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      PART ONE

      
FATHERS, 
SONS AND 
DAUGHTERS


   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Wind gusted and obliterated the whisper, but not before it was overheard. Ligea Gayed may not have seen the man standing behind
         her rolling his eyes, but she felt his exasperation. ‘It’s true,’ she repeated without turning around. ‘I was the worst mother in the world.’
      

      
      From where she stood on one of the two towers that guarded the river, she could see upstream to the walls and domes and columns
         of Tyr, aglow in the morning sun. The most beautiful city in the world, many said. There, along the riverbanks to her right,
         were the tiered seats of the Desert-Season Theatre, and the villa on Senators’ Row where she had been raised by a Tyranian
         general. You could no longer find a statue or a plaque or a tomb that commemorated his life anywhere in the whole of Tyrans.
         Petty revenge perhaps, but she’d do it again.
      

      
      The wind tugged the flaps of her skirting into streamers, whipping them over her head. Impatiently she thrust them away from
         her face, regretting that she’d thought it fitting that morning to wear the anoudain of the Kardi people, with its soft slit
         overskirt and loose trousers. She’d chosen it because this was the day she farewelled the heir to the Mirager of Kardiastan,
         on his way to take up his place at his father’s side.
      

      
      Arrant, her son.

      
      Behind her, General Gevenan could hold in his acerbity no longer. ‘Are you flipping pickled? You raise a lad as fine as Arrant
         Temellin, and you think you did a shleth-brained job? He’s proof of his upbringing, you moondaft woman.’
      

      
      She was silent. No point in enumerating all the ways she had failed Arrant, starting from the damage she had done to his Magor
         potential by overusing her power while he was still in her womb. Water through the aqueduct. You couldn’t bring it back again.
      

      
      But Gevenan wasn’t finished. He came to stand beside her, saying, ‘And I’ll be cursed if I see why we are shivering here in
         a blasted cold seawind without our cloaks, just to wave goodbye, when you already said farewell to the lad this morning.’
      

      
      ‘A little breeze upsets the joints these days, does it?’ she asked sweetly. ‘I want to see his ship sail out.’

      
      ‘Sentimental mush! And this from a woman who once led an army and slit the throat of her predecessor?’

      
      She shrugged. ‘I’ve earned the right to a little sentimentality. Ah, there they are, see?’ Four biremes stroked their way
         down the centre of the river on the outgoing tide. She was sending her son to his father with an escort from the Tyranian
         navy, in style and comfort. Not the way she had first gone to Kardiastan, aboard a coastal ship laden with marble.
      

      
      So long ago. And she’d known so little. ‘He’s only thirteen,’ she murmured.

      
      ‘Mature for his age. One of the most talented riders I’ve ever seen, bar none. Good with a sword: he’s been well taught, after
         all,’ he added smugly. He’d had a lot to do with that. ‘True, he’s just suffered a hard lesson about being too trusting, but
         he’ll be better able to judge a man as a result. He’s a tad, um, learned for my taste perhaps, but he’ll get over that. He took responsibility for Brand’s death and faced his mistake like a man.
         It’s a fine lad you have there, on that ship.’
      

      
      ‘I know. But his command over his power is unpredictable, and that is what is going to count in Kardiastan. He can be dangerous,
         Gev. People won’t like that. And we both know what his Magor magic is capable of when it’s out of control.’
      

      
      ‘Am I likely to forget?’ He repressed a shudder at the memory of the carnage outside the North Gate the day Arrant’s power
         had killed both Tyranian and rebel soldiers. ‘But, Ligea, what does it matter now? Kardiastan is at peace; no one needs Magor
         power to rule. His cabochon can remain a pretty yellow rock in his palm, unused.’
      

      
      She shook her head. ‘I wish you were right. But in Magor society, there’s more involved.’

      
      He raised a querying eyebrow, his interest pungent to her senses as it drifted about him.

      
      ‘It’s a Magor secret, Gev. Let’s just say that it’s the Mirager’s power that ensures a new generation of Magor. How can Arrant
         follow in his father’s footsteps if he can’t control his power enough to do that? And if Kardiastan doesn’t have the Magor,
         they will be at the mercy of every invader and barbarian who eyes their land.’
      

      
      ‘Ah. Well, does he have to be Mirager then? Let someone else be Temellin’s heir. Being a ruler is a rotten job for a man of
         sense.’ He ran a hand over his greying hair. ‘Although I’ll admit I’d feel happier if he took the Mirager’s seat at some future
         point. I don’t want Tyrans to fall to some magic-making neighbour intent on conquest.’
      

      
      ‘It is the Magor who make the policy in Kardiastan, and the Magor don’t behave that way.’ Largely due to the restrictions
         the Mirage Makers placed on their behaviour, but she wasn’t about to explain that.
      

      
      He snorted. ‘Power corrodes eventually, Ligea. Not everybody perhaps, but someone, sometime. Anyway, right now we need to
         catch the whispers about what’s happening here in Tyr. With Rathrox Ligatan and Favonius dead, we have to make sure no one else steps into the vacancy. Because believe me,
         that’s what happens when greedy men seek power. They look for holes they can exploit.’
      

      
      ‘Watch the Lucii then,’ she said. ‘I don’t trust Devros. He has always had the ambition to place his well-padded posterior
         on the Exaltarch’s seat.’ As she spoke, her gaze did not leave the approaching ships. The banner fluttering from the mast
         of the second ship told her it was the vessel that bore Arrant. She could make out figures on deck, but they were too small
         to recognise, so she raised her left hand and bathed her eyes in the glow of her cabochon magic. With her sight enhanced,
         she saw Arrant was in the bow, leaning against the railing, while Garis, who had come to Tyr to accompany him to Kardiastan,
         was aft, talking to the helmsman.
      

      
      ‘Devros? I never take my eyes off the arrogant bastard,’ Gevenan said. ‘He makes me want to puke.’

      
      She frowned unhappily. ‘I want to leave Tyrans, Gev. I want to go home.’ Ah, the irony of that. She had spent less than half
         a year of her adult life in Kardiastan; half the Magor thought her more Tyranian than Kardi and therefore not to be trusted;
         and most of the rest would never forgive her because they blamed her for the death of Temellin’s wife. Bemused by the oddity
         of her own sentiment, she thought, ‘Yet I still feel it is where I belong. Where I want to be.’ Aloud she said, ‘I want the
         Senate and the Advisory Council ruling this land wisely so I can walk away.’
      

      
      ‘Go,’ Gevenan said. ‘Leave the Senate and Legate Valorian and me to manage as best we can. I won’t be around forever, but
         Valorian is young and he’s a good soldier. Make a fine general one day, even if he does insist on curling his hair and bedding
         every pretty athlete in the city. You could even call in those ships down there, right now, and take passage to Sandmurram
         with them.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t tempt me, you Ingean devil. If I were to do that, and a man like Devros became Exaltarch, fear of the Magor would drive
         him to find ways to bring Kardiastan down. He and his supporters already talk of controlling all trade across the Sea of Iss
         using a Tyranian navy, and it’s the ruination of Kardiastan they have in mind. Besides, they would reinstate slavery here
         in Tyrans.’ And to allow that to happen would be a betrayal of Brand …
      

      
      But she wanted to go home so badly. Temellin was there; that was reason enough, and soon there would be another: Arrant. She
         focused on his face. Serious, too serious for one of his age. Burdened by the deaths he had caused. Burdened already by the
         responsibilities soon to be his. He was looking directly over the prow of the ship as it approached the booms, unaware of
         her presence on the tower. He didn’t look her way, yet he should have; he should have sensed her. In the stern, Garis had
         raised his head to gaze in her direction and lifted a hand in greeting and farewell, but nothing in Arrant’s demeanour hinted
         that he knew she watched. She fidgeted, unsettled.
      

      
      He was going to a home he had never known, to a father he barely knew, to become heir to a position he might never be able
         to fill. His control over his power was incomplete, and on occasion that power had revealed itself to be as destructive as
         a winter sea gale. And there would be so many who would not welcome his coming because he was the son of Sarana Solad, Miragerin
         of Kardiastan, who had become Ligea, Exaltarch of Tyr.
      

      
      ‘Gods,’ she wondered, ‘what kind of legacy have we left for your future, Arrant?’

      
      Arrant fixed his gaze on the sea ahead of them as they rowed through the booms. The River Tyr broadened beyond into the estuary and hence to the Sea of Iss. He didn’t glance at the towers on either side, and he refused to look back.
      

      
      That life was gone, done with. He had to put it behind him, all of it. Even the good things. Like studying in the public library.
         The luxury of the palace baths. The classes with the Academy scholars. Geometry lessons with old Lepidus. He regretted that;
         he loved the certainty of mathematics and the shapes it suggested to him. When he looked at buildings now, he saw language
         in the angles of their structure … Did they have mathematicians in Madrinya? He had never asked.
      

      
      ‘Don’t think about that, you fool,’ he told himself. Don’t look back at Tyr, at the elegance of the temple columns and the
         beauty of the caryatids, at the Desert-Season Theatre, at the villas on the hillsides, at the domes of the palace where his
         mother was right then. ‘It’s gone, that life is past. You are going to Kardiastan to be Mirager-heir.
      

      
      ‘And don’t think about the bad things either. Brand dying because you were a jealous fool. All those soldiers dying because
         you couldn’t control your power. From now on, you look forward, not back. Ever.’
      

      
      He kept his gaze fixed on the open sea, the churning in his stomach a mixture of excitement and anxiety. He was going to his
         father. Magori-temellin, the Mirager of Kardiastan, liberator, hero, whose other son was one of the Mirage Makers. He’d met
         his father only once, and his memories of the month they had spent together in Ordensa when he was five were mixed. Childish
         things, much of them – building sand forts on the beach, playing with the cat, learning to swim. And memories of a man, a
         tall, brown laughing man with strong arms, carrying him on his shoulders.
      

      
      And then that awful night when the Ravage had come, choking his dreams with their threat and their gleeful promise of horrible death. He had wanted his father to save him. He had run to find him. Instead he had heard Temellin say to Ligea,
         ‘I don’t want him.’ Even now he could hear the sound of that voice, the chill of those words.
      

      
      Temellin hadn’t wanted him. It still hurt, all these years later. Perhaps Ligea had told Temellin about his son’s inability
         to manage his power, and that was why Temellin uttered the rejection – a Mirager uninterested in a son who wasn’t a proper
         Magori, for all that his cabochon was gold.
      

      
      Sweet Elysium, how could he make his father proud of him if he couldn’t call on his power when he needed it, if he couldn’t
         control it when it did come? How could he ever be Mirager after Temellin? ‘Who,’ he asked himself, ‘would want a Mirager like
         me?’
      

