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      “No!” the little girl sobbed. “Look out! Run, run!”

      Sulien! 

      Karan threw herself out of her bed, a high box of black-stained timber that occupied half the bedroom. She landed awkwardly and pain splintered through the left leg she had broken ten years ago. She clung to the side of the bed, trying not to cry out, then dragged a cloak around herself and careered through the dark to her daughter’s room at the other end of the oval keep. Fear was an iron spike through her heart. What was the matter? Had someone broken in? What were they doing to her?

      The wedge-shaped room, lit by a rectangle of moonlight coming through the narrow window, was empty apart from Sulien, who lay with her knees drawn up and her arms wrapped around them, rocking from side to side.

      Her eyes were tightly closed as if she could not bear to look, and she was moaning, “No, no, no!”

      Karan touched Sulien on the shoulder and her eyes sprang open. She threw her arms around Karan’s waist, clinging desperately.

      “Mummy, the evil man saw me. He saw me!”

      Karan let out her breath. Just a nightmare, though a bad one. She put her hands around Sulien’s head and, with a psychic wrench that she would pay for later, lifted the nightmare from her. But Sulien was safe; that was all that mattered. Karan’s knees shook and she slumped on the bed. It’s all right!

      Sulien gave a little sigh and wriggled around under the covers. “Thanks, Mummy.”

      Karan kissed her on the forehead. “Go to sleep now.”

      “I can’t; my mind’s gone all squirmy. Can you tell me a story?”

      “Why don’t you tell me one, for a change?”

      “All right.” Sulien thought for a moment. “I’ll tell you my favourite – the story of Karan and Llian, and the Mirror of Aachan.”

      “I hope it has a happy ending,” said Karan, going along with her.

      “You’ll have to wait and see,” Sulien said mock-sternly. “This is how it begins.” She began reciting: “Once there were three worlds, Aachan, Tallallame and Santhenar, each with its own human species: Aachim, Faellem and us, old humans. Then, fleeing out of the terrible void between the worlds came a fourth people, the Charon, led by the mightiest hero in all the Histories, Rulke. The Charon were just a handful, desperate and on the edge of extinction, but Rulke saw a weakness in the Aachim and took Aachan from them… and forever changed the balance between the Three Worlds.”

      “I’m sure I’ve heard that before, somewhere,” said Karan, smiling at the memories it raised.

      “Of course you have, silly. All the Great Tales begin that way.” Sulien continued: “In ancient times the genius goldsmith Shuthdar, a very wicked man, was paid by Rulke to make a gate-opening device in the form of a golden flute. Then Shuthdar stole the flute, opened a gate and fled to Santhenar… but he broke open the Way Between the Worlds, exposing the Three Worlds to the deadly void.

      “This shocked Aachan, a strange world of sulphur-coloured snow, oily bogs and black, luminous flowers, to its core. Rulke raced after Shuthdar, taking with him a host of Aachim servants, including the mighty Tensor.

      “The rain-drenched world of Tallallame was also threatened by the opening. The Faellem, a small forest-dwelling people who were masters of illusion, sent a troop led by Faelamor to close the way again. But they failed too.

      “They all hunted Shuthdar across Santhenar as he fled through gate after gate, but finally he was driven into a trap. Unable to give the flute up, he destroyed it – and brought down the Forbidding that sealed the Three Worlds off from each other… and trapped all his hunters here on Santhenar.”

      “Until ten years ago,” said Karan.

      “When you and Daddy helped to reopen the Way Between the Worlds…” Sulien frowned. “How come Rulke was still alive after all that time?”

      “The Aachim, Faellem and Charon aren’t like us. They can live for thousands of years.”

      Sulien gave another little shiver, her eyelids fluttered, and she slept.

      Karan pulled the covers up and stroked her daughter’s hair, which was as wild as her own, though a lighter shade of red. On the table next to the bed, moonbeams touched a vase of yellow and brown bumblebee blossoms and the half-done wall hanging of Sulien’s floppy-eared puppy, Piffle.

      Karan stroked Sulien’s cheek and shed a tear, and sat there for a minute or two, gazing at her nine-year-old daughter, her small miracle, the only child she could ever have and the most perfect thing in her life.

      She was limping back to bed when the import of Sulien’s words struck her. Mummy, the evil man saw me! What a disturbing thing to say. Should she wake Llian? No, he had enough to worry about.

      Karan’s leg was really painful now. She went down the steep stairs of the old keep in the dark, holding on to the rail and wincing, but the pain grew with every step and so did her need for the one thing that could take it away – hrux.

      She fought it. Hrux was for emergencies, for those times when the pain was utterly unbearable. In the round chamber she called her thinking room, lit only by five winking embers in the fireplace, she sat in a worn-out armchair, pulled a cloak tightly around herself and closed her eyes.

      What had Sulien meant by the evil man saw me? And what had she seen?

      Karan’s gift for mancery, the Secret Art, had been blocked when she was a girl but, being a sensitive, she still had some mind powers. She knew how to replay the nightmare, though she was reluctant to try; using her gift always came at a cost, the headaches and nausea of aftersickness. But she had to know what Sulien had seen. Very carefully she lifted the lid on the beginning of the nightmare…

      A pair of moons, one small and yellow spattered with black, the other huge and jade green, lit a barren landscape. The green moon stood above a remarkable city, unlike any place Karan had ever seen – a crisp white metropolis where the buildings were shaped like dishes, arches, globes and tall spikes, and enclosed within a silvery dome. Where could it be? None of the Three Worlds had a green moon; the city must be on some little planet in the void.

      In the darkness outside the dome, silhouetted against it, a great army had gathered. Goose pimples crept down her arms. A lean, angular man wearing spiked armour ran up a mound, raised his right fist and shook it at the city.

      “Now!” he cried.

      Crimson flames burst from the lower side of the dome and there came a cracking, a crashing and a shrieking whistle. A long ragged hole, the shape of a spiny caterpillar, had been blasted through the wall.

      “Are… you… ready?” he roared.

      “Yes!” yelled his captains.

      It was too dark for Karan to see any faces, but there was a troubling familiarity about the way the soldiers stood and moved and spoke. What was it?

      “Avenge our ancestors’ betrayal!” bellowed the man in the spiked armour. “Put every man, woman, child, dog and cat to the sword. Go!”

      Karan’s stomach churned. This seemed far too real to be a nightmare.

      The troops stormed towards the hole in the dome, all except a cohort of eleven led by a round-faced woman whose yellow plaits were knotted into a loop above her head.

      “Lord Gergrig?” she said timidly. “I thought this attack was a dress rehearsal.”

      “You need practice in killing,” he said chillingly.

      “But the people of Cinnabar have done nothing to us.”

      “Our betrayal was a stain on all humanity.” Gergrig’s voice vibrated with pain and torment. “All humanity must pay until the stain is gone.”

      “Even so  —”

      “Soon we will face the greatest battle of all time, against the greatest foe – that’s why we’ve practised war for the past ten millennia.”

      “Then why do we —”

      “To stay in practice, you fool! If fifteen thousand Merdrun can’t clean out this small city, how can we hope to escape the awful void?” His voice ached with longing. “How can we capture the jewel of worlds that is Santhenar?”

      Karan clutched at her chest. This was no nightmare; it had to be a true seeing, but why had it come to Sulien? She was a gifted child, though Karan had never understood what Sulien’s gift was. And who were the Merdrun? She had never heard the name before.

      Abruptly Gergrig swung round, staring. The left edge of his face, a series of hard angles, was outlined by light from a blazing tower. Like an echo, Karan heard Sulien’s cry, “Mummy, the evil man saw me. He saw me!”

      Momentarily, Gergrig seemed afraid. He picked up a small green glass box and lights began to flicker inside it. His jaw hardened. “Uzzey,” he said to the blonde warrior, “we’ve been seen.”

      “Who by?”

      He bent his shaven head for a few seconds, peering into the glass box, then made a swirling movement with his left hand. “A little red-haired girl. On Santhenar!”

      Karan slid off the chair onto her knees, struggling to breathe. This was real; this bloodthirsty brute, whose troops need practice in killing, had seen her beautiful daughter. Ice crystallised all around her; there was no warmth left in the world. Her breath rushed in, in, in. She was going to scream. She fought to hold it back. Don’t make a sound; don’t do anything that could alert him.

      “How can this be?” said Uzzey.

      “I don’t know,” said Gergrig. “Where’s the magiz?”

      “Setting another blasting charge.”

      “Fetch her. She’s got to locate this girl, urgently.”

      “What harm can a child do?”

      “She can betray the invasion; she can reveal our plans and our numbers.”

      Pain speared up Karan’s left leg and it was getting worse. Black fog swirled in her head. She rocked forwards and back, her teeth chattering.

      “Who would listen to a kid?” said Uzzey.

      “I can’t take the risk,” said Gergrig. “Run!”

      Uzzey raced off, bounding high with each stride.

      Karan’s heart was thundering but her blood did not seem to be circulating; she felt faint, freezing and so breathless that she was suffocating. She wanted to scoop Sulien up in her arms and run, but where could she go? How could Sulien see people on barren little Cinnabar, somewhere in the void, anyway? And how could Gergrig have seen her? Karan would not have thought it possible.

      Shortly the magiz, who was tall and thin, with sparse white hair and colourless eyes bulging out of soot-black sockets, loped up. “What’s this about a girl seeing us?”

      Gergrig explained, then said, “I’m bringing the invasion forward. I’ll have to wake the summon stone right away.”

      Karan choked. What invasion? Her head spun and she began to tremble violently.

      “So soon?” said the magiz. “The cost in power will be… extreme.”

      “We’ll have to pay it. The stone must be ready by syzygy – the night the triple moons line up – or we’ll never be able to open the gate.”

      The magiz licked her grey lips. “To get more power, I’ll need more deaths.”

      “Then see to it!”

      “Ah, to drink a life,” sighed the magiz. “Especially the powerful lives of the gifted. This child’s ending will be nectar.”

      Gergrig took a step backwards. He looked repulsed.

      Karan doubled over, gasping. In an flash of foreboding she saw three bloody bodies – Sulien, Llian and herself – flung like rubbish into a corner of her burning manor.

      “What do you want me to do first?” said the magiz.

      “Find the red-haired brat and put her down. And everyone in her household.”

      A murderous fury overwhelmed Karan. No one threatened her daughter! Whatever it took, she would do it to protect her own.

      The magiz, evidently untroubled by Gergrig’s order, nodded. “I’ll look for the kid.”

      Gergrig turned to Uzzey and her cohort, who were all staring at him. “What are you waiting for? Get to the killing field!”

