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SYNOPSIS OF



THE VIEW FROM THE MIRROR


The View from the Mirror is a tale of the Three Worlds, Aachan, Tallallame and Santhenar, and of the four human species that inhabit them: Aachim, Charon, Faellem and old human. The setting is Santhenar, a world where wizardry – the Secret Art – is difficult, and doesn’t always work, and every using comes at a price – aftersickness.


Long ago a whole race was betrayed and cast into the void between the worlds, a Darwinian place where life is more desperate, more brutal, more fleeting than anywhere. In the void none but the fittest survive, and only by remaking themselves constantly. A million of that race died in the first few weeks.


The terrible centuries ground on. The exiles were transformed into a new human species, but still they could not survive the void. Reduced to a handful, they hung over the abyss of extinction. Then one day a chance came, an opening to another world – Aachan!


They gave themselves a new name, Charon, after a frigid moonlet at the furthest extremity of the void. Escaping it, they took barren Aachan from the Aachim, reducing them to servitude. The Hundred, as the remaining Charon became known, dared allow nothing to stand before the survival of their species.


Despite their efforts, they did not flourish on Aachan. One of the Hundred, Rulke, commissioned the golden flute, an instrument that could open the Way between the Worlds. Before it could be used, Shuthdar, the old human who made it, stole the flute and fled with it to Santhenar. Unfortunately Shuthdar blundered. He opened all the paths between the worlds, and the four species scrambled to get the flute for themselves. Rather than be taken Shuthdar destroyed it, bringing down the Forbidding that sealed Santhenar off completely. Now the fate of the Three Worlds is bound up with those marooned on Santhenar. They have never ceased to search for a way home, but no way has ever been found.


Volume 1


A SHADOW ON THE GLASS


Llian, a brilliant young chronicler at the College of the Histories, presents a new version of an ancient Great Tale, the Tale of the Forbidding, at his graduation telling, to unprecedented acclaim. But Wistan, the master of the College, realises that Llian has uncovered a deadly mystery – evidence that a crippled girl was murdered at the time the golden flute was destroyed. The crime must have occurred to conceal a greater one, and even now such knowledge could be deadly, both for him and for the College.


Llian is also Zain, an outcast race despised for collaborating with the Charon in olden times. Wistan persecutes Llian to make him retract the tale, but Llian secretly keeps on with his research. He knows that it could be the key to a brilliant story – the first new Great Tale for hundreds of years – and if he were the one to write it, he would stand shoulder to shoulder with the greatest chroniclers of all time.


Karan, a young woman who is a sensitive, was at the graduation telling when Llian told his famous tale. She loves the Histories and is captivated by the tale and the teller. Karan returns to Gothryme, her drought-stricken and impoverished home, but soon afterwards Maigraith appears. Karan owes an obligation to Maigraith, the powerful but troubled lieutenant of Faelamor, and Maigraith insists that she repay it by helping to steal an ancient relic for her liege. Faelamor is the age-old leader of the Faellem, exiled on Santhenar by the Forbidding. Desperate to take her people back to her own world, she believes that the relic may hold the key.


Yggur the sorcerer now holds the relic in Fiz Gorgo. Karan and Maigraith steal into his fortress, but Karan is shocked to learn that the relic is the Mirror of Aachan, stolen from the Aachim a thousand years ago. Being part-Aachim herself, she knows that the Aachim have never stopped searching for it. Either she must betray her father’s people or refuse her debt to Maigraith – dishonour either way. And Karan has a dangerous heritage: part Aachim, part old human, she is a blending. Blendings, though prone to madness, can have unusual talents, as she has. They are also at risk: sometimes hunted to enslave the talent, as often to destroy it.


Maigraith, captivated by something she sees on the Mirror, is surprised by Yggur. Finally she is overcome but Karan flees with the Mirror into the flooded labyrinth below the fortress, pursued by Yggur’s dreadful Whelm guards. Karan is clever and resourceful, and eventually escapes, but is hunted for weeks through swamp and forest and mountains. The Whelm, who are also sensitive, are able to track her through her nightmares. In a twist of fate, Karan saves the life of one of the Whelm, Idlis the healer. She heads towards Chanthed, a place of haunting memories for her because of Llian and his wonderful tale. Pursued by the Whelm and their dogs, she thinks of Llian as a saviour and reaches out to him in her dreams.


Mendark, a mancer who is Yggur’s bitter enemy, hears that the Mirror has been stolen and sends out his lieutenants to find it. Learning from Tallia that Karan is heading for Chanthed he asks Wistan to find her. Wistan, who would do anything to get rid of Llian, orders him to find Karan and take her to Mendark’s city, Thurkad.


Llian is terrified to be cast out of his secure world, yet knows that if he does this task well, Mendark’s name will open any door, and he will surely solve the murder and make his Great Tale. He travels into the mountains in a romantic dream.


At the tiny village of Tullin he dreams that Karan is calling for help and wakes to find two Whelm at his throat, trying to trace her sending. Llian is rescued by Shand, an old man who works at the inn but is more than he seems. After asking Shand for help but being refused, Llian heads out into the snow to find Karan. Eventually he does, after many perils, but crashes into her hiding place and knocks himself out at her feet.


At first Karan feels that Llian is a dream come true, but the great teller is revealed to be callow and awkward. Worse, he does not take her seriously, and when he tries to get her to go to Thurkad with him Karan grows angry. Sith is her destination, and to pay her debt she must give the Mirror to none but Faelamor. That night the Whelm find her again and, full of mixed feelings about Llian, she flees with him into the high mountains.


After a number of narrow escapes they lose their pursuers, but Llian gets mountain sickness and they begin to run out of food. Karan has no choice but to head for Shazmak, a secret city of the Aachim, where she grew up. She is afraid to go there with the Mirror, and more afraid to take Llian to a place forbidden to outsiders.


Eventually she talks the Aachim, among them her cousin and friend Rael, into allowing Llian in, but soon learns that Tensor is on his way to Shazmak. The leader of the Aachim is so dominating that Karan knows she can never keep the Mirror secret. Karan agonises over whether to break her vow and give it to the Aachim, but realises that the Mirror would be too great a temptation. They are proud but not wise, and their history is littered with disastrously pursued follies. Rulke the Charon was the architect of all their misfortunes, and though he has been imprisoned in the Nightland for a thousand years, Tensor has never ceased to search for a way to exact revenge on him.


As it happens, Tensor has already heard about the Mirror from Mendark. Tensor sends a message to Shazmak, to Emmant, a cunning blending with a thwarted lust for Karan. While Llian searches Shazmak for evidence that will help him with his quest, Emmant shows him a book of Aachim Histories, but he has put an enchantment on the book and Llian reveals that Karan knows about the Mirror.


Tensor returns and Karan is brought to trial, for the Mirror cannot be found. It is impossible to lie to the Syndics, but Karan, in a desperate expedient, plants a false dream in Llian’s mind, and through a link with him, reads it back to the Syndics at her trial. Because Llian believes it to be truth, it is truth, and despite Tensor’s protests she is freed. However, Emmant is spurned by the Aachim for his dishonourable act, and this drives him into madness.


That night, with Rael’s aid, Karan and Llian escape from Shazmak, hotly pursued by the Aachim. Stealing a boat, they flee down a wild river. Rael and several of the Aachim are drowned in the chase, and Karan is devastated. Despite the trial they were her friends.


In Yggur’s stronghold, Maigraith is tormented by the Whelm, who have an instinctive hatred of her. Later, under Yggur’s relentless interrogation, she gives away Karan’s destination, the city of Sith.


Yggur is desperate to get the Mirror back, which he needs for his coming campaign. However, as the weeks pass a bond grows between them, Maigraith finding in the tormented Yggur the complement to her own troubled self. She also sees that, though the Whelm serve Yggur faithfully, they despise him, especially for the relationship with her which to them is a fatal weakness. But the Whelm are born to serve, and they lost their true master so long ago that they have forgotten him.


Now readying his armies for war, Yggur is torn between his growing regard for Maigraith and his need for the Mirror. One night the Whelm come for Maigraith when he is away, and under their torment she betrays the truth about Karan’s origins. The Whelm are exultant – now they know how to attack her.


The same night Faelamor appears, using her mastery of illusion to get into the fortress. Overcoming the Whelm, she snatches Maigraith away. However, Faelamor is furious when she learns that Karan has escaped with the Mirror. Faelamor hates Karan because she is a sensitive and a threat to her plans, and threatens to kill her if they ever meet again. Inwardly Faelamor despairs because the Mirror, that she has sought for so long, has eluded her again. Once before she almost had it, but Yalkara the Charon, her greatest enemy, defeated her. Yalkara used the Mirror to find a warp in the Forbidding, the only person ever to escape from Santhenar. Now Faelamor’s own world, Tallallame, cries out for aid and she is desperate to return. What Yalkara could do, Faelamor must do, and she has corrupted herself trying to. She has been hunting for the Mirror, one vital part of her age-old plan, ever since.


Faelamor and Maigraith set off towards Sith. Maigraith is reminded that whatever she does, Faelamor is never satisfied. She falls back under Faelamor’s domination.


Yggur returns to find Maigraith gone. He feels her loss keenly but he can delay his plans no longer. His armies march on the east.


Karan and Llian flee through mountains and caverns, hotly pursued by Tensor and his Aachim, and down into the forests of Bannador, Karan’s own country. At a forest camp she has a terrible nightmare and wakes to find that the Whelm have tracked her down again. This time she is helpless for they know she is a blending and how to control her. Desperate, Karan seeks out with her mind and finds Maigraith not far away. But the link is captured by a terrifying presence, who uses it to speak directly to the Whelm, reminding them that they are really Ghâshâd, ancient enemies of the Aachim. Karan sends Llian away but is captured herself, though the Whelm are unable to find the Mirror.


Maigraith feels Karan’s link but by the time she gets to the camp Karan is gone, and the Mirror too. Faelamor is furious. Maigraith rebels, abandoning her. Faelamor is captured by Tensor and sent to Shazmak, where to her horror she learns about Karan’s Aachim heritage. Faelamor already suspects that Karan has Faellem ancestry as well. If so, she is triune: one with the blood of three worlds. A terrifying prospect – no one can tell what unpredictable talents a triune might have. Faelamor decides that the risk to her plans is too great – Karan must die. She sends mad Emmant to hunt Karan down. Through him the Ghâshâd find a way inside Shazmak and butcher the Aachim there, but Faelamor escapes.


Llian recovers the Mirror from Karan’s hiding place, eventually finds her and tries to smoke the Whelm out of the house where they hold her prisoner. The building catches fire; Karan and Llian are lucky to escape. Llian hires a boat and Pender, a magnificent boatman who has fallen on hard times, takes them down the river to Sith. On the way, Karan and Llian find that they can deny their feelings for each other no longer.


Reaching Sith, they discover that Yggur’s armies have taken all the lands to the south and are massing on the other side of the river. The city cannot stand against him. Nor is Faelamor there to take the Mirror. Karan collapses, unable to drive herself any further. She is wracked by nightmares about the Whelm, who since she was captured seem to have grown more powerful. As the invasion begins she is betrayed, but escapes with Pender, a perilous journey where Karan is so tormented that she casts herself into the sea. Llian and Pender drag her out again. Now there is nowhere to go but to Mendark. Karan is afraid of him too.


They reach Thurkad not far ahead of the war. Llian goes to the citadel, not realising that Mendark has been overthrown by Thyllan. A street urchin, Lilis, guides Llian to Mendark’s refuge. Mendark and Tallia offer to take Karan in, but angered by Mendark’s imperious manner, she refuses him.


Not long after, Maigraith comes to Thurkad. Karan is overjoyed and tries to give her the Mirror, but Maigraith asks her to keep it one more day. Before she returns, Emmant appears in disguise and attacks Karan in a murderous fury. She stabs him dead but is driven into madness; then Thyllan captures Karan and the Mirror.


As all the powers gather in Thurkad, Mendark realises that the only way to recover the Mirror is to call a Great Conclave, which even Thyllan must obey. During the Conclave they all put their case, and Karan tells her story. As the Conclave ends, a messenger bursts in with news that the army is defeated and Yggur is at the gates of the city. Faelamor shatters Tensor by revealing that the Whelm are actually his ancient enemies, the Ghâshâd, one-time servants of Rulke, who have taken Shazmak and slaughtered the Aachim there. She lies, blaming Karan for this treachery.


