, | sang ny thanks for the gift and knew | was heard. | closed
nmy eyes, strangely lulled, and felt nyself drifting, bodiless.

And then cane a vision. It was a nessage woven in nusic, yet it was not as
sounds, but as inmages, that | knewit.

It was night-tinme and there was a Mrager. It was not Tenellin, or any
particular Mrager, but rather the essence of a Mrager, of all ruling

M ragers and Mragerins that had ever been or ever would be, male or female.
He knelt on a flagstone floor with his head . bowed, and his hands held his
Magor sword. | knew he had fasted. | knew he was praying, but not to any
deity. He was not praying to anything; rather, he was praying for a newborn
child, praying for its wisdomand its service. He was dedicating a baby to the
Magor .

He chanted words that thensel ves had no nmeani ng —and yet which contained a
weal th of meaning. Gradually the sword he held began to glow with a gold
light. He gave no sign he'd noticed, but held it lying across his hands with
the hollowin the hilt uppernpst. Then, after a tinme that seemed endl ess, the
hol | ow was no | onger enpty, but was filled with a gem a cabochon. Although I

had no nenory of ever having seen one, | knew it for what it was.
It was shaped like half a pigeon's egg, sliced |Iengthways.
It was rounded, without faceting. | strained to see its colour, but sonetimes

it | ooked gold, sonetinmes green, sonetinmes red. It was the essence of al
cabochons that had ever been ..

Then the night ended and the Mrager rose to his feet, still carrying the
sword. He went into another room where the baby slept in his nother's arms and
the father stood watching his wife and child with tenderness. The nother held
out the child and the Mrager knelt before her and laid the hilt of the sword,
cabochon down, onto the tiny left hand. There was a flash of light, a baby's
cry, and pain, the Mrager's pain as the cabochon was ripped fromhis sword
and became part of the child for all his life. Yet when the Mrager stood his
face was cal m and proud.

Knowl edge came to me as | watched. Just as the swords were gifts fromthe

M rage Makers to the Magor, so were the cabochons, only they were bestowed

t hrough the nmedi um of a Magor sword. The Magor had no say in the gem col our

| 1 ooked down at my own | eft hand. Sonmewhere, sone tinme, | had lain in ny
mother's arms and a Magor —a Mrager? Tenellin's uncle Sol ad? —had pressed
the hilt of a Magor sword to nmy palm. ..

The vi sion was gone.

There was another in its place, but |ess defined, nore blurred, as though it
was sonet hing that had never happened, may never happen. | saw a figure —a



Kardi who coul d have been man or wonman —hol ding a soft, rounded shape cupped
in his or her hands, a shape that throbbed with a regular beat. | stared at
it, puzzled, and was given the know edge to understand what it was. A wonan's
womb with a living enbryo, a wonb and its contents ripped fromits nother
Appal l ed, | drew back, putting a protective hand to ny

own abdomen as if | were denying to be identified with the wonan who woul d
supply that disenbodied organ and its dooned child. | strained to see the
person's face, but it was featurel ess. Woever it was, he or she appeared to
be offering the unborn child to the indistinct shapes inside the dancing
sands, offering it to the Mrage Makers. And the Mrage Makers were accepting
it, drawing it into the sands so it merged with them so it becane one with

t hose shadowy beings who definitely weren't human. | thought, and knew it a
truth: The Mrage Makers want an unborn child. And to supply it, a worman was
going to have to die... Then, in shock: Wiy is such a vision being shown to
nme?

But | had no tinme to dwell on the horror, on the terror of that nmonent, or on
t he additional know edge that was then slotted into ny mind. Before I could
assimlate all I now knew, there was another vision

Two hands. Reaching out to one another. One was indubitably mne, the other
was the personification of something that was not a person: the Mrage Makers.
Then the vision split. In the first image the hands clasped and nelted into
one another in a synbol of unity. In the second, nmy hand took up nmy Magor
sword and split the hand held out to nme so its blood drained onto the sand
bel ow to becone a bl ack foul ness that was death wi thout redenption

Then the vision was gone and | was standi ng under the danci ng sands once nore,
the singing filling ny ears, nmy eyes, ny body. It was telling me the Mrage
Makers knew who | was, knew | had the power to destroy both them and the
Magor, that they had indeed given nme that power with the bestowal of nmy sword,
but that they'd had no choice. They were not

free to make decisions, they could nmerely accede to the immutable rules laid
down in antiquity, when Magor and M rage Makers had settled their differences
and made their pacts.

The singing took on the sound of tragedy, of grief, of a plea asking nme to
respect nmy birth-gift. It was a song filled with such a depth of sorrow, I
felt every dancing sand grain was a teardrop to be shed at the nonent of ny
betrayal . | wept then, wept for what | was: Kardi Mgor-born, but bred to know
there was a better way of life, a great civilisation offering so nuch nore..

, | turned and stunbl ed away, instinctively groping back to the safety of the
Rake.

When | stood again in the desiccating sunlight with the hard red rock beneath

my feet, | |ooked back at the dancing sands and knew t hey had beconme once
again deadly for ne. The Mrage Makers were gone fromthe Shiver Barrens. The
song was there, still beautiful, but the nel ody now bel onged only to the
sands. And yet, | still thought that if only I could listen in the right way,

I woul d understand. That it was inportant to understand.
It was hard to imagine |'d stood beneath the Shiver Barrens in the heat of the
day and survived, yet | held the Magor sword in my hand as proof, its hilt

fitted so confortably into nmy palm... Right then, though, ny thoughts were
not of the sword. Nor did | think of the gift of an enbryo, the bestow ng of
cabochons —I could think about all that later. It was sonmething else that had

me standing out there in the sun, unable to move in my shock

There was one piece of information | had unwittingly gl eaned al ong the way
that tore me apart. No. It couldn't be true..

' Li geaF

| 1 ooked up. Brand was | ooking down on me fromthe crest of the Rake. Don't
t hi nk about it.

"What the world are you doing out in the sun?" He cane down to ne and | ooked
at the sword in my hand with surprise. 'Tenellin's?

| shook ny head. 'No. Mne.' Concentrate.

"Where in Vortex did you get it?



"I think —fromthe place that all the Magor obtain their swords. Brand,
there's no way | can explain.' | refused to neet his eyes as | added, 'And

pl ease —don't nention this to the others, either; | don't want themto know
have a Magor sword. Not yet, anyhow.' | |ooked down at the weapon. | wanted to
know what it meant; | wanted to know what this Covenant was ... and | wanted
to know my own mnd. Only then would I know whether | should tell the Mgor
that these Mrager Makers had bestowed a sword on ne.

Brand | ooked irritated. 'You expect me to take nmuch on trust, Ligea. One of

t hese days you will push me too far.'

| shrugged. 'You are free. You have only to tell nme and I wll ask nothing of
you.'

'Li gea, Ligea, what are you doing? The depth of his grief sliced into ne,
focusing ny attention. He had deliberately bared hinmself. T feel | don't know

you any nore,' he said. 'This passion you have for Tenellin, it's insane. Do
you think you can bed a man one day and betray himthe next? Not even you can
do that and stay yoursel f.'

| gave a bitter laugh. | wanted to say, but | have to do just that, Brand.
have to betray either Tenellin or Favonius. And | have known and bedded
Favonius for years. It is Tenmellin who is the stranger, the foreigner wth
foreign ways. Tenellin is just a lust in ny |oins.

Such lust won't last, it nustn't last —if it did, it would drive ne insane
because | can't have hi mforever
Instead, | said, searching for calm for reason, 'Wat passion? It's just

lust, Brand. No different to the needs | slake with Favonius. O the others,
over the years.' Dear Coddess, what about that other thing they told you?

He gave a disbelieving snort and said, still angry, still grieving, 'l don't
under stand you. These people —those who call thensel ves Magor, | nean —for
all their strange custons, they are an inprovenent on those you served in Tyr.
I don't know why, because they have terrible power. |I'mnot going to forget in
a hurry what Garis did to ne that first day! But somehow they are not corrupt,
the way those of Tyrans are. And if they win here, they won't be basing the
nati on they build on slavery as Tyrans does. Tyrans is sick, Ligea. Don't you
know t hat yet? And what loyalty do you owe to such as Rat hrox anyway?' He gave
anot her snort of disgust. 'Vortex take it, how coul d soneone who can see
through a lie as easily as you can, let thensel ves be fool ed the way you were?
Thi nk, Ligea. Think. Think about Gayed, about your chil dhood. Thi nk about who
it was who | oved you. There's no nore time for self-deception, not now Nowis
the tine for decisions, no matter how difficult they are to nake.'

"And what's your decision to be?" | asked levelly. "WII| you |l eave ne, to stay
with these people, when I return to Madrinya?' | had deliberately enphasised
the 'when'.

He wi nced, an expression of both pain and

exasperation. 'VWy are you so blind to the things and

peopl e that touch you cl osest, Ligea, when you see

other, nore distant things and people so clearly? | |ove
' b R R "

*»
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you. | love you so nuch that | can stand here and watch your eyes hunger for
another man, and listen to your cries of joy in his arms, and still take the
pain rather than | eave you. | make nyself |less than a man for you. | serve
you, not Tyrans. | am so besotted, so weak, that | put you before what | know
is right.'
H's words cut at me, slashed me with their tragedy. Tears blurred ny inage of
him but were not shed. | reached out to touch his arm 'Brand —oh
Goddessdam, Brand, this is not right. You will cone to hate ne. When we reach

our destination, you must |eave. For your own good. How can | ask any loyalty
of you when |I give so little; no, when |I give you nothing, in return?

Hs lips twisted bitterly. 'That would be nmy ultimte punishment. | would
rather live in pain than in loss.'



He turned away, leaving ne to return to ny cave. | nade a hole in ny sl eeping
pall et and thrust the sword inside. | was responsible for the packing of ny
own things and stowing themon the padk shleth, so | had no fear anyone woul d
find it. Then |I crept back into Temellin's arnms, trying not to think because
t hi nki ng was painful. Because | didn't want to think about that other thing
knew.

An hour later, | knew the pain had to be faced because | couldn't sleep
Because | couldn't push away the sound of Brand's voice. Think, Ligea. Think
about who it was who | oved you?

Mermories ... the journey inside oneself can be the loneliest journey of all..
/ loved the terrace of the Gayed villa; it had the best views in all of Tyr.
Fromthere | could see the Meletian Tenple on a neighbouring hill, with the

Desert-Season Theatre tiered beneath it; fromthere | could see the river and
the Iife of the docks and the sea beyond; fromthere

| could watch for visitors coming up to our house. | could be the first to
know Pater was on his way hone.
| loved the terrace best of all in the desertrseason when it was' heady with

the snmell of flowers and the warmh of the sun —as it was today, my sixteenth
anni versary day.

The nel | owbi rds droned their somolent call in the garden, nocking ny

i mpatience. | was waiting for Pater to conme back fromthe city; | was waiting
for his news concerning nmy future, and I wanted to thank himfor his
anniversary gift. 1'd even put on ny best wap, the one with garnets sewn
along the hem just to please him although |I didn't like it nuch. It was too
stiff and unconfortable. Besides, it stopped me from doi ng what | npbst wanted
to do right then: ride the big roan stallion stalking its proud way al ong the
garden path just below the terrace.

I had to be content to | ean agai nst the bal ustrade and gaze instead. The roan
coat shone in the sunlight, the muscles of his shoulders and neck and | egs
spoke to ne of power and speed. | gave a slight shiver of excitement.

" Ah, Coddess, Brand,' | said. 'Isn't he magnificent? Can you believe he's
really mine? Isn't Pater wonderful to have bought himfor ne?

Brand, who was wal king the horse, halted and | ooked up, squinting against the
light. 'The CGeneral doubtless had excellent reasons for buying you such an
unsui tabl e nmount,' he said.

| pouted, trying to decide exactly what he was telling me. Brand often said
thi ngs that never meant quite what | thought they did at first; it was an

annoyi ng habit of his. T hope you are not criticising Pater,' | said severely
and then, not wanting anything to spoil my day, turned ny attention back to
the horse. '"Oh mount him for « | ..: e: et "' L. -i:--

.. \Y
Goddess' sake, Brand, although | shall be jealous —I just have to see how he
noves

Brand smiled, an indulgent, teasing smle of the kind that usually infuriated
me into throwi ng sonething at him but today | refused to be even mldly
irritated. He swung hinmself up onto the animal's back, apparently unconcerned
by the lack of a saddle. H's strong square hands gathered up the reins and
held the roan in tight as it stanped a front foot in annoyance and tried to
swing its head free. It occurred to ne Brand | ooked al nost as magnificent as
the horse, but | pushed that thought away. That was not the kind of thing one
shoul d t hi nk about a sl ave.

He noved the roan froma walk to a trot to a canter, swinging it around

t hrough the garden in a wide figure of eight and then junping it across the
fishpond as a finale.

"Well, what do you think?' | asked as he reined in beneath the terrace. "I
think he's perfect.'

He patted the roan's neck and | ooked up at ne. 'He's edgy. You'll need wists
of steel for this one, Mss Ligea. | don't think you should ride himunti

he's nore school ed."



' Ch, nonsense! My wists are strong —don't | ride nearly every day? | shal
school him nysel f

He slid down to the grass, frowning slightly. "Well, | don't think you ought
to ride himyet a while. He ought to be, um cut. If he gets a whiff of a
mare, you' d never hold him He's no nount for a sixteen-year-old girl —

A voice at ny elbow said coldly, "And | don't think you should say any nore,
thrall. It's not your place to pass judgenent on the CGeneral's gift to his ..
hi s daughter.'

Sal aci a, ny adoptive nmother. One of the nmpbst beautiful wormen of Tyr, or so
everyone told me. | knew she was fifty years old, but she | ooked fifteen years
younger, mostly because her skin was white, kept fromthe sun and unbl en shed
by wrinkles. She never frowned, never |aughed and rarely smiled; a face so
devoi d of animation had no chance to devel op creases. | could never | ook at
her without thinking of a statue, perfectly polished but incapable of show ng
enotion. Perhaps that was why | invariably felt gauche in her presence, al
arms and | egs and ungainly height. | knew the enotions were there of course; |
m ght not have seen themon that al abaster mask of hers, but | could fee

them Cold indifference usually predom nated, occasionally laced with a
strangely inpersonal spite. | wasn't enough of an object in her life even to
arouse her dislike.

' Take that ani mal away, Brand' she ordered, 'and get on with your work.' She
turned back to nme, her malice nonmentarily satisfied.

As a child | had been constantly bew | dered by her lack of interest, but | was
ol der now. Sixteen ... A d enough to understand and pity her. She'd wanted a
child of her own; instead, I'd arrived in her household to nock her desire.
Fortunately for ne, she had been far too proud ever to allow herself to care
overnmuch, and even her verbal jibes were nmuted. Mostly she ignored nme; only
occasionally did she rouse herself enough to deprive ne of sonething

enjoyed, such as admiring the stallion. They were the petty tyrannies of a
petty wonman and | was used to them

| alnmost smiled. | felt very adult. What Solatia did didn't matter; Pater made
up for everything..

He wasn't al one when he cane back; he'd brought the Magister Oficii with him
| knew Rat hrox Ligatan by sight and | knew why Pater had brought himto the
house: to neet ne. Pater had promised to ask the Magister if |I could train to
be a Brot herhood Conpeer

My heart beat unconfortably fast. The Brotherhood did not usually accept wonen
as trainees at the conmpeer |level, or accept non-Tyrani ans at any |evel —and
I'd been born a Kardi. Gayed had never made any secret of ny origins.

| perforned the wel comi ng ablutions myself, and tried to assess the Magister
Oficii's thoughts. H's enotions were conplex; a tangle of conflicting

feelings that were hard to interpret. | could sense strong anusement, a touch
of contenmpt —but nostly he was srmug. | didn't think I |iked himvery much.
"Well,' Pater asked ne, his dark blue eyes nocking gently, 'how do you like
your horse?'

'"He's wonderful! But Brand says he'll be too nuch for ne.’

"For my Ligea? You nust accept the challenge, child. There's no place for
weakl i ngs anong the Brotherhood, is there, eh, Rathrox? Ccrastes' balls, what
does an ignorant thrall know about horseflesh anyway? That beast is not too
much for you!'

" Anong t he Brot herhood?" | stammered, seizing on the nost significant thing
he'd said. The roan suddenly seened uni nportant.

| turned to Rathrox Ligatan. 'Magister Oficii? The —the Brotherhood will
take nme?'

He inclined his head, smling faintly. 'I don't see that being Kardi-born will
be a di sadvantage, do you, Gayed?

The two men exchanged gl ances. "Wy should it?' Pater asked. H s voice was
snoot h, his features rel axed, yet | caught an undercurrent of something
didn't altogether like. | could have deliberately opened ny mind to his
enotions —I| could have listened for a lie, but I didn't. | never did with



him It would have been disloyal, dishonourable even. He was ny father and

| oved him The rules were of ny own nmeking, but | kept them

"Why i ndeed?' agreed the Magister Oficii. T have nothing against the Kardis.
In fact, | admire them A fine people froman interesting |and!

That was a lie so blatant the blast of it al nost made nme choke, and it was
foll owed by a churning bl ackness of rage and hate. For a noment | thought the
enotion was directed at nme, but once | gathered my wits together again, |
realised it was not me he despised; on the contrary, he was quietly pleased
with nme in an anused, self-satisfied fashion. Wat then had aroused a rage so
irrational in its intensity? Kardis? Kardiastan? O had nention of the place
just conjured up some unpl easant nmenory? | had no way of knowi ng. | sensed the
enotion, never the cause.

| |l ooked back at Pater, and he was now the one who was smiling, as if he were
aware of the depth of the Magister Oficii's sentinents and was anmused by it.
He said, 'You nust work hard at this, Ligea. One day you'll be a conpeer; make
sure you're the best.' He was serious now, alnost cold. 'You re ny daughter
you bear my nanme. Live up to it. The Magister Oficii is going to take a
personal interest in your progress, and perhaps one day—Hegave a half-snile

' Perhaps one day you will be a heroine of Tyr, and of inestimable service to
us.'

| stood a little straighter, and felt the swell of pride.

That night | dreaned of the kind of services | could performto make mny father
proud of nme..

The scent of bl ossomwas gone fromny nostrils and | was |ying back on the

sl eeping pelts, Tenellin's armflung carel essly over my body, his breathing
even and peaceful. | rolled away slightly, unwilling to be distracted.

Thi nk, Ligea, think. Think about who it was who | oved you?

A"HF Not Salacia, certainly. 1'd never believed that. It had been Aem d who had
been nother to me and 1'd never thought otherw se. Aemid —of Kardiastan

Aemi d the slave. Aenmid, who now put her |ove of her country before her
affection for me. Who woul d rather see ne dead than have nme betray her people.
(Hardly the kind of |ove Brand wanted ne to think about!)

Wio had | oved ne?

Brand? Yes, certainly. The slave boy —from Altan. The ei ghteen-year-old who
had | ooked up at nme in concern fromthe back of the roan, worried | woul dn't
be able to control a hal f-broken stallion. (He'd been right, too, damm him
the animal had thrown ne nore than once and I'd been lucky to escape with no
nore than brui ses and a broken col |l arbone.)

| thought of Rathrox Ligatan, nentor, but never friend.

About him 1'd never had any illusions. He'd used nme, again and again, but
then, 1'd been willing enough to be used. WIling enough to I earn from hi mand
inreturn to use ny abilities to bring himthe traitors, the crimnals and the
enem es he sought. Until one day he'd learned to fear me and sent ne to the
one pl ace where there was no Brotherhood to help ne.

To Kardi ast an.

To get rid of ne? Perhaps. Or perhaps because he wanted me to exact revenge on
the people he hated ... Wth the sudden cold of realisation, | knew why | had
been renenbering that sixteenth anniversary day of nine —because that was the
day Rathrox had shown - nme his intention. That was the day he'd told ne | was
nothing to himbut the future instrument of his revenge on Kardi astan. Perhaps
he hadn't used words to say it, but he'd told me nonetheless. | just hadn't

l'i stened.

And Gayed had been there that day. Gayed, Ceneral of Tyrans, the only father
coul d renenber.

Per haps one day you will be of inestimable service to us —

The cold tightened its grip in my chest. Those had been Gayed's words..

But Gayed had taken me into his home, given nme his name, nade ne a citizen of
Tyrans, shared his wealth with me. He had raised ne, educated ne, given ne
everyt hing he woul d have given a true daughter

Wul d he have given a true daughter to the Brotherhood? An unbi dden, unwanted



t hought, and suddenly it was inpossible to think of any child of Gayed and

Sal aci a' s becomi ng a Conpeer of the Brotherhood. Gayed woul d never have

al l owed such a thing... Wuld never have even contenplated it.

Had he |l oved nme? That proud man who'd given a sixteen-year-old daughter a
horse too tough for her to handl e because he'd wanted her chal |l enged? The man
who' d urged that sane sixteen-year-old into the Brotherhood, into the
mani pul ati ve hands of Rathrox Ligatan, to be trained and hardened and taught
how to kill? A proud nman who had once been part of a defeated arny, an arny
hum | i ated by Kardi astan. The only tine he'd been on the |osing side. The only
time treachery rather than mlitary mght had provided the ultinmate victory.
Wul d such a man have taken a three-year-old eneny child into his famly for
reasons of | ove or conpassion?

O course not. Del usion.

Then what was the truth?

A far-sighted man, he'd taken a child of Kardi astan and made her a woman of
Tyrans. A man of vision, he'd taken one of the Magor and nade her a

Br ot her hood Conpeer. A man of foresight and pl anni ng, he had noul ded e, the
mal | eabl e, eager child; wought ne into his instrument of revenge. One day
you'll be of service to us..

I'd mourned himwhen he died. 1'd wept at his burial griefs.

| lay there, and my blood froze witii the betrayal of nenory.

" Ar<

| had been betrayed by a man I'd | oved as ny father. By the man who had been
nmy father. Whom | had | oved. Who had used ne. Who had doubtl| ess despised all
was. . .

Tears trickl ed unbi dden down ny cheeks. Tears from Li gea Gayed? She never
cried. But |1'd never been so utterly bereft before. I'd never felt that
choking in ny throat, that crushing sense of betrayal turning my whole life
into alie.

Yet they'd forged their weapon well, those two brutal men of Tyr. | was stil
a woman of Tyrans ... wasn't |?

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

My clothes weren't nade for those nights. The still air was cold and the

bitterness of it seeped into ny bones. Under the feet of the shleths, the
sands were hard with ice; ahead the last of the Rakes clawed at a purple sky
pricked through with stars, stars as bright as sparkles of sunlight on the
sea. The Shiver Barrens: a land that burned w th vicious heat by day, and
stole the warmth fromour bodies by night, a land that killed so easily, yet
possessed a beguiling beauty destined to linger on in nmenory.

A land frightening in its mysteries.

My head pounded. Yesterday's strangeness had been real; | had the sword to
prove it. And those visions, they nust have been real too. | had wal ked under
these killer sands, and lived. Sonething non-human had spoken to ne. Sonet hi ng
had shown ne a vision of unspeakable brutality. And sonething had told ne that
thing I didn't want to think about.

| felt sick. Confused. Afraid.

And then those nmenories Brand had coaxed out of nme with his taunting words ..
Had he any idea of what he had done to nme? He had scoured ny life of its
illusions. What did | have now to replace the nockery of destroyed chil dhood
dreans? The | ove of a slave, perhaps? | thought not. O the |love of an eneny,
a man destined to marry another? Hardly that either. No, all | had in that
enpty space was the blight |eft behind by the deepest of betrayals.

| shivered.

"Are you col d?' Tenellin asked.

W were wal ki ng our nounts, because apparently this last band of the sands was
narrow, and there was no need to hurry. Garis and Brand were ahead of us,

| eadi ng the pack shleth, and having their own conversation. By the sound of
it, Garis was being anusing.

'"Cold? Yes, a little." In the vast enptiness of that |andscape, my voice
seened frail, the whinper of a wormbefore the m ght of a god.



He funbled in one of his saddl ebags, and tossed ne a bl anket woven of shleth
wool . ' Put this around you.'

| smiled my thanks, draped it over ny shoul ders and asked the first thing that
popped into nmy head. Anything to stop thinking about what had happened the day
before. Anything to be Ligea Gayed agai n.

'"I's slavery the only reason you fight Tyr?' | asked.

| had previously avoi ded tal ki ng about Kardi politics. | had been wary of
doi ng anything out of keeping with the personality of a wonman brought up as a
slave, but the tine for that kind of caution was over. | hoped that by now

Tenellin trusted me, and | needed to know a ot nore than | did. Alot nore
than what | could find out from observation and judi ci ous eavesdr oppi ng.

"Why do you ask?' Tenellin countered.

"You risk so much,' | said, choosing nmy words with care. 'All of you. Have you
any idea what can happen to you?

He shrugged, apparently indifferent.

"I don't think you really understand,' |I told him and the urgency | felt was
genuine. 'Listen, let me tell you about a place called Crestos. Genera

Gayed' s brother was the Governor there for sone years, and the Gayed famly
used to holiday there. It's a large island in the Sea of Iss. The Crestians
rebel | ed agai nst Tyrani an rule, oh, about ten years ago. They drove the

| egi ons out, slaughtered every Tyranian they could find on the island. They
were | eft alone for a year or two, but the Exaltarch was just planning his
revenge. He built a new fleet, |anded | egionnaires on every beach of Crestos,
and killed every man between the ages of twelve and sixty. Then he repopul at ed
the place with Tyranian soldiers who were retiring frommlitary life. They
were granted |l and or town properties. The only catch was that they weren't
allowed to take any women with them So you can imagi ne what happened. Every
child born on Crestos thereafter was hal f-Tyranian.'

He nodded, his enotions sober. 'I've heard the story.
T was on Crestos once, with the Gayed famly, when | was about thirteen
before all this happened. | remenber a peaceful, prosperous nation with a

thriving comercial centre and port, a fine theatre and some of the best

scul ptors in the Exaltarchy. They had a good life then. They ended up with
not hi ng. Not even their bloodlines. Was it worth it, Tern? Is what you do here
worth the risk? To add a little verisinmlitude to ny anxiety, | added, T
don't want to see you dead.'

He grinned at ne. T hope you won't.'

' Then maybe you coul d negotiate. Have the Magor swear allegiance to the

Exal tarch in exchange for maki ng Kardi astan sl ave-free. Kardi slaves are not
popul ar in Tyr, | do know that. It would be no great

loss to the Exaltarchy, and they woul d save on the nunber of | egionnaires they
have to have quartered here.'

He rai sed an eyebrow. 'Is that your idea, or the Legata's?

"I believe she was going to nention sonething along those lines to the
Governor. She could arrange it.' Perhaps.

"You don't understand,' he said. 'How could you? You weren't brought up herel!l
This is our land, Derya. Qurs! It doesn't belong to Bator Korbus and his
legions. It is our right to govern ourselves. To be free. To deci de what sort
of buildings to have, what sort of |aw, what sort of punishment for

wr ongdoers. To decide how to educate our children, and what |anguage they
shoul d | earn."'

| tightened my hold on the bl anket over ny shoulders, trying to keep out the
cold. 'But hasn't Tyrans brought you many advantages? The Tyrani an road
system for exanple.'’

"Built with the blood and sweat of Kardi sl aves.'

'The theatres. The stadia. The ganes. The schools. The baths. The libraries.
I've seen all these things in Sandrmurram and Madrinya. There would be nore, if
there was peace here.' | heard a hint of desperation in ny voice, and wondered
at mnysel f.

"Al'l built with slave |abour, on the Tyranian nodel. The theatres perform



wor ks that have nothing to do with us, in a |l anguage which is not our own,
playing nmusic that is not ours. The games encourage a conpetitive culture
foreign to us. The schools would teach our children to be Tyranian, if they
could. They certainly try. Bathing naked in public and |ying about afterwards
bei ng pandered to by a bevy of slaves —or even servants —is not our custom
And the libraries

don't contain works witten by us. In fact, if any book or scroll witten in
Kardi is ever found, it is destroyed. W have lost our literature by the
promul gati on of Tyranian |law, Derya. So nuch has been taken fromus —can't
you understand that? Because if you can't, then you ought to return to Tyrans.
All we want is to be left alone to rule ourselves. To be equal to Tyrans, not
subjugated to it. Wiy is that too much to ask?

"And yet, fromwhat Garis and others have told ne, the ordinary Kardi never
did rule. Ruling was the prerogative of the Magor.' That's right, Ligea. Slide
the knife in, right where it hurts.

He was silent for a monent. | glanced across at him and he was staring

strai ght ahead, his face grim He didn't like the inplied criticism 'Yes,' he
said. 'That's correct. And |I'm not going to apologise for it. W at |east are
Kardi. We speak the sane | anguage, and live by the same code. W have speci al
abilities that nake us eminently suited to rule. And we oursel ves are governed
by aws of service to all.’

"That last is exactly what Legata Ligea would say about the Tyranian
authorities.'

He al nost spat his contenpt. 'Can you really believe we have anything in
common wi th their nethods of governance and commerce? You' ve lived in Tyr!

You' ve seen what happens there, surely.’

"Yes,' | said. 'And | know what slavery is.'
He was instantly contrite. 'Ah, by the Mrage, |I'msorry. O course you do.
Better by far than I.' He | ooked at me then, and sniled his apol ogy. 'You are

right to question, for only by questioning can we |earn. You have cone far for
someone who was brought up a slave.'

Sonet hi ng unpl easant crawl ed across ny skin to nibble at nmy soul. My own lies,
per haps, so cleverly
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worded to be sure he wouldn't sense the fal sehoods. | said, 'Don't think of ne
as someone who enptied the chanberpots or scrubbed the dishpans. Ligea took
her slave with her everywhere —to school as a child, and then later to the
theatre and the debates and the poetry evenings. Her slave |learned along with
her.' True enough, although the slave had been Brand. | hoped Tenellin would
believe it of Derya.

He stopped and stared at nme. Al nost i mediately, the ice beneath his nount

began to nelt, and the sands stirred. | halted al ongsi de, wondering just what
part of ny statenment had put that peculiar expression on his face. 'I've been
a fool,' he said quietly. 'You have been her conpanion all your renenbered

life. You | ove her, don't you? She is as an older sister to you. You don't
want to betray her.'

"Slaves don't find it so hard to betray their owners,' | said woodenly. M
mount shuffl ed uneasily as sand grains bubbled around its feet.

' Nonet hel ess. |If you had to choose between the two of us, Ligea or nme, who
would it be?

"I already have chosen.'

"No. You chose between freedom and sl avery.

"I would not willingly see anything happen to Ligea. But then —I woul dn't
want anything to happen to you, either.' And that was true enough. Derya had
vanqui shed Ligea in that particular battle.

He nodded, accepting | could go no further than that, and we continued on
CHAPTER S| XTEEN

Brand and | | ooked upon the Mrage and did not believe what we saw.

"It is not real,' | said flatly. 'How can anything |like this be real ?



"You are right,' Tenellin replied. '"In one sense it is not real. Wy else
would it be called the Mrage? Wiat is a mrage if not an illusion, a dream
that is not there?

"l don't understand.’

Temellin signalled Garis to ride on with Brand, |eaving the two of us nounted
on our shleths |ooking out over a | andscape that could not exist. He reached

across and took my hand. 'It is the creation of entities we call the Mrage
Makers. They have made a | and including everything that pleases them and
because they are who they are, what they create has reality. | can eat the

fruit and be sustained, drink the water and have ny thirst slaked. But if the
M rage Makers deci de they want a change, then the | ake you see here today will
be gone tonorrow, the | eaves that are purple now mght be white in an hour's
time, the road that runs across this valley may not exist two seconds hence —
or it may last a thousand years. |If they want nusic,

there will be nusic; if they want silence, they will have it. As a matter of
courtesy, they do not usually remove the buildings fromaround us wthout
war ni ng, nor do they banish a chair that's in use, nor do they build a wall
across a road just as we ride down it.'

I remenbered the shapes I'd thought | had seen in the. dancing sands. 'These
entities —where do they live?

'They are the Mrage, all that you see before you now It is inpossible to

thi nk of them as being creatures |ike us, Derya. They have none of our
[imtations, none of our frailties. They do not need a formto nove, nor
sustenance to survive, nor a nmouth to speak, nor eyes to see. They do not give
birth or die, they just are. They are as nmuch found in every grain of the soi
beneath us as they are found in every |leaf of that tree over there, or every
stone in that wall, in every feather of that bird you see.’

He spoke alnost as if | weren't there, with a lyricismthat spoke of his deep
love for this place, the orator comng to the fore again. He continued, 'To
our Kardi forebears, the Mrage Makers were enenies to be feared because they
were so far beyond ordinary Kardis, so unknowable. In those days patches of
the Mrage were found throughout Kardi astan. Those pl aces were dangerous. The
Mrage could kill us, and did, w thout even noticing we were gone. And then
the first of the Magor was born. She passed on her skills to her children and
her children's children. They were al so nirage makers of a kind, people with
the power to make what did not exist seemto have reality. Probably you and

al so have that latent ability, although we do not know how to use it.

"The illusions our forebears made had none of the —the solidness of the

M rage you see around you, but

they could create mirages on a vast scale. And did. They regarded them as an
art form and those who rendered them were revered, just as Tyrans reveres its
scul ptors. But for some reason, this Magor ability confused the true Mrage
Makers, sending themmad with visions of a world that m ght or might not be.
It becanme the weapon of the Magor, a weapon they turned against the Mrage
Makers to punish themfor their illusory world so treacherous to us. As nore
and nore Magor were born, the Mrage Makers suffered i measurabl e distress.
And in their distress —no, in their madness —they damaged the land and its
people still nore. It was not a situation which benefited either side. Nor was
it a conflict that could ever be won.

"It was then the first pact was made, between Mrage Makers and Magor, a pact
that stands to this day. A covenant, if you like. One day soon you wll be
shown the Tablets of the Covenant and you will be asked to swear allegiance to
the agreenent. Until then, it's enough to say one result of the pact was that
the true Mrage Makers wi t hdrew behind the Shiver Barrens, and contact wth
themwas restricted to what was necessary.'

He fell silent, his good humour in abeyance.

| pronpted himto go on. '"But you came to live in the Mrage. First just you
and the other children of the Ten with your teachers; now it seems every Magor
who wants to come. Not to nmention the Kardis you have freed from slavery. Wy
did these Mrage Makers allow that ?



"I wish | could tell you. None of us know what really happened, and the Mrage
Makers choose not to tell us. After the invasion, Korden was the ol dest of the
Magoroth left alive: he was ten. | was only five. None of us knew what

deci sions were made by the M rager

nmy uncl e Sol ad, or why. The Illusos, the Theuros who went with us, did not
know. Wiy did Solad send us to the Mrage when he did? Did he sense the
Magor ot h were about to be betrayed, and sent us away to save us? He told those
who took us how to cross the Shiver Barrens: how did he find out? No one had
ever done it before. No one had ever tried; it was forbidden for us to try.
What bargain did Sol ad make with the Mrage Makers so we can now take refuge
here? No one was told directly, although | think perhaps | was given an

i ndi cation, when | received my sword.'

He stopped abruptly, biting his lip, but you can't pack words away again once
t hey are spoken

| pronpted, 'Received your sword?

He ran his hand through his hair, chagrined. 'Sorry. | shouldn't tell you
anyt hi ng about that, not yet. It's just, well, something | was told then

i ndicated that there was a price, negotiated by Sol ad, which has not yet been
paid and one day we will have to pay it. The Mrage has saved us for now, the
M rage Makers tolerate us and adjust the Mrage so we do not suffer too much
fromits unpredictability, but there will cone a reckoning and perhaps the

di schargi ng of our obligation will be difficult for us. For ne.’

"But you will pay?" ' His face seened grey as he replied. 'Yes. | believe we
nmust pay, whatever the suffering it causes. If there was a bargain, nmade by ny
uncle, | must honour it. To do otherwi se would be to flirt with a disaster of
uni magi nabl e proportions. The Magor must have the cooperation of the Mrage
Makers, or there will be no nmore cabochons and therefore no Magor in the
future.’

| stared at him There was so nmuch pain in his voice, | could only assumne

t here was sonet hi ng he was

not telling me, sonething so terrible he could not put it into words.
renenbered my vision beneath the Shiver Barrens, and wondered if we both had
nmore than an inkling of what the bargain was.

I nfanticide.

No, don't think about it. Tenellin is not like that. He would never kil
children, anyone's children

And yet when his eyes net mine, | sawonly despair. | wanted to take himin ny
arnms, | wanted to ease his tornment, but instinct told me that woul d nmake

t hi ngs worse, not better. He was too used to bearing his burdens al one;

per haps no one had ever taught himto share them Perhaps M asa hadn't been a
particularly perceptive wife, or perhaps it was just that once she was gone,
he no | onger had anyone who woul d share his cares. He was hardly going to
confide in me anyway, not when sonme of the Ten regarded ne with such
suspi ci on. Not when he coul dn't be absolutely certain of ny |loyalty.

| turned back to face the [and ahead. | couldn't decide whether it was
beautiful or nad. Nothing was as it should be. Blue feathers grew in place of
grass and they tinkled netallically in the breeze. The sky was pink and
splintered with lines |like cracked glass. There was a charm ng stone bridge
crossi ng not hing except sone rosebushes, and a crazy-paving road that changed
to a waterfall at its end. Animals grazing on the feathers in a nearby field
had green fur, black whiskers and no feet; a bird flew past with a furry tail
tasselled at the end. A large red statue of an upside-down dragonfly dom nated
a field of cabbages. The plinth was built of bubbles. Sonething that |ooked
suspiciously like a cow was curled up asleep on the roof of a house. The house
itself was built of glass balls filled with fish and it |eant at an inpossible
angle in

i nsane, asymmetrical beauty. A sentry marched up and down outside playing a
ute: he was nade of wood, no nore than an oversized children's toy with the
ability to nove

"Nothing that |l eans so far off the true should be able to stand,' | nurnured



| ooking at the house. | felt | needed to say sonething.

"It will, unless the Mrage Makers want it otherwi se. Are you ready for the
rest of this |and?

"Where do we go?

"There is a city the Mrage Makers built for us. It is just alittle

i diosyncratic in places, but not too traumatic. And it is bizarrely beautiful
Not nore than two hours' ride fromhere. At least, that's what it was | ast
time | rode this way. The tine before that, a black | ake bl ocked the route and
it took me four days to ride around it. The Mrage can be tricky.'

| opened my mouth to reply, then closed it again. | couldn't think of anything
sensible to say.

We rode for an hour in silence. | did not want to talk; there was too nuch to
see, to marvel over. After we crossed a streamthat flowed, imnpossibly, both
uphill and downhill, | was pronmpted to comrent on the one ugly thing | had
seen: a patch of black and khaki green on a hillside. | wondered at first if

it was sonme kind of bog, but the stink soon nmade it clear it was nore than
that. No swanp this, but rather a suppurating sore about the size of a town
forum an expanse of foul rottenness that | ooked and snelled corrupt. Black
scum fl oat ed over clear greenish ooze dribbling in rivulets out fromthe core,
as though spreadi ng contagion. ' "What happened there?" | asked, halting ny
nmount .
Temel lin refused to ook at it. He said curtly, his voice once nore edged wth
pain, 'We don't know.
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There have al ways been such patches, ever since we first came here as
children. They grow larger with tine, and new ones appear. W have tried to
clear them away, but it's inmpossible. They are poi sonous to everything. |
cannot believe they have their origin in the Mrage Makers. They are too ..
evil. We call themthe Ravage.'
| was about to ride on when | was submerged in a suffocating enotion so thick
| could barely breathe. Sonmeone was hating ne. The feeling was so real, so
personal , | gagged, choking. | |ooked around wildly for whoever was
responsi bl e for such an outpouring of malicious |oathing, but the only people
in sight were Garis and Brand riding ahead of us, and —cl oser at hand but
equal Iy i nnocuous —an old Kardi woman fishing in a pond, with a coupl e of
children playing around in a shleth cart behind her. | took a hold of nyself
and nmade an effort to pinpoint the source.
"What is it?" Tenellin asked in alarm
"It's the Ravage. It hates ne!' The words sounded ridicul ous as soon as | gave
voi ce to them

"Ch.' He sighed and nodded. 'Yes, | know. | nean, it hates everyone. W' ve got
used to it, | suppose. Try not to let it worry you; if you don't go near it,
not hi ng can happen to you.'

"Let's get out of here,' | said. 'I —I don't like it." | slapped ny heels

into ny nount, desperate to |eave that corrosive | oathing.

Alittie later on, once we'd |l eft the Ravage behind and had slowed to a wal k
once nmore, | asked Tenellin if, when the Magor were free to live in Kardiastan
agai n, they would | eave the Mrage.

He nodded. 'Oh yes. This has never been nore than a tenporary haven; it does
not belong to us. | amsure it was never part of my uncle's bargain with the

M rage Makers that our stay be permanent.' He glanced at ne, his | ook soft,
and | felt an answering surge of enotion. It occurred to me | had come to know
Temel lin surprisingly well in a short time. | knew how nuch pain he conceal ed
behi nd that cheerful exterior of his; | sensed how much inner uncertainty, how
much anger at injustice, there was inside him One part of me wanted to help
carry that load. Appalled, | tried to remenber yet again that | had a duty to
destroy him

Nei t her thought brought me any joy.

A moment | ater, Tenellin said, 'Look —the Mrage City is in sight.'



He was pointing, and | saw the buildings rising out of the plain like a pile
of ill-stacked bow s and mugs. They | eant agai nst one another, occasionally
nmeeti ng overhead, sonetines held apart by crooked covered bridges or wal kways.
It was a city of narrow curved streets and wi nding stairs, of back alleys that
di pped and hunped like |oop caterpillars. The stonework of the walls bul ged
with eccentric lunps and nodul es or was pitted with niches and holl ows pl anted
with ferns and flowers. There was no symmetry, no planning. It had the
unexpect edness of nature.

' However do you find your way anywhere?' | asked later, as we wended our way
into this ness of streets and drunken buil di ngs.

"Wth luck, nore than anything,' he said with a grin. 'And don't forget,

t hi ngs can change overnight. A straight street can suddenly devel op as nany
corners as joints on a shleth feeding arm or a main road can becone a stream
There was one awful week when we had to go everywhere by boat on canals;
luckily the Mrage Makers tired of that change fairly quickly."'

"\Where are you taking nme?

"Al'l the Magoroth live in one building we call the Maze, for want of a better
nane. It contains any nunber of apartnents, as well as servant quarters,

nurseries —everything we need. W'll find a place for you for the tine being.
Korden and Pinar will denmand both you and Brand be under supervision, |I'm
afraid.’

| reined in my nmount. '"WIIl | —will | see you at all? It was an act. A touch

of pleading, to show nmy trustworthiness. To give hima hint that perhaps Derya
was falling in love with him And yet, it was also not entirely a deception

Even as | spoke the words, | knew | wanted to see himagain. Vortex, |
t hought, why the Goddess is he so blamed attractive?
He stopped al ongside ne. 'Il —cabochon help me, Derya —I don't think I can

stay away. But | have pronised Pinar she wouldn't have to wait nuch | onger
she is alnost thirty-five. If she is to have children, we ought to get
t oget her soon and she wants marriage."'

Hi s face was so drawn, his voice so stressed, | couldn't bear to |look at him
| knew, without himsaying it, that once married he would be faithful to his
wife, no matter that she was a nmurderous bitch. | said, 'Perhaps it would be
better if you and I did not live in the same building."'

' Perhaps —later. Not now, not yet. Please, Derya, not yet.'

"It is not a weakness to feel this way,' | told him nettled by the shanme |
sensed in him

"No. No, to feel this way is wondrous. But to give into it? It will hurt
Pinar, it will anger Korden and sonme of the others. And yet | can't help
nmyself.'1 don't even want to try.'

| heard his ache and shuddered, hurting. The huntress shouldn't |ove the prey.
Such a |l ove disarms you

W were cheered as we rode towards the Maze. People poured out of the houses,
wel comi ng their Mrager, clapping and waving and smiling. Far from accepting
the adul ati on as his due, Tenellin appeared profoundly noved and not a little
enbarrassed. Yet there was a natural regality about himtoo. He unsheathed his
sword and raised it over his head for everyone to see, and the cheering
redoubl ed. There were tears in his eyes as we rode into the courtyard of the
Maze.

He was busy then, greeting people, organising, talking. He asked Garis to | ook
after me, and Brand as well, which the youth was happy enough to do. It was
Garis who led us into the building, saying, 'You won't see rmuch of Tenellin in
t he next few days, Derya. Now that he has his sword back,' he glanced at Brand
and | owered his voice, 'he has to attend to some babies.’

He was being indiscreet, to say the least, reminding me that he was little
nmore than a youth, capable of a rash |ack of caution when he wanted to

i mpress. However, | was too preoccupied to think about what he said. | was
trying to make sense of the building and its furnishings, a difficult task
when there was so nmuch absurdity.

"A drunken architect?" Brand suggested.



"And a blind mason as well, | think,' | said. Stairways ended in blank walls,
passages | ed nowhere, bridges were strung across the top of tall roonms. Sone
roons had no furniture, while in others even the wooden chairs were so solid
it woul d have taken four strong nen to lift just one. | saw enpty bookshel ves
floating in the air, and fires that burned w thout consum ng anything —in
fireplaces built of anything fromfish skeletons to blacksmths' hamers.
There were plenty of people about: ordinary Kardis to undertake all the nenial
chores, as well as Magor of all ranks. And underfoot, everywhere, Mgoroth
children, laughing, playing or being marched to | essons by their Magor tutors.
One passageway we passed along had an intricate gane of hopsquares chal ked out
on the floor, although no one was using it just then

At first the informality grated on ne. This was the building that housed the
man who claimed to be the rightful ruler of all Kardiastan; why then did it
have nore of the atnobsphere of a country market fair than a nonarch's

resi dence? | thought of the Exaltarch's ' palace in Tyr, with its rich
ornanentation, its uniforned guards everywhere, its rigid rules of etiquette
and protocol, all nore appropriate for a ruler than this cheerful informality.
And then | renenbered, guiltily, that 1'd found those marbled roons in Tyr

stifling. In fact, | had hated the palace. |'d hated the col dness of the

at nosphere, the faint touch of unease pervading it like an invisible mst —
the residue left by absolute power. 1'd hated bending ny knees to Bator Korbus
and touching the hem of his robe.

Confound it, my thoughts were as nmuddled as ny enptions. | couldn't even be
sure what | believed in any nore. | was surrounded by too much that was

bi zarre. And 1'd had insufficient time to consider all | had | earned from ny

contact with the Mrage Mkers.

After a confusing ten-mnute walk, Garis found a roomfor Brand close to his
own and another for ne. 'The Mrager's apartnents are just down that flight of
steps,' he whispered, pointing. In ten nmnutes nore he'd produced a naid for
me, had a neal sent up, arranged for hot water for a bath and procured nme sone
clean clothes. Then he left.