      Ah, to drink a life! It was the end of Sulien’s nightmare, and the beginning of Karan’s.
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      The darkness was a choking blanket, the hiding place of a killer.

      Karan fought the shakes and the terror; she had to think things through, calmly and logically. She stirred the fire until it cast dancing shadows through the room, then held her cold feet and hands out to the blaze. It did not warm them.

      How could she protect Sulien when she did not know who the Merdrun were, how they would attack, or where, or when? Could the magiz attack from the void, or would she have to come to Santhenar first? And how could Karan, whose gift for the Secret Art had been blocked as a child before it could fully develop, protect Sulien against an alien sorcerer?

      Her right thigh throbbed, then the left. After being hurled against the metal side of Rulke’s construct ten years ago, on the desperate day that had changed the Three Worlds for ever, Karan had broken so many bones that no one had thought she would ever walk again. Had it not been for the healing hands of Idlis the Whelm, once her enemy, she would be confined to a wheeled chair – or dead.

      The pain kept intruding. She rose and paced, wincing with every step. The signs were clear now – it would get worse until it was unendurable; she would soon have to resort to hrux. But not yet; through force of will she suppressed the pain. She had to be stronger than she had ever been.

      She had taught herself to put up with it a little longer each time. To do otherwise, to give in too easily, was to risk hrux claiming her. And hrux addiction was worse than any physical pain.

      She took a small key from a drawer, grabbed a lamp and went out. Her hands were shaking so badly that she kept dropping the flint striker; it took twenty clicks to light the wick. In the larder she climbed the stepladder and, standing on tiptoe, reached for the little metal box at the back of the top shelf, out of sight. Karan unlocked it, the key rattling around the keyhole, then opened the lid – and threw her head backwards. Yuk!

      The lump of hrux oozed yellow-green muck and the stench, like rotten prawn heads mixed with sour milk, was nauseating. She hesitated; there was barely enough left for two doses and she had no way of getting more. Panic stirred but she fought it down. Dare she try a half-dose? She cut off a pea-sized lump and impaled it on the point of her knife. The longing was desperate now, but not yet… not yet…

      The pain howled, it shrieked, it battered at her like a mad thing. She could not bear it another second… and another… and anoth —

      No! Hrux aided seeings and she was going to need it; she must not waste it on relieving pain. Karan rubbed the lump across her lips, licked them, shuddering at the stench, lied to herself that the pain would fade and dropped the hrux into her cloak pocket.

      She returned to her thinking room and sat in the dimness. Pain sneaked up her thigh, though it was dull pain now; the placebo was working. She needed answers. Why did the Merdrun seem so familiar? What was the summon stone and why did it have to be woken right away, at such cost? How long was it until syzygy, the night of the triple moons – months, weeks or only days? And how, how was she to save her daughter?

      There might be a way to answer the first question. Dare she peer through the ghostly webs and treacherous mazes of the void, using the nightmare to try to find Gergrig? Perhaps, under the influence of hrux, she could. It would be dangerous, though not as dangerous as doing nothing. But what if she unwittingly revealed where Sulien lived? The thought was paralysing; how could she take such a risk?

      She could not sit here like a helpless victim, waiting for the bruise-eyed magiz to strike Sulien dead. Ah, to drink a life! Karan had to act.

      She focused on the end of Sulien’s nightmare, when Gergrig had been speaking to the magiz in the light of Cinnabar’s jade-green moon, and slipped the lump of hrux into her mouth. It was covered in fluff from her pocket. She gagged, choked, swallowed. Her head swirled and tingles ran up and down her legs. She shut the door; she might shout or scream and that would wake the household.

      Karan closed her eyes and saw fog, though it cleared suddenly to a true seeing of a place she had seen ten years ago and never wanted to see again – the limitless void between the worlds. It swarmed with savage creatures; she could sense them all around, and perhaps they could sense her too, even in her bodiless state.

      She had to be careful, and she had to be quick. Existence in the void was desperate, brutal and fleeting. Even the fittest creatures survived only by remaking themselves constantly, and every being there was consumed by a single urge – to escape.

      There were blurred shapes everywhere – some creeping, some scuttling, some waiting with the patience of twelve-legged spiders in steel webs. Karan’s seeing shot past them, zoomed in through shadow into fierce light, focused, then she let out a yelp. All she could see was a pair of deep-set blazing eyes and a jagged black tattoo – a glyph she did not recognise – centred on a man’s forehead.

      She retreated until his whole face was in view. It was the first time she had seen Gergrig clearly. A completely bald, domed skull, a heavy beard cropped to a black shadow over an angular jaw, full lips set in a cruel curve, a thin nose and, ugh, a hook-shaped spray of blood on his right cheek. It had clotted in his beard.

      Karan shrank back in her chair. Could he see her? What would he do if he did? But his eyes did not move; he was looking down at an object dangling from his neck, a red cube on a fine steel chain. He touched the cube and a faint drumming sounded in her head.

      A burst of light from the cube illuminated his eyes, which were an alarming colour, indigo blue with flecks of carmine. Shivers ran across Karan’s shoulders, for the eyes alone were enough to tell her what Gergrig, and presumably the other Merdrun, were.

      They were Charon. And that was impossible.

      Gergrig rose abruptly. He had to be a foot and a half taller than her, and hard and lean. He reached out as if testing an invisible barrier and momentarily the scene went out of focus, then he dropped his hand and looked over his shoulder.

      His troops were gathered behind him. They were heavily armed, bandaged and battered and bruised, and many were red-handed as if they had come straight from the battlefield. All looked jubilant, and all had the jagged glyph on their foreheads. There were many thousands of them, a mighty force armed for war.

      An army that could not possibly exist.

      Karan cut off the seeing and scrambled to her feet, her heart thundering. How could this be? There were no Charon any more. After Rulke’s death, Yalkara and the few dozen survivors, all age-old, had been the last of their kind. She had said they were returning to the void to face their extinction with dignity.

      Had that been a lie?
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      How long would it take the magiz to locate Sulien? And when she did, could she attack from Cinnabar?

      Karan’s fear exploded into panic. She belted up the stairs and into Sulien’s room, gasping. It was dark now; the moon was on the other side of the manor and only the faintest glimmer of starlight came through the window. Her daughter lay still. Too still? Karan’s heart missed several beats.

      “Sulien?” she cried, clutching at her hand.

      “What’s the matter, Mummy?” Sulien said sleepily.

      The panic eased. Karan felt foolish. “I… was just worried, that’s all.”

      Sulien patted her hand. “It’s all right. Go to sleep now.”

      How could she ever sleep again, knowing the magiz could attack at any time? Though if she did, what could Karan do about it?

      “I want you to have this,” she said, taking off her braided silver chain. “It’ll help to keep you safe.” She put it around Sulien’s neck.

      “Mmm,” said Sulien.

      Karan sat there for hours, too exhausted to think clearly, just listening to Sulien’s steady breathing until, an hour before dawn, her own head began to throb and her belly churned and heaved. Aftersickness.

      Holding her stomach, she stumbled down and out into the garden, where she threw up. She scooped water from a barrel by the door, washed her face and looked out across the shadowed yard of Gothryme Manor.

      The ground was so dry she could smell it; dust, lifted by an autumn breeze, tickled the back of her nose. The coming harvest was going to be the smallest in her memory and she had no idea how she would feed her workers next year. One disaster after another had emptied Gothryme’s coffers and only one thing of value remained.

      But how could she ask that of Llian?

      What choice did she have? They might have to flee at a moment’s notice, and going on the run would take coin, lots of it. If only he hadn’t been so foolish. But he had, and the ban on Llian working, which had been in place for nine and a half years now, was eating him alive.

      He was not just a brilliant chronicler of the Histories of Santhenar. He was also the first tale-teller in hundreds of years to have written a new Great Tale, the twenty-third, the monumental Tale of the Mirror. The Great Tales were his life and his passion, and if he could not practise his art, what did he have left?

      The ban should have been lifted years ago but Wistan, the aged and obnoxious Master of the College of the Histories, had refused, and there were ominous signs that he was going to make it permanent. A lifetime ban would destroy Llian.

      Karan heard that faint drumming again. It felt like an alien heartbeat, freshly woken, and suddenly she could not bear the load any longer. She hauled herself up to her bedroom.

      “Llian, wake up.” She shook him by the shoulder.

      He groaned. “Wassamatta?”

      “There’s a problem and we’ve got to talk.”

      He rolled over. “It’s still dark.”

      “It’s nearly dawn. Come downstairs.”

      She told him the story while she was cooking breakfast – egg-soaked bread fried with purple onions and small cubes of fatty bacon. He slumped at the table with his eyes closed, listening in silence.

      Further down the north wing a door banged. Cook and his assistant, young Benie, would soon be here, and Karan did not want to talk to them. She and Llian carried their plates out to the table on the rear terrace, which faced the snow-tipped mountains.

      “It was just a nightmare,” he said when she finished. He forked up another piece of fried bread, loaded it with bacon and onions, and carried it towards his mouth. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “My seeing proves it was real,” said Karan.

      An onion ring fell off his fork and slid down his shirt, unnoticed, until it caught on a button. It hung there, quivering with his every movement.

      “You’d just taken hrux,” he said.

      “Only a half dose.”

      “Maybe it was a hallucination.”

      The dangling onion ring was profoundly irritating. “I know what a hrux hallucination is like,” snapped Karan. “This was a true seeing. Thousands of armed troops, still bloody from battle, getting ready for war – on us. And they looked like Charon.”

      “The Charon are extinct,” he said in the I’m trying hard to be reasonable manner that was so annoying. “Their elders went back to the void to die.”

      “The ones I saw last night were young.”

      “Then they can’t have been Charon. Besides, they don’t have tattoos.”

      “Who else could they be, with those eyes? Rulke must have lied.”

      “Telling truth from lies is part of my training.”

      “And I know when to trust my seeings.”

      “Even when you’ve taken hrux?”

      Karan fought the urge to whack him. Stupid man! She picked off the onion ring and flicked it away. A crow caught it before it hit the ground, then hopped across the terrace, eyeing her malevolently. Karan imagined it pecking at their bodies… She shooed it away furiously.

      “I hadn’t taken anything when I lifted Sulien’s nightmare,” she hissed. “Or when I read it. Gergrig told the magiz to find Sulien, and kill her, and you’d better start taking it seriously, or… or…” She thumped her head down on her arms, on the table. “I’m terrified, Llian. I don’t know what to do.”

      He drew her to him and put his arms around her. “Sorry. I’m never any good early in the morning.”

