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      For Mark and Mads 
two people I wish I had known sooner, 
with love and thanks
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      From my early childhood, my life was paved with the mosaics of illusion, each piece another tale of deceit – or delusion.
            A history of betrayal …

      Betrayal of a child, and of children.

      Betrayal of family, by those who thought they knew what was right.

      Betrayal of their nation, by those who loved their country.

      Betrayal by fathers, of those they fathered.

      Betrayal by friends, of those they loved.

      Betrayal by rulers, of those they ruled.

      This is a story of treachery: my treachery, and the treachery of those who betrayed me.

      It is the story of mirages, and of those who made them.

      It is my story.

   
      
PART ONE


      LIGEA

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      When an emperor laughs about you behind your back, you know you are in trouble.
     

      
      When the person speaking to the emperor at the time of his self-satisfied and smug amusement is the Magister Officii, your
         immediate superior and a man with a cruel sense of humour, well, then you know you ought to find a way to melt into the floor
         and disappear. If you can’t do that, you stride up and down the anteroom to the royal audience hall instead. The carpet, fifteen
         paces long, showed signs of wear down the centre, so I knew I wasn’t the first person to pace while waiting to be called into
         the august presence of Bator Korbus, Lord of Tyr, High General of Tyrans and Exaltarch of the Tyranian Empire.
     

      
      If I concentrated, I could feel the Exaltarch’s presence in the next room. If I focused my concentration, I could determine
         his emotions, although once I became aware of them, I wondered if I hadn’t been happier ignorant. He exuded a ruthless confidence,
         like a wily feral dog delighting in its position as leader of the pack. And I knew the topic of his conversation with Magister
         Rathrox Ligatan was me: why else would I have been called here to wait while the two men chatted? Rathrox headed the civil
         service, everyone knew that. Not so widely known was his interest in personally directing the Exaltarch’s Brotherhood Compeers, of which I was a female agent.
     

      
      Although I knew Rathrox well, his emotions were harder to divine through the walls of the audience hall. I thought I detected
         a certain watchfulness, and perhaps an amused tolerance towards his emperor, stopping just short of lese-majesty. Even a civil
         servant as powerful as the Magister Officii knew better than to ridicule a ruler whose power was absolute.
     

      
      It was easy to imagine Rathrox, a thin grey man with yellow teeth, using his caustic wit to amuse his emperor. Easy to imagine
         the sixty-year-old Exaltarch, his handsome face marred by the cynicism of his eyes, being amused by Rathrox’s brand of cruel
         humour. What I couldn’t imagine was what they found so entertaining about me.
     

      
      Even as I speculated, the Exaltarch gave a belly laugh loud enough to carry through to the anteroom. The two imperial guards
         outside the door affected not to hear; I frowned. I was still pacing up and down, irritably because of the unfamiliar feel
         of carpet beneath my bare feet, but the laugh halted me. It was the kind of guffaw a person might make if they saw a slave
         spill soup in a rival’s lap. Under the circumstances it was hardly encouraging, although I couldn’t imagine what I’d ever
         done to warrant the mockery of the Exaltarch.
     

      
      One of the guards gave me a sympathetic look. He had been more appreciative when I’d first arrived, eyeing my bare right shoulder,
         long legs and the swell of my breasts with a connoisseur’s eye, but his appreciation had died once he noticed the graceless
         way I walked and sat. Not even wearing a fine silk wrap threaded through with gold could make me feminine enough to please
         a man like that guard; the stylish wrap of the highborn lacked allure when it was worn as if it were a large, hastily donned
         bath towel. I had no pretensions to elegance, or even moderately good looks. I’m taller than most women, long-limbed and muscular. My skin is an unfashionable brown, and my hair the burnt-sienna colour of desert earth, although
         I did keep it curled and highlighted gold, more in keeping with Tyranian notions of beauty and fashion.
     

      
      I felt someone approach the door and prepared myself for its opening. A slave appeared in the doorway and motioned me inside;
         I obeyed wordlessly and, eyes discreetly downcast, went to kneel at the feet of my monarch, just managing to suppress my distaste
         for the feel of carpet beneath my knees. The slave slipped away through a side door and I was left alone with the Exaltarch
         and Magister Rathrox. ‘My service is yours,’ I said formally, and touched my hand to the hem of the Exaltarch’s robe in symbolic
         submission. The gold trimming was knobbed with seed pearls and felt stiff and harsh beneath my fingers. I kept my eyes lowered.
     

      
      There was a long silence and then an ‘Ah’ that was little more than an expelled breath. ‘So you are Ligea, the late General
         Gayed’s daughter. Look up, girl, and let me see you properly.’
     

      
      I raised my head and ventured to return the gaze of the Exaltarch’s assessing eyes. I had seen him at close quarters once
         before, years ago. At the time he’d been returning to the city of Tyr at the head of his victorious troops and in those days
         he was lean and hard and arrogant, a politician-soldier about to wrest the last vestiges of political power from the hands
         of his senile predecessor and a divided Advisory Council. The arrogance was still present, but the hardness had gone from
         the body into his face. His physique was showing signs of easy living – sagging chest, raddled cheeks, a belly large enough
         to move independently of the rest of him – but his face said this was a man used to being obeyed, a man who knew how to be
         ruthless. No overindulgence would ever eradicate the brutal shrewdness of those cold eyes, or the harsh lines around his mouth.
     

      
      He was lounging on a red velvet divan, at ease, the fingers of one hand playing idly with the gold rings on the other. His
         nails were manicured and polished, and he smelled of moonflowers and musk. Suspended over his head, a long reed fan swayed
         to and fro to stir the warm air. There was no sign of the slaves who operated it; doubtless some mechanism enabled them to
         perform the task from an adjacent room.
     

      
      When he looked away for a moment to glance at Rathrox, I risked a quick look myself. The Magister leant against the cushions
         of another divan but his thin, stiff body made no indent on the upholstery, his hands were rigidly still. I was unused to
         seeing him in the role of a subordinate, unused to seeing him tense. He seemed out of place, like an ugly, foul-smelling insect
         that had flown into the perfumed boudoir of some highborn lady and didn’t know how to escape. Behind him, a marble fireplace
         dominated the other end of the room, flanked by a clutter of gilded furniture, painted amphorae and too many exotic ornaments.
         Lion skins, the glass eyes of their heads powerless to express outrage at the ignominy of their fate, were scattered here
         and there on the carpet. A full-sized statue had its own wall recess, two figures entwined in grotesque embrace: a reminder
         of the sibling founders of Tyr whose relationship had so repulsed the gods they’d punished the city with the plague.
     

      
      I wanted to let my gaze wander around the room, to mock the luxury of it, but the one brief glance was all etiquette allowed
         me. I had to give my full attention to the Exaltarch.
     

      
      His shrewd eyes lingered on me, speculating. I continued to kneel, awaiting permission to rise, or to speak, but the only
         sound was the murmur of running water all around us. Tiled fountains set into the walls, or so I guessed. I had them in my
         own villa. They helped to regulate temperature, cooling the hot air of the desert-season or, once heated, warming the cold
         air of the snow-season – but I’d heard that in the palace they were thought to perform another function as well. They made
         it hard for slaves to eavesdrop.
     

      
      A minute crawled by in silence while we stared at one another.

      
      What the Vortex was so damned interesting about me?

      
      I didn’t dare let my eyes drop.

      
      ‘You are not what I expected,’ he said finally, in the smoothaccented speech of the highborn. ‘You may stand if you wish.’

      
      I scrambled to my feet. ‘I was only the General’s adopted daughter,’ I said. ‘If you look for signs of General Gayed in me,
         you won’t find them, Exalted.’
     

      
      ‘No,’ he agreed. ‘And Gayed was ever a man of action. I’m told you have more of a talent for deviousness, and are well suited
         to the machinations of the Brotherhood. Rathrox tells me you have an uncanny instinct for the truth – or a lie – on the tongue
         of a prisoner. He says torture is almost obsolete in the Cages since you took on the important interrogations.’
     

      
      ‘Lies come easily to the tongues of the tortured, Exalted. They will say anything to ease their pain. My way is better.’

      
      ‘What is your way?’

      
      ‘To assess each reply and use, what? A woman’s intuition? I do not know, Exalted. It is just a knack I have. And if a man
         does not tell the truth – well, a lie can sometimes be equally revealing.’
     

      
      He looked at me curiously, his attention finely focused. ‘How long have you had this ability?’

      
      ‘Since I was a child.’ It had always been there, but I’d learned young to hide it. Adults didn’t take kindly to having their
         untruths pointed out to them by a girl not even old enough to wear a wrap.
     