WK Wth infinite relief, |I renmoved ny sandals, reflecting | would never be
able to accustomnyself to wearing shoes inside a building. | still found the
whol e i dea of tramping the outside dirt into one's living quarters disgusting.

An hour | ater, having bathed and eaten and changed, | |lay down to rest.

It was four hours before |I woke, when soneone knocked on ny door. It was
Garis, with Brand behind him 'You' re wanted,' he said. 'Both of you.'

| glanced out of the wi ndow, the sun was just setting in a patchwork sky. 'Who
wants us?' | asked.

"Well, Tenellin sent for you," he replied as | tied on ny sandals to go with
them 'but it's really a neeting of all the Magoroth.' As the three of us
hurried over a rope bridge a noment or two later, he filled us in on what had
been happening. 'Pinar's been earbashing everyone with her suspicions. Her
party got back yesterday, you know, because our route was |onger than hers,
and she's had plenty of tine to spread her poison. W were the last to arrive,
nore's the pity.'

Before | could reply, a male voice echoed up fromthe room bel ow. 'Hey, Garis,
Tavia says to tell you if you don't get to her pallet soon, she'll straighten
out your |ovely eyel ashes!"’

Garis was young enough to blush rather than | augh. He raised a hand in

acknow edgenent and gave me an enbarrassed shrug. 'It might not be an easy
nmeeting for you.'
"I"'msure I'll survive,' | said as we passed a group of small boys and girls

com ng the opposite way, all with that newy scrubbed | ook of children on
their way to bed. The elderly Theura who was shepherdi ng them al ong gave ne a
curious stare and a wide, toothless

"Here we are.' Garis opened a door and ushered us in.

There were about thirty people in the room too many, | thought, for them al
to be of the highest rank. | guessed the sprinkling of older Magor were the



respected | ower-ranked teachers of the original ten Magoroth children. Brand
and | were introduced to everyone we had not yet nmet. Pinar, full of
confidence, with her malice carefully conceal ed, inclined her head in
greeting. Jahan and Jessah, the married Magoroth siblings, cane across to
greet me. | still hadn't managed to work out why Jahan had | ooked so faniliar
to me on the day we had net in Mdrinya.

Temellin smiled at me, but | sensed his tension. \Watever had happened in the
room before our arrival had not pleased him 'Derya,' he said. 'W have

deci ded one of the first things we nust do is to find out who you are. To help
us, we nust know your Magor rank. We would like to cut back the skin from your
cabochon; do you m nd?

| smiled in return. 'No, of course not. Wwo will do the deed?" | held out ny
hand.

"I will." It was Korden who stepped forward, drawing his sword fromits
scabbar d.

| eyed the sharp blade with reluctance. 'Isn't that overly large for the job,
Kor den?

He gave a faint smle. "If | use my Magor sword it won't hurt; a knife would.'

He took ny left hand in his right and with a swift slice of his blade he drew
a line across ny palm Blood welled up, but I felt nothing. He |l aid the weapon
asi de, put both thunbs on either side of the cut and pulled the flesh so that
it slipped away fromthe cabochon

The flare of light took us all by surprise. It was as if it had been trapped
in nmy hand and had ached to

escape. It shot forth, showering us with its brilliance, and then settled back
into a steady gl ow on the pal mof mny hand.

The silence around the room was as profound as death. No one noved, no one
spoke for so long | wondered if they had been struck dunb by the light. Then
an old woman, an Illusa who had introduced herself as Zerise, stepped forward
to kneel at ny feet. She took up ny left hand, w ped away the bl ood and ki ssed
t he cabochon. 'One of the blessed has been returned to us,' she said. 'WIlcone
hone, Magoria.'

The light frommnmy cabochon bathed the woman with a warm gol d radi ance.

SH RI' N

The silence splintered into babble and novenent and enotional turnoil. Pinar's
angry 'But that's inpossible!l' was |lost in expressions of delight from others.
The Magoroth came up to hug ne, touching ny cabochon to theirs, showi ng me the
warnth of their welcome to their ranks.

Across the room Brand's shock segued into cynicism but | refused to return
his gaze. The glow in my cabochon subsided. Al | saw now was a transl ucent

yel low gem set into my palm A cabochon that could kill. Wat did that make
nme? More than human? O |ess? | shivered.

Then, as the excitenment died away a little, Korden bent to rmurrmur in my ear.

"I amglad, for you, and for us. But —are you truly with us, Derya? O do you
think with a Tyrani an heart, as Pinar would have us believe?

| smled ruefully to cover ny anxiety. 'I can't change overni ght, Korden.
will admit that. There are things which are strange, distasteful even. And
t hi ngs have happened too quickly for me to adjust.’' | took his left hand and

pressed ny cabochon to his. 'Perhaps this

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

wi Il convince you; do you feel anything but happi ness there? | knew he woul d
be able to detect nothing suspicious. Not even Tenellin had noticed the
slightest sign of disloyalty within nme, although he had often held ny hand; |
was a Brotherhood Conpeer, and the nasking of enotion was a Brotherhood skil
as much as it was a Magor one. | was confident | could hide nyself even better
than they did.

But Korden wasn't convinced, and his 'Wl cone to the Magoroth, Magoria-derya',
was as wel coming as the stare of a guard dog

Temellin laid a hand on Korden's arm 'My turn, | think,' he said, and then
drew me aside. He held ny hand and I was shot with his delight. He was



t ransf or ned.

| stared at him wondering what | was m ssing.

He | aughed at nme, whispering in ny ear as he drew me into a congratul atory
hug. 'Don't you know what this means, Derya? You can be Mragerin-consort! |
do not have to turn to Pinar.'

My heart |eapt, absurdly, then cracked. What was | thinking of? | was not
going to stay long. | was an agent of Tyrans. | was going to betray themall,
put down this dammed insurgency of theirs. Bring back peace to their |and.
Marry a Kardi barbarian? The idea was | udicrous.

Marry Tenellin7. | gazed at him and those eyes of his were full of hunour, of
anticipation. Hi s delight washed over nme in waves. CGoddess, | thought, the
idiot isinlove with me. And then: This is what |ove ought to he. And then
But not for ne. |'ma conpeer.

I thought of Favonius, renmenbered all that his enotions had said. Favonius had
lusted after ne. He'd been proud of his possession of a general's daughter
He'd | oved ne as nuch as he was capabl e of |oving

anyone, but there had been nothing like this in him The nenories of all the
time we had spent together withered |ike sun-seared | eaves.

| remenbered the way Brand had felt when he had —oh, so briefly —allowed ne
to touch his enotions. He loved nme the way Tenellin did, too.

My thoughts, unbidden, took another |leap. | renenbered the time Tenellin and

had spent together. | renenbered his body, his tenderness. The way he | aughed.
H's intelligence. The way his voice softened when he spoke of things he |oved.
The way his | anguage becane poetry. | renmenbered how the children of the freed

sl aves adored him Sweet Elysium | thought, stop me from being so —so
witless. Just because no one has ever |loved nme before is no reason to fal
apart like —Iike a broken anphora spilling its contents. | cannot crack
simply because | find a man attractive and his love flattering.

"Derya —2' Tenmellin asked. 'Are you all right?" H's concern was pal pable. |
was far too aware of his unconceal ed enoti ons.

My eyes searched for Pinar. The ol der Magoria was staring at ne,

hatred-filled, but with her enotions under tight control. '"Pinar will kill
me," | said involuntarily.

"Don't be silly! She and I don't |ove one another, not that way. It was to be
a marriage of —of friendship. For children. She will be glad for ne.'

| blinked at this extraordinary self-deception, but before I could coment,
Korden was there again, saying, 'Tenellin, shouldn't we continue with what we
i ntended? W wanted to find out who Derya is; let's do so.'

"How?' | asked. 'Is it possible that | —that | have
fam |y here? That —2' | couldn't give voice to the words,
mm ' o

but my mnd was suddenly filled with ny chil dhood nenory of a wonan with a
mane of russet hair, a worman bathed in gold light and splattered with scarlet.
Per haps | had been | oved before this, once. | felt I was choking on nenories
and enotion and sentinent.

CGoddess, Rathrox woul d never believe his eyes if he saw nme like this.

Termel lin slid an arm around ny shoul ders. 'Illusa-zerise,' he said, indicating
t he woman who had ki ssed ny cabochon, 'was the Magor in charge of the pal ace
nursery in Madrinya at the tine of the invasion. She knew all the children

I ncl udi ng, therefore, you. She was one of the few people who survived the
massacre of the Shimer Festival.' He led nme across the roomto the |1l usa.

My i medi ate thought was that if | had indeed been one of Zerise's charges,
she woul d have scared ne out of mnmy swaddling clothes. She was all sharp edges:
face, body, hands, all honed to acute peaks and ridges with no softening
flesh. One cheek was badly scarred by two deeply gouged hol es and two fl anki ng
| esser marks, all in a straight Iine. Her eyes had a sharply focused intensity
and she held her body as if it were a poised axe. She was aged about fifty,

not quite as old as | had first thought; the sparseness of her iron-grey hair
and the angul ar thinness of her body were deceptive.

'Zerise,' Tenellin was saying, 'who can Derya be?'



The wonan | ooked at nme with those sharp eyes, searching nmy face as if to find
the inmprint of the child there. 'Wat do you know about yoursel f?' she asked
finally. 'Your real nane perhaps? There was no child called Derya. Anything at
all mght be hel pful.’

Her voice was soft, at conplete variance with her |ooks, but | was breathless
with the tension of that nmonent; truth was suspended somewhere in the

m nutes ahead and | longed for it to be plucked and given to ne. Yet when
spoke, my voice was calm that, too, was a Brotherhood skill.

"I can't remenber ny real nane. General Gayed renaned me.' True enough

al t hough the nane had been a good Tyranian one: Ligea. 'He found ne and t ook
me to Tyr when | was just a little less than three. That was in the tenth year
of Senna Tinonius's Exaltarchy, in the fourth month, | think. Before that —I
renenber the woman | think was ny nother. A Magoria, | guess. She had a sword
and there was gold light stream ng out of her. There were people shouting and
scream ng. There were curtains. | wanted to | ook through the curtains, but
someone woul dn't let me. Another woman. And then she di sappeared too and | was
horribly afraid and surrounded by strangers. There was a lot of fighting. And
bl ood." My left hand had curled up into a fist and it was an effort to rel ax
it again. T can't renmenber nuch el se.’

Zerise bit her lip, considering.

| stared at her face and thought, |'ve seen that kind of scar somewhere
before... Then | renmenbered. It had been on the cheek of a man held in the
Cages in Tyr, a rebel. I'd been told that a | egi onnaires? weapon, a circular

pi ece of metal with jagged edges hurled froma whirlsling, left just such a
mark. A rip-disc, the legions called it.

"Alnost three in the fourth nonth of the tenth year of the previous

Exal tarchy,' Zerise was saying. 'Let nme see, that would nean you were born
around the fifth or sixth nonth of the Kardi year Veshol-twenty-three. There
were two Magorias born about then —

"M ragel ess soul!' The exclamation was Tenellin's.

Zerise nodded. 'Yes. Shirin. Magoria-shirin was born in the fifth month. It's
got to be her.'

"And the other? Korden pronpted.

She addressed Tenellin. 'Your cousin Sarana, Mrager-tenellin. Mgoria-sarana
was just a nonth younger than Magoria-shirin.'

The silence in the room devel oped an intensity so widely shared it could

al nrost be touched. | darted gl ances from one person to another, not
under st andi ng why everyone was so tense, know ng sonething significant was not
bei ng said, hating my ignorance, but not sure | wanted to dispel it. They were
all horrified —no, nore than that —they were devastated by the idea |I m ght
be Sarana. Enotion skipped around the roomin flurries.

Even Garis was aghast. 'Are you sure she is Shirin? he asked.

'Ch, she couldn't be Sarana,' Zerise said. She dispensed a conforting calmin
i beral waves that said even nore than her words. 'The M rager-solad hinself
brought Magori a-sarana's body back for burial. W all went to the burial
griefs.’

"There can't be any doubt? A misidentification? It was Tenellin who asked,
and his voice was unfamiliar to my ears; it was harsh and al nost cruel

"Ch no. Uterly inpossible. The Mrager-solad hinself identified her. And he

was her father, after all. She was unmutilated, killed by an arrow through the
heart. He was the one who found her shortly after the ambush. He'd ridden out
to persuade her nother to cone back, you see ... He shroud-wapped her, and

her nmother Wendi a, and rode back to Madrinya with them both in his howdah. |
saw them arrive. He was shattered. He worshipped that child. And he | oved
Wendia too. The tears were stream ng down his cheeks. Do you think if there
had been the slightest doubt the bodies he carried were not those of Sarana
and Wendi a, he'would not have seized on it? | have rarely seen a man as broken
as he was by the death of his daughter. He fought Iike a whirlw nd during the
Shi mer Feast attack, though.' She | ooked at nme and explained. 'lI was there,
you understand, one of the fewto survive. | saw Sol ad kill nore Tyranians



t han anyone el se that day, even though he was stuck through with arrows like a
roast on a spit. It was sheer burning rage that kept himalive | ong enough to
kill so many.' She wi ped away tears with the back of a hand and turned to
Temellin. 'No, the Magoria here cannot possibly be Sarana.'

"Are you sure the only other possibility is Shirin?" J Once again the question
cane from Tenellin. This time he was snmiling, his eyes sparkling with a
partially suppressed joy.

"Yes, if the Magoria is right about how old she is. And even if she's not —
Zerise thought for a while. 'No. Reneta was about a year younger and | saw her
body nyself. The other girls were little nore than babies and they were al
accounted for, nurdered in their cradles. But Shirin's body was never found.
And she was the only Magoria mssing. The part of the palace she was in was
devastated by fire; there was little left to find. W thought she'd burned.
suppose it is possible she was saved by a Tyranian soldier.' She touched her
scar and added bitterly, 'There were enough of them about."

But Tenellin was already reaching for ne, whirling ne in his arms, holding ne
tightly, hurting ne in his joy. "Shirin ... Shirin, ny Shirin —don't you
renenber nme? | gave you ny wooden shleth when you cried after | broke your toy
sword. Don't you renenber ?'

| shook ny head, |aughing. 'Tenellin, put me dowmm -+ Who am1? Tell me, who is
this Shirin?

You are Shirin, my love! 1 thought you were dead! 1 remenber crying when they
told me —

Over Tenellin's shoulder | caught a glinpse of Garis's face. He wasn't
rejoicing. He was filled with consternation, as though he were waiting for a

calamty he knew was inevitable. | thought, He realises sonething Tenellin
doesn't. | pushed Tenellin away. 'Garis,' | asked, 'who is Shirin?

He blurted out the answer, knowing how | would feel, remenbering as apparently
Temellin did not. '"Shirin was —is —you are Tenellin's little sister,' he
said. 'You had the sane parents.'

My world died in a crashing roar in my ears. | saw peopl e opening and cl osing
their nouths, speaking to me, but | could not hear them | saw their joy
become uncertainty as my shock registered with them M revul sion spilled out
all over the room | saw Tenellin's grin becone a horrified nouthing. I
destroyed his happiness with nmy unbridled reaction, with the wardi ng-off
gesture of ny hands. | turned fromhimto Brand, wal king into his arns,
clutching at him burying ny face in his chest. | couldn't speak. | was

choking on the bile and vonmit rising in ne.

Oh, Goddess, | thought. / have bedded my own brot her

Oh, CGoddess, forgive ne.

Oh, Goddess, now | knew—I loved this man. Ligea Gayed gave her heart w thout
even knowing it. The Brotherhood Conpeer fell in love with the eneny.

Goddess forgive nme. | did not know. Bedded ny brother. Fitting punishment for
t hi nki ng nyself i mune to sentinent.

You stupid fool, Ligea.

Brand knew. He swung me away from Tenmellin's inploring hands, herded nme out of
that room

somehow found his way through the Iabyrinth to the qui etness of my own
bedroom Wen | lay down on ny pallet, he chafed the col dness of ny fingers,
covered my shivering body with a bl anket, gently stroked ny face and hair.
There was no triunph in him no satisfaction. Wien | could not cry, when I
shrivelled and froze inside, it was Brand who had tears in his eyes.

"Don't let himnear ne,' | whispered. 'I don't want to see him'

'"He won't cone in here,' he prom sed, and he was as good as his word. Tenellin
cane and was turned away.

When ny trenbling died, it was Brand who tried to offer consolation. '"It's not
so bad, Ligea. You've never been one to worship the Goddess and her rules, so
you can't think you have sinned —-

'Sinned? No. It's just —just the thought of doing such a thing,' | said
finally. "It's unnatural. And they think it so normal. OCh, CGoddess, Brand.



want ed him so nmuch. Just to | ook at himwas enough to start the ache. And do
you think | will feel any different now? I will always renmenber that; there
will be part of ne that will want himstill... And yet the thought of his
touch now —nakes me sick. Physically ill.'

He | ooked at ne, and heard what | didn't say. | had loved Tenmellin. He read it
inm pain. 'Then let's go away fromhere,' he said at last. 'Back to
Madrinya, if you must. Bring the | egions here, raze the place to the ground,
kill themall if that's the only way you can |ay your ghosts.' He was pointing
out what | couldn't do, of course, forcing me to clarity of thought.

| said, 'Damm you, Brand, you know | can't. Maybe that conpeer bitch, Ligea of
Tyr, could have done it, but she doesn't exist any nore. He is ny brother. My
flesh and blood." | turned ny face to the wall. It was

| BH'

difficult to say the next words, to tell himwhat | had refused to think about
since | had learned the truth of it under the Shiver Barrens. 'He is the
father of ny son.'

He was stilled with shock. 'You can't know that you — he said after a |ong
pause. 'You've known himonly a matter of what, ten days? How coul d you know
that you are =2

"I know. Just as | know when people lie. | have a life growing in ne, his son
H s nephew.' | gave a bitter laugh. 'l shall be nmother and aunt all in one.' |
rolled off the pallet and went to stand at the wi ndow. | had known ny

pregnancy in one split second when | was inside the Shiver Barrens. The

know edge had suddenly been there in ny body, in nmy mnd. And nore than just
that, I'd known his gender. A boy, conceived the first day when | had been so
overwhel med by the attraction of a Magoria to a Magori that | had cast al
sense and precautions away i n exchange for pleasure. The Goddess Melete —or
fate, or whatever you like to call it —had nade ne pay for that nonment of
fervid passion.

Doubt | ess the knowl edge of the child, ny son, should have been the source of
joy, of wonderment. But what joy could there be when |I |earned of himjust
monents after | was shown a vile vision of death? A vision of a nanel ess baby
ri pped fromhis nanel ess nother's wonb, to cause her dem se —and for what?
Sone sick purpose of the Mrage Makers? Wiat conclusion was | to derive from
that, except the nobst obvious? And that was another thing | had spent days
trying not to think about: | was being prinmed as a sacrifice, to supply an
unborn chil d.

Yet now | wondered. Perhaps | had nistaken the neaning of the vision. Perhaps
the Mrage Makers had

been telling ne sonething slightly different: that the child was an

abomi nati on, seeded by a man who was his uncle as well as his father. That he
had to be destroyed, even if it neant my death. Perhaps they didn't |ike
sibling pairing any nore than | did. Yet if that was the case, why ny child
and not, say, Jahan and Jessah's? They had children, | knew. Several of them
Why mi ne? Wy me?

| covered ny face with my hands, to hide ny horror from Brand.

"Let's go back to Tyr, then,' he said. For once, his calmhad deserted him

H s face was ashen with shock. 'Tell Rathrox you failed. Resign. Live your own
life.'

T cannot return to Tyrans. | would be accused of treason. No one | eaves the
Br ot her hood wi t hout Rat hrox's consent. No one wal ks away from an assi gnnment

wi t hout bei ng puni shed for their dereliction of duty.

He was disbelieving. 'Punished? Treason? You think they'd burn you?

"Ch no. Burning is for non-citizens. Citizen traitors are crucified."’

' They woul dn't dare! You are Gayed's daughter. You are being nel odramatic’

Goddess, | wished | were. | could already feel the nails being driven into ny
hands, see the blood dribbling dowmn ny arns, hear the coarse nockery of nen
like Hargen Bivius. | said, 'But there are other factors involved here, aren't
there?

W stared at one anot her while he considered what | neant. 'They set you up,'



he said softly. 'The three of them Korbus, Rathrox and Gayed. Your whole life
was ainmed at this noment. The nonent you would be in a position to be an
i nstrument of their revenge on Kardiastan.'

| nodded, nausea seeping through nme |ike poison. Gayed. |'d thought he | oved
me ... | forced nyself to sound rational, reasoned, calm 'If | fail here, and
go home with the task unfinished, their revenge will extend to ny downfall

There woul d be sone trunped-up charge, to make nmy dereliction seemtruly
traitorous. Wuld they stop short of crucifixion, do you think? | don't think

so. Anyway, at the very least, they will strip me of all | own, including ny
reputation and ny respectability. My life wouldn't be worth ten sestus.' Tyr,
| thought. | had loved that city once.

"Vortexdam them' H s next words were said with an urgent passion. 'W can go
somewhere el se, then. Leave themall behind: Kardis, Tyranians, the

Br ot her hood, escape all of them Build a life for yourself somewhere else. In
Al tan perhaps. O even outside the boundaries of the Exaltarchy.'’

"Yes. No. | don't know.'

' There's nothing here to hold you back.'

| was silent a long while, |ooking out of the wi ndow at the congl oneration of
crazy buildings, now just curious shapes in the darkness. | said finally, "It
is his son too. He has a father's rights ...'

| heard the faint expelling of his breath: a sigh, acknow edging his
acceptance that there was no gain for himin ny |oss.

"Don't tell Termellin about this pregnancy, Brand. 1'll tell himin nmy own way,
innm owm tine.'

"I won't say anything to anyone. This is between the two of you.'

Ch, Goddess, | thought. If only it was. But there were the Mrage Mkers..
Did they want the child in order to destroy an abomination? O for some ot her
reason? Did they need a child to bring them new bl ood, to rejuvenate whatever
it was they were? A new M rage

Maker to becone one with then? | had never heard of a nother surviving the
trauma of having a child and wonb lifted from her body. The Magor had healing
powers, | knew that, but | doubted they included the skill needed to save a
worman from such a nmutilation. What was it Garis had said? They were heal ers,
not mracle workers.

And then there were the Magor. When it becane known | was pregnant, and if it
were true Sol ad had gained a sanctuary within the Mrage in exchange for a
future unborn Magor child, then they might consider ny life to be forfeit.

| wondered how many peopl e knew about the required sacrifice. Tenellin,
certainly. 1'd seen his face when he spoke of Solad's bargain and his own
responsibility to fulfil it. Wat was it he had said? J believe we nust pay,
what ever the suffering it causes. He was probably the only one the Mrage
Makers had told, although he could well have passed on the know edge to
others. To Korden. To Pinar? After all, she had a right to know. She was going
to marry Tenellin, and the |ogical sacrifice would be a child of the Mrager
And the woman who carried it.

| shuddered. | was the outsider, the expendable one. Who woul d care? Tenel lin,
when he believed the sacrifice was necessary and others called for ny death,
as they nmost certainly would? Pinar would actively pursue ny nurder, | had no

doubt of that. Quite apart fromthe pronpting of her jeal ousy, sacrificing nme
and ny child m ght save her own hide if ever she conceived Tenellin's child.

J won't do it, | thought. No one is going to kill me. I won't let them And
am not going to run away, either
You are the Mragerin ... Wrds whispered in the sand. 'There's sonething that

doesn't quite —

began, and then stopped. Could the Magoroth be wong? Could | not be the other
worman t hey had nmentioned —Sarana? '|I want to talk to —to Zerise would be
best, | think. Can you get her for ne, Brand?

"Certainly. If | don't get lost, that is. Damm place has nore passageways than
a fish has scales.'

| continued to stand at the wi ndow after he had gone, but | wasn't seeing the



view | was back in the Shiver Barrens, hearing the song of the Mrage Mkers,

trying to fan a spark of hope. Anything was better than the alternative.

An hour later, Brand entered with a heartfelt [ ook at ne indicating he had

i ndeed managed to | ose hinself. He ushered Zerise in and then left us. The

I1lusa noved through the dimess of the roomto the table and |it the candle

there. | didn't see what she did, but she used her cabochon to do it. Wen she

spoke, her voice was gentle. 'We didn't understand at first,' she said. 'W

all thought you would be glad. To be the sister of the Mrager —

"You knew he was al so nmy | over?

‘W do now. W& do not feel your revulsion. Such unions are usually bl essed

with a lasting love. The children of sibling unions are al so nuch bl essed. You

and Tenellin are the children of such a union —

'Ch, sweet Melete help nel My parents? | wanted to be sick. | warred with ny

body to halt the reflex, to keep the food in ny stomach. |Inbred! And ny son
the grandchild of siblings, the child of siblings, inbred to a point of

i nsanity.

"Termellin is the strongest Magori we have,' Zerise said. 'H's powers are

strong within him as yours will be when you are taught how to use them There

is nothing wong with such a union, Magoria-shirin. A marriage between you

woul d be cause for great

happi ness, and your children would be very, very special. Perhaps the greatest

Magorot h ever born. Healthy, intelligent and Magor-strong.'

But | didn't want to hear. | said, 'This other Magoria, this Sarana —

"If she had lived she would be Mragerin, and Mrager-tenmellin wuld not hold

the sword of the Mrager. She was your cousin, the only child of your ol dest

uncl e, Mrager-solad. There were five siblings, you know Solad who was the

el dest, then a brother and a sister, Ebelar and Niloufar, who were Sarana's

and Ternellin's parents, then another brother who was Korden's father, and

finally another sister, who was Pinar's nother. Sarana was the heir, but she

di ed before the Madrinya Shimrer Festival massacre. The massacre was not the

first attack on our people; it was just the worst.'

| was stilled, remenbering the expression on Tenellin's face when he had

t hought | might be Sarana; renmenbering the enotion that had tw sted his voice.

He had al nost hated nme then. Wyly, | thought to nyself that here was

somet hing el se we shared besides a | ove of power: a marked reluctance to

relinquish the power we had. | asked, 'There is no possibility —=2

'None.' She shook her head sadly. "It was a terrible tine, Magoria. The

M rager worshi pped his daughter fromthe nonent of her birth. Sone said she

was hi s obsession. Her nother, Mgoria-wendia, thought so. She thought the

M rager was ruining their daughter to the point of idiocy, and | nust say |

agreed with her. Sarana was fast becom ng an unpleasant little brat. Wndia

decided to take the child and | eave Madrinya. She wasn't the Mragerin-consort

—Solad wasn't married —so it wasn't all mat hard for her to go.

Unfortunately her howdah was ambushed and

everyone in her party was killed. | thought the Mrager mght die with grief

when he realised Sarana had died.'

| interrupted. 'But if Wendia and Solad weren't married, how could Sarana be

the heir?

"The first-born child of the ruler is the heir, no matter who the other parent

is, as long as the child is a Magoroth and as long as the ruling Mrager or

M ragerin acknow edges the child as theirs. That is Magor |law. W put no store

by a child s legitimcy as Tyranian | aw does.' She snorted. 'They try to tel

us their laws are better, but we will never acknow edge their ways. Wy shoul d

a child be robbed of his birthright because his parents did not marry?

"So if Sarana had lived, she would have becone Mragerin. |Is there anyone el se

who m ght use that tide?

"Well, the official consort of the ruling Mrager. If you were to nmarry

Mrager-termellin, you would be Mragerin-shirin, the Mragerin-consort. And

then there is the nother of the heir. Even if she is not the consort, she is

honoured with the title of Mragerin. And then finally there's the nother of



the Mrager. Your nother, yours and Tenellin's, would have been terned

M ragerin-niloufar, had she lived."'

The nother of the heir. Ch, Acheron's hells, | thought. My son will be M rager
inthis land. | wasn't Sarana, but | truly was Mragerin anyway, just as the
M rage Makers said. | was the nother to the heir, the unborn heir. They had
known that ... Then a new thought blasted ne. Until the baby was born, / was
Temellin's heir. | was his younger sister, and the Kardis made no distinctions
bet ween the sexes where their ruler was concerned.

If Tenellin died, Ligea Gayed, Legata Conpeer of the Brotherhood, would be
regarded by the Kardis as

their rightful ruler. I gave an ironic laugh that hiccupped into a sob. |
should kill him Then, as the Mragerin-ruler, | could bring the Magor down in
ways they could never have dreanmed of ... and reap such glory in Tyr there

woul d be statues of me built in the Forum Publicum M/ success would be a

| egend handed down to the next generations. WAs this the triunph Rathrox and
Bat or Korbus had schened to achi eve? They'd wanted ne to kill or capture the
M rager. And then perhaps they'd planned to tell nme who | was —and plant ne,
obedi ent and | oyal Ligea, on the Kardis as their rightful ruler. A grateful
vassal, to do as | was told by Tyr.

Goddessdam. The Oracle. O course. They'd ained to give nmy future an apparent
spiritual dinension, to seed me with a sense of destiny by sending ne to the
Oracle. How had the poem run?

"Al'l power in her w de enbrace,

None wi |l again deny

Li gea Gayed her rightful place.'

My rightful place. Mragerin of Kardiastan. Goddessdamm.

Zerise was watching nme, nystified. 'My child —. why do you cause yourself so
much grief? Your love for the Mrager is blessed. Accept it. Go gladly to his
arnms. Bear his children. Way cling to the laws of a |land that was never really
yours? You are Kardi; you are Magor; rejoice in it!' Her voice had an edge to
it now, an intensity matching the rest of her. She shot out a bony hand to
grip my arm 'You have a duty to the Magor. W all have! Look at me, Magoria —
| was a nurse, a children's nurse —can you see that when you | ook at ne now?
| doubt it. | haven't been a nurse

since | had to wade through children's blood, carrying the only two babies I
could save, both Theuros children, ny own face smashed beyond repair. Now

fight. My cabochon will burn a | egionnaire to ashes one day —I, who only
wanted to care for ny babies. Your duty comes before your w shes, Magoria.'
| swallowed bile and said, 'Ask Brand to cone in, will you, Illusa-zerise?

She heard the dism ssal and the fire danped down. Yet, just as she was on her
way out, she turned back. She wanted to say sonething, started to say it, but
changed her m nd. A nopst extraordi nary expression skittered across her face.
It was so fleeting | wasn't sure 1'd seen it, yet | was left with the feeling
| had glinpsed a dismay so profound it bordered on panic. Then she was gone.

| thought: If | go back to the Brotherhood, | can rule this land. | can have
what ever | want. Power. Walth. Respect. The things |'ve always wanted. The
Oracle's predictions, all cone true. Goddessdamm.

Once that know edge woul d have set me dreaning. Once that would have brought a
sparkle of triunmph into ny eyes. Instead, all | heard were questions. Nasty,
provocative little questions demandi ng answers, refusing to go away. The power
to do what? The respect of whon? Why woul d you want nore wealth than you

al ready have? And woul d the puppeteer be any different this tinme around?

When Brand returned, | said softly, 'l have decided. | will stay here. | wll

| earn the ways of the Magor and be Kardi. If you are wi se, you will |eave.
Make a life for yourself sonewhere else. Go to Tyr, claimthe noney awaiting

you frommy estate, then go back to Altan. Lead your own people to freedom
I 11 '
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' " 'Just like that, eh?' He gave an unbelieving, sardonic chuckle. 'And am|
still a brother to you, Ligea-Derya-Shirin?



"No —no. That was a stupidity. Now | have felt the real thing, now | know the

revul sion of real... incest. You are a friend, Brand. The best friend | have
ever had, or ever will have. That is why | ask you to |l eave. There is nothing
| can offer you. You are better away fromme, building your own life.'

"My answer is the sane as always. | stay, at least for now You need a friend
Li gea. Derya. Shirin. \Woever. Perhaps now nore than ever. Have you given a

t hought to what Tenellin and the others will do when you tell themyou are the
Legata Li gea Gayed?'

"What will that matter? It is past. | will tell themwhen the time is right.’

| hardened nyself. 'For the past week or so | have been thinking with ny
loins. You were right, Brand: it was insanity. But |I'mback to ny senses now.
Power, that's what it's all about. That was why the Brotherhood fascinated ne:
it gave ne the power of life and death over ny fellow citizens, it nade ne
feared, even to those who had noney and position and political power. As
conpeer | used that power —yes, and sonetinmes m sused that power, on Tyrans
behal f.' | added, surprised at its truth, 'l couldn't do that any nore. But |
don't love power any less. It's what | am And | will wieldit." And no one's
going to kill me for ny child, either

| wandered over to the wi ndow agai n and | ooked down on the dark cobbl ed street
bel ow wi thout really seeing it. 'l feel as if | used to walk around with ny
head under a pail. Wiy couldn't | see, long before this, that there are better
ways to use power? Wy couldn't | see the iniquity of slavery? The inherent
injustice of Exaltarchy rule? The shards of past possibilities scored
furrows of sadness deep into ny spirit. The Exaltarchy has many fine things to
offer its tribute states, but the price is too high. Kardiastan would be —
will be —better without Tyrans.'

"You're too hard on yourself,' Brand said. He came to stand by ne, and the
gentle touch of his hand on ny armtold me nore about his concern than his
shrouded feelings did. "Firstly, you were brought up to be Tyranian. You were
supposed to believe those things. Secondly, there was always a part of you
that fought the iniquities anyway. You tried to use your power to ensure that
there was no injustice. That the innocent went free. That torture was not
used.'

T can't absolve nyself of guilt so easily. You are too generous, ny friend.'

T don't happen to think | am' he said and his certainty was conforting. 'And
so, what next, Magoria?

| took a deep breath. T amsister to the Mrager and nother of the heir. Pinar

can be his wife and consort, but it is | who will have the greater power.
Perhaps this time I'll use it better. We will nake something of this
CGoddessforsaken land.' | straightened and turned to face him T amready to
see Tenellin.' '

He shook his head, his dismay tinged with reluctant admration. 'I mght have
known. You are rock-strong, Ligea.'

I was still standing by the wi ndow when Tenellin entered and | didn't fee
rock-strong. | felt enpty, an outer shell of fragility that could be shattered

by the wong word, the wong touch
He entered and began to cross the roomtowards ne.
"Don't touch nme, Tenellin,' | said. 'Not ever again.'

, I-. P e Ty ey
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He stopped, his body rigid. '"Der—Shirin, don't think of it as wong. How
could anything so beautiful be wong?
"It wasn't wong then. It is now |I'msorry, Tenellin, but it's over. | can't
bed nmy brother, nor ever will be able to. Any desire | felt for you has
vani shed.' Liar. Vortex take you, Ligea, even now your loins cram with
| ongi ng —and yet the touch of himwould have you heavi ng up your stonach.
' Forgive me.'
H s hands hung | oose at his sides as though he feared what they would do if he
noved them 'I |ove you, Derya.'



"Just lust, Tenellin. Just lust.'

He shook his head. "No. Don't tell me how!| felt. Feel. It was nore than that.
Is nore than that. Certainly | want you on ny pallet, but | also want you by
nmy side as nmy partner —ny consort —ny wife.'

"You will have ne as your sister.'

"I don't feel brotherly. It takes a lifetinme to feel brotherly. W haven't had
alifetime of growing up together; we've had a week of lying in each other's
arms, of talking about things that matter —

| cut himoff brutally. 'We will be siblings or nothing, Tern. 1'd | eave

Kardi astan rather than come back to your arns. / can't. Can you understand
that? | can't |love you that way any nore. Just as sonething would have died in
you, had | proved to be Sarana and usurped your position.'

He opened his nouth to deny it, but his inherent honesty wouldn't allow himto
give voice to the words. He was human enough not to |like having it pointed out
to him though. He said, his timng a petty cruelty | knew he would I ater

regret, 'l shall have to marry Pinar.'

"Yes, | know.' And | shall hate her

mm

'Ravage hells, you really nean it, don't you?

"I mean it.' | saw the slunp of his shoulders and had to curb that treacherous
desire to go to him | opened ny mouth to tell himabout his son, and then

changed my mind. It wasn't the tinme. It could wait. No point in adding another
burden to himright then

H s eyes fell away fromm ne, and saw the sword | had put on the table.
Confused, he touched the blade as if to identify it. He must have felt its
power through his fingers because his head jerked up. 'Yours? How —=2

"l wal ked beneath the Shiver Barrens.'

As | had suspected he woul d, he accepted this as being within the bounds of
possibility, but surprise flitted across his face nonethel ess. Hi s concl usion
was not quite the one | had expected. 'Then you knew all along you were a
Magori a?'

'No. Why should I know —=2

'Only the Magoroth have Magor swords.'

"No one told nme that! | thought it nust be sonething that happened to al
Magor.' Only now did it occur to me 1'd never seen an |llusos or Theuros
wearing a Magor sword. | chided nyself for m ssing the significance. Ligea the

conpeer was indeed slipping.

"Way didn't you tell me at the tinme? He sounded nore puzzled than suspicious.
"I = There was no rational answer | could give him | settled for a vague:
"It seened such a private thing.'

He expl ained, talking for the sake of tal king, because it was better than

t hi nki ng, remenbering. 'It happens to all Magoroth, usually around puberty. It
has al ways been so, even before we cane to live in the Mrage. W have wal ked
t he Shiver Barrens, just at the edge, for generations —Ilong before we knew
how to cross them

It is usually the only time any of us neet with the Mrage Makers. Except for
the Mrager: he wal ks the Barrens a second tinme, when he inherits. There are
certain things he has to be told - He paused before addi ng, 'Not ne, though

| inherited the job when | was five years old, |long before I had ny sword. |

wal ked the Barrens only once, when | was ten. | was given ny weapon and told
what | had to know then.'

| nodded at the sword. 'l want to learn howto use it.’

'Yes, you should.' His voice was carefully neutral. 'Garis will teach you the

el ementary things.' He took a breath, grewtaller, nore in command. 'This
ought to be the happiest day of my life —the day ny sister is returned to ne.

| can renenber you, you know. | can renenber |oving you. Gieving for you.
shoul d be happy. It is wonderful to have you back, Shirin.'
' Thank you.' My voice was small, the thanks ridiculous. If there had ever been

anyt hi ng wonderful in my homecoming, it had all been |ost.
CHAPTER El GHTEEN



My room had a spartan but pleasing decor relying on natural wood and stone to
achieve a warm attracti veness, or that was the way it was when | fell asleep
that night. | woke the next norning to a riot of colour blazing forth from
flounces and frills and preposterous ornanentation; a richness of absurdity
and lunatic juxtapositions that brought forth a gasp of reluctant |aughter
from ne.

I was still smiling when nmy maid, an ex-slave called Caleh, cane in with ny
hot water and tea. The girl was so astounded she al nbst dropped the tray.

"I thought perhaps it wouldn't be such a surprise to you,' | said. 'Doesn't
this sort of thing happen all the tinme?

"Well, yes, sonetinmes. But not quite like this in someone's bedroom' She

| ooked around in bewildernment. 'I nean, this is wild.' She reached up to touch

a tunble of glass wind chinmes that glowed with col our. The nusic they played
was tuneful, a delightful gaiety of notes. Indicating the nobile bouncing on

the other side of the room she added, 'I|'ve never seen hangi ng chanberpots
before.'

I waved ny hand hel pl essly. "Wy, do you think?

Cal eh considered. 'l think it was to make you |l augh, Magoria.' And that was

per haps the best explanation | was ever to receive.

I thought back to nmy tinme inside the sands of the Shiver Barrens. There, the
M rage Makers had not seenmed to be entities given to humour, but the Mrage
itself did seemto be a collection of the anmusing, the absurd: the bridges
that crossed nothing, the road that went nowhere, the street that becane a
river. Perhaps the Mrage Makers had been touched by ny desolation, the

bl eakness of ny lonely, dream haunted night.

| dressed and readied nyself to neet this new world, this newlife.

It was Garis who told ne, just after breakfast, that the first thing | had to
do was to take part in a dedication cerenmony, a ritual of allegiance all WMagor
had to undergo, usually around puberty. 'But you sort of mssed out then,' he

said cheerfully, 'so Tenellin has arranged it for you this norning. That is —

He gave ne a sharp look. 'You don't | ook so well. Whuld you rather wait til
some ot her day?

| was touched by his concern; he was only eighteen —still partly naive boy,
still partly feckless adol escent and qui xotic romantic —but partly
responsi ble adult too, with an adult's understanding. | |iked his exuberance
and hurmour, his eagerness to nmake somnet hing of ne.

"Il be all right," | said. iWat do | have to do?

" Ch, nothing much,' he said vaguely. 'Just wait in your roomfor the tine
being. I'Il fix it all.’

He nust have spoken to Cal eh, because fifteen nminutes later she came in with
five or six borrowed anoudain over her arm 'You have to wear sonething nice

for your dedication cerenmony,' she said. 'It's a very inportant day for one of
t he Magor.'
Thankfully, | reflected that at least | wouldn t look as ridiculous in a

cerenonial anoudain as | did in a cerenonial wap. The green outfit | chose
was plain, but it hung softly and, although the Mrage Makers had neglected to
supply my roomwith a mrror, | suspected it nmade me appear nore fem nine than
usual . | also wore my sword, in a borrowed scabbard sent around by Garis, for
the first tinme. It felt strange hanging there at ny hip and had a tendency to
get in the way. As a conpeer |1'd always relied on a knife for protection
preferring the stealth possible in its use and disliking the cunbersone

obvi ousness of a sword. Besides, Tyranian wonen did not wear swords, and the
last thing | had wanted to do in Tyr was draw attention to ny oddities.
Shortly afterwards, Garis escorted me down to the main neeting hall where al
the Magoroth were waiting for ne. The noment | entered the room they drew
their swords and held themaloft in salute so that the hall blazed, the light
so bright | found nyself blinking like a night bird in sunlight.

Temel lin stepped forward out of the crowd to smle at me, a gentle smle of
encour agenent and support. 'We, the Magoroth of Kardi astan, have come to
escort you to the Chanmber of the Tablets of the Covenant,' he said formally.



He indicated | should take his arm but he was careful not to | ook at nme as |
did so.

W wal ked in procession, Tenellin and | in front, the Magoroth behind, their
swords still drawn and held aloft to light our way. No one spoke. In Tyr, at
any ceremnoni al procession, there would have been rose petals strewn in our
path and horn fanfares as we passed —but this was Kardi astan, and the
enphasis was on the solemity of the occasion rather than any grandi ose

di splay or pointless ritual.

AK Wthin minutes, | was lost. W proceeded al ong one passage after another,
many of them sl opi ng downwar ds, others passing through tunnels or crossing
bri dges or |eading down steps —and still nmore steps —until | was sure we
nmust be sonewhere under the ground. | wanted to ask, but faced with the
funereal silence around me, | didn't dare. Finally we halted in a |large

wi ndowl ess hall. At one end there were massive wooden doors, now cl osed.
Temel lin rel eased my hand. 'Beyond those doors are the Tablets of the
Covenant,' he explained. 'You are to read themall. Once you have done so, you
will return here. W will not enter with you, but it is customary for whoever
enters to sel ect sonmeone of the Magor to acconpany himor her, someone who
will testify you have read all the tablets and understood their neaning. Wo
woul d you like to acconpany you?

Over his shoulder | saw Pinar |ooking at me, eyes smouldering. 'Garis,"' |

sai d.

If Tenellin thought | had slighted himby nam ng another, he did not let it
show. He inclined his head and beckoned the youth forward. Garis stared at
Temellin in consternation, then, as the Mrager did not react, |ooked in ny
direction with a pleased snile, before finally nanaging a nore sol em
deneanour as he renenbered the seriousness of the occasion

" Unbuckl e your sword and leave it with ne,' Tenellin said. "It will only be
returned to you if you take the oath to obey the terns of the Covenant.' | did
as he asked, and felt a pang as | surrendered up the weapon; | had felt it was
already rightfully nine.

Then Garis and | turned towards the door at the other end of the hall. It

swung open as we approached, although no one had touched it, to reveal an

i mense cavern beyond. Just over the threshold | paused,

mum

monentarily unable, in ny awe, to nove. Wile | stood rooted, the doors swung
shut behi nd us.

The cavern itself appeared to be a natural chanber of rock and, although

| arge, there was nothing spectacul ar about it; what caught ny attention was
what it contained. At its centre a nunber of shapes glowed with a gentle
silver light, a glow as beautiful as starlight, and each of the shapes was as
large as a man. Five of themrising up out of the sandy floor of the cavern
like noonlit standing stones on a noor.

I wal ked forward, Garis beside ne.

The shapes were tablets, not —as | had expected —of clay, but of light; of
starlight if that were possible. And the texts on each of them were etched
with the bl ackness of a lack of light, as if the letters had been witten with
t he darkness of night.

"Holy shit,' Garis said at nmy side, with a distinct |lack of reverence, 'the

M rage Makers have been nucki ng about with things again. Wen | cane to read

t he Covenant a couple of years ago, it was carved on ordinary stone tablets —
now | ook at it!’

"I"msure this nust be nuch prettier.' | peered at the first of the tablets.
"I"'mnot sure it's going to be easier, though. Garis, this is all witten in
Kar di .

"OfF course! What did you expect?

T didn't expect anything,' | confessed. 'But | don't read Kardi well, and this
stuff is archaic — Laboriously, | began to spell out the words, hesitating
and stunbling over unfamliar letters. 'And where is —no, whereas thou who
shalt thine eyes —It'll take ne a week to read all this, and then |I'm not



sure I'Il understand it.'
No sooner had | nade the conplaint than the | anguage on the tabl ets changed,

and | was readi ng good nodern Tyranian. Ah, now that's nore like it,' | said.
"And you who read this —
Garis | ooked taken aback. 'I hope the Mrage Makers remenber to change it to

Kardi again,' he said finally. 'Korden would have a fit if he ever found out

t he Covenant was witten in Tyranian!'

| read silently on.

Part of what was there —the reasons for the necessity of such a covenant —I
knew al ready because Tenellin had told me. The first tablet related the story
of how the Mrage Makers and the Magor had been hurting one another with their
different forms of mrage-nmaking, and how this Covenant had been drawn up to
sol ve the probl em

It seemed to ne, as | read the second, third and fourth tablets, that the
Magor had been the recipients of the better end of the bargain: they'd

acqui red the Magor swords and, through the swords, the cabochons, which
enhanced their power. At the sane tine, the Mrage Makers pronised they'd take
every care their mrage-maki ng woul d not harm peopl e, whether Magor or not. In
order to ensure there were no accidental deaths as a result of their mrages,
the Mrage Makers would withdraw to the | and beyond the Shiver Barrens. In
Return, the Magor promi sed not to indulge in mrage-maki ng anywhere in any
form and not to cross the Shiver Barrens. And they were to take a sol emm
oat h, generation after generation, that their powers were not to be used for
personal gain. They were to use their enhanced abilities to better the life of
t he non-Magor or to heal those in need; they could use their powers to protect
their | and, but never in the pursuit of wholly selfish notives. The M rager
was to be obliged to take an additional oath that he would al ways act with the
consensus of the majority of his Magoroth peers.

