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The events in this series take place about 350 years after the end of my Patterner’s Path and Dragons of Esternes series.



You do not have to have read those to read this, though it might help. Each book in this series is complete in itself but it is ultimately one story.








  
  
Chapter 1



The wagons, trailers and beasts of the caravan left the road and descended the gentle slope to the river’s shoreline. Rain poured as if it never wanted to stop, and spattered off the glistening hides of the kichesa.

Miralees pulled on her rain coverall with its oiled surface then jumped down in front of her family’s caravan, her booted feet sending up a splash as she did so.

She hurried forward as her father guided the four kichesa of the team towards the rushing river water then turned them to sit on a flatter area above the flood line.

The animals’ needs had to be tended to before anything else. A second caravan and trailer arrived next to theirs—the Fornata family were the largest single act in the whole circus.

All around others were dealing with their own beasts. Her two older brothers had detached the first trailer and were already hauling it up to stand beside their caravan.

Kichek by kichek, she undid their straps, pulled them a short distance from the caravans, and attached a hobble to their hind legs. This area was designed for overnight stops and someone had put up a fence—who knew how long ago—to dissuade the kichesa from wandering off, and prevent wild animals from approaching.

There were friendly shouts, slaps of hand against scaly hide, and people wondering how they were going to get a decent fire going in this weather.

Miralees was in the middle of moving young Barbo, the left-rear animal of their team, when she heard Mistress Genta cry out then swear vividly in her own language. It wasn’t the first time.

“Barbo!” said Miralees, bumping her fist against the animal’s neck. It swung its head around in the grey light to look at her. “Stay here.”

She gathered up her soaking skirts and hurried across the stony ground to where Mistress Genta yanked on the halter of her single animal Varvana who was trying to get to the water.

Miralees added her hands to the halter and slapped the old animal on its flank. “Varvana!” It stopped pulling immediately and turned to her. “Varvana, what do you think you’re doing? The river will just carry you away, you silly thing. You wait here until Mistress Genta brings you water.”

The kichek blinked at her.

“You have such a way with them, Mira,” said Mistress Genta.

“They’re like children, Elder,” said Miralees. “They need a firm hand.”

She gently took the hobble from Mistress Genta’s and got it round the beast’s back legs.

“You are a good girl, Miralees,” said the old woman and took the girl’s hand in hers. They were both wet.

“Miralees!” called her mother.

She gave the old woman a nod and hurried back to where Barbo stood, oblivious to the rain.

“Good boy,” she said and led him to the others.

“You should let Mistress Genta deal with her own problems,” said Idolan over his shoulder as he and Halun got the awning in place between the two vehicles.

“She’s old,” said Miralees as she unstrapped the harness of the final kichek. “That animal of hers will be the death of her. She needs one with more sense.”

Mira finished getting Barbo hobbled, collected the harnesses and hung them at the back of the caravan under the eaves where they could dry. Then she hurried to help her sister-in-law Yamala with the kichek-team for the second caravan.
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The central table was filled with the six adults around it but not cramped. They sat quietly as Mama ladled out the broth into their wooden bowls while Yamala broke and cut the day-old bread on to a large central plate.

Her father stood at the head of the table, her mother at the other end. They all bowed their heads.

“We thank the Mother who feeds us, and her Daughter who protects us. And we pray they keep us safe and provide many crowds for us to entertain—who are not stingy in their rewards.”

Her father sat down, once he and Mama had taken a piece of bread, they all tucked into their food.

The bread was soon gone but there was plenty of meat-filled broth because Yamala had brought down a good-sized sikechak two days ago. Having a skilled archer in the family was a real benefit.

Miralees did not like to think that was one of the reasons her parents had approved her brother’s marriage, but it would not surprise her to learn that it was a factor.

“Let us hope it is not raining tomorrow,” said her mother as the drumming on the roof continued.

“I will be going into the city early, I have errands to run and people to see. But I should be back before midday in preparation.”

Her mother nodded. “Take Mira with you.”

“Me?”

“There is shopping that must be done, and it would be good for you to see the place before we perform.”

“As you wish, mother.”

They ate in silence for a while and when they were done Miralees collected the plates and bowls.