      
      ‘A useful ability, I imagine. And we have a mission for you where your skills may be invaluable, Compeer Ligea. You are Kardiastan-born, I believe. Do you remember anything of that land?’
     

      
      ‘Nothing, Exalted. I was barely three when my parents were killed in the Kardiastan Uprising and General Gayed took a liking
         to me and brought me here, to Tyr.’
     

      
      ‘Yet I’m told you speak the language.’

      
      ‘There was a Kardi slave-nurse in the General’s household when I arrived. It pleased her to have me speak her tongue.’ I thought,
         without knowing why I was so certain, And you already knew that.
     

      
      He gave the faintest of cynical smiles and glanced briefly at Rathrox. The exchange was worrying, and contained a meaning
         from which I was deliberately excluded. Once again I sensed their shared amusement. Suspicion stiffened me. The Exaltarch
         sat up, reaching over to a side table to pour himself a drink from a carafe of green onyx. The heady scent of moonflowers
         and musk was overpowering, catching in the back of my throat, and I had to subdue a desire to cough. The room was cool enough,
         yet sweat trickled down my neck and soaked the top edge of my wrap.
     

      
      As the Exaltarch sipped his wine, I thought, Now. Now comes the whole point of this charade.
     

      
      ‘We wish you to go to this land of your birth, Compeer Ligea,’ he said. ‘There is trouble there neither our Governor nor his
         Prefects nor our Military Commanders seem able to stem. It has its origins in rumour; we wish you to show this rumour to be
         a lie, trace it to its source and eradicate it.’
     

      
      ‘And if it is true?’ I asked mildly.

      
      He snorted and reverted to the rougher speech of the soldier he had once been. ‘It can hardly be true. Not unless the burned
         can rise from the ashes of the fire that consumed them. A man died at the stake in the port of Sandmurram, for treason. There
         is now a rebellious movement led by yet another traitorous bastard, who the superstitious say is the same man. He is known as Mir Ager. Some say that is his name, others believe it
         to be a title meaning lord, or leader. Still others think it has something to do with the area of Kardiastan called the Mirage.
         Perhaps he was born there.’
     

      
      I inclined my head to indicate I was absorbing all this.

      
      ‘As is so often the case where Kardiastan is concerned, there is confusion,’ he added, his tone biting. ‘I want you to find
         this – this sodding son of a bitch, bring him to justice, and discredit any claim that he is the same bastard as was executed
         in Sandmurram.’
     

      
      I risked a puzzled glance in Rathrox’s direction. All this was hardly a matter for my attention; still less something the
         Exaltarch would involve himself in personally. I said, ‘But surely, our intelligence in Kardiastan—?’
     

      
      There was venom in the Exaltarch’s eyes, whether for me or his incompetent underlings or the whole conquered land of Kardiastan
         I couldn’t tell, but it was unmistakable. ‘If it was possible for them to find this man, or to squash these rumours, they
         would have done so. This is a job needing a special person with special abilities. Magister Ligatan tells me you are that
         person. I bow to his judgement, although—’ He allowed his glance to sweep over me, disparaging what he saw. ‘Are you up to
         such a task, Compeer?’
     

      
      His scepticism did not worry me; the thought of leaving Tyrans did, but I knew better than to allow any sign of my consternation
         to show on my face. ‘I shall do my best to serve the Exaltarchy, as ever, Exalted.’
     

      
      ‘Rathrox will tell you the details. You are both dismissed.’

      
      A minute later, still blinking from the abrupt end to the audience, I was tying on my sandals at the entrance to the anteroom
         and wondering just what it was the Exaltarch had not told me. There was much that had been withheld, I felt sure.
     

      
      I looked across at Rathrox who was just straightening from fastening his own sandal straps. In the muted light of the hall
         he appeared all grey; a grey, long-limbed, mantis-thin man, waiting for me. A man of prey. I said, ‘Suppose you tell me what
         all this is about, Magister?’
     

      
      ‘What is there to say? The Exaltarch asked me to choose someone to send to Kardiastan. When I mentioned you, he was a little
         surprised at my choice, and wished to meet you before giving his approval. He found it difficult to believe a woman could
         possess the – the necessary toughness for the job, even though I did tell him you have killed on Brotherhood business, just
         as all Brotherhood Compeers must at one time or another.’ His face was immobile, as ever. As a mantis is without expression
         while it awaits its victim. Dedicated, pitiless, patient … so very patient, waiting for the right moment to strike. I
         did not like him, but he was my mentor and I admired and respected him for his commitment and cunning.
     

      
      Honesty was not, however, one of his virtues. He was skirting the truth, reluctant to utter an outright lie, knowing I would
         identify it as such, but equally reluctant to be completely honest. There was something lacking in his explanation. I asked
         quietly, ‘Why me? Why anyone? Why cannot those already in Kardiastan deal with this?’
     

      
      He looked around. We had moved away from the imperial guards in the anteroom, but apparently not far enough for Rathrox. He
         took me by the elbow and guided me through an archway into the deserted hallway beyond. Even so, he dropped his voice. ‘Ligea,
         the Exaltarchy is only as solid as the soil it is built on. The situation in Kardiastan is far worse than the public here
         is given to believe. There we have built on a cracked foundation and, unless something is done soon, those cracks will become
         canyons large enough to swallow both the legions and the civil administration. Worse still, cracks can spread.’
     

      
      It was unlike Rathrox to be so frank, and even stranger for him to be so grim about the state of the Exaltarchy. I said, carefully
         picking my way through the conversational pitfalls of a chat with the Magister, who could be vicious when tetchy, ‘I would
         hardly have thought Kardiastan mattered enough to arouse the personal concern of the Exaltarch. The place produces nothing
         of essential commercial value to us. The only reason we ever felt the need to invade in the first place was because we feared
         Assoria might beat us to it, in order to gain ports along the Sea of Iss within striking distance of Tyrans. But we’ve tamed
         Assoria since then; it has been our vassal for, what? Twenty years?’
     

      
      He interrupted. ‘If a desert land inhabited by shabby, ill-trained peasants can make a mockery of our legions, how long will
         it be before other subject nations – such as Assoria – sharpen their spears? We must make an example of these Kardi insurgents.’
     

      
      ‘Make a mockery of our legions? A few peasant rebels?’ It all seemed rather unlikely. I recalled the Exaltarch’s bitterness when he had spoken
         of Kardiastan. Rathrox’s reason for involving me might be valid as far as it went, but it wasn’t all; there was something
         I was not being told. ‘And what about the Brotherhood?’
     

      
      ‘There is no Brotherhood in Kardiastan.’

      
      I stared at him in amazement. ‘No Brotherhood?’ I’d never had much to do directly with either the vassal states or the provinces, but every Brother knew we
         were responsible for security throughout the Exaltarchy, not just in Tyrans. It had never occurred to me there was any place
         where Tyr ruled that was free from the mandibles of the Brotherhood. ‘Why ever not?’
     

      
      ‘You can’t have a Brotherhood where there are no informants, where no one will spy on his neighbour, where no one can be bought, or cowed, or blackmailed.’ He gave a thin smile. ‘A point the public elsewhere tends to overlook, Ligea. They
         hate us, but it is they themselves who supply us with our power over them. Apparently the point is not overlooked in Kardiastan.
         They are … different. A strange people we seem to have been unable to fathom even in twenty-five years of occupation.’
         The cold, speculative look of the mantis staring at its prey. ‘Every single agent of the Brotherhood I have sent there has
         been dead within a year.’
     

      
      I was chilled by a depth of fear I had not felt in years. Chilled – and stirred by the enticing whisper of danger. I said,
         ‘You think I might have a better chance because I was born a Kardi, because I speak the language, because I could pass for
         one of them. Because I once was one of them.’
     

      
      ‘Perhaps.’

      
      His feelings rasped my consciousness, as tangible as grit in the eye. I thought, Goddess! How he distrusts me … Even after all the years of my service, he could still wonder about my loyalty to him.
     

      
      We stood in the middle of the marbled hall, both motionless, both wary. Nearby, the life of the palace went on. An anxious-eyed
         slave scurried past carrying a basket of fruit; a small contingent of imperial guards marched by, their sandals squeaking
         on the highly polished floor. They escorted a royal courtesan, as thickly painted as a backstreet whore, on her way to the
         Exaltarch’s quarters. She giggled when she caught sight of me, her lack of manners as blatant as the trail of perfume she
         left behind. Neither Rathrox nor I took any notice.
     