Karan is sentenced to death, while the Mirror is given to Thyllan to use in the defence of Thurkad. Seizing the moment, Faelamor calls forth Maigraith, whom Tensor has never seen before, and Tensor knows by her eyes that she is descended from the hated Charon.


Tensor breaks and uses a forbidden potency, or mind-blasting spell, that lays the whole Conclave low. Only Llian the Zain is unaffected. Thinking Karan dead, in grief and fury he attacks Tensor but is easily captured. Tensor sees a use for someone who is immune to the potency. He flees with Llian and the Mirror.




‘The irony of history is inexorable.’


BARBARA TUCHMAN, THE MARCH OF FOLLY
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THE WAIF
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The Great Hall was dark. The glow from the burning city did not penetrate the velvet drapes. The shouts, the screams, the clash of weapons up the hill – all just a murmur from far away. In the room there was no conscious being, no intelligent life. The broken door banged in the wind, the hinges bawled, striking a dreadful lament, crying to the dead to rise. The members of the Conclave lay silent.


Hours passed. In the darkness one man dreamed. Dreamed that he lay cast down and senseless while the army of his mortal enemy poured through the gates of Thurkad. Get up! he screamed. Only you can save your city. But he could not wake.


The tramp of marching feet echoed in his dreams – they were hunting him! He gave a wrenching groan that tore through the fog in his brain and woke, bolt upright in the dark. His heart was racing. Where was he? Hardly knowing his own name, aware of little more than a growing terror, he felt around him. The things he touched were blank pieces. He could not put a name to the least of them.


A horn blasted, not far away. Panicking, the man clawed himself to all-fours, sagging across the room like a rubber-kneed crab, tripping over bodies, cracking his head against a table leg. Something smashed under his weight, the shards stabbing into the palm of his hand. He picked out pieces of curved glass, feeling the blood run down his arm. Smelling spilled oil on the floor, he felt around for the lantern but his numb fingers snapped the flint a dozen times before it lit. He lurched in swaying arcs back and forth along the rows of benches, then fell down in front of a tall woman who lay on the floor like a fallen statue. Yellow light bathed long limbs, dark hair, skin as rich and smooth as glazed chocolate. Her eyes were open and her lips wet, but the woman made no sound, gave no sign that she saw anything.


With shaking hands he brought the lamp down to her eyes. It registered nothing. The light showed him clearly – a slim man of average height and uncertain age, with blue eyes and thin, wild hair. His sallow skin was sunk into deep creases; his scanty beard was lank.


The man’s face was wracked. ‘Tallia!’ he sang out, a wail of pain. ‘For pity’s sake, wake!’ He rocked on his haunches, overcome by the magnitude of the disaster, shuddered and bent over her again. Putting his bloody hands around her head, front and back, he tried to force open the blocked channels of her brain, straining so hard that his breath came out as a series of little groans.


In his head the tramping grew so loud that it blocked out all thought. He closed his eyes but the images shone out brighter than before, row after row of soldiers. The mind that directed them – his enemy – was as cold and unstoppable as a machine.


‘Tallia,’ he screamed. ‘Help! Yggur’s coming for me.’


Tallia’s pupils, which had imperceptibly contracted to points of darkness, expanded in a rush and she knew him. ‘Mendark!’ she whispered.


Mendark threw his arms around her. Tears starred his eyelashes. They struggled to their feet, swaying together, then Tallia’s eyes rolled and the room tilted in slow-motion confusion. He clung to her until she was steady again.


‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘I don’t remember anything.’


Mendark held the lantern high. It showed the hall in chaos: tables and benches overturned, lamps smashed, papers and people scattered like hay.


‘Tensor violated the Conclave,’ he said, grim-faced.


‘Conclave?’ Tallia rubbed her forehead as if she could stir her brain back to life.


‘I called a Great Conclave,’ he replied, ‘to recover the Mirror from Thyllan the usurper, and to free Karan.’


‘I can’t remember,’ said Tallia, shaking her head.


‘Yggur’s not far away. I can sense the hate in him.’


Tallia did not ask him about that. Mendark was a sensitive. He knew. She squatted down, rocking back and forth on her heels.


‘Tensor struck down the Conclave with a mind-blasting potency,’ Mendark went on. ‘A terrible spell.’


‘Tensor betrayed us?’ she whispered.


‘Yes, and fled with the Mirror. What’s he going to do with it? I’m afraid, Tallia.’


‘It’s starting to come back!’ Tallia slumped on the chair. ‘Oh, my head is bursting!’


‘And mine, but we must get going.’


Mendark handed her a jug, a tall, wasp-waisted vessel of dark-blue porcelain. Tallia drank from it greedily, spilling water down her chin and her shirt. She wiped her face with the back of her hand, nodded, which made her wince, and said, ‘What do we do now?’


‘I can’t think. The Council is in tatters.’


The Council was an alliance of wizards and scholars, of which Mendark had been Magister until his recent overthrow. He ticked the members off on his fingers. ‘Tensor’s gone, Nelissa is dead. Thyllan is my enemy and will never be otherwise. Old Nadiril is far away in Zile; he hasn’t come to a meet in years. Wistan is likewise out of reach in Chanthed. That only leaves me, Hennia the Zain and Orstand between us and ruin. Where’s Orstand?’


Tallia looked around. ‘I can’t see her.’


‘Find her and Hennia. Protect them at all costs! I’ve got to get to the citadel. If Yggur learns that they lie here helpless … Ahh!’ he wailed. ‘There’s no time!’


Mendark looked as bad as she felt. They were both wracked by aftersickness, the by-product of using wizardry, the Secret Art, or being too close when someone else did.


Outside, where all had been silent, they now heard shouting and screaming. Mendark wobbled his way to the door. The street lamps still burned. The street was wet, though it was not raining now. People streamed past, clutching pathetic treasures.


‘What news?’ cried Mendark, but his voice went unheeded. He picked up a spear that lay on the road and stepped into the path of the refugees, blocking their way. ‘I am Mendark!’ he thundered, though it took most of his strength. ‘What news?’


‘The enemy has come through the northern gate,’ said a bearded man, grey hair plastered to his head. He cradled a whimpering baby in the crook of one arm. Little blue toes stuck out of its sodden blanket, curling and uncurling. ‘It’s said that Thyllan is dead. Who leads us now?’


‘I lead!’ Mendark cried. ‘I am Mendark. Magister once more! Go, tell everyone that the real Magister is back. We will defend the walls of the Old City and strike outwards until the whole of Thurkad is free again.’


The crowd, which was growing every minute, stared at him in silence. He raised the spear above his head. ‘Go, you fools!’ he roared. ‘I am your only chance.’


As they scattered he heard a few thin cries of ‘Mendark! Mendark has returned!’ though whether they went in hope or in fear of him Mendark could not tell.


‘Poor fools,’ he said under his breath. ‘What chance is there for Thurkad now?’ He lumbered back up the steps.


‘Tallia,’ he shouted, and she came running, awkwardly, as if her knees had frozen solid.


‘There are …’ she began.


‘No time!’ he snapped. ‘You must do as best you can. I will rally our armies, what’s left of them. Bring the Council to the citadel, and anyone else who can help us. I’ll try to send aid, but don’t wait for it.’


‘But Mendark …’


‘Whatever it is, you must deal with it.’ He stood there for a moment, his face haggard, then ran out. His unsteady footsteps echoed on the stones.


‘But most of the people here can’t even walk,’ Tallia said softly. ‘Important people, vital for our defence. How am I to deal with them, alone?’ Thurkad was the greatest and oldest city of Meldorin. If it had fallen so quickly, where could they hope to find refuge?


She went to the door and looked out, but now the street was empty, silent. Misty rain began to drift down. What could she do? Hesitating in the doorway, Tallia noticed a movement in the alley across the street. Someone had put their head around the corner and quickly pulled it back again. The little thin face was curiously familiar.


It was the street urchin who had guided Llian to Mendark’s villa several weeks ago. Llian had so charmed her that she had refused a silver tar in payment, a fortune for any street child. What was her name?


‘Lilis,’ Tallia called softly. ‘Lilis, come forth.’


The head peeked around again. It belonged to a hungry-looking girl who seemed about ten, a long-faced waif with platinum hair. Her ratty clothes were spattered with mud up to the waist.


‘Come here, Lilis, I need you.’


Lilis emerged onto the street, looked this way and that and slunk across to Tallia. In the light from the doorway she looked even shabbier than before.


‘What does you want?’ she squeaked, looking tremulous.


‘Come inside.’


‘Into the Great Hall?’ The squeak became a horrified whisper. ‘Could be whipped for that.’


‘Nonsense. The old Magister is back and I am his chief lieutenant.’ Tallia took Lilis’s thin wrist and led her inside. ‘Look,’ she pointed. Many of the richest and most powerful people of Thurkad: justices, legislators and wealthy merchants were strewn about like carcasses in an abattoir. ‘We’ve got to get them to the citadel.’


Not far away a tall man twitched and shuddered. He was mean-faced, with a misshapen cudgel of a nose and a swollen gash across one cheek. His pale, almost colourless eyes stared unseeingly ahead. It was Thyllan, who had ended Mendark’s tenure as Magister not long before the Conclave.


Lilis’s eyes bulged. ‘The Magister!’ she said.


‘No more! The usurper is overthrown. Mendark is back – the real Magister. Help me.’


Tallia hurried around the room, checking for signs of life. The guards had recovered and fled, save one who lay in a puddle of blood on the far side. He was dead – had fallen on his sword and bled to death, by the look of it.


As she turned away to the next, Lilis caught sight of a small bare foot protruding from under the guard’s billowing cape. She lifted the cloth to reveal a small woman with a pale face surrounded by a wild froth of fiery red hair.


‘It’s Karan,’ said Tallia, ‘Llian’s friend.’


Various emotions crossed Lilis’s face: concern, envy. ‘Is she dead?’


Tallia bent down swiftly. ‘No, but without help she could die.’


Karan’s face was set in an expression so sad that it made tears spring to Tallia’s eyes. If only I had helped her, she thought, none of this need have come about. She rolled Karan over. Her shirt was bloody from breast to hip. Tallia tore the shirt open, expecting to see a mortal wound, but there was none. It was the guard’s blood.


Tallia looked around. ‘That’s strange,’ she said, furrowing her brow.


‘What?’


There had been many people at the Conclave but a lot were gone, including several faces that she was looking for: Faelamor, Maigraith, Llian. ‘Where’s Llian? He would never have left Karan.’


‘Llian’s gone,’ said Lilis. ‘The big man took him.’


‘Big man?’ Tallia asked, checking Karan’s vital signs. The pulse was erratic, her skin clammy, and her eyes flickered back and forth under her eyelids. Tallia lifted one. The eyes were deep green; the pupils hardly reacted to the light. She was probably not in immediate danger though, if kept warm and dry. Tallia tore the cape off the guard, wrapped Karan in it, round and round, and then put her out of the way against the wall. Nothing more could be done for her at the moment. She turned to the next casualty.


Beneath a window was a mound of fallen drapes, half-covering a huge jelly of a woman swathed in the scarlet and purple gown of the High Court. The dignity of the office was marred by a red mouth sagging open and dentures hanging out. Her face was as round as the moon, with eyes that looked tiny in their pouches of fat. Yellow-grey hair was cut straight across at the level of her ears.


‘Who is she?’ Lilis piped up.


‘Justice Orstand,’ said Tallia, greatly relieved. With Orstand on their side there was always hope. She was the most powerful intellect on the Council, a friend that Mendark relied on greatly. ‘Water, quickly!’


Lilis scurried away to return with a blue jug, which she promptly poured on the judge’s face. Orstand shuddered and tried to get up, but wobbled on her legs. Tallia hurriedly thrust a chair under her.


Orstand looked around the room. ‘Is Nelissa – ?’


‘Dead!’ Tallia said harshly. She explained their situation.


‘Oh!’ said Orstand. ‘But Mendark’s right – the Old City is our only refuge.’ Its walls were high and strong and the citadel inside it stronger yet. Though surely not enough to resist Yggur.


‘Can you walk, Orstand?’


Orstand gave a smile of sorts. ‘See to the others, my friend. When they’re ready to go, I will be too.’


Embracing the old woman, Tallia went on with her work. There were other dead, quite a few, mostly the old and the frail. Too late for them, but several people were on their feet already after Lilis’s rough ministering with the water jug and a wet cloth.


