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With a second cry, the Rider hurled himself from the hall, but not before he had flung the taper to the floor, igniting the old man’s starry robe.


In the next moments, all was chaos. Evitamus shrieked; Mother Madana capered uselessly up and down; Amed and others struggled to smother the flames. In the fray, Amed would have no time to see what became of Faha Ejo; but like all of them she heard the savage words of the Rider, flung back from the doorway:


‘Flee for your lives, fools, or die! For there is a Teller of sorts in me too, and before the sun rises again, this much I know: this village shall burn!’
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TO
Mary Nash




The Sultan Song


Purple stranger


Sadly roams,


He shall be Sultan of the Catacombs:


Standing fast by the last of the skeleton jars,


Not like the Sultan of the Moon and Stars.


Alien creature,


Seldom seen,


Shrouded in mystery in the jungle green:


Turn and twist in the mist with a crazy picaroon,


Never with the Sultan of the Stars and Moon.


– Sultan of the Stars! Sultan of the Moon!


Can we hope to catch you if you’re coming by soon?


– Simpletons, down from your spars!


You might soar through the heavens in triumphal cars,


But never catch the Sultan of the Moon and Stars!


Scarlet angels,


Azure too,


Come to the caverns of the what-to-do:


Where the wild and a child and the strangest avatars


Pray to the Sultan of the Moon and Stars.


– Sultan of the Stars! Sultan of the Moon!


Tell us what you see beyond the mountain and dune!


– Simpletons, look to your scars!


You might batter at your walls, beat at your bars,


But never know the secrets of the Moon and Stars!




Players


JEM, the hero, seeker after the Orokon


CATA, the heroine, beloved of Jem


RAJAL, loyal friend to Jem


POLTY (POLTISS VEELDROP), their implacable enemy


BEAN (ARON THROSH), loyal friend to Polty


LORD EMPSTER, mysterious guardian to Jem


‘JAC’ BURGROVE, a ruined man of fashion


CAPTAIN PORLO, a crusty old sea-dog


BUBY, his pet monkey, tending to the mangy


SCABS, his cabin boy, tending to the pustular


KALED, Sultan of the Moon and Stars


SIMONIDES, his old tutor, most senior of his Imams


PRINCE DEA, the Sultan’s son and heir


THAL, Novice of the Flame, friend to Dea


MOTHER MADANA (1), a slave-woman, nurse to Dea


MOTHER MADANA (2), mistress of a fine caravanserai


MOTHER MADANA (3), Keeper of Palace Women in Qatani


SEFITA and SATIMA, the names of her many charges


EVITAMUS, formerly a Teller, now in retirement


AMED (AMEDA), his tomboy daughter


FAHA EJO, a goatherd, friend to Amed


ELI OLI ALI, his cousin, a great man in Qatani


CASCA DALLA, hated business rival to Eli Oli Ali


LITTLER, a small boy, son to Eli Oli Ali


THE BLACK RIDER, destined to die


CALIPH OMAN ELMANI, brother to the Sultan, ruler of Qatani


VIZIER HASEM, puller of his puppet-strings


BELA DONA, the ‘Shimmering Princess’


DONA BELA, a beautiful mute girl who looks just like her


RASHID AMR RUKR, fearsome leader of the Tribes of Ouabin


ALMORAN, master of the House of Truth


THE GIRLISH YOUTH, his servant


MYSTERIOUS GUESTS in the House of Truth


RAINBOW, a most remarkable dog


FISH and BLUBBER, thieves, members of the ‘Unners’ gang


CHEESE and STORK, also of the Unners


LADYBOYS in the Place of Cobras


OLD LACANI, madman across the water


PATCHES, a member of Captain Porlo’s crew


THE DOOM-DANCERS, tricksters, but also holy men


EBAHN GUARDS at the Sanctum of the Flame


ELDERS of the College of Imams


WHISPERERS in the walls


TARGON RETAINERS


COURTIERS, GUARDS and PILGRIMS


SAILORS, SLAVES and EUNUCHS


TRADERS, MIXERS, RABBLE


&c.


IN ZENZAU:


‘BOB SCARLET’, highwayman and rebel leader


HUL, his deputy, once a great scholar


BANDO, friend to Hul, veteran rebel


LANDA, a beautiful young Zenzan Priestess


RAGGLE and TAGGLE, sons to Bando


THE FRIAR, object of their frequent torments


THE OLD LADY on the Agondon stagecoach


BAINES, her one-eyed companion


GOODMAN OLCH, a respectable married man


GOODY OLCH, a respectable married woman


MISS TILSY FASH, the Zaxon Nightingale


FREDDIE CHAYN, scion of a worthless principality


COACHMEN, BLUEJACKETS, INNKEEPERS


&c.


IN THE REALMS OF THE DEAD:


SULTAN EL-THAKIR, father to Kaled, the present Sultan


CALIPH ABDUL SAMAD, brother to Sultan El-Thakir


THE AMBASSADOR OF LANIA CHOR


LADY YSADONA, his beauteous daughter


LADY YSABELA, his other beauteous daughter


MALA (LORD MALAGON), childhood friend to Kaled


PANDARUS, father to Simonides, Evitamus and Almoran


MOTHER of Simonides, Evitamus and Almoran


MESHA BULAQ, Sultan of the Red Dust


PRINCE ASHAR, his sickly son


THE ‘GEDEN BRIDE’, betrothed of Prince Ashar


THE SHAH OF GEDEN, father of the bride


NOVA-RIEL, who defeated the serpent Sassoroch


TOR, mysterious uncle to Jem


The warrior-woman ILOISA, wife to Bando


The philosopher VYTONI, author of Discourse on Freedom


Other GREAT AUTHORS and SCHOLARS


KINGS, QUEENS and HISTORICAL FIGURES


Various DEAD RELATIVES, FRIENDS, ENEMIES


&c.


WAITING IN THE WINGS:


EJARD BLUEJACKET, unrightful King of Ejland


QUEEN JELICA, his wife, the former Miss Jelica Vance


TRANIMEL, his evil First Minister: see also TOTH-VEXRAH


LADY UMBECCA VEELDROP, evil great-aunt to Jem and Cata


EAY FEVAL, her spiritual advisor, or co-conspirator


CONSTANSIA CHAM-CHARING, once a great society hostess


TISHY CHAM-CHARING, her Greenstocking daughter


SILAS WOLVERON, father to Cata


BARNABAS, a magical dwarf: still missing


MYLA, missing sister of Rajal


MORVEN and CRUM


Many other OLD FRIENDS, ENEMIES


&c.


GODS AND STRANGE BEINGS:


OROK, Ur-God, father of the gods


KOROS, god of darkness, worshipped by the Vagas


VIANA, goddess of earth, worshipped in Zenzau


THERON, god of fire, worshipped in Unang Lia


JAVANDER, goddess of water, once worshipped in Wenaya


AGONIS, god of air, worshipped in Ejland


TOTH-VEXRAH, evil anti-god: see also TRANIMEL


LADY IMAGENTA, his daughter, beloved of Agonis


JAFIR THE GENIE


The HARLEQUIN


‘BOB SCARLET’, the bird of that name


PENGE, a particular part of Polty


BURNING BIRDS


&c.




The Story So Far


It is written that the five gods once lived upon the earth, and the crystals that embodied their powers were united in a circle called THE OROKON. War divided the gods and the crystals were scattered. Now, as the world faces terrible evil, it is the task of Prince Jemany, son of the deposed King of Ejland, to reunite the crystals.


Already the anti-god, Toth-Vexrah, has burst free from the Realm of Unbeing. If Toth grasps the crystals, he will destroy the world. Only Jem stands in his way.


An unlikely hero, Jem was born a cripple, but gained the power to walk after falling in love with the wild girl Catayane and finding the first crystal. As Jem set out on his quest, Cata was captured by the sadistic army officer Poltiss Veeldrop. Delivered over to the evil Aunt Umbecca, the wild girl was forced to become a lady. She has now escaped. Disguised as a man, Cata is part of Bob Scarlet’s rebel band in Zenzau, but remains desperate to find Jem.


Polty longs to find her too, for only if he marries Cata shall he inherit his father’s title.


Meanwhile Jem has acquired a mysterious guardian, Lord Empster. From the first, Jem has wondered if his guardian is really good or evil. Jem’s fears seemed allayed by the end of his second adventure, when, amidst the chaos and battles of Zenzau, he found the second crystal. Now, as Jem, with his companion Rajal, sails for the desert realms of Unang Lia, he shall soon find whether he was right to trust his guardian.


But first, in a place called the Sacred City, strange evil is stirring. Events there may seem distant from Jem, Rajal, and especially Cata.


But they are not. Not at all.
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PART ONE


The Vanishing Song
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Chapter 1


SANCTUM OF THE FLAME


Deep within the desert realms of Unang Lia lie the rocky red peaks of the Theron Ranges. Rising sheer and sudden to unclouded skies, the great mountains loom impassively over a sea of shifting sands. When the sun is high, the jagged peaks glow with vermilion fire; when day declines, the bright blaze gives way to darker flames, of purple, green and blue. But always, amongst the glimmerings, there is one that is brighter, sharp and golden, flashing like a beacon from a high plateau.


To the traveller who has crossed these arid wastes, the first sight of this beacon must come as something alien, alarming. An outlander, perhaps, might screw up his eyes, staring into the splendour with a heart-hammering awe; a Unang would prostrate himself in the sands at once, blurting out the name of the Sacred City.


Kal-Theron!


This is the gold on the high plateau. In far Sosenica, in Yamarind and Emascus, on the isles of Zoebid and the Qatani coast, the very name must be accompanied by a blessing. To Kal-Theron, year on year, the pilgrims come, leaving their pale hillsides, their pungent groves, their market-places and palaces and their shadowy alleys. Many are sick, many are old, but on they travel, undaunted. Many shall die, but what does it matter? To a Unang, it is a promise of eternal bliss to end one’s life on the way to Kal-Theron.


Tonight, as the sun sinks behind the mountains, the Sacred City is aflame with life. Torches blaze; tabors beat; incense and chanting rise to the skies. It is the Festival of the Prophet: in the Great Calendar of Unang, with its elaborate reckonings of orbits and rotations, starshifts and moonturns, there are many sacred times, but none more so than this. For five days, the faithful have fasted and prayed. Now, on the evening of the fifth day, crowds jostle before a vast edifice that towers at the head of a sweeping boulevard. Encrusted redly with rubies, garnets and amethysts, this is the place called the Sanctum of the Flame, the greatest temple of Theron’s faith. Few shall ever see what lies within. Gathering in their masses, the awed people know only that it is here, in this immense bejewelled casket, that there burns the Sacred Flame.


Excitement pulses on the hot night air. The festival’s climax is looming near. Soon Kaled, Sultan of All Unang, will ascend to the Sanctum, disappearing through the immense doors; inside, it is said, he will gaze into the Flame, communing, like his ancestors before him, with Theron’s spirit. Then will come the moment that all have awaited. Emerging, standing at the top of the ruby steps, the Sultan will look down to the masses below. Eagerly every eye, every ear will strain towards him, longing for the balm of the words he will – must – let fall:


The Flame still burns.


It is enough – it is always enough. Then come the screams, then the prostrations, then the wild wailings of joy.
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But this is yet to come. Now the frenzy lies coiled in wait, shivering in a fever of anticipation. Sultan of the Moon! Sultan of the Stars! come the murmurous chants. Sweat oozes from the tight bands of turbans. Veils flutter across the faces of the women, rising and falling with the heavings of emotion.


Then come the gasps, then the cries. The time has come! Now, from the far end of the boulevard, horns sound at the gates of the great edifice known as the Whispering Palace. Spasms thrill through the crowd as the Sultan, richly bedecked, emerges in glory to his adoring people.