      
      I asked, ‘So I am to be sent to a land said to be so hellish it’s akin to the realm of the dead? Without anyone asking if
         that was what I wished.’
     

      
      ‘It is unwise to disobey the order of the Exaltarch.’

      
      ‘It was your idea.’
     

      
      ‘It is only a temporary thing. You will soon be back in Tyrans.’

      
      I stared at him, hearing the lie. ‘You don’t intend me ever to return,’ I said flatly. ‘You think I will be too invaluable
         there.’ You wish to be rid of me …

      
      ‘Those in service to the Exaltarchy must serve where they are of greatest value.’

      
      I interrupted. ‘And that is not the only reason which motivates you, Magister Officii. I think you have come to fear me. I
         am too good at my job. It worries you that you cannot lie to me, that I know the feelings seething behind that expressionless
         face of yours. So now it comes to this: a posting without hope of recall. What is it they say of Kardiastan? A land so dry the dust is in the wind instead of underfoot and the only water is in one’s tears.’ I gave a bitter smile. ‘Is that how my service to you, to the Brotherhood, to the Exaltarchy, is to be repaid? You wouldn’t
         do this, Magister Rathrox, if Gayed were alive. My father would never have allowed it.’ It was five years since his death,
         yet I felt the pang of loss still.
     

      
      ‘General Gayed put his Exaltarch and his nation before all else, as you must. The Exaltarchy has given you all that you own,
         all that you are. Now you must pay the reckoning.’ He shrugged. ‘Supply the information that will quell the Exaltarch’s rebellious
         subjects in Kardiastan and he will not forget you. Even now your salary is to be raised to six thousand sestus a year, while
         you remain in Kardiastan, and you go as a Legata, with the equivalent status of a Legatus.’
     

      
      My eyes widened. A Legatus was someone with a special mission and they carried much of the status of the official who sent
         them. If my papers were signed by Rathrox, my power in Kardiastan would be extensive. It was telling that I’d never heard
         of the feminine form of the word. Such power was not normally given to a woman. ‘You must be very afraid of me to have obtained those terms, Magister Officii. They are generous
         indeed. If I can stay alive, of course. Nonetheless, I think I would have preferred to resign the Brotherhood, had you given me the
         option.’
     

      
      ‘No one leaves the Brotherhood,’ he said, the words as curt as his tone. ‘Not ever. You know that. Besides, what would you
         do without the intrigue, without the power, without the challenge, Legata Ligea? The Brotherhood is your drug; you cannot
         survive without it. You would never make a pampered wife, and what other alternative is there for you?’ His voice softened
         a little. ‘I’m twice your age, Ligea. One day I’ll no longer head the Brotherhood. Take comfort from that thought.’
     

      
      I hated knowing how well he read me. I turned abruptly, leaving him, and made my way to the palace entrance. The sentries
         swung open the massive carved doors, then sprang to attention and saluted as I passed. I’d identified myself as one of the
         Brotherhood on the way in, and they knew it paid to be respectful to a compeer.
     

      
      Out once more in the dazzling sun, I looked around in relief. I’d never liked needless luxury and the extravagance of the
         Exaltarch’s palace was stifling, especially when coupled with the emotions still warring inside me even now: anger, bitterness,
         pride, frustration. I thought I knew now why the Exaltarch had been amused. The idea of sending a Kardi to deal with Kardi
         insurgents was not without irony, and when the Kardi in question was a woman raised as a highborn Tyranian – oh yes, the situation
         was amusing. Unless you were the one being banished to a desert hell. The muscles of my stomach tightened in rebellion.
     

      
      Tyr, capital and hub of Tyrans – of the whole Exaltarchy – was my home; the only home I remembered. It was the centre of the
         civilised world, the place where everything began, where all decisions that counted were made, where things happened. How could I bear to leave it?
     

      
      I stood at the top of the stairs leading down from the palace doors and looked out over the Forum Publicum, the heart of Tyr.
         It was the hour before siesta and the Forum, a mile in length, was crowded in spite of the midday heat. The usual mixed throng:
         slaves and ambling highborn, merchants and work-stained artisans, strolling scholars debating a theory. Fountains jetted spray
         into the air in the centre of the marbled concourse and water channels bordered the edges. They even warmed the water when
         the weather turned cold …
     

      
      Damn you, Rathrox Ligatan. I am to lose all of this.

      
      I thrust back the rising bubble of anger and made instead a conscious effort to absorb all I could see, as if by carving a
         bas-relief of images into my memory, I could ensure that at some time in the future I would be able to recall them to assuage
         the emptiness of loss.
     

      
      On the far side of the square, the massive Hall of Justice brooded, its white columns catching the sun. White-robed lawyers
         were just emerging from a morning session with their lictors, arms full of ribboned scrolls, hurrying behind. Only two days
         before, I’d stood in the Praetor’s chambers there to give evidence in camera at a treason trial; the accused had led a rebellion
         against tax collection in one of the outliers of Tyrans. Two hundred people had died as a result of his ill-considered revolt.
         He’d been condemned, as he deserved, and I’d felt the satisfaction of a job well done. Our court system, where even a common
         man could argue his case, was one of the finest achievements of the Exaltarchy.
     

      
      The next building along was the Public Library, separated from the Public Baths by the tree-lined Marketwalk. If I entered
         the quietness of the library reading room, doubtless I’d find Crispin the poet or Valetian the historian working on their
         latest creations; if I decided to bathe in the building opposite instead, I would be bound to meet my childhood friends, most
         of them now idle young matrons more inclined to eye the legionnaire officers in the massage room than to spend their time
         at the baths swimming, as I did. If I wandered down the Marketwalk, I could buy fruit from Altan, or ice from the Alps, or
         a talking bird from Pythia to the west. Jasper or jade, silk or sackcloth, peppercorns or pheasant livers: there was a saying
         in Tyr that the stalls of Marketwalk sold everything worth buying in the known world.
     

      
      On my right, across the square opposite the baths, was the arched entrance of the Advisory Council Chambers, used as gaming
         rooms ever since the Exaltarch had dismissed his recalcitrant Councillors, never to recall them; and beyond that was the paveway
         to the Desert-Season Theatre, where two weeks previously I’d seen Merius immortalise himself with his powerful portrayal of
         the manipulative Cestuous, whose tainted love for his sister Caprice had almost doomed the fledgling Tyr, and whose name was
         now synonymous with the despised perversion of incest.
     

      
      I shifted my gaze to the Academy of Learning on my left, where, as a citizen of Tyrans, I had often enjoyed the privilege
         of listening to the scholars’ debates. It had been an Academy scholar who’d been in charge of my education from my seventh
         anniversary day until I’d turned sixteen, a privilege not often granted to girls. I sometimes wondered why my father, a man
         much given to talking disparagingly of ‘a woman’s place’, had allowed – no, had encouraged – my formal education. ‘You have a mind, Ligea,’ he was fond of saying. ‘Use it. Rely on it. Your emotions are those of a
         woman: foolish, unreliable and ruled from the heart. Ignore such stupidities. The heart is the foundation of ill-made decisions;
         the mind is where victories are forged.’ I smiled to myself: I could hear him still, stern tones deliberately softening when he spoke to me. Others may have feared General Gayed, the man they called the Winter Leopard after
         his snow-season victories quelling the fractious tribes of the Forests of Valur to the northwest, but I never did. To me he
         may have been firm and intolerant of nonsense, but he was always kind.
     

      
      I lingered on the steps, remembering him. The pang of grief I felt was a weakness, inappropriate for a compeer, but I didn’t
         care. I decided I would head for his tomb at the other end of the Forum and pay homage to his memory. A long walk, although
         one I wanted to make. Masochism, in a way, I suppose; not because of the destination, but because all I passed en route would
         remind me of what I was about to miss. But I wanted those memories. I wanted to absorb the essence of these symbols of Tyr.
         For they weren’t just buildings; they were also the commerce, the learning, the law, the sport, the religion, the arts: they
         were all the things Tyr stood for. We were a cultured, refined people who respected both the human intellect and the human
         body.
     

      
      And Kardiastan? In Kardiastan, the soil was as barren as its cultural heritage.

      
      How would I be able to bear it?

      
      Damn you, Rathrox.

      
      The Temple of the Forum Publicum was built to honour the deity Melete. Other public buildings were imposing, graceful even,
         but the temple was surely one of the loveliest structures ever built by mankind. The roof floated above lines of graceful
         caryatids, each supposedly a likeness of the Goddess in a different mood. The pediments and fascia were decorated with coloured
         friezes and statuary, the work of several centuries of the Exaltarchy’s finest artists. Marbled columns glowed rosy in both
         the dawn light and the last rays of dusk or, as now, gleamed white with painful intensity in the midday sun.
     