      She suppressed a sarcastic retort. “We’ve got to do something.”

      “We don’t know how the magiz will attack, or when. What can we do except take Sulien and run?”

      “How can we run? We’re practically bankrupt.”

      He pulled away. “And that’s my fault,” he said bitterly. “I got myself banned.”

      “I know. I was there.”

      But Llian kept on, flogging himself, as if by doing so he could ease the burden of guilt. “I broke the chroniclers’ first law. I interfered in the Histories, and a hundred prisoners were burned to death in the citadel cells.” He looked around wildly. “I can still hear their screams.”

      “You didn’t kill them. Mendark set fire to the citadel, trying to kill you!”

      “But that wasn’t enough for me – oh, no! I provoked Tensor.”

      This was too much. “You bloody idiot!” Karan cried, shaking him by the shoulders. “You were trying to save my life!”

      “And because of my stupidity, Rulke was killed.” Llian looked down at his hands as if expecting them to be clotted with blood. “That’s why I was banned… but being a chronicler and a teller is all I’m good for.”

      “I knew that when I chose you,” she murmured.

      “You couldn’t have known how bad it was going to get.”

      “I can put up with anything as long as I have Sulien and you.”

      But a barrier had grown between them and she did not know how to overcome it. Karan looked across the swan pond, now dry save for a brown, reeking pool in the middle.

      “Llian, we need money, fast. And the one valuable thing we have… you have —” The drumming was back, thundering in her head this time.

      Llian cried out and made for the axe standing in the woodpile near the door.

      “Ugh!” Karan yelped, clutching at her skull.

      He froze, right hand outstretched. His fingers closed and opened, then with an effort he drew back from the axe. “Karan?” He turned jerkily, like an automaton, and his eyes had a feral glint.

      The sound cut off. “I just heard the drumming again,” she said.

      The light faded from his eyes and he was the familiar Llian again. He lurched back to the table and took her hands. His fingers clenched around hers, and his breathing was ragged.

      “Llian, what is it?”

      “Just then I felt… I wanted to…”

      It was as if he were afraid to say it. No, ashamed to say it. He jerked his head sideways. She followed the direction of his gaze to the axe.

      He sat on his hands as if to keep them from misbehaving. “I felt a wild urge to… to run amok. Break windows, chop up the plates. Smash the wine bottles in the cellar.”

      “Given your prodigious appetite for red wine, that’s really worrying.”

      The joke fell on its face. “I’m afraid, Karan. Afraid of what I might have done.”

      She swallowed. Llian had many flaws, but violence was not one of them. With him anger turned inwards, not out.

      “How long have you been having these feelings?” she said delicately.

      “Never – until just then. It took all my willpower to pull back from the axe.”

      And it had happened when the drumming started. An ugly possibility reared, but before Karan could think it through there came a hoarse cry from the back door.

      “Karan, Llian! Come, quickly.”

      Rachis, their ancient steward, was hunched in the doorway, panting. Age had withered him; once tall and upright, now he was nothing but spindly, stooping bone and skin like wrinkled leather. In his eighty-two years Rachis had seen everything, and he was normally unflappable, but now his mouth was opening and closing, his watery eyes staring.

      “Benie,” he croaked. “Benie…”

      “What about him?” said Karan. The cook’s apprentice was a good-hearted lad of seventeen, though accident prone. “Has he cut himself again? Is it bad?”

      “He’s… he’s murdered Cook.”
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      “Benie… killed Cook?” cried Karan. It was preposterous.

      “Stabbed him through the heart with the boning knife,” said Rachis.

      Karan ran into the kitchen. Fragments of a wide blue bowl and pieces of chopped cabbage, turnip and carrots were scattered across the flagstones. Cook lay on his back in front of the enormous cast-iron range, arms outstretched. Blood soaked the front of his apron and he was clearly dead.

      Her cranky, wonderful Cook, the centre of her household for the past seven years, was gone – from some moment of madness. Why?

      Benie, a stocky lad with untidy blonde hair and little scars all over his hands, was backed up against the door of the larder, a thin-bladed knife hanging from his left hand. A thick crimson drop of Cook’s blood, not yet congealed, hung from its tip. His teeth were chattering.

      Karan held out her hand. “Can I have the knife, Benie?”

      He handed it to her at once, dazedly. His hands were trembling, his prominent larynx bobbing up and down.

      “What happened?” said Karan. Her knees had gone wobbly. She clutched the edge of the kitchen table, looking from Cook to Benie, back to Cook. How could he be dead, just like that? She could not take it in.

      “I… killed… Cook,” said Benie, shaking his head as if he could not believe it.

      “Did he attack you?”

      “No… why would he?”

      “Cook’s got a sharp tongue,” said Rachis. “But he’s not… he wasn’t a hard man.”

      “Why did you do it, Benie?” said Llian.

      “I don’t know.”

      “There’s got to be a reason.”

      “No. None at all.”

      “Did you hear voices?” said Rachis. “Telling you to kill Cook?”

      Benie shook his head. “I was boning out a leg of mutton and suddenly I felt furiously angry.”

      “Why?” said Karan.

      “I don’t know. It came from nowhere and I couldn’t stop myself. I… just… stabbed him.” Benie looked down at Cook’s body, blanched, and Karan saw the little boy in him, bewildered and terrified. He began to shake. “Poor Cook,” he sobbed, his nose running. “He taught me so much. I just wanted to be as good as him.”

      Benie let out a howl that pierced her to the heart. “Did anything odd happen before you did it?” said Karan.

      “No,” said Benie. “Except for that thumping sound.”

      “What thumping sound?”

      He tapped it on the bench, the rhythm that Karan had heard. The drumming. “I heard it just before…”

      Karan exchanged glances with Llian, who seemed to be thinking the same thing as her.

      “What’s going to happen to me?” Benie said plaintively. “They won’t hang me, will they?”

      Karan swallowed. He had been a mischievous little boy, always getting into scrapes and coming to her to say sorry afterwards, but there was nothing she could do about murder.

      “I’ll put him in the old cellar,” Rachis said heavily. “And send for the bailiff. Come with me, lad.” He led Benie away.

      “I didn’t want to hurt him,” Benie wailed. “Cook was good to me. Karan, please help me!”

      Karan stood there, fists clenched by her sides, utterly helpless. Why was everything falling apart?

      “Sulien will be down soon,” Llian said in a low voice. “We’d better do something about the body.”

      They carried Cook down to an empty coolroom, locked the door and cleaned up the mess and the blood – there wasn’t much. Out in the stone-walled orangery, they sat on a granite bench spotted with circular grey patches of lichen, among the orange and kumquat trees. The small green oranges were sparse and the leaves hung down, badly wilted. Everything was wilted this year, Llian most of all.

      “Is there anything we can do for him?” he said.

      Benie had been part of Gothryme all his life and more than half of Karan’s. His mother had died in childbirth and his father was unknown. He had simply been taken in; it was what people did around here.

      “It’s got to be the drumming,” said Karan. “It affected you too.”

      “But not you.”

      She shrugged. “Nor Rachis.”

      “Why not?”

      “Maybe only certain people are susceptible.”

      “Benie’s a good lad,” said Llian, getting up like a worn-out old man. “He’s worked hard these past years… and we have a duty to him. Do you think we should…?”

      “Let him escape?” said Karan bleakly.

      He pressed his forehead against a horizontal branch. “Yes.”

      “He killed an innocent man, for no reason. Will he kill again, the next time the drumming sounds? And the time after that? We can’t take the risk, Llian.”

      “What if we hide him somewhere? Lock him up where he’ll be safe.”

      “For ever? No, we can’t. Cook’s poor wife is now a widow, his three children are fatherless, and without his earnings they’ll starve. I’ll have to take them in, and they have to know what happened, and why. And know that justice has been done for their father.” Karan shook her head. “How am I going to tell them?”

      Llian paced in figure eights between the orange trees. “Benie will be convicted of murder.”

      “I’ll plead for him,” said Karan. “I’ll do everything I can…”

      “But he’ll still be put to death.”

      She covered her face with her hands. There was no solution; the drumming had made sure of that. She could see the rest of Benie’s brief life, all the way to the rope.

      Llian came back and put his arms around her. She scrunched herself against the comforting solidity of his chest.

      “Do you think they’re connected?” he said after a long pause.

      “What?”

      “Sulien’s nightmare and your seeing – and the drumming.”

      “I first heard it after Gergrig touched the red cube,” said Karan. “Yes, I do.”

      “Is he trying to wake the summon stone with it?”

      “He must be, though why does that come at such a cost in power? And what’s the summon stone meant to do? What’s the drumming for, anyway? And when do the Merdrun plan to invade us?”

      “The Magister has to be told, urgently.”

      The Magister led the Council of Santhenar, which for many centuries had been an alliance of the most powerful mancers in the world. It had been formed for the protection of Santhenar fifteen centuries ago and for most of that time it had been headed by Mendark, a ruthless mancer who had renewed his life many times. On his death ten years ago Karan’s friend Tallia had taken his place. Though the council was in decline now, its greatest members dead and its influence waning, she was Karan’s best hope.

      “I’ll courier a letter to her this morning. And to Shand – he knows everyone.” Couriers were expensive; another bite out of their almost empty coffers.

      “What do you want me to do?” said Llian.

      It warmed her; she felt as though they were working as a team at last. “What you’re brilliant at – finding answers to the vital questions.”

      “Like what?”

      “Who are these Merdrun, who look just like Charon?”

      Llian thought for a long while, frowning. “I’ve never heard the name before. I don’t think I can find the answer here.”

      “And, how could Gergrig see Sulien from the void? He looked into a little glass box and I saw lights flashing.”

      “At a guess, because of her seeing, though I didn’t know she had the gift.”

      “Neither did I,” said Karan. “But I’ll stop her from ever doing it again.”

      “It came through a nightmare – how can you stop that?”

      Karan’s belly knotted painfully. What if Sulien saw Gergrig again, tonight, and the magiz used the nightmare to locate her?

      “I’ll have to find a way to hide her from the magiz. Next question – how do the Merdrun plan to invade Santhenar? Everyone knows how difficult it is to get out of the void.”

      “That’s why Gergrig was going to wake the summon stone right away,” said Llian.

      “But what is the summon stone? Where is it and how is it woken? Why does that cost so much power, and what does the stone actually do? Can it be stopped or destroyed? And what’s the drumming got to do with it?”

      “If I had access to the secret archives of the college library, I might be able to answer those questions. But since I’m banned —”

      “You’ve got to find out, urgently; do whatever it takes to get the ban overturned. And I…” Karan looked away.

