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      The man took her elbow gently and guided her. It was a polite gesture, but there was no choice; Ana would go wherever he chose
         to lead her because she was his prisoner, in his fortress amidst his private army. This time there were no Elim to rescue
         her, nor any of Boaz’s elite mute guard … and she was a long, long way from Spur Lazar’s protection.
      

      
      Ana was alone for the first time in her life since she had been found as a newborn in the desert after a Samazen storm.

      
      She had been here, by her reckoning, for perhaps three moons. She couldn’t be sure, for her existence had been solitary. She
         was kept in a locked chamber that was positioned high within some sort of fortress. The monotony of hot, stifling days and
         freezing nights was interrupted only by the twice-daily delivery of simple but surprisingly nourishing meals and fresh water
         and the removal of her waste pail. Treatment had been mostly silent, broken solely by her barrage of questions at the various
         robed men who took care of her needs. The men were rotated constantly, she assumed to ensure that no relationship developed
         between prisoner and keeper. A brief but courteous enquiry as to her health was a daily ritual, and Ana had been tempted to claim she was ill in the hope of a change of scenery or to engage any one of her captors in conversation
         beyond the cursory question. But experience had taught her that lying rarely led to the desired outcome, and so she erred
         on the side of caution, leaving alone the minions and waiting instead for the man who had taken her captive, their leader,
         to make his move.
      

      
      He finally had on this day, fetching her himself, leading her silently through a maze of chambers and corridors and along
         many sets of stairs until they emerged into the searing heat of the afternoon. She was blinded by the intense light and dizzied
         by the sudden inhalation of fresh air and high temperature. Her gloomy chamber with its tiniest of windows, affording her
         the barest of draughts, had its advantage in being cool by comparison.
      

      
      Blinking beneath the ferocity of the sun’s brightness, Ana was struck by the irony of her situation. Isn’t this what she had
         craved? Wasn’t the tantalising lure of freedom a drug for her … something she had risked her life for in the past? And yet
         here she was, free from all palace constraints for the first time in more than a year of her young life, and she was trembling
         with fear as the mysterious Arafanz led her out across the rooftop of his fortress.
      

      
      She felt the dry caress of the breathless desert heat kiss her grubbied skin but she knew that it did not love her, did not
         love anyone. The desert’s treacherous welcome was one of death if you were naive or careless, as the royal party had surely
         been when Arafanz and his men had stormed their camp. She realised now that she had always been their target – Arafanz and
         his Razaqin had intended to abduct her; the killing and the humiliation of the royal party and especially Spur Lazar had been
         nothing more than sport. She remembered how many of Arafanz’s own men had died; from her recollection of that night he had not so much
         as blinked in sympathy. Clearly this man was ruthless, so there would be no escape, not into this seemingly endless panorama
         of parched emptiness.
      

      
      It was as if he could read her thoughts. ‘Look out here, Ana,’ he said in flawless Percherese, his free arm sweeping in a
         wide arc to encompass the wilderness stretching out before them. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘It is. The desert frightens many but not me.’

      
      ‘That is because you belong to it.’

      
      Despite her anxiety she liked the sound of that sentiment. ‘I was born in the desert, the day of a Samazen, I’m told.’

      
      ‘Yes, I’m aware of your story. It wasn’t just any day, though, Ana. It was Midsummer’s Day. An auspicious day.’

      
      ‘Because of the superstitions surrounding it, you mean?’

      
      ‘They are not idle. That is the day when powerful magics are rampant, can leak through one world into another.’

      
      She nodded, distant memories surfacing. ‘Where the sea meets the land it is most potent, I believe.’

      
      ‘The edge of worlds,’ Arafanz said, his voice heavy with portent. Then his tone lightened and he swept a hand aloft. ‘Isn’t
         this what you have hungered after for so long?’
      

      
      ‘I have longed for freedom, this is true,’ she said with care, tearing her gaze from the landscape to focus on the narrow,
         softly lined face of her captor. He was hard to age behind that closely shorn beard but a glance at his unblemished hands
         told her he was likely of an age with Lazar, perhaps slightly older. A bead of perspiration slipped down her back and she
         couldn’t be sure whether it was only the heat that provoked it. Fear was coursing through her.
      

      
      
      His gaze, dark and rarely still, briefly danced upon her before moving to another point over her shoulder, returning to her
         in an instant. ‘I give you this,’ he said. ‘I have freed you from the entrapment of the corrupt royals and their debauched
         ways.’
      

      
      ‘But I am not free, sir,’ she said. ‘I am as much your prisoner as I was of the palace.’

      
      ‘No-one here will force you to lie down with a man.’

      
      ‘But you do oppose my will.’

      
      ‘I ask only your obedience.’

      
      ‘Then are you so different from Zar Boaz, sir? He asks nothing more from me.’

      
      Beneath the beard a smile ghosted across his surprisingly generous mouth and she was struck instantly by how that small gesture
         changed his intense expression from severe to almost welcoming … almost. ‘Perhaps not, except that I win absolute loyalty
         from those who surround me, unlike your precious Zar.’
      

      
      ‘He is not mine, although we are married. He belongs to his people and they are all loyal.’

      
      ‘To the death?’

      
      ‘Who can say until they face it?’

      
      Now the creases in his face deepened as genuine amusement touched his restless gaze. ‘Well done, Ana. That was truly the right
         answer. Come. I wish to show you something.’ He walked her to the very edge of the rooftop and Ana looked down, not to the
         sand as she expected, but to another rocky roof below. Twenty or so men were assembled in neat, silent rows. They wore the
         dark robes she remembered and, as before, she could not see their faces. ‘These are some of my loyal subjects,’ Arafanz said.
      

      
      
      Ana remained quiet but felt a fresh tingle of fear climb up her spine.

      
      ‘I wish to demonstrate what true loyalty is,’ Arafanz continued. ‘Choose one of these men, Ana.’

      
      ‘Why?’ Her voice shook.

      
      He shrugged. ‘I want to explain something.’

      
      ‘Can you not simply tell me?’

      
      He gave a short laugh. ‘I was told you were clever with words.’

      
      Ana swallowed, hoping to steady her voice. ‘Forgive me, sir, I wish only to understand.’

      
      His eyes glittered now, their gaze finally resting upon her, turning into an intense, unsettling stare. ‘I want you to understand
         in a way only something visual can explain. Choose one of these men, Ana.’
      

      
      She shook her head slowly. ‘I cannot.’

      
      ‘Give me a reason.’

      
      Ana knew there was no rational explanation, for hers was an irrational fear. She gave an excuse instead. ‘I do not know them.
         I cannot even see them.’
      

      
      ‘Would it make it easier if you did or if you could look them in the eye?’ Aranfanz didn’t wait for her answer, immediately
         barking a harsh order in an ancient language that Ana recognised and it chilled her despite the heat.
      

      
      She watched the men instantly move at his command, waiting in awkward silence during the minute or so that it took before
         the men emerged onto the same rooftop that she and Arafanz shared, arranging themselves once again in straight rows.
      

      
      ‘I will have them take off their headdresses.’

      
      ‘No. Do not.’

      
      ‘But you said—’

      
      
      ‘What do you want of me?’

      
      ‘I want you to choose a man,’ he said smoothly, his tone untroubled by her capriciousness. ‘Walk towards one, pick one. He
         will thank you for it, I assure you.’
      

      
      Ana felt hope flare inside. She looked away from Arafanz to the gathered men, anonymous behind their head-totoe robes. She
         moved hesitantly.
      

      
      ‘Take your time, walk amongst them. One will call to you for one reason or another,’ he urged. ‘The choice is yours alone.’

      
      Did she hear cunning in his voice? It mattered not; she was on a path now from which she couldn’t step aside. If she refused
         she was sure there would be recriminations – Salmeo had taught her this, if nothing else – and it was clear she was not in
         a position to deny Arafanz anything.
      

      
      She passed down two of the rows of men before a flash of brightness caught her notice, sunlight glinting off a curved blade
         at his hip as one of the men lifted his chin, shifted position at her approach. In that small movement he had drawn her attention,
         unwittingly committed himself to her.
      

      
      Ana stood before him, stared up into dark eyes that did not see her, would not look at her, and with a heart filled with dread
         she raised her hand and laid it against his hard chest, hoping somehow to reach his heart through her touch. ‘I choose you,’
         she said, feeling faint with fright.
      

      
      ‘Return to my side, Ana,’ Arafanz said and she did as she was asked. He swapped to the ancient language. ‘Are you prepared?’
         he said to the chosen one, his voice taking on a more sonorous timbre.
      

      
      ‘I am, Master,’ the man answered.

      
      ‘Show yourself, then!’

      
      
      The man emerged from the rows and peeled away the linens that covered his face and body. He undressed to billowy dark pants
         and soft boots. His hair was tied loosely back, accentuating a face whose youth was not very well disguised behind a sparse
         moustache. He displayed proudly his lean, hard body, burnished from the sun.
      

      
      He undid the scimitar from his side and handed it to Arafanz with a reverential bow. ‘What is your command?’

      
      ‘Do you see that blade, wedged between those rocks in the distance?’

      
      The man squinted slightly to pick out the weapon and Ana swallowed hard, her legs shaking as she too followed his line of
         sight to where Arafanz had pointed. She could see the blade winking at them ominously.
      

      
      ‘I do,’ the man said.

      
      ‘Good. I wish you to impale yourself upon it.’

      
      ‘It is done, Master,’ the man said, turning briefly towards Ana and bowing. ‘Thank you,’ he said before striding away across
         the rooftop from where the men had first come.
      

      
      ‘What?’ Ana screamed, using the ancient tongue. ‘He’s to kill himself?’

      
      Arafanz did not look at her. ‘I am impressed that you understand. We shall discuss that later. Now, watch, Ana.’

      
      ‘No! This is madness.’ She ran to her captor, beat at his chest. ‘Stop this! You cannot do this.’

      
      Aranfanz was unmoved. She could feel how strong and wiry he was beneath her fists. He turned to her. ‘As he said, it is done.
         And as I promised you, he knows only gratitude to you. Look.’
      

      
      Ana wheeled around, desperately wishing she could shield her eyes but knowing that respect was the least she could give this man she had chosen to give his life. She watched, nausea threatening to overwhelm her, as she saw the man
         running blindly at the blade, howling a war cry not dissimilar to a chant of prayer. His devotion to Arafanz became complete
         as he thrust himself as hard as he could at the vicious blade, its tip expertly parting flesh, bone, sinew and organs in its
         cruel passage through his body, finally breaking through the skin of his strong, flawlessly sculpted back.
      

      
      The man’s body halted against the boulders but it didn’t rest, trembling and twitching for an agonising few moments until
         his brain accepted that his heart had stopped beating. The initial burst of blood slowed to a trickle, its stain bright against
         the golden sand as the young man slumped forward.
      

      
      Ana choked back a sob. ‘What was his name?’

      
      ‘What does it matter?’ Arafanz replied. ‘He is happy. He has gone to Glory.’