      
      He heaved in a calming breath. He had to stop feeling sorry for himself. He had to learn the knack of cabochon control. He
         would practise until he was exhausted, if that was what it took. He would study hard. And he would be careful. He would never
         try to use his power when he was by himself, just in case he hurt someone. He would never lose his temper or give in to his
         fear, because those were things that might make him lose control. And he would show Temellin that he could be a true Magori,
         a proper Mirager-heir. ‘I have to make him proud of me,’ he thought. ‘I’ll do it, I swear I will.’
      

      
      Besides, he had to be strong to help Tarran. Tarran depended on him, spending as much time as he could within the sanctuary
         of Arrant’s mind to keep himself sane. Oh, brother, he said, not knowing if Tarran would hear, I’d do anything to make it easier for you. It could so easily have been Ligea who died in place of your mother, and me who
            became the Mirage Maker.
      

      
      ‘Deep thoughts?’

      
      He jumped, and then cursed inwardly. He ought to have felt Garis’s approach; instead he had been startled. ‘Yes. I – I have a lot to think about. Magori, can I ask you something about the Mirage and the Mirage Makers?’
      

      
      ‘Of course. But don’t call me Magori. It makes me feel far too old.’

      
      ‘But you are. Oh, er, I mean, well – older than me, anyway.’

      
      Garis gave an audible sigh. ‘Why is it the young always think of any adult as being in their dotage? My daughter thinks I’m
         ancient enough to have been birthed before the standing stones were erected. I am ten years younger than your mother, in fact.
         So, drop the Magori and call me Garis.’ He grinned amiably and Arrant smiled back. ‘Now, what exactly do you want to know?
         How much did Sarana tell you?’
      

      
      ‘Well, she said the Mirage Makers have become weaker over the centuries. She told me they created the Mirage, but then saw
         it eroded away by the Ravage sores. And that they hoped – believed – that the advent of a new Mirage Maker, a human embryo,
         would make them strong enough to resist. But it hasn’t worked. Every year, a little more of the Mirage disappears as the sores
         grow larger.’
      

      
      Garis gave a quick frown. ‘Well, we haven’t been to the Mirage lately, you know. We left once Kardiastan was free of Tyrans.
         That was, what, six years ago? So we don’t really know what has happened since. We assume that things have got better – or
         will get better as Pinar’s son grows up.’
      

      
      Arrant shook his head. ‘It hasn’t got better.’ The Mirage Makers had suffered more as Tarran grew older, not less, but they
         didn’t know why. Maybe they had just made a wild guess at what would help, and had been mistaken. What was it Tarran had said?
         I need you. We may not have much longer. Come home. Maybe, if you came, you could think of some way to help us.
      

      
      Garis was staring at him, puzzled. ‘How would you know it hasn’t got better?’

      
      Arrant reddened. ‘Er, well, it’s more likely it hasn’t.’ He wasn’t going to talk to Garis about Tarran. The Mirager, not Garis, should be the first to learn about the connection between his
         two sons.
      

      
      ‘We have no reason to think anything is amiss,’ Garis said.

      
      ‘But you don’t know that.’

      
      ‘No. Not for sure.’

      
      Tarran was suffering, and no one even knew about it? ‘Don’t you think someone should go and find out?’ he asked acidly.

      
      His vehemence startled Garis. ‘Arrant, we have all sworn to uphold the Covenant between the Magor and the Mirage Makers. You
         will soon, too, at a special ceremony. And that Covenant states that the Magor leave the area beyond the Shiver Barrens to
         the Mirage Makers. In return they give us our Magor swords, including the Mirager’s sword which makes our cabochons. But you
         know all this, surely. Didn’t your mother tell you?’
      

      
      ‘Of course she did. But the Mirage Makers made an exception when the Magor were in trouble. They allowed you to live in the
         Mirage to keep you safe from the Tyranian legions. Don’t you think it would be a good idea to check if they are in trouble now, and need our help?’
      

      
      ‘We don’t break the Covenant lightly. Besides, if they needed our help, I’m sure they would have asked for it. They speak
         to each young Magoroth who comes to them to collect his sword, after all. But perhaps you had better talk to your father about
         all this.’
      

      
      ‘I will.’

      
      Garis gave a sudden laugh, but sounded more approving than amused. ‘Let’s hope it’s not too long before your mother follows
         us to Kardiastan,’ he said, and turned to take one last look at Tyr.
      

      
      Arrant glanced behind to where the two towers guarding the river were now hard to see beyond the shimmering glare from the water. ‘I wonder if I’ll ever come back,’ he said, and hoped he never would.
      

      
      On the same day that Arrant left for Kardiastan, in a vale a thousand miles from Tyr, a farmer looked up from his fields and
         worried. A long low bank of maroon cloud hemmed the sky beyond the rake that bordered his valley.
      

      
      He watched it uneasily throughout the morning as he tilled his melon patch. Any cloud was a rare sight in a land where it
         never rained, where water came from under the ground, not wastefully falling from above, but he knew enough to understand
         this was not a rain cloud. Rain would never colour the sky this shade of bruised purple-red. Even as he watched, the blue
         began to disappear, devoured by the advancing billows. Soft warm breezes blowing from beyond the rake intensified to become
         vicious hot winds that scorched his skin as the day passed.
      

      
      When he stowed his tools in his shed in the dying light of dusk, his wife came out to join him, winding her hands nervously
         into the skirting of her anoudain. ‘I’ve never seen a sky like this before,’ she said. ‘And there’s a smell in the air that
         I mislike. What is happening, Rugar?’
      

      
      He put his arm about her and shepherded her back towards the house. ‘That’s the stink of the Ravage,’ he said with certainty,
         though he had never smelled it before.
      

      
      ‘Then ought not someone ride to tell the Magor?’

      
      ‘It’s only a smell and a dust cloud. We’ll tell the administrator, next time he comes through. It’s not our worry and I have
         better things to do than borrow a shleth and spend days on the road just to tell a Magor something they probably know about
         already. Now, what’s for supper, lass? That’s all I’m dwelling on at the moment!’ He patted her rump as they entered the kitchen,
         and she laughed.
      

      
      The wind whined around the house all night long, but the morning dawned silent and still under a blue sky, although the smell
         lingered on until midday. Everything was covered in fine reddish dust. Rugar trickled a fistful through his fingers, and wondered.
         He’d seen sixty desert-seasons come and go in his lifetime, and he’d never seen a dust storm like this one before.
      

      
      ‘Nothing good will come of this,’ he thought and, although he wasn’t a fanciful man, the hair stood up on the backs of his
         arms.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      The blast of the afternoon sun outside the unshuttered windows of the Mirager’s Pavilion was intense, bleaching the light-drenched
         adobe, yet deepening the vividness of shaded walls. The heart’s-bruise flowers in the garden were a splash of bright blood
         in the shade and a flock of noisy keyet parrots flickered their vibrant wings and breast flashes at one another as they quarrelled
         under the vine leaves.
      

      
      Protected by outer walls of mud-brick an arm’s length thick, the Mirager’s private quarters were cooler and quieter than the
         gardens. Sounds from the other five pavilions scarcely penetrated the shimmers of heat and the thickness of the walls; shouts
         and laughter from students in the practice yard of the nearby Magoroth Academy seemed distant.
      

      
      ‘Is it my imagination,’ Magori-temellin asked his guest, ‘or is the weather hotter these days than it used to be?’ He handed
         a mug of orange juice to Magori-korden, and then poured another for himself. ‘Or is it just that I feel the heat more in my
         old age?’
      

      
      The older man laughed. Temellin was only forty-two, hardly old by anyone’s standards, particularly not that of a Magoroth.
         Magor power ensured good health well into their longevity. ‘Everyone is complaining,’ Korden said. ‘It is the wind from the northwest. It seems relentless these days, like a blast from the Assorians’ Hades.’
      

      
      ‘From the Mirage?’ Temellin knew his look was as bleak as the reply.

      
      ‘Well, from that direction, yes. Coincidence, surely.’

      
      ‘It feels wrong. Evil. I think I’ve sensed the Ravage in it these past few years.’

      
      Korden was dismissive. ‘Are you becoming fanciful in your decrepitude? Even if there is a whiff of Ravage decay, it means
         nothing. The Ravage sores cannot leave the Mirage, and the Ravage beasts cannot leave the Ravage sores. Let the Mirage Makers
         deal with it. They never wanted us there anyway, and now they have it to themselves, sores and all. Besides, is not that why
         your only legitimate child was gifted by Ligea to the Mirage Makers? To make them strong enough to resist the sores that eat
         away at their Mirage? Or so you said. If that was true, then let that child achieve his destiny.’
      

      
      Temellin frowned. Korden had once termed Pinar’s death murder, and called Sarana a Tyranian traitor for having a hand in her
         death. Even all these years later, Temellin felt the thread of dislike that wound through Korden’s words, made even more obvious
         by his petty refusal to call her by her rightful name. Korden had not forgiven Sarana, and never would. Even his mention of
         legitimacy was aimed at reminding Temellin that Arrant would never have been Mirager-heir if his other child, Pinar’s son,
         had been born.
      

      
      ‘Or is it you who doubts now?’ Korden persisted. ‘Perhaps you have had second thoughts as to whether Pinar’s murder was justified.’

      
      Temellin curbed his anger only with difficulty. ‘Sarana acted in self-defence, and Pinar’s actions caused her own death, as
         was explained to you at the time. Sarana saved my son the only way she knew how.’ All true, but Temellin hated the doubt he felt, not about how his wife and son had died, but about whether that son he had never known could do anything to help
         the Mirage Makers. How could an unborn human child help vanquish the Ravage? ‘I wish I could believe in that,’ he thought.
         ‘I wish my son could know that his life as a Mirage Maker means something.’
      

      
      Yet now, now he could smell – no, not smell. He could sense the stench of rot on the wind. It touched his fears with the cold of bleak memories. Ravage pools corroding the bright beauty
         of the Mirage …
      

      
      Korden sipped his drink without looking at him. ‘But that is not the reason I came to see you. I wished to inform you of some
         news I have just received from Tyr.’
      

      
      Temellin’s face went blank as he curled his feelings deep inside, protecting them from scrutiny like a bud closing to avoid
         the trespass of frost. ‘Tyr?’ Korden had been in communication with someone from Tyr? ‘There’s not bad news, is there?’
      

      
      ‘Well, you will not deem any of it pleasant. However, it is disturbing, rather than catastrophic. Arrant is unharmed; do not
         fret. In fact, my correspondent tells me that Garis was readying for his departure with the lad. They will be on their way
         by now, I dare say.’
      

