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            The First Offering Of Pearls
            

         

         
         

         
 
         

         
         

 
          

         
            Last night I became a fish in the sea.
            

            I swam deep, and my body rippled and quivered and the long barbs around my tiny mouth trailed and tickled.
            

            Above me was the moon, huge and white. Below, the shells of oysters, half open, breathing. And inside them, tiny and shining, there were pearls, in which I saw the glimmer of my reflection.
            

            Deep in the waters, beauty is made from pain.
            

            This is something gods should study.
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She sees words on the Moon
            

         

         So the rumours were true. And these were elephants.
         
 
         Their enormous bodies amazed Mirany. In the evening heat they stood in a great semi-circle; twelve beasts, tails swishing, vast ears rippling irritably against flies. On their back were towers, real towers of wood with gaudy painted doors and windows, within which the dark skinned merchants sat on jewelled palanquins tasselled with gold.
         
 
         From her seat before the Bridge, on the left side of the Speaker, she watched the animals through the twilight. A huge full moon hung over them, the Rain Queen’s perfect mirror; its eerie light shimmering on the emptiness of the desert, the fires on the road, the black ramparts of the City of the Dead. A breeze drifted her mantle against her arm; someone’s thin silver bracelets clinked. There was no other sound, except, far below, the endless splash of the sea against rocks.
         
 
         The central elephant was lumbering forward. Its great feet, heavy with bangles, thudded into the soft sand, the swaying mass of silver chains on its neck and ears and back brilliant in the moonlight. It wore a scarlet harness of tiny bells and immense pearls, the largest dangling between its eyes, a fist-sized, priceless lump.
         
 
         Behind the mask, Mirany licked sweat from her lips. The eyeholes restricted her view, but she could see the Speaker, Hermia, and the rest of the Nine, the girls sitting rigid as if in terror, their bronze masks smiling calmly as the enormous beast neared. Next to her in the line, Rhetia fidgeted. The tall girl was alert, watching the crowd. Her fingers, light as dust, touched Mirany’s wrist. ‘He’s looking at you,’ she whispered.
         
 
         On his pale horse, Argelin should have been easy to find. But he sat in shadow, armour gleaming, the bodyguard of sixteen huge men that never left him now, armed and facing outward. Mirany smiled sourly. There were probably others in the crowd. The General was taking no chances. And yes, his helmeted eyes were turned her way. Quite suddenly she felt exposed, unprotected. But she was as safe here as anywhere, these days.
         
 
         Hermia stood. Hurriedly, Mirany and the rest of the Nine rose with her, and as the elephant came closer over the cooling sand the smiling masks glinted under their feathers and jewelled head-dresses, all colour drained in the pearly light.
         
 
         The great beast reached the Bridge, and bowed its head. The smell of it was hot and rank, of dung and perfumes, and Mirany saw the myriad folds and wrinkles of its dusty skin, the sag of its belly as it lowered itself. She drew her breath in. For the elephant was kneeling before the Speaker. It knelt clumsily, and the thud of its great limbs in the sand sent vibrations across the wooden bridge. The rider, hidden behind the vast head-dress, flicked a hand and spoke; the elephant lay right down and lifted its trunk; then it made a sound that chilled the night, a terrible brazen roar.
         
 
         Hermia did not flinch, though one of the Nine – probably Chryse – made a moan of terror. Argelin’s horse started nervously. The elephant looked along the crescent of the Nine. Its eye stopped at Mirany.
         
 
         It recognizes you, the god remarked in her ear.
         
 
         Recognizes?
 
         As a friend. They are considered very wise, Mirany. Their memories are older than any other beast.
         
 
         It had such small eyes, she thought, deepset and shrewd. As she answered she seemed almost to be speaking to the animal. ‘Where have you been for so long? I thought I’d never hear you again.’
         
 
          
         Gods have a world to run. I have been busy.
         
 
         ‘We need you! Things are going wrong.’
 
         From the wooden howdah on the elephant a ladder unravelled and a man climbed down. He was tall and bearded, wearing a robe of white and gold, so stiff with pearls it looked almost rigid. He put his hands together and bowed over them.
         
 
         ‘What is it you seek here?’ Hermia’s voice rang across the desert.
         
 
         ‘I seek the Wisdom of the Oracle. I seek to hear the words of the god.’
         
 
         ‘From what land have you travelled?’
 
         The answer was solemn, and measured. ‘From the East where the sun rises. From the Islands of Pearl and Honey, over the deep sea we bring the gifts and request of the Emperor, the Exalted, the Wise One, to the Bright god of the Oracle.’
         
 
         The masked face nodded. ‘How have you prepared?’
 
         ‘By fasting, by lustration, by purification. By three days of meditation. By washing three times in the silver pool.’
         
 
         ‘What is your name?’
 
         ‘Jamil, Prince of Askelon, Companion of the Peacock Throne.’
         
 
         Hermia raised her manicured hands. Crystals glinted from her fingernails. ‘The Wisdom of the god is infinite,’ she said. ‘The day is auspicious, the hour a sacred hour. Enter the precinct of the Mouse Lord.’
         
 
          
         Formalities over, the Prince turned and beckoned, and two more men, identically dressed, climbed down from the elephants and joined him. Behind them, Argelin’s line of soldiers closed up.
         