      
      ‘Glory?’ The despair was still evident on her pale, unveiled face, despite her contemptuous tone. ‘Glory, did you say? I think
         not, Master.’ Ana loaded his title with every ounce of derision she could pull together. ‘I think he has gone nowhere but to hell, on
         your orders. There he is, heaped against the unforgiving rock. You make a mockery of his young, beautiful life, whoever he
         was.’ She was breathing hard and knew she must sound as if she were babbling.
      

      
      Calmly he turned to her. ‘He didn’t think so.’

      
      ‘How would you—’

      
      ‘Choose another!’

      
      Ana stared at him, mouth agape. She could feel a ringing in her ears and the blood pounding through her head. She glanced over at the corpse. The man’s helplessness – and courage in the face of it – reminded her of Lazar after
         his whipping and she felt rage rise within her, quashing her fear and steadying her nerves. She turned back to Arafanz. ‘No.
         I refuse you.’
      

      
      ‘Then you shall die.’

      
      Her courage intensified as she laughed at his threat. ‘Do it!’ Ana had been prepared to die for many moons. The thought of
         it did not scare her. But even as she baited him, she knew in her heart that Arafanz had not brought her to this place, wreaked
         so much havoc, revealed himself to the royals and to Lazar, simply to kill her. He could have done that back at the camp –
         he could have killed them all.
      

      
      ‘I had heard you have spine.’

      
      ‘From whom?’

      
      ‘Someone I trust. Someone who walks the corridors of the Stone Palace but goes unnoticed.’

      
      Ana’s mind raced. Who could that be? Mentally dismissing it, she declared, ‘Then if this person advises you truly, you will
         know that Spur Lazar—’
      

      
      ‘I know all about Spur Lazar, Ana. And you should know that his life was never in danger. Shall I tell you why? Because he
         was always going to make the decision he did. I knew that; that’s how well I know him.’
      

      
      Her thoughts fled to weeks previous when she had lain in the warmed sand of the dunes with Lazar, when they had made love
         and bound themselves to one another in a way no other vow or act of marriage could. She bristled at her captor’s presumptuousness.
         ‘You have all the answers, and all the power over me. But I will not bend to your will. Kill me now as you threatened.’
      

      
      
      Unfazed by her scorn, he fell back into his other tongue, the ancient one he had used earlier. ‘It’s true, my threat was empty
         but there is still a point to be made. You!’ he said, pointing at a man. ‘Throw yourself from the roof onto the rocks below.
         You,’ he said to another, as the first man nodded and began preparing himself, ‘swallow your blade.’ To that man’s companion
         he pointed. ‘Kill the man to your right with your scimitar and then kill yourself. You!’
      

      
      ‘Stop!’ Ana screamed.

      
      Arafanz did not so much as look her way as he continued barking orders; within moments she was witness to several men’s death,
         either by suicide or by a companion’s hand. And each man, before his passing, bowed reverently to Arafanz and thanked him
         for the opportunity to offer sacrifice.
      

      
      By the time the last of the chosen warriors took his final, rasping breath, Ana had withdrawn into a squatting position, her
         eyes closed tightly, her hands pressed to her ears to shut out the groans of death, tears trickling down her cheeks as she
         made an involuntary soothing sound to herself in a vain attempt to block out the hideous noise of swords being drawn, of Arafanz’s
         voice hurling sadistic new torments at his men. But she could not blot the tangy, harsh smell of spilled blood from her nostrils.
      

      
      In her torment her mind fled from this place – as it had once before when she felt under siege. Pez! Her voice screamed in her head. But he did not answer and, remembering the dwarf’s still body at the campsite, she wondered
         if he were dead. She tried once more calling his name but received only silence, causing her to weep harder.
      

      
      How long Arafanz left her to her own comforts, she did not know, but finally she registered a soft whisper and then strong arms first cradled and then lifted her. She opened her eyes to realise she was in the embrace of one of his
         men and that the remaining warriors had been dismissed. As the man lifted her, the linen covering his face slipped aside momentarily
         and she recognized him.
      

      
      ‘How—’ she began, confused.

      
      ‘He will see to your needs,’ Arafanz said, gently stroking the hair from her damp cheeks. ‘We shall talk again soon. But this
         is your home now – at least for a while until that babe you carry in your womb is born.’
      

      
      Unseen midst the chaos of carnage, perched on a high point of the fortress, Iridor shared the horror and the revealing conversation.
         To hear Ana screaming for him and to feel so helpless was almost more than he could bear, but to reveal himself now would
         be unwise. The only help he could provide was to remain unseen and take news of her back to Percheron. His only comfort lay
         in knowing that Lazar had survived the attack in the desert. Now it was left to be seen whether the Spur had got himself safely
         back to the city. Without him, surely they were lost.
      

      
      Iridor had failed. He had failed everyone loyal to Lyana.

      
      Silently, but heavy of heart, he lifted into the sky. It would be a long and perilous flight back but he had to find Lazar.
         As he turned east towards Percheron he began to pray, begging Lyana that the Spur had survived the desert itself.
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      Herezah slapped away the ministrations of her slave. ‘Stop fussing! It’s hot enough without your feverish activity.’

      
      The attendant was saved further criticism by the arrival of an Elim, who bowed. ‘Valide.’

      
      ‘What?’ Herezah’s brow creased with annoyance. ‘Can you not see I have taken to my bed?’

      
      Annoyingly calm, the man simply blinked. ‘Grand Master Salmeo wishes to see you, Valide. May I show him in?’

      
      ‘Oh, do what you will. It’s like the bazaar here today anyway. I can see that I shall have no peace.’

      
      The Elim withdrew and moments later the doorway was filled amply by the chief eunuch, giving his best gaptoothed smile.

      
      ‘Valide,’ he began, bowing more extravagantly than his size could comfortably permit. He’d brought her delicate ferlise blooms,
         fragile bells in the palest of mauves and pinks, found only in the alpine regions of the very far north.
      

      
      She couldn’t imagine how he’d amassed so many. And they were beautiful but she wasn’t going to let the fat eunuch know how
         exquisite she considered them. Instead the Valide sniffed. ‘I thought you’d forgotten me.’
      

      
      ‘How can you say that, Majesty?’ Salmeo said in a tone of feigned injury. He handed the flowers to Elza, who arrived on cue, bobbed a curtsey and hurried off to find a vase. ‘I
         have visited no fewer than a dozen occasions and have been turned away on most.’
      

      
      ‘I am in pain. Does no-one realise that? And this heat! It cannot be summer already.’

      
      ‘The weather is curious for sure. And we do appreciate your pain, Majesty, but the physics need to understand the extent of
         it. They are not keen to reduce your discomfort with their herbs and medicines until they are sure of what is happening within.’
      

      
      ‘Because they are cruel!’ she hurled at him.

      
      ‘Because you are too precious to risk, Highness,’ he soothed. ‘Their methods are sometimes challenging, I grant you, but you
         must persist and let them take care of you in the way they know best.’
      

      
      She heard the soft lisp and gave him a scornful glance. ‘I returned with a broken ankle, Salmeo. It can’t be that hard for
         the physics to work out.’
      

      
      ‘Nevertheless, Majesty,’ he said, a finger raised to suggest caution. He smiled again, his chins quivering. ‘You seem … ’
         He paused, frowning, searching for the right word, ‘restless.’
      

      
      She knew it to be true; her ankle was not so troublesome any more – although it did still hurt – but she wasn’t going to allow
         Salmeo any sense of smugness at knowing her so well. ‘Restless? Do I?’
      

      
      ‘Is there anything I can do for you, Valide?’

      
      ‘You can turn down the sun’s heat, you can mend my ankle, you can tell me about my son – who I haven’t seen in days – or you
         can stop second-guessing my moods. I don’t mind which you pick.’
      

      
      
      Salmeo’s bright demeanour dimmed slightly but he ignored her sarcasm, smoothing out the folds of his pale silks as he replied.
         ‘Ah, the Zar is very busy with war preparations, Majesty. I am told he eats little, his temper is short and his periods of
         wanting to be alone are long and frequent.’
      

      
      ‘What is the new estimation on timing?’

      
      ‘The doomsayers would have us believe that war has begun but the word on the streets is that the Galinsean fleet is not yet
         close to our waters, Majesty. The fishermen are keeping the palace well briefed … but it can’t be long before enemy ships
         return.’
      

      
      ‘When was the last time you saw Boaz?’

      
      Salmeo shrugged. ‘Not in more than a week. He is preoccupied and has not called upon anyone at the harem.’

      
      ‘That shouldn’t surprise you, eunuch.’

      
      ‘Well, your news that Ana is likely pregnant is playing heavily on his mind, I suspect, from what the Elim tell me, although
         the looming war must be taking a toll also. He is, of course, assuming she is still alive.’
      

      
      Herezah nodded, tapping an elegantly buffed nail against her teeth in thought. ‘She has the lives of a cat, that girl. And
         he probably misses that wretched dwarf as much as anything else. Still no word of the freak’s whereabouts?’ The huge man shook
         his head. ‘And the Grand Vizier? Is he fully recovered now?’
      

      
      ‘He was not injured, as you know, Valide,’ Salmeo replied pointedly, before softening his tone. ‘He is working closely with
         the Zar as I understand it. Has recently been away, I gather.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I wish to speak with him,’ she said, pouring herself a glass of chilled minted tea and yawning, feigning distraction as she waved a hand carelessly. ‘Set it up, would you.’ She phrased her next question carefully, keeping her voice
         disinterested and remote. ‘And what news of Lazar?’
      

      
      ‘None at all, Majesty.’

      
      ‘But surely the palace needs his input now more than ever?’

      
      ‘From what my sources tell me, the Spur refuses to emerge from his house.’

      
      ‘What, still?’

      
      ‘He is sickening, I hear, although I cannot substantiate this.’

      
      ‘Well, you certainly are the bringer of glad tidings, Salmeo. Not a single positive item have you given me.’

      
      ‘I have learned not to insult Your Majesty with idle gossip. I have lived long enough beside you to know that the running
         of the realm is your only true interest.’
      

      
      She eyed him with a look that combined contempt for and amusement at his slippery manner. ‘Help me up, Salmeo, I’m going out.’

      
      ‘Out? Valide, you are in no fit state.’

      
      ‘Oh, tosh! I’m bored. I can be in pain outside the palace just as easily as I can inside its walls, and I cannot sit around
         and do nothing.’
      

      
      ‘But what do you plan to do?’

      
      ‘I’m going shopping,’ she lied. ‘Now leave me and go make preparations for the Elim to take me where I wish. And send in Elza.
         She has no mistress for the time being; she can help me ready myself.’
      

      
      The owl alighted on the balcony, exhausted. Would he ever remember the way back from where he’d flown? He prayed he would
         – as he was the only one who knew where Ana was – and with that last thought in his bird form Iridor shifted shape and became Pez, Jester to the Zar of Percheron.
      