The fifth tablet nade it clear that if any of the rules nmentioned on the
preceding three tablets were broken

by the Magor, then future generations would not receive their swords or
cabochons —which raised an interesting conundrum the Magor now not only
lived in the Mrage, but had brought ordinary Kardis here. Wy, then, were the
newly born still receiving their cabochons; why were the adol escent Magoroth
still receiving their swords? The Covenant had been broken fromthe noment

Sol ad had sent the ten Magoroth children and their teachers across the Shiver
Barrens —yet the Covenant was still in force.

| stood for a long while in front of that tablet, and the conclusion | cane to
was as unpal atable as it was inescapable. The Mrage Makers had needed

somet hing further fromthe Magor, sonething they knew the Magor would nornally
deny them something they needed so badly they had struck a new covenant with
Solad to get it. Paradoxically, in so doing, the old covenant had doubtl ess
been broken a second tinme: Solad had acted wi thout the consensus of his peers.
And the M rage Makers had done not hi ng about that, either

| knew then that my reasoning had been right. Tenellin knew what the new
covenant was. And so did I. An unborn child in exchange for safety. Nothing

el se made sense

| turned away fromthe tablet, afraid.

At least, | thought cynically, | could tell Brand that what kept the powerful
Magor fromthe kind of corruption found anmong the rulers of the Exaltarchy
wasn't entirely the kind of altruismhe nmay have imagi ned. The Magor were
scared that their children —that all future generations of Magor —woul d be
deni ed cabochons and swords if they, the parents, m sbehaved. Human nature
being what it is, there woul d al ways be the odd i ndividual who would m suse
his or her

powers, but the cost was high enough that others would soon unite against

them Not such a bad idea; the Mrage Makers had been deviously clever.

| turned to Garis. 'Let's go,' | said. '"I've read it all."’

" And do you understand it?

"Yes, | think so. Seens fairly straightforward to ne." It wasn't the Covenant



that was confusing; it was the events of recent years concerning it.

Back in the hall beyond the cavern, the Magoroth were waiting for us. \Wen the
doors swung open again, we faced Tenellin once nore. He | ooked not at ne, but
at Garis. 'Has the Magoria read and understood the Tablets of the Covenant?

' She has,' he replied.

Temellin turned to nme. ' Then do you solemly swear not to indulge in

m rage- maki ng, and not to use your powers for personal gain or in pursuit of
sel fish nmotives? Do you solemmly swear to use your enhanced abilities to
protect the land of Kardiastan and to better the life of the people you serve?
Do you solemmly swear that once it is safe for us to |l eave the Mrage, you
will do so, never to return, and you will do everything in your power to
protect the Mrage fromviolation? Do you swear to uphold the decisions of
your M rager, as sanctioned by the majority of his peers?

"If you are prepared to swear these things, place your left hand on the hilt
of your sword and say: | do so swear.'

It should have been easy to say. |1'd made up ny mnd, hadn't 1? I'd chosen

Kar di astan over Tyrans, Terellin over Favonius, the Magor over the

Br ot her hood.

But now, faced with Tenellin's |Iove, the ache | saw and felt in himas he
stretched out ny sword to nme, the words wer e hard to enunci at e.

There  was an

irrevocability about them —and I, who had once found it so easy to utter a
fal sehood or practise a deception, knew this time | could only speak the
truth, although it mght not have been quite the same truth everyone else in
that hall envisioned.

| stretched out ny hand and closed it about the hilt. My cabochon slipped into

its place and the sword flanmed; | could feel the power throbbing.
"Yes,' | said, and committed nyself to a land, to a new way of life. 'l do so
swear . '

And the Magoroth, as one, cried, 'Fah-Ke-Cabochon-rez\ Hail the power of the
cabochon!"
| had thought it would be easy enough to tell Tenellin the truth about my life

in Tyrans.

It wasn't.

For a start, | never seened to have the opportunity. | saw himoften enough
that day and in the ones that followed. | usually ate in the dining hall with

the other Magoroth; | attended all the Magor neetings held to discuss the
strategi es to be adopted agai nst Tyrans and he was al ways there —but | never

saw him al one. He was al ways surrounded by others, listening to what they had
to say with his head cocked to one side in a way now so famliar to ne; or
tal ki ng, noving his hands to illustrate a point; or |aughing and carrying

others along on his amusenent. He spoke to nme often, asking ny opinion
including ne in the discussions, inquiring after my progress with ny study of
Magor skills.

But never al one.

When | went to himto let himknow | wanted a private conversation, he turned
fromme and draped a friendly armaround Pinar's shoul ders. 'Do you know Pi nar
is a cousin, Shirin? he asked, not |ooking at ne. 'Her nother and our parents
were siblings. W intend

to marry as soon as the necessary arrangenents are nade.'

Pinar smiled pleasantly. 'l hope we'll be friends, Shirin.'

"I"msure we have no reason not to be,' | replied, my voice snmooth with

del i berate bl andness. They both heard ny lie, of course, just as Tenellin and
| had heard hers. And when | turned away a litde later, with ny intended
request still unspoken, | caught the look in Tenellin's eyes: pure, aching
hunger —and | wondered how rmuch Pinar would tolerate if she ever saw that

| ook.

| knew nmy delay in telling Termellin the truth about mysel f was dangerous. The
longer | left the telling of who | was and what | knew, the harder it would be
to explain ny delay in telling it. It wasn't that the Mrage was in inmm nent



danger fromthe Stalwarts —it would surely still be several nonths nore
before the I egions arrived at the edge of the Mrage —but people woul d wonder
at nmy reluctance to have given the information. How could | explain the truth:
that | didn't want Tenellin to know of ny past? Wen his eyes were on ne, |
was ashaned of having been a conpeer; the thought he m ght despise ne for what
| had been was as unpl easant as his absence fromny pallet. And | dreaded the
poi son Pinar would spread about the Legata Ligea; she might be able to turn
Temellin's trust into suspicion and contenpt. Nor did | want to betray
Favoni us and his friends. | had found satisfacti on and conpani onship in

Favoni us's arns; the thought | might cause his death was | acerating. He didn't
deserve ny betrayal

Yet | also knew | nust tell; if | didn't, the invasion of the Stalwarts woul d
cone as a surprise with inevitably tragic results; if | didn't, sooner or

| ater soneone woul d recogni se and nanme ne. Already Aemid might be talking to
ot her Kardis, spreading a

war ni ng about Ligea Gayed. There woul d be other slaves arriving from Madri nya
or Sandnmurram who . mght know ny face ...

Unfortunately, with Tenellin's deliberate unavailability, it was so easy for
me to keep postponing my confession. So easy to rationalise the irrational, to
say it would be better to put it off until my fell ow Magor had cone to know
and trust ne nore. Easy, and stupid.

Per haps | ove makes cowards of us all

It wasn't easy to settle into ny newlife. | had thought that as a Magoria, as
Temellin's sister, | would have a position of power. | was soon di sabused of
that notion. | was included in the councils, but anything | said was | argely
di sregarded; with the exception of Tenmellin and a few others, | was considered
to be a pseudo-Kardi and therefore untrustworthy. | had returned the Mrager's
sword, and taken the oath of the Covenant, yet neither helped. It wasn't hard
to see Pinar behind nost of the distrust, but | couldn't counterattack w thout
jeopardi sing ny position and hurting Temellin.

Garis defended ne every chance he got, even telling the Magoroth how t he

M rage Makers had changed the Covenant tablets for ne to nake them both
beautiful and nore understandable. He'd thought that would help. Instead, it
al arnmed those who shared Pinar's distrust, pronpting theminto pressing for
nore restrictions on what | was nade privy to, or what | was taught. 'W can't
rely on the Mrage Makers to protect us against treachery,' they said. "W
have to do it ourselves.'

| was hum liated by my powerl essness, but trapped in nmy own deceit and
woeful Iy ignorant of all things Kardi, there wasn't much | could do about it.
Tenel lin

did try. He sensed ny affinity for power and sonething in himrecogni sed and
synmpat hi sed with ny need for challenge, but in the face of Pinar's

i ntransi gence and the general prejudice against ne, it was hard for himto

of fer me nuch

| was also lonely. | hadn't mastered the art of the two-level conversation the
Magor took for granted. They spoke to one another as a matter of course in
both words and quick flares of enotions. Sonetimes they used words only as

si gnposts, and conducted nuch of a conversation in cleverly differentiated

di spl ays of empotional reaction. They delighted in word plays where sonet hi ng
was said, but imediately negated by the acconpanying flash of a contrary
sentiment, in a formof sardonic wit. In understanding their conversations, |
was al ways a step or two behind, missing the nuances.

Wrse, | was unable to utilise ny enotions as speech. Having school ed nysel f
always to hide the way | felt, | found it difficult to use deliberate
enotional display in order to give another |evel of meaning to ny words. In
the end, the Magoroth spoke to nme the way they did to the non-Magoroth: in
ordi nary speech. They were polite enough, but the end result was a subtle
exclusion fromtheir ranks.

The person who kept nme fromgoing mad with frustration was Garis. If he did



use enotion to speak to ne, he slowed it down so that | could understand. He
took his duties to nme seriously and wanted no m sunderstandi ng between us.
He'd come to nme in ny roomimredi ately after the oath-taking cerenony that
first norning and told nme it was time for my first lesson. '"W'll start with
the art of building wards,' he'd said without preanmble. 'Now the first thing
you have to be aware of —

There were two kinds of power available to a wearer of the gold cabochon,

di scovered. The first was power that cane through the sword, the second was
power straight fromthe cabochon. "All the npst powerful wards are built with
the aid of the sword,' he said. 'So these are not available to the two | ower
ranks of the Magor.' He unsheathed his sword and fitted it into his left palm
'There's one thing you nust never do, and that's put your cabochon into
another's sword hilt.'

"Way not?' | asked, guiltily renenmbering | had done just that with Tenellin's
weapon.

'Once you have tuned a sword, any sword, to your cabochon, it can never be
turned agai nst you, even in the hands of an enemy. Nor can it be used to build
a ward you could not break. O course, none of the Magoroth would turn his
sword on anot her Magor, but to deliberately tune another's sword to your
cabochon is to show your distrust of a fell ow Magor, and that would be a
terrible insult. It is never done.'

"Il remenber that,' | said gravely, and he went on with the | esson. He
showed me how to draw a square of protection around nyself with sword and
conjurations. Inside this, | —and anyone el se —would be safe fromintrusion

He al so showed nme how to achi eve the converse: to confine a person, or people,
within a warded area. 'They are not actually as nuch use as you'd think,' he
warned. 'You can't nake themtoo big, not rmuch larger than this room in fact.
If you did, you' d be sick for a nonth. It takes health and strength to build
war ds. Moreover, protection wards for yourself only work if you stay within
them so you can't use themwhile travelling. They won't |ast forever, either
nor can you keep rebuilding them You'd tire yourself out.' Nothing was done
without a

price. Each time something was warded, each time conjurations were uttered,
personal strength and sword strength were depleted, a depletion only time and

rest would cure. Use nagic too nmuch and you could end up prone to ill ness,
dyi ng of anything from pneunoni a to apopl exy.
"Tell me about healing power,' | asked him 'How effective is it? Can you

save the life of someone who has a baby ripped from her?

"It's not as effective as we'd like,' he admtted. 'My nother has made it her
speciality. She says that all we can do is heal sonething that has a chance of
heal i ng anyway. We make the chance a certainty. And we speed up the healing
process.'

"No miracl es?

"No miracles.'

As the days went by, Garis progressed to nore active uses of the sword. He
taught me how to use it in a nore conventional way, then how to suppl ement
fighting strokes with its power. | |learned howto send forth a narrow beam of
cold light that could sear or nelt anything in its path for three or four
paces beyond the tip of the weapon, and | began to |l earn how to control the
power so that it could be used for delicate tasks —such as breaki ng open a
sl ave col |l ar.

| was deternmined to learn it all. One day, | would put it to good use. If

Pi nar and others of the Magoroth thought | was going to be some kind of wall
decoration, never act -ally doing anything except exist, they would have to
rethink; I was going to be a power in this |and.

In the nmeantinme, | was glad to tire myself out. It helped nme to sleep. It

hel ped ne to forget that somewhere out there the Mrage Makers m ght have an
interest in ny death because they coveted a child;

mat somewnere out nere was nme Kavage, wnicn apparently loathed us all; that
right here within the Maze, the man | | oved was about to marry a wonman who had



tried to kill nmne.

And so | was grateful for those nights when | was so tired | would coll apse
onto nmy pallet and drop into an exhausted sleep that kept ne insensible til
dawn.

Inevitably, when | awoke in the first light of the day, it was to find a new
roomwaiting for me. The Mrage Makers were trying everything in their
repertoire —a whol e ganut of hunorous idiocies —to find something to drive
away the holl owness inside nme. | knew there was nothing that woul d hel p, but
they went on trying. Far from naking nme happy, however, their attention sent
shivers of dark fear through nme. | renenbered wal ki ng the Shiver Barrens;
renenbered the visions. | touched the place where ny child grew, and wondered
if the Mrage Makers worked to pl ease me because they wanted himhealthy —for
themto take. | tried to take confort from knowi ng the Convenant forbade them
to kill. In ny nmore optimistic nonents | thought perhaps they just wanted to
show t heir benevol ence so that | would never use ny powers agai nst them never
use nmy Magor sword to spill their |ifeblood as one vision had shown.

| remenbered it vividly. My hand cl aspi ng anot her that was the representation
of the Mrage Makers. Then two images: one where the hands nmelted into one
another in unity, the other where | severed the Mrage Maker's hand in a way
that suggested | killed him Them Killed themall..

The future wasn't sure. | had a choice. | just had to work out which choice
was best for nme. For ny son. The trouble was, how could | tell?

| saw little of Brand during those days. He had elected to join the troops the
Magor were training,

" Pro - L e i f ' .o

troops to be used agai nst Tyranian | egions. The ordinary Kardis were

ent husi astic soldiers, and Brand was an apt pupil even though he was conming to
it relatively old. He was soon pronoted to officer rank, and was a popul ar

| eader, inspiring loyalty in spite of his foreign bl ood.

He no | onger had a problemw th the | anguage. Ever since we'd arrived in

Kar di astan, he'd been building on what he'd already | earned from Aemi d and ne
over the years, inproving every day until now he was fluent. He never lost his
accent, but as far as | could see, nost of the Kardi girls seemed to think
that was part of his charm

| wondered sonetinmes why he el ected to becone a soldier. Boredon? O revenge?
Perhaps a little of both. Tyrans had made him a slave, now here was a chance
for himto fight the Exaltarchy and hel p bring about a nation's freedom |
wonder ed, too, why the Magor trusted himso much. | asked Garis that, and he

| aughed. 'Brand may be able to hide his feelings fromyou, Shirin, and
sonetines fromus too. But he can't hide lies. Tenellin believes Brand is an
honour abl e man."'

| watched the troops exercise one norning, and it was a revelation. Just to
see his rapport with the nen, the clever way he could mani pul ate the small
squad under his command into doing better, and still have themadnmre himas a
man. He wasn't like Tenmellin —he had none of Tenellin's easy camaraderie —
but he'd earned their respect and admiration in spite of being an outsider

Yet as | watched, | felt sick inside. This man had been a slave for nost of
his life, deened to be unworthy of ny friendship, considered to be the
property of others, with no recourse to the very | aws

that Tyrans considered its finest achievenents. For twenty years he'd had the
same rights as an aninmal: none. | could have had hi m whi pped, or sold, or
starved, or killed. | could have given himaway to one of ny friends to bed.
In Tyr, we referred to our slaves not as nen or women, but as 'speaking

tool s'.

And as | watched Brand, that nmenory made me sick with shame. Twenty years.
What a Vortexdammed waste. And then anot her thought came, so obvious, yet
revel atory nonet hel ess: how much unt apped potential there was in Tyrans's

t housands of slaves ..

Now, at |east, Brand seened content enough, and had taken up with ny maid,
Caleh: a vivacious girl with a kind heart. She had been badly abused during



her time as a slave and had been man-shy, until Brand hel ped her, with
infinite gentl eness and conplete |ack of his usual cynicism to forget.

Yet sonetinmes when he | ooked at ne, even with his enotions shielded, |I could
tell his desire was as strong as ever

The day before the schedul ed wedding of the Mrager and his cousin, two

i nci dents broke the routine of the previous days for ne. The first occurred
when | was alone in the training hall after Garis and | had been practising
some swordplay. | put ny weapon down on a bench and wi ped ny sweaty face and
neck with a towel, thinking of a hot bath and a rest, trying not to think of
t he cerenony pl anned for the next day.

When | heard the sound of the door opening behind me | did not bother to turn
or even to reach out with ny mnd to see who it was —until a sudden pain shot
into ny hand from nmy cabochon

I whirled to find Pinar standing there, smling, her

left hand fitting tight around the hilt of ny sword.

*f
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"First rule of a wise Magor, Shirin. Keep your sword in its sheath at your
belt.’
| felt like a lunp of nountain ice on sale along Tyr's Marketwal k. She coul d
have killed me, right then, and we both knewit. | said, 'I did not think I
needed to do so here.’
"And | never thought | would need to protect nyself by fitting ny cabochon to
another's hilt.'

"You have no need to fear ne, Pinar. | would not hurt nmy brother's wife.' At
least, | didn't think I would. Not if she behaved herself...

"You know t he significance of what | have just done, | think. Your sword
cannot harm ne.'

‘"I amnmore concerned | cannot build a ward to keep you out,' | said and
wrested the weapon from her hand. She didn't resist. | took a deep controlling

breath and raised ny eyes to her face, expecting to see her aglow with triunph
at what she had done, but there was no exultation there. Only a wenching

anxi ety.

"I can't make them see what you are — she whi spered. 'You're going to destroy
us all, and I can't make themsee it.' | think we both heard the unspoken

wor ds she coul d have added: and | can't make himlove nme. For a nonment | was
touched by her tragedy. Then she turned on her heel and wal ked out.

My anger died, but | still |oathed the wonman.

| made ny way out of the practice roomjust as Selwith and his w fe Markess,
two of the original Ten, came in. They were followed by their students, an
unruly group of Kardi youths about to have instruction in the art of

swordplay. | brushed by themrudely, still feeling the warnmth Pinar's hand had
left on ny sword hilt.
* * *

The second incident occurred that night, some tinme after | had fallen asleep
A sound awoke ne and | opened ny eyes, know ng soneone had entered ny room M
first thought was of Pinar, but an instant later |I knew it was not the Magoria
who stood just inside ny door, no nore than a bl ack outline.

| did not speak and neither of us noved.

"Al'l you have to do is say one word, Shirin,' he said finally. 'Gve ne hope.'
I wet ny lips, but even so, my whisper was scarcely audi bl e above the sound of
my breathing. 'l can't!

He left without another word and the door closed silently behind him yet the
action was as final as the |last breath of a dying man.

The formal bonding of Mrager-tenmellin and his cousin Magori a-pi nar was not
unlike simlar Tyranian cerenmonies. It was brief, a recital of |egal vows
rather than enotional pledges. The cel ebration was nore in the feasting that
foll owed; a jubilant night of eating, drinking and entertainnent that seened
to be endless. Al the Magor were there, and many ordinary Kardis as well, and



| —who would have |iked to have avoided it altogether —found nmysel f seated
next to ny brother at the head table, on display with all ny pain. Once again

| was grateful for ny Brotherhood training; | was damed if | would show any
of themhow nmuch | cared. | listened to the nusic but never heard it, |

wat ched the dancing but never sawit, | drank steadily, ate little, and was
sure | must still be cold sober because the pain grew worse, not better, as

the night wore on. My only satisfaction stemmed fromthe sight of Tenellin
besi de me matching nme drink for drink with nore obvious results. By the tine
t he weddi ng couple finally left the hall | doubted if he were in nuch of a
state to serve his bride

When | myself rose with the idea of wending ny owmn way to ny pallet, |

di scovered | wasn't as sober as
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I'd thought; in the end, | needed both Brand and Garis to escort ne to my room
—via the earth closet and sone nonents there that | later did not want to
recal | .

Hal fway through the next day, when I finally awoke, | was none too sure it had

all been worth it. Brand's expressionless face and the remedy he offered, a
foul -tasting Kardi herb brew, did nothing to convince ne, either.

Later, having decided |I was certainly incapable of undertaking nore training
when | felt like a piece of stormtossed flotsamthrown up on a beach,
decided to go for a wal k. Never mnd that ny head was poundi ng, never mi nd
that nmy stomach heaved, it was better to walk free of the Maze, free of the
city, than to stay and know that somewhere under the sane roof Tenellin |ay
with Pinar in his arns.

| wal ked for hours, |eaving the roads and headi ng out across the wlder parts
of the Mrage. That day it happened to be nostly noorland covered with bl ue
and white flowering grasses as far as the eye could see. It was hard to remain
so savagely depressed in such surroundings, and by the tine | headed back

towards the city, | was feeling nore at peace. By then, though, the sun was
setting and as | wal ked in the growi ng darkness, with only the lights of the
buil dings to guide me, | remenbered the Ravage. After that, | wasn't nearly as

i nsouci ant about strolling along in the dark

| was glad to hit a road again, and even nore cheered to sense and then hear
the soft pad of a trotting howdah-shleth behind nme. | stopped and waited by

t he roadsi de.

A man sat on the driver's seat of the howdah and he halted his animal as he
drew | evel , peering at ne through the gloom 'Well net, |ass,' he said. 'Wnt
aride to the city?

| couldn't see himproperly, either, but | had already sensed his am able

ordinariness. 'Aadly,' | said, and a few nonents later | was seated in the
howdah on top of a | oad of sonething pale and soft. 'Wat is all this that
you're carrying? | asked. | was half buried under billows of white fluff.

"Pallet-cotton. Comes out of the seed pods of a tree. Someone told nme they'd
seen a grove of them growi ng back up the road a bit, so | went out to get sone
before it disappears. What with all the new people com ng in, we can always do
with nore pallets. Sonetinmes the Mrage Makers supply 'em al ready made up j ust
like that, but we can't rely on it, nore's the pity. Were you here when there
wasn't a cake of soap to be had anywhere? Until we'd nmade up a batch big
enough to last us for nmonths, which is when the Mrage Makers dunped five
hundred bars, each as large as a roof beam in the city's main square?" He
gave a sigh. '"Ah, lass, this is a right queer place. 1'll be glad to leave it
behi nd. W& don't belong here. It's back in Kardi astan proper we ought to be,
l[iving our own lives, with the Mrager to rule us.'

Alittle later, as we approached the city, he pointed off into the darkness
with his driving prod. 'Did you see there's a new patch of the Ravage over
there sonmewhere? That's the closest it's ever cone to us.' He shook his head
worriedly. 'One day we'll wake up to find a swathe of it destroying the Mze
like | egionnaires on the ranpage.'

| didn't like that thought. | lay back in the pallet-cotton as we trotted into



the city streets, and wondered if | were wise to think of staying in the

M r age.

Temel lin and Pinar left the Maze several days |later

Acconpani ed by many other of the Magor, they were on their way to anot her

sl ave-rescue mission, this

time in Sandnmurram and ot her southern towns. The city streets were lined with

people to wish themluck as they rode out. 'Ah, fate willing,' | heard one
woman say, 'next tine the Mrager leaves, it will be at the head of an arny,
on its way to free our land, bless him"' Foolishly, I let himgo wthout ever

telling himwho | was. It was as though | wi shed to have ny deception

di scovered and exposed, rather than have to confess.

By this time, | was learning to control ny cabochon, finding it harder than
the sword skills |I had mastered. My ability to read emptions, to know a lie,
to aid healing, to know the position of unseen people around me —all these
skills stemmed from ny cabochon magni fying i nborn Magor tal ents.

"But there is much nore you can learn,' Garis prom sed. He had stayed behi nd
in order to tutor ne, and we were wal ki ng back through the streets towards
those strangely crunpled walls of the Maze after watching Tenellin's
departure. 'You nmust persevere witfi those exercises | showed you.'

"Just what nore will | be able to do?" | asked, deftly sidestepping to avoid
bei ng sprayed with fresh chicken bl ood and green feathers as a woman strode by
hol di ng a headl ess but still flapping bird by the legs. 'l don't see nmuch

evi dence of extraordinary abilities anong the Magor here.'’

"Ch, you'll see,' he said vaguely. 'Lots of things. You' re already at Theuros
level. But | can't teach you everything; |I'mnot advanced enough nyself. And
you don't see nuch happeni ng because we don't have any reason to use our
powers on the ordinary people here, and even |l ess to use them anong oursel ves.
It would be very bad manners, for a start.' He reached out and stealthily
renmoved a bunch of snall fruit froma | oaded handcart wi thout the owner

noti ci ng.
| shook ny head as he offered ne sone and, follow ng another train of thought
that had been puzzling nme, said, 'l still find it hard to understand how

Tyrans was able to defeat you, er, us. If the Magor are so capable, a single
act of treachery is hardly enough to explain such a devastating defeat. Wat
did you say about it before —=2

'l said the Magor in those days were stupid,' he said with a snort of contenpt
and popped several of the fruit into his nouth at once. 'They were so secure
in their feelings of superiority they didn't bother to practise, to hone their
skills. You can see how hard you' ve had to work to control your sword. They
were so arrogant, they didn't bother. They knew the theory, but never put it
into practice. They thought some of the things they could do —control storns,
for example —were enough to keep them safe. Even so, nost of the ninor

skirm shes with the | egions were won by the Magor, you know. The one where the
heir, Magoria-sarana, was killed was an exception. | suppose that's one reason
why the Mrager-solad took it so badly. It nust have seemed unfair: of all the
people to die, it had to be the heir.’

He spat a fruit seed out with an accuracy that spoke of expertise, hitting a
young and pretty Illusa on the runp. She whirled around indignantly, but

Garis, straight-faced, wal ked on, saying, 'They underestimted Tyrani an

persi stence and cunning and they di ed because they hadn't worked at all their
skills. When they were caught wi thout their weapons, they just didn't have
enough control of their cabochons to defeat the archers.'

He couldn't resist a backward glance at the Illusa, and pronptly received a
rap on the nose fromthe same fruit seed. 'lllusa-jenka knows me too well, |
think,' he said with a rueful grin as he rubbed his nose.

He gave the rest of his fruit to a boy sitting on a wall banging his heels to
the detrinment of his sandals, and continued, 'W will not nmake the sane

nm st ake as our parents' generation. Temellin or Korden or Pinar, any of the
original Ten, there's no way they could be defeated |like that. Even you and
—we woul d have felt the presence of intruders in the feasting hall.' He



paused. 'Although we believe the traitor used a ward to prevent that ... To
tell the truth, we don't know too much about what happened there. The only
account we have is from Zerise. None of the Magoroth survived. Anyway, you may
not have known what you were doi ng back in Tyrans, but you nust have been
constantly practising to i nprove those skills you were aware of. Now you mnust
practi se even nore.'

| gave hima heartfelt |ook. 'Practice can be very boring.'

He [ aughed. 'Why don't you take a break sonmetines? Go for a ride? You can
borrow a shleth fromthe stables, you know, any time you want.'

| hadn't known, but fromthen on | rode out al nbst every day, sonetinmes with
Garis, sonetimes alone. During those rides | was close to happy, perhaps
because it was then | felt an affinity to the land itself; to the Mrage
Makers who were the land. At those time's | certainly couldn't believe they
woul d deliberately harmne in order to obtain ny unborn child. Al one on ny
pall et at night, mnmy thoughts tended to be |less conforting.

The worst part of those rides was when | came across the sores of the Ravage
eating away at the land, swallowing its beauty and its joyful absurdities in
t hose creepi ng excrescences of foul ness. | once nmade the m stake of

di smounti ng near one of these abom nations, gagging on its stench, to take a
cl oser

look. | shut out its hatred with a deliberate m nd-bl ock, but even so I could
feel the hamer blows of vicious dislike against ny nental shield. If it
wanted to terrorise me, it succeeded. It took every particle of courage | had
just to approach it close enough to | ook down into its depths.

As | stared into its green-black slime and saw past its surface to the horrors
bel ow, | wi shed | had not come. The di mess beneath was full of withing,
bestial forms exuding pus and other fluids, stinking of gangrenous flesh. At
first I thought they were true animals, managing to survive in putrescence.
Strange defornmed things, but just creatures.

Then one of themrose up through the slime to poke its head out into the air,
to look at ne. Its body resenbled a bulging caterpillar, except it was the
size of a hound. Its head had tearing feeding parts and | arge, voracious eyes.
Its gaze envel oped ne with gleeful, cruel hunger... and | was back in anot her
tine.

Tyr. Ligea on her first job for Rathrox. She wanted so nmuch to please him
because she knew he woul d be reporting to Gayed. She was sixteen years old,
sitting in the Brotherhood' s interrogation roons, a bleak place inspiring fear
even in the innocent.

It wasn't an inportant case. Rathrox was just testing her. He'd discovered she
had a knack of identifying a |lie, and he'd asked her to acconmpany himto

i nterview a nunmber of suspects. He asked the questions; all she had to do was
listen, and make a sign when a lie was uttered. She didn't find it difficult,
until the fourth man was brought in. He was arrogant, bunptious, sure of

hi nsel f, confident no one would be able to find himguilty of anything, and

i ndeed, the evidence was slim

Ligea didn't like him He could not hide his enotions ., fromher, and
they were vile. CQutwardly, he was '

ordi nary enough. He was a boat builder, neatly dressed, but when his eyes
lingered on her, his thoughts were viciously predatory. Behind the bland
exterior, behind his smile, there lurked the sentinments of a sadistic killer
His mind slavered, his enotions were raw and unrestrained. He told the truth
when he protested his innocence of the minor treason Rathrox accused hi m of,
but there were crines far darker snouldering inside him He terrified Ligea.
She had never nmet soneone so dark. She had never been so sure of sonmeone's
crimnality.

Rat hr ox questioned him and to each answer she had to give the sign that said
he spoke the truth.

She thought: What if he goes free? He smled at her, his lips curling up to
charm His eyes twi nkled. The bl ackness wi thin darkened. She could not read
his intentions, but the way he felt about her was akin to the enotions of a



starving dog offered red neat. G ven the chance, he woul d have devoured her
And when the next question came, she turned her hand over, palmup, to
indicate a lie.

They sent himto the Cages on the strength of that, while they hunted for

evi dence. He was dead of disease within a nonth, and the case was cl osed.

Li gea knew she'd murdered himas effectively as if she'd slid a knife into his
heart. She'd lied and killed her first man ..

Wrst of all, perhaps, | never felt the slightest guilt. For others that

foll oned perhaps, dead for other reasons, but not for that one.

| lay on the grass a few paces away fromthe Ravage with no idea of how | had
cone to be there. One nonment | had been engul fed in those savage eyes, then
I'"d been back in my childhood reliving sonmething as a spectator, in every

detail. 1'd had to wench nyself away, as dreanmers suffering nightmares pul
nmensel ves
by an effort of will froma treacherous sl eep
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Shaken, | stood. Sonething had happened that | did not understand. And
wanted to know. | had to know. If | didn't understand the Mrage Makers, then
the chances | was going to die seemed high. Tenellin could say the Ravage was
too evil to be a part of the Mrage, that it caused pain to the Mrage Mkers
and therefore nmust be sonething el se, but that was spurious |ogic. The Ravage
exi sted within the Mrage and nowhere el se.

Foolishly, | returned to the edge of the Ravage to seek answers.

And the same thing happened again. | net the eyes of another of the creatures
and was once agai n caught up in the past..

A much ol der Ligea. Twenty-five, and making a nane for herself within the

Br ot her hood.

In Tyr society, however, she was regarded as a little strange. She was too
intellectual, too uninterested in tenple, too masculine, too forthright, too
i ndependent. She was occasionally seen in odd places or in odd conpany.
Rurmour s abounded. At her age, she should have been narried, of course, but
there hadn't been too nmany proposals, and now she had openly taken a
legionnaire lover. It was one thing for a Tyranian matron —who had al r eady
presented her husband with sufficient progeny —to behave that way, it was
quite another to see an unmarried woman be so shanel ess.

And then General Gayed and his w fe Sal acia both died, |eaving their adopted
daughter heir by default. Ligea suddenly becanme em nently eligible because she
had nmoney. The change both irritated and anused her, and she coul d be abrupt
with those who so presunmed to court her. One, charming and personably

pl ausi bl e, had been the npbst persistent and the nost ardent, protesting his
admration for strong wonen and his affection for

her. H s name was Casnodi us, and she m ght have believed himif she hadn't
been able to read lies and sense enotions. In reality he despi sed her and
inwardly he ridiculed her. He was not the wealthy man he professed to be, but
a ganbler trying to hide his losses fromhis creditors and society, with an
eye on her fortune.

H s hypocrisy was so profound, his lies so blatant, she determned to punish
him In public she played the affectionate friend, in private she teased and
snm |l ed and stroked his ego, even as she spoke of her feelings for Favoni us,
away in Qyr at the time. She tormented himwi th her unpredictabl e behaviour
and fluctuating affections. At the sanme tine, she used her position in the

Br ot her hood to gather information about his debts. Wen he finally lied once
too often, and with prom ses of undying love inplored her to marry him she
showed the extent of his debts to all his creditors and spread the tale al
over Tyr. Wthin days, the whole of the city was despising Casnodius for his
deceptions, ridiculing himfor being so publicly nocked by the worman he had
courted. Hounded by his creditors, he came in desperation to Ligea. She sent



hi m away, | aughing at his naivety. Wen he went to others he had consi dered
friends, they turned away in contenpt.

Wthin a week, he had taken poi son and died..

| had felt no renorse then, either

| tore nyself back into the present. Once again | was |lying on the grass,
closer to the Ravage this tine. O was it that the Ravage had noved?

| stood up and | ooked at the patch of slime. Fingers of |liquid oozed out of
the main body of the Ravage, each rivulet craming in nmy direction. It was

comng closer. Shit, | thought. This is personal. It's ainmng at ne.
And then | felt the appalling pain of the Mrage

Makers. They screamed with the agony of the cancer y
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eating deep into themin a hundred different |ocations, dissolving,
corrupting, devouring their living flesh. Aghast, | remenbered what Tenellin
had sai d about these sores having been present even when he was a child. How
long then had the Mrage Makers suffered? Only then did | understand the
strain there had been in Tenellin's voice when he had spoken of the diseased
| and. He, too, had felt their pain.

| began to shake. Sickened, | was careful not to ook into the slinme again,
but just as | was about to turn away, a bony linb shot out in ny direction
jabbing at me, drawi ng the attention of the others.

| stunbl ed backwards in shock, thunmping down on ny backside. In one flash of
rage and energy they had all turned on ne, all those nightmarish creatures,
rushing up out of the shadows of the depths in a mass of claws and tal ons and
teet h, snappi ng, hacking, slashing, frothing, clawing at the edges in an
attenpt to lever thenselves out of the slinme ..

| scrabbled away, still on ny runp, my screams raw with terror. They flung

t hensel ves upwards, bl oodying their jaws on each other in their efforts to
reach me. They grunted and shrilled their need to rip into ny flesh, then

pl opped back into the fester, their hate shreddi ng ny m nd-bl ock and sl anmi ng
into ny thoughts.

| got up and ran, incoherent with terror

It was some tine before I could think enough to acknow edge | wasn't hurt. In
spite of their rabid desire to devour ne, those creatures hadn't been able to
| eave the confines of the Ravage.

I was unhurt, but | had to walk back to the Mrage Gty in urine-wet trousers.
My shleth had | ong since fled.

CHAPTER TVEENTY

| spent the next few days thinking about the Ravage. That wasn't altogether a
matter of choice: it inpinged on nmy thoughts whether | wanted to think about
it or not. 1'd wake in the mddle of the night, bathed in sweat, renenbering
t hose shapes, recalling their hunger. Knowing | was their target. Not just
anyone. Me. | was sure of it.

| tried to nake sense of what had happened. Wiy were they able to take nme back
and nake ne renmenber past incidents with such lucidity? What were they? Wen |
asked others of the Magoroth, they didn't seemable to give ne a satisfactory
answer to explain ny regression into the past. They dism ssed ny assertion
that the hatred had been personal. 'Oh, the Ravage hates everyone,' they said.
Perhaps it did, but it was me it wanted nost.

| spoke to Brand, describing everything | could remenber.

"What do those two past episodes have in common?' he asked.

"I have no idea, beyond the obvious,' | said. 'In one

| was just sixteen. And | told a lie to punish soneone.

- R A T * ir-

In the other | was an adult and told the truth to punish soneone. The result
was the same, | suppose. Both nen died. Both were unpl easant nmen deserving of



puni shnent .’

"Both incidents never gave you a sl eepless night.'

' 507"

"I don't know. It just seens that maybe they should have. You don't appear in
your best light, Ligea, either tine.'

| thought about that, but came to no conclusions. 'They are foul, whatever
they are, those Ravage creatures.'’

"Perhaps that's it,' he suggested. 'They were | ooking for things in your past
that are —

"Foul ? Are you telling ne what | did was foul ?

'"No, not exactly. But your lack of — Once again he stopped, unwilling to speak
hi s thoughts.

' Renor se?

"No. Not l|ack of renorse. Lack of thought about what you did. In those days,
you could wal k away fromall you did without wondering if it was right or
wrong. Wthout doubts. Mst people would worry about whether they could have
done things differently. If their decisions were correct. You never did. It's
very human to plague oneself with doubt after the fact.'

| stared at him 'You think I was inhunman? And yet you | oved ne!’

'Yes. Because | know what was done to you. And by whom And how. And | al ways

knew what you could have been. What you still can be, and are becomning.'
"Weak,' | snapped.

'"No. Human.'

| didn't want to think about that. | changed the subject. 'So why is the
Ravage interested in that part of

nmy past? Wiy would they be linked to ny ... inhumanity?

But he had no answer to that.

| went to bed that night hearing a refrain of facts Iike a tenple litany

i nsi de ny head:

The Ravage hates you above all others.

There nust be a reason for such a specific, virulent hate.

The Ravage and its beasts live inside the Mrage.

What the Ravage knows about you it can therefore only have | earned fromthe
M rage Makers.

And what is special about you anyway?

A puzzle worthy of a one-tine conpeer. Reluctantly, | thought | was begi nning
to make sense of it all; the trouble was, | didn't |ike the answer, because
whi chever way | |ooked at it, | ended up dead.

When Tenellin and the other Magoroth returned with the freed sl aves, Pinar was
not with them She had, Tenellin said, gone to Madrinya on a private nmatter
but woul d be back within a few days.

| was alarmed. That Pinar, already brittle with jeal ousy, should all ow
Temellin to return without her was odd, even sinister. It pronpted nme to
action: | told Tenellin | had an urgent need to talk to hinm he nodded and
sai d he was busy nmaking arrangements about the ex-slaves, could it wait unti

t he next day? | agreed one nore day woul d make no di fference and spent the
time trying to think of the right words to say and despi sing the cowardice
that had kept me silent so |ong.

But when the next day cane, we had other things on our mnds. An outbreak of
di sease anong the newconers from Sandmurram kept all the Magor fully occupi ed,

trying to stop its spread and cure those who had it. | did not sleep for two
days, and | doubted
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any of the others did, either. W were all exhausted and drained; ny cabochon
was colourless with a | ack of power.

On the evening of the third day, although there had been several deaths anong
the elderly, the contagion was halted and the ill began to recover. Those
Magor ot h, nyself included, who had been involved with the sick, now found tine
to gather for a meal. There were a few wan sniles of subdued triunph, but nopst



of us were nore interested in the food the servants had prepared.
Temel lin, slipping into a vacant seat next to ne, said, 'W never did get to
have that tal k. Wat did you want to see me about?

"Myself. Who | am And — | stopped. Conversation had died at our table and
peopl e nearby were listening. '"It's waited this long, it can wait until after
we' ve eaten,' | said, glad, | suppose, to have yet another excuse. 'W're both
too hungry to give any serious topic full attention. But it had better be
today, Tenel. It is a matter of some... seriousness.' | dropped nmy voice. 'In
private.'

He nodded wearily and began to eat. The conversation around the table remai ned
desultory as most of us confined our attention to the food and thought of our
pal |l ets. Wien the door opened, it took a monent for it to register with ne
that it was Brand who stood there and sonething was wong. | half rose to go
to him and then sat back down again as the reason for his agitation becane
obvious. Pinar had entered the roomon his heels and she wasn't al one.

Aemid was with her.

Temellin rose, smling, and went forward to greet his wife, but she hardly
seened to see him She pointed to me and turned to Aemid. 'Is that her?

Aem d, her face resolute, nodded. 'That's her, Magoria. That's the Legata

Li gea, Conpeer of the Brotherhood."

Not even a troupe of the Exaltarch's nude dancers could have silenced the room
as effectively as that statenent did. Pinar turned to Tenellin, her lips
curling up in a smle of triunmph. In her animtion, she was both magnificent

and beautiful. She said, 'l knew there was sonethi ng wong about her!' She
cane forward to take Tenellin's hands. 'We have been terribly deceived by this
worman, Tern. | have never trusted her. | didn't want to tell you this, but she
tried to kill ne once, when we were on our way to the Mrage. She knew | was
suspi ci ous and thought she could take ny life.' There was just enough truth in
that statement to make it credible. | net her eyes coldly and wondered at the

woman's stupidity. Did she think to endear herself to Tenellin by denigrating

his sister? And if | chose to say she'd tried to murder ne first, everyone

woul d hear ny truth just as they heard hers. She continued, 'This was ny

business in Madrinya. | went to see what | could find out.'

"And what did you find out?" Tenellin asked. H s tone was cool, but the

bl eakness in his eyes was searing.

"This/ woman with me is the Legata Ligea's slave, Aem d. She has been with the

Legata since she —the Legata —was brought to General Gayed's household in

Tyr as a child. The wonan we knew as Derya is the Legata Ligea. She is not and

has never been a slave. She may be Kardi, she may be your sister, but she was

raised a Tyranian citizen, an adopted daughter of the General. At sixteen she

joined the Brotherhood as a novice, and by dint of her talents and

rut hl essness she has risen to the rank of Legata Conpeer. Her Magor skills

have been

used to bring about the inprisonnent and torture and
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ensl avenent of cabochon knows how many innocent people. Tern, she cane here to

betray us. She has Kardi blood but a Tyranian soul. The infanmous Rathrox

Li gatan sent her to Kardiastan specifically to bring about your death. Her

full intention is to ensure our ruin, to ensure conplete Tyranian control over
all Kardiastan.'
The shock of those listening swept the room buffeting us all. Magoria-jessah

Jahan's wife, started to cry.
Temel lin stood motionless, his arns now linp by his sides. There was no
expression on his face. He turned to Aemid. Ts this true?

Aem d nodded. 'Magori, | amsorry,' she said. She |looked at me. 'I raised this
worman, but everything the Magoria-pinar says about her is true. She wll
destroy you all if you give her the opportunity.

They felt Aenid's belief in her own words; so did I. It rolled over us as

tangi ble as wind-ripples on a sand dune. A sigh of painful tension followed



it. Asplit second later, | was blasted with the sentiments generated by a
roonful of baleful Magor. My stomach roiled in response and | al nost di sposed
of the neal | had just eaten

The next words were Brand's. 'But Ligea has changed her mind,' he protested.
He | ooked at Tenellin. 'Surely you cannot doubt that! She's not the sane
person any nmore. She has told me the way she feels now, test ny truth —
"You guil el ess barbarian. Can't you see how she has fool ed you?' Pinar asked,
cont enpt uous of his apparent naivety. 'Your protestations are val uel ess.'
Termel lin didn't appear to have heard Brand. He turned to walk to where | stil
sat notionless, and faced ne across the table. Ts this true?" he asked
quietly. '"Are you the Legata Ligea?

| stood up, nmeeting his gaze. 'I was. Once.' It seens such a long tinme ago now
"You were sent here to kill ne?

'"To capture the man who was organi sing the Kardis and causing problens for
Tyrans. And note you are still free, Tenel. And alive.'

'"Did you conme to the Mrage with the intention of betrayal ?'

"Tenellin =~

He drew his sword and it was already glowing with the gold of its summoning.
"Did you?

I was silent, knowing there was nothing I could say to | essen his anger, or
his grief. He was thinking nmy | ove had all been a sham that every nonent |
had spent in his arnms had been a lie. Hs lack of faith tore wounds in ny

soul, adding to the hurt caused by Aemid's willingness to believe the worst of
ne.

"Did you?

"Yes,' | whispered. 'Yes, |I did, at first.'

Then with a cry of rage and pain he flung his weapon at ny chest, as if he
could not bear to have contact with its hilt when it inpaled ne.

There was no way he could miss. He was only a pace or two away across the
table and he hurled the sword with all the strength of his anger. Yet | did
not nove. | could not nove, not when it was he who wanted ne dead. Just
knowi ng his intention was death itself to ne.

Only one person made any nove to help: Brand. As the sword left Tenellin's
hand, he threw hinself across the room a cry of pain wenched fromhimas he
realised he would never nmake it in tine. But even he was driven to a halt by
t he unexpect edness —the inmpossibility —of the sword's trajectory.

One noment the bl ade was hurtling directly at me and | knew | was going to
die, the next it was quivering,

per pendi cul ar, in the wood of the tabletop, its vibrations singing out over
the roomas it shivered there.

In shock, no one el se noved or spoke.

Two tears slid down ny cheeks.

In the end, | was the one who broke the unconprehending silence to explain. 'l
once fitted ny cabochon to your sword hilt, Tenellin. You will have to use
someone else's blade." | turned ny head slightly to where Garis, his white
face aghast, still sat with a half-filled spoon in his hand. 'Garis, give your

weapon to theMrager.'

Garis did not nove

Tenellin still stood before me, his face now a mi xture of enotion: horror at
what he had just done jostled with relief that he had not succeeded and guilt
that he had tried —and it was all overlaid with biting, tearing anger. At ne.
Pinar's voice spoke into the silence, adding yet another layer to the shock
'Here —use ny bl ade, Tern.'

But Tenellin was already noving, brushing past his wife, thrusting Aem d aside
to get to the door. He nodded to Korden as he went. 'Ward her,' he said. 'H m
too," he added, indicating Brand, and he was gone.

Garis | ooked up at nme, his expression pleading to be told none of this had
happened. | placed a hand on his shoul der and said softly, 'Wat Brand said
was also true.' Then | started across the roomtowards Korden



"Your sword,' he said.

| unsheathed it and handed it to him hilt first. He took it, insolently

pl aci ng his cabochon in the hollow of the hilt. ' " Any cages here,
Korden?' | asked wyly.

"Your roomw |l do.' He was stiff with anger, but | had an idea not all of it
was directed at ne. At Pinar perhaps, for the crass, insensitive way she had
br oken

her news and hurt her husband? O at Tenellin for having trusted nme in the
first place? 'W are not the Brotherhood,' he added.