 
         The pearl merchants took out jewel-handled swords and thrust them dramatically into the sand; then they walked forward to the Bridge. Without a word Hermia swept round, and led the Nine and the three strangers on to the Island. They had sailed in a week ago, a fleet of vast caravels that were anchored now in the harbour, all but blocking it. Their wives wore brilliant colours, their children bracelets of pearl. The whole population of the Port had been thronging the wharfs for days, fingering the bales of merchandise, the cloth, foodstuffs, gems, ivories, exotic fruits; bartering, stealing, arguing, tasting. Even on the Island Mirany’s sleep had been broken by the bizarre trumpeting of the elephants, terrible and fascinating.
         
 
         Walking now under the moon, she said in her mind, ‘Do you already know what they want to ask?’
         
 
         I know.
         
 
         ‘And will she give them the right answer?’
 
         He laughed, a quiet sound. But all he said was, The palace is full of such wonders, Mirany, and all for me. Music and silver gaming boards and food – such sweet tastes! And there are tiny fish in the garden pools with snouts and trailing whiskers!
         
 
          
         For an instant the voice was a boy’s, full of delight. Mirany shook her head, dismayed. ‘Listen to me! Don’t you know Oblek is missing!’
         
 
         They had reached the stone doorway. It leaned, to the left of the path, and beyond it in the mothy dark were the steps that led up to the Oracle. The Procession halted and the Speaker turned. ‘The Bearer-of-the-God will attend me.’
         
 
         Mirany licked her lips and stepped out. For a second she and Hermia looked at each other, and behind the open-mouthed mask the Speaker’s glance was a flicker of hatred. Then they were climbing, the three strangers behind them. Everyone else waited on the path. The Oracle was forbidden to them, even to Argelin, though Mirany saw how he watched them, how, just for an instant, Hermia caught his eye.
         
 
         The steps were ancient, and worn smooth. They wound in a coiling climb through thyme and artemisia and myrtle bushes, and in the darkness small beetles raced across the warm stones, and an owl hooted somewhere over on the Temple roof. Mirany was sweating in the mask, her breathing loud, and behind her the three men toiled in their heavy robes, the last one carrying a box of sandalwood that smelt sweet and attracted clouds of moths.
         
 
         ‘Are you still with me?’ Mirany thought.
 
         There was no answer, and she frowned. She had offended him, then. He was touchy, she knew that.
         
 
         As they came up on to the platform she felt the breeze that always blew up here from the sea. It flapped her light dress and Hermia’s robes, and she breathed it gratefully, and saw the black, restless surface of the waves, moonglittering to the horizon.
         
 
         Hermia turned. Her voice was breathless and quiet. ‘Well, Men of the Pearls. This is the Oracle.’
         
 
         They stood together, as if wary. The moonlight made their stiff robes gleam. Prince Jamil’s eyes flicked nervously at the stone platform, the ancient tree, the dark, barely visible pit beneath it. He took one step forward.
         
 
         ‘Wait,’ Mirany said nervously. ‘You must wait for the Speaker to be ready.’
         
 
         Hermia spread her arms wide, and coming behind her, Mirany helped her off with the blue robe that was crusted with the crystals of the Rain Queen. Underneath Hermia wore a simple white dress, belted at the waist. Her feet were bare. She turned her back to the men, and took off the mask.
         
 
         For a moment then, as Mirany searched for the Flask of Vision in the basket and held it out to her, she felt Hermia’s hatred on her like heat, like the glare of some basilisk whose gaze could petrify. As their eyes met she knew it was happening, that terrible turning to stone, the stupid fear coming over her, making her small, nervous, fumbling. And then Hermia had drunk the liquid and put the mask back on, and the beautiful golden face was smiling at her.
         
 
         She stepped back, cold.
 
         Hermia crossed the platform. Small mists and coils of vapour rose between her and the men. At her feet, almost lost in the darkness, was the Oracle.
         
 
         It was a pit of darkness. Smoke rose from it, and invisible fumes, and at its lip dark sulphurous crusts formed, faceted with basalt. It led deep into the earth, into the Underworld. It was the mouth the god spoke through. Looking at Hermia kneeling down, bending over it, Mirany smiled a secret smile behind the mask, thinking of the kingdom that lay down there, the place of the god’s shadow, furnished with copies of the world’s riches. Seth had told her about it.
         
 
         Thinking of Seth made her frown. She hadn’t seen him for weeks. Since he’d been promoted.
         
 
         It may be he has other things to concern him now. The voice seemed amused.
         
 
         Mirany snorted. ‘Apart from himself, you mean?’ It wasn’t fair. She knew that.
         
 
         Hermia gasped. The strange weaving movements of her body had stopped; now she flung her head back and screamed, a horrific, savage sound that made even Mirany flinch. The merchants knelt, hastily, the one with the box bowing right over, his forehead to the floor.
         
 
          
         Convulsed, the Speaker swayed and fell to her knees. Then she cried out, a great wordless cry, a yell of wrath into the darkness. Hands splayed on the hot pavement, head down, she shivered and shuddered.
         
 
         Very quietly Mirany turned to the men. ‘You must make your offering now. Don’t go too close. Don’t move too quickly.’
         
 
         The merchant gave her a glance; then he turned and said something in a curt language to the others. The one with the box opened it hastily; a waft of sandalwood and lavender drifted into the air. The Prince took a gift out and came forward.
         
 
         He approached the Oracle warily, with exaggerated slowness. As he knelt the pearl-crusted robe buckled in stiff pleats, its rich embroidery scratching the stones, loud in the silence. Moths danced drunkenly in the fumes of the pit.
         