      
      General Gayed’s tomb was not in the temple proper, but along the pilgrim’s way leading up to the main steps. There was nothing
         ornate about it; I had insisted on that. A flat oblong of marble marked his burial spot. A life-sized statue on a plinth engraved
         with his name was the only adornment. Not a man who liked frivolities, he would have approved of the tomb’s austerity. I knelt
         and prayed there, although my prayer was unorthodox. I spoke to him, not to any god, thanking him for the compassion that
         had prompted him to take a war orphan under his wing in the heat of battle, for all the kindnesses he had extended to me as
         his adopted daughter. I blessed him, as I had so often done before. Without him, I would have been a Kardi barbarian, and
         the thought was the subject of a recurring nightmare I’d had in my younger years. I’d had a narrow escape, and it was all
         due to him.
     

      
      After I left Gayed’s tomb, I walked on up into the public concourse of the Meletian Temple.

      
      Melete was the city’s patroness, the Goddess of Wisdom, Contemplation and Introspection. I always thought her a strange deity
         for a city ruling all the lands around the Sea of Iss by virtue of armed power. There were over a hundred deities in the pantheon,
         many more appropriate: Ocrastes, the many-headed God of War, for example. Or Selede, Goddess of Cunning. But no, our founders
         had chosen Melete. People said the Goddess was the reason Tyr became a centre of learning and scholarship; some even maintained
         the caryatids wept each time Tyr conquered another nation with bloodshed rather than negotiation. I was not given to such
         fancies, myself.
     

      
      I bought some perfumed oil from the stalls littering the forecourt of the temple and went on into the sanctum. I gave the
         oil to the priestess on duty, and she used it to fill one of the votary lamps for me. I lit it and knelt in prayer before
         the statue of Melete, and then, as countless thousands before me, kissed the cold marble of her feet. My prayers were for the
         success of my endeavours, and even more for my own safety. I’d long ago decided it was not much use being a hero if you were
         also dead.
     

      
      Yet even as I prayed, I wondered if it were any use. The statue appeared lifeless, and so very manmade. A man’s vision of
         the perfect woman: mother, whore, temptress. If deities were so powerful, why did they not visit us in person, as legend told
         us they had once done? The old tales were full of stories of people who spoke to the gods, but I’d never met anyone who admitted
         he’d seen a deity face to face. I had a sneaking suspicion the gods had vanished. Or that they were man’s invention in the
         first place. Sacrilege, I knew, for the temple told us we were all the creation of the gods, not the other way around …

      
      ‘Domina Ligea?’

      
      Startled, I turned my drifting thoughts to the woman who stood before me: Antonia, the temple’s High Priestess. I had never
         spoken to her before, and she did not normally chat to devotees. I remained kneeling and inclined my head. ‘Reverence?’
     

      
      I’d heard she was brought to the temple as a young girl, selected because of her great beauty and virtue. Now she was more
         matronly than beautiful, but regal nonetheless. And powerful. Had she withdrawn the support of the Cult of Melete from the
         Exaltarch, she could have threatened his power base – although, knowing what I did of Exaltarch Bator Korbus, he would have
         had her assassinated first.
     

      
      ‘The Oracle requests your presence.’

      
      She could not have astonished me more. The Oracle? The Oracle did not speak to Ligea Gayed. In fact, the Oracle rarely spoke, and when it did, it was to kings and emperors
         or the very rich, not Compeers of the Brotherhood or even a general’s daughter. For one mad moment, I even wondered if the High Priestess had mistaken me for someone else.
     

      
      I stood, still puzzled. ‘I am deeply honoured, Reverence.’

      
      ‘You are indeed,’ she said. Her voice was as dry as grape leaves in autumn.

      
      She found my summons hard to believe too.

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      High Priestess Antonia took me behind the altar to the sanctum, that area of the temple not open to the public. Deep inside
         the building, we entered a small unoccupied room. ‘I must blindfold you,’ she said, taking a cloth from a hook. She meant
         me no harm, I could sense that much, so I acquiesced. However, with the blindfold on, I could see nothing and began to feel
         uneasy.
     

      
      There was an odd noise, like the turning of a millstone grinding wheat. I thought, Some kind of opening mechanism for a hidden entrance, and filed the information away. Then she spoke again. ‘There are stairs.’ She hooked her arm into mine to guide me. I resented
         her touch, disliking my dependency on her, loathing my sudden sense of vulnerability.
     

      
      A strong scent tickled my nostrils, redolent of some kind of incense, and after that I lost time, and touch. I floated, weightless.
         I saw colours – all shades of red, orange or yellow, each shade with its own smell: essence of poppies, wine, sulphur, wet
         earth, fermenting yeast. I think I laughed, although what was funny I could not have said. I heard the Goddess herself whisper,
         chiding me for my lack of reverence. I was chastened, but resentful nonetheless. The next moment that had any clarity was
         when Antonia removed the blindfold.
     

      
      I was somewhere else. I must have walked there, but had no recollection of having moved, no memory of time passing. Vortexdamn the conniving vixen, I thought, as a semblance of rationality seeped back. The blindfold must have been soaked with something. She drugged me. There was an irony in that, of course; we of the Brotherhood were not unfamiliar with such tricks, but I was not in the
         mood to appreciate the parallels. Goddess, I thought, if they expose everyone who comes here to an elixir like that, no wonder there’s never been a coherent description of the
            Oracle.
     

      
      I was assailed by more pungent smells, a mix of odours of the kind that might drift from an alchemist’s shop along the Marketwalk.
         I looked around. I was in an underground cavern. Light came only from flames burning in a bronze container – a bowl as wide
         as I was tall – set in the stone of the floor. ‘The Eternal Flame,’ Antonia murmured in my ear, ‘lit by the Goddess herself
         at the founding of Tyr and never extinguished since. It burns without fuel.’ She believed it, too. I nodded, but wondered
         if it weren’t fuelled from below, subterranean gases, perhaps. I always was a sceptical bitch.
     

      
      She waved a hand at the wall of the cavern directly in front of us. ‘That is the Oracle.’ She gestured again, this time at
         a pale young woman seated in front of the wall. ‘The words of the Oracle will be interpreted for you by Esme, the Selected
         of the Oracle.’
     

      
      Esme, as beautiful as a caryatid and almost as lifeless, did not look at me. Her eyes were wide and expressionless; her body
         swayed slightly. Behind her something crouched and murmured, but whether it was a living creature or just a strange rock formation,
         I was not certain. The drug had left my mind fuddled and my senses blurred. My head was beginning to ache, irritated by the
         vapours. My eyes watered. The flickering of the Eternal Flame made shadows dance and writhe. The natural indents of the rough stone of the cavern wall behind Esme appeared to ripple. I saw in them a figure, huge, forbidding,
         lion-like, maned – yet with a man’s features centred in the otherwise feline head. Eyes and nostrils and mouth were depthless
         slits boring back into the rock, to viscera beyond. I shook my head to clear my thoughts. Vapours wafted through the creature’s
         orifices, smelling of brimstone and pitch, the breath of Acheron, from the netherworld beyond the Vortex, surely. And the
         being – if such it was – muttered. No language I had ever heard before issued from its throat.
     

      
      I stared at Esme. She was young, though her skin had the unhealthy pallor of the chronically ill, and her eyes remained unfocused.
         Her voice, when she started to speak, was a monotone, but it oozed truth. She believed all she said.
     

      
      I assumed she was supposed to be interpreting the mumble of the Oracle behind her as she intoned:

      
      
         ‘Ligea will travel by land and sea and beast

         
         To places new and far,

         
         She will hunt the fierce hunter to the east

         
         Who seeks our world to mar

         
         And kills our noble emperor’s time of peace.’

         
      

      
      I blinked. One part of me hoped – with sardonic scepticism – that the Oracle’s poetry was better than Esme’s translation.
         The rest of me was appalled by the content of her lines. How could she know what I had only just learned myself? I moved, attempting to obtain a better view of the Oracle, but Antonia had a firm grip on my arm and jerked me back.
     

      
      Undeterred by my grunt of exasperation, Esme continued:

      
      
         ‘With powers to see behind the face,

         
         With ears to hear a lie,

         
         Ligea shall bring victory to this chase,

         
         And deal death to traitors sly.

         
         All power in her wide embrace,

         
         None will again deny

         
         Ligea Gayed her rightful place.’