      The blood drained from Llian’s face. “Please tell me you’re not going to spy on them again?”

      She avoided his eye. It had to be done.

      “Karan?” he said desperately.

      “The Merdrun want to kill Sulien. You and I have to protect her. It’s as simple as that.”

      “Yes,” he said hoarsely. “Well… if you’re quick.” He frowned. “There’s one question you haven’t asked me to answer.”

      “How long until syzygy, when the three moons line up in the sky of Cinnabar?” said Karan. “That’s my other job.”

      “But —”

      “The only way I can know when syzygy is, is to do more seeings.”

      He choked. “They’d have to be really long ones.”

      “Yes.”

      “All right,” said Llian. “But before anything, we’ve got to spread the word about the invasion.”

      “How will that help?”

      “If everyone knows, the magiz has no reason to target Sulien.”

      Except malice – or hunger to drink her innocent life.

      Karan went across to the nearest kumquat tree. Some of the little round fruit were ripe and she picked a handful and ate them whole, the pungent oils stinging the inside of her nose and clearing her head.

      She had another, even more dangerous plan, one she dared not even whisper to Llian. If there was no other way she would try to attack the magiz, and Gergrig too. Though she did not know how.

      “Don’t tell Sulien about any of this,” said Karan.

      “Why not? She’ll have to know before long.”

      “Until we know more, for her sake I’d like to pretend that everything is all right.”

      “But it’s not all right!”

      “No. And I’ve got a very bad feeling.”

      “What?” said Llian.

      “That everything we care about, everything that matters, is about to be swept away. Until… that happens, I just want Sulien to be a normal, happy little girl.”

    

  
    
      
        
          
            5
          

          
            
              
              THE BIGGEST MISTAKE OF YOUR LIFE
            

          

        

      

      Karan hurled her trowel into the vegetable garden. “How will the magiz attack?” she yelled at Llian. “How will I even know? I’m afraid to leave Sulien for a second.”

      Her family’s survival depended on her and she did not have the faintest idea what to do. She could not protect Sulien twenty-four hours a day; sooner or later the magiz would find a way through and kill her, and the world would end.

      It was mid-afternoon. She was picking leeks and onions; Llian was lifting little round potatoes out of the dry soil with a wooden garden fork. The leeks were thin and yellow, not much bigger than spring onions. Everything was withering away.

      She had written to Tallia and Shand, the only powerful allies she had, asking them to spread the word about the Merdrun threat, but what could they do to help her?

      Shand was like a wise old uncle, but he was also a dangerous mancer who, when one of his moods took him, could be downright unhelpful. And, she remembered bitterly, years ago his prejudice against the Zain had almost got Llian killed. Would he help now? Could he help?

      “I’ll look after her if you need to go to Tolryme,” said Llian, scooping a double handful of potatoes into his basket.

      “What can you do?”

      Llian restrained himself with an effort. “I don’t know. What can you do?”

      “I’ve got to be here. I can’t leave her.”

      “Gergrig saw Sulien through her nightmare. She’s hardly likely to have another one in the middle of the day.”

      “You’re happy to take the risk, are you?”

      “Please stop attacking me. We’re in this together.”

      But Karan was beyond being reasonable. “What if the drumming starts again, and you —” Fool, fool! If she could have taken the words back and swallowed them, she would have, but it was too late.

      Llian went so white that she thought he was going to faint. He dropped the garden fork and said stiffly, “You don’t trust me.”

      “Of course I do.” How could a few thoughtless words make things so wrong? “I trust you absolutely…”

      “Just not with Sulien. You think, when the drumming sounds again, that I’ll help the magiz attack my own daughter.”

      “That’s not what I meant at all,” she cried.

      “It’s exactly what you meant,” he said in a dead voice. He picked up his basket and stumbled away.

      Karan’s bones were aching again. She sank onto a garden bench and put her head in her hands. She had made things worse and did not know how to fix them.

      “You must stop pushing Llian away,” Rachis said quietly. “You’ve got to trust him.”

      She had not realised he was in the garden. “You heard?”

      “More than I cared to.”

      “I’m afraid to trust anyone – except you, of course.” She looked up at him. “You went to town this morning. Has the drumming caused any other attacks?”

      “A few fights. No killings. Lots of people heard it, but most weren’t affected by it.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      “It’s bad for Benie. I argued that the drumming made him kill Cook, but the bailiff wouldn’t listen. He insists it’s murder, and everyone in Tolryme feels the same.”

      “And no one can prove otherwise.” Karan had already written to the mayor of Tolryme and the judge who would come from Radomin to hear Benie’s case, though she felt sure it was futile.

      “No,” said Rachis heavily. “Karan, about Sulien…”

      “I don’t know how the magiz will strike, or where. Or when.” She looked up. “I’ve got to have a plan. Can you…”

      He sat beside her, his knees clicking. “I’m just an estate manager, Karan. I know when to plant the crops and when to get them in, how to look after the animals and manage the farm workers. I don’t know anything about your world, your special gift, or the kind of people you’re dealing with.”

      “But you’re wise and strong.”

      “I’m an old, old man and I’ll soon be in my grave. Whatever you do, you must work it out with Llian first.”

      “But —”

      “I can’t believe you’ve forgotten everything he’s done for you – and all he’s sacrificed.”

      “Of course not,” she said guiltily.

      “He’s brave and strong and clever, and he loves you – if you’ll give him the chance.”

      “If I tell him what I’m up to, he’ll only agonise, and that’ll make it even harder.”

      “Sulien is his daughter too,” Rachis said curtly. “It’s his right to be involved – and to agonise! Don’t cut him out, Karan.”

      “What happens when the drumming starts again? How can I trust —”

      “You’re making the biggest mistake of your life, and I’m not collaborating with it.”

      Rachis trudged up the dusty path towards the kitchen. He did not deserve the burdens she kept piling on him. Karan slumped back on the bench. She kept seeing the way Llian had gone for the axe before Benie had killed Cook. True, he had beaten the impulse, but could he resist the drumming next time, and the time after?

      She was utterly alone. No one could help her now…

      Except her Aachim kinswoman, Malien. The Aachim who dwelt on Santhenar were few, but they were clever and strong, and Malien was one of their leaders. But she was a thousand miles away in the great bastion of Tirthrax, carved deep into the highest mountain in the world. How best to contact her?

      A mind-to-mind link could work, and Karan was skilled at using that rare talent, though it was risky. Links were related to seeings and it was possible the magiz might be able to eavesdrop on it. But there was no choice.

      She slipped out the rear gate of the garden and headed through the dusty fields to the River Ryme, where she sat on the end of her decrepit jetty. It had fallen into disuse over the past twelve years of drought, since the river was seldom high enough for boats to come this far upstream. At the moment it was just a series of isolated pools separated by meandering beds of cobbles.

      Karan sat cross-legged on the weather-roughened planking and tried to picture Malien as she had last seen her, a couple of years ago. The Aachim were big people for the most part, with dark hair and dark eyes, and remarkably long fingers. They were long-lived, brilliant designers, and masterly workers in both metal and stone. But, bitter about their long exile from their own world, Aachan, they now isolated themselves in their mountain cities and lived in the past.

      Malien was different. She was smaller, pale of skin, green of eye and red-haired, like Karan herself. They were distantly related though Karan, being only one quarter Aachim, was not considered one of them. Malien was like a wise old aunt to her; she had tremendous inner calm and a vast knowledge of the Secret Art, and Karan needed both.

      The link proved difficult and tiring, and when she finally made the connection it was weak and wavering.

      “What’s wrong?” said Malien.

      Mindful that the link might not last, Karan told her as briefly as possible. Links also conveyed emotions and she felt the impact on Malien as a series of sharp shocks, like a nail being hammered into a tree.

      “Ah, to drink a life! the magiz said. It was sickening.”

      “Go on,” said Malien.

      Karan told her about the drumming and Benie murdering Cook. “Have you heard it too?”

      “We have,” said Malien, “though none of us has been affected by it.” Her tone hinted at superiority. After a long silence she went on. “This is very bad.”

      The link was hard to hold, but Karan waited in silence.

      “You know how much we feared the Charon,” Malien said at last.

      “They were the most powerful human species of all. A hundred of them took Aachan from you and turned your people into serfs.”

      “A fact we don’t care to be reminded of, even after all this time,” Malien said drily. “Yet I happen to know – I learned it by accident not long before their end – the Charon’s deepest secret.”

      “Oh?” Karan said sharply.

      “They were afraid of another human species in the void.”

      “Could that be the Merdrun?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Except for the tattoos, they look just like Charon; at first I thought they were Charon.”

      “They aren’t,” said Malien. “The Charon fought their enemy for thousands of years and were beaten.”

      “Beaten?” It seemed impossible.

      “They were being hunted to extinction, and they were desperate. That’s why they fled the void and took Aachan.”

      “Gergrig said his people had been betrayed and exiled. They’ve practised the art of war for ten thousand years to get their revenge.”

      “I don’t know anything about that, but anyone who could terrify the Charon and almost wipe them out must be formidable indeed.”

      Karan’s entrails knotted painfully. How could Santhenar survive such an invasion? “Can the magiz attack Sulien from the void?”

      “There’s no way of telling.”

      “Then I’ll have to spy on her again.” Karan waited for Malien to talk her out of it.

      “A mother must protect her child,” said Malien, “whatever the cost.”

      “Do you think I can spy on the magiz via a seeing?”

      “Spy on a mighty alien sorcerer and get away with it? Seriously?”

      Karan swallowed. “Yes.”

      “No, I don’t,” said Malien. “You’ll probably fail and be killed, very unpleasantly… but you have to try.”

      Karan’s heart gave a single, leaden thud.

      “Though not with hrux,” Malien went on. “It’s too dangerous and unpredictable.”

      “Then how?”

      Again the hesitation. “We have a secret spell,” Malien said reluctantly. “Forbidden to all but pure-blood Aachim. I could be exiled just for telling you about it.”

      “I can’t work spells.”

      “You wouldn’t need to.”

      “What is it?”

      “An incantation of disembodiment.”

      “Disembodiment?” Karan squeaked.

      “If I were to cast it on you, you’d be able to use all your senses to spy on the magiz on Cinnabar. You would be there in every way, except physically.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      “It’s a most unpleasant spell, quite unnatural. The body fights it all the way.”

      “As long as it does what I need, I don’t care.”

      “You will care. You’ll wish I’d never been born.”

      “I’ll worry about that at the time.”

      “Impetuous as always,” said Malien with a hint of amusement. “All right.”

      “When I’m disembodied, can I be seen or heard?”