“Father-in-law,” said Yamala. “Hear my words.”

Idolan’s head jerked up and he stared at his wife across the table. Miralees found the expression on his face to be indecipherable.

Yamala turned her head to him. “They must know, husband. It is important.”

“Know what?” said her father, though Miralees could swear she saw a slight smile on her mother’s face.

“I am with child, father-in-law.”

Miralees’ father frowned. “This is not good timing. Maintaining eight animals and four carriages is not cheap, and this is the best part of the season. We need your skills.”

“Father-in-law, I am a poor tumbler at best, you know my skill lies in the bow and the knife. These will not be affected until my time is close.”

“Even so—”

“Oh hush, Juralan, it is the Mother’s will and it comes to us all in the end. Even to Miralees eventually.” She turned to Yamala. “Do not worry, daughter-in-law. We are all pleased for you.”


      [image: ]Miralees shared the first trailer with her brother Halun, though his small sleeping space was separated from hers by the majority of the family’s equipment—though as acrobats and jugglers they did not require a great deal of extra space except for the members of the family itself.

She lay in her bed, little more than a cubbyhole with doors that enclosed it—even on the move it was a safe and comfortable place to be. She reached up and traced her fingers on the wood. Just as she had for the last few years—since she had become old enough to reach.

Her sister-in-law was pregnant. Which meant she would become an aunt if the child survived.

And yet Yamala was younger than Miralees, though she did not look it. If the numbers were judged correctly, three years.

Her mother did not pester her often but would ask if there might not be a boy or man she was interested in.

There never was.

The circus itself had precious few possibilities—and none around her age though that was not a great problem. Yorilan the fire-eater and escapologist was the only man she felt comfortable with but he was as old as her father and showed no interest in her except to teach her his skills. Some of the boys were growing up and would be old enough for marriage.

The young, and sometimes older, men in the towns and cities sniffed around her like zatesa on heat but they wanted only one thing and it was not marriage.

There were a couple of women in the circus who gave their bodies for money when times were hard, or they liked their suitor. Miralees’ mother had very strong opinions about that. Even Master Rebata did not like it and would not allow them to do so within the camp. It would be too easy for lawgivers in the towns to arrest them all.

But with Yamala’s pregnancy, it might prod her parents into doing something about her own unmarried state. The only good thing was that she had value to the family—she was not simply a body who ate their food and gave nothing back. She was the one that stood at the top of the tower on the shoulders of Idolan, as he stood on their father’s, all supported by Halun. And that meant they would not trade her to another circus, whoever they chose for her would have to join the Fornata troupe.

She loved to see the faces of the townies as she climbed the tower, placing her feet just so to maintain the balance and ensure she was safe. They were always so astonished as she stood straight and her brother let go and held out his arms, just as she did, then her father below him the same.

Then they would fall forwards—the townies always thought something had gone wrong and would gasp—but they would land neatly, roll once, stand up and bow. All to applause and money as she went around with the hat. 

Of course she always got more than the others in her family—except Yamala—because she looked so young and exposed the skin the men liked to look at.

Some of them touched her, she turned her nose up at the memories. Her mother had schooled her not to get angry but to laugh as she moved away and say  “A thousand gold soldo would not get you this.”

Over the years she had become accustomed to it. It was just part of the game they played but she disliked it.
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The only sounds were the cries of night creatures and the snuffling of the kichesa, along with the ever-constant sound of the river. The animals did not seem upset so she did not know what had awakened her.

Then there was a voice, low and masculine.

She unlatched the window soundlessly and pushed it open a crack. The river’s splashes and gurgles sharpened.

The darkness outside was complete. The rain had stopped—just as Mistress Genta had said it would—but clouds must still fill the sky as there was no moonlight, not even the red of the smaller moon, Colimar.

The voice had become more distinct but she still could not make out any words.

A second voice spoke. The words muffled in a curious way but she recognised her father. She tried hard to understand what was being said but even though the voices should have been loud enough, it was as if she was listening with her ears stuffed with cloth. She pushed the window open further, but it made no difference. The tips of her fingers tingled.