         
      

      
      I was aghast. How could she – or the Oracle – possibly know of my talents? Acheron’s mists, the Oracle couldn’t really be percipient, could it?
     

      
      Legend said so. History gave us records of prophetic verses, written in far more memorable poetry than this. The religious
         maintained that the Oracle was our conduit to the advice of the gods.
     

      
      I felt sick. Damn it, Antonia was listening as my secrets were spilled from this silly girl’s lips in infantile rhymes …

      
      She droned on, the poetry even more execrable.

      
      
         ‘A Legata shall journey back to Tyr,

         
         To lay tribute at her ruler’s feet;

         
         Wreath’d, feted, granted gifts of gold,

         
         Honoured at her nation’s desire,

         
         Her tale by poets shall be retold.’

         
      

      
      Fortunately, that seemed to be all. Esme stared blankly at the opposite wall in silence. The Oracle’s murmuring continued,
         but there was no more translation.
     

      
      Antonia shook my arm. ‘That must be all that is for your ears,’ she said. ‘Allow me to blindfold you again—’

      
      I jerked my arm away and snapped at her. ‘No. No more dulling of my senses. Show me the way out.’

      
      Her eyes flashed, anger roiling with unexpected intensity. ‘The Brotherhood has no power here that we do not freely concede,’
         she hissed. ‘All who come before the Oracle are blind-folded. This cavern is part of the Sacred Way, not a path for the undedicated to know.’
     

      
      ‘Very well.’ I freed the end of my wrap from my waist and wound it around my head to cover my eyes. ‘Now lead me out.’

      
      She was silent for a moment, then grabbed my elbow and pulled me after her. I stumbled blindly in her wake for what felt like
         an age, but was probably no more than five minutes. As far as I could tell, we traversed the cavern of the Eternal Flame to
         some kind of tunnel which ended in steps. We ascended these, then I heard the scraping sound once more and we were back in
         the room behind the sanctum.
     

      
      I unwound the end of my wrap. Antonia stood before me, glaring. ‘With the Brotherhood behind you, you think you are untouchable.
         But before the Goddess, you are no more than each intake of mortal breath. All you are is easily snatched away, Compeer Ligea.’
         Her use of my title confirmed her knowledge of my Brotherhood status, something I preferred to hide from Tyr’s highborn. She
         added, ‘Don’t mock the Goddess, or you will live to regret it.’
     

      
      ‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ I replied, schooling my tone to a careful neutrality. There was no point in upsetting the Temple
         High Priestess if it were avoidable. ‘Nor would I mock the Oracle. It has given me, er, food for thought.’ In truth, it had
         been worryingly accurate, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. ‘I trust that what you and Esme learned today remains unsaid
         to others.’
     

      
      ‘We are servants of the Goddess. We keep many secrets.’

      
      Not quite the promise I hoped for, but obviously all I was going to get. I nodded to her and left the temple.

      
      Outside, I had to narrow my eyes against the glare of midday light. My mind seethed with all I had seen as I descended the
         stairs to the Forum Publicum. The crowd there was thinning now that the heat was so intense. Most of the well-to-do had headed home, leaving the streets to the slaves and the poor,
         but I had something I needed to do.
     

      
      Noting the fineness of my clothing, litter carriers hurried up to offer their services, but I waved them away and started
         to walk. I wanted to be alone while I digested all that had happened. I slipped into the labyrinth of streets and alleys leading
         to the poorer sections of the central city, the area called the Snarls. The change from wide, well-kept public spaces to the
         closed-in squalor of poverty was rapid; the stink of open drains and rotting rubbish cloyed as the crowds disappeared. Beneath
         my feet, the smoothness of well-swept pavements gave way to the hard-packed earth of potholed lanes. No marble façades here,
         no creeper-shaded courtyards. The buildings were of crumbling rough-hewn stone, the rooms cramped, the windows and doorways
         narrow and mean, the occupants lean and tough. This was the other, more regrettable face of Tyr; but then, I supposed any
         centre as great as this city had to attract the scavengers as well as the cultured. Most who eked out an inadequate living
         in the Snarls were not citizens, but a mix of nationalities attracted to the capital of the Exaltarchy, thinking they would
         make their fortunes. Some of them were even right.
     

      
      I halted for a moment, my head aching and the taste in my mouth foul. I couldn’t even think straight. The Oracle had spoken
         to me, Ligea Gayed, and prophesied my future. Not many were so privileged. Why, then, did I feel so … besmirched?
     

      
      I pushed the feeling away and directed my thoughts instead to assimilating the reality of my coming departure from Tyr. No
         more desert-season evenings spent at the open-air theatre to hear a new comedy from Crispin; no more sitting around a fire
         on a snow-season night with the Academy scholars, drinking punch and discussing Asculi’s latest treatise or arguing about why the seasons change; no more pleasant hours spent
         at one of Nereus’s musical evenings.
     

      
      Kardiastan. Desert hell. Uncultured land of assassins and evil numina, of windstorms and rainless skies. May the wind of Acheron’s
         Vortex take that bastard Rathrox!
     

      
      I had no time, though, to dwell on the pleasant fantasy of an unpleasant end for my Brotherhood mentor, because my thoughts
         were jerked back to the present. Away from the safety of frequented streets, my senses had subconsciously roamed outwards
         to become aware of what was happening around me. It seemed my foolishness in crossing the Snarls while so richly dressed was
         going to bring me trouble: I was being followed. It served me right; I ought to have known better. I should have taken a litter.
     

      
      I focused my attention. The people in the houses I ignored; those in the surrounding streets I allowed my senses to touch,
         taking note of their proximity, checking if they were a potential threat by testing their emotions. I found an irate woman
         and several sulky children, a man consumed with an as-yet-unsatisfied lust in the company of a woman who seemed unenthusiastic
         – a whore perhaps? – and, out of sight down a parallel street, a crowd of young people exuding drunken amusement. No one I
         need worry about.
     

      
      My follower was another matter. I flicked my senses behind and felt his emotions as a black cloud of violence and avarice,
         too full of malevolent anticipation to be ignored. Damn the man. Around the next corner, I stepped into the nearest recessed
         doorway of the lane to wait, and felt for my knife. It wasn’t there, of course. No one carried a knife into an audience with
         the Exaltarch.
     

      
      With growing bad temper and exasperation, I tracked the progress of my pursuer. When he rounded the corner into the lane and found I was no longer in sight, he hesitated a moment, then began to run. I hitched up my wrap and stuck out a foot
         at the precise moment he drew level; predictably, he sprawled face down in the dirt. I was on him before he had even determined
         what had happened, pinning him down with a knee in the middle of his back, immobilising him still further by twisting his
         right arm up behind him. I assessed him quickly: an ill-dressed individual, foul-smelling, not all that young, with neither
         the strength nor the skill to resist. His clothes were ragged, but I saw some embroidery on what was left of the collar: Quyr
         beadwork, unless I was much mistaken. Rebellion within the Quyr region and legionnaire attempts to subdue the insurgents had
         forced many Quyriots out of their mountain homes. Some had made their way to Tyr in search of a living – honest or otherwise;
         doubtless this man was one such.
     

      
      ‘What did you want, helot?’ I asked.

      
      ‘N-nothin’,’ he stuttered in shock. ‘Was just walkin’—’

      
      I tightened my grip. ‘Your first lie,’ I said. ‘The next earns you a broken bone. Why were you following me?’

      
      ‘I wasn’t, Domina—’

      
      I shifted my hold slightly and broke his little finger. He yelped in pain and disbelief.

      
      ‘Why were you following me?’

      
      He was silent, so I began to apply pressure on his next finger.

      
      ‘Don’t—!’ he yelled, too late.

      
      ‘Were you after my purse? Shall I add a third finger to the tally?’

      
      He howled briefly, but increased pressure soon brought a more comprehensible mumble of admission. His disbelief had melted
         into fear, his outrage vanished into a numbed acceptance, a common enough emotion of the underprivileged when faced with their
         superiors.
     

      
      ‘Any other reason?’

      
      ‘No – I swear in the name of the Goddess! Lady, please—’ I felt the truth of his answer and released the pressure a little. Ordinarily I would have continued to question him until
         I found a way I could use him; I’d have held the threat of imprisonment over him and enlisted him in my army of informants,
         but now – what was the use? I was off to Kardiastan and had no further need of informants … ‘That could earn you a spell
         in the Cages, my friend,’ I said. ‘But you’re lucky. I’m in a merciful mood today. Get going.’
     