I inclined ny head and shifted my gaze to Pinar, standing beside him Her face
was a twi st of misery and bitter rage; in her victory, she had | ost everything
she had ever wanted, and she knew it. The revel ation that —although she had
been right, although she had been nore perceptive than anyone el se —she coul d
still lose was such a shock to her that, for one brief noment, faced with the
person she judged to have been the cause of her loss, her mind was bared in a
flash of naked enotion. The nonent was so brief | doubted if anyone el se
noticed, but | saw —and was appalled, for ny senses glinpsed a jagged red
crack across the face of her mind

It was an effort to turn away, to touch Aenid on the armand say, 'Aenid, you
are not well. You should not have nade this journey.' And, in fact, she did
ook ill; her conpl exion was grey, her eyes sunken and the skin | oose on the
bones of her face.

"It was necessary.'

| shook ny head. 'You should have had nore faith in Magor blood. It was not
necessary.'

| wal ked on to the door.

They warded ne in my own room encircling it with their sword-spells, using
conjurations | had not yet |earned and did not know how to break. Then they
left ne.

| was so tired | slept imrediately. The pain would only begin the next day,
when | would see Tenellin's face again and again as he hurled his sword,

i ntending to bring about my death.

* *

| x>

I woke in the norning to a different room Tucked away in a cabinet that had
not been there before was a practical and wel cone addition: a bathroom The

M rage Makers had evidently noticed my disconfort at having to use a pai
supplied the night before by ny jailers; | was touched by this sign of
pragmati c thoughtful ness.

The ot her changes were | ess useful. There was a large hole in the outside wall
as if the Mrage Makers wanted ne to feel | was not actually inprisoned at

all. 1 knew differendy. | could feel the warding and knew, hole or not, | was
i mprisoned as effectively as if | were chained. The other walls were now
covered with drawi ngs, all ridiculous: people with three eyes and | opsi ded
faces, or with four arns and no legs, or who were half man, half insect. There
wer e hundreds upon hundreds of them all doing different things —standing on
their heads, swiming in the sky, cutting their toenails with an axe, drinking
soup froma sieve, birthing flowers fromtheir breasts ... If | had been in
the nmobod for absurdities, | could have spent hours exam ning them hunting out
their riddles, |aughing over their delights.

CHAPTER TVENTY- ONE

Instead, | remained nost of the day lying on ny pallet, looking at a ceiling
made of rippling waves of water that defied gravity, and seeing none of it. An
[Iluser I didn't know cane with ny neals. He told nme his nane was Reftim and
he was carefully neutral when he spoke to ne. He was a small rotund man, wth
rounded features, a puffball nose and the face of a market joke-teller, but I
sensed his antipathy and did not nake the m stake of equating his jovial |ooks
with his character. However, he was polite enough and, in answer to ny first
qgquestion, he told me Brand was al so confined to his room | asked himto tel
Temellin | must see himand he pronmised to pass on the nessage.



But Tenellin didn't cone.

Later in the day, Reftimdid bring Aemid to see ne.

She | ooked wetched. Her face was swollen, her eyes reddened. | wanted to hug
her, confort her, but my sense of betrayal stopped ne. She should have had
faith in nme.

"I"'msorry,' she said. Her eyes were fixed on the floor. T couldn't let you
betray ny land."'

"Qur land," | anended. 'l wasn't going to. You should have known nme better.'
She net my gaze then, and her expression hardened. 'l did. That's the trouble.
| saw what you becane. You becane |like him Gayed. You even had the sane | ook
in your eyes, the | ook of someone who doesn't care what happens to others as

| ong as you reach your goal.' She took a deep breath. T knowit's ny fault.
And | deserve punishment. | think this nust be it —to see you here,

i mprisoned like this. To know that the little girl who so bravely hid her
cabochon from t hem because her nother told her to ... To see her becone the
worman | see now, trapped here for the

rest of her life. Al because | allowed it to happen. | failed you. I'msorry,
Ligea. I|'mso, so sorry.'

She started crying and turned fromme. Reftimled her through the ward and out
of the room | averted ny face so he wouldn't see the tears welling up in ny
own eyes. She was right. | had tried so hard to be |like Gayed. And | had

prom sed her | wouldn't pose as a Kardi, only to break that promi se wthout a
second t hought? That was the person | had becone.

The next day, | asked to see Korden. He came, bringing all his dislike and
distrust with him none of which he bothered to conceal. 'Wll? he asked

wi t hout preanble, but | could see that the roomstartled him In addition to
the wall draw ngs, one corner now contained a floating set of multicol oured
bubbl es, each the size of a man's fist and full of noving pictures portraying
an insane world of animals that becane people, people who becane flowers,
stars that talked and sinilar absurdities.

"Several things,' | said. 'You can be as arbitrary as you like with ne, but
Brand deserves better. A fair hearing. After all, anything else snacks too
much of Tyrans, does it not?

"In matters of treason, it is the will of the Mrager that prevails,' he said
stiffly.

"Brand can hardly be said to have conmmitted treason. He is not Kardi,"' |
snapped. ' You know Brand cannot lie to you. See to it the Mrager is fair. It
is your duty as one of the Magoroth, surely.' i "What else? 1 "I would
like to know ny fate.'

' Mbst of the Magor are pressing for your execution. But we Magoroth have voted
to allow the Mrager to
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after all. Besides, you are —unfortunately —his heir, which nmeans it is
difficult to subject you to the ordinary processes of Mgor |aw anyway.

Al t hough there are nmany who feel we shouldn't bother with niceties |like that.'
"I would like to see him'

'He does not want to see you.'

"Do | get no opportunity to defend nysel f?

"That is also the Mrager's decision.'

' Rough justice, eh?

Hs lips tightened, but he said nothing.

| breathed in, deeply. | had made up nmy mind. It was time to make irrevocabl e
nmy deci sion on whether | was Tyranian or Kardi. Tine to bring an end to |lies,
to deceit, to keeping ny options open. And yet, it was so hard to say the next
words, to discard publicly the values of a lifetinme and replace themwth
other principles. Ligea Gayed was difficult to kill

' Korden,' | began, '"when I was still in Tyrans | heard of a plan to attack the
Mrage fromthe west. The |l egion known as the Stalwarts was to be sent across
the Al ps —

He | aughed and his scorn swirled around him 'Wat is this, sone kind of joke?



Next, you'll be telling ne they intend to bring their gorclaks across the
peaks. The nountains are inmpassable.’

'"The plan is a serious one. Taking into account the difficulties of the
terrain, the anount of preparation involved, and considering the seasons,
estimate the forces will arrive in less than three nonths' tine. A whole

| egi on; three thousand on foot perhaps, and another seven hundred nount ed
Stalwarts, on gorclak.'

"Don't be ridiculous. No such force could ever cross the Al ps!'’

"Your parents' generation underestimated Tyrans. Don't nake the sane m stake.
Especially not of the Stalwarts.' | frowned, baffled by the intensity of his
di sbelief. 'You know the truth when you hear it. Wy, then, should you doubt
nme?'

He remai ned contenptuous and angry. 'Believe me, we have tal ked about little
el se lately. We have cone to the conclusion that you nust be able to do what
we cannot: hide a lie. How el se could you have wal ked anmong us conceal i ng your
identity so cleverly? Tenellin even slept with you w thout sensing your
duplicity! You are an enornous danger to us. You represent sonething we always
felt was inmpossible: a liar in our mdst.'

| stared at him suddenly aware of another enption, inadequately conceal ed,
lingering around him Korden was in a state of shock

| tried to explain. 'l didn't lie to any of you. | just didn't tell all the
story. There's a difference. You can see that, can't you?

But he couldn't. The Magor not only didn't lie, they didn't try to deceive.
And the ordinary Kardi, awed by the reputation of the Magor, would never have
tried, either. What | had done was unthinkable, and it had left themreeling.
Their only explanation was that | was able to conceal lies; therefore nothing
| said could be automatically believed.

He said finally, T can't possibly inagine what you hope to gain by telling
this tale about the Stalwarts.'

"Tell Temellin. And tell himl nust see him'

"Il tell him But don't wait up.'

He turned on his heel and left.

Temellin did not conme to see nme until the next day. He was not al one; Brand
was with him

Brand entered first, his expression as unreadable as ever. He didn't speak
but he came up to ne and raised the back of his hand to ny cheek in an
intimte gesture of caring far nore noving than any kiss woul d have been.

| ooked away fromhimto Tenellin. | sensed a tinge of shame and uncertainty
about the Mrager as he watched the two of us.

He did not greet me. He said flatly, 'You wanted to see ne?' and then wal ked
across the room avoiding eight or nine fish swinmmng around in an expanse of
apparently unconfined water at head-height, to stand with his back to the hole
in the wall.

From where | stood he was a sil houette, rigid and forbidding. He continued,
"You have an unlikely tale about a Stalwart invasion of the Mrage. | asked
Aem d what she knew about it. She said, not unexpectedly, that she had never
heard of it. So now |l'mgoing to ask Brand, because if there is such a thing
pl anned, |'m sure you would have told him Tell nme what you know about it,
Brand —and renenber | can detect lies.'

Brand | ooked at ne hel plessly, his anger at Tenellin grow ng.

| intervened. 'He knows nothing.'

"She didn't tell ne everything. Only those things where she thought ny advice
woul d be useful,' Brand said.

Temel l'in | ooked unconvinced. 'That's not what Aemid says. She says Ligea

al ways asked your advice.' He sighed. 'You're loyal, 1'll say that for you,
Brand. What | can't understand is why. She'd put a slave collar around your
neck again the nmoment she had the chance.'

"Ligea freed me before we ever cane to the Mrage. She has paid nme for every
year of ny service to her or to her father. | give ny loyalty to her because
she is worthy
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of it, not because | amordered to do so. In fact, she has been asking ne to

| eave her, to seek a life of ny own.'

Temel lin | ooked at him astonished. 'Then why didn't you?

"I didn't want to leave, that's why. And I'mglad | didn't. Ligea' s damed
lucky she didn't die in the dining hall with your sodding sword in her heart —
how coul d you do that to a wonan who gave you all the | ove she had to give?
She woul d have died for you half a dozen tinmes over, but you couldn't trust
her, could you?' Hs voice was so thick with contenpt he could scarcely speak
"When | think of the way she felt about you —-

"It seens she has fooled you just as she fooled us.'

'Ligea and | were brought up together. There's nothing | don't know about the
way she thinks. She was raised by men who tried to twist her into a

col dbl ooded instrument of their revenge. They tried, but they didn't succeed,
because she could never quite reconcile what they tried to make of her with
what she knew herself to be. They tried to sharpen her into a ruthless killer;
i nstead, she nade torture obsolete in the Cages of Tyr. How could you have

| oved her, and not sensed her capacity for |oving?

"You're the one who is nole-blind —

Brand shook his head, his stare in Tenellin's direction unforgiving. "I
renenber the day | arrived at General Gayed's house in Tyr. He'd just bought

me, cheap, at a slave auction. | was twelve years old, a dirty, skinny,
ill-fed boy who had spent two whol e years on auction bl ocks, being passed from
one foul slave dealer to another across the Exaltarchy. 1'd been beaten

starved and abused in ways you probably haven't even heard of. My parents were
dead, nmy home and ny inheritance stolen fromne, ny body used.'

He turned away from Tenellin, apparently to ook at the fish. | doubt he
really saw them though. 'I remenber seeing Ligea for the first tine. | think
Gayed had bought ne as a sort of joke, to see what she'd do with me. | was

hardly a quality slave. He'd got me fromthe docks in Tyr where they sell the
dross of the slave trade. Most girls brought up the way Ligea was woul d have
scorned me, sent ne to be die m ddenboy in the stables. She | ooked ne over and
| could see her anger growing. But she wasn't angry at me, or even at her

f at her.

""Who beat you like that?" she asked. It was a hard question to answer —I'd
been beaten so many tinmes —but | gave her the name of the slaver who'd
inflicted the last and nost vicious beating. | never spoke of it again, and

neither did she, but ten years later, when she had the means to do so, she had
that man banned fromthe slave trade and his assets inmpounded by the State for
tax evasi on.

' She was ten years old when she saw ne for the first tine. She could have seen
the dirt, the sullen face, the ugliness of an undernourished body —but she
didn't. She saw only the abuse. And hated it.

"I was her slave for eighteen years before she freed nme. | never felt |ess
than her friend, for all that she nmintained the conventions of a sl ave-owner
rel ationship. I know that as a conpeer she's killed people, condemed others

to alifetinme in the Cages of Tyr, but |'ve never known her to be I ess than
fair, or to harm anyone who wasn't a crimnal. Her special abilities saved as
many people fromtorture or wongful inprisonnent or execution as condemed
themto such.'

He | ooked across at Tenellin. 'But what's the use in talking to you —you've
made up your nmind, haven't -,:: -L -- M , Jk. - wr
M

you? Condemed her on the word of your bitch-wife and a prematurely old nurse
who hadn't the spine to tell her charge the truth about herself when she was a
e child. You aren't fit to lead a nation, Tenellin. Even with all your powers

you still don't recognise the truth when the snell of it is in your nostrils.
Vort exdam you, you had everything | would have given the world for, and you
tried to kill her. If I were free, I'd run a sword through your innards sooner

than 1'd | ook on your face again.' He turned his back and went to stand by the



door, his dismssal of his jailer as rudely abrupt as he knew how to make it.
And Tenellin accepted the dism ssal. He called soneone to conme and escort the
Al'tani back to his room

| hoped Brand understood the look | gave himas he left. It was the only way |
had to say thank you. He'd been ny slave, and he could still defend nme. | had
never been so hunbl ed.

r kv -R-v It was hard to be alone with Tenellin.

| opted to keep the conversation away fromthe personal and said, 'The
Stalwarts are coming. And that's the truth. You are supposed to be able to

di stinguish a lie when you hear it.'

"Can |, though, with you? If Brand had known about them | would have believed
you. But he didn't. And why, if you had changed your loyalties, did you not
tell me of this invasion before? You would take an oath to serve Kardi astan
and yet you wouldn't mention an intended attack on the country; worse still,
on this part of it —the Mrage? Everything that you' ve done, Shirin, begs to
make ne wonder about your honesty. It begs nme to wonder if you can do what
others can't, and disguise your lies in the same way we can all hide our
enotions.' He sounded rational and unenotional, but |I could feel his contenpt.
And his pain. 'There was one ot her person who deceived us with his lies. W
don't know who it was, but we do know it was one of us. A Magoroth. W
trusted, because we didn't believe we could be deceived. And he brought
Tyrani an | egionnaires into the Shimer Feast, and killed our parents, yours
and mne, and all our cousins, all the babies in the nursery and our whol e way
of life. | can never risk that happening again. Never

His resolution, as hard as the iron in his voice, was thick in the air about
him but so was his underlying horror. He believed he had cone close to

anot her such abomi nati on occurring because of me. And he was right. | had cone
to the Mrage with the intention to betray themall. And what then? Wuld

have stood by and watched while the | egionnaires killed babies, and thought it
a job well done? Dear Goddess, what had | been?

| ripped away all the covers fromny inner mind, |et himsense whatever he
want ed, bared nyself to himas | had never done to anyone before. Even so, the

words did not cone easily. 'Tenel, | was too ashaned to tell you the truth.
Ashamed of what | had been. Ashaned of the role |I played in strengthening the
Exaltarchy. And | was afraid you woul d despise nme, reject me. | was going to
tell you eventually —I just wanted you all to know ne better first. It was

what | wanted to tell you about, the day you arrived back from Sandnurram |
knew | could not delay any longer.' Everything | said sounded weak to my ears.
Ri di cul ous. | had been a Brotherhood Conpeer, and here | was describing the
doubts and frailties nore appropriate to an adol escent girl. Yet it was the
truth.

It was just that l[oving himhad rendered ne an idiot. ~

R B -V m Er j nEi

Ap He snorted. 'You knew you couldn't delay because you were afraid Pinar

m ght find out about you in Madrinya. Perhaps you even guessed she had gone
there expressly to investigate you.'

"Perhaps. | was a coward, Tenellin. |I didn't really want you to know, so

kept on postponing the telling.'

He put his head to one side and | ooked at nme. 'Do you know,' he said finally,
"I have a great deal of trouble believing that. If there was ever anything

that inpressed nme, it was —is —your courage.'

"There are different kinds of fear, Tenellin. | was afraid of |osing your
respect. Perhaps | was even afraid of having nade the wong choice. As |ong as
| didn't tell you about the Stalwarts, | could always change ny mind ... and
betray you to Tyrans. | knew | |oved you —Iloved you as a lover. But it was
hard for me to believe in this love of mne for you. | was brought up to

beli eve | ove was a weakness | must never allow | was taught that to feel too
much was a failing, not a virtue. It was even harder for me to acknow edge
this respect | was learning for nmuch that was Kardi; it went agai nst

everything | had ever been. You want the absolute truth? | had nade ny choice.



| made it before | took the oath, and when I swore to uphold the Covenant, |

meant it, but it wasn't until | stood there in the dining roomand knew you
were going to kill ne that | was certain | had nmade the right choice. In that
monent, | knew it didn't matter if | died —what mattered was you, and what
you believed in. For the first time in ny life, | cared nore about soneone

el se than | cared about nyself.'

He | ooked down at the floor. T wish | could believe you. But | can't; on your
own admi ssi on you were , lying to us when we first met, and | had no
inkling of it. Not even when | lay with you. You were very clever.

No one | know could hide so nuch when cabochon to cabochon. Your lies are

i npossible to detect. How can | ever believe what you say now?

"But, Temel, | didn't lie to you! | never lied to you. | just—ust didn't tel
you the whole truth. | let you junmp to conclusions. There's a difference.
Temel lin, please —look into me now. You nust be able to sense ny truth.'
"How can | be sure? | doubt everything now | doubt every relationship |I've
ever had because of what you have done. | even look at ny friends with

suspi cion, and wonder if they deceive ne as you did. | |ook at Korden, and
wonder if one day he'll stab me in the back because he wants to be the
Mrager. | look at ny wife and wonder if | dare tell her nmy secrets. You' ve
made ne doubt myself. Doubt nmy fitness to lead this |land and these people.’
W stared at each other. | choked on the lunp in ny throat, aware of the
damage | had done. Useless to say | hadn't neant it.

He continued, 'And as for this supposed invasion over the Al ps, Aem d says you
have a | over anmong the Stalwarts. Someone you have been bedding for years. She
says anything you knew about the Stalwarts would have come fromhim so if
there was an invasion, he would probably be part of it. But she also says you
woul d never betray this man; you are too close. She says you woul d never

del i berately endanger his life.'

"Do you think that comes easily to me?' | asked and allowed himto feel ny
bitterness. 'I had to make a choice between Kardiastan and Tyrans, and | nade
it. Either way a man ... a man | care about is endangered. | chose you and
Kardi astan rather than Favonius and Tyrans. | stand by that choice, although
if Favonius dies, his death will haunt me. He is a brave man, and he has been
a good friend."'

»! ' Betrayal cones easy to you, it seens.' *> < >

| drew a sharp breath at the hurt in that. 'You can't have it both ways,
Temellin. Either | am betraying you or I am betraying Favonius. It can't be

both. To one of you | amtrue. To you —ny brother.' | stood up and went to go
to him but he held up his hands as if to fend off ny approach and | stopped.
"You still don't believe me, do you? Not a word of it —

"No,' he said sadly. 'l don't believe you. You're ny sister, and just the

t hought of what was done to you rasps ny soul. The bastards took a child and
corrupted her. That was the little Shirin | remenber. They bent her and used
her and probably | aughed at her behind her back while they did it. But al
that doesn't make me trust you now. | can't see anything of her in you. She
was sweet and trusting and kind.' He folded his arnms, his whole stance one of
rejection. "And now |l amleft with a puzzling question. Just why do you want
us to believe in this Stalwart invasion?

| didn't answer. Wat could | have said?

' There nust be a good reason. It's a diversion of some sort, isn't it? You
want us to worry about the wong place, or the wong kind of danger. What is
it the Brotherhood really has planned for us, Legata? |'ve heard enough about
themto know they are nasters of deviousness, of deception, of plots and
counterplots. And this, | know, must be one such. You' re General CGayed's
daughter and Rat hrox Ligatan's apprentice, and Aenid says she believes you
were sent here at the express order of Exaltarch Bator Korbus. Al three nen
were once humiliated at the hands of Kardiastan. You cane as the |ance bl ade
of their revenge, Shirin. Did they know when they took you that you were ny
sister? They did, didn't they! Were you to gain the trust of us all, then kil
me and take over as Mrager? |Is that



what you are trying to hide fromus with this fanciful tale of the Stalwarts
crossing the Alps, a tale you conveniently tell only when your nain deception
i s uncovered?

| still didn't speak; | couldn't think of any words to convince himof the
truth.

A fleeting | ook of anguish crossed his face. 'Ah, Shirin, Shirin —it hurts so
much to | ook at you, to see what they made of you. It could so easily have
been ... different. Wien Solad sent the Ten to the Mrage, | cried because
they didn't include you. "Can't you nake it eleven?" | asked. Shirin, we

shoul dn't be standing here like this, as enenies. W should be husband and
wife with children playing at our feet. You've lived anbng us, you've seen
what sort of people we are —can't you be one of us now?" He nmust have known
the question was ridiculous. It was exactly what | did want, and exactly what
his disbelief wouldn't allow himto grant.

| said, 'No matter what | said, you' d still doubt me. The truth remains the
same. |'mnot your eneny, Tenellin. Not any nore.’
The | ook he gave ne then was poignant in its sadness. '| suppose | shoul dn't

bl ame you for what you are. As a child | was taken to the Mrage; you were
taken to Tyrans. Had it been the other way around, who is to say what m ght

have been? And you're right, of course; no matter what you said, | would have
nmy doubts. So much of you is Tyranian. Wrse still, you know too rmuch. You
have too much power and the potential for so nuch nore. W cannot |et you have
your liberty, perhaps not ever. When | threw nmy sword at you, | acted in
passion and it was an evil thing | did. 1'"mglad you had deliberately
protected yourself against it, for cabochon knows, you are still my sister

and | don't want your death. But in truth, perhaps it would have been ki nder
for you to have died then, for | doubt you can ever be freed.'

My heart wobbl ed absurdly; there were tears in his eyes.

"It wasn't deliberate,' | said, but |I doubt he heard.

"I"'msorry, Shirin. I"'msorrier than | can say —for everything. | wsh —I
wi sh things could have been different.'’

'They could be, if you believed me. Never nind. When the Stalwarts attack

perhaps you'll think again.' If it's not too late for all of us. Too late for
the M rage.
"If there's anything you need, ask. | will see that you receive anything

within reason to make your inprisonnent nore confortable.'

'"Ch, go away, Tenellin. Inmprisonment cannot be anythi ng but unconfortabl e,
even when the Mrage does its best to entertain nme. Watch out for the fish,'
added as he turned abruptly to | eave ne.

After he had gone | sat down shakily, all my enotions spilling free once | was
al one. v,

Two nights later, Pinar cane.

She canme late, long after | had fallen asleep and she canme silently, yet | was

attuned to the nalignancy of the enotional aura surrounding her. | woke the
nmonent she stepped into the room 'Wat do you want, Pinar? | asked.

She did not answer. She raised her left hand and sent a narrow beam of |i ght
around the room from her cabochon. When it illuminated the candl e on the desk

under the wi ndow, she let it linger a monent and the candle flamed. By its
light she began a circuit of the room investigating the fish in their water,

t he bubbles and their pictures, the wall paintings, the bathroom

By the time she had finished, | had flung on a shaw and was spraw ed casual |y
in die rooms only chair.

She came to stand before ne, sword sheat hed, hands on her hips. 'What is the
meani ng of all this? she asked. "Why do the Mrage Makers do this for you?

| shrugged. 'Perhaps to conpensate for my wongful inprisonnent?

"Terel lin should have killed you. You are dangerous to us sonmehow —

| made a gesture of weariness. 'Pinar, don't be nmoondaft. Soon you'll be
convincing yourself | really did try to kill you and not the other way
around. '

"What | did was justified. You are still a danger to us. And just as bad,



having to inprison you here like this is devastating Tenellin. He is tortured
by guilt. Guilt! As if he has anything to be guilty about! 1've tried to tel
himwe'd all be better off if you were dead, but he won't listen.'

| raised an eyebrow, the nockery a cover to my own pain. 'Poor Pinar, only a
few weeks married, and al ready your husband ignores your suggestions?

The tight expression on her face rem nded me of Rat hrox when he was pl anni ng
revenge on soneone who had slighted him

The feeling remai ned, even when she'd gone. For the first tine in ny adult
life, 1 had no control over nmy own destiny. |I'd never felt so hel pl ess and
frustrated. So powerless. | doubt if anyone could have devised a nore
effective formof revenge than this one.

The next norning, as usual, Illuser-reftimbrought ny breakfast and left it on
the desk. Normally he gave a swift | ook around to see what changes had been
wrought during the night; this time he didn't seeminterested. There wasn't
anyt hi ng new anyway, nor had anything been t aken away. The fish

wer e still

swimrng in their unconfined waters and occasionally one woul d poke its nose
out into the air before withdrawing into the safely of its element. Reftim

i gnored them ducked his head in ny direction w thout |ooking at nme, either
and |l eft the roomas quickly as he could.

Wrried by his behaviour, | went to the desk and sat down. Fresh bread, a
gl ass of juice, a pot of hot herbal tea, snoked fish, fresh fruit. My norma
breakfast. | stared at it without appetite.

| jabbed my knife into the fish, nmore in a gesture of disgust at ny situation
than with any intent of eating it. And snelled sonething that didn't seem
quite right: a faint whiff of unpleasantness. It was vaguely fam liar and, a
monent later, | knew why: it remi nded nme of the Ravage.

| stared at the fish; it |ooked normal. | opened up my pal mand passed ny |eft
hand over the meal wi thout believing anything would come of such a gesture,
yet as | | ooked, | saw a withing black mass appear in the mddle of the fish.
In revulsion | flung the tray and all its contents away from me, smashing them
fromthe desk onto the floor

Sone tine later, Reftimreturned to clear away the tray. H s face glistened
with sweat and his initial step into the room even before his glance took in
the enpty desk and the food on the floor, was the pal sied novenent of an old
man. Then he pal ed, the colour draining fromhis plunp face so fast | thought
he would faint. His guilt was obvious, but | knew he was not the initiator. |
stood | eani ng agai nst the door, waiting while he wordl essly cl eaned up the

nmess. Wien he had finished and was on his way out with the tray, | did not
nmove and he was forced to stop in front of ne.

"In all my years working for the Brotherhood, | never poisoned anyone,' |

sai d.

The colour returned to his face as rapidly as it had left it. 'Magoria — he

began, but his shane strangled any further words in the back of his throat.
'Do you think the Mrager woul d approve?

He did not reply.

I knew | had no hope of himreporting the attenpt, not when he hinself was

i nvolved. 'Tell Pinar she will have to do better than that,' | said and stood
aside to let him pass.

Once he had gone, | crossed the roomto the desk and hit the desktop with the
flat of my right hand, all ny repressed anger and frustration surfacing. M

hel pl essness was suffocating ne. | plunged away fromthe desk, forgot the
uncont ai ned water and splashed into it, sending fish flying about the room
"Vortexdam you!' | shouted, venting ny rage on the Mrage Makers. 'Do you

t hi nk a poi soned baby is going to do you any good? Why don't you find some way
of getting me out of this? O at |east send ne sonething useful, like a —a —
a book!"’

For a nonent | continued to stand, hands clenched by ny sides, and then calm
prevail ed.

| bent to pick up the fish flopping on the floor and stuffed them back into



what was |left of the water.

The norning after the poisoning attenpt, | didn't have to | ook far to see what
changes had occurred during the night. The fish and all the other usel ess
additions to the decor had gone. Instead, the roomwas lined fromceiling to
floor with bookshel ves, each shelf packed with vellum bound vol umes and
scrol | s.

| had never seen such a collection outside of the Public Library in Tyr; it
was rare for even the nost scholarly of individuals to have nore than three or
four treasured volunes. Copying a book cost noney and not many people could
afford them

| rolled off ny pallet and ran ny eye along the roughly tool ed spines of the
cl osest shelf: all were witten in Kardi. The first book was a conpendi um on
Kardi freshwater fish, with illustrations. The next was a tome consisting

mai nly of dates and figures and, as far as | could make out, it detailed the
hei ghts and times of the coastal tides of Kardiastan for their entire
five-year cycle. The next was a phil osophical work, with a title |I couldn't
understand, witten by a past Mrager; sonething, | thought, about the
nmorality of using supernatural powers on people who had none.

CHAPTER TVAENTY- TWO

The trouble was this: | was by no nmeans at ease with witten Kardi. I'd had
little opportunity to study it.
Well, |I certainly had both the tine and the opportunity now. Quietly | thanked

the Mrage Makers for their extravagant answer to my request, and in the days
following | began to go through the books, sorting themout into those of no
concei vabl e interest, such as the tide tinmetable, and those | would like to
read. | did wonder if 1'd be allowed to keep the library, but if Reftim
reported it, no one did anything about it. It didn't take ne long to realise
the lack of interest was just as well. Had the Magor known of the treasure
now possessed, they would surely have separated ne fromit, for among the
books were twenty-two vol unes dealing with the power of the Magor

Twenty-two volumes witten by Magorofh, dating prior to the Tyrani an invasion
—some of themnore than five hundred years prior —witten as manual s for
students, each dealing with different aspects of Magor art. Sone of what was
witten there | already knew, but the rest took ny breath away as | began to
realise the possible extent of Magor powers. A fully trained Magoroth coul d
call up a localised windstormstrong enough to flatten a shleth; he could
conserve air in the body and wal k under water or mmc death; he could shut
of f pain and not feel; he could produce light, abort a baby, kill a person or
start a fire —all with his cabochon. He could hear a whi sper spoken two
hundred paces away or see acutely enough to note the twinkle in a w ndhover's
eye as it drifted the skies.

Abort a baby.

It was easy. | could abort soneone else's, or ny own, sinply by laying the
cabochon on ny | ower abdomen and conjuring the right words in the right way”"
| learned the words. | studied the texts to make sure different books outlined

the sane nethod, and they did. No | atent maternal instinct arose to usurp ny
normal indifference to the thought of notherhood. No concern for an unborn
child, scarcely started along the path of its life, came to overwhel mny sense

of self-preservation. This was going to be so easy. | could live. | could stop
bei ng haunted by the knowl edge | might die with the child ripped frommnm wonb,
sacrificed against ny will in order to fulfil a bargain I'd had no say in.

*, i
| laid my hand in the correct place, and opened ny nouth to say the words —
and couldn't do it.
I, who'd slid a knife into several people during nmy years as a conpeer and

t hen wal ked away wi thout a qualm couldn't kill the life growing in ne. It
wasn't the Mrage Makers who stopped nme. It was the thought that this was
Tenellin's child, and | couldn't kill his son

The next norning when |I awoke, | thought about that. | thought of all Brand

had said about the woman | had been. And after breakfast, | turned to the



books, skinmm ng through volunme after volume, |ooking for references to the
Ravage. Mst authors who nmentioned it subscribed to the theory that it was a
di sease. The Mrage Makers, the theory went, were |living beings and as such
were prone to infection, just as humans were. The Ravage was a di sease or an
i nfection |ike gangrene or a suppurating abscess. The creatures inside the
Ravage were the aninmals that lived inside such infection. One witer even
postulated that little creatures lived inside our infections too, but we

couldn't see them because they were small, just as no , one would be able to
see what was in the Ravage if it

were scal ed down in size. Needless to say, | didnt give any credit to that

i dea.

In the past, the Magoroth had attenpted to cure the sores in the same way as
they might try to cure an abscess or gangrene, by cl eaning them out and
washi ng the wound left in the land. It hadn't worked. None of the texts had
nmentioned the kind of hallucination | had suffered. No one seened to have been
attacked with such intense personal hatred as | had been

I continued to explore the books, ny hunt fuelled by a desperation only
partially choked down to a manageable level. And finally I found a witer who
had anot her theory. Perhaps, he wrote, the Ravage was caused by the evil of
the creatures within, rather than the other way around. The creatures were
evil, ergo, the effect they had was also evil. The author offered no evidence
to back his idea, and I wasn't sure | agreed with him either

| knew the things |I'd seen in the Ravage weren't true creatures. They weren't

like insects or wornms. |'d felt themas nuch as seen them and |I'd never
before felt anything that wasn't human. The enotions of normal aninmals were as
closed to ne as they were to anyone else. | knew a grow ing dog or a spitting

cat was angry when | saw and heard them not because | sensed the rage.
puzzl ed over this, even wondering if the Ravage creatures were sone form of
def or mred human.

In the end, | decided the hatred of the Ravage beasts for nme, and the M rage
Makers' need of a child, were linked. At a guess, the Mrage Mikers believed a
Magorot h child who becane a M rage Maker woul d make them strong enough to win
t he ongoing battle with the Ravage. The Ravage wanted ne dead because they
wanted to stop the Mrage Makers getting hold of ny child.

| had to be careful, or I was going to die, killed by the Ravage. O by the
Magoroth, to settle Solad's murderous bargain with the Mrage Makers. And
couldn't expect the Mrage Makers to hel p ne.

| sighed. My future was |ooking increasingly grim

| couldn't risk telling Terellin about the baby. If Pinar got to hear of it,
and if she knew the nature of Solad' s bargain, she'd be | obbying the others to
sacrifice me and ny son. | knew how strongly the Magor felt about the covenant
bet ween t hensel ves and the Mrage Makers. | knew they woul d want to uphold any
new agreenent Solad had nade. Wthout it, there would eventually be no Mrage
Makers.

And who better to supply the child than a Tyrani an conpeer they didn't trust?
Which left the question: would Tenellin sanction ny killing, even if | were
unwi I i ng? There had been a time when he woul dn't have contenplated it. But
now? He wouldn't like it, but if he were under pressure fromthe others?

Per haps he now despi sed ne enough to do it without a qualm The difficult part
woul d be to offer his own son ..

As soon as he found out |I was pregnant, he would have to order ny death. He
really didn't haye any choice. Wthout the Mrage Mikers' support, there would
be no Magor —and | was expendabl e. One supposedly traitorous wonan's life in
exchange for a whole way of life and the health of the land. It was a bargain.
If | had been truly Kardi, brought up a Magoria, believing in the greater good
of my fellow Magoroth, perhaps | would have nade the sacrifice gladly. But I

wasn't. Underneath | was still Ligea, and she was the kind of person who'd go
to her death kicking and scream ng every inch of the way ..
The powerl essness of ny existence gnawed at ne. |nprisonment, | found, was

somet hing not taken too kindly by even the remmants of Ligea, Brotherhood



Conpeer. It wasn't the feeling of confinement that tortured, although that was
bad enough. It was the feeling | had no influence over anyone, and even | ess

over my own future. | could die one night, unexpectedly, if the Ravage cane,
and | could do nothing about it. | wanted to talk to soneone about it. But
there was no one. | considered nentioning it to Reftim the masma of his

antipathy followed himinto the roomwith every visit. He would have seen ne
dead wi thout hesitation, and his attitude was doubtless a reflection of every
Magor in the Maze. | was so Goddessdammed | onely.

| turned back to my studies of Magor magic, as recounted in the books.

And found out how Tenellin had escaped the nmight of Tyrans. An inprisoned
Magoroth of skill could use his cabochon to burn through the iron of manacl es,
produce pain in people bathed in its light, or raise a tenmporary ward between
his skin and the blows rained on him The one thing Tenellin couldn't have
done was make snoke appear out of nowhere. Anything |like that woul d have been
an illusion —a mrage —and nmirages were banned to the Magor. Ciceron, the
of ficer in charge of the execution, nust have been right: sonething had been
sprinkled on the wood of the execution pyre beforehand. Wi ch neant, not
surprisingly, that others had hel ped Tenellin to escape.

O nore surprise to ne was the discovery that the Magor coul d enhance their
hearing if they wished. My true identity could have been di scovered

mucrj Marlier A

if Tenellin or Pinar or one of the other Magor had listened in on ny
conversations with Brand. But they hadn't. Evidently, strong Magor distaste
for invading another's privacy prevented such an action, although I suspected
t hat where Pinar was concerned, it was perhaps nore |likely she just hadn't
listened at the right tines.

The days of ny incarceration began to fly past. | hunched over the books,
readi ng and rereading, then practising what | |earned. Garis had al ready shown
me much that was hel pful; even so, | nade m stakes. After three days of trying
to light a candle froma distance, as Pinar had done, |I finally produced a

beam of light, set fire to my desk and crunbled part of the wall. My next
attenpt nmelted the candle to an unusable |unp of wax and shattered the hol der
to powder. Fortunately, | inmproved with time. Even nore luckily, the Mrage
Makers repaired the danage before Reftimentered ny room again.

| learned how to draw a ward of a sinple kind around nyself with ny cabochon
It would not prevent a skilled Magor fromentering that space, but it ensured
| woul d al ways know when they did. It neant | could not be surprised by an

i ntruder while | was asl eep.

Nor could | be poisoned. It was conforting to have in witing what | had

al ready assuned to be true: the passing of nmy cabochon over food or water
woul d al ways betray a poison into displaying itself. However, no one tried

poi son again; all food brought to ne was just as it should have been
Unhappily, a ward drawn with swords, such as the one inprisoning me, could not
be broken by the person who was the object of it. The door to my roomrenai ned
unl ocked. Anyone el se could cone and go

through it, but if I tried, | walked into a barrier as solid as gorclak horn
The first nmonth of ny inprisonnent passed, then the second. The life within ne
continued to grow, | was aware of it even though it was still too early for it
to make its presence felt with discernible novenents. | made no nove to tel
Termellin. | didn't want to give the Magoroth the excuse to kill nme.

Temel lin never cane near ne anyway. Sonetinmes | wondered if he knew just how
solitary ny confinenment was, and if he did know, whether he cared. | yearned

to hear fromhim—a word, some expression of concern or interest, sonething,
but day after day passed in silence. Wen | was feeling especially low, it
seened as if the world out there had forgotten ny existence and | was dooned
to live as a sort of peripheral being, soneone who could never enter the

mai nstream of |ife where things happened, and who was therefore only half
alive. For someone who had | oved power, who had once | oved to make things
happen, it was a bitter situation

When Caleh finally came to see nme, with nessages of support fromBrand, it was



all | could do to stop nyself fromcrying in gratitude at her presence.

Al t hough she had received perm ssion to see me, she was obviously uneasy,
uncertai n of how rmuch she should tell me. Brand, she said, was well and asking
me not to worry about him Tenellin was also well, but was becom ng known for
his bad tenper. 'He doesn't know what to do about you,' she said sagely, 'and
peopl e are saying the thought of your inprisonnment preys on him Ah, Mgoria,
Brand tells me you truly wanted to serve Kardiastan, and | believe him He is
too shrewd to be deceived.' She shook her head in sorrow as she left, saying,
"I don't know how all this is going to end."'

| didn't know, either. J ; *

The only other person | had any real contact with was Reftimand he rarely
spoke. He was polite, and perhaps his silence was nore ny fault; he always
answered if | spoke to himfirst. Mst of the time, though, he wouldn't even

nmeet ny eyes and | guessed —I| hoped —he was bitterly ashanmed of his part in
the attenpt to poison ne. | wondered sonetimes if he had deliberately told no
one of ny library as a way of compensating nme; | found it hard to believe

-Pinar would have tolerated ny having access to all those books, had she been
aware of them

One ot her person who did have contact with me —of an oblique kind —was
Garis. After the first two or three days of ny inprisonnent he sent ne a bunch
of flowers via Reftim and continued to do so every few days. There was never

any note or nessage, but | was touched. | hoped it meant he was not convi nced
of my utter perfidy.
Two days after Caleh's visit, | noted Refti mwas upset, so | asked what was

the matter, saying, 'Surely it can't be all that bad, can it? You look as if
your father-in-law has nmoved into your bedroom'
He | ooked at ne with distressed eyes that seemed - out of place in his

clown-1ike face. ' The Ravage has come to the city,' he said. 'It swallowed up
several of the houses on the south side during the night, just like that.' He
clicked his fingers in illustration. 'Four famlies disappeared."’

I remenbered what the howdah-shleth driver had said to me, about the Ravage
being so close. One day we'll wake up to find a swathe of it destroying the
Maze |i ke | egionnaires on the ramnpage.

Si ckened and frightened, | turned away.

And so the days passed. | exercised rigorously, | ate, | slept and every other
m nute of every day was spent either reading, or exerting ny will on that

delicate curve of golden stone in ny palm inveigling it to do ny bidding —
wi t hout reducing everything in its path, nyself included, to a heap of ashes.
And then cane the shock: the thrilling, breath-robbing, devastating shock.

| was seated at ny desk, browsing through a book entitled The Mrager: H's
Powers and Responsibilities, when | cane across it, the passage that nade a
nockery of everything Zerise had said about Sarana and Shirin and ne. A
passage that took away one pain, only to replace it with another, just as
tearing. A passage that changed everyt hi ng.

On the death of the ruling Mrager (or Mragerin), | read, the dead ruler's
heir will wal k the Shiver Barrens and be given a Mrager's sword. |If they

al ready have a sword, they will exchange it

At the same time, this new Mrager or Mragerin will be given the conjurations
that will bestow cabochons on the newborn. This information is given only to
the ruling Mrager or Mragerin, and is not bestowed on any other Magoroth;
nor is any other sword capabl e of bestow ng cabochons. For this reason, the
ruling Mrager or Mragerin should take special care of their sword. No other
will ever be given to them...

My first thought was one of protest: but this is wong. | had been given the
conj urations under the Shiver Barrens. | knew how to bestow a cabochon; the
M rage Makers had shown ne in the vision. Presumably nmy sword was capabl e of
produci ng the gens. Yet Tenellin was the M rager

| sat there, thoughts tunbling through nmy head, and the truth came, a crushing
aval anche of know edge

roaring into ny consciousness in a single wave, too rmuch to absorb all at



once.
This information is given only to the ruling Mrager \ or Mragerin —I | ooked
up fromthe book. The Mragerin. Goddess, that was Sarana, not Shirin.
The Mrage Makers had told me, inplanting the know edge through the indelible
clarity of one of their visions, but |I hadn't seen it. My own nmenories had
told me, but | hadn't thought themthrough

nor is any other sword capabl e of bestow ng cabochons.
The behavi our of the Magoroth had told nme, but | had forgotten. Only now did
recall the reverence with which they had treated Tenellin's newy recovered
sword. Garis had told ne, but |I had nissed the significance of what he'd said:
"Until Tenellin grew up a bit, no newborn Magor children received their
cabochons.' Tenellin had told nme, but | hadn't realised: 'You don't knowit,

| ove, but you've just saved ny life — Sweet Melete, if | had not returned his
sword to him he would have had to kill hinself so that sonmeone el se would
become the Mrager —and receive a new Mrager's sword

Dear CGoddess, | was Sarana, daughter of Solad and Wendia; | was Mragerin of

Kardiastan; | was the little girl in the shleth howdah who had wat ched her
not her junp out to her death at the hands of the |egionnaires | ed by Genera
Gayed of Tyr.

| was the girl who had becone a pawn of Tyrans, a hostage who had ensl aved a
nati on.

SAR mA
PART FOUR
| stood at ny wi ndow | ooki ng down on the street below. | had been drawn there

by the jingling of a shleth harness and the chatter of voices, to find the
road filled with a Iine of mounted Magor and pack aninals, all heading out of
the city. There were those of gold cabochon rank, as well as Illusos, Theuros
and ordinary Kardis, all of them heavily arned.

| raised my cabochon to ny ear and listened, trying to gain sone clue as to
what was happening. In the confusion of s and it was hard to hear individua
conversation, even with my enhanced hearing, and the sort of remarks | did
pick up were of little value; things like: 'Your girth needs |oosening,
Jaset,' or 'Did Bethely give you a hearty farewell last night, Moris? It
could be a while before you see her again!’

My eyes searched for and found Tenellin: he had pulled his nount to the side
and was wat chi ng those who rode past. His ivory full-sleeved shirt and rusty
brown trousers were crunpled, as though he'd been sleeping in his clothes, or
had sinmply lost interest in ~;= appearance. The scarlet slash of his cloth
belt and
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the bl ood-red of his bolero didn't quite match; his hair was |onger than usua
and nore unruly than ever

The nonent ny gaze found him he | ooked up to see me, and | wondered if he had
del i berately stopped where he had just for that purpose.

| brought my cabochon up to my face, close to ny eyes, and concentrated. The
stone, which | now kept uncovered by skin, began to glow faintly and | used
the Iight bathing my eyes to enhance ny vision. Tenellin sprang into clarity
as though he were close enough to touch. He | ooked thin and tired; nothing of
his laughter was visible on his face any nore. The brown eyes regarded ne

t houghtfully, the nmouth was tight.

My body hungered, ny heart grieved, the sight of himlacerated me. Tenellin.
My cousin. | could have bedded himw thout guilt, if he would have had ne.

Wl |, perhaps not quite without guilt. Wat ny bl ood-father had done to save
me had left ne with a burden that would | ast forever

Tears came to ny eyes and Tenellin blurred back into a distant figure nounted
on his shleth. | opened up ny palmand flattened it against the glass of the
wi ndow in a gesture of greeting and farewell. | thought I saw himbegin to
rai se a hand in acknow edgenent, but the gesture died half nmade and he turned
away, urging his mount along with the others.



| sat by the wi ndow | ooki ng down the road for a long while after it was enpty
of people. The Mrage Makers created a flock of pink flamngos for me to | ook
at, and then —perhaps because the birds looked a little |ost standing on the
cobbl est one road —added a marshy pond with waterlilies. None of it eased ny
t or ment .

| had finally thought it all through: a story of betrayal and tragedy that
started when | w8s a chi V1l

and wasn't finished yet because | was the one who held the endings, and
didn't know which one to wite into Kardiastan's history. | may have thought
it all through, but | still didn't know what to do.

It had all started because a woman took her daughter away fromthe child' s
father. Magoria-wendia renoved Sarana fromthe pal ace because she thought the
M rager-solad was ruining the child with his lavish spoiling. | could even
renmenber some of the arguments now, the inconprehensible shouting matches

bet ween two much-1oved parents, arguments so shattering to a child not quite
three. Far distant nenories: running, barefoot, across polished agate floors
into ny father's arms. Adoring him feeling safe and loved in his strong cl asp

And sonewhere on the journey to another city, Magoria-wendia' s party had been
anbushed and wi ped out —with the exception of that same child, Sarana, heir
to her father's Mrager sword. She fell into the hands of General Gayed and
Rat hr ox Li gatan, who knew exactly what they had, and were prepared to use her
in ways Sol ad coul d never have envi sioned. My nother, junping out of the
howdah, sword in hand, leaving nme in the care of nmy Theura nurse, while she
battled to save us —and died..