Cautiously she peered through the gap, the voices were not coming from anywhere in view. Her window faced outwards and any ordinary person would have thought it too small to climb through but she was no townie: her limbs were strong and her body lithe.

Turning on her back she poked one arm through the gap, her head followed as she pushed with her legs. Her shoulders were next and her other arm. She bent upwards, folding the window against the caravan’s wall and grasped the ridge that ran along the edge of the roof.

In one smooth move, she slid her hips through the window, holding her entire body weight by her finger tips as she twisted again to bring her legs through. She swung sideways, caught her bare foot on the ridge and moments later was lying on her back along the roof, with rainwater seeping through her thin nightshirt.

From here, the voices were louder but remained indistinct. The speakers were on the other side of her caravan, perhaps under the awning. The river and night creature sounds were crystal clear. Only her father’s voice and the other man’s sounded as if they were speaking through a pillow.

Above her, the bright white light of Lostimal showed as a glow behind the swiftly moving clouds.

There was only one thing she knew of that could perform this trick with sound: Magic.

And the thought terrified her.

Her father was involved with patterners? He could be arrested and executed, and the family would be bound into slavery, if they weren’t killed too.

The tone of their voices sounded like they were bidding farewell. She turned over again, trying to keep her head down as the two men came into view. The strange obfuscation of the sounds extended to vision. The unknown visitor moved away in silence, and surrounded by something that made him look no more than a shadow.

He turned once and gave her father a wave—so friendly but so deadly. Seeing him and not reporting it would condemn her to the same fate as her father.

Yet her people did not deal with authorities the way common folk did. Townies did not trust the travelling entertainers, and the feeling was mutual.

Barely thinking about it, Miralees rolled back to the edge of the caravan, let herself down and dropped noiselessly to the damp ground.

She heard her father go back into his caravan.

The shadow in the dark headed for the road. She wondered if he had come from the town. Would he live there when the risk of being found out was so high?

She hiked up her nightdress and crossed the open ground at a swift run. She made little sound and she was sure any that might be heard would meld easily with the noises from the river.

As she rounded the corner he was no longer on the road and she stopped short. Someone was pushing through the undergrowth beneath the trees.

She hurried forward and found a place where the fence was broken. She clambered through and into the soaking bushes that drenched her in rainwater.

She could see nothing through the trees but headed forward, brushing against bushes and branches.

“Come on, stupid.”

The words floated clearly back from deeper in, the magic was no longer working. 

An animal grunted in response. From the depth of the sound, the creature seemed like a big one.

 There was another grunt, so close it might have been directly in front of her.

Then Lostimal broke through the clouds and bathed the trees in white light. She found she was close to the edge of a clearing in which something huge moved. She did not understand what it was at first then realised it was a bird, with wings wider than her parents’ caravan was long.

It had a relatively short neck and a head that looked like that of a great hunting bird, with a huge hooked beak that could have taken off her head. As it turned in the clearing, she realised it had four legs, the front pair clawed with talons, but the rear ones more like a normal beast, the scaly skin of its rear parts mostly resembled that of a kichek. Its tail was long and smooth like a whip.

It must be some kind of abomination but it looked—she could not deny it—beautiful.

The man was perched on its back between its wings, holding reins connected to a bridle. He gave it a kick.

“Come on, Stupid, let’s get moving.”

As it prepared to fly, it turned again and a single black eye flashed with the reflected light of the white moon. And it looked directly at her.

Lostimal’s light disappeared behind a cloud as Miralees was blasted by the wind of its wings thrusting against the air and pushing it skywards. It wheeled once, going over her until it was pointing in the direction its rider desired, and then it was gone.

Leaving only its musty but sweet scent on the wind.

Miralees stood for a long time, as the light of Lostimal came and went. Revealing the empty clearing, then hiding it again.

Finally she came to her senses and returned the way she had come. She was cold, damp and dirty. She re-entered her bed area the way she had left it, stripped off her night dress before wrapping herself in the blanket and falling asleep.








  
  
Chapter 2



She pulled herself out of bed feeling as if she could sleep the day into night again. She was naked beneath her blanket and her dirty nightdress lay at the end of the bed. 