Strutting before him come troops of guards, dressed like their master in the imperial hues of fire – guards with spears, guards with scimitars, guards with lions on straining leashes. Milling round are gorgeous eunuchs, beating at drums, trilling on pipes, whirling, dancing in swathes of silk and damask. Sturdier slaves bear the ornate litter, a riot of tassels, pillows, swaying lamps. Sailing along the boulevard, high above the crowd, the monarch sits in the posture of benediction, cross-legged, head bowed, arms raised high. Sultan! Sultan! comes the cry from every throat; there are moanings, ululations, upstretched hands; some, clapping and swaying, burst spontaneously into the anthem, known to all, that proclaims their leader’s greatness:


– Sultan of the Stars! Sultan of the Moon!


Can we hope to catch you if you’re coming by soon?


– Simpletons, down from your spars!


You might soar through the heavens in triumphal cars,


But never catch the Sultan of the Moon and Stars!


At first, all eyes are only for the Sultan; then, swaying in his wake, come two further litters. If each is less magnificent than the first, still they are objects of frenzied excitement, for here too are those who shall enter the Sanctum.


The Sultan’s companions are beautiful youths, their hands clasped together, raised in prayer. One, tall and willowy, twined in wreaths of lotus and jasmine, is Prince Dea, the Sultan’s only son, making his first visit to the Flame. Boys gaze in envy; girls swoon. The Prince is barely at the brink of manhood, but soon the time shall come when he will take his first bride, binding his destiny to the Line of the Prophet.


Behind him, garbed in the simplest of robes, is the young member of the College of Imams known only as the Novice of the Flame. A day ago, the Novice had another name, but already that name is lost to him, seared away in the fires of forgetting. Each sunround, a youth from the college is chosen for the Flame. Symbolising the bond between Sultan and Order, it is the Novice, tonight, whose eyes shall first alight upon the Flame; but when the time of communing has passed, the Novice will never leave the Sanctum. The Sacred Flame is the last thing he will see.


No greater honour could befall any Unang. Reverence greets the Novice, prayers and submissive bows, for in the instant of his appearance this unknown youth has taken upon himself the mantle of a saint.


What thoughts must pass through the Novice’s mind? Rocking upon his litter with tight-shut eyes, his face is blank, his pose serene. Perhaps by now, as his spiritual master has counselled, he has swept himself clear of all thought; perhaps already his awareness floats free, oblivious as much to the crowd below as to the face that twists towards him from the litter ahead. It is Prince Dea, ashen with fear, who cries out the name the Novice shall never bear again.


‘Thal!’


The lapse is brief. The willowy boy commands himself, clasping reverent hands again, squeezing his eyes shut tight like the Novice’s. Indeed, he hopes the boy behind him has shut his mind, too – to memory, and most of all to desire. They must do their duty; there can be no question. But how hard is fate – how bitter that Thal, of all the Novices, should be chosen for the Flame!


Thal had been the Prince’s dearest childhood friend. But that was yesterday, and today he is Thal no more.
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The ceremony begins. The Sultan stands upon the ruby steps, his tall son and the Novice beside him. Behind them, ranged in reverent lines, are Imams, guards, eunuchs. The music, the chanting rise to a frenzy; then the monarch stretches forth his hands and silence descends across the scene like a pall. All down the boulevard the faithful abase themselves, scraping their foreheads on the paving stones. Great doors swing open above them. Now it is the Novice who must go forward first. Someone places a censer in his hand; guards, Imams part like a sea; eunuchs look on, crooning high and wordlessly.


Thal – for of course, he is the same boy – stares ahead. He swallows hard. Trembling, he enters a cavernous blackness, and is confused, for he had imagined these doors opening to a furnace-like blast. Where is the Flame?


But only for a moment is the darkness complete. The doors clang shut and a glow appears, flickering orange, red and gold, beckoning the Novice on his final walk. Slowly, reverently, he makes his way forward, as his master has told him to do.


How coldly the fear grips his heart! How his resolution flickers, flutters! In his hand, unbidden, the censer sways; the curling smoke makes his eyes water – or perhaps it is tears that are streaming down his face. Before him is only a vast blank wall of rock, but in the corner of the wall is an archway, leading to a flight of descending stairs. His steps falter. For a moment he wishes he could run back to the Prince; instead, turning his head just a little, the condemned Novice finds himself staring into the glittering visor of an Ebahn guard.


Bedecked in gold, clutching a scythe, the guard looms forward from the shadows like a phantom. Thal snaps his eyes away, but at once he is aware of another guard, and another, moving spectrally out from the darkness. He trembles, gasps. So it is true about the Ebahns! All his life he has heard of this corps, but never before was he sure they were real.


He knows their legend well enough. Selected from the finest Ebahn slave-boys, trained in cellars beneath the Sanctum, it is the destiny of these guards never to leave this holy place. All their lives must pass in the presence of the Flame, but it is a flame no Ebahn ever sees. At their time of induction the slave-boys are blinded, but all their other senses are then trained to the highest pitch.


Sweating, shaking, the terrified Novice bends his reluctant steps towards the stairs, flanked by the phalanx of fearsome guards. By now, he has forgotten everything about his sacred destiny, his privilege, his honour among the faithful. If he could escape, he would – but there is nowhere to turn, nowhere to run. The heavy steps of the blinded guards echo harshly against the cold stone walls. Round and round go the spiral stairs, descending far beneath the level of the boulevard. In the epicycles since the Prophet first found the Flame, many have forgotten that the great bejewelled Sanctum had been built, like a tomb, over a craggy mountain cave. Around them the light is at first a chill pallor, but rapidly it gets brighter, more lurid. A dull roar grows louder in Thal’s ears.


Then comes the last turning of the stairs.


Now he cries out. Violent spasms course through his frame. His legs give way and he sinks to the floor, gazing into the dazzling column of fire. Rising from deep beneath the floor, shooting up from within a great ring of rock, the Flame surges far above, terrifying in its ferocity.


The Prince screams, runs towards his friend. It is no good: the Ebahns separate them, holding them fast. In moments, they will fling the Novice into the Flame – but not yet, not yet. The ritual must proceed as it has always done. First the boys are pushed to their knees, forced into the posture of prostration. The Sultan sweeps between them, abasing himself, moaning to the Flame like a lover, like a slave. Abjectly he implores the fiery god to receive him, to bless him, to pardon his vileness; ardently he begs the fire god to receive his paltry offering.


The Ebahns drag the Novice forward.


‘No!’ comes a cry again, wild and pealing. But this time it is the Novice who screams, struggles, kicks, while the Prince can only look on, numb with shock. There is nothing he can do for his friend now.


In a moment there is nothing anyone can do.


The Sultan looks wryly at his stricken son. Deafeningly the roar of burning fills the chamber, booming and bursting immensely, like a storm.




Chapter 2


GHOST IN THE GARDEN


‘Have a little nectar. Your Royal Majesty, please.’


With a sad smile the slave-woman held out the medicine, but still the young Prince would not turn towards her. From the moment he had burst back into his chambers, it had seemed that nothing could allay his grief. On and on he sobbed into his silken pillows, his thin shoulders heaving beneath his rich, embroidered robes.


‘Lammy, go away. Just leave me alone.’


The old slave sighed. It was long after midnight. From the alcoves in the walls, the konar-lights cast a diffuse glow, shimmering in the tears that filled her own eyes. She wiped them quickly with a gnarled hand. How she cursed the rules that bound her! A moonlife ago, she would have flung herself upon her young charge at once, mingling her tears freely with his, holding him tightly in her withered arms. No more: now that he was Heir Unquestioned, an intimate of the Flame, Prince Dea’s person was inviolable, subject to the touch of no vulgar hand.


It was cruel, but Mother Madana dared not question the cruelty. For fifty sunrounds she had nursed the royal children, and knew well enough the penalties of transgression. Even now, alone with the Prince, she could take no risks. Not for nothing was this imperial seat known as the Whispering Palace. Spyholes riddled the walls, assuring that only the most loyal were certain to live to the end of their days. Mother Madana’s life was drawing to its close. She cared little for herself any more, yet still she had a pride in her that would not be broken. The old slave had seen many of her friends, too many, die by the swords of the palace guards. She was determined to die in her bed.


The goblet of nectar was still in her hand as she paced to the far side of the wide chamber. It was a hot night. The long, latticed doors to the terrace stood ajar and a breeze wafted from the scented gardens, stirring the curtains and ornate hangings. For a blissful moment, Mother Madana basked in the fragrance. How often, with her young charges, she had wandered happily along the high, broad terraces, then up into the lush roof gardens above.


In her long life, Mother Madana had known much sorrow, but never quite as much as she had expected. Sold into slavery as a young girl, she had grieved, of course, for her loss of freedom, but had known that perhaps it was a secret blessing. Her father had been a poor man, with an older daughter and a son, too; never could he have given her an adequate dowry. Her older sister had married the master of a fine caravanserai, the finest, said some, on the Dorva Coast. What became of her brother she had never been sure; she had heard, and hoped it was true, that he was a great man, rising in the court of the Caliph of Qatani.


Mother Madana had not resented her luckier siblings; after all, she had been a plain girl, unlikely to attract the eyes of men. This, too, had been a blessing of sorts. Pretty slave-girls were destined for a fate she was only too glad to have been spared. Assigned to the royal nurseries, Mother Madana had been at first relieved, then relief had turned to pleasure as she devoted herself to her work.


No, she had lived a blessed life – for a slave. Not a day passed when she was not grateful, but in the very fact of her blessing, she knew, there lay the seeds of this present sorrow. What a fool she had been, to love her young charge! But how could she have helped it? Dea was the Sultan’s only son, and a sickly, sensitive boy. If, in this last sunround, he had grown to the height of a man, still he had yet to attain a man’s strength. Often it seemed that he never would. Willing her eyes not to fill again, Mother Madana thought of the times she had kissed the young Prince, had smoothed his brow, had fluffed the dark down of his little head. Never again would she be suffered to touch her lips even to the hem of his garment. After his wedding, he would be taken to new apartments on the far side of the palace, and if she ever saw him again, she knew she would mean nothing to the boy. They would turn him into someone different, someone alien.


Mother Madana shuddered. She had seen it all before, but this time it was worse. Could it be natural, could it be right, that the boy should assume the mantle of Heir Unquestioned so soon? And was it coincidence that Thal, his dear friend, had been sacrificed to the Flame?


She breathed deeply, struggling to calm herself. From long familiarity the old slave picked out the subtle, delicious scents of the garden, of jasmine and Javander-root, of malak and night-narcissus, and the spores of moon-nectar, most delicate of all. Ah, but that came from the goblet in her hand. Stirred into a potion, it was said to cure all heartaches. She arched back her throat, downing the precious medicine. Goldenly, like the glow of the konar-lights, a warm radiance spread through her body.


She turned, fearful of the eyes in the walls. What had she done? Such potions were not for the lips of a slave!


From the terrace came the tread of a slippered foot. A slave? A message? Quickly Mother Madana hid the goblet, just as the imposing figure of a man appeared before her, stepping in through the long latticed door. She gasped, clapping a hand to her mouth. No slave, the man wore a dazzling robe of red and gold. Jewels flashed in a band round his skull, but even his eyes glowed like precious stones and a hundred little points of light, sharp in the lamplight, glittered in the blackness of his smoothly oiled beard.


What could the Sultan be doing here?


Awkwardly, Mother Madana abased herself. ‘Sacred One!’


A smile came to the Sultan’s lips. ‘Can this mantle of greatness deceive even my old nurse? Come, Lammy, we are friends, are we not? Do you not remember when you dandled me on your knee?’


Flushing, the slave-woman could not reply, managing only a strangled sound midway between a sob and a laugh. Whether it was astonishment that tied her tongue, or fear, or the medicine that coursed through her veins, Mother Madana did not know. She knew only that she could not speak to this man, not this alien, evil creature who came to her in the depths of night and called her Lammy. It was a taunt, it had to be, a cruel taunt. That once he had been dear to her, as Dea was now, only made the old slave suffer still more. To think, that her young Prince would one day be like this! She could only be glad that she was old, and death must take her before that time would come.


‘Off your knees, Lammy.’ The Sultan extended a hand to her, raising her up. He gestured towards the boy on the bed. Insensible of his father’s presence, the young Prince still sobbed, his face turned away. ‘My son’s first visit to the Flame has left him shaken. It is to be expected in one so young – expected, even welcomed. Should a boy’s heart be light on so great an occasion?’