Tallia remembered something Lilis had said earlier. ‘What did you say about Llian?’ she asked, but before the child could answer there was shouting, screaming and sounds of battle nearby. Dread shivered down Tallia’s backbone. They would be trapped!


‘Lilis,’ she cried. The waif’s eyes showed the fear they both felt. ‘Go and see what is happening. See how close the enemy is.’


The girl hesitated, staring at her with those huge eyes. Tallia, thinking that she wanted payment, fumbled for the purse that hung at her waist. Lilis struck her hand aside; then, realising that she had hit the chief lieutenant of the Magister and might be slain on the spot, leapt away saying, ‘I go, I go!’


‘Lilis!’ Tallia called. She came back warily. ‘Be careful.’ Tallia embraced the grubby little urchin. Lilis looked astounded, then a tiny smile broke across her face. ‘You will come back?’ said Tallia. Normally so capable, she now felt overwhelmed.


‘I come back,’ Lilis said, her eyes shining, then she was gone.


Tallia hurried across to Orstand, who was bent over another of the bodies, trying to bring it back to consciousness. She looked about to collapse again; every breath rattled in her massive chest.


‘I can’t decide who to take and who to leave,’ agonised Tallia. ‘Is a judge more important than a doctor? A wealthy merchant more valuable than a young woman?’


‘You can’t choose that way,’ said Orstand, looking up. The flesh sagged off her face like overly wet dough. ‘The group must come before the individual. Anyone who can’t walk, or falls down and can’t get up again, must be left behind. And that includes me.’


‘I could never leave you behind,’ said Tallia, staring at the old woman.


Orstand wheezed with laughter. ‘I’d like to see you carry me!’


Tallia smiled at the thought. Soon seven people were more or less ready to walk. They included Thyllan, his hair sticking out in all directions as though electrified, and Hennia the Zain, the other member of the Council, an old, saggy woman whose eyes had gone blank. A badly bitten tongue hung out the corner of her mouth. There were also two members of the Assembly, the puppet government of Thurkad, long dominated by the Governor on one hand and the Magister on the other. The other two were strangers, though they both looked important.


They were in much the state that she had been in before Mendark woke her, but she did not know how to do the same for them. Several more were in worse condition, flopped over chairs and benches like dolls stuffed with grass. If they could be roused she might be able to get some of them to safety too. And there were quite a few like Karan, who might live or die, but would have to be carried. Worthy people all.


Save for Orstand, her seven could have been senile. Thyllan was wandering aimlessly around the room, but most of the others just stared at the wall, mumbling to themselves. Hennia kept saying, ‘I don’t want to go. Mendark is finished!’ Tallia was almost in despair by the time Lilis came running back.


‘Soldiers coming!’ she cried. ‘Must go now!’ Grabbing Tallia’s hand, Lilis tried to pull her toward the door.


Tallia resisted. ‘We’ve got to take them with us. Give me a hand.’


Between the three of them they got the able-bodied into a shambling line at the door, but it took all of Lilis’s efforts to keep them there while Tallia tried to rouse the other group. Outside, the shouting and noises of battle grew louder.


‘Must go now!’ Lilis screamed.


Tallia looked back at Karan, torn between her feelings and her responsibilities. It was not just that she liked Karan. She was a sensitive too,a priceless talent, especially in time of war. Anyone left behind was probably condemned to death, but not everybody could be saved. She ran back to Karan and took her hand, then laid it down again, unable to choose.


‘Go on, Lilis. I’ll catch you.’


Karan moaned, flinging her head from side to side. Suddenly coming to a decision, Tallia bent down to pick her up, then one of the comatose sat up, a short, rather stout man called Prathitt, a wealthy merchant and legislator. A fussily trimmed spade beard drew attention from his rapidly receding hairline. He staggered towards the door, waving his arms and shouting gibberish.


Tallia caught him just outside and slapped her hand over his mouth and nose, cutting off the racket. A small knot of people ran past, shrieking and moaning, then a signal horn called from up the street. Another answered it from around the back of the Great Hall. She looked about frantically, to see Lilis shepherding her crew into a mean alley. Orstand, at the rear, moved with the tottering, wide-legged gait of a toddler.


‘Hurry!’ Lilis screamed.


Tallia agonised in the doorway. There were about a dozen people left and she knew most of them. Some would die without help. Maybe all of them, if the enemy found them. Her patient began to thrash about again. If she carried Karan, this fellow would give them away. Then someone attacked the back door of the hall, the hammer blows echoing inside. Too late! Pulling the door closed, she hauled Prathitt across the road.


The rain was falling more heavily now. Within the alley it was almost as black as tar and slippery underfoot. Another clot of people ran down the street. Behind them Tallia heard the rhythmic tread of a squad of marching soldiers. She moved up the alley, slipping and skidding on what felt like decaying leaves. There was an odour of rotten cabbage, and the further up she went, worse filth.


‘Lilis,’ she whispered hoarsely.


There was no answer. Tallia heard the sound of falling water and the next second walked right under a torrent discharging from the roof. She wiped her eyes and stared uselessly into the darkness. The mouth of the alley was a lighted rectangle, partly obscured by mist. The tramping grew louder.


Prathitt, roused by the soaking, shouted an obscenity and flung up his arms. One fist caught her a painful blow on the cheek. Tallia struggled with him, making more noise than she liked. He was very strong, and when she eventually got her hand over his mouth, he bit her so hard that he drew blood. Cursing, she struck him on the side of the head, knocking him down.


Someone yelled behind her. Yggur’s soldiers were moving back and forth in the road. One approached the alley, holding up a blazing torch. Her patient began to stir. Tallia put her foot on his back, pushing him down into the mud. The torch went away, though the soldiers could still be seen in the street lights. The rest of the squad must be checking the Great Hall, she supposed, feeling her failure very strongly. Where had Lilis gone with her lot? Probably abandoned them as soon as the soldiers appeared. Who could blame her? There was no one to look out for her but herself.


Tallia heaved Prathitt to his feet, hauling him backwards up the alley, when without warning he put his muddy hands on her face and shoved. She overbalanced and fell backwards against a water barrel, hitting her head. For a moment she stared into a whirlpool, like being back in her earlier trance,


then her head cleared and she sat up, trying to clean the muck out of her eyes. Reeling footsteps disappeared up the lane.


The light appeared again, and the silhouette of a soldier. Tallia bowed her head, praying that he would not come up. After a long interval the light faded. She crept back to the mouth and saw a squad of soldiers standing guard up the street. No chance of going back for Karan now. Nursing her bruises, Tallia headed up the alley to find her sick.


Two hours later, in pouring rain, she reached the gates of the Old City, having been hopelessly lost in the back streets. Not only had she failed to find Prathitt but she had not come across Lilis or any of her seven either. She felt like an utter fool and was tempted to go back to the Great Hall, but Mendark’s guards summoned her to the audience chamber.


The large room was crowded with splendidly garbed officers and aides, while twenty clerks sat at a row of desks along one wall, writing orders furiously and passing their strips of paper to the messengers who ran in and out. Mendark stood before a large canvas map of the city, arguing with an officer gorgeously attired in the Magister’s colours, scarlet and blue. That put Tallia in an even worse mood.


It was Berenet the dandy, Mendark’s other chief lieutenant, his magnificent mustachioes freshly waxed and coiled. His garments were silk and velvet; he wore a ruff of purple lace at his throat that helped to conceal a sunken chest. Tallia wondered where he had been lately. What with her own travels, and his, she hadn’t seen him for half a year. She nodded curtly. Grinning, Berenet inspected her from head to toe.


Mendark looked haggard, though she noticed that he’d had time to bathe and change his clothes. ‘What happened to you?’ he asked more brusquely than usual. ‘Don’t drip mud all over the carpet. Oh, what does it matter?’ as Tallia stepped to one side.


‘I lost them,’ she said, feeling like a schoolgirl caught out in some childish negligence. Berenet smirked.


‘What are you talking about?’ Mendark asked, his brows knitting together. He was furiously angry about something.


‘The survivors of the Conclave. I got some of them out but I lost them in the alleys.’


‘They’ve been here for an hour!’ said Mendark. ‘Some street brat brought seven of them to the gate, all looped together like a camel train.’


‘Lilis brought them?’ Tallia was amazed. ‘How is Orstand?’


‘Not too good.’ He waved a hand.


Tallia saw the big woman sagging at a table on the other side of the room. ‘And Hennia the Zain?’


Mendark lowered his voice. ‘I think her nerve has broken. We may have to replace her on the council, after this. What else have you to tell me?’


‘I had to leave the rest – I was lucky to get away myself. I lost Prathitt. He hit me and ran away in the dark.’


‘Not one of your greatest successes,’ said Mendark sourly. ‘Thank heavens for Berenet. He has come back with vital intelligence about Yggur.’ An aide tugged at his sleeve. ‘Just a minute!’ he snapped.


‘I left Karan behind,’ said Tallia. ‘The soldiers came before I could get her out …’


Mendark swore. ‘A sensitive like her would have been useful.’


Tallia took that as another criticism. Sensitives could be invaluable, to sense out danger and to advise what an enemy might do. Some could even relay messages by means of a mind-to-mind link. Karan had that rare talent. But they were a terror to control and often an emotional liability.


‘I suppose she’ll be dead in the morning,’ Tallia said unhappily. Everything she’d done today had been a failure.


‘We might all be! Why did you send Thyllan back?’


So that’s what the problem was! ‘How could I leave him behind? He’s on the Council.’


‘How could you miss the chance to rid me of my enemy?’ Mendark raged. ‘No one could have blamed you. Now everyone knows he’s here and I don’t dare allow any harm to come to him.’


‘Do we obey the rule of law or not?’


‘In this case your judgment is faulty. Berenet would not have been so scrupulous.’


‘I’m sure of that!’ she said acidly.


‘Aah! Get something to eat; I need you to look at the situation on the north side.’ The aide attacked his sleeve again. Mendark turned away to the new problem.


Tallia remained where she was. ‘I’d like to go back to the hall with a squad and get the rest of them.’


‘Impossible,’ Mendark barked over his shoulder. ‘I need you here. Anyway, Yggur holds that part of the city now. Forget them!’


Tallia knew that he was right, but it still hurt. She turned away, then swung back. ‘What happened to Lilis? I didn’t even pay her.’


‘The brat? The guards gave her a couple of grints before they chased her away. Now stop pestering me!’


Again the smirk from her rival, Berenet. Tallia gritted her teeth and ignored him, though it took all her self-control. She stopped by Orstand’s table for a moment to enquire about her health.


‘I don’t think I’ve felt worse in my entire life,’ said Orstand, though she found time to ask about everyone by name, and was dismayed at Lilis’s shabby treatment.


Snatching food and drink from a tray, Tallia hurried out to spend hours more reviewing the reports that streamed in, doing the rounds of the walls and relaying orders in the desperate defences of the night.


In the early morning of that bitterest of all days for Thurkad – the first time that an enemy had come within the gates in more than a thousand years – Tallia learned that Yggur’s First Army had been beaten back from the quarter where the Conclave had been held. Several small victories gave hope of larger ones to come, so instead of snatching a few hours’ sleep, she took a small detail down to the Great Hall to find Karan and the other wounded if she could, and bring them to safety.


She picked her way through streets strewn with valuables discarded in flight and not yet taken by the looters – here a red cloth bundle, burst open to scatter silver cutlery in the gutter; there a carved wooden donkey with one ear broken off; a jacket embroidered with silk and garnets; a rolled tapestry that could have come from a bawdy house. Further on there were bodies and the marks of war – blood and broken weapons; men and beasts, women and even children dead of terrible wounds or sometimes no wound at all. And everywhere she saw the smoking shells of houses, once homes. Nearer to the Great Hall there were no signs of war; perhaps it had swept around that place.


By the time she arrived it was late morning. Tallia regretted bitterly her failures of the night, Karan especially. It felt like a personal betrayal. As she approached the hall there was smoke and the smell of burning wood. Closer, the odour of burning flesh, too. Black smoke groped for the sky. Tallia ran up to the pyre.


‘Nothing else to do, lar,’ said a tall, lean man with a little round pot of a belly that looked so incongruous it might have been pasted there. His grey hair was shaved to stubble. He wore the leather apron of a butcher and there was blood on the front of it. ‘If we leave them there’ll be plague.’