If it had not been for that she would have thought she dreamed of the man and his flying creature. She knew about the dragons, of course, they were the zirichasa of the legends. Even the shapeshifter Kantees Silverwing, though she knew the city men disapproved of those stories.

But she was sure the creature the man had been riding was not one of those. In all the stories the neck and tail of a zirichak were very long and covered in feathers.

Of course there were monsters now, abominations that came crawling from the wilds—

“Mira!”

“Coming, mama.”

She got dressed quickly, and carried her nightdress outside for the wash and accidentally dropped it in the mud in full sight of her mother. She picked it up quickly as if that would make it less dirty.

“I was going to put it in the wash anyway.”

Her mother frowned. “Is it your time of the month? This is too early. Are you ill?”

“No, mama, I have worn it a few nights, I thought it should be cleaned.”

Her mother looked sceptical but then her father stuck his head out.

“Thea, where is my hide belt?”

“Break your fast, Mira, and hurry up. Your father is nearly ready to go.”

“Yes, mama.” But Miralees was talking to her mother’s already retreating back as she went to find the belt.

Miralees looked up at the blue sky, the sun had yet to come up over the central peaks. She went to the trailer, put her nightdress into the basket before seeing what was available for food. It wasn’t just a matter of the first meal, she needed to stock up for the day. There was bread remaining from yesterday morning’s baking - today’s batch was still in the oven.

She took four of the rolls then checked for any left-over meat. There were some pieces her mother hadn’t used for the broth so she sliced the bread and shoved the meat into the gap.

Filling a cup with water from the jug, she ate another roll and washed it down.

“Mira! Are you ready?”

She swallowed what was in her mouth. “Coming, papa.”

Standing up she paused. “Has my life ever been different? They still treat me as if I was half my years.” She considered her size. “Of course, I look the way I did back then.” Even her chest had barely developed. She pitied any baby she birthed, there would be no milk for it.

The fact she still looked so young gave the crowds even more of a thrill—that a child should be doing such dangerous things. Except when she had first started doing them, she had been that child.

“Miralees!”

She shook herself and made sure she had everything she needed.

Outside, the camp was wide awake. People making trips down to the river, either to wash themselves, or their clothes, or fetch water further upstream.

Her mother gave her a pouch of coins, dictated the list of items she required, and shoved a basket into her daughter’s hands.


      [image: ]Miralees and her father climbed the sloping track as it curved around the woods. Prints of her bare feet in the mud marked her passage from the previous night. He didn’t notice and a short distance further on, they stepped out onto the road.

To the left was the direction from which they had come, towards the north of the Herata, they turned right. The road was well-kept this close to the city and after the rain each stone shone in the light.

They were heading down hill, crossing and re-crossing the river in arched bridges made from solid stone. Although the road followed the coast, it cut corners and at this point they were perhaps a league inland and still high up.

They had been this way before, her father said, but it had been years before and Miralees did not recall it. Every town was the same, but every performance was different. And that was what she remembered most. Like the show in a village where they were given food and treated like royalty.

Those villagers had adored them, and had been so enthusiastic even though they barely numbered more than fifty in total, and most of them were children. They never found out what had happened to the adults.

Then there had been another where, though it had been a large town and the crowd numbered in hundreds—it had been soul-destroying because there was barely any applause no matter how clever the trick.

Her father always said: the audience makes the show. And it was the one thing they could not control.

The sun broke out from the mountains and its harsh light beat on them. Miralees pulled a scarf over her head, while her father simply braved it.

A short time later they followed a sharp turn in the road and a new vista opened up. They were still well above the sea and gently sloping fields spread out before them descending to the sea glistening blue. Boats of different types were scattered across the waves. Single-sailed ones for the fishermen, and huge three-mast vessels with massive cross-beams holding their great square sails.

And the city of Kretea spread around a large harbour, with buildings stretching up the slopes towards them and covering the promontories that made the bay. To Miralees the place looked enormous and she stopped. A haze of smoke lay over it from a thousand cooking fires, sunlight reflected from its white buildings, and she almost thought she could hear the people—there must be so many of them.

It took her father a moment to realise she was no longer with him. He stopped and turned back.

“All right, Mira?”