      
      The doors had been carelessly flung open to welcome the breeze off the Faranel into the house. He could see stray leaves from
         the nearby Lashada trees had blown in and also evidence that the late blooming reeka had blossomed deeper into the season
         than normal, for its petals were strewn over the tiles. Going by the litter inside the house these doors had obviously been
         open for a while. He tiptoed around the debris, surprised he could walk as steadily as he was after the long journey, and
         moved across the familiar chamber.
      

      
      ‘Ho!’ he called. He anticipated only silence, but heard a muffled sound from the bedroom. ‘Lazar?’ he tried.

      
      The voice was clear now and Pez smiled depite the tone. ‘Go away, whoever you are,’ growled the occupant.

      
      Pez stepped into the room, and peered into the murky darkness. ‘Lazar?’

      
      The figure on the bed didn’t move although the voice managed some semblance of a roar. ‘Begone, I said!’

      
      ‘It’s Pez,’ he replied.

      
      Lazar remained silent for a long moment, then croaked, ‘Prove it.’

      
      Pez limped to the bedside; he really was fatigued. He took the Spur’s cool, dry hand and placed it against his own rough cheek.
         ‘It is I, old friend, and I have found her. She’s alive – she’s all right.’
      

      
      A low groan met his tidings and Pez couldn’t be sure whether Lazar wept at the reassurance or was in pain.

      
      ‘Forgive me,’ Lazar said, composing himself. ‘Welcome back – I’m glad you’re safe. I’m feeling low – I think losing Jumo is
         only just making its impact; I miss him. And I thought Ana as good as dead. So many lives lost that night,’ he said, as mournful as the atmosphere in his sleeping
         chamber. Light seeped through the shutters but not enough to illuminate and so Lazar was living in a curious void. ‘And this
         wretched illness makes my mind as weak as my limbs,’ Lazar admitted.
      

      
      ‘Is it the same thing that afflicted you after the whipping?’

      
      The Spur nodded.

      
      ‘It will pass then. Ellyana did warn that it would shadow your life.’

      
      ‘It will pass but not soon enough. I shall need some more drezden – I’ve finished the stocks that I took from Zafira’s hut.
         Tell me about Ana, so I can go after the murdering bastard who abducted her.’
      

      
      Pez hoisted himself onto the bed and took Lazar’s hand again. He wondered briefly how many other men the Spur might permit
         to be so intimate with him. He’d never seen Jumo touch Lazar; the Spur was not exactly easy to be affectionate with. But Pez
         felt his energy returning just to have Lazar’s presence in his life again. He was still convinced Lazar was the ‘difference’
         that Ellyana had warned about for this battle between Lyana and Maliz. Clearing his throat, he pushed away his private thoughts
         and focused on the present moment. ‘Well, she is safe, that’s the main thing. It took me a long time to so much as glimpse
         her. I suspect they’ve had her locked away. The strange thing is that I couldn’t reach her via a mind-link, but when I finally
         sighted her a few days ago, she did not look mistreated in any way. And then I dared not trust the link; I couldn’t be sure
         who might be listening. The truth is, from what I could see, they were treating her with deference.’
      

      
      
      Lazar frowned. If the news made his heart leap, it wasn’t noticeable to Pez. ‘How many?’

      
      ‘Hard to tell. I watched him organise the slaughter of perhaps twenty of his men.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘His way of showing Ana what true loyalty means. He was criticising Boaz – I’m not sure how the two points match up but I
         think Arafanz was demonstrating his power over his people as a means of displaying to Ana that the Zar of Percheron did not
         have similar loyalty.’
      

      
      ‘So we still know nothing about Arafanz?’ Lazar asked in frustration.

      
      Pez shook his head. ‘An enigma. I’ve never heard about him in all of my years around the palace and he reveals little, other
         than his contempt for the Percherese, although he speaks the language like a local. I suspect he is older than he appears
         but that is purely a private feeling – I could be wrong. I got the impression that he has abducted Ana for reasons of faith
         more than anything else.’
      

      
      ‘A mystic?’

      
      ‘Possibly. He has amassed his own renegade band of fighters and he is not at all frightened to lose them. You saw how he allowed
         his men to be decimated at the camp for no good reason. And again, in front of Ana just days ago, I watched him promote the
         slaughter of twenty or so men simply to make a point. He is mad.’
      

      
      ‘He is ruthless, I know that much.’ Lazar tried to sit up and only half managed it, falling back onto his pillow.

      
      ‘What does he want with Ana?’

      
      ‘Apart from the obvious attractions of a nubile young woman?’

      
      Pez ignored Lazar’s sneer. ‘I fib. I don’t think he has any carnal interest in Ana whatsoever, not by the way he behaved towards her. She is pregnant, by the way.’
      

      
      Lazar’s closed eyes shot open. He gripped Pez’s hand so tightly it hurt the dwarf. ‘So it’s confirmed. She carries Boaz’s
         heir. You’re sure?’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure that she’s with child, yes. Her belly is swollen and Arafanz mentioned her pregnancy openly.’

      
      ‘If he lays a hand on a single hair of hers or the baby’s I shall tear him limb from limb, I will raze his fortress to the
         dust of the desert, I shall—’
      

      
      ‘Well, you can’t do anything lying in bed. You need to—’ Pez stopped talking suddenly, cocking his head to one side. ‘Hush,
         I hear something. Let me check.’ He waddled over to the window, opening the shutters slightly to sneak a look. He returned
         to Lazar’s side, his large mouth in a lopsided grin. ‘You’re not going to believe who has just arrived. I must hide. We shall
         speak later.’
      

      
      ‘Wait! Pez!’

      
      ‘Say nothing of my return,’ Pez warned and disappeared before Lazar’s disbelieving eyes, adding silently: Remember, I can’t hold this trick for long.
      

      
      Moments later, Lazar heard a small commotion at his front door. More muffled sounds were audible before the doors of his sleeping
         chamber burst open and Herezah swept into the room.
      

      
      ‘Leave us!’ she commanded her accompanying Elim and they dutifully closed the doors behind them. Lazar knew they would be
         standing on the other side, that the house would be fully secured by the elite harem guard. ‘It stinks in here, Lazar,’ Herezah
         said, regarding him from a distance and wrinkling her nose. ‘You stink.’ She bowed. ‘Forgive me. Good morning, Prince Lucien.’
      

      
      He hid his shock as best he could, along with his nudity. He dug deep, covering his vulnerability with sarcasm. ‘Hello, Valide.
         Bored at the harem?’
      

      
      ‘Yes … can you tell?’

      
      ‘The desert can do that to you.’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      He let his head fall to one side, holding her gaze steadily, not permitting it to roam, mindful that he was naked, save the
         scant covering of the corner of a sheet.
      

      
      ‘Are you restless?’ he asked, forgoing the scathing tone he usually adopted with Herezah and hearing his own restiveness in
         the question.
      

      
      Herezah gestured at a small wooden seat. ‘May I?’

      
      ‘Of course,’ he said, tugging the sheet further across his body. ‘Forgive my poor manners, Majesty.’ He felt so weak he couldn’t
         be sure he could make it through whatever conversation the Valide had in mind. And he no longer had the strength to fight
         her. ‘How is your foot?’
      

      
      She waved away his apology, limped to perch on the stool’s edge and sighed. ‘Lazar – I prefer to call you that, by the way
         – to tell you the truth I don’t know what’s happening to me. My ankle is healing fast, although I can’t say the same for my
         mind. I seem to be sharing Zaradine Ana’s plight in chafing at the bonds of the palace. I would hardly describe myself as
         one of its easiest members. I too craved freedom, but of the kind that power brings. Ana could never appreciate that, I think.’
         She gave a sad laugh. ‘And still, in spite of her complete disregard for the ways of the harem, she has achieved the high
         position of Zaradine faster than most.’
      

      
      
      Lazar remained silent, unsure of where this was leading. For it seemed to him that the Valide had set out to say one thing
         and had in fact said something entirely different. He could sense her confusion and unhappiness. In spite of their past differences,
         he found her new vulnerability refreshing.
      

      
      Herezah looked up from her lap to regard him. ‘Something must be wrong with me if I am being this candid with you, of all
         people. Can you believe it, Lazar? Us two talking like old friends?’ Lazar did not answer. She sighed. ‘Yes, I am restless.
         And I think you’re right. The freedom that the desert allowed me to glimpse has done this. I still desire my position as Valide,
         don’t get me wrong, but suddenly everything at the palace feels utterly tedious and my moods are out of kilter.’
      

      
      ‘War is coming, Valide. You may live to desire the monotony of harem life more than anything else.’

      
      ‘Maybe I will, but right now discussing whether one girl has learned her steps of the Shezza dance accurately enough seems
         altogether pointless. There are such bigger things at stake and it galls me that I am being kept from them.’
      

      
      ‘Have you seen Boaz?’

      
      ‘No. My son is avoiding me. Not deliberately, I don’t think. He’s preoccupied with the Galinsean threat and rightly so. How
         could I, a mere woman, help him?’
      

      
      ‘A woman has two arms, two legs, a brain … just as a man does. Save for brute strength, she is his equal, Valide.’

      
      ‘Zarab save me. Lazar, do you really believe that?’

      
      He nodded against his pillow, his stare earnest. ‘I always have.’

      
      
      ‘And yet there is no more chauvinistic man in Percheron, I believe! You keep the company of men. You certainly show no interest
         in women in general to my knowledge.’
      

      
      ‘I am not prejudiced, Valide. To your knowledge you know only the interest – as you call it – that I do not show in you. Unless
         you’re spying on me then you know nothing about time I have spent with women, or your spies are hopeless.’ He watched her
         bristle, unsure of whether it was the barb about having poor spies or the fact that he might be engaged in amorous pursuits
         with other women that irritated her. He continued, but in a more soothing manner. ‘I do believe men make better fighters.
         They can be more ruthless – save present company of course.’
      

      
      She smiled ruefully at his cutting praise.

      
      ‘Women undoubtedly make better carers. I generalise, but I think we all have roles we can shine in though I still say we are
         equal. We balance one another; we need one another.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t seem to need the balance of a woman, Lazar.’

      
      ‘Oh, but I do. You just told me how much I stink and my house stinks. A woman, better than any, can fix that.’

      
      She reacted girlishly to his sarcasm, rather than angrily, smiling as she hurled her silk purse towards him, loving the feeling
         of freedom it gave her to act so thoroughly out of character. ‘How dare you!’
      

      
      His mouth twitched in genuine amusement that Herezah was capable of taking the jest and laughing at it. He tried to move his
         head but was far too slow. The soft silken sack landed across his face, lightly; there was nothing in it save a square of
         voile.
      

      
      
      ‘Oh, Lazar, forgive me,’ Herezah said, standing quickly to remove the purse.

      
      He laughed beneath the silk despite his mood. ‘That’s about as uncontrolled as you’ve ever behaved, Herezah. You should reveal
         yourself more often in this way.’
      

      
      She bent into a crouch by the bed, took the purse that he handed her. ‘I could say the same for you. I do like it when you
         call me by my name.’
      

      
      ‘I shouldn’t,’ he said.