Sarana, the bel oved daughter of an obsessed father, a man so crazed by the

t hought of what they would do to her if he didn't obey them he was prepared
to betray the rest of his famly, his fellow Magor, his country: prepared to
rai se wards around the annual Shimer Feast so no one sensed the trap cl osing
in on them prepared to | ower those same wards at the crucial monent to turn
the trap into an exterm nation

Sol ad' s supposed di scovery and identification of his daughter's body, his
return with her already shroud-

wrapped in his howdah, her burial griefs —all playacting to conceal the

ki dnappi ng, to hide the existence of a hostage he would do anything to save.
The scale of his treachery was breathtaking. | even wondered if he'd killed
another child in order to have a body to wap

O course Sol ad knew what was goi ng to happen at the Shimrer Feast: he had
arranged it. And sone shred of remai ning good sense or consci ence nade him
send away ten Magoroth children to build the core of a new | eadership. Just
ten of them with a few teachers; not enough to be m ssed by the Tyrani ans.
The cal cul ated cruelty of his decisions —take Tenellin, but |eave his sister
Shirin; abandon the babies to their fate. Did his consci ence bother him ny
father? Did he think I was worth all those slaughtered that day? A whole

nati on enslaved? Did he really think the vestiges of future hope he seeded by
sendi ng the Ten away was enough to atone for his crine?

My Mrager father had sold his honour for his daughter. Tenellin's parents and
his sister Shirin, and Goddess knows how many Magoroth had died —to keep ne
alive. Kardiastan was ensl aved because of ne. Tenellin and the others of the
Ten were brought up in exile because of ne.

Because of ne. Sarana. Solad's heir. The rightful Mragerin. Mragerin-sarana.
Me.

It was the only explanation that nade any sense.

My nenories all fitted; I'd seen Wendi a junping out of a howdah into battle.
If 1'd been Shirin, | would never have been sitting in a tiny curtained room
t hat swayed just before nmy mother was killed. | would never have seen her rip
of f her skirting to fight. Shirin's nother had been attending the Shinmer
Feast and woul d have been shot down with the others, far fromthe nursery.
There was nore evidence, too, once | started to think things over. The M rage
Makers had said, You are the Mragerin, not, You are the Mragerin-shirin. And



now | had the book to tell me they woul d never have given Shirin the
cabochon- maki ng conjurati ons. Sarana was another matter. \Wen Sarana had

di sappeared from Kardi astan, they nust have thought her dead, so they bestowed
the Mrager's sword on her heir: her cousin Tenellin. Once they had seen Ligea
Gayed, they had realised Sarana was far fromdead and they had tried to make
up for their past m stake.

I'd been so blind. | was the one with the nmenories of what had happened in the
anmbush; | should have known those nenories didn't fit with what Zerise told ne
of Shirin. | should have realised nuch earlier about the significance of the

Mrager's sword. Tenellin and the Magor had been so upset by its loss, so
relieved at its return. Wiy, even the ordinary Kardis had cheered to see it

again. | had seen the reverent way the Magoroth had touched it back in
Madrinya; |'d heard Tenellin say to Korden, 'At |east you can stop worrying
about that baby of yours.' |1'd been told the first thing Tenellin did when he

returned to the Mrage City with the sword was to bestow cabochons —whi ch
woul d not have been necessary if other Magor or other swords could have
performed that task in the year the Mrager's sword had been m ssing —yet 1'd
still blithely gone on thinking there was nothing special about nmy know edge,
about ny sword.

And then that casually uttered but infinitely tragic, 'Ah. You don't know it,
beautiful one, but you've just saved ny life.' Temellin had thought there
wasn't going to be another Mrager's sword until he died, and w thout one
there woul d never be a new generation of

Magor. So some tinme before he'd net nme, he'd decided to die.

The col d- bl ooded courage of that decision pierced me. | remenbered his
reluctance to ask if | really did have his sword; he'd been so concerned about
what ny answer would be that he hadn't been able to frame the question

I remenbered the strange reaction of Korden when he'd seen with his own eyes
Tenmellin's sword safely returned: the odd mixture of relief and guilt. Part of
Korden desperately wanted to be Mrager, but not over Tenellin's body. In his
heart he believed he'd be a better Mrager, but he'd been terrified Tenellin
was going to suicide, and he had feared the guilt that woul d have consunmed him
as a consequence.

| understood Korden better now that | was burdened with the guilt of my own
past .

I wondered at ny own blindness ... The conpeer in nme had been granted enough
evi dence to unravel the tale Iong ago, but this hadn't been a crinme | could
sol ve objectively, distancing nyself fromthe players; this had been ny life.
And nost of all, it was hard to acknow edge that for much of that life |

i ndependent, nmani pul ative, power-hungry Ligea Gayed, had danced to another's
direction. |1'd been betrayed by the two men | called father. Mycked by the man
I'd called ny nentor. 1'd been mani pul ated, a poor sensel ess marionette jerked
on the end of strings held by nmy enenmies.

One good thing cane out of my new understanding of who I was. | knew now t hat
nmy son had been fathered by ny cousin, not by mny brother

When Reftim brought in nmy lunch later that day, | asked abruptly, 'Were were
they all, goi ng?

"I don't know that | should answer that,' he said, his plunp cheeks flushing
to match the col our of his bobble nose.

"Then l et nme speak to someone who can. Wo's in charge now the Mrager has

gone?'
'The Mragerin-consort.'
"Ch. Well, | hardly want to see her. Wo else of the Magoroth is still here?

"Garis didn't leave. Nor did Getha.'

Gretha was Korden's wife and a little calculation told ne she was expecting
another child any time. '"I'll see Garis,' | said

"Il tell himyou want to,' Reftimreplied, making it clear he doubted Garis
woul d cone.

He was wong; Garis cane barely half an hour later. He paused in the doorway
and we stared at one another, both |ooking for the right words to say. He was



doing his best to shield his enotions, but Garis tended to | eak things at the
best of tines. I'd felt his curiosity even before the door opened.

"Well met, Garis. What have you done to yourself?' | asked, indicating the
sling he wore around a heavily bandaged | eft arm

'Broke a bone,' he said briefly. 'Cane off ny shleth yesterday |ike a damed
fool .'

"And you so proud of your riding skills!'

He gave a reluctant grin, and for a monent he was his usual cheerful self.
"Don't rub it in —everyone el se has. The Mrage chose to grow a tree right in
front of ny nmount just when | was taking a drink fromnmy waterskin; hardly ny
fault. Those wetched Mrage Makers! | could al nbost believe they wanted ne to
mss out on all the fun.' He gazed around with interest. 'l was told your room
was prone to changes, but | didn't hear about the books.' He wal ked over to
have a | ook;

it did not escape ny notice that he'd made no attenpt to touch nmy cabochon in
greeting, and | doubted the snub had anything to do with his injury. He ran a
finger along the spines of a row of volunmes, reading the titles. 'They're al
in Kardi! Did you know you're breaking Tyranian law? It's one of the new
promul gati ons of the Exaltarchy: the Kardi |anguage is now barbaric and

unl awful . They have been destroying our witten works for years, of course,

but now they want to nake it illegal even to speak our own | anguage in any
public venue.'

"I didn't know that,' | said, 'about not speaking Kardi, | mean. But there's a
great deal | don't know, Garis. | haven't spoken to anyone except

Illuser-reftim—and Caleh very briefly —for two nmonths, and Reftim never
says anythi ng anyway. Wiy has everyone |eft?

He | ooked up sharply, shedding his concern. 'Did Tenellin never cone?

'"Only once. Right at the beginning.'

"Ah. | did wonder. Cabochon, you nust have been lonely. | would have cone if
you' d asked for me.'

' That m ght have been unwi se on your part. | amhardly the city's nost bel oved
guest at the monent. | did appreciate your sending the flowers, though; that
was a kind thought.'

Hi s enotions bl anked over. 'Flowers? Wat flowers?

| stared. 'You haven't been sending me flowers?' | indicated the vase on ny
desk. That day the petals of each flower reassenbl ed themnmsel ves every few

m nutes, so that the flower arrangement was different every time | | ooked.

He shook his head. 'I'msorry —I didn't think of it. I wish | had.'
'"Reftimtold ne they came fromyou.'

"I didn't even know about them | bet | know who did send them though.'

"Do you think so?" | was doubtful, yet wanting to believe.

"Wio el se?

| thought inmediately of Pinar, some trick of hers, but had to dismss that
idea: the flowers were harm ess and perfectly ordinary, insofar as the
Mrage's flowers were ever ordinary. Who indeed. Yet he hadn't wanted ne to
know t hey came fromhim... | pushed the thought away before it could hurt ne
with the other nmenories it would bring. 'Garis, did you believe me when | said
Brand had told the truth —that | had changed, and given ny loyalties to

Kar di ast an?

He | ooked away to take a book down fromthe shelf. 'Perhaps. | don't know. |
can sense your truth, but Tenellin says you can lie and make it seemlike the
truth.’

"No. | can't. | never lied. | just omtted to tell the whole story, and |et
people junp to the wong conclusions. It was deliberate, of course, but it
does make a difference. It means you can trust what | do say.'

"I"ve never been convinced you were wholly as Tyrani an as Pinar or Korden
sai d. Anyway,' he added, his expression suddenly nischievous and admring, 'if
you did come here with the idea of betraying us all, | can only salute you. It
was a gloriously brave, wonderfully insane thing to do.'

| chuckled. "It was rather involuntary, if you'll remenber. Events sort of



overtook ne.'

He wasn't listening. He had just read the title of the book he was hol di ng,
and his attention was now back on the books on the same shelf. 'Mragel ess
soul! Shirin, do you know what these books are?

'dd Magor texts.'

"But so many of these were destroyed in the palace fire follow ng the invasion

—they haven't been in existence for twenty-five years! |'ve heard about them
but | never dreaned |'d actually ever see any of them'
"Ah. | suppose the Mrage nust have renmenbered them'

' Sweet cabochon —you' ve been reading these?
"Certainly. I've had plenty of time to perfect ny Kardi reading skills.'
He | ooked at nme in consternation. 'Shirin, was that w se? Surely you mnust

realise the nmore you know of Magor powers, the nmore reluctant Tenellin will be
to ever let you go.'

'"He has already told me he will never rel ease nme, so what difference does it
make?

"If Pinar hears about this, she'll have a new argunent for your death. She's

already quite boring on the subject.’

| snorted. 'So nmuch for cousinly Iove. She has, in fact, nade two attenpts on
nmy life as well.’

H s | ook was guarded, but his seeping enotions conmuni cated his disbelief.
'You haven't answered nmy question: where has everyone gone?

He considered. 'I don't suppose it matters if | tell you. Temellin is noving
agai nst Tyrans. We have had word fresh troops have been | anding at one of the
southern ports. Temel believes themto be reinforcements, not repl acenment
troops. It seens Tyrans is going to try to wipe out all Kardi opposition
Tenellin wants to ensure the reverse. This is to be a full-scale war, Shirin.'
| felt physically ill. 'Goddessdamm! Garis, those troops are not

rei nforcenments; they are diversionary.

Did you hear about what | told Korden and Temellin concerning the Stalwarts?
"Yes,' he said carefully. 'But —well, Shirin, we all found it very hard to
bel i eve. Once Tenellin heard about these new | andi ngs, he deci ded your talk of
the Al ps crossing was an attenpt to divert our attention away fromthe south.'
"Ch, Vortexdamm him That idiot!" | sank down into the chair. 'Garis, things
are even worse than | thought they would be —and I'ma fool too. |I should
have done nore to convince Tenellin. It's just that | didn't envisage this
diversion. | didn't know of it.'

"It's not possible for the legions to cross the Al ps.'

' Has anyone ever tried from here?

'No. Why shoul d they?

" Then how do you know what it is |like? The Stalwarts woul d have sent soneone
to reconnoitre before they made the decision to attack fromthere; they nust

know it is possible. And Tenellin has left the Mrage defenceless. |I'm
surprised he even left you and Pinar behind,' | added disgustedly.
"Well, | broke ny arm But |I'mgoing after themas soon as it's mended, which

should only be a week or two.'

"Way did Pinar stay behind?

"Un, well ..." He hesitated, flushing. 'She's pregnant. Not by very | ong, of
course, but she's not that young, and she carries the next Mrager. Tenellin
woul dn't let her ride with them

Illogically, that hurt. | pushed the pain away; | didn't have time for it. And
then the thought cane, uninvited: another baby. Another woman who coul d die
instead of me ... | pushed that thought away too. | would think about it

later. "Garis, | want you to free ne so | can deal with the Stalwarts.'

"Shirin —you know | can't do that.' There wasn't another chair, so he flung
hi nsel f down on ny pallet and began to pluck at the threads of nmy quilt.
"You must. First I'mgoing to tell you the whole truth about nyself... about
how and why | becane a Conpeer of the Brotherhood. Then | want you to go and
get Aemid —how is she, by the way? Reftim said she was better.’

"She is. She says she feels ten years younger. Apparentiy her heart was weak



and some of the Magor have been practising their healing skills on her. But
still, she doesn't |ook happy. She doesn't say nuch to anyone, either.’

" And Brand?'

"He's fine. He was bored out of his mnd at first, but then Tenellin gave
perm ssion for himto go to the practice roonms for weapons training —under

strict supervision and warding. | don't think Tenellin intends for his

i mprisonnent to be permanent. | go and see himin his room sonetinmes, and so
do some of the others. He nade a lot of friends while he was training with the
troops, you know, he is well liked. Caleh asked to be allowed to sleep with

him so he has conmpany on his pallet as well.’

| gave a wy smle. Trust Brand.

"Garis, | want you to take Aem d to Brand and question himabout nme, with
Aem d there, so she can confirmwhat he says about ny past. Ask him too,
about Pinar's first attenpt on ny life. Ask Reftimabout the second; | think

he may tell you. He feels guilty about it, | know. Once you have done al

that, perhaps you may be nore willing to believe ne. But first let me tell you

about nyself, about how | ever got mixed up with the Brotherhood in the first

pl ace.'

S '"E im -m ! tel )\

He glanced at nme warily, as if wondering what trick | was up to now.
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| licked dry lips. 'It's not an easy story to tell. It was

Brand who prodded ne into seeing the truth. Even

then, I didn't want to believe what was so painful. |

was used, Garis. |'ve been used all nmy life, and by the

men | nmost wanted to pl ease.

"I don't really remenber ny early life in Kardiastan, but | do renenber being
terrified and anmong strangers and knowi ng my not her was dead. Then this man
cane and he treated ne kindly. | thought he was very handsome. He said he
woul d take ne hone and | ook after me, and he did. Eventually he took me back
to his hone in Tyr and gave ne everything | wanted and taught me to call him

Pater. | worshipped him H's wife ignored nme, but | had Aenid to care for ne,
so | didn't mnd
"I grew up thinking I was lucky to have such a wonderful father. | didn't see

all that much of him but he was a busy and i nportant man and everyone said he
spent too much tine with ne anyway. Al the while | thought it was because he
| oved me. Do you know how nmuch children can deceive thensel ves, Garis? Wen
they really want to believe sonmething is true?

It was a rhetorical question, so he didn't answer, but his interest was
stirred and his gaze was fixed unwaveringly on ny face.

| continued, 'But | was different fromother children: | had a cabochon to
tell me who was a liar and who wasn't. Wien | was very young | didn't
understand what it was saying, but later | did —and you know what | did then?
| deliberately shut it off whenever I was with nmy father. | blocked it out. |
told nyself that was the polite thing to do. | becane so good at it that it
becanme automatic: whenever Gayed

spoke to ne, | had no feelings of truth or fal sehood, no feelings of his nood
or his emptions. Clever little Ligea, who needed to think herself |oved ..
CGoddess, what a baby | was!

'Brand saw t hrough Gayed right away. He hinted at things back then, until |
made it quite clear | wouldn't listen to such insinuations.

"When | was sixteen, all ny friends were thinking of marriage, but Gayed was
saying things like: "My little girl is not going to be Iike those silly
friends of hers who think of nothing but pretty clothes and jewels and revels,
is she? She's better than that. She's going to be |like her father. She's going

to serve the enpire." And | swallowed it all. | thought it was marvell ous he
wanted me to take the place of the son he'd never had. | thought | was
special.' | wondered if | were | eaking anything of what | felt then
Bitterness, rage, hurt —it was all there, still passionately felt. Ashamed of

my |lack of restraint, | tried to hide it and continued on



'Because | was female, | couldn't becone a legionnaire or a statesnan or a
trail master or a trademaster, so that only left the sem -secret cabal of the
Br ot herhood. | was proud to join. Rathrox took me under his w ng, al npst
unheard of for a novice, and taught me. Because | had special abilities, |
proved to be good at ny job.'

By this time, Garis was no |longer lounging on ny pallet. He was sitting up
chin propped on his good hand and arm listening intensely. H s tawny eyes
sparkl ed; he always did |like adventures. | went on: 'Brand tried to tell ne
what | ought to have known all along: they were | aughing at me. Neither of us
coul d have known the whol e story, though. They intended to turn one of the
Kardi highborn into a pawn of Tyrans, into a conpeer whose duty it was to root
out the

traitors to Tyrans. It was a deliberate joke on the part of the three of them
Gayed, Rathrox, and the Exaltarch, Bator Korbus. A private way they had of
revengi ng thenselves for the defeats they suffered while taking Kardi astan
'"Eventually | saw what Brand had been trying to show me for years. Eventually
| added up all those tinmes when |I'd been given a clue, but had chosen to
ignore it.

'"Gayed is dead now, killed in a canpaign. In a way, | had the last |augh on

hi mwi t hout himever knowing it. Odinarily, his wife, Salacia would have

i nherited everything, but she died before he did, while he was on that |ast
canpai gn. Under the | aws of adoption, everything came to me. |I'msure it's not
what he intended, but he hadn't nade a will to say otherwi se. He was the sort
of man who believed in auguries, you see, and his augur had told himhe woul d
live to be an old man and would die on his pallet.

' Looki ng back, | think he hated me. | think he and Rathrox al ways pl anned for
me to be sent to Kardiastan. They nmade sure | spoke Kardi, and spoke it well.
It was some sort of terrible revenge their tw sted m nds devised; to use ne
agai nst the land of ny birth. They knew exactly who | was. They'd al ways
known. '

Much of Rathrox's protestations of the Brotherhood' s ignorance of things Kard
had been evasions. He'd always known | was Sol ad's daughter and, after Solad's
death, the true ruler of Kardiastan. He'd known just who 'Mr Ager' was. No
wonder Bator Korbus had | aughed. This tine the bitter rage | felt made Garis
blink; I'"d not bonmered to conceal it. | did not, however, explain that I
bel i eved nyself to be Solad and Wendi a' s daughter, not Ebelar and Nl oufar's.
| hadn't yet decided what to do with that know edge.

Garis, frowning, went to stand by the w ndow.

"I was very good at ny job, Garis,' | said, speaking to his back. 'And they
knew it. Rathrox, Korbus, they thought |I had a good chance of bringing A Mr
Ager, who was causing themall the trouble, to the stake for burning —whether
he was the sane one they'd caught in Sandmurram or not. | suspect once | was
successful, once Tenellin was dead, they had every intention of making it
public just who had brought himin. One of the Kardi elite, a Magoria, would
now be the rightful ruler of Kardiastan. Imagine the terrible blow that would
have been to the Magor. Imagi ne the confusion of the ordinary Kardi. The

know edge woul d have shattered resistance.'

' They were going to make you the Mrager?

T believe so.'

| felt his nausea, but he didn't say anything," and he still had his back to
ne.

I went on, 'I've had ny eyes opened, finally. | can see their evil now More
than that, | can see the truth about Tyrans now that |'ve been able to conpare

it to sonething else. There are many wonderful things about Tyranian culture
and civilisation, but they don't make up for the Exaltarchy's |ack of
humanity. Garis, there's no way | would ever serve Tyrans again. If | had the

chance, | would see Rathrox and the Exaltarch dead by nmy hand.' It was only
once |1'd said the words that the truth of themgripped ne, tearing ny breath
away until | had to drag in air. They were true. | wanted to kill the two nen

who had —with Gayed —nade a nockery of ny life, who had tried to pattern ne



to their damabl e nmoul d. The desire for revenge —no, not just for revenge:

for justice —was a hard ball in ny stonach.

| had finished, but Garis, still rigidly turned away and skei ning out a whol e
tangl e of enotions, didn't nove or speak. | had no i dea whether he believed ne
or not.

When Garis entered ny roomfor the second tine that day, after he had spoken
to Brand and Aemd, it was al nost dark outside. The flam ngos and the pond had
gone; all that remai ned were sone forlorn-looking lily pads draped over the
cobbl est ones.

"Vell? 1 asked.

"Wll, I"'mwilling to concede Pinar m sled us about the first nmurder attenpt,
and that she tried to poison you. As for the rest, | can see Brand believes in
your innocence, but |'ve always known that anyway. He's told me often enough
And then, it's just as clear Aem d doesn't.’

"Aemid is shot through with guilt; she had the care of one of the Magor and

i nstead of bringing me up with a know edge of my country and ny heritage, she

told me nothing. She has to believe | amstill Tyranian at heart. O herw se
she woul d not be able to live with what she has done to ne.’

"Shirin —1 want to believe in your change of heart. But | can't accept it
nmerely because you and Brand say it happened. I'msorry. Wat if you actually
do have the ability to hide your lies?

Exasperated, | asked, 'Tell me, Garis, after you ride off and | eave ne to the

tender care of my dear cousin, do you really expect to see nme alive again?
He | ooked unconfortable and painfully out of his depth. T know what she did
was awful, but she's not usually like that. | can hardly believe it —M rage
damm it, | wish Tenellin was here! | suppose | can |lend you your sword for a
whil e so you can ward Pinar out —

"Pinar has fitted her cabochon to ny sword hilt.'

Oh? H s disconfort deepened. Well, he suggested at |ast, not sounding very
hopeful, 'I can try a warding spell against her with ny sword —

"How | ong woul d that | ast once you left? Can't you free me instead?

| cursed silently. 'l hoped it wouldn't conme to this, but if there's no other
way — | rose fromny chair and went to take a book fromthe bookcase. 'Have
you asked yoursel f why the Mrage Makers have given me so nmuch hel p?'

"Well, yes. Tenellin al so wondered and he didn't know about the books. Shirin,

we t hought so many of these volunes were lost to us. Do you know what a
treasure you have here? Any one of us would have sold our swords for them'
' Perhaps the Mrage Makers woul d have produced them for you if they had known

you wanted them Garis, | don't think they understand us easily, at |east not
unl ess they use the nmedium of the song of the Shiver Barrens. There's
somet hi ng strange about that song ... but that's another nmatter for another

time. | have the feeling the Mrage Makers do their best to oblige; it's just
that they're not human and don't know what humans want. They like quite
different things fromus, and the things that are of use to them we don't
know how to use. | had eight or so fish in water just hanging in the centre of
the room possibly they would have solved all ny problems if 1'd known what to
do with them | asked for books, but even then they didn't know which books
I'd want, so they gave nme everything they could, froma treatise on howto
cure diarrhoea in shleths to navigational maps of the Kardi coast. As soon as

they found something | could use, like the bathroom or the books, they left
them The

other things all disappeared in tine, to be replaced by sonething el se.

"As for why they take such special care with me, well, | think they know | am

i mportant to their own future. They do not approve of my inprisonment, Garis.
They may have deliberately made your shleth throw you in the hope you'd be
hurt enough to have to stay behind, just so | wouldn't be left alone here with
the likes of Pinar and Reftim'

He was horrified. 'They wouldn't have done that, would they? Shiverdam, |

wi sh Terel hn were here. Perhaps | should ride after him | don't know what to



do, Shirin. I can't take all you say on trust.'

"No. Never nmind.' | held up the book I had taken fromthe shelf. 'This
provi des an answer to your problemof trust. Read the fourth chapter tonight,
Garis, and come back tonorrow nmorning —and if you value ny life at all, don't

tell Pinar anything.'

When he returned in the nmorning, Garis | ooked unhappier than ever. In his good
hand, he was hol ding the book out fromhimas if he would have liked to have
thrown it away. He was al so carrying ny sword thrust through the |oop of his
sling. T can't,' he blurted out to ne the nmonent | opened the door to him
"You can't. Wat if-—=2

| waved a hand in dismssal. 'Don't you trust the Magor who wote the book?
'How do we know this volunme is actually what he wote? There may be m stakes
in the copying. O the Mrage Makers nmay have changed it.'

"I"ve found no other mstakes in anything |I've read or tried. Garis, this
renewal of vows is for a Magor who is believed to have broken the Covenant.
You all believe | have done just that. It is right, therefore, that

| should be tested in this way. If | amfalse, then it kills me. If | amtrue
| survive. | don't have a problemw th that. Wiy should you? | do know the
Stalwarts are coming, and soon —and that unless someone stops them they will
conquer the Mrage. Have you thought about what that means? Al the Magoroth
children, your future, are right here, in this city. Renenbering the Shi nmer

Festival, what do you think the | egionnaires' orders will be concerning
children? And the Kardis who have escaped slavery will be faced with a
Tyranian arnmy. Who is there to protect then? Wio did Tenellin | eave behind,
anyway?'

Garis licked his lips uncertainly. '"Pinar, Gretha, me. A few of the ol der
Theuros and Il lusos, people like Illuser-reftim That's all. Even Zerise went

with them'
"That's all? Dear Goddess! Garis, thinkl How do you inmagine | feel being

trapped in this roon? I will do anything, anything, to be free, even risk
death.'

"Shirin, if you are doing this because you think | will relent rather than |et
you undergo this trial by sword, you are nmistaken. I will not stay your hand

at the last mnute.'

'Have faith, Garis. Haven't you al ways been told it is inmpossible for a Magor
to be harned by their own sword?

"Yes, but no one has actually proved it inpossible by driving the blade into
their own heart,' he said miserably. 'At |east, not as far as | know. There is
a ritual that involves driving your blade into the pal mof your hand, but the
heart7. We also know that if someone el se turns your sword agai nst you, they

die. Horribly. Your sword kills them ... There could be a paradox here.'’
"That's irrelevant,' | said. 'W are not talking about someone else doing diis
tonme. I'mgoing to do it to nyself.'

I

I
He still | ooked unhappy as he added, 'The sword may divert, just the way it
did when Tenellin flung his at you.'
He was so agitated he didn't even notice | had stripped to the waist. | said,

"I"'mnot going to give it that chance. My sword, Garis.'
"I —1 should tell you, | fitted nmy cabochon to the hilt.'
| chuckled. '"Wse lad. But | wasn't thinking of turning it against you.'

"I can't risk anything,' he said wetchedly. '"I'msorry.
"It's perfectly all right." | took up the sword and fitted it to nmy hand. It
sprang into light joyously, as if recognising its owner; | welconed the fee

of it. Just to hold it nade ne feel younger, stronger, nore powerful.
| thought it was just as well Magor swords were short, otherw se what was

requi red of me would have been physically inpossible. | placed the tip of the
bl ade on ny chest and prepared to drive it into ny heart, wondering —wi th
surprising calm—if mnmy blood would fill up the hollow of the blade through

t he open tip.
"No!" The word expl oded out of him naking nme pause. '"It's all right, Shirin.



"Il believe you -r-'
| shook ny. head with a smle. '"No, you won't. Not really. It has to be done

this way, Garis.' | eased the sword towards ne, feeling it slip upwards
between ny ribs. | had studied the diagramin the book carefully, and took
care to avoid the sternumand the lung. Still the sword resisted ne,

protesting the path | sent it on. Blood trickled down the blade. | applied
nore pressure and knew it had entered nmy heart. In confirmation, the sword
flamed bl ue, crackling and sparking. Pain flared, inmpossibly intense, and

had to divert some cabochon power to reduce it to a

manageabl e | evel . Even so, npans escaped mny throat, beyond ny control. My

vi sion changed; everything became tinged with red, w thout other col our

Garis held the book up, so | could read the required words. | saw he was
crying, tortured by his inability to do nore to help nme, worried we were doing
t he wrong thing.

| repeated the vow of the Covenant aloud, and followed it with the caveat that

would kill ne if I lied: '"In the nane of nmy Magoroth sword and in the name of
| the Magoroth blood that runs in nmy veins, in the name of the heart's bl ood
that | spill, may | die here and now if ny intentions are not to fulfil ny

vow, or may | die in the future at the noment | amforesworn'. | | ooked up at

Garis through a red haze.

'That's enough, Shirin! Please, wthdraw your sword.'

| pulled the hilt back. Alittle blood followed the w thdrawal of the bl ade,
which had filled with gold |ight. The blue |light faded and then the gold as |
laid the weapon down. | was still standing, but weakness dragged at nme. Garis
pushed ne into a chair and took up the washbowl and towel | had ready. Gently
he washed the bl ood away, his hands trenbling as he did so. 'Are you all
right?" he asked in an agony of apprehension

"I think so." | felt weak. My vision was still distorted and pain stil
rippled through ny chest, but | thought it was the pain of healing, not of
deat h.

T woul d never have forgiven nyself if something had happened to you.'

"Yes, you would have,' | said, with an attenpt at a smle. "If I'd died it
woul d have been because | intended to betray Kardiastan, and you woul d have
felt satisfaction.'

"I don't think so.' He was staring at ny skin where the bl ade had entered; not
only was there no nore bl ood, but there was no recent cut, either. The only
mark, where earlier there had been nothing, was a white sword-shaped scar

perfect in detail. | stared at it, fascinated. Garis touched it gently with
his fingers in awed reverence. '|I have heard of this,' he whispered.
"Waat is it?

"I always thought it a legend, a story. It is said that anyone who bears the
shape of a Magor sword on their body is especially holy.'

"Holy? Garis, you have to be joking! If there is one thing | amnot, it's
hol y! Goddess knows —

"Ch, not holy in the religious sense. Holy to us, to the Magor, in that such a
person is special, of inmportance in our history, to our l|and.'

My hand went involuntarily to ny wonb and | felt the blood drain fromny face.

"Don't say any nore. | don't want to hear it.'

He suddenly realised where he had placed his fingers, and drew back, blushing
furiously. | pulled on nmy blouse and, still weak, went to lie on ny pallet.
"WIl you let me out of here, Garis?

"Yes. Yes, of course. | can bring down the wards. Now, if you like. But what
ought we to do, Shirin? Shall | have soneone ride after Tenellin? Qught | go
nysel f? He may not believe anyone else. I'mnot even sure he'll believe ne.'

"No. Let himgo on. Let himface the | egions in Kardi astan. Sonmeone nust.
shall deal with the Stalwarts nysel f.'

He | ooked at ne in confusion. 'But we need nore people —you yourself said
that! They are the Stalwarts. Even |'ve heard of them'

"I think I can do it, if I plan carefully. | am stronger in Magor power now. |
shal |l have their trust, remenber. And they don't know what they face.'



"But won't it be —well, especially difficult for you? Because of this
Favoni us?'

"That is why | nust do it. | would like to save him | know | rnust try. But
what of Pinar? She will never let you rel ease ne.'
"Mrage damm it! | had forgotten her. Shirin, what we did was foolish; we

shoul d have had witnesses. thers who could testify to your truth —

"Too late now. | don't think I could go through that again. Anyway, Pinar
woul dn't bel i eve anyt hi ng good about ne no natter what she saw or heard.

Li sten, Garis, break the wards tonight, imediately after Reftim has taken
away the dinner dishes. Arrange shleths and food —all that I'lIl need. By the
ti me anyone knows | amgone, | will be well away. There's no need for you to
be inmplicated. Let them wonder how | did it.'

"But you can't go al one!"’

"Well, | was wondering if you'd also rel ease Brand.'
"Ch. Un good idea. But | shall cone with you as well.'
"Still don't trust me, Garis?

"It's not that. It's just that | want to be in on this too.'
" And what about your arnf'

‘Dam the arm | can still use ny cabochon. Can't | cone?

"Termellin wouldn't let you ride out disabled, and therefore | won't, either
Sorry

"You may need help —

"Trust ne. Garis, | have worked for two whole nonths with these texts here.
And | have cone to believe that ny powers are special, just as Tenellin's are.
True, | haven't really Jiad enough,time, but I wll

manage. And now, can you fetch Brand to ne w thout anyone know ng?

Only when | saw Brand again did | realise how nmuch | had mssed him He knelt
by my pallet where | lay, and took hold of my hand, squeezing it so tight I

al nost cried out —but there was no denying the surge of gladness | felt.
"I'"ve missed you,' he said.

"And | you. Has Garis told you he's setting us free?

"Yes. | might have known you'd find a way to do it. In fact, |I'msurprised it
took you so confoundedly long.' | pulled a face and hit him He |aughed. 'Wat
now?' he asked.

"I"mgoing back to Tyrans, but first | have something to do.'

| expl ai ned about the Stalwarts, concluding with the words, 'So, | want to
stop their invasion, wthout —I hope —killing Favonius.'

"Just like that?

"Just like that. Believe me, Brand, | have the power now.'

"And you want me to go with you?
"I"d like you to. But you are a free nan, renenber.'’
"You want nme to help you save your Tyranian |over and then have me watch while

you go back to his arms and | | ose you all over again?

"I was never yours to lose, Brand,' | said tartly. "And no, I'Il never go back
to Favonius. | can't. If |I belong to anybody at all, it is Temellin. But
perhaps |I'mnot cut out for —for a partnership with anyone. | like ny

i ndependence too nuch.'

"You're mad. A week or so in a man's arns and you'd condem yourself to a
lifetime of celibacy when he

turns out to be your brother and marries someone

mam

el se? That's crazy! Just because | |ove you, but can't have you, doesn't mean
| deny nyself the pleasures of a friendship and, er, other things, with

anot her woman.'

"So |'ve noticed. But you haven't given me your answer: will you conme to the
Al ps with ne?

He threw up his hands in capitulation. 'Ccrastes help ne, yes, |I'Il cone. But
one of these days I'll either have you in ny arns —or |1'll break free of your

spell and | eave you.'
We both wote letters before we left; Brand's was for Caleh, mne for



Temellin. It was the hardest thing I'd ever had to wite; it didn't say
one-quarter of what | wanted to tell him and it certainly didat conme close to
telling himall the truth.

Temel lin, | began, by the tine you read this, | shall be gone —out of your
life, and out of Kardiastan —probably forever. I"'msorry | have brought you
grief. Ironic, isn't it? It was originally my intention to bring about your
death; now | worry because | have caused you pain ... but perhaps you won't

bel i eve that.
| go to stop the Stalwarts —yes, they do come, whether you believe in them or

not. I hope it won't cone to a fight, but if it does, | have every intention
of wi nning and none of dying. You see, | amcarrying your child. Your son
Nonet hel ess, it is not nmy intention to stay in Kardiastan. | will go on to
Tyrans where | will bear the child and there | shall stay. | will send the boy

to you so he can receive his cabochon. And | shall keep all your Magor
secrets, never fear.

| suppose there is a chance | shall not live long enough to bear this child.
The M rage Makers showed ne what it is they want fromthe Magoroth. | believe

you know to what | refer. | will fight such a fate for myself and our child,
but should I lose, then so be it. A

/ don't regret a thing. At first | told nyself all I felt was |lust, soon
guenched, but we know differently, don't we? Even when you neant to kill ne,
we both knew how nmuch we | oved.

Full life, Tern.

Your Shirin

Just before we left, | gave the letter to Garis, who | ooked at ne uncertainly
and said, 'l wish | could be sure you're doing the right thing.' He gave a wy
smle. '"Inpossible, I know But how wll you know what part of the Al ps the
Stalwarts will cross? You may mss them

"I won't mss them The Mrage Makers will see to that,' | said with
certainty. | swung nyself up onto one of the shleths he had procured for us.
"Full life, Garis.'

He nodded unhappily and stood watching while Brand and | rode out of the
Mrage Cty.

This time there was no cheering.

o ark

CHAPTER TVEENTY- FOUR

"This place gives nme the spine-crawls,' Brand said, |ooking around uneasily.
"It's so unnatural .’

| shrugged. 'It's a mirage. | find it... entertaining.' Enjoying the view from
t he back of ny shleth, | saw a | andscape of green and bl ue boul ders, of bushes
scurrying along trying to hide behind one another |ike frightened furry

ani mal s, of pink and white | akes hovering in the distance, of tree bl ossoms
tinkling in song or birds wafting past in perfuned flight or insects floating
al ong streans in flower-petal boats.

Cccasional ly we saw sonet hing nore commonpl ace: a Kardi with a cartioad of
fruit on his way into the city, or a field of grain being hoed and weeded by
peopl e who waved as we rode by —sights that woul dn't have been out of place
in a Kardi vale or along a Tyranian river, except they were set against a
mauve sky studded with candl ehol ders.

Brand regarded it all sourly. He indicated the grey and white brick paving we

were following. 'And you think this road will lead us directly to the

Stal warts?'

"If the Mrage Makers have already seen the invaders, | think they will supply
us with the path to

the place of their intrusion. I could be wong, | suppose. Let nme check...'

Several wonen were digging pottery clay froma small pit beside the road.
pul | ed up beside them and asked di em how | ong t he pavi ng had been there.

" Ah, about ten minutes,' one of themsaid matter-of-factly, using a
clay-smeared armto push her hair away fromher face, with interesting
results. "Nice one, isn't it? | hope it stays. It'll be nmuch nore conveni ent



for us. The old road was nuch further east.'’

| raised an eyebrow at Brand. 'Ten minutes. |1'd say it was made for us,

woul dn't you?'

Brand renmarked it was convenient to be on such good terns with the Mrage
Makers. As we rode on, he added, with less flippancy, 'You think we're being
foll owed, don't you? You' re not pressing these poor beasts of ours nmerely out
of your eagerness to neet the Stalwarts.' The shleths were at that nonment only
anbling at a wal k, but that was just because they needed the respite; they had
been pushed hard for three days now. Hi s animal reached back with a feeding
armto scratch absentm ndedly at an itch, and connected with Brand's sanda

i nstead. He knocked the offending linb away i n annoyance.

| said, 'There is a possibility Pinar nmight take it into her head to cone
after us. I'mhoping Garis can persuade her not to; that's really why | wanted
himto stay in the city.'

"But if he doesn't tell her where we've gone, surely she won't know where to
find us.'

"Yes, she will. She has a certain, um affinity with me, Brand. She has put
her cabochon into the hollow on ny sword hilt; that gives her sone advantages,
including the ability to follow the traces nmy sword | eaves behind it as it
passes, or so | have read. And no,'’

| added, forestalling his next suggestion, | cant |eave the sword behind.
need it.'

He frowned uncertainly, not liking the nature of the conversation, but

persi sting nonetheless. 'If these Mrage Makers can help us, then can't they

hi nder her? Stop her fromfollow ng us? Couldn't they throw a | ake across the
| andscape between her and us, or sonething?

"I"msure they could. But I'mnot sure they will. She is Magor, so presumably
the Mrage Makers think of her as an ally. There nay be other considerations
as well .’

He sighed. 'Ligea, | think you ought to tell me everything you know i nstead of
just hinting at things. It is very irritating.'

| tried not to feel exasperated. H s persistence was edging me towards the
thing that had been skipping around the fringes of nmy mnd for weeks;

somet hing | had been doi ng ny unsuccessful best to stave off because | didn't

want to think about it. I said, 'I'mnot being deliberately obscure, Brand
It's just that | don't really know anything. | only guess. Al those weeks we
were inprisoned, | had tinme to do a lot of thinking. And | had access to a

great many books about Kardi astan and the Magor. And then | have what the

M rage Makers have told me nore directly ...'

" And?'

| pointed at a black patch scoring a hillside w th darkness. 'You've seen

t hose di seased areas?

"OfF course. They are —foul.'

"Yes. Evil. | have come to believe they are a sort of physical nmanifestation
of things we usually think of as abstracts: things |like cruelty and hate. Just
as a mrage can have solidity here, so can evil have a physical reality. Those

patches are slowy and surely destroying | >>| m [ *. el e

the Mrage. But | think the Mrage Makers know a way to make thensel ves strong
enough to resist. | think they believe an infusion of humanity, of Magoroth
humanity, will provide themw th what they now | ack.'

' Dubi ous reasoning,' he objected. 'Surely humanity is nore usually known for
conmitting evil than for conmbating it.'

' Perhaps those who are capable of committing evil are also the best at
fighting it, for just that reason. And there are those who do conbat it,
especi ally anong the Magor.' There was another hole in ny reasoning, though
one that was harder to plug. | could be right about the nature of the Ravage,
but where did it come fromin the first place? Ravage patches predated the
arrival of the Ten in the Mrage ..

'What do you nean by an infusion anyway?

'The Mrage Makers need a life. A Magoroth life to grow inside the Mrage, to



become one of them one of the inmortal entities that conprise the Mrage. At
| east, that's what | have cone to understand.'’

He interrupted. 'Yes, | renmenber. | was there when Tenellin told us.'

'Years ago, the then Mrager —a man call ed Sol ad—nmade sone sort of bargain
with the Mrage Makers.

' That debt has yet to be paid. | think he prom sed thema Magoroth life, a
living, unborn child, in exchange for shelter inside the Mrage for the Magor
fl eeing the invasion. They want a child to becone one of them A child who,
when his mind is growmn, will provide themwith the strength to destroy the
Ravage. | suppose | could be wong in this, but I don't think so.' And
bel i eve the Ravage hates nme so nmuch because it knows | am bearing such a
child...

He was silent for a while, absorbing all | had said with a grow ng horror
H s mount, sensing his
i nattention, stopped, forcing me to pull up as well. 'Sweet Elysium' he said

finally, his voice hardly nore than an appalled whi sper. 'Are you saying you
thi nk these Mrage Makers want your child, your unborn baby?

"Not exactly. | think they want —need —a Magoroth child, any such child.
think they believe the nost, er, appropriate would be one sired by Tenellin.
It is, after all, the ruler who has the responsibility for Solad' s decisions
and prom ses.' | could have added: and what better than a child fromthe wonb
of Sol ad's daughter, Kardiastan's truly legitimte ruler?

He stared at ne, appalled. 'You —you think they're going to kill you to rip
the child out of your wonb?'

| shook ny head. 'Under the terns of a covenant nmade way, way back with the
Magor, the Mrage Makers are prohibited fromthe deliberate killing of hunmans.

If the Mrage Makers could still kill, then | wouldn't be needing to ride al
this way to halt an invasion. The Mrage would do it instead —drown the
legionnaires in a |l ake or drop theminto a gorge or sonething. | have been

hopi ng they may be able to hinder the advance of the Stalwarts w thout
actually hurting them but |I'mnot sure enough of that to leave it up to them
You see, the Mrage Makers are not human. They sometines don't understand j ust
what is useful —or conversely, what is of a hindrance to us.' M/ nount
reached out to groomBrand's animal with its feeding arms. | thwarted its
intention by urging it into a wal k once nore.

Brand hurried his beast after ne. '\Wat about the Shiver Barrens? They kil
enough people —

'The Barrens are not the Mrage. The Barrens are a natural physical phenonmenon
caused by the heating

and cooling of a certain kind of desert sand. The M rage Makers use the
Barrens as a barrier, that's all."' | paused, renmenbering. 'Wen | was inside
t he Shiver Barrens, under the sands, | thought | caught a glinpse of the

M rage Makers; now | think what | saw was a mere projection. Another mrage,
if you like, with no substance. The reality of the Mrage Mikers is the

M rage, just what you see around you now —nothing else. This is the cl osest
they get to having a body, a physical being.'

He swal | owed. ' You went inside the Barrens? Qcrastes' balls!' He nade a
hel pl ess gesture with his hand. "It seens | may as well have been asleep for
all | have understood about what has been happening since we cane to this

pl ace!' He gave ne an uneasy |look. 'Ligea, there is surely no way to renove a
child fromits nother's wonb without killing the nother.'

"Not that | know of. However, ny feeling is that the Mrage Makers take an
intense interest in me because —because of nmy son. They might not kill ne,
but they m ght not save ne, either; they may even have an interest in seeing
Pinar catch up with us ..."

'"So that she can kill you on their behal f?" For a noment he was speechl ess,
searching for the right words to express his outrage. Then he expl oded.

' Goddess dam them They are a sly, shifty piece of wormridden dirtf.'

"I wouldn't insult themtoo nuch, ny hasty Altani friend. Their understanding
mght be a little unconventional, but | suspect they do hear every word we



say. | could add, too, that Pinar's death might serve the Mrage Mkers just
as well. She also carries Tenellin's child.'

He was further incensed; this tine —illogically —with Tenellin. 'That
bastard. Vortexdamm it, Ligea

what do you see in that friggi ng whoreson? Never mind, don't answer that.
don't want to hear. And if Pinar's death would suit the Mrage Makers just as
wel | as yours, why don't you let her catch up with you, always supposing she
is following us, and kill her off? She's no loss to the world, not even to
Temel lin. The woman's a nurdering vixen.'

"Yes, she is. She's also well on the way to madness.'

He blinked. 'You sound al nost symnpathetic!’

"I wouldn't put it quite so strongly. | do pity her, though. Her instincts
with regard to nme were good, yet no matter what she did, she couldn't get rid

of ne. Her husband |oves nme still. However, if | had to choose between the two
of us, yes, I'd kill her if I could, and it wouldn't particularly worry ne to
do so. Unfortunately, in any confrontation between Pinar and ne, | would

probably be the one to end up dead. Pinar is a Magoria with years of
experience and training, and my sword can't be used agai nst her. She, however,
can kill me fromacross a roomwith hers. If she'd really put her nmind to it,
I'd already be just so many bones scattered in the soil of the Mrage. So far
she has been hampered by a need not to be associated with my death —but out

here, with me an escaped prisoner —who will blane her?
"I still have my own sword. Hardly a patch on yours, | know, but why don't we
lay a trap for her? Kill her before she has a chance to get you?

'She's a Magoroth, Brand. She has the power to sense the position of people
around her. An anmbush is not going to work.'

He stared at ne, aghast. He had finally absorbed the magnitude of the danger |
was in. 'Does she know about this child business? he asked.

"I haven't the faintest idea. | doubt she knows |I'm pregnant.'
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"And Tenel lin?

'He knows about the bargain, yes. But | never did tell himl was pregnant.'
| had never seen Brand so enraged. 'He got two wonmen pregnant at the sane
time, knowi ng one of them may have to be killed to save the Mrage and the
Magor ?'

"That's an oversinplification of the situation, and you knowit."'

'The situation stinks, Ligea, and so does Tenellin.'

| ignored that and said instead, 'You may as well know another thing |I've

found out, which no one else realises. I"'mnot Shirin. I'mnot Tenellin's
sister. I'mhis cousin, Sarana. Solad's daughter.’

H's grip slackened on the reins and his shleth halted again. | felt his
bewi | dernment. 'But didn't Termellin tell us she was — He gaped. 'You're the
rightful =2 yh- 0
"Mragerin. Yes.'

He rolled his eyes upwards. 'Elysiumsave nme. Ligea, all this stuff —it's
unreal . Magi c swords and Mrage Makers and danci ng sands, | don't know how to

deal with it.' He sighed and added, 'And if you are the Mragerin, why in al
Acheron's mists are you thinking of |eaving Kardi astan?'