She shook herself. “Of course, papa. We’ve been here before.” She caught up with him and they continued along the road.

“There is no shame in being impressed by its size, daughter. It is the jewel and cesspit of Herata. We could do three shows a day for a moon-turn and not reach a fraction of the people here.”

“Which is the Duke’s palace? There are so many buildings.”

Her father pointed but not down into Kretea, but across the stretch of water to the island opposite with its wide gentle slopes leading up to a mountain that dominated the horizon. A trail of smoke came from its flat top.

“That is Irunata?” she said peering at the white buildings that crowded the island’s shores.

“The island is called that but the Duke lives in to town of Kimetea, with his ships of trade and war.”

“Do we go there too?”

“We never have.”

A cart carrying hay passed them. Her father tried to stop the driver to ask for a lift, politely—and they were ignored. Miralees pursed her lips, they were used to it, of course, but that didn’t make it any less annoying.
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Miralees felt it first as an indefinite itch but wherever she scratched the itch was somewhere else. And it worsened as they walked. This was not the first time she had felt it, but it was certainly the worst.

She expected her father would probably dismiss it as a woman’s ailment but it had become so intense she thought she must mention it. Then they turned another bend in the switchback and were confronted by half a dozen armsmen.

Each wore a plate cuirass featuring the same intricate family crest with the mountain and the sea, over a thick surcoat. They had metal helmets hanging on their belts but wore lighter padded hats—even so they must get very hot. Their only shelter consisted of a roof on four legs.

The cart that had passed them earlier was just setting off downhill again.

“Stop! Who are you? What is your business?”

Her father gave a florid bow, almost brushing his fingers to the ground, then took a couple of steps forward but slowly so as not to antagonise them. Miralees stayed where she was.

Women were always expected to defer to the men, and not to speak unless addressed directly. This suited her though she was forced to grab her left wrist with her right hand behind her back and will herself not to scratch—they might think she had some disease.

“Good Captain, my name is Juralan Fornata, of the Amazing Tumbling Fornata. You may have heard of us? This is my daughter. We have business in the great city of Kretea, I am charged by Master Rebata, manager of our wondrous circus, to make arrangements for our shows, a place for performance and a place to stay. My daughter is sent by her sweet mother, my precious and beautiful wife, to purchase such items that are needful.”

The one in charge, who may or may not have been a captain, looked unimpressed.

“How long are you staying?”

“We two shall return before nightfall. Our troupe will remain as long as we are permitted by your authorities who will dictate their wisdom—and to which we shall, of course, be obedient. But as long as we remain we will be presenting the greatest of our skills to the delight of audiences, young and old.” He gave them a big smile and moved his hands as if showing they were empty. “And such tricks as you have never seen before.”

He flicked his hand suddenly and four golden balls appeared between his fingers. He held his hand high and Miralees saw its shadow on the chest of the captain. All eyes went up, and they blinked as they looked into the sun, the gold balls reflecting light.

“Do not be a-feared, good armsmen. This is no magic, it is but a trick, and these are but a gift.” He brought his hand down and held the balls in the palm of his hand. “Each of these will gain you entrance to the tent of Mistress Utheli where you may view her exotic ways.”

“Are you trying to bribe us?”

“It is naught but a gift between new friends.”

“There are six of us,” said one of the other armsmen.

With another elaborate gesture, he held his other previously empty hand over his open palm and dropped two more balls to join the others.

“I would never short-change friends no matter how new,” he said. He pulled a small linen bag from his belt and dropped the balls into it, pulling the draw-string tight and holding it out.

The captain took it.

“Be sure you are out of the town before nightfall.”
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What if I am ill?

It was no good, she had to speak.

“Father, please hear my words.”

He stopped and turned at her formality.

“Say what you will, daughter.”

You met with a patterner last night. Why do you put your family and friends at risk?

“I am sorry to speak so, papa, but—“ She tried to find a cleverer way to say what was needed, the words in her head sounded so trivial. ”—my skin, it is afire.”

“Are you ill?” His voice was deadly serious and she knew what he was thinking.

Never mind that he had spoken to someone who practised the forbidden arts, if she was ill the city authorities would never let any of them perform. They might even take it into their heads to kill everyone in the circus. Disease was feared even more in the big towns than anywhere else.