Blankly, Mother Madana shook her head. She cast down her eyes with a submissive air, but in her mind the fury bubbled like lava. Was the man saying he was glad that Dea was so distressed? Oh, he was a monster, a black-hearted monster!


The Sultan went on, ‘Can the sorrow he feels unman my son? I cannot believe it. Likewise, can it unman me to come to him now? Who better to comfort my poor boy than one who bears the burden that one day shall be his? Come, Lammy, you may withdraw to the terrace. Leave me with my boy, but for a moment.’


Mother Madana bobbed with an appearance of duty, but she struggled to command herself. Stepping out through the latticed windows, the old slave could not resist a backwards glance. How bitter was the pang that filled her breast as the Sultan enfolded Dea into his arms!


Reluctantly, Mother Madana slipped into the shadows.
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‘My son.’ said the Sultan, ‘it is time to dry your tears.’


Stiffly the bejewelled figure lowered himself to his son’s narrow couch. Sniffing, blinking back his tears, the boy gazed blankly at the oiled black beard, at the many-ringed hands, at the crinkles in the corners of his father’s eyes. The robes his father wore were sleek and cold, like lizardskin. Dea felt sick. All he wanted to say to his father was Why, why?


‘Why, why?’ said the Sultan.


Dea started.


‘That’s what you’re wondering, aren’t you?’ The Sultan attempted a smile. ‘Ah my son, be not afraid of your own father! Do you not know how much I love you? What happened tonight was a test, and you have passed that test.’


Now Dea was astonished.


‘These womanish tears?’ The Sultan laughed. ‘Why, they are nothing! Do you think I am ashamed of you, my son? Since the ceremony you have sobbed without end, but you have sobbed in private. To the common folk who lined the boulevard, to the Imams, to the Ebahns of the Sanctum, what was Prince Dea but a steely young hero?’


Dea’s astonishment could only increase. Since the ceremony he had been filled with shame, cursing the cowardice that had paralysed him, leaving him only to watch in shock as the Ebahns hustled Thal towards the column of fire. How he wished he could have burst forward, wrenching his friend from the murdering guards! But Dea was too weak, too frightened. He had not even cried out, not even to beg Thal’s forgiveness.


‘Father, you are mistaken. I am no hero.’


The Sultan smiled. ‘My son, you forget yourself. Can the Sultan of the Moon and Stars ever be mistaken? I say you are a hero, for you appeared as such, and in time, my son, we become what we appear to be.’ He paused, his eyes narrowing. ‘So we must be careful what we appear to be.’


‘Father?’


‘You are puzzled, and think me cryptic; but in time, my words will be clear to you.’


Now Dea bridled. He brushed away the last of his tears. ‘Father, I think your words are clear enough, and I am not sure I like them. Would you deny the first lesson I learnt from Lammy, that honesty is the virtue above all others?’


At this, the Sultan laughed again, if a little awkwardly, and enfolded the boy in a stiff embrace. ‘My son, can you say you have no courage? My finest counsellors would go to the stake for less impertinence than you have shown me in these last few moments. Ah, but how gratified you make me! I had feared you were a milksop. Instead, I find you a true son of mine!’


Dea stared at his father wonderingly, then winced as the beringed hands gripped his shoulders tightly, almost painfully. His father’s voice was a hot, eager whisper.


‘My son, sorrow has wracked your frame tonight, but what was tonight but a stage through which you must pass? A boy must empty his eyes of tears before he is ready to become a man. Sleep now, and when morning comes this night of weakness will lie behind you, soon to be forgotten. I too, when I was a young Prince, was forced to watch a friend sacrificed to the Flame.’


‘A … friend?’ Dea felt the pressure of tears again, but struggled to hold them back. How he wished his father would turn away the eyes that looked so intently, so piercingly into his own.


Instead, his father breathed deeply and said, ‘When I was a boy, Dea – a boy like you – I had a friend called … called Malagon. In the roof gardens that lie above the terrace here, how happily Mala and I would play together, in the days when our voices were high and piping, our chins yet smooth of beards! Rapturously we filled long afternoons with hide-and-seek and wrestling and games of catch. Our imaginations stretched and grew wings. In armour made of tinsel, we were soldiers bold and true. On wooden steeds we crossed the furthest reaches of these realms, searching for treasure, slaying dragons, rescuing maidens from mysterious towers. In the evenings we sprawled on the floor of my father’s library, eagerly unravelling the scrolls to read about intrepid heroes of old. Often we ventured forth again, this time on the chessboard, bargaining fiercely with the imaginary lives of little carved swordsmen and holy men and monarchs.’


At this, Dea almost sobbed again, for he had played just such a game on his last night with Thal, before his friend was taken to the College of Imams. The boy looked with sudden trust into his father’s eyes. It was difficult to believe that this big, fearsome man had once been young, as he was now, with a friend just like his own. But Dea knew it must be true. How else could his father speak with such feeling?


The Sultan swallowed hard. ‘Yes, my son, all that you have known with your friend, I knew with mine. But my friend, like yours, was a mere commoner, and had been chosen for me for that very reason, to bind me in love to the people I was to rule. And like your friend, mine … mine had to die.’


Dea said, ‘Father, but why?’


‘Why? That I would feel the loss sorely, as you have done in your turn. What better proof could there be that a Prince is ready to be bound to the Line? Tonight you have proved the honour of your heart. My son, rejoice! It is true, you are younger than I was when Mala was … lost to me, indeed much younger. But if the test you have faced was a crueller one than mine, so the challenges before you shall be greater, in the long sunrounds that lie ahead.’


Earnestly the Sultan pressed the boy’s hands, and the fire flamed brightly in his eyes again. ‘My son, I cannot say how much longer I shall live! No, be not startled – but heed me closely. In a settled time, I should have allowed you a longer childhood, and gladly would I have done so. Now I can afford no delay. The affairs of these lands are at a crucial pass, and the Heir Unquestioned must be in place.’


Dea quavered, ‘Father, I don’t understand.’


‘Fear not, my son – or perhaps I should tell you to fear indeed, for soon, too soon, much of which you are now ignorant must be revealed to you. Would a foreigner, observing the frenzies of this night, guess that my empire is deeply riven, my reign in dire peril? Never: but such is the power of public spectacle. Tomorrow we shall meet the wisest of my Imams, the Councillor Simonides, and you shall hear of threats so deep, of villainies so profound that for ever afterwards your heart will be scarred. Tomorrow, you shall hear of one called Rashid Amr Rukr.’


‘R-Rashid Amr Rukr?’ Dea shuddered. It was a name he had never heard before, but he knew at once that it frightened him. Gulping, he said, ‘Sire, I know not this evil thing. Is it a man?’


The Sultan gripped his son’s hands painfully. ‘A man, or some loathsome Creature of Evil, dressed in the stolen garb of a man! Ah, if only I could preserve your innocent heart, but alas, it must be sacrificed – as your friend was sacrificed.’


Solemnly the Sultan cast down his eyes.


‘But my son, spoil not this night with further distress. Sleep now, and ready yourself for the morrow. Dream not of what is past and gone, and if you would dream of the future, dream of the lovely bride who shall soon be yours, to relieve the rigours of your new-found manhood.’


Dea said uncertainly, ‘Then it is true, that I am to marry?’


The Sultan smiled. ‘Of course! Already my black-garbed messenger goes forth, bearing a command to the fair city of Qatani, Jewel of the Shore. My boy, mark well what I say to you now. Tonight you lament the death of your friend, but soon – I tell you, it must be so! – the Novice of the Flame shall lodge in the dustier chambers of your memory.


‘My brother, the Caliph of Qatani, has a daughter who is known as the Shimmering Princess, though the real name she bears is Bela Dona. Reports of her beauty have flown throughout my empire. Why, she is said to be a creature so fair that the sun herself should weep, feeling herself surpassed. There are many who would sue for Bela Dona’s love, but only one who shall lie between her thighs. Since the time of her birth, this Shimmering Princess has been your betrothed.’


‘M-Mine, Sire?’


‘You are Heir Unquestioned, are you not? To marry my heir is Bela Dona’s destiny.’ Dea started as his father’s hand reached caressingly for his son’s loins. ‘My son, you have attained the height of a man; soon, too, you shall feel a man’s longings. Do you not know what I mean, Dea? Ah, but you shall! Rejoice, my son, at the pleasures I have procured for you! When you are grown, perhaps, you shall take many wives; but with none shall you know the bliss you are to know with Bela Dona!’


Dea’s heart was hammering hard as his father smiled knowingly and withdrew. Left alone, the boy lay back uneasily on his couch. He was exhausted, but there was no question of sleep. For brief moments, he would feel a surging excitement; then a wash of sorrow; then the fear returned in force. In the violence of his emotions he would have leapt up, pacing back and forth as his father had done, but just then he heard Mother Madana’s familiar footsteps, returning along the terrace.


Dea shut his eyes tightly, feigning sleep. If the child in him longed for his nurse’s caress, something else in him, something new, did not even want to see her face. He thought of his father’s fondling hand and a burning flush crept up his neck.
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Mother Madana looked sadly on the gawky, huddled boy. With a sigh, she covered him with a blanket, careful that her profane hands should not touch the sacred person. The temptation was strong to kiss his cheek, to smooth his hair, but she resisted. Nervously her eyes flickered about the walls, into the shadows between the konar-lights.


Moments earlier, Mother Madana had been less cautious, lingering close to the latticed door, straining to hear all that passed within. Only at the end, as the Sultan took his leave, had the slave slipped further away on tiptoed steps, holding herself still, flattened against a pillar as the fearsome figure swept past. After he had gone she had exhaled deeply, slowly, but the turmoil inside her was just beginning. Returning along the terrace with a measured tread, Mother Madana seethed with secret anger.


How she cursed her own cowardice! There had been a time when she thought herself the Sultan’s loyal subject. Now only fear for her life kept her in thrall to this vicious man. When she had heard what he said about Lord Malagon, it was as much as she could do not to burst back into the Prince’s chamber there and then, denouncing her lord and master as a liar. Yes, the Sultan’s friend – a commoner, indeed! – had died in the Flame, but who had it been who ordered him killed? Oh, at the time Mother Madana had convinced herself that the Sultan must have been right, that indeed Lord Malagon – gentle, sweet Mala – was a traitor deserving only torture and death. She knew now what a fool she had been.


The old slave’s heart throbbed painfully as she moved about the walls, slowly extinguishing the konar-lights. At last, when only the glimmerings of the moon cast pale patterns of light across the floor, she padded back swiftly to Dea’s couch, kissed him lightly, and repaired to her own narrow bed.


Later she would shudder at the risks she had taken that night. But she could not help herself, she could not!
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‘Dea,’ came a whisper. ‘Dea.’


Dea started. ‘Thal?’


But of course, there was no one there.


The Prince rose from his couch, staring into the pale squares of moonlight through the lattices. Perhaps he had slumped into a fitful sleep; dimly he was aware of a troubling dream. Then it came back to him, all that had happened; not a dream, but the harsh truth.


Dea moaned, but there was a blankness in his voice. By now he had no more tears to cry; desolation hung upon him like a heavy, trailing cloak as he padded out on to the terrace. Like a ghost, the willowy boy slid towards the white, curving staircase that led up to the roof gardens. Pushing his way through the thick, fragrant foliage, he leaned against the trunk of a lemon tree, peering desolately into the perfumed places where once he had played so happily with Thal. In the thin moonlight there was little he could see, but it hardly mattered. Dea’s imagination filled in the parterres and mazes, the groves and grottoes, the winding paths and sinuous, burbling rills.


Oh Thal, Thal.


The night was still. Not even the gentlest breeze rustled the leaves and vines or shook a headier incense from the lush, exotic flowers. Dea felt his eyelids growing heavy again.


That was when he saw it.


It was a human figure, a boy, or rather a figure in the shape of a boy, shimmering with an eerie, silvery light between the parterres.


Dea’s heart turned to ice. ‘Thal?’


The figure stretched forth an inviting arm, as if inviting Dea to join it.


To come and play.