"What difference does being the Mragerin make? I n Magor eyes, | would stil

be a traitor. Wirse still, the daughter of a traitor. | can't explain who | am
wi t hout revealing the extent of Solad' s treachery. He's the one who betrayed
Kardi astan. |I'mthe daughter of a man who sold his country and his people into

slavery and hum liation and subjection —just to save ne. They woul d never
accept ne, and I can't say | blane them'

| shook ny head at the accunul ation of bewildering irony. 'I revered Gayed,
and have found

himsince to be a man who feigned affection for ne so | would becone the

i nstrument of his revenge. | know now why Sal aci a was conpl acent about ny



presence. She knew, and revelled in the joke. And now, when | discover the lie
and replace Gayed with ny real father, what do | find? A man who | oved ne so
much, he didn't care how many peopl e died and how many others suffered just to
keep ne alive. My life was bought with a pile of corpses and a tide of
suffering that's |l asted a generation.'

| turned to Brand, and the shleth took advantage of my inattention to start
pulling | eaves froma nearby bush with its fingers. 'I could atone by giving
up my life and ny child, but I"'mdamed if 1'll do that willingly. It's just
not in me. But | can try to stop the Stalwarts. And ny only chance to do that
is to stay ahead of Pinar if she is indeed following ne. O hope Garis nanages
to delay her.'

He was thoughtful. 'Once the Kardis find out you were telling the truth about
the Stalwarts, they will forgive nuch. Especially if you turn the | egionnaires
back. You could return to the Mrage Cty. They can hardly blame you for what
Solad did. You could claimyour rightful place as their Mragerin.'

" No.

He | ooked at nme shrewdly. 'You're doing this for him Denying your chance to
have the kind of power you' ve al ways wanted, because it would be at his
expense.' For once | felt his enotions, and they were such a contradictory m x
| couldn't decide exactly what domi nated. There was certainly plenty of rage,
but | suspected nost of that was directed at Tenellin.

"So what if | an®

"By the CGoddess, you've changed!' He shook his head in a sort of benused,
wonder and then draw ed,

'"Do you realise that in a couple of nonths you have managed to change your
nane three tines? Li gea—Derya—Shirin—Sarana. Aren't you overdoing things a
bit, ny dear?

As usual he managed to drag a reluctant chuckle out of me. | said, 'Let's
gallop again. | really don't want to confront Pinar.' | slapped a hand down on
t he neck of ny mount and, startled, it |eapt away up the track

As | rode, | wondered if Brand was right. | wasn't sure | was as altruistic as
he thought. True, | didn't want to cone to the position of ruler at Tenellin's
expense, any nore than Korden had. To strip the man I |oved of everything he
had been raised to believe was rightfully his would be to castrate him to
take away his reason for living. | loved himtoo nuch to do that to him But
there was a selfishness in ny reluctance too. Once Tenellin found out | hadn't
lied about the Stalwarts, there was al ways the possibility we could get

t oget her again, that he might forgive nme ny deception. | could tell himl had
deci ded that being closely related to himdidn't matter after all ... | was
never one to close doors behind nme if it were possible to | eave them aj ar.

On the other hand, if | took away Tenellin's mandate to rule, | would be
slamm ng a door and probably locking it as well, because part of hi mwould
never be able to forgive ne.

Besides, | wasn't convinced | wanted to be Mragerin anyway. \What joy would

there be in ruling a country that didn't want ne? Especially when the seed of

a much better idea was already rattling around in ny thoughts ..
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That evening, when we pulled up to water our shleths at a roadsi de pond, Brand

said, 'We have to stop, Ligea

These beasts are ready to drop and I'mnot much better. Vortex only knows how

you feel."’

"Don't coddle me, Brand.' | smiled at him 'That's one sin you' ve never been

guilty of yet, so don't you dare start now just because |'m having a baby. But

| agree with you: we'll stop here for the night. There's plenty of grazing and

water.' | slid off ny nount and started to unsaddl e.

I had just finished hobbling nmy beast when a startled exclamation from Brand

had me whirling, with my sword al ready hal fway out of its scabbard. In the

monents it had taken ne to attend to the shleth, a building had appeared

besi de the pond. It was a solid structure of grey stone, three storeys high



with several turrets and sone pine trees on the roof.

"Where in the name of the Coddess did that cone fron?' Brand asked in
consternation.

T imgine that's a gift fromthe Mrage Makers for tired travellers,"

replied, anused.

He gaped. 'Isn't it a nmte, um large for the two of us?

T suspect the Mrage Makers have al ways been a little confused about the needs
of humans. You only have to look at the Mrage Gty to see that.' | picked up
nmy saddl ebags. 'Shall we see if they have thought to supply any furniture? The
idea of a pallet is very tenmpting.' | rubbed ny buttocks ruefully. 'Two nonths
in prison doesn't do nmuch good to nuscles.'

There were pallets, an abundance of them There was also a surfeit of nore
trivial objects that weren't of the slightest use: toys, candelabra (but no
candl es), a spinning wheel, a small boat, enough saddlery to outfit a |egion
Brand shook his head in bew |ldernent. 'Mad,' he nuttered. 'Quite, quite nad.'
He turned his attention to preparing a neal, while I “went outside to

ward the building. | could not keep Pinar out, but I could fix it so | would
be warned the nmonent the Mragerin-consort entered, if indeed she cane at all
Later that night, it was the breaking of that ward that woke nme, sending a
searing pain through nmy hand from my cabochon. The stone had flared and was

still glowing its alarm Quickly I crossed to Brand on the other side of the
room and shook hi m awake. ' Soneone's here,' | nurnured.

| raised the cabochon to nmy ear, listened —and ny heart sagged within ne. It
was Pi nar.

CHAPTER TVEENTY- FI VE

Pinar was not alone; Garis was with her

Brand wanted to sneak away i mredi ately, but | disabused himof the notion such
a feat was possible. 'She already senses ne,' | said. 'W nove from here, and
she'I'l know. My only chance is to talk, to try to show her —~

' Tal k? Are you crazy? That wonan i s beyond reason!’

| turned fromhim strapping on ny sword, knowi ng the truth of his words,
fearing | was going to die.

"You can't do this! WIIl you risk your life so casually? he raged at ne. 'His
son =2

"The child will not die. He will live forever.'
"As what? As sone creature that is not human? Wthout body, w thout soul ?° He
shuddered. 'l would not w sh such a fate on ny worst eneny, Ligea.'

"Wo are we to say it would not be a better existence than the one we live? W
have no concept of what it's like to be a Mrage Maker, Brand. My son m ght
save this land, mght save these entities that are the Mrage, and the
bond- bet ween Magor and M rage

Makers will be strengthened. Do you think I want to do this?

" And what of you? Vortex, Ligea, what ofyouV

| turned back to him | wanted to screamat him to say: | want her dead! O
course | do! | want her child sacrificed, not mne, not ne! Ch, Coddess,

Brand, | don't want to die —I just don't know how to save nyself...

Instead, | said, 'What of nme? Perhaps this way of dying will give ny life sone

meani ng. And Garis could see that ny son goes to the Mrage Makers. Tell him
Brand, if | don't have the chance. And as for the Stalwarts, do what you can
to persuade the Magor they are comng.'

He was incredulous. 'Is this really you, Ligea? | never thought |I'd ever
listen to words of defeat fromyour lips. Fight the bitch!' He took up his
unsheat hed sword.

'Keep out of this, Brand,' | warned. 'You cannot fight anyone of the Magor
She will not harmyou if you stay out of it.'

"And what sort of a man do you think I will be if |I stand aside and let the
worman | | ove be killed, and then allow her body to be nutilated?" he asked,
enr aged.

| had no tine to reply. The door opened and Garis stepped into the room H s
armwas no longer in a sling, its recovery hastened, | assumed, by the Mgor



ability to aid healing. He was foll owed by Pinar. The Magoria's sword was

al ready drawn and glowi ng, adding to the light | had coaxed out of ny
cabochon.

Garis spoke first, anxiously apologetic. 'Sorry, Shirin. | couldn't stop her.'
'What do you intend, Pinar?' | asked quietly. '"I"'msure Garis has told you of
the way ny honesty was tested —

"A fraud!' she snapped. 'He's a child, easily deceived by sleight of hand. And
who's to say the text was accurate anyway? |'ve never heard of such a test!’
Garis opened his mouth to nake an indignant retort, but | stepped in first.

"I"ll undergo the test again, if that will help you believe the truth.' Even
as | spoke, | knew Pinar woul d never acknow edge the truth, no matter how
large it was witten. | turned to Garis, although I knew it was useless to ask
for his help. He would never be able to bring hinmself to raise a hand agai nst
Pi nar, one of the original Ten and the consort of his Mrager. | said nerely,
"If I die here, Garis, it will be up to you to stop the Stalwarts. And there
will be another task for you that Brand will explain.'

He gave a strangled gurgle. 'Die? No one is going to die! Pinar just wants to
t ake you back.'

Brand was scathing. 'Look at her, you nmash-brained witling! Does she | ook |like
someone about to act as an escort to the woman she considers her worst eneny?
Garis took one look at Pinar's face and said, 'Mragerin, please think
Temellin will never forgive you if you harm Shirin —-

'He's never forgiven nme anyway,' she said venonously, 'for not being her

She' s won agai nst ne every time. Even when she was warded, she went on

winning. Well, this is one time I"'mgoing to win. And this will be the tine
that counts.'

"Murder me, and not only will you have to explain ny death to Tenellin,' |
said, 'but you will have to explain why you also killed his son. I, too, am

bearing his child, Pinar. Wuld you kill your child s brother? | was ganbling
that she didn't know about the details of Solad' s bargain, but it was a
stupidity anyway; an appeal to a worman who was beyond appeal, a wonan

whose nmind was so fettered with jeal ousy nothing mattered except vengeance.
Even as | spoke, | knew | had lost. | didn't need Brand's w nce, and his

agoni sed, 'M stake, love, nistake,'to tell ne.

Rage boiled inside die Mragerin-consort. Her sword flared to white
brilliance, spilling out of the bl ade.

"Pinar!' Garis cried, his anguish swanmping us all, but it was Brand who noved
to fling hinself at her. He hit her with the inpetus of his forward rush and
knocked her off-bal ance. The beam of power she had been about to direct at ne
hit the ceiling, crunbling wood to splinters, and showering us all wth
wood-dust. Garis shoved Brand aside and tugged at Pinar's arm shaking her
"Pinar, for Mgor sake, don't —

'Leave ne be!' she shouted, heaving himout of her way. She made a wld shot

at ne and | ducked and rolled. Several stones were blasted fromthe wall and
fell to the ground outside.

Brand, blinking in the glare fromPinar's weapon, |aunched hinself at her from
behind. In a fury, she slashed back with her sword, narrowWy mssing Garis.
Brand flung hinself flat as power poured fromthe end of her blade and cut a
snoki ng swat he through walls and ceiling. Garis was hit by falling stone. He
sagged as he fought his dizziness, then succunbed and fell unconscious. Wile
Pinar was distracted with the others, | heaved a piece of stonework at her
head. More by luck than skill, it connected and she col |l apsed, blood trickling
down from a tenple wound.

| drew nmy sword, then renenbered its usel essness agai nst her and dropped it to
the floor where it still glowed —together with hers —to light the room |
focused nmy power into ny cabochon instead and prepared it to kill

There was not hi ng beautiful about the Mragerin-consort as she lay there in

t he broken remai ns of stone and wood. Her hair was tangled and sprinkled with
dust, her face older than her years, the skin dry and slack. | felt once nore



the stirrings of pity. Pinar would have been a different worman had Tenellin
loved her ... | raised ny left palmand directed it at her throat. She had no
defences against nme; a small flare of power and she would be dead. | could
give her child to the Mrage Makers, nake nyself safe.

Yet | paused.

"Do it," Brand said, pulling hinself to his feet. 'She's already stirring."'

| whispered, 'She's Tenellin's wife —

"Turd take it, Ligea, since when have you been squeam sh? Kill the woman and
put her out of her madness and pain, because if you don't, she'll have you and
the Mrage will have your son.' He turned, |ooking for his sword.

He was right, and | knewit. Yet | couldn't do it. I couldn't kill her

| don't know just what kept me frommurder. She was Tenellin's wife, she was
pregnant, she was one of the Ten orphaned and exil ed because of ny father's

obsession for me, she was ny cousin, she carried the child of a man | | oved,
my son's sibling —they were all reasons enough to stay ny hand.

"Vortexdam you! If you can't, | certainly can.' Brand groped around in the
rubble for his sword, pulling it out fromunder sone crunbled stone. It was
slightly bent, but that hardly mattered. | was still hesitating, for the first
time innmy life unable to act decisively when a death was called for, unable
to kill quickly and cleanly and w thout conscience.

And then Pinar grabbed her.sword”and erupted up
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fromthe floor, swinging first at Brand. Taken utterly by surprise, he was
felled by a flash of light and crashed back with his astoni shment witten in
every line of his face, already beyond thought by the tinme his body hit the
floor. Then his surprise and shock blinked out of existence.

| couldn't sense him | couldn't sense him

| sent forth ny cabochon power in protest and Pinar was hurl ed backwards,
hitting the wall behind her with a clunking thud. Yet there was no change in
her expression or her alertness. She snmiled, warded herself and pointed her
Magor sword at the centre of my chest.

She said, 'l have you now.' Brittle words of promise and | didn't even notice.
Brand ... Please, not Brand. It wasn't possible. Yet that was his body there
on the floor. Could any normal nan take the brunt of a bolt froma Magor sword
and live?

My fault. | had broken every rule | ever |earned about surviving a brawl and
now ny closest friend was dead. Because of ny foolishness, ny m splaced
conpassi on. Anot her body to bury under ny bl oodi ed doorstep .,. Wat's her

unborn child to you, anyway? \Wat about your unborn chil d?

Gief such as | had never known submerged ne. Ch, Goddess, cabochon, Brand]
The only true friend 1'd ever had. Who had never doubted ne, all through the
years.

The hot pain of |oss seared; unspilled tears turned to fury.

| called up the whirlwind, the storm It cane tinged with the potency of ny
anger and swept into the room tearing at us all. | centred it on Pinar
trying to wench the sword fromher hand. A flash of energy

and |ight shot fromher blade and net the wind in a whirl of gold and |ight
and swirling rage. Power was flung out in random bolts, shattering nore stones
and shreddi ng room furnishings. | nyself was |ashed with it, my clothes torn
my skin blasted with grit. Across the room Pinar screamed at ne, but the w nd
brushed asi de the words unheard.

Anot her bolt flared outwards in ny direction. | raised nmy cabochon against it
and the power of the two met, clashing in a mael strom of spitting wath and
sparks. The strength of the sword was greater, and 1 felt my hold over the
wind falter. .Pinar's wards protected her; ny own —poor weak things made
usi ng a cabochon, not a sword —coul d have been cobwebs spun to inpede the
thrust of a gorclak charge for all the good they did. No ward | could raise
woul d of fer me a defence agai nst her sword.

The whirlwi nd was now full of colour and spinning with msdirected power, a
horrifying stormof destruction, yet still Pinar could keep it at bay and <



have her sword pour out its stream of puissance. | staggered behind the

i neffective barriers of the wind and cabochon, feeling nmy strength slip away
as Pinar's power battered ne, ramred ne against the wall, pierced ne with
splinters of pain. | knew | could not wthstand nuch nore.

I concentrated on the whirlwind, tightening its circles, forcing it faster and
faster into a smaller and smaller area until it was just a blur of dust and
energy hardly the size of a man's arm | quenched ny pain —it was a
distraction I could do without —and coaxed the twist of air to do ny bidding.
And Pinar, alarmed, swing at it —

Her sword passed out of the protection of her

war ded area. Too |ate, she.knew her m stake. The w nd
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pl ucked up the weapon, and whirled it away through the air.

But | had no nore strength. | released nmy hold on the wind and it spat out in
all directions, randomand wild. The air was filled with grit and dust and
spluttering power. | did not see what happened to Pinar's sword. | fell to ny

knees, the last of my strength gone. And the nore experienced Pinar was far
from exhaust ed

She came across to nme, scooping her blade up out of the weckage of the room
grinning her triunph. 'You fool, Shirin,' she said. 'Did you think you could
wi t hstand a Magoria of ny expertise when you didn't even have a Magor sword
you could use against ne? | will have your life and that of your child. It
will be ny son who is heir to Kardiastan, not yours.'

There was no hesitation in her. She laid the tip of her sword to ny chest and
thrust down hard

| toppled onto ny back, the sword pinning me to the floor. |I felt the path of
the blade as a swathe of pain as it pierced ne. | knew the way it took
straight into ny heart ... | wanted to weep at the waste, at the futility of

my struggle, at the fate of my son. | thought of Tenellin and | onged to tel

hi m how nuch | cared.

| felt my power drain fromny cabochon —not outwards, but inwards, into ny
blood. |I felt the rush of it through ny body until it nmet the power of the
sword bl ade, united with it in joyous recognition ... and for a nmonent, in ny
bef uddl enent, nothi ng nade sense.

'Die, you Tyranian vermn,' Pinar said. 'You and your bastard.'

| saw the world with renewed clarity and felt unexpected grief. 'Pinar,' |

said, ny voice surprisingly calmand clear. 'Pinar ... what have you done?'
"I"ve killed you, Ligea.'

"1 am Kar di

'"Wth a Tyranian soul .’

"I amsorry...'

"I'"'mnot .

"Pinar ... you don't realise ... Your child will not die. | swear it to you

he will be a Mrage Maker.'
She was nocking. 'What do you dream of now? You are dying, Ligea!' Then her

hand —still on the hilt of the sword —began to shake and t he shaki ng was
carried over into her body.
| said in gentle pity, "You ... hold ... nmy sword in your hand, Pinar.'

She | ooked down in disbelief.

"You picked up the wong blade. You have tried to turn a Magor sword agai nst
its owner.'

"No!' The word ripped out of her, but the horror on her face said she
recogni sed the truth. "You'll die! The sword entered you —

'You gave it no chance to change direction.' | shuddered, renenbering

Temel lin's weapon hurtling towards ne.

Pi nar struggled to rel ease the bl ade, but her hand seened welded to the hilt.
She pulled and the blade slid free, renewi ng ny pain.

Her shaking was so severe, she could not stand. Her knees bent under her and
she slipped to a kneeling position. Her eyes were wide with the fear of death,



echoi ng her raw enotion bleeding out into the air. '"Shirin —help ne. Help

"Pinar ... | don't know how.' It was true. My sword drained her of life
because she had dared to use it against ne. Only at her death would it rel ease
its hold on her. | craw ed over to her side. 'But | have

made you a promise ar*d | wjll keep it: your child
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won't die. He will live ... and he will save the Mrage.'

But Pinar was past hearing. She fought against the sword, tearing at it with
her right hand, raking her own flesh into bleeding tatters in her desperation
to free herself, beating the hilt on the floor to break the clasp of her left
hand, scream ng her panic and anger and disbelief. Wth a how of terror she
rolled across the floor to where her owmn sword still lay, snatched it up and
tried to bring it down on her left wist.

She was turning her own bl ade agai nst herself, forgetting even now that a
weapon could not harmits owner. The sword refused to sever her hand, and
jerked out of her grip instead. In its place she seized on a hunk of stone
debris and used it to batter at the gl owi ng bl ade she still held. A flash of
light, a snell of seared flesh. She gave a scream of pure agony. | |ooked down
at nmy cabochon. Still a flicker of colour there. | coaxed back the power unti
the stone was gl owi ng again. | thought, briefly, of using it to cut off her
hand, the one clutching ny sword. | doubted it would save her life —hadn't
someone told me renmoving a cabochon neant death? | thought about it, then

t hought of Brand, and sent the fire of my cabochon to sink deep into her
chest. The screami ng was sheared off as life ceased and she coll apsed.

| wanted to rest. | wanted to give ny body time to heal. | wanted to give ny
mnd tinme to accept what had happened. | wanted to give nyself time to recover
fromthe shock. | wanted time to forget the ook on Pinar's face.

| wanted tine to grieve for Brand. To feel the pain, the guilt, the precious
| ove that wasn't the right |ove.

Brand. ..

| was not given tine.

| heard something in ny mnd, ordering nme, not doubting ny obedience. It did
not come as a surprise, but it was unwel cone nonetheless. Now, it said, but
not in words. In concepts. In pictures. In enotions. At a guess, wthout the
song of the Shiver Barrens, the Mrage Makers found comuni cation difficult.
Action. Ofer. Time. Consequences. | interpreted, hoping | understood: Wth
your own sword. W shall guide your hand. Hurry, or the child will die.

| untied Pinar's clothing, ny fingers clumsy with distaste. Then | took up ny
sword fromwhere it now lay free of Pinar's grip, placed the tip to the bared
skin and waited. | could have sworn | felt a hand, as chill as spring water,
cl ose over mine and press down. The edge of the bl ade opened up a gash from
navel to pubic hair. My eyes were blurred with unshed tears as | saw the wonb
di spl ayed before the blood ran and covered it. | reached in with a hand to
l[ift the organ out, cutting it away fromthe body that had sheltered it. Then
| felt my cabochon encircle the child inside, swaddling himw th protective
power to keep himsafe.

| held Temellin's son nestled in nmy palmand ny tears spilled over. He was so
tiny.

"What in the nane of the Magor are you doi ng?'

| | ooked up, startled.

Garis was pushing hinself away fromthe floor, his eyes wide with shock and
revul si on. 'What abomi nation have you committed? You —you —numenl Sweet
cabochon, Pinar was right! Ch, Mrage damm nmy wetched soul, what have | doneV
| looked at himin silence, my own distress overwhelnng ne. | wanted to
speak, to explain, to erase the horror on his,.+face, but he had started to
fade »
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away. | | ooked at himin puzzlenent as he lost solidity, then any senblance to
reality. He had di sappeared and so had Brand and Pinar and the w eckage of the



room | was standing in total blackness, swathed in it.

| 1 ooked down at my precious burden, feeling its life, not seeing it, but
knowing it was there.

Vel ? | asked. What now?

CHAPTER TVEENTY- SI X

As | stood there, the floor still solid beneath ny feet, in a blackness so
thick I could feel it, that last sight of Garis calling the light into his
sword and | ooking at me in horror was etched into my brain, along with the
detail ed i mage of the remanins of the room The wooden ceiling sagging in
snoking tatters. The floor, gouged and pitted, littered with stone rubble and
dust. Hol es | arge enough to wal k through gaping in the walls. Piles of
splintered wood scattered around the walls. Brand |ying agai nst one wall,
rolled there by the forces Pinar and | had unl eashed, his deep red-brown hair
with its copper flash dusted with dirt, his body half buried under broken wood
and a tattered sonething that may or may not have once been a pallet. One arm
outstretched towards me as if in rebuke.

Hi s death hurt nme so nuch | couldn't even consider it true. He couldn't have
di ed. Not Brand.

Nearby lay the Mragerin-consort. The expression on her face, caught in the
rictus of death, was one of utter terror. Her eyes bul ged, her nouth gaped
open in a silent, endless screaju. Her |left hand was scarified®

i nto bl oodi ed pul p, her arm burned and charred to the el bow. A burn on her
chest reveal ed the manner of her death, unnmistakably the mark of a cabochon
And then the worst —the thing that horrified Garis so much —t he bared,

vi ol at ed body; me gash where sonet hing had been ripped out..

Garis standing there, so young and so hurt | wanted to take himin ny arnms and
tell himit all wasn't as bad as he thought.

But | couldn't. |I was rooted to the spot, rendered first dunb and then
horrifically blind with only the menory of his face before ne. The bl ackness
was so total | felt the air itself had turned to pitch. It was a relief to
inhale and realise | could still breathe. To realise |I was still alive.

A moment later, all mnmy fears dropped away |ike shed skin. | was swaddled in

|l ove, a gentie flooding enotion quite unlike anything | had ever felt before.
A totally unselfish | ove accepting ne exactly the way | was, requiring nothing
of me except my existence. A united | ove of many individuals ..

And inside ny head, those wordl ess ideas: Tine. Patience.

I waited.

And realised I could still hear what was happening in the room

Confort followed hard after the | ove, soothing ne, attenpting to take away ny
grief, but every sound | heard was a slash of painful menory. Someone
retching. A rustle of nmovenent. Then a groan, partly of pain, partly of

angui sh.

Then a voice. 'Brand?' Garis's voice. 'Brand? Ch, Ravage hells —

I could no | onger see or sense enotion, but | was hearing everything as if |
were still standing there in

t hat room wat chi ng. Thunps and scrapes: Garis flinging off the debris to
uncover Brand's body. An intake of breath at what he found, followed by sounds
of unidentifiable movenment. | tried to shut it out, not to hear. To
concentrate on what was happening to ne.

I was still standing notionless, Tenellin's son in ny hands. The bl ackness was
just as solid. The Iove was still there, unquestioning and total, the confort
doing its best to trickle through nme, to find and fill all those crevices
where grief lurked and hurt. The burden |I carried felt marginally lighter

Then Garis's voice again, conmng out of the darkness |ike an arrow of light.

'Come on, Brand, fight it, you great lunk. You can't die yet —I won't |et
you.'
Tears canme, but | couldn't wipe themaway. | still couldn't sense Brand. Garis

| could feel, but not Brand. Didn't that nean he was dead? Ch, Goddess, tel
me that just neans he was unconscious. Tell me | was wong ...
It wasn't the Goddess who replied; it was the Mrage Makers. Concept: Deat h.



| mmge: Brand. Concept: Negation. He was not dead, not yet. But then | heard
the sob in Garis's voice, the despair and exhaustion. And | couldn't help.. |
couldn't lend nmy healing to his, | couldn't nove. Brand still mght die while
| stood invisible and hel pl ess just a pace or two away, yet so far off | could
have been in another world.

Ti me passed so slowy.

| should have tired, but the darkness seened to support me. My arns did not
ache even as the hours passed. The Mrage Makers did not speak, but neither
did their love falter. Alnost indiscernibly the thing | carried lost its
reality, lightened in my hands, to beconme |ess substantial, until | held a
waith, a being

created fromnothing nore substantial than m st or sunlight.

Cccasionally | heard Garis make a novenment fromthe other side of the

dar kness, but | could not identify his actions. | had no proof Brand was alive
—until | heard his voice

Weak, hardly nore than a whisper. 'Garis? It could have been the final nutter
of a dying man; | had no way of know ng.

Garis's reply: 'Yes, it's ne.’

'What are you doi ng?'

'"Heal ing a great gash in your belly. Lie back and let it happen.'

A moment's silence, then Brand again. 'Pinar did it. Were's Ligea?

"Who? Ch, Shirin. | don't know. | think she's all right." Hs bitterness
speared nme. 'Pinar is dead.'

And still nore silence, |ike the blankness of death.

It was several nore hours before either of them spoke again. Then it was
Brand's voice | heard, stronger now, no |onger the voice of a dying man. My
heart rejoiced, but the saner part of me wondered how it was possible. His
hold on Iife had surely been as tenuous as a last solitary thistledown
resisting the tug of the wind. And Garis was hardly an experienced heal er. How
then had he saved , soneone so close to death? It didn't seemto nake sense.
| heard Brand ask Garis, 'Did you see what happened?

"No. | was knocked out. But Shirin was alive at the end of it all. Then she,
er, sort of disappeared.' He kept his fear tightly clutched within, yet | felt
it anyway. T don't know where she went. | can sense her, though. It's strange;

it's as if she is close by, but al so sonmehow
renote at the same tine.' The sound of water being poured, then a pause. 'How
do you feel now?

"Stronger. | don't suppose you're going to say it, but | know | was near death
t hen, and you brought ne back. | amin your debt.' Another pause. 'Shall we
bury her?

' Cabochon knows how | amever going to tell Tenellin this —- Garis sounded
sick and his voice faded. 'l shall ride after himtoday. He nust be told."'

felt the ragged edges of his despair.

"And the Stal warts?

"I no longer believe in them Brand. O in her. Sonehow she distorted what
shoul d have been true. She has power, but it is not like ours. It is tainted.'
" No.

They were silent for a tine. Two nen agreeing to disagree.

"And you, what will you do?' Garis asked him

"Wait here for her. She will be back."'

"You witless Altani ass! She doesn't deserve anyone's loyalty.

' Because she killed Pinar? Come on, Garis, what else could she have done?

Pi nar was the one who attacked her. | alnost died because Ligea hesitated to
kill her. That's when Pinar did this to nme.'

More sil ence.

Then Brand's: 'Let's get her buried.’

"Are you sure you're strong enough?

"A five-year-old could probably flatten me with a cooked turnip, though I
think I can help you carry a body. | don't know what you did, Garis, but it
was not hing short of mraculous. You don't |ook so chirpy yourself, cone to



think of it.'

"All power has its price. That five-year-old would only need half a turnip

to' knock nme into next week...'

| listened to them|eave the room and relief brought ny tears back

Alittle later, I was aware of a change in the darkness around ne, a

t hi ckeni ng. My hands seemed enpty. Concepts in ny head: Conpletion
Appreciation. It is done. W thank you. A hand —a mrage of substance rather
than vision? —took nmine and clasped it. | felt a flood of gratitude, not from
one but froma host of individuals, each giving me their blessing through that
one hand. Then there seened to be a novenent in the darkness and | felt what
m ght have been |ips against ny cheek, a kiss as light and as soft as the

brush of a falling snowflake. An illusion, of course. Their attenpt at a hunman
gesture.

| was once again standing in the room blinking in sunlight.

| was desperately weak. | had to clutch the wall to support myself as | made
my way downstairs, reeling fromstep to step |like a wood-possum drunk on
fernmented fruit. Then, just as | reached the outside door, | heard Brand say,
"You' re going i mediatel y?

| stopped, |eaning against the wall. | could see the two of themthrough the

gap of the half-open door. Garis was holding the bridle of a shleth and Brand,
stripped to the wai st, was seated on a boul der nearby. An ugly wound pl oughed
raw and fresh across his stomach. Behind him a nound —not there the night

before —was covered with flowers, living ones: the Mrage Makers payi ng
homage to the not her of their newest compani on

But it was Brand who held nmy attention. He was ... changed. | reached out,
trying to touch his nmnd, to gauge his enotions. As always, he shiel ded
hinsel f, yet still | felt he was different. He remi nded ne of soneone. A
monent later, | had it. He rem nded nme of a Magor

child. He had the sane faint hint of undevel oped Magorness as such children
had before they | earned control of their cabochons.

And that was surely inpossible.

Garis nodded in answer to Brand's question. 'Are you sure you won't come with
nme?'

"I"'msure. Gris, | don't know what you're thinking, but whatever it is,

you' re doing Ligea —Shirin —an injustice. Wiy don't you wait until she
returns? She can explain —

' There can be no explanation that would justify what she did. None.' He knew
was there, of course. He must have sensed ny presence. He wanted nme to hear
"There is, you know. She told nme —

"And you believe everything she says, don't you? You're even nore gullible

than | was! She hated Pinar because Pinar had Tenellin, so she slaughtered

her. She's a dangerous killer. | don't want to see her, Brand, because if | do
Il will try to fry her and probably end up dead mnysel f. She nurdered Pinar
she'd nake crow bait out of ne. I'd give a lot to know how she managed to fade

out of that room though,' he added thoughtfully as his anger died. 'She mnust
have | earned fromthose Magor books.'

Garis shook his head in an expression of sorrow and went to fetch his

saddl ebags fromwhere they lay on the ground nearby. He looked littie nore
than a boy. His charmand his good | ooks, the curling | ashes and the unusua
tawny eyes —they all accentuated his youth rather than his maturity. He had
performed a mracle that would have taxed a strong man, but for all that, he
was vul nerable. Garis would carry the nental scars of this day just as |long as
Brand woul d carry the physical ones.
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"Garis — Brand said.

Garis cut himshort. 'Don't bother, Brand. You' re even worse than Tenellin!
The wonman has nade a fool of you. OF us all. At least Tenellin knew enough to
ward her. Vortex only knows how | amgoing to tell himwhat my foolishness has
wr ought here. How do you tell a nman you were responsible for the death of his
wife?" He nounted his animal. "Full life, Brand.' |,



"Full life, Garis.' Brand touched the rough scarring at his waist. '|I hope |
can repay you one day.'

'You can repay ne by putting your blade through her.' The youth wheel ed his
mount and rode back up the track

Brand wat ched hi m go

| stepped out into the sunlight. '"Not a very happy farewell,' | said. 'He's
going to tornent hinself with his foolishness and his supposed cowardice al

the way to Tenellin.'

He spun around in shock. He stared, taking in ny exhaustion, the dirt and

bl ood still streaking my clothing and hands. 'Ligea ...' H's voice was gentle
with concern.
"I thought | had killed you with nmy foolishness.' | held out a hand to him

' Can you forgive me?
He took ny hand, supporting me. And | felt again that faint whisper of

undevel oped Magorness. He said, "It is always better to err on the side of
conpassi on.'

'"Is it? Pity can be as big an error as hate. | have loved Tenellin with a
passion I'll never find again, but you have been mny closest friend; | do not
know that | could have gone on living, knowi ng | had caused your death.'’

He was noved; | felt the trickle of his unconceal ed emotion. 'It was not you

who brought me to the edge of death; it was Pinar. And Garis was able to save
ne.
"How? How in all the mists of Acheron did he do it?

He | ooked unconfortable. 'He didn't have the power hinmself, so he cut out

Pi nar's cabochon. It powdered and he put the powder in my wound. He told ne
just then he got the idea fromsone old tale of a Magor who committed suicide
by renoving his cabochon and giving it to save a friend he had nortally
wounded in an argunment.' He shivered, not liking anything to do with powers he
didn't understand. 'It seens to have done the trick.' That explained his
sudden attai nment of a faint Magor's aura, and | blessed Garis for his

i nspiration.

"Garis says time will elimnate it frommy systemand |I'Il be as good as new.
But you —where have you been, Ligea? | was worried.'
| shook ny head. 'l don't know. Here, but not here. Knowi ng the |ove of the

M rage Makers, giving themthe child ..
He gl anced around, every line of his body an el oquent expression of his

unease. 'Are they separate ... minds? Poor Brand. How he hated this!
| nodded. 'I think so, although perhaps not in the sense we think of
separation. There are many entities and each has a separate ... personality,

but there can be no dissension between them because they are all part of the
same whole: the Mrage. Do | make sense?

T think it is sick. They are each trapped, prisoners in one body —

"No, it is not like that. It is wonderful. They are a unity.

"And the child? You have delivered Tenmellin's son to these —these creatures?
"Yes. He is part of themnow In this — | touched a flower on a bush near ne.
The glitter fromits petals stuck to ny hand and | brushed it to the ground in
a

shower of silver'—or in that. He is already all around us. He has been
received with | ove, such great |ove: sonething |arger, nore perfect than we
can ever know, and it is our |oss.'

Brand said flatly, '"He will go mad.'

| shook ny head. "No. He will never m ss what he has not known. His mind will
grow, his personality will develop just as it would have done had he been born
in the normal way. He was part of his mother; now he is part of the Mrage. He
will never know what it is to be a separate creature, so how can he mss it?

| remenbered the pain the Ravage gave to the Mrage and shivered. | had
delivered Tenellin's son to be a part of that pain until such time as he was
ol d enough to bring an end to the suffering. Goddess, what if he died in
there? What if he couldn't cure the illness of the Mrage anyway? Wat if he
lived in constant pain for the rest of eternity?



My breat hing qui ckened, ny heart thumped. Tenellin's son ... it could have
been mne. Don't think about all that could go wong. Don't think

| continued, 'l was surrounded by such |ove, such caring. Perhaps | should
have spoken to Garis, told himto tell Temellin it went well.’

"I didn't know whether | should say anythi ng about the baby, about why you did
it, or not. In the end, | didn't.’

'He probably woul dn't have believed you anyway. And Termellin will, | think,
know what | have done once Garis says what he saw.' | | ooked down at ny hands.
They were red with dried blood. "Pinar's ..." | said and added, puzzled: 'Ah,

CGoddess, Brand, why do | feel as though | killed part of nyself? | hated her
| shouldn't feel this way ...'

| staggered agai nst himand he caught ne, holding nme with gentl e tenderness.
"You are ill."’

"I don't think so, but I nust rest. A few days ... |'ve overextended ny use of
power . '

"Vbrtexdam it, Ligea! | loathe this stuff. Look at you! You are as weak as an
unweaned kitten.'

"Are you still with me, Brand?

He sighed, then nodded. 'So far.' But even as he said the words | sensed an
unease inside him a strange reluctance which | couldn't put a name to, but

whi ch fingered me with sorrow

It was three days before | was strong enough to ride on, before |I had renewed
enough of what ny battle with Pinar had taken fromnme. | was still Magor-weak,
but nmy body at |east was sufficiently strong to continue the journey.

That third norning, when | came down the stairs carrying ny saddl ebags, | knew
somet hi ng was wong even before | stepped outside. | could snell it. The stink
of the Ravage, that vicious hate for me, personally mne —it hung in the air
like the stench of sewerage in the Snarls of Tyr on a hot day.

Pinar's grave had disappeared. In its place, another foul green-black sore.
The Ravage had evidently searched for the source of its doombringer, traced
her —and found her already dead. It had erupted in a baffled magma of rage,
swal | owed her remains and grave into a new seething inflammation in the skin
of its host. Now | felt its delight in its consunption of dead flesh; | felt
its rejoicing in the silent agony of the Mrage Mkers.

| could feel it casting around for ne, the one who had brought its doominto
the weave of the Mrage. It was a disease in search of a victim an assassin
in search of its supposed nenesis: in search of ne. Damm themto Acheron's

deepest hell, | hadn't solved ny problemat all. "

N
Brand | ooked over ny shoul der at the place where the grave had been. 'Ah,' he
said, in that thoughtful way of his. 'I think perhaps you were right, Ligea.
About + the reason for the Mrage Makers wanting a Magor baby, | nean. | don't

thi nk the Ravage |iked what happened one little bit."’

i
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CHAPTER TWVENTY- SEVEN

Brand and | sat on our shleths at the top of an escarpnent and | ooked across
at the Alps. Neither of us had ever seen anything |ike these nmountains before.
Ragged peaks scarified the sky, ploughs to snag and shred the w sps of clouds
form ng there. Mountainsides plunged down, sheer-walled, into shadowed
canyons. Snow whi pped away fromcrests in w nd-blasted flurries. A |landscape
of extremes, ruggedly beautiful or grimy forbidding, scenery to be enjoyed —
or a barrier to be conquered.

' They crossed those?" Brand asked. 'On gorclaks? By all that's holy, how was
it possible?

"Vortex knows. Yet they are here.' | | ooked down on the narrow alluvial plain
bel ow me. Unlike the Alps, the plains were clearly still part of the Mrage.
The grass glittered with silver as if it had been sprinkled with mca; the

wi nd played across it to make waves. Grass crests broke in splatters of silver
only to swell, whole again, a nmoment later. | scarcely noticed. | was gazing



at the legionnaire canp erected on the plains, next to the snowfed river
dividing Mrage fromal pine foothills. I now had no probl emusing ny enhanced

sight to scan the arny canp; | may have been thinner than before, but
otherwise |1'd recovered the strength drained fromne several weeks earlier
'Holy CGoddess,' | whispered. 'Favonius said a | egion —three thousand nmen or
nore.'

'There's not three thousand there, surely.'’

'There's not half that nunber. Vortex, but they are battered, Brand. Sone are
barely hobbling. Frostbite perhaps? They seemto have nmpbst of their gorclaks,
t hough. But where are the canp foll owers? The support people? These are al

soldiers!" | could see no proper kitchen tents set up, no blacksmth's
travelling forge, no store, no slaves. | shook ny head. 'They have had a hard
time, artd yet they are here.'

'Can you see Favonius?' Brand could not make out any detail at all, but he no

| onger questioned nmy ability to do so.
"Not fromthis distance. Let's ride down.'
He was surprised. 'Just like that?

"Just like that.' | set nmy shleth at the slope.
'Ccrastes' balls, are you sure, Ligea?
I grinned at him | was beginning to feel like my old self again.

There were guards, of course. We were chall enged | ong before we reached the
canp, but | spoke to them and one deferentially escorted us to the verandahed
tent of the commandi ng officer, Legate Kilmar. There we di smounted and waited
while Kilmar was informed of our arrival. A nonent |ater, we were ushered

i nsi de.

The interior had none of the usual luxury of an officer's tent. There was no
furniture, just a few cushions and saddle pelts on the floor. The Legate

| ounged back on sone of these, a goblet in one hand and the remains of a neal
spread out on a pelt in front

of him He was a man of fifty, thick and nuscul ar and tough-skinned, his face
rough and scarred by a lifetine of canpaigns. One of his ankles was bandaged;
bl ood seeped t hrough.

Behi nd himand to one side stood Favonius, his blue eyes startled, the slant
of his nose accentuated by the increased | eanness of liis face. Hs tunic was
ragged, his cuirass and greaves scored, but apart fromthat he appeared
unhurt. Mlitary protocol permtted himnothing nore than a suggestion of a
smle in ny direction, but his amazenent, his tender regard, the quick clinb
of his desire were all as obvious to me as if he'd shouted themto the world.
| nodded slightly, then ignored him turning all ny attention to the Legate.
'Legate Kilmar? | am Legata Ligea Gayed, Conpeer of the Brotherhood.' | did
not introduce Brand; to the Legate, a free Altani could never have been
anything nore than a m nor servant. Brand renmained by the entrance with his
hands cl asped behind his back and his face expressionless. Favonius stared at
hi s bare neck and gave a wondering frown.

'Greetings, Legata,' the Legate said. 'It is indeed an honour to receive you.
You will please forgive nmy reluctance to rise. As you can see, | had a slight
m shap —a rockfall.' He dismissed the injury with a wave. 'Pl ease be seat ed.
Can | offer you a meal ?'

"I have not long eaten,' | said politely. '"A drink would not go am ss,
however .’

The Legate nodded to Favoni us, who poured sone wine froma skin. It had been
wel | watered down and spl ashed pinkly into a dented goblet. Legi onnaires were
not known for the noderation of their drinking habits; | could only assune
they were | ow on supplies. 'You know the Tribune, T"believe? he asked.

"I"ve had the pleasure. Well net, Tribune Favonius.'

"Well met indeed, Legata. It seenms you found a way to cross the Shiver Barrens
after all?

"And you found a way to cross the Al ps. Not w thout cost, though, | think.'
The Legate grinmaced. 'There was an aval anche. Those at the back of the col um



were cut off. Mre than two thousand nen are behind us somewhere, together
with the canp foll owers, nost of our supplies and our support slaves. It wll
take them weeks to clear the route. And that will nean they will have to send
back for nore supplies before they can join us.' He | ooked at his foot
ruefully. 'There have al so been injuries. And deaths. But even a weakened
Stalwart legion is better than a | egion of ordinary nmen. W have our gorcl aks
and our weapons; that's all we need. We can pillage on our way across the

M rage.

' Perhaps. But you have a bare quarter of a legion, | think. WIIl you allow e
to l ook at your injury, Legate? | have sone experience with doctoring.'

"I would be grateful.' H's face tautened, belying his words. He knew any

unw appi ng of his bandages would hurt him 'Neither of our physicians nmade it
this far,' he added.

'CGet sone cl ean bandages from our pack, Brand,' | said and knelt beside the
Legate. | began to unwi nd the bl oodi ed cloth.

"\What brought you here, Legata? Kilmar asked, gripping his | eg above the knee
in a valiant effort not to show his pain.

" A warning. You nmust not proceed. | have cone to tell you there is no question
of victory here: you nust turn back.'
The Legate gave a harsh laugh. 'Legata, |'mcertain | couldn't persuade ny nen

to cross the Al ps again! i

Besi des, the Stalwarts do not turn back, especially when they have not yet
seen the eneny.'’

"You will see them and soon. This is a war you cannot win. Legate, the Kard
peopl e of the Mrage nake a practice of sorcery. Proceed and the death that
awaits you, all of you, is the death of nightnmares."’

' Sorcery? Legata, since when has the Brotherhood x believed in sorcery?

'Since we have cone to Kardiastan. You' ve heard stories, | feel sure. Legate,
have you ever known the information of the Brotherhood to be false in concept?
A detail here and there, perhaps, but always the basis is correct. Ah, you
have broken sonme bones, | think. Can | have that wi neskin, Tribune? | need to
wash away some of the infection in the wound.'

Favoni us handed over the wine and | continued the conversation where | had
left off. 'The Brotherhood does not make mistakes in major matters and it is
as Brot herhood Conpeer that | tell you, categorically, if you do not turn back
you and your nmen will die alnmpbst to a man, killed by the sorcery of the Kard
and their numna.'

| sensed his scepticismand sighed inwardly. This was going to be just as
difficult as | had thought it mght be. 'The strangeness of this |land can

hardl y have escaped your notice. Have you had a | ook at the sky?" | gestured
with ny hand towards the open tent flap. The sky was blue that day and the
candl ehol ders had gone, but it was still crazed with lines like the

i nperfections through a block of ice. 'And haven't you noticed that the grass
glitters with silver and huns in the w nd?

"W've noticed.' The Legate shrugged. '"A stranger's . tongue tells strange
tales.” Every land is different.'

" Your foot should be conpletely i mobilised. And the flesh wound itself should
be exposed to the air as much as possible —-

He | ooked down at his feet in surprise. 'It has stopped hurting. Wat did you
do?'

"Just a small manipulation to make the bones lie better,' | said vaguely.
'Legate, about your return to Tyrans —

It was al nost evening before | energed fromthe tent. | was a little drunk

al t hough not as drunk as the Legate had intended, thanks to the watering of
the wine. Unfortunately, | had not convinced himhe ought to turn back. He had
ended by being patronising, treating nme as if | were a hysterical woman, an
attitude as exasperatingly hard to deal with as it was irrational

Brand put a hand out to steady nme when | lurched slightly. 'Wren't you
tenpted to use that on the sanctinonious bastard?" he asked, nodding at ny

| eft hand. The cabochon was not visible: | still wore nmy riding gloves.



| pulled a face. 'Al nost, al nmost. Brand, make our canp on the other side of
the gorclak lines, will you? Away from everyone else. Sorry | can't help you,
but it wouldn't |ook right.’

He al nost |aughed. 'Ah, you' ve conme a |long way, haven't you, ny |ove?

I let himenjoy his nockery.

He added ami ably, 'But don't worry about nme; you go and snuggle up to
Favoni us. Been a while since you' ve had a man, hasn't it?

| gritted nmy teeth. 'May you disappear into the Vortex, Brand.' | turned away
to greet Favonius, who had just cone out of the tent.

The Tribune grasped ny hands and raised themto his lips. 'CGoddess, Ligea, the
sight of you is drink to a thirsting man! You've |ost weight!' He touched ny
face with roughened fingers. 'You ve been through a lot. By all that's holy,
how did you get here?

"Ah, it's a boring story. |I'msure you have nuch nore to tell. But everything
| said in there was true. Favo, you must persuade the Legate to turn back. If
you proceed the Stalwarts will suffer a defeat here so devastating, there wll

be no Stalwarts any nore.'

' Goddessdamm, Ligea, can't you think of anything else? Come to ny tent and
"Il take your mind off sorcery and put it on something rmuch nore
interesting.'

| shook ny head. 'No, Favonius; not any nore. That's over.'