If they were not able to perform they would have to resort to other means to survive. Meanwhile Master Rebata would have her thrown out, and quarantine the rest of the family.

It was a serious problem.

Her father looked back up the road and then down it. There was no one in sight. A copse of unhealthy looking trees stood uphill from the road.

“Come. Quickly.”

He jumped the ditch alongside the road which still ran with rainwater from the previous day, and headed across the grass towards the shade and shelter of the trees. It was more of a jump for Miralees but she followed him easily enough.

Insects buzzed in the quiet air as the sun’s warmth spread through the earth and plants.

Up close the trees were even less inviting. Their leaves were faded yellow as if this was not summer but autumn. And they looked damp but not because of yesterday’s rain but some sort of dripping skin that covered leaves, buds and bark.

Thankfully he did not go between the trees but circled round until they were out of sight of the road. Finally he turned to face her.

“Well?”

“My skin itches.”

“Where?”

“Everywhere.”

“Let me see your arms.”

She pulled up her sleeves but there was nothing to see except the place she had been scratching that showed dark red lines.

“Your legs itch? Your chest? Your back?”

She nodded and pulled up her skirt. She had no embarrassment about it. The clothes she wore for shows was intended to show plenty of skin. Just as with her arms, her dark skin looked entirely normal.

“Your neck and face show nothing. Let me see your chest and back.”

She loosened the ties and pulled her blouse down over her shoulders, then turned round once.

“There is nothing to see, daughter. How are you in your head?”

“It is distracting but I feel no different.”

“Keep your skin covered and your veil up. Stay close to me and if anything shows, you will have to get out of the city quickly. Tell me if the way you feel changes.”

He paused for a moment. “If we are among other people when this happens, just say you have forgotten to collect an item for your mother. I will give you leave to depart.”

“Yes, papa.”

They made their way back to the road and continued down into the city.








  
  
Chapter 3



As they followed the road, the scrub became grazing land and that turned slowly to fields of crops. They passed through small collections of farms and other buildings that could barely even be called villages. 

They were stared at but that was their life and it was no different to any other day.

What was strange was the way the itching in her skin faded, as slowly as it had come, with each passing step. She gave the good news to her father.

“Let me know if it returns. Do not forget the phrase.”

“I have not.”

The road became busier with people walking, riders and carts as more roads joined the one they followed. The surface changed to well-worn stone, each slab fitting neatly with its neighbour in a zig-zag pattern. A sign of the wealth of the ruling family.

Until now the sea had dominated the view, along with the island, but now it vanished behind stone buildings as the slope flattened out and they came to the city walls. Though the fire mountain was never hidden, it was so huge.

There were plenty of armsmen, all wearing the uniform of the Duke, but while they watched the people going in and out they did not seem very interested. If any of them thought it odd two Kelatalin were entering, nothing was said.

Once among the crowds in the city, Miralees kept close to her father so she did not lose him—being small was unhelpful among so many—and she clung tightly to her basket. Cut-purses and pinchers were common even in smaller towns. A place like this must be full of them.

Juralan paused at a crossroads and looked at the buildings. She saw they had painted wooden signs giving the names of the streets. She had been taught her letters and numbers because these things were important for travelling entertainers. It had never occurred to her that words could be used like this—though it made sense to be an aid to visitors in such a huge place.

She also knew that reading and writing were not taught to the  commoners—it was the preserve of the clerics, the scholars and the rich.

But she understood this was just another example of the Duke showing his wealth and the superiority of his city. It didn’t matter that the ordinary people could not read, they did not have to since they already knew the streets.

This was for visitors alone. If they could read then they would be important, and they would be impressed.

Her father made his decision and set off to the left, along Ship Street.

The crowds thinned out which made Miralees a little more comfortable.

After a short distance the buildings on each side became shops selling items she did not recognise—except the rope sellers, although some of their cables were thicker than her leg and would need a cart just to carry a single length.

There were several cartographers—she would have liked to spend time looking at their maps but her father did not pause. Chandlers sold lots of different things but it was the ones selling brass instruments that caught her eye. She had no idea what the devices were used for but something about them fascinated her.