Chapter 3


ANOTHER COUNTRY


Scarlet, scarlet, his coat was of scarlet,


With a hey-zown zerry,


Zerry-zown;


In Viana’s kingdom he was often seen,


In the years after they had killed the Queen.


With a hey-zown zerry,


Zerry-zerry zown,


With a hey-zown zerry,


Zerry-zown!


It was Bando who was singing. His song drifted softly into the darkened woods. Sadly the Zenzan stared into the dying fire, but did nothing to stir it back to life. It was late, and the fire was only for cooking. In a moment he must stamp it out, making sure no mischievous spark leapt into the tinder-dry undergrowth. But not yet, not just yet. Slumped against his fat belly, sleeping deeply, were his little sons, Raggle and Taggle. The boys were exhausted after their long day’s march, and Bando was reluctant to make them stir. Smiling, he smoothed Raggle’s tousled hair – or perhaps it was Taggle’s, he could never quite tell.


In the Zenzan woods the heat hung heavily, burdening the leaves and branches like insidious, unwanted fruits. The glory days – Viana’s days – were long moonlives ago, when the first stirrings of new life had burst back greenly, decking the ancient trees with rapid, riotous garlands. Now Theron’s season had risen to its height. In daytime the sky was a fierce blue, insisting its brightness into all but the most shadowy caverns of the woods. Leaves and grasses, flowers and fronds had taken on a dusty, exhausted air. In the dark of night the heat barely retreated, but lingered like a vast mocking presence, hunched and waiting. If only there could be thunder.


If only there could be rain.


Murmurously Bando kept on singing, gently rocking the boys. There was no significance in his choice of song. He had snatched at any melody that came to mind, but there was an irony in this eulogy to their leader. Even in Zenzau, the highwayman’s legend was passing rapidly into memory, and beyond. Everything was changing in the conquered kingdom since the rebels had been crushed in the Battle of Wrax.


Evil, evil, he fought against evil,


With a hey-zown zerry,


Zerry-zown;


Though scarlet may be the colour that’s true,


There’s too many who say that it’s blue!


With a hey-zown zerry,


Zerry-zerry zown,


With a hey-zown zerry,


Zerry-zown!


The Zenzan yawned. On the other side of the fire, another of his companions had slumped into sleep. The Friar, after grumbling all day about his bunions, his prickly heat and his miserable rations, was snoring at last. In the morning, inevitably, he would bemoan his mosquito bites, and wonder when he could sleep in a proper bed.


Often Bando had wondered why their leader did not dismiss so useless a companion. What was the capon – so Bando called the monk – but a waste of rations? Young Wolveron, for all his follies, was worth a hundred capons. It seemed that Bob Scarlet had religious scruples, and no more would turn away the Ejlander monk than he would banish Priestess Landa.


Grudgingly Bando had agreed not to torment the Friar, though for a time he enjoyed remarking, when the little man was near, that rations would be worse when Koros-season came, and maybe they would never sleep in beds again.


But Bando no longer laughed at the Friar’s horrified looks. The future that lay before them was too real for jesting. Instinctively the Zenzan hugged his sleeping sons. For himself, he had no fear – since Iloisa, the warrior-woman he had loved, had lain down her life in the rebel cause, Bando would gladly have joined her in death. It was when he thought of the fate awaiting his sons that the Zenzan shuddered in horror.


The days with Jem, in the woods by Oltby Castle, had been the last happy days the rebel band had known. How things had changed! Jem had gone his own way, Rajal too, pursuing a quest that Bando did not pretend to understand. Blackjaw was dead; so was Priestess Hara; Dolm and Mother Rea had remained behind, too sick and old to join them on this journey – what Bando had come to think of as their final journey.


Sometimes – the feeling was a new one for him – Bando wondered if he could go on with this rebel life. How he longed to find his way back to the little village he had left so long ago – how peacefully, how sweetly he could live there, raising his boys. Of course, this was only a fond dream. It was too late: Bando Riga was a wanted man, a traitor to the usurper king. If the Bluejackets found him, they would torture him, then kill him, and what was left of him would hang in the village square until the picked carcass was no more than bones, and the bones crumbled at last into a dry, clattering heap. What would become of his little sons then? No, Bando could not go back – not to live his life in fear of discovery. Whatever his destiny might hold in store, the Zenzan knew he must face it squarely. His sons would not grow up to believe their father a coward.
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Carefully Bando shifted the boys, arranging a blanket over their sleeping forms. Stamping out the fire, he looked round the camp. On a mattress of leaves, the girl Landa – the Priestess, as they must think of her now – was sleeping like the child she had barely ceased to be. Close by, Recruit Wolveron leaned against a tree, keeping guard.


For a moment Bando gazed at the motionless form. He was an odd one, that Wolveron. They had fallen in with him on the day of the battle, but for all the adventures they had shared since then, the lad had never ceased to be surly and distant. Even Raggle and Taggle could not draw him out; only with beasts and birds did he reveal any tenderness.


To Bando, it seemed strange – but perhaps it was not – that a fellow whose bayonet had run with human blood should recoil in horror from killing a bullfinch or a rabbit. Once, when Bando had a fine hare in his sights, Wolveron grabbed suddenly at the barrel of the gun and the shot had gone awry. How angry Bando had been that day – but not as angry as he had been at other times, when the lad had been reckless in more dangerous ways. Once he had sneaked into a Bluejacket base. Once he had taken potshots at a passing patrol. Of course, Bando understood why, but he was damned if he would allow the lad to get them all killed. Several times they had nearly come to blows, until Hul or their leader had intervened.


But Bando could not bring himself to dislike young Wolveron. The lad was raw, but his heart was in the right place, that much was certain. When battle came again, Bando had no doubt that their new companion would be a brave fighter. They could not afford to lose him.


Clutching his rifle, the lad looked out intently into the darkness of the woods. His would be the first watch. Later he would wake Hul, but Hul was not yet sleeping. Beneath the branches of a tall pine, the scholar hunched earnestly over a battered volume, reading by the light of a single candle. Bando looked affectionately at his old comrade. ‘You’re on watch tonight, Hul. Should you still be straining your eyes?’


‘They are well strained, my friend, if their straining brings me wisdom.’


‘Why Hul, I thought you had enough of that already.’


Hul laid down his book with a thoughtful air. In a better time, he might have been a professor at the University of Agondon. Instead, the unlikely rebel had fought side by side with Bando in many a perilous campaign. Seldom had two friends so little in common; seldom had two friends been so fiercely loyal. ‘You think a man can have too much wisdom, Bando?’


‘Hm.’ The Zenzan squatted down, stuffing his pipe. ‘I sometimes wonder if a certain fellow – I don’t mean you, Hul – may have too much.’


‘Old friend, who might this fellow be? And tell me, why should you wonder such a thing?’


Bando’s eyes darted about the clearing. There was little need for wariness: Bob Scarlet had withdrawn from the company. As always, their leader slept apart from the others, his pistols, Bando was certain, poised at the ready. Loyalty prevented the Zenzan from saying their leader’s name, so instead he merely sighed and said, ‘I’m a simple man, Hul – not like you. This fellow – well, often I don’t understand what he does. Or rather, what he does seems foolish to me.’


‘What he does, or what he’s going to do?’


Bando ignited a tinderstick. ‘Both. Either way I am left confused – but certainly this fellow has more wit than I.’


‘You’re so certain?’


‘What do you mean, Hul?’


Hul’s spectacles glinted in the candlelight. ‘Perhaps you’re not being square with me, Bando. You say he has wit, and you have little. But really, perhaps you think it is the other way round?’


The Zenzan drew back thoughtfully on his pipe. What Hul said was true, though Bando would never have admitted as much. There had been a time, before the Battle of Wrax, when he had regarded their mysterious leader with awe. Now, crushed in defeat, the masked man seemed only a sad, solitary figure. Spiralling down slowly towards inevitable doom, still he clutched tightly to secrets that none of them were trusted to know – none of them, that is, except perhaps for Hul.


Bando had long suspected that his old friend knew more than he would tell about this so-called Bob Scarlet. To be sure, he must do – otherwise, would Hul have been so insistent that they join this little band after the loss of their first leader? Bando had been happy to bow to Hul’s wisdom, but the highwayman was a very different character from the harlequin – and hardly a fair trade, in Bando’s eyes.


His thoughts flickered back to their first, lost leader. Poor Tor! To think, he had died in the very manner Bando most feared – hanged by the neck in his own childhood village, another victim of Bluejacket ‘justice’. An old, familiar hatred surged through Bando’s veins. If he did not like their new leader, still he knew the one thing that kept him loyal.


He said suddenly, ‘Hul, you think ill of me.’


‘What’s this, old friend? Never!’


‘For all his strange ways, the one of whom we speak is the implacable foe of evil, is he not – of all the evil that wears a blue jacket? You would have me disloyal to a rebel who has been a legend in story, song and rhyme?’


‘Perhaps you think the legend is tarnished?’


Bando looked down sadly. Day after day, their party scudded like animals through the thickly wooded hills. How far they had come, he did not pretend to know. All he knew was that they must move, and keep moving, towards a new and more terrible confrontation – undoubtedly, towards a new and more terrible defeat. Their leader was decided: they must make for Ejland, where his agents were raising a new rebel army. It was madness – but perhaps there was nothing left for them but madness.


Bando said, ‘It is the times that are tarnished.’


Hul smiled. ‘Well said, old friend! I think there is more wit in you than you would allow.’ He reached forward, clutching his companion’s arm. His voice was a hot, earnest whisper. ‘Bando, there are things I am pledged not to reveal. Just believe this: that there is a design in this course we follow. For now, it is a design too deep for you to see, but one day, all shall be clear to you. Our course is a dangerous one – it has always been dangerous – but Bando, it has never been foolish, and is not foolish now. Clutch your rebel faith close to your heart; for in time, I promise you, it will be rewarded amply.’


Bando looked wonderingly at his companion. For a time the two men sat in silence, until at last the old rebel extinguished his pipe, grinding out the embers, and the scholar laid aside his book. He blew out his candle. They reached for the blankets from their saddlebags, and lay down to rest in the warm, straw-like undergrowth.


‘It was different when young Jem was with us,’ murmured Bando, after a lengthy yawn. ‘How I wish those days would come again!’


‘Poor Jem!’ sighed Hul. ‘I wonder where he is now?’




Chapter 4


PIECES OF EIGHT


‘Jem … Jem?’


Rajal nudged his friend.


Jem started. The trance again! The last he knew, he had banged down his tankard, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. It had seemed just for a moment, though it must have been for longer, that he stared into the bright flame of the candle, shimmering in the middle of the captain’s table. He had not meant to be rude, but now he had missed the end of the old man’s latest story. How he wished he could speak to his guardian! How many times had it happened now, this strange, silent awe before a candle, a taper, a lamp?


It had happened a lot since they left Port Tiral.


Through the open casement the sea hissed softly, dark but for the silver gleamings of the moon. It was a hot night – below decks it would be sweltering. Jem rubbed his eyes. Around him, Captain Porlo’s cabin was a cave of strange treasures, ranged about the walls or suspended from the low, smoky ceiling. There was a tiger’s head and a rhinoceros horn, a Rivan pennant and a Torga-shield, a brass musketoon and a rusty scimitar that once must have flashed in the hand of a fierce Wenayan pirate. Yellowed maps and charts lay all about, and musty volumes of the captain’s log. The old man’s cabin was like a picture of his mind, shabby but glittering, and stuffed full with memories of a hundred fabulous adventures.


Jem looked down at the heavy plates, greasy with remnants of salt-pig and mustard.


‘Don’t mind my friend,’ Rajal was saying. ‘Our guardian once arranged for him to learn to be a gentleman, but – truth to tell – he killed his teacher before the lessons were complete.’


The captain’s eyes twinkled. He gestured to the weapons about the walls that clinked with the sluggish shiftings of the tide. ‘With what, me lovely? A cutlass? A claymore?’


‘Shot him in cold blood.’


‘Hah!’ The captain slammed the table. ‘The hot vigour of youth! Ah, Master Jem, you be a dark horse and no mistake.’ The old man took a hearty swig of rum. He winked at Rajal. ‘I dare say he’s a devil with the lasses, too?’