 
         He held out his hands.
 
         Mirany stared. Balanced on his spread palms was a perfect globe of silver, a polished shimmer of beauty. Lines were incised all over it, devices and symbols and what looked like writing, strange dense letters that she couldn’t read, in tiny blocks of text. It was moon-sized, and in the pale light it seemed another orb of the sky, descended into his hands. As he raised it she sensed its weight; that it was solid, priceless.
         
 
         ‘For you, Bright Lord. From the ancient Treasury of the Emperors, we offer the Sphere of Secrets.’
         
 
          
         Carefully he lowered his hands into the miasma of the pit, and with a reluctance that Mirany shared, he opened them. The Sphere fell, like a flashing star. Far below they heard it rattle and tinkle. Then there was silence.
         
 
         Hermia raised her head. She was sweating; her voice harsh, an effort. ‘What do you ask of the Oracle, Lord Jamil?’
         
 
         The man sat back on his heels. He spoke quietly. ‘The Men of the Pearls seek the god’s permission to pass through his land. We wish to send an expedition to the Mountains of the Moon.’
         
 
         The Speaker swayed. She murmured words, nonsense. Then she hissed, ‘For what purpose?’
         
 
         ‘There are lodes of silver in the Mountains. Long ago, before the time of the Archon Rasselon, there was an arrangement for our people to work them, and carry the metal back on camels to the Port. The work is dangerous, the desert desolate, but we want to attempt this trade again. We will pay any dues the god requires, for his Temple, and his favour.’
         
 
         Silence.
 
         Hermia shivered, curled tight into a ball. She hissed like a snake, and the merchant scrambled up and stepped back. He watched calmly.
         
 
         Behind her mask, Mirany gave a cold smile. You had to admit, Hermia’s act was impressive. Especially if you knew that there was nothing in the Flask of Vision but wine. Mirany knew, because she’d tasted it. Hermia was playing for time now, probably thinking fast of how much to demand. There would be a huge amount in tax for any trading agreement. Harbour dues, bribes. Argelin and the Temple would be rich.
         
 
         ‘So what’s she waiting for?’
 
         The god’s voice was sombre. Not for my words. And yet she has just seen them. You have all seen them.
         
 
         ‘Where?’
 
         They were written on the silver globe.
         
 
         Hermia was ready. Shaking, sweating, its hair uncurling, the gold mask lifted slowly and out of it a voice hissed, distorted, unrecognizable. Its words were forced out, as if in pain, as if from some great depth. ‘I have heard. I say this. The desert is mine. It is forbidden. Enter it and you will burn in my wrath. For the veins of the earth are sacred, the heights of the Moon are holy. None shall tread them but I. The footsteps of men are a disease, and a curse.’
         
 
         Sudden spasms made Hermia’s whole body heave and shudder and then collapse; while the devastated merchants scrambled up and stared, Mirany ran forward and wrapped the blue robe over the Speaker. Then she turned, trying to hide her amazement. ‘The Oracle has spoken. You should go now. The Speaker will need to recover.’
         
 
         The dark bearded man spread his hands wide in appeal. ‘This is all we are to expect?’
         
 
          
         ‘It seems clear. The god has refused.’
 
         ‘But …’ He shook his head, controlling his anger with an effort. ‘We had hoped … surely the god will reconsider.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know.’ Mirany’s voice was cold. All at once she hated herself for even being here, for being part of this. She wanted to blurt out that the god had said no such thing, that it had been only Hermia who answered. But she was in too much danger already. And any hint of trickery might even bring about war.
         
 
         The merchant stared at her, eyes dark. Then he gave a slight bow, swept round and walked down the steps, his companions close behind him, their backs stiff with hauteur and dismay. When she was quite sure they were gone, Mirany breathed out, in utter relief. She took the mask off and felt the sweat on her face cool in the breeze. Then she turned.
         
 
         Hermia was sitting up, hair askew, her angular face shadowed by the moon. She had the mask of the Speaker in her hands, its gold discs and ibis feathers tangled, the open mouth gaping and dark.
         
 
         ‘Do you want me any more?’ Mirany muttered.
 
         ‘Want you?’ Hermia was hot, and triumphant. ‘If it were up to me you would have been reburied in the tomb, laws or no laws. Get out. Send Chryse up here.’
         
 
         Mirany didn’t move, to her own surprise. ‘I expected the … god to grant their request.’
         
 
          
         ‘Did you? Well, the god speaks to me.’ Hermia looked at her directly. ‘Not you. You are still only Bearer, Mirany. And not even that for long, because the god will kill you soon, as he always does.’ She tucked a strand of hair away tidily. ‘Until that happens you can put up with hearing me speak. And with knowing your poor little Archon has failed you.’
         
 
         Striding angrily down the steps, her dress brushing the thyme bushes into rank scent and clouds of midges, Mirany raged in despair. ‘Listen to her! What should I do? Nothing’s changed, after all we did. The Oracle is still being betrayed. And why did she turn them down?’
         
 
         A snake zig-zagged across her path; she jumped back, instantly. It looked at her and said, Maybe others have an interest in the Mountains of the Moon.
         
 
         ‘Others? Who?’
 
         But the snake had slid into the undergrowth and the night was silent.
         