      
      I released him abruptly, and stood up. He scrambled to his feet, nursing his injured fingers. He opened his mouth to curse
         me, saw the look on my face and changed his mind, then scuttled away down a side alley without a word.
     

      
      I walked on, rubbing my aching head, wondering why my distaste for what had happened was so pronounced. Usually that sort
         of incident didn’t worry me. This time, though, as the man’s acidic hate for mé lingered in the air after he had gone, I found
         myself wondering if my talents, especially those that gave me an awareness of other people’s emotions, were worth having.
     

      
      As a child I had been hurt again and again by my uninvited knowledge, until I’d learned to build a wall around my too-soft
         core. When I’d been very young, I’d thought everyone felt things the same way I did, and I’d gone on thinking so, until Aemid,
         my Kardi slave-nurse, had disabused me. She had drawn me aside one day, making sure no one overheard us, to say, ‘You feel
         things others don’t. You know things you shouldn’t. And until you learn to control those feelings, to push aside that knowledge,
         to ignore all that comes to you unbidden, to squash it – until then, you will continue to be hurt. None of this inner knowledge
         of yours will do you any good, Ligea; don’t listen to it. That way it will eventually stop coming to you.’
     

      
      At first I’d tried to follow her advice. Then, one day I’d been saved from unpleasantness by knowing beforehand that some
         bullying young playmates of mine were waiting in ambush for me in our villa garden. Aemid, I decided, was wrong. The knowledge
         coming to me unbidden might often have hurt, but it also provided invaluable insights. Instead of crushing it, I nurtured
         it. I practised, I trained myself to listen, to be aware, to feel things others couldn’t feel, to know what should have been unknowable. Slowly I learned
         to coax more nebulous intuitions into a coherent form of awareness, to recognise vague feelings about the emotions of others
         as information to be read and interpreted. The extent of my abilities was my secret, and one I kept well. Aemid may have guessed
         I hadn’t taken her advice, but she never said. Gayed, and later Rathrox, sensed I was different, that I was more perceptive
         than others, but I never explained my gift to them; I never let them know just how good I was.
     

      
      Even so, it seemed Rathrox knew too much, and now, because of my abilities, I was being sent to Kardiastan. Worse, the Oracle
         was aware of my abilities too. What was it Esme had said about me? With powers to see behind the face. And with her blurting that out, the temple authorities – Antonia and her ilk – would know there was something odd about
         me too, blast them. The fewer people who knew what I could do, the more valuable my power was.
     

      
      I sighed. No matter what, exile was far too high a price to pay for my talent.

      
      The tangle of alleyways I followed led me into the heart of the Snarls, to what passed for a prison in Tyr: the Cages. Lesser
         criminals were sold into slavery and usually never found themselves here. The Cages were for the more violent felons, for
         those awaiting execution, for traitors and insurgents.
     

      
      The place had a stink all its own: sweat, excreta, disease, dirt and hopelessness combined in a sour foulness permeating the air, a gangrenous stench that always clung to my clothes
         and hair even after I’d left the place. I should have been used to it – my job took me there often enough – but I wasn’t.
         It was never easy to accustom oneself to a place like that.
     

      
      Stacked like chicken coops in Tyr’s fowl market, two high and two deep, the cages lined a rutted alleyway always sodden with
         the muck washed from cage floors. Scum-covered puddles of stagnant slime made walking a hazard; vermin lurked in every crevice.
         At night, and during the day too sometimes, some of them emerged to feed on the caged.
     

      
      Each cage differed in size from the next: some were so cramped they could barely contain a grown man bent double; others were
         large enough to house ten or twelve adults – and did. Each had iron bars on all four sides, a slab floor below and a slab
         roof above. Each contained nothing but prisoners and blankets rotted with urine. They were sluiced once a day, but there was
         no privacy, no real shelter from the weather or fellow prisoners, no protection from a sometimes hostile public. In this,
         the desert-season, the place crawled with flies and maggots, and reeked with fever. In the snow-season, only the generosity
         of people who donated blankets saved the incarcerated from freezing to death.
     

      
      To condemn a man – or woman – to a year in the Cages was as good as telling them they had an appointment with the Vortex of
         Death, a passage to Acheron. The law courts of Tyr might have been fair and just, but the punishment system was run by demoted
         military men, disgraced legionnaires. It was an irony Rathrox delighted in. ‘True justice is to be found in the Cages,’ he
         told me once, ‘not in the verdicts handed out in pristine courtrooms. I loathe men who know the theory of law, yet never sully
         their lily-white feet by walking into the Snarls.’
     

      
      I ignored the Cages for the time being and went straight to the Warden’s office, which was in a solid stone building nearby. Inside the door, burning incense pebbles did their best to
         conquer the less attractive smells and the miasma of disease wafting in from outside. The Warden himself was out and it was
         the Sub-warden I saw, a man called Hargen Bivius. He was seated behind the Warden’s desk when I entered, his feet on the desktop
         and a jug of wine in his hand. His eyes slitted with sullen dislike the moment he saw me, but he didn’t move. ‘Ligea,’ he
         drawled, ‘and dressed in all her finery, too. We are honoured. But careful, m’dear, around here you could dirty the hem of your oh-so-pretty wrap.’
     

      
      I refused to be drawn to anger. ‘Dorus the Jeweller’s son – Markis, I believe his name is – what cage is he in?’

      
      It took him a while to decide to move. Finally he placed the jug on the desk with careful deliberation and swung his feet
         to the floor so he could consult a wax tablet in front of him. A wisp of incense smoke drifted between us, swirling delicately
         as it was caught on his breath. With infuriating slowness, he ran a dirty finger down the column of names impressed on the
         tablet and at last gave me the information I wanted. ‘Number twenty-eight. One of our more luxurious accommodations – it’s
         high enough to stand up in, is number twenty-eight. At your request, I believe. A lover of yours, perhaps? Hard up these days
         are you, Compeer?’
     

      
      I suppressed a sigh. ‘He’s well?’

      
      ‘As can be expected.’ The sourness of his breath drowned the aroma of the incense stones.

      
      ‘He is to be kept in good health.’

      
      He gave an exaggerated bow. ‘Anything to oblige the Magister Officii’s pet.’

      
      ‘Think of it as obliging the Brotherhood, Hargen. And if you should torment Markis for some petty reasons of your own, I’ll
         see you face Brotherhood wrath.’
     

      
      He gripped the edge of the desk as if that was the only way he could keep his hands under control. ‘Ligea, m’dear, do you
         have any concept of how much I hate you?’
     

      
      I could feel his loathing without even trying. ‘I have a fair idea. Just remember, if anything happens to Markis, it will
         be Rathrox’s wrath you face, not mine.’
     

      
      Hargen Bivius had been a fellow compeer once, as well as a legionnaire, until I’d decided the Brotherhood would be better
         off without him. A gratuitously cruel and petty-minded man who’d crossed me again and again for no reason other than sheer
         malice, I’d had no compunction about ruining his career. He hadn’t deserved the privilege of being a compeer, and his behaviour
         had been damaging the effectiveness of the Brotherhood. I’d enjoyed nudging him along to his own self-destruction. Apparently,
         he had finally figured out the part I’d played in what had happened to him: his emotions raged at me.
     

      
      ‘One day,’ he promised, ‘I’ll have my revenge.’

      
      I heard the lie and smiled inwardly. Hargen had about as much resolution as a snail without its shell. ‘I doubt it,’ I said.
         ‘Wine loosens the tongue, but it seldom sharpens the wits and never stiffens the spine. Or anything else for that matter.’
         I nodded to him pleasantly and went out into the street once more.
     

      
      Assailed by the stench of the Cages again, I almost gagged. It was an effort to turn to one of the duty guards and ask to
         be shown cage number twenty-eight, an effort to breathe normally and ignore the rats slinking in the gutters, their fur stiff
         with filth. I could almost feel compassion for Markis Dorus, even though he had played at treason. He was eighteen years old,
         a pampered lad with an overzealous tongue who’d suddenly found out the world could be a vicious and unfriendly place to the
         unwise.
     

      
      He sat alone, hunched up at one end of his cage, his hair matted, his clothing filthied, his skin scabbed with dirt. Flies
         buzzed around his head. He looked well enough in spite of the grime, and there was food and water in covered containers at
         his feet. His family evidently kept him well supplied, which was more than could be said for some of the other lowlife incarcerated
         around him.
     