There were a lot of bodies on the pile and as she stood there staring, two men came up, carrying another between them, and heaved the corpse up onto the fire as if they were loading sacks of coal onto a wagon. The flames were too hot for her to get close enough to recognise any of the faces, and she did not care to watch the burning or to smell the stench. She went into the hall. It had not yet been ransacked; indeed the chaos inside was as they had left it the previous night, save that the dead were gone, and the dying.


There was a huge bloodstain on the floor where the dead guard had lain, and drag marks away from it. Over against the wall, where she had left Karan wrapped in the bloody cloak, she found a tiny smear of blood. Near the far wall was Nelissa’s stick, broken in two. Tallia ran outside, back to the pyre, calling out to the butcher with the grey hair.


‘What of the dead in the hall? Are they burnt?’


The man thought for a moment, scratching the end of his nose with a bloody fingernail. Tallia found the mannerism particularly offensive.


‘There were five, perhaps six, that we took from there,’ he said, frowning. ‘I can’t remember now; so many dead! We did that place hours ago. I remember the old one – we knew her, of course, even if she hadn’t been in robes. Nelissa the Sour! Who will mourn her, I wonder?’


‘Was there a young woman with red hair?’


‘Can’t remember, lar. There were several women, that I know, and one very striking, but after a while you don’t look too closely at them, except to be sure that they’re dead. No matter how beautiful they are, once they’re gone, their dreams are finished. No use having your own over them.’ It seemed he needed to talk about his experiences. ‘Remarkable the gap between life and death – at first you can hardly tell it, but as the day wears –’


Tallia was not interested in his philosophy. ‘Are you sure you haven’t burnt her? She was little, about so tall; red hair, pale skin, blood all over her shirt, but not her own. You would have noticed her hair, a fiery red. She was still alive last night.’


‘Then you should have taken her last night,’ he said, scratching his nose again. ‘That was a bitter night to be dying alone. The women we burned from there had no blood on them, as far as I remember, nor the men either, save one. One woman was tall and dark, not unlike you. I don’t remember the other. But we didn’t burn any live ones. There were only two breathing this morning, both men, and we sent them away to be nursed. That’s all I know.’


The others must have recovered or been taken prisoner in the night, thought Tallia. If only I had carried her with me. But I didn’t, and now it’s too late.
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THE UNDERBELLY OF THURKAD
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When by perilous ways Tallia returned to the citadel she found that the defence was already failing. Yggur’s forces now surrounded the city’s armies on all sides but the east, forcing them back towards their last bastion, the walled Old City, which was not even a tenth part of Thurkad. She ran to the audience chamber but Mendark was not there, and after a long search, for not even his officers seemed to know where he was, she found him on one of the wall towers, directing the defence of the southern wall.


‘It’s hopeless,’ he said wearily. Grimy with soot and spattered with blood and mud, he was quite as exhausted as she was. Berenet stood beside him, as beautifully groomed as ever. Weeping, Mendark swept his arm around the smoky horizon. ‘Look at the destruction. The Gallery is on fire from end to end; all that remains of the Old Stockade is ash. Four thousand years of history gone! The longer we fight the more will die, and defeat is inevitable. But how can I surrender Thurkad? I love my city with all my heart.’


‘Where’s the Governor of the Assembly?’


A messenger hurried up with the latest despatches. Mendark tore open the seal.


‘That treacherous cow!’ Berenet spat. ‘She’s fled with her barges loaded to the waterline.’


‘The whole Assembly is in disarray,’ Mendark added. ‘They couldn’t govern a playground! There’s only me!’ He bent his head to the papers.


‘Then your duty is clear,’ said Tallia. ‘You must defend Thurkad and do what you can for the people, whilever there is hope.’


‘That I will do, though a higher duty becomes pressing: to uphold the purpose of the Council. Never was that needed more, with Tensor amok with the Mirror.’ He stared down into the city, where Yggur’s flag, black crucible on a white circle, was hoisted over a hundred buildings. It looked more like a raised fist; the townspeople called Yggur’s soldiers the blackfists.


‘I have a plan you may be interested in,’ Berenet said, polishing his silver buttons.


He looked smart and efficient. Tallia was uncomfortably aware that she was still covered in mud.


‘It’d need to be a good one,’ Mendark grunted, not looking up from his despatches.


‘It is,’ said Berenet smugly. ‘Look!’


He unrolled a map of the city on the paving stones, tracing the irregular line of the walls with a manicured fingernail. ‘According to the latest intelligence, Yggur now holds five of the eight hills of Thurkad – the whole of the southern and western districts and most of the north. Now he presses towards us in the east.’ Berenet marked the areas that Mendark’s forces still held – the eastern hills area and, at its centre, the walled Old City. ‘But he is vulnerable!’


‘How so?’ Mendark muttered.


Berenet flipped hair out of his eyes and spread a series of gold coins – a display of wealth that Tallia found vaguely offensive – across the map.


‘He has his First Army, headed by Drossim, the most capable of his generals, here holding the centre of the city. The Fourth is stationed in the south, here, controlling the western and southern gates. Morale is not so good in the Fourth Army. Yggur has overstretched himself – his other three armies are sorely pressed to hold the lands he’s conquered and cannot come to his aid.’


‘Mmm!’ Mendark said indifferently.


‘He’s brilliant in the field, no doubt of it, but he’s never fought for a city this big before. Look!’ cried Berenet, moving his golden markers. ‘The Fourth Army is barracked all through here.’ He marked an area of tenements and labyrinthine alleys. ‘And the First Army sleeps here, also in the labyrinth.’


‘Get on with it!’ said Mendark, still writing furiously.


‘See how narrow the roads are, here and here and here. If there was an emergency in the night, the streets full of people, he’d never move his troops through.’


Mendark looked up. ‘Go on.’


‘Half a million people live in the slums. Another fifty thousand in the wharf city. Suppose we were to fire the labyrinth here and here and here.’ His finger traced a line from the northern gate down to the wharf city. ‘Everyone would panic, and the streets would be blocked. That whole area is built with timber – walls and floor and roof. His troops would never get out.’


‘It would burn all the way to the western wall, even in this weather,’ Tallia exclaimed.


‘All the way,’ Berenet exulted. ‘No stopping it! And there’d be so many people in the streets he’d never move his army. The only way out would be through the western gate, so if we brought a battalion of archers around outside in the night and moved your other forces here and here and here,’ more gold glided across the map, ‘we could finish him in a stroke. His superior numbers would be a weakness rather than a strength.’


‘He could go into the wharf city,’ said Mendark, standing up and beginning to pace back and forth.


‘This battalion would stop him if he got that far,’ said Berenet, caressing a gold piece. ‘Besides, the Hlune are vicious fighters when they’re defending their own.’


‘It might succeed,’ said Mendark, tapping the map with a pencil. ‘Though I don’t like it overmuch.’


‘It’s desperate!’ Tallia retorted. ‘If the wind shifted, it would burn us out instead of him.’


‘No worse than what we presently face,’ said Berenet. ‘Utter defeat!’


Tallia could scarcely believe what she was hearing. ‘Burn the labyrinth and thousands will die. Tens of thousands!’


‘It’s worth the sacrifice,’ said Berenet. ‘If you lose the war, which is almost certain, many of them will die anyway.’


‘I can’t believe you’re seriously considering this, Mendark,’ said Tallia urgently. ‘It’s a shocking betrayal of trust.’


‘She’s right, Berenet,’ said Mendark, shaking his head.


‘How can I serve a fool who doesn’t want to win?’ cried Berenet.


Mendark went very still. ‘If you no longer wish to, you know where you can go.’


Berenet clenched his fists until they shook. ‘Damn you!’ he whispered. ‘You question my loyalty?’


‘Not your loyalty, only your judgment.’


‘I offer you the chance of victory, and you choose certain defeat.’


‘Enough,’ said Mendark, shaking. ‘I cannot do it to my city.’


Berenet picked up his gold, rolled the map and, without saying another word, walked away.


‘You made the right choice,’ said Tallia.


Mendark’s pencil snapped. He looked up at Tallia and his eyes were like windows into a torture chamber.


‘Did I? I’ve just given up my city and my people, and maybe more will suffer than if I had burned Yggur out. And for what?’


He stalked along the wall in full view of the enemy, not noticing as an arow tore through his cloak. Tallia ran after him, urging him to shelter.


Hunched down in an alcove, she broached another issue.


‘The Mirror is, perhaps, more important than the fate of Thurkad. And it was Tensor’s in the first place.’


Mendark buried his head in his hands. ‘Yes, but what is he going to do with it?’ Arrows whizzed close overhead, but he ignored them. ‘We even spoke of Tensor’s quest once or twice, while we were still friends and held to a common purpose. But the ruin of Shazmak has driven him to despair. What more can he lose? He has no honour in his own eyes anymore.’


‘All the more dangerous for that,’ she said.


‘Where can he go?’ he went on after a pause. ‘My spies have learned nothing. How can we find him in this chaos? There’s only myself between him and ruin.’


Tallia put her arm across his shoulder. ‘Since you are the Council now, and Thurkad is finished, better we go after him.’


‘We must. But he was my friend for a long, long time. The bonds still tug at me, Tallia.’


Tallia had a sudden thought. ‘Llian was gone too.’


‘What?’ Mendark roused slowly from his reverie. ‘What?’


‘When we recovered last night, Llian was already gone.’


‘And there is no trace of him?’


‘Nothing –’


‘Llian would not have abandoned Karan.’ Mendark paced the wall, looking very agitated. ‘This is very bad! Did Tensor take him? I must know.’


‘Why would he want a chronicler?’


‘I haven’t got the faintest idea.’


A rock flung from a catapult smashed into the battlement, peppering them with chips of stone. They ducked down hastily. Mendark put his hand to his cheek, where a curving gash began to ebb blood. Tallia fished out a rag but he pushed it away. ‘It’s nothing! What were you going to say?’


‘Remember the night Llian arrived? The guide who brought him to us was Lilis, the street brat that you cast out so ungraciously.’


‘There are thousands like her in Thurkad. What of it?’


‘Llian offered her a silver tar in payment but she refused it. She said he had paid enough already. What street brat would refuse a tar?’


‘He has charm enough,’ said Mendark grudgingly, but intrigued for all that.


‘Later that night I saw her in the street outside. And last night she was hanging around just after you left the hall. She said that the “big man” took Llian.’


‘The big man! Tensor? You think she followed them? You’d better track her down. Orstand knows everyone; she’ll find you someone who knows the streets. Dear Orstand! Where would I be without her? Without her, the Council is a hollow shell.’


‘There is also Hennia the Zain,’ said Tallia carefully.


‘The Zain measure their loyalty as sparingly as a moneylender his coin,’ Mendark spat. ‘Speaking of which, better go to the treasury – it could cost a pocketful of gold.’ And, suddenly remembering something else, he said, ‘Oh, Tallia!’


She was already walking away. ‘Yes?’ she asked absently, thinking about the new quest.


‘I came across some things of Karan’s this morning while I was going through the rubbish that Thyllan left in my office. A diary, a knife, some trinkets.’


Tallia came back, raising a deliberate eyebrow. Surely he wasn’t feeling remorse?


‘Well, do you want them?’ he asked roughly.


‘I’ve got enough to carry. She’s gone. What does it matter?’ Then, suspicious, ‘Why do you care?’


‘Llian might want them.’


‘You mean he might do what you want in exchange for them,’ said Tallia. ‘Don’t you ever do anything out of altruism? Oh, never mind, where are they?’


He told her, then she put it out of her mind and went to find Lilis. She was given the name of an old soldier named Blustard, a reprobate and drunkard who lived in one of the squalid lean-tos that festered against the western bulwalk of the Old City. Eventually she tracked him down on the wall, for such was the necessity that even he was doing his duty. After speaking to his officer, Tallia took Blustard aside.


He was one of those people who knew everyone and everything, and he recognised her at once. He was drunk, of course, but for him that was normal. If he knew anything about Lilis she would get it out of him.


Blustard had once been a handsome man, tall and slim with a ripe red mouth and high cheekbones, a noble forehead and a mane of black hair billowing down over his collar. But now the forehead and the hair, rusty grey, were all that was left of him. His hands and fingers were twisted and scaly, his nose a swollen, bulbous, red-veined horror, and his flaking lips were grey. His breath stank, his teeth were rotten and his arm trembled even when he rested it on the table. He was afraid of her, as well he might be. Even more afraid than of the enemy outside.