      
      Herezah unhooked her veil. ‘I like it even more when you are not snarling at me.’

      
      Fresh, spicy perfume wafted over him and she was close enough for Lazar to smell on her breath the fragrant herbs that so
         many of the Percherese chewed.
      

      
      ‘I snarl at everyone,’ he said.

      
      She shrugged. ‘Well, I suppose it’s reassuring that you know you do, but I do believe you save your worst for me.’

      
      ‘It’s because you disappoint me.’ He saw the shock flare in her eyes as if she had been slapped. ‘You have so much to offer
         Percheron. That’s why Joreb chose you in the first place. You raised a son we are all proud of, groomed him perfectly for
         his royal role. You are arguably the strongest, most talented and most beautiful Mother of the Zar Percheron has ever seen.’
      

      
      Her gaze intensified as the air seemed to thicken around them. ‘I’ve never seen any indication of this admiration you speak
         of. I have craved your approval for so long – why are you only giving it now?’
      

      
      Lazar felt unnerved by her honesty but there was nothing to lose. He might never again have the opportunity to be equally
         candid. ‘Because you focused on the petty squabbles within the harem as being important, instead of looking outwards to what was crucial – Percheron’s welfare. Our personal history with each other is long, Valide,
         but you have wanted something from me that I would have been more insane than Pez to give you. That aside, if only you’d put
         that bright, sharp mind of yours to Zar Boaz’s needs instead of using your cunning to bring down a mere odalisque or to hurt
         the Zar’s loyal soldier servant, the realm would not now be facing war.’
      

      
      She stood, her expression incredulous, her hand flat against her chest as though she were suddenly breathless. ‘You blame
         me for the Galinsean threat?’
      

      
      ‘Partly. You and your cruel, effeminate sidekick. If you had not pushed Ana so hard, frightened her so much, she would not
         have tried to escape the harem that first time. And if you had not campaigned for her punishment quite so enthusiastically,
         I might not have had to offer myself in her place. And if I hadn’t done so, Salmeo may not have felt sufficiently maligned
         to manipulate the use of the Viper’s Nest or the drezden poisoning … and Horz, a very good man, need not have died, and Jumo
         would not have rushed off to find my family.’
      

      
      ‘You have no proof of the chief eunuch’s involvement.’

      
      Lazar shook his head sadly. ‘And still we both know it to be true. It’s an old gripe. We can’t change what’s gone but its
         effects linger. Here I am useless to Percheron for the second time because of the sickness that the drezden provokes.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t understand this malady of yours – what is drezden? I believed you were avoiding the palace because you were so angry
         about what occurred in the desert.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing so simple. The drezden that was used on the whip has weakened me for the rest of my life and lives alongside me. Whenever I am physically tested I suspect it re-emerges to claim my body again. The long trek, on foot, back
         from the desert tested me.’ He shrugged.
      

      
      Now Herezah really did appear shocked. She sat on the side of the rumpled bed, laid a manicured hand against his arm. ‘You
         mean you will never be rid of this sickness?’
      

      
      He shook his head. ‘It follows me, hangs around and within me. It waits until I’m weakened and then strikes.’

      
      Herezah turned away. ‘I had no idea.’

      
      ‘What is done, is done. We cannot change it. But you can change … you can help your son shape a future.’

      
      Lazar had been slowly pulling himself up, the emotion behind his words charging him, giving him a false energy. He groaned
         and fell back on his bed. ‘I’m afraid I remain useless.’
      

      
      ‘No. This cannot continue,’ Herezah said briskly. ‘We’re going to get you well, Lazar, and you are going to help Boaz. You
         are wallowing here. You said I can change; well, here’s the first of my changes.’ She strode, despite her limp, to the windows
         and pulled back all the shutters, ignoring Lazar’s protests as he hid beneath the sheets, covering his eyes from the agony
         of light.
      

      
      Get rid of her! Pez suddenly burst into his mind. The magic dwindles!

      
      ‘Valide, please, I—’

      
      ‘Don’t argue, Lazar.’ She had continued throwing open shutters around the room. Now she marched to the doors and flung those
         back too. She issued crisp orders at the Elim before turning to the shape beneath the sheets. ‘I shall see you back at the
         palace, Spur. Ready yourself. I am going to nurse you back to full health.’ She left him with that terrifying notion, slamming the doors shut behind her.
      

      
      Pez winked back into existence on the other side of the bed. ‘That was close.’

      
      ‘What did she mean?’ Lazar croaked, emerging hesitantly, blinking.

      
      ‘I think it means she finally has you at her mercy,’ and Pez chuckled in spite of himself. ‘I cannot stay here. This place
         is crawling with Elim.’
      

      
      ‘What are you going to do?’

      
      ‘I’ll go to the Sea Temple. I’ll let myself be found shortly. I think she meant what she said, by the way.’

      
      ‘Is it my imagination or did she sound different?’

      
      ‘Different, I agree, but don’t trust it. Herezah is too old to change her ways entirely.’

      
      ‘Pez, I’m too weak to fight this.’

      
      ‘Then don’t. Let her get you well. Once you’re strong again, we’ll think about what’s next.’
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      Boaz glumly leaned against the balcony of his private salon. His personal aide, Bin, interrupted his thoughts, his expression
         a mask of worry at his Zar’s sorrowful mood.
      

      
      ‘It’s hot out here, Majesty. I’ve brought you some chilled apple tea. The Grand Vizier is here to speak with you as well.
         May I show him in?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, why don’t you?’ Boaz answered, his tone detached. At his servant’s urging he took the goblet of tea and sipped, feeling
         the fruity but slightly bitter liquid cool his mouth and throat as he swallowed greedily, realising he hadn’t eaten or drunk
         anything since the previous afternoon. Food held little interest for him these days. He saw Tariq enter and bow, and rallied
         himself from his gloom. ‘You look better,’ he greeted his senior counsellor, wiping his lips with his fingers.
      

      
      ‘The sea air helped after our time in the desert. But you look older, Majesty. The moustache suits you.’

      
      ‘This has only taken the four weeks of your absence. I shall wear a beard by year’s end. What news?’

      
      ‘No news is good news, Highness. Our ships have scoured the approaches into the main bay, and there is no sign of the Galinsean
         fleet.’
      

      
      Boaz was unimpressed. ‘That does not mean they are not coming, Tariq.’ The counsellor simply nodded and Boaz spun on his heel in a show of frustration. ‘Oh, what are we thinking?
         This is not the traditional work of the Grand Vizier – you shouldn’t be at sea! We need Lazar and he’s too sick to move! I
         need my Zaradine and she’s been stolen from me by some madman in the desert. Even my jester has abandoned me.’
      

      
      ‘Well, my Zar, your understandable dismay regarding your new wife and the loss of the dwarf aside, while you are right that
         we could certainly use Lazar’s soldiering prowess, in all honesty what good is one man against a fleet of ships? I do think
         we should consider planning your retreat and escape route.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t wish to leave Percheron.’

      
      ‘Majesty, you have no choice. We must secure your safety and that of your women at all costs.’

      
      ‘I will not flee the realm, leaving the Percherese to Galinsean justice. You know what that would mean.’

      
      ‘But what purpose would your death serve?’

      
      ‘At least I’ll die bravely, alongside my people, facing my enemy, not cowering in some cave on the edge of the desert in the
         vain hope that my crown might resurrect itself through the bravery and deeds of others.’
      

      
      The Grand Vizier bowed again. ‘Bravo, Majesty. I applaud your courage. But what is Percheron without its royal? The Zar must
         be protected at all costs.’
      

      
      ‘On your return from the aborted trip to Galinsea, you and my mother believed Zaradine Ana to be with child. That is my heir.
         Find Ana, find my son.’
      

      
      ‘But we cannot be sure, Highness. The Zaradine was sickening as if with child. We are assuming, that is all.’

      
      ‘I want my wife! I want to see her expectant belly! I want the dwarf returned to me!’ Boaz didn’t care how petulant he sounded. He was only just controlling his anger.
      

      
      The Grand Vizier studied the Zar. ‘Forgive me, Highness. I don’t wish to upset you. I can see how the loss of those close
         to you is hurting you but—’
      

      
      ‘But nothing, Grand Vizier! Do not presume to understand me. You cannot know what I am feeling. What I want is for my orders
         to be adhered to. A party of soldiers must be sent to find Zaradine Ana. It has been two moons since your counsel to wait
         and see if she is returned or any demands made, but no contact has occurred.’
      

      
      ‘Zar Boaz. At the risk of your wrath, may I ask if you are prepared to discover that Zaradine Ana is dead? And that your jester
         is almost surely dead? My last memory of the dwarf is of seeing him struggle up a sand dune carrying two huge swords. They
         were for the Spur, of course, for the man came down the sand dune like a beserker not moments after. I never saw Pez again.
         Even if he survived the attack, he couldn’t have survived the desert. If Lazar hadn’t had the single camel, we would never
         have made it out of the Great Waste with our lives. And as for the Zaradine, it’s true I’m only surmising but she was a lone
         woman in a company of men. That doesn’t bode well for her.’
      

      
      ‘They are both alive, I’m sure of it.’

      
      ‘How can you know that, my Zar?’ the Grand Vizier asked calmly, irritating Boaz.

      
      ‘I would feel it to my very core if either were dead. I feel connected to both of them.’

      
      Boaz saw the flare of interest that registered in the intense gaze of his Grand Vizier. ‘You can feel them?’ Tariq repeated.

      
      ‘Not in the obvious way,’ Boaz replied. He moved away to stare out to sea. ‘Perhaps I just want to believe I am emotionally and spiritually linked to them. I suppose you find that amusing, do you, Tariq?’
      

      
      ‘No, Majesty, not at all. I can assure you that I do not sneer at such things.’

      
      Their conversation was interrupted by Bin, who whispered privately to the Zar. ‘Your mother wishes to speak with you. She
         awaits my message, Highness.’
      

      
      Boaz nodded. ‘And she says it is important?’

      
      ‘She used the word “crucial”, your Majesty.’

      
      Boaz addressed the Grand Vizier again. ‘Tariq, you’ll have to excuse me. My mother has asked for an urgent and apparently
         “crucial” audience. I gather she’s rather worked up about something.’
      

      
      ‘Oh? Can I help?’

      
      ‘I don’t think so. She has asked if I could meet her in her private salon in the harem. I haven’t spoken to her in many days
         so I am loath to ignore her further. She would not use the word crucial lightly. We shall speak later … er, perhaps over supper,
         Tariq.’
      

      
      ‘As you wish, Highness.’ The Grand Vizier bowed but Boaz didn’t miss his disappointment.

      
      Herezah had only recently returned to the harem from her visit and had expected Boaz to take at least the rest of the day
         to find time to see her. She was as surprised as Elza was shocked to hear that the Zar was entering the harem.
      

      
      Salmeo, of course, preceded any royal entry, flouncing into Herezah’s suite in a noisy rustle of silk taffeta. ‘The Zar is
         coming,’ he announced unnecessarily. ‘Did you request an audience?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. I trust you don’t expect me to ask your permission before I make arrangements to see my own son.’