 
         Mirany stood still. Far below, the sea lapped the rocks at the cliff base. Cicadas rasped, a night chorus. She folded her arms and breathed deep. There was one thing she could do. If the words of the god were on the silver Sphere, then she would have to read them, even if they lay deep in the dark heart of the earth, in the caves and tunnels of the god’s shadow.
         
 
         It would mean talking to Seth, or finding Oblek.
 
          
         She scowled. One would be too busy, ordering his hundred scribes about. And the other would be drunk.
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She lives among spines and thorns
            

         
 
         The sun slanted in early to the Upper House. Already, an hour after dawn, with the Ritual finished and breakfast being served, the heat of it was starting to creep along the shaded terrace, under the awning that flapped in the sea air.
         
 
         Up in the loggia, Mirany came out of her bedroom door and paused, looking down. There were two voices. Maybe three. One was Rhetia’s and she was relieved about that. She walked along the marble corridor, past the beautiful remote statues of past Speakers, and down the steps into the courtyard. Rhetia looked up. The tall girl was wearing a black dress and a necklace of turquoise and silver; Mirany knew it had come from the merchants’ stock. Samples of everything had been sent up to the Island; perfumes, jewellery, robes, for all the Nine. It hadn’t done the Men of the Pearls much good. As she sat at the table she puzzled again about Hermia’s refusal. Why forbid the Mountains of the Moon? No one ever went there. The desert was a furnace, the hills stark and barren. But if there really was silver, maybe Argelin had his own plans for it.
         
 
         The tables were spread with oranges and figs and soft bread rolls, and the pale watered wine that came from Alenos. Mirany chose an orange and cut into it with a pearl-handled knife. Juice spurted, a ripe sharp scent. Quietly she said to Rhetia, ‘Where’s Chryse?’
         
 
         ‘With the Speaker. Where else?’
 
         Mirany nodded. Since the Nine had found out for sure that Chryse – giggly, golden haired Chryse – was Hermia’s spy, since the terrible night of the Shadow, and the coming of the new Archon, a rift had developed in the Sacred Precinct. Seven against two. No one spoke to Chryse unless they had to. She pouted and threw tantrums and swam alone in the pool and avoided them all. Whether she was ashamed or just didn’t care Mirany had no idea. Once she had thought she knew her. That had been a big mistake.
         
 
         Rhetia glanced towards the other two girls. Her voice was low. ‘So what did the merchants want?’
         
 
         ‘To set up a silver mining operation somewhere in the mountains.’
         
 
          
         ‘Nice. I’ll bet the Speaker jumped at that.’
 
         Mirany swallowed a segment of orange. ‘No. She turned them down.’
         
 
         The tall girl gave her a sharp glance. ‘Why?’
 
         ‘No idea. Unless …’
 
         ‘… Unless Argelin wants to run it himself, yes. Still, it seems odd. Why not get the pearl men to do all the work, provide slaves, camels, ships, and just cream off a profit from the top? No risks for him.’
         
 
         Rhetia was intelligent and arrogantly sure of herself. Mirany always felt small and dull next to her; she was used to it, and it wasn’t as bad as when she’d first come here, but still it depressed her. She sensed the tall girl had a sort of grudging respect for her now, after everything that had happened, but they would never be real friends. Not like she’d been with Chryse.
         
 
         She took some bread. Instantly Rhetia beckoned the servant from behind her chair. ‘Taste that for the Bearer.’
         
 
         ‘There’s no need,’ Mirany muttered, hopelessly.
 
         ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Give it to her.’
 
         The bread was a small roll, soft and fresh. With a bitter hatred of herself for being so weak Mirany gave it to the servant, a thin dried-up woman called Kamli, probably Rhetia’s slave. The woman’s hands were calloused and strong; she took the bread calmly, broke a corner off and chewed it. Her eyes met Mirany’s; hot, Mirany looked down.
         
 
          
         The woman said quietly. ‘It seems safe, Holiness.’
 
         She handed the roll back. Mirany took it, miserable. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.
         
 
         The threat was real, she knew that. Hermia had sworn to destroy her, and even though by law the Nine could be harmed by no one, secret poison would never be proved. For the last few months, especially at first, after her reinstatement, she had hardly dared to eat at all, except for fruit, which was probably safe. She’d got thinner. Oblek had made some sour joke about it and even the Archon had looked up from his latest pet and said, ‘Mirany, you do look pale.’
         
 
         But putting someone else’s life at risk turned her sick. She ate the roll slowly, still wary. It tasted like ashes. How could things be like this! Nothing had changed! Alexos was Archon, yes, but she was in more danger than ever, and Oblek … Where was Oblek?
         
 
         She stood, quickly. ‘I’m going to the Palace.’
 
         Rhetia pared an apricot. ‘Take a litter. And a few guards.’ Then she said casually, ‘We could always use him, you know.’
         
 
         ‘Use him?’
 
         ‘Prince Jamil.’ With a swift gesture she waved the slave away, tossed down the fruit, stood, and pulled Mirany aside into a cool white room facing out over the sea. Kicking the door shut she turned, her voice suddenly decisive. ‘Don’t you see? We could explain to him that the Oracle is being abused. You could tell him what the god really says – that Hermia and Argelin are in it together.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t—’ Mirany began, aghast, but Rhetia ignored her.
         
 
         ‘Our problem is that we have no forces! Argelin’s soldiers mean he can do what he wants. There’s no leader to stand against him. Now the Emperor is powerful. He has huge armies – cavalry, hoplites, elephants! Think of it, Mirany! They could destroy Argelin, and then Hermia would have no support, and we could force her out. A new Speaker. A real speaker!’
         