      
      Temellin, maintaining a bland expression only with effort, thought irritably, ‘Damn the man. He’s playing some sort of game
         here. I wish he would just say something outright for once, in plain language.’ Knowing Korden wasn’t about to change, he
         attempted to curb his impatience and said with a calm he did not feel, ‘So the disturbing part is—?’
      

      
      ‘Doubtless you know that Brand is – or was – the Altani plenipotentiary to Tyr? Well, it appears that he has been sharing
         Ligea’s quarters in the palace, and presumably her bed, for some time. They even travelled to the interior together. Quite
         the imperial scandal of Tyrans, I understand.’
      

      
      Temellin sat rigidly still, his face a blank mask. ‘Yes, I knew he was there. Sarana told me. And as far as I am aware,’ he
         added quietly, ‘such liaisons do not worry Tyranians overmuch. I am not sure why it should worry you, either.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, it doesn’t. It seems to have been of considerable concern to your son, though. Perhaps not to be wondered at? Unfortunately,
         he did not display any great maturity in the matter. He became jealous and betrayed Brand to Favonius Kyranon. You will doubtless
         recall the name – the leader of the Stalwart invasion of Kardiastan? Another lover of Ligea’s once, so I understand.’
      

      
      ‘Her name is Sarana. Miragerin-sarana. Never use that tone of voice when you speak of her. Even if nothing else is of consequence to you, she is your cousin.’
      

      
      The ice of Temellin’s tone did not faze Korden. ‘All right. Sarana. Of course. Anyway, here is what I was told. Favonius used
         Arrant’s information to seize Brand, who then became the bait to trap Ligea. Er, sorry, Sarana. In the rescue attempt, Brand
         was killed. So was the ex-Magister and head of the Brotherhood, Sarana’s former puppetmaster, Rathrox Ligatan. He was behind
         the whole plot, it seems. Sarana was badly injured, although my informant said she would recover. Arrant did not conduct himself
         with even minimal distinction throughout the affair.’
      

      
      Temellin’s thoughts churned. ‘Mirageless soul, Sarana … are you safe? And sands blast you, Garis, why have you sent no word
         of this to me?’ He placed his mug down on a table with a steady hand, but his voice, when he trusted himself to speak, was
         as harsh as a knife on a grinding stone. ‘And you just happened by all this information how?’
      

      
      ‘Let’s say I regard it as my duty to be informed about the lad who is destined to be our Mirager-heir.’

      
      ‘He already is the Mirager-heir, Korden. As well you know.’
      

      
      ‘Of course. I meant destined to be Mirager-heir as confirmed by Magoroth Council, rather than just Mirager-heir by birth and
         his father’s wish.’
      

      
      ‘An overly fine distinction at this point in time. Arrant is only thirteen.’ Tradition decreed Council confirmation took place
         when the heir was sixteen. ‘It seems you’ve been spying on my son.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense. I have friends in Tyr, merely.’

      
      ‘There are several gaps in that story that don’t seem to make much sense.’ Temellin cocked his head to one side, meeting Korden’s
         gaze with a hard stare. ‘I am beginning to wonder whether I know you any more, Korden. I always thought you were loyal. A
         man of honour. You have been invaluable as an adviser to me over the years, for which I am deeply grateful. But I am the Mirager,
         and my position demands respect and a measure of loyalty.’
      

      
      ‘I am loyal. But my honour will not allow me to see an incompetent Magori – any incompetent Magori – be officially named Mirager-heir by Council. Surely that is understandable. I have heard the lad is
         without control of his Magor skills, that during the war he slaughtered men on his own side by accident. How can he possibly
         give our newborn Magor their cabochons if he cannot control his power? This nation cannot afford another disastrous Mirager
         such as Arrant’s grandfather, Mirager-solad.’
      

      
      Every muscle in Temellin’s face went tight. ‘You would compare him with a traitor like Solad?’ He allowed Korden to feel his
         fury. ‘A harsh judgement of someone you have not even met.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps. But by all accounts he has displayed considerable power which he cannot manage with even a modicum of skill. He
         could be a danger to any of us, especially if he still does not possess the, um, acumen a lad of his age should have. Skies
         above, the boy trusted the man who was once Legate of the Jackal Legion! Nonetheless, I am willing to delay any kind of public pronouncement until I do make his acquaintance.’
      

      
      ‘Generous of you.’ Temellin paused and considered. If he failed to control his temper now, he would be the loser. With all
         the cold calm he could muster, he said, ‘However, you have been misinformed. Yes, Arrant is a more powerful Magoroth than
         any one of us, even without his sword. He blasted a hole through the walls of Tyr when he was nine. I certainly could not
         have done that at such an age, especially without the aid of a Magor sword. Just as certainly, it will take a degree of maturity
         and experience for him to harness such Magor strength. We do know that on occasion he can already wield his power properly,
         because Sarana has tested him.’
      

      
      ‘I’m glad to hear it.’

      
      Temellin thought, ‘Not quite a lie, but close,’ and continued aloud, ‘We Magor fought long and hard to rule this land. I will
         not relinquish it on my death to an heir who cannot keep it safe, even if he is my own son. You insult me even to suggest
         that I would be so irresponsible.’
      

      
      Korden was taken aback. ‘I – er, it was not my intention to insult you.’

      
      ‘Good. I’m glad to hear it. As you can imagine, it’s my fervent hope that there is no great hurry for any decision in this
         matter. I have no intention of dying yet a while, and we have two and a half years after Arrant arrives to train him before
         his confirmation at sixteen.’
      

      
      ‘He shall have that respite, of course.’

      
      Temellin caught the truth of that and breathed a little easier, blessing the Magor ability to hear a lie. He inclined his
         head in acknowledgement of Korden’s promise.
      

      
      ‘We both want only the best for Kardiastan, yet you can also be a sentimental fool at times, Temel. We have reason to know
         that.’
      

      
      Temellin knew that was a snide comment on his love for Sarana, but Korden, downing the last of his orange juice, gave him
         no chance to retort. He stood, saying, ‘I must take my leave of you. I promised Lesgath I would watch his training session.
         That youngest son of mine is progressing admirably.’
      

      
      The smile Temellin gave as Korden left was forced. Alone again, he flopped back into his chair, with a sigh that was almost
         a growl in the back of his throat.
      

      
      From the doorway on the other side of the room, another voice interrupted his descent into open irritation and desperate worry.
         ‘The bastard. He’s about as subtle as a Sandmurram serpent.’
      

      
      Temellin turned, suppressing another sigh. ‘Hellesia, you shouldn’t listen at doors, you know. Korden must have known you
         were there. I certainly did.’
      

      
      The woman who entered the room carrying a tray with another jug of juice shrugged carelessly, saying, ‘Course he knew. Chided
         me about it last time he was here. I blamed it on my slave mentality. Was a time when we had to listen because we could be
         killed if we didn’t anticipate our master’s wishes, every damn one of them. Everyone knows ex-slaves find it hard to change
         their habits, particularly one as ingrained in us as that.’
      

      
      Temellin shook his head in rueful appreciation. ‘Slave mentality? Is that what you call your devious nature?’

      
      Once named the most beautiful girl in Madrinya, Hellesia had carried the same serene loveliness that graced her youth into
         her maturity. Now in her mid-thirties, she did not regard her looks as a blessing, however, but a curse. Much of the horror
         in her past life had been precipitated by the beauty of her face and the curves of her figure. As a consequence, she drew
         her hair back into a severe knot at her nape, used no powder, eschewed perfumes, and did her best to appear unattractive.
         She was not entirely successful.
      

      
      She laid the tray down on the table. ‘I was bringing in some more juice, but once I heard what he was saying, I decided my
         presence would not be appropriate. Dangerous man as well as an arrogant one, Tem: a friend who thinks he knows what is good
         for you. Why don’t you plant your sandalled foot in his superior backside and tell him not to come back?’
      

      
      He wondered how to explain it to her; she was not Magor and her history was not his. ‘Try to imagine what it was like, Hellesia.
         Ten Magoroth children, destined to be rulers, but whisked away from home to live in the Mirage with all its strangeness. I
         was five when we were told that we were the only Magoroth left alive in the world – that our families had been slaughtered.
      

      
      ‘Korden was the oldest, the one with the best memory of the life and the families we had lost. I was the Mirager, true – but
         what does that mean when your country is ruled by invaders? And yes, we did have Illusos and Theuros teachers, but Korden
         was the one who took on the responsibility of our Magoroth legacy, who became a mentor to the rest of us.
      

      
      ‘Picture it, if you can. Orphaned children struggling to be strong when their whole world was gone. A five-year-old Mirager
         looking up to his ten-year-old cousin. Then ten years old, to Korden’s fifteen. Fifteen to his twenty. He was my guide, my
         teacher, my rock. How can I turn on him now because he questions the suitability of my son to rule after me? In the end, he
         might be right. And I don’t believe he wants to be Mirager-heir, even though he is next in line after Arrant. Even though
         I know he has always been jealous of me. How could he not be? He knew more than I did, he was the oldest, yet an accident
         of birth decreed that I was Mirager. Worse still for him when he found out that Sarana was alive and she had more right to
         be Mirager than either of us.’
      

      
      ‘And you don’t think a jealous man can also be treacherous?’

      
      ‘In Korden’s case? Never! He struggles with his jealousy all the time, but his sense of honour won’t let him give in to it.
         Besides, he can’t lie to me, you know. When he says he doesn’t want to be Mirager-heir, I can feel his honesty; to me, it’s
         as real as the smell of the blossom in the garden.’
      

      
      ‘A handy skill, that. The one I most envy in you Magor, I think.’ She came to stand behind him, placing her hands on his shoulders.
         Gently she started to massage away the tension in his neck and back. ‘Perhaps Korden is as loyal as he can be, as you say.
         Places the best interests of his own brats over the offspring of any of his friends, though; you ought not forget that. And
         his love for his family blinds him to their faults. Lesgath? Korden’s youngest son is no flashing blade in the practice yard!
         And that eldest hunk of his? Korden wants to see Firgan supplant your Arrant? Not a good man. Not a good human being.’
      

      
      Temellin closed his eyes, leaning back to enjoy the skill of her fingers as she teased away the knots. ‘Firgan? He fought
         brilliantly during the war, and with great courage. We owe the Rift victories to his leadership.’
      

      
      ‘Fine soldier does not always mean fine man, you know that well enough. Fact is, he’s a nasty piece of handsome sculpture.
         Admit it.’
      

      
      He shrugged, refusing to commit himself even though he knew what she said was true.