He was incredul ous. 'Over? Wat do you mean, over? You ride across the Shiver
Barrens, cross this place called the Mrage, all to warn ne of the danger, and
you say it's over?

| nodded, wondering why his arrogant certainty that | had done all this for

himsurprised me. | had always known his faults, as well as his strengths,
after all. "I"'msorry. But that's the way it is.

He gazed at me, face blank. Then he | ooked after Brand in disbelief. The
enotion that followed the realisation was unpleasant. 'It's him isn't it?

couldn't believe ny eyes when | saw he wasn't wearing his slave collar. You' ve
taken up with your own Altani slave! Goddessdamm, Ligea, to think |I never used
to believe those rumours about you. \Were's your pride? You' re a citizen of
Tyrans, a Legata! He's an Altani. barbarian —and a slave. O he was last tine
| saw him'

"Don't be tiresome, Favonius,' | said, ny voice tight with warning. 'Brand is
a friend, a slave no |onger.

Pl ease bear that in mind next tine you refer to him He is not —and never has
been —ny | over. However, you are right about one thing: there is sonmeone
else. Who it is doesn't matter. |I'msorry'

The arm he had put around my shoul ders had | ong since slipped away. Rather
than see the hurt in his eyes, | turned and wal ked after Brand.

That night | dined with Favonius and the other tribunes. | told themstories,
nostly conpletely untrue, of Kardi magic powers. | exaggerated and col oured
and |lied; anything to have themturn back. But they had been through sonething
close to the Vortex of Death on the nountains. They had struggl ed and
survived; faced with a fight against nmere Kardis, they felt invincible. The

t hought of a return across the Al ps, where the enenmy —nature, an aval anche,

t he weat her —was nore obvi ous, brought themfar nore dread than any prospect
of meeting a Kardi arny.

"W are going to wipe those bastards off the face of the earth!' one of the
tri bunes boasted. 'Every nan and boy in the Mrage, right down to those in
swaddl i ng cl ot hes.'

"Are those your orders? | asked. 'Children as well?

"That's right! If they have anythi ng dangling between their |egs, they' re dead
meat. Wonen too, if they have genstones in their palnms. Dunno what that neans,
m self, but those are the orders. Direct fromthe Exaltarch, we heard.' He
grinned at me, ignoring a furious stare from Favonius. 'You' d better hang onto
Favo here, Domina, cos you're going to find it hard to nmeet another male in
the whole of the Mrage in a month or so!'’

The latter part of the evening was unbearable. The men teased both nme and



Favoni us, making ne the butt

of increasingly coarse jokes, envying himhis luck, wondering al oud just what
it was about Favonius that had brought his woman across a hostile land to his
arms. | tried to freeze theminto politeness, in vain. Here, in this renote
part of the Exaltarchy, to these men who had endured so nuch, being the
daughter of a general or a conpeer of the feared Brotherhood neant nothing.
read their reckless contenpt for me and funed. And | grieved; it was clear ny
friendship with Favonius was not going to survive the end of our physica

rel ati onship. There had been a time when he would not have tol erated ny being
subj ected to such jokes, but | had hurt his pride and his bitterness showed.
He grew nore and nore sullen as the evening wore on

| conquered my anger and left. Behind nme | could hear the |laughter of the

of ficers as they asked Favoni us why he didn't follow

| didn't goto ny pallet in the tent Brand had rigged away fromthe main canp.
Instead, | sat outside the tent flap on a patch of sand and stared at ny
cabochon, calling up its power. Brand watched me wordl essly. | concentrated,
bringing forth the wind fromnothing, turning it, whirling it, calling it
across the plain towards ne. The gorclaks heard it and stirred uneasily. Brand
rose and went to check the tethers of the two shleths where they grazed by the
river.

When the wi nd neared nme, | unsheathed ny sword, brought the blade to a bl aze
of light and touched it to the whirlwi nd. The swirl becane nore than just
nmoverrent and sound; it was visible now, a giant gyre of sparking, flamng
light, brilliant beyond i magi ning.

| dropped the sword and concentrated on the cabochon again. Slowmy the fiery
spout began to nove.

It spun towards the main canp, taking in the gorclak lines on the way. It
didn't touch the animals: it

v o " v¥K ft ~ 2. *- fc- - W % di M

was not necessary. In desperate fear they broke their tethers and thundered
away, tranpling their terror-crazed path through the canp.

Everyone was awake now. Those who had not heard the first whine of the w nd
certainly did not nmiss the screanms of the animals or the shouts of panic from
t hose nen who saw the whirlwi nd or who were run down by the nmaddened gor cl aks.
I enhanced ny hearing and eyesight, my finely focused concentration steering
the colum of whirling air to where it would do the maxi mum danage to property
and the least harmto people. | could not forget that | had once adnired these
men; that | had once considered themny allies.

Tents flared into flame, cooking fires and pots and saddl ery and weapons were
whirled up to join the vortex as | systematically destroyed half the camp. |

was careful to make its path quite symetrical; | didn't want anyone thinking
this was sone sort of natural phenonmenon. It had to appear quite deliberate.
Once | decided | had done enough damage, | sent the whole nmael stromvertically

up into the sky above the canp. There | released nmy hold on it so it expl oded
outwards, shooting off in all directions, a vast dissipation of colour and
brilliance and fury and noi se.

The quiet following the rain of debris was unnatural. Then, a minute or two

| ater, black ash —all that remmi ned of what had been burnt —began to drift
down out of the sky in silent witness to the catacl ysm

' That was spectacular,' Brand remarked dryly. 'Is that just the opening act,
or is there nore to foll ow?

| muffled a laugh. 'That's all for tonight.' The colour in ny cabochon had

di nmed, and fatigue was dragging at the corners of my mnd.

Soneone was running over the grass towards us. Qickly | sheathed and hid ny
sword and pulled ny | eather glove on over nmy left hand. It was Favonius. He
stopped a little di stance away, taking in my rel axed posture and the presence
of Brand. 'Are you all right, Legata? he asked stiffly. 'l sawit pass this
way—

"It didn't touch ne. That was your warning, Favonius. You nust turn back.'
'That —that thing cane fromthen? From Kardis and their nuni na?



| nodded.

He | ooked around uneasily, frowning. 'Were are they?

"Not here. MIles away probably. But they see you. This was just the beginning.
Next time it will be nore than just a warning —there will be deaths.'

" There already have been,' he said savagely. 'One of the | egionnaires junped
into the river in a panic. He couldn't swm At |east one person was hit by
falling debris and killed, maybe nore. And | saw a man tranpled by a gorcl ak

| don't know whether he died. And there are tens injured!' He was stil

| ooking at me, his eyes flaring with suspicion. 'How do you know where these
Kardis are and what they will do? And how in Vortex did you find us anyway?'
'They sent nme. To warn you. They don't want unnecessary deaths.’

' They sent you? The Kardis? You, a Legata Conpeer? To take a nessage |ike sone
sl ave? Vortex, Ligea, you've changed since | knew you in Tyr! There was a tine
when you woul d have sent themto a lifetinme in the Cages and joked about it,
not carried their nmessages.'

"This is not Tyrans, Fayo. This is Kardiastan. | have

no power over these people —they control numina with sorcerous power.'

Fear battled disbelief. 'They have ensorcell ed you?

"No, no. | came of nmy own free will. To warn you. Tyrans has no way of
defeating the people of the Mrage. If you try, you will all die. A w se man
shoul ders his pack and takes his | eave when he neets his match and here the
Stalwarts have net sonething they cannot conquer. Persuade the Legate to turn
back, Favo.'

He nade a gesture of hel pl essness. 'Surely you can see howit is? W won't be
turni ng back. W cant. Not when we have come so far and have so little to show
for it. W haven't even nmet the eneny in battle, how can we justify a retreat?
W have our pride!’

"You have just net the eneny. And pride won't save you. It wll kill you.'
"Yes,' he said bleakly. 'Perhaps. So be it.' He glanced at Brand and then back
again. 'And perhaps it won't worry you all that much, either.' He turned
towards the canp, shouting orders as he went.

| entered the tent.

"Well, it doesn't seem as though your whirlw nd acconplished nuch, does it?
Brand asked, follow ng nme. 'Except the death of a couple of |egionnaires.'

| 1 ooked across at him wondering what he was thinking. 'I find that the
easier it is to kill, the nore reluctant | amto do so, and the harder it is
tolive with when | have done it." | pulled off nmy glove and | ooked down at ny
left palm 'Life was a | ot easier when | was a conpeer and had no scruples.' |
raised ny eyes to his. 'Two dead, Brand, just like that. Maybe nore. But they
had orders to kill babies ...’

He nodded, understanding. As | staggered with fatigue and weakness, he cane to
me wordl essly and

held me in his arms. | took confort fromhis closeness and stood within the
circle of his love, drawing courage fromhis friendship. Then, sensing that
this time my proximty was not a tornent to him | drew back a little, in
wonder. 'l thought —I thought you were the only one who hadn't changed.’

"What do you nean?'

| stepped away from himand went to sit down on ny pallet, ny arms resting on
propped knees. 'Everyone has altered so nuch. Including nyself. | don't think
i ke a Brotherhood Conpeer, any nore —

' Coddess be thanked!’

' Perhaps. But | was happi er when a conpeer was all | was. | was arrogant,
cruel even, but at least | was never as uncertain and nuddl ed and niserabl e as
I amnow.' | dropped ny head down onto ny arnms. 'And |'mnot the only one.
Look at Aemi d. She's changed. She's free, anbng her own people in her own

| and, yet she's racked with guilt. She'll feel even worse once she realises
that | haven't betrayed Kardiastan, but Tyrans. And what about Favoni us? He
wanted to marry ne once, and now he | ooks at me and | can see hi mthinking,
"She's a Kardi, a barbarian. How could | ever have |oved her?" He despises ne,
Brand. | felt his enptions, and I didn't know him Faced w th sonething he



cannot fight, he has reverted to a primitive sort of hate for anyone or
anything different fromhim' | shuddered. 'Everyone | have touched has
changed. Al nost as though | contaminate. Do you renenmber how nuch Tenellin
used to laugh? And Garis; he was al ways so cheerful and resilient —so

m schi evous! Was that the same youth who left us to go to Tenellin? Even Pinar
changed. She m ght al ways have been jeal ous, but she wasn't nad at the

begi nni ng."’ f

: He knelt beside ne, and touched ny hair gently. 'I'mnot unhappy. O
despising. O nmad, either.’

'No, but you have changed nonet hel ess. Your passion for me has dulled. Do —do
you fear ne, Brand?'

He | aughed, an unforced chuckl e of amusenent. 'No. No, | could never fear you.
Not even when | was a slave, and you were that arrogant bitch, hanging on
Gayed's every word. | always knew what was inside you, Ligea. | always knew
there was nore conpassion there than cruelty or indifference. And now t hat
conpassion rather than arrogance rules you, | think I love you even nore than
| did then.' n: For a nonent | was silent, half hearing what he had not said.
"But?' | asked finally.

He chuckl ed again, wyly this tinme. 'There's always a "but", isn't there? At

| east where you and | are concerned.' He gave a gesture of surrender. 'All

t hose years of being your slave, | never once felt | was not your equal

Ligea. | knew we were equals. | knew | was anyone's equal, for all that | wore
a slave collar. | thought one day it would be possible you'd cone to | ove ne
as | loved you. | thought it could happen, even when you tal ked of nere
friendship. Until these |last few weeks. Then | began to realise | wasn't your
equal . That | never will be. That you are not for ne.' He took up ny left

hand. The cabochon, qui escent, was just a rounded gemin nmy palm He touched
it wwth a finger. 'Because of this. | don't fear you, Ligea, but part of nme is
in awe of you.'

He raised his eyes to ny face. T should be devastated —all those years of

| oving you wasted because you are unobtainable after all.’ .
<

' But ?'

"But | find I'mjust resigned. That desperate passion: it is part of my past.

| shall always |ove you

but not quite the same way. Not any nore. You are Magor and you are not for
me. | can go forward now. You suggested once | go to Altan, that | help free
it from Tyrans, do you renmenber? | thought the idea ridiculous. Now |'mnot so
sure. | have becone a soldier and find | have sonme talent for the life. | have
found I can lead nen, and do it well. So, | shall go back to Altan and try ny
luck."'

| grinned at him ny depression lifting. "I'mglad. So very glad. Although
shall mss you nore than | can possibly say.'

He returned the grin, but our nutual nmood of conpl acent self-congratul ation
was short-lived. We had been sitting side by side on the pallet but a sudden
heave underneath us sent us both spraw ing.

"What the —2' Brand began, but words failed himas he struggled up. W were in
the mddle of a softly padded pallet the size of a small room The tent was
gone. Inits place was a large hall containing a fireplace, conplete with a
fire, and a table cluttered with objects as diverse as a | oaf of bread and a
weat hervane. Beyond the table, a startled bird ruffled its black feathers and
tried to maintain its perch on a punp handle. There was no punp to go with it.
| began to | augh

"Vortex take it, worman,' Brand growed. 'It's not funny —this dam land will
be the death of nmel One day ny heart will sinply not survive the arrival of
one of these mrages!’

| continued to giggle helplessly.

"You'd better give some thought to what your Stalwart friends are going to

thi nk about this,' he said sourly.

| stifled nmy laughter. T imagine they will get a shock. Never mind, | shall-



go outside and ward the

pl ace; then they won't be able to disturb us.' | picked up ny sword and, stil
chuckl i ng, |ooked around for a door. Fortunately, there was one.

Favoni us arrived before |I had finished, and other |egionnaires began to gather
as well, just to stare at the building, until he sent themon their way with
shout ed orders. \When they had gone, he waved an agitated hand at the structure
behind ne. 'What is this? Were did it conme fron? Wiy can't we enter?

"This world doesn't work the sane way as Tyrans, Favo.'

'"Did you do this?

| stared at himin unfeigned surprise. 'Conme now, Favo, when have | ever been
able to conjure a building out of nothing? Wat had pronpted himto say that?
| stirred uneasily, and remenbered their orders. Kill all women with genstones
in the mddle of their hands. That had cone from Bator Korbus and Rathrox, of
course, with their nmenories of the early invasions and the Magoroth victories.
| put ny left hand behind me and changed the subject. 'Tell nme, did you inform
the Legate of what | said earlier tonight?

T did. W are not retreating.'

"That's a nistake. You had better prepare yourself for nore trouble.’

"Dam it, Ligea, just whose side are you on here? Gve us sone hel p! Wat can
we do to conbat this kind of sorcery?

"I came here to offer you the only kind of help |I can give you: good advice.
This is a war you can't win. Turn back.'

' There nust be sonething we can do to —to defend oursel ves. Counter-spells
perhaps ...' He looked as if he couldn't quite believe what he was sayi ng.

' There is nothing.'

"I don't understand you. You're acting as if your loyalties are to Kardiastan
not Tyrans. Tell us, at least, how to cross the Shiver Barrens. Then —wi n or

| ose —we won't have to cross those Vortex-scoured Al ps again.'

"Favo, | can't tell you that.' It would have opened up the Mrage to attack
from Tyrani an troops in Kardi astan

"Why not? You nust have done it, or you wouldn't be here.’

When | didn't reply, he shouted at nme. 'Wiat's happened to you? You're
behaving like a traitor, Ligea Gayed! A traitor to your country, to the nenory
of your father! You help us, or there'll be a report about you on die Mugister
Oficii's desk the minute I"'min a position to have it there.'

For a nonent we stood staring at each other, both aware there had been anot her
fundanment al change in our relationship, a change that had gone too far to ever
be reversed.

And he wasn't finished yet, either. 'l should have known not to get invol ved
with a Kardi barbarian,' he said and his viciousness went straight to ny inner
core of uncertainties. 'You're shit, Ligea, and you're the colour of shit. You

al ways did have the vulgarity of an ill-bred barbarian. Wat hi ghborn woman of
Tyr consorts with the Brotherhood? What real Dom na nmakes friends of her
sl aves? You never did have any class! And you geld a man. | only ever took up

with you because | thought it would do ny career good to be seen with a
general ' s daughter but, by Ccrastes' balls, it's been a hard grind to bed such
an ugly, castrating whore.'

Then he turned on his heel and wal ked away.

| felt his hate, | experienced it. | dragged in breath as hurt ripped through
nmy chest.

No, Favonius, no. Don't end it like this. W were friends..

He'd | oved ne once, as much as he was capable of loving. He said so often
enough, and ny ears knew the truth when it was spoken. Even the words he'd
just used were no nore than a skimm ng of surface validity obscured by a tw st
of bitter lies. Wiy, then, did it hurt ne so much? My insides cranped.

The col our of shit. Ugly.

When | re-entered the building a few mnutes later, it was to find Brand

| eani ng el egantly against the mantel piece to one side of the fireplace,
sipping a glass of wine. "Well,' he said, 'at |east they got sonething right



this time. This is very good wine.' He held out a glass to me. '"Bet it tastes
better than that pink stuff you were drinking earlier on. Rather nice

gl assware, too. Beautifully cut.'

| cane across to take it. 'Mm Just what | need. Adrink, a warmfire, a soft
bed — | raised ny glass in a toast, but then didn't drink. | was suddenly
stilled, ny own words a revelation to ne. Monents passed with neither of us
speaki ng.

"I was never neant to be celibate,' | said finally.

"Way now?' The words blurted out of him he was caught by surprise.

' Because now we are friends. Because now you will be able to wal k away
afterwards.' Because Tenellin's gone fromny life and | need confort. Because
| need reassurance that | amnot an ugly, castrating whore ..

He nodded thoughtfully. 'In sone things, nmy Magor friend, you were w ser than
I. You were right —

there was a tine when this would have been a disaster.' He reached out, took
my wi ne and put the two gl asses down on the table. 'But not now.' He took ne
into his arnms and bent his head towards ny lips. 'Now,' he nurnmured, 'this is
exactly right.'

When | | ooked out of the door the next nmorning, it was to see the | egionnaires
trying to restore what was |left of the canp to sone kind of order, and herdi ng
stray gorcl aks back to the tether lines. They were carefully avoi di ng passing
near —or even looking at —a jet of water shooting up out of the grass of the
pl ai ns just behind the canp. The water fell to the ground in rai nbowed
droplets, each a nusical note singing like the plucked strings of a harp. A
flock of purple ducks preened nearby, ruffling their feathers and their

ri bbons in obvious enjoynent of the shower.

I nsi de, Brand was poki ng around among the things on the table, |ooking for
something to eat. The bl ack bird had abandoned its perch on the punp handl e
and was now on the mantel piece, flat on its back with its feet up in the air.
Its bright red eyes regarded Brand's investigations with interest.

| pushed away ny guilt and smiled at Brand fondly. |I had wondered if his

| overraki ng woul d di sappoint me. | had wondered, now | knew what the touch of a
| over's cabochon could achieve, if | were dooned to dissatisfaction w thout

it, but I hadn't
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been di sappoi nted. The | ovenmaki ng m ght have | acked the physical intensity of
what | had found with Tenellin, it m ght have | acked the sheen that cones wth
t he consunmation of a different kind of love, but it had been satisfying
nonet hel ess. Especially satisfying, after I'd seen how happy it had nmade
Brand. That had surprised me; | had not realised giving someone el se so nmuch
delight could have made ne so happy.

When | thought about Favonius, my enotions were darker. He'd tainted sonething
i nside nme that had once been good. He'd turned a pl easant past into a bitter
menory, and the sadness clung in ny thoughts like rot. And he'd severed nore
than he'd known. He'd cut the last strand of ny ties to the belief that | was

truly a citizen of Tyrans. Ch, | still had the paper somewhere, but if soneone
i ke Favonius could call ne a shit-skinned barbarian and nmean it, then what
was such citizenship worth? , | wasn't a Tyranian about to go honme. | was a

Kardi going to a foreign land with nurder in ny heart.

Brand finished his investigation of the table with a sigh. 'Pickled fish,' he
said, 'stale bread and sone kind of sour —very sour —fruit. | was hoping for
somet hing of a sinmilar standard to the wine." He held out what | ooked to be an
orange plumto the bird. Wthout getting up, the bird took it in one foot and
proceeded to shred it and swall ow the pieces, sour or not, with evident

enj oynent .
'The Mrage Makers getting it wong again,' | said with a shrug of
i nconmprehension. T ate our own food.' | |ooked back over my shoul der, out of

t he open door to where the | egionnaires struggled to repair the canp. 'They

won't | eave Kardiastan. |'lIl have to offer sonme npbre inducenents, |'mafraid.’
N



Brand | ooked up quickly. 'What are you planning this time? H s anbival ent
tone was enough to tell me he found any tal k of nmy power both fascinating and
repellent. It interested him but he did not like it. '"You're still drained.
You' | I exhaust yourself.'

| shrugged. 'Can't be helped. | won't let themride on into the Mrage, Brand.
| can't. Only the Magoroth have the kind of power that could take on the
Stalwarts, and the only Magoroth left in the Maze is Getha, and she must be
within a baby's kick of birthing her eleventh child. But it's nore than that,

too; if the legionnaires ride on into the Mrage, in the end they will have to
face Temellin and the Magor sonewhere. And the Magor woul d defeat them Only
by sending the Stalwarts back across the Alps can | save them' | gave a

hal f -1 augh. ' Sonetinmes | don't know what | want, Brand. Wth one hand | would
tumbl e the Exaltarchy if | could, even while | stretch out the other hand to
hel p the Exaltarch's finest |egionnaires.'

"I"mworried about you; you are still so weak.'

"Il wait until tonight. | mght feel stronger by then. | thought of trying
to destroy as nmany of their weapons as | can. After all, what danmage can an
arnmy do if it has nothing to fight with?' | gave hima wan, joyless snmle and
went to lie down. At least, | thought, it was days since we'd seen any sign of
the Ravage. One less thing to worry about. Or was it? Perhaps it was wat chi ng,
biding its tine. Mstly, though, | was just too tired to spare it a thought.
The | egionnaires spent their time mending tents and repl eni shing supplies. The
purpl e ducks found their way into cooking pots, ninus decorative ribbons, and
so did a great many rabbit-like creatures scuttling around in the grass. Only
when the canp had settled

into sleep that night did | turn once nore to ny cabochon

Once again | nmoved the air, this time creating eddies to sweep the ground,
catching up dust and grit. | moved this warnmer air fromthe plains down to the
riverside, cooling it along the ice-cold waters of the river, where the

nmoi sture in it became mist, then fog; a thick suffocating bl anket of noisture

and dust. | rolled it across what was left of the canp —there were fewer
tents now —and setded it there.

"Time to go," | said softly to Brand. 'Let's get this over and done with.'
He squinted into the fog. "How? | can't see a thing.'

"I can sense where people are, and who they are,' | reminded him 'And | can
enhance my hearing too, if necessary. Conme.' | |led himpast the fog-clad

sentries, unseen and undetected, into the heart of the canp.

| ignored the tents and aimed for those | egionnaires |lying on the ground,
wrapped tight in whatever blankets or pelts they had, their heads covered to
escape the damp. | noved from one sleeping bundle to the next, seeking out the
weaponry that lay close at hand to each | egionnaire: swords, |ances, spears,
arrows. A short burst of cold light fromnmy cabochon and the netals nelted,
renderi ng the weapons usel ess. \Wenever | sensed soneone was awake | avoided
them It hardly mattered; | didn't have the power to destroy every weapon they
had. My aimwas not to | eave thementirely defencel ess, but to reduce their
fighting potential to a degree sufficient to force themto turn back

By the time we had circled through nost of the sleeping nen, | was | eaning
agai nst Brand and staggering. The flash from ny pal m had becone a
nmere gleam the results less spectacular. '"It's tine to go,' Brand whi spered.

I could have used the power in nmy sword to continue, but it was |ess subtle
and al ready people were awakeni ng. We could hear agitated cries fromthe other
side of the canp. | nodded ny acqui escence.

"Which way is out?" he asked. The fog was as thick as ever and he had no idea
where we were.

| pointed in the correct direction. 'CGoddess, Brand, | amso tired ..." |
drooped against him and in ny fatigue, my powers failed ne. I was not aware
of Favonius's approach until he had actually | oomed up out of the fog, close
enough to touch.

H s enraged voice |lashed at me through ny tiredness. 'l knewit! It is you!'
He seized ny left hand and | ooked at nmy palm The gol den gl ow of the uncovered



cabochon was just visible. He flung ny armaway in a gesture of distaste. "I
knew it had to be something to do with that lunmp of yours; it's you who has
sorcerous powers! Well, there's no way the Stalwarts will retreat before one
person, and a wonan at that. Go to the Coddess, Ligea —

H s sword was out and ained at my throat before |I could nove. But he had
forgotten Brand, forgotten Brand wasn't a slave, forgotten Brand had never had
the slave mentality that would have stopped himfrom ever threatening a

| egi onnai re. He noved just as quickly as Favonius, and the knife he held
rested at the Tribune's throat |ong before Favonius's sword pricked at ny
neck. | stepped out of reach

'Lower your weapon very carefully,' Brand said evenly, 'or you die right here
and now. And don't doubt it, Favonius.'

It was the insolent use of Favo's given nanme, an unthinkable liberty for a

sl ave or even a servant, that

convinced the Tribune of Brand's sincerity, nore than the threat or his tone.

Favoni us dropped his sword point and stood still, shocked. 'I'll see you dead
for this, thrall,' he said at last, his anger so strong | could taste it in

t he back of ny throat.

"But not now, | think,' Brand replied, his voice full of quiet nenace. He did
not nmove his knife. 'Wat shall | do with him Ligea?

| straightened, alnost too tired to care what he did. 'Let himgo. | shal

deal with him' This tine | used ny sword.

Brand stepped back. Instantly, Favonius raised his sword, only to find the

bl ade of it was no | onger useable. It was a travesty of a weapon, a tangle of
knobbed netal. H s jaw sagged.

He took a deep breath and regained his equilibriumw th a supreme effort of
will. "You can't think we will retreat before any barbarian scum |et alone
one of their bitches.'

"Why not? Think of it this way, Favo: if you are right, then they sent only
one, their newest, nost inexperienced recruit, to stop the Stalwarts. Go on,

and you'll face the whol e population of the Mrage. They will turn you all to
dust .’

' How do we know ot hers even exist?

"You' ve heard enough tales to know they do. Think back, Favo. |'m sure you've
heard stories about the early conquest of Kardiastan. |I'mequally certain

you' ve heard nore recent stories fromyour fellow officers about what happens
inthis land.'

He pal ed at that and strove to understand. 'I don't know you any nore. And
don't understand, Ligea. Wiy? Was it all a sham right fromthe begi nning?
Wre you al ways a Kardi “barbarian at heart, bent on ,

betrayal ? You seemed so —so loyal to Tyrans. What happened? D d they ensorce
you?'

"I grew up. | learned what Tyrans really is. A behempth, Favonius, that
crushes the weak beneath it. A giant beast w thout conpassion or
understandi ng. Melete's heart, you cane here with orders to kill babies! Is
that what the Stalwarts are all about? Well, this servant of the behenoth
doesn't serve any nore.'

"I don't understand. 1'll never understand how you coul d change so.'

| nodded. '| never expected you to. Go back across the Al ps, Favonius. It's
your only chance.' | waved a hand around me to enconpass the canp. 'You don't
have enough weapons to fight with any nmore.' | used ny sword again. The shaft

of light caught himon the tenple and he dropped where he stood.

'Have you killed hin?'" Brand asked. He didn't sound particularly upset at the
t hought .

| gave a low laugh. 'Brand, the way | feel at the nmoment, | couldn't kill an
ant if | crushed it between ny fingers. Although it m ght be wiser if | ended
his life here and now. He neant what he said about seeing you dead one day.'
He wasn't perturbed. 'Qur paths are not likely to cross too often.’

| lingered for a nmonent |onger, gazing down on Favonius's prostrate body, and
wondered if | did hima disservice by leaving himalive. H's career was



finished after this fiasco, for a start, and the Stalwarts were all he'd ever

had. Or perhaps | was just | ooking for a reason to kill himand satisfy the
panic in me, the deep unease that told me not killing Favonius woul d be as
| arge a nistake as not killing Pinar when she'd I ain unconscious at ny feet.

| was right, of course.

If only I had done it.

If only.

Brand touched ne on the shoulder. 'Let's get out of here.’

We heard shouts of consternation. The bellow of an officer, as |oud and as
inflaned as a mal e gorcl ak's challenge call, penetrated the fog. And the
opportunity was lost. Brand put his armaround ne and pulled me away. ' Quick
Wi ch direction? he asked.

When | awoke in the norning, Brand was cooking at the fireplace. 'Snells

good,' | said. Fatigue tugged at me; even rolling over to face himwas an
effort.

"I had sone luck hunting this nmorning,' he said, adding |aconically, 'Duck. At
least | think it was. It did have a hairy tail like a cat, though.'

"How did you get back in through the ward?

"You forgot to renew it last night.'

' Ch, CGoddess ...'

'"No harm done. | kept watch. And | didn't have to go far away to find the
duck, either.’

"What are the |egionnaires doing?

' Packing up to go. The fog has gone. They've been sifting through the remains
of the canp to see what they can sal vage. Sone of the men have been off

hunting —they are short of food now 1|'ve seen Favonius froma distance; he
seens to have recovered. The Legate wanted to see you again. | told the
messenger you were ill. | hinted you were ensorcelled. He —the Legate —sent

back the advice that you ought to nove out of the building. He says you're
wel cone to join themon their retreat across the nountains. Ligea, why in al
Acheron's mists didn't Favonius tell everyone he believes you were responsible
for what happened | ast night?

"I told you he wouldn't."' | had reassured Brand of that the night before, but
he hadn't quite believed ne.

"How did you know he woul dn't?

"l know Favoni us. How could he {ell anyone? Everyone knows he and | have been
| overs for years. How can he tell his conrades-at-arnms he was beddi ng
somet hi ng capabl e of sorcery all that time and never knew it? Hi s pride won't
et himsay a word. Pride has al ways been Favoni us's weakness. Pride and the
arrogance of the younger son who made it on his own.' He brought across a
plate of food to nme. 'Goddess, this |ooks good, Brand. And |I'm so hungry.
There's nothing like a spot of sorcery to increase the appetite!’

By midnorning the Stalwarts were on their way.

There was not hi ng proud about them now. Many of themstill had their gorclaks,
but there was little else of value for themto take back over the Al ps. Their
food woul d be whatever they could hunt or forage on the way, their only
shelters the caves they could find, their only warnmh the fur cloaks they
wore. Many of themwere going to die, and they knew it.

| also knew it and part of me grieved.

Brand and | stood by the river and watched themride past. The men rode

wi t hout speaking, many of them making the evil-avert sign as they passed the
buil ding the Mrage had built. The Legate reined in when he came level with
me. 'Legata.' He inclined his head in greeting. 'You look ill. Your servant
told me you were sick.'

"I amrecovering, fortunately.'

'"Do you wish to ride with us?

| shook ny head. 'lI have no mandate to return to Tyrans.'

"Tribune Favonius tells me you refuse to give us the information of howto
cross the Shiver Barrens. |Is that true?

| nodded.



"Way is that?

"I'f you sought to return to the coast that way, you would all fall to sorcery,
wi t hout exception. There is no other way back to Tyrans for you but this one.'
| nodded to the nountains.

"By your silence you ensure that we have no choice. Yet it is not the task of
t he Brotherhood to make deci sions on behal f of |egionnaires. You exceed your
authority. Do you persist in withhol ding the informtion?

T do.'

He sat there looking at ne in silence for a long nmnute. Fromhis enotions, |
had a fair idea of what he was thinking. He wondered if he could force ne at
sword point to tell himwhat he wanted to know

| stared back. 'I'ma Conpeer of the Brotherhood, Legate. You know ny
reputation.’

He nodded, resigned. A conmpeer would die rather than talk under torture. O
they'd give the wong information. And then he'd have to face the wath of the
Magi ster Officii. He said, 'l shall be making a conplaint to the Brotherhood
about your |ack of cooperation.'’

"That is your privilege.'

He nodded curtly and rode on

| said quietly to Brand, 'Rathrox will make animal mash out of himif he
starts tal ki ng about what the Brotherhood should and should not do.'

Favoni us was one of the last to ride by and he, too, halted his nount in front
of me. H's face twi sted unpleasantly. T told no one here of what you are, but
I will rmake you a prom se,-Ligea. The Brotherhood wll

be told all | know when | return to Tyr. |If you dare to show your face again
within any civilised portion of the Exaltarchy, you will have to deal wth
them And if | ever hear of your return, |I shall ride after you personally.
You may be clever with that gemin your hand, but | doubt even you are inmmune
to an arrow in the back."'

I was overwhel ned by a need to explain, to try to eradicate that expression of
vi cious hate on his face. 'Favonius — | began, not know ng what | was going
to say, but he didn't let ne finish anyway.

'"There is nothing —nothing! —that you could say to excuse what you have
done.' He waved savagely at the line of men now fording the shall owest reach
of the river. 'How many of themdo you think will be alive when we reach
Tyrans? Wthout shelter, food supplies, weapons?'

"A great many nore than would have ultimately survived an incursion into the
Mrage.' | didn't know whether that was true or not, but | wanted himto
believe it.

"But at |east they would have died in a fight, with swords in their hands!
They woul d have fallen with honour, not perished slowy of cold and hunger and
fatigue.'

"Wth honour? |Is there honour in killing children, Favo?' Anyway, what does
honour matter to the dead? Sone of you will survive this way.'

' Goddess, you understand nothing. Nothing! We are the Stalwarts — He choked
on the words, his anger silencing him He jerked the reins brutally to sw ng
his mount away fromme, then dug in his heels and plunged the beast down the
ri ver bank.

Brand gl anced at nme. | stood, shoul ders slunped, in a posture of defeat rather
than triunph. My face felt pinched; | knew | | ooked older, and ill.

' There woul d have been no honour in what they would have done to the Kardis
and the Mrage,' he said gently.

'No. None.'

He took hold of ne and began to help nme back towards the building. |I could
hardly walk. 'WIIl he really go to the Brotherhood, do you think? he asked.
'"Ch yes. Pride won't let himtell his fellow Stalwarts about nme, but it won't
stop himtelling the Brotherhood. It is necessary for his self-esteemthat he
does so. He nust exact his revenge at being bested by a wonan, bested by
someone he once trusted. Wuldn't you do that if you wal ked his road?

He | aughed. 'l have ny pride, but it doesn't need to be fed by revenge. And as



long as | have done ny best within the linmts of nmy know edge and abilities,
my pride remains intact. To be bested under those circunmstances is not to be
shamed. Just as it is no shame to the slave to be enslaved.'

'"But to stay ensl aved?

He was still smiling. 'That was ny choice. No one woul d have kept ne a sl ave
for very long if it hadn't been nmy wish. But | think | begin to understand
your lack of interest in me as a man up until recently. It had nothing to do
with being a "brother", did it? It had nore to do with being just a shade
contenptuous of a nman who allowed hinmself to be a slave.'

| |1 ooked away, shamefaced. 'Perhaps. You are a remarkable man, Brand, and
was both insensitive and blind."'

He nodded in anicable agreenent. 'And | was undoubtedly a little stupid.
shoul d have nmade things clearer long ago. Instead, | waited, and you fell in
[ove with another man.' /

' That woul d have happened eventual |y anyway.'

' Because you are both Magor? Yes, you are right. Too bad for nme. And now | et
us change the subject —is what Favonius said true? Are you vulnerable to an
arrow in the back?

'Ch yes. Although | should be able to sense the approach of an assassin.'
'So, are you going to return to Tyrans?

"Yes. W nust get to Tyr before they do. | have to sell my property and secure
nmy nmoney before Favonius or the Legate talks to the Brotherhood and that
bastard Rathrox Ligatan has ny assets inmpounded.' | smiled without mirth.
"Qtherwise you'll be claimng what is yours fromenpty coffers, my friend. You

wi || have nothing to get you back to Altan. And | will have nothing to give ny
son when he is born.'

He nade a gesture of dism ssal. 'Better you forget your noney. Stay here,
Ligea. Explain to Tenellin. Now that you have turned back the Stalwarts, he
wi Il know where your loyalty lies.'

| gave a hollow | augh. '"Ah, | fear | have done nmy work too well, Brand. Where

is the proof the Stalwarts were ever here?

He turned to point at the remanins of the canp, only to have the gesture die
hal f nade. Behind us the grass of the plains rippled in the breeze unburnt,
unmar ked. The di scarded weapons and broken gear had vani shed. Even the

| egi onnai re graves had been snoot hed over, w ped away as if they had never
exi st ed.

' GCoddessdam. '

As you say.'

"So what will we do? W can't cross the Alps —

"No, | know. It would take too long. We will ride south to the edge of the

M rage, cross the Shiver Barrens there, and so on to the coast. To a place
cal |l ed

Ordensa. It's a fishing village near the border. W'Ill ask a fisherman to take
us to Tyr.'

"And he'll do it, just like that? A Kardi, sailing to Tyrans of his own free
will?

| raised my palmto show hi mny cabochon. 'I amstill a Magoria. Any Kard
woul d be glad to serve ne.' We had reached the building, and he opened the
door for ne. | collapsed gratefully onto ny pallet. 'W'll stay here a couple
of days so | can rest. Then we'll ride south. Right now, all | want to do is
sl eep.’

Dusk cane early to that part of the plains in the shadow of the nountains, but
the twilight was long. Brand and | ate our evening nmeal sitting on the stoop
in the half-light, then —still tired as a result of ny use of nmy cabochon and
sword against the Stalwarts four days earlier —I went to my pallet. Brand was
pottering around, stoking up the fire, repairing a broken harness, feeding the
red-eyed bird. W were intending to make an early start on our ride south to
Ordensa t he next norning.

| watched himand wondered at the newness of what | felt. A sort of fond

af fection, something nore than what there had been, sonething | ess than what |



knew was possible. There was no trace of Magorness about himnow, and the scar
on his stomach was fading. H s | ovemaki ng had becone a joy to me, snoothing
away sone of the ache of Tenellin's absence. We both knew it would end sooner
or later, but the thought worried neither of us. It was sonething we had for
now, it was precious to both of us, but not so absorbing that we woul d not be
able to walk away fromit when the tine cane.

CHAPTER TVENTY- NI NE

| watched him and knew he was trying to find the right words to tell ne
something. | said, 'You still think I should go to him don't you?

He | ooked up, relieved | had been the one to bring up the subject. 'You bel ong
i n Kardi astan, Ligea. Look, if you want, | can go to Tyr, alone. You stil

have your seal and your papers on you. | can carry your instructions to Tyr,
with your seal on them | can pick up what you owe ne, | can arrange to have
your noney transferred here, anything you like.'

| shook ny head. 'No. As soon as |I'mable, we'll ride for Ordensa —and Tyr.'
'But what of Tenellin? Sooner or later he nust find out what you have done to
the Stalwarts, surely, and then he'll want you —and your son —here, if
you'll forgive himfor his distrust.'

"Forgive hin | never did blame him' | turned fromhimso he could not see ny
face. "He will have his son when the tine cones.'

"And do you think he will sit quietly in Kardiastan and | et you ride away?
He's not that sort of nman, Ligea. He'll follow you.'

"He can't | eave Kardiastan. He is their Mrager, Brand. He is needed here.
Anyway, they are about to take on Tyrans. They are about to begin the

di sintegration of the Exaltarchy; he has nore to do than worry about ne.'
added for good neasure, 'Just as you will have, when you continue the process
in Altan one day. And I, too —when | do ny part, in Tyrans.' Perhaps |'d be
able to forget Tenellin in the process, and expiate some of the guilt | felt.
@Quilt at what | had been, guilt at the evil Solad had done to save ne. | had
perfected the art of persuading others to betrayal, when betrayal had been the
basis of nmy life, had I but known it.

Brand radi ated worry. Quite deliberately, of course. 'In Tyrans, you will be
al one. Condemmed, if they catch you. Stay here. Here at |east you'll have
power, position. In Tyrans you would be forever on the run, always hiding.

Rat hrox Ligatan will have your head on a stake at Tyr's main gate if ever he
catches up with you.'

| turned back to him smling. 'No power, Brand?' | raised ny hand and showed

hi m my cabochon. It had already regai ned much of its colour. 'Wat of this?
What of nmy Magor sword? | have all the power | need.’

He opened his nmouth and then closed it again. Finally he said carefully, 'Er
may | ask just what you are pl anni ng?

"Wll, 1'd like to have a hand in seeing Rathrox Ligatan gets what's due to
him At one time | would have liked to be Magister Oficii, but not now Wy
should I aimso |l ow? And what better way of ending slavery, of helping

Kardi astan —or even your Altan for that matter —than being the rooster at
the top of the m dden rather than one hal fway down?' It was an idea | had been
playing with for some tine now, and it had been growi ng nore and nore
attractive as tine went by.

Brand stared, puzzled. Then his jaw dropped. ' Sweet Goddess!'

| arched an eyebrow at him 'Have | finally managed to penetrate that inhuman
cal mof yours, ny Altani friend?

' The Exaltarch?. You want to be the ExaltarchV

" And why not ?'
He continued to stare. Then | aughter bubbled up frominside him He sl apped
his thigh and roared. | had never heard Brand | augh quite like that before. |

waited patiently until the gaspi ng whoops reduced

t hensel ves, via nore manageabl e guffaws, to the occasi onal chuckle.

"When you've quite finished — | said.

He gave a final |augh. 'Ah, Ligea, you are really something. The conpeer who



was a general's daughter mght be |long gone, but for all that, there's stil
some of that old Ligea —indomtable, irrepressible Ligea —in this new one.
And she's nuch nore |ikeable.'

"You think I'm being ridicul ous."'

He t hought about that and then shook his head. '"No. No, | don't. If you say
you're going to be Exaltarch, then that's just what you will be. If you say
you're going to break the Enpire into a thousand pieces, then I'll believe
that too. | just wish I could be there to see Ligatan's face when you wave
that sword of yours under his skinny nose.'

W both smiled at the thought.

It was Brand who splintered the noment. 'I nust go and start the packing while
there's still a bit of light in the sky,' he said. He picked up the saddl ebags
and strolled out.

| lay back on the pallet, planning. There should be a way to preserve the best
of the Exaltarchy while doing away with this whol e idea of enslaved or
tributary states. A loose trade federation, perhaps, with sone kind of
voluntary tax to maintain peacekeeping forces and tradeways. Yes, that m ght
be possible. The hard thing would be to change an econony and a culture
dependent on sl ave | abour

| drowsed while | waited for him enjoying ny |aziness. And was jerked back to
al ertness by a sound. A runbling, a deep-throated thundering, a grow, as if
the ground itself were venting its rage. My head jerked up in shock, just in
time to feel the pallet beneath me take on a life of its owm. First it

twisted, then it slewed

si deways, hunping up at the sane time so that | had to grab hold of it to
avoid being tunbled onto the floor. I was nore puzzled than frightened;

t hought it was another trick of the Mrage Makers —until sonething bl ack

fl apped by ny head, giving out frantic kitten-news of terror. The red-eyed
bird the Mrage Makers had supplied with the house. It wouldn't have been
frightened of a change wrought by its makers.

| leapt to ny feet, sword already in ny hand and flamng into Iight —and
gagged on ny horror. A foul stench soured die air around ne.

The Ravage.

The floor of the room between ne and the door dissolved into withing blackish
slime. The far wall was already crunbling into the foul ness, sliding stone by
stone under the surface scum The fl agstones beneath the pallet heaved and
cracked. The pinions of the black bird scraped ny face as it swooped towards
the broken wall on its way out; | envied it its wings. | knew | had only
nmonents before the floor disintegrated and plunged ne into the corruption of

t he Ravage.

I whirled, pointing my weapon at the wall closest to nme. | sent the power
forth to smash agai nst the stones, praying they would give before the

onsl aught and provide a way to escape. The Mrage was on ny side: a hole
appeared that was nore |ike a window and far too symmetrical to be wholly the
result of ny sword-bolt. Even as the floor di sappeared from beneath ny feet, |
pull ed nyself up into the gap. The wall was thick and there was plenty of room
to sit confortably. | had no intention of |ingering, however, and went to junp
down on the other side. S
And stopped myself just in tine.

There was no ground there. Even in the near-darkness | could see that for
twenty paces on the other side of the wall there was only the heaving surface
of the Ravage. Shock bl anched ne.

| 1 ooked down. By the Iight of my sword | could see the nonsters thrashing in
the depths, swelling with obscene triunph as they tried to reach ne with their

slavering muzzles. | screaned then: Brand' s nane.
H s voice came back to nme out of the darkness, surprisingly calm 'I'mhere. |
see you. I'mgetting a rope.’

| directed a beamof light his way and found himkneeling at the edge of the
Ravage, rummmagi ng through a saddl ebag with desperate haste. Behind ne the roof
of the building toppled, dragging nmuch of the wall | was crouched on with it.



Sonmewhere inside ny head | heard a scream of pain that was not mne. The
stones | knelt on shifted slightly; narrow cracks opened up under nme. A
battle, the like of which I could only guess at, raged beneath the wall. And
the Mrage Makers were | osing.

"Hurry!" | cried, unable to keep the panic out of ny voice. This was one tine
when there was no pleasure in the excitenent. A stone tunbled, and | heard the
glugging plop it made as it hit the surface of the Ravage and was sucked
under .

"I have it,' Brand said. 'Listen, Ligea. |'msaddling up a shleth and
attachi ng one end of the rope to the saddle horn. I'lIl throw the other end to
you. Tie it to the wall, as high as you can. That should give it sone height.
Then you'll have to cone across hand over hand as best you can.'

"Yes.' The word was a croak, not ny voice at all. | reached up with ny sword
and used its power to punch a hole through tjie wall above ny head. Rock t
dust showered me. Sonewhere to ny right several nmore stones fell into the
Ravage. Behind nme the rest of the'building had di sappeared; my part of the
wal | was all that remmined. | began to shake.

My brief hope that the Mrage Makers would help —build a bridge for ne
perhaps —had | ong since died. They were already doing all they could just to
maintain this section of the wall so | mght live a litde longer. | felt their
agony and thought of Pinar's son

Inside my womb ny own baby stirred, making itself felt for the first time. M
concern for himwas real and conpelling —and a revel ati on. Perhaps there was

somet hing of the nother in ne after all, but I had no time to think about it.
'"Are you ready?" Brand asked.
' Ready.'

The rope sailed across the blackness and | caught it easily. Goddess be

t hanked for Brand. | threaded the rope through the hole and tied it fast.
"When you're ready,' Brand said.

A portion fromthe end of the wall tunbled and the rest trenbled. | thrust ny
sword through ny belt and seized the rope in both hands. At his end, Brand
urged his shleth forward to keep the rope taut, but even so | found ny bare

toes skimm ng the surface of the Ravage. | hoisted ny feet up and began to
swi ng ny way across the horror
More stones fell, fromboth ends of the wall this time. The renaining portion

was only five or six paces long now. Along the rope | could feel the way the
stones shi vered.