 
         Mirany had backed to the window. Now she said, ‘You, of course.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, me! Why not?’
 
         Mirany shook her head. She couldn’t believe this. ‘You’d cause a war? Deliberately …’
         
 
         ‘We need to get rid of Argelin. Don’t be so prim, Mirany. I doubt there’d be much fighting. Just the threat would be enough.’
         
 
         ‘You don’t know that. People would die!’
 
         Rhetia shrugged. ‘Slaves. Soldiers. No one important.’
 
         Outside, a gull screamed in the blue air, like a cold omen. Mirany clasped her hands together to stop them shaking with anger. She was appalled and very, very scared. ‘You really believe that, don’t you?’
         
 
         Rhetia was pacing up and down, the black pleated hem of her dress gathering swirls of sandy dust. She seemed consumed with a triumphant excitement, turning her head and fixing Mirany with an irate stare. ‘Of course I do. Sometimes deaths are necessary. When she was young my grandmother was a priestess too, Mirany, did I ever tell you that? In the Archon Horeb’s time. She had an enemy called Alanta, a woman from a good house on the same island. Only one of them could come here so they fought for the privilege.’
         
 
         ‘Fought?’
 
         ‘With shield and spear.’
 
         ‘To the death?’
 
         ‘Of course to the death!’ Rhetia shook her head impatiently. ‘Sometimes you have to take your life in your hands, Mirany! The gods challenge us, and if we die we die. At least our cause is a good one. You know that more than anyone. And you know things can’t stay as they are here for much longer. We have to look out for ourselves or end up choking on some poison. If it takes the threat of war to restore the Oracle, I’ll do it. I’m not afraid of that.’
         
 
         Mirany turned and looked out at the sea. The blueness of it seemed deep and safe; she had a sudden desire to plunge into it and swim, anywhere, away from here. Instead she forced herself to turn back. ‘Listen to me.’ Her voice was quiet, and firm. ‘We say nothing to the pearl men …’
         
 
         ‘That’s utter—’
 
          
         ‘Listen to me!’ Furious now, she came and faced the tall girl. ‘There’ll be no war and no battles and no smashed ships, do you hear me? That’s not what the god wants.’
         
 
         ‘He’s told you, I suppose,’ Rhetia said acidly.
 
         ‘Yes, he’s told me! There are other ways to do this, better ways …’
         
 
         ‘We can’t wait for the god! We have to act. The gods work through us!’
         
 
         Mirany looked at her strangely. ‘Not always.’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘When the Archon was chosen. Who chose him, Rhetia? It wasn’t you, because I saw you at the door of the House, and it wasn’t Hermia, because you’d drugged her and left her here. So who was it wearing the Speaker’s mask? That tall queenly woman in the robe of raindrops? I think you know as well as I do who it was.’
         
 
         Rhetia was silent. They had never talked about what had happened that night; the suspicion that the Rain Queen herself had come from her mystical garden to choose the Archon was almost a thing beyond saying. Now Rhetia seemed to lose some of her strength; there was a chair carved like a bird with open wings, and she went and sat in it, not looking at Mirany at all. After a moment she said, ‘I don’t know what happened. I prayed, and then a sort of darkness came. When I woke up I was lying there, on the stone platform, and the dawn had broken and everyone had gone. I ran all the way to the City. And yes, there was … someone else wearing the Speaker’s robes.’
         
 
         For a moment then they exchanged glances. Mirany said, ‘I’m going to find the Archon—’
         
 
         ‘That little boy! What use is he?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what use any of us are. But say nothing, Rhetia, to the merchants or anyone. Wait for me. Let the god do this the way he chooses.’
         
 
         She was halfway out of the door before Rhetia spoke again.
         
 
         ‘I won’t be poisoned. And I won’t keep silent for ever. If you’re not with me, I’ll do something without you. I will be Speaker, Mirany.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         As she walked hastily down the terraces of the processional road towards the Bridge, Mirany shivered, despite the heat. As if things weren’t bad enough! Rhetia had always been ambitious, and she was ruthless. She came from a long line of proud rulers and queens; she’d always resented Hermia and hated Argelin. But war!
         
 
         Dimly, Mirany realized there was a stone in her sandal and stopped to unlace it. Kneeling on the stone road the silence of the Island came up around her like a haze, and with it the heat rebounding off the smooth cobbles with a dazzling glare. Sweat broke out on her back. She wished she’d brought something to cover her arms.
         
 
          
         The pause calmed her. When she had retied the strap and stood up again she felt easier, as if some tension had loosened. In her mind she said, ‘Are you here?’
         
 
         There was no answer, but as she walked on she felt the god was close, sensed that peculiar awareness of someone other that she was beginning to recognize.
         
 
         The road was quiet. A few pilgrims to the Temple passed her, all on foot, some barefoot, loaded with offerings. They bowed, and she smiled back. Rhetia always ignored them, and Chryse would giggle behind their backs, but Mirany felt sorry for them, because usually they were desperate for the god’s help, their children were sick or their crops had failed. Though the terrible drought had ended with the Archon’s coming the Two Lands were still dry as dust, the fields as always irrigated with the barest drips of water. It was well known that only the richer farmers could afford to pay Argelin’s taxes on water. His soldiers guarded all wells and oases and even had a guardpost on the dried-up bed of the river Draxis, which had ceased to flow generations ago.
         