      
      
      Salmeo was not permitted to answer, for the Zar had arrived. The eunuch sighed silently, as he began lowering his bulk in
         deference to the royal.
      

      
      ‘Mother, forgive my absence,’ Boaz said, crossing the chamber in three short strides and helping the Valide straighten up.
         He kissed her cheek. ‘You look radiant, as always.’
      

      
      She touched his face lightly; her fingers near his new moustache. ‘So handsome,’ she said, smiling, but she knew him too well
         not to see below the facade to his sorrow. ‘Thank you for coming so quickly. Can I offer you some refreshment?’
      

      
      ‘No. Let us speak privately,’ he said, looking at the two servants still waiting to be given permission to stand. Herezah
         sensed that her son relished the opportunity to make the Grand Master Eunuch, breathing heavily in his uncomfortable position,
         struggle on a little longer. He finally gave the command that would surely bring relief.
      

      
      ‘Rise, Salmeo,’ he said and, once the huge man had laboured to his feet, added: ‘What are the physics saying about the Valide’s
         foot?’
      

      
      Salmeo caught his breath. ‘Her progress is excellent, Highness. She will be walking without the stick by the next moon, they
         tell me.’
      

      
      ‘Good. She is to have anything at all that she needs. Now I wish to speak with my mother alone.’

      
      ‘Leave us, Elza,’ Herezah bade. She glanced at the towering eunuch. ‘I shall speak with you later, Grand Master Eunuch.’ She
         kept her tone neither deferential nor overbearing. She did not need Salmeo as an enemy.
      

      
      Salmeo shot her a glance that was hard to read, though she suspected he had hoped she might ask him to stay. Silently, he followed Elza from the chamber. When the doors had closed Boaz turned to his mother.
      

      
      ‘I think you used the word “crucial” to summon me, Mother. How can I help?’

      
      ‘It’s how I can help you, son,’ she said, again deliberately not colouring her tone.

      
      He looked up sharply from the ottoman on which he was making himself comfortable. ‘Go on?’

      
      ‘It’s Lazar. I’ve been to see him.’

      
      Herezah could hardly fail to notice how one of Boaz’s eyebrows arched slightly in tandem with a twitch at the corner of his
         mouth. He was amused.
      

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘Well, he needs to be looked after properly. He explained his illness to me. It’s connected to what made him disappear from
         us the first time. We can’t lose him again, son. He is too important to you now.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve had my people look in on him but he chases them away. What are you proposing?’

      
      ‘I shall nurse him.’

      
      ‘You?’ He stood, regarding his mother with obvious incredulity. ‘Is this some scheme to put Lazar, when he is too weak to
         resist you, under your control?’
      

      
      She shook her head, held his gaze, said nothing. She assumed that Boaz anticipated she would take umbrage at his accusation
         and he was clearly surprised when she took his words so calmly.
      

      
      ‘Why then?’

      
      ‘He has been deathly sick, Boaz. I could smell the illness on him and around him. He is not getting any care from what I can
         see and is clearly willing himself to death.’
      

      
      ‘Surely he—’

      
      
      ‘No, Boaz,’ she interrupted. He looked momentarily surprised but she didn’t apologise. ‘I may be reading this wrongly but
         I doubt it. This is about honour. Lazar gave you his word that he would protect your wife and your mother. But I suspect he
         believes he has let you down. He had a devil of a choice, as I’ve explained, and I would have put my very title, my life,
         in fact, on his choosing Ana over me. But he didn’t.’ She shook her head in disbelief, repeating softly, ‘He didn’t.’ Sitting
         down directly opposite her son, she looked at him openly and honestly, revealing to him that she was not trying to make mischief.
         ‘To this day I remain shocked that he came after me – killed a dozen men single-handedly to get to me – and saved me from
         their cruelty.’
      

      
      ‘Why should you be shocked? You are the Zar’s mother. He had pledged to serve you with his life.’

      
      ‘He had surely pledged the same for your wife, Boaz. And we all know that Spur Lazar has, well, let’s just say he possesses
         a soft spot for Ana.’
      

      
      She watched Boaz bristle, sensing her son’s jealousy.

      
      ‘He chose you out of duty,’ he said carefully.

      
      ‘And that’s my point.’ She continued as if insensitive to his feelings. ‘This is about duty and honour. The choice was evil.
         He had to take the more daring choice and that madman knew it; I now realise he fully expected Lazar to save the Zar’s mother.
         Any one of us could see he meant Ana no harm – if he had she would have been killed before our eyes. No, in those few seconds
         Lazar worked out that my situation was more precarious than Ana’s and that they would kill me if he didn’t risk his life to
         save mine. But, even given that choice, I firmly believe that he feels he has let you down.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be ridiculous. He brought you and Tariq back to safety. You said yourself he carried you a great part of the way.’
      

      
      She smiled at the memory. ‘When it was too painful for me to sit on the camel, he carried me. He was so gentle, so kind. I
         … I don’t know—’
      

      
      ‘He chose duty because that’s what makes Lazar who he is. Surely you know that?’

      
      She looked back at him, puzzled. ‘I was so sure he’d choose Ana.’

      
      ‘He did the right thing. You really believe that Ana was in no immediate danger?’

      
      ‘I honestly believe she wasn’t. Have you been avoiding Lazar?’ Herezah asked, her tone curious but comforting.

      
      ‘I have found it hard to face him, yes.’

      
      ‘He should have died a dozen times that night. He fought like a man possessed; I’ve never seen anything like it. We were all
         so helpless. Even though he’s Galinsean, he made me proud to be Percherese and to know the heir to the enemy crown fights
         for us.’
      

      
      ‘You almost make me wish I’d been there.’

      
      ‘Well, all I’m saying is he did you proud. Don’t blame him, son. Do everything in your power to hang onto him. We are losing
         him because he can’t forgive himself for losing the Zaradine. Tell him you don’t blame him.’
      

      
      ‘Mother, what’s got into you?’

      
      ‘How do you mean?’

      
      ‘You don’t even sound like the Valide I knew from before.’

      
      ‘Before what?’

      
      ‘Before the desert,’ Boaz said, shaking his head as if unsure of what he meant himself. ‘Anyway, when did you visit him?’

      
      ‘Today. I have just returned.’

      
      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘I want to care for him, nurse him back quickly to good health. If Ana is carrying Percheron’s heir, as we suspect she is,
         then we have to find her, especially with war coming. Only Lazar can take us back there. He is useless to you lying in a bed
         and wishing himself to death. Do you still blame him?’
      

      
      Boaz held his mother’s gaze silently for a few long moments. Finally he sighed. ‘No.’

      
      ‘Then see him.’

      
      ‘I look at him and I know I will experience only the pain of loss. Ana is gone. There are moments in my bitterness when I
         think he did this deliberately.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Well, you’ve hinted often enough at his desires for her.’

      
      Herezah knew that a tender touch was needed now, along with the truth that Lazar had behaved only with honour throughout the
         journey. ‘Boaz, my lion. I was there. Nothing happened. For all my bitterness and all my secretive wishes that I could catch
         your wife in some moment of infidelity with your Spur, they were very distant, very sensible of their positions and duty.
         Ana was withdrawn and quiet for the entire journey – she was sickening constantly. Lazar was respectful to all of us and dutiful,
         but absent for virtually all of it. You know how he is – not there in spirit even when his body is!’ She tried to catch Boaz’s
         gaze again but he avoided her eyes. She continued. ‘Lazar hardly looked at her and I feel ashamed for worrying you so unnecessarily.’
      

      
      Her attempt at apology only seemed to accentuate Boaz’s distress. He shook his head as he spoke. ‘He has never behaved towards
         Ana with anything other than grace and courtesy. It is wrong to suspect him of anything dishonourable.’
      

      
      
      ‘Perhaps I was blinded by my own frailty when it comes to our Spur.’

      
      Now Boaz did look at her, hard and quizzically. ‘This must be the first time you’ve ever been so truthful with me.’

      
      ‘No, it is not. But it is possibly the first time I have been so candid about Lazar in front of you.’

      
      Boaz looked away, refusing to acknowledge Herezah’s confession. ‘So they never behaved secretively?’

      
      ‘Never. In fact, Tariq spent the most time with your wife. The dwarf, of course, was always flitting around her, serving her
         food and fussing about her in his strange, demented manner, and the man Jumo was always very diligent and courteous towards
         Ana but Lazar was consistently remote. The only time I could cite a single moment where the Spur let his guard down might
         have been when his servant, that same Jumo, perished. It cut deep into Lazar and we sent Ana to speak with him – to comfort
         him. They are both such fringe-dwellers, aren’t they? Tariq agreed that if anyone could get through the ice fortress of Lazar’s
         reserve as he grieved, that Ana might.’
      

      
      ‘You left them alone?’

      
      ‘No, son. I was with Ana the whole time. But I allowed Ana to lead the conversation. And she did so with elegance and grace.
         She did not let us or you down. Why do you pursue this?’
      

      
      He gave an ironic laugh. ‘Coming from you that is amusing. No reason at all, Mother. I’m jealous that you all had time with
         Ana when I didn’t. And now she’s gone.’
      

      
      ‘We will find your Ana. But you must help me get Lazar well. No-one else knows where she was taken.’

      
      ‘But surely he doesn’t either?’

      
      ‘I think Lazar may have some idea.’

      
      
      ‘What makes you say that?’ Boaz shot back.

      
      ‘This fellow, he calls himself Arafanz, he knew all of us and he certainly knew Lazar. There are clues in that show of knowledge.
         Lazar’s too sick to focus on it but he’s the only one amongst us who knows the desert, who knows in which direction Ana was
         taken. If you want Ana back, you need your Spur.’
      

      
      She watched Boaz raise his head to capture a soft swirl of breeze that blew in through her apartments. The weather seemed
         unnaturally warm and still for so early in the season, so this gust was a welcome respite.
      

      
      ‘You want to bring him into the palace?’

      
      Her pulse quickened. ‘Yes. Near to the harem so I can attend him each day. The Elim can be present at all times but I want
         to supervise the care. He needs this drezden poison – it alone can restore him.’
      

      
      ‘From snakes?’

      
      ‘They have to be found and milked and he must ingest copious amounts in a tea, apparently. The pure venom will restore him
         but only for a short while. The tea heals him, makes him well.’
      

      
      ‘You have my authority to organise it.’

      
      Perhaps he expected a squeal of delight, a sense of triumph? Instead, Herezah very deliberately showed no overreaction; she
         simply stood quietly and hugged him.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, darling. I give you my word, we shall find your wife and we shall bring home your heir.’
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      Ana stepped into the chamber with trepidation, afraid of what ghoulish event she might have to witness next. To her relief
         all that confronted her was a sparse room containing a shallow clay basin, a mug and pails of water nearby, and a wizened
         man who was waiting to offer her some drying linens.
      