      
      I didn’t bother to speak to him. My business was not with Markis, but with his father, and gloating over the lawless I’d brought
         to justice held no attraction for me. The majority of those imprisoned here were murderers, rapists, kidnappers, traitors
         – men and women warped with cruelty, dissipation and greed. I knew the hideousness of their crimes better than most, but I
         took no pleasure, as some highborn did, in seeing them mired in misery. I wanted to check that Markis was well, and that done,
         I turned my back on them all and set off through the Snarls once more.
     

      
      It was a relief to emerge at last into the Artisan Quarter. The laneways of this part of the city may have been narrow, but
         at least they were paved and clean, the stone walls kept repaired and whitewashed. Doors and windows were shuttered and barred
         at this time of the day as shop-owners and householders dozed somewhere behind them: it was the siesta hour.
     

      
      When I reached my destination, Dorus the Jeweller’s, I paused until I was sure I was unobserved. I tugged at the bellpull,
         but it was a while before the door was unbarred and opened. The man in the doorway stared at me, his expression blank as he
         failed to recognise me dressed as I was. Then his plump face paled. ‘Compeer … Holy Goddess—!’ He gestured me inside,
         but not before giving a swift glance into the street in an agony of terror. ‘Compeer, if someone were to recognise you—’
     

      
      ‘No one saw me, Dorus. Do you have the information?’

      
      ‘Yes, yes! Upstairs. But it’s more than my life is worth to be seen talking to you!’ He indicated a chair in the darkest corner
         of his workroom. ‘Stay here, Lady Compeer, please. I’ll get it.’
     

      
      I ignored the chair and wandered about the shop while he was gone, looking at some of the silver pieces he had been crafting.
         I wasn’t particularly interested in jewellery, although I had a lot, inherited from my adoptive mother. I never used any of
         it. The only piece I habitually wore was my own personal-seal ring. Still, I could appreciate the fine filigree done by Dorus.
         He worked mainly in silver, and many of his pieces were set with polished stones. I recognised the smoky topaz of northern
         Tyrans, red and black corals from the Sea of Iss, golden amber from the Island of Inge – and agates from Kardiastan. I ran
         a finger over the cut surface of a large piece of pink and white agate, and tried to remember why its geometric patterns seemed
         familiar.
     

      
      A moment or two later, Dorus was back with a clay tablet. A pronounced tremor in his hands prompted me to take it from him
         before he dropped it. ‘The names of everyone involved,’ he whispered. He made an effort to control the shaking. ‘They’ll kill
         me if ever they find out.’
     

      
      ‘They won’t hear it from me.’ I glanced at the list. ‘You’ve done a good job.’ I extracted a coin from the purse hidden in
         the folds of my wrap.
     

      
      ‘I don’t want your tainted money,’ he said in revulsion. ‘Some of them are my friends!’

      
      ‘They are traitors, plotting the overthrow of their monarch. They will get the justice they deserve.’

      
      ‘My – my son?’

      
      ‘He is well, as I am sure you know. I doubt this sojourn in the Cages will do him any harm; I hope it will do him some good.
         If this list is as comprehensive as it looks, he will be released by nightfall tomorrow. I keep my promises, Dorus.’ I started towards the door, but a quixotic impulse made me turn back to say, ‘Markis is a young fool who let his silly ideals
         get him into trouble once, and may do so again. But he does love you. If you are wise, you will tell him what you had to do
         to gain his freedom. He will keep your secret, and his fear of putting you in a similar position again will keep him out of
         trouble.’ I had intended to keep in reserve the propensity of Dorus’s son to do foolish things, a lever I would be able to
         use against the jeweller in the future, but what was the point when I wouldn’t be here to exert pressure on the handle? I
         flipped the gold coin in Dorus’s direction. ‘Use it to buy him a new set of clothes. He’ll need them after three weeks in
         the Cages.’
     

      
      I emerged into the deserted street, indifferent to the hatred that followed me.

      
      I was used to it.

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      The moment I entered the front hall of my villa on the fashionable side of town, I was greeted, as usual, by a slave. This
         time it was Aemid, once my nurse and now my personal handmaiden. Glad to be out of the desiccating heat of the desert-season,
         I sat on the entry stool in the cool while she undid my sandals and knelt to wash the dust from my feet with water smelling
         of lemon blossom.
     

      
      I tried to relax and let the tensions of the day slip away along with the grime. It wasn’t easy. When I gazed around it was
         to look on something I was about to lose. I loved this house; I had been brought up here. I had played my first games on the
         terrace, read my first books in the library, ridden my first horse in the garden, taken my first lover in one of the bedrooms.
         After the death of my adoptive parents, I rid the rooms of much of the ostentation that had irked me as a child, so now it
         was all I desired. I liked to think I had chosen the best of Tyranian style and rejected the more florid embellishment that
         Salacia, my adoptive mother, had so admired.
     

      
      The cool marbled hall, the elegant statuary decorating the wall niches, the great fireplaces that burned whole logs in the
         snow-season, the way rooms opened out on to fountained courtyards – I loved it all. If I listened, I could hear the splash
         of water mingling with the soft murmur of pink and grey mellowbirds. If I glanced through the archways to my right, I would
         see the vines, now rich with fruit, that covered the atrium. If I drew breath, it was to smell the trumpet flowers and lemon
         blossom, and just a wisp of freshly baked bread from my own kitchen ovens. If I reached out my hand, I would touch the soft
         velvet of the cold-weather drapes we drew closed to keep the room warm when the fires were lit and the wall fountains were
         heated.
     

      
      This was the only home I could ever remember having.

      
      And I had to leave it.

      
      I looked back at Aemid and waved a hand at the foot basin. ‘Since when has this been your job?’ I asked, using the Kardi language,
         as I always did when talking to her. ‘Where is Foressa – or Dini?’
     

      
      She gave a grunt. ‘They’re busy.’ It was a lie and both of us knew it. Before I could chide her, she blurted, ‘What did the
         Exaltarch want with you?’
     

      
      I smiled softly, touched that she had been worried. ‘Something I never expected: he wants me to go to Kardiastan. With the
         rank of Legata, what’s more.’
     

      
      I was totally unprepared for the effect of this news on her. She jumped to her feet, dropping the sponge she had been using,
         and stood swaying, her fists clenched, her breath loud and rough. The normal olive-brown tint of her skin blotched unevenly,
         the lines on her face burrowed deeper.
     

      
      ‘Aemid! Are you all right? What in Vortex has come over you?’ I was awash in her emotions: joy and fear and panic in equal
         parts.
     

      
      She didn’t answer. Her eyes dropped to the sponge, but she didn’t pick it up. Water ran in rivulets over the marble tiles.
         ‘When?’ she asked at last, the word a strangled sound in the back of her throat.
     

      
      Seeing she was not going to fall, I released the supporting hold I had taken on her arm. ‘I don’t know; as soon as I can wind
         up my affairs here and obtain a sea passage. A week perhaps. I will have priority on any coastal vessel.’
     

      
      ‘Wind up your affairs—?’

      
      ‘It’s very doubtful I shall be coming back for a while. What’s upset you so, Aemid? Are you worried I’ll leave you behind,
         or that I’ll take you with me?’ I looked at her uncertainly.
     

      
      ‘Could I – is it possible? That I can go with you?’
     

      
      ‘Well, of course, if that’s what you want.’ I was puzzled. ‘I had no idea you felt so strongly about Kardiastan. All I’ve
         ever heard about the place seems to indicate it’s damned inhospitable; a hellhole with a climate worthy of the Vortex of Death.
         Melete’s heart, why would you want to return there? You belong here by now, surely.’
     

      
      Aemid did not reply. She knelt and began to towel my feet dry with trembling hands, her grey head bent.

      
      I went on, ‘I shall take Brand as well, and I shall keep a skeleton staff here to maintain the house and gardens, but the
         other slaves will have to be sold. I can always buy another household in Kardiastan. You may tell the others. Tell them I
         shall see that they go to good homes.’
     

      
      Aemid’s head swung up in shock. ‘There’s no slavery in Kardiastan!’

      
      I stared at her. ‘What in the world are you thinking of? Weren’t you yourself enslaved there? And what of all the newly arrived
         Kardi thralls you see here in Tyr from time to time? Of course there is slavery in Kardiastan!’
     

      
      ‘Oh – yes. Yes, of course,’ she muttered, flushing. ‘I was just—For a moment, I was remembering how it once was.’