      
      ‘People with mean souls treat a paid servant like me the same way the Tyranians treated their slaves. Beneath notice. And
         his soul is beyond mean, Tem. Beware.’ She paused, then continued. ‘Charismatic, though, I’ll give him that. Has a following
         both among the Magor and the non-Magor who served in the army. A fighting-man’s man. Dangerous. Bold. Treacherous.’
      

      
      Temellin leaned back in his chair, impressed. Hellesia was unsettlingly astute. Firgan had hinted often enough that it was time Kardiastan expanded beyond its borders, and that in order
         to ensure future prosperity, they should step into the gaps left by the disintegration of the Exaltarchy. The man enjoyed
         war and the only thing that had held him back so far was that his following was small. Most Magor had tired of fighting.
      

      
      ‘And Korden’s other children?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I hear the next one, can’t remember her name now, has considerable Magoroth skills and a sweeter nature. Unfortunately, totally
         without ambition, uninterested in anything beyond her growing family. I think she has five children, last count.’
      

      
      ‘Her lack of ambition is a disappointment to Korden,’ he agreed.

      
      ‘Can’t be much more than twenty-six years old, silly girl. There’s a bunch of others after her who I don’t know. All wed,
         living in other towns. Then there’s the twins, Ryval and Myssa. Loathe one another, so the servants say, yet don’t seem to
         be able to live apart. Lovers since they were thirteen or so in spite of their antipathy. I know you Magor favour sibling
         relationships, but that particular one seems a bit twisted to me. After them comes Elvena – she must be about seventeen now.
         Totally preoccupied with her beautiful self. Her mother encourages her self-obsession. Then Lesgath. Youngest of the lot is
         another girl, Serenelle. She promises well, I think. Bright. The servants like her anyway.
      

      
      ‘But what am I doing going on about such things when you must be hurting? After what he told you about Sarana and Brand and
         Arrant!’
      

      
      ‘You heard that too?’ He ran a hand through his hair in a gesture of worry. ‘It will devastate Sarana. She and Brand have
         been friends since she was ten or so.’
      

      
      ‘And lovers since, if Korden is right.’

      
      ‘Oh, he was right.’

      
      ‘Ah. I’m sorry, Tem. Did you like Brand? Was he a friend?’
      

      
      ‘A friend? No. I liked him well enough, but he didn’t like me.’

      
      ‘But you were jealous. I know you.’

      
      ‘So? I am what I am. He didn’t think I was good enough for her.’

      
      ‘And now he has died for her,’ she said, switching her attention to massaging his temples. ‘Or perhaps for her son. He won
         a battle there. She will remember him with fondness for the rest of her life no matter whether she returns to your side or
         not.’
      

      
      ‘She would have done that without the sacrifice. I can’t begrudge her that. She owed Brand much, her life included.’

      
      ‘Oh? Problem will be what his death has done to your son then.’

      
      ‘Korden said he was not injured.’

      
      ‘Don’t be moondaft, Tem. Sounds as if Sarana’s lover died because Arrant was jealous and allowed himself to be manipulated.
         The boy – if he has any sensitivity at all – will have been devastated because it was all his fault. Have a job on your hands
         when he arrives.’
      

      
      He looked faintly surprised. ‘Do you think so?’

      
      ‘Men!’ she said in disgust. ‘Why d’you never see the obvious? Rule nations with immense foresight, yet can’t manage your own
         families!’
      

      
      ‘I’ve not had a family since the day of the Shimmer Festival massacres.’ The day he’d been orphaned and his baby sister had
         died, slaughtered by Tyranian legionnaires …
      

      
      She ceased her ministrations and went to pick up the tray and the dirty drinking vessels. ‘Well, you’re going to have to start
         learning soon. In the meantime, remember what I said about Arrant and Korden. And Firgan, too. ‘Specially Firgan. Sometimes
         much can be told about a man by the way he treats those who hold no rank. Korden may be cold and prejudiced, but at least he has some class. And, yes, honour. He does not treat
         people such as me with disdain and he loves Kardiastan more than he loves himself. Firgan’s just plain rude and arrogant and
         uncaring. Bet if you look at his campaigns, you’ll see he bought non-Magor popularity with money and goods he stole from the
         defeated, but on the battleground he didn’t care a single sand grain for the non-Magor spear fodder.’
      

      
      When Hellesia had gone, Temellin walked to the unshuttered window to look out at the garden. The keyets flew up from the vines
         in a panic, shedding stray feathers. Ordinary Kardi birds in an ordinary Kardi garden with all the flowers and plants doing
         exactly what plants and flowers were supposed to do. ‘Damn it, I miss the Mirage,’ he thought. ‘I miss the wild unexpectedness
         of it. The bizarre insanity.’ He smiled, remembering when he’d been about eight years old and Mirage City had been infested
         with tiny talking rainbows that recited children’s poetry and moved about like loop caterpillars. Singing flowers, creeks
         that flowed uphill, perfumed birds, kitchen fires with green flames and patterned smoke – he’d seen them all.
      

      
      He leaned his forehead against the windowframe and thought of Sarana. How was it possible to have shared so little time with
         her, and yet to go on loving, feeling the ache, for year after lonely year? Arrant had been five when he’d last seen her.
      

      
      There had been other women come and go on his pallet. Even Hellesia briefly, before he’d realised her history had left too
         many memories for her ever to be truly at ease in a man’s bed, no matter what her initial inclinations had been or how willing
         she’d seemed. He had an idea she now slept with his cook, an obese ex-slave woman from Corsene, left behind by the Tyranians
         when they’d fled the city.
      

      
      Others could fill his arms and some had even caught his affections – but none of them had been Sarana. And none of them ever would be.
      

      
      ‘Skies, woman, come home,’ he thought. ‘Soon, please.’

      
      Firgan, the twenty-eight-year old son of Korden and Gretha, halted on the threshold of the main hall of the Korden villa and
         drawled, ‘So, Papa, what is this about? A family conclave? All very mysterious.’ He ignored the rest of his family and went
         to lounge on one of the Tyranian divans that littered the room. Once the residence of the Exaltarch’s provincial governor,
         the spacious villa retained much of its Tyranian heritage.
      

      
      Korden acknowledged Firgan’s comment with a nod and glanced around the room with quiet satisfaction. He’d come to love the
         villa. Built mostly of imported marble and overlooking the lake, to many Kardis it remained a Tyranian eyesore better torn
         down, but Korden, nagged by Gretha in the aftermath of the war and the consequent housing shortage, had moved his family in.
         He’d not regretted the decision. The elegance of the marble – the clean coolness of it; the grace of the statues and furnishings,
         still much the way the Tyranians had left them: he loved it all. Gretha even insisted everyone leave their sandals at the
         door and walk barefoot inside. He now had no intention of ever moving out or, in fact, of disguising the villa’s Tyranian
         nature.
      

      
      ‘A small but important matter,’ he said in reply to Firgan. ‘The Mirager’s son will be here within ten days or so and I wish
         to talk about his presence at the Academy.’ He smiled. It felt good to have six of his eleven children gathered in the one
         room again, no easy task now they were grown.
      

      
      Firgan, the oldest, was not yet wed and still lived at home, although in his own apartments. The twins Myssa and Ryval were
         nineteen and undergoing training at the Magoroth Academy in the pavilions, as were the three younger children: seventeen-year-old Elvena, fifteen-year-old Lesgath, and the youngest, Serenelle, who was just a few months older than Arrant.
      

      
      Elvena, the beauty of the family, settled herself carefully and arranged her anoudain so that the overskirt would not be creased.
         ‘I am sure you can rely on us to welcome him properly, Papa. We know our manners, and he will one day be our Mirager.’
      

      
      Ryval guffawed. ‘Huh! You think you’re going to marry him, do you, Elvie? Fat chance! He’s closer to Serenelle in age. You’d
         have to spend years waiting for him to grow up and by then you’d have lost your looks.’
      

      
      ‘I shall never lose my looks,’ she said complacently.

      
      Myssa snorted. ‘Pity. If you did, you might just be bearable. Thank goodness he’s not going to be thinking of me in terms of marriage.’ Myssa was the least feminine member of the family. She was more likely to be found on the weapons
         training ground than anywhere else, in a vain striving for equality with Ryval.
      

      
      ‘Well, marrying him would be better than marrying Ryval,’ Elvena said.

      
      Exasperated, Korden intervened. ‘This is not about marriage. Or only as a last resort. Are you so guileless that only marriage
         matters to you? Arrant is not a proper Magoroth, and my intention is to make this clear to everyone, including his father,
         so that someone else will become Mirager-heir. We have two and a half years to achieve this goal.’
      

      
      ‘But I thought he already was Mirager-heir,’ Elvena said.
      

      
      ‘His father named him so after his birth, yes,’ Korden said, reining in his impatience. ‘But such an heir, brought up in Tyrans
         and apparently with poor control of his cabochon, is easily challenged by the Magoroth Council, or even supplanted, if he
         proves incompetent or otherwise unsuitable. I have agreed to do nothing until the boy is sixteen and of an age for Council
         confirmation. He will have more than sufficient chances to prove himself. And perhaps he will.’
      

      
      ‘As Temellin’s cousin, you’re next in line after Arrant,’ Ryval said. He was picking grass burrs out of his trousers and flicking
         them at Myssa. ‘Would you be nominated heir if this Arrant moonling proves unsuitable?’
      

      
      ‘Possibly, if I desired the job. But I do not. I would lose Temellin’s confidence were he to regard me as a rival, and I like
         the power I have right now as his friend and adviser. Besides, by the time Temellin dies, I would likely be deceased myself.
         No, should Arrant be unsuitable, we need to have Firgan made Mirager-heir, not me.’
      

      
      Elvena’s eyes widened. ‘Firgan? Mirager one day?’ She looked at her brother dubiously.
      

      
      ‘In which case, you will marry him,’ Gretha told her. ‘It would be unthinkable that we had a Mirager in the family who then
         diluted the line of power by marrying outside it. And we all know Firgan appreciates beauty in a woman, so you are the logical
         choice.’
      

      
      ‘I’d like to think I had some say in the matter, Mother,’ Firgan said, but he was looking at Elvena with a predatory smile
         that brought a bright pink flush to her cheeks.
      

      
      ‘He’s not very nice,’ she said, and pouted. ‘I think I would rather Arrant was Mirager and I was his wife. He’s young, and he’d be, um, marblable.’
      

      
      Myssa laughed. ‘I think you mean malleable, sweetie.’

      
      Gretha looked up from her sewing. ‘True, Elvena dear, but Firgan would have more power as Mirager than you would as Arrant’s
         Miragerin. However, it may be advantageous for one of you to marry the lad eventually. Serenelle would be a better match.
         She is only a few months older than he is. Be nice to him, dear,’ she told her youngest daughter.
      