      
      The man bowed slowly, reverently. ‘You are to bathe,’ he said in the ancient language she had heard spoken earlier that day,
         ‘and then Arafanz will see you.’
      

      
      She looked around, fearful. ‘Where is he?’

      
      ‘Not here. He awaits you but he asks that you feel free to take your time.’

      
      ‘Where does this water come from?’ she asked, perplexed, as she gratefully reached for the towels.

      
      ‘A fresh spring feeds the fortress. We do not squander it but Arafanz has commanded that you have access to it. Three pails
         are warmed, the other tepid.’ The man shrugged. ‘It is all for you.’
      

      
      ‘But why? Just an hour ago he was—’

      
      ‘I am a servant only. Save your questions for him alone. Bathe, please. Do you need any assistance?’

      
      ‘Er … no,’ she stammered. ‘I can manage.’

      
      
      ‘Then I shall leave you now. I will not be far away should you need anything.’

      
      Ana watched him leave, her mind racing. She had believed these past few months that her captor’s intention was to ransom her
         but today’s display of power had nothing to do with money or the desire for it. Why his people were being so polite to her,
         why he himself was so courteous to her whilst he was so ruthless to others, baffled her.
      

      
      She undressed and stepped into the clay basin, reaching for the first pail of heated water and the mug, which she used to
         tip the water over herself. Ruefully, she recognised that, despite all her bitter words about the decadence of the harem,
         she had taken its bathing rituals for granted. As the clean water broke over her head and splashed down her body Ana felt
         herself gradually relaxing. She spied a pot of paste, presumed it was soap and was delighted to discover that it wasn’t made
         purely from goat or camel fat as she’d expected, but was lightly fragranced with cinnamon and rosewater. It was mixed with
         sand and dried petals which acted to slough her dried skin. She couldn’t help but feel pampered again as she applied the slow-lathering
         paste, smoothing the gritty substance across her swollen belly, enjoying the tautness as its precious cargo began to make
         room for itself.
      

      
      Until now Ana had deliberately kept all thoughts of her child pushed firmly to the back of her mind. She had refused to acknowledge
         him – it was a boy, she was sure of it – because she had been certain her death was imminent and didn’t want to feel guilty
         for the child. But now she found she could not ignore him any longer. It was a shock, realising that at nearing sixteen, she
         was to be a mother. Her lack of knowledge and inexperience scared her but it seemed her body knew what to do and so she would leave the tiny mite to its own devices and try not to think too
         hard upon his fragility. She smiled in spite of herself. One night her belly had been tender but flat, and the next day it
         seemed to have popped. Her gaolers had obviously kept Arafanz well briefed.
      

      
      She suddenly realised this child would be Percheron’s heir, and she stumbled in the basin at the thought that the Stone Palace
         would claim her son. Perhaps she was better off here as the desert’s prisoner than the harem’s? She sighed and put the futile
         thought from her mind, turning her attention to cleansing her hair. Before she knew it all three buckets of warmed water had
         been utilised. It felt wicked to use the last pail but she did, in defiance of Arafanz’s deeds on this day.
      

      
      Twenty fewer thirsts to slake, she thought. Her anger at the men’s senseless deaths returned and she sucked in her breath as the coolness of the final
         pail of water bit, awakening her. She stepped out of the basin and began towelling herself, rubbing hard to revive muscles
         that had felt too little exercise. When she was finished, and the towel loosely wrapped around her, she called to the man
         outside who emerged holding two candles on a tray of braided grasses along with some combs and a brush. Ana hadn’t registered
         how dark it had become and she shivered at the realisation that dusk had obviously fallen in the desert. It would become cold
         very rapidly.
      

      
      ‘Sit, please,’ her aide said, gesturing towards a small wooden bench. ‘I will brush your hair.’

      
      Ana wanted to decline but kept silent and did as she was asked. The man began working behind her; his touch was careful, his
         fingers only coming into contact with her hair, not even grazing the skin of her shoulders. He began to hum softly as he worked.
      

      
      ‘What is that tune?’ she asked, equally quietly, enjoying the rhythm of his combing.

      
      ‘It is about frankincense and myrrh. It is a song my mother used to sing.’

      
      ‘I don’t know the language. What does it mean?’

      
      ‘It’s about a woman singing to her husband that she would rather have the smoke of the crystallised sap than the glint of
         gold from the ground.’
      

      
      ‘Ah. It’s nice. And what is your name?’

      
      ‘We don’t use names here although I was once known as Soraz.’

      
      She could tell she’d made him feel uncomfortable, so Ana fell silent again. After a while the man put his combs back on the
         tray. ‘Your hair is still damp but it’s shiny now,’ he said. ‘I will leave you to dress it as you wish. I’m also leaving you
         with a small pot of sandalwood oil should you care to use it on yourself as perfume. Someone will fetch you soon. He will
         bring fresh robes.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you for your kindness,’ Ana said, turning to stare at him.

      
      Soraz said nothing in response, simply bowed his head and departed.

      
      Ana tipped some of the thick, dark oil into her hands and rubbed it onto her neck, chest, and pulse points as she’d been taught
         in the harem. Its deliciously spicy perfume filled the air and she was reminded of the time that Elza had been given permission
         by Salmeo to use the expensive sandalwood fragrance on Ana before a visit to Boaz. ‘This is the perfume of the gods alone,’
         the servant had whispered as she had smoothed it on Ana’s skin. Ana shivered slightly at the memory. Pez believed she was a god. A wave of sorrow rippled through her, for despite the dwarf’s
         dedication to this notion, she knew she was no such thing.
      

      
      Another robed figure, with only his eyes showing, appeared within a couple of minutes bearing simple linen robes. He turned
         his back whilst she pulled the soft swathe of fabric about her.
      

      
      ‘I am ready,’ she said, unsure of what was expected.

      
      He bowed. ‘Follow me,’ was all he said, and then, in the silence she had begun to expect from these faceless, nameless men,
         she accompanied him on a journey through the fortress. She ran her fingers along the rough hewn walls, watching the soft light
         of the oil lamp that her guide carried bounce ahead of them. Once or twice she thought she saw symbols cut into the walls
         or engraved above doorways, but they were moving swiftly and illumination was brief, the symbols swallowed by darkness in
         the instant they passed.
      

      
      Finally, they arrived at a low doorway. Her navigator nodded, and silently pointed towards the dark opening. She had no choice.
         There was nowhere else to go but inside. Ana took a deep breath and pulled at the handle of the smooth timber door. She stepped
         in and was taken by surprise at what she saw.
      

      
      Lazar was sweating, twisting in bed from the pain that even a weightless silken sheet seemed to provoke. It hurt to lie down
         but it hurt more to sit or stand; there was no position that would bring him peace. But he had been here before, recognised
         the familiar sense of nausea and dislocation as fever swept through his body and claimed him. Oh yes, he remembered this suffering all too well from his time on Star Island. It had been different then – he had not
         been able to so much as hold a thought; all he had been able to do was drift abandoned on the waves of illness. But this time
         he felt more anchored in reality. He could think; he was aware of himself and his surrounds – that much was a blessing – but
         the pain felt sharper because of that greater level of consciousness.
      

      
      He rode the pain until he thought he could take it no more, until he was sure he was screaming at the top of his lungs. In
         reality he was not screaming although his eyes were shut tight and his mouth was pulled back in agony.
      

      
      Open your eyes, someone commanded.
      

      
      The sound of the voice stunned him into consciousness. He blinked slowly, expecting light but saw only darkness, tasted the
         tang of salt and heard the slosh of waves.
      

      
      Fully!

      
      Lazar obeyed. He could do no less. And felt instantly terrified. He thought he dropped to his knees, clung to the cool of
         the stone.
      

      
      I don’t understand, he gasped.
      

      
      You will not fall. Raise yourself up. Look at me.

      
      I am dreaming.

      
      You are not. You are here. Say my name.

      
      You are Beloch, Lazar whispered.
      

      
      Louder!

      
      Lazar gathered his courage, lifted himself straight and stared into the stone-carved eyes of the giant. You are Beloch, he stated clearly.
      

      
      Good. And my brother?

      
      Is Ezram.

      
      
      And you?

      
      I am Lazar.

      
      State your real name, the giant growled. Don’t hide behind that alias.
      

      
      He complied, murmuring, I am Prince Lucien of Galinsea.
      

      
      Indeed you are, the giant said more gently now. Welcome, Prince Lucien.
      

      
      How is this happening? I am dreaming.

      
      You are dying again. You were saved once and will be again if you take the help you are offered. You must accept the aid,
            despite the person who offers it. You must get well and you must find Ana.

      
      I know.

      
      She is with child.

      
      Lazar thought he might have nodded.

      
      A new voice joined them. It was Ezram. You must bring the heir back to Percheron. It is important to restore the balance.
      

      
      Lazar looked up, puzzled. Balance?

      
      My brother means for the chaos that is coming, Beloch explained.
      

      
      You will need all of us, Ezram confirmed.
      

      
      I don’t understand.

      
      You will when the time arrives.

      
      But I want to understand now. What does Ezram mean?

      
      Beloch sighed in a low rumble. You must free us, Lucien. All of us – not just us twins, but Crendel, Darso, Shakar.
      

      
      But how?

      
      Fret not, at the right time we come at your call.

      
      At my call? Lazar repeated, totally confused. What is this time you speak of?

      
      The coming of Lyana. It is what we have waited for.

      
      But the old stories tell us she has come and gone before and none of the stone statues of Percheron did anything.

      
      This time it is different, Ezram said.
      

      
      So I am told, Lazar replied, a bleakness in his tone. What is my part in this?

      
      You do not know? Beloch asked, surprised.
      

      
      I have never known.

      
      Then it is not for us to say. One of your duties is to release us, Lucien. That is your part for us.

      
      Release you! How do I do such a thing? You are set in stone!

      
      We are alive! We have always been alive! We are imprisoned through magic. You must thwart the magic.

      
      How?

      
      Only you know. You must find the solution fast. War is upon us.

      
      Lazar hung his head. I don’t—

      
      It is within you. Beloch cut across Lazar’s despair. You must go back now. Someone attends you.
      

      
      Hurry, Ezram urged.
      

      
      Through their voices and through his own breathing, above the pounding of his heart and the whoosh of blood echoing in his
         ears, fringing his fever and cutting through his confusion, Lazar heard a whisper, a voice he recognised, calling to him.
         Yet he turned back to the darkness, to the stone statues.
      

      
      Answer me this! he cried at the brothers.
      

      
      There is no—

      
      Answer me! Is Ana the Goddess?

      
      No, they replied together. But the Goddess rises.
      

      
      And Lazar was flung backwards, his eyelids springing open to regard Herezah leaning down, looking into his face. He read fear
         in her eyes.
      

      
      * * *

      
      
      Arafanz stood before a small fireplace that did little to ease the chill of the room. He was dressed in loose-fitting trousers
         and a shirt, looking more like a soldier, less of a cleric. He looked younger. In his hand was a clay goblet, from which he
         sipped as she entered.
      