 
         At the Bridge she crossed, looking down at the dolphins that always seemed to play there, in the warm shallows. There were two guards at the land end, Temple guards, and she nodded as they bowed to her, and then walked on quickly. She didn’t trust any of them.
         
 
         It was good to be walking, and off the Island. The desert spread out before her, shimmering with heat, rocky and spined with thorny bushes, hissing with insects. A pungent stink of cow dung came from somewhere, though the Road was kept scrupulously swept, and away to her left the dark facade of the City of the Dead rose up, the seated silhouettes of the Archons that lined its battlements black against the piercing blue sky. Flicking off mosquitoes she thought of Seth.
         
 
         Argelin had been very, very clever. There was no doubt.
         
 
         Two weeks after the new Archon had been Chosen, Seth had been promoted. From Fourth Assistant Archivist to Second. He’d been delirious with happiness, and disbelief. And since then he had been so busy with his contracts and lists and plans and invoices that she had barely seen him. Why bother having someone killed when you could work them to death?
         
 
         The Port wall loomed ahead of her, its gate open. Before that she turned off the main road, down a track lined with myrtle trees. Here on the highest point of the great cliff that tumbled down to the sea, was the Archon’s Palace.
         
 
         A white, gleaming building, its terraces and corridors rose above the drowned volcano. Precious trees grew in its gardens, watered by fountains, an unheard of luxury. As she came in through the gates she saw the fountains were running and splashing, great torrents of water gushing from urns held under the arms of solemn statues, a whole row of them, silent and identical, beautiful young girls. Yellow roses scented the air. Beyond, in the courtyards that skirted the kitchens, the Archon’s army of servants worked, the bustle and clatter of pans coming up from below, the smell of garlic making Mirany’s mouth water. On the trees lemons grew, almost ripe, and under the olive groves nets were hung to catch the falling fruit. She passed the new aviaries with their thousand colourful birds, parakeets and macaws and humming birds and birds of paradise, finches with plumed tails and scarlet beaks; a cacaphony of chirrups and song and fluttering wings. Once the new Archon had come, every ship in the Port had brought him gifts. Because of the rain. And his youth.
         
 
         Mirany entered the house.
 
         It was cool, the marble floors so smooth that she slipped off her gritty sandals and walked barefoot. The ornamental pool in the atrium had a bench and a pile of pictured scrolls beside it; she dipped her toes in the lukewarm water and padded from room to room, leaving a trail of wet prints.
         
 
         ‘Archon?’ she called. ‘Alexos?’
 
         He was only ten, but the god was in him. Everything, all their plans, all their lives, depended on him. And yet Argelin had known how to deal with him too.
         
 
         Every room was full. With toys, with carved models of animals that roared and walked and growled, with board games and bats and balls and conjuring tricks and spinning tops. There was a great model of a theatre, presented by the actors’ guild, with tiny people to make up the audience and a set of actors with removable masks and a whole library of play scripts. In the room at the foot of the stairs she found chests of clothes and expensive fabrics, all strewn about, scattered with the half eaten rind of a melon. Spilled raisins made a trail through the halls and galleries. Small animals scattered as she came by, a rat, a gerbil, furry things like guinea pigs, whole litters of them. In one room a great reptile slept on a branch in a cage; the cage was heated by underground piping and the creature sat immobile; its scales lurid green, its eye a coned stare. She wasn’t even sure it was alive until its tongue darted out and snapped up a fly, an instant of terrifying speed.
         
 
         There was no one anywhere. Trying another door she found it jammed; shoving it wide a table toppled on the other side, spread with fruit, some eaten. Putting her head round she said, ‘Archon?’
         
 
         The room was dim, the windows filmed with silk. Something chirred; a green slither zig-zagged across the floor towards her, hissing. Hastily she jumped back, and slammed the door.
         
 
         He had everything a boy could want. The whole palace was a child’s paradise. When the rain had come the people had been beside themselves with joy; every well in the town had brimmed full, every duct and pipe and barrel had been filled. Next morning there had been queues of people from here right back to the Port, bringing quinces and damsons and precious plums, gold coins and silks, rings and tunics, musical instruments, animals of every species, a million scrolls of tales and stories. And above all, toys. He had all the toys in the world and no one to play with them with. He had stood on the roof in his silver mask and waved his gratitude, a tiny silent figure.
         
 
         She came to some stairs, and looked up. ‘Alexos! Where are you? It’s Mirany.’
         
 
         No one could speak to the Archon, no one see his face. But they had ignored that, she and Seth and Oblek. Oblek had sworn not even death would separate him from the boy, had marched in and sat down and defied any soldier to remove him. Argelin hadn’t even tried. Instead, that night, he had started sending the wine.
         
 
         Casks of it.
 
         Sweet wines and red wines and vintages from Paros. Distilled spirits in amphorae from the ships of merchants, brought from beyond the sea. Honeyed meads and beers brewed from hops.
         
 
         For the cellar of the Archon.
 
         Oh yes, she thought acidly, climbing the wide marble staircase, Argelin had known just how to deal with them all. He had given them what they wanted. Their secret dreams.
         
 
         Except her. He didn’t know what she wanted.
 
         It would take a god to know that.
         
 
          
         She stopped, on the fourth step. ‘Where are you?’
 