      “Not by ordinary people. But if you’re sensed, a skilled mancer could make you visible. If that happens you must break the spell instantly.”

      “Can my spirit be attacked while I’m disembodied?”

      “By a skilled mancer, yes. Also, over such a massive distance the spell could fade, or the connection between your spirit and your body could break. If that happened, your spirit would be lost and your witless body would wither and die. Be clear on this, Karan – using this spell is the most dangerous thing you’ve ever tried to do. And that’s not the worst that could happen.”

      “What is the worst?”

      “The magiz could force you to materialise on Cinnabar, then trap you.”

      “Is there any way that I can attack her, under the spell?”

      Malien seemed to start, then said, “Don’t even think about it.”

      “I was born with a gift for mancery,” said Karan. “But —”

      “Stop right there!”

      “But when I was thirteen, Tensor saw my gift as a danger to the Aachim and blocked it so it would never develop. He robbed me of my birthright!” she said furiously. “Can you unblock it?”

      “No!”

      “I really need it, Malien.”

      “You’re far too old. Your mancery can’t be resurrected. And even if it could, it’d probably kill you.”

      “All right!” snapped Karan. “Can you cast the disembodiment spell on me via the link?”

      “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll put a dormant spell on you – its effect will be… mild. It’s only when you trigger the spell that you’ll really pay. Hold on to something.”

      Karan took hold of one of the splintery old planks. Malien cast the dormant spell and it wasn’t mild at all; Karan felt a blistering pain from the back of her throat to the pit of her stomach as if a red-hot poker had been rammed down her throat, and the burning spread until the whole of her body was afire.

      “You all right?” said Malien.

      “Yes,” Karan gasped, though she wasn’t. She was burning up.

      Malien told her how to set off the spell when she was ready. It was keyed to the single word trigger. The words spell-stop would undo the spell and bring her back to her body.

      “Make sure Llian knows exactly what’s going on,” Malien added. “Under the disembodiment spell, your abandoned body will look… frightening.”

      Karan did not have the strength to reply.

      “I mean it,” Malien said sharply. “You can’t do this on your own.”

      Her voice went fuzzy. “Can’t hold the link much longer,” said Karan.

      “Last thing!” cried Malien. “Your mad ancestor, Basunez, and your father, Galliad, both carried out reckless sorcery at Carcharon.”

      Carcharon, a remote part of Karan’s estate, was a ruined tower high in the mountains west of Gothryme. Galliad, a half-Aachim, had been exiled by his own people for this crime.

      “Sorcery that weakened the barrier between Santhenar and the void,” said Karan. “I know.”

      “And their work could aid the Merdrun’s invasion plans. If you have any of their papers, get rid of them.”

      “Why?” said Karan.

      “If the Merdrun do invade, people will remember what Basunez and Galliad got up to, and their papers could be used to hang you for conspiring with the enemy.”

      The link vanished.

      Karan remained on the jetty, picking splinters out of her fingers. Her insides still felt scalded; how could she endure the far greater pain of the triggered spell, then be competent to go spying? She felt hot and cold, and too unsteady to stand up.

      What if the magiz caught her and killed her? Or the disembodiment spell went wrong and her spirit never returned to her body? Or the magiz attacked Sulien while Karan was separated from her body?

      Was it hopeless? Was her little family doomed?
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      Karan ran into her library and locked the door. In the secret passage she got out the rusty iron box that held Mad Basunez’s documents, then flipped through the yellowed papers and stained parchments, the spell charts and coded incantations, shivering. His profane experiments at Carcharon almost six hundred years ago had allowed something alien in from the void, and it had slaughtered all but one of his seven grandchildren. It had nearly destroyed the family.

      Karan often visited their graves, the saddest place on her estate. She imagined a seventh headstone, sulien, and it was more than she could bear. She hurled the contents of the box into the library fireplace and set everything alight. Good riddance!

      Galliad’s records were another matter. She had loved her big, handsome, half-Aachim father; he had been the mainstay of her life until he had been killed up at Carcharon, pursuing the same obsession. Karan went through his papers and picked out everything that was even remotely related to what he had done at Carcharon. At the library table, she watched another part of her childhood burn, then crushed the ashes so nothing could be read from them and went out.

      She had to use the disembodiment spell and the sooner the better. Should she tell Llian? There was a strong probability that she would not make it back and she could not deceive him about that. He would be in agony and would try to stop her, but Sulien must come first.

      At three in the morning she rose and prepared carefully in the empty guest room. She was crouched in the dark, bracing herself for the agony of Malien’s disembodiment spell, when she heard a quavery moan coming from Sulien’s room. Karan leaped up. Was the magiz attacking?

      The bedroom door was wrenched open and Llian burst out, his face contorted in terror. He hurtled past without realising she was there and down to Sulien’s room.

      “Daddy!” she was howling as Karan ran in. “Daddy, Daddy!”

      “It’s all right,” he said, holding her. “I’m here.”

      Sulien’s green eyes took up half her face; she clung to him desperately. “Daddy, I saw you,” she said, gasping. “And… and…”

      A shiver made its way up Karan’s spine. She sat beside them and took Sulien’s hands. “What’s the matter? Was it another nightmare?”

      “I saw Daddy,” said Sulien, her small chest heaving, “and he was dead!”

      It knocked Karan sideways. Her eyes misted and her breath congealed in her lungs. She threw her arms around them both, crushing them to herself. It could not be true – it could not!

      “I’m right here,” said Llian to Sulien. “It was just a bad dream.”

      Karan put her hands around Sulien’s head and lifted the nightmare from her. It was much harder than it had been the first time and when Karan finished her head was throbbing. Sulien’s eyes returned to their normal size. She gave a trembling shudder.

      Karan pulled the covers around her. “You’ll be all right now. We’re not going anywhere.”

      Sulien looked puzzled; the lifted nightmare was already fading.

      “Go back to bed,” Karan said to Llian. “I’ll look after her.”

      He went still. Had she just reinforced her earlier rejection, and given him the impression that his life did not matter? She had not meant to. She reached out to him but Llian’s face had already taken on the familiar closed look he used to protect himself. He nodded stiffly, kissed Sulien on the forehead and left.

      Sulien’s brow wrinkled. “What’s the matter with Daddy?”

      “He’s all right. Go to sleep, it’s late.”

      Sulien closed her eyes. Karan sat with her until she slept, then tiptoed out and back to the guest room. Her insides were burning again, but her hands were frigid and her bare feet were icy lumps. What had Sulien really seen? Was Llian going to die?

      She restarted the nightmare and, in an image illuminated as if by a flash of lightning, saw him lying in the middle of an expanse of polished flagstones. He bore no visible signs of injury and she could not tell what had happened to him, but he looked dead.

      Karan wrapped her arms around herself and rocked from side to side. She wanted to run to Llian and never let him go, but she had to know what was going on, and if it was real. She checked the image again, scarcely able to look at his lifeless body, but it told her nothing more. Could it be true? Or was it a threat?

      She continued the nightmare, praying that it would reveal something hopeful. Another series of flashes showed the Merdrun army, led by Gergrig, charging up a mountain road towards a square fortress made of black iron and blue stone. The magiz’s artificers blasted a fifty-foot-wide hole through the nearest wall, hurling dozens of sentries to their death, and the troops swarmed in as they had stormed the domed city in Sulien’s first nightmare. But this time – flash, flash, flash – the blood-drenched nightmare followed them in.

      During the Time of the Mirror Karan had seen more mayhem than she cared to remember, though it was nothing like this. On Santhenar warring armies normally did their best to spare civilians, but the Merdrun appeared to glory in bloodshed and destruction, as if the existence of ordinary people living everyday lives was offensive to them.

      They butchered everyone they came across; only by doing so, it seemed, could they ease their own pain. The only people they spared were taken for torture, and they did not live long. And as the magiz stood by, gleefully drinking each life, she became stronger and the Merdrun more powerful.

      It was awful, yet Karan had to watch the whole nightmare in case it gave her a clue to Llian’s fate, or Sulien’s – or indeed her own. But it did not.

      Towards the end, when all the occupants of the fortress were dead, the Merdrun headed up through a rugged mountain pass towards a second fortress several miles away and half a mile higher. It was a breathtakingly beautiful castle carved from golden stone, with many slender towers and defensive platforms curving out over the walls. Another mile higher stood a third fortress, a vast curved structure hung with ice – or perhaps carved from ice. But what was it guarding?

      She peered deep into the nightmare, up and up, and then she saw it. High above the curved fortress, on a flat-topped peak that stood above every other peak on barren Cinnabar, through drifting snow she made out a big blood-red trilithon – two tall standing stones with a third stone resting across their tops. Was it the gate that would let the Merdrun into Santhenar at the time of the triple moons?

      “Mummy! Daddy!” screamed Sulien.

      Karan raced into her room, dreading what she was going to find. Llian burst in after her.

      “My head,” Sulien gasped, clutching at it. “It’s cracking open.”

      Karan’s blood froze. The magiz was trying to kill her.

      “What’s happening to me?” Sulien whispered.

      Blood gushed from her right nostril, then the left. Her eyes rolled up and she fell back on the bed.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            7
          

          
            
              
              I’M RESIGNING
            

          

        

      

      “You’re what?” cried Esea.

      They were in the vulgar Pink Chamber of the citadel, a room so garishly overdecorated that Tallia bel Soon normally avoided it. The cornices were three feet deep and painted in a dozen colours, and each of the six glittering chandeliers would have filled a hay wain. Tallia had chosen it because no one would think to look for her here.

      She turned away from the window and the streetscape of old Thurkad, the fabulously wealthy capital of Iagador and the most corrupt city in the world. For most of her time as Magister she had worked well with Yggur, the age-old warlord and mancer who had ruled Iagador for a dozen years.

      But his mental breakdown and abrupt withdrawal six months ago had left Iagador leaderless and without an army, and the Magister had neither the authority nor the finances to fill the gap. Since then Tallia had spent all her time trying to hold back the warring barons who wanted to seize Thurkad for themselves, and the scum who just wanted to plunder it. Like the yellowcloaks she could see now on every corner. Who was their overlord? No one knew.

      “I’m resigning as Magister and head of the Council of Santhenar,” said Tallia. “Tonight.”

      For fifteen hundred years the council of mancers had been a powerful force in the west, but it was just a fractious rump now with little power and even less influence. It felt like her personal failure.

      “Why?” said Esea, a small, striking blonde and a reshaper of rare skill, though neither attribute could prove her worth to the sternest critic of all, herself.

      “Things are getting worse, not better. The council needs fresh blood and new ideas.”