      
      ‘Welcome, Ana,’ he said, voice soft, melodic. ‘I trust you are refreshed.’

      
      ‘I am, thank you,’ she stammered, unsure how this cosy scene matched the prison she understood this place to be.

      
      ‘Come, sit, warm yourself. I should have sent a blanket to wrap around your shoulders. Forgive me.’

      
      ‘There is no need to fuss. You did not trouble yourself for the past two moons of my incarceration. It can hardly matter now.’

      
      He held her gaze intently and Ana was pleased she did not wither beneath it.

      
      ‘Would you like me to explain?’

      
      She nodded. ‘I would like to understand what this whole business of my capture is about. If you have no intention to kill
         or even ransom me, what use am I to you?’
      

      
      ‘Come join me. I will tell you what I can.’

      
      She dabbed his lips with a soaked sponge. ‘Be calm. It’s me, Herezah. You are feverish and hallucinating.’

      
      ‘But Beloch and Ezram are—’

      
      ‘Still in the bay, yes, where they’re meant to be. Lazar, pay attention if you can. The Elim are here to bring you with me.
         They are going to carry you in a special karak. Can you hear me? Lazar?’
      

      
      He shook his head from side to side, his face a mask of confusion.

      
      Herezah turned to the two senior Elim with her. ‘Just take him. Ignore him if he resists. This is on the Zar’s orders.’
      

      
      Salmeo stood nearby. ‘Rather intriguing to see him look so wasted. At the flogging he at least appeared strong but now he’s
         just a shadow of the Spur we all knew.’
      

      
      ‘Not once I’ve finished with him, Grand Master Eunuch,’ herezah said, her voice crisp. ‘Let’s get him back to the rooms we’ve
         prepared.’
      

      
      Under the amused gaze of the chief eunch, six Elim lifted Lazar’s struggling body, which was too weak to be anything more
         than a nuisance to their efforts to carry him.
      

      
      ‘The Zar wants this house aired properly and cleaned,’ Herezah said, not even looking at Salmeo as she swept by him. ‘See
         to it, Eunuch.’
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      Ana sat, feeling nervous as she watched Arafanz reach for the carafe of whatever he was drinking. Despite his seeming relaxation
         this evening, she realised that Arafanz was not a man who was ever tranquil in thought. His gaze was restless and his hands
         were rarely still. He didn’t sit, preferred to stand.
      

      
      ‘We have no ability to chill our food or wine but this is Dorash, a sweet and mellow blend from the north,’ he explained as
         he poured. ‘It can be served cool rather than cold.’ He blinked. ‘Ah, Dorash is a grape from the region where one of your
         companions came from – the one who perished in the desert.’
      

      
      ‘Jumo? You knew about this?’

      
      ‘We watched.’

      
      ‘But you did not help,’ she admonished, pain rippling through her, reminding her of Lazar’s despair.

      
      ‘It was not our place to interfere and we had no intention of disrupting the special surprise we had planned for a few nights
         later.’
      

      
      ‘What else did you see?’ Ana asked, suddenly fearing that his men had also shared her night of love in Lazar’s arms.

      
      ‘How do you mean? Your party was followed from the moment you left the city of Percheron.’

      
      
      Ana was so shocked by this news that she could say nothing in response. She chose to hope that her betrayal of Boaz was not
         common knowledge amongst the Razaqin. She did not have the courage to find out for sure.
      

      
      ‘Taste your wine, Ana, please,’ Arafanz urged and she did, if for no other reason than to cover her anxiety. ‘Is it to your
         liking?’
      

      
      ‘Does it really matter?’ she snapped, trying to regain her equilibrium.

      
      He shrugged. ‘I suppose not. I am not sure I can make you happy here but we shall try and do our best to treat you with courtesy.’

      
      ‘Really? So the murder of twenty men before my eyes is your idea of making a guest comfortable?’

      
      Arafanz impaled her with a cool stare. ‘I explained to you I was making a point about what true loyalty really is – and how
         ugly it can be.’
      

      
      ‘Well, it was meaningless! All I saw was nearly two dozen men squander their lifeblood. Loyalty had no part in this. To me
         it was about convincing young, impressionable men that giving up their lives so cheaply had some reason.’
      

      
      ‘But that’s it. There was reason. Proving loyalty to their cause.’

      
      ‘Proving loyalty to stupidity more like,’ Ana countered angrily.

      
      ‘You have spirit. I’ll grant you that,’ he murmured and came as close to a full smile as Ana thought she might ever see from
         him.
      

      
      ‘I care not that I impress you. Why am I here?’

      
      ‘I want to cleanse Percheron of its sin.’

      
      
      She stared, uncomprehending, at her captor. ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘We are going to kill everyone in the palace, including its servants and all of the priests at the temples. We shall spare
         the innocents – the Percherese people who know no better – and we shall help Percheron to make a fresh start.’
      

      
      ‘A fresh start? As what?’

      
      ‘A new regime.’

      
      ‘And with you as Zar, I suppose?’ she said, her tone scornful.

      
      ‘No, in this regard you have me all wrong. I have no aspirations of that nature.’

      
      ‘Then what do you want, Arafanz?’

      
      ‘Your child on the throne, Ana, and the faith of the Goddess restored. That is what I want.’

      
      Ana’s horror couldn’t have been more complete. She stared at him open-mouthed, her goblet of wine forgotten, tilted in her
         lap with some of its contents spilling out onto her fresh linen robe.
      

      
      Arafanz continued, ‘You are here for your protection and that of the child. We nearly lost you in the palace – we shall not
         risk you again.’
      

      
      ‘We?’

      
      ‘Ellyana and—’

      
      ‘Ellyana!’ Ana stood. The goblet dropped and sploshed what little wine was left across the floor as the clay shattered. ‘What
         has she to do with this?’ she demanded, eyes glittering with anger.
      

      
      ‘Everything.’

      
      ‘So you are a follower of Lyana?’

      
      ‘All of us here are.’

      
      
      Ana felt her bile rising. ‘And those men killed themselves for her?’

      
      ‘Certainly not for me, or you,’ came his reply. ‘I am purely their leader and her disciple. I will restore her to Percheron.
         This time it is different.’
      

      
      ‘And me? What is your interest in me? Simply my child?’

      
      He nodded, looking away. ‘An heir to the throne. A follower, faithful to Lyana. We know you are. We know your child will be.
         We know the Goddess wants you safe, your child crowned.’
      

      
      ‘But who is Lyana?’ she asked, the question catching on her breath.

      
      He shook his head. ‘No-one knows, this time not even Iridor.’

      
      ‘Iridor has risen?’ Ana asked carefully. She must not betray anything she knew.

      
      ‘I don’t know. I am told it is all playing out very differently this time. I know only what I am permitted. Perhaps it is
         the same for you?’
      

      
      Ana said nothing and Arafanz continued.

      
      ‘But I want to assure you that I am not your enemy, even though it may seem that way.’ He bent to pick up the clay pieces
         of her goblet. ‘Can I pour you another?’
      

      
      She shook her head. Her anger had fled, had been replaced with confusion and not a little despair.

      
      ‘Then at least share some supper with me. I am your protector.’

      
      Ana didn’t want to mention she already had one of those. One she loved with all her heart. ‘You have a funny way of showing
         it. Why did you leave me to rot in that room?’
      

      
      ‘I have been away. That room kept you safe. Away from prying eyes and also away from temptation.’

      
      
      She gave a mirthless burst of a laugh. ‘Temptation? In my condition?’

      
      ‘I didn’t mean you. You are the only woman in this fortress. I believe that men, no matter how firm their resolve, can be
         undone by a woman.’
      

      
      ‘So, for all your claims of loyalty, your men would undermine you in a blink if I offered my affections?’ she baited.

      
      He regarded her sadly. ‘Some might, others would. Men think they have power but it is not always so. It’s women, I fear, who
         hold the ultimate power. Power over our bodies, power over our seed and what becomes of it, power over our hearts and souls.
         Another reason why Lyana is right to be our god. This morning’s demonstration was important to impress upon you that we are
         serious in our intention and that these men are loyal to their cause. I think I ordered it as much for their sake as yours.
         They needed to be reminded that our cause and our lives beyond the fleshly ones of this existence are more important.’
      

      
      Ana shook her head, disbelief in her expression. ‘You’ve stolen me from my people. The deaths haven’t impressed anything upon
         me save your cruelty. Don’t you think I realise how serious you are?’
      

      
      ‘No. Until this morning you had no reason to fear me, or my men, as much as you fear us now. Now you know that nothing earthly
         can stop us. We are committed to Lyana’s cause. She will prevail this time. Not only Maliz but the followers of Zarab will
         die.’
      

      
      ‘Lazar will stop you,’ she warned, unable to help herself.

      
      Arafanz nodded. ‘He will try. And how sad it is that he and we are working towards the same cause.’

      
      ‘Lazar works only for Zar Boaz and the good of Percheron. He does not share your crusade.’

      
      
      ‘Not knowingly perhaps, but he shares the same ideals; he admires Lyana. If he were with us right now, he might well see the
         sense in what I am proposing.’
      

      
      ‘Never! He would never be disloyal to the royals, and he will protect Boaz to the death. For all your spying you don’t seem
         to know the Spur all that well if you think he would ever condone the senseless murder of any Percherese, or anyone else for
         that matter.’
      

      
      ‘Then, alas, he will die too. But let us stop this talk of death, Ana. You are what … perhaps nearing four moons with child?
         I am informed you became pregnant the first time you lay with your Zar.’ Ana felt herself blush at both his knowledge and
         candour. ‘We have up to another five or six moons together before anything can happen. You are my guest and your welfare is
         my concern.’
      

      
      ‘I want nothing from you,’ she said as coldly as she could.

      
      ‘We shall see,’ Arafanz said, summoning one of his hooded men. ‘Now, let me organise some food. You carry the most important
         life in all of Percheron in your belly and if you won’t eat for yourself, I insist you eat for him.’
      

      
      ‘How can you be so sure my child is male?’

      
      ‘Ellyana told me.’

      
      Maliz, the demon who hid beneath the facade of Grand Vizier Tariq, couldn’t really care less about the petty mortal war that
         was certainly coming, but recently he had decided that his next body would be that of Boaz. And so preserving the life of
         the present Zar and perhaps even his delectable harem was of some concern.
      

      
      The Zar’s invitation to sup together had eventuated and now Boaz leaned back against silken cushions. They had begun eating very late, although Maliz noticed the Zar hardly touched his food.
      

      
      Boaz reached for a fig, nibbled on it. ‘Have you heard that the Valide is bringing the Spur into the palace? She’s determined
         to ensure his return to good health.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, my Zar, I’d been informed,’ the Grand Vizier replied, his own appetite still not sated even after a plate of rice blended
         with chicken and vegetables, a pyramid of lamb cubes on skewers crusted with herbs and cooked over an open flame and a jug
         of the fermented mare’s milk he habitually took with his evening repast. He ladled some thick meaty soup into a bowl. ‘You
         are not eating much, Highness.’
      

