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Prologue



Hands found Sarmin through the confusion of his dreams and the tangle of his sheets. Large hands, rough, closing around his arm, his leg, encompassing him, lifting. In confusion he saw the world move around him, night shades sliding over sleep-blurred eyes. He saw the trail of his bedding, a palace guard bending over Pelar’s bed, Asham’s bed, a man lifting little Fadil, another with baby Kashim in the crook of his arm. And Beyon, his eldest brother, led away, barefoot, wide-eyed.


A palace guard carried Sarmin on a broad shoulder. Two more walked behind, and more ahead. He almost fell asleep again. He yawned and tried to snuggle, but something kept him awake, something grim behind the men’s blank faces. They took him up a long, winding stair, so many steps he thought it must reach to heaven – but it ended at a single door and the small room beyond. Without speaking, the man who carried Sarmin set him upon the bed, wide enough for him and all his brothers, though when he looked, his brothers were not there.


‘Why?’ Five years had not armed Sarmin with enough words for his questions.


The guardsmen left and shut the door. He heard the lock turn.


Sarmin would have slept, even then, even there in that strange room, but for a high and distant wailing. Kashim! His smallest brother cried and no nurse came to quiet him.


He left the bed and pulled on the iron door handle. ‘Release me!’ A small anger woke within him, and he shook the door again and shouted, using the words Beyon would say when crossed: ‘I am a prince! My father is the light of heaven!’


Silence. Only the thin wail of the baby reaching out, reaching up.


Sarmin looked about the room. Beside the bed they had left him a chair, set beneath a slender window. He clambered up onto the seat, stood on tiptoes and pressed his nose to the window’s alabaster pane. Nothing, just a faint blur of light offered through the translucence of the stone. Kashim’s cries came clearer, though. He was outside, far below.


The hand Sarmin put to the window trembled. He wanted to break it open, to see clear, but fear held him, as though it were fire he thought to push his fingers through. Another screech and anger swallowed fear. ‘I am a prince! My father is the light of heaven!’


The thin pane fractured before his blow, falling in pieces onto the sill beyond. He saw only the night sky, bright with stars, until he hauled with all his strength and drew himself higher.


Torches burned in the courtyard beneath the tower, a dozen points of dancing light in the stone acres below. Figures lay on the flagstones, dark shapes in the circle of firelight, small figures, smaller than the guards who held the torches. A man stepped into the circle, picking his way over those still forms. He held a baby, white against the blackness of his cloak, naked against the night. Kashim, howling for his bed, for kindness, for arms that loved him.


‘Kashim . . .’


The man moved his hand over Sarmin’s brother. Over his neck. Something glittered in his grip. And Kashim fell silent, in the middle of his cry, just as when Mother Siri would stopper his little mouth with her breast.


The man glanced once at the tower, at the window, his look unreadable. It would be unreadable at any distance. One more? Did the knife-man perhaps think his work unfinished? He set Kashim on the ground, among his brothers, and Sarmin fell back into the darkness of his room.









Chapter One


Twenty paces to the north, fifteen to the west. Enough to bound a room, but few to encompass a man’s world. Sarmin knew every colour and touch of his soft prison. When he extended his fingers they found no iron bars or cold dungeon stone. Only the curving scrollwork along the walls, the gods fixed upon the ceiling and the flowers carved into the door marked his barriers. Nevertheless he could not leave. He paced, his bare feet deep in silken carpet.


Only silk can bind a royal.


But other things bound him too. His memories. His dreams. His mother, sitting now on a low bench, waiting for his acknowledgement. These threads caught him so tightly that sometimes he couldn’t breathe.


He paced, and his mother said nothing. She only fingered the blue gem around her neck. After sundown it would burn like blue fire in the lantern light. He remembered it dangling before his childhood eyes when she pulled the soft covers around his chin at bedtime.


But that was two lifetimes gone, and other things occupied her now. She came seldom, even in the day.


Sarmin settled on the edge of his bed and reaccustomed himself to his mother’s face. Save for some spidery lines about her mouth, she could be as young as he. Hair dark as calligraphy fell around her bare breasts. They proclaimed her two sons, born alive. Even if Sarmin had perished with the others, she would have the right to show where he once suckled.


The idea of such intimacy seemed absurd to him now. Her eyes wrote a story of ruthless choices, her pupils the quill-tips. Yet she spoke humbly, as befitted a woman. ‘I am concerned for the emperor.’


The emperor. There was something yet unbound within Sarmin after all. He felt it stir beneath his ribs. ‘What ails my brother?’


A flicker at the edge of her mouth. ‘None of his wives has quickened. We have prayed and sacrificed, and yet there is no heir.’ A wrinkle of her kohl-thickened eyebrows. ‘I am frightened for him.’


Sarmin imagined Beyon’s wives scurrying through the palace with both breasts covered, the scorn of the Old Wives heaped upon them. The free thing inside him twisted again.


‘Then I am concerned as well, but I know nothing of medicine.’ Sarmin spoke the truth. He knew only this room and the five books it contained. Those books held everything he would need to know if his brother died: the histories, the gods, how to eat roast pimicons with a tiny spoon. But that was not the reason for his reply. His soft room didn’t fool him into thinking the palace had no sharp edges.


She watched him. He laid his hands on the cool fabric of his sheets and waited.


‘I have found you a wife,’ she said.


His hands curled around the silk.


To everything there is a season. A time to be born, and a time to lie still in the courtyard with your blood draining through a slit throat. A time to pace. Fifteen by twenty, fifteen by twenty. Time enough to pace, to walk off youth, to count away a hidden lifetime. A time to marry.


‘My son?’


My son.


‘If it is time, then I will marry. Emperor willing.’ The last he said with emphasis.


It made no difference to her. ‘I will make the arrangements.’ She stood, whip-thin, one eye reproving him. ‘Do you not stand when the Empire Mother stands?’


Sarmin hastened to his feet. Etiquette. It was a small title for a most heavy book, the largest of his five. He even knew the page, four hundred and eleven, two hundred and six pages beyond the eating of pimicons: ‘Rarely is it seemly for a noble man to notice a woman at court, but when a woman ranks sufficiently high above one, even the nobly born must offer courtesies.’


She turned from him and went to the door. There had once been warmth at partings, in a time before the world shrank to this single room. He remembered softness and enfolding arms as one remembers a taste or scent. Maybe it had never been so. In many empty hours he named everything ‘before’ a false dream, the delusion of a sick mind. But now . . .


‘Mother?’


Her gaze fell upon him like hard words. No softness there. Young Sarmin had died with his brothers. A ghost inhabited this room.


He dipped one shoulder to her. ‘Never mind.’


For the slightest moment something tugged at her face. She was, after all, the one who had saved him. ‘I will send a new book,’ she said.


A knock, the creak of hinges, and she was gone.


Alone again as always, Sarmin paced the worn track of his days. He walked beneath the impassive gaze of the gods. He knew better than to ask them what would come, though the question fluttered behind his lips. The gods never answered. The others watched him, hidden, but he would wait for the privacy of full night to summon them forth.


As the window’s glow faded, his slaves arrived: one pale as paper, the other dark as ink, and though ink and paper spoke together in books there was never a word between these two. They were stories untold, tantalising and mysterious.


Paper kept his eyes lowered to his tasks and obeisances. His arms were thin and looked translucent as the alabaster window. Ink’s arms were stronger, and he met Sarmin’s eyes with his own, dark brown and intelligent. Usually it made Sarmin’s breath catch, but tonight he felt immune to such minimal contact.


The slaves carried lanterns.


Sarmin looked to Ink. ‘No light,’ he said.


The two left as quietly as they came, bowing their way backwards to the door. Sarmin noticed how Paper hesitated, letting Ink exit before him. The low voices of the guards in the hallway wafted towards Sarmin like exotic scents. The door closed and the lock turned.


All fell quiet.


The jewelled colours of Sarmin’s room faded into the night, his window lit with moon-glow. Once, this room had been salvation. He had punched through that window and seen his brothers sprawled upon the courtyard stone. They died, and he had been saved, a loose thread held against an unknown future.


‘Your father is dead.’ She had come at last, days later, and with those words his mother had changed his world.


He thought he had been saved. But he had only exchanged a quick death for a slow one.


Sarmin missed the high laughter of his brothers, the wild chases, the fights: all of it. One night took them all. Five given to the assassin’s knife and one transformed. Beyon, whom he’d worshipped as an eldest brother, now elevated to the Petal Throne. Truly a living god, though surely none adored him as Sarmin had before their father died. How would he seem now, after the slow passage of fifteen years? Sarmin tried to imagine Beyon’s smile on an emperor’s face, but could see only the grim mask their father wore. Even now the memory made him tremble, but with fear or rage he could not tell.


No matter what his mother said, whatever memory of love flickered over her face, his solitude held the truth of it. The old bitterness soothed his mind and he nursed it, letting it sink its fangs deep.


In the dark, the free thing inside him beat stunted, heavy wings. He rolled to his side and searched for the hidden ones. They might answer his questions.


But a noise distracted him. At first, he thought he imagined it. He lay on his side a while longer, studying the scrollwork, but it came again. Below the distant wind-wail of the Tower-wizards, a soft scratching. And again, too deliberate for any mouse, a scrape of steel on stone.


He knew every crack and seam in these walls. How many days had he spent searching for an escape? Would they total a year? Two? He’d have found a trigger the size of a hair by now; of this he felt sure. But when he raised himself on an elbow, eyes searching the gloom, he discerned a quill’s width of flickering light, growing impossibly larger.


An opening.


A man, silhouetted by torchlight, came through the wall. In one hand he held a dacarba; Sarmin recognised the long knife from a picture in his Book of War. It had a narrow blade, sharp enough to slide between the ribs and pierce a man’s heart, made three-sided for extra harm.


Sarmin sat up and slid from the bed to the soft floor. His turn had come around at last. A squeal of a laugh escaped his lips, though part of him despaired. Perhaps he would finally be free.


The assassin leaned against the wall, closing the secret door with his back.


A time to die.


The man must have seen something in Sarmin’s expression, for he grimaced and sheathed his knife. ‘Please excuse the weapon, Your Highness,’ he said. ‘The door trigger is on the inside, a shaft the length of a dacarba’s blade.’


Your Highness. He was Prince Sarmin, next in line to the throne, and he bent knee to no one but the emperor. If he knew nothing else, held no other power, there was that.


‘Who addresses me?’ Sarmin summoned the authority he remembered from his father’s voice and made his eyes like his mother’s.


‘Tuvaini, my lord. I am Lord High Vizier.’ Tuvaini stepped forwards, his face shadowed and indistinct. ‘I have come to discuss a matter of empire.’


Sarmin laughed again. ‘Empire? This is my empire.’ He swept the room’s span with one arm.


‘You remain here because that may not always be true, my lord.’ Tuvaini held himself motionless, his face bland.


Sarmin was a spare, a replacement, a contingency plan for other men. He’d known it for years, but to hear the words out loud in this silent place . . . He looked at his hands, balled into fists, hands that had not touched a real blade.


‘Two visitors in a day,’ Sarmin said. ‘There have been months when I had not so many.’ He crossed the room to face Tuvaini. The man stood an inch or two taller, and the planes of his face caught the moonlight.


An acid thrill burned Sarmin’s spine. He reached towards the dacarba’s sheath, but Tuvaini put a protective hand over the leather. ‘Give me your weapon,’ Sarmin said.


‘My lord, I cannot.’ The vizier shook his head. ‘We have important matters—’


‘You walk through my wall. You pass in secret,’ Sarmin cut across him. ‘Would you have me tell my mother of this visit? Would you have me call the guards who sit outside my door?’


‘My lord, I come on a mission of great delicacy. What I have to say concerns you deeply. Your future hangs in a balance that I can sway.’


They stared at one another. The moonlight made tiny pearls of the sweat on Tuvaini’s brow. Another second, and he raised his hand from the knife’s sheath.


Sarmin reached for the dacarba and held the triangular blade before his eyes. With the right edge, any tie might be cut, any bond broken. ‘But what if I pray for death?’


‘My lord, please . . .’ A tremble replaced the surety in Tuvaini’s voice.


Sarmin’s skin tingled. The courtier had come to trade in politics, but found a man who dealt in alien currencies. ‘The dacarba is mine. Your gift to me. A token of the – the bond – between us,’ Sarmin said. He set the knife upon his bed. ‘So, I’ve been remembered? My brother cannot sow the seed of dynasty no matter how fertile the fields, or how many?’ Sarmin marvelled at the words flooding from him. The eaters of hashish, the men who drew opium from their hookahs, did they feel like this? And what drug had lit freedom for Sarmin? He glanced once more at the vizier and in that instant knew the answer. For so long he’d lived at the sufferance of others, under the will of silent men. And here in one glorious blaze of circumstance he held power, for the first time ever.


But he knew from the Book of Statehood that there would be a price.


‘Why do you seek me out, Tuvaini, and at such risk? If my brother thinks you move against him, it will be the end of you.’


The vizier hesitated, as if gathering strength. ‘It is not only to please heaven and win an heir that the emperor burns the Patterned.’ The certainty entered his voice again. ‘Your brother carries the marks now. I had it from the executioner who slew the royal body-slaves. The sands run swiftly. The time may come when it is you, and not Beyon or his son, who sits upon the Petal Throne.’


Beyon. Sunlight and wood, laughter and punches; the lost joys came to him unbidden. That price was too high.


Treachery. He’d been frightened to see it in his mother’s eyes, but the vizier didn’t scare him. He moved in close and looked up at the man’s thin nose and heavy brow. ‘You speak of replacing the emperor,’ he hissed. ‘Do you think I have no love for my brother?’


‘Of course you love him, my lord, as do I,’ whispered Tuvaini, dark eyes flicking to the door. The real door. The guards outside carried heavy swords, hachirahs that could cut a man in two. ‘I love our empire, and our beautiful city. Your brother is the embodiment of all that I love.’


‘Then why come to me? Find a doctor.’ Sarmin took a half-step towards the exit, towards the guards, and the vizier drew a harsh breath.


‘Please, my lord, there is no cure for the patterning!’


Sarmin turned to face him again. ‘If I am to be emperor, you don’t need to come in the night and tell me so. Why are you really here?’


Tuvaini took another breath. ‘Your Highness . . . has your mother been to see you?’


Sarmin felt it best not to share. ‘Why do you ask?’


Tuvaini’s words tumbled out like hair from an overstuffed pillow. ‘It was my lord’s mother who saved you. Glory be to her name, she foresaw this day. But she is a woman, my lord, and for a woman she has too many ideas. She thinks of the Felting folk to the north, and an unclean daughter there. My lord, these men are savage. They eat from besna trees and drink the milk from the mare’s nipple. Your brother is marked . . . This cannot be the right woman for you. We cannot risk another curse.’


Sarmin waited, but the man had finished. Sarmin wondered if he spoke true. He knew nothing about these men to the north. He examined the vizier’s face. Tuvaini was like a book in himself. He knew of the court, and of the many tribes surrounding the city. He knew about power.


And so could Sarmin. A forgotten Settu tile can set the whole game in motion. Sarmin knew the rules from the Book of War. Though he had only ever played against himself, he knew with the right alignment, one tile could clear the board.


Tuvaini glanced behind him as the secret door eased open. Someone waited beyond.


‘My mother has no way to approach these people,’ Sarmin said. He remembered. Wives could not leave the palace, even the Old Wives.


‘This is not true, my lord. Forgive me for correcting you,’ said Tuvaini with an unrepentant look. ‘Your mother is very close to one of our generals, Arigu. It is he who carries out her wishes.’


Sarmin met Tuvaini’s eyes. A struggle, then, between his mother, this general and the vizier, with Sarmin in the middle. ‘You will come back next week and give me your impressions of General Arigu.’ Tuvaini would have to obey him; that was in the Etiquette book.


Tuvaini’s eyes narrowed before he pressed his knees and head to the carpet. ‘As you wish, Your Highness,’ he murmured into the silk. He stood, took three steps back and ended on the other side of the stone door. He pushed it to.


Sarmin looked with longing to the passageway, but instead he turned to the guards’ door and knocked. ‘I wish for light.’


Silence answered him, but he knew the slaves would be called back, the fire would be fetched. He stood in the centre of the room. His eyes focused on the scroll-worked walls, finding the deeper pictures in the pattern, the spirits watching from complex depths. There for those with eyes to see, and time to hunt.


He unfurled before them, a new Sarmin, strong and free.









Chapter Two


‘Pray for an heir.’ Beneath the vizier’s dry humour, Eyul could hear the disappointment.


Eyul pressed himself to the stonework as the vizier squeezed past. He took his lamp from the niche by the door and fell in behind. ‘Prince Sarmin was not as compliant as you’d hoped?’


‘He is the emperor’s brother, no mistaking that.’ Tuvaini hurried down the steep, narrow stair cut into the thickness of the tower wall. Ten turns brought them into the natural rock, the base of the oldest palace. They reached the chasm, and the vizier strode across the bridging stone without pause. Eyul’s lamp made no impression on the darkness to either side of the narrow span, but he knew the hidden drop fell a good twenty yards. Tuvaini opened a lead. He was familiar with the passages and seemed spurred to haste by his anger. The distance between them grew as Eyul picked his way.


‘So he told you his own plan?’ That was what the emperor would have done. Eyul took a certain satisfaction in seeing Tuvaini vexed. The vizier prided himself on his composure.


‘If that’s what you call stealing my knife and praying for death.’ Tuvaini waved a hand over the empty sheath at his belt.


Eyul had noted the missing dacarba. It was his business to know where weapons were, and where they were not. With the bridge behind him, he picked up the pace.


Tuvaini slid through the maze of unlit corridors, making sudden turns, left, right and left again, with a whisper of swirled silk.


‘Few men who wish for death hold that desire to the very end.’ Eyul came to a halt behind Tuvaini at the Red Door. He heard the jingle of keys as the vizier fished in his robes for the required hook-twist.


‘You didn’t see his eyes.’ Tuvaini turned and pushed. The door swung inwards on noiseless hinges. He lowered his voice and repeated, ‘Pray for an heir.’


The prince would not long survive the birth of another heir. Eyul felt the old chill reaching across his back. It was bad luck to kill the mad, but then, Eyul had never depended on luck. ‘I serve the empire,’ he said. He stepped quickly through the doorway, into the light.


Tuvaini closed the secret door and brushed the scrolled fabric of the wall coverings to obscure the hairline cracks that remained. ‘The prince has bid me return to him soon. I will have to go – I can’t trust in his sanity to hold him silent.’ He paced the circumference of the room. With each lamp he passed, his shadow leaped towards the fountain at the centre. Finally he slowed, and Eyul knew he’d found the voice he liked best to use, full of charm and regret. ‘It saddens me that the Empire Mother schemes against the empire. Your Knife may be forced into use, Eyul.’


Eyul’s hand strayed to the ancient blade at his hip. It is not my Knife, it is a thing older and more cruel than I. He recalled the day the old emperor had handed the weapon to him. He’d thought it an ugly thing, poorly made.


Emperor Tahal had been a delicate man, thin where Beyon was muscular, understanding where Beyon used force. He had folded Eyul’s fingers about the twisted hilt and pressed his own hand against the razored edge. ‘Only with this holy weapon may royal blood be spilled without sin,’ he told him. ‘You enter into a divine covenant, Knife of Heaven. You are the Hand of Justice. Serve only the empire, and damnation will not befall you.’


Would that were true. The young princes visited Eyul in his dreams. Every night they watched him. Every night their blood ran through his fingers. He felt their lifeless gazes upon him even now.


Eyul shook the memory from his mind. ‘And if the marks are true? We could have a Carrier on the petal throne.’


‘If the marks are true the pattern will carry Beyon from the throne.’ Tuvaini sat on the edge of the fountain and ran his fingers across the slick tiles. ‘One way or another.’ His voice sounded heavy, but with sadness or anticipation, Eyul couldn’t tell.


Eyul listened to the play of the waters. He liked this room at the heart of the palace. During the day the fountain belonged to the women. They hung their firm, glossy legs over the sides and murmured together as they enjoyed the relief from the midday sun. The men gathered around the fountain in the evening, smoking their pipes and discussing matters of empire. All of them were mere ghosts at the time of midnight bells. In this dark hour, the fountain took on the stony feel of a tomb and offered a rare peace.


The Old Emperor had laid a burden on Eyul; the future of the empire might rest on the twisted Knife at his side. The pattern-marks had threatened the empire since the time of Beyon’s grandfather. They spread from person to person, silently, imperceptibly, until hundreds died at once, the agony in their final moments surpassing any torturer’s skill. By the time those blue shapes appeared on a person’s skin, only two possibilities remained. The marked person either died, or changed for ever, abandoning his family and all that he loved to answer the call of the pattern. They murdered and thieved in unison, but to what end, no one could tell. Blank of face and eye, Carriers were mere shadows of their former selves, walking imitations of life. The emperor’s Blue Shields endeavoured to burn all victims, purge the sickness and leave no trace of the pattern. Fires burned throughout the city, achieving nothing but smoke and the stench of burning flesh. The marks continued to appear, colouring their way even to the emperor.