      [image: ]“Do you think you will be safe on your own, daughter?” 

Her father had stopped outside a building which was not a shop but still appeared to be a place of business. Three floors with windows all glazed with clear glass.

“I will keep to the main streets, father, but I do not know where the market is. What is this place?”

He considered for a moment. “Not now, Miralees. Wait here.”

She fumed again as he climbed the steps to the door. She could not see who he spoke to but a few moments later he went inside and the door closed.

Miralees moved forward so she was closer to the steps and out of the way of the people, animals and carts in constant motion.

That was the second time he had cut her off and refused to answer. He had never been like that to her before, and it hurt. The only hope she had was he said later. That at least implied he was going to explain at some point but that didn’t stop it from being very annoying.

I am not a child.

 Beneath her veil she watched the curiously dressed men she guessed must be sailors—some with bags, perhaps pulling a small cart over the cobbles. Their skin ranged from pale to as dark as hers, perhaps darker. She didn’t think she would have been surprised to see one of the other races of creatures either.

The air was rich with smells too. Leather, the sea, perfumes, pipe-smoke, wood fires, and the underlying stench of rotting you found wherever people set up their permanent home. Though it was not as bad here as it was in some places they had been. She suspected they might even have sewers—the Duke obviously liked spending money.

Then there was the constant noise. Where the countryside and even the towns they visited had a sense of calm and silence, the city was the opposite. Below the shrieking of sea-birds was a constant battering of voices, hoofs and claws on the cobbles, trundling wheels with their metal rims.

The sounds of the city beat at her senses constantly. It was exhausting and she wished she could close her eyes and block her ears.

A short time later the door opened again and her father came out on to the top step. A young boy, perhaps thirteen, emerged beside him and there were sharp words from inside before he jumped down the five steps to land in front of her.

“This is Luka,” said her father. “He will be your guide. I will wait here if I conclude my business before you return.”

She nodded and stared at the boy who despite his young age was just her height. He was dressed in clean clothes, not of an expensive fabric but better than most could afford or weave themselves. Trousers, a loose shirt cinched at the waist, and open sandals which were a better choice than her boots in this weather.

“May the blessings of the Sun be on you.”

She nodded. “And on you.”

She hoped she had said it convincingly. Devotion to the Sun was widespread in these parts and it was a bad idea to give anyone the impression that one’s beliefs followed a different path—at least as a human anyway.

“Where do you need to go, lady?”

“Fruits and vegetables.”

“Fish?”

“No fish—it would go off and stink before I could return to our camp.”

“Fruit market is this way.”

He headed back the way they had come and then cut down through an alley, heading downhill again. She hesitated, uncertain whether she should leave the main roads—but considering how busy they had been this might be easier.
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It was approaching midday and the market was closing up. The grocers’ wares did not do well sitting out in the heat of the day—and neither did the people. It meant it was easier to haggle down the prices on what she needed—the stall holders preferred to sell than have to haul their goods off to whatever cold store they had access to. Or worse, throw it away.

The sun was at its height and its ferocious beams cut down into all the streets and alleyways, with very little shadow.

“The heat of the day is upon us, lady,” said Luka.

“We should find somewhere to rest.”

“I know a place.”

“Somewhere suitable for a woman alone.”

“You are not alone, I am with you, but all places have women’s court. It is not far.”

Miralees lifted a sceptical eyebrow but he probably didn’t see it under the shadows of her veil.

“Very well.”

Following him, they moved swiftly through a maze of narrower alleys and passages. They were all virtually clear now and the air throbbed with the heat. The doorways they passed were dark portals, covered either with beaded curtains or wooden doors cut through with intricate geometric patterns that took so much of the wood away it was difficult to see how they remained in one piece at all.

It was at one of these Luka stopped, lifted a latch and stepped through into the shadows.

After the brightness of the sun, Miralees was blind in the darkness. She tripped on an unexpected step but caught herself easily enough. Her eyes adjusted as the door shut behind her. The small entrance hall was not really dark, since reflected and filtered sunlight illuminated the gloom. It was considerably cooler than the outside but she had done exactly what she had promised herself she would not do—and was now alone in an unknown place.