         In the jungle chamber, Mirany.
         
 
         There was a great door to her left, brass, with the sign of the Scorpion embossed on it in copper. She creaked it open, and slid in.
         
 
         It had once been a room. Now it was a forest, carpeted in turf, great trees rising to its ceiling, creepers and artificial branches crowding it. Through the open windows butterflies flew in, attracted by the nectar that dripped from exotic flowers, and flocks of tiny, brilliant birds cheeped and swooped overhead. There were monkeys of all sorts, baboons and tiny grey ones with babies hanging to their bellies, and longtailed lemurs that swung and screeched and somersaulted with a crash through the foliage. And there was Alexos, hanging upside-down from his knees, feeding pieces of apple to a chimp as big as himself.
         
 
         ‘Mirany!’
 
         ‘For god’s sake,’ she said in terror. ‘You’ll fall!’
 
         ‘No. I’m good at it. Watch me with Eno!’ He swung, and the small brown monkey that was his favourite jumped on to his back with a chatter, and then the boy was swarming down a rope feet first, then to a branch, then somersaulting down and down to land on the grass at her side, breathless and dishevelled. ‘See?’
         
 
         He was taller. His face was red and heated and full of mischief but its beauty was the beauty of the god. In sudden despair she sat down on the withering turf and put her arms round her knees. ‘Is he back? Has there been any sign of him?’
         
 
         ‘No.’ The boy looked at her, and his happiness faded. He crouched down. ‘I’ve had the servants look everywhere.’
         
 
         ‘In the cellar?’
 
         ‘We looked there first. He was here two days ago, Mirany, because he had the harp out and was playing it, such sad songs, like he used to sing for me years ago, before I was young. Then we played Seek and Hide and something happened and I never got round to finding him.’ He frowned. ‘Poor Oblek. It’s all my fault.’
         
 
         ‘Your fault?’
 
         ‘Don’t you see, it’s because he can’t make the songs any more. It makes him sad. I promised him, that when I was Archon, we would go on a great quest to find the place that songs come from. But I forgot, Mirany, because there were all these lovely things to play with and the ceremonies and the children to put my hands on and cure, and being carried in a litter and waving at all the people. I forgot about the songs. And I think he may have gone to look for them on his own.’
         
 
         She shook her head. ‘Not without telling us.’
 
         He watched her carefully. ‘You think Argelin has got him.’
         
 
         ‘He tried to kill Argelin. Argelin would have been watching this palace. If Oblek stepped outside, they would be waiting for him.’
         
 
         In a scared silence, they watched two lemurs scream over an apricot. Then Alexos stood up. ‘Mirany, there’s something else you have to do. Tonight. You have to go down into the Kingdom of Shadows and speak with my brother.’
         
 
         ‘Kreon?’
 
         ‘I dreamed of him. He stood in the dark and held a Sphere in his hands, a Sphere of Secrets and he said, “Brother. This is waiting for you. Send for it.’”
         
 
         Alexos took her fingers, and his hand was cold. ‘There were mountains all around us, Mirany, in my dream. Ice mountains. Silver mountains. And the Sphere in his hands grew and grew till it filled all the night and the mountains opened for it to go inside. And there was writing on it. And it was the Moon!’
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He gets more than he bargained for
            

         
 
         ‘It’s from what?’
         
 
         ‘A unicorn.’ The trader laid the long, spiral horn in Seth’s hands. ‘Animal like a horse. Lives far in the west. Beyond the ends of the earth.’
         
 
         Seth turned the thing, wondering. ‘If it lives beyond the ends of the earth, how did you get it?’
         
 
         The man winked. ‘One way and another. Things get traded, passed on. See these? They’re called thunderstones. Have one in your house and it’ll never be hit by lightning. They come from deep in the rocks.’
         
 
         Seth picked one out of the pile. A small coiled animal, made of stone. Its ridges were like the shell of some sea creature. ‘How much?’ he ventured.
         
 
          
         ‘Sixty. The bagful.’
 
         ‘Forty.’
 
         ‘Fifty.’
 
         Seth nodded, and added it to the list, a few skilful strokes of the stylus. ‘As for the unicorn’s horn, what’s it good for?’
         
 
         ‘Medicine.’ The man leaned on the prow of his boat, its siren figurehead drawn high on the rocky beach. ‘They powder it, the doctors and the sybils. Deals with all sorts of complaints. Wind, belly gripes, ulcers. Good for women.’ He winked again. ‘You know.’
         
 
         Seth didn’t know and wasn’t sure he wanted to. But he thought he could sell it on and nodded.
         
 
         ‘That all?’
 
         ‘Everything, scribe. Unless—’ The trader glanced round at the slaves, saw they were back on board and came so close that Seth could smell his breath. ‘Unless you want something special.’
         
 
         ‘Special?’
 
         ‘Rare. Precious. Not to be found more than once in a lifetime.’
         
 
         Seth sighed. He should have been expecting this. The biggest con. Always left till last. ‘Don’t tell me. The egg of the Phoenix. No, a hippogryph that flies. Or dragon’s teeth, and if you sow them an army springs up from the soil.’
         
 
         The trader stepped back. His tanned, leathery face, burned almost black, looked sour. ‘Go on, scribe, make fun of me. You’re an educated lad. All that writing and figuring and learning piled up inside you. But maybe there are things even you don’t know about. Things from the gods themselves.’
         