‘A devil? Why, he’s Toth-Vexrah himself!’


‘Raj!’ Jem protested. ‘Don’t jest with the name of the anti-god!’


Rajal only laughed. Jem’s friend was drunk – they were all drunk – and revelling in a certain innocent glee. Even the captain might have been a child, liberated from the stern gaze of his guardian.


For a moonphase now, since they had left Port Tiral, Lord Empster had kept to his cabin. Without him, the little party soon abandoned the pretence that really, they were in a respectable drawing-room, and salt-pig and rum and weevily biscuits were pheasant and Varl-wine and flame-of-orandy pudding.


But the easing of tension was only apparent. Still their foreboding beat beneath the surface, even as laughter hooted from their lips. The time was drawing close when the Catayane would reach Unang Lia. Surreptitiously Jem felt for the leather bag he wore like a talisman round his neck. Hidden inside it was the Crystal of Viana; Rajal bore with him the Crystal of Koros, but there were still three crystals left to find, and already Toth-Vexrah was abroad in the world, hiding in the guise of Tranimel, the Ejlander First Minister. Soon, somewhere in the burning southlands, they must seize the Crystal of Theron – before Tranimel, or his agents, found it first. But where the crystal might be, who could say? Could Jem’s trances offer any clue?


Rajal was goading the captain. ‘I’m sure you were a devil, Captain – still are, I’ll wager. Is it true you tarry fellows have a lass in every port?’


‘Hah! I dare say every sailor has a lass in each port, me lovely,’ replied the captain, with a mischievous wink. ‘There’s always lasses who’ll lift their skirts for a copper coin or two – and a great comfort to us menfolk they be. But alas,’ the old man added with a sigh, ‘that sort of thing’s beyond me now. Me animal spirits have long been dry as dust.’


‘Nonsense, Captain!’ Rajal burbled merrily. ‘Can decrepitude have overtaken – so soon! – a man who once bounded over the wall of a Caliph’s harem?’


‘Raj!’ This was dangerous territory. This time Jem aimed a kick at his friend, but missed and kicked Buby instead. Buby was the captain’s mangy pet monkey, who often lay, as now, beneath the table, comfortingly curled around her master’s wooden leg – a finer piece of lathework you never did see, as the captain was wont to remark. From time to time certain gaseous emissions brought Buby to the attention of the company, but the creature seldom stirred except when this or that clumsy guest forgot her presence sufficiently to tread on her tail, squash her ribs or kick her in the head.


A shriek sounded from below, but fortunately was masked by a clattering from the decks as a sailor rang the bell for the next watch.


Besides, Captain Porlo was preoccupied. Tears flooded the old man’s eyes. ‘What a hot-headed young fool I used to be!’ he blurted, and Jem knew they must listen yet again to the tale – at once extraordinary and absurd – of how the captain had lost his leg. ‘It were lust that brought me low, wicked lust! If only – ah, if only I’d never climbed that Caliph’s wall!’


‘If only,’ Jem agreed, and sighed.


The captain took a fortifying swig from his tankard. ‘Many’s the chap that says he’d die for a sight of them lovely harem-lasses; but how many would live on without their trusty Lefty, answer me that? (I means me leg, me lovelies, me poor left leg.) Mind you, I suppose I was lucky – would have lost me jewels, I would, if them guards had had their way!’


‘Jewels?’ Jem enquired dutifully.


‘Jewels them harem-guards don’t have none of, if you know what I mean! Ah, they be brutes in that Unang-land, me lovely, make no mistake. Still, I suppose they thought I’d had enough, after they pulled me out of the cobra pit.’


‘C-Cobra pit?’ Rajal mustered the required alarm.


‘Ever seen a cobra, me lovelies?’ The captain pronounced it cobber-a. ‘Rummest serpent this side of Sassoroch!’ There was a grim pause. ‘Thought no one could climb like young Faris Porlo, I did. And ah, I was eager for the sight of them lasses – only the sight, mind, I meant no disrespect. Hide something from a man and there’s those of us won’t rest until we’ve clapped our eyes on it, aren’t there?’ The captain shook his head. ‘Got over the spike-wall, I did, but didn’t reckon with the pit below.’


‘You fell?’ Jem feigned surprise.


‘Fell!’ Rum spluttered from the captain’s lips. ‘Young Faris Porlo? Not a bit of it! Leapt over them cobber-as, I did, and had a good shufty round on the other side. Big palaces? Tell me about ’em. Corridors? Tell me about ’em. Lovely lasses? You tell me about lovely lasses!’ For a moment the captain leered, but then his face clouded. ‘It was when them big jewelless fellows got me – that’s when things went wrong. Hustled me back to the balcony they did – threw me down without so much as a by-your-leave!’


Jem and Rajal looked suitably appalled.


‘Let me lust be a warning to you, me lovelies. I’ve known chaps been shot by angry husbands; I’ve known chaps lose their every jit. More than a few ends up rotted with pox – high price for a moment’s pleasure, eh? Why, there’s some, they even ends up married – to a wife, like!’ The old sea-dog shuddered. ‘But I think there’s only one like your poor captain, lying in that there cobber-a pit. If it just been old Lefty broke, I might have got him fixed, but when them evil cobber-as come slither-slithering near – sss, they go, sss, sss – nuzzling their hoody heads into the weeping wound, what chance has a chap got? – answer me that! Drank their fill, them cobber-as did, and left poor Lefty all a-swim with venom! Ah, they be evil things, them cobber-as – sss, sss, a-hissing all the time, like they was having a fine old shindig! Ah, me lovelies, you’d better pray you never meets them cobber-as!’


Rajal – his theatrical training had not gone amiss – looked as if he might be moved to pray there and then. Jem attempted to emulate his friend, but even in the absurd story were reminders enough of his deeper fears. He thought he should ask the captain more about Unang Lia, this strange land of harems and eunuchs, but at that moment the captain banged the table again, declared it was no good to get morose, and swivelled his head this way and that, in search of his concertina.


‘Time for a song, me lovelies, eh? And more rum?’ He tilted up the pitcher over Rajal’s tankard, but the pitcher was dry. ‘Hah!’ The captain flung it to the floor, tilted back in his chair and bellowed, ‘Scabs!’


The cabin boy, bearing more rum, appeared as if by magic, or rather, as if he had been waiting just outside. Indeed, one of his ears was bright red: perhaps it had been pressed against the low wooden door. But then, much of Scabs was red, or so one surmised from the pustular sores that splotched his face and neck. Carefully the ugly creature leaned across the table, glugging more rum into the captain’s tankard, which he had retrieved from the dusty corner where it had rolled.


‘The new lad is a fine one, eh me lovelies?’


Jem smiled, but looked distastefully at the boy’s raw knuckles. Even his hands were ringed with sores. Scabs had joined the Catayane only at Port Tiral, southernmost base of Ejland’s empire, but it seemed unlikely he could be a Tiralon. Under the disfiguring markings, his skin was pale as a ghost’s.


The ship shifted and a spurt of rum leapt across the tabletop.


‘Steady on, lad! What do you think it is – u-rine piss?’ With playful violence, the captain aimed a cuff at the new boy’s tousled head. ‘That’s precious balm, that is – but don’t you go sticking your scabby snout in it, me lovely, or there’ll be trouble, I’m telling you now!’


Sniffing, Scabs filled the remaining tankards. But poor Scabs was a clumsy fellow, and as he withdrew he stepped back too sharply and trod on Buby’s tail. This time the monkey’s shriek was louder. In a flash she clambered up the table leg; an instant later, she was clinging to the ceiling, hissing and beating her tail back and forth.


Laughter burst from the captain’s lips. ‘Me poor pretty!’ The old man stumped upright, plucking the frightened monkey into his arms. With coarse fingers he smoothed her mangy fur. ‘There, there – never mind old Scabs! Poor lad, he’s mostly made of pus. I expect he’ll burst one day, and then where will we be? Swimming in yellow muck, the lot of us!’


The cabin boy flushed beneath his raw blotches, gathered up a pile of greasy plates and retreated in haste. From through the door, inevitably, they heard the plates clattering. The captain laughed again and raised his tankard. ‘To Theron’s nectar!’


He took a hearty swig.


‘Theron’s nectar?’ said Rajal.


‘Because it burns, me lovely! Ah, but don’t expect none of this where we’re going! String you up in the marketplace for knocking this back, they would. Very devout – fearfully devout. But let’s have us a bit of a shanty, eh?’


With that, the captain gave his squeezebox a violent tug, and roared:


Pieces of eight! Pieces of eight!


Gold and diamonds, rubies and silver plate!


Are they lying in a wreck at the bottom of the sea?


Where, tell me where can me treasure be?


Yo-ho-hee! A sea-dog’s life for me!


But where, tell me where can me treasure be?


It was a song the captain had sung before, during the many times when he was deep in his cups. Jem had once asked the old man about the treasure, thinking that perhaps the captain had a quest like his own. The captain laughed and said it was just a silly old sea-dog’s song.


Bullion bars – stamped with a crest!


Ah, how they’ll flash when I opens that chest!


Is it buried in the sand ‘neath a far-off desert sky?


Where, tell me where can me treasure lie?


Yo-ho-hee! A sea-dog’s life for me!


But where, tell me where can me treasure be?


Rajal joined in eagerly with the raucous tune, incongruously adding his higher, purer voice to the captain’s timeless caterwauling. Jem struggled to do the same, but instead found himself gazing into the candleflame again, his face blank and stricken. Before the song was over, he juddered back his chair.


‘Sorry, Captain – I’d better get some air.’


‘Air?’ Captain Porlo gestured to the window. ‘You can do your u-rine piss out there if you likes, me lovely!’


But Jem had gone already. As the wooden door bashed shut behind him, the candle on the captain’s table flickered out. Buby shrieked, scurrying about the floor and walls. The captain only burst into a hearty laugh, clanged his tankard hard against Rajal’s, and drank another toast to Theron’s nectar.




Chapter 5


THE FIRST VANISHING


Dreams hovered thickly above the clearing. Hul slept in silence; whining little snores came from the Friar; from Bando, deeper and more guttural gruntings. The boys had kicked away their blankets, but were still fast asleep, the risings of their breath barely stirring the air. Stillest of all was Landa; she seemed not to be breathing at all. Somewhere an owl hooted; somewhere, little paws scurried through the undergrowth.


Recruit Wolveron shifted his musket and turned, sensing something. It was not danger – it was Landa. Suddenly the Priestess raised her head and looked about her warily, this way and that. Wolveron caught her eye and nodded. Swiftly, silently, Landa scrambled up.


They swished through the undergrowth.


‘I thought they’d never sleep,’ Landa whispered.


‘The old rebels? Their memories make them restless. Did you find a place?’


‘I looked when it was still light. Deeper in the woods is a burbling brook, and by the brook is an immense oak, its branches gnarled and twisted, its roots rippling over the bank like … like the coils of a vast serpent.’


‘Not Sassoroch, I hope!’


Landa did not smile. ‘Sister, speak not the name of evil!’


‘Priestess, speak not the name of sister!’


‘The tree is not Sassoroch. But you are my sister.’


Looking back cautiously, Cata whispered, ‘Only when we are certain that others cannot hear. Our comrades would think me no warrior if they knew I were a woman.’


‘Sister, that is not true! Have you not heard the story of Bando’s wife?’


‘The noble Iloisa? Indeed, and I honour her memory; but she was a woman from the steppes of Derkold, trained from birth to wield axes, arrows and knives. What am I in the eyes of the world but a runaway graduate of Mistress Quick’s? Better it is, far better, that our comrades think me a man – Recruit Wolveron, never Catayane.’


‘Dear Cata!’ With a sigh, Landa spoke the forbidden name. She clutched at her companion. ‘Sister of my spirit, can you think I doubt you? Be assured, all my powers are ready to assist you. But how sad I shall be if you must leave me!’


‘Priestess, I know it. But you have found your destiny – I am still in search of mine. On the day of battle, did I not feel the presence of my beloved, closer to me than he has been since the time we were parted? Then the power was broken, and I lost the trail again. I know only that I must seek him, and not for myself alone: with him I shall forge the destiny of our realm.’