Luka was already moving ahead.

“Wait.”

He stopped and turned.

“What is this place?”

Her every muscle was tense. She forced herself to relax.

“It is tasa house to wait out the heat of the day. There are cooling drinks and things to eat if you have money. There is women’s court.”

She nodded, took a deep breath and followed him as he turned a corner into a passage.

The corridor they entered had carved open panels that gave out onto a square garden. Scattered bushes made it look almost wild and a fountain stood at its centre. Seats set in the shade were occupied by men, with drinks and smoking pipes.

The sweet pungent scent of the burning leaf floating through the air. Sunlight poured through the patterned wood and streamed through the smoke.

Luka stopped by an open door. “Women’s court. I cannot enter, as I have seen my twelfth year,” he said in a matter-of-fact way that did not suggest he was upset or concerned.

Unfortunately it meant she would have to brave it on her own.

“Where will you be?”

He pointed to the garden. “Will you pay for my drink?”

Miralees considered the money she had and what her mother would say. Then she nodded. “Only one drink, mind.”

He turned away and continued along the passage.

She stood alone at the entrance.
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She looked into the room. Each of the scattered tables had a small basket of what looked like bread rolls and she realised how hungry she was. Each table had two or three chairs. Light came from the garden and also from above. She stared up at a dome of multicoloured glass that somehow managed to provide light without heat.

Even though Luka had said this place was for women, she was still surprised to see three seated here, two of them at one table and a third on her own. She judged the two together to be locals by their clothes, the third looked like a traveller, tall and blond, and all three had their heads uncovered.

“Come in, girl,” said one of the two women together. “We won’t bite.”

They stared at her as she did, of course. She realised she still had her veil up and, trying to suppress the embarrassment, pushed it back to her shoulders. She chose a small table in a corner but even as she put down her basket, one of the two together spoke again.

“Kelatalin, is it?”

“Yes, elder, I do not wish to cause offence.”

The woman made a strange noise that turned into a laugh.

“No offence, girl. But young to be out on your own?”

“Begging your pardon but I have twenty-three summers, elder.”

Miralees felt an annoyance she knew to be unjustified. She did not wish to be questioned, all she wanted was to sit quietly, eat and have a drink. Thinking about it, she had precious little opportunity to be alone in her life and certainly not in a place like this. It was a form of perfection she had not realised she had been missing.

“Jetha, leave the girl alone.”

Miralees finally managed to sit. The seats were padded in the base and back which was not something she had experienced. The baskets on the table were, as she thought, filled with rolls.

“I’m sorry but is the bread free?” she asked Jetha and her friend.

“Oh yes, but they’ll make you thirsty so you’ll pay more for drinks.”

Miralees decided she would eat just one and had taken the first roll when a young girl, younger even than Luka, entered and came to an abrupt halt, staring at Miralees.

“Kela, where are your manners?” said the woman called Jetha. “Serve your customer.”

Her friend laughed. “Little one’s scared of a Kelati.”

Miralees frowned. Am I that different? Perhaps just unexpected.

But then she smiled, she knew how to deal with nervous children.

Locking eyes with the girl she held up the bread roll in her right hand and tossed it up high in the air, catching it in the other without even looking. Then tossed it fast back to her other hand.

The roll went up again in a great loop and the girl’s eyes followed it. Miralees took the opportunity to grab another roll and as the first descended the second shot upwards.

It took the girl a moment to realise there were now two rolls in play but she still tended to follow the one that arced high. A third roll appeared and so there were now two rolls in flight while she transferred the other between her hands in a simple circular juggle.

But she had to concentrate now as she changed the pattern to alternating balls flying in opposite directions. The bread rolls were not ideal being light, dusty with flour and a little large for her hands. Miralees decided a fourth would just be tempting fate, but she brought the pattern down so her hands were moving fast, then launched the rolls up to the ceiling.

Her audience had become used to what she was doing and she was in danger of losing them so she brought the performance to an end. Sat down abruptly holding all three and bit into one of them, as if she had been doing nothing of interest.

She nodded a thank you to the applause while chewing her bread.

Always acknowledge the audience applause was a rule her father insisted on.
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