      
      ‘Forgive me. I am not hungry tonight.’

      
      Maliz thought that Boaz had likely not been hungry since he first heard of what had unfolded in the desert. ‘You must keep
         yourself nourished, Majesty. You health is now more important than ever and you look extremely thin.’ He had no intention
         of inhabiting a frail Zar’s body if it could be helped.
      

      
      Boaz nodded, distracted. He put the uneaten fig aside and took a draught of watered wine instead.

      
      ‘I’m going to send a party into the desert to find Zaradine Ana.’

      
      ‘I assumed you would, Highness. In fact, I’m more surprised at your patience.’

      
      ‘I’ve had to be patient for I can’t find her without Lazar and he has not been well enough to have anything close to a discussion
         about this. But I’m hoping my mother’s efforts will return his vitality.’
      

      
      ‘So you’re sending him back into the desert?’

      
      ‘I plan to.’

      
      
      ‘What about the Galinsean invasion? Do you not think the Spur is best left in the city once he’s well?’

      
      ‘If my wife is carrying Percheron’s heir, I think that the child is more important to our future than any of us realise.’

      
      ‘I don’t agree, my Zar,’ Maliz cautioned, his interest in the soup forgotten. He could not risk Boaz being so uncaring of
         his people’s lives – all Zarab worshippers – or especially his own. ‘Ana, lovely though she is, is but one of your women.
         You have several dozen, of which at least thirty must be ready for bedding. Get more of these girls with child – start tonight,
         Majesty – sire ten new sons upon them and if need be, secure them somewhere outside of Percheron. The royal line must be preserved,
         I agree, but you are in a position to do so now without compromising the realm’s security. We need Lazar here, my Zar.’ He
         held Boaz’s gaze steadily.
      

      
      Boaz regarded his Grand Vizier with a cool stare.

      
      ‘Perhaps I haven’t made myself clear, Tariq. It is only the heir in Ana’s belly in which I’m interested.’

      
      This intrigued Maliz. He knew Boaz was fascinated by his new Zaradine but he hadn’t realised that the young Zar was so smitten
         that he had ruled out any other relationship, even other heirs by another wife. Despite his exasperation with the young ruler,
         he responded calmly.
      

      
      ‘But, my Zar, you had ordered her executed no fewer than four moons ago. If not for Spur Lazar’s theatrics, she would certainly
         have died.’
      

      
      ‘That was then, when she was neither my Zaradine nor the carrier of my heir. She was merely an odalisque – and may I remind
         you that it was not I who called for her death. The harem, as you know, has its own rules and internal politics. In these matters of punishment I have little say. My only role in that whole sorry affair was to make the
         pronouncement of her death – and I can assure you that did not please me. In fact, it sickened me.’
      

      
      ‘You hid your despair admirably, Majesty.’ Maliz didn’t succeed in hiding the sarcasm in his tone.

      
      Either Boaz didn’t hear it or he chose to ignore the bite of his Vizier’s reply. ‘I would have shamed my father had I done
         anything other than to veil my true feelings. I had no choice politically but to follow the ways and laws of our land.’
      

      
      ‘So it is different now—’ the Grand Vizier began but Boaz cut him off before he could say anything more.

      
      ‘Of course it is! I have secured her future by making her my wife. Now she is mine and the child of hers belongs to me. I
         will declare him my heir immediately, if necessary.’
      

      
      The Grand Vizier frowned, unsure of why there was so much vehemence driving the Zar’s words. His eyes narrowed slightly as
         he regarded the young ruler and his curious choice of words. What was at play here that he didn’t understand? Something was
         not right, he was sure of it – there was an undercurrent that he couldn’t pinpoint. He moved on carefully. ‘Of course, Highness.
         That is your prerogative,’ he soothed. ‘I can see now why you are giving this your priority. How can I assist you?’
      

      
      Boaz drained his goblet before answering. ‘I want you to help the Valide in any of her needs regarding Lazar.’

      
      ‘You have my word.’

      
      ‘I assume none of our networks have revealed anything about this Arafanz or the Razaqin he speaks of?’

      
      ‘None yet but I am meeting with someone shortly who may know something.’

      
      
      ‘Who?’

      
      Maliz put a soft expression of sympathy onto the Grand Vizier’s face. ‘Ah, Majesty, you know I can’t reveal the sources of
         information. We have discussed previously that I don’t wish to compromise the Crown in any way. You are always furnished with
         whatever information I can discover.’
      

      
      Boaz nodded, showing he understood. ‘Then the moment Lazar is fit, he will be sent to find her. I’m giving him another four
         moons at most. I cannot wait any longer. The child will be due and I don’t want it born in the desert.’
      

      
      ‘Then why risk waiting? Send other men.’

      
      The Zar shook his head firmly. ‘I trust no-one else to survive the desert or survive whatever fight might be involved to wrest
         her back from that madman’s clutches.’
      

      
      ‘You will send Lazar alone?’

      
      ‘He is as good as a dozen men – you should know that from what he did to save your life, Tariq. And it seems obvious now that
         the more people involved in any desert party, the more vulnerable it is. Lazar was right. He warned me at the beginning of
         the journey to Galinsea that he wanted no more than Ana, Jumo, himself and perhaps one other.’
      

      
      ‘No-one could know that Arafanz would strike, Majesty, not even Lazar.’

      
      ‘He could not know it. But he understood better than any of us the dangers. Look at what happened to Jumo. That could have
         been you, Tariq.’
      

      
      Maliz let the lightly couched insult pass. ‘And should Lazar perish in this attempt to find the Zaradine?’

      
      Boaz surprised the older man by shrugging. ‘Then he dies. We all die, Tariq,’ the Zar said. ‘Even Lazar would put Ana and especially the child first, I’m sure.’
      

      
      Maliz hesitated, caught by something in Boaz’s voice, but before he could respond, the Zar burst out, ‘Zarab strike me! What
         does Arafanz want? He takes my wife, my heir; he makes no claims upon us for their ransom. What is he aiming to achieve?’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps he wants her, Highness,’ Maliz offered. ‘He seemed to know when and how to strike effectively; he knew precisely
         who we were – in fact, all about the individuals in the royal party. This was no opportunistic attack that hoped to yield
         a few jewels, my Zar. I believe Ana was always his prize.’
      

      
      ‘But why, Tariq? She is one woman, not worth risking so many men for.’

      
      ‘Is she not, Majesty? You staked your whole realm against her name in sending her to Romea. You entrusted her with the lives
         of all of your people by choosing her as your emissary. The future of Percheron rested with this young woman.’
      

      
      Boaz looked down, nodding. ‘And nothing has changed. She holds Percheron’s future. If I die, that child is all we have.’

      
      ‘You are not going to die, my Zar. I shall see to it,’ Maliz assured with far more determination driving his sentiment than
         the ruler could appreciate.
      

      
      Boaz found a rueful smile. ‘Thank you, Tariq, but I fear even your faith cannot spare me a Galinsean sword. No, Ana is the
         key.’
      

      
      ‘Then leave her where she is. If she’s alive, she’s safer in the hands of Arafanz than here where the child is surely at risk.’

      
      
      ‘There is some truth in what you say but I am only mortal with all of man’s traditional failings. If I am to die, Grand Vizier,
         I am selfish enough to demand that I shall do so having looked upon the woman I love one more time. I would see her swollen
         belly, know for myself that this baby exists, even if I die before the heir can be born.’
      

      
      Maliz nodded. He could not win this argument, based more on passion than good sense. ‘We must redouble our efforts to protect
         you, my Zar,’ Maliz replied.
      

      
      ‘Salazin, your most elite of the mutes, perished. And I think we have lost our finest of the royal guard in the desert,’ Boaz
         said.
      

      
      ‘Many lives were lost, yes, and I regret that Salazin was one of them, Highness, but still we must intensify the guard of
         the Elim about you.’
      

      
      ‘As you see fit, Tariq,’ Boaz replied, waving his hand as if it meant little to him.

      
      The demon hesitated, confused by Boaz’s reaction. ‘What else troubles you, Highness? It cannot be all about Zaradine Ana.
         Let us presume she is safe.’
      

      
      ‘And Pez?’

      
      ‘Ah, Highness. Forgive my candour but I would hazard the dwarf is likely dead. What use was a babbling imbecile to us—’ He
         held up his hand as Boaz looked up angrily, ‘other than the harmless amusement that brought such pleasure to your father and
         yourself alike?’ Maliz tried hard to make it sound like a compliment but still it came out a sugared insult.
      

      
      In a rare show of peevishness Boaz batted the fig off his plate. ‘Oh, he was so much more, Grand Vizier, but none of you knew
         it!’
      

      
      
      Maliz felt all of his internal alarms begin to sound. He carefully kept his voice even, his body language unchanged from the
         languorous position he had adopted, his fingers loose around the goblet of wine he had been twirling.
      

      
      ‘I don’t understand, my Zar. What do you mean?’ He frowned casually and nearly hurled the goblet across the room with unfettered
         rage when Bin suddenly entered the chamber.
      

      
      ‘Zar Boaz, please forgive me, Majesty,’ the servant said, bowing and shuffling, unable to be still.

      
      ‘Really, Bin,’ the Grand Vizier snapped, ‘hasn’t His Highness any time to himself to eat?’ Maliz slammed down the goblet.

      
      Boaz gave his Grand Vizier a quizzical look at the aggression in his admonishment.

      
      ‘It’s all right, Tariq. I told you, I’m not hungry anyway. I’ll hear this news outside in the salon. You’ll have to excuse
         me – we were finished anyway, I’m sure.’
      

      
      Maliz felt his gut twist with fury but he pasted a smile on his face. ‘Of course, my Zar.’

      
      He watched the tall young Zar move away from the supper table and the huge salon doors close behind him.

      
      ‘What is it, Bin? Please don’t tell me Galinsean warships have been sighted?’ Boaz held his breath and couldn’t believe it
         when the servant smiled.
      

      
      ‘No, my Zar, I bring only good tidings. Pez has been found.’

      
      The Zar leapt to his feet. ‘Pez? Alive?’

      
      The servant nodded, grinning widely now at his Majesty’s pleasure. ‘And rambling as usual, my Zar, making no sense but thrilling
         everyone that he’s back. He is unharmed. Very disoriented, very thin but he is whole.’

      
      ‘Where is he?’

      
      ‘He demanded to see the elephants, Majesty, and then he insisted he be taken to the florack bushes in your father’s private
         garden. He wanted to pick some of their petals. He plans to throw them at the stars … or so he told me. I thought it best
         to let him have his way, Highness.’
      

      
      ‘Is he there now, in the gardens?’

      
      ‘He is, Highness. I’m sorry we didn’t rush him straight here, my Zar, but I didn’t want to risk upsetting him. I know how
         you’ve missed him and I imagine he’s terribly confused. It seemed wiser to keep him calm for you.’
      

      
      ‘You did well, Bin. I shall go to him immediately. This will be a private time for us. No-one is to be permitted. No-one!
         See to it.’
      

      
      ‘At once, Highness.’
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