The Priestess murmured, ‘Alas, that such a destiny is no longer mine!’


‘Priestess?’


Landa said no more. The lapse was for a moment, and a moment only. Mere moonlives ago, the new Priestess had been the betrothed of Prince Orvik. By his side she would have been Queen of Zenzau, as Cata hoped one day to be Queen of Ejland. How strange, how winding are the ways of destiny! Landa brushed her eyes and moved swiftly onwards. She must think no more of her dead, foolish lover. Time and again she prayed in her heart that Cata would not suffer as she had suffered.


They parted a curtain of pendulous leaves. Moonlight glimmered on the waters of the brook and flashed on the point of Cata’s bayonet. If it worried her to leave their comrades unguarded, still she knew she must take the risk. The ritual was vital. With sudden reverence the Priestess knelt down, gazing up into the branches of the oak. The trunk was immense, a spreading, corrugated monolith of stone-hard bark, garbed thickly with moss and wreathing vines.


‘This tree – it’s one of the ancient ones?’ said Cata.


‘Few remain from the time of the Sisterhood. We shall be lucky to find another such one, as we move ever further from the Hills of Wrax. The trees here are newer than those of my childhood, but this oak, I am certain, is the oldest among them. Let us but hope that its aura is strong enough.’


‘The goddess may not come?’


‘I am sure she will come. But much energy may be needed to summon her, now we have left the places of greatest spiritual power.’


The ceremony began. Landa lay full-length before the tree, her robes vanishing into the reeds and fronds, her long hair twining into the roots and vines. Cata lay beside her, feeling the strange coolness from the dank, fecund earth. The brook babbled close by, rolling and tumbling through the eerie darkness.


‘Ul-ul-ul-ul-ul!’


It sounded like birdsong, flashing through the night. But the cry was Landa’s. She raised her head, clawing and clutching at the sinuous roots; with serpentine swayings she drew herself upright, moving forward to embrace the tree. Entranced, she traced her fingers over the mossy, pungent bark.


‘Daughter of Orok, see your supplicant. Sister of Koros, hear her words. Most sacred Viana, soft as leaves, come to me now in this woodland place, where I bring before you a sister who has stumbled in blindness, lost alike to knowledge of your majesty and your mercy. By what design, goddess, you have raised this child of nature, far from the grace of your own sacred woods, your mere daughter-servant cannot presume to say. Know only, goddess, that this child has been true to you, dwelling in harmony with your element of earth; only through the machinations of the evil ones has this faithful servant ever left your side. Daughter of Orok, see your supplicant. Sister of Koros, hear her words.’


In moments, Cata would rise to join the Priestess, and their voices would twine into complex mantras, Viana-Vianu, Viana-Vianu and In the greenwood let me lie and – even though it was a hopeless plea – Let no axe fall in the Hills of Wrax. Tumbling over each other, pitching and tossing, the words became sounds and sounds alone, and the sounds became a music of incantation. Enraptured, Cata whispered to the primaeval oak,


Goddess of the living, consume me like a fire,


Goddess of the dying, grant me my desire.


If the music was strange to her, it did not matter. Instinct guided her where knowledge failed; instinct, and a sense of deep, abiding rightness. When Landa had declared her to be a daughter of Viana, Cata had never even thought to doubt her. After the chaos of the Battle of Wrax, for a time Cata had despaired of her quest. Dedicating herself to a rebel life, she had thought she could only bury her nature, concealing herself in her manly disguise. But the call of blood was strong in her, and Cata had to worship.
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It had been early one morning on the journey out from Wrax that Landa had come across the new recruit communing in secret with the beasts and birds and flowers. Recklessly Cata had shed her disguise; Landa had rushed to her. Sister, I knew it! Sister, I knew you!


Cata gasped and scrambled up, but Landa showed not even a trace of surprise. Sobbing, the Priestess embraced the naked girl; Cata, marvelling, shook her head. When she said they could not be sisters, Landa only smiled; when Cata said she was a Vaga, Landa laughed aloud. In your father’s veins there may have run the Koros-blood – but in your mother’s? Sister, can you not feel it? You have lived in ignorance of your true goddess, yet has she not called to you from the earth, from the trees?


Cata had known at once that the Priestess spoke the truth.


Now the mantras had twined for long enough; with a gesture, Landa brushed them aside. She flung back her head. ‘Sacred Viana, send my sister a sign! Assist her, goddess, in her mystical quest! Help her to find the one she seeks! Show her where the crystal of your powers has travelled, clutched against the heart of the one they call the Key!’


Now the declamations rang loudly, too loudly, battering at the walls of the dark silence. High, wild echoes escaped into the woods, but already a mysterious green glow was burning like phosphorus in the reeds and moss; already the goddess was gathering, growing, enfolding her worshippers in the mantle of her powers.


Cata’s heart thundered. Landa reached out, grabbing her hand. They joined in a dance, capering and cavorting like mad things under the web of moon-shadowed branches. Still the phosphorus burned on, growing brighter. Now the green light was rising higher, raging through the branches of the oak like fire; now a column of dazzling brightness came spinning between them as they danced round and round. Violent, impossible teemings of life came fizzing into being beneath their feet – flowers and ferns, grasses and vines, slithering and burgeoning, rippling and writhing. Brighter, brighter grew the column of light, but now it was more than just light. Cata’s eyes blurred. Gasping, astonished, she could only look on as the image of a crystal – a green crystal – appeared before them, spinning in the blistering light.


‘Jem!’ she burst out. ‘Jem, where are you?’


‘Goddess!’ cried Landa. ‘Sacred Viana, show my sister the path she must follow! All-merciful one, show her where—’


But before Landa could say any more, her voice was swallowed in a wave of sound. Power exploded up from the earth.


The women cried out.


Torn apart, they were flung to the ground. Violently the beam of light began to flicker. Cutting across the greenness came a flash of gold, then another, then another. All at once the crystal was gone, and in its place, spinning above the ground, was the naked statue-like figure of a man, his head flung back and his arms outstretched. Only in shape did the figure seem human. His skin was gold, and golden light streamed searingly from his eyes.


‘No!’ cried Landa. ‘This cannot be!’


‘What is it?’ Cata shouted. ‘What’s happening?’


‘Interference! Some other magic!’


‘Is it evil?’


‘I don’t know!’


Around them, all the elements were a churning maelstrom. The light was flashing. First the green crystal, then the golden man; green then gold, green then gold. Then the crystal and the man were gone, and in their place was only a hurricane of light. Reeds were flattened, flowers torn free, sucked into the shrieking, uprushing beam. Even the brook became a churning mass. Branches and vines twisted and contorted, dancing in a terrible, crazed ecstasy.


Landa screamed, ‘It’s sucking me in!’


Desperately she clawed at the roots and grasses. Wildly her robes fluttered about her. In any moment she would vanish, spirited away into the swirling fury.


‘Hang on—’


‘Cata, I can’t—’


‘Just hang on, hang on—’


With one hand, Cata clung to a sturdy root; with the other, she grabbed at Landa’s billowing robes, clutched and clawed at her flailing limbs.


No good, no good: she needed both hands. There was nothing for it: Cata flung herself forward. With a surge of energy she tore at Landa’s shoulder. Landa cried out. Gasping, she splashed into the surging brook. She was saved!


But in the next instant, it was Cata who was screaming.


‘No—!’


Landa scrambled back to the bank, to no avail. With horrified eyes she could only look on as Cata surged upwards into the beam of light.


‘Cata!’


But it was over – all at once, it was over. Suddenly the terrible magic was gone; gone were the lights and the swirlings of the air; gone were the wind and the ragings of the brook. All these things were gone as if they had never been.


And so was Cata.




Chapter 6


THE SECOND VANISHING


‘Jem … Jem!’


Jem’s eyes snapped open. He had been dreaming, and though his dream vanished at once, for a moment he seemed to smell burning on the air. Before his eyes was a dance of flame.


‘Fire?’ he breathed, but the fire had been an illusion. There was only the night, pressing all around him – night, and the hand that was shaking his shoulder. ‘Raj?’


‘Jem, listen – there’s something going on.’


Jem listened. The hour must be late, or some of the sailors would still be huddled round a lamp, splitting the darkness with their jokes and violent gaming. Now there were only muffled snores; there were scurryings of rats; there were the softest of sloshings, creakings, knockings. The ship was becalmed and the sails were furled. Through the rigging the moon shone clearly, webbing the deck with grids of gold.


‘Listen? There’s nothing.’


‘I don’t mean listen, I mean look. I mean – Jem, just come. Come to the stern and I’ll show you – quick!’


Jem groaned, struggling out from the hammock he had strung up in the bows. Rajal’s bedroll lay a little distance away. Only on the coldest nights had the two friends slept below, and there had been no cold nights since they left Port Tiral. Just as well: the bowels of the ship were cramped and dirty, there were no windows and the air was foetid with the reek of salt-pig, lingering from the galley, and the foul odours of the men. Sometimes Rajal would pine for a cabin, a proper cabin of their own, but there was only one for passengers, and that was Lord Empster’s.


Jem did not mind: he liked to sleep up here, close as he could be to the ship’s figurehead that reminded him so strangely of his lost beloved. Often Jem would gaze upon this mysterious wooden lady, falling into reveries of his golden days with Cata. Several times he had asked the captain about the figurehead, and how it could be that the ship had got her name. Catayane, Catayane? was all the old man would say. A fine old name, is it not? A fine name for a lass!


Jem could only agree.


Rajal staggered, for all the world as if the Catayane were pitching, suddenly, on a high sea.


‘Raj, you’re drunk! What’s this all about?’


Jem guessed that his friend had not yet been to bed. Shipboard life had been bad for Rajal. He was drinking too much rum, and at times his behaviour was distinctly odd – but then, they were all behaving oddly. Jem thought of his own hasty exit from dinner, of the waves of fear that had swept over him suddenly. Now, in his pounding temples, he still seemed to feel their subsiding wake. He swallowed hard, his mouth dry and acrid. The night no longer seemed so warm. Jem became aware of a descending chill, bringing with it a layer of briny mist. He rubbed his arms.


Stumbling, they made their way through the darkness.


‘So what should I see?’


‘Shh! Just follow.’


With a theatrical furtiveness, Rajal glanced up at the crow’s nest where Scabs, by now, would be fast asleep, then backwards and forwards to the bow, the stern. Now he led Jem across the quarterdeck, lurching his way round the glinting cannons, the coils of rope, the heavy spokes of the capstan. From the edge of the poopdeck he pointed, as if in triumph, to the waters below. Jem’s brow furrowed, but when he looked down, there was only the sea, glimmering about the rudder and the rounded stern.


Rajal burst out, ‘But it was there, it was!’


‘Shh! Raj, what?’


Exasperated, Rajal turned away. Suspended above their heads was a Wenayan ensign, one of many different flags the captain kept on board. This particular flag was useful, so the captain maintained, to deter privateers – or rather, other privateers. On a fleeting breeze the flag flapped once, weakly, like the wing of a dying bird. Rajal slumped far across the wooden parapet, his head in his hands. ‘Oh, I can’t be mad, can I?’


‘Careful – you’ll be overboard! What do you mean, mad?’


Rajal tugged at his hair, as if he wanted to pull it out in tufts. ‘I stayed too long with the captain after you were gone – made myself sick on all that rum.’


‘That’s not hard! But Raj, all this drinking ever since we came on board: it’s not like you.’


Jem remembered Rajal as he had been before, back in the days they had spent on the road. Then it had been Jem who was the rackety fool, Rajal the careful, sensible one. Already it seemed so long ago. Since he had lost his sister, Rajal had changed. Jem was worried for him – worried, too, for the crystal that Rajal now wore. He wanted to comfort his friend, but what to say, and how, he did not know.


His friend was saying in a flat voice, ‘At last the old man’s head crashed forward. The monkey danced round me and I pushed her away – then staggered up here and fell asleep, I think, slumped across the side like this.’


‘That wasn’t smart!’


‘But that’s when I saw it, you see,’ said Rajal.