      There was a long silence. Tallia looked from Esea to her seated twin, Hingis, who had been kicked by a mule as a boy. His head and upper body were as ugly and misshapen as she was perfectly formed; the left side of his chest was caved in and his face was a tilt-boned monstrosity. It was not a mirror to the inside.

      “The Magister can’t resign,” said Esea. “He or she can only be dismissed by the council or —”

      “Die in office,” said Tallia. “Too bad! I’m going. That’s why I invited you two to this meeting.”

      “Why?” Esea repeated.

      “I’m going home to Crandor.”

      “But you’ve lived in Thurkad for as long as I’ve known you. Longer.”

      “And I hate the place.” A tremor crept into Tallia’s voice and for once she did not try to conceal it. “My soul aches for my homeland: the tropic heat, the warm torrential rain, the wild and fecund jungle.” She looked away and said softly, “And even more for my family. I can’t bear it any longer.”

      “What will you do there?” said Esea.

      “I don’t have the faintest idea.” Tallia stared through the grimy window as if she could pierce the distance to Crandor, four hundred leagues north. “Ryarin’s murder tore the heart out of me. We were childhood sweethearts, did you know?”

      “I didn’t,” said Esea. “I’m so sorry.”

      “We made promises to one another, and I kept putting him off – and he was killed because of what I am. I keep asking myself why I stayed here, and what it’s all been for… and I have no answers.”

      “But we need you. In a corrupt world, a strong, decent Magister really matters.”

      “Thurkad would be better off if I’d been as ruthless as my predecessor. Anyway, I want children and I’m running out of time.”

      “You can have a family and still be Magister.”

      A faint drumming sounded in Tallia’s head. She rubbed her tired eyes. She was always tired these days.

      “The role of Magister is all-consuming. No one can do both.” She kneaded her forearm. “My mind is made up.”

      “But who’s going to replace you?” cried Esea.

      Tallia glanced at Hingis, who used words as sparingly as gold tells, as if each syllable came at a cost and had to matter. Despite his ugliness, or perhaps because of it, he was a master illusionist so grounded in reality that he never succumbed to the lure of his art.

      She had often heard Esea plead with him to fashion himself a more pleasing likeness. Perhaps she, afflicted by the rarest kind of beauty, truly believed such an illusion would help him, but Hingis always refused. Though hideous and in constant pain, he bore his affliction with a serenity his sister could not hope to echo.

      Tallia, now uncertain, weighed their fitness. Hingis’s illusions could make beauty from ugliness, something from nothing, order from disorder. But could a little, sickly man make peace between the warring factions who would rise as soon as she resigned?

      Esea was his antithesis in the Secret Art as well. As a reshaper – a master of transforming matter from one form to another – she refashioned reality as well as he did illusion. Did she work so hard at her art because of the childhood dare that had led to Hingis’s maiming and the guilt she could never escape?

      Neither Hingis nor Esea could be Magister on their own. Their true worth lay in their ability to combine their separate arts – the shaping of both illusion and reality – into spells far greater than the sum of their parts. Mancers were rarely able to work together, and the twins’ ability to do so made them invaluable. They were Tallia’s worthy successors – as long as nothing ever came between them.

      Hingis remained silent apart from the rasp of each indrawn breath into his good lung. He was hard to read.

      “You don’t have anything to say?” said Tallia, meeting his golden-brown eyes.

      “You’re impossible to replace.” He spoke deliberately, in a hoarse and breathless voice, for the misshapen jaw and withered left lung made speaking an effort. “You’ve given your all to Santhenar, and we’ll miss you. I wish you joy in your new life.”

      “But who will lead us?” Esea repeated.

      “That’s up to the council,” said Tallia. “Though if you’re willing to take the Magistership on I’ll argue for you.”

      “I can’t do it!” cried Esea. “I don’t deserve it.”

      “I meant the two of you.”

      “It’d never work. We’re not ready.”

      Tallia had not expected this. Esea was the reckless one, constantly trying to prove herself. Why was she being so timid? Had Tallia made a terrible mistake? She had no other candidate; the local councillors were utterly unworthy, and the others were far off and seldom made the long journey to Thurkad. “No one is ever ready to be Magister. I certainly wasn’t when Mendark was slain.”

      “But you’d been his assistant for years.”

      “You and Hingis have been my assistants for four years,” said Tallia. “May I put your names forward?”

      Hingis exchanged glances with his sister and something unsaid passed between them, perhaps each agreeing because they felt the other wished it.

      Esea nodded stiffly. “You’ll stay to help us with the transition. A month? Two, even?”

      “The new Magister needs a clean start,” said Tallia. “Whether you two are confirmed as joint Magister or someone else is elected, my time is over. When I walk out of the council meeting, I’m leaving Thurkad.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes.”

      “For good?” Finally Hingis showed some emotion.

      “Crandor is two months away by ship. I don’t expect to come back.” She smoothed down her shoulder-length black hair, now threaded with silver, and took a deep breath. “We’re late. Let’s go in.”

      Hingis levered himself from his chair. His curved spine left him no taller than his sister. Tallia, lean and long-legged, towered over them both. She headed down the long hall to the iron-bound double doors of the council chamber, eased the left door open and stopped, looking into the vast room. Another Magister might have thrust the doors wide to crash back against the inner wall, but it was not her way to make entrances.

      Seven councillors were seated at the table, a massive construction of ebony wood twenty feet long, six feet wide and weighing half a ton. They were bickering, as usual. Petty fools! There wasn’t a man or woman here she would miss, not even her occasional allies, the triple-chinned glutton Lemmo Avury and squat, sour Cantha Pluvior. How could she have wasted a quarter of her life weaving paths through their small-minded opposition? She hoped she never saw them again.

      The drumming sounded again, louder than before. Tallia surveyed the hall behind them, which was empty save for a pair of bent-backed clerks lugging armloads of journals on some pointless errand.

      “What’s that noise?” she said.

      “Can’t hear anything,” said Esea.

      “It’s a thumping sound in my head,” said Hingis, “and I don’t like it.”

      Tallia put the niggle out of her mind. “Evening, Lestry,” she said to the guard on the door. There were fresh bruises on his kindly face. “Long day?”

      “Too long, Magister, but there’s no help for it.”

      “We’ll be quick tonight. You’ll be home with your kids by eight.” And your nigah-addicted shrew of a wife, poor man. Nigah, the narcotic bark of a tropical tree, stained the teeth black, and its addicts were violent and unpredictable.

      “Thank you, Magister.”

      She passed her knife to him, and her staff. He put them in the Magister’s compartment of the weapons cabinet. She went in and sat at the head of the table, nodding to the councillors. Hingis and Esea took their positions further along. Tallia looked down at her brown hands. Was she doing the right thing? Or selfishly putting her own interests above the welfare of Thurkad and the west?

      Could Hingis, crippled as he was, and Esea, whose reckless streak seemed to grow worse each day, take her place? Or would one of the other councillors seize control and undo what little good she’d done in her decade as Magister? Tallia’s resolve faltered. No, she had to stop finding excuses to cling to the past. No one was irreplaceable. It was long past time to go.

      The drumming grew louder. Hingis clapped his hands over his ears; his broken face was twisted in pain. Esea stared at him, uncomprehending.

      An argument broke out between Cantha and Rebnell, a red-faced little man with a big black mole on his chin. He slammed a fist down on the ebony table and cursed her, using the foullest oaths Tallia had ever heard. Cantha punched him in the face, squashing his tiny nose flat.

      “Stop it!” yelled Tallia. “What’s the matter with everyone today?”

      A heavy thump on the locked door at the far end of the chamber. Boom! The door went skidding across the granite flagstones, its iron hinges squealing and leaving a trail of sparks in its wake. Splinters peppered the window drapes, the table and the councillors.

      A band of armed men surged in, followed by a rail-thin mancer wearing a purple mask and one of those parchment-yellow cloaks she kept seeing on the street. Purple and yellow – what did that remind her of? Tallia leaped up, cursing her rule that weapons be left outside. She was a master of both armed and unarmed combat but there were far too many of them.

      She kicked her chair aside, extended her right arm and cast a block on the running troops, who piled up as though they had run into a wall. The masked mancer directed his staff at her. Zzztt! Tallia’s knees buckled and her block failed.

      “Cut her down!” he roared. His voice was vaguely familiar.

      Rebnell, who was at the far end of the table closest to the intruders, fell out of his chair, struggled to his feet, stumbled a few steps and was killed by so violent a blow that his little head struck the floor fifteen feet away, spinning like a top and spraying blood in all directions. Cantha was quicker but it did not avail her – a barrel-chested brute of a soldier thrust his sword through her chest and out her back. It made a ghastly crunching sound. He jerked the blade out, shouldered the falling body aside and ran at Hingis.

      Esea let out a scream of fury and extended her hands towards the soldier. His bloody sword glowed red and smoked as the blood burned away, then went blue-white and turned to molten steel in his hand. He howled, clutched his charred hand, and began to scream and dance as the boiling metal ate through his boots. The reek of burning leather caught in Tallia’s nostrils.

      Though only half his size, Esea ran at him in a reckless fury. “No one touches my brother!”

      She slammed a chair into his face and he went down, kicking and screaming, his boots and feet ablaze.

      “Kill Tallia, the monstrosity and the blonde bitch first,” bellowed the mancer. “Then all the others. Make damn sure they’re dead. Then secure the library, the council’s spell vault and the secret archives.”

      Three ruffians advanced on Tallia in a coordinated attack, one from the front and one from either side. She blasted the first man off his feet, kicked the second in the belly and the third in the throat. But as more troops stormed through the door she realised it was hopeless.

      “Out!” she panted, shoving the surviving council members towards the main doors. “Run, you damned fools!”

      As she turned back to face their attackers a muscle-bound fellow with protruding ears shot out from underneath the table. He propelled himself to his feet and thrust up at her with a yellow-clotted blade. Tallia twisted away but not in time. Icy pain speared through her shoulder as the point struck her right collarbone, slid through the flesh beneath and jammed against her shoulder blade.

      She kicked him in the kneecap. He hopped back, grimacing, but did not fall. Blood poured from her wound, then a stinging numbness spread across her shoulder and her right arm flopped by her side, useless.

      In the past Tallia had taken worse injuries, but numbness was spreading down her right side and up her neck. It did not feel like any spell she had encountered before. The yellow muck on the blade must have been poison.

      Behind her she heard screams and the explosive gush of someone vomiting. Were the rest of the councillors being butchered? She did not have the strength to turn her head. She felt an immense sense of failure. How had her network of spies and informers, supposedly the best in the land, not warned her of this plot?