She questioned him but soon realised that he could, or would, tell her nothing. He was too afraid, not drunk enough.


‘Come,’ she said at last. ‘This is no place to talk. Let’s step down to The Barrel,’ naming a soldier’s inn nearby.


Blustard was only too happy. They found the inn to be almost deserted, with only a few old men, too ancient to serve on the walls, drinking in a corner. The barmaid, a plump old woman with the hairstyle of a girl, a froth of golden ringlets, was rinsing mugs in a bucket. She stood up as the door chimed.


‘Get out and do your duty, you craven sot!’ she screeched as Blustard stepped into the room.


He stopped just inside the door so that Tallia had to push past him. After a word in the barmaid’s tiny ear, she banged a large jug of black beer and two mugs on the counter and moved away smartly, triple chins jiggling, wig slightly askew. Blustard scooped up the jug and the two mugs and set off before she fumbled a copper out of her bag. She turned just in time to see him catch his toe in the rug, crashing to the floor so hard that the windows rattled in their frames. He slowly climbed to his feet. One of the mugs was chipped but he had not allowed a splash from the jug.


‘Not a drop spilled! Look at that!’ He grinned his black-toothed grin at her, wiping a dribble of blood from his nose across the back of his hand. ‘You can rely on old Blessie, eh!’


Tallia was astounded. The sot was actually proud of himself! ‘Very good,’ she said curtly. ‘No, this table,’ pointing to one in the darkest corner of the room.


Blustard sat down with a thump, filled both their glasses to the brim and with great cheer raised his. She clinked mugs with the best grace she could muster and took a sip. The beer was strong but sour, as if the barrel had not been cleaned properly. Blustard drained his mug in a single swallow, belched and poured another. His ghastly nose still dripped blood into grey stubble. Tallia looked into his eyes.


‘The street child, Lilis,’ she reminded him. ‘You know her?’


He mumbled. ‘What?’ she said.


‘I can’t remember!’ He was looking down at the table. He would draw it out, to get whatever he could out of her.


He raised the mug toward his lips. Her hand shot out and caught his wrist. Despite his appearance, he was very strong, Tallia discovered. But she was a master of the Secret Art and of unarmed combat, too, and few in Thurkad could match her will to will, or wrist to wrist for that matter. She couldn’t let this street bully defeat her. Though he terrorised the poor and the weak, she knew that he was rotten at the core, a coward when faced with someone stronger.


Blustard forced back, and for an instant she thought he was going to overpower her. She imagined little Lilis in his hands, and that gave her the strength she needed. She twisted hard; after a short struggle the mug fell from his fingers. Beer flooded his lap. She twisted his wrist harder.


‘I’ll break it. Don’t mess around. Lilis?’


The drenching of his trousers did not bother him. He was used to that one way or the other, but he looked down mournfully at the wasted beer. She twisted further, the wrist bones creaked then his resistance was gone. ‘Yes, I know her.’


‘Where does she live?’


‘Live! They don’t live anywhere, those kids. They sleep in a barrel one day, up a drain the next.’ Blustard looked toward the jug. ‘I need my drink,’ he whined.


‘It’smydrink,’ she said, applying more pressure, wondering if she would have to break his wrist to get what she needed, ‘and you don’t get any more till you tell me.’


‘Easy to find her if there was no war. But everyone is hiding now.’


‘You must know who to ask.’


‘They disappear all the time. Taken! Sold.’ Blustard spat on the floor.


Sold! I thought I knew Thurkad. ‘Find out!’ she said curtly.


‘When you ask, they vanish.’


That was entirely understandable, but she knew he could find Lilis if he wanted to. For all his drunkenness, Blustard was a powerful man in the alleys. How could she motivate him? What promise would he not break, once he was away from her?


Tallia tightened her grip on his wrist, looking coldly into his bloody eyes. ‘Tell me exactly what I must do to find her,’ she said, emphasising each word. ‘Who I talk to, what I say to them. Then you are going into the dungeon cells with nothing but water until I return. If I don’t come back, or I come back without her, Mendark will forget that you are there. You know what a vengeful man he can be.’


Blustard did. He stared back at her, seeing her utter resolve. His eyes strayed to the jug.


‘After you tell me,’ said Tallia softly.


Again he hesitated, lusting for the drink, looking down at his clamped wrist, anywhere but into her eyes. He wiped his nose with the back of his other hand, smearing blood halfway across his cheek, and then it suddenly burst out of him.


‘I can’t find her!’ he moaned. ‘There is only one person that can, in the war. S’Courcy!’


Tallia shivered despite herself. S’Courcy was a diseased spider at the centre of the web of wickedness and corruption that made up the underworld of Thurkad. No one ever saw him, but everyone knew that he was there. This was more than she had planned on. But when you served Mendark you did whatever it took. He did not accept excuses, nor would Tallia think of offering them.


‘Tell me how to get an audience with S’Courcy,’ she said. ‘And how to get out again safely, or you will die a sad and sober man in the bottommost level of Mendark’s dungeon.’


Blustard would do anything to avoid that. She listened, noted, clarified, and when she was satisfied, let go his wrist and poured him a mug. He drained it in a swallow then she stood up, caught his wrist again and led him to the door. On the threshold she whistled, a sound that made him clutch his ears. Up the street two of Mendark’s personal guard looked up. One of them she knew, a very reliable fellow, fiercely loyal.


‘Torgsted!’ she yelled.


Torgsted was short, curly-haired, with a smile to roast chestnuts and a line that could charm the most jaded barmaid. He was exercising those talents in animated conversation with a very pretty girl a full head taller than himself, but he broke off and ran up, saluting Tallia.


‘Take this man to the lowest cells and put him under guard there. He is to have no drink but water till I return. And hold him tight on the way.’


Torgsted saluted her again, the two stepped forward and, gripping Blustard tightly, led him away whining and sniffling to the citadel.


There was no getting out of the Old City secretly until dark, so Tallia went about her other affairs until the late afternoon, snatched a meagre sleep, little more than an hour, exchanged her finery for street drab, oiled cloak and hood, and, not willing to risk any of the secret ways, lowered herself over the wall with a rope into the unlit alleys. From there, consulting only the map she had memorised, she worked her way into the squalid labyrinth of unpaved lanes and passages, tall rotting tenements and tiny market squares where more than half the people of Thurkad existed. It was a place which only a mighty army could command, so Yggur’s troops wisely kept to the wider streets, the more lighted ways. Though they controlled who went in and out they did not interfere with what went on within. Not yet.


Tallia went where Blustard had told her to go and spoke to a man there, saying precisely what she had been told to say. She gave the correct tribute, a tar. The man led her through the streets to another place, she gave the woman there another tar, the woman looked at Tallia through glazed eyes, nodded, flicked a glance at the man and led her again through the lanes. He goes the direct way, thought Tallia, to tell S’Courcy I am coming.


This process passed through several more stages. Finally they went inside a stone building, up six flights of steps, down a hall and into a large room which was undecorated, though partitioned by screens into a number of smaller spaces. The walls were water-stained; there were no windows and the air was smoky and stale. Round a partition she was led, into a larger space where there were rugs on the floor, and in the centre stood a large square bed with gilded posts and a canopy of painted silk. It was also stained and had a tear in the middle. In the bed lay the man she had come to see.


He was very fat, with pallid skin but remarkably thin arms and legs and a small head. His sharp lips were pursed. Had he twice the number of limbs he would have greatly resembled a spider, she thought. No, not fat at all, his body was bloated by disease. His shiny eyes fixed on her.


‘Tallia bel Soon! Right hand of Mendark. Welcome. Show yourself. I am S’Courcy.’


His voice was soft, sibilant, but might easily have become venomous if he was thwarted. He waved a stick-like hand and a servant took her cloak and hood. Tossing back a river of black hair, she stepped toward him and put out her hand. He screwed up his lips. She stopped at once.


‘I do not touch,’ he said. ‘Ah, but you are indeed even more beautiful than it is said.’ She inclined her head. ‘And most expert in combat without weapons, I hear. Please do not be insulted, but stay well back.’ S’Courcy’s voice went hoarse and he broke into a fit of coughing that went on and on. Finally he gasped it to a close. ‘This is the end of the Magisters in Thurkad, I think? We must all reach new accommodations.’


‘The situation is fraught,’ Tallia replied.


‘But you did not come here to talk about the war. How can I possibly help the Magister? You want someone found, I believe?’


‘A street urchin. Her name is Lilis. She guides, from the eastern waterfront.’


S’Courcy gestured to an aide. ‘Find out about this child,’ he said, and the aide bowed and ran out.


‘And why do you want her?’


‘We think she saw something last night.’


‘Saw something?’ His eyes closed momentarily and he looked down at his hands.


Tallia knew what he was thinking. Maybe this was something that Yggur would pay for. Maybe he would pay more than Mendark. Maybe at a time such as this it would be better to do the conqueror a favour. The situation looked hopeless for Mendark. But then, he had been Magister for an age and he was wily beyond belief. And it was said that Yggur was a law-maker, a regulator, an upright man. Perhaps he would not do business.


The aide came back in, bowed and stood waiting. S’Courcy looked up.


‘The child who came out of the citadel yesterday, before dawn,’ said the aide.


‘Ah! The one who led the Council to safety after the Conclave. The price has gone up.’


‘Where is she? And what is the price?’


‘The price. That is something to negotiate. Ah!’ He examined her with glittering eyes.


He wonders how desperate we are. He knows we have little time. The price will be outrageous.


‘My price is one hundred gold tells.’


More outrageous than she had imagined – a colossal fortune. But her face showed not a twitch. ‘A hundred! With that I could pay a hundred spies for a year. She was not the only one with her eyes open last night.’


‘Ah, true. But a hundred spies cannot tell you what you need to know today.’


‘Ten tells,’ snapped Tallia, ‘and I want her now. Where is she?’


‘Not far. We have been instructing her in her responsibilities. Perhaps we can make a compromise. Fifty tells.’


Tallia’s eyes narrowed. His words gave her a cold feeling inside. ‘Twenty tells, as long as she is in good health. Otherwise she is no use to me.’


‘There will be a small wait. Take this chair; let me offer you refreshment.’ He waved at an orderly but Tallia shook her head.


‘I will stand, thank you.’ She moved back slightly, turning so that no one could come behind her. Two guards lounged in the doorway, apparently at ease, but their eyes never left her.


‘As you will.’ Aides came in and out. S’Courcy busied himself with his ledgers, broken with frequent coughing fits that left him white-faced and hoarse. Finally the first aide returned, speaking briefly with the spider.


‘They bring her,’ said S’Courcy. ‘She is … a little damaged. Perhaps I can compromise. Twenty-five tells.’ He drew back his lips in a travesty of a smile. ‘Shall we agree on it now?’


‘I will see her first,’ said Tallia coldly, already wondering what her options were and whether she would get out of here alive.


Another aide appeared, carrying a bundle of bloody rags from which thin legs and arms hung limply. He flung the bundle down in front of Tallia. She went to her knees, smoothing the hair away from the pinched face, though not forgetting the guards behind her. It was Lilis, and she had been savagely beaten some time ago, for she was covered in purple bruises and newer swellings that were yet to discolour. There were fresh welts on her legs. One eye was black. She was unconscious.


Tallia stood up and her face was cold as stone. ‘Instructing her in her responsibilities?’


‘All coin earned on the street comes here,’ S’Courcy said with a sickening smile. ‘For her deeds she must have been rewarded handsomely, yet she yielded none of it. So we taught her her duties, as we would any who so failed.’


‘She was never paid, only a few coppers by the guards before they drove her off. And she is but a child.’


‘Never paid? Is that the quality of the Council who protect us? Even on the streets we pay our debts. But what is one child, anyway, out of the teeming thousands in this city? Her life-price is only half a tar.’


Tallia wanted to smash him through the wall, and could have, in spite of the guards. But where was the profit in that?


‘And that is what I should pay you,’ she said. ‘But I, too, pay my debts. Because she is damaged, and has been beaten since I came here, I will pay only my initial offer.’


Pulling a handful of coin from her pocket, Tallia counted ten tells and threw them on the end of the bed. Then she tore her cloak out of the hands of the waiting servant, wrapped Lilis in it and heaved her over one shoulder. Her eyes met those of S’Courcy. ‘Let me give you this warning. Mendark is down, but still powerful, and he never forgets an injury. Ensure that we get back to the citadel, or one day when you least expect it he will burn the labyrinth to brick dust and ashes.’