      
      ‘I did not convene this family meeting to talk about whom Arrant is going to wed,’ Korden said, now thoroughly out of patience. ‘I just want all of you to be aware of the situation.
         We have a Mirager’s son who by all reports is not a competent Magor, and I want proof of his unsuitability for the post, if
         that is indeed the case. You – all of you – are in a better position than I to gather such information. You will be at school
         with him. You, Serenelle, will share all his classes. Lesgath, you will certainly share combat classes. Firgan, I want you
         to begin teaching some of those combat classes.’
      

      
      ‘At the Academy? Father, I am a warrior! My time is better spent refining the skills of real soldiers, not children who haven’t yet blooded
         their swords.’
      

      
      Korden ignored his son’s indignation. ‘I want you all to watch Arrant every minute. Every time he makes a mistake, I wish
         to hear about it. Every time he fails in his Magor studies, I wish to be informed. Every time he loses his temper, or his
         cabochon fails him, anything at all, I desire to know. Is that understood?’
      

      
      ‘It sounds horrid,’ Elvena said with a shudder, ‘spying on someone. Do I have to?’
      

      
      ‘If your father says so,’ Gretha said, not raising her eyes from her embroidery. She was stitching a spray of flowers onto
         the bodice of a new anoudain for Elvena and her pride and pleasure in her task were obvious.
      

      
      ‘I think it sounds like fun,’ Lesgath said. ‘Is it all right if we encourage him to fall flat on his Tyranian nose along the
         way?’
      

      
      ‘Certainly not.’ Korden frowned. ‘Your task, every single one of you, is to watch him until he is sixteen and Temellin has
         to make a decision to put his name before the Council for confirmation as Mirager-heir. If the Council approves his appointment
         to that position, it will be very, very difficult to oust him. If the lad is not suitable, and Temellin really is unwise enough to put him forward, I want a hundred examples I can bring before the Council to show that he is unfit.’ He took a deep breath. ‘That will be all for now. You may all go
         back to whatever you were doing.’
      

      
      They were quick to comply. Myssa and Ryval left the room arguing, as did Lesgath and Serenelle; Gretha grabbed Elvena to try
         on the new overskirt before she could disappear.
      

      
      Firgan, however, did not move. When the others had gone, he said, ‘Lesgath had an interesting point, Papa. Do we trip the
         little Tyranian bastard up every now and then?’
      

      
      ‘From all I have heard, that will not be necessary. It is certainly not honourable. You don’t seem to comprehend the point,
         Firgan: I would not be asking any of you to do this if I believed the lad would become a Mirager of calibre in the end. All
         you have to do is collect evidence of what I believe to be true. Arrant Temellin is probably incompetent, and a danger to
         us all. I have the best interests of Kardiastan at heart, no more than that.’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      Something in his son’s bland agreement made Korden add, ‘Firgan, none of us – particularly you – can be seen to be deliberately
         undermining the Mirager’s son. Is that clear enough? Temellin is my friend and comes to me for advice. I want it to stay that
         way. The lad will trip himself up, without any aid from any of us.’
      

      
      ‘As you wish. I see your point.’

      
      Firgan levered himself up from the divan and sauntered out. In the atrium, he asked one of the servants where he could find
         his youngest brother. Following the woman’s directions, he headed outside and intercepted Lesgath as he walked down the marble
         steps that led towards the stables. ‘Hey, wait up, Les,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘It’s about that suggestion of yours. With regard to making sure the Tyranian bastard falls flat on his nose.’

      
      ‘Yes?’
      

      
      ‘Father is right. It wouldn’t be a good idea. We have to be above suspicion.’

      
      Lesgath grinned. ‘Ah. But you have a plan anyway?’

      
      ‘Boys will be boys. Always indulging in practical jokes, teasing, the odd scuffle. Normal behaviour for lads of your age,
         right? I mean, making fun of him – there’s nothing wrong with that. Aim to make the lad look foolish in other people’s eyes,
         because the sillier he looks, the less he will seem to possess leadership qualities. Aim to make him miserable, because the
         unhappier he is at the Academy, the harder he will find it to excel. But you have to be extraordinarily subtle in this, brother.
         If the teachers see you making his life a misery, they will intervene. If you are too obvious, then the sympathy will be for
         Arrant. There is a fine line between bullying and foolery and you must not be seen to cross it. Think you can do that?’
      

      
      Lesgath smiled, his eyes glinting with the pleasure of anticipation, and Firgan smiled back. ‘I think we understand each other.
         You’ll find me grateful. Here, take this and off you go.’ He fished in his money pouch and gave his brother a coin.
      

      
      Lesgath grinned and took the money.

      
      Firgan watched him go, whistling under his breath. It was handy to have a sneaking, conniving, gullible little brother. If
         he manipulated the game skilfully, Lesgath would do all the dirty work while he, Firgan, came out of this as shiny as polished
         bronze. Things were going well; very well indeed.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      ‘So that’s the Rift.’
      

      
      Arrant tried to sound matter-of-fact, but in truth he was awed. It was so – so vast. A long steep-sided valley, snaking its way across the landscape like a trail left by a python of mythical proportions.
      

      
      The impact was all the greater because travellers came upon it so abruptly. One moment they’d been riding on a flat, featureless
         tray of land; the next moment the tray ended in a rimless edge and a drop of several thousand paces to the Rift floor. He
         leaned forward on his mount to peer straight down, his gaze following the jagged turns of the path they would follow. ‘Hells,’
         he thought, ‘one careless step, and you’d fall all the way to the bottom.’
      

      
      He fingered the obsidian necklet he wore, taking comfort from the promise of its giver: ‘Put it round his neck, and he’ll
         have the blood of a Quyriot horseman.’ Well, he was riding a shleth now, not a horse, but he reckoned something special would
         be useful on a path like that. He glanced at the far side of the Rift where the North Wall rose in a series of perpendicular
         folds, then back down to the valley floor where a meandering river of blood-orange mud linked a series of red lakes. He knew
         the winds that whipped along that Rift were famous for their ferocity.
      

      
      ‘Down there is the closest thing you’ll find to rain in Kardiastan,’ Garis said at his elbow as if he had read his thoughts.
         ‘We’ll stay here the night’ – he pointed at the nearby wayhouse perched uncomfortably close to the rim – ‘and then tomorrow
         we ride down the zigzag to the wayhouse at the cliff base. A day to cross, another wayhouse, then a final day climbing up.
         You don’t need to worry, lad. You have the best seat on a shleth I think I’ve ever seen. Sometimes I believe you and your
         mount speak the same language.’
      

      
      ‘Oh!’ He basked in the unexpected compliment. ‘I guess I spent a great deal of my childhood in the saddle. Horses, shleths
         – it’s all the same to me. And maybe the necklet helps. Did Ligea ever tell you about it?’
      

      
      ‘The one you wear? Not that I recall. And now that you are in Kardiastan, you really should call her by her Kardi name, you
         know. Sarana.’
      

      
      ‘Oh. Yes. I’ll try to remember.’ He touched the necklet again. It was warm beneath his fingers. Funny that, how the beads
         warmed up whenever he was mounted. ‘This is made of firegravel – black obsidian – and each bead has ancient writing carved
         into it. One of the Quyriot smugglers gave it to me when I was born. He told my mother there was stone magic in the runes.
         Luckily the magic of it seems to work with shleths as well as horses.’
      

      
      ‘You think it has some power?’

      
      ‘Well, the smuggler said I’d always understand my mounts if I wore it. And it’s true. It makes me feel as though the mount
         and I are, um, sort of one entity. I can always tell if a horse wants to buck or rear or brush me off against a tree trunk.
         I can feel its intention.’
      

      
      ‘So that’s how you’ve been thwarting that beast you are riding! I’ve been watching you, and it hasn’t managed to pinch you
         once with its feeding arms.’
      

      
      Arrant flashed a grin. Garis’s mount delighted in pinching his rider’s sandalled toes. He gazed for a while longer at the
         Rift, impressed by the sheer difficulty of crossing such a barrier. ‘There’s a paveway from Madrinya to Ordensa, isn’t there?’
         he asked. ‘Why do most travellers from other lands come this way, through Sandmurram, when it means making such an unpleasant
         journey across the Rift?’
      

      
      ‘Ordensa is a small port for fishing vessels, along a stormy coast. Sandmurram has a large natural harbour sheltered from
         the worst seas by islands. Doesn’t even need a sea wall. It’s closer to our main trading partners, which are to the south,
         not the west. It’s the main reason Tyrans was interested in conquering us in the first place, because it lies on their trading
         route east. Whoever controls Sandmurram, controls that route. Most of our major towns – Gastim, Idenis, Asadin – are along
         the tradeway between Sandmurram and Madrinya. The paveway between Madrinya and Ordensa, on the other hand, passes through
         no major towns at all.’ He grinned at Arrant. ‘Although my daughter might disagree. Our home is in Asufa, which is about halfway
         between the capital and Ordensa. She attends the Magor Academy of Healing there.’ He smiled. ‘It was a good question, Arrant.’
      

      
      ‘I had the best teachers.’ But having the best hadn’t made him wise. Blast. Why did everything bring back memories best forgotten? ‘So you won’t see your daughter in Madrinya?’
      

      
      ‘No. I am anxious to get home to Asufa.’

      
      ‘Oh.’ His mouth went dry.

      
      Garis didn’t seem to notice his consternation. ‘Let’s take a room in the wayhouse and see what they have to eat. The next
         two nights will be unpleasant, let me warn you, so you had better enjoy the comfort here. Even though the wayhousekeeper
         is as crazy as a fish in a cloud. Mashet. Poor fellow; they say he went mad down there, crossing the Rift. He keeps hearing voices in his head, telling him to do daft things, and no one can convince him they aren’t orders from real people.
         I guess they are real to him. He once wrestled your father to the floor because he thought a perfectly innocent trader was a Tyranian assassin.’
      

      
      Garis was right, Arrant decided a little later. Mashet was indeed daft. When Garis introduced them, the man gripped Arrant’s
         hand tightly. ‘Magori,’ he whispered. ‘You must be careful. There are people who will harm you. They chase you through the
         night. Be careful! Be watchful! Be mindful!’
      

      
      Later that night, at dinner, Mashet’s glance never ceased to rove the room, as if searching for the unseen attacker. ‘I shall
         stand guard,’ he told Arrant as he and Garis went up to bed. ‘I shall keep you safe while you sleep. I shall die in your stead,
         defending the Magor.’
      