      The muscle-bound thug swung his sword back and Tallia knew she was going to die.
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      Tallia slipped to her knees, watching the swinging blade that was going to end her life.

      Behind her Hingis spoke three words in an arcane tongue: “Rahgiz voluten shix.” Tallia’s attacker let out a yelp as the blade appeared to reverse in his hand and spear at his own face. He swayed sideways and it sliced off his protruding left ear as it went past. On the floor, it looked like a bloody dried apricot.

      He hurled the weapon from him, clutched at the side of his head, then stared at the blood all over his hand. Hingis’s illusion was one of the finest Tallia had ever seen, though not enough to save her – the soldier was drawing a long knife.

      Hingis and Esea faced each other. He nodded and spoke another two words. There was not a hint of panic in his voice.

      At the same time Esea cried, “Chamber, crumble!”

      The room began to shake, then wobble. The walls seemed to be vibrating in and out, the floor bucking up and down, the chairs clattering across the boards. White smoke billowed from a stack of paper scrolls. The muscle-bound soldier was thrown off his feet.

      Esea pointed at the massive ebony table. It toppled onto its side, bounced as if the hard wood had turned to rubber, swung in a violent arc and slammed into the muscle-bound soldier, then the others. Bones snapped like dry wood. Two of the soldiers went flying backwards and the others disappeared behind the table, which pushed them across the chamber and crushed them against the side wall. Their screams proved that it was no illusion.

      The chamber felt as though it was shaking to pieces. Statues of past Magisters toppled from their pedestals; framed portraits of councillors hit the floor and came apart. Hingis gestured at the ceiling, which cracked in many places. Chunks of lath and plaster pelted down, though oddly there was no dust. This was an illusion, though only a master could have seen through it.

      Tallia tried to get up but her legs would not support her. Esea lifted her from behind and thrust a shoulder under her left arm, supporting her. Esea’s face was bleached, her breath rasping. Attacking with such massive objects had drained her. Hingis was breathing in punctured gasps and his lips had a blue tinge.

      The three surviving councillors were stampeding down the hall, Avury last, his prodigious buttocks wobbling like water-filled balloons. The seat of his trousers had burst.

      Only two soldiers were uninjured and they hung well back, staring fearfully at the quivering ceiling. The masked mancer’s lips were moving. Evidently he was trying to understand which aspects of the Secret Art were being used here, and how to counter them.

      Esea turned Tallia and headed for the doors. Hingis lurched along beside them, grimly satisfied.

      “Your best ever illusion,” said Esea.

      It was all Tallia could do to hold on. She glanced back. “They’re coming again. Mean to kill us all. And I’ve got nothing left.”

      “Hold her up,” said Esea.

      Hingis gave Tallia his shoulder and she could feel his knees trembling. Esea raised both arms towards the far end of the chamber.

      A quarter of the ceiling fell with a crash, burying the three soldiers. A chunk of plaster burst on the mancer’s head, driving him to his knees and knocking the purple mask askew. Tallia saw a long lopsided face, a lantern jaw and pendulous ears like tree fungi – it was Scorbic Vyl, a dangerous mancer-for-hire. Who was he working for? He yanked the mask over his face and staggered out, calling for reinforcements.

      “Come on,” said Hingis.

      Esea was on her knees. “Utterly… drained.”

      She forced herself to her feet and they hauled Tallia through the main doors. Hingis pulled them shut and locked them. Lestry, the door guard, had fled. Esea staggered to the nearest window and clung to its frame, looking out.

      “Where… citadel guards?” gasped Tallia.

      “Vyl must have dealt with them first.”

      Boom! Boom! The main doors were attacked from the other side. Tallia fell to her knees again.

      “They can’t hold more than a minute or two,” said Esea.

      They snatched their weapons from the cabinet. Esea hauled Tallia to the stone stairs on the left and, with Hingis’s help, heaved her down five flights. He locked each set of doors behind them, though it could only gain them a few minutes. They were both gasping and Tallia still could not stand up by herself.

      “What about… councillors?” she said.

      “Running for their lives.” Esea’s voice dripped contempt.

      “The council records —”

      “Will fall into Vyl’s hands,” said Hingis. “This was well planned.”

      “Can’t… end like this,” said Tallia, slurring her words.

      “If we don’t get out of Thurkad before they take the gates,” said Esea, “we’re dead.”

      “Stables. My horses. Keep watch. Yellowcloaks.”

      They headed along a low, dripping passage to the citadel stables. Puddles of foul brown water on the floor smelled as if it had seeped from the cesspits. Esea wadded a rag against Tallia’s oozing wound and bound it. There wasn’t time to clean it. Tallia put a hand on the bandage and cast an antidote charm. The pain softened, though it did not ease the creeping lethargy that made the simplest thing an effort. Not knowing what the poison was, she could not counter it.

      Her saddlebags were already packed. Hingis and Esea saddled the horses while Tallia clung to the side of a stall, feeling cold blood trickling down her side. It was taking all her strength to stay conscious.

      They helped her onto her horse, a huge black beast, wild of eye and loyal only to her. Her head spun. With a supreme effort of will that she would pay for later, she forced the numbness back.

      “Can you stay upright?” said Esea.

      “Have to.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Was taking ship. Too risky now. Go… south-west gate. Split up.”

      “We’re not leaving you.”

      “You must.”

      They rode for the gate, trying not to attract attention. It was very dark and the wind drove cold rain through the stinking yellow smog. There were few people on the streets and most were head down, trying to get out of the miserable weather.

      They reached the south-western gate and were not challenged, though they were recognised and must soon be followed. Two miles south, at the junction of the Feddil Road and the High Way, Tallia reined in, shuddering with the cold.

      “Got coin?” she said to the twins. Their stipend was small and Hingis’s healers’ bills must be enormous.

      “We’ve got nothing but what we’re wearing,” said Hingis.

      Esea pulled half a dozen small coins from her pocket, studied them ruefully and thrust them back.

      “Magisters have… secret hoards,” said Tallia. “One not far.”

      The rain grew heavier. She was shivering uncontrollably; cold was creeping out of the wound and all through her body. It took a desperate hour to find the place, between a cluster of boulders in a patch of scrub heavily grazed by goats. But as they passed behind the biggest boulder Tallia knew what she was going to find – she could sense the broken protection charm and smell the freshly turned earth.

      The hoard, which had been hidden here for decades, had been freshly plundered. What if the other hoards were gone as well? She had savings but she was by no means wealthy. How was she to fund the fightback? Tallia slumped onto a grey boulder, shivering and shuddering, and cast her antidote charm again. It did nothing.

      “What are we going to do?” said Esea.

      Tallia lurched to her saddlebags, took out two coin pouches and handed one to each of them.

      “We can’t take your savings,” said Esea.

      “You can’t go back. Lost everything.”

      “How will you get to Crandor?”

      Tallia let out a bitter croak. “How can I go home now?”

      “We can deal with Scorbic Vyl.”

      “But not… who’s behind him.” Vyl’s colours had given that away.

      “Who is behind him?”

      “Yellow parchment on purple velvet – Cumulus Snoat.”

      “Who’s he?” said Esea.

      Tallia forced herself to focus, to speak clearly. “Greediest man in Meldorin. He’s got a private army.”

      “But the City Watch —”

      “Will have fallen. Snoat’s yellowcloaks will control Thurkad by now… and whoever controls Thurkad controls… northern Iagador. But it’s worse than that…”

      “What are you saying?”

      “War!” she gasped. “And Iagador no longer has an army.”

      It was time for extreme measures. Tallia gripped her staff, focused on the wound and prepared the most powerful healing charm she could manage. Self-healing charms were rarely effective for long and the cost in aftersickness would be high, but she had no choice. She cast the spell. The wound burned as if a red-hot coal had been jammed into it, then her mind cleared a little.

      “Thurkad is lost,” said Tallia. “Race down the High Way to Sith. Don’t stop, day or night. Send skeets.”

      Skeets were vicious hunting birds, bigger than eagles, and dangerous to handle, but they were the fastest way to send a message.

      “Who to?” said Esea.

      “Nadiril, the Librarian at the Great Library in Zile. And Wistan, at the college in Chanthed. And… Yggur, too, I suppose.” She pronounced his name as Igger.

      “His abdication created this mess.”

      “You can’t blame him for his illness. And he may be recovering by now – he may be able to help us.”

      “I wouldn’t bet on it,” said Esea.

      “When you get to Sith, organise the resistance in the south: recruit allies and spies, raise money and form an army.”

      “That all?” Esea said sarcastically.

      “Then await my skeet,” said Tallia.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To Gothryme.”

      “A hundred miles is a hell of a ride in your condition.”

      “Must be done. Then I’ll head to Casyme to see Shand.”

      “Who’s he?” said Esea.

      “Long ago he was known as the Recorder. Though he’s an old man now – all my allies are old.”

      “Or damaged,” said Esea, though she meant herself. She would never have said it about Hingis.

      Tallia turned to go, then stopped. There was a high chance that she would be caught and killed, and the council’s secrets must be protected. “Hingis, a word.” She headed away between the boulders.

      He followed, walking with a sideways rolling motion, his breath rasping. Esea came with him.

      “A private word, please, Esea,” Tallia added.

      Hingis paused in mid-step, his eyes searching Tallia’s. Gold flashed in Esea’s eyes; she glared at Tallia, unblinking. Tallia met her gaze and they stood that way for a long moment, then Esea turned back.

      Tallia went on until there was no chance of being overheard and waited for Hingis. He did nothing without effort but asked for no concessions.

      “Esea and I work together,” said Hingis.

      “The more people who know the code to the council’s spell vault, the greater the risk it’ll be exposed. There are old spells and forgotten devices so deadly —”

      His eyes widened fractionally. “I trust Esea with my life.”

      Tallia faltered. Was she doing the right thing, or making a terrible mistake? She could not think clearly. “While I’m Magister, I must protect our secrets.”

      “She won’t take it well.”

      “If… if the need wasn’t desperate, I wouldn’t ask. Will you accept the code, use it if disaster strikes and there’s no other way, and keep it secret no matter the cost?”

      “If I do,” said Hingis, “it will sunder us. And… that may turn out worse than if you never gave it to me.”

      There was no time to think that through. They had to leave now. “No one can see the future. For the sake of Iagador?”

      His lopsided shoulders slumped, the left dropping lower than the right, then extended his right hand. She wrote the code on a scrap of paper and gave it to him. He read it, closed his eyes for a second, his lips moving, then nodded and handed the paper back. She tore it to pieces, put them in her mouth, chewed and swallowed.