She whirled and stalked out of the room. Mendark doesn’t even know where I’ve gone, she realised on the way down the stairs, fearing a knife aimed at her back, or a stone dropped from above. But by the time she reached the bottom one of the aides was beside her, leading her. On the streets pragmatism was all. S’Courcy had ten tells for nothing; why make an enemy unnecessarily? And he was very vulnerable.


Still, it was not until she was back at the side gate and calling out the password that she could relax. The gate opened a crack, a lantern was directed onto her face, up and down the street, and she slipped wearily within.


Shortly she strode up the stairs of the citadel and found Mendark once again in the audience chamber, as frantically busy as before. The atmosphere was not as gloomy as it had been earlier; evidently Yggur had suffered a setback. That explained why she’d had such an easy passage back.


‘Beaten!’ she said savagely to Mendark’s inquiring glance, ‘because she did not hand over the reward for saving the Council.’ Mendark’s eyes slid away from hers. ‘I will take her to my room. You can question her later, if she lives.’ She strode away, sweeping people aside with one arm and calling for a nurse.


Upstairs, Tallia and the nurse cut off Lilis’s rags, bathed her thin little body, washed her hair and cleaned and bandaged her wounds. They found her left shoulder to be dislocated, and some ribs cracked. Basia the nurse, the most wrinkled old woman in the world, though still nimble, soon put those injuries right. Finally they slid Lilis into a nightshirt and rolled her into Tallia’s bed. She was breathing shallowly and her skin was cold.


‘What do you think, Basia?’ asked Tallia, her heart going out to the waif. ‘Will she live?’


The nurse, who had come from her rocking-chair and her hearth to aid the war, said, ‘Oh, I think so, if she survives the night. The injuries would soon mend if she were well, but she is frail – listen to her chest rattle. That’s the hazard of life on the streets. I’ve some herbs that will help her, though.’


‘Tell me what you need and I will run for it,’ said Tallia, unclenching her fist and kneading the taut sinews.


‘I have to make the medicines first,’ said Basia. ‘I’ll go. Why are you so worried?’


‘She’s just a child!’ Tallia did not understand what Basia was getting at.


‘I can see that. I care for her, as I do for all my patients. But you are one of the powerful, with great responsibilities. Why do you care so much?’


‘Perhaps I’m trying to make up for past negligence,’ murmured Tallia. ‘Go for your medicines. I’ll watch her.’


Tallia pulled up a chair and sat by the bed. She felt so tired. Time passed, an hour. She took Lilis’s hand, felt her feet. The urchin was cold, too cold. Tallia threw off her own clothes and slipped into the bed, taking Lilis in her arms and enfolding her with the warmth of her body, comforting her and even drawing a little comfort from her, and finally slept better than she had in more than a week.


When Basia returned in the early morning, Lilis was sleeping peacefully in Tallia’s arms, her face serene. Basia looked down at them with a smile, then touched Tallia on the shoulder. She woke instantly. ‘It’s morning,’ said Basia. ‘Already the child is better.’


Tallia was out of bed in a flash, water splashed in the adjacent room, then she was back, dressing hurriedly. She sat down beside the bed to pull on her boots, and at the creak of the chair Lilis opened her eyes. The most beautiful golden smile that Tallia had ever seen spread across her thin face.


‘I dreamed about you,’ Lilis said in a scratchy voice. ‘You held me in your arms and made all the hurts go away. It was so warm, so wonderful that I was afraid to wake up. Where am I?’


‘You are in the citadel, child,’ said the wrinkled old dame. ‘Tallia went into the labyrinth and took you from that evil spider and brought you here. You owe your life to her.’


‘I did,’ said Tallia, ‘but you helped me too, Lilis, and were beaten cruelly for your trouble. Let us not talk of owing.’


Lilis stared at Tallia for ages. ‘T-Tallia,’ she said finally. ‘Where do you come from?’


Tallia smiled. ‘Why do you ask?’


‘You look different, and you talk different to everyone else in Thurkad. And you are nicer.’


Laughing, Tallia kissed her on the nose. ‘I am from Crandor, halfway across the world. When I was your age, old Mendark found out that I could do … things. He sent me to a special school, then brought me to Thurkad to work off my debt.’


‘Do you have a mother and a father?’


‘I do, in Crandor, but I don’t see them much these days.’


Lilis sighed heavily and lay back down. ‘Now,’ said Tallia, ‘I want you to rest and grow strong, and after that the Magister himself will ask you some questions.’


Tallia went up to Mendark’s offices and collected the little bundle of Karan’s gear. There wasn’t much. A small knife with a plain soapstone handle, the blade a good, rather dark steel with worn patterns chased into it. The trinket, as Mendark had called it, was a globe the size and shape of a plum, made of some polished mineral, grey in colour, with silver leaves at the big end. It was a curious ornament, rather too big to be worn on a chain.


Examining it more closely, Tallia saw that there was no provision for that, for there was no way of attaching it. Then she noticed something quite remarkable: in the dark room her fingers left glowing marks on the surface, faint patches that slowly faded. It must be a lightglass! Tallia knew of such things, but only as ancient artefacts that had long since failed.


Mendark had one, quite different to this, though five hundred years had passed since it last gave out any light. A wonder he hadn’t realised what it was. Where had Karan got such a thing?


The other item was a small book of many pages, carefully wrapped. A beautiful, costly volume with the soft feel of rice paper. The handwriting was tiny. There were occasional dates scattered through it, the earliest more than six years ago. It was a diary or journal, though the intervals between entries were irregular, sometimes weeks apart. The last was dated two weeks ago, just after she’d reached Thurkad.


Tallia did not care to read Karan’s private thoughts. There was an inscription inside the cover but she did not know the language. It ended with a single word – Rael. A gift; a precious book; a valuable record. Karan’s family would certainly want it. Karan came from Gothryme, a poor place in mountainous Bannador, Tallia recalled. Llian would want to see it too, if he ever returned. Wrapping the items carefully, she went down to carry out her next task.


From each of the seven that Lilis had rescued Tallia extracted (in one case extorted) the proper ransom for their lives. Converting that to gold, she put it away for Lilis. The child would need it to live on, if they survived, though the way the war was going that was looking less likely every day.
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AFTERSICKNESS
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Faelamor tried to sit up but found that she could not; her arms had no more strength than string. Tensor’s potency had drained her cruelly. Nonetheless she had to find Maigraith. Faelamor had never been physically strong, but now just dragging herself up the stairs to the balcony exhausted her. She lay on the floor for an hour before summoning the strength to raise her head again. As she did, a lantern flared and she heard voices.


Maigraith had not stirred. One arm hung through the balcony, her glasses still clutched in her hand. Faelamor eased the arm back lest someone see it and remember her. However, in the confusion and haste downstairs, and the shouting and clangour outside, no one did. Someone banged on the back door, then all was silent.


A lamp still guttered below. She crawled back down the stairs, finding quite a few people still alive, though none stirred when she touched them. So tired. She lay down for a moment, then snatched herself out of sleep. Among the wavering shadows of the lamplight she saw a bundle against the wall. It turned out to be Karan, wrapped in a cloak, her eyes racing under their lids. Not long ago, Faelamor had uncovered a secret that even Karan did not know: that she was a blending of three different human species, a triune.


Triunes were incredibly rare, mostly mad, but could have remarkable talents. What might this one be capable of? Deadly, treacherous creature! Faelamor thought. She put her hand to Karan’s throat but lacked the strength to squeeze.


Suddenly Karan groaned, a horrible endlessly drawn-out wailing cry of terror, cut off by a shuddering inward gasp, and flung her head from side to side. The hairs stood up on the back of Faelamor’s neck. She found herself backing away involuntarily, filled with such a bleeding horror that she could not find the courage to approach again. She was as weak as if she had no bones. Ahhh, I will die here, and the hopes of the Faellem with me, she thought despairingly.


The Faellem were one of the three off-world peoples marooned on Santhenar by the Forbidding, but unlike Aachim and Charon they had never made a new life here. They were so bound up with their own world, beloved Tallallame, that any other planet could be no more than a dimensionless shadow. Here they lived, and sometimes died, but they made no home. They could not. They knew themselves to be the greatest and noblest of the four human species, and nothing but Tallallame would do for them.


The broken front door creaked open. An officer and a pair of Yggur’s soldiers put their heads in cautiously. Faelamor tried to fashion a concealing illusion, but found that her powers of the mind were quite gone. She lay on the floor like a corpse on a slab. The soldiers held their weapons out while the officer inspected the room, then made some notes on a sheet.


‘No danger here,’ he said in a clipped accent. ‘But something is not right. We will come back when the quarter is secure.’ They went out, someone shouted outside and the street was silent again.


Must get help! Faelamor thought. She crawled out onto the wet steps. There was no one in sight. The air was smoky; flames were visible beyond the rooftops. Shortly there came running footsteps. Two men appeared, a tall, very fat one whose flabby belly and thighs jiggled as he ran, and another with stumpy legs and a chest as big as a barrel.


‘Help!’ she cried, lying helpless in the rain.


They did not break stride. ‘Help yourself,’ said the tall man, breasts as big as a woman’s dancing beneath his water-sodden shirt. Stumpy said nothing; he did not even look at her.


Faelamor willed their feet out from under them but nothing happened, their wooden-soled sandals clapped on the cobbles and they were gone.


I am the Faellem! she told herself. I do have the will.


Soon another man appeared, limping badly. ‘Help!’ she cried again.


‘I am useless,’ he said dismally.


‘You will aid me,’ she gasped, trying to force strength out of a vacuum.


The man stopped. He was a short fellow, young and slender, with a bloody rag wrapped around his right foot. Half of his ear was missing too, leaving a raw hole, and his torn coat was daubed with blood.


‘I have gold,’ she whispered. Oh, to be so helpless that she must beg a gah, as the Faellem derisively termed the old human species.


‘Gold!’ he choked. ‘Can I eat it? Will it bring back my father? Will it help my mother now?’


‘You live!’ she said. ‘Gold will repair your injuries, buy food, pay for a room.’


‘I have all that,’ he said indifferently, staring through her. His hair was a coarse black mat, his face broad, the cheekbones high and prominent. There was just a trace of fuzz on his chin. Not quite a man – an appealing youth, save for the vacant eyes.


Faelamor found a new approach. ‘I am older than your mother,’ she said, and felt it. Lying in the rain with her hand reaching up to him, she felt like an aged crone.


The grey eyes focussed. ‘So you are,’he replied respectfully,


and that struck her even harder. ‘I will take you to my mother’s house.’ Reaching down, he lifted her to a sitting position.


‘My friend needs help more than I do,’ she said, holding herself upright with her arms. ‘She is inside, at the top of the stairs on the balcony.’


‘Is she older than my mother?’


‘She is, though she does not look it. Bring her glasses too. Go quickly, please.’


He limped inside, leaving blood on the stone with each step. The rain washed it away.


‘Is this your friend?’ asked the youth, lurching through the door with Maigraith over his shoulder. He slipped and fell heavily. Maigraith’s head flopped back. Raindrops spotted her cheek, smooth as marble. Her eyelids flickered but she did not rouse.


‘It is.’ Faelamor felt a little stronger now, though she was growing very cold.


‘She doesn’t look as old as my mother,’ the youth said dolefully, staring at Maigraith.


‘She is old, boy. Now do as I tell you. Take her to your mother’s house, then come back for me.’ She spoke as a woman to a child.


‘All right!’ he said, as a child to a nagging parent. He eased himself out from under Maigraith, lifted her awkwardly, shrugged her into a more comfortable position and hobbled off. Faelamor watched him out of sight.


‘What have I done?’ she said aloud. ‘The boy has lost his wits and I am no better.’


The rain intensified. The sound of marching came down the street. More soldiers! Faelamor felt strong enough to stand, though as soon as she did so found that her knees would not support her. She flopped her way back into the hall and crawled behind the door. There she lay in a daze, taking no account of time, until she was aroused by a plaintive voice outside.


‘Old mother? Where have you gone, old mother?’


‘Inside!’ she gasped.


The youth, a shadow against the dark, felt around until his hand touched her shoulder.


‘Is it you, old mother?’


‘It is. Take me to your mother’s house, boy, and be quick.’