      
      When Arrant and Garis rose in the morning, they found their room barricaded from the outside with a pile of furniture as high
         as the door transom. They had to shout for other travellers to come and let them out. Mashet didn’t seem to remember what
         he had done, and served them breakfast with a sunny smile, remarking – as if it were an everyday occurrence – that the voices
         in his head had warned him crocodiles were flying down the Rift, dropping rocks on unwary travellers.
      

      
      Arrant was glad to leave the wayhouse, but the two nights in the wayhouses of the Rift were even more uncomfortable. The places
         were unstaffed, damp and muddy. The wind howled all night long like numina whining for their brethren, and the ride across
         the floor of the Rift was one of the worst days Arrant had ever spent on the back of an animal. They travelled with a caravan
         of howdah shleths piled high with goods, and they positioned their mounts next to one of the burdened beasts to lessen the
         impact of that continuous gale, but even so, at the end of the day the fine silt in the water picked up from the lakes had been driven so deeply into their
         cloaks and clothing that everything was red and sodden. As far as Arrant was concerned, the only good thing about the Rift
         was that the memory of it made the rest of the ride to Madrinya seem easy.
      

      
      What wasn’t so pleasant for him was the thought of having to explain what he had done to the father he barely knew. Every
         time he woke up in the morning, he remembered the reason he felt that pain in the centre of his chest, that twist in his gut,
         that tightness across his temples.
      

      
      Brand was dead, and he could never bring him back.

      
      They rode into Madrinya late one afternoon, the shleths padding on silent feet over the hard brown earth of the streets.

      
      ‘Don’t they ever pave streets in Kardiastan?’ Arrant asked. He had expected the capital city to be grander than the other
         towns they had passed through. It didn’t seem right that the roads were just earth.
      

      
      ‘No, they don’t. Why bother? The earth is packed so hard it’s like rock anyway, and stays that way because it never rains.
         Shleths are soft-footed and we use them more than wagons, which would break up the street surfaces, so there’s no need for
         paving.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose not.’ He wasn’t convinced though. Dirt underfoot in the land’s greatest city seemed, well, uncivilised. Although
         he was glad to see that the streets weren’t covered in shleth droppings. Horse dung, he remembered, had been one of Tyr’s
         problems once Ligea had banned slavery. No one had wanted to pay to keep the streets swept clean.
      

      
      ‘The Tyranians did pave some of the more important thoroughfares,’ Garis said, ‘and those we have left like that, even though
         some of the City Council wanted to rip up the stones simply because they were perceived as being Tyranian.’ He shook his head in amusement. ‘Temellin managed to convince
         them that the paving was good native Kardi rock. People who think with their hearts instead of their heads can be a trial
         to a ruler sometimes – as you will find out one day.’
      

      
      He blinked, startled. The words gave an unwelcome immediacy to something that had always been distant and vague. He, Arrant,
         one day governing a land of which he had no experience, ruling a people who were strangers to him? The notion was suddenly
         preposterous.
      

      
      Around him there was so much that was still strange to his eyes. Instead of fountains, there were wells, and each one had
         people lining up with ewers, awaiting their turn. Instead of water channels and pipes, there were water sellers, with amphorae
         of water transported up from the lake in howdahs on the backs of the pack shleths. He overheard one woman berating the seller
         for trying to sell her smelly water.
      

      
      The streets were lined with adobe walls, punctuated every now and then by closed wooden gates. When someone opened a gate
         as they passed, sounds and smells spilled into the street – a child’s laughter, an odd snatch of music played on a strange
         instrument, the scent of nectar-laden flowers mixed with a tantalising whiff of cooking food. He glimpsed a garden within
         the walls, a blaze of red flowers, fruit vines climbing the brown adobe walls of a house. So many new sights and sounds and
         scents. It didn’t seem like home, and he wondered if it ever would. Yet the emotions that stirred inside him were sympathetic;
         even with the earthen roadways, part of him liked what he saw. The language of the streets was his, the tongue he associated
         with being a child at Narjemah’s knee, or sharing childish secrets with Ligea. The people looked like him. For once, it was
         good to look into another’s eyes and see the same shade of brown gazing back at him. For once, he knew for sure that his appearance didn’t label him as unusual, as not quite belonging.
      

      
      ‘What are those boys doing over there?’ he asked, reining in to point with his shleth prod to where a youth of about his own
         age appeared to be attempting to pull another from the saddle of his shleth.
      

      
      ‘Ah, that’s a game of dubblup. Doubling-up – two people on one shleth. The aim is to get yourself from the ground into the
         saddle behind the rider, all done at a gallop.’ They watched as the runner tried to put his foot into the palm of the shleth’s
         feeding arm, while the youth in the saddle hauled him up. Garis winced as the rider tumbled off instead, and said, ‘You’ll
         be doing it yourself soon, I suppose, and end up being better than everyone else too, I’ll wager. There’s not a lad who hasn’t
         tried to perfect the technique, and not a mother who hasn’t scolded a son for trying and a father who hasn’t secretly been
         proud when he succeeded.’
      

      
      The words, meant to comfort and encourage, served only to remind Arrant that he was an outsider, about to meet his father
         again after a gap of eight years. Gods, he knew Garis better than he knew Temellin. It was hard to love a father he could
         hardly remember, except for his moment of rejection. Garis, on the other hand – Garis had been there in the first days after
         Brand’s death, stilling his panic, gentling the terror he’d felt at the idea of living with what he’d done, encouraging him
         when he’d wondered if he wanted to live another day. Garis had been there to remind him that the only way he could make sense
         of Brand’s death was to make something of his own life.
      

      
      On the month-long journey he had done more: he’d prepared Arrant as far as he was able for all that lay ahead. He’d spent
         hours describing the workings of the Magoroth Council. ‘Your father is the overall ruler of Kardiastan, make no mistake about that,’ he’d said, ‘but a Mirager has to have the consensus of his peers on policy matters. So every major
         decision has to go to the Magoroth Council for debate.’
      

      
      ‘And ordinary Kardis?’ he’d asked.

      
      ‘Oh, they have their own realm of authority. They govern the day-to-day life of the cities and towns and villages largely
         without interference, although each area has its own Magor administrative adviser reporting back to Temellin.’
      

      
      Best of all, Garis had talked about the people Arrant would meet: who they were, how they interacted, who would be likely
         to make trouble for him, and who would be friends. ‘As for the list of potential troublemakers,’ Garis had said, ‘Korden’s
         at the top, although Temellin probably wouldn’t agree with that assessment. Korden’s intentions are always noble, and he’s
         been a good friend to Temellin.’
      

      
      ‘But?’

      
      ‘He didn’t like Sarana and he hates all Tyranians with a deep loathing. That is going to prejudice him against you.’

      
      ‘That’s silly. I’m not a Tyranian, for a start.’

      
      ‘You were raised there, by a woman who was raised there. That’s the way he sees it. Don’t forget, almost everyone he knew
         as a child, his parents, his older sisters – they were killed by Tyranians when he was ten years old. He will regard your
         loyalties as suspect because you were brought up in Tyr. He will question your abilities because there have been rumours you
         can’t control your power. People say he would like his eldest son to be Mirager-heir, a man called Firgan.’
      

      
      ‘But you don’t like Firgan.’

      
      ‘For someone who doesn’t have a working cabochon, you are uncannily acute, Arrant Temellin.’ Garis hesitated. ‘He’s not my
         kind of man. He likes war and killing too much. He has a vision of expansion for Kardiastan and he is constantly bringing
         these ideas before the Council. He makes young men restless with stories of conquest and power. I find his father cold and impersonal and Firgan seems to have inherited tenfold
         that aspect of Korden. I don’t see his heart. A good soldier, a brave man, a leader – those attributes don’t necessarily mean
         an … an upright man. I have never felt empathy from Firgan. But then, I’ve never felt ill will either.’ He shrugged. ‘Best you make up your
         own mind, rather than listen to me. Anyway, you will have Temellin to guide you and he knows far more than me. I was forever
         roaming the Exaltarchy, not living in Madrinya.’
      

      
      Roaming the Exaltarchy. With Brand.

      
      ‘Gods help me,’ Arrant thought, ‘why must I keep remembering?’

      
      He repressed a shiver. As a five-year-old, he’d loved his father. But now Temellin was someone he knew only by reading his
         words on an occasional letter-scroll, or by hearing others speak of his exploits. Hero, warrior, liberator … tales gave Temellin
         a stature that made Arrant proud to be his son, but didn’t make it easier for him to contemplate the meeting ahead.
      

      
      ‘Scared?’ Garis asked.

      
      He nodded. ‘Do you know why my father didn’t want me to come back until now?’

      
      ‘Well, it made sense at first – believe me, when the Ravage takes a dislike to you, it’s better to be somewhere it is not.
         And to hide a child with a cabochon outside of the Mirage in a country occupied by legionnaires on the lookout for anyone
         with a gemstone in their palm would not have been easy. So it made more sense for you to stay hidden in the mountains of Tyrans.
         But once we ousted the legions from Kardiastan? Well, we all thought you should have come back. Only Temel said you should
         stay where you were. None of us could understand it. I guess you’ll have to ask him. I can tell you this: it would not have
         been a decision made on a whim.’
      

      
      He pointed. ‘You can see the pavilions from here. Traditionally there have always been eight, but the old Magoroth Council
         Hall was burned to the ground during the Shimmer Festival massacres and the others were deliberately razed by the legions
         later. We haven’t rebuilt them all yet. The tallest one there in the centre is the new hall, those to the right are the three
         Academies. Right now we’ll go straight to the Mirager’s Pavilion, the one closest to us.’
      

      
      ‘Will my father be there?’

      
      ‘Probably. That’s not just where he lives, but where he works, too. It’s the heart of our administration. You will stay with
         him in the Mirager’s private apartment, at the back.’ He glanced across at Arrant. ‘There’s nothing to be afraid of.’
      

      
      But Arrant was anxious, nonetheless. Perhaps Temellin had already heard what his son had done. The couriers who carried letter-scrolls
         from Tyr to Madrinya and back were known for the speed of their journey, and they took the Ordensa route, while Garis and
         Arrant had travelled at a more leisurely pace. How would Temellin react, knowing Ligea had been injured?
      

      
      ‘Cabochon help me,’ he thought. ‘How can I ever explain without saying why I was jealous of Brand?’ Yet his jealousy was the
         only explanation he had, poor as it was, for the behaviour that had ultimately betrayed Ligea to her enemies.
      

      
      ‘It’s got to come from you, you know,’ Garis said gently. ‘I’m not going to tell Temellin a thing.’

      
      Arrant swallowed and nodded.

      
      Garis continued, ‘He’ll certainly hear the details one day, from someone, somewhere – and probably garbled. It will be better
         if it comes from you.’
      

      
      ‘He might have already heard.’