Sonet hi ng scraped against ny |leg, drawing blood. | |ooked down. A green scaled
arm stick-thin and dribbling slime, had reached up to ne, raking ne with
razored claws. It gripped ny ankle, digging in

viciously, pulling ne down towards an open gape of curved teeth and serrated
jaw wai ting just bel ow the surface. My forward novenment was halted.

I let nyself hang by one arm and ai ned ny cabochon at the creature's body,
bringing the gemto light, then changing light to burning coldfire. The gol den
stream hit the surface of the Ravage and dissipated in a spatter of noblten
sparks, none of which seened to harmthe thing holding me. In terror, | kicked
at it with ny free foot, but nmy bare toes connected only ineffectually with
its snout and | ripped ny sole open on its serrations. Moreover, the novenent
made ne bounce, dipping ne towards the surface simering bel ow

"Sod you', | told it and drew ny sword. | slashed down, severing the
creature's linmb at the wist. The clawed portion remai ned fastened to ny
ankle; the rest of the armfell away into a roiling whirl of blood and sline.

| gagged, forced myself to return the fouled sword to ny belt, then swung ny

l egs up to lock ny ankles over the rope.

'Ligea.' Brand's anguish hit ne. 'The wall —

| was already noving, still slung below the rope, but I was only hal fway
across. At Brand's warning | | ooked back. The wall was heaving as the |ast of
its foundations dissolved into the corruption. Cracks ripped through the

st onewor k; bl ocks toppl ed.

| felt the triunph of the Ravage. | was not going to make it.



Snarling ny frustration, | reached once nore for nmy sword and sl ashed ny
connection to the wall
Brand's how of warning echoed in the air as | hit the surface of the Ravage.

My actions were instinctive. | twisted the rope slack around ny right wist.
My sword was fitted into ny left hand, my cabochon in its

place ... The blade flared into a blaze of gold, bathing me inits light as |
was sucked into the fester. | was still scream ng the conjurations of

sel f-warding as | was dragged under

And even while | cried out the words, | knew the linmtations of their val ue.
Any nmovenent of m ne would negate such warding: the wards might still stand,

but | wouldn't be inside them...

And so it was. First there was shock: the disbelief of a body struck by nore
agony than it was possible for a human being to bear. | was on fire. My skin
screamed out its pain; ny inner organs shrivelled with their burning; anguish
tore my mnd, shattering ny know edge of nyself. My hands spasmed, tightening
nmy hold on both sword and rope. My body convul sed, twisting nme into a foetal
travesty. | felt the core of my being, ny soul, was touched by the Vortex of
the Dead. | diverted as nmuch power as | could to keep the pain at bay.

| slowed my heartbeat, slowed ny breathing. | had to use power to push fluid
away frommny face in order to breathe at all. My sword still flamed to stave
of f the creatures honming in on ne. Through blurred, unconprehendi ng eyes | saw
them tw sted bodies of organic dross, twisted intelligences thriving on ny
suffering, watchful eyes shining with carnal gl ee. The beam of power from ny

bl ade sputtered ineffectually. Still, they were wary of it. O perhaps it was
the wards that held them off.

| 1 ooked upwards. As a fish mght see a fisherman on the edge of a | ake, | saw
Brand: a dark, distorted figure, |ooking down. The |ight of my sword gl owed
beneath the surface, illumnating ny agony for him He was shouting to nme, but
the words were lost and | didn't have the strength left to enhance ny hearing.
A moment later, | started to nmove and knew he was urging his shleth forward to

pull ne out. Slowy | began to roll through the foul ness towards the edge. Yet
as the rope dragged ne one way, the Ravage sucked ne down another, until |

felt 1 was being torn in two.

It was well Brand did not understand how nmuch pain he was bringing to ne. Wave
after wave of agony becanme a bl aze that left nmy mind shrieking. | tried to
build new wards. | tried to control ny body's need for air. | tried to keep

t he power of my cabochon alive.

Around nme the predators saw their prey being drawn away fromthem They

snarl ed and jostled, swooped down on nme with claws and fangs bared, only to be
turned away at the |last nmoment by the force still glowing in my sword. The
Ravage churned. And the blaze of nmy sword was di mmi ng even as ny body
approached the edge and safety. The creatures closed in, crowing their
anti ci pation.

One of them its knobbed skin criss-crossed with sores, tore at my blouse with
decayed yellow teeth and bit into ny breast, fastening itself to me to suck ny

bl ood. In m nd-blowing terror, | beat at it with nmy sword, but there was no
strength there, nothing left to fight with. The curled mouth-parts of an obese
worm ri pped a piece out of ny cheek and passed the flesh into its nmouth. | was

bei ng eaten alive ..

| wanted to scream and scream and scream

But sonmewhere inside ne | knewif | did, if | opened ny nouth, the Ravage
woul d enter my throat, burning, corrupting and killing. | kept my lips clanped
cl osed.

Brand's roar of rage reached me, but nmeant little. |I felt | was slipping away.
| could see and hear, but novenent was beyond ne. The Ravage had | ong since _
seeped through the remains of ny warding; the creatures were now stronger than
t he power of ny sword; the pain was nore than | coul d bear

| had cone to the end of ny endurance. | capitul ated.

Beyond feeling, | let the rope slip free.

CHAPTER THI RTY



Brand how ed his angui sh once nore and plunged his arminto the putrescence,
groping blindly in the poison, refusing to feel the acid agony shrivelling his
armto irreparably cripple him He managed to touch me, but his fingers
slithered on ny sline-covered skin, couldn't grasp ne as | slid away from him
H s weakened fingers skidded over ny breast, ny neck and the torn side of ny
face. | couldn't do anything to help him | scarcely conprehended what he
risked in his attenpt to save me. Then, as | slipped away, he hooked fingers
into the linmb of the beast sucking at my breast and pulled it from ne.

| fell to the bottom of the foul ness, canme in contact with the rock beneath
the sore, felt myself enclosed in a cocoon of safety. The pain didn't

di sappear —there were too many raw and torn patches for that —but the agony
reduced itself to a manageable level. Better still, | felt the confort and

| ove of the Mrage Makers. Rationality returned.

They piled concepts into ny head, pictures, feelings. Concept: Tine. Need. W
can keep you safe here, but you cannot stay. You will soon need air. You

nmust have hel p. They offered ne nothing nore than a tenporary security.

| said, There is no one.

That was when | saw Tenellin in nmy head, his imge startlingly clear

Temel 1in? What could he have to do with this? He is too far away. | do not
know where he is.

The next picture was of an enbryo, and the urge | felt was a desperate desire
to follow the child.

Follow the child? | assuned they referred to Pinar's son, and despaired. Wat
ki nd of advice was that? | was dooned ..

Anot her picture: this one showed me driving my sword tip into ny cabochon.
Garis had said sonething about that, hadn't he? But someone el se had told ne
that if you cracked your cabochon, your life |eaked away. None of this nade
sense! | beat down the panic once nore.

| asked, renmarkably calm You wish nme to die?

Enoti on: Exasperati on.

| don't know what you nean! Panic crept back, nibbling away the edges of ny
sanity.

They tried again: imges of Tenellin, of an unborn child, of a sword in ny
cabochon.

But for these beings, |anguage was constricting, not liberating. Anmay fromthe
Shiver Barrens, unable to use the sands, without a human form how could they
use words?

And yet they found a way. They used the only things avail able: the creatures
of the Ravage. Goddess knows what pain it cost them but the Mrage Mkers
forced the deformed jaws of those monsters to articulate |aboriously fornmed
wor ds, spoken words, that | could hear.

' Shadow sel f. Your shade.' A grinding, scraping Ravage voi ce. Four words that
chilled ny soul

And then, 'Rel ease your essensa.'

| knew that word. Someone had said sonething once ... Aem d? Tenellin? The

| egi ons can never kill our essensa. Al living things have a life-force we
call the essensa. And the word had been in one of the books |I'd read, too, but
| couldn't renenber the context.

"Put your sword through your cabochon. You will not die. W want to save you.'
Kind words uttered in ugly rasping sounds, sentinents at variance with vicious
teeth and foul breath and gl eeful eyes.

Irresolute, | dithered. Perhaps | was wrong. Perhaps it wasn't the M rage
Makers who spoke. And if it were them | should still question their notives.
But | was dazed and in pain and tired of the struggle. | |ooked down at ny
hand, surprised to see |I still clutched ny sword. | swapped it to ny right
hand and | ooked at my cabochon. Barely any col our remai ned; ny power was

al nost gone. A shade? It was the best offer |I had. The only offer

Weakly, | placed the tip of the blade on the cabochon and pressed. Feeble the
nmoverrent m ght have been, but the blade split the cabochon and drove through
my hand to pin it to the rock beneath. There was no pain. | released the sword



hilt, but the weapon stayed upright, quivering.

A moment | ater, the Ravage and its vile creatures disappeared. | was cl ot hed
in blackness. Al | could see was the faint glowing outline of nmy sword. A

nm st began to form where bl ade net cabochon, seeping out of nme, at first
form ess and indistinct, then becom ng a bubble of vapour, m st-white against

t he bl ack background. | looked into it and saw the shape there: a baby, stil
i nconmpl ete, and enmbryonic —my son, not

Pinar's. My son... and Tenellin's. There was a whisper in the darkness, or
perhaps it was in nmy head: Follow him

| said, |I don't know how. Yet even as | said the words, | floated free of ny

body, pulled by a nother's ties to her flesh and bl ood. Goddess, | thought,
the shade that cane into ny bedroomin Sandmurram This is what it was. Jahan
It had been fahan. No wonder | had thought himfaniliar when we'd first met in
Madr i nya.

The bubble drifted away into the utter desol ation of the blackness, beckoning
me with its I onging.

| 1 ooked down at myself and saw ny translucent form naked, torn, defiled with
sores and smirched with corruption. At ny feet ny body lay, solid, clothed in
tatters, equally ravaged.

Free of pain, | drifted away, followi ng ny son through the darkness to his

f at her.

And found himon the southernnmost Rake. It was dawn there, and the canp was
just about to settle into sleep for the day. Part of ny rational mnd puzzled
over that —surely they should have been further away, somewhere deep in

Kardi astan by now. Yet, there they all were: Tenellin's small armny, and

Termel lin hinself. He stood on the edge of the rock, watching the red |ight of
the sunrise wake the Shiver Barrens. He didn't see me at first. | opened ny
mouth to speak —and found | had no capacity for speech. | went to touch him
but my hand passed right through his body.

H s eyes wi dened as he focused on the novenent and realised it had form

' Derya?

H s use of that name, the one he had known ne by when we had been |overs,
brought forth a rush of tenderness for him | nodded.

He, however, was appalled. 'Are you —are you dead?'

| heard the dread in his voice and his concern warnmed ne. | shook ny head. He

stretched out a hand to touch ne, but it passed through ny inage as though
were not there.

Then he saw the floating bubble that was the shadow self of our son, and

| ooked at it with equal inconprehension. In the dimpredawn |ight, | doubt he
realised what it was. He | ooked back at me. 'You can hear ne.'

| nodded again and | held out ny left hand to him indicating the split
cabochon.

"You know how to rel ease your essensa? Wo taught you that? And why? It's
dangerous! You are not yet Magor-strong enough to do such a thing wthout
risk.’

Hel pl ess to explain, | just stood. My thoughts were nuddl ed, not fully my own.
He took a deep breath, striving to find sense in what was happeni ng. ' Forgive
me, Shirin, for what | did. For not trusting. | have your letter.' Finding no

words to tell me how he felt, he made a hel pl ess gesture with one hand. 'Wat
can | say? | want you —and the baby.' He ran fingers through unruly hair.
"Garis told ne everything. He was a fool not to go on believing you. Korden
and | are on our way back to the Mrage City with half our force. In case you
weren't able — The words al nost choked him 'Is —is the Mrage City in
danger, Shirin? |Is that why you have cone in this forn? To warn us?

| shook ny head, and he slunped with relief. He sat down at the edge of the

rock, but his eyes never left my face. 'I've failed you all,' he said. 'I let
nmy personal prejudices, ny mstrust of you —I let themoverride nmy wi sdom
Did you stop them the Stalwarts?

| nodded.

"How can | —we —ever thank you?' He heaved in a breath, trying to find the



right words for what he wanted to say next. 'About Pinar; | know what you did.
And | thank you —for saving ny son.' He paused, his face white and strai ned.
"I"ve often wondered if | could have saved Masa's child, if | had ripped ny
daughter from her nother's wonb at her death, if | had given that baby to the
Mrage ... Wen we all knew M asa was dying, | broached the subject with her
thinking it may give her some confort to know | might be able to save the
baby. But she was appalled. She forbade it, again and again. She made ne
swear. The child was hers too; it was her body... | couldn't do it to her.'

H s voice trailed away and he was silent.

"I think I was wong,' he said at last, |ooking away fromne to the Shiver
Barrens. '"Wth that decision | condemmed the Mrage —the Mrage Makers —to
further years of pain and desecration. Now it seens soneone el se had the
strength and the determination to do'what | could not.' His grief and guilt
were pal pable and | longed to take himinto my arnms. '| should have told you.
| should have told Pinar.'

| nodded, and neant it. It had been nore than just a mistake; it had been

W ong.
Brand woul d certainly agree with that, | thought. What's nmore, if he ever met
Temel lin again, he would doubtless tell himso, at |ength.

He went on, 'l had no right to keep the nature of the bargain a secret. |'ve
known it since | was ten years old, you know 1've had to live with it since
t hen. Never knowi ng what to do about it. But ... |I was always afraid soneone

woul d sacrifice thenselves. How could | face Korden, for example, if it were
his wife? I didn't know what to do. So | kept it to nyself. | thought maybe
the Mrage Makers woul d sol ve the probl em

t hensel ves, sonehow... That it would never come to this. |I failed ny people,
Shirin. | failed ny Masa's child. | failed the Mrage Mkers.'

Goddess, | thought, appalled. Realising for the first time what it nust have
been like for him A child, growing up with that know edge, not know ng who to
tell. Not knowi ng what to do about it. Knowi ng that sonewhere in his future he
had to sanction a nurder

"Pinar,' he said, after a | ong pause. 'She was thoroughly irrational where you
wer e concerned. Cabochon knows, that at |east was clear enough to nme. She
poured out her bitterness day after day, carried it to our pallet at night.'

He rai sed tornented eyes to me. 'My fault, |I fear. | couldn't give her the
| ove she needed to be a happy wonman. You have that. You always will. And she
knew it. You can't tell lies to a Magor wonman. Shirin, we can work this out —

is that why you came?

The sun's rays reached us at last and by its light he saw my ravaged skin. His
gasping 'Derya —+' tore at nme. He stretched out a disbelieving hand towards

t he wound on ny face, but then withdrew it, renenbering | had no substance.

' The Ravage ...'

| nodded agai n.

He swore, words | didn't know, and turned from nme, shouting, his voice harsh
in the windless silence of the Rake. Wthin nmonments they were there: Korden
Zerise, Garis and tens of others of the Illusos and Theuros.

' Ravage sores,' Korden said with certainty, his eyes hostile. He wouldn't
forgive me Pinar's death in a hurry.

"That's her essensa,' Zerise said, her scarred face thrown into stark relief
by the coming light of day. 'The other is her child.' She brushed back an
untidy hank of grey hair.

"But he —he is still in her wonb, surely,' Tenellin protested, finally
under st andi ng the fl oati ng gl obe.

'The Mrage Makers rnust be invol ved, and who knows what the Mrage Makers are
capabl e of ? But she needs help, Mrager.'

This last was said with so much reluctance | found it hard to nod ny

agreement. | could already feel nyself fading.
'Can she hear us?' asked Garis. H's emotions yearned at me, full of guilt and
shane, asking for ny forgiveness. | pitied him | recognised all the signs of

an overdevel oped consci ence playi ng havoc with someone who failed his own high



standards. Garis was finding it hard to live with hinself.

"Yes,' the Illusa replied. 'But her essensa has no strength, no substance.'
Temel lin cut her short. 'I want to get to her. | amgoing to follow her back.'
Zerise's razored features jabbed at ne even as she | ooked at him 'She is
close to death wherever she is. Act wisely, Mrager. Kardiastan relies on you
for its future.' Her enphasis nagged at nme, telling ne sonething, but |I had no
inclination to think about it just then

"No, wait — Korden interrupted. 'Tenel, think] If you go as an essensa, how
will you be able to help her if you have no substance?

"My cabochon will retain its powers. Sone of them anyway. Garis, get ny
sword. '

"What can you do for her that she can't do for hersel f? She has her own
cabochon! She's dying, Tenel. * There's nothing you can do. But if you go, you
may not cone back. There's always a chance the essensa may lose its hold on
reality —forget it has a body to go back to. And if it delays too long, the
body dies.'

"I"ve done it before,' he pointed out, his voice tight with irritation. 'And
so did Jahan, when we needed a spy after I'd lost ny sword.'

| wanted to laugh at the irony. If Jahan had glinpsed ne that night in the
Prefect's villa in Sandrmurram my whol e charade as Derya woul d have been
dooned fromthe start.

"It was dangerous then, and it's dangerous now,' Korden said. 'You shouldn't
ri sk yoursel f.'

Tenellin | ooked back at me as Garis returned and handed him his sword.

"There's not much a person can do as an essensa, but if you are ill with the
effects of Ravage sores, | can help to heal you.'

But Korden still wasn't about to give up. 'If you nust help her, send soneone
el se.’

"This is nmy child. They are both nmy responsibility."’

"This is the wonman who killed your wife,' Korden said, 'who killed one of the
Ten.'

Tenellin turned on him alnost vicious. 'This is the woman who went to save
your famly, Korden, when our foolishness left the Mrage Cty undefended and

our future —our children —in jeopardy. And you'd better hope she did succeed
against the Stalwarts, as she says she has, because if she has failed, there's
little hope we'll get there before the |l egionnaires do.' He pointed to the

swor d- shaped mark on ny breast. 'Look at that, Korden, and tell me she's not
worth saving.'

Illusa-zerise laid a hand on Korden's arm 'He is your Mrager, Mgori,' she
sai d, resigned.
"He's also ny cousin —ny friend! | can't let himkill hinmself for this —this

—Tyranian traitor!'

"Magoria-shirin is your cousin too.' The words cane not from Tenellin, but
fromGris. 'And she is Kardi. Don't make the sanme mistake | did, Magori.' He
bl ushed ni serably, enbarrassed perhaps by his tenerity, perhaps by the nmenory
of his unjustified suspicions of ne.

But Tenellin was done with tal king. He sat and pressed his sword down onto his
cabochon. As mne had done, it split and the sword went on into his hand. He

| ay back down on the rock

Zerise cried, 'Fah-Ke-Cabochon-rez!' and the words were taken up by al
standi ng there, even Korden.

A m stiness gathered around his cabochon, a fog that grew and took on form as
it swelled, pouring out of the palm It wavered, gained definition and then
steadi ed: Tenellin, naked and visible, but with an unreality about his figure.
The face | acked expression, the body noved with a stately snoot hness t hat
seened unreal. The skin was waxy snooth, the eyes unblinking.

The Tenellin lying on the red rocks of the Rake was as notionl ess as death.

| turned to our son and the bl ackness closed iri on me once nore.

CHAPTER THI RTY- ONE

I was back in ny body, back with the pain, in desperate need of air. And so



very, very tired. It was tough even to keep ny eyes open. | wanted to slip
away ... | managed —just —to wench the sword point frommy cabochon. The
gem cl osed up behind the bl ade, |eaving the surface unbl em shed.

Temel lin stood rigid and taut a few paces away. Hi s cabochon gl owed gol d,
casting an eerie light on his sweat-glazed skin and the knotted nuscles of his
body. The fluid ooze of the Ravage did not seemto touch him he had encl osed
hinself within a warded space, perhaps nore out of distaste for his
surroundi ngs than any real need. The corruption of the Ravage could not hurt
an essensa. Nor could its creatures; they swamin frustrated circles, tails
flicking angrily, spines and claws and tal ons extended.

Temel lin gave them a cursory gl ance as though he were dism ssing themfromhis

calcul ations. | knew better; he paid themno attention because he didn't need
to just then —but he knew exactly how dangerous they would be to nme the
monent | left the cocoon of safety the Mrage Makers had built for ne.

He | ooked up at Brand and made a throwi ng gesture with his hand, following it
with a mime of rope pulling. Seconds later, a length of rope curled out over
t he Ravage, rested for a nonent on the surface scum then began to sink
slowy, through the nuck. Ignored by the swi nming beasts, it finally |anded

several paces fromwhere | |ay.
| didn't know what good it would do. | was too weak to nove, too close to
suffocation to do nore than lie as still as possible. And Tenellin couldn't

touch or hol d anyt hi ng.

| underestinmated him He may not have been able to pick up the rope, but with
hi s cabochon powers he could call up a wi nd, and he could penetrate the ward
the Mrage Makers had placed around ne. It was hardly a gale he created, but

it was sufficient to stir the viscidity of the Ravage, to create a flow The
Ravage resisted, but it was Tenellin who prevailed. The rope wavered forward
on the flux, inched into ny cocoon of protection and then under the curve of
my ankle. It took longer to coax the fl ow upwards so the rope snaked around ny
foot, then over itself to make a knot.

Finally it was done.

Temel lin | ooked at nme in conpassion, then nodded to Brand.

And | was back in the Ravage, back in the agony, back in the mdst of the
beasts. A battle boiled around nme, with Tenellin at the centre of it. Cold
fire sizzled in rotting flesh, globules of nolten fire spattered and burned. A
wor m shaped creature disintegrated in a gush of pus; another nelted. Sonething
tangl ed momentarily in my hair before a beamof |ight seared a hol e through
its body and, threshing in pain, it dropped away into the depths. | was
drenched with the decay of evil. | swamin bloodied sline and green rot..

Then | was free, cradled in Brand's arns. | let go and faded into the

not hi ngness beyond ne.

When | woke, | didn't, open ny eyes. | wanted to test the world little by
little, one sense at a tine, in case it was better not to wake at all

Touch first. | was warm | was wapped up in sonething that prickled roughly,
and the heat froma fire warned one side of ny body. More intimately, joints
and nuscles protested; ny skin felt raw enough . to have been exposed to the
Shiver Barrens for a day or two; ny cheek ached. A tentative fingering of ny

face told me | had an indentation there that would be permanent. |'d been
scarr ed.

Next, hearing. The crackle of the fire, the far-off sound of river water over
stones, and the nearby rustle of soneone noving quietly. | had the idea it had

been a voice that had awoken ne. They were all pleasant sounds.

And pl easant snells too: the sweet scent of cooking renba rhizomes mxed with
bar becued neat. Brand had been hunting again. There was also a whiff of

shleth, a little too strong an aroma for ny taste, as though |I'd been snuggl ed
up to one in ny sleep

Next, | tried ny cabochon sensing powers —nothing. They were far too weak.

| opened ny eyes.

Tenmel lin's essensa hovered at ny side; Brand was by the fire. Neither of them
was | ooking at me. Brand was gazing at Tenellin belligerently, which seened



odd, considering the essensa was now much nore ethereal than it had been. In
such a form the Mrager was hardly sonebody to raise Brand's ire. But irate
he was. He said, 'Do you know what hell she went through thinking she would be
the one to supply the Mrage

with what it needed? She thought she was the one who was going to die,
Temellin —all those weeks of inprisonnent she thought she was doonmed —and
all you could do was turn your back. Ocrastes damm you, was it her fault she
was taken by Tyrans as a child?

| had evidently woken in the mddle of what must surely have been a one-sided
argunent. | noved restlessly, and they both swing towards ne. 'He knows it,
Brand,' | said. 'Leave it be, eh?

He stared at nme, expressionless, then shrugged and turned away.

| |1 ooked back at Tenellin. 'You are weakening. You nust go back. Now. ' |
hesitated, not wanting to say goodbye, because any farewel|l would seemtoo

final. In the end, | settled for: "I'lIl mss you.' It sounded banal and quite
i nadequat e.

He nodded, but made no nove to go.

"Tem —I1'mfine. You ve healed the worst —the rest will inprove with tine.
And the baby is fine too.' He still didn't nove. What was it Brand had sai d?

He's not that sort of nman— , - :

He was bl ackmailing me. And | wasn't foolish enough to call his bluff. |
capi tul ated, as he guessed | would, and threw up nmy hands. "All right, al
right! We intend to ride south, to Ordensa, to arrange a passage for Tyr. But
["lI'l wait for you there first. It's a small place, isn't it? You'll find ne.
["I'l wait two weeks; no longer. But, Tem it will just be to say goodbye. W
have to be in Tyr ahead of Favonius and the Stalwarts, because | need tine to
settie my affairs before Rathrox noves in and seizes mnmy property.

He smiled, a snile of angry triunph, and then he was gone, fading out within a
second.

Brand sighed. 'One day you'll have to tell ne about the Magor and shades. But
not now. | feel as if |'ve had

enough unpl easant surprises to |ast several lifetines. Are you hungry?
"Ravenous.' | tried to struggle up, but pain in nmy chest made me w nce. 'By
all that's holy, how did | manage to crack a rib?'

Brand | ooked guilty. '"Er, well that was ne, actually. You didn't seemto be
br eat hi ng when we got you out, and | couldn't feel your heart, so | sort of,
um thunped you to get things started again, while Tenellin did whatever it is
you people do with that cabochon thing.'

| groaned and bit off the ungracious conplaint | was tenpted to utter

instead, | managed to sound grateful as | thanked him He helped nme to sit up
and | | ooked around.

W had left the Mrage. W were in the foothills sonewhere, near a stream and
I was safe fromthe Ravage. Qur shleths were grazing nearby; those scarifying
peaks of the Al ps towered beyond. It all |ooked peaceful. And nornmal.

| glanced down at the blanket covering nme and identified the source of the
strong snell of shleth. 'Saddl ecl oths?'

He gave a dism ssive wave of the hand. 'Qur cl oaks went down with the

buil ding. Fortunately there were a few odds and ends still in the saddl ebags,
i ncludi ng your purse and a change of clothing. 'Fraid that's all we've got.'
"My sword. Wiat happened to ny sword?

'"It's safe. You held on to it. You dropped the rope —but not your sword.' He
snorted. ' Typical bl oody-m ndedness.'

| managed a smile, as he had hoped | would. 'Watch who you insult, you Altan
barbarian. And tell nme what happened.’

r- 'You've been out for a full day. Tenellin healed you. Mstly, anyhow. I
guess a broken rib takes time to grow back properly.

| looked at my cabochon. The gemreally was whol e again, w thout any sign of a
crack or cut, although it was col ourless. My hand touched ny cheek, not
wanting to remenber.

He cleared his throat. He could have offered all kinds of platitudes to



console. Instead, he said, 'It's noticeable. And not pretty. It's red and

puckered. The colour will fade with time. It won't matter to himany nore than
it matters to me. Don't worry about it.'
"I don't.’

He heard the catch in ny voice. 'Wat is it? The baby?

"He's fine. It wasn't the baby I was thinking of—it was you.'

"What about nme?’

"I"'mnot blind, Brand. Wat's wong with your arn?

"I had to haul you out sonehow.' He swallowed. 'It's not so very terrible.'

| reached up to run nmy fingers down his left armfrom shoulder to wist. The
armwas wthered, wthout nuscle or strength, a pitiful parody of what it had
been.

| asked, 'Wiy didn't he heal you too?'

"All his efforts had to go to you. You were so close to death. And it took al
the strength he had. | don't begrudge the way he used his power, Ligea, and
nei t her shoul d you.'

| said sadly, T can't heal it now, Brand. It is too late. And |I'mtoo weak

anyway. '

He gave another shrug. 'l guessed as much. It doesn't matter. It gives me no
pain, and | still have

some use of ny fingers. It's just there's not nuch strength there any nore.
Nei t her of us has come through this unscathed —but we are still here.’

| took his hand in mne. 'Dear friend. How nuch | owe you.'

He gave a snmile. 'Maybe I'Il claimthe debt one day—fromthe next Exaltarch
of Tyrans.'

He would, too, the Altani bastard. | grinned at him

The small fishing boat was tied up to the jetty in Ordensa and the owner was
sitting in the open area at the back of his vessel, strengthening the
stitching in a sail. He was an old man, dressed in shabby work cl ot hes
spangled with fish scales. A cloth cap pulled over his head protected a bald
patch froma hot sun. H's toughened hands and scarred fingers mani pul ated the
curved bone of the sailnaker's needle and the stiff hide of the sail with a
confi dence born of |ong experience.

He was so intent on his job he didn't notice sonmeone had stopped beside the
boat and was | ooking down on him—but | did. | was seated in the cabin, and
fromwhere | sat | could see the newconer's feet and sandals. | didn't need to
see nore; my sensing powers told ne exactly who it was.

The fisherman finally | ooked up, and surprise stilled his fingers.

The expected voice: gentle yet authoritative —and so well loved. 'Bitran of
the PlatterfishV

The fisherman nodded. 'That's me. And this here is the Platterfish. Best boat
on the coast, even though we are bound for Tyr next trip.'

CHAPTER THI RTY- TWO

The man squatted down at the edge of the wharf so that he cane into ny view
He was thinner than he had been, but his brown eyes —so like nine —tilted at
the corners and his hair, as usual, was in disarray. He said, '| believe there
is someone here | want to see, Bitran.'

Bitran gave me an uncertain glance, and | nodded. He gestured at the

conpani onway. ' The Magoria is in there.'

Temellin took a coin fromhis purse. 'G and buy yourself a drink, Bitran. In

fact, buy several.' He swung hinself down into the boat and wal ked across to
the top of the conpani onway.

' That was very hi gh-handed of you, Tem' | said. "It is his boat.'

He was | ooki ng down at nme, but with the sunlight behind him | couldn't see

his face. He said, T wish | dared to be just as high-handed with you. Derya,
why7. Why do you feel you have to | eave?' He cane down the steps, ducking his
head to avoid the | ow beans. The cabin was tiny and with both of us standing,
we were only half a pace apart, yet he didn't touch me. 'Were's Brand?'
"Delivering our shleths to the nan who's agreed to buy them He won't be back
for several hours. | have to go, Tem You know why. | don't think sisters



should marry brothers.'
H s face took on a | ook of stubborn resistance and genui ne baffl enent. ' You

could still stay. And we're having a child. | |love you, Derya. | want you
around. | want ny son. Derya, for pity's sake —I have lost two of ny
children, don't let ne |lose the third. Please.’

"You won't lose him | will send himto you. O better still, you send someone

to pick himup.'

H s surprise, and his paradoxical hurt, filled the cabin. 'You'd give himup
just like that?

| feigned indifference, hiding the truth in the way | phrased the next
sentence. 'l don't think I'"mcut out to be nmuch of a nother.' Perhaps I
wasn't, but when | thought of this growing life, tenderness seeped into ny
heart. Treachery fromw thin.

Is this how Wendi a once felt about ne? And Aemi d? Wendi a di ed knowi ng she had
failed to protect her daughter, and that nust have been a terrible way to end
one's conscious nmonents. And Aemid lived, knowi ng she had failed nme. Perhaps |
was only just now begi nning to understand her anguish. And | was about to fai
my son as a nother too ..

Mel ete give ne strength.

I knew | couldn't keep him this boy of ours. He was Kardiastan's heir. | had
a flash of menmory: ny hands soaked in Pinar's bl ood, her son cupped in ny

pal ms. Way was ny life studded with separations of children fromtheir

not hers? My son woul d never know nme. That gnawi ng at ny insides, it was

pai nf ul

'But why nust you go at all?" Temellin asked. The enotion he allowed ne to
feel was nore puzzlenent than anger. 'Is it because you haven't forgiven ne
for ny disbelief?

'No. CGoddess knows, | gave you grounds enough to disbelieve! But | do have
reasons for |eaving Kardiastan. Half a dozen of them'

"I don't need half a dozen. | need just one that makes sense to me. And —and
the one you did have is not valid. This brother-sister thing. Derya — He
stood straighter, made an effort to be nore in command of hinself. "I'Il give

you a reason to stay, the best | can think of. You aren't Shirin. You aren't
my sister. W were wong. You are Sarana, ny cousin, Mragerin of Kardiastan.'
| went cold all over. He knew And then: He | oves nme enough to tell ne?
Goddess, | didn't deserve that. | swallowed. 'How did you find out?

Hs smle quirked with irony. "You told ne in your letter. Wen you hinted
that the Mrage Makers nentioned to you their need of an unborn child.
couldn't believe they would give that information to Shirin. They hadn't given
it to Korden when he wal ked the Shiver Barrens, and at that tinme he was ny
heir, so why would they give it to you? | tried to tell nyself it was because
you were bearing my child, but somehow it just didn't seemright. Especially
when, in the end, it was Pinar's son who becamre a Mrage Maker. So | started

to think about things. | remenbered what you said about your menories of your
chi l dhood in Kardi astan, and suddenly it seened nore of a description of a
fight involving a howdah. And then | went to Zerise again. | pestered her, and

finally she adm tted she was uneasy about you being Shirin. It seens you have
Sarana's eyes.'

| waited for himto go on, to tell ne how Solad had made a traitor of hinself,
but he said nothing, to spare me the pain, perhaps. He nmust have worked it
out, of course. Maybe he'd al ways suspected it; Solad was the one who had sent
the ten Magoroth children away, after all

| stared at him enotions suppressed, stomach churning. Was he truly willing
to sacrifice all he was, all he had —for me? Sweet Elysium he was prepared
to trust ne with his landl Wth his people.

This was what it was to | ove.

Sonet hi ng fundanental inside ne shifted position, | grinding into me with
deep-felt, intense pain. | knew myself inadequate, |ess than he was. | |oved,
but nmy love was a damaged thing, torn by so many betrayal s,

fol ded and put away and ignored until now, when | wanted to take it out again



and shake it free —only to find it flawed and tattered, creased with nmenories

of where it had been, of what had been done to it, of the pain it had caused.
o>l

He touched ny shattered cheek with the back of his hand. 'You are beautiful,’

he said, and perhaps | was to him

My eyes filled with tears. He took ne in his arms, holding ne gently,

shielding his feelings, as if afraid the strength of his passion would

frighten ne away. 'Stay,' he said. 'Be our Mragerin.'

"Tem' | said, 'l couldn't take away from you what you are! You are the

M rager of Kardiastan. More than that, you are the ruler everyone wants; not

me. |'mnot the person for this |land."’

' You want power. | know you do.'

"But not this way.'

"When you wal ked the Shiver Barrens, what were you told? Did they show you a

M rager bestow ng cabochons? Did they tell you the conjurations for it?

| nodded. - "Then you were given a Mrager's sword. And a mandate to rule.

You just didn't realise what you had been told.' He pulled back a little so he

could see ny face. 'Derya, you are the rightful Mrager, not I.'

"I don't want it.'

He saw something in nmy expression | hadn't known was there. He exclai nmed,

bewi | dered, 'You —you knew all along! That's why you are leaving, isn't it?

Dam it, you make nme so ashamed. | didn't trust you, and all along you knew

what you coul d have had.'

| interrupted. 'Not all along. And I'mno saintly handmai den to the gods,

either, Tem' Just a better person than | once was. |'d felt the claws and
teeth of

evil in my flesh, and the horror of it was still with me. In the creatures of
the Ravage, 1'd glinpsed the soul of what | had once nearly becone, and

hadn't liked it. | wanted to be better than that, better than I had been —but
there were linmits to how nuch one could change in a single lifetine.

| said, with brutal honesty, 'I"'mdoing this for nyself as nuch as for you.
don't want to rule Kardiastan. I'mnot the person for the job: you are. The

M rage Makers may have given me the sword, but they haven't taken yours away.
You still have a mandate to rule.’

He absorbed that, feeling nmy truth. And said, 'We could rule jointly. As
husband and wi fe. How much better if Kardiastan had two M rager swords!

al nost wrecked everything when | | ost mine.'

"You were going to kill yourself, weren't you? | sawthe relief in your eyes,
but | didn't recognise it for what it was. You were going to sacrifice
yoursel f for your |land because you' d | ost your sword, and now, in a way, you
want to do it all over again. For nme. Well, | won't let it happen.’

"It's not a sacrifice! Not if we rule jointly. W need never fear the |oss of
a sword again. W'd have two! And you would stop nme nmaking so many mi st akes.
The only person |'ve ever been able to rely on is Korden —but | don't see eye

to eye with himon so many things. Derya, |'ve been so damed | onely!
Wth that, he al nost persuaded me. Al nost. But sonething el se prevail ed.
Commonsense? Sel fishness? 'Tern, Tern —it wouldn't work. Think about it for a

mnute, the practicalities. W' d end up hating one another. It's one thing to
make a sacrifice, it's quite another to live with the results. W want the
sane

things, you and |, but neither of us is big enough to

share them And |I'd never be accepted by nost of the Magoroth. | killed one of
the Ten, for a start!' Every word was the truth, and every word was a
destruction of desire, a slash across the dreamof a future. 'l bet you and
Korden had yet another argunent when you told himyou were coming here to see
nme. Especially when you should be off fighting the |egions.'

H s anger stirred, a remmant enber glowing in the cold ashes of the rage that
had once led himto fling his sword at me. 'You can't turn ne down because of
Kor den!"'

. »*



"No. Tern, I'm—I"mgoing to Tyrans. |'Il work for Kardiastan there; |'m
going to bring down the Exaltarch fromwithin. I'mgoing to halt the slavery.
"That's ridiculous! I can't let you go.'

'"Tem you can't keep nme here against my will.' i' W stared at each other, and
| felt the enmber flicker as his anger burned brighter. 'Skies above,' he said,
"have you t hought how dangerous it will be for you in Tyrans? Once the
Stalwarts return to Tyr, the Brotherhood will be |ooking for you. And you
woul d take our child into such danger?'

"It's no safer for me in Kardiastan. Less so, in fact, because | can't stay in
the Mrage, because of the Ravage. It will be years before Pinar's son is
strong enough to help the other Mrage Makers get rid of it. And even here,
outside of the Mrage —well, the Tyrani ans must be scouring the streets

| ooking for Ligea by now, and that's just when they think I'"mon their side.
You aren't going to take back your |and overnight. You'll have to fight the

| egi ons every inch of the way, and there are still so few of you. I'd be no
safer here than in Tyrans.'

"W need you, Derya. We need your Magoroth strength. J need you.' Hi s voice
shook. The enber of

anger was a glowing coal now, | could feel its heat. 'You still haven't given
me a reason | can accept.'

"Tern, | have something to do in Tyr. Something | need to do. Until | have, |
shan't be able to live at peace. | love you nore than | can say, but | don't

want to stay here.'

"There's sonmething you're not telling nme.' Hs shrewd brown eyes narrowed.
"What is it —qguilt? You' ve guessed =2

' About Sol ad? Yes. Had you realised he was the traitor before all this
happened?’

"I wondered. | always wondered. It seemed so ... convenient that he sent the
Ten to safety just before the nassacres. And as | was growing up | heard
peopl e say he was not acting normally after the death of his wife and
daughter. And then Zerise told ne long ago that Solad had his sword with him
that night of the Shimer Feast. She saw himkill legionnaires with it. But it
was forbidden to bring swords into the hall, so that was strange too.' He
scow ed. 'A salve to his tw sted conscience, | suppose. As if taking a few
Tyrani an soldiers with himcould nmake up for what he did."'

"I"ve been unlucky in ny fathers, haven't I? And | do feel | owe Kardiastan
somet hi ng because of that. But even that's not what drives me. It's nore
personal than that.' | took a deep breath. 'It's a need to do sonethi ng about
what was done to me. They wonged nme, Tenellin. Gayed, Rathrox Ligatan and
Bat or Korbus. They nurdered my true mother in front of my eyes.' That gol den
worman, splattered with crinmson. She died under the swords of Gayed's nmen while
| ' watched, too young to understand what | saw. ' They turned ny true father
into a traitor and made himcomrit a crinme, the imensity of which | can't
even begin to inmagine. They twisted himuntil there was no

way out but to join those he betrayed in death.' That | aughing, |oving man
hol di ng out his arns for me while |I ran barefoot, across an agate fl oor
towards his enbrace. 'They ensl aved ny people. They took ne fromwhat was |eft
of my famly, to raise ne thenmselves. | was only a child when they began a
deliberate plan to ... deformme. They deprived me of everything that was

m ne, and distorted nmy life into something that was foul. And as they did it,
as they watched nme grow up, they nocked ne.'

I met his eyes, begging himto understand. 'Then they threw me back into the
arena, intending ne to finish what they had begun. To have me kill my own
people. My own cousin, the Mrager. What they did was evil. Vile, by anyone's
standards. And they al nost succeeded. They shouldn't be allowed to triunph. Do
you under st and?'

He nodded. 'Yes. OF course | do.' He cupped ny face, touching ne gently,
bel yi ng the ever-present anger. 'But you can fight them here. W can def eat
them here.’

"Perhaps. But it won't bring me the satisfaction I crave. Bator Korbus woul d



still occupy the Exaltarch's seat in Tyr, and Rathrox Ligatan would still run
t he Brotherhood. Every year there would be another attenpt on your borders.
They woul d bl ockade your ports, sink your fishing fleet. Your whole rule will
be one of battle and invasion. Is that what you want? Continually having to
breed nmore Magoroth to throw agai nst an enenmy who can draw on resources al

the way fromhere to the Western Reaches? |Is that what | woul d be delivering
our son to?

The enber of anger flared, to unite with his scorn. 'l have an arny. And

have fifty Magoroth swords behind ne. You have no one except Brand, and you
thi nk you can nake a difference in Tyrans? You think you can hel p us by being
in Tyr —one | one worman agai nst the Exaltarch? Are you nmad?

"I won't be one | one wonan for very long, Tenellin. For every two citizens of
Tyrans, there is a slave.'

H s breath caught as he considered the enormty of what | planned to do, and
the fire of his anger seared. | think he knew then that | needed justice for
nmysel f nmore than | needed him Mre than | needed his son. How could such
know edge not hurt hin? He was willing to sacrifice all he was for ne, and
rejected that offering. Wrse, the sacrifice | made, of ny own chance at

happi ness, was made not for him nor for our son —but for nyself. | needed to
bring down the nmen who had wonged ne. | needed to obliterate the systemthat
had made it possible. And | was willing to pay heavily.

He stepped away fromme, but in the confines of that cabin there wasn't far he
could go. | was so aware of the rage flam ng through him

"Yes,' he said. '"That is a reason | understand. There was a time when | burned
with a simlar passion for revenge. | grew out of it. Perhaps you're even
right, we could becone two reed nonkeys fighting over the same stretch of
rushes if you stayed, but | doubt it. | think what we had woul d have hel ped us
ri se above such pettiness.'

What we had. | heard the past tense and |l owered ny head so he wouldn't see the
anguish in ny eyes. 'I want justice. Not revenge.'

He snorted. 'Justice, revenge, whatever you call it. You will find out one day
just how high the price you are going to pay really is.'

"I already know.'

"No. You haven't the faintest idea.'" His scorn was obliterating, w ping ny

wor ds away.

And, of course, he was right. | thought | knew, but | really had no idea at
all...

If I had known, | would never have started.

By now his anger and his |l ove and his hurt were so inextricably mxed, it was
hard for himto pull themapart and for ne to recogni se them Wen he showed
me the way he felt, it was an assault on mnmy senses, driving breath from ny
lungs. | turned away fromhim | eaning against the hull, resting ny forehead
agai nst the boards. The cabin was awash with too nuch enotion

There was a long silence until both of us had nore control

"WIl you ever come back?' he asked finally.

'Yes, yes, of course.' | turned to face him 'To see you —to see you both.
And one day | shall conme as Exaltarch, as the ruler of a State comng to visit
a fellow nmonarch and his son.'

He stared, disbelieving. 'You re out of your mnd! The Exaltarch? Cabochon
Derya —+ How can you even envisage that? Wth a ragtag arny of slaves nore
used to wielding a scythe or a pickaxe or a broom against the enpire's finest
| egi onnai res? That's insane! And stupid. And it's not like you to be stupid.'
"I spent a lot of tine warded in a roomwith no one to talk to, day after day.

| did a lot of thinking about this. | have no intention of being stupid.’
There was another long silence. | could al nost feel himdanpeni ng down his
rage, snothering the flame, depriving it of fuel. It was still there, though
snoul dering in sone dark, deep recess of his soul. It always would be. Wat |
was doing to himwas just another formof betrayal and | was uniquely placed
to know how nuch fury betrayal generates. Goddess, | thought, we are becom ng

experts at hurting one anot her



Then his lips twitched, but there was nore sardoni c appreciation than
anusement in the result. 'Sarana —you always were a little devil. | used to
hate playing with you. Who'd have thought that would change so much?' He gave
a laugh, half rueful, half bitter. 'O maybe nothing's changed. You used to
make ne cry then, too. Ah, Derya —no, Sarana —fate played a nasty trick on
us.'

"Do | go with your blessing then, Tenf'

He shook his head. 'Blessing? Never! But | don't know how to stop you.'

'"No. That's because there is no way.' | let himfeel the truth of that.

He threw up his hands in resignation. 'So when do you | eave Ordensa?

"W were just waiting for you to arrive. W' Il sail tonorrow norning.'

He put his head on one side, regarding me with eyes that had lost their

| aughter and a gaze that hungered. 'I'm not your brother any nore. |s that
going to make any difference to how you spend the next few hours?

| swear ny heart stopped beating. 'Ah, yes. Un it certainly could do.'

W both knew this time would be different. Qur need was there, but the joyous
sparkl e had gone, and we both doubted we'd ever get it back

But we still loved, oh, yes; only it was such a dark, grieving |ove.

No one gets to this point in witing a book w thout help, and | have been

| ucky enough to have had ent husiastic people supporting ne all the way. Top of
the list is always ny agent, Dorothy Lum ey, who has read this particul ar book
so many times wi thout ever |losing her enthusiasmfor it. My editor Stephanie
Smith at HarperCollins Australia, and Kim Sw vel, ny copy editor, have hel ped
to make it better, even when | thought | was done. And many thanks to ny first
readers whose appreciation kept ne going, and whose criticismand eye for
holes is so much appreciated: in this case ny fell ow Voyager authors Russel
Kirkpatrick and Karen MIller; Alena S., Fiona ML., bookseller Mark T. And

lastly, thanks to Perdy Phillips for the wonderful map and Shane Parker for
t he gorgeous cover.
Many years ago, when nmy own children were very young, | heard for the first

time two stories, fromopposite sides of the globe. One told the tragedy of
stol en babi es raised by those who had nurdered their nothers, inevitably

i ndoctrinated with the very beliefs their true parents had died resisting. The
second story,
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equally tragic and just as true, told how several generations of children were
forcibly taken fromtheir loving, caring famlies to be raised by strangers.
They were told to forget who they had been and where they had cone from to
forget their |anguage, their culture and their people; indeed to denigrate
their very origins.

Ligea's story is nmy way of saying sorry to all those nothers and their
children; ny way of paying homage to | os desapareci dos, the Di sappeared Ones
of Argentina, and to the Stol en Generations of Aboriginal Australia. As a

not her, | have wept for you