He lifted her easily and carried her back out into the drenching rain. It was quite a distance, and his gait grew more uneven with every step. Faelamor lost track of time. Once he skidded, fell and dropped her hard on her bottom, but even that did not shock her out of the creeping lethargy.


‘Sorry, old mother. Very sorry.’ It was the last she knew.


Maigraith’s eyes fluttered open. She was exhausted and dull-brained as if she had slept for a week. Her cheek felt tender too, a big lump from some fall that she could not remember. She focussed on a plaster ceiling decoration, painted in many colours and touched with gilt. She lay in a huge cedar bed in cream linen sheets, though they were damp and her clothes were too. The room was a long, high-ceilinged rectangle, with curtains of blue velvet and a blazing fire at the further end. Beside the bed was a table with bread, fruit and a painted flask of yellow wine.


Maigraith slowly came to her senses, bewildered by the gaps in her memory. Fate conspired to play cruel jokes on her, flinging her from one terror to another, snatching her friends away as soon as she found them, never allowing her to know what was happening and never permitting her any control over her existence. Each time she felt she understood the world it would turn topsy-turvy again.


She reached for a piece of bread. Her head throbbed and she groaned. The moving hand seemed not part of her. An answering groan came from the armchair by the fire.


‘Faelamor!’ Maigraith cried. ‘Was it you brought me here?’


‘In a fashion.’ The voice sounded even more lethargic than Maigraith felt. ‘How are you?’


Maigraith sat up. ‘I ache in every part, and my head is all fluffy inside. If this is aftersickness it is the worst I’ve ever felt. I can’t even remember …’


‘We have much the same troubles then.’


Maigraith looked across at her liege. Faelamor had led the Faellem to Santhenar in the hunt for the golden flute, long ago. The Faellem were smaller than old humans, with translucent skin that showed pink flesh beneath, and the blue nets of veins. Normally they concealed their differences by cosmetics or illusion, but now Maigraith could see Faelamor’s blood flowing under the skin. Even Maigraith, who had served her for many years, had never seen her looking so Faellem. The greatest illusionist on Santhenar, Faelamor’s voice could be anything she wanted it to be. Now it was just a choked little whisper.


Her colourless hair normally had an almost luminous glow about it, swirling about her like a restless cloud of static electricity, but today it lay on the chair back like sodden noodles.


Maigraith was distinctly different. She was of average height but willow slender, with perfectly straight chestnut hair that hung down to her shoulder-blades, and skin as smooth and amber as honey. She would have been beautiful except that she always looked melancholy, and but for her eyes, which were an unnerving colour between indigo and carmine, depending on how the light caught them. Lately she concealed the colour with tinted glasses.


Maigraith wondered, as she was wont to do, about the differences between her and the Faellem. She knew she was different; she looked old human save for her eyes. But where she came from, who she really was, were unknowns. It was the greatest torment of her life, but she could not find out. Her parents were dead, a secret so shameful and shocking that Faelamor refused to talk about it.


Now Faelamor was speaking again. ‘Tensor has taken the Mirror. Do you recall that?’


‘I remember that you called my name at the Conclave. I went to the balcony, and after that my mind is empty.’


‘Thurkad is taken!’ said Faelamor. ‘Yggur’s troops are everywhere. We are in great peril. Especially me, especially like this.’ She meant her inability to disguise herself.


‘What about Karan?’ Maigraith asked. Karan was the only person who had ever treated her as a friend. Would that she had done the same. Maigraith had dragged Karan into this business in the first place, and she could never stop feeling guilty about it.


‘Dead by now, I would say,’ said Faelamor coldly.


Maigraith did not even cry out, just stared sightlessly up, knowing that she was to blame. The hollows of her eyes flooded with tears, filled eventually to overflowing and washed down her cheeks. Not wanting Faelamor to see her in her misery, she turned over and pulled the sheet across her face. The pillow grew wet.


After a while the emptiness in her belly forced her up again and she took a little bread moistened with wine. Faelamor had not moved. ‘Where are we now?’ Maigraith asked.


‘A young fellow has taken us into his home, but he is a very strange one.’


‘Where is he?’


‘I don’t know. I woke up in the next room, yesterday. Everything was as you see it now – the fire, the food – and I heard him coming and going, but I did not have the strength to get up. The Conclave drained me to the dregs. I slept the day and the night away.’


‘What are you going to do now?’


‘I cannot think. We are trapped. My powers are gone.’


The Faellem, in whose civilisation machines of any sort were frowned upon, and use of magical devices utterly forbidden, had developed their powers of the mind, of deception, confusion and concealment, to a high art. To lose those powers was worse than going blind.


‘You can’t do anything at all?’


‘Nothing. I have failed my people. I want to die.’


This was a new experience for Maigraith. Faelamor was normally so dominant, her every action so carefully planned. Now Maigraith felt the bonds breaking, one by one. Interesting possibilities arose, and the most interesting of all was Yggur. He had held her prisoner in Fiz Gorgo last autumn, but after weeks of talking, a kind of friendship had developed between them, as each recognised the pain that the other was in. Subsequently his frightening servants, the Whelm, had taken Maigraith and tortured her. Had they done so at Yggur’s orders or on their own behalf? Maigraith still agonised about that. She could not believe that he would do such a thing to her, after what had grown between them. But then, he had been desperate to get the Mirror back.


Not long before the Conclave, Maigraith had gone to Yggur’s encampment to meet him, to lay this demon to rest one way or the other, but he had not been there. Now the very mention of his name set off a great yearning in her. She was afraid of Yggur, but she longed for him too. She said nothing about that to Faelamor, of course.


Just then the young man limped in. The stained and tattered clothes of the other night were gone. He was dressed in fine cloth of sombre brown. The bloody remnant of ear was cleaned up and bandaged, the black thatch oiled flat to his skull in the formal Thurkad way, and knee-high black boots were polished to a brilliant shine. His eyes were fever-bright but he spoke very courteously.


‘Good morning, old mother; young mother.’ He bowed to them in turn. ‘Did you sleep well? When you are ready, come down the hall, where I have prepared a hot bath for you. After that, I have laid your breakfast out. Usually our honoured guests are invited to the jade terrace, but it is cold and wet there today. However, you will find the old parlour very comfortable.’


Maigraith and Faelamor looked at one another, wondering if there was some jest. He became an anxious boy again.


‘I hope everything is to your liking. My mother … Hospitality was a sacred duty to her. She would be sorrowful if I fell below her standards.’


‘Thank you,’ they said together.


‘We will come directly,’ Faelamor went on. ‘We are very tired.’


‘I could carry you to the bath …’


‘Not necessary,’ said Maigraith. He bowed once more and disappeared.


‘This is not right,’ said Faelamor. ‘I am uneasy. Yet I do not sense violence in him.’


‘Then let us humour him and be on our way. A bath is something I had not even dreamed about.’


The bathroom, a weary walk away at the end of a long hall, was grander than anything Maigraith could have dreamed: a vast room walled and floored in black calcite, with a square tub the size of a cart, half-filled with steaming water.


‘Wealthy folk indeed,’ said Maigraith as she scrubbed herself with soap perfumed with rose petals. ‘But even so he must have laboured half the morning to prepare this.’


Soon they were sitting in the parlour, clean and refreshed, eating a magnificent breakfast. Maigraith normally cared little what she ate, but she had a passion for hot chocolate and a huge jug of it was put before her.


When they had done, and even the jug was drained, the youth came back. ‘You are satisfied?’ he asked. He seemed to be under some strain.


‘Thank you. We could not have asked for better hospitality.’


‘Then please to come with me.’


They followed him silently down another hall and into a room of similar quality to Maigraith’s, with a bed equally grand, though larger. A fire glowed near the door; there was a barrel beside it.


‘Come in,’ he said, his voice cracking. ‘Please pay your respects to my mother.’


Maigraith stepped inside and almost fell down. Even Faelamor felt the stab in her breast.


A woman of middle age, small and slender, was laid out on the bed in a gown of rose-coloured silk. There were embroidered slippers on her tiny feet, and her black hair was brushed until it gleamed, braided many times and the braids spread fanwise on the pillow. The wound in her side had been carefully bandaged, though the bulge was visible through the silk. Folded one in each arm were the bodies of her sons, twins about the age of nine, and they were as carefully dressed as their mother, even the wounds, the black hair oiled, the eyes closed.


‘Come, pay your respects, old mother, young mother. Give her thanks for her protection and hospitality.’


Maigraith was struck dumb. Going forward, she touched the woman on her hand, which held a single night-black, trumpet-shaped moonflower, and thanked her. Faelamor was moved despite the hardness of her heart and her lack of empathy for any species except her own, and she also thanked the dead woman and laid her hands upon her brow.


‘She would be proud,’ said the youth, tears quivering on his lashes. ‘How beautiful she was, my mother.’


‘How did they die?’


‘My father went to the war seven days ago. I promised him that I would look after my mother and my brothers. He went bravely, and he was killed in the first hour of battle.’


They stared at the burden on the bed.


‘I promised. Look how I kept that promise!’ he wailed, tearing at his ruined ear until the blood flowed. ‘Beloved father, I failed us all. The soldiers came and my mother and brothers were slain. I’m sorry, father. I’m sorry, mother. I’m so sorry, Tasie and Ben.’


He turned to Maigraith and Faelamor. He was quite calm. The tears were gone. Maigraith had never seen such dignity in one so young.


‘Go now,’ he said simply.


They turned away at a loss, thinking to leave him to his grief, but scarcely had they reached Maigraith’s room when a high-pitched cry pierced through the whole house. The silence was devoured by a roar and a crackle.


Maigraith ran stiff-legged back to the room but could not get inside. The barrel lay on its side in the middle of the carpet, a burning brand smoking beside it. The room reeked of burning oil and the whole of the bed was enveloped in yellow flame, flames licking to the ceiling, dripping onto the floor, and highest where the youth lay across the bodies of mother and sons, enfolding and protecting them with his arms.


Maigraith turned away. Faelamor took a step through the door but the heat forced her back. She bowed her head. ‘I never knew his name,’ she said.


They took refuge in a rotting shed among the shrubbery at the far end of the garden while the mansion burned until there was nothing left but the stone of the walls. No one came to watch the fire or to see if help was needed, except a pair of soldiers, and they soon went away again. Neither Faelamor nor Maigraith could bear to stay but they had nowhere to go, and Faelamor, lacking the strength to defend herself against even the most miserable ruffian on the street, dared not try to find a better place.


They spent the rest of the day in the shed, huddling as best they could among the spiders, out of the rain and the wind and the drips, for the walls were just timber slabs put vertical with a gap between each, and the roof mere cracked and rotting shingles. The shed was small, four paces by three, with an earthen floor that was a bog. One end was full of stacked firewood, while the other held broken furniture and the oddments that accumulate in the lifetime of a house: a small table with a cracked top, pieces of a rosewood bed that spiced the moist air of the shed, a cupboard filled with chipped pots and plates and cups with their handles broken,


a child’s wooden horse with the inscription ‘Dearest Ben’ underneath.


The next day they went out onto the street, clinging together like two old women in the constant rain, for, as the youth had said, they could not eat their gold. Maigraith had conjured an illusion of sorts to disguise Faelamor and herself, but it was a miserable effort that even an apprentice scryer would have seen through.


They did not get far. Their part of the city had been fought over for days but had finally been taken by Yggur. His soldiers were on every street corner.


‘Name?’ demanded the lanky guard a bare two blocks away. His eyes, as blue as sapphires, watered constantly from the wind, crusting his cheeks with ice.


‘Telliuliolellillallamammamor,’ said Faelamor, which was not true but might have been, for that was the way names went in the part of the world where her people now lived. She had to write it down for him.


‘From where?’ He rubbed crackling strands of ice off his cheek.


‘Mirrilladell,’ which was true. The Faellem dwelt in that vast land of lakes and bogs south of the Great Mountains, months’ journey east across the Sea of Thurkad.


The guard shivered, stamping his feet in a futile attempt to warm himself. ‘Where is your pass?’


‘Was not needed when I came to Thurkad, weeks ago.’


‘Where do you live now?’


Faelamor gave another street, another place.


‘And your business today?’


‘To find something to eat,’ she said tersely.


Finally, after more questioning, the guard consulting a list, scrutinising her carefully and making notes on a slate, he waved her on. Faelamor waited, sick and sick at heart, while Maigraith went through the same interrogation. She passed through as well.