      
      ‘It’s possible.’

      
      Arrant subsided in misery.

      
      ‘You can’t run from this, Arrant. Remember that once confronted, problems often seem to diminish in size.’
      

      
      His voice was gentle rather than admonitory, but Arrant didn’t believe the words. ‘I don’t know him. It’s hard to talk to
         someone you don’t know.’
      

      
      ‘No one said this is going to be easy. But he is a fine man who has been looking forward to this day ever since you were born.
         And it won’t be as difficult as you think.’
      

      
      Yes, it will. His brother, popping into his head, unheralded as usual.
      

      
      Arrant jumped, startling his mount in turn, and had to spend a moment calming the animal.

      
      Thanks, he replied sourly. That’s just what I wanted to hear. What are you doing here now anyway? Come to see our papa nail one of his sons to the city
            gate for terminal idiocy?

      
      Don’t be ridiculous! As if he’d do any such thing.

      
      He doesn’t have to, Arrant thought morosely. Just facing his father and having to tell him what had happened was punishment enough, but he kept
         that thought tucked away in the private part of his mind.
      

      
      I can give you moral support if you need it, Tarran said. And I want to see Madrinya. I’ve never been here, you know. Besides, Temellin’s my father too, and I haven’t seen him for
            years. Not since he left the Mirage along with everyone else when you and I were, what, seven or so? Arrant, I want you to
            tell him about me. I want him to know me. I want to talk to him, through you. I – I want to have a father. Sort of, anyway.

      
      That would be wonderful! But – um, later, huh?

      
      Yes, of course. Today, you need to get to know him, and he needs to know you, too.

      
      Why do you think it’ll be difficult for me to talk to him, apart from the obvious point that I have to tell him I behaved
            like a brat, got Brand killed and Ligea hurt?

      
      Mirage Maker memories tell me he has a temper. He was very jealous of Brand, you know. And he once tried to kill Ligea.

      
      Arrant was appalled. His jaw dropped. He what?

      
      ‘What’s the matter?’ Garis asked.

      
      He closed his mouth. ‘Oh, um, nothing.’ He tried to kill her?

      
      He threw his sword at her from a few feet away. She would have died, except that she had fitted her cabochon into the hilt.
            Do you know what it means if you do that? Neither the sword nor its magic can ever hurt you. And you had better stop looking
            as if you’ve been clobbered with a wet fish, or Garis will think you’re moondaft.

      
      Arrant attempted to look unflustered.

      
      ‘Just tell him the truth,’ Garis said.

      
      ‘I’ve just heard – um, I mean, I heard that he has a temper.’

      
      ‘You’re his son, Arrant. He’s not going to be mad at you.’

      
      ‘Oh, gods,’ Arrant thought. ‘Yes he is.’

      
      He was not looking forward to this.

      
      Shortly after Arrant left Tyr, Ligea announced to Gevenan that she wanted to visit Getria, Tyr’s sister city at the foot of
         the Alps. ‘Rumours have spread about how I was badly injured by Rathrox Ligatan, so I need to show the Getrians I am not only
         alive, but quite capable of ruling Tyrans,’ she told him by way of explanation.
      

      
      He just snorted and made a remark under his breath about mother hens – feeling bereft when their chickens fled the coop –
         having to fuss about something or another. She glared at him, irritated. Damn the man, she couldn’t keep anything hidden from
         his probing shrewdness. She did indeed need to do something, and a ride to Getria promised diversion.
      

      
      She took Gevenan with her and stayed half a month. She met with city leaders, made appearances at a number of city banquets
         and plays, lit votive lamps at several of the city’s temples, and donated generously to the Temple of the Unknown God in support of indigent ex-slaves. She even made a call on
         Paulius Vevian, head of the Getrian branch of the Lucii, and his wife.
      

      
      ‘Horrible man,’ she said to Gevenan after they had returned to the Exaltarch’s Getrian villa. Paulius had grumbled the whole
         evening about how he couldn’t be a proper host because his servants didn’t work as hard as slaves and if he threatened to
         whip them, they had the audacity to leave. ‘He could hardly contain his distaste for having me in his house, and his wife
         took me aside to beg me to reinstate slavery – just to placate him so she has a husband who is halfway bearable!’
      

      
      He raised an eyebrow. ‘You look as if you’ve drunk a goblet of vinegar. Did he upset you that much?’

      
      ‘No, not him. It was something one of their servants told me when I went to the latrine. An ex-slave, of course. Apparently
         Paulius left Tyrans recently and spent a few months in Gaya. When he returned, the servant overheard enough of a conversation
         between him and his brother to suggest the Lucii are planning a rebellion against the Senate and me, with Gayan help. A rebellion
         that would reinstate slavery if successful.’
      

      
      ‘Ah. Funny how people always underestimate ex-slaves.’

      
      ‘Moneymaster Arcadim told me sometime ago that the Gayan ruling house is short of money.’

      
      Gevenan nodded. ‘I did hear they have some fine exlegionnaires they can’t afford to pay. Bad policy that – not to pay men
         who have swords and spears and fighting experience. Good way to commit suicide, in fact. But if they sold the services of
         their army to the Lucii, they’d have gold in their coffers, more than enough to pay their soldiers to fight a war here. Definitely
         good tactics.’
      

      
      ‘Look into it, Gev. See what you can find out.’

      
      ‘Right. Ligea, you need to tap into this pool of ex-slaves more. They worship the very air you exhale, and they are a fine source of information.’
      

      
      She frowned. One of the senators had been nagging her about the very same thing. ‘You want me to set up another Brotherhood?
         To spy on our own citizens? Led, perhaps, by another Rathrox Ligatan?’
      

      
      ‘Sarcasm, sarcasm. Don’t be so sour. It doesn’t have to be a Brotherhood exactly. Although, quite frankly, I can’t see any
         reason this side of Hades why traitors shouldn’t be spied upon.’
      

      
      In her heart, she knew he was right. She nodded, loathing the idea even as she agreed with its necessity. She had to set up
         some formal structure to gather information, otherwise she might not know what was happening until they were on the verge
         of a civil war. But anything that resembled a Brotherhood would turn her stomach. ‘All I want,’ she thought, ‘is enough stability
         in Tyrans to enable me to leave and know that all I have achieved here will remain, that Kardiastan is safe from another Tyranian
         invasion in the foreseeable future. Is that too much to expect?’
      

      
      ‘Knew you’d see reason,’ he said amiably. ‘Pragmatism before sentiment, that’s the Ligea I know best.’

      
      She swore at him.

      
      He grinned. ‘You hate it when I’m right, don’t you?’

   
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      They rode into the entrance courtyard of the Mirager’s Pavilion just as the Mirager strode out of the main door, closely followed
         by two other Magoroth. A servant stood holding the Mirager’s shleth ready; Theuri attendants milled around with their mounts,
         their bright boleros and sashes a contrast to the brown shagginess of the shleths and the dry earth underfoot.
      

      
      Too many people. Too many witnesses to a meeting Arrant had desperately wanted to be private.

      
      He recognised his father at once. He was exactly as he’d pictured him: a head taller than Garis, lean and tough and slim,
         with eyes that laughed in a face Arrant knew well, even though he hadn’t seen him for eight years. The Mirage Maker’s gift
         to Sarana, a lump of Mirage clay, had shown him his father’s changing appearance, day after day, year after year.
      

      
      By contrast, Temellin’s glance slid over Arrant without recognition. Instead, his eyes sought the person his senses told him
         was there: Garis. He took the steps down from the pavilion door two at a time, broadcasting his pleasure. And then his gaze
         flew back to Arrant, realising who he must be.
      

      
      You’re hiding yourself, as usual, Tarran remarked. He can’t sense you. Stop being so tight-arsed, Arrant.
      

      
      But Arrant had no intention of releasing the hold he had on his inner core of being, even if he could work out how to do it with ease. He had too much hidden there …
      

      
      They stared at one another, neither knowing what to say. Temellin’s expression was one of shock. It was one thing to know
         that your child must now be a young man; quite another to have him in front of you, all the childish curves melted into the
         form of a youth, and with an adult’s emotional suffering showing in his eyes. And just then, Arrant’s wretched cabochon decided
         to work, so he felt the blast of his father’s emotion like sand against his skin. Anger – no, rage. Hurt, grief, sorrow. None of the joy that there should have been; not in that first reaction. He heard Garis’s sharp intake
         of breath and knew he had felt it all too.
      

      
      Garis dismounted and Arrant followed, sick to the stomach.

      
      ‘He knows,’ Arrant thought. ‘He has heard. Someone has written. Not Ligea; someone else.’

      
      He saw it all there, on his father’s face; he felt it in that single blast of rage and mangled emotions, quickly hidden. Someone
         came forward to take the reins of their mounts. Then Temellin was there, placing his hands on Arrant’s shoulders and scanning
         his face, trying, perhaps, to see in the youth the child he had so briefly known. His father pulled him into a tight embrace,
         all emotion masked, his smile welcoming, giving the hug owed to a son he hadn’t seen in so long.
      

      
      And Arrant thought, ‘This is his public face. His heart isn’t in it.’ His own heart wobbled, stricken.

      
      ‘Is she all right?’ Temellin asked, the words no more than a whisper directly into his ear as they embraced. ‘Tell me. I’ve
         heard no details. I’ve been worried sick.’
      

      
      ‘She’s fine. Really.’ Then an amendment, striving for honesty. ‘Physically fine.’

      
      He felt a skitter of relief from his father before it was suppressed. After that, things happened in a blur. He was introduced to so many people, one after the other, it was hard to remember them all. Korden and his son Firgan, however, etched
         themselves immediately into memory. Korden first; tall, urbane, handsome, greying into a distinguished middle age. His eyes
         unfriendly, even as his voice welcomed with words so formal they meant nothing.
      

      
      ‘Mirager-heir Arrant,’ he said, ‘this is a much-delayed pleasure. We have been pressing the Mirager to bring you here under
         our care for several years now, and I, for one, am delighted you have finally arrived.’ He held out his left hand and Arrant
         placed his own so that they were cabochon to cabochon. The man’s welcome tingled up his arm, sharp suspicion mixed in with
         a genuine gladness.
      

      
      I don’t think he meant you to feel that. The suspicion, I mean, Tarran said as Korden’s clasp lingered beyond what was normal. Quick, let him feel respect in return.
      

      
      Arrant did his best, but from the look on Korden’s face he had an idea he must have let loose less appealing feelings as well.

      
      Korden continued, ‘May I present my eldest son, Magori-firgan? Some of my other numerous progeny you will meet later. I have
         a son, Lesgath, a few years older than you are, and a daughter, Serenelle, almost the same age, both at the Academy. I hope
         you will forge friendships. It must have been lonely for you in Tyr, being the only Magoroth.’
      