‘In your sleep?’ Jem thought of the flames that had sent him into a trance, and his dream came back to him. Fleetingly he saw a human body, screaming inside a flame – a towering, rushing column of fire. He shook himself. ‘But Raj, what did you dream?’


‘It wasn’t a dream – I mean, I woke up. Lean over here and you can see into the windows—’


‘Of the captain’s cabin?’


‘Lord Empster’s. There was a light—’


‘A lamp?’


‘A rod of light. A spinning, unearthly rod of light—’


‘Raj, you were dreaming.’


Rajal tugged his hair again. In the moonlight, his face was the colour of ash. ‘Why should I be dreaming? We’ve seen so much magic—’


Jem shrugged. ‘Yes, when we’re close to the crystals.’


Rajal gestured to his chest, then to Jem’s. ‘Couldn’t be much closer.’


‘Not to the next one.’


‘We’re getting there, aren’t we?’


‘Actually, we’re becalmed. You were dreaming, Raj.’


Rajal breathed deeply. A strange disappointment clouded his face and this time he tugged his hair harder, painfully. Jem winced. In the silence of the night, the murmurous sea had in it a quality of mocking insistence. The mist was growing thicker, churning into a fog.


So quickly? thought Jem.


That was when he felt something touch his leg – he gasped, but turning, saw it was only Buby the monkey, loping around them, hunched silently. He shuddered. Captain Porlo was so affable a fellow, but something about the monkey filled Jem with alarm. Once she had taken up the captain’s concertina, squeezing out a high, eerie semblance of a tune. The captain had thought it delightful and laughed, but Jem had been overcome by a rush of strange fear.


Now Rajal touched him and Jem jumped again.


‘I wasn’t dreaming,’ Rajal said softly. ‘Jem, don’t you think there’s something about him—?’


‘Lord Empster?’


‘Yes! Something not quite right—’


Jem sighed. ‘I’ve always thought that, Raj – since the first time I went to his house, just as the harlequin told me to do. Do you know, I half thought he would be the harlequin?’


‘Empster?’


‘Yes! The harlequin, in another disguise—’


‘He’s someone else. But who? Jem, what has he told you about the quest?’


‘This time? Only that we’ll be landing on the Qatani coast. We know he’s got papers, diplomatic papers—’


‘Faked?’


‘But why? He’s an important man—’


‘Oh come on! Mustn’t they be looking for him now?’


Jem scoffed, ‘On the Qatani coast?’


‘Why not? What do you know?’


‘No more than you! Only that we’re headed for Qatani, and that somewhere in the Caliph’s Court, there’s – well, I suppose there’s a clue.’


‘At the Court?’ Rajal considered this. ‘This Caliph – I wonder, is he the one with the cobber-as?’


Jem had to smile. He snaked his hand forward, like a hoody head. ‘Sss!’


But all at once Rajal grabbed Jem’s wrist. ‘Jem! Look – it’s happening again!’


Startled, Jem gazed below. Fog was churning thickly round the hull, but through Lord Empster’s diamond-paned windows, cutting sharply through the clouded darkness, came a spinning rod of light. It was as Rajal had said, just as he had said.


‘But what can it be?’


‘Something evil, I know it!’


‘Raj, hold my legs.’


‘What?’


They spoke in urgent whispers. ‘That’s no lamp, no flame – no ordinary flame.’


‘I told you!’


‘Yes – and now I want to see what it is. If I lean over far enough, I can look through the window.’


Rajal was aghast. ‘He’ll see you!’


‘So? He’s my guardian!’


‘A guardian who locks himself in his cabin and won’t come out! Why don’t you just go and bash on his door?’


‘He’ll hide it then, won’t he – whatever makes that light?’ Why Jem was sure of this, he could not have said, but somehow he knew the light was a secret – a dangerous secret. ‘Now hold my legs.’


Rajal grimaced. By now, his drunkenness was the merest throbbing memory. Suddenly their positions were reversed and again he was doleful, sensible Raj, trying to restrain his exuberant friend.


As Jem clambered into place, Buby began to shriek. Back and forth, back and forth her tail beat the deck and her spindly fingers grabbed first at Rajal, then at Jem.


‘Oh, fling her overboard!’ cried Jem, exasperated.


They both swiped at the mangy creature, but just in time she darted out of the way, scurrying into the rigging. Only later would it occur to Rajal that the monkey had only been trying, as best she could, to prevent the disaster that was shortly to happen. Rajal braced himself, digging his nails hard into Jem’s straining calves. Jem protested, but Rajal would not relax his grip. ‘Be careful, Jem!’


‘You’re the one who’d better be careful!’


Jem hung upside down over the side of the ship. Almost at once, he began to regret this escapade. The blood rushing to his head was bad enough; the bile to his throat was worse. He swallowed hard. He gripped the cracking ledge of the window frame, edging his way down towards the spiral of light. How bright it was!


‘Over a bit.’


‘This way?’


‘The other. Now down a bit – just a bit.’


Empurpled, Jem’s head bobbed beneath the level of the window. Now the strange light played across his face. He screwed up his eyes, fending off the radiance.


That was when things began to go wrong. First the crystal, in its leather bag, slipped towards his jaw. Only Jem’s tunic-button kept the bag from falling, splashing into the sea. He clutched his throat.


Then he saw it.


Jem cried out.
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At that moment, far away in the desert dunes, another curious scene was about to be enacted. Beneath the clear, many-starred sky, reclining round campfires, was a party of wanderers in long white robes. It was a large party, spreading far across the starlit sands. By now, like the camels they would ride at dawn, many were sleeping, but some were still joking, gaming, smoking. They were all men, and formidable ones, sinewy and steely-eyed.


To an observer, coming upon them there, it would have been clear at once that these were no ordinary travellers. They were not merchants; they were not pilgrims; nor did they wear the uniforms of a Unang army. But if the observer were a Unang, he would know at once who they were, and know that, in truth, they were an army of a sort. Fear would fill his heart, and he would hope only that the Ouabin1 were bound anywhere but the place from which he had come, or the place to which he was going.


Now, from the late revellers, a song breaks forth. Ringing above the dunes, the song has about it something strangely sinister, for all that its melody, on the verse at least, is an innocent lilt. It is a song that is to prove of great significance in events that are to follow.


VERSE


Time may run swiftly or time may run slow,


Marriage brings pleasures that all men should know:


First fix your sights on the girl you desire,


Win her, enrich her and bathe her in fire!


CHORUS


Marry and burn!


The wheel shall turn!


What bold lover ever needs to yearn?


Seize your treasure from the gleaming py-y-y-re—


Marry and burn,


Marry and burn!


But now we turn from the revellers to one who is not of their number, but who is, nonetheless, very much awake, and stealing away into the wild, lonely dunes. Soon he is concealed from all eyes, and no sound comes to him but the distant echo of the song.


Wives may cost dearly while lovers come cheap,


Still, they bring pleasures that all men should reap:


Ah, for the day when you give her your name,


Clutch her, ignite her and douse her in flame!


Marry and burn, &c.


The man smiles. He almost laughs. Yes indeed, there is a maiden that soon he shall douse in flame! He sinks to his knees, flinging his hands to the skies. On and on comes the echo of the song as the golden presence forms in the air before him. Yes, yes, he had known he was right. He had felt the summons, felt it like a physical ache.


‘Golden One, it is true? You shall soon be in this land?’


‘Ouabin, would you doubt my word?’


‘Never! I trust only that all goes well.’


‘Ah, trust! But can I trust you to play your part?’


‘Is my name not Rashid Amr Rukr? I only hope, my lord, that I may trust you.’


‘Fool! Do you not know my name?’


‘I could guess, my lord. I believe, indeed, that I have.’


And Rashid Amr Rukr, with the boldness of his breed, looks into the eyes of the golden apparition. Another man, at that moment, might have been struck down. Instead, the Sheik’s unearthly visitor only smiles, extends a hand and raises up the Ouabin leader. Now the golden light bathes the Sheik too, and much understanding, and many promises, pass like magic into his mind. Ecstasy fills him as he thinks of the power that soon, soon shall be within his grasp.


Back in the camp, the song has reached its climax.


Deserts are places the gods have accursed,


There men live harsh lives of heat, drought and thirst:


Give them a future unburdened with dread,


Rashid and Qatani’s princess must wed!


Marry and burn!


The world must learn


Ouabin power is our sole concern!


Princess Bela Dona holds the ke-e-e-ey—


Marry and burn,


Marry and burn!
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‘Jem, what is it?’


But Jem could only gaze, astonished, into his guardian’s cabin, where the golden creature revolved slowly, just above the floor. Light streamed from its eyes and its mouth opened and closed as if speaking to an unseen stranger, far away.


If there had been no more, perhaps Rajal would never have let Jem go. It was what happened next that made him stagger back, releasing his precarious grip.


The night cracked open.


Massively, a bolt of lightning – green lightning – fizzed from the skies.


Now it was Rajal’s turn to cry out. He was flung to the deck. From the cabin below came an unearthly shriek, and at the same time there was another shriek, all too earthly – and a mighty splash.


‘Jem!’ Rajal scrambled up, but collapsed again at once, doubled over in pain.


The next moments were all confusion.


They would end in greater confusion still.


First there was Rajal shouting for help, then furiously ringing the ship’s bell. Around his feet, Buby capered wildly. Scabs, started awake by the lightning flash, shinned down rapidly from the crow’s-nest; then there were the sailors milling up from the hold.


There was even Captain Porlo, bursting on to the quarterdeck, stumbling and roaring, ‘Man overboard? Who’s overboard?’


‘There he is!’ cried Scabs excitedly, leaping and pointing until the drunken captain struck him a blow to the side of the head. Then someone – but it was not Rajal – was jumping into the sea. Desperately, his back aching where he had fallen, Rajal could only look on as a lantern swung on the foggy air, as harsh voices bellowed, as ropes span down over the side of the ship.


The captain grabbed his arm, wrenching at it brutally. ‘What would you young scamps be playing at, eh?’


‘Captain, we didn’t mean—!’


‘Didn’t mean, didn’t mean—!’


The captain – enraged, perhaps, at his sudden awakening – only flung Rajal aside again. There were things to be done. All at once a driving rain was scattering the fog and far off, through the murk, dawn was breaking. Buby leapt down on to her master’s shoulders, urging the old man into bellowing life.


‘Haul up the anchor! Unfurl the sails! You swabs, can’t you feel the wind’s come back?’


With that, the captain stumped away, and only Rajal was there to exclaim when the man overboard lay before him at last. The figure was blue-skinned, but still breathing hard.


Only something was wrong.


‘That’s not Jem,’ Rajal whispered hoarsely.


Dripping sailors shambled away. Rajal called after them, clawed at them. ‘That’s not Jem!’


Someone had taken the lantern away. In the darkness, the sailors could not see – they thought Rajal was raving, that was all. Distraught, he rushed to the ship’s side, looking down desperately into the shifting waves.


Where had Jem gone? Where could he be?


He turned back helplessly to the figure on the deck. The figure wore the garb of a Zenzan peasant-boy. Seaweed-like tendrils of raven-dark hair splayed out from around the fine-featured face.


The eyes opened, gazing in astonishment at Rajal.


‘Wh-where am I?’ Cata said.


1 Pronounced Wah-bin.




Chapter 7


GIRL-BOY AND BOY


On the Dorva Coast the cliffs rose steeply, dividing sea from land like a rocky, jagged wall. A road clung perilously to the clifftops, rising here, plunging there between chasms and curtains and narrow ledges of blazing white boulders. It was morning, still early, but already the heat filled the sky like fire.


Rapidly along the road came a rider. Pale dust clouded the air behind him; his camel whinnied and harsh hands, jerking at the reins, snapped its gaze brutally from the depths below. Beneath the rider’s headdress were steely, unblinking eyes – the eyes of a Sosen messenger. One of the finest cameleers from the Sosen Plateau, like all his people he wore flowing robes, but his robes were black instead of white, and secured at wrists and forehead with flashing golden bands. Embossed on the bands was the Crest of Kaled. Common folk trembled at the sight of the rider, for they knew he bore with him the Sultan’s Resolve.