      “Fare well,” said Hingis.

      “And you.”

      He trudged back to Esea and they spoke briefly, after which she stalked to her horse and galloped away. Hingis hauled himself into the saddle like a crab trying to climb a wall and rode after her, as saggy as a bag of potatoes.

      Pain stabbed through Tallia’s shoulder. Had she made things worse? She mounted, turned onto the Feddil Road and urged her horse into a gallop. She could already feel her healing charm slipping, the aftersickness stirring. The hundred-mile ride was going to be brutal.

      Yet her failure was more painful. Her decade as Magister had been wasted and she was never going home. The dream of tropical Crandor, a family and children at her knee, was over.

       

      As soon as they were gone, a skinny bow-legged man whose arms and hands were thickly furred with black hair slipped down from his hiding place on top of the tallest rock, and raced back to Thurkad.
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      Blood was smeared all over Sulien’s face and she began to moan and kick. Was she dying? Karan could not breathe, could not think what to do.

      “Is the magiz attacking?” Llian said wildly.

      “I don’t know!” Karan snapped. “Hold her still.”

      He held Sulien down by the shoulders. Karan extended her fingers across Sulien’s forehead, desperately trying to sense how the magiz was getting to her. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. Should she use Malien’s spell and go after the magiz? With Sulien in this state, she dared not.

      Precious minutes passed. Llian wiped the blood off her face but it kept pouring from her nose, and her legs were thrashing on the bed. Ah! When Karan had lifted the nightmare half an hour ago she had missed a small link implanted in Sulien’s mind. That’s how the magiz was attacking.

      Karan reached down to the buried link, which was like a shiny black bead connected to a taut thread. She jerked the bead out and the thread whipped it away into the dimension from which it had come. Karan gasped; the pain was like an axe biting into the top of her own skull.

      Sulien sighed and her eyelids fluttered. Llian tore off a pillowcase, wet it from the bedside water jug and wiped the blood off her face. The bleeding had stopped; she was asleep again, though it was interrupted by fits of trembling and whimpering.

      “Watch her,” Karan said weakly.

      She sensed a distant pain, as bad as her own. She had hurt the magiz. Karan slumped onto the bed, holding her head. But the magiz would attack again and again; she would never give in. Karan got up and lurched out. This had to end now.

      “What are you doing?” cried Llian.

      She stopped in the doorway, swaying. “Don’t come into the spare bedroom.”

      His eyes were despairing holes in his blanched face. “Karan?”

      It hurt to see him in such torment, but nothing could be done right now. “I’ve got to stop the magiz while I still can. I’m going to use a disembodiment spell. Malien put it on me earlier.”

      “What for?” he said wildly.

      “To find out how the magiz is attacking.” There was no time to give him the details, no time for anything.

      Not even to say, I love you.

      In the spare room she prepared herself, knowing what a reckless thing she was doing. The magiz knew her link had been broken and she would expect Karan to strike back.

      The disembodiment spell was a coiled spring inside her, which trigger would release. Every muscle was tense, resisting the agony to come. Spell-stop would return her to her body. She rehearsed the command; she might need to use it in a hurry. But what if she were confused or the magiz blocked her?

      She filled a bucket with cold water and put it on top of the bookcase next to the bed, with a dangling rope attached to the handle. She had no idea if she would be able to use it in an emergency – during disembodiment her body might be comatose – but it was better than nothing.

      Go, now! 

      She lay on the bed, closed her eyes and tried to picture the magiz as she had last seen her. It proved an unfortunate choice of image – she was torturing one of the prisoners taken in the attack on the square fortress, preparing to drink her life. Karan could not bear to watch. She triggered the disembodiment spell.

      And knew what it must feel like to die by the most agonising death of all, anthracism, where the human body burned from the inside out. It felt as though molten lead had been poured down her throat. Her stomach was on fire and it was spreading to her lungs, her heart, her bowels and along her arteries to every part of her body.

      Karan let out a desperate, croaking scream. Her head spun, the room whirled, bright sparks curved like meteor trails across her field of view, then, with the thud of a hammer striking human flesh, her spirit was ripped from her body.

      She did not travel through the void, as she had done last time. There was no sense of movement at all, but she felt sharp gravel beneath her bare feet. It did not hurt; she had no body here, no weight.

      Jagged rocks reared up all around and there was black ice in every cleft. She smelled blood and smoke and a sharp odour she did not recognise; it stung her eyes. It was bitterly cold and the air was thin; even her phantom lungs strained to draw enough. It had a metallic taste, like licking a piece of iron.

      In the distance someone was screaming. Karan’s bowels clenched. She was on Cinnabar, a quarter of a mile below the golden castle with the slender towers. It would be the next to fall.

      The huge green moon stood at the vertical. Another moon, half its size and red, was sinking below the horizon to her left. The third moon, the little yellow one spattered with black, was not in evidence. She tried to pick up a shard of rock but her fingers passed through it. As Malien had said, the only thing she could do here was spy.

      The Merdrun army was camped among the rocks in hundreds of orange tents. Sentries patrolled between them and around the perimeter. One was coming now – the round-faced warrior-woman Uzzey, whose blonde plaits formed a loop above her head.

      She was marching towards Karan; it seemed impossible that she would not be seen. She backed away but Uzzey turned at the last moment and walked right through her. Karan felt a series of tiny impacts, like windblown feathers, and sensed Uzzey’s exhaustion, then her hidden revulsion at the butchery she had been forced to carry out in the attacks.

      Uzzey froze, then looked around wildly; she must have sensed Karan. Her eyes were startlingly blue and as clear as sapphires. She reached out with her left hand. She had slim, elegant fingers, though they were greatly scarred and bruised, and half her little finger had been hacked off; it ended in a brown scab. Her arm shook and she groped around her, then shivered and marched on.

      Karan climbed an outcrop of red rock and studied the campsite. Apart from the sentries there were few people about and most of the tents were dark; the soldiers must be asleep. So where was her quarry?

      Karan’s gaze was drawn to the magiz and Gergrig, thirty yards away in a narrow space between two rock outcrops. A dead prisoner, a golden-skinned young man, lay on the bloody ground and the magiz was crouching over him. She stood up, a sick smile on her thin mouth. Her colourless eyes were glowing – she looked like a drunkard who had just opened the first bottle of the day. Karan’s stomach heaved.

      She drifted closer, her pulse pounding in her ears and every muscle taut. She had to kill the magiz, but how?

      “You’ve drunk a hundred lives today,” Gergrig said coldly. “You’ve got more power than you’ve ever had, but what have you learned? How can this child see us from so far away?”

      The magiz took a step back. “I… I believe she’s inherited talents that give her the gift of seeing.”

      “Who from?”

      “Both parents are gifted, in very different ways. And I found…” She seemed reluctant to say it.

      “What, damn you?”

      She took another step back, hesitated, then said in a rush, “Both have been touched in the past by… by… him.”

      “By Rulke?” cried Gergrig, his dark features showing alarm, hatred, then a touch of fear. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is this another conspiracy against us?”

      “Rulke is dead. He was killed on Santhenar ten years ago.”

      “Dead?” Gergrig repeated as if he could not believe it. “You’re absolutely sure?”

      “Yes.”

      For a moment he looked dazed, then he threw his head back and let out a chilling laugh. The jagged tattoo on his forehead shone green in the light of the vertical moon.

      “Then we’re free!” He glanced over his shoulder, then lowered his voice. “Rulke was the only man I ever feared. Nothing can stop us now. Soon Santhenar will be ours, our own world at last! And once we have it, we will plot our revenge.”

      To Karan’s astonishment, this brutal man had tears in his eyes. He passionately, desperately wanted a world for his people. Well, he wasn’t getting hers!

      “There’s still the child,” said the magiz.

      Gergrig’s emotional moment faded. “Why is she still alive?” he snapped.

      The magiz did not reply.

      “No child could block your attack,” he added.

      “Someone lifted the nightmare from her, then tore out my link.”

      “Who?”

      “I think… her mother.”

      Karan sank to her knees. The magiz knew too much.

      “Can you attack her?”

      “What’s the point?” said the magiz. “She’ll have told everyone about the invasion by now.”

      “It matters,” said Gergrig, “because the red-haired brat has had other nightmares.”

      Karan stiffened. What other nightmares?

      “What do you mean?” said the magiz.

      “I’ve been searching my dreams,” he said. “I… I think she’s seen…” Gergrig seemed reluctant to say it aloud. He lowered his voice. “Something vital.”

      “What?”

      “Our… one fatal weakness.”

      Karan gasped; she could not help it. Could this be the break they desperately needed? But as the dreadful implications sank in, her skin seemed to freeze all the way down her back. It made things worse, far worse.

      The magiz started and stumbled back, her arms flailing. “Don’t say any more!” She regained her balance. “Does the child know? Or is it buried in her subconscious?”

      “Find out. Can you attack the mother?”

      The magiz showed her teeth. “She was foolish enough to take the nightmare upon herself.”

      “Kill her, now! Then get rid of the child.”

      “It’s not that easy. I’m burning power just to locate them from so far away. I can’t keep it up, Gergrig. I’ll need all that power later, to open the gate.”

      “Burn it now,” he said harshly, “or we may not get to —” He broke off, then said more calmly, “The child is a danger and you’ve got to fix it. You will take no part in the battles for the golden castle, or the ice bastion. You will do nothing except find the girl, kill her, then eliminate the rest of the family. Erase the entire household, to be sure.”

      “It will be a pleasure,” said the magiz, her colourless eyes glistening in those black, black sockets.

      Karan slumped against the rocks. How could she hope to stop a sorcerer who was bursting with power after drinking so many lives? A sorcerer who was addicted to death.

      “How are the preparations going?” added the magiz.

      “The summon stone has woken,” said Gergrig, “and the chaos has begun on Santhenar. Friend will turn on friend, sister on brother. Soon whole nations will tear themselves apart. By the night of the triple moons there will be no opposition.” He grinned savagely. “What a month of war we will have then.”

      Karan reeled. Benie’s murder of Cook wasn’t an insignificant local tragedy. The drumming came from the summon stone and the Merdrun were using it to create chaos – and render Santhenar defenceless by the time of the invasion.

      “Unless someone finds the stone,” said the magiz.

      “It can look after itself.”

      “Yet it also has a weakness. Will it be ready to bring us through by syzygy?”

      “It must. Without the alignment of the triple moons we won’t be able to open the Crimson Gate, and the next opportunity is years away. Have you done the final calculations?”

      She hesitated. “To be sure, I need more lunar observations.”
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