 
         Seth nodded, with a superior smile. ‘I’m sure. So what is it?’
         
 
         The trader wiped his hands on his tunic. For a moment he seemed absorbed in the task. Then he looked up. ‘It’s a star, master.’
         
 
         ‘A star?’
         
 
         ‘That’s right.’ The man faced him, solemnly.
 
         ‘Oh, come on.’ Seth gave a short laugh. ‘Do I look that stupid? How did you get it? Prop a ladder against the sky and climb up?’
         
 
         He didn’t have time for this. The cart should have been back at the warehouse an hour ago; the trader had been late, and the goods needed to be undercover before the next duty roster started. If the Overseer found out he was bringing smuggled goods into the City that would be another cut he’d have to pay out of the profits.
         
 
         The trader ignored the sarcasm. He yelled something to one of the slaves on deck, a few words in some island dialect. The man went below, and the trader turned back. ‘Three nights ago,’ he said quietly, ‘we were out at sea, between the Heclades and the reefs of Scorya. A bit tricky there, so I was steering. A fine night, before the moon rose, all the stars bright, the Hunter, and the Dogs, and the Scorpion. And then there was a flash, a streak of light from the Scorpion’s tail, and something scorched down and fell into the sea – splash! – just off the bow.’
         
 
         The slave was trudging up the beach. Irritated, Seth said, ‘If you’re trying to sell me some scrappy chunk of stone …’
         
 
         The trader turned and took a bundle from the slave. ‘No stone. When we leaned over the side we could see it, shining, far below the waves. Anton dived for it, as he does for pearls. Take a look, scribe. Surely your Archon would want to buy a star.’
         
 
         He was tugging back the folds of the old wrapping. As the cloth fell open his face was lit with a sudden brilliance that made him narrow his eyes; he looked up at Seth in triumph.
         
 
         Seth stared. He was so astonished that for a fatal moment he even let it show. In the man’s hands, deep in the filthy rag, a point of light burned. White and fierce, a glassy crystal, it blazed; he could even see the faint shadow of the trader thrown by it on the sand. Nearby the slave lingered, as if unable to tear himself away.
         
 
         Seth breathed out. He licked his lips, said hoarsely, ‘Is it hot?’
         
 
         ‘No. We were afraid it would burn, but it’s cool. Take it, scribe.’
         
 
         Carefully, the fragile crystal was placed in his hands. He narrowed his eyes against the light, caught a faint metallic smell, not unpleasant. He shook his head. ‘The philosophers say the stars are studded in the outermost sphere of the sky.’
         
 
         ‘Maybe one came loose. What else can it be? It’s small enough, as you see.’ The trader turned, saw the slave, and jerked his head sourly. When the man had gone he took a shrewd look at Seth’s face and said, ‘Of course, it costs.’
         
 
         Seth looked up. Everything was blurred; rainbow spots of colour dazzled him. He flipped the cloth over the brilliance and nodded, arranging the folds. ‘I had no doubt it would.’
         
 
         They eyed each other. The trader began. ‘Five hundred shekels.’
         
 
         Seth shrugged, elaborately careless. ‘Out of the question.’
         
 
         ‘For a star?’
 
         ‘For ten stars.’ He put it back in the man’s hands. ‘Besides, what would I do with it?’
         
 
         They both knew he wanted it.
 
         The trader looked thoughtful. ‘As I said, the Archon’s favour …’
         
 
         ‘I’m already a friend of the Archon.’ Seth tallied the bill rapidly, brought a purse out of his pocket and began to count over coins.
         
 
         ‘… Lord Argelin …’
 
         ‘I doubt a star would amuse him.’
 
          
         ‘The Nine—’
 
         ‘… Are also friends of mine.’ Tugging the purse strings shut, Seth pocketed it. He gave a shout to the impatient slaves; two of them immediately grabbed the handles of the cart and began to drag it along the steep track up to the road. If they were quick they’d get it back in time.
         
 
         The trader sighed. ‘Four hundred, then. As a favour. Though I could get six on the open market.’
         
 
         ‘Then take it to the Port, and pay Argelin’s commission, and the auctioneer’s cut, and the taxes …’
         
 
         They were silent. Until the trader shook his head bitterly. ‘You’re too cocky, son. That will bring you down one day. That and your greed.’
         
 
         Seth shrugged. ‘My price is two hundred. I’ve only got your word for what it is.’
         
 
         ‘You can see what it is.’ Exasperated, the trader glanced at the tide. ‘All right. All right. Two fifty. Or I try elsewhere.’
         
 
         Seth considered, but it was only a pretence and they both knew it. ‘Done.’ He took the purse out and counted a hundred shekels. ‘Take that. Send a man to the City tomorrow and ask for the Office of Plans. I’m Second Archivist. He’ll get the rest then.’ Forestalling protest he held his hand up. ‘I don’t have any more on me. I wasn’t expecting stars.’
         
 
         Reluctantly, the trader held out the fragile bundle. As he took it, Seth felt a faint tingle of power through the cloth, just as he had in saying ‘Second Archivist’, in that elaborately off-hand way. They shook hands, the man shouted to his slaves; the boat began to be pushed off the beach. Seth turned and scrambled quickly up the rocks to the track at the top of the low cliff, soft sand slithering under his sandals. At the top he turned; the ship was already afloat, one sail jerking up, a few ropes rattling through hawsers. Slightly breathless, he watched it catch the wind, the white cloth flapping and filling.
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