Two blocks away they did it again, and again later, but not for money could they find any place to take them in or any food to buy. The market stalls and shops were all closed and shuttered, as were the inns and the private homes, and there was never an answer to their knocking. Neither could they leave that quarter, for no one was allowed in or out.


‘I can’t do this,’ Faelamor gasped. ‘I am weaker than ever. We’ll have to go back.’


It was late afternoon by the time they got home. Faelamor was staggering, Maigraith supporting her. They splashed past the charred rubble to their shed.


‘Look,’ said Maigraith, pointing. In the winter-ravaged remnant of a vegetable garden, pillaged of everything edible, a few turnips had been exposed by the rain.


‘I loathe turnip,’ Faelamor replied, and while Maigraith gathered three or four of them, Faelamor sat down on a lump of wood out of the rain and cried. Her failure seemed absolute, her loss of powers permanent, their discovery inevitable. For one who had for the whole of her very long life been a leader, this inability to control her destiny was a devastating blow.


It grew dark. The rain came down heavier than ever. Maigraith washed the turnips clean under the torrent from the roof. They were long gone to seed, wrinkled and wormy. She handed the larger one to Faelamor.


‘Enjoy your dinner,’ Maigraith said with a rare smile.


The turnips were fibrous and pungent, almost as hot as a radish. Maigraith gnawed hers thoughtfully. She was beginning to recover. For most of her life she had felt the powerlessness that Faelamor suffered now. She was not happy, but neither was she in despair.


Faelamor took nothing but water and wasted away visibly. Maigraith endured the shed for another day, eating the turnips and a few other roots dug from the garden, but she knew that each day Yggur’s control of the city grew tighter. The opportunity to escape was already gone. Hunger was weakening her. In another day she wouldn’t have the strength to help herself.


In the morning Faelamor lay curled up in her cloak in the only dry corner and would not get up. She looked very frail and refused the offered turnip, though she sipped a little water when the battered cup was held to her lips.


Maigraith had come to a decision. She had one chance left in the world, if she had the courage. And even if it failed, it must be better than this.


‘This is impossible,’ she said. ‘I am going out. Will you come too?’


Faelamor flopped a transparent hand at her. ‘Do what you will. Nothing matters.’
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Maigraith placed food and water by Faelamor’s hand, then covered her with a tatty rag of carpet. Putting on her glasses, which made her eyes a washed-out blue, she went out. She did not go far, just to the nearest guard post. ‘I am Maigraith,’ she said simply. ‘You will find me on your list. I would be taken to Yggur himself.’


Well-trained as he was, the guard seemed shocked at her approach. He looked her up and down, consulted the list and sent a messenger at once, a small, timid, black-haired woman called Dolodha. Maigraith remembered her from the time of her captivity in Fiz Gorgo. Within minutes Dolodha returned with an officer, two guards and a Whelm that Maigraith also knew, for he was the one she had struck down at her very first interrogation in Fiz Gorgo last autumn. His name was Japhit. He was gaunt even for a Whelm, with long grey hair and a face that was all planes and angles, a mirror to the inside.


These people, Yggur’s terror-guard, were an angular race, often so thin that they seemed to be no more than grey skin over club-like, knotted bones. Unless they swore to a master and a purpose they were incomplete. But having sworn, as the Whelm had to Yggur, they would do anything to ensure that their master’s goals were met. Recently, however, many of Yggur’s Whelm had repudiated their oath to Yggur, reverting to their ancient name, Ghâshâd, and swarming into Shazmak. In ancient times the Ghâshâd had served the Charon prince, Rulke.


The officer checked the list, inspected Maigraith carefully and took Japhit aside. ‘Yes, it is her,’ he said. The guards stepped forward to take her.


She raised her hand. ‘Put your shackles away,’ she warned. ‘I go of my own will. This Whelm has felt my sting.’


They hesitated; the officer looked to the Whelm once more. ‘Allow her,’ Japhit rasped, with a shiver that he could not suppress.


Maigraith relaxed a little. Her bluff had not been called. Even when fit she seldom used her powers, mindful of the warning Faelamor had driven into her over a lifetime: ‘The Secret Art must be used sparingly: the more it’s used the blunter it gets.’ Maigraith always felt self-conscious when using it, and her timing was always wrong. In spite of her strength it was always too little too soon, or too much too late.


It took several hours, questionings at progressively larger posts, more messages and changes of guards, before she found herself outside Yggur’s headquarters, an ancient, grim bastion of grey stone that looked down on the walled Old City and the Magister’s citadel inside it. It was nearly dark. They ushered her inside. A different Whelm made the mistake of gripping her arm. Maigraith raised her fist. The first Whelm flicked his fingers at the second, who let go. They tramped on.


Now they stood outside the big double doors. Her skin tingled; her heart was pounding so hard that she was sure he would hear it knocking. The call came. They brought her up a long room to a table set on a dais of one step. The table was stacked with papers, maps and charts. Yggur sat behind it.


He stood up, seeming even taller than she remembered,


and limped around the table. His raven hair was longer than before. The frosty grey eyes were set in sockets dark as bruises. He looked stern and commanding, a relentless machine. Maigraith grew afraid. Thousands had died during his march through Iagador; thousands more in the assault on Thurkad. She had given herself into his hands and he would treat her with no more mercy than any other prisoner.


What was she doing here anyway? How could she have built a castle of dreams on the few tiny kindnesses he had shown her when she was his captive in Fiz Gorgo? At that time each had seemed to find in the other the complement to their own crippled selves. Yggur was obsessed by fear of Rulke, who had driven him mad before being imprisoned in the Nightland. Maigraith was a creature of Faelamor’s will, but trapped by her own desperate longing to know her identity. Surely his kindness had been just a ploy. How could he care for someone as unlikeable as her?


‘Why did you come?’ he asked. His mellow voice was rigidly controlled.


‘Because I wanted to.’


‘Then why not before? Why only now, when I was within hours of having you?’


She wanted to ask how he really felt about her. Getting the words out was like trying to leap a chasm. She stalled at the edge; the words froze in her mouth.


‘Me?’ she said with feigned scorn. ‘I think not! I tried to see you even before the war began. I went right into your camp, disguised as a … camp follower.’ Maigraith was a modest, reserved woman, brought up that way by the prudish Faelamor. Even the euphemism was embarrassing for her. ‘That was hard: your camp was well-guarded, well-warded too. But when I reached your tent you were not there, and the Whelm were eyeing me. I went away again.’


She stopped abruptly, reminded of the consequences of that trip. Karan had begged Maigraith to relieve her of the Mirror, but Maigraith had not dared to take it into Yggur’s camp. She had broken her promise, had not been there when mad, depraved Emmant attacked Karan. And all this has come of it, Maigraith thought.


‘That’s a long time ago,’ said Yggur.


‘Since the Conclave I would not go against Faelamor.’


‘And now?’


‘She is sunk in a sickness of the heart.’


Dolodha came running in to whisper in Yggur’s ear. He looked up at Maigraith, searching her eyes. ‘We’ll soon know,’ Yggur said coolly. ‘Bring her in!’


Maigraith could not conceal her shock. ‘How did you find her?’


‘My dear!’ he replied with a thin-lipped smile. ‘Knowledge is my business.’


Shortly Faelamor was carried in on a litter. She raised her head with an effort and her eyes flicked past him to Maigraith. ‘You have betrayed me,’ Faelamor said bitterly. ‘I will never forgive you!’


Maigraith had expected such a reaction but it hurt her nonetheless. ‘You are alive. That is the best I could do for you.’


‘Yggur and I are rivals for the Mirror,’ Faelamor said, looking absolutely deathly. ‘We always will be. And you have put me in his power. How long before you share his bed as well?’


‘I only did what was inevitable,’ Maigraith replied stonily, so mortified that she did not dare look at Yggur.


Faelamor laid her head down and the litter was taken away by two Whelm. Maigraith began to follow her but Yggur growled, ‘Stay! We are not finished, you and I. Your liege will be taken care of and not harmed, whilever you please me.’


Maigraith could not help wondering what lay behind his carefully chosen words. What did he want of her? It did not bear contemplating. Her dreams were now laughable.


‘Faelamor claimed that Karan was dead,’ Maigraith said,


desperate to get onto safer territory. ‘But I cannot believe that. Do you know anything about her?’


‘I have also been looking for Karan,’ he said with an ominous smile. ‘Chaike!’


Chaike was a thin, nervous man who, whenever attention was on him, went into a fit of rapid blinking that twisted up his forehead and made his eyebrows dance.


‘What do you know about Karan Fyrn?’ Yggur demanded.


Chaike blinked nervously.


‘The sensitive!’ roared Yggur. ‘Where are your wits, man?’


‘I spoke with those pr-prisoners who survived the Conclave,’ stuttered Chaike, his eyebrows oscillating furiously. ‘One of them remembered seeing her alive. I also questioned the men who burned the dead the next morning. Someone else asked after her that day; but they had not burned her body.’


‘Who asked?’


‘It was T-T-Tallia bel Soon.’


‘Mendark would want Karan,’ said Yggur, dismissing Chaike. ‘As do I. I remember her well – a remarkably clever young woman. Not even my Whelm could catch her.’ He spoke admiringly. ‘I can use her. Sensitives don’t last long, alas! I’ve burned out half a dozen this week. Then again, perhaps she did die, and her friends buried her.’


Maigraith turned away, chilled by his words. But Karan had only one friend in Thurkad, she thought, and he is missing too. No, I will not give her up.


‘If she were dead I think I would know it,’ said Maigraith, ‘because of the link that was once between our minds. I must find out what happened to her, dead or living. If anyone can find her it is you. What do you know about her friend, Llian of Chanthed?’


‘For a prisoner, you question me very boldly,’ he said, but answered nonetheless. ‘The teller? Rumour says that he was taken by the Aachim. We are pursuing them at this very moment. When we catch them I will have him brought here. But as for Karan …’ Yggur considered the means. ‘If her fate can be learned I will learn it. Who can I send though?’


‘Not a Whelm!’


‘No, they failed last time. It requires a particular kind of person. Sitala? No, she has gone to Bannador. Pran took an arrow in the eye. If he lives he will probably never see again. Ah, Zareth the Hlune! He is reliable and tenacious. After we take the citadel I will give him an unlimited warrant.’


Maigraith had done everything she could. What was going to happen now? She looked up and met Yggur’s eyes. They were hard as chips of agate. Impossible to raise the question that was in her heart. Then he took a quick gasping breath, as if he was troubled too. Perhaps he wasn’t as hard as he pretended to be. Maybe she bothered him as much as he did her. Get on with it, she told herself. If you don’t, you’ll regret it forever.


‘Yggur,’ she began, but just then a pair of messengers ran in without knocking. Their faces were alight with eagerness.


‘Be so good as to go over there,’ said Yggur, pointing to a chair and table on the far side of the room.


Maigraith did so. She sat at the table, wondering what was going on, for she could hear no more than a murmur. The messengers spoke in an excited rush of words, and at the end Yggur let out a whoop and pounded one fist into the other palm. Good news about the war, Maigraith presumed.


A long discussion ensued. At the end of it she saw broad grins on their faces. The messengers hugged one another, bowed low and ran out. Truly his people love him, she thought. He is not as black as he is made out to be. Perhaps I have made the right choice after all.


Yggur did not call her back, so she sat at her table watching him at his work, taking the reports of scouts and spies and generals, conferring with his advisers, then issuing a string of orders.


Maigraith was hungry; thirsty too, for no refreshment had been offered her. Indeed, in the excitement, Yggur seemed to have forgotten all about her. Then, hours later, he looked up and, catching her eye, abruptly waved her across. She went slowly, feeling her status as a prisoner.


‘Leave us,’ he said to the guards, the Whelm, the clerks and messengers, and silently they filed out, closing the door behind.


‘What am I going to do about you?’ he asked softly. A muscle spasmed in his cheek. ‘Tell me the truth – why did you come?’


‘You treated me kindly in Fiz Gorgo,’ she replied. ‘I felt that you … cared for me, a little.’


‘I did, then!’


Why don’t you help me? she thought in anguish. Must I bare myself to your humiliation? ‘And I care – cared for you, then. There is one thing I must know –’ she hesitated, afraid. ‘Why did you send the Whelm to torture me, that last night in Fiz Gorgo? That was not a deed of the Yggur I knew.’
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