He turned a rocky corner. Staying his mount, he surveyed the scene before him. One last village, one last paltry caravanserai, jutted from a spit of land a league or so ahead. From there, his path was clear. Around the curve of a bay the cliffs shelved slowly, sinking at last to meet the glimmering sea. From the head of the bay came flashings of marble, glass and gold. Sails billowed colourfully on the deep blue water.


It was Qatani, Jewel of the Shore. Principal seaport of Lower Unang, the city-state was the seat of the Caliph of Qatani, brother of the Sultan and greatest of the princelings who were suffered to rule under his imperial sway.


The rider touched his heart. It was a sacred gesture, a sign of luck, habitual amongst his tribesmen when their destination loomed near. Soon his spurs would dash at his camel’s flanks again, but first he had to perform a second sacred observance. His eyes gauged the angle of the sun. Hardly necessary: as if by instinct, he knew the time.


Green. It was the time called Green.


Dismounting, the rider made the stay-sign before his camel’s eyes. The eyes glazed and he stepped a little away, raising his arms high above his head. Now giving forth a strange high wailing, the black-garbed figure turned and turned about, then cast himself down, prostrating himself in the direction of the Sacred City.


It was the second of the Five Submissions, enjoined daily upon all the faithful. From an ancient prophecy, which told of five great mortal rulers who would reign over Unang in the days before the gods returned to this world, the Submissions were known as Catacombs, Green, Dust, Wave and Stars. All over Unang, in cities and towns, women and men of every type and class went through the same motions. Desert caravans ground to a halt. Milling crowds were suddenly still. In the fields, lone workers cast down hoes and scythes; in noble courts, as in muddy swineyards, all was silent but for the sound of prayer.


For long moments the rider remained thus, mumbling and bobbing. The sea below the road was a vast field of blue, glistening but unmoving in the bright morning; barren hills stretched inland, spiky with grey-green clumps of ugly, coarse vegetation.


Following the litanies he had learnt as a boy, the rider prayed for the Sultan, for his health, his wealth, his wisdom, his mercy, for his hands and feet, for his eyes and mouth, for his lungs and liver and stomach and bowels and the vigour and fecundity of his virile member. Only at the end, as he had always done, did he add an appeal for his own well-being, wishing that his life should be spared, and that in time he should know the love of a certain young maiden from the far plateau that was his home.


It was a modest prayer, but would not be answered.


The rider was a loyal man, steadfast and true, but he also had in him a foolish streak. Many phases had passed since he had set out on his mission. Now, so close to delivering his message, he should have made for Qatani with all dispatch. But the day was early yet; he could be there by nightfall. In the village ahead, a pleasant caravanserai would tempt him to linger.


It was to be a fatal temptation.
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Ameda, Daughter of Evitamus – Amed, as she was known – crept on tiptoe across the cool tiles of her father’s chamber. On a shabby mat by the window, the old man still prostrated himself, his prayers rolling from his lips in a sweet, high singsong. How Father loved that window! Framed in bright sunlight, he was a tableau of devotion. From here, he liked to think, his words fluttered like starlings over the dunes to the Sacred City.


The far side of the chamber was deep in shadow. Glancing back at her own abandoned prayer mat, Amed felt a twinge of guilt, but not much. It was not slipping away that worried her: that was easy. Oblivious in his sacred rapture, Father never knew when his daughter had left his side. The hard part was getting back in time. Amed winced – already she seemed to feel the sajana-strap lashing across her back. If only she’d made Faha Ejo come to the caravanserai!


But no. Would she have a mixer think her a coward?


Amed was no ordinary Unang girl.


By the door of the chamber was a dark, ornate chest. Amed braced herself. Glancing back one more time, she lifted the heavy lid. She had meant to raid the chest last night, while Father was sleeping. Instead, and as usual, after a day of chopping wood, stacking shelves and winching up water, she had fallen asleep as soon as she lay down, waking only when Father nudged her in the morning.


Now she had to be quick. Rucking up the cloth that lay beneath the lid, Amed jammed the hinge with a wedge of velvet and plunged a hand into the soft depths.


The musk of fabric was intoxicating. For as long as she could remember, Amed had been fascinated by this pungent chest, filled with memories of Father’s old life. When she was small, she had urged Father to don his robes again, but Father had only smiled. Once, when the old man was out, Amed had dragged out a cloak spangled with stars, parading down the stairs and all the way round the yard of the caravanserai, trailing the glittering cloth behind her. Travellers and servant-girls had laughed and applauded, but when Father had found out his face had been black with rage. A moonlife passed before the sajana-weals vanished from Amed’s back. If Amed would behave with the boldness of a boy, then she must be treated as one, her father had said, as he always did when he whipped her.


After that, the girl – the girl-boy, as Faha Ejo called her – had been careful, but still she would often repair to the chest. Everything inside it was as well known to her as a friend: the star-cape, the pointed cap, the cylinder of gold, the thick book that had to be opened with a key.


She loved these treasures, but there was rubbish in the chest as well – empty scent-bottles, a scratched dinner-plate, a chessboard with no pieces, a ring with no stone. There was a little ivory camel, missing one leg. There was a sand-timer with cracked glass and no sand inside. Then there was the konar-light. Lying in the very bottom of the chest, jammed beneath a roll of musty carpet, the lamp was a shabby, battered thing that Mother Madana would never allow to be used in her caravanserai. Hardly the priceless thing Faha Ejo had demanded – still, it would just have to do. Father, at least, would never notice it was gone. Amed felt for the shape and drew it forth. Well … it wasn’t so bad, was it? Perhaps, to a mixer, even this old brass lamp would be a luxury beyond his dreams!


So Amed hoped.


Father’s singsong still fluttered from the window as she quickly closed the chest, padded from the room and down the stairs. Like lightning she flashed past Mother Madana as the crone, impiously ignoring the time, passed in and out of her kitchens. The formidable mistress of the caravanserai would be sure to punish Amed if she knew what the girl was doing. Only at prayer was Amed free from the demands that she haul this, heave that, fetch this, carry that, all day long.


She dashed across the yard. A moment later she was bounding up the hills behind the village, leaping over the sharp rocks and salty grey-green bushes.


‘Infidel!’ she called. ‘Infidel!’


A grin gleamed in a dark face. ‘Girl-boy!’


On a curve of white boulder, Faha Ejo the goatherd lolled in the sunshine, smoking a clay pipe.


‘Better girl-boy than infidel.’


‘Infidel than girl-boy!’


It was their customary greeting. The friends slapped palms together, hard enough to sting. Breathless, Amed cast herself down on the boulder beside the goatherd.


‘I’ve got it,’ she said proudly.


‘Hm?’ Faha Ejo blew out a smooth stream of smoke, his eyes flickering over his scrawny flock. Some slumped forlornly on the slopes below; others, with a thwarted air, nuzzled at the stonecrop.


‘I said I’ve got it!’ Amed thrust the lamp under Faha Ejo’s nose.


‘This is it?’


It was a very ugly lamp. Dubiously the goatherd took the mean offering, running a hand over the bulbous burning-bowl, the ear-shaped handle and the jutting spouts, one for oil, one for konar-powder. Impatient, Amed plucked the pipe from Faha Ejo’s mouth, sucking back too deeply on the rough tobarillo.


Faha Ejo drew down his mouth. ‘It’s battered.’


Amed coughed. ‘It’s old.’


‘So I see. And dirty.’ The goatherd snatched back his pipe again.


Amed swallowed hard. ‘Old things are valuable.’


‘If they’re gold or silver, girl-boy. Couldn’t you do better than this?’


‘It’s a fine lamp!’


‘For a hovel!’


Affronted, Amed quite forgot the truth of the matter. Grabbing the lamp, she would have run back to the caravanserai, but Faha Ejo leapt up.


He clutched Amed’s arm. ‘Still, Cousin Eli might take it.’


Amed brightened. ‘You think so?’


‘We’ll have to ask him. Come on, let’s find him now.’


Nervously Amed glanced back downhill. The flat roof of the caravanserai flamed accusingly in the sunlight. ‘Supplications are nearly over.’


‘What, you’re frightened?’


‘I’ve got to be back.’


Faha Ejo snorted. ‘Tell the old man you were taken short – Mother Madana’s sheep-eye stew!’


Amed had to laugh – Faha Ejo always made her laugh. With a grin, the goatherd snatched the lamp again, careering away.


‘Infidel, your goats!’


‘Where will they go? Come on, race you!’


It would be no contest. Faha Ejo had all the litheness of his mountain-bred tribe. Struggling to keep up, Amed almost slid down the stony hillside. Wheeling out her arms to keep her balance, she took in the scene that lay below – not just the village but the clifftop, the sea, and somewhere in the distance, the dazzle of riches that was Qatani.


How mean was her village!


How large, how splendid, was the great world!


With Faha Ejo, Amed always saw the larger view. Though she had lived for – oh, at least fifteen sunrounds, the girl from the caravanserai had known nothing beyond this village of her childhood. Often she had feared that she never would. It was true that the prospects before her were bleak. Who, as her father said despairingly, would marry a girl-boy? Amed knew only that she dreamed of more than marriage, and of a life that was more than drudgery. By now, her dull days might have damped the fires within her, convincing her that life was a drab affair after all. Instead, last Koros-season, the mixers had come to town. Time and again, Mother Madana had told her to keep away from them; time and again, Amed had disobeyed.


Soon the sparks inside her had flamed back into life.


Faha Ejo had never meant to inspire his new friend. Nonchalantly, without the faintest sense of wonder, the goatherd would speak of the places he had seen, the jewelled cities, the mountains capped with ice, the far realms of pink and purple dunes, shifting like mirages in the shimmering heat. Like a painter, summoning pictures on the air, Faha Ejo showed Amed the Dead Sea of Geden, the Jungles of Janaga. In casual words he called back into being the Great Fire of Faqbar, the Nardac murders, and the time the Sultan’s troops had sacked the Chasm of Ryn.


From Faha Ejo, Amed had learnt that the world was an extraordinary place. She had also learnt to smoke, to blaspheme, to lie and to steal. Now, if only the lamp were payment enough, would come a still greater forbidden pleasure.


‘Come on, slow-wheel!’ Faha Ejo called back.




Chapter 8


A GREAT MAN IN QATANI


They skidded into the mixer-maze, the warren of shanties and tents and wagons that huddled behind the flat-roofed houses. Cookingpots, pisspots, curtains of laundry, strung-up seaweed and strung-up goatmeat obstructed their way through the noxious alleys. Flies buzzed, babies squalled. Smoke and shit-smells lingered on the air. There was laughter and music.


All good Unangs despised the mixers. Some said they were as bad as Vagas, though no one nowadays could say for sure – no Vaga-tribes were left in the southlands. Still, there was Vaga-blood in many a mixer’s veins. Others, like Faha Ejo, were Xladins, scattered in the diaspora of the Xlada Wars; most were a crazy-quilt of races, Harand and Yuqi and Geden, Faqbar and Nardac and Ryn. In some, there was even Wenaya-blood, or traces of Zaxon, Varlan, Tiralo. In any case they were all infidels, and all, as Mother Madana often said, dirty and shiftless and not to be allowed in her caravanserai – no, not for the world. They were pedlars, indigents, harlots and rogues, but never servants and seldom slaves.


Everyone knew you could not trust a mixer.


Faha Ejo grabbed a runny-nosed little boy. ‘Where’s Cousin Eli?’


The boy looked blank and snuffled his snot.


‘Papa?’ Faha Ejo rounded his hands on the air, suggesting an enormous belly.


Delighted, the boy laughed and pointed.


In the gap between a tumbledown shack and a rickety van, Faha Ejo’s cousin – the little boy’s father – squatted in the dust, smoking his pipe and gnawing intermittently at what looked like a dog-bone. The dog, whose bone it perhaps was, lay miserably at his feet. Behind him, Faha Ejo’s mother stood over a stewpot, ripping feathers from a dead seagull. At the sight of her son, she cawed through brown teeth, ‘Eh, Faha-boy! Goats, goats!’


Faha Ejo ignored her. Hiding the lamp behind his back, he punched his cousin’s shoulder.
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