‘The emperor—’ Tuvaini began to speak.


A shadow passed, a flicker at the edge of Eyul’s vision. Ambush!


Tuvaini saw it too, a heartbeat later. He lifted his feet and spun into the fountain. ‘Treachery!’ he cried. A knife blurred through the space where his head had been.


Eyul turned right, blade at the ready. Three shadows, two spreading to flank him, one advancing. Eyul danced aside from the lunge of a dagger and caught the black-clad arm behind the thrust. The emperor’s Knife slid home, deep, steel in meat. Two more.


One circled Tuvaini, who struggled to his feet in dripping silk. The other – where had he gone? Instinct made Eyul dive forwards and the knife seeking his heart bit only his calf as he rolled clear.


The assassin loomed over him, his blade a flicker in his closed fist. Eyul spun on the floor, grabbed the man’s sandal and rose quickly, yanking up the captured foot. His foe toppled, arms flailing, head cracking when it hit the tiles. Eyul held only the shoe now, lost as the man fell. Without pause Eyul threw himself onto the prone figure, pinning knife-hand to floor, holding the man down with his whole body.


The Carrier made no move other than to open his eyes, and Eyul almost rolled clear at the sight of his fixed and unfocused pupils. Those eyes belonged on a corpse, but the body below him continued to struggle, lifting a free arm towards Eyul’s face – an arm twined with blue lines, half-moons and circles. Plague marks. Eyul pushed it back. They lay leg to leg, arm to arm, intimate as lovers.


‘Who sent you?’ he asked, fighting the bile in his mouth. No answer. He rolled away, drawing his Knife over the Carrier’s throat. So sharp neither of them really felt it.


Eyul struggled to his feet. Hot blood ran down his leg. He slipped across the marble floor towards the last attacker, who circled the fountain, wolf to Tuvaini’s fox. He glanced at Eyul with those same vacant eyes and fled. Eyul shuddered and let him run, through the great archway to the Red Hall beyond.


Tuvaini glanced to his left and right and struggled to pull his wet robes over the lip of the fountain. It might have been funny, another time. ‘Carriers,’ he said, ‘in the game, and placing their tiles.’ He squeezed water from his robe. Blue dye joined with the blood upon the floor to make a royal purple. ‘We need to know more. We’ll put our hopes in the old hermit.’


‘Yes,’ Eyul said. Certainty overtook him. ‘We will.’


*


‘There’s an old man who lives in the caves to the south,’ Dahla said. Her mouth was as busy as her needle-hand. Dahla sewed so fast, Mesema couldn’t even count the stitches.


‘Listen,’ said Dahla, though all the women were already listening. ‘Listen. The Cerani go to him with questions, silly questions that only a god could answer, such as, “Will I have a boy or a girl come summer?” or, “Will it rain tomorrow?” And the old man, he’ll answer them. But first he’ll say, “Give me your goat,” and tear it apart and read the insides. But sometimes’ – now she leaned forwards, her hand at rest against the fine fabric in her lap, her eyes white enough to match – ‘listen. Sometimes he asks for children!’


The women bent over the bride-clothes, giggling and shaking their heads.


‘Dahla,’ Mesema’s mother scolded from the oven table, ‘how can you be so cruel? Dirini will barely sleep tonight.’


Dirini herself only stared into the fire, one of her boys clutched to her chest. She couldn’t take her sons to meet her new husband, and Mesema knew it broke her heart.


‘It’s only a night’s tale, Mamma,’ said Mesema, her mirth fading.


‘Is it? Who knows, with these Cerani? Mad hares, they are.’ The older woman glanced up through strands of grey, but her eyes saw something distant. Her hands kneaded the bread with a slow intensity. Mesema thought her mother’s heart must be breaking. Dirini was the first daughter to marry outside the clan. Outside the People, even. She was meant for a Cerani royal.


Mesema couldn’t bear to see all this grief; she looked away and pushed her own sorrow aside. The clothes had to be finished before Dirini’s departure at summer’s end.


A prick! Mesema quickly dropped her work before blood ruined the fine wool. She licked the wound with annoyance. She couldn’t sew now, not until her finger stopped bleeding. She rose and laid the dress on the wooden bench with her uninjured hand. ‘Look, Mamma,’ she said, holding out her finger as a baby might.


Before her mother could look, a herder stuck his head through the door flap. ‘Chief wants Mesema.’


‘Lucky for you she’s not working,’ Mamma said. She looked at Mesema and shrugged. Rarely were women called into the men’s longhouse. It was their place, to drink and sing without the distractions a female might offer. The herder’s face disappeared as quickly as it had come, and Mamma pointed at Mesema’s trousers.


‘Do I have to wear the seat felt? I’m only going—’ But Mesema stopped; she could see this was not the time to argue. She stuffed the wool into her trousers, blushing. The felt would bring every rider’s eye to her figure, and what man did not prize a full behind?


Outside she heard the bleating of sheep combined with the muffled sound of men’s laughter. Mesema took her time at first, enjoying the night air.


A Red Hoof, one of ten captives from the last war, hurried by with a pail of water for the horse-pen. His eyes met hers, threatening the dark future when he would be free. She quickened her pace. She hadn’t forgotten the sight of her brother Jakar, grey and lifeless over his horse, a broken Red Hoof spear sprouting from his chest. She hadn’t forgotten the pain and sorrow of watching the enemy’s riders fly away from the long-houses like ravens from a tree.


The Red Hoof passed her, too closely. She darted under the flap of the men’s house and breathed a sigh of relief, though the herbs smoking in the fire pit filled her eyes with tears. Besna leaves thrown on the coals were meant to block the smell of horses and sweat, but they ruined her vision as well. Mesema knew her father sat in the centre, on a raised platform covered with furs, but she could only move her feet and hope they brought her there.


‘No wonder Cerani can’t breed,’ he was saying. ‘The fools don’t know how to choose a woman.’


‘We shouldn’t complain,’ another man said. ‘Now this deal might cost us almost nothing.’


Mesema heard her cousin’s voice. ‘Dirini can marry into the Black Horse Clan now. We need to make a firm alliance there.’


Mesema stumbled over a row of muscular legs. The wool stuffed into her riding trousers scratched her bottom and wiggled dangerously with every step. She rubbed at her eyes and saw her father’s long hair only an arm’s length away. ‘Father,’ she called, ‘you sent for me?’ She fought to stay in the same spot as men twice her size moved around her.


‘Ah, yes.’ He beckoned her closer and motioned to Lame Banreh at his right. ‘Banreh, tell this general that this is my unproven daughter.’ Next to Banreh sat a man with black hair and a metal breastplate. She recognised the crest: the Cerani had sold the same armour to the Red Hooves last year.


Banreh nodded and leaned towards the stranger. His lips moved and strange staccato noises came forth.


Years ago, Banreh had fallen off his horse and shattered his leg. Useless for work or war, he’d learned how to make pictures with ink and to speak some of the trade languages. Instead of scorning Banreh as her grandfather would have done, Mesema’s father kept him at his side. They were as one, the chief and his voice-and-hands. Banreh communicated with visitors from other lands and scratched their agreements on dried lamb-skin. He was especially good with Cerani.


The stranger’s black eyes veered Mesema’s way. He murmured something to Lame Banreh.


Banreh avoided Mesema’s gaze as he spoke. ‘He says she looks pretty, but she’s too fat. Her posterior . . .’


Mesema’s cheeks grew hot, but her father only laughed and slapped the Cerani’s shoulder. ‘This man is indeed a fool,’ he said to Banreh. ‘Tell him this is the only daughter I have who is untouched by a man. If he doesn’t like her, tell him again that Dirini is a strong mother with good hips.’ As the men around him began to laugh, he added, ‘I’m only trying to help.’


Banreh spoke to the Cerani man once more, punching the air in a downwards motion. Mesema could tell he wasn’t translating her father’s exact words. Instead, he was revealing why all the Felting women had big behinds.


‘Papa,’ she said, using the affectionate tone, ‘why do you bring me here while the men are drinking?’


‘Because,’ her father said, taking a swig from his skin, ‘you’ve not proven to be a good breeder.’


The heat from the fire burned her cheeks. ‘I haven’t failed! I have one more season before I am even tried.’


‘I know.’ Her father laughed again.


The merriment escaped her. ‘Please let me go, Father.’


At that moment Banreh looked up and said, ‘Mesema – wait.’ His kind expression and tone soothed her scorched cheeks. But then he turned to her father, and with eleven words took her world apart.


‘Chief, General Arigu agrees to take Mesema as the royal bride.’









Chapter Three


Summoned to the Petal Throne, Eyul came, and waited. The Blue Shields on either side of the royal doors stared ahead without acknowledging him, and the gods carved into the wood looked only at one another, from right to left and back again. It was always so; Eyul did the work that nobody wished to see, not even the gods.


So it came as a surprise when Donato, the Grand Master of the Treasury, approached in his curl-toed slippers and raised his pale gaze to meet Eyul’s, and even more of a surprise when he spoke in a polite, questioning tone. ‘Are you waiting to see the emperor, heaven bless him?’


Eyul nodded.


This clearly presented a dilemma for Donato, who pursed his lips and glanced towards the doors. He’d reached the highest position possible for a man of tribute, yet their respective rankings remained unclear. Eyul, plucked from the dark alleys of the Maze and given to a life of blood, might yet outrank a slave of scale or quill, as long as he had the emperor’s favour.


The doors swung open, the wooden gods turning to smile upon the throne. Eyul did not have the emperor’s favour, would never have it, but nevertheless took a quick step forwards, solving Donato’s problem with his feet. He had no desire to wait through a presentation of coin; the throne weighed heavy on his mind, even more so since last night’s attack. He needed to see the emperor himself, to know whether Beyon’s mind was still his own. Eyul walked towards the dais, his soft shoes quiet on the mosaic tile that sparkled in the lantern light.


He took care not to let his feet sully the purple runner, a silk road laid to return the emperor from the hunt to the throne. Eyul, a hunter himself, let his eyes follow the emperor’s tracks, writ large in the regular bunching of the silk and the scatter of sand from the folds of his tunic. He was reminded of the old proverb, The Cerani emperor brings the desert with him. It held true; Emperor Beyon kept the vast room dry and empty. Eyul remembered the cushions that once had been scattered over the cold floor, and the wine that had flowed for every visitor, and felt a twinge when he remembered the court of Emperor Tahal. He’d been a young man then, and Beyon just a happy boy playing with his brothers. The palace had been lively, full of courtiers and lords from the provinces. These days, the halls held only a scattering of slaves, wives and soldiers, and everyone spoke in whispers.


Beyon, Son of Heaven, waited on the dais in his hunting clothes, a skinning dagger tucked in his belt. He saw Eyul and widened his stance, squaring his shoulders. The throne loomed behind him, its metal roses gleaming in the morning light. Eyul drew close, avoiding the emperor’s glare; he dreaded Beyon’s eyes, wide and dark, like those of his young brothers. Tuvaini stood at the emperor’s shoulder, his pose relaxed, no warning on his face.


At either side, bodyguards waited. Their hachirahs would take long seconds to draw; their formal high, stiff boots hindered movement. If the pattern claimed Beyon, his body-guards could not protect him from Eyul’s Knife. He hoped it would not come to that.


A slave hurried past Eyul, his arms full of fresh silk. The sandy mess was whisked away and a new path set. At its start, where the fringe brushed up against the steps of the dais, Eyul made his obeisance.


The emperor let him wait. Eyul stared at these intricate tiles a few minutes longer each time he came. His knees weren’t what they once had been, and his leg smarted from last night’s wound, but he held his position.


‘I’d like to see Donato first,’ Beyon said to the vizier.


Eyul cursed himself. Now he would listen to the presentation of coin after all, with his faced turned to the stone. He waited through a long silence, ended by the whisper of silk as Donato fell to his own obeisance.


‘Rise, Donato, and tell me,’ Beyon said, ‘about my tomb.’


His tomb. Eyul felt a cramp tighten in his leg and willed himself to remain still. Did the emperor make ready for his death? Building a tomb at twenty-six would only encourage the rumours that fluttered along the hallways at night. The vizier needed time to groom the younger brother to the throne, time he wouldn’t have if Beyon exposed himself.


And yet Eyul felt comforted. He hopes to die, rather than become a Carrier. His mind remained his own, so far. Perhaps he would call upon the Knife before the pattern changed him – perhaps by then Beyon would welcome it. There would be no struggle, no betrayal.


Donato spoke of marble, tesserae and gold. Beyon asked questions, his voice low and friendly. His tomb would join with that of Satreth the Reclaimer, the last emperor to reign before the pattern-marks came to the city of Nooria. Side by side the emperors would take their eternal sleep, one who never saw the marks, and one whom the marks had taken.


Eyul’s hands felt cold upon the floor. It seemed the end of something.


‘The emperor is now ready to receive you, Eyul.’ Tuvaini’s voice fell soft against his ears, cool comfort.


Eyul stood and bowed, head lowered.


‘Dead bodies by the fountain, Eyul.’ The emperor sounded amused. ‘I thought you liked to kill with a bit more ceremony.’


The reference burned, even as it reassured. As long as Beyon kept the same hatreds, the same resentments, he had not been taken.


Eyul waited a moment before answering. He raised his eyes to the emperor’s face, careful not to glance towards the neck or wide sleeves of his tunic, where the pattern-marks might be glimpsed. Something in him didn’t want to see the future written on the emperor’s skin. ‘Circumstances demanded that I protect the vizier, Your Majesty. We were attacked—’


‘You did well.’


Eyul had no choice but to pretend he didn’t hear the mocking tone. ‘One did get away, Your Majesty.’


The emperor pivoted to face the vizier. Though the two were of a height, Tuvaini looked small as he met the emperor’s gaze. Beyon’s shoulders crowded Tuvaini, his arms twice as thick. Tuvaini dipped his head, calm and measured, while Beyon rocked forwards on his feet.


Beyon took a step closer. ‘How did they get into the fountain room, Tuvaini?’


‘I don’t know,’ Tuvaini said with a frown.


Between the streets and the fountain stood dozens of guards who would need to be bribed or killed in order for three Carriers to pass so deep into the palace. Eyul knew the guards. He overheard their conversations as he passed unnoticed through the halls. He knew their ailments and complaints, their gambling debts and smoking habits. They could be bribed, but not by Carriers. And yet there had been no deaths. Something was missing.


Eyul felt the emperor’s gaze on him and met it with his own.


The emperor said, ‘What do you think, Eyul?’


Eyul bowed. ‘I apologise, Your Majesty; I would call it magic if I could.’


‘Did you see, at least, where they came from?’


‘One from either side of me and another through the fountain. I expect they were hiding behind the tapestries. How they got there—’ Eyul’s shoulders drooped at the memory of being taken off guard.


‘Waiting for you.’ Beyon stopped, and stood for a moment without speaking. ‘Someone attacked the royal vizier,’ he said at last. ‘Many will die for this. Start with the Red Hall guards. See what they have to say before their throats are cut.’ His shadow flickered as he moved towards the steps. The royal bodyguards turned, weapons rattling, to follow him off the back of the dais.


Eyul straightened and fingered the hilt of his Knife. The decision should not surprise him; Eyul had taught the emperor himself, that brutal morning, the value of killing. He wished daily that it could have been a different lesson.


Tuvaini stood alone beside Beyon’s great chair, twisting the ring on his finger. ‘All of them, Your Magnificence?’


‘What?’ Beyon turned to look at Tuvaini, the fresh silk twisting under his boot. A slave inched forwards, a new runner in his hands.


‘All of the Red Hall guards, Your Magnificence, or just the ones on duty that night?’ Tuvaini’s face held no particular expression.


‘Find who’s responsible, Tuvaini.’ The emperor turned to Eyul, standing so close now that Eyul could have cut his throat with the sacred Knife before the bodyguards had time to run between them. His lips were pressed tight, his eyes shining. ‘It’s been too long since you last fed your Knife well, hasn’t it, assassin? How many guards in the Red Room? Six? Twelve? That should keep you for some time.’


Eyul cleared his throat. ‘There will be a great deal of blood, Your Majesty.’


‘Your Majesty,’ Tuvaini interjected, ‘I don’t think the guards – none of them is marked—’


The emperor swung about as his bodyguards elbowed Eyul out of the way.


Eyul was shocked by Tuvaini’s audacity in mentioning the marks. He couldn’t see the emperor’s expression, but the stiffness of his stance, the way he balled his hands into fists over and again, told him that the next words would be sharp.


‘If you know something, then come out with it.’


Tuvaini lowered his chin. ‘We will question the guards, Your Majesty.’


Eyul crumpled into his obeisance as the emperor turned towards the doorway. A second later Tuvaini’s forehead banged against the dais. So he did scare you, Vizier. Eyul held his position for twenty breaths. The emperor was light on his feet; only the rustling of the slaves, busy placing another runner, finally signalled to Eyul that he might rise.


Tuvaini knelt beside the throne. ‘I will take care of the guards.’


‘But the emperor—’


‘Told me to deal with it. He only assumed I’d use you. I need you to go to the Cliffs of Sight.’


‘The hermit.’ Eyul shook out his cramped leg.


‘We must learn more about the Carriers.’ Tuvaini stood and brushed sand from the sleeve of his robe. Rubbing the grains between his fingers with a disgusted look, he said, ‘My cousin is marked. Go to the hermit. Ask him.’


Distant cousin. Eyul held his tongue on that point. ‘Shall I ask the hermit how to fight the sickness?’


‘Have you been paying no attention, fool?’ Tuvaini came down the steps and walked towards Eyul. He smelled of coffee and black cardamom. His face was narrow where Beyon’s was wide, his lips thinner, his eyes surrounded by more lines. Still, the family resemblance was there, and the look on the vizier’s face sent a shiver down Eyul’s spine.


‘Fool,’ Tuvaini repeated. ‘Ask him what it means for the curse to gain an emperor.’ The vizier placed a hand over Eyul’s Knife. He spoke the rest in a voice so low that Eyul had to lean close to hear him, close enough to feel the heat of Tuvaini’s breath against his cheek. ‘If he has an answer, learn it; then kill him.’


*


Let them chase me! Mesema knew her steed, better than she knew any human, man or woman, kith or kin. Tumble didn’t have the height of the Rider horses, but he had their stamina, and more besides. He could turn in an arm-span. In the gullies where the Hair Streams cut through the high grass she could lose even the best of her father’s Riders, no matter how many he sent.


Mesema watched the horseman crest the ridge and ride down the windward slope. At first her anger blinded her: anger at her father, at the Cerani, at their damned prince who couldn’t take a bride from among his own people, anger at the fact they’d sent only one Rider to catch her. But she wiped it from her eyes and looked more closely. She knew few outside the Felt would see it, but this was no Rider; the man and the horse moved separately.


‘Dung!’ Mesema spat into the wind. She cursed her father’s cleverness.


Banreh couldn’t ride as a Felt. He couldn’t talk to the horse as a man should; his shattered leg left him dumb. To outride Banreh held no honour. To leave him struggling in the gullies would only shame her.


Mesema rode to the West Ridge. She kept Tumble to a walk, allowing Banreh to close the gap. Even so she reached the ridge before him.


From the crest Mesema could see a vast swathe of her father’s lands. From mountain to distant mountain the grasslands rolled, green and empty.


Banreh came alongside her, slow and easy, as if they were inspecting the herd.


‘From the West Ridge your grandfather’s grandfather would watch the grass in the season of winds,’ Banreh said. ‘The Hidden God would show him pictures in the ripples.’


‘I know this.’ Mesema directed her anger at him, but trying to be angry with Banreh was like trying to light wet kindling. Even so, she kept her eyes from him and studied the grass.


‘What do you see there? What does the wind paint for you?’


Mesema narrowed her eyes. ‘Ripples chasing ripples.’ That’s all there had ever been for her. She turned from the vista and faced him.


Banreh looked pale, blond hair coiled in sweat-darkened ringlets above his brow. The chase, such as it was, had taken its toll on him.


A momentary guilt clutched at Mesema’s heart, but she remembered the Cerani prince and thrust all concern for Banreh aside. ‘There’s nothing to see but grass. No mysteries, no magic. Just like this marriage. There’ll be no Rider racing to my longhouse in the moon-dark. It’s just salt and silver, trade deals.’


‘Look again,’ Banreh said.


Mesema looked. She always found it hard to deny Banreh. His eyes held a promise and a trust.


‘What do you see?’ he asked.


‘I . . . I don’t know.’ The wind blew harder, and Mesema felt suddenly cold. ‘A—A strange patterning. Now waves, huge waves with a man riding across them. A cliff. A prison. I don’t know! Nothing.’


‘You see more than you know,’ Banreh said. He brought his horse around to stand before Tumble. Though he’d never be a Rider, her father gave his voice-and-hands a fine steed; it helped Banreh keep alongside him during hunts and rideouts. But the Chief spared Banreh now to bring back the Cerani’s prize.


Mesema was meant to leave with Arigu at autumn’s turning. She remembered how Arigu had stood at the edge of the horsepen, watching her ride away. His expressions were unfamiliar to her, his language incomprehensible. She might as well step off the edge of the world as go to Nooria.


‘Why didn’t the prince take Dirini?’ The question burst from Mesema without permission. ‘She’s proven. She has her children to speak for her.’


‘The Cerani have strange ways,’ Banreh said. ‘Dirini’s children would always be considered a danger.’


‘Are they mad?’


‘Different.’ Banreh rubbed at the golden stubble on his chin and looked out over the grass. ‘The prince has no younger brothers – they were all killed when the eldest took the throne. Why he was spared, I don’t know. The Cerani general has reasons, but he doesn’t tell me the truth.’


‘I should ride away from here,’ Mesema said. ‘I should ride and join the clanless. Chasing deer on the brown-land would be better than going to Cerana.’ Banreh started to reply, but she spoke over him. ‘Don’t talk to me of duty. The Felt won’t suffer if one daughter rides away.’


Banreh shrugged. ‘When the horse fell on me I thought my life was over. I heard my leg break and I knew all my dreams broke with it.’


Mesema watched him. He had a faraway look. His eyes held the green of the spring.


‘I would have made a middling Rider,’ Banreh said. ‘I was never a natural, not like your father or your brother. I would have got by, but I’d always have been third-best in any group of four. Maybe I’d be dead by now, killed last summer when we fought the Red Hooves.


‘Instead I found a new world, a world of strange tongues and the stories they conceal. I found writing, and in it a trail to a dozen lands beyond our own – whole new worlds, Mesema, places no Felt has ever been. Places your father could never conquer though he had ten times the Riders.’


‘What are you saying?’ Mesema asked. ‘That this Cerani prince is my broken leg?’


Banreh turned to face her. ‘Your horse has fallen. How you get up again is a matter for you.’


‘Don’t think to instruct me, Banreh.’ Mesema found her anger again. ‘I am not a child and you are no Elder.’ She met his gaze and challenged it. ‘Is there nothing you regret, not being a real man?’


Banreh met the challenge. ‘Had I been a Rider, I would have ridden to your longhouse and set my spear. But I am not, and even if I had been, the Cerani prince would still have beaten me to your bower. We are the Felt, Mesema. We carry on.’


Banreh turned his horse and rode slowly towards the camp. Mesema looked once more towards the setting of the sun and the distant marches of the clanless, then she too began the ride back.


We are the Felt. We carry on.


*


Tuvaini passed through the royal corridors. On his right, a recess held a mosaic, bright in purple and white. He had hidden there as a young boy, hoping his uncle wouldn’t find him and force him back into his lessons. He recalled the feel of the cool agate against his bare legs, the way he had held his breath, sure that the slightest sound would betray him. He is lazy, he prayed they would say. A poor student. Not promising. Then they would send him home to the seaside. That desire faded once he came to know Emperor Tahal.


Tuvaini passed under the carving of the god Keleb. Here, just outside the imperial suite, he used to place the Robes of Office around the shoulders of the late emperor. They had walked to the throne room together, Tahal and Tuvaini, thousands of times. Tahal had spent more time with him than with his own sons. He had known all save one would die.


All save two, as it turned out.


Tuvaini turned a corner and left the royal chambers behind. Here lay the doors to the treasuries and scriptoria. In between them all, handsome tapestries concealed plain tiled walls. The officers of the quill and coin were mere men of tribute, chosen from the villages and farms of vassal lands and trained for a lifetime of shifting papers. It was better to fill such rooms with men of limited ambitions, men like Donato who took joy in building monuments to failures.


Tuvaini walked on. As he neared the servants’ chambers, he yawned. Sometimes Lapella made him sleepy. It wasn’t her fault; she relaxed him. He found her door and turned the key in the lock. Whenever he entered her quarters, he had the sensation of stepping into his home province. He hadn’t been there in more than ten years, but Lapella held for him all the voices and scents that he missed. He even, somehow, smelled the sea about her.


Tuvaini used to wake to the calls of the fishmongers and seabirds, the ringing of the ships’ bells and the sound of waves cresting upon the rocky shore. The gardens under his window bloomed jasmine and rose, and his mother used to trim them as she sang.


She had been the granddaughter of Satreth II, known as the Drunk, the laughing stock of the empire in his day. Still, cut off from Nooria by mountains and a desert, huddled against the shore of the gulf, they were almost as deities through his blood. The shipbuilders and merchants knew little of palace gossip; to them, blood was everything. Little did they know how thin it ran. Tuvaini’s people were unlikely ever to rise to the Petal Throne. A female connection was near to meaningless when it came to the succession.


Tuvaini put the sting of that aside. ‘Lapella,’ he called softly, dangling the key from one finger. He found her prostrate before her altar, offering incense to Mirra. Her fingers showed white against the soapstone base; she held hard to her prayers. Lapella never tired of Mirra. Perhaps she dreamed that one day Mirra would remove the scars from her poxsickness, even fix her ruined womb. Tuvaini’s belief was that no god should improve the lot of humans. Only the Mogyrk god had ever promised that, leaving his Yrkmen followers to practise vengeance and cruelty in his stead. The invaders burned through the empire, even raping and plundering their way through the palace itself. When Satreth the Reclaimer fell upon them at last, they learned the weakness of their god.


Tuvaini didn’t interrupt Lapella; he liked indulging her sometimes. He took a seat by the window and studied the moon. He’d paid off three Red Hall guards and set them running. He had to show them how their actions were a form of loyalty, show them the wider tapestry. He was good at explaining such things. With any luck, they could make it to his home province in five days. They could work for his family there, in obscurity. Nobody would ever learn they’d allowed the Carriers to pass through the secret ways to the fountain, and by his order.


The others, who knew nothing, would be questioned and killed. Backwards as it was to reward the treacherous guards and kill the honest ones, Beyon had left him no choice. The emperor had, quite unexpectedly, advanced from cutting throats to asking questions – and then cutting throats.


Tuvaini felt some regret for the deaths. The guards had served him well, on the whole.


Lapella stood now and straightened her robes. She looked at him in her shy way, chin tucked in. ‘Are you thinking about the emperor?’ Her meekness stirred him. Once, she had been bold, the tigress of the province by the sea.


He smiled. ‘Not any more.’


She came closer.


He looked at her amber eyes, the pocked scars on her cheeks.


‘Are you sorry you let them use you?’ she asked.


‘A little.’ Tuvaini had seen Eyul’s hair turning steel-grey, had noticed his stiffness going in and out of obeisances, but he hadn’t expected the assassin to get hurt. Eyul still had his uses.


Lapella stood before him now, chasing his regrets away. ‘But you got what you wanted?’


‘I will.’ He smiled again and opened his arms.


She leaned into him, rose-scented and soft.


‘What did you do today?’ he asked.


‘The same.’ Not much of an answer. He had no idea how she spent her days. She insisted a servant’s life was better than living in the women’s halls. Back home, noblewomen moved about more freely. Here, they depended on the double luck of having sons and outliving their husbands, as Empire Mother Nessaket had.


Nessaket had nearly the freedom of a man, and more cunning. He’d seen her today in the royal gardens. Not one to linger over blossoms, she’d used the flower walk to hurry from the east wing to the west. Tuvaini stood by the yellow roses and watched her disappear through the Sunset Arch, her silken train shimmering behind her. His mind filled with images of Nessaket. In every one of them, pride sculpted her features. She stood, or sat, or lay clothed in wisps, but always distant as mountain ice.


I will see her sweat and cry, see that perfect hair tangled, wild, watch those pale limbs strain. ‘I see you’re ready for me,’ commented Lapella, stroking him through his robe. He’d nearly forgotten about her, but she didn’t mind. She didn’t mind anything. She was his now. Before the pox-sickness came, it was said that only an emperor deserved Lapella, and only an emperor could master her. After it came, her family couldn’t marry her to anyone at all. They were relieved when Tuvaini paid a small sum for her permanent service, and they didn’t ask why. When he came to claim her, her spirit was still strong; her acid tongue had burned him. But he was honest and kind, and that broke her.


Tahal had taught him that one does not rule well by force alone.


Tuvaini pulled her robes from her shoulders and let them fall.


She smiled, happy for any attention he could give her. With Lapella, there was never a complaint or an unexpected demand.


Tuvaini loved certainty, hated uncertainty. Prince Sarmin’s madness vexed him, and this female from the Wastes would only complicate his plans. And yet, Tuvaini had his training to fall back on; of all the men in the palace, only he had sat at the feet of the great Tahal. Only he knew when to submit, when to charm and when to break a person like an egg.


Like Lapella. He laid her across the bed and spread her legs with his knees. ‘You are very precious to me,’ he whispered.


‘So you say,’ she said with a chuckle. A hint of her old sense of humour, but she went no further with it. Next, she would apologise. And she did. ‘I’m sorry I’m so ugly for you.’


He could have said that the scars had faded so much that one could still see her old beauty. That her body was as firm and plump as it had ever been. These statements would have been true, but they would not serve him. Instead he said, ‘I don’t love you for your looks.’ That, too, was true.


She made a little sound as he entered her. All conversation had ended. It was all right if he thought of Nessaket instead, as he pinned Lapella’s arms against the cushions. Lapella didn’t mind anything he did. It was a certainty.









Chapter Four


Eyul rode through the narrow streets of the Maze. He kept his camel to a slow pace along the central path, making it tread around the channel where the sewage ran, or rather where it lingered, stagnant and polluting the night. Despite the camel’s protests, he held it from the easier ground to either side.


Long ago, in this place, Eyul first learned to kill, his mentor Halim guiding his hand. In the darkness of the alleyways, whose black mouths yawned to the left and to the right, he had sliced lives from their owners. The Maze made him feel old. In the forty years since he ran here as a boy, nothing had changed: same stench, same murmured night-song, distant laughter, muffled violence, quick feet.


Eyul didn’t fear an attack, but why risk one? Take the path of least resistance. His camel resisted, as camels always do, giving out a loud snort of protest. He kicked it with both heels, hard, and kept the centreline.


His thoughts returned to the palace whilst his eyes remained on the alleyways. Who would employ Carriers as assassins? Who wanted the vizier dead? Eyul goaded his camel on, cursing at the throbbing in his leg where the Carrier’s knife had caught him.


Getting slow, old man, getting slow.


A movement in the moonlight shadow, liquid and threatening.


‘Do you really want to die here, my friend?’ Eyul addressed the darkness.


He heard the whisper of retreating footsteps. When robbed of surprise, most inhabitants of the Maze were apt to withdraw.


The Carrier had also run. Eyul had not given chase; that wouldn’t have been wise, not with a bleeding leg. Besides, anyone who could get into the Red Room would have had help; they would have been hidden long before he’d limped along their trail. Odd. Most odd. The patterning might not always take the life from a Carrier, but it took his fear of death. Why would a Carrier run?


Eyul followed the snaking path of the Old Way, passing a pyre tended by a lone Blue Shield. The royal guardsman wore a scarf around his mouth and nose to block the acrid smoke. The Carriers inside had fallen to nothing more than blackened bits of bone, yet he continued to stoke the flames. He didn’t look up; he didn’t notice Eyul leaving Nooria by the Low Door, where any man, even the emperor’s assassin, might escape the snare of the city walls without undue attention.


‘Who goes? And on what business?’ Another soldier, gaptoothed and limping, emerged from the gatehouse. His concern was only for show; he shone his lantern on the camel, not the rider.


‘My name is Rinn, and I go to count the sand.’ Eyul gave the old reply, a nod to legend and custom. He leaned from the saddle and placed three jade coins in the soldier’s hand. The man’s breath stank, fouler even than the sewers of the Maze.


‘Go in peace, Rinn.’ The soldier turned to raise the gate-bar.


Eyul’s leg throbbed, and he wondered if the patterning would enter him through the cut. Perhaps Tuvaini had more than one reason for sending him away. Eyul remembered struggling with the Carrier, held close, eye to eye, before he slid the emperor’s Knife over that unclean throat. The hermit will help me. For a price. Eyul shuddered. The hermit always had his price.


It would be twenty days across the sands to the Cliffs of Sight. He had his water and his parasol, his blankets and his tent. And a good bow and his Knife, always those. But he wouldn’t need them yet; outside the city wall, marketers waited to sell fermented juice, roasted goat, leg of dog, pickled eyes, and a thousand other delicacies. Even at this hour, when honest men lay abed, Eyul’s passage stirred the vendors into action. They stepped from tent to stall, sing-songing their wares, lifting the lids on blackened pots.


Eyul twitched his nose, searching through the scents. The oily barks of duggan tree and sand-birch smoked on low fires, flavouring the meats above. His mouth watered. An old man dusted strips of dry-roasted camel-hump with pollen. Eyul caught the scent of desert-rose and his stomach growled. He had long since learned to tolerate the bland foods of the palace, but he had never begun to like them.


The old man looked up as Eyul passed. ‘Two jade. Best rose-camel. Two jade only.’


Two jade? The man must have heard Eyul’s stomach, too. ‘For two jade I would want your tent as well.’ Eyul kept his eyes on the road.


‘One! One jade, noble traveller. One jade, two strips!’ the old man called from behind him now.


Eyul’s camel greeted the offer with a long and undulating belch.


‘On my way back, friend. If I become rich in the desert.’


He kicked his beast on past the souk, the common traders’ tents and the last well.


The moon made white crests of the dunes, marching across a black sea. Eyul marked his way by the Scorpion, the seven stars beneath which his mother had birthed him. In no time at all the clamour of Nooria lay in memory. Even his unruly camel felt the new peace and stopped its complaining. Soon only the sigh of the wind rippled the silence.


So. The hermit will not be pleased to see me again. A man seeks solitude in the vastness of the desert, and what happens? Men travel mile upon mile to plague him with visitations. A boy-prince seeks only love and company, and his family entombs him alone in the teeming palace.


At first Eyul thought he saw a sandcat perched atop a dune; then, as the moonlight revealed more detail, he saw it was a camel, half-hidden behind the crest. He made out a saddle and reached for his quiver as he scoured the sands for a rider. He spotted a white-robed figure, almost lost in the darkness at the base of the dune, motionless, facing him.


Eyul stopped his camel at a hundred paces and nocked an arrow to his bow. He took reassurance in the creak as the recurved horn bent to his pull. Power in his hands.


‘What business have you in the White Sea?’ he called out.


A woman’s voice answered him. ‘I wait for you, Eyul of Nooria, son of Klemet, Fifty-third Knife-Sworn.’


A pause. ‘Come closer, then.’


The wind billowed her robes as she stepped across the sand. Her hood fluttered, then fell free, allowing dark curls to twist in the air. She came within twenty paces. Skin like roasted butter-nuts, eyes darker still: from the Islands.


She held his gaze.


He pointed his bow to her right, but kept it drawn. ‘You have used my name, but have not offered your own; that is a rudeness in the desert.’


She bent her knee slightly, but the curve of her mouth did not suggest humility. ‘Apologies. Amalya. Of the Tower.’


A wizard. He returned his aim to her throat. ‘Amalya. Go back to your Tower. Tell your masters that my business is not theirs to supervise.’


‘You will deny the Tower?’ She was brave to smile so in the face of his arrow, and braver still to step forwards, holding out one hand. A hand that held a Star of Cerana, sparkling in the moonlight. ‘Will you deny the one who gave me this?’


Eyul relaxed the grip on his bow, feeling the ache in his arm for the first time. Who had given her that Star? Beyon? His mother? Tuvaini? He felt old once more.


‘You are as brave and obedient as I have been told,’ she said. ‘I am glad to have such a companion on my journey to the hermit’s lair.’


He took a moment to secure his bow, his surprise hidden in the practised movement. He spurred his camel towards the dune. ‘And what can I expect from my own companion?’


Amalya raised her face to the moon, eyes closed, her feet finding their own way. ‘Well, I can cook.’


The scents of the marketplace lingered on Eyul’s robes. He took a deep breath. ‘This is good,’ he said, ‘but surely you haven’t been sent to fix my meals.’


She laughed at that, a velvet noise, and tucked the Star in a pocket.


Eyul turned his eyes to the sands, looking for more surprises.


‘We are safe here,’ she said, as if reading his mind.


A cold wave swept over him. ‘And if I ask who sent you?’


‘I would not answer.’ She opened her eyes as if waking. ‘I am not here to hurt you, Eyul.’


Before he had time to linger on those words, she spoke again, in a conversational tone. ‘My camel’s not very cooperative. I fear I may have to walk across the desert.’


‘I’ll help you.’ Eyul pulled the half-staff from his saddlepack. ‘I speak fluent camel.’


The debate, punctuated by staff-blows to the beast’s flanks, proved short and productive. The camel agreed to bear Amalya as directed and keep its complaints to the traditional spitting and passing of wind.


Eyul took the lead. He had crossed to the Cliffs of Sight before, but that had been ten years ago, and no trail lasts long in the desert. He found his bearings by the stars; in the hot season the Scorpion’s tail pointed the way.


They rode in silence. Eyul liked it quiet, but the wizard took the comfort from desert’s calm. Each mile added to Eyul’s unease until he longed to speak, and he had never been one to make talk for its own sake.


Eyul followed the line of the dunes where he could, but as the night wore thin their course took them from crest to crest, labouring up from the dips with the sand slipping around the camels’ pads, sapping energy.


‘Dawn,’ Eyul said, the first word to pass between them since their journey started.


The eastern mountains glowed gold and orange: the full heat of day would be upon them soon. Eyul slid from his camel with a groan. Months in the palace had left him soft, and his wound smarted. He watched Amalya climb down and took quiet satisfaction in the stiffness she tried to hide.


‘Show me how they cook in the Islands,’ he said.


Amalya smiled and turned to unbind the roll of her belongings. Wizard or no, Eyul could see she had a magic to her. Her robes fell against her as she moved, showing her to be long in the leg and generous in hip and breast.


Maybe not such an old man after all. Eyul’s lips twitched at his own foolishness.


Amalya brought out pans, small jars filled with spices, strips of dried meat, a bag of grain and slices of dried apricots on a string. Eyul placed his own contribution on the sand in front of her: five cakes of camel dung, dried and pressed.


Amalya gathered the dung between two fire-stones and blew on it, softly, as a musician might blow upon a singing stick. Flames licked at the fuel.


She was flame-sworn, Eyul realised, like Govnan the high mage. He had met Govnan once, by chance, in the dark halls beneath the throne room. Govnan had lit a flame in his bare hand and asked to see Eyul’s Knife. Neither had queried the other’s purpose in the secret ways; it hadn’t seemed polite. That same sense of etiquette kept him from asking too many questions of Amalya, but he knew that within them all mages carried an elemental, air, water, earth or fire.


Amalya wrinkled her nose as she brought her pot to sit across the stones. ‘In the Islands we don’t cook on dung,’ she said. A gentle humour softened her words.


Eyul reached for a handful of sand and let it trickle through his fingers. ‘We could burn the dune instead, if you’ve the magic for it?’


Amalya did not rise to his bait. She poured water from her skin into the pot, careful, spilling none. ‘I’ll save my magic for the sauce.’ She sprinkled cornflour from a small bag. ‘Some things are best left to simmer.’


Eyul smiled. He yawned and leaned back against his pack. The sky shone with a faint shade of pearl, and as he watched it brighten he wondered who had sent Amalya, and why. Get across the desert first. Then we will see. He closed his eyes and breathed in the smell of her cooking . . .


He must have drifted off, because he opened his eyes to low sunshine and a bowl of stew. He accepted the dish, and Amalya crouched in the sand to eat her own meal.


‘This is very good,’ he said, rolling the mint and pepper together on his tongue. He remembered the foods he’d passed up outside the city wall; this tasted better than rose-camel.


‘Island cooking,’ she said with a smile.


‘I should move to the Islands.’ He took another bite.


Amalya blew on a small morsel of meat on her spoon. ‘I couldn’t tell you what it’s like there now.’


He nodded, understanding. ‘How long have you served?’


‘Oh . . .’ She tilted her head, fingers drumming a beat on the wooden bowl. ‘Fifteen years, just about. They told me I would protect the Boy Emperor. He and I are the same age, you know. I had romantic notions— Not that kind,’ she said when Eyul smiled. ‘But the idea of children ruling and defending the empire – it appealed to me. It made it easier to leave.’


‘They took you.’


She nodded. ‘They came for the tribute-children when I was eleven.’


Eyul scraped the last of the stew from his bowl. He remembered the terror of being taken by the guard, rough hands on his shirt collar, tears on his face. How old had he been? Seven? Eight? ‘You must have been frightened.’


‘Not for long. Govnan saw me – he wasn’t the high mage then; it was before his great journey through the desert, before Kobar chose him as the Second. Govnan pulled me out of the line and claimed me for the Tower.’


‘And now you carry the Star of Cerana. You’ve come a long way. To think that Lord High Vizier Tuvaini himself would design a mission for you—’


Amalya put her bowl down in the sand and chuckled. ‘Nice try, Knife-Sworn. But I won’t tell you who gave me the Star, or who didn’t.’


‘But you will give me your leftover stew?’


She raised an eyebrow. ‘Only if you tell me how you became an assassin.’


She meant it as banter, but the words cut, unexpectedly. How many years since he had thought of it? The cold stone floor, the stink of urine, his own voice, pleading . . . the pain. That broken boy reached out to him through the decades. No. ‘I . . . I can’t.’


Amalya handed him her bowl without speaking, no doubt regretting her question.


Eyul took a few bites in the silence and she watched him, kindness in her eyes. It made him uncomfortable. ‘Why don’t you get some rest?’ he asked. ‘I’ll clean the bowls.’


‘All right,’ she said. Was that relief in her voice? ‘I’ll see you at sundown.’


‘Sundown,’ he agreed.


After she crawled into her tent, Eyul scrubbed the bowls clean with sand. His eyes felt dry and tired; his head ached. The memories were as fresh to him as his ride across these dunes, but the emotion felt ancient, rooted in him. The farther he travelled from the past, the more he lived in it, each day an inexorable step, closing the circle, bringing him back to what he’d left behind.


His work done, Eyul crawled into his tent. He dreamed of blood in a courtyard and a young emperor with dead eyes.









Chapter Five


Sarmin sat and watched the wall, listening for the telltale scrape within it. In the courtyard the Blue Shields made their first round of the evening, and beneath the regular tramp of boots on flagstones, Sarmin could hear the distant cries of moorhens on the river. He stilled his breath and opened himself to all the soft noises of the night: the creak of waggon wheels in the souk, tent poles straining under a sudden breeze, shouts and cries muffled and muted into an unintelligible hubbub. The Sayakarva noises, he named them, because he heard them through the window, where the name Sayakarva was engraved in a tiny, block-like script – the craftsman’s mark, no doubt.


He stared at the alabaster pane: a window that let in light, but no meaning. He had broken that window once and been rewarded with a view of his brothers dead and dying. He let them keep him blind now. He looked away.


Sarmin watched the wall, following the scrollwork, tracing a single line through the complexity. In a strange way the hidden door felt as much a betrayal as an opportunity – a greater betrayal, perhaps, than even his mother’s abandonment. The walls of his room had held him longer than ever she did. For nearly two decades, these four walls had been the certainty in his life – but now? Sarmin wondered where his certainty lay; not in painted stone, nor in those who hid inside it. He traced the line to its end and looked to the next wall. That hook, that flourish – had they been there before? He struggled to see the face that belonged to those brushstrokes.


A scrape, a scratch, and then a grinding of stone on stone. The door opened by feather-widths. Lamplight fingered then flooded through the crack as Tuvaini slipped through into the room.


Sarmin noted the careful way he scanned the chamber and found some assurance in the vizier’s uncertainty. ‘Sit.’ Sarmin gestured to the bed. He had pushed his small table close to it, and now he took his place in the single chair.


‘Prince Sarmin.’ Tuvaini gave a quick bow. He crossed to the bed with quick steps, took a last glance at the main door and seated himself.


Sarmin inclined his head. He rested his arms upon the table and laced his fingers. He held his hands tight against one another, to keep them from wandering and betraying his own nervousness. ‘So, tell me of the general.’


‘He is a passionate man, Your Highness, and a brave one. In military matters Arigu’s prowess has been demonstrated on both the personal level and on the larger scale.’ Tuvaini kept his voice low. His eyes strayed to the moon-glow of the alabaster window.


‘You speak as if you know him, Vizier.’


‘We knew each other as boys, Highness. We both come from Ghara, in Vehinni Province. Our fathers were friends.’


‘And now your friend schemes with my mother to find me a bride from among the Felt?’ Sarmin said. ‘Tell me, Vizier, why does such an alliance frighten you? Don’t speak to me of cleanliness or besna nuts. These are not matters of state, and I am no child.’


Do I care that they drink sheep’s milk? I know where I suckled my milk, and the bitter taste is with me still.


‘He is no friend of mine, my prince.’


The edge in Tuvaini’s voice convinced Sarmin.


‘The general sets his sights too high.’ A pause. ‘To broker a royal marriage and pick a bloodline for the empire’s heir . . .’


He sets his sights too high for your liking, Tuvaini. He looks upon my mother. Sarmin stared at the vizier and felt the stirrings of common feeling with him. They both had been denied the feel of her arms. Before he could stop himself, he laughed.


The vizier paid no notice. He waited, his face bland.


‘And who would you have me marry, Vizier?’ Sarmin asked after rubbing his lips. ‘Wherever there is objection, there is alternative.’ From the Book of Statehood. Page two hundred.


For the first time Tuvaini managed a smile. ‘I would have you choose your own bride, Highness. From the Petal Throne.’


Sarmin took his hands from the table as if it burned them. More treachery, and beneath the canopy of the gods, no less.


‘Highness, hear me.’ Tuvaini leaned in, intimate across the smallness of the table. ‘Beyon has the marks. Within the month the patterning will kill him – or, if it does not, all who see him will know him as a Carrier.’


In the drawer beneath the tabletop Sarmin’s fingers found the dacarba. The steel felt cool to his touch. He recalled the despair that gave him the strength to take it. He ran his thumb along the top blade. ‘I don’t believe you.’


Tuvaini’s eyes wandered to the window. ‘The emperor sent his royal body-slaves to the Low Executioner. He said they were marked. And yet their skin was clean when they stripped for the pyre, and each slave swore that it was the emperor himself who bore the pattern: from each man, the same story, until the Low Executioner brought me to bear witness.’


‘Then I would speak to the Low Executioner.’


Tuvaini shook his head. ‘That man speaks no more.’


‘And the slaves?’


A whisper. ‘Burned.’


Murdered. All murdered. Sarmin felt the blood drip from his hand. ‘Beyon is my brother.’


‘You had other brothers, Highness.’


Sarmin remembered them all, their chubby, laughing faces: Kashim and Amile, one too young to walk, one not yet talking. Asham, Fadil, and Pelar especially. Pelar and his red ball. He bounced it in the courtyard, in the tutor’s room and in the kitchen. He bounced it against his brothers’ backs and his sisters’ legs. Sarmin closed his hand around the dacarba, felt the flesh of his palm giving way. ‘Tell me of the man who killed them.’


Tuvaini startled. ‘It was Eyul’s duty. He carries the emperor’s Knife.’


Consecrated by my brothers’ blood.


Sarmin didn’t know how long he clutched the blade, thinking of the assassin Eyul, of the look he gave that dark night. One more for the Knife? He only heard Tuvaini saying, ‘My lord . . . my lord . . .?’


Sarmin shook himself back to the present. ‘Carrier or not, Beyon is still the emperor.’


‘No,’ Tuvaini pressed on, eager to explain himself, ‘the Carriers are not what you remember, Highness, wandering the Maze and staying to the low places. They become bold, attacking even on palace grounds. They serve some purpose, some other enemy we cannot see. A Carrier cannot sit on the Petal Throne, Highness.’


The main door rattled; the handle turned and Tuvaini almost knocked over the table as he stood. ‘I must go.’


It took a moment for Sarmin to understand his urgency; the guards changed at the same hour every night, and at every changeover they turned the handle to confirm that the door was locked. It was a pointless tradition in Sarmin’s view; not once had the door ever opened to their test.


‘Better run, Vizier.’ Sarmin laughed again, though more quietly this time.


Tuvaini hurried for the secret door.


The last Sarmin saw of him were his jewelled fingers pulling at the stone. ‘Next time, Tuvaini. Next time.’ Sarmin spoke the words to the narrowing crack, softly, but loud enough to be heard.


He leaned back in his chair in the darkness. Shadow hid the gods above him, but he knew they were there. The others were watching, too. He closed his hand around the cut he’d made, savouring the clarity of the pain.


Conversation, being rare, always left him buzzing. In the empty hours he would replay every word ever spoken to him, relive every moment, consider each nuance. But now – now the future held the excitement, not the past, and the possibilities left him intoxicated.


By two threads he was joined to the world, by his mother, and by Tuvaini, and each thread divided and divided again, spreading and reaching. The world came to him and he gathered his threads. He drew a circle with his palm, leaving a trail of blood on the wood. A spider in my web.


He stood and crossed to stand at the secret door. He pressed his cheek to the smoothness of the wall, holding the dacarba in his crimson hand. ‘Eyul? Assassin? Can you hear me?’ He brought the dacarba to his lips and kissed it. ‘We will have our reckoning soon.’









Chapter Six


Mesema folded her wedding dress, careful not to snag any of the quartz beads dangling from its heavy skirt. The alterations from Dirini’s size were hardly visible; the tiny darts and shortened hems had taken only a week to complete. She’d spent those days by the fire, the murmurs from the sewing circle flowing around her like a stream. The waters whispered war, but Mesema was unmoved. The summer had already wound its way towards harvest time. Her father had clearly chosen the path of peace, and she was one of his two emissaries. The Windreaders would be expected to defend the empire, just as the Red Hooves had before finding their strange god. But the empire was not at war.


She hadn’t tried to run again. Every afternoon, Banreh left her father’s side to teach her the language of the Cerani Empire. She hoped that perhaps she would find a new way of thinking inside those rough words, some new way of considering herself a princess; but her understanding was too limited.


Not like Banreh’s.


Mesema turned and placed the dress inside her wooden trunk. She covered it with a layer of felt before reaching for her quilt, a wedding gift from her mother. It was made from the finest wool, and boasted shining threads of copper, more tiny beads, and even some pearls, bartered from the traders-who-walked. The quilt caught the sunlight as she lifted it and ran her hands along the edge. Tiny bells rang, soft as ladysong. She put it on top of her dress and folded the felt over it.


The box held all she would bring from her home, besides Tumble. She didn’t want to close it; not yet. When she opened it in Nooria, perhaps her husband would run his hands along those bells, pull the wedding dress from its wrapping. She imagined him: dark hair and flat cheekbones, black eyes full of want. Would he dig through, heedlessly breaking beads and threads with rough hands?


A shift in the tent flap, the sound of wool brushing wool. Her mother approached down the centre of the longhouse to where Mesema’s bed lay along the wall. Mesema didn’t turn, or speak. She wasn’t ready yet.


‘I have something for you.’ A creak of ropes as her mother sat down on the bed.


‘I have until midday,’ Mesema said, but more to herself than to her mother.


‘Ah, but we won’t have another chance to speak privately.’ Mesema felt her mother pull on her skirts. ‘Sit down, daughter.’


Mesema sat and folded her hands in her lap. She pressed her lips together to control the trembling. She would say goodbye like a woman.


Her mother held a small pine box in her hands. She put it down on her knees and opened it, revealing an oiled bundle tied at both ends. ‘They will want a son from you almost before you get there,’ she said, undoing the ties and pulling away the fabric. Inside was a stinking grey-brown resin. ‘Your husband will come to you every night and day until it takes – your father was the same way. But it is your duty to choose the right stars for your child. You must make them wait.’


‘Why—? How?’ It was bad enough that Mesema had no plainschildren. Now she must pretend to be barren?


‘Mesema, daughter, listen. The Cerani are strange and unholy creatures. Everything must be auspicious – for us.’ She put emphasis on the final words as she pinched off a bit of resin the size of a thumb. ‘Work this between your fingers until it’s soft, then put it inside. It tricks his babies so they won’t take root in you. In the morning, pull it out and burn it. When the Bright One is over the moon, burn it all and make your child. Do you understand me, daughter?’


‘This doesn’t offend the Hidden God? He chooses the stars for every child.’


‘The Hidden God doesn’t live in Nooria. Outside His dominion, you do what you can.’ Mesema’s mother rolled the resin back up in its fabric and retied the ends. ‘I will hide this at the bottom of your trunk.’ She paused. ‘Keep it out of the sunlight. Listen to me: if you have a son, I will send you more. Listen. You must have only one son.’


‘Mamma! I should have many sons—’


‘Not in Nooria you shouldn’t.’


A Rider stuck his head through the door flap. ‘Chief wants Mesema,’ he shouted.


‘I’ve done nothing wrong!’ Mesema put one hand over the pine box.


Her mother drew in her breath. ‘Perhaps you will learn to hold your tongue among the Cerani,’ she said. ‘But never mind that. Go on.’


Mesema kept her back straight as she walked out of the rear of the longhouse. Fabric rustled as her mother hid the resin inside the wedding trunk behind her.


Outside, the breeze carried the scents of late summer: apples, manure, and the fresh blooms of sheepseye, heaven-breath and mountain beauty. The sun shone over the crest of the hill and warmed her skin. She took a deep breath. Her new home would not smell this way – even the flowers and the breeze would be different there.


The Riders ran through their manoeuvres in the field, riding hard, slashing their swords through the tall grass, throwing their spears into the soil. New Cerani breastplates sparkled in the sun. Once it was harvest time, they wouldn’t have any more days left for their manly games. And after the harvest, the peace of winter would be upon them.


Her father waited by the horse-pen, his shadow long and thin. His hair travelled two brown roads down his white tunic. ‘Mesema,’ he said in the affectionate tone, opening his arms.


But she held back and looked to Banreh, who stood by his side as always, golden and small.


‘Mesema,’ her father continued more formally, ‘I have a gift for you: a teacher. He will guide you in the language of your new people. After your wedding, he will return to us.’


Banreh’s eyes softened as she stared at him; did he pity her? A teacher to hound and scold her all the way to Nooria! Probably one of the captives from the Red Hoof Wars, someone not yet sold to the Cerani, or to the traders-who-walked. The Red Hooves lived further south; they knew the harsh language of the empire. But such a man would despise her as the daughter of the clan chief who had enslaved him.


‘Who, Father?’ she asked, her eyes wandering to the horsepen, where Tumble cropped the grass.


‘Right here,’ he said, motioning towards Banreh.


His voice-and-hands. The tears came to her eyes before she could stop them.


‘Daughter,’ said the chief, returning to the affectionate tone, ‘the son you will bear is going to seal our destiny at last. You honour us.’


‘Thank you, Father.’ Mesema stood a little straighter. A compliment from the chief was rare. But just as she smiled towards the sun, a shadow fell across it.


‘I give you the greatest gift I can muster, but it must be for a short time only. I cannot spare him that long. Before the snows arrive . . .’ Her father looked over his shoulder at the Riders.


So the women had spoken true over their needles. The Riders did not practise their skills for play. The wind felt cold against her wet cheeks. ‘Arigu will come back before the snows close the paths,’ she said. So he was planning a new attack on the Red Hoof tribe that lay between them both. Banreh would come home, to speak the words of war for everyone.


In the chief’s voice he replied, ‘Our clan’s future is too vast for one person to see. Do not concern yourself; you have your own duties. Become a mother, and soon. And learn what Banreh has to teach you.’


‘Yes, Father.’ She wiped her eyes and looked at his boots. So hard, such strong leather.


He took her hand, and dropped it. It seemed almost an accident. Then he turned and made his way through the mud to his Riders.


Banreh’s eyes met hers with their usual composure, and he raised both hands to his chest, a sign of service. Clever hands. But those and his tongue were the two edges of a sword, concealed behind a patient expression. As terrible as a weapon could be, she knew it was nothing more than a tool for a strong man. She turned away from him and took three steps towards her longhouse.


‘Mesema,’ he called out, his voice a croak, ‘are you unhappy?’


She stalked back to him, her hands on her hips. ‘Do you not remember the Red Hoof Wars, Lame Banreh?’


His cheeks grew red at the name. ‘I remember them.’


‘Do you remember my brother died that year? Stuck through the heart with a spear?’ When he nodded, she went on, ‘Do you remember when some Redders got into our village and took Hola’s daughter against her will? She was too little to have that baby, and she died trying to give it life. Do you remember that?’


Banreh nodded again. She could see from his eyes that he understood now, but she didn’t stop.


‘When you convinced me not to run, when you convinced me to turn back that day – you knew the war depended on it, and yet you said nothing to me.’


‘It is not for you to concern yourself—’


‘Not for me? Don’t make me laugh. You are barely more than a woman yourself, and my father uses you the same way.’ As soon as the words left Mesema’s mouth, horror crept over her.


Banreh sucked in his breath, but his next words were mild. ‘At midday, then.’


‘Banreh—’ Mesema said, but he turned away.


‘Tame your mouth before you meet your Cerani royal.’ He limped past the horse-pen, pulling his bad leg through the mud.


The first chill wind of autumn swept over her. Mesema looked down at her feet, still in their summer slippers with no linings. She wouldn’t need to put the linings in this year. She would be warm. She would give birth to a prince in the summery sands. Or an emperor: a Windreader emperor, who might bring the two people, Felt and Cerani, together. Would that not bring a longer peace, over time?


Perhaps Banreh had been right.


‘Greetings, Your Majesty,’ she said in Cerantic. ‘Yes, Your Majesty.’ The words felt sharp and unmanageable. But she would learn them.


She turned towards the fields, breathing in the scents of home. A sharp wind came, bending the grass, and Mesema’s hair blew across her face in a dun storm. The grass thrashed, furious before the squall, and in the waving tumult she saw something, or thought she did. She shook her hair out so it streamed behind her and climbed the fence of the horse-pen for a better vantage point. A Red Hoof thrall, shovelling manure, gave her a look, half-smirk, half-sneer. She turned her gaze away from him.


In the rippling grass, ephemeral amid the seething green, gone and there again, a pattern lay, writ wide from West Ridge to East. Mesema gasped and blinked away the wind-tears. This was different from what she had seen before. Moons, half-circles and pointed shapes spread from one hill to the next, a pattern repeating and expanding in intricate themes, reaching out in all directions. The lines and underscores around the alien signs reminded her of Banreh’s scratchings.


The wind cracked and Mesema fought for balance on the round logs of the horse-pen. A hare ran across the shadowed lines as if they held his path, binding him to a labyrinth. He turned wildly, this way and that, as if beneath the very talons of the eagle, drawing always closer. His brownish fur faded into the darker green. She could hear the rustling of his feet, but could no longer tell where in the pattern he ran.


Though she didn’t understand it, she murmured a prayer to the Hidden God to thank Him for the message. The wind shook her once more, and fell still. Each blade of grass raised its head towards the sun, as if there had never been any message at all.









Chapter Seven


‘The supplicant may now approach.’


Tuvaini walked forwards and ran a sour eye across the young Tower mage. Though she kept her face blank, Tuvaini suspected some hidden enjoyment in naming the high vizier ‘supplicant’.


‘I would speak with Govnan.’ No titles or honorific from the supplicant.


‘High Mage Govnan has been informed of your presence.’ The young mage met Tuvaini’s gaze, her eyes the winter-blue of the wind-sworn.


So I wait on his pleasure, do I? Tuvaini held his peace. He craned his head to look up at the Tower. The stonework cut a dark line across the sky; he could make out no detail.


‘We so seldom look up.’ Tuvaini addressed her in a friendly tone. ‘We go about our duties in this city that reaches for the heavens, and we so rarely raise our eyes above the first six feet of it all.’


If you don’t draw your enemy out, what have you to work with?


‘The wind-sworn are ever watchful of the skies.’ Though she had Cerani colouring, something in the curve of her cheekbones, and in the way she clipped her words, suggested her homelands lay on the easternmost borders of empire. It seemed to Tuvaini that hardly a mage among the two-score of the Tower hailed from Nooria. Perhaps the local water left one unsuited to the pursuit of magic, or maybe it wasn’t a calling fit for true Cerani. Either way, the presence of so many near-foreigners in the heart of the city always irked him. Supplicant! The word burned.


‘And what have you seen in the skies?’ He kept the scorn from his voice. No wind-sworn had flown the heavens in his lifetime, not since the great Alakal. He had always felt his father’s stories of Alakal were tales for children rather than for men.


‘Patterns.’ The half-smile she offered held a strangeness that silenced him.


In the Tower’s courtyard minutes crawled by as if time itself flagged in the heat. The vast enclosure covered some twenty-five acres, and yet the Tower’s shadow still reached the walls, overtopping them and delving into the palace sprawl. Tuvaini didn’t need reminding of the Tower’s reach. He glanced at the young mage again. He didn’t trust her. He didn’t trust any of them. He never knew whether he was speaking to the person, or to the elemental trapped inside.


‘High Mage Govnan will see you now.’ She turned to face the door, the sudden movement setting her robes swirling around her. The brass door swung open at the touch of her fingertips.


Tuvaini followed her in. He remembered the heavy metal door from his last visit to the Tower. ‘The emperor does not have such a door at the entrance to his throne room,’ he said.


I don’t have such a door!


‘We are the emperor’s door, his gatekeepers. There are foes to whom a door of brass is as nothing, and yet we keep them from the emperor.’ She led him through the entrance hall, past the statued relics of the rock-sworn.


‘Invisible defences against invisible enemies. It puts me in mind of the old fable wherein the emperor buys a set of invisible clothes,’ Tuvaini said. He paused at the last of the statues. ‘Well, well. Old High Mage Kobar. His prisoner finally escaped.’


The mage turned back. If she took offence, none of it reached her face. ‘All bound spirits seek release.’


Tuvaini shuddered: to have something like that inside, growing and gaining power, until at last it no longer serves, but masters . . . The idea filled him with peculiar horror.


‘Lead on,’ he said.


They reached the stairs. Tuvaini remembered them well; he saved his breath for the climb.


The high mage kept his rooms not at the top of the Tower, but in the middle. Tuvaini had no notion what the upper half of the Tower housed. His escort led him to Govnan’s door, and took her leave with the briefest of bows.


‘It’s not locked.’


The voice from behind the door took Tuvaini by surprise. He cast a glance left, then right, to see if anyone had seen him startle, but the corridor lay empty. He straightened the sash of his robe and stepped through.


Govnan watched him enter from his seat, an iron chair set against the far wall. The back rose over him and curled forwards in a vaguely claw-like manner, enclosing Govnan within its grip. He was a wizened ember of a man, but his eyes were bright in a shadowed face. Every Tower mage Tuvaini had met was either a youth or an elder, as though the burden of power stole away their middle years.


‘High Mage.’ Tuvaini inclined his head by the smallest fraction.


‘Vizier.’ Govnan waved away formality with an agitated hand.


Tuvaini took two steps into the room. It smelled of char. The place lay bare, with no stick of furniture save the high mage’s chair, nor any hint of ornament.


‘I come on a matter of the utmost importance.’ Tuvaini returned his gaze to Govnan.


‘What else would drag you to the Tower?’ The high mage’s voice held a crackle of irritation. The flame-sworn were always tetchy. ‘You have not seen fit to seek our counsel in eighteen years. I am fascinated to learn what has finally brought you to our doors.’


‘I am concerned for the health of the emperor,’ Tuvaini said.


Govnan held silent. He could have been rock-sworn, for all the motion in him.


The silence stretched.


‘And for the health of his brother.’ There was no way Govnan could know what was happening in the palace, but his gaze unsettled Tuvaini nonetheless.


A tight smile flickered across Govnan’s face. ‘You never forgave the Tower for his brother, did you, Vizier?’


‘You broke with tradition.’ Tuvaini let his anger speak. ‘You broke Tahal’s law, and now we have a madman who might do anything – a raving prince who cannot rule.’ Tuvaini smacked fist to palm and strode forwards. ‘Beyon has no other heir—’


Govnan stood, sudden and unexpected. There was a fire behind his eyes. ‘If Sarmin is mad, that is no one’s fault but your own, Vizier. The Tower spoke to save the child. It was you who incarcerated him.’


‘He had to be held secret. Any fool—’


Tuvaini staggered before a blast of heat. His words dried on his tongue.


Fire blossomed in Govnan’s hands, and they burned as though soaked in oil. His lips peeled back in a snarl from blackened teeth in a mouth stretched so wide that it hurt to watch.


‘Cage what you fear, and when it escapes it will consume you utterly!’ A tongue of flame crackled from the mage’s mouth as he spoke in an inferno roar.


Tuvaini could smell his hair smouldering. His skin felt tight, scorched before the heat, and yet some force held him so he couldn’t turn away.


Fire spilled from Govnan’s hands and ran wild over the stone floor; bright rivers encircled Tuvaini.


‘Govnan!’ Tuvaini fought down hysteria and put command into his voice.


For a moment the heat built, and then it broke. The flames died, and Govnan slumped in his chair, smoke wafting from his lips. ‘My apologies.’ The high mage spoke in little more than a whisper. ‘Ashanagur has grown strong. Sometimes he takes offence and slips my bonds to voice his will.’


‘It—It has a name?’ Tuvaini said.


‘He has a name.’ Govnan inclined his head. ‘And he will have a life beyond me. But you didn’t come here to discuss the mysteries of the Tower. What would you have us do about Prince Sarmin?’


‘Why did you insist Sarmin be spared the Knife?’ Tuvaini asked.


‘It was High Mage Kobar who—’


‘Kobar is a rock. I passed him in the hall below. You tell me,’ Tuvaini said.


‘He has about him that quality we seek for the Tower.’ Govnan gripped the arms of his chair and pulled himself straight.


‘The Tower cannot recruit among the emperor’s family.’ Tuvaini recoiled from the very idea.


‘Once upon a time we did – it was a royal prince who founded this Tower, and Alakal himself was the grandson of an emperor. The royal family now consider it beneath them to serve, but if Sarmin were trained, he might make such a mage as has not been seen in three generations. Such a resource cannot be thrown away lightly. A time may come when the emperor has need of such talents. A similar provision was made in the time of the emperor’s grandfather, though that child was lost in the chaos of the Yrkman War.’


‘Why did Kobar not say this when he demanded Sarmin’s survival?’


Govnan shrugged. ‘I cannot know Kobar’s mind, but it is clear that the more potential a weapon is felt to have, the more hands will turn to lift it.’


‘Well, this particular weapon of yours is mad,’ Tuvaini said. ‘He cannot be trusted to act in anybody’s interest, not even his own. He sees treachery in every corner, and twists honest words into conspiracy.’


Govnan fixed him with knowing eyes – too knowing. ‘If he twists your words, then speak none to him. You’ve wished him dead, buried him alive, so leave him be. If all is well with the empire he will die in that room of his, unknown and unmourned.’


‘All is not well, and yet there he remains.’ Sarmin is of no more use to the Tower than he is to me.


‘No.’ Govnan stood with care. ‘All is not well.’


‘Your servant—’ Tuvaini realised the young mage had never supplied her name. ‘She said the Tower protects the emperor from harm that doors cannot keep out. I know differently.’


‘Mura speaks with the certainty of youth.’ Govnan stepped towards Tuvaini, walking with an old man’s shuffle.


Tuvaini backed away, his skin still hot with the memory of elemental rage. ‘We do not speak of a common plague. There is an enemy behind this – I sense his hand. The Carriers are his tools.’ Tuvaini heard the tremble in his own words; he feared the truth he had come to seek.


‘An enemy? Yes, and we of the Tower fight him every day. We work to stay his hand; we work to keep him from claiming pieces for his game. A wall has been built around Beyon since the day of his father’s death, a wall of enchantment like no other we have ever fashioned, but these are strange magics we fight. They are subtle and insidious, and in such a game the might of elementals may be circumvented. We stand at an edge now, a precipice, perhaps. Our wall is crumbling.’


It will bury them all, Beyon, Govnan and Arigu. ‘I must return to the palace,’ said Tuvaini. ‘Meanwhile I expect you to focus on your work. I hope the empire will not crumble through your incompetence.’


Govnan smiled. ‘No. It will not.’


Tuvaini swept from the room. His hands were trembling, but he made sure Govnan couldn’t see as he rushed down the Tower steps. He passed the statue of Kobar without a glance.


Sarmin would be of no assistance. It was time for Tuvaini to find out what his Red Hall bargain would yield. If he could not find an heir, one who was not mad or dying, all was lost. Satreth the Reclaimer had not driven the Mogyrk faith from this land only to have his own gods turn their backs four generations later. Blood had been shed for the papers he sought, the papers that held the key to the empire. He thought of Eyul holding his Knife, the blood on the floor by the fountain. It would be worth it. It must be worth it.


He passed the young mage, Mura, without a glance and hurried into the sunlight. Soon he would know.









Chapter Eight


Eyul scanned the horizon. What had looked to be a mere line in the distance now rose high enough to measure against his thumb. The Cliffs of Sight, with their sheer walls and flat tops, looked like clay bricks from the great dune where Eyul sat on his camel. They would reach the hermit in a day, maybe two.


Amalya stopped her camel beside his and waited. She spoke only when necessary, except during their dawn and evening meals, when they would share mundane details about the Tower and the palace, or swap some childhood anecdote. Eyul had grown accustomed to her companionship over the last weeks. At this time of night, with morning drawing near, he became impatient to make camp.


It wasn’t unfamiliar, enjoying a woman’s company, but Amalya was an unfamiliar sort of woman. In Eyul’s world, females belonged either to the palace or the Maze. The women of the palace sashayed around in their silk and pearls, building schemes for revenge or entertainment. In the Maze, hunger drove women to please. But no matter whether noble or street-born, women were dependent on men for all their needs; they kept to their own sphere. Amalya, on the other hand, moved without censure from city to desert, spoke with boldness and honesty, and walked under the aegis of the royal family. Of all the women Eyul had known, only Beyon’s mother had similar confidence – but even Nessaket could not leave the palace.


‘Why are you smiling?’ asked Amalya.


Feeling a fool, he scratched the whiskers on his chin. ‘Almost there,’ he said.


She looked beyond him to the cliffs. ‘Distance is hard to measure on the sands.’ They were so high up that dunes tall as towers looked like ripples on the ocean.


‘I’ve been there before. Two days at the outside.’


‘Bad luck. Don’t predict.’


Having no rejoinder, Eyul pointed to the north-east. ‘If I remember rightly, there is a well not far from where we stand. We can camp there.’ He led the way and they reached the top of the dune, their eyes still fixed on the narrow line of the cliffs. His camel shifted, and sand slithered down into the shadows.


Amalya shook her head.


‘No? Too far out of the way?’ He surprised himself, being so solicitous of her opinion.


‘No.’ She shook her head again, fiercely, as if shaking something off. Her hand clutched at her throat and she hissed, ‘Flesh comes— There are . . . people—’


—many of them, hidden beyond the dune’s crest—


Eyul jumped off his camel, bow in hand, as the first man surged up the remaining yards between them. Blank of eye, his face patterned like a fine rug, he reached the crest of the dune on all fours. Eyul let his arrow fly and it travelled an arm’s length before finding a home in the Carrier’s chest. The man grunted and fell back over the side. Dead or wounded, it didn’t matter; he wouldn’t be climbing up again. That’s one.


Eyul dropped his bow and reached for his Knife. The next Carrier found his footing and stood upright, a rusty sword levelled at Eyul’s chest. Eyul ducked as the man rushed him. Get in close. He drew his blade across the Carrier’s gut. Two. The old sword buried itself in the sand by his foot. Warm blood fell across his back.


A flash of blue to his right; scattering sand to his left. Two more Carriers came on the heels of their dead companions, trying to trap him between them. So fast. They clutched their small knives with confidence.


Another Carrier dragged Amalya from her camel and she screamed into the rising sun. Eyul couldn’t help her, couldn’t think about her now. He took the dervish position, arms out, ready to spin, and—


Now. He spun to the right, the sand sliding under his feet, and the Carrier in blue thrust towards his heart and caught him under the arm instead. By that time Eyul’s elbow was in the man’s throat. He registered the crunch of cartilage as he spun away, keeping his momentum, ignoring the sting of his own wound.


The Carrier behind him thrust, his dagger barely missing Eyul’s neck, his sleeve brushing Eyul’s shoulder. Eyul acted in the time between breaths, lowering his knife-hand, spinning against the sand, calculating the position of the other man’s heart. Now. Mid-turn, Eyul’s left hand blocked the Carrier’s second thrust and half a heartbeat later his right hand pushed the emperor’s blade between the man’s ribs. Four.


Amalya. Eyul pulled his Knife free. As he ran to her, he scanned the dunes for more Carriers, but he saw just the one, kneeling next to Amalya’s prone form, his hands around her neck. Eyul drew his hand through the sand to keep his palm from slipping over the bloody hilt of his Knife. He kept running.


Amalya lived. Blue fire wound about her arms, covering her skin from elbow to fingertip, and sizzled against the Carrier’s chest. The Carrier opened his mouth; steam rose and evaporated in the desert air. His eyes bulged and turned milky. A ghastly smell of cooking rose around him.


By the gods – she was boiling him . . .


The Carrier’s hands fell away from Amalya’s neck and jerked in the sand before going limp. Eyul stepped forwards in time to catch the body before it collapsed on her. The flames wound away into Amalya’s skin.


She lay there, staring wide-eyed at the sky for a time, but then she sat up, rubbing her arms and shivering.


‘Have you ever done that before?’ Eyul asked her, though he felt sure of the answer.


‘Killed?’ Her voice held incredulity. ‘Not people.’


Eyul wiped his Knife on the Carrier’s tunic, fumbling for words.


She stood and stepped away, staring at the body, relief and guilt mixed together on her face. It wouldn’t do for him to compliment her deadliness, although that felt like the natural thing to say. It was hard, that first kill, he knew it. He remembered the first man Halim sent him after, a pickpocket, how the blood had spurted across the alley and stained the grey stone, and how he had stood trembling over the body until Halim slapped his face.


The Carrier with the crushed throat writhed in the sand, his hands around his own neck as he tried to breathe. Eyul would grant him mercy. He knelt and found the heart with his twisted Knife. He saw no change in the man’s eyes as his struggles ceased; they were already dead.


Eyul cleaned his blade on the man’s dirty clothes, then looked up at Amalya. She stood, arms stiff at her sides, lips drawn in a straight line, as her gaze passed over the four bodies around Eyul. Her eyes held an expression he’d seen too many times before: the look Beyon had when he found his dead brothers in the courtyard. The look said How? but didn’t want an answer.


Eyul might have said something then, about how he’d saved her. He could say he had protected the empire from the plaguetouched, or mention the safety of other travellers. But none of those would answer her question. He was a killer. That was obvious from his work.


Amalya turned away from him and went to her camel. She pulled her waterskin from a bag and took a long draught.


Eyul cleared his throat. ‘Do you think you can make it to the well? It should take us about two hours.’ When she nodded wordlessly, he said, ‘Good,’ and feeling the need to keep talking, ‘Well, no point in lingering here.’


Amalya mounted her camel. Her shoulders remained tense.


Eyul picked up his bow and did the same. ‘This way,’ he said. ‘With any luck . . .’ He let his voice trail off. Nothing he could say would make him more like Amalya, a person unfamiliar with blood or its necessity. He started off down the crescent slope of the dune, turning leftwards. Waves of silent sand lay ahead.


Who had sent the Carriers? Nobody knew they were here except for Tuvaini and whoever had sent Amalya – and who had sent Amalya? Tuvaini would have chosen someone more ruthless, he felt, and Nessaket probably wouldn’t have chosen a woman, believing all of them to be as duplicitous as herself. Only Beyon remained, but Beyon was not one for secrets or clever manoeuvres. If Beyon wished for an answer from the hermit he’d ride out himself, with a hundred warriors.


The question occupied him until the red stones of the well appeared, dark against the morning sands. They set up camp without speaking. Eyul set out the usual pile of dung, and Amalya unpacked her food, but when it came time to light the cooking fire, she sat back on her heels.


Eyul went to his saddle-pack for the flint and tinder, lit a flame and nursed it until the camel dung was smouldering. Amalya reached down and readied her pot, and Eyul walked a short distance away, standing guard.


*


Mesema leaned out of the carriage window, hoping for some wind, but the outside air only scorched her face and lungs. She retreated into the dark box she shared with Banreh. She was learning that the sun brooked no opposition here. All was bright and clear, and deadly hot. Only at night, when Arigu’s Cerani soldiers sheltered in their tents, did she dare venture out onto the rocky terrain.


Banreh told her that they weren’t really in the desert yet; when they got to the desert, he said, there would be naught but sand. They would sleep during the day and travel at night.


But she knew this had to be the desert. There couldn’t be anywhere hotter than this.


‘When you get to the capital,’ Banreh said, sitting still as if the heat and his leg did not pain him, ‘they will give you silks to keep you cool, and there will be tiled baths where you can soothe your feet.’


‘I don’t want to get my feet wet,’ Mesema said, annoyed he’d used the formal tone.


Banreh smiled.


And she heard it, off in the distance, the bright jingle of little bells. She leaned forwards, listening, as Banreh’s smile froze on his face and his eyes grew sharp and wary. He reminded Mesema of the god-statues up on the Great Plateau: still, but sharp. Hooves sounded on faraway rock, faded, sounded again. They were coming closer. She tried to count the bells. Six, a dozen, riders.


‘Red Hooves,’ she whispered, putting a hand on the door.


Banreh grabbed her wrist. ‘They won’t attack the Cerani. That’s why you’re in here.’


Mesema paused. She could feel her pulse against Banreh’s fingers. Those fingers belonged to her father.


‘Wait,’ he said.


She nodded. The horses drew close now, so close she could hear their neighing, and the murmurs of their riders. The coarse accents left no doubt: they were surrounded by Red Hooves, the least worthy of the Felting tribes, hardly of the People at all. She didn’t dare look out of the window; instead she flattened herself against the wood, hoping no one would look in. Banreh’s hand slipped from her wrist and wrapped itself around her shaking fingers.


‘Listen,’ he said, ‘you are a Windreader. Windreader spears are coated with the blood of Red Hooves. You have nothing to fear.’


His soft words gave her confidence. How strange that Banreh, who sometimes seemed so alien, with his languages and his writing, knew exactly what to say in this moment.


‘My brother was avenged a dozen times ten. His sacrifice made us ever victorious.’


‘Ever so.’ Banreh was not afraid. He looked her straight in the eye.


Mesema listened. She heard no clash of metal on metal, nor the shouts of injured men. The Cerani spoke to the Red Hooves. Their discussion sounded relaxed, almost casual. She could make out only a few words, but the ones she did hear made her shiver again.


‘They’re talking about a girl. Someone is going to give up a girl. Banreh, it’s me!’


Banreh shook his head and slipped into the intimate tone. ‘No, I don’t think so.’


She clutched his hand. She couldn’t stop thinking about the Red Hoof thralls in her father’s camp, their resentment, their unspoken fury. She’d felt it every time one of them was near. It was they who frightened her. She could easily imagine herself in the same position, abused and hateful, in disgrace.


The talking came to an end and bells tinkled as the Red horses drew away. Somebody shouted, ‘Don’t bring her back unless she’s proven!’ and someone, another man, laughed. A horse neighed, excited, ready to run. And then the Red Hooves departed in a clatter.


Mesema fell to her knees and threw her arms around Banreh’s middle. He was solid, not soft, as she’d expected, and he smelled of ink and sweat.


He patted her hair. ‘When you are married, you will be safe. No one will dare harm you.’


She didn’t say what she was thinking: I am safe now.


At that moment the Cerani named Arigu stuck his head through the carriage window. He sneered at their embrace before turning to Banreh and speaking to him in his guttural language. Mesema recognised two Cerantic words, but she politely waited for Banreh to translate.


As she settled back on the bench, straightening her hair, he told her, ‘A Red Hoof woman has joined our caravan.’


*


At sunset, Mesema walked along the stony ground to where two Felting horses stood side by side. One wore brightly coloured wool braided into its mane; the other showed hooves dyed deep red. The Red Hooves said their horses’ feet were stained with the blood of their enemies, but Mesema knew it was only the dye from shelac berries – the Windreaders used the same dye to colour their winter felt. She examined the Red horse. It was docile, so not a warhorse like Arigu’s.


She ran a hand over her Tumble’s flank. How he must hate this heat! Perhaps it was a cruelty to bring him to Nooria. She checked to make sure he had plenty of water. There was nothing else to do; the soldiers fed and brushed him, and Arigu wouldn’t let her ride. Banreh said noble Cerani ladies rarely appeared in public, especially on the back of a horse, but he promised her the prince would let her ride within the castle grounds. It was written, he said.


She worried that Banreh put so much stock in his lambskins and symbols. Ink had no honour; ink had no history.


Mesema pulled her shawl around her. Ahead lay grey rock, dead land, except for the occasional scrubby bush. Their path stretched ahead, one plateau after another, lower and lower, until the mountains ended. It looked like water there, except for the colour, a band of white stretching out under the moon.


‘The desert,’ came a woman’s voice beside her. ‘The place where no thing grows.’


Mesema didn’t need to look; she knew from the accent that this was the Red Hoof woman. ‘My mother keeps a Red Hoof spear by our fire,’ she said. ‘She pulled it out of my dead brother herself.’


‘I pulled a Windreader spear from my sister’s neck. After she died, I threw it out over the plains.’


‘That’s not true,’ said Mesema. ‘No Windreader would kill a woman.’


The Red Hoof did not speak for a while. Then she said, ‘These men are Cerani, but we are both Felt, the children of the grass. Shall we not be friends?’


‘What’s your name?’ Mesema looked at her now. She was lovely, with creamy skin, light curly hair and roomy hips.


‘My name is Eldra.’ Eldra wrapped both arms around her waist and shivered. She didn’t have a warm jacket or shawl, but Mesema didn’t care. A Windreader shouldn’t care if a Red Hoof plunged right off the edge of a cliff. And who was Mesema, if not a Windreader?


‘Why should I be your friend, Eldra?’


Eldra smiled. ‘I can tell you about my god.’


The god of the Red Hooves had come over the eastern mountains to oppose the Windreaders even in death. And their god was dead, if the thralls in her father’s care could be believed. He had passed from this world long ago, so he could speak to his believers only through old stories and songs. He was a useless god, blind, deaf and dumb.


In the lands of the People many gods were acknowledged. Gods of the herd and harvest, water and winter, all were given their due at the appropriate times; but only the Hidden God kept the fate of the People in His heart. Only the Hidden God watched over them.


‘We will not be friends, Eldra.’ Mesema turned and walked to her tent. At the flap, she looked back and saw Arigu dropping a cloak around the woman’s shoulders. He talked to her a moment, gesturing with hands big as her head, before leading her towards his tent. With a shudder, Mesema crawled under her blankets. She still had time before she had to give herself to a Cerani man. Time to think, time to learn, and time to stay with Banreh.


Before she fell asleep, she made a prayer to the Hidden God, a living god among many. Her god did not fight for dominance, or to prove Himself to mortals. The Hidden God showed Himself only to those who looked for Him. She looked for Him now, in her heart and mind, because that was the only way she could carry Him into Nooria. As she closed her eyes, she felt the hint of a gentle wind on her face. It was enough.









Chapter Nine


Sarmin crouched by the head of his bed. Here under the shadow of the canopy none of the gods could see him, and the Sayakarva window was far to his left and out of sight. He was more alone than ever when he huddled here. Any guard entering through the door would not find him.


Ten years ago, one such guard had raised the alarm. Sarmin had held himself still, giggling silently, listening to the men shouting to each other as they searched. Not one of them thought to step around the bed. Sarmin had enjoyed the ruse and had hoped the excitement would bring his mother to his room. He didn’t show himself until his window grew dark.


By that time, all the men assigned to his door had been killed.


Now Sarmin settled his back against the mattress and brought his knees up to his chin. He wished to think about his bride in absolute privacy. He remembered his father’s wives, all five of them, with their dark scented hair and their soft breasts. He used to sit on the lap of the one called Lana and listen to his sisters learn their songs.


He remembered his sisters. Their gentle, wary eyes and their sweet voices. He remembered how they loved Pelar, his wild-haired, jolly brother. The girls had petted him like a kitten. He remembered Pelar’s red ball bouncing, Pelar running, Pelar laughing – very different to the ghost who appeared before him now, the ball in one hand, his face solemn.


‘No,’ Sarmin said to his brother, ‘not now. Go away.’


A Felting woman. He tried to imagine what she might look like. His mother had been true to her word and sent him another book, this one full of women in contorted, uncomfortable positions. He couldn’t see any of their faces, no matter how many pages he turned. Sarmin fell to one side, staring blankly at the wall.


Pelar bounced his ball.


The door handle turned. It felt early for that, but Sarmin didn’t care. Lost in thought, he rubbed his cheek against the carpet.


Light. A new sharpness of sound. The door had been opened.


Sarmin rolled to his knees and peered over the bed. A man stood at the edge of the room, looking to his left and right in consternation until his eyes met Sarmin’s over the sea of pillows and sheets.


Pelar’s ball hit Sarmin in the chest.


Broad cheekbones, a bronzing of the eyes, a stubborn curl to the hair over the left temple. His brother’s shoulders were broader than Sarmin remembered, and he was thicker of stomach than before. And he was no longer a boy. His eyes had grown wary; his hands restless.


Beyon. He looked well. Sarmin couldn’t breathe.


No, not Beyon. The emperor. Lord of Blood. Lord of Dead Boys.


‘My Emperor.’ Sarmin crawled around the bed to make his obeisance, placing his hand on the soft leather of one imperial boot. Toes moved beneath the leather, and the boot slid from under Sarmin’s grasp. Fabric whispered. The door hissed over the carpet. The latch clicked.


A silence followed. Pelar’s ball hit the back of Sarmin’s neck, quick jolts that drew his shoulders together.


‘Come here.’ The emperor’s voice didn’t belong in this room where everything was soft, where everything gave, even the vizier.


Bounce.


Steel for steel. I won’t give.


Bounce.


He heard a crunch of stiff fabric. ‘Look at me.’


Sarmin didn’t move; he would face his brother, but not the emperor.


‘Look at me,’ Beyon repeated. The voice sounded different now, lower. Softer.


Pelar’s ghost took his ball and slipped away.


The living crouched alone before the gods and demons.


Sarmin raised his head by hairs until he met his brother’s eyes. They had once been merry, not like Pelar’s, but easy and joyful. Now Beyon’s eyes were older than his face.


Even old eyes can be shocked. Beyon covered it well, but Sarmin saw him flinch. ‘It’s true – you’ve changed. But you are my brother,’ he said, ‘you of all people shouldn’t grovel before me. Come, sit here.’ He indicated Sarmin’s own bed. He wore three golden rings on his right hand.


Sarmin climbed up and watched Beyon through watery eyes. Heat rose in the back of his throat. ‘My Emperor,’ he said again, ‘why do you come—?’ He stopped to wipe at his nose with the back of a hand.


‘Sarmin – please understand, I’d have come sooner, but it wasn’t safe for you. There are people who, if they knew you were here—’ Beyon’s eyes wandered towards the scrollwork, in the area of the hidden door. ‘Well. You wouldn’t be here any more.’


‘But you come now.’ Sarmin wondered why his life was no longer important. Perhaps Beyon had conceived a child at last?


His brother changed the subject. ‘Do you know why he did it, Sarmin? Our father?’ Beyon moved to stand at the edge of the carpet, by the opaque window. ‘Our grandfather had mercy and spared his brothers. Our father had to kill them himself, but not in the courtyard, on the battlefield. Father wanted to spare me that.


‘But you—’ Beyon turned back towards Sarmin. ‘You were the kindest, the gentlest child – the wisest of us. You were the one who would never lead an army against his brother. I went to our father’s deathbed and asked him to let you live.’ His voice grew soft. ‘It was my very first decision as a ruler.’


Sarmin’s shoulders shook with denial. ‘No. It was Mother who begged our father to save me.’


‘No,’ said Beyon, ‘I asked Father to spare you.’


A cold tear slid down Sarmin’s cheek.


Beyon continued, ‘I believed it then, and I believe it now – even all these years later. You’re the only person I can trust—Why do you shake your head? Is it not true?’


‘It’s true. It’s true.’ Sarmin slid to his knees on the floor. He cradled his head in wet hands. ‘I would never betray you, Beyon.’


Beyon knelt beside him, smelling of memories: the fatherly aroma of tobacco. A musky, female scent Sarmin almost recalled from the women’s pillows. And then another, long forgotten until now: Beyon owned a dog. Sarmin longed to press himself up against his brother, soak in those memories and the fragrances of life, but Beyon grabbed his elbow and lifted it.


‘Swear it,’ he breathed. ‘Swear it on my head, and I will take you from here. I will make you my first adviser.’


Sarmin felt a moment of hope. He might sit at court. He might live among people, help Beyon run his empire, even breathe the outside air. But his imagination of these fine days quickly led him to thoughts of Tuvaini, followed by their mother and her general. He frowned as he placed his hand upon Beyon’s clean hair. ‘Is that wise, my brother?’


‘You question the Son of Heaven?’ The emperor drew back, his eyes narrowing.


‘Brother, if you anger those who have brought themselves up into power . . .’ Sarmin thought of his knife, tucked away under his pillow.


‘What do you care about that?’ the emperor snapped. ‘Swear it!’


Sarmin said nothing. Beyon looked at the carpet. He lifted a hand, let it fall.


‘I swear it,’ said Sarmin, at last, ‘as a brother. I will never betray you, Beyon.’


‘Yes.’ Beyon nodded and placed his hands on Sarmin’s shoulders. ‘You have sworn.’ He exhaled a long breath.


Sarmin let Beyon hold him in that position for as long as he wished. He could feel Beyon’s strength, and he could see the healthy tone of his skin. Beyon’s breath wafted across Sarmin’s face, pleasant and cool.


Tuvaini had lied. Beyon was not sick.


Beyon released him and leaned back. He looked at Sarmin as if he had just asked a question.


Sarmin opened his mouth, then said the second thing that came to mind. ‘I’d like to meet your dog, Beyon.’


His brother laughed, and Sarmin watched him, the way his chin went up, the way his eyes cast to the side. This, he remembered.


Beyon was like a precious new book that he couldn’t keep. If he told Beyon about Tuvaini and their mother, Beyon would be angry and leave him here alone. But Sarmin couldn’t keep the secret for ever.


‘Sarmin,’ said Beyon, with a wide-lipped smile, ‘you have just told the emperor that he stinks of dog.’


‘My apologies, my Emperor—’


‘No, no – don’t apologise.’


Sarmin looked at the small scar on Beyon’s cheek, the stiff taffeta of his robes, the unadorned gold around his neck.


Beyon’s hands moved to his sash. ‘I have something to show you. Don’t be afraid.’ As his fingers moved, Sarmin tried to look away, tried to obey the cold hand that seemed to pull his chin to the side, but he could not. Blue-marked skin revealed itself, finger-span by finger-span.


Beyon slipped the red silk from his shoulders and sat barechested before his brother.


So Tuvaini had spoken true, after all. The emperor’s chest and shoulders were as muscled and hairy as their father’s once had been, but a curious patterning ringed his midsection with coils, concentric squares and half-moon shapes. Pairs of triangles, one facing up, the other down, appeared at regular intervals. A band of blue underscored each string and behind that, in fainter blue, a complex geometry marched beyond sight into finer and fainter detail.


Sarmin shivered. ‘But you look well.’ He couldn’t take his eyes from the designs written upon his brother’s flesh.


‘I’m marked,’ said Beyon. ‘It began soon after I took the throne. At first I could hide the shapes – they were small enough – but of late, I go to my wives only in total darkness. My body-slaves . . .’ His eyes focused elsewhere for a moment. ‘I was forced to have them killed. Now I let no one into my rooms.’


‘Are you dying?’ Something lurked in the pattern: a threat, the language unknown but the tone clear enough.


‘I don’t think so – maybe.’ Beyon rubbed his chin. ‘You are my heir, should I be.’


‘So you’re—’ Sarmin’s lips trembled around the word. He forced his eyes to the emperor’s face.


‘A Carrier? Not that I can tell. Everything I do is of my own will.’ Beyon buttoned his tunic.


Sarmin half-opened his mouth to protest as the pattern vanished behind silk. He forced himself to silence.


Beyon flicked his hair out of the way. ‘The dreams scare me. In them I do things not of my choosing.’ He looked at the stone window. ‘In my dreams, my body is not my own – but I can run away from the dream if I wish. I ran away when my dream made me threaten the vizier.’


‘The vizier?’ Sarmin remembered the vizier’s words: The Carriers become bold, even attacking on palace grounds.


‘It’s getting late. They’ll be looking for me.’


‘Who? Who will be looking for you?’ Sarmin’s throat seized with fear.


‘Slaves, administrators, wives, dogs.’ Beyon smiled. ‘The denizens of the palace.’


Like Tuvaini. Sarmin again considered telling Beyon everything; to confess about his wife, the vizier, and his secret treasure under the pillow. No. I have sworn to my brother, but I won’t let the emperor take what is mine. Not yet.


The emperor’s commanding voice broke through his thoughts. ‘You have sworn. You will be summoned when it is time for you to serve.’ His brother was gone; the latch clicked.


Sarmin curled against the carpet until full dark, letting Ink and Paper step around him as they came to light his lanterns. Someone placed a tray of food beside his head. He smelled something new: the sour aroma of wine: Beyon’s favour, or Tuvaini’s, or perhaps his mother’s. Whoever sent it did not expect him to wonder. He laughed to himself against the purple threads.


‘Prince Sarmin of the Petal Court,’ he whispered to himself. ‘Vizier Sarmin.’ He thought another moment. ‘Emperor Sarmin.’


Nobody answered.


He didn’t know when Beyon would be back. How long would it take? Longer than a ride from the Felt? Longer than Tuvaini’s trips through the secret passageways? Longer than the reach of their mother’s arms?


Sarmin stood and pulled his knife from beneath his pillow. I will not betray you, brother.


He turned his desk upside down and hunched over it, intent. With fevered concentration he began to work. The point of the dacarba scored the wood time and again as he recreated the pattern: crescent moon, underscore, diamond within diamond, crescent moon, overscore. He missed no detail. Breath escaped him in slow rasps. There’s a secret here, for those with eyes to see.









Chapter Ten


Eyul woke with a start. The last of the sun’s heat sank through the cloth of his tent.


Something is wrong. He knew it, blood to bone. Sometimes it was like that. He knew better than to startle into action. He lay at rest, straining his senses, reaching for the wrongness. The sand between his fingers felt warm and gritty. Wrong. He sat up and moved to the tent flap. Veins ran across the dune, faint but visible in the low light of the setting sun: lines in the sand, raised little more than the thickness of a coin, no wider than his hand. Hundreds of them were stretching out in geometric profusion, crossing, intersecting, repeating.


He hurried out under a pink and orange sky. Amalya crouched by the remains of the fire, watching the lines at her feet.


‘Amalya.’


‘It’s a pattern,’ she said, staring at the shapes around her, diamond, half-moon, triangle, circle, square. ‘He has found us.’


‘Who has?’ Eyul’s fingers tightened on his Knife hilt. He didn’t remember drawing it; his hands had made the decision.


‘The enemy.’


‘I thought you said we were safe.’ Eyul stood scuffing at the lines of the pattern. They re-formed as the sand fell.


‘I thought we were,’ Amalya said. ‘My master told me he would hide us.’ She sounded defeated.


The pattern centred on the next dune, almost two hundred yards away. The heart was formed by interlocking diamonds arrayed around a six-pointed star. From each point, a design more complex than any palace carpet swept out across the slopes.


Eyul gasped as an electric tingle ran through him. Amalya gave a low moan and struggled to her feet at his side.


‘The pattern is complete,’ she said.


The sands started to move. The entire facing dune began to flow, from the centre of the pattern, shifting with impossible speed, like water racing across a marble floor. He saw the tops of pillars first, then stone roofs, then archways from which the sand flooded, emptying long-buried halls. Within moments a lost city lay revealed before them, temple, tower and tomb.


*


Sarmin scored a line across the wood. One more stroke and the pattern would be complete. In his mind’s eye he saw again the symbol-geometry emblazoned across his brother’s chest, blood-red and blood-blue. He laid his dacarba on the floor and stretched his hands, noticing the ache in his thumb, the blister on his forefinger and the sting of the old cut across his palm.


Sarmin’s carved pattern contained what he had seen on Beyon’s skin, but it reached out across the underside of the overturned desk to cover as much space again. He’d filled in the remainder as he would complete a circle two-thirds drawn, or fill in a mouth missing from the sketch of a face.


He sat back against his bed and rested his eyes on the more familiar intricacies of the walls. He’d long ago discovered all the watchers dwelling in the scroll and swirl of the decoration. Some of the faces he’d not found for the longest time, even after years of gazing, whole days spent staring, lost in the depths from daybreak to sunset, floating on strange and distant seas. He’d found them all before he’d grown his beard, though, the angels and the devils both. The wisest and most fearsome dwelt deepest in the patterning, hidden in plain sight, written in the most subtle twists. They had watched him grow, advised him, kept him sane.


Sarmin sought out the grim-faced angel whose gimlet eyes stared from the calligraphic convolutions above the Sayakarva window. ‘What will happen, Aherim?’ He took up his knife again. ‘Should I complete it?’


Aherim held his peace. Sarmin frowned. The gods might watch in silence, but he expected answers from their minions at least. Aherim seldom missed a chance to offer advice if asked.


Sarmin set knifepoint to wood.


‘It will be a stone dropped into a deep pool. No pattern can be made whole without a ripple.’


He stared at Aherim. ‘Someone will notice? Who? Tell me who.’


Silence. Sarmin felt unnerved. ‘I will ask Him.’ It was not a threat to be made idly, but surely one that would coax Aherim to speak further.


Sarmin waited. He pursed his lips. He had found Him last of all: Zanasta, eldest of the devils, speaker for the dark gods. He showed only as the light failed and grazed the east wall at its shallowest angle. Even then Sarmin had to unfocus his eyes to reveal Him.


‘Tell me of the Felting girl. The bride Mother has chosen.’ There was time to kill before sunset.


‘She comes.’ Aherim spoke again at last, his voice the dry whisper of fingers on silk.


‘Is she pretty? Is she kind? Does she smell good?’ Sarmin sat up and leaned forwards.


‘She is sad, she is strong, she smells of horses.’ Aherim fell silent. He only ever answered three questions, and generally not the ones Sarmin asked.


‘She is riding to me. That’s why she smells of horse.’ Sarmin picked up his dacarba and sighted down the blades at one of Aherim’s faces. ‘But why is she sad? Perhaps they have told her bad things about me. Maybe I’m ugly. Or is she worried that she will have to stay in this room with me? Maybe she will miss her horse.’


Sarmin remembered camels, though not with fondness. His father had horses, but the princes were never allowed among them. ‘They kick worse than camels,’ he remembered a groom telling him. Still, he liked the way they looked. Perhaps a horse would be a good pet.


‘I will make her happy, Aherim.’ Sarmin tilted the knife so that light danced along the blade’s edges. ‘I will . . .’ He tried to think how he might entertain her. When they came at all, people came to him with a purpose. He couldn’t recall a time when someone had come to his room simply to speak, simply to be with him. ‘Perhaps I will not make her happy, Aherim. Maybe I will share her sorrow. I will listen and hear of her life in the sandless wastes.’


*


Eyul took one uncertain step, then another. Under his feet a thin layer of sand covered something solid: old stone, undisturbed by the passage of time or the magic that brought it to the surface. Amalya kept by his side, moving so close her sleeve rubbed against his. Eyul touched her elbow with his fingers and they each took another step forwards.


‘Nothing could be alive in here,’ she whispered.


Neither of them wanted to test that idea too quickly. They took two more small steps. Sandstone houses lined the road. Square gaps in the walls showed where carved window-screens once had been mounted. Eyul could see nothing but darkness through them. Like Carriers’ eyes, they watched their guests with quiet malevolence.


The sun was sinking towards the west, but still it blazed with heat. They wandered, separate from their shade and water. Eyul’s leg ached with every step. This was a fool’s game. He shook his head. ‘Let’s get our camels and leave this dung in our wake.’ They turned in unison, for the first time moving with speed.


A stone wall had risen behind them, ten feet high and scoured by sand. It stretched to either side, curving out of sight in an unbroken arc.


Amalya let out a breath.


‘Is there nothing you can do?’ he asked her.


She blinked at the wall as if it had slapped her. ‘I can’t touch my elemental here,’ she said. ‘It’s as if he’s gone.’ She said it the same way Eyul would tell her that every well in the desert had gone dry.


I have my Knife.


‘Come on,’ he said, gripping her elbow and pulling her away from the wall. ‘They want us here, we’ll be here. But it won’t be that easy for them.’ With his right hand he pulled his weapon free. They turned again and walked up the street, the sun now in their eyes.


At a corner where the road split three ways, Amalya stopped. ‘I feel something,’ she said. She leaned over and Eyul watched, spitting some fine grains from his mouth, as she ran the sand through her fingers. After a few seconds she said, ‘This way,’ and set off to the left. He glanced behind, then followed her.


They walked a hundred feet more. The road grew narrower.


‘Does this look familiar to you?’ Amalya asked.


Eyul shook his head before taking another look around. ‘Maybe.’ He wiped the sweat from his face, leaving a layer of sand. They walked some more. The sun slipped further down the sky. At least it would soon be cool.


‘I want to get up high and see. If this was a city, there will be a gate.’


‘Not a good idea. These buildings don’t look sound.’


Amalya turned away, into the nearest building.


‘Amalya, no!’ Eyul ducked under the doorway after her.


‘It’s cooler in here,’ she pointed out. It was true. The stone remained chilled from wherever it had been hiding beneath the sands, and the sun hadn’t yet found its way through the lower windows. Amalya pressed her forehead to a pillar and Eyul leaned against an interior wall.


‘I have to find a stairway,’ she said, but neither of them moved.


The beating sounded first, a thumping sound like a distant heart. A spilling noise like the fall of a dry river came with it, outside the window to Eyul’s right. Two beats later he heard a hissing through the window in the next room. Something or someone approached at a walking pace. He moved arrow-quick, grabbing Amalya by the waist. ‘Up, up,’ he whispered, searching for the stairs as he pushed her in front of him.


They found the stairs in the centre of the building. He was glad for her quiet movements, her lack of questions or fright. At the first landing he turned to survey the gloom below. ‘Stay to the side,’ he warned Amalya, not believing the calm darkness before his eyes. He spread his feet and relaxed, watchful, the emperor’s Knife sure and ready in his hand. He was aware of everything at once: Amalya’s stillness at his left, the sun’s orange invasion through a hole in the ceiling and the slow but steady approach of whispering sand.


The heartbeat stopped. The silence ached for the missing pulse, and then it came again, smaller, closer, quieter, somehow familiar. Thump. Thump. And again, on the stairs, like the bouncing of a ball.


A figure moved through the shadows. Eyul watched it climb the first steps. The red ball emerged into the sunlight first, then the boy’s hand that held it. The light caught black curls and a smile, a smooth boy’s face. ‘No,’ Eyul whispered. The boy climbed closer, pushing his feet into each stair with force, though the only sound he made was that of sand blowing in the wind.


Eyul forced himself to look into Prince Pelar’s eyes. Black and cold, they stared both at him and through him. This was no longer the chubby, laughing boy he’d killed. This was a tormented creature from the depths of Herzu’s hell itself. Dread soaked through Eyul’s robes like cold rain. At his side Amalya drew in her breath.


‘Kill it,’ she whispered.


‘I can’t,’ he said. This is my creation. Sorrow and horror weighted the Knife in his hand.


The creature smiled then, a skull-grin, and raised its arm towards the west. As it pointed with one finger, the red ball fell and bounced down the steps.


‘Kill it!’ Amalya had found her fright.


Eyul threw. A sound like grinding pebbles filled the stair. Sand swirled and stung for an instant, and fell before him, leaving only a scattering of stone and black grit.


‘What— Was that real?’ he asked Amalya, who crouched and ran her fingers through the dark grains.


‘I don’t think I saw what you saw,’ she said.


‘What did you see?’


‘Brannik of the Tower. Rock-sworn – or would have been; he died during the ceremony.’ She wiped her hands on her robes. ‘It wasn’t him. He couldn’t—’


He pulled her back from her memories. ‘Amalya, back at the camp you said the enemy put us here. Who is the enemy?’


She looked at him and placed one hand on the pendant that hung from her neck. ‘The creature pointed west. Should we go to the roof and see what’s there?’


*


Sarmin sat, and the light ran from his blade. The dying rays slid across the east wall. He waited, enduring Aherim’s silence until Zanasta came. It took more effort today, as if the devil had been hiding himself even deeper in the detail.


‘Zanasta, show yourself.’ Sarmin furrowed his brow, squinting at the chaotic swirls where some long-dead artist had styled a rose from a froth of curling strokes.


‘Show yourself.’


And the devil smiled. Zanasta always smiled.


‘This pattern is a key. Will something open when I set the final stroke?’ Sarmin asked.


‘I speak for the dark gods.’ Zanasta hated to answer questions.


‘I know. What will happen?’


‘I speak for Herzu, who holds death in one hand and fear in the other.’


The light grew crimson as the sun plunged towards the dunes. Soon Zanasta would be hidden and silent.


‘Tell me.’ Sarmin set his blade to score the last line.


‘I speak for Ghesh, clothed in darkness, eater of stars. I speak for Meksha, mother of mountain fire.’


‘And they watch us now. Speak, Old One, or have the gods found a new Mouth?’ The wood splintered under Sarmin’s knifepoint. He began the line, his eyes on Zanasta.


‘No!’ The devil’s smile vanished.


‘Tell me.’ Sarmin cut half the distance. His hand trembled. Zanasta always smiles.


‘A door opens. A door to everything. More than you can know or want. Hell and heaven.’


The light fled, and Zanasta with it.


Sarmin held still, a hair’s breadth from finishing. Mother had opened one door, Tuvaini another and Beyon yet one more. He knew the things he wanted could not be reached through such doors. He wanted lost moments, fragile feeling half-remembered old joys, Pelar bouncing his ball. He wanted to know what to say when people came to speak with no reasons. He wanted to know how to make a horsegirl smile.


He finished the cut.


For a moment there was nothing, only the thickening of the silence into something too heavy to bear. Sarmin stood. His knees ached. He could sense an approach. He felt it rising from unknown and unknowable depths, fast, then faster still, rushing at him. The hair prickled on his neck, the chill touch of anticipation reached down to the small of his back.


‘No!’ He spun, whirling, his knife held ready.


It hit.


The room rocked, then held still. Sarmin fell to the bed, clutching his blade. A pattern spread across the walls, the pattern he’d copied, but larger and more complex, deeper, carved in slashes from which a light bled, like that of dying suns, painting him with glowing symbols laid one atop the next. It lifted him. He stood transfixed, pinned, skinned in bloodlit patterning. His knife fell from a hand that seethed with alien geometries.









Chapter Eleven


Eyul picked up his Knife, sheathed it and followed Amalya, his heart still beating a coward’s rhythm. She reached the top before him and turned a circle before the red sky. He wondered at her calm and grace. He cleared the top step and automatically checked for safety; the shadows grew long, but he saw no threats in them.


‘Look,’ Amalya said, pointing, ‘a wizards’ Tower. This city is laid out like ours.’


‘There’s the palace,’ he agreed. Were there silhouettes moving through the dusk of the courtyard? His hand closed around his Knife’s hilt.


‘This would be Stonecutters’ Row.’ She turned to her left. ‘This city has no river, though. And look—’ She pointed westwards. ‘The large building, there – is that the tomb our emperor is building? It’s in the right place.’


‘No, that’s something else.’ Eyul had seen such a construction before, though Amalya was probably too young to remember; Emperor Beyon’s great-grandfather had torn down all the temples to the Mogyrk faith and destroyed the heresy of the One God in Cerana. He couldn’t remember if there had been a temple exactly like this one. It was square in shape, and as large as three courtyards. Its tower rose into a point towards the heavens, as did each of its windows. He strained to see more, but the sun lingered on the horizon, cloaking the building in shadow.


‘What is it?’


‘Nothing good,’ he said.


They stood and watched, and the sun sank beyond the dunes. Myriad shapes lit up around the temple: triangle, line, half-moon. Eyul couldn’t count them all; they were without number or end, with more appearing, forming a bright net around the dark building. Beside him, Amalya drew in her breath. The shapes lingered for a moment, prolonging the crimson light of day’s end, before sinking into the sand and stone, disappearing like rain.


A tingling spread between Eyul’s fingers and the twisted hilt of the emperor’s Knife. ‘That’s where we need to go.’


Amalya turned towards the stairs without a word. They made their way down, stepping over the sandy remains of the demon that had worn Pelar’s face. The street outside had fallen into a purplish gloom, but Eyul still felt uncomfortably hot. He passed Amalya his waterskin. ‘Be ready to duck into one of these buildings,’ he warned her. ‘Who knows how many of those creatures are loose?’


She said nothing as she took a drink from the skin and passed it back.


‘This way,’ he said, leading her around one turn and then another. He kept his ears open for the telltale sound of shifting sands, but no more demon princes appeared and after a few minutes they were close enough to see the dark tip of the temple’s tower. The next street would be under its shadow.


Amalya slowed to a stop. ‘I feel something,’ she said.


‘Power?’ He paused, still on the balls of his feet and ready to move on, but when she didn’t stir he settled his heels in the sand.


‘Yes, power. But it’s all wrong. I can’t go in there.’


‘But I have to go in there.’ As he said the words, Eyul knew it to be the truth. ‘I don’t think we should separate.’


‘I can’t go in there. I just can’t. Try to understand – would you go into a place of—’ Amalya’s voice rose and broke off.


Eyul frowned. ‘A place of what?’


Amalya didn’t respond, but cringed away, folding her arms over her chest.


‘I don’t get to choose.’ He drew his Knife and looked up at the Mogyrk steeple.


Amalya took a step backwards, raising one arm protectively over her face, and it hit him like a sword in his gut: she didn’t trust him – and not only that, she thought he was capable of slitting her throat, right here, under the rising moon, for no other reason than her refusal to go into the temple.


And he could; in another situation, he would. The thought sank through him.


‘Oh, by Herzu,’ he swore, turning his back on her. His feet felt heavy, but he walked on with determination. What is this power, that allows me to leave a woman alone in a nest of demons? He felt childish and cruel, but he discarded the idea of turning back. He was certain the answer to their escape was here, in the dark Mogyrk temple. He would come back for her – by then she would be scared enough to welcome his return.


He stopped just before turning the corner that would take him out of sight as a more familiar feeling washed through him: self-disgust. If he made her wait, made her wonder if he was coming back, she would despise him even more, and rightly so. He reached out and tapped the building to his left. ‘Get up on this roof so I can see you,’ he called out. ‘If something happens, scream for me. I will come.’


He walked on, the sweat on his skin feeling clammy in the cooling air. When he looked back, he could see Amalya’s white robes shining in the starlight.


She had no power against a sand-demon. He would have to hurry.


The temple’s face rose before him, three storeys of carved stone. The One God of the Mogyrk faith looked down from his place above the mammoth door. The god who had been destroyed by his enemies, as Eyul understood it. A frail god of flesh, whose followers preached weakness, yet behaved savagely.


In the Cerantic pantheon there was a place for charity and love, and also a place for justice and righteousness. The empire could not have survived without the favour of its many gods. Therefore, with the Mogyrk madness defeated, Tahal’s grandfather had wiped the empire clean of its monotheism. He brought down the Mogyrk temples and killed the worshippers. The religion persisted elsewhere, to the north and east, especially among the Yrkmen; but no more of their priests came to the empire.


The courtyard’s chill pressed into Eyul’s skin as he approached the entrance, Knife in hand. His foot slipped, banging against the stone on the sand-covered steps. The temple’s door was of heavy wood, but the latch looked simple enough. He pressed his back against the cold stone for leverage and pushed, and the door opened enough for him to pass through. He could see nothing inside but darkness. Judging by the blast of air that hit his face, it was even colder inside.


He passed under the arch of the entryway and stepped into the wintry space. The arches had some sort of significance for the Mogyrk, he recalled. There were three in all: one at the entrance, one in the centre of the aisle and one over the altar. His Knife glowed with blue fire, giving him enough light to see. As Eyul passed under the central arch, his feet went numb with cold; the floor felt like ice rather than ancient stone. On either side benches stretched away into blackness. A thousand souls could worship in this vast place.


The cold grew harder, deeper. A man could not live in such a place; Eyul knew it would kill him. And then a sound, the first sound, like the scratching of a blade across wood, just a short scratch, but somehow more: somehow it was also a door opening. In his hand the emperor’s Knife glowed more brightly, and twitched as if it were the scratching blade, as if it had made the final cut.


Eyul felt rather than heard the anger run through the church, through floor and wall. For a heartbeat, patternsymbols flared. Something had changed. Somewhere a door had opened against the will of the pattern.


Twenty paces from the narrow altar, Eyul heard footsteps mirroring his own: as he approached so did another, from the opposite direction. When he paused, the other paused. Ten paces from the altar, he made out the shape of a man, heavy, broad-shouldered, though this man moved forwards as an invalid. Eyul recognised that painful, arthritic step and he fell to his knees. They seemed to freeze, instantly.


‘Emperor Tahal.’ Without hesitation he pressed his hands and forehead to the glacial stone.


More steps. ‘Rise, child.’ The deep voice that sounded as if it were wrapped in rough cloth – this, too, he remembered.


Eyul rose, more slowly now, as the cold settled in his limbs and numbed his wound. He met the eyes of the Old Emperor, Beyon’s father.


Emperor Tahal smiled. ‘Do you know how evil is destroyed?’ he asked.


‘With righteousness, Your Majesty.’


Emperor Tahal’s smile widened. ‘Think, boy: how is evil destroyed?’


‘Thoroughly. Leaving no trace.’


‘There is always a trace.’ Emperor Tahal moved his hand in an arc, encompassing the huge temple in which they stood.


‘The Mogyrk God? Is that who made the cursed?’ Eyul frowned. ‘How did your ghost come to be here, Your Majesty?’


‘A door opened for me, and I came.’ The emperor leaned forwards. ‘Think, boy. Think of the Carriers. How is evil destroyed?’


Cold fingers traced Eyul’s spine. His lips were so numb that it was difficult to speak. ‘With the emperor’s Knife.’


The Old Emperor laughed. He tilted his head back and roared. ‘The Knife,’ he repeated. ‘The Knife, Eyul.’


Eyul’s arm, half-frozen, was as slow to respond as his tongue, but at last he promised, ‘I will send you back to paradise, Your Majesty.’ His blade hit true as always, but it didn’t freeze, as he had expected; instead, his hand burned with its heat, and its blue fire turned crimson. It took all his effort not to drop the Knife, and more to sheathe it again. He turned and started a slow run for the exit, feeling the building shake under his feet.


In the distance, Amalya screamed.


Eyul slid out through the doorway and stumbled down the steps. As he hit the ground he felt the last remnants of the day’s heat burning through the soles of his shoes. ‘Amalya!’ he shouted, searching the night until he found her on a roof, a glimmer of white surrounded by shadows. The building beneath her was shaking.


The city gave another judder and Amalya stumbled forwards.


Eyul found his feet and broke into a jog, then a run, pushing through the leaden cold that pervaded his limbs still. ‘Don’t move!’ he shouted.


One more step and she would fall. The city shuddered again, and her robe blurred forwards. He forced himself into a sprint. The shadows around her resolved themselves into children’s shapes. Amalya lifted her arm, fingers clenched, as if to raise her elemental, but she had no power here. Eyul plunged into a narrow street, taking a short cut, and momentarily lost sight of her.


The earth heaved, almost throwing him to the ground, and the windows that had been waist-high fell low by his ankles. The city was sinking. He rounded a corner and saw her again. No time, no time to run up the steps—


Amalya teetered at the edge of the roof. Black sand swirled about her. She made a motion as if to kneel, and then began to fall . . .


‘No!’ he shouted.


She twisted in the air and for a moment Eyul was reminded of a feather in the wind, but then she landed hard on her right side.


Two seconds later he lifted her in his arms. If I had been faster . . . His burned hand exploded with agony and as he fell to his knees the city sank another few feet. He saw blood in the sand. His leg wound had reopened. He couldn’t carry her.


‘Can you walk?’ He set Amalya’s feet on the ground. She clutched her right arm, raw and bloody, and gave a weak nod. The demons’ black sand had stripped the skin from it before she fell.


‘Come on, then.’ He stood, wincing himself, and they picked their way through the dark streets, trying to retrace their steps. Where short walls had been, the sand ran down in channels; if he took a wrong step, they would sink, too. The half-buried buildings all looked alike. He chose a route, guessed, guessed again.


‘This way,’ said Amalya, turning. Tears of pain ran down her face. Probably some ribs had been broken.


He followed – she was right, they were only fifty feet from the high wall – but then Amalya fell, screaming as the sand scoured her wound.


‘We’re close.’ He tried to help her up, but she pushed him off and stood by herself.


Two steps, and she’d fallen again. ‘Mirra!’ she cried.


Eyul lifted her, ignoring the blood soaking through his trousers, and stumbled to the wall, which was only four feet high now. He pushed Amalya over onto the other side and she fell without grace, hitting the sand with a cry.


He’d have to lift himself over. He pressed down on the top of the wall with both hands, but his muscles failed at last. His body had given him up. He couldn’t climb – he would wait for the wall to sink. He crumpled to the sand.


‘Move, Eyul. Get up,’ Amalya whispered to him.


‘In a moment,’ he promised.


‘Get up,’ she whispered again, more insistent this time. She sounded so very young all of a sudden. ‘Get up, Eyul. Now!’ And then, louder, deeper, ‘Now, or you’ll sink with the city.’


He stood, and the sand moved beneath his feet. The wall stood just three feet high, but all he could see of Amalya was a bit of robe, and her sandalled feet. He climbed over the stone easily enough now – why had it seemed so difficult?


Amalya lay crumpled against the wall on the other side. Her eyes were closed. Eyul gathered her up. She was quiet now, and her head lolled against his shoulder. Twenty yards away, to his left, he could see their tents, shining in the moonlight.









Chapter Twelve


‘Why are we going the long way?’ Mesema fanned herself with her sleeve.


‘The road follows the mountain range,’ said Banreh. While Mesema was restless, he was utterly still. He sat with his eyes closed, sweat soaking the collar of his shirt. ‘It seems long, but in the end it will be faster than going over the sand.’


The Cerani had begun to hurry. At first they’d travelled the road only at night, but lately they set out while the sun still simmered low in the sky. Two hours had passed since they had climbed into the carriage, and Mesema was counting the burning seconds until nightfall.


Eldra made a little noise as the carriage rocked. ‘Why isn’t there any wind?’


There was no answer to that. Without opening his eyes, Banreh said, ‘Let’s begin another lesson. This time about the weather.’


‘I wish I could swim in a mountain stream,’ Eldra said in Cerantic.


‘That was very good.’ Banreh smiled. ‘That’s not easy to say.’


Mesema shot him a look, but he still had his eyes closed. Not to be outdone by a Red Hoof, she bent her tongue around the rough Cerantic words. ‘Windreaders can tolerate any weather without pain.’ She used simpler grammar than Eldra, but she knew her accent was better.


Banreh cracked open one eye to give her a look of disapproval.


‘I want to learn how to say something to Arigu,’ said Eldra. She smiled and shifted on the hard seat. ‘How do I say, “I enjoy your manhood very much”?’


Mesema looked out of the window while Banreh told her. He was as calm as ever. She felt like kicking him.


‘What about, “Cerani are very good riders”?’


‘Stop,’ said Mesema.


Eldra giggled. ‘You’re just jealous. These men don’t want you.’


‘There are no men here,’ Mesema said, ‘only Cerani.’


‘Banreh’s a man.’ Eldra put a hand on Banreh’s good leg and squeezed. ‘Have you forgotten him already, Princess?’


Mesema turned away to the window, to the rock wall of the mountains. She would dash herself against them if she could. ‘You’re an idiot,’ she said to Eldra.


‘You are,’ Eldra said. ‘This is a strong man, a fine man, but because of his leg you think he is a woman.’


‘I—I didn’t—’ Mesema hung her head out of the window and let the desert air dry the tears from her eyes.


Banreh kept silent.


Mesema looked up at the purplish rock of the mountains and the clouds that shrouded their peaks. There were Felting people up there in the cool, green valleys: Rockfighters and River People. She would never see them now. Her life would be sand, heat and silk. In the spring, when her mother packed the wool into the stretcher, she would be idle, dipping her feet in the palace fountain. How strange, never to make felt again.


A flicker, and she saw it, or him; a man stepped back into the shadow of a dune. She watched him as the carriage passed. He kept his face turned her way, but it held no interest, nor fear. She felt a tingle along her arms when she remembered where she’d seen eyes like that before. When they had pulled her dead brother from his horse and lain him out on the ground, his face had held the same look.


The man grew small with distance before she could gather herself. ‘Banreh,’ she whispered at last, ‘there’s a man watching us.’


‘Probably just a bandit. They wouldn’t dare attack this caravan, not with so many imperial guards.’


‘A bandit?’ She didn’t know how to explain his eyes, so she said, ‘I don’t know.’


‘Let me see.’ Banreh moved to the window and she pointed. The dune was too far away now, its shadows hard to discern.


‘I can’t see him. But we passed him all right, didn’t we?’


‘I suppose so.’ The man’s gaze had her shaking still. She hugged herself and leaned away from the window.


The time passed; the sun lowered in the sky. Eldra sang little songs to herself about the strange god of her people. The tunes were not of the Felting folk; the rises and falls held the sounds of some distant place. When Eldra finished singing, she pulled a shawl from under her seat and wrapped it around her shoulders.


‘Arigu will fetch me soon,’ she said, and it was true; the carriage stopped, and the general rode up on his horse. Behind it came Eldra’s own horse, bedecked with bells and ribbons in the Felting way.


‘Come now, girl,’ Arigu said to Eldra. He made Cerantic sound even uglier than it did already. His eyes were sharp as he glanced around the carriage.


Mesema wanted to tell Arigu about the strange man she had seen, but she was frightened.


Eldra giggled and jumped out of the box. Mesema could hear the horse’s little bells ringing, moving ahead of them. Soon the carriage lurched forwards once more.


‘Why does he . . .?’ Mesema let her voice trail off.


‘He is a man,’ said Banreh.


‘And so are you,’ said Mesema. Changing to the softer, affectionate tone, she said, ‘Banreh, before, I didn’t mean—’


‘I know.’ Banreh moved on the wooden bench, shifting his leg with one hand.


‘Will you forgive me?’


He smiled. ‘As long as you promise to be nicer to Eldra.’ She liked his voice when he spoke as family. It sounded soft, like the rustling of the lambskins he wrote on.


The desert had already begun to cool. Mesema took Eldra’s place next to Banreh and put her head on his shoulder. ‘I will. I want you to be proud of me.’


He turned his head towards hers, so close she could feel his breath blowing against the hairs on her temple. ‘I am proud of you.’ He placed a gentle, ink-stained hand on her shoulder and pushed her away. ‘We won’t speak of it again,’ he said in the formal tone.


We carry on.


Mesema slid across the bench to the other window. The west, beyond the desert, was a place of mystery: cruel fighting men who rode boats like horses; buildings bigger than her whole village, and an ocean so large that all of the Cerani and Felting lands could hide inside it. This was all true, if the traders-who-walked could be believed.


Wind rippled the sand, and Mesema tried to count the grains on her arm. How many questions would she like to ask Banreh? They couldn’t be numbered, and she knew it. There was no way he could answer them all before he returned to her father and his war.


It hit her, as hard as the desert sun: Banreh would be gone, and she would be alone. There would be no intermediary, no protector, no adviser. An image of the dead-eyed bandit arose in her mind.


‘Banreh,’ she said, still looking out towards the west, steadying one trembling hand on the window frame, ‘let’s continue our lessons. I want to speak excellent Cerantic.’


*


Sarmin moved through a darkened hallway. He passed a door to the right, two more to the left. He longed to turn and open one, but his body would not obey him. His feet moved forwards unbidden. Some force held his eyes fixed ahead to where, beneath shadowed tapestries, a man stood in a dim entryway. Above the man’s head, tiles depicted a battle in shades of brown – perhaps the famous Battle of the Well, where the Cerani had defeated the Parigols once and for all. Sarmin tried to judge for certain, but he was too close now to study the tiles. He couldn’t lift his head. Something forced him to look upon the man instead.


Tuvaini. Sarmin would have smiled, but his face paid him no heed. A dream. He left his room so often in dreams, and yet it always took a second miracle to make him realise he was travelling through nothing more substantial than imagination.


The vizier’s lips curled back, revealing small white teeth. He looked up rather than down at Sarmin, his eyes full of disgust, and held back, as if he thought Sarmin would make him dirty.


Even Sarmin’s fever dreams had never seemed so strange. He’d never dreamed his body to be a traitor to his will – or taller, come to that.


Tuvaini’s manner fascinated Sarmin. If everyone were to treat him with such disdain, he could move through the palace practically unseen. He tried to ask Tuvaini what had caused the sudden change, but his lips held still.


‘I did my part; you can hardly blame me that you failed.’ Tuvaini held out a clean palm.


To Sarmin’s surprise, he felt himself hand Tuvaini a rolled parchment.


‘You’ve put me in an awkward position, to say the least,’ said Tuvaini, tucking the scroll into his robe.


‘You have what you wanted,’ Sarmin said. His voice felt odd, gravelly.


‘So I do. And next I will cleanse your stench from the palace.’


Sarmin involuntarily glanced behind, to where he had started his walk. All lay dark. He turned back to Tuvaini. ‘I will leave, if it is in the design.’


‘In the design.’ Tuvaini’s voice mocked Sarmin’s.


For an instant a pattern flashed across Sarmin’s eyes, overlaid on the scene, familiar, compelling and fearsome all at once.


Sarmin tried to reprove the vizier for his tone, but he could not. Instead he turned away, into the darkness, where he felt something shift.


The corridors melted away into night.


‘Dada?’ A young girl looked up at him with wide eyes, her hair wild with sleep.


Sarmin could see the pattern woven around his arm, spiralling to the hand that held the cleaver. A meat cleaver? Was Sarmin now a butcher in the Maze, chopping goat and mutton to sell in pieces?


‘Dada?’ the girl asked again. ‘Are you still sick, Dada?’


Sarmin thought the girl very pretty. She was dark, like his sister Shala. He felt the blood from the cleaver running warm and powerful across his fingers. Shouldn’t the man be practising his trade in his shop? But instead he stood in a dim mud-walled bedchamber, crammed with sleeping pallets pushed together. He had been sick. Patterned. Hidden away. Sarmin understood.


The man – Sarmin – both of them – they caught the little girl by the hair and raised the cleaver.


No!


With every fibre of his being Sarmin commanded his hand to drop the blade. The hand, bloody and dripping, hesitated, trembled. A hundred faint voices rose at the back of his mind, a thousand, more:


‘The pattern finds no hold on her.’


‘The child resists. The wife resisted. The sons.’


‘She stands against the pattern.’


‘No, she is my child.’


‘She resists.’


‘Erase her.’


And the cleaver swung, biting home with the wet sound of butchers’ work, a clean cut between the vertebrae.


Sarmin howled, or tried to, but he didn’t own his mouth. He tried to look away, but his eyes watched the meat open and the blood spurt. He tried to leave – with all his being he tried to leave.


Sarmin fell to his hands and knees, feeling sand beneath his fingers. No blood, no child. An unusual smell filled his nostrils and prickled his skin, but he couldn’t identify it, not until he felt sand beneath his fingers. Fresh air. He lifted his head and peered over the crest of a dune. Fifty feet away he saw an older man and a dark-skinned woman, both injured. The man held the woman, who sat with her shoulders hunched inwards.


‘Where am I?’ he asked, but no sound came forth. The sun rose, fast and faster, and he stood beneath a different dune, watching a caravan go by. A young woman with wheat-coloured curls stuck her head out of the carriage and looked at him. The world spun again and Sarmin was in his room, staring at the ceiling gods.


‘What have you wrought of me?’ he asked them in his own voice.


The gods did not have to tell him that his dreams were of his own making.


*


Mesema’s lessons lasted until full moonlight, and her tongue and throat felt sore by then. Banreh asked for extra water from the soldiers, and when they brought it, she took a long drink and looked out of the carriage for the Bright One. He’d come halfway towards the moon since she first started watching. His inevitable journey, marking her own path from daughter-hood to motherhood, was too short, but she knew there was nothing she could do to slow the stars.


‘Banreh,’ she said, but stopped; she heard the slow breath of sleep. She bunched a cushion behind her head and tried to close her own eyes. She thought of her prince, and made him like Arigu, only younger, and with curly hair like Banreh’s. She must have dreamed of him, for the next thing she knew was the faint light of dawn and the shouts of the soldiers as they set up camp. Banreh had already gone. She threw down her pillow and took another drink. The water still felt cool against her tongue.


She jumped out of the carriage and surveyed the wide landscape. Eldra was standing by her horse, facing the dark west, as she did every morning; she enjoyed watching the dawn spread across the desert. The Bright One hovered on Eldra’s left. Mesema scowled at it, willing the day to come and make it disappear. Then she took a breath and prepared herself. It was time to be friendly. She wasn’t doing it just for Banreh; when she got to Nooria, she would need a friend. She dragged herself to where Eldra stood, trying to think of a nice thing to say, but she needn’t have worried, for Eldra spoke first.


‘The sun comes from the east, as do my people. Soon it will light the entire world.’


Mesema tried to think of a way to respond. Finally she offered, ‘I thought your people were to the north, like mine.’


‘God’s people live in the east.’ Eldra closed her eyes, a faint smile on her lips.


The east. Mesema imagined it as a place of snow and high keeps; tall men of Fryth and Mythyck and Yrkmir beyond; shaggy mountain beasts, and strange, halting songs. From them the traders-who-walked carried many things, useful and pretty, but their dead god had never appealed to any People on this side of the mountains except for the Red Hooves. Mesema thought a moment, searching for common ground. ‘I believe in the gods too.’


‘But there is only one god.’


One god, dead, but with all the power of the many. It made no sense, but Mesema had to learn to guard her tongue. She switched to the intimate tone, a soft teasing between friends. ‘What does Arigu think of your god?’


Eldra laughed. ‘Like any man, he doesn’t care what I think.’ She spoke as a sister, crushing her consonants together like soft felt. ‘Anyway, God is not my god; he’s everyone’s god.’


‘Well, I understand that,’ Mesema allowed. ‘Anyone can worship a god, even if he belongs to other people.’


‘Mesema, listen. My god is everyone’s god.’


Mesema felt the heat of the sun on her back; she looked to the Bright One and was relieved to find him gone. ‘Why did your family send you to Arigu, Eldra? Are you to marry him?’


Eldra glanced over her shoulder at the camp. ‘No . . . I never proved myself, and anyway, Arigu doesn’t really care for me. I can tell.’ She turned back and squared her shoulders.


‘Then what?’


‘Never mind.’


Mesema thought about Eldra’s arrival. Banreh didn’t appear to know why she was with them. Arigu had some design they couldn’t see. Instead of one girl from the Felt, Arigu was bringing two. An honest assessment forced Mesema to allow that Eldra was prettier and more womanly than she was, but Eldra had two points against her. She wasn’t a virgin, and she couldn’t bear children, so she couldn’t be meant for the prince. It bothered Eldra, the not-knowing; Mesema could see that now. All her jokes and flirtations served to disguise her worry.


‘Well,’ Mesema said, taking Eldra’s hand, ‘you’re my companion, perhaps.’


Eldra giggled. ‘I’d rather be Banreh’s companion.’


‘You’d have to talk to him about that,’ said Mesema, hiding her stab of annoyance.


Eldra looked over her shoulder. ‘The general.’ She rolled her eyes and squeezed Mesema’s hand. ‘I’ll see you in the afternoon.’


Mesema felt sorry for the girl. It was supposed to be fun, trying for a plainschild – or perhaps it was a sandchild in this case – but Eldra and Arigu didn’t have a real romance, and as long as Arigu dominated their caravan, Eldra could never be with the man she really cared for. Mesema’s cheeks grew hot when she realised she was glad of that. She wished the Hidden God had chosen a more blessed birthday for her, but instead she had been born selfish, under the Scorpion’s tail. He’d also chosen her fate, in being sent away; she had yet to understand if that was a punishment or a reward.


She turned and looked for her tent. Banreh always tied a Windreader scarf to the pointed top so that she could find it. She crawled in and lay down on her mat, not bothering with her nightdress. She would ask for water to wash herself when she woke. The soldiers washed in the sand; they would consider it a waste, but they might allow it.


And then, without quite knowing why, Mesema cried herself to sleep.









Chapter Thirteen


‘Let me see it,’ Eyul said. Amalya hunched in his arms, her back to him, as if even his gaze would sear her arm. He could see her pain, written into the lines of her neck and shoulders. He gritted his teeth as he drew himself up. Somehow he’d injured his own back.


Amalya turned slowly, holding her elbow with care, like a brimming cup. The sand had given her a new skin where the flesh had been scraped raw; only here and there could Eyul see the glistening of stripped muscle in patches the desert had not yet found. ‘Have you magic for wounds?’ Eyul asked. The flies would come, and with them the taint that would sour the arm.


Her eyes held the glazed amazement of a man stabbed in the stomach.


He knew that look. ‘Have you a cure-spell?’ He reached for her shoulder with his unburned hand.


She blinked, and some intelligence returned. ‘Herb law,’ she whispered, ‘I know a little herb law. My true magic lies in fire and in smoke.’ She managed a grimace and looked around. ‘Herbs seem to be in short supply around here.’


Eyul was relieved: she had her wits, at least. A Tower mage could be relied on for a well-trained mind.


‘Wait here,’ he said, ‘I’ll bring the camels.’


Amalya crouched down, slow and stiff, sheltering her arm as though it were the most precious infant.


The stars lit Eyul’s path across the dunes and he found Amalya’s camel in the depths, between the starlit crests, where the darkness was almost tangible. He walked stiffly, dragging his wounded leg, as he scanned the ridges for the dappling of tracks left by his own camel. ‘An assassin wears the dark like a cloak,’ he quoted from the Book of the Knife. Darkness had ever been his friend.


No night terrors for Eyul.


And yet his breath came unevenly and his heart’s rhythm guided his steps. For a moment he saw Pelar’s ball, bouncing with every beat. Behind him Amalya’s camel passed wind with unusual vigour, leaving the night’s silence in tatters.


Eyul grinned and yanked the beast forwards by its tether. ‘You have the right of it, my friend.’ The horror sank with the city. The echoes that remained would haunt him only if he let them.


Eyul found his own camel a mile further on, waiting peaceably in the lee of a hundred-foot dune. He rode back, leading Amalya’s beast and navigating by the light of the moon. For the last half-mile of his return, Eyul could see her robes at each crest, white against the moonlit sand, and motionless.


‘You have magic for the pain?’ he asked as he closed the last yards.


She looked up, dark gleams for eyes. ‘Fire and smoke, nothing else.’


He helped her onto her camel. She held herself upright stiffly, moving with slow determination. Eyul still found her beautiful, despite the taut lines of her agony and the grim slit of her mouth. He felt guilty for it, even as he breathed her in. ‘There. Hold to the pommel.’


She gripped with her good arm. ‘Tell him to walk steady. I’d rather not fall off.’ She managed a tight smile.


Eyul studied her for a moment. In the ruins she’d feared him as much as the ghosts, afraid he’d slit her throat. In a day or two her arm would swell, and she’d beg for that mercy. The knowledge sat like a cold stone in his stomach. The keen edge of the emperor’s Knife would hardly notice her skin, but he noticed it. He didn’t want her death on his hands.


‘You never wanted any man’s death.’ Eyul heard the words as if Halim were standing at his shoulder even now, risen from the grave and scarcely the more wizened for thirty years in the dry ground. ‘That is what makes you the ideal assassin: patience. Your lack of appetite lets you wait. Duty will guide your hand to make the cut.’


Amalya returned his gaze. ‘What are you thinking?’ A lover’s question, asked through gritted teeth.


‘That we should put space between us and this place,’ he said, mounting his own beast.


*


Tuvaini waited for her in the temple of death. Herzu watched him from eyes of lapis lazuli in a face of carved jet. He returned the god’s stare as he approached along the central aisle. The sculptor presented Herzu as a thick-chested man with the head of a jackal, six yards tall. When Herzu visited Tuvaini’s dreams, he came as a human youth, loose-limbed, robed, walking the dunes in the dusk, seen only in glimpses between the crests.


‘My Lord High Vizier.’


Tuvaini turned.


Nessaket stood behind him, close enough to touch.


‘My lady.’ He brought his fingers to his forehead. ‘You have a silent step.’


She waited, impassive save for the slightest furrow between her brows.


Tuvaini moved aside, and as she passed he drew in the scent of her. Desert-rose, and a hint of honey. He watched Nessaket’s smooth back, the motion of her shoulders, the gleam of olive skin as she made her devotions. Her personal guards would be waiting by the door, but in the temple of death they were alone.


At last she stood and turned. Tuvaini pulled his gaze from the sway of her breasts to the hardness of her eyes.


‘You are a pious man, Vizier?’


‘Only the foolish do not honour those with power over them,’ Tuvaini said.


‘Herzu holds power in both hands.’ She spoke from the scriptures. ‘In his left he brings hunger.’


‘And in his right hand, pestilence.’ Tuvaini finished the line.


A pause.


‘And the emperor fares well this morning, I trust?’ Tuvaini smiled.


Nessaket did not smile. ‘My son is well, I thank you.’ She walked towards the entrance and her waiting guards. She always left him this way, wanting. Set aside.


‘But which son?’


Nessaket stopped, her shoulders stiff. For the longest moment she neither walked nor turned. Tuvaini wanted to see her face, wanted to see what his words had written there.


Another step towards the doorway.


‘Herzu has his right hand upon Beyon’s shoulder, Nessaket.’ Her name felt good in his mouth.


She stopped again. Sweat ran beneath his robes, liquid trickles across his ribs.


‘Can Arigu find a child among the horse clans so young she is yet a virgin?’ Tuvaini asked.


At that Nessaket turned.


Tuvaini felt his heart pound. ‘And if he can, will she reach Nooria? It’s a long road from the grasslands, and we live in interesting times.’ He reached into his robes.


Nessaket startled, arms rising, mouth ready to call her men—


He pulled the scroll out quickly. ‘No weapons – we are not barbarians, Nessaket.’ He managed a smile. Their sins bound both of them to silence. Nessaket would not run to the throne room; she would stay and listen until he let her go. He held the scroll before him, level with his head. ‘There is an old man in the desert who remembers our history better than the most learned palace scribe. He holds treasures from the library of Axus, taken on the night it burned – papers, documents, books of record, sealed oaths, blood confessions spilled on cured skin.’ And one has been stolen for me.


Nessaket approached, a sway to her hips, silks flowing, a memory from dreams on nights too hot for sleep.


‘And what does your paper say, Tuvaini?’


‘I—’ She had never spoken his name before. ‘I—’ He looked to the scroll and its wax seals. His hand shook from wanting her. ‘It shows the lines of succession, back past the Yrkman incursion. Where we have speculation, it has names; where we have hearsay, it has dates. Fact in place of argument.’


‘And what is that to me? Or the emperor?’

‘Herzu watches us. May we speak of death, Nessaket?’


She was close, her scents surrounding him. ‘I married the death of children, Tuvaini. I am no stranger to such talk.’


Tuvaini lowered the scroll, unrolling it. ‘This page shows the path Herzu has set before me. It tells a tale of failed lines, premature ends, assassination. It shows how, with enough time, the seed that falls furthest from the tree can flourish.’


She took a step closer, her head tilted in question.


‘Beyon will die soon, or become something worse than a corpse. And fifteen years’ solitude has broken Sarmin; he could never rule. Let that line end, and the next step is written here.’ He pointed at the bottom of the scroll.


Nessaket drew in her breath. ‘Treason.’


‘I do not speak of betrayal. I would never raise my hand against the empire. I love the empire.’ He traced a finger down the longest line upon the parchment, reaching his grandfather’s name. ‘And it falls to me to safeguard the empire.’


She was silent a long time, and he listened to her breathing, watched the light on her hair. She raised her head from the parchment and looked at him, truly studied him, as she never had before. What did she see, he wondered.


‘I very much enjoy being the emperor’s mother,’ she said at last.


He resisted the urge to wet his lips. ‘And how did you enjoy being the emperor’s wife?’


‘One of many wives.’ She turned towards the statue. ‘It was tolerable.’


‘Tahal was a great man, deserving of many honours,’ said Tuvaini. ‘But I am a humble servant of the empire, who has never once asked permission to marry.’


‘I see what you mean.’ She fingered the pendant that hung between her breasts.


Another silence.


‘Beyon has been to see Sarmin,’ he told her. ‘He wishes to circumvent you and make Sarmin his own servant.’


‘He will fail.’ She dropped the pendant and faced him.


‘They were close as boys. Apart, they are easily controlled, but together, they might be difficult.’


‘While you are not.’ Nessaket showed him a slow, secret smile, and for an instant she was the girl he had loved in the happy days of Tahal: the graceful young girl who danced for the emperor in his private rooms, the boy at his feet forgotten. Tuvaini had always been overlooked. But no more.


‘While I am not,’ he agreed. ‘A sick son and a mad son, Nessaket. There is no future there.’


She stepped closer, so close he had to clutch the scroll to keep himself from touching her. ‘I will consider your words,’ she said. ‘And your offer.’


Tuvaini swallowed. ‘Nothing could please me more.’


A brief incline of her head and she was gone, brushing past him and to her guards without another word.


Tuvaini lowered himself to the stone and stared up at Herzu’s face. His breathing slowed; his fierce need abated. He gathered himself for his next confrontation. It was as he had told Nessaket: together, the brothers created a difficulty. It was time for Herzu’s fury to tear them apart.


*


Eyul and Amalya rode through another night. Eyul slouched in the saddle, his mind clenched around the visions the ruins had shown him. Every so often he looked up, checking that Amalya still kept her seat. She swayed as though in her cups, jolting with every footfall.


A chill wind picked up two hours before dawn, snatching sand from the ridges to give each gust a stinging edge. Eyul wrapped his desert scarf in the manner of the nomads to hide his face, reducing his view to a slit. In the palace treasury Eyul had seen the iron helms taken from the Yrkman invaders; those men had chosen to confine their vision to a slot, showing as little of the world as Eyul saw now. Perhaps such helms sat well on men whose narrow view of the world led them across treacherous seas to impose their will and die at such a distance from their homes.


For a while Eyul rode beside Amalya. ‘We were meant to die in that city,’ he said. ‘That pattern was set to crush us.’


‘Yes.’


‘But something went wrong with it – something changed. Somehow a door was left open, or forced open, and an old ghost found his way in.’


‘Old ghost?’ Amalya spoke through teeth gritted against the pain.


‘The Emperor Tahal. He showed me how to break the pattern. I thought it would be difficult, or complicated, but it was simple.’


How is evil destroyed? With the emperor’s Knife.


Amalya managed a tight smile. ‘The solution is generally simple when you know what it is. Strike at the centre. But sometimes that’s most of the problem – finding the centre.’


They rode without speaking from one dune crest to the next, until he asked, ‘What did you fear in the Mogyrk temple?’
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