      
      ‘Aemid, you haven’t been there for, what? More than twenty-five years? You were taken while the Kardiastan Uprising was still
         in progress, I know, but that was a long time ago. Those wars are long over; Kardiastan has long been a province of the Exaltarchy, and where the Exaltarch rules, there is always
         slavery. It is the natural order of things that the conquered should serve their masters. Now go and tell Brand I want to
         see him after I bathe. I have the stink of the Cages on my skin and I won’t feel clean until I’ve washed. You can send Dini
         in to do my hair.’ She nodded, apparently in control of herself again, but as she left the room, I noticed her hands trembled.
     

      
      When I emerged from my bedroom a while later, clean at last and dressed more comfortably in loose trousers and a long loose
         top, it was to find Brand waiting for me.
     

      
      Like Aemid, Brand was a house slave. The red flecks in the brown of his irises and the red flash over his forehead in his
         otherwise brown hair proclaimed his blood to be Altani. Altan Province was one of the conquered nations to the south of the
         Sea of Iss – but Brand never spoke of his home any more than Aemid did. He had been a gift from General Gayed to me on my
         tenth anniversary day. Twelve years old then, a defiant boy, skinny and undersized. Now he was a large man, taller by a head
         than I was, with a width to match his height and a strength to match his width.
     

      
      ‘Ah, there you are,’ I said. ‘Did Aemid tell you what the Exaltarch wanted?’

      
      He nodded. ‘Yes, Domina. Or should I say, um, Legata?’
     

      
      A slave’s existence had so instilled caution in him that his expression always had about as much animation as the standing
         stones of northern Tyrans. Right then, though, I suspected he was mocking me, but I couldn’t tell for certain. Of all the
         people I had ever known, he alone was unreadable to me. I said, ‘I think you know damned well that I don’t care what you call
         me, although a little respect from time to time would be nice.’
     

      
      ‘Of course, Domina.’ The tiniest of pauses, then, ‘Legata.’
     

      
      I resisted an impulse to throttle him. ‘I do want to know what you think about the posting to Kardiastan, however.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ Serious now, he considered a moment before replying. ‘I think the Magister Officii fears you.’

      
      I nodded. ‘And I fear you are right. I’ll be a long time away. How do you feel about it, Brand?’

      
      ‘Slaves don’t have opinions on matters like that, er, Ligea. Where you go, I go, unless you will it otherwise.’

      
      I gave him a sharp look, but I could not penetrate the mask he wore. He ignored my glance with unruffled urbanity. Gods above, I thought, twenty years as a slave, eighteen of them as my guard-servant, and none of it has destroyed either your dignity or your bloody
            pride, has it? Brand still knew his own worth, and he showed the world he valued himself. It often came as a shock to strangers when they
         noted his bronze slave collar. My friends warned me of the dangers of allowing helots too many liberties; I took no notice.
         My less charitable acquaintances spread the rumour I was besotted with my own thrall.
     

      
      I was far from besotted. In fact, at moments like this, I felt more inclined to strangle the man. ‘I should sell you before
         I go, preferably to the Domina Aurelia,’ I growled, naming the highborn wife of the Prefect Urbis of Tyr, a woman as stupid
         as she was frivolous. Her male slaves dressed in pink, had their hair curled and their faces plastered with cosmetics. She’d
         made me an offer for Brand once, after I visited her villa with him in attendance. I’d enjoyed telling him that, just for
         the rare joy of seeing his expression change.
     

      
      He pretended to consider the suggestion. ‘No, I don’t think so, if you don’t mind. However, a position as a guard in that
         whorehouse for the highborn in Via Dolce, now …’
     

      
      I rolled my eyes. All I had heard from the slave quarters of the Villa Gayed over the years suggested Brand didn’t much like to sleep alone. ‘Sorry to thwart your amorous tendencies, Brand, but you are coming with me to Kardiastan. Naturally.’
     

      
      ‘Naturally.’ His tone was as dry as crumbled brick dust.

      
      More veiled mockery, I supposed. I sighed inwardly and changed the subject. ‘Something else, um, interesting happened today.’

      
      He raised an eyebrow and waited, alert to my altered tone.

      
      ‘The Oracle asked to see me.’

      
      Everything about him stilled. When I didn’t immediately explain, he said, ‘As you say, interesting. From what I have heard,
         it is more normal for people to beg to see the Oracle, than the other way around.’
     

      
      I nodded again. ‘Indeed. And as I understand it, there is quite often a considerable … donation to the temple involved
         before the Oracle obliges.’
     

      
      He gave a half-smile. ‘And you are not known for your generosity to religious cults.’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘There was a deputation from the Meletian Temple at the door today, asking for donations for the Moon Festival. A coincidence,
         do you think?’
     

      
      ‘Probably. They come every year. And are disappointed every year. They take enough from me at normal service collections.’
         Even as I spoke, though, I was wondering. Was this all a trick to increase my donation? Show the power of prophecy to the
         unbeliever in order to extract some of her wealth? I heard tales of unscrupulous temple priestesses from time to time. It
         was no more mad than the thought that the Oracle had the ability to predict the future. No, I thought, I won’t believe that. If the gods did indeed intervene in our everyday life, if the Oracle always spoke the truth, then there would never be disasters
         such as the Kardiastan Uprising, or the earthquake deaths just last year in Getria, our sister city in the mountains. We would have been warned.
     

      
      ‘So, what message was it the Oracle wanted to impart?’ Brand’s question abruptly grounded my thoughts once more.

      
      ‘That’s just it. Nothing much at all. Merely that I was going to take a journey to look for a traitor and I would be successful
         and rewarded as a consequence. Substantially rewarded.’
     

      
      ‘And is that true?’

      
      ‘As far as I know it, yes.’

      
      ‘No details as to how you were to catch your prey? No helpful hints?’

      
      ‘None.’

      
      He had put his finger on the real puzzle of what had taken place, of course. There had been nothing in what I was told that
         was useful – so why was the message necessary?
     

      
      I detailed exactly what I had seen and heard, marshalling my own recollections into coherent order, dismissing the more outlandish
         of my hallucinations. As I recited Esme’s actual words, his smile broadened into a grin. When I was a child, Brand had accompanied
         me to all my school lessons; these days he stood behind me at every poetry reading, musical evening, theatre performance,
         Academy debate. He knew execrable verse when he heard it. He said, ‘So, the Oracle is a bad poet?’
     

      
      ‘The worst. Or else Esme is a poor translator.’

      
      ‘They paint a rosy future for you. A little, um, fulsome in the promises, though, don’t you think?’
     

      
      ‘Somewhat.’ I frowned. ‘The whole thing is odd.’

      
      ‘You know what it sounds like to me? All that talk of “rightful place” and being wreathed, feted, honoured and celebrated
         in epic poetry? It’s as if they are saying: “You’re not getting what you deserve. Go to Kardiastan and you will get that,
         and more.” They are appealing to your sense of injustice.’
     

      
      My frown deepened. ‘I don’t feel hardly done by!’
     

      
      ‘They might think you do. Do you believe in the Oracle, Domina?’

      
      ‘In its connection to the divine? Or in the truth of its predictions?’

      
      ‘Both.’

      
      ‘Well, the temple priestesses maintain that if any of the gods want to communicate, they do so through the Oracle. But if
         a god is divine and powerful, then why the need for an intermediary? If we are to believe the myths, in the past they spoke
         to people directly. So, do I believe in the connection to the divine? Probably not. I am more inclined to think none of it
         is true, or ever was true.’
     

      
      He remained silent, so I went on to the second part of his question. ‘Nowadays, people go to the Oracle because they want
         to know the future. They want advice on the outcome of their more momentous decisions: whether to invest money, invade a neighbouring
         country, marry into a certain family. From what I’ve heard, the advice is often couched in such obscure language it is ambiguous
         and therefore easily moulded afterwards to what happens. You know the sort of thing: “Marry that woman and a great commercial
         dynasty will be founded.” No one actually says whose dynasty. The more ambiguous it is, the greater the chances the prediction will come true.’
     

      
      He nodded. ‘Clever. But your prediction was not ambiguous. It clearly foretold your success and rewards.’

      
      I stirred uneasily. ‘Up until today I would have said it was all a temple scam. To make money out of the gullible. Now I’m
         not so sure …’
     

      
      ‘You’ve not become a believer, have you?’ His mockery mingled with amusement.

      
      ‘No,’ I snapped. Vortexdamn, I thought, why is it he always has the power to needle me? I took a deep breath. ‘Brand, they knew too much. About me, about my latest orders. How could they possibly have known?’
     

      
      ‘Without supernatural means? Could be any one of a dozen ways. Magister Rathrox told them. The Exaltarch told them. Someone
         else who knows told them. Perhaps they have spies in the palace. More to the point, why the whole rigmarole anyway?’
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