      
      ‘Hardly the only one,’ Temellin interrupted.

      
      ‘The only Magoroth child,’ Korden said in smoothly delivered amendment.

      
      Arrant extended his hand to Firgan, who ground their cabochons together in a crippling handclasp. And as their gems met, a
         stab of personal spite passed from Firgan’s into his own, a molten streak of malice that took his breath away. Something inside
         him wanted to cringe before it, but he allowed none of that to show on his face. Firgan’s eyes were unpleasantly knowing.
      

      
      Emotions passed that way aren’t visible to others, Tarran said. That was for you alone.

      
      Then the man just made a mistake, Arrant said, hoping he was right. He told me he was an enemy, and it’s always good to know who your enemies are. Ligea’s wisdom.
      

      
      Temellin turned his gaze from Arrant to address the two men. ‘Korden, Firgan, as you can imagine, I want to spend time privately
         with my son. Why don’t the rest of you go ahead with the hospice visit?’
      

      
      Arrant exhaled, relieved. Vortexdamn, Tarran, this is difficult. I can feel their emotions everywhere, dashing all over the place. It’s like they are
            all shouting at one another.
      

      
      That’s what the Magor do, Arrant. You should join in. You should be exuding your happiness to be here, your gratitude at the
            welcome. You are puzzling them by your emotional silence.

      
      Ravage hells. Will I ever learn all this?

      
      Fortunately, he didn’t have to plunge straight into an intimate conversation with his father. At Temellin’s suggestion, Garis
         whisked him away first to have a bath and change into clean clothes. ‘He’s giving you time to calm down,’ Garis said as he
         showed Arrant where to bathe. ‘You look as if you swallowed a raw fish and the fins got caught in your gullet. Relax, lad.’
      

      
      Relax? He had never felt less like relaxing in his life.

      
      ‘Oh, and remember water is precious here. We use as little as possible for washing. One jug. If you stand over the grid, the
         water runs out to the garden cistern where it can be used for watering the plants afterwards.’
      

      
      He thought of the public baths and fountains and aqueducts of Tyr, of the way no one ever worried about how much water they
         used. He was going to miss that splendid profligacy. Why had the Kardis never thought of building aqueducts to bring spring water to the cities of Kardiastan, the way they did in Tyrans?
      

      
      By the time he arrived in Temellin’s private quarters, he had managed – he thought – to erect a façade of calm.

      
      That’s the wrong thing to do, Tarran growled at him, catching his satisfaction. You are supposed to be leaking your calm, not putting up a barricade that imitates it.
      

      
      He sighed. Would he ever learn how to be a proper Magor, let alone a Magoroth?

      
      Do you want me here? Tarran asked.
      

      
      I – no, I guess not. I have to do this on my own. Do you mind?

      
      No. I’ll go back to the Mirage, then. I just couldn’t resist coming here for a while. To see him, especially.

      
      The ache Arrant heard in his tone made his breath catch. ‘Sweet Elysium,’ he thought privately, ‘what must it be like never
         to be able to speak to another human being but me?’
      

      
      I ought to go back anyway, Tarran added. The Ravage is widening in the north and the Mirage needs the strength of every single one of us, just to withstand the spread. He paused, and his next words were telling. We don’t try to repair the damage any more.
      

      
      Not knowing what to say, Arrant let his concern spill out instead.

      
      I’ll be all right, I promise, Tarran said. I’ll come back in a day or two when you have settled in. Good luck. With that, he was gone.
      

      
      Temellin looked up from where he sat as Garis and Arrant entered the room. He raised an eyebrow at Garis, querying his presence.

      
      Garis sucked in his cheeks. ‘Looks as if you are on your own, Arrant.’

      
      ‘Samia is in Madrinya, staying with her aunt,’ Temellin said. ‘I sent for her as soon as I realised you were here. She’s probably already waiting for you down in my reception room. She
         should keep you nicely occupied.’
      

      
      Garis brightened and left, trailing anticipation. Arrant caught that much, and then his cabochon faded.

      
      ‘Sit down, Arrant,’ Temellin said, running a hand through his hair in a worried fashion. ‘It is good to have you here. I’ve
         – I’ve looked forward to this day for as long as I can remember.’ He hesitated, then added, ‘Unfortunately, it’s been marred
         by the news I had that your mother was hurt. I also heard Brand died and that it was all your fault. What happened?’
      

      
      Arrant heard the unspoken words hang in the air: Please tell me this is a lie. He felt his father’s longing to be told a different story. And it was the one thing he couldn’t say.
      

      
      ‘It’s all true,’ he said, his voice husky as he acknowledged yet again that Brand was dead. That he was culpable. His hands
         started shaking, so he sat on them. ‘But Mater is fine now.’
      

      
      ‘Mater?’ The word sliced the air, sharp with distaste.

      
      He’d made a mistake, he realised. Used a Tyranian word. ‘Mother,’ he amended and hurried on. ‘Her arm was slashed. Favonius
         did it, but I was able to start her healing immediately and then Garis came, and he did some of the final work. There doesn’t
         appear to be any permanent damage. She, um, she has sent you this letter.’ He dug in his pouch, pulled out a scroll tube and
         handed it over. ‘There’s a whole lot of papers as well, about trade and stuff. They are still in my saddlebags.’ Only when
         he stopped did he realise how cold and unfeeling his rush of words had sounded.
      

      
      Temellin put the tube down without opening it. Arrant could not sense his emotions, but he didn’t need to – his father was
         furious and having trouble not showing it on his face. ‘They can wait,’ Temellin said. ‘I want to hear what happened. From
         you. Please.’
      

      
      Arrant looked down at his feet. He still had his sandals on, which felt all wrong. He couldn’t meet his father’s eyes, not
         while he was telling this horrible tale. He began to stumble and stutter his way through the skeleton of the story, omitting
         reasons, dealing only with the fleshless ribs of the facts.
      

      
      ‘I was angry with M – Mama because she never had time for me. It was stupid and childish, I know. I found a way I could leave
         the palace without her knowing and that was when I met Favonius, who used to be the Jackal Legion Legate. I didn’t know that.
         I thought he was being kind. Interested in me for myself, not just because I was the Exaltarch’s son. All the time he was
         working with Rathrox Ligatan. They used me as bait in a trap for Mother and the Altani Plenipotentiary, Brand. When they sprang
         the trap, there wasn’t anything I could do about it because I couldn’t find my power. In the end, Favonius and Rathrox and
         Brand were all killed, and Mama was wounded.’
      

      
      ‘You left the palace without anyone knowing? More than once?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘And trusted a man you did not know?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Why? Surely your mother must have told you of the dangers!’

      
      ‘Yes. But I was angry with her. I – I don’t have any other excuse.’

      
      ‘That last is a lie. Arrant, you can’t lie to me. Don’t ever lie to me.’ His rage was growing, but still carefully corralled. ‘Now, what was the real reason? What went wrong between
         you and your mother that this thing could have possibly happened? Why did you not talk to her?’
      

      
      Arrant felt sick. He couldn’t tell him the true reason. How could he say that his jealousy of Brand had scarred his relationship with Ligea? How could he say that he was furious with her because she was sleeping with the Altani? ‘I – I didn’t
         see that much of Ligea. There were always so many other things taking her time. I was angry with her from the moment I found
         out about my Mirage Maker brother and how she killed his mother. I blamed her.’
      

      
      ‘What in the name of the Mirage are you talking about? If your mother hadn’t killed Pinar, Pinar would have murdered her and
         you would be the Mirage Maker, not your brother. She must have told you how it happened, surely. You should be grateful! Sands,
         Arrant – Sarana almost died because of that?’
      

      
      ‘I was very young when I found out,’ he stammered, but the words sounded juvenile, the proffering of a pathetic excuse. As
         indeed it was. And it hadn’t been his mother who had spoken of it. Tarran had told him, not Ligea.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps so, but you are thirteen now!’ Temellin snapped. ‘Of an age to wear a Magor sword. And to be truthful. You are hiding
         something; do you think I cannot tell?’
      

      
      In deepening dismay, Arrant sat silent. This was going from awful to worse.

      
      Temellin took a calming breath. ‘Skies above, here we are, father and son who haven’t seen one another in years, and we are
         verging on argument. Let’s start again, shall we? Let me explain. I love your mother, Arrant. I always have and I always will.
         It is a constant grief that she is not here, sharing my life. And I worry about her, living as she does in a land where she
         has so many enemies. To hear of her being harmed, and yet to be unable to go to her, or to help her – it hurts more than I
         can say. And a fine man who cared for her welfare, whom I thought would help to keep her safe, whom I admired, died before
         his time. He protected her. He was her closest friend. And now he’s gone and she is alone. To know that it was your foolishness
         that started this sequence of events – it’s – it’s upsetting.’
      

      
      Arrant swallowed. The understatement of the last word was worse than anger would have been.
      

      
      Temellin continued, ‘All I ask is a reason that makes sense. I want to understand how it could happen. You are my son. Our son. So let us discuss this with honesty and openness, and then you and I can put it behind us and build a new relationship.
         No secrets between us, not on this matter. What do you say?’
      

      
      Arrant sat rigidly still. Here was a chance to make it all right. All he had to do was explain how he’d felt about Ligea’s
         relationship with Brand. His father would understand; in fact it would make him angry, too. He’d be furious. Sweet Elysium,
         he’d tried to kill her once simply because she’d lied to him … The truth would surely hammer a wedge between his parents,
         might destroy a relationship already made tenuous by distance. His own anger burgeoned. Why had Ligea slept with Brand when
         she professed to love his father? Damn her for putting him in this position!
      

      
      ‘I – I don’t really have anything else to say,’ he muttered, knowing he sounded both ungracious and dishonest.

      
      His father’s expression hardened in anger and hurt at the rebuff. ‘I see.’

      
      Arrant said woodenly, ‘It started when I found out about Tarran, as I said, and it just got worse as time went by. I was stupid
         and my stupidity killed Brand.’
      

      
      ‘Your mother wrote once that you had an imaginary playmate you pretended was your brother. You called him Tarran. You surely
         don’t still indulge in such silliness, do you? I mean, that was when you were eight or nine.’ The words, honed with anger, were scathing.
         ‘What may pass for acceptable in Tyr for a lad of your age is not necessarily what is expected of a Magor here, let alone
         of the Mirager-heir. The Magoroth will be judging you. If they don’t accept you as heir, it will be very difficult for me to insist. If you are not prepared to carry yourself like a man from the start, you would do better to return
         to Tyr because there won’t be a